
        
            
                
            
        

    
Sometimes your sensibilities make absolutely no sense!

Holly James is looking for her big break. A young journalist for BritTEEN magazine, she is dying to write about something more meaningful than pop stars and nail varnish. So when she spots a homeless teenager outside the office, she feels compelled to tell her story. But her evil boss Sasha has other ideas…

Holly is sent to interview a city solicitor she has never heard of. But Alex Barrington turns out to be the very opposite of fusty and boring and Holly’s interest struggles to stay strictly professional!

With Sasha sabotaging her every move, and her story about teens on the street leading her into London’s dark underworld, Holly is chasing both love and success at the same time. But happy endings like that only happen in books…don’t they?
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Prologue

The girl stepped down from the bus, clutching the strap of her rucksack tightly. The doors closed behind her with a gassy wheeze, and the N38 rumbled off towards Charing Cross Road, leaving her alone on the pavement.

She eyed the deserted street uncertainly. What now? It was nearly dawn, and she had fifty quid to her name. That wouldn’t go far in London. At least she’d managed to sleep on the bus.

Too bad her sleep had been plagued by nightmares…

No one knew she was gone. Not mum, nor dad. Not Erik. She shuddered. Especially not him. So it was okay. She was in London, and she was safe. She had a bit of money. And — she slid her hand into her jeans pocket just to reassure herself — she had her mobile phone.

Her stomach rumbled. She re-shouldered the rucksack and trudged down Shaftesbury Avenue, intent on finding breakfast somewhere.

It’ll all work out, she reassured herself. Once she had a nice greasy fry-up of bacon, eggs and grilled tomatoes in front of her, she’d figure out what to do next.

There was a restaurant on the corner. It stayed open all night to accommodate hungry theatre-goers from the West End and time-pressed employees from the office towers nearby.

She went inside and slid onto one of the sticky red pleather banquettes and ordered fried eggs, bacon, and coffee.

Twenty-five minutes later, except for a bit of congealed egg yolk, her plate was clean. She pushed it aside and withdrew her mobile, and the black screen sprang to life.

She glanced down at the screen and frowned. The icons looked…different. And the background wasn’t the usual photo of a Himalayan sunrise; it was a snapshot of a blonde woman.

A woman she’d never seen before.

Puzzled, she pressed the “Contacts” icon. She didn’t recognize any of the listed names or numbers.

She scrolled through the list, her frown deepening, pausing on the entry named “My Phone”. She pressed it.

Erik’s picture popped up.

She gasped and dropped the phone with badly trembling fingers, and it landed with a clatter on the plate.

“You all right, love?” the waitress enquired as she paused to refill her coffee cup. “You’ve gone white as a sheet.”

“Fine,” she mumbled, and cleared her throat. “I’m fine.”

As the waitress left she retrieved the phone and found the “Settings” icon. Her finger shook so badly she could barely touch it. A glance confirmed her worst fears.

The mobile was Erik’s. She must’ve grabbed it by mistake on her way out of the door. And he’d enabled the satellite navigation…which meant that if he tracked this phone from another device — which he most certainly would — he’d know exactly where she’d landed.

She disabled the sat nav, but she knew it was too late.

Erik already knew she was in central London. And he wouldn’t stop looking until he found her.

She found a Superdrug and went inside. She needed to change her appearance, and fast. She handed over ten quid — money she really couldn’t spare — for a box of cheap hair colour and a tube of hair gel. On her way out she nicked a pair of scissors someone had left on the counter. Ten minutes later she locked herself inside a petrol station lav and set to work.

She stood in front of the dirt-clouded mirror and held out a length of her long, honey-brown hair. After a moment’s hesitation, she whacked it off with the scissors. Grimly she cut off the rest. When she’d finished, her hair lay all over the tiled floor and the sink was stained with black dye. Someone pounded on the door.

“’Ere, what you doin’ in there?” the woman demanded.

The girl paid no mind as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. Staring back at her was a fierce creature with a menacing scowl. Her hair, now as dark as boot black, stuck up on top where she’d gelled it into a sort of mohawk; the sides and the nape of her neck were as close-cropped as a boy’s.

Her hair. Her beautiful, long hair…

She unlocked the door and brushed past the woman waiting outside to use the toilet. After exchanging glares, the woman went inside and slammed the door.

Well, she’d done it. Erik would never recognize her now.

How could he, when she barely recognized herself?


Chapter 1

“What do we have for the Christmas issue?”

Sasha Davis stood at the head of the conference table and eyed her editorial team expectantly. “Well? Ideas? Anyone?”

Holly James raised a cautious hand.

Sasha pressed her lips together and nodded at the assistant features editor. “Yes, Holly?”

“What about a round-up of the staff’s worst Christmases ever? You know — missed flights, Christmas dinner disasters…”

“Derivative—” Sasha sniffed “—and predictable. What else?”

“Top five most-wanted Christmas gifts for teenaged girls?” Kate Ashby offered.

“Boring.”

“What about a celebrity round-up of favourite Christmas memories?” Mark suggested.

“It’s been done.”

“Favourite celebrity Christmas songs?” he persisted.

“No.”

“Favourite celebrity Christmases spent in rehab?”

“Look, people,” Sasha snapped, “I know it’s barely July and Christmas is the furthest thing from our minds at the moment, but I. Need. Content.”

Several more suggestions were put forward, only one of which — ten stocking-stuffer items suitable for teenage girls for under £10 — met with Sasha’s approval.

“I want fresh ideas,” she announced as she prowled around the conference table, “not a rehash of the same old tired round-ups and lists. I’m thinking seasonal, but with a girly edge. I’m thinking fiction — perhaps a rollicking good ghost story? I’m thinking—”

Her mobile rang. She glanced at the screen and said, “Excuse me, I have to take this. Five-minute break.” She strode out of the conference room, murmuring into the phone as she shut the door after her.

Kate Ashby, Holly’s assistant and cubicle mate, leaned over and whispered, “Who’s on the other end of Sasha’s phone, I wonder? I bet it’s a new man.”

“Ugh — who’d be crazy enough to date a nightmare like Sasha?” Holly whispered back.

“Someone who’s into BDSM,” Kate murmured. “Think about it — Sasha would be a perfect dominatrix. Black leather bustier, a Swarovski-studded whip, her trademark black stiletto booties—”

They fell silent as the door opened and Sasha, the features editor of BritTEEN magazine, returned.

“As I was saying,” she began, launching back into her editorial vision for the Christmas issue, “I want a harder, less-girly edge in our articles going forward, and I want a fresh slant—”

Holly affixed an absorbed expression on her face and zoned out to study Sasha. In her severe black dress and leopard-print shoes, Sasha Davis looked like a predator…

…a very glamorous, expensively scented predator, to be sure, Holly reflected; but one vicious enough to rip your throat out with her perfectly manicured, blush-pink nails.

“—so I’m assigning Holly to handle the interview.”

Holly blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“I apologize for interfering with your customary wool gathering this morning, Holly,” Sasha said as she crossed her arms against her concave chest, “but I’ve just assigned you to interview Henry Barrington.”

“Henry…Barrington?” Holly echoed. She knew the canned bio and name of every pop musician, every actor, and every aristo and quasi-celebrity in London. Yet she’d never heard of Henry Barrington, and she had no idea who he was or what he did.

“He’s a well-regarded financial solicitor in the City. It’s rumoured he might stand for MP during the next election.”

“But I haven’t time to conduct the proper research on Mr Barrington,” Holly objected. She wondered suddenly if Sasha meant to sabotage her by assigning her to interview a dead-boring City solicitor with political ambitions.

No, Holly decided. Not even Sasha could be that petty and small-minded…

“We need a human-interest piece for the next issue.” She fixed a gimlet eye on Holly. “And you’re going to do it.”

“I don’t mean to argue, Sasha — but he sounds…well, dull. No one wants to read about legal briefs and casework. Besides, we usually feature actors, or pop singers, or—” she blanched at the laser-like glare that Sasha riveted on her “—or someone a bit more entertaining to the average British teenager,” she finished lamely.

“So now you, inexperienced and barely out of uni, presume to tell me how to do my job, Miss James?” The room grew quiet.

“I’m sure Holly didn’t mean to do that,” Kate interjected loyally.

Holly flashed Kate a grateful smile before returning her attention to Sasha. “Of course I didn’t! I only meant that it might be difficult to find any entertainment value in an interview with a City businessman. Especially since you want our articles to be—” she curled her fingers into quotes “—‘harder edged’. Besides, teen girls want to read about—”

“I know what teen girls want to read about.” Sasha’s voice was frighteningly calm. “Henry Barrington is your interview assignment. Tomorrow morning, nine o’clock sharp, at his office in the City. Be prompt. And don’t forget to ask the One Outrageous Question; I’ve emailed it to you, along with the address.” She leaned forward. “And make it entertaining.” Her narrowed dark eyes seared into Holly’s wide blue-grey ones. “Or, Miss James, you can find yourself another job.”

And she swept out of the conference room on a cloud of expensive scent and cold fury.

“Why does she hate me?” Holly moaned as they headed out of the door to grab a sandwich at the corner deli. “No matter what I do she finds fault.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” Kate replied. “She hates everyone. I wonder who her new bloke is,” she mused. “She’s been getting a lot of personal calls on her mobile lately.”

“I hadn’t noticed. I’ve been far too busy trying to source cranberries for the Christmas crafts article. Have you any idea how difficult it is to find fresh cranberries in the middle of summer?”

“Yesterday she got a call and left halfway through the planning meeting,” Kate mused. “Valery was not happy.” Valery Beauchamp was Editor-in-Chief of BritTEEN magazine.

“Well, she hasn’t sacked Sasha yet. But there’s always hope.” Holly glanced up at the menu board. “Tuna on wholemeal,” she told the counterman, “with extra salad cream. And carrot sticks, please, no crisps. And a diet Ribena.”

She turned back to Kate. “I haven’t got time to research Henry What’s-his-name. And what’ll I ask him? I know the lyrics of every song the Arctic Monkeys ever did, but nothing about financial stuff. And the One Outrageous Question Sasha gave me — well, I can’t ask him that.”

“What’s the question?” Kate enquired with avid interest when they were both seated.

“You know I can’t tell you! She’d have my arse.” Sasha always gave each BritTEEN interviewer a single “Outrageous Question” to ask, a question that was kept under wraps until the issue went to print.

Kate shrugged. “Charm him! Make him laugh; get him to open up a bit. Then you can ask him the Question.”

“I don’t know…” Holly took a bite of her sandwich and took a dispirited sip of her diet Ribena.

“Look at the interview you got out of Dominic Heath! It’s what got you hired at BritTEEN, after all. No one’s ever been able to interview him properly. How’d you manage that, anyway?”

“I only know Dom at all because he and Nat were together for two years.”

“Nat? You mean Natalie Dashwood, his ex-girlfriend?” Kate demanded. “Crikey, Hols — you act as though you and she are bezzie mates! I didn’t know you ran round with ‘It’ girls and celebs in your spare time.”

“I don’t!” Holly said crossly, and bit into a carrot stick. “My dad is Nat’s godfather. And she’ll be my sister-in-law soon. So she’s practically family.”

“But she’s that department-store heiress, isn’t she? Dashwood and James? The stores almost went under last year.”

Holly nodded. She took a bite of her sandwich and reflected on the past tumultuous year. Her family had almost lost the stores; she’d learnt she had a half-brother, Rhys Gordon; and her sister Hannah became romantically involved with a working-class boy in the stockroom. Their father was furious and forbade Hannah to see him.

It was all very Romeo and Juliet…until a motorcycle struck and nearly killed Hannah, and all was forgiven.

Holly sighed. She’d had enough family drama to last a lifetime. Hopefully this year would be nice and dull.

“Wait a minute!” Kate’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t mean—? Are you Holly James, as in that Dashwood and James?”

“My dad and Nat’s grandfather are partners. She’s like a sister. Only nicer,” she added. Her own sister was a pain in the arse most times. “She blagged me the interview with Dom right before they broke up.”

“Shit, Holly! If your dad owns half of Dashwood and James, why are you working for this second-rate teen rag, then?”

“I have to make a living, just like anyone else. I can’t ride on my parents’ coat-tails any longer. And besides — I love working at BritTEEN.”

And mostly, she did love it. Even though she was little more than a glorified intern, and even though her father was always on about getting herself a ‘proper job’, and even though Sasha was a nightmare in high heels who had it in for her…

Despite all that, she loved the work. Besides, writing for the magazine was a proper job, she thought indignantly. It wasn’t her fault that it didn’t pay much.

“Well,” Kate observed as she pushed her chair back, “this interview’s a good chance to prove yourself.”

“I suppose.” Holly sighed and stood up. “But it won’t be easy. Henry Barrington probably has bifocals and a receding hairline. There’s no way to make this interview entertaining.”

“Put your own spin on it,” Kate advised. “Find a way to make the story sexy.”

“Sexy?” Holly echoed. “Dividends and legal briefs are not sexy, Kate. I’m so screwed.”

But as she followed Kate out of the door Holly knew she had to find a way to make it work, or she’d lose her job.

Sasha Davis would see to it.


Chapter 2

Holly noticed the homeless girl as she and Kate left the deli ten minutes later.

“I need the loo,” Kate complained as she hitched the strap of her handbag over her shoulder. “That soda’s gone straight through me.”

“I’ll see you back at the office,” Holly replied. “I need to make a call.”

As she pulled her mobile phone out her attention strayed to the homeless girl once again. She was curled up on a bench across the street, her head resting on a battered rucksack, her feet tucked beneath her, and her eyes were closed.

Her hair was black, cut into a choppy shag that looked as if she’d done it herself with a pair of kitchen shears. It stuck up in a semi-mohawk on top. With a stud in one eyebrow and another in her nose, she looked seriously intimidating.

Holly guessed she was no more than sixteen, seventeen, tops — the same age as her sister.

Who was she? How had she ended up here, sleeping on a bench on Shaftesbury Avenue?

Oh, well — I’ll be late getting back to my desk if I don’t hurry, Holly reminded herself as she scrolled through to her father’s private number and pressed “Call”.

“You’ve reached voicemail for Alastair James. Leave a message.” Holly sighed and dropped the phone back in her handbag. She’d call him later. As she rounded the corner to head back to work she heard a shout ring out behind her.

“Help! Somebody stop him, please!”

Startled, Holly looked up to see a man running across the street, straight towards her. He dodged a minicab and a Fiat, clutching something against his chest, and the homeless girl pelted after him in hot pursuit. Holly realized he’d grabbed the girl’s rucksack. Acting purely on instinct, she sprinted forward to give chase.

“Stop, you!” she shouted.

He saw her and veered to the left. Hampered by her wedge heels, she plunged after him, weaving through the throngs of people on the pavement, gradually closing the gap between them. She was just about to tackle him when a lady walking a dog blocked her way. Holly darted sideways, nearly tripping over the dog’s leash, and fell.

“Are you all right?” the dog-walker enquired.

“I’m fine,” Holly replied breathlessly, with barely a glance at her bloodied knee. “I was chasing a man. Did you see where he went?”

“No, sorry. I was too busy keeping hold of Pip.”

Pip, a bulldog, sat on his haunches and regarded Holly with panting canine indifference.

“Did he take your purse, then?” Pip’s owner asked in concern.

“No. He took a homeless girl’s rucksack, and I was trying to get it back.”

The woman tutted and shook her head. “Stealing from the homeless? Shocking. Whatever is this world coming to? At any rate, he’s gone now.”

By the time Holly made her way back to Shaftesbury Avenue, a crowd had gathered on the pavement in front of her building. Curious, she pushed through the knot of onlookers to see what was going on. Astonished, she came to an abrupt stop.

The homeless girl had chased and tackled the thief and clung to his back, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck.

“Get the hell offa me, you crazy bitch!” he snarled.

But the girl held fast, stuck to him like a determined limpet, until a policeman arrived on the scene.

“All right, miss,” the uniformed officer told her, “get down, now. I’ve got this.”

“Arrest him!” she demanded. “He stole my rucksack!”

“Step aside, please, and I’ll take him in for questioning.”

Scowling, she slid off him and pummelled him with her fists instead. “You thieving piece of shit! Proud, are you, stealing from a street person? How pathetic is that?”

“You crazy cow.” He scowled at her as the policeman grabbed his arm and took him into custody.

“You’ll need to come to the station and file a report,” the policeman told the girl as he led the thief away.

“No problem, I’ll be there.” After retrieving her rucksack, she unzipped it to check that everything was inside, then slid the strap over her shoulder and turned to Holly.

“Thanks,” she said as the crowd began to disperse. “Everything I own in the world’s in there.”

“I didn’t do anything. You caught him,” Holly pointed out. “I’m just glad you got your stuff back.” She hesitated. She should offer to buy the girl a cup of coffee, at least.

She opened her handbag and dug around until she found her last five quid; it wasn’t much, but it was all she had at the moment, until she got a chance to talk to her father.

And five quid was enough to buy a cup of coffee.

“Here.” Holly withdrew the money and looked up, the note in her outstretched hand. She glanced around her, perplexed.

The homeless girl was gone.

Her mobile rang. Holly glanced down at the number and grabbed the phone. “Dad, how are you?”

“You’d know how I am, if you called occasionally.”

“Sorry, I’ve been really busy.”

“You phoned earlier. Why didn’t you leave a message?”

“I had to go. There was a robbery at lunch, right outside our building.” The minute she said it, Holly wished she hadn’t. She winced. Three, two, one…

“A robbery?” he exploded. “Good God! I don’t like you working so near the theatre district, Holly. It’s a very dodgy area, you know. Muggers, vagrants. Actors.”

“I’m fine. The thief’s been caught and he’s on his way to jail.” She bit her lower lip. “While I have you on the line, though, there’s something I want to ask you…”

He sighed. “How much do you need this time, Holly?”

“Well — the rent’s due at the end of the week, and if I don’t make the car payment tomorrow, they’ll tack on a late fee, which seems so unfair, but there you are—”

“How much?” he said again, wearily.

Holly did a quick calculation in her head. “Um…four hundred pounds should just about cover it.”

“Yes, until next month, when we go through this nonsense again,” Alastair bit off. “You’re irresponsible when it comes to money, Holly, just like—”

“—My sister,” she finished, stung by his criticism. “I know. You’ve told me often enough.”

“I don’t mean to be unreasonable, but this can’t go on. You’re working on that teen magazine, making very little money, when you could have a real job here at Dashwood and James, if you’d just stop being so bloody stubborn—”

“Working at BritTEEN is a ‘real’ job! And is it being difficult to want to stand on my own two feet?” Holly demanded.

“But you’re not,” he shot back. “That’s my point! I’m subsidizing you every month. I help with the rent, the car payment, the grocery bills, petrol—”

“And I’ll pay back every penny, I promise! Living in London is expensive, even with a flatmate to share the rent.”

“There’s a simple answer. Come back home. You’ll be near work, you can come and go as you please, and your mum will welcome the company now that Hannah’s off to university. We’ll be gone at the weekends, so you’ll have the place to yourself.”

Because he worked in the City during the week, her family lived in London, and on Friday evening he and her mum escaped to Oxfordshire to spend the weekend at their house in the country.

But during the week they’d be here, Holly knew, and how was she to smuggle Mick past Dad — and Mum, who had a finely tuned radar for such things — into her bedroom? If her father even suspected she was seeing Dominic’s blue-haired bass player, it would be Hannah-and-Jago, all over again.

No, thanks.

“You can save your money,” her father was saying, “and decide on a better course of action. It makes a great deal of sense, financially speaking.”

“I like living on my own,” she objected, “even if it means eating Pot Noodles every day, and buying my clothes at Oxfam—”

“And borrowing money from your well-heeled father’s bottomless pockets to pay your bills every month?”

Holly sighed, defeated. He was right.

“Come to my office tomorrow and I’ll write you a cheque for five hundred pounds,” he said.

“Oh, thanks, Dad, thanks so much—”

“This is the last time, Holly.” His words were steely. “I mean it. You’ll get no more financial aid from me after this. So you’d best find another way to make ends meet next month.”


Chapter 3

“Hey, Alex!”

“You owe us a pint, mate!”

“How was she, Alex? What was it like to shag that sexy new MP? You did shag her, didn’t you? Come on — give us details!”

As he strode past his coworkers’ desks, briefcase in hand, Alex had a smirk on his face. “Sorry, but a gentleman never tells. And the bet was a pint if I failed to seduce Ms Shawcross within two days. I did it in a day and a half. So it’s you lot who owes me a pint.”

“When we made the wager, you said you’d prove the deed was done,” Tom, another solicitor, reminded him. “How do we know you’re not lying through those perfect white teeth of yours?”

Just outside his office, Alex paused and reached into his breast pocket. He withdrew a red silk thong and dangled it out on one finger. “Does this suffice as proof positive, gentlemen?”

As catcalls and dirty laughter erupted behind him, Alex went inside his office and shut the door. He thrust the thong back in his pocket. As he caught sight of the paperwork covering his desk his smile faded.

He had a mountain of casework to tackle, including the pair of high-profile clients his boss, Simon, had dumped on him late yesterday.

There was a discreet knock on the door. Jill, his secretary, edged the door open and peered inside. “Sorry to disturb, but your nine o’clock is here.”

He settled himself behind his desk and reached for the phone. “Ask him to reschedule. I’m rather busy this morning.”

“Her,” she corrected him. “She says it’s urgent, and that she’ll be sacked if she can’t speak with you today.”

Alex sighed and returned the phone to its cradle. “Oh, bloody hell. I don’t want anyone to get sacked. All right — tell her I’ll give her fifteen minutes. But that’s all.”

“Very good,” she replied, and started to close the door.

“Oh, and, Jill?”

She paused expectantly. “Yes?”

“What does she look like? Is she young? Old? Is she attractive? Or is she a bit — you know — woof-woof?”

Jill pursed her lips in disapproval. She hated questions like that, and her boss knew it very well. He was an excellent solicitor, and a wonderful man; all the women in the office adored him. But she suspected he enjoyed teasing her.

“I’m sure I couldn’t say,” she replied, and shut the door.

Holly looked up from her seat on the tufted leather wing chair as Henry Barrington’s secretary returned.

“He’ll see you shortly,” she informed Holly.

“Thanks.” Holly sighed. At least she’d have a few more minutes to gather her thoughts.

Every time she’d gone to Google Henry Barrington yesterday afternoon, she’d been interrupted. As a result she knew nothing about him. She didn’t even know what he looked like.

She reviewed her knowledge of finance. Money, obviously, and, um — stocks, bonds. Bank statements. And overdrawn bank statements — which hers would soon be, if her father refused to help her, or if Sasha sacked her…

As to her knowledge of law — well, she read John Grisham and watched Law and Order sometimes. She knew the police gathered evidence and built a case, so that men and women in robes and wigs could prosecute them in court. What was up with those wigs, anyway? They made grown men look like…spaniels.

Holly sighed. She was in deep, deep trouble here. Oh, well — she reached down and straightened the collar of her vintage sweater — at least she looked presentable. Perhaps Mr Barrington would be so overcome by her stylishness that he wouldn’t notice her financial ignorance.

As she flicked dispiritedly through the pages of the magazine on her lap, her thoughts wandered. Had Anastasia Steele felt this nervous, she wondered, when she’d first interviewed Christian Grey?

“Mr Barrington,” Holly imagined herself purring as she stood before a tall, icily handsome blond man, “I’m here to interview you. I’m writing an article, ‘Fifty Shades of Henry’.” She met his cold — yet über hot — blue gaze. “I’d no idea you were so attractive. Or so very, very kinky—”

“Miss James? Mr Barrington will see you now. His office is located at the end of the hall.”

“Thank you.” Holly stood on shaky legs and made her way down the hall. Her heels sank soundlessly into the thick carpet. She felt in her shoulder bag for her steno pad — check. Pen — check. Voice recorder — she groped around amongst the keys and lipsticks and crumpled KitKat wrappers, searching — but there was no voice recorder.

Where the hell was it? She knew she’d put it in her bag first thing this morning; she knew she had—

While she scrabbled in her bag like a demented squirrel looking for nuts, Henry Barrington’s office door swung open.

“Miss James? Henry Barrington. Please, come in.”

“You’re Henry Barrington?” Holly blurted out.

His hair was thick and dark, with just the slightest bit of curl, his eyes a velvety brown. “Alex,” he corrected her as his hand enclosed hers. His grasp was firm and warm as he ushered her in. “You sound surprised.”

Holly preceded him inside the office. She had a vague impression of bookshelves and mahogany panelling and the quiet, hushed atmosphere of a library. “That’s because I was expecting someone, erm, a bit…different.”

“Someone,” he observed with a quirk of his brow, “older?”

“Yes! That’s it exactly. I was expecting a man named Henry, who combs his hair over his bald spot, has a high, shiny forehead, and who wears sock suspenders and a regimental tie.”

“Well,” he said, amused, “I may not fit that very detailed description, but, I assure you, I’m fully qualified, despite my non-regimental tie and full head of hair. Please, sit down.”

Under his dark navy-blue suit he wore a shirt pinstriped in paler blue. A wafer-thin watch flashed on his wrist as he indicated one of two wing chairs angled in front of his desk.

Holly sat down. They certainly liked wing chairs here at the Grosvenor Financial Group.

He resumed his seat behind the desk as his secretary appeared. “Ah, here’s Jill.” As she entered and set down a footed silver tray with coffee, milk, sugar, and cups he turned to Holly. “Is something wrong, Ms James? You look puzzled.”

“Wrong? No.” She accepted a cup of coffee with cream from his secretary. “I thought your name was Henry. Not Alex.”

“It is. Alexander is my middle name. Hence—” he smiled a brief but nonetheless devastating smile “—Alex.” He placed the cup of tea with lemon Jill handed him to one side. “Now — what can I do for you today, Ms James?”

“I…er…” All intelligent thought fled as she met those velvety brown eyes. His lips looked as firm and inviting as a Greek statue’s, but better, because they weren’t carved of marble, but were made of warm, kissable flesh…

“Ms James?” he prodded.

Holly mentally shook herself. She couldn’t remember a single thing she’d planned to ask him. “I…like your red handkerchief,” she stalled as she dragged her gaze away from his lips. “It looks very stylish with your navy-blue suit.”

“My red handkerchief?” he echoed. “But I’m not wearing a handkerchief.”

“Yes, you are.” Her glance strayed to his breast pocket.

He glanced down. The red thong peeked saucily out. Alex reddened and thrust the offending bit of silk deeper inside his pocket. “I’m very busy this morning, Ms James. If you’d be so good as to tell me what this is all about…?”

“I’m here to interview you,” she said, and set her mini-recorder on the edge of his desk and switched it on, “for BritTEEN magazine.”

“You want to interview me — a solicitor — for a teen magazine?”

Holly nodded. From his tone of mild distaste and his slightly raised eyebrow, he obviously equated teen magazines with porn.

“Why, for God’s sake?”

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I asked my boss the exact same question. ‘Who’d want to read about some boring old solicitor?’ I asked her. ‘Teen girls want to read about lip gloss, and boy bands, not barristers and quid pro quo…’”

When she caught sight of his forbidding expression, her words faded away. Oops.

“Are you implying that we in the legal profession are — or, more specifically, that I am — boring, Ms James?”

“Oh, no,” she hastened to say, “not at all! It’s just that…legal stuff, and stocks and bonds — well, those aren’t things the average teenage girl is interested in, are they?”

Oh, God, she thought, please let the floor open up and swallow me whole, right now.

But God wasn’t listening, because she remained where she was — sitting red-faced with embarrassment on the chair in front of Henry Barrington’s immense, and vaguely intimating, desk.

“No, I expect not,” he agreed, and leaned forward. He gave her a roguish smile. “Perhaps we should sex it up a bit.”


Chapter 4

Holly blinked. “I-I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“Go ahead,” he commanded, “ask me a question. I’ll do my utmost to make the answer interesting, despite my tragically dull life as a member of the legal profession. Never let it be said that Henry Alexander Barrington bored the average teenage girl. Carry on, Ms James.”

Holly sat before his desk with her pen poised over her notepad — she always took notes in addition to recording her subject — and before she could stop herself, blurted, “Are you married?”

Heat suffused her face. Oh, shit, what a stupid, stupid question. Where in hell did that come from?

He lifted his eyebrow. “Married? No.”

“What exactly is it that you do, Mr Barrington?”

He regarded her, baffled. “I thought interviewers generally knew a bit about their subjects beforehand.”

“Well,” Holly apologized, “usually they do, but I didn’t have any time to prepare.” Gamely she added, “It’s something to do with the law, and finance, isn’t it?”

He nodded cautiously, as if placating a lunatic. “Yes.”

“So you’re a barrister, then?”

“Solicitor,” he corrected her.

“I see. Do you wear a wig?” she enquired.

“No, thank God.”

“Why do they wear those wigs, anyway?” Holly asked with real curiosity. “They look ridiculous.”

“Well, originally the wigs provided anonymity, and ensured the judge wouldn’t favour one barrister over another. Now they’re mainly ceremonial.”

She glanced at her notes. “There’s a rumour you’re planning to stand for MP in the next election. True?”

“I’m considering it, yes. But I’d rather you didn’t put that in your article.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “My boss mightn’t like it. I’d have to quit if I won, you see.”

She nodded and crossed through her notes. “No problem. So what is it you do here, exactly?”

“Well, in my capacity as a solicitor, I research financial casework for my clients. Then I give my instructions over to a barrister, who presents the case in court.”

She scribbled a note on her pad. “You invest money for clients, too, don’t you?”

“Some of them, yes. And if I’ve done my job properly, my investments make my clients more money.”

Holly put an absorbed expression on her face and took notes as he talked in detail about index funds, buy-outs, and a lot of other incomprehensible and dead boring financial stuff.

Pro, she scribbled, her pen flying across the page, A.B. dresses conservatively, but well. She leaned forward slightly. And he smells divine. Con, she scrawled, no sense of humour; goes on relentlessly about dead boring financial stuff…

“Ms James?”

Holly started. “Oh. Sorry. What?”

“Have you any more questions?”

“Well…there is one thing…” She pressed the tip of her pen against her lower lip. “We always ask what we call our ‘One Outrageous Question’, you know.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

She couldn’t ask it. He was far too posh and upper-crusty. But Sasha would have Holly’s head if she didn’t ask the One Outrageous Question and get at least one memorable — i.e., sexy — quote from Henry Alexander Barrington before he threw her out.

“Well?” he prodded, with a trace of impatience.

She hated to ask him the Question; it was impertinent. It was cheeky. But if she didn’t ask it, she’d be sacked.

“Do you…do you…?” She tried to finish, but couldn’t. The question got choked up in her throat and wouldn’t come out.

“Do I what?”

“Do you believe in sex on the first date?” she asked in a rush.

“What?” he exploded. “What has that to do with anything?”

“Well,” Holly said defensively, “you did say you wanted to sex up the interview.”

“Yes, perhaps I did — but this? This is ridiculous! What kind of a question is that to ask me — a solicitor — for an intended audience of…of spotty-faced teenage girls?”

“Well, that’s the point, isn’t it? That’s why we call it ‘One Outrageous Question,’ after all—”

His face darkened. “As a journalist — and I use the term loosely — don’t you find that question irresponsible? Don’t you think it wrong to present young girls with such salacious information? Wouldn’t they be better served to learn something useful, such as how to manage their money sensibly? You do your readers a disservice, Ms James.”

“We give our readers what they want, Mr Barrington.” Holly heard the defensive tone in her voice. She sounded just like Sasha. “And we publish topical pieces, too,” she added.

He didn’t look remotely convinced. “Indeed.” He crossed his arms against his chest. “Such as?”

Good question. “Well, such as…” Holly groped around in her thoughts for a suitably weighty subject, and suddenly a half-formed but brilliant idea sprang to mind. “Such as teen homelessness in London,” she finished triumphantly.

“Homelessness?” he echoed. “But aren’t there shelters? Don’t the local councils take care of these things?”

“They try. But with so many people on the streets, it isn’t nearly enough. People fall through the cracks.” She thought of the homeless girl, and her glance swept over the bookshelves full of richly bound leather law books and the plush Axminster carpet before coming to rest on Alex Barrington. “We have so much. And they have nothing. It kind of puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?”

“That’s all very well,” he agreed, his face still a thundercloud. “But asking me if I condone sex on a first date for the delectation of a bunch of immature teenage girls is ludicrous and…and ill-advised.”

Holly stiffened. She didn’t know what he’d said, exactly — all that lawyerly talk did her head in — but she was sure there was an insult contained in there somewhere.

“I’m sorry, Ms James, but this entire line of questioning is out of order.” He glared at her. “I refuse to condone underage sexual activity in the pages of a teen magazine, in between adverts for spot creams and flavoured lip gloss!”

“But the readers of BritTEEN want answers to these kinds of questions, you know. Our readers are young, smart, hip—”

“And have no need to know whether or not I approve of sex on a first date,” he snapped.

“Well,” Holly retorted, “I doubt that they’d care, anyway. I mean, let’s face it, you’re not exactly Justin Bieber.”

“And you’re not exactly a candidate for the Man Booker prize,” he shot back, “are you?”

Holly closed her steno pad and thrust it in her bag. “No need to be insulting, Mr Barrington,” she said primly.

“You started it—” he began, then let out a slow, aggravated breath. “Good God, I feel like I’m eight years old, having a row with my sister. This is ridiculous.”

“You could tell me the answer off the record, you know.”

“Out,” Alex said firmly, and came around his desk to grip her by the arm. “Off you go.”

“Wait a minute! My recorder—” Holly snatched it up, too flustered to turn it off, and stared at him in confusion. “What are you doing? You’re not throwing me out?”

“I most certainly am. Thank you very much, Ms James, but you need to go. You’ve wasted enough of my time.” And he pressed his lips together and pulled her unceremoniously towards the door.


Chapter 5

Outraged, Holly pulled back, and as she did her handbag slid off her shoulder and landed with a soft thud on the carpet.

She groaned as all of her personal effects — tampons, Mentos, even the raspberry-flavoured condom she’d got as a consolation prize at her best friend’s hen night — spilled out on the thick pile carpet in full, inglorious display.

Holly bent down, hot-cheeked with mortification, and scrabbled to pick up the wayward items.

“Here, let me.” Alex knelt down next to her, and as he did the bit of red silk tucked in his pocket fell out.

Holly’s eyes widened as she saw the red thong lying on the carpet. “Oh, my God! That isn’t a handkerchief in your pocket — it’s a red thong!”

“Yes, it is.” His words were abrupt. He grabbed the thong and thrust it back into his breast pocket. “I had a wager with the boys in the office. Harmless bit of fun, that’s all.”

“I so don’t want to know,” she snapped.

“Ah — I believe this is yours.” His eyes met hers, gleaming with amusement as he handed over the foil-wrapped, raspberry-flavoured condom.

Holly opened her mouth to explain, but nothing came out.

“Never mind,” Alex told her. “I so don’t want to know.” He raised his brow. “I’d say we’re about even on the embarrassment scale, wouldn’t you?”

Holly managed — only just — to nod. Mortified, she shoved the condom back in her bag, murmured her thanks, and fled towards the door.

“Ms James, before you go…”

“Yes?” Holly turned around.

“Have you never thought of pursuing a job as a serious journalist? Your talents are obviously wasted on BritTEEN.”

As her surprise gave way to anger, Holly’s mouth opened and closed like a trout just landed out of the water. Before she could form a reply, he spoke again.

“Oh, and one more thing before I throw you out…”

“Yes?” she snapped.

“Off the record—” he paused “—that means I can say something, but you can’t publish it — I do approve of sex on a first date. Absolutely. But having said that,” he added grimly, “I’m referring to responsible adults, not teenagers with spots and raging hormones. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m busy, Ms James. I haven’t time for any more of this nonsense.”

Before Holly could object to this latest insult — nonsense, really? — he wished her a curt “good afternoon” and ushered her out, shutting the door firmly after her.

Alex returned to his desk to get ready for his next appointment. As he leaned forward to press the intercom button a pink marabou feather floated in the air where Holly James had stood and drifted, slowly, to the floor.

He went around his desk and bent down to pick it up. It was soft, like the downy back of a newly hatched chick.

“Silly girl,” he murmured, and shook his head.

Absently he thrust the feather in his pocket, then turned back to his desk and pressed the intercom button. “Send in the next appointment, Jill.”

“How can I help you, Mr Russo?” Alex asked the famous chef when they were both seated a few minutes later.

“How can you help me? You can make me more fucking money,” Marcus replied succinctly. “That’s how you can help me.”

Alex was taken aback, but managed a polite smile. “You’ve come to the right place. Making money for my clients is, after all, my job.”

Marcus grunted. “I’ll give you the CliffsNotes version of my finances, then, shall I? I’ve expanded too quickly and my company’s losing money. I’m behind in payments to my suppliers, and I owe the bank seven million pounds. And to top it off, my wife has upped sticks and left me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“The bottom line, Mr Barrington,” Russo finished, “is this: my new restaurant, Brasserie Russo, has to succeed, or else my company goes under. And I refuse to let that happen.”

Alex leaned back in his chair. “Well, Mr Russo, I’d recommend you file bankruptcy and restructure your debts. Then we’ll need to make your investments work harder for you.”

Marcus grunted. “And how do we do that?”

“I’ll work out an investment strategy best suited to your needs. Decide how risk-averse you are, and go from there. And I’d suggest you find ways to cut costs in your current business operations, if you haven’t already. Have you any property you can liquidate and divert into stocks?”

Marcus shook his head. “I owe a seven–million-pound overdraft to my bank; if I sold my house today, they’d take every fucking penny.” He eyed Alex. “I just signed a deal with ITV to do a reality show, Chefzilla. The cameras will follow me at work and at home.” He frowned. “Of course, if I’d known my wife would do a runner, I wouldn’t have agreed to do it. We start filming next week. It should be lucrative…and entertaining.”

Personally, Alex had his doubts, but he nodded politely.

“Invest my television fees, Mr Barrington,” Marcus went on. “Slap the cash into whatever stocks you think best.” He stood. “You come highly recommended. I trust your judgment.”

“Thank you.” Alex stood as well and shook Russo’s hand. The chef’s grip nearly broke his fingers. “I’ll draw up a portfolio and have it ready next week.”

But Marcus, heaping abuse on some poor unfortunate at the other end of his mobile phone, was already striding out of the door, leaving a trail of Acqua di Parma and four-letter words in his wake.


Chapter 6

Late that same evening, Holly typed the last line of her interview with Alex Barrington. It was hopeless. She’d done what she could to make the article entertaining; but how entertaining could Quick Service Restaurant stocks and barristers’ wigs really be?

Answer: Not very.

Sasha would hate it. She’d say it was dead boring, not what their teen readers wanted, that it wasn’t sexy or “girly” enough…and even though Sasha was the one who’d given Holly the damned assignment, she’d be absolutely right.

But at least she’d sourced some great photos of Alex Barrington. In one, he stood at the helm —bow? — of a sailboat, his dark hair ruffled by the breeze; in another, he leaned forward with an absorbed expression as he listened to the Home Secretary talk — about financial law, no doubt.

Holly pressed her lips together. She couldn’t believe Alex had a thong tucked in his breast pocket, like a…a trophy!

What kind of man made bets with his office mates about having sex with someone? The same kind, she supposed, who threw journalists out of his office.

Obviously, Alex Barrington was a self-important arse. And he was a disgusting perv, to boot.

“Here you go, bitch boss from hell,” Holly muttered as she typed in Sasha’s email address and pressed send. She’d given up Friday night with her friends to work, sitting in front of the lurid blue glow of her laptop — all because Sasha expected to see the interview in her inbox first thing Monday morning.

Twenty minutes and three quarters of a vodka-and-grapefruit juice later, her email inbox pinged. Sasha.

Holly sighed, topped up her drink with a bit more vodka — well, she’d had a horrible day; she deserved it — and opened the email.

Holly — This is crap. Forwarding to Valery for review and comment, Sasha.

“Shit!” Holly put her glass down, scrambled to hit reply, and typed, “Let me make any changes needed first!” and hit send.

“Not necessary. Want her to see as is,” came the immediate reply.

“Back-stabbing bitch,” Holly muttered.

Her mobile rang. Holly grabbed it and frowned at the number. Caller Unknown. It must be Sasha, already phoning to gloat and inform her in no uncertain terms that she was sacked.

“Look, Sasha,” Holly snapped as she answered her phone, “I did the best I could with that interview with Henry, but teen girls don’t give a rat’s arse about QSRs and derivatives!”

There was a pause. A posh male voice said, “Perhaps they would do, if they understood that the dividends from those dull QSRs would keep them well stocked in spot cream, lip gloss, and useless teen magazines well into their dotage.”

Oh, no! That upper-crusty voice…those multi-syllabic words…it was Henry — correction, Alex — Barrington. Holly closed her eyes and groaned. Could her day — this endless, endless day — possibly get any worse?

“How did you get my number?” she demanded. Was he a stalker, too?

“It’s on your business card. Which I found under your chair after you left, along with a keychain.” His words were stiff. “Which I thought perhaps you might need.”

“No, of course I don’t need it,” Holly said crossly. “I have masses of business cards.”

There was the faintest trace of amusement in his voice. “I was referring to the keychain, Ms James. Not the card.”

Oh, what a mess. It just kept getting worse and worse. Forget the grapefruit juice, she needed straight vodka…or, truthfully, perhaps the vodka was the problem…

“Look,” she said finally, “just put the keys in a Jiffy bag and mail them, okay? I’ve had a really bad day—” her voice wobbled ever so slightly, but she got it back under control “—and I don’t want to bother you any further.”

“It’s no bother.” He paused. “The reason I’m calling is twofold. One is to apologize.”

Holly took a steadying gulp of her vodka and…vodka. “Apologize? Whatever for? You were quite right, I wasn’t prepared, and, anyway, I write nothing but salacious dreck. That was what you called it, wasn’t it?”

He had the grace to sound uncomfortable. “I suppose I did. But you have to admit, BritTEEN isn’t exactly The Guardian—”

“But it isn’t meant to be!” Holly interrupted. “It’s entertainment. And what entertains teen girls are pop stars, and clothes, and the latest shades of lip gloss.” She took a gulp of her drink. “Maybe they’d be better served by articles on finance and — and educational stuff, but that isn’t the magazine’s focus. The focus is fashion. And make-up. And fun.”

“And whether I condone sex on the first date?”

Holly flushed. “I had to ask that,” she said defensively, “or I’d be sacked. Don’t worry, your answer won’t go in the article. It’s strictly off the record.”

“I’m very glad to hear it.”

“At any rate, I accept your apology.” She frowned. “What was your other reason for calling?”

“I wondered if you’re free for dinner next week.”

Holly held out her phone and stared at it in astonishment. Her first instinct was to say yes, of course she was free, and her second was to fling open the windows like Scrooge on Christmas Day and shout, “You, there, boy! Run and fetch me the biggest bottle of champagne you can find. Alex Barrington has just asked me out!”

“You’re asking me out on a…date?” she asked cautiously.

“Yes, a date,” he replied, and added, “wherein two people who like one another decide to go out together.”

She saw herself sitting across from Alex in some fancy restaurant, holding her champagne glass out as he topped it up with Perrier-Jouët, and she could almost taste the tart-sweet raspberries he fed to her across a candlelit table…

She bit her lip. If she said yes and Mick found out, he’d throw a four-colour, photo-op temper tantrum.

On the other hand, why not go out with Alex? It wasn’t as if she and Mick were engaged, or anything. With his electric-blue mohawk and multiple tattoos, Mick was as well known for playing bass in Dominic’s band as he was for chasing women.

Holly sighed. After the cock-up she’d made of her interview with Alex Barrington, not to mention that humiliating business with her bag, she couldn’t possibly go out with him. No matter how much she might want to.

Plus, what would they talk about? His girlfriend’s thong?

Her phone crackled in her ear. “Miss James? Are you there?”

“Oh — yes, sorry. I don’t think I can,” she managed to reply. “I — I think I’m kind of busy next week.” Was she insane? Was she really refusing a dinner date with a gorgeous, sexy man, a man who looked like Henry Cavill and Hugh Dancy all rolled into one?

Puzzlement coloured his voice. “I don’t understand. You think you’re busy next week, but you’re not sure?”

“Oh, I’m busy,” she said quickly. “There’s no question of that.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with the thong, does it? As to that, I can explain—”

“Please don’t.” Her words were clipped. “It’s none of my business, after all.”

“But it’s not what you think.”

“What I think doesn’t matter.”

“Very well,” he said after a moment, “I’ll say goodbye, then. If you have any more questions, please call. Sorry if I was a bit of an arse today.”

“A bit of an arse?” she said. “You were a complete prat.”

To her surprise, he laughed. All right, it was a small laugh, not a loud guffaw, but still. He did have a sense of humour somewhere under all that starch and correctness. “I suppose I was, yes.”

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” Of course, Holly had no intention of calling him again, no matter how attractive he was. What would she say? Hello, Alex, it’s Ms James from BritTEEN. You remember…the girl you threw out of your office and who called you a prat. Oh, and by the way, did you find my tampon? I think it rolled under your desk…

“No, it’s fine. I think we had a mutually crap day today.”

“Really? Why was yours crap?”

“Bit of a long story.” He paused. “I’d much rather discuss it with you over dinner.”

She clicked open her interview document and stared at the photos of Alex. He was unquestionably sinful to look at. She couldn’t just hang up, never to see him again. Suddenly she found herself blurting, “Perhaps we could meet up for lunch one day next week. I think I could manage that.”

“Excellent.” His voice was tinged with amusement. “Glad you could fit me into your busy schedule, Ms James.”

“I’m a very busy girl, Mr Barrington,” she informed him as she ran his interview document through the spell checker. “I’ll see you next week, then.”

“I’ll have Jill check my schedule and get back to you on Monday morning, if that suits.”

“That suits perfectly,” Holly murmured. His voice — so warm and sexy and posh — had gone straight to her brain and frozen it, while making the rest of her feel decidedly warm. “I’ll talk to you then. Bye.”


Chapter 7

To: vbeauchamp@BritTEEN.com

From: sdavis@BritTEEN.com

Valery - Attached is Holly James’s “One Outrageous Question” interview with Henry Barrington, a City solicitor/financier. Not sure if Holly’s up to standard on this one, felt it didn’t quite suit our content, but she insisted, so here it is.

Personally, have my doubts.

Sasha



Sasha clicked “send”. There. Her email to Valery would hammer a nice, sharp nail in the coffin of Holly James’s soon-to-be-over career at BritTEEN. She grabbed her mobile, scrolled down the list of programmed numbers, and pressed the last.

“It’s done,” she said without preamble as the line was answered. “Meet you in twenty at the usual place.”

Sasha scanned her desk one last time and prepared to head out. She reapplied her lipstick, Chanel’s latest — she’d raided the magazine’s beauty closet — and pressed her lips together. As she tossed the lipstick and mobile in her bag and gathered up her things, her inbox pinged.



To: sdavis@BritTEEN.com

From: vbeauchamp@BritTEEN.com

Go with it. It’s fresh and vibrant and exactly the kick in the arse BritTEEN needs. Guitar-smashing pop stars and flavour-of-the-week starlets are so bloody yesterday.

Want this as our featured Q&A article next month. Ensure it goes in the book before close of business Monday.

Afterwards, come to my office. We need to talk.

VB

Valery Beauchamp

Editor-in-Chief

BritTEEN Magazine



“Damn it!” Rage suffused Sasha’s face as she reread the email from her boss. She slammed her laptop shut. Valery was supposed to nix Holly’s interview, not feature it in the next bloody issue! And what the hell did she want to talk about?

A tiny tremor of fear crept through her. Valery wanted to get rid of her; she was sure of it. Her boss had been distant and cold — not that she wasn’t normally distant and cold, but even more so than usual — convincing Sasha that Valery was displeased with her work performance. She’d heard rumours that Holly was being groomed to move up into another position…

Which might mean that Sasha was being replaced.

Sasha didn’t like Valery, but she loved her job. When she’d first arrived at the magazine, she’d been straight out of university and thrilled to be hired as a junior editorial assistant. Despite the long hours, low pay, and serious curtailment of her social life, she’d revelled in being a part of the editorial team.

And although she sometimes grew weary of Valery’s unceasing demands and the high-pressure deadlines, with her recent promotion to Features Editor she now had a crack staff — except for Holly bloody James — to oversee, and a sense of satisfaction at how far she’d come. No more council estates or crummy bedsits for her.

Despite its drawbacks, Sasha reminded herself, she liked her job and meant to keep it. She had to keep it, at least until she found something better — like a rich husband — or got a promotion or a hefty pay rise. She needed the money, after all; she had bills to pay. Crushing bills that she could barely keep up with…

Sasha clasped her hands together to stop them from shaking. She knew her team all thought she was a shallow, bloody-minded bitch. And perhaps, sometimes, she was. But she got things done. Despite everything, she got things done…

Her mobile phone rang.

“Hello?” she snapped. She listened for a moment, and her voice softened. “Hello, how are you? That’s great… I’m glad to hear it.” She paused. “No, I can’t see you tonight, love. Perhaps I’ll see you tomorrow. Yes, okay. I promise.”

She rang off and leaned back in the chair. A headache was brewing. As she rubbed her forehead in a vain attempt to ease the tightness, Sasha realized she couldn’t keep this up much longer. It was all getting to be too much.

As she glanced again at Valery’s email on her laptop screen, her resolve hardened. She had to find another way to sabotage Holly. She retrieved her mobile and hit redial.

“It’s me again. There’s been a change of plan. Meet me in my office as soon as you can.” She paused at the protests that filled her ear. “Just do it!” she snapped. “If you want to be the next features sub-editor — and if you don’t want me to tell Valery you didn’t actually graduate from business school — then you need to help me get rid of Holly. Or you’ll continue making copies and fetching coffee for a very long time. I’ll see to it.”

Sasha snapped the phone shut and strode to the smaller office adjoining hers. Scowling, she began to riffle through Holly’s desk, looking for her interview notes. There had to be something, somewhere in this mess of papers and folders and KitKat wrappers… How on earth did Holly stay so thin? She ate like a bloody horse…

“I’m here.”

Sasha barely glanced up. “Good. Get busy and help me find something — anything! — that’ll make Holly look bad. An unpaid parking ticket, a faked expense account, a secret love child with Phil from Accounting…”

“Okay. Move over.” Kate Ashby tossed her bag down and began to yank open desk drawers. “I doubt there’s anything here. Holly’s working on the interview at home, so her notes won’t be here.” She straightened. “I’ll go home and see what I can find. Perhaps she’ll leave her document open—”

“Never mind that,” Sasha said impatiently, “just find her notes. Look for something — anything — that we can use against her. An off-the-record comment, for instance.”

Kate looked at her doubtfully. “Holly told me she uses a mini-recorder to do interviews, as a back-up if she misses something in her notes.”

“There you are. Perfect. Find something, anything, that Holly — or, more importantly, Henry Barrington — wouldn’t want in print, and slip it into the interview.”

“But, Sasha — if we print an off-the-record comment, BritTEEN could be sued for libel.”

“That’s what libel insurance is for.” Sasha strode back into her office.

Kate followed her. “But…what about your job? You could get sacked for this.”

“I won’t get sacked,” Sasha said, “because only you and I know about this. And you’re not telling anyone, are you?” She flicked a glance at Kate and sat down behind her desk.

“Why do you have it in for Holly, anyway?” Kate asked, curious. “You’ve always said that if things ever go pear-shaped, you’ll marry money; so why do you care if she gets your job, then?”

“I don’t. She can have my bloody job, and welcome to it. I just can’t stand girls like her, that’s all.”

Sasha jerked her middle drawer open. Her position as Valery’s assistant was hard won, and often difficult, but it was hers. She’d always loathed the smart, clever girls in school, the ones who never struggled with maths or French the way she did, the ones who effortlessly earned top marks.

Instead, Sasha devoured fashion magazines and learned how to dress stylishly on a budget, how to use cosmetics to make the most of her features, who the top clothing and shoe designers were and what made their designs so sought after. She knew the fashion world like the back of her hand.

And she refused to let a pampered clever clogs like Holly James show up and take her hard-won success away from her.

Ever since Holly had joined the BritTEEN staff, Valery seemed to find favour with Sasha less and less, yet lavished praise on Holly.

And Sasha was bloody sick of it.

“Holly’s no threat to you,” Kate scoffed. “She hasn’t your experience, for one thing.”

“No, she hasn’t. And she’s never walked twelve blocks to a job interview, either, or shopped at Oxfam — not for fun, mind you, but because that’s all she could afford. She’s never lived in a bedsit in a dodgy neighbourhood, or eaten a jam sandwich for dinner because there was nothing else.”

Sasha clasped her hands tightly together, remembering. Had six-year-old Holly ever lain in bed, listening as her mother and a strange man went at it in the next room? Had she ever come home from school to find her mum passed out on the sofa, an empty bottle of gin lying beside her on the floor?

Of course she hadn’t.

“Still, she seems okay,” Kate added doubtfully. “She helped me get this job, after all.”

“She’s a posh little princess. She wouldn’t know hardship if it bit her on the arse.”

Kate opened her mouth to protest, then closed it. “My dad and Nat’s grandfather are partners,” Holly had said off-handedly, as if co-owning a major British department store were nothing special.

And even though she liked Holly, Kate felt, not for the first time, a tiny knife-twist of jealousy.

It wasn’t fair that while she struggled to make ends meet, borrowing money occasionally from a payday lender to cover her bills, Holly James worked, probably as a lark, so she could buy the latest handbag or an extra pair of designer shoes.

“Holly’s not posh,” Kate said, but her words lacked conviction. “Her family’s well off, that’s all. She can’t help that.”

“Perhaps not,” Sasha agreed, “but nor should her family name allow her any special considerations. Valery already thinks Holly’s ‘promising’ and ‘full of good ideas’.” She snorted. “Full of herself, more like.”

“But you’re Valery’s assistant, not Holly. You’ve nothing to worry about.”

“Oh, I’m not worried,” Sasha assured her smugly. “Once this interview with Henry Barrington hits the stands, Holly bloody James will find herself booted out of BritTEEN so fast her knickers will catch fire.”


Chapter 8

“Oh, shit,” Holly mumbled as she sat up in bed and groped on the table for her mobile. She squinted at the number on her screen and groaned.

Her father was the last person she wanted to talk to this morning. Because just now, it felt as though a DJ was spinning house music right inside her head.

Maybe she’d had one too many vodka and grapefruits last night.

“Hi, Dad.” She blinked against the sunshine streaming through a gap in the curtains. “What’s up?”

“Your mother asked me to call and invite you down to Oxfordshire this weekend. We’re having a few of the neighbours round for a dinner party.”

She winced. “Oh. Okay. I suppose I could.”

“Don’t sound so enthused.”

“I am enthused,” Holly told him as she went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle. “I’m not quite awake yet.”

“It’s nearly noon. Out late clubbing, were you?”

“I wish.” Holly took down a cup. “No, I was working.”

“You work the longest hours for the lowest pay of anyone I know—”

“Don’t start, Dad. Please?”

He sighed. “She’s invited John and Enid to stay the weekend as well. You remember — they lived next door when you were small.”

She didn’t, not really. “Right.”

“I can count on you, then? I’d like to spend some time with you over something other than a chequebook.”

John and Enid. Holly frowned. They had two sons, both grown. One was married, and the other was in banking or insurance or something equally boring.

She scanned the calendar on her mobile. “There’s nothing important going on. What time?”

“Shall we say seven? Get there a bit earlier and we can have a drink beforehand.”

“Great, I’ll see you on Friday.” As she ended the call Holly tried to picture John and Enid’s sons, and failed. One worked in the City and the other was…an architect? Actuary? Something with an ‘A’…

She plunked a tea bag in her cup and went back to her bedroom, noticing as she did that Kate’s door was firmly shut, and sat down at the desk. Her laptop was still open. She jiggled the mouse and the screen sprang to life.

She checked her email to see if there’d been any further response from Sasha about Alex’s interview, but there was nothing. Holly frowned. She knew she’d sent it. Perhaps she’d just have a quick look to make absolutely sure…

Yes, there it was. She’d sent the interview to Sasha late on Friday evening. Twice.

Holly frowned. Odd, that; she’d sent it once, not twice. Oh, well — her email must be acting wonky again. Or she’d hit ‘send’ twice. That was what drinking two vodka-and-grapefruits while you worked did to you, she supposed…

“Make me some tea, love, eh?”

She looked up to see Mick leaning against the doorway in his boxers. He usually didn’t stir before mid-afternoon.

“You’re up early. Rehearsal today?”

Blearily he nodded and followed her back into the kitchen. He sat slumped at the table as she found a mug and fixed his tea.

“You didn’t come to bed,” she added, keeping her voice carefully neutral.

“I passed out on the sofa when I came in this morning. I didn’t want to wake you.” He wrapped his hands round the mug she handed him. “I thought you’d come down the pub last night.”

Holly finished her tea and set the cup in the sink. “I told you, I couldn’t. I had to work.”

“Oh, yeah, work. Right. That’s all you ever do, innit, putting in all those hours for that stupid teen rag.”

“BritTEEN isn’t stupid,” she said defensively, having had this argument before. “We have a high pass-along rate, and our readership is second only to Bliss—”

He thrust his chair back. “I’ve heard it all before, haven’t I? I got things to do. I’ll see you later.”

Holly turned from the sink to face him. “No, you won’t.” She was suddenly furious, fed up with Mick and his dismissive attitude. He’d never taken her job at BritTEEN seriously; he’d never taken her seriously. “Go ahead and leave. But don’t bother coming back.”

He stood there in his boxers, his blue hair standing straight up like a rooster’s comb, and stared at her in bafflement.

“What are you on about? That time of the month, is it?”

As quickly as it came, her anger left. You have to care to be angry, Holly reflected guiltily, and she didn’t care enough about Mick any more to be bothered.

She grabbed her bag, feeling sad and deflated. Another relationship bites the dust. What she desperately needed was some retail therapy. “Look, I’m going out. Please be gone by the time I get back.”

“Right, then,” Mick said, and scowled. “Fine. It’s past time I moved out, anyway.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” She brushed past him and went out of the door.

And she didn’t say goodbye.

When Holly returned to the flat that afternoon, her arms laden with shopping bags, Mick, along with his lads’ magazines, amplifiers, and bass guitars, was gone, and so was Kate. An extravagant bouquet of white roses sat in the middle of the kitchen table. The flowers smelled heavenly and must’ve cost a fortune.

She picked up the tiny envelope with a frown. Had Mick sent them? She snorted. Not likely. He hadn’t a romantic bone in his body. Besides, he only ever spent money on motorcycle parts and bass guitars. Holly lifted the envelope flap with her newly French-manicured fingertip and slid out the card.

By way of apology for being such a rude git,

Alex

P.S. — Found one semi-squashed packet of Mentos under my desk. Believe it belongs to you. Will return soonest.

Holly smiled.

The front door banged open and Kate came in. “Ooh, they’re gorgeous, aren’t they?” she breathed as she heaved a bag of groceries from her hip onto the counter. “Bloke delivered them just before I went out. Good thing I was here. Who’re they from, anyway?”

Before Holly could answer, her mobile rang. The number was unfamiliar. “Hello,” she said cautiously.

“Did you get the flowers?” Alex asked.

“Yes, thanks. They’re beautiful.” She walked into her bedroom — Kate was unabashedly eavesdropping — and shut the door. “You didn’t have to do that, you know.”

“I did. I was inexcusably rude.”

“Well…yes.”

“And I acted like a pretentious tosser.”

“You did,” Holly agreed, “but I’ll forgive you. This time.”

“Thank you,” he said gravely. “For my penance, I’ll take you to the OXO Brasserie for lunch on Tuesday.”

“I see. So taking me to lunch is your punishment — is that what you’re saying?” Holly countered.

“Absolutely,” he agreed. “I can’t think of anything more mind-numbingly awful than spending lunch seated across a table from you. I’m dreading it already.”

“It’ll be excruciating.”

“I’ll pick you up at noon on Tuesday.”

“No need.” If Alex so much as set foot in the BritTEEN offices, there’d be no end of speculation from her co-workers, not to mention Kate. Alex Barrington was gorgeous, and he was hers — well, at least for the duration of Tuesday lunch — and she wanted to keep it that way. “I can meet you there.”

“No, I insist on doing this properly. I look forward to seeing you again. Oh, and by the way, Ms James — I believe I have something that belongs to you.”

“What’s that? My Mentos?”

“No. A pink feather, actually. It came off your sweater the other day. I thought you might want it back.”

“I wondered what happened to it,” Holly murmured, and rang off. She couldn’t seem to stop smiling.

“So, who sent the bouquet?” Kate enquired the moment Holly emerged from her bedroom. “Don’t tell me it was Mick.”

Holly snorted. “As if he’d ever send me flowers! No. Besides, we’re officially over.”

“Good,” she approved. “He’s a knob. By the way, Holly,” she called out as she disappeared into the kitchen, “you never did tell me who sent you those flowers.”

“No, I didn’t, did I?” Holly replied tartly, and went into her room and shut the door.


Chapter 9

At nine-thirty, Sasha called the weekly staff meeting to order. “We’ve come under fire from the Teen Magazine Arbitration Panel for having, and I quote—” she paused “—‘an increasingly sexually oriented ethos’. The TMA want us to publish more responsible, age-appropriate content.”

“But teen girls want to read articles about sex, and interviews with shirtless boy-band celebs,” one of the beauty sub-editors protested. “The feature on Trevor Wilde was our biggest-selling issue.”

Violet, a middle-aged woman who wrote the magazine’s monthly agony aunt column, leaned in next to Holly and whispered, “Excuse me, dear…but who’s Trevor Wilde?”

“He’s a footie player,” Holly whispered back. “Really hot, married for about ten minutes to that pop singer, Keeley—”

“Ms James.” Sasha turned and focused her gaze on Holly. “Would you care to share your conversation with the rest of us?”

“Oh. Sorry,” Holly said quickly. “I was just explaining to Violet who Trevor Wilde is.”

“Violet should know who Trevor is.” Sasha glared at the older woman. “It’s her job to know these things.”

“But I offer advice,” Violet said, “not celebrity gossip.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sasha shot back. “I expect every one of you to keep up with the latest news, fashion, and celebrity doings. Is that clear?”

Violet reddened. “Yes.”

“Excellent.” Sasha returned her attention to the staff seated on both sides of the conference table. “Does anyone have any suggestions for suitable articles?”

“I do,” Holly offered, and raised her hand.

A deep sigh escaped Sasha’s lips. “Yes, Holly, let’s hear it. I know I speak for everyone when I say we can hardly wait.”

“Well,” Holly said, ignoring the collective titters around the table, “lately I’ve noticed a homeless girl sleeping on the bench outside our offices.”

“Oh, yes!” Zara, the accessories editor, chimed in. “I’ve seen her, too. Isn’t there somewhere else she could go? After all, emergency accommodation is available.”

Holly looked at her. “That’s true. But I’ve done some research, and the night shelters are crowded, plus there aren’t nearly enough to go around. And with budgeting cuts—”

“Oh, you read something besides Heat?” Mark, staff illustrator and the king of snark, asked her. “Fancy that.”

Holly ignored him and returned her attention to Sasha. “I’d like to talk to her, maybe write a feature on homeless teens in central London. I thought I might shadow her for a couple of days, see what it’s like to sleep on the street and eat out of rubbish bins—”

“Ugh! That’s disgusting,” Padma, the assistant beauty editor, said with a shudder. “No teenage girl wants to read about something like that.”

“I don’t agree,” Holly retorted. “Why shouldn’t the story of a girl living on the streets of London be as compelling to read as — as Rihanna’s latest hair colour?”

“You’re missing the point, Holly,” Padma informed her. “We’re a teen entertainment magazine, not The Guardian.”

“I think it’s a fabulous idea, Holly,” Sasha pronounced. “It’s got edge. Let’s go with it.”

“Er…thanks.” Holly blinked. Although Sasha glared at her like a cat who’d just swallowed a hairball, at least she’d given her approval. Holly had expected a full-on battle with Sasha, not this bloodless capitulation.

“Does anyone else have anything to add?” Sasha asked.

She scanned the faces around the table, but no further suggestions were forthcoming. “Good. Holly’s pitch fits in nicely with the arbitration panel’s demand for more responsible content.” She smiled tightly and added, “Well done, Holly.”

When Holly finally escaped the building, it was just after two o’clock and the bowl of cereal she’d had for breakfast was a distant memory. After volunteering to help one of the interns unpack several trunks from a recent accessories shoot, she’d missed lunch, and now she was ravenous.

She glanced across the street. The homeless girl was slouched on her bench. Holly waved and made her way to the Starbucks next door, where she joined the queue and ordered two coffees with extra cream and sugar on the side and a muffin, studded with currants and dusted liberally with sugar.

Juggling the cardboard tray of coffees and the bagged muffin, Holly crossed the busy road.

“Got you a Venti,” Holly said as she handed over the bag and the tray, “and a muffin. What’s your name, by the way?”

The girl hesitated. “Zoe.” She took the bag and a coffee. “Thanks.” She took a cautious sip. “You work in that office building over there, don’t you?”

Holly took the other cup and nodded. “I write articles for BritTEEN magazine.”

“Articles? Like what?”

“Well,” she said as she perched — cautiously — on one end of the bench, “things of interest to the average teenage girl. Like where to find cool clothes without spending a fortune, boy-band interviews, that sort of thing.”

Zoe snorted. “Girly crap.”

“Some of it,” Holly admitted, and took another sip of coffee. “But we do some harder-hitting stuff, too.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

Holly chose her words carefully. “For instance, I pitched an idea just this morning to do a story about teen homelessness in London.”

“No one cares about that,” Zoe retorted. “Especially not the ‘average teenage girl’.”

Annoyed that Zoe was echoing Padma’s sentiments, Holly bristled. “You’re wrong. I think it’s exactly what girls want to know about. What it’s like to live on the streets, how does one manage—”

“One learns to skip-dive,” Zoe interrupted, affecting a posh accent, “and one sleeps on a shelter cot.” She shook her head in disgust. “God, you’re a right prize, you are.”

“What do you mean?” Holly demanded, incensed.

“I mean, what do you know about living on the streets, eh? Your idea of a hardship is probably carrying last season’s bag.”

“That’s not true—”

“And there’s your posh accent, and your clothes.”

Holly stiffened. “What about my clothes?” She glanced down at her paisley-patterned, empire-waist dress.

“You look like you shop at Oxfam. All careless and artsy and ‘I-can-afford-Harvey-Nicks-but-I-buy-second-hand’.”

“Enjoy the coffee,” Holly said tightly, and got to her feet to leave. “And thanks so much for the fashion critique.”

“Don’t get mad,” Zoe said, and shrugged. “I like it, actually. It’s bohemian, mixed-up. Very Alexa Chung.”

“Thanks.” Only slightly mollified, Holly eyed the girl and added, “You seem to know a bit about fashion.”

Again, she shrugged. “I read the magazines sometimes,” she admitted grudgingly. “I study all the designers’ stuff. I know what I like and what I don’t. One day, I want to go to Central Saint Martins and get my degree.”

“Wow,” Holly said, impressed. “That’s quite a goal. Do you want to design clothes? Or do sketch art?”

“Design clothes,” she answered. She glanced down at the safety-pinned T-shirt under her worn leather jacket and back up at Holly, her expression defiant. “This is my homage to the Sex Pistols.”

Holly eyed it and nodded. “It’s good. It’d fetch fifty quid in a boutique. So, tell me, how’d you land here? Why are you sleeping on this bench?”

“Well, I checked, and wouldn’t you know it? Buckingham Palace was booked right up last night.”

Holly pressed her lips together. “There’s a night shelter right round the corner—”

“Yeah, and there’s a queue to get in, and then you risk having your stuff nicked while you sleep. No, thanks.”

“But it has to be better than sleeping here,” Holly persisted.

“Look, thanks for the coffee, okay? I’m fine. I can sleep anywhere.”

Holly set her cup down and reached into her handbag, searching until she unearthed her business card. “I work just there.” She nodded her head at the office tower across the street. “Here’s my card. I’d like to talk to you again. Maybe I’ll see you around?”

“Brill. We’ll have a chinwag and a shop at Harvey Nicks,” Zoe said, and smirked. But she took the card Holly held out to her and thrust it into her rucksack.

That was exactly the sort of smart-arse thing her sister Hannah would say. She turned to go.

Zoe lifted her coffee cup in farewell. “Ta.”

As Holly made her way across the street and back up the steps to her office building she couldn’t resist a glance back. Zoe — if that was her real name — had taken the muffin out, and, after looking furtively around, crammed it hurriedly in her mouth…

For all the world as if she was afraid Holly might come back and snatch it away again.

A stack of mail waited in the slot when Holly returned home that evening. She withdrew the envelopes and flicked through them with mounting dismay. British Gas. Student Loan Association. Car payment. Car insurance…

Which reminded her, the Skoda was acting wonky. Which meant it probably needed repairs, she reflected grimly, which meant spending more money she didn’t have.

It was sad, really — she used to look forward to getting the mail. The post was always full of pleasant surprises like magazines and free samples and college catalogues. Now, with her finances in a tailspin and her father refusing to bail her out, going through her correspondence was an ordeal.

All the Royal Mail brought her these days was bills.

Holly let herself into the flat and tossed the post down on the hall table. She needed a second job…and fast.

A noxious smell greeted her.

“I’m making us dinner, Hols,” Kate called out from the kitchen. “My tofu stir-fry and homemade tzatziki are coming right up.”

Holly winced. ‘Coming right up’ was apt, in more ways than one. The last time Kate made Tzatziki, it was a curdled mess. She had no illusions that tonight’s would be any better.

“Thanks, but I’m not hungry,” Holly said. “I suppose I should stockpile the falafel, though — since I won’t be able to afford to eat soon, much less pay my share of the rent.”

“Why? What are you talking about?”

She popped a cucumber slice in her mouth. “I’ve got too little incoming, and too much outgoing.”

“What about your dad? He usually helps you out.”

“He told me in no uncertain terms that my free ride is over. I’ll have to get another job.”

Kate turned to stare at her. “Quit BritTEEN, you mean?”

“No, of course not. I mean, I’ll need a second job.”

“Sasha doesn’t allow moonlighting,” Kate reminded her. “If she finds out, she’ll sack you.”

“I know. And I can’t afford to lose my job.” She looked up with a frown. “You won’t tell her, will you?”

Kate turned back to her tzatziki. “Of course not,” she said cheerily. “We’re mates, after all, aren’t we?”


Chapter 10

Just before noon, Alex Barrington arrived at BritTEEN’s reception desk.

“Hello,” he said to one of the three girls behind the counter. “I’m here to see Ms Holly James.”

Her eyes widened behind her glasses. “Yes, of c-course,” she stammered, and reached for the phone handset, knocking a pencil jar askew in the process. “I’ll c-call her n-now,” she mumbled, and blushed a virulent shade of red as she scrambled to gather up the pens and pencils rolling every which way.

“Thank you.”

Holly arrived in Reception a few minutes later. “Hello, Alex. Sorry if I kept you waiting.”

“Only two minutes,” Alex said, and eyed her above-the-knee skirt with obvious approval. “And well worth the wait, I might add. You look very fetching today, Ms James.”

“Only today?” she asked, and quirked her brow. “So I didn’t look fetching when I interviewed you?”

“I’m sorry, but you only looked moderately attractive that day.” He held out his arm to her. “Shall we go?”

Holly smiled and took his arm, charmed by his light-hearted mood. “Yes, let’s do.”

Alex glanced back at the reception desk as they left. “Thank you. Sorry about your pencils.”

“It’s okay. My f-fault. And you’re welcome,” she murmured, her eyes behind their glasses still riveted on Alex.

“Poor girl,” he murmured as he followed Holly into the lift. “She has a regrettable speech impediment.”

“Oh, Alex — Eleanor doesn’t have a speech impediment.” Holly glanced at him and smiled. “It’s you.”

He looked at her blankly. “Me?”

Holly jabbed at the ground-floor button. “You have a devastating effect on women. You render them speechless.”

“Is that so?” He considered this, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I don’t seem to have that effect on you.”

“No,” she said lightly. “You’ve no effect at all.”

He linked her arm through his. “I’ll have to work on that, then, won’t I?”

As the hostess led them to a table at the Brasserie Holly covertly studied Alex. His back was broad, and his shoulders nicely filled out the grey worsted suit he wore.

She had a sudden, wild desire to grab him by his brown grenadine tie, pull him towards her, and run her fingers through that dark, floppy hair of his—

“Follow me,” the hostess said, and handed them menus as they seated themselves. “A waiter will be with you shortly. Enjoy your lunch.”

Alex studied Holly. “How’s your day going so far, Ms James?”

“Holly, please.” She opened her menu, still fuming over Zoe’s comment. “Actually, something happened yesterday…something that really cheesed me off.”

He leaned forward. “I’m intrigued. What happened?”

“I went out for lunch, and I saw Zoe — the homeless girl whose rucksack was stolen — and I bought her a muffin and a cup of coffee. And do you know what she did?”

“I’m guessing she didn’t kneel before you and clasp you round the legs and thank you profusely.”

“No.” Holly blinked. “Do you always talk like that?”

“Like what?”

“All, sort of, lawyerly.”

“Well, I am a solicitor, after all. So it would seem to follow that I should talk in a lawyerly fashion.”

“There you go again!” Holly accused him.

“Sorry,” he said, and smiled. “I promise to speak normally from this point forward. Go on.”

“She criticized my outfit! Imagine having your clothing critiqued by a street person,” she told Alex indignantly as she studied the list of starters. “That’s like…like Mahatma Gandhi judging a cooking show.”

“I wouldn’t worry. After all,” he added, “she’s living on the street; yet you’re upset over a negative comment about your clothing. Rather puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?”

Holly blinked. “You’re throwing my own words back at me, aren’t you?” She smiled slightly. “I guess I deserve it.”

“Unfortunately, as you pointed out when you interviewed me, homelessness is a very real problem. I’ve looked into the matter, and you’re absolutely right. With budgets slashed, there’s less help to go around at a time when it’s most needed.” He sighed. “But don’t get me started on my political soapbox. What will you have for lunch?”

Holly studied the menu. “The grilled sea bass, I think.” She laid the menu aside. “So have you decided to run in the next election, Mr Barrington?”

“Alex, please. And yes, I have. However, I’ll need ten parliamentary nominations in order to stand for my constituency.”

“Oh, you’ll manage that easily, no problem.”

He smiled. “Thanks for your vote of confidence. Now, tell me more about this very opinionated homeless girl.”

“Well, she knew my look was boho, and she knew who Alexa Chung was. Only a fashionista would know those things.”

“And what,” Alex asked, frowning, “is ‘boho’, exactly?”

She looked at him oddly. “You know — bohemian.”

He nodded. “Ah. Right. You know,” he added with a frown, “listening to you talk is like conversing with someone who’s fluent in a language I haven’t quite mastered. I understand most of the words, but some of them are entirely foreign.”

“Sorry. I promise, not another word about fashion, if you promise not to talk about law, or politics. Tell me about your crap day.” Holly sipped her water and regarded him expectantly.

“My crap day?” He paused to give their orders to the waiter — grilled sea bass for Holly, salmon for him — and turned back to her. “So far, my day’s actually been quite good.”

“No, I meant the other day, when I interviewed you. You called me that night, and said you’d had a crap day.”

“Oh. Yes.” He winced. “Well, I ended up with two new clients that afternoon. Both of them have proven to be very—” he paused “—difficult. And very high profile…”

“High profile?” Holly echoed, intrigued. “Ooh, do tell!”

He looked uncomfortable. “I really can’t discuss my clients with you. I shouldn’t have brought it up—”

“Oh, come on! You can’t say something like that and then leave me hanging,” she protested.

“No, I suppose not.” He sighed. “Let’s just say, one of my new clients is a temperamental — with an emphasis on mental — rock star; the other is a hot-tempered television chef.”

Holly leaned across the table and whispered excitedly, “Wow, so are you saying that Dominic Heath and Marcus Russo are your clients? That’s so cool.”

“No, trust me, it isn’t cool. It’s dreadful. Despite his difficult reputation, Marcus Russo is…even worse. And Dominic…” He paused. “He’s a nightmare in leather trousers.”

“He can be,” Holly conceded. “But under the laddish exterior, he’s actually not that bad.”

“Oh? You sound as if you know him personally.”

“I do,” she admitted, “but not very well. He and Natalie — she’ll be my sister-in-law soon — were together for two years. She blagged me an interview with Dom. That’s how I got my job at BritTEEN.”

“Small world. They broke up, I take it.”

Holly nodded. “He dumped Natalie to marry his ex-wife…who dumped him just before their wedding ceremony, when she caught him shagging the bridesmaid. It was all over the tabs.”

Alex frowned. “Oh, yes. I remember. Quite a stir it caused.”

“And Marcus Russo…he’s a Michelin-starred chef!”

Alex nudged dispiritedly at his tumbler of water. “Yes. Nevertheless, it’ll be a headache to deal with either of them, much less the pair.” He leaned forward. “Enough about me, I want to know about you. Tell me all about Holly James.” He raised his eyebrow. “Sex on a first date? Yes…or no?”

“There you go again, throwing my own questions back at me.”

“It’s only fair.”

She toyed with her fork. “Well, it depends, of course.”

“On what?”

“On…things,” she hedged. “Like whether they — he, and she — are attracted to one another, or not.”

He reached out and picked up her hand. “And if they are?” he asked quietly. “Attracted to one another, I mean.”

Holly met his eyes. God, he was gorgeous, with those dark, penetrating eyes, and those lips, so firm and inviting, and so close to hers…

Just then, the waiter arrived with their lunches. “Who had the sea bass?” he enquired brightly.

“I did,” Holly said, and leaned back with mingled relief and disappointment. She waited as he set their plates down.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Alex observed after the waiter departed.

She picked up her fork and pretended to consider. “I think I’ll need a second date before I’m ready to give you a definitive answer.”

“Spoken,” he said with approval, “like a true politician.” He lifted his glass of water and waited until Holly did the same, then touched his glass to hers. “Here’s to a second date, Ms James,” he added huskily, “and quite possibly, a third.”


Chapter 11

“Have you ’eard, Jamie?” the delivery man called out as he backed his truck behind the restaurant and jumped down. “Your restaurant’s about to ’ave a bit of competition.”

Jamie Gordon wiped his hands on his apron. “Yep. I’ve heard.”

Opening a restaurant had been Jamie’s dream from the time he was a student at culinary school in Edinburgh. Seven years on, his dream was finally a reality. Thanks to his half-brother Rhys’s financial stake, Gordon Scots was open for business.

And now Marcus Russo, the popular, potty-mouthed television chef, was about to open a new brasserie right around the corner.

His mobile buzzed. “Speak of the devil,” he muttered as he saw Rhys’s name on the screen. “What’s up, bro?”

“I understand you have a competitor moving in.”

“Yeah. No worries. We’ve had great reviews and we’re busy as hell. Everyone loves the whisky bar.”

“Good. Nat wants you over for Sunday dinner soon. Oh, and she says to bring along one of your chocolate whisky cakes for afters.”

“Sure, let me know when. Give Nat my love. Talk soon.”

The deliveryman began unloading crates of fish from the truck. “That Marcus Russo may be one hell of a chef, but he’s a bastard to work for, and no mistake.”

Jamie glanced up from his inspection of a case of iced salmon. Russo, although notoriously abrasive and short-tempered, had half a dozen successful restaurants to his name, all boasting at least one Michelin star. He put aside the crate and reached for the next.

“I’m not bothered,” he said, and shrugged. “There’s room for both of us, I reckon.”

“Once I was five minutes late on a delivery,” the man said, and shook his head. “My truck was full up. He made me unload the lot, then refused to sign for the delivery. Had to load it all back on the truck. Right pissed off, I was.”

Jamie smiled slightly as he signed off on the delivery. “I bet you weren’t late again.”

“No,” he admitted, and handed down the last crate. “I wouldn’t hesitate to run ’im over with my truck, though,” he added. He slapped Jamie on the back. “See you Monday, mate.”

When Friday lunchtime rolled around, Holly pulled out her handbag and counted her money — barely eight pounds to her name; good thing she got paid tomorrow — and left her desk to run down to the corner shop. Her stomach rumbled as she emerged from the BritTEEN building.

Automatically her glance strayed to the bench across the street. Zoe had gone missing for the last couple of mornings. But today she was back, her rucksack under her feet and one arm stretched along the back of the bench, her face turned up to the sun. A skinny blonde with a neon-pink skunk stripe in her hair sat next to her, legs crossed, smoking.

If they noticed Holly, they gave no sign.

“Hey, Mr Singh,” Holly said to the tall, turbaned man behind the till as she grabbed three Cokes and a handful of chocolate bars and dumped them all on the counter. “Guess what? I might have my first feature interview soon. And I’ve got a mini-interview coming out in the next issue of BritTEEN.”

He rang up the items. “Congratulations.” He raised his brow as she added several Peperamis to the pile on the counter. “You’re very talented. And also very hungry today, I see.”

“No, it’s for someone else. Could you put everything but the Coke and the Peperami in a separate sack, please?”

Bags in hand, Holly waved goodbye and made her way across the street to join the two girls on the bench.

“Well, if it isn’t the boho queen,” Zoe remarked as her eyes swept over Holly’s outfit of a blue-striped Oxford shirt tucked into a butterfly-print skirt. “I like your bangles. Nice,” she approved. “Come from one of them posh shops?”

“No,” Holly said, admiring her armful of colourful wooden bangles as she held out a bag, “Camden market, two for five quid.” She turned to the blonde. “Hi, I’m Holly.”

She exhaled, releasing a plume of smoke. “Sharon. Ta.”

“We’re mates, Sha and me.” Zoe took the bag from Holly and rummaged inside. She withdrew a Coke and a Crunchie and offered the rest to her friend. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Listen,” Holly ventured as she sat down between the two girls, “how’d you like to be in a magazine?”

As she licked chocolate from her fingers — half of the Crunchie was already gone — Zoe snorted. “Who’d want to see the likes of us in a magazine?” she scoffed. “We’re not models or pop stars.”

“You don’t work for one of them lads’ mags, do you?” Sharon wondered.

“No!” Holly shuddered. “I work for a teen magazine.”

Sharon eyed her curiously. “Doing what, exactly?”

“Well, I write about things that interest teenage girls — interviews with boy bands, stories about back-stabbing friends who steal your guy — stuff like that.”

“Meet many celebs, then?” Sharon asked avidly.

“Well, I interviewed Dominic Heath last summer…but not usually, no. Anyway,” Holly forged on, “I pitched a story idea at the staff meeting.” She turned to Zoe. “I want to write about what it’s like to be a homeless teen in London. I thought I might interview you. Maybe shadow you for a day or two.”

“No!” Zoe’s answer was sudden and fierce. “No fucking way.” Abruptly she stood up, Crunchie wrapper falling to the ground, and grabbed her rucksack. “Come on, Sha, let’s go.”

“Wait!” Sharon said, confused. “Zo — why don’t you want to do it? At least think about it—”

“I said no. Let Holly’s teen rag find someone else to write about.” Zoe shoved the rest of the chocolate and crisp packets in her rucksack, swung it over her shoulder, and stalked away, leaving Holly and Sharon behind.

She didn’t slow her pace until she reached Piccadilly Circus. If she saw the curious looks cast her way, she gave no sign. Fury propelled her forward, and she scarcely registered the people she brushed past, so lost in black thoughts she was.

“Zoe! Hold up!”

She turned to see Sharon, breathless and flushed, running after her. “Sha? What are you doing here? I thought you were still back there, talking to the boho queen.”

“Why are you so hard on her?” Sharon asked. “She’s only trying to help.”

“I don’t need her help.” She began walking again.

“Shit, Zoe, why are you always so tetchy?”

She rounded on Sharon. “Why? Because if it wasn’t for my mum, I wouldn’t be in this fix. That’s why.”

“What happened, then? Tell me.”

They fell into step together, and after a moment Zoe began, haltingly, to talk. “My parents split up a few months ago. At first, I thought Mum’s new boyfriend was cool, you know? He had that Scandi thing going on — tall, eyes like blue ice, blond hair — and a car like something out of a Bond film.”

“Came on to you, did he?” Sharon observed knowingly. “When your mum wasn’t there?”

“Worse. He tried to rape me.” Zoe spoke flatly. “It started off okay — we messed around a bit when Mum wasn’t there. She wouldn’t let me go to Glasto with my girlfriends. I was pissed off.”

“So what happened?”

“What d’you mean, what happened? He wanted sex.”

Sharon shrugged. “So?”

Zoe glanced at her and away again. “I was a virgin, okay? I was scared. Didn’t wanna tell him that, though, did I? So I told him no and asked him to stop, but he wouldn’t. He’d been drinking…a lot. I got away, locked myself in my bathroom until he left. He said Mum would never believe me, and that he’d tell her I came on to him, that I wanted it.” She shook her head. “And the thing was, he was right. Mum would’ve believed him over me.”

“And so you ran away.”

“Yeah. I ran away. End of story,” Zoe finished.

“Are they looking for you? Your parents, I mean.”

“No. My dad’s so busy, I doubt he’ll even notice I’m gone,” she said, her words bitter. “He’s not home much. But Erik…he’s already looking for me.”

She’d thrown some clothes into a rucksack, along with fifty quid — birthday and Christmas money. Halfway out of the door, she’d realized she didn’t have her mobile.

“So, why’s Erik after you?” Sharon persisted. “If you ran away, why would he even care where you went?”

“I have his mobile,” Zoe retorted, “that’s why. He must’ve left it behind, and I grabbed it by mistake. And it’s got…things, on it. He’s involved in some pretty dogdy stuff, Sha. I think…” she hesitated “…I think he might be a sex trafficker.”

“Bloody hell,” the other girl breathed, and came to a stop. “You’ve landed right in the shit, haven’t you?”

Zoe’s hand tightened on the rucksack strap. “Yeah. Right in it.”


Chapter 12

Traffic out of London on Friday afternoon was epic. Holly resisted the impulse to turn around and go back home as she inched the Skoda along the Euston Road. Good thing she’d brought along some cheese and onion crisps and a Diet Pepsi. At least that red ‘check engine’ light wasn’t showing up today.

Holly sighed. Just get me to Oxfordshire, she silently urged the car. At this rate, she might not make it onto the A40 until tomorrow.

But once onto the exit at Oxford/Cheltenham, she quickly made up for lost time. She reached Chipping Norton just after five and turned up a dirt road edged haphazardly with foxgloves and nettles. As she braked in front of the seventeenth-century house, made of Cotswold stone and half obscured by ivy, she climbed out of the car and breathed in the scent of honeysuckle.

Holly retrieved her duffel bag from the back seat, noticing as she did the sleek Audi sedan and Range Rover parked nearby. Must belong to John and Enid Whatsit…

“Holly!”

Suddenly Mum was there, enveloping her in a Guerlain-scented hug, clucking over the empty crisp and Peparami wrappers strewn on the seat, asking her when she’d left London.

“Two hours ago,” Holly told her as she pulled her duffel out. “Traffic was murder, but—” her gaze swept over the fields, running riot with ox-eyed daisies and bluebells “—it’s good to get away, even if it’s only for the weekend. Where’s Dad?”

“He’s in the study with the dogs, reading The Guardian.” Her mother rolled her eyes. “Some things never change. Oh, and your sister’s coming back home tomorrow, for a few weeks.”

“Good. We text sometimes, but I haven’t seen her since she left for uni.”

Hannah, much to their mother’s dismay, had sailed off to a fine arts university in Norwich, following a tumultuous relationship with her ex-boyfriend, Jago.

“Well, come along inside. John and Enid are here, and I’ve had your old room tidied—”

“Mrs James!” Mrs Henley, the part-time cook, stood on the doorstep, arms crossed belligerently against her large bosom. “We haven’t any eggs. All them soufflés you wanted have used up every blessed one, and there’s naught to be had for your guests’ breakfast tomorrow.”

Cherie turned to her daughter. “We’ll talk later, darling. Drinks in the drawing room at seven, mind, don’t be late. Mrs Henley,” she called out briskly as she headed back to the house, “surely we can send someone to the village to get some eggs…”

“But the market’s closed, and I can’t spare anyone—”

“I’ll send Alastair to Tesco,” Cherie told her. “Problem sorted.”

Holly skirted past the two of them into the house and headed up the stairs to her old room. Once inside her bedroom — its pale pink and green striped walls still plastered with childhood posters of pop stars, shirtless footballers, and horses — she shut the door and threw her duffel bag on a chair.

She’d tossed the latest issue of BritTEEN in her duffel at the last minute but hadn’t had time to look at it yet. Her “One Outrageous Question” interview with Alex Barrington was inside, and she was dying to read it.

It was only five-thirty…plenty of time to shower and change before seven. Holly grabbed the magazine, belly-flopped down on the bed, and flipped eagerly to page thirty-seven.

There was the photo of Alex she’d submitted, showing him bare-chested at the helm — bow? she could never keep it straight — of a sailboat. He looked, as always, deliciously gorgeous. She dragged her eyes away from his photo and read the interview.

Financial solicitor…QSRs…a few sentences dealing with dead-boring monetary stuff…and — hold on! What was this?

Holly sat bolt upright, the magazine clutched in her hands.

It couldn’t be. It couldn’t possibly be…

When Alex had objected to her original Outrageous Question, Sasha let Holly email him a different question following the interview. He hadn’t much liked that one either.

But he’d answered the question — boxers, or briefs? — in typical Alex fashion — “Boxers. Briefs are naff, as are Speedos. And I fail to see the relevance of this ridiculous question” — and that was that.

Or so she’d thought. Yet here it was, Alex’s off-the-record, I-can-say-it-but-you-can’t-print-it comment, in all its black and white glory:

BritTEEN: Sex on the first date? Yes or no?

AB: I do approve of sex on a first date. Absolutely.

“Oh, no,” Holly groaned. “No, no, no!” How was this possible? She’d submitted the article with the second question, not the first. She knew she had. Yet there it was, along with Alex’s answer, for the entire world to see!

Where was the bit Alex said just before he threw her out, about the couple being responsible and consenting adults, and not ‘spotty-faced teenagers with raging hormones’? Her eyes raced over the text.

It wasn’t in the interview. Anywhere.

Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit.

Even worse, Alex’s remark that he might stand for MP — also off the record — had been included as well.

How in hell had that happened?

Holly thought back to that night, typing away on her laptop. She’d emailed the first draft to Sasha, and asked to make changes before it went to Valery, but Sasha hadn’t listened. Annoyed, she’d had a vodka and grapefruit to drink — well, two, actually — and then Alex had called.

Holly racked her brain. She vaguely remembered running the interview through spell check, but the rest was a blank.

She scrambled off the bed and pulled out her laptop. It only took a moment to confirm that the document she’d emailed to Sasha and Valery contained no off-the-record remarks.

She frowned, perplexed. Had she sent another, second email? Her fingertips raced over the keyboard as she checked the ‘sent’ mail folder, and she froze.

There was a second email, sent an hour after the first, to Sasha.

She opened the email and saw, to her horror, another version of her interview…

A version that included all of Alex’s comments.

Oh, shit.

Holly grabbed her mobile. Damage control was needed, and right away. Frantically she searched for Alex’s number. He’d called her just a few days ago…where was his bloody number…?

Ah, here it was. Last Friday night, elevenish — bingo.

After two rings, the line clicked. “Barrington here. Leave a message.”

“Alex,” Holly blurted, “it’s Holly James. There’s been a bit of a…mix-up, and your off-the-record’s been published in BritTEEN. I’m terribly, horribly sorry. Call me as soon as you get this!”

She pressed ‘End Call’ and scrolled to Sasha Davis’s number.

“Hello,” Sasha’s cool, plummy voice intoned, “you’ve reached voicemail for Sasha Davis. Please leave a brief message.”

“Sasha,” Holly said in rush, “there’s been a massive mistake. My interview with Alex is in the new issue…and his off-the-record comments are in there, too. Call me, please.”

With a trembling finger she rang off. Sasha would be livid. Valery would be livid. And Alex Barrington would be the most livid of all.

He’d never, ever forgive her for this.

It was nearly half-past six, time to get ready for the drinks party. At the thought of getting through an interminable evening of polite chit-chat with her parents’ neighbours while her career imploded around her, Holly groaned. She could always make her excuses and leave…

But she didn’t want to disappoint her father. Besides, she needed him to take a look at the Skoda’s engine. The red fault light had come on again. And she certainly didn’t have the money to pay for car repairs — or next month’s rent…

Resignedly Holly stepped out of her clothes and went into the en-suite bathroom to take a shower and get ready for the upcoming evening’s ordeal.

The muted sound of jazz and murmured conversation drifted up to Holly as she descended the stairs to the drawing room.

Tugging at the hem of her dress, a brown pinstriped Biba she’d found in the Camden market, Holly fixed a smile on her face and clicked across the foyer in her t-strap heels. Right, then, let’s get this over with…

“Holly, there you are!” her mother, looking chic in a black trouser suit, swooped forward and took her daughter by the arm. “You look lovely. Come and meet everyone.”

Holly spotted her father, looking dapper in a dark grey suit and navy tie, in conversation with an older man — John, of John-and-Enid fame, she supposed — and excused herself.

“Holly.” Her father came forward and regarded her with approval, then brushed his lips briefly against her cheek. “You look very grown-up.” He indicated the man standing beside him. “You remember John.”

“Well, well, Holly!” He extended his hand. “The last time I saw you, you were wearing a pinafore and clutching a lolly,” he said, and beamed.

“Oh, I gave up lollies and pinafores ages ago.” She smiled politely and shook his hand, then turned to her father. “Dad — sorry to interrupt, but there’s something I need to ask you. It’s important.”

“Sounds like an imminent request for money, Alastair!” John said, and chuckled. “I’ll leave you to it. I need a top-up, at any rate. Nice to see you again, Holly.” He lifted his glass in salute and wandered off in search of the bar.

“Nice to see you,” she echoed. He really was rather sweet.

“Holly,” her father said in a low but firm voice as he drew her aside, “I’m not lending you any more money. I thought I made that abundantly clear.”

“You did. No, it’s my car. It’s been acting up, and I hoped you might take a look at it.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Well, it’s nothing specific; it’s just been acting a bit…wonky, lately.”

“Holly, you need to be more exact in your description than ‘a bit wonky’ if you want a mechanic to fix it. Of course, I’ll have a look under the bonnet…tomorrow.” He glanced over her shoulder. “Excuse me, but I need to rescue John from Lady Blandford’s clutches. We’ll talk later.”

“Okay,” she sighed. “Thanks, Dad.”

“That can’t be little Holly James, can it?”

Startled, Holly looked up as an older woman approached her and brayed, “What a lovely dress. Vintage, is it? Biba, or Ossie Clark?”

“Biba. You have a very good eye.” Impressed despite herself, Holly realized this must be Enid, the other half of John-and-Enid. “It’s been a long time. Are your sons here?” she enquired. “I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten their names.”

“I’m afraid William couldn’t make it. He’s married now, you know, with three boys. But my youngest is here…” Enid cast a vague glance around the drawing room. “At least, he was. He went outside with your father just a moment ago…ah!” She broke off as Alastair came back in through the French doors that led to the garden.

“Alastair,” Enid enquired, “is my son with you?”

“Yes, he’s just coming along. He and John and I slipped out to have a quick look at the Morgan.”

“-fantastic car,” the young man coming in after Holly’s father was saying. “Didn’t you have one, Dad, back in the day?”

“I did indeed!” John exclaimed, rosy-cheeked from the excursion and from his second bourbon on the rocks. “In my Cambridge days, I had a dark green Morgan. Loved that car — and so did the girls!”

“Before you men launch into your car talk,” Enid said, “Henry, darling, come here. There’s someone I’d like you to meet. You and she were playmates, years ago.”

Henry? Warning bells sounded in Holly’s head. Her startled gaze came to rest on the tall, broad-shouldered man who’d entered the drawing room behind her father. Her eyes widened in shock.

Oh, no. It couldn’t be…but it was. John-and-Enid’s oldest son was…

Henry. Alexander. Barrington.


Chapter 13

Or, to be more precise, it was Hank, the little boy next door who’d sometimes shared her sandbox and backyard wading pool. He’d particularly enjoyed digging up bits of petrified, sand-covered cat poop, flinging them like missiles at Holly with his plastic shovel.

She’d disliked cats — and Hank — ever since.

“Alex?” she blurted.

His smile froze. “Holly!”

“What are you doing here?” they both asked at once.

“Oh — you know each other?” Enid asked, puzzled. “You played together as children, but that was ages ago—”

“Yes.” Alex glanced at Holly, his expression unreadable. “She interviewed me recently for her magazine.”

A slim blonde appeared beside Alex and held out her hand to Holly. “Camilla Shawcross. Did I hear Alex say you work for a magazine?” she enquired. “Which one? Elle? Vogue?”

“Erm, neither. BritTEEN, actually. It’s a teen magazine.”

Her face fell. “Oh? How…nice.” She turned to Alex. “Would you be a lamb and fetch me a drink?”

Holly stared at her. Was Camilla Alex’s girlfriend? Her eyes widened. “Oh, my God — you’re Red Thong!” she blurted.

Camilla stared back. “I beg your pardon?”

Alex shot Holly a sharp glance.

So it’s true, she realized. Camilla Shawcross is the owner of the red thong that was tucked in Alex’s pocket.

“Did you just say ‘red thong’? What on earth are you talking about?” Camilla demanded.

Holly cleared her throat. “Oh! Nothing. I just bought a…a red thong the other day. Love it! Wish I’d gone…erm, Team Thong, a long time ago!”

Camilla looked at her as if she were a dead bug and turned away.

“‘Team Thong?’” Alex muttered as Camilla disappeared into the drawing room. “What the hell are you trying to do?”

“Sorry,” she hissed back, “but it just came out! I’m right, though, aren’t I? She’s Red Thong!” she accused, eyeing Camilla Shawcross’s silk-clad back.

“Yes! No!” He scowled and ran a hand through his hair. “None of your bloody business!”

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,” Holly retorted.

“Don’t you dare to breathe a word of this to Camilla,” he warned. “Or I’ll tell your father that you carry a raspberry-flavoured condom at the ready in your handbag.”

She gasped. “You wouldn’t!”

“I would,” he said grimly. “Quid pro quo, Ms James.”

“That was a consolation prize at a hen party! You don’t think I carry flavoured condoms around with me, do you?”

He eyed her. “I don’t know. Do you?”

“Alex?” Camilla paused in the drawing-room doorway and cast an expectant glance back at him. “Are you coming?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” He gave Holly a last, warning glare and made his way to the drawing room.

Desperate to avoid Alex and Red Thong, Holly found her mother. “Is dinner nearly ready? I’m famished.”

“Mrs Henley assures me it’ll be just a few minutes more,” she promised. “Have a glass of something sparkly in the meantime, and mingle, darling.”

“Mingling is the last thing I want to do,” Holly muttered. But she grabbed a glass of Prosecco from a passing tray, took a deep breath, and dutifully made her way into the drawing room.

Relieved to see Alex and Camilla deep in conversation with her father across the room, she took a seat as far away from them as possible on the sofa.

As she made polite conversation with Lady Blandford, Holly took a small square of Cheddar skewered with a frilly toothpick and a very lengthy sip of Prosecco.

“I don’t know how you young people deal with that dreadful traffic every day!” the earl’s wife was saying. “It’s such a waste of one’s valuable time.”

“Yes, the traffic out of the city today was awful,” Holly agreed. “Do you go to London often?”

Her ladyship gave a shudder. “Oh, heavens, no. I make it a point to avoid London at all costs.”

“I’m sure that’s very wise of you, Lady Blandford.”

Holly looked up to see Alex standing before them, a drink in hand.

“London has its faults,” Holly agreed, irritated by his habit of popping up unexpectedly, like the Cheshire cat. “But as someone once said, he who grows tired of London grows tired of life.”

“Samuel Johnson.” Alex raised his brow. “Unfortunately, unlike in Sam’s day, London also means traffic, and train delays, and congestion charges.”

“Oh, don’t be so negative, darling.” Camilla came to stand beside Alex and linked her arm possessively through his. “I absolutely adore the City.”

“Ms Shawcross, I believe?” Lady Blandford enquired, and half rose to extend a regal hand. “It’s a pleasure.” She glanced at Holly. “Ms Shawcross is an MP, you know.”

“No, I didn’t.” So Red Thong was a Member of Parliament as well as Alex Barrington’s girlfriend, Holly realized. The surprises just kept on coming.

“Speaking of which,” Camilla said as she consulted her watch, “I’ll need to leave soon. I’ve a surgery in the morning. I have to make an early night of it, I’m afraid.”

Holly regarded her with interest. “A surgery? Oh — so you’re a doctor, as well as an MP?” Evidently Camilla Shawcross had more abilities than Superwoman.

“A doctor? Oh, my goodness, no!” she said, and let out a peal of laughter. “What a ridiculous notion.”

“A surgery is a clinic held with an MP’s constituents to discuss issues of concern,” Alex explained. “It normally takes place on Saturday, since Parliament sits during the week.”

“Oh.” Hot with embarrassment, Holly pasted an intelligent look on her face and nodded. Inwardly, she seethed. Camilla had an uncanny ability to make her feel incredibly stupid — particularly in front of Alex Barrington.

“I’ll say goodnight, then,” Camilla announced. “It was lovely to meet you, Lady Blandford.” She gave Holly a brief nod. “Goodnight, Ms James.”

“Shall I walk you to your car?” Alex asked.

“No, it’s not necessary.” She added huskily, “After all, we’ll see each other again, soon enough.” She brushed her lips against Alex’s cheek, gave him an intimate smile, and left.

Holly stood up, intent on making her own excuses. Suddenly she wanted nothing so much as to flee back to the safety of her room with its posters of horses and boy bands. She felt out of her depth and invisible whenever Camilla Shawcross was around.

“Would you like a canapé?” Holly’s mother asked as she approached them with another tray. “I have some delicious prawns on offer.”

“Thank you.” Alex nodded politely and took one. “Holly?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m good.”

“Well! I can see you two are getting on like a house on fire.” Cherie smiled at Alex. “I don’t know if you remember, but Holly used to tuck her little pug up in the pram and push him round your garden when she was little. She told me she wanted to marry you when she grew up,” she confided, “and have lots of babies—”

“Mum,” Holly cut in, scarlet with embarrassment, “I was five. I also ate Marmite-and-jam sandwiches and wore the same dress every day, neither of which I do any longer. Let me help you with that tray, shall I?”

She followed her mother into the kitchen and hissed, “Please don’t talk about babies and marriage in front of Alex! It’s mortifying. You’re as subtle as…as Ted Nugent.”

“There’s nothing like a gentle nudge where men are concerned,” Cherie said firmly. “Besides, he’s a vast improvement over that dreadful musician you were seeing.”

“You’ll be happy to know that Mick and I broke up. He and his amplifiers have departed from my life — permanently.”

“Well, I’m not sorry to hear it. You can do so much better, darling. Here, take this out and circulate.”

So saying, her mother thrust a tray with cheese and pineapple cubes skewered onto a grapefruit into Holly’s hands.

“What on earth is that naff thing?” Holly asked as she eyed the tray with distaste.

“It’s a cocktail hedgehog. Offer it to Henry first.” And she nudged Holly out of the door.

Well, Holly reasoned as she circulated with the cocktail hedgehog, Alex hadn’t said anything to indicate he’d seen the BritTEEN interview. Surely he would have confronted her by now.

Ergo, she reasoned as Mrs Henley finally appeared to call everyone in to dinner a few minutes later, there was really no need to tell him about it yet, was there?

No need at all.


Chapter 14

At dinner, Holly found herself seated between Alex and Lady Blandford.

This isn’t so bad, she decided, and began, by degrees, to relax a bit. After all, Camilla Shawcross was gone, she had Alex all to herself at dinner, and she hadn’t heard a word back from Sasha.

Which meant, Holly hoped, that her off-the-record interview disaster with Alex wasn’t, perhaps, such a disaster after all? If it was, Sasha would surely have called her back by now.

Alex reached inside his jacket pocket and leaned over. “Don’t tell anyone, Ms James, but I’m having a quick look at my messages before the soup arrives.”

Holly, smoothing the napkin on her lap, froze. “Messages?”

“Yes. I’m expecting an email, rather an important one.” He began tapping the screen.

“No!” she squeaked, panicked. “You can’t do that!”

“I can’t do what?”

“You can’t look at your messages!”

He looked at her oddly. “Why on earth not?”

“Because…it’s rude, that’s why. Incredibly rude!”

“It’ll only take me a second, I promise.”

Oh, crikey, Holly thought as her panic escalated, if Alex played her voice message now, he’d know that his off-the-record comments had been published in BritTEEN. He’d be livid. He’d tell everyone at the table what she’d done, and they’d all think she was a proper berk—

“I can’t get a signal,” he grumbled after a moment.

“Oh, yes, you’ll find that, living out here in the country, WiFi can be as unreliable as the Lib Dems,” Alastair remarked. A ripple of laughter went round the table.

“Let me try,” Holly urged, and held out her hand for the phone.

Alex frowned. “Perhaps if I just hold it up a bit, I might get one or two bars…”

In an agony of despair, Holly eyed his mobile. “That’s the new myPhone, isn’t it?” she asked, and lunged for it. “Look at what a lovely, big screen it has! Let me have a look, please!”

But he held it fast. “Ms James, I’d really rather you didn’t touch my phone—”

“Don’t worry. I only want to look at it.”

She reached out and attempted to wrestle it away from him, but he held fast. “Just — let me — see — the bloody — thing!” she hissed.

Unfortunately, as Holly grappled with Alex to wrest control of his mobile, it flew out of their hands and sailed aloft, landing with a dull splash in the tureen of vichyssoise that Mrs Henley had just set out on the table.

There was a moment of horrified silence.

“My vichyssoise!” Mrs Henley gasped.

“My phone!” Alex exclaimed, and half rose from his seat. “You’ve ruined it!”

“I’m certain it’s fine,” Holly assured him, although secretly she had her doubts. She leaned forward and fished the mobile, dripping with creamy leek, potato, and chicken stock, out of the tureen and held it up gingerly. “See? It’s perfectly okay. A little vichyssoise never hurt anything.”

Alex snatched it away from her. “Bloody hell,” he snapped as he sat back down, “you’re mad. Bonkers. If you’ve ruined my phone, you’re buying me another.”

“Oh, don’t worry, it’ll be fine. Just wipe it off and pop it in a zip-top bag with a bit of rice for a few hours. It’ll be right as rain by tomorrow. Hopefully.”

He glared at her. “In the meantime, no thanks to you, I have no mobile phone, and no one can reach me, nor can I reach anyone else.”

“I’m doing you a favour,” Holly reassured him. “Think about it — no unwanted calls from your boss! No sales pitches! No awkward conversations with that not-so-great-looking girl you met at the wine bar last night!”

“And no unwanted conversations with my stark raving mad dinner partner, either,” Alex snapped, and turned pointedly away to converse with the woman on his right.

“Mrs Henley, have we another starter to serve our guests?” Cherie murmured anxiously as the cook reached out to remove the vichyssoise tureen from the table.

“I’ll go and fetch the oxtail soup.” Mrs Henley scowled. “I made it for tomorrow’s luncheon, but it’ll do, I reckon.” Grumbling, she exited the dining room.

A few minutes later, a tureen of oxtail soup replaced the vichyssoise, and Holly turned to Lady Blandford. “Mrs Henley’s oxtail soup is really good. Would you like some?”

“I would indeed! I adore oxtail soup.”

And as Holly dabbed at her mouth with a napkin and listened to her ladyship drone on about her failures and successes with the various recipes for oxtail soup she’d tried over the years, relief swept over her.

Alex might be furious with her at the moment, and he might think her completely mad, but his irritation wouldn’t last. And his phone really would dry out eventually.

And best of all, she’d succeeded in keeping Alex Barrington from hearing her message. And in the end, that was all that mattered.

Despite Mrs Henley’s fears, there were plenty of eggs for breakfast the next morning. Holly helped herself to a generous portion of soft-boiled eggs and toast soldiers from the sideboard. And what the hell, she decided, even though she normally shunned meat, that bacon looked really good, too…

“Good morning, Ms James.”

Holly looked up guiltily, bacon clamped in the tongs she held over her plate, to see Alex entering the dining room. He wore jeans and a faded blue-and-green striped rugby shirt, and he looked…well…fit. Very, very fit.

She noticed he also still looked a bit put out.

“Hello.” Holly indicated the empty dining room. “It looks like we’re the only ones up so far.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s a bit early.” He eyed her plate, heaped liberally with eggs, toast, tomatoes, and bacon. “Hungry this morning, are you?”

She glared at him. “It’s rude to comment on one’s eating habits, you know.”

“Sorry. It’s just that I never knew a girl who ate like a footie player before.” He joined her at the sideboard, picked up a plate, and asked conversationally, “So, do you punt for Arsenal, or United?”

“Ha ha. If we go for a walk with the dogs this morning, believe me, you’ll need every single calorie.”

“I see. Consider me suitably chastened. At any rate,” he added as he took his filled plate and sat down across from her at the dining-room table, “it’s refreshing to see a girl with an appetite. No food issues here.” He picked up a bottle of HP Sauce and poured it liberally over his eggs and fried potatoes.

She raised her brow. “I see you drown everything in brown sauce.”

“It’s rude to comment on one’s eating habits. Or so I’m told.”

“Did you put your phone in a zip-top bag with rice, like I told you?” she asked as she dunked a toast soldier in egg.

“I did. I’ll check it later today.” He eyed her over his toast. “You’d best hope it works, Ms James.”

“It will.” She studied his half-eaten plate of food. “Well, hurry up and eat. The day’s wasting.”

When they finished breakfast, they went into the foyer to let the dogs out of doors for a ramble across the fields. Delirious with joy, the mastiffs streaked across the grass, racing each other and gambolling like children, until Holly whistled for them to settle down. The weather was glorious, all blue skies and mild breezes, as she and Alex set out after them.

“Are you and Camilla an item?” she asked casually.

He glanced at her. “God, no. She was my plus-one for the drinks party last night. That’s all.”

“Yet you had her thong in your pocket at the interview.”

Alex came to a stop. “I told you, that was just a silly wager.”

“And does Camilla know about your ‘silly wager’?” Holly didn’t know why — she didn’t even like Camilla Shawcross — but she was nonetheless outraged on her behalf.

“No! Of course she doesn’t know.”

She crossed her arms against her chest. “Do you keep trophies from all of your…conquests, Mr Barrington?”

“Am I being cross-examined?” he asked evenly. “Because that’s what it sounds like.”

“I just think it’s reprehensible, that’s all. Tucking a woman’s thong in your suit pocket—”

“It wasn’t like that. And it wasn’t Camilla’s.”

Holly eyed him sceptically. “No? Whose was it, then? Or do you have an assortment of thongs from your many conquests?”

He let out an exasperated breath. “It wasn’t anyone’s. I—” he scowled “—I went into Agent Provocateur and I bought it.”

“You bought it? You mean—”

“I mean,” he admitted, “that I haven’t actually slept with Camilla Shawcross. I only wanted my co-workers to think I had. So I bought the thong and took the tags off, and tucked it in my pocket. It worked a treat.”

“So you lied!” she exclaimed. “You lied to win the wager.”

He shrugged. “I don’t like to lose.”

“I’d forgotten that about you,” Holly said suddenly. She leaned forward to open the dog gate when they arrived at the first stile. “We were arguing in the sandbox once, about whether we could dig through to China, I think — and you lost the argument. You were so furious you threw cat poo at me.”

“It was dried cat poo,” he pointed out, and paused. “It was my way of showing that I liked you.”

“Really? Well, I hope you’ve learned more acceptable ways since then to show you like someone,” she said tartly.

Alex came up behind her and closed the gate. “I have, actually,” he said, his voice gone husky. “Much more enjoyable ways, too…”

Holly looked up at him. His eyes were a lovely velvety brown. He stood inches away, and his gaze dropped from her eyes to her mouth. She tilted her head back and parted her lips in anticipation of his kiss…

When her bloody mobile rang. Sasha.

“Sorry,” Holly apologized as she held up her mobile, “but I have to take this.”

“Well, at least you have that option, unlike me.”

Dismay coloured her voice. “Alex, truly, I’m sorry about your phone—”

“I’m kidding, Holly. Go on, take your call.” He turned away, whistling for the dogs. They capered eagerly after him as he headed up the hill.

“You’re in serious trouble, Holly,” Sasha said without preamble. “Valery is furious. You’ve opened BritTEEN up to a potential lawsuit with your interview. Has Henry seen it yet?”

“Henry?” Holly echoed blankly.

“Henry Barrington, you idiot!” Sasha snapped.

“Oh. You mean Alex. No, he…” she paused as he caught her eye from halfway up the hill and waved “…he doesn’t know, yet.”

“We’ll talk about what’s to be done as far as damage control on Monday. Valery wants to see you, first thing. I shouldn’t be surprised,” Sasha added with satisfaction, “if you don’t get sacked over this.”

“I don’t know how it happened. I didn’t put those comments in, Sasha,” Holly said desperately. “I swear I didn’t—”

But Sasha had already rung off. Cow.

With shaking hands, Holly re-pocketed her phone and hurried off after Alex and the dogs. She had to tell him the truth — which, let’s face it, wouldn’t go over well. How to explain to Alex that, because of a tiny glitch, all of BritTEEN’s readers in England, Scotland, and Wales — and possibly their parents — thought he condoned teen sex on the first date?

How indeed? She couldn’t tell him. Not yet, anyway.

“Is everything okay?” Alex called out as she approached.

“Yes,” she said, slightly breathless after her climb up the last half of the hill. “Work stuff. It’s not much farther to the village, just across the field.”

“Good, we can burn off some of that breakfast. And the dogs don’t have the slightest inclination to head back yet, anyway.” He draped his arm around her shoulders. “Nor do I.”

The mastiffs brushed against Holly’s legs, jumping up, leaving muddy paw prints on her capris and yelping with joy as she fell into step alongside Alex. But she scarcely noticed. She was aware of nothing but his arm around her and his hip bumping now and again against hers as they walked.

Suddenly Caesar spotted a squirrel and went racing after it. Holly, knocked off balance as the other dogs barrelled past her to join Caesar in the chase, lost her footing and fell. An immediate, searing pain shot through her ankle.

“Holly!” Alex exclaimed. He knelt down beside her, his face creased in concern. “Are you all right?”

“I think so. But I’ve given my ankle a twist.”

“Can you stand on it?”

“Give me a hand up, and I’ll try.”

Alex took her hands in his and helped her up; she balanced on her good foot. “Good. At least you’re vertical now.”

“I bet you’ve never said that to a girl before.”

“No. Never,” he agreed.

Gingerly Holly lowered her other foot. An instant, shooting pain made her wince and blurt out a rude word. “Sorry,” she apologized through gritted teeth. “Hurts,” she added unnecessarily.

“Right, then,” Alex decided, “I’ll carry you the rest of the way. How close are we to the village?”

“Not far, maybe ten minutes. You can’t carry me,” Holly protested. “I won’t let you. I can manage—”

But it was too late; he was already lifting her up. She linked her arms around his neck and dropped her gaze, embarrassed at his sudden close proximity. After all, she barely knew this man; yet here he was, carrying her across the buttercup-strewn field like a Saxon warrior, taking his bride-prize back home to his castle…

“Damn it, woman,” Alex said companionably as he navigated the second stile, “did you have to eat quite so much at breakfast this morning?”

She looked at him, indignant. “Are you saying I’m fat?”

“No. I’m just saying I wish you’d made do with a plate of dry toast or a boiled egg, instead of packing it in like Wayne Rooney at a buffet.”

“If I weren’t in so much pain right now,” she informed him through gritted teeth, “I’d throw cat poo at you.”

They reached the village a short time later. Holly directed Alex to the newsagent’s, where he lowered her to a chair just inside the door and went off in search of paracetamol and a bottle of water. She rubbed her ankle. It was throbbing, and swelling up horribly…

Her eyes came to rest on the newsstand. The latest issue of BritTEEN, emblazoned with the bright yellow tagline “One Outrageous Question with Hottie Henry”, sat in the middle of the shelf. Alex was just steps away; if he turned around, he’d surely see it.

Please, Holly silently begged the magazine gods, please don’t let him see it…

The magazine gods must’ve listened, because Alex walked past the newsstand and went straight to the till.

He returned to Holly. “Here you go,” he said, and opened the paracetamol and tipped a couple of pills into her outstretched hand. “Now—” he frowned “—how do we get you back to the house?”

Holly took the bottle of water from him and swallowed the pills. “Well, we can’t take a taxi, not with the dogs. And Dad went to fetch Hannah early this morning.”

“I noticed an estate car parked round the back of your house when we left.”

“It’s Mrs Henley’s. She’ll be far too busy fixing lunch to come and get us.”

“Well, I’ll call the house just the same, and see if someone else can fetch us—”

But calling proved unnecessary when Mrs Henley’s teenage daughter, Lucy, came into the newsagent’s and offered to take them back. “I’m headed that way anyhow,” she told Holly. “I work half-days on Saturday, helping with the lunch service and the clearing up. Mum likes her chocolate,” she added as she grabbed up a Bounty and a Dairy Milk from the confectionery display.

“Thanks,” Holly said gratefully. “Do you have room for three dogs, as well?”

“No problem.” She indicated an ancient VW Kombi parked just outside. “Go ahead and hop in. I just have to pick up a couple of things. Be out in two ticks.”

The Kombi — painted a virulent shade of lime green and plastered with stickers of flowers — earned a distrustful look from Holly but besotted enthusiasm from Alex.

“This is fantastic!” Alex exclaimed as he opened the double doors. “It’s got a Canterbury Pitt conversion.”

Holly looked at him blankly. “A what?”

“A custom conversion,” Lucy explained as she joined them. “A table goes in the middle, but it’s stowed; and I’ve a cooker, and a poptop with two bunks above, for sleeping.” She waited as Holly, Alex, and the dogs clambered inside, then slid behind the wheel. “’Course, it’s old, so it breaks down a lot.”

“Great,” Holly muttered.

“Not to worry,” Lucy assured her as she started the engine. “Daisy won’t get you back home very fast, but she will get you there.”

The stench of diesel filled the air as Lucy put the van in gear, and, true to her word, with a judder and a toot of the horn, they were off.


Chapter 15

“Let’s take you up to your room,” Lucy told Holly when they arrived, “so you can have a nice lie-in and keep the weight off that foot.”

“I don’t need a nice lie-in! I’m fine.” Before Holly could protest any further, Alex scooped her up in his arms and headed up the stairs, Lucy trailing behind.

“Lucy’s right,” Alex informed her. “You need to stay off that foot.”

She glared at him. “And you need to stop acting like Rhett Butler.”

“I’m sure Scarlett O’Hara never ate half a carton of eggs, three pieces of toast, and a rasher of bacon for breakfast,” he retorted.

“Holly!” her mother exclaimed as she emerged from the baize door that led to the kitchen. “What’s happened?”

Alex came to a stop halfway up the stairs. “She had a fall. She’s twisted her ankle. It’s nothing serious.”

“Tell that to my ankle,” Holly said through gritted teeth. “Argghh! It hurts.”

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that, darling.” Cherie tutted. “Your dad’s just texted to say he and Hannah should be here in time for lunch. One of her friends brought her to Hertfordshire, so it’s trimmed an hour and a half from his journey… Mrs Henley’s roasted a chicken and a lovely leg of lamb. Will you join us, or shall I have her send up a tray?”

“A tray, please. Thanks, Mum.”

Alex followed Holly’s directions to her bedroom and lowered her on the bed. He reached behind her to plump up the pillows. “There. Comfy?”

Holly nodded. “Perfect.” Her foot throbbed; the paracetamol obviously hadn’t taken effect yet.

“I’ll go downstairs and fetch some Epsom salts,” Lucy told her from the doorway. “That foot needs a proper soak. Here,” she added as she handed some magazines to Alex. “Give these to Holly. They’ll help pass the time. I got ’em at the newsagent’s just now.”

“Thanks.” Alex took a seat in the faded chintz armchair by Holly’s bed and began idly flipping through the pile. “Your competition,” he said, lifting up copies of Shout and Bliss to show her. “‘How to Avoid a Dodgy Date’,” he read, and frowned. “I could’ve used this one at university. I once went out to dinner with a girl who smelt suspiciously of marijuana and ordered one of everything on the menu.”

“Give me those.” She held out her hand.

He ignored her. “Ah, here’s a must-read — ‘My Bezzie Mate Stole My Lad!’” He shook his head. “It’s a jungle out there.”

“Alex,” Holly warned him, “if you don’t hand those magazines over right now…”

He grinned. “I had no idea teen magazines were so entertaining.” He flipped to the last one in the pile. “Wait a minute — this one’s yours, isn’t it?” He held up the latest issue of BritTEEN.

Her heart throbbing as badly as her foot, Holly tried to grab it away. “Yes. Come on, Alex, enough already! Give me those stupid magazines!”

“Wait a minute…let me just see if my interview’s in here.” He turned to the table of contents. “Ah, yes, here it is — ‘One Outrageous Question with Hottie Henry’.” He looked up in mild surprise. “Hottie Henry?”

“Alex, please, give me that—”

But he found page thirty-seven and glanced at his picture. “I’m glad you used that photo,” he approved. “One of my mates took that one. I remember it well. A bunch of us hired a sailboat in Belize a couple of years ago…”

Holly waited in an agony of dread as he began to read the interview. His smile faltered, then faded altogether.

He lowered the magazine and looked at her. “My off-the-record comments — both of them — are in here. How can that be?”

“It’s a mistake, Alex. It’s all a terrible mistake.”

“A mistake,” he repeated. His eyes narrowed. “You knew about this. That’s why you tried to grab it away just now.”

Holly opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

“Did you know about this at dinner last night?”

“I — no — yes,” she admitted miserably. “Yes. I did.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“Of course I did! I thought about it a lot. I even left you a voice message.”

“A voice message?” he echoed, and frowned. “Well, I wouldn’t know, would I? Thanks to you, my phone’s been out of commission since you dropped it in the vichyssoise last night…” His words trailed away, and suspicion dawned on his face. “Wait a minute! You landed my phone in the soup on purpose, didn’t you?”

“No!” Holly protested. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Oh, no, it isn’t. It makes perfect sense. You left me a message, and then you had second thoughts. So you sabotaged my mobile!”

“I didn’t want to — to upset your digestion before dinner. And I didn’t want to ruin your evening.”

“Ruin my evening?” he echoed, his dark eyes black with anger as he stood and flung the magazine aside. “You’ve ruined more than my evening, Ms James. You’ve ruined my career!”

Holly bristled. “Now you’re just being dramatic! No one’s career is in jeopardy. Except maybe mine,” she added.

“My quote’s been taken completely out of context!” Alex went on, furious. “Where’s the bit I said about the couple being responsible, consenting adults? It’s not there! And I told you I might stand for MP in strictest confidence!”

“Look — I’m sorry about that stuff being printed, okay? I didn’t put it in the interview, or, at least, I don’t think I did, but it must’ve got left in with the final proof—”

“Actually, Ms James,” Alex cut in coldly, “I don’t care how it happened. You leave me no choice but to pursue legal action against BritTEEN for libel.”

Despite the lurch of fear his words evoked, Holly kept her face expressionless. If Alex Barrington sued the magazine, Sasha would have the perfect excuse — neatly wrapped and tied with a bow — to sack her. “I hardly think you want to do that, Mr Barrington. You’ll only make things worse by drawing attention to the matter. Besides, it’s all in fun—”

“Fun?” Alex regarded her incredulously. “Do you think it’s fun, knowing that every spot-faced teenage girl in England—”

“Scotland and Wales, too, actually,” Holly interjected helpfully. “Our readership encompasses the entire UK.”

“-and, even worse, those girls’ parents, think that I condone a leg-over on the first date? What sort of credibility do you think that gives me as a solicitor? Or even worse, as a potential MP?”

Holly bristled. “In all fairness, it’s not like you’ve admitted to…to embezzling money, or anything.”

“Lunch is served!” Cherie announced as she thrust her head around the door. She set a tray with roast lamb and chicken and assorted overcooked vegetables down on Holly’s lap. “Your father and Hannah just arrived. Alex, do come downstairs and join the rest of us in the dining room.”

Holly heard a commotion downstairs as the dogs began a chorus of barking and her sister bellowed out, “I’m home, everybody! Remain as you are!”

Her footsteps pounded up the stairs, and a moment later Hannah burst into the bedroom, her face flushed and wreathed in smiles as she launched herself at Holly. “Hols!”

“Hannah,” Holly exclaimed, and laughed as her sister flung her arms out to hug her, enveloping them both in her long, brownish-blonde hair. “Let me look at you.”

Obediently, Hannah straightened and twirled around. She wore jeans and trainers and a West Ham T-shirt, and a hoodie was tied loosely at her waist.

“Sorry, I dressed for comfort, not style.” She indicated the hoodie. “It’s bloody cold in Norwich in the early morning.”

“How’s uni? Are you liking it? Have you got a boyfriend yet—?”

“She’d better not.” Alastair, only partly joking, appeared behind his wife. His face was etched with concern. “Are you all right, Holly? Your mother told me what happened. Bloody dogs! Let me send for Dr Marsden—”

“Thanks, Dad,” Holly murmured, avoiding Alex’s still-disgruntled expression, “but it’s only a sprain. Alex — I mean, Henry — and I were just in the middle of a…discussion.”

He frowned. “I see. You’re quite sure you’re all right?”

Holly nodded, touched by his concern but anxious to smooth things over with Alex. “Perfectly. Thanks.”

Alastair turned to Alex. “Henry? Will you be joining us downstairs for lunch?”

“Tragically, no.” Alex set his lips in a grim line and glared at Holly. “I think I’ve had just about enough.”

He conveyed the proper words of thanks to Holly’s parents, cast their daughter another black look, and left.

Hannah looked at her and raised her brow quizzically. “What was that all about? And who’s Henry?”

“Never mind all that,” Holly said, and scooted over to make space on the side of her bed. “Come and sit down and let’s catch up before you go downstairs. I want to know everything.”

Well, Holly reflected glumly as Hannah nattered on about her new friends and her eccentric new roommate, so much for Alex and me getting along like a house on fire.

Thanks to the BritTEEN interview she’d screwed up so spectacularly, the fire had officially been doused, leaving only a handful of nasty, wet ashes behind.

On Sunday afternoon Holly ventured downstairs and stowed her duffel bag in the car. Her father had insisted on bringing Dr Marsden out late on Saturday afternoon to look at her ankle. It was now unattractively wrapped in an Ace bandage.

“Holly, before you go, let’s have a look at that engine.”

She looked up to see her father coming down the front steps. “Thanks.” She stood aside as he lifted the bonnet and began poking and prodding at various filters, plugs, coils, and the other mysterious paraphernalia that made up the Skoda’s engine.

“Get in and start it up,” he ordered her.

Holly slid awkwardly behind the wheel and turned the ignition. “The fault light’s come on,” she called out.

“Has it come on before?”

“Yes.” Holly got out and returned to stand beside him. “It stopped dead on the way in to work last week, right in the middle of Shaftesbury Avenue. I was able to start it again, and it got me to work…barely.”

“It must’ve gone into limp mode.” He lowered the bonnet. “I’ll have it towed in to the village mechanic, and he can have a look and read the code. It may be a wiring fault.”

“But I can’t afford a tow, or car repairs, for that matter,” Holly moaned. “And I need to get back to London.”

“I’ll take you. We haven’t had a chance to talk properly since that ankle sidelined you, at any rate. You’ll need a hire car for a few days when you get back.”

“Dad, I barely had enough money to buy a bag of cheese crisps and a soda on the way down. I can’t afford a hire car.”

“You’ll pay me back.” Alastair reached for his wallet. “You can’t drive an unreliable car, Holly.” He handed her several fifty-pound notes and glanced at his watch. “Get your things. Can you be ready to go in half an hour?”

She nodded and tucked the money in her pocket. “I only brought my rucksack, and it’s in my car. I’ll go and get it, and say my goodbyes to Mum and Hannah. Thanks, Dad.” On impulse, she threw her arms around him. “I will pay you back. I promise.”

“So what do you plan to do?” Alastair asked after Holly had said her goodbyes and he’d merged the Mercedes onto the motorway twenty minutes later.

Holly glanced at him, puzzled. “Do?”

“About your money situation,” he said. “Why don’t you ask that boss of yours for a pay rise?”

“Sasha would go to Fashion Week naked — or, worse, in last season’s clothes — before she’d give me a raise. She hates me.”

“Why, for heaven’s sake?”

“I don’t know. She just does.”

“Well, then, what about a part-time job? I’m sure I could find you something at the store.”

“No. I have to do this on my own. I’ll find something.”

But as she slumped back in her seat and stared out of the window in resignation, Holly didn’t believe her own words.

After all, Valery would most certainly sack her tomorrow.

And if she lost her job at BritTEEN, she couldn’t pay her share of the rent. Ergo, she’d be evicted from the flat. She’d have nowhere to live, no car, and no money. She’d end up on the street, busking for spare change, diving into smelly skip bins in search of food, right alongside Zoe—

“Holly, stop worrying.” Alastair reached out and patted her awkwardly on the knee. “Everything will work out.”

She smiled at him. “Thanks, Dad. I’m sure it will.”

Now, if she could only make herself believe it…


Chapter 16

On Monday morning, Zoe woke up on a lumpy sofa and blinked. Momentary panic followed as she sat up and tried to work out where she was.

A marmalade cat regarded her from its perch on a nearby window sill, and then she remembered — she’d spent the night, not on a bench on Shaftesbury Avenue, or huddled on a hostel cot, but on Maxine’s sofa.

She’d met her schoolmate by chance in the Camden market, and Maxine had asked her along to lunch. Afterwards Maxine and her boyfriend Dan offered her the use of their rump-sprung sofa for as long as she liked.

The cat, noting that she was awake, jumped down from its perch and sprang up on the sofa, purring softly.

“Hello, puss,” she whispered, and stroked the cat, smiling as it rumbled contentedly and settled down next to her. If only she could forget about Erik. Her smile faded.

On her second night in London, someone pinched the rest of her money. She’d stuffed the cash in her back jeans pocket; when she reached for a tenner to pay for a Mars bar and a Diet Coke, it was gone. Someone had picked her pocket.

She left the items behind on the counter. She spent her first night on the streets, dozing in doorways and curled up behind skip bins, her stomach empty and her nerves strung tight. Every sound made her jump; every footstep filled her with terror that it might be Erik’s. When a policeman found her sleeping on a park bench, he shook her roughly awake and chivvied her along.

It was ironic, really, Zoe thought darkly. She had all of London at her disposal…and nowhere to go.

With a sigh, she reached around the cat and groped for her rucksack. The mobile phone was still inside, sleek and black and expensive. Erik’s mobile. She turned it on, after checking that Maxine’s bedroom door was still closed, and scrolled quickly through the text messages.

Erik was her mother’s boyfriend. Most of his texts were to Mum, setting up times to meet when Dad was away — which, she reflected bitterly, was most of the time — but the rest went to someone named S Ivens, and dealt with the status of expected deliveries of “our merchandise”. She frowned; she knew little of business, but it all sounded a bit dodgy to her…

With a shrug she pocketed the phone. There’d be time enough to study his texts later. It was never good to stay longer than a night or two at a mate’s flat. Otherwise you became a bother. And she didn’t want that.

Maxine and Dan’s bedroom door was still closed. She went in the kitchen and took a bit of Cheddar and an apple and wrote a quick note of thanks on an Indian takeaway menu. She propped it up on a coffee cup on the table and shouldered her rucksack, then slipped out of the door and down the stairs to the street.

After settling herself on a low wall around the corner, she pulled Erik’s mobile out and scrolled through his photo collection. She frowned. There were dozens of pictures of young women, all pretty but looking a bit tired and grubby, as if they’d been living on the streets…

The phone screen suddenly came to life in her hand. She nearly dropped it. Shit…someone was calling Erik’s mobile.

With hands that shook so badly she could barely hold the phone steady, she looked at the screen.

It was her mobile number.

“Mum?” she whispered, and reached out instinctively to press “Answer”.

But she hesitated. Wouldn’t her mother, frantic with worry, have tried to call before now? Of course she would.

She had a sudden, chilling thought. What if it were Erik? What if he’d grabbed her phone that night by mistake, just as she’d grabbed his?

It rang twelve times before it finally went silent.

A moment later, the screen indicated there was a voicemail waiting. Holly, her throat tight with fear, held the phone to her ear and played the message back.

“I’d hoped you might pick up,” Erik said. His voice was soft, but undercut with steel. “Don’t worry, poppet. We’ll see each other again soon. Very soon.”

The words, so innocuous, filled her with dread.

He knew she had his mobile; he’d tried to trick her into answering his call by using her own phone. With shaking hands she turned the phone off and dropped it back into her rucksack.

Erik was clever, and he was definitely looking for her.

And she knew he wouldn’t stop looking until he found her.

Holly James paused outside the doors to the BritTEEN office building on Monday morning and glanced across the street. There was no sign of Zoe; the bench where she slept was empty. Holly hadn’t seen her since she’d stormed off on Friday afternoon.

She had a sudden, troubling thought. What if something had happened? What if Zoe never returned to that bench? Never mind that Holly couldn’t write the girl’s story; worse still was the possibility that she might be in some kind of real trouble.

Oh, well, I’ve problems enough of my own right now, she reminded herself grimly, and pushed through the revolving doors into the lobby. “Morning, Frank.” She waved her identification badge at the security officer.

“Morning, Holly.” He eyed her bandage-wrapped ankle and frowned. “What happened, love?”

“A dog named Caesar happened. But it was the squirrel’s fault. Anyway,” she sighed, “wish me luck. I have a meeting with the Dragon Lady first thing this morning.”

He winked. “No worries. You’ll slay ’er, Miss Holly, just like old St George.”

“I doubt it, but thanks,” she called out as she hurried — as fast as her still-sore ankle would allow — across the lobby to the lifts. The doors were just closing. She earned a couple of dirty looks as she thrust her hand between the doors and squeezed inside the already crowded car. Ignoring them, Holly took out her mobile and scrolled through her messages.

There was nothing from Alex. No surprise, really. She supposed it was good; he hadn’t texted to say he was suing her — but it also meant he still wasn’t speaking to her.

When she stepped out of the lift onto the thirty-seventh floor, Holly paused outside the glass doors that led to Valery Beauchamp’s über-chic corner office suite. Just like Valery, everything in her office was hard and shiny and functional, from the Mies van der Rohe chairs to the black onyx desk. The furnishings were made, not for comfort, but purely for style.

Holly took a deep, steadying breath. She was petrified.

You were only ever summoned to the editor-in-chief’s office if you’d done something (1) Really Good or (2) Really Bad. Of course, in Holly’s case, allowing Alex’s off-the-record comment to be published fell under the category of Really, Really Bad. Once her meeting with Valery was over, Holly might be over as well…as in unemployed.

Her fledgling career would be finished before it had begun.


Chapter 17

“Good morning, Holly.” Sasha, immaculately dressed in a pale grey trouser suit and black Prada pumps, brushed past her and pushed one of the doors open. She paused to glance with obvious distaste at the Ace bandage wrapped round Holly’s ankle. “What on earth happened to you?”

“It’s a long story,” Holly murmured, “involving a dog and a squirrel.”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “I so don’t want to know.” She turned to Ms Beauchamp’s personal assistant. “Imogen, please tell Valery we’re here.”

“No need,” Imogen replied, and stood up. “She’s expecting you. Follow me, please.”

She led them through the glass doors and into Valery’s office. Holly saw the editor-in-chief herself, seated at the enormous desk. She was leaning back, her slim figure nearly eclipsed by a high-backed leather chair, talking — or rather barking — into an antique French telephone.

“I don’t care what Farida says. Von Richter is over.” She paused. “When Maison Laroche washed their hands of Klaus, so did the entire fashion world. Sorry, must go, darling. Ciao.”

She rang off and gestured them inside.

“Well, Holly,” Valery said in her brisk, cut-glass accent, “it seems you’ve landed us in hot water with your interview.”

“Yes.” It came out as a croak. She cleared her throat. “I apologize. I don’t know how it happened. I swear I didn’t include Alex’s off-the-record comments in the copy—”

“How it happened doesn’t matter,” Valery cut in, “only how you plan to deal with it.” She eyed Holly expectantly.

“Well, of course, Alex — er, Henry — Barrington is very upset,” Holly stammered. “One can hardly blame him. He’s threatened a lawsuit—”

“But he hasn’t filed one yet. Typically these things move very quickly, so that’s a good sign. In the meantime,” Valery said crisply, “you’re to write an official letter of apology to Mr Barrington on company letterhead. I’ll sign off on it. We’ll publish a retraction in next month’s issue. And, Sasha?”

Sasha looked up from the proofs she’d been surreptitiously editing. “Yes?”

“Keep a better eye on the copy that comes out of your department. That is, after all, your job.”

Sasha managed a tight smile. “Yes, of course, Valery. I apologize. And I apologize for Holly’s error, as well.” She cast Holly a scalding look.

“Leave us, please. I want to talk to Miss James alone.”

“Certainly.” With a glare that plainly said she hoped Valery was about to eat Holly for breakfast and spit her bones out on the onyx desk, Sasha stood and strode out of the glass-enclosed office. The doors closed silently behind her.

Valery crossed her legs and leaned back. “How is your article coming along? I understand you intend to profile a homeless girl.”

Oh, yes, that article…the one I haven’t even started on yet, Holly thought. “Well, I’m still trying to persuade the…er…subject, to — see my vision, as it were.”

“You mean she won’t do it.” Valery eyed her shrewdly.

“Yes,” Holly said, “I mean, no, she hasn’t agreed yet. But I’m sure she will.” If I ever see her again, that is…

Valery said nothing, but a tiny frown marred the perfection of her exquisitely groomed brows.

Holly bit her lip. “I’m doing some research until I can convince her. For the article I thought I’d shadow her. Hit the streets. Sleep on a bench. Eat from rubbish bins. That sort of thing,” she finished vaguely.

“I want Will Tennant to do the photography. He’s been pushing for a full bleed for the main fashion, of course, but I want to see what he does with your article first.”

Holly nodded. She knew a “full bleed” was an image spread across two pages and usually referred to the biggest fashion shoot in a magazine. “Will must be really good if you’re considering him for the main fashion shoot,” she added.

“He is. Like you, he shows a lot of promise.”

“I’ll speak to Matt,” Holly assured her. Matt Holland was BritTEEN’s art director and Will’s supervisor. She’d seen Will once or twice in the hallway; he always had a Nikon slung around his neck. The rumour mill said he was gay. Or possibly bisexual…

Valery leaned forward. “I do hope you follow through, Holly. I can’t abide someone who doesn’t finish what they start. And I don’t like to be disappointed.”

“No,” she agreed, and swallowed.

“Your article,” Valery said, “is exactly what I want to see more of in our pages. There might even be a promotion for you, if I like the finished product.” She toyed idly with a pen, her eyes not leaving Holly’s face. “You remind me of myself at your age. Bright, driven, keen…keep it up, and you have a promising future ahead of you.”

Holly blinked. A promotion would be the answer to her prayers. “Th-thank you,” she stammered. “I’m honoured to hear you say that—”

“Just don’t disappoint me.” Valery paused. “Sasha is an excellent editor, but she lacks your drive, your originality. I suspect she’s marking time here until she lands a rich husband.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. Sasha’s very…career oriented,” Holly said cautiously. “Fashion is her life, after all.”

“Well, unless she steps up her game,” Valery observed, “it won’t be her life for much longer. And who knows?” She eyed Holly speculatively. “If you prove your worth, one day, her position might become yours.”

Holly, rendered momentarily speechless by Valery’s words, blinked once again. “Oh…thank you,” she breathed. “Of course, I’m not remotely qualified, but I’m so honoured—”

“Don’t overdo it, Miss James,” Valery cut in. “And don’t let me down. Now go.” She returned her attention to the mock-ups, contact sheets, and Post-it notes blanketing her desk. She picked up a loupe and began to study one of the contact sheets.

“Th-thank you, Ms Beauchamp,” Holly stammered. “I’m really sorry about…um, the mix-up. And I won’t let you down.”

Valery did not spare her a glance. “Rest assured, Miss James, your future employment here is contingent upon two things. One, I don’t want to see a lawsuit from Mr Barrington cross my desk. And two, since I’m taking a chance on your article, I expect to see a draft soon. And I expect it to be nothing less than stellar.”

And with that, Holly was dismissed.


Chapter 18

Holly spent the rest of the morning drafting a letter of apology to Alex — after all, how did you write a letter of apology to a man you’d almost kissed? It was beyond awkward.

Dear Mr Barrington,

It was lovely to see you again. I’m so sorry about the vichyssoise incident; I do hope your phone dried out.

As for the unauthorized publication of your comments in BritTEEN, I can assure you, (1) our readers loved your interview (it got a huge number of Tweets, all saying you’re really fit) and (2) it wasn’t my fault. To be fair, I probably should have refrained from drinking that second vodka-and-grapefruit…

Five attempts later, Sasha carried the approved letter upstairs for Valery to sign.

“God, she’s in a vile mood,” Holly confided to Kate as she came back from the printer and flung herself down at her desk.

“Who?” Kate barely looked up as she finished entering the staff meeting notes on her laptop keyboard. “Sasha, or Valery?”

“Both. Sasha, in particular.”

“Maybe she broke up with her mystery boyfriend.” Kate yawned and stood up. “C’mon, let’s go downstairs. I could do with a KitKat.”

When they emerged from the corner shop ten minutes later, Holly and her Diet Coke collided with a man on his way in.

“Shit,” he exclaimed, and shook cola from his arm.

“Sorry,” Holly apologized.

“It’s okay, no harm done.” He glanced up at her and paused. “Wait. Aren’t you…Holly? The girl who’s doing the homeless article?”

She blinked. “That’s me. And you’re the new photographer. Will Tennant, right? Hello.” She extended her hand — the one that wasn’t clutching a foaming can of Diet Coke — and smiled.

He was tall and lanky, with light brown hair and a five o’clock shadow along his jaw. His grip was firm. “It looks like we’ll be working together.”

She nodded. “Valery’s really impressed with you.”

“I’m Kate,” Kate volunteered, and thrust her hand out. “I work with Holly.”

He smiled politely. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”

“I was just telling Hols that we’re meeting up at the pub downstairs after work Friday. You’re welcome to join us. It’s usually a laugh.”

Holly shot her a suspicious glance. She and Kate never went to the pub with their coworkers after work…mainly because they couldn’t stand most of their coworkers.

“Yeah, sure. That sounds great.”

Holly caught sight of Zoe on the corner. She was smoking a cigarette and talking to the skinny blonde girl with the pink stripe in her hair.

“Excuse me,” Holly said. “I see someone I know. Nice to meet you, Will.”

He followed her gaze and saw the pair of girls smoking. “Which one is the homeless girl?”

“Zoe’s the one with the black mohawk.”

“Mind if I tag along?” he asked. “I’d like to meet her, since we’ll all be working together soon.”

Holly hesitated. “I don’t know. She can be pretty — erm, intense.”

“At least introduce me. I like to get to know my subject a little beforehand. It helps me get better shots.” He raised his brow. “Better shots, better article…”

“Okay,” Holly sighed, “but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

As they approached Zoe threw her cigarette down and crushed it under her Doc Marten. After a nod to the blonde girl, she eyed them both with suspicion.

“Zoe,” Holly began, “this is Will. He’s a—”

“Friend of Holly’s,” he supplied, and studied the homeless girl. “How long have you been on the streets?”

“Long enough.” She regarded him with narrow eyes. “Why do you care?”

“Just curious, that’s all. You know, you can eat really well in London for free, if you know how.”

She snorted. “Right.”

“It’s true.” He pointed to a skip bin behind a small Indian grocery store. “Take that bin, there. It’s full of stuff, like unsold produce, most of it still edible — and free for the taking.”

He turned and disappeared into the alley.

Holly and Zoe followed. There was a dull metallic clang as Will threw back the lid on the garbage bin and climbed up to rummage around inside. In a matter of minutes he’d unearthed a packet of day-old Naan bread, two sticky-looking jars of curry sauce, and a couple of cucumbers.

“There you have it,” Will said as he jumped down, pleased with his haul. “Dinner.”

“Won’t you get in trouble for taking that stuff?” Zoe asked, still not convinced.

“You can’t steal trash,” Will pointed out. “I’m only reclaiming someone else’s garbage. Did you know that something like eighteen million tons of food get tossed in landfills every year? And most of it’s edible. That’s a lot of waste.”

“How’d you even know about stuff like that?”

“I know,” he said as he met her eyes, “because I was a runaway myself, once.”

“You?” Zoe scoffed. “I don’t believe it.”

“It’s true.”

“So, have you thought any more about what I said?” Holly asked Zoe. “Will you let me interview you?”

The girl’s scowl returned. “I don’t know…”

“We won’t publish your name,” Holly promised, “and Will can pixelate your photo, if you like—”

Zoe snorted. “I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means we can obscure your face,” Will explained. “Make it blurry, if that’s what you’re worried about.” His voice gentled. “No one will recognize you. I promise.”

“Please, just say you’ll do it,” Holly urged her. “We can take your story public, and make people more aware of the problem of homelessness—”

“People are already aware,” Zoe cut in. “They don’t give a monkey’s. Funding’s been cut for shelters; most can’t afford to stay open during the day any more. People step over us on the street like rubbish. The coppers wake us at all hours just to move us along. Believe me,” she finished, her words bitter, “there’s already plenty of awareness.”

“But if we don’t bring attention to the issue and put pressure on the local councils, nothing will ever change. This article could make a real difference,” Will pointed out. “Come on, let us hang out with you, just for a day or two.”

Holly nodded. “You can read the article before I turn it in. If you don’t like it, or you change your mind, I’ll toss it, and I won’t bother you again. You’ve got nothing to lose.”

Once again, Zoe hesitated, and Holly was certain she’d refuse. But, “All right,” she said grudgingly. “I’ll try it.”

“Thanks!” Holly exclaimed. “That’s all I ask.”

“I don’t want anyone to know it’s me,” Zoe said firmly.

“They won’t. You have my word.” Will held out his hand to Zoe once again, and this time she took it. “You’re doing an important thing,” he told her quietly. “You won’t be sorry.”

Zoe snorted and turned away. “I already am.”


Chapter 19

It was half past six when Holly let herself into the flat that evening. Kate was nowhere to be found. In fact, she realized suddenly, Kate hadn’t been around much at all of late. Must have a new guy…

Valery’s words echoed in her head as Holly kicked off her shoes.

I don’t want to see a lawsuit from Mr Barrington cross my desk.

Well, Holly reflected as she tossed her handbag on a chair, at least Alex hadn’t filed a suit yet. And the promised article about homeless teenagers was…not in the bag, exactly, but, thanks to Will, at least Zoe had agreed to cooperate.

She sorted through the mail — a bill from British Gas, a wedding invitation, and a fashion magazine — then set the lot aside and went into the kitchen to find the takeaway menus.

Someone rang the downstairs buzzer. Holly set the pile of menus aside and pressed the button. “Yes?” she said irritably.

There was a lengthy pause. “It’s Alex.”

She blinked, startled. Alex? “Oh. Come up,” she said, and pressed the button to let him in downstairs. Panicked, she rushed to the hall mirror and frantically fluffed out her hair, then grabbed a tube of Purr-fectly Pink lip tint from the hall table and slicked it on.

Why was he here? Was he still angry? He hadn’t sounded angry…

A moment later he knocked, and she took a deep, cleansing breath and opened the door. “Alex! I didn’t think I’d see you today. Or ever, for that matter.” Her eyes widened. “You’re not about to serve me with papers, are you?”

“No.” He cleared his throat. “I thought we might go out to dinner. We need to talk.”

She opened the door wider. “Okay. Come in.”

“How’s your foot doing?” he asked, and glanced at her bandaged ankle as Holly gestured him inside.

“Better, thanks.” Holly looked at her ankle ruefully. “It’s not the best fashion look, I know. Listen, Alex, I’m sorry about what happened,” she added in a rush. “You have to believe I’d never publish your off-the-record on purpose—”

“I know you wouldn’t.” He ploughed a hand through his hair. “Once I calmed down, I realized that. And it’s not as if my boss or any of my coworkers read BritTEEN. But if you didn’t do it, who did?”

“Oh, there’s no question,” Holly said as she went into the lounge to get her handbag. “It was my boss, Sasha. She detests me, and she’d love nothing better than to see me sacked.”

“But she must know that publishing my off-the-record comments would open BritTEEN up for a libel suit.” Alex followed Holly out of the flat and into the hallway. “So that makes me wonder — who else wants to see you sacked?”

She shrugged as she locked the door. “Who doesn’t? There’s more competition at BritTEEN than The X Factor. Mark despises me; so does Padma. And Kate would happily grind me under her L.K.Bennett pumps on her way up the magazine ladder.”

“Kate?”

“Kate Ashby, my flatmate. She’s very ambitious, although at the moment she does whatever needs doing that no one else wants to do. We both interviewed for my job.”

“But you got it.”

Holly nodded.

“Would Kate get your job if you got the sack?”

“Well…I hadn’t really thought about it, but, yes, I suppose she would.”

“So,” Alex observed as they emerged onto the street, “Kate has motive, means, and opportunity.”

Holly glanced at him in surprise. “You can’t mean to suggest that Kate would do something like this—? No, that’s crazy! We’re flatmates! We borrow each other’s shoes!”

He reached out to open the passenger door of the silver Audi A7 parked at the kerb — “Gorgeous car,” Holly murmured as she slid inside — and got behind the wheel.

“Think about it,” Alex remarked as he started the engine. “Kate’s got a motive — jealousy. You got the job she wanted. As for means — she’s your flatmate. So I’m assuming she has access to your laptop?”

Holly nodded slowly.

“There you go — opportunity. She could’ve easily gone into your laptop, opened up your file, and messed about with it at any time.”

“I suppose so,” she admitted, her expression troubled. “It makes sense, when you put it like that. But I can’t believe Kate could be so sneaky. Or so jealous!”

“Envy can do strange things to people.” He cast a sideways glance at her. “And you’re far too trusting.”

Holly rolled her eyes. “Now you sound like my dad.” She hesitated. “Did you get my letter of apology?”

He smiled. “I did.”

“Why are you smiling?”

“Because it was so unlike you,” he answered. “It was well written, professional, polished—”

“I’m professional and polished, when I need to be,” Holly said, indignant.

His eyes met hers. “You clean up very well, Ms James,” he murmured. “I’ll give you that.”

Holly felt her cheeks go warm. Was Alex Barrington actually flirting with her? “So, you read my letter. Does that mean you’ve forgiven me?” she asked, her voice unsteady.

“I have. Let’s consider the entire unfortunate episode forgotten, shall we?”

“Yes!” Holly let out a breath she didn’t even realize she’d been holding. “Now — where are we going for dinner?”

“Gordon Scots,” he said, and manoeuvred smoothly out into the steady flow of traffic. “It’s new, just opened last week. The reviews say it’s the best Scottish food in London.”

Holly cast him a doubtful glance. “Scottish? As in turnips, and cock-a-leekie soup, and—” she winced “—haggis?”

“Scottish,” Alex corrected her, “as in pan-roasted salmon with lemon caper sauce, and thick-cut Angus beef, and warm apple tart with Drambuie ice cream—”

“Okay,” Holly cut in quickly, “you’ve convinced me. It sounds amazing. Lead the way.”


Chapter 20

Scottish flags flanked the entrance to Gordon Scots. Ivy topiaries stood in tubs outside the periwinkle-blue front door; the interior consisted of navy and green Gordon plaid carpeting, with booths and tables and lots of mahogany and polished brass. The place was respectably busy for a Monday night.

“Welcome to Gordon Scots.” The hostess smiled at them warmly. “Is it just the two of you for dinner tonight?”

Alex nodded. “I have a reservation. Barrington.”

She scanned the reservations listing. “Ah, yes. Right this way, please, Mr Barrington.”

“So,” Holly ventured when they were seated, “this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing. You made reservations. You obviously planned to take me out to dinner tonight.”

“You really should be a barrister, Ms James. You have a keen mind. And you’d look much better than me in the wig.”

As they decided on their starters — a shared plate of prawns in whisky cream — a handsome young man in chef’s whites appeared at their table.

“Welcome to Gordon Scots,” he said with an engaging smile. “I’m Jamie Gordon, the owner. Is this your first visit to—?” He broke off, and surprise suffused his face. “Holly?”

“Jamie!” She thrust her chair back to hug him. “I had no idea this was your place! Congratulations.”

“Thanks. We just opened a couple of weeks ago.”

“It’s brilliant. I’m sure the food is, too. How’s Rhys?”

“Still running my life. He’s got a half-interest in the restaurant.” He grinned. “But Natalie keeps him in check. They’re getting married soon, you know.”

“I know! I got the invitation to the wedding today.”

Alex cleared his throat.

“Sorry,” Holly said guiltily. “Jamie, this is Alex Barrington. Alex, this is Jamie Gordon, my…” she frowned at Jamie “…my what, exactly? My almost half-brother-in-law?”

“Actually,” Jamie said as he shook Alex’s hand, “Holly doesn’t know this yet, but she and I aren’t related. It’s all a bit complicated.”

“Ah. Now I’m completely lost,” Alex murmured.

“So am I.” Holly turned to Jamie in confusion. “Rhys is our half-brother. So that makes us related. Doesn’t it?”

“It did. Until I found out that I was adopted when I was a toddler. I never knew until a couple of months ago.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. That must’ve been a bit of a shock,” Holly said in mingled dismay and sympathy.

He shrugged. “It was, at first. But Mam and Rhys never treated me like I was adopted. So I’ve been luckier than most, I reckon.”

“Am I to understand,” Alex interjected, frowning, “that this Rhys you’re referring to is Rhys Gordon, the same chap who saved Dashwood and James from closing its doors last year?”

“That’s him,” Jamie said, his voice tinged with pride. “He put up half the money for this place.” He cast a keen glance at Alex. “So…on a date, then, are you?”

“No,” Holly said quickly.

“Not exactly,” said Alex.

“Well, if it’s not a date,” Jamie persisted, “what is it, exactly?”

“We’re here to talk about work,” Holly said, blushing as she picked up the menu. “I interviewed Alex for the magazine recently. Tell me, Jamie,” she added, anxious to change the subject, “you’re the chef. What do you recommend?”

“The salmon, no question,” he answered straight away. “It was fresh-caught this morning.”

“I’ll have that.” Alex glanced at Holly. “Ms James? What would you like?”

“Make it two salmon,” she told Jamie. “Is there anything else we should know?” she asked as she handed over their menus.

“Only that it’s karaoke night. Can I expect to see you and Holly belt one out for us later, Alex?”

“I think not,” Alex said. “I’m not much of a singer.”

Jamie clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, it’s good to meet you, Alex. Let me start you off with a complimentary whisky. We’ve some amazing single malts.”

“Just water for me,” Holly said quickly. “Watching my calories, you know.”

Jamie nodded. “Right. Well, back to the kitchen for me. It was good to see you again, Holly.”

“You, too.” He left, and she turned to Alex. “I only met Jamie last year — the family all get together in Oxfordshire once a year — and I adored him straight away.”

“So I noticed. I’m sure most women do.”

Holly raised an eyebrow. “You’re not jealous, are you?”

“Of course not,” Alex said. “He’s nice enough. Bit young to be a chef de cuisine, though, isn’t he?”

“He’s older than he looks. It’s his baby face, I suppose,” Holly remarked, and, at Alex’s disgruntled expression, couldn’t resist adding, “coupled with his charm and his incredible good looks…” She stopped. “Oh, come on, Alex, don’t look like that. He’s family! Well, no, he’s not,” she amended. “Anyway, don’t be silly.”

Alex sighed. “Sorry. It’s just been a shit day.”

“Poor you,” Holly said in sympathy, and leaned forward. “What happened?”

Alex waited as the server lowered a plate of prawns sauced with whisky cream between them on the table and set a napkin and glass of whisky before him. He took a tentative sip. “Marcus Russo picked apart the financial portfolio I put together for him like it was a child’s knitting project.”

“He didn’t like it?”

“No. He wants a more immediate return on his investment, and he’s willing to take a big risk to get it. I advised against it. Then there’s Dominic.” He took another longish sip of the whisky. “This really is incredibly smooth.”

Holly speared a prawn. “But Dominic has loads of money! Between his concert tours and his ads for that men’s fragrance—”

“Dissolute.” Alex sighed. “Yes, he has enough money to keep himself in Bentleys and blow for years to come. But the fashion house that makes Dissolute just sacked its creator in the wake of some bad publicity. Dominic’s about to lose his contract — and a very lucrative one, I might add — as a result.”

“Oh. Well, that’s too bad. But he’s still got his music career — touring, albums, right?”

“You’d be surprised how much it costs to maintain a rock star’s lifestyle in today’s economy,” Alex said darkly. “There’s a fleet of cars — two Maseratis and a Lamborghini — not to mention his estates—”

“‘Estates’, as in more than one?” Holly echoed.

“Two, to be exact, one in Scotland for the express purpose of shooting grouse — he’s been there exactly once — and another in Ibiza. The expenses are a nightmare.”

“It must be nice to have so much money.”

Alex reached for his glass and realized with surprise that it was nearly empty. How had that happened? “Well, you didn’t exactly grow up on a council estate, did you?”

“No,” she admitted. “But I’m on my own now. And it’s really expensive, living in London.” She glanced at him. “Not for you, I suppose, with your wardrobe full of bespoke suits…”

“Yes,” he agreed. “I use fifty-quid notes to light my after-dinner cigars. Cohibas, of course.”

“And I’m sure you dine at an exclusive club every night—”

“I do. And I bathe in champagne afterwards. But only Krug, mind — Veuve Clicquot breaks me out in a rash.”

Holly giggled.

“Are you having financial difficulties, Ms James?”

“Let’s just say that BritTEEN doesn’t pay much, and so I’ve got to find a part-time job. As in, yesterday.”

He frowned. “Perhaps I can help. Commercial law firms are often hiring for the night shift. I know a divorce lawyer who works downstairs. I’ll have a word, see if she’s hiring.”

“Would you? I don’t have any legal experience—”

“You wouldn’t need it to answer phones and file paperwork.”

“Thanks, Alex. That’s really nice of you.”

Their dinners arrived, along with another whisky for Alex, compliments of Jamie. “I oughtn’t to have any more,” he said with regret as he eyed the glass and moved to push it aside. “I’m driving, after all.”

“Oh, one more won’t hurt. I can drive us home. Besides, you’ve worked really hard, dealing with Marcus and Dominic. You deserve to unwind.”

Alex opened his mouth to refuse. “What the hell?” he agreed. “Why not? The last two weeks really have been crap. And I do feel more relaxed, thanks to the Glenfiddich, or Glenlivet, or Glen-whatever-it-is…”

“You ought to relax a bit now and then, you know. Unbutton that perfectly tailored bespoke suit jacket and let loose.”

He raised his brow. “Are you saying I’m stuffy, Ms James?”

“Sometimes,” she agreed.

“I suppose I was a bit of a prat during your interview,” he admitted. “Speaking of which, I understand I had dozens of Tweets from teen girls — and more than a few boys — wanting a leg-over with the ‘hot money bloke.’” He took a bite of his salmon and another sip of whisky. “I must say, teenagers are far bolder these days than they ever were in mine.”

“I’m sorry,” Holly said, and bit back a smile. “How are you coping?”

“Reasonably well, I suppose. It’s all been quite a boost to my sexual self-esteem, as you can imagine.”

“Oh?” Holly said in mock sympathy. “And do you have problems in that area? I’m so sorry.”

He met Holly’s eyes. “I can honestly say, Ms James, that while I have no problems whatsoever in that area, nor have I ever—” he leaned forward, his gaze intent “—I welcome any and all therapy you might be willing to provide.”

Holly blushed right down to her toes.

Their dinners were delicious. They were nearly finished — and Alex had finished his whisky as well — when an attractive older woman took the microphone on the tiny stage-cum-dance floor and announced, “It’s karaoke time at Gordon Scots!”

Raucous hoots and clapping erupted from the patrons at the bar. A moment later, an overweight man in an ill-fitting suit took the stage and began to croon “I Will Always Love You” to much catcalling and friendly insults from his coworkers.

“Have you ever done that?” Alex enquired as he leaned forward. “Sung karaoke, I mean?”

Holly nodded. “Once I got trolleyed and sang ‘Highway to Hell’ with my best mate. We got pelted with cocktail olives.”

But Alex wasn’t listening. He let out a loud whistle as a girl in a tight red dress shimmied onto the tiny stage and launched into a drunken rendition of ‘Addicted to Love’. He glanced over at Holly quizzically. “Looks like fun. Would you like to give it a go, James? Attempt a duet?”

She stared at him. “Erm…no. You can’t be serious.”

“Actually,” he announced, “I am. I think I’ll do my world-famous rendition of ‘SexyBack’.” He glanced around with a frown. “But I really need a fedora to do it properly.”

“Alex,” Holly said cautiously, “I think maybe you’ve had enough of that whisky.”

But he didn’t listen. He stood and shrugged his expensive suit jacket off and tossed it on the back of his chair, where it promptly slid to the floor.

As Alex threaded his way through the crowd to the stage, several women at the bar ogled him and shouted out encouragement and sexy comments when he walked past to confer with the DJ.

“Ooh, bring it over here, love!”

“I’ll hold your microphone!”

Holly watched in mingled amusement and disbelief as Alex grabbed the microphone and took the stage, putting his all into singing ‘Sexyback’.

And the funny thing was, he was pretty good.

She was enjoying the show, until Alex began to unbutton his shirt…and loosened his tie…and flung them both off. He brandished his tie above his head, then turned his back and twitched his arse at the audience. The women went crazy.

But it wasn’t until he leaned forward to pull a woman up onto the stage with him that it all went horribly wrong. Suddenly Alex went plummeting forward, crashing onto a table set with half-finished plates of apple tart and caramel flan.

Holly stood up, horrified.

Jamie appeared, his face flushed from the heat of the kitchen…and anger. “You need to get him out of here, Holly.”

“This is all your fault, Jamie!” she snapped as she went over and knelt down to help Alex sit up amidst the broken crockery and destroyed Scottish food.

“What? And how do you figure that?”

“If you hadn’t kept those whiskies coming—”

“I was just making him feel welcome, that’s all,” Jamie snapped. “You’re supposed to sip whisky, not…guzzle it!”

Her frown deepened, along with her suspicions. “You didn’t do this on purpose, did you? Did you want Alex to get drunk and make a fool of himself?”

“No,” Jamie scoffed. “Why would I?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“Look, Holly,” he said evenly, “I have a kitchen to run. I don’t have time for this. I’m sorry if your boyfriend here can’t hold his whisky, but that’s his problem, not mine.”

“He isn’t my boyfriend.”

“Well, whatever he is, it looks like he’s not driving you home tonight. Shall I call a taxi?”

“No, his car’s out front. I just need a hand getting him there. I’ll drive us back to mine. Make him some coffee or something.”

“Just put him in a taxi and send him home. After all, you don’t know him very well—”

“We played together in my sandbox when we were kids,” Holly informed him. “Alex used to throw cat poo at me.”

Jamie snorted. “He’s a class act all the way, isn’t he?” At Holly’s glare, he lifted his hands up in surrender. “Okay, sorry. Let’s get Alex out of here and into his car, then, shall we?”
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Getting Alex up the stairs to Holly’s flat by herself proved to be a very tricky undertaking. But somehow, with a lot of grunting and gasping and ‘damn-it-you’re-heavy’s,’ she finally managed to deposit him onto the sofa in her lounge, where he lolled back against the cushions like a dishevelled — but still very sexy — rag doll. She sat down and began to untie his shoelaces.

“Going to bed, are we?” Alex slurred, and raised a brow wolfishly. Unfortunately, the effect was more comical than sexy, and Holly sighed.

“You’re going to bed. I’ll just get you a pillow and blanket.”

But as she stood up Alex reached out to grab her wrist.

“Come back here, you sexy minx,” he growled, and pulled her down on top of him.

“Alex,” she protested, laughing, “you’re drunk, and you’ve got caramel flan all over your chest—”

“And what’s wrong,” he murmured, “with caramel flan?” He kissed her, a deep, whisky-flavoured kiss that set her head spinning.

“Oh, Alex,” Holly breathed as she came up for air, “I’m getting drunk just kissing you! The fumes…”

“Shh.” He pulled her mouth back down on his.

“You know,” she murmured after a few more deliriously sticky-but-blissful minutes, “you really are the most incredible kisser…”

Unfortunately, she realized just then, Alex-the-most-incredible-kisser had passed out cold beneath her.

The pounding in Alex Barrington’s head the next morning was loud and insistent, and getting worse by the moment. Blearily he opened his eyes and stared up at an unfamiliar ceiling.

Memories from the evening before came rushing back like foam overflowing a bottle of champagne. Dinner at Gordon Scots…sharing prawns at the table with Holly… He smiled. His smile faded as he remembered singing ‘SexyBack’ on the tiny stage…taking off his shirt…crashing onto a table…and being wrestled into the back of a car by Holly and Jamie.

He blinked. Jamie? No, that couldn’t be right; he and Geordie boy hadn’t exactly hit it off.

He frowned and winced. Frowning had never actually hurt before. If he hadn’t driven Holly home last night, then where in fuck’s name was his car?

The pounding, Alex gradually realized through the whisky vapours still fogging his brain, was coming not only from his head, but from the other side of the flat’s door. He sat up and immediately wished he hadn’t. The inside of his mouth tasted as if he’d licked an ashtray. Several times.

“Coming,” he bleated, and stood and staggered to the door.

Upon opening the door, Alex realized two things: one, the man standing before him in the hallway, immaculately dressed in a bespoke suit, was Alastair James, Holly’s father; and two, unlike Alastair, he wore only boxers and black trouser socks, he reeked of whisky, and his chest was sticky with caramel flan.

“Henry?”

There was an awkward pause. “I know what you must be thinking, Mr James,” Alex began.

Alastair’s nostrils flared. “I doubt that.”

“It’s not what it looks like—”

“On the contrary, I’m quite sure that it is.”

“No, honestly, I slept on the sofa. We only snogged a bit before I…er, passed out.” Alex bit back a groan. Why the devil had he said that?

“Kindly tell Holly that I brought these—” Alastair held out a pair of hot-pink trainers at arm’s length, as though Alex were an unexpected pile of crap he didn’t want to step in “—on my way in to work. She left them over the weekend, and I thought perhaps she might need them.”

“Great, thanks, very nice of you to drop them off. I’ll make sure she gets them,” Alex mumbled as he took the shoes. He blinked. “Good God.” He suddenly realized it was Tuesday, not Saturday, and he was meant to be at work himself. He had a ten o’clock appointment with Marcus Russo.

He glanced at Alastair’s wristwatch in rising alarm. “Excuse me, but what’s the time?”

“Nine-fifteen.”

“Shit! Sorry,” Alex said hastily. “I’m late for work myself. Fantastic to see you again, thanks for the lovely dinner party, but I really must run.” And so saying, he slammed the door in Alastair’s face, threw the trainers aside, and tore around the flat in a frantic search for his missing trousers.

As he knelt down to have a look under Holly’s sofa he heard a sound behind him. “Holly,” he called out irritably over his shoulder, “it’s about time you got up. I’m hung over, the entire cast of Riverdance is clogging in unison inside my head, and I’m late for work. Have you seen my trousers?”

“No,” said a throaty, unfamiliar voice, “I haven’t. You and Holly must’ve had quite an evening.”

Abruptly Alex lifted his head, banging it on the coffee table in the process, and staggered to his feet. A slim young woman, her hair an improbable shade of red, smiled at him from the kitchen doorway, a pot of yoghurt and a spoon in her hand. Alex grabbed his suit jacket from the cushions and brandished it like a shield before him.

“Who are you?” he managed to croak in alarm.

She licked the spoon and thrust it back into the cup. “Kate,” she answered, “Holly’s flatmate. You must be Henry.” She set the emptied yoghurt container aside and studied him quizzically. “Funny thing, though…you don’t look much like a Henry.”

“It’s not what it looks like,” Alex muttered for the second time that day, and began flipping the sofa cushions over in a frantic search for his wayward clothes. “I had a bit too much to drink last night, and I must’ve passed out on the sofa. Now I’m late for work and I can’t find my bloody trousers.”

“Well,” Kate said, “let’s just have a good old look round, shall we? Never let it be said that I came between a man and his trousers.”

“Holly,” Sasha informed her that afternoon, “I need you to take these samples back to the PR reps straight away.”

So saying, she dumped an armload of Agnès b and Ben de Lisi sample clothing unceremoniously on Holly’s already crowded desk.

“But that’s Jane’s job!” Holly protested.

”She’s covering the Henry Holland show. So I need you to do it instead. Now.” Her mobile rang. She levelled Holly with her infamous icy glare and stalked away to answer it.

Holly shoved the pile of clothing aside and gathered up the stacks of file folders she’d been attempting to sort into some kind of order. “Kate, will you be able to file this lot for me?”

“Can’t.” Kate, who’d come in late and had yet to catch up, barely looked up from the stack of lunch orders she’d been about to call in. “I’m busy.”

“What a coincidence! So am I,” Holly shot back. She plopped the files smack in the middle of Kate’s already overcrowded desk. “Think of Nike and just do it, okay?”

Kate threw her pen down. “Look, I’m not your bloody PA. Zara’s my boss—”

“But Zara’s not here,” Holly snapped. “She’s at the Henry Holland show. So I need you to do a bit of filing in the meantime. If you take issue, feel free to talk to Sasha.”

They had a glare-down. Holly won.

Her mobile rang. It was Frank, the security guard downstairs at Reception. “Hey, Frank, what’s up?”

“You have a visitor, love.”

Her heart did a little kick-step. Alex? Although she was still a trifle annoyed with him for getting so trashed at the restaurant last night, it wasn’t his fault. Jamie Gordon was completely to blame. Alex had been still passed out on the sofa when she’d left this morning, with one black-socked foot thrust out from the covers, and a slight smile on his face.

He’d looked adorable.

“Send him up, Frank.”

“I can’t,” he said. “She’s not on the list.”

Her. So it wasn’t Alex.

“She says she knows you,” he added doubtfully. “She won’t give her name, though.”

“What does she look like?” Holly asked with dawning — and hopeful — suspicion. “Is she skinny, dark hair in a sort of mohawk, wearing lots of safety pins and a permanent scowl?”

“That’s ’er, exactly.”

“Don’t let her go anywhere,” Holly breathed. “Tackle her if she tries to leave. I’ll be right down.”

When she arrived downstairs five minutes later, the lobby was empty. “Frank, where is she?” Holly demanded breathlessly.

He looked up, phone receiver attached to his ear, and nodded at the revolving doors with an apologetic shrug.

Holly raced across the lobby. “Zoe! Zoe, wait!”

Zoe, who was just about to cross Shaftesbury Avenue, paused. She waited as Holly came awkwardly down the stairs — damn this stupid ankle! — and arrived, breathless, before her.

“Why didn’t you wait?” Holly demanded. “I came downstairs as soon as I could. Did you decide? Can I interview you?”

“Yeah, okay.” Her words were grudging. “You and Will can follow me, but only for a day or two. I have final say on what you write, and Will has to promise to pixie-pix—”

“Pixelate,” Holly supplied.

“—pixelate my photo.”

“Okay, yeah, sure,” Holly agreed, and tried to suppress her excitement at the news. “You’ll need to sign a release form. Can you come upstairs and sign it now?”

An expression of uncertainty flickered briefly across Zoe’s face, quickly replaced by her customary scowl. “All right.”

“How do you like Will?” Holly asked as they rode the lift to the thirty-seventh floor.

She shrugged. “Dunno. He’s all right.”

“He’s a really good photographer. He could be the next Steven Meisel.”

“Who?”

Holly sighed. “Never mind.”

The doors slid silently open. She led the way through the glass doors, past Reception and into the chaos of BritTEEN’s offices. Zoe, her expression guarded, followed close behind.

No one cast more than a cursory glance her way; after all, a girl sporting Doc Martens, safety pins, a scowl and sticky-up black hair was nothing unusual in the BritTEEN offices.

“Must be cool to work here,” Zoe said grudgingly. Her eyes followed a rail of crayon-coloured dresses being wheeled past by an intern.

Holly shrugged and led Zoe to her cubicle. “It has its moments.” She jerked open a couple of drawers until she found the release forms and handed one, along with a pen, to the girl. “It’s standard stuff, gives me permission to interview you.”

Zoe looked it over. “What do I put for a phone?” she asked. “And an address…seeing as I don’t have one?”

Holly took the form and scribbled in her own number and address. “We’ll use mine. I’m your contact person, anyway.”

Zoe filled in her particulars, and under “Restrictions” she wrote “BLUR MY PHOTO,” underlined it three times, and signed her name.

“Holly, did you take those samples back yet?” Sasha demanded as she strode by.

“Er…no. Just on my way, though.” Holly laid the form aside and grabbed the pile of sample clothes from her desktop. She thrust half of them into Zoe’s arms. “Help me take these back, and I’ll see about getting you a job here.”

Zoe looked at her with mingled suspicion and hope. “A job? Really?”

“It won’t pay much at first,” Holly warned, “but if you work very hard and prove you can do the job, it’ll help you get in the door, if this—” she swept her arm out to encompass the brightly lit BritTEEN offices “—is what you really want.”

“Yes,” Zoe said, her voice low but intense. “It’s exactly what I want.”

With a job — even one that didn’t pay much — she could get off the street and rent a room somewhere. She could get herself a proper haircut, maybe dye it red, or blonde.

She’d do whatever it took to keep Erik off her trail.
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Sasha glanced up as the two girls went out of the office. Her eyes narrowed. Those sample clothes had to be returned this afternoon, no excuses. She strode over to Holly’s cubicle to check, and saw to her satisfaction that the desk was bare; the clothes were gone. She paused as she saw a form lying in the middle of Holly’s desk. Curious, she picked it up.

It was a standard interview release form. Sasha frowned. The form gave Holly permission to interview Zoe Jones. Zoe must be the homeless teen. Under “Restrictions” the girl had written “BLUR MY PHOTO” and had underlined it three times.

“Kate,” Sasha called out idly as she studied the form, “what do you know about the girl who was just here with Holly?”

Kate dropped a folder into the file cabinet and shut the door. “Not much. Her name’s Zoe.” She sniffed dismissively. “Evidently no one’s told her that it’s not 1975 any more, or that the Sex Pistols have broken up.” She picked up another folder. “Holly said she’d see about getting her a job here.”

Sasha frowned. “What? She said that? She’s got a cheek.”

Kate nodded and yanked open another filing drawer. “And then she dumped all this bloody filing on me.”

“Sasha Davis?”

Sasha glanced up to see the new staff photographer, Will somebody-or-other, standing in front of her. He wore jeans and a plain black T-shirt. He could do with a shave, she noted critically. Although upon closer inspection, the stubble shadowing his jaw was rather sexy…

“Yes?”

“I’m doing the photos for Holly’s homeless article. Will Tennant.” He held out his hand.

Wordlessly she took it. His grip, like his gaze, was confident and direct. “I’m very busy, Mr Tennant.”

“So am I.” He regarded her levelly. “But we both need to eat, and it’s nearly lunchtime. I wondered if you’d like to join me and grab a sandwich somewhere.”

“I really can’t spare a minute. I’ve a lot to be doing—”

He raised his brow. “And it’ll be waiting here when you come back. We can talk about work while we eat, if it makes you feel any better.” He smiled. “But I’d rather talk about you.”

Sasha eyed him. “You’re American, aren’t you?”

“New York City, Red Hook, Brooklyn. So…are you in?”

God, but he was confident. How dared he just walk in here like he owned the place, like he owned her…

“All right,” Sasha said after a moment, “let’s go. But I absolutely have to be back in forty-five minutes.”

“Then let’s not waste any more time talking.”

And with that, he took her by the arm, and to lunch.

“Thank God, the lunch rush is over.”

So saying, Marcus Russo flung a tea towel across his shoulder and sat down across the table from Alex. “Did you order yet? Try the mussels—they’re fresh and very, very good. It’s on the house.”

Alex nodded and placed a folder on the table. “Thank you. I’ve brought along your updated investment portfolio, Mr Russo; all you need do is sign your approval—”

Marcus took up the folder. “Yeah, sure. You know,” he remarked as he flipped through the pages, “we check every mussel to be sure it’s alive. Some places don’t. Have you ever had a bad bivalve? I have, and it’s not an experience I’d care to repeat. I had loose bowels and nausea for a week.” He signed off his approval and held the folder out.

Alex took it and cleared his throat. “Perhaps I’ll have a salad instead.”

Marcus let out a gusty laugh. “Don’t worry, you won’t get food poisoning at Brasserie Russo.” His face darkened. “Of course, I can’t say the same for that place round the corner.”

“You mean Gordon Scots?” Alex asked, startled.

“I’ve heard things,” Russo said mysteriously. “That little twit — what’s his name, Jamie Gordon? — he’s too young to know how to run a restaurant properly.”

“I had dinner there last night. It was quite good, actually.” With the exception of my massive whisky-induced hangover, Alex amended silently.

“Forget I said anything.” Marcus waved his hand in dismissal. “I’m sure the food at Gordon Scots is fine. Just rumours, anyway.” He flagged down a waiter and ordered two portions of steamed mussels and frites.

Five minutes later their mussels arrived, accompanied by sliced lemons and garlic butter.

“My wife and I are separated.” Marcus loosened the meat from one of the blue-black shells, doused it with hot sauce, and popped it in his mouth. “The fact that I’m never home doesn’t help. I don’t blame her for leaving, really.” He frowned. “But she shouldn’t have taken Poppy. Our daughter,” he added.

Alex was spared a reply by the ringing of Marcus’s mobile.

“Speak of the devil, it’s Bethany.” Marcus put the phone to his ear. “Hello, what’s up?” He listened for a moment, then frowned. “What do you mean, when am I bringing Poppy round to visit? She’s with you.”

Alex laid his napkin aside. “Back to work,” he murmured, and pointed at his wristwatch. “Thanks for lunch.”

Marcus waved him impatiently back into his seat. “You thought she was with me? Bethany, you took Poppy with you when you left!” He paused to listen, and anger suffused his face. “Do you mean she left your house three bloody weeks ago and you didn’t bother to tell me? No, of course she’s not with me!”

Marcus was shouting. Good thing the restaurant was nearly empty this late in the afternoon, Alex reflected uncomfortably. He’d never seen the chef so angry — and that was saying a lot.

“I can’t waste time talking. I have to find her,” Marcus snapped. “And when I do, I’m suing you for custody. You’re an unfit bloody mother!”

He slammed the phone down on the table and glared at Alex. “Mr Barrington, I need the name of the best divorce solicitor you can recommend. And I need it now.”

Half the way through lunch with Will at Pret, Sasha’s mobile rang. She glanced down. “I have to take this. Sorry.”

“No problem.”

She pushed her chair back and threaded her way through the crowded restaurant. “Hello! Yes, I know you want to come home. I’d love that. But we’ve talked about this before, and it’s just not possible right now… I promise you, I’ll be there in a few more hours—” she paused, listening. “No, I can’t come just now, I… Oh, please, don’t say that!” Sasha’s voice caught. “Darling, only try and understand—”

As a flood of shouted invective filled her ear, Sasha held the mobile away with a weary expression. After a moment, a calmer voice came on and said apologetically, “She’s having a bit of an episode, Miss Davis.”

“Yes, I understand. It’s all right. Yes. I’ll come and see her tonight. Make sure she knows that.”

Sasha rang off and let out a shaky breath. If she rearranged this afternoon’s meeting with Matt until tomorrow morning, and if she stayed a bit late to finish the monthly budget projections spreadsheet, she should be able to leave by six-thirty, seven at the latest, before visiting hours were over—

“There you are,” Will said as she returned to the table and resumed her seat. “Is everything all right? You look upset.”

“Everything’s fine. But I need to get back to the office.” She began to gather up her half-eaten chicken salad ciabatta and untouched packet of crisps. This, she thought grimly, is when Will begins to get annoyed with me. He won’t understand now, and he sure as hell won’t understand later. They never do.

“No problem.” He stood and waited as she hoisted her handbag strap over her shoulder. “I need to get back, too.”

Sasha looked at him warily. “You don’t mind? I’ve just cut our lunch short—”

“If fifteen minutes is all you can spare, I’ll take it. You’re busy. I get that.” He raised his brow. “Honestly, though — having lunch with me — it wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“No,” she admitted, “it wasn’t.”

With an easy smile, he took her arm, and they walked together, back to work.

“Sasha,” Holly said bravely as she stood before her boss’s desk late that afternoon, “I’ve arranged the interview with Zoe.”

Sasha didn’t look up from her laptop screen. “Budget projection spreadsheets are such a bloody pain,” she muttered. “Good, Holly, fine.”

Holly cleared her throat. “The thing is — I’ll need tomorrow off, and Thursday as well. I’m shadowing Zoe. We’re sleeping on the streets tonight, and then in a night shelter tomorrow, so I can write about it all firsthand.”

“Is the release form signed?” Sasha asked, even though she knew full well that it was.

Holly nodded and handed the form over.

“Good. Get the draft on my desk by Monday morning,” Sasha added. “Valery’s very keen to read it.”

“No problem,” Holly said. “I’ll work on it this weekend.”

“Good job,” Sasha said. “Tie up any loose ends before you leave today. Kate can cover your duties in your absence. I’ll see you on Friday morning, then.”

“Bright and early,” Holly promised.

She made it halfway to the door when her boss’s mobile rang. Sasha snatched it up.

“Hello? Oh. Yes, Mrs Ames. I’ll be over this evening… What? She’s — oh, my God.” The blood drained from Sasha’s face. “No, of course I’ll come at once! I know there’s nothing I can do, but at least I can be there—”

She was silent for a few minutes, listening. “Very well,” she said, her words unsteady. “If you think it best, I’ll… I’ll stay away.” Her voice broke. “Thank you for calling.”

And to Holly’s shock, Sasha laid her mobile aside and began to cry.

It wasn’t just teary-eyes-and-a-bit-of-sniffling, either; this was sobbing, hiccupping, runny-nose, full-on crying.

“Sasha?” she said uncertainly, unsure how to proceed. “Are you all right? Is — is there anything I can do?”

Sasha sucked in a deep breath and groped for the tissue box. “No,” she choked out, “there’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing anyone can do.” She yanked a tissue free.

“Can I get you something? A glass of water—?”

“My sister’s just tried to kill herself,” Sasha mumbled, “again. And this time—” she blew her nose “—this time, she nearly succeeded.”
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“Oh, Sasha… I’m so sorry,” Holly murmured, stricken. “Is she — will she be all right?”

“Yes. This time,” Sasha said bitterly, and blew her nose.

“Has she done this before, then? Tried to kill herself, I mean?”

“Once, right after—” She broke off. “Oh, never mind, I’ve said too much as it is. Please, just go away.”

Holly ignored her and sat down, her face etched with concern. “If you want to talk about it, I’m listening. Sometimes talking really helps.”

“Amanda is bipolar,” she said after a moment. “She’s fine as long as she’s on her medications. But sometimes she quits taking them. She decides she doesn’t need them, so she hides them, or flushes them down the loo. Then the behaviour problems begin.”

“Is she in care?”

“Yes.”

Holly bit her lip. “Has she always been in care?”

“No. My mum was an alcoholic,” Sasha said, and stared down at the tissue in her hand. “My dad did a runner when I was a baby. So I took care of us, because Mum couldn’t. Not properly, anyway. I made our lunches and got Mandy fed and dressed and off to school every morning.”

“Where was your mum at?”

“Passed out on the sofa, usually, or lying across her bed.”

“That must’ve been hard,” Holly murmured. “Was she always like that?”

Sasha dabbed at her eyes with the tissue and shook her head. “Not always. But by the time I was ten, I was used to making dinner and doing the laundry and the weekly grocery shop, because there was no one else to do it. Mum stayed drunk. Mostly, she went out and didn’t come home until late.”

Sasha didn’t add that the nights her mother stayed home were the worst; she didn’t tell Holly about the men who sometimes came over, how she and her sister lay in bed with their door locked, Mandy asleep while Sasha listened, wide-eyed, to the grunts and moans that came from Mum’s room.

She didn’t tell Holly any of that, because someone like Holly James — who’d grown up wealthy, pampered, loved — would never understand.

“I’ve work to be doing,” Sasha said abruptly. “I’m sure you do, as well.”

Holly stood, but hesitated. “Yes, I do. Sasha—”

“Don’t you dare to tell anyone about this, Holly, especially not Valery.” She leaned forward, a hard gleam in her eye. “Or I’ll hang you up by your toes and run you out of BritTEEN on a rail…a clothing rail. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes,” Holly stammered, and swallowed. “Completely.”

“Good. Now go.”

Holly nodded and returned to her cubicle, dazed. Poor Sasha…not only was she coping with a mentally ill sister, she was paying for a part-time minder for the girl as well, and juggling her work schedule so she could slip away to visit…

And all of it without Valery’s knowledge.

No wonder she’d been so stressed and snappish.

Sasha’s personal calls, the ones she and Kate had thought were from a new man, had been from her sister, Amanda.

As she set about returning calls and filing the stack of release forms and folders before she left, she remembered Sasha’s warning.

“Don’t you dare to tell anyone about this, Holly, especially not Valery. Or I’ll hang you up by your toes and run you out of BritTEEN on a rail…a clothing rail.”

Her desk phone rang. “Holly James, BritTEEN.”

“Holly, it’s official. I’ve just filed the nomination paperwork to stand for the next election.”

“Oh, Alex — that’s wonderful! Congratulations. So you’re really doing it, then.”

“Yes. You’re speaking to a potential member of the House of Commons. Oh, and I got you a job in the law firm downstairs, two nights a week — Reception, eight to midnight. Interested?”

She squealed. “Seriously? Yes! When do I start?”

“Next week. Let’s go out tonight and celebrate.”

“Oh, I’d love to, Alex…but I can’t. I’m sleeping on the streets tonight.”

“I’d forgotten.” He paused. “You know, that’s not normally what a chap wants to hear when his girlfriend declines a date.”

She laughed. “No, I suppose not.” Oh, my God — did he just call me his girlfriend?

“I didn’t mention it earlier,” he added, “but I believe I got a tiny bit drunk last night.”

She leaned back in her chair. “A tiny bit drunk? That’s like saying the Titanic sprung a tiny leak.”

“I don’t remember much after you and Jamie wrestled me into the car,” Alex admitted. “I have a vague recollection of singing ‘Red Red Wine’ as we went up the stairs, and then it all goes blank. Which is probably a good thing.”

“You passed out on the sofa. You surrendered your trousers easily enough, but insisted on keeping your socks on.”

“I see.” He cleared his throat. “Did you hang my trousers on the shower rail…or did I? And if I did, why did I?”

“You fell off the stage — after a rousing striptease to ‘SexyBack’ — and then you nosedived into a table. You were covered in caramel flan. So I washed your shirt and trousers in the bathroom sink as best I could and hung them up to dry.”

He let out a long, slow breath and said contritely, “I’m sorry, Holly. I don’t know what got into me. Well, yes, I do — approximately half a fifth of Scotch whisky. I’m not, as I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, much of a drinker.”

“Were you hung over?”

“Surprisingly, yes.” He paused. “Look, why don’t you come to mine on Friday, and I’ll make dinner. No whisky involved.”

“Dinner?” she said sceptically. “Do you cook?”

He paused. “Not really. But I can manage some steaks, or omelettes. I’m good at those.”

“I don’t normally eat red meat. And I shouldn’t eat eggs, either.”

“But you had eggs at your parents’ house,” he pointed out. “Quite a lot of them, actually,” he added.

She sighed. “I know. I’m not a very good vegetarian. But I’m not supposed to eat eggs, or red meat. Listen, I have a better idea. Are you free on Sunday evening?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you come to my place instead? I’ll get rid of Kate, and I’ll cook you dinner.”

“I didn’t think you cooked, either.”

“I’m an excellent cook,” she assured him. She lowered her voice and added, “And afterwards, perhaps we can start working on that therapy we discussed.”

“Why, Ms James,” he murmured, “I think that’s an excellent idea. Will you wear a nurse’s uniform, and one of those little white caps?”

“Of course,” Holly said primly. “I can’t administer proper therapy otherwise, can I?”

And so it was arranged. Alex would arrive on her doorstep at seven p.m. on Sunday, and Holly would have a lovely dinner for two waiting on the table.

However, there was one tiny problem. She couldn’t cook. She lived on a diet of salad, Shreddies, and macaroni cheese. Holly groaned. What the hell had she just done?

Suddenly she had the answer. Jamie! Jamie was a chef, after all. She’d ask him to come over on his day off and whip up a couple of quick dishes, reheat them before Alex arrived, and pass them off as hers. It was simple but brilliant.

She leaned forward to Google the number for Gordon Scots and called straight away.

The hostess answered and, after a lengthy pause, Jamie came on the line. “Holly?” he said, breathless. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

She blinked. “Of course I’m all right. Why do you ask?”

“I thought something was wrong.”

“No.” She paused. “I only wanted to ask you a favour.”

“A favour,” he repeated. “Holly, I’ve just started the dinner service. You never call a chef in the middle of a service,” he added shortly, “unless someone’s dying. Or dead.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

“No, you didn’t. It’s in the bloody reach-in!” he shouted an aside to someone. “Holly, I’m busy. What is it you want?”

Quickly — she had to go to meet Zoe in a few minutes — she outlined her dinner plan to him, then bit her lip and waited.

“So,” he said evenly when she finished, “you want me to come over on my day off, cook a romantic dinner for two, then leave so you can pretend you did it all yourself, and impress your boyfriend Alex. Is that the gist of it?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I have two problems with your plan, Holly. No, three, actually. One — Alex isn’t stupid. He’ll know you didn’t do it. Two — you should learn to cook for yourself, not for some toffee-nosed prat who won’t appreciate it.”

“And three?” she said coldly.

“Three — Sunday’s my only day off! Why should I spend it cooking…and for Alex Barrington, of all bloody people?”

“It’s not for Alex,” she said. “It’s for me.”

There was silence on Jamie’s end, except for the crash of pans in the background, shouts of “order up for table six,” and the sudden roar of the broiler’s flames.

“All right,” he said finally. “I’ll do it — for you. I’ll get the ingredients and come by on Sunday morning. But you’re cooking everything, Holly, from appetizer to dessert. Got it?”

“Got it,” she agreed meekly, and her heart soared. “Thanks, Jamie, you’re a star—”

But he’d already slammed the phone down.


Chapter 24

Holly and Will met Zoe that evening at the Starbucks on Wardour Street. Sharon came along as well.

The walk from Piccadilly Circus underground to Starbucks was less than a quarter of a mile, but already Holly’s rucksack felt heavier than it had when she’d set out. She hitched the strap higher on her shoulder.

“Blimey — what you got in there?” Zoe asked.

“Not much.” Holly shrugged. “Some jeans, a couple of T-shirts, a toothbrush, shampoo, some make-up, a magazine—”

Zoe snorted. “Are you mental? You’re sleeping rough tonight, not doing a spa weekend at Claridge's.”

“Sorry,” Holly said, defensively, “but this is new to me.”

“Where do you usually sleep?” Will asked Zoe.

“Depends,” she replied, and began walking. “If it’s cold, or raining, I go to a hostel or a drop-in centre. I have a few mates who let me stay at theirs sometimes, on the sofa or the floor. I never stay long, though.”

“Yeah, you don’t want to overstay your welcome,” Sharon agreed.

“Is anyone hungry?” Holly dug in her rucksack and withdrew a couple of chocolate bars.

“Bloody hell.” Zoe came to a stop and glared at her. “Look, if you want to do this, you have to do it without all that stuff.”

Chastened, Holly returned the bars to her rucksack. “You’re right. Sorry.” Like Alex, she seemed to do nothing but apologize of late. The pavements were busy, crowded with couples on their way to restaurants or the theatre, talking into mobiles or clutching cups from Costa or Starbucks. No one paid them any mind.

“My feet hurt,” Holly complained a few minutes later, when they arrived at one of the benches across from the BritTEEN office building. “Can we stop for a minute?”

“We’ve barely started,” Zoe said, disgusted.

“Sorry.” She lowered her rucksack to the pavement and glanced down at Zoe’s boots. “How do you walk all day in those DMs?”

“Doesn’t bother me,” Zoe said, and pulled out a sleek black mobile and began checking texts.

“Nice phone,” Will observed. “Is it yours?”

“Course it’s mine,” she lied. “I didn’t nick it, if that’s what you’re asking. My dad bought it for me.”

He reshouldered his duffel. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, and had a jacket tied at his waist. The ever-present Nikon hung around his neck. He regarded the three of them expectantly. “Are you up for some bin raiding, ladies?”

Holly nodded. “Sure!”

Despite her bravado, Holly felt a twinge of uneasiness as the light faded, and she stayed close to the others. She couldn’t imagine being alone on these streets. After all, she had Will and Zoe and Sharon to keep her company. Suppose she were on her own? How would she cope? Where would she go? It was a frightening prospect.

“What about night shelters?” Holly asked Zoe as they headed off in search of likely skip bins. “Can’t we go to one of those?”

“I told you, there’s a queue to get in. And there aren’t so many any more. I can’t stay in a shelter, anyway. I’m too young.”

“Too young?” Holly echoed, confused. “Surely a shelter doesn’t turn someone away because they’re too young?”

“Rules,” Zoe said, and shrugged. “If the council decides you’re ‘intentionally homeless’ — if you weren’t forced to leave because of abuse, or thrown out, or you’re not mentally ill — then you’ve chosen the streets, and you’re not a priority need.”

“But no one chooses to be homeless!” Holly said, appalled. “That’s ridiculous.”

“They hand you a home-finding packet and send you on your way,” Sharon said. “That’s what I got after my gran died and I went to the council for help. I was sixteen. I got evicted from gran’s flat, and the council said I couldn’t stay on.”

“Why not?” Holly demanded.

“They said I had a home, and told me to go back there.” Sharon snorted at the notion. “Yeah, back to my dad, who’d beat me as soon as look at me.” She shrugged. “That’s why I left in the first place, to get away…and to help gran. I did the weekly shop for her, and the cleaning.” Her expression softened. “She was that good, my gran. I miss her.”

“How long have you been on the streets?”

“Nearly three months.” She pointed to an alley up ahead. “There’s a squat over there. No one’s using it.”

They followed Sharon down the alley, skirting piles of rubbish and a couple of discarded tyres as they made their way towards a row of rubbish bins behind a cash-and-carry store.

“First things first,” Will said to the girls over his shoulder. “Let’s find dinner.” He pulled on a pair of gloves and lifted one of the bin lids, then took out a Maglite from his duffel and flashed it around inside.

“The big stores keep their bins locked,” Zoe explained to Holly. “The smaller ones don’t, usually.”

After a couple of minutes, Will unearthed some fruit and out-of-date crisps and several plastic bottles of water. They took their haul and went to find a place to sit.

On a grass verge behind an empty car park, they settled down to share their dinner. It all tasted surprisingly good.

“How do you know so much about skip-diving, anyway?” Holly asked him as she took a swig of lukewarm bottled water. She pulled her sweater closer. With the sun down, the wind cut right through her. “You said you ran away.”

“When I was fourteen,” he said. “New York, London — when you live on the streets, it doesn’t matter where — it’s all the same. You do what you have to do to survive.”

Zoe stood up abruptly. “We’d best blag that squat before someone else does. We can’t stay here. Besides,” she added as she pulled up her hoodie, “it’s getting cold.”

They went to the squat, located in an out-of-business tyre store, and got in through a back window. Discarded pop-bottle tops and bits of tinfoil with candle stubs littered the floor.

Will took out a lighter and lit a couple of the candles. “It must’ve been quite a party.” At Holly’s enquiring glance, he added, “Heroin.”

Her eyes widened.

“It’s not the Savoy,” Sha observed, “but it’ll do.”

“Beats the street.” Zoe lowered her rucksack. “You can’t sleep anywhere in central London these days. The coppers won’t let you.”

“Do you mean they run rough sleepers off?” Holly asked.

“Yeah, they do,” Sharon said. “And they use water cannons and hose down your spot, so you can’t stay.”

Zoe reached in her rucksack and withdrew a blanket and tossed it to Holly. “Here, you’ll want this.”

“Thanks, but…what about you?” Holly asked.

She indicated the bedroll attached to the bottom of her rucksack, then turned away and knelt down to unroll it. “I’ll crash here. I’m knackered.” As if to illustrate her point, she yawned. A short time later, her breathing grew slow and even.

“I’m done for, too.” Sharon took out her sleeping roll and lay down next to Zoe; in minutes she, too, was asleep.

Shadows danced on the walls as Will and Holly began, haltingly, to talk.

“Where are you from, Will?” Holly asked him as she wrapped herself in the blanket and sat — gingerly — on the floor.

“New York… South Brooklyn.” He sat next to her and stretched out his legs. “Red Hook, to be exact — known back in the nineties as the ‘crack capital of the America’.”

“Wow. That’s a tough neighborhood.”

He smiled slightly. “It’s a long way from Park Avenue.”

”How’d you get into photography? Did you always know you wanted to take photos?”

“My uncle gave me his old Leica when I was twelve. He taught me the basics. I took that camera with me pretty much everywhere. So yeah, taking photos is a passion of mine.” He glanced at her quizzically. “What about you? Did you always want to write?”

She nodded. “I used to make up stories and pass them to my friends in geometry. Mr Baxter nearly caught me, once.” She leaned back against the wall. “What do you think of Zoe? Bit of a hardass, isn’t she?”

“That’s putting it mildly,” he agreed. “She’s like a hedgehog, all prickles and bravado and big, scary boots. But under all the attitude, she’s basically just a scared kid.”

“I used to see her every morning on my way in to work. One day I brought her a coffee and a muffin. She looked at me as if I was mental. But eventually we talked, and… I don’t know. I wanted to learn her story. Maybe help her, if I could.”

Will leaned forward, his expression serious in the flicker of light from the bits of candle. “You’re a good person, Holly,” he said. “You care. Most people don’t.”

“I don’t know if I’m good, or just stupid.” Holly sighed and added, “You know, Will, Zoe likes you. You’re good with her. You…get her.”

“I like her too. She’s a great kid.” He looked as if he might say more, but instead he fell silent.

Zoe stirred, and Holly glanced over at her. “Zoe?” she called out softly. She hoped the girl hadn’t heard what Will said. She suspected Zoe had a crush on him; she’d seen the glances of longing she cast his way whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. But there was no answer; Zoe was asleep.

“So, how’s your love life, Miss James?” Will ventured, apropos of nothing. “Any boyfriends?”

Holly glanced at him and raised her brow. “According to the office rumours, I could ask you the same question.”

“What? If I have any boyfriends?”

She nodded cautiously, and he laughed.

“Well, you can squash the gay rumours,” he replied. “No boyfriends. No girlfriends, either,” he added, and grinned. “No one.” His smile faded. “Not yet, anyway.”

“I’m seeing someone,” Holly told him, “but he got drunk on our first date and did a striptease in the middle of karaoke night, and fell off the stage onto a table full of food. I drove him back to mine afterwards to sleep it off.”

Will raised a brow. “Sounds like quite an evening.”

“It wasn’t his fault. The owner kept sending free whisky shots out to the table. When we left, Alex could barely stand.”

“It sounds as if your friend isn’t much of a drinker.”

“No,” Holly admitted, “he’s not. He was mortified.”

Will pushed himself to his feet. “There’s nothing worse than overdoing it on a first date,” he agreed. “Except for the hangover the next day. Come on, it’s time we got some sleep.”

Holly stood and unfolded the blanket Zoe had given her. She shivered and eyed the needle-strewn floor with misgiving. “Do you want the floor, or the chair?”

Will had his back to her as he withdrew his sleeping bag. He turned and handed it to her, along with his jacket. “You can sleep next to Sharon and Zoe. I’ll take the chair. That way I can keep an eye out.”

“But…you need your jacket. And you need to rest, too.”

“I can sleep anywhere, Holly. I lived on the streets for five months.” He reached out and took the thin tartan blanket Zoe had given her. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Now put on that jacket and get some sleep.”

“Damn, but you’re bossy,” Holly complained as she put on his jacket. It hung to her knees.

“Get used to it. Now, go to sleep.”

And with that, Will yawned and turned away, and settled himself in the chair to try and get some rest before daylight.


Chapter 25

“You’re late.”

No one could utter those two words more cuttingly than Sasha Davis.

“I know, sorry,” Holly apologized as she hurried past Sasha on the way to her cubicle. “The man in the shelter cot next to mine snored all night, so I didn’t get much sleep. Good thing they booted us out at seven, or I’d still be asleep.”

Sasha lifted a brow but said nothing.

“So what was it like?” Kate asked, and leaned back in her chair. “Did you meet any fit homeless blokes, or were they all mental?”

“They’re people,” she said shortly, “just like you or me.”

“Sorry,” Kate replied, taken aback. “I’m just having a laugh, Hols.”

“I guess I don’t find homelessness very funny.”

Kate exchanged glances with Sasha. “Well, consider me put in my place, then. And no, don’t bother to thank me for covering for you — for two bloody days — while you were gone.” She turned away without another word and began tapping furiously on her laptop.

Great, Holly thought as she sat down and switched on her own laptop, now I’ve not only pissed Kate and Sasha off, I’ve pissed Zoe off, too. When she’d seen Zoe that morning, sitting on her customary bench across the street, Holly had waved. Zoe had looked at her without expression and turned away.

And the thing was, Holly fretted as she opened a blank document in Word, she had no idea why Zoe was angry with her. During their two days together, things had gone well. Holly had filled half a steno pad with Zoe’s input. In their time together, they’d become, perhaps not best friends, but…friends.

Now they were back to square one.

But as Holly caught up on two days’ worth of emails, apologized to Kate, promised to go to the pub with her and Will after work, and began the rough draft of her article for Sasha — all of it done amidst numerous interruptions — she soon forgot about Zoe, and became immersed in describing firsthand what it was like to sleep rough on the streets of central London.

“If you offer a reward, Mr Russo,” Detective Sergeant Watts informed Marcus with a frown, “you’ll bring out every crackpot and nutter in England.”

“I don’t care.” Marcus was adamant. “I want my daughter found, and money’s the best way to do it. There’s no problem that can’t be solved if you throw enough cash at it.”

Personally, DS Watts didn’t agree, but he made no comment as he scribbled a note on his pad. It was Saturday morning, and past time for his smoke and his bacon sarnie. “So — you’re offering a fifty-thousand-pound reward for information leading to the safe return of your daughter, Poppy Russo. Anything else?”

“No. Just find her,” Marcus said, and his voice cracked. “The thought of my girl out there on the streets somewhere, alone for the past three weeks, scares the shit out of me.” He levelled a beseeching eye on DS Watts. “Find her, and bring her home. Please.”

DS Watts clasped him on the shoulder. He had a daughter himself, after all. “We’ll do all we can to bring Poppy home, Mr Russo. I promise you that.”

Why, Holly wondered with a scowl, had she agreed to come out to the pub with Kate and Will tonight?

As she trailed behind them into the Fox and Cheddar on Friday evening she longed for only one thing — her nice, comfy bed. After spending the last two nights sleeping on the street and a shelter cot, she was desperate for a good lie-in.

But she owed Kate; after all, she’d covered for Holly at work for the past two days.

They found a table and sat down, and Holly hung her handbag on the back of her chair and glanced over at Kate. She was laughing, exchanging flirtatious banter with Will, and basically ignoring Holly — and she wondered if Alex was, perhaps, right. Was Kate really out to sabotage her and steal her job?

“What’ll you have, ladies?” Will asked as he stood to make his way to the crowded bar.

“Just a half-pint for me, please,” she answered. “Thanks.”

“Not me!” Kate announced. “I want a pint. I’m getting as pissed as a kumquat tonight, I am.”

“Lovely,” Holly observed with a roll of her eyes as Will went off to fetch their drinks. “Our first time out with the new photographer — and you’re getting trolleyed?”

“Why not?” Kate said defensively. “I had a bloody hard week, what with covering for you for two days. Sasha drove me mad. I deserve to get pissed.”

Holly shrugged. “You might as well. I plan to nurse this half-pint all evening, anyway.”

“Why? You’ll miss out on all the fun.”

“One, I’m too tired. Two, I have to finish the homeless article tomorrow so I can turn it in on Monday. And three — someone has to keep her head on straight if you get trashed.”

“Here we are, ladies.” Will returned and set down two pints and Holly’s half-pint. “I saw Mark at the bar with Padma just now.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Holly said in mock sympathy.

“You don’t like him?”

“It’s more that he doesn’t like me. He and Sasha have an exclusive membership to the ‘we hate Holly’ club.”

“Why?” Will asked, genuinely puzzled. “You’re great.”

“They think she’s posh,” Kate said, and sipped her beer, “because her dad owns all those department stores.”

“He doesn’t own them,” Holly said irritably, “he co-owns them. And so what? It’s nothing to do with me, or my job.”

“Your family own department stores?” Will echoed, impressed. “Nice. Which ones?”

“Dashwood and James,” Kate supplied, and took a long sip of her lager. “They’re not as big as Selfridges, of course, but their store on Sloane Street has four storeys, and a doorman.”

“Yes, and we nearly lost our arses last year,” Holly pointed out. “Don’t forget to tell him that bit.”

Kate shrugged. “Still — you’ve always got the family dosh to fall back on, haven’t you? Not many of us can say that.”

“I can’t help it if my family have money, Kate!” Holly snapped. “Why don’t you stop being such a jealous cow?”

“I think, ladies,” Will said quickly as Kate glared daggers at Holly, “that we should all have something to eat, don’t you? Who wants chips?”

“I’ll go,” Holly gritted, and stood up. If she didn’t get away from Kate right this very minute, she’d dump that bowl of peanuts on the table right over her improbably dyed red head.

When she returned five minutes later with a basket of chips and a bottle of vinegar, Kate had nearly finished her pint.

“C’mon, Will, let’s dance,” Kate invited him as a Joy Division song began playing. She stood and took his hand and led him out onto the tiny dance floor.

Poor Will, Holly reflected. He wouldn’t know what had hit him until tomorrow morning, when he woke up in bed with Kate — probably with a massive hangover, too.

Should I warn him? she wondered as she watched them dancing together in the crowd. No, she decided. He was a grown man, and it was none of her business what he — or Kate, for that matter — got up to after hours.

Still — running into Will in their bathroom tomorrow would be decidedly awkward, to say the least…

It was then that she saw Sasha Davis come in. She was alone, with the latest designer handbag on her arm and an expression of boredom on her face. She scanned the crowd until her eyes came to rest on Will, who was laughing at something Kate had just said.

Sasha’s eyes narrowed.

Uh-oh, Holly mused, looks like Sasha has her sights set on Will Tennant, too. She smiled to herself and settled back with her barely touched drink, ready to watch the drama unfold.

“Sasha!” she called out, and waved. “Over here.”

A moment later, her boss slid onto a seat at the table. “Thanks. The place is heaving tonight.” She flicked a glance at Holly. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

“It’s not usually my thing,” Holly agreed, and pushed the basket of chips at her. “Kate and Will dragged me along.”

“Really?” Sasha said, feigning disinterest. “Yes, I saw them a moment ago, dancing together.” Her eyes strayed back to the dance floor. “Are they seeing each other?”

“No. At least, I don’t think so.”

Sasha reached in her purse and withdrew a twenty-quid note. “I’m for a drink. What’ll you have?”

“Oh, nothing, thanks. I’m staying sober tonight, since Kate’s drinking enough for the both of us.” Besides, she nearly added, drinking with your boss is just a bit too…weird.

As Sasha made her way through the crowd to the bar Kate and Will returned, breathless and laughing.

“Will’s a great dancer,” she informed Holly as she plunked into her seat. “Don’t believe him if he tells you he’s not.”

“I’m not,” he said, and turned to Holly. “It’s the alcohol talking. Would you like to dance?”

“Oh, I’m not nearly drunk enough. Thanks, though.”

“Get me another pint, Will?” Kate asked him. As he nodded and went off in search of more alcohol, her gaze landed on the expensive handbag on the table. “Whose is that? It looks like Sasha’s.”

“That’s because it is,” Holly said. “I invited her to sit with us.”

“Crikey,” Kate moaned, “why’d you do that—?”

Sasha returned to the table, a G&T in her hand, and regarded Kate with a wary expression. “Hello. Mind if I join you?”

Kate shrugged. “I’m not bothered.”

But as the evening wore on it became painfully apparent that Kate was indeed bothered…because from the moment Sasha joined them, she and Will could barely keep their eyes — or their hands — off each other.

They danced. They talked. They laughed…and with every shared glance, every slow dance and every touch, Kate grew more moody, more silent, and more drunk.

“I think you’ve had enough,” Holly told her in the ladies’ bathroom. Kate was looking a little green. “Come on — let’s take you home.”

“No,” Kate said mulishly. “I’m not letting that bish Sasha win. I hate her.” Her face crumpled. “I hate her, Hols. Will likes me, I know he does… We were having such a good time, until she showed up. She’s ruined everything!” She went pale, and groaned. “I don’t feel so good,” she whispered. “Oh, God — I think I’m about to…”

Holly got her to a toilet just in time, and held Kate’s hair back as she knelt in front of the loo and threw up.

“Oh, crikey, I feel like shit, Hols,” she gasped. Sweat beaded her forehead. “I just want to die…”

“Shh,” Holly soothed as she handed her some loo roll, “it’s okay. When you feel a bit better, I’ll take you home.”

When Kate was able to stand, Holly slipped her arm around her waist and led her back to the table to fetch their handbags, and to tell Will and Sasha they were leaving…

But Will and Sasha were already gone.


Chapter 26

Somewhere, a phone was ringing…and ringing…and still ringing. Holly groaned and nestled deeper under the covers, pulling the pillows over her head in a futile attempt to drown out the sound. Why didn’t Kate answer the damned thing?

Then she remembered her flatmate was probably in no condition to answer a phone this morning — not after all the pints she’d downed last night. Scowling, Holly thrust her hand out and groped around on the nightstand for the alarm clock. Ah, there it was. She shoved the pillows aside and peered over at the digital readout. It was ten past eleven. Ten past eleven?

With a gasp of horror she threw the covers back. It was Saturday, and she had to finish writing the homeless article today. There wouldn’t be time tomorrow, not with Jamie due to come over and help her cook dinner for Alex…and in the evening, Alex would arrive, expecting to consume said dinner…

The phone stopped ringing just as she reached it. Blast.

She showered, washed her hair, and pulled on jeans and a T-shirt — clean, but sporting a permanent Bovril stain — in record time. After locating her laptop and notes and making herself a coffee, Holly sat down to write.

“Holly,” Kate croaked as she emerged from her bedroom, pillows clutched to her chest, “I think I’m dying. Truly.”

Holly sighed. “No, you’re not. You’re just hung over. I’m not surprised, after all the lager you downed last night. You’ll just have to suffer through it.”

Kate staggered to the sofa and collapsed, exhausted by the effort. “Did I imagine it, or did you really hold my hair back while I threw up?”

“I did.”

“Oh, shit. And did I really tell Sasha that she was a ‘man-stealing slag’?”

“You did. Mostly, though, you just glared at Will and drank a lot. Oh, and you told Will he was gay, and a crap dancer. In that order.”

“Oh, shit,” Kate said again, and moaned and clutched her head. “I’ll be sacked now, no question.”

Holly eyed her laptop with longing. “I don’t think so. Will just laughed. And Sasha…well, she wasn’t paying much attention to you, to tell the truth.”

“No, I ’spose not,” Kate said, her words bitter. “She couldn’t take her eyes off Will. But it’s okay.” She reached back to adjust her pillows, giving one a vicious punch. “I refuse to get involved with another work bloke, anyway. It’s far too awkward when things go wrong. ‘Hello, Kate,’ she mimicked in a deep voice, ‘here we are, back in the workplace kitchen after a week-long shag-a-thon. Would you fancy a cup of office swill?’” She switched to a simpering, sweet voice and replied, ‘Ooh, yes, please, with milk and two sugars, you mingy, cheating bastard.’”

Holly smiled. “Too right. Look, I’d love to sit here and dissect your evening from hell, but I’ve got to get on with writing my article.”

Kate nodded and drew up her legs. “Seriously, though — thanks for getting me home last night. And thanks for holding back my hair while I chundered… You’re a good mate, Hols.”

She sounded vaguely surprised, as if she couldn’t quite understand how such a thing had happened.

Holly shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s what mates do.” She hesitated. “Kate…?”

“Yes?”

She opened her mouth to ask if Kate had sent that second interview email to Sasha, as Alex had suggested; but the sight of her flatmate, so pale and tired and faintly green against the pillows, changed her mind.

“How about a nice cup of chamomile,” Holly asked instead, “and a few episodes of Corrie? How does that sound?”

“That,” Kate said fervently, “sounds like absolute heaven.”

With Kate sorted, Holly shut herself in her room and sat down at her laptop — finally! — to study the photos Will had taken for the article. They were amazing — he’d captured the bleak, awful impersonality of the streets at night, and, as promised, Zoe’s face had been pixelated. They were all so good, it was difficult to choose only one.

Her mobile rang.

“Hello,” Holly said, annoyed at another interruption. “This had better be important.”

“Holly?” said Alex, taken aback. “Sorry to bother you. I’ll call you back later—”

“No, it’s okay,” she said quickly. “What’s up?”

“You can start your new part-time position at the law office downstairs on Wednesday. If you’re still interested, that is.”

“Yes!” She still owed her dad for the repairs to her Skoda, not to mention all the money she’d borrowed to pay the bills…

“It’s two nights a week, from eight until midnight, manning the reception desk. You’ll answer phones and do a bit of filing.”

“That’s perfect. Thanks so much, Alex.”

“And what are you doing on this lovely Saturday afternoon, Ms James?”

“I’m trying to get my article finished. Sasha wants it first thing Monday morning.”

“The homeless article, you mean?”

“Yes. I can’t work on it tomorrow, because a certain someone is coming over for dinner. So it has to be done today.”

“Ah. Then I don’t suppose that certain someone could convince you to have lunch, perhaps see a movie afterwards? I thought we might eat too much popcorn and drink too much pop.”

Holly sighed regretfully. “That sounds wonderful, Alex, truly — but I can’t.”

“What if I come over and rub your shoulders while you write?” he suggested, suggestively.

She closed her eyes, and imagined Alex massaging her shoulders with his warm, strong hands, leaning down to nuzzle her neck, kissing his way, slowly, up to her mouth… “No!” she said as she twisted a strand of hair around her finger. “We both know where that’ll go.”

“Well, yes,” Alex agreed. “That was the general idea.”

“No, Alex. I’ll see you,” Holly said firmly, “tomorrow.”

He sighed. “You can’t blame a chap for trying. Seven o’clock?”

“Seven o’clock,” she agreed, smiling. “Bye, Alex.”

Jamie arrived on Holly’s doorstep just before nine the next morning, holding several bags of groceries. “Here,” he said without preamble as he thrust the bags at her. “Put this in the kitchen while I go and get the rest of my stuff.”

“Wait!” Holly exclaimed. “There’s more? It looks like you’ve cleaned out Waitrose as it is.”

But he’d already turned and gone back down the stairs. “And good morning to you, too,” she grumbled as she set the bags on the kitchen table and began unloading things. “Grouch.”

Inside the bags she found everything from Greek and Spanish olives, garlic, assorted fresh herbs and a container of cherry tomatoes, to a carton of whipping cream.

Jamie returned carrying a rolled-up leatherette pouch that looked like a mini sleeping bag. “My knives,” he announced, before she could ask. “And a couple of pans,” he added as he plunked a sauté pan and a roasting tray atop the stove, “as I’m guessing you only have one banged-up skillet for fry-ups.”

Holly nodded sheepishly. “How did you know?”

Jamie handed her the lettuce. “Here, wash and dry this, and tear the leaves into a bowl.” He turned on the burner under the sauté pan and rapidly minced a few cloves of garlic with his knife. “You’re making salad, red-wine vinaigrette, pasta with pomodoro sauce, roasted olives with cherry tomatoes, and, for afters, raspberries topped with Vin Santo whipped cream.”

“Umm, sounds yummy. What are you doing?”

“Getting the sauce started.” He poured a generous glug of olive oil into the heated pan, swirled it around, then swept the minced garlic on the counter into his hand and tossed it in. He tore a handful of basil leaves into bits and added them to the sizzling pan as well. “Always tear your basil, don’t chop it.”

“Why?”

“Chopping turns the edges black. Not what you want. Here,” he added, and handed her the wooden spoon. “Stir the garlic and basil around for a bit and then dump in the tinned tomatoes.”

Already the kitchen smelled heavenly. “And then what?”

“That’s it. Season it with some sea salt and pepper, and a few flakes of red pepper, if you like.”

Holly sighed as she stirred the sauce. “You make it all sound so easy.”

“It is easy. Cooking’s nothing more than learning a few basics and following directions.” He found a bowl and plunked in the olives and cherry tomatoes. “Now we’ll get the olives ready. Put them in to roast about forty-five minutes before Posh Boy gets here.”

Holly cast him a sharp look but said nothing. She watched as he added some olive oil, a few cloves of garlic, and a generous grinding of pepper to the olives.

“Don’t have any herbes de Provence, do you?” Jamie asked. “I didn’t think so. What about rosemary?”

Obediently she searched until she found an ancient bottle of dried rosemary in the cupboard. Jamie grimaced but tipped some into his hand and crushed it, then added it to the bowl.

“Why’d you crush it?” Holly wondered, mystified. “And you didn’t add any salt.”

“Crushing dried herbs releases the oils, so you get more flavour. And the olives are already salty enough.” After stirring everything together, he set the bowl aside and wiped his hands on a towel. “Now let those marinate while we make the vinaigrette and the whipped cream, and we’re done.”

As Holly measured vinegar, olive oil, and a bit of Dijon mustard into a clean jar, Jamie began whipping the cream. As it thickened he added sugar and a little Vin Santo, and continued beating the concoction until it formed soft peaks.

She glanced down at Jamie’s clog-clad feet and winced. “Your shoes are hideous.”

“They may be ugly, but they get me through dinner service every night.” He spooned up some whipped cream and held it out to her. “Here, taste.”

Holly leaned forward to taste the sweetened cream, and closed her eyes. “That’s amazing,” she murmured.

Jamie smiled to see the look of pure pleasure that suffused her face. She opened her eyes and met his gaze.

There was an awkward pause. “Well…back to work,” she said, and turned away to finish the vinaigrette.

Jamie reached into the fridge and took out the raspberries. “Do you think Posh Boy will approve?” he asked as he rinsed the berries and laid them on a length of kitchen roll.

Holly rounded on him in exasperation. “Jamie, why don’t you like Alex?”

“I like him well enough.” He rinsed his knife and dried it off. “Sent him out free whisky, didn’t I?”

“Then why do you keep calling him ‘Posh Boy?’” Holly demanded.

“I dunno. I don’t quite trust him, I suppose. He’s too…smooth.”

“You need to stop being so protective. I’m not your sister, you know. You told me yourself—we aren’t related at all.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t still watch out for you, does it?”

“No,” she sighed, “of course not. But you needn’t worry, Jamie, honestly. After all, tonight’s my third date with Alex.”

“And we all know what usually happens on the third date,” Jamie said darkly.

“I hope so,” Holly said, and gave him a cheeky smile. “Now tell me, what am I meant to do with this wedge of pecorino?”

The two of them were clearing up when they heard the scrape of a key in the lock. “Kate,” Holly murmured as she exchanged glances with Jamie. “She’s been gone most of the day.”

“Ooh, something smells good,” Kate breathed as she followed her nose into the kitchen, “just like an Italian trattoria—” She broke off as she saw Jamie. “Oh,” she murmured, and blushed. “Hello.”

Jamie flashed a smile. “Hi. You must be Kate.”

His charm, Holly noted with a trace of irritation, was switched on full throttle for Kate.

“She’s my flatmate,” Holly explained. “Which reminds me — Kate, would you mind leaving for a few hours tonight? I hate to ask, but I’m making dinner for Alex.”

Annoyance crossed Kate’s face. “Blimey, I only just got in! I live here too, you know.”

“I know,” Holly agreed, contrite. “I’m sorry. I’ll take you to lunch next week,” she promised. “Any place you like.”

“And I,” Jamie added as he untied the apron from around his waist, “would love to take you to dinner, Kate. Do you happen to be free tonight?” he asked, his eyes alight with amusement.

Kate swept a hand seductively through her auburn hair — for all the world, Holly thought in disgust, as if she were auditioning for a shampoo commercial.

“I might be,” Kate purred. “What time?”

“I’ll pick you up at—” he glanced at Holly “—six-thirty?”

“Perfect. I’ll look forward to it.” So saying, Kate gave Jamie a long, sultry look and floated off to her room.

“There,” Jamie told Holly under his breath, “problem sorted. Now you’ll have a clear field with Alex tonight.”

“Very selfless of you, I’m sure.”

Jamie shrugged. “At least Kate’ll be out of your hair.”

“And in yours,” Holly said shortly. “Running her hands through it, no doubt.”

“Hope so.” And with that, he gathered up his things, gave her a peck on the cheek, and left.


Chapter 27

“Red,” Alex pronounced that evening as he held up two bottles of wine in the doorway for Holly’s inspection, “or white?”

“Alex!” Holly exclaimed, and swung the door wider.

“No, sorry, I’m not on the wine list. Although,” he added roguishly, “that might be arranged.”

Holly laughed and considered the bottles he held up. “Red, then. Come in.”

Alex flashed her that devastating smile of his, the one that made his eyes crinkle and her legs go wobbly, and handed over a bottle of Barolo. He wore jeans and a black polo shirt. Holly met his gaze as she took the wine, and she blushed.

She suddenly felt awkward and very, very nervous.

“I don’t know much about choosing wines,” she admitted as she closed the door and preceded Alex into the kitchen. “We’re having pasta with pomodoro sauce, so red works, doesn’t it?”

“It’s perfect,” Alex said, and added, “like you.” He winced. “Sorry, that was cheesy, wasn’t it?”

Holly laughed again, and relaxed. “A bit.”

He sniffed the air appreciatively. “What else are you cooking in here? It smells fantastic.”

“Roasted olives and cherry tomatoes,” she said with pride as she guided him out of the kitchen and into the lounge, “along with a glass of that nice Barolo you brought. Is it chilled?”

He looked at her, affronted. “Of course it’s chilled! What sort of a cretin do you take me for?”

“A hungry one, I hope,” Holly answered as she returned to the kitchen.

“Shall I open the wine?” Alex asked.

“No, I’ve got it,” Holly called out from the kitchen as she began to wrestle with the corkscrew.

As he waited Alex examined the bookshelf. “I see you like to read,” he observed as he studied the shelves. They were crowded with romance novels sporting lurid covers, most of them featuring women with heaving bosoms or shirtless men.

“Those are Kate’s. Mine are in my room.”

He smiled as Holly returned with a tray of roasted olives, slightly charred but fragrant with rosemary and thyme and garlic, and two glasses of Barolo.

Alex popped an olive in his mouth. “Holly, this is amazing,” he said, and meant it. “I’m impressed.”

“You mean you’re shocked,” she chided him as she set the tray down. “Admit it — you didn’t think I could cook, did you?”

“No, I didn’t,” he agreed. “I was expecting burnt bangers and instant mash.” He paused. “Which would’ve been fine, of course, as long as you had some brown sauce to drown it all in.”

“Well, you won’t need it. You’ll see.”

Holly had cooked the pasta al dente, as Jamie had instructed, and dressed the salad with vinaigrette just before they sat down to eat.

“So tell me,” Alex said as he poured them each a glass of wine, “when can I expect to read your homeless article?”

“Soon, in the next issue. I’m really excited,” she admitted. She passed him a small bowl of freshly grated pecorino for his pasta. “It’s my first feature assignment for the magazine, and my first byline. So it’s kind of a big deal.”

“It’s very much a big deal. Congratulations.” He lifted his glass and touched it to hers. “To you, Ms James.” His dark eyes were serious. “You deserve a chance to shine. And I have no doubt that you will.”

“Thanks,” she murmured, and smiled. “And you’ll be the best MP Chipping Barnet’s ever had. What’ll your platform be?”

“Well, like you, I think homelessness is the most serious problem facing us today. I intend to campaign to halt the alarming trend in vanishing social support systems — such as the loss of so many homeless shelters.”

“That’s great! Have you targeted any place in particular?”

He nodded. “Homelessness is as much an issue in Chipping Barnet as anywhere. I want to see the shelter reopened.”

Holly jumped up and threw her arms around his neck. “Oh, Alex, that’s fantastic! That’s incredible. That’s…my bread!” she wailed. “It’s burning. I nearly forgot.”

She grabbed a potholder and opened the oven door to take out the loaf Jamie had brought, neatly wrapped in foil. “It’s okay,” she said with relief as she unwrapped it. “It’s not burnt, only a little…crunchy.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Alex said, and lifted his glass again. As Holly returned with the bread he added, “But not to the degree I did the last time we had dinner together.”

“Oh, that.” Holly shrugged as she resumed her seat. “It wasn’t your fault, you know. It was Jamie’s. Butter?”

“Thanks.” He took the butter and frowned. “I’m sorry, but how was my stupid behaviour the other night Jamie’s fault?”

Oops, Holly thought, shouldn’t have gone there. “Well,” she hedged, “if he hadn’t sent those whisky shots out to the table, you wouldn’t have got drunk, would you?”

Alex regarded her quizzically, and his frown deepened. “Are you suggesting that he sent them out on purpose, and kept them coming, to get me sozzled? Why would he do that?”

“Well, I’m sure he didn’t. Do it on purpose, I mean.”

“Now that I think about it,” Alex mused, “I think perhaps he did. Do it on purpose.” He laid his napkin aside. “He wanted me drunk so I wouldn’t — couldn’t — make a pass at you.”

“He was being protective, that’s all. It’s annoying, but I can’t seem to stop him.”

Alex made a show of lifting the tablecloth with a flourish and peered underneath. “Jamie? Jamie, are you down there, you sneaky little sod? Listen — I promise to behave. I swear on my life that Holly’s knickers are completely safe.”

As he straightened Holly met his eyes. “I hope they’re not,” she murmured, and blushed. “Completely safe, that is.”

And before she could say anything more, they both stood up and she was in Alex’s arms and they were kissing, and all of her — and Jamie’s — work — the pasta with pomodoro sauce, the bread, the fresh-grated pecorino — was completely forgotten.

Somehow, between deep, desperate kisses and maddened clawing at one another’s clothes, they landed on the sofa. “Umm,” Holly breathed, “you taste like rosemary…and kind of garlicky, too. But in a good way,” she quickly added.

He kissed the corner of her mouth. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stop and pop a breath mint?”

“I’m quite sure,” she murmured, and parted her lips beneath his.

Alex’s tongue sought hers, and he began to undo her lacy top, button by agonizing button. “You know,” he finally managed to say as he dragged his mouth briefly away from hers, “there’s a lot to be said for zippers.”

Holly giggled. “Sorry.”

As Alex pushed her shirt open and lowered his mouth to the sensitive peak of her nipple, all thoughts of zippers and buttons fled. The relentless heat of his lips on her breasts turned her insides to liquid.

“I think I should give you fair warning,” he murmured, “that your knickers are now in serious danger.”

She felt his hardness pressing against her thigh and groaned. “Oh, hurry, Alex — I want you inside me, now.”

And as he undid his jeans and began kissing his way slowly down her stomach, Alex became vaguely aware of a sound somewhere behind him. Probably nothing, he thought as he smiled and drew Holly’s knickers slowly down her thighs—

“Oh, crikey! I’m so sorry!” Kate gasped.

Alex tumbled off the sofa, narrowly avoiding permanent damage to his knackers along the way from the upturned, spike-heeled shoe lying on the floor beneath him.

“Shit!” he gasped as he tossed the shoe aside. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Kate!” Holly sat up and tried to hold the gaping edges of her shirt together. “What are you doing here? I thought you were having dinner with Jamie.”

“I was. We did.” She pouted. “But Jamie said he had to get up early. He took me home right after dinner and gave me a bloody peck on the cheek.” She paused. “Sorry, but I thought you two would have…er, moved on, by now.”

“We would have,” Holly snapped as she struggled to do up her buttons, “if someone hadn’t interrupted us!”

“It’s okay,” Alex muttered, red-faced, as he turned his back on Kate and zipped his jeans. “I’ve got to go, anyway. Work tomorrow.”

“Don’t go yet, Alex,” Holly pleaded, stricken. “We haven’t even had dessert!”

He leaned down and kissed Holly on the cheek. “Sorry, but I’ll have to take a rain check. Your dinner was excellent, by the way. But I really should be going. I have a full caseload this week. I’ll call you,” he murmured. “I promise.”

So saying, Alex gathered up his mobile phone and keys, gave Holly a self-conscious, apologetic smile, and fled.

“Well, thanks for that!” Holly snapped as she flung herself off the sofa and stalked into the kitchen. “Talk about a mood-spoiler!”

“I didn’t expect to find the two of you on the sofa, going at it like a pair of oversexed teenagers, did I?” Kate returned sharply. “Maybe you should get your own place.”

“Or maybe you should!” Holly flung open the fridge door and withdrew the bowl of raspberries and container of whipped cream and slapped them on the table. “I didn’t think you’d be back so soon,” she added, and grabbed a spoon and a bowl. Moodily — she should have been sharing this with Alex right now, après-sex — she dished out berries and a large dollop of cream and sat down to eat.

The raspberries burst against her tongue, their tart sweetness perfectly complemented by the Vin Santo-sweetened whipped cream. It was simple but brilliant. Jamie was a genius cook.

“Can I have a bit of that?” Kate asked tentatively.

Holly scowled. “What? You just had dinner!”

“Yes,” she admitted as she took down a bowl, “but you know how it is on a first date. I ate like an anorexic bird — salad, hold the dressing, no bread basket, please — so Jamie wouldn’t know that I normally hoover up food. Besides, you practically had an orgasm when you ate those berries.”

“I wouldn’t have to seek sexual pleasure in berries,” Holly pointed out acidly, “if Alex and I hadn’t been interrupted.”

“Sorry.” Kate took a long, lingering bite of berries and whipped cream. “Umm,” she sighed, “that man is amazing. Gorgeous, sexy, talented—”

“Yes, he is, isn’t he?” Holly agreed, dreamily.

“I wasn’t talking about Alex,” Kate said, and licked her spoon. “I meant Jamie. That man can really cook.”

Kate stood up and put her dish and spoon in the sink. She drifted off to her room and shut the door, leaving Holly sitting alone at the table, disconsolately licking the last remnants of whipped cream from her spoon.

Zoe spent Sunday afternoon with Sharon. She’d got paid a bit of money for the interview, so they loaded up on junk food and went to Hyde Park, and listened to the orators rant at Speakers’ Corner; afterwards, they shared lunch — a tube of Pringles, wine gums, Dairy Milk and Mars bars — and ate sitting side by side on the banks of the Serpentine.

“This is brilliant,” Zoe said, licking chocolate from her fingers.

“Yeah, it is, innit?” Sharon agreed. “Tell me, what did you think of Will?” she asked as she lit up a cigarette. “He’s fit, eh? I wouldn’t mind sharing a sleeping bag with ’im every night,” she added with a dirty laugh.

“No comment.” Zoe blushed. “Without Will there to look out for her, Holly James wouldn’t last ten minutes on the street. But Will…he gets it, you know?”

Sharon slanted a glance at her. “You like him, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do, I guess. He’s all right.” Uncomfortable sharing her complicated — and still private — feelings for Will, Zoe changed the subject. “Holly’s nice and all; she tries, but she’s just…clueless.”

“Don’t change the subject. You’re fond of him, aren’t you?” Sharon smirked. “You like Will.”

Zoe opened her mouth to protest, then shrugged. “Yeah, I do, a bit.” She smacked Sharon smartly on the arm. “But keep it to yourself.”

As they made their way back along the Edgware Road, Zoe was lost in thoughts of Will. She’d never met anyone quite like him before. Unlike her dad, he talked to her as if she mattered; he listened to what she had to say.

He didn’t treat her like a kid, or an unwelcome intrusion on his time.

When they reached the corner, Zoe nearly ran into Sharon. A low-slung black car idled at the stoplight across the way.

It was a black Maserati.

The car was sleek, its window glass tinted and impossible to see through. Doesn’t mean it’s his Maserati, Zoe told herself uneasily. But then the driver’s glass lowered, allowing her a brief but unobstructed view of the man behind the wheel. Her heart skittered and lurched in her chest.

He was smoking a cigarette. He took a final drag as the light changed and flicked the butt out of the window. An expensive watch gleamed on his wrist. He glanced briefly at her as he zoomed past, and she had a glimpse of hair the colour of straw and broad, powerful shoulders. He was alone.

Thank God, he didn’t recognize her.

Zoe shivered. Although she couldn’t see behind the sunglasses he wore, she knew his eyes were a cold, icy blue.

Erik.

Her fingers closed over the mobile phone in her pocket. So her mum’s boyfriend had tracked her to central London already. See you soon… Fear gripped her heart with icy fingers. He was looking for his mobile; and he was looking for her, as well.

He wasn’t the sort of man to give up easily. Or at all.

“You okay?” Sharon asked, and glanced over at her. “You look like someone just walked over your grave, or something.”

“I’m fine, just hungry again,” Zoe replied, and managed somehow to keep her voice light as they crossed the street. “I could murder a plate of egg and chips right now.”


Chapter 28

On Monday, Sasha called in sick. On Tuesday, she was late and missed a meeting with Matt, the art director. On Wednesday, Valery summoned her the moment she arrived.

Holly exchanged glances with Kate as Sasha strode by, her face grim. “What’s up?” she whispered as she rolled her chair closer. “Why’s Sasha been summoned to the dragon’s lair?”

“How should I know?” Kate said with a shrug. “Valery doesn’t exactly confide in me, does she?”

Holly leaned around her cubicle wall and eyed her boss’s empty desk uneasily. She knew only that Sasha’s sister had suffered some kind of a setback over the weekend.

Poor Amanda…and poor Sasha. She truly felt sorry for her boss.

“It’s probably all those personal calls she’s been getting from her lover,” Kate mused, and giggled. “He must be pretty hot. After all, she was out Monday, shagging all day, I bet.” She lifted her brow. “Maybe it’ll put her in a better mood.”

Holly longed to set her straight, but said nothing. After all, she’d promised to keep Sasha’s secret. And she would.

“Business is down.”

Jamie Gordon’s blue gaze swept moodily over the linen-topped tables in his restaurant. Nearly a quarter of the seats were empty; only two weeks ago, every table was booked.

What the hell was going on?

“Maybe it’s because the place isn’t brand-new any more,” Holly suggested. She’d come in for lunch at Jamie’s invitation and was perched at the bar, munching on cheese and onion crisps.

He shook his head and dropped onto the barstool next to hers. “Our food’s the same, whisky’s still top-notch, the service is still excellent. Nothing’s changed — except for fewer rear ends in my chairs.”

“And Marcus’s brasserie around the corner,” Holly added.

“Brasserie Russo might account for a few empty tables,” Jamie conceded, “but not this many. Something else is going on. And I mean to find out what it is. Anyway,” he added, “enough of me. How’d your dinner with Alex go? Did he like the food?”

“He loved everything, especially the roasted olives. But we didn’t make it as far as dessert.” As Jamie’s eyes narrowed she hastened to add, “That’s not what I meant! Kate came back sooner than we expected, and Alex had to go.” Holly frowned. “Why didn’t you keep her out longer, anyway?”

“Some of us have to get up early,” Jamie retorted. “And there’s only so much of your flatmate I can take at one go.”

“I thought you liked her.”

“I do, well enough. She’s very attractive.”

“And?” Holly prodded.

Jamie regarded her levelly. “Look, I got Kate out of your hair for a couple of hours. You didn’t ask me to spend the night with her.” He paused. “And you shouldn’t be spending the night with Alex either, for that matter. You barely know him.”

“Don’t start,” Holly warned, and brandished a crisp at him. “Not in the mood. Will you ask her out again?”

“I already have. We’re going to the cheese festival a week on Sunday, spend the afternoon together.” He quirked his brow. “And if things go well, possibly the evening, too.”

“Hmm.” Holly subsided into silence and bit into a chip.

“Where’s your sister?” he asked. “I’m looking forward to having lunch with you two.”

“I’m here,” Hannah announced as she rushed in, her long, streaky-blonde hair hanging down her back. “Sorry I’m late. Mum sends her love. I left her wandering through the food court in Harrods, and then she’s having lunch with Dad.” She hugged Holly. ”You’ll never guess who I ran into.” She drew a tall, lanky young man standing awkwardly behind her forward. “Jago, you remember Holly. Jamie, this is Jago Sullivan. Jago, Jamie Gordon.”

Holly nodded hello to Jago and cast her sister a quizzical look. “But I thought you two broke up last year?”

“We did,” Hannah said as she un-shouldered her bag and plopped it down on a barstool, “mostly because Dad was so set against him. But also,” she added as she flicked an accusatory glance at Jago, “because someone neglected to mention the tiny fact that he was living with another girl.”

“I told you, we weren’t living together,” Jago retorted. “Not like that. We had a flatshare, that’s all.”

“Nice to meet you, Jago,” Jamie said, and held out his hand.

“Sorry, I can’t stay long,” Jago said, “but I’m on break. I work at Marcus Russo’s brasserie.”

“Oh?” Jamie eyed him with interest. “What’s it like, then, working for a Michelin-starred chef?”

“It’s grim,” Jago admitted. “I’m learning a fair bit — I was a fry cook at my uncle’s chippy — but I washed dishes for ages before they let me chop an onion or peel a potato.”

“Well, it gets better as you pick up experience…but you’ll always work long hours, and you’ll never get a weekend or a holiday off.” Jamie clapped him on the shoulder. “Now that I’ve depressed you completely, why don’t you join us for lunch?”

“I’d like that, but I can’t. Marcus’ll have my arse if I’m late.”

“Tell him to stop in, have a drink some time. I’d like to meet him.”

Jago shrugged. “He’s not round much. He’s filming a new telly programme. Anyway, I doubt he’d come. You’re his competition. And he doesn’t have much good to say about you.”

“Oh?” Jamie took a sheaf of invoices the bartender handed him and began to look through them. “And what does he say?”

Jago shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “Well, erm…that you’re young and don’t know what you’re about, mostly. That it’s a fluke that this place is a success. And he says that the salmon are quick frozen and the mussels are dodgy—”

Jamie threw down the invoices. Anger suffused his face. “What? The lying bastard! And is he telling this to all his customers as well?”

Jago’s discomfort increased. “I shouldn’t have said anything, but…yeah, he is. It was great to meet you,” he added as he turned away, “but I’ve got to go. I can’t afford to lose my job. Good to see you again, Holly. Nice to meet you, chef. And sorry if I flapped my gob too much,” he added.

“It’s okay, mate. I’m glad you told me. It explains a lot.” Jamie shook Jago’s hand. “If Marcus ever sacks you, we’ll find a place for you here.”

“Thanks.” Jago flashed him a grateful smile, kissed Hannah on the cheek, and fled.

Jamie was silent as Holly and Hannah studied the lunch menu. He couldn’t believe that over-inflated, egotistical twit of a chef had bad-mouthed him to such a degree. And to think he’d admired the bastard, growing up, and wanted to become a chef himself largely because of Marcus Russo’s example…

“Hey! Earth to Jamie,” Holly chided him. “You’re a million miles away. What are you having for lunch?”

…the salmon are quick frozen and the mussels are dodgy… “What am I having? Marcus Russo’s arse,” Jamie grumbled.

“Oh, don’t let what Jago said about Marcus bother you,” Holly chided him. “Besides, it’s sort of flattering.”

He stared at her. “Flattering? How do you figure that? He’s trying to run me and my business straight into the ground!”

“Think about it.” Holly popped a crisp in her mouth. “Marcus is a famous chef, with Michelin stars and a bunch of restaurants, right?”

“Right…?”

“Why should he be bothered by you? You only have one restaurant; you’ve got no TV shows or cook books — yet,” she hastened to add when she saw Jamie’s black expression, “and you’re not very well known. But even so, he’s doing everything he can to bad-mouth you and poison your business.”

“And this is good how, exactly? I’m not following.”

“Don’t you see? He’s jealous of you, Jamie!”

Jamie blinked. “Jealous? Of me?”

Holly nodded. “You’re younger, better looking, and you’ve got a successful restaurant on your first go.” She sat back, her expression smug. “Marcus Russo is threatened by you. Now that we’ve settled that—” she handed him over the menus “—can we all please, please order some lunch? I’m absolutely starving.”

Promptly at eight that evening, Holly reported to Jacqueline Winter’s law office for her new, part-time reception job.

“You’re to take messages and sign for any packages,” the regular receptionist, Grace, instructed her. “The answering service takes over at midnight. Can you work a switchboard?”

Holly eyed the multi-lined phone with misgivings. “No.”

Grace sighed. “Why do they always send girls with no experience?” She quickly showed Holly how to operate the switchboard and transfer calls.

“Remember to press the switchhook once, lightly,” she commanded. “If you press too firmly, you’ll cut the caller off.”

“Hit the switchhook once to transfer a call,” Holly repeated. It was hardly rocket science. “Got it. Thanks.”

“If you cut them off,” Grace warned her as she gathered up her things, “they get really annoyed.”

“I won’t,” Holly promised, and eyed the switchboard with determination. Who’d be calling a law office so late, anyway? This receptionist gig would be easy-peasy; the hardest part would be staying awake. She wished she’d brought a book along to pass the time…

Grace left.

The moment she departed, the phone lines lit up. Every single one of them.

“Yes, let me just transfer your call — hold on, what? I already did? — Oh, so sorry,” Holly apologized. She pressed the switchhook down…and promptly cut off the caller again.

As she listened to the angry buzz of the returning caller, her indignation flared. “No, sir, I assure you, I’m not a brain-dead chimp. There’s no need to be nasty!”

By the time midnight arrived, Holly cut off her last irate caller and went home, where she fell into a deep, exhausted sleep.


Chapter 29

Well, it takes all bleeding kinds, Marcus reflected darkly as he slammed the phone down on yet another false lead.

Detective Sergeant Watts had been right. He’d warned Marcus that every nutter in England would come out of the woodwork to claim the fifty-thousand-pound reward for information on his missing daughter.

Marcus had fielded calls from self-proclaimed psychics, mind-readers, and spiritualists who all swore they’d seen Poppy.

He hadn’t got a decent night’s sleep since finding out Poppy was missing. He alternated between fury at his daughter for putting him through this, and the very real fear that something horrible had befallen her. She was a good kid. She was smart, quiet, never any trouble.

What could have possessed her, then, to run away like this? To cause her mum and him such anguish, guilt, and terror?

Marcus switched on the kettle. If he was honest with himself, he knew that he was at least partly to blame. He was never home; he rarely spent time with Poppy, or Bethany, for that matter. It was always on to the next restaurant, the next publicity junket, the next cookery book. And with the new reality programme, he’d been home even less.

As the water reached a boil he switched off the kettle and took down a cup. Poppy’s running away was obviously a bid for attention. Things had to be very bad indeed for her to leave.

He was a piss-poor father if he couldn’t realize that. Marcus plunked a tea bag in his cup and vowed that when Poppy came safely home — and he refused to believe otherwise — he’d find a way to fix the sorry state of things between them.

He picked up the phone and began to make some calls. He’d get his daughter back. And when he did, he’d do his utmost to learn how to be a proper father once again.

“Come in, Holly.”

Valery’s expression was grim as she took the homeless article Holly handed her. “Close the door and sit down, please. We need to talk.”

Holly’s heart accelerated as she shut the door. It was true she’d been fifteen minutes late to the staff meeting this morning — she’d slept through the alarm; but the roadwork congestion on lower Shaftesbury was hardly her fault—

“We’re making some changes very soon,” the editor-in-chief said as Holly perched nervously on the edge of a chair, “and they’ll affect you. This is strictly between us.”

She nodded slowly. “I see. What sort of…changes?”

“There’s to be a personnel reorganization. You’ll be taking on additional responsibilities.” She studied Holly. “If you’re up to the challenge, there’ll be a pay rise in the near future, perhaps even a promotion.”

“Oh,” Holly breathed, “that sounds great!” God knew she needed the money. The part-time receptionist job Alex had got her helped, but it was hardly enough. “What about Sasha? How will the personnel reorganization affect her? Will she get a promotion, too?”

Valery gathered up a stack of paperwork and thrust it in a folder. “As you can imagine, Ms James,” she said abruptly, “I’m very busy. I’ll have more details next week, and we’ll speak then. Thank you. Please shut the door when you leave.”

Holly stood. She’d been dismissed. “Of course. Thank you, Ms Beauchamp.”

As she left the office and shut the door carefully behind her Holly’s earlier elation faded.

Why had Valery cut off her questions so abruptly? The moment she’d mentioned Sasha’s name, the editor-in-chief had practically thrown her out of the office.

Holly had a sudden, terrible thought. Was Valery possibly going to…sack Sasha? After all, she’d missed a lot of time lately, including a deadline and a couple of important meetings; and she’d been summoned to Valery’s office just the other day.

Holly gripped the doorknob and stared at Imogen, Valery’s personal assistant, her thoughts awhirl.

“Is something wrong, Ms James?” Imogen enquired.

“No. That is, yes,” Holly added in a rush, and approached her desk. She lowered her voice. “Is anyone being…sacked? You know, as part of the personnel reorganization?”

Imogen looked at her blankly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You don’t know? But Valery only just said—”

“Ms Beauchamp is privy to all sorts of things I’m not,” Imogen informed her. “And even if I did know about an employee termination, I certainly wouldn’t share that information with you, Ms James, would I?”

“No,” Holly murmured, “of course you wouldn’t.”

Troubled, she went back to her desk. If Valery really meant to sack Sasha, what on earth would she do?

Perhaps, Holly thought uncertainly, she should tell Valery the truth — that Sasha Davis was supporting her sister and facing all sorts of unmanageable expenses. Perhaps if Valery knew what was going on, she’d feel differently, and keep Sasha on…

But as she remembered Sasha’s words, all thoughts of telling Valery fled.

“Don’t you dare to tell anyone about this, Holly, especially not Valery. Or I’ll hang you up by your toes and run you out of BritTEEN on a rail…a clothing rail.”

Holly’s legs trembled as she sank down into her chair. She couldn’t possibly tell Sasha’s secret to Valery…after all, she’d promised not to breathe a word to anyone. But she couldn’t not tell Valery, either. If she didn’t say something, Sasha would lose her job.

But I don’t want Sasha to hang me by my toes on a clothing rail, either…

“What is it, Holly?” Kate asked as she looked up from the files she was riffling through. “Crikey! You look as though you’re constipated.”

“Nothing,” Holly said, and picked up the telephone handset to return some calls. “It’s nothing.”

She dialled the phone with unsteady fingers, and visions of Sasha and clothing rails danced ominously in her head.


Chapter 30

For the rest of the afternoon, Holly’s stomach roiled as she wondered what to do. She couldn’t just stand by and let Sasha lose her job — a job she very much needed — without doing something. But unfortunately, the only thing she could do was to tell Valery the truth about Sasha’s mentally ill sister.

Yet she’d promised — sworn — to Sasha that she wouldn’t reveal her secret to anyone…most especially, not to Valery.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she whispered, torn with indecision. As she sat at her desk, hunched over an article Sasha had given her to edit, Holly knew she had to talk to someone. She needed advice, and fast. Who here at BritTEEN could she trust?

She glanced over at Kate, tapping away at her laptop and singing — off-key — to One Direction, and rolled her eyes. No way would she confide in The Mouth of Central London. If she did, Sasha’s secret would be the front-page story in every red top and tabloid within ten minutes.

What about Jamie? He was level-headed and usually gave good advice. No, Holly decided, he didn’t know Sasha; besides, he was far too busy with Gordon Scots these days. She frowned. Who else here at work could she trust enough to confide in—?

“Hi, Hols.” Will ambled up and handed her a cup of coffee. “One skinny mocha latte with an extra shot for a busy girl.”

She accepted it gratefully. “Thanks! Your timing’s perfect. I really needed this.”

He sipped his own plain black coffee and raised his brow. “Why? What’s up?”

“Aside from the usual — three articles to edit, nasty calls from PRs demanding their clothing back, and Sasha being even more bitchy than usual — I have a problem, and I need to talk to someone. Someone I can trust,” she added in a low voice. “Can you spare ten minutes? Would you mind listening, maybe doling out a bit of advice?”

“Sure. Let’s go,” Will said. “I could do with a leg-stretch.”

Twenty minutes later, after pouring out the story of Sasha’s bipolar sister as they walked down Shaftesbury Avenue, Holly eyed Will anxiously. “So now I’m afraid Sasha’s about to lose her job, which seems horribly unfair, and I don’t know what to do.”

“You’ve got a dilemma,” Will agreed. He frowned. “You could talk to her. Tell her what’s going on.”

“I thought of that. But it’s impossible to catch her long enough to talk about anything right now, much less something like this.” Holly sighed. “The October issue closes tomorrow, so she’s crazy busy. And she’s in meetings all afternoon. Maybe you could talk to her tonight?” she asked hopefully.

He shook his head. “We didn’t make plans. Besides, she didn’t tell me her story, she told you. I really don’t know her that well yet. She’s very private.” He thought of the phone calls Sasha sometimes got, and how they upset her. “My advice? If you can’t talk to Sasha first, tell Valery what’s going on,” Will said. “You have to tell her, Holly. If Sasha loses her job now, she’s well and truly sunk.”

And so, late that afternoon, Holly screwed up her courage and made her way to Valery’s office. Imogen was just getting ready to leave for the day when she arrived.

“Is Valery available?” Holly asked, part of her hoping the answer would be ‘no.’

Imogen nodded. “She is. You can go straight in.”

“Thanks.”

Holly knocked, waited for the editor-in-chief’s peremptory “Come in,” and pushed the door open. “Ms Beauchamp? May I speak with you, please? It’s very important.”

At Valery’s curt nod, she closed the door behind her and leaned against it. She took a deep breath. “I know I’m not supposed to know about this, and I’m probably overstepping, but there’s something you ought to know before — that is, if — you sack Sasha Davis.”

That evening, when everyone had left, Valery picked up her phone and called Sasha — who, she knew, was working late on her department’s budget figures — into her office. “Close the door and sit down,” she directed as the girl appeared in the doorway.

As Sasha shut the door and took a seat Valery studied her. Her face was pale and drawn. Already slender, she’d lost even more weight, and her clothes — as stylish as ever — hung loosely on her slight frame.

“I‘ll get to the point,” Valery said briskly. “We both know that your work performance has suffered of late.”

Sasha was silent.

“You’ve been late for meetings, missed a very important deadline, you screwed up the budget projections for your department — and it simply can’t continue. What I don’t understand, Sasha, is why.” Valery leaned back and regarded her assistant with an upraised brow. “What happened to the driven, hardworking girl I hired?”

She waited, hoping Sasha would confide in her, but she didn’t.

Instead, she shrugged, a resigned expression etched on her face. “Are you giving me the sack?” she said flatly.

“This is your second warning. So by rights, yes, I should sack you.” Valery leaned forward. “But given your personal situation, I’m willing to give you one more chance.”

Sasha stared at her, uncomprehending.

“I wish you’d come to me,” Valery went on, “when this all first began. I’m not a monster, contrary to what you might think. I’m willing to work around your schedule. But you have to trust me enough to be honest.”

“How much do you know? How did you find out?” As if I didn’t know, Sasha thought, as shame, disbelief, and fury simmered in an ugly mix inside her. Holly James.

“I received the information in confidence, and in confidence it will remain.” Her voice gentled. “I know your sister is bipolar, and she’s been in and out of care. And I know you haven’t any family to help, and so you’re paying for her care out of your own pocket.”

Sasha nodded stiffly, unable to speak past the thick bile of emotion in her throat. Fear and exhaustion, certainly; and a quiet, murderous rage at Holly, as well. It seemed she’d do anything, including revealing a strictly confidential matter, in order to blag Sasha’s job.

“I’m willing to accommodate your schedule,” Valery continued. “If you need to take time off — not too much, mind — I’ll arrange it.” She met Sasha’s eyes. “But you have to promise me that you’ll focus on your tasks and give BritTEEN a hundred and ten per cent when you’re here.”

“Yes,” Sasha murmured, “of course I will. I… I need this job. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost it.” She blinked away the sudden rise of tears. She’d be damned if she’d cry in front of Valery. “Thank you.”

Although she felt enormous relief as she stood and exited her boss’s office, Sasha’s overriding emotion as she strode down the hall to her office was pure, unadulterated fury — fury that Holly had betrayed her secret.

If she’d had any doubt that Holly wanted her job, she was convinced of it now. When she’d found out about Amanda, she’d run straight to Valery with the information, no doubt hoping that the editor-in-chief would give Sasha the sack, and promote Holly into the bargain.

She vowed to get even with Miss James. And as she returned to her office and quietly shut the door, she knew exactly how to do it.


Chapter 31

“I didn’t expect this,” Will told Sasha as he sat down to a dinner of grilled fish and spinach salad she’d prepared for them that evening.

“Well, I don’t like to be predictable.” Sasha smiled as she poured them each a glass of champagne.

“Believe me, you’re never that.” He waited until she sat down across from him, then raised his glass. “So — what’s the occasion?”

“The non-loss of my job,” she replied, and clinked her glass against his. “I nearly got the sack today, but Valery has decided to give me another chance.”

“She thinks highly of you.” When Sasha snorted, he leaned forward, his expression serious. “She told me only last week that you’re the best features editor BritTEEN’s ever had. I’m sure she’d never let you go. You’re far too valuable and far too experienced.”

“It’s my fault,” Sasha admitted, and handed him a plated spinach and strawberry salad. “I’ve missed a lot of time lately, screwed up a couple of work projects. I missed a deadline last week. I’ve had…personal issues to deal with.”

“Anything I can help with?” he asked, keeping his voice casual as he speared a strawberry. “I’m a good listener, amongst my many other talents.”

“Thanks. But it’s something I have to deal with on my own.” She jabbed a fork into her salad. “I’m furious with Holly James, though. She opened her gob and told Valery something…something I shared with her in strictest confidence.”

Will looked up. “Was it anything to do with whatever it is that you won’t talk about?”

“My personal problems have nothing to do with work.”

“They do, if they affect your job,” Will pointed out. “Besides, I’m sure Holly only did what she thought was right. She’s not a trouble-making sort.”

Sasha pressed her lips together but didn’t reply. Her mobile rang, and, after glancing down at the screen, she excused herself to answer it.

Will sipped his champagne and listened to the low murmur of Sasha’s voice in the kitchen. A few minutes later, she returned and resumed her seat. “Sorry. More bubbly?”

“I wouldn’t say no.”

“You know, Will,” she remarked as they tucked into their dinners, “Kate really likes you. I couldn’t help but notice, that night at the pub.”

He paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Kate’s a great girl. She’s a lot of fun.”

“So does that mean you’re interested in her?”

“It means she’s a great girl, and a lot of fun.”

Sasha frowned. “You’ve never mentioned any ex-girlfriends. Why is that?”

“It’s never come up in conversation.” He shrugged. “I’ve had a few relationships, but they didn’t last, probably because I work a lot of long, strange hours. Most girls don’t like that.”

She smiled ruefully. “I understand that perfectly.”

“That’s because you work for a magazine, so you get it. You know what it’s like to stay up half the night putting an issue to bed.”

“God, it’s insanity, isn’t it?” Sasha agreed. “Coffee and chocolate bars fuelled me through the last all-nighter.”

A short time later they found themselves on the sofa, Will’s arm resting companionably around her shoulders as they watched the telly, when Sasha’s mobile shrilled once again. She groaned and leaned forward to answer it.

“Let it ring,” Will murmured, and drew her back.

“I can’t. I have to answer it.” She reached out to grab her mobile. “Hello? Yes, sweetie, how are you? You went to Asda today? That’s great. What did you buy?”

She listened to the voice on the other end for a few minutes more, and her smile gradually faded. “No, I’m sure you’re wrong,” she said soothingly. “Mrs Ames would never do that, I know she wouldn’t—”

The voice on the other end of the line grew louder and more agitated. Will couldn’t make out the words, but there was no mistaking how much it upset Sasha.

She rang off a moment later and laid her mobile aside, her hand shaking. “I have to go, Will. I’m sorry.” She turned away and stood up to search for her coat and handbag. “You can let yourself out.”

“I have to go, anyway.” Will stood as well and ran a hand through his hair. “Do you mind if I ask who that was?”

Sasha was silent.

“I know it’s none of my business,” he began, choosing his words cautiously, “but I wonder — who’s on the other end of those phone calls you get? Whoever it is, they upset you.”

Sasha regarded him with a level gaze. “You’re right, Will. It’s none of your business.”

He reached out and took her hand in his. “Fair enough. But whatever it is seems to be more than you can handle on your own. If you change your mind — if you decide you need help, or just want someone to talk to — I’m here.”

She hesitated. Will was kind, and she liked his company. God, it would be beyond lovely to have a shoulder to cry on. But the sting of Holly’s recent betrayal gave her pause.

It was bad enough that Holly knew her secret, and now, thanks to her, Valery knew it as well. At this rate, soon all of London would know about Amanda.

Besides, there was no use getting too involved with Will. Soon enough, he’d get fed up with the constant phone calls and interruptions, annoyed that she couldn’t go off on holiday, or shopping, or even to bed, without her mobile at hand; and eventually, he’d leave. Just like all the others.

And she’d be fine. Just as she always was.

After all, Sasha reminded herself grimly, she’d relied on herself most all of her life. She’d raised herself and her sister. She could survive the end of another relationship.

It was just that Will was the first man in a very long time that she’d trusted. She could relax around him and be her true self, instead of the demanding, haute-couture harpy she morphed into every day at work. And it felt nice, to let down the walls and ramparts she’d built, even for a bit.

“It’s nothing,” she said with a shrug, “just the usual family drama. Thanks, really. But I’m fine.”

Will made no comment. Although her words were convincing, the ghost of unhappiness on her face said otherwise. As he leaned forward to kiss her his hands came up to bracket her face.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” he told her, and kissed her again. “I’ll drop off the photos for Holly’s article.”

“Okay. Thanks. It’s probably best if we keep things just between us for the moment,” she added. “I don’t want to stir up any more office gossip than I already have.” She turned to go.

He grabbed his rucksack and followed her to the door. “You know, you don’t have to try so hard, Sasha. It’s okay if you mess up once in a while, show that you’re human.”

“Maybe it’s okay for some people,” she replied shortly as she reached for the doorknob, “but I haven’t the luxury of messing up. I’ve a staff to oversee, and people who depend on me to get things done. There is no one else.”

“There’s always someone else.”

Her eyes met his. “Not always.” Her words were flat. “I don’t expect you to understand what it’s like when someone depends on you — and you alone — to be there for them. There’s no skiving off, no bank holiday, no dodging responsibility — because there is no one else.”

“Sasha,” he reminded her gently, “you can’t take care of someone else if you don’t take care of yourself first.”

Her throat tightened and she felt the incipient threat of tears, but she blinked them back.

“Easier said than done,” Sasha said abruptly. “I have to go,” and she pushed past him and fled out of the door.


Chapter 32

“Will never answered me,” Kate complained that evening when she got home.

Holly, applying a second coat of mascara at her dressing table, glanced up. “Never answered you about what?”

“I asked him straight out if he’s seeing Sasha or not.”

“And? What did he say?”

“That it’s really none of my business.” Kate came in and sank down onto Holly’s bed with a morose expression.

“He’s right,” Holly pointed out as she stood up and grabbed her clutch. “It isn’t.” She made her way towards the door. “That should tell you that yes, he’s seeing Sasha. God, poor man! He’s far too nice for the likes of her.”

“Why would he do that?” Kate wondered. “Why would he take on someone like her, when he could’ve had me?”

“Oh, come on, Kate — you know as well as me, when it comes to you or Sasha, there’s no comparison. Or maybe he just doesn’t like gingers.” She laughed and dodged the pillow her flatmate hurled at her and paused to take a last, critical look at herself in the hall mirror.

“Hold up,” Kate called after her as she got up. “Where are you off to tonight? Going out with Alex?”

“Sort of. He’s making us dinner.” Holly opened the door and paused. “We’re having steak — salad for me…and no interruptions this time,” she added pointedly. “With any luck, I won’t be back tonight. Bye, Kate. Enjoy the peace and quiet. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye,” Kate echoed. “Lucky cow!” she called out, just before the door slammed shut.

“That was so good, Alex,” Holly said as she pushed aside her plate. “But I can’t eat another bite.”

He eyed her half-eaten egg and chips as he stood to remove their plates. “But you didn’t finish. I even used fresh-ground pepper, like they do in the restaurants.”

“And it looked as perfect as it tasted, truly. But you gave me enough to feed a family of four,” she told him. “Let me help you clear up.”

He shook his head. “I’ve got it.” He picked up their plates and leaned forward to kiss her. “How’s the part-time job working out?”

“Fine, so far, except I was late to work this morning. I slept through the alarm. Luckily Kate covered for me. And Sasha’s been too preoccupied lately to notice.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“You know…just Sasha being Sasha,” she said, and pushed her chair back. She poured them each a glass of wine and made her way into the sitting room. “Want to watch telly?” she called out. Alex was still banging around in the kitchen.

“Sure, if you like,” he answered. “See what’s on.”

Holly flicked on the television to BBC 2. “Strictly Come Dancing,” she informed him, “or The Hairy Bikers.”

“I vote for Strictly,” Alex said as he sat on the sofa and patted the space beside him. “It doesn’t matter, at any rate.”

“Oh? And why’s that?” Holly asked as she sat beside him.

“Because,” he murmured as he slid his arm around her and pulled her close, “we both know that whatever’s on, we won’t watch it, anyway.”

And as she twined her arms around his neck and lost herself in Alex’s very lengthy, very delicious kiss, Holly realized he was absolutely right.

Afterwards, Holly sat up in Alex’s bed and switched on the News at Ten. Angry homeowners in Chipping Barnet filled the screen, protesting the Conservative candidate’s proposal to reopen the homeless shelter. Alarmed, Holly nudged Alex and turned the volume up.

“Wha—?” he mumbled. He’d just drifted off to sleep.

“Wake up. You’re the top story on the News at Ten!”

He blinked and sat up. “I am?”

“When the shelter was here,” a young mother was saying, “crime in our neighborhood skyrocketed. Our houses were broken into on a regular basis, and panhandlers were everywhere.”

“One bloke took a whiz in my rose bushes every morning,” another man said indignantly.

“Not the sort of thing you want your children to see,” an older woman added.

“What do you think of Mr Barrington’s campaign to reopen the Chipping Barnet homeless shelter?” the reporter asked them.

“I’ll tell you what I think! It’s bollocks,” a black man stated unequivocally. “Let him open a homeless shelter on his own bloody street, that’s what I say.”

“Shit.” Alex bounded out of bed and snapped off the television. “Leave it to a bunch of NIMBYs to derail my campaign before it’s even begun…”

“NIMBYs?” she echoed, puzzled.

“’Not in my backyard,’” he told her grimly. “They’re the people who say they want change, who say they want social programmes and progress and homeless shelters — as long as the shelters and dole lines are located somewhere else.”

“Well, you’ll just have to stand up to them.”

“Easier said than done,” he retorted. “Publicity like this could cost me votes, Holly.”

She stared at him in dismay. “But it’s only a handful of people, after all. It’s just a — a tempest in a teapot.”

Before Alex could respond, his mobile rang, and he dived to pick it up. “Alex here,” he said cautiously. “Hello, Camilla. No, it’s okay, thanks for calling… Yes, I’ve just seen it.”

As Holly began to get dressed Alex clapped the phone to his ear and went into the lounge.

“What do you suggest I do? What can I do?” he was saying.

Quietly, Holly picked up her shoes and handbag and padded into the lounge after him. “I’m leaving,” she mouthed, and pointed to the door. “See you later.”

He nodded and gave her a distracted peck on the cheek. “Goodbye, darling,” he murmured. “I’ll call you. What? No, sorry, Camilla, I was just saying goodbye to Holly. Now, about our plan of attack for the Chipping Barnet problem…”


Chapter 33

“My article’s just been published!”

Holly rushed into the office just before nine the next morning, brandishing the latest copy of BritTEEN above her head as she flung herself in her chair and spun around.

“Ooh, congrats!” Kate squealed as she stuck her head around her cubicle. “Let’s see.”

Holly opened the magazine and flipped excitedly through the pages. “Here it is!” she cried. “Here’s my article—”

Her face fell as she stared down at the two-page, four-colour spread on her lap. By rights she ought to be on top of the world. This was her first major published piece with her own byline. This was a very Big Deal, the first step on her way to a real career as a magazine writer.

But as she took in the enormity of what she saw Holly began to tremble. How had a mistake like this happened again?

She’d promised Zoe faithfully that the article would run with her face out of focus. After looking at the dozens of shots Will had taken, she’d chosen an image of Zoe, standing in the squat where they’d slept, a broken windowpane behind her reflecting the candles flickering in bits of tinfoil.

The instant she saw it, Holly knew it was an amazing photograph. It had a bleak, visceral beauty.

So then how had a photo of Zoe — Doc Martens, nose stud, boot-black, sticky-up mohawk hair and all, lounging on her customary bench — been published alongside the article instead? Worse still, her face wasn’t pixelated or out of focus; it was plainly visible.

How could she possibly explain this to Zoe?

And more importantly — how could she explain it to Valery? ‘Sorry’ just wouldn’t cut it; nor would ‘I swear I didn’t do it.’ She’d be sacked this time, no question.

“What’s wrong? You look like a cat’s bum.” Kate came over and handed her a cup of coffee. “What’s happened?”

“My article’s been published,” Holly said dully.

“That’s great! Why the long face, then?”

“Great?” With a grim expression Holly held up the two-page spread. “I finally get my first byline, and look what happens.”

Kate peered at the photograph of the homeless girl with dawning understanding. “That’s Zoe! But… I thought she didn’t want her face shown?”

“She didn’t. She made it very clear she wanted any shots Will took of her face to be pixelated.” Holly lowered the magazine and clutched her head in both hands. “I don’t know how this happened!” she wailed. “I don’t even know where this picture came from.”

“Well, you’d better find some answers fast,” Sasha pronounced coldly as she appeared in front of Holly, “because Valery wants to see both of us in her office. Now.”

“You’ve let me down, Holly.” Valery Beauchamp regarded the girl in the black-and-white bohemian print dress standing miserably before her desk. “But more importantly, you’ve let the magazine down.”

Holly said nothing. The thickness in her throat made words impossible.

“The first time this happened,” Valery went on, “when Henry Barrington’s off-the-record interview comment was published, he didn’t file suit — which was lucky for us. But this—” she touched a perfectly manicured finger accusingly to the article’s page “—lays us wide open to a lawsuit, should Zoe decide to file one. And we haven’t a leg to stand on.”

“But I turned the article in with a different photo,” Holly protested, “and her face was pixelated, just like she asked. I swear it—”

“And I,” Valery cut in icily, “rearranged the mock-up issue myself to include your piece. The photograph of the girl that we published,” she added succinctly as she leaned forward, “is the one that was turned in to me with your text. Unless you’re calling me a liar, Miss James?”

Holly felt the hot salt rush of tears threatening, but fought them back. She refused to cry in front of Valery.

This had to be Sasha’s doing, she knew it, but she couldn’t tell Valery that. She had no proof, for one thing. For another, Holly knew if she opened her mouth, she’d start sobbing and not be able to stop.

She had too much pride to cry and beg for her job. No matter how much her job meant to her.

It was plainly too late for that now, at any rate.

“I can’t tell you how disappointed I am in you, Holly.” Valery leaned back in her giant leather chair. “Your article is excellent, your future is promising. Or it was. But this mistake shows an astonishing lack of professionalism that I simply can’t ignore. I have no choice but to let you go.”

“This isn’t fair!” Holly said hotly. “I worked really hard on that article. Really hard! It wasn’t easy to persuade Zoe to do it. Will took the photos, and he didn’t take a single one of Zoe on that bench! He promised her he wouldn’t show her face. And he didn’t! I’ll go and get him right now—”

“It’s too late for that. HR will sort out your pay packet and severance information.” Valery’s expression was set, her mind plainly made up.

There were to be no second chances, Holly realized. It was done. She’d saved Sasha’s job, only to be given the boot herself.

A single, hot tear escaped and tracked down her face.

Valery stood up; the interview was over. “You can stay here and collect yourself before you leave, if you like. I have a board meeting to attend. Goodbye, Holly, and…good luck.”

Holly sank dully into one of the chairs in front of the editor’s desk as Valery left. She couldn’t believe it. After all her hard work, after weeks of giddily anticipating her first published magazine article, her moment of triumph was ruined.

Who could have done this to her?

She thought of Kate, but immediately discarded the idea. Kate’s surprise when she saw the full-bleed photo of Zoe had been genuine. She’d been as gobsmacked as Holly.

She pressed her lips together in a grim line. There was only one other person devious — and spiteful — enough to do this to her.

Sasha.

Almost as if her thoughts had summoned her, her boss strode in and paused by the door. “Ah, there you are, Holly. Valery just told me the news. I’m sorry.”

“Yes, I’m sure you’re heartbroken.”

“I don’t take joy from anyone getting the sack. But honestly, Holly, I did warn you,” she reminded her. “Details are so very important, after all. Unfortunately, that’s something you’ve never properly learnt—”

“You did this.” Holly surged to her feet. “You had someone take that picture of Zoe, and you swapped it in at the last minute, somehow. Just like you did with Alex’s off-the-record comment. You’ve always had it in for me.”

“That’s nonsense. You’re not only unprofessional, you’re paranoid.”

“And to think I felt sorry for you,” Holly forged on, “you despicable, back-stabbing, Machiavellian cow—”

Sasha raised a brow. “Name calling is very unprofessional, Holly. And so is throwing around accusations when you have no proof to back them up.”

“This is payback, isn’t it?” Holly said suddenly. “You’re furious with me because I told Valery about your sister. I didn’t keep your confidence. So you struck back in the only way you knew how — by getting me sacked.”

“It’s true you had no business telling Valery about my situation,” Sasha agreed coldly, “but why on earth would I do such a petty, vindictive thing? And how would I have managed it? You give me far too much credit.”

“Easy enough — you or Kate swapped out Will’s photo and replaced it on the memory stick before it went to Valery.” Holly swallowed past the thick bile of anger in her throat. “How could you do this? Why do you hate me so much? To think I actually spoke up for you the other day, when Valery was ready to sack you,” she added, and shook her head in disgust. “I shouldn’t have bothered.”

Sasha raised one perfectly arched brow. “That’s ludicrous. Valery would never sack me.”

“She would. She as much as told me so.”

“Really? I don’t believe you. She’d never discuss something like that with you,” Sasha scoffed. Her eyes narrowed. “The fact is, you didn’t tell Valery about my personal situation to save my job. You did it to make sure I’d lose my job.”

“Well, if what you say is true, then I failed, didn’t I?” Holly flung back. “Because I’m the one getting sacked, not you! I’m the one who’s…who’s…” she stopped, and began, to her eternal chagrin, to cry; and not just a few tears, either.

No, these were great wracking sobs that made her face go red and puffy and set her nose running.

Sasha said nothing, but the harsh lines of her face eased slightly, and uncertainty flickered in her eyes. She reached over and grabbed a tissue box from Valery’s desk and thrust it at Holly.

“To think I f-felt s-sorry for you,” Holly sobbed, yanking a tissue from the box and blowing her nose, “dealing with your s-sister and juggling your schedule, with no one to h-help you. Then Valery started t-talking about p-personnel reorganization, and said I’d be taking on some of your r-responsibilities, and I thought—”

“You thought she meant to sack me.”

Holly nodded and blew her nose again.

Sasha crossed her arms loosely against her chest. “You got it wrong, Holly, as usual. Valery is getting rid of me, in a manner of speaking — she’s promoting me to another department, where the hours are a bit more reasonable.” She paused. “She wanted to offer my position to you, but I told her you weren’t ready. You’re not,” she said sharply as Holly looked up, outraged. “One day, perhaps. But not yet.”

“Well, we’ll never know now, will we?” Holly accused her. “You’ve seen to that.”

Sasha said nothing.  

“I know Will didn’t take that photo of Zoe.” Holly’s voice was calm but steely. “Just like I know you were behind this. You sabotaged me. But sooner or later, I’ll prove it, and I’ll get my job back — and I’ll see you sacked.”

“Good luck with that.” Sasha pressed her lips together. “Whether you believe me or not, Holly, I’m truly sorry. You showed a lot of promise in your short time here at BritTEEN. Now—” she turned towards the door “—I’ll escort you out of the office. We’ll send your things along after you later.”

“Don’t bother. And there’s no need to escort me out of the office. I’m quite capable of finding my own way.”

“Rules, Holly. They exist to create order from chaos.”

Sasha preceded Holly out of the office and led her back to the lobby. At the double glass doors she paused.

“Goodbye, Holly. You may not believe it, but…I really do wish you the best.”

Holly snorted. “I’d say it’s been a pleasure working with you, Sasha, but…” she ignored the hand her ex-boss held out to her “…I don’t like to lie. Goodbye.”

And with that, Holly turned on her heel, thrust open the door, and left the BritTEEN offices for the very last time.

“I’m that sorry, Holly,” Frank said, his face stricken as Holly handed over her security badge on the way out. “I just heard the news. I’ll miss you, lass.”

Holly gave him a wobbly smile and a hug. “Thanks, Frank. I’ll miss you, too.” And for the second time that day, she felt the sting of tears. “I’ll…see you around.”

“You’ll be back, ducks,” he told her confidently. “Mark my words.”

Well, Holly told herself disconsolately as she crossed the lobby and pushed her way through the revolving doors, at least now I’ll have plenty of time to focus on writing. For every cloud there’s a silver lining; the glass is half full, not half empty; if you’re handed lemons, make lemonade… Those were the clichés, anyway.

Holly scowled. Clichés were a fat load of bollocks, in her opinion. She paused on the top step as her eyes scanned the street.

She had one more thing to do before she left.

“Zoe!” she called out as she spotted the girl across the street. She half expected Zoe to turn away, but she didn’t. “Have you seen it?” Holly asked guardedly.

“The interview? Yeah,” Zoe said, “I’ve seen it.” She took a last drag on her cigarette and threw the butt aside.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know how that picture got published. It wasn’t the one I submitted.”

Zoe looked at her with contempt. “It’s simple,” she said, “innit?” She ground the butt under one heel. “Someone took a long-range photo and slapped it in, never mind that I told you I didn’t want my face shown. And now, thanks to you, a very nasty bloke named Erik knows all about me. He’s why I ran away, Holly.” Her eyes glittered with animosity. “I should’ve known not to trust you or that bloody photographer.”

“You know we’d never do something like that! I promised you I wouldn’t use your picture, and I swear to you, I didn’t—”

“Well, someone did,” Zoe said evenly, “didn’t they? Doesn’t matter who; the result’s the same. You lied to me, Holly James. And I won’t forget that.”

“I’ve been sacked over this, Zoe. I’ve lost my job.”

“Well, I’m sorry,” Zoe said as she adjusted the straps of her rucksack. “But it’s worked out a treat for me, ’cause I’ve been offered a job helping Kate.” She shrugged. “Looks like I’m in, and you’re out.”

“Don’t you see what they’re doing?” Holly demanded. “They’re giving you a job so you won’t sue the magazine! Valery never pays interns—”

“Well, that’s just it,” Zoe said. “I’m to be an exception. I’ll be helping Kate, and I’m to be paid. And Kate,” she added as she turned away, “will have your old job. Starting tomorrow.” She turned away. “Ta.”

Holly stared after her. So Kate was to have her job. Well, no good deed goes unpunished. She’d saved Sasha’s job and tried to help Zoe, and look where it had landed her. Now she was unemployed, Kate had her job, and her moment of triumph — the publication of her article — had gone horribly pear-shaped.

And it was all Sasha Davis’s fault.

Well, Holly consoled herself, at least she had the reception job to see her through until she found another full-time position.

Her mobile rang. She scrabbled through her handbag and dug out her phone. Perhaps Valery had reconsidered? “Hello?”

“Miss James? Grace from Ms Winter’s office here.”

“Oh, hello, Grace,” Holly said. “Did you want me to come in tonight? I’m free, as it happens—”

“No, Miss James, quite the opposite,” Grace said crisply. “I’m sorry, but your services won’t be required any longer.”

Holly held out the phone and stared at it. “What? Not required? But I just started on Wednesday—”

“And four hours was quite enough. You cut off every incoming call during your time on the switchboard, Miss James. Ms Winter’s clients were quite upset, believe me.”

She blinked. “So, you’re telling me I’m—”

“Sacked, Miss James. I’m very sorry. We’ll mail you your first — and your last — cheque. Have a lovely day.”

Numbly, Holly dropped her phone back into her handbag and descended the steps. To be sacked twice in one day must be some kind of bloody record. Tears blurred her vision as she turned and headed for the tube station.

She’d go back to the flat and pack a few things before Kate got home, and figure out what to do next. There had to be a way to prove that Sasha — and possibly Kate — was behind this. As she descended the underground stairs and touched her Oyster card to the reader, Holly knew only that she had to get away, out of London.

She’d go home, she decided, to Oxfordshire. Today.

“Excuse me. Have you seen this girl?”

Sharon looked up from her second cigarette of the day. As she took in the sight of the well-dressed bloke coming towards her, photo in hand, her eyes narrowed. Crikey, he was fit.

She reached out to take the picture. “Let’s have a look.”

He held it out of reach. “Sorry, it’s the only picture I’ve got. My sister’s gone missing, and I need to find her.”

Sharon leaned forward to study the picture and exhaled a plume of smoke. “What happened to her?”

The girl in the photo had long, brown-gold hair and grey eyes, and she wore a school uniform — navy plaid skirt, white shirt, tie. She looked nothing like this bloke with the blond hair and the cold blue eyes.

In fact, Sharon realized suddenly, the girl looked familiar. If she had dark, choppy hair instead of that golden brown shade, and a couple of nose studs, she’d look remarkably like…Zoe.

“She ran away.” He offered no further information.

“You think she’s somewhere hereabouts, then?”

“Possibly. Have you seen her?” His eyes were keen on hers.

Sharon opened her mouth to say yes, of course, it was Zoe; but something stopped her. “No,” she said, and turned away to take another drag off her cigarette. “No, I haven’t. Sorry.”

“You’re sure about that?”

She tipped ash off the end of the cigarette and shrugged. “I told you—I haven’t seen her. I can’t help you.”

He stared at her, his eyes narrowed as if to challenge her; but, “Thanks,” he murmured. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.”

And it was then that Sharon began, for reasons she couldn’t quite fathom, to be afraid.


Chapter 34

It was just past seven that evening when Holly let herself in to her parents’ country house. The dogs greeted her joyfully, toenails skittering against the age-darkened floorboards as they surrounded her, jumping and barking and knocking the kilim rugs askew.

“Who’s there?” Mrs Henley called out suspiciously as she emerged from behind the panelled door that led to the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel.

“It’s only me, Mrs H.”

“Fair gave me a start, you did,” she grumbled. “I should’ve left already, but I had a bit of washing up to finish, didn’t want to leave it. Would you like something to eat before I go? Cheese toast, or a cup of tea?”

Holly shook her head. “No, thanks, I had something on the way down. I’m not hungry.”

“Well, there’s plenty to eat in the kitchen if you get peckish later.”

“Where’s Hannah? Is she still here?” Holly asked as she deposited her rucksack by the door.

“No, that boyfriend of hers picked ’er up yesterday and drove ’er back to Norwich. She had a class to take. ‘Mixed media,’ I think she called it, or sommat like that.”

“Right.” Holly suppressed a yawn. “Thanks, Mrs H.”

“Your parents won’t be coming down this weekend — and of course, your mum tells me this after I did the weekly shop — so it’s good you’re here. You can eat up some of that food. I made Lancashire hotpot; it only needs reheating. Now, if there’s nothing else—”

“No, nothing. Don’t let me keep you. And thanks.”

“Well, if you’re sure,” Mrs Henley murmured, and turned to go. “I’m off. I’ll see you Monday if you’re still here. Oh — and the dogs are in for the night. Just be sure you let ’em out again in the morning. Goodnight, pet.”

“I will. Goodnight, Mrs H.” Holly locked the door after her, then trudged up the stairs to her room.

In less than ten minutes, she was asleep.

On Friday morning Jamie slapped a copy of the latest issue of BritTEEN magazine and five quid on the newsstand counter. “And a pack of Polos, too, mate,” he told the spot-faced clerk.

Wordlessly, the clerk complied. He wasn’t accustomed to such cheeriness this early in the day.

Jamie pocketed his change and turned away. He’d made a special point to stop in at the newsagent’s on his way to work. He’d already shopped the market stalls and made his purchases for the day — a crate of pollock straight off the boat, and several large bunches of tarragon and parsley — and there’d be no time to buy the magazine later. And he was really keen to read Holly’s article.

He arrived at Gordon Scots to find that one of the walk-ins wasn’t cooling properly, two of the evening’s four-tops had cancelled, and his best waiter, Sergei, had called in sick — hung over on vodka, most likely — so Jamie didn’t get a chance to open the magazine until late that afternoon.

He was impressed with Holly’s article. It was an excellent piece of writing and a topic that deserved attention. He picked up his mobile to call and congratulate her on a job well done.

But every time he called — and he tried several times — Holly’s mobile rang three times, then went straight to voicemail.

Oh well, he reflected as he pocketed the phone, she’s probably out celebrating with her mates.

“Jamie,” his hostess said briskly as she thrust her head in his office, “the fellow’s here to fix the walk-in.”

“About damned time,” Jamie grumbled, and stood up. “Thanks, Maura, I’ll be right there.”

And as he made his way out to the front to meet the repairman Jamie hoped that, wherever she was, Holly was having herself a proper celebration.

“Holly?” Alex said into his mobile.

There was a pause. “No. This is Kate Ashby. Alex?”

“Yes.” He paused, puzzled. “Sorry, I could’ve sworn I rang Holly’s work number—”

“You did. She’s not here any longer. She was sacked yesterday.”

“What? Sacked?” he echoed, stunned. “What happened?”

“She was let go yesterday afternoon. There was a mix-up with her article. Didn’t she tell you?” Kate said, puzzled.

“No, she didn’t.” Alex was taken aback. “But… Holly’s article was just published. She was very excited about it; she talked of nothing else. Things were going so well—”

“They were,” Kate agreed, “until a photo of Zoe — the homeless girl she interviewed for the article — was printed in the magazine. It showed her face, after Holly promised it’d be pixelated. The shit, as they say, hit the fan. And unfortunately, it blew all over Holly.”

“But how could something like that happen? Holly would never be so careless. That article was very important to her.”

“Not important enough for her to double-check the details, evidently. It’s always the bloody details that get you. Poor Hols.” Kate sounded genuinely sorry. “She was so excited about that article. I imagine she’s gutted over this.”

“Is she at home, do you know?” Alex asked tersely.

“I doubt it. From the looks of things last night, she’s scarpered. She must’ve packed up and left before I got home. She never came back, at any rate.”

“Have you any idea where she might have gone?”

“Well, if I were to hazard a guess, I’d say Holly went to her parents’ place in Chipping Norton.” She sniffed. “That’s usually her bolt hole whenever things go wrong—”

Too late, Kate realized that Alex had already rung off, and she was talking to empty air.

Every day, the man in the black Maserati drove the streets of central London, his eyes behind their dark sunglasses missing nothing. He showed the girl’s photograph to rough sleepers, passers-by, store clerks and car-park attendants.

Every day, the answers were the same. No one had seen her.

He was growing impatient. He had to find her, and, more importantly, he had to find that bloody phone, or he’d have all sorts of trouble to deal with.

Most likely she’d changed her hair colour, or cut it short to avoid recognition. He let out a short, irritated breath. She’d eluded him thus far; yet he was convinced she was still somewhere in central London. With no money and no friends, her options were limited.

Ah, well…she was clever; he’d give her that.

But so was he.


Chapter 35

There was a lot to be said for watching television alone, Holly decided.

You could be panda-eyed from crying, dressed like a tramp — the homeless kind, not the streetwalker kind — and not bother with a bath or a leg shave for a whole day…and there was no one to see, or to care.

She pushed aside a bag of half-eaten Mint Imperials and glanced at the sweet wrappers strewn on the sofa with only the tiniest twinge of guilt. She grabbed the tissue box from the coffee table and blew her nose. Between catching up on episodes of Hollyoaks and Emmerdale, she’d done a fair bit of crying, but at least she wasn’t sobbing over her own mess of a life. Perhaps an episode of Strictly would lighten her mood…

As she reached listlessly for the remote, one of the dogs sprawled near the sofa lifted its head and growled. A car door slammed outside. “What’s wrong, boy?” Holly murmured as she put the remote down and leaned forward to ruffle Caesar’s ears.

Caesar leapt up and erupted into frenzied barking and growling as someone knocked on the front door. With a sigh Holly shushed him and got up to pad, barefoot, to the door. “Mrs H,” she said with exasperation as she swung the door open, “thanks for checking up on me, but there’s really no need. I’m fine—”

But it wasn’t Mrs H who stood on the doorstep, hand upraised to knock again. It was Alex.

Alex omigod I look like shit I’m wearing Powerpuff Girls jammies and my nail polish is chipped and my eyes are red from crying Barrington.

Holly stared at him. “Alex?” she whispered.

“I heard what happened,” he said quietly. “I came here as soon as I could.” There was a duffel bag at his feet.

Holly began to cry as Alex enfolded her in his arms and stroked her hair and made comforting little shushing noises. He smelled of aftershave and, vaguely, of petrol. They clung together for some time, until Holly was cried out and Alex’s collar was damp, because eventually even the dogs lost interest and wandered back into the lounge.

“How did you find out I got sacked?” Holly asked him with a sniffle when she finally lifted her head to look at him.

He looked uncomfortable. “Word gets round,” he said evasively.

“Not from Shaftesbury Avenue to Canary Wharf, it doesn’t. Who told you?” she persisted.

“Kate,” he admitted with a sigh. “I rang your work number and she answered. She told me what happened.”

“Cow,” Holly said, but without conviction. “So she’s already taken my job, has she? She didn’t waste any time.” She put her hand in his and drew him forward. “Have you eaten yet?”

“I had some crisps at a motorway station about an hour ago. Cheese and onion,” he added. “I wouldn’t recommend kissing me.”

“I’ll — what is it you solicitors say? — take it under advisement,” Holly said, and kissed him anyway. She made a face. “Hope you brought some breath mints, then. Come on, I’ll make you a sandwich.”

He followed her through to the kitchen and took a seat at the refectory table. “Where is everyone? I thought your parents would be here, and your sister. Although I’m rather glad they’re not.”

“Normally they are.” Holly reached down plates and rummaged in the fridge for sliced ham and cheese and a jar of Branston pickle. “But Dad has some kind of an awards thingy tomorrow night, so they’re staying in London. And Hannah left for Norwich yesterday.”

“Ah,” Alex said as he helped himself to bread and a generous wodge of razor-thin sliced ham, “so you have the entire place to yourself…for the whole of the weekend?”

Holly nodded and spread brown mustard liberally on her bread slice. “Mrs Henley won’t be back until Monday morning.”

He indicated the seat across from him. “Sit down,” he commanded, “and tell me exactly what happened.”

Obediently Holly sat. “Someone swapped Will’s photo and published a picture of the homeless girl, Zoe, instead. It wasn’t pixelated, and you could plainly see Zoe’s face.” Holly took one bite of her sandwich and set it aside, her appetite gone. “Valery was furious. Zoe’s not speaking to me. And now Kate has my job.”

Alex frowned. “Who was the last person to see the article before it was published?”

“Sasha. I always turn my work in to her, and she makes sure it goes to Valery to be included in the book.”

“The book?”

“The magazine mock-up,” Holly explained. “All of the articles, photo shoots, features, ads, everything are in there, arranged just as they’ll appear in the final issue. There’s an electronic book, and a paper one. Valery likes to have both.”

“And where does Kate fit in? Does she have access to this book?”

Holly shook her head. “No. No one touches the mock-up but Valery, and sometimes the fashion or art directors.”

“So it’s down to Sasha. Does Kate ever assist her?”

“Sometimes she asks Kate to courier things over to Valery, usually at the last minute—” Holly broke off, her eyes wide as she stared at Alex. “That’s it!”

“That’s what?” Puzzlement clouded his expression.

“Valery wanted to include my article at the last minute. Sasha must’ve asked Kate to take it over to Valery to go in the book,” Holly said with growing conviction. “Kate could’ve easily swapped out my stock photo for Zoe’s picture in the taxi on the way over, or on a memory stick before she left, and no one would ever know.”

“No one but Kate,” Alex agreed thoughtfully. “And Sasha, if she’s in on it.”

“Oh, I’ve no doubt she is, the conniving, back-stabbing cow. She hates me — she always has.”

Alex stood up and collected their plates. “The problem is, you need proof. Without it, there’s nothing you can do.”

“I’ll never prove it, unless I can find that photo of Zoe stashed somewhere in Kate’s things,” Holly agreed. “It’s not right, Kate and Sasha getting away with this, and trashing me in the process. I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ll never try and help anyone again,” she added bitterly.

“Well, if it’s any consolation,” Alex said as he deposited their plates and knives in the sink, “you did the right thing.”

“Yes, I did, more fool me. And no, it’s not much consolation.”

“Kate and Sasha will get exactly what they deserve, eventually. You know — karma, what goes around, et cetera.”

“I hope so. I hope karma bites both of them square on their arses,” Holly said with conviction, and stood up.

“Speaking of that,” Alex murmured as he leaned back against the sink and drew Holly into his arms, “did I mention that yours looks particularly fetching in those cute little jammies?”

She laughed. “Now I know you’re crazy. I’ve never looked worse in my entire life than I do right now—”

He cut off her protests with a long, lingering kiss. “I really think,” he said, his lips moving warmly against her throat, “that you should stop fishing for compliments.”

“I’m not,” she said, and bit her lip as Alex’s hands slid down her back and cupped the curves of her rear. “I look awful.”

“You look very fetching,” Alex murmured, and kissed her again. “But you’re upset, and it’s been a long day for both of us. Besides, your father wouldn’t like my being here. He’s just waiting for an excuse to hire a hit man and have me taken out. I really should go—”

“And drive all the way back to London?” Holly took his face in her hands. “I won’t let you,” she said, her words fierce. She blushed and dropped her gaze to his lips. They were lovely lips, chiselled and firm and yet incredibly soft at the same time… “I want you to stay, Alex. Please,” she added, and lifted her eyes back to his. “Save me from watching another episode of Emmerdale.”

He laughed, then grew serious. “You’re sure?”

“Never been surer of anything in my life,” Holly assured him, and pressed her lips softly against his.

His arms tightened around her as their kiss deepened. “Well, in that case,” he said when they finally came up for air, “let’s get you upstairs to bed, Ms James.”

And with that, Alex picked her up and carried her up the Georgian staircase. And this time, Holly reflected with a dreamy smile as she rested her head against his chest, she didn’t mind one bit.

They spent the rest of Friday night and most of Saturday morning in bed. Although, Holly had to admit, bed wasn’t the only place they made love. She’d never be able to look at the refectory table, or the Bedouin rug in the upstairs hallway, or the window seat in the library in quite the same way again.

At least her father hadn’t walked in and caught them in the act — the possibility of which, according to Alex, was half the fun. Holly had to agree. She felt wickedly, wickedly bad.

“So, you demanding, sex-crazed little creature,” Alex said as they finished under the desk in the morning room, “are you satisfied? Had enough? Because I’m quite done in, need a bit of rest.”

Holly stretched her arms over her head luxuriously. “I’ll let you off the hook for lunch. But at the very least, I expect a repeat performance tonight and tomorrow.”

“Matinee as well, I suppose?” Alex murmured as he traced a finger lightly across her breast.

“Yes. And an encore.” She leaned forward to kiss him, then sat up and brushed a tangle of hair from her eyes. “Come on, let’s go grab some lunch. I could do with some nice, greasy pub food. Then maybe we could go for a ride. There’s a folk festival in Widdecomb. How does that sound?”

“That,” Alex agreed as he manoeuvred himself out from under the desk, “sounds perfect.” He held out his hands and helped her up. “Greasy pub food and Morris dancers, here we come.”

The shrilling of Alex’s mobile woke Holly from a sound sleep early Sunday morning, after a night of wildly abandoned lovemaking — all of it, this time at least, in a proper bed.

“I’ve got to go,” Alex said regretfully as he rang off and tossed his mobile aside on the night table. “Dominic wants to see me as soon as possible.”

“But it’s your day off!” Holly protested. She sat up and crossed her arms against her sheet-covered chest.

“Sorry, darling, but it can’t be helped.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Dominic Heath is an important client, and if he needs me, I’ve got to go.”

“But I thought I’d make French toast for breakfast. With berries, and lots of syrup.”

“I tell you what,” Alex said, in between more kisses. “I’ll make you breakfast next Saturday, at my place. We’ll have a proper breakfast, with egg-white omelettes with cheese and spinach and mushrooms. And whatever else your heart desires.”

“The only thing my heart desires,” Holly murmured as she kissed the side of his mouth, “is more you. Lots more.”

“And you shall have all of me you like,” Alex promised her as he stroked her hair and returned her kiss. “Just not right now, unfortunately.”

After he’d showered, dressed, and grabbed his duffel, Holly followed him downstairs, clad only in a T-shirt and undies, to say goodbye. “Drive safely. Call me when you get back.”

“I will,” he promised as he shouldered the duffel and opened the door. “When will you come back to London?”

“Tomorrow. I have to find a new job, after all.”

“You’ll find something, something better,” he assured her, and pulled her close. “You’re much too talented for BritTEEN magazine. I told you that from the start.”

“You told me I wrote salacious dreck.”

“Only,” he said as he kissed her briefly, “because you had to pander to your teenaged audience. You just need to find a better audience, darling. Now I’ve really got to go if I’m to get back this afternoon.”

Holly stood on tiptoe and wound her arms around his neck. She knew her knickers were showing but she didn’t care. “I’ll miss you,” she murmured. “Thanks for coming down. Thanks for…everything. I feel much better now.” And she pressed her mouth on his.

Alex bit back a groan. “You’re not making this any easier, Holly.” He cupped the cheeks of her ass with both hands and pressed her into him…

Which was how Holly’s parents found them as they pulled into the drive, parked, and emerged from the Range Rover with two ominous slams of the door.


Chapter 36

“What the hell,” Alastair James growled as he neared the pair of them, “is going on here?”

Holly tugged her T-shirt down and crossed her arms against her chest, acutely aware of her bra-less, trouser-less state. “Dad—” she began.

“Alastair!” Cherie exclaimed anxiously.

“Mr James,” Alex said, and cleared his throat. “I was just leaving.”

“Yes, I can see that. Had a good time, did you?”

Holly gasped. “Dad!”

“Get inside, madam,” Alastair said shortly, “and get yourself dressed. We’ll talk in a moment.”

She bristled. “I’m not twelve any more, Dad, and this isn’t the Victorian age! You can’t just order me around—”

“Get in the house,” Alastair snapped. “Which is still, I might point out, my bloody house. I can’t control what you get up to in London, but I won’t have it here in my own home.”

Holly glared at her father, cast Alex an apologetic glance, and stormed back inside with her mother, looking flustered, trailing close behind.

“I sincerely apologize, Mr James,” Alex began. “I didn’t intend to stay. I came down to help Holly, and one thing just…er, led to another, as they say.”

He regarded Alex coldly. “I thought better of you, Henry. I’m very disappointed. As they say.” He turned away. “I think it best if you go now.”

“Yes, of course,” Alex murmured. “Again, I do apologize—”

But before he could finish the sentence, Alastair stalked inside the house and slammed the door smartly in his face.

“So you see,” Holly explained to her parents, all of them calmer now, and sitting together at one end of the refectory table, “Alex was only trying to help. He felt terrible when he heard I’d lost my job and came straight down from London.”

“Oh, Holly,” Cherie said softly, “what a shame! You were doing so well at the magazine, too.”

Alastair withdrew his money clip, peeled off several twenty-pound notes, and held them out to Holly. “You’ll need this. Can you pay your rent?”

“I’m okay for now, Dad. Thanks.” Holly didn’t take the money, but didn’t object when he laid it down on the table in front of her. “I’ll have to find another job, and soon.”

“I’m sure I can get you something at the store.” His face darkened. “And I’m more than happy to have a word with this so-called boss of yours—”

“No. I appreciate it, but I need to do this on my own.” She gave him a tentative smile. “Thanks, though. And please don’t be so hard on Alex.”

Alastair stood up and kissed the top of her head. “I love you, muffin. It might be best, however, if you keep Henry — er, Alex — away from me for the time being. And don’t worry, I’m sure everything will sort itself out. You can always come back home.”

Holly could still hear Kate’s words to her when they were in the pub with Will echoing in her memory. You’ve always got the family dosh to fall back on, haven’t you? Not many of us can say that.

“Thanks,” Holly told her father hastily, “but I’ll find something. My rent’s paid till the end of the month.”

“Good, then.” He glanced at his wife. “I’ll just go and have a quick look round, and then we’ll need to head back to London. Traffic this afternoon…”

Cherie nodded. “I want to have a word with Holly. Come and fetch me when you’re ready.”

“Mum, I know what you’re thinking,” Holly said as her father left. She blushed. “And yes, Alex and I are having a…relationship.”

“But I thought you and Mick—?”

“Mum, I told you,” Holly said impatiently, “Mick and I broke up ages ago. I’m seeing Alex now. And… I really like him. A lot.”

Cherie frowned. “I’m glad, darling, really. I just worry that you and Alex are moving a bit too fast. You haven’t known him long enough.”

“Not known him long enough?” Holly echoed. “We played in the sandbox together, Mum! That’s plenty long enough, if you ask me.”

“Yes, but you haven’t known him for all the years in between. Not that he isn’t a perfectly nice young man,” she hastened to add, “but I think you ought to take it more slowly. After all, he’s a bit older than you. I don’t want you to get hurt. Men,” she added darkly, remembering her disastrous near-affair with a neighbour the year before, “are not all like your father.”

“Oh, Mum,” Holly chided, touched, “don’t worry. Alex is wonderful. He’d never hurt me, not in a million years.” She pushed back her chair and stood up. “But thanks for having my back.”

She looked at Holly blankly. “Having your back?”

“You know…looking out for me. Making sure I’m okay.”

“Yes, well, that’s what mothers are meant to do, isn’t it?” Cherie said, and stood up as well. Impulsively, she reached out and hugged her daughter. “I love you, Holly. We both do.” She leaned back to brush a strand of hair from Holly’s face. “Both of my little girls are all grown up,” she murmured. “How on earth did that happen?”

Holly burrowed her face in her mother’s shoulder and hugged her back. “I love you, Mum. And don’t worry,” she added, her words soft but firm. “We’ll always be your little girls, no matter how old we get.”

Later, clad respectably in shorts and a T-shirt, Holly waved goodbye to her parents from the doorstep until the Range Rover vanished in a cloud of dust down the drive. Filled with renewed determination, she went inside and up the stairs to pack. If she left now she could be back in London this afternoon. There was no point knocking around the house alone any longer.

Alex had made her see that it wasn’t the end of the world. She had a published article to her name now, after all, no matter what else had happened; that counted for something. She’d find another, better job, one that would truly challenge her. No more salacious dreck for her.

And no more Sasha Davis.

Still, the thought of Kate taking over her job made Holly scowl. The back-stabbing, toilet-faced cow…

Right, she decided. Next week she’d start the hunt for a new job. Before that, she’d return to London and the flatshare, tell Kate she was moving out, and pack up the rest of her stuff.

But first, she decided, she’d stop by the grocer’s on the way back and put her new-found cooking knowledge to use to make Alex a lovely surprise dinner.


Chapter 37

Alex returned to London and let himself into his flat at half past one. Dominic was putting his Inverness property on the market and wanted an estate agent; Alex recommended a friend from school and gave Dominic his particulars. Now, if he could only dodge the rock star’s invitation to go along to Scotland next month…

Alex took out his mobile and frowned. Should he call? It was a bit late for lunch, but he’d give it a try…

But before he could place the call, his phone rang. “Oh, hello, Camilla. I was just about to go out—”

“Alex, this Chipping Barnet thing is getting bigger,” she said without preamble. “There’s a story in The Guardian and one in the Daily Mail as well. You’ve got to take action.”

He frowned. “Take action how, exactly?”

“You need to drop the campaign to reopen the homeless shelter.”

“Drop it? But I don’t want to back down on this, Camilla.”

“Do you want votes?” she asked evenly. “Do you want to win this election?”

“Damn it, Camilla — of course I do! But Chipping Barnet needs that shelter. This issue’s important to me.”

“So is winning a seat in the Commons. Look at it this way, Alex. You can tackle the shelter issue after you’re on the bench. That’s where the real power is, after all.”

He promised to think about it and get back to her, and rang off. Resolutely, he punched in Holly’s number. “Hello, Alex here. Kate, is that you?”

“Alex! Yes. Sorry, but Holly’s not home—”

“It’s you I wanted to talk to, actually,” he said. “Have you had lunch? I just got back in town, thought we might grab a bite together.”

“Oh!” There was a lengthy pause. “But I thought — you and Holly—”

“We’re not exclusive,” he said smoothly. “Besides, she’s in Oxfordshire and won’t be back until tomorrow. But if you don’t want to go, since you’re Holly’s friend, I understand…”

“Oh, we’re not friends, exactly,” Kate replied, choosing her words carefully. “Not any more.”

“Yes, she told me she was sacked. That’ll be a bit awkward, since you’re flatmates.”

“Very awkward,” Kate agreed. “I really do feel awful for Hols.” She sighed. “It’s a bad business. It’d be nice to talk to someone about it, truthfully. Where did you have in mind?”

“Hix.” Alex mentally crossed his fingers, hoping he could get a last-minute reservation at Mark Hix’s trendy, popular Soho restaurant. “I can pick you up in thirty minutes.”

“Ooh, I’ve wanted to go there for ages. I’ll see you in half an hour, then.”

“Great. See you soon.” Alex rang off and dialled Hix; thanks to a recent cancellation, he got a table for two. He tossed his mobile aside, stripped, and got in the shower.

He scrubbed up with determination, dressed with careful attention to detail — his new suit from Davies and Son should do nicely — slapped himself liberally with Creed Vetiver, and grabbed up his keys.

Before the day was over, Alex vowed as he straightened his tie, he fully intended to use every trick in his arsenal to nail Kate Ashby.

After lunch — an incredible roasted chicken for two — and a couple of drinks for Kate, things were progressing well. While she hadn’t yet admitted to swapping the photos for Holly’s article, Kate’s tongue was considerably loosened by the time she’d downed her second gin and tonic.

“I’ve always been a bit jealous of Holly,” she admitted as she ran her finger idly around the rim of her glass. “Rich girl, everything always so easy,” she added with a trace of bitterness. “Daddy pulls a few strings and hey, presto, she’s got a job. And if that doesn’t work out, she’s always got the stores to fall back on.”

“It’s not like that with Holly. She got her job at BritTEEN on her own. She doesn’t want her family’s help.”

“Sasha despises her.”

“And why is that?” Alex asked with a frown. “Why doesn’t she like Holly?”

Kate shrugged. “Jealous, I suppose. And just between you and me and the lamppost—” she leaned forward “—she can’t afford to lose her job. Sasha’s in debt up to her arse. I know because I heard her on the phone, talking to a payday lender.”

“A payday lender?” Alex echoed. “She must be in desperate straits indeed if she’s resorted to that. The interest rates those places charge are atrocious.”

“So I’ve heard.” Kate hiccupped. “Ooh, excuse me! That second G&T’s really slammed me.”

“Perhaps we should go,” Alex suggested.

“I’m up for that,” she murmured huskily.

In a matter of minutes he’d settled the bill — inwardly wincing as he signed the credit slip — and drove them back to the girls’ flatshare. He handed Kate out of the car — “decanted” was a more apt description — and helped her, giggling and casting him come-hither looks, up the stairs.

“Here we are.” He waited as she fumbled in her bag for the key and inserted it in the lock. “Shall I come in?”

“Yes, of course you’re coming in.” Kate took his tie and tugged him playfully inside. “At least stay for a drink. You only had one glass of wine, after all,” she reminded him as she tossed her handbag aside. It just missed a lamp and landed on the floor.

Alex followed her into the lounge. “No drink for me, thanks. I can’t stay long, work tomorrow—”

“How long will it take,” Kate said coquettishly as she slid her hands up his chest and over his shoulders, “to kiss me?”

Think about Wayne Rooney, Alex told himself grimly. Think about parliament, the NHS — anything but the warm, pillowy breasts pressing against your chest — probably implants, anyway.

Think about Holly. You’re doing this for her, after all.

He extricated himself from Kate’s arms and her very persuasive body and backed away. “I think what you need — what I need — is a cup of coffee.”

She shook her head and stepped closer once again. “What I need,” she purred as she twined her arms once more around his neck, “is a bit more of you.”

“I’ll just go and make that coffee,” Alex said desperately, and fled to the kitchen. He busied himself with coffee grounds, filters, cups, and water. Good God, the woman was worse than cling film. Now if he could only persuade her to be as free with a confession of guilt as she was with her hands…

When the coffee was ready a few minutes later, he poured her a cup and called out, “How do you take your coffee?”

There was no answer. Had she passed out on the sofa? He had mixed emotions on that possibility — hope, mingled with disappointment. He hadn’t got Kate to admit to a damned thing yet. He was certain she was involved in sabotaging Holly’s article. Now, if he could only get her to say it…

Determined to charm her into confessing her guilt, Alex returned to the lounge with the coffees. What he saw upon his return very nearly made him drop both cups to the floor.

Kate was lounging — really, there could be no other word for it — on the sofa, clad only in a lacy black balconette bra and a thong…a thong that left very little to the imagination.

His hands shaking slightly, Alex set the coffees down. “Kate,” he said hoarsely, “what in God’s name are you doing?”

She giggled and sat up. “What do you think I’m doing, you silly man?” Her smile was coy. “Hadn’t you heard? The market’s gone up. I hope you have, too.”

He swallowed. Right, he told himself, play along for a bit. Get her talking. Think about rugby and not your traitorous erection.

“You know,” he told her as she grabbed his tie and pulled him down beside her, “I have to admit something.”

“Oh?” she breathed, and kissed the side of his mouth. “What’s that?”

“I’ve been attracted to you ever since that day I lost my trousers,” he lied. Well, not a complete lie, exactly; she was attractive. After all, what bloke wouldn’t find a half-dressed redhead, her naughty bits covered by the merest sliver of lacy black cloth, attractive?

“And I wondered,” he went on carefully, steeling himself against the trail of kisses she pressed along his jaw, “since you know Holly so well, how she could’ve screwed up so badly. That homeless article meant everything to her. I can’t believe she’d make such a careless mistake.”

A guilty expression flitted across Kate’s face. “No, she wouldn’t, normally. Holly’s very meticulous.”

Alex lifted his head. “‘Normally?’” he echoed. “What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, nothing,” Kate said hastily, and kissed the side of his mouth. “She screwed up, and now she’s out.”

“And did you help things along, you wicked little minx?” Alex murmured, and waited. Admit it, he willed her.

She let out a husky laugh. “Well, as a matter of fact, I do have a tiny confession to make—”

They both heard the front door open and close, followed by the slap of flip-flops. The flip-flops progressed down the hallway and came to a stop in the doorway.

“Kate?”

Alex looked up, his face awash with guilt, to meet Holly’s puzzled eyes. Stunned, she stared back at him. A Sainsbury’s bag was clutched against her chest — he glimpsed a leafy stalk of celery and a loaf of French bread — and her rucksack hung from one shoulder.

“Alex?” she said, her eyes wide. “What are you doing here? And why—” confusion, fury, and outrage suffused her face “—why are you on top of Kate?”


Chapter 38

“Holly!” Alex exclaimed as he rolled away from Kate and scrambled off the sofa. “You’re b-back!” he stammered. “I thought you were still in Oxfordshire.”

“Obviously.” Her voice shook. She took in his tie, yanked badly askew, and the lipstick smear on the corner of his mouth, as well as the distinctly guilty expression on his face. “I decided to come back early to make dinner, and surprise you.” She let out a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob. “Surprise!”

“Holly, you have to believe me,” he began. “There’s a perfectly good explanation for this—”

“Of course there is! And you know what it is? You couldn’t wait to shag my flatmate the minute my back was turned.” She turned her attention to Kate. “Not enough just to take my job, was it? You had to take Alex, too.”

“He called me,” Kate said defensively, and hiccupped. “He said you two weren’t exclusive. Anyway, it’s not my fault if you can’t hang onto him…or your job.”

“Holly, please, we need to talk,” Alex said. “In private.”

“There’s nothing you can possibly say, you cheating bastard—” she hurled the bag of groceries violently to the floor, sending tomatoes, olives, and a jar of capers rolling across the rug “—that I want to hear!”

“Holly—”

“Why don’t you and Kate take what I bought and make yourselves a lovely supper?” Holly said, her voice trembling with fury. “No sense in wasting it all.” She spun on her heel and flip-flopped back down the hall to the door.

Alex grabbed up his suit jacket and ran after her. He caught her arm and turned her to face him. “Holly, please, wait! I’ll call you later. When you’ve calmed down.”

“I’m perfectly calm,” she snapped, and shook his hand off. “I could perfectly calmly cut your knackers off and sauté them in white wine, right this very minute.”

“I’m sorry,” Alex said miserably. “I feel horrible about this.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and cast a hunted look over his shoulder. “I know it looks bad, but it isn’t what you think. I can explain,” he assured Holly in a low voice. “I just can’t do it…now.”

“No, of course you can’t!” Holly retorted. “Not until you’ve finished shagging Kate, that is. Well, don’t let me stop you.” She flung the door open, and, with tears spilling down her face, slammed out of the flat and away down the stairs.

Once inside her car, Holly turned the key and took off with a grinding of gears. She heard Alex call after her and come pelting down the stairs, but she had no desire to see him or speak to him, ever again.

She was done with BritTEEN. She was done with Kate. And she was most definitely done with Henry Alexander Barrington.

Some time later — ten minutes, or possibly half an hour — Holly found herself in Kentish Town. She parked just down the street from Gordon Scots restaurant and realized with a start that she had no recollection of the journey. Her face, still swollen and slick with tears, gazed back at her in the rear-view mirror. Holly winced. She’d seen cat sick that looked better than she did right now.

She sighed, and scrabbled in her handbag for lip gloss and blush in an attempt to repair the damage. Face it, she told herself grimly as she flicked blush on her cheeks, Dad and Jamie both think Alex is a prat. I’ve just come a bit late to the party.

Today Gordon Scots was closed; it was Jamie’s day off. He lived in the flat above the restaurant, and she knew he slept in on Sundays until at least noon. But as it was nearly five o’clock, he was probably up.

Holly got out of the car and made her way around to the back of the restaurant. As she climbed the wrought iron stairs that led up to Jamie’s flat and raised her hand to knock on the back door, she sniffed the air appreciatively. Something smelled delicious…

As the Stones blared away inside the flat, Holly banged once, twice on the door. Abruptly the music lowered and Jamie opened the door.

“Holly!” Surprise turned quickly into a grin as he opened the door wider. He wore jeans and a blue polo shirt that perfectly matched his eyes, and his feet were bare. His hands were covered in flour. “I’m just making up the pastry dough. Come on in.”

“Okay.” Suddenly feeling a bit self-conscious, Holly stepped inside and found herself in a tiny galley kitchen. Every surface was covered with stuff — damp tea towels, a bag of pastry flour, rolling pins, sachets of yeast, and assorted measuring cups. She cast him an enquiring look.

“Chicken and leek pie,” he answered. “It’s Mum’s recipe. Go on, have a sit.” He indicated one of the two chairs wedged under a table by the window. “So what brings you round?” he asked as he took up the rolling pin and began to move it expertly over the dough on the flour-covered table.

Holly shrugged as she sat down. “Nothing, really; just needed someone to talk to, I suppose.”

He studied her face. “You’ve been crying. Are you all right? What’s happened?”

“What hasn’t?” She bit her lip. “I’ve been sacked from the magazine.”

Jamie looked up, stunned. “You got sacked? But your article was just published! It was brilliant, by the way,” he added as he put the rolling pin aside. “I bought a copy the day it came out. Went back and bought half a dozen more, actually.”

“Thanks. I was…am…really proud of it.” Briefly Holly related the photo fiasco. “And for toppers, I just walked in on Alex and Kate practically going at it on my sofa. So now I’ve lost my job to Kate…and Alex as well,” she added darkly. “Not that I want him anyway, the lying, cheating swine.”

Jamie reached for an oblong tin pan. “What did he say? When you caught him,” he added as he rolled the dough onto the pin and transferred it into the pan.

Holly turned a measuring cup around in her hands. “That it wasn’t what it looked like and that he’d explain later.”

“Why couldn’t he explain in front of Kate?”

“That’s what I asked him! He said he’d tell me everything later. As if there’ll be a ‘later’,” Holly added scornfully. “At any rate, I can’t share a flat with that boyfriend-stealing slag one minute longer. Do you know of anyone who’s looking for a flatmate?”

“Yeah, I might do.” He pressed the dough down into the corners of the pan. “Me.” He began to prick the dough randomly with a fork.

“You?” Holly echoed, and blinked.

“Sure. Why don’t you stay here? It makes sense. You can stay as long as you like…until you find a place of your own. I can sleep on the sofa; you can have my room. How are you fixed for a job?”

“I’m not,” she said glumly. “I have to start looking for something tomorrow.”

“Tell you what,” Jamie said as he wiped his hands on a tea towel and sat down. “I could do with another waitress on the afternoon shift. Free lunch every day, decent pay, and the tips are good.” He regarded her expectantly. “Are you interested?”

“Oh, Jamie, that’s sweet of you,” Holly said, touched. “But I haven’t waitressed since my first year at uni. And I wasn’t very good at it.”

“Oh, bollocks. You’d be doing me a favour. You’ll rake in the tips. And it’ll tide you over until you find something better…which I’ve no doubt you will.”

As she considered the idea she felt a cautious optimism. It’d be perfect — she’d have the mornings free to job hunt, and the evenings free to write, not to mention a flatmate with a steady job, one who wouldn’t leave crumbs in her butter dish or ladder her tights…or steal her boyfriend.

“What are you planning to do about Alex?” Jamie asked.

“Do? Nothing,” she said, indignant. “I never want to see him again.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Jamie said, “but perhaps you should at least hear him out.”

“What? Are you mad? He’ll just tell me Kate threw herself at him, or something equally lame.”

“Maybe,” he conceded. “But it doesn’t add up. After all, he came all the way from London to Oxfordshire — after working all day — when he found out you got sacked. And I’m guessing the two of you didn’t exactly spend the rest of the weekend watching Graham Norton and doing crosswords.”

Holly blushed.

“So why,” Jamie went on thoughtfully, “after a loved-up weekend with you, would Alex turn round and jump Kate’s bones the minute he got back?”

“Easy,” she said, her words bitter. “Because he could.”

“Maybe. But wouldn’t he at least have taken Kate back to his place?”

“Not if he thought I wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.”

“True.” He stood up. “I don’t even know why I’m defending him. I guess I don’t want to believe that he could do something that rubbish to you. You don’t deserve it.”

She met his eyes, startled by the intensity of his gaze. “Thanks,” she murmured, and smiled. “It’s nice to have a mate who has my back.”

“And it’s nice to have someone to talk to besides myself.” He grinned. “Now let’s get the filling in this pie so we can share our first dinner together as flatmates, shall we?”

On Monday morning Marcus parked the Aston Martin in front of a narrow, multi-storey building in Grosvenor Crescent. The law offices of Biddeford and Biddeford stood in the midst of a row of identical buildings, all of them fronted by a black rail fence.

He unfolded his long length from the car and regarded the building impassively. Best get the divorce ball rolling, then.

Marcus flicked the remote to lock the car and made his way up the steps to the entrance. He despised most men of the legal profession; they were well-spoken, over-educated moneygrubbers, the lot of them. Except for Alex Barrington, he amended as he swung open the dark blue door and let himself into the small but plush reception area. He liked Alex. Good bloke, in spite of his public-school education.

A young woman — attractive brunette, smart suit, nice legs — greeted him politely. “Mr Russo, good morning. Mr Biddeford will be with you shortly. Would you like a cup of coffee while you wait?”

A few minutes later, cup of fair-trade espresso in hand and the brunette’s phone number in his pocket, Marcus settled himself in one of the tufted leather wing chairs. Damn, the coffee here tasted better than the swill he normally got at Costa…

His gaze roved indifferently over the plush carpet and staid Queen Anne furnishings and came to rest on a tea table scattered with magazines. Marcus set his cup aside and leaned forward to investigate. Finance, law, a parenting magazine — he could probably do with a subscription to that one; he’d made a bloody mess of parenting so far — and some sort of teen magazine. Shit. Not an FHM or a Maxim to be seen.

He picked up the magazine — BritTEEN — and began to flip disinterestedly through the pages. Lip gloss, boy bands, girly stuff that his daughter Poppy would no doubt fancy. He paused on a two-page spread, “Teen Homelessness in London”. He almost flipped past the page, but something about the girl in the accompanying photograph caught his attention.

Incredulous — could it really, possibly be? — Marcus held the magazine page up for a closer examination.

Of course her hair was dyed the colour of bootblack, not its usual brown, and chopped into some kind of ghastly mohawk; and her clothes were held together with safety pins and electrical tape — but he’d know her face anywhere.

Even with the nose stud and multiple earrings in her ear lobe, Marcus knew immediately that this girl was Poppy, his daughter.

Abruptly he stood up. With the magazine still in hand, he slammed out of the law office, his appointment — and his date to have a coffee with Mr Biddeford’s secretary afterwards — completely forgotten.

At a coffee shop halfway across town, the man set down his cup and picked up a magazine someone had left on the counter. BritTEEN. He flipped it open and flicked through it; it was full of adverts for lip gloss and interviews with boy bands.

He was about to throw it aside when he glimpsed an article, “The New Face of Teen Homelessness.” But it wasn’t the text that riveted his attention. It was the photograph.

Black hair cut short, nose stud, scowling face…but there was no question it was her face.

Poppy’s face.

He searched for the byline. Who’d written the article? Who’d taken that photograph?

In a moment, he had his answer. “Holly James,” he murmured thoughtfully. “Photograph by Will Tennant.”

He scraped back his chair and stood, the magazine tucked securely under his arm.

The next order of business, Erik decided, was to run Ms Holly James to ground.


Chapter 39

“Zoe? It’s nearly time for the staff meeting.”

Zoe looked up to see Kate Ashby standing in front of her new cubicle. “Oh. Am I meant to go?”

“Yes, every Monday morning. You won’t be expected to contribute, not at first, anyway. Just listen and take notes.” She turned to her own cubicle and grabbed a pen and a pad and added in a low voice, “And try not to piss Sasha off.”

Zoe put aside the expenses folder she’d found in Holly’s box of things. Amongst the vouchers and reimbursement forms stuffed inside the folder, she’d found half a dozen receipts from Starbucks for two coffees and a muffin — the coffee and muffin Holly had brought to her nearly every morning.

A twinge of conscience pricked her.

Perhaps she’d been a bit hard on Seventies Girl. After all, Holly was the only one who’d ever bothered to talk to her or help her, the only one who’d acknowledged her existence; if it weren’t for Holly, she wouldn’t even have this job—

“Zoe, come on,” Kate called out. “You can’t be late for your first staff meeting.”

Reluctantly, Zoe stood and followed Kate down the hall and into the narrow conference room. A number of people sat around the table already, drinking coffee and carrying on desultory conversations. When Zoe walked in, the talking came to a stop.

“This is Zoe, everyone,” Kate said by way of introduction. “She’s my new assistant trainee and general intern.”

They all gazed at her with frank interest.

“My God…look at that hair,” one of the men remarked, loudly enough to be heard, to a stick-insect girl sitting next him. “Long live punk, eh?”

“At least I’ve got hair,” Zoe replied, and eyed his slightly receding hairline. “I’ve heard Regaine works wonders.”

His amusement vanished as laughter rippled around the table. “And I’ve heard the dole line’s really long these days,” he snapped. “Which you’ll find out for yourself, soon enough—”

“Oh, do shut up, Mark,” Kate told him wearily as she sat down. She turned to Zoe. “Just ignore him. We all do.”

Just then Sasha Davis strode in, smelling expensive and looking very smart in her pencil skirt and twinset. Immediately the conversations and joking stopped.

“All right, what do you lot have for me today?” she asked crisply as she took her place at the head of the table.

Kate raised her hand. “I’d like to introduce Zoe Jones. She’s my new assistant.”

“Welcome, Zoe.” Sasha’s gaze flicked briefly to the girl and away again. “I have some announcements, as well. Eleanor, formerly a temp—” she paused to indicate the mousy girl next to her “—is now a permanent hire. She’ll be taking Kate’s position. Welcome, Eleanor.”

Eleanor turned beet red and mumbled her thanks.

“Next,” Sasha continued, “Kate Ashby is my new features sub editor. She’s replacing Holly James.”

A murmur of surprise met her words.

“I’m sure you all know by now about the teen homelessness article debacle and the photo mix-up. Holly’s lost her job because of it.” Sasha’s cool gaze swept around the table ringed with startled faces. “Let that be a warning to all of you — mistakes of that magnitude will not be tolerated.”

“I don’t understand how Holly could’ve made such a huge mistake,” Zara remarked, puzzled. “She knows better.”

“She got careless,” Sasha responded. “She turned the article in late and got in a rush. And we all know what happens when we rush — we make mistakes.” She opened her Smythson organizer and tapped her pen against its pages expectantly.

One by one, the staff updated Sasha on the status of their various editorial projects. Suggestions were made, ideas proposed, all approved — or not — with a word or a withering look from Sasha. Zoe remained silent but took notes on everything from the planning meeting for the January issue — although it was barely August — to the schedule for the autumn/winter season of London Fashion Week.

The meeting ended an hour later. Zoe followed Kate out. Working at a magazine wasn’t quite what she’d expected — mostly, she fetched tea and coffee, stood in front of the photocopier, delivered departmental mail, and opened a lot of Jiffy bags.

Well, everyone had to start somewhere, she supposed. And photocopying was preferable to living on the streets.

Or worse still, to going back home.

Will Tennant picked up his burger with both hands and eyed Sasha. “Sure you don’t want what I’m having? Don’t you ever get tired of salad and a boiled egg?”

“I loathe them both,” she retorted as she jabbed at her salad. “But if I want to maintain my figure, I’ve no choice.”

“I happen to like your figure,” he remarked, and grinned as he took a bite of his burger. “A French fry — sorry, I mean a chip — now and then won’t kill you, you know.”

She shuddered. “I don’t know how girls like Holly eat like dock workers and stay so skinny. I never could.”

“I still can’t believe Holly got sacked.”

“She made a mistake. These things happen.”

“Not to Holly, they don’t. Or they shouldn’t.” Will set his burger aside. “As a matter of fact, I’m more than a little pissed off, myself.”

“Why?” Sasha asked, startled.

“Why? I know Holly didn’t submit that photo of Zoe,” he said deliberately, “because I didn’t take it. Whoever did—” he leaned back in his chair and studied Sasha “—did a crap job. It’s grainy and the resolution is lousy. I went to Valery and demanded she run a correction in the next issue. I don’t want my name attached to that photo.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“The thing I don’t understand,” he went on, his expression troubled, “is how it could’ve happened in the first place.”

“It’s unfortunate,” Sasha agreed, and pushed her plate aside, her salad barely touched. “I really don’t know what happened. I tried to save Holly’s place, but Valery wanted her sacked. Now, I really do need to get back—”

“Did you?” Will asked. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Did you really try to help Holly? Or did you throw her under the bus?”

Sasha looked up sharply. “I don’t know what you mean. I’ll cover lunch,” she added, and reached for her handbag. “We’ve discussed nothing but work, so I can expense it.”

He stayed her hand with his and fixed her with a steady gaze. “Did you do it, Sasha? Did you switch those photos to get Holly fired? Tell me the truth.”

“Of course I didn’t!” she sputtered. “How could you even ask me such a thing? That’s ridiculous!”

“Is it? I wonder. After all, you told me yourself you were furious with Holly for telling your secret to Valery.”

“Of course I was angry! I still am. Holly had no business telling Valery my personal affairs. I specifically asked her to keep my confidence, but she didn’t.”

“She saved your job.” Will’s words were firm. “Valery was planning to fire you, Sasha. Holly told me the whole story. She was upset, didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to say anything, but she didn’t want you to lose your place, either. I advised her to go and tell Valery.”

“What?” Sasha stared at him, anger burning in her eyes. Twin spots of dull red mottled her cheeks. “Holly told you about my sister? And you told her to go straight to Valery? Well, thanks for that, Will!”

“She needed advice, Sasha. She was really torn. She knew you couldn’t afford to lose your job. She only told Valery what was going on so she’d give you another chance.”

“Well, good on her.” Sasha snatched up her bag and shoved her chair back. “But in the end, it was her lack of professionalism that cost Holly her job. I can scarcely be blamed for that.”

Will caught her arm. “Wait. We haven’t finished here.”

“Oh, yes, we have,” she informed him, and pulled away. “We’re quite finished. You and Holly have both proven that you can’t be trusted to keep a bloody secret. And you, Will — you’ve shown me what a very low opinion you have of me, if you honestly believe me capable of doing something so — so despicable to one of my staff!”

And with that, quivering with fury, Sasha shouldered her handbag and strode out.

At eleven-thirty Zoe left for lunch. As she emerged from the BritTEEN building, she paused at the top of the steps and glanced up and down the street. There was no sign of Sharon.

She frowned. They’d agreed to meet for lunch today; Sharon was looking forward to it. ‘I haven’t sat down in a proper restaurant,’ she’d confided to Zoe, ‘since me gran died.’

Zoe pulled out her mobile and punched in Sharon’s number. It rang several times, then clicked over to voicemail. “Sha,” she said urgently, “it’s Zo. I’m out here waiting for you. Where are you? I’m a bit worried. Call me!”

But although she waited for twenty minutes outside the Cafe Pasta as they’d agreed, Sharon never called, never showed up.

Zoe went in to Costa and bought a latte — she suddenly wasn’t very hungry — and came back out to scan the pavement. She spotted a couple of rough sleepers she’d seen around and asked if they’d seen a blonde with a pink skunk stripe in her hair. They hadn’t.

‘Would’ve remembered that,’ one of them said.

With her lunch hour nearly over, Zoe headed back to work. Her thoughts were troubled. Something was wrong, terribly wrong; she knew it. Sharon would never pass up a free meal, much less the beauty samples Zoe had brought her.

As she tossed her half-empty coffee cup in the rubbish bin, Zoe caught sight of Tommy, a skinny kid covered in tattoos who’d only recently landed on the streets. She hurried up to him.

“Tommy! Do you remember Sha, the girl I talked to sometimes, blonde hair with a pink stripe?”

He thought a moment. “Skinny? Always smoking?”

“That’s her.” Her heart knocked against her chest. “Have you seen her today? She’s not shown up for lunch.”

“Yeah. Saw ’er just a little while ago. She was chattin’ up some bloke in a car.”

Zoe’s heart sank. She knew Sharon turned the occasional trick. “What kind of car was it? Do you remember?”

He snorted. “Not likely I’d forget! It looked like something out of Top Gear…a Maserati, no less. Brand new. Black.”


Chapter 40

Holly finished filling the salt cellars and topped up the sugar bowls — all forty-five of them — and headed through the kitchen to the back exit. She pulled out her mobile. Alex had called no less than twelve times since the Kate Incident yesterday — two of them this morning — and she’d let all twelve go directly to voicemail.

But when his name popped up on her screen as she went out back to take a quick break before the lunch rush, she decided to answer it. She’d have to talk to him sooner or later.

“Yes?” She was thinking seriously about giving up men altogether. They just weren’t worth the trouble.

“Holly? You finally answered! Thank God.”

“What do you want, Alex?”

“I want to apologize. And explain, if you’ll let me.”

She let the silence stretch out between them, waiting. This should be good…

He let out a breath. “Look, it was a stupid idea, I see that now, but I thought if I showed a bit of interest in Kate—”

“A bit of interest?” Holly echoed. “Is that what you call it? You were on top of her, Alex!”

“I know it looked bad. But I was trying to get her to admit she’d switched those photographs,” he went on miserably. “I thought if I took her out to lunch, and got her trolleyed—”

“So you could do what, exactly?” Holly demanded. “Have your way with her and send her into throes of wild sexual abandon, so she’d confess what she did? I can just imagine that conversation — ‘Oh, Alex,’” she mimicked, “‘oh, don’t stop…by the way, I switched those photos of Zoe…oh, yes, just there, ooh, that’s the spot…’” She snorted with contempt.

“You can’t actually believe I’d shag your flatmate! I don’t even much like her. The whole thing was stupid, I admit. But I only intended to, er…charm her, so to speak, into admitting her guilt.”

“Well, obviously it worked. You charmed the clothes right off her. So — where’d you go?”

He paused, nonplussed. “Where did we go?”

“Yes, you know,” she said patiently. “For lunch, before you charmed her.”

Alex hesitated. “We…erm, we went to Hix.”

“You took Kate to Hix?” she sputtered. “I can’t believe it! You never even took me there.”

“We only went to dinner once,” he pointed out, reasonably. “If it’s Hix you want, I’ll take you, next time.”

“No, thanks.” Holly glowered and studied her chipped — how did that happen? — fingernail. “There won’t be a next time.”

Alex sighed in frustration. “You’re not making this any easier, you know.”

“Oh? Am I meant to make it easier? Sorry.”

“Anyway,” Alex ploughed on, “when we got back to the flat, I went in the kitchen to make coffee. When I finished, Kate was…” He cleared his throat. “Well, you know.”

“Yes, I know. I know the only thing between you and her was a thong the width of a rubber band and a strip of Sellotape across her boobs.” Humiliation washed over her afresh at the memory. “Was she any good, Alex? Better than me? After all, you’d only just spent the entire weekend with me. You had the perfect basis for comparison.”

“Holly,” Alex said sharply, “nothing happened! I’m not interested in Kate in the slightest. And don’t be too hard on her — she was pretty well trolleyed on gin and tonics. Besides, I was only trying to pump her for information.”

She pressed her lips together. “Right.”

He sighed. “Okay, poor choice of words—”

“Drill her?” Holly suggested.

“The point is — I nearly got her to admit she’d swapped out the photo.”

Holly stared at her mobile in disbelief. “What do you mean? Did she actually say she swapped them?”

“No. But she was just on the verge of confessing something when you came in. And then, as they say, all hell broke loose.” She said nothing, processing this information. Something just doesn’t add up, Jamie had told her. Could he be right? Could Alex Barrington really be telling her the truth…?

Or was she the world’s most gullible idiot?

“Holly? Are you still there?” Alex asked anxiously.

“Yes,” she said at last, all the fight gone out of her. “I’m here.”

“Why don’t I come over tonight? We need to talk about this, face to face.”

“I’m not at the flatshare any longer. I’m going over there when my shift’s done to pack up the rest of my stuff.”

“Your shift?” he repeated, puzzled. “Oh. Have you found another job? Where are you staying?”

“Jamie needs a part-time waitress at Gordon Scots. So I’m working the lunch shift. He’s letting me stay in his flat above the restaurant for as long as I like.”

“And is Jamie staying in this flat as well?”

“On the sofa,” she volunteered. “He gave me his room. It’s a bit close quarters, but it’s working out well.”

“I see. Jolly good of him,” Alex said, an edge to his voice. “And all the free single malt you can drink, I suppose?”

He was jealous! “Of course,” Holly said breezily. “Jamie’s very generous that way.”

“I’ll pick you up at six,” Alex snapped, and rang off.

Marcus Russo manoeuvred the Aston Martin into the stream of traffic, following the precisely modulated directions of his satellite navigation system. As he made his way through the traffic circle at Piccadilly and exited onto the A4, he smiled with grim satisfaction. At least the BritTEEN offices weren’t far; he’d be there, according to the sat nav, in thirteen minutes.

And once there, he’d get some bloody answers.

Sharon didn't look up when the low-slung black car pulled up next to her at the kerb, engine throbbing. She was too busy thumbing through the texts on her mobile to pay any mind.

A moment later the window glided down. “Hello. Fancy meeting you here.”

She looked up to see the driver studying her through a pair of aviator sunglasses, his blond hair glinting in the sunlight. He was alone.

Her heart lurched. “I remember you. You were looking for someone, a girl. Did you find her?”

“No, I didn’t. But you might be able to help put me in touch with someone who can.”

She eyed him warily. “Yeah? And who’s that?”

“Her name’s Holly. Holly James.”

“I don’t know any Holly James,” she said, after hesitating for a fraction of a second too long.

“You’re a crap liar,” he said, amused. As quickly as it came, his smile vanished. “She writes for that girls’ rag, BritTEEN. She wrote an article…and it ran with a photo of my sister. My sister ran away. So it’s imperative that I talk to Ms James.”

“What makes you think I know where she is?”

“Because I saw you talking to her the other day, when I was sitting in my car,” he replied.

Sharon felt her skin crawl. “You were watching me?”

“I wanted to see where you went, who you spoke to.” He jerked his head in the direction of the office building where Holly had worked. “She came out of that building over there.”

“Then why don’t you go inside and talk to her yourself?” Sharon countered. Crikey, but this bloke was scary, and too clever by half. She had to warn Holly he was looking for her.

“I did. The girl at Reception said she’s gone.” He took off his sunglasses and fixed a cold blue gaze on her. “Tell me where she went.”

Sharon took a step back. “I don’t know! I told you—”

“You’ve told me nothing but lies.” He leaned out of the window, his face hard. “I’ll give you a week. Find out where she is, and tell me.”

“I don’t have to tell you nothing!” she snapped. “Leave me alone.” She turned to go.

“You’re right, you don’t have to tell me anything,” he agreed, and thrust his sunglasses back on. “But if you don’t have Holly’s address when I see you again—” a smile curved his lips “—and rest assured, I will see you again — you’ll find yourself on your back in an Asian brothel by this time next week. I can make it happen. Cheers.”

And with a menacing growl, the Maserati peeled away from the kerb and sped away down Shaftesbury Avenue.


Chapter 41

Marcus slotted his car into a spot in front of the gleaming ABC Publishing Group tower and shut off the engine. It only took a moment to pick up the magazine and flip to the masthead page. “Editor-in-Chief, Valery Beauchamp,” he read out loud. He got out of the car and slammed the door.

Ms Beauchamp was about to get a visit from him, appointment or no appointment.

Once inside the lobby, Marcus approached the security desk and asked where he might find BritTEEN magazine’s floor.

“Do you have an appointment, sir?” the security officer — Frank, according to his name badge — asked him politely.

Marcus took off his sunglasses. “I have an interview,” he responded, and extended his hand. “I’m Marcus Russo.”

“Blimey, I thought you was him! Me and the wife, we love Chefzilla! It’s our favourite telly programme.” He shook the chef’s hand vigorously. “I’ll just call Reception and let them know you’re coming up, Chef Russo.”

Amazing, really, Marcus reflected as he rode the lift up to the thirty-seventh floor, how easy it was. He knew excitement would be rippling through the offices of BritTEEN as word got round that the television chef was coming up. Never mind that he didn’t actually have an interview scheduled…

But he knew that if he’d told Frank he wanted to speak to the editor-in-chief, he’d never have got past the security desk.

Marcus stepped off the lift and pushed through the smoked-glass doors into BritTEEN’s reception area. An attractive trio of young women, trendily dressed, sat behind the curved reception island, two of them talking into telephone headsets.

The third looked up at him with a bright smile. “Good morning, Mr Russo! Who are you interviewing with? I’ll call to let them know you’re here.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Her name,” he said firmly, “is Holly James.”

The girl’s smile faltered. “Holly James? Oh! Erm, one moment, please.”

Marcus waited as the young woman made a couple of whispered, urgently worded phone calls to someone in the editorial offices.

After a moment she looked up apologetically. “I’m sorry for the confusion, Mr Russo, but Ms James is no longer with us. Kate Ashby — the new features subeditor — will conduct the interview instead. She’ll be out shortly.”

When Kate Ashby arrived a few minutes later, she was all a-flutter. “Chef Russo!” she gushed, extending a manicured hand. “What a pleasure to meet you. Sorry for the wait — we’ve had a recent personnel shake-up. Please, follow me.”

Marcus followed the redhead’s shapely bum through another set of glass doors and into the editorial offices.

“I must admit,” Kate said over her shoulder as she led him into a tiny office and shut the door, “I was a bit thrown by this. Holly didn’t mention scheduling you for an interview.” She opened the folder clutched to her chest and passed him a release form. “Now, if you’ll just fill this out…”

He smiled blandly and took the form. “I imagine she forgot. Where did Miss James go — to another magazine?”

“Well, I really shouldn’t say—” Kate took a seat behind the desk and retrieved a mini voice recorder from the middle drawer “—but she was sacked. She’d just published her first feature article, too, about teen homelessness. Shame, really.”

“Then why was she sacked?”

“Unfortunately a photo of the interview subject appeared with the article, with her face in plain view after she’d said she wanted no pictures. Holly was sacked on Friday.”

So, Marcus mused as he filled out the release information, finding Holly James was definitely his next order of business. He needed to run her to earth if he had any hope of finding Poppy.

“Miss James wrote her mobile number on the back of her card when we first met,” Marcus remarked, and handed the form back to Kate. “But I’ve misplaced it. Do you have it?”

Kate’s face clouded. “Sorry, but I can’t give out that information. You’d have to get it directly from her.”

“Well, I can’t do that,” he said reasonably, “if I don’t have her number, can I?”

But Kate, bless her stubborn, journalistic little heart, wouldn’t give over the number.

When the interview was finished Marcus stood up. He needed to find a plausible way to meet Valery Beauchamp; only she had the power to release personal information about Holly James.

A tall, slim woman with Prada sunglasses thrust atop her glossy black hair rapped once on the door and opened it.

“Kate,” she said sharply, “what’s going on here?”

Kate scrambled to her feet and stammered out an explanation. “Marcus Russo — last-minute interview — Holly didn’t tell me—”

“Mr Russo,” the woman said crisply, and held out her hand. “I’m Valery Beauchamp, Editor-in-Chief of BritTEEN magazine.”

Well, if this hasn’t worked out nicely, Marcus mused as he took her proffered hand. “Marcus Russo. We just finished here.”

The editor’s glance flickered to Kate and back to him. “Come up to my office, Mr Russo. I’d like to chat with you for a moment, if I may.”

Marcus suppressed a snort as he followed her long-legged stride out of the door and across to a private lift. Did anyone dare to say no to this woman? Somehow he doubted it.

Her office was modern, functional, verging on industrial. Were it not for the colourful racks of designer clothing in one corner, and swatches of fabric and glossy models’ photos pinned to various fabric-covered bulletin boards, he might have been in a warehouse in post-war Berlin.

“All right, Mr Russo,” she said as she tossed her sunglasses and handbag aside and turned to face him, “let’s cut the crap. We both know you’re not here for an interview.” She crossed her arms and added acidly, “We’re a teen magazine. Our readers want to read about boy bands, not Michelin-starred chefs.”

Good, she came straight to the point. He liked a woman with bollocks; it was altogether too rare. “I need information about one of your employees.”

She strode around her desk and sat down. “Oh? And who might that be?”

“Holly James.”

She regarded him steadily. “Mr Russo,” she began, “you know as well as I do that I cannot divulge personal information about any of my staff…or their sources.”

“I already know her name, and I know she wrote the homeless teen article.” He rested his hip on the corner of her desk and leaned forward. “Just give me her mobile number. I need to talk to her. Urgently.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Listen to me, Ms Beauchamp,” Marcus growled, his face now inches from hers. “Zoe Jones is not that homeless girl’s real name. It’s Poppy. And the fact is,” he added grimly, “Poppy is my daughter. She’s seventeen, and she’s run away from home.” He saw Valery’s eyes widen.

“I see. Are you quite certain it’s her?” she said after a moment. She frowned and toyed with the strand of pearls at her neck. “After all, it’s a long-range photo—”

“I know my own daughter when I see her, mohawk or no mohawk.”

“I’m sorry, Mr Russo, truly I am. You must be frantic with worry. I have a daughter myself.” She paused. “But I cannot give out Holly’s number. Despite the fact,” she added with a combative gleam as she anticipated his next argument, “that she’s no longer in my employ.”

Marcus stood up. “Then perhaps you’ll be more inclined to speak to the police, because that’s where I’m going next.”

He’d reached the door when Valery spoke. “Holly shares a flat with Kate Ashby. Or at least she did. Kate usually leaves at seven and has a drink at the pub across the street.” She picked up a pair of tortoiseshell glasses and thrust them on, effectively dismissing him. “Good day, Mr Russo.”

Marcus paused at the door. “Good day, Ms Beauchamp. And thanks for the info. Perhaps you and I might have a drink together after I find my daughter.”

“It’s not my habit to accept dates from married men.”

He nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll be in touch when the decree nisi comes through.”

When he left, Valery, normally as glacially composed as a frozen pond, couldn’t concentrate. Her thoughts drifted to Marcus Russo’s penetrating eyes and his cocky, captivating grin.

She focused on the article Kate had submitted for review, and thrust Mr Russo firmly out of her thoughts.

It was late, and the girl in the spandex dress and heels was tired. She needed one more punter, one more quick fumble in the back seat of someone’s car, and she could call it a night.

Almost as if her thoughts summoned it, a sleek black Maserati pulled up to the kerb beside her, its motor purring. She waited as the tinted window glass lowered, then sauntered up to the car. “Hello, love. Nice evenin’, innit?”

“How much?” he asked, his eyes raking over her briefly.

She leaned down, resting her forearms against the door. “Depends. How much’ve you got?”

“Enough,” he murmured, amused by her cheek, and reached over to open the passenger door. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen. “Get in.”

She walked around the car and climbed inside next to him. “Ooh, nice,” she approved as she leaned back against the soft leather upholstery. This punter was rich, and no mistake. “Got any special requests, then?”

“Just one.” He withdrew a photograph from his pocket and held it out to her. “Have you seen this girl?”

She blinked, surprised, but leaned forward to peer at the picture. “No,” she said doubtfully, “she don’t look like any of the prossies I know.” She frowned. “But…wait a minute. I think I might’ve seen her. She’s a rough sleeper, hangs out on Shaftesbury Avenue. The hair’s different, though — black as boot polish. Bit scary-looking.”

He smiled in the darkness. “Do you know her name?”

“No, I don’t. Sorry.” She reached out her hand and laid it deliberately atop the bulge in his pants. “Enough chat, love. Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

And they did.


Chapter 42

The lunch rush was on at Gordon Scots. Despite Jamie’s complaints about the recent downturn in business, today the restaurant was heaving.

Every table was filled with City types — bankers, solicitors, traders, stockbrokers — and already, a long line of order tickets fluttered on the board. The line cooks were slammed. Jamie was in full chef mode — snappish, doing a thousand things at once — and everyone from the wait staff to the expediter did their best to get the customers’ plates out as quickly as possible.

So when Kate Ashby showed up twenty minutes into lunch service with Zara and Mark in tow, Holly was less than thrilled. Worse still, the hostess seated them at a table in her area. She could probably switch stations with Sergei; but he was just as slammed as she was, so she supposed she’d have to make the best of a bad situation and get on with it.

Nevertheless, Holly reflected darkly, she’d like nothing better than to grab Jamie’s Microplane grater and zest that fake smile right off Kate’s hateful, lying face…

Instead she pasted on an equally phony smile and said politely, “Hello, everyone. Welcome to Gordon Scots. What can I get you today? Our special is the chicken and leek pie—”

“Holly?” Mark said. His face was stamped with disbelief. “So you’re reduced to waiting tables now, are you?”

“We all have to make a living,” she said, her words tight. “What’ll you have?”

“Hmm… I think I’ll have…” he smirked and pretended to study the menu “…the humble pie and the cold comfort soup.”

As Kate and Zara snickered Holly tapped her pencil against the order pad. “Sorry,” she said sweetly, “but we’re all out of the humble pie. Too bad; you could certainly do with a big fat slice.”

His eyes narrowed. “Bring me the Angus burger and frites,” he told her. “Make it medium rare, if you please. And if you can manage to deliver my order without screwing it up, I might even leave you a tip.”

Holly swallowed a sharp retort along with her pride and took Zara and Kate’s orders — salads, no dressing, hold the bread basket — and stalked back to the kitchen.

“What’s wrong?” Jamie asked as he threw a tea towel over his shoulder.

“I need an Angus burger, medium rare,” she said through gritted teeth, “with a side of arsenic and E. coli.”

He called out the order — minus the arsenic and E. coli — to the broiler man. “Is it Alex?”

“No, worse. It’s Kate and her work cronies. They’re having a good old laugh at how far I’ve fallen.”

“Don’t let it bother you.” Jamie thrust on oven mitts and bent down to retrieve a large pan of chicken and leek pie from the oven. “And please don’t do anything stupid like dumping a bowl of cock-a-leekie soup in their laps.”

“Don’t give me any ideas,” Holly said ominously.

She returned to the table ten minutes later with their orders. As she set down the plates Kate spoke up. “I interviewed Marcus Russo this morning, Holly.”

Holly set the plated salads down in front of Zara and Kate. “Marcus Russo? How’d you manage to blag an interview with him?”

“He said you’d set it up before you left. And he asked about you, oddly enough.”

Holly set down Mark’s plate and thrust the tray under her arm. “He asked about me? Why on earth would he do that?”

“Don’t know, but he wanted your mobile number. It was something to do with your article.”

How very odd. “You didn’t give him my number, did you?”

“No, of course not,” Kate said, and raised her brow. “That wouldn’t be ethical.”

“And we all know how ethical you are,” Holly shot back.

Kate bristled. “You have a nerve! I’m a customer here, after all. Perhaps I should lodge a complaint about the shoddy service.”

“Perhaps you should,” Holly agreed, and turned to go.

Unfortunately, as she turned away, one of the bangles stacked on her arm caught at the edge of the tablecloth, yanking it halfway off the table…

Right along with Kate’s salad and Mark’s piping-hot burger and frites.

Kate let out a shriek of outrage as she was showered with salad leaves — liberally dressed with olive oil and balsamic vinegar, of course — and Mark jumped to his feet, yelping and brushing hot frites from his lap.

“Oh, God, I’m so sorry,” Holly gasped, horrified. “I’ll bring you new plates—”

“Don’t bother!” Mark snarled. Grease stained his trousers and left him smelling like a fried potato. “I’ll be lucky if I don’t have serious burns on my legs, no thanks to you!”

“What’s going on?” Jamie asked as he approached the table, his voice low but pleasant. “Is there a problem?”

“You could say so.” Kate glared, first at Holly, then at Jamie. “Your…waitress,” she spat out, “is incompetent. She’s just dumped our food in our laps — on purpose!”

“My trousers are ruined!” Mark snapped. “They’re Paul Smith!”

“This bloody balsamic vinegar won’t ever come out of my dress!” Kate wailed.

“It was an accident.” Holly turned to Jamie. “One of my bangles got caught in the tablecloth. I feel terrible—”

Jamie turned his back on Holly and his full charm on Kate. “I apologize for this. Of course you won’t be charged for your meals. And you can both send me the cleaner’s bill for your clothes.” He produced three cards and scribbled a note on the back of each one. “I sincerely hope you come to Gordon Scots again soon,” he said as he handed the cards out. “Whisky and appetizers are on the house the next time you come by.”

They thanked him stiffly and left, throwing Holly black looks, and stalked out of the restaurant. Holly followed Jamie as he strode back to the kitchen. “You handled that really well. God, I feel terrible. I don’t know what happened—”

He turned to face her and spoke with glacial calm. “This is my business, Holly. This is how I make a living. It’s not something I do for a lark. I can’t have you dumping food in my customers’ laps every time you get upset or don’t like something someone says.”

“But…it was an accident!” she protested, astonished. “I didn’t do it on purpose. Don’t you believe me?”

“Whether I believe you or not doesn’t matter. It can’t happen again,” Jamie informed her acidly, his blue eyes dark with anger, “or I promise you, Holly — next time, you’ll be out the door on your arse.”

She blinked back angry tears. “That’s completely unfair—”

“No, what’s not fair is me, barely making ends meet as it is, losing three customers in one go thanks to you and your childish behaviour,” he bit off. “I’m docking your pay to cover the cost of their meals. And I’ll hear no more about it, if you don’t bloody mind. I’m far too busy for this. Now get back to work.”

He turned away to pick up two plated steaks from the garnish station and slammed them down on the pick-up counter.

“Orders up!” he snapped. “Get a move on, or I’ll sack the lot of you, and no mistake!”

The minute her shift ended at three o’clock, Holly untied her apron and flung it aside. She stalked out of the kitchen and cast a glare in Jamie’s direction, but he ignored her.

Bastard.

Holly paused at the door, dismayed to see it was raining. She pelted through the downpour holding yesterday’s Telegraph over her head and got in her car. If she hurried, she’d have time to go to the flat and pack up the rest of her stuff before Kate got home.

She’d have a quick look around as well. You never knew what might turn up…perhaps that photo of Zoe, she mused, tucked away in a hidey-hole somewhere…

But although she searched everywhere — under the sofa cushions, inside Kate’s toothbrush cup, atop her dressing table — Holly had no luck.

There were no photos, no notes, no incriminating files; nothing to prove Kate’s complicity in Holly’s firing.

Well, Kate Ashby was a sneaky cow. No surprise there.

She decided to look through the stack of shoe boxes in Kate’s wardrobe before she left. Although the rest of the flat was a tip, her shoes were neatly tucked in boxes and sorted by type — flats, pumps, strappy heels — with a photo of each shoe pasted to the front.

Holy crap, but Kate had a lot of shoes.

Balancing a pile of boxes precariously against her chest, Holly dumped them on Kate’s bed and began going through them.

There were sneakers, kitten heels, boots, low-heeled pumps, and stilettos. But to Holly’s dismay, there wasn’t a photo of Zoe anywhere to be found—

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Holly whirled around, a pair of hot-pink stilettos in hand and a guilty look on her face. “Kate! What are you doing here?”

“I took the afternoon off. And I live here. What,” Kate demanded again in outrage, “are you doing? Are you stealing my bloody shoes?” She came forward and snatched her prized stilettos from Holly.

“No, of course I’m not! I don’t even like your shoes.”

“Then what are you doing?” Kate asked as she tossed the shoes aside and rested her hands on her hips.

Holly sank down in the midst of the shoe carnage on the bed and scowled. “I thought perhaps I’d find Zoe’s photo.”

“What — hidden in my shoe boxes?” Kate echoed. “That’s daft, Holly, even for you.”

“It’s not daft to think you had a hand in switching that photo,” Holly retorted. “I know Sasha did it, but she needed an accomplice. You.”

“That’s absurd—”

“I bet you snapped that photo. I bet your fingerprints are all over it!”

“Really, Holly, you’re turning into a sad, obsessed nutter over this. I’ve told you, I had nothing to do with it—”

“Right, just like you had nothing to do with stripping off and practically shagging Alex on the sofa?” Holly flung back.

“I was drunk,” Kate said in her defence, “because I had two G&Ts on an empty stomach! And Alex told me the two of you weren’t exclusive when he asked me out to lunch.”

Holly felt a momentary flare of anger at Alex, but at least she knew now why he’d done what he did.

She glared at Kate. “Don’t you dare blame Alex for this. He told me you threw yourself at him, that while he was making coffee to try and sober you up, you stripped off and all but attacked him!”

Kate opened her mouth to protest, but she knew, hazy though her memory was thanks to all those G&Ts she’d downed, that Alex had told Holly the truth.

She’d got drunk and acted like a cheap tart. Worse — she’d got drunk and acted like a cheap tart with her mate’s boyfriend. Shame suffused her, and she looked at Holly and mumbled, “I know you must hate me, Hols. And I don’t blame you. I’m really, really sorry.”

Holly brought her legs up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her knees. “I thought we were friends, Kate. You were my first — well, my only — real mate at BritTEEN. I can’t believe you’d do this to me.”

Kate sighed and sat down next to her. “I know, and I’m really sorry, Hols.” She hesitated. “I’m not proud of it, but when Sasha first hired me, I agreed to help her find something to use against you. She was desperate for a reason to sack you. Alex’s “off-the-record” comment on your mini-recorder fit the bill perfectly. I transcribed it and added the comment to your ‘One Outrageous Question’ interview, just before it went to print.”

Holly stared at her. “Why? God, Kate! I helped you blag the internship. I put in a good word with Valery and Sasha. I even held your hair back when you drank too much that night at the pub with Will!”

“I wanted your job,” Kate confessed. “I got tired of being the go-to girl, tired of making crap money, and I was willing to do anything — at least at first — to get it. And,” she admitted, “Sasha knew I lied on my CV. I don’t know how she found out, but she knew I didn’t finish business school. She threatened to sack me if I didn’t help her get rid of you.”

“What?” Holly exclaimed, outraged. “That conniving cow!”

“But after I helped her that first time,” Kate went on, troubled, “I couldn’t do it again. I couldn’t screw you over. I mean, you held my hair back while I threw up! And you made me tea, and watched Corrie with me the next day, and handed over tissues while I cried over Will. That’s a good mate. So I went in to work the next week and told Sasha I was done.”

“What did she say?”

Kate shuddered. “She was furious and swore she’d sack me if I breathed a word of what we did to you to anyone.”

“What about Zoe’s photo?” Holly asked. “Did you and Sasha have a hand in that, too?”

“No, I swear it. Well, Sasha might have done,” she amended, “but I didn’t. And I don’t know who did.” She paused. “But I’d like to find out, wouldn’t you?”

Holly scowled. “More than anything.”

“I’ll do some nosing round at work,” Kate went on, “and I’ll find out who the last person was to see your article before it went to Valery.” A look of grim determination settled on her face. “I’ll get to the bottom of this mess, I swear — if only to prove to you that I didn’t do it.”

“You’d do that for me? Really?” Holly asked doubtfully.

“I would.” Kate gave her a tentative smile. “Can you ever forgive me, Hols?”

“I don’t know,” Holly said after a moment, her expression troubled. “I mean, I get why you tried to mess up my first interview — I know how intimidating Sasha can be, and I know what it’s like to want something so badly you’d do anything to get it — but then you tried to blag my boyfriend, Kate! How can I ever get past that?”

Kate hung her head. “I don’t know,” she said miserably. “I was drunk, and I acted like a complete cow.” She lifted her head and took Holly’s hands in hers. “I’d never do something like that if I was sober, Holly. You have to believe me.”

And the thing was, Holly realized, she wanted to believe Kate. “Will you promise me you’ll never do anything like that again?” she demanded.

“I promise,” Kate said, her words fervent.

“And promise you’ll never wear a thong that barely covers your naughty bits in front of Alex, ever again.”

Kate blushed. “I promise.”

“Good.” Holly thrust out her hand. “Mates?”

“Mates,” Kate said, and clasped her hand tightly. She drew away and surveyed the shoes and boxes strewn all over the bed. “Now, how about you do your bloody part, and help me clean up this mess?”


Chapter 43

Marcus was halfway through his Becks, and he’d seen no sign of Kate Ashby in the pub.

He glanced at his Rolex and was surprised to see it was nearly eight o’clock. Surely Kate had finished work by now. Valery must have warned her that he’d be here, or else she’d gone straight home.

At any rate, waiting any longer wasn’t an option; he needed to stop in at the brasserie tomorrow morning, then he was off to film a new episode of Chefzilla.

Fucking hell. Marcus stood and took out his wallet and threw a ten-pound note down on the bar. He was no closer to finding Holly — or his daughter — than he’d been before.

The thought filled him with frustration…

And a small but distinct prickle of fear.

“I’m glad we stayed in tonight,” Holly told Alex as she finished off the last samosa and leaned back against his sofa and yawned. “I’m exhausted.”

He stood up — they were sitting cross-legged on the white flokati rug in his flat, finishing the last of their Indian takeaway at the coffee table — and picked up their plates. “I suppose this means I won’t be getting lucky tonight,” he said, just before he disappeared into the kitchen with their plates.

“No. And just as well, we both smell like curry anyway,” Holly pointed out. She drew her jeans-clad legs up against her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “But at least I finally got to see your place.”

“And does it meet with your approval?” he called out.

“It does.” She liked the modern painting hanging over the sofa — a real painting, not a print, with random splashes of grey and red and cream — and the low-slung sectional sofa and the matching pair of chairs. There wasn’t a lads’ mag, amplifier, or a crushed can of Foster’s to be seen. It was a grown-up flat.

“You know,” Alex remarked as he returned and lowered himself back onto the floor next to her, “we could’ve gone out somewhere for dinner.”

“I know.” She met his eyes. “But this is better. I have you all to myself, no waiters or menus — or Kate! — to get in the way.”

He leaned forward and kissed her, and took his time doing it. “So what was your first day of work at Gordon Scots like?”

“Awful.” She closed her eyes as he began to massage her shoulders. “Umm, that’s heavenly. The place was packed, for starters, and then, to make matters worse, Kate waltzed in with a couple of my ex coworkers.”

“That must’ve been awkward.”

“It was excruciating. And of course Mark was snarky…and I tried to ignore him, I really did. But he pushed my buttons and…well, I accidentally caught the edge of the tablecloth with one of my bangles when I walked away, and he ended up with a lapful of hot fries. Jamie was furious.” She felt renewed hurt at the memory. “He thought I’d done it on purpose.”

He regarded her quizzically. “And did you?”

“No!” she retorted, indignant. “But I wasn’t exactly sorry it happened.”

“Poor girl, you really did have a rubbish day.”

“Oh, it gets better,” Holly added. “When my shift ended, I went to the flat to get the rest of my stuff before Kate got back. But she came home early and caught me going through her shoes—”

“Going through her shoes?” Alex echoed. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I thought if I could just find that photo of Zoe — the one that got published with the article — then I could prove Kate was behind it all, and get my job back.”

“And did you? Find the picture, I mean?”

She shook her head. “Kate swore to me she didn’t do it.”

“And you believed her?”

“I did. I do. She was really upset, Alex. She told me she was sorry for everything — especially for throwing herself at you — and she admitted she did have a hand in screwing up my interview with you.”

“But why would she do such a thing?”

Holly shrugged. “She wanted my job. And—” she paused for emphasis “—Sasha knew Kate lied on her CV about finishing business school. She threatened to go straight to Valery and tell her if she didn’t help Sasha sabotage me.”

“It’s a good job you’re out of there.” Alex regarded her thoughtfully. “I could find you something in our offices. One of the secretaries downstairs is leaving soon-”

“Thanks, but I’ll be okay. I doubt if I’ll see Kate or Mark in Gordon Scots again. I’ll keep looking for magazine work.” She sighed. “Jamie’s docking my pay to cover the cost of their meals. So I basically worked for free today.”

“Well, at least you’ve got the part-time job at Jacqueline Winter’s office.”

“No, I don’t, actually,” Holly admitted. “I got sacked. I cut off one too many callers.”

“Poor girl.” Alex kissed the top of her head. He leaned back against the sofa and stretched his arm out behind her. “Why don’t you move in here? I’ve plenty of room.”

Holly blinked. She hadn’t expected this. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly afford to live here,” she said quickly. “Living upstairs from Jamie’s restaurant is actually very…convenient. No excuses to be late to work.”

“You wouldn’t have to pay rent. We could go Dutch on groceries, if you insist. You do eat rather a lot.”

“Ha.” Holly toyed with her bangles, stalling for time. Here she’d thought Alex was an ‘I’ve-no-interest-in-commitment, don’t-ever-want-to-get-married’ kind of man. Yet he was asking her to move in and share his flat. A week ago, she would have arranged a flash mob in the middle of Piccadilly Circus to announce to the world that Alex Barrington had asked her to live with him.

So why on earth was she hesitating now?

“Alex,” she began, choosing her words carefully as she turned to face him, “I love the idea of moving in with you, I really do. But I don’t think I’m quite ready for that yet.”

“What do you mean? You’re sharing a flat with Jamie. How is that any different?” His words were clipped.

“It’s completely different! We’re not sleeping together, for one thing. We’re mates. He sleeps on the sofa, I sleep in the bedroom. After all, Jamie and I are practically—”

“Brother and sister,” he cut in. “Yes, I know, you’ve told me often enough. Except that you’re not. He’s adopted. So there’s nothing stopping either of you from taking things to the next level.”

She stared at him. “The next level? Alex, this isn’t a video game! Look, let’s not argue, okay?” she implored him, and slid her hands up and over his shoulders. “You know, you look incredibly sexy with your collar undone and your tie loose like that,” she murmured.

His expression was sulky. “Don’t think you can talk me round with flattery, or sidetrack me with sex.” He paused. “Although I won’t object overmuch if you try.”

She rested her forehead against his. “Alex, I adore you. I do! But my life’s a mess right now. I don’t even have a proper job, and I need to learn to stand on my own feet first. And I’m really, really tired.” Her lower lip began to tremble. “Can’t we just leave things as they are for now?”

The tight line of his jaw eased. “Of course we can,” he agreed, and put his arm round her and drew her close. “I’m sorry. I’m a selfish sod. I just like the idea of having you around all the time.”

“How’s your campaign going, by the way? I haven’t kept up with the news much lately.”

He sighed. “The pressure’s mounting to withdraw my support for reopening the Chipping Barnet homeless shelter.”

“And whose pressure is that?” Holly demanded. “No, don’t tell me, let me guess — Camilla’s.”

Alex nodded. “The thing is…she’s right. If I don’t back off, any chance I have of winning the election will go right down the loo.”

“But you can’t back down now! What about people like Zoe, people who really need that shelter? What about them?”

“I agree. But if I don’t get the votes I need,” Alex said reasonably, “I won’t get elected. And if I’m not elected, then I truly can’t do anything to effect change, now — or ever.”

She tilted her face up to his. “I suppose so. But it still seems wrong, somehow.”

He brushed back a strand of hair from her face. “I love your fierceness. It’s quite sexy.” He kissed her again. “You taste like biryani,” he murmured. “Interesting. Not sure if I like it or not, though. I think I may have to kiss you again.”

They kissed for a few more minutes, until Holly drew reluctantly away. “I’ve got to go,” she sighed, and stood up. “I’m working the lunch shift tomorrow, unless Jamie’s sacked me already.”

Alex stood as well. “Right, let’s get you back. I hope he hasn’t thrown your stuff in the street and changed the locks.”

“Shit,” Holly said, stricken. “I hope he hasn’t, either.”

“Well, if he has,” Alex informed her as he pulled her into his arms, “I happen to know a chap who’s looking for a flatmate. Nice fellow. Bit too earnest. You’d like him.”

“I already do,” she whispered, and kissed him again, more lingeringly this time.


Chapter 44

Thankfully, Jamie hadn’t changed the locks. It was just past midnight when Holly said goodnight to Alex and let herself into the kitchen. She was surprised to see the light on, and Jamie sitting at the table with his hands wrapped around a mug of tea. He glanced up as she came in, his face unreadable.

“I was beginning to worry,” he said. “You might have called.”

“Sorry,” she said as she closed the door. She was getting quite good at apologizing, actually. Too bad she couldn’t make a career of saying ‘sorry’. “I was with Alex.”

“I thought you two weren’t on speaking terms these days.”

“We weren’t. But now we are.” She took down a cup and switched on the kettle. “Think I’ll have some tea before bed.”

“What’s happened?”

“He’s campaigning to reopen the Chipping Barnet homeless shelter. But the locals are dead against it. They say it brought crime to their neighbourhoods and decreased the value of their homes.”

“Yeah, I heard something about it on the news.”

“Alex is ready to back down.” Holly frowned. “He’s more worried about losing potential votes than he is about helping the homeless. It’s all about winning.”

Jamie shrugged. “Well, you can’t blame him, I suppose. And if the locals don’t want the shelter—”

“But the point is — London desperately needs more shelters! That’s what matters, not how many votes Alex gets.”

“But if he doesn’t get the votes he needs,” Jamie pointed out, “he won’t get elected, and then he can’t do anything to change things, one way or the other.”

“You sound just like him,” she accused.

“I never thought I’d take Alex’s side in an argument. Holly,” Jamie added after a moment, “about today—”

“I know,” Holly interrupted him in a guilty rush, “I pissed off your customers and cost you money and I’m sorry and I swear I won’t ever do it again.” She paused. “Even though it was an accident,” she added with a sniff.

He set his cup down and looked up at her. “I’m the one who should apologize. I came down on you far too hard. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said warily, and withdrew a tea bag from the box in the cupboard. “You were right. I shouldn’t have let Mark and Kate get under my skin like they did.”

“No,” he agreed. “But I heard some of the stuff they said to you, and I can’t blame you for getting mad.” He took a long sip of tea. “The truth is, business is down, and I’m worried.”

Holly took her cup and sat down across from him. “But we’ve been busy during lunch — you said so yourself.”

“Lunch, yes. Dinner’s another matter…business has fallen off by half. And I don’t understand it.” He ploughed a hand through his hair in frustration.

“Maybe you need publicity,” Holly suggested. “You know, put an ad in some upscale food magazines, or the local papers. Or you might add some new specials to the menu.”

“Maybe.” Jamie didn’t sound convinced. “Ah, well, I’m knackered. It’s past time I turned in. I’m too wrecked to deal with it tonight, anyway.” He thrust his chair back and stood.

“Poor you.” Overcome with sympathy — he really did look exhausted — Holly stood and flung her arms around him impulsively. “You’ll figure it out,” she said into his shirt.

Jamie’s T-shirt, the exact shade of blue as his eyes, was soft beneath her fingers, and he smelled of Imperial Leather and — very faintly — whisky.

She breathed in his scent as his arms tightened imperceptibly around her waist. “I don’t like to see you worry,” she whispered into his shoulder.

He reached up to stroke her hair. “Holly,” he murmured, “Holly,” and then his hands were cupping her face and his mouth found hers. He tasted of whisky. Their bodies fitted perfectly together, and the seconds spun away into minutes. His lips were warm and skilled and were doing odd things to her insides.

Obviously there’d been something a bit more than tea in his mug…

Holly clutched at the front of his shirt with both hands, partly for balance, but mainly because she was momentarily dizzy with the unexpectedness of his kiss. His hands slid down her back to her waist, pressing her closer.

“Jamie, stop,” she protested as he moved to kiss her again. “What are you doing?”

He paused. “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked, one brow lifted. “I’m kissing you, Holly. Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“Yes,” she said irritably, and pushed him away. “Two things are wrong with it. Number one, you’ve been on the whisky. Number two…I’m with Alex!”

Gradually they both became aware of mewing — plaintive and quite loud — coming from just outside the kitchen door.

“What the hell is that?” Jamie asked, startled.

“Oh. It’s Tabby,” Holly said. “She’s a stray. I felt sorry for her this morning and fed her a dish of that leftover cream in the fridge. I think she’s pregnant.”

“That was my Devonshire cream! You didn’t give it all to her?”

“She was hungry,” she said defensively.

Jamie sighed. “Great. So you’ve taken in a pregnant stray cat with a taste for Devonshire cream.”

Holly bit her lip. “I seem to be a magnet for strays.”

“Well, go and feed your cat,” Jamie said, and let go of her. “It’s bed for me. And I’m sorry about…this. I’ll blame the whisky. Goodnight, Holly.” He looked at her as if he wanted to say more, then went down the hall into the bathroom, shutting the door firmly behind him.

“ARE THE LOT OF YOU FUCKING INCOMPETENT?”

Marcus Russo followed his question with a terrifying scowl and a string of expletives. The line cooks kept their faces averted and busied themselves chopping, measuring, and prepping ingredients for the day’s menu. Chef Russo was in an unusually foul temper this morning…

And not one of them wanted to draw his fury down on their heads.

Jago had nearly finished chopping onions into a fine dice for Jim, the broiler man. He hated chopping onions; he’d started in dicing them up early this morning, and his eyes were streaming. Tomorrow he’d wear a pair of goggles to work. He was sick of going home every night, red-eyed and reeking of onions.

Gradually Jago became aware of a shadow behind him. The kitchen had grown silent, too. There was no clash of pots and pans, no good-natured hurling of insults between the cooks…

Only the eerie quiet just before a storm hit.

“How long have you worked here?” Marcus asked him softly.

Jamie continued to chop and glanced up at him. “Two months, chef.”

“Two months,” Marcus mused. “Long enough, then, to know that we don’t put our knives in the dishwasher, yeah?”

Jago nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“And long enough to know that we sharpen them before and after each use?”

Again, Jago nodded warily. “Yes, chef.”

“But not long enough, apparently,” Marcus went on, gathering steam, “to learn to use a knife properly! What the hell is this—” he stuck two fingers in Jago’s bowl of chopped onions and lifted them up, a look of disgust on his face “—this shit? The chop isn’t uniform. You’ve got chunks in there.” Marcus grabbed the bowl of onions — two hours’ worth of tedious, eye-watering chopping — and flung it to the floor. “I’ve seen five-year-olds chop an onion better than this!”

“Sorry, chef,” Jago mumbled, his face burning.

“My God, it’s not rocket science, is it? If you can’t even chop a bloody onion, how will you learn to sear a steak, or make a proper garlic mash? Start over,” he roared, and took up an unpeeled onion and flung it at Jago. “And then clean up this fucking mess before someone slips!”

With that, Hurricane Marco moved on and began shouting abuse at the waiters for not wrapping the silverware properly.

Jago tamped down his fury and abandoned his station to go and fetch the mop and bucket and some kitchen roll. He’d like to chop Chef Russo’s hands into a fucking bloody fine dice, and no mistake.

“Don’t feel bad, cholo,” Jim said as Jago stalked past, mop and bucket in hand. “We’ve all been in the shit with Chef R. Just get a move on with those onions. I’ll need ’em soon.”

“No worries,” Jago replied through gritted teeth as he cleaned up the mess. “I’m on it.”

When he got a break a couple of hours and a mountain of chopped onions later, Jago made his way around the corner to the kitchen entrance of Gordon Scots.

“Jago!” Jamie said as he spotted the young man standing hesitantly in the doorway. “What’s up?”

“Can I talk to you for a minute? I know you’re busy—”

“It’s okay. I can spare a few minutes. We can talk in my office.”

Once they were in Jamie’s office and the door was closed, Jago came straight to the point. “Does your job offer still stand?”

“Absolutely.” Jamie sat on the edge of his desk and regarded Jago curiously. “What’s happened? Is Chef Russo living up to his reputation?”

“The man’s a prick. And a bully,” Jago added darkly. “The line cooks are fed up, they’re ready to walk. He’s impossible to please! Two months on, and he still won’t let me do anything but make salad and chop onions; and according to him, I can’t even do that right.”

“As a matter of fact, I’ll need a fry cook on the dinner shift soon. Tom’s leaving.”

Jago’s face lit up. “Really? I’m a dab hand at frying.”

“I know, I remember you said you worked at your uncle’s chip shop. I’ll start you out on a trial basis, see how it goes. Okay?”

“Fair enough.” Jago pumped his hand. “When can I start?”

“Tonight, if you like. Tom can show you the ropes.”

“Thank you, sir. You won’t be sorry, I promise.”

On Saturday night, Holly came in to work the dinner shift when one of the regular waitresses called in sick. Neither she nor Jamie had mentioned The Kiss. His demeanour at home and at work was pleasant, professional — and a touch distant. Holly suspected Jamie was as thrown by The Kiss as she was.

It was nice, that kiss, no question; very nice. The memory of his lips on hers, the thoroughness with which his mouth had possessed hers, still sent a little quiver through her. But it confused her at the same time. After all, she was wild for Alex Barrington. He was everything she’d ever wanted.

Wasn’t he?

“Order up!” Jamie bellowed. “Table six.”

Holly put in her ticket for a four-top in the corner and went to the pass. She took up the plate and glanced at the order ticket. Steak and garlic mash.

“Thanks, Jamie,” she called out. But he’d already turned away to the Salamander to caramelize a crème brûlée someone had ordered…

Almost as if he was avoiding her.

That’s ridiculous, Holly chided herself as she carried the plate to table six. He’s probably already forgotten about that silly kiss—

As she neared the table she came to a stop. “Will?”

He looked up. “Hols! Fancy meeting you here.”

She set down his plate and eyed him suspiciously. “Did you know I worked here? Or is this just a random coincidence?”

He grinned. “If I said it was a random coincidence, would you believe me?”

“No.”

“Okay, then, the truth — I heard Mark and Kate complaining about a waitress who dumped salad and hot frites all over them on Monday. Imagine my surprise to find out it was you.” He winked. “Good girl. Mark’s still complaining about it to anyone who’ll listen.”

“Arsehole,” Holly muttered. She folded her tray under one arm. “How are you? Have you talked to Zoe?”

“I’m okay. And no, I haven’t seen much of her.” He shook out his napkin. “Not since your article came out.”

“Yeah, my article,” she said, her words bitter. “What a travesty. I told Valery you didn’t take the picture, and that I had no idea where it came from, but she wouldn’t listen.”

“I’m sorry you got sacked. It wasn’t fair. Don’t worry, though,” he reassured her. “You’ll land on your feet.”

“I only tried to help Zoe, and save Sasha’s job. To think I felt sorry for her. I wish I’d never said anything to Valery!” Holly said fiercely. “If I hadn’t, that vindictive cow wouldn’t have got me sacked, and I’d still have my job.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you did the right thing,” he said. He hesitated. “Sasha swears she didn’t do it, Holly.”

“And you believe her?”

He frowned. “I do, yes. We had a huge row over the whole thing, actually. She says she had nothing to do with the photo swap. She did admit, however,” he added, “that she shot your promotion down. Valery was ready to offer you Sasha’s job.”

She studied him curiously. “Where is she tonight, anyway? I thought you two were seeing each other.”

“We are. She’s with her sister, Amanda. She tried to kill herself again last night.”

“Oh, God — I’m sorry.” And she was. No one should have to deal with what Sasha was dealing with, without a family to help and support her. “But it still doesn’t excuse what she did to me.”

“If she did. Anyway, I told her you were only trying to save her job. Once things calm down a bit, she’ll see that.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.” Holly heard the order bell ring. “Well, I’ve got to go. We’re slammed tonight. Thanks, Will. If anyone can reason with Sasha, it’s you.”

“Holly?” Jamie called out sharply. “Your six-top’s up!”

“I’ll be right there,” she answered him. She turned back to Will with a sigh. “Tell Zoe I said hello, when you see her. And you can tell Sasha,” she added with a cheeky grin, “that working for Jamie’s much more fun than working for her.”


Chapter 45

On Sunday morning, Holly decided to put her limited culinary skills to work to make breakfast while Jamie was in the shower. She was just slicing the tomatoes and putting them in to fry when he came in, pulling a tan polo shirt over his head.

“What’s this?” he asked, glancing at the bacon and tomatoes sizzling in the pan, as well as the broken eggshells and tomato bits littering the countertop and floor.

“Well, isn’t it obvious? I’m making us breakfast.”

A look — surprise, mingled with alarm — crossed his face. “That’s great, Hols, but I’m getting ready to go.”

“Go?” She turned, spatula in hand, and looked at him in surprise. “Where would you go this early on a Sunday morning? It’s your day off.”

He picked up a couple of strips of bacon set aside to drain and took a bite. “I’m headed for the cheese festival in Exeter. I asked Kate to go along. Probably won’t be back till late. Got any coffee?”

“It’s on the table.” Holly turned back to the stove and slid the fried eggs — all six of them — onto a plate. “What am I to do with all this food?” she complained. “I can’t possibly eat it all myself.”

“Right. I’ve seen you put away food like Hamish MacDuff.”

“Who?”

“A Premiership footballer. Big bloke.” Jamie grinned and dodged the oven mitt she threw at him. He took two slices of fried bread and jammed them together with three eggs, half a dozen strips of bacon, and a couple of fried tomatoes. “There, fry-up to go.” Around a large, messy bite, he added, “You can come along with us if you like.”

“And be a third wheel? No, thanks.”

“You won’t be a third wheel. Anyway, it’s not a date, exactly. It’s just a day trip.”

“I’m sure,” Holly said tightly as she made up a plate of food that she suddenly didn’t want, “that Kate wouldn’t agree. She won’t want me hanging around, elbowing her aside while the two of you sip wine and nibble on cheese. Or whatever it is you do at a cheese festival.”

Jamie finished and tossed his napkin in the bin. “Look, if it bothers you, I’ll ring Kate and cancel.”

“It doesn’t bother me!” she snapped, with more force than she’d intended. “Don’t flatter yourself. Besides, I have things to do.”

He cocked his eyebrow. “Oh? Like what?”

“Girl things, like washing my hair, shaving, painting my nails…so it’s great you’ll be gone.”

“Good, then.” Jamie picked up his keys and sauntered to the back door. “I’m sure you and Mr Posh can find a way to pass the time together. Shagging for England comes to mind.”

“He’s not posh! And he has a name, damn it!”

“Oh, sorry, you’re right. Mr Posh, Mr Wanker, Mr Up-His-Own-Arsehole—”

“Oh, do shut up!” Holly said, irritated. “And you can leave, while you’re at it.”

“It’s my flat,” he reminded her, just before he opened the door and left.

Holly went after him and flung the door open. “You’re a knob, Jamie Gordon!” she called after him, in case there was any doubt. “See if I ever cook breakfast for you again!”

Then she slammed the door shut, gathered up the remnants of egg and tomato, and threw it all straight into the bin.

The shrill of his bedside telephone early Sunday morning woke Alex Barrington from a sound sleep. He thrust his hand out and groped on the table for the alarm: six a.m.

Groggily, Alex lifted his head to glance at the caller ID. Dominic Heath. Oh, fuck. “Dominic?” he croaked as he picked up. “Why are you calling me so early?” And on my bloody day off, he wanted to add, but didn’t.

Over background noise that sounded as if sixteen cats were auditioning for Britain’s Got Talent, Dominic shouted, “Alex! Mate! Are you after having a bit of fun?”

Alex struggled to sit up and open his eyes. “Actually, I’m after having a bit of sleep.”

“Sleep,” Dominic echoed, and laughed. “That’s funny, mate. Listen—” he hiccupped “—you can get all the sleep you like on my Lear on the way over. You’re going with me.”

“I’m not going with you,” Alex said firmly. Curiosity got the better of him, and he added, “Where are we not going?”

“Scotland. Inverness, to be exact. Need to meet with the estate agent. I’m putting the property up for sale, just like you suggested.”

Alarmed, Alex sat up straighter. “I’m sorry, Dominic, but I can’t possibly go to Scotland with you! I’ve got casework, research, appointments all next week—”

“Cancel ’em. Rearrange your schedule. You have a secretary, and a smartphone, don’t you?”

Alex passed a hand over his face. “Yes, of course I do, but I can’t rearrange my entire week’s schedule, just to up sticks and leave London on your whim—”

“I’m your client,” Dominic informed him, and belched. “My whims are your command. Besides, I need your financial advice.”

“You need a solicitor who specializes in real estate law. Call the chap I recommended, Tristan Whitely-Banks. He knows real estate law inside and out—”

“I don’t want that poncey arsehole, I want you.” Dominic’s voice went from belligerent to wheedling. “Look, there’s lots of dosh in it for you, and a ride on my private jet.” He added, “’Course, I can’t get up to any extracurricular activity, if you know what I mean, ’cause I’m with Gemma, now. I’m a changed man.”

Given Dominic’s colourful — and oversexed — past, Alex found that hard to believe, but wisely refrained from comment.

“But there’ll be plenty of booze and female companionship, if you fancy it,” Dominic went on, “and whatever happens on the plane stays on the plane, mate…”

Alex closed his eyes. There was no way round it; he’d have to go to Scotland with the temperamental little shit. If he refused, Dominic would raise a stink with Alex’s boss, Simon, and would threaten to take his extremely lucrative business elsewhere.

“All right,” Alex grumbled, and threw back the covers. “Let me take a shower and get some clothes together.”

“Right! I’ll send my driver to pick you up.”

“Dominic,” Alex asked curiously, “where are you?” It sounded as if the sixteen cats, having failed their audition, were now being neutered without anaesthetics.

“I’m on the plane. Could you lot keep it down?” he bellowed, nearly splitting Alex’s eardrum. “That’s the band, practising, like. We got a benefit on Tuesday. Save the Something-or-Other. Don’t remember, to tell you the truth. It’s all the same to me. See you in a bit, mate.”

And with another belch, Dominic rang off.

A hand shook Holly gently awake. With a start, she sat up on the sofa, blinking as Jamie switched on a lamp.

“What time is it?” she mumbled.

“It’s half past eleven.” Jamie tossed his keys down on the coffee table and yawned.

“Did you and Kate have a good time at the cheese festival?”

“We did. I bought some Stilton, and a couple of bottles of wine. My car reeks of Pont l’Évêque.” He glanced at her curiously. “So did you spend the day with Alex?”

“No.” She didn’t tell him that although she’d called Alex — several times — she’d got no answer at his flat or on his mobile. She’d left two messages. “So…what did you and Kate talk about all day?”

“She asked if I minded sharing the flat with you. I told her I had no complaints, that the customers love you, and that things are working out very well.” He paused. “We had a very nice day together.”

Holly picked up one of the throw pillows next to her and held it against her stomach. “Well, that’s good. I’m glad. So,” she ventured, “did you two, you and Kate, you know…?”

Jamie sat in the armchair across from her and stretched his legs out. He regarded her steadily. “Did we what?”

So he wasn’t going to make this easy, was he? “Did you, erm…go back to Kate’s flat?”

“And what if we did?”

“Nothing. I just wondered, that’s all.”

“Holly, I’m a grown man, and single, too, the last time I checked. I’m allowed to date, and to have sex on occasion if I like. And you’re with Alex. What’s it to you if I see Kate?”

“It couldn’t matter less,” Holly retorted. “I’d just hate to see her make mincemeat of your heart.”

“Well—” he stood up “—you can rest easy. Kate’s very attractive, and I like her; but she’s not really my type.”

“So…are you telling me that nothing happened?”

“I’m telling you,” he said firmly as he skinned off his shirt and threw it aside, “that whatever happened — or didn’t — is none of your bloody business. Now get your arse off that sofa so I can get some sleep. Four o’clock comes early.”


Chapter 46

“I need fresh story ideas,” Sasha Davis announced on Monday morning as she took her seat and swept her gaze around the conference table. “What have you got for me this week?”

“Sex trafficking,” Mark suggested.

Sasha raised her brow. “I’m listening. Elaborate.”

“Well,” he began, “a lot of teen girls disappear in the UK every year. Most are runaways. When they arrive in London, they don’t know anyone, and they have no money. There are men — pimps — who hang around bus stations and tube stops, just looking for girls like that. They offer them a place to stay, a meal, a shoulder to cry on. They become the girl’s only friend, gain her trust. Then they tell her she’s got to earn her keep.”

“Prostitute herself, you mean.”

“Exactly. And if she refuses, he beats her until she sees reason.”

Sasha picked up her pen and jotted a note in her diary. ”Let’s do it. It’s hard-hitting and relevant. Get me a draft first thing Monday.” She glanced around the table. “What else have we got?”

“What about a follow-up story,” Zoe offered tentatively, “to Holly’s homeless article?”

“You mean another piece about teens living on the streets? We’d be repeating ourselves,” Sasha said dismissively.

“No. I thought we might follow up on the kids who manage to get off the streets,” Zoe said, growing bolder. “Some get jobs, like me. But a lot don’t. We could profile three homeless teens and see what happened to them. Did the system fail them? Or not?”

Silence greeted Zoe’s suggestion. She bit her lip and toyed with her pen, certain they hated her idea. Suddenly she wished she’d kept her big gob shut.

“I like it.” Sasha leaned forward, her eyes gleaming. “That’s an excellent idea, Zoe. I’m assigning you to write the story. Kate, help her draft an outline. Zoe, you’ll need to find three formerly homeless teens willing to be interviewed.”

Padma rolled her eyes. “Why don’t we just change the name of the magazine to StreetTEEN!, or BritTEEN: Homeless Edition?”

“What ideas have you got?” Kate accused. “You haven’t contributed one thing yet.”

“Nor have you.”

Sasha’s mobile vibrated.

Kate saw her glance down at the screen, and a look of what could only be called panic flickered over her face. “Sasha? Are you all right?”

Sasha thrust her chair back and stood up. “I’m fine. Help Zoe draft her article, Kate. We’ll all meet again tomorrow morning. Bring me more ideas.”

She grabbed her mobile and Smythson organizer and strode back to her office and shut the door. The message light on her desk phone blinked an angry red as she sat down. With a sinking feeling, Sasha jabbed at the button, already knowing what the messages would say.

“This is Friendly Payday Loans. You owe five hundred pounds and we expect repayment today.”

With a shaking hand, she deleted the message and listened to the next. “This is Elisabeth Smyth with Barclays Bank. You’ve accrued a serious overdraft to your account, Ms Davis. We must settle this matter. Please call me immediately.”

Oh, God. Sasha leaned back in her chair, her stomach in knots. This had all started because of Amanda, who had an episode in the fishmonger’s one afternoon, causing two hundred pounds’ worth of damage. With her credit cards already maxed out, Sasha had needed to borrow the money from a payday lender.

The twenty-five-pound interest hadn’t seemed like much, and the money had appeared in her account ten minutes later. Easy peasy. But when she hadn’t been able to repay the loan two weeks later, the interest had quickly spiralled. Friendly Payday Loans had raided her bank account to get their money…leaving her with a serious overdraft and no idea how she’d pay this month’s rent…

Not to mention the one hundred and fifty pounds she owed to Amanda’s caregiver this week.

But at least her sister had adjusted to her new in-patient facility. There’d been no more attempts to kill herself.

Her phone rang. Sasha leaned forward and eyed the screen with dread. She grabbed the handset. “Yes, Valery.”

“I haven’t received this week’s story ideas from you yet.”

“Sorry. I’ll have them to you in five minutes.”

“See that you do. The deadline was ten — which you’ve missed. I know you have a lot to deal with at the moment, but if you expect me to promote you, you need to improve your game.” Valery paused. “You’re skating on very thin ice, Sasha.” The line went dead.

Sasha stood and flung her door open. “Kate! Get those bloody story ideas typed up and sent to me NOW!”

So saying, she stalked past Kate’s desk. Not for the first time, Sasha wondered if Valery’s sacking of Holly James — who was unquestionably annoying, but never short on story ideas — wasn’t a very big mistake.

If she cashed in the birthday cheques from her parents, Auntie Gwen, and Hannah, Holly calculated as she scribbled figures on a piece of paper, she could just about cover her share of the month’s rent. And her tips would cover groceries.

That left exactly two pounds fifty for all her other expenses.

She threw her pen down on the bar. “Can I have some more hours this week, Jamie?” she pleaded. “I need the money.”

“Sure.” He looked up from the inventory list he was writing. “You can pick up a couple of dinner shifts if you like. Sergei won’t be too happy, but he’ll get over it.”

“He’s counting his pennies, same as me.” Holly sighed.

“Look, if money’s tight, you needn’t worry about your share of the rent. I’ve got it covered.”

“Thanks, Jamie, that’s sweet — but I agreed to pay half when I moved in, and I will. Besides, I don’t want to owe you masses of money when I move out.”

He paused. “Oh? And are you planning on moving out soon?”

She thought about Alex, and his offer. “No,” she answered, and stood to begin setting her lunch tables up. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

“Holly, you know you can stay as long as you like.” Jamie leaned forward and rested his elbows on the bar. “I know I’m not much of a flatmate. I’m not round half the time, and when I am I’m a miserable git — but I like having you here.”

It wouldn’t be the same when Holly left, he realized suddenly. He’d got used to seeing her stuff scattered everywhere — fashion magazines and takeaway menus, mostly, or, now and then, a bra flung over the shower rail — and he’d even got used to her slamming the kitchen door when she came in.

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “I like your cooking far too much to leave just yet. Besides, Alex can’t cook.”

Jamie straightened. “No surprise there,” he snorted. “He probably never set foot in a kitchen, the ponce.”

And before Holly could respond, he turned and stalked off.

Zoe returned to her cubicle and got to work on her article. By the time she’d made a list of possible interview candidates and drafted some notes, it was nearly lunchtime.

“Kate,” she called out as she shoved her chair back, “I’m going out for a sandwich. Want anything?”

“Yes. A proposal from Prince Harry and the new Fendi handbag,” Kate said without hesitation.

“Sorry, but you’ll have to settle for turkey on wholemeal from Pret.”

Kate sighed. “I’ll take it.”

Ten minutes later, Zoe emerged onto the street and headed for Pret. It was one of those rare summer days in London — sunny, breezy, mild — and everyone was outside, enjoying it.

“Zoe!”

Startled, she looked up to see Sharon hurrying towards her. “Sha! Where’ve you been? I waited for you last week, and I left you a message—”

“Never mind that,” Sharon said, her voice low. She took Zoe by the arm and drew her around the corner and into a narrow alley between two office buildings. “There’s a man, and he’s lookin’ for Holly James. And for you,” she added.

“A man?” Zoe’s heartbeat accelerated.

“Yeah, a bloke in a fancy black car. I talked to him, thought we might do some business. I needed the money.” She frowned. “But I didn’t get in the car; had a bad feeling. A couple of prossies have gone missing lately.” Her eyes searched Zoe’s. “He ’ad a picture of you. The hair was different — but it was you, and no mistake.”

“What…what did you tell him?”

“I told him I’d never seen you before. I don’t think he believed me, though.”

Zoe’s thoughts raced. “Why’s he looking for Holly?”

“He saw your photo in BritTEEN. Holly wrote the article, so he thinks she knows where you are.” She bit her lower lip. “I was afraid he’d follow me, so I’ve been staying with a mate in Hackney. He’s that man, isn’t he?” she asked suddenly. “The one you told me about.”

“Yes. His name is Erik and he’s my mum’s boyfriend.” Zoe grabbed her arm. “Sha, be careful. I think he might have something to do with those missing girls. Stay well away from him.”

“Not a problem,” Sharon assured her. Her dark eyes were troubled. “You’re the one who needs to be careful. If he keeps showing your picture round, sooner or later someone on the street’s sure to recognize you. You’d best warn Holly, too.”

“She doesn’t work at BritTEEN any more. He won’t find her.”

“That’s just it.” Sharon glanced around her and lowered her voice. “He told me to find her, and tell him where she is — or he says he’ll put me in one of them Asian brothels.” Her eyes widened with fear. “He would, too. I asked around, and I found out Holly’s working at a restaurant. Gordon Scots. I told him where it was.”

“Oh, Sha — you shouldn’t have done that!” Zoe exclaimed, dismayed. “You’ve put Holly in real danger.”

“Well, better that than me ending up in some foreign whorehouse for the rest of my life,” she retorted. “I didn’t like to do it, but I was scared. Besides, Holly’s smart,” she added, and shrugged. “She’ll know how to deal with ’im.”

Zoe shook her head. “You don’t deal with a man like that, Sha. He’s dangerous. I need to warn her,” she said, more to herself than to Sharon. “But he’ll be watching the restaurant. We both need to stay well away from there.”

“Don’t worry,” Sharon assured her grimly. “I’m not going near the place. So — how’ll you warn Holly, then?”

“If I still have that card she gave me, I’ll call her. If not, I’ll just have to take a chance and go to the restaurant and tell her myself. Otherwise, Holly’s about to land herself in the middle of a right nasty mess.”


Chapter 47

Zoe hurried down the office steps when she left work for the day. She glanced around uneasily, afraid she’d see the black Maserati. But the only vehicle idling nearby was a taxi. Relief brought a smile to her lips. She’d finally put a suggestion forward at the staff meeting, and got approval to write her own article…and she was bloody proud of herself. But her pride was tempered now with fear.

Erik was looking for her. He was smart, and determined. And he wouldn’t give up till he found her.

Her first order of business was to change her hair colour again, she decided — a dark red this time; blonde would never work over the black dye — and she’d style it differently, maybe a side parting and a shorter cut.

Out of habit, she glanced at the bench across the street, something she did every morning on her way to work, and in the evening when she left. If not for Holly James, a tiny, critical voice in her head reminded her, you’d still be sitting on that bench, scrounging for your next meal.

Zoe chewed her lip. She owed Holly. She deserved to know that Erik was looking for her. But she’d lost Holly’s card, so how was she to tell her—?

“Zoe!”

She turned around, her heart in her throat. But it was only Will, coming down the steps behind her. “Shit! You gave me a start.”

“Sorry. It’s just that I’ve been meaning to talk to you, but we never seem to cross paths.”

“Talk to me about what?” she asked, her expression at once wary and hopeful.

“About Holly,” he replied. “I saw her Saturday, and she asked about you.”

“Did she?” Zoe mumbled, disappointed. She’d hoped…oh, well. Will always left her feeling tongue-tied and awkward, because she fancied him. A lot. “Sha told me she’s working at a restaurant. Gordon Scots. I really need to talk to her.”

“Yeah, she’s waiting tables. I overheard Mark and Kate complaining that she dumped a load of food into their laps.”

Zoe snorted. “Yeah, Mark’s done nothing but whinge about the waitress who ruined his trousers to anyone who’ll listen. I didn’t know it was Holly, though. Good on her.”

“It’s not the same since she left.” Will frowned. “She didn’t deserve to be sacked.”

“No, she didn’t. And I was horrible to her,” she admitted. “I was so sure she published that photo of me, but now I know I was wrong…about a lot of things. Zara said that Sasha really did have it in for Holly.”

Will’s expression was unreadable. “Sasha swears she didn’t have a hand in getting Holly sacked. She’s sorry it happened.”

“Sorry!” Zoe echoed. Her face was etched with scorn. “She’s sorry, and Holly’s out of a job. Being a magazine writer meant everything to her.” She hesitated. “There’s a job coming open soon at Shout; the editor-in-chief’s PA is leaving. I want to tell Holly about it. It’s the least I can do.”

“I think that’s a great idea. Since you need to talk to her anyway,” Will added as he pulled his keys from his back pocket, “why don’t we go to Gordon Scots right now? I happen to know she’s working the dinner shift tonight.” He lifted his brow. “I might even spring for dinner.”

Zoe hesitated, torn between her need to see Holly — and a chance to spend some time with Will — and her very real fear of being spotted by Erik.

We’ll be in Will’s car, she reasoned. He won’t be expecting that. And she needed to warn Holly that Erik was looking for her. Besides — her gaze strayed once again to the photographer’s handsome face — she wouldn’t be alone. She always felt as safe as houses whenever Will was around.

“Okay. Let’s go,” she decided.

Twenty minutes later they arrived in Kentish Town as Will tried and failed to find a place to park the little red Fiat. “We’ll have to park around the corner and walk back to the restaurant.”

He finally found a spot in front of a chip shop two blocks away. “Look, there’s an ITV truck over there,” he observed, and pointed. “They must be filming nearby.”

As they made their way down the pavement, the crowds around them gradually thickened. Zoe glimpsed a brasserie just ahead, its dark green awning flapping in the breeze. Customers filled the outdoor tables out front.

A ripple of excitement ran through the onlookers as a tall man in chef’s whites strode out of the restaurant. A microphone boom hung over his head and a cameraman crouched before him, lens pointed upwards to capture the man’s long-legged stride.

“Well, at least now we know where the ITV crew are,” Will told her as he reached out to take her hand in his. “Stick close. I don’t want to lose you in this crowd.”

Zoe followed as he led her skilfully through the throng of people. Holding his hand felt completely natural, and she found herself wishing — not for the first time — that they could be more than just sort-of mates.

But Will fancied Sasha. According to the office grapevine, they were an item.

Well, Sasha might be a rude cow, Zoe told herself grimly as she glanced over at the man in front of the camera, but she was attractive nonetheless. Who could blame Will for fancying her? After all, Sasha didn’t wear great sodding Doc Martens, and her hair wasn’t chopped into a black-dyed, mohawked mess—

Abruptly Zoe let go of Will’s hand and came to a halt. He turned back, puzzled, but she was oblivious.

She didn’t see anything but the tall man in chef’s whites as he turned to speak to someone.

“Chef Russo! Give us a smile!” one of the people standing nearby, camera in hand, called out.

He looked back and smiled briefly, and as he did his gaze skimmed over Zoe. She froze, afraid to move, afraid to look at him but even more afraid to look away. Thank God she was wearing sunglasses. The director called to him then, and he turned away.

Zoe almost sagged with relief. “Let’s go,” she told Will, her words low but terse. She tucked her head down and quickened her steps, making her way through to the other side of the crowd and leaving Will to catch up. Her heart raced. Thank goodness, the chef hadn’t recognized her.

Will caught up to her a few minutes later, when they’d rounded the corner and left the film crew behind. “What’s your hurry? It was only that television chef, the one with the bad temper. Why’d you take off like that? Afraid he’d throw a rolling pin at you?”

She thought about lying. But what was the point? She’d have to tell Will the truth sooner or later. “His name,” she said, “is Marcus Russo. And he’s my dad.”

The man in the aviator sunglasses could scarcely believe his luck.

He’d been watching the restaurant, Gordon Scots, since morning. But he’d seen no sign of Holly James. Sharon had described her — pretty, blonde, dressed like a stylish gypsy — and he’d studied every female who’d gone inside the place, looking for someone who matched her description.

But he’d seen no one resembling Holly. Either she’d gone in the back entrance, or she wasn’t working today.

Irritated, he decided to get a cup of tea from the shop down the street. He noticed a crowd of people gathered outside the Brasserie Russo.

Fucking hell, he could scarcely make his way through the bloody throng; didn’t any of these people work?

He saw her then. Not Holly, no. Even better…he saw Poppy. She stood frozen to the pavement, her gaze fixed on something. Marcus Russo, he realized as he followed her gaze. He was Bethany’s husband, and Poppy’s father. The potty-mouthed chef must be filming a television episode.

But she wasn’t alone. A lanky bloke with stubble darkening his jaw stood next to her. Without warning, Poppy darted away, and her boyfriend, if that was what he was, hurried after her.

As the two of them wove their way through the crowd, Erik fell into step behind them, keeping them always in sight, secure in the knowledge that neither of them realized they were being followed.


Chapter 48

Holly handed the menu to Will and Zoe with a flourish.

“It’s great to see you again!” she said, and meant it. “Our specials tonight are vegetarian barley soup, salmon sauced with mustard, and prawn crostini—”

“Holly,” Zoe cut in, “before we order — I’m really sorry for how I acted after you got sacked. I know now that you didn’t have anything to do with swapping that photo out.”

“Thanks, Zoe,” Holly said with a shrug, “but it’s over and done with, now. Whoever did do it—” she glanced pointedly at Will “—will get what’s coming, eventually.” She tapped her pencil against her order pad. “So how is Sasha these days, Will? Still terrorizing the halls of BritTEEN?”

“She’s okay. Better, actually. Since the—” he hesitated and glanced at Zoe “—situation with her sister’s been resolved, Kate says she’s eased up on the team quite a bit.”

“I’m glad,” Holly said, and meant it. “I miss working there. Except for the Sasha part,” she added pointedly.

Will flicked a glance at Zoe. “Tell her what you told me on the way over, Zoe. She needs to know.”

Holly tucked the order pad under her arm and regarded Zoe quizzically. “Tell me what? What is it I need to know?”

“He’s after you, now, Holly.” She spoke in a rush. “That bloke I told you about — Erik? He’s still looking for me. He saw your article, and now he’s convinced you can lead him to me.”

“What?” Holly felt a prickle of real fear at Zoe’s words. Damn Sasha for switching those photos! If she hadn’t done it, Erik wouldn’t have found either of them, and none of this nightmare would be happening—

“I’ve got his phone,” Zoe went on. “I took it by mistake when I ran away. It has…evidence, Holly. I think he’s a sex trafficker. And he won’t stop until he gets that phone back.”

“Okay.” Holly took a deep breath and tried to think clearly. “Tell me — what does he look like?”

Briefly she described him. “He drives a black Maserati. I dyed my hair red and had it cut even shorter, not that it’ll fool him. He’s far too clever. Holly,” Zoe added, her expression troubled, “be careful. He knows where you work.”

“How does he know that?” She stared at Zoe, horrified.

“He got it out of Sha. He threatened to put her on the streets, working for him, if she didn’t give up where you were.”

“Oh, shit. That means he knows where I live, Zoe!” Thank goodness Gordon Scots was busy tonight; if Jamie knew the half of this, he’d go completely ballistic.

“At least Jamie’s here to protect you. I don’t think Erik will bother you as long as he’s around.”

“That makes me feel so much better,” Holly snapped.

“Look, I’m really sorry for dragging you into all this,” Zoe said miserably. “All you tried to do was help me, and I’ve brought nothing but trouble down on your head.”

Holly took a deep, trembly breath. “It’s okay; it’s not your fault. But just the same — I’m really, really scared.”

“Why not go back home?” Will asked Zoe later as Holly deposited two steaming bowls of barley soup on the table. “Your dad’s famous, after all. And you’ll be safe.”

“The problem’s my mum,” she answered. “Dad’s always off filming, or doing cookery-book tours, or going off to supervise one or another of his restaurants. It was okay, really, until—” She stopped.

“Until what?” Will prodded.

“She met this guy. A few weeks later she left Dad, and took me with her,” she explained. “She’s had boyfriends before, and I never cared; I mean, after all, Dad was never home. Who could blame her?” Her face darkened. “Then she met Erik.”

“Did she move in with him?”

“No. But he came to our flat a lot. One night he showed up when Mum wasn’t home. I hadn’t changed out of my school uniform yet. I told him she wasn’t there, but he said he’d wait and pushed his way in. He’d been drinking. He started kissing me. At first, it was okay, and I let him.” She flushed and added defiantly, “I know, it was stupid. But I was mad at Mum, and he was really attractive, and…it was okay, really. But then he wanted to have sex and I said no, and things got — scary.”

“What happened?”

Zoe’s voice shook as she went on. “I told him to stop, but he laughed. I fought him off — it helped that he was drunk — and got away and locked myself in the bathroom.” She closed her eyes, remembering. “He shouted through the door, said I was acting like a child, that he’d have me like he’d had my mum…and I’d like it, and beg for more.”

“My God, Zoe,” Will said softly, his face etched with concern. “You must’ve been terrified.”

“I was. It was my own fault, for letting him kiss me in the first place. But…” Her voice trailed off. “He really scared me, Will. I had to get away — far away — from him.”

Will was silent, his expression hard. Waiting.

She clasped her hands together in her lap. “I heard his car roar off — he has a Maserati — then I waited a bit longer. I was afraid he might come back.” She pushed her soup aside, her appetite gone. “I left a note and told Mum I’d gone to Dad’s. I knew he was off for a couple of weeks and wouldn’t realize I was gone till he got back. That bought me some time. I threw some stuff in a duffel, and ran away.”

“I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like for you.”

“Erik left his mobile behind,” Zoe went on. “I grabbed it by mistake; I thought it was mine.” She bit her lip. “It wasn’t. And the next morning, when I read his texts, I realized he’d got the sat nav turned on. I switched it off, but he already knows I’m in central London.”

Will glanced at her uneasily. “London’s a big place. He won’t find you; he’s probably not even looking.”

“That’s just it — he is looking.” She looked at him, her eyes dark with fear. “He…texts me, sometimes — says he’ll see me soon, stuff like that.”

“Shit, Zoe!” Will scowled and ran a hand through his hair. “This is serious. You should tell your mom, and the police.”

Zoe shook her head firmly. “Erik said if I tell Mum, he’ll say I came on to him. And she’ll believe him. The police will only send me back home again, to her — and to Erik. Then what’ll I do?”

“Where are you staying now?”

“Holly’s old flat. I’ve moved in with Kate.”

“Good. At least you’re not alone. Come on.” Will thrust back his chair and stood up.

“Where are we going?”

“To pay the bill,” he said as he tucked cash into the leather bill flap, “and to see the police.”

It was dark when they left the restaurant and walked back to the Fiat. The crowds around the Brasserie had gone; but all of the tables outside were occupied.

“I’m not going to the police,” Zoe said stubbornly as she settled herself in the passenger’s seat and slammed the door.

“Don’t you see? You haven’t got a choice!” Will started the engine and pulled out into the flow of traffic. “You can’t deal with this guy alone, Zoe. I won’t let you.”

They’d driven in silence for several minutes when Will glanced with a frown into the rear-view mirror. “Don’t panic,” he said grimly, “but I think we’re being followed.”

“What?” Zoe spun around in her seat and looked back. All she could see through the Fiat’s tiny rear window was a pair of headlights some distance behind them. “What kind of car is it?”

“Can’t tell,” Will replied, “but it’s stayed with us since we left Gordon Scots.”

“Go a bit faster and see if they speed up, too.”

He pressed his foot down on the accelerator. The car kept pace with them.

“It might be a coincidence,” Zoe ventured uneasily.

“I don’t think so.” He turned the wheel sharply, veering off to the left. “I’m turning here. See if you can make out what sort of car it is.”

Zoe did as he asked, getting on her knees and peering backwards as Will took the turn. Her hands gripped the headrest.

“Oh, my God, Will — it’s a black Maserati.” She turned to face him, her eyes huge with fear. “It’s him. It’s Erik!”

“Are you sure?” Will demanded.

“Well, I don’t know anyone else with a black Maserati,” she shot back, “do you?”

“No,” he muttered. He kept his eyes fixed on the road, his thoughts racing. “We need to get to a station house, and fast.”

“Maybe we can outrun him?” Zoe offered.

Will snorted. “Outrun a Maserati in a Fiat Panda? You must be joking.”

“Okay, sorry.” She pressed herself flat against the seat and tried not to hyperventilate. “Do you have anything we could use as a weapon?”

“Like what? A Luger? An AK-47? A grenade launcher? No,” Will said through gritted teeth, “I don’t have anything like that rattling around in my car, sorry.”

“I’m just trying to help,” Zoe said defensively.

“This isn’t an action film, Zoe, and I’m not Matt Damon,” he retorted. He eyed the rear-view mirror once again. The Maserati was still behind them, a little closer than before. He hit the steering wheel in frustration. “Shit — how did I get mixed up in this?”

“Because you were trying to help me,” Zoe said, her face stricken. “I’m really sorry, Will.”

He glanced over at her. “It’s not your fault.” He gripped the wheel and added grimly, “Well, if we’re going down, we’re not going down without a fight. Hang onto your knickers, Zoe — I’m gonna give this guy Erik a run for his money.”

Before she could reply, Will wrenched the steering wheel sideways, and, with a shriek of tyres and the stench of burnt rubber, the Fiat spun around to face the other direction.

The Maserati’s headlights bore down on them. Zoe watched with her heart in her throat, certain that Erik was about to run into them head-on…but Will gunned the car’s engine, and the Fiat jumped forward just in time, blowing past the Maserati on the wrong side of the road. They heard the squeal of tyres behind them as Erik slammed on the brakes, losing traction as he spun the wheel to stop the car from skewing sideways.

“That was brilliant!” she shouted as Will pushed the little car to its limits to try and lose Erik.

He didn’t answer, just focused on flooring the pedal and getting away from that damned Maserati. They had a tiny window of time while Erik regained control of his car. He peeled off onto a narrow side road and drove at top speed for a couple of miles, then pulled in behind a garage. He parked the Fiat in the midst of a row of cars waiting for service the next morning and killed the headlights.

“I brought the Panda in here for servicing last week,” he explained. “Had the clutch replaced. I had a hell of a time finding the place. Let’s hope Erik doesn’t find it at all.”

“I hope you’re right,” Zoe muttered as she clutched at her seat with both hands.

“It always does the trick in the movies. At any rate,” Will added grimly, “we’re out of options. Duck down.”

Zoe did as he said and waited in the darkness of the car. The only sound was the tick, tick, tick of the cooling engine, her own laboured breathing…

And the roar of an approaching Maserati, growing steadily closer.


Chapter 49

It was nearly midnight when Jamie finally trudged upstairs after closing the restaurant. Holly looked up from the mug of tea she’d just emptied into the sink. “All finished?”

“Yeah — finished, until five o’clock in the morning, when it starts all over again.” Jamie made his way to the fridge and opened the door. “Fancy a beer?”

“Sure, why not? It might help me sleep.”

He opened a Stella and handed it to Holly. “Since when do you need help sleeping? That’s not usually a problem for you.”

“No,” she agreed, and took a long swallow of the beer. “I saw Zoe tonight, the homeless girl. She came to the restaurant with Will — he took the photo that got swapped — to tell me about a job opening at Shout. And she told me something else. Something that’s got me worried.”

He opened another bottle. “Yeah? What’s that?”

“There’s a man looking for Zoe,” she said, and bit her lip. “His name’s Erik. He saw her photo in BritTEEN, and now…now he’s looking for me, too.”

“What? Why?”

“Zoe thinks he’s a sex trafficker. He was seeing her mum; he came on to Zoe one night, and she fought him off. She ran away, and grabbed his mobile by mistake.” She wrapped her hands around the cold, sweating bottle of beer. “Zoe says it has pictures of runaway girls he’s picked up and forced into prostitution, pictures that could implicate him in trafficking. He wants that mobile back.”

“Jesus,” Jamie said softly. “So why’s he after you?”

“He saw my byline on the article. He must think I know where Zoe is, and that I’ll tell him where to find her.”

He pulled up a chair and straddled it backwards, his face creased with concern. “How does Zoe know that this bloke Erik’s really after her? Did she talk to him?”

“No. But Sharon, one of the rough sleepers, did. He threatened her, Jamie. Told her to tell him where I was, or he’d force her to go to work for him.”

Jamie stared at her. “Holly, please tell me she didn’t tell this sex-trafficking freak where you live?”

She met his gaze with large, frightened eyes. “She did. She told him I work here at Gordon Scots, Jamie. And I’m really, really scared.”

Although he kept his eyes focused on the road as he roared up the A400 towards Camden, Erik knew he’d lost them. There was no sign of the bloody red Fiat anywhere.

He pounded his fist savagely on the steering wheel.

He’d lost Poppy. The little bitch had eluded him once again.

But all wasn’t lost yet, he reminded himself, and a smile, cold and determined, unfurled on his lips. If he couldn’t run Poppy to ground, he’d move on to the next order of business…

Finding Holly James.


Chapter 50

“There’s a man at the front desk asking for you,” Eleanor announced over the phone the next morning.

Now, if there were sweeter words known to man — or woman — Kate Ashby hadn’t heard them. Nevertheless, she was busy as hell, and she hadn’t made any appointments. “What’s his name?” she said with a trace of irritation. “What does he want?”

“Mr Ivens,” Eleanor replied. She glanced down at the business card he’d given her. “Sebastian Ivens. He wants to speak with you concerning a private matter.” She lowered her voice and continued, “And h-he’s really a-attractive.”

“Ooh, be right there,” Kate breathed, and rang off. If Eleanor was stammering, it meant he was really, really fit.

She strode down the hall, glad she’d worn her sexy split skirt and boots, and rounded the corner to the lobby.

Sure enough, a tall, fair-haired man stood waiting, briefcase in hand, at the front desk. And what a man he was…

His suit, Kate knew instinctively as her eyes swept over him, was Armani and his shoes were Italian leather, probably bespoke. His briefcase was Smythson, and expensive. She knew that, because she’d once considered buying one for a boyfriend — a plan she’d quickly shelved.

His body was long and lean, his face angular but arresting. And his eyes, when he removed those aviator sunglasses to glance over at her, were the most incredible, scary-sexy ice-blue…

He extended his hand. “Ms Ashby? Sebastian Ivens. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“A pleasure,” she murmured as his hand engulfed hers. “What can I do for you, Mr Ivens?”

“Actually, I’m here on a rather…personal matter. Is there somewhere we might speak in private?”

She hesitated. She really did have a lot of work to dive into, but he was so bloody attractive… “Of course, we can talk in here.” She led the way into a small, unused conference room just off the lobby and shut the door firmly behind them.

“I know you’re busy, Ms Ashby,” he said when they’d seated themselves at the conference table, “so I’ll cut to the chase.” He extracted a business card from a sleek silver holder and handed it to her. “I’m Editor-in-Chief of a start-up magazine for young women, Cheers! It’ll be heavy on celebrity gossip — after all, that’s what young women like — and fashion, of course.”

Kate frowned. “I know all the latest magazine gossip, Mr Ivens. But I’ve not heard mention of a new teen magazine.”

“Sebastian, please.” He leaned back and smiled. “That’s because it’s early days, Ms Ashby, and I’m keeping my plans for Cheers! hush-hush. I’m still lining up investors. But I’m looking to hire a crack staff, and soon. Are you interested?”

She hesitated. “I don’t know. I’m happy where I’m at.”

“I’ll pay well. And I’d hire you on, at the very least, as a deputy editor. With your talent, I expect you’ll move up the rungs into the senior staff level very quickly.”

Kate smiled, flattered. “Thank you, Mr— er, Sebastian. It’s certainly very tempting. I promise, I’ll think about it.”

“Excellent.” He moved to stand up, and paused. “Oh, and before I go — is there anyone else you’d like to bring along with you, if you were to accept my offer?”

Again, Kate hesitated. There was only one person she’d ever consider taking with her, if she could — Holly James.

Almost as if he’d read her mind, Sebastian unclasped his briefcase and withdrew a copy of BritTEEN. He opened it to Holly’s homeless article. “I was very impressed with this article. Do you think this young woman — Ms James? — might be interested in talking to me?”

“I don’t know,” Kate said truthfully. “Unfortunately, she doesn’t work here any longer.”

“Ah.” He paused, and returned the magazine to his briefcase. “I’m sorry to hear it. Gone to another magazine?”

“No. She was sacked because of a…mix-up. She’s waiting tables at the moment.”

“That’s a pity. I’m sure she’d rather be writing. Well, thank you for your time, Ms Ashby.” He shook her hand once more and turned towards the door, then paused once again. “I don’t suppose…” he began, and frowned. “No. Never mind.”

“What is it?” Kate asked, curious. Was he going to ask her out? Ooh, she hoped so…

He glanced down at his watch — a Patek Philippe — and remarked, “It’s half past eleven. Will you join me for lunch? We can discuss things further, and I’ll tell you a bit more about my plans for the magazine.”

As she met those blue, blue eyes Kate’s hesitation fled. “Let me just get my bag,” she murmured.

When Erik left the restaurant an hour and a half later — with Kate Ashby’s phone number tucked away in his breast pocket — he had something else, as well.

After their conversation, he realized that Holly James was a clever girl. She mightn’t take him at his word, as Kate had done. He’d have to lay the proper groundwork if his plan were to work.

He smiled. Thanks to Kate Ashby, he now had Ms James’s personal email address.

And he knew exactly what to do with it.

“This ees an outrage!”

Marcus Russo’s pastry chef, Louis, removed his toque and apron and flung them violently aside.

Marcus came to stand nose-to-nose with the furious Frenchman. “Get back to your station now, you overdramatic little frog, or you’re sacked.”

“Fuck. You. I quit.” Queet. Louis held his glare at the chef for a moment longer, flared his nostrils, and turned on his heel. “Make your own bread and pastry, monsieur.”

“And…cut!” the Chefzilla director called out from the sidelines. “That was great, Chef Louis! A bit over the top with the profanity, but we’ll bleep it out in post-production—”

“Do you think,” the Frenchman snapped, turning his rage on the director, “that I am acting?” He stormed up to Marcus. “I cannot take another moment of this overinflated bâtard and his giant ego! I quit — and that is no act!”

And with that, he grabbed up his toque and apron and stormed out of the kitchen.

“Why the long face?” Jamie asked Holly that afternoon.

She glanced up from stacking the last of the freshly laundered tablecloths onto the restaurant’s linen shelf. Lunch service at Gordon Scots had ended, thankfully; the rush was over and only one table was occupied. In an hour she could go.

“I’ve been calling Alex since Sunday,” Holly told him. “He’s never answered, and he doesn’t return my messages.”

“Ah, well, you know Alex — he’s probably busy,” Jamie said expansively, and sat down. He tilted his chair back on two legs. “I imagine it takes a lot of effort to maintain that floppy hair of his. And keeping up that whole self-deprecating, terribly-posh-but-sensitive Hugh Grant thing he’s got going on…must get exhausting. Maybe he needed a day off.”

“Why do you always take the piss with Alex?” Holly asked sharply. “Is it the public-school thing?”

“No,” Jamie retorted, “it’s the arsehole thing.”

“Alex is perfectly nice. His manners are impeccable.”

Jamie snorted. “Dog shit wrapped in fancy paper is still dog shit. He treats you like crap, Holly. I mean, look at his track record! The first time he took you out to dinner, he got trolleyed, and blamed me; then, after spending an entire weekend with you, he had a go at Kate the second he got back to London, and told you it was for ‘research’; now he can’t even be arsed to return your phone calls.”

“I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for that—”

“Stop making excuses for him, Holly!” He scowled and lowered his chair legs with a thump to the floor. “When will you see Alex for who he really is, instead of who you want him to be?”

And with that, Jamie thrust his chair back, grabbed his toque from the peg, and stalked out.

“Knob,” Holly muttered. She retrieved her mobile and made her way outside, behind the kitchen. She was beyond ready for a break. Sergei and one of the busboys leaned against the wall, smoking; she nodded and brushed past them into the alley, where she could read through her messages in peace.

Holly opened her email. Someone named Sebastian Ivens had just sent her a message.

She clicked it open. Mr Ivens was starting up a new teen magazine, Cheers! He’d seen her homeless article in BritTEEN, been very impressed, and had spoken about her to Kate Ashby. He very much wanted to talk to her about a possible position at Cheers!

Holly lowered the phone, bemused. Until very recently, she’d had no job leads; now, thanks to Zoe, and Mr Ivens, she had two. Things were definitely looking up.

Perhaps she’d give Mr Ivens a call.

She leaned back against the wall and scrolled through the rest of her messages, when her mobile buzzed. She’d just got a text…

From Alex. She snorted. About bloody time.

Holly saw that his text was actually a couple of photographs. Puzzled, she clicked on the first photo.

Dominic Heath, shirtless and sporting a top hat and a wide grin, lounged on a banquette in what looked like a nightclub, one arm looped around a lap dancer’s shoulders. He looked drunk, unrepentant, and exceedingly happy.

Holly sniffed. No surprise there. Dom’s recent assertions to the media that he’d put his laddish past firmly behind him for Gemma Astley, the latest love of his life, were evidently utter bollocks, then. Poor girl.

But why on earth had Alex texted photos of Dominic’s debaucheries to her?

Her frown deepened as she clicked on the second photo, and she let out a sharp, disbelieving breath.

Alex, in all his floppy-haired, bespoke-suited glory, was sitting next to Dominic, with a girl perched on his knee. He looked startled, and more than a bit alarmed.

As well he should, Holly seethed. Because the “girl” on Alex’s knee, with her short kilt, smooth but muscular legs, and protuberant Adam’s apple, was a very glam, but also a very definite…transvestite.


Chapter 51

“If I were you,” Jamie confided, unable to suppress a grin when Holly rushed into the kitchen to show him the photo of Alex a moment later, “I think I’d be a bit pissed off. After all, it looks like Alex threw you over this weekend…and for a really ugly girl.”

Holly glared at him in outrage. “I’m glad you think this is so damned funny!”

He shrugged. “It is funny. You’d think a posh bloke like Alex could do a bit better than that—”

“You’re an arsehole, Jamie Gordon,” Holly seethed, “and an insensitive wanker, to boot.”

She untied her apron, flung it at him with another venomous glare, and stormed upstairs.

Jamie scowled. What was up with Hols lately? He’d only been taking the piss, as he always did; he certainly hadn’t meant to upset her. Could it be that she actually cared about that toffee-nosed prat, Alex?

He was just about to turn and follow her upstairs to apologize, but found his way blocked by an angry Frenchman in chef’s whites.

“You are Monsieur Gordon, non?” he demanded.

“No,” Jamie said, nonplussed. “I mean yes. Yes, I am.”

He extended his hand. “Bonjour. I am Chef Louis. Pastry chef for Marcus Russo,” he added importantly. “I have just quit.” Qweet. “My services are available and I am offering them to you first.” He thrust out his hand.

Perplexed, Jamie shook it. “Well…thanks. I’d love to hire you, but my business has fallen off. I can’t afford a pastry chef right now.”

Louis frowned. “But who bakes the pastries?”

“I do.” And it was exhausting. Since he’d let his own pastry chef go, Jamie spent his Sundays off baking tarts and cookies, cakes and ganache enough for the upcoming week.

“Then you need me,” Louis pronounced. “As to your beezness falling off — I can tell you why. Two words — Chef Russo. He has nothing good to say about you or your restaurant.”

“But we’ve never even met! What the hell is his problem?”

Louis gave a Gallic shrug. “He is jealous, non? You’re a threat, a challenge to his supreme ego.” The chef smiled. “But I know something…something that would make his customers very, very angry, if they only knew.”

“What’s that?” Jamie asked. “After all, Marcus Russo’s reputation — at least as far as cooking goes — is impeccable.”

“Impeccable, bah! Most of the food for Brasserie Russo is made elsewhere, by his supplier.” Seeing Jamie’s look of surprise, he added, “Oui — other chefs make the coq au vin, the boeuf bourguignon, the confit de canard — and, because the kitchen in the brasserie is so small, there is no room to prepare everything on the menu. Everything goes into a refrigerated van and is delivered to the brasserie, where it goes into a walk-in…to be reheated later.”

Jamie pulled up a stool and sat down, stunned. “But…that contradicts everything Chef Russo says he stands for — fresh meals, freshly prepared…everything made to order.”

“Oui, he is full of shit,” Louis agreed. “He charges three times what the meals cost in his brasserie, too. He is — how you say? — ripping his customers off.”

“I’ve never once used a ready-meal in Gordon Scots,” Jamie said slowly. “Everything’s made to order. I admit I make the tart shells and cake layers on Sunday and freeze ’em for a day or two — but that’s only because I don’t have a pastry chef.”

“Which is why,” Louis reiterated, drawing himself up importantly, “you need me. I do not brag; I am the best. If you hire me, your customers will fall in love with my desserts. Your business will go up. And now that you know Chef Russo’s secret, perhaps you can retaliate, eh?” He winked.

Jamie nodded slowly. “Yes. It’s past time I fought fire with fire. I think the public — and his customers — deserve to know the truth about Marcus Russo and his ‘fresh meals, freshly prepared’. What a load of bollocks! Thank you, Chef Louis.”

“I, too, am weary of seeing him run you and your restaurant into the ground,” he declared. “You and I will turn things back around for Gordon Scots, non?”

“Yes.” Jamie stood up and gripped the pastry chef’s hand firmly in his. “Yes, we will. When can you start?”

Louis reached out for an apron and tied it around his waist. “I will begin now. It’s too late to make the bread for dinner service, but by lunch tomorrow—” he kissed his fingertips “—your customers will have the finest bread and pastries they ever tasted. Now, show me to my station and I’ll get started.”

As Jamie led the chef to the marble-topped baking area a commotion out front caught his attention. “Excuse me,” he said, and went to see what was going on. To his surprise, Marcus Russo came striding through the front of the restaurant, a cameraman and sound technician trailing in his wake.

“Where is he?” Marcus snarled. “Where’s Louis?”

“Just a minute,” Jamie said firmly, and blocked Russo’s way. “No filming in here, mate. This is my restaurant, not one of your bloody reality shows.”

“Get out of my way, Gordon,” Marcus ground out. “Go back to singing in whatever boy band you came from and quit playing at being a chef.”

Jamie raised his brow. “I heard you were a hostile bastard, but that doesn’t begin to do you justice. You really are a grade-A prick, aren’t you?”

Chef Louis stepped between them and crossed his arms against his chest. “I told you, Chef Russo, I quit. I work for Jamie Gordon now.”

“The hell you do. Get your arse back to the brasserie now, or I really will sack you.”

“What’s going on?” Holly asked.

Jamie turned around. She stood in the kitchen doorway; her expression when she looked at him was stony. “It’s nothing, Holly,” he told her brusquely. “Your table’s ready for their bill.”

She turned away without a word and left to take care of her customers.

Marcus caught at Jamie’s sleeve. “Wait — did you just say that girl’s name is Holly?” he demanded.

Jamie nodded. “Holly James. She works here.”

Marcus shoved rudely past him and made his way to the table where Holly was just tearing off a bill from her pad. “You’re Holly James?”

She looked at him warily. “Yes.”

“I’ve been trying to track you down for two bloody weeks! You’ve seen my daughter, Poppy. You’ve spoken to her. Tell me — where the hell is she?”


Chapter 52

Holly shook her head, confused. “Poppy? I’m sorry, but I don’t know anyone named Poppy—”

He reached out and grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. “Don’t try and blow smoke up my arse, Miss James. You know who she is, and you know where she is. You interviewed her—”

Suddenly Jamie grabbed Marcus and spun him around. “Keep your hands off her, you poxy bastard—”

“No — Jamie, don’t!” Holly exclaimed as he drew back his fist to punch the chef. She put her hand on his arm and turned back to Russo. “Look, I’m sorry — but the article I wrote was an interview with a homeless girl. And her name’s Zoe, not Poppy.”

“She might have told you her name was Zoe,” Russo ground out, “but it’s Poppy. Poppy Russo.” He reached for his wallet and took out a photo and thrust it at her.

Holly’s eyes widened as she studied the girl’s picture. Although her hair was long and brown, not short and black, and although there wasn’t a stud or piercing to be seen, the girl in the photo was unmistakably Zoe.

“Is this your daughter?” When Marcus nodded, she frowned. “That’s why you wanted my phone number from Kate Ashby when she interviewed you, isn’t it?”

“Yes. When I saw your article, I recognized Poppy in the photo. She ran away from home a month ago, and she’s been missing ever since. I need to find her. You’ve got to tell me where she is, Miss James,” he implored her. “Please.”

She hesitated. Compassion for Marcus Russo and his obvious concern for his daughter warred with her loyalty to Zoe. If she’d run away, she must have had a good reason. Perhaps her father had abused her; he certainly had a nasty enough temper. “She’s safe,” Holly said finally. “And she’s off the streets. That’s all I can tell you.”

Marcus’s face darkened. “You mean that’s all you will tell me. Damn it, Miss James, tell me where she is this minute, or I swear to you—”

“I can’t tell you where she is,” Holly told him firmly, “not until I talk to her first. If she wants to see you, I’ll let you know, Mr Russo. That’s the best I can do.”

He glared at her as if he wanted to say more. But, “You’re certain she’s safe?” was all he said.

Holly nodded. “Yes. She has a job now. She’s fine.”

He let out a ragged breath. “Fair enough. At least I know she’s okay, and not living on the streets.” He reached in his back pocket and withdrew a card from his wallet. He grabbed a pen and scrawled a number on the card. “Here’s my private number. Call me the minute you talk to her.”

“I will,” Holly promised, and pocketed the card.

“Thanks.” He seemed about to say something more, thought better of it, and left, taking his film crew with him.

Jamie turned back to Holly as the chef strode out. “Are you okay? He got a bit belligerent with you—”

“I’m fine,” Holly said shortly. “Excuse me, but my shift is over.” She turned away, still furious with Jamie. And with Alex, as well…

She put the last customer’s credit slip in the till, slammed the drawer, flung off her apron and headed for the door.

Alex returned to London — alone — on Dominic’s private jet late Monday afternoon. The rock singer was still in Inverness, frantically enmeshed in damage control following the events at that nightclub in Inverness the previous evening.

Mick, Dominic’s bass player, had downed nearly an entire bottle of Jack Daniels when he decided to grab Alex’s mobile and snap a couple of photos with the camera phone.

Then he’d texted a photo of Dominic, with his arm around a lap dancer and a drunken smile on his face, to Gemma, Dominic’s girlfriend.

Before Alex could stop him, Mick texted another photo, this one of Alex with ‘Heather’ — at least, that was what that alarming chap in the plaid miniskirt had called himself as he’d lowered himself onto Alex’s knee — to Holly.

Alex instructed the driver to drop him off at the office, intent on catching up and launching immediate damage control of his own. The photos of himself and the Scottish cross-dresser were embarrassing, to say the least. He felt a headache coming on. Too much whisky and too much Dominic had had a decidedly detrimental effect on his better judgment.

Thank God, at least the tabloids hadn’t got hold of the photos, Alex thought grimly. If they had, any hopes he harboured of being elected to the Commons would be over.

His boss, Simon Markham, thrust his head round Alex’s door twenty minutes later. “Ah, Alex, you’re back. Good. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course,” Alex said, and looked up from his laptop. “I’m glad to be back. It was a very…stressful trip.”

“Yes, but quite beneficial to the firm. Dominic retained us only this morning to represent him in an inheritance lawsuit his father’s filing against him. It should bring a hefty sum into the firm’s coffers.”

“Oh.” Alex was startled, but pleased. “He did mention it. But I’d no idea he’d follow through so quickly.”

“Yes, well, I’ll let you get caught up. Good to have you back,” Simon said with a smile, and left the office.

“Thanks, Simon.” Alex’s phone rang, and he reached out to answer it. “Alex Barrington here.”

There was silence, then a snuffling sound, like someone trying not to cry. “Mr Barrington?”

Alex leaned forward. “Yes? I’m sorry, you’ll have to speak up. I can barely hear you.”

“My name is Sasha Davis, and I… I need your help.”

He frowned. “Sasha Davis? Aren’t you — weren’t you — Holly’s boss?”

“Yes, I was. I’m not any more.” She paused and went on in a rush, “I’ve got myself in a real mess, Mr Barrington. I owe a payday lender money, and they’ve raided my bank account, and the interest is skyrocketing by the week, and I don’t know what to do or where to turn next—”

“Slow down, Ms Davis,” Alex said calmly. “You’re not the first person to be taken in by these loan sharks. First, tell me how much you owe, and then we’ll work out a strategy to get you out of debt as quickly and painlessly as possible.”

Twenty minutes later, after reassuring Sasha and scheduling an appointment to meet, he rearranged his calendar and caught up with the backlog of emails and phone messages.

When he’d returned the last phone call, Alex leaned back in his chair and loosened his tie. It was nearly six. He steeled himself for the final — and most difficult — hurdle of all.

How the devil was he to explain that photograph with ‘Heather’ to Holly?

“Look, I know you’re pissed at me,” Jamie began as Holly flung off her apron and headed for the door.

“Can’t imagine why,” she retorted.

“I’m sorry, all right? I shouldn’t have laughed at that photo of Alex and the tranny. I know I acted like a prat.”

She glared at him. “You did.”

“But the thing is—” he swept his hand out to encompass the dining room “—we’re fully booked tonight, and I could do with another waitress on the dinner shift. You did say you wanted to pick up some extra work…”

Holly let out a short breath. “Yes, I did. And I do.”

“Will you stay on, then?”

“All right,” she agreed after a moment, “I’ll stay.”

With a sigh, she reached once again for her apron, tied it back around her waist, and set to work.

It was good to be busy, Holly told herself as she refilled drinks, took orders, and picked up and delivered plates of food that evening. Looking after customers — even the demanding, pain-in-the-arse ones — kept her from dwelling on her anger with Alex. Who knew what else — or who else — he’d got up to in Scotland?

Transvestites were probably only the tip of the iceberg…

She’d just gone out back, dragging two large bags of rubbish behind her to the bin, when her mobile vibrated.

Alex. This should be interesting. “Yes?” she said coldly.

“Holly. It’s me. I’ve called to apologize,” Alex said guardedly. “And to explain.”

“It’s funny,” Holly said, “but I’m having the strangest feeling of déjà vu. We’ve been here before — me listening, and you apologizing for yet another wank thing you’ve done.”

“You’re angry.”

“Whatever makes you think that?”

He let out a short, frustrated breath. “It was just a bit of silliness that got out of hand. Unfortunately, these sorts of things happen whenever Dominic is around. I don’t even know who she — er, he — was. Except that he said his name was Heather.”

“That makes me feel so much better, Alex, truly.”

“Look, I’m sorry, all right? But you’ve no reason to be so upset with me, because nothing happened. You’re overreacting.”

“Overreacting?” she echoed, incensed. “I’m completely mortified! Jamie saw that picture of you and your tranny girlfriend, and he still hasn’t stopped taking the piss. He probably never will.”

Alex sighed. “I’m sorry, Holly. Truly. I regret the entire, ridiculous episode. I don’t know what else to say.”

“I don’t want you to say anything else, Alex,” Holly said on a fresh wave of anger, “except, possibly, goodbye.”

“Very well, then, I’ll say goodbye,” he agreed tightly, “after I point out that you have serious trust issues. Call me when — if — you decide to grow up.”

And with that, he rang off.
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After saying goodnight to her last customers, Holly trudged upstairs to brew a pot of coffee and wait up for Jamie. She was far too upset after Alex’s call to sleep. To distract herself, she dug out her laptop and opened her email account, scrolling through until she found the message from Mr Ivens.

“…come highly recommended by Kate Ashby. I look forward to meeting with you to discuss your editorial future with Cheers!.”

Holly decided to investigate Mr Ivens. With a few rapid taps on the keyboard she brought up Google, typed “Sebastian Ivens” into the search engine, and waited.

Immediately a couple of results came up. Mr Ivens was a publisher, businessman, and entrepreneur…he’d recently launched several start-up ventures, one of them a new magazine aimed at young women…he lived in Primrose Hill, had never been married…blah, blah, blah.

There were no images.

“Well, Sebastian,” she murmured thoughtfully as she closed her laptop and got up to retrieve her mobile, “it looks like you’re the real deal. Now let’s just reread your email and see what you’ve got to offer.”

Some time later, the kitchen door opened, and banged shut.

Holly blinked and sat up on the sofa. “Jamie?” she called out, her heart thudding against her chest. “Is that you?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay. I’m a little jumpy, I guess.” She felt her pulse return to normal. “I was waiting for you. I must’ve dozed off.”

“I’m not surprised. You worked a fourteen-hour day today, same as me. Sucks, doesn’t it?” He unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off. “God, I’m knackered. It’s a shower and bed for me.”

Holly couldn’t help but notice that he was really fit under those chef’s whites. Who would have thought?

“G’night. See you in the morning.” He turned away, headed for the bathroom.

“Jamie, wait.”

“If it’s about that picture of Alex and the tranny,” he began irritably, “I’m sorry. I was only taking the piss.”

“No, it’s nothing to do with that. We’re over, anyway.”

“What?” He turned back around. “You dumped Posh Boy? I don’t believe it.”

She drew her jeans-clad legs up on the sofa as he came and sank down next to her. “More like he dumped me. He called tonight, to apologize. I… I wouldn’t listen. He was furious, told me I was upset over nothing.”

“Nothing? The bloody cheek! Cavorting with transvestites isn’t exactly nothing, is it?”

“He wasn’t cavorting, and it was only one transvestite,” Holly pointed out with a trace of defensiveness.

“Right, that makes all the difference.”

“Look, the point is, Alex is right. He said I don’t trust him, and I don’t,” she admitted. “I hate feeling so insecure and needy around him. But he attracts women like…like metal filings to a magnet. Besides, I’m not remotely in his league. I never was.”

“Bollocks!” Jamie snorted. “It’s him who’s not in your league. Poncey arsehole,” he added darkly.

Holly reached out to touch his knee. “Thanks, Jamie. You’d better take your shower before all the hot water’s gone.”

“Right.” He stood up then, reluctantly, and Holly stood too. “I’ll just go and…do that.”

“G’night, Jamie.”

“G’night.” And with that, he padded, barefoot, down the hall to the bathroom and shut the door.

It was late, but she decided to call Zoe and warn her that her father was looking for her. Her call went straight to voicemail, so she left a message.

Five minutes later, her mobile rang. “Holly?” Zoe said cautiously. “It’s me. I got your message.”

“Not too late to call, is it?”

“No, it’s okay. Couldn’t sleep, anyway.”

Holly heard the shower start up, followed by Jamie’s off-key singing. “Why can’t you sleep? Are you okay?”

“I am now.” Briefly she relayed how Erik had spotted her and Will in Kentish Town after they left Gordon Scots, and followed them in his car. “Will lost him, though, thank God. He drove that little Panda like it was a Formula One racer.” Her voice was filled with admiration.

“Well, Erik’s not the only one looking for you,” Holly said bluntly. “Your dad wants to see you…Poppy.”

“You talked to him?” Panic filled her voice. “You haven’t told him where I am, have you?”

“No, of course not,” Holly said, taken aback. “I didn’t tell him anything, just that you have a job and you’re not on the streets any longer. I said I had to talk to you first.”

“Thanks for that.” Poppy let out a relieved breath.

“I do have to ask, though — why won’t you see him? He obviously loves you; he’s been frantic. Are you afraid of him?”

“No!” she said, exasperated. “If I could stay with him, I’d go like a shot. But he’s always gone. That’s why I stay with Mum…which means I’ll get sent straight back to hers, if Dad finds me. And I’m not going back there again. Not ever!”

She began to cry, deep, wrenching sobs that left her unable to speak. Holly murmured comforting words and waited until her crying slowed down.

“Sorry,” Poppy said, and blew her nose. Briefly she relayed the story of her mother’s boyfriend, Erik, and his attempt to seduce her.

“Seduce you?” Holly exclaimed angrily. “He tried to rape you! He should be prosecuted. You have to tell your dad — and your mum, too — what he did.”

“Erik will say I came on to him, if I tell anyone. He told me he would.” Her words were resolute. “It’s my word against his. No one will believe me.”

“You’re wrong. Your father will believe you, Poppy. If you tell him what’s going on, he’ll do something about it. I know he will—”

“Oh, he’ll do something, all right,” she cut in. “He’ll kill Erik. He’s got a right temper, my dad does, and he’ll land himself in prison for murder if he finds out the half of what Erik’s done.” Urgency filled her voice. “That’s why you can’t tell him where I am, Holly. Promise me you won’t. Promise me!”

Against her better judgment, Holly reluctantly promised to keep Poppy’s whereabouts a secret from her father, and said goodnight.
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On Thursday morning Jill buzzed Alex’s office intercom. “You have a call on line three, Mr Barrington. It’s Ms Davis.”

“Thank you.” Alex laid his pen aside and answered the call. “Good morning, Ms Davis. What can I do for you today?”

“You can accept my heartfelt thanks, Mr Barrington,” she said warmly. “I made an appointment with a debt counsellor, as you suggested, and my finances are back in order once again.”

“I’m very glad to hear it.”

“It’ll take time to pay off all of the debts,” she admitted, “but at least they’re manageable now, and I’m not being hounded by the payday loan company any longer. It’s taken a huge burden off me.”

“You’ve been under severe emotional and financial stress,” Alex remarked. “I’m glad I was able to help.”

“I’m truly grateful to you. If there’s anything I can ever do, anything at all — just name it.”

He picked up his pen — a Montblanc — and studied it with a slight frown. “There is one thing you might do.”

“Of course! What is it?”

“Tell me the truth about something, if you would.” He paused. “Did you play a part in Holly James losing her job? She’s convinced that you did. Your answer will be protected under client-attorney privilege, of course,” he added.

Sasha hesitated. “You won’t tell anyone? Not even Holly?”

“Not even Holly,” he agreed. “We’re not together any longer, at any rate. I’m curious, nothing more.”

She was silent, the line crackling between them. Then, “Yes, I did. I’m ashamed to admit that I had someone take a long-range photo of Zoe from the window, and I swapped the photo with Will’s at the last minute.”

“Who took the photograph?”

“A new hire, a former temp named Eleanor. I offered her a permanent place on the magazine if she’d help me get rid of Holly.”

“Why?” Alex asked her, mystified. “I don’t understand. Holly was a junior-level editor, after all; she was no threat to you.”

“In my mind, she was,” Sasha said firmly. “Holly was bright, full of good ideas and enthusiasm — exactly what our editor-in-chief wanted. I, on the other hand—” Sasha let out a sigh of frustration “—was stressed out, strung out, burned out, and, frankly, a bit unhinged by caring single-handedly for my sister for so long. I was really afraid that Holly would have my job. And I just couldn’t let that happen. I literally couldn’t afford to lose my job to her.”

“I see.” And Alex did see, then.

“I’ve been promoted to a senior editorial position at Shout. It pays very well, the hours are a bit more reasonable — and it puts me closer to my sister, Amanda.”

“That’s fantastic. Congratulations. So you’re leaving BritTEEN?”

“Yes. Tomorrow’s my last day.”

Alex leaned forward. “Ms Davis, if you truly want to thank me, I have an idea…”

The first thing Holly did after she rolled out of bed that morning was to reply to the email from Sebastian Ivens. She responded to say she’d meet him at Costa or Starbucks to discuss his offer.

He answered almost at once to say he was tremendously busy, and would she come instead to his office in Covent Garden? Holly gazed indecisively at the address on the screen.

Should she go? She knew she hadn’t a snowflake’s hope in hell of getting the job at Shout Zoe had told her about; she wasn’t remotely experienced enough. But she missed working on a magazine. And this new start-up sounded like a rare opportunity.

A second email popped up.

I’m meeting with a potential investor just now; will return to the office in an hour. Can I expect to see you at 9:30? My secretary will let you in if I run a bit late. I’ll gladly reimburse your taxi fare.

She hesitated, then emailed him back.

Thank you. I’ll see you at 9:30.

With a flicker of hope that maybe things were finally about to change for the better, Holly dashed into the bathroom, glad that Jamie was already gone and she didn’t have to share the sink, and got ready for her interview.

Edmund Street was lined with row houses. Like once-grand dowagers, they hadn’t aged well and were now relegated to the sidelines as offices and shops and mansion flats. She found the address she sought at the end of the street and went up the front steps and inside.

The hallway was floored in linoleum and lined on one side with a row of buzzers and an intercom. She found the one labelled “S. Ivens, Ed-in-Chief, Cheers! Magazine, 310’ and pressed it.

There was no response.

She tried again; still nothing. And no wonder, she realized a moment later; the intercom didn’t work.

Shit, Holly thought irritably as she began to trudge up to the third floor, you’d think Mr Ivens would at least spring for office digs with a working intercom.

As she arrived on the third floor she glanced around uncertainly. The runner under her feet was printed with cabbage roses faded to the colour of rusty water. The wallpaper and wainscoting looked as if they hadn’t been changed since…well, ever. She sneezed.

Of course, Cheers! was yet to be launched, she reminded herself, and so the magazine wasn’t staffed and hadn’t made its investors a penny; nevertheless, you’d think that Mr Ivens — if he were as wealthy as the search engine claimed — could do a bit better than these less-than-impressive surroundings.

Number 310 was located halfway down the hall. She knocked, aware as she did of the distant sound of television laughter. There was no answer. She hesitated, then edged the door open and peered inside. Although she glimpsed a battered desk and a couple of chairs in the small waiting room, there was no sign of a secretary.

There was no sign of anyone.

“Mr Ivens?” she called out, and took a few steps into the waiting room, half poised to leave. “It’s Holly James.”

A moment later a floorboard creaked behind her, and a shadow fell across the floor. A man stood inside the doorway she’d just entered.

“Miss James?”

Holly spun around, clutching the strap of her handbag. “Yes. Are you Mr Ivens?”

He was tall, she realized, and well-dressed. She couldn’t make out his face; it was indistinct with the light from the hallway behind him.

“I am.” He stepped inside the room and shut the door with a quiet click. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Ms James,” he said, and studied her without offering his hand. “I’ve wanted to speak with you for quite some time now.”

Holly frowned in confusion. “I don’t understand. You only just emailed me.”

“It took a bit of doing to track you down. Your colleague from BritTEEN, Kate, refused to divulge anything of real use about you. But Sharon, on the other hand, had no such bothersome ethical standards. She told me exactly where to find you.”

“Sharon?” Holly echoed, confused. “How do you know Sharon?”

“We have a mutual friend in common, you and Sharon and I.”

She flinched as he flipped on the light fixture.

His face sprang into view. He has blond hair, Poppy had told her at Gordon Scots the other night, and cold blue eyes…

Which was a perfect description of the man standing in front of her now.

“You’re not Sebastian Ivens, are you?” Holly finally managed to choke out past the thick fear in her throat.

“I am, when circumstances require it.” His smile was brief and devoid of warmth. “Like right now. But your friend Poppy — and now you — might know me as Erik.”

Jamie threw two steaks on the grill to sear with a savage motion. He glanced at the order ticket with a scowl. Six steaks, two medium, three medium-rare, one rare — if he could read Sergei’s scrawl properly, that was… Over the hiss and sizzle of the grill he shouted, “Where the hell is Holly?”

“She is not here,” Sergei growled in his Russian-accented English as he arrived at the pass to pick up his plates. “And if she does not show soon, I promise to fillet her with a dull knife when she does!”

Jamie turned away to remove the steaks to finish cooking on the plate and threw on three more. Holly hadn’t shown up for lunch service and they were in the weeds already. “Call her,” he told Sergei. “And then see if Matt can come in and cover.”

Sergei eyed him darkly and muttered something in Russian, but he set down his plates and reached in his pocket for his mobile. He scrolled to Holly’s number and listened. A moment later, he rang off. “Not answering. Voicemail.”

Damn it. Jamie turned back to the grill and focused his attention on the steaks. It wasn’t like Holly to pull a no-show like this. And on a Thursday, of all days! She knew Thursday and Friday lunch services were the absolute worst.

An hour later, when Jago arrived and the front of the house had calmed down, Jamie marched upstairs, his expression grim.

It didn’t take long to see that the flat was empty. Holly’s handbag was gone, and so was her mobile. He tried to remember if she’d mentioned taking the day off; he was pretty sure she hadn’t.

So where in the bloody blue blazes was she?
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Acting purely on instinct, Holly screamed and darted for the door, desperate to escape. But Erik grabbed her arm with one hand and clamped the other over her mouth and cut off her scream.

“Shut up,” he said in her ear as she struggled against him, “or you’ll spend tonight — and all the rest of the nights of your life — working for me.”

Holly went still, frozen by his words. Something cold and cylindrical thrust itself into her ribs.

“Yes, that really is a gun in my pocket, Ms James,” he said, and chuckled. “And I’m also very happy to see you.”

“Why?” she croaked, her words muffled against his palm.

“Before I answer your very reasonable question, let me tell you what to expect should you try to escape, or scream again.

“Have you ever prostituted yourself?” he asked in conversational tone, and removed his hand from her mouth long enough to thrust a gag inside. “No? I didn’t think so, nice girl like you.” He reached out and withdrew a length of nylon rope from one of the desk drawers. “It isn’t pleasant, I can assure you. Sex for money rarely is.”

Holly stared at him, her eyes huge with fear and revulsion.

“If you don’t do just as I say, you’ll never see your family or your friends again, Ms James, starting from tonight. Do we understand one another?”

Numb, immobile with terror, she managed to nod.

“Good.” He kept his grip on her arm and reached out to drag one of the chairs over. He shoved her down and tied her wrists securely behind her back. The nylon cut into her skin.

“I won’t tie your feet just yet,” he remarked. “Perhaps I won’t tie them up at all, if you cooperate.” He smiled slightly. “You see? I can be reasonable.”

“Now,” he said, more to himself than her as he drew back, “let’s check your pockets and bag for a mobile phone, shall we?”

Holly watched, helpless to stop him, as he rifled through her handbag until he found her mobile. He dropped it in his pocket without a glance. Next, he went through her wallet and counted the notes. “Only eight quid?” he murmured. “How you girls manage on your paltry little salaries, I’ll never know.”

He thrust the money — as well as her Oyster card — in his pocket. “Sorry, but I’ll need to keep these for the moment.”

Pulling up the other chair, he sat across from her, straddling the seat backwards. She shrank away. “I said I’d tell you why you’re here. I’m nothing if not a man of my word.”

She glared at him.

“You’re a bright girl, Miss James; I’m sure you’ve already figured out that it’s to do with Poppy. The homeless girl you interviewed.”

Holly waited.

“I want to know where she is,” he went on. “Once I do, I’ll leave to see if your story checks out. If it does — hurrah! You’re a free woman. If it doesn’t—” his amiable expression hardened “—well, you already know what happens if it doesn’t.”

Why didn’t I tell anyone where I was going? Holly wondered as her lower lip trembled. This bloke’s a real psychopath…

He stood up and stared down at her. “So? Are you ready to tell me where she is?”

Holly nodded slowly. The minute the gag was out, she choked a bit, dragging in air, then cried, “I don’t know where she is, I swear it! She lives on the streets, she moves around a lot—”

He knelt next to her and grabbed her roughly by the chin. “Let’s try this one more time,” he said, his cold eyes boring into hers. “I know you have a sister, Hannah. She’s in her first year at university. If you don’t tell me where Poppy is, this instant — I’ll grab Hannah off the street—” he paused for effect “—and she’ll spend tonight making her first paying customers very happy.”

Oh, God, I’m so sorry, Poppy, Holly thought as she began to cry, but this bloke’s serious. Dead-scary serious. I have no choice but to tell him, I have no choice…

“You’ll find her on Shaftesbury Avenue, in the ABC Publishing tower,” she choked out between sobs. “She works for BritTEEN magazine and she goes by the name ‘Zoe’.”

Erik smiled. “Good girl. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

He went to thrust the gag back in her mouth, but she turned her head aside. “I n-need the bathroom. Please. I haven’t gone since I left my flat this morning.”

It was true. She felt as though her bladder might burst.

He hesitated, then shrugged and pulled her to her feet. “I suppose there’s no harm in it. There’s no window in there, at any rate, if you’re thinking to escape.” He thrust her forward.

Holly stumbled and regained her balance, all too aware as she walked to the bathroom that Erik — and his gun — was just behind her.

At the door, she gathered every ounce of her courage and turned around to face him. “Can you at least untie me? And might I have some privacy?”

“All right,” he agreed after a moment, and untied her hands. “Never let it be said that I’m not a gentleman, as well as a man of my word.” He winked and shut the door.

Working quickly, she grabbed the toilet roll and unrolled it, then shoved a wodge of paper deep into the toilet bowl. After relieving herself, she did up her jeans with unsteady fingers and flushed.

She watched anxiously as the water slowly rose, rose, rose, just to the rim of the toilet…then stopped. Damn it.

“Hurry up in there,” he called out.

“Coming.” Holly unrolled another length of paper, cast an anxious glance at the door, and thrust it into the toilet. She flushed again and put the lid down, relieved to see the water beginning to seep out.

As she gave her hands and arms a quick wash she only hoped someone on the floor below noticed the back-up before Erik did.

Holly took a deep breath and opened the door. “Thanks.”

He took her by the arm and propelled her back to the chair and pushed her down. “Now, madam,” he said as he retied her hands and secured her ankles to the chair legs, “sit tight. I’ll be back in two ticks, and if your story pans out—” he took up his sunglasses and keys “—you’ll be back home before you can say ‘Asian brothel’.”

And with that, he grinned and slammed out of the flat.

The moment he left Holly began frantically twisting her hands behind her, trying to loosen the rope that bound them. She had very little time.

She knew — despite his assurances otherwise — that Erik had no intention of letting her go, whether he found Poppy or not. After all, she could ID him to the police.

If she didn’t get out of here before he got back, she’d end up dead…

Or worse. Far, far worse.


Chapter 56

Jamie was about to go back downstairs to start prep for the dinner service when he noticed Holly’s laptop sitting on the coffee table.

Probably a waste of time, he told himself, but he sat on the edge of the sofa and put his hand on the mouse. Immediately the screen sprang to life.

It was Holly’s email account, replying to a message from someone named — he leaned forward — S Ivens. It invited her to meet at nine-thirty to discuss a job opportunity at a new magazine of some kind; she’d responded to say she’d be there.

Jamie scowled. So she’d ditched her shift to go off on a job interview, had she? The bloody cheek…

Before he shut the laptop, he glanced at the timestamp on the email. 8:11 a.m.

He glanced at his watch. It was nearly three p.m. She’d left for her interview hours ago. Where the hell was she?

For the first time, he felt a stab of disquiet. It wasn’t like Holly to just up and disappear like this. Whatever her faults might be, she was always dependable and had never once missed a shift. Something was definitely off.

His mind made up, Jamie hurried back downstairs and found Jago. “Listen, mate,” he said as he flung off his apron, “I hate to do this to you, but an emergency’s come up. Can you manage things until I get back? Sergei and Matt can help you.”

And before Jago could open his mouth to respond, Jamie grabbed up his keys and left.

Forty minutes might have passed, or four hours; Holly couldn’t say. It felt as if she’d been tied to this chair for an eternity. Her wrists burned from trying — unsuccessfully — to loosen the rope lashed around them. Exhausted, her head drooped forward, and she drifted in and out of an uneasy half-sleep.

Jamie would notice when she didn’t show up for her shift, she reassured herself. He’d call the police. He’d tear Erik limb from limb. And as for Alex…

She sighed. Alex was gone. He was never around when you needed him, anyway. A tear slid down her cheek. But oh, God, how she missed him…

Someone rapped sharply on the door.

“Oi, wot’s goin’ on in there? I got water comin’ through my fucking ceiling! Open up!”

Holly lifted her head, wild-eyed, and tried desperately to make herself heard through the gag in her mouth; but all that emerged was a series of barely audible grunts and groans.

“I said, open up in there!” More pounding.

She leaned as far back in the chair as she dared, balancing precariously on the rear legs, then flung herself forward. The chair’s front legs hit the floor with a loud thump.

She did it again, wrenching herself back, then forward in hopes that whoever was at the door would hear the sound and realize something was wrong.

Her breath coming in short gasps, she waited; but the silence, and the fact that the knocking had stopped and the footsteps had receded, told her the man at the door was gone.

Holly began to weep then. She had to get out of here; she had to! She couldn’t let that pig Erik get away with this.

A moment later, over the muffled sound of her own sobbing, she heard the scrape of a key in the lock. She lifted her head and stared at the door in mute terror.

Oh, God. It was too late. Erik was back.

But the man who flung the door open a moment later wasn’t Erik. He was a short, heavy-set man with a ring of keys in hand and a look of intense annoyance on his face.

He drew up short when he saw her. “Hold up! What’s this?”

Petrified that Erik would return before he could free her, Holly focused her eyes, swollen from crying, on his, willing him to untie her before it was too late.

He hurried forward, keys jangling, and reached out to remove the gag from her mouth.

“You all right, miss?” he said uncertainly as he tossed it aside. “I’m the building manager. I’m not…er, interrupting something, am I? This ain’t some Fifty Shades type thing, is it?”

“No,” Holly gasped. “But the man who did this is coming back any minute, and you’ve got to get me out of here before he does—”

“Holly!”

Suddenly Jamie was there, standing in the doorway with a look of disbelief on his face. “What’s going on? Are you all right?” He rounded on the other man. “Who the hell are you? And what’ve you done to her?”

“I ain’t done nuffink!” he protested. “I came up to investigate a water leak. I knocked earlier, but no one answered, so I ’ad to go back an’ get me passkey.”

“It’s okay, he’s telling the truth. Now would you both stop arguing,” Holly begged, “and get me out of here before Erik comes back, please?”

“Erik?” Jamie came forward and knelt behind her to untie the expertly knotted rope. “How does he figure in all this?”

“He tricked me, and, like an idiot, I fell for it. He pretended to be an editor for a new magazine start-up. He must’ve known I was looking for a job. He emailed me and set up this interview.”

“Where’s he gone?” Jamie asked tersely as he continued to work at freeing her.

“He went to find Zoe… I mean, Poppy. I told him where to find her. I had to.” She turned frightened eyes on him. “He said he’d put me on the streets, Jamie, and that I’d never see my f-family or f-friends again.” Tears slid down her face.

Jamie’s hands stilled. “It’s a good job he’s not here,” he said, his words grim, “or I’d kill him.”

“Hurry,” she urged him. “He’s got a gun. He might come back any moment.”

He untied her hands and went to work on the rope around her ankles. “No worries. There, that’s the last knot untied.”

Holly stood up unsteadily. “Thanks.”

“Someone’s stopped up the loo,” the building manager grumbled as he returned. “I’ve got to go and fetch me plunger. It’ll cost to fix the flooring, and you can bet your arse Mr Ivens will pay for it.”

“How long has he been a tenant?” Jamie asked.

“Not long. Maybe a week, give or take.”

“Do you have many other tenants?”

“I haven’t got any.” The man frowned. “This place is condemned. I’m moving out myself, next week. Gonna tear it down soon. But this bloke Ivens offered me money — a lot of money — for a short-term lease.”

“Right, I’m calling the police.” Jamie reached for his phone.

“Call Zoe first,” Holly urged him. “Tell her Erik’s come after her. He knows where she is. She already knows how dangerous he is.”

Erik sat in the pub across from the BritTEEN building, an untouched beer before him. He’d sat here since just before noon. Although his eyes hadn’t left the entrance, he’d seen no sign of Poppy.

He pressed his lips together. Had she changed her appearance again? It wouldn’t surprise him if she had.

Or had Holly James lied to him?

Erik glanced at his watch without expression. It was nearly four p.m. He’d give it another half-hour, and then he was headed back to Edmund Street, and his clever little prisoner.

And if he chanced to return without Poppy, well, then…

Holly James, clever though she might be, would soon be very sorry she’d lied to him.


Chapter 57

At five-thirty Poppy left work and emerged on the street with a quick, nervous glance around her.

Despite her new dark red hair colour and shorter cut — she liked it; she thought it made her look a bit like Emma Watson — she was as cautious as ever. There was no letting your guard down with a man like Erik. You did so at your own peril.

She might have a new hairstyle, new clothes, and a new job…but in his eyes, she was the girl holding enough evidence on his phone to put him away for the rest of his life.

Despite the warmth of the day, she shivered.

Will’s red Fiat pulled up just then and he tooted the horn.

With a smile, she ran down the stairs and around to the passenger door and climbed inside.

“Thanks for the lift,” she said gratefully. “I’ve got some make-up samples to give to Sha, and my bag weighs a ton.”

“I don’t mind,” Will told her, and meant it. He enjoyed Poppy’s company; she was moody, but she had a smile that could light up East London. “Besides, it’s not safe for you to take the tube or the bus. Not with Erik still around.”

As he joined the flow of traffic and listened to Poppy’s chatter, he kept one eye trained on the rear-view mirror.

“What’s wrong?” she asked him, immediately tense. “You keep looking behind us. Is he following us again?”

“No, of course not.” Will dragged his eyes away and smiled over at her. “Just being cautious, that’s all.”

After he dropped Poppy off and turned around to go home, he glanced once again into the rear-view mirror. There was no sign of the black Maserati. Even so, he couldn’t shake the disquieting feeling that he was being watched.

Ten minutes later, Will unlocked the door to his flat and threw his keys on the hall table.

“Will! Finally. I thought you’d never get home,” Sasha scolded as she emerged from the kitchen.

He looked up, startled. “Sasha? What are you doing here?”

“You told me where you keep your spare key, remember? I thought I’d surprise you, come by and fix dinner. Unless you’d prefer I leave…”

“No, of course not,” he said, and leaned forward to kiss her. Although he was glad to see her, he felt a tiny flicker of irritation that she’d popped in without consulting him first. “What are we having?”

“Spag bol. It’s the only thing — besides salad and grilled fish — that I know how to make.”

He smiled. “You have a little sauce, right…there.” And he reached out with his finger to touch the corner of her mouth, then tasted it. He frowned. “Jarred sauce?”

She smacked him playfully with a potholder. “And what if it is?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Will said, pulling her in his arms, “because I have a feeling we won’t be eating it, anyway.”

“Who needs pasta,” she murmured, “when I have you?”

She kissed him, and Will bit back a groan as Sasha slid her arms around his neck and opened her mouth beneath his.

He pulled back. “Sasha, wait.”

She raised her brow. “Wait? That’s not a word I normally hear from a man who’s about to take me to bed.”

“There’s something I have to tell you first. Something you ought to know.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that, but…okay. Tell me. Tell me your deep, dark secret,” she teased.

His eyes met hers, and he wasn’t smiling. “I should’ve told you sooner, but the time never seemed right.”

“What do you mean?”

“I ran away from home when I was fourteen,” he said.

“I know that,” she said, impatiently. “So what?”

“I…did what I had to do, to survive. The streets of New York are pretty unforgiving. And tough.”

Sasha frowned, puzzled. “Meaning?”

His eyes met hers. “I turned tricks, Sasha. And I was a user.”

She stared at him, and the smile on her lips faltered. “A user? You don’t mean…”

“Drugs. Coke, mostly. Heroin when I could get it. And, no big surprise, I ended up…well, I’m HIV positive.”

Her eyes widened in consternation. “Will — why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

“Why? It didn’t exactly come up in conversation,” he said, a bitter edge to his words. “I never thought things would go this far,” he added. “I didn’t plan to let things go this far.”

She stared at him. “Are you saying you have AIDS?”

“No. I’m HIV positive. There’s a difference.”

“My God.”

“As long as I follow the protocol, take care of myself and practise safe sex, it’s okay.” He looked at her, his expression hard. “You’re free to run screaming in the other direction at any time. You wouldn’t be the first. You won’t be the last.”

She turned away and sank down on the sofa. “Will,” she said after a moment, her expression troubled, “I have a confession to make, as well.”

“It can’t possibly top mine.”

“I’ve made more than my share of mistakes, as I’m sure you know by now. My whole life is one big fucking mess.”

“Sasha—”

“No, it’s true. Until very recently, my job at BritTEEN — and my sanity — was hanging by a thread. I treated my staff and my coworkers like crap on a regular basis, especially Holly James; and I let a lot of people down, including my own sister.”

“You had a lot to deal with,” Will pointed out. “More than most people deal with in their entire lives. You did the best you could.”

“No.” She spoke firmly. “No, I didn’t. I screwed Holly over more than once in my quest to get rid of her.” As Will glanced up at her, startled, she added, “I lied to you, Will. I didn’t switch out your photo of Zoe, that much was true; but I made someone else do it for me. I told myself it was payback for Holly telling Valery about my sister. But truthfully, I was convinced she’d have my job if I didn’t get rid of her.”

As the story of Eleanor’s part in the plot to get Holly James sacked tumbled out, Will eyed her with barely concealed contempt. “How could you do that to her? Holly didn’t deserve any of it. She was only trying to help you, Sasha.”

“I know that now.” She met his gaze. “But I didn’t, then. I honestly thought that she was gunning for my job. I was ready to do whatever it took to get her sacked.”

Will was silent.

“Now that you know what a bloody-minded bitch I can be,” Sasha added bitterly, “I wouldn’t blame you if you never wanted to see me again.”

“It’s true I’m disappointed in you. You let me down. Worse, you let Holly down. You cost her her job, Sasha.”

Her heart sank. This was it, then. The first man she’d really cared about, the first man who’d seemed to understand her…and she’d ruined everything.

Will reached out and took her hands in his. “You screwed up, Sasha. Big time. You made some really crap choices. But…we both have, I reckon.”

“Are you…are you saying you’re willing to give me another chance?” Sasha asked, scarcely daring to breathe.

“If you’re willing to do the same for me.”

She leaned forward and flung her arms around his neck. “You’re not the first man in my life,” she said, her eyes luminous as she brushed her lips against his. “But I really do hope that you’ll be the last.”

“Alex,” his secretary ventured the next morning as he arrived at work, “have you seen the morning’s papers?”

“No, Jill,” he replied as he strode into his office and set his briefcase down on the desk, “I’ve not yet had the pleasure. I was forced to take the tube in — the Jubilee Line is one I normally avoid — and it’s left me irritable and desperate for a cup of very strong, very hot tea. Anything I should know about?”

“Only this.” And with a couple of muffled thwacks, she dropped the Daily Mail and The Telegraph onto his blotter. “I thought you might be interested.”

With a frown, Alex picked up The Telegraph. “‘Hunting Ban Faces Defeat’,” he read aloud. “Good to know. I’ll get my horse saddled up straight away.”

“Not that,” Jill said with a trace of impatience, “this!” And she pointed to a photo and headline near the bottom of the front page.

He glanced at the article. Dashwood & James Heiress Abducted; Escapes Unharmed. The text was accompanied by a photograph of…

“Holly!” Alex exclaimed, his face gone ashen. He sat down heavily behind his desk. “Good God.”

With a furrowed brow, he read the article. A moment later he thrust his chair back and called out, “Cancel the morning’s appointments, Jill. I should be back before lunch.”

“But you have a ten o’clock with Lady Banbury—”

“Call and reschedule. There’s something urgent I need to deal with.”

“Something,” Jill enquired, “named Holly James?”

“Yes.” Alex grabbed up his mobile and headed for the door. “And if you value that generous year-end bonus I always make sure you get, you won’t judge. And you won’t tell anyone where I’ve gone.”

“Not even me?”

“Simon!” Alex came to a stop and hoped his dismay at his boss’s unexpected appearance didn’t show on his face. “I was just on my way out—”

“Yes, I can see that. I’m sorry, Alex, but something has come up. Something urgent. I need you to go to Brisbane for a couple of days.”

“Brisbane?” His heart sank. “I don’t understand. We haven’t any clients in Brisbane.”

“We will do, and a very wealthy one, too, if you play your cards right. You’ve heard of Ferris Pharmaceuticals?”

“Yes, of course. They’re huge. They’re also under investigation for securities fraud.”

“They want us to represent them.”

Alex frowned. “I see. Well, landing Ferris would certainly be a coup. But I’m afraid I have a full caseload at the moment. Perhaps you might send John, or that new chap, Timothy.”

“I want you to go, Alex.” Simon’s words were firm. “No one else has the experience — or the skill at wooing a potential new client — like you do.”

“It’s just that the timing couldn’t be worse. I have an urgent personal matter I need to deal with—”

“This isn’t a request, Alex. It’s an order…from the old man upstairs himself.”

Shit. Harold Markham was Simon’s grandfather and the chief executive officer and owner of the Grosvenor Financial Group. He had one foot in the grave and the other ready to thrust itself up whomever’s arse got in his way. To say he was a demanding old git was putting it mildly.

Alex sighed. He knew further argument was futile. “I’ll make arrangements to fly out tomorrow.”

“Not good enough, I’m afraid. You’ll need to leave straight away. Grandfather wants you in Brisbane by tonight.”


Chapter 58

“You’re famous, Hols,” Jamie announced on Friday morning as he lowered The Telegraph. “You’re in all the newspapers.”

She glanced up from the eggs and bacon he’d insisted on making her for breakfast. “Tell me about it! I can’t leave the flat without having a microphone or a camera stuck in my face. It’s really annoying.”

Although the attention was unnerving, she was relieved that Erik’s detailed description — along with a photo the police had on file — had appeared in the papers alongside her story. It made her feel a tiny bit safer.

The fact that a plainclothes detective was stationed outside Gordon Scots for the time being didn’t hurt, either.

Since Erik still had her mobile, she’d received a flurry of calls at the restaurant in the story’s wake — her parents, her sister Hannah, Kate, Will, even Auntie Gwen, all of them shocked but relieved to learn she was all right.

But the one person Holly had most wanted to hear from hadn’t called.

And it hurt. It gutted her to think, after all of their time together, that he cared so very little about her…

“Has Alex called?” Jamie asked as he got up to make them more toast.

“No.” She pushed listlessly at her grilled tomatoes. “I told you, we’re not seeing each other any more.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, and thrust four slices of wholemeal into the toaster slots. “It wouldn’t kill him to call and make sure you’re all right, would it?”

“Don’t start, Jamie. I don’t expect him to call. I don’t want him to call. And I don’t want you to keep going on about it.”

He said nothing more, only plunked a plate stacked with more toast on the table between them and sat down to eat his breakfast in silence.

Halfway through his eggs, Jamie’s mobile rang. He glanced at the unfamiliar number and scowled. “It’s probably for you again,” he grumbled. “I’ll be glad when you get your bloody phone back.” He pressed ‘Answer’ and snapped, “Hello? Holly James’s answering service, how may I direct your call?”

He listened for a moment, and his expression changed. “Yes, she’s here. Hold on, please.” Wordlessly he held out the phone to Holly. “It’s for you.”

“Who is it?” she hissed. “It’s not — is it Alex?” she asked hopefully.

“No. It’s someone called Valery. Valery Beauchamp.”

“Oh, my God.” Holly snatched the phone away. “Hello?” she said, breathless. She listened, nodding now and then, murmuring an occasional ‘yes’ or ‘no’, but otherwise saying little. Five minutes later, she rang off.

“I don’t believe it,” she said, dazed. “That was Valery, the editor-in-chief of BritTEEN. She’s offered me a job.”

“What — your old job back?” He snorted. “After the way she treated you, I hope you told her what she could do with her bloody job offer.”

“She didn’t offer me my old job back. She offered me Sasha’s job!”

He stared at her blankly. “Sasha? But wasn’t she your boss? The one you swore got you booted from the magazine?”

Holly nodded. “She turned in her notice. Today was Sasha’s last day at BritTEEN.” She frowned. “She despised me, Jamie. She mocked my ideas, sneered at me in meetings, did everything she could to make me look bad — but the strange thing is,” she added, her eyes wide with shock, “she’s just recommended me to Valery as her replacement!”

“You weren’t at Sasha’s leaving party,” Poppy accused as she climbed into Will’s waiting car after work. They’d agreed to meet around the corner in the event Erik was watching the building, and she’d ducked out the back entrance.

“That’s because I didn’t go.”

She gazed at him in surprise. “Why? I thought…you and Sasha…”

“I had a photo shoot with Dominic Heath this morning, and we didn’t wrap until three o’clock. The guy’s a nightmare.”

“Oh. Sorry. We took Sasha to that new sushi place. She loved it.”

“That’s great.” Will pulled out into the stream of traffic. “Too bad I missed it.”

“Yeah — the sashimi was amazing.” Poppy frowned. “What’s wrong? You seem distracted. And where’re we going?” she asked suddenly. “My flat’s that way.”

“I have an errand to run.” Will slanted a glance at her. “Actually,” he admitted, “I’m going to your dad’s new restaurant, and you’re going to tell him exactly what’s going on. Then I thought the three of us might have dinner together afterwards.”

Poppy stared at him, stunned. “Are you mental? I can’t tell Dad about Erik — he’ll send me straight back to Mum’s!”

“It’s too late.” His expression was set. “I got his number from Holly and called him this morning. He can’t wait to see you.”

“Bloody hell, Will — I can’t believe you did this!”

“He needs to know what’s going on, Poppy. He’s your father.”

“I won’t see him,” she said mulishly, and crossed her arms against her chest. “He never gave a shit about me before—”

“Why don’t you stop being so damned selfish for one minute?” Will snapped. “He’s worried about you. He’s had the police looking for you. He’s offering a fifty-thousand-pound reward for information leading to your safe return.”

She snorted. “Right, that’s his answer to everything. Throw money at it. Problem sorted.”

“At least you have someone who gives a shit what happens to you,” he said tightly. “That’s more than I ever had.” He slowed the car as they approached a crossing. “My stepfather sexually abused me from the time I was twelve until I was fourteen—did you know that? That’s why I ran away. I ended up turning tricks to survive, Poppy. I did things no boy should have to do. I would’ve given anything to have one person — one fucking person! — who gave a shit whether I lived or died.”

Poppy blinked. “I’m sorry, Will. I didn’t know.”

He turned the Fiat onto Kentish Town Road. “No, of course you didn’t. I told Sasha everything last night, along with the fact that I’m HIV positive, and she was completely gobsmacked.”

She reached out to touch his arm. “Oh, Will,” she said softly, “I’m sorry. That’s rough. But she’ll come around, eventually.”

He shrugged. “If she does, she does. If not… look, all I’m saying is, it won’t kill you to spend a few minutes with your dad, just to let him know you’re okay. He’s worried.”

“Why? He never cared before. He wasn’t home long enough.” She stared out of the window, reliving old hurts — the missed birthdays, the school Christmas plays he hadn’t attended. “He was always too busy running his empire to bother with me.”

“I’m not making excuses for him, Poppy, but…he’s got a lot of demands on his time. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you—”

“Was your dad — your real dad — gone more than he was home?” she snapped. “Did he travel fifty weeks out of the year?”

“No. He died when I was five.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sorry. But the only time I ever see my dad is when he’s on the telly. You can’t possibly know how that makes me feel.” To her embarrassment, her eyes swam with unshed tears. She blinked them angrily away.

“Maybe not,” he conceded. “But I know how he feels. He’s wrecked. He wants to try again. He knows he made a mess of things and he wants to fix it. But he can’t, if you won’t give him a chance.”

“I won’t go,” she said, her mind made up. “I’ve nothing to say to him. And I won’t be sent back to Mum’s.”

“Fine. Wait in the car, then.” Will knew further argument was useless. He drove the rest of the way down Kentish Town Road in silence. He found a car park just down the street from Brasserie Russo and turned in, shutting off the engine, and decided to try one more time. “Look, I don’t like leaving you here alone. Come on, Poppy. Are you coming into the brasserie with me or not?”

“Not.” She was too angry to even look at him.

Will shook his head in disgust. “Suit yourself. I’m locking you in. I won’t be long.”

He left.

So Dad wanted to reconnect, did he? Poppy leaned back in her seat, her thoughts black. Other little girls’ dads came to school to have lunch with them sometimes, or to talk to the class about being a dentist or a mechanic or whatever. Her own dad was famous. He was a star! Everyone knew who Chef Russo was; everyone ate at his restaurants and laughed at his colourful swearing on the telly.

How ironic, then, that he’d never once come to one of her classes to talk about being a chef. That would’ve been so brilliant! But he was always far too busy.

He’d never once taken her to lunch, or to the library, or cheered her on at gymkhanas, or sat in the audience during her school plays. Mum had done all those things, not him.

Now he wanted to sweep it all aside and play at happy families?

Well, sod that. And sod him.

It was warm, so Poppy leaned forward and rolled the Fiat’s window glass down. Shit…she’d forgotten that once down, the glass wouldn’t always go back up. Oh, well. Hope it didn’t rain…

As she jiggled the handle and tried without much success to push the glass back up with her hand, a shadow fell over her, and she looked up, startled.

Like a vision from a nightmare, Erik stood at her window.

“Hello, Poppy.” He rested his arms on the roof as if he had all the time in the world. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Erik,” she whispered, and shrank back.

“I believe you have something that belongs to me. I want it back.”

She stared at him, at his hateful, smiling face, and fear paralyzed her. “Will’s coming right back. Go away, or I’ll scream my bloody lungs out—”

“I wouldn’t recommend it.” Unperturbed, he withdrew a photo of Sharon and held it up. “This your mate, Sharon? Nice hair. I like the pink streak.”

“Where’d you get that?” she demanded. “How did you find me?”

“Where I got it — or how I found you — doesn’t matter. Hand over my mobile,” he said calmly, “or one of my men will grab Sha before our conversation is over.”

“You’re a monster.” Her voice was a thread.

“By now, clever girl that you are, I’m sure you’ve worked out how I make my money.”

“You traffic in women. You sell them.”

He shrugged. “Why bother with something as pedestrian as drugs, with so many runaway girls coming to London every day? They’re easy pickings. I offer them tea and sympathy, a place to stay, a bed…and after I tire of them, I sell them off — not just once, but over and over again. That’s the best part. Unlike Roofies, or E, or coke, I can resell the merchandise. As long as it still looks good.” He smiled.

She was filled with revulsion. “Does Mum know what you do? Does she know how you make your money?”

“Of course she doesn’t. She thinks I’m a very successful venture capitalist.” He laughed. “Now, if you don’t want your mate to spend the rest of her life on her back, working for me,” he added as his amusement vanished, “give me my mobile, and I’ll be on my way.”

Repulsed — for how could a man look so perfectly normal, handsome even, and yet be the walking, talking embodiment of evil? — Poppy shrank away from him. She knew instinctively that he was lying to her. He wouldn’t let her go, no way. She knew too much. “It’s — it’s in my handbag.”

“Get it,” he demanded, glancing up and down the street, “now. And no tricky stuff, I have a gun.”

Poppy began to scrabble through her handbag, her fingers searching for his mobile phone. She found the key to Kate’s flat, her wallet, her BritTEEN security badge, a large safety pin, and a tube of factor 30 suncream — everything except Erik’s bloody mobile. Perspiration trickled down her neck and dampened her collar. She palmed the safety pin — it was the only weapon she had to hand — and continued to look in the side pouches and compartments.

Bloody hell…the phone was gone.

She looked up at him, her eyes wide with panic. “It…it’s not here.”

“What do you mean?” His eyes narrowed. “Of course it’s there, keep looking. After all, how do you think I found you? You switched the sat nav back on. Thank you for that, by the way.”

Poppy stared at him, uncomprehending. She knew she’d done no such thing; why on earth would she do something so stupid? She hadn’t touched his phone in at least two days.

Erik added, “The GPS led me right to you. Isn’t technology a wonderful thing?”

Desperate — for she knew the phone wasn’t in her bag — Poppy thrust her hand back inside and pretended to search.

He leaned closer. “You’re stalling. Give me that phone,” he snapped, losing patience. “Where is it?”

“I don’t know! Will must’ve taken it—”

“You’d better hope he didn’t,” Erik bit off. “No more games, Poppy. I want that fucking phone!”

“Hey! You — what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Poppy looked up, startled. Will. He’d spotted Erik and was pelting down the street towards the car. Improbably, her father — dressed in his chef’s whites — ran just behind him.

She blinked. Was that a cameraman running alongside Will and her father, filming them?

Erik reached into the waistband of his trousers and withdrew a gun. “Get out,” he snarled. “Move!”

She hesitated, then flung the door hard into him and shouted, “Will — he’s got a gun!”

Erik recovered his balance and grabbed her wrist, dragging her from the Fiat before she could escape. Poppy gripped the opened safety pin in her fist and brought it down as hard and as deep into his hand as she could. With a yelp of pain, he let go of her; she turned and stumbled blindly forward, intent only on getting away.

“Poppy!” Marcus cried out raggedly. “Poppy, look out—”

The deafening sound of a gunshot exploded somewhere just behind her, and she screamed. The pavement came rushing up to meet her. She barely registered the pain of falling when everything went blessedly black and oblivion overtook her.


Chapter 59

Poppy opened her eyes. Had moments passed, or hours? She couldn’t be sure. Her father’s face — looking older than she remembered, and creased in concern — swam slowly into focus above her, and Will’s as well.

“Poppy,” Marcus said, and his voice cracked.

“Dad,” she mumbled. “Dad,” and suddenly he held her so tightly she thought her ribs might break. He smelled of garlic and sweat and Acqua di Gio, and she couldn’t seem to stop crying.

“Thank God you’re safe,” her father kept saying, over and over. “You put me through hell these last few weeks, Poppy.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” she whispered, and wiped her nose with the back of her hand when he finally let her go. “What happened?” she asked, and leaned on her elbow to sit up. “Where’s Erik gone?”

“To prison,” Marcus said succinctly, “and for a very long time.” He jerked his head towards the response car pulled in at the entrance to the car park, its light bar flashing. Erik had already been cautioned — “Anything you do say may be given in evidence” — and thrust into the back of the waiting vehicle.

“He would’ve killed me,” Poppy said, and began, despite the warmth of the day and the pavement beneath her, to shiver. “If you and Will hadn’t shown up when you did—”

“But we did,” Will reassured her, and reached for her hand. “How do you feel?”

“Like warmed-over crap.” She winced as she touched the raw scrape on her face. “Hitting the pavement like that didn’t do wonders for my face, I’m sure.” She saw her handbag, fallen open on the pavement by the Fiat. “Will — Erik’s mobile was missing. Did you take it?”

He nodded. “I took it out last night, when I picked you up from work. I wanted your dad to see Erik’s texts, to show him what was going on. It was his idea to turn on the phone’s sat nav—”

“To draw the bastard out of hiding,” Marcus finished. “It worked a treat, too.”

“Then we called the police straight away,” Will said.

“Which you should have done yourself, madam,” Marcus informed Poppy in no uncertain terms.

“I couldn’t! I was afraid if the police got involved, I’d be sent back to Mum’s.”

“Your mother,” Marcus ground out, “is to blame for this. She had no business bringing that monster anywhere near you. And as for leaving you alone—”

“It’s not really her fault, Dad,” Poppy objected. “Erik lied to her; he said he was a venture capitalist. He was very convincing. She’d no reason to believe otherwise. And she usually didn’t leave me alone; but the night Erik showed up, she called to say her flight from Brussels was delayed. So I was only alone for a couple of hours.”

“Nevertheless, your mum’s poor choices put you in a dangerous situation, one you weren’t remotely equipped to handle on your own. If it were up to me,” Marcus finished savagely, “that piece of sex-trafficking shit would be dead, and no mistake.”

Will took Poppy’s hand. “Thanks to your dad,” he told her, “the police dispatched DS Watts and Sergeant Fanning here straight away. They watched from over there—” he indicated a row of cars just behind them “—until you broke away, and then they had a clear shot at Erik.”

“That must’ve been the shot I heard behind me,” Poppy said, and bit her lip. “I thought it came from Erik’s gun. I thought he’d fired at me.”

“No.” Will studied her curiously. “How’d you do it, by the way? How’d you get away from him?”

“A safety pin. I wore it in my T-shirt when I was living on the street. It was the only thing I could find in my bag to use as a weapon when I was looking for his mobile. I jammed it down into his hand as hard as I could.”

“I still can’t believe you lived on the streets for all those weeks.” Marcus shook his head in disbelief. “When I think of what might have happened to you…”

“But it didn’t, Dad,” Poppy said gently, and put her hand on his arm. “I’m okay, truly.” She glanced over at Will. “And it’s all thanks to Will. He insisted I come here and talk to you. He badgered me to death about it.”

“Is that right?” Marcus raised his brow. “Well, Will —I owe you a great deal of thanks for that.” He clapped his hand on Will’s shoulder and turned back to his daughter. “You needn’t worry about going to your mum’s to live if you don’t want to, poppet. I’ll file for custody. Or shared custody, if you prefer.”

“Are you and Mum getting a divorce, then?”

He nodded and passed a hand over his face. “I’m afraid so. I can’t blame her for our marriage falling apart, though. That’s all my doing. I was never around for her…or for you.”

“But you had your restaurants to see to,” Poppy said, trying to be fair, “and…all the rest of it.”

“I’m giving it up, Poppy.” Marcus’s grey eyes met hers. “I’m selling the restaurants, except for the brasserie and a couple of the gastro pubs. Thanks to my financial advisor, I’ve done well enough in stocks that I can afford to pay off my debts and scale back a bit. I’ll finish filming Chefzilla, write a cookery book every couple of years. But my first priority is to spend more time at home — with you.”

“But — what about your Michelin stars? They mean everything to you.”

He took her hands in his. “Once they did. But now I see that chasing after those bloody stars cost me precious time with you — time I can never get back. I’ve worked six days a week since I was fifteen…” He stopped, and let out a long, slow breath. “But that’s over. I’m truly sorry for all the years I’ve wasted. You mean everything to me, Poppy. I’ve realised that, these last few weeks. Everything.”

And as her father enfolded her once again in his arms Poppy was overwhelmed with emotions.

She was relieved that the nightmare with Erik was finally over…

But most of all, she was thrilled to have her father back again.


Chapter 60

It was barely seven o’clock and Jamie’s kitchen was already seriously in the weeds.

He grabbed two plated entrées and shouted, “Orders up.” As a result of Marcus Russo’s bad publicity, Gordon Scots’ business had tripled. Jamie glanced out at the packed tables. If not for Jago, a hard worker and a quick learner, and Holly, who’d agreed to stay on and work the dinner shift tonight, he honestly didn’t know how he’d have managed.

“Service!” Jamie called out as he picked up a plate of steak and turnip mash from the garnish station and set it down on the pick-up counter. He took two plates of salmon from Jago and deftly wiped the edges of the plates with a clean cloth. “Holly, table three, your orders are ready!”

Holly arrived at the pass, breathless. “It’s insane in here tonight!” she complained. “If those blokes at the bar don’t stop pinching my arse every time I walk by—”

“Just smile, please, and don’t dump food in their laps,” Jamie warned her.

“No promises,” Holly retorted, and turned away with her table’s plates in hand. As she made her way through the bar she glanced up at the widescreen TV and came to an abrupt halt.

Alex Barrington’s face filled the screen.

“Conservative Candidate Barrington Nixes Chipping Barnet Shelter Reopening,” read the news crawl. “Full story at ten.”

Holly was stunned. It couldn’t be. Had Alex really reneged on his promise to reopen the homeless shelter in Chipping Barnet? Had he finally caved in to Camilla’s pressure?

Troubled, she delivered the food to her table. As she wove her way back through the bar to her station, the mouth-watering scent of steaks sizzling on the grill filled the air.

When she arrived at table four she pulled out her order pad and glanced up, pen poised. Shock riveted her to the spot.

Alex Barrington lowered his menu and met her gaze, equally startled. “Holly!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“I work here.”

“But I thought you only worked the lunch shift.”

“Normally I do. But Jamie was short-staffed tonight.”

He hesitated. “I’m glad you’re all right. I read about what happened in the papers.”

“Oh? Yet you’re only now bothering to ask if I’m okay? And only because you ran into me by accident?”

“I’ve been in Brisbane on business. I just got back.”

“Oddly enough,” Holly said, tapping her pen against her order pad, “I’ve heard they have phones now, even in Brisbane.”

“I tried to call,” he said defensively. “You never answered.”

“That’s because a sex-trafficking psychopath named Erik took my phone.” She glared. “You might’ve called the restaurant.”

“I did. I left several messages, with Jamie. Obviously,” he said through gritted teeth, “you didn’t get them.”

“What were you doing in Brisbane? Was there a tranny convention?”

“I was stuck in a long, gruelling meeting, trying to win over a new and very lucrative client for the company.”

“Must’ve been a very long meeting,” she agreed, “if you couldn’t find the time to send a single text. The police recovered my phone from Erik yesterday, but you never called. Not once.” Hurt coloured her voice.

“The coverage in Brisbane was spotty. And…” he paused, embarrassed “…and I dropped my mobile in the airline toilet on the flight back.”

“Oh? What were you doing — inducting a flight attendant into the mile-high club?”

Anger suffused his face. “Damn it, Holly, I was on my way out the door Friday morning to see you, the minute I saw the papers. I was frantic with worry. But my boss waylaid me and sent me off to fucking Brisbane to chase after a new account. I had no choice but to go, and no time to call you before I left.”

She flipped her order pad open and pressed her lips together. “I have other tables waiting. What would you like?”

“To talk,” he snapped. “Like adults, if that’s possible.”

Holly flipped her pad shut, incensed. “Says the man who so recently had a tranny in a kilt sitting on his knee.”

“It was a crazy, drunken night with Dominic Heath, nothing more. And for the record, I hated every minute of it.”

“Oh, yes — I’m sure it was pure torture being surrounded by half-naked lap dancers, a rock star, and endless bottles of Scotch.”

Alex leaned forward, his expression grim. “You’re determined to think the worst of me, Holly, no matter what I do or say. I can’t help but wonder…how much does Jamie Gordon’s influence have to do with your low opinion of me?”

“Jamie doesn’t tell me what to think! I’m perfectly capable of drawing my own conclusions. You went too far this time, Alex.”

“So that’s it? You’ve drawn your line in the sandbox, as it were, and you’re daring me to step over it?”

Holly saw the covert glances of diners nearby. “Perhaps you’d like to order now, if you won’t explain yourself to me.”

“Why bother?” Alex said shortly. “You’ve already tried and convicted me before I’ve said a word in my defence.”

Holly stared at him. This was a new, harder-edged Alex, and she didn’t much like it. He should be begging her forgiveness and promising to make amends, not presenting this indifferent, don’t-give-a-monkey’s attitude.

“You have to admit, when I caught you with Kate on the sofa that day, it looked pretty damned incriminating—” she began.

“But it wasn’t! I already explained all that. I was trying to get Kate to admit she’d swapped that photo.”

“You were on top of her! And she was practically naked!”

Even the other waiters were listening, now.

“I don’t care how it looked. Nothing happened!” He lowered his voice and added, “Could we not do this now, please?”

“What about Scotland? That happened!”

“Dominic is my client,” he ground out. “The publicity was regrettable, and I’m truly sorry if it upset you. But as a result of that trip, I landed the firm several million pounds’ worth of legal defence work.”

“Chatting up transvestites makes for good business, then.”

Alex ploughed a hand through his hair in frustration. “Listen to me, Holly. I care about you. I do. I asked you to move in with me, if you recall. And you turned me down.”

She fidgeted with her pen. “I didn’t turn you down, exactly. You caught me by surprise. I wasn’t ready—”

“No. But you were ready enough to share Jamie’s flat.”

“That’s different! It’s convenient,” she said, suddenly defensive, “because it’s upstairs, and I work here. And because Jamie and I are friends.”

“Friends,” he echoed, his expression hard. “And what happens when you get a job elsewhere? Will you still share your ‘friend’s’ flat then? Will it still be ‘convenient’?”

Guiltily, Holly thought of Valery’s job offer. She’d got a generous pay rise and could afford her own place now. Yet she hadn’t even bothered to look for a new flat.

“Alex, I agree that we need to talk. Privately,” she amended, trying to ignore the couples sitting nearby, blatantly eavesdropping. “Maybe I have been a little quick to judge—”

“What’s going on? Holly? What are you doing here?”

Holly whirled around. Camilla Shawcross stood beside her, mingled surprise and annoyance plain on her face. “Camilla!”

Why hadn’t she noticed the extra place setting across from Alex until now?

“Holly was just leaving,” Alex said. “Weren’t you?”

Infuriated by his dismissive tone, she took up their menus. “Yes. I’ll send Sergei over to take your orders.” She paused. “You know, Alex… I really can’t believe you backed down on reopening the Chipping Barnet homeless shelter.”

“I didn’t ‘back down’,” he told her, his words firm. “I plan to revisit the issue once I’m elected.”

“Call it whatever you like,” she retorted, “but in the end, what you’re doing is giving up on something important — something that could make a difference. You really should stand your ground, Alex…even if it means losing the election.”

“I’m sorry you don’t approve, but, on this particular issue, I’ve decided to concede.” He added tightly, “This is how the real world works, Holly, with give-and-take and compromise.”

“Compromise?” she echoed. “Is that what you call it, Alex? Because from where I stand, it looks like what you’re compromising are your principles.”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Holly, grow up,” Camilla said, and rolled her eyes. “People have to make choices, sometimes hard choices, every day.”

Holly lifted her brow. “Really? Do you mean hard choices, like whether to trash someone else’s relationship or not?”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Oh, come on, Camilla — from day one, you’ve done everything you could to make me look stupid in front of Alex.”

“I thought you did rather a good job of that on your own,” Camilla retorted.

“You’ve seized every chance you could to elbow me out of the way to spend time with him, first with your work-related phone calls, and now with your ongoing ‘election help’.”

“Jealousy doesn’t suit you. Your insecurity is showing.”

“And your thong’s showing,” Holly snapped. “Or at least, it was.”

“What?” Her brow rose. “You’re talking nonsense.”

“Holly,” Alex began, red-faced, “that’s quite enough—”

Holly pressed her lips together. “Did you know that Alex made a wager about you with his coworkers, Camilla? He bet he could get you into bed within two days of meeting you.”

The blood drained from Camilla’s face. “What?”

“And to prove it,” she forged on, “he brought in your thong afterwards, to show his mates. It was red, by the way.”

“Now, just a minute,” Alex protested, and turned to Holly in outrage. “I did no such thing. I bought a thong — off the rack, mind — at Agent Provocateur. And I told you that.”

“You told her about my thong?” Camilla sputtered.

“It wasn’t your thong! It wasn’t anybody’s thong!”

Alex, Holly noted with grim satisfaction, was looking decidedly flustered.

“It doesn’t matter whose thong it was, Alex.” Camilla’s voice shook with fury. “Because the fact is, you let your coworkers think it was mine…so you could win your sordid, disgusting little bet.”

“It wasn’t like that!” Alex told her as he pushed back his chair. “It was just a bit of fun. It didn’t mean anything. You know — boys will be boys, wink-wink, nudge-nudge—”

Camilla came to a stop and whirled around to face him. “Yes, the key word here is ‘boys’, Alex. You’ve acted, not like a potential member of the bench, but like a randy head prefect, comparing notes with his schoolmates on which girl is ‘easy’ or who gives the best blow job.” Her eyes glittered. “You disgust me, Alex Barrington. Rest assured, you won’t be getting my vote.”

And she turned and stormed out of the restaurant.

“Are you happy now?” Alex demanded as he stood up to leave.

“You know what?” Holly said, a thoughtful expression on her face. “I am. Goodbye, Alex.”

With that, she wheeled away and left him glaring after her.

It was late — just past two a.m., Will noted blearily as he opened one eye to squint at the alarm clock — when the phone shrilled on his bedside table. He thrust his arm out from beneath the covers and groped for his mobile.

“Hello,” he growled. “Who the hell is this?”

There was an infinitesimal pause. “Will? It’s Sasha. I think… I think we need to talk. About us.”

He sat up and ran a hand over his face. “It’s two o’clock in the morning. And there is no us. You were pretty clear about that.”

“I was shocked, Will. How did you expect me to react, after you dropped that HIV bomb on me, out of bloody nowhere?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said tightly as he threw the covers back. “I guess I hoped you’d stick around long enough to hear me out before you rushed to judgment.”

She let out a frustrated breath. “I’m sorry. I reacted badly. I know I did. But I’ve had time to think, and I’m ready to talk about it. I want to make this work.”

Will went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle. “Maybe I don’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, I’m not proud of my past. I prostituted myself, had sex with strangers for money. But it was preferable to the alternative.” He took down a cup and flung a tea bag inside. “I’m not the guy for you, Sasha. I’m damaged goods. If you’re smart, you’ll run away from me, just as far and as fast as you can.”

And as the kettle reached a boil, he rang off.


Chapter 61

Jamie woke at noon on Sunday.

He sat up on the sofa and yawned, then reached out to grab a T-shirt from the floor and pulled it on. Holly sat cross-legged on the sitting-room rug, surrounded by boxes; the duffel bag on her lap was stuffed with clothes. “What’s going on?” he asked, and yawned. “Going somewhere?”

She looked up and nodded. “I’m moving back in with Kate. I start my new job at BritTEEN on Monday, and with the pay rise Valery’s given me, there’s no need for me to stay here any longer.”

“There’s no hurry. You can stay here as long as you like—you know that.”

“Thanks.” Holly rolled up a T-shirt and thrust it into the duffel bag. “But it’s time I moved out. And it’s time you got your own bed back.”

“I like having you here,” Jamie said quietly as he stood up. “You needn’t go.”

“No, it’s time — past time — I went. And thanks…for everything.” She bit her lip. “You saved my life when I got sacked, and I’ll never forget it. You gave me a job and a place to stay, and you listened to me whinge for days on end without once complaining.”

Holly rose and threw her arms around him, holding him close. He smelled of soap and Imperial Leather and…Jamie. She drew back to look at him. “I think the world of you,” she said fervently, “and I always will. But it’s past time I stood on my own two feet.”

“What about Alex?”

Although she’d more or less told Alex last night that she was glad they were over, the truth was, she’d never been more miserable.

She missed him. She missed his droll sense of humour and his arms wrapped around her and the way he ‘got’ her. She’d fallen for him the moment he’d opened his office door.

“I love Alex,” she said, her words muffled in Jamie’s shoulder. “I know you don’t like him, and I know he’s not perfect. But he’s everything I’ve ever wanted.”

And it was true, she realized as she said the words out loud. Alex was everything she’d ever wanted. The question was, had she realized it too late? Had she trashed their relationship beyond repair?

Jamie sighed. “I won’t say I didn’t hope that you and I might…work things out, eventually. But I always knew you were in love with him.” He grinned. “Maybe that’s why I can’t stand him. I’m jealous. I hope he knows how lucky he is.”

“We had a big row last night. He said I always think the worst of him. And he’s right,” she murmured. “I haven’t been fair to him, or you. I know you really do like Kate, but you didn’t want to upset me so you pretended you didn’t.” She turned back and resumed packing. “I’m moving back into the flatshare today. I start back at BritTEEN as Valery’s deputy assistant tomorrow.”

“Congratulations, Holly,” Jamie said, and meant it. “Well done.”

She looked at him hopefully. “Wish me luck?”

Jamie took her back into his arms and held her tightly. “I wish you everything good, Holly,” he said into her hair. “And I always will.”


Chapter 62

“Welcome back, Miss James,” Frank, the security guard, called out as Holly pushed through the revolving doors on Monday morning and entered the lobby. “We missed you.”

She went over and gave him a quick hug. “Thanks! I missed you too, Frank. I’m thrilled to be back. And a little nervous, too,” she confessed. “After all, it’s my first day as Valery’s new assistant.”

“Well, you’re a damned sight nicer than that barracuda in heels what had the job before you,” he assured her. “And don’t worry about Ms Beauchamp. You’ll slay ’er, you will. Just like—”

“I know, just like St George and the dragon,” Holly finished, and grinned as she made her way across the lobby to the lifts.

Holly switched on the light in Sasha Davis’s old office — her office, now — and sat down at the recently emptied desk. It felt a little strange to sit here, at Sasha’s desk, in Sasha’s office…

Strange, Holly amended smugly, but very, very good.

She’d just found a pamphlet from Friendly Payday Loans Sasha had left behind in a drawer — with Alex’s work number scrawled on the front — when Valery strode in, dressed in a pink tweed Chanel suit. She paused in Holly’s doorway.

“Good morning, Holly. Welcome back.”

“Thank you. It’s good to be back.”

She studied Holly’s vintage, marabou-feather-trimmed sweater. “What a very unique sweater.”

Holly looked down at the cashmere sweater she’d flung on over her dress this morning. It was the same one she’d worn the first time she’d interviewed Alex Barrington. She wasn’t sure if Valery meant ‘very unique’ as in ‘I love it,’ or as in ‘I hope you didn’t pay more than five quid for that moth-eaten thing.’ Holly chose to believe the former. “Thanks.”

“I’ve just heard an interesting piece of news.”

“Oh? What’s that?” Holly enquired.

“Henry Barrington has won the election as the Conservative Party’s candidate for the House of Commons.” She eyed Holly. “You remember Henry. You interviewed him for BritTEEN a few months ago.”

Holly felt her smile slip. “Yes,” she managed to say, “I remember Henry.” Henry despised her. Henry wasn’t speaking to her. Henry, whom she missed with an ache that grew deeper every day, who’d made it plain that he preferred Camilla’s company to hers.

Oh, yes, she remembered Henry. She only wished she didn’t.

“This is big news,” Valery continued. “He’s the youngest MP the constituency of Chipping Barnet has ever had, and who knows? He might go on to become Prime Minister one day.”

Wow. Alex — her Alex — might some day reside at Number 10 Downing Street! How amazing was that? Holly felt a swell of pride. She could say she’d known him when he was a mere solicitor; she could say she’d kissed a Member of Parliament, and — her eyes widened — she could truthfully say she’d slept with the Prime Minister! And more than once…

“I want an exclusive interview with Mr Barrington for BritTEEN,” Valery added as she paused to pick up her mail from Imogen’s desk, “and I want you to do it.”

Holly stared at Valery in dismay. “But I’ve already interviewed him,” she protested. “We’d be…” she paused “…we’d be repeating ourselves.”

“Of course we wouldn’t,” Valery said sharply. “This will be a follow-on interview, an update for our readers.”

“But BritTEEN readers want to read about spray tanning and sparkly nail polish and celebrities,” Holly said with growing desperation, “not some boring old MP.”

“Holly,” Valery replied, her words deliberate as she levelled a cool gaze on her new deputy assistant, “this isn’t up for discussion. I’m the editor-in-chief of this magazine, and as such I decide what the content will be. Not you.”

“Yes, of course!” Holly agreed hastily. “But…I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Could she cite a conflict of interest? No, Holly decided, because then she’d have to admit that she and Alex were an item — with the emphasis on were — and she really didn’t want to go there with her new boss.

Valery’s eyes narrowed. “I want you to schedule an interview with Henry Barrington immediately, Miss James, and I want the draft on my desk by the end of the day.” And she turned away and marched into her office.

Shit.

How, Holly thought desperately, could she get out of doing this? She didn’t want to interview Alex! She’d accused him of compromising his principles, after all, and backing down on his promises…not to mention, she’d thrown him — and the red thong — under the bus, ruining his relationship with Camilla.

Besides, how on earth could you interview someone who refused to speak to you?

Holly frowned. She could pretend to be sick, and go home with a sudden onset of the flu. She could say her great-aunt Augusta had taken a turn for the worse, and died. She bit her lip. No, she’d used that excuse already, with Sasha. Valery was sure to remember that Augusta had died once before.

She could pretend to lose her voice…but that wouldn’t work, either, because Valery would tell her to conduct the interview via email—

Holly caught her breath. That was it! If she interviewed Alex via email, she wouldn’t have to face him, wouldn’t have to look at those velvety brown eyes of his, or hear his warm, posh voice. She could keep everything businesslike and detached.

And she wouldn’t have to transcribe a bunch of scribbled, incomprehensible notes afterwards, either. Cut, paste — done!

She feigned a cough and followed Valery into her office. “My throat feels a bit scratchy,” she began. “I think I might be coming down with something—”

“You’ll be coming down with the sack if you don’t get moving on that interview,” Valery said sharply. “No more dithering, Miss James. Either do your job, or I’ll find someone else who will. Kate, perhaps…?”

“No need, I’m on it,” Holly reassured her hastily. She returned to her office and resumed her seat behind the desk, and stared at the telephone with misgivings. Oh, well, best get it over with.

She picked up the handset and punched in Alex’s work number with a hand that shook slightly. After several rings, a woman answered. “Good morning, Grosvenor Financial Group, how may I direct your call?”

Holly took a deep breath. “Henry Barrington, please.”

“I’m sorry, Mr Barrington isn’t available. May I take a message?”

“No, thank you. I need to set up an appointment for an interview, this morning if possible.”

“Mr Barrington’s very busy,” the receptionist said doubtfully, “but let me check his schedule. Please hold.”

Holly waited, twisting the phone cord round and round her finger. In a moment, the receptionist returned and said, “You’re in luck. He’s just had a ten-thirty cancellation. He can spare twenty minutes. Will that suit?”

“Yes,” Holly said.

“Your name?”

“Hol—” Holly began, and stopped. She couldn’t give her real name, or Alex would surely refuse to see her. And she couldn’t say she was from BritTEEN, either.

“Holland,” she said quickly as she spotted a photo of the fashion designer, Henry Holland, pinned to Sasha’s bulletin board. “Henrietta Holland,” she added, “from The Guardian.” She remembered Alex liked The Guardian.

And with that, Holly informed Valery she was on her way to interview Henry, borrowed a pair of enormous Dior sunglasses and a long black wig from the accessories closet, and made her way downstairs, to Canary Wharf…

And her appointment with Alex.


Chapter 63

With her Dior sunglasses thrust firmly in place, Holly rode the lift to Henry’s floor. She’d tucked her hair up under the wig; hopefully, between the fake hair, fake name, and ginormous sunglasses, Alex wouldn’t recognize her, and she could conduct the interview and leave without him ever knowing who she was.

She’d confess that she was Holly James, features writer for BritTEEN magazine, when the interview was done and she was safely back in her office.

“Hello,” Holly said to the young woman at the desk, “I’m Henrietta Holland, and I’m here to see Mr Barrington.”

“Have a seat, Ms Holland, and I’ll let him know you’re here.”

“Thank you.” Holly seated herself in one of the wing chairs and eyed the thickly carpeted hallway leading to Alex’s office with trepidation. Surreptitiously, she slipped her finger under the edge of the wig and scratched. No one had told her how itchy a wig could be. She’d just have to resist the urge to scratch and get on with it.

The real question was — could she pull this interview off before Alex threw her out of his office?

You have to make this work, she reminded herself firmly. Your new job as Valery’s assistant depends on it.

“Ms Holland? Mr Barrington will see you now,” the receptionist told her five minutes later. “Shall I direct you to his office?”

“No, thanks,” Holly replied as she stood up on legs made suddenly of jelly, “I know where it is.”

The girl looked at her in surprise. “You do?”

Oops, Holly realized, Henrietta Holland’s never been here before. “Well,” she said, thinking quickly, “it must be that door, there…” she stabbed her finger to the right “…the one at the end of the hall, because…” she glanced at the door, hoping to God it had a name plaque — it did! — “…it says ‘Henry Barrington’ on it,” she finished triumphantly.

The receptionist raised her brow. “Wow. You’re a regular Sherlock, you are.”

Holly ignored her and made her way cautiously down the hall in her new, high-heeled Kurt Geiger Mary Janes, until she arrived at Alex’s door. With a deep, shaky breath, she raised her hand to knock.

“Come in,” came Alex’s distracted voice.

She turned the knob to open the door and paused. Alex sat behind his desk, papers scattered everywhere, a frown furrowing his brow. He wore a dark grey pinstriped suit and a shirt with narrow blue stripes. His collar was loosened and he looked vaguely harassed…

And catch-your-breath gorgeous.

He barely glanced up as he said, “Have a seat, please. I’ll be right with you.”

Holly nodded and took one of the wing chairs in front of his desk. Her heart was doing a complicated hip-hop routine in her chest; she felt as if she really might faint.

Perhaps fainting wasn’t a bad idea. Alex would rush around his desk to see if she was all right, and he’d lift her gently in his arms to tenderly administer mouth-to-mouth resuscitation—

“I apologize,” Alex said as he thrust his papers aside and glanced up at her for the first time, “but since I won the election I’ve been quite busy, as you can imagine.” He stood up halfway with a polite smile and thrust out his hand. An odd look passed over his face. “Henry Barrington, Ms—” he paused “—Holland, is it?”

Holly nodded and shook his hand, then sank back into her chair. She flipped open a steno pad and waited, her pen poised expectantly over the pad.

Alex leaned back in his chair and studied her. “I’m a regular reader of The Guardian, Ms Holland, but, I must confess, I don’t recall seeing your byline before.”

Crap. “That’s because I’m—” Holly cleared her throat, which suddenly felt as if it were lined with pea gravel “—I’m a new correspondent.”

“I see. And what’s your area of journalistic expertise? Law? Politics?”

Thank God she still had on her sunglasses, otherwise he’d see the panic in her eyes. “Finance,” she said quickly. “And fashion.”

He frowned. “I see. That would seem to be an odd mix. And truthfully, I fail to see how either of those areas qualifies you to interview me about my win for the Conservative Party.”

Good point. “No one else was available. May we begin?”

He sighed. “Of course. My time is tight this morning, at any rate. I can spare—” he consulted his wristwatch “—fifteen minutes before my press conference begins.”

Holly took out her voice recorder and leaned forward to place it carefully on the edge of his desk. “So,” she began, aware that her voice was a trifle unsteady, “what made you decide to stand as a Member of Parliament?”

“It’s always been a dream of mine,” he said evenly. “I want to effect change, and the best way to do that is through listening to my constituency and representing their concerns to those in power, those who can actually make a difference.”

“What sort of concerns, exactly?” she asked.

“Well, there’s the problem of payday lenders. They charge exorbitant interest rates — particularly when you factor in compounding and the short-term duration of the loans — and they prey on marginalized people who can least afford it. If one payment is late, the loan becomes almost impossible to repay.” He frowned. “Then there’s the issue of teen homelessness, another problem that troubles me deeply…”

“Yet you nixed the reopening of the Chipping Barnet homeless shelter.”

There. She’d said it. It lay between them like a great steaming pile of dog poop.

“The Chipping Barnet shelter,” he said firmly, “is, and always will be, my top priority as MP. I promised to see to the reopening, and now that I’m in office, I fully intend to live up to that promise. My secretary is drafting a letter and a request for a meeting with the PM to discuss the matter as we speak.”

Holly stopped writing and gazed at Alex in admiration. He was an impressive speaker. Alex Barrington was impassioned, committed, articulate…everything an MP should be. And he really was doing something about the homeless shelter in Chipping Barnet…and on his first day!

He was extremely easy on the eyes, as well. She thought that her heart might burst with pride.

“—and that sums up my views on the matters of most importance to me — and to my constituents as well, one hopes.”

With a guilty start, Holly realized she’d been so busy gazing at Alex with stars in her eyes that she hadn’t got a single word he’d said down on paper. Oh, well, she told herself, that’s what the voice recorder is for, right?

As she scribbled madly away to capture those multi-syllabic words she could remember, Holly paused to reach up and — unobtrusively, she hoped — scratch a bit more under the edge of her wig. What kind of sadist designed these things, anyway? They were hot and itchy and miserably uncomfortable.

Gradually she realized that Alex had stopped talking. She looked up, puzzled.

He regarded her with a bemused expression.

“Is something wrong?” Holly asked, her heartbeat quickening.

“I was just thinking that it might be easier to take your notes if you took your sunglasses off.”

She thought fast. “Oh, I have a…an eye condition. I recently had surgery, you see, and my eyes are still very sensitive to light.”

“Ah. Yes, I see,” Alex murmured, although he didn’t look particularly convinced. “Sorry. Where were we?”

She cleared her throat. “You were just saying that a candidate—” holy hell, but her scalp itched “—has to be nominated by ten parliamentary electors—” she dug under the wig again with her finger “—in order to stand for the constituency.”

“Right. Good to know you’re actually listening, Ms Holland.” He smiled tightly. “Once that particular hurdle is met, and the nomination papers are submitted, the next step is to—” He broke off and leaned forward in his chair, his expression grim. “To ask your interviewer what in God’s name she thinks she’s trying to pull.”

She stared at him in confusion. “I-I’m sorry?”

He threw his pen aside. “Holly, I know it’s you. I knew it was you from the moment you opened your mouth.”

“You…you did?” she asked, flustered. “Oh, shit.” She rallied herself. “I mean, no, you’re mistaken! I’m Henrietta Holland, from The Guardian—”

“No, you’re not,” he ground out. “You’re Holly bloody James of BritTEEN magazine.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about! Besides, I’d never work for a naff publication like BritTEEN—”

“I can see your hair,” he informed her icily, “your blonde hair, under that atrocious wig, the wig you’ve been scratching away at like a dog with mange. And I don’t know if you remember, but you wore that very singular piece of clothing—” he cast a telling glance at her marabou-trimmed sweater “—the first time you interviewed me.”

Holly said nothing. Argument, suddenly, seemed pointless.

“How dare you come in here,” he forged on, fuelled by anger, “dressed up like Lady bloody Gaga, making a mockery of me with this interview? I can’t believe you’d do this. I’m appalled. I really expected better from you, Holly.”

Her eyes widened. “I’m not mocking you, Alex,” she said, horrified. “I’d never do that!”

He stood up abruptly. “I honestly don’t know what to think any more. Did you really believe I wouldn’t know it was you in that ridiculous disguise? That I wouldn’t recognize your voice the moment you opened your mouth? What the hell are you doing?”

“I was assigned to interview you,” she confessed in a small voice as she removed her sunglasses and met his furious gaze. “Valery wanted a follow-up piece.”

“Then why on earth didn’t you interview me…as yourself?” He leaned forward and pressed his hands, palms down, on the desk. “Why call yourself Ms Holland, and hide behind a wig and those ridiculous sunglasses?”

“Because today’s my first day as Valery’s new deputy assistant,” Holly said in a rush, “and you’re my first assignment. I tried to refuse; after all, you can’t interview someone who won’t even speak to you. But Valery insisted,” Holly finished miserably, “so I pretended to be Ms Holland from The Guardian, because I know you like The Guardian. And because I knew you’d refuse to speak to me otherwise.”

“Well, you’re right about that.” His words were grim as he came around the desk. “It’s time for you to leave, Miss James. Or should I say, Ms Holland,” he added acidly.

“Wait a minute,” she protested as she stood up. “You can’t throw me out! At least let me finish the interview. I’ll be sacked if I don’t get an exclusive.”

“Not my problem,” he said, and took her firmly by the elbow and steered her to the door. “You shouldn’t have lied to me, Holly.” His expression was hard. “You’ve made me feel like a fool, just like you made me look like a fool in front of Camilla; and now, thanks to your waste of my already very limited time—” he glanced once again at his wristwatch “—I’m running late. I have a press conference in five minutes, probably the most important press conference of my life, and I won’t allow you and your shenanigans,” he bit off, “to bollocks it up.”

“Bollocks it up?” she echoed, with equal measures of hurt and anger. “Well, far be it from me or my shenanigans to keep you from your press conference.” Suddenly furious, Holly shook his hand off.

“I haven’t time for this—”

“Actually, the only thing I bollocksed up,” Holly stormed, gathering steam, “was ever interviewing you in the first place! Because the fact is, you don’t belong in a teen magazine, Alex — you’re boring and conventional, and so far up your own self-important arse that you can’t see daylight any longer.”

His face was like granite. “Are you quite finished?”

“No, I’m not! I’m only just getting started. Jamie was right. You really are a prat. You ought to get right down off that stupid high horse of yours—” she stalked to the door and flung it open “—before you fall, and…and find yourself on the ground with the rest of us mere mortals. And don’t bother showing me out,” she added icily. “I know the way. I’ve been thrown out of your office before.”

“Yes. And with good reason, I might add.” His face looked like thunder.

“I apologize if I’ve wasted your time.” Holly pressed her lips together. “I’ll be going now, Mr Barrington…back to my unimportant, silly little life.”

She flounced out of the door, but her dramatic exit was spoilt somewhat when she wobbled on one damnably high heel and lost her balance. Alex grabbed her by the arm to catch her fall.

He glared at her, his face inches from hers. “Why must you always think the absolute, bloody worst of me?” he demanded. “I would’ve done anything for you, Holly.” He released her, and he looked, suddenly, defeated. “Surely, on some level, you must’ve known that.” He paused. “Or perhaps not.”

Her throat tightened at the finality of his words, ‘I would’ve done.’ Suddenly all the anger left her, leaving only sadness. “The truth is, Alex,” she whispered, “I never quite believed you wanted me, Holly James. After all, I’m not clever, or sophisticated, like all those other girls—”

“All what other girls?” he asked, mystified.

“All of them! Your female constituents are constantly clamouring for your attention, for a few minutes of your time…and Camilla, in particular. She’s posh, and clever, and she has far more in common with you than I do. Why on earth would you want to be with me?”

She scrabbled in her bag for a tissue and blew her nose. “After all, the very first time I interviewed you, you told me that I wrote nothing but salacious dreck.”

He looked uncomfortable. “I shouldn’t have said that. I only said it because I was extremely annoyed by your question—”

“No, you were right. I did write crap, about boy bands, and starlets, and sparkly nail art. So today, when I finally had the chance to write a serious piece about the smartest, most wonderful candidate for MP in the world…what did I do? I screwed it up. Like I always do.” She sniffled again and whispered, “You must know that I’m incredibly proud of you, Alex. On…on every level.”

“Thank you,” he said, disconcerted. “Holly—”

“But the fact is,” she finished as tears began to slide down her cheeks, “you’re right. At the end of the day I’m just a silly girl who writes fluff for a stupid teen magazine. And that’s probably all I’ll ever be. And you’re a Member of Parliament, now. You…you deserve better, Alex.”

And before he could find the words to respond, Holly took off her wig and flung it in the general direction of the waste-paper bin, and with a small, half-choked sob, she fled.


Chapter 64

Holly fled down the hall towards Reception, her eyes half blinded with tears. “Where’s the lav?” she choked out as she paused at the front desk.

“First door on the left,” came the receptionist’s reply. “You can’t miss it,” she added, and raised her brow. “There’s a plaque on the door that says ‘Ladies’.”

Cow.

Holly dashed past her without answering and found the bathroom. Thankfully there was no one else inside, and she locked herself in a stall with nothing but her misery and a nice fat roll of loo paper for company.

Well, she consoled herself as she blew her nose again, at least I don’t need to worry about being late back to work…because my first day will doubtless be my last.

She’d got the interview with Alex.

But she hadn’t got Alex any longer.

She’d ruined everything, probably lost her brand-new job…and she had no one but herself to blame.

Ten minutes later, Holly emerged from the ladies’ with her sunglasses thrust atop her head and her make-up more or less restored.

Her heart, however, was another matter.

“Has Mr Barrington left?” she asked the receptionist. She only hoped the girl didn’t notice that her black hair was now blonde.

“Yes, fifteen minutes ago. Would you like to leave a message?”

Holly felt her heart sink into her shoes. So it was too late, then. It was well and truly over between her and Alex.

“No,” she said finally, just before she turned to go. “No message.”

Somehow Holly dragged herself through the rest of the day. She transcribed her interview with Alex and turned it in to Valery; thankfully, her new responsibilities kept her so busy that she hadn’t time to mope over Alex, or to wonder how his press conference had gone, because there simply wasn’t a moment to call her own.

It was ironic, really, Holly reflected dispiritedly as she let herself into the flatshare that evening. Everything was perfect at work — she’d got a promotion, and recognition, and even an apology from Valery Beauchamp; she and Kate were friends again, and with her pay rise she could pay her father back the money she owed him.

But the most important thing of all — her relationship with Alex — was an epic fail.

After eating a few bites of the Chinese takeaway she’d brought home for dinner — Kate had gone out with Jamie — Holly abandoned the carton of moo shu pork and took a shower. She dressed in track bottoms and a Hello Kitty T-shirt — one size too small, but who gave a crap? — and settled herself on the sofa to watch the News at Ten.

She barely registered the flickering images of a Dublin car bombing, looting in Mumbai, or protesters in Syria; she was far too preoccupied with thoughts of Alex.

Why had she been so determined to think badly of him? Was he right — was she really so easily influenced by others’ opinions? She reached for a box of Minstrels and shook a few of the shiny hard-shelled chocolates into her palm. She hadn’t felt this low since she’d got sacked from BritTEEN and fled back home to wallow in self-pity and non-stop episodes of Emmerdale.

Then, like a miracle in a pinstriped suit, Alex had appeared on the doorstep. He’d dropped everything to leave London and come and comfort her. It was the best weekend — and unquestionably the best sex — of her entire life.

She knew beyond a doubt that she loved Alex. How could you not love a man who came all the way to Chipping Norton after a long day at work, just to check you were all right…and make passionate love to you for an entire weekend?

And although she hadn’t appreciated it at the time, she loved that Alex had gone to such ridiculous lengths to seduce Kate — because when all was said and done, he’d been guilty of nothing more than trying to help Holly.

Surely Alex wouldn’t do those things, she realized, if he didn’t feel something for me.

“Correction,” she muttered, and thrust a Minstrel disconsolately in her mouth. “He felt something for me.”

“And in local news tonight,” the newsreader on the telly announced, “Henry Barrington, a solicitor with the Grosvenor Financial Group, was elected as the new Conservative Member of Parliament for the constituency of Chipping Barnet.”

Holly sat up, startled. The camera cut to Alex, looking impeccable in his dark navy suit and yellow tie, making his announcement at the press conference earlier that day.

A tear slid down her face, then another, as she watched him. She admired his ease in front of the cameras and his deft handling of the barrage of questions, and when he flashed that brief, heart-stopping smile she felt her own heart might burst with equal measures of pride and despair…

Because she’d lost him. And there would be no second chances for either of them.

“I intend to work to cap the interest rates that payday loan firms currently charge — rates as high as four thousand per cent,” Alex was saying. “These loan sharks — for that’s exactly what they are — prey on marginalized people, as well as young women like Sasha Davis.”

The camera panned briefly to — Holly gasped — her ex-boss. And wasn’t that Will standing next to Sasha, leaning forward to kiss her? It was!

“These firms target young working women,” Alex continued, “promising quick cash to buy the latest handbag or designer shoes. The problem is, if one payment is missed, the interest rate skyrockets, the loan company raids the borrower’s bank account, and it becomes nearly impossible to pay off the loan.”

So that was why Alex’s number was scribbled on Sasha’s payday loan pamphlet, Holly realized. She must’ve been in serious debt and in need of Alex’s financial advice.

“One final closing remark, if I may,” Alex added. “Homelessness is an issue I intend to address vigorously in my capacity as an MP. I want to thank one woman — Ms Holly James — for the difference her efforts have already made in one homeless girl’s life. In two people’s lives, actually,” he amended, and paused to look directly into the camera.

Holly watched, her eyes wide and her heart lodged firmly in her throat, as he continued. “Ms James helped a homeless teen to find, not only a job, but her father, as well.” He paused. “And she helped a rather self-important man—” she could swear he was looking straight at her “—to look down from the lofty heights of his high horse long enough to see the ground again.”

He raised his hand to cut off the flood of questions. “Thank you all for your time.”

There was a barrage of camera flashes as Alex walked away.

Dazed, Holly switched off the telly. Before she could even begin to formulate her thoughts, there was a knock on the door.

“It’s Mrs Stephens,” the landlord’s wife called out. “I’ve a delivery for you.”

Holly went to the door and unlatched it. Mrs Stephens stood outside her door, halfway obscured behind an enormous bouquet of red and pink roses.

She thrust them at Holly. “They came this afternoon, but you weren’t here.” She indicated the tiny card stuck at the top of the bouquet. “Mind you make him grovel for whatever he’s done, love. Don’t let him off the hook too easily.”

“Oh, no, Mrs Stephens,” Holly said decisively as she took the bouquet, “no more games for me. I’ve wasted enough time as it is. Thank you,” she added, and closed the door.

She set the vase — filled with at least three dozen gorgeous red and pink blooms — on a table in the hallway and plucked the envelope from the green plastic pitchfork with trembling hands.

By way of apology for being such a self-important git,

Alex

P.S. — Found one black wig in bin. Believe it belongs to you. Will return soonest.

Holly scrabbled desperately through the takeaway menus and fashion magazines on the coffee table until she found her mobile and punched in Alex’s number. It rang several times before going through to his voicemail.

“Alex? Hello, it’s Holly. I got your flowers just now. They’re beautiful. Thank you so much. I just wanted to say sorry for—” she took a deep breath “—well, for everything, really. I’ve been such an idiot—”

She stopped. The buzzer went downstairs.

“Alex, hold on, there’s someone at the door,” she said into the phone. “I’ll call you later.” She rang off and went into the hall to press the answer button. “Yes? Who’s there?”

There was a pause. “A self-important git,” came the eventual reply, “with a black wig to return.”

“Alex! Thank you for the gorgeous flowers. I was just leaving you a message—”

“I know. I’ve been sitting in my car outside your flat, trying to work up the courage to knock on your door. It seemed a bit silly to talk to you on the phone when I’m already here.”

She pressed the button to let him through. “Come up.”

Five minutes later he knocked, and Holly opened the door. Alex wore the same suit he’d worn on television, only his tie was loosened and he looked tired.

“You look exhausted,” she said softly, her hand resting on the doorknob.

“It’s been a long day.”

“How did you know to find me here?”

“Kate told me.”

Holly stared at him in surprise. “Kate?”

He nodded. “I went to Gordon Scots to talk to Jamie after I finished the last press conference, and I asked him to tell me where you were. He and Kate were having dinner. She told me you’d got your job back at the magazine and that you’d moved back in with her only yesterday.”

“I haven’t even unpacked yet.”

“Jamie congratulated me on my win,” Alex added, “and shook my hand. He was actually quite decent. He offered me a whisky, to celebrate.” He paused. “I wisely declined.”

Holly smiled. “Very wise. It’s Monday, after all — karaoke night.”

“Ah. Good thing I didn’t stay, then.”

“Thanks, by the way.” Holly looked at Alex, her eyes luminous.

He looked back at her blankly. “For…?”

“Sasha called this afternoon to apologize, and to congratulate me. She said she recommended me as her replacement at BritTEEN because she knew I could do the job…and because you suggested she put my name forward to Valery.”

“I did. I thought it was the least she could do to make up for all the trouble she caused you.”

Holly blinked, surprised. “She told you that?”

“Yes, amongst other things. She admitted she was threatened by you, Holly — she thought you meant to take her job away.” Alex lifted his brow slightly. “Turns out she was right. In the end, you did.”

“She told me her sister’s doing much better. And she said you helped her get out from under the payday loan company.”

“I helped her restructure her debts, that’s all. Holly,” Alex said, frowning, “might I ask you something?”

“Of course! Anything.”

“Might I come in? Standing in the hallway like this is a bit awkward.”

Holly opened the door wider. “Oh, God, Alex — I’m so sorry! Come in, please.”

He came in and waited as she shut the door behind him.

“So…here we are.” He eyed her track pants and one-size-too-small T-shirt with approval. “I must say,” he remarked with an upraised brow, “Hello Kitty is definitely your look.”

“I look awful.” Holly crossed her arms against her chest self-consciously. “Why on earth didn’t you come straight up? You needn’t have sat out in your car, waiting.”

“I’d hoped you’d call when you got my flowers, earlier. When you didn’t, I thought perhaps you’d tossed them in the bin. Along with any hopes for a reconciliation.”

“No, the landlady only just brought them. They’re beautiful.” She added softly, “I saw you on the News at Ten. You were amazing.”

“Thanks. I meant every word, you know.” He regarded her, his expression serious. “I decided to stand as an MP largely because of you.”

“You…you did?”

He nodded. “Reading your homeless article inspired me and made me want to work for change. You’ve inspired me in lots of ways, James.”

Holly fiddled with the drawstring on her track pants. “I acted like an idiot this morning, trying to disguise myself instead of…” she glanced up at him “…instead of just being honest with you and telling you how sorry I am, for everything.”

He waited.

Her eyes searched his. “I shouldn’t have said those things. They’re not true, any of them. You’re clever, Alex, and kind, and you were really nice to my dad — even though he misjudged you, and treated you like crap — and I should’ve known you’d follow through on the Chipping Barnet shelter. And…and I love you.”

There. She’d said it.

The words hung between them. Holly caught her lip between her teeth and waited, terrified that she’d said too much.

“Actually,” Alex said, frowning, “I don’t blame your father for treating me like crap. The first time I met him, I was in my skivvies. The second time, you were wearing knickers and a T-shirt, and not much else…and we were snogging on his doorstep. Given the circumstances, fury was an understandable parental reaction.”

“I suppose,” she agreed.

“Besides,” he added, “that’s what fathers do, isn’t it? Watch out for their daughters?”

“I suppose,” she said again. “Although it’s bloody annoying sometimes. Alex, about what I said just now—”

He nodded. “Yes. Your dad really did treat me like crap, you know.”

“He did. But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Ah. You mean the bit where you said that you love me? That?”

She blushed and nodded.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.” She let out a breath. “Yes, I am.”

“Well, that’s good. Because,” he murmured as he drew her into his arms, “I’ve grown rather fond of you, too, James.”

“’Fond?’” she said indignantly.

“Very fond.”

“Alex, you might be fond of puppies, or chocolate, or your auntie’s vintage camper van—”

“Does my auntie have a vintage camper van? I didn’t know.”

“-but you can’t possibly be fond of me!” she finished.

He looked at her, puzzled. “I can’t? Why not?”

“Because…because…” Holly’s words trailed away.

“Because you want me to say I love you,” Alex asked as he drew her into his arms, “don’t you?”

Holly blushed and nodded, unable to take her eyes from his velvety brown gaze. “Yes. But only if you mean it.”

“Right. I wouldn’t want to perjure myself, would I?” He reached out and brushed her hair back from her face. His fingers were warm and gentle. “I can honestly say,” he murmured, his dark eyes not leaving hers, “that I love you, Holly James. I can’t imagine my life without you.”

“You do?” she breathed. “You…can’t?”

In answer, Alex leaned his head down and kissed her with a slow, sexy thoroughness, then rested his forehead against hers.

“Shall we go out somewhere and celebrate?” he asked. “I happen to know a Scottish place nearby, with great food and plenty of free whisky. Oh — and it’s karaoke night, too.”

“Okay,” Holly agreed. “But only if you promise not to strip off and sing ‘Sexyback’ and fall face-first off the stage and into a table.”

Alex caught her hand and pulled her towards the door. “I’ll save that for afterwards. Come on, James. Let’s go.”
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