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      I’d died and gone to hell. Okay, maybe hell was a bit of an exaggeration, but I’d landed in limbo at least. Where else would a small man in a sparkly red waistcoat with devil horns perched on top of his afro be playing ping pong across his desk? Each horn had a butterfly perched on the end, and two more were clipped to his lapels.

      I hesitated in the doorway, about to back away when a ball flew past, missing my ear by a whisper.

      The ball was swiftly followed by a paddle, and by some miracle, I caught it.

      “Come on, join in!” the man shouted. “Myrna needs all the help she can get.”

      The blonde’s pigtails smacked her in the face as she whipped her head around to look at me, her expression half surprise, half grimace.

      The man—Ishmael, my new boss—snapped his fingers. “Myrna! Concentrate.”

      She frantically tried to return his shots as I stepped forward, fast regretting my choice of footwear. What with my new job being in fashion and all, I’d worn four-inch LK Bennetts and a Calvin Klein pencil skirt, neither of which lent themselves to exercise. I glanced enviously at Myrna’s ballet flats. If only—

      The ping pong ball zipped in my direction, and I shielded my face with the bat. Pop. The ball bounced off it and landed in a glass of water.

      Nice one, Tia.

      Ishmael didn’t miss a beat. He simply fished a spare ball out of his desk drawer and whacked it straight at me. At least this time I managed to hit it back in his direction. All those tennis lessons Mother insisted I take as a kid had paid off at last.

      “Move faster,” Myrna muttered under her breath.

      After a minute or two, I kicked off my heels, which at least saved me from breaking an ankle. Ishmael bounced around like a monkey on speed, and at one point, he had a paddle in each hand and three balls in play while I puffed worse than an out-of-shape nicotine addict.

      Then a cuckoo popped out of a clock on the wall, and Ishmael stopped mid-stride.

      “Half past eight,” he announced. “Time to start the day.”

      My stay of execution had ended.

      He walked towards me, hand extended and fingers down. Was I supposed to shake it or kiss it?

      “Don’t worry. I won’t bite,” he said. “Not at work, anyway. My lawyers tell me off.”

      I gripped his hand and shook, and despite his exertions, I was the one sweating.

      “Hi.” One word and my voice still managed to tremble.

      “So, you’re Tia?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Bradley said you’d be coming today. And not a moment too soon, I must add. Since J’Nae left, I haven’t had anyone to throw things at.”

      I swayed a little as the blood drained out of my face, but he just laughed. What the hell had Bradley got me into?

      “Well, I need my power nap,” Ishmael said, dropping his paddles onto the desk. “Myrna will find you something to do.”

      He flounced off, leaving me with Miss Pigtails, who peered at me over her glasses. Nice to meet you too, lady.

      “Take a seat,” she said, motioning at the pristine white leather sofa behind us.

      I sank back, sucking in a ragged breath now Ishmael had disappeared and I didn’t need to pretend to be fitter than a potato. Hell, I was so out of shape Internet Explorer could run faster than me.

      Was it too late to go home?

      My chest seized the instant I had that thought, because where was home now? Not England where I’d spent my childhood or Virginia where I’d been so happy until recently. The rather vague employment contract the receptionist downstairs had made me fill out said I lived in Tribeca, but that was just where I ate and slept.

      Home isn’t a place; it’s the people in it, my sort-of-sister, Emmy, always used to tell me. Which meant I was homeless, because the man I’d once shared my life with was gone.
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        Remember, remember the fifth of November,

        Gunpowder, treason and plot.

        We see no reason

        Why gunpowder treason

        Should ever be forgot!

      

      

      My descent into Satan’s playground officially began on the fifth of November last year, with the gunpowder, the treason, and the plot, even if I wasn’t there to see the fireworks.

      And I’d certainly never forget the aftermath.

      First came fury. I’d lashed out at everyone close to me with jagged words and clenched fists, but that initial burst of fire was soon followed by a crippling numbness. I didn’t get out of bed for a week.

      Then came the funeral, swiftly followed by the guilt. Guilt that my last words to Ryan had been angry ones. Guilt that I hadn’t given him the support he needed and deserved. And as time passed, guilt when I stopped thinking of him every minute of every hour of every day.

      And what drowned out the guilt? That’s right—alcohol.

      In only a month, I’d been arrested five times for drunk and disorderly. A record, possibly, but not one I was particularly proud of breaking.

      Before the fifth of November, my brother would have yelled long and loud at me for that behaviour, but after Ryan died? Luke spoke quiet, measured words through gritted teeth, his eyes filled with pity. That was the worst part. The pity.

      I went through the motions at Christmas and slunk away before the ball dropped on New Year’s Eve. Every smile drove nails through my heart, and to me, my friends’ laughter sounded like the clank, clank, clank of chains tightening around my chest.

      I didn’t want to be at the Riverley estate that night, but I was too tipsy to drive back to the apartment Luke shared with his wife, Mack.

      “Aren’t you staying up to see in the new year?” my best friend, Lottie, asked as she passed me in the hallway, glass in hand.

      “I don’t feel like celebrating.”

      She pulled me into a drunken hug. “Aw, I’m so sorry. You want me to come sit with you?”

      And miss out on the party? She’d dealt with her own nightmare over the past few years, and she deserved to have some fun, not to mention a midnight kiss with her new boyfriend, Nigel.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just gonna go to bed.”

      “As long as you’re sure?”

      Stop with the pity. I knew she meant well, but I just wanted to be treated like a normal person rather than Tia-whose-boyfriend-died, or I’d never be able to get on with my life.

      “I’m sure.”

      My old room in Little Riverley felt icy tonight. It was the first time I’d slept in there since Ryan died, and in truth, I’d been avoiding it because we’d shared the bed whenever he stayed in Virginia with me. Luke hadn’t been at all happy about that idea to start with, but Emmy had convinced him that I was a grown-up and should be treated like one, even if I still felt ten years old half of the time.

      Little reminders of Ryan lay everywhere inside. His comb on the dressing table, his jumper tossed over the back of a chair, a pair of shoes underneath. When I flopped down onto the bed, the pillow still smelled of him, just a little. I hugged it to me, crying into its softness.

      And something crinkled.

      I rummaged around in the pillowcase and found an envelope, one that made my tears fall harder.

      
        
        Tia

        (Open if I don’t come back)

      

      

      I traced Ryan’s untidy scrawl with one finger, and the ink smudged as it dampened. Dammit. I grabbed a tissue and wiped my eyes, unsure whether I truly wanted to read his letter but knowing that I had to.

      One page. His final words didn’t amount to much, and I wondered if it hurt him as much to write them as it hurt me to read them.

      

      Tia,

      If you’re reading this letter, it means I didn’t make it back. I fucked up, and babe, I’m so sorry for that.

      The Russian trip was always going to be a challenge, and I know you didn’t want me to go. Kind of wish I’d listened to you now. But I died doing what I loved, and my only regret is hurting you in the process. You told me once that if I kept going with the special ops team, I’d have to decide between you or work, and I hung onto you as long as I could because I was a selfish bastard. The job was in my blood. Hard to explain, but the more operations I went on, the more addictive it got. The thrill of it, I guess.

      But now we’re both free, and I don’t want you to waste your life. Travel the world and spend a month on the beach. Move to New York and take that painting course you always wanted to do. Meet a man who puts you first every time.

      Just promise you won’t spend too much time thinking of the one who let you down.

      I love you, always,

      Ryan

      

      I wanted to read those words a hundred times and I wanted to rip his letter to shreds. I wanted to sit in a corner and rock and I wanted to scream and throw things. Why? Why? Why had that damn job been so important to him? If he’d turned it down, we could have had a future and as much as I loved Ryan, I hated him too. The ball of grief that had been sitting in my stomach swelled and enveloped me, first with agony, then with an empty nothingness as I stumbled out of the room and into the library.

      Emmy’s husband kept his Scotch hidden inside an antique globe, and even though I didn’t like whisky, I flipped the top back and grabbed the bottle. Who needed a glass? The amber liquid seared my throat, cutting through my deadened senses and burning all the way to my stomach. I relished the pain.

      Another mouthful, then another, until half the bottle was gone and I couldn’t see straight. I barely noticed when my knees hit the floor, the bottle slipping from my hand and spilling what was left of its contents over the Persian rug.

      Then nothing. The blessed darkness came.
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      Friday dawned cold and clear. A week had passed since my New Year’s Eve meltdown, everyone was tiptoeing on eggshells around me, and as I’d done every Friday for the last two months, I walked slowly down the winding path, carrying a bunch of flowers.

      Roses. White ones. The same as Ryan had given me on our first proper date, and the same as he’d sent me on the anniversary of that date every month since.

      Never again.

      It seemed fitting to come to the cemetery on a Friday. Friday had been the day he died. I took a right turn and walked along a row of headstones. The early January sun hung low in the sky as if it too couldn’t see a reason to get out of bed in the morning. The rays hadn’t even been warm enough to melt the frost today, and the wings of a stone angel sparkled as I passed by.

      All too soon, I came to the grave second from the end and dropped to my knees. The black marble gleamed, so shiny I could see the blurred outline of my face as I wept. He hadn’t been there long enough for the stone to weather.

      Two months, though it seemed like forever. Forever since I’d seen him, forever since I’d breathed his musky scent, forever since I’d felt his arms around me. Forever since I’d heard his voice whispering, “I love you.”

      Forever since I’d said those last angry words to him.

      I swept away a few leaves that had gathered in front of his headstone and lifted the flowers I’d left last week aside, replacing them with the fresh ones. As if by removing the dying blooms, I could somehow keep my life with him alive.

      There was one other tribute besides mine. A single black rose. I knew who had left it.

      Emmy.

      My relationship with Ryan wasn’t the only thing that had shattered that terrible day. My bond with my sister had also been broken.

      Okay, so she wasn’t really my sister, but for the last two years, she may as well have been.

      She’d been there for me through everything, from angst at my mother to nerves over my first time with Ryan. I’d told her my hopes and my dreams, my fears and my secrets.

      But now I could barely look at her.

      When she’d crouched down in front of me and told me Ryan wasn’t coming back, I’d screamed at her. Told her that I wished it had been her who’d lost her life in that barren wasteland on the edge of Siberia. Then I’d slapped her as hard as I could. She’d just rocked back on her heels and taken it.

      By the time I found out the truth about what had happened that day, it was too late. The trust between us had been lost. The connection severed. I’d tried to fix it, but it was like trying to tie two slippery strands of silk together in a raging hurricane.

      I reached out to the cold marble in front of me, trailing a fingertip over the engraved words.

      
        
        Ryan Young

        To live on in the hearts of others is not to die

      

      

      In the last nine weeks, the ache in my chest had barely dulled. My brother, Luke, had done his best to help, letting me stay with him and his wife after I’d moved out of Emmy’s place, but I was still adrift.

      If this was what happened when you loved and lost, I never wanted to love again. It wasn’t worth the risk. I pulled off my gloves and laid both palms on the icy slab.

      “Why, Ryan? Why did that damn job mean so much?”

      There was no answer, of course, save for the whistling of the wind through naked branches.

      There never would be.

      I rose to my feet, and my knees cracked. I’d aged a lifetime in two short months, from a teenager to an old crone. Who would have believed I was just eighteen?

      Emmy always said that each person had a soul mate. Some people never found theirs. Some people met theirs too late and were left to enjoy what precious little time remained. Some people, those lucky few, got a lifetime together. I’d once thought Ryan was my soul mate, but in the months before he died, we hadn’t always seen eye to eye. Now, I felt terrified in case I’d lost the man meant for me and guilty for wondering whether he was still out there somewhere.

      A man who didn’t put work first.

      Ryan had been employed at Emmy’s company, Blackwood Security, since he turned eighteen, and that job had been his life.

      I pulled my coat tightly around me as I made my way back along the path. Unseen hands caressed my face, clawing at my cheeks and tugging my hair. Winter was in full bloom, bitter as my soul and merciless as my thoughts.

      I hastened to the safety of the car.

      Emmy’s car.

      Well, it was her who’d bought it for me. A birthday gift. Most girls my age got a couple of DVDs and a pair of concert tickets. I’d got a BMW from my crazy, outrageous, generous sister.

      And now I felt guilty every time I climbed behind the wheel.

      Where to go… Where to go?

      Not to Luke’s apartment, that was for sure. Or Riverley, in case Emmy was in residence. And I couldn’t bring myself to go to the flat Lottie shared with her boyfriend, Nigel, because they were just so damn happy together.

      So I drove. I just drove. Drove halfway across Virginia, according to the fancy SatNav Emmy had included when she specced the car. Miles of countryside flew past as I blanked out my wayward thoughts and concentrated on the road ahead. Nothing else mattered.

      Including the amount of petrol left in the tank.

      I’d just passed Blacksburg when the car sputtered, lurched, and ground to a halt in the middle of nowhere.

      Shit.

      Okay, Tia, it’s not the end of the world. That already happened two months ago.

      I reached behind my seat for my handbag and found empty air. Panic gripped me as I scrambled around to check properly, and sure enough, the footwell was empty. Where the hell was my bag? I visualised it sitting on the kitchen counter at Luke’s where I’d put it as I grabbed one last mouthful of coffee. Aaaaand…it was still sitting there.

      Double shit.

      Okay, three months ago, I’d have called Emmy. She’d have sent a crew of commandos and a helicopter or something, and I’d have been home before it got dark. But with the awkward chasm still stretching between us, that wasn’t an option. And my brother would kill me for being so dumb.

      Who else?

      Lottie couldn’t drive, and Nigel was at a seminar on reflexology today. That left one person. Thank goodness I carried my phone in my pocket and not in my handbag.

      “Bradley?”

      “The one and only, doll. What’s up?”

      Emmy’s assistant was perpetually cheerful, fearsomely efficient, and the only person who hadn’t treated me like a porcelain doll since Ryan died.

      “Uh, I have a slight problem.” I gave him a quick rundown of the situation, and he didn’t yell or anything. “So you see, I’m sort of stuck.”

      “Don’t you worry, chicky. I’ll fix it.”

      “Thanks.” The word came out as a gulping sob.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay. When have I ever let you down?”

      “Never.”

      “There you go. Sit tight, and leave it with me.”

      Half an hour later, about the time I’d decided to revoke my own driver’s licence and only take chauffeur-driven transport from now on because I was shivering and perhaps a tiny bit scared, a guy not much older than me hopped out of a tow truck. He wiped his hands on his overalls before holding one out for me to shake.

      “Robbie Morton, Morton’s Autos. The gentleman on the phone said you’d run out of gas?”

      “That’s right. I don’t know how I didn’t notice. I mean, I know there’s a warning light and everything…”

      “Happens more often than you might think, ma’am. You’re English?”

      The accent was a bit of a giveaway. “Yes.”

      “Always wanted to go there myself. See Buckingham Palace.”

      Buck-ing-ham, not Bucking-um like us Brits pronounced it.

      “Then why don’t you? England’s small compared to America, but the countryside’s pretty and London’s got lots of other places to visit as well.”

      He unscrewed a jerry can of petrol and tilted it through a funnel into the tank. “Wish I could, but I work with my old man, and I don’t get much time off.”

      “Can’t you ask him for a holiday?”

      Robbie shook his head. His cap slipped, and he righted it again. “Ever since he got sick, he’s needed me around to do the heavy lifting.”

      “I’m so sorry. That can’t be much fun.”

      “Life’s what you make of it. I’ve got a roof over my head and food on the table. And today I get to talk to a pretty girl.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at his sentiment, conveyed matter-of-factly, nothing flirtatious in his manner. Wise words. He’d made the best of what he had.

      But had I? At school, I’d scored mediocre grades, and I’d never held a proper job despite the amount Luke had invested in my education. I might have money, but I’d never earned it. In terms of achievement, Robbie in his grubby clothes and twenty-year-old truck was one step ahead of me.

      “Thank you for coming out to help.”

      He gave a salute before screwing the cap back onto the can. “That’s what I’m here for. Besides, your buddy on the phone paid a handsome tip.”

      Trust Bradley. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “You got much further to travel tonight?”

      “Back to Richmond.”

      Robbie gave a low whistle. “Well, you drive safe, ma’am.”

      Too many times I’d thought of jerking the wheel to the side and ending it all, but I nodded back. “I will.”

      As I drove off slowly, Robbie’s words replayed in my head. Life’s what you make of it. What had I made of mine?

      Nothing. Ryan had been the one with the job, the career he loved. I’d never actually buckled down and done anything.

      Once I finished school, I’d moved to the States, living with Emmy as my brother still split his time between London and Virginia. Luke had provided the essentials, Emmy bought me all the things Luke said I couldn’t have, and apart from a few favours for Emmy, I’d never done a day’s work in my life.

      Even Lottie had a job as a receptionist, and while I secretly thought it must get kind of boring stuck behind the same desk the whole time, at least she wasn’t spending her days at home, pining over her mistakes.

      Where would I be in a year’s time? Five years? Still sitting in my bedroom crying? Or could I make my mark on the world like Emmy had?

      Ryan and Robbie were both right. I shouldn’t waste my life, and it would only ever be what I made of it.
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      What could I do with my life?

      The question preyed on my mind for the whole drive home, and by the time Mack served up dinner, I was still none the wiser.

      “Where’s Luke?” I asked her.

      “Still at the office. Black hat hackers aren’t considerate enough to stick to business hours.” She adopted that face. Pity disguised as polite interest. “How was your day?”

      Mack had two sides to her—tough and businesslike at work, sweet Southern charm the rest of the time. I adored her, don’t get me wrong, even if I’d once hoped Emmy would marry Luke instead, but right now, I kind of wished she wasn’t so flipping nice.

      Nice hurt more than indifference.

      “My day was okay.”

      “You went to visit Ryan again?”

      Sure, like I’d popped out for coffee with him. “Yes, I went to the cemetery again.”

      “Oh, honey. Things’ll ease in time, even though it might not feel that way at the moment.”

      I knew they would. I’d already dealt with grief once, when my father died. But I’d been younger then and bounced back faster, or maybe I just hadn’t been as close to the man who’d donated half my DNA as I had to the man I’d chosen to spend my life with, harsh though that may sound.

      Yes, time healed. But the seconds ticked by much slower than before.

      “How’s Emmy?” I asked.

      “I haven’t seen her much this week. She’s been spending time with Ana.”

      I sucked in a breath then held it as Mack looked up. Ana. If it hadn’t been for Ana’s drama, Ryan would still be alive, and to cap it all, she’d walked right into Riverley and become Emmy’s new best friend. I tried to like her, really I did, but it was…difficult. And despite what Emmy said, Ana’s cold demeanour suggested she wasn’t too keen on me either.

      But I forced a smile. “That’s great. Emmy works so hard, and she needs a break.”

      “You’ve got that right. And Ana’s daughter is just so cute! Two years old, and you can see so many similarities to her mom.”

      Fantastic. Next thing we knew, Tabitha would be toddling around with an automatic weapon in her hands.

      “I’m glad Tabitha’s back.” My voice sounded flat to my own ears, and I hated that. Hated that I couldn’t sound happier for them.

      “It was so great Emmy and Ana found each other, right? Talk about lucky. I mean, if Emmy hadn’t gone to Russia at the right moment, then none…” Mack stopped mid-sentence as she realised what she’d said. “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. Of course, the part about Ryan wasn’t lucky. It’s just… Well…”

      “It’s fine, really. You know what? I think I’ll go to bed.”

      “But you’ve hardly eaten anything.”

      “I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “Tia…”

      The sound of Für Elise echoed through the apartment, and I leapt up. Saved by the bell. As long as it wasn’t Emmy. Please don’t let it be Emmy. Of course, Emmy rarely bothered to knock. She simply picked the lock and let herself in anywhere she pleased.

      I squinted through the peephole. Bradley. Thank goodness.

      “I thought you had a key?”

      “Yes, I do, but the last time I used it… Mack and your brother…” He covered his eyes with his hands. “I can’t un-see.”

      “Euewwww!”

      “Precisely. Did I interrupt dinner?”

      “I lost my appetite.”

      “You need to eat.”

      “I do, most of the time.” Okay, so I was living on chocolate, but it still had calories.

      Bradley’s pursed lips said he didn’t believe me, but after a few seconds, he shrugged. “Anyhow, I thought I’d stop by and check you were okay after earlier.”

      Mack was staring in our direction, and I hadn’t mentioned my small error in judgement with the petrol, so I nudged Bradley backwards out of sight.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You forget I’m gay, doll. I know exactly what ‘fine’ means. Now, tell me what’s wrong apart from the obvious.”

      “I want to get a job.”

      Mack’s voice drifted through from the dining area. “Is everything okay?”

      “Uh…”

      “All good,” Bradley called. “Just talking shoes.” Then to me he continued, “A job? Where did that come from?”

      Everything spilled out. Ryan’s letter, my lack of direction, Robbie’s words about life being what I made of it.

      “So it’s obvious, isn’t it? Everyone else works, and all I do is sit around all day. I should do something constructive. You know…a fresh start…a career.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

      “No, but I need to do it anyway.”

      “I’ll have a chat with Emmy.”

      “No! I mean, I’m grateful for everything she’s done for me, but I don’t want her to just give me a job out of pity.”

      Bradley tilted his head to one side. “I thought you two made up after…you know.”

      “We did, sort of. I guess things are just awkward, what with Ana being around too.” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “She scares me.”

      “You and me both, doll. You and me both. So, what job do you have in mind?”

      I’d never really thought about it before.

      The career advisor I saw in year thirteen had been useless. Not that their advice was truly necessary for the kids who attended the Marsden Academy. Mother had sent me to the most exclusive private school in the area, and earning a basic wage upon graduation simply hadn’t been an issue for most of my fellow pupils.

      I still recalled the day we’d been forced to take one of those automated job questionnaires that suggested a career based on our likes and dislikes. An hour of my life, wasted.

      “What did yours say?” Arabella asked. She’d been my best friend all through school, but I didn’t see her nearly often enough now.

      “Landscape gardener or fish farmer. How about yours?”

      “A seamstress!” She’d hooted with laughter. “Can you believe that? Mother would die!”

      Another of our classmates wandered over. “It’s a pointless exercise. I’m joining father’s company as soon as I’ve done my master’s degree.”

      “A lady doesn’t need to work,” one of the other girls put in. “She just needs to marry well.”

      “Yes, I wouldn’t want my wife to work,” the boy standing next to her said. “That would look terrible.” He practised swinging an invisible golf club. “I’m going to be a golf pro. After all, I’ve been playing since I was eight.”

      What were they doing now? Sitting around, spending daddy’s millions most likely. Or preparing for a life in politics. Arabella was at Cambridge University, studying biology, but I’d lost touch with everyone else.

      My A-level passes had been in art, textiles, English literature, and classics. Unless I fancied writing historical fiction and illustrating my own book jackets, I couldn’t see how those would help in the real world.

      No, I was stumped.

      “I don’t have any job in mind,” I told Bradley.

      “Tell you what, let’s go out for dinner, just you and me. We can talk it over then.”

      “I’m not sure I—”

      “What else are you planning to do? Sit in your room on your own?”

      Yes, that was exactly what I’d been planning to do. “No, but—”

      “Mack, I’m taking Tia out for dinner. Don’t wait up.”

      “Bradley, I—”

      “Sparkly top, good shoes, don’t forget your ID. Go.”

      I went. When Bradley was in one of these moods, arguing with him was pointless. If I flat  out refused to go, he’d just bring the party to me, and that would be even worse. Think I was kidding? When Carmen said she was too tired to go out for her birthday last year, Bradley turned up at her house with caterers, a mariachi band, and sixty guests.

      I dug out a black sequinned top and teamed it up with black trousers and black heels. He said sparkly, but he didn’t say anything about colourful. Where was my ID? I last used it before Christmas when I got arrested for the fifth time.

      That ID had been an eighteenth birthday gift from Emmy, along with my car. A driver’s licence and passport, both proclaiming me to be three years older than I actually was.

      She’d held them out of reach for a second before handing them over.

      “I figure that as you’re legally old enough to drink in England now, it’s only fair that you can buy alcohol in the US too. I’m trusting you. If you fuck up, I’ll take these back, and you can be eighteen again. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      And in the last two months, I’d screwed up badly, but she still hadn’t stepped in. She’d given me leeway because of Ryan—something else to feel guilty over.

      When I first met Emmy, she’d been grieving herself, but she’d hidden it well and soldiered on, with my brother of all people. Looking back, I could see she hadn’t been happy, exactly, but she’d coped a hell of a lot better than me. I needed to take a leaf out of her book and move on, difficult though that seemed right now.

      And I started by taking Bradley’s arm and following him out to a waiting town car.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Rhodium. We can have a quiet dinner, a few cocktails, and plan your future.”

      At least if I was being forced to dine out, I’d be doing it at the best restaurant in town. One that served my favourite baked brie as an appetiser and perfectly gooey chocolate fondant. Oh, and did I mention the margaritas?

      Bradley had the waiter well trained, and the drinks kept coming, one after the other. Suddenly, a night out didn’t seem like such a bad idea after all, and when Bradley began asking me questions after the main course, my tongue had loosened enough to answer them.

      “So, this fresh start... Emmy can find you a job if you want one.”

      “No!” I half shouted, and people several tables over turned to stare. “I already said no,” I repeated more quietly.

      “I suppose I can understand that. She’s a nightmare to work for.”

      She couldn’t be that bad. Bradley had been working for her for over ten years now.

      “Mack already made that suggestion, but I want a job that’s mine, you know?”

      “How about something arty? You like to draw.”

      I hoped to sell my work some day, but I wasn’t good enough yet. Emmy had a friend who’d been a professional artist and I just wasn’t in the same league. His paintings drew you in, spoke to your soul, then dropped you back into reality as a changed person. He’d given me painting lessons, and I could see the improvement in myself, but the one time I’d picked up a brush since Ryan died, the colours came out flat. One-dimensional. I’d lost the fire inside me that I needed to create a work of art.

      “Not right now. My heart wouldn’t be in it.”

      “Something musical?”

      Not when I’d been booted out of the school choir aged twelve. “I’m tone deaf.”

      “Finance?”

      “I got an E grade in GCSE maths.”

      “What about food? You could go to chef school?”

      I liked eating food, yes, but cooking it? I shuddered as I remembered helping Emmy in her first and only attempt at making Christmas dinner. It hadn’t gone well.

      “I’d probably burn the place down.”

      The waiter brought a fresh cocktail, and I downed half of it as Bradley’s lips twitched. They always did that when he was deep in thought.

      “Landscape gardening? I hear it can be relaxing.”

      I burst out laughing, much to his bemusement. “No way. Not gardening.”

      “There must be something. How about fashion?”

      Fashion? I did like clothes, although I was more of an end user. Did customising a few T-shirts qualify me for even an entry-level position?

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe? Well, that’s better than an outright no. Leave it with me.”

      I didn’t like that gleam in his eye. “Bradley, what are you planning?”

      “Don’t you fret about that, doll. Drink your margarita.”

      “But—”

      “And here comes dessert. Eat up before it gets cold.”

      “But—”

      “Trust me. I’m a genius when it comes to these things.”
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      I should have put my foot down and stopped Bradley, but thanks to the deliciousness of a chocolate fondant, a crème brûlée, and one too many margaritas, I’d more or less forgotten all about his plan when I stumbled out of Rhodium sometime around midnight. My headache the next day precluded rational thought, and he didn’t say another word about our little discussion until a week later.

      Mack had mentioned Emmy was out of the country, so I snuck over to Riverley to tidy up my old bedroom. I needed more clothes, and although I hated to move Ryan’s things, I couldn’t leave the room in some sort of bizarre time warp. Otherwise where would it end? Would I still be tiptoeing around his discarded boots in a year? Two years? Better to rip the Band-Aid off and deal with it now.

      Luckily, Ryan had never been a hoarder. That was me, with my wardrobes full of clothes and drawers full of make-up. In three hours, I’d reduced his life to two suitcases, and I shed a tear as I zipped the lid on the second.

      “You okay?” Bradley asked from the doorway, and I jumped so violently I fell on my ass.

      “Not now. Could you give me some warning next time?”

      “Sorry, doll. Do you want me to find a home for those?”

      I nodded, the lump in my throat blocking my words.

      “How about the apartment in London?”

      Ryan’s flat, the one I’d shared with him. “I can’t face that at the moment.”

      “Shall I have a tidy up there the next time I’m over?”

      “Would you mind?”

      “I wouldn’t have offered otherwise. Besides, it’s time for your fresh start. I’ve organised everything, and you need to be in New York tomorrow.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      “No joke, doll. I said I’d fix everything up, and I have.” Bradley rocked back on the heels of his silver cowboy boots, his grin stretching from ear to ear. “You can thank me later.”

      I scrambled to my feet. “What. Have. You. Done?”

      “You wanted a fresh start and a job in fashion. Now you’ve got them.”

      “Bradley, I was drunk when we had that conversation, and I only said ‘maybe.’ Maybe I’d like a job in fashion. And I didn’t say anything about moving to a whole other state!”

      “I’ve seen you moping around this place. It’s full of memories, and you need a break from them. Emmy would never have suggested New York because she likes you close, but I know I’m right.”

      Had he lost his damn mind?

      “I can’t live in New York by myself.”

      “Nonsense. I did when I was your age.”

      “Luke will never let me go.”

      “I’ll admit it took a few days to convince him, and Emmy too, but they’ve both come around to my way of thinking.”

      “I can’t—”

      “Stop being so negative. One month. Give it one month, and if you hate it, I’ll pick you up myself. But I really think this internship will be just what you need to take your mind off everything that’s happened.”

      “What internship?”

      He got that worrying grin again. “It’s a surprise. But you’ll love it—trust me.”
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      Trust him, Bradley said.

      I could have acted like a brat and refused to leave Virginia, but how would that have helped with my fresh start? And for the two years I’d known Bradley, he’d only ever done good things for me. Ryan’s words echoed in my head and heart: Move to New York… Don’t waste your life.

      Which was why, twenty-four hours later, I found myself standing in the middle of a loft-style apartment in New York City, my new digs as cold and empty as my soul.

      But not for long, if Bradley had his way.

      “Let’s put the sofas here,” he said. “Right by the window so you get the light.”

      “I’m not sure about this.”

      “Well, where would you put the sofas?”

      “I mean the whole moving-to-New-York thing.”

      “One month, Tia. Here, hold the end of this tape measure.”

      I dutifully obliged, and he jotted suspicious notes in his little pink notepad. He’d even brought a pink pen, sparkly with a feather stuck on the end.

      “And you still won’t tell me where I’ll be working?”

      “Patience, doll. You’ll find out at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. I’m taking you there myself. Now, do you want any gym equipment? We could put it in that far corner.”

      “Is it really worth it for a month?”

      “Tsk tsk tsk. I have complete confidence you’ll love it here.”

      At least one of us did.

      Bradley paused long enough to glance out at the twinkling lights of Tribeca beyond the balcony. “And isn’t it a great apartment?” he said.

      It was, and that worried me. This place was costing somebody a fortune, and Bradley refused to tell me who. So had Luke before he flew back to England yesterday evening. Which meant it was probably Emmy, and my new apartment was yet another thing I’d be in her debt over.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Bradley dropped his tape measure and rushed over to answer it. Eight men in overalls traipsed in with various boxes and stacked them in the centre of the cavernous space.

      “Leave the door open, buddy,” the tallest guy said. “Reckon we’ve got another ten loads to come.”

      How many strings had Bradley pulled to get furniture delivered at seven o’clock on a Sunday evening?

      More than I wanted to think about.

      But Bradley merely tossed the keys to the man and linked his arm through mine. “We’ll head out for dinner while you put the furniture together. I’ve left a sketch of where to put it over on the kitchen counter.”

      “Shouldn’t we stay and help?” I asked.

      “No offence, ma’am, but we’ve got a system.” His unspoken words: And you’ll get in the way.

      I let Bradley lead me out to the elevator, and a minute later, we’d descended the six floors to street level.

      “Follow me,” he said. “I know a fabulous little place right around the corner.”

      Of course he did. Bradley knew fabulous little places in every city around the world, as well as the best hotels, the hottest bars, and the people who could get him into all of them. Everyone raved about how well-connected Emmy was, but Bradley wasn’t far off.

      And in Cariba, the maître d’ spread both arms the instant we walked through the door.

      “Bradley! So wonderful to see you again. A new lady friend this time? You break my heart.”

      See?

      The maître d’ air-kissed both of us then led the way to a prime table by the window. I sat, and he draped a dark red napkin over my lap. The colour of blood. Oh, how I hated these constant reminders of Ryan’s death. The pain I’d hoped to leave behind prodded at my ribcage.

      Distraction. I needed a distraction.

      “This is an interesting place.”

      From the name of the restaurant, I’d expected Caribbean food, but the menu was Italian, our waiter hailed from Mexico, and the music in the background was a strange mix of rap and show tunes.

      “The owner’s a little eccentric,” Bradley said. “But the food’s to die for.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he clapped his hand right over it. “Shit. Sorry, I didn’t mean that.”

      Was this what my whole life would be like? “It doesn’t matter. Let’s stick with eccentric. A little eccentric is good.”

      “I’m glad you said that.”

      “What? Why?”

      Before I could quiz him further, our food began arriving. Melt-in-your-mouth tapas dishes made for sharing—one of everything on the menu, it seemed, together with a bottle of red wine. Before long, the waistband of my jeans bit into my stomach, and I had to loosen my belt a notch. How did Bradley stay so slim when he ate as much as me? He never visited the gym apart from to put flowers on the water cooler. Probably all the rushing around he did for Emmy kept the weight off.

      “Room for dessert?” he asked.

      “Um...”

      “The answer’s yes, by the way.” He waved the waiter over. “Two portions of the tiramisu, please.”

      “I won’t be able to move.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll just call the furniture guys over from your apartment, and they can wheel you home on one of their dollies. You can’t leave before you try it—it’s the best I’ve tasted outside Italy.”

      Home. He’d called the Tribeca apartment home, but to me, it was just a space to sleep. When Bradley had worked his magic, I had no doubt it would be a very beautiful space to sleep, but a home?

      I couldn’t see it.

      But Bradley was right about the tiramisu. I scoffed the lot, popped open my top button, and pulled my jumper over my poochy stomach while he handed over his credit card.

      “Feeling better?” he asked as he guided me out of the door.

      “Sort of.” And sort of sick, if I was honest, but that was my own fault for eating so much.

      “Amazing what a bottle of wine can do, isn’t it? In moderation, of course.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not planning to go off the rails again.”

      “Glad to hear it. Emmy’s running out of favours.”

      Never. She’d been banking them for years. But I appreciated the sentiment, and that was another reason I was determined not to screw up my time in New York. I didn’t want to let everybody down.

      We ambled along the street, and I took a few minutes to drink in the atmosphere. I’d been to New York once or twice, but always with an event to attend or for the occasional shopping trip. This was the first time I hadn’t had an expiration date on my visit, no hurry to be somewhere. Even late in the evening, the pavements—sorry, sidewalks—were full of people, mainly young professionals judging by their attire.

      “I’m glad you picked Tribeca,” I said to Bradley.

      “It suits you. The artist community, plenty of cafés and restaurants. And it’s got low crime rates. Emmy insisted on that particular bit.”

      “Did she choose the apartment?”

      “Don’t you worry about that.”

      Dammit. Years of working for Emmy had taught him how to stay tight-lipped.

      “I want to visit the art museums while I’m here. And Times Square. And the Statue of Liberty, and the Empire State Building.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time on the weekends.”

      “So I’ll only be working Monday to Friday?”

      “The next few weeks might be busy.”

      The next few weeks? What was happening at this time of year? Fashion. Bradley said I’d be working in fashion… “I’m interning for fashion week?”

      He put a finger to his lips then pointed at a shop across the road. “That store often has interesting trinkets. It’s well worth a visit.”

      Gah! Why couldn’t he put me out of my misery? Eight o’clock in the morning might be less than half a day away, but that seemed like forever. I itched with impatience. My insides felt as if they’d been filled with ants.

      When we got back up to my apartment, the men had disappeared, leaving a coffee table, sideboards, a huge TV, a pair of white leather sofas, plus a dining table that seated six. Who on earth did Bradley expect me to invite for dinner? I didn’t know a soul in New York, and even if I did, I couldn’t cook to save my life.

      But somebody thought otherwise. The fridge had been stocked with the basics—milk, bread, butter, cheese, orange juice—and I also recognised the influence of Toby, Emmy’s nutritionist. Green stuff sprouted from every shelf, and I had three kinds of organic yogurt and enough quinoa to open my own health food store.

      Perhaps I could eat at Cariba every night?

      Black stools sat beside the breakfast bar in my monochrome kitchen, which was separated from the remainder of the space by a half-wall behind the counter. Flowers. It needed flowers.

      I took a quick tour of the rest of the apartment. A California king bed had appeared on the mezzanine next to a roll-top bath. A bath in the bedroom? Okay then. The shower, toilet, and two basins were hidden behind a wall of glass bricks. Quirky, but I liked it.

      “I can’t believe you got the apartment finished so fast,” I said to Bradley.

      “Finished? Oh, doll, I’m just getting started.”

      Should I be thrilled or worried by that? After a few seconds of thought, I shoved it to the back of my mind—Bradley no doubt had a vision, and he wouldn’t quit until it had been achieved.

      “Are you staying here tonight?” I asked instead. “There’s only one bed, but it’s big enough to share.”

      “No can do, doll. I have to stay at Black’s apartment instead. The plumber’s fitting new taps at 6:00 a.m. tomorrow, and I need to chivvy him up so I can get back here early.”

      “Oh.”

      Of course, Emmy’s husband had an apartment in New York. He had homes everywhere from Australia to Zambia. Okay, so the place in Zambia was more of a safari lodge he’d invested in, but it still counted.

      I’d visited his New York apartment in the Upper East Side once with Emmy, and the place couldn’t have reeked more of money if he’d wallpapered it with hundred-dollar bills.

      And last year, he’d started a project, taking photos of Emmy in each of their favourite places to hang on their bedroom wall at Riverley. Upper East Side Emmy wore nothing but black five-inch heels, dark red lipstick, and an obscenely expensive diamond necklace as she reclined on a chaise longue in front of the city skyline. Her position left everything to the imagination, and apart from the lipstick, the final picture was in black and white.

      Mesmerising.

      I only wished I could be that beautiful.

      “Do you want to stay there with me?” Bradley asked.

      I quickly shook my head. I’d promised to pose like that for Ryan at Christmas, and I didn’t need a reminder of what would never be.

      “My new bed looks really comfy.”

      “We leave at seven thirty tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

      “What should I wear?”

      “You’ll be working in an office.”

      “Office. Got it.”

      When Bradley left, I picked out suitable attire and hung the rest of my clothes in my new wardrobe. I’d brought four suitcases with me, but there was so much unfilled space. Perhaps it was time to start shopping again?

      I flopped down on the bed, turning my head to the side so I could look out the windows. Even with the double glazing, I could hear the low hum of traffic outside, busy despite the late hour.

      Odd.

      Foreign.

      I’d never lived in the city before. In England, home had been Lower Foxford, a quaint village with as many tractors and horses as cars. And in Richmond, Emmy lived in splendid isolation, deliberately so. She always joked that she didn’t want people to find out where the bodies were buried, but sometimes I worried she wasn’t entirely kidding.

      In Tribeca, with the noise and flickering lights, sleep didn’t come easily. If only Ryan were here beside me, sharing in this new adventure. This should have been our place, not just mine.

      But it wasn’t to be.

      Instead, the vast apartment was as empty as my heart.
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