
A Q&A with the author 

 

Can you remember the moment you first had the idea for this book? Which part 

formed first in your mind? 

In early 2012 I came up with the idea to write about a couple falling in space while 

talking about their relationship. For a while I pondered making them tread water (like 

the film Open Water), but as I’m obsessed with watching the International Space Station 

(ISS) pass overhead in the evenings I decided to place Max and Carys in peril, falling 

through the stars. But I wasn’t sure I had enough for a whole novel until that summer 

when the national feeling changed entirely with the London 2012 Olympic Games – the 

country became so happy and inclusive, cheering on athletes of all nationalities/colours, 

staying out in the warm summer evenings to watch sport together, and I thought it 

would be great to write a version of Europe that had this sense of euphoria all the time. 

So it was then that I decided to write a multicultural European utopia, and alternate it 

with the story of Max and Carys falling in space. 

 

Have you always been a bit of a space geek? 

Yes! I’ve always loved space. As well as searching for the ISS passing overhead as often 

as I can, there’s a lovely small observatory in Hampstead that I like to visit on weekend 

evenings; they always have a few telescopes on the go and some really helpful 

volunteers to point out the constellations and planets. So it probably isn’t a surprise that 

many of my favourite stories – both books and films – feature space as a place of 

adventure and escape, whether it’s another world concealed in the Northern Lights such 

as in Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials, or a journey through space and time in Carl 

Sagan’s Contact.  

 

Even though you have set Hold Back the Stars in a future world, is there much of 

your own experience in Carys and Max’s story? 

Part of the fun of creating a future world is looking at what we do now and imagining 

how it might evolve over the next few hundred years, even if they’re only subtle 

changes. Something that has become suddenly very prolific is the number of people 

meeting their partners online. I met my boyfriend on Twitter, and maintained a long-

distance relationship with him for a couple of years online before we finally moved in 

together, so it came as no surprise when I began writing a novel that Max and Carys 

would meet on the ‘MindShare’, a future version of Twitter, and keep in touch while 

they were on Rotation via screens. I wish my boyfriend and I had had Wall Rivers when 

we were living in different cities!  



 

 

The whole novel feels very filmic, was that an intentional feeling you wanted to 

get across?  

As well as being a novelist I also work for a film studio, and I think reading scripts and 

working with visuals all day has indelibly left its mark on my writing style. When I 

imagine a scene, one of the first things I think about is what the standout visual will be. 

What will the whole thing look like? As I piece together a plot I remember it as a chain of 

visuals: a light-up dance floor, an abandoned observatory, a great hall inspired by the 

political auditoriums of Star Wars or The Hunger Games. I also think the dialogue in 

brilliant screenplays can be really exciting to read, as well as watch, and I strived to 

make Carys and Max talk to each other in a way that felt alive and heartfelt – and funny, 

where possible – particularly when they were set against a stark, dark vacuum. 

 

Hamlet comes up a lot in the story and there are serious Romeo and Juliet 

elements too. Were you conscious of a strong Shakespeare influence when you 

were writing? 

I can’t remember how old I was when I first read Hamlet’s letter to Ophelia – maybe 

during my A Levels at school? – but I remember reading it (‘Doubt thou the stars are 

fire’) and thinking, my god, that’s real love. It spoke to everything I adore: the sun and 

stars, having faith in someone’s love. I knew I wanted to have Max quote the letter to 

Carys somewhere in Hold Back The Stars, and the ending seemed like the most 

shattering place to put it. Likewise Romeo & Juliet brilliantly displays the wildfire of first 

love and how it can absolutely consume you, while you’re in it, even if no one else wants 

you to have or experience it. Carys and Max definitely go through that. Most of my 

friends went through a huge break-up when they were in their mid-to-late twenties, 

including myself, and I wanted to try and capture the feeling of first love ending and 

being struck still by grief . . . even if only momentarily. 

 

Who are your favourite authors? Are there any books that particularly inspired 

you to write your own? 

I adore stories that have a huge, sweeping backdrop, such as novels set during the war, 

like Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks and Atonement by Ian McEwan. I find myself most 

engaged, and most likely to be heartbroken, when a character is in complete conflict 

with their environment. Probably for that reason I love fantasy and speculative fiction 

too, things like Philip K Dick’s short stories and 1984 by George Orwell. I also read a lot 

of YA – my favourites are His Dark Materials by Philip Pullman, and The Knife of Never 



Letting Go by Patrick Ness – and likewise I think those stories have small characters 

struggling against a world much bigger than them, full of dramatic landscapes and 

political machinations. All of these feature love in a way that is very different to a 

schlocky ‘romance’, and I remember thinking that if I were ever to write a novel, I’d 

want it to show a relationship as a very human connection, and something worth 

fighting for. 

 

Can you let us in on your writing process? How do you get started? 

I try not to start writing a story until I’ve had at least two ideas. If you start with only 

one then you can run out of steam very quickly.  Once I have the characters and the 

rough shape of the plot, I repeat the story over and over in my head, joining and melding 

new parts to it, while I drive home from work, or take my dog for a walk. I let this take 

its time – often over a year. When I have enough story, I then write out a load of 

dialogue and chatter to find the novel’s emotional heart. I plan the main narrative beats, 

leaving gaps which I’ll join as I write – those parts always surprise me, as I’ll never know 

where it will take me. (I had a blank gap that read ‘scene in space’ in Hold Back The Stars 

and ended up writing, without planning, the chapter where Max and Carys lose comms 

and fall silently through space, using the torch to communicate, which is one of my 

favourite moments.) Finally I take a deep breath, begin typing, and eat a ton of chocolate 

to get me through the tough bits where it’s easy to lose hope. 

 

Finally, can you tell us what you’re writing next? 

I’m writing two more novels that feature a love story with a twist. The next is about two 

old university friends and time travel. I'm enjoying exploring a new world with new 

characters.  

 


