
        
            
                
            
        

    





[image: Title page image: Sophie, Standing There by Meg Mason, published by Fourth Estate]





Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9781460760666








NOTE

I would like to thank the authors who appear in this novel.








Dedication

For Mia and Tiffany




Contents


	Note to Readers

	Dedication

	Contents

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	About the Author

	Praise

	Copyright





Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1





List of Pages


	iv

	v

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	iii

	i

	ii


	vi










1

The Talent never spoke to Sophie Pattison. They didn’t notice her, or they didn’t appear to as she mic’d them up for stage. With a few minutes left, the authors were preparing to go out there, mentally. Sophie understood that and she respected it. Also, it was dark in the wings and everyone on the production team wore black, which made all of them easy to miss.

It was crazy though, that somebody wouldn’t even turn around to see who was unzipping their dress or tugging a small amount of shirt out of their trousers, then working her hand up to hide the – as a white person, Sophie was careful never to describe the cables as skin-coloured, although the festival roster sometimes seemed as white as ever it was, which was so sad – to hide the salmon-coloured cable that connected the battery unit to the headset and did not need to be so long. Sophie often thought that – seriously, why are these cables so long? – as she tried to tuck some length under the author’s bra strap without being annoying or dropping the battery pack, which would dangle to the floor. Retrieving it, Sophie always found herself kneeling at the Talent’s feet while they looked beyond the heavy curtains to the stage, working out where they would be sitting in relation to the moderator, oblivious to her personhood.

Occasionally, Sophie made that observation about the cables to another member of the production team once the author had walked on and everyone could relax, except the two guys on desk who had to be very much ‘on’ the entire time. Standing shoulder to shoulder with another tech in the darkness of the wings, Sophie would shake a breath mint soundlessly into her hand and whisper, ‘Those cables are such a nightmare,’ and, offering the pocket tin, add in an even lower voice, ‘Why are they three feet long?’ And whoever it was would silently indicate yes to the mint and to all intents and purposes mouth the words, ‘I know. It’s mental.’

They all had war stories about knots. Every single one of them. And they had all, like Sophie, felt the sting of their own invisibility to the very people they served. When you were put on an author you didn’t like, it was hard for a tech not to bitch about them to someone else on the team once the conversation onstage was underway and for Sophie, it was hard to join in with what tended to become a team-wide bitching session that lasted until the auditorium was clear and the restricted areas free of anyone without a lanyard. She loved being part of a team; the camaraderie, the accumulation of in-jokes as the main festival brought mostly the same group of people together, each year, for an intense six-day week, dispersed them on day seven, to be reunited by the sister festival, and after that, the regionals. But when it came to bitching about the Talent or each other, Sophie wasn’t really like that. She enjoyed people. Overall, she did, and with other people, you could choose to focus on their strengths and not take their glaring faults personally until you had convinced yourself of their underlying goodness. So, by ‘author I can’t stand’ or ‘sincerely despise’, Sophie knew none of the techs meant they hated the book and the author’s writing style and consequently hated the author as a person. Weirdly most of the production crew weren’t readers. Nor were they savaging the Talent out of boredom. When a tech said, ‘sincerely despise’ or ‘promise you’s an asshole,’ Sophie, a massive reader, knew it was because the author had made them feel even more invisible than usual.

The only time you were noticed as a tech was when the Talent got snappy. In Sophie’s experience, that was most likely to happen when the author decided they wanted a lapel mic at the last minute, instead of the Madonna mic you had spent all that time fitting, checking whether it still felt loose, gently adjusting it, then saying, ‘How does that feel now?’ The author would touch their fingertips to it lightly and say, ‘Fine,’ but then all of a sudden it wasn’t fine. It did feel loose, like it was going to fall off. Or they (George Saunders, the year before he won the Booker for that book, Lincoln in the Something) realised with ninety seconds to go that he hated being able to see what he kept calling the spongy thing in his peripheral vision. He was going to be conscious of it the entire time and that wasn’t okay, so off it came. The moderator did the same thing but pressurised by George who wanted them to match on stage. Another author, Sophie couldn’t remember who it was or which year – she had been with the festival since 2007 – but just as the voice of god was telling the audience to please turn their phones to silent, the author asked if the mic was going to pick up the sound of them swallowing water. With a reassuring smile that they wouldn’t see because it was dark and they hadn’t turned around, Sophie said, ‘No, no, it doesn’t,’ but the author said, sharply, ‘No, I can tell you, it will,’ already yanking it off, or attempting to because it was obviously connected by the salmon cable and the whole thing got incredibly fraught. With the sizzle video about to play on the auditorium screen, Sophie had to turn and quietly scream, ‘Lapel! Guys, lapel’ to the others who were all, thank goodness, done with their own Talent and standing around, waiting to start bitching. Practically everyone snapped into action but, Sophie remembered, would always remember, it was a guy called Dev who got his hand on a lapel mic first. He had since left – not just the festival but the industry, according to Facebook – but that night he called out, ‘Got one, Soph,’ in a low rasp, already on his way over. The next thing she knew, he was there beside her, giving it a quick untangle while she found a way into the author’s coarse tunic and did the whole thing in about thirty seconds. As the sizzle video ended, Sophie gave the author a bit of a shove in the direction of the stage, the one and only time she’d ever done that, which is why it must have been a man because you wouldn’t shove a female or female-identifying author, regardless. The tunic she only remembered because the sensation, thrusting her hand into the square neck hole and reaching for the waistband, was exactly the same as rummaging in a rough sack that had a room temperature ham in it.

Lincoln in the Bardo. That’s what it was called. When Sophie first heard of that book, she wasn’t a hundred per cent sure what a bardo was. Toyota Bardo rang a vague bell, but would you put a specific make of car into the title of your critically acclaimed but quite-hard-to-understand-the-first-time novel? It seemed like you wouldn’t. So, probably, a river. Googling it later, Bardo turned out to be from Buddhism, ‘the transitional space between death and rebirth,’ and there was something about that which described life in the wings as well. But Sophie was content existing there, in the transitional area between the stage and the rear fire doors, and she wasn’t someone – one of the ones – who tried to engage with the Talent for fun, or (how it appeared if you had the misfortune to be near it happening), out of some desperate need for attention and validation from a relatively famous person. Techs who did tended not to last very long in the job. That’s what Sophie had noticed. Dev was unfortunately one of them, to the point of being pulled up on it informally by the head of production the first couple of times. Dev, clapping David Sedaris so hard on the back he had to take a corrective step. Dev, treating the fact that he was also gay and Scottish like an automatic ticket to dinner with Douglas Stuart. His first written notice came after Dev did it to – surprise, surprise, if you’ve ever listened to her on a podcast or seen her live – Ann Patchett. Why Sophie would say surprise, surprise is because Ann Patchett talked a lot on podcasts and at events about how people think they know her, thanks to the essays, and (jokingly) whatever pheromone she’s giving off that makes them feel like they’re best friends or would be best friends if they ever met in real life. The last time she did the sister festival, Ann Patchett said, ‘Seriously, I’m like Taylor Swift to middle-aged white women,’ and got a giant laugh from the audience, and from Sophie, watching on, although naturally she stifled hers. The front rows weren’t going to pick up a laugh from side-of-stage, but the Talent very well could, and imagine throwing them off.

Sophie couldn’t imagine, and she had never ‘done a Dev’, as everyone started calling it once he’d been formally released from his contract, except for Sophie because he was a good person and had seriously saved her life that night. That didn’t mean she hadn’t thought about it, what it would be like to connect with an author, especially one you loved, or pictured herself initiating a conversation. Never while she was at work, but on the way home or back at her flat, attempting to come down from the high of a nighttime event with a shower or some dhal, Sophie would occasionally ask herself, which author would I do a Dev on if I was going to, ever? Who do I love so much that I wouldn’t be able to help it?

The thing Dev did to Ann Patchett was see if she would read his short story, which wasn’t finished. While he was zipping her back up, he offered to email it to her and then asked if she would mentor him. Ann Patchett said, ‘No.’ And when Dev said it was what he really needed, Ann Patchett said, ‘What you need is to finish your short story.’

Sophie would never try to write. She had no talent. And how many authors had she heard by now describing the agony of their craft, insisting to the audience that if they themselves had one other skill or way to make money, they would give up the writing in a heartbeat? It had to be hundreds, and Sophie believed every one of them. If she ever explained her desire not to write to a fellow reader who assumed that, like them, she was at it constantly, the friend or whoever would hopefully correct her by saying, ‘No talent in that direction, Sophie.’ The point was, to a person who did have it in that direction, the absolute most Sophie could see herself saying was, ‘I loved your book’ or ‘I read your book. It was brilliant,’ while she fixed their collar and they glanced over their shoulder, as though someone had just said something but in the end, there was no one there.

She hadn’t come up with anyone, though. For all that sporadic thought, Sophie couldn’t think of an author she loved so much she would risk an informal warning for.

But then, this year – the main festival ran from April 8–14. It went so well. After the closing event on the Sunday night, the artistic director popped his head in the double doors that led from the wings to the warren of corridors and Green Rooms and Talent Only toilets and said, ‘Congrats, all of you. Best one yet.’ None of the techs could remember him doing that before. And it honestly felt true, it had been the best one yet, from the calibre of authors the festival had managed to attract, to the number of almost sold-out events, with one very small glitch on the tech side and that was it. So it was a shame Sophie couldn’t enjoy any of it because of her marriage situation, although hopefully the team hadn’t noticed the brutal effort it was to be her usual self. At least, none of them had said anything, apart from, ‘Freaking hell, you’ve lost so much weight,’ their first day together on site.

As always, there was a plan to go to the Author Lounge and raid the food table once they’d finished bump-out. Protein bars, sushi, pieces of fruit, whatever the Talent hadn’t wanted to touch all week, the crew was going to go to town on because you were allowed to eat in the wings but none of them ever would. The only people who apparently thought it was a good idea to have food or liquid near that much equipment in a dark, confined space were the book publicists who accompanied their author to the very edge of the stage, which was so unnecessary. All they did was get in the way and offer to open the author’s water for them. When the author said they didn’t want it, the publicist would crack and loosen the lid anyway, then put the bottle down somewhere, generally the ledge right next to the AV desk. ‘Not all publicists,’ Sophie wished she could say in their defence, ‘only some.’ It was all of them, though, and you couldn’t really ask them not to.

Anyway, by the end of the closing event, the entire crew would be starving. That night, emboldened by the artistic director’s affirmation, a lot of people took stuff to eat before the tech dinner, which Sophie didn’t feel like going to, but had to because she’d organised it.

Although she wasn’t head of production, Sophie had been recognised with extra responsibility, or, as the team put it, ‘does way more than us for free.’ Hers was to arrange the stage furniture according to the day’s format, to brief the moderator on topics of housekeeping (everything under the banner of toilets and emergency muster points) and explain how the audience Q&A worked, now that the festival had transitioned to the iPad and the app, and teach them how to use it, and reassure them that it was easy and that they’d be fine. Last, before the house doors opened, Sophie would check there was water onstage and, one year, make a quick switch from bottled water back to glasses and jug, realising the author about to go on was one of the ones who had already complained that bottles forced them to tip their heads back and it made them feel vulnerable, having their throats exposed like that to an audience. Sophie loved doing all of it. Or, at least, before, whenever she was offered an additional task in a one-off or ongoing capacity, she couldn’t say, ‘Are you sure?’ fast enough.

Not so much now.

But perhaps if she had one talent, it would be noticing small things the others didn’t. That opening night, she’d sensed there was going to be an issue with those bottles. Another time, a pair of kentia palms were part of the stage arrangement and Sophie was the only one who noticed, midweek, that they had started to crisp under the hot lighting. Every morning for the rest of the festival, she rinsed the ice from her ice coffee and tipped it onto the soil, to gently melt and not run straight out the bottom of the pot and puddle on the stage decking, which would cause a raft of issues.

There were other things too. Instead of telling anyone what they were and who had been doing them the whole time, in search of praise, Sophie preferred taking care of them herself and never being thanked. Somehow, it made the festival space feel like her house, and attending to each small but necessary task made her feel wifely, and how on earth were you going to explain that to a tech when the average age on the production team was twenty-three, and Sophie, who’d turned thirty-seven in August, was the only one who was married.

In her heart of hearts, Sophie wanted to have those kentia palms. She knew who she would have to ask to see if it was okay for her to take them home and got so close to it on the last day. All she hoped was that they weren’t just thrown away.

Sophie had been married for eight years.

Technically, she was still married.

And, in terms of appearing to the team like everything was fine, it didn’t help that she’d let herself go into the festival exhausted when she should have spent the lead-up cutting out sugar and finding a mindfulness app that was free but didn’t have ads on it. Instead, she had swung between frantic activity and sloth, days of doing way too much with hardly anything to show for it, and days of nothing, which were bizarrely more tiring. She ate primarily sugar and didn’t see enough people. Nor did she plan anything for the week after. Sophie knew how important that was, even when things were fine. Yet not a single thing had she booked in for herself. Likewise, there’d been endless opportunity to email the agency and give her availability for May and June, and she hadn’t done that either. Or changed her sheets the day before launch, or stocked her fridge with the kind of foods you could face eating at 11 p.m. with adrenaline still coursing through you.

Squeezy yoghurts. Packet ravioli.

How hard would it have been to arrange to go and stay with her amazing brother Laurie, who lived two and a half hours away? Not hard. Laurie had offered multiple times by text and Sophie had responded to his kindness by ignoring it.

Nutella. Pouches of dahl.

Bitterly, she regretted not coming straight back to him with a yes. In the Author Lounge, waiting while her workmates filled festival tote after festival tote with free food, Sophie thought how good it would be if she was getting on a train tomorrow. She and Laurie got on like a house on fire. They always had – each other’s main friend in a childhood they never talked about except to each other – and added to the relief of seeing him would be the convenience of having something to say.

Microwave porridge.

The main thing everyone talked about at the tech dinner was what they were going to get up to now they had their lives back. Sleep for about a week. Not really but, sleep. See their girlfriend, do something with her, get some proper physio on their neck. Others would be rolling straight on to the Biennale, then National Arts Week, or if they had missed out and were desperate, doing stuff in schools. Sophie usually rolled on to the Biennale. This year, she didn’t have it in her and the agency wouldn’t know it if she had.

The conversation would move methodically up the table, and right before it reached her, Sophie stood up to go to the bathroom. Not to spare herself the embarrassment, but to save the others from having to respond to her admission of an empty diary as though it was okay or enviable to have essentially nothing to do until the sister festival in July, instead of really scary and why would you let that happen? She could have made something up. To the question, ‘What about you, Sophster?’ she could have said, ‘I’m going to paint my flat,’ which wasn’t hers. She did have some one-day corporate jobs lined up, but they didn’t count. Everyone did those. Everyone at the table was a sole trader for tax purposes with bills to pay. Commercial work and doing as many TEDx’s as you could lay your hands on wasn’t a dirty secret. It just didn’t rate a mention.

She wasn’t allowed to paint the flat, although multiple tenants had painted parts of it.

Returning from the bathroom, Sophie was surprised to see the artistic director. He was up the other end, getting out of his Burberry or Burberry-esque trench, while this year’s intern dragged a chair over from one of the empty tables. The artistic director never came to their dinner. But he took his seat, poured himself a big wine and sat back, smiling, relaxed, as though he’d merely come to soak up the atmosphere.

The atmosphere had taken a nosedive since Sophie left and came back. Conversation was picking up, but slowly and sliding into the banquette, it felt like there was a performative element to it. If the artistic director was aware of that too, of nobody swearing and people asking for the bread and not being chucked it, he didn’t seem fazed.

Sophie looked under the table to see if that’s where her napkin had gone. Righted, she leant to the person next to her, who hadn’t started talking to anyone yet, who still had their eyes clapped on the artistic director – even the sight of him carving up an arancini ball – and said, ‘I wonder if it’s because it went so well’ at the exact same time as them saying, ‘What the fuckety fuck?’

‘Do you think that’s why it is?’ Sophie asked.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ was their answer, ‘but,’ wresting their gaze off him, they said, ‘I feel like I’ve got to slow down now,’ tipping the rest of their rum and Coke into their mouth.

After dessert, which no one had, the artistic director dinged his glass with a knife. Silence fell and everyone turned to see what he was going to say. General thank yous, some specific thank yous, a handful of personal highlights from the week and then he said, ‘Listen, you guys are the heart and soul of this thing. Tell me, who would you like to see on the roster next time, Talent-wise?’

It was nice of him but at the same time hugely awkward because it wasn’t like they all started rattling off names. This author, that performance poet. Him! Yes, her as well! Oh my god, imagine! wildly seconding each other’s suggestions. When the artistic director added, ‘No wrong answers,’ the person closest to him said, ‘Okay, um—’ and looked up at the ceiling, as though they needed to think through the big, long list in their head, but that was it from them. For Sophie, the silence was almost as painful as the moments between a moderator opening up to questions and someone in the audience finally wending their way to the standing mics to make a statement. Always, watching on from the wings, Sophie wished there was a way to magic herself into the auditorium with a clear, single-part question ready to go, thereby sparing the author one more minute of terror and degradation.

The artistic director turned his wine glass a few degrees. His smile tightened. Sophie would have looked away, except there used to be a guy called Fraser who was trained in lighting and sound and always managed the transition to audience questions. He was on the event in the last year before Covid when the moderator invited questions and there literally weren’t any. Nobody got up and it was so bad. Sophie happened to be standing next to him and the instant the event was over, she and Fraser just looked at each other. Then Sophie said, whispering, although she could have talked in a normal voice by then, ‘That was awful.’ Fraser said it felt like the Colosseum, in Ancient Rome, and he was the guy in charge of letting the lions out to attack the Christians and – he and Sophie were both starting to laugh – he’d banged the button to raise those hatches and no lions came out. They were basically splitting their sides by the time the author came off and seeing him walk with his head down to the fire doors, carrying a copy of his own book, Sophie was shot through with shame. A Christian who didn’t interest a single lion and she had done nothing except laugh.

And so, at the table, she half-raised her hand and when that didn’t get anyone’s attention, Sophie rose from the banquette. The artistic director turned and listened to her list, which just came out. At least a dozen writers, mostly British and American, two from the Global South and one from not sure. Majority female but some men, and a non-binary writer who had made waves with a novel that was entirely ungendered. Not one character was specified as male or female, a hundred per cent theys. It was so clever, and it worked. The artistic director considered each name as Sophie gave it, and when she was finished, he thanked her for those suggestions. Especially the final woman. Getting her, he said, would be a coup, and Sophie sat down. They would never get her. As an author, the final woman was so famous, real people had heard of her.

‘Is she the same one as that actress?’ the tech across from Sophie asked, and it was like everyone already had their phones out. She was that actress. She didn’t work for that long though, in the early aughts – all of them coming up with the same facts, reading over each other – from her late teens to somewhere in her twenties. But every film she made in that time was successful – two people read out her entire IMDb from diagonal points at the table, not completely in tandem – cult classics now, which had made her pre-famous as a writer and every one of her books had been made into films.

And she was only thirty-five, amazingly. Even the artistic director agreed, it felt like she should be older, but she wasn’t. Imagine being that successful your name autocompleted after three letters and you were two years younger than Sophie.

‘Is that her actual, real name?’ The team decided, no way, and, one at a time, they were drawn back to their own camera rolls.

Things naturally began to wind up after that. Around eleven-thirty, everyone paid for themselves, started hugging, and within half an hour Sophie was on the bus home, too tired to think back over the week. She was cold as well and, jacket zipped up, her mind lingered on the dinner and her list that had come out of nowhere, recalling each author in turn until she got to the final woman again.

Vaguely looking out the window.

At this time of night, the streets were empty.

Sophie hadn’t seen any of the films, but she had read some of the author’s books and, although she could recognise they were good, at the time they hadn’t really moved her. Thinking about it now, Sophie wasn’t sure why. She wasn’t completely the wrong demographic, like with Sally Rooney.

But sometimes, you were in a different life stage. A novella about motherhood when you’d had no thoughts about motherhood, yet, or were too busy falling in love with Paul and watching Breaking Bad with him to invest in a trilogy about a protracted divorce.

The bus winged around a corner and Sophie was thrown in her seat.

They were serious books too, as in depressing, and Sophie was on such a cloud then, she only wanted to read happy novels, to cancel out Breaking Bad as well, which was such an upsetting show.

Another passenger wanted the seat next to the window and Sophie shifted her knees to let them past.

The books had won prizes as well so it could be she was too basic, in terms of taste and secretly needing novels to have a plot, or – the passenger changed their mind about sitting there and Sophie angled her knees the other way – or was it that you shouldn’t look for your own lived experience in every book you read, but Sophie secretly hoped to find it? Especially now. If anyone asked her right then, Sophie honestly wouldn’t be able to say why those novels had not become part of her, the way hundreds of others had.

That was the funny thing, though. For all the time she spent talking about books, Sophie didn’t think she’d ever had a conversation about this author before tonight, at the bookclub she had taken a step back from, or with one of the techs who occasionally read on holiday. Or with Laurie, who read even more than she did, and they texted each other constantly about books.

The bus juddered along a straight stretch and Sophie remembered that one of the novels had the words ‘infinite sadness’ in the title, which made her feel in her jacket pocket and type the author’s name and ‘best quotes’ into her phone, with cold hands.

Smiling all the time, I wondered if I would survive it.

Sophie’s stomach pulled. She wondered all the time if she would survive it.

In the months afterward, I walked around shattered, my body like a bag of broken glass.

A bag of broken glass. Sophie had already screen-shotted it, and screen-shotted it again, as if there was anyone to show it to on the bus, to turn her phone outward and say, ‘That’s how I feel. That’s what it’s like.’

She read on and it hurt in the exact way Sophie needed it to.

The precision of the author’s words, the beauty and rhythm of her sentences existing here in a list, describing the chaos and rage, the tragedy and shock and mess of Sophie’s life for her.

I curled inside myself, growing more and more silent.

Sophie scrolled. Tears would have come into her eyes if she was someone who cried.

All I wanted, to be mistress of my own thought life.

It was like – Sophie wished she had words for the feeling it gave her. Like a leadenness, from her very centre, a pulling towards something. Her own longing, her untold pain. Her deepest need, to bolt the doors of my own mind against his perpetual invasion, and then it was her stop.
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When her dad died, a friend of her mum’s who had been widowed the year before told her, Sophie’s mum, that nothing could make it better but there were things that would make it worse, and you could do something about those. If you do manage to get yourself out for a while, leave the lights on. Leave the heater on so you don’t come back to a cold, dark house. Those were the two that Sophie recalled, coming into her cold, dark flat.

She didn’t feel that great. She actually felt really low and went around turning all three lights on with the sense that the horse had already bolted. It was breathtaking, how empty a flat could feel. Still genuinely shocking after four months of living by herself.

She felt the radiator with her hand and couldn’t tell if it had come on or not.

In the bathroom, which was especially freezing, Sophie twisted on the taps and didn’t wait for the bath to be completely full before she got in. Until the water finally closed over her thighs, it was so unpleasant, and a further ten minutes before Sophie could slip her shoulders below the surface and lie back with a rolled-up bathmat behind her neck, relaxing to an extent. The light in the bathroom was fluorescent and on the same switch as the fan, which meant seeing your naked body in autopsy conditions while listening to the drone of a fan that, in steam extraction terms, was totally ornamental.

Eyes closed, the quotes from the bus drifted through her mind.

Like a bag of broken glass. Or was it box of? Sophie was probably mangling it, distracted by the drizzling tap.

When she died, it turned out her mum’s finances were in a bit of a mess. It wasn’t as though Sophie was expecting a giant inheritance, and neither was Laurie, but their dad had left their mum in a good position. She had a pension, and savings, and the house had been paid off since 1998, which was amazing for two teachers. But according to some bank statements Laurie found, their mum had made a lot of payments of between three and five thousand each to something called the Public Government Investment Guarantee Org and it had drunk her dry. She must have felt such shame, having to take out a mortgage in her seventies, which meant her children weren’t going to get very much from selling, even if there weren’t subsidence issues, which there were, according to the building report, and they were significant.

The garden also turned out to be overrun with Japanese knotweed and before they could put the house on the market Sophie and Laurie had to spend fifteen grand on having it legally removed. So this flat, with its rusted shower head over the bath, its patched linoleum, and bedroom carpet and cork tiles in the kitchen, the rectangle of raw concrete by the front door and wood-laminate flooring up the hall that bounced underfoot like it was laid for a gymnast was a rental, and unless something happened, Sophie didn’t feel like owning was going to be part of her experience.

With a flannel she bandaged the tap to see if that would stop the drizzling.

Walking around shattered, as if broken glass was what I was full of.

It definitely wasn’t that.

She was thrilled that Laurie was still able to buy, though. When the subsidence/knotweed happened, he was getting married in five months to a woman called Jo who made no difference. That sounded mean but what Sophie meant was, Jo hadn’t changed anything. As soon as Sophie came to see it was the real thing – that Jo and Laurie were going to be together, they were going to get married, that they loved each other to death, in their own words – she withdrew. It wasn’t an easy decision, but it was the right decision, to let her brother go. When Laurie twigged that’s what she was doing and Jo realised because he must have told her, they rang separately and said, ‘There’s no need for that,’ and Jo having no impact became one of the things Sophie loved most about her sister-in-law. Also, she didn’t read much. Jo would read anything you suggested, but she was never going to hit you up for a recommendation or ask to borrow something, or even say, ‘What! Are you serious!’ when you told her that the main couple from Little Women were also called Laurie and Jo. She got as much pleasure or fractionally more pleasure from other things, which meant there was no need to create a separate text thread with the three of them on it that was just about books. Therefore, things stayed the same, apart from Laurie moving two and a half hours away so that Jo could be near her parents.

I curled inside myself, growing more and more silent.

Fan droning, light fierce, Sophie lay in the bath.

She missed everyone.

Her best friend’s name was Emma but thinking about Emma now just generated a big sigh, and Sophie drifted back to the author. Everyone knew what she looked like, the fierce eyes, dark eyebrows and white-blonde hair, but for Sophie, she was real and animate. In her mind, the author was walking. She was sitting down. She was hesitating before getting up again. Here, entering the wings, at a non-specific festival, and noticing Sophie, on the far side, doing something.

There was no one else backstage. Or, no, it was opening night – the bath tap had finally stopped dripping – and the wings were packed with other authors and publicists, and an unrealistic number of techs, who automatically moved out of the author’s way as she walked over to Sophie, smiling as she neared.

Sophie smiled back.

Innately, it was understood they were each other’s. Tech and Talent.

And now, here they were in Sophie’s head, face to face.

‘Hello, I’m Sophie.’

The author opened her mouth to reply, but Sophie didn’t know what she sounded like. That was easily fixed. Her phone was in her jacket, or the back pocket of her jeans, or the zip section of her backpack, in a heap behind the door. For a moment, Sophie considered climbing out of the bath to get it. She would get cold, though. About her cheeks and forehead, the tops of her shoulders, Sophie could feel the chill air of the bathroom and as much as she wanted to hear the author’s voice, crossing the tiles, wet and naked, was the least enticing thing she could think of. If she still felt like it, Sophie could fill in that blank later by looking up a podcast in bed, and stay here, for now, in the warmth of imagining.

‘Hi, I’m Sophie.’

‘My name’s Sophie.’

It didn’t matter. I’m Sophie. ‘How are you?’

The author wouldn’t be nervous. From their rigid jaw or constant swallowing, you could tell when the Talent was quietly freaking out beforehand or – the inexperienced – their going over and over an A4 piece of paper with handwriting on both sides and a giant crease through the middle, the way it was shaking as they unfolded it to go over again. But the author had been famous her entire adult life. She would be calm, and when Sophie suddenly had a mic unit in her hand, the author instinctively lifted her hair. Then sinking lower in the water, Sophie pictured her walking out onstage. The audience, beginning to clap. And although this was completely made up, Sophie was proud that not a single inch of cabling was showing outside the author’s clothes.

It was so relaxing, lying there, refining the moment until the bath became blood temperature and Sophie realised that she was freezing. For a while, she hung onto the feeling of the author’s gaze on her, but the effect was ruined by the concentration it was beginning to take, and Sophie was tired. It was probably one o’clock in the morning and while there was nothing to get up for tomorrow, she didn’t want to wake up trashed. The cold air, though. It would be like a slap. But Sophie found the plug chain and yanked it so that, in a minute, she’d have no choice but to stand up and reach for one of the towels she had let Emma take her to Ikea for. The effort, the great unattractive crash of water as she hauled herself up.

The bathmat fell in to float around like kelp, then sit in a wet heap all night. It was so opposite to slipping into the bath, how sensual it was possible to feel, your pointed toe touching the surface, warmth enveloping your body, presuming the bath was full and the first stage of your undressing hadn’t been removing a backpack in the meat locker cold of the bathroom. Getting out, it was like you needed a handrail and someone standing there in case.

With her hair dripping down her back, Sophie searched the heap for her phone.

Somewhere, once, she had read that making your bed every morning is as key to mental health as exercise and hardcore antidepressants. Having time to do that in festival week was a complete pipe dream, also who cared, and shedding her towel, Sophie got under the twisted covers. Even when the bed wasn’t from Facebook Marketplace, Sophie never slept naked. Two nights of last week, she’d fallen asleep in her clothes and felt very aware of herself now. Her soft skin, the cotton-coarseness of the sheets, the light friction of her nipples against the underside of the duvet, damp hair falling across her shoulders and some of it trapped behind her back as she lay, staring at her window blind, its yellowing cord stiff with age, wondering if the author would, maybe, come here one day. She definitely wouldn’t.

Patting around for her phone, Sophie opened a new tab to find an interview with her. There was one from not that long ago on a literary website that asked for financial support and Sophie felt bad for X-ing that box straight away. In one part, the author talked about how readers come to ask for more than your work. To the journalist, she told a story about a writer who, it sounded like, had a meltdown in front of a large audience, crying, ‘I gave you the book, and you demand the body,’ as she stormed offstage.

The article went somewhere else after that – the author’s daily practice, why she smoked when she was younger – and even as she read, Sophie could see her at the Talent afterparty, exhaling silver smoke that would coil towards the ceiling, drinking wine and signalling Sophie to join the group that had formed around her. In real life, the venue’s anteroom was no smoking, techs set the party up but weren’t invited, and Sophie needed to put her phone down and fall asleep thinking about normal realistic things.

Her mind would not shift, though.

She switched off her bedside lamp.

Minutes passed.

Every normal realistic thought Sophie tried to hold onto was driven out by the author or evolved until it was about her, and it was strange to feel interest, want even, for someone who was nothing to you hours ago. To experience want, at all, in a bed that didn’t look As New when the seller raised his garage door on it. But Sophie’s desire to conceive another meeting and set it away from the venue wasn’t desire for the author as a person. It was need, for anybody. It was just loneliness and since there was literally nothing Sophie could do to cure it, she should read. Sophie should sit up and start reading before her mind offered an image of her mattress standing against that garage wall on a mat of old pink blankets.

She reached and turned the light back on.

The book belonged to Emma, who liked YA and swore that Sophie would like it too if she let it be what it was. But at the bottom of the page Sophie had been on for days, a character came in, a woman, who was beautiful and didn’t know it.

Sophie’s heart sank.

It wasn’t Emma’s fault. She hadn’t written the book. But every woman on earth knows precisely how beautiful she is from a life-time of having to look in the mirror and check. When a woman who is tall and willowy, with sheets of auburn hair, eyes so dark they seem almost black, and bee-stung lips, isn’t sure what that adds up to, it’s like suspension of disbelief walks out the door. For Sophie it did, and now the character was appraising her reflection in a darkened window, the most shortcut exposition in the world, and Sophie gave another sigh.

She had dark eyes that seemed brown and were, hair of no special length that was never trying to escape a braid. Normal cheekbones. But perfect skin, a lovely mouth.

She let Emma’s book drop to the floor.

Sophie was moderately beautiful, and she knew it. She didn’t feel it, though. She hadn’t felt her moderate beauty for some time and went back to her phone.

On Google Images, the author was even more beautiful than in Sophie’s conception. And she looked good in every picture, including the ones she didn’t look good in, if that made sense.

For a while, Sophie lay scrolling, face irridesced by her phone on full brightness, and the author’s beauty became a kind of energy that Sophie could feel transferring into her own body in the stillness of her bedroom until Emma broke into her thoughts again and ruined it.

To bolt the doors of my own mind against Emma’s perpetual invasion, or whatever the exact wording was.

That was what Sophie wanted now.

Forced to pinpoint when she began to feel a coldness towards her best friend, it would be the week Emma started calling her brave, the week Sophie packed to move out of the house she had lived in for eight years. It wasn’t brave. It was compulsory. Brave would have been finding a different place to live, in a different suburb. Brave would be inviting Laurie and Jo to come and visit because they would see this flat not in vignettes on FaceTime but as a three-dimensional container for one person and her sadness, and they would see their own handheld Dyson, on the floor with its cord snaking towards the socket, not charging in the bracket, as they used to have it at home, before they lent it to her, which was so lovely of them.

Brave would be telling Emma to please stop calling her brave every time they saw each other.

Sophie didn’t hate Emma and could never hate Emma, hopefully. She was clever and funny, and a qualified dietitian. And they had been best friends since they were sixteen. Everyone guessed school, but they met at work, an ice-cream parlour that wasn’t a Baskin Robbins but took inspiration from its colour scheme, and font, and number of flavours. Sophie, already a manager, was wiping out the cabinet the day Emma came in and asked for an application form, although she didn’t actually want a job. Her parents were trying to wake her up to the reality of menial labour after she did shockingly in her Year 10 exams. Handing the clipboard back, Emma was laughing, ‘Do you like how much crossing out there is?’

Sophie more needed a job for the money, which is why she didn’t do things like eat product when the shop was empty, directly off the scoop, or bring vodka to work in a rectangular Tupperware, Emma explaining to Sophie, who had hired her on the slender hope they could be friends, that the Tupperware was less obvious than a plastic bottle, if harder to drink from. Looking back, it was hilarious. At the time, it was tricky to see her doing it and not say anything. When Emma started gaining masses of weight, she stopped eating ice cream but continued to crush cones and eat the bits throughout her shift, which seemed less bad, but the owners didn’t see the difference and Sophie had to hand in her notice. Emma, who quit about five minutes later for a job at HMV, insisted it wasn’t until they were in their twenties that she figured out Sophie had resigned so that she didn’t have to fire her.

A while later, Sophie landed a job at a care home, which lasted her right through uni. Emma would have gone to uni then too, if she wasn’t a full alcoholic by the time she was nineteen.

That they had become friends despite the power imbalance of manager and not-great employee, and had stayed friends during the almost-decade Emma was drunk for was a true marvel to Sophie, and Emma still sometimes thanked her for being the friend who was literally waiting for her on the other side of rehab. After that, whenever Emma described herself as an alcoholic, Sophie always wanted to insert ‘high-functioning’ but the one time she had done that at a party, Emma had laughed and pulled Sophie into her side. ‘I worked at HMV on and off for a decade. I couldn’t have been more low-functioning but thank you.’

Unplugged, Sophie’s phone was on thirty per cent.

A misunderstanding in the year 2000 was as close as she and Emma had come to falling out until now, although officially they hadn’t fallen out. And she was going to be there for Sophie no matter what – Emma said that went without saying, in December when everything happened, and since then she’d been incredibly kind and practical (the Ikea trip was at her initiation), and had kept inviting Sophie to things, which was probably a commitment she’d made to herself, to do that once a week. When Sophie gave in and went, Emma didn’t go into her own news if it was positive. Clearly, she had found another reservoir for her happiness and saved, for Sophie, all her minor disappointments and bits of shocking luck. When she did let something fantastic slip out, Emma wouldn’t dwell on it or demand that her best friend be happy for her. But seeing Emma, with her three-bedroom house and her husband, Dom, her own registered business and consistent income and no reason to believe they would run into fertility problems when they decided to have children, Emma with her living parents – to Sophie it felt like so much emotional labour, a term she couldn’t use because it got such a workout at the festival in 2017, it became a team in-joke. At the panel on Art and Motherhood, it was in every second sentence and that same guy Fraser, behind the desk, typed something on his phone and handed it to Sophie, who had carried a stool over to sit next to him. ‘Why do they all keep saying “emotional labour?”’ he had written in Notes, ‘Are we paying them by the usage?’ Smiling, Sophie typed underneath and handed the phone back. ‘It’s like a competitive sport!’ And they both cracked up quietly into their own sleeves.

Battery almost dead, Sophie rolled onto her other side, the duvet came with her.

Even if, by the end of that festival, the team wasn’t using ‘emotional labour’ to describe the act of opening a Coke, the phrase also seemed like it belonged to mothers, more than just resentful women with partners, which made Sophie feel like she wasn’t entitled to it. The same as when ‘intersectional’ became an epidemic the following year and, like a lot of people, Sophie wasn’t sure what it meant, initially, but unlike them, she didn’t use it anyway. The point was – Sophie felt over the side of the bed for the end of her charging cable – spending time with Emma and being uncomplicatedly thrilled for her had become hard work, and it wasn’t as though Sophie was desperate for more situations that required her to be resilient and positive, and not angry at the universe for giving everything to other people and taking her one thing away.

And what Emma had said at the Ikea cafe that time when Sophie ran out of energy in the middle of a story about Paul, and could only finish it by saying, ‘I don’t know, I suppose I just feel a bit rejected,’ suddenly revolted by her soft serve.

And Emma looked at her. ‘That’s because you’ve been rejected,’ and without asking, she took Sophie’s ice cream for her and walked it to the swing-bin.

Life had become quite bleak, and quite hard.

Dawn found Sophie still googling. At three-thirty, she had tried to go to sleep, and she hadn’t succeeded, but she had tried. With her phone plugged in under the bed, Sophie lay on her left, working through a mesmeric number of photos and interviews and articles. But, transitioning to Instagram, she wondered whether this was the best thing she could be doing, on the edge of a headache. At the appearance of Top Posts, the thought went away.

They were all other people’s posts, and it seemed right to Sophie then, based on what she had read, that the author wouldn’t be active on social, herself. Like Kazuo Ishiguro, like Zadie Smith, she seemed apart from it. Too pure and special, or at least too disciplined to spend time on Facebook tending her professional page when she could be making art.

One by one, Sophie worked through the posts.

As the sky began to lighten, the pleasure went, and Sophie felt sick at how much content she’d consumed. Phone tethered, she couldn’t really roll onto her right, and her underneath arm had been numb for probably an hour. Yet this compulsion to keep looking.

The most arresting Top Post was a picture on someone’s Bookstagram of the author smiling up from a signing table, taken two days ago at a bookshop that Sophie knew was in Amsterdam, although she’d never been there. Rubbing her eyes, she googled the time difference. To think, while the author was at this bookshop, signing backlist, Sophie had been discreetly eating her lunch during the Women in Publishing event.

The author might still be there, in Amsterdam, or another city in Europe. She was somewhere, anyway. Far away, but alive, existing, this very moment.

While Sophie had never been drunk, arrowing back she could understand how beyond a certain point, there was no reason to stop drinking and doing shots.

Tomorrow was already ruined, and it was in fact today.

The author was always smiling, as though she didn’t mind the attention and adoration of readers, who clearly wanted her body as much as her books. Standing for their photos, she let them hold her hand or put their arm around her, tilting their head until it was almost rested on her shoulder, owning her, for that split second.

Sophie touched on another post, randomly zoomed in on the face of a young man who was grinning with such intensity it looked like it would be hurting his jaw.

The kind of magazines Emma used to read, on her shifts, were always like, ‘FAMOUS PEOPLE ARE JUST LIKE US!’ From the customer-only seating, to Sophie, serving, Emma would say, ‘No, they’re not. They’re better than us. That’s why they’re famous.’

And the people in these posts, overwhelmingly happy because everybody wants to be near fame.

Was that what it was? Not loneliness, just a wish for proximity to someone celebrated, and important?

It wasn’t.

Deep down, Sophie wasn’t moved by fame or, in honest truth, intimidated by the people who were famous in her world. No question, they were intrinsically better but, over time, fame made them worse.

The delicate care they’d come to require. Publicists pulling the moderator aside to let them know there would be no questions about the divorce or the drugs or the plagiarism. Publicists trained to receive them offstage, to tell them how fantastic they were, how adored, scrabbling for the water bottle because their author was lethally thirsty now. And if it went badly, refusing to sign books, then demanding a special pen. And how painful it was for all involved when the author tried to find the pen themselves. Yet the pull you feel towards them, because they are brilliant.

The author was brilliant, in every way. Gifted, radiant in each of these pictures, from this bright other world that Sophie, with an impulse to save them to her camera roll, was close to but would never be part of, and she could not shift her eyes from her screen to the surrounding space of her room. Light was creeping in around the edges of the blind, and she would be able to see there was nothing and, it felt like, no one in her world at all.

And then it came. The most belated obvious realisation in the world. This was the author she would like to meet. This was the author who, if she did come to their festival one day, Sophie would struggle not to say anything to, beyond ‘sorry about this’ and ‘okay, finished.’ In the darkness of the wings, she would seek connection.

The author had what looked like the same turtleneck in two different colours.


Birdsong. The first trill of a blackbird made Sophie feel like crying. It was all so squalid. The fitted sheet peeling off at one corner, a sock down by her foot, an empty squeezy yoghurt on the floor near her laundry basket, and her phone felt warm and greasy in her hand.

Sophie was appalled at herself and did not want to stop.

The compromise was to switch to her Kindle.

The author had written seven books, or that was how many were available in e-format. Moving down the list in that laborious, slightly jumpy way of the Kindle, Sophie worked out there were none she had not read.

She was going to read them again.

All Sophie’s books were in storage, though.

She gripped her Kindle by its sticky edges, squinting at the lead-grey screen, tempted to buy these seven at once. But as a sole trader with next to nothing in the schedule and depleted savings, she should just download the Samples and make them last until it was truly light and Sophie knew she really, really ought to get up.

How much she wanted her books out of storage. But there was no way. It wasn’t the right time, and you’d think eBay would be swimming with bookcases, but it wasn’t, and Sophie didn’t love books on the floor in sideways stacks, banked with dust. Maybe it would come to that though, depending on how long she was going to live here. If she was still here at the end of the year, she could ask Emma to take her back to – no. Without being dramatic, Sophie would rather die than be here at the end of the year. The absolute knowledge that she would be sat like a stone in her stomach.

Her savings were gone, really.
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The cold, grey day that felt promised by the dawn and the rain that might go with it hadn’t materialised. Sophie did not need to get up and raise the blind to know it was blue and sunny and that staying home wasn’t an option.

She could go to the library. She had somewhat gulped the Samples. Or see a movie, but if it was purely for the sake of her mental health, not until it qualified as afternoon and only if she walked there.

She should have breakfast.

But Sophie remained for one more moment in bed, before she threw her duvet off herself, upset by her nakedness as she swung her legs. Her bare feet touched the carpet, nylon trod to a shine and crispy with stains. Four months and it was like she had never walked across a floor any other way except on the sides of her feet. In front of her drawer unit, which bore the faint trace of tape from the sign that had said FREE PLEASE TAKE, she got dressed and left the bedroom.

Because she couldn’t face eating, Sophie FaceTimed Laurie, who wasn’t at work. He was doing admin on the couch.

‘Hi,’ he said when they both appeared, ‘hi’ with the saddest, most sympathetic look on his face and in that instant Sophie wished he was in the office and couldn’t really chat. ‘I thought this might be the case.’ He was freehanding his phone, which made it difficult to focus and unless he put it down, in another five minutes, Sophie would feel carsick. ‘Poor you.’

She told him it was chiefly tiredness, and Laurie said, ‘No, sure.’ As siblings, they didn’t look alike. According to Jo, and everyone else, it was the gestures and mannerisms, their laugh, their walk and their shared incapacity to be angry that made it hugely obvious they were related. ‘You must be shattered.’

Laurie wasn’t in the arts, and he didn’t need to be. From being close to his sister, he understood the festival industry, the cycle, its calendar, the nature of its demands. He had experienced the hardship of the days after, second-hand, but he knew from himself that it didn’t make you look like this when all things were equal.

Chopping an indent into a cushion, hopefully as a nest for his phone, he said, ‘Is your hair wet or greasy?’

Laurie had trained as a mechanical engineer and worked at a firm of engineers. He tried the phone in the cushion divot and Sophie was shown a glimpse of his and Jo’s floor rug before he recovered it.

‘Sorry about that.’

‘My hair isn’t greasy,’ Sophie laughed in self-defence. ‘I don’t think I washed my conditioner out properly. I’m fine though.’

‘We,’ so Jo as well, ‘we were only worried because we didn’t hear from you as much this week.’

He didn’t need her to apologise or anything. He just missed her and finally found a stable surface for his phone. ‘How did it go, anyway?’ Laurie refreshed his expression, as though he really wanted to hear, and Sophie sat up a bit on the couch that the previous tenant had left behind.

‘It went so well,’ she said. ‘People were saying it was the best one yet. Philip came to the tech dinner.’

Laurie was taken aback. ‘What? Your artistic director? He hasn’t done that before, has he?’

Sophie said, ‘No, never.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’

‘The dinner?’

‘Any of it.’

Sophie said, ‘Yes.’

And instead of being like, really? because it sounds like you’re lying, Laurie said, ‘I guess it’s that thing of taking it one day at a time,’ but coming from him, it wasn’t annoying. ‘Did you go with Thai or Italian in the end?’

After she described the restaurant, which Laurie felt like he had been to, Sophie asked how he was.

He was good.

When they seemed about to hang up, Laurie said, ‘Hey—’

‘What?’

‘Are you still off Facebook?’

Sophie said, ‘Yes. Why?’

‘I was just wondering.’

Sophie was about to go into her thought process, in terms of staying off it, but Laurie hadn’t finished. ‘Has Paul called you?’

‘What? No,’ Sophie said. ‘He doesn’t call me.’ Laurie knew that. He was the one who suggested she block Paul’s number, which she hadn’t. In a sense, why bother? Paul wasn’t harassing her with messages and phone calls around the clock. When she had to call him, he would decline it, then text her back asking, ‘Is this flat related?’ the lack of a hyphen confusing her for a second, every time.

Laurie said, ‘I thought he might have.’

‘Why?’

‘I think he might have news,’ Laurie leant to retrieve his phone, so he was holding it unsteadily again when he said, ‘He does have news, Soph.’

‘I don’t want to know it.’

‘Sure,’ Laurie nodded. ‘I thought I’d just mention it in case you bumped into one of your married friends who, you know’– had sided with Paul – ‘or if you randomly went back on Facebook. Are you upset?’ Laurie meant, at me for bringing Paul into the conversation.

Sophie had never been upset with her brother. Laurie had never been upset with her either, which they thought of as positive until Jo made that comment, that time they were watching home movies Laurie had sent away to be digitised, and he kept saying to Sophie, ‘Man, we look happy,’ over the sound of their child-selves laughing.

Jo had the ironing board set up across the room and eventually said, ‘Of course you do.’

Sophie and Laurie turned in unison. Apparently, their expressions were identically blank, and when Laurie asked what she meant, Jo did a huff of laughter.

Turning more, Laurie said, ‘What’s funny?’

‘You should see your faces.’

‘But why did you say of course like that?’ Laurie asked. ‘I’m not getting it.’

Neither was Sophie.

Jo rested the iron. ‘Okay. Name one time you cried or got mad when you were kids or freaked out at your parents and refused to go to church ten times a week.’

When Laurie and Sophie couldn’t come up with one, Jo said, ‘Exactly. You weren’t allowed to be upset,’ and rotated Laurie’s shirt on the ironing board.

It wasn’t ten times a week. It was more like eight.

‘I’m not upset at you,’ Sophie said now on FaceTime,’ and Laurie said, ‘Thanks.’

‘And in terms of upsetting me—’ Sophie promised him, there was nothing Paul could do that he hadn’t already done.

Laurie said, ‘Okay,’ and they hung up on a different note in ten more minutes.

There were two eggs left and sliced bread in the freezer. The juice that would have elevated things tasted fizzy and, bottle in her hand, Sophie watched it flow towards the plug, before swirling cold water after it. Everything might be fine, she stood thinking. Life wasn’t over. Life didn’t end just because someone had decided to end the life you had been living, and posted his news on Facebook.

With her eggs and a glass of tap water, she ate at the coffee table and checked the movie times. There was nothing she really wanted to see or not enough to spend that much money.

The water in Sophie’s glass tasted like pipes.

She felt very tired.

What was wearying about living alone was the flux of emotions, the constant rise and fall in mood that wasn’t attached to anything. Sophie had learnt it just happened, minute to minute, no one there to interrupt the feeling or help you correct it, and if your emotions sank as low as they suddenly did when she put her knife into the second egg, there is no one to blame except yourself.

She managed to scrape her plate and wash it under running water and put it back in the cupboard. The knife and fork and the frying pan and the scatter of crumbs and the butter, Sophie merely looked away from as she left the kitchen area.

The coffee table was actually a cable spool with ‘12 AWG’ spray-painted on the drum. Her urge was to kick it on the way past.

She really didn’t want to go down this route.

Nothing good lay this way.

Sophie needed to turn it around if she was going to keep up her thing of not calling Emma in tears, ever again. And Laurie, way less compared to the start of the year.

She could go for a run.

At the door to her bedroom, Sophie took a conscious breath. The bed was unmade. Left on, her Kindle glowed dully through the sheet.

There was a lot of sad girl fiction on that Kindle.

Woolf. Plath. The Brontë sisters, especially Anne.

Taking the edge of the bed, Sophie could have cried for Anne, with the consumption and least amount of fame.

Daphne du Maurier, with her already-dead characters and buried sexuality. Doris Lessing, who never left you feeling wonderful.

And Janet Frame, Sophie thought. Asylum city when it came to protagonists who were women. And Atwood. Name one female character who cracks a smile in a Margaret Atwood.

Newer writers too.

Sophie turned off her Kindle and slid it under her pillow instead.

She had read Sally Rooney, albeit with the uninvited feeling, and that Year of Rest and Relaxation (not for the reader!) and the one with that cover that was more sad than funny in people’s opinions, and despite how miserable and depressing they were, she had loved them at the time. Not now. Not with the feel of this carpet under her bare feet. Now those books scared her, that many sad women trapped inside her e-reader. Trying to live.

And Eleanor Oliphant.

That was the worst. Even though it was extremely well-written and Sophie had recommended it to about ten people when it first came out, in this moment, she wished she’d never heard of it and couldn’t recall the cheese scones and those cappuccinos Eleanor always ordered, the saddest of all the coffees. And being talked into those expensive boots by the salesperson. Sweetly pathetic then and now personally threatening, as though such things would be written into Sophie’s future if she did not go for a run and just let herself walk the hilly parts.

She didn’t want to be a neurotypical Eleanor Oliphant. She wanted to be happy and stood up from the bed. But at her drawer unit again, Sophie could not even conceive of putting on a sports bra. As if it wasn’t hard enough to breathe already.

If you were a brilliant author, beautiful and adored and everyone thrilled by your presence, could you still feel like this, dragging open a different drawer?
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From the flat, the library and bookshop were equidistant in opposite directions. Outside her building, paused on the step, choosing which way to go felt like a moral decision. With clouds about to close out the sun, Sophie zipped her fleece and started towards the library against her deep preference for the bookshop, which was brighter and cleaner. Everything was new. Nobody had touched or damaged anything. If they had, you didn’t have to accept it. You could want something and ask for it, and it became yours, and the library would be full of kids.

Even before – it was difficult to explain but for Sophie it was like, you could be sad in a bookshop, but you were never happier than when you were in a bookshop. In no way did this make her unique, but she could spend her whole life browsing the shelves. Laurie was exactly the same. Jo wasn’t.

Up ahead a pigeon in the middle of the pavement was pecking at its own wing.

Once, Sophie remembered, when Laurie still lived one suburb away, they met on a weekend to go to an independent that neither of them had been to before. It had a wide entrance, which meant you could enter together, not one after the other. Inside, they paused to get their bearings and Laurie said, ‘Right. You take that side, I’ll take this side.’ It wouldn’t sound funny to other people, but it was, and Sophie had thought of it – you take that side, I’ll take this side – every time she’d walked into a bookshop since Laurie left.

Another pigeon flapped down onto the pavement. It didn’t look super-healthy, and Sophie had one of her surges of gratitude for Laurie, and for Jo’s minuscule footprint.

Neither pigeon was going to move, and who would even know if she turned and went back the other way?

It was called Chapter & Verse. Seeing her come in, the two people behind the counter said, ‘Sophie!’ ‘Hey!’ and slid off their stools.

Sophie said, ‘Hi, Rob. Hi, Cass.’

The counter was oak or some other lovely kind of wood that felt warm when Sophie set her hand on it, and Rob said, ‘Guess what! We were at the Bonnie Garmus!’ – the festival highlight, which sold out so quickly, the external ticket site crashed. ‘Did you do her, backstage?’

It wasn’t one of Sophie’s events and she said so.

‘Meaning you didn’t meet her,’ he asked, openly disappointed, ‘or even get to be in the same room at the same time?’

Sophie said, ‘No.’

‘That’s such a shame. She’s gorgeous,’ Rob said with a mellow sigh. ‘Have you seen what she looks like?’

They all had, and agreed, Bonnie Garmus had the best hair out of any writer they could think of. Rob added, ‘Living or dead.’

‘Who did you get to meet?’ Cass asked. ‘Anyone good?’

They both slipped back up onto their stools, and on her side of the counter, Sophie wondered about taking her fleece off. ‘Mick Herron walked into me backwards and trod on the side of my foot.’

‘Did he say sorry!’

‘He didn’t realise,’ Sophie said. If he had, the absolute agreement between the three of them was, he would have.

Rob said, ‘Lucky it wasn’t Richard Osman,’ who had also been at the festival, agreeing to one night-time event, checking through his agent that it wasn’t at the satellite venue. ‘Isn’t he seven feet tall?’

He was about six foot seven. Sophie had ended up in the Author Lounge at the same time as him, sort of, during a dead point in the Thursday afternoon. She was already in there, tipping a basin of water into the catering urn. As she shook in the last drops, Richard Osman came in, looked around and decided to go somewhere else.

To Rob, the difference between seven foot and six foot seven was loose change. ‘If you had to be crushed to death by a contemporary novelist, that’s who I would want it to be by.’ Thursday Murder Club was far and away Rob’s favourite book.

Cass said, ‘Please can you stop telling me that like you’ve never told me before? I know it’s Thursday Murders. I know it is,’ then turning to Sophie, who was tying her fleece around her waist, ‘Are you after something particular or did you just come in to see us?’

Rob said, ‘It better be that one! Cass, did you change the till roll?’

‘Do you remember how I asked you to do it?’ Cass replied, and they both disappeared below the level of the counter.

Would Sophie go as far as to say they were friends? They weren’t in her phone, and she had never spent time with them outside the context of the shop or the festival foyer when Sophie managed to get them some comp tickets that no one else wanted. Yet she’d known them forever. Sophie’s marital home was in this neighbourhood and painfully, so was the flat. Therefore, her married bookshop remained her bookshop. There was probably something to be grateful for in that. Continuity, or not losing everything all at once – while Rob and Cass rummaged out of sight, Sophie cast around for the positive. Actually—

‘Found it!’ Rob came up first like a puppet with a new till roll in his hand.

—it was the fact she would never, ever bump into Paul in here. That was the positive.

Reappearing, Cass flicked open the receipt machine. For a minute, she and Rob worked at it together. Sophie quietly watching.

‘I promise, you’re putting it in upside down. That’s why it’s not shutting.’

Walking here, walking anywhere in this neighbourhood, seeing Paul felt probable in a way that made Sophie want to go out only in darkness and basically sprint when she was forced to leave the flat in daylight. A while ago, on the phone, Emma told her to take encouragement from the fact that it hadn’t happened yet, as though that meant it wasn’t going to. As though a once-every-hundred-years disaster is something you don’t have to worry about if it’s been a hundred and one years.

Cass closed the receipt machine. ‘Done.’

Rob said, ‘Thank you, Rob. Hey, Sophie?’

‘What were you thinking about just then?’ he was saying to her.

‘Yeah, we lost you there for a minute,’ Cass said.

‘No, nothing,’ Sophie blinked. Really, she had come to the shop to see them. But ‘I was wondering, do you have any–’ and she said the author’s name, hearing this time how exquisite it was, not just ‘a good guarantee she was never going to become a chartered surveyor’, as Philip, the artistic director, had joked at the tech dinner.

‘We might. Rob, check in the system.’

He was already on the computer, which was new.

‘Look at him, oh my god,’ Cass said. ‘He wants to marry it.’

‘It looks like we do,’ Rob said, eyes on the monitor. ‘The trilogy,’ return, return, return, ‘and the one after the trilogy, but not the novella-y one,’ clicking on something, ‘what were mum and dad thinking with that name? That’s my question.’

‘Did you see she has a new one coming out?’ Cass said, not to Sophie but to Rob, in a shop talk way, like, should we be doing something for that? A window, or a partial window?

‘Does she?’ Sophie cut in and Cass turned to her.

‘I think she does. I think I saw that somewhere.’

And Sophie said, ‘Is it a novel, or non-fiction?’ although it didn’t matter.

Rob was pounding the keys, as though he was typing as a joke and said, ‘Cassandra, you are correct,’ and to Sophie, ‘It’s a novel.’

‘What is it called?’ She burnt to know.

‘It doesn’t say.’

‘Yes, it does.’ Cass told him to move. ‘Click on that square, you moron.’

‘Stop it, I was going to,’ Rob said. He let Cass hold the mouse but only over his hand, and they moved it across the vinyl placemat stuck down to the desk and announced the title together.

‘Human Beings.’

‘Gosh,’ Sophie said, ‘that sounds amazing,’ and Rob and Cass were like, does it? Okay.

‘Right,’ Cass said, shifting Rob out of the way, ‘I’m going downstairs for a minute.’

As a joke, Rob put the back of his hand to his forehead and said, ‘Phew! Just us. Do you want me to show you where her books will be on the shelf?’

Sophie said he didn’t need to do that, she’d be able to find the author herself.

‘In that case,’ Rob said, ‘I’m going to give myself a little moment on TikTok.’

They had stunning covers. They ranged in thickness. Sophie remembered buying each as it came out, so her copies didn’t match. These ones did, rejacketed in shades of purple and blue and apricot.

She slid one out and turned it over. RRP. Sixteen ninety-nine. As she was sliding it back, Cass, returned, called over to her, ‘Do you want a biscuit?’ That was why she’d gone downstairs.

Sophie said, ‘Yes, okay. Thank you,’ and came away from the shelves.

At the counter, Cass was getting the cellophane packet open with the shop scissors, which didn’t thrill Rob, Sophie could tell from his face. While Cass was still at it, he took the scissors off her and made a performance out of cleaning the blades with a screen-wipe.

The last part of the packet, Cass got open by stabbing it with a pen and said, ‘Have two.’

Sophie said, ‘One’s fine.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Cass replied, ‘you’re a waif,’ so Sophie ate one and held one at the same time.

‘Rob?’ Cass offered the packet, which struck Sophie as gracious. His scissor cleaning had been a bit excessive.

Rob said he was going to pass.

‘Are you trying to lose weight as well?’ Cass asked him.

‘My eating disorder is well under control, thanks.’ He didn’t have an eating disorder and their ease with each other returned. Rob had meant the scissor thing to be funny.

A minute later, Cass decided to go downstairs again, saying all the biscuit had done was make her need a tea.

‘I could handle a tea as well,’ Rob said.

While Cass wasn’t there, again, the door opened and a woman with a dog asked if it was okay to bring him inside. Rob said it was beyond fine and was out from behind the counter, halfway across the shop floor, already bent in preparation for offering the dog the back of his hand, and the second he had permission from either of them, dog or owner, taking two handfuls of its loose, dark brown ruff and giving it such a scratch.

‘What’s his name?’

The woman said, ‘Chocolate.’

The only reason Rob got up, eventually, was to put the woman’s sale through.

After she left, Rob said to Sophie, ‘You know chocolate’s fatal to dogs. It’s like calling a child Busy Road,’ and it felt slightly wrong to laugh. But Sophie laughed, sad underneath but happier than before.

The author had another novel coming out. ‘I wonder what it’s about.’

‘God, I’d love a dog.’

For a moment, Rob and Sophie remained in their own thoughts. Then Cass came upstairs, managing three mugs and a blank notebook, clamped under her arm.

‘Sophie, do you want this?’ she said, letting it drop onto the counter. It was slender, pale blue, with what looked like a date printed on the spine.

Although it was thoughtful of Cass, Sophie said, ‘I’m okay for notebooks, thank you.’ For obvious reasons, Emma had suggested freewriting. So had Laurie, although he was half joking and understood when Sophie said, ‘It’s bad enough having my thoughts. The last thing I want to do is read them.’

‘Totally,’ Laurie had said. ‘Why eat that meal twice?’

Cass set the mugs down and said, ‘It’s not a notebook,’ turning it over for her. ‘It’s an advance copy of her novel. We get sent them.’

‘A galley,’ Rob added, in case Sophie did not know that’s what they were called. ‘Is this my tea?’

‘No, that’s mine,’ Cass said, and to Sophie, ‘It was in the box. You can touch it, it’s okay.’

Sophie took it in her hands. human beings, printed in small black capitals and below, the author’s name.

She had seen galleys before. They lay around the wings like free newspapers on trains, but this one – the cover was soft and pliable, card stock not much thicker than the pages inside.

The shop phone rang, and Cass said, ‘What the hell,’ and went to answer it. Rob was suddenly not present somewhere and, left alone, Sophie let the galley fall open, put her hand flat on the page, stroking downward to reveal the lines to herself one by one, the paragraphs and separations, and if you unfocused your eyes, the way the text made its own organic pattern, grey against cream.

Words floated out. Honeyed. Tenuous. Millworker.

There were mistakes, Sophie saw, turning through. Typos and missing spaces, and some of the typography was a bit out. On one page, the final word of a sentence had ended up by itself on the next line. It was an uncorrected proof, though. It didn’t matter. The real book would be perfect.

Sophie closed it to see the title again.

HUMAN BEINGS: A NOVEL, and the author’s beautiful name underneath.

Once Cass got the shop phone back in its cradle, she said, ‘You can have it, if you want.’

‘Are you sure?’ Sophie lifted her eyes. ‘Are you allowed to give it to a customer?’

‘You’re not a customer, sweets. And I’m not going to read it,’ Cass said and then to Rob as he stepped out from behind the card stand, ‘Are you?’

‘All good, thank you.’

And with glee, Sophie said, ‘I will bring it back when I’m finished.’

‘Please don’t,’ Cass said and blew on her tea.

On the way home, Sophie bought ingredients for a dinner that you would almost serve to another person, accepting the check-out lady’s offer of a plastic bag to protect the galley in her tote, which knocked lightly against her hip as she walked along the road.

The breeze had become a blustery wind and with hair in her face, Sophie managed to google what it was called in typesetting when those words and half sentences ended up by themselves on a page.

‘When a paragraph begins on the last line of the page, the isolated first sentence is called an orphan. It has no past, but it does have a future.’

Whereas, hooking a tendril out of her eye, ‘the stub-end created when the paragraph’s final sentence carries onto the next page is called a widow. It has a past, but no future.’

Well, that was lovely.

Sophie let her phone drop back into the pocket of her fleece. Pressing on, she wished she hadn’t thought to look it up. She could honestly imagine Paul changing her name to ‘Stub-end’ in his contacts, except the closest Paul got to a book was shifting it to find the Apple remote.

Widow and orphan.

The person who chose those words could seriously go away, she thought, reaching into her tote to check the galley.
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The flat belonged to Paul. When he told Sophie that he would love not to live with her anymore, he said she could have it for a peppercorn rent. That he chose to tell her their marriage was over while she was in the shower, the shock was so intense, all Sophie could think about as she turned away from him to hide her nakedness was how weird it was, hearing Paul use the term ‘peppercorn rent’. His vocabulary wasn’t huge. And then, as he kept talking at her through the shower door, how confusing it was, being offered somewhere to live by the person who had just made you homeless. When he told her she could have the flat as long as she liked, her impulse was to thank him. That is what she regretted most now, apart from all the other things, that she had thanked him as he was going out of the bathroom. And he said no problem, it was vacant anyway, therefore she’d be doing him two favours. The conversation was brutal and, at no point had Paul taken his AirPods out.

Sophie was amazed at herself for not starting the galley the moment she got inside, dumping the grocery bag by the front door and toeing off her trainers as she went to the couch, as though it didn’t matter that she was sweaty and had outside hands. She was never going to do that, though, or eat flicky pasta anywhere near its pristine cover. Only gaze at it on the cable spool until she had finished eating and rinsed her bowl and the oily saucepan, and had a shower and got changed.

Back on the couch, Sophie opened to the prologue. How many people had read this first line? A thousand? Maybe fewer than that. Maybe more like twenty. However many, Sophie was one of them and it was difficult, even with inherited furniture, not to feel special.


Titus would be dead in a matter of days.

A few hours later, Sophie turned back to page one. When Titus was near death again (it was a full week, in the end) she ran the bath, reading on her bed until she sensed it, next door, about to overflow.

At Ikea, Emma had asked jokingly if she wanted one thousand tealights and lowering herself into the water, Sophie wished she had said yes. Instead, she closed her eyes against the mortuary glare and thought about the story and the characters, the crisp, clever language, and when she could not stand the separation from the galley any longer or one more minute of brown noise, she felt around for the plug.

The bedroom was overheated in a nice way and Sophie lay on top of the duvet in her towel, letting the permanent seep of cold air through the loose window frame cool her skin. Angled upwards, her bedside lamp made a circle of gold on the wall and dropped a soft glow onto her body as she slid out her bookmark.

The protagonist was beautiful, and she did know it. The author understood and Sophie’s gratitude was the same as the first time she’d come to that passage of description.

Reading on, her eyes occasionally travelled from the page, catching the concave between her hip bone and the beginning of her leg. The swell of her stomach. Her thigh, the way it tapered upwards to the round of her knee. In that pool of light, holding the galley, Sophie felt moderately beautiful. Languid was the manner of her reaching a pale arm across her body to angle the bedside lamp a bit more. Within herself, Sophie felt languid, but nobody saw her that way, because nobody saw her. Living alone, you are unregarded. Sophie had discovered that as well, and it is nice not to be surveilled. Not to feel watched while you’re brushing your teeth too hard, guaranteeing yourself some gum recession and a fat dentist bill, or pouring cereal in a way that means some will escape the plastic inner and drop to the bottom of the box, according to a husband who couldn’t stand the consequent rattling. But it’s also horrible, living away from anyone’s sight, never being watched with adoration. Sophie wanted to be observed as she set the galley aside. Reaching again to turn out the light, sliding her hand evenly down the cord, she wanted someone to perceive her actions as languid, to be enchanted by the way she scooped her hair as she found the switch.

Obviously, there was no one there.

She flapped the duvet over herself.

Regarded, unregarded.

In the dark, her mind searched for the moment when Paul stopped regarding her with love and eventually not even with annoyance, on his way to disregarding her altogether. The image of Paul, screwing an AirPod in. Further along the sofa, flicking the case open and closed like a Zippo lighter while she was reading. Paul, who was always, always on his phone when Sophie was trying to talk to him, including now in her head, asking him to leave her alone.

Without the light on, she brought the galley back, hugged its small form to her heart, and asked the author to come and help her force Paul away. And there they were, back in the wings, the author gliding towards her through space. This time, they hugged like close friends who had been separated for too long.

Sophie brought her arm up, let the back of her hand rest lightly on her forehead.

The embrace kept going. Other people were present and saw it, this exclusive moment between her and the author and, knowing the author’s fame, they were quietly envious.

In the middle of the night, Sophie was overpowered with the need to know Paul’s news.

She could ring Laurie and ask for it – he still kept his phone on for her, twenty-four hours a day – or she could reactivate her Facebook. Or she could lie in bed, in Paul’s flat, until the impulse passed.

The impulse didn’t pass, and Sophie got up, found clothes, and made herself wait until 5 a.m., on the couch, then back in her room when the living area became too lonely.

Laurie acted as though it was an ideal time. As though, if anything, he’d been hoping his sister would ring pre-dawn. All he had to do was get up and go into a different room to let Jo stay asleep.

Uncomfortable in bed, ‘Is Paul with someone?’

Laurie said, ‘Yes.’

‘Is she pregnant?’

‘No.’

The gushing relief. Sophie shifted the pillow behind her back.

‘She’s a mother, though,’ Laurie replied in his gentlest way.

The galley was there next to her. Sophie let her eyes rest on the cover as she listened to him.

‘A single mother with . . . it looks like a boy.’

That was fine. It wasn’t the same thing. Unless—

Sophie asked, ‘Is it a baby?’

‘No, it looks about two and a half.’

That didn’t make it worse or better.

Bringing the galley closer, Sophie was surprised that this Paul news wasn’t activating a desire to die. More, just, a dead feeling. He was always going to meet someone before she did.

‘Are they living together?’

Laurie said, ‘They are.’

Even then, it was more the dead feeling than hurt or humiliation, the temptation of rage, or the scarier finding it funny, all of which she’d felt since Paul told her to leave. And the shame at this, his final rejection, was only like tipping more of something into a container that was already full. It overflowed, then quickly levelled and Sophie said to Laurie, ‘I can handle that, I think.’

‘No,’ Laurie said sadly, ‘that isn’t the news.’

‘What? It must be.’

‘It’s not the main part.’

Sophie heard Laurie clear his throat.

‘He’s going to adopt it.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked him. ‘You wouldn’t adopt a child from your new girlfriend.’

‘They’re semi-engaged,’ Laurie said. ‘As in, planning to get married as soon as, you know,’ as soon as Paul wasn’t married to Sophie, ‘and then he’s going to adopt the child so that legally, he’ll be—’

Laurie said, ‘its father,’ and Sophie said, ‘a father,’ at the same time. Paul was going to be a father before Sophie became a mother, assuming she would now.

That was quite painful.

Laurie asked whether she was alright, and Sophie made a small noise.

‘Do you know what I might do, I might make myself a coffee,’ Laurie said and moved the conversation to the kitchen, where he turned on the lights and put his phone face up on the counter while he filled the kettle to give his sister a moment. Until he came back, Sophie stared at the white rectangle of ceiling that was her screen, the fierce glow of a downlight illuminating her own face and shoulders and the front of her t-shirt and making dark ravines in the duvet.

That was actually very painful.

Paul didn’t even want to become a father. Not with her. He never had, Sophie had been too slow to see.

The sound of the kettle rising to a boil, and Laurie dropping something, like a spoon.

He reappeared. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘About what?’

‘The kettle taking ages.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘How are you?’ Laurie asked. ‘Are you definitely fine?’

Sophie said, ‘I’m less fine than before,’ but she promised Laurie, ‘I’m going to be fine,’ and her brother, thank goodness, did not say she was brave.

When Jo came through and started getting the blender out, Laurie quickly asked Sophie what she was planning to do today.

‘I’m picking up some of my books,’ she said, realising that’s what she was going to do. ‘I’m going to get them out of my boxes.’

‘Won’t that mean an interaction with Paul?’

The boxes were in his garage, stacked along the back wall. Sophie had stacked them there herself before she left with as many of her things as she could make fit in an UberXL. That Paul had not been haranguing her daily about organising a van was an astonishment at this stage. At the time, the agreement between them was, the boxes – had he said ‘your crap’, or by then did Paul just feel like someone capable of saying that? – her boxes, anyway, could stay there for a couple of weeks max and then he would need that slice of the garage back. And since then, Sophie had done absolutely nothing towards their removal for fear of returning to that house.

‘Why do you want them?’ Laurie asked. ‘Other than it would be great to have books around you again.’

‘There’s an author I want to re-read.’

Laurie said, ‘So you finished the Booker longlist?’

‘I did.’

‘Did you enjoy any of them?’

Sophie laughed.

‘I wish I could come and help you,’ Laurie said, and then Jo’s blender came on.
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They hung up. She kept hold of her phone.

In her best-ever year as a freelancer, Sophie was doing four or five TEDx’s a month. The money was so worth having but you earned it by spending hours and hours – in the end what came to feel like that entire year – walking a crescent on your knees around a carpeted dais, feeding out cable and listening to one continuous lecture on neuroplasticity. How ironic, Sophie sometimes thought, that for all the involuntary education she received, from countless experts, not a single neural pathway had formed in her brain to let her retain any of it. Instead, she exited that year with a single fact from what felt like the only talk on a different topic. Asking someone a favour makes them feel positively disposed towards you. That was the fact. And, providing Sophie had not tacked this on herself, the person will like you even more if they actually do it.

If the speaker had specified how big the favour should be, that information had gone the way of the brain’s amazing ability to rewire itself.

Sophie wiped her phone on her front.

Leaving a garage door opener in a safe place so you can let yourself in while they are at work and go through boxes of your own possessions wasn’t an enormous favour. Hiding it in his mailbox wouldn’t even require Paul to crouch down, only lift the flap as he passed on his way out the gate. But for Sophie, requesting anything of anyone, most of all a man who has already rejected you in your totality – it is hard to come up with the first line of that text, and her phone screen was smearier than before.

A few moments passed.

Sophie typing, deleting, typing the same thing but with ‘please’, ‘super quickly’, ‘just wondering’ added somewhere and trying Hello where Dear had been. Re-reading a sentence that made sense a minute ago, to find that even she couldn’t understand what she was asking for.

Eventually, the task and the text itself became immense.

More time slid by.

Sophie wanted to give up.

She needed her books, though.

She wrote, ‘Whenever works for you,’ and looked at the wall, imagining Paul’s reply – ‘never’s going to work for me’ or something crueller. Then, seeing what time it was, she put her phone down.

The library was like a storage unit for the world’s saddest people. Sophie arrived twenty minutes before it closed, expecting to find it empty. Instead, the imminence of being shut out overnight had rallied the lonely and traumatised, and they jostled the clearly contagious for the public computers.

Sophie took the stairs to fiction.

A woman was standing in front of the shelf within a ring of shopping bags, like a barricade she had built around herself. She wasn’t hunting for a book, she was on her phone, but seeing Sophie, the woman immediately began to browse, checking over her shoulder at intervals to see if Sophie was still there.

When she used to play Memory with Laurie, Sophie could not help staring at the card she intended to flip on her next turn, and if Laurie decided to wash the cards all over the carpet with his palms to mix them up, it was impossible to stop her eyes from travelling like a follow-spot, making it very obvious which one she wanted.

The next time the woman turned around, their eyes met. Scowling, the woman turned back to the shelf, dropped her head a hard ninety degrees and started walking two fingers along the spines as though they were slats of a bridge.

And then, as if this woman sensed exactly the books Sophie wanted, she extracted them all together, like a brick from a wall, and picked up her shopping bags. And it didn’t matter because, leaving the acrid fug of the library, Sophie didn’t want them anyway.

They would have been edged yellow. The smell of cigarette would have emanated from the fibres as she turned the pages. In mushy pencil, someone would have written ‘really?’ or ‘I doubt it!!’ ‘Donkeys don’t neigh, they bray’ or ‘Fuck U’ beside a passage of untellable beauty.

Sophie wanted her own copies.

She hadn’t sent the text, though. It was still a fragment on her phone, what read as a loose grouping of words in English, which she tried to make into sentences in the self-checkout queue at the supermarket across from the library, but the line moved too quickly, and Sophie carried home a rigid shell of falafel and a firm avocado with dread at having to resume her work.

Her kitchen table was one of those flaps, like a semicircle of wood hinged to the wall. Sophie sat with her phone and her plate, but the falafel fell apart on the fork, and soon she gave up trying to stab the bits and work on her text at the same time.

In the bath, she deleted what she had in its entirety for fear of dispatching it to Paul by accident. As soon as she’d tossed her phone onto the bathmat, a new phrase composed itself in her head, only to dissolve as she leant out to reach a corner of the bathmat and drag it towards her. Crying in frustration would be such an overreaction, and yet.

With a wet hand, Sophie texted Emma instead.

‘Thank you for taking me to Ikea that time!’

‘Your black cardigan is still in my car’

Even though it had been Sophie doing the distancing, the absence of an exclamation mark in Emma’s immediate reply was secretly quite upsetting.

For comfort, for reassurance, in the harsh light of the bathroom, Sophie brought her thoughts back to the author, like before, like earlier today, like in the supermarket and standing at the microwave as her falafel rotated. Like yesterday and like the day before. Needing her help. Wanting to tell her things.

But the author wasn’t actually there and without her books, Sophie resolved to forget her.
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Two months passed and Sophie had no idea where they went or what she did with them, apart from repeat the activities which had helped her through the first days after the festival. Reading, walking, going to bed. FaceTiming Laurie, visiting the bookshop as opposed to the library, getting buses. She did a tiny bit of Pilates on her laptop. She made dinner and ate it, did the corporate jobs no one cares about and the related admin.

It sounds very sad, but it wasn’t. She wasn’t lighting cigarettes off the stove and catching the sleeve of her dressing gown. Sophie didn’t smoke and her dressing gown was in Paul’s garage with everything else, and the flat itself started to look better, not worse, for all the time she spent in it.

There were two days that were memorably bad, for reasons that would seem like nothing to a person whose life was going well. The first one, she got swooped by a pigeon and felt its feathers on her face. The other one, she was leaving a superstore and the automatic doors didn’t detect her. Sophie put her hand up and moved it in front of the sensor, but it didn’t do anything. So then, both hands, which meant setting her bag on the ground between her feet to stop it slumping. Even then, waving, wrists crossing above her head, the doors didn’t open. Not until a man came up. For him, they slid back immediately, and Sophie had to grab her stuff and follow him out, feeling like she had been obliterated as a human being by doors.

And because she didn’t see Emma once in that time, and Laurie and Jo were on holiday for the middle bit, there were days when she didn’t speak to anyone. Yet for the first time since her marriage ended – or, the more she thought about it, for the first time since her marriage started – Sophie never felt alone. Because although she had resolved to forget about the author that night, she did not, in the end, do that. It wasn’t her fault. It was only that cleaning the kitchen the next morning, Sophie realised she hadn’t looked up a podcast. She still didn’t know what the author’s voice sounded like, and she peeled off her rubber gloves.

The author had done so many podcasts, it was amazing. For someone who had no interest in social media, she was extremely willing to do audio. In her jersey shorts and old t-shirt, Sophie sat on the carpet in front of the couch and pressed the episode at the top of the list. While her desire was to skip through the host’s introduction, Sophie made herself earn the coming moment by bearing his repetitious preamble and a long read-advertisement as well.

Finally, sensing the author about to speak, Sophie closed her eyes.

‘Thank you for having me, Xavier. It’s a great pleasure.’

It was warm and wide, the kind of voice that would cause everyone within earshot to lean towards her.

‘A great pleasure.’ ‘A tremendous privilege.’

Every word was a kind of intimacy, as if the author were always about to whisper a secret or speak poetry or sing a song you hadn’t heard for such a long time. Even when she wasn’t talking about something that mattered, you would still listen just for the thrill of it. Each audible breath, each word and turn of phrase, how perfectly the author read a passage of her own work, how deft she was at moving off topics she clearly didn’t enjoy, ignoring the host’s interruptions in a way that made it feel like it was only you she wanted to talk to.

And her laugh. Sophie made no attempt to describe it to herself, only let it fill her ears as she slipped up onto the couch. She wanted to savour each minute and at the same time ingest the episode whole like a meal that is keeping you from dessert.

There was a smear of abrasive cleaner on Sophie’s cheek and she wiped it off.

The podcasts themselves were mostly prestigious. Some, you felt like the author had decided to say yes to, in order to support a friend of a friend. As well as those – Sophie looked down the list – there were informal recordings of small events, put up by the bookshop where they had taken place. Those ones were hugely evocative, with the scrape of chairs, the falling silent of the audience, the ringing coughs, but also a crime against humanity in terms of the mixing. So much clipping and background leakage, the audience laughter way too high, and plosives like constant individual explosions in your aural canal. Yet you could stand it for more of the author, and when another one finished, she went back and counted. To download and save all of them . . . briefly, Sophie wondered whether she might have to get rid of some apps. In the end, it was fine – she had recently deleted eight years’ worth of photographs and videos, and got up to finish cleaning the stove, the author’s voice covering the sound of Sophie scrubbing at the brown stuff around the elements.

Of course, she was intelligent, but also surprisingly funny and there was an addictive quality to the stories the author shared about herself, even when (Sophie was discovering) you had heard the story before. Such as the author discovering Katherine Mansfield the year she turned thirteen, inhaling her collected works over the course of a summer. Sophie loved Katherine Mansfield now, but at thirteen, she was only up to #80 of The Baby-Sitter’s Club. But then, as though the author didn’t want to intimidate anyone, she would laugh at herself for what a pretentious little misfit she was. ‘Under the covers with a torch, learning the structure of the modernist short story. I mean, Jesus Christ.’ After that, she returned to the classics, and Sophie moved to the fridge.

The classics didn’t find Sophie until she was seventeen when a woman at the care home, who died, had a lot of books the family didn’t want to cart home again. Allowed to help herself, Sophie took home Wuthering Heights and a copy of Mill on the Floss, and her heart quickened when the author mentioned both of them, giving the titles their own sweet cadence.

When her ears began lightly to ache, Sophie listened without earbuds, the author’s voice becoming as ingrained and her habits of speech as familiar as anyone Sophie knew in real life.

Finished with the fridge, the inside of the microwave, the sink and taps, she let herself rest on the couch again, curled around her phone.

Above everything, the author was wise, talking not just about literature but about life and how to survive it, and never saying ‘like’, which made her sound twice as old as she was.

The author said, ‘Here is what I can tell you.’ With no digression.

The author said, ‘I lost my terror early,’ and did not ask if you knew what she meant.

The author said, ‘Life is—’

Whatever it was, she was so certain, and exact in what to do, and she seemed unafraid for herself. And listening, it felt as though the author was not afraid for Sophie either.

The author said, ‘Walk towards the pain,’ and Sophie texted Paul.
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The garage door felt like a stage curtain rising on Sophie, as she stood in Paul’s driveway, with an empty festival tote on her shoulder and the clicker from the mailbox in her hand. On the bus, Sophie had felt less and less certain that Paul would have come through on his reply or whether, indeed, the ‘Ha Ha!’ text emphasis could in this case be taken to mean, ‘Yeah, fine, get your stuff.’ There it was though, in an envelope with nothing written on it, as though he’d left it for no one.

The garage door came up slowly.

If Paul had wanted to go over and above, he could have parked his car on the street. But he did not, and to access her boxes Sophie had to squeeze between the driver’s door and the garage wall, carrying them out one by one to go through on the lawn. It was heavy, concentrated work but, earbuds in, she had the author’s voice to occupy her and protect her from the swill of feelings that even the smell of the garage provoked in her, followed by the sight of Paul’s road bike upside down in its special bracket.

The author said, ‘Precisely.’

The author said, ‘Everything exists in a balance.’

The author said, ‘If you profess to be a lover of fiction but you own a leaf blower? You need to look at that, because I promise, there is a writer living near you, whose life you are destroying.’

‘For god’s sake,’ the author said, ‘buy a broom.’

And it was like she was really there, with Sophie, in the garage, and could also see Paul’s leaf blower from this corner.

Taking down the next box, Sophie felt herself smile quickly at the empty space beside her, before carrying it to the lawn.

There were dozens of other books she wanted to bring with her, including that guy Fraser’s copy of Owls Do Cry, which she never had a chance to return, but this late in the afternoon, Sophie could not let herself linger over them.

It was a shame Fraser had left. The thought came and went as she packed his book back in with the others she would have to leave behind.

The author said, ‘Love is attention.’

Sophie started another box.

The author said, ‘At the time, I thought I was going to die,’ as Sophie taped it back up, realising it would have been easier to get the boxes out by going around the passenger side of the car. And when Sophie was returning the final box that way, when she was putting it down for a second to change her grip because she was about to drop it, and when she glanced in and saw a car seat, an infant’s car seat in the back, she was listening to the author say, ‘Of course, writers aren’t allowed to call something indescribable and yet, it was. The pain was indescribable.’

Paul was a father. Paul had a child. Paul loved the child very much because – empty-handed, box at her feet, Sophie looked through her own reflection in the glass – Paul was letting it eat breadsticks in the car, while Sophie herself had been discouraged from eating anything in Paul’s car, towards the end.

‘The pain was indescribable.’ The author said, ‘More than grief, I felt fury’– Sophie moved the last box back by kicking it along the floor and left, not waiting to check that the garage door had closed properly – ‘but what I learnt from that—’

Her Uber came quickly and Sophie was glad, although it was an effort to feel actively grateful for anything in that moment. The car smelt quite smoky and Paul had a child to love and he had done nothing to acquire it. After saying hello and asking the driver how he was, Sophie put her earbuds back in and listened, heavy tote on her lap, the corner of a hardback digging into her leg.

‘—what I learned from that is to ask myself, what gift have I been given?’

The host had the answer and rushed in with it. ‘Artistic talent.’

‘No,’ the author corrected him. ‘What did I acquire in that instance of rejection?’

‘Material!’ His second try. ‘You must have got a lot of material out of it, as a writer.’

‘I’m not talking about as a writer, Liam. I’m talking about as a person. And the answer is, always, freedom.’ He asked her to expand on that, and Sophie thought she heard the minorest sigh from the author, before she dutifully expanded. ‘You may not want it but when you, yourself, are no longer wanted, you have received your freedom.’

Sophie didn’t want her freedom, but she definitely had it.

The Uber driver took a corner too fast, and she braced, palm to the window.

The host said, ‘Really, okay. Interesting.’ And Sophie paused the podcast to text herself the word ‘freedom’. ‘But then, what about the grief?’ the host was asking when she turned it back on. ‘How do you get over it?’

‘Grief is love with nowhere to go,’ the author said. ‘Why would you try to get over it?’


At home, Sophie made a sideways stack of the books against the wall in her bedroom and put the empty tote away. The author had been her company all day.

The same week, she tried to watch the films, but the author was so young in them, she seemed like a different person.
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On a day in June, Sophie opened her laptop to an email from the artistic director. Between festivals, Philip’s name rarely appeared in her inbox, except as the nominal author of the subscriber newsletter. And that’s what it looked like when she went to read it, with this year’s banner at the top, the primary sponsor’s logo that flashed, the licensed font that wasn’t that reader friendly, Philip’s chunky email signature, he/him, above a bank of social media icons and the Donate Now box. But instead of beginning Dear Subscriber, it said, ‘Sophie, hi.’

‘Annaliese has what she believes to be giardia.’

She had gone to Cambodia and swallowed river water, Philip wrote, and Sophie’s heart sank for her. Annaliese had talked about the trip at the tech dinner and was so excited. It wasn’t just Cambodia, it was Laos and Thailand as well. ‘While her symptoms aren’t debilitating,’ and the condition itself, if Sophie wasn’t familiar with it, isn’t fatal in any way, ‘out of an abundance of caution, she is stepping down as head of production.’

He wondered if Sophie would step in from Monday, which was tomorrow. The sensation was sudden heat, a prickling down her arms, hollow legs and a tight face, as her eyes darted all over the email, primary sponsor’s logo flashing away. ‘The prospect might seem daunting with the sister festival only four weeks away,’ he said – and it did – but, Philip assured her, Annaliese had been fairly on top of things before she went away and came back and googled her symptoms.

Likewise – carrying her laptop to the bed to keep reading – the role didn’t entail much that Sophie wouldn’t have done already, Philip felt, and that was probably true. Annaliese was a major delegator. Unless, he’d continued, Sophie hadn’t done author greeting before, which was only greeting the author on arrival and leading them from the Talent Entrance, which was also the North Loading Dock, through the corridors to the Green Room. With a gun to her head, Annaliese would not delegate author greeting, the only time you were guaranteed attention from the Talent.

For budgetary reasons, Philip said, signing off, Sophie would need to keep doing her own job as well, but he had every confidence in her ability to manage and needed an answer asap. In a tonally quite different P.S., he wrote, ‘And hey thanks for those talent suggestions at your dinner back in April. A terrific list.’

The speed with which she wrote back, the decisiveness of her answer – Sophie surprised herself more than anyone.

In his reply, Philip said, ‘Great stuff,’ and explained that the team leaders would be working from home for a further week, before moving on site. He had changed the subject line to ‘Hearty Thanks.’

She closed her computer.

It had been six months, and now Sophie had finished simply surviving at home. Philip would never understand how heartily thankful she felt.

When she said that she might come to regret the decision, in a voice note to Laurie, Sophie was joking. She only meant, in terms of the busyness. Not because the job might break her heart. Because a heart that is already broken, how could it get broken again?

Anyway, if not being a writer permitted Sophie to describe something as indescribable, then her level of busyness from that first Monday was indescribable, and as the week tore past, her respect for Annaliese went through the roof. While she never made anything look easy, Annaliese had never mentioned how complex it was, designing a team, hiring into it, getting people to give you a definitive yes. But it was thrilling as well, the scheduling, the spreadsheets and Zooms with thirteen people on them, and blasting off emails while you ate tuna and rice cakes over the sink.

By the weekend, Sophie understood how a Saturday with nothing to do could feel like a luxury and barely recalled the stultifying misery that had been her Sundays. She could, obviously, but she chose not to. Do you know what she could do, though? Try to find Fraser. That idea came out of the blue while Sophie was drying her hair the night before she and the team leaders were to gather on site. She could email him and see whether he was still freelancing. He probably wasn’t but imagine if he was. He was one of the best sound technicians Sophie had ever worked with. No, he was the best. Whatever the format, whichever event space, however poor its acoustics, Fraser never missed. And when other people did, he wouldn’t get stressed at them and make it worse.

He also read books for enjoyment.

Hair dryer blasting, Sophie thought about him.

The first time they’d met was at a three-day poetry slam, which she had done quite a few years in a row, but Fraser had never done it, or an open-air job, and he confessed to being nervous, and disoriented by the lack of signage everywhere. She offered to show him around the demountables, and going up the grille stairs, he stumbled and when Sophie turned around to make sure he was okay, Fraser was stuffing a copy of Persuasion back into his satchel. The stairs had open risers; it could have fallen through and landed on the grass. And Persuasion was their favourite Austen. That’s what they learnt about each other as they continued up the stairs, talking about what a mission it would have been to retrieve it.

When her hairdryer started to smell hot, Sophie turned it off and went on the tech WhatsApp to ask if anyone knew what that guy Fraser was up to or had a contact for him.

The chat went on for some time. He’d moved home to save money. A few of them had heard that. Others thought he’d gone back to uni to retrain, but a different uni, in a different city, or that’s what he’d told them he was thinking about doing once. An intern from two years ago specifically remembered Fraser saying he was going travelling with his girlfriend.

For whatever reason, Sophie felt a twist in her stomach.

Between them, the techs came up with a mobile number and four email addresses. But the number didn’t connect, and the emails bounced back from each address, except the Hotmail one, and Sophie turned to his Instagram.

His most recent post was 56w ago, which made it seem like he wouldn’t be checking his DMs, but she wrote him one anyway.

The funny thing was, she was in that post. It was a photo from the last tech dinner he ever came to. She could remember him taking it because he dropped his phone beforehand, and afterwards. And when Sophie needed to leave early, he got up from the table and walked her out.

She remembered that too.
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A tech entering the auditorium on what is, for them, day one, is pulled into a chaos of human voices and hammer sounds, of hi vis and heavy ladders, of activity and anticipation and someone playing their own Spotify over the main system. A head of production walking into the auditorium on true day one enters a temple of emptiness and silence and, for Sophie, wonder. Eight hundred seats, house lights low, nobody there apart from a permanent cleaner going about his work at the far periphery like a reverent monk sanitising grabrails. Coming towards the stage Sophie turned into a row and lowered a seat. The auditorium air was soft and still, the ceiling soared, the acoustic panels were new.

I love it here, Sophie thought.

I can see why, she could almost hear the author reply. It’s very peaceful. And for a minute, they stayed, elbows touched together on the armrest.

Later, she told Laurie it was quite spiritual, the whole day. She had no idea it would be so different, that the energy would be that gentle, and he said, ‘Wow.’

The rest of the week passed the same way, team leaders going about their separate work in quiet orbit, only speaking when they came near each other or had a legitimate question, as though they all understood the privilege of being one of this dozen.

Things were to ramp up, massively, the following week and outside work, tasks started falling by the wayside quite quickly, but FaceTiming Laurie wasn’t one of them. Even if she had to prop her phone up in the fruit bowl so she could talk and get those tuna rice cakes down at the same time, even if it had to be audio-only on the bus, Sophie wanted to include Laurie in her happiness. He had been unfailing in her sadness and after half a year of formlessness and misery broken up by periods of numbness, it was wonderful, having actual stories to tell him, instead of feelings to analyse while he listened.

He started sharing her anecdotes with Jo, who would text an hour or so later, like, ‘lol Laurie told me about the guy who tried to do hacky sack with a pulley weight’. In reality it wasn’t funny. It was late on Thursday when the venue’s only full-time rigger inexplicably chose to do that and felt like he had cracked his femur, which left Sophie with an incident report to file and a replacement-Anton to find in case it turned out to be more than deep tissue bruising on Friday morning.

On Friday night, Sophie in her work clothes called Laurie, who was still up. ‘Is this a good time?’

Laurie said, ‘Since when did it have to be a good time?’ Jo had gone to bed. ‘What are you eating?’

‘Dessert.’ Sophie tilted the bowl towards the camera. ‘Cornflakes.’ Dry, one at a time from the bowl, like very small chips. Her appetite had officially died, she told him, and Laurie said, ‘Already? Wow. Do you think you’ll cut down on sugar this time around?’

‘I’m off it already,’ Sophie replied. Her body had simply stopped wanting it.

Laurie said, ‘Jo’s dialling down on the meat’ and moved to a different couch. ‘I am as well.’

‘Are you still eating chicken?’

‘And fish,’ Laurie said, and then, ‘How are you? Any luck on the Fraser front?’

Sophie said, ‘No, not in the end.’

‘Did you check LinkedIn?’

‘He wasn’t on it.’

‘Shame. What’s his surname?’

‘Why? Are you trying to find him too?’ Sophie laughed.

But Laurie just meant, he could ask around the office, or he and Jo’s social circle, because you never know. ‘He might be a friend of a friend.’

‘It’s okay,’ Sophie said. ‘I’ve found someone else.’

From the way he said, ‘I guess you tried,’ it was like Laurie was also disappointed that she’d had to give up. ‘How was your day, anyway?’

‘Nope.’ Sophie covered her mouth to hide the dry-swallow of another cornflake and coughed. ‘I want to hear about your day first.’ Each day of last week she’d talked about herself first, and she did not want to become that person as a sister, just because her life had suddenly become less horrendous.

Laurie’s day was uneventful. It was good, though. Work was the same. He cycled in. Jo picked him up. Stanley Tucci’s Taste was waiting on the doorstep when he got home. He wasn’t sure whether it was straight memoir, or had recipes in it too, because he hadn’t cracked it yet. But that was going to be his whole Saturday if Jo didn’t need him for anything. ‘And now it’s your turn.’

‘Hang on,’ Sophie relocated to the living area, where a week’s worth of clean laundry was heaped on the couch. ‘So,’ she knelt on her shins and started folding, ‘remember hacky sack-gate from yesterday?’

At the end of her Anton story, Laurie said, ‘Well, I’m a wrung-out rag and that’s just from listening.’

‘I’m definitely quite tired.’

‘It’s phenomenal, though,’ Laurie went on. ‘Jo and I were talking about it the other day, the fact you were in a legitimately not-great place, but you jumped at the opportunity anyway.’ And, it was probably alright to tell her now that when he first listened to her voice note, he had been a bit, wow, okay. Jo had been the same when he played it for her. ‘We knew you had it in you, but we didn’t know if you did, if that makes sense. And here you are, crushing it. I mean, landing a replacement Anton at literal C.O.B? I have no words.’

Sophie was tugging a pair of black trousers out of the laundry pile by one of the legs. ‘That’s really nice of you, Laurie.’

‘No, seriously. You seem very . . . energised isn’t the right word. More like, empowered.’

‘Really?’

‘And way happier.’

Sophie lowered her eyes to the trousers. ‘I still have moments.’ One leg was inside out, the other wasn’t, and dealing with them, she described the most recent moment to Laurie, and when she had finished her folding, Sophie flipped her camera to show him the two piles and said, ‘Done.’

‘You should go to bed then,’ Laurie said. He should as well.

That night, she had a dream, which wasn’t interesting or significant, but it woke her up and reminded her how many times in February and March, and a lot of April, she had been ripped into consciousness in the middle of the night, in a panic to call the police. To report what, Sophie could never think straight away. And then it would come. To report that her husband had left her.

And she did, still, have moments. Not whole days, anymore, where it felt like she was wearing an x-ray apron of grief and sadness. Or an entire month where it was almost like, cry by night, sleep by day. The moment she told Laurie about was recent and involved having to steady herself against a lamppost when she raced out for a chicken wrap at lunchtime without her earbuds and saw a man who looked exactly like Paul from behind, using a cash machine. The venue was in a part of town that Paul never came to, but it was his bank. Seeing him in the street would be horrible, especially if he saw her and she had to talk to him. But the part that upset her, enough to make her feel dizzy and gross, was that a huge truck came along and blocked her view and once it passed, he wasn’t there anymore. Sophie didn’t get to confirm whether it was Paul or not and so she couldn’t say to herself, ‘It definitely wasn’t, don’t worry, you’re safe at work,’ the way she didn’t feel safe near the flat.

What made her arm shoot out for the lamppost was the idea that Paul might have a key.

Of course he would have one.

How was it only occurring to her now, that she was no safer inside than she was in the street.

Paul wasn’t going to murder her, obviously. He wasn’t like that. He’d never hit her or made it seem like he was going to in the heat of an argument, if you can call it an argument when one person does all the talking and the other person stares at her hands until it’s over, trying to see his side of things. Sophie wasn’t suddenly afraid in that sense. Plus, as Emma had insisted on the phone that time, if he was going to murder you, he would have done it by now. But, here, leaning against the lamppost, Sophie was terrified she would come home from work one night and Paul would be there, having a look around, and when she asked what on earth was going on, he would give her that smile and explain that landlords are allowed to let themselves in to do an inspection whenever they liked, and even if she googled the rules right then and there, Paul would gaslight her until it seemed probably right, that landlords didn’t need to provide written notice, and they were permitted to touch your stuff. Paul would be touching her stuff. The scenario spun itself in about thirty seconds and there was no way of shutting it down.

He could be there right now, in her bedroom, checking out her clothes rail or her jewellery tree or no – inside, Sophie begged him, Don’t pick up the galley. Though it wasn’t pristine anymore and had acquired a visual familiarity from being always on her bedside table, the galley remained her most precious possession and with the image of Paul thumbing the pages came the sting of tears that she would not let fall, and her fast shallow breathing, even dizzier, Sophie couldn’t take her hand off the lamppost.

The two things she hadn’t told Laurie. One, it happened about six hours ago, and two, instead of getting the chicken wrap and encouraging herself to eat it, Sophie had fled back to the venue, crossing the concourse with her head down, pushing through the revolving doors and bolting to the janitor’s storeroom, which had a metal chair in it. Clearing it off, Sophie sat listening to a podcast. That was what she did. That was what Sophie did now, whenever she was not with another person. Episodes, played over and over and over.

At home, awake or asleep, the warm, wide voice made a cocoon around her. Outside, it was her guard against the world. Even working, Sophie could isolate the voice from the words, meaning the author was always with her, a presence in the background, and as long as she was talking, there was no room for Paul in Sophie’s thinking, and no way that he could let himself into her unconscious mind, to inspect the state of it and touch her things.

When she began to ache from sitting that long, Sophie stopped the podcast.

So many jugs of cleaning fluid.

So many crusty mops. Fifty-litre, bright pink hand-soap, its economy scent in Sophie’s nostrils. So much her, hiding from Paul in this concrete cell, as though he was out there looking for her.

But when the author said, I think we’ve had enough time in here, Sophie straightened. Her earbuds were loose in her hand, like a pair of dice.

I think we can brave the afternoon, the author said.

And hours later, You know it wasn’t him, don’t you?

Everyone else had left early for the weekend but, parka on, Sophie was lingering in the echoey foyer.

The author said, It wasn’t Paul. We can leave. You can go home.

And, as they walked together across the concourse, Trust me, you’ll never find Paul in the vicinity of culture, and Sophie turned to her and in her mind, they were laughing.
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There were other people at Jo and Laurie’s house, friends of theirs, which wasn’t ideal. Only because Sophie wasn’t expecting it. Jo and Laurie’s friends were nice, but it was Sunday and Sophie had taken a two-and-a-half-hour train, thinking it was only going to be her. Picking her up from the station, Laurie started running through everyone they’d invited for lunch, two married couples and a separate man and woman who all knew each other, but Sophie didn’t think he registered her disappointment because she made herself get over it quickly, and he never took his eyes off the road. They were readers, as well, apparently. Well, the women were, Laurie said, and Sophie told him that she could not wait.

Swinging into the driveway, he said, ‘Hey, before I forget, is it Grant?’

Jo was out the front and did a lazy wave.

‘Is what Grant?’ Sophie asked.

‘Fraser’s surname.’ He turned off the car.

‘It is, but–’ it was such a random question.

As Jo came up to the car, Laurie rolled the window down.

Bending in, she said, ‘I need you to light the barbecue.’

Laurie popped his seatbelt, ‘Doing it now,’ and got out of the car before Sophie could ask her brother why he wanted to know Fraser’s name.

‘You look nice,’ Jo said to Sophie as they went inside.


Sophie didn’t start the conversation about the author, at lunch. One of the married women, whose name was Thalia, brought her up. They were at the outside table, serving each other from platters and bowls, and Sophie, in the middle of the bench seat, passing the vino (one of them kept calling it that) up and back. Thalia, who had brought a salad, said, ‘Have some of my salad,’ levitating the bowl so that Sophie, at her side, could take up the wooden servers that were planted in it like two spades. While Thalia was waiting for Sophie to finish, she said to the woman opposite, ‘Kirsty, I brought you a book. Remind me to give it to you.’

Kirsty said, ‘What book?’

Thalia told her it was a novel, and Sophie quietly said, ‘Thank you,’ resting the servers against the rim of the bowl.

‘You won’t have heard of it,’ Thalia said over her. ‘It’s literally just come out.’

Kirsty said, ‘Who’s it by?’

As Thalia went to answer, Sophie picked up her wine.

‘God, I’m blanking. It’s totally gone.’

Kirsty said, ‘What’s the book called, then?’

‘That I do remember, thank goodness.’

Sophie had wine in her mouth.

‘It’s called Human Beings. Have some of my salad.’

It had been published.

The galley was a book now. Sophie knew.

‘Human Beings,’ Kirsty giggled. ‘That’s hilarious.’

It was always coming. But, printed on the spine of the galley, the publication date had become mythical, like a super-reality that existed outside the human calendar and would never truly arrive. Still, Sophie had tried to guess how she would feel when it did, moving between excitement at the idea of seeing it in Cass and Rob’s window or partial window, made real that way, and dread, the galley becoming a novel available to anyone who wanted it, the loss of her own intimate connection with the author. And now these women were talking about her.

‘Why is that hilarious?’ Thalia asked Kirsty, eager to laugh.

Sophie’s throat wouldn’t roll the wine back.

‘No, it’s just, has she put every human being in it?’ Kirsty reached both hands across the table for the salad bowl. ‘Because that’s a lot of characters.’

The wine was warming up in Sophie’s mouth. Sealed, her lips were starting to buzz.

Kirsty said, ‘Do you think the eight of us are in it, having this lunch?’

Thalia laughed then, but told her that, title to one side, she was in for a treat. And, ‘Wait, I just remembered her name!’

And it was agony, hearing it, the author’s beautiful name, which had become as much Sophie’s possession as her writing, being bizarrely pronounced at the table by a fundamental stranger. And the fact that nobody reacted. Kirsty looked pleased, but only because she was getting a free book.

Thalia said, ‘Seriously, she’s great. You’ll love her.’

‘She’s the best.’ As soon as Sophie took her hand away from her mouth, to dry her palm with two serviettes, the words came out.

‘Uh-oh, here we go.’ Sophie turned to see Laurie. ‘You’re in for it now,’ he said, but he was speaking to Kirsty and Thalia.

‘What do you mean?’ Sophie asked him.

‘That writer is my sister’s specialty subject.’ Laurie smiled at her quickly but, again, to the others, ‘She re-read her novels, a couple of months ago, didn’t you, Soph?’

Sophie had to nod. All seven, 2,708 pages altogether, so lost of purpose afterwards that there was nothing to do but begin again.

‘Seriously?’ Thalia said. ‘How long did it take you?’

Laurie said, ‘Less than two weeks,’ and Sophie wished she hadn’t told him that or talked about the books a lot at the time.

‘Sophie loves her with a passion,’ said Jo. She wasn’t even in the conversation as far as Sophie was aware until then but now, running her knife down the skewer to get the chicken off, Jo said, ‘It’s like you’ve got a crush, Soph.’ Jo did not mean to be mean, but Sophie felt, suddenly, incredibly constricted inside her fine-knit turtleneck that was too warm for the weather.

‘A literary crush,’ Laurie said because he had turned to look at her properly and noticed his sister sagging under the attention. Everyone at the table was looking at her now, even the men, interested to hear about this crush. ‘And there’s no shame in that,’ Laurie added.

Yes, there was. Sophie wanted to excuse herself from the table when Laurie tried smiling at her. ‘I had a crush on Hilary Mantel for about six months.’

Jo said, ‘Try two years,’ not meaning to be mean to him either, and Laurie didn’t look offended, even when she said, ‘Is this chicken definitely done?’ and told everyone to check.

Trapped by Thalia, Sophie couldn’t excuse herself to the bathroom. Not until the woman on her other side got up to send a text – her sister was in labour, the woman explained, and everyone was like, oh wow, congratulations, how exciting, ‘thanks, so let me go and do this’, the woman showed her phone but let herself be further detained before finally stepping her leg over and climbing out – not until the woman had done that could Sophie leave the table.

The truth was – she went to the upstairs bathroom and locked herself in – it did feel like a crush. Sometimes it did. Which would be fine.

Sophie pulled her turtleneck off.

But it wasn’t fine. It was weird.

The sun was blazing in the window. The only place to sit outside its scorching rectangle was the small space between the basin and the shower and, wedging herself, Sophie slid to the floor, her vest lightly dragged by the wall tiles.

She felt ridiculous and turned her face, forehead on her knees. She could smell the denim of her jeans, her breath warming the air in the hollow ball she had made of herself, with the skin of her right arm sticking to the shower glass.

It wasn’t a crush. It was a parasocial relationship. Which, Sophie thought, was probably worse.

A teenage girl believing somebody from One Direction, or the current equivalent of that band, was her boyfriend, believing she loved him, that was fine. No one would judge her if they found that out, only say that’s adorable, and age appropriate. But an adult woman feeling that way, about a writer, anyone would think, oof, that’s pathetic.

But – Sophie touched under her eye to see whether she was crying – it wasn’t a parasocial relationship either.

It was love.

Sophie loved the author. Really, deeply, with her whole self.

No but, they would say, you can’t love someone you’ve never met. It’s only because of those podcasts, and the reading, and now the audiobook, which the algorithm made irresistible to you, and sleeping with a worse-for-wear bookseller’s proof on your bedside table so that it could be the last thing Sophie looked at before she went to sleep and the first thing she reached for on waking, even just to hold it. And the amateur YouTube recordings of events, and official ones on library channels, watching those on the bus, and about one hundred times, a long video clip of the author in a studio making one of the podcasts that Sophie could, in places, recite.

Thinking about the author more than she thought about anyone real, in her life. Composing letters to the author in her head. Imagining a letter back.

That is not love. That’s infatuation, those people would say. You are obsessed.

Damp with shame, Sophie went for her phone, upper arm peeling off the shower glass, about to go on Google Images to look at pictures of the author that were mostly duplicates after page five, which was how Sophie had learnt to soothe herself. But it was tarnished now, thanks to these friends of her brother, who she hadn’t expected to be at this barbecue. And the only person who would understand and not judge Sophie for the thing that made her feel better when she was anxious or lonely or tired or all three was unaware that she existed. They would never meet and Sophie, who was in love with her, was on a bathroom floor, hiding from her brother’s friends.

‘Please forgive me,’ she said to the author, who didn’t answer because in this moment, Sophie couldn’t think what the author would say.

‘Where were you?’ Laurie asked lightly when Sophie finally forced herself downstairs and found him in the kitchen. He was running a long platter under the warm tap to melt the dessert off it.

‘Upstairs,’ Sophie said, and ‘Wait, I left my phone up there. I’ll come back.’

‘Cool.’

‘And my jumper,’ Sophie realised. Why hadn’t she put her turtleneck back on before she left the bathroom, instead of coming downstairs in her vest, which was white, and thin in places from being washed too many times?

Sophie folded her arms. Laurie hadn’t noticed but seemed to now, thanks to her saying that. Quickly readdressing the platter, he said, ‘Everyone’s about to move inside, FYI.’

‘I’ll be one sec,’ Sophie said and went to leave.

‘Hey, can I just say—’

Turning back, she tried to look pleasant and smiling, despite her tightly crossed arms. Her bra was black, as well. ‘Yep?’

‘You’re not boring,’ Laurie said.

‘Pardon?’

‘You weren’t boring us before when you were talking about your writer. You’re never boring when you chat about her.’

‘Gosh,’ Sophie said brightly. ‘That’s a relief.’ How often had she brought her up, since finishing the books? Did she talk about her all the time? She would have asked Laurie then but what if he said, yes, you do, it’s relentless.

‘I try not to.’ Sophie tried not to talk about the author with anyone but the urge, the struggle not to, it was nearly physical sometimes. Whatever the conversation, something would bring her to mind, which made it sound like the author ever left Sophie’s mind, which she did not. But she was much more interesting than Sophie could ever be and surely Laurie, or anyone, would rather hear the author’s take on the subject, and Sophie knew what the author’s take would be, and the anecdote she would tell to support it. To her private heart, the author was everything. Sometimes, it felt like, the great love of her life.

Held in the doorway, Sophie could tell her face was still bright red.

Laurie accidentally splashed himself with tap water and said, ‘Well, you can talk about her as much as you want to me.’

Sophie said, ‘I won’t. I’m going to stop doing that.’

‘Seriously, it’s fine. I was like that with Hilary Mantel, and Jo’s right, it probably was more like two years,’ said Laurie wedging the long plate into the dishwasher as Jo came in. ‘And damn it, I still love her,’ he started laughing, ‘and I don’t care who knows it.’

Jo said, ‘For goodness’ sake.’ She was holding one of the same kind of platters that had the heel of a roulade left on it and Sophie moved to get out of her way. ‘You didn’t even finish her last book. The one that came out in lockdown and weighed, like, a kilo.’ Laurie took the plate from her, laughing again because Jo was such a crack-up.


The sun had gone and the bathroom was mute grey when Sophie went in and spotted her turtleneck, a small mound in the middle of the floor. On her way over, she caught sight of herself in the mirror. Lately, she had been heaving a lot of speakers, and amps, a lot of coiled cables that surprised people with their weight, and running up and down stairs, twelve hours a day, eating cornflakes for dinner and dessert, and using a body moisturiser that had some bronzer in it.

She didn’t immediately move beyond the mirror.

The author regarded her.

Sophie turned to the side and rolled back her shoulders.

The author’s eyes moved up her body as Sophie lifted her arms to take out her ponytail and bring her hair forward to cover the shadow of her bra. It didn’t, though. The straps still showed, and the bumpiness of the lace part through the tight vest, and the dark line across her back, below her shoulder blades, when Sophie twisted to see.

That vest is ludicrous. The author wanted to know if Sophie meant it to show three inches of midriff.

Tugging the hem down, Sophie said, ‘Be quiet! It’s old.’ Delighted in each other.

It’s a pretty bra, though.

Sophie swept away the compliment. The bra was old too. It just happened to be at the top of her drawer this morning.

The author almost said, You look beautiful, but that was probably too much.

She should really go back downstairs and help Laurie.

Reluctantly, she picked her turtleneck off the floor. But, rolling it down her body, Sophie’s fingertips found the hollow of her underarms, then guided themselves down her sides, the bump of each rib, the indent of her waist.

She didn’t want to go back downstairs. The conversation coming up through the floor sounded fast and demanding. The author was waiting to hear what Sophie was thinking. ‘People might be wondering where I am.’

Let them wonder, the author said.

Sophie smiled regretfully. ‘I should go.’

You should go, the author agreed. I’ll wait.

Her phone was on the floor next to the basin. Sophie crouched for it. Automatically, her thumb made the pattern of the passcode, and she checked her emails on the way downstairs.

There was one called ‘Programme Announcement!!’ and Sophie ignored it, secretly wishing she could unsubscribe from the festival database because it felt like she was getting about five emails a day that pretended to be from Philip and were written by Chloe, the freelance publicist, who was great. Sophie liked her. She was only twenty-one and could inject her writing with way more enthusiasm than she personally felt for the festival, and books. Nevertheless, nobody read her work before or after it went out, not even Philip, who would have nixed those two exclamation marks in the subject line if he had.

At the bottom of the stairs, Sophie put her phone with her other stuff and went into the living room.

Listening to Laurie and Jo’s friends talk for the rest of the afternoon was excruciating. Finally, at five-thirty, Sophie felt like she could leave and Laurie leapt up to drive her to the station. He wished he could drive her the whole way home, but Jo couldn’t get the weatherproof cover back on the outside table by herself. Sophie told her brother that it was completely fine, she could listen to an audiobook on the train.

Getting out, she thanked him for such a great day, and they waved at each other as he came out of his three-point turn.

The author had narrated the audiobook herself.
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‘The kind of sex you want to have, no writer can write that.’ The author said that whenever a host brought it up as a topic in literature. While she was perfectly fine with sex in real life (always, she laughed there), as a writer, she resisted it. That didn’t mean (cutting in on herself) she would judge another writer for their inclusion of sex, and as a reader she could abide it as long as it was done well. Perhaps that’s what it was (she’d say in revelation), she did not believe sex was within her gift. The hosts never wanted to leave the subject there, but the author would be showing signs of boredom by then, and if the host didn’t move on after that, she moved on for them.

Sophie, on the train, didn’t have a definite opinion on sex in books, but being a massive reader is to read a massive amount of it in the course of things, and to have read a massive amount of it is to know what is good and what is the worst. There was a sex scene in Human Beings, and having read it, more times than she had read the galley in its entirety, Sophie felt like the author was doing herself a disservice. That the author would rather not have written it made it even more impressive in a way.

Sophie should have filled her water bottle before she left her brother’s house.

Apparently, the hottest words in written English are ‘We shouldn’t be doing this’. A writer of semi-erotic short stories said that one year in a masterclass. Sophie wasn’t there, but a tech who was sent to make sure it wasn’t recorded and ended up staying reported back on it, hilariously, which is probably why it had stuck in her mind.

We shouldn’t be doing this.

Holding her inch-full water bottle, Sophie forwarded to the scene.

The lamp in the living area was on when she got in. Sophie had bought a timer from the same place as the lamp, and it did help, not coming home to a dark flat. From a different shop, she had bought a scented candle, which filled the bathroom with its fragrance of scented candle, although only for as long as it was lit. The second you blew it out, the waterlogged grout smell reasserted itself. But her baths were nicer for the candle, and with the water running, Sophie began taking off her clothes in its golden flicker.

Books with modern bindings can’t actually fall open to a particular page, like the Judy Blume’s Forevers in her secondary school library, and with the galley, Sophie still had to turn through to find the sex scene.

The turtleneck came off first. Then her jeans.

It was two paragraphs down on page 180.

The protagonist, the beautiful female one, had intense, spur-of-the moment sex with a walk-on character. Neither of them said, ‘We shouldn’t be doing this,’ but they didn’t need to. What they were doing was illicit and that was perfectly conveyed.

Steam rising from the bath, Sophie dropped the straps of her bra off each shoulder, undid the clasp and took it off without removing her vest. Where the ribbing stretched across her breasts, two dark circles showed, in the captured candlelight of the mirror.

There was barely any dialogue, and no anatomical description apart from a smooth clavicle, and some thigh. Yet the characters were easy to envisage, and so was what they were doing, the way their bodies moved and intertwined and, at one stage, backed up hard against a drinks cabinet, rattling the glasses inside.

With the mirror misting, Sophie’s desire was to get into the bath as she was, not entirely naked, so the vest would cling to her, wet, as she lay stretched.

Both characters regretted it, even before they had finished, but they finished anyway.

Gently, she lowered herself in, and sat with her arms wrapped, feeling the water rise to the level of her breasts, wondering if authors, an author, could be affected by their own work, or was it merely their job and a Tuesday morning, and heat wouldn’t come to your pelvis as you typed, or the desire to peel your vest up, over your breasts, and resting back, regard your pale underwear below the unrippled water. In the quiet, Sophie’s mind travelled back to the night of her first imagining. With the wings again crowded, the author suggested drawing back into the corner, but the remembrance of Thalia scraping plates at the table cut in and suddenly it felt stupid to be wearing a vest and underwear in the bath.

Unwrung, the fabric slapped onto the tiles.

Listening to the tick of her bedroom radiator, Sophie lay with the towel loose around her body.

The festival supplied no dress code for events. The Talent wore anything. Occasionally, they came in a suit or a dress. Most turned up in their normal clothes which, living a life of the mind and working in isolation, you could understand how all that grey and brown and shapelessness could happen, but the author didn’t dress as they did. The author cared about clothes and, on this night, the one in Sophie’s head, she was wearing a silk blouse. White or cream. Cream, with tailored trousers. Sophie’s fingertips could feel the top button, its neat edge as you pushed it through the buttonhole.

The towel was dampening the sheet, and Sophie tilted her hips to pull it from under herself.

Or a black pencil skirt, with the blouse tucked into it, lightly pulling. And a black bra, like the one presently on the bathroom floor, but more expensive, with lace – no, probably not, Sophie thought. Sex scenes written under creative duress notwithstanding, the author had an artistic purity. Her characters existed in a moral universe. She wouldn’t wear a black bra under a blouse that was almost sheer.

Sophie drew the top sheet over herself.

The bed, she no longer associated with Facebook Marketplace, or the mattress, which could have been brand new. The seller might not have been lying, as Sophie’s depression insisted at the time.

So, a bra, the blouse, and the pencil skirt. In the corner of the wings, away from other people, the author asked Sophie her name.

‘I’ve always liked that name.’ Sophie. It was very pretty. Very soft. The author wondered why she’d never given it to a character. ‘I will next time.’ The author smiled, ready. ‘What do you need me to do?’

‘This has to go up from underneath.’ Sophie offered her the clip at the end of the cable that was fantastically short. ‘You can do it yourself.’

The author shook her head. ‘I’d rather you did it.’ And she dipped her eyes to the place at her waist where Sophie would find it easiest to free some blouse.

‘Thank you,’ Sophie said. ‘I’m sorry it’s freezing in here. Are you cold?’

The author said she was perfectly fine, as Sophie began to slip the cable up, trying not to graze the author’s stomach. When she did, the author shivered.

The author shivered all over.

On her back, Sophie let her knee drop to the side and then nothing happened.

Sophie moved herself on the mattress. The sheet tented over her legs.

The author could ask her a question at this point, or comment on some aspect of Sophie, as she worked, such as her hair or her dexterity, and Sophie could lift her eyes and see that the author’s smile had changed, her expression had intensified, and they could hold each other’s gaze. One, two. A shared heartbeat. The moment that happened between them unnoticed by others in the wings.

Leap forward to the hotel elevator bay.

We shouldn’t be doing this.

A breath came out of her body.

Sophie was a heterosexual, as far as she knew. She had never felt attracted to a woman, except in that automatic way, where seeing some of a breast makes you open to seeing more of it.

Sophie’s hand found her own breast. She cupped it and lightly squeezed.

Whenever the author was asked about her short, early marriage to a director, she described the relationship as a spectacular disaster, or a spectacular failure, and wouldn’t be drawn into it because the director had died, not that long after, in a hideous way and, the author said, there was nothing to be gained from revisiting that period in her life. If she had been with anyone since, she didn’t talk about them. So, it could be a woman.

But when Sophie tried to make herself that woman – a flicker of anxiety as she closed her eyes to think, hard, but her eyelids naturally lifted, and her breast had got used to the feeling of her hand.

Where can we go?

The festival got a group rate at the all-but five-star hotel that was on the other side of the concourse. Sophie knew what the rooms looked like from returning Colm Tóibín’s jumper to him once. But here, now, she could not create herself walking across the lobby with the author or, even before that, bring them out of the venue together.

Sophie raised herself onto her elbow, realising how dry her mouth had become and, reaching to her bedside table, she drank the water that was sitting there in a glass and flopped back to the mattress.

She could make the event end. Staring at the blur of her bedroom ceiling, Sophie could get the author to appear offstage with applause crackling in the auditorium, and she could visualise herself going up to start the mic’ing process in reverse. Sophie had done it countless times in real life, gently liberating an overly warm, adrenalised author from their unit, but none of them had ever said, ‘God, I’m hungry. Would you like to—’ suggesting the bar at the hotel. Perhaps it was the reality of that, of no author ever asking a tech to dinner, which caused Sophie’s vision to die there, in the wings, mic cable hanging from her hand, every time. That is, every time she did this.

‘I’m extremely moved by beauty,’ the author had said before. ‘All different kinds of faces and all different kinds of bodies, though women are far more interesting to me than men.’ When Sophie heard that podcast for the first time, she had got herself as far as the door of the hotel room. But it was flat and solid, dark brown wood, and it never opened for her. Even though she had a sense of what would be involved, from novels with a Sapphic component, and from television and existing in the world, no matter how hard Sophie tried, and was trying again, all she could think about was the time Paul wanted her to taste an oyster. She had never had one before. It was at a wedding, not their wedding, which – resisting the memory – would have contributed to Paul’s enthusiasm for her giving it a go, then and there. He told her how much a single oyster would cost you in a restaurant. She wasn’t keen at all, but these oysters were free.

Dutifully, she let him slide one into her mouth.

Before he had even touched the shell to her bottom lip, Sophie could taste the mucousy mass and the drizzle of liquid that would come after it. When Paul angled the shell upwards like a baby spoon and Sophie felt its contents loosen and move onto her tongue, she could not close her mouth around it. As soon as Paul withdrew the shell, the sloppy grey ovoid fell out of her mouth and sort of rolled down her until it was sitting, raw and naked, at her feet. At the time, it was quite funny. They were laughing, in Sophie’s memory. But, in all seriousness, it was a bit of a waste of an oyster, Paul said, plucking one for himself off the platter of ice chips. While he knocked it back, Sophie bent and picked hers up off the marquee grass with a paper napkin. She was going to throw it out on her way to the ladies’ room where she could use hand-soap and toilet paper to stop the brine stains setting into her dress. In the end, there wasn’t anywhere to get rid of it before the bathroom and Sophie had to post the wrapped oyster into a sanitary bin. If she wasn’t already certain she didn’t like them or might like them if she tried again another time, closing the bin flap and hearing the deposit land on a bed of other wrapped items was a nail in the coffin.

‘Women are far more interesting to me than men,’ the author, laughing, ‘I would have made a great lesbian.’ Whereas the oyster made Sophie feel sure that when faced with a woman’s body, she wouldn’t be capable of even the most basic mechanical response. In which case, how could she love the author, and ask the author to fall in love with her and want to be with her, and they could be together and belong to each other anyway? When Sophie returned herself to the wings to try one more time, and the author shivered, a wave of violent embarrassment swept through her, and Sophie reached for her phone, to check her menstrual tracker. A woman cannot exit three cycles of IVF without a scientific grasp of her cycle, and if she was ovulating, that would explain the severity of her longing. With Paul, even at the height of his decency, Sophie had never felt like this without a chemical explanation. She was. Right in the middle of her fertile window. Which didn’t matter anymore, to anyone.

So she went to her downloads, but the podcast resumed too far in. The host was reading an advertisement for canine dental bars and that was it.

Sophie found some clothes and took her phone to the kitchen.

With her head on the side and her hair out of the way, she drank water from the tap.

Her inbox had filled up since she last checked it, walking home from the station. But leaning against the counter, she slid her emails one after the other into Archives. There was nothing personal, nothing work, except for the auto-sent ‘Programme Announcement!!’

Poor Chloe, never getting feedback. None of the team leaders commending her enthusiasm or saying, ‘Hey, I read your Philip email!’

Sophie could do it. Sophie would do it tomorrow, before her team arrived on site for the first time. And now she should plug her phone in, turn the dribbling tap off properly, and go to sleep.
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The production crew was so rattled by Sophie’s lateness. As a tech, she’d always arrived first, to the point of having to be let in by the cleaners. Now she was a team leader, their team leader, and it was Monday at 9.14 a.m. and where the hell was she?

At first, they found it funny, rocking up one at a time and being like, wait, what? to the guys already there, each making versions of the same joke. Am I at the wrong venue? It’s definitely Monday, right? Why is Sophie not here, doing all the work on our behalfs, organising the shit out of these wings of ours, setting chairs up for this meeting, because I have the most ultimate hangover.

Blake, and Chris, Imogen, Rhiannon, the three others. Philip knew their names but didn’t always attach it to the right tech, seeing them more as a clump of Gen Zs, whereas Sophie knew their birthdays and who the dropped EpiPen belonged to, and once they were present, waiting on nobody except her, it didn’t feel as funny. On crates, the big speakers that were safe to sit on, leaning against the wall, possibilities were batted back and forth. Sophie had overslept for the first time in her life. Sophie caught giardia off Annaliese at a handover coffee. Or, no, she’s run off with Philip, which wasn’t true because he was in his office corner, they’d all seen him on the way in. They tried to laugh.

Slight panic took hold at 9.40, and Blake, who claimed to be jaded all the time, announced that he was going home if she hadn’t turned up by ten, but there was concern in his voice. Rhiannon, fiddling with her friendship bracelet, said one of them should try Sophie’s phone. Jessy felt like the girls should check in the toilets on every floor and if she wasn’t in any of them, Chris and the guys should go out and search the streets between the venue and Sophie’s house. ‘She could be being mugged,’ Imogen said. And Jodes, who had moved to massage Imogen’s hand, didn’t want to add, ‘By anyone,’ but had to because that was true.

Eliot, last year’s intern, asked what bus stop Sophie got off at but it transpired that none of them knew where she lived, only that she’d moved before Christmas. When he held an imaginary phone to his mouth and said, ‘Siri, where is our boss?’ Imogen snapped, ‘That isn’t funny,’ and Eliot brought the hood of his hoodie up and slunk in his seat.

After a tight silence, they each started a text.

It was bizarrely hard, deciding what to say.

‘Just, where are you? Or is that too hectic?’

‘I’m just going to say hey, we’re here, with an exclamation mark.’

‘That will sound mega-ly passive aggressive.’

‘For real,’ Blake was filling his vape, the old kind which required a lot of tending. ‘It doesn’t matter. Just write anything.’

They shouldn’t all text, Chris threw in and that was agreed. Who though? Rhiannon had already pressed send.

Minutes passed, Rhiannon constantly checking to make sure her phone wasn’t on silent.

Blake went out to vape.

The digital wall clock glowed red.

At ten to ten, Imogen announced that she was high-key worried, and was taking her hand away from Jodes’s massage to accept a fidget spinner when Sophie busted in the swing doors and only said, ‘Hi.’

She didn’t have the croissants.

‘Sophie!’ her entire team said.

‘Thank goodness.’

‘What happened?’

‘We had no idea where you were.’

Ubering in, Sophie had tried to think of explanations with an element of truth in them but, after convincing the driver to pull over because it would be quicker to walk, they, the explanations, went out of her head, and to the team, she only said, ‘Situation.’

‘One of us can go out and get the croissants and come back,’ Jodes offered.

‘Right,’ Sophie replied, as though she didn’t care about the croissants.

‘Annaliese used to bring them, and we’d just pay her back, remember?’

Rhiannon, who wasn’t totally back to being fine, was freshly upset to see Sophie, who clearly didn’t remember the super-established croissant system, struggling to get her bag off, and dumping it anywhere.

They should have set up the chairs themselves.

Blake came back from vaping.

Chris offered Sophie the crate he was sitting on, and she said, ‘Okay,’ which Chris wasn’t expecting. In times past, Sophie was happy to stand when there weren’t enough places. Chris got up and moved away to let her take it.

Everyone waited.

After she sat, Sophie’s eyes became unfocused. Blake almost thought she’d been smoking cones, and wished he hadn’t come back in.

Imogen made herself say, ‘I can’t believe you’re our boss now. It’s wild,’ and edged her own crate nearer to Chris, who had taken the step ladder.

‘Yup.’ One word, and everyone just sat there and watched in silence as Sophie unzipped her fleece, straining to get her arms out of the sleeves.

That she had accepted Chris’s crate passed no one by.

At long last, Sophie said, ‘Thank you for coming in,’ as though it was voluntary on their parts, and she smiled around the group. But she didn’t look that pleased to see them really, and the team only nodded and murmured as she dragged her phone out to bring up her notes. Slouching, like one of them.

She hadn’t slept. In her kitchen last night, hip against the counter, Sophie decided to quickly open the email and find some part of it to specifically praise Chloe for and had been awake ever since.

‘Right,’ Sophie said, after a long look at the floor. ‘I guess I’ll start.’ Some general things, some things to be aware of. ‘And that’s it.’ With the team waiting, she stared at her phone. ‘Apart from,’ the screen’s bottom corner was messily bandaged with sticky tape, ‘there’s been a change to the line-up next week.’

Subscriber emails always just said, ‘Dear Subscriber’ but ‘Programme Announcement!!’ began ‘Sophie, hi,’ which made it seem like Chloe had nothing to do with it.

‘A late change to the sched.’

The email was to her, from Philip.

‘Elizabeth Strout has come down with’ – Philip still enjoyed calling it the ‘novel coronavirus’ – ‘which is going to devastate the punters. However, her agent has offered us a replacement headliner in the form of Lilac Dunne’ and as she slid along the counter, towards the sink, out of Sophie’s body came a long, low hum.

‘Did one of our big people drop out?’ Eliot wanted to know.

Sophie told him Elizabeth Strout had Covid and asked Rhiannon to find her a water.

Jessy said, ‘That is so festival 2021.’

Blake said, ‘I thought she was an actor.’ He meant Lilac Dunne, and Sophie’s head whipped around. Jodes whispered to Imogen, ‘Why is she angry?’

Hearing, Sophie glanced back and said, ‘I’m not angry but,’ to the whole team, ‘I think it would be good if, I’m not asking you to start reading books in your spare time, but it would be helpful if you were familiar with the world you’re a part of.’ And quite sharply to Blake, ‘Lilac Dunne is an author.’

The hours between midnight and dawn, Sophie spent in toneless humming. Sometimes rocking back and forth, gripping her elbows, suppressing the moan that wanted to come out.

‘Does she have a book?’ Jodes aimed to read one book a year and often got close to it. ‘As in, a new one?’

‘No offence,’ Chris said, ‘but what’s she going to talk about if she hasn’t written anything?’ His mouth opened in a yawn.

‘Here.’ Rhiannon handed Sophie a water she had found and whispered for Jessy to shift up and make room for her on the speaker.

Sophie took it and twisted the lid off. ‘She has a new book.’ Holding the warm bottle too tightly, some water overspilt onto the thigh of her jeans, and she tried to brush it off onto the floor.

‘What’s it called?’ Blake asked, not that interested, and Sophie gave him the harshest look.

Her phone had hit the door of the oven when she threw it, before the end of Philip’s email. For certain, she’d cracked the screen, but, humming and rocking, her body refused to rise from the very edge of the couch and check.

‘Her book’s called . . . Rhiannon, I need paper towels.’ Rhiannon got up again, and Sophie said to the others, ‘It’s called Human Beings.’ Then, after the longest drink, the team captivated by the rhythmic glugging that kept going until the crinkly bottle was suctioning into itself, Sophie added, ‘It’s a novel.’

It was her fault. It was like the universe had decided to punish her – the universe was punishing her for the months of intense feeling, the strenuous manufacture of her love, the private stoking, her longing for the author’s company and attendance. The joy and pleasure, and talking aloud. The author’s voice, her regard. The transgression, the sometimes-misery of the addiction to her image.

The sound that came out of Sophie then was more like a low herrr, herrrr, herrr. For ten minutes or it could have been an hour that she remained on the couch, pulsing with shame at her pathetic sexual vision. Which didn’t even go anywhere, despite all her mental effort, alone with the lights off every night, and her mortification grew until Sophie was sure she would stop breathing.

Lilac Dunne was coming in two weeks.

Sophie couldn’t do it.

That thing Emma told her about, which is CBT, which is lightly tapping with your fingertips, above your heart. It didn’t work, woodpeckering away at herself, for how long? Long enough for that place on her chest to be blotched red by the time Sophie stopped to take in the room around her. Evidence of her feeling was everywhere. Not that anyone ever came here but the quotes on the fridge written carefully on index cards that always slid down because they were too heavy for her inexpensive magnets. The floating shelf she had bought and installed yesterday. Literally, her whole Sunday putting that up without an electric drill, arranging seven novels on it like an incriminating little shrine. And in her bedroom, the galley in its place on the bedside table, the cover now properly stained, big fat dog-ears.

Sophie let herself slide off the front of the couch and slump, face to the carpet. The nylon pile grated against her shins and her forehead. The worn-out image of the author in the wings came again, but this time, Sophie was backing away from her, trying to escape, dragging down on the crash bar of the fire doors that would not come open.

There was no air.

‘I can’t,’ she said to the author in a dry gurgle. ‘Please don’t come.’

Eventually, the light in the flat began to change. She had to resign – Sophie pushed herself up on her hands – she had to tell Philip now. Otherwise, fail to turn up in the morning. Rationally, she could not do that. The festival world was too small to burn bridges like that, and there weren’t any other worlds Sophie wanted to work in, or could work in. Also, she couldn’t afford it, and the feeling of absolute trappedness – she did not know what to do except remain here, kneeling, hiding in the open, begging in her heart for this not to be.

‘Is she just doing one event?’

Sophie told Jessy that she didn’t know yet. Philip hadn’t said.

The time was such a shock when Sophie checked. The night was almost gone. She needed to sleep and couldn’t, not in bed, not back out on the couch with no cushion under her head and no blanket, shivering, aware of how pathetic it looked because it was a bit on purpose.

What should I do? Sophie thought to the author.

What can you do? the author said. I’m coming anyway.

And all Sophie’s clothes were disgusting. About ninety million tops and only two pairs of work jeans.

Every single thing she owned was a different shade of black.

‘So, he might be making her do a panel or something as well?’ Jodes asked.

Sophie was delirious, it was 5 a.m.

Dragging herself to the shower, viciously dehydrated, standing under the water for too long, head tipped back, letting the spray fill her mouth. Sophie had just spent TEDx-level money on a pair of black trousers, which – whimpering as she dressed – might not even arrive in time.

Tapped out on a phone that embedded tiny powdery chips of glass in her thumb, her reply to Philip said, ‘Great!’

‘I don’t know anything except her solo event is on Monday night,’ the first real event after opening night. Sophie’s skin prickled again, and she rubbed her arm to make them all think she was cold.

The meeting ended. The techs filtered off, looking for something to do.

In the afternoon, she simply left.

The rain outside made the flat almost dark. On the bus, Sophie had sat with her earbuds in her hand. She couldn’t turn on a podcast then, or now, at the kettle agitating a tea bag.

She had to stop.

‘I have to stop talking to you.’ Her, Sophie said in her head, stirring her mug with a teaspoon. And it felt like the author said, Good luck with that, darling.

Her phone wasn’t on silent. Sophie wished it was when it rang in her jeans pocket while she was spreading hummus on a rice cake, with zero appetite but she had not eaten lunch and was getting a bit shaky. With effort, she got her phone out and saw it was Philip.

She stared at his name.

He was an interesting person. Sophie had always liked him. He could be moody, though, and get quite accusatory when he himself was under pressure. As other people, other techs, said, he could also be ‘a total prick for no reason,’ and had blacklisted freelancers for misdemeanours smaller than impulsively leaving work. It was to stop herself from quitting. That was why she did it. Pages of her spiral notebook written into resignation letters in the course of the morning, the urge to lay one on Philip’s desk overwhelming by the afternoon.

He wasn’t hanging up. The phone just ringing and ringing.

There was a small amount of hummus between her fingers, right in the webbing, and nothing to wipe it on apart from her jeans. And Sophie needed to wear them to work tomorrow. She needed to keep her job, work somehow until opening night, and survive a single event.

‘Sophie, hi.’ He told her it was Philip. While she knew that already, after staring at his name for, it had felt, like sixty rings, she said, ‘Oh, hello,’ and waited for him to proceed. He didn’t, just cleared his throat and then an enormous, sickening pause, during which, Sophie was too aware of the hummus and strangely inclined to lick it off as she waited.

‘No doubt you can guess why I’m calling,’ Philip said after a long minute. ‘But is there anything you’d like to say before I proceed?’

So, he was calling to fire her, but would let her resign first, out of mercy, or because the paperwork was more straightforward.

Yet on the cusp, Sophie had a flash of the author, not here with her now, but Lilac Dunne walking onstage. An auditorium with an electric atmosphere and Sophie, at home, working her way through this same pot of hummus.

‘Philip, I owe you an apol—’

He interrupted. ‘Am I to assume it was anxiety?’

‘About what?’

‘Sophie, please. Your team has arrived this morning. The responsibility came home to roost, and you absconded.’

‘Yes, that’s what happened.’ Sophie was surprised at her sudden volume. ‘You’re right.’

‘I’m also heavily disappointed,’ he said.

And moving to the sink, Sophie apologised lengthily until Philip declared it to be in the past, but she would understand why he couldn’t pay her for the three-and-a-quarter hours of work she had missed. ‘The question now is can you hit these nerves on the head by tomorrow morning and get on with it, because the pressure will only increase from here.’

Boldly, Sophie turned on the tap, which shuddered the pipes. ‘I can, Philip.’ And, watching the water collect in her palm, then fall through her fingers, she said, ‘I promise I will.’

‘Good,’ Philip said, ‘because you’re visible now, Sophie. You’re highly vis—’ and slightly cut himself off.

Outside the window, rain was falling steadily but Sophie needed to walk off the phone call and, hummus unlidded on the counter, she left the flat.

Through the revolving gate into the municipal gardens, she took the path to the unmaintained area with its tall scrappy pines and long grass and unpopularity.

The rain had become a soft mist and Sophie could sense the author wandering alongside her, arms loosely folded, gazing off, the way people do when they are listening to you work something out on a walk.

‘You’re coming,’ Sophie said quietly, although the nearest person was a dot on the far side of the sports fields.

The author said, I am coming.

‘Please, don’t,’ Sophie said. ‘You don’t have to. Someone else could come.’

You ought to be excited, the author said. Why are you not?

Sophie couldn’t answer and walked silently for a while through long wet grass. Then, reaching the shelter of the trees, she turned her face. The author was there and Sophie said, ‘Will it be okay? Tell me I can do it.’

The author said, I thought we weren’t meant to be talking.
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Lilac Dunne would not be getting the L44 to the venue from outside Sophie’s flat. She wasn’t going to get off in front of the hospital and walk the rest of the way. Nevertheless, travelling to work the next day, Sophie perceived her own streets as the author and found the vistas out the left side of the bus incredibly wanting. The litter, the angry graffiti, the parents pushing strollers into a blustery wind with despair on their faces.

When did everything turn into a vape shop? Sophie had not let herself notice that before. And getting off at the hospital, were there usually that many patients standing around the entrance smoking, or had a brief, now-past period of sunshine encouraged them outdoors with their IV poles and diseases of lifestyle? Sophie felt guilty for looking the other way as she went by, but Lilac Dunne shouldn’t have to process this many tragic realities and diabetic amputations en route to an event where she had to talk about the life-changing power of literature and win over those who had paid especially to see Elizabeth Strout. No matter how good it was, literature couldn’t make anyone’s limb grow back, Sophie thought with sadness as she reached the youth centre that burnt to a shell in 2013.

Always, she loved her first sight of the venue rising from the centre of the darkly paved concourse. The building was bold and modern, architecturally ahead of its time, which was the sixties, constructed from concrete, with full-length terraces on each level that gave a striped appearance to the façade. Today, Sophie was struck by how much it looked like a multi-storey carpark, built on the disused tennis courts of a Soviet summer camp. The water sculpture was off. The trees weren’t doing well in their planter boxes. And squat on the far side of the concourse, the Ambassador Hotel and Apartments, which had never, by its frontage alone, made so plain the reasons for losing that fifth star. And Lilac Dunne, the author, required to stay there.

Sophie’s mood took another slip as she made her way up the access alley to the North Loading Dock, where hired dumpsters were chained together like prisoners, and wooden pallets thrown on a pile, as though they were waiting to be set on fire within the messy circle of white plastic chairs where the smokers sat and flicked their butts towards the metal grate. All so familiar, and newly offensive to Sophie, envisioning herself waiting here to do author greeting, trembling with anticipation in two weeks’ time.

Entering the code, shouldering the heavy door open, Sophie braced for the affront of the corridors, the concrete maze with an odour that had to be new because otherwise how had she never been engulfed by it before? The intersection of mildew and coffee, with a tinge of vomit, that made you want to turn back to the exit and bus it home past a string of vape shops, in a state of meltdown.

But approaching the doors to the wings, with their chippy black paint, their push plates covered in fingerprints, and letting herself in, Sophie decided: she was going to fix all this disgustingness. This was her house. This place. This venue. If she could not stop Lilac Dunne from coming, she would make that scuffed stage and these disorganised wings, strewn with rubbish, as nice as one person could make them.

Hunting for binbags, she also decided that the unwritten rule about not eating or drinking anywhere backstage needed to be written and WhatsApped to the team. It honestly looked like they’d thrown a frat party right next to the AV desk after she left yesterday. That was her fault, she had abandoned them, but now she would make everything right. And when she picked up a half-full Coke and let it drop in, feeling the weight of the bottle separating the sides of the bag as it fell to the bottom, and with it bumping against her ankle as she went around the wings collecting rubbish, she felt stronger. Dealing with the floor, Sophie was filled with an energy so intense and singular it felt like love for the whole world.

For the next two days, she worked with such vigour, people stood back when they saw her advancing.

Sophie said, ‘Clive?’

This was on Thursday.

At the trestle table, Clive was forking through what looked like pasta from home.

‘Hi.’ Sophie smiled at him. She had been there for a moment already, a step back from the door, perceiving again as the author, seeing what she was going to see once Sophie had set it up as the Author Lounge, as opposed to what it was now, a big empty room with the trestle table and a microwave on the floor.

‘Who are you after?’ Clive asked her. He was head of diversity and inclusion, which gave him not much to do once the programme was confirmed. Whenever she saw him on site, wandering around with his hands in his pockets, Sophie hoped he felt busy even if he wasn’t.

‘I was looking for you,’ Sophie said to Clive’s open surprise.

‘Do you have a moment?’

‘Always for you, m’lady.’

He was older, even older than Philip, who’d appointed him, and wore pale chinos and had a wife, and some people, the entire production crew, wondered why the job wasn’t part-time or contract, like theirs, and why Clive was the one in it when he was also white and aggressively neurotypical.

He pushed back from the table an inch and did a gesture that meant, come, come.

Sophie, who didn’t refer to him as a total boomer, smiled again and said on her way over, ‘Your lunch smells amazing,’ her mind with Lilac Dunne, who might take this same path to the table, which Sophie could find a cloth for, and she could arrange chairs in groups around the edges of the room. It was a shame about the carpet – ‘Is it some kind of pasta?’ she asked Clive – but there were things that couldn’t be fixed, only hidden by the artful placement of other things.

‘Carbonara.’ Clive tilted the container to show its contents. ‘Gaynor,’ his wife, ‘is a very decent cook. How can I help you?’ He nodded at the only other chair and Sophie seated herself. ‘I’ve got a question for you.’

‘Fire away.’

‘Thank you. I’ve started working on the stage arrangement and I’ve just been down in the storage space.’

Clive said, ‘You’re brave.’

‘It wasn’t that bad,’ she’d used her iPhone torch and breathed into her sweatshirt, ‘but do you know those armchairs we always use, those grey ones?’

‘I believe I do.’

‘So, they’re very deep,’ Sophie said, ‘and I’ve noticed that women can’t sit on them properly.’

‘And why might that be?’ Clive did a series of quick stabs with his fork and fed another mouthful of pasta to himself.

‘They can’t lean back,’ Sophie said and when the thought flashed – that the word ‘masticating’ had been invented for Clive – the author laughed. But Sophie could not have her in here, yet.

‘In what sense?’ Clive asked.

‘Well,’ Sophie understood why he couldn’t grasp what she was talking about and proceeded slowly, ‘unless you’re man-height, you have to shuffle backwards until your feet come off the ground, which is why female authors tend to sit forward with their backs straight, for fifty-five minutes, which is a long time.’

Clive rested his fork. ‘Mm, I’d say that’s a postural choice the ladies are making to look attractive to the audience,’ he said, and he straightened his back and, unfortunately, pushed his chest out.

Sophie’s eyes darted to the microwave. ‘It could be,’ she said, not daring to move her eyes. ‘But I tried it myself, in the storage space, and it got painful quite quickly.’

‘And were your feet off the ground?’

‘Yes, they were,’ Sophie said, and Clive slid his pasta container aside to appraise Sophie’s top half, then craned, to see her legs underneath the table. ‘You’re fairly average’ he said, levering up again.

Sophie was sure he meant average height for a woman, and pressed on. ‘The armrests are a bit problematic as well.’ The way the women would try and prop their elbow to keep out of a slouch, but the armrests were lacquered wood, narrow and slippery, and it never worked. Thirty seconds later, they were shifting off their elbow, having to find some other natural-looking way to position themselves while talking unbrokenly about where their ideas came from.

‘Let’s say you’re correct,’ Clive said. ‘That would be uncomfortable.’

‘But more than the physical side of things,’ Sophie ventured, ‘and this is why I wanted to bring it to you, it’s reinforcing our historical bias.’

‘What is?’

‘The chairs are,’ Sophie thinking about how Laurie had called her empowered that time and trying to hold onto the feeling as Clive replied, ‘You’ve lost me, I’m afraid,’ and looked at his watch.

Not wanting to lose him, Sophie said, ‘Sitting like that makes female authors seem nervous at their own events, but it’s worse if they’re on a panel with men, who can sit back, relaxed,’ the way Clive was, ‘because it makes the woman look polite and more eager to hear what he’s saying than he is to hear her,’ Sophie said. ‘If you visualise a female author, bolt upright while he’s answering a question, but he’s always lounging with his legs crossed, whenever she’s talking. Do you know what I mean?’

‘Yes, I suppose I do.’ Clive answered but his interest was on the wane, and he began to press the lid back onto his pasta container, working the whole way around the rubber piping.

Sophie waited until he was at the final corner. ‘So, I was wondering if we could get new armchairs.’

‘Ah.’ Clive looked regretful but did not sound personally disappointed when he said, ‘There’s no budget. Rather, there won’t be budget if you want the new headsets, as per yesterday.’

Sophie bit the tip of a thumbnail.

Yesterday, while Clive was in there eating from a similar container, she had come to tell him that, doing an inventory, she’d realised all their Madonna mics were salmon-coloured. ‘It’s the only kind we have.’ She had paused. ‘Madonna mics are meant to be discreet.’

‘Indeed,’ Clive had said, clearly wondering why a sound-tech conversation needed him in it, when hardly any conversations did.

Sophie tried again. ‘I say salmon, but I’m white so, deep down, I think of them as skin-coloured.’

That was when he stopped eating, yesterday.

Sophie said, ‘Would you say that’s unconscious bias?’

‘Absolutely.’ Whipping out a big, ironed handkerchief, shaking it out to dab the corners of his mouth, Clive said, ‘Cut and dried.’

‘Definitely, it should have occurred to me before.’ It should have occurred to Clive at any point – he had done the same sensitivity training online as everyone else – but Sophie did not want him to feel bad for being old and not just white, but incredibly pale.

‘But do you see it becoming an issue for—’ Clive broke off. If he knew the phrase ‘authors of colour’, he couldn’t put his finger on it in that moment. ‘I mean to say, is it causing controversy?’ he asked, and Sophie heard again the way he pronounced it ‘controvissy’, which was a key word to hit when you were a Gen Z tech doing a hilarious impression of him.

‘Not that I’m aware of,’ Sophie told him and Clive accidentally said, ‘Thank god. But,’ regaining himself, ‘do the manufacturers make them in,’ he lowered his voice and Sophie felt very sorry for him, ‘a colour such as brown?’

‘They don’t. But they make them in grey.’ They were horrible. ‘And I think,’ Sophie said, ‘we should replace our salmon ones, because grey will look bad on everyone, equally.’

‘But now,’ Clive was saying, ‘you’d rather have the armchairs for women?’

‘It’s a shame it has to be one or the other,’ Sophie replied.

‘Well, that is the reality.’ He reminded her they were an arts organisation, which the government didn’t care about and nor did the majority of the public and young people. ‘Thus, I’ll leave it up to you,’ he said and pushed himself out from the table.

Sophie wished he hadn’t added, ‘My advice would be to go with whichever minority is the more vocal,’ but nevertheless, she thanked him and, leaving his chair out, Clive said, ‘Good girl.’


The conversation slightly wrecked the afternoon. While she filled a bucket in the janitor’s sink, Sophie considered going over Clive’s head, escalating it to Philip, and describing both things as issues and not being as smiley. Or serious issues – Sophie searching in four different cupboards for cleaning fluid and something like a wire brush – and not being smiley at all. When it came to the cultural conversation, Philip was more with it than Clive but even then – heaving the bucket out of the trough and slopping caustic water on her bare ankle below her jeans, some of it running down inside her sneaker – Sophie once pointed out to Philip that the festival (meaning, him) always gave female authors a female moderator as though they didn’t quite warrant a man, who would be forced to at least skim her book, and Philip had only laughed and said, ‘Quite.’

And the risk – Sophie carrying the fifty-tonne bucket of water by its bendy wire handle to the start of the corridors – was if she went over Clive’s head and Philip responded the same way, thereby joining the league of white men she struggled to think the best of, along with whoever it was who’d left his Gatorade bottle and his empty sleeve of tobacco and the second half of his kebab in its torn foil on the ground, spilling strips of white lettuce near where Sophie intended to start scrubbing at the invisible source of the smell.

And it is difficult to feel empowered, picking up a man’s lettuce.

By the time Sophie finished the longest run of wall, her hands were burning with bleach. Tipping out the bucket, Sophie’s mind was still going on the mics-versus-armchairs decision Clive had put on her.

Returning, it did seem like the corridor smell was less intense. But now that felt like the extent of her power to change things, and the smell could honestly be back tomorrow. Meanwhile, institutional bias and racism and sexism were having a field day wherever you looked, even at the forefront of the arts and, like the Author Lounge carpet, there was nothing you could do about it, except in this instance, you wanted people to notice the ugliness, Sophie found herself telling the author, although she had vowed to stop, with four days until Lilac Dunne arrived.

Sophie’s blood sugar was low. And there was no way the writers of colour she had mic’d up in her time hadn’t noticed her adjusting a great Caucasian-skin-coloured ball of foam in front of their mouth right before they went onstage to argue that literature promoted racial understanding. They were just too nice to say so, opting not to blame Sophie for any of it. Likewise, there was no way that female writers weren’t coming offstage with neck and back pain.

Dizzy, Sophie sat on the ground for a minute.

But could she truthfully say she wanted the armchairs for the benefit of all women? She couldn’t. Right now, in her heart, Sophie would have taken a new armchair for Lilac Dunne and let a female moderator squat on her haunches if it came down to it.

That is why she began an email to Clive, telling him the microphones were more important.

On Friday morning, Jessy and Jodes came into the foyer toilets. Sophie was about to come out of her cubicle, but even before they said her name, she could tell they were talking about her, and silently she took her hand off the lock and brought the lid of the toilet down with her foot.

‘Apparently, she was here until midnight last night,’ one of them said. It sounded like Jessy.

‘How do you know that?’

That also sounded like Jessy. Their voices, disembodied, were incredibly similar.

‘Blake told me. Let’s go up the end. Those ones are nicer.’

Perched on the lid, Sophie drew her feet up, the girls’ shadows darkening the gap under her door as they passed to the end cubicles.

‘Midnight is insane,’ one of them said.

It was actually 1 a.m. when Sophie finished the corridor walls, and unbelievably scary when she went to take the bucket back and realised she was alone in the pitch-dark venue.

Sophie heard two cubicle doors slam and two locks turn. Above the partition, one of the girls said, ‘What do you think of her?’

‘Who, me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Wait. Hang on.’

There was a moment of freely emptying their bladders in earshot of one another, then – Sophie could hear as well – the battle with the paper dispensers, two flushes, and the locks again.

‘Hi,’ they said to each other and laughed, next back at the sinks, remembering too late how the water blasted out of these taps.

‘Freaking hell. I just drenched myself! Look at my top.’

They both giggled and afterwards, whoever it was repeated her question. ‘Seriously, though, what do you think of Sophie?’

They were so much younger than her. To them, to the whole team, she must seem closer in age to Clive. And conservative, and overly bossy, Sophie thought, listening. But ineffectual as well, with racist headsets and a stage setting that could not be more misogynistic.

‘Be honest.’

Burying her head – Sophie did not want to hear them express it.

‘Okay. I think—’

‘Go on! Say it.’

‘Fine—’

Sophie braced.

‘—I think she’s the best.’

‘Oh my gosh, so do I.’

‘For real?’

‘I swear, because it’s like, she’s kind but a super-hard worker.’

And it was peculiar that Sophie’s body was reacting the same way, feeling hot and faint and spinny, her heart beating hard in that cubicle, as if she was overhearing two people being incredibly vicious—

‘And she has fixed all this stuff. Like she’s this insane problem-solver.’

—instead of lovely about her, behind her back.

‘Have you seen the hooks she put up?’

‘I know. It’s like, why were there never hooks there before?’

So, they hadn’t started using the hooks, but they had registered them, Sophie thought with a swell of positive feeling.

‘Not to be a bitch, but I’m basically glad Annaliese drank gross water, in terms of our bags won’t have to be in this mountain anymore and treading on each other’s stuff.’

‘I don’t think she drank it.’

‘Accidentally swallowed it or whatever. I just mean, Sophie’s way better at that job.’

‘And nicer.’

‘Do you feel like she’s less depressed than she was before? Compared to main festival?’

‘A thousand per cent. She was like a zombie. I thought about saying something.’

‘But it’s not like you can ask someone if they’ve developed psych issues, to their face. Especially if they’re a private person, like I think she is.’

Sophie raised her head.

‘That’s my read as well. Yay, she’s over it anyway, whatever it was.’

‘And she looks better, too, don’t you think? Her skin or something.’

‘Although fundamentally I would say she has good skin, even with mental illness.’

‘My skin’s crap at the moment.’ So that was Jessy.

Heart still racing, Sophie made a note to compliment her in the next few days. Not on her skin, because unfortunately Jessy’s skin was quite bad, but on something else.

Jodes, in that case, suddenly said, ‘Shit!’

‘What?’

‘Are we meant to be using these toilets? Are they open yet?’

Jessy burst out laughing. ‘Lol, that’s why we’re the only ones in here. Quick, let’s go.’

Jodes said, ‘Wait, wait. We should dry around these sinks because Sophie would for sure,’ and after the sound of the paper towel dispenser and the pedal bin, the two of them were gone.

Sophie put her feet down, and breathed in. And then she finished her email to Clive, and pressed send, smiling, because, as with those adhesive hooks for that permanent bag heap in the wings, the solution had come to her in an instant, and it was so Mrs Dalloway:

Sophie would buy the chairs herself.

On the way home, she went to tell the author, but truly, she wasn’t doing that anymore.

The author said, It’s fine, talk to me. I’m yours.
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That you couldn’t buy online from Ikea at this stage in history was an abomination, almost. That’s how it felt to Sophie on Saturday morning, or at least like discrimination against the recently separated, and students and people without a car who needed a pair of armchairs with upholstered arms, no deeper than – Sophie had got out of bed and pulled on a sweatshirt and her jersey shorts and measured the depth of the inherited couch for comparison – fifty centimetres/twenty inches, preferably dark blue and under five hundred, altogether. And not identifiably Ikea. Asking Emma to drive her out there would have been much, much easier if Sophie had in the last fortnight replied to any of her texts.

‘Hi xxx’

‘How are you?’

‘My new straighteners arrived! Do you want my old ones?’

‘Or you can have these new ones, and I’ll keep mine xxxx’

‘Hey babe’

‘What’s on top, as we say in the language of recovery?’

Instead, Sophie had let Emma’s messages sit there, low-level plaguing her like leftovers going off in the fridge – so much better just to deal with them than ignore the container every time you opened the fridge door or saw your best friend’s name again, and her funny avatar whenever you went into Messages to text someone else. Such as Laurie, who Sophie would prefer to go to Ikea with and would be asking right now if she could. She had thought about it, taking her phone off charge, but Laurie would say yes in his usual way, as though he’d woken up this morning hoping his sister would call with a favour that, for him, would involve seven hours of driving. So, she couldn’t ask, which made Emma the only person. Putting it to her would be easier too if it didn’t have to be today, but today was Sophie’s only window of opportunity.

‘Hey!’ she could start like that.

Or, ‘Hey Em,’ she could tap out, on the couch.

‘Oh my gosh, it’s me,’ in her jersey shorts.

Next to her leg was the tape measure Sophie had made with a roll of baking paper, tracing a scale ruler off the internet, trying not to damage her laptop screen, then cutting it into a strip, which had coiled again. It was quite clever and, if she dwelt on it, depressing, to be an adult woman and what you had otherwise was a miniature ruler with most of the numerals faded off.

‘Oh my gosh! I only just saw these now!’ Sophie badly wanted to lie, but Read Receipts was on, and Emma wasn’t stupid. Yes, she was a 37-year-old woman and fiction written for teenagers was her one and only genre as a reader, but Emma could tell when you picked up her texts. Which was a minute after she sent them, each and every time.

Sophie touched the furry sticky tape coming away from the corner of her phone.

She could claim insane busyness. That was objectively true, even if it wasn’t the reason. The reason was, she didn’t want to, and Sophie sighed for her own failure as a friend and for the fact that out of unhappiness with Emma, she had just implied to herself that YA didn’t count as reading.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sophie thought of typing. ‘I’ve been insanely busy. I got a semi-promotion. I meant to tell you!’

It would have been good if she had done that too. Previously, she would have rushed to tell Emma her news, and now she was keeping giant pieces of information from her best friend, who hadn’t done anything wrong, and it didn’t matter what genre it was – any reading was valuable. Whereas Sophie was rude and withholding, and about to press Emma for help.

‘Hi, it’s me’ she wrote.

As a whole message, it wasn’t very good, but Sophie had already sent it. Immediately the grey dots appeared, and her insides lurched. Emma was on her phone. Maybe at home, sitting at her kitchen island, looking at Sophie’s name. She was somewhere, anyway.

‘Hi.’ Emma’s single-word reply with its literal full-stop felt cold but Sophie typed back.

‘How are you? I owe you a giant apology’

Grey dots again, and when they lingered on and on, Sophie wrote, ‘I’ve been meaning to reply to your lovely messages for days!’

Emma, dots still.

The idea that she was composing something scared Sophie. Emma upset and about to announce that, in a text, which was going to be so long Sophie would have to scroll, and scroll, and you were still scrolling, and it was still going, your best friend explaining how hurt she was by you, and at some point you weren’t reading anymore, you were just scrolling to see how long it was.

To wait for it to appear or quickly type, ‘Hang on, sorry, I’ve got to go, I’ll be right back,’ and then not come back? Eyes glazing, Sophie could picture Lilac Dunne in one of the present armchairs, wedging the scatter cushion behind her lumbar. Leaning forward, back, leaning forward again because the festival cushions were exceptionally squashy and didn’t do anything. Lilac Dunne, talking all the time to an audience collectively thinking, ‘Elizabeth Strout would not be doing that with her cushion constantly. She has a Pulitzer.’

Sophie needed to go to Ikea.

‘This is mortifying after my radio silence, but could you possibly take me to Ikea?

She stopped her thumbs. They wanted to add ‘no problem if not’, she could feel the sequence of letters on the keypad, but Sophie kept them still. Because if not, it would be a problem.

‘Yes sure!’ Emma came back. ‘I’d love to help you zjoosh the flat’

Then, ‘zjoosh it more, I mean!’ Her funny avatar, smiting its forehead.

‘I could do Weds next week or Friday morning?’

‘Or Thursday late aft’

‘Or any night after work?’

Emma piling on the options in separate texts.

Sophie watched them push up the screen.

‘Any time basically. Just not the weekend obvs!’

That was a shame, and Emma adding, ‘I’d rather die’

Then clarifying, ‘(rather die than go to ikea on a Saturday)’

Sophie knew that’s what she meant and could not be annoyed at Emma for feeling like that. She was, though. Staring at the messages, Sophie’s frustration levels were so high, it was incredible. Also incredible that the reply she was writing now wasn’t to release Emma from the whole idea, but to say, ‘we could totally go today! I’d be up for it’

‘lol,’ Emma wrote back.

‘We could though!’ Sophie replied, ‘because it’s sunny, and don’t you think, it will be less busy if it’s sunny, compared to raining?’

‘Oh! I assumed you were joking!’

After that, there was a little break. Sophie thought about going and getting a drink of water, but she might lose the will to return as her glass was filling. And so she remained, and wrote, ‘I could totally get the bus to yours and we could go from there? It would be nice to see you!’ and Sophie felt gross, because it would be nice to see Emma, but only in the collection bay of the Ikea carpark, putting the back seats down so that a pair of smart armchairs could fit in her car, which they would because Emma’s car was huge. Otherwise, Sophie could very happily not see her. Which was sad.

Sophie wished she didn’t feel like that and yet she did.

‘Did you really mean today?’

‘Totally,’ Sophie wrote, with about six exclamation marks. Appalled at herself yet ploughing on. ‘I can leave here in ten, and I’m only getting two things (I mean two of the same thing)’

‘I can’t today,’ Emma replied, after a long time. To Sophie, it seriously felt like five minutes.

‘Why not?’ she wrote, stunned at her own directness.

Emma said she had something on.

‘Oh well,’ Sophie typed, and the dedication to getting what she wanted went out of her, like air from a balloon.

She hoped it was something fun – Emma’s thing – and Sophie texted that. ‘I hope it’s something fun!’

Wishing she’d never asked and had literally any other way to get to Ikea. She put ‘Ikea’ into Uber again. Too expensive the first time, it was essentially double now.

‘Just a tradesman coming over’

At this point, Sophie would have been fine if Emma didn’t respond.

‘To measure something’

Truly, she didn’t need Emma to specify. Sophie could have guessed it was to measure something or repair it, or quote to repair it. And the reason didn’t matter anyway. Emma wasn’t going to help her.

‘We’re getting a pool’

‘But who cares about that!’ Emma sent next, as though she’d suddenly recalled her commitment to not telling Sophie anything positive.

‘I don’t even want a pool. Dom does, don’t ask me why’

‘You have *no idea* how much pools cost’

On and on despite Sophie’s total lack of interest.

‘Neither did I, a week ago’

‘Wow,’ Sophie wrote, and it looked flat and sounded flat, which was how she felt, so—

Nothing came back. For a moment, it seemed like the conversation had died and Emma might not be about to tell her how much a pool cost or encourage her to guess.

‘Thanks anyway,’ Sophie forced herself to write. She was not a good person.

One last time, she checked her phone before raising herself off the couch to throw away her sad improvised tape measure.

‘I still have your black cardigan’

Sophie read Emma’s final message without opening it, so that her best friend would think it was too late – she’d already gone.

Emma had about eight tape measures.

The day yawned open.

For something to do, Sophie wandered the strip of shops. It was sunny, but way colder than she had estimated to herself, getting dressed in whatever from the drying rack, and she was tempted to go home for her fleece. What were the chances though of her coming back out when she hadn’t really wanted to go out in the first place? Basically nil.

The last shop before the big BP and the primary school was a hairdresser called Salon Blue. If Sophie had a usual salon, it wasn’t this one, but glancing in the big window she saw a woman being seated at one of the basins.

With Sophie paused in the shadow of a bus shelter, the hairdresser placed a folded handtowel under the woman’s neck, taking the weight of her head in his own hand.

Watching, Sophie could feel the cradle beneath her own heavy head, and the incidental brush of his fingers on her bare neck. And the hairdresser, tilting the basin, and turning the hose on and testing the temperature in his cupped hand before drenching the woman’s hair, scooping water away from her forehead so it didn’t run into her eyes.

Sophie stood, and ached.

On Wednesday, Rhiannon had seized her forearm and yanked it, gratefully, when Sophie said yes to her leaving early for personal reasons.

Last weekend, Laurie had hugged her next to the car when she emerged from the station and again dropping her off. Jo had hugged her twice as well and when Sophie announced that she unfortunately had to go, that woman, Thalia, had got up to say goodbye and kissed her on both cheeks.

Philip had a habit of guiding people (women) out of a room by putting his arm around them without making any contact. But twice in the last two weeks his arm had brushed her, as the product of a misstep and (the second time) a door unexpectedly opening inwards.

The hairdresser was moving the woman to a place in front of the mirrors, carrying her handbag for her, and in the first week of March, Sophie had gone for a blood test. The pathologist couldn’t find a vein and stroked her gloved index finger up and down Sophie’s forearm and tapped the inside of her elbow a few times before giving it a go.

She had seen Emma however many times this year, although during this mental tabulation in the bus shelter, Sophie didn’t factor in those occasions. So, if you did not count being banged into on the street or handed something at work, those were all the times Sophie had been touched by another person since December 23rd.

She walked up to the door and went into Salon Blue.

Behind the desk, not staffing it so much as hanging out, was a man wearing a sort of leather breastplate over his tight black t-shirt, and a kilt, Sophie saw, when he wheeled back from the desk.

Hoping, she smiled as he picked up the salon iPad and, swiping the screen (bluey black nail polish) said, ‘You’re my two-thirty.’

‘Oh, no. I’m not.’ Sophie’s eyes flicked to the salon area. The interiors were cutting edge, the flooring and the tall mirrors, the light fixtures and the wall of product. The three other employees, women each with clients, were as edgily dressed as this man, who was waiting to find out why she’d come in. Sophie, in sports leggings and a black sweatshirt with apricot fading where laundry detergent had sat too long on the fabric, wished she was wearing something different, and that she was his two-thirty. ‘You’re probably booked up. I was just walking past.’

‘Yeah, we’re solid,’ but then, perhaps because Sophie’s face fell, the man said, ‘I’m sorry about that, gorgeous. I wish any of us had avails today.’

One of the women hairdressers took her hairdryer away from her client’s head to call out, ‘You can do her, Simeon. Your two-thirty rang and cancelled.’

‘When?’

‘While you were moving your car.’

‘Well then.’ Simeon looked back to Sophie whose heart had leapt.

‘What is your name, darling?’ Simeon, rolling up behind her on a saddle stool, throwing a gown over her like someone shaking out a tablecloth. Taking out her bun and offering her back the elastic.

Sophie told him, and he said, ‘Crazy. One of my cousins is called Sophie.’

After a last tousle, his focus on her reflection went laser-like. Taking the two front pieces between his fingers, Simeon held them taut to check their evenness, the heels of each hand rested on Sophie’s collarbone. The lovely weight against her chest. ‘Who did your last cut?’ Sophie did her last cut and said she could not remember.

After a short pause, he said, ‘What have you got in mind?’

‘I don’t really have a set idea,’ Sophie answered, and Simeon’s face lit up.

‘Then part of me wants to do a choppy bob,’ he said. ‘But,’ as if warning himself to calm down, ‘do you have to tie it back for work?’ and at that moment, it felt like the most thoughtful question anyone had ever asked her.

Flushed and grateful, Sophie said, ‘I do, really.’

‘In that case,’ Simeon brought Sophie’s hair back over her shoulders and gathered it up with both hands, ‘I think,’ pausing to make sure he definitely did think this, ‘we refresh your ends. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘Take some of this bulk out. But keep your length. Create some movement. I’ll put in a few layers but internal, so it won’t look layer-y, don’t worry. Then, when we’ve dried you off, I’ll shatter these pieces around your face, which will give it some softness, but you’ll still have that bluntness.’

Sophie could barely articulate how perfect that sounded, whatever it meant, and Simeon didn’t need her to.

‘It’s going to look increds,’ he said, giving the lever under the chair a big pump with his boot, ‘because your hair is in great condition, apart from these nasty ends.’

Moving her to the basins, his hand on her waist, he called, ‘Hey, Shade,’ to another hairdresser. ‘Look how healthy my girl’s hair is.’

Shade stopped her scissors and said, to their shared reflection in the mirror, ‘Yeah, wow.’

With the uptilt of the basin behind Sophie’s neck, Simeon laid a towel across her chest. Taking up the hose, he waited for temperature, then sluiced her hair until the hot cut through to her scalp.

Sophie let her eyes close and by the time Simeon dropped the hose into the basin without turning it off to pump the most extravagant-sounding amount of shampoo into his palm, her entire body was anticipating his touch.

He had the strongest hands on the planet.

His fingertips found every point, every curve and indent of her scalp, and every – ‘How’s that pressure for you?’ Sophie’s head nodded and she said, ‘Mmhmm’ – every knot in her neck, every hungry follicle. Simeon, spreading his fingers, pushing them up through her hair from the base of her skull, and raking them back from her hairline to her crown, tugging, pressing into her temples and massaging down to her jaw with the rounds of his knuckles, Sophie in a state of pleasure that made her want to weep, and stay absolutely still so he would lose concentration and keep going forever.

‘Shade, can you fix this music?’

Drifting, her mind went to the author, a vision of the two of them in a restaurant, but Sophie tried to steer herself away from it, and in its place, a random memory of Fraser at the last event they ever did together.

They were behind the desk and while the moderator was working through the housekeeping, Sophie had got her phone out to make sure it was on silent. It was, but the screen was lit, which drew Fraser’s eye, and Sophie whispered, ‘Sorry, I’m trying to turn my brightness down.’ And he had replied, ‘Not possible, Soph.’

‘Rightio, my love.’ Simeon patted both of her shoulders. It was over, but Sophie was grateful. He had given her the thing she thought she would die if she did not get, looking in from the street.

In the chair, the pleasure was Simeon not asking if she was doing anything special tonight because he was working with the concentration of a surgeon.

Fraser’s reply, Sophie couldn’t quite hear, and he had to shift towards her, wait as she tucked her hair behind her ear for him, then repeat it. ‘It’s not possible for you to turn your brightness down.’

Regarding herself in the mirror as Simeon pulled a fine comb through her hair, Sophie wished that she hadn’t just said, ‘Oh, okay,’ back to Fraser, because they might have kept talking like that a bit longer, otherwise.

Dried off, ends shattered, Simeon liberated Sophie from her gown and brushed every trace of hair off her sweatshirt before letting her stand. To a hairdresser asking, ‘Do you want me to show you the back?’ Sophie only ever said, ‘No, that’s fine, don’t worry,’ but Simeon already had his mirror, holding it like a trophy plate.

‘Brace yourself, darling,’ he said, turning her in the chair. His joy at the reveal, and then an additional reveal from another angle, was equal to her joy at having come here.

Sophie was restored. He wanted to take a photo for his Instagram. But Simeon said she did not need to worry. He’d make sure her face wasn’t in it.


It swung. Sophie’s hair sort of swung as she walked, and bounced when she stepped off the kerb, crossing over to buy a coconut water. Dropping her wallet, she had to fling the silky weight of it off her shoulder as she stooped to retrieve it. The neat, strong ends brushed her back as she opened the small Tetra Pak outside and tipped her head to drink some of the coconut water, which tasted exactly like her hair smelt.

Passing a greengrocer, Sophie bought a bunch of miniature roses. Wrapped in starchy paper, they wouldn’t really go in her tote, but they were fine under her other arm, and soon Sophie was entering her street.

Walking by, she recognised each house and the two diseased trees that meant you were almost home, the run of fence before her driveway, which the next minute Sophie was halted in, holding her coconut water in one hand and its plastic lid in the other, the roses under her arm. Hair not swinging, her entire self paralysed, wishing she had seen Paul before he saw her.

He was next to his car, about to bring the boot down, and must have watched her approach and was now waiting to find out why – ‘the fuck,’ no doubt – his ex had turned up at his house. Her old house. Profoundly uninvited, with her own drink and a bunch of flowers.

Behind him, the front door stood open.

Sophie’s thigh was tremoring. Had Paul glanced down, he would have been able to tell, then noticed her Birkenstocks, which he hated and Sophie had only worn because they were by the front door, in what now felt like a previous life, before she had gone out and had an impulsive haircut and was on such a high afterwards, she had unconsciously walked home. And this new era now, of trying to force out the word ‘hi’ while screwing the lid crookedly on her coconut water and having to bend her elbow, like a wing, to get the drink into her tote bag where, guaranteed, it was going to leak.

Paul said nothing, which was different and unnerving. If he had come at her straight away with an aggressive question or mockery or open annoyance, Sophie could have borne that. But a man who is silent and staring makes you want to turn and run with your tote bag banging against the side of your body. Instead, you remain in front of him, with your trembling leg and a bladder that felt like a medicine ball in the weak sling of her pelvic floor.

Paul brought the boot down.

That was her chance to leave but Sophie missed it.

A woman was coming out the front door.

Had Sophie looked beyond her, she could have seen into the house, before the woman pulled the front door closed, making sure it was definitely locked, the way you had to because of its stupidly designed handle – a jerk upwards, then a firm push down, as Sophie had done a million times. But the woman had a child on her hip, and nothing, no area of travertine tiles, no hall table made of glass perspex, no framed print above it, which belonged to you, a present from your thoughtful deceased parents, could be as visually arresting as the sight of your husband’s lover and her child coming out of your marital home.

Paul glanced to see what Sophie was looking at.

‘This is Minette,’ Sophie heard him say, but she couldn’t look back to him, or at the ground or towards the driveway. She could only stare at Minette as she switched her child to the other hip in preparation for the paved steps that she, Minette, would have learnt stayed lethally slippery for days after it rained.

Minette noticed Sophie and smiled.

Was it racist to think black people were more attractive than white people, overall? In this moment, Sophie did not want to visualise Paul in bed, or ever again, but she already had, and compared to Minette with her dark, gleaming skin, Paul, naked, would look like a poached chicken breast hogging the duvet.

‘And that’s Baby Lester,’ Paul said and instantly Sophie filled with an unfamiliar hatred. Not for Lester, because he was absolutely gorgeous. Her hatred was for Paul who – did he honestly regard Lester as a baby, when Lester was wearing a fedora and holding an iPad? Or was Paul only calling him that in her presence to assert his relationship with this child, who was an innocent in this?

‘You must be Sophie,’ Minette said, joining Paul next to the car.

‘Why must I be?’ Sophie wanted to scream. Likewise, not at Minette, but at the universe, which had decided to make her Sophie in this situation. Rejected, realistically cheated on beforehand. Standing before this completely nuclear-looking family of three who were clearly about to go out.

‘Hi.’ Sophie’s voice was thin.

Minette said, ‘It’s nice to meet you,’ and it didn’t seem like she was being sarcastic. And Paul was only matter of fact when he said, ‘We’re heading out.’

‘Otherwise, we’d have you inside for a coffee,’ Minette said, as though that might be why Sophie had wandered over, in the hope of being asked in and offered a hot drink by her replacement. As though this was not all shockingly painful and she would not be lingering there if she had any confidence in her legs.

With excessive cheer, Sophie said, ‘Gosh, no. No. No, no. No,’ to Minette, who now looked awkward. Baby Lester wanted to get down, and she stood him on his feet so that he could return to the steps, plonk down and start swiping apps on his iPad.

Considering that a frill of disposable diaper had shown above Lester’s belt as he’d slid down Minette’s leg, his dexterity was captivating, and eventually Paul had to say, ‘Why are you here?’

The tiny rose thorns were prickling her arm through the paper.

What’s extraordinary is how, under stress, the brain can originate many false answers at once and test them each in the space of a second, hearing how they would sound, how true, and how likely it is the person will believe you. And how, in exactly the same circumstances, but another time, the brain can think of nothing, apart from the truth.

‘I was walking home. I wasn’t concentrating and I ended up here.’

‘Christ. Does that happen often?’ Paul smirked and Minette hit him on the arm, a flick with the back of her hand. ‘You can see how that would happen. She lived here for long enough.’ Then to Sophie, Minette said, ‘I get it. I drove to work once but I didn’t work there anymore. It was my old work,’ and she gave a friendly laugh, and afterwards pulled at the hem of her cropped tee, stretching it beyond its actual length. Paul noticed, and there was a moment where it was just them, just the two of them, Paul telling Minette that if she kept doing that, she was going to wreck it. ‘It’ll lose its shape.’

Minette said, ‘Can you shut up, please, Paul? It’s my top.’ And then with what seemed like sympathy, or self-consciousness, she said to Sophie, ‘I’m sorry this happened to you,’ quickly clarifying, ‘the automatically walking here’ because to all three of them it sounded like Minette was sorry that Paul happened to Sophie.

Paul said, ‘What’s the time?’

‘Do you not have a phone?’ Minette replied, and Sophie stiffened, preparing for Paul’s method of getting his phone out. Bringing up a shoulder, hitching his hip, going up on the ball of that foot as a precursor, as though his phone was so resistant to coming out of his jeans, it took a bit of extra mechanics.

What if Sophie hated Paul?

Paul saying to Minette, ‘Wow, great, it’s already ten-past.’

‘Your point being?’

What if Sophie didn’t hate Minette, who had just put Paul in his place, while producing a packet of gum from her own pocket?

‘My point is,’ Paul replied, unangered, ‘we need to get a move on if we don’t want to sit in traffic.’

And what if Sophie did not feel sorry for herself, as Paul hitched to ease the phone back in as though that was a special job too.

‘Don’t let me hold you up,’ Sophie said to Minette, who shook her head.

‘You’re not. It’s only because we’re going to Ikea.’

‘Pardon?’ Sophie thought she said ‘Ikea.’

Minette, ‘Ikea?’ She had said that. ‘And it’s such a trek.’

Once, at a virtual event that survived online, the author had explained that coincidence is an acceptable way to get characters into a situation, but a novelist must not use coincidence to get them out of it.

‘You know their shelf units that are like multiple cubbies, with no back?’ Minette was saying. ‘We’re going to get one of them.’

This was a coincidence. A true coincidence.

‘In birch,’ Minette went on, ‘or maybe white. I’ve been telling Paul that’s what we need in Lester’s room for his stuff, and last night, Paul was like, yes, fine, okay, after he stepped on this toy with mega sharp edges.’ She turned to Paul, who had listened to this story about himself with complete neutrality.

The only thing Sophie needed to say was, ‘could you get something for me?’ but she said, ‘I know the ones,’ to Minette, about her shelves.

Which room in the house was Lester’s now?

A silence opened up and then Minette said, ‘Can we get you anything?’ and immediately Sophie looked at Paul.

Minette was just chewing gum, and Paul put his hand out for the packet, and Minette gave it to him, as though there was no tension between them. And somehow, Sophie said, ‘Could you possibly get me two chairs?’

Loading a few pellets into his mouth, Paul said, ‘Yeah, no, we’re not doing that.’

‘Yes! Text him the link!’

‘Swear to god, Minette,’ he said, ‘I’m not buying furniture for her.’

‘I can pay for them,’ Sophie said, and Paul shifted his attention.

‘What, are you going to sling me some money? Have you got cash in one of your endless tote bags from work?’ With rising scorn, ‘It’s dripping by the way. Something’s leaking out the bottom.’

‘It’s your self-esteem.’ That didn’t make total sense, but unbelievably Sophie had said it, and Minette looked back to the steps to see what Lester was doing, or to remove herself from this exchange. Paul and Sophie bickering like a married couple, which is what they were.

‘Okay, this is nuts,’ Paul said, bottom jaw sliding sideways with each chew on the gum. ‘Lester, let’s get in the car.’

Lester ignored him.

‘I’ll transfer you the money,’ Sophie said.

‘No.’ Minette turning back. ‘Paul will pay for them.’

‘No, I won’t.’

Minette hit him on the arm again. ‘Yes, you will. Don’t transfer him any money, Sophie.’

Paul said, ‘What the fuck?’

‘Can you not swear in front of Lester, thanks,’ Minette shot back, although Lester was so far gone, absolutely suckered into his iPad and hopefully, Sophie thought, making loads of in-app purchases. ‘Two chairs is the least you can do, you—’ Minette lowered her voice to show Paul how it was done, ‘—you fuckwit.’

Paul puffed his chest. ‘What have I done?’

Minette said, ‘Oh, please.’

‘I’m letting her live in my investment property for–’ and he said ‘peppercorn rent’ again and inside, Sophie thrilled at her non-reaction to it.

‘You should be letting her live in it for free. That place is such a dung heap.’ Minette glanced at Sophie and said, ‘Sorry but it is.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Sophie replied earnestly, ‘I know.’

‘Plus, it had been vacant for months before she moved in,’ Minette seemed to remind Paul. ‘So you were right, she was doing you two favours.’

At the terrible familiarity of that sentence, some of the strength that had risen in Sophie fell away. ‘Doing you two favours.’ The story, Sophie had never considered, also belonged to Paul. Ending things with his wife while she was in the shower and offering her his investment flat and her barely thanking him.

How many times had he told it?

Wanting to cry, Sophie searched in the soaked bottom of her tote bag for her phone, the roses spiking more painfully under her arm.

Also, how did Minette know the flat was a dung heap?

‘Minette, seriously, you’re not involved in me and her,’ Paul said.

Phone in hand, Sophie fixed her gaze on it, finding the armchair link, only aware that her leg had stopped trembling because it was about to start again.

Had Paul taken Minette to his dung heap, and why had he? And how often in the months it was vacant?

‘Not involved, even though I cleaned that flat, Paul?’

Sophie’s eyes rose then.

‘Except I did that for her,’ Minette qualified and then to Sophie, ‘when I found out that it was you who was moving in.’

Paul was about to say something in his own defence or his flat’s defence, but Minette was not interested. ‘He was like, err, I had cleaners through already, babe, but that was right after the previous people moved out, so it had gone back to being foul. I did my best,’ she added sorrowfully, ‘but I couldn’t get everywhere, sorry. I had Lester with me.’

Baby Lester. Sophie glanced at him, swiping innocently, then back at Minette. Since Laurie told her about Paul announcing his semi-engagement on Facebook, she had given endless thought to this woman, and her child who was presently having his dopamine receptors wrecked for life on the front steps, imagining what she must be like as a person, whether she had any values, or moral core. Sophie wondering what her own emotional reaction would be if she ever met her in a countless number of hypothetical settings. Humiliation. Jealousy. A blistering sense of inferiority if she was pretty, which she was, and, despite not wanting to feel hatred towards another person, hatred. Tenderness had not entered her head. Sophie did not expect to be flooded with tenderness for a woman who had chosen to clean her boyfriend’s apartment for her boyfriend’s wife, knowing she’d never be thanked.

‘That’s not your fault,’ Sophie insisted. ‘It’s uncleanable. That’s Paul’s fault.’

And he was Minette’s prize.

And Baby Lester on his device, unaware that he was about to become legally half Paul’s, even though he’d done nothing wrong besides hopefully making it that Paul had to spaff two grand on a lot of virtual fruit on his next bill. Sophie was sorry for both of them, Minette and her son.

And she held out the miniature roses and said, ‘I’d like you to have these.’

Minette said, ‘Really?’

‘It was so kind of you and I am sure the flat was much worse before.’

‘Okay.’ Minette took them and said, ‘Thank you. Make sure you text him what you want.’

Paul’s shoulder came up, as though he could repel the link if he was quick enough on his phone. But it was already there. Sophie had just done it.

‘Yeah, well, I’m deleting the whole text,’ he said, stabbing to get rid of it. ‘Look.’ He held his phone outwards. ‘Gone.’

‘Paul, can you just—’ Minette said, ‘—seriously,’ exasperated, and fleetingly, the thought came to Sophie that their honeymoon period must have been quite short. ‘Let’s just get them for her.’

Smirking again, Paul said, ‘You’re not factoring in that they’re not going to fit in the Lexus.’

Always by the make. Never just ‘the car’.

‘Is that what I think?’ Minette asked. ‘Am I dumb?’ She clearly wasn’t, and witness to it, Sophie hoped that Paul wouldn’t cause her to believe that, gradually chipping away at her self-concept over the course of their marriage.

If they got married.

That had not occurred to Sophie until now, that their relationship might not last. Which it might not because Paul should have said ‘of course I don’t think you’re dumb’ already, but all he did was sniff.

And Minette said caustically, ‘Ikea delivers, Paul.’

Does it?

Sophie was stunned.

‘You pay for whatever. You fill out a form. That’s it. Done.’

‘Yeah, and I bet they rip you off, big time.’

But Minette ignored Paul’s hyper inflated guess at the cost of delivery to say to Sophie, ‘And we’ve got your address, obviously,’ looking regretful then.

‘Actually,’ Sophie couldn’t believe her presence of mind, ‘can I get them delivered to my work?’


The worst thing had happened. The thing she had dreaded on a daily basis for seven months, and here she was, walking away, not dead. ‘I’m not dead.’

And you were convinced, the author said as though she’d been waiting for Sophie to round the corner. Convinced it would kill you. But here you are.

And smiling, Sophie said, ‘Would it be weird to get pizza?’

The author agreed, it would not be weird.

Entering the flat, Sophie set her pizza down on the counter. There was fizzy water in the fridge that was still quite fizzy, and a lemon. The flat smelt like clean laundry because the rack was too near the radiator, and her sweatpants were completely dry, even the waistband and pockets.

Changed, Sophie ate the first mouthfuls of pizza over the box.

I really don’t think we need to miss Paul anymore, the author said, and Sophie felt deep calm as she took out a plate.

You know, you did so well, the author said, and it was practically night-time. Sophie could watch TV without risking her mood and carried her dinner to the cable spool, where her laptop was resting.

Kneeling, Sophie raised the lid and, while an episode of whatever restarted itself on YouTube, she transferred money to Paul. Ideally, she would wait until the armchairs were in her possession, but owing someone money is a relationship, and she didn’t want to be in a relationship with him anymore. She did not want Paul. Out of everything today, that had shocked Sophie the most. And feeling like, if anyone was in debt to anyone, it was Paul, owing her eight years and one baby.

With her plate, Sophie shifted to the couch.

Right now, he was probably still prowling the Ikea carpark for a dream spot, making lap after lap while Minette handed breadsticks or something to Baby Lester in his car seat. And Sophie was here, comfortable on the couch, mentally arranging the stage as she ate, perfectly angling the armchairs, filling water glasses. The silent auditorium at its most beautiful.

The next mouthful of pizza sat unswallowed for a minute.

Sophie, realising, he had kept the flat vacant. The tenant crisis he lamented constantly was not real. And they had surely used this couch. Paul and Minette.

The pizza was turning back into dough on her tongue.

Sophie, now certain, this base cushion had been previously indented by Paul’s kneecaps, and she was eating dinner on it. Innersprings absorbing the energy of his thrusting – Sophie launched herself off the couch and, bent over the kitchen bin bucket, let the pizza fall out of her mouth.

That the couch was microsuede and wipeable made it much, much worse.

Over the bucket, Sophie tried not to look at the pizza sitting on top of some tissues, and a dry curl of orange peel, and the contents of the Dyson that she’d banged into it a week ago because that is how long it takes to fill a bin bag or a laundry basket or a cheap dishwasher when it is only you. Whereas Paul had Minette, and a son with a little fedora.

Sophie had nothing.

What gift has he given you?

On a podcast that time, the author had wanted Sophie to believe that, by rejecting her, Paul had given her the gift of freedom, but what had in fact happened was Paul had taken everything away from her and got everything himself. And here Sophie was, squatting on his cork flooring, unable to rise, the taste of pizza in her mouth and the sound of the YouTube Grammarly ad coming from her laptop. That was all Sophie had. A laptop and a pizza.

Stop, the author said.

Sophie raised her head. But Minette is so nice, and funny, and not scared to make fun of him. Sophie could see why Paul had done what he had done. Anybody would choose Minette.

And you do not want to be her.

‘If it—’

The author said, No. There is nothing here for you. Move on.

But – Paul wasn’t going to get her the armchairs. It felt like a trick, except Sophie had played it on herself. He would keep her money.

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Sophie wiped her dry cheek with the back of her hand. ‘It’s fine.’

It is fine, the author said. Paul made you unhappy. He continues to make you unhappy. But he cannot make you an unhappy person.

He can’t, Sophie thought, and falling into continuous pits of misery—

It’s too tiring, the author said, so stand up, and Sophie rose to put the rest of the pizza in a plastic container.

There was a small chance Paul would get her the chairs.

It was brave of me to ask, anyway, Sophie thought, and the author smiled her approval.

Later, Sophie stood in front of the mirror and twisted her hair into a bun, over and over. Without a band, it would stay up for a minute then gradually loosen itself until it dropped out and her hair fell around her shoulders. A little piece stuck to her lip and before she hooked it away, it looked quite attractive.

‘I am okay,’ Sophie said, bidding herself to smile at the mirror. She couldn’t get herself to do it, but she looked into her own eyes and felt gentle towards herself.

The author said, You see? It’s better. And you know I’m not going anywhere, don’t you?

The first shiver of excitement.
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Sophie hadn’t been back to the bookshop since the day Cass gave her the galley. Walking past on the way home from the supermarket the following day, Sophie wondered – no, she knew it was because Cass might have asked for it back. But, swapping the grocery bag to her other hand, perhaps, by now, Cass would have forgotten about it. And, picturing herself half an hour into the future, making space in the fridge for her sour cream and her shaved turkey, and melon, Sophie went in.

Behind the counter, Cass was testing pens on a notepad while Rob went through his wallet, and when they looked up and saw her, Sophie was surprised by how happy they were to see her.

Sweeping a pile of old receipts straight into the bin, Rob said, ‘We were just talking about you! Literally yesterday!’

‘That was this morning,’ Cass happily corrected him.

‘We thought something bad might have happened to you,’ Rob said, and turning to Cass, ‘You were all, she must have moved out of town, but I was thinking more along the lines of an accident.’

‘See?’ Cass said. ‘That’s what I mean about you being a catastrophiser, but it’s true. We both felt low thinking we might not see you again. Rob, go and get the other stool so she can sit around this side. Sophie, stay and chat to us.’

‘I would,’ Sophie wanted to, but showing her grocery bag, she said, ‘but I’ve got cold things, like sour cream.’

‘Dairy survives out of the fridge for way longer than people think,’ Rob said, going off and returning with the other stool. And in the end, Sophie did stay, for quite a while, resolving within herself not to worry about her groceries becoming room temperature for the pleasure of being behind the counter, talking about books, surrounded by books, with only the rare interruption of customers, none of whom needed help or ultimately bought anything.

But then, about to go downstairs and make tea, Cass said, ‘Hey, did you read that galley?’ and with a wash of anxiety, Sophie asked, ‘Which one?’

‘The Lilac Dunne.’

‘Ooh, yes.’ Rob rubbed his hands together.

‘I gave it to you last time you were here. Human Beings,’ Cass said, ‘with a blueish cover?’

‘Oh.’ Sophie repositioned on her stool, which wobbled, and Rob said, ‘Oop, careful. These stools are quite unfriendly.’

‘He fell off one once,’ Cass said, ‘but yes, I ended up reading it after it came out. That’s why I was asking. It’s really good.’

‘As in, really good,’ Rob said.

‘I made him read it after me.’

‘We’re both a bit obsessed now,’ Rob was smiling.

‘You’d remember if you’d read it, anyway,’ Cass said to Sophie.

That she had, countless times – Sophie gripped the seat of that stool, against the urge to say so.

‘It’s the first book I’ve described to customers as unputdownable and wasn’t lying to their faces,’ Rob was saying.

‘Compared to this, everything is putdownable,’ Cass added. ‘Afterwards, we went back and read her entire backlist.’

‘And then I went on a podcast bender.’ Rob rolled his eyes. ‘Classic me.’

‘Classic him. I did too, though,’ Cass told her. ‘There’s hundreds of them,’ and with that, Rob began to list the episodes he had saved, quoting lines of Lilac’s that Sophie severely wanted to correct him on. But she let him go on until Cass said, ‘Rob, you’re boring her, she’s vagued out,’ and he stopped, embarrassed.

‘I haven’t,’ Sophie said. ‘It was interesting, but I was just thinking—’

‘Go on,’ Rob encouraged.

Now she didn’t want to tell them, but they were both looking at her expectantly. ‘Wait, what was it?’ Sophie angled her eyes, as though she needed to think.

The author said, Don’t be this person.

Because these were her friends, and they would find out anyway if they kept googling her, as Rob was now doing and later they would wonder, unhappily, why Sophie had not mentioned that their now-favourite author was coming here.

You are better than this.

And she had no claim over Lilac Dunne in real life.

‘I was going to say,’ with a metal taste in her mouth, ‘she’s doing the festival.’

‘What!’ Rob froze. ‘What festival?’

Sophie said, ‘Ours. Next week.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘It’s not in the programme,’ Cass said, panicking. ‘We would have seen it.’

Mouth still metallic, Sophie only said, ‘Replacement,’ and Rob was straight on the computer, chanting, ‘Don’t be sold out, don’t be sold out’ as he brought up the ticket site.

The event wasn’t sold out. When Chloe announced the schedule change on social, Elizabeth Strout fans had applied for refunds, in their droves. Since then, Sophie had checked the internal system, longing to see that more seats had sold since last time, since yesterday, or lunchtime, or an hour ago, or since she refreshed just then, so that Lilac Dunne wouldn’t have to suffer partial rows, coming onstage, noticing the frill of empty seats that was visible with the lights down because the upholstery was a shade of orange that seemed to glow in the dark.

‘Eek!’ Cass shoved Rob aside. ‘There’s a few left.’

‘How is this happening?’ Rob said, massaging his arm, accepting that Cass would be faster at finding out how much the tickets cost. ‘How is everyone in the world not obsessed with her? It makes no sense.’

When Cass opened the purchase page, her face fell. ‘Oh, come on.’

Rob leant in. ‘Okay well, that’s prohibitive.’

‘That’s like, Pulitzer-winner pricing,’ Cass said and then, as one, they turned to Sophie.

Rob pressed his palms together. ‘If there’s anything you can do,’ he said, to Sophie, who was here, in their bookshop, behind their counter, on their spare stool. Looking at Cass, who had gifted her the galley, and the author. Cass, who had adopted Rob’s gesture so that both were begging Sophie now. And she could get them free tickets so easily. It wasn’t even like she had to ask for them. You just used the staff promo code on the site that was still up on the monitor. But what if – Cass was so smart and, irrationally, what if she made her way to the mics during the Q&A to ask such an intelligent question that Lilac Dunne sought her out afterwards? And Rob was enthusiastic and encouraging and had such a friendly face, what if their seats were in the front row (free tickets were never in the front row but hypothetically) and, picking him out, Lilac Dunne gave Rob eye contact and he left feeling special? He would be special, if that happened.

And yet—

‘Soph?’

—they really loved Lilac Dunne. And it would be two more seats filled. Which is why Sophie did it, said to Rob and Cass, ‘I’ll email you some comps.’

Cass squealed, ‘Oh my god, you’re our hero.’

Rob nearly cried.

That night, Sophie dreamt that she went to Lilac’s house. Admittedly, she was awake.
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Someone had chocked one of the doors with a double thickness of corrugated cardboard, and while that was such a violation of the fire code, coming up the corridor, Sophie was pleased she wouldn’t have to put the two trays of ice coffee on the floor to let herself in on Monday morning. But if on a subconscious level it felt like the augur of a good week, it wasn’t that. A cardboard wedge was the best thing that was going to happen to her and by the time Sophie entered the wings it had already happened.

Annaliese was standing behind the desk. ‘Hey.’

Annaliese was behind the desk with the task lamp on, turning through the binder that Sophie had created as the golden source, and nobody was meant to touch it besides her.

‘How was your weekend?’ Annaliese was in her work clothes, including the bandana she wore as a headscarf on big days.

‘Good thank you,’ Sophie answered, the coffee trays suddenly too heavy in each hand, straining her wrists, as though the tendons were about to snap. ‘How are you, though?’

‘I’m great,’ Annaliese said and, ‘you need to put those down.’ Then casting a look at the trestle table Sophie had introduced for drink bottles, ‘I should’ve texted and asked you to get my mocha.’

Rooted to the spot, Sophie said, ‘Are you feeling better?’

‘Totally,’ Annaliese replied. ‘Can you please not drop them?’

Once Sophie set the coffee trays on the table, her wrists felt a bit electric. ‘I thought giardia lasts quite a long time.’

‘Yeah, but thinking about it’ – Sophie’s anxiety about the binder rose as, coming back from the table, she saw Annaliese extract a page from one of the plastic sleeves. The pages didn’t need to come out. That was the whole point of the sleeves – ‘I don’t think I had full giardia. Where is a pen?’ Annaliese took a left-right look along the desk and frowned when there wasn’t one. ‘It was more like a stomach upset that hung around. You haven’t been to Asia, have you?’

She had already asked Sophie that at the tech dinner. And Sophie had said, ‘No, I haven’t,’ and was tempted to say now, ‘I still haven’t been to Asia,’ but merely shook her head.

‘Well, you end up eating some random stuff and it takes a while for your stomach to sort itself out once you start eating normal food again,’ Annaliese said, Sophie watching her lift the binder, as though a pen could possibly be underneath and you wouldn’t have been able to tell from the fact the binder wasn’t flat on the desk.

‘But you’re fine now?’

‘How can there be no pens?’ Annaliese said.

Reluctantly, Sophie found her own pen.

‘Merci,’ Annaliese said, receiving it. ‘And thanks for keeping stuff relatively under control while I was away.’

‘That’s fine,’ Sophie said. Her voice was reedy and she returned to the trestle, picking up the drink bottle she’d left behind on Friday for a sip of old water. It tasted of dust and, faintly, washing-up liquid, and if Annaliese had only been away, did that mean she was back? When Sophie lowered the bottle, Annaliese was looking at her, mouth around the pen. ‘I’m going to need to borrow you at lunchtime so you can tell me where you got up to with stuff.’

Sophie took another, more urgent sip. Literally threw her head back like she was swallowing a pill. ‘Okay.’

‘Let’s say around lunchtime,’ and as though Sophie was holding her up,’ Annaliese said, ‘I need to crack on now.’

‘So just, can I check,’ Sophie shifted her tongue against the detergent taste. She did not need to ask anymore but ‘you’re back now?’

‘I’m here, aren’t I? Physically in front of you.’ Annaliese laughed. ‘I’ll text when I’m free, but assume, like, twelve or twelve thirty.’

Lunchtime then, Sophie wanted to say but instead, ‘I hope you had a good time.’

‘I did, before I started feeling rank, because’ – while Sophie longed for the conversation to be over, Annaliese had dragged off her bandana, holding the corner with her mouth while she redid her low ponytail, which somehow forced Sophie to wait – ‘Asia is awesome, apart from the food.’

And despite Annaliese’s need to crack on, they ended up talking for another ten minutes, or Annaliese did, describing Asia for Sophie, who listened until Annaliese concluded, ‘and insanely cheap electronics. Okay, so lunchtime. Check your phone.’

‘Perfect.’ Sophie looked around the wings for a task to take care of, but it was as though she had walked through her own front door and into someone else’s house. These wings, that binder, her pen now belonged to Annaliese, who was head of production.

In the foyer toilets, Sophie stared up at the ceiling, which was bright and blurry with potential tears. The others would start arriving soon. Sophie had been in this cubicle for at least half an hour, and if she let herself cry, even the least perceptive guys on the team, like Blake, would figure out in one second that she was upset because Annaliese had reclaimed her job.

‘And I bet you’re relieved,’ Annaliese had said too.

In her cubicle, Sophie leant forward and yanked more individual squares of toilet tissue out of the irritating dispenser. It was so withholding, it was like asking Paul if he had any cash in his wallet, by any chance. Having to coax it out of him, one note at a time, even though you were going to reimburse him, you just hadn’t got to a cash machine yet.

Another jab of self-pity.

But it was okay.

A square of toilet tissue tore as she tugged it. Why it was okay—

Why it was good when you thought about it—

Searching hard for a reason, her mind only provided the visual of Annaliese nibbling Sophie’s pen as she ran through the list of tasks Sophie didn’t have to worry about anymore. That, this one, definitely that. All of those interesting jobs.

Leaving Sophie to mic people.

Brief the moderators.

Make sure there was water.

Hang around doing nothing while the events ran, reset the stage once they had finished.

‘And whatever needs doing, general stuff for the rest of this week,’ Annaliese had said, finally taking the pen out of her mouth. ‘But I’ll decide what you should do first.’

Sophie was so sad.

She had never been this sad. She had, but not in relation to her work. Work made her happy. Her personal life was the sad part. When both are sad, how can you call yourself a happy person?

Is this what you want to be doing? the author asked.

Putting her finger up inside the dispenser, Sophie didn’t want the author here, watching her poke around for another tissue, snivelling. The box was empty now, and she was tired. Tired of sadness and being sad, and of sad things happening to her. Requiring every piece of her resilience, but on the other side, there was only another sad thing, so why not give in and sob in the toilets?

Alright, the author said, why not? and feeling oddly scolded, Sophie said, ‘Because this is better. I don’t have to worry about you coming anymore. You won’t even see me.’

And as the author seemed to turn away, Sophie’s phone buzzed. Laurie was going to be so upset for her, and she had to press her hand over her mouth and wait for a second before she could get her phone out to tell him.

But it was Annaliese, asking her to come and set up chairs for the morning briefing. ‘Guys are getting here’

When Sophie stood up, her tailbone was numb.

What would have been better was if Annaliese had waited until the whole team was present to make a single announcement, rather than informing them one at a time, explaining to Eliot, to Blake, to Jessy and Jodes on arrival, how most likely she didn’t have giardia, just a super-sensitive stomach, so yay, Sophie was off the hook. While Annaliese was bringing Chris up to speed, Rhiannon shifted to be next to Sophie and squeezed Sophie’s arm when Imogen came in late and Annaliese launched into it again from the beginning. To be consoled by a 23-year-old . . . Rhiannon meant well, but it was humiliating. Throughout, Sophie tried to look normal, and attentive to Annaliese, even made a small, unfunny joke that no one really heard. And then the meeting was finished. Except, Annaliese realised, she might as well give out call sheets for event-week since she’d already finished them. Working from home, she explained to the room, was super-efficient, as though that was her own discovery. ‘I even did some work at the hostel in Bangkok, the day before the prawns, which I think were the culprits.’

And so, this had always been – Annaliese was always coming back. Anger might have exploded in someone else, like a glass pane hit with a hammer. A million dangerous pieces bursting in all directions and raining to the ground. But in Sophie rose vicious embarrassment. In his email, Philip said Annaliese was ‘stepping down’, and for weeks he had let Sophie literally labour under a misapprehension, and she was only realising now.

The way she hadn’t realised for so long that Paul did not have Tinder on his phone to help his brother find a girlfriend.

That she didn’t expect the end of her marriage to change things with Emma.

That it took her forever to figure out that Fraser must have stopped freelancing, upset that she hadn’t known to say goodbye after their last festival together and thank him for being so great all these years, because Sophie apparently never recognised the end of something good until it was already over.

And, she thought with a burst of self-loathing, she had accepted Philip’s explanation of why it was easier not to adjust her day rate this time around without question. Here now was Annaliese, on higher pay, making rounds with her wad of call sheets. Easily, you could stand up and bat them out of her hand so that Annaliese would be on all fours, gathering them off the floor as you stepped around her on your way to the double doors. Or you could accept yours and shove it blindly into the tote under your chair, then sink back, muttering ‘thank you’.

To her right, Rhiannon was whipping through the pages of her own call sheet, to find out if she was mic’ing her best friend’s favourite romantasy author of all time, and Sophie couldn’t help seeing Annaliese’s overkill formatting, OPENING NIGHT GALA - SUNDAY 22ND OF JULY, as though the team needed to be told what month it was, and Annaliese’s borders, and special reminders in breakout boxes in a different font, produced in the comfort of her proper home office, probably, during which time Sophie, unknowing, was scrubbing the corridor walls, not even noticing she had gouged a chunk of skin out of her thumb until she plunged that hand back into the bleachy water.

As Annaliese finished her circuit, Sophie pressed it through the band-aid, and the small wound sang with pain.

The briefing ended. The team dispersed. But Annaliese, whose bandana was slipping again, held Sophie back to ask if she would be a champion and make sure all the children’s authors’ publicists had sent in their Working with Minors forms because the last thing the festival wanted was a sketchy writer doing a free storytime.

Do you know what would be easier than constantly fixing your bandana? Sophie thought. Not wearing it to work. But then, ashamed of her savagery, she went away with a list of possible child molesters and their publicists’ contact details.

Although the foyer toilets were calling for her, Sophie took the paperwork to the Author Lounge, still a big empty room, no longer her responsibility to set up, sitting cross-legged on the unimproved carpet as she began to dial.

None of it was Annaliese’s fault. You couldn’t expect anyone without giardia to sit at home, not paying off their Cambodia trip, when they could be here earning money, and you could be waiting while publicists checked their Spam, in case the Working with Minors form had ended up there. While the hold music tinked in her ear, Sophie forced herself to name Annaliese’s good qualities. She was interested in other cultures. During the gala, last year, she had taught Rhiannon and Jessy how to do fishtail braids. But Sophie’s low feeling was constant.

For the rest of the day, techs came and found her to say they were gutted, and she must be even more gutted. Others WhatsApped. Some of them had WhatsApped her while the briefing was still going.

Late in the afternoon, when Sophie went into the tech kitchen to refill her water bottle, she found them huddled, talking about it. Wanting her to come in, Blake said the whole thing was a freaking joke, and the temptation to join in or, at least, not steer them away from bitching, kept her there with them. Jodes said that Annaliese’s bandana looked like the kind of thing you would ball up and drench in formaldehyde to shove in a victim’s mouth if you were kidnapping someone. Chris was like, ‘What even is partial giardia? You either have it or you don’t, right?’ and even though it was better than if none of them had said anything, it made Sophie sad all over again because she had been so happy. That was the whole thing. For those three weeks in the job, she had been so, so happy.

Another night, she would have felt sorry for the troubled man who followed her onto the bus, moving up and down the aisle, hand strap to hand strap, smelling strongly, raving about the police and calling Sophie a lovely lady with a click of his tongue every time he moved past her. In this case, she almost hoped he would be thrown off. He wasn’t, and Sophie buzzed at an earlier stop, exhausted, with a mile-long walk ahead of her.

Her jar of Nutella was meant for the late nights of the festival but Sophie went straight to the kitchen area and took a butterknife from the draining board.

Always, the author said, ‘Anger comes from sadness. Sadness comes from loss.’ Sophie stabbed the foil. ‘Ask, what have you lost? That is how to solve your sorrow.’

A vision of Lilac Dunne chatting to Annaliese in the Green Room formed as Sophie wiped the Nutella onto her tongue with the flat side of the knife.

An image came of Baby Lester perched on her old front step with his iPad and his feet in little sneakers, pointed inwards, toes touching.

He was such a beautiful baby three-year-old, and the Nutella was getting sickly quite fast.

And Philip. A picture of Philip, who had avoided her like crazy all afternoon.

Some people would say he was a bad manager of people.

Sophie didn’t want to become angry as well as sad, but there was a strong chance that, after this, she wouldn’t be able to eat Nutella ever again. Another thing she had lost. And she wouldn’t be greeting the author anymore. She’d never wanted to and yet, it was devastating, Annaliese taking that task away.

Letting the knife clatter into the sink, Sophie went to the kitchen table flap – even with towels laid over it, she couldn’t bring herself to use the couch – and she sat in the hard chair with her head bowed, hair falling each side of her face. At this point, it felt like she would be lucky to see Lilac Dunne from the restricted view section, squeezed between Cass and Rob. Perhaps not even that, rostered by Annaliese on to whatever alternative event Philip had come up with twelve months ago for festivalgoers who weren’t fans of women’s fiction but would go out on a Monday night for the right offering, Sophie shipped over to the satellite venue in the shuttle bus, returning only to find out how it went.

But then, she hadn’t read her call sheet. The pages had stayed in her tote since she shoved them in while Annaliese licked her thumb and forefinger to peel off a set for the next person, as though Covid had never happened, and we hadn’t all changed some of our ways.

Sophie got up.

The pages were crushed at the bottom.

SATURDAY BUMP-IN

The full team.

OPENING NIGHT GALA

Sophie, not on the list.

DAY ONE – MONDAY – 23 OF JULY (FIRST FULL DAY) had rubbed away from the staple and Sophie had to fish for it separately.

And reading down, Sophie’s heart tripped. There was her name, the first below Lilac Dunne.

SOLO EVENT + BOOK SIGNING IN FOYER

She smoothed the sheet against her stomach, which did nothing. But she was working Lilac’s event. And she could iron it. Sophie could iron the call sheet and last the days until then. An invisible tech, Sophie only wanted to see her.
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Philip continued to avoid her. Tuesday and Wednesday. ‘And he’s sixty,’ Laurie said, every time Sophie called to report another incident of being purposely ignored. ‘A sixty-year-old man, pretending he hasn’t seen you when you were right there.’

‘It reminds me of when Dad died,’ Laurie said, on Thursday.

That’s what Sophie had been thinking as well, about their dad. When she first returned to school, the other girls were sympathetic but as the week wore on and Sophie’s dad had still died, they started moving away from her, as though her grief was a burden to them. But those girls were fourteen at the time, so it was more understandable than an artistic director doing it when he was – as Laurie said over and over with increasing disbelief – a sixty-year-old man.

The exact same thing happened to him at school, apparently. ‘Like, Laurie with his dead dad!’ he said. ‘Laurie and his notcoping-with-it mum!’

Where the similarity ended was, the girls in Sophie’s class hadn’t personally killed their dad. He died on the spot at a garden centre. But Philip had caused this great loss, and he couldn’t even bring himself to acknowledge it. When Sophie was the first to arrive at his meeting, he studied the back of his hand until they were joined by the others.

And then the armchairs arrived.

That was the low, on Friday.
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When Sophie got home from the launderette with a string bag of wet washing, there was a package leaning up against her front door. Delivered by a courier, on a Sunday, she didn’t need to open it to know it was the trousers, ordered a hundred years ago in her night of delirium.

Crouching to pick it up, Sophie felt in her quads and her forearms and her biceps and in the shoulder bearing the laundry bag, the effort of dragging a pair of armchairs across the North Loading Dock by herself and hiding them behind a heap of pallets, with no means of getting them back to Ikea and no desire for Philip to find out she’d bought stage furniture with her own money.

It was only to find the return slip that Sophie opened the box on her bed, folding back layers and layers of tissue until it bloomed out of the box like petals.

The trousers were the deepest black she had ever seen.

She felt their texture and turned over the price tag. They longed to be tried on, and Sophie left her bedroom to reheat fried rice.

While she was eating, the whole-staff WhatsApp blew up. Two of the international authors speaking at the gala that was supposed to start in seven hours’ time had been booked to fly in today – i.e. on the day, by the festival travel agent – and both had missed their connecting flights. David Nicholls was the only author already checked into the Ambassador Hotel and Apartments and his phone, apparently, kept saying his message bank was full, and as far as anyone knew, he didn’t have a publicist who could have been asked to find him.

Through the afternoon, the drama played out on WhatsApp, but Sophie ignored the Tetris-like build-up of panicky messages to sit with her laptop, watching a tiny icon of an aeroplane track across the navy blue of her screen. For a long time, Lilac Dunne’s flight was out over the ocean, making infinitesimal progress across atolls and archipelagos, deep reefs and longitude numbers. As the aeroplane crossed the jagged line of the coast, Sophie’s stomach fluttered.

To all intents and purposes, Lilac Dunne was here. And, when Sophie briefly checked the thread, David Nicholls had been tracked down in the hotel business centre and agreed to give his own speech then ad-lib for forty minutes on the subject of ‘The Creator and the Created,’ which was the theme of the festival and, Sophie secretly thought, so broad as to mean nothing.

At 6.58 p.m., she moved to her room, shifting the trouser box to watch the live stream on her bed.

She was here now. While David Nicholls was preparing to go onstage and talk about literally anything he could think of, Lilac Dunne had landed.

After Philip’s padded introduction, David Nicholls approached the lectern.

He did the most brilliant job. Even with split attention – Lilac would be clearing customs, now Lilac would be getting into a festival volunteer’s car – Sophie enjoyed his hour and forty minutes of solid talking. As it ended, to applause so intense it sounded like heavy rain on the live stream, she downloaded the Kindle Sample of One Day. It was strange, reading the work of another writer when all she had read for months was Lilac Dunne. But the available chapters of One Day were really, really good.

The time on her Kindle said 9.43 p.m.

She would be at the hotel now, in her room at the Ambassador.

As the rest of David Nicholls downloaded, Sophie lay with the Kindle on her chest. She could go to the hotel. Theoretically, she could walk there from here and knock on the doors of every floor until it was the right room and Sophie was standing face to face with her author. She wasn’t going to, though. Sophie was not going to do anything tomorrow apart from her job, in the darkness of the wings.
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That she woke up with stomach pain was to be expected, although Sophie hadn’t expected it. At first, it was more a dull ache, like hunger. But it didn’t go away after she got up and made a sachet of porridge, forcing herself to finish it despite the fact she didn’t feel like eating and the porridge itself was unpleasantly powdery and nauseating by the last mouthful. In the shower, it became a proper stomachache. The whole time she was getting dressed Sophie wanted to lie down again. She easily could have – she didn’t have to get ready for another six hours – but she was too wound up, and the outfit that seemed okay a week ago looked shabby now, laid over her bedroom chair. The trousers were on a coat hanger hooked on the window latch. Wide awake at midnight, Sophie had decided to see what they looked like out of the box. Lifting them from the nest of tissue, they were heavy in the way cheap clothes aren’t. For the first time in her life, she could see why people spent sick amounts of money on fashion. The trousers looked unbelievably good, on. Sophie who never took selfies banged off about twenty of them and unlike usual, there were no bad ones that she couldn’t delete fast enough.

But they were so expensive.

Never would Sophie have spent that much on a single item if she hadn’t been having a breakdown in front of her computer. And back then, she was still the head of production, who would be dealing with authors in daylight and ought to look smart in case they registered her ensemble. They weren’t going to now, and Lilac Dunne wouldn’t tomorrow, even in the best trousers of all time. The team would, though. If she pulled the tags off these trousers and wore them, they would clock her outfit as soon as she got there and wonder why she was dressed up, then join the dots and be like, oh, Sophie bought fancy stuff to wear as head of production and she’s decided to wear it anyway. That’s the most depressing thing ever.

But they looked incredible, the trousers. To protect them from creasing overnight was the only reason she’d given them the hanger, but it meant their lovely shape – the nipped waist, the tuliped legs that finished at her ankle bone – silhouetted against the dawn light of the window was the first thing Sophie saw when she opened her eyes, and then came the stomachache.

Swallowing down the porridge, she went through the selfies. From the waist down, she honestly looked like a model.

But then, her first event was for preschoolers.

It wasn’t like she had to play with them. The whole time she’d be by herself up the back. Psychologically though, it felt like that many three-year-olds together in the venue’s auxiliary theatre would somehow manage to wreck the best trousers she would ever own that cost fractionally more than two weeks of peppercorn rent.

Filling out the return slip, Sophie thought of Annaliese putting her on a children’s event right out of the gate, as if she knew how desperately Sophie wanted to work Lilac Dunne and was making her earn it, and that’s what made her decide to keep them, and the packaging, forever.

Late morning, it started to rain. It wasn’t forecast, but it did and on the crowded bus, sweating inside her longer parka, the smell of wet wool and human breath was stifling.

By the time Sophie reached the venue, the pain in her stomach was like a girdle and, setting out toddler beanbags, she had to keep stopping to bend forward and grip her waist, kneading her fingertips into the soft part in front of her hip bones. Drinking water made it worse. Even the thought of food – and the prospect of sixty preschoolers singing to a recorded backing track, parents and carers encouraging them to dance, rain-soaked prams up the back, older siblings who weren’t ticketed watching reels without headphones – Sophie felt like she might not physically make it. By the time the event began, her mouth was so dry she drank some Coke from a can that was sitting on the desk, even though she had no idea whose it was or how long it had been there. Clutching her own sides, she wondered if Baby Lester was here somewhere with Minette. The lights stayed up for audiences under twelve. Sophie could see they weren’t, but the pain was real and the Coke was so warm it tasted hot.

She had a two-hour break after that.

There was nowhere really to go. The rain hadn’t stopped. Through the foyer glass, she could see water pouring off the corners of the concrete overhang in twisting silver cords. If Sophie had a car, she would go and sit in it and look at her phone. To hang out in the kitchen with the others, having to listen to their conversation and smell their heated-up food when she was hungry now in a way that made it feel like her stomach was trying to eat itself – she couldn’t do it, and so, Sophie wandered the corridors, sat for a while in a disused dressing room, and passed the final ten minutes in the empty tech toilets. With her cosmetics bag balanced on the edge of the basin, she put make-up on with shaky hands. The skylight was leaking, the drops of rain clicking into a bucket that someone had put there, and the cosmetics bag kept tipping over, her mascara and eye pencil and concealer clonking into the basin. Sophie had to dry the outsides of everything with paper towels before putting it away, her fingers refusing to clasp the zip. Since Lilac Dunne wasn’t going to interact with her, she did not need to be anxious to this extent, or any extent. Nothing bad was going to happen.

Into the mirror, Sophie said, ‘Nothing is going to happen,’ then put away the last of her things and retied her hair.

With nerves that in preceding weeks had felt sometimes like dread and sometimes like love, and now, nameless desperation, Sophie proceeded to the wings. In an hour, the author Lilac Dunne would arrive at the North Loading Dock.

Behind the desk, Annaliese was taking her sweatshirt off and as soon as her face appeared through the neck hole she said, ‘Sophie, can you be a star,’ and gave her a job to do. Then, leaving to get herself a frappé, ‘You look fancy with your t-shirt tucked in.’ It wasn’t a t-shirt. It was a boatneck bodysuit with three-quarter sleeves. The last time she wore it was on holiday with Paul, her last holiday with Paul. In the photos, it didn’t look nearly as good as it did now on Sophie’s body made slender and muscled by the moving of amps, and grief, and constant jets of cortisol.

Once the doors had closed behind Annaliese, Sophie began the job, which was going through the iPad, reading the questions ticketholders were invited to submit in advance, and deleting them because they were consistently poor and all the same, thinking about the author and the answers she would have given.

Before she had finished, Chris and Imogen, a couple as of the weekend, arrived, soaked by the rain, talking fast about how insane it was outside. When Chris started drying Imogen’s forehead and cheeks with the sleeve of his hoodie, Sophie moved to the other side of the wings to compose new author questions and send them in from her own phone, in view of the wall clock that displayed the hour and minutes and seconds in burning red digits.

Her stomach still hurt.

When the next downpour came, the three of them looked up at the rafters. Chris said, ‘Far out.’ Imogen said, ‘Wow.’

And Sophie wondered if, right now, Lilac Dunne was in her hotel room, watching the same rain fall onto the concourse, roughing the surface of the puddles.

A minute later, Annaliese returned without a frappé because the place was closed and told them she’d heard thunder. For a while the four of them went about their own work, Chris setting levels, Imogen using a clump of serviettes to dab up the footprints they had left on the floor. Annaliese, behind the desk, keeping up her Duolingo streak, and Sophie’s stomach grinding away as she wrote more fake questions.

What advice do you have for other writers?

You once said—

Are you ironing your outfit on one of those hotel ironing boards the size of a skateboard?

Sophie asking, ‘In Human Beings—’

Is your publicist in your room?

Are you truly here?

My name’s Sophie. I don’t know if I can do this.
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The next time the doors pushed open it was Ross from logistics. He had a rain radar on his iPad and didn’t like what he was seeing. Sophie half-listened to him talking to Chris about the acoustics of the auditorium and then, ‘Holy shit! Sophie!’ Annaliese knocked her hip as she came around the desk. ‘It’s ten to. I’ve got to go and meet Lilac Dunne. Why didn’t you tell me?’

Sophie said, ‘I wasn’t checking,’ although she had been watching the time creep in minutes and seconds towards six o’clock with a stomachache that could no longer be described in words.

‘I have to do that right now,’ Annaliese said, checking under a clipboard and the heap that was her discarded motorcycle jacket to see if her security pass was under there. ‘Shit.’ It wasn’t there, or on the ground, or under the desk.

‘Have mine,’ Sophie offered, even though Annaliese should not have taken hers off in the first place.

‘Quick, quick, quick,’ Annaliese said, jogging over, and Sophie surrendered her lanyard.

After that, Imogen announced that she needed a Coke Zero from the vending machine and Chris went out with her.

So then, Sophie was by herself in the wings. For a moment, it seemed like the rain was easing. From the auditorium, she could hear the voice of the floor manager saying, ‘Check one two,’ and doing plosives into the standing mics.

Backing up to the ladder, Sophie rested on a middle rung.

They must be in the same building now. She and Lilac Dunne, the author.

‘I beat them, thank god,’ Annaliese burst back into the wings, her t-shirt spotted with rain and Sophie’s lanyard around her neck. ‘I sprinted because it’s such bad form to let the Talent get there before you,’ she said, as though Sophie herself would have ambled over when she felt like it.

Painfully, Sophie brought herself to standing. ‘Did she talk to you?’

‘Yeah, loads on the way to the lounge,’ Annaliese said. ‘I saw another famous writer there as well.’

‘Who was it?’

Annaliese shrugged. ‘I don’t know her name, but she was eating a rice paper roll, in Gucci trainers. She said hi to me as well.’

‘How funny,’ Sophie said flatly, wondering if before, crossing the dock, that famous writer, or Annaliese or Lilac Dunne or her publicist had spotted two armchairs behind a heap of pallets, being rained on.

‘Cool, so’ – Annaliese took a headset from the cabinet – ‘it makes sense for me to mic Dunne because I’ve met her, and you can do the moderator, who’ll be here in a few—’ the doors separated. ‘Ha, look, here she is now.’

Her name was Jannie Dziedzic. She had a discussion programme on public radio and was a breast cancer survivor of Polish and Nigerian heritage, according to the small amount of research Sophie always did on moderators, who occasionally talked to you and were openly thrown when it turned out you had no idea who they were, in their own right. Before she went over to introduce herself, Annaliese said to Sophie in a sharp whisper, ‘Where the frick are Chris and Imogen?’

Once she had dealt with her umbrella, Jannie Dziedzec peered at the security pass around Annaliese’s neck and said, ‘Hello, Sophie Pattison.’

‘Ha, no,’ Annaliese replied. ‘That’s her over there.’ Sophie waved. ‘She’s going to brief you while I run to the loos.’ By a touch of the arm, Annaliese shifted Jannie Dziedzic out of her way and left the wings for the millionth time.

Jannie Dziedzic took off her glasses to sponge drops of rain off them with the hem of her colourful top as Sophie made her way over, holding the iPad like a shield. Her stomach was spasming with such violence she was sure that, looking down, it would be discernible through her bodysuit.

‘It’s quite wintry back here, isn’t it?’ Jannie Dziedzic said, glasses back on, smiling enormously as she refused Sophie’s apology. ‘No, sweetheart. When I’m about to sit under ferocious stage lights for an hour, I’d rather be frozen to start with. Otherwise, I develop a sheen during my opening gambit.’ And confidingly, ‘It’s since the menopause. Where shall I put my handbag?’

Sophie, who liked her so much already, carried it over to a hook.

She really was an incredibly seasoned host, as Philip had said when Jannie Dziedzic agreed to do it. Sophie began her briefing, but Jannie fundamentally already knew everything and could guess the rest and wasn’t afraid of the iPad, would invariably figure it out if anything went wrong, and was more interested to know about Sophie, what she did with herself when she wasn’t at work, whether she was a book nut, what miracle potion she used on her skin, and why she kept pushing the heel of her hand into the place below her sternum.

‘This—’ Jannie demonstrated the thing Sophie was doing, and had been doing all day.

Sophie looked down. She was doing it right then. ‘I’ve got a slight stomachache.’ Complaining to a moderator was severely unprofessional, but Sophie had already done it. ‘I don’t feel that great.’

‘Do you get nervous?’ Jannie tipped her head. ‘It’s a lot of pressure, making it all run smoothly.’

‘Not usually,’ Sophie said. ‘Usually, I’m fine.’

Jannie asked if it was getting better or worse, and Sophie had to say worse, ‘I’m not sure what’s happening,’ which wasn’t true.

‘Is it only in that region?’ Jannie asked, gesturing to the place Sophie had been massaging, and Sophie shook her head.

‘So, it’s lower down as well, you poor thing,’ and Jannie’s concern made Sophie want to confess why, truly, she was sick with nerves and suddenly gripped by sorrow. The event was happening. It really was. Jannie’s arrival made it feel real and imminent. The understanding and long acceptance, but now the anticipation of being ignored by Lilac Dunne in the few minutes of overlap that were to come.

‘This will sound peculiar,’ Jannie said, ‘and don’t be put off, but I’ve taught myself a little bit of Reiki.’ If Sophie wanted to – only if she wanted to – they could unstack a pair of chairs and Jannie could do some on her to see if it helped. ‘There doesn’t have to be any contact. I just move my hands in the vicinity.’

On the way to the chairs, which Jannie beat Sophie to unstacking, she said, ‘I like your trousers. They’re great,’ and Sophie felt like she wanted to curl up on the pile of other people’s bags, which had reaccumulated under Annaliese’s leadership, and go to sleep, as long as Jannie stayed near her.

‘We’ll start at your middle then,’ Jannie said, and in a minute, ‘I’m moving up now,’ to Sophie’s forehead and temples. ‘Why don’t you close your eyes?’

The surroundings disappeared. Something funny happened to time.

At the next downpour, Jannie said, ‘Gracious, I hope that lets up before showtime,’ and Sophie blinked awake.

Annaliese wasn’t back. Chris and Imogen were nowhere.

And Sophie hadn’t put water glasses onstage.

Immediately standing, she explained to Jannie, who said, ‘Water, water, everywhere and not a drop to drink! Off you go!’ then waylaid her with a story about how she once did Jojo Moyes, when Me Before You lived on the bestseller list, and there was nothing out there, no bottles, no jug, and neither of them realised until proceedings were underway. ‘And,’ Jannie smiling broadly, ‘Jojo said to me afterwards, and she was quite right, Sophie, that the moment one goes to speak into a microphone, the tongue turns to Velcro. Velcro, spread with peanut butter.’ Jannie laughed. Apparently, in a single event, Jojo Moyes could drink up to a litre and a half on her own. ‘By the midpoint, our mouths might as well have been full of sand. Finally, I had to ask into my mic for a member of the crew to bring some out.’

The idea made Sophie shudder. She thanked Jannie for the healing, which hadn’t done anything, and pounded down the corridor to the general kitchen where the jugs were kept, and no glasses. No glasses. Opening and shutting cupboards. The dishwasher that never got run. The bottom rack, three glasses, and two of them were real glass and essentially matching. Sophie rinsed them, dried them on the stiff tea towel and took the shortcut to the stage, plastic bottle of water under her arm.

The stage was vacant. The house doors hadn’t opened. The sound of rain hitting the roof filled the empty auditorium. Even with her stomach coiling like a thick, wet rope, Sophie let herself take it in.

Out in the foyer, Rob and Cass would be milling, waiting to flash their QR codes at the usher as they pressed by. Glugging water into the glasses, Sophie lifted her eyes to where their terrible seats would be, imagined the two of them craning either side of the pillar to see where Lilac Dunne would soon be sitting, here – Sophie’s fingers wanted to reach and touch this suboptimal armchair. The anticipation shallowed her breathing as she wiped the coffee table dry.

‘Sophie, oh my god!’ Annaliese was right behind her, tugging the elbow of Sophie’s bodysuit. ‘Have you got a tampon or pad? My period has started out of nowhere.’

Although Sophie had tried to like Annaliese, she didn’t. Yet her sympathy was immediate. The same thing had happened to Sophie, working Shakespeare in the Park.

‘I’ve stuck toilet paper in there,’ Annaliese said, ‘but I can feel it not working,’ and Sophie let herself be led back to the wings. ‘It’s going to get on the back of my jeans. I’ll have to wash them in the bathroom sink.’

Searching through her tote bag, Sophie should have warned Annaliese not to do that. She had tried to, herself, in the Shakespeare portaloos, wetting the stain under the sensor tap, soaping it with antibacterial foam, which only thinned and dispersed the blood more widely. Saturating the entire region in the course of rinsing, wringing until your hands hurt, in preparation for the hand dryers.

‘But they won’t dry in time,’ Annaliese said correctly as Sophie kept searching. You could stand there for a day, holding the crotch under the blower, and the hot air would only warm the thick intersection of seams.

‘Do you seriously not have one?’ Annaliese asked, her panic rising as Sophie checked the inner pocket of her cosmetics bag.

‘I don’t. I’m sorry.’ She really didn’t.

‘Effing eff,’ Annaliese said with a small stamp of her foot. ‘I’m meant to be behind the desk.’ She was nearly crying. ‘What am I supposed to do now?’

Bleed into a sock stuffed with tissues as Sophie had through the soundcheck for A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which made it more like a nightmare, and it was late winter as well. As soon as she could, she had called Emma, who got in the car straight away with a pair of her own jeans, Sophie changing in the backseat, with a beach towel over her lap. Emma waiting to receive the jeans, Sophie told her how much the hand-dryer hadn’t done anything, and Emma had said, ‘I know, getting an asthmatic child to blow on them would make more of a difference.’ That was how funny Emma was, and the kind of thing Emma was willing to do, and once upon a time, Sophie would have done the same thing for her in a heartbeat. With Annaliese hovering at her side, Sophie felt a spike of missing her best friend and a longing to have told her about this. Tonight. The author. To have confessed, even. Emma could have helped her.

‘Did you ask Imogen?’ Sophie said to Annaliese.

‘Imogen’s on the pill. She skips the sugar ones. Hasn’t had her period in six years,’ Annaliese replied, as though Sophie had made that choice on Imogen’s behalf, rendering her useless in this moment. ‘You’ll have to look after stuff while I go to the petrol station.’

Sophie went to rehang her tote, but Jannie, still seated, asked if she happened to have a safety pin in that bag of tricks, raising her foot to demonstrate how the zip of her boot kept wanting to undo itself. Sophie was sure she’d felt a safety pin loose at the bottom and was searching for it as the door pushed open.

‘If you can’t find it, I’ll improvise,’ Jannie was saying when her attention was drawn by the sound of a rubber strip scraping over wet floor.

Lilac Dunne walked into the wings.

Jannie rose.

Lilac Dunne walked into the wings, trailed by her publicist.

It wasn’t shock Sophie felt, it was more like pure energy surging from her very centre, as Jannie called in a high friendly voice, ‘Who have we got here? I can’t make the two of you out!’

Sophie recognised her profoundly, even before she had truly seen her, Lilac Dunne, and the publicist carrying a giant shoulder bag and nothing in her hands. Not even a phone. Or a phone and a water. Or a copy of the book. Or the book and two phones, and a water, which Fraser – Sophie’s racing thoughts – oh, Fraser, he used to do the most amazing impression of a publicist carrying too much stuff, trying to tear a nut bar open with their teeth because the Talent’s blood sugar was slipping.

As Sophie watched, the publicist helped Lilac Dunne out of her trench, revealing her dressed in pearl white, her blouse and narrow trousers a coordinating set. The continuous drum roll of rain had drowned out Jannie’s voice and she tried again, projecting, ‘Hello, hello!’ across the wings, and Sophie’s hands going funny, because this time, Lilac Dunne heard. And she turned, and smiled, and touched her publicist on the arm, meaning for her to stay there.

‘Can I help you with that?’ Jannie said down to Sophie, squatting on the ground. Held by one strap, her tote gaped like a sack, and everything, all her things, had gone everywhere.

Setting one hand on the floor to steady herself, Sophie said, ‘That’s okay,’ her glance up at Jannie setting into a terrified smile.

Lilac Dunne was coming over.

She was so beautiful. Even in the half-light, only glancing, Sophie could tell she was more beautiful than her headshots. Usually, it was the other way around, but her complexion was finer, her eyes brighter. And tonight, her hair perfectly smoothed into a low bun. Her lovely neck.

Jannie said, ‘I’d be happy to, Sophie, but no, I understand,’ as though she knew how pitiful your possessions seem when another person is helping you pick them up off the floor.

As Jannie took her first stride, her unfixed boot zip swung by Sophie’s face.

‘Lilac! I’m Jannie Dziedzec—’ Sophie could not help raising her eyes to watch them meet ‘—I’m doing you tonight.’

Lilac Dunne looked mildly surprised, and Jannie laughed. ‘That sounded a bit wrong! I should say, I’m interviewing you’ – Jannie shot out her hand – ‘which makes me a very lucky girl. Goodness, I’ll never get used to your youth. Half my age and twice as clever!’

As they shook hands, Sophie receded to the far side of the wings, although there was no need. Lilac Dunne had not glanced over when Sophie rose from the floor with an armful of loose possessions and her tote hanging flaccid from her forearm. ‘Jannie. Hello. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

The voice.

The warmth. Her accent. If Sophie turned, she would surely see Jannie drawing in, nearer the source of that uncommon sound. The pull was so real, and Sophie wrapped her fingers around the handle of a flat-bed trolley to resist it, the magnetic feeling at her back.

And then the rain stopped.

The silence was phenomenal.

‘Jannie, this is Harriet, my brilliant publicist. We just ran across from the hotel, pressed under the same umbrella.’

Hearing every word, Sophie ached with envy.

‘Our car didn’t arrive,’ Harriet said to Jannie. ‘And we had to bring ourselves up from the Green Room just now, which I wasn’t happy about. Someone should have come to get us. We nearly got lost in those hallways.’

‘But Harriet carries a compass and here we are, Jannie.’

The voice and now the laugh, which Sophie possessed inside her body, was – she couldn’t really explain it, but the laugh was true, and Sophie needed to turn and see her.

Lilac Dunne, who was so close, and so far away.

‘Now,’ Jannie said, settling her own laughter, ‘before we all get dragged off in other directions, Lilac, do you want to chat through the format? You can tell me any topics you’d prefer to avoid. Anything you’re sick to death of talking about!’

‘Oh god, no, it’s fine,’ Lilac Dunne told her. ‘I trust you, Jannie, and I’m an easy interview. Please tell me you haven’t spent time preparing.’

A conversation in front of an audience is like a fifty-minute affair, Sophie remembered the author saying. ‘All it requires is chemistry and a sense of peril.’ Lilac Dunne said it again now, ‘and the assurance it will end.’

‘Not disastrously, I hope!’ Jannie said. ‘I do have a clipboard,’ she added, as if in reassurance.

‘Harriet, what’s the time?’ Lilac Dunne asked.

Harriet checked. ‘Six forty. If you’re going on at seven, there should be staffers here.’

‘That’s what I meant,’ Sophie heard Lilac Dunne say patiently.

‘I’m going to go and locate someone, in that case. Do you want a protein bar before I go?’

‘Harriet, no one ever wants a protein bar.’

‘I won’t be a moment then.’

Annaliese hadn’t returned. When Sophie looked across, Chris and Imogen were still nowhere.

‘The clipboard’s more a prop,’ Jannie went on with her topic. ‘When a host comes on empty-handed, it worries the audience. They can’t settle down.’ In the middle of the word ‘settle’, Jannie coughed and now declared her need for a lozenge, which she had a roll of in her handbag.

For a moment, Lilac Dunne stood alone, her back to the heavy stage curtains.

The house doors had opened. Even without the rumble of voices, pierced by whatever kind of person shrieks with laughter in the minutes preceding an author talk, Lilac would know that people were pouring into the auditorium. Jannie too. The body learns these last few minutes. The shift in atmosphere, the slow passage of time until it’s fifteen minutes to go, how it suddenly accelerates, fifteen to ten, to five. How the last five minutes don’t pass quickly. They are simply missing. You’re on, you have to go, the lights have come up.

Lilac Dunne touched a hand to the back of her hair.

A tech cannot run an event alone.

Sophie’s texts to Annaliese and Chris and Imogen were unanswered. If Annaliese didn’t reappear, Sophie couldn’t be the voice of God, telling people to please use the hashtag. She couldn’t launch the sizzle video. Panic had wiped her memory of which button on the AV desk made it play.

Handbag rehung, Jannie took herself up to Lilac and said, ‘’Tis a bit odd, only you and I here,’ having forgotten Sophie’s presence herself. And Sophie had to go and mic her now. She needed to collect a headset on the way, and say, ‘Excuse me, Jannie,’ with Lilac Dunne right there, drawn out of her reverie.

Sophie’s hand unwrapped itself from the trolley handle.

‘Look here,’ Jannie said, pointing at her own chest when Sophie reached her. ‘I’ve already done it.’ And she had. Somehow Jannie had mic’d herself since the search for the lozenge, which clicked around inside her mouth and scented her breath with a medicinal citrus. ‘But give it a check, will you, Sophie? I might have got it all wrong.’

She hadn’t. Sophie only needed to make one small adjustment and when it was done, Jannie said, ‘So now you can sort our good friend here,’ taking a half-step to the side, presenting Lilac Dunne and Sophie felt heat up and down her arm, ‘and I’ll go and look for your silly old boss.’

Sophie’s thank you was more just a breath out and no sound.

And then Jannie was gone.

With perfect composure, Lilac Dunne was looking beyond the curtains to the stage. As Sophie moved over, the house lights came down, shifting the shadows on the floor.

‘Hello, I’m Sophie. I’ll just quickly do this,’ she said, and silently, Lilac Dunne began to turn a slow circle away from her. Her movement stirred the air around them. No perfume, no scent of shampoo, but the fragrance of a person. A beautiful living body, which made that voice. Sophie could see Lilac Dunne’s shoulders rising and falling gently with each exhale and make out through her blouse the line of a bra between her shoulder blades.

The blouse wasn’t tucked into the narrow trousers. Sophie only needed to raise the hem.

‘Okay,’ Sophie said softly. ‘I’ll try not to touch you.’ As her mind flashed with every image she had formed of this moment, the heat flared in her cheeks.

Lifting the hem, her trembling hand felt the warmth inside the blouse as she reached up. ‘Sorry about this,’ Sophie said, trying not to breathe, in case Lilac Dunne sensed the shift of air on her neck.

Sophie fumbled. Her eyes were starting to blur. The noise from the audience was growing louder, the rain coming down again, harder than before. On her third try, the clip at the end of the cable bit the waist of the narrow trousers and it stayed.

When the double doors kicked open, Lilac Dunne twisted around and the softest part of Sophie’s palm brushed her spine as she withdrew, stepping back for Philip, and Ross and his iPad, Jannie with Harriet, Chris with Imogen and two Coke Zeros, and Annaliese, with her sweatshirt tied around her waist.

‘What a shame,’ Lilac Dunne reanimated as she said to Philip, ‘I was about to go home.’

He laughed uproariously as Annaliese squeezed by them both to take her position at the desk, where she bent the stalk of the PA towards her mouth and said boldly, ‘Ladies and gentlemen—’

Sophie went back to her place by the trolley.

‘—welcome to this evening with Lilac Dunne in conversation with Jannie Dziedzic.’

In an ideal world, Annaliese would have checked how to pronounce that before saying it to eight hundred people. ‘Unfortunately,’ she went on as Ross sidled up to stand by Sophie, ‘due to unforeseen circumstances’ – with his arms folded, Ross leant and whispered, ‘That would be the rain pouring through the ceiling of the upper mezz like a tropical bloody waterfall’ – ‘the commencement of tonight’s programme’ – Ross, ‘None of the punters in Row D upwards can get to their seats’ – ‘will be delayed by a few minutes.’

‘Ha, a few minutes,’ Ross said. ‘Row K’s like the splash zone at SeaWorld. It’ll be at least quarter of an hour.’ He looked at Sophie. ‘Feeling alright?’

Reminded of itself, Sophie’s stomach graunched.

To her stilted reply, Ross said, ‘Why don’t you take a break while I go and reseat twelve rows of angry people.’

Following him to the doors, Sophie heard Lilac Dunne say, ‘Harriet, could you get me a tea, please?’ and Sophie paused and held the door open. Harriet scooted through, looking at her phone.

For a moment, in the corridor, Sophie let herself stand with her back to the wall, hands pressed to her heart. She had seen the author. She had touched Lilac Dunne, and yet – something.

The bucket below the skylight had been kicked over but stepping across the flooded tiles, having to dry the lid of a toilet with a clod of paper towels before you sat down to spare your precious trousers, was better than being in the wings, because at least here you were alone properly. Not alone a few feet from Lilac Dunne, who she had left chatting with Jannie, guarded by Philip, Annaliese positioned at his side, Harriet back soon with the tea.

With ten minutes before she needed to return, Sophie reached to her pocket, which was empty. Her phone was in her tote, beside a flat-bed trolley in the wings. There was nothing to do except stare at the floor until the pattern in the tiles seemed like it was moving in front of her unblinking eyes. And then Sophie heard her name, and her name again as Annaliese pushed the outer door with such force it was like she was trying to separate it from the hinges, before splashing up to the only occupied cubicle.

‘Are you in here? Sophie?’ The caps of Annaliese’s boots appeared in the gap. ‘Is that you? I need your trousers.’

‘Pardon?’ Sophie said.

‘Your trousers.’ Lock rattling from the other side. ‘Take them off. Pass them underneath.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s an emergency.’

‘I promise,’ Sophie said, ‘there was nothing on the back of your jeans.’

‘They’re not for me. Just do it.’

Confused, but stirred by the urgency in Annaliese’s voice, Sophie’s fingers went to the tortoiseshell button. ‘Who are they for?’

‘Are you getting them off?’

Sophie said ‘Yes, but can you please tell me why?’

‘Because of that stupid idiot publicist,’ Annaliese said. ‘Lilac asked her for a tea, and . . . what’s her name?’

‘Harriet.’

‘Harriet came back with a tea and a soup in case Lilac wanted it instead, but the lid was on crooked, and when Lilac took it, the soup went all over her.’

There was no way that was true. Sophie had gasped. Why would any author, ever, want soup right before public speaking?

‘I’m not lying,’ Annaliese insisted. ‘Chunky tomato. Are you hurrying up? Can you let me in?’

Obediently, Sophie reached forward and slid back the lock. Annaliese filled the door, Sophie’s security pass in place around her neck.

‘Is she okay? Did she get burnt?’ Sophie asked, trying to get her first leg out without any part of the trousers touching the floor. It would help so much if Annaliese wasn’t watching.

‘She laughed about it, and none got on her top,’ Annaliese said, ‘thank the lord, but when she stood up . . . you have no idea. It was like she’d been paintballing.’

‘Why didn’t Harriet swap with her?’ Sophie’s foot dragged the inside of the trousers.

‘Because she ran out crying. God, hurry up.’

‘Why can’t you—’

‘Give her mine? Good one,’ Annaliese said. ‘You should have taken your shoe off first.’

‘I know,’ Sophie said, flustered. ‘What about Imogen?’

Annaliese said, ‘Seriously, you cannot say that,’ and she was right. It sounded as if Sophie was making a joke about Imogen’s weight, which she wasn’t. ‘I didn’t mean it like—’

‘Whatever. Let me pull them.’ Annaliese lunged at her.

‘No, don’t. I’m nearly there. Can you go out?’ Sophie asked her. ‘I need privacy for a second.’

‘Fine.’ Annaliese took a step back and partially closed the door.

The trousers came off. Hurriedly, Sophie found the inside waist. Its satin string refusing to snap, Sophie had to gnaw off the tags she had not been bold enough to cut off at home.

‘I’m coming back in.’ Door swinging open, Annaliese with her hands out. ‘You don’t need to fold them, far out.’

In panic, Sophie said, ‘What am I meant to put on, instead?’

‘I’ll get you something,’ Annaliese called, already leaving the toilets. ‘Wait there.’ As though Sophie would otherwise follow, in her boatneck and underwear, so she could watch the event, holding her shoes.

Leaning, Sophie slid the lock closed and brought her wet feet up off the floor. No phone and no watch. Literally nothing to do, except worry the corner of the cardboard tags, trying not to feel hysterically trapped and powerless.

Out there, her trousers were being handed to Lilac Dunne, by Annaliese, a hero.

Probably, it had been five minutes, not a full day and night, which is how it already felt, and Sophie’s head was rested against the cubicle wall when she heard loud, sudden applause.

She came upright.

It was starting.

Sophie was going to miss it.

Screwing her eyes shut, she saw Jannie, striding out, clipboard in hand, Lilac Dunne following, both smiling out at their audience. Sophie had imagined these moments so many times. But in no version was she confined to a toilet while the author walked on, wearing Sophie’s trousers.

Now, they would be taking their places. Lilac Dunne crossing her ankles, arranging the cushion at her back against the surprising discomfort of her armchair, while Jannie took a cursory look at her clipboard to see out the applause.

Sophie’s bare thighs were sticking to the toilet lid.

Her desperation to be out there. To see Jannie lift her eyes, give Lilac Dunne a half smile, before her practiced inhale and exhale, and then—

‘Everyone, welcome.’ Everyone except Sophie. The universe, or fate, or Harriet’s inexplicable decision to come back with soup had robbed her of these moments and had anyone noticed she was missing? Was Annaliese ever intending to come back, because she had not.

Out there, Jannie would say, ‘Our guest tonight needs no introduction,’ and be deep into an introduction she was always going to give because moderators always did, while the audience mentally willed them to hurry up, aware of how many books their favourite author has written, and which prizes she has won, and they only want to hear her talk.

And Sophie – she longed to hear Lilac Dunne say finally, ‘It’s such a pleasure to be here,’ and to have witnessed from her place backstage, eight hundred people lean in towards the author’s voice.

All Sophie could hear now was rain clattering on the skylight.

Jannie would set aside the clipboard. Lilac Dunne would say something like, ‘I’m sorry for anyone who came to see Elizabeth Strout. Find me afterwards and I’ll give you your money back.’ Met with such laughter from the audience, it would be another minute before Jannie could launch into her first question. And listening, Lilac Dunne would take a sip of water that Sophie had poured for her.

She held her naked shins.

Lilac Dunne hadn’t seen her.

Sophie thought she was going to. Deep down, she had hoped. Waiting as she worked for Lilac Dunne to recognise her if not as someone, then as anyone. Sophie had never wanted a moment as much and it had not happened.

‘Soph?’

Before Sophie could answer the gentle call, Imogen’s hand came under the cubicle, offering a pair of fitness leggings in a ball.

‘They’re mine.’ In a sweet, pained voice, Imogen said, ‘I’m sorry.’

As Sophie received them, their fingertips touched.

‘Also, Annaliese wants you to get the soup out of these ones,’ Imogen said, about to go. ‘But no hurry. I’m just leaving them on the sink.’

I’m here, Sophie thought, holding Lilac Dunne’s trousers under the cold tap in the tech toilets. Watching red water run off the fabric. Cautiously turning out the label to see where they came from. Pushing rough squares of tomato down the plug hole with her fingertips. Hands freezing, flecked with small bits of herb. Pressing out the water. Still running pink. Scared that she would ruin them. Wanting to lift the sopping trousers from the sink and hold them to her chest, to tell the author, here she was, here they were. Wishing she had courage to leave the bathroom once the water was running clear, wearing Imogen’s size 16 leggings with a galaxy pattern on them, the elastic rolled to tighten the gaping waist. In comparison, Sophie’s bodysuit looked excessively tight.

Chris was behind the desk, Imogen picking off her shellacs, when Sophie returned. No Harriet, no Annaliese. Philip would be in the centre of the front row, beaming, and for the next ten minutes, Sophie got to watch, in quiet rapture. To catch every word took concentration, and when the rain rose again, Jannie touched her ear in a way that made Sophie anxious for a reason she couldn’t name.

‘It would be fair to say,’ Jannie enunciated, ‘that the public has a lingering fascination with your young marriage to the director,’ giving his name, ‘who unfortunately died, following your separation.’ Lilac Dunne was repositioning, Sophie knew, in resistance to Jannie’s developing question. ‘And one could argue that the interest extends beyond your readership. Is that relationship, and more so its demise, something that you find yourself drawing on creatively, as an artist?’

Before Lilac Dunne released it, Sophie sensed the exaggerated sigh. ‘I’m glad you mentioned his name, Jannie, because there are days when I struggle to remember it. Her usual pause. ‘I was twenty when we got married, and twenty when we got divorced.’

Sometimes she said nineteen.

Either way, ‘I was his wife for less than a year.’

‘It’s a complex topic,’ Jannie said.

‘It isn’t complex,’ Lilac Dunne replied. ‘That marriage is utterly unimportant now. Things that were all-important at one time in your life can absolutely cease to be, Jannie. What is worth discussing is why the interest exists in a writer’s life outside their work.’

‘Wisdom beyond your years!’ Jannie said to win her back.

‘Fame is a brutal education.’ Lilac Dunne folded her hands in her lap. ‘Either it makes you wise or it kills you. Those are your only two choices.’ And then she stopped.

It was hail.

‘My god,’ Jannie said.

The sound was like a thousand golf balls being released onto the roof. Four hundred people turned to the four hundred people next to them to ask if they thought that might be hail.

As if in private, Lilac Dunne leant and said, ‘Are they even listening, Jannie?’ Then, shielding her eyes, she looked out at her audience. ‘Can any of you hear me?’

Seeing her chance, Jannie turned her head to the wings and unmistakably pointed at her ear.

Sophie’s blood turned to ice.

When she looked over, Chris was flicking latches on the cabinet.

Imogen was moving away from him.

Chris was breaking out the handhelds. Chris was preparing for a switch.

Sophie started shaking.

He couldn’t do it – Chris had to be at the desk to adjust the levels at his end. With a mic in each hand, he turned from the cabinet. Sophie looked to Imogen, who had been kind to her, but somehow, in the intervening seconds, she had produced an inhaler, and in that way she had won. Imogen was not going out there.

Chris was waving Sophie over.

The only tech ever who didn’t mind doing it was Fraser, and he wasn’t here.

Chris tossed his head in a gesture that meant hurry it up. As Sophie stepped forward, the leggings shifted on her waist. From the stage, she heard Lilac Dunne say, ‘I don’t know, Jannie, do we all go home?’ The proportion of the audience who caught the joke laughed. The greater proportion were beginning to talk among themselves.

‘Have you ever done this before?’ Chris asked in an urgent whisper.

Sophie shook her head and immediately he was gunning out instructions that she couldn’t take in, distracted by the slip of the elastic towards her hip bones. When her focus returned, Chris was saying, ‘So as long as you remember those two things,’ which she had missed, ‘you’ll be fine.’

The way Sophie knew she had accepted the handhelds was by their familiar weight in her hands and the sense of Chris turning her around by her shoulders.

The tangible sag of the crotch, its occasional snag on the studs of the bodysuit between her legs, was how Sophie knew she was walking towards the heavy black curtains, the tunnel they made to the stage. Otherwise, she was really without awareness or sensation until the lights struck her, like a blazing hot snowstorm. And, the same as everyone, Sophie’s instinct was to dash, eyes down, leading with her crown as though she was getting a run-up to ram something with her head. But the leggings. With no free hand to hold them up, Sophie could not dash, and so she walked. Upright, eyes straight ahead, sensing with terror the vast black hole that was the audience to her left. Without doubt, those eight hundred people, who had fallen silent, could see how her knee bones knocked each other with every step of the one hundred thousand steps from the wings to centre stage. In an underwater way, she could hear Jannie pressing on with another question. Her armchair angled this way, Jannie would have noticed Sophie come on and be aware of her progress over, but Lilac Dunne, angled away, would not see her until Sophie was looming above, trying to put something into her hand.

And now she was near enough to the armchairs to see the fuzz of the upholstery.

Jannie was going to finish what she was saying first, and Sophie waited, her entire body seeming to pound. Lilac Dunne adjusted her cushion again as Jannie’s question kept adding clauses to itself.

The audience, unable to hear, was beginning to murmur.

Finally, Jannie turned, acknowledged Sophie with a tiny dip of her head and took the mic.

And then, although Lilac Dunne’s whole concentration seemed to be on Jannie, when Sophie made the single step to her chair, she turned up her hand.

Sophie placed a microphone in it and was about to retreat when Lilac lifted her eyes.

Who knew how the last twenty minutes of the event went. Sophie had to take herself out to the corridor to sit on her parka, huddled against the cold concrete wall. The festival volunteers coming past in pairs didn’t say hello, taking her for one of the paid workers who would rather be out here on their phones or, in this case, twining their fingers and staring glassy-eyed into the middle distance rather than stay in and listen to a first-rate author talk for free. As opposed to what she was. A woman in a euphoric tumult because it had happened.

It had lasted about point-one of a second.

It was only the automatic glance of an author making sure this backstage person was going to get off now that they’d done what they came out to do. Sophie knew that. But still, Lilac Dunne had looked at her, and eight hundred other people had seen her from the side. And then, with Jannie losing her grip on the audience, Lilac Dunne had cut in to answer her unfinished question. Perfectly amplified, the voice had washed to the back of the auditorium, like a warm tide. ‘If you don’t settle down, I swear to god, I’ll do a reading,’ and Sophie exited the stage to thrilled laughter.

A wave of incredible tiredness was breaking over Sophie when she heard the crack of applause. Catching sight of Annaliese in different jeans, and Philip and a female friend of his and Jannie’s husband and – it had to be – her adult daughter coming along the corridor in an incidental group, Sophie got to her feet. The underneath of her parka was wet and Sophie let them go ahead of her into the wings where they would jostle for the place nearest the curtain, each wanting to receive Lilac offstage and be the one to tell her how brilliantly she had coped with the nightmare sound situation, as Sophie went to work around them.

Jannie was barely across the tape before she reached down her own blouse to free herself from the cabling, happily handing the whole lot off to Sophie with a smile of thanks. Perspiration had fogged her glasses and made her damp around the hairline. Even the battery pack was warm from her body as Sophie received it, aware of Lilac near behind her, accepting a handshake from Philip.

Moving to put it away, she let herself glimpse Lilac for the last time as Annaliese undid her mic.

The only thing now – Sophie to one side, pulling on her parka – was to tidy the stage and help Annaliese finish packing down. Then she could go home and get out of Imogen’s leggings and hold this night and what had happened in her heart forever. How Lilac Dunne, the author, had seen her, and if she did not know Sophie’s name, then at least she knew of her existence. And Sophie’s stomach had stopped hurting.

The hot lights were being shut off one by one, making a puffy thud above Sophie’s head as she retraced the stage. The handhelds were on the coffee table with the water glasses and Jannie’s forgotten clipboard. By the foot of her armchair a fine gold chain sat in a delicate heap.

Sophie picked it up. During the Reiki, she had not noticed it on Jannie’s wrist and, working to undo a knot near the clasp, Sophie couldn’t picture it on her, insofar as Jannie’s other jewellery was wooden.

‘You didn’t do the walk.’ Behind her, a woman’s voice was carrying from the wings.

It was amazing, how tight a knot could get when the bracelet had only been on the ground.

‘I said, you didn’t do the walk.’

Thinking of the tweezers in her cosmetics bag, Sophie half-turned.

‘It was very striking,’ Lilac said, and coming up to her, ‘you can give me that,’ holding out her hand for the bracelet. ‘Thank you.’

‘Okay,’ Sophie mustered. She wanted to flee back to the wings. But Lilac seated herself in Jannie’s armchair to put her bracelet back on and Sophie, a tech, could not abandon Talent in a deserted auditorium.

As Lilac lay out the bracelet, picked up the ends and brought the clasp together on her wrist, Sophie could only stare, transfixed. The small, ordinary action that Lilac made extraordinary by performing it.

Finished, Lilac gave the bracelet a turn on her wrist. ‘Was it on purpose?’

The question hung there until Sophie said, ‘Was what on purpose?’

‘People always creep,’ Lilac answered. ‘Anyone made to come out here. The theatrical tiptoeing, with little mouse paws. Do you know what I’m referring to?’

Sophie nodded. Too many times, she had watched it from the wings, full of self-consciousness for the tech who, in their blinding anxiety, did not even know they were doing it.

‘As though it will be less distracting to the audience,’ Lilac continued, ‘but it’s worse. The pantomime of it. Now, tell me,’ she said without moving to get up, ‘is there a way to leave this building which does not require me to go back through there?’ She gestured at the wings. ‘Your artistic director asked me to dinner. I do not want to have dinner with your artistic director.’

Always, the Talent claimed to be tired when Philip proposed it, and awed by Lilac’s truthfulness, Sophie said, ‘If you go down those stairs,’ pointing to the rear corner of the stage, ‘there’s a door to another set of stairs, then you go down that passage and turn, not the first left but the left after the server room, and you will see a sign that says South Exit.’

Lilac stopped her. ‘What is your name?’

‘Sophie.’

‘Sophie, I cannot tell you the extent to which I will not remember your directions. You need to come with me.’

‘Don’t you have to do a signing?’ Sophie asked, even though she had heard what happened and here now, it felt like her own mistake, and not the mistake of Marcus who managed the festival bookstall.

‘Not unless they want me to sign one thousand copies of Olive Kitteridge.’

‘I’m sorry about that.’

Lilac said, ‘Is it your job to order the book stock?’ and Sophie shook her head. In her parka, she was beginning to get very warm. ‘I just do sound and things like that.’

‘Then why are you apologising.’

Sophie had heard Lilac do that before – ask questions with no uprise at the end, as though you were definitely going to answer, she was merely telling you which part she wanted to know. ‘And whoever made the mistake has spared me two hours at a signing table,’ Lilac said. Blithely, ‘I need you to get my bag, and then we will go.’

A very long, quiet second.

‘Do I get my stuff as well?’ Sophie was properly hot now inside her parka, and unsure if that’s what Lilac was telling her to do – collect everything and leave the venue with her.

‘You can do what you like. Harriet will have hung my coat.’

‘Okay,’ Sophie said. ‘I won’t be a moment.’

Lilac checked the bracelet once more. ‘Take your time.’
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Imagine lifting Lilac Dunne’s trench off the hook with Philip still in the wings, chatting to Jannie, eagerly waiting for his Talent to reappear. Imagine having to put the author’s small, chic bag on your own shoulder, without being seen by him, while collecting the plastic bag with a pair of soaking trousers in it, stuffing that down the side of your own tote as you slip away. Your parka feeling like a sleeping bag, wanting to grab the placket on each side and rip those studs open. And it dawning on you as you step onstage again that you won’t be able to take Lilac out by the other exit because right now, Annaliese would be dumped in a seat on the Metro West, doing her Duolingo with Sophie’s lanyard stuffed down her sweatshirt, oblivious, leaving Sophie to explain to Lilac who had risen to her feet that the South Exit requires a security pass.

‘And there’s no other way?’ she asked.

‘Only through the foyer,’ Sophie said.

‘Fine.’ Lilac accepted her bag and her trench. ‘Take me that way,’ directing Sophie ahead. And so, down the steps at the side of the stage, out onto the auditorium floor. Crossing the soft, lightly littered carpet towards the doors at the back, Sophie could hear the shift and rustle of her own parka. ‘Your event was amazing,’ she said to cover it. ‘I’m sorry it hailed. And I’m sorry about the soup.’

‘Ha. Were you there when it happened? I didn’t see you.’ Lilac’s eyes dropped to her own waist. ‘I’ve no idea who these belong to, but they’re surprisingly stylish,’ she said, and it made Sophie desperate to explain what she herself was wearing, but the idea of Lilac Dunne glancing down to see the Lycra loose on her shins and bunching at her ankles kept her silent until the doors.

‘When you go through,’ she said then, bringing one door open and stepping aside, ‘the main exit will be in front of you.’

But Lilac said, ‘Sophie, I am safe everywhere in the world except festival foyers. I will be mauled. You need to go first.’

The crowd should have thinned to a few dilatory groups standing around, recapping the event to each other and voting on whether to have dinner. But nobody wanted to leave with the rain still coming down and Sophie had to shoulder through the tight crowd to open a path for Lilac, behind her. People turned. A ripple of energy spread outwards, the volume of conversation dropping as Lilac went by, rising again behind her. There was a crush between the upcoming pillars, and when it seemed like they would be separated, Sophie felt Lilac reach and take her hand. She had forgotten what it felt like when someone did that, the instant compression of your fingers inside their grip, the temperature of their palm against yours. And when you are ahead, the drag back on your hand is the most pleasant thing in the world. Then, as you come past the foyer toilets, you feel the hand wanting to extract itself, lightly sticky, and hear Lilac saying, ‘Wait, will you, Sophie.’ And how you wish these were the Talent Only toilets as you wait with your back to the free water station, about to notice a trio of women open out of their cluster and start this way because one just spotted guess who? Her! going into the ladies, and they are her greatest fans and cannot believe it.

By the time Sophie got into the bathrooms, the women were surrounding Lilac at the mirrors. You could tell what they were saying, and you could see what was about to happen when one of them brought her bag to the front and slipped her hand in under the flap. As the phone came out, the women reshaped into a row, putting Lilac in the middle, their arms around her, watching the phone come up like a moonrise.

Moving past the basins, Sophie saw Lilac step forward out of their formation, but the women organised into a triangle, caging her in.

‘Please?’ one of them said. ‘Just a selfie.’

For Sophie, there was a second of standing there, unnoticed, except by Lilac, who flicked her a look of displeasure.

‘We love you.’

‘And you can check the photos before we post.’

To the woman with the phone, Lilac said, ‘Do you see, we’re in a bathroom.’

‘But we’re from out of town,’ the woman told her. ‘It’s a four-hour drive. Okay so,’ the phone began to rise again, ‘look at the dot.’

But Sophie touched the woman’s arm. ‘Can you put that away?’

Whipping around, the woman said, ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m staff.’

‘Where’s your thingo then?’ The woman pointed at the absence of a lanyard.

Sophie, undaunted, said, ‘You can’t take photos in here.’

‘There are no signs anywhere,’ the woman argued, and then to Lilac, imploring, ‘I’ve lent your books to everyone I know.’

‘Thank you,’ Lilac said, ‘but I’d rather they bought them. Excuse me.’ And with Sophie blocking the women’s access, Lilac got by.

The final distance across the foyer. Then outside. Cold night air hitting Sophie’s warm face. The concourse, vast, black, slick and hugely puddled and Sophie prepared her umbrella to give Lilac, who would then let her go. But moving to the overhang, Lilac shifted along so that Sophie would, had to, come and stand by her.

‘You know, I would have given them a photo,’ Lilac said, glancing for her reaction.

‘I thought you didn’t want to,’ Sophie said with a needle of panic. ‘I can go back and find them.’

‘No, I’m saying I was about to give in, but you protected me,’ Lilac said. ‘No one protects me. Harriet would let me be kidnapped if she thought it would sell books.’

‘Okay.’ Sophie’s hand unclenched around her tote strap and, feeling the squash of the plastic bag against her side, she said, ‘I just remembered, I have these,’ tugging it out by the handle. ‘I think they’re yours.’

Lilac regarded the bag. ‘I don’t want those.’

‘They’ll be wearable, I think,’ Sophie said. ‘Someone rinsed them out for you.’

‘Please, keep them,’ Lilac said, and touched Sophie’s hand to stop her from untying the bag.

Distressed, Sophie said, ‘I can’t take your trousers.’

‘I’m not suggesting you have them.’ Lilac gave a light frown. ‘I’m asking you to dispose of them. I won’t wear them again.’

‘Alright,’ Sophie said slowly, and she looked each way for a bin knowing, if not then, if not right now, she would keep these trousers and have them and own them and they would be too precious to her, more sacred than the galley.

‘Thank you,’ Lilac said when Sophie returned without them.

In a minute of downpour, they didn’t talk, Sophie perceiving the trousers at the bottom of the bin, and herself wanting to check tomorrow to see if they were still there, inclined to retrieve them.

She should go now and leave Lilac alone.

‘Can I give you this?’ Sophie held out the umbrella. ‘It’s not a very good one so thank goodness you’re right there,’ she said, looking to the Ambassador Hotel with its tree partially strung with fairy lights, and the first three letters of its sign shorting out.

A S S A D O R

But Lilac said, ‘I’m not at the hotel. I had Harriet check me in last night to prevent panic amongst your organisers, but I was never intending to stay there.’

‘Is it terrible?’ Sophie asked anxiously. ‘It used to be five stars.’ She should have done something about that. How would she? But she should have.

Lilac said, ‘It’s a hotel. It’s fine but filling a miniature kettle from a handbasin, that time in my life is over. I have a friend here. I’m staying in her house, which means I need a taxi. And so do you.’

Sophie shook her head. ‘My bus stop is one street away, past where the taxis are, so I can take you there, then keep going.’

‘You’re not walking anywhere in this.’ And she touched her hand to Sophie’s back, compelling her forwards.

Raindrops were popping on the umbrella.

‘I really don’t need a cab,’ Sophie said, keeping the umbrella above Lilac’s head.

‘Your shoes are already wet, and so are your—’ looking down, Lilac could see the leggings, absolutely, catching splotches of rain and Sophie’s soaked shoes but, sparing her, Lilac said instead, ‘You keep drifting out. Come back underneath.’

‘Everything can go in the dryer,’ Sophie told her, as they walked on, conscious of how tedious she was being but people who have been rich for a long time forget you can’t always do things, and Lilac had been rich for a long time. ‘So don’t worry but thank you,’ Sophie said.

A pair of taxis were pulled over at the edge of the concourse. The driver was going to be infuriated when Sophie asked to get out, the minute Lilac’s car was out of sight. But then, as though Sophie had been transmitting her worry since the suggestion of a taxi, Lilac said, ‘I want to pay for yours, but since I have none of your currency, you’ll have to come with me.’

‘No!’ Sophie sounded horrified. ‘I can’t.’

‘My god,’ Lilac laughed at her, ‘get in,’ and she waited in the back seat while Sophie brought down the umbrella.

The driver asked where to.

Drawing her seatbelt, Lilac said, ‘Sophie, what’s your address?’ and the driver turned to see who she was. Even if he wasn’t a fiction reader, he seemed to sense that Lilac was someone.

‘Sophie?’ Lilac prompted.

‘It’s very out of your way.’ Sophie had her seatbelt in her hand but couldn’t bring herself to push it into the buckle.

Lilac said, ‘I wonder how you can know it’s out of my way when you don’t know where I’m going,’ and to the driver, ‘Her address is . . . Sophie, where do you live?’

Sophie leant forward and said, ‘It’s near the big BP,’ and the driver smacked his indicators on.

There was no question the parka had to come off in the car. To sit with it on made her feel like a geography teacher in the first row of the coach, and there was a shishing sound every time she moved. Getting it off was going to be a wrestle, and Sophie was surprised when it was done and the parka balled up between her calves.

With her wrists lightly stacked on top of her small bag, Lilac had turned away while Sophie fought off the parka and was still looking out the window, ribboned with rain.

The traffic was thick and not apologising for it, as well as the hail, and the soup, and the Olive Kitteridges and the way you do have to wedge a hotel kettle under the tap at such a slant the water pours straight back out the spout – Sophie had to physically move her hand to her throat to stop herself. Her last apology, at the venue, hadn’t landed, but she should make conversation, even if it brought Lilac’s attention to the leggings, which fully revealed, seemed to flash brightly under every streetlight.

‘Do you enjoy events? When it goes well, or it’s in a nicer city?’

‘I don’t do this recreationally.’ Lilac turned from the window. ‘I do this professionally. And it only needs to be good for the audience. It doesn’t have to be good for me.’

‘It must be nerve-wracking.’ Sophie had always thought that. ‘You’re a natural though, obviously.’

‘Mm.’ Lilac seemed to agree with her.

‘Some writers,’ Sophie thinking out loud, ‘some of them are more accustomed to being on their own. And it sometimes seems like they might sell more books if they didn’t appear in public.’ Hearing how that sounded, she said, ‘Gosh, that was mean.’

‘That was true,’ Lilac said plainly and there was a pause until Sophie’s next thought. ‘Jannie’s such a good moderator. I thought she was.’

‘It isn’t a difficult job,’ Lilac replied. ‘All you need to do is let your entire self-worth depend on a famous person for fifty minutes. Saying someone is a marvellous moderator is like saying they’re marvellously codependent.’

Which was perplexing. Lilac had been pleasant to Jannie earlier, but now it seemed like she had no feeling for her at all.

Sophie turned away to her own window.

The view outside was getting less and less attractive. The streets around the venue weren’t that nice either, but truly it was worse with every block and Sophie wanted to get out so that the driver could re-route before it became actively depressing and, after that, Sophie’s street.

‘Where exactly by the big BP?’ the driver said over his shoulder. ‘Which side?’

And Sophie leant forward again to say, ‘Actually, I could just get out up there,’ pointing through the next intersection.

‘Or better than that,’ Lilac said, ‘you could throw yourself out at a red light,’ and to the driver, ‘You’re not letting her out there.’

Sophie gave in. ‘Either side of the BP is fine.’

They were going to be at the lights for a long time and in another moment, Sophie heard herself saying, ‘It’s raining very hard,’ as though her mission was to be banal.

Out of kindness, Lilac didn’t acknowledge it. ‘Do you read fiction?’ she said instead. ‘I won’t be offended if the answer is no.’

‘I do,’ Sophie was relieved by a question she could answer, truthfully as well. But then—

‘Do you read my books?’ Lilac asked.

Sophie slowly nodded. Mouth already dry.

‘Do you like them?’

Sophie nodded again. But Lilac appeared to want more, and with the feeling of her tongue peeling away from her hard palate, Sophie said, ‘They’re so good.’

‘I know they’re good, but do you like them?’

Swallowing produced nothing apart from a thick feeling in her throat, before Sophie said yes.

‘Why are you worried?’

‘Do I look worried?’ Sophie also sounded worried. And her hands had come together in her lap, fingers interlacing.

‘Yes, you do.’

‘I’m not,’ Sophie said, ‘I’m great,’ her knuckles grinding in that clasp.

‘You’re great. Okay,’ Lilac sounded unconvinced. ‘Have you read the new one?’

‘Yes.’ Sophie said, looking ahead, windscreen wipers beating, willing the lights to change.

‘Did you like it?’

Sophie had to say yes again. ‘I did.’ A half-second. ‘I loved it.’

‘Tell me why.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Why did you love my novel?’

Sophie tried three times.

‘It was interesting.’ ‘It had a great plot.’

Then, with Lilac turning back to the window, her interest lost, Sophie said, ‘I read this thing once about how writers turn a story around until it catches the light. And to me it was like, you held us very still, everything in half-light and then suddenly there would be a glint and then a burst like when the sun hits a window and shines straight into your eyes, and everything becomes very bright, and when it goes again you can see this colour and movement in what was there but in shadow before.’ Running out of breath, Sophie said, ‘I’m not expressing it very well.’

‘Where did you get that from?’ Lilac had turned completely from the window.

‘From me?’ Sophie said in an uncertain voice, and Lilac said, ‘Hm,’ as though it interested her. On what level, Sophie wasn’t sure. ‘In places it reminded me of A.S. Byatt as well,’ she added, ‘but without the ornate description of vases or fish and what it’s like to have a sore throat or . . . I’m probably wrong.’

‘A.S. Byatt.’ Lilac considering.

‘Who I love,’ Sophie added, in case it hadn’t seemed like that. ‘I mean, Possession, with that incredible, lengthy poetry that I would have sworn was real because of how impenetrable it was.’

As the taxi started to crawl forward, Lilac said, ‘Do you know what A.S. Byatt’s children called her?’

‘Mum?’ Sophie guessed. ‘Or Mother?’

‘They called her A.S. Byatt.’

‘Do you mean at home?’ Sophie said. ‘To her face?’

‘That’s what she told me.’ And Sophie was still smiling in quiet amazement when Lilac said, ‘I’m starving. We need to eat.’

‘What?’ Sophie heard her own shock.

Amused by it, Lilac said, ‘I haven’t eaten. You can’t have either.’

‘I haven’t, but’ – there were other authors in town. Authors all knew each other. Even when they didn’t, they acted like they did – ‘we don’t have to.’ Lilac should be having dinner with one of them. ‘I have food at home.’

‘That isn’t really the point.’ Lilac told the driver he could pull over at the next restaurant.

Or Lilac could have dinner alone. ‘I’m honestly not that hungry,’ Sophie said.

Or with Harriet, who had to be somewhere, and Lilac could get her to come back from wherever she had run off to in tears. ‘And you must be exhausted,’ Sophie added. ‘And jetlagged.’

‘I don’t believe in jet lag,’ Lilac said and directly, ‘why don’t you want to have dinner with me?’

‘Because—’

After a burst of speed, the driver braked suddenly, and Sophie’s seatbelt locked.

Because I have a Google Alert set up on your name.

Seatbelt tight across her chest.

Lilac waiting again for an answer.

Because I live here. Because I love you. Might be in love with you.

The steel buckle grinding Sophie’s hip.

Have loved you.

Seatbelt refusing to give out any more length.

Have thought about you too much. Have thought only about you.

‘Tell me, why don’t you want to have dinner with me,’ Lilac repeated as a restaurant came into view.

Because you’re famous. Because I have no husband, and ‘Because I’m not anyone,’ Sophie said.

‘What if I think you are?’ Lilac asked her. ‘Then what happens?’

The driver said, ‘Am I stopping or not?’

‘Yes, stop here,’ and then, to Sophie’s confusion, Lilac said, ‘You’re coming to dinner.’

The driver tore off their receipt and popped the locks.

Sophie struggling back into her parka.
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The menu was massive, which Lilac said was never a good sign, especially when the restaurant wasn’t well patronised. This one was empty and unstaffed when they walked in, but Lilac went straight to a table, correctly certain Sophie would follow. It was a table for six, but they all were, set with knives and forks wrapped in paper serviettes that were burgundy and, on closer inspection, a tiny bit dusty. Lilac pulled out a chair, which didn’t scrape across the floor because it was carpet tiles.

Again, the parka. Sophie despised it. And yet if she took it off, Lilac, seated now, her own trench cast over another chair, would see the way Sophie had cinched the waistband of the leggings, binding the excess with her hair elastic into a kind of sausage that stood out from her body. If she kept the parka on, she would get heatstroke and look like she wasn’t intending to stay.

Sophie sat, and undid it, and got out of the arms, and left the parka under herself like a protective sheet.

As Lilac opened her menu, Sophie accidentally bumped the table, which made the six wineglasses jump.

Her anxiety was blinding. ‘Are you sure this is okay?’

When Lilac didn’t answer, Sophie picked up her own menu. Opening the cover made the sticky crackle of a family photo album.

Starters.

Sophie looked up from the first page.

Their table was in the window, and although she was meant to be choosing a dish, Sophie could not stop glancing out with the desire to get away, to stand up and walk to the door. And go where after that?

As Sophie forced herself back to Starters, Lilac said, ‘I think I might love it here,’ lifting her eyes. ‘It’s so charming.’

‘Is it?’ Sophie surveyed the dining room, trying to identify its charms. Venetian masks on the wall, a vacuum cleaner stowed under a table, and Grand Prix on the television behind the bar.

‘What a shame it’s muted,’ Lilac said and laughed. Thank goodness. Otherwise, Sophie would have gone over and figured out how to turn it up for her.

Sophie said, ‘Maybe we shouldn’t stay.’

‘We’re already here.’

‘But we could still go if you want to.’

‘Sophie.’ Lilac fixed on her. ‘If I didn’t want to be here with you, believe me, I wouldn’t be here with you.’

Starters cont.

Halfway down, Sophie looked out again, across the street to the vandalised bus shelter. The pyre of rental bikes in front of the shop that sold phone cards and Catholic statues. And two floors above, her bedroom window, the blind unevenly raised so that the light of her lamp showed as a dull yellow wedge against blackened brick. Visualising on the other side of those blinds, her bed, and the tops she had tried on and rejected this morning strewn across nylon carpet.

Beverages.

Now, Sophie was in all the rooms at once. Her couch, her stove, her table flap. Her two towels in the bathroom. Her pen jar and draining board and fruit bowl. And Sophie here, in real life, with Lilac Dunne, who must be noticing how the random festival worker she had asked to dinner was constantly flicking looks out the window.

A moment later, Lilac said, ‘I’m going to go and find someone.’

‘I can do it.’ Sophie pushed back from the table. Though it would separate her from her parka, she couldn’t let Lilac go and hunt for a waitress. ‘I won’t be a moment.’

There was no one, anywhere. In the end, Sophie had to take a set of stairs, unlit and as steep as a ladder, to find the kitchen and ask the chef, who was smoking into the range hood. On the climb back up, Sophie swooned like an iron-deficient getting out of bed too quickly.

Everything was too much. She had to stop and touch the wall. The entire dinner ahead of her. Already tired from a day that had started at 4.30 a.m. and been hard work, and so much emotion and nervous peaks, that lonely endless break wandering around, with no car and nowhere to go.

And what were they going to talk about now that Sophie was reseated, smiling and saying, ‘A waitress is coming.’

Lilac had reduced the number of wineglasses to two and looked entirely relaxed, an elbow on the table, turning through menu pages. Even in poor track lighting, she was beautiful. Beautiful and mesmerising outside the setting of the venue, where Sophie had never seen an author, or anyone famous, or been asked to dinner with them and had to choose what to eat, under pressure now.

‘What I think we should do is order none of this.’ Lilac confiscated Sophie’s menu and made a signal to the waitress who – Sophie twisted to see – was pregnant and tearing the front pages off her pad.

‘Sophie, do you eat eggs?’ Lilac asked her.

Sophie did and nodded.

‘Okay then.’ Lilac addressed the waitress, who shoved the fistful of screwed-up paper into her apron pocket and brought out a pen, which she uncapped with her teeth. ‘Could you make us two fried egg sandwiches,’ when Lilac said that, the waitress unrounded her shoulders, as though, like the taxi driver, the voice made her wonder who this was, ‘and give us fries and, Sophie, what will you have to drink?’ To the waitress, scribbling, Lilac said, ‘I’ll have a tonic water.’

‘Can I have a tonic water too, please?’ Sophie said, because to ask for normal water, to say ‘tap is fine,’ would make her sound poor and worried about the bill, which she always was now and she had to eat out again with the team, after closing night.

Lilac handed their menus to the waitress, which felt very final, then looked at Sophie, who shifted nervously on her parka.

‘You haven’t asked me what it’s like to be famous.’

‘Sorry!’ Sophie was sorry if she had made it seem, to Lilac, that she was unimpressed by it and didn’t consider herself lucky to be here with a famous person. ‘What is it like?’

‘I’m not asking you to. I’m complimenting you. Fame isn’t interesting, but,’ narrowing her eyes, studying Sophie’s face, Lilac said, ‘you seem to know that, so now we can talk about something else.’

‘Like what?’ Sophie asked and then silence, apart from a single clank from the direction of the kitchen stairs. It was almost like Sophie could hear a clock ticking in her ears, marking two very slow seconds.

‘Whatever you like.’

And there was Lilac, letting Sophie choose a topic, and there was Sophie as another second ticked, being flooded with, tick, possibilities and half-thoughts and, tick, so many things she must stay away from that, tick, in the end Lilac had to do it herself.

‘Alright. What are you reading?’

‘Um—’ the galley for four months, Sophie thought before reaching back to what she had been reading before. ‘Moon Tiger,’ she said to Lilac. Penelope Lively in paperback kicked under the bed, Second World War still raging for all her characters.

‘Good, let me ruin it for you,’ Lilac said. ‘The ending is incomprehensible. Perhaps it won’t be to you.’

‘I’m sure it will be,’ Sophie replied. ‘I’m mostly’ – how to explain this to a writer? – ‘I’m better with more straightforward novels’ – and why was she explaining it to Lilac anyway, when it would lead the conversation towards the thing she could only talk about with Laurie? ‘I came to reading quite late.’

‘Did you? Why?’

Sophie said, ‘Various reasons.’ While she didn’t want to seem withholding, nobody could comprehend her childhood.

‘And you’re not going to tell me what they are,’ Lilac asked, and to Sophie’s hesitation, ‘Were there no books in your house growing up?’

‘There were schoolbooks,’ Sophie said. ‘I was home-schooled until I was twelve,’ and because Lilac would ask why, as everyone did, if Sophie let there be a pause, she kept going. ‘But my parents didn’t read fiction and when I was allowed to join the library, when I was fourteen, I was a bit overwhelmed. If you’ve never read a book for pleasure before, you don’t really know where to start.’

‘Wings of the Dove or Sweet Valley High.’ Lilac made Sophie laugh.

‘And to be honest,’ Sophie said after that, ‘I still feel like I’m not doing it right with reading.’

‘In what way?’

Sophie said, ‘Well, I’m not very analytical. I tend to just accept everything. Whatever it says on the page, I’m always like, okay!’ Lilac was looking at her intently. ‘And I never see a twist coming a mile off. Same with unreliable narrators. I just take their word for it, and then I’m shocked when it turns out they were lying from start to finish.’

Even though Sophie had been talking for a year, it felt like, Lilac’s interest – if it was real, it didn’t seem as though it was waning.

‘And, I guess, no matter how many books I read,’ Sophie went on, ‘I feel like I’m not getting more intelligent. I just love it,’ she said, and slowing down, ‘Reading is all I’ve really got to give, in terms of saying thank you to writers,’ and she felt self-conscious. That would make absolutely no sense.

But Lilac said, ‘Don’t you think that is the reader I would most want?’

‘What about you?’ Sophie asked, with no way to respond to that last thing, which felt like a compliment because Lilac had spoken it with such gentleness. ‘What are you reading at the moment?’

Lilac did a flick of her hand. ‘That big, baggy novel by that woman.’

Sophie knew which one she meant and for the next few minutes, they talked about books. What else they had read this year, what Lilac had enjoyed, the novels Lilac had thrown at the wall after ten pages, the ones Sophie had wanted to throw at the wall and made herself finish. And Lilac’s favourite books of all time. Sophie managing not to supply the list for her.

Brideshead.

The L-Shaped Room. A memoir called Grand.

Hideous Kinky. Half of a Yellow Sun.

And Enormous Changes at the Last Minute, short stories but, Lilac always used to say as the author, permissible for the title.

Sophie had read them all. She loved The L-Shaped Room. ‘Apart from the problematic racism,’ she thought to say at the table.

‘Quite.’

‘I should read it again.’ The woman in it was single and her flat was even worse than Sophie’s.

But Lilac shook her head. ‘Re-reading any book is a waste of time.’

And Sophie said, ‘I don’t think I will, actually,’ as though she’d independently reconsidered and decided against it. ‘I wonder if I should check on our food.’

‘Are we in a hurry,’ Lilac asked, in the way she had of denying an answer. ‘I’m going to tell you what to read next.’

‘Yes, please,’ Sophie said, naturally sitting up straighter.

‘Aren’t you going to get your phone out?’

‘I was just going to remember them,’ Sophie replied and Lilac’s face lit.

‘I love you,’ she said.

Only because she hated phones. Sophie knew from a long essay Lilac had written about how phones were making people stupid and how she refused to own one.

Still. I love you.

Sophie wished there was a physical way to catch words and keep them alive in cupped hands, like a butterfly – I love you – and carry them back to your flat and your bedroom and somehow fold them into the pages of the galley. Picturing it on her bedside table, waiting for her, Sophie lost concentration.

When she returned, Lilac had already named the first book. Then another, another, ‘and Ex-Wife by Ursula Parrott.’

Unfortunately, Sophie had read them all already.

Surprised, Lilac said, ‘Most people haven’t even heard of them. Are you the most well-read person I’ve ever met?’

Vigorously shaking her head, Sophie said, ‘I’m definitely not.’

‘Next you’ll tell me you’ve read Ulysses.’

‘It took me forever, though,’ Sophie promised.

‘James Joyce hasn’t even read Ulysses,’ Lilac said, and appraising Sophie again, ‘I’m impressed.’

‘That’s nice,’ Sophie said, with a thud of her heart.

‘Sophie.’

‘Yes?’

‘I am going to tell you something and I want you to pay tremendous attention to me.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’m not nice,’ Lilac said, and then her phone rang.

Bringing it out of her small bag, she said, ‘Harriet’s phone. She forced it upon me, in case of a second emergency, I suppose. Can you excuse me for a minute?’ Lilac got up and answered, taking herself over to the other side of the dining room.

The call went on for a while.

Sophie straightened her roll of cutlery.

She was perfectly happy to wait.

Lilac pacing in her peripheral vision.

Sophie thought about getting her book out.

She wondered who Lilac was talking to.

Sophie couldn’t really hear.

She leant down for her tote.

It wasn’t her book in the sense she was reading it. It was by an author whose event hadn’t sold very well. The publicity copy had been on the Free Table for weeks and by yesterday, Sophie couldn’t bear it anymore and took the book to throw away somewhere far from the venue, finding herself unable to do it when the time came.

She picked up her tote by one handle.

Actually, no. The book was about how cats think and communicate, and what if Lilac could make out the cover from where she was and assumed it was Sophie’s taste? Even if it was a hardcore Rachel Cusk with no plot or characters, to be reading when Lilac returned to the table would look studied and Sophie tingled with embarrassment, as though she was already doing it.

When the waitress appeared from the stairs with a tray, Lilac ended her call and proceeded her to the table.

The list of people Sophie could eat a fried egg sandwich in front of and feel relaxed was short. Laurie. Her parents, who were dead. Emma before, but not now. So, the list would be more like Laurie’s name on a piece of paper. And put down in front of her, the sandwich was very loose, the two eggs already slipping off each other under a hard lid of toast, and it wasn’t cut in half.

Lilac’s hand went to her knife and fork inside the paper serviette, and Sophie moved to imitate her but Lilac was only shifting the cutlery out of the way for the waitress, who was setting down the two glasses without ice and two screw top bottles of tonic. As she emptied the first into Lilac’s glass, Sophie returned to her plate.

It could have been chicken wings.

Or bolognaise.

Or a dish she chose from the menu, unaware you had to cook it yourself on a hot stone, drawing the attention of the whole room.

Those things might be worse than this, Sophie told herself, overfocusing on the plate, aware she was overfocusing on it as the waitress filled her glass.

Or a boiling hot laksa that would make her nose run.

Otherwise, this sandwich was the most demanding thing you could eat in front of a famous person who gave no signal to begin after the waitress moved off. So Sophie picked up her knife and tried to get the blunt tip into the toast and cut it without bringing her shoulder up and really sawing.

The stress was awesome.

When Lilac did take up her knife, it was only to scrape off the mayonnaise.

Sophie had to start. With Lilac watching, she picked up one half and took a small bite from the corner.

‘Do you like your job?’ Lilac asked.

With a quick swallow, Sophie said, ‘Yes.’

‘Do you do other things between seasons?’ Lilac took a sip of tonic. To Sophie, it seemed like she wasn’t going to eat. ‘You must get miserably tired of hearing us talk. The same set-pieces, over and over.’

As Lilac spoke, a piece of crust caught in Sophie’s throat, requiring a series of swallows and an inch of tonic. ‘I’m lucky, getting to hear writers for free,’ she answered when she could.

‘Did you grow up here?’

‘Have you only ever lived here?’

Presumably, Lilac wasn’t timing her questions to the exact moment Sophie’s mouth was full, but it kept happening, which meant great silences before she could answer, hand cupped in front of her mouth.

‘And do you like your artistic director? I’ve forgotten his name,’ Lilac said.

‘Philip Inglis. I don’t mind him. He’s quite—’ Sophie put her sandwich down to think of a virtue, ‘—we didn’t have a semi-thriving literary scene here before he was brought in.’

Smiling, Lilac said, ‘He was devastated when I turned him down for dinner. Equally when I told him I wasn’t going to take the flowers. I said he should give them to his mother.’

Sophie pressed her serviette to the corner of her mouth. ‘She’s dead, though.’ She had met Philip’s mother once and liked her.

Lilac said, ‘Why do you give us flowers? That is my question.’

It had been Sophie’s question too; why a chunk of festival budget went on flowers when the Talent always flew out the next day and surely left them behind in the hotel room to die in the bath.

The serviette had left fine fibres on Sophie’s lip and she touched them away with a fingertip.

‘I hate flowers. No,’ Lilac corrected herself, ‘I don’t hate flowers. I hate bouquets. The ribbon. The yards of plastic. It’s giving a person a lot of work, don’t you think, making them decide what to do with a single sachet of flower food. And the trident that holds the notecard,’ she reached lazily for her glass, ‘it looks like something you could use in a backstreet abortion. If I never receive another bouquet in my life, I’ll be thrilled.’

Sophie could see how a lot of people would want to give Lilac Dunne flowers.

Then, ‘Do you have a husband?’ Lilac asked, as though flowers and husbands were connected, which for some people they were.

‘I don’t,’ Sophie replied. ‘I did, but I don’t anymore.’ She looked at her plate again. All those fries. She had been working on them in between bites of sandwich, but the hill hadn’t reduced. ‘We’re separated.’

She should probably eat more, but she couldn’t and shifted her plate an inch. Saying it like that, Sophie had made her marriage sound entirely in the past, as though it was fine and done and over with, and not a gaping wound you could shove your hand into.

Lilac slid her plate away too. ‘That’s sad, Sophie. Is it?’

‘For me it was. It wasn’t for him,’ Sophie said, sorry for the self-pity in her voice. But it wasn’t sad for Paul. ‘It wasn’t sad at all.’

‘What is his name?’

‘Paul Roberts.’

‘God, that’s ordinary.’

Sophie laughed involuntarily and her face was still bright with it when Lilac said, ‘What did he do?’

‘He’s a commercial real estate agent.’

‘No.’ Half-smiling. ‘What did Paul Roberts do to you?’

‘Oh.’ Below the level of the table, Sophie made a rip in her paper serviette. ‘Nothing in particular.’

‘Nothing,’ Lilac repeated.

‘He didn’t hit me or anything.’

‘What a prince,’ Lilac said dryly. ‘I can’t believe you let him get away.’

Sophie forced a smile. It didn’t reflect well on her.

Lilac said, ‘You know, I was married once.’

‘Were you?’ Sophie responded, as though she did not know that.

‘Mm,’ Lilac said, as though she hadn’t just discussed it onstage. ‘I was nineteen.’

‘How old were you when you got divorced?’

‘Nineteen, so I’m not sure it even counts as marriage, or a divorce, but there you go.’

Leaving her serviette, Sophie brought her hands to the table to take up her warm empty glass. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘You can try.’

‘Do you ever miss him?’

‘I don’t miss people,’ Lilac replied. ‘I made that decision a long time ago. I’m not going to be depleted by another person’s absence.’ Then casually, ‘I had a writer friend once who said I’d never developed object permanence. If I can’t see them, they don’t exist. But it’s a choice. Longing is not a good use of energy,’ Lilac finished and something in Sophie hurt.

‘I would love to be like that,’ she said. ‘I miss people when they go out of the room.’ Sophie had made a joke, but Lilac didn’t laugh, only shifted and said, ‘Do you miss Paul?’

‘Occasionally,’ Sophie replied, her cheeks flaring with heat. ‘I’m trying not to, but sometimes I do,’ and wishing there was normal water on the table, anything else to drink, she said, ‘Did it take you a long time to get over it? You don’t have to answer that,’ with a sip from her truly empty glass.

‘I was over it before I married him. That may be why it didn’t work.’ Lilac laughed but then, ‘This is more recent. You and Paul.’

‘Christmas,’ Sophie said, wondering if, to Lilac, that would count as recent.

‘Not even a year,’ Lilac said, as though it did count. ‘Have you seen him since?’

Oh, Sophie didn’t want to answer that. She didn’t want to talk about Paul at all and yet they were. That was her fault for offering more information than Lilac had asked for. To the question, ‘Do you have a husband,’ Sophie could have just said, ‘No.’

‘I saw him a few weeks ago,’ Sophie had no choice but to say.

‘Where?’

‘In front of my house.’ And there she was, Sophie, in this restaurant with Lilac Dunne but also back in the driveway, with her leaky coconut water. It was such a tenacious image, Sophie had to physically blink to get rid of it.

‘Are you being stalked?’ Lilac asked neutrally.

‘No, sorry,’ Sophie replied, ‘I mean it used to be our house. I moved out but he still lives there.’

‘Right.’ Lilac sat back, waiting for something.

Sophie held out for ten seconds. ‘I went there.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘By accident,’ and as much as Sophie did not want to talk about it, out came the entire story, in what seemed like one long sentence.

When she was finally finished, Lilac said, ‘Do you know that you’ll get over it?’

‘I hope so, one day.’ Sophie was exhausted by her own talking.

‘No,’ Lilac told her, ‘I am saying, be sure that you will get over it. Because you will.’

And softly Sophie said, ‘Thank you. That’s really nice of you.’

‘In a minute, you’ll remember that I’m not nice. But I am going to get these plates taken away and pay the bill and we’ll go to our homes, Sophie, and we’ll get into our beds and sleep without dreaming.’

She turned for the waitress, who, when Lilac asked for the bill, just told them how much it was, standing beside the table.

It turned out to be less than Sophie was expecting, which was good. But Lilac wouldn’t let her pay for herself.

‘Are you sure?’ Sophie asked three or four times.

Lilac said, ‘Yes, I am sure,’ the first time, but not again, slipping a credit card from her small bag and letting the waitress take it.

Sophie said, ‘Thank you, then,’ which didn’t seem like enough. ‘I’m so grateful,’ which didn’t either.

‘Don’t be. Harriet’s paying for this.’

‘I hope she’s okay,’ Sophie said as Lilac picked up her trench and Sophie tugged her parka back on. ‘She must feel terrible.’

‘She ought to feel terrible.’ Lilac appeared to mean it, which – Sophie was quite surprised by that. According to Imogen, Lilac had told Harriet not to worry about it while she was changing her trousers behind a broken scrim and Harriet was beating back tears.

Sophie said, ‘She seems lovely.’

‘She wasn’t good at her job,’ and Sophie couldn’t think how to respond.

‘You can train people,’ Lilac said as if explaining. ‘If you tell someone they’re brilliant, they become brilliant. With Harriet it hasn’t worked. Do you want to become my publicist?’ Lilac laughed lightly and while Sophie laughed too, the envy she had felt since their appearance in the wings gave way to sympathy for Harriet, who had possibly been fired on the phone, over by the wall.

The waitress brought the credit card back and they left.

It was about to start raining again, you could tell. There was another taxi, and Lilac raised her arm. Preoccupied by the effort not to do or say anything stupid, Sophie had forgotten to anticipate the end of dinner. And despite the devastating stress, she was disappointed. This strange best awful night of her life was over.

With the taxi flashing its light, Lilac said, ‘That was enjoyable. I’m pleased you relented.’

‘I didn’t mean to talk about myself the whole time,’ Sophie apologised. ‘It must have been so boring.’

‘Did I look bored?’

‘No.’

‘Therefore, I wasn’t,’ Lilac said.

‘It was probably a bit TMI,’ Sophie regretting that phrase, which she never used so why would you use it now, on the street, to let it be Lilac Dunne’s parting impression of you?

She was retying her trench. ‘Women begin with intimacies and progress to small talk.’

‘Do they?’

‘According to Elizabeth Bowen. And I was interested. I’m intrigued by you,’ Lilac said, facing her.

Sophie searched for sarcasm and didn’t find any.

In a minute, Lilac would move closer to the kerb.

‘It was nice to meet you.’ Sophie said, which wasn’t what she wanted to say, and needed to say now that the taxi was stopped and Lilac was opening the door.

‘Goodnight.’ Lilac smiled like someone who was never going to see you again.

‘Goodnight, and thank you,’ Sophie said. ‘And thank you for coming here and doing our festival and everything. People loved it.’ And then, as Lilac slid into the taxi, Sophie burst out, ‘These leggings aren’t mine.’ Urgently, ‘Someone lent them to me.’

And with no look of surprise, Lilac said, ‘Likewise,’ and smoothing her leg, ‘you will get these back,’ and she pulled the door before Sophie could ask how she knew Sophie was the one who had given up her clothes.

So then, the door was shut and the taxi rolling off. There was no waving, no lowering the window before the driver threw a wide U-turn. Still, Sophie raised her arm to an imaginary taxi in case Lilac Dunne looked back. She didn’t, and Sophie brought her arm down.

To run across the street. To step over a puddle, a cardboard box mushy with rain, to let herself in and pound up the stairs, out of breath by the time she was working her keys in the lock of her front door.

All of it. Everything. All of today.

Missing the hook with her parka, Sophie went straight to her bedroom to raise her crooked blind. She had seen the restaurant from this vantage so many times. The window with its patchwork of stickers. Premises is Alarmed. The ‘Voted Best Restaurant 1999’ one. NO CASH KEPT IN THE TILL OVERNIGHT. And now she had been to it. By herself, with Lilac Dunne.

Already, it felt unreal.

While her need was to tell Laurie, it was too late to ring him, and Sophie dropped the blind to peel off the leggings.

In the bath, she sat hugging her knees.

Picking at the memory of dinner. How poorly she had done. How un-sparkling she had been in conversation, needing to be prompted until Lilac was, essentially, moderating a restaurant meal. Except for when Sophie had flooded her with information about herself.

To stop it forever dripping, Sophie leant and twisted the tap.

Deep into the Minette-driveway story when it struck, when it struck her that the Ikea part – Sophie could not tell Lilac that part, which meant the story had no conclusion, and Lilac had to help her finish it, saying, ‘Do you know you’ll get over it?’ Sophie recalling, with probably literal egg on her face the whole time, even though she’d used every segment of her serviette to dab at it until it was a screwed-up little clump.

‘Because you will,’ Lilac had said.

The plug was crooked in the plug hole and water was slowly sucking into the drain.

At least she hadn’t told Lilac the reason Paul had wanted her to leave their house. Or fallen into the whole story of Paul, which was so long. You had to go back to Paul’s childhood, with the addiction and intergenerational trauma and, embarrassingly, a murder.

Sophie had also evaded more questions about her own childhood. But otherwise, had she exposed herself, in a much worse way? Unconsciously mouthed along with Lilac’s anecdotes, offering the next line when she paused to recall what happened next in her own life? Or stared at Lilac’s face too closely, studied her tiny actions, the way Lilac held her glass, the way she rested her wrist on the table, lifted it to turn her cuff, Sophie wanting to memorise each movement and gesture. Had she, while glancing too often out the window, said, ‘I think you’re the love of my life!’ with a stub of french fry pinched in her fingers.

In Sophie’s exhausted memory, it felt so likely.

She wanted to cry for all of it.

At the same time, why did it matter? Lilac Dunne would immediately forget about her. The only consequence was Sophie feeling sick about it for the rest of her—

Enough.

This was not a productive line of thought. Not in this frigid bathroom.

And it was over anyway.

With no one she could tell in this moment, Sophie ached for the author. But the author was gone. Sophie’s own friend and companion, the subject and object of her most private thoughts, had become Lilac Dunne. She belonged to everyone who had seen her tonight. Philip, everyone.

The author no longer existed.

Sophie had never known absence like it.

Unsticking the sliver of soap from the rim of the bath, she felt such despair, it was like – like she could feel the coming of her own death.

Minutes, thinking.

If she could go back and change one thing, it would be telling her about Paul. Or ten things, it would be offering up her separation, naming Paul, telling Lilac anything about Paul, accidentally returning to Paul as a topic after the conversation had shifted.

If she could do it all over again, then marrying Paul.

Sophie did not want to think about him in the bath.

The ends of her hair were getting wet.

Or maybe her great regret was meeting Lilac, only to lose the author.

With a sopping flannel, Sophie wiped each cheek.

She should be grateful. Lilac Dunne came here, and Sophie met her and talked to her and was the one who got to have dinner with her, and Lilac had guessed about the leggings.

Even if Sophie had done worse at dinner than she realised, she would remember it for the rest of her life. And she would make herself be grateful. Something good had happened. And it was so easy to remember how much time she had spent in this bath thinking about the author, not believing anything good could happen in her life because, you know, it wasn’t that long ago.
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Everything was the same. The corridors, the wings. The team, the different-but-same publicists accompanying their Talent to the very edge of the stage. The only evidence of the night before was a stacking chair and the floor around it, which had been given a wipe, not that well, with paper towels that remained in the bin, crispy with soup. At the same time, every aspect of the wings held some association with Lilac now.

Arriving, Annaliese said, ‘Hey,’ and as she described her commute, Sophie could see Lilac, and feel her so intensely that work got none of her attention. Otherwise, setting up, she would have recalled that the first author of the day was the one with the lisp, or registered his lisp and how significant it was once he was present in the wings. While Sophie was working under his shirt, the author talked to his publicist about two taxis he’d had to pay for himself, but not even the phrase ‘misplaced receipts’ had penetrated her hearing, and his event was marred by blasts of soft static, Sophie having set the mic too near his mouth. And after Lilac, he was profoundly uninteresting, with his World War II novel, which he’d accidentally left backstage, and Sophie picked up, read the blurb – Berlin, 1939: – and put down again. And a dozen stories about his grandfather that he promised took many turns, yet you could have guessed where they were going if you were listening which, again, Sophie wasn’t.

Annaliese was all over her for that, and stayed on her through the morning, saying, ‘Are you hungover?’ with a look of interrogation, and ‘Seriously, bro,’ whenever Sophie dropped something or walked into a crate that she herself had left in a stupid place.

Sophie told her she hadn’t slept and was tired, which was true – hysterically tired as the morning wore on. But probing incessantly, Annaliese did not manage to break her when it came to where Sophie had gone last night, why she’d left without finishing everything, and why she wasn’t acting more sorry that Annaliese had to do it herself.

It was more of an effort not to tell Jodes or Rhiannon what had happened as they worked alongside each other, or Imogen, when Sophie gave back the leggings, handwashed and dried with her hair dryer. And she still hadn’t told Laurie. Now, it felt like it would have been better if she had called him last night. Or this morning, while she was microwaving her porridge. Or on the way in. But compressing it into a story on her minimal lunchbreak, to call Laurie from the corridor and describe what it felt like with techs walking past, to recount her conversation with Lilac Dunne, which had merged with her dreams and was becoming a dream in itself, Sophie couldn’t do that.

In a million years, she would not tell Philip, reminding him of his own rejected invitation, causing him to think she had done a Dev and been the first tech in history to succeed. Yet mopping the stage decking in the afternoon and seeing Philip enter the auditorium at the back, the impulse rose. As he approached the front of the stage, Sophie opened her mouth.

But, ‘Ah, Sophie. There you are.’ Philip didn’t give her a chance. He had been looking for her, he said, and had finally found her – here – ‘mopping up the evidence.’ He meant, of the previous author’s lisp and the saliva it unfortunately produced, fine droplets catching the hot lights as they arced to the floor, but Philip was too honourable to say so and Sophie had already sunk the mop’s raggy head back into the bucket to listen to whatever he had come to say.

‘I’ve had a call from Lilac Dunne.’ Casually, he brought an elbow onto the stage, standing like a man at the bar, while the full weight of Sophie’s body seemed to plummet to her feet on hearing Lilac’s name.

‘In fact, I missed the call,’ Philip said, giving away his disappointment, ‘but she left me a detailed message.’

‘Is everything okay?’ Sophie’s hand tightened around the wooden mop handle. What if everything wasn’t? In trouble. Done something wrong. Lilac is dead. Obviously not dead. But upset with her. In retrospect, upset about something Sophie had said or done and lodging a complaint in a big, long message.

Philip said, ‘You must go and collect the trousers.’

‘From where?’ The mop handle felt splintery in Sophie’s grip.

‘Lilac Dunne requested that you come and collect your trousers, though I would have called them a culotte.’ He dipped into his blazer pocket for a Post-it note and waited for Sophie to lay down the mop.

‘The address.’ Handing it up. ‘I’d understood her to be at the hotel but apparently not.’

Sophie took in Philip’s writing. The address was in the one nice neighbourhood, and to get there from the venue meant two buses, or the tram and a long walk, or the world’s most expensive taxi ride.

‘Right on the other side of town,’ Philip said, and for all his insensitivity and a week of pretending she wasn’t there, it was as though he could tell why Sophie was staring at the Post-it, biting her lip. ‘Take my car. You rather saved the day, last night.’

And from his trouser pocket, Philip produced a car key clipped inside a sort of leather folder with a stud closure, like a tiny Filofax. Tan. As Sophie accepted it, he winked in the way that only sixty-year-old men still think is appropriate. But he did seem grateful to her and was showing it in his own problematic way.

‘Of course, Lilac Dunne won’t be there,’ he went on, knowing as well as Sophie that the Talent never stayed beyond their own event. In their minds, the festival ended the moment they walked offstage.

‘Do you want this Post-it back?’ Sophie asked.

He did not. He wanted her to leave the mop and the spittle for Annaliese and be on her way.

Philip’s Mercedes had 220,000 miles on the clock and an A.M. radio.

Sophie put his keys in the ignition.

His silk scarf from yesterday was on the back seat with Don Quixote in paperback and a US Weekly. Philip never lent his car to his staff, and although turning his steering wheel to get out of the car park required all the strength in her arms and the gearstick wouldn’t shift into fourth once she had joined the main road, it was beautiful to be in a car by herself with a sliver of breeze on her face. The freedom to think about Lilac, who would be at the airport, or already in the air. The parts that were good about last night.

That first moment of eye contact. The audience, the great mass of people who had seen Lilac and Sophie and caught their exchange.

The dark intimacy of the taxi.

Lilac’s stacked wrists and, when the driver had taken a sharp turn, Lilac putting her hand on the seat between them for ballast.

‘Are you the most well-read person I’ve ever met?’

The two of them alone at a table, and every time Sophie had subtly checked her serviette there was nothing on it, so perhaps her face was never smeared with yolk. And whatever Lilac meant with that thing about fame – ‘Fame isn’t interesting, but you seem to know that’ – she had looked pleased.

Sophie dragged the car around another corner, feeling the actual tyres rubbing the bitumen.

‘Don’t you think that is the reader I would most want?’

And not having to pay for dinner.

Sophie was lucky, really. And she was getting her trousers back. Lilac would have stuffed them into the mailbox as she was leaving the house, or left them on the mat in a bag. That she wasn’t going to be there was a mercy. Last night was precious and in small ways perfect and Sophie would hold on to her memory of it forever, and that much stress again would genuinely kill her.

Had she known there were houses like this, here? It looked like an arrangement of corrugated shipping containers stacked three high, some projecting at irregular angles, connected to each other by glass cubes.

Philip’s key really didn’t want to come out of the ignition and Sophie jerked it both ways.

The house had no fence, and no gate, no mailbox she could see, getting out, just a wide belt of concrete, bordered with immense cactuses, leading to a roof-high panel of rust that you could only tell was the front door because the person, Lilac’s friend, owned a normal doormat. But – Sophie managing to get Philip’s car door to shut by pushing it with the flat of both hands before taking steps towards the house – the mat didn’t have a big hump in it, and there was nothing behind the bronze urns either side.

Sophie wasn’t sure what to do. This was a work errand, you couldn’t go back to the car without completing it, even if they were your trousers and you had reconciled yourself to their loss the night before, while your bath drained. Pressing the doorbell was more so she could tell Philip that she’d tried everything. And now she had done that, Sophie could go. But with a sound, the lock released and the rectangle of rust hinged back on itself in a big automatic sweep.

‘Hello.’

Philip’s car keys fell from Sophie’s hand and she scrabbled to pick them up before Lilac could register the Filofax and presume it was hers, along with the champagne-coloured Mercedes parked on the street.

In bare feet and jeans, Lilac was in no way dressed for the airport. The sleeves of her t-shirt, with its faded graphic, were rolled to reveal her shoulders. ‘I saw you drive up.’

‘When are you leaving?’ Sophie asked with undissipated shock, and the Filofax was not fitting easily into her jeans pocket.

‘What makes you think I’m leaving?’

‘Because authors always leave as soon as they possibly can?’

‘And this time, I’m not,’ Lilac said. ‘We’ll go inside.’

‘It’s okay, I’m happy to wait here,’ Sophie told her, hoping Lilac would go and get them and the exchange could be over quickly.

‘Sophie,’ Lilac dispensed a smile, ‘I’m asking you to come in.

The vestibule was like an oversize lift shaft in the sense that everything was concrete, the floors, the walls and the soaring ceiling. Suspended from it was a light fixture, like a modern chandelier with many spokes, that – Sophie didn’t even know where you would buy one of those.

Leading her to the kitchen, Lilac said, ‘The cats aren’t here, mercifully. Neither is my friend.’

‘Is she out?’ The sole of Sophie’s left Converse squeaked with each step across the concrete.

‘She’s away,’ Lilac said and not having to meet Lilac’s friend was a relief that lasted the incredible traverse to the kitchen, the likes of which, Sophie had only ever seen on Pinterest.

Lilac said, ‘You can come all the way in.’

Sophie did, and here she was alone with Lilac again and to do better than last night, she, Sophie, would have to ignore this house and its décor, make zero comments about it or, as Lilac took the kettle from the range to the sink, let herself ask what this friend did, work-wise, to be able to afford this much terrazzo.

Failing immediately, ‘Is your friend a writer as well?’ Sophie asked, setting her hip against the vast island in the absence of anything seat-like.

With the kettle under the tap, Lilac said, ‘Writers can only be friends with other writers. The combination of arrogance and brittle insecurity makes us too difficult for normal people. Though, really,’ Lilac moved to the stove, ‘I wouldn’t say this woman is my friend.’ One of the burners clicked and ignited. ‘I’ve only met her once, but she knows me. What kind of tea would you like?’

Lilac didn’t tell her which kinds there were, and Sophie said, ‘Normal?’

‘It doesn’t look like there is any normal,’ Lilac said after searching a cupboard. When she stretched to a higher shelf, her t-shirt lifted, exposing a strip of stomach, and Sophie quickly stopped watching.

Through a bank of glass doors, you could see the swimming pool, deep, dark green water, and the shot of envy it gave her felt like anger and inexplicably the anger was for Emma.

‘You wonder if she swims in it,’ Lilac said, stopped, watching Sophie, who after a split second of confusion, realised Lilac wasn’t talking about Emma.

‘My house is ancient,’ Lilac was saying now, ‘and so is its plumbing. The earth around it is presently being torn up.’ A box of tea in her hand. ‘That’s why I said yes to your festival. Liz Strout’s fee is the same as a new sewer.’ And smiling, Lilac turned back to the cupboard, leaving Sophie with the job of conversation. But the weather was nondescript, and did women also regress from intimacies back to small talk, according to Elizabeth Bowen? ‘Thank you for letting me have dinner with you,’ Sophie said after a minute.

Lilac turned again. ‘I didn’t let you. I invited you.’

‘It was such a privilege.’

‘I hope it wasn’t,’ Lilac looked at her narrowly, ‘or did I misjudge, and you’re no different from other people, enthralled by fame?’

‘I’m not,’ Sophie said although again, the normality of what Lilac was doing – like the bracelet, onstage – only emphasised how different she was from everyone else.

‘Good, because it’s exhausting, being adored.’ Lilac went over to the stove to lift the kettle. ‘And I don’t need you to be impressed by me,’ she said. ‘I’m no more interesting than anyone else. No more interesting than you.’

‘You must meet a lot of more interesting people than me at festivals,’ Sophie said.

‘I don’t meet people at festivals. I go out of my way not to. I don’t want any more entanglements.’

Sophie didn’t understand what she meant.

‘What you would call friendship,’ Lilac explained for her, finding two glass mugs, ‘with civilians or with other authors. Writer friendships are destined to implode as soon as one of you becomes more successful, which is always me. Everyone else who meets me, non-writers, wants to own me or be owned by me. It’s enormously depleting. The best way to sap your talent. Are you missing something?’

‘No,’ Sophie shaking her head. ‘I can see how it would be exhausting.’

‘Missing an event to be here with me,’ Lilac said.

‘Oh.’ Sophie reddened. ‘The next one is at three o’ clock, but I should go in a moment.’

‘Who is it? Which author?’

Sophie told her.

‘Then the audience will have a better time if they can’t hear him.’ Lilac swung the teabag into the sink, where it made a light thud.

‘People think he’s quite talented,’ Sophie said cautiously, only based on how full his event was expected to be, albeit Philip had made it one of the free ones. For herself, Sophie could do without the onions and peppers his characters were constantly chopping and sautéing in apartments in Munich, while their mistresses took showers, with Bach on a record player.

‘He’s written forty novels, Sophie. That’s not talent. That’s a disorder. Here you go.’

The mug was unbelievably hot, even the handle.

Sophie said, ‘Thank you.’

‘You’ve read them all, no doubt,’ Lilac said.

‘There’s a lot of Bach.’

‘So much Bach, my god.’ Lilac picked up her own mug. ‘Come.’

The living room, or the proper name for the space Lilac led her to, continued the concrete theme, which made it seem even more like an aircraft hangar than it did by its simple proportions.

Sophie deposited her tote on the set of steps that led down and did not let herself look left or right at the paintings, because her overwhelm at the size and nature of them, and how many there were, would give Lilac the impression that Sophie, herself, was more used to reproductions and the print of Manhattan that came in Ikea’s A1 frame, and was face-to-the-wall behind Sophie’s clothing rail.

Taking her tea to the low sofa that had its back to a long, long wall of books, ‘I slept with him once,’ Lilac said.

‘With who, sorry?’ Sophie asked, because if she meant this afternoon’s Talent, surely Lilac wouldn’t confide that in her.

‘With Forty Novels,’ she answered casually. ‘Though he was yet to become prolific.’

‘That’s funny.’ With no better reply, Sophie gave her attention to the problem of where to put herself. There was a pair of sculptural chairs, but she would be quite far away if she sat there. Worse would be to take the same sofa, and for Lilac to say ‘we might be more comfortable if you weren’t right beside me,’ or something like that. So with her glass mug, Sophie started around the coffee table, stacked with the kind of artbooks that cost hundreds and who really reads them?

Straight away Lilac said, ‘Why are you going over there?’ and joining her, Sophie had to find a way to sit with Lilac positioned as she was – her back to the armrest, feet tucked under herself – which would put Sophie in profile, Lilac having to talk to the side of her face, unless she sat twisted, balancing her tea on her thigh, because there were no coasters. Instantly, the base of the mug began warming the denim.

But it was okay, she was here, and whatever the time was – there had been no opportunity to check her phone, openly or furtively – she could give herself these last few minutes in Lilac’s presence.

‘Do you want to know what it was like?’ Lilac had set her tea directly on an Egon Schiele book.

‘What was what like?’

‘Sleeping with him.’

Thrown, Sophie said, ‘You don’t have to tell me, though.’

‘I know I don’t.’

‘Not if it’s private.’

It was desperately private, the whole realm of sex, to Sophie, who hadn’t slept with that many people. The first was one of the flautists in Laurie’s senior orchestra and there was an argument to be made, which Emma had made at the time, that what they’d done at his house wasn’t full sex.

Sophie was trying to sip her tea, but even the steam was too hot for her lip.

The second was someone from her sound production course, then Paul and more than lack of experience, it was loyalty to Paul, who struggled to focus on two things at once in the bedroom, i.e. himself and Sophie, that made her reluctant to talk about sex, even with Emma. To talk about it with Lilac was impossible. But at the same time, Sophie sort of did want to know. He, Forty Novels, was empirically handsome, and the excess of onions and peppers didn’t take away from that.

Lilac said, ‘How many people are you planning to tell?’

‘No one?’ Sophie answered.

‘There you go. Also, I’m not giving you details. So go on.’

‘Okay.’ Sophie rested the mug back on her leg and felt the fresh heat sharply. ‘What was it like?’

‘You can’t have good sex with a bad writer,’ Lilac said, ‘and he is a terrible writer.’

‘Wow.’

Sophie never would have guessed that, although it made sense, thinking about it, and carefully, ‘Does that mean you would read their work beforehand? Not you,’ she quickly said. ‘Writers in general. Would they read the other person’s book first and decide whether to sleep with them based on how good it was?’

‘They might,’ Lilac said. ‘However, in this case, it was better to sleep with him first and save myself from his book.’

‘I suppose you could just read reviews as well.’

‘You could.’ Lilac laughed, as though that was funny. ‘But it would happen anyway. Authors follow each other around like tennis players on the pro circuit. There’s nothing else to do in the hotels you put us in,’ she said, lifting her mug off the Schiele, revealing a ring of damp on its gloss cover. ‘It’s impossible to write, so we sleep together instead.’

‘Gosh,’ Sophie said, ‘I’m glad we didn’t schedule you on an event together. That would have been so awkward.’

‘I wouldn’t care about that. What I care about,’ Lilac blew the steam from her tea, ‘is the Paul story,’ and a bolt of pain came from Sophie’s lower back, sending itself up her spine. And it could have been her twisted position, and it could have been the word ‘Paul’, the shock of Lilac bringing him up again. Paul appearing now, in this house, like he had in the restaurant.

‘I was thinking about it this morning,’ Lilac went on. ‘You didn’t tell me why it ended,’ and to Sophie it felt like the great embarrassment of someone saying, ‘Anyway, the reason I’m calling,’ after twenty minutes on the phone and you thought you were just talking.

‘Don’t worry.’ The smile Sophie managed felt small and tight. ‘It’s really boring.’

‘Sophie, I need you to do something for me.’

‘Okay.’

‘I need you not to decide for me what’s boring and what is not. You are not boring. Nothing about this is boring. If you were boring, I would tell you.’

‘Would you?’ That was the most terrifying thing Sophie had ever heard, and the pain had come into her neck, wrapping around those bones at the base of her skull.

‘I promise you,’ Lilac said. ‘I’m not good at pretending.’

Sophie could not imagine. When Paul used to talk about cars, when Jo talked about people from her work, or anybody talked about Chaucer, Sophie was so good at pretending it made them keep going.

‘It won’t make any sense.’ Sophie didn’t want to tell it. She didn’t want Lilac to hear it. ‘And I should go back to work as soon as I’ve finished this,’ indicating her tea, which she had drunk none of yet.

‘They’ll cope, I’m sure.’ Lilac put her mug back on the book.

But Sophie never wanted anyone to hear it. Not even Emma, when the time finally came, and Emma was her best friend, technically. The main example, anyway, of someone who loved her and knew her and whose face had nevertheless flickered with judgement when Sophie described the final days of her marriage, hair dripping from the shower as she drove to Emma’s house after Paul said ‘I’d love you not to live here anymore.’ It did not reflect well on her, Sophie thinking that again.

As she forced it out – ‘I’ – Sophie could see exactly how that interested expression was going to turn into pity as Lilac tried and failed to understand why Sophie had let herself lose eleven years, altogether, to a commercial real estate agent who, on the upside, didn’t hit her.

Raising her mug, Sophie let her lips touch the rim and felt the first wash of tea scorch the front of her tongue. ‘I promise, it’s not that interesting.’

‘Either way, I have nothing to do this afternoon so you might as well tell it.’ Lilac’s eyes were glinting. ‘Scheherazade.’

‘Is she the one who—’ Sophie had definitely burnt her mouth.

‘Saves herself by telling a very long story. Yes,’ Lilac said, drawing a linen throw from the back of the sofa onto her lap.

The horror of her getting comfortable. And the impossibility of refusing if – the idea came – this was the real reason Lilac had invited Sophie inside.

‘He asked me to move out. That’s all it really was.’

‘That’s the part you already told me,’ Lilac said, and when Sophie looked away briefly, to the wall of books, she saw a block of Lilac’s novels and she was famous all over again.

Weakly, Sophie said, ‘It’s a bit embarrassing.’

‘It would be embarrassing if you were still in it. You’re not still in it. So now it’s a story, not your life.’

Sophie said, ‘We—’ then stopped.

‘You know,’ Lilac took over, ‘the reason I told you about my own divorce last night was in case you feared my judgement,’ smiling, as though it would be ludicrous, caring what a famous person thought of you and your insignificant marriage, and Sophie did care.

‘Actually, no,’ Lilac suddenly said. ‘I can see you don’t want to. And why would you? I’m a stranger. I’ll go and find your trousers.’ She moved the linen throw aside, preparing to stand up.

One second was left to Sophie. This time, truly, she was never going to see Lilac again. And also, what if she was telling the truth? What if Lilac Dunne, Sophie’s author, was the only person who wouldn’t judge her for doing what she did? That is, endure endlessly.

Sophie said, ‘We met when I was twenty-five.’

Lilac resettled.

But no, it couldn’t be done that way. Another moment. ‘Are you offended by swearing?’

Lilac said, ‘You’ve read my books.’

‘In real life, though.’

‘I am not offended by swearing in real life.’

‘Would you know what I meant if I said,’ Sophie braced, ‘that Paul was an arsehole, but he wasn’t a bastard?’ The words sounded so wrong coming out of her mouth, she worried Lilac was going to laugh.

‘Yes, I would.’ Lilac didn’t laugh. ‘If it makes it any better, my husband was both.’ But then, ‘He wasn’t always.’

She meant Paul. Undeniably, Lilac meant Paul.

‘If you loved him, he must have been different in the beginning,’ Lilac said, and it was a kindness so immense, it rushed through Sophie’s body and made her feel heavy with gratitude, and so tired she could have laid her head in Lilac’s lap and let tears fall out.

Paul wasn’t always like that.

While she’d come to question it heavily since, Sophie didn’t have shocking judgement. At the time, nobody said, ‘Don’t do it, Sophie, he’s an arsehole,’ and she’d ignored them and got married anyway.

To Lilac, Sophie said, ‘He was so great.’

He really was, when they met. Funny and smart, and interested, and Sophie was sure that anyone – not anyone, but some other women – would have been attracted to him if they had also watched his keynote address at the 2011 Business Awards in a hotel ballroom. It was the first time Sophie had ever wanted to put her hand up the Talent’s shirt when he came off the podium, and the first time she had gone to a bar with a man, on her own, without equivocation or texting Emma.

‘I thought he was amazing.’

Paul’s confidence, his slim-cut shirt. The way he chose her cocktail, sparing her that decision, the way he said, outside, ‘Put your number in here,’ and handed over his Samsung. He had already typed ‘Sophia’ into a new contact. Amending it herself or letting him know it was ‘Sophie’ didn’t match the moment they were possibly having, and in the thrill of his attention, she didn’t care what her name was.

The tumble of memory, and then Lilac said, ‘What happened for him to change, that’s what I want to know.’

‘It wasn’t really that anything changed,’ Sophie replied. Only that it got worse from what she had since seen was a bad beginning. ‘He had a brother who was a drug addict—’ so, she was telling it. Sophie was going to tell her. Sophie had already started ‘—called Adam.’

‘Such a drug addict name,’ Lilac said, with such easy authority it seemed like it must be. And, as though it wasn’t his fault in that case. Whatever Adam had done, it was decided for him – which in a way it was, although less by his drug-addict name than everything else he’d acquired at birth.

‘It wasn’t the most functional family,’ Sophie said. It was the most dysfunctional family in the world. ‘But as the older sibling, Paul had an easier time, whereas Adam, I guess to make a long story short—’

Lilac interrupted. ‘I’m a novelist. I will always want the long version.’

‘Well, Adam had the difficult birth,’ Sophie really began, ‘and the global developmental delay, and eczema, and poor muscle tone. Chronic bullying. Only liked white food.’ It was such a heartbreaking list. ‘He got the genetic predilection for alcohol as well,’ she carried on, ‘and weed, and what honestly seemed like every available mental illness. And then car accidents and getting two girls pregnant at his school.’

Lilac’s eyes had widened. ‘Two girls from his same year?’

‘At the same school camp,’ Sophie was sorry to have to tell her that. ‘It was only two nights away.’

And laughing hopelessly, Lilac said, ‘I’m sorry. It’s not funny, but forty-eight hours.’

‘I know,’ Sophie said, hopeless for the girls as well.

‘Did they have the babies?’

‘One did, but they both had to drop out, and Adam got expelled. Not for that,’ Sophie said. ‘For selling his Ritalin to people and throwing a chair.’

‘Right.’ Lilac was composed again.

‘So then, coke and ketamine and being unemployed and,’ Sophie sped up, ‘playing video games with a sheet over his bedroom window. Then meth, and crack. Unless crack is the same thing?’

Lilac said, ‘We should know that, shouldn’t we?’

‘Crack, anyway, out of a pipe, and Paul’s mum’ – how to say this without making Sue-Ann sound like a shocking mother, when she was one – ‘she didn’t throw him out but she—’

‘Threw him out,’ Lilac said. ‘You can take your shoes off.’

‘She really didn’t have a choice in the end,’ Sophie said, leaning to undo the laces, letting one Converse and then the other drop onto the concrete. ‘He’d started stealing from her, and she had a lot of payday loans.’ And no paydays. ‘When I met Paul, he had been looking after Adam for ten years, or his whole life really, but he could manage. He didn’t ask me to be involved or anything. Although our third date was driving around looking for him, instead of going to the movies.’

Sophie didn’t mean it as a joke, but Lilac thought she was making one, which was fair. It was so tragic and depressing and therefore funny. In a way. At the time, it wasn’t funny at all. Eating McDonald’s out of a bag in the front seat of Paul’s original Lexus while they combed the scariest streets in the worst parts of the city.

‘I guess most women would have bailed at that point. I didn’t.’

‘Why didn’t you?’

‘I wanted to be helpful,’ Sophie said, feeling the shame of that answer. ‘I think I fell in love with him, too fast, for the way he looked after his brother. It made me think he was caring, as a person.’ With a brief look down, ‘You can marry who you think they are, but it’s really the broken part of you wanting the broken part of them. You said that once.’

‘Did I?’

‘On a podcast. You were paraphrasing Margaret Drabble, I think?’ She definitely was.

As Lilac said, ‘Right,’ something passed across her face. Boredom or displeasure and Sophie wished she hadn’t said that. Returning to Paul, ‘There were other things too.’ Other things she loved about him. ‘He had a relatively good sense of humour.’ Right then, Sophie couldn’t think of a specific example of Paul’s humour, but she could remember laughing. ‘And he sort of knew how the world works, which I never feel like I do and, this is embarrassing but, I liked being seen with him. I thought he was cool.’ And she was about to say, ‘I don’t know what Paul saw in me,’ but she did know. Sophie was happy, she had never been drunk, she laughed easily. She was fine with McDonald’s, and she was helpful – Sophie knew she was.

‘So then?’ Lilac prompted, although Sophie could feel that she would have continued anyway, the words beginning to offer themselves up in order.

‘Eventually, most of our dates were driving around, trying to persuade Adam to get in the car.’ More and more, having to lift him off the ground and feed him into the back seat. ‘And then,’ telling Lilac, ‘Adam started turning up to where I lived at the time, with pneumonia, or some infected wound on his shin, once he realised—’ Sophie stopped. It didn’t matter.

‘No, say it.’

‘Once he realised that I was kinder than Paul.’

‘And you loved him,’ Lilac said.

‘I loved him.’ And it was so clear in Sophie’s voice. ‘I miss him. Probably more than I miss Paul,’ realising that was true as she said it.

And Lilac looked away to the bookshelves to give Sophie a moment to remember Adam. How clever he was, how gentle and disappointed in himself.

‘He loved books.’ Sophie suddenly needed Lilac to know that. ‘Underneath, he was very intelligent.’

‘I’m sure he was,’ Lilac said. ‘And then?’

Sophie’s tea was finally drinkable and after a sip, she said, ‘Apart from the driving, the next few months are a daze, and then we were engaged.’ And then Adam rode a motorbike into their wedding reception. ‘And let it fall on its side,’ Sophie said.

Lilac gave a single nod, as though she understood that part especially. How heavy a motorbike is on its side, the way the front wheel keeps spinning on a hired dance floor until Paul and his best man can rip the key out of the ignition.

‘Once we were married, it was a lot of nights going to sleep by myself. A lot of seeing Paul stressed, or knowing he was stressed underneath, and having to have his phone on day and night and I could always tell if it was Adam, or someone in his family calling to be scared about Adam, trying to get Paul to do something. But it was okay,’ Sophie said. ‘If we were in a restaurant, I could just read until he came back inside. I read a lot.’ At a tapas bar, trying to keep The Transit of Venus open on the table, surrounded by a lot of small plates that the waiter wanted to clear away, but Paul hadn’t had a chance to eat yet. ‘Gosh, I’m making it sound all about me. Sorry,’ Sophie broke off. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘It’s your marriage,’ Lilac said. ‘It is about you.’

‘But it was worse for everyone else and if Paul could only care for one person, it should have been Adam. I’m glad it was.’ Sophie paused and then she decided to say, ‘My mum once told me that when you’ve got a book you’ve got a friend.’ That sounded pathetic now that she’d said it, but it was true for Sophie, before she met Emma, true when Paul began to change, and more and more true as everything got worse. ‘And I wasn’t lonely. I wasn’t unhappy. That probably sounds like a lie, but Paul was nice to me.’

‘My question is this,’ Lilac said with a mild frown. ‘Why did his brother being a drug addict make Paul decide to divorce you? Adam was already a drug addict when you met.’

‘I took him to get a library card—’ maybe Sophie couldn’t do this part. To Lilac, it wasn’t going to sound like a turning point. At the time, it didn’t seem like one. But she was here now, with Lilac unmoving on the sofa. And so, ‘About three years ago,’ Sophie said, ‘I took Adam to get a library card. He borrowed books and we brought them back to our house. He chose them, all Dickens.’ Sophie smiled involuntarily. Somehow her socked feet had come onto the sofa, tucked under too, just like Lilac, a loose clasp on her ankle. ‘And it was winter and people were saying it might snow,’ and Sophie baked a potato to make Adam stay, and he asked if he could do the dishes himself; they played cards, and it just happened, a quiet evolution of the afternoon.

‘When Paul got home, we were in the living room,’ Sophie said to Lilac. ‘I was reading to him.’

Adam was lying on the rug, propped on his elbows, like a child watching television. And his brother, standing over him, said, ‘You’re thirty, mate. Get off the mat.’

‘Paul’s reaction was quite intense.’ Perhaps ‘violent’ was the right word, if Adam’s backpack was on the floor and Paul gave it a solid kick in his direction. ‘I couldn’t work out why.’

‘You have since.’

Sophie said, ‘Yes. I was treating Adam like a child, who Paul had to look after, ultimately, so I was making the job harder for him.’

But Lilac said, ‘I doubt it was that complicated.’

‘Maybe not. I never asked him why he did it so it could have been a different reason. I can’t think what it would be, though.’

And Lilac said, ‘Sophie, he’s never read a book. He felt excluded. If it needs to be more complicated than that, let’s say Paul knew that Adam was more intelligent than him and he didn’t want you to know that also.’

And Sophie did know that. Since her first conversation with Adam, neither drunk nor high, she’d known it, and if she was trying to pretend that she didn’t, Sophie should have encouraged Paul to read Dickens too, as though he was totally capable of that, in her estimation.

‘But none of it was Adam’s fault,’ she said to Lilac then. ‘Or Paul’s, either. It was my fault. We broke up because I was unreasonable in my demands.’

‘Sophie?’

‘Yes?’

‘I’ve known you for less than twenty-four hours. You don’t make demands.’

And Sophie’s sudden urge was to say, ‘We don’t have children.’ Not wanting to talk about that. Just to reassure Lilac that the damage Sophie had done was only to herself.

‘I know you don’t have children.’

Anxiously, ‘How?’

‘You would have told me last night.’

‘Oh.’ Sophie sagged. It must be so obvious. The desire must be dripping off her. The longing and the lack, her fearsome effort to be cheerful and as it occurred, Sophie said, ‘I’m glad I don’t have to worry about you putting any of this into a novel,’ about a woman whose marriage fell apart and Transit of Venus wanted to spring shut every time she took one hand away to sip her wine.

‘Why shouldn’t you worry?’ Lilac asked her.

‘Because you don’t take from real life?’

Lilac always said that in podcasts and interviews. She had said so to Jannie, last night.

‘Of course I take from life. Everyone does.’ Lilac looked incredulous. ‘You must know that.’

‘I do. I totally do,’ Sophie was flustered. ‘It’s just because, at events, writers always insist that—’

‘If you get paid to invent things, you’re going to say you invent things,’ Lilac said above her, and Sophie was embarrassed that she had believed not just Lilac but every author who swore they made everything up. Embarrassed, more, that she’d just implied that her life was worth borrowing.

‘However, if that is your way of telling me that you’re worried I’ll put this in a novel, you don’t need to be.’ Lilac smiled then. ‘The only thing I have to put this into is a speech to the Library Association in August. They will love it.’

Sophie’s stomach turned over.

That day, after Paul came home and said what he’d said, Adam picked up his backpack and the things that had slid out of it when it got kicked, and left their house and went missing for the first time. And even though Paul wasn’t involved with library associations, anywhere in the world, and would not know what they were, the idea of Lilac sharing any of what Sophie had expressed to her in this increasing free flow of words . . . could she ask Lilac to at least change the names?

She opened her mouth to ask, and Lilac said, ‘Sophie, I’m joking.’

‘I thought so,’ Sophie replied, flooded with feeling. ‘I wasn’t sure. Is that,’ inadvertently looking past Lilac to a laptop on a slender console, ‘is that your computer?’

Lilac glanced as if to check. ‘I don’t share what I’m working on with anyone.’

‘No, of course.’ Sophie wasn’t asking. She would never. It was just such a stunning thought, that Human Beings might have been written on that computer. That Titus had finally died in a Word document that remained somewhere in its memory.

‘But I’ll share it with you,’ Lilac said, ‘because I’m not working on it. I’m about to throw it away.’

Sophie said, ‘Don’t do that!’ and Lilac’s brow lifted. ‘I mean, do, if you want to. I just can’t imagine you writing anything bad.’

‘Yet it’s terrible,’ Lilac said. ‘About a woman trying to escape a sect.’

‘Escaping,’ Sophie repeating her. ‘That’s interesting, escaping a sect.’

‘I’ve had her and her daughter imprisoned in this cult—’

And Sophie could have said, ‘It’s not imprisonment, per se,’ but Lilac wasn’t talking to her anymore. Sophie had just seen it, Lilac’s expression changing as she turned inwards.

‘Imprisoned for seventy thousand words, now I’ve freed her and she doesn’t seem especially pleased. Neither does the daughter. It shouldn’t be this difficult to show their happiness.’

No, but it would be difficult, Sophie thought. Because they wouldn’t be happy. ‘It’s very sad, leaving a sect.’ She didn’t mean to say that aloud, but it was fine, Lilac hadn’t heard.

‘Never mind. It’s over now.’ Lilac returned. ‘I’ll write something else,’ and as she brought her hand to her forehead, Sophie saw the time on her wrist.

‘Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.’

‘You have to go.’

‘I do,’ Sophie said and scrambled for her sneaker.

‘Thank you,’ she said to Lilac outside. ‘It was lovely to meet you again.’

Lilac had come out in bare feet. ‘Thank you for entertaining me for an hour,’ she said, even though Sophie had been there for more like two hours.

‘And thank you for the tea,’ Sophie unable to break it off, this back and forth, ‘and thank you for being my therapist.’

‘On no level am I your therapist,’ Lilac said so coolly that Sophie didn’t expect her to lean in, then, and kiss her on both cheeks.

The light collision of their ears.

‘Alright. Goodbye.’ Lilac moved to go.

‘Can I quickly ask you something?’ It was Sophie’s final moment, and as though Lilac had been anticipating the question, surprised that Sophie had left it till now, she said, ‘Why did I want to have dinner with you?’

‘I was just wondering.’

‘Because you love my writing,’ Lilac replied plainly, ‘which means you love me and unlike those women in the bathrooms, unlike your artistic director, unlike everyone else who came up to me last night, you contained it. That’s how I knew I was safe with you,’ and about to leave Sophie there by Philip’s car, Lilac said, ‘And I don’t like eating alone.’

Driving back, Sophie could almost imagine being friends with Lilac Dunne, if everything in the entire world was different.

Philip accepted his key case and said, ‘That took longer than one would have expected. But never fear, I won’t take it out of your wages,’ with a light chuckle, as if he hadn’t once docked Rhiannon when her dog ate a grape and had to have its stomach pumped. Even if he did and Sophie had effectively paid to tell Lilac that much of the Paul story, she was glad to have missed the afternoon, having to listen in the wings to a man reading from his forty-first novel, trying not to visualise him being lacklustre in a hotel room.

That Lilac had not offered Sophie’s trousers back after all – it didn’t matter. Giving Sophie time, instead. Wanting to know about her.
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Sophie had only eaten a centimetre of soup when her phone rang. It was face down on the cable spool and she turned it over to see if it was Laurie, because who else would it be this late.

Now it was really over, she could give him the last two days with Lilac.

That little whomping sound as their cameras connected.

‘You’re not going to believe who emailed me today.’ He and Jo were pressed together on the couch.

Sophie said, ‘Hi. Hi, Jo.’

‘Guess who it was from.’

‘What was from?’ Sophie shifted her soup away.

‘The email,’ Laurie said. ‘Guess.’

Jo took a look at him. ‘How is she meant to guess? It could have been from anyone.’

‘But it wasn’t. It was from someone she knows. Soph, I’ll give you a clue,’ Laurie said. ‘Who were you really keen to get in touch with a while ago?’

‘Who?’ Sophie’s mind was blank, except for the author, who she had never tried to get in touch with. Shuddering. To think how that letter would have read.

‘Have a go.’

‘Just tell her,’ Jo said to him.

‘It’s more fun if she guesses.’

With a surge of tiredness, Sophie said to Laurie, ‘Can you just tell me?’

And Jo leant in so that it was just her on the screen. ‘Fraser.’

Laurie pressed himself back into the frame. ‘Fraser!’

‘Fraser from my work?’ In the box on her screen, Sophie saw her own brow furrowing.

‘When you told your brother you’d given up, he picked up the search. Do not ask me why,’ Jo said. ‘He’s been obsessed.’

‘I wasn’t obsessed.’ Laurie pretended to be hurt. ‘I like closing a thread, that’s all.’

They were so elbowy with each other. Sometimes to the point of it being annoying.

‘But I tried every email address,’ Sophie said, ‘and his social media.’ And raised it with Philip. And left a message with the agency.

‘I found his blog,’ Laurie said.

‘Remember blogs?’ Jo laughed.

‘And there was a Contact Me box.’

‘So, your brother contacted him, and Fraser wrote back.’

Laurie said, ‘Can you stop it, Jo? You’re ruining my tale.’ They were grinning at each other. ‘But yes, it’s true, I replied straight away and we had this whole thing.’

Sophie was still frowning. ‘That’s really weird.’

Jo said, ‘I know. All afternoon, the two of them, back and forth.’

‘Did he get any of my messages?’

‘We didn’t get up to that, but he asked how you were.’

‘Don’t worry!’ Jo cut in. ‘Laurie didn’t tell him.’

‘You didn’t tell him about Paul, did you?’ Sophie asked anxiously.

‘I don’t think I did?’ Laurie sounded like he wasn’t sure. ‘But it turns out he moved down south and—’

Jo said, ‘Babe, it’s nine o’clock. Give her the main bit.’

‘Fine. He’s in town this week and he’d love to see you.’

‘And now we’re going to bed.’ Jo reached to take the phone off him and the screen became her fleshy pink palm and the reddish creases in it, and the band of her wedding ring, and just the voice of Laurie, saying, ‘Soph, I’ll text you his new—’ and then they were both gone.

A minute later, Fraser’s contact was there, and underneath, Laurie’s message. ‘Why not, I reckon!’

Because the festival was nearly over. That was one reason. There were others. More reasons not to get in touch with Fraser now.

Sophie gazed into her soup.

She wasn’t going to buy this kind anymore. Even hot, it tasted like nothing except its own texture, and now it was cold, and Fraser could have sent her a one-sentence reply to tell her he’d moved.

In bed, she felt dull. She missed Lilac. That she was still here, a few miles across the dark city, made it worse.

In a minute, Sophie picked up the galley. It was strange how you could be grateful for what you had and yet want more.

Someone – Lilac – listening to you, helping you describe it. Where that part of the Paul story had lived in her, Sophie felt a peculiar lightness.
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In the morning, Sophie tore the corner off the waxy porridge packet and shook it into a bowl and ran the tap on it. It looked like shreds of newsprint floating in soapy water, but it only needed ninety seconds, and she stood there, watching it go round in the microwave, the glass plate clanking on every rotation.

Before it finished, her phone rang. When Laurie called from his office, it came up like that, as a blocked number. Sophie could guess why he was calling. And she hadn’t done it – she wasn’t going to contact Fraser. Briefly, she had considered it, falling asleep last night, but what could she have said to him apart from, ‘Where did you go?’

She wasn’t going to tell Laurie about Lilac now either. She had lost the will, and he hadn’t asked for her news on FaceTime, only delivered his, then let Jo hang up for both of them.

In three more rings, it would go to voicemail.

Never in her life had she let Laurie go through to voicemail.

But this time she waited, and when the message appeared, Sophie smeared her finger across the screen to listen to it.

‘You said it would be sad, leaving a sect.’ That voice coming out of her phone, Sophie’s brain thought she had turned on a podcast and began to soothe itself until she heard her own name and cortisol released like squid ink. ‘Or you said, it was sad? Here, yesterday. Which one was it?’ Lilac gave a phone number, and the feeling as Sophie waited for her to pick up was the same as calling someone back so they can break up with you, which didn’t make sense. They’d already said goodbye twice.

‘So,’ Lilac answered. ‘Which did you say?’

‘It was sad.’

‘Then I have to see you, today,’ she replied with enthusiasm. ‘Come over again. We’ll sit at the table. You’ll tell me what it is like leaving a sect. I’ll write my novel.’

Torn, Sophie said, ‘I’m supposed to go to work.’

‘This is work,’ Lilac said. ‘I’m going to call Philip and tell him I need you this morning.’

‘He may not let me, that’s all. It’s quite a big day.’ Thinking of the team working three events and a symposium without her help, and Annaliese being relentless when Sophie arrived late. ‘I would have loved to otherwise.’

The microwave beeped in the back of her hearing.

‘Philip saying no to me isn’t something we need to worry about, Sophie. If you miss a few hours, the literary world isn’t going to lurch off its axis.’

‘I don’t remember that much about it, though.’ Sophie had moved back to the microwave and was looking at the stationary bowl through brown-tinted glass.

‘How old were you when you escaped?’ Lilac asked her.

‘You don’t have to escape a sect.’ Sophie depressed the punchy button on the microwave and the door leapt open. ‘You just let the elders know, and it was fine, I think. They didn’t try to keep us there or anything. And it wasn’t a fenced compound.’ Just a thousand-acre farm with an arrangement of houses built by the men. At a party, Paul once called them ‘menfolk’ and cracked himself up. ‘They drove us to a motel in the sect van.’ Sophie, her parents and Laurie. ‘If it was a cult,’ she said to Lilac, ‘they wouldn’t have let us go.’

‘You see,’ Lilac replied firmly. ‘I’m an intelligent person and I’ve been using cult and sect interchangeably. Please get a taxi.’

The porridge had lost temperature in the microwave, but Sophie carved it up with the side of her spoon and swallowed it in chunks, packing her tote at the same time.

She was twelve, Laurie was fourteen. She remembered all of it.

It was like the driver was catching every red light on purpose to make the ride more expensive. Holding her debit card, Sophie thought about Philip, what he might have said on the phone and what reason Lilac gave for wanting Sophie again. It was not going to go un-commented on, yet here she was.

‘You won’t let me shame myself as a writer,’ Lilac had said before hanging up, laughing as though there was never a question – like Philip, Sophie was always going to say yes.

The rust rectangle was already open and Sophie was deciding how to knock on the door frame when Lilac appeared from some side stairs and said, ‘I was wondering where you were.’

Once they were together at the dining table, Sophie said, ‘I’m worried I won’t be much help.’

‘You’ve already helped me.’ Opposite, Lilac shifted the coffee pot to one side and Sophie saw it had left one of those gummy white rings on the wood. If you rubbed it with a household candle—

‘I went to throw away the novel last night, but I started reading it, and immediately I could see what was wrong. I had shown happiness,’ Lilac said. ‘I’d made her elated, this woman. Her name’s Gretchen, but I’ll change it.’

And when Lilac said that, Sophie maintained her expression but an author who didn’t share her work with anyone sharing it with you was quietly electrifying.

‘Gretchen for now, anyway,’ Lilac continued. ‘She wouldn’t be happy. She would be bereft.’

Sophie’s mother was bereft, definitely. Her father went quiet for a year. Laurie and Sophie lost their friends and their cousins, in the course of a drive into town, but at least they had each other.

‘I thought it was my own revelation,’ Lilac was telling her now, ‘but then I heard you at a sort of delay and how could anyone know so definitively unless they’d been part of a sect? I was so sure that’s what you’d said, I’d already spoken to Philip when I called you this morning.’ With a flash of her eyes, Lilac said, ‘You don’t mind.’

Sophie bit the inside of her cheek. ‘That’s fine.’

All she needed to do was not buy anything for a month, and it was worth it to be this near the point of creation.

Lilac raised the lid of her laptop. ‘I’ll ask you questions. What was it called?’

Ideally, she would have asked something else first. Sophie was shy about the name, which did make it sound more culty than it honestly was. As soon as you put ‘lamb’ in the name of a sect – but when Sophie told her, Lilac didn’t say, ‘Oh my god, wasn’t that a red flag in itself?’ She only lifted her hands and began typing. ‘When did it start?’

As Sophie went to answer, Lilac said, ‘Wait. I feel like I’m taking down a police report,’ and came around the table, facing her chair. With her computer on her lap, feet rested on the spindle of Sophie’s chair, every time Lilac moved, Sophie could feel the vibration up from her tailbone.

‘How many people were in it?’

Lilac’s questions were very careful. And even though nothing Sophie said seemed like anything you could use in a novel, Lilac typed the whole time and took down the list of rules, which didn’t even sound that original for a sect.

No TV. No radio. No alcohol. No dancing.

‘Or swearing, or tattoos,’ Sophie said.

Blasphemy.

Gambling. Games of chance. Anything occult, like tarot cards and horoscopes.

‘We weren’t allowed to break bread with heathens or—’

Lilac stopped her. ‘What does that mean?’

It meant eating with anyone from the outside world.

‘But how often did you go into the outside world?’

‘Most members never. But my parents did,’ Sophie replied. ‘They were teachers at an outside school. My brother and I went there for a term,’ before the elders changed their mind. ‘We just ate our lunches together on a bench, around the side.’

‘You have a brother.’

‘I do,’ Sophie said, ‘he’s the best.’ So then why hadn’t she answered her phone when she thought it was him this morning? The thought brought a wave of guilt, but Sophie refused it. He would be happy for her, anyway, if he knew where she was, at a table while a real novel was being conceived, on the basis of her answers.

‘Do you have siblings?’ Sophie asked but it was like Lilac didn’t hear the question. She was an only child anyway.

‘Keep going.’ Lilac’s fingertips were resting on the keys. ‘Unless that’s all of them?’

‘Women wearing make-up,’ Sophie started again, because it wasn’t all of them. ‘Women having short hair. Women wearing trousers. Having uncovered heads. Revealing flesh. Speaking in the assembly, which was like church except longer, and every day. Women weren’t permitted to speak there or anywhere if more than two men were present, or gather by themselves.’

Lilac said, ‘Why not?’

‘Because women are easily tempted into gossip, and gossip is, was, a sin,’ Sophie said, hating that word, which you could never get out of your consciousness. ‘Women speaking to outsiders, as well.’

‘So really just women speaking,’ Lilac said.

‘I suppose so.’

‘What were the rules about sex?’

Sophie answered. ‘It was for child-bearing, inside marriage, and you couldn’t get divorced,’ and if you were about to, next year, the guilt would be the same as if you remained under those rules. ‘Or be gay, obviously,’ Sophie said. ‘Homosexuality was an abomination. We were told that constantly, but we weren’t allowed to know what it was, so I was always scared I was doing it.’

And it seemed like Lilac was sorry for her, and Sophie was glad when she moved on. ‘Were the children allowed to play?’

Sophie said, ‘Not with secular toys.’

‘Secular toys.’

‘Anything a worldly child would play with, like a He-Man,’ Sophie offered. Once, Laurie saw a He-Man in a worldly boy’s hand in the waiting room of a conventional doctor and wanted it so badly, he secretly drew pictures of it for a year. ‘And girls couldn’t have dolls, in case they became idols, or you took their clothes off.’

‘Growing up you never had a doll,’ Lilac said with disbelief.

‘I had a tea towel with a knot in it.’ A knot for a head, but in case it was tragic, as Emma swore that it was when she first heard it, Sophie didn’t tell Lilac that the tea towel’s name was Happy Jenny. ‘And my brother had a spade, which he loved.’

Shifting her laptop onto the table, Lilac said, ‘And this is why only schoolbooks until you were twelve.’

‘And the King James Bible’ Sophie replied. ‘Otherwise, no.’

Thinking about it now, it was quite messed up.

And in a plain tone, Lilac said, ‘Never tell any of this to a novelist. Is that your phone ringing?’

‘Whoops, sorry.’ Sophie reached to the floor, digging around in her tote. ‘I didn’t realise it was on noisy.’

Philip.

Lilac saw his name too. ‘Don’t answer it.’ But it was 11.20 a.m. and her call time was ten-thirty.

Sophie said, ‘I probably should.’

And after she hung up, Lilac said, ‘It’s fine. Go. But you should tell him we haven’t finished.’

The fire alarm went off during the noon event. The Talent, a memoirist, and the moderator had to leave the stage to be brought back out when the alarm finally stopped by itself. Apparently, the morning event had been a shitshow as well, Blake said he was pleased to report, ‘and whatever Philip swallows to take the edge off has worn off early, FYI.’

As the auditorium cleared, Marcus texted Sophie asking for help with the signing line that was moving too slowly, everyone in it needing to talk to the memoirist about how the alarm had gone off. While Marcus went away to regroup, Sophie flapped books and slid them under the memoirist’s pen and wondered what Lilac had meant when she said they weren’t finished.

Once the line had reduced, Sophie slipped back to the wings, surprised when the memoirist came in minutes after her, looking for his beret. While she found it for him, he told her the whole thing was a fucking joke, a fucking disaster, an absolute fucking write-off about fifteen times.

So when, in the afternoon, Philip rang from his office to let Sophie know Lilac Dunne had issued another summons, it was a pleasure, this time, to escape. ‘And to a cafe, no less,’ is what Philip had said.


‘Don’t sit,’ Lilac said when Sophie found her table. ‘I need to walk. Where can we go?’ she asked, and it set off some memory, of her saying that before.

‘Where can we go?’

You could walk to the municipal gardens from there. Sophie standing tableside, forever with this tote, waited for Lilac to gather her things, then said, ‘There’s nowhere nicer.’ Meaning, nowhere nice to walk, apart from the municipal gardens.

Standing, Lilac finished whatever was in her cup and as they filed out, she gave a look back. ‘Did the festival world survive your absence?’

‘It wasn’t the best morning,’ Sophie answered and as they began walking, she told Lilac about the fire alarm. ‘He was quite unhappy about it.’

Lilac asked who it was, and when Sophie told her, she said, ‘So, by unhappy, you mean an actual tantrum.’

‘It was understandable, though,’ Sophie said in the memoirist’s defence, although why, when he had nearly made her cry? ‘He’s written eight volumes of autobiography, and it was very piercing. And he didn’t swear at me. Only to me.’

And on that street corner, Lilac looked at her and said, ‘Your willingness to accept our behaviour is extraordinary.’

Coming up to the green iron gates, ‘What do you have in these municipal gardens of yours?’

‘Um—’

An information centre.

The grass area. A kiosk that tended to be open.

Sophie said, ‘A fernery?’

‘A fernery, oh my god,’ Lilac said, with mock thrill. ‘Let’s go.’


Rain had fallen again while Sophie was inside the venue. The sky was white and glary now and made the puddles on the path to the fernery look like patches of silver.

‘Do you like ferns?’

Patches of silver with some litter in them.

‘Do I like ferns?’ Lilac wasn’t going to talk about ferns. ‘This is what I want to tell you. I know this novel now.’ And she looked at Sophie. ‘You’re not anyone else’s muse, are you?’

She was joking. Sophie wasn’t her muse. She definitely wasn’t, but a charge had gone through Sophie’s body.

‘Is it difficult to talk about, I wonder,’ Lilac asked as they separated around a puddle.

‘It’s okay. I’m not traumatised or anything,’ Sophie replied as they came back together. ‘It’s only because I don’t have much facility with language.’

‘And yet you just said facility with language. What’s the real reason?’ Lilac asked and without having to pause, Sophie said, ‘People are always surprised, and want to feel sorry for me. Or they think it’s hilarious, the rules and the way we lived, and I can see why it’s funny, but when you’re in it, it’s normal, so leaving and discovering it was weird and you’re weird . . . I don’t mind, but it’s still all your memories, and childhood.’

‘Then you ought to mind.’

‘And I loved it,’ Sophie turned to her, ‘but you can’t really say some of the best times of my life were in a sect.’ They were, though. ‘My parents were wonderful,’ Sophie said, not noticing that she’d tipped her face to stare up at the solid cloud. It was basically impossible to think about her parents without smiling, then feeling so wrecked you had to stop looking at the sky. ‘People think they must have been terrible to raise us like that, but they were born into it too. They were only doing what they knew.’

Lilac said, ‘What else do people think?’

‘That as soon as you leave, you race out and do all the things you weren’t allowed to do, but you don’t,’ Sophie replied, ‘because your whole life you’ve been told how sinful and dangerous those things are, so you’re too scared. This is stupid but whenever the people I work with are reading their horoscopes, I have to leave the room. I could never read a horoscope.’

‘Which are not real. You’re not missing anything,’ Lilac told her.

‘It makes me a bit weird, though.’ There was grit in Sophie’s eye suddenly and she pressed her finger to it.

‘It makes you rare,’ Lilac said. ‘But I can see why you don’t volunteer it.’

‘I don’t mind talking about it with you,’ Sophie said and it felt true. ‘Did you go to church when you were a child?’ Knowing the answer was no.

Across her, Lilac said, ‘Did you talk about it with Paul?’

‘I told him about it on one of those drives,’ Sophie said. ‘Just to explain why I hadn’t heard of the bands he was telling me about and didn’t recognise his movie quotes.’

All those quotes. Sometimes the accent as well.

‘Paul speaks in movie quotes,’ Lilac smiled. ‘How perfect.’

‘He couldn’t understand why I read so much, either.’

‘You were trying to catch up.’ Lilac knew.

‘I’m still trying,’ Sophie said. ‘I feel like I have a reading age of about sixteen.’

‘A sixteen-year-old who has read Ulysses.’

They walked on.

At the top of a small rise, a breeze blew and when Sophie checked to see if Lilac might be cold, she saw that her arms were loosely folded and she was gazing ahead, and Sophie’s recollection of her as the author, talking to her under the tall scrappy pines in these gardens the day she found out Lilac Dunne was coming, how lonely she was then, gave Sophie a bright sparkle of pain. Here with Lilac, now. Not friends, but Lilac was someone to her and Sophie was something.

The sound of a chainsaw being fired drew their attention to the other side of the grass area.

‘I hope they’re not cutting them down,’ Sophie said.

‘Does anyone come here?’ Lilac asked her, with a broad look at the gardens. It was true, they weren’t looking their best after the rain, and the absence of other people on the path, plus the chainsawing, was giving it an abandoned feel.

‘Do you come here?’

Sophie said, ‘Not really.’

She and Paul had got married in the function centre on the other side of the reservoir, which you would be able to see if those trees were coming down. ‘I used to sometimes with Paul. And once with Adam.’ Sophie found him passed out in the rotunda, his arm purple from the tourniquet.

Although it wasn’t out of nowhere, it felt like it when Lilac said, ‘Paul found your childhood amusing,’ and turning to her, Sophie wanted to ask how she knew that without meeting him.

But she only said, ‘He did.’ Paul found it hilarious. ‘He mostly brought it up at parties, wanting me to tell everyone. When it was just us, he didn’t as much. I remember once when we were talking about having children, he was like, there’s no way we’re having religious kids, by the way.’

‘You wanted children. Did he?’ Lilac asked.

They were coming up to a stormwater drain.

‘He was open to it,’ Sophie said.

Plugged with leaves, the drain was under inches of water that looked like a sheet of glass. Lilac stepped over it. Sophie had to go around and felt her left Converse sink into the spongy grass as she stepped off the path.

‘That’s what he said before we got married.’

‘What did he say after you got married?’

‘That he needed to get Adam off crack first. I was only twenty-seven. I was happy to wait.’ Sophie came back onto the path. ‘But then Adam discovered heroin.’

‘Adam hadn’t discovered heroin already?’ Lilac, doubtful.

‘He hadn’t, amazingly. But it was like he was committed to catching up,’ Sophie said, and quietly, ‘Things got quite bad.’

‘I am sure they did.’

‘When I turned thirty-two, I asked Paul if we could have the conversation and maybe start trying. The problem was, Paul’s interest in—’

‘—sex.’

‘Well, in me, I guess,’ Sophie said, ‘it wasn’t very high.’

‘You know what you look like, Sophie. I think most men could find it within themselves, no matter what was going on with their brother.’

Sophie felt faintly chastised.

‘That was a compliment,’ Lilac said, as though she could detect it from Sophie’s expression, which she probably could, and Sophie said, ‘Thank you,’ and sounded self-conscious.

And then as it came into view, Lilac said, ‘Is this your fernery.’

‘It is,’ and however it might appear to a visitor, and to Lilac, with its gravel forecourt and its prominent bins, Sophie felt the swell of excitement from the time when her family started visiting ferneries and places like that. Brought back from the memory by Lilac saying, ‘You know that he was sleeping with someone else.’

‘I don’t think so, he might have been.’

‘No, he was. If a man isn’t sleeping with you, he’s sleeping with someone else. That is always true.’

‘Oh,’ Sophie said. And perhaps it was true. ‘He never wanted to come to bed at the same time as me. He told me he was a night person.’

Lilac left that. Sophie could hear how it sounded now but, ‘That’s why I was surprised when he said we should start trying for a baby, one weekend. We were just watching TV.’ Lilac didn’t need to know his exact words and Sophie didn’t give them. ‘Might as well give it a crack.’ Remote control in hand, Paul popping around the discovery bar on Netflix, no eye contact, deciding they could have children now, ‘and if nothing happens, we can draw a big old line under it. What do you want to watch?’

‘I was so happy,’ Sophie only said. ‘So happy about having a baby,’ and some of the joy was still in her voice as they came off the path onto the gravel sweep. ‘Also, because it meant Paul would have to start coming to bed before I was asleep,’ she said, the joy gone, because he rewatched an entire season of Top Gear, the same weekend.

CLOSED DUE TO SOCIAL DISTANCING

There was a cordon tape across the turnstile, and a handwritten sign stuck to the information panel that introduced ferns, their Features, Evolution and Taxonomy.

APOLOGISES FOR ANY INCONVENIENCE CAUSED

Lilac stood in front of it. ‘I’ve been inconvenienced before, but nothing like this.’

‘It’s my fault,’ Sophie said, more disappointed than she ought to be. Ultimately, it was just a shed full of plants. ‘I should have looked it up.’

‘Sophie, Covid was five years ago.’ And it felt gracious of Lilac to say that, rather than, ‘Well, this was a phenomenal waste of time,’ as other people would, such as Paul. Could you not have googled a bar or assisted-stretching gym to see if it was Permanently Closed before you got in the car? Sophie wished she couldn’t remember as much of what he’d said. But with Lilac, telling it to her, it felt like the last time she was going to recall each thing.

‘We can turn around. I can take you back to the gates and show you which way, then I’ll go back to work.’

Sophie didn’t want to leave, but surely Lilac had finished with her now.

‘What would you be going back for?’

‘A symposium.’

‘On?’ Lilac had her arms folded again.

‘Will AI be able to write novels in the future,’ Sophie quoted from the programme.

‘Since it already is,’ Lilac named an author whose novels might actually be coming out of ChatGPT, insofar as they were five hundred pages long, yet you could read them in an hour and a half, ‘there is no point in you leaving me,’ and she moved to the bench that faced the turnstiles.

Sophie didn’t resist. Only said, ‘Can I quickly call Philip?’ as Lilac sat and lifted off her bag.

‘He’ll guess, don’t you think, at this point?’ Lilac replied, and Sophie took her tote off her shoulder and sitting too, put it down on her other side. ‘Where did you grow up?’ she asked for conversation.

‘All of that can be googled,’ Lilac said, dismissive, and Sophie, who had googled it, wasn’t sure how to start again.

She looked towards the fernery and the shadowy tips of ferns growing up against the glass that had turned milky with age. ‘It used to be prettier before that side got smashed in and they bricked it,’ she said after some silence.

‘I really have no interest,’ Lilac replied, and presumably, she didn’t mean it to sound unkind, and it wasn’t, and it wouldn’t have felt like it, if Sophie didn’t love the fernery as much as she did.

‘Your husband wants a baby.’ With that, Lilac planted her elbow on the curved back of the bench and propped her head, fist to temple, so that Sophie would recommence the story, which did get more painful from here but, this time, to begin, Sophie didn’t have to do anything apart from breathe in.

‘That’s what he told me, and Adam was in rehab, which gave Paul more headspace for sex, but,’ there was no way to sound different from how she felt, ‘nothing happened. I didn’t get pregnant. When Adam came out of rehab, or when he came out and went back in and came out the second time, Paul lost interest again.’

And Sophie had to do things like buy lingerie. Those bras and G-strings bagged up in a pillowcase in a box in Paul’s garage gave her a sick feeling, and Sophie pushed the image away.

‘Were you worried when you didn’t conceive?’

‘I had already been to see someone. They told me everything was normal. And I didn’t ask Paul to go to a doctor. He decided, off his own bat.’

Lilac crossed her legs and the toe of her loafer connected with Sophie’s ankle. ‘You know why he went, though.’

‘I do,’ Sophie said sadly.

‘To prove it wasn’t him.’ Lilac was right.

‘If anyone was infertile, it had to be me,’ Sophie agreed. ‘But it was him. He didn’t have much—’ she so didn’t want to use the word ‘sperm’ and apologised as soon as she had.

‘Don’t be sorry for me,’ Lilac said unperturbed.

‘And the sperm he did have,’ Sophie slid her hands under her thighs each side, ‘the way the doctor described it to us, you could sort of imagine them floating on their sides, a bit bloated.’

‘Even if I didn’t borrow from life,’ Lilac gave a laugh, ‘I would borrow that.’

Honestly, Lilac was welcome to it.

Her palms pressed to the slats, shoulders drawn, Sophie looked at the drooping cordon tape.

It felt like she had seen way too much of Paul’s sperm.

‘The IVF was his idea,’ she went on after a pause. ‘That’s why it was confusing. He suggested it.’

‘Because he thought it wouldn’t work.’ Lilac was right, again.

‘I thought it was because he wanted to have children,’ Sophie said, weary at herself for the things she’d once believed. ‘Imagine watching a woman you love force a needle full of hormones into her purpled haunch and thinking, I hope that doesn’t work.’

Who would ever do that?

She felt another tap of Lilac’s loafer. The first time, Sophie thought it was an accident, but Lilac had started bouncing her crossed leg and was rhythmically kicking Sophie’s ankle. Emma used to do that, whenever she and Sophie were sitting next to each other on the bus, or anywhere. She had missed that sensation. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Lilac, for something, and they sat silently until an older lady passing by their bench was fully gone.

‘Anyway.’

‘You started IVF,’ Lilac said.

‘I started IVF. But a heroin addict is very expensive. That’s what you don’t know until you’ve funded one. And Paul began to feel the bills, rehab and private therapists. Bail, once. What can you do, though? He had to pay them.’

‘So, you funded the IVF on your own.’

‘He said he would pay me back if I got pregnant,’ Sophie said. ‘Half, obviously.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ Lilac leant to get out of her trench.

While they had been sitting there, a seam had appeared in the low cloud and now the sun fell on them and on the square of bench between them, brightening the paint and showing up a patch of black graffiti.

Sophie moved her tote to cover it.

‘Here is what I always wonder,’ Lilac said. ‘Are they passing and happen to have the marker with them, or do they make a special trip to draw a penis on a bench?’

‘Or are they like, do you know what?’ Sophie said easily, ‘I can do it on the way to work!’

They laughed at the same time, and then Lilac said, ‘You must be tired.’

Sophie was so tired. It felt like she had been tired since Adam transitioned to fentanyl. ‘Which is cheaper as a drug but not as one you’re trying to get your brother off, and it’s more stressful.’ Once it became fentanyl, Paul was permanently, permanently, highly stressed, and Sophie would have sighed for that, but Lilac said, ‘That would have sent the last two sperm floating up to the surface.’

She never – laughing, Sophie promised Lilac – she never made jokes about Paul’s sperm situation at the time. ‘I swear.’

‘Sophie, I believe you.’

The sun flickered and without discussion, they got up to leave.

Lilac was putting her bag on when the old lady came past again, slowing this time with each step. She was wearing festival merchandise. The t-shirt, the badge and the cap, Sophie noticed, right before she stopped.

‘It’s you!’ The older lady brought her hands to her cheeks. ‘You’re Lilac Dunne.’

‘I am,’ Lilac said crisply, and Sophie stepped aside to let them talk, the older lady moving herself to tears about three times, explaining how much Lilac’s novels, and more so Lilac as a human being, meant to her. Lilac had got her through her husband’s stroke and her son’s unfair redundancy. She was fifty pages into Human Beings and loving it.

The older lady began to order her favourite characters and before the end of the list, Lilac said, ‘Alright, it was nice to meet you,’ but the older lady pulled open her basket bag, encouraging Lilac to look in it and see for herself her library copy of Human Beings.

‘You should sign it!’ the idea visibly struck her. ‘It will increase the value. I’ve got a pen, I know I have, give me one moment,’ already pawing through her basket.

‘Library books don’t appreciate. They get stolen,’ Lilac said to her. ‘I don’t need your pen. This is Sophie, by the way.’

Arm still deep in her basket, the older lady slid her eyes to Sophie and it was like she was only seeing now that they were three people, not two. And although Sophie had been happy to stand listening, she was surprised at what a bad job the older lady did of hiding her resentment at Sophie’s presence.

Lilac said, ‘Sophie works for the festival.’

‘I like your cap.’ Sophie offered a friendly smile, which the older lady didn’t want and before she could form her next thought, Lilac said, ‘And now we’re going to go.’ But when she extended her hand, the older lady wouldn’t take it, needing to quickly-quickly tell Lilac about a situation that had happened to her, which was virtually a novel, in itself. While she told it, to Lilac’s open impatience, the older lady cut looks at Sophie in case she was intending to interrupt. And although Sophie had never meant to be near fame, being looked at that way by a nakedly jealous stranger was thrilling, and it made Sophie feel less plain, as she stood there, and whether or not Lilac truly found her interesting, Sophie felt more interesting to herself. It was going to be even harder to say goodbye to her this time, and as lengthy and predictable as the older lady’s story was, Sophie wished it would keep going to delay the final goodbye at the edge of the gardens or wherever Lilac was going to leave her.

The clouds drew in again. When what had seemed like an end to the story revealed itself as the midpoint, Lilac finally stopped her. ‘I cannot write that book,’ she said, and the older lady went away overjoyed, thinking that Lilac Dunne had just said, ‘You ought to write a book.’

‘Oh my gosh.’ Once she was gone, Sophie did a small puff. ‘You were so nice to her. I couldn’t do that.’ Even as an observer, the interaction had been quite intense. But Lilac seemed energised.

‘It has been happening to me since I was nineteen years old. It used to terrify me. Now it only makes me late.’

As they trod across the gravel, Sophie said, ‘It must feel very out of the blue.’

But Lilac shook her head. ‘It’s never out of the blue. I can tell you who will and who won’t. There is a look they get. But those people pay for this life. Unless they’re taking my books out of the library. Which way?’

Sophie pointed.

In a few minutes, they would be at the gates.

‘I should be grateful, and I’m not grateful.’ Lilac turned to her. ‘But you’ve wanted to do it, surely? Go up to a writer you loved so much at one time that you felt like you knew them and they knew you?’

‘What? No.’ A cyclist came up from behind and ripped by on Sophie’s side.

‘Careful,’ Lilac pulled her by the arm, and kept her arm, so they were walking on with linked elbows. ‘If I’d met Barbara Trapido when I was at university, I would have pressed her into a corner with my body, insisting she adopt me.’

‘There’s no one I love that much,’ Sophie said with a high laugh. The extent to which she would have done that to Lilac who had voluntarily joined them together, the weight of Lilac’s arm and press of her elbow against Sophie’s side, powerfully distracting as she continued. ‘I’m also rich and I don’t have to tour my books. Being assailed in a park is a low price for that . . . what’s wrong?’ Lilac slowed.

Sophie had to slow her pace too. ‘With me?’

‘You’ve turned white.’

‘I’ve taken us the wrong way,’ Sophie gave as an excuse for it.

Lilac said, ‘How fortunate that I don’t care.’

And soon the gates were in front of them. When Lilac withdrew her arm, Sophie took her phone out.

Somehow, it was four o’clock.

The symposium audience would be straggling out of the auditorium and the team clearing out for their break, gathering again in an hour to set up for evening.

‘Well, thank you for everything,’ Sophie started, but with the bemused look that she was almost used to, Lilac said, ‘Why do you keep trying to leave me? We need to eat.’
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The road was four lanes wide and thick with cars. At a dug-up section of pavement, Sophie let Lilac go first and it was strange to see her amongst people and the general squalor of the street, and a sheet of newspaper being whipped up by a truck, and Lilac reading the story a homeless man had written about himself on his flap of cardboard. Lilac half-turning to make sure Sophie was behind her before she moved off again.

She didn’t ask Sophie to finish the Paul story. Sophie needed to finish it, as though at the last line she would have exorcised him, and it would have been impossible, anyway, to sit at a high table in a tapas bar and not mention it was the same tapas bar where, one time, Paul forgot to come inside and tell her that he was leaving, the last one hundred pages of The Transit of Venus before Sophie realised Paul had gone.

‘That time it wasn’t to go and find Adam, though,’ Sophie said as the waiter brought over the last of their small plates. ‘It was to pop back to the office.’ Turning the plates so that the serving spoons and little forks were towards Lilac, Sophie could see Paul pacing outside the window, any restaurant window, always the free hand in his suit-trouser pocket. Jacket slung over his empty chair.

‘You must hate him,’ Lilac said lightly, taking up a fork.

Sophie wasn’t really sure. ‘I can remember his good qualities,’ and serving herself, Lilac waited for Sophie to name any good quality that Paul possessed by the end.

‘He never let it affect his career. As in, his performance at work,’ Sophie said. That was probably the main one. ‘He could compartmentalise. I couldn’t.’ When Adam was at his worst, she used to worry about him constantly. ‘But Paul kept everything separate.’

Lilac twisted the head off a prawn. ‘Of course he did.’

And Sophie looked down, because yes. Maybe it wasn’t a colossal struggle for Paul. Maybe he wanted to block Adam out and wasn’t remotely torn about leaving his brother to Sophie’s care during the week. She was freelance. It made sense. That was what they both used to say.

‘You could be right,’ she said to Lilac and carefully picked up a serving fork. Everything was very slippery.

‘I am right,’ Lilac said. ‘He would never jeopardise his own situation. Men don’t.’

‘He actually got a promotion,’ the same financial year that Adam got hepatitis. ‘And, this isn’t Adam’s fault,’ Sophie said, ‘but it’s why I’m still in this job. Techs don’t usually freelance for this long.’

She tried to fork a circle of eggplant. It was too thin, the eggplant, and wouldn’t stay on the tines.

‘Anyway, the first cycle didn’t work, which meant he didn’t have to reimburse me for half, but by then, he was convinced he was going to get fired any day now, it was all he talked about.’

Sophie drove the eggplant around her plate, no longer intending to eat it, really. ‘He said we’d lose the house, his car, unless I got a proper job. Things like that.’

‘That was boring,’ Lilac said, as if she’d been there and had also endured Paul’s money talk twenty-four seven.

And it was boring, the way he would bring it up in the kitchen while Sophie was making dinner. Forever blocking the drawers.

Sophie wished Lilac had been there, in some ways, and set down her fork to drink some water. ‘I decided to forge ahead on my own,’ feeling like one day she would be pregnant and then she would give birth and then she could show Paul the baby and he’d love it.

Sophie smiled sadly for the fact that she’d been able to believe that, when it sounded ridiculous now.

‘You weren’t ridiculous,’ Lilac told her. ‘We believe what we need to believe.’

Sophie said, ‘I think I just drank out of your water.’

‘I don’t care.’ Lilac pushed the glass back towards her and Sophie sipped again. Then said, ‘The second cycle worked.’

Sophie was pregnant for nine weeks. And she meant it to sound happier than it did, telling Lilac, ‘It was the best nine weeks of my life.’

Lilac cleaned her hands on a napkin. ‘Don’t tell me about it,’ and Sophie was grateful, Lilac letting her keep those weeks for herself.

‘After that, it was like, Paul’s stress about becoming unemployed turned into this extreme frugality, which made me think twice about putting a bought water bottle into the recycling at home. We had separate bank accounts and everything, but my extravagance,’ not really, but, ‘my extravagance—’

‘Paul took as a threat to himself,’ Lilac said correctly.

‘The fact that my savings were technically being spent on drugs didn’t help in terms of rational conversation. And then Adam went missing,’ Sophie said. ‘And he died.’

He was dead.

‘Could I get you ladies anything else?’

Sophie startled. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’ The waiter was literally right there by her arm.

‘A touch more bread?’ He reached in for their basket that was full of bread.

‘No,’ Lilac said, ‘we do not need you,’ pointedly turning her back, and as soon as the waiter went away, she said, ‘Adam died.’

Sophie nodded sadly. ‘Paul didn’t find him. Someone else did and then they rang Paul.’

‘My god.’

Looking back, as Sophie had tried so hard not to do, there was very little marriage to save by then.

‘And you decided to stop IVF, or Paul decided for you,’ Lilac asked.

‘Neither.’ Sophie didn’t decide in the sense of making a decision. ‘I wouldn’t have been able to afford another cycle, but I had budgeted for the one I was on when Adam went missing and was actually murdered.’

‘Any water for either of you ladies?’ Over Sophie’s shoulder, the waiter was already tipping his carafe to pour.

‘I swear to God,’ Lilac said severely. ‘When we need you, you will see us wave.’

‘Murdered.’ Lilac repeated once the waiter was gone again, but she didn’t seem repulsed by Sophie now, this person associated with a violent crime, tainted by it, which was what Sophie feared the most, all the time, with people.

Sophie said, ‘Everyone assumes an overdose, but he was kicked to death by someone who thought he was someone else.’

To give up IVF was a decision made for her in that moment, or however long it took Adam to die, the murderer not realising the ultimate significance of what he was doing, ‘in terms of me having children,’ Sophie explained. ‘I don’t mean it was worst for me,’ she scrabbled. ‘It was obviously way worse for Adam. It’s only because I needed a sample from Paul the day of Adam’s funeral. I promise it really did need to be that day.’

‘Sophie, I believe you,’ Lilac said. ‘You don’t have to promise. We need a mint tea. Wait here.’

Lilac got up to order from the hostess, who knew who she was – Sophie could tell – the hostess pressing her hands to her heart, expressing whatever she needed to express to Lilac Dunne at the far counter.

Sophie wiped crumbs into a pile with her index finger.

The funeral was awful.

Again, everyone assumed it was because no one turned up to say goodbye to Adam. In fact, it was huge.

I’m quite good at estimating crowds, she could tell Lilac when she returned, only because of my job. And the story gave the next part of itself to Sophie, there waiting. The part where, on the way home from the funeral, Sophie, who was driving, told Paul that there had been at least a hundred and twenty people there.

Paul, on his phone, said, ‘Wow, you’re great at counting people,’ and it was hurtful because he knew she didn’t need to count. Sophie could tell by looking. And anyone, including Paul, could have told by looking that at least a hundred of them were addicts or dealers. That’s why it was so terrible for him. All these people claiming to be Adam’s friends, all of whom had contributed to his death in some way or other, turning up in suits.

Sophie brought the crumbs towards the table edge and swept them onto the floor.

There was a lot of smoking outside the crematorium, before and after. One man smoked during. The absolute cloud you had to walk through to find your mother-in-law and express your sorrow after the service.

When Sophie looked over again, the hostess was drying her cheeks with the hem of her apron.

And at first Sophie thought it was envy, the feeling that went through her when the hostess moved in for another, longer embrace, but sitting watching, it was panic, that if the hostess did not let Lilac go, Sophie would not make it to the end of her story in however much time she had left, and she was now breathless with her desire to finish it.

To her own husband, she had nothing useful to say apparently, nothing that made him feel better.

He was furious with her, and leaving the house that morning, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to ask him to please ejaculate on their way out the door, and somehow the fact Paul hadn’t looked up from his phone to deliver that casual cruelty about her crowd-estimating skills and how, once they were home, he’d got out of the car and left his door hanging open – there wasn’t any way of asking him after that.

‘Creative writing student,’ Lilac explained, returning to the table, and they talked about something else until the mint tea came.

Sophie poured it into the glasses, steam billowing up her wrist.

Taking hers, Lilac said, ‘When did you tell Paul you were giving up IVF?’

‘After we got home from the funeral, that night,’ Sophie took her own tea glass, which caught the light of the LED candle. ‘I came into the living room to let him know I was going to leave it there, in terms of the IVF.’

He had just said, ‘Yeah, good.’

At the time, it made Sophie want to run out of the living room and run out of their house. But Paul launched into a big speech.

‘Adam’s dead.’

That’s how he started.

Sophie had not changed out of her black skirt and stockings. Paul was on the modular with his arm laid along the back. As he talked, Sophie willed herself to listen to him. ‘My brother’s actually dead.’ But Paul’s arm was making her wonder, in this horrible way, if she was married to a man who would do that on public transport with a woman in the next seat; sit with his arm slung behind her, making the woman feel violated but unable to move away in case he thought she was rude.

‘That’s it. He’s gone.’ Paul’s volume was rising. ‘He’s not coming back.’ And now that he didn’t have a brother to look after, why – ‘the fuck,’ Paul had said – would he want a child?

Sophie didn’t need him to explain by then. As Adam’s casket was being carried in by, it looked like, six people from Trainspotting, she had finally figured it out for herself, that if Paul had been looking after Adam his whole life, then this mean congregation had come together because he’d failed. Whatever he believed, Paul didn’t share it with Sophie. He only said, ‘Adam is dead, and therefore,’ preparing to rise from the modular, ‘I won’t be looking after anyone or anything ever again.’

‘He meant me.’ Opposite Lilac, Sophie’s hands were around her tea glass. ‘He didn’t want to look after me anymore either.’

And Lilac let it sit there. The end of Sophie’s motherhood.

Eventually, ‘I am going to go and pay,’ she said and left Sophie to look after their things.

The week after the funeral, the police brought Adam’s backpack to the house. Paul said he didn’t want to touch it, but he hovered while Sophie carefully went through Adam’s things at the kitchen table. The contents were so pitiful. Everything he owned plus the one library book Sophie hadn’t been able to find, a year overdue. The soft cover, about to come away from the binding.

Sophie held it up to Paul. ‘I read some of this to him.’ Remembering too late that Paul had come in and found them.

‘And then he went missing,’ Paul said to her.

Sophie looked at him in bewilderment. ‘I don’t think that was related.’

‘Well, it wasn’t unrelated,’ Paul had replied, and she would never know how he made it clear, only from the way he left the room that he, her husband, believed everything since then had been her fault.

Lilac, across the restaurant, was letting the hostess hug her again while the receipt curled out of her machine.

Outside, it was almost dark. They were walking in no particular direction, Sophie telling Lilac about the backpack, but then at the corner of the main road, Lilac said, ‘Do you know, I’m done. I’m tired. I’m going to leave you here.’

It was quite abrupt. That was the only reason Sophie flinched and said too cheerfully, ‘Of course. You should. Thank you for listening to me talk about Paul. I’ve never told it to anyone like that.’

‘A story possesses the mind, beats the heart, steals the breath, until it is told,’ Lilac said, an author again. ‘And now you’ve told it to me, so—’ she said something else and then, looking each way for a taxi, ‘Thank you for that sect information.’

‘I wish I could have described it better,’ Sophie switched her tote from shoulder to shoulder. ‘I know it would have been more useful for you to see it.’

‘See what?’

A taxi was coming, the same as ever. It would stop, Lilac would get in it, Sophie would figure out how to get back to the venue from wherever they were.

‘It’s still there,’ Sophie said, getting ready to stand back.

‘I don’t understand what you’re talking about.’

‘I mean it’s still going,’ Sophie said. ‘The sect.’

Immediately, Lilac brought her arm down. ‘The Fellowship of the Lamb is still going?’

‘With not as many people,’ Sophie said, as the taxi sailed past, ‘but yes. On the same land.’

‘Where is it?’ Lilac asked with sudden energy.

‘About forty-five minutes away.’

‘Forty-five minutes from here, by car?’

Sophie nodded, and Lilac said, ‘Then you can take me. We’ll drive out there tomorrow.’

Gosh. Sophie said, ‘Wow.’

What a thought. What an idea that Lilac had just had, and Sophie had not had, not once in the time they’d spent talking about it, although Lilac was looking at her now, as though Sophie had already agreed to take her there.

A whole day. Leaving the city, driving over those scenic hills.

Lilac was smiling at her. ‘It will be like a road trip.’

Yes, a road trip, to a sect. Sophie smiled back, her cheeks taut, a little twitch in the corner of her eye. Showing Lilac the farm, its paddocks and orchards, the river that ran through the gorge, and tumbled over boulders in a mess of white water towards a swimming hole with a crescent of sand.

The field where Laurie used to dig holes to his heart’s content while Sophie talked to the beautiful, big-eyed cows, with Happy Jenny asleep in her arms.

The school rooms, the assembly hall if Lilac wanted to see it. Introducing her to Elder Russell and his wife Marion, who despite their restrictive world view were nice and the one time Sophie had been back, with Laurie, they had loaded them up with produce, the swedes and rye bread and sheep’s milk yoghurt of their childhood.

Lilac wandering around.

The idea was so horrific.

There was no way. Lilac had edged them away from the kerb, where taxis were going by in a stream, and on the pavement, with Lilac’s touch on her elbow, Sophie’s desire was to pass out, crumple and come to with Lilac no longer there, the notion never tabled, because – a cold sweat coming over Sophie as she pictured it – Marion with her calico tabard and sizzled grey hair. Elder Russell mixing a lot of scripture, the fierier stuff usually, into regular conversation. Lilac meeting them, and going with them to the swimming hole, where they baptised people, and everyone stood incanting on that sand as the person staggered out in wet clothes.

‘We’ll set out early. You can be ready by when?’

Tomorrow, her asking to see the assembly hall that was more of a barn, where five-and six-and seven-year-old Sophie, with her waist-length plaits and her headscarf, had sat on a hay bale and watched quite a few exorcisms while Laurie drew another He-Man in the back of his bible, shielding the page.

‘Unfortunately,’ Sophie said after Lilac prompted, ‘I don’t have a car.’

‘My friend has cars so we’ll leave from the house. Isn’t that your plan?’ Lilac asked. So did she think Sophie had not just agreed but offered the outing? Therefore perplexed when Sophie said, ‘I’m working tomorrow. That’s the other thing.’

‘This is work. This is my novel,’ Lilac reminded her.

The cold sweat from before was beginning to trickle, Sophie could feel it dripping down the sides of her body, a separate course from her cleavage to navel. And a warm stickiness across her lower back that would become buckling stomach pain.

‘Is there any way we could go on Saturday?’ Sophie asked, in the genuine hope she would be dead by then.

‘I fly out on Saturday. It needs to be tomorrow.’

‘I’m just thinking,’ Sophie stalled, ‘they don’t really take visitors.’

‘Have you ever been back?’

‘Yes, once, with my brother.’

‘So, they do take visitors.’

‘But not really outsiders,’ Sophie said lamely.

‘Then tell them I’m your friend,’ Lilac replied. ‘Tell them I’m interested in joining. Ha!’ And when Lilac said that, said the sharp little ‘ha!’ everything in Sophie turned to water, pure fear.

Lilac wanting her to lie to Elder Russell.

The possibility that Lilac, like every other person, found it funny.

And Sophie, in complete arrest, hearing herself say yes. ‘I will take you there.’

‘Good. I’ll pick you up at eight-thirty. Send me your street address on the way home. I don’t have a phone,’ and with her arm rising for a taxi, Lilac recited her email address for Sophie to remember.

‘Elder Russell and Marion. If I had friends, you’d be one of them,’ Lilac said, getting into the taxi,

Shivering like she was ill, Sophie watched it until the corner.

She would be helping. Lilac wanted her help, and Sophie gripped that fact as though it would get stolen by someone in a nearby seat if she took her mind off it for a second. But she was drowsy from the fear, the aftermath of shock and her own acquiescence, and as the bus rumbled and jerked and wheezed along the unfamiliar route, Sophie must have slept. Head lolling, in the second-to-last row, snapping-to when some passenger, a man, behind, tapped her on the shoulder to make sure she wasn’t about to miss her stop.

Nowhere near it, Sophie thanked him and, to stay awake, took out her phone.

‘A story possesses the mind—’

She wanted to know where Lilac first said it. But nothing came up because, searching another way – ‘lilac dunne beats heart steals breath until told podcast which one?’ – Lilac had taken it from another writer.

A story possesses the mind, beats the heart, steals the breath, until it is told.

‘And now you’ve told it to me,’ Lilac had said, ‘so it’s over.’

Which was true, except they had four more months together, Sophie waiting for Paul to go back to not being a bastard since it was over, in some ways. The only thing they could do for Adam by then was grieve him. And Sophie never expected Paul to get over him, but maybe soon or eventually he would stop saying things like, ‘If an IVF doctor gets you pregnant, he loses a customer. Think about that.’ And ‘you can tell your brother he isn’t needed at the funeral.’ Even when he absolutely kept going and got slightly worse, Sophie didn’t believe that Paul was an arsehole. Not until he said, ‘I’d love you not to live here anymore,’ while she was in the shower. Then she did.

The man in the row behind began rustling a packet of something and, afraid he would reach forward and offer whatever it was, Sophie shrunk.

Paul had become an arsehole. He had been trying to make her realise it. He wanted her to stop waiting. She would have kept going otherwise. Even though he had blocked her route to the heated towel rail so that Sophie was standing naked when he said, ‘No, I need you not to live here,’ she would not have given up.

She would still be waiting now.

In the second-to-last row of the bus, Sophie tried to locate her familiar agony but it wasn’t there, thanks to Lilac. With the thought came a new awful image of tomorrow, Lilac drawing up in front of Sophie’s building, recognising the restaurant as soon as she got out of the car. Or distracted only by the ugliness of Sophie’s neighbourhood, as Lilac gave up the driver’s seat, expecting Sophie to handle the borrowed car.

But she would be helping, Sophie told herself again, as the man behind rustled his packet and the bus turned another unfamiliar corner. She would be helping and if Lilac had helped her overcome Paul, Sophie owed her this far smaller thing, which she was free to give. It was hers. Hers and her brother’s. Her dearest Laurie, who knew nothing about this week because Sophie had kept it a secret, not even spoken Lilac’s name to him since Lilac came.

Her agitation began to rise.

And tomorrow, Lilac was going to stand in the field, which was Laurie’s field, his best, happiest place. Even Sophie had not stood in it or visited there without him by her side, carrying both boxes of swede to his car, the two of them barely buckled in and across the cattle-grid before bursting into talk, what it had been like to go back and see it, and sprinkle their parents’ ashes, because even though they chose to leave, you would never belong somewhere else as much as you belonged there. Elder Russell had said that, in a kind way, as he uncapped their dad and told Laurie to go ahead, while Marion stood with Sophie, and their mum in the slightly smaller urn.

The bus lumbered on, the road that edged Sophie’s neighbourhood coming after the junction.

From the day Russell had driven them to the motel to the day they each died, her parents never spoke badly of their time as members, or of the people or that place. Which Emma hadn’t been to, because she would never even ask to be shown somewhere that was as private and sacred as a community hire room with a ring of chairs in it, or meet the people who belonged to it. People who Lilac would write about, who still lived there, believing what made sense to them, working hard and protecting each other. The brother she loved, her best friend, her dead parents: Sophie was going to betray them all in one go, for an author none of them knew about.

She brought her phone out.

The first part, ‘Dear Lilac, I’m very sorry, I can’t take you tomorrow’ came quite quickly. The second part took a mile of back-streets and a change in bus driver.

‘I can’t take you tomorrow because—’ the only way Sophie could think to say it was, ‘I don’t want to.’
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And Lilac didn’t reply. Not overnight, to say, ‘Never mind, that’s fine, I completely understand,’ which is what Sophie was quietly hoping for, each time she checked her phone, hourly until she got up for work. Or to pack snacks – in the kitchen, Sophie considered the banana chips, in her food cupboard, which tasted like spongy wood when she tested them against their expiry date – and fill two water bottles in case Lilac would soon email to say, ‘No, we’ll still go,’ insisting, like that. ‘Whatever your reason for cancelling—’

In the end, Sophie hadn’t given one.

Her insulated lunch bag stood open on the counter, ready to receive the fruit container.

Since last night, the violent antipathy set off by Lilac’s suggestion had melted into low anxiety, the uncertainty of going-or-not going, but Sophie made herself feel it again as the chopping board, bent from the dishwasher, see-sawed under the apple knife, before she set it down.

‘I just wanted to make sure you got my email,’ she wrote, pressed send. Scooping a bruise out of the other apple when a reply finally came.

Lilac’s crisp black typing.

‘I had an epiphany last night.’

Last night, Sophie, briefly asleep, had a dream she accidentally locked Lilac in a huge filing cabinet at the Nobel Prize for Literature ceremony, which was being held at an aquatic centre. An image from the dream flickered as she read the next sentence.

‘The Gretchen character ought to be in prison, not a sect. So you get your day back.’

And underneath, in bright blue now and stepped in from the margin, Sophie’s own email, telling Lilac that she, Sophie, would love to help in any other way she could. How had she proofread it about sixteen times on the bus and missed what stuck out so much now?

‘But if you have any more questions, I could answer them by emai’

To make such a stand, to offer a paltry alternative and leave the ‘l’ off it, Sophie’s impulse was to drop her phone in the sink, as though it had become so hot in her hand, in another second, flames would be licking up her wrist.

‘So you get your day back,’ Lilac had written. ‘It was quite clear you didn’t want to share it with me, anyway.’ Staring at that, Lilac’s final line, Sophie’s bodily awareness shifted to the tip of her index finger, tingling with how easy it would be to move the email into the Bin and never respond.

‘Hi’

‘Hi Lilac’

Did the phone feel heavy or extremely light in her hand for the time it took to compose a reply, against her will? Both heavy and light, and Sophie dropped it. She dropped it twice, and her vertebrae sort of sung as she bent to pick it up.

‘That is great. Prison makes so much sense!’

The exclamation marks made her sound like a thirteen-year-old. Yet without them, she sounded curt. But then, replacing them, too insistently cheerful, as though she was fighting the desire to write, ‘Actually, it’s fine! I’ve already done the drink bottles, so let’s go!’ which she was.

But, ‘I hope it goes well!’ Sophie wrote, ‘Have a nice trip home!’

Cubes of ice from the second water bottle clonked into the sink and skated into the plug hole as Sophie tipped it out, before changing into her work clothes.

Philip said, ‘Behold, the prodigal tech returneth.’

Annaliese said, ‘Wow. You know you can’t just come and go, right? The graphic novelist you were meant to do this morning smelt like marijuana and the only thing we had to spray him with, before his signing line, was Jessy’s dry shampoo, so then he smelt like White Hibiscus and had weird powder all over his clothes.’ And in front of Philip, she told Sophie to take Eliot and find something useful to do.

It was probably the worst morning Sophie had ever spent at work with Lilac’s presence lingering and, as she cleaned smudges off the plexiglass lectern, images from her dream coming again and again. Lilac screaming and banging from inside the filing cabinet because her prize was being handed to a runner-up, and every key Sophie was trying was made of feathers.

And more, as the morning wore on, Sophie wondered how Lilac would use today, if she would write back and absolve Sophie from the guilt of refusing and the regret of her emails, the mistakes and exclamation marks.

Even if it was meant as punishment for her absence, Sophie was pleased when Annaliese told her to go out and buy a bunch of low-heat light bulbs on her lunchbreak, instead of having a lunchbreak.

‘Run. I’ll time you,’ Annaliese said, laughing and definitely serious.

And Sophie did run, some of the way, in bursts, as though you can be faster than your own thoughts and making your lungs burn will heave your failings and disappointments out of your own body as you search for the entrance to the hardware centre, which had moved around the side since the last time Annaliese sent her there.

As the doors slid back, the insane air-conditioning hit Sophie’s face, turning her sweat into an icy mask as she made her way to the lighting aisle.

At the far end, Fraser was standing at the shelf, reading the back of a box.

‘Fraser!’ Sophie said with the same lift in feeling as when he used to arrive at work and she would see him coming in. His friendly grin as he handed her a surprise coffee that was never a surprise because he did it every day, laughing when Sophie tried to reimburse him.

‘Sophie, no way!’ Without looking at what he was doing,

Fraser stuffed the box back on the shelf.

‘What are you doing here?’ Sophie asked after they hugged.

‘I had to get a few things.’

‘But my brother told me you moved,’ and saying that, Sophie thought of the emails and texts and the DM that she’d sent him, which – here, in front of him – perhaps he’d received and been like, maybe later, and Sophie’s delight at seeing him sank into embarrassment.

‘Can you believe I used to have a blog?’ Fraser did a funny eye roll. ‘I mean, did anyone even read it?’

Sophie could have said, ‘I did. I think I read every post,’ but she folded her arms instead and Fraser’s smile fell. ‘But yes,’ he went on. ‘That’s right. I moved back home.’

‘We were all trying to guess what happened to you,’ Sophie said. ‘I don’t know if you saw my messages. I was just trying to find you for this festival.’ Self-conscious, she glanced further along the shelf, tightly packed with light bulbs. Annaliese probably was timing her, and here she was, having a now-uneasy conversation with Fraser, whose hands had gone to the strings of his hoodie, which were not the same length. ‘I thought, in case you were still freelancing.’

‘Unfortunately not. My mum had a pretty major car accident,’ he said, apologetic, like he didn’t want to bring the mood down in the aisle.

Sophie’s hands went to each cheek. ‘What?’

‘Yeah.’ Unconsciously, Fraser was working the hoodie strings, to make them even. ‘Sadly, that’s what happened.’

And Sophie’s arms dropped and hung at her sides as she listened to Fraser listing his mum’s injuries.

‘And a shattered pelvis,’ he finished.

‘Fraser, I’m so sorry.’

‘No worries, but thanks,’ with a brief look at the ground. ‘And hey,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you. I feel bad about that.’

‘Oh my gosh, don’t worry. It doesn’t matter,’ Sophie replied, not wanting Fraser to feel bad about that, about anything now.

‘Is your mum doing better?’

‘Right, no,’ Fraser said. ‘She died back in February,’ and the only thing Sophie wanted to do suddenly was hug him, but maybe he wouldn’t want her to do that. ‘It was unrelated, the death, but yeah, it was quite gutting.’

‘So gutting,’ Sophie replied uselessly, but what else was there? Poor Fraser, poor his mum. ‘You must have been devastated.’

‘I was. I’m getting ready to sell her house. It’s kind of rundown.’ He nodded towards a trolley parked up the end, stacked with power tools and giant tubs of filler. ‘I’m doing the work myself, and it’s that thing where you let a lot of stuff slide, which isn’t an excuse for not emailing you. You had the same situation with your knotweed.’

Sophie brought her eyes back from the trolley. ‘Knotweed?’

Fraser said, ‘When your mum passed away, didn’t you and Laurie have to get it stripped out?’

‘We did,’ and it wasn’t as though Sophie had forgotten telling him about the knotweed or exactly where they were standing in the Biennale space, she just hadn’t expected Fraser to remember her stories. ‘That feels like ages ago,’ she said, although it didn’t. It felt like everything that had ever happened to her was happening now.

‘The crazy thing is, I was thinking about you before Laurie got in touch because I’m re-reading Persuasion. No matter how many times you read it, that novel only gets better, right?’ He smiled.

To glance away at the shelf again was rude, but Fraser shifting the conversation to books brought Sophie back to Annaliese at the desk, spooning in her noodles, flipping her phone over to see the time, on the cusp of leaving seventeen missed calls.

‘What are you reading right now?’ He moved his hands into his pockets.

‘Fraser, I have to get these lightbulbs, I’m sorry.’

‘Of course. It’ll be these ones,’ he said, as though he knew she could no longer recall the wattage. ‘Let me get them for you,’ because even on tiptoes Sophie couldn’t reach.

He passed them down one by one, Sophie making a cradle out of her left arm.

That was probably enough, but Fraser kept going, taking down lightbulbs, asking what she was up to. ‘And how’s the festival going?’

‘This is definitely enough,’ Sophie said and Fraser stopped.

They waited for each other. After a few seconds, he said, ‘Would you by any chance want to grab a coffee on your break? I could come round and meet you at the loading dock.’

‘I’m not going to get a break today.’ It upset her, Fraser wanting to see her now. Which wasn’t fair on him – he hadn’t done anything to her. He was just here, holding the ends of his hoodie strings again, coping with his life. ‘It’s been a funny week,’ and she should have smiled, but Sophie could tell her expression was closed.

‘Absolutely, dumb idea,’ Fraser replied. ‘But can I give you a lift back to the venue? I’ve got my van.’

Sophie shook her head. ‘It will be quicker if I walk,’ which wasn’t true.

Fraser pretended it was. ‘This time of day, sure.’

‘Okay, well—’

‘Yes, well—’ he said, and again that he was sorry for not being in touch. He really regretted it. ‘I miss the job, you know.

Miss the team,’ he said, and he looked a bit flat. ‘So, it was great to see you.’

‘You too,’ Sophie said, because ultimately it was. And they exchanged a sort of smile.

‘Maybe we’ll run into each other again.’

‘We might.’

As Fraser stepped back to let her go, Sophie just said it: ‘You were brilliant at lighting, that’s all.’

And Fraser laughed, and Sophie laughed as well. Here they were, together in an aisle full of lights.

Sophie must have done more with her scrap of evening than read quotes from Persuasion on Goodreads, but who knows.

Now they were as strangers; nay, worse than strangers, for they could never become acquainted.

The real words, on a printed page, mouldering away in Paul’s garage.
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So then, Friday. The last full day of the festival. Audience numbers were down as expected, the public having had their fill of culture by then.

And the techs were worn out. Annaliese had broken her Duolingo streak, which she’d never get back. Rhiannon was getting Imogen’s sore throat, and Eliot had lost his sunglasses.

At whatever time in the afternoon, Marcus WhatsApped Sophie from the bookstall, begging her to come down. He had a crisis, which turned out to be the late delivery of book stock. A thousand copies of Olive Kitteridge, and now these dozen cartons containing Lilac Dunne’s entire backlist. Neither of them knew what to do, except for Marcus to stack two as a seat for when his legs got tired. Nearly a week, standing behind that long straight row of trestle tables, and closing night to go before they could start packing down.
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Rob said, ‘Get in here, missy,’ and dumped his armload of discount books into the remainder bin to pull her inside. ‘I’ve been manifesting for you to come in. Haven’t I?’ Calling down the stairs.

‘Sophie, oh my god!’ Cass, bounding up. ‘We saw you onstage. As soon as you walked on, I whacked him on the arm and was like, Rob, that’s Sophie!’

‘That’s exactly what she did,’ Rob said, bringing the stools into a tight triangle, reaching for his green juice by the computer. ‘And I was all, wait what?’

‘It’s her, I swear,’ Cass said, whispering as though she was back in her comp seat, behind that pillar.

‘No way! It is!’ Rob now playing himself in the impromptu re-enactment that lasted nearly a minute. Finishing with an imitation of hail-noise, he took a sip of his juice. Then, ‘Did you meet her? Because we did, didn’t we, Cassandra?’ Juice gurgling, mostly ice left, Rob and Cass did big eyes at each other as though they couldn’t believe what they were about to reveal.

Frowning, Sophie said, ‘When?’ Lilac hadn’t done a signing. Surely, Rob and Cass hadn’t camped out at the Ambassador, intercepting her in the lobby.

‘Have a look over there.’ Rob put his juice down and did a sweep towards a table, draped in red cloth and stacked with Human Beings. In a metal prong was a printed-out headshot of Lilac, backed with cardboard and trimmed into an oval.

‘I made that,’ he was beaming, ‘because get ready for this. She came into the shop.’

Sophie said, ‘What? When?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘With, like, an assistant or publicist-type person,’ Cass said.

‘What did she look like?’ Sophie asked and together, they described Harriet, who Lilac had rehired, or never fired in the first place.

Cass said, ‘And they stayed for—’

‘—an hour,’ Rob said.

‘It wasn’t an hour,’ Cass corrected him. ‘It was more like twenty minutes.’

‘The best twenty minutes of my life,’ Rob said to Sophie.

‘What time was that?’ she asked him.

‘Around twelve. I’m just going to get rid of this.’ And Rob stood to lower his cup that only had ice left into the bin.

They would have been at the farm by then, if Sophie had not said no, and spent her own day watching Blake and Eliot trying to land a Lucozade bottle the right way up on the gantry and make it stay there.

As Cass and Rob described the conversation, the stool felt less and less stable, like it had acquired a shortened leg, but Sophie listened, unmoving, until Rob eventually said, ‘Basically, I feel like I’m friends with Lilac Dunne.’

‘I feel like you’re experiencing heterosexual feelings for her,’ Cass said, and Rob didn’t dispute that.

‘Oh, and we told her we knew you!’

‘Me?’ Sophie shot out, wanting that not to be true, wanting Cass to say, ‘Rob’s kidding.’

Instead, Cass laughed and said, ‘He should have led with that. But it’s true. We told her the girl who interrupted her event was a friend of ours.’

‘What were you wearing, though?’ Rob asked. ‘Were they harem pants? They didn’t look like your normal style. Anyhow,’ he clapped his hands, ‘may we have the goss?’

Sophie said, ‘About Lilac Dunne?’

‘Backstage goss or general intel,’ Rob said, and burning, Sophie squinted up at the ceiling.

How to reply without telling him anything? That she had even met, that emails had passed between them. That surely eager for this week to be over, Lilac was right now packing to leave. ‘She got married when she was nineteen.’

‘That’s already out there, babe. Plus, she talked about it on the night. What else?’

Sophie said, ‘I’m sure you know everything about her already.’

‘Certainly, in my mega-fandom.’

‘But hey, did you know she’s writing another book?’ Cass asked Sophie.

‘About this woman who’s in prison,’ Rob offered, with a casual lift of one shoulder. ‘She was working on something else, but she threw it away for certain reasons.’

‘Rob,’ Cass flicked him, ‘why are you being all, I would tell you, but I can’t. Just tell her.’

‘Fine,’ Rob said, then to Sophie, ‘she had to throw the book away. It was about a cult but she lost interest in it, and I told her readers aren’t that interested in cults either so good call, and she said, I’m sure you’re right. Genuinely, she said that to me so,’ Rob looked serious, ‘would it be an overstatement to say that I’ ve—’

‘Yes,’ Cass cut him off, ‘it would be. You haven’t influenced Lilac Dunne’s career.’

‘Well, I helped her—’

Whereas Sophie had obstructed her, to the detriment of Lilac’s career, of readers and art, and that fact was really more than Sophie could cope with, and she said to Rob, ‘I should buy one of those books.’ As much as she didn’t want one. A copy of Human Beings, with Lilac’s signature inside it. The ink-shape of her name hidden between pages like an intimate possession a stranger would find and keep.

Cass said, ‘Wait! You don’t have to!’

‘Oh yes, wait, wait,’ Rob said, feeling around in the cavern under the counter.

‘It’s not in there,’ Cass said to him. ‘It’s in here, you big dork.’ Although Cass held the parcel out for Sophie to take, Rob was the one to say, ‘Ta-da! She told us to give it to you.’

At first, Sophie couldn’t bring herself to open the paper bag. But then, on the edge of her bed, she peeled off the tape and found Lilac’s title page.

I’ve never met someone who tried so hard to be happy by being kind.

L.

Twice she read it, then lunged for her phone.
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The festival travel agent had been on maternity leave for a month. Sophie had her number – she was the one who’d dropped off the group present – and while Matilda, who picked up after half a ring, was loving motherhood, nothing prepares you for the isolation. And with Sophie working up to her question, Matilda talked very fast over the squawks of a baby who must have been right there in her arms. Also, the crunch, Matilda explained, was her eating breakfast while she was talking.

Sophie looked at the time again, and it was almost noon.

Minutes ago, on the edge of the bed, touching her finger to the inscription, the idea had come to her, full and urgent. Yet to interrupt this new mother’s river of emotion . . . instead, Sophie would have to get ready to leave the flat with the phone cradled between her ear and shoulder, locking the front door behind her and, still listening to Matilda, scuttering down the stairs.

Making her way as fast as she could to the station without audibly panting. Taking the phone away from her ear to check the time, and check the time, and try not to run, and check the time.

As Sophie gained pace, Matilda kept apologising for her tears, but literally nothing prepares you for the isolation. Her own mother wasn’t into newborns, her sister only called when she wanted something.

And, pushing her debit card into the ticket machine, there was no way Sophie could say, ‘Anyway, the reason I’m calling—’

Oras she tore down the escalator, getting on the AirportXpress. Willing the doors to close. ‘The reason I’m calling is to ask for Lilac Dunne’s flight number so I can stop her from leaving.’

But it was fine – Matilda’s baby, fully crying on speaker as Sophie typed into her phone, having to hang up then, promising to call her tomorrow, or once a week from now on, or visit if she liked – the airport had a very analoguey list on its website, and there was only one flight it could be.
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There were actually so many flights it could be.

Sophie stared at the departures board. But, thinking, if the festival tended to send Talent home on a cheaper airline than the one it flew them in on, it was most likely GlobalJET. Which was Counter R, which, Sophie turned, must be at the far end of the terminal, near security.

In not that long, only a few minutes, Sophie would wish she hadn’t come or decided to cut through the British Airways check-in, where she saw Lilac. Lilac who – it made sense – had got Harriet to shift her to an airline that didn’t sound made up.

She was the only person in the business class line. So, not in line. Simply her, inside the velvet ropes that clipped onto those poles, fencing a square of plush navy carpet. Suitcase beside her, looking for something on her phone. A phone, which was strange.

Seeing Sophie, Lilac dropped it into her trench pocket. ‘Hello.’

‘Hi.’

‘Why are you here?’ Lilac wasn’t alarmed, but neither was she smiling. More, plainly interested in the coming explanation.

‘Because I shouldn’t have said no to the trip,’ Sophie said, lightly panting, ‘and I was thinking, if there is a way to change your flight we could go tomorrow. I can definitely take you so you won’t have to throw your book away.’

‘Sophie,’ Lilac turned her suitcase by its tall handle, ‘receive this in the spirit it’s intended, but if I wanted to write a book about a sect, I wouldn’t need anyone’s help with it. I didn’t throw the book away because of you. I threw it away because on the page, the story wasn’t compelling.’

And before she could say it, when the words were just the shape of Sophie’s mouth, Lilac said, ‘If you’re about to apologise, don’t. We broke you of that habit this week. Why are you here?’

‘Why am I still here?’ Sophie asked, because it was true, she should have turned already and left Lilac alone.

‘Why are you really here?’

The air going out of her, Sophie said, ‘I wanted to say goodbye.’

‘You already did in your email. Have a nice trip home!’ Quoting her, Lilac managed to convey the exclamation mark, and Sophie bristled with the shame of her own writing.

‘Properly, though,’ she said. ‘Goodbye, in person.’

‘You didn’t need to do that.’

‘I know.’

‘Unless,’ Lilac’s hand remained on her suitcase, ‘you loved me. Then, you would.’

‘I don’t,’ Sophie said in shock. ‘I love your writing, but I don’t love you.’

Lilac looked at her steadily, as though she was sorry Sophie had come all this way to lie.

‘I wanted to see you one more time, that’s all,’ and now she had voiced it, Sophie could hear it was precisely the same thing, love and not wanting the person to leave you. She needed to take hold of something, but the velvet ropes hung slack between their unsteady poles, and Lilac would not release her gaze.

‘You love me. You believe you’re in love with me and, now that I’m leaving, you needed to tell me that,’ she said, and her silence afterwards brought it out of Sophie, a great rush of saying, ‘It wasn’t on purpose. It just happened. I didn’t want it, and I tried my best to get over it. And I wasn’t going to do anything. I promise,’ Sophie implored. ‘I would never.’

‘So, what did you want from me?’

‘Nothing. I didn’t even want you to come here.’

‘Well, I did, and I wish you hadn’t chosen to do this,’ Lilac said and she didn’t look sorry for her at all, as though she had no sense of the misery it might have been for Sophie, feeling that way, and the misery it was now, admitting love with a velvet rope keeping you off the special carpet. ‘But I knew,’ Lilac went on.

‘No,’ Sophie said, horrified. ‘You didn’t. You couldn’t have.’

‘It’s not the first time it’s happened,’ Lilac said. ‘You learn to recognise it.’

‘How?’ Sophie asked, not wanting to be told.

‘The woman who approached me in your botanical gardens. You saw it,’ Lilac said. ‘The hope on her face. Wanting to touch me. Wanting to keep me.’

‘I didn’t. I only came here because of the book, and . . . you told me I contained it.’

‘You tried,’ Lilac replied without smiling.

‘You said that thing, though. That’s how I knew I was safe with you,’ Sophie repeated.

‘And I was. I knew you weren’t going to do anything. You’re still not going to.’ Lilac checked the cuff of her trench.

‘If you could tell, why did you talk to me?’

‘I’m not sure I could have taken my bracelet out of your hand and remained completely mute, and,’ Lilac added, dispassionate, ‘I needed someone to show me out.’

‘But you didn’t have to have dinner with me,’ Sophie said, ‘I wanted to get out of it, remember? You wouldn’t let me.’

And Lilac just shrugged. As though what did that matter? Sophie had followed her to the airport.

‘And when I came to pick up the trousers,’ Sophie kept going. ‘I didn’t feel like I could say no, and I thought I was doing what you wanted. I must have done something wrong.’

Lilac tilted her head. ‘Should I tell you what it was?’

‘No, no.’ Sophie unbalanced, all her weight in one heel.

‘You were too excited when you suggested we go away to your farm.’

‘I don’t think I suggested it. Did I?’ Lilac had stated it with such certainty, maybe it was true. ‘I thought you wanted to go.’

‘And why did you want to go?’ Lilac asked her.

Weakly, Sophie said, ‘I wanted to be helpful.’

‘You wanted to be my friend, but I told you so many times, Sophie. I don’t make friends. What made you think it could be any different?’

Sophie said something Lilac didn’t hear and was made to repeat it. ‘You told me I was interesting.’

‘You are interesting. But so is everyone,’ Lilac said this time. ‘I’m a novelist.’

‘Why me then?’ Flailing. ‘There were other people here, other famous people. You could have spent your time with them.’

‘And I didn’t. I spent it with you.’

‘But I was just living and doing my job,’ Sophie said.

‘And surely you understand, to live and do my job I have to disappoint people. Believing we would continue beyond this work engagement, hoping I loved you, was a mistake, and I didn’t do anything to give you that impression. Other than offer you my time and attention, which is what you wanted. And it needs to be enough.’ Lilac glanced past her to a clock on a column behind them.

‘But love is attention,’ Sophie said, with a flash of memory. ‘I heard you say it on a podcast. You say it all the time. Love is attention.’

‘Which is not the same as saying attention is love.’

Lilac drew her suitcase nearer to her side and Sophie had to look at the ground. The slick airport tiles, her sad grubby Converse. ‘I’m so embarrassed.’

‘It doesn’t embarrass me,’ Sophie lifted her eyes to see Lilac checking the time again, ‘it doesn’t have to embarrass you. But let it end. It was a week of your life, Sophie. Choose to see it like that.’

‘Nothing like this has ever happened to me before,’ Sophie wanted herself to stop talking, yet she was going on, ‘and I loved getting to know you.’

‘But you have to remember, you don’t know me,’ Lilac said.

‘I do, though. I do now.’

‘Fine. What did I tell you about myself that other people don’t already know?’

Nothing.

For another few seconds, Sophie thought about it.

‘That I hate flowers? That I slept with another writer once?’ Lilac offered.

That was all. Lilac was right. They were the only things.

And Sophie, who had resolved never to cry again after Paul, was crying now.

‘Sophie, this does not need to be a heartbreak.’

‘But it is heartbreaking for me. I can’t not have you.’ Sophie was wailing at Paul. No, she was talking to Lilac Dunne, the author, at an airport. Not begging her husband, in a bathroom. I can’t do it, I won’t survive without you. ‘I don’t have anything else.’

With a vague sigh, Lilac said, ‘Do you need me to tell you what you have?’

‘Please don’t,’ Sophie said back. She did not want to hear how her life had really sounded to Lilac.

‘You have a brother you love.’ Lilac proceeded anyway. ‘You told me you had wonderful parents. You’re an intelligent reader. You have a good job, and you are good at that job. It is perfectly likely that you will have a child,’ she said to Sophie’s full annihilation. ‘And you must have friends. Nobody is totally alone.’

‘Emma.’ Sophie said uneasily. She hadn’t mentioned her once, lifted Emma so easily out of the story that she gave to Lilac, who had taken it.

‘Now you need to let me go.’

‘I know.’ Sophie dragged her face with her sleeve.

‘Don’t read me anymore.’

‘Okay.’

‘You need to stop,’ Lilac said.

‘I will. I promise,’ Sophie told her. ‘I won’t read your books anymore, don’t worry.’

‘Sophie, I don’t care who reads my books. It has no impact on me.’

‘Then why are you telling me not to?’

‘This is me doing you a favour,’ Lilac replied. ‘I’m explaining that like all my readers, you have a sense of possession over me. That’s fine. But you invented a world with me in it, and I’m not in it. You’ve entrapped yourself, and if you keep hold of me, you will never move on, and surely this is not where you want to be.’

Sophie had to turn away from that, Lilac telling her how to live and what to do when she did not really care.

People were steering their trolleys through the airport. On Sophie’s side of the velvet rope, neck pillows and wheelchairs and babies with bottles, people who lived here and people who didn’t, all wanting to leave.

‘I don’t mind it,’ Sophie said, coming back. ‘I know it’s not the greatest city.’

‘I’m not talking about where you live,’ Lilac said. ‘I’m talking about where you are. There is nothing wrong with your life. Yes, you live in a flat you don’t like. Yes, your marriage has ended, and it was a sad story, and I am sorry for you. But this storyline,’ she signalled at the space in between them, ‘has ended for me.’

Here is where Sophie wished she had never come. All this time, Lilac had kept a light grip on the handle of her suitcase.

‘Why me?’ Weakly Sophie asked again.

‘I don’t have to answer that.’

‘But then I’ll go. I promise.’

And Lilac relented. Her answer was short and cold, and Sophie’s confusion was so desperate, it felt like terror, that someone was going to come and take you away before you understood why Lilac did not want you.

When Sophie did not speak back, Lilac said, ‘And you will not make me feel guilty for that,’ in a voice Sophie had not heard before, so sharp and so loud.

‘Is that your real name?’

Lilac said, ‘What did you ask me?’

‘Is that your real name?’ Sophie repeated. The question out of nowhere. ‘Or did you make it up?’

‘Are you checking in madam?’ They looked around at the British Airways person who had appeared behind the counter. ‘If you’d like to come up—’

Lilac said, ‘I will when I’m ready.’

Then she and Sophie were face to face again, and Lilac, scowling an instant ago, was wholly composed. ‘Did you read the inscription in my book?’

‘I’ve never met anyone who tried so hard to be happy by being kind,’ Sophie recited. Her energy was gone.

‘So do that. And now I am leaving.’ Lilac gave her a few seconds. ‘Go to work.’

In novels, people never look back. They walk away with tears in their eyes. Sophie absolutely looked back and saw Lilac gliding her suitcase up to the counter.

On the train, Sophie’s eyes were glassed over with shock. Her lips were still buzzing. She couldn’t stop touching them.
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The raid on the Author Lounge wasn’t as fun as usual. After the closing event that night, the techs picked over what the Talent had refused from the buffet, but the wrapped stuff, the stuff you could easily take home, was gone and as Chris said, and Jodes agreed, ‘I didn’t put myself through another week of book talk for a woody mandarin.’ Nevertheless, he finished it and dumped the peel in the bin as they filed out for the tech dinner.

For Sophie, arriving hours ago from the airport, the venue from outside had projected a kind of hostility, as though she was unwelcome now for what she’d done to the Talent. Finding work to do in the wings — nobody else there yet – her shock evolved into a sick disbelief at herself. And at Lilac who had taken her memories from the week and handed them back as something else, as though Sophie had never understood what it was. And what Lilac had done as they parted.

It was replaying, that last moment, when Chris arrived with Eliot, who said, ‘Shit, Soph, you look seriously off,’ and went back out to get her a big Fanta and sat with her while she drank it. It tasted like carbonated medicine.

‘I’ll tell you something funny.’ Jodes was in front of the first-aid cabinet, letting Imogen change her band-aid. Sophie hadn’t noticed either of them come in. ‘I’ve had dreams before that this place is haunted.’

Imogen said, ‘No way, so have I!’ Band-aid bits flittering to the ground as she described the most recent one. ‘But the ghosts were writers who’ve done this festival. They wouldn’t leave us alone.’

Jodes said, ‘We have to sage the whole backstage zone before next time.’

But the venue was being torn down. Philip told them at the final briefing.

Sophie hadn’t finished the Fanta.

Bulldozed, Philip said, to be replaced by a mixed-use residential plus commercial precinct slash piazza and local government hub – this according to the trustees. And maybe it was the news of that, or the fact it meant a way more complicated bump-out tomorrow, which made the tech dinner less like a celebration. Or maybe it was that the final Talent to come onstage, on closing night, had read his address off his phone, lifting his eyes from the screen approximately twice, and complaints were already rolling in on Twitter/X.

Eliot kept reading them out at the restaurant table and Sophie cannot have been the only one who wished she was somewhere else.

‘Don’t read me anymore’

She got up to go outside for a moment, and when she came back the food had arrived. Imogen, who had swapped places with Jessy so as not to be near Chris, asked Sophie if they could not talk about him while, side by side, they wound spaghetti onto their forks, though neither of them got further than that in terms of eating it.

Eventually, Imogen said, ‘Did this whole week suck for you too? Your terrible shocking headache, and having to miss some of your gigs?’

‘And Annaliese,’ Rhiannon pitched in, speaking around her straw. ‘Jodes and me, and Jessy, we’ve constantly been like, okay, um, why is Annaliese being so foul to Sophie? You didn’t stuff anything up.’

‘You never stuff anything up,’ Jessy said. ‘Besides, you were hardly there.’

‘Hey,’ once they had all transferred money to Blake outside the restaurant, ‘we should kick on.’ He said, ‘We should have afters at mine.’ Four of his roommates were away. The other two wouldn’t care. And if the venue was going to be a bunch of rubble soon, it was like, why not?

In the nearest liquor store, Rhiannon googled what goes into a Jägerbomb and they all transferred money to her on their next bus. For the tequila as well, and the vodka and the Cruisers, and two packets of beef jerky at the till. None of them could believe Sophie agreed to come. The girls were so happy. Especially because of how many times Sophie had gone out during dinner and come back looking like – Jessy whispered to Jodes – she had fully puked.

Shame could make you feel sick that way, wave after wave as you’re bent over a gutter outside a restaurant, feeling the swill in the bottom of her stomach and the full feeling in her throat. Nothing came out.

‘You believe you’re in love with me. Don’t read me anymore’

In the room that Blake announced was the living room – ‘ignore the bed’ – there were so many electric guitars and rigged speakers, so much sports stuff, and some decks, and PlayStation controllers left on the carpet to trip over once you were properly drunk. Sophie was the one who had suggested breaking into the tequila while they were on the bus, already twisting off the cap and taking the first long chug before passing it on.

‘We didn’t even think you drank!’

Sophie said, ‘I don’t,’ and with her feet on the facing seat, she waited for the bottle to come back to her.

Blake’s coffee table was a pine door balanced on four concrete blocks. In a continuous pour, one of his roommates filled the line of shot glasses each to the rim, so that every time Sophie slammed one back, tequila spilt through her hand and damped the cuff of her sweatshirt.

‘I’ll tell you what’s crazy. You hardly seem that much older than us,’ Jodes said, astride Blake’s bench press, accepting a joint that was making the rounds. ‘But also like our cool mum.’ Passing the joint to Jessy.

‘Everyone do a shot for who they hated the most,’ Eliot said, enthused by his sudden idea for a drinking game. As he began listing Talent, the team squashed in around the pine door coffee table, poised to drink. And nobody did. They just listened and listened. Until Eliot said, ‘Lilac Dunne,’ and in unison those glasses were lifted and heads tipped back and glasses banged down again. Mouths dried with the back of their hands and Rhiannon saying something like, ‘Juno she told Im-jin shwas geddin in her way?’

After that, Sophie had to take herself to the bathroom. Shaving creams and aerosol cans of deodorant were knocked off as she went for the tap, and she tried to put them back, except the sink top was undulating and the floor as well when Sophie lay down on it.

She did not feel good.

When she found the living room again, Chris was on the decks, headphones cupped to one ear, his other arm raised to the ceiling and Sophie pushed her way into the dancing. Everyone pressed together in the tiny area of carpet, jumping up and down as a unit. Quickly, it was suffocating. The heat and smell and the electronic bars of sound.

‘I have to go.’ Eventually, Sophie screamed into Blake’s ear, or the ear of someone who was too drunk to warn her not to wander around this neighbourhood by herself at night. That was her idea, walking the whole way home, because it wasn’t that far and nobody needed her.

‘I don’t care who reads my books’

Sophie swayed along the canal path. It was very dark. She could easily get murdered. Was it too dramatic to say, ‘and I would be fine with that?’ Sophie wondered, so drunk that her head felt too heavy for her neck, like she was partially asleep. And hot and she couldn’t get her jacket off. Crunching over a drift of broken glass, crunch crunch, Sophie could have laughed, thinking of those shards and bottle edges lodging in the tread of her Converse for the rest of her life.

‘I knew you weren’t going to do anything’

Apart from, she’d gone to the airport this morning and professed love to a woman. A famous female, author, who was famous. Sophie’s mind was very messy and not obeying, and her body had to take a short rest against a run of wall, the brick rough against her cheek as she heaved with guilt because Adam was kicked to death under one of these footbridges. And Sophie had told Lilac that. Every gruesome private shaming painful sad precious detail of his life.

And her life. No Emma in it and Paul Paul Paul Paul.

Sophie pushed away from the bricks and stumbled on her first step. She was never going to get home.

‘What did I tell you about myself that other people don’t already know?’

Nothing, and now Lilac was gone and—

‘I don’t miss people’

And what if nobody missed Sophie when she got murdered in a minute? Because everyone she loved had already left her! The thought was so terrible, it made Sophie gleeful as she staggered home and kept missing the lock with Paul’s door keys.
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Because she had never been drunk, Sophie didn’t know the last drink hits at home, as you’re crawling up the side of your bed. That, lying there, the pillow feels as though it’s travelling away from your head, while the mattress rises and falls like an inflatable on high seas until you must take yourself to the kitchen for a long tap drink, then onto the couch to wait until everything isn’t moving.

You can’t call your brother.

Emma would be so upset, realising you were drunk.

Someone, though, to say, ‘Oh, Sophie! It’s alright,’ and help her, and be with her, and come and sit by her or even just help get her shoes off.

Paul.

Searching through her contacts, the phone shone into her eyes like a torch beam, and Sophie hung up before it connected.

A moment of wanting to throw up.
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Oh god.
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The second time Sophie woke up, she rolled over to take the galley from her bedside table and then, with an epic churn of nausea, the remembrance of yesterday and last night, the disaster she had made of everything and the sheer quantity of pure spirits and pre-mixes she had swallowed, crashed over her.

Against the need to stay completely still, Sophie rose to her feet and carried the galley to the kitchen.

Wrenching the sink cupboard open – the adoration she had felt for this book. Landing in the bin bucket, it looked dead. The thought of scraping off a chopping board later and food falling onto the cover – the galley had to go straight out. With her head hammering, Sophie carried the bucket downstairs and upended it into the communal bins.

Anger comes from sadness.

The author was back, waiting for her inside.

No. Sophie moved past her to get to the living room.

And sadness comes from loss.

What have you lost?

The author stationed herself at Sophie’s back while she was tipping out a drawer.

The time she’d spent reading those novels. The time she gave to those podcasts.

That’s what I lost, Sophie thought, and with fury, she went and dug that floating shelf out of the wall with the head of a thick screwdriver.

Dust rained down onto the carpet.

Hours and hours of Lilac Dunne telling the same anecdotes. Her precise laugh in precisely the same places.

The damage she was doing to the plaster. Paul was going to lose his mind!

And always the hosts, the moderators, beyond grateful to be in her presence, letting Lilac talk about anything, too dazzled by her to notice the tiny humiliations she meted out. Rejecting their questions, countering every thought they offered her. Never telling the truth.

Sophie lobbed the plank away towards the other wall. The noise when it hit was exquisite.

For a moment, she hated Lilac. At the airport, the way she had compelled Sophie to linger for one more moment at the velvet rope, then taken Sophie’s face in her hands and looked into her eyes, and afterwards, Lilac had smiled. Like, yes? We’re good? And Sophie had to walk away by herself.

Grief is love with nowhere to go, the author reminded her. Why would you try to get over it?

Because it’s horrible, Sophie would have screamed, but suddenly she needed to be sitting.

The mess she had made was extraordinary.

The author said—

Nope. Sophie didn’t want any more of the author.

She had wanted more of Lilac and got too much.

Let me tell you this—

Startled by the volume of her own voice, Sophie said to both of them, ‘Don’t talk to me.’

‘Don’t tell the same stories, over and over again, and make people love you. Don’t make me eat a fried egg sandwich in a restaurant that mortified me. Don’t compliment me and tell me I’m rare. Don’t touch me and then leave.’

While her coffee dripped through the filter, Sophie deleted and deleted and deleted until every podcast was gone. With anger that came from sadness and sadness that came from loss, she screamed in her head, I’m never going to think about you again.

You mean, become mistress of your own thought life?

The author wouldn’t leave her alone.

On the street, Sophie felt terrible and wonderful and walked to the venue to pack down the festival.

What colour of Gatorade?

Sophie stood in front of the vending machine with a handful of warm coins. There was only purple and lemon-lime left. The ones masquerading as fruit, Emma once told her, were worse, and didn’t dissolve aspirins as effectively as the fully poison flavours did. Sophie was pressing the digits for purple when her phone rang.

‘Fraser.’ Her temple did a little throb.

‘Hey,’ he said, ‘how are you?’

‘I’m okay.’ The machine wanted the coins, and Sophie fed them in with one hand, waiting for Fraser to continue. But his pause turned into an open silence between them as the Gatorade was shunted slowly up to the glass. It was like he was waiting for her, and Sophie said, ‘I’m at work. Do you need something?’

‘You called me,’ Fraser offered.

The bottle dropped heavily into the trough.

Sophie said, ‘Did I?’

‘At midnight, last night.’

‘Oh,’ Sophie crouched. ‘That was an accident.’ She reached in for the bottle. ‘I was trying to ring my husband.’

‘Right. Cool,’ Fraser replied. ‘I was asleep so, just wanted to make sure everything was alright.’

With another spike in her temple, Sophie said, ‘Great,’ and he didn’t return her goodbye because – checking her screen – he’d already gone.

Untwisting the lid, Sophie wondered why she’d just said that when it wasn’t true; even drunk, even on the cusp of death, she wouldn’t call Paul, who wasn’t her husband anymore. And last night it was Fraser’s number she was looking for with the urgent need to tell him that.
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Who knows anything about these?’

Chris saw them first and Blake, helping him fill the dumpster, was the one who turned to ask Sophie, as though she would definitely know why there were two armchairs in plastic shoved up against each other behind the mountain of pallets.

‘Are they new?’ Chris said. ‘They look new.’

And Sophie put down the pot of soil that this year’s stage fern had died in.

Blake said, ‘Do we chuck them?’

Brushing soil off her front, ‘Don’t chuck them,’ Sophie said, seeing the earnings she had lost this week by giving her time to Lilac, the earnings she could recoup if there was any possible way for a single woman to get two colossal bits of furniture back to the superstore they came from. ‘I can find something to do with them.’

Blake said, ‘Cool.’

Soon, everyone was getting ready to say goodbye. They weren’t going to see each other again until the combined high schools’ rock eisteddfod and the realisation of that – they were surprised it sent Annaliese fleeing from the foyer, hiding her face in her hands. And they were surprised that Sophie went after her, considering everything they’d been saying to each other in the tech kitchen.

When Sophie found her in the bathrooms, Annaliese was in front of the mirror, eyes blown up with tears, scrubbing at her face with the sleeve of her denim jacket. Her bandana was so far off the back of her head, and it was like she didn’t care.

‘Can I come in?’

Sophie was already in, and Annaliese didn’t protest when she came and stood beside her.

‘It’s only six weeks away,’ the high schools rock eisteddfod. Sophie said, ‘I’m sure the time will go quickly.’

‘It’s not that.’ Annaliese sniffed sharply. ‘I can handle not being around those guys for six weeks. I was meant to be seeing my little girl. That’s why I’m upset.’

She turned from the mirrors so that Sophie could ask her directly.

‘You have a little girl?’

Annaliese said, ‘Yeah, I do.’

‘Wow.’ Sophie couldn’t picture it at all, Annaliese as a mother. ‘I didn’t know that.’

‘None of you know that.’

‘How old is she?’ Sophie asked.

‘Three.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Hayley.’

‘That’s such a nice name,’ Sophie said, and even crying, pride flitted across Annaliese’s face.

‘I chose it. But she lives with her dad, and her nan, and they’ve just cancelled me seeing her. Second time in a row.’

‘Are they allowed to do that?’

‘They can do whatever they like.’ Annaliese dragged off her bandana, snagging some of her hair. ‘So that’s me, banging around in my room for six weeks, staying out of my roommates’ way.’

A mother living with roommates instead of her own daughter. Sophie felt desperate for her, and sorry that she’d never managed to think the best of Annaliese, who’d been suffering all this time.

‘How stupid does that look.’ Balled up, the bandana made a giant lump in Annaliese’s denim jacket.

And because it was all Sophie could offer, besides some paper towel for her streaky face, she said, ‘Do you want to come and chat to me while I’m shredding?’

To the team, anyone who had seen them that week, the hour Annaliese and Sophie spent destroying leftover programmes would look like a reconciliation. It wasn’t that. The way Annaliese gave the programmes in handfuls of ten when the shredder could only handle two at a time was so annoying, and Annaliese clearly had no idea the extent to which Sophie had struggled with her way of doing things.

Even so, Sophie was happy to ask Annaliese more questions about her daughter and to listen to the answers until the two of them were tying off the last pillowy plastic sack of paper strips.

Carrying them together to the waste room, Annaliese said, ‘What are you doing next, anyway?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Sophie sincerely doubted she would be able to face the eisteddfod this year. Annaliese didn’t ask why, and they shared a loose hug.

Coming out of it, Annaliese said, ‘Philip’s going to pay you, by the way.’

‘For what?’ Sophie said. ‘For this week?’

‘For when I didn’t have giardia. He accidently told me he didn’t up your rate, and I fully shamed him because,’ quietly, Annaliese admitted, ‘I know you did a good job of my job.’

And then they were gone. Sophie was the only one left. The rain had returned and the North Loading Dock was so desolate, it was as though a group of techs hadn’t cheersed each other with their final Coke mere hours ago, hanging back for a while on the steps, watching Blake drag over a plastic chair to do such a realistic impression of Talent talking about the influence of a writer he kept pronouncing as Prow-ist, while constantly adjusting the spongy part of an imaginary mic.

The cold concrete came through the soles of Sophie’s filthy shoes as she stood under the dripping eaves, deciding what to do. Water was pooled in the plastic wrap of the armchairs. Sophie had dragged them as far as the access alley but couldn’t get them further, and she didn’t love being here, at an empty condemned venue, by herself.

Laurie didn’t answer.

And then she called Fraser.

She offered, but Fraser didn’t need her help to get those armchairs into the back of the van once he’d dropped the seats. In the front, Sophie was unconsciously braced for the physical jolt of him slamming the boot, but he must have brought it down slowly and pressed it closed, because there he was, climbing in his side as she quietly went through his CDs.

‘How are you anyway?’ Fraser asked, starting the van. ‘And how is,’ reversing them off the loading dock, ‘wait, I’ve forgotten his name.’

‘Laurie?’

‘I mean your husband’s name,’ Fraser said, swinging out of the venue lot. ‘How’s he?’

And once she’d told him, Fraser said, ‘Wow.’ A minute later, ‘I wish none of that had gone down, Soph.’ He said, ‘I wish he’d been better to you.’

The van was one of those ones with the bench seat in the front.

For all the bad things she had said about Ikea in her head, they issued a refund without interrogating her or demanding a receipt.

Getting meatballs at the cafe was Fraser’s idea. While he was moving their finished plates onto the tray, Sophie wiped her hands on her jeans and said, ‘I didn’t realise how hungry I was.’

And Fraser said, ‘What else can I get you?’ although the counter was closed and they both knew that, as the last pair left in the seating area.

Definitely, you would expect him to be a careful driver based on everything that had happened, and it wasn’t like Sophie had somewhere to be after this. It was just funny that Fraser turned a song up that loud, both of them belting out lyrics over the beat of rain and slap of the windscreen wipers, when they were going so incredibly slowly.

I WOULD WALK FIVE HUNDRED MILES.

AND I WOULD WALK FIVE HUNDRED MORE – Fraser fully stopped at an intersection, waiting to turn right.

JUST TO BE THE MAN WHO WALKED – he could so easily have gone then, but Sophie didn’t care how many cars he let through – A THOUSAND MILES TO FALL DOWN AT YOUR DOOR.

AND WHEN I’M WORKIN’, YES, I KNOW I’M GONNA BE, GONNA BE THE MAN WHO’S WORKIN’ HARD FOR YOU. Until someone was completely over the pedestrian crossing, Fraser wouldn’t even put the van into gear.

AND WHEN THE MONEY, COMES IN FOR THE WORK I DO, I’LL PASS ALMOST EVERY PENNY ON TO YOU.

He did the best Scottish accent. Even singing it was perfect, and while he never took his eyes off the road, he was smiling – it felt like – at her.

AND I WOULD WALK FIVE HUNDRED MILES.

They were hoarse by the final chorus.

AND I WOULD WALK – Fraser dropped an octave – FIVE HUNDRED MORE, JUST TO BE – Sophie not thinking about anything while they were together.

Parked outside her building, they talked for a while. There was a moment when Sophie thought she was going to tell him about Lilac. But she didn’t want to say that name in the safe dark of the van. As she went to retrieve her tote from the footwell, Fraser said, ‘I’ve never had fun at Ikea before’ and slid the ceiling light on for her.

‘I haven’t either,’ Sophie said. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘See you around.’

‘Good luck with your mum’s house.’

‘You too,’ Fraser said, then shook his head at his mistake. ‘Good luck with everything, Soph. Sophie.’

Twice more, they said goodbye.

While she was crossing the street, Fraser passed up about six opportunities to pull away from the kerb.

Getting into the shower, Sophie thought, it’s funny how there are so few songs about money.
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The day after a festival. It was always the same. Waking up with nowhere to be by 9 a.m. at the latest. No one rolling in to hit the coffees and croissants. The realisation that the week is truly over and that, this time, it might be over forever. A city with no venue, and Sophie feeling like she never wanted to be in proximity to any writer, ever again. Curled under her duvet, she didn’t even want to read.

Around ten, she stripped her bed and forced herself to call Emma, which wasn’t scary, insofar as Emma never answered during consultation hours. But the voice note Sophie practised mentally before making it became a series of pauses as she lost her grip on what she was intending to say.

She was at the launderette when Emma started texting.

‘Haven’t listened to your message yet’

‘But will see you tonight’

‘7/7.30’

‘Btw having it at home now not that restaurant’

‘Assuming you can still come’

Watching her sheets sloshing and dropping in a wet wad behind the bubble of glass, Sophie added forgetting about Emma’s birthday dinner, never adding it to her calendar, never even responding to the invitation or calling Emma on the actual day to the list of her own failures as a friend, and now this man at the next machine was wondering if he could borrow a splash of Sophie’s detergent. Home, Sophie made a playlist that was just ‘500 Miles’ thirty times. At Ikea, Lilac hadn’t entered her thoughts, which could have been why those hours with Fraser had felt like a rest. But without him, the song couldn’t keep Lilac out of her head.

It was like a recent burn now, which hurt constantly. Still weeping clear stuff, but after days, you can become forgetful of it until you move your hand under the hot tap, graze it on your clothes, or let anything touch it. Then, the pain is stunning.

Everything wanted to touch it. Sophie herself wanted to press the wound Lilac had left her with, to see how bad it was and what it looked like, predicting the shape of the scar that would last forever. The only thing was to leave it alone. But what else was there except to think about Lilac, getting ready for Emma’s dinner, and sitting on the bus. Think about her, as Sophie walked the few blocks to their house, and turned into their street and there was Dom’s Tesla charging in the driveway.

Little stones popped under her flats as she went up the path, gripping the bottle of elderflower she had brought because Emma didn’t allow wine in the house. Even wine glasses were banned, and pressing the doorbell, Sophie felt a flash of old feeling for her, the rules you had to stick to in support of her sobriety and how much Sophie loved Emma for that. Had always, did now, as the front door opened and a slice of hall light fell onto the porch and there was Dom, keeping the dog inside with his foot and saying, ‘Well, well, Emma was convinced you’d be a no-show.’

He didn’t kiss her hello, which was okay. He gave her a pat on the upper arm and said, ‘Let me relieve you of that,’ taking the elderflower. ‘Dump your coat. We’re through here.’

Emma had made a charcuterie board from TikTok. Sophie saw it even before she saw Laurie and Jo who were sitting at the kitchen island with their drinks. It was immense, the charcuterie board, running almost the length of the dining table, built up under the cloth to give it tiers.

Laurie didn’t stand for Sophie. Only tilted his upper body to show that he would have got up but Jo was eating olives and putting the pits in his cupped hand. It was easier to stay where he was.

At the sink, Emma was rinsing her hands and finished patting them dry before she came up to Sophie with no particular expression on her face, not gladness or hidden annoyance, not even the divided attention of a hostess who has things in the oven. ‘I’ll get you a drink. What do you want?’

‘I don’t mind,’ Sophie said to her. ‘Anything is fine. And happy birthday.’

Emma made a sound and said, ‘I’m so old,’ before disappearing into the butler’s pantry. To stay where she was and wait for Emma to re-emerge? Or go to Laurie, and Jo who was taking another pit out of her mouth and hadn’t really said hello?

Sophie hesitated for a second.

Everyone was mad at her. Even Dom, who was trying to pair his phone with the Sonos. He’d managed to be friendly at the door – they were all managing to be friendly – but he would have borne the brunt of Emma’s external processing style for the past few months. If not, he would be getting Sophie to do the Sonos.

As she went to the island, her brother gave her another smile. ‘Mad week, I’m guessing.’ With Sophie on a stool, he got Jo to offer the olives.

Sophie said, ‘It was a bit,’ and turned down an olive.

‘I want to hear everything—’ Laurie started to say but Emma was coming with a glass of Sophie’s own elderflower, as though the best way to get rid of that inexpensive offering was to serve it back to her in a tall tumbler.

Letting her take it, Emma said, ‘You look nice,’ crinkling her eyes, like it was a mere observation.

‘So do you.’ Sophie thanked her for the drink. ‘Do you want to sit here?’

But Emma said, ‘No, you’re okay,’ and asked Jo if she wanted a ramekin for her olive stones. Emma, who had once thrown up in the back of an unlicensed cab into the hammock of Sophie’s skirt, did not wish to sit with her. In the very centre of herself, Sophie wanted her friend who was right there and not there and that was Sophie’s fault, and there was no way to fix it, except by confessing an eight-month made-up love affair, and she could never do that.

Sophie took a sip of her drink and ice rushed forward and stopped against her top lip.

Emma said, ‘Dom, flick on the outside lights.’

He did, illuminating a great quarry in their lawn, a mound of earth and a hired digger with its long arm and bent claw parked wonkily on a hump of mud.

Emma said, ‘Do you like our swimming pool?’

Lowering her glass, the ice slid back and Sophie had to touch the cold and wet off her lip with her fingertips.

Jo said, ‘Wow, that’s a giant hole,’ about the pool, and Laurie, like a lamb to the slaughter, asked Emma and Dom where they were up to with filtration systems.

The conversation went on.

When the olives were gone, Jo got her phone out.

At the beginning, Sophie used to imagine bringing the author to a dinner party, introducing her to people, who would adore the author and witness her adoring Sophie, who would tend to her needs. To have ever felt the author was real and that she, Lilac, would have been willing to come with her and listen to Jo’s story about a workmate who ran marathons exploding her ACL on the main road. To have believed this week that Lilac might leave the city and remain in her life—

‘How are you, anyway, Sophie?’ Dom said to her after the filtration talk expired. ‘Festival done and dusted?’

Sophie said, ‘Yes, thank goodness.’

—it was like she’d lost her mind.

‘Did you meet any celebrity authors?’ he asked. ‘Your John Grishams? Your Stephen Kings?’

‘It’s strange,’ Jo glanced up from her phone, ‘I don’t think of writers as celebrities.’

Next to her, Emma said, ‘Neither do I. More like people who think they have the hardest job on the planet. Therefore, writing one book per decade is good going, and it’s like, three hundred pages long. Broken down, that’s,’ she turned to Dom, ‘what’s that?’

‘Well, that’s thirty pages a year, isn’t it,’ he said, ‘so half a page a week, give or take.’

‘How many words are there on an average page?’ Next, Emma turned to Laurie, who said, ‘Not sure,’ and he and Sophie briefly met each other’s eye. Her brother could have told you the answer was three hundred without having to google it.

Jo read the result off her phone, then said, ‘Thirty times three hundred, divided by how many days? Assuming writers work a five-day week. Laurie,’ with her elbow, ‘you can work that out in your head.’

‘I can’t,’ he said, ‘not after a drink,’ although his drink looked like fruit juice.

Emma had the calculator up. ‘Is that literally twelve words a day?’

‘That doesn’t seem right,’ Dom said, but Emma shrugged and put away her phone, like it could be right. ‘Either way, it’s not brain surgery.’

The kind of books Emma read, Sophie was thinking as she said that, the authors probably texted them to themselves in the car.

That wasn’t true. And Sophie was in Emma’s house. Failing at her party and mentally denigrating YA.

‘Anyway, that’s enough of that,’ Emma said. ‘It’s my birthday.’

And the conversation moved on until Dom knocked over his drink and everyone had to stand up.

While Emma dredged the island-top with a tea towel, Sophie got lost in thought. Lilac handing her a tea in that glass mug. Lilac’s books on the shelf of that house.

‘Sophie?’ Now Emma was talking to her. ‘It’s charcuterie time.’

On the way to the table, Sophie said, ‘It looks like a work of art.’

Genuinely, there was enough cheese for forty people who hadn’t had breakfast. So much brie it was like Emma had allowed one wheel per person. As though they would cut them up with knives and forks and eat them like steaks. And then the actual meats, fanned out, rolled in the case of the salami, grapes tumbling off the highest tier of the table, and every type of cracker that existed in the world, and nobody, none of them, knew about Sophie’s egg sandwich with Lilac Dunne, and her demolished heart.

As they started eating, Dom toasted Emma, who apologised for being in a bad mood before. More people were meant to be coming but they had dropped like flies in the afternoon.

‘But you guys are here,’ Emma repented. ‘That’s the main thing. None of you were suddenly too tired.’ She did air quotes and Sophie ate as much cheese as she could humanly handle.

Other conversations:


JO: The problem with ACLs is they don’t heal on their own.

SOPHIE: Don’t they?

JO: If you want to keep running, you have to have surgery.

DOM: I’m otherwise pleased with the Sonos, if the app didn’t keep updating itself.

EMMA: Dom, please. I’m begging you.

JO: Hey, I read that book you told me about.

SOPHIE: Which one?

JO: Human Beings.

EMMA: I read that.

SOPHIE: Really?

EMMA: You told me to. It didn’t blow my mind.

JO: I liked it. But at some point, I was definitely like, Titus, die already.

EMMA: I swear, I was just turning pages by the end.

LAURIE: Are you okay? (Quietly, aside.)

SOPHIE: Look at all this cheese.

LAURIE: Just because we only spoke once last week.

SOPHIE: I saw Fraser.

DOM: Let’s sit soft.

LAURIE: You saw Fraser?

EMMA: Dom means let’s go and sit on the couch. I’ll make tea.

SOPHIE, IN THE KITCHEN: Do these knives go in the dishwasher?

EMMA: Sophie. What’s on top?

SOPHIE: Mugs.

EMMA: In the language of recovery, Sophie. What’s on top?



‘Nothing.’

‘Okay, seriously,’ Emma said, ‘forget the dishes. Come with me.’

She took Sophie’s wrist and led her into the TV room.

While Emma was putting a different light on, Sophie waited on the sofa. The sick feeling of a conversation that must be had, and Emma was back now, so—

‘Are you mad at me?’ Sophie asked, hunched.

Emma cleared her throat. ‘Why would I be mad at you?’

‘Because I’ve been distancing myself from you.’

‘Have you? On purpose?’

‘Yes,’ Sophie replied with bewilderment. ‘Since Paul. You’ve kept inviting me to things, and I’ve kept saying no.’

Had she truly not noticed?

‘Okay, fine,’ Emma admitted. ‘I have noticed that.’

‘So are you mad at me? You should be,’ Sophie said. ‘It was terrible behaviour.’

‘I didn’t love it. But then think of, I don’t know,’ Emma repositioned on the sofa, ‘think of that time I wore hoops to a foam party and tore my earlobe, and you Steri-Stripped it for me in the twenty-four-hour chemist. You probably didn’t love that either. So it was okay. We’re friends. We love each other,’ and Emma looked at her with total kindness.

‘But no because—’ Sophie didn’t deserve any kindness.

‘Listen,’ Emma said, ‘I understood. Even Dom was like, Soph’s an introvert going through a brutal separation, she doesn’t feel like doing fun stuff. And I should have stopped pressuring you. Wait,’ Emma suddenly concerned, ‘are you mad at me?’

Facing her, Sophie said, ‘No,’ wondering whether that was true or whether, on some level, she was still upset with Emma, who had picked up a cushion to hug. ‘I’m not mad at you.’

‘Is it because I called you brave that time?’

Had it been only once? Now it felt like there was a chance Emma had only said it once, and the word had merely repeated in Sophie’s head every time she was afraid, like a taunt.

‘Because I didn’t mean it like, ooh, I could never be like you,’ Emma said. ‘I meant, if I had to go through it, I’d want to be like you. It was supposed to be a compliment, but I can see how it wasn’t one.’ She frowned. ‘Is it freezing in here? Do you want the heater on?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘I missed you, though.’ Emma hugging her cushion. ‘I have missed you, so I don’t know why I went on that tirade about writers, before dinner. I’m sure they write more than twelve words a day.’ And she looked baffled at herself. ‘It was very bitchy. Thank you for not storming out.’

‘Thank you for inviting me,’ Sophie said but Emma shook her head. ‘As if I wouldn’t. There’s this thing at AA for when people relapse and stop coming. We’ll keep your seat. That’s what we say. We’ll keep your place for you.’

Sophie said, ‘Keep a place. That’s nice.’

‘Not a place,’ Emma said. ‘Your place.’

There were footsteps in the hall. For a minute, it seemed like Dom was about to come in, but he was going upstairs.

Emma said, ‘Phew, we’re safe. So anyway, whatever’s been going on—’

And Sophie took such a deep breath she could hear the air through her nose and feel the lift of her chest, and her slow exhale, because she wasn’t ready to say, ‘I fell in love.’

‘Did you!’ Emma flung that cushion away. Huge-eyed and smiling, ‘Who with? Who is he?’

‘No.’ Sophie waited, and it was a second before Emma said, ‘She! Are you serious? How chic.’

But Sophie said, ‘It wasn’t. It’s not. I’m so—’

It took about fifteen minutes to tell Emma everything. Enough time that when they went back out to the kitchen together, Laurie and Jo had transferred the charcuterie meats to containers and tin-foiled the cheeses.

At the end, Sophie just said, ‘It’s so painful. I’m so ashamed. I’m not even a—’

‘Neither am I,’ Emma said, ‘but I fell in love with my breathwork coach, don’t you remember? I was in love with her for most of 2022. And Nicola, the other dietitian at my work, was so obsessed with her upstairs neighbour during lockdown she had to move house.’ The softest voice, full of compassion. ‘It happens all the time, Sophie.’

‘Does it? Really?’

‘I promise. Because we all—’

The dog wandered in, and Emma said, ‘Teddy, hop up.’

‘We all what?’

‘We all want something else,’ Emma said. ‘People are always like, life is short, but lol, it is not. It drags like mad, even when you’re happy. Falling in love is just something to do. And,’ retrieving her cushion, ‘right now, you have a lot of love and nobody to take it out on.’ Emma laughed gently. ‘But you will again, one day.’

‘And I’m going to change,’ Sophie said. ‘I’m going to try, anyway.’

Emma said, ‘Why?’

‘To be a better person.’

‘Well, don’t.’

‘Is it futile, do you think?’ Sophie asked.

‘What? No. It’s unnecessary.’

And looking into her lap, Sophie said, ‘I should have therapy.’

‘Soph,’ Emma said softly, ‘you’ve never even had a professional massage. I don’t think therapy is for you. And none of us want you to change. That author is the one who needs to change. No offence, but she sounds like a cow. And here’s what I will say. If her next book comes out and it’s got you in it, or Adam’ – Emma had adored Adam too – ‘I’m going to be all over BookTok with that, I swear.’ While Emma didn’t really have any influence on BookTok, Sophie loved her for that and just loved her, and Teddy was using Sophie’s leg as a chinrest.

‘And can I tell you one more thing?’ Emma said, getting Sophie to pause before the kitchen door. ‘When it is semi-made up, it burns off really fast. In about three months, you won’t believe you were ever in love.’

Sitting soft, passing around the chocolates Jo had brought, Laurie said, ‘So, you saw Fraser.’

Sophie said, ‘I saw him twice.’

‘Twice?’

‘They’re pen-pals now, did you hear?’ Jo receiving the chocolates from Dom. ‘He and your brother.’

‘Do you want to stay the night?’ Emma asked Sophie, once the others had gone home.

In Dom’s study, she said, ‘You know where the extra blankets are,’ with her hand on the light switch, but then Emma came back and sat on the edge of the sofa bed. She looked like she was about to say something and then like she’d changed her mind.

‘What?’ Sophie’s hair was spread out on the pillow.

‘No, I was just thinking, don’t read me anymore is such a mean thing to say.’ And after a minute of thought, Emma said, ‘Does a part of you wish you’d asked why she wanted to hang out with you? Just so you don’t have to live with the mystery?’

‘I did.’

‘Really?’ Emma looked surprised. ‘What did she say?’

‘This is what I do with who I am.’

‘What?’

Looking up at Emma, ‘She said this is what I do with who I am, and you will not make me feel guilty for that,’ in that awful voice.

‘Okay, well, what the fuck did she mean by that?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Sophie replied and then, in slow revelation, ‘she didn’t want me to understand.’

‘Then to me, it sounds like it’s not the first time she’s done it. In which case, it doesn’t matter what it means,’ Emma said, ‘as long as you know it’s her fault.’ Moving a strand off Sophie’s forehead, ‘you didn’t do anything wrong.’

Gazing up from the pillow, considering her best friend, Sophie said, ‘She kissed me.’

‘Who did?’ A little crease between Emma’s eyebrows.

‘She did, at the airport.’

Lilac said, ‘Go back to work,’ but Sophie felt like she couldn’t move. Then Lilac took Sophie’s face in her hands, brought it to hers and, velvet rope swagged between them, put her lips to Sophie’s mouth.

It lasted.

‘There. Everything you wanted,’ Lilac said, releasing her. ‘So now, truly, go back to work.’

Emma said, ‘Bloody hell. When did all this happen?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘And,’ Sophie felt forgiven when Emma said, ‘you still came to my birthday.’
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Thank you thank you

Emma was downstairs, finishing the kitchen.

Sophie, in her deepest sleep,

Thank you

I love you I love you.
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In the morning, folding away the sofa-bed, Emma said, ‘Not to therapise you, but is there a world where it’s the same relationship? Like maybe, you and this writer. You and Paul . . . hang on, I think the legs have to fold in first . . . it was a repeat.’

On the other side, helping, Sophie said, ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, because of your niche upbringing, you’re semidrawn to people who seem all-powerful and tell you what to do. Mind your fingers. And you feel like you have to serve them. Think about Laurie. I mean, I love Jo, but man, he does what she says.’ Then, ‘Do you know what? Let’s get Dom to do this later,’ Emma said, because Sophie, standing there, had gone so white.

‘No, no, no!’ Emma was saying moments later, cupping the back of Sophie’s head as, collapsed on the plain mattress, she cried into Emma’s lap. ‘It’s okay. It’s okay. If we’ve cracked the case, then you won’t do it again. You’ll see that person coming a mile off, or I will.’

Face buried, Sophie gurgled out a small apology for the tears that were damping Emma’s jeans, and Emma patting Sophie’s hair, said, ‘Tears don’t stain. Also, you’ve had no breakfast. That’s a big part of this.’

Fraser had sent the selfie they’d taken that time in the van. At the kitchen island, Sophie turned her phone outwards to show Emma.

‘Let me have a proper look.’ Emma put her hand out. ‘Damn, his Ikea trips are funner than mine. Why don’t I go ahead and save this to your camera roll,’ she said, laughing, as she gave the phone back.

Emma offered to drive her home. In the back seat was Sophie’s black cardigan, and a paperback that slid to the other side when Emma changed lanes.

Sophie twisted to get it. ‘Is this yours?’ But when her eyes met the cover, it was like finding yourself in a photo.

‘That’s yours,’ Emma said. ‘You left it at the house ages ago. I’ve been meaning to give it back for months. I have to run in for petrol.’ Nosing onto the forecourt, ‘Wait here.’

And while Emma was filling the car, and going in to pay, Sophie turned through the chapters of Brideshead Revisited. She never underlined in pen, ever, and yet there it was, a single line, orphaned at the top of a page.

Emma came back to the car with two snack-size dried fruits. ‘Which one of these do you want?’ she asked, and then, ‘What’s wrong?’

Sophie passed her the novel and Emma got rid of the snacks to hold it and read the line out loud.

From being agreeable, he became indispensable to her.

‘Oh, right. Oh, yes,’ Emma said, with a slow, thoughtful nod. ‘There’s our answer. That’s what happened.’ She closed the book and gave it back. ‘And that’s fine,’ starting the car, ‘she might have dispensed with you, but I’m never going to, so there we go.’

Sophie said, ‘I’m not talking about Lilac,’ and Emma glanced from the wheel and saw her friend’s face.

From being agreeable, he became indispensable to her.

‘Okay well, this changes everything.’ She was smiling hard. ‘That photo he sent you is in your Favourites by the way.’
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They became friends, Sophie and Fraser. And then, although there was Emma and would always be Emma, best friends.

He helped Sophie move into a different flat, which was still a rental, but it had consistent flooring and a bathroom fan and light that were on different circuits. Her kitchen window looked at a tree, which was bare, but in season it would be very leafy. Fraser said that, the day of the move.

He stayed into the evening, to give her company while she unpacked her books.

‘Oh look! This is yours.’

‘You can keep it,’ he said, about his copy of Owls Do Cry. Then a bit out of nowhere, Fraser told her that the house had sold, his mum’s house, and he was going to move back into town.

‘I’m not going to get rid of these boxes then,’ Sophie said, hopefully, wanting it to happen. ‘You can have them when you find something perfect.’

She was so excited to think of Fraser being able to buy and living close enough that they could see each other easily.

And they did, they saw each other often. Some weeks, it ended up being every day.
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If someone wrote a novel about Sophie, which they wouldn’t, but if they did, it could end there. The last scene could be Sophie and Fraser doing dishes in the strangely laid out kitchen of his brand new flat and cracking each other up. As a reader, Sophie would have been happy for the story to end there. Aged thirty-eight, she was honestly so sick of novels where the sad girl falls in love and, lo and behold, she’s off her meds, and being with that person, married and instantly pregnant, is the only version there is of a happy ending.

Life does not work that way.

Things change slowly, and it’s fine to be nothing more than friends with the person, to love them on that level, and to notice one day that the circumstances of your life have improved overall. Even then, there has to be loose ends. Sophie would say that. You shouldn’t get to see the heroine dropping the keys to the flat back to Paul, realising as she crossed the road to where Fraser was idling the van that she was truly free of Paul. That she was happy to hear from him that Minette, who had taken Baby Lester to the skate park so wasn’t home, was doing well.

And the heroine’s new job at a bookshop, because Cass was suddenly leaving. Tying everything up with a bow like that. Lilac winning a prize for the book that was about what in the end? Sophie wouldn’t know because she didn’t read it.

When she saw the announcement, she thought about writing Lilac a card, remembering how she said once that prizes don’t mean anything until you win one, and then they’re everything. After four drafts, Sophie decided not to write a card. Where would she send it anyway? And how would Lilac know that Sophie had let her go? Which she both had and hadn’t. You can’t. Sophie had loved her. Even now, if she thinks about it too much, it makes her sad.

Because she couldn’t do it, Fraser threw away the signed book for her. She would remember anyway.

I’ve never met anyone who tried so hard to be happy by being kind.

Sometimes, she wondered if Lilac remembered her.

Apparently, what writers want is for their characters not to be forgotten. They all said that. If she has done her job, readers will keep thinking about the people she created and wonder about them and imagine what happens to them after the novel ends.

And maybe – if anyone did write a novel about Sophie – one reader, weeks or months after they finished it, would be like, wait, Sophie was in love. Doing something, they would decide Sophie was in love with Fraser. She hadn’t realised it yet, that’s all.

But Fraser had. Fraser had always known he was in love with Sophie.

In fact, that was probably why he had left the industry. Because (just ignore his mum’s car accident) Sophie, his workmate, the love of his life, was married to a man called Paul, and if he could never be with her, a day came when Fraser could no longer bear to be near her, to sit next to Sophie at the desk and not want the Talent onstage to stop talking about themselves so that Sophie wouldn’t have to go. To feel her breath when she laughed. To only ever want to make her laugh, soundlessly, and to reach out and take her hand under the desk and keep holding it, rested on his knee, while he worked the board with his free hand.

If that was true, then of course Fraser didn’t send any of the replies he wrote to her email. Because they weren’t good enough and eventually, it felt too late.

But if Laurie had, unthinkingly, mentioned that Sophie was no longer with Paul, that would change everything and the reader would ask themselves whether Fraser being in the hardware centre that day was a full coincidence, or if he had come back to the city to see her. And, wanting to be there when she appeared onto the North Loading Dock, after closing night, he’d set out too early and was killing time in the lighting aisle and suddenly she was there, in front of him.

He must have wanted to tell her.

All the time they spent together, there would have been moments when Fraser got close to saying, ‘I’m in love with you, Sophie.’ But he understood. She had been wounded by love, twice.

And being best friends should be enough.

Fraser tried to tell himself that. That he was lucky to even know her. But then, the friendship felt like it was evolving. He wasn’t sure. There was more inadvertent touch, then intentional touch on her part. They laughed constantly, about smaller and smaller things. In summer, reading in the park, on a blanket, Sophie sometimes turned onto her side and fell asleep.

So then, one day, whenever – a reader imagines – some realistic time later, they might be saying goodbye at the end of an afternoon, Sophie and Fraser, and they would hug and she could kiss him on the cheek, as she had begun to do at some point. But with her lips touched to his rough stubble, Sophie would feel in her chest and her stomach the desire to kiss him more. She would draw away though and try not to reveal by her expression how differently she felt. But since her expression was completely changed, Fraser could put his hands on her lovely waist, and – yes, you would decide – bring their bodies together and kiss her. And kiss her and kiss her as a car drove past.

The end
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Praise for Sophie, Standing There

‘A moving examination of what it means to be alone in the world, and what it means to find connection. It is, by turns, heartbreaking, hilarious and deeply hopeful. Meg Mason is a dazzling talent’ Ann Patchett, author of Tom Lake

‘So smart, so funny, so moving – Mason has done it again, this time using behind the scenes of a literary festival to reveal the complexity of loneliness and how one woman attempts to dig herself out. I absolutely loved it’ Bonnie Garmus, author of Lessons in Chemistry

‘Sophie, Standing There unfolds like a strange origami crane in reverse – so achingly tender and so brilliantly subtle that I could never put it down. The loneliness of our inner world and the quiet movement towards connection – nobody evokes it as breathtakingly as Meg Mason. And by it, I guess I mean simply being a person. Dazzling’ Catherine Newman, author of Wreck

‘Heartwarming, tender and so funny, Sophie, Standing There is a wonderful, bittersweet story of what it means to be truly, achingly lonely. I loved it’ Gillian Anderson, author of Want

‘The lucky reader of Sophie, Standing There peers at the world through Sophie’s eyes, and wonders how her life shaped this view. When the answers are revealed, we experience a kind of wholeness with her. Or at least the possibility of wholeness. I loved Sophie, and I love Meg Mason’s brain and the strange, wonderful, funny stories she gives us’ Ann Napolitano, author of Hello Beautiful

‘Truly inspired and original’ Esther Freud, author of My Sister and Other Lovers
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‘Just read it. It’s unforgettable’ India Knight, Sunday Times

‘It is impossible to read this novel and not be moved. It is also impossible not to laugh out loud  . . . Extraordinary’ The Guardian

‘Probably the best book you’ll read this year’ Mail on Sunday

‘Completely brilliant. I think every girl and woman should read it’ Gillian Anderson

‘A raucously funny, beautifully written, emotion-bashing book’ The Times

‘I was making a list of all the people I wanted to send it to, until I realised that I wanted to send it to everyone I know’ Ann Patchett

‘A truly comic novel about love and the despair of depression. It’s a rare and beautiful thing when an author can break your heart with humour’ New York Times

‘I’ve never read a novel about the impact of mental illness on the life of a woman, and those around her, like this. It is simply brilliant, and Martha’s voice is a joy: hilarious, sharp and devastating. A must read’ The Bookseller

‘This is one of the best novels about marriage that I have read, and that is a large field  . . . This is also one of the best novels about mental illness I have read’ The Australian

‘The most wonderful, heartbreakingly gorgeous novel of the year’ Elizabeth Day

‘A triumph. A brutal, hilarious, compassionate triumph’ Alison Bell, star and co-creator of The Letdown
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