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For my little brother Tony. Thank you for making me laugh and thank you for making me feel seen. Love you all the world.




Prologue

There is a strange man on my sofa.

A cowboy.

A shirtless cowboy, no less – thick, sun-burnished muscles on full display, marked with bruises and what look to be smudges of charcoal.

I don’t scream. I always thought I’d scream in a scenario such as this (i.e. home intrusion, sudden appearance of cowboy in living room, possible upcoming murder of self). Instead, I grab hold of the nearest thing I can to cover my own nakedness. Of course, it’s the red spider beret I just purchased from Mrs Casablancas. One of the spindly pipe cleaner spider legs stabs my inner thigh. Ow.

‘Get out, please,’ I say to the stranger, my trembling voice a good two octaves higher than usual. ‘I … I don’t know what you’re doing in my house, what you came here for, but you’re in the wrong place and you need to leave right now.’

How did he even get in here? I glance at the front door, closed and locked from the inside, as always. The window is open, but my flat is on the fourth floor of the building. Did … did he scale the wall?

The man’s eyes meet mine, unreadable beneath the shadow of his Stetson. He blinks like he just woke up, quickly averting his gaze from my naked form, which strikes me as an unusually respectful move for a home intruder with murder in mind. Maybe he’s not a murderer … perhaps he’s a burglar?

‘If-if you’re a burglar then you’d have much better pickings about a mile down the road,’ I blurt, my words tripping over each other. ‘I’m just a writer. Everything of value that I own is purely sentimental.’ I point at my TV. ‘You can have my television if you like? It’s pretty old, though. No OLED capabilities. They probably have much higher-spec electrical equipment at the houses over in Marylebone. Lots of jewellery too, I bet. Silver tableware, genuine Birkins, if that’s what you’re after. There’s this one very fancy looking house on—’

I clamp my mouth shut as it occurs to me that this is not the time or the situation to try to be the most helpful person in the room.

The cowboy stares down at his dusty boots, eyebrows drawn together in a frown. He rubs a hand across his stubbled jaw and I can’t help but notice that it’s an excellent jaw, as jaws go.

Get it together, Gertie.

‘If you leave right now, I promise I won’t call the police,’ I try, my voice attempting and failing to hold some degree of gravitas.

I’m totally lying. I definitely will be calling the police. At the very least the residents of Marylebone now need to be warned to double-lock their doors.

The man stands up from the sofa, conker-brown Stetson almost grazing the ceiling.

He takes a step forward.

‘Please don’t murder me!’ I yelp. ‘I might not have much to live for right now, but I don’t want to die.’

I get a brief vision of my funeral. Would Henry cry if I died? He’d definitely cry. Right?

The cowboy keeps his gaze trained on the floor as he reaches up and slowly tips his hat in my direction.

‘Ma’am,’ he says, his voice an unfeasibly deep American rumble. ‘I have no plans to murder you.’ He peers across towards my open window, eyes narrowing in confusion. ‘But I’m gonna need you to tell me right now – where the sweet hell am I?’




CHAPTER ONE

24 Hours Earlier

The key to being a great romance writer, I’ve always believed, is to possess a true and unshakeable belief in the concepts you’re writing about; from game-changing first kisses to hard-won happily ever afters, slow burns so agonisingly tense they make you squeal, to the notion that every human heart has a corresponding match. A good romance novelist has to genuinely believe that despite – let’s face it – a shit-ton of evidence to the contrary, love actually is all you need. Even on the dark days. Even when life gets a little crusty around the edges. Even then, you’ve got to be certain that spending the days of your life magicking up fictional people to fall in love with other fictional people is absolutely worth that time. You have to stand firm in the conviction that your stories have meaning, bring joy, make readers feel better, more hopeful than they did before they experienced what you wrote for them. Romance writing has no time for cynics. To be good at this job you have to be all the way, no doubt about it, totally in love with love. A true believer.

And I, Gertie Bickerstaff, was a true believer. The truest. Totally in love with love.

I was good at it too. Three and a half years into a relationship with charming, handsome, certified grown-up Henry Irving. Four published romance novels under my belt. His and hers sinks in a minuscule but dreamy Bloomsbury attic flat. Would some say I was killing it at love? Yes. Was I maybe a teensy bit smug about killing it at love? Also yes. Was I surprised when Henry suddenly declared the need for a break because he’d been feeling ‘emotionally apathetic’ about our relationship? Oh yes. When he said the words aloud, I dropped the slice of chocolate cake I’d been gobbling and yelled ‘Whaaaaaat? Noooo!’ like someone in a sitcom.

Emotionally apathetic. Brutal.

Serves me right for being so smug.

Now, four weeks later, my status as a true believer in love has been seriously shaken. I sit at my kitchen table, staring at my laptop, trying and failing to write anything at all. My hands hover in mid-air, anxious to thump down onto the bank of keys; to press letters into words into sentences into chapters into the final book of my Bedlam Creek romance series, due to land on my publisher’s desk in exactly seventeen days.

‘Come on, guys,’ I mutter, willing my characters to say or do or feel or think anything at all, wishing for even the tiniest bit of inspiration to strike. ‘I’m on a deadline here!’

But my protagonist, Cassidy Oakley, and her romantic hero, Ethan Calhoun, refuse to do anything – they just stand like statues in the final scene of the last Bedlam Creek book I wrote.

The image in my head that’s usually so intense when I write has faded to a static greyscale. My beloved Cassidy is utterly silent, completely still. The movie in my mind is stuck on pause, and as a result the words simply will not come.

I slump over to the counter to make a cup of tea, catching sight of my reflection in the shiny chrome kettle. My now permanently tear-damp face is morose and splotchy, long dark blonde hair an unbrushed shredded-wheat tangle, eyebrows verging on eyebrow singular.

I blow the air out of my cheeks. God, I’m like a wet weekend these days, shuffling about the flat, a trail of tear-soaked tissues marking my path. And then, of course, there’s the rush of shame that inevitably follows the shuffling and the crying; a cooler, bolder, more independent woman would use this heartbreak as a catalyst for better things, an opportunity for growth, a fresh start. I want to be that woman. I wish I were that woman. God knows, I’ve tried to be that woman, but I can’t seem to manage it because of, well, my entire personality.

I take a deep breath and try to muster up a little fight in my belly. Some sense of hope or oomph, anything but this pitiful, maudlin inertia I’ve been wading around in for an entire month.

‘Get a grip, Gert,’ I scold my distorted reflection in the kettle. ‘Be stronger! What would a plucky heroine do in this situation? What would Florence Pugh do?’

In response, a fresh round of tears squeeze their way out of my eyes, this time accompanied by a disgusting little bubble of snot at my nostril.

Yep. The leading lady I most definitely am not.




CHAPTER TWO

Being unexpectedly single is tricky to navigate when being one of a pair is all I’ve ever known. Spending my entire life as my big sister Josie’s devoted sidekick taught me that navigating life as part of two was better in every possible way. Josie’s bravery made up for my reticence. My steadiness (mostly) kept her out of trouble. My natural inclination for the background was supported by Josie’s desire for the spotlight. She loved to cook, I loved to eat, I was the See, she was the Saw, it just made sense. Life with Josie meant joy felt twice as joyful and pain, half as painful, and to me that just seemed like good maths. Two is clearly better than one. So when Josie died and I met handsome, confident Henry ten days later, it seemed natural and comforting and perfectly distracting to slip into being his devoted sidekick instead of hers. But now he’s gone too. And for a human being whose soul is made complete by being one half of a whole, the sudden absence of a corresponding half means I have ceased to function effectively. I am fifty per cent less than I was. I have become, well, a little bit insane.

For example, here are three little bit insane things I have been doing since Henry moved out last month:


	Wearing my prescription sunglasses indoors all day because summer is the most romantic of all the seasons and this unrelenting August sunshine feels obnoxious, taunting, unbearable given the circumstances. Every time I put the sunglasses on I sing ‘Hello darkness, my old friend’, which makes me feel slightly better for a couple of seconds.

	Drinking no less than four very strong home-made cocktails every night (making my way through the Stanley Tucci lockdown recipes canon), ordering some sort of meat-heavy takeaway, putting on my headphones and listening to ‘End of the Road’ by Boyz II Men. Then I languish around the apartment, intermittently huffing with sadness and eating my meat.

	Keeping it a secret from my literary agent Bridget that I’m having serious trouble writing a single word of the final Bedlam Creek book. Which is non-negotiably due in sixteen days. And which I have already been paid for.



It doesn’t help matters that my flat is also my place of work and every single corner of it reminds me of lovely Henry. That wonky kitchen table where he would sit each morning, scribbling into a leather-bound notepad, plotting out the novel that would go on to be a Booker Prize long-listee. There’s the bed on which he hand-plucked and scattered hundreds of fresh pink rose petals for a Valentine’s Day surprise. That olive-green velvet armchair is where he would pull me onto his lap, bury his face in my neck and tell me that I was his favourite smell in the world, even better than freshly burnt matches (his previous all-time top-ranking smell). There on the fridge is our invitation to his best friend Jim’s fortieth-birthday weekend, which I was especially looking forward to because I love the romance of a swanky hotel.

And there, by that bay window, is where he cried and told me that I was no longer enough. That I didn’t challenge him. That our constant cocooning had made his brain feel lethargic. That I had started to revolve around him so completely, it sometimes felt like an obligation to love me simply because of how much I loved him. Then there was the whole horrible declaration about needing to split up for a little while. Ugh.

Right here, by the big framed Moonstruck poster on the wall is where I begged him to stay. Where I stood and watched, horrified, as he rolled the suitcase he had pre-packed out of the door.

Of course, I’ve tried leaving the flat to go and write in a local café or the London Library or a park bench or once to Winchester Cathedral because that’s where Jane Austen is buried and I thought it might give me some inspiration. But none of it worked. I got no words written and I ended up spending money I didn’t have on drinks, Tube fares and Jane Austen merch from the Winchester Cathedral gift shop.

I would have tried taking my laptop to different parts of the house, but I live in a studio apartment, which means that from every spot in the flat, I can see the rest of the flat. So I remain surrounded by memories. Reminders of lost love that lead me menacingly towards the Boyz II Men/languishing/meat cycle I know deep down is harming me in ways I cannot yet fathom.

My phone screen lights up as my literary agent Bridget calls for her weekly check in. I should answer. I need to answer.

I press end on the call.

A few moments later an email pops up.


Just ever so gently checking in! No pressure, but also … are you okay, Gertie? You’ve gone quiet and I was expecting more pages from you. By the way, I asked Rockford Press about re-contracting us for a new series, but Eleanor wants to see how the final Bedlam Creek book does first. Especially as sales of the last one dipped more than we would have hoped. So this one really needs to knock it out of the park! No pressure, though!



I stare at the floor for a good minute before typing out a reply.


Hey Bridget! I’m at the London Library scribbling away so can’t speak on fear of Death by Librarian, but all good! Will be in touch v soon. xx



Then I wander over to the kitchen, take a mug off the shelf, and open the dresser cupboard where I keep the booze.

Gimme what you got, Tucci.




CHAPTER THREE

The next morning I’m awoken from slumber by the sound of my next-door neighbour Mrs Casablancas hammering on my door. I know it’s her because no one else in this day and age knocks on people’s doors completely unannounced, and also because Mrs Casablancas is calling through the keyhole, ‘Gertie, honey! It’s me, Mrs Casablancas! Open up your door to me!’ Her bellowing is accompanied by a single determined bark from Squish, the rambunctious chihuahua–pug cross that Mrs Casablancas secretly regrets adopting a few weeks ago.

With a groan, I roll out of my bed, the extra cocktail I had last night making its presence known in the throb of my head.

‘Just a second, Mrs Casablancas!’ I croak.

Prising open my sticky eyes, I shove on my prescription sunglasses, slip on my robe and shuffle two metres to the front door. I open it to reveal Mrs Casablancas wearing a long, flowy purple dress covered in hand-stitched pink roses, and carrying a huge Tupperware box. Squish dashes past her, heading straight for my stone plant pot where he lifts his back leg, leans sharply to the left and empties his bladder.

‘Squish, no!’ Mrs Casablancas chides in the weary voice of a woman who has said the same thing many times to no avail. ‘Gertie, I’m very sorry!’

‘Does he do it in your house too?’ I grimace, grabbing some paper towels to clean up the mess.

‘No! He chews my slippers, he steals my Reuben sandwiches and, as you know, he likes to bark along whenever he hears the Gilmore Girls theme song, but he never ever pees indoors. It must be the scent of the soil in your fig plant. It makes him think he’s in the open air.’

‘It’s a fake plant.’

‘Is it really? Wow. Looks real to me. Must look real to him too.’

It occurs to me to ask Mrs Casablancas to put Squish on a lead when she brings him over, but since Henry left and my characters have stopped talking to me, Mrs Casablanca’s company has been my only balm. I don’t want to do anything that means she stops popping over – then I really would be completely alone. I scoop Squish’s chubby little body into my arms. He licks my nose and nuzzles his cheek against mine.

‘Well, now I immediately forgive you,’ I mutter, enjoying the feel of his fuzzy warmth on my face. As soon as I reveal my affection Squish wants out, scrambling frantically back onto the floor and running away from me to sniff around the perimeter of my flat.

‘You are a soft touch,’ Mrs Casablancas rolls her eyes. ‘Just like me. No wonder he is so naughty.’ She plonks the box she’s carrying down onto the kitchen table and puts her hands on her hips.

Mrs Casablancas looks like someone drew a stack of circles on top of one another and put a smiling face on the highest one. Everything about her is completely, pleasingly spherical; head, breasts, eyes, curly silver hair, ankles, even her hands, covered in too-tight gold rings that make little muffin tops of her knuckles. Mrs Casablancas used to be a professor of Chemical Engineering at Imperial College London, but since her retirement two years ago, has been exploring more creative endeavours.

‘Which cocktails did you try last night?’ she asks, taking in the state of me. ‘All of them?’

‘Just the Tequilatini,’ I grimace, pressing a hand to my forehead. ‘So strong. So delicious.’

‘Like I said, he knows what he’s doing, does old Mr Tooch.’

I glance at my phone while Mrs Casablancas busies herself prising open the lid of the Tupperware. One missed call from Bridget. Nothing from Henry. Nothing from Henry. Nothing from Henry.

I switch off my phone, swap my sunglasses for my regular glasses and gasp, as I always do, when Mrs Casablancas reveals the most recent hats she has made. The hats are usually themed depending on what season it is, or what Mrs Casablancas has been contemplating that week. They are often adorned with sequins or rhinestones or jewels she’s liberated from charity shop brooches. I would describe the hats as unique, though I have heard others describe them as ‘quite unsettling’ and, once, ‘ugly as fuck’.

‘Wow!’ I say, taking in the various options she presents me with – a fedora made out of pink towelling, a baseball cap covered in miniature baseball caps, a beanie with a border of red and orange felt flames. I pick out a red beret with a big pipe-cleaner spider perched on the side. The spider’s eyes are made of tiny little emeralds. This one is actually not bad. For the first time since I’ve been buying these hats, I actually quite like it.

‘It’s giving Tim Burton, yes?’ Mrs Casablancas grins, taking the hat from me and placing it on my head just so. ‘I’ve been binge-watching Wednesday and it has renewed my natural inclination for the macabre.’ She passes me a gold-framed hand mirror from the box and holds it up to me.

I look batshit.

‘Do you love it?’ Mrs Casablancas asks.

‘I love it,’ I say firmly. ‘I’ll take it, please.’

‘This one is a little more expensive, honey. The emerald eyes, see. Would fifty pounds be okay?’

I flinch, but keep it internal. I once accidentally opened Mrs Casablancas’s mail when it was delivered to me – it was a letter from the bank denying a loan application. London is getting more and more expensive and from what I’ve read online, academic pensions leave a lot to be desired.

‘It’s a total bargain,’ I tell her.

Mrs Casablancas gives me a happy kiss on the cheek, the familiar fresh orange blossom scent of her shampoo momentarily lifting my subdued spirits.

‘Gertie, you are my most loyal customer. You have made my day …’ Mrs Casablancas pulls a face and sighs. ‘But I’m afraid I didn’t just come here to bring you wonderful hats. I have something to say to you … and I’m not sure you’re going to like it.’




CHAPTER FOUR

‘Oh God, what is it?’ I brace, the trauma of Henry’s similar declaration last month making my heart pound, even though Mrs Casablancas is not the love of my life and couldn’t possibly have anything to say that would wreck me as much as Henry did. Still, my temples begin to sweat.

‘I … heard you last night,’ Mrs Casablancas says in a low voice, mouth stretched into an awkward grimace.

I blink. ‘Sorry?’

‘I heard you in your bathtub, Gertie. Crying. Actually, I would describe it more as a wailing sound.’

‘Oh God. You heard that? I’m so sorry! Did I keep you awake?’

‘It was not just last night. It has been every single night for thirty days in a row. The wailing. It is beginning to haunt me.’

My face turns fiery red with humiliation. ‘Why didn’t you say something sooner?’ I squeak. ‘I would have cried into my pillow instead! You should have just told me to pipe down!’

Mrs Casablancas shrugs a shoulder, the movement making her dangling sapphire statement earrings dance about prettily. ‘Week one, Henry had just left, your heart was an open wound and you needed to let it all out, I thought. Week two, you were singing a little, which seemed like an improvement, even if the songs you were singing were full of melancholia. Week three, the singing stopped and the crying got louder. Then last night I heard you cry out, “Jesus, why me? Why me? Help me, Jesus!” And I’m afraid that really felt like too much, especially since I have invited you to attend church with me on numerous occasions and you have never accepted the invitation, not once.’

‘I was drunk last night,’ I protest weakly, shame skittering its way across my whole body like an army of ants. ‘Plus I’m feeling really really sad right now. Henry and I were together for almost four years. I thought we’d get married! I thought we’d grow old and senile together. I thought—’

‘It is time to pull yourself together, Gertie,’ Mrs Casablancas cuts in plainly.

I press my hands to my burning cheeks and sigh. ‘I know. I do know. I’m trying. I want to pull myself together. I hate feeling so fragmented.’

‘Heartbreak is rough, everybody knows this.’ Mrs Casablancas waves her hand about impatiently. ‘Processing it is necessary, yes. But self-pity? Self-pity is like quicksand. The deeper you sink into it, the harder it is to climb out.’

I wish I could say that I’m not filled with self-pity, but I know deep down that’s not true. I am basking in that self-pity. Rolling around in it like Squish rolls around in the muddy puddles of Hyde Park. It’s the only thing I know how to do right now. The only thing stopping me from the creep of bitter cynicism which, to a romantic like me, is the kiss of death. If I don’t throw myself into a little dramatic misery, what else is left? The cold, echoing, harshly lit reality of my life? No thank you very much.

I stare at my feet and sigh. How the bloody hell did it come to this?

‘You are newly single!’ Mrs Casablancas trills, selecting a biscuit from the open tin on the table and taking dainty nibbles from around the edge. ‘Shouldn’t you be out with your friends? Having meaningless hot flings? Dancing in the nightclubs of Soho and sowing wild oats?’

‘I’m not the meaningless hot-fling type.’ I point at myself to indicate my whole deal. ‘For ever and ever amen? I want it. I want it bad. Sowing wild oats with zero emotional connection? Not for me.’

Mrs Casablancas acquiesces with a little tut. ‘Fine. But surely seeing your friends will cheer you up? At least distract you from your lonely heart? Jump-start the next phase of your life?’

I don’t want a next phase of my life. I was fine with the original phase. I want that phase back.

‘Have you called your friends? I’m sure they would be happy to help you in this time of need.’

I bite the corner of my lip. The embarrassing truth of the matter is that since I met Henry, I somehow did that awful thing of letting my friendships fall by the wayside. I’ve never been a person who needed a ton of friends because I always had Josie by my side. But the ones I did have sort of faded away the more embedded I became in my relationship. Friendships need upkeep, and cocooning with Henry took up every ounce of spare time I had. And whenever I wasn’t with Henry, I was wrapped up in the lives of my characters. I was never ever lonely, which meant I was mostly pretty content.

I think about Alicia who I met last year at a publishing party. I cancelled our trip to the cinema because Henry had a terrible case of the flu. The second time I cancelled on her, it was last-minute because Henry had just had a short story rejected by the New Yorker and wanted me to stay in and help cheer him up. After that Alicia texted a lot less which … fair. My heart twists as I recall what Henry said, about me revolving around him.

I clear my throat. ‘Well, as much as I would love to go to the nightclubs of Soho with all of my many friends, I need to put every ounce of energy I have into writing my final Bedlam Creek book.’

Mrs Casablancas swallows the remainder of the biscuit, her eyes widening. ‘It is still not finished? Dear, oh dear.’

I refill Mrs Casablancas’s cup from the teapot and laugh darkly. ‘Inspiration’s running low these days. Plus, you know, I’ve been extremely busy wailing in the bath.’

‘I had the same trouble last winter,’ Mrs Casablancas confesses, taking a large gulp of her tea. ‘Complete creative stagnation, totally out of the blue.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s the worst.’

‘You’re telling me. Three whole weeks I made not a single thing. No hats, no garments, not even a cushion cover, and you know how much I love to make my cushion covers.’

I glance across at my sofa – it’s spilling over with all the Mrs Casablancas covered cushions I have acquired over the years. ‘I do know.’

‘When it happened, I thought to myself, “This is it! I have finally used up all my artistic juices. I might as well just die! What’s the point of life without creation?” And then I saw an internet post about “Manifesting” and I was instantly intrigued. Have you heard of creative manifesting, Gertie? It’s amazing. Aled at the library gave me some books, I found some articles online and I watched a YouTube video called “Unlock Your Magic with Manifestation!” The very next day – the very next day, mind you – my artistic juices were gushing like the Ganges once more.’

‘Manifesting? That’s great, but what exactly—’

Before I can finish my question, Mrs Casablancas slams both hands down onto the kitchen table, making me jump. A little bit of tea spills out from her teacup and splatters the notebook in which I have written zero words. ‘We will do it for you, Gertie!’ she declares. ‘A manifestation ceremony. Tonight there will be a full moon, which is imperative for a successful manifestation. It must be fate! We will do it! It will help with your writer’s block, I know it will.’ She stands up from the table and starts packing the hats back into the plastic box. ‘Do not worry, I will get everything ready.’

I pull a face. How to say no to this without causing offence?

‘A ceremony? Manifesting? While I like to consider myself a believer, Mrs Casablancas, that all sounds a little …’

‘Hippy dippy? Woo woo? I thought so too when I first read about it. But I was so desperate I was willing to try anything. Aren’t you desperate, Gertie?’

I think about Ethan, down on one knee, an open ring box held aloft. Cassidy, peering down at him, caught between her love for this man and her fear of how powerless that love sometimes makes her feel. The pair of them stuck in the final chapter of book four for ever and ever. I can’t leave them in limbo like that. I’ve been desperate to give Cassidy and Ethan their happy ending since the very first moment they arrived fully formed in my head on that strange sad morning four years ago.

It was 20 August, Josie’s birthday, and not even a week after her funeral. I’d gotten in the bathtub to sob amidst the comfort of lavender-scented bubbles when suddenly a woman called Cassidy Oakley popped into my head, bright and bold in crisp HD. She was around twenty-five, blonde, rosy-cheeked and driving; zipping past a wooden town sign that said Welcome to Bedlam Creek, Texas, which struck me as odd considering I’d never even visited America, let alone Texas. But there she was, like a movie in my mind, on her way to the funeral of her cowboy father, Big Chip Oakley, nervous to encounter her evil cowboy half-brother, River Oakley, but longing to see Oakley Ranch – the place she grew up – for the first time in almost ten years. I’d read about authors who’d experienced inspiration this way – the sudden arrival of characters fully formed and ready to go. Was that what had happened to me, in the bath, mid-breakdown?

The curiosity, the distraction of this vision, felt like a blessed relief, especially since the only thing I’d felt since Josie died two weeks earlier was profound unrelenting sorrow with a side of bone-aching guilt. I remember my tears subsiding as I pictured this self-possessed, determined-looking blonde in her red convertible, singing along so passionately to Kate Bush that she almost didn’t see the handsome doctor crossing the dusty road on his bicycle. That man was Ethan Calhoun and he was not impressed. I was immediately hooked. What did Cassidy need? How did the handsome clever man in the road factor into it? And what would happen to the famous Oakley Ranch now that Chip Oakley had died? Would Cassidy get a chance to move back home to the place she loved so much? Or would her womanising, villainous brother River thwart her like he always had?

Josie had always encouraged me to do something with my writerly ambitions, to stop skirting around my own desires. She used to say, ‘Give it some oomph, Gertie!’ – her way of telling me to show the world what I was truly capable of. So I took Cassidy’s sudden arrival on this particular day as a sign that perhaps I should give writing a whole book a try. Here were the characters and the location, served on a platter. At the very least it would be a distraction from the unbearable way I was feeling … Cassidy, Ethan and the ragtag residents of Bedlam Creek, Texas have been keeping this romance-obsessed Brit company ever since.

At least, they did.

I think of Bridget’s increasingly frantic emails. The messages I get from readers telling me how desperate they are for the final book. How long they’ve waited for Cassidy Oakley to get everything she ever wanted, for Ethan Calhoun to finally complete his surgical residency, for River Oakley to get his comeuppance at last. I think of how much I miss these people that have been living in my head for so long. My heart longs for them.

‘I mean, you certainly look desperate,’ Mrs Casablancas says now. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken,’ I lie. ‘And you’re right. I am desperate. But I’m not sure a ceremony—’

‘Gertie, if it wasn’t for the creative manifestation ceremony I performed for myself, you would not be wearing the glorious hat you have atop your head right now. The hat wouldn’t even exist! I’m sorry, but you have to get out of this spiral. I cannot bear the wailing. Not for even one more night. Seriously, what have you got to lose?’

Mrs Casablancas heaves up her plastic box of hats and heads for the door. I scooch ahead of her to open it. The last thing I want to do tonight is some mad ceremony with my next-door neighbour. I had firm plans for the evening – more Tucci cocktails, more meaty takeaway and crying with my face smooshed into a pillow, rather than freely in the bathtub. But I can’t say no to Mrs Casablancas – not only because it wouldn’t be very polite, but also because she’s the only person I’ve got these days.

You’ve still got Mum and Dad, a vague voice chimes in the back of my head. I push it away like I always do.

‘Fine.’ I throw my hands up in surrender. ‘Let’s do it. You’re right. It’s a sorry state of affairs when a person literally has nothing to lose.’

‘Good girl. Squish! Come to me!’ Mrs Casablancas commands Squish, who has been hiding by the bookcase, chewing the pair of Henry’s slippers I may or may not have pressed longingly to my heart in the most pitiful moments of last night.

Squish ignores her.

‘Squish! Reuben sandwich!’ she tries. In response, Squish immediately drops the slipper and darts over to Mrs Casablancas, sitting neatly at her side. She lowers her voice to me. ‘I’m not even having a Reuben sandwich today, I’m having pea soup, but he doesn’t know that because he’s a dog.’ She winks. ‘Eight p.m. sharp. On the roof terrace. Bring your novels. I will drop off your kaftan beforehand.’

‘Kaftan? Wait, what?’

‘Trust me,’ she answers, sauntering back to her own flat without a backward glance, a sandwich-hopeful Squish scampering closely behind. ‘Your creative juices will be overflowing in no time at all.’




CHAPTER FIVE

I spend an unhealthy portion of the afternoon munching on dill pickles, scrolling through old photographs of me and Henry on my phone and trying, for the millionth time, to figure out exactly when Henry’s feelings changed. It was only two months ago that he whisked me out on a picnic, fed me macarons and serenaded me with his guitar. And now, if he even answers my texts, it’s a polite one-worder or a thumbs-up emoji. I throw my phone down on the bed with a huff and glance at the clock on my oven display. It’s 7.50 p.m. Unsolicited manifestation ceremony time.

I grab a full stack of Bedlam Creek books as Mrs Casablancas requested, climb the hall stairs and step out onto the expansive communal terrace that overlooks the rooftops of Bloomsbury and, in the distance, the smudged silver city skyline. I breathe in the freshness of the grassed area and the rich, earthy scent of the small herb garden Mrs Casablancas planted up here last spring. Looking up at the dusky lilac sky, I see the moon, as round and white as a plate. My shoulders soften a touch. I love a full moon.

‘You look perfect,’ Mrs Casablancas declares, her head popping up from the skylight entrance to the roof like a meerkat. She clambers up the steps, dragging a little suitcase behind her, resplendent in a red kaftan of her own. ‘Periwinkle is your exact perfect colour. I have a real eye for deciphering people’s exact perfect colour. You should wear kaftans more often, Gertie. So chic with that elfin face of yours.’

Ah yes. The kaftan. As promised/threatened, Mrs Casablancas dropped it off a few hours ago, warning that it was a non-negotiable part of the event and then scurrying back off to her own apartment without another word. It’s actually incredibly comfortable – a voluminous periwinkle linen dress with flowy bell sleeves that makes me look like someone who, well, does manifestation ceremonies on the reg.

‘Why the kaftans?’ I ask, as Mrs Casablancas opens her suitcase. ‘I mean, I like it, but … why?’

‘Dressing the part is a sign of respect to those we ask for help.’

‘And who exactly are we asking for help?’

‘Oh, there are lots of theories and possibilities! The universe, the ether, God, the magnificent creative goddesses of ancient times, Lady Diana up in Heaven, Buddha …’ Mrs Casablancas pulls a large forest-green paisley blanket out of the suitcase and flaps it out onto the modest square of grass. She pats the blanket. ‘Sit down here. Do you have a preference on who we ask to assist us?’

I shake my head. ‘I get the feeling I should follow your lead …’

Mrs Casablancas nods. ‘Good idea. Shall we ask them all? Surely that will increase our chances of receiving the help we need.’

‘Like throwing spaghetti at the wall? Okay.’

Mrs Casablancas proceeds to pull three chunky pillar candles out of the case like some sort of celestial Mary Poppins. She then takes out a pad of lined A4 paper, two blue biro pens and … is that a tiara?

‘Put this on your head,’ she says, proudly handing me an ostentatious-looking headband covered in spikes.

‘A spiky tiara?’

‘They’re not spikes, they’re sunbeams,’ Mrs Casablancas chuckles, lighting the candles and placing them in the centre of the blanket. ‘It is giving Main Character Energy. We have to look the part to feel the part.’

‘And is … is all this necessary?’

‘Absolutely it is.’ Mrs Casablancas tuts, carefully putting on an even bigger sunbeam headdress of her own. Hers has little sapphires at the end of each spike. She peers up at the sky, her mouth twisting to the side. ‘Hmmm. I was wondering whether we might have a little golden shower …’

I almost choke on my own saliva. ‘A … a golden shower?’ I repeat, my eyes widening in horror. What the hell has she got planned for me up here? I glance desperately over towards the skylight door, calculating how many seconds it would take me to perform an emergency exit, should I be forced to.

‘Yes, a golden shower,’ Mrs Casablancas confidently confirms, narrowing her eyes at the single wispy cloud floating about the twilight sky. ‘You know, an unexpected summer storm.’

Ah.

I decide immediately that I will not be the one to reveal Mrs Casablancas terminological error to her – these past few weeks have been traumatic enough as it is.

‘Luckily the sky is clearing so we will be okay,’ she continues, gathering my stack of Bedlam Creek books into the centre of the circle. ‘The last thing we need right now is a golden shower!’

‘Absolutely agreed.’

Mrs Casablancas grins, dark eyes twinkling excitedly in the flickering light of the candles. ‘We are all set.’

Despite myself I feel a little flip of excitement in response.

Mrs Casablancas takes out her phone and presses play on a track called ‘Spa Music Track 1’. It’s very flute-y. I like it. She takes a deep breath and hands me one of the biros with a sense of great significance. ‘Gertie, honey, it is time. Let us begin the ceremony.’

*

The thing about manifestation ceremonies, it seems, is that they involve a lot of Mrs Casablancas explaining to me her top tips for being a creative in the world today. According to her I must ‘fully step into my power without apology’ and also ‘eat more fish because the fish oils have Omega 3 that will support my brain function’.

After her lecture she hands me a piece of paper.

‘Now you must write down exactly what you want. Write it explicitly, Gertie. You could write “I want to complete the final Bedlam Creek novel” or “I want to clear the creative blockages that are cursing me at this moment in time”. But I’m sure you can come up with something better – you are the professional writer after all. Once you’ve written your desire down, we will fold the papers and burn them into smoke on the candles. Then? We prepare to receive.’

If Mrs Casablancas has been kind enough to do this for me, however daft, the least I can do is try to get into it. I nod my agreement, pen poised over the paper.

I close my eyes. Okay then.

I want my writer’s block to go away.

I want to finish my final book.

I want to see my characters again.

I want Cassidy and Ethan to have their happily ever after.

I write my creative desires neatly onto the paper.

The music on Mrs Casablanca’s phone switches from ‘Spa Music Track 1’ to Al Green’s ‘Let’s Stay Together’. I gasp, my eyes flying back open. That’s Henry’s and my song! We declared it as such on our very first official date, when it started playing in the bar we’d gone to. A doleful smile plays around my lips as I remember Henry saying, ‘You know, Gertie, if I kiss you right now, then that means this song will be ours for ever.’ And me leaning closer to him in response.

I want Henry back.

I glance at Mrs Casablancas who is scribbling on her piece of paper, a secretive half-smile on her face.

Before Mrs Casablancas peeks over to see what I’m writing and tells me off, I scribble I want Henry back onto the piece of paper, tagging it onto the list of other desires. Then, following Mrs Casablancas’s lead, I hold the paper over the flame of a candle, watching as it burns into wispy smoke, a scatter of silver ashes fluttering onto the cover of a Bedlam Creek book.

I want Henry back.

Mrs Casablancas peers up towards the darkening sky and raises her arms. When she speaks, her melodic voice echoes across the rooftops and I find myself worrying that the neighbours will hear and make a local noise complaint.

‘We call upon the universe, the ether, God, the magnificent goddesses of creativity, Lady Di and Buddha and also anyone or anything else out there who can help us manifest what we most need.’ She brings her hands together into a prayer position. Awkwardly, I do the same. I sort of step outside my body and view the scenario from above. It is not flattering. Is this who I am now? Is this what my life has come to?

‘Please accept our deepest gratitude in this sacred space, and help us to step into our full power.’ Mrs Casablancas throws me a pointed look.

‘What?’

‘Gertie, express your gratitude.’

‘Oh! Sorry. Yeah, um, thanks, all. Thanks, goddesses and, uh, Buddha!’ I say. ‘Nice one.’

‘Very good.’

When the papers are fully burnt to smoke, Mrs Casablancas brushes her hands off on her kaftan and excitedly asks me what I manifested.

‘Oh! I just wrote stuff about finishing my book,’ I lie, sweeping the ashes off my book cover.

Mrs Casablancas nods with satisfaction.

‘What did you manifest?’ I ask.

‘Uh, I asked for, um … an exciting, uh, creative opportunity to come my way.’

Mrs Casablancas avoids my gaze as she speaks, swiftly blows out the candles and, with a tuneless hum, starts packing up her suitcase.

I narrow my eyes. She is lying too!

I wonder briefly what she actually asked for and then chuckle to myself when I realise that it doesn’t really matter.

It’s not like any of this is actually real.




CHAPTER SIX


Dear Gertie,

How’s the writing going? You don’t have to finish the whole book before sending, you know? I can read it chapter by chapter. Ready and waiting! Also are you absolutely sure you don’t want to do the panel at the London Romance Festival? Would be great for you to meet your readers IRL and I know they would love to meet you. Could be fun!

Bridget x



Five minutes later, I get another email from Bridget:


PS Sorry, I just realised it’s Josie’s birthday today. Sending love your way xx



As I reach the entrance of Islington and St Pancras cemetery the next morning my heart surges with hope that this year might be the year I actually make it to Josie’s grave to lay flowers – something I’ve attempted and failed to do multiple times since she died. Every year on her birthday, at Christmas and on the anniversary of her death, I go to the florist’s hut near my house for a bunch of chamomile (her favourite), drive to East Finchley, park and trudge up to the enormous cast-iron gates of the burial ground. At which point I have a quiet panic, promptly turn around and race straight back home, muttering an apology to Josie in my head and promising her that I’ll definitely, definitely make it next time.

It’s a perfect day for it. Balmy and gentle, a few cautious clouds tempering the glare of the August sun, a wisp of a breeze making the tree leaves flutter as if they’re waving. But as soon as the cemetery gates come into view I know that today will be exactly the same as all the rest. Before my brain can even reason with itself, my body halts, stock-still on the gravel pathway, my feet unwilling and unable to move forward even an inch further. I bunch up the long sleeve of my shirt and use it to roughly wipe away the beads of sweat starting to prickle my forehead.

For fuck’s sake.

It’s not that I don’t want to see her. I do. Of course I do. I want to tell her all my shit and imagine the no-nonsense advice she’d give me. I want to relay a juicy argument I overheard between two guys in the queue at Pret and think about her ear-splitting snorty laugh and how good it felt to be the one who elicited it. Most of all, I want to apologise. For the argument we had the day she died. The grief counsellor I saw in the early days said that apologising out loud, at Jo’s headstone, would help with the guilt. And probably if I’d carried on seeing the counsellor I would have learned how to do that. But then I met Henry. And it seemed easier to just … feel better with him. Be distracted with him. And the thing is, when it comes to it, the grim reality of it, talking to Josie at a gravestone? I physically can’t seem to do it. I simply don’t want to. The truth is, I’d rather just pretend she’s gone away for a little while, off on some mad adventure, sure to return at some point. The pretending, the constant diversion, is much easier on my already fragile heart. Josie was always the brave one of the two of us. And without her showing me how it works, being brave feels like a puzzle I can’t quite get the hang of.

I lay the bunch of chamomile at the ornate gates of the cemetery then sit cross-legged on the dusty ground against a nearby wall post. I pull my phone out of my bag, and with a trembling finger, press the FaceTime button. I don’t know why I do it because he’s not answered any of my calls since he left, but to my surprise and relief he answers this one.

His lovely face pops up on the screen and my heart immediately swells with longing.

‘Hiya, Hen.’ I give him an awkward little wave. He does one back.

God, I miss him. I miss us. It aches. It physically fucking aches.

‘Hello, my Gert,’ he says, brushing his soft brown hair across his forehead. He’s strolling down a busy street that I recognise as being somewhere in Mayfair. That’s where his best friend Jim lives.

‘Have you been to see Jim?’ I ask. ‘How’s he doing?’

‘Oh, yeah, yeah. Jim. He’s great. Birthday party prep, you know. It’s going to be quite the weekend. Apparently there’s an alpaca farm next to the hotel and Jim’s having them wear bow ties like him.’ Henry chuckles. ‘So extra. So Jim.’

I laugh, feeling gutted that I won’t be going. I love a birthday party. I love alpacas. And I expect I would really love alpacas in bow ties.

‘I’m glad you answered,’ I say, trying to contain the wobble in my voice. ‘I didn’t expect—’

‘Josie’s birthday—’ he cuts in.

‘You remembered.’

‘Twentieth of August. Same day I got my first book deal. How could I forget? How are you holding up?’ He gazes right into the camera, big blue eyes tender behind his tortoiseshell glasses. I wish more than anything else that I could reach into the phone and touch him. Feel the familiar comfort of his warm neck beneath my palm, inhale the fresh fabric conditioner smell of his linen shirt. Bury myself into him and press pause on my despair the same way I buried myself into him in the weeks and months after Josie’s death.

‘I … It’s … It’s tough,’ I say. ‘I tried to go to the cemetery again, but—’

‘Oh shit, Gert. Hang on. I’m so sorry.’ Henry pulls pack from the screen, suddenly distracted. ‘Someone’s actually trying to get through on the phone. Shit, terrible timing. It’s, uh, my publisher. I’ve been waiting for her to call. Can I ring you back later? Sorry, Gert. I’ll call back asap. Shit. Stay strong, okay! You’ve got this! Lots of love.’

And then with a beep the screen goes black, nothing but my own despondent face reflected in the glass.

A coil of something uncomfortable unfurls in my stomach. I mentally try to elbow the sensation away, reminding myself that Henry probably had no choice but to answer another call in the middle of our conversation. After sales of his second book tanked, a call from his publisher, rather than an email, probably means it’s something urgent. Of course he had to answer. I slip my phone back into my bag and nod to myself. Henry knows how important Josie was to me. If I hadn’t met him right then, right after she died, God knows where I’d be now.

He’s going to call me back later. He said that. I’ll get to talk to him properly. That’s a good thing. A good sign.

The thought of speaking to Henry again gives me enough energy to pull myself up off the grubby floor and back onto my feet. I plug my headphones in, turn the music up full blast and set off back to the car park.

At home, after a restorative bath, in which I proudly manage not to cry too loudly, I realise that all my clean towels are still in the tumble dryer. Popping my glasses back on, I make a naked dash across the flat to grab one, when mid-jog it occurs to me, as if in slow motion, that there is a strange man sitting on my sofa.

More specifically, a cowboy.
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