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Ballerina Loretta Vanderbilt dipped a finger of wholemeal toast into the deep orange goo of a softly-boiled egg and smiled as it spilled over the edge of the red egg cup.

Quickly carrying it to her open, eager mouth, she bit into the end of it and gave a contented sigh.

There was nothing like being at home for the Christmas holidays and surrounded by the familiar things of her childhood.

Dunking the rest of the toast into the egg and then popping that into her mouth, she gave another sigh of appreciation.

The egg yolk had barely cooled and its pleasant warmth was deeply satisfying.

She ran one slim finger along the curve of the cherry red Le Creuset egg cup and smiled.

As a ten-year-old girl, she’d thought the set of six ridiculously overpriced when her mother had purchased them from Selfridges on one of their shopping trips to the West End.  But, over time, Loretta had come to appreciate their worth.  Not only did the egg cups retain the temperature of boiled eggs for longer than most, they had beautifully withstood time and frequent use.

Peering into the top of the boiled egg, she realized that there was still some yummy yolk left.

She’d already had two slices of toast and really shouldn’t have another.

But it’s Christmas!

Throwing caution to the wind, she quickly cut another slice of toast into strips, or soldiers as they were called here in Britain, and dipped one into the egg.

Technically, her time of overindulgence should have ended with the sumptuous dinner she’d consumed the previous evening, but it was hard to resist her mother’s cooking.

Loretta knew that she had to reel in her appetite, though, or she would pay dearly at her next performance in two days’ time.

“Is that all you’re having, Mum?” she asked as her mother sat down opposite her at the small kitchen table and poured a stream of tea from her favourite teapot into a matching teacup.

“I’m not very hungry this morning,” her mother Bernadette replied, lifting the fine bone china cup with its elegant red and white rose etching to her lips and taking a delicate, inaudible sip.

Her mother hadn’t been hungry yesterday or the day before, Loretta realized with a sudden pang of dread.  While she’d been gorging herself on goodies on Christmas and Boxing Days, her mother had only picked at the food on her plate.

“Aren’t you feeling well, Mum?” she asked, placing the remainder of the strip of toast, which had suddenly lost its flavour, onto her plate.  “Maybe we should make an appointment to see your—”

“I’m fine,” her mother insisted, raising a hand to brush aside her daughter’s concern.  “I’m just a little tired, that’s all.”

“Mum, I think it’s more than tiredness,” Loretta argued.  “You’ve lost a lot of weight recently.”

“A woman can never be too thin,” her mother replied, and then took another sip of her tea.

Loretta had heard her mother quote the words attributed to Wallis Simpson many times before, but this time they had a hollow ring to them.

Her mother had always been body conscious and rigorously exercised to maintain her trim figure, but she was starting to look too gaunt.

“Yes, a woman can, Mum,” Loretta contradicted.

“I’m fine, child.”  Her mother raised her hand in the same dismissive manner.  “Stop fussing.”

“I’ll stop making a fuss when you go to see your GP and...”  Loretta’s voice trailed off as her gaze strayed to her mother’s slender wrist.  “You still haven’t found the bracelet, Mum?”

Her mother’s throat quivered and a feeling of dread came over Loretta.

Her mother had evaded the question for the last six weeks.

Being evasive was totally unlike her forthright parent—something had to be desperately wrong.

Her mother’s lips parted and closed without a word escaping, and Loretta had a horrible feeling that she wasn’t going to like whatever she heard next.

Automatically stiffening her spine, she braced herself for the worst.

“I’m sorry, honey.”  Her mother’s voice was barely above a whisper.  “I had to pawn it.”

“Pawn it?”  Loretta’s voice was startlingly loud in the otherwise silent room and she took a breath to compose herself before she asked, “Why, Mum?”

“I needed the money.”

For what?

The insurers had paid the mortgage on the house in full sixteen years ago when Loretta’s father had died.  There had also been a substantial lump sum paid to her mother by the accounting firm for whom her father had worked.  Loretta had never known the sum of the one-off payment, but the monthly widow’s pension her mother now received was more than enough for her to spoil herself, if she chose to.

Lately her mother had been doing that less and less.

Before the Sanctuary Spa in Covent Gardens had closed in May of 2014, her mother had been a frequent visitor.

Loretta had accompanied her there on occasion and knew how much her mother had enjoyed the experience.

Surprisingly, her mother hadn’t searched for an alternative after its closure.  And except for the last two times Loretta had taken her to the Moroccan Spa at Harrods as a birthday treat, her mother hadn’t been anywhere near a spa since.

Bernadette Vanderbilt didn’t smoke and hardly drank alcohol, so Loretta doubted that her mother was suddenly wasting her money on either of those two vices.

When her mother’s stylist had suggested cutting her hair ultra short three years ago, her mother had gone with the recommendation and realized that not only did she have a perfectly-shaped head but the haircut enhanced her elfin features and made her look several years younger.

The cut became her mother’s signature style and for years she’d travelled bi-weekly to the high-end hair salon in Knightsbridge to maintain the look.

Then, six months ago she’d decided that she could do as good a job on her own at home with the use of hair clippers.

Loretta had secretly agreed that there wasn’t much of a difference in the end result and had applauded her mother for saving over two hundred pounds a month.  The decision had surprised her, though, because her mother had always claimed that the stylist gave the most invigorating head massages and that alone was worth the trip to the salon.

Designer clothing was perhaps her mother’s only weakness, but Loretta couldn’t recall the last time her mother had shown off anything new.

Four months ago, Loretta had come around unexpectedly and found a bill from Thames Water on the table.  Her mother might have hidden the truth from her, if it hadn’t been clear from the outside of the envelope that it was a demand for an unpaid bill.

Despite her mother protesting that it was a temporary cash-flow problem, Loretta had then made arrangement for all her mother’s utility bills to be paid through her own current account.

She’d assumed that her mother’s finances would now be back on track.

Rather it’s almost as though you’re now smoking crack! 

The ridiculous thought would have amused Loretta if the situation wasn’t so dire.

“Why didn’t you just come to me, Mum?”

“You give me so much already.”  Her mother reached over and squeezed Loretta’s left hand.  “I couldn’t ask you for more.”

“I wished you had asked me, instead of pawning the bracelet!”  Loretta tried to keep her voice even, but her words came out full of the hurt that still lingered after losing the father she’d absolutely adored when she was twelve.

He had given her mother the bracelet and though it was her mother’s to do with whatever she saw fit, to Loretta, the exquisite piece of jewellery was a poignant reminder of her father.

She’d toyed with it on her mother’s wrist every time she came to visit.

Its absence had been glaring these past weeks, but her mother had used one excuse after another to explain away its nonexistence.  She must have realized that Loretta would be satisfied with nothing but the truth this morning.

“I miss it as much as you do, darling.”  Tears filled her mother’s eyes and Loretta instantly rose to her feet and hugged her close.

“Don’t cry, Mum,” she consoled.  “No harm done.  Just give me the ticket and I will go to the shop and retrieve it.”

Her mother started to cry in earnest and Loretta held her closer, praying that they were tears of joy.

But her tough mother never cried.

With a sinking feeling inside, Loretta held her breath and waited.

“The ticket expired two weeks ago,” her mother said, pulling herself away and making an attempt to regain control.  “I went back to ask him to hold it for me for a bit longer, but he refused, saying that he had a business to run and couldn’t let sentiment get in the way.”

“He might still have it,” Loretta replied trying to sound hopeful, but she knew that it was highly unlikely.

Her father had commissioned the bracelet from Summer Blaze, a young, and immensely talented Black British designer when she’d been fresh out of art school.  Her designs had caught his eye when he’d walked past her stall in Greenwich Market on his way to buy lunch from the Jamaican vendor he’d frequented.

It hadn’t cost him a lot as far as Loretta knew, but that same year one of the designer’s pieces had been worn on the red carpet by a British actress at a movie premiere and it had launched Summer into the stratosphere.

Early pieces which showcased her raw energy and innovative style were considered more valuable than her recent creations.  Many critics claimed that she’d lost her edgy, distinctive style when she’d become famous overnight.

“There is no harm in checking to see if he still has it.”  Loretta crossed her fingers behind her as she said the words.  “Give me the ticket, Mum, and I’ll see what I can do.  Who knows, even if it’s been sold, the person who bought it may be willing to sell it back to me.”

“I really hope so.”

Her mother had genuinely loved the bracelet and had rarely taken it off since her husband had secured it onto her wrist the day he’d brought it home.

She sounded truly heartbroken at its loss and that worried Loretta.  Only a major financial crisis would have pushed her mother into pawning it in the first instance.

The fact that she didn’t then have the means to retrieve it was doubly worrying.

Though the irreverent thought about crack cocaine had entered Loretta’s head minutes ago, she knew her mother well enough to know that her health and appearance meant too much for her mother to knowingly endanger either by using the illegal and deadly substance.

As Loretta hurried from the house the minute her mother had retrieved the pawn ticket and handed it over, she wondered if perhaps her mother had started playing bingo online as a way of filling the empty hours of her day.

Her mother had never mentioned the game and to Loretta’s knowledge she had never once visited any of the numerous bingo halls scattered around London.

But there had been an increased number of flashy adverts on the TV in the last years, the companies clearly keen to convey that it was a game for everyone, not just for ‘white-haired old ladies’ as it had been in the past.

And from being an innocuous game where winnings and losses had been generally modest, bingo had become a potentially big earner for some lucky players.

Just two months ago the Daily Mail had reported that one in ten players risked becoming an addict.

Loretta had only skimmed the article—her older brother Lawrence liked the glitter and glam of London’s top casinos not bingo halls—but she’d recognized the traits he shared with the bingo addicts: the losing more than they could afford and the lying to loved ones.

She’d wondered then where he’d gotten his addiction from since the article had claimed that genetic factors accounted for 40 to 60 percent of a person’s vulnerability to addiction.

She’d never seen any sign of that compulsion in either of her parents.

Maybe she’d been blind.

Maybe Lawrence had inherited his addiction to gambling from their mother.

It was a scary thought, but Loretta didn’t feel worried for herself.

The last thing she was ever likely to do was gamble.  Living with uncertainty after her father passed away unexpectedly had made her crave stability.

She planned for every eventuality.

She currently saved her money in a high-interest account although she knew that she could make far more if she invested it in shares, but she’d never been prepared to take the risk.

Similarly, while she’d bought the maximum allowed in Premium Bonds, she never played the National Lottery.

She didn’t consider herself a lucky person.  Though she’d only won a number of the smaller prizes on her bonds so far, she could get a refund of her money any time she liked.  The lottery offered much higher wins, but if you weren’t lucky enough to win a prize, then the money you played was gone.

If her mother had indeed developed a gambling addiction, getting her to go to therapy would be nigh impossible, if she chose not to.

Bernadette Vanderbilt had an iron will that had kept her from crumbling when her husband had keeled over in his office and died from a massive heart attack at the age of just forty-one.  There had been nothing to prepare her for losing her husband, no warning except the mild heartburn he’d complained about in the days leading up to his death.

Though her father had been the breadwinner, he and her mother had had joint current and savings accounts.  Her mother had been knowledgeable of every aspect of his financial affairs.  While Loretta and her brother had walked around the house bewildered and crying at odd times, their mother had been composed and dignified as she’d made funeral arrangements and done what was necessary.

The only time she’d wobbled was after the funeral when the older Jamaican man who worked in the post room of the accountancy firm had come to offer his condolences.  He’d informed her that her husband had given him the healthy lunches she’d packed every day, and had instead popped out to his favourite market food stall for the traditional food he’d grown up eating.

Despite the fact that he’d gained a lot of weight from working a sedentary job and getting no exercise, her father hadn’t been able to resist the delicious Jamaican patties he’d loved.

When the man had said, rather unthinkingly, that he’d warned her husband Jacob that they would kill him, her mother had broken down and cried for the first time.

At least, for the first time in front of Loretta.

If her mother had ever cried before or after that occasion, she’d done so out of her sight and hearing.

Loretta who could tear up at the exquisite performance of a song, opera or ballet, or bawl her head off at suffering, either of human or animal, had always found her mother too controlled and frankly a little cold.

Her mother’s earlier tears had therefore been uncharacteristic and worrying.

The bracelet was a family heirloom and should be lovingly passed down from generation to generation.

Loretta had envisioned receiving it one day in the distant future and passing it on to her own daughter in due course.

It was unthinkable that the bracelet could be forever lost to the family, but it wouldn’t have usually been enough to upset her mother.

And though she would move heaven and earth to get it back, Loretta had a horrible feeling that her mother’s problems went deeper than being unable to redeem a pawned item.

As she stood at the traffic lights, waiting to cross the road to the pawn shop, a thought struck her with the force of a lightning bolt.

Lawrence!

Her mother could never say no to him.

He was her golden boy who was no longer a boy or golden.

Her successful child actor who was no longer a child, actor or successful.

He had to be at the bottom of this!

*****
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Sebastian Montgomery raised his long legs onto his desk and surveyed his shiny black Burberry leather brogues as he relaxed before his next meeting.

He had no doubt that both Jim Jackson and his son Junior would see things his way within a few short minutes of sitting across the desk from him.

They weren’t his clients, but he was prepared to give them advice that would have ordinarily cost them thousands of pounds.

And although technically, Linden Browne, the man with whom they had the grievance wasn’t his client either, if the Jacksons persisted in taking their case to the courts, Sebastian would have no problem defending his parents’ former tenant.

The man was the most hapless person Sebastian had ever met in his life.  Now in his early sixties, the man had nothing to show for a life of hard graft.  Kindness to others, especially his undeserving ex-wife, had been his downfall—he’d literally given her until it hurt.

But once, the man had been a lifeline to Sebastian, his mother and his siblings.

Sebastian never forgot a kindness.

He would—

A discreet tap broke into his thoughts.

“Come in,” Sebastian swung his legs to the floor and stood to straighten his tie as his secretary Janet Pullman turned the knob and pushed the door inwards.

There was no mistaking that the two men she ushered in were closely related, though the son was biracial and several shades lighter than his slightly rotund father.

And while the father looked as though he’d gotten dressed to pop to the corner shop to pick up his morning newspaper, the son was wearing designer clothing from head to toe.

“Gentlemen, thank you for agreeing to meet with me today.”  Sebastian extended his hand first to the father and then the son.  “As I explained on the phone, Linden Browne is an old family friend.  I hope that we can resolve matters without involving the courts.”

“It depends on what you’re prepared to offer,” Junior challenged, placing his hands on his hips.

The motion caused the overhead light to flash briefly off the Rolex on his left wrist.

Sebastian doubted it was a fake—the man appeared to put too much stock in his appearance to sport anything that wasn’t the genuine article.  He also knew enough about the brand to know that the Datejust model the man was wearing was one of their most affordable.

Long before he’d decided to pursue a career as a lawyer; Sebastian had recognized the power of being able to read people and accurately interpret body language.  He’d mastered the study almost to an art form and at a glance he knew that Junior wasn’t comfortable.

Sebastian’s appearance had thrown the other man off his game.

The man was likely used to being the alpha male in any room, at approximately five-foot-eleven and bulky from pumping iron.

But as tall as he was, Sebastian easily topped him by four inches and the cut of his bespoke suit emphasized shoulders that were broader than the other man’s and also a waist that was trimmer.

In his late thirties or early forties, Junior Jackson was a handsome man.  Though he’d inherited his father’s rather pig-like nose, his grey-green irises distracted the eye from that imperfection.  It wasn’t hard for Sebastian to imagine women locking gazes with the man and losing their minds.

He didn’t preen in front of every mirror he passed as he suspected the other man did, but he knew that his looks garnered him second glances from the opposite sex, as well as unwanted stares from his own.

Junior Jackson’s looks were more arresting than Sebastian’s but the signs of age were already creeping into his features.

While the father looked decidedly uncomfortable, the son stared challengingly back at Sebastian.

He was sure that the man fancied his chances in a fight between them because he had deliberately resisted the urge to meet force with force when the man had tried to crush his hand during their brief handshake.

Sebastian had gripped the man’s hand firmly enough to prevent damage to his own but not so firmly it could be deemed a threat, knowing that it was better not to antagonize the man before negotiations commenced.

Whoever Junior had expected to meet today, it was clearly not Sebastian.  And though he stood, body thrust slightly forward and balanced on his toes, Sebastian sensed that the man’s ego had taken a blow.

Men often sized one another up in this manner.

Sebastian was confident enough not to compare himself to anyone else, but he could always sense when they were doing it to him.

“Shall we sit and get down to business?” he invited.  And as soon as they complied, he said briskly, “It’s my understanding, Mr Jackson, that four years ago you used a part of your redundancy package to start a business flipping cars with my client, Mr Browne?”

“Yes,” the older man agreed.  “He had just lost his garage business and had no money of his own.”

“The business is therefore my father’s,” Junior quickly asserted.

“Not quite,” Sebastian contradicted.  “Though my client didn’t invest any capital in the business, it’s my understanding that he and your father agreed to split the profits equally between them.  And though there was no written contract, an oral agreement or handshake between friends is just as legally binding.”

“My father purchased all the cars.  Linden Browne was just a mechanic.”  Junior was almost gloating.  “When all is said and done, your client was no more than an employee.”

“I disagree,” Sebastian countered.  “Though my client was unable to make a financial contribution, his expertise was invaluable in both choosing cars with the best resale potential and also in getting them in the best condition to attract top buyers.  I see his contribution to the business as equal to your father’s.”

“Nonsense!”  Junior’s face reddened with anger.  “That car belonged to my father and could have sold for a quarter of a million!”

Sebastian noticed that the older man looked ill at ease, as though he wished he was anywhere but here.  His unease confirmed Linden’s assertion that it was the son who was causing the bad blood between him and his long-standing friend.

According to Linden, six months ago Junior had become aware of how well the business was doing and decided to get in on the act.  The first thing he’d decided was that Linden should be classed as a mechanic and therefore an employee rather than an equal partner.  At the time Linden had been desperate enough to accept the offer, thinking that at very least he would receive a weekly wage.

Instead, Junior had totalled up the hours Linden had spent working on cars in a given week and paid him the minimum wage for each of those hours.

In desperation Linden had secretly repaired the 1990 BMW E30 M3 Sport Evolution they had bought as one of their earliest purchases, then sold it and taken all the profit.  Though a highly desirable model, the car had had a serious problem with its engine and had languished for over two and a half years in the garage of Linden’s rented premises under a dust cover.  Linden had sold his own faithful 1997 Jaguar XK8 Coupe to purchase a reconditioned engine for the BMW.  He’d admitted to Sebastian that the car had sold for a much higher price than he’d anticipated, but he’d said nothing to the Jacksons.  He had pocketed the money and kept working with them.

It wasn’t until Junior had done an inventory of sorts, that Linden’s theft had been highlighted.

According to Linden, Jim had been willing to let the matter slide.  He’d been saddened to learn that Linden had sold his beloved Jaguar to buy the reconditioned engine that they had both considered too expensive an investment while they’d been still trying to establish their business.  He’d claimed that Jim had even secretly acknowledged the fact that his son had treated Linden unfairly.

Jim had been ready to let bygones be bygones, but Junior, the greedy bugger, hadn’t been as obliging.

Linden didn’t have any of the money left; he’d used it for a long overdue trip to Guyana to see his siblings and his aging father.

Sebastian had first thought of offering him a loan, even knowing that it would be years before it was repaid, if ever at all.

But he’d instead decided to fight fire with fire.

He smiled as he leaned forward and closer to the two men.

Any of his three brothers would have recognized that smile and known that he was about to throw down the winning card or domino piece, or make a high-scoring word in a game of Scrabble.  The same smile had taunted them if they’d had the misfortune to roll the dice and end up on his Mayfair property in a game of Monopoly.

“My client was sadly not able to achieve as much as two hundred and fifty thousand pounds for the sale of the car,” Sebastian informed them with seeming regret.  Linden had come pretty close, though.  “And to finance the venture, he was forced to sell his own classic car.”

“That beat-up thing could hardly be called a classic!” Junior sniggered.

“It was a classic,” Sebastian replied with an emphatic nod of his head.  “Perhaps not as costly as the BMW, but selling it caused Mr Browne real distress.”

“Distress he brought upon himself!”  Junior was almost shouting now.  “Look, I don’t care about your client’s feelings.  I care about getting back my father’s money!”

“You do agree then, that it’s your father’s money and his decision as to how we proceed?”

“Don’t try to bamboozle me with your legal bullshit!  I’m here to see that my father doesn’t get cheated out of what is rightfully his.”

Gloves off!  Let’s spar!  

“Okay,” Sebastian agreed.  He shifted his gaze to the older man.  “Would you please tell me, Mr Jackson, why the car was housed in my client’s garage for almost three years?”

“I didn’t have the space for it in my own.  It needed a new engine and we couldn’t afford it.”  The man shrugged.  “To tell the truth, I had written it off as a bad—”

“That’s not the point, father,” Junior interrupted.  “He had no business selling it!”

It was clear to Sebastian that Linden had told him the truth—the older man seemed to harbour no ill feeling towards his friend.

“Parking is a very expensive business in London,” Sebastian coolly informed the men.  “By rights my client should have been paid a rental fee for storing the car on his premises.  

“Nonsense!” Junior exclaimed.

It must be one of his favourite words Sebastian decided but didn’t give him a chance to say more.  He continued briskly, “In addition to what he’s owed for the car being parked on his property, he has a receipt for the purchase of the reconditioned engine and must be compensated for the work he did on the car.  Gentlemen, I think when everything is taken into consideration there would be little profit left.”

“That’s not the bloody point!”  Junior stood and glared down at Sebastian.  “The car was not his to sell.  My father has a receipt for the purchase of the vehicle.  Linden Browne sold it without his permission.  Those are the facts.  In the eyes of the law, Linden Browne is a thief!”

“Speaking of the law,” Sebastian replied languidly, choosing to maintain eye contact with the father and not the blustering son.  “At most, my client may be instructed to compensate you in some way, Mr Jackson.  But, be warned, if we go to court I will expose your tax-avoidance scheme to Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs.  I think you will find yourself in more trouble than this is worth.”

“Wh-what scheme?” the older man asked, looking suddenly alarmed.

“Yours is not an official business but still, self-employment income in excess of £1000 per annum must be declared to HMRC.”  Sebastian smiled across at the man.  “Have you done so since starting your business?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
\Av S 4 _ ﬁ





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
Sign up for updates and
new releases. And get
Seducing the Billionaire:
The Complete Series

FREE!!

ubscribe






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





