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the joker in the pack

phrase

A person or factor likely to have an unpredictable effect on events.


























CHAPTER 1

“WOULD YOU HURRY up?”

I gripped the ladder with sweaty hands as Maddie balanced on top. We’d been best friends since primary school, an unbreakable bond that had formed the day Robbie Stevens called me a nasty name and she crawled under the table to tie his shoelaces together in revenge.

“Why are you whispering, Liv? He’s not here.”

She leaned to the side, and the ladder wobbled. I clung on tighter as my grip on sanity loosened.

“But he’ll be back any minute!”

“Almost done. Just pass me the pink, would you?”

I handed over one final tube of glitter and tapped my foot as she carefully sprinkled the contents along the fourth blade of my ex-boyfriend’s ceiling fan. His professionally decorated cream-and-grey lounge would look wonderful covered in a hail of rainbow sparkles.

I glanced at my watch—almost seven o’clock. Please, say Edward hadn’t left work early today. We should have had time to spare, but we’d got delayed taking down the curtain poles to put the hard-boiled eggs inside. Some of the screws were really sticky. Not only that, mixing his hideously expensive conditioner with hair removal cream and squishing it all back into both the bottle in the shower and the spare in the cupboard had taken longer than anticipated.

But we’d managed in the end, and now I was torn between shrieking with glee or backpedalling and putting everything back how it was.

I wasn’t normally vindictive like that, you understand, but buoyed as I was by the glass of wine I’d drunk with lunch and the vivid memory of Edward boinking his personal assistant over his dining room table, it hadn’t taken much for Maddie to persuade me. I’d chosen that dining table with him, for goodness’ sake. When he’d asked the assistant in John Lewis how sturdy it was, I’d had no idea what he had in mind. How stupid did I feel?

Maddie clambered down the ladder, grinning. “Grab that screwdriver, would you? We don’t want to give the game away by leaving evidence behind.”

No, we didn’t. I stuck it in my pocket and grabbed one end of the ladder, which we carried back to Edward’s garage. Inside, I took one last look at his new Mercedes. We’d chosen the colour together, and he’d even ordered the heated seats because I didn’t like getting cold. Six weeks he’d owned it, and we’d only taken a handful of trips before that awful day.

“Ready to go?” Maddie asked, hovering by the door.

“Yes. Yes, I am.” Out of my old life and into the new.

We giggled like schoolgirls as we ran towards the Tube station, but it wasn’t until we were sitting on the train that the guilt really hit. What had we done?

“Do you think the hair remover was a bit much?”

“No, I bloody don’t. She was wearing your Jimmy Choos when you caught them, remember?”

I did, but I didn’t want to.

“And look on the bright side, his little slut might borrow some of it for her own tresses.”

There was that, but still… “He’s going to know it was me.”

Maddie didn’t hold back with her filthy laugh. “No, he’s going to know it was me. When’s he coming over to your place to pick up the rest of his stuff?”

“Tomorrow evening.” I knew that from the claws that squeezed my guts harder with every passing second. “Perhaps we should have waited.”

“Nah. Carpe diem, remember? Seize the day. Do you want me to be there tomorrow?”

“Isn’t Tuesday your date night with Dave?”

Maddie and Dave had been seeing each other for two years, and although he’d never surprised her with a trip to Antigua like Edward did for me one day, Dave also didn’t cancel date night at the last minute because a “meeting” came up. Meeting. I knew better now.

“Yes, but Dave and I go out every week. If you want me there, I’ll come.”

I’d have loved the moral support, but with Maddie working shifts as a nurse and Dave’s overtime as an electrician, I understood how much they valued their evenings out.

“Honestly, I’ll be fine. I know Edward hasn’t been very nice to me since…since the…incident, but I can cope with being in the same room as him for a couple more hours.”

Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. Last time we’d spoken, I’d gone through an entire box of tissues, a tub of chocolate ice cream, and a bottle of wine afterwards. I couldn’t cope with being in the same building as him, let alone the same room. Every time he got within touching distance, I couldn’t decide whether to stick pins in him or cry.

“If you’re sure…”

“I’m sure.” I plastered on a grin I absolutely didn’t feel. “Everything’ll be fine.”
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The door rattled in its frame as Edward slammed it behind him.

“Pig!” I shouted.

The nosy old lady upstairs banged on the ceiling as I stumbled over to the freezer for another pint of Ben & Jerry’s finest. I carefully placed the tub of Chunky Monkey next to my economy-sized glass of white and alternated spoonfuls with cutting Edward’s face out of every photo ever taken of the two of us.

Snip, snip, slurp.

Snip, snip, slurp.

Snip, snip, slurp.

I’d just got through the album of our first year together when Maddie called.

“How did it go?”

“Oh, it was just super. Perfect. Couldn’t have been better.”

“And how did it really go?”

I threw the scissors down on the coffee table, and lots of little Edward-faces scattered everywhere.

“He insisted on taking the chafing dish. I was the only one who ever used it. He can’t even turn it on, for goodness’ sake! He’s…he’s just…an asshole!”

“Well, we already knew that.”

“And he took the set of glass bowls we brought back from Venice. I picked those out, and he knew how much I loved the colours. But he said he paid for them, so he was having them.”

“He’s just being spiteful because you wouldn’t let him have his cake and eat it. It makes me glad I rubbed cut chilli on his toilet paper.”

“You did what?”

“While you were trying to get the curtain pole down. Habaneros. I bought them specially.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I ended up snorting instead. Mother would have been furious at how unladylike I’d become. My eyes began watering again, although I wasn’t sure whether it was from the grief of finalising my break-up with Edward or the thought of what two-hundred-thousand Scoville units would do to the delicate skin of his backside. Maddie hung on, patient as always, as I blew my nose.

“Will the peppers leave any permanent damage?”

“I don’t think so, but I’ll be keeping my fingers crossed.”

“I don’t know whether to kiss you or curse you.”

“I’ll settle for a hug next time we see each other. You really are better off without him—you know that, right?”

I carefully avoided answering her question. “You’re the best friend a girl could have. Did I ever tell you that?”

“Maybe once or twice.”

I smiled to myself. Maddie sure was one in a million. “Get back to your date.”

Maddie had told me a hundred times that I was better off without Edward, and while my head could accept that, it was taking longer for my heart to comprehend. A month ago, it had been filled with affection for the man I’d hoped to marry, and now there was a yawning hole in my chest. Empty. I was empty.

Four weeks, two days, and three hours had passed since I walked in on Edward doing the dirty on me, and after two weeks of numbness where I’d ignored every call, the wounds were still raw. Little things got to me, like fetching one mug of tea instead of two in the mornings and the absence of his low-fat soya milk in the fridge. My solitary toothbrush in the holder in the bathroom. The excess of space in the hall closet.

Then there were the intangibles. The cold stillness of the flat late in the evening. The times I turned around to pass comment on some triviality, only to remember I was alone. Those things were the worst, but of course, I couldn’t escape the practicalities either. I’d never had to worry about budgeting before, and now the bills were mounting up.

Although I’d dropped plenty of hints about us moving in together, Edward had clung on to his bachelor pad. Hardly surprising now I knew what he’d been doing there. But despite that, he’d warmed my bed at least five nights out of every seven.

“I love coming home to your cooking, Olivia,” he said to me at least twice a week.

The last meal I’d made for him had been salmon en croûte with a chocolate roulade for dessert, and it had taken me most of the afternoon. All that time I’d spent pandering to Edward’s needs and neglecting my own. After the ten o’clock news finished and he’d had a nightcap, he’d always snuggled up to me, whispering sweet words and telling me how much I meant to him.

Lies. All lies.

Looking back, I realised how stupid I’d been. Blinded by love and, if I was honest with myself, a little by money as well. The one area where I couldn’t fault Edward was his generosity when it came to my living expenses. While I’d paid the rent, he’d covered the utilities and groceries.

Seven hundred pounds a month wasn’t a lot for him, seeing as he earned thousands as an investment banker. He carried that much around in his wallet. When we’d gone out for dinner, he’d favoured lobster and steak with a hundred-pound bottle of wine, whereas my income ran to Marks & Spencer on a good month. And there hadn’t been many of those lately.

As a self-employed website designer, I could theoretically increase my hours and make more cash, but the market had become saturated since I first started my little business. Finding new clients wouldn’t be easy.

But I had to try. I gazed around my tiny flat, the space I’d once been so proud of. Yes, I needed to work because otherwise, I’d be homeless.


























CHAPTER 2

I TOOK ANOTHER sip, okay, gulp of wine as I rued the choices I’d made over the last two years. Of course, dating Edward was my biggest mistake, but that had led to a whole host of smaller problems. I’d become too reliant on him.

“Let’s go out for supper with Ferdinand and Petronella,” he’d said all too often. Other days, it was a trip to the opera or drinks in Chelsea, and he’d always expected me to be available at the drop of a hat to accompany him.

I’d secretly loved that. I enjoyed going to the opera too. Well, apart from the singing. And sitting still for two hours. Fine, I liked having ice cream in the interval and being seen out with Edward, who nobody could deny was heart-stoppingly handsome.

So, when work contracts came to an end, I hadn’t worried about replacing those clients with new ones. Parties with friends had won out, and despite that, I hadn’t heard a word from Petronella and co. since three days post-incident. I groaned at the mere thought of that encounter.

Edward had still been insisting that his little indiscretion had all been his PA’s fault. She’d come on to him, he claimed. She was only supposed to be in his townhouse to work on a profit-and-loss analysis. And I’d been racked with self-doubt—perhaps he’d strayed because I’d put on a few pounds or hadn’t put enough effort into cooking lately? Which was why I’d gone to the gym that Friday afternoon. As if twisting my ankle on the treadmill hadn’t been bad enough, I’d been changing in the farthest corner of the locker room when Petronella and an acquaintance walked in. And they were talking about me.

“Apparently Olivia finally found out about Edward and Becki,” Petronella said.

“I heard. When I spoke to Becki after yoga, she said Olivia looked totally shocked.”

“Really? I’m only surprised it took so long. After all, she didn’t notice when he was messing around with the waitress from Norton’s every Thursday night.”

What? Edward had told me Thursdays were team night at work. A bunch of guys getting together to discuss deals and compare their golf handicaps.

“Or his tennis coach. How long did that affair last? Five months? Six?”

“And don’t forget that thing Edward had with that Thai masseuse.”

“Pai?”

“Yes, her.”

“I always thought she was a man.”

“Whatever. She’s great at working the kinks out of my shoulders.”

I sagged back onto a bench as their voices faded away. How could he? I must have been the laughing stock for months. And worse, if the seminar on web coding I’d been due to attend one fateful Tuesday hadn’t been cancelled, and if I hadn’t decided to surprise Edward with a nice bottle of burgundy and a selection of Marks & Spencer’s finest, I’d still be in the dark.

Only one of our joint friends had phoned me since the split. Beth, my sometimes doubles partner at badminton, a petite brunette married to the CEO of a bathroom design firm. But once I’d finished optimising her lifestyle website for search engines, she’d stopped returning my calls, and when I bumped into her outside the wholefood store a week later, she’d studiously looked the other way.

After that, I’d avoided the gym and the wholefood store—in fact, going out at all. Waitrose delivered the essentials, and apart from my foray back into Edward’s apartment with Maddie, I hadn’t left the house.

But darn it! That meant Edward had won, and the very thought made me sick.

I couldn’t even cook properly. Normally, I loved baking, and barely a day passed without me turning the oven on and making a cake or a quiche or a batch of cookies. But I’d spent the last month living on junk food.

Well, no more. Tomorrow, I’d begin getting my life back. I’d make soup for lunch, advertise for new clients, and go out in the evening.

Tomorrow, Olivia mark two would be born.
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“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Maddie asked the following afternoon.

I’d put my phone on speaker while I got ready, and I paused, mascara wand in mid-air.

“I can’t let Edward overshadow the rest of my life.”

“But if you wait until the weekend, I can come with you.”

Four days? No, I had to get this over with.

“Maybe we can do something on Saturday evening too, but I need to go out tonight.”

I poked myself in the eye, dammit, and it started watering. Not tears. No, not at all.

“Well, okay.” Maddie sounded doubtful. “As long as you’re sure.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Fine. Fine in the same way as I told Edward I was fine when he cancelled our holiday to Switzerland because of a client meeting. Fine in the same way as I told my mother I was fine when she insisted I forgo Maddie’s thirteenth birthday party to attend a ballet lesson because all little girls should learn grace and poise. If I recalled correctly, I’d tripped over my own feet that day and spent the evening getting six stitches in my eyebrow. You could still see the scar in the right light.

I pushed thoughts of them out of my mind as I curled my hair. If I had the money, I’d get it highlighted again. The colour had darkened over the years, more of an ash blonde now than the platinum I’d been born with. At least my aquamarine shift dress matched my eyes perfectly.

By the time I slipped my feet into a pair of heels and headed for the door, my toes were feeling decidedly chilly. But I pushed on because Edward would not win.

I didn’t feel brave enough to venture far, but I’d been to the Wild Orchid in Clerkenwell a few times with Edward and our friends, and I wouldn’t look completely out of place on my own. Even better, I could walk there and save a cab fare.

Music played softly in the background as I shuffled in, and a group of men glanced up. One smiled. I smiled back, but inwardly I was cheering. Maybe I still had it after all? Then a skinny brunette pushed past me and kissed him on both cheeks. Darn it.

I slunk off to the bar and perched on a stool next to a man in a suit. Not a particularly well-fitting one, either.

“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked.

“A glass of white wine, please.”

At least he was polite. Or so I thought until he tried to put his hand up my skirt. Who did he think he was? A presidential candidate? I shoved him away and inched closer to the middle-aged lady on the other side of me as he staggered off, muttering about “frigid sluts.” Didn’t he realise that was an oxymoron?

“Bad luck, honey,” the lady said. “That one was a politician. Lord something or other. Loaded.”

Really? For a second I wondered if I’d— No, Olivia! Having money didn’t give him the right to do that.

“I wasn’t interested.”

“Waiting for your young man, are you?”

On second glance, the lady might have been slightly past middle age. Her face was wrinkle free, but there was a tautness that spoke of the surgeon’s knife. Even her hands were smooth as she clutched her dirty martini like a lifeline. Judging by her lack of focus, it wasn’t her first drink of the evening.

“No, I’m not meeting anyone in particular.”

Her gaze dropped to my lap, where my skirt had been hiked upwards by Lord Pervert, and when she met my eyes again, her disgusted look said it all.

“Oh, one of those, are you? You won’t find much business here.”

What? Eww!

“No, I’m not a prostitute! If you must know, I just split up with my boyfriend.” I tugged my skirt down and wished I’d worn something longer. Like a nun’s habit or a burka.

“What was it? An affair? Or are you just hoping to trade him in for a better model?”

“That’s not really any of your business.”

She nodded, and I thought she tried for a sympathetic smile, but nothing much moved. “Affair, then.”

Was it really that obvious? My sigh confirmed her suspicions.

“You know, sometimes it’s better to forgive a few little transgressions when they’re holding the credit cards.”

Maybe she wasn’t so different from me. After all, I’d considered doing just that, hadn’t I?

But I couldn’t. My mother may have tried to stop me believing in Cinderella, but I still wanted the fairy tale. A man who came home to me, and only me. I didn’t want to be the girl waiting in his thousand-thread-count sheets while he was out entertaining his latest plaything.

No, I’d rather be single, no matter how much I might have been hurting.
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“So, how did it go?”

Maddie phoned at eight in the morning, and my head still hurt from the four martinis Botox-lady had poured into me last night.

“Not so well. I got groped, and then Jackie Collins’s long-lost sister corrupted me.”

After Maddie finished laughing, she had a hiccupping fit.

“It’s not funny. All I wanted was a quiet night out, and the only man I managed to attract was more like an octopus.”

“Oh, it is a little bit funny. Look on the plus side—if your mother were alive, she’d march you right back to the bar and insist you get his phone number.”

Maddie meant it as a joke, but the shame of it was she was exactly right. Before my mother’s passing, she’d attempted to impart many pearls of wisdom, and one of her favourites related to my choice of future husband.

“Olivia,” she’d said. “You need to put a price on your heart, and don’t you dare sell yourself cheap. Set your sights high. Find a doctor, a lawyer, or a banker—preferably one with a family seat and a title.”

Well, last night’s pervert had the title, while Edward had certainly fulfilled her career specification, and now look at me. At the moment, my net worth was more akin to a bottle of Lambrini and a box of Milk Tray than the champagne and caviar she’d dreamed of. My mother would turn in her grave if she saw the state of me, sprawled on the sofa wearing week-old pyjamas and the pair of Bugs Bunny slippers Maddie gave me last Christmas.

“Mother only wanted the best for me.”

“She read you DeBrett’s etiquette guide at bedtime, Liv. Most little girls got Rapunzel or Cinderella.”

“I’ll concede she wasn’t very fond of Cinderella.”

Okay, so she’d hated Cinderella and her lack of effort to make a better life for herself. I’d once asked for a pair of glass slippers, but Mother had only scoffed.

“Fancy leaving something like that to fate,” she’d said. “If you want to find your Prince Charming, you’ll need to go out and hunt for him.”

“Where?” At fourteen years old, I couldn’t exactly go far.

“You can start by joining the debating society as I suggested, young lady. Every girl should strive to raise her profile.”

The debating society. One hour after school every Wednesday. Better than walking around with a book on my head or practising which cutlery to use, which was what Mother would have made me do otherwise. I’d signed up and spent the whole year sitting at the back and saying as little as possible. Maddie had joined too, for moral support, although she’d been far more vocal than me.

Now was no different.

“Liv, I know she was your mum, but she made you live the life she wanted rather than the one you wanted. I mean, she’d have loved Edward, wouldn’t she?”

“Yes, but I did too, once.”

“Don’t defend what he did. It was inexcusable.”

“I know… It’s just I hate being alone.”

“You’re not alone. We’ll go out at the weekend, just you and me, and we’ll have some proper fun. You’ll see.”

“Promise you won’t get arrested again.”

“That was all a big misunderstanding.”

“Just a quiet dinner.”

“I’ll organise something fabulous. You won’t regret it. Promise.”

A long, drawn-out groan escaped the instant Maddie hung up the phone. Perhaps I could feign illness at the weekend? After all, the symptoms of flu and a hangover weren’t totally dissimilar. Or maybe Maddie would take pity on me and bring pizza and a DVD instead. With three days to go until the weekend, I tried to block the idea of partying out of my mind. Sleep was calling.


























CHAPTER 3

BY SATURDAY, ALL I wanted to do was crawl under my duvet and turn into the McDonald’s breakfast I’d just eaten. Normally, I didn’t touch fried food, but today I felt I deserved bonus points just for leaving the house.

The rest of the week hadn’t gone well. I’d finished one project, but I hadn’t picked up any new jobs to fill the gap in my finances despite hustling online. And I’d barely slept last night because one of my nine remaining clients was an inconsiderate pig. Derek Braithwaite, CEO of DB’s Sportswear, figured that in the digital age I should work twenty-four hours a day, so he’d sent over a change request at eleven in the evening. Most likely while he was in the pub, but he’d still expected me to implement it by opening hours the next morning, weekend or not.

And I couldn’t afford to lose him, no matter how unpalatable sucking up to him was.

I’d spent Thursday cancelling all the non-essentials—my health club membership, Netflix, those little organic snacks I got delivered every week. Even my fortnightly manicure. Mother had always drummed the importance of having perfect nails into me, but the stress had made me start biting them again.

But the biggest problem was my rent. In London, where a converted broom closet once sold for six figures, even the smallest flat cost four figures a month. And I was tied into my contract for the best part of a year.

Yesterday, I’d raked through my wardrobe and piled anything I could sell onto the couch. The designer dresses Edward bought me to wear to his corporate events could go to a consignment store, but the rest? I’d opened an eBay account and used the app on my phone to list fifty-seven lots.

But selling my excess clothes was a one-off. Once they were gone, they were gone. I still needed to conjure up another two hundred pounds a month from somewhere.

Looking at my beautiful clothes and knowing they wouldn’t be there much longer made my chest tighten, and that was followed by the telltale prickle of tears I’d experienced all too often lately. And that feeling was made even worse when I poured myself a glass of wine and decided to stalk Edward on Facebook.

“You did what?” Maddie asked an hour later after I’d sobbed down the phone at her.

“I know, I know. It was stupid.”

“No, Liv. Stupid was when Jenny Henderson called you fat in year nine, and we borrowed that frog from the biology lab to put in her locker.”

“We?”

“I only did it to help you out. How was I supposed to know the thing would escape from my bag in English and Miss Foster had a phobia of amphibians?”

“But he’s changed his status. He’s in a relationship with Becki Harris. A relationship! I thought it was a new thing, but from her photos, they’ve been shagging for over a year.”

“Think positive. He cheated on her with the tennis bitch and the masseuse too.”

Becki’s profile showed a fondness for micro skirts, her eyebrows were habitually drawn on with a felt-tip, and if she didn’t have breast implants, someone had certainly got creative with Photoshop. And I already knew she had cellulite from the way Edward’s crystal chandelier had glinted off her backside when she legged it out of his dining room.

“I just can’t understand what he saw in her. He always said he preferred the natural look.”

“He lied about everything else. Why not that?”

Becki listed her occupations as executive assistant and model/actress, but a quick internet search showed her recent projects and they certainly didn’t involve Shakespeare.

“But seriously, Maddie—she starred in a film called Wenches vs. Werewolves.”

“I don’t think Edward and his friends hire their secretaries for their brains.”

Speaking of brains, I’d clearly misplaced mine. How could I have been so stupid?

Never again.

Never again would I trust a man.

The pain they brought simply wasn’t worth it.
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When I didn’t answer Maddie’s calls on Saturday afternoon, she used her key and found me slumped on the sofa, surrounded by empty wine bottles and the remains of a family-sized tin of Quality Street.

“Come on—we’re going out.”

“I haven’t got any money.”

“My treat.”

“I have to work.”

She leaned forward and sniffed my breath. “When you’ve been drinking?”

The last time I’d tried that, I’d got Longacres Garden Centre mixed up with Hair by Camilla and accidentally uploaded a banner reminding Camilla’s clients it was time to get their bushes trimmed. That little mistake had taken a lot of apologising.

“Maybe not.”

Maddie pulled me to my feet and shoved me in the direction of the shower. “Chop-chop. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

She wouldn’t give up; I knew that. Her tenacity in the face of my mother’s disapproval had kept her by my side since childhood.

While my mother had been a firm advocate of “keeping up with the Joneses,” she’d made an exception for Madonna Jones and her family. Maddie had worn hand-me-down clothes and lived in a council house, and my mother had never managed to see past that to the person underneath.

“Who on earth calls a child Madonna?” she’d asked one day. “It’s bordering on child abuse.”

I kept my mouth shut because my opinion wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. But no matter what my mother thought, Maddie and I had been inseparable.

When my father went through his midlife crisis, announced he was marrying a woman ten years his junior, and moved to Spain, it was Maddie who’d brought around the darts for us both to throw at the wedding photo he’d thoughtfully sent me.

After that, my mother had suffered her own breakdown, and we moved from our nice four-bedroom detached in Notting Hill to a pokey terraced shoebox. The doctors said Mother made a full recovery, but I knew better. Appearances meant everything to her, and giving up her life of luxury meant taking a huge hit to her social standing. I’d often wondered whether that was why she’d piled so much pressure onto me.

I’d been shunned by the popular set too, and I spent most of my GCSE year cowering behind the bike sheds to avoid their name-calling. Of course, then I’d failed my exams and hidden at Maddie’s for two days straight before I plucked up the courage to go home.

“You’re grounded, madam. Do you hear me?” Mother screeched when she found the results slip in my bag. “How could you do this to me?”

To her. Always to her. My feelings didn’t matter, and I couldn’t do anything right.

When I turned eighteen, Maddie was the one by my side when Mother lost her battle against lung cancer, blaming my father’s smoking habit to the end. And even as she slipped away, her remaining hair had been neatly curled, her lipstick perfect.

Now Maddie was here for me again. The least I could do was go out with her for the evening, and now she wandered into the bedroom while I finished getting dressed, a glass of wine in her right hand and a digestive biscuit in her left.

“You can’t go out wearing that. You look as if you’re in mourning.”

I glanced down at my black pencil skirt and matching blouse. “I am. My relationship died.”

“Stop thinking like that. I can tell I still have work to do.”

She rummaged through my closet, coming up with something sparkly that had somehow missed the eBay pile.

“Here, put this on.”

I unfolded the garment. Did I even buy that? “I’ll need some trousers to go with it.”

“Don’t you bloody dare!”

I put the offending item on, and it didn’t even come to mid-thigh.

“I can’t go out like this. It’s positively indecent.”

“Nonsense. You can and you are.”

The look of determination in her eyes said I wasn’t going to win this one.

“Fine. Just don’t make me pause on any street corners, because I’ll probably get arrested.”

She rolled her eyes. “Stop being so melodramatic.”

“You’re not the one who’s going to be flashing her underwear if there’s even the slightest breeze. Where are we going, anyway?”

“Oh, just a club.”

“A club? I thought we said dinner. I’m not sure I’m up to visiting somewhere rowdy.”

“Well, it’s more of a cabaret. And there’s a buffet.”

“Why don’t we get a takeaway instead?”

“Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?”

Adventure? Adventure? DeBrett’s girls didn’t need a sense of adventure. I had a sense of class, and I had a sense of decorum. That was all I needed.

Right?
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Two hours later, I blinked under overly bright lights as I slid around on a black plastic chair. It had got a little slippery when I missed the stripper’s body with the baby oil and squirted it all over myself instead. No way would this dress be going on eBay. Once I’d peeled it off, it’d be heading straight for the bin.

With a dozen disturbingly named cocktails in me, I chanted along with the rest of the hen-night crowd in the audience.

“Strip! Strip! Strip!”

The muscle-bound hunk gyrating in front of me duly obliged and whipped off his leopard-print thong. He flashed the crowd then turned back to me, his sausage and meatballs swinging hypnotically just inches from my face. I couldn’t tear my gaze away.

This was great! Why hadn’t I thought of coming to a cabaret before?

The music was funky. The flashy lights were so pretty. And the men were really, really shiny. This was my new favourite thing!

As the music wound down, my new friend, Taurus, offered me his arm to help me back to my best friend in the whole wide world. I could see her waving at me from the front row. Both of her.

I waved back.

“Hiiiiiii, uh…”

What was her name again?

M-something? Mary? I was just puzzling over that when my feet shot out from under me. The crowd gasped as I grabbed at Taurus, but he was covered in so much oil he slid right out of my grasp.

What’s-her-name disappeared from view in slow motion, replaced by hot-pink spotlights and a wide-eyed hunk staring down at me. The last things I saw before it all went black were his muscled thighs overhead, meat and two veg looking so deliciously edible between them.

Oops.


























CHAPTER 4

THE SOUND OF beeping woke me up. Strange. Usually, I set my phone to play Pharrell’s “Happy” at seven every morning in a vain attempt to convince myself that I actually was.

It failed every time.

I reached out to shut off the noise, but something tugged at the back of my hand. Ouch! That stung.

“Easy, easy.”

Why was Maddie in my bedroom? My eyelids felt heavy, but I forced them open. Why was everything white? My best friend swam into view, concern etched over her face.

“What’s wrong?” It came out as, “Wash ron?”

“You had a teeny, tiny accident. You’re in hospital.”

Well, that would explain the bland colour scheme. “Wa kinda assident?”

“You slipped over and knocked yourself out for a little while.”

Really? How on earth had I managed that? I’d been intending to do some tidying, but…

“How’d it happen?”

“Uh, we were in a club, and you slipped in a pool of, uh…” Her voice dropped a few decibels. “…baby oil.”

My voice, on the other hand, got louder as it recovered. “Baby oil? I don’t even have any baby oil.”

“Well, it was kind of provided at the club.”

“What kind of club provides baby oil?”

My memory came back in fits and starts. The lights, the music, the chanting, the steroid-riddled guy standing naked in front of me.

“You took me to a strip club!” I screeched.

“Shh, keep your voice down. There are other patients around.”

Much as it pained me, she was right about that. “Fine. I certainly don’t want anyone else finding out.”

Her cheeks coloured as she shuffled backwards. “It might be a bit late for that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Er… Perhaps you should get some rest.”

“Maddie, what are you talking about?”

“Okay, okay. Do you remember Mandy Clark? We went to school with her.”

“That perky blonde whose life’s ambition was to bag herself a Premier League footballer?”

She’d even learned what the offside rule was. We’d had a bust-up in year six when she’d said my accent was so posh it was stupid and I’d grabbed her Barbie doll and put its arm in the electric pencil sharpener, and she’d never forgiven me.

“Well, she’s getting married. To a footie player, surprise, surprise. But she’s had to slum it. He’s only in League Two.”

“Terrific. And?”

“Well, she might have been at the cabaret last night. And she might have brought her camera. And one or two of those pictures may have found their way onto Facebook.”

Oh, bloody hell. “Get her to take them down. Please!”

“I tried, but it was too late. They’d already got over seven hundred likes and made it onto Twitter.”

I closed my eyes. This couldn’t be happening.

“I didn’t know Mandy even had seven hundred friends.”

“She doesn’t. She tagged you, so some of them are yours. Then the photos went a little bit viral. People have been commenting from as far away as Ecuador. The one where you were stroking the dude’s wotsit was particularly popular.”

Bang went my plan of running away to South America. All that training, all that effort my mother had put in to turn me into a lady, and I’d just ruined it. I couldn’t even behave properly at a strip club.

Still, on the bright side, the embarrassment I’d felt about Edward’s affair paled into insignificance beside this latest debacle.

I was never going to another club. Never.

On second thoughts, I wouldn’t even be able to set foot outside my front door again. I’d lock myself in my flat forever. Waitrose delivered, so I’d be fine. In sixty years, someone would find my corpse surrounded by empty chocolate boxes, mummified after it had lain undiscovered for six months.

My obituary would be short.




Olivia Porter, daughter of the late Frank and Victoria. Known for her lewd behaviour and her complete inability to attract a man. Survived by her seventeen cats.




I dropped my voice to a whisper. “Maddie, I’m going to kill you. You know that, right?”

“Gosh, would you look at the time? My shift’s just about to start. Gotta run.”

Coward.

An hour later, a doctor examined me, poking and prodding and shining a torch in my eyes.

“You have a slight concussion, and we need to keep you in overnight for observation. If nothing worsens, you can go home tomorrow.”

Was I supposed to be grateful for that? I guess so, but I didn’t fancy being alone in my flat, either. What was there for me? An underwhelming amount of work, a half-empty wardrobe, and a gaping hole in my life. So much to look forward to.

“Leaving so soon? Are you sure that’s safe?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “We need the bed for patients who don’t inflict injuries on themselves.”

His pursed lips told me the doctors hadn’t found Maddie’s tale of a strip night gone wrong very funny.

The nurses did, though. By the time I was discharged, at least ten of them had asked about it, and they gave me a leaving gift of furry handcuffs and a bottle of baby oil.

I tried to smile, but my sense of humour had all but deserted me. Every day, I became more like my mother. The only positive thing about the constant jibes was that when Maddie waved a white tissue taped to a pencil around the edge of the door in surrender, I was pretty much desensitised to the whole mess.

“Are you still planning to kill me?” she asked.

“No.” A sigh escaped. “I can see you were only trying to help, and besides, I’m not sure how I’d go about hiding the body.”

Plus, I couldn’t drive, and she was my lift home.

When we got back to my flat, she insisted on coming in and making me toast and a cup of tea before she returned to Dave.

“That way I’ll know you’ve eaten something other than junk food. I bought you fresh milk and a few groceries.”

At least somebody cared. “Thank you.”

“It’ll all blow over, you’ll see. A celebrity’ll fall out of a club or something, and nobody’ll be interested in your video anymore.”

“I hope you’re right. And I really do appreciate the food.”

“We’ll do a takeaway next week. Deal?”

“Deal.”

After Maddie left, I shuffled to bed. My head still hurt, and I craved sleep as though I hadn’t spent part of this week unconscious.
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Two days passed before I felt well enough to turn on the computer, and even then, a dull ache pulsed behind my eyeballs. The pain only got worse when I read my emails.




Olivia,

Several of my clients have shown me the video of your shenanigans on Facebook, and I can’t express how disappointed I am at your lack of professionalism. First the “bushes” faux pas and now this. Regrettably, I’ll be taking my business elsewhere.

Camilla




And it got worse as I scrolled down.




Olivia,

I need you to discount all tracksuit prices by ten percent immediately.

Derek




Then when I didn’t reply straight away…




Olivia,

I see you haven’t made the changes. Is there a problem?

Derek




Twelve hours later…




Olivia,

Are you ignoring me?

Derek




And the final message, timed at eight o’clock this morning.




Olivia,

As you’re non-responsive, I’ve found another web designer. He’s cheaper too. Send your final invoice to my secretary when you eventually get around to reading your emails.

Derek




That…that…asshole! Without their recurring fees, my situation had become even more dire. I opened up my spreadsheet and recalculated everything. If I ate nothing but oatmeal and didn’t use the heating, ever, plus picked up one more decent client, I could just about afford to live. As long as nothing else went wrong, that was.

But what else could go wrong? My life disappeared down the toilet when Edward did the dirty on me. Taurus had only pressed the flush.

For so many years, I’d worn a mask, working to give the impression that I was of the same social standing as Edward and my friends, but with one drunken mistake, that illusion had been shattered. I’d been revealed for who I truly was. Common little Olivia Porter.

I’d been outed as an impostor.

How could things possibly get any worse?


























CHAPTER 5

A MONTH LATER, I stood in the kitchen, surveying the horrific mess that only a burst pipe could cause. My tears had only added to the puddles shimmering under the single light bulb, now bare because I’d sold the shade.

I’d been out job-hunting when it happened. A day of futile sales pitches to small businesses in the local area had turned into a nightmare when I’d walked in to find Niagara Falls coming through a gaping hole in the ceiling and a furious downstairs neighbour hammering on my door.

How the heck did I turn off the water? Shouldn’t there be a master tap somewhere? I panicked and called Maddie, who put me on to Dave, who told me about the stopcock in my airing cupboard. The neighbour was still yelling as I paddled through and finally stopped the torrent.

Then the neighbour called the landlord, and he came around and shouted at me too.

“Look what you’ve done.”

I squelched across the carpet behind him as he examined the damage, cringing when I realised I’d left my underwear out on the bedroom windowsill to dry.

“But how did it happen?” I asked. “How can a pipe just burst like that?”

The plumber he’d brought with him tutted. “It probably froze overnight. It’s like the bloody Arctic in here. Is the heating broken?”

The landlord obviously knew I hadn’t reported any faulty radiators, and he turned to glare at me.

“I, uh, turned it off. I can’t afford the utility bills right now.”

“So you decided to cause thousands of pounds worth of damage to my property instead?”

“It was barely freezing.”

“One degree below would have been enough. Bloody women!”

Thousands of pounds? His words echoed in my head, and I felt physically sick as I sagged against the counter.

“I can’t afford to pay for all the repairs at the moment. Maybe I could pay a bit back each month? As long as I get some more work, that is.”

“I’ve got insurance to cover the building damage. Some of us aren’t entirely stupid. Your security deposit will pay the excess, but I’m not taking any chances on something like this happening again. I want you out by the end of the month.”

“But it’s almost Christmas. How am I supposed to find a new place over the holidays? Nobody’ll want to move then.”

“Not my problem,” the landlord said over his shoulder as he stomped out.

My heart hammered as I stared after him. Obviously, the place was a mess, but surely he had to understand it was an accident? In the three years I’d lived in the flat, I’d always paid the rent on time and never asked him to fix anything, not even when a pigeon flew into the lounge window and broke it.

Worry settled in my stomach like one of the bad Chinese takeaways I used to eat with Maddie before I met Edward. Homeless as well as penniless? Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, fate drop-kicked me into a lower level of hell. Now I needed to add finding a new place to live to my list of seemingly impossible tasks.

I looked around the little flat I’d loved so much. From agonising over the colour schemes to selecting just the right vase for the sideboard, I’d put my heart and soul into it. Mother always said a tidy home meant a tidy mind, and mine both lay in tatters. Every time someone bid for one of my items on eBay, it felt as if my soul were under the hammer as well.

“But I still don’t understand why you turned the heating off,” Maddie said as she helped me to sponge the living room carpet dry.

Murky splodges covered every inch of the once-pristine cream pile.

“You know how Edward liked the place tropical? Well, the electric bill came last week, and it ran to four figures.”

“Over a grand?”

I nodded. “Almost two. So I panicked and turned everything off.”

“You should have said something, you daft mare. I’ve got a few hundred quid saved up.”

Tired of life, I went to sit down, then remembered I’d sold my table and chairs. “I can’t take your money, not with it coming up to Christmas.”

“You can’t freeze, either. What are you doing at night?”

“Wearing lots of layers, and I’ve got two duvets on the bed.”

At least I still had a bed. Apart from that and my desk and chair, the flat lay empty. The last thing to go had been the three-piece suite. My beautiful maroon leather sofa with its two matching armchairs. The guy who bought it had the cheek to try and haggle me down further when he’d come to pick it up. I’d stood my ground, but the whole experience left me drained.

“Look at it this way,” Maddie said. “At least now you can leave this place and find somewhere cheaper.”

“I won’t have a security deposit.”

“We’ll sort something out. I’ve got tomorrow off, so let’s have a look at some adverts this evening. We’ll find you a new flat in no time.”

“You really think so?”

“Of course. Things’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

Based on my newly revised budget, we found four places with the potential to be suitable. One flat, a tiny house, and two house shares. The house especially surprised me because I hadn’t thought we’d find anything that nice with my meagre finances.

As I went to sleep that night, I felt the faintest glimmer of optimism for the first time in weeks. Perhaps Maddie was right and every black cloud had a silver lining after all?
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First thing in the morning, Maddie showed up with cappuccino and croissants, and we carried them with us on the bus as we travelled to viewing number one.

For the past few years, I’d lived in Clerkenwell, and before that, Notting Hill, prioritising a good area over size when it came to choosing my abode. Now I couldn’t afford either.

The closer the bus chugged to our destination, the more boarded-up properties I saw. Three in a row on one street alone.

“I’m not sure about this,” I said to Maddie.

“The listing said this area was up and coming.”

“On what? The crime-rate tables?”

Her grimace said it all.

“Be careful, ladies,” the bus driver said as we went to get out. “You don’t want to be out after dark around here.”

I clutched my handbag across the front of my body as we hurried along the road. Garden landscaping consisted of barbed wire and broken household appliances, with graffiti adding the odd splash of colour. Maddie stopped in front of me as I stepped over a pile of doggy poop, and I walked into her back.

“This is it,” she said. “Number forty-three.”

“It’s a chicken restaurant,” I hissed. Neon-yellow letters spelled out “Clive’s Chicken Coop,” and the red eye of an orange rooster blinked demonically as I tried to decide whether to laugh or cry.

Maddie’s gaze went higher. “I think the flat’s on the first floor.”

Sure enough, a flicker of light shone through one of the dingy windows above the garish facade.

“How do we get in?”

“Those stairs at the side?”

“Do you think they’re safe to stand on?”

The rusted metal creaked ominously as I put weight onto the first rung, and visions of the whole lot giving way and landing on top of me made me pause.

“Let’s go one at a time, shall we?”

At the top, Maddie knocked on the door and wrinkled her nose at the dirt on her knuckles. It swung open to reveal a man in a grease-stained “Chicken Coop” apron, and from the way his belly strained at the ties, he was a big fan of his own products.

“You ladies here to look at the flat?”

Why on earth would we be there otherwise? It wasn’t a neighbourhood one visited by choice.

Maddie answered for me. “Yes, that’s us.”

“Come in, come in.” He threw the door open. “It could do with a bit of a clean.”

No, it could have done with being napalmed. Black mould grew up the walls, and the grimy carpet was a jigsaw of dark footprints. A film of dust coated the mismatched furniture, and the couch only had one cushion, not that I’d have wanted to sit on it, anyway.

“Did you just see something move over there?” Maddie whispered.

“Where?”

“Under the pile of fast-food containers in the corner.”

Even if I scrubbed for a month, I doubted I’d make a dent in the filth, and that wasn’t the worst part. I’d held my breath in horror as we walked in, but when it came to the point where I had to inhale or faint, I almost choked. The stench of chicken fried in rancid fat permeated everything.

“It’ll be snapped up in no time,” the guy told us. “Last time it went on the market, someone rented it the same day.”

Really? Did that person have an olfactory problem?

Chicken Man grinned, revealing a row of brown teeth. “Just for you, I’ll throw in a ten percent discount downstairs.”

Vomit rose in my throat as I ran from the room and down the dodgy stairs. Air. I needed air. Maddie followed more sedately and met me on the pavement.

“I told him you ate some bad sushi last night. That was a no, I take it?”

“More than a no. An absolutely no way. How could you stay in there a second longer?”

“Oh, I’ve smelled far worse things than that at the hospital. One time this guy with a bowel problem came in, and—”

I held up a hand. “Please. Just don’t. Can we get out of here?”

“It’s like that Arnie movie—The Running Man. You’ve seen that, right? Where people have to escape from the game zone without dying.”

“You’re not helping.”

“Sorry. Let’s find a bus. And look on the bright side—the next place can’t be any worse.”


























CHAPTER 6

A QUICK BUS ride took us to our second destination—one of the house shares. “Modern accommodation within easy walking distance of public transport and local shops,” according to the blurb. Thank goodness there were no fast-food outlets within sniffing distance, and the outside of the property looked just as it did in the advert, if not a little close to a road junction.

At Maddie’s knock, a guy with dreadlocks opened the door and greeted us with a toothy grin. Light glinted off his gold incisor.

“You here about the room?”

“Yes, we are,” I said.

He swung the door open wider to allow us in. “I’ll show you around. Do you like music?”

“I enjoy Beethoven. And nothing beats Mozart being played by a full orchestra.”

His eyebrow ring tilted to the side as he frowned. “How about rock?”

We stopped short in the lounge. Or what had once been a lounge, but now seemed to be…a recording studio?

“Um, I’ve never been a big fan of rock, no.”

Not that I’d really listened to that type of music. Mother never allowed it, and Edward had looked at me like I was crazy when I played a Coldplay CD. Rock, especially the heavy stuff? Way, way outside of his comfort zone.

Dreadlock Guy waved at the array of speakers. “Don’t worry. We rarely play all night. Usually, we quit at two or three in the morning. The last guy who rented the room reckoned he could barely hear us with his earplugs in.”

Maddie caught my eye and gave her head a shake. Yep, I was with her on that one.

“Uh, I’ve got a problem with my ear canals. I can’t wear earplugs.”

“Aw, bummer.”

“Yes, isn’t it? Well, thanks for your time.”

I smiled and waved as we backed out, and the guy seemed genuinely disappointed. Hard Rock House was better than Chicken Castle, but only marginally.

“I couldn’t cope with that noise,” I said to Maddie. “Not when I work from home.”

“I was more concerned about the stink of marijuana.”

That strange, smoky smell? “I just assumed someone had burned dinner.”

Maddie giggled. “You honestly didn’t realise?”

“No! I’ve never touched drugs.”

Truly, this was impossible. Two places left to see, and I didn’t hold out much hope for either one after the morning.

Third on our list was the house. We stopped off at the agent’s on the way there to pick up the key, and a man with coffee stains on his tie put his hand over the phone receiver and handed us a map scrawled on the back of a window cleaner’s flyer.

“Would you mind showing yourselves around? I’m rushed off my feet today. Phone hasn’t stopped ringing.”

I had my suspicions about that, unless he called all his customers “Mum,” but it suited us fine. At least we wouldn’t be getting the hard sell from him.

The SatNav app on Maddie’s phone led us to a quiet backstreet. Number fifteen turned out to be a narrow terrace with a bright blue front door and polished letterbox.

“This is really nice,” I said to Maddie after we’d taken a quick walk around.

“Isn’t it? Look, it’s even got a built-in microwave.”

Although the rooms were smaller than those in my flat, the tiny lounge and fitted kitchen were pristine, and the double bedroom and well-appointed bathroom would suit me perfectly.

“It’s exactly what I’m looking for.”

The faint smell of fresh paint permeated throughout, and bits of fluff on the carpets suggested they’d only just been laid. The house even came with a tiny outdoor space, complete with wooden decking and a couple of potted plants. I opened the glass doors and stepped outside. Birdsong was audible over the faint hum of traffic, and we’d already checked the place wasn’t near any busy roads or railway lines.
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