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Chapter One

   
 It was seven o’clock in the evening and I was watching a blood red sunset from a comfy chair on the deck of a beach house, a book in one hand, wine glass in the other. It was almost perfect. Only one thing was missing. 
 That one thing suddenly rose from the ocean and began to walk toward the house. She was quite a sight. The water from the ocean trickled off her beautiful, alabaster curves and her long, dark blonde hair glistened in the late light. Penny Stone, goddess of the ocean. 
 She sat down on the chair next to me and grabbed a towel, dabbing at her hair. 
      ‘How’s the water?’ I asked. 
      ‘Amazing. You missed out.’ 
       ‘It’s way too late in the day for swimming. You must be freezing.’ 
 She shrugged. 
       ‘I don’t mind the cold.’ 
 She nodded at the novel in my hand. 
       ‘How’s the book?’ 
 I glanced at the cover. It was called ‘Many Moons Ago’ and it was Penny’s first novel. 
       ‘Pretty fantastic. Even on the third read.’ 
 She blushed, modest as ever. 
       ‘You have to say that, Julia.’ 
       ‘No, I don’t. I could deflect you with words like ‘vivid’ ‘interesting’ or ‘colourful’.’ 
 She stopped towelling. 
       ‘Is that what you did with your old students? Threw flashy language at them so they didn’t realise you didn’t like their work?’ 
       ‘Only with the sensitive ones. Sometimes I could be blunt, if I thought the writer could take it. But sometimes you have to tread softly. Hurt feelings aren’t an especially useful teaching tool.’ 
 She smiled as she sat back in the chair, pouring herself a glass of wine. 
       ‘I was one of the sensitive ones, as I recall.’ 
       ‘But your work was always good. I never had to dodge the truth with you.’ 
 She laughed softly and took a sip. 
       ‘I wouldn’t go that far.’ 
 She smiled to let me know she wasn’t being serious. I looked at her frankly.  
       ‘Never the truth about your writing, then.’ 
 We looked out at the water, lapping gently onto the shore. As I glanced back at Penny, I saw a trace of sadness touched her large jade green eyes. 
       ‘I’m not ready to go home yet’ she said wistfully. 
       ‘We’re not going home yet. We’ve still got one more night.’ 
       ‘But it’s so beautiful here. I never want to leave. One more night isn’t enough.’ 
 I raised an eyebrow. 
       ‘You’d be surprised how long a night can be.’ 
 She didn’t look at me, but I saw a smile creep onto her lips as she watched the shore. 
       ‘You really can make anything smutty.’ 
 I feigned innocence.  
       ‘I don’t know what you mean. I’m simply saying that nights can feel short or long, depending on your perspective.’ 
 She threw her towel at me and I dropped the book as I tried to deflect the soggy item. I quickly grabbed the book from the deck, brushing off some stray sand. 
       ‘Careful! That book was a gift from the author. It’s very precious to me.’ 
       ‘It should be. I put your name in the dedication.’ 
       ‘I can one-up you on that. I wrote a whole book about you.’ 
 Penny’s smile was sunshine itself. 
       ‘I’m not going to forget that anytime soon. If it wasn’t for that book, we might not be here right now.’ 
 It was true. It had been nine months since Penny had shown up on my doorstep, telling me that she loved me, mirroring what I felt for her. And it was all down to a book I wrote.  
 It had been a long road to get to that point. We’d met over three years ago, but in that time, we’d both done a lot of changing, a lot of growing up. That was about right for Penny, who was now a recent graduate of twenty-one years old. I’d taken a bit longer about it than I probably should have. I’d had my thirty-ninth birthday a few weeks ago, but I didn’t feel that old. Somehow I still felt like I was only just starting to grow up. I put that down to Penny in part. She’d had me feeling like a love struck teenager since she’d turned up at my house in the middle of the night, nine months ago. But it wasn’t only that. 
 When I’d first met Penny, I’d been a writing professor at Medford University. Yes, past tense. Because I’d developed some habits that weren’t exactly conducive with the University’s policies on fraternisation with the students. That’s a gentle euphemism for sleeping with my students, if you didn’t catch it.  
 I’d been doing that for six years, choosing the right kind of girl from every new first year class. Then I’d take my time, seducing them over a period of months. It was an elaborate chess game and it kept me amused. And then came Penny.  
 She was the complete reverse of the other girls. She was shy, unassuming and extremely inexperienced in the ways of the world. She was exactly the kind of girl I would never normally touch, choosing instead the more seasoned girls, the girls for whom an affair with a teacher was simply something to add to their sexual résumé. 
 But still, something about Penny had called to me. 
 I’d fought the attraction, and so had Penny, she’d since told me. To the extent that she hadn’t even understood how she felt until the day we first slept together. She’d had a boyfriend, and another life in mind than one with a female teacher double her age.  
 Nonetheless, it had happened anyway. And from that, I’d found myself slipping into an affair with her, one that broke every rule I had for my sexual dalliances. Because I’d fallen in love with her.  
 But then my former indiscretions suddenly came to light. And both Penny and the University had found out. I lost my job and much worse, I lost Penny. It broke my heart. But I poured that devastation into a novel about my time at Medford. 
 And I’d tried to get on with my life. But I’d never forgotten her, never really stopped loving her. I knew that she deserved better than the liar I’d been, so I didn’t try to contact her. I let her be while I made a new life for myself, pushing forward. I told myself I’d moved on. 
 Then, out of the clear blue sky, we met again through sheer chance. And we decided to try to be friends. And again, I fought like hell not to want her. But I couldn’t help it. Penny was simply everything I’d never realised I wanted. She was honest, sweet, and wise beyond her years. Not to mention incredibly beautiful, although it didn’t compare to her astonishing inner beauty.  
 When the undeniable attraction became a problem for us both, we’d tried to walk away again. But not before I’d gifted her with my book, never dreaming that it would change everything.  
 She’d read a full account of my terrible behaviour and how meeting her had changed me. It was an honest and frank book about my own failings. But it was also a heartfelt love letter to her. 
 At that time, I’d been struggling with my own demons, asking myself why I’d made so many stupid mistakes in my life, lost so much through my own behaviour. And at the sharp end of those mistakes, the very apex of them, had sat the loss of Penny. And I’d finally understood why I’d lost her. I’d needed to control so much in my life that it had blinded me to the things that really should have mattered to me. And that blindness had made me a manipulative liar, a selfish woman who found it difficult to look beyond my own immediate and petty needs. It had made me half a person. But losing Penny from my life for the second time had made me take a long hard look at that person, to realise I didn’t want to be her anymore.  
 And even though my book had shown the very worst of me, its existence had been a blessing in the end. It told Penny everything I’d never been able to say to her. And she hadn’t looked away. 
 That was nine months ago. But it had felt like the blink of an eye. I’d been pretty wrapped up in Penny, never able to get enough of her. Every new thing I learned about her made me fall deeper in love. And incredibly, I felt that come my way too.  
 Penny suddenly stood up. 
       ‘I’m cold, I need a hot shower.’ 
       ‘Told you.’ 
 She turned to me and shook her head. 
       ‘Do you really want to be saying I told you so, when I just told you I was going to be wet and naked in a few minutes?’ 
       ‘I withdraw my previous statement.’ 
 She turned and walked into the house and I heard her call softly ‘Well, are you coming?’ 
 I could have waited a few minutes to make her wonder if she’d overplayed her hand. But who was I kidding? I stood quickly and went into the house. 
   
 The door of the bathroom was open a crack; steam was drifting out. I pushed the door open gently and there she was, soaping her body. I walked in, already beginning to pull my clothes off. Penny turned as I dropped a shoe with a clatter. 
       ‘Is the invitation still open?’ I asked, knowing what the answer would be. 
 Penny smiled and popped open the shower door. 
       ‘Always.’  
 She watched as I discarded my underwear and stepped into the small, steamy space, behind Penny. Deliciously hot water poured down my body as I leaned toward her, the sights and smells of her filling my senses. I pushed her hair off the back of her neck, kissing the exposed skin. I felt her head drop forward to allow me maximum access and I flicked my tongue along her spine. She always tasted good, and even with traces of the salty water still present, she was a heavenly flavour. I began to move my lips around her neck, pulling her head back as I reached her jugular. I lingered there, knowing the skin is most sensitive at its thinnest points. She moaned appreciatively.  
 She spun around, her hands finding my face, pulling me into a deep kiss. I felt her naked body pressed up against mine as the water trickled down us, her hands reaching up into my hair as she pulled me even deeper into her. Her wet leg reached around me, pulling me against her as she leant up against the glass wall of the door. Her petite body wrapped itself tighter around me and I felt myself falling deeper into the moment. I teased my tongue deep into her mouth and then… 
 POP! 
 Suddenly, I felt myself beginning to fall forward, Penny underneath me, and we hit the floor with a smack. It took a second to realise what had interrupted the erotic moment. The shower door. We’d forgotten it could only take so much pressure.  Penny and I were sprawled on the bathroom floor, water everywhere. Penny groaned in pain underneath me.  
       ‘Are you alright?!’ I asked. 
 She started to laugh softly. 
       ‘I got a bit carried away. You have a way of making me do that.’ 
 I realised my full weight was still on top of her and I began to climb off her gingerly but I felt her arms pull me back into my original position. 
       ‘Wait a second. As long as you’re here, you might as well make it worth my while.’ 
 I was amazed. 
       ‘But aren’t you hurt?’ 
       ‘I’m a little sore. But you could probably make me forget the pain if you tried hard enough.’ 
 I smiled slowly. 
       ‘I’m no doctor, but I’ll do what I can.’ 
 I began to move down her body. Soon enough, Penny was groaning again. But this time, not with pain. 
   
 I woke suddenly, alone in bed.  
 After we’d finally gotten up from the bathroom floor and gone straight to the bedroom to continue what we started in more comfortable surroundings, we’d both fallen asleep, drained from hours of passion.  
 The room was dark, the sun now vanished completely. I turned to the other side of the bed, expecting to find Penny fast asleep. It was empty. 
 I got up and walked into the living room. No Penny.  
 I glanced at the window and saw that she was outside, back on the porch, in the pitch black.  
 I opened the door and she looked around in surprise. 
       ‘I thought you were asleep.’ 
       ‘I was. And then I realised you’d gone wandering. What are you doing out here?’ 
       ‘I suppose I was just making the most of the final few hours of this view.’ 
 I sat down next to her on the two seater. 
       ‘You’re acting like you’re going to prison tomorrow.’ 
 She laughed. 
       ‘I don’t know; this has been so perfect. It’s hard to think it’s going to be over.’ 
 She looked out at the black waves, seemingly troubled by something, something more than the end of a holiday. Whatever it was, I hated to see her sad, even for a moment. I reached for her hand. 
       ‘It’s not over. Because what’s been good about this isn’t just some sand and water. It’s you and me.’ 
 She smiled and squeezed my hand. 
       ‘Yeah, you’re right.’ 
 We sat in silence for a moment. 
       ‘Maybe it’s what we have to go back to that’s bothering me.’ 
       ‘You’re going back to a meeting with your agent, to discuss what you’re going to do next. That’s not so bad, is it?’ 
 She didn’t answer. Was that really what was bothering her? Her book had come out a few weeks ago to quiet approval among critics and moderate sales. But I had no doubt that in time, it would be successful. That’s why I’d recommended Penny’s book to my publisher, despite her protests. She’d wanted to ‘make it on her own.’ But after several debates about it, and after much explaining that the publisher was not going to print it on my say so, that it would be assessed on its own merits, she caved and let me pass it on. 
 And my publisher, Jill, had adored the book. My own book was out by that time, after what could be described as a rather dramatic road to publishing. Jill had originally had an agreement to print it with Barret and Foster, but after the head of its parent company had decided to kill it due to an old personal grudge (if you’re wondering if I slept with her and dumped her, you’re right. I did), Jill had decided to leave Barret and Foster to start her own imprint, not enjoying the feeling of having her strings tugged from above. And she took my book with her.  
 It was released three months ago and had done better than expected, with sales that were steadily growing and good reviews. And now I had a contract to write a new book. Jill had strongly requested a sequel to my first book, but I felt like it was time for a new story. Although I didn’t know what it was yet. I was still trying to come up with something and nothing had felt right so far. But I wasn’t too worried. The muse would come when she felt like it, I told myself. She was a bitch like that. 
 But Penny was obviously a little stressed at what came next for her. Her book had been out only a month and Jill hadn’t asked for another book from her yet.  
       ‘Penny?’ 
 She turned to me, distracted. 
       ‘Hmm?’ 
 I raised an eyebrow.  
       ‘What’s going on?’ 
 She shrugged. 
       ‘I don’t really know. I haven’t really got anything to complain about.’ 
       ‘But something’s bothering you.’ 
       ‘I guess it just feels like things are about to change.’ 
 I moved closer to Penny, wrapping one leg over her. 
       ‘I guess it is. But whatever happens, this won’t change. You know that, right?’ 
 She turned to me and kissed me softly on the cheek. 
       ‘Yeah, I know.’ 
 She snuggled into me and we both turned back to the shore, watching the black water drag its cold fingers along the sand.  



 

Chapter Two

   
 I was staring out of the window, watching the car next to us. A toddler was watching me from his car seat, seemingly fascinated. I crossed my eyes and his face broke into a delighted grin. The car moved off ahead but the boy watched me until he couldn’t twist his head round any further. And he was gone. 
 I turned back to face the front windscreen and saw a sign that read ‘Medford – 40 miles’. Almost home. 
 I turned to look at Julia, who seemed in a state of highway hypnosis.  
       ‘You want me to take over for the last leg?’ 
 She glanced at me and smiled.  
       ‘You can’t drive.’ 
       ‘Yes, I can. Not in any legally recognised way but I can drive.’ 
       ‘You’re telling me that if I said to you right now ‘Sure, you drive’, you’d get behind this wheel with no license?’ 
 I shrugged. 
       ‘I don’t care about the law.’ 
 She started to laugh, her brown doe eyes shining in the late afternoon sun. 
       ‘Alright. You drive.’ 
 I sighed. 
       ‘Fine. You called my bluff.’ 
       ‘I knew it. You’re too much of a good girl.’ 
 ‘And I suppose you’re a bad girl?’ 
       ‘I think my credentials in that department are well established.’ 
 I shook my head. 
       ‘Nonsense. You’re just a soft hearted romantic when you dig a bit deeper.’ 
 She considered it for a second and threw me a small smile. 
       ‘You’re the only one that ever dug that deep, believe me.’ 
 She looked back at the road and I took the opportunity to watch her as she concentrated on the road. It was always my favourite way to see her, when she didn’t know I was looking. That patrician profile, the beautiful skin, her long thick dark hair. Those eyes. I’d been able to look at her as much as I wanted the last nine months, but still, it was all I ever wanted to do. My friend Lucas had once described her as a ‘world class hottie’ and he hadn’t been exaggerating, she truly was that. I still found it difficult to believe she was really mine.  
 In my head, I still occasionally felt a little like that geeky girl that had sat in the back of her class, despite how I’d changed since then. Julia had felt like an unattainable goddess in those days. Thankfully, time had broken that illusion. And I didn’t wear glasses or drab oversized clothes anymore and I was certainly nowhere near as shy as that girl had been. But I still sometimes wondered what people thought when they saw us together. It was hard to imagine anyone would look at me and think I belonged with her. 
 Not that I think she saw it that way. One time we’d been in a restaurant and a group of gorgeous girls had walked past, the kind who exude easy beauty. They were seated at the next table and I began to feel a little self-conscious next to such good looking, coiffed creatures. So I said to Julia ‘Wow, did you see those girls?’ She didn’t even turn around to look at them. She simply said ‘What girls?’ and reached for my hand. And incredibly, I think she meant it. She really didn’t see them. She only saw me.  
 My phone rang. It was my mother. I let it go to voicemail as Julia watched, saying nothing. She knew why I’d let the call go. Talking to my mother had become a minefield. Because she still didn’t know about Julia. And I was tired of trying to talk around her, of dodging enquiries about my love life. Julia wasn’t pressing to be introduced to my parents, I think she would have been quite happy never to have to meet them. But sooner or later, the day would have to come. And we both knew it. 
 I was a little lost in these anxious thoughts and I guess it showed on my face because Julia broke my reverie suddenly. 
       ‘Hey, are you OK?’ 
 I looked up surprised to see Julia’s eyes flicking between me and the road, she looked concerned. I sighed. 
       ‘I’m fine.’ 
       ‘Really? Because you’re chewing your nail to the quick.’ 
 I looked down at my index finger. The nail was a ragged mess. I hadn’t even realised I’d been biting it. 
       ‘It’s really nothing.’ 
 She didn’t say anything and I could tell she was considering whether to press it. 
 My phone rang again and I thought it would be my mother but it was someone almost equally stress inducing. It was David Kelsey, my very new agent. My publisher had connected me with him before I signed the deal for the book, so everything could be taken care of completely above board. I’d need proper representation, someone to deal with the legal side of things, of which I was utterly ignorant. He’d seemed like everything I imagined an agent to be, a bit smooth talking and slick, but generally, he seemed like a good person to have on my side.  
 But why was he calling me right now? We had a meeting booked in for next week. Was he cancelling? Was he going to dump me? These were the thoughts that flew through my head in the second between seeing the call and picking it up. 
       ‘David? Hi.’ 
       ‘Penny! How was your holiday?’ 
 I’d only mentioned it in passing, how on earth had he known I was on my way home? The man was skilled. 
       ‘Nice, thanks. Relaxing.’ 
       ‘Great, good. Listen, I know we’re booked in for a catch-up next week, but I wondered if you could come in for a meeting tomorrow instead. I’d like a chat about something.’ 
 I didn’t like the sound of that. 
       ‘Sure, what time?’ 
       ‘Why don’t we meet for lunch at The Veil? On the company expense, of course.’ 
 I’d heard of The Veil. It was fancy and expensive. 
       ‘OK, see you then.’ 
 We hung up.  
 Being taken to an extravagant place by my agent? Was that good or bad? I couldn’t tell.  
       ‘Who was that?’ 
       ‘Agent. Wants to meet tomorrow instead of next week.’ 
       ‘Did he say why?’ 
       ‘No. You don’t think…’ 
       ‘What?’ 
       ‘I don’t know.’ 
       ‘It’s not going to be anything bad, you know. You wrote a good book. It just takes time for the momentum to build. It was the same for mine.’ 
       ‘Yeah, I’m sure your right.’ 
 But I wasn’t sure at all.  
 The rest of the journey passed uneventfully. 



 

Chapter Three

   
 I pulled into Penny’s road and parked the car right at her gate. Penny looked up at the house that she shared with friends. She made no move to get out of the car. 
       ‘Why don’t you just stay with me tonight?’ I asked, ever the opportunist.  
 She thought about it for a second and she smiled at me. 
       ‘No, I’d better go home. The holiday has to end sometime, doesn’t it?’ she said as a lock of her dark blonde hair fell across her face. I pushed it back behind her ear, wanting to see her jade green eyes one last time before she went into the house.  
       ‘I guess it does.’ 
       ‘Anyway, you’ve got work to do.’ 
 I heaved a sigh. I’d been pushing back the thought of sitting down to write, wanting to bask in Penny a little longer. But she was right. I’d had my fun. It was time to work. 
       ‘I suppose you’re right.’ 
 She leaned over and gave me a soft but lingering kiss. And then her lips left mine and she began to pull away. I grabbed her t-shirt, drawing her back to me. 
       ‘Not so fast.’ 
 She smiled, letting herself be pulled back and our lips reconnected, a deeper kiss this time, moan filled.  
 And then with regret, I let her go. She pulled back again and we looked into each other’s eyes, drawing out the moment as long as we could. 
 I rolled my eyes at myself, drama queen that I was being. 
       ‘OK, go now or I’ll never let you.’ 
 Penny suddenly jumped around and undid her seatbelt. 
       ‘You’re right. I’m just gonna grab my bag and run into the house. Not looking back.’ 
 She opened the car door, ran to the boot and grabbed her bag, all without glancing at me. I thought she was really going to manage it, to get into the house without another look. But as I watched her put her key in the door, she turned to me and smiled and waved. I shook my head at her in fake admonishment and she laughed to herself and ran into the house. 
 I looked at her front door for a second, some part of me hoping she’d change her mind and come with me. But it wasn’t going to open again. I drove away. 
   
 I walked into my house and was surprised to see everything as I’d left it. I don’t know why but when I’ve been away a part of me always expects that I’ll come back to a burst pipe or burgled house. But no, everything was in order. 
 I immediately started throwing the clothes from my bag into the washing machine. Then I watered my plants. Once that was done, I was hungry, so I made myself a sandwich with some cheese left in the fridge and microwaved bread from the freezer. And then I thought ‘I should read the post’ but it was at that point that I knew my procrastination was out of control. I did not want to read my post. I was trying to avoid sitting down to write.  
 Technically, I had time to procrastinate. My publisher had given me plenty of time until she wanted to see preliminary pages, but I knew the longer I waited, the harder it was going to be to get started. And right now, I didn’t even know what the book was going to be about. I’d had ideas, of course, but I knew it was time to commit to one. I was beginning to think that it didn’t really matter what I chose, as long as I made a decision one way or the other. Any story has mileage if you put yourself into it, find yourself in it. 
 That was the theory, anyway. I considered it as I picked up my post and began to rifle through the usual bills until I came to a handwritten letter. I didn’t recognise the handwriting. I opened it and read it. 
 After I’d finished reading, I screwed the letter up violently and tossed it into the bin next to my desk. I couldn’t believe what it had said and furthermore, that I’d gotten it at all. But it didn’t matter, I told myself. I wouldn’t reply to it, or take any kind of action concerning its contents.  What it had said was most certainly not my problem. 
 After a few angry minutes of making vows not to care about the letter, I decided enough was enough. I sat down to work. 
 I began to tap the keys furiously, trying to take myself as far away from the letter as I could. I didn’t know exactly what I was writing about when I started, but something began to emerge, a story, something I’d been considering about a man who has an affair with his wife’s brother.  
 As I wrote, I felt good, positive. Movement was happening. 
 When I finally felt myself grind to a halt, I let it happen. I had twelve hundred words. It was a start. 
   
 Two hours later, I re-read what I’d written. And I hated it. It was directionless, meaningless, a garble. It was nothing at all. 



 

Chapter Four

   
 I walked into The Veil and looked around for David, hoping I wasn’t the first one to arrive. But fortune smiled. I saw him waving to me, seated at a table already and looking at home among the affluent patrons of the restaurant. I was wearing my nicest item of clothing, a conservative green dress (Julia said it brought out my eyes), which I thought seemed appropriate for the venue. And looking around, it was the way to go. But still, I didn’t feel quite comfortable in this crowd. They looked like people that had money. And they looked as though they’d always had it. Even if I had camouflaged myself correctly, I knew I didn’t fit. 
 I sat down and David leaned forward, and I realised he wanted to kiss me on both cheeks. I submitted to it, reluctantly. We didn’t do the double cheek kiss in Pilldale. 
       ‘I can tell you had a good holiday, you look fantastic.’ 
       ‘Oh. Thank you. Yes, it was nice.’ 
       ‘Great. Hungry?’ 
 I wasn’t hungry at all; I was too nervous. But I nodded and took a menu. Looking at the prices, whatever the outcome of this meeting, I was thankful I wasn’t paying. 
 We ordered (I had a sandwich, him a salad) and after the waiter left and brought back drinks, only then did David address the fact that this was not just a random lunch. 
       ‘So, I guess you might be wondering why I wanted to meet.’ 
       ‘You might say that, yes’ I said with a sardonic smile. 
 He laughed. 
       ‘Well, I got an interesting phone call last week and I wanted to tell you about it as soon as I could, to see how you feel.’ 
 I was still nervous about what was going to come out of his mouth. 
       ‘Have you heard of Zara Powell?’ 
 I wanted to be able to say yes but the name had no significance.  
       ‘I don’t think so, no.’ 
       ‘She’s a film director. Her movie ‘Comet’s Tail’ was released a month ago. It had a very good opening weekend and pretty steady numbers thereafter from what I can gather.’ 
 I knew the movie. I’d dragged Julia to it, despite the fact she wasn’t much of a science fiction fan. But we’d both enjoyed it. It was a movie set aboard a spaceship that accidently gets sucked into a black hole.  
       ‘Anyway, to cut to the chase, Zara’s looking for a new project. And she read your book and fell in love with it. Her producer said they’re interested in optioning your book with a view to it being their next movie.’ 
 I couldn’t speak. David took my silence as consent to carry on. 
       ‘They’d like to meet with you, talk it over. Would that be something you might be interested-’ 
       ‘Yes!’ I said too loudly. 
 David smiled. 
       ‘I thought so. I’ve already set something up. They’d like you to come to their production office on Thursday. Does that work for you?’ 
       ‘Yes, yeah, yes. Really? My book?’ 
 I needed to stop talking, I was devolving into a blithering inarticulate idiot. But I was excited. Zara Powell was obviously talented, her movie had been interesting, intelligent and thoughtful. The idea that she might want to make my book into a movie? I had to admit, it was exciting. 
 I’d been picking at my lunch up until that point, but suddenly, I found my appetite. I bit into my sandwich with gusto.  
   
   



 

Chapter Five

   
 I was at the end of a long and frustrating day. I’d been looking at the twelve hundred words I’d written and I’d tried not to react emotionally. I tried to look at them as I would have done for a student, to find the problem and potentially its fix. But I couldn’t see the actual issue, only that I hated it. I had no idea what was specifically wrong with it. Wrong with me.  
 I tried going for a run to shake out the blockage. Four miles later, I came home, sweaty and body tired. After a hot shower, I sat down again. Somehow it was worse. Because I’d been pinning a lot of hope on the run. It had worked before, why not today? 
 It was two in the afternoon by this point and I decided to try one last thing. A stiff drink. I wasn’t too sure if it was the best idea, but I knew that many writers swore by alcohol as a creative aid. It wasn’t the norm for me, needing a clear head to work, but I decided that if it didn’t help, at least it could be consolation.  
 Two double vodkas later, I knew full well it wasn’t going to help. My brain felt slower, clunky. Nothing useful was going to come out of it now.  
 I felt weary all of a sudden and I lay down on the sofa, just to rest for a moment. 
   
 I found myself standing in a corridor, at least that’s what I thought it was at first. Then I began to realise the walls were really high shelves, stretching upward and forward, seemingly forever. I stepped closer to the one on my left and saw that it was a bookshelf. The stacks were filled with an eternity of books. 
 I pulled one off the shelf and opened it. The first page was blank. I flicked through, every page was the same. Blank. I dropped it to the ground and grabbed another. More empty pages.  
 I pulled out book after book to find nothing but white pages, containing nothing. I felt deep disappointment at these pointless items. And then I heard a rumble. I looked up to see that the stacks of books were beginning to fall, and books rained down on me, slowly at first, building to a downpour. Before I knew it, I was up to my knees in the empty books and I knew without doubt that within minutes, I would be buried alive. 
 As they continued to fall on me, I tried to pull myself out but as fast as I could climb, the quicker the books seemed to fall. And as the piles grew neck deep around me, I began to find it difficult to breathe. My lungs were seizing up. And I knew I was taking one of the last breaths I would ever take. 
 And then a voice, male, older called to me from far away. 
       ‘Jules. Don’t fight it. Just let it happen.’ 
 And I did. My head disappeared underneath, buried alive… 
   
 Briinnggg! 
 I sat up with a jolt, the dream world still fresh and frightening. I had to tell myself that it was only a nightmare. And then I realised, something had woken me, what was it? A noise? 
 Brinng briiingg. 
 It was the doorbell. I climbed to my feet, a little confused. I went to the front door and opened it to see Penny.  
       ‘I’m sorry to just turn up, I... Are you OK?’ 
 I realised I must have been wearing my nightmare on my face and I instantly tried to look more relaxed. 
       ‘Yeah, sorry. I… I was asleep. Guess I’m still kind of out of it.’ 
 But I was coming to, thankfully. Looking at Penny made me feel more connected to this world, further away from the dream one. I looked down to see that she was dressed up, looking even more gorgeous than usual. 
       ‘You look edible, where have you… Oh, your meeting!’ I remembered with a start. 
       ‘Yeah, that’s what I came to tell you. I’ve been ringing you all afternoon.’ 
 My phone battery had been low as I’d come in from my run. It had probably died. 
       ‘I’m sorry, stupid technology. Anyway, come in and tell me all about it.’ 
 We went into the living room. I was still slightly discombobulated from my nightmare but I wanted to hear about Penny’s lunch. And I was beginning to feel a bit embarrassed about letting a dream scare me so much. Letting Penny see me a little wigged out, even for a second, wasn’t comfortable. 
       ‘Are you sure you’re-’ she began.  
       ‘If you’re trying to build suspense, you’re doing an amazing job.’ 
 She sighed, giving in. 
       ‘Fine. David told me this director is interested in making a film from my book. I mean, I don’t know for sure if it’s going to happen but…’ 
 My jaw dropped open.  
       ‘That’s amazing!’ 
 I grabbed her for a hug, thrilled for her. The news made me forget my own disappointing day. 
       ‘We should celebrate.’ 
       ‘I think it’s a bit premature for that. At the moment, it’s just a meeting.’ 
       ‘You can be cautious if you like. I’m going to be happy at the inevitable recognition of your talent.’ 
       ‘That’s nice, but… I don’t know. It was really cool to hear David say that someone was thinking about making a movie of my book but who knows how likely it is?’ 
 Penny had always been humble about her talent. But I hoped she’d be able to enjoy the success that was coming her way. 
       ‘But back to you’ she deflected. ‘You looked pretty freaked out when I knocked on the door.’ 
       ‘I guess I was having a little nightmare’ I admitted. 
       ‘What about?’ 
       ‘It’s fading now’ I said, truthfully.  
       ‘Are you sure? You don’t remember anything at all?’ 
 I thought for a second. There had been something. A voice… 
       ‘Well, I did here someone calling my name at the end. He was telling me to give up.’ 
       ‘He? Did you recognise his voice?’ 
       ‘No, I don’t…’ 
 I remembered something else. He’d called me Jules. No one called me Jules. Almost no one.  
 Penny was still waiting. 
       ‘Do you remember who it was?’ 
 I did know who it was. But I didn’t want to talk about him right now. 
       ‘No’ I shrugged. ‘Not a clue.’ 



 

Chapter Six

   
 Three anxious days had passed and now here it was. Thursday. My meeting with Zara Powell and her producer Peter Bradley at the offices of Echo Films, their company, was happening in a couple of hours. 
 I’d tried not to think too much about the meeting in the last few days, not wanting to get too excited. What if this wasn’t as big a deal to Echo Films as it was to me? What if I was just one of a number of projects they were considering? That’s not how David had put it, but he’d wanted me to feel good about this meeting, to further the chances of the movie happening. He’d explained to me that although selling the rights to my book probably wouldn’t make me rich, a movie would almost certainly boost my book sales and my profile, two things I needed right now.  
 So despite David’s hyperbole, I was being cautious. Who knew how much Zara Powell really wanted this? There were certainly plenty of other more successful books from more established authors that she could choose. 
 That was the mantra I chanted to myself as I got ready for the meeting, going for smart casual. ‘Don’t get your hopes up, don’t get your hopes up, don’t get your hopes up.’ By the time I got to Echo Films, I was wondering why I was even bothering to go at all. 
   
 Echo Films was not an impressive office. It was one drafty bare room in a block of offices to rent, half of them empty. I’d been buzzed in by intercom and I was now sitting on what seemed like a chair that had been fished out of an abandoned school hall. Peter Bradley, or Pete as he had asked to be called, was making tea from a travel kettle perched on a small fridge in the corner.  
 He was a small guy, a dishevelled forty, dressed like he was still in his teens, in a hoody and busted converse. It wasn’t what I’d expected when I’d heard the title ‘producer’. I’d imagined some slick wheeler-dealer type. But I was glad he wasn’t like that. It was comforting. He was just a normal guy. 
 He turned and handed me the tea. 
       ‘Zara will be here any second. She just texted me to say she’d been caught in some traffic and she’s absolutely furious she’s not here to greet you.’ 
       ‘Oh, that’s fine. I’m sure she’s very busy.’ 
 Pete shook his head. 
       ‘Not too busy to meet you. She’s very excited about it.’ 
 I was stunned. 
       ‘About meeting me?’ 
       ‘Yeah. She loved your book. Talked about it non-stop for a week after she read it. Said from the start it would make a great film.’ 
 I actually started to blush. 
       ‘Oh, errm, that’s really sweet of her to say that.’ 
 Pete started to laugh. 
       ‘Nothing sweet about it. She had her business head on. She knows a good story when she reads it.’ 
 Before I could respond, the door flew open and in strode Zara Powell. I was shocked to see she was around her mid-twenties. I’d thought she would be considerably older than me, already having directed a feature film. She was a redhead, petite, an easy smile. Her face had a lot of character, her crystal blue eyes sparkled with obvious intelligence. Yes, I admit, my first thought was that she was cute. But it was a brief thought that I pushed aside. 
       ‘Hi, I’m Zara.’ She sat down, catching her breath. ‘Those stairs, my god. I took them two at a time to get here and I’m still late.’ 
       ‘I’ve only been here a couple of minutes’ I lied. 
       ‘Really?’ 
 Pete handed her a cup of tea. 
       ‘She’s being nice, she’s been here for at least ten.’ 
 She shook her head at me. 
       ‘Don’t be nice to me, I don’t deserve it, leaving you waiting like this.’ 
       ‘I don’t mind.’ 
       ‘I think you should. You’re the talent here and we’re lucky to get you into our dank little office, but here you are. And thank god. Because I can’t wait to talk about Many Moons Ago. I love it. Love it.’ 
       ‘Easy, Zara’ Pete interjected. ‘Don’t be such a fangirl, you’ll scare the woman off.’ 
 Zara held her hands up, mea culpa style. 
       ‘You’re right. I’ll pull my enthusiasm back a bit.’ 
 I’d felt shy when I’d walked in the door but there was something about the pair of them, Zara and Pete, that eased my nerves. They were easy people to be around. Particularly Zara. She was confident. I’d always liked to be around confident people. They seemed to shine just a little bit brighter than everyone else. And when their attention was on you, it was easy to feel special. I could tell straight away that Zara was probably good at making people feel special. It was no doubt an asset for a film director. I wasn’t going to let it go to my head. 
       ‘So, OK, I want to be honest with you. I really want to option the book.’ 
 I waited for a ‘but’. 
       ‘But…’ 
 There it was. 
       ‘…I’d like you to be honest. What are the chances of you letting us adapt your story?’ 
 Wait, what? She thought she had to sell the idea to me?  
       ‘I mean, obviously, we’re small right now. New. And I don’t know if you’ve seen Comet’s Tail-’ 
 I nodded heartily.  
       ‘Yes, I have. I thought it was fantastic.’ 
 Zara stopped dead and it was the first time I’d seen a chink in her armour. She looked slightly embarrassed. It was endearing.  
       ‘Well, that’s nice. Thanks.’ 
 I decided that if Zara wasn’t going to play hard to get here, neither was I. 
       ‘Look, if you want the book, it’s yours.’ 
 Her mouth dropped open. 
       ‘Don’t you want to hear our pitch first?’ 
       ‘Yeah!’ added Pete. ‘I had a hard sell ready to go.’ 
 I shrugged. 
       ‘Nope. I liked your movie. You like my book. That’s good enough, isn’t it?’ 
 They exchanged looks of amazement with one another. Had they really thought I’d put up a fight? 
 Zara turned back to me and smiled. 
       ‘OK, then, Penny. Let’s make a movie.’ 
 She held out her hand and I shook it, my stomach doing summersaults. This was really going to happen. 



 

Chapter Seven

   
 I walked into the bar, looking for Penny. It was a casual place, home to a young, creative crowd. It was a place for artists of all kinds, mostly out-of-work ones. There was no doubt many people in this room were involved in some heavy networking disguised as casual chit chat.  
 A wave caught my eye and I saw Penny was already seated in a booth with a middle aged guy and a young red headed woman. They had to be the director/producer team that had agreed to make Penny’s book into a movie a few weeks ago. After various meetings about what they wanted to do with the book, as well as some legal back and forth between Echo Films and Penny’s agent, the contract had been signed today and I’d been invited to the celebratory lunch. I wasn’t sure if it was really appropriate for me to be there, but Penny had been enthusiastic about having me meet ‘Pete and Zara’. She seemed to get on well with the pair and I suppose she wanted to share that with me, so I’d agreed to come. 
 Penny stood as I approached and kissed me.  
       ‘This is my girlfriend, Julia’ she announced to the table. Pete stood and leaned over to shake my hand. Zara simply gave a small wave. I saw her eyes slip quickly up and down me. It was subtle, but I caught it. Because I gave her the same quick assessment. She was a good looking girl. Not Penny beautiful, but certainly attractive.  
       ‘So this is the famous Julia?’ she said. It sounded friendly, but something about it made me think it wasn’t.  
       ‘Famous for what?’ I asked dryly. 
 Penny interjected, a tad nervously I thought. 
       ‘I’ve been telling these guys about your book. How talented you are.’ 
 I sat down and Penny handed me a glass of red. 
       ‘Ordered this for you.’ 
 I thanked her and took a sip. 
 Pete turned to Penny and said ‘Hate to talk business-’ 
      ‘That’s a lie. He loves to talk business’ Zara broke in. 
      ‘But…’ Pete said with a short look to Zara ‘We didn’t just ask you here today to celebrate the book option. We need to ask you something.’ 
       ‘And that’s true. We do’ Zara added. ‘Pete, you mind if I take it from here?’ 
 Pete gestured for her to continue. And that was the moment I realised that I definitely didn’t like this young woman. The way she walked over her partner. It told me something. Zara liked control. 
 But I didn’t have to like her, I reminded myself. This was Penny’s domain. And I doubted she’d be having much contact with Zara from now on. Now that Zara had the rights to make her movie, what more was there to say? 
       ‘Me and Pete have talked it through and although I wrote Comet’s Tail solo, I think I might need a hand with this one. I wondered if you’d do the adaptation? We’d develop it together and then you’d write the screenplay yourself. You’d get a screen credit, and a fee, of course, once funding is secured. Which it will be.’ 
        ‘Are you serious? But, but... I’ve never written a screenplay before!’ 
       ‘I know. But I can give you some tips, as well as pointing you in the direction of some helpful books. I’ve no doubt you can turn your hand to it, if you decided to. And I really want to make sure I don’t screw up your book. I need your help, Penny’ she said earnestly.  
 Penny bit her lip. I could tell that even though she had misgivings, she wanted to do it. She was going to say yes. Dammit. 
       ‘Well, I can’t pretend it doesn’t make me a bit nervous.  
       ‘Don’t need to answer now. Take a few days to figure it out’ Zara assured her. 
       ‘OK. I will’ Penny replied. 
 But I knew it was going to happen. Even if Penny didn’t. And I wasn’t too happy about it. Zara was a shark, I could tell. And Penny was more of a dolphin, sweet and sensitive. If Zara wanted to walk all over Penny, she didn’t stand a chance. She’d roll out the welcome mat and take it. 
   
 Later, in the car home, the inevitable question came. 
       ‘So what do you think I should do?’ Penny asked. 
 I paused. This was tricky. I wanted to support Penny, of course I did. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a bad idea. Still, there was no way I could say that to her. I had no evidence. Gut feeling wasn’t enough to shit on Penny’s good news.  
       ‘What do you think you should do?’ I countered, playing for time.  
       ‘I don’t know. I was really happy when she said it. But now I keep thinking about the fact that I have no idea what I’m doing and that I’ll probably just screw it up’ she said unhappily. 
 Now it was really tricky. If I told her I thought she shouldn’t do it, she’d think it was because I agreed with her doubts. And I wasn’t about to stoke that fire. Firstly, I wanted her to find confidence in her abilities and I knew she wasn’t there yet. But worse, I did think she could do it. In fact, just like Zara, I knew she could.  
       ‘Penny, if any part of you wants to do this, then you should. It’s the unknown, it’s going to feel daunting. I’d feel the same in your position. But you just need to find your feet. If you do it, you’ll be great at it. I know it.’ 
 Penny smiled. ‘I don’t think you’d be nervous at all.’ 
 Classic Penny. She’d barely heard the praise. She’d only heard the part she could argue with.  
       ‘First off, yes I would’ I told her. ‘I thought we were past all that putting-me-on-a-pedestal stuff?’ 
       ‘This isn’t a pedestal. You don’t suffer with the same nerves I do. You just don’t, Julia.’ 
       ‘How can you be so sure of that?’ 
       ‘Because you don’t care about what anyone thinks of you enough to ever be worried about things like that.’ 
 I sighed.  
       ‘I do care what people think of me, actually.’ 
 Penny turned to me sharply. ‘Name one person you’ve ever cared about impressing.’ 
       ‘You, for a start.’ 
 Penny rolled her eyes. ‘Take me out of the equation. Because I already admire you and I always have, which I think you know. Who else?’ 
 There was a name that came to mind, but I didn’t really want to go down the path that saying that name would lead me down. It was far too long a journey.  
       ‘I don’t have some list I can roll off. Just take it that sometimes, I care what people think. And sometimes, I get nerves. And sometimes it affects my actions. Or lack of them,’ I finished. I realised my voice was raised.  
 Penny was looking at me with a dash of shock. ‘Are we arguing?’ 
       ‘I think so’ I said, confused. 
       ‘Why?’ 
 I really didn’t know. But I thought there was a strong chance it was my fault. ‘I don’t… I’m sorry.’ 
 Penny accepted my apology and gave me her own, although I had a feeling she didn’t mean it. It had been said more out of politeness. And I supposed that was fair. She hadn’t been the one to get carried away.  
 I pulled up in front of her house and she started to get out. 
       ‘Hey’ I called and she paused.  
       ‘What’s up?’ 
       ‘That’s what I wanted to ask you? I don’t want you to go feeling angry at me’ I implored. 
 She got back in her seat and turned to me, grabbing my hand. She smiled. 
       ‘I’m not.’ 
 She kissed me and got out of the car. I watched her walk to the door. I hoped she’d turn for one last look. But she didn’t. Not this time. She shut the door behind her without a backwards glance. 



 

Chapter Eight

   
 That night, I tossed and turned for hours, sleep beyond my reach. But it wasn’t the offer I was wrestling with. It was the incident in the car afterward. 
 Julia was right. I was angry with her.  
 The offer from Zara, despite how nervous it made me, had also been flattering. And then somehow, Julia had ruined the moment.  
 And it wasn’t like Julia to be that way. Her support was ordinarily unwavering. She’d been pushing me forward from the start. And this had the potential to be the next step for me, a possible new direction for my career to go in, if I decided to do it. 
 So what was going on? 
 At 2 a.m., I finally gave up and switched on the light, grabbing my phone from the nightstand. After a few minutes of scrolling through twitter, I opened my emails and refreshed. There was the usual rubbish, but mixed in among the junk was a new email from Zara. I opened it with trepidation. Part of me thought she was going to say she’d changed her mind. 
 But it wasn’t anything like that. 

Hi Penny,


First off, you should know that this email is me being pushy and I’m well aware of that. There’s no getting around it. Most people would probably let you consider my offer in peace. Well, that’s not me. And that’s why I’m writing to you, mere hours after we spoke in person. I want you to do this and I hope you know that I’ll hound you until you have to get a restraining order out on me. 


But before we have to get the police involved, I want you to know why I want you to do this, and why I want to adapt your book in the first place. It’s not just that it has all the elements to make a great movie (although it does, as long as I get it right) but the story did something to me and that’s why I picked it. It clicked with me. To me, it’s a story about looking for yourself. Looking for yourself in other people and things. And we’re all guilty of that. 


But I like the ending, that your protagonist figures out that she only needs herself and to make the best of the time and place she came from. That’s the way my life has gone, although the fact I’m asking you to do this with me probably contradicts that. I guess I just want you to know that when I decide on a path, I don’t stop until I reach the end of it. 


But I need you to escort me, at least partway. So please come with me.


Zara

 After re-reading the email a few times, I had a feeling, one that I guess I’d had from the moment she asked me to work with her. I’d let my nerves get in the way of it, but it was clear to me now what I was going to do. 
 I closed the email and felt my eyes become heavy.
A peace had settled over me from making this decision.  
 I wanted to do this. I was going to do this. 
   
 The next morning, I didn’t want to give myself time to let doubts creep in. I called Zara as soon as it was a reasonable hour. 
       ‘Hey, are you calling to let me know that the restraining order is in the post?’ she asked. 
 I laughed. ‘No. I’m calling to say yes.’ 
       ‘Yes?’ 
       ‘Yes, yes. I mean, it’s a yes’ I babbled. ‘To your offer. If you want me to do it, I will. Write the screenplay.’ 
 There was a moments quiet during which I had a tiny panic and then Zara said ‘Sorry, just taking a moment to do an air punch of celebration. Have you had breakfast yet? Because I was just about to go out in search of a croissant. I could tell you my ideas, get your take?’  
       ‘Wow’ I breathed. ‘You don’t waste any time, do you?’ 
 Zara laughed. ‘A million miles an hour, that’s my speed. You’ll get used to it. Eventually, you’ll learn to tell me to put the brakes on. But hopefully not quite yet. So, croissants?’ 
   
 An hour later, I was eating pastry with Zara. She was talking at a fair clip while her croissant sat untouched. It was daunting in a way; she wasn’t kidding about the speed at which she went. But there was also something appealing about it. Yes, she was high energy but she seemed to know where she was going. And it was hard not to want to go with her as she swept you up in her words. 
 ‘…so if we strip it back to the bare essentials, what we can squeeze into a hundred and twenty minutes, unfortunately, some stuff will need to go. So that will become a question of what we can live with. Right now, it’s tough for me, as a fan of the book. I’m hoping you can be a bit more ruthless while I try and get the stars out of my eyes. At the moment, our character travels to eight different times. We’ll have to cut at least two, I think.’ 
 That was a surprise to me. I hadn’t realised we’d need to cut it back quite so much. But it made sense. Movies are shorter than books. That was a fact. I tried to act like it wasn’t a big deal. 
       ‘I guess so. Sure. Cut two journeys.’ 
 Zara blinked. 
       ‘I’m sorry, I’ve just realised that you haven’t really had time to think about this yet.’ 
 I smiled. ‘I was trying to be cool about it. Guess I didn’t fool you.’ 
 Zara ripped off a piece of croissant and began to butter it. ‘I should really have let you process a bit before I launched at you, shouldn’t I?’ She began to eat. 
 I shook my head. ‘I like your enthusiasm, Zara. You don’t need to apologise for it. And I don’t want you to think you have to tread lightly either. I don’t want that. I want you to hit me with whatever’s on your mind.’ 
 Zara swallowed her food and said ‘I knew you were cool. I could tell from the first meeting.’ 
 I shrugged nervously. ‘I’m just aware that I’m the novice here. I’m taking your lead.’ 
       ‘Novice?! You wrote an incredible book that I couldn’t put down. If anything, I was hoping to learn something from you.’ 
 I sputtered into my coffee. ‘Me?’ 
       ‘Yeah. I wrote my first movie because I had to. But in my heart, I’m a director. You’re the real writer here. I’m not going to let myself forget that. Do you want another coffee?’ 
 I didn’t get a chance to answer her before she was gesturing for the waitress. As I watched her asking the waitress for another round of drinks, as well as more croissants, I thought about what she’d just said. It was incredibly sweet of her to place so much value on my role in the partnership. I just hoped I wouldn’t let her down. 
   
 I rang the bell and waited. Several minutes went by and I began to wonder if Julia had gone out. But she’d said she was staying in to work today. Where was she? 
 After another minute and several more rings of the bell, I got out my mobile to give her a call. But then the door opened. Julia stood there, looking she’d only just gotten out of bed. 
       ‘Did I wake you? It’s ten thirty.’ 
       ‘Bad night’s sleep.’ 
       ‘Well, I was close by and I bought you some Earl Grey and a pastry’ I said, waving the paper bag and takeout cup. 
 She sighed with pleasure. ‘That sounds divine. Get in here now.’ 
 I chuckled as I crossed her threshold. ‘I should always have food in my hand if it gets that response.’ 
 I walked down the hall to her kitchen and put the stuff on the table. 
       ‘Why were you close by, anyway?’ she asked as she sat down and took the lid off the cup, taking a deep sip. 
       ‘Impromptu breakfast meeting thing. I said yes to Zara.’ 
 She put down the tea and smiled. ‘That’s great.’ 
 I nodded. I wasn’t sure what to say next. Last night had gotten a little strange. And it had started from this exact topic.  
 But before I could find words, Julia spoke. ‘I want to apologise for last night.’ 
       ‘You already did.’ 
       ‘But now I’ve had some time to think about it, I think I need to do a bit better than that. I’m not sure why I got so angry.’ 
 But I thought I knew what might be bothering her. ‘Is it work?’ 
 She didn’t answer and I knew I had it. She was blocked.  
 I knew this had happened to her before, when she had tried to write her first novel at thirty. And it had spiralled into her giving up writing for several years. If it had happened again, it wasn’t good. 
       ‘Julia, if you’re blocked-’ 
       ‘Oh no. You said it out loud. The B word’ she laughed. ‘Now it’s real.’ 
 She was trying to make light of it, but I knew Julia. If she was turning it into a joke, it was anything but. 
       ‘Why didn’t you tell me this was going on?’ 
 She took another sip and stood up with her croissant, sticking it in the microwave. As she watched it warming, she finally said ‘I don’t know. I guess I thought it would pass. I still think it might.’ 
 I understood. She didn’t want to see it as a problem. That was block. It was like a bully. The more attention you paid to its taunts, the worse it got. It was better to treat it like it didn’t matter, until it didn’t. I decided to respect Julia’s method of dealing with it. 
       ‘OK, I get it. We won’t talk about it then. You probably just need a good night’s sleep.’ 
       ‘Ain’t that the truth’ she said as she took out her warm croissant and sat back down, eating it slowly. 
 It was only then I really saw the shadows under her eyes. She’d been covering them with make-up before but she hadn’t had the chance this morning. She hadn’t been sleeping for a while, it was clear.  
       ‘When was the last time you got a solid eight hours?’ 
 She thought for a moment. ‘Probably the beach house.’ 
 I was shocked. 
       ‘Julia! Why didn’t you say something?’ 
       ‘Things are going well for you right now. The movie and everything… I didn’t want to spoil it. Which I sort of did yesterday anyway,’ she admonished herself. 
 But I wasn’t going to let her punish herself further for that. I stood and took her hand.  
       ‘Come on’ I said and pulled her to her feet. 
       ‘Where are we going?’ 
       ‘We’re going to have a nap. I didn’t sleep that well myself and I’m tired too. Maybe if we get snuggly, we can both get caught up.’ 
 She smiled and followed me. ‘That sounds even better than the croissant.’ 



 

Chapter Nine


 

 I woke up to an afternoon light spilling through a gap in the curtain. I turned to my clock and saw with mild shock that it was gone two. But I felt good, rested for the first time in weeks. The arm wrapped around my middle was the reason, or rather the person attached to it. Penny. She’d given me exactly what I’d needed. Dreamless, easy sleep. And she’d known I needed it without me having to say. 
 As I lay next to Penny, watching her slumber on, I made a decision. I was going to throw out the novel I’d started, which barely had five thousand words. If I was struggling to move it forward, if it was weighing me down like this, then it wasn’t right. Better to cut my losses and move on. But to what? 
 Penny’s eyes opened, that infamous jade green colour slipping into view. I’d liked watching her sleep but now I was glad to see that colour again.  
       ‘What time is it?’ she asked with a yawn.  
       ‘Past lunchtime.’ 
       ‘I feel like I was just eating breakfast. What a great way to get from meal to meal. Sleep.’ 
 She began to lift the duvet up but then the devil tapped me on the shoulder and I didn’t want food. I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her deeper into the bed. She turned to me.  
       ‘I see someone’s got their pep back.’ 
 I smiled and kissed her. The kiss was returned emphatically. Penny didn’t seem to care about food either, anymore. I began to slip my hands down, removing her knickers with ease. I took off my own while I was at it. Then bras were coming off and we were naked. From kiss to nudity took about eight seconds. But that was how it was with Penny. It was easy to go ninety miles an hour. I always had to remind myself to slow down and savour her.  
 And so I did, taking my time, kissing every inch of her body while she leaned back, grabbing hold of the bed post as she writhed with pleasure. When I couldn’t stand to wait any longer, I slipped my tongue inside her and felt her arch immediately. She came swiftly, loudly. But I couldn’t stop and I kept at it, giving her as much as she could stand.  
 Eventually, her body gave a spasm that nearly bucked me off the bed. And then she flopped back, her cheeks flush, panting.  
       ‘Just give me a second to recover and then I’m going to rock your world’ she promised. 
       ‘No need’ I said, meaning it. Somehow, giving Penny pleasure was the same as receiving it. I didn’t need anything else. 
       ‘Are you sure? She asked, fanning her face with her hand. ‘Because I guess I do need to get going. I’ve got to get to a bookshop at some point today, pick up some stuff Zara recommended.’ 
 I was a little surprised her mind was already back on work. But I couldn’t hold it against her. She was just excited about a new project. I envied it. 
       ‘Happy reading.’ 
 After Penny left, I was alone with my thoughts again. I had to admit, I didn’t love it. A good sleep as well as clearing things up with Penny had certainly been positive for my mood. But the problem hadn’t gone away. It was still there. I had a book to write and no story. I just hoped Penny’s visit had cleared out enough cobwebs that today could be the day that I found one.  
 I felt more optimistic than I had in a while as I sat down at my desk with my laptop.  
 And then I made a mistake. A big one. 
 Somehow, while I was staring at the blank screen, I found my gaze drifting to the wastepaper bin. And then, for some reason, my hand reached in and pulled out the letter that still sat in it, smoothing it out until it was legible again.  
 It was from my Uncle Edward. Or Teddy as he preferred to be called. But I could never bring myself to call him that. The letter was brief but awful. 

Julia,


I’m sorry to get in touch after all these years with bad news but it’s about your dad. He’s not well. And I know he’d never tell you himself so I’m doing it for him. You should go and see him. His address is below.


Teddy

 I didn’t know why I was reading it again. I didn’t want to. It was as though I couldn’t help myself. 
 I read it twice more before I put it back in the bin. It was to the point, I had to give Edward that. And he wasn’t telling me the nature of this sickness, but it wasn’t hard to figure out that it was probably more than a cold. 
 I considered the ramifications of the news, even though I’d promised myself I wouldn’t give it brain space. And the conclusion I drew, no different to the day I first got the letter, would probably seem callous to most people. I wasn’t going to do anything at all. This had nothing to do with me. He had nothing to do with me and he hadn’t for a long time. Why should it be different now? I owed him nothing, even if the situation was as dire as Edward had implied. It didn’t change anything.  
 I went back to the blank word document that awaited me. I tried to think of something to fill it. But of course, it remained blank. It was my Uncle’s letter. It was pushing itself to the front of my thoughts, invading my brain. 
 I started to feel angry. Why had Edward sent me this news? He had no right, no right at all to drag me back into my father’s life. Not after all this time.   
 While my head wobbled back and forth between my lack of story and my sick father, somehow, there was even more bad news on the way. The phone rang and it was Penny. I was relieved at the distraction. At first. 
       ‘I wasn’t expecting to hear from you quite so soon. I thought you’d be up to your elbows in the three act structure by now. But I’m glad you called-’ 
       ‘I…’ Penny said, nervously. I stopped talking. ‘I just got a call and…’ she went on. 
       ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked her.  
 There was a silence, and then she told me. 



 

Chapter Ten

   
 I had indeed been neck deep in a screenplay book that was frankly making me feel disconcerted. It was laying it all out like a recipe for soup.  
 There was a reason I’d always avoided these kind of books. They tended to make me feel like they drained the magic out of writing. And this book was no different. But worse than that, it was illustrating to me just how much of an amateur I was.  
 Zara had told me to read the books and then pretty much ignore them, but she’d thought it was probably a good idea to learn the rules before we broke them. Still, it was hard not to read them and feel like I was out of my depth, once again. 
 The phone rang and I was glad of a chance to put the book down. Until I saw who was calling me. Jodie. I felt immediate anxiety.  
 She was an old friend from my hometown, Pilldale. We’d been close throughout school and we still checked in with each other occasionally. I’d seen her a couple of months ago when she was in Medford for the day. I’d decided to fill her in on the fact that I was in a relationship with a woman. She’d been mildly surprised to hear about the turn my love life had taken, but she’d been excited to hear the details. Not a lot happened in Pilldale. My sexuality was about as exciting as it got in Jodie’s eyes.  
 But she never rang, she was a strict texter. I hit accept with trepidation. 
       ‘Jodie! Hey, how’s it going?’ 
       ‘Hi Penny.’ 
 She sounded nervous. And I knew my apprehensive reaction to the call had been some sort of premonition. 
       ‘Is everything OK? Everyone in Pilldale alright?’ 
       ‘Yeah, they’re fine. Kind of. I mean, they’re alright, but maybe not too happy.’ 
       ‘What does that mean?’ 
       ‘The thing is, I was in that new coffee shop that just opened up here, you know the one on Tanner Road? I was having a catch up with Sarah.’ 
 Sarah was another friend of ours from school. 
       ‘I mentioned that I’d seen you and she wanted to know how you were doing…’ 
 There was a pause. I didn’t like it a bit. 
       ‘Yes?’ 
       ‘I mentioned your new girlfriend.’ 
 Why was she calling to tell me this? So she’d told a mutual friend about what was going on in my life, that wasn’t too bad. I might have preferred to tell her myself, but it wasn’t the end of the world.  
       ‘That’s OK, Jodie. I don’t mind.’ 
       ‘But the thing is…’ 
 I waited for what felt like an hour for the punchline. 
       ‘I didn’t realise your mum was behind me.’ 
 Oh god. 
       ‘I think she heard me.’ 
       ‘You think she heard you.’ 
 Another pause.  
       ‘She definitely heard me. She stormed out. I’m so sorry, Penny.’ 
 I’d been meaning to talk to my parents about everything. I really had. I knew it was going to have to happen eventually. But I’d been waiting for the right time. And now that time was officially never going to happen. I’d lost the chance to talk to them myself, to explain it the right way. Instead, my mother had overheard it from someone else and all that was left was to pick up the pieces. 
       ‘When did this happen?’ 
       ‘About two hours ago.’ 
 I shook my head. This wasn’t her fault. It was mine. I should have had the conversation months ago. But I’d been a coward, waiting for some imaginary perfect moment. 
       ‘It’s alright Jodie, don’t worry about it. She had to find out sometime.’ 
       ‘Please don’t be nice about this. I need you to shout at me, tell me I’m an idiot with a big mouth.’ 
 I sighed. 
       ‘I wish I could. But I’m not angry with you, I’m afraid.’ 
       ‘Bloody hell, I would be!’ 
 I didn’t have time to help her flagellate herself. I was too busy trying to figure out what my next move was. Should I call my parents? Wait for them to call me? 
       ‘Look, I have to go. Don’t beat yourself up, OK? Accidents happen.’ 
 We said goodbye and hung up. I slunk down in my seat, trying to absorb what this might mean. 
 My first instinct was to pick up the phone and call the one person who could help me with this. Julia. Thankfully, she picked up quickly. I began to explain. 
       ‘I… I just got a call and…’ 
 She picked up on my tone pretty quickly, which I knew she would. 
       ‘What’s wrong?’ 
       ‘It was Jodie. You know the one? From school? She just told me that she has accidently informed my mother of my sexual preferences.’ 
 Julia moaned. She knew I’d been working up to ‘The Talk’. 
       ‘Shit.’ 
       ‘Yep.’ 
       ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 I sat up. There were a few ways to deal with this, but I could see that avoidance had gotten me into this situation in the first place. It wasn’t going to cut it any longer. Facing up to it head on seemed like the only way to proceed if I was going to stop this blowing up into a big drama. 
       ‘I know you’re busy but is there any chance you fancy a trip to Pilldale?’ 



 

Chapter Eleven


 

 It wasn’t exactly a fun jaunt to the country that Penny had in mind, I knew that. It was most likely going to be fairly hellish. Part of me didn’t really want to deal with it. But nightmarish as it would no doubt be, dealing with someone else’s family problems still looked like a picnic compared to dealing with my own. And I knew Penny wanted me there. I couldn’t let her walk into all this mess on her own. So here we were, pootling along the motorway, bound for the village of Pilldale. 
 Although I had agreed immediately to Penny’s pleas for me to be beside her while she came out to them, I didn’t necessarily think it would be a good idea for me to barge in straight away, announcing myself as Penny’s girlfriend. This was a delicate situation. I hoped Penny would see the sense in being strategic about it. And not think I was being a coward. Which I hoped I wasn’t.  
       ‘Penny’ I said, glimpsing away from the road to catch a glimpse of her staring out at the horizon, with the look of someone going to the guillotine. ‘I was just thinking… I’m completely happy to come and be with you. But maybe I shouldn’t actually come to see your parents initially. It might be a bit more confrontational than it needs to be. It could make things worse. I can wait around the corner and you can have… the chat… and then maybe if it goes well, you can call me and I’ll come and meet them. What do you think?’ 
 Penny turned. ‘You’re not coming in with me?’ 
 I frowned. ‘That’s not what I said. I was just suggesting a strategy that might make this whole thing go a bit more smoothly.’ 
       ‘It’s already a mess. You can’t make it worse, I don’t think’ she sighed. 
 My subtle redirection of Penny’s plan had not worked at all, I could see. I thought she had it all wrong, that finesse was the key. But Penny didn’t agree. And what else could I do but give her what she wanted? She was in enough turmoil without me creating an argument about how best to deal with the situation. 
 I would simply have to brace myself for whatever the afternoon was going to throw at me. And I really had no idea of what that might include. I didn’t know these people. Would they shout? Denounce their daughter? Throw us both of out their home? They were dramatic things to consider but I wanted to fortify myself for the worst.  
 I thought back to my own coming out at sixteen. My mother hadn’t seemed too shocked. ‘Well, I did begin to wonder why I never saw you with any boys. And I know it’s not for their lack of interest in you.’ And that was true, there had been a lot of boys who had attempted to get my attention. But I wasn’t the type of girl who’d gone through a figuring-it-out phase. I’d known from the start which way the wind blew. I liked girls. Case closed. 
 That conversation with my father had never happened. Because he wasn’t there for it to happen. He left when I was thirteen, the long inevitable conclusion to his marriage, after breaking my mother’s heart many times over with numerous affairs. He didn’t leave her for anyone specific. He just left us when he’d had enough of having to look my mother in the eye and lie to her. And he tried to do the weekend dad thing for a while but it didn’t last.  
 I remembered the last time I saw him. 
 I was fourteen and still in the thick of an awkward phase. So on top of living in a freshly fractured home, my body was growing in ways that wouldn’t look good for two more years. My nose was still a little too big for my face, my breasts were underdeveloped for my long frame, and my hair was too thick to manage.  And I didn’t even have the comfort of knowing that it would end.  
 My mother said to wait and see, that it would all come out alright, but I never believed her. It was easy for her to tell me I’d be a good looking girl in the long run, she was a slight beauty with fine dark blonde hair that always looked just so. I was a gawky, skinny girl with hair that kept breaking brushes. The awkward phase did pass, of course, leaving me with plenty of gifts I’ve been grateful for in my adult life. And now I wish I’d simply trusted my mother. After all, she’d never lied to me. 
 But anyway, I digress. 
 It was two in the afternoon and my father had been due to pick me up twenty minutes earlier but he was characteristically late. Eventually, he arrived in his beautiful classic car that drank petrol greedily and made a rattle noise when it hit fifty miles per hour. But he loved the thing, and would never consider trading it in for something more family friendly in all the years he was with my mother. Perhaps that should have told her something.  
 Then again, just like my father’s car, an outwardly beautiful object hides the broken parts better. And my father was a handsome beast. My thick dark hair came from him but he wore it much better. My nose was his but on his profile, it was strong and striking.  
 I’d first began to notice the affect my father had on women when I overheard some girls at school talking about him in a way that made me deeply uncomfortable. They used words like ‘Sexy’ and ‘Hunky’. I wanted to hand out one cheek slaps apiece to every single girl that said those words about my dad, but I didn’t. I just listened instead, morbidly fascinated. It was the first time anyone had shone a light on something that turned out to be quite a big problem down the line. Women liked my father and he liked a good number of them, as it turned out. But I wouldn’t know that until around the time he left. 
 Again, I find myself unable to focus on this memory without getting dragged into others. But I circle back around to it, to a day that sticks in my mind like a knife. Sharp and shiny and wounding.  
 He arrived in his beautiful wreck of a car to pick me up, for what turned out to be the last time. I don’t know if he knew that, but I certainly didn’t. Because (and this is a source of shame when I think of it now) despite what he’d done to my mother, I loved him like no one else.  
 Because, besides being a womaniser, he was many, many other things. A chef of great sandwiches, a maker of jokes that were usually funny but occasionally pant-wettingly hilarious, a terrible player of chess but a brilliant player of poker, a master of stare-out competitions, an occasional poet, an erratic but exciting driver, an expert on a few subjects but semi-knowledgeable on almost everything, an enthusiastic but uncoordinated dancer, an indiscriminate lover of dogs, a planner of breathtakingly effective practical jokes. He was charming, complicated, mostly kind, occasionally callous but never knowingly cruel. And he loved me. Or I thought he did. 
 And then, on the day in question, we drove to a diner in town for enormous milkshakes. And I knew something was up. My father was a natural talker, which I’d never minded because he was rarely boring. But today he was quiet. 
       ‘Are you alright, Dad?’ I asked him. 
       ‘Yes. Drink up, we’re going ice skating after this.’ 
 We’d never been ice skating before. Even my semi-naïve brain heard an alarm go off. 
       ‘But I don’t know how to skate’ I complained. 
       ‘So you’ll learn.’ 
       ‘What if I fall?’ 
       ‘You get up’ he said, irritation creeping into his voice. 
       ‘But I might hurt myself-’ 
       ‘Jules, can you just’ he snapped, before taking a breath. ‘I wanted to do something special today. Can you just enjoy it?’ 
 I knew then that something was seriously wrong. 
       ‘Dad, what’s going on?’ 
 He looked into his milkshake and I saw that there was something bad about to happen. He’d had the same look eight months ago, when he’d left my mother. 
       ‘Fair enough, Jules. I could never fool you, could I? I’m moving. Up north. For a job. That’s why I wanted to make today special. We might not see each other for a little bit.’ 
 I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach. 
       ‘But…’ 
       ‘We’ll still see each other. Just not as often.’ 
       ‘But why are you going? I don’t understand.’ 
       ‘I just told you. I’ve got a new job, selling cars up north. It’s better commission than here, more perks.’ 
       ‘But why do you have to do it somewhere else? Why can’t you get a better job here, if that’s what you want to do?’ I repeated, as though trying to understand something complicated. But it wasn’t complicated at all. He was leaving.  
       ‘Jules’ he said gently. ‘It’s not a big deal. I’ll still be around.’ 
 I pushed my milkshake away, untouched.  
       ‘I want to go home.’ 
       ‘Jules, don’t be like that.’ 
       ‘I want to go home’ I insisted. 
       ‘You’re mad at me?’ 
       ‘Yes’ I spat. ‘Because you keep leaving. And I don’t understand why.’ 
 He didn’t say anything in response. 
 Needless to say, we never made it to the ice. He dropped me off at home, promising to write and call from his new place. And for a little while, he did. And then it dropped off.  
 I never saw him in person after the milkshake day. He simply unplugged himself from my life, easy as you please. 
 And now I had news of him again, for the first time in decades. And I didn’t see why I should rush to his bedside, not after all these years, years of nothing. Why did he deserve that? And more to the point, why did I?  
       ‘Are you alright?’ Penny asked, breaking my thoughts. 
       ‘Fine, why?’ 
       ‘Just… I don’t know. You look a bit brooding. You’re not worried about meeting my parents are you?’ 
       ‘No, not at all. I can handle it.’ 
       ‘OK’ Penny accepted, but I could tell she was suspicious. And she should be. But I wasn’t going to tell her about the situation with my father. Not with everything else Penny had to deal with today. It wouldn’t be fair. 
   
       ‘Oh god’ Penny moaned as we passed the sign for a fast food restaurant. 
       ‘What? You didn’t want to stop for a burger or something, did you?’ 
       ‘No. I couldn’t touch a thing right now anyway. But it means we’re about ten minutes from my house.’ 
       ‘Really? But we’re in the middle of nowhere!’ 
       ‘That’s Pilldale. Not a whole lot of town.’ 
 As warned, ten minutes later, we were pulling up in the tiny village of Pilldale, outside a large stone cottage with beautiful ivy growing up the walls. Penny’s childhood home. I wished I could have seen it under better circumstances. I would have loved to drink it in, this place that had created Penny. But it was not going to be that kind of day.  
 Penny sat for a moment, gathering herself. I decided to take one last punt at damage limitation. 
       ‘Look, Penny…’ 
       ‘I know what you’re going to say, but please don’t. Just hold my hand, would you?’ 
 So I closed my mouth and grabbed her hand. She squeezed it too tightly, but I didn’t complain. I just waited until she was ready to get out of the car.  
 It was happening. I was going to meet Penny’s parents. 



 

Chapter Twelve

   
 As I stood on the doorstep, I only thought about running off for a few seconds, which I think is to my credit. But as I glanced back at Julia, I knew that wasn’t an option. That was part of the reason I wanted her with me, to stop me from wimping out. I always wanted to be my best in her eyes. I hoped that desire would serve me well today. I needed that, to aspire to be the adult that Julia saw. Because I didn’t feel like an adult. I felt like a naughty child, facing the music after being caught with my hand in the cookie jar.   
 But one look at Julia and I was able to scrape together an ounce of courage. It was all I could muster and it would have to do. And it was enough to raise my hand and rap my knuckles on the old wooden door of my mum and dad’s house. It was after six, so they would both be in. In a small town, no one argued with such early closing times for a food shop. Thinking about it now, after a few years in a city, I was astonished they could get away with it. And if Tesco Metro ever decided to open in Pilldale, they would no longer be able to. 
 As I waited for someone to answer the door, I tried to come up with options for how I might deal with this. But my mind was blank. Because I had no idea how they were going to react and therefore I couldn’t plan a defense. My parents weren’t stupid people, but they were born and raised in this small town. They’d never been anywhere. That’s not to say they were ignorant. They were simply unworldly. I was about to find out just what that meant. 
 And it wasn’t only the girlfriend thing. This would be the second time that I had to explain that I wasn’t going to do what was assumed of me. I was my parent’s only child and they had a business (the village shop) that they had fully expected to pass on to me. So a few years ago, I had a similarly difficult conversation, telling them I wasn’t coming back to Pilldale after university. I wasn’t coming back to the life they had given me. And they’d been upset about it. They’d hidden it well, tried to be supportive, but I knew they were deeply disappointed by my choice. 
 And now I was going to do it to them again. I was going to tell them that what they’d imagined for me wasn’t what I wanted. And how on earth could they take it as anything other than a rejection? Of them, of their values, of their choices. 
 Footsteps sounded from behind the door and I knew this was it. I was going to have the talk. I was going to come out to them. Even if they knew the truth already, it felt no simpler.  
 The door opened and my dad looked at me in astonishment. 
       ‘Penny! For crying out loud, what are you doing here? Did we know you were coming? I didn’t forget, did I?’ 
 He grabbed me in a hug before I could get a word out, which wasn’t exactly the reception I’d been expecting. I’d imagined grimaces and tension. But my dad was just pleased to see me.  
 He looked over my shoulder and spotted Julia. 
       ‘Oh, hello. Sorry, didn’t see you there…’ and then he trailed off as he noticed that mine and Julia’s hands were clasped together. Whoever he’d assumed her to be initially, he knew exactly who she was now.  
       ‘Erm… Why don’t you both come in? I’ll get the kettle on. Your mother’s in the back garden. You should go and see her, say hello.’ 
 The tone was hard to miss. My dad knew there was a blow up coming and he wasn’t going to be standing in the blast radius when it happened. He was going to stand behind the kettle, in place of sandbags. But that was him in a nutshell. He’d never liked confrontation. I wished I could talk to him for a few minutes before I headed outside, to get a sense of how he was feeling but he was already off, headed for the kitchen at a near sprint. 
 I looked back at Julia. ‘So that was my dad.’ 
       ‘Seemed nice’ she said evenly.  
       ‘Yeah, he is. When he’s not hiding in the kitchen.’ 
       ‘People deal with stress in different ways’ she shrugged. 
 I rolled my eyes at her. ‘Please stop being so unbiased about everything. I’m sweating bullets and your calm façade is making me feel even crazier.’ 
 She smiled. ‘I see. Yes, this is all really weird. I acknowledge it. Feel better?’ 
       ‘Much. Thank you.’ 
 I began to walk down the hall, headed for the garden. I stopped at the back door, looking through the glass to see my mother bending over the roses, pruning like a madwoman. It’s not easy to look at a person’s back and know their mood. But I’ve been looking at my mother’s angry back since birth. I could pick it out from a mile away. And it was very much in evidence.  
       ‘Just head on out’ my dad called from the kitchen as he filled the kettle noisily. ‘I’ll be right behind you!’ 

Yeah, right. As long as everyone’s voices remained at a certain decibel level, he would indeed be out in a few minutes, handing out cups of tea and offering biscuits. But if this went the way I thought it was going to, he might suddenly decide we’re out of milk and run out of the house. It had been known to happen. 
 I opened the door and walked out, Julia right behind me. But I dropped her hand. Now was probably not the time for PDAs.  
       ‘Mum?’ 
 My mother turned in surprise. ‘Oh, Penny, hello! You’ve decided to come for a visit? That’s a funny coincidence. I was just thinking about you.’ 
 I couldn’t read her tone. She was keeping it flat. Which meant we weren’t going to launch into anything quite yet. There was going to be a slow build to the showdown. I wondered briefly if I should simply force the issue, address it head on. But I didn’t quite have the nerve, so I simply said ‘Hi Mum.’ 
       ‘So what’s inspired this, then?’ 
 I suddenly realised that Julia was still standing next to the backdoor and that my mother hadn’t seen her yet. I turned. 
       ‘I wanted you to meet someone’ I said, gesturing for Julia to come over. I saw my mother’s eyes widen as she took in Julia. It was such a blatant assessment; I was honestly embarrassed. But Julia took it in her stride, walking over and putting out a hand for my mum to shake. 
       ‘Hello Mrs Stone. I’m Julia.’ 
 My mum took the hand, her eyes still round with astonishment. I couldn’t figure out the source of it, precisely. My mum knew I had a girlfriend. And she probably knew that I knew it. So why was she goggling at Julia like this?  
 And then something that I’d somehow managed to completely forget clicked into place. Julia was nearly twice my age. Amidst the other things that I was worried about telling my mum, that had fallen off my radar. 
 But we were here and it was happening. If I could just keep my nerve for the next few minutes, everything would be out on the table. There be no need for any more lies to my parents. I liked the thought of that. I wasn’t naturally dishonest; I never had been. Having conversations with my parents where I had to omit at best and outright lie at worst had always left a sour taste in my mouth. However they reacted to all this, I could at least leave with that. I’d have myself back. 
       ‘Mum, this is my girlfriend Julia’ I said, trying to sound nonchalant. 
 She finally managed to drag her gaze from Julia, back to me. ‘I see.’  
 There was an awkward silence that was gratefully broken by my dad poking his head out of the back door, no doubt unable to get a temperature read from behind the door. ‘I forgot to ask our guest if she takes sugar?’ 
 Julia turned to him, saying confidently ‘No thanks. I’m sweet enough.’ 
 My dad giggled. He actually giggled. Was it nerves? Or was it the infamous Julia effect? I didn’t care. I was just glad to see someone being nice to her. 
       ‘Right you are, err…’ 
       ‘Julia’ she offered and he smiled, gratefully.  
       ‘Julia. Okey dokey.’ 
 And he disappeared again. I turned back to my mother, hoping her face might have softened a bit. But it was still maintaining an impenetrable neutrality.   
       ‘So, Julia. How long have you and my daughter been…’ she waved a hand, no word she wanted to use being available.  
 I glanced at Julia, casting her a stricken look. There was a slightly complicated answer to that question, so I hoped that Julia would give the simplest answer she could. But what that answer could be, I actually didn’t know. 
       ‘We’ve known each other a while, but it’s coming up to a year that we’ve been together.’ 
 Thank god. A perfect answer. 
 My mother nodded. ‘Well, I’d like to say I’ve heard nice things but in all honesty, my daughter has never mentioned you.’ 
 Julia shrugged, unfazed. It wasn’t as if that would be a surprise to her, if that’s what my mum had intended. ‘Well, I’m here now. I hope you don’t mind us dropping in on you like this? I realise a surprise houseguest is never ideal.’ 
       ‘Well…’ my mother said, the first chink in her armour appearing. I’d forgotten that Julia was good at this, reading people. She’d had my mother’s number from the off.  
 My mum had decided to take a passive aggressive approach to all this, while staying just the right side of polite. And as long as no one said anything confrontational, she’d have to stay there. And Julia had run with that, and was now going to walk her away from passive aggressiveness, toward fake niceness, probably in the hopes that we’d get to actual niceness given enough time. And mum had no choice but to follow, being that she’d set the path in the first place. It was clever.  
       ‘I’m just glad to get a chance to meet you finally, whatever the circumstances’ my mum finally finished.  
       ‘I agree, Mrs Stone’ Julia said. 
       ‘Oh, it’s Karen, I should have said.’ 
       ‘I’m sure you’ve been caught a bit on the hop today.’ 
       ‘You could say that, yes.’ 
 I watched this back and forth and if I’d been watching it on TV, if it had been fiction, I might have enjoyed the way Julia had turned the tables on my mother. It would have been entertaining to watch her get the stick pulled out of her arse. But the stakes were a tad high to feel anything but varying levels of terror. 
       ‘Tea’s ready’ came the call from the kitchen. We all trooped in. 
   
 Sat in the living room with Julia and my parents, drinking out of the good cups (reserved for the vicar usually), was a surreal experience.  Watching my mother asking about Julia’s job, watching Julia ask about the shop, it wasn’t something I’d ever really pictured. Thinking about it now, my parents and my girlfriend had seemed so different, belonging on different planes of existence, it was no wonder I couldn’t mentally place them in the same room. But here they were and they were all doing OK.  
 If anyone was a problem, it was me. I wanted to scream. 
 There was an elephant in the room. As well as several baby elephants holding onto her tail. And although my formative years had been spent in this place, taught to allow the pachyderms their space and taught well, I realised how different I was now. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t do it. 
       ‘How do you get your roses to come up like that?’ Julia was asking my dad. 
       ‘They do come up lovely, don’t they? It’s lucky we have several horses that pass through regularly or…’ 
       ‘For god’s sakes’ I heard myself almost shout. ‘Can we stop this now?’ Can we talk properly?’ 
 Everyone looked at me in utter astonishment.  
       ‘Penny!’ my mother said. ‘What on earth has gotten into you?’ 
       ‘What’s gotten into me? Dad’s literally talking horseshit while we all pretend not to notice that I’m a lesbian!’ 
 The room went quiet for a moment and I realised I’d never actually said that word before, not in reference to myself. Lesbian. I’d been wavering on a label for a while, but I supposed it was true. My interest in boys had completely dried up over the last few years.  
 And now the word was out, sitting on the table with the good china. I looked at my parents to see how they were responding. My mother had put her cup down and was pressing her hand to her temple, as though she’d just been struck down with a headache. My dad was staring into the fireplace, probably wondering if he could escape up the chimney. They were looking anywhere but at me, the bringer of uncomfortable news. It made me want to shout even louder, maybe run out of the house.  
 But then I looked to Julia, wondering how she was feeling. I’d just created an atmosphere roughly the density of butter and now she was forced to sit in it.  
 But she didn’t look annoyed or uncomfortable. She was smiling at me. It wasn’t exactly a joyful expression. It was small, subtle. But it was there. And I knew what it meant.  
 She was letting me know that she’d follow me wherever I wanted to go with this. And that was something right then, it really was. It made me understand how I really wanted this to be, and how it still could be if I could stop acting like a child having a tantrum. 
       ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’ 
 My mother looked up. 
       ‘Sorry for acting like a child. Not sorry for being gay.’ 
 She sighed and shook her head, exasperated. 
       ‘Oh, dear me, Penny. I’ve known you were a… lesbian for a few years now.’ 
 I nearly fell out of my chair. 
       ‘You… you knew?’ I said, looking back and forth between my parents.  
 My dad gently nodded. ‘We did, yes.’ 
       ‘How?!’ 
 mum tutted. ‘It was Will. Don’t be angry with him, but when you broke up, I couldn’t understand what had happened and you weren’t telling me. So I asked him round and we had a little chat. He didn’t want to tell me anything, but I can be quite persistent when I get my teeth into something. He told me about your relationship with Julia.’ 
 Julia took a big sip of her tea then and whatever cool she’d maintained up till now was obviously a little dented. My parents knew everything.  
       ‘But that was three years ago! Why didn’t you say anything?’ I asked, still trying to pull myself together from the shock.  
 My dad interrupted then. ‘We were waiting for you tell us.’ 
 My mother nodded. ‘That’s what the websites told us to do.’ 
 I slumped in my chair, the strength had completely gone out of me. All this time and they’d known. 
       ‘But why were you so angry when we came in?’ 
 My mother answered quickly, pleased at the chance to grind her own axe. ‘Because I’ve been waiting all this time, patiently, hoping you’d tell us the truth. And then I overhear it from some girls you went to school with, for crying out loud! You told everyone but me, Penny. Of course I was angry! Can you really blame me?’ 
 Of course I couldn’t. She was right.  
       ‘I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know… I wasn’t sure if you’d be alright with it.’ 
 mum became quite haughty then. ‘I’m not living in the dark ages! I’ll admit, when I first heard, it was… an adjustment. But what did you think I’d do? Disown you?’ 
 I started to cry then. Because that thought had indeed crossed my mind. mum jumped up and ran across the room, grabbing hold of me in a hug. Dad wasn’t far behind. I let them hold me, tears running down my face.  
 Everything was out. And it was alright. 



 

Chapter Thirteen

   
 I could barely see Penny through the arms of her parents. She was completely enveloped. I wondered if I should creep out, leave them to this private moment. But the hugging group were directly between me and the exit. I’d have to wait it out. 
 As the hug broke, a wet faced Penny finally appeared. She looked incandescently happy through her tears. It was wonderful. 
       ‘I think I’ll leave you all to it for a while,’ I said to the group. 
 Her mother nodded and Penny mouthed ‘I love you.’ 
 And I left.  
   
 I wandered through the village of Pilldale, looking for somewhere I could have a cup of tea. But it was night now, everywhere was shut. And then I spotted a pub, the Crow’s Nest. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go into a local pub, but I didn’t have a lot of options. So in I went. 
 It was quiet, mainly old men nursing pints. I ordered a vodka and sat down in the corner.  
 I thought about the scene I’d just witnessed. Penny and her parents. They had their problems. But they were a real family. Not like me and my father. Penny’s parents had been there through every step of Penny’s development into a woman. Because they’d wanted to be. Even if they weren’t a hundred percent comfortable with Penny’s sexuality (I had a feeling that the hug wasn’t a fix all for that), they were trying. They’d attempted to go about all this in the best way they could think of for Penny, even though they’d been hurt. They’d been here all along, waiting for her.  
 And my father? He’d never waited. He’d simply gone. And soon, he’d be even more gone, probably. And I’d never get to tell him what he’d done, how he’d ruined everything, how he’d broken a part of me that I could never fix. 
 I realised that in the back of my mind, I’d always thought that day would come, when I’d tell him how much I hated him. But now it never would. Because I was going to let it slip away. If he really was dying, I would let the chance die with him. I’d let him go, like he had let me go. 
 It was all he deserved.  
   
 Later, a summons came, via a call from Penny.  
       ‘Mum’s cooking dinner, she wants you to come and eat with us.’ 
       ‘And everything’s…’ 
       ‘Yeah, it’s fine. We talked a bit after you left, I cried a bit more, and then we talked again. I don’t think we’ve ever had a conversation that long about anything emotional. I’m exhausted!’ 
 I laughed gently and then I realised what the next thing to worry about would be. ‘But your mum… She mentioned that Will had told her about… Did he tell her everything?’ 
 There was a slight pause. ‘Yeah, sorry, she knows it all, I’m afraid.’ 
       ‘Oh god’ I said, closing my eyes. There was officially no way to make a good impression on Penny’s mum today. Ship sailed. All I could hope for now was to keep a low profile until enough time had passed that she might accept me as her daughter’s girlfriend, someone who loved and cared about Penny as much as she did.  
       ‘I explained about how things are now and I think she sort of gets it’ Penny tried to reassure me. ‘I think it would help if she got to know you. That’s why you have to come to dinner.’ 
       ‘Alright then, I’ll come. We’d better just pray she doesn’t google me.’  
       ‘What difference would that make? If she knows, she knows.’ 
       ‘Because it’s one thing to get the low down from your ex-boyfriend’ I explained. ‘It’s quite another to read all the lurid details.’ 
       ‘I hadn’t thought about it like that’ Penny said, a little worry creeping into her voice. ‘Fingers crossed she doesn’t think to do it.’ 
       ‘Yeah. Fingers crossed.’ 
   
 I’ve never been one for meeting parents, I could never see the appeal. And now I knew I was right. It was hideously awkward. Because the entire time I was sitting in their presence, my only concrete thought was that they knew I’d seen their daughter naked.  
 That’s why I ate quietly for the first ten minutes of the meal, keeping my head down. I didn’t want to rub it in their faces any further than I had to. Especially Karen. She was the one who’d be gunning for me, if anyone was. The dad, Jim, seemed simpler. All you had to do was smile and laugh at his jokes and things would keep ticking over. He wasn’t a trouble maker. Karen though, she had the potential to cause a ruck. She knew that I’d been Penny’s teacher and that I’d ‘defiled’ her little girl. However hard she was working to repair things with her daughter, I would have to be on my best behaviour if I wanted to avoid pissing her off.   
 I took a bite of my pork chop and looked over the table at Penny. She was taking the smallest bites of food possible. There were two conceivable explanations for that. The first was that she wasn’t very hungry, the stress of the day going straight to her stomach. The second, and I don’t even know why I thought about this, was that she was keeping her mouth empty in case she needed to jump to my defence at a moment’s notice. It seemed unlikely, but still, I couldn’t shake the notion.  
       ‘So, Julia… This book of yours, Penny says it’s very good. Perhaps I should read it?’ 
 Not a great start. 
       ‘Oh, I don’t think it’s for you mum’ Penny said quickly. 
       ‘No? Why’s that?’ Karen asked innocently. 
       ‘It’s a bit… Err… Racy?’ Penny said with a glance to me. I stifled the urge to laugh. Racy. That was certainly one way to put it.  
       ‘Yes’ I agreed. ‘It is a touch… Racy. Not exactly Fifty Shades of Grey, but still…’ 
 Penny’s eyes widened.  
       ‘Ha, Mum’s never read that, have you?’ she said desperately to Karen. ‘She prefers Marian Keyes.’ 
 Karen looked at her daughter. ‘Actually, I have read that one. For my book club. I didn’t care for it. But everyone wanted to read it so I had to trudge through it. Quite boring. I skipped through most of it. I’m not very interested to hear about people smacking other people’s bottoms with horse equipment, it turns out. But I think I can handle Julia’s book, if it’s all the same to you.’  
 Penny had absolutely nothing to say to that. I couldn’t blame her. I wouldn’t have touched that one with a barge pole. But I had to hand it to Karen, she wasn’t letting anyone pigeon-hole her. She’d read the same porn as everyone else and she wouldn’t let anyone say otherwise, thank you very much.  
 Penny tried to shrug nonchalantly. ‘It’s on Amazon’ she almost whispered, turning a delicate shade of pink. Her mortification was unbearable. I had to do something. 
       ‘Have you told your parents your news?’ I asked. 
 Karen and Jim’s heads swivelled instantly.  
       ‘News?’ Jim asked. 
 Penny looked at me in equal bafflement. ‘News? 
       ‘About the movie.’ 
 She smiled in relief. I couldn’t believe she’d forgotten. The pressure of today had been even worse than I’d thought if she could overlook something as huge as that. 
       ‘Yeah, you know my book? Someone’s going to make a film of it’ she said to her parents. 
 It had been a good diversionary tactic. They were thrilled. 
       ‘What?’ Jim asked, his fork forgotten halfway to his mouth. ‘A film! That comes out at the cinema? Your book?’ 
       ‘Yeah. Well, it’s still a way off from that. The director, Zara, was saying it could be a couple of years away yet. And they still need to secure all the funding…’ 
       ‘Don’t be so modest’ I interrupted. ‘It’s going to happen. And she’s helping to adapt it too’ I said to Jim and Karen. 
       ‘Oh my!’ Karen said, impressed. And then added. ‘What does that mean exactly?’ 
       ‘I’ll be helping write the screenplay’ Penny explained. 
       ‘Goodness!’ Karen said, still obviously having no idea what that meant. ‘That’s incredible, darling! Why haven’t you said!?’ 
       ‘I only decided to do it this morning.’ 
 Jim jumped up and ran out of the room. We all watched him go, wondering what he was doing. He came back in a minute later, with a tray holding champagne and flutes. ‘I’ve had this for ages but there hasn’t really been anything big enough to celebrate. But I think this calls for a cork popping!’ 
 He put the tray down and grabbed the bottle, squeezing the cork out with a ‘Whoa!’  as the liquid spilled a little. He quickly began to pour into the flutes and everyone grabbed one. 
       ‘To Penny!’ Jim cried, lifting the glass and we all clinked. ‘And all who sail in her!’ 
 Karen shook her head at her husband but laughed anyway and said ‘To Penny’. Penny smiled humbly as I added my own tribute and we all drank. It was a nice moment. 
 Pity it couldn’t last.  
   
 After everyone had eaten and drunk, I thought we’d be heading home to Medford. But Karen pointed out that it was late and anyway, I’d had alcohol. Penny said we could get a taxi, but Karen said that was silly and insisted we stay in Penny’s bedroom for the night. I wasn’t keen on that idea, obviously. But I didn’t have another option, so I agreed.  
       ‘It’s been a long day; I think we’ll head up now’ Penny said. I checked my watch. It was just gone ten.  
       ‘Yes’ I agreed. ‘Long day.’ 
       ‘Night then’ Jim said. 
       ‘There’s towels in the airing cupboard and I think there’s probably plenty of pyjamas for you both in Penny’s drawers.’ 
 I usually sleep naked. But I was not about to mention that so I simply thanked her and we headed up. 
   
 Seeing Penny’s room was the only real treat of the day. It was still pretty much as she’d left it at eighteen and I was surprised by how pink it was.  
       ‘God in heaven, so much fuchsia’ I said. 
       ‘Shut up’ she said as she threw a dusky pink pillow at me. ‘It was my dad’s choice. He did it when I was twelve without telling me. He thought I’d love it. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I hated pink with a passion.’ 
       ‘What would you have picked?’ 
       ‘I don’t know, but definitely something a bit more neutral. It was like sleeping inside a brain every night.’ 
 I inspected her walls. ‘Well, no one could say you didn’t try to counterbalance it’ I said, looking at the black and white prints tacked up, all authors, all dead. 
 She shook her head as she looked around the space. ‘I hate the fact that you’re here.’ 
       ‘Thanks a bunch.’ 
 She cocked her head and said ‘You know what I mean. It’s just a bit… I don’t know, embarrassing, I guess.’ 
       ‘Why?’ 
       ‘Because it’s a child’s bedroom. And I was in it not that long ago.’ 
 I sighed. ‘I know you’re younger than me, Penny. But I don’t see you as less of an adult than I am. In fact, sometimes I feel like you’re the older one.’ 
       ‘What, even today? When I was throwing a tantrum in the living room?’ 
       ‘If you can’t lose your shit today, of all days, when can you lose it?’ I laughed. 
 Penny sat down next to me and put her hand on mine. ‘You’ve really been perfect today.’ 
       ‘Perfect? Getting your mother to talk about spanking?’ 
 Penny snorted with laughter. ‘I thought I was going to have an aneurism when she said that.’ 
       ‘Lucky I had your news in my back pocket. They were so proud of you. I’m proud of you too, as it happens.’ 
       ‘For the movie?’ 
       ‘Well, yes. But what I actually mean is that I’m proud of you for taking the bull by the horns today.’ 
 But she wouldn’t take the compliment. 
       ‘I shouldn’t have waited so long. I could have saved myself and them a lot of worry if I’d said something at the time.’ 
       ‘You’re being way too hard on yourself. It was tough to do what you did today. But you did it when you needed to. And it seems like it’s all turned out OK.’ 
 She nodded but I knew she wasn’t going to let herself off so easily. She wouldn’t be Penny if she did. 
       ‘Maybe.’ 
 We squeezed into her single bed, a tight fit. I’d assumed we’d go straight to sleep but then I felt Penny’s hand creeping up my inner thigh. I was a little shocked. 
       ‘Penny!’ I whispered. ‘What are you doing?’ 
       ‘We can be quiet’ she promised. 
 I turned to look at her in pure astonishment. ‘I can’t believe you want to do it… here!’ 
 She looked around the room and grinned. ‘Why not? I’ve never done it in this room. Isn’t it a rite of passage for adults? To have sex in your childhood bedroom?’ 
 It was a hard argument to refute. And I realised that with the day we’d had, we could probably both do with releasing some tension.  
 Penny picked up a stuffed zebra and handed it to me. ‘You could bite down on this if it helps you to stay quiet.’ 
 I looked from Penny to the zebra, wondering if I could really do this. But then Penny raised an eyebrow and my resolve went. ‘OK’ I said, taking the toy. ‘But if I lose my grip and scream the place down, you’ve only got yourself to blame.’ 
   
 Later, I awoke, confused for whole minutes as to where the hell I was. After it came back to me, I looked over at Penny. She was sleeping the sleep of the righteous and sex exhausted and was dead to the world. But for some reason, as the minutes ticked by, I couldn’t seem to fall back off. I was wide awake. And thirsty to boot. Even though we’d kept the sexcapades to a gymnastic minimum, it had still sapped my electrolytes. I needed water. 
 I debated the pluses and minuses of wandering around in a stranger’s house in the dark with myself for some time before deciding I was past the point of logic. My throat was like sandpaper. I had to get up. 
 I crept down the landing, wearing Penny’s bathrobe for modesty, hoping to god I wouldn’t trip on the unfamiliar stairs. I reached the bottom step with gratitude. I was going to make it to the kitchen tap without disturbing anyone. 
 But as I walked down the hall, I saw with dismay that the kitchen light was on. And I was in full view of the kitchen table, where Karen was sat with a pot of tea and a cup, sipping quietly. She saw me immediately and there was no turning back. I had to keep going and pretend I wasn’t thinking about running in the opposite direction. 
 I walked into the kitchen and said ‘Karen. Hi. Just needed a glass of water.’  
       ‘Help yourself.’ 
 For a few beautiful moments, I was silly enough to think it might be possible that I could just fill the glass and get out of there with a quick ‘Goodnight.’ But as I turned with the glass, Karen pushed the chair opposite her out from underneath the table with her foot. ‘Why don’t you sit down for a moment. Grab a cup, there’s tea in the pot.’  
 She was a tricky one, Karen Stone. She’d lulled me into a false sense of security before she sprung her trap. But I was in it now, the snare was around my ankle. It was either chew off my leg or sit down and talk to Penny’s mother. So I put down the glass and picked a cup up from the washing up rack, sitting down and filling it with tea.  
 I thought it was best to start off with some politeness. It had disarmed her before. Why not stop her before she could get going? 
       ‘Pilldale’s a lovely place, I was walking through the green earlier-’ 
       ‘Julia, look...’ she interrupted not interested in my inane comment in the slightest. ‘There’s some things I need to say to you. Now, while I’ve got the chance.’ 
 Ah, so there had been a rule change, I surmised. Alone, in the middle of the night, in Karen’s kitchen, she held dominion. And now we weren’t going to hide behind the rules of middle class conduct. That was alright with me, as long as she kept the gloves on. I decided I’d just sit and let her say whatever she wanted, if it would make her feel better about the situation.  
       ‘Please do’ I permitted. 
       ‘I know all about you’ she began. 
       ‘I realise that, yes...’ 
       ‘No. I know it all. Not just what I’ve been told. I looked you up on the internet.’  
 I completely gave up on the idea of ever winning Karen over then. 
       ‘I realise, it can’t look good’ I said, grasping for any argument that could be made in my favour. 
       ‘Can’t look good?’ she repeated incredulously. ‘That’s putting it mildly.’ 
       ‘Right, OK. I understand that you probably don’t approve of me being with your daughter-’ 
       ‘How old are you?’ she broke in, ignoring me. 
       ‘I’m not sure that’s your business’ I said irritably.  
 But Karen didn’t care that she was pissing me off. 
       ‘I’d guess you’re about early thirties. Am I warm?’ 
 I raised an eyebrow. ‘Thirty-nine, if you must know.’ 
 She exhaled, incensed. ‘God. It’s even worse than I thought. You’re only six years younger than me.’ 
       ‘Exactly. So maybe you shouldn’t be questioning me like some naughty schoolgirl.’ 
 She nodded in agreement. ‘You’re right. Let’s just talk. Adult to adult. I don’t want you with Penny.’ 
 I sat back in my chair, relieved in a way. Cards were on the table. She hated me. Alright. I could work from that. 
       ‘Look, even if I wasn’t around’ I said in a conciliatory tone ‘you’ve got to understand that the same exact thing would have happened, given time. Your daughter would still be attracted to women.’ 
       ‘This isn’t about that’ She snarled. ‘Perhaps I wasn’t exactly thrilled to find out that my daughter is a homosexual, but I’ve had three years to think about that and I know it’s not going to change. And I can live with it. But you? You’re bad news. I knew that from all that stuff on the internet. And when you came strolling into my house, all ‘Fur coat and no knickers’, I was absolutely sure of it. You may fool Penny, but you don’t fool me. She’s nothing but a conquest to you.’ 
       ‘Is that so?’ I said warily, giving up. This had gone even further south than I could have predicted.  
       ‘Yes, it is. But that’s OK. Because I know Penny. She’s always wanted bigger things than Pilldale. She was bound to fall for someone like you, while she’s still too young to know the difference between age and maturity. But sooner or later, she’ll see through you. And as far as I’m concerned, that day can’t come soon enough.’ 
 I stood up, scraping my chair against the lino. 
       ‘Well, this has been a lovely chat, Karen’ I said dryly. ‘Thanks for the tea. But I think I’ll be getting back to bed now.’ 
 Karen snorted, looking pleased with herself. But I’d had the last word. It wasn’t much. Nonetheless, it was all I could walk away with. So I did. 
 I went upstairs and slipped silently in next to Penny, who sleepily slipped her arm around me, mumbled something about feeding the cat (which as far as I knew, she didn’t have) and then commenced softly snoring. 
 I envied her easy sleep. I wasn’t likely to get any further sleep tonight. The conversation in the kitchen had made quite sure of that. 



 

Chapter Fourteen

   
 There were no two ways about it. Breakfast was weird. 
 My dad seemed chipper enough but my mum was oddly silent. Even Julia, not really a chatterbox at the best of times, was still somehow quieter than usual. As I ate my boiled egg and soldiers, I knew something was up.  
 But what was it? I’d been with Julia the entire time. What could have happened between her and my mum to create such a poisonous atmosphere? They’d been alright at dinner. Not exactly making plans to meet up for afternoon tea, but they’d reached minimum cordiality. Or so I’d thought. 
 But their lack of eye contact today was telling quite a different story. 
 I had half a mind to ask what was going on but thought better of it. I decided that if something was indeed amiss, I’d ask Julia on the way home. This house had witnessed enough dramatic scenes for the time being.  
   
 I kissed my parent’s goodbye, promising them I’d call when I got home to let them know I’d survived the journey to Medford. Julia simply waved at them from the car window. She seemed keen to get going.  
 Before I could leave, mum grabbed me in a particularly tight hug, whispering in my ear ‘You can always come home. No matter what happens.’ 
 I nodded at her gratefully and she went into the house with my dad. 
   
 We’d been on the motorway for forty minutes. Julia had put on the radio the second we pulled out, filling the car with loud music, making conversation difficult. I had an idea that she’d done that intentionally, but I decided to leave some time before I asked her what was wrong. 
 But as we saw the signs for Medford, I couldn’t take it anymore. 
       ‘Hey’ I said, turning the radio off. She glanced at me. 
       ‘Mmm?’ 
       ‘What’s up?’ 
 She looked confused by the question but I didn’t buy it. She knew exactly what I meant. 
       ‘Something happened. In Pilldale. What was it?’ 
 She gave me a half smile and said ‘I believe what happened was that you came out. And then we had sex in a single bed in a room the colour of a baboon’s arse.’ 
 I shook my head at her. 
       ‘Julia, come on. I’m not stupid.’ 
       ‘I know that’ she said quietly, putting the turn signal on. 
       ‘So why are you treating me like I am?’ 
       ‘I’m not trying to. I just think this is best left alone’ she said as we pulled off the motorway. 
       ‘So something did happen?’ 
 She sighed, a loud noise of misery that turned into a groan. ‘Yes. But here’s the thing. You just sorted things out with your parents. I really don’t want to mess with that.’ 
 I began to get quite worried. ‘You can’t just expect me to drop whatever this is, you know that, don’t you?’ 
 She stayed silent. 
       ‘Julia! Talk.’ 
       ‘Fine. I got up last night for a glass of water and your mum was in the kitchen.’ 
 I didn’t like the sound of this already. ‘Did she say something?’ 
       ‘She said things, yes.’ 
 Julia said nothing further for some time. 
       ‘And!?’ 
       ‘I’m not going to give you a transcript. But to summarise… She’s not that keen on our relationship. She’s alright with you being gay, don’t worry about that. It’s me. I’m… A concern to her.’ 
 I gaped. ‘What? What exactly did she say?’ 
 Julia shook her head. ‘Penny, don’t, OK? Put yourself in her shoes. If you didn’t know me like you do, would you be fine with me dating your daughter?’ 
 I thought about it for a moment. It was hard to argue with. But that didn’t mean I was going to let this go.  
       ‘But I do know you. And I don’t care what anything else thinks.’ 
       ‘And I’m glad to hear it. But I just want you to cut your mother some slack on this. She’s an anxious parent. That’s all.’ 
 I gritted my teeth and slunk down in the seat. I was livid. 
       ‘Stop it right now’ Julia said.  
       ‘Stop what?’ 
       ‘You only just sorted things out with your mum. Do you really want to start a completely new problem with her?’ 
       ‘But she wasn’t nice to you. How am I supposed to be alright with that?’ 
       ‘It’s sweet that you’re angry. But I’m a big girl. I can handle myself. Whatever went on between me and your mum is my problem. It doesn’t need to involve you. And I don’t want it to. If I caused another rift between you, I couldn’t forgive myself.’ 
 I didn’t say anything to that. How could I? She had me in a total headlock. In the nicest way possible, she’d made it difficult for me to have an opinion on this without making it seem like she needed me to protect her. And of course, Julia would be no happier in this situation if I made her look weak in front of my mum. Furthermore, any arguments with mum would only make Julia feel guilty, which she didn’t deserve. 
 Still, the whole thing had me thoroughly rankled. My mother had said… Well, I didn’t exactly know what but it had put Julia in a strange mood, that much was clear. 
       ‘Look, maybe I could just…’ 
       ‘No. Don’t do anything. Leave it alone’ she said irritably. 
 I closed my mouth. The rest of the journey passed in silence. 



 

Chapter Fifteen

   
       ‘Penny? Are you still there?’  
 I waited until the giggling subsided and Penny spoke again. ‘Sorry, It’s Zara. She’s just messing about.’ 
       ‘Oh’ I said, unsure what else to say. This was becoming a regular thing. Zara this, Zara that. 
       ‘Are we still going to dinner tomorrow?’ she asked. 
       ‘Actually, I wondered if you might want to grab lunch today?’ 
 There was a pause. 
       ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve already promised Zara that we’d check out a new Thai place around the corner.’ 
 It had been like this for weeks, trying to get time with Penny was getting more and more difficult. And I think I understood why.  
 I wasn’t exactly making myself pleasurable to be around. It was because I couldn’t talk to her about Karen. And holding it back was making it feel difficult to talk to her in general. It was creating a stiff atmosphere between us. I hated it but I couldn’t seem to do anything to change it.  
 I wasn’t protecting Karen. God knows, I didn’t owe her anything. And it wasn’t just about protecting Penny’s relationship with her, although it did figure into the equation. But a large part of the reason I didn’t really want to talk to Penny about what had happened was that Karen’s words were lingering like a bad smell. I couldn’t seem to shake them.  
 Because, and I hated to admit this to myself, I was worried she was right.  
 I knew I didn’t have to care about what she thought of me. As long as Penny never got caught in the middle, the woman’s opinion had absolutely no bearing on anything at all. 
 But still, her words were like acid, corrosive, eating into me. Because she’d looked at me and in no time at all, she’d seen the things I saw too. And if she could see it that easily, how could there not be truth in it? 
 Mine and Penny’s relationship had started in such an ugly time for me. I’d tried to treat her like a fling, even if she’d become a lot more than that. And things were very different now. But if they’d changed once, they could change again. What if the new and improved Julia Hawke was simply a phase? What if it didn’t last? What if the person that Karen saw was the real me?  
 And what if it was only a matter of time until Penny saw the same thing that her mother had? 
 Every way I turned it around in my head, all I could see was an end. To me and Penny, to the happiest I’d ever been. To the better person I’d found in myself. It all seemed like a sham, suddenly. I was fooling myself. 
 I was supposed to be starting a fresh project, a better working practice, and the end of my hellish writer’s block. But the events in Pilldale had put paid to that. My sleeplessness returned with a vengeance. And the block was as fierce as ever. 
 I was in rough shape. And my face was starting to tell the story in the daylight. Every morning I looked in the mirror to see dark circles and a distinct lack of sharpness in my eyes. What came first, the insomnia or the block? I thought it had been the block, but I wasn’t sure. Either way, one was feeding the other. I couldn’t write, because I couldn’t sleep. And I couldn’t sleep, because I couldn’t write.  
 And the sleep I did manage to get was punctuated by vivid, unsettling dreams. Dreams of many things but with one recurring theme. Loss. Loss of my father, loss of Penny, loss of myself. 
 I wasn’t sure if Penny noticed the change, she was busy with her new project. And Zara, of course. Whenever I saw her, she always seemed to be so flushed with excitement about everything, telling me all about it with an enthusiasm I couldn’t bear to dampen. So when she’d ask about my work, I’d lie and say the block was gone. 
 It was tough for me to tell her that I was OK. Part of me thought that perhaps I should be honest. We’d had several conversations about that in the beginning, and they’d been necessary because honesty had not been one of my strongest traits. Penny had needed assurances that I’d always tell her the truth, as much as I’d needed to make them to her. Because I’d wanted things to be different than the first time around. But here was a chance to put my money where my mouth was. And I wasn’t taking it. 
 Partly because I didn’t feel that it was a lie. Technically, there really wasn’t anything wrong with me. I had my health, enough money and Penny in my life. And that’s a lot more than some people can say.  
 Secondarily, I felt silly. I didn’t want to be that person, complaining, weak-willed, unable to deal with such a small problem by myself. I’d been self-reliant all my life and the thought of turning into that other person was deeply uncomfortable.  
 So whenever she’d ask if I was doing alright, I felt compelled to say yes. And perhaps she knew I wasn’t being completely honest, but she didn’t push it. Maybe she was waiting until I was ready. I thought that when I’d pushed through this, I’d tell her all about it. Once I was on the other side.  
 But that time seemed a long way off. And as I awoke from another disturbing dream, I wondered if it would ever come. 
 This time, I’d been trapped in a desert landscape, digging holes, looking for something that I never found. As I awoke from the dream, it reminded me of the first dream I’d had, at the start of this whole thing. Because that same voice, the one that called me ‘Jules’, it had spoken again.  
 I knew that meant something. I knew that maybe it even held the key to all my problems. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to listen to that voice, I kept telling myself. 
 And then an email had appeared in my inbox. It was from Jill, my editor. It was a gently inquisitive message, asking ‘how things were going’. No pressure. But I knew this was not a casual email. It was the third I’d had this week. I hadn’t replied to any of them. I’d been avoiding her and she knew it. 
 I’d run out of time to mess around. ‘Alright’, I thought. ‘You win, Dad.’ 



 

Chapter Sixteen

   
 The toilet of Echo Films was small and cramped. Not the best place to get bad news. Not that there’s ever a great place. But my location, perched on the edge of the toilet as I read the text from Julia, added to my annoyance. 

I’ve got to go away for a few days. I’ll call you when I’m back.

 And that was it. No explanations beyond that. No ‘I love you’. Not even a couple of kisses. She was just going somewhere. And apparently, I didn’t deserve to know where.  
 I was hurt by her abrupt departure. But in a way, it was unsurprising. The perfect full stop to end the last few shitty weeks. 
 Things had hardly been wonderful between us. We weren’t arguing or anything like that. It was just that whenever we were together, something seemed out of sync. The ease I usually found in Julia’s company had vanished. We were off.  
 And I had no idea what to do about it. I found myself beginning to avoid her. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see her, it was that I thought that if I gave her space, if I was patient, the problem would fix itself. Was that stupid? Possibly. Did I have any better ideas? No. 
 I’d thought about raising the subject. Of course I had. But I had this idea that if I asked what was wrong, I might not like the answer. That Julia might tell me something I’d never be able to unhear, something life ruining.  
 I was worried she was going to say she didn’t love me anymore. 
 And once I was struck by that possibility, it was the only solution I could imagine. I began to picture it, filling my imagination with more and more detail each time, sketching it out like a scene from the screenplay I was working on with Zara, it’s format now the language my brain spoke in.  
   
 INT. JULIA’S LIVING ROOM – DAY 
 JULIA (thirty-nine, beautiful, patrician, doe eyed) sits on the sofa, staring into her teacup. She doesn’t want to say what she’s going to say. But she has to. 
 PENNY (twenty-one, nervous, out of her depth) looks at her from the opposite chair, getting up the courage to ask the worst possible question. 
 PENNY 
 Julia… Something’s wrong, isn’t it? 





 JULIA 
 Yes. 





 PENNY 
 Whatever it is, we can get through it together. 





 JULIA 





 No. We can’t. I’m sorry. It’s over. 





 Tears begin to fill Penny’s eyes. 
 PENNY 





 But, but… Why? We love each other, don’t we? 





 JULIA 





 I thought we did, for a while. But I was fooling myself. I don’t love you. I don’t think I ever really did.’ 





 Penny weeps like a child as Julia looks away in disgust. 
 FADE OUT 
 I know. It’s not great writing. And it doesn’t really have Julia’s voice. Because she’s only speaking with the voice of my insecurity. I get that.  
 Still… 
 A sharp knock on the door almost threw me off the seat of the toilet. ‘Penny!’ Zara yelled excitedly through the door. 
       ‘What?’ ‘Is everything alright?’ 
       ‘Get out here right now!’ 
 I nearly ran out before realising my knickers were around my ankles. I finished up, washed my hands and threw open the door to see what the big fuss was. 
       ‘Sorry, I probably should have waited for you to come out. But I just read the news and I had to talk to you about it this exact second’ Zara said eagerly as I came out of the bathroom. 
       ‘Oh my god, what’s wrong?’ 
       ‘Nothing’s wrong. Wait, don’t you know about the shortlist? 
       ‘Shortlist?’ 
       ‘You don’t, do you?’ she asked, bemused. ‘Don’t you ever google yourself?’ 
 I looked at her, stumped. ‘Zara, for the love of god’ I said. ‘Would you just tell me already?!’ 
 She held up her phone, an article about some book award on the screen. I took the phone from her and began to scan it. The headlines were that some company that I’ve never heard of, Goldman Caan, had sponsored a book award night which had a ‘Debut novel’ category. And I was shortlisted. 
       ‘Oh. Right’ I say quietly. 
       ‘That’s it? Oh, right? This is amazing, Penny.’ 
       ‘I’ve never even heard of this prize. I mean it’s nice and everything, but I’m not sure how much it really means.’ 
 Zara shakes her head. ‘You really are terminally modest, aren’t you? This means something. It’s certainly going to help with getting funding for
the film, that’s for sure. Investors eat this shit up.’ 
 I shrugged. ‘Well, if you put it like that, I guess it’s good news.’ 
       ‘It’s not because of the other person on the shortlist, is it? I realise it probably makes things a bit awkward…’ 
       ‘What? Who?’ 
       ‘You didn’t read the whole thing?’ 
       ‘I just stopped when I got to my name.’ 
 Zara made a face. ‘Your girlfriend’s on it too.’ 
 I grabbed the phone back and went further down the list of nominees. And there she was, right at the bottom. Julia.   
       ‘Oh dear.’ 
       ‘I can’t believe you didn’t know about this. She should have mentioned it. Your agent should have mentioned it’ Zara says. 
 Yeah, why the hell didn’t David mention this? And then the other thing Zara said hit me, about Julia. Why didn’t she say something? 
 My first thought was that maybe this was the reason Julia has suddenly vanished. She’s annoyed. Here I am, a fraction of her talent, and she has to share a category with me, as though I’m on her level. It is a little ridiculous.  
 But to run off because of it? That’s even more insane.  
 And now I was no longer sad about the problems I was having with Julia. I wasn’t worried, anxious or scared.  
 I was angry. 
       ‘Look, it’s almost four and I’m kind of done with work for today. Why don’t we go out for a drink, toast your news?’ Zara suggested. 
 I’d had plans for the evening. I was going to meet Julia for dinner. But that was obviously not happening anymore. Because she’d run off somewhere mysterious and treated me like I didn’t matter in the process.  
       ‘Yeah, alright. I guess I could do with a drink. Wait, I thought Pete was coming today? Where’s he gotten to?’ 
       ‘Oh, yes. I should probably have said. Pete’s not attached to the project anymore.’ 
 My eyes nearly popped out of my head. ‘Why?’ 
       ‘He’s just gotten too busy with other projects that are taking off. It’s alright. I’ll find another producer.’ 
 But I didn’t care if Zara would find someone else. I’d liked Pete. I’d liked his calming presence.  
       ‘But I don’t understand. I thought he was committed to this?’ 
 Zara sighed. ‘Yeah, well. That’s the thing about this business. People are very committed. Until they’re not. It’s annoying, but what can you do? Anyway, I’m parched. Let’s drink.’ 
 I was shocked about Pete but I supposed that Zara knew her way around the business. If she said it was usual practice for people to just vanish on you, I had to take her word for it. 
   
       ‘Stop it!’ I begged Zara, my stomach hurting from laughter. ‘I can’t take anymore!’  
 Zara was telling me tales from her last film shoot, which had included a lot of bad behaviour from a semi-famous actress. She had the reputation of being a bit difficult to work with. But from what Zara was telling me, that was an understatement.   
       ‘It wasn’t funny at the time; I can promise you that’ she said darkly. 
       ‘Did you say anything? To the saxophone player?’ 
       ‘I didn’t say a word. I just walked out of her trailer and left them to it’ Zara shrugged. ‘But I can tell you this. I can’t even look at a baguette anymore’ she finished dryly.  
 I giggled and wiped a tear from my eye. It felt great to laugh. I’d been carrying a weight lately; I could see that now. Julia and I hadn’t laughed together in a while, I realised with shock. 
 But a few hours and a few drinks with Zara, I felt like myself again. 
       ‘Hey’ Zara said. ‘What’s that all about?’ 
       ‘What’s what all about?’ 
       ‘You keep biting your lip, like an anxious tick. Are you upset about something? Is it Julia? It’s Julia, isn’t it?’ 
       ‘What? No! I’m fine. What are you talking about?’ I protested. 
 Zara cocked her head. ‘Your voice just went up. That’s a sign of lying. So why don’t we just skip all the crap and you can tell me what’s going on.’  
 I went to assure her again but I realised it was pointless. Zara was a sharp pencil. It would be easier to come clean than spend the next few minutes pretending to be alright. And besides, I didn’t really want to pretend with her. I needed to talk to someone. And Zara was developing into a good friend. I hadn’t known her long but she was funny, insightful and energetic. I liked her. I hoped the friendship would extend beyond the work situation. And if I wanted that, now was a good time to test the boundaries. 
       ‘You’re right’ I admitted. ‘It’s Julia. Things are a bit, I don’t know, weird right now.’ 
       ‘Do you know why?’ she asked immediately.  
       ‘No. Not a clue.’ 
 She raised an eyebrow. 
       ‘I don’t!’ I protested. 
       ‘Not buying it. When it goes wrong, whether we want to admit it or not, we always know why.’ 
 Was that true? If I was worrying that Julia didn’t love me, was it because I really did know that? What if it wasn’t simple insecurity? What if it was something more like intuition?  
       ‘It was so different a few months ago. I don’t know how it could have gone so wrong so fast’ I moaned. 
 Zara shrugged. ‘That’s the way it goes sometimes. Sometimes things seem great, you’re crazy in love and the world’s your oyster. And then… It’s not. It could mean you guys have just run your course.’ 
 I’d really hoped she’d have something positive to say. But that was Zara. She was a straight talker. 
       ‘No’ I retorted. ‘That can’t be it. We spent so long getting to this point. We couldn’t have run out of steam that quickly.’ 
 Zara hesitated. ‘Before I reply to that, I need to tell you something. Julia’s book? I’ve read it.’ 
 My jaw hit the floor. ‘What? When?’ 
       ‘Not long after you brought her to lunch. I thought she looked kind of familiar and then it hit me. ‘The Slutty Professor.’ 
 I groaned. ‘She really hates that name.’ 
       ‘I’m not surprised. But I’ve got to say, I didn’t really know what the big deal was. She slept with some students. So what? They were adults and so was she. If I’d been in her class at eighteen, I might not have minded some ‘private tuition.’ 
       ‘What?!’ I cried, shocked. 
       ‘Wait, that came out wrong’ she said, laughing. ‘I’ve got no interest in trying to get with your girlfriend. I was just talking about my theoretical eighteen-year-old self.’ 
 She seemed to mean it, so I decided to accept the comment at face value. I let her continue. 
       ‘I’m just saying, I wasn’t particularly shocked by any of it.’ Zara paused, she seemed to be working up to something. ‘But then I read her book.’ She gave me a serious look. ‘You’re Alice, aren’t you?’ 
 I hadn’t seen that coming at all and the name of my literary alter ego coming out of Zara’s mouth practically winded me. I began to try and stutter out some kind of denial. But I never made it to a full word.  
       ‘You don’t need to answer’ Zara said. ‘It’s obvious from the physical description and the way she wrote your character. She really nailed you. Figuratively speaking’ she added caustically. 
 As my mind raced through the contents of the book, picking out the most sexual and therefore embarrassing parts, I wanted to die. Zara, my creative partner, my colleague and my new friend, knew the most intimate details of my sexual history with Julia. I felt my face go hot with the humiliation.  
       ‘Look, I can tell you’re a little self-conscious about this, but you really don’t need to be. I wouldn’t assume that anything she said in the book about what went on between you was completely factual. She’s a writer and I’d be an idiot to think she didn’t take some artistic license with a few things. It’s a fictionalised account and I know what that means. So relax.’ 
 I nodded. There was truth in that. The book wasn’t accurate to the letter. Still, there was plenty in it that had been pretty close to the bone. But Zara was letting me off the hook. She knew it and I knew it. That was alright. As long as I could believe she didn’t know exactly where the line of truth lay, I still had some kind of privacy, a little room to feel safe.  
 But she wasn’t done. 
       ‘But broadly speaking, is this how it started between you? Were you one of her students?’ 
 I bit my lip and nodded. 
 She let out a whistle. ‘Wow.’ I watched her thinking about that, staring at the table for a moment. Whatever she was thinking, I needed to know. 
       ‘What?’ 
 She resettled herself in her seat and said ‘I’m an outsider, so don’t take this to heart. But maybe that’s your problem. It all started so dramatically. Forbidden love. It’s intoxicating, easy to get swept up in. And very hard to maintain when things quieten down.’ 
       ‘What do you mean?’ 
       ‘Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but it was exciting, wasn’t it? Sneaking around, breaking the rules. And now you’re both trying to make it work in a normal way. Without all the added pizzazz. What I’m trying to say is that you started in pretty sexy circumstances and now things have gone off the rails because maybe, maybe, you’re trying to have the same thing you had at the beginning. And perhaps it’s hard because without the forbidden element…’ she trailed off. 
       ‘Go on’ I urged. 
       ‘…Because perhaps, without that, maybe you’re just two people who don’t really have much to keep you together’ she finished delicately. It was the softest I’d ever heard Zara speak. I was immediately annoyed.  
       ‘You don’t know us. You don’t know her’ I said, trying to hold back the full irritation I was feeling.  
 Zara shrugged. ‘You’re right. I only know what I’ve read. So if I’m full of it, just say so.’ 
 I sighed and smiled. ‘Yeah. You are.’ 
 She laughed, good naturedly. ‘Fair enough, Penny. Fair enough. Another drink?’ 
   
 When I woke up the next morning, my head felt like it was full of jam. And I wasn’t at home. I was in a strange bed. I looked around for clues and the first thing I saw was a purple leather jacket, slung over a chair. It was Zara’s jacket. I was in Zara’s bed. In my underwear. My stomach dropped. We hadn’t… Had we? 
 There was a tap at the door and Zara popped her head into the room. 
       ‘Morning’ she said and then came in, fully dressed I was relieved to note, holding a mug. ‘I hope you’re OK with black coffee. I’m out of milk.’ 
 I sat up in the bed, holding the blanket up to my chin, staring at her, wondering how to broach the topic of last night’s events. Zara saw my discombobulation. 
       ‘Penny, you do remember what happened last night, don’t you?’ 
 I really didn’t. 
       ‘We came back here and kept drinking. And then I gave you my bed while I took the sofa.’ 
 I could have wept with relief. My face must have been an open book because then Zara said ‘Did you think we’d done the nasty?!’ 
       ‘No’ I said quickly. ‘Of course I didn’t!’ 
       ‘Shit! You did!’ 
 I covered my face with my hands, mortified. But then the blanket dropped down, revealing my bra. I grabbed it and brought it back up to my neck, while Zara kept guffawing. This just kept getting worse. 
 Once Zara had finished laughing, she sat down on the edge of the bed, handing me the coffee. 
       ‘Penny’ she said affectionately. ‘You really are the best.’ 
       ‘Hardly.’ 
 Her face dropped a little of the humour and she took a deep breath. ‘Yes, you are. Look, I… God, I feel like a total arsehole saying this to you but I’m going to say it anyway. Because I’m not about bullshit. I want to be upfront. And the truth is, I wish something had happened last night because I think you’re fantastic. Not to mention hotter than the sun’ she said, matter of fact as you please. 
 I nearly dropped the coffee. 
       ‘I know your situation’ she went on, ‘and I don’t expect you to say anything back. But if the situation changes… I’ll be around. That’s it. That’s all I want to say.’ 
 I wanted to say something, anything, but before I could get a word out, Zara held up her hand. 
       ‘Also, we work together and I respect that. So if I’m out of line, please ignore everything I just said. We can say I’m still drunk from last night. Which is probably true.’  
 I still hadn’t said anything. Zara stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to get dressed.’ 
 She left me alone in her bedroom. I didn’t move to get dressed. I was frozen, trembling. Why did I suddenly feel so scared? 
 It didn’t take a genius to figure it out. The attraction that Zara had just confessed to me? I’d been trying to ignore it but the plain fact was, it was mutual.  
 Once I’d accepted that deeply inconvenient truth, I got dressed, made my excuses and apologies to Zara about needing to be somewhere and got the hell out of there. 



 

Chapter Seventeen

   
 I looked at the text I was about to send to Penny. 

I’ve got to go away for a few days. I’ll call you when I’m back.

 And I couldn’t think what else to add. We’d never really talked about my dad. I think she knew that he wasn’t around because I never mentioned him, but Penny wasn’t the type to pry. And I wasn’t the type to pour out my troubles without a reason. Hence, we’d never had a conversation about him.  
 And now was the time to say something. Because things were happening. He was ill and I was going to see him, to try and shake the bad dreams that were plaguing me, in the hopes I could be free of them and get back to the good life I’d had before they began. But it seemed a bit much to drop all that in a text. And even if I could, how would that go? What could I say? What the hell was I even doing? If I didn’t really know the answer to that myself, how could I explain to Penny? 
 And if I could find the words, would I really ever want to say them to her? Her family life had been a little bumpy lately, but her parents had made a life with their daughter that was exactly like the one you were supposed to give your children, even if they’d made mistakes. They were a real family, flawed but normal. And my family life hadn’t been anything like that. I was afraid that if I tried to explain it, it would be yet another example of how broken my life had been before she’d come along. And the last thing I wanted to do at this moment was say ‘Well, if you thought I was fucked up before, wait till you hear this!’ 
 As I sat for several minutes on the train, whizzing through the countryside, headed north, I kept trying to work on a way to explain myself a little better. Because I had to say something more. I couldn’t just leave her with this mysterious text. It was rude to disappear and not explain properly. 
 And then the woman with the tea trolley passed by, bumping my elbow and nudging my finger right onto the send button in the process.  
 Shit. 
 I wondered if I could just send another quick text as an addendum to the accidental first one, but I still had the same problem. I didn’t have a fucking clue what it would say. So I just decided to leave it alone. I’d explain more when I saw her in person.  
   
 A few hours later, I was in the bad part of the town of Felton. It was rundown, with only a betting shop and a greasy spoon to be seen in terms of local amenities. Looking around as the taxi drove through the streets, I thought gentrification couldn’t come soon enough. It was a mean, snobby thought, I’m well aware of that. And it’s not as though I didn’t grow up somewhere just as poor. But perhaps that was why I hated it so much. Forced to come to this ugly place, to see my father, who was ugly in his own way, it was all too familiar. Even if I’d never been here before. 
 The taxi pulled up in front of a house that was on its last legs. I couldn’t help but compare it to Penny’s parents’ home. They lived in a beautiful cottage and this was a hovel. It made me feel even further away from her than I already did. 
 I paid the driver and went up to the paint peeled door, tapping on it quickly. I wasn’t going to give myself any time to get nervous or doubt my intent. I wasn’t planning to go in there, cap in hand. I was going with my anger, to deliver it in person. No matter how bad things were, I swore I would not feel sorry for him. Joseph Hawke was a bastard. Being ill didn’t make him any less so. I couldn’t forget that. 
 Waiting there for someone to answer, I felt myself getting worked up. I was almost talking to myself in my growing rage. 
 But no one answered. I kept knocking but it was obvious no one was in.  
 It was quite an anti-climax. 
 And then a door did open, but it wasn’t my father’s. It was the house next door and a woman’s head popped out. She gave me a look up and down, no doubt taking in my outfit, (I was wearing a pencil skirt, heels, a dark blouse and a long black coat) which I suppose was not really very fitted to the setting.  
       ‘Are you looking for Joe Hawke?’ 
       ‘Yes.’ 
       ‘He’s not here now.’ 
       ‘You don’t happen to know when he’ll be back, do you?’ 
       ‘I shouldn’t think he will come back. He’s gone to the hospice, St Michael’s. What did you want with him? Are you a social worker or something?’ 
 A hospice? Things were further along than I’d thought. 
       ‘No. I’m his daughter’ I admitted to the woman. 
       ‘Oh’ she gasped, horrified. ‘I’m so sorry to tell you like that. I didn’t even know he had kids!’ 
 I smiled as kindly as I could. ‘Don’t worry. It’s not really a shock.’ 
       ‘Well, when you see him, please tell him Jane says hello and wishes him the best’ she said quickly and closed her door, no doubt embarrassed to have dropped such a bombshell on me. Yes, I’d surmised the situation correctly.  
 My father was dying.  
   
 Once I’d googled the location of the hospice, I went straight there. It was just outside of town, not quite in the country but well out of the centre. No doubt whoever had decided it’s location knew full well that people didn’t want their dying so close to their living. I didn’t blame them. Walking in to the place, which was dressed like a hospital, a place where people went to get better, it was obvious what happened here. It was filled with people at the end, when all hope was lost. No amount of cheery staff or colourful murals could disguise that. 
       ‘I’m looking for Joseph Hawke’ I told the nurse on reception.  
 She raised an eyebrow at me.  
       ‘Can I ask your name?’ 
       ‘Julia Hawke.’ When no further comment came, I added ‘I’m his daughter.’ 
 Daughter. That word, used for the second time today, was bitter in my mouth. Because it came with connotations of a relationship that didn’t exist. It was like a lie. 
       ‘He’s in room twenty-six, just down that corridor’ she said, pointing.  
 I walked down the harshly lit corridor, a flickering light at the end of the hall buzzing loudly. I drifted past door after door, feeling like I was in another one of my nightmares.  
 At the door, I knocked lightly. A weak voice called ‘Come in’. 
 I opened the door and there he was. Joseph Hawke. A thin old man, sitting up in bed, his wrinkled face a terrible colour. The shock was immense. I’d pictured him as he’d been when I was a child, handsome and strong, virility itself. Somehow, it had never occurred to me that he would have aged. Even knowing he was sick, I hadn’t prepared myself in the slightest for the shadow he’d become. 
 While I stood there, unable to find a word to say to this old man, he looked back at me with no hint of recognition. And then it came, a light in his eyes. 
       ‘Jules? Is that you?’ 
 I nodded.  
 He weakly pulled the covers off his body, trying to stand. My uncle Edward, who I hadn’t noticed till now, stood up from his bedside chair to stop him. 
       ‘Joe, conserve your strength’ my uncle begged. 
 But my dad just laughed at him and pushed past, coming toward me. I froze. 
       ‘Jules, I can’t believe it. I didn’t think I’d get to see you. But you’re here.’ 
 He raised up his arms but then he seemed to register the look of horror on my face because he dropped them again. 
       ‘Oh, right. Maybe later’ he said. 
 I finally found my voice. 
       ‘Yeah. Maybe’ I said. But I didn’t mean it. I wasn’t there for hugs. But right now, I wasn’t sure exactly what I was there for. It was all too much. 
       ‘I… I need to go to the bathroom’ I muttered and stumbled out of the room. 
 And I did indeed go to the toilet. I checked under every stall door before I went into the one at the end. I locked the door, sat on the closed seat and let out my tears. 
 Once I’d finished doing that, I came back out and checked my reflection. I looked a state. I washed my face with cold water to remove the puffiness from my eyes and then completely reapplied my make-up. It wasn’t until I was certain that no trace of my tears was apparent that I left the bathroom.   
 And back I went, my armour reassembled.  
 Before I could go in, I found my uncle Edward in front of the door, apparently wanting to intercept me. 
       ‘I’m really glad you came, Julia.’ 
 I couldn’t exactly return the sentiment so I said nothing. 
       ‘I think your dad is pleased to see you. But I just need to check something. You’re not planning to… upset him at all, are you?’ 
       ‘Upset him?’ I asked incredulously.  
 His brow furrowed as he tried to come up with a tactful way to get his point across. ‘I think it’s just better if we leave the past where it is. Do you understand?’ 
       ‘Yes, I think I get what you’re saying’ I said through gritted teeth. 
       ‘He’s just a dying man now.’ 
       ‘Oh. Is that just what he is?’ 
       ‘Julia-’ 
       ‘No’ I stopped him. ‘I’m not a child anymore. You can’t tell me what I’m supposed to do. This is between me and him.’ 
 He snorted with laughter but before I could get offended he smiled and said with affection, ‘You were scary even as a teenager and I guess you’ve turned into an even scarier woman. It’s good to see you, Jules.’ 
 It was hard to be mad at him then so I simply said ‘Yeah, you too, I guess.’ And I supposed it was, in a strange sort of way.  
       ‘Just…’ he began and sighed. ‘Just try to take it easy on him, would you? I know he doesn’t deserve it, but still…’ he finished with a wary shrug. 
 I nodded. It was hard to argue with him when he put it so reasonably. Still, I didn’t know what ‘taking it easy’ would involve or if I could or would do it. Everything remained to be seen. 
 I left him in the hall, walking into my father’s sickroom for the second time. I didn’t want to do it. But I’d come a long way and it was too late to turn back now. Forward was the only direction I’d ever known how to go. And if that sounds like I’m paying myself a compliment, I’m really not. 
 Back in the room, dad was sitting up in bed, ready to receive me again. But I didn’t say anything to him. I just walked across the room and sat down in my uncle’s vacant chair.  
 To my eternal gratitude, my father didn’t try to hug me again. He just said ‘So, how have you been?’ It wasn’t said lightly. I think he knew it was a ridiculous question. We hadn’t seen each other in decades. What the hell was I supposed to answer? ‘Oh, fine. And you?’ But we both knew there were no words he could give that weren’t woefully inadequate, so I let it go. I simply ignored his question, asking my own instead. 
       ‘What is it you’ve got?’ 
 He shook his head ‘Let’s not talk about that.’ 
       ‘No. Tell me’ I insisted mildly. 
       ‘If you took a guess, I bet you’d get it in one.’ 
 I didn’t like the sound of that game but I played anyway. ‘Cancer?’ 
 He gave me a wink and gun. ‘You got it, kid.’ 
 The gesture was like a time machine, dragging me instantly back to childhood. It almost made me smile. But I pushed it back. 
       ‘What kind?’ 
       ‘One of the bad ones. Let’s leave it at that.’ 
 I nodded. What else could I do?  
       ‘Did Teddy tell you? About me?’ he asked. 
       ‘You got it.’ 
 He chuckled. ‘Interfering sod. Still, I can’t knock him this time. I really am glad you came.’ 
       ‘And why’s that?’ 
       ‘I wanted to see you, that’s all.’ 
       ‘For what?’ I knew I was being hard. But if I wasn’t allowed to shout at him, that still didn’t mean I had to be nice to him. 
       ‘To say goodbye, I guess’ he said sadly. 
 But I wasn’t having it. 
       ‘Why would you need to say goodbye to me? I haven’t seen you since I was a teenager. You didn’t even come to Mum’s funeral. She never got any goodbyes.’ 
 If he was ashamed of that, he didn’t look it. 
       ‘I thought it was better not to come, it would have taken focus off her. And I knew you were out of the house by then, at university. You didn’t need me. You were an adult.’ 
 I stood up then. I think I’d thought he was going to apologise. It was the end, after all. There was nothing more to lose. But he was still the same excuse maker he’d always been.  
       ‘I was nineteen. And I had nobody’ I said, and began to walk out. 
       ‘I’ve had nobody! All I’ve got left is my brother’ he almost shouted.  
       ‘That’s more than I had. But I’ll give you what you want. Goodbye, dad’ I said bleakly as I shut the door behind me. 
 As I walked down the hall, I felt like this had all been a mistake. I didn’t know what I’d expected to get from all this. But I was leaving empty handed.   
 And now all I could do was go home and hope I could think of some way to explain all this to Penny. And I wanted to, I really did. It was just that I didn’t know if I could. 



 

Chapter Eighteen


 

 It had been two days since I’d heard from Julia. Two whole days. And if Julia was going to go off piste, she couldn’t have picked a worse time. 
 I’d been sitting in my bedroom for hour upon hour and there was no other word to describe how I felt right now but frightened. The source of my fear was a collision of events. One, things had seemingly gone wrong with Julia for reasons I didn’t precisely know. Two, there was another person in my life who wanted me. And I wanted her a little too.  
 I want to be clear about something though. What I wanted, truly, was Julia. I wanted things to go back to normal, to feel that she loved me again. But I worried that was over. And if it was, did that mean that I should take a chance on Zara? Was she right when she told me that perhaps there was nothing holding Julia and I together? Even if she’d had other motives in saying it, it didn’t necessarily make her wrong.  
 That was what frightened me. That the life I’d dreamt of since I was eighteen, the life I’d had a taste of, was slipping away. And I was starting to think I’d been an idiot to believe I could have it at all, that I could hold onto Julia for more than a few months. 
 Now someone had walked into my life who wanted to give me what Julia possibly didn’t anymore. And I didn’t know if I had the strength to resist her. I’d like to say I was strong enough to hold back the attraction. If this had happened a couple of months ago, I probably wouldn’t have thought twice. But that was when Julia felt like she was really mine. That wasn’t the case now. 
 There was my track record to think about. Poor Will. We’d been together for several years when Julia came along. And although it had given me pause, it hadn’t stopped me from sleeping with her. That meant I had a weakness in me, that I couldn’t rely on an inherent goodness or moral strength to see me through this time. I’d done it once. I could do it again if the chips were down. Which they very much were. 
 Still, all I wanted was for Julia to come home and tell me everything was OK, that she still loved me. And if she did, I would forget all this Zara nonsense, I promised myself. If she truly came back to me, there could be nothing else I could possibly want. 
 And then my doorbell rang. 
 I went downstairs and opened the door to find Julia. The relief didn’t last very long, about the time it takes to boil a kettle, which was what I did after we’d hugged hello. It was clear by then that nothing was different. If anything, Julia seemed even more distant.  
       ‘So’ I asked, desperately struggling to keep my voice light ‘Where have you been?’ 
       ‘It’s a long story’ she replied. I waited for more but it didn’t seem to be coming. Was that really the best she could do? It’s a long story?  
       ‘I’ve got time to hear it’ I said, sitting down with two cups of tea. But it didn’t come out breezily. There was a tone. Julia didn’t miss it. 
       ‘You’re angry’ she said without surprise. 
 I wasn’t sure how to answer that. Yes, I was angry. But I didn’t want to start out like that. Because I knew there were sharp things under both our skins right now and whatever they were, anger was the quickest way to have us throwing those things at each other like weapons. God, I did not want that. If Julia had come here to end this, I wanted to delay that moment as long as possible. I didn’t want her to simply scream ‘I don’t love you anymore.’ And I wasn’t at all sure that was not where this little visit was headed. 
       ‘It’s just a little weird to vanish without explanation’ I replied in what I hoped was an even tone.  
 She nodded, sadly. I took no comfort in her apparently agreeable gesture whatsoever. She was sad because she didn’t want to do what she’d come here to do. It was obvious. And I should have let her say it anyway, in her own words. But instead, I found myself saying ‘Is it because of the book award?’ 
 She looked at me as though I’d grown a second head. ‘What book award?’ 
 I knew immediately that it was an honest reaction. She really didn’t know what I was talking about. But I’d said it now. I couldn’t take it back. 
       ‘We were both nominated for a debut novel thing’ I said quietly. ‘You hadn’t heard?’ 
 She shrugged. ‘No, I hadn’t. Which one?’ 
       ‘Goldman Caan. Some kind of corporate sponsored thing.’ 
       ‘Oh’ she said, bemused. And then her face changed. ‘Hang on, what did you mean by that? Is what because of the award?’ 
 I was in the quicksand now. Struggling could only make me sink quicker. But still, I kept flailing.  
       ‘I thought maybe that’s why you left, because you were annoyed with me, because I was nominated with you. I thought maybe you’d think…’ 
       ‘Think what?’ she asked softly, her tone dangerous. 
       ‘That you shouldn’t have to share the category with me, because I’m a beginner. I thought maybe that you were a bit-’ 
       ‘You thought I left out of jealousy?’ she asked incredulously.  
 It did sound ridiculous when she put it like that.  
       ‘That’s what you think of me?’ she continued.  
       ‘I… Yeah. I guess that’s what I thought.’ 
 She looked away for a moment. I thought I saw the smallest tear appear in the corner of her eye but then she turned to me and she wasn’t upset. Only angry. 
       ‘If you must know why I had to leave, I went to see my dying father’ she said in a flat tone. 
       ‘What? When did he… I didn’t even know you…’ I trailed off horrified and embarrassed. What could I really say to that? In my whole adult life, I’d never felt more like a child. She’d been dealing with huge, terrifying life stuff. And I’d thought it was about a stupid book award.  
 But then, my humiliation turned itself around, became defensive. Later, when I had cooled down, I knew my only question right then should have been ‘Are you OK?’ But it wasn’t. It was ‘Why didn’t you tell me about this before?’ It was a fair question, in the larger scheme. But not right then. 
       ‘Jesus Christ, are you fucking kidding me?’ she said loudly.  
 She’d never spoken to me like that before. It made my defences even higher. 
       ‘No, I’m not. I could have gone with you.’ 
       ‘The way you’re being right now, why on earth would I want that?’ she asked. I didn’t say anything for a moment. It hurt me too much, even if she was right. Especially if she was right. 
       ‘Because we’re supposed to be a couple’ I eventually stuttered out. ‘But if you can’t even tell me what’s going on in your life, then what’s the point?’ 
       ‘Yeah’ she said. ‘What is the point? When you think so little of me?’ 
 I’d thought I’d wanted to delay the moment we ended. But I found myself running toward it. 
       ‘So you’re saying it? That we’re finished?’ 
 She didn’t say anything for a moment. And then she gave a small, joyless laugh. ‘If that’s what you want, then it seems so, doesn’t it? I guess your mum’s got some good news coming to her, anyway.’ 
 Julia got up and walked out, shutting the door quietly behind her. And it was done. The thing I’d been waiting for, consciously for the last few weeks but probably always on some level, had happened. It was finished.  
 I went upstairs and sat down at my desk, staring out of the window. I don’t know how much time passed. I think I was in a kind of shock, my daze making time vanish. When I eventually came too, the sun had set. It was pitch dark in my room. 



 

Chapter Nineteen

   
 When I got home from Penny’s house, I looked at my email and found an invitation to the book award, it was in a few months. I couldn’t have cared less.  
 I was alone again. And I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that didn’t feel a sort of relief in that. I wasn’t happy about it, putting it mildly. But this had been inevitable. And now it had happened, I could stop waiting for it. It wasn’t much in the way of comfort, but it was all I had.  
 I began to think about how I would commemorate this terrible moment. The only girl I’d ever really loved had broken things off. And of course, when I added the events in Felton to that pain, I knew my life was experiencing a low that was nearly unparalleled.  
 Perhaps I should have simply cried, like normal people do. But I didn’t. Instead, I thought practically. Something had happened that would take me down, if I let it. I had to fight the sadness back, not to let it get ahold of me. And I had to act quickly if I was going to win the fight. 
 When I thought back to all the worst moments I’d had, it was clear to me how I usually dealt with this.  
 Sex. Shallow, mindless sex. 
 I knew it wouldn’t make me feel better. It would only be distraction. But right now, that didn’t sound so bad. I thought back through the conquests of the years, seeing women the way I used to, like an assassin looking down the barrel of a sniper rifle. It was easy enough to slip into her, Old Julia. She fitted like a glove. 
 Anonymous sex would be easy enough to come by, or at least it always had been. I could walk into a bar, have a few drinks and wait until the right kind of girl wandered into my view. And once she had, I’d find her or she’d find me and it would happen. 
   
 So an hour later, that’s exactly where I was, in a lesbian bar in the gay part of town, one of the few left for woman only. I was dressed to the nines in my favourite grey pencil skirt, sheer black blouse and heels you could kill a man with. The outfit had worked its magic on many students over the years and it’s reach extended beyond young females. It tended to have a lot of crossover appeal.  
 So I ordered a double vodka, chose a seat at the bar and sat, waiting. It took about twenty minutes for my strategy to work. And if I’d approached the woman giving me looks from across the bar, it would have taken less than five. But I waited for her to come to me. She was a tall, shiny-haired blonde with deep red lipstick and cheekbones of steel, she looked to be about mid-twenties. She was perfect. Perfect for my purposes, anyway. 
 Eventually, when she couldn’t take anymore, she buckled and sent me a drink via the barwoman. I took a long deep sip before raising it to her, a gesture of thanks. She walked right over. 
       ‘Hi’ she said, a little nervously.  
       ‘Hello’ I said, as though she were a five instead of a ten. ‘Thanks for the drink’ I said and knocked the rest of it back.  
       ‘Can I get you another?’ she asked. She was on her back foot, that was for sure. Which was just the way I liked them. It was obvious she was not used to approaching women. She’d probably never had to before. But I’ve always known how to pull a woman toward me.  
       ‘Why not?’ I said casually. I was playing ridiculously hard to get but I didn’t feel remotely bad about it. It would do this woman good to work for it for a change. I know, I’m one to talk. But I was heartbroken, so I was cutting myself all sorts of slack tonight. 
 She ordered the drink and then she held out her hand, trying to push through her nerves. ‘I’m Camille.’ 
       ‘Julia’ I replied, taking her hand softly. I decided it was time to take my cool act back a notch, so I gave her a smile with some serious eye contact as we shook. 
       ‘Julia’ she repeated, tasting my name. And then ‘Can I ask you something?’ 

This oughta be good. 
       ‘You’re not straight, are you? You haven’t just wandered in here by accident or you’re waiting for a friend or something?’ 
 My god, she really wasn’t used to being toyed with like this if that was her fear. 
       ‘I’m not straight, no.’ 
 I wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed in that answer, being that it meant she was getting a hard time from someone she fully expected to fall at her feet. But on the other hand… 
       ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking. I just don’t want to spend half the night trying to chat up a straight woman.’ 
 I laughed.  
       ‘You’re not wasting your time, Camille, if that’s your concern.’ 
 She smiled in relief because she knew she was going to get what she wanted. We both would. 
   
 We talked for about fifteen minutes, covering the usuals. Jobs (she was a pharmaceutical sales rep), the fact that we were both single (I obviously didn’t mention that I’d been single for only a few hours), what areas we lived in, what gyms we worked out at. It was all textbook stuff and I would have just as soon skipped it, but people need their rituals to feel comfortable. So I played along, ticking the boxes until we could move to the inevitable.  
 What I ascertained in the minutes of chatter, underneath the facts, were a couple of things about Camille that she probably didn’t know she was telling me. Firstly, she wasn’t a nice girl. Not in the classic I’m-a-bad-girl-so-you’d-better-punish-me sense. I mean it literally. The girl was mean. I could tell by the way she looked at other woman in the bar and by subtle things she said about people in her life. Of course, she was nice as pie to me, because she wanted something from me. But I was certain I’d be talking to a very different person if I happened to get in her way.  
 The second thing was that she was smarter than she wanted people to know. She played the naïf like a pro but it was screaming out. Subtle as it was, I could see that underneath the banal comments, she never stopped trying to read the situation, find her angle. Although I didn’t care why she was dumbing herself down, my mind couldn’t help but try to understand it. I had to think she lived in a world where girls that looked like her weren’t supposed to be sharp. It was a shame, but there again, there was something quite unlikable about Camille, so I didn’t feel too bad about it.  
 And that was absolutely fine because I didn’t need to like Camille. She didn’t exactly seem to like me either, in anyway other than physical. We had nothing whatsoever in common, except a desire for sex with a hot specimen of womanhood. And she was that, undeniably. 
 Eventually, Camille made her move. She leaned in and slipped her hand onto my thigh, whispering ‘Do you wanna go somewhere else?’ 
 It was code, of course. It wasn’t a question of relocation. If I said yes to her question, I was saying yes to sex. I leaned back, taking my time with my affirmative response, wondering where it might happen. 
 Perhaps she’d take me to her place. Or possibly the nearest hotel, if she was lying about being single, which was a possibility. Or if we really couldn’t wait, maybe right here, in the toilets. Not necessarily the classiest of locations, but needs must when the devil drives.  
 The last option that occurred to me was bringing her back to my place. And when it did occur, it ruined everything.  
 Thinking about how it would feel to be naked with a stranger in the bed I’d shared with Penny, her place taken by someone who I didn’t care about, someone who didn’t care about me, it made it sound a lot less fun. And the more I thought about it like that, the worse things got.  
 Camille wasn’t Penny. That had been the appeal of her to begin with but now? Compared to Penny, Camille was like a shadow. And I’d be a shadow too, if I slept with her. Old Julia. That’s what she was, I realised. Just a puppet, her strings pulled by instincts that had been learned in childhood.   
 Because it was my father that had taught me to behave like this. To keep moving, to use people as steps on a ladder that only ever took me further away from ever being happy. To be alone. And now look at him. He was at the end and all he wanted was people around him who cared.  
 Once I’d had that thought, sex with a stranger was disgusting. I wanted to throw up at the idea. 
       ‘Camille’ I said. ‘I’m sorry, I think I need to go.’ 
 Camille’s reaction was pure shock and once she gotten over it, she seemed to decide that I was still playing hard to get. 
       ‘Julia, let’s not mess around, alright? We both know what you came in here for. And if you think you’re going to find better than me…’ she trailed off, brazenly. 
 I couldn’t help but laugh at her conceit. ‘It’s not about you, Camille’ I said, trying to be kind. ‘I’m just not in the mood, I guess.’ 
 Her mouth dropped open. ‘Not in the mood?’ she said and I could see I’d exposed the nasty side of Camille. And it was pointing squarely at me. ‘You took up my time, let me buy you drinks and now you’re going to pretend you just changed your mind? What the fuck kind of game are you playing?’ 
 I wasn’t laughing now. ‘I’m not playing games. Not anymore.’ I stood quickly, not wanting this situation to descend into the dramatic scene it was headed toward. I needed to get out of here, away from Camille, away from myself. Old Julia wasn’t feeling so good anymore. 
       ‘You’re a real piece of shit, you know that?’ Camille offered as a parting shot. 
       ‘Yeah’ I agreed. ‘So it would seem.’ 
 I walked out before she could say anything else. 
 I didn’t go straight home. The canal that ran through Medford was nearby and I found myself looking into its depths. I couldn’t understand what had just taken place. I’d had the right kind of girl in the palm of my hand, begging for exactly the right kind of sex. And I didn’t take it. Because of my fucking father. That man couldn’t seem to stop ruining my life, even when he wasn’t trying. 
 For the first time in my entire life, I had no desire to fix myself with sex. In fact, what I decided to do instead shocked even me.  
 I googled a therapist.  



 

Chapter Twenty


 


Four Months Later 

 ‘I can’t believe it. Draft One. Done’ I muttered to myself, looking at my first complete screenplay.  
 Once Zara and I had finished all the talking, the developing and the planning, the final part of the process, the actual writing, had been left to me to do by myself. It had been rough, lonely. Not because of being left to my own devices by Zara, I’d been pleased about having some time to write alone.  
 It was Julia. The break-up. It had felt like it was killing me for the first two months, my broken heart barely able to keep beating with the loss. And it had only gotten slightly easier after that. But at a certain point, I was tired of being sad, and I’d been lucky to have something that would stop me thinking about Julia. I had a screenplay to write. And now it was done. 
 After I’d done the obligatory proof read, I sent the draft to Zara with the message; 

Zara,


It’s finished. I hope you like it. If you don’t, I’m sure you’ll tell me. 


P

 The reply came back quickly. 

Penny, Penny, Penny…


You’re talented and I’ll like it. That’s something we can both take for granted. Not that I won’t still have a million notes but that’s just who I am. But onto more important matters. Once I’ve read it, you’ll owe me something. A date. When can I collect?


Zara

 It was true, I did indeed owe her a date. After the break up, I’d been far too sad to consider Zara’s offer. But as the days and weeks went by (and as Zara flirtatiously persisted) I’d decided that I’d have to stop being miserable sometime. So I’d told Zara that I would go out with her. But only after I’d finished the first draft. I didn’t want the distraction of a new romance before I tackled such a big project. I needed to be focused.  
 And I suppose that wasn’t all that held me back. But I wasn’t prepared to think about that. So I emailed back. 

How about tomorrow night?

 Her reply was brief yet problematic. 

Can’t wait. But isn’t that the night of the book awards?

 I knew full well what night it was but I was surprised that she’d remembered. I supposed it was touching that she was so invested. But there was no chance I was going to that bloody award ceremony. That was why I’d wanted to be busy in the first place, so I wouldn’t have to sit at home, miserably mulling over the nomination and its unintended fallout.  
 I shot back a quick email. 

Yes, but I’m not going.

 Her reply was exactly what I’d hoped it wouldn’t be. 

Yes, you are. And I’m coming with you. No arguments.

 I crafted several different replies to refute the offer but it was no use. Nothing worked. 
 It was difficult to explain why I didn’t want to go without getting into the whole Julia thing. Which of course, was quite awkward to raise with Zara. I was supposed to be moving on, getting past her. There was no way to say why I didn’t want to go that wouldn’t look iffy to Zara.  
 I had no choice. I was going to have to go. Damn. 
   
 Walking into the function hall of The Veil was uncomfortable. Everyone looked so at ease as they schmoozed their fellow nominees or agents or publishers or god knows who else in the large hall. I’d been here before, of course, in the summer. I’d had lunch with my agent, and I’d been scared stiff. In all honesty, not a lot was different tonight. I was still in over my head. Not like Zara, who walked in like she owned the place. 
 Speaking of swagger, David was also in attendance. After I’d gotten in touch to mention the nomination, he’d been as shocked as I was not to be informed before the rest of the world. He’d immediately made a call and ascertained the press release had gone out early by accident. And he’d gotten himself an invitation while he was at it. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. The idea that anyone could make their living on ten percent of my book sales alone was fairly ludicrous. The man had to eat and so he was here with the obvious intent of chatting up promising authors. I didn’t hold it against him. 
 And he wasn’t completely neglecting me. He spotted me fairly quickly, waving at me from a table where he was sitting with… Oh my god. It was Julia. 
 I can’t explain why I was so surprised to see her. We were both nominated. But somehow, I’d been certain she wouldn’t come tonight. After the last time we’d talked, her disregard for this night had been clear enough. I’d taken it on faith that she would never stoop to attend. But somehow, she was here. I was terrified. 
 I hadn’t seen her in four whole months. The awful end in my kitchen had been our last conversation. I’d thought many times about picking up the phone or even dropping round to see how she was doing. After all, her father was ill. Not that I knew anything about him. Julia had never said a word about him until she announced he was dying. But it was enough to worry me. 
 I’d like to pretend her welfare was my only motivation. But it wasn’t. Selfishly, I just wanted to see her again. I’m not very proud of it, but those first few weeks had been like trying to detox a drug out of my system, so I imagined. But I refused to miss her now. How could I keep feeling like that, after the things she’d said to me at the end and the way she’d drifted further and further away without ever trying to tell me why? It was weak of me and I wouldn’t keep doing it.  
 No, I was here with Zara. She wanted me. Julia didn’t.  
       ‘Hey’ Zara said with a raised eyebrow. ‘That’s Julia, isn’t it? Are you going to say hello?’ 
 I was. I had to go over and say hello. Otherwise the entire night would be strange. Her at one end of the room, me at the other, trying to pretend the other wasn’t there. I didn’t want that. From being in love to ignoring each other’s existence? It was unimaginably ugly. 
       ‘Yeah. Do you mind?’ I asked Zara. 
       ‘Why should I?’ she said evenly. 
 I walked over to David, who kissed me on both cheeks. I still didn’t love that but I’d learned not to be surprised by it any more. I submitted graciously. 
       ‘You look great’ he told me.  
 I looked down at my dress. It was dark green and short and from the way Zara had looked at it, it was a hit.  
       ‘Thanks. Nice suit’ I replied. 
 And then I had to turn to the other person who waited to greet me. She was in a chic grey dress, which was always her colour. And if she’d nearly made my heart stop from a distance, she was breath-taking up close. But I took that feeling and pushed it down, like I was supposed to. 
       ‘Hi’ I said, aware of Zara’s eyes on me. 
       ‘Penny’ she replied and kissed me warmly on the cheek, which I hadn’t expected at all and I froze as her lips pressed against me. ‘How are you?’ she asked. 
       ‘I’m fine. Fine’ I said, feeling at a loss for a more interesting reply.   
 She glanced at Zara, who said ‘How’s it going?’ It came out a tad smugger than I might have liked. 
 Julia looked from Zara to me and I could see that she’d clocked the situation immediately. And then she said ‘Good. You?’ to Zara. 
 Zara nodded and slipped an arm around my waist. ‘Never better.’ 
 I turned and gave her a look of warning. I couldn’t understand why she was trying to rub the situation in Julia’s face. 
       ‘Well, best of luck’ Julia said and turned, headed toward the bar. I noticed our publisher Jill was there, waiting for her. I waved and she waved back, surprised to see me. She’d asked me to come tonight and I’d said I wouldn’t. And she’d told me that if I were to win, the press would be useful to her company, young as it was. I’d told her I’d think about it but I don’t think she’d believed I’d be here.  
 I couldn’t believe it either.  
 As soon as Julia was out of earshot, and once I was sure David was busy chatting someone else up, I turned to Zara. 
       ‘Why did you do that?’ 
       ‘Do what’ she asked faux innocently. 
 I looked at her and waited. 
       ‘I don’t like how she treated you. I thought she deserved to know you’d moved on’ she confessed. 
 It was bad behaviour with a sweet motive. But she needed to know it wasn’t alright. 
       ‘In future, I would prefer you let me decide how to deal with my ex, alright?’ 
 Zara paused for a moment and I think she knew she’d misjudged the situation. She shrugged and said with an apologetic grin, ‘Sure. Sorry if I overstepped.’ 
 It was hard to stay mad at her. ‘It’s alright.’ 
       ‘I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen you angry. It was hot’ she said with naughty grin. 
       ‘Was it?’ I asked, trying not to smile but finding it difficult. ‘Well, I’m sure it won’t be the last time.’ 
 She laughed. ‘Probably not. But hopefully the last time tonight. I don’t want you angry at me on our first date. I’m planning to try and kiss you at the end of the night so that would really be a spanner in the works.’ 
 I gave a shocked little laugh at her nerve. ‘You’re confident. What if I don’t want you to kiss me? Had you thought about that?’  
       ‘What? Have you seen me in this dress?’ she asked incredulously and then did a spin in her purple, low cut dress. I had to admit, she did look great tonight. 
 I happened to glance over as I was laughing at her spin and I saw Julia. For a split second, I thought she was watching me. But she was talking to Jill and I realised I’d imagined it.  
 Still, it stopped me laughing. 
   
       ‘I think you’re going to win’ Zara was saying. ‘I’ve been working my way through the other books on the shortlist and yours is easily the best.’ 
       ‘Shh. One of the other authors is going to hear you. And anyway, you’re wrong.’ 
       ‘How’s that?’ she said, leaning over the table to grab a gratis bottle of wine, refilling her glass. We were around midway through the awards, with six category winners announced already. Best Debut came after a break for everyone to get topped up. The crowd seemed quite drunk already but they weren’t slowing down.  
 I, on the other hand, was sticking to orange juice. I didn’t think I was going to win but on the off-chance I did, I wasn’t going up on stage three sheets to the wind, like some of the other authors. I didn’t really think there was anything wrong with it. I just knew I wouldn’t be able to pull it off.  
       ‘There’s better books than mine on the list’ I told Zara. 
       ‘Name one’ she demanded. 
 I thought of one book that I liked quite a bit, but I didn’t want to bring that up, being that it was the story of my own love affair with Julia. 
 But she read my silence easily. ‘If you’re going to mention Julia’s book…’ 
       ‘I wasn’t’ I said quickly. 
       ‘…Then don’t’ she finished. ‘Because it’s not a patch on yours.’ 
 I didn’t like her saying that. I’m not sure why. 
       ‘Let’s not talk about that.’ 
       ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘I’m just being honest.’ 
       ‘And now’ a voice boomed out via mic ‘Let’s get this show back on the road with the next category. Best debut novel.’ 
 I turned at the voice, feeling my hands prickle with a hot flood of electricity, which was odd. Did I actually want this silly award? And if I did, why did I? As I looked at Zara, who was grinning with excitement, I knew I didn’t want it for me. It was Zara. She’d been wanting this for me from that first press release. If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t even be here. It was important to her. And I guess I wanted to get it to impress her.  
 The nominees were read out by the presenter, some cheesy actor who was announcing everything as though he were compèring the Oscars. When I heard my own name, the whole thing seemed rather bizarre. What was I doing here? I honestly didn’t know.  
 And then I heard Julia’s name and I instinctively looked around to find her. But I couldn’t see her. She wasn’t at her table; she wasn’t at the bar.  
 But I did see Jill, she was looking at the door to the room, which was just swinging shut, as though someone had fled it at speed.  
 And it was time to announce the winner. 
       ‘And the best debut novel goes to… A Hard Lesson by Julia Hawke.’ 
 Everyone clapped and I watched as someone went up to get the award. But it wasn’t Julia. It was Jill. 
       ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ I heard Zara say. 
       ‘Hi’ Jill said nervously as the presenter handed her the glass trophy. ‘I’m sorry, Julia had to go, family emergency. But she’s asked me to come up and accept this award for her and to thank the voters…’ 
 I’d stopped listening by that point. Family emergency? Julia didn’t have any family. Except for her dad.  
       ‘This is bullshit’ Zara was saying. 
       ‘Stop it, would you?’ I hushed her.  
       ‘But you should have gotten it. Julia’s not even here, for fuck’s sake. She’s fucked off somewhere because she probably found out she’d won. Total power move not to accept your own award. What an arsehole.’ 
       ‘What? I don’t think that’s-’ 
       ‘That’s totally what she did, Penny.’ 
 I shook my head at Zara but I was already tuning out of her rant. I was too busy worrying about Julia. Had her father died? Was that why she ran out? 
 I wished then that I was with her. And it wasn’t for me. It was because I didn’t know if anyone else would be there for her during this terrible time. Possibly because she wouldn’t let them be. She’d want to deal with this by herself. That was Julia.  
 But still, I didn’t want her to be alone. 
       ‘Look, Zara. I’m sorry, but I have to go.’ 
       ‘Oh my god! Do not even tell me you’re going after her’ she said disbelievingly. ‘What the hell kind of doormat are you?’ 
 I was angered by the doormat thing but I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt. It wasn’t too nice of me to run out on her, even if my reasons were good ones. 
       ‘Zara, I’m pretty sure Julia’s dad has died. And if he hasn’t, he’s probably just about to.’ 
       ‘So?!’ 
 I blinked. ‘What do you mean ‘So’?’ 
       ‘I mean; you’re split up so what difference does it make?’ 
       ‘You don’t stop caring about someone because you’re not with them anymore.’ 
 She squinted at me cynically. ‘Actually, that exactly what you should do.’ 
 My mouth fell open in shock. ‘You don’t mean that? Do you?’ 
 I looked at her and I saw that she really did mean it. Once she was done with someone, once they had nothing to offer her, she threw them away.  
       ‘Why did Pete leave the project, Zara? The real reason’ I asked her. It was a question that had been bothering me for a while. And now I thought there was a good reason it had. ‘It wasn’t another project, was it?’ 
 Zara rolled her eyes ‘If you must know, his girlfriend got pregnant. And I knew I wouldn’t be able to count on his full attention to this project once the baby came. So I let him go. But I knew you wouldn’t really like that, because of how you are. You’re a ‘nice girl’. And I can’t always afford to be.’ 
 My face must have revealed my horror at seeing what lay underneath the charming creative who talked at speed about her passion for film. Because Zara knew she was exposed. Her amiable act was suddenly dropped. Her voice became chillingly flat. ‘Penny, I go after what I want. I told you that at the beginning. And you know what? If you want to go chasing after your ex like some loser, go ahead. She can have you. Because I don’t need you now. Since you didn’t get the award that means there’s going to have to be a little change in the credits for the movie.’ 
 Shock after shock, they just kept coming. 
       ‘What does that mean?’ I asked, dismayed.  
       ‘Well, I was hoping this piss-ant award would help with the funding, make you seem like someone. But as it is, you’re a no-name. So I think it would be better for me to take the screenplay over, do a re-write myself. Don’t get me wrong, you really did do a good job. It’s a strong screenplay. But this business isn’t about talent, it’s about track record. And I think the investors would probably be happier with my name on this puppy. I’ve got a hit under my belt, after all.’ 
 A few minutes ago, we’d been on a date. And now, I was simply an obstacle to Zara’s ambition. Thus, I was of no further use to her in any department.  
 The turnaround that had occurred in the last few minutes made my head spin with horror. I had a feeling Zara no longer had any interest in kissing me at the end of the night.  
       ‘You can’t do that.’ 
       ‘Read your contract, Penny’ she said with satisfaction. ‘You’re contracted to do one draft and from there I can have you do another or fire you.’ 
 She took a sip of her wine and sat back, looking pleased with herself. I was dumbfounded at the change. How had I missed this? The real Zara. 
 Despite my shock, I suddenly remembered that I’d been on my way out of here. And the place and person I’d been running to mattered a lot more than Zara’s sociopathic dog-eat-dog crap. Whether Julia and I were together or not, I was going to make it right with her, be there. Because Zara was wrong. It wasn’t just what you could get out of a relationship that mattered. It was what you were willing to give when there was no reward. That was caring about a person. That was love. 
 I promised myself I wouldn’t forget that as I raced after Julia. 



 

Chapter Twenty-One

   
       ‘And how does that make you feel?’ 
 I was sick of that question. I’d heard it too many times. But as I sat with my therapist, Greg, I knew I was going to have to answer it again. Because being here was not about what I wanted, it was about what I had to do.  
       ‘It makes me want to tell him to go fuck himself, actually.’ 
 I was talking about a letter I’d received, from my father. It was a plea to come and see him, with the implication that the end was close. 
       ‘Does it?’ Greg asked doubtfully. The bastard. He had a way of making me say things just by twitching his moustache. It was like his facial hair was daring me to tell the truth. 
       ‘Yes, it does’ I said. And then admitted ‘But it also makes me think that I should probably go and see the old fucker.’ 
       ‘And why’s that?’ 
 I shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. For closure, I guess.’ 
       ‘But you’re conflicted?’ 
 I knew where this was going. He would ever so gently suggest that I should go. And I knew what my reaction would be. I’d argue all the reasons I didn’t want to. But in the end, Greg would gently probe until I ended up arguing with myself. And then I’d talk myself round to exactly what he wanted me to do. Or I guess it was really what he knew I secretly needed to do, more accurately. 
 The conclusion was inevitable. I would have to do it or spend the rest of my life regretting it. It wasn’t much of a choice. 
       ‘Greg, I kind of hate you sometimes. Do you know that?’ 
       ‘I do’ Greg said and smiled. ‘I’ve decided to take it as proof that I’m pushing you enough.’ 
 I sighed. ‘Yeah. I guess that’s true. Thank you’ I added grudgingly. And that was time on the session. 
 I was glad, I needed to get home, I had an event to get ready for. And I’d need to look my best if I had any chance of braving the damn thing. 
   
      Jill, relax’ I instructed my publisher ‘I’m coming, alright? I’m literally in a cab right now.’  
       ‘You are?’ she said, astounded. ‘Well, miracles will never cease.’ 
 Jill had a right to her surprise. I’d been saying I wasn’t going to this award thing for the whole of the last four months. And she’d been begging me to change my mind, explaining that as a fledgling company, she needed to grab every last bit of free press she could. I told her that she was free to go and on the off-chance that I won she could collect the award for me, but her reply was ‘Julia, you’re photogenic and I hate to say this, but that matters sometimes. A picture of you getting this award could be really useful.’ 
 It had been a tug of war but I’d thought my reserve was pretty iron clad. But now, somehow, I was en route to the awards. 
 I suppose I simply didn’t want to let Jill down. She’d done me enough favours in the past, after all. She’d been the one to take a chance on me when I was locked out of the publishing world. And she’d read Penny’s book without a single protest when I’d asked her to. So I’d decided today, with the deadline looming, that I couldn’t very well let her down when the kindness she was asking was so relatively small.  
 Even if it might cost me a lot more than she could possibly realise. Because in all likelihood, Penny was going to be there tonight. I didn’t know how I was going to handle that. Four months of therapy had certainly been useful to me, but those months had not taught me how to look Penny in the eye.  
 I’d thought many times about writing to her. I wanted to explain that although she had wanted to end things, that I didn’t hold it against her and that I wished her well. But that wasn’t all. I also wanted to explain why I’d been behaving like I had in those final weeks. Because therapy had made me realise what I’d been doing in that time. It was clear to me that I’d been sabotaging us. I wanted her to know she hadn’t deserved it. 
 Because I didn’t think it was really her fault that she’d left me. It wasn’t her mother’s fault either. It wasn’t even my father’s fault, at the end of the day. I’d made all this happen. Not that I thought Penny had been perfectly behaved, toward the end. She’d had her own part to play in the gap that had grown between us. But I knew, in my heart, I could have stopped it at any time. All I’d had to do was talk to her. 
 I could have told her when I got the letter about my father. I could have explained about my block and not made her guess. I could have been more explicit about what her mother had said to me and why it had worried me. But I hadn’t done any of those things. What I’d chosen to do instead was to cling to miserable thoughts, keeping them to myself, pretending that I was protecting Penny from them. But what I was really doing was protecting myself. From Penny. Keeping myself safe with a layer of insulation, making sure she’d never really be able to get through it.  
 Here, I’d been worrying that I’d do something big to wreck things with Penny. Like cheat or manipulate to get what I wanted. Instead, I’d done it in the smallest of ways. I hadn’t taken a wrecking ball to the relationship. I’d chipped away at it with a chisel, eroding our foundation until we crumbled to dust. 
 When Penny had come back to me last year, I’d thought I was finally ready for her but I’d been kidding myself. I didn’t know if I ever would be. Was I even capable? Would I simply always be my father’s daughter? 
   
 These were the questions I had to deal with. And I was trying to answer them, I really was. But I could not honestly say that I felt close to being some better version of myself, a real person who knew how to love another person properly. I didn’t know if there was enough therapy in the world to accomplish that.  
 The taxi pulled up in front of The Veil and I paid the driver and stepped out, wandering if I’d made a really stupid mistake in agreeing to do this. 
 But then I locked eyes with Jill, waiting for me outside the entrance, and there was no running away. 
   
       ‘Are you happy with your representation?’ David Kelsey, Penny’s agent, was asking me as he sipped his free champagne, trying to make it sound like a casual question.  
       ‘I’m pretty sure poaching clients breaches some kind of etiquette, David’ I told him.  
       ‘Yes, it does’ he agreed. ‘Which is why I’m not doing that. But I just want to give you my card and then you can think about what you want to do. You see, I’m not trying to convince you or taking you to expensive lunches. I’m simply asking if you’re happy with Carol. No breach.’ 
 I nodded, glad for Penny that she had herself such a smart agent. But I had no intention of moving to him. Penny, who occasionally needed a push, would no doubt benefit from his terrier attitude. My agent, Carol, was quiet but there when needed. She didn’t shark for me because she knew it wasn’t what I wanted. I liked to be left to my own devices, to do my own sharking if I so decided. Which I didn’t. It worked for me. 
       ‘Thanks David’ I said and took his card. I’d be throwing it away later. 
 And then I saw David turn and wave at someone. I knew who it was before I turned around. David kissed her on the cheek and muttered something to her and then she turned to me with a ‘Hi.’ 
      ‘Penny’ I said, trying to feel as calm as I wanted to be as I kissed her cheek. She looked surprised by the kiss and didn’t respond to it. ‘How are you?’ I asked her, hoping for a real answer. But all she said was ‘Fine.’ 
 I wasn’t particularly heartened by Penny’s response to my presence but what happened next was even worse. I realised that Zara was behind Penny, dressed to kill. What the hell was she doing here? I had a feeling I knew but I really wanted to be proven wrong. And then she introduced herself with a smug ‘How’s it going?’ 
 I gave her a brief answer and returned the question and what happened next destroyed me. 
 Zara grabbed Penny around the waist and said ‘Never better.’ 
 So that’s how it was. If I’d disliked Zara before, I loathed her now. I wondered how long it had been going on. Penny and I had been split for four months and even though I had made an early attempt at fucking her out of my system, I’d failed at it. My heart physically hurt to know Penny wasn’t finding it so difficult.  
 I know that the adult response was to be happy for her, if she was happy. But show me the person who’s happy to see that someone they love has forgotten them so easily and I’ll show you a liar. 
 I thought I saw Penny give Zara a look, no doubt telling her to dial it back. It was nice, in a way. She cared if I was hurt. Still, I felt like my legs were about to give way so I made my excuses to David, Penny and Zara and went back to Jill at the bar. 
       ‘Was that David Kelsey you were talking to?’ she asked.  
       ‘What?’ I said, still trying to collect myself. ‘Oh, yes. Trying to poach me from Carol.’ 
 She gasped. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 I shrugged. ‘Come on, Jill. Not exactly hot gossip. You know what agents are.’ 
       ‘No’ she said with a head shake. ‘If he’s come here today and gone straight for you, he probably knows something.’ 
       ‘Knows something?’ 
       ‘About the award.’ 
       ‘You think so?’ I replied, uninterested. It was just industry prattle, everyone trying to read everyone else, everyone trying to find an advantage.  
       ‘I’m telling you. He’s got insider information.’ She watched David wandering about and then finally said ‘I think you’ve won.’ 
 If she was right, the assessment gave me mixed feelings. It wasn’t that I minded if I had won, it would be hard to say it wouldn’t have been a slight pick-me-up at a rough time. But that would be in less complex circumstances, which these were not.  
 Penny had accused me of jealousy at having to share this category with her once upon a time. But having had some time to process it, that wasn’t my reaction to the news. I thought she deserved an award, certainly, and I didn’t think she wasn't working at my level, so there was none of that. It was the idea of beating Penny that made it feel horrid. 
 If I really had won, it was over Penny. I’d have to stand up on the little stage and speak into the microphone while I accepted my piece of glass and I’d have to look out at her, knowing she was disappointed. There was nothing good that I could feel about that. Not a thing. 
 I looked over at Penny, laughing with Zara. And then she looked over at me and we caught each other’s eye. Just for a second. And I watched her smile fade.  
 I turned away, back to Jill. She read the misery on my face in a split second. 
       ‘What’s the matter’ Jill asked suspiciously. ‘You should be just a little bit pleased, shouldn’t you? Or is this about-’ 
       ‘Who’s on the panel for this thing?’ I asked Jill. 
 She glanced around and then pointed at a table. ‘That collection over there’ she said, pointing at the group. 
       ‘Right’ I said. ‘Back in a second.’ 
 I ignored Jill’s confused pleas for explanation and walked over to the table, sitting down.  
       ‘So’ I said, grabbing a bottle from the middle of the table and taking a swig directly from it. ‘You’re the clowns who decide who the shiny baubles go to.’ 
 The group at the table (three guys, one woman, all moneyed looking) stared at me in shock. 
       ‘Well, I want to tell you right now that you don’t know your arse from your elbow. I deserve this award. Me. And if you don’t give it to me, I’m going to cause such a scene, it’ll make your head spin’ I threatened them, conjuring as much bravado as I could muster. 
       ‘Well’ said one of the men angrily. ‘I’m sure we’ll take that into account.’ 
 Bingo. 
       ‘Good. Because I’m the best writer here’ I bragged audaciously. ‘And I want the chance to tell everyone that when you give me my award. And the rest of these no talents-’ 
       ‘Julia!’ a voice cried from behind me. Shit. It was Jill. 
 The panel, who looked like they wanted to lynch me from the lights, looked up at my publisher.  
       ‘I’m sorry everyone, but you shouldn’t pay any attention to all this nonsense. She’s trying to make sure she doesn’t get this award because one of the other nominees is her girlfriend. Or former girlfriend, anyway.’ 
 Damn Jill. She was far too perceptive. 
       ‘She’s wrong’ I pleaded to the group. ‘I really do think I deserve it. And I will definitely pitch a fit if you don’t…’ 
 But it was too late. They were all laughing. The man who’d gotten so angry at me before clapped me on the shoulder and said ‘Good god. Just when you think you’ve seen it all. Writers, eh? Leave the drama on the page, would you?’ 
 Fuck. 
 Jill pulled me away from the table like a naughty child.  
       ‘Right, I think you owe me quite a lot of drinks, don’t you? she said angrily.  
       ‘Jill, I’m sorry. I just lost my head’ I said, genuinely. One look at Penny and I’d forgotten why I’d come in the first place. I owed Jill. Someone was getting hurt, no matter what I did. And since I’d lost my opportunity to give Penny a shot at the prize, my allegiances had to go back to Jill. I would troop up to the stage like a good girl and thank the bejesus out of her on stage.  
 That was what I thought, anyway. Before my phone rang an hour later. 
       ‘Jules’ a voice said breathlessly. ‘Is that you?’  
 The compere was talking loudly into his mic so I struggled to hear but there was only one person who could be calling me in such a state. ‘Edward?’ 
       ‘I’m sorry to tell you this but your father’s in a bad way. I know you said you shouldn’t come back but if there’s any chance you’ll change your mind, it’s got to be now.’ 
 I squeezed my eyes shut, frustrated, scared. I’d thought I’d have a little more time than this. But as ever, time didn’t care what I wanted. It kept doing whatever the hell it wanted to do.  
       ‘OK, Teddy’ I said, using the version of his name I’d sworn not to. But his brother was about to die so it seemed childish to keep that up. ‘I’m coming. I’ll be there as quick as I can.’ 
       ‘Thanks, Jules’ he said with a trembling voice. ‘Can I tell him that? I think he’d like to know you’re going to come.’ 
       ‘Yes. Tell him I’m coming. Tell him to hold on.’ 
 I hung up the phone and turned to Jill. The woman couldn’t catch a break tonight. 
       ‘Jill’ I said. ‘My father is dying; he has been for a while but I think this is really it. He wants me to see him. Could you forgive me if I left right now?’ 
 Her mouth fell open and I thought for a second she was going to tell me to stop making excuses and simply collect my award. But she didn’t. 
       ‘Julia! Why didn’t you tell me? Get the hell out of here!’ 
       ‘But what about the award? I thought you needed my face?’ 
       ‘Fuck the award’ she said genuinely, turning me around and shoving me in the direction of the exit. I loved her right then. I called ‘Jill, you’re the best’ over my should as I ran out. Somewhere in the distance, I thought I heard someone say my name through a speaker but I was already out the door by then. 
 Outside, I desperately tried to flag down a cab but there was none in sight. Minutes went by and I was still standing on the pavement, wasting time that I didn’t have. 
 I kept looking though, searching the nearest lane for a free cab, when I spotted one coming the other way, just as it drew level with me. But I was too late to catch his eye. I shouted but he didn’t hear. He was getting away. I began to chase him, running out into the thankfully quiet road. But I couldn’t keep up, my legs no match for the internal combustion engine. 
 And then he abruptly screeched to a halt. I ran up to the car and saw that the driver was looking out of his windscreen at someone standing in front of the car, arms spread, blocking him from going anywhere. 
 It was Penny. 
 We both gawped at her as she ran around to the passenger side, opening the door for me, pushing me in. I went along with it, still perplexed by her appearance. 
       ‘I saw him before you did. Thought you might need a hand getting his attention’ Penny said breathlessly as she jumped into the taxi with me. I hadn’t said a word yet.  
 Penny turned to the cabbie and said ‘Sorry about that! Family emergency. We need to get to the train station’ she said and then turned to me. ‘Is that right? Train station?’ 
 I nodded mutely. 
       ‘Right’ she said. ‘As you were, driver. And would you step on it, please?’ she asked the shocked taxi driver sweetly. He did as he was told and we were off. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Two

   
 Julia was still staring at me as the last train of the night to Felton pulled out of the station. I’ve never seen her look so utterly at sixes and sevens. I supposed part of it was her general emotional state about her father. But the other part must have been at least the semi-surprise at seeing me jump into the taxi with her and bark orders at the driver. Still, that was alright. I’d made myself useful, which meant I was earning my passage. Although I did wonder when Julia was going to ask what the hell I thought I was doing hijacking the journey. 
 But I swore to myself that no matter what she said to me, I would stick with her.  
 Eventually, she cracked. ‘Penny, I’ve got to ask… What the hell are you doing here?’ 
 I shrugged and flicked the page of the paper I’d found on the seat next to me. ‘I don’t know; just thought you might like the company.’ 
       ‘But…’ 
 I looked up. 
       ‘Yes, I know we’ve split. I don’t care. I’m here anyway. Alright?’ 
 She looked like she was thinking about arguing but then she seemed to change her mind. Instead, she looked out of the window at the dark horizon. 
       ‘Thanks’ she said quietly without looking at me. 
       ‘You’re welcome.’ 
 And we didn’t say anything else for the rest of the journey. 
   
 A few hours later, near midnight, and we’d made our way to the hospice where Julia’s father waited. 
 At the door to his room, we were met by a man who was undoubtedly related to Julia. The Hawke genes were obvious even from a distance. Strong profile, thick dark hair.  
       ‘Jules’ he cried out in relief. ‘You made it.’ 
       ‘He’s still…?’ she said. 
 The man, who looked dog-tired, nodded. I couldn’t tell if Julia was relieved or not to know she was in time. She turned to me and said ‘I have to do this bit alone.’ 
 I wondered if I should insist on coming in but I thought she was right. This part had to be private. ‘OK’ I agreed.  
       ‘Would you wait for me?’ 
 I nodded, feeling oddly tearful.  This wasn’t happening to me, but for a moment, it felt as though it were. Julia was going in that room to say goodbye to a man who’d impacted her life in all sorts of ways that I couldn’t begin to fathom. Though he was a stranger to me, he seemed like someone of unbelievable significance in my life and he was about to vanish. I wanted to weep for him. 
 Julia turned away from me and faced the door. She didn’t walk in immediately. But she didn’t wait as long as I would have before she finally twisted the door handle and went in, closing the door behind her. 
 I was left in the hall with Julia’s relative. 
       ‘Hi’ he said. ‘I’m Teddy, Jules’s uncle.’ 
       ‘Penny. I’m a friend of Julia’s. I’ve just come because…’ I began, wanting to explain my presence at this very sensitive family moment. But Teddy stopped me. 
       ‘I’m glad you’re here, that Julia’s got someone with her. Because she didn’t learn that from her dad, I can tell you that much’ he said emotionally.  
       ‘What do you mean?’ I asked. 
 He sighed. ‘She hasn’t said? I love him, he’s my brother, but he didn’t do right by her at all. He’s not very good at being… I don’t know… There, I guess.’ 
 I’d met this man two minutes ago but he was spilling his family history to me. I could completely understand why. This wasn’t a moment for propriety. It was grief.  
       ‘He cheated on Julia’s mother, many times over, left when Jules was young, made a bunch of promises about seeing her but I don’t think he kept a one. I think he finds it hard because he could never be what people wanted him to be’ Teddy continued, rubbing at his cried out eyes. ‘He tends to let people down. So I think he always thought it was better to let people go rather than hang onto them and keep hurting them.’ 
 So that was it. That was why I’d never heard about Julia’s father before. It was a damaged relationship and she hadn’t wanted to discuss him.  
 I sat down on a row of chairs in the hall. ‘I didn’t know any of this.’ 
       ‘Maybe she’s not so different, then’ Teddy said thoughtfully. ‘But she brought you today, so that’s something. Isn’t it?’ he asked me hopefully. 
       ‘I think it is. Yes.’ 
 He nodded and then sat down next to me on the seat and we stayed like that for several minutes, quietly sitting together. 
 Eventually, the door opened and Julia came out. ‘He’s asking for you’ she said to Teddy. Teddy nodded and went in, stroking a tender hand over Julia’s shoulder as he passed her. 
 After he’d gone in, Julia sat down next to me. She looked devastated. A few seconds of silence passed and then Julia said ‘I can’t believe you came.’ 
       ‘Where else would I be?’ 
       ‘With Zara.’ 
 I shook my head at the thought of her. ‘No. And I wasn’t exactly with her, anyway. We were on a first date. But it didn’t really pan out.  I don’t think she’s right for me.’ 
       ‘And why is that?’ Julia asked gently. 
 It wasn’t the time to get into the person I’d found out that Zara was so I shrugged. ‘Too short’ I said. 
 Julia laughed lightly. ‘That’s true, she is quite short.’ 
       ‘And I’m not that tall either so how would I ever reach a high shelf?’ 
 I think Julia probably knew there was more to the story and I’d tell her later if she wanted to ask. But for now, there was too much going on. 
   
 A while later, several nurses abruptly appeared in the hallway and ran into Julia’s dad’s room. Julia stood as though she were thinking about going in. But she didn’t. She sat down instead and we simply listened as the nurses called things to each other in the closed room. 
 Eventually, the nurses came back out, along with Teddy. Julia stood for the news. Teddy gave Julia a short nod. It was clear enough. Julia’s dad was gone. 
 A tear slipped down her face. It was the first I’d ever seen. And then her behaviour surprised me even more. She turned and grabbed me, pushing her face into my neck, where she began to sob.  
 I held onto her, wanting to make everything better but knowing that I couldn’t make anything right at all. But I’d hold her, for as long as she wanted. I could do that at least. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Three

   
 It was gone two in the morning and I was incredibly grateful to fall into the last bed that the Hotel Express had available that night, my body and mind worn out from everything that had happened. We’d been lucky to find a room at such a late hour. Actually, luck had little to do with it. Penny had called practically every hotel that would pick up its phone until she’d found a bed for us. It was a double, which we’d be sharing. But of course, I didn’t care much about that. The very last thing on my mind was trying to seduce Penny.  
 We quietly stripped out of our evening wear and climbed into bed without looking at each other until we were safely under the covers.  
       ‘Goodnight’ Penny said and switched off her bedside lamp, turning the other way. I switched mine off too, but I didn’t go to sleep. I couldn’t despite my exhaustion.  
 My brain wouldn’t switch off. I kept thinking about my father, and the last conversation we’d ever have. 
   
       ‘Dad,’ I’d said to the semi-conscious man in the bed. His eyes opened slowly. ‘I’m here.’ 
       ‘You came back’ he muttered softly. ‘I’m so glad you came back. I don’t know why I said what I said last time. I should have just said I was sorry, explained why I didn’t come back for you, why I-’ 
       ‘No’ I assured him. ‘You don’t need to explain anything at all. I know you’re sorry. And I’m not angry at you anymore.’ 
 You might think I was lying to a dying man, to give him peace in the final moments of his life. But on the journey to Felton, something had happened to me. There was no firewall of anger there now, it had dropped away. And I could see his mistakes for what they really were. Just that. Mistakes.  
 Because I knew him. Even after all this time, I knew him. Because part of him was me and it always had been. I’d thought that was a curse, but in this room, on this night, it was a blessing that I never could have guessed at. I saw him for all he was and all he wasn’t. He’d deserted me and that was a pain that I’d carried all these years but now it was easy for me to see what was behind his leaving. He hadn’t gone because he didn’t love me, but because he’d loved me too much to keep hurting me and he’d believed that leaving was the best he could do for me. It was so clear suddenly. Because I’d done the same thing, time and again. How could I not understand him?  
 And that meant I was free, that I didn’t have to be angry. Not for me, not for my mother. I could let it go. We could both find some peace. 
 All there was left to do now was say one thing. ‘I love you, dad.’ 
 His body seemed to relax then and he reached out a hand, taking mine and squeezing it. ‘I love you too, Jules. Thank you for coming. You’ll never know what it’s meant. But you should go now.’ 
      ‘No’ I protested. ‘I’m staying.’ 
      ‘Please’ he begged. ‘I never gave you anything but I want to give you this. Don’t stay for what comes next. Your uncle will be with me.’ 
 I wanted to argue with him but I couldn’t. It was a last request. I had no choice but to grant it.  
 So then I left him. To die with his brother by his side while I waited outside.  
 And when it was all over, there was no chance I could hold down my tears. And I didn’t want to. I did something I wouldn’t have expected of myself, I turned to Penny and held onto her while I cried. I can’t explain why. I hadn’t seen her in four months and tonight we’d barely spoken. But it still felt OK somehow to lean on her. Because she’d been strong for me when I couldn’t be.  
 And now she was lying next to me, probably asleep. Her night had been as crazy as mine, after all. She had to be as tired as I was.  
 On that thought, I found sleep nearing. Unconsciousness was coming, at long last. 
   
 I awoke at eleven a.m. and I might have thought I’d be confused to awake in a strange hotel room but I knew where I was straight away, and why. I was in Felton. My father was dead. Penny was here. 
 Or was she? I turned to an empty space. Where had she gotten to? I didn’t really think she would have snuck off and left me. After all she’d done last night, that seemed unlikely. 
 A knock came at the door and I jumped up, pulling on last night’s dress, opening it to Penny. 
       ‘My hands are full. Hope I didn’t wake you?’ she said, a coffee carrier in one hand and a bag of something baked-smelling in the other. 
       ‘No’ I assured her and she came in, putting the stuff down.  
       ‘You still take it black?’ she asked. 
       ‘No, in the four months since I’ve seen you, I’ve switched to vanilla soy lattes.’ 
 She looked at me in shock. ‘You haven’t, have you?’ 
 I laughed and grabbed one of the cups. ‘Of course not.’ 
 She smiled and rolled her eyes. ‘Couldn’t help yourself, could you?’ 
 I took a sip of the hot coffee and said ‘Nope. I never can.’ 
 We both sat down on the edge of the messy bed. ‘I feel like we’re both overdressed and underdressed at the same time’ I noted, looking at our rumpled dresses. 
 Penny looked down at herself, saying ‘Yes, I guess I didn’t know when I bought this dress what an all-rounder it would need to be.’ 
       ‘You looked great last night. You still do.’ 
 She looked away modestly and said ‘Thanks. You did and you do too.’ 
       ‘I hope Zara appreciated it.’ 
 I hadn’t meant to say that so snarkily, but somehow it had come out that way. Penny had implied that it hadn’t really worked out with them, but I wasn’t all that sure if I didn’t still have good reason to be jealous, whether I had a right to be or not. Still, I’d made my comment and I fully expected Penny to give me a look, a warning. But she didn’t. 
       ‘I think she did to start with. But then it turned out she had to sack me from the movie so I guess I should have primped a bit more. Might have saved my job.’ 
 My mouth fell open. ‘She what? Why?’ 
       ‘Didn’t get the award, which makes me a ‘no-name’, apparently. So she decided that her name would look better on the title page’ she said with a strange calm. 
 I was furious. Who was Zara to decide what Penny was worth, when Penny was worth a hundred Zara’s? 
       ‘I’m sorry, Penny. About the award. I really think you should have gotten it, for what it’s worth.’ 
       ‘I’m not. Might have taken me a lot longer to see through Zara if I’d gotten that award last night’ she paused. ‘You never liked her, did you?’ 
 No, I hadn’t. But I didn’t want to be superior about that. Not when Penny was telling me a story that a lot of people might have found painful and humiliating to relate. 
       ‘I wasn’t sure about her’ I said, trying to be tactful. 
 She laughed. ‘I guess I wanted to believe I really could write a movie.’ 
       ‘And you can’ I assured her. 
 She threw up her hands in a gesture of ambivalence. ‘We’ll see, we’ll see. But it won’t be Many Moons Ago, that I do know.’ 
       ‘So she owns the rights to the movie? Nothing you can do?’ 
       ‘Not a thing. Hold on! You do know you got the prize, don’t you?’ Penny said, abruptly excited. 
 So Jill had been right.  
       ‘That so? Well, I guess that will help Jill out so she’ll be happy, anyway.’ 
       ‘But you’re not?’ 
       ‘It puts more pressure on me for the next book to be good, that’s all. Which I’ve written about seventy-five percent of, by the way’ I added, a little pride in my voice. 
 Penny stood up in her amazement. ‘Oh my god, what happened to the block?’ 
       ‘I got over it the same way I did last time. Wrote about my own life, turned it all into fiction. I guess that’s just the way I work.’ 
       ‘What’s the book about?’ 
 I sighed. ‘A woman who goes to see her dad on his deathbed, to say goodbye. And why it takes her so long to get there.’ 
 She nodded, unsurprised. ‘Do you think I could read it when it’s done?’ 
 I thought about it for a moment. It was exactly like the last time we’d split up. I’d been going through something and I’d put it in a book. And the easiest thing in the world would be to simply hand that book over. She’d know everything.  
 Or would she? 
       ‘Yes and no’ I finally answered her. ‘Yes, you can read it. But if it would be alright, I’d rather tell you about my dad. Just say it all. I gave you a book before to explain myself and now I think that was cowardly. I should have just talked to you from the start, told you how I felt. Instead of dressing it up as fiction.’ 
       ‘I don’t think that was cowardly’ she protested. ‘If you would rather I just read it-’ 
       ‘That’s the thing. I don’t think I would. I think I’d like to talk about him. Not because I’m trying to get you back’ I added quickly and her cheeks flushed a little. ‘But just because I wish you knew me better, that I’d let you. Even if you didn’t like the things I told you, or thought they were sad or pathetic.’ 
       ‘I would never think you were pathetic.’ 
       ‘You don’t know that.’ 
       ‘Maybe I know a bit more about what happened than you think. So actually, I do know.’ 
 I didn’t know what she could mean by that for a moment and then it hit me. 
       ‘Teddy’ I said, shaking my head. ‘The blabbermouth.’ 
       ‘Yes. But a nice blabbermouth. And I’d still like to hear it from the horse’s mouth, if you still want?’ 
       ‘Would you?’ I said, surprised. She probably knew the rough story, that he’d cheated and left and never come back. 
       ‘Yes. I really would’ she said and I believed her. She wanted the whole mess. My whole mess. 
 So I gave it to her.  



 

Chapter Twenty-Four

   

Ten Days Later

   
 It was the day of the funeral for Joe Hawke.  
 I hadn’t seen Julia since that day in Felton, when she’d told me about her father. And then she’d told me about her nightmares, her sleeplessness (which I’d guessed at but not the full extent) and how bad her block had really been. And that she’d been in therapy since we split up. She even told me what my mum had said to her and why it had scared her. The last part almost sent me through the roof with fury. 
       ‘Fur coat and no knickers?! She really said that?’ 
 Somehow, that made Julia laugh. 
       ‘She really did.’ 
 I wanted to wring my mother’s neck but Julia told me to sleep on it, and if I still wanted to bring it up with her in a few days, then I should let loose. I hadn’t yet. I guess I was waiting to get today out of the way first. But I wasn’t letting it slide. My mum was a bit scary at times and it was always tough to really talk to her. But I was going to set her straight about this, that was for sure. She’d gone way too far.  
 And even if Julia explained that my mum wasn’t really responsible for us breaking up, she’d still given it an almighty try. I wasn’t letting her get away with it. Not beyond today. 
 I’d wanted to see Julia in the time between her father’s death and his funeral, but she asked me for some space, that she needed to let the last few months permeate and settle. I understood. It was a lot to deal with. 
 But I wanted to be here today and she hadn’t argued with that. I think she was even glad.  
 But I wasn’t assuming anything about us. Too much had happened. I didn’t know where either of us stood. I loved her, of course I did. I’d never stopped, since the day I’d met her. Even the moments when I thought I could let her go, they didn’t mean I’d stopped. I would always love her. Even if I never saw her after today, I would keep on loving her until I died, most likely. And that was that. 
 But I didn’t know what that meant anymore, if anything. Was there anything left to keep us together? Was Zara right (in her manipulative way) when she said that all that had ever held us together was illicit passion? Could we ever just be a normal couple? Would Julia really want that, after everything? She’d told me so much about herself and it had meant a lot to me that she did. But was it her way of saying goodbye to me, of explaining why we couldn’t work? 
 So many questions with no answers. 
   
 The service was brief, sparsely attended. I’d been going to sit at the back, to keep out of the way. But Teddy waved at me from the front, where he sat with Julia. She turned and gestured for me to join them.  
       ‘You came’ she said with a sad smile. 
       ‘Of course’ I told her. 
       ‘I knew you would. I’m just glad to see you.’ 
 I smiled and nodded and then the vicar began to speak, attempting to detail a life unknown to almost everyone in the room. But he did his best and somehow, he got through it with words that couldn’t fail to be relevant to any given person. He spoke about how every life touched a thousand more and that we should all decide what we wanted to make that mean.  
 Julia looked down at that. I wondered what it had made her think about. 
 She didn’t cry that day. I guess she felt she’d cried enough. I did, though. Discreetly, not wanting to try and ride shot gun on Julia’s very real bereavement. I was only grief adjacent, after all. 
 But she caught me anyway, handing me a tissue and patting my hand. She didn’t seem angry. She seemed touched. 



 

Chapter Twenty-Five

   
 The funeral was hard. They always are. But the hardest thing was watching people trying to make sense of a man they didn’t know. What did his life mean? What did his death mean?  
 And of course, it made me ask myself the same questions. What did my life mean?  
 I didn’t have to think about that question for long. Because the vicar gave me the answer. It was in the lives we touched, or so he said. 
 Who had I touched? I’m tempted to make a joke here but I won’t. Because it’s one thing to touch someone with my hands. That was easy enough. It was another to really leave your mark on a person. And who had I marked? 
 I started to wonder what my funeral would look like if I died today. Teddy would be there, as my last surviving relative. Jill would be there. A few friends. Old colleagues. Maybe even a couple of exes. Including Penny.  
 I glanced at her and saw that she was trying to pretend she wasn’t crying. It was a pure Penny moment. Too sensitive not to be moved by the funeral, too modest to let her angst steal the show.  
 I thought of the holiday we’d had six months ago, how everything had seemed so perfect. But it had been the end of the honeymoon and things had begun to go wrong shortly afterwards, when life had turned up unexpectedly. My dad, her parents, career ups and downs. It was the stuff reality was made of. And we’d been in the bubble, thinking it could last forever, trying to pretend we didn’t have the same cares as every other couple had. 
 But it couldn’t last and now we knew it. And I didn’t care. Because she was here with me now. It was one of the worst moments of my life and she was standing right next to me. And perhaps she could have been all along, if I’d let her.  
 A year ago, when Penny had come to my door, after reading my book, she’d told me exactly how she felt about me. I’d been planning to do the same but she’d beaten me to it, so I’d never had to be brave in the end. But now I would have to find the courage that I had put aside that day and finally use it.  
 I wanted Penny back.  
 Of course, I could have beaten myself up about everything that had happened. My failings, her failings, every screw up that had pulled us apart. It would have been easy to say ‘Well, I guess it’s just not meant to be’ like I had before. 
 But I was done with giving up on Penny. Done with giving up on myself. My dad had made that mistake. And if I had any hope of giving his life meaning, it would be to learn from it.  
 The other thing the funeral taught me? You don’t have all the time you think you do. If you want something, it’s better to go after it today. Because tomorrow might never come.  
   
 After the funeral, we were on the train together sitting on opposite seats, going back to Medford and I was anxious. I had ninety minutes alone with Penny on this quiet train to say what I wanted. But I didn’t know how to start. Words on the page were alright. But this? Words coming out of my mouth, in the right order, with the correct intonation and meaning? When it really mattered, trying to string a sentence together was the hardest job in the world.  
       ‘Julia, are you OK?’ Penny asked and I realised I must have had something of a thousand-yard stare on my face. It was time to bite the bullet. 
       ‘Penny, I wanted to talk to you about something.’ 
 Her face was all dread. 
       ‘I know, I know. It’s over. I wasn’t going to try and hang onto you or anything.’ 
 That threw me for a loop for a second, but then it helped me to find my words. 
       ‘Actually, I hoped you might want to hang onto me. Because I’m trying to hang onto you. Right now’ I sputtered. ‘I don’t want to get off this train and never see you again. I want us to try again. I know it’s a weird day to ask you, what with where we just came from. But that’s why I’m asking. I’m not wasting more time by waiting to tell you that I still love you.’ 
 She frowned and I thought I’d gone too far, that she would say something terrible like ‘I think we should be friends.’ Instead, she said. ‘I’ve thought about that too, I’ll admit. I do miss you. But would it be stupid? Would we just be setting ourselves up for more pain?’ 
 It wasn’t very encouraging. But on the other hand, it wasn’t a complete rejection. 
       ‘I don’t know, in all honesty. Maybe.’ 
       ‘So you think there’s a good chance it might go wrong?’ 
       ‘Yes’ I admitted. ‘But I also think there’s a chance that we’d get it right this time.’ 
 She looked away thoughtfully.  
       ‘Both times we’ve split; you don’t know what I go through. It’s terrible to think I’ve lost you.’ 
       ‘But you haven’t lost me. You’ve never lost me. I’m right here, asking for another chance. And I go through hell too, I hope you know.’ 
       ‘But I feel like it’s happening again, the whole drama cycle. We get together in the madness and then, when we have to live in the real world, it doesn’t work. And today is… It’s your dad’s funeral. It’s a huge day full of complicated stuff. And you’re asking me to try again.’ 
 It was a fair point. But I thought it was different this time. I know, that’s what every idiot in love thinks. But it’s got to be different sometime. Hasn’t it? 
       ‘You’re right. It’s another crazy time’ I agreed. ‘And I can’t promise it’s any different. But I don’t know, everything we’ve gone through together teaches me something. About you, about me. And I’m still learning. So are you. But I want to keep doing it, even if it’s hard sometimes.’ 
 She sighed. I could tell she was wrestling with this. And I didn’t want to talk her into anything she didn’t want. But I also felt that everything we both wanted was just in front of us. If she would only come with me. Choose to take it. 
       ‘And anyway, I think we’re getting better at the break ups’ I said with a wry smile. ‘It was a year and a half the first time, this time it only took four months for me to stop acting stupid and realise what’s important. But if you’re done with it all, I could understand that.’ 
 She licked her lips, a nervous habit. Eventually she looked at me, her green eyes full of emotion and said ‘Julia… How could I ever be done with you?’ 
       ‘Is that a… A yes?’ I asked with trepidation. 
       ‘It means you’re right. About everything. But can we stop messing it up? Can we just agree that no matter what happens, we won’t be stupid? We won’t forget to love each other properly? That you’re always on my side and I’m always on yours?’ 
 I nodded and then she flew across the seating area and her lips were on mine. Her hands, my hands, were everywhere. And I found myself going from one of the worst days of my life to one of the best. 
 Two minutes later, a very surprised looking train conductor coughed to get our attention and we broke apart, laughing nervously. The guy didn’t know what to think, he was bright pink. He just punched our tickets without a word and left the carriage in haste.  
 Penny sat down next to me and took my hand. ‘Julia, if we’re really doing this, I think we’ve got to go all out. Let’s live together.’ 
 I must have looked like a bus had hit me, because she immediately started babbling addendums. 
       ‘Obviously, I’d have to live with you. I can’t see you moving into my student house. But maybe I’m being premature. Is this too much?’  
 I didn’t answer her. Instead, I pulled out my phone, scrolling through the numbers until I found the one I wanted, hitting dial. Penny looked at me bewildered as I listened to the phone ring. ‘Who are you calling?’ 
       ‘Moving company. Do you think you could pack by tomorrow?’ 
 Penny’s face broke into a beautiful smile of pure sunshine. And then the moving company answered. 
 As I spoke to them, I saw Penny composing a text, which she held up for me to read. It was to her mother. It read ‘Hi Mum, I’m moving in with Julia and we wondered if you’d like to visit us in our new home? To toast the happy couple?’ 
 She gave me a questioning look, her face telling me that she knew she was about to fire a shot over the bough, to start a battle. But it had to be fired. I gave her a thumb of approval. 
 We were headed directly into the inferno. And it wouldn’t be easy. But I had hope that this time, we might walk through it hand in hand. 
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