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For George, who loves a kick-arse
female lead as much as I do.




CHAPTER ONE


The synthetic, metallic beat drove relentlessly into my head. I stared into the depths of my gin and tonic looking for the answer to the question that’d plagued me for the last three months: how does a smart chick in a committed relationship end up broke, single and sozzled in a pretentious South Yarra bar? The ice just glinted back at me in the half-light. The lime wedge, macerated by the vicious stabbings of my straw, floated on top.


‘You’re no help at all,’ I mumbled into my glass.


‘That must be some drink you’ve got there.’ The voice, with its lyrical Scottish accent, was an unwelcome interruption to my self-pity. I threw a heavy wave of my hair over my shoulder and frowned at the guy on the other end of the couch, ready to shut him down with a well-timed rejection.


But his face was open and friendly, and the smart retort I’d prepared died on my lips. ‘I’m not having a very good night.’


He shuffled along the couch towards me. ‘Why are you out if you’re not having a good time?’


I glanced at him in surprise. It’d been at least two years since a guy had tried to pick me up. Not since… well, the less said about that the better. Back then I’d been single and hot, before I fell in love with James and happily let myself go. Recent heartbreak had taken care of the few spare kilos, but I still wasn’t feeling quite on my game, despite the low-cut top and push-up bra my best friend Lana had insisted I wear.


I wasn’t looking for a rebound boy, but I had to admit, the attention of a cute Scottish guy could be a welcome diversion in my present circumstances. James dumped me, after all. I didn’t owe him my fidelity. And wasn’t picking up a stranger in a bar a mandatory part of the healing process?


‘My friends dragged me out to cheer me up,’ I said.


‘How’s that working out for you?’


‘They’re having a great time.’ I gestured across the room at my three friends, who were tearing it up on the dance floor. We watched as they writhed in time to the music, their arms above their heads, skirts riding up their thighs.


Lana looked over, checked out my companion, then gave me an exaggerated double thumbs-up. My face grew hot. Jeez, Lana, why don’t I just tattoo AVAILABLE! across my forehead? I shot an embarrassed look at him, but he just chuckled and threw back the last mouthful of his beer. An awkward silence followed and just as I was thinking my desperado status had put him off, he spoke again. ‘So why do you need cheering up?’


I snuck another look at him. His face was worn and tired-looking, but its angular lines, garnished with a generous layer of stubble, were striking in the bluish light of the bar. His dark blond hair was messy and stood straight up as if he’d sat with his head in his hands for a long time, and his leather jacket was cracked and old. He certainly didn’t fit the stereotypical image of the metrosexual men who usually haunted this kind of place.


‘My boyfriend dumped me,’ I said. ‘Not only that, but he left me with the mortgage on our house and pissed off interstate.’


He whistled. ‘Ouch, that’s harsh.’


This small expression of sympathy, combined with the copious amount of alcohol I’d consumed, dissolved the last of my resistance. And I was far from immune to a man with an accent.


‘We’d stretched ourselves to afford the house in the first place,’ I went on, ‘and now I’m trying to keep up with the repayments on my own. I shouldn’t really be out spending my non-existent money on booze.’


I would never forget the shock I’d felt when, two weeks after James had left, the bank called about the missed repayment. That same panic had lurked within me ever since I discovered that James’s salary wasn’t coming into our shared account anymore. Not to mention the lingering disbelief that someone I’d loved so wholeheartedly could have done this to me without warning.


My companion stood up and took my glass from my hand. ‘In that case, I’d better buy you another. This one’s looking a bit worse for wear. Gin and tonic, isn’t it?’


He disappeared before I could protest and I leant back against the couch feeling foolish. What an idiot, pouring my heart out to some random guy before I even knew his name. And now he was buying me a drink when he looked no more able to afford it than me.


Meanwhile, my friends were still shimmying away, oblivious to my plight. A couple of years ago I would’ve been up there with them, strutting my stuff, so it wasn’t unreasonable for them to assume it might make me feel better. But all that seemed so far in the past. I’d given up playing the field after the humiliation that had followed my last one-night stand. Shortly after that I’d fallen for the shithead’s best friend and thought I’d settled down for good. Meanwhile, my friends were still happily single. They didn’t care that James had ripped out my still-beating heart and thrown it under a freight train.


They didn’t know the joy of cooking together, the comfort of drifting off to sleep in someone else’s arms, the contentment of just loving and being loved. All the clichés I’d taken for granted with James I now yearned for as I sat alone in the dark, impersonal embrace of a crowd of strangers.


But I wasn’t being fair. When I said they didn’t care, that wasn’t exactly true. They just didn’t understand how it felt to have the love of your life turn out to be a bastard.


A guy wearing a tight white T-shirt and an out-of-fashion Beckham hairstyle gave me the once-over as he strolled past. I glanced down and saw that my top had slipped down to reveal the proud cleavage that only a heavy-duty push-up bra could give me. I groaned. No wonder this guy was buying me a drink. He must have thought I was throwing myself at him.


‘Your drink, ma’am.’


I gave him a half-smile as I took the gin and tonic. He sat down, closer this time, his body turned towards me and his knee touching my thigh. A sage voice somewhere in the back of my head advised me that the last thing I needed was to get involved with someone else. I told it to shut up. Surely there was no harm in chatting to him. And he really was hot.


‘I’m Chris,’ he said.


‘Sarah.’


‘Here’s to drowning sorrows.’ We clinked our glasses together.


‘So what do you do, Sarah?’ he asked after we’d both taken a sip of our drinks.


I hesitated. For years I’d cringed at this banal question, made some flippant comment, tried to avoid further conversation. But the temptation to create a fantastical character for this stranger I’d probably never see again was overwhelming.


‘I’m a journalist.’


It wasn’t exactly a lie. I was a journalism graduate, after all. I did work for a women’s magazine and I did write a column. But the slightly less glamorous truth was that I was a former beauty therapist trying to crack the career I’d wanted after years of study. I’d started working in Mum’s beauty salon in the school holidays when I was seventeen. It was a job that helped me pay my way through uni even after I’d moved out of home. It was never supposed to be a long-term thing. When I graduated and didn’t pick up the lucrative cadetship at one of the major papers I’d naively planned for in my mind, I stubbornly clung to my standards. But then weeks became years, and the positions I applied for moved further and further down the rung. Before I knew it, I was twenty-eight, still working for my mum and no closer to my dream of reporting on women’s rights in some beautiful-and-exciting-but-not-too-dangerous international location. That’s when I decided it was time to make a change.


I got the job at Women’s Choice on the strength of an eight-year-old exposé I’d written back in uni, and so far I hadn’t exactly set the industry on fire. I still submitted the occasional essay to online feminist publications and sometimes they were picked up, but never with sufficient regularity to result in an actual job. And my boss refused to give me anything more meaty than my weekly beauty column.


It’s not that I couldn’t write. I just knew nothing about celebrities. While Women’s Choice did run the occasional gutsy investigative story, its main focus was celebrity scandal and gossip. I didn’t know who was hot and who was not. I didn’t know who was having an affair with whom, or whose marriage was on the rocks. In order to advance to investigative stories, I was expected to do my time on the fluff. But my ignorance of the world of the beautiful people was holding me back.


Great career move, Sarah. I’d progressed from waxing hoo-hahs to writing about waxing them.


Chris was looking at me, and I realised he’d asked me a question.


‘Sorry, what?’


‘I just asked whether you like your job.’


I shrugged. ‘It pays the bills. Well, it did anyway.’


When James and I had combined our incomes, it’d seemed like an impossible amount of money. James was a petroleum engineer and casually brought home more than double my wage. It had felt surreal to move to the inner Melbourne suburb where I’d never imagined being able to live; to buy furniture and decorations and hang bright prints on the walls; to play house. I’d got comfortable… too comfortable. I’d sacrificed my independence for love and now I was literally paying the price.


I knew I should sell up and start again, but that house meant something to me. It was a symbol of becoming a real-life grown-up. And anyway, even if I wanted to sell it, I needed James to consent, and he wouldn’t even return my calls. I took a hasty gulp of my drink, then another for good measure.


‘What about you?’ I asked Chris. ‘What do you do?’


‘I’m a musician.’


‘So I guess you’re broke too, right?’ Well, that explained the tattered leather jacket.


He laughed. ‘I manage.’


‘Do you live here in Melbourne?’


He hesitated. ‘No, just visiting.’


I waited, but he didn’t elaborate further. ‘What instrument do you play?’


‘Lead guitar and vocals.’ His voice was short, almost impatient at my curiosity. Maybe I’d misinterpreted his signals.


‘How is it possible to play an instrument and sing at the same time?’ I babbled in an attempt to lighten the mood. ‘Isn’t it a bit like patting your head and rubbing your belly?’


His teeth glowed white in his face as he laughed. ‘I guess it is, kind of.’


‘So you’re part of a band then?’


His smile faded and his jaw tightened. ‘Aye.’


Hmmm. There it was again. I thought all musicians were egomaniacs, but this one was obviously different. Which was cool, except I sucked at small talk and I was running out of topics fast.


‘So is the band here as well?’ I persisted. ‘Are you doing any gigs?’


He stared straight ahead. ‘All done now.’


There was no mistaking that he was getting pissed off with my questions. Across the room a number of girls were staring at Chris and casting baleful glares in my direction. Poor guy. A bar full of chicks perving on him and he was stuck with a whining dumpee giving him the third degree about his music career.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to be nosy. I’m just gonna go to the loo before I make a bigger fool of myself.’


As I leapt to my feet, the glass in my lap upended onto Chris, spilling ice cubes over his legs. I dropped to my knees to retrieve one, but it slid out of my clumsy fingers. I was chasing it up his leg when I realised I was about to grab his balls and I snatched my hand away, face burning with embarrassment.


‘Oh god, I’m sorry! I’m such an idiot.’


Smooth, Sarah. Really smooth.


He looked down at me, a bold smile covering his own awkwardness.


‘Sit down, Sarah.’ I did as I was told as he brushed ice cubes from his lap onto the floor. ‘You don’t need to go anywhere. Unless you actually need to go to the loo, in which case you probably should go.’


We both laughed.


I fidgeted with my empty glass. The last thing I needed was more booze. I could drink a grown man under the table any day of the week, but even I knew I’d just about reached my limit. Nevertheless, I was on the verge of doing something I might regret tomorrow and could really use another drink right about now.


‘So, what’s going to happen with you and your ex?’ Chris asked. ‘Think you’ll get back together?’


My stomach lurched at the reference to James. I forced a rough laugh. ‘Not bloody likely. I don’t even know why we broke up. He just… he just left.’ To my horror, I could feel tears in my eyes. I stood up again. ‘I think it’s my round.’


As I waited at the bar, I stared up at the ceiling to prevent the tears from spilling out onto my cheeks. Every time I thought I was coping with the break-up, someone else would bring up the topic and it would all come back. James’s face, expressionless where I had only ever seen tenderness. His voice flat as he told me he needed a break. His body unyielding as I tried to turn him towards me, pleading with him to tell me what I’d done wrong, what I could do to fix this. His back, rigid as he walked away, a bag over each shoulder packed with his clothes and other belongings.


And now there was no money left in my purse and I was going to have to put my nearly maxed-out credit card on the bar all because I didn’t want a stranger to see me cry. As the bar girl dropped my card into an empty glass on the shelf between the vodka and gin bottles, I almost felt the dull thud of my proverbial arse hitting the ground as I fell off the last step of my dignity.


I probably should’ve called it a night, but it wasn’t like I had anything to go home to. Or anyone. The single, cash-strapped life certainly wasn’t the carefree experience I remembered from when I’d been a student. Now I was thirty years old, I should well and truly have my shit together.


Heading back over to Chris with our drinks, I saw another girl chatting to him, leaning over to give him prime view straight down her top. I paused to watch as she gushed over him. Chris was smiling back at her, but he had the same aloof expression I’d observed earlier. No one likes a try-hard, honey, I thought with grim satisfaction.


She backed up a few paces, then skittered away to her group of friends. They crowded around her as she brandished a scrap of paper, laughing excitedly. I frowned. Had he just given her his phone number? I may not have come out with the intention of picking up, but it was a bit much if he was teeing up a date with another girl while I was at the bar buying him a drink. And how charmingly old school to write it on paper rather than entering it straight into her phone like everyone seemed to do these days.


Then Chris looked up at me with an easy grin. His eyes lingered a moment too long on my breasts and my spirits lifted by an almost imperceptible degree. Obviously I hadn’t totally lost my touch if this guy, who those other chicks were drooling over, was interested. Either that or he felt sorry for me.


Meh. Lust or pity, it was better than sitting here by myself.


‘So, you’re from Scotland, right?’ I asked as I sat down.


‘Edinburgh. Have you ever been there?’


‘I’ve never been anywhere,’ I said. ‘Well, I did go to New Zealand with James last year, but I don’t think that really counts.’


‘You must go to Europe.’ Chris’s face was earnest. ‘It’s amazing—the culture, the food, the people. I travel as often as I can, particularly to Rome. It’s my favourite city. I’ve got a friend in Testaccio who I stay with.’


‘Testaccio?’ My lips and tongue stumbled over the unfamiliar syllables.


‘It’s a working class district near the Tiber River. The food is out of this world, like nothing you’ve eaten before. And the best thing is you can go there and be completely anonymous. There aren’t many tourists so you can live life like a true Roman.’


His eyes sparkled with enthusiasm and I couldn’t help feeling a little affected myself. I was lucky to get a weekend in Sydney once a year.


‘And how does a true Roman live, exactly?’


He smiled. ‘Espressos in backstreet cafes. Long, slow lunches with as many bottles of wine as there are courses. Shopping with the locals at the Mercato di Testaccio. There’s something about the place I never get tired of.’


‘Hopefully one day I’ll make it there. Maybe once I’ve knocked off this mortgage. In a gazillion years. Oh, Christ,’ I groaned, putting my head in my hands. ‘I can’t believe how depressing that sounds.’


Chris patted me on the leg. ‘Have another drink. Always good for shutting out the real world.’


I glanced at him through the curtain of my hair. ‘The problem with the real world is that it’s still there when the hangover wears off.’


‘In that case, why don’t you come back to my hotel room and we’ll see if we can come up with some other ways to ignore reality?’


I started. After a year and a half in what I’d thought was a stable relationship, I wasn’t used to things moving so fast. We’d barely even touched each other (well, not counting my accidental ball grope) and he was already propositioning me. I was about to politely rebuff his offer when the image of my big, empty house flooded my mind, and before I could think it through I found myself following him out of the bar without even saying goodbye to my friends.


We didn’t speak much on the walk to his hotel. My mind, addled with grog, tried and failed to make sense of what I was doing. I didn’t owe anybody anything. Except myself, and what I needed right now was a no-strings-attached good time.


I was surprised when he led me into the opulent lobby of a boutique hotel. ‘Five star? Nice!’


He threw me a smile as we stepped into the lift, but didn’t comment. His room was on the top floor with a balcony and a view towards the city lights of Melbourne. It was impossible to ignore the enormous king size bed that took up most of the room, a reminder of what we were here for.


I babbled to cover up my nervousness. ‘How does a starving musician afford a king suite at the Lyall?’


Chris stepped towards me and rested his hands on my waist. ‘Do you really want to talk about this right now?’ He bent his head to kiss me.


OK, so no small talk then.


He was a good kisser—not out of this world, but it was nice to feel a man’s arms around me again. I allowed my body to relax into his as his hands moved up under my shirt to caress my back. His phone began to buzz with an incoming call, but he pulled it out of his pocket, rejected it without checking to see who it was, then threw it onto the chair beside the TV.


He grinned. ‘Whoever it is can wait.’


He pulled my shirt over my head and threw it on top of the phone before covering my mouth with his own again. I pushed his battered jacket off his shoulders and we parted for a moment so he could pull off his own shirt. He was very tall and it was difficult to continue kissing with him stooped over and me on my toes, so he guided me to the bed and we half fell onto it.


I fingered a large purple patch of skin below his ribcage. ‘What’s this?’


‘Birthmark,’ Chris said. ‘I hate it. I’d get it lasered if I could, but it’s too big. You have the most beautiful eyes.’


He pulled my hand away from the birthmark and up to his chest, then bent his head to kiss my breasts, one hand inside my bra. I sent a mental note of thanks to Lana for her insistence on the push-up bra. My hands explored his muscled shoulders. He had a nice body, even if he did obviously wax his chest.


And then, as I abandoned myself to the sensations his hands and mouth were sending through my body, I made the mistake of closing my eyes. There, in my mind’s eye, was James. James, with his enormous triangular physique that had always dwarfed mine, his sandy blond hair, his clear blue eyes. Sweet, gentle James, always such a considerate lover, always pausing to make sure I was enjoying every caress, every kiss.


I broke away from Chris and sat up, tears burning behind my eyes.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Sorry, I don’t think I can.’


He propped himself up on one elbow. ‘Are you OK?’


‘Just got socked in the eye by reality after all.’


‘Ah. Your ex?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Damn.’ He gave me a wry grin. ‘That’s too bad.’


‘Sorry,’ I said again.


‘Sarah, I was kidding. It’s OK. Believe it or not, I don’t usually do this.’


The chair beside the TV began to buzz. We both glanced over towards his phone, but he made no move to answer it.


Chris turned back to me. ‘So, you’re still in love with him then?’


I shrugged. ‘Hopelessly. Unfortunately.’


‘Well I hope the silly sod realises the mistake he’s made. If that’s what you want, of course.’


His phone stopped ringing, then immediately started up again. He threw me an apologetic smile and got up to get it.


‘Sorry, I’d better see who this is.’ He looked at the screen and his smile disappeared. ‘Excuse me a moment.’ He threw on his shirt and opened the sliding door to the balcony as he answered the call.


Through the window I could see him pacing up and down the balcony, raking his hand through his hair and speaking rapidly. Obviously the call was not a welcome one. An ex of his own, perhaps?


I tried to recall the last fight I’d had with James. Somehow it would’ve been comforting to remember a fiery, explosive session of shouting and plate throwing. But I think we’d had a petty argument over leaving the lid off the Vegemite and had given each other the silent treatment for a few hours.


My own phone began to ring and Lana’s name flashed up on the screen.


‘What happened to you?’ she demanded. ‘I know you weren’t having the best time but it’s not like you to pull the ghost exit.’


‘Sorry, babe. I kind of picked up, believe it or not. But—’


She shrieked with delight. ‘Was it that cute guy you were talking to before? He was hot-diggity-damn delicious.’


‘As if you could have seen him properly from that distance. You really should wear your glasses when you go out.’


‘I don’t need my glasses to know he was hot. But why are you answering your phone? Get back to it, girl!’


‘I kind of chickened out,’ I admitted. ‘I couldn’t go through with it. I’m too drunk, and all I could think about was James.’


‘Oh, honey. Don’t waste your emotion on that dipshit. You should’ve got your freak on anyway. Are you still with him?’


‘Yeah. He’s on the phone though.’


‘Well, when he hangs up, jump his bones. Don’t let James ruin your fun.’


‘Nah. I’ve made enough of a fool of myself already.’


‘Why don’t you come back to the bar and dance with us? It’ll be fun.’


‘Thanks, but I need to go to bed. Alone,’ I added in anticipation of her response.


‘OK, babe. Call me tomorrow, we’ll catch up for breakfast.’


‘Sure,’ I said.


I hung up just as Chris walked back into the room. His face was pale and he looked stressed.


‘Sorry to do this to you, but I’ve gotta go,’ he said.


‘Is everything OK?’


He barely looked at me as he began to throw clothes into a backpack. ‘Uh, sure, sure, something’s just come up. I have to take off.’


I watched, mute, as he shrugged into his jacket. I was still sitting on the enormous bed with only my bra on, and starting to feel a little miffed. ‘Are you making this up? Because I’m quite capable of taking a hint, you know.’


I stood up and put my shirt back on. It was as if he’d become a completely different person in the last few minutes. He rushed into the bathroom and I heard him scrabbling toiletries into his bag. When he reappeared, he looked ever so slightly contrite, but I was in no mood to take this lying down.


‘I’m terribly sorry to have gypped you out of an easy lay,’ I said, ‘but it might come as a surprise to you that it’s quite legal for me to change my mind.’


When he finally met my gaze, there was real fear in his eyes. ‘Look, I’m sorry about this. I’m not ditching you because you wouldn’t have sex with me. I just really need to go. The room is paid for so stay as long as you like, but I have to get out of here right now. It was nice meeting you, Sarah.’


He picked up a black guitar case from the corner of the room and, without a backwards glance, he rushed out, leaving the door gaping open. I peered into the hallway and watched as he ran to the lift and punched the call button four times in rapid succession. Either my rejection had royally messed him up, or there really was something wrong. Regardless, I was alone once again.


I put on my jacket and surveyed the room. It really was quite grand. I was tempted to stick around for a while, lounge on the big bed, order room service and charge a porno to the room to get him back for running out on me, but I was exhausted and just wanted to pull the pin on this complete arse of a night.


The lobby door closed behind me as I walked out into the icy cold of the Melbourne winter. The driver of the first taxi in the rank greeted me with a big smile as I slid into the passenger seat.


‘Hello, my friend, how are you?’ he asked cheerfully.


‘I’m great,’ I said. ‘Just great.’


I gave him my address and he pulled out from the kerb, whistling along to the Bollywood song playing on the stereo. It was only as we were turning into my street that the image of my credit card sitting in the glass behind the bar flashed into my mind. I leant forward in my seat, elbows on my knees and head in my hands, and the tears I’d been holding back all night came at last in a prodigious flood of misery.


‘Everything OK, miss?’ the driver asked.


‘We’re going to have to go back.’ My voice shook and the tears dripped through my fingers and into my lap. ‘I’ve left something behind.’




CHAPTER TWO


It started raining as soon as I got off the tram on Queen Street. Melbourne being Melbourne, it wasn’t a friendly drizzle but the kind of stinging, sideways blast that goes straight through your skin and into your bones. I’d forgotten my umbrella so I tried to shield my loose hair with the current edition of Women’s Choice. I should’ve been getting up to date on the latest celebrity goss, but instead I’d fallen asleep on the tram and only woken when a school kid’s oversized bag clobbered me in the head.


By the time I got to work, my flat shoes were squelching with water, my black pants were sodden and only my denim jacket and yellow woollen scarf had saved me from becoming a potential wet T-shirt competition candidate. The first thing I saw was Katrina pacing the empty aisles of the open-plan office. I surreptitiously edged to my desk before she noticed I was late again. Katrina was my boss and the managing editor of Women’s Choice, and if she weren’t so good at her job I’d think she were a hard-arsed bitch.


An unapologetic career woman, unmarried and childless, Katrina was in her mid-forties and had a body a twenty-year-old would be proud of. Everything about her, from her close-cropped black hair to her patent leather stilettos, screamed success. I always felt immature and unprofessional beside her with my not-quite-curvy-enough body and wavy brown hair that always seemed to be in my eyes. I was five foot two on a good day and hated high heels with a passion. I didn’t even own a suit. I was kind of scared of her.


She spotted me and made a beeline for me. Her heels made a ticking sound as they caught in the carpet with every step. I shuffled the stack of papers on my desk to look as if I’d been busy for a while.


‘Burrowes! Thank fuck someone’s turned up today.’


It only clicked then that it was a quarter past nine and the floor was almost empty.


‘Morning, Katrina.’


Her gaze slid from my hair, which I knew from past experience was probably beginning to take on the likeness of an electrified cat, to the soggy magazine on my desk.


‘Jesus Sarah, you must have been a shit beauty therapist. And I’m glad to see you’ve put our fine publication to good use. I hope you actually read it this time before you drowned it.’


I decided not to address this last comment since I had not, in fact, read it. And as for the quip about my appearance, there had been a time when I’d spent hours on my hair and make-up every day, applied fake tans, worn designer clothes, the works. But then one day, my alarm went off at 5.35am so I’d have enough time to make myself beautiful before going to work, and I’d decided: fuck it. No more painting myself to look like something I wasn’t. I saw enough of that with my clients in the salon every day, and I wanted myself back. Mum joked that it was bad for business but the funny thing was, the minute I stopped worrying about how I looked, I started getting a lot more interest from men. That had never been my objective, of course, but it didn’t hurt the old ego. And James, who had only seen me wear make-up a handful of times, told me I was beautiful no matter what, which made the barbs from the likes of Katrina a little easier to bear.


‘I forgot my umbrella—’ I began, but she was already talking over me.


‘Jane and Alex have both come down with gastro, Brad’s on annual leave and Jo’s had to stay home to look after her kid. Fucking terrible timing. I need you to do something for me.’


‘What’s up?’ I tried to keep my voice casual, but my heart had started to pound like crazy. This was it. Katrina was finally going to give me a story.


‘I’ve had a tip-off from Simon. It’s a big one this time—the AFP isn’t releasing it to the media yet so we’ve gotta move now if we want to break the story.’


Another surge of excitement rushed through me. Simon was Katrina’s ‘friend’ from the Australian Federal Police. He was an international liaison officer who fed her titbits of information about celebrities who got themselves mixed up in illegal activities. I could only guess at what he received in return for divulging state secrets.


‘What’s the story?’ I asked eagerly. If the AFP was involved, this obviously wasn’t the regular actor-goes-into-rehab job.


She ignored my question. ‘I need you to ring around, find me a journo who can spend a week on this. Someone who can travel.’


My morale flopped lifelessly beneath my desk. ‘But—’


‘Make it snappy, Burrowes. Freelance or from one of the other pubs is fine. Just get onto it.’


She pivoted on a stiletto and was about to sweep away when I leapt out of my chair. ‘Let me do the story!’


She turned and regarded me for a moment, a look of disbelief on her face. ‘I don’t have time for this, Burrowes. I told you, this story is big.’


Don’t beg, Sarah. Don’t beg. ‘Please, Katrina! I can do it, I know I can.’


She pursed her lips. ‘Look, no offence Burrowes, but I need someone with experience on this one. This is going to be the biggest story we’ve done in years. When you’re ready we’ll start you on some lighter stuff, but I need you to work with me now. Please find me a journo.’


I sank back into my chair, looking down at my desk to hide my disappointment. ‘What’s the brief?’


She slapped a black and white A4 photograph on the desk. My breath caught in my throat and I gaped at the face staring back at me.


The air escaped Katrina’s lips in an exasperated sigh. ‘Please tell me you know who Chris Ford is?’ She looked up at the ceiling in silent prayer.


‘I—’


‘For Christ’s sake, Burrowes, get with the program! Chris Ford, lead singer of The Fords, the biggest indie band to come out of Britain in the last two years?’


I tried to collect my thoughts into some kind of coherent statement, but Katrina barrelled on without waiting for a response. ‘If you’d actually read our latest edition you’d have seen that they’re touring Australia for the first time. Anyway, Interpol received an anonymous tip-off that the band’s bass player, Angus Bright, has been murdered and Ford has fled the country.’


‘I met him on Saturday night!’ I finally blurted out.


Katrina raised an eyebrow, the first sign she was giving a shit about anything I said.


‘I didn’t know who he was,’ I admitted. The scene at the bar rushed back to me: all those girls pointing and staring at him; the scrap of paper that of course was not a phone number but an autograph; the expensive hotel room. He must have thought I was a complete idiot. ‘He told me he was a musician, but he looked kind of poor.’


Katrina gave a bark of what could have been laughter, if she had ever actually laughed before in her life.


‘We kind of hooked up,’ I went on. ‘He didn’t seem like someone who was in trouble with the law—’


‘Hold up, hold up.’ Katrina put one hand on my desk as if to support herself. ‘You’re telling me you—Sarah Burrowes—screwed Chris Ford?’


‘Well, not quite. I freaked out and pulled the pin. But then—’


Katrina slapped her thigh. ‘You rejected him? You are gold, woman!’


‘Listen to me, this is important!’ I shouted in exasperation, and was surprised when she actually shut her mouth and waited. ‘We were talking and he seemed totally relaxed, but then he got a call on his mobile and panicked. He didn’t say what was wrong, but he took off pretty quickly. I thought he was pissed off with me, but now it makes sense.’


‘Good, good.’ Katrina had regained her usual brisk manner now we had moved onto business. ‘Make sure you tell that to the journo, along with this.’


She placed another photo in front of me. This one showed a man I didn’t recognise. The photo was of his upper body and he was lying on his back, arms askew. His shirt was bloodied beneath his ribs around what appeared to be a knife wound, and his eyes stared unseeing at some distant point to the right of the camera. His face had the bluish pallor of death. The image shocked me more than I wanted to admit and I barely noticed Katrina had already dismissed my story.


‘Simon said the source emailed this photo to Interpol. It’s Angus Bright, if the photo is legit, but his body hasn’t been found. He wasn’t on the Australian tour and the photo is date-stamped with the day before the band left Scotland. Customs records show that Ford got on a flight to Barcelona early Sunday morning right after Interpol received the email. I want a journo in here for a debrief asap. Get to it.’


She was gone before I had time to protest. The photo of Chris stared up at me from the desk. I could hardly believe this was the same man I’d almost slept with two nights ago. The lines of his face were smoother, his hair was more artfully styled, his expression more blue steel than jovial, but there was no doubt it was him. How could that down-to-earth, scruffy-looking guy be a famous musician? And, more to the point, how could he possibly be a suspect in the disappearance—the possible murder—of his own band member? He had acted pretty cagey when I’d asked him about the band. He could’ve just been pissed off that I hadn’t realised who he was, but with his sudden exit, followed by his flight to Barcelona only hours later, it wasn’t a good sign.


On top of everything, a serious story, which I had unwittingly witnessed a part of, had fallen into my lap. I couldn’t let this opportunity go. Katrina wasn’t just going to give me the story, so I’d have to convince her I was the right person for the job. Even if I had to do so by devious means.


I glanced across the room to her office. She caught me looking and tapped her watch with one crimson fingernail, so I quickly clutched at the Rolodex on my desk and started flicking through it. I picked up my phone and dialled a random number, then killed the call before launching into a loud conversation with the dial tone. ‘Hello, this is Sarah Burrowes from Women’s Choice. Just wondering whether any of your reporters would be free to follow up on a story for us this week? Oh, I see. No, we’d rather discuss the brief directly with the journalist. No problem. Thanks for your time.’


The temptation to check whether Katrina had heard was overwhelming. This was my opportunity to demonstrate my assiduity, my unswerving dedication to the magazine. All bullshit, but I had to play the game if I was going to get what I wanted. I punched in another number.


‘She’s not available? Can you recommend anyone else for the job? Yes, it is a busy time with the election coming up. Thanks anyway. Bye.’


I spent the next hour pretending to find a journo, which gave me plenty of time to fabricate my argument. But my stomach still churned as I approached Katrina’s office. If she caught me out in the lie, I’d lose more than just the story.


‘Who’d you get?’ she demanded before I could say anything.


I hesitated.


‘Well?’


‘None of the mags will release any of their journos without knowing what it’s about,’ I said. ‘I didn’t want to risk them nicking the story so I couldn’t push it any harder.’


‘Opportunistic scum,’ Katrina spat in a stunning show of hypocrisy. ‘What about the freelancers?’


‘No one’s available. They’re all busy digging up stories about the premier accepting kickbacks from property developers.’


‘Fuck,’ Katrina said. ‘Fuck!’


I assumed a confidence I didn’t feel. ‘Give me the story, Katrina. I spoke to Chris for a while before we… parted. We had a rapport. I can work on that, get him to talk to me.’


She stared at me until I felt like shrinking into the carpet. ‘I told you how big this story is. I can’t take a chance on a rookie. There must be someone available.’


She reached for the black leather business card wallet on her desk. I panicked. If she started ringing around, she’d discover what I’d done—or, more accurately, what I hadn’t done.


‘There’s no one!’ I lied desperately. ‘I can do this, Katrina.’


‘It’s too much of a risk. You’re not even a real journo.’


‘I am a real journo, and I’m willing to do anything to get this story. I’ll get you the biggest scoop Women’s Choice has ever had.’


‘You’ve got zero experience with these sorts of stories. I need an investigative reporter.’


‘I have actually done an investigative story before, remember? I believe you told me it showed my “enormous potential”?’


‘Your little story about the corrupt professor was ten years ago, Burrowes. And I’d hardly call a uni paper “big time”.’ But she was starting to look uncertain. If I kept pushing, I was sure I could convince her.


‘So you’d rather let one of the other mags pick it up? I thought that was why Women’s Choice was always ahead of the pack, because you’re an editor who’s willing to take risks.’


This was dangerous ground. In fact I had no idea whether we were ahead of anyone, and questioning Katrina’s decisions was right at the top of her list of career-limiting moves.


‘Imagine what this story could do for sales,’ I added in a final grasp.


Katrina’s face contorted into a pained grimace, as if I were strangling her. But I could practically see the dollar signs in her eyes as she contemplated the profits if we broke this story.


She tapped her pen briskly on the desk, her mouth set in a grim line. ‘It looks like I don’t have a choice.’


I tried to hold back my grin. ‘You won’t regret it!’


‘You’d better make sure I don’t. You’ve got a passport, haven’t you?’


I nodded.


‘All right, I want you to go first thing tomorrow. Joy will book you on a flight to Barcelona. Nick will go with you. We’ll need decent photos.’


This news swooped in and socked me in the guts. Not him. Anyone but him.


‘Burrowes!’ Katrina shouted. ‘Are you listening to me?’


I rearranged my face into an expression that I hoped was less stunned mullet, more ardent journo raring to get on the case.


Katrina gave me a shrewd look. ‘You have travelled before, right?’


This was one of those times when stretching the truth was a necessity. ‘Of course, loads.’


‘Ford owns an apartment in Barcelona, so start there,’ she resumed. ‘Once he’s in the EU he can cross borders without being detected, so you’ll need to work quickly. Joy will book your first night of accommodation in Barcelona, the rest you’ll have to organise on the fly. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that this is going to cost me a lot of money. I expect results, and I expect them fast. I want you to check in daily with a progress report. Email is fine, just use your phone.’


‘Um…’


She raised her eyebrows. ‘What now?’


‘I can’t do email on my phone.’


‘What do you mean you can’t do email?’


‘I don’t have a smartphone.’ Up until this second, I’d been proud of my steadfast refusal to join the crowd of mindless automatons staring at their phones on the daily commute, content with a good book and the bare necessities that my trusty flip phone afforded. But faced with my first real story in a foreign country and no data plan, I could suddenly see the advantages.


Katrina sighed. ‘Take the spare laptop and do your research on the run. There’s no time to sort you out with a corporate credit card, so use yours and I’ll reimburse you when you get back.’


I decided not to tell her that one of my credit cards was already maxed out and the other was gasping its last breath after Saturday night’s maudlin debauchery. I considered the financial responsibility of applying for a new one, but quickly discarded the idea. There was no way I’d get it in the next twenty-four hours.


‘What about my column?’


‘I’ll get Jo to google something and do it tomorrow. It’s a monkey’s job; anybody could do it.’


There’s nothing that boosts the confidence quite like a bit of positive reinforcement from your illustrious leader.


Katrina peered around me through the glass wall that separated her office from the open floor. ‘Here he is. Nick!’ she bellowed. ‘Get in here! If you’ve got anything on in the next week, cancel it! I’ve got a big job for you.’


I escaped before she could rope me into giving him the brief. I wasn’t ready for that confrontation just yet. And besides, there was another, more immediate, problem to solve.


[image: image]


The sharp smell of acetone assaulted my senses and I wrinkled my nose, as I did every time I stepped into my mother’s beauty salon. I’d never understood what was so bloody decadent about inhaling chemicals while having your cuticles poked with a sharp implement, but I guess that’s why I got out of the business in the first place.


My mother emerged from the back room with a client in tow. ‘Sarah!’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing’s happened, Mum. I can visit you, can’t I?’


She pursed her lips as her client tapped her credit card against the terminal. I could hardly blame her for assuming something had gone wrong. Despite working a few blocks from the salon, I’d only dropped in a handful of times over the last couple of years, and I usually had an ulterior motive. As I did now.


When the front door had swung closed behind the client, Mum came over and gave me a hug. She was short and slightly dumpy, with smooth olive skin care of her Italian genes. I’d inherited her complexion, her large, dark eyes and her vertical challenge, and hoped my figure wasn’t heading the same way.


‘I wish you’d do something with your hair.’ She took a lock between her first two fingers as if she wanted to snip it off. I’d tied it back before I’d left work, but it was already escaping its ponytail.


‘What’s wrong with it?’ I craned my head away from her.


‘All you need is some product and a good haircut, love, that’d fix it right up.’


I pushed the lock behind my ear. ‘Not everything needs product. Besides, I like it long.’


‘What’s going on, Sarah? I know you’re not here to talk about your hair.’


‘I told you, it’s nothing.’ Mum put her hands on her hips and stared me down as only a mother could. ‘OK, OK, I need to ask a favour.’


‘Come and make me a cup of tea.’ She gestured towards the kitchen at the back of the salon.
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As I dunked a tea bag in a cup, I psyched myself up for the conversation. I hated asking my parents for anything, least of all financial assistance.


Mum tsked and took the mug from me. ‘Give me that before it’s stewed beyond all recognition.’ She added milk and stirred. ‘All right, let’s have it. What do you need?’


I stared at my shoes. ‘Could I borrow some money?’


‘I can’t believe that swine left you to pay the mortgage on your own!’ she blustered. ‘I knew this was going to happen.’


Mum had taken the break-up almost as badly as I had. She’d loved James (everyone had loved James) and she’d been furious at his cowardly exit from my life. Such was her outrage that I frequently found myself defending him against her tirades.


‘It’s not for the house,’ I said. ‘I just need a few grand. I have to go overseas for work and I need some cash to pay for accommodation. I can pay you back in a week or so when Katrina reimburses me.’


She looked suspicious. ‘You’re going overseas for your column?’


I hesitated. I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about the story. ‘Katrina’s put me on a big job. I’m going to Barcelona tomorrow.’


Mum beamed as she got her cheque book out of her handbag. ‘Well done, love. I always knew they’d see your potential eventually.’


I hung my head and shuffled my feet. She probably wouldn’t be quite so proud if she knew how I’d tricked Katrina into seeing that potential. She handed me a cheque for three thousand dollars, and I gave her a hug. ‘Thanks Mum. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.’
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‘One would have expected the lead journo on the case to actually be doing some research on the guy, not swooning over his photo.’


The familiar voice over my right shoulder set my teeth on edge immediately. I scowled up at him. ‘What do you want, Nick?’


He raised his hands, palms facing me, eyes wide in mock innocence. ‘Why so defensive? You mean to tell me you’re not looking forward to spending twenty-four hours on a plane with me?’
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