
[image: cover]


[image: images]

[image: images]


[image: images]

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk


Copyright © 2012 Marilyn Kaye



First published in Great Britain in 2012
by Hodder Children’s Books

This ebook edition published in 2012



The right of Marilyn Kaye to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988.



All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing from the publishers or in the case of reprographic production in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency and may not be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



A Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library



ISBN 978 1 444 90732 2



Hodder Children’s Books

A Division of Hachette Children’s Books

338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

An Hachette UK company

www.hachette.co.uk


For Meredith Friedman, who shared with me
an eventful long weekend away.


Chapter One

Megan could hear her mobile ringing as she twisted the key in the lock. Entering her flat, she dropped her shopping and fumbled in her bag for the phone. When she saw the name on the screen she considered letting it go to voicemail. But this was the third call from her mother, and she’d have to take it sooner or later.

‘Hello, Mum.’

‘Megan, where are you?’

Megan pretended not to hear the aggrieved tone. ‘Home. In my flat.’

‘Perhaps I should have asked, where were you?’

She couldn’t play dumb for too long. ‘Oh, right. I was supposed to come to the shop this afternoon. I’m truly sorry, Mum, but something came up.’

‘Something like what?’ her mother demanded frostily. ‘Did you chip a fingernail?’

Megan ignored the sarcasm. ‘No. I ran into Sophie Connors. You remember Sophie? From ballet.’

‘Ballet? That was – what? Six years ago?’

‘I know, I’m surprised I even recognised her! But anyway, I did, and we started talking, and she’s got all these problems, Mum, you wouldn’t believe it. She’s madly in love with this guy she met at uni, but he’s from this family that believes in arranged marriages, and he’s practically engaged to a girl he hasn’t even met back in India, and if he disobeys his parents they’ll disown him! I absolutely had to sit down with her and listen to the whole story.’

None of this was a lie. The only bit of information she was leaving out was the fact that it had happened a week ago. She simply couldn’t give her mother the real excuse for not showing up today.

‘I’ll come and help out tomorrow, Mum, I swear. And I have to go now, I’ve got the girls coming over tonight.’ She didn’t have to explain further – the Thursday evening get-togethers had become almost a religious ritual, and her mother respected that.

‘Well, give them all my regards, and I’ll expect you at the shop tomorrow … You do want this job, don’t you, Megan?’

‘Of course I do, Mum. See you tomorrow.’

She wasn’t so sure that she did actually want the job, but she definitely needed it. Especially after today’s activities. Her credit card hadn’t spent much time inside her wallet. She hadn’t actually planned to blow off her job and spend the day shopping, but when she’d seen the sign outside one of her absolutely favourite stores, she had no choice. No one could be expected to ignore a sale like that!

She carried the bags into the bedroom and dropped them on her bed, but she didn’t take out the contents immediately. She wanted to simply enjoy the anticipation of seeing her purchases again. For a moment, she felt like a little girl on Christmas morning, gazing in delight and wonderment at the wrapped packages under the tree. Of course, this was different, in that she knew what she’d find in these bags. But that didn’t make it any less exciting.

Slowly, savouring every moment, she began removing each item. A grey cashmere sweater from Ralph Lauren, soft and fine, and it would go perfectly with the Stella McCartney black pencil skirt she’d bought the week before. A pair of ballerina flats in the most adorable shade of mustard yellow. Leopard print patterned leggings, Juicy Couture. Skinny black Superfine jeans.

She consciously saved the best for last. The handbag was wrapped in wads of tissue, and she took her time removing the layers. She held it at arm’s length and appreciated the warm, caramel colour, almost exactly the same colour as her hair. She admired the sweet little pockets with the brass clasps, the elegant stitching on the flap, the little bronze disc that proclaimed the bag to be a genuine Mulberry. Then she hugged it, taking in deep breaths of the delicious leather smell. This was the one item that hadn’t been on sale, but she couldn’t pass it up.

She brought the bag back out into the sitting room and set it beside the telly, so it would be in plain view of her guests. Erica and Serena might not notice it, but Jennifer would instantly recognise the new ‘it’ bag of the season. And she would demonstrate her appreciation – possibly with a scream of envy.

Then Megan busied herself getting ready for the imminent arrival of her friends, tidying up the room, setting out the nibbles and drinks. When they first began these Thursday evening get-togethers, almost a year earlier, they’d taken turns hosting the event. But ultimately, they all agreed that meeting here was nicer than sprawling on the floor of the bedsit shared by Jen and Serena, or huddling together on the bed in Erica’s room in the apartment above the restaurant. Besides, Megan was the only one with a decent sized, flat screen TV.

As far as accommodation went, she was the luckiest of the four of them, and she knew it. This place certainly wasn’t what would be termed a luxury flat, but it was a good size and it was located in a good, central neighbourhood. Her parents had purchased the flat as an investment some years earlier, and when the last tenant had moved out, Megan talked her parents into letting her move in. They weren’t getting much return on their investment now – Megan wasn’t paying any rent – but they weren’t complaining about it. Megan was an only child, and they were happy to know she was living in a safe and comfortable place.

And other than providing her with a free living space, it wasn’t as though they had to actually support her. She could thank her grandfather for that. He’d founded the family business, a chain of launderettes, and he’d set up little trust funds for his grandchildren, Megan and her two cousins. It wasn’t a princely sum, but it provided for the essentials and gave her the right to own several credit cards. And she hadn’t maxed them out – not yet, at least.

Her income would soon be supplemented by the wages she would earn once her mother’s shop was up and running. Her mother didn’t need to work, but she’d always had a passion for exotic, luxury items for the home, and setting up a small boutique to sell them was her new hobby. Helping out there would make a nice little job for Megan. It wasn’t as if her mother would fire her for not showing up every now and then.

There was a buzz from the intercom. Megan hurried into the kitchen and looked at the screen displaying the lobby. Seeing Serena, she hit the button to open the building’s door.

Even though Serena wouldn’t recognise the importance of Megan’s new bag, she couldn’t resist having it over her shoulder when she opened the door to the flat.

‘Hi, come on in.’

‘Am I the first?’ Serena asked as she entered.

‘Aren’t you always?’ Megan asked, turning to the side to show off her bag. ‘Well, what do you think?

‘About what?’

Megan stared at her friend.

‘My new bag! I just got it today. Isn’t it gorgeous?’

Serena looked nonplussed. ‘What happened to your old bag?’

‘I’ve still got it, along with several others. You know, Serena, it’s not generally considered bizarre to have more than one handbag. You might want to consider buying a nice new one yourself. How much longer are you going to carry that plastic thing on your back?’

Serena slid her knapsack off. ‘It’s not plastic, it’s something called PVC. And I’ve never seen a handbag that could carry half a dozen books as comfortably as this does. Along with a giant bottle of Diet Coke.’ She removed that last item and handed it to Megan, who put it on the coffee table.

‘Thanks,’ Megan said, but she hadn’t finished offering her fashion advice. ‘Seriously, Serena, a tote bag would look much nicer. I’ve seen some really nice canvas ones, not expensive at all.’

Serena sank into a chair. ‘Please, no lectures! I’ve been listening to lectures all day. The ideal of harmony and balance in the High Renaissance. Hieronymous Bosch and “The Garden of Earthly Delights”. Forms of classicism.’

Megan could offer no response to that. As far as she was concerned, classicism was a word she would use to describe Louis Vuitton accessories. Serena was the intellectual of the group. She was studying art history at uni, and she took it seriously. Her dream was to become a museum curator. Jennifer was at the uni with her, but for Jen it was mainly a means to meet the right kind of guy – and put off finding a job.

But while Serena might be the smartest, she was totally clueless in other ways. OK, she was a student and she didn’t have a ton of money, but that didn’t mean she had to walk around looking like a homeless waif. The baggy, shapeless trousers, the faded jumper, the worn-out Converse trainers – there was no excuse to look like that, not when there was Zara and H&M and other stores that could give a girl an up-to-date look for reasonable prices. And that hair! A few well-placed streaks could brighten up that mousy brown mop, and a little make-up would do wonders. For years, Megan and Jen had tried to steer Serena in the direction of a makeover, but to no avail. How could a girl be so smart and so ignorant at the same time?

Megan gave up for the time being. ‘Where’s Jen?’

‘I don’t know,’ Serena said. ‘I haven’t seen her since breakfast.’

Megan frowned. It was almost time, and Jennifer was never late. She adored this TV show. Of all of them, she was the biggest fan. A buzzing from the kitchen sent Megan back to the intercom. ‘Maybe that’s her now.’

Moments later, Jennifer hurried into the flat.

Megan regarded her curiously. ‘What’s the matter … you look all agitated?’

Jennifer was pushing off her coat, revealing a typically slinky dress and six-inch designer heels. ‘Is everyone here yet?’ she said in response. ‘I’ve got amazing news that concerns all of us!’

Megan and Serena exchanged a look.

‘What news?’ said Megan. ‘The last time I saw you this excited was the day you accidentally spilt your coffee over Sienna Miller in Notting Hill Starbucks!’

Jennifer laughed, throwing her coat over the back of Megan’s sofa.This is way better than that. Is Erica here yet?’

Serena shook her head. ‘She must have got held up at the restaurant.’

‘Let’s wait for her before I tell you.’ Jennifer helped herself to a Diet Coke from Megan’s fridge. ‘I promise … it’s worth waiting for…’


Chapter Two

It was almost eight o’clock on this unusually warm Thursday evening, and while the sun was setting in a brilliantly clear September sky, and the rest of the world was relaxing at home at the end of the working day – or out enjoying the glorious weather – Erica Douglas was chopping onions. Which had to be her least favourite task in the world.

She didn’t much like peeling carrots or scrubbing potatoes either, but chopping onions was the worst. Not only was it a monotonous activity, but she couldn’t even use the monotony to daydream for fear of slicing off a finger or two with the small, ultra-sharp knife.

Catching a glimpse of herself in the metal panel that faced her work station, she knew the reflection was distorted, but that couldn’t conceal how truly awful she looked. Her face had lost any trace of the make-up she’d applied in the morning. An ugly pink net covered her head, mashing her curls and clashing horribly with their dark red colour. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead, and the top of her apron was covered with evidence of the food she’d been chopping, slicing, dicing and peeling. And there were tears running down her cheeks. The tears were caused by the onions, she knew that, but they might just as well have been brought on by the sorry state of her life.

Another image entered the reflection.

‘You OK, Erica?’

She managed a wan smile for the gangly boy hovering over her, and wracked her brain for the new employee’s name.

‘I’m fine, Harry. It’s just the onions.’

‘Oh, OK. Um, Erica … what time do you get off?’

‘Eight-thirty.’

‘Yeah? Me too! Want to go out and get something to eat?’

She answered kindly but truthfully. ‘I’m sorry, Harry, I’ve got plans.’

‘Oh, OK,’ he said again, blushing. ‘Another time?’

‘Sure,’ she lied. Harry was a nice boy, but he couldn’t be more than sixteen or seventeen, at least two years younger than she was. And after eight hours in a restaurant kitchen, the last thing on her mind was going to another restaurant. Not to mention the fact that Harry wasn’t very attractive and right now he smelled like the fish he’d been cleaning.

Thinking of smells, she had a feeling that an hour of chopping onions meant she must be putting out some pretty nasty odours herself. She glanced at the big clock on the wall. If she could finish work fifteen minutes early, she’d have enough time to go upstairs, shower and change before heading out for the evening.

Her boss had just entered the kitchen. Wiping her hands on her apron, she hurried over to the heavy-set but nicely dressed man. He looked harried, but she plunged in anyway.

‘Uncle Tony, I was wondering…’

‘Not now, sweetheart, it’s insane out there, I’ve got a party of ten and they all want the special.’ His voice rose as he addressed the head chef. ‘How are we doing on meat sauce?’

‘Running low,’ the chef yelled back. ‘I got meat browning but I need more veg.’

Erica sighed. The special was spaghetti bolognaise, so ‘veg’ meant onions and peppers, finely chopped. ‘I’ll get back to work,’ she murmured.

Her uncle rubbed the worry lines on his forehead and looked apologetically at her. ‘Did you want to ask me something, Erica?’ he said more kindly.

She hesitated. She could claim a sudden massive headache. Uncle Tony could always corral some poor waiter into coming back here and chopping. But that would only make things crazier front of house. She wouldn’t do that to him.

‘It’s nothing, Uncle Tony,’ she mumbled, and went back to her station. She wasn’t all that desperate, and she could do a quick scrub-up in the restaurant bathroom. She certainly didn’t want to add to her poor uncle’s aggravation.

After chopping for another ten minutes, the mound of onions had grown appreciably. She emptied them into a bowl and carried them over to the chef.

‘Enough?’ she asked.

‘Give me a dozen more,’ he ordered.

It was already eight-thirty. She dashed back to her place and started chopping frantically at twice the normal speed. Annie, the ancient pastry chef, ambled by and smiled at her sympathetically.

‘Hot date tonight?’ she asked.

Erica shook her head. ‘I’m meeting some friends. We get together almost every Thursday night.’

The older woman sighed wistfully. ‘I remember those days. Pub-crawling, hitting the clubs, flirting with strangers…’

‘Actually, we’re just going to watch a TV show.’

Annie’s face fell. ‘You’re kidding! At your age?’

Erica grinned. ‘It’s a ritual. We hang out, we eat, we watch Babes in Manhattan, and we talk.’

‘I guess that could be fun,’ Annie said doubtfully.

‘It is,’ Erica assured her. She didn’t add that it was the social high point of her week.

Erica watched as the pastry chef moved on, and tried to imagine Annie at her own age. What had been her hopes and dreams back then? Surely not to spend her life stuffing cannoli pastry shells with sweet ricotta cream. She shuddered. Would she still be chopping onions forty years from now? Sadly, it was possible. This certainly wasn’t where she thought she’d be just eighteen months ago.

When Uncle Tony first proposed that she come to work at his restaurant it seemed like a brilliant idea. First off, she’d always been interested in food, and not just eating it. As a small child, when her mother had things to do outside the home, she would drop Erica off at the restaurant to be watched over by her aunt and uncle. But it was Erica who really did the watching. The chopping, mixing, plating and serving – it all seemed like great fun to her. Later, when she was older, she frequently stopped by after school with her friends, and Uncle Tony or Aunt Marie would offer them treats like cannoli and crunchy Italian cookies sprinkled with powdered sugar.

By the time she was thirteen, Erica realised she was becoming more and more intrigued by cuisine in general. While other kids went to bed clutching their copies of a Harry Potter novel, she preferred to curl up with recipe books. While her friends were glued to the latest teen drama or reality show on TV, she was addicted to cookery programmes and competitions. She’d watch them whipping up soufflés, creating delicate sauces, and dream of becoming a chef herself.

There was another reason she liked hanging out at La Trattoria when she was younger. Even between meal services, there was a lively, cheerful atmosphere. Her older cousins, the son and daughter of her aunt and uncle, had both left school and were working there too. They were warm and good-natured, and they made Erica feel like a special kid sister. She was part of the family.

She didn’t have this feeling at home. With no siblings to play and squabble with, she’d been a lonely child. As for her parents, they weren’t neglectful or anything like that, but they didn’t provide much in the way of affection or even companionship. Nor for her, and not for each other either. Even as a very young child, she sensed that her parents weren’t in love. They didn’t even seem to like each other. Erica’s memories of life at home brought her no joy. Mainly, she remembered silence, and an aura of gloom. Her parents were like two ghosts who occasionally drifted through the rooms. La Tratorria became her refuge.

Years later, she learned that her parents had never wanted to be together. Erica had been an accident that forced them to marry. By the time she was fifteen, they’d divorced, which changed the atmosphere at home slightly. Now there was only her mother, one ghost drifting through the rooms instead of two.

Then her mother met a man, and Erica didn’t want to be in the way of her mum’s chances for a new and happier life. So she moved in with her father, who was living just outside town. He’d remarried, and his wife was pleasant to Erica, but she still felt like she didn’t belong there. Her life wasn’t terrible, but there wasn’t much to be happy about either. At least she had Nate.

A friend since primary school, Nate and Erica had always been very close. Over the years, their relationship had evolved, and by the time they were both fifteen they considered themselves to be boyfriend and girlfriend. It was an easy relationship, comfortable and with very few demands or expectations.

But had she ever really loved Nate in that way, or was he just another refuge, like the restaurant? She couldn’t say, and it didn’t really matter any more. Nate was long gone. The September after they finished school, he left for university. At first, they’d emailed every day, and he’d come home frequently for weekends. Then he became more caught up in life at uni, his circle of friends expanded and Erica suspected that among these friends was a special girl. She knew it was over between them long before he told her.

She couldn’t say her heart had been broken. She hadn’t cried over Nate. It was just one of those things, and she didn’t even find herself thinking about him any more. If she ever had. Besides, she had other things on her mind by then. She’d decided to become a chef.

Her family didn’t have the kind of money to send her to one of those fancy culinary institutes, but that didn’t really matter. She’d done some research and found that many fine chefs were self-taught, learning their craft as apprentices in restaurants. So Uncle Tony’s offer had been quickly accepted.

By then, her cousins had married and left town. Uncle Tony and Aunt Marie offered her a rent-free room in their spacious apartment above the restaurant. She’d been dying to get away from her father’s dreary suburban house. Mum had moved to Spain with her new boyfriend, and Erica had no desire to join them. Now she could live in town and kick off her career. How perfect was that?

Her cousins hadn’t been interested in the restaurant business, so her aunt and uncle were very happy to have a family member involved in La Trattoria, and they immediately made plans for her. From the moment she entered their lives, her future was ordained. La Trattoria was her destiny. But as grateful as she was to her aunt and uncle, she couldn’t get too excited about this.

La Trattoria was a decent restaurant, the kind that had won loyal patrons. People could count on La Trattoria, they knew what they were going to get. The menu hadn’t changed in twenty-five years, nor had the management or the chef. Erica had given up on asking her uncle to introduce new dishes. Even if and when he retired and turned the restaurant over to Erica, he’d be watching her. And it would break his heart if she went so far as to add an extra garlic clove to a dish. After a few months, she realised she was not on the road to a brilliant career as a chef.This was a dead-end job, and she was stuck with it.

She finished chopping the extra onions and raced them over to the chef. He gave her a quick nod, which meant she was dismissed. In the bathroom, she whipped off her apron, pulled the net from her hair and washed her hands. She made a half-hearted and essentially futile attempt to revive her crushed red curls, swiped a slick of gloss across her lips and sprayed herself profusely with a citrus-scented cologne in the hope that it would mask any lingering traces of onion.

Outside the restaurant, she caught her first lucky break of the day – a bus was just coming along and it wasn’t packed. She even managed to find a seat, and gratefully sank into it.

The bus had hardly started moving again, however, before there was an ominous sputtering sound and it ground to a halt.

There was a collective groan from everyone on board.

‘Sorry folks!’ yelled the driver. ‘Looks like engine trouble. We might be delayed for a few minutes.’

Erica sighed. A moment of self-pity swept over her. What a sad little life, when a seat on a bus was the best thing that had happened to her all day. But the potential of another spirit-lifter lay in her handbag, and she could take advantage of it right now. She retrieved her mobile phone and touched the icon that would lead her to Friendspace.

This new social network hadn’t yet achieved the popularity of Myspace or Facebook, but it was Erica’s personal favourite. When you signed up, you entered key words that would give you potential connections. The words could be the names of sports you liked, hobbies, religion, politics, types of music, celebrities – anything you were interested in. The network then gave you the names and photos of other people around the world who had entered some or all of the same keywords. All Erica had entered was beaches, food and a certain Swedish pop group from the 70s. She wanted to keep her options open.

It wasn’t a dating service, but Erica had taken advantage of the photos to identify interesting people of the male persuasion. Recalling Annie’s remark about a possible ‘hot date’, she grimaced. She could barely remember the last time she’d had any kind of date at all, let alone a hot one. She supposed she could make more effort to meet some guys right here in town, but it was so much easier, so much safer, to meet guys online who she wouldn’t have to impress in person.

She now had three interesting relationships on Friendspace. There was Paul, in Australia. He was a surfer – she’d hooked up with him because ‘beaches’ had been one of his keywords too. His photos revealed an utterly gorgeous boy – tanned and blond – and his tales of riding waves in the Sydney sunshine inspired pleasant fantasies.

Then there was Ronnie in South Africa, who was also a fan of Abba.

But her absolute favourite was Danny, in New York City. He wasn’t as drop-dead handsome as Paul, but his looks were appealing – deep-set brown eyes, brown tousled hair. She liked this – guys who looked too ‘groomed’ had never interested her much. She preferred the more relaxed, casual type. In his photo, Danny wore a T-shirt – she couldn’t make out the logo on the front, but the picture of the tree made her suspect it was making some sort of ecological statement. She liked that too.

Their common interest was ‘food’, though it was just a hobby for him. At only nineteen, he was practically a tycoon; a junior Donald Trump/Richard Branson-type, but with a heart. He came from a background similar to hers, without much money, and he wasn’t any better educated than she was, but he was making it on his own. Yet for all his financial success he was totally down-to-earth, and their conversations had revealed they had more in common than the keywords they’d entered. They were both essentially loners, with only a few close friends, and neither was close to their families. Of course, there were big differences too. He was realising his dreams, big time. She was stalled, and her dreams were on hold.

But he didn’t write a lot about his career, so she didn’t have to converse about hers either. They rarely brought up the day-to-day events of their working days. They talked about current affairs, they recommended books to each other. They compared the cultural differences between the US and the UK. With her other Friendspace correspondents, she sometimes had to struggle to come up with something halfway interesting to report. With Danny, she had no problem at all. Music, hobbies, food, politics, silly TV shows – any subject was open for discussion.

They didn’t agree on everything, and they didn’t share all their interests. He loved American football, which she found too violent. He thought English football, which he called soccer, was boring. She liked romantic comedies, he liked action films. He really disliked today’s popular music, and couldn’t understand the appeal of Lady Gaga or Katy Perry, two of Erica’s favourite singers. He preferred old, nostalgic music – like the Kinks – and contemporary alternative rock, which Erica thought was boring noise that you couldn’t dance to. Danny said he hated to dance.

Usually, they just posted messages to each other, but every now and then, when they were both on Friendspace at the same time, they could have live chats. You couldn’t save the chats, but there were some conversations that she could practically recite from memory.

Erica: If you could take a vacation anywhere in the world, where would you go?

Danny: Costa Rica.

Erica: Really? What’s special about Costa Rica?

Danny: It’s a bird-watcher’s paradise.

Erica: You like birds, huh?

Danny: Totally. I’ve been into bird-watching since I was a kid. Are you interested in birds?

Erica: LOL. No, seriously, not very much. Not at all, actually. Have you ever seen that old movie where the birds go crazy and start attacking people?

Danny: Alfred Hitchcock, The Birds. Great movie!

Erica: Maybe so, but ever since I saw it, birds make my skin crawl. Sorry.

Danny: Don’t apologise. It’s just one more thing we don’t have in common!

Erica: If we both joined an online dating service, we’d never be matched.

Danny: That’s why I’m glad we met here. I don’t understand those services. Why do people think that just because they have a lot in common, they’ll fall in love?

Erica: I agree. Just because two people like the same music or sports, that doesn’t mean they’ll like each other.

Danny: Absolutely. What makes people fall in love? It’s chemistry. Or maybe magic is a better word. Because you can’t really explain it.

At that point, she’d wanted to write something like ‘This is magic, isn’t it?’ But she’d restrained herself. It was just too soon for that.

She wished she could hear his voice. He hadn’t mentioned having a phone conversation yet, and she couldn’t bring it up. It would be too expensive. And Skype was out, since she’d broken her laptop that had the webcam.

In today’s message, Danny told her about a restaurant where he’d had dinner the evening before. From his description, Erica could tell it was pretty ritzy, a ‘see-and-be-seen’ kind of place, with a menu that featured fine wines and ‘nouvelle cuisine’. Definitely not a La Trattoria-type joint. He reported seeing a couple of celebrities who overindulged in cocktails, and his depiction of their behaviour made her laugh out loud. The woman in the seat next to her looked alarmed.

‘Good news,’ the bus driver called out. ‘Looks like the problem’s fixed and we’re ready to continue our journey.’

Erica checked her watch. The show was nearly over. The others weren’t going to be happy with her. Still, it wasn’t her fault the bus had broken down. She put her phone back in her bag and stared out of the bus window as it sped closer to Megan’s flat. She would read the rest of Danny’s story later, happy in the knowledge that it would wait there for her, right in her bag. The smartphone with its Wi-Fi and 3G internet access had been expensive, she couldn’t really afford it, but it was worth it to make her feel like Danny was with her, wherever she was.


Chapter Three

Babes in Manhattan was an American series that had become hugely popular in the UK, and Serena could understand why. The tales of four twenty-something single girls in New York City were cleverly written, funny, occasionally touching and always entertaining.

Each of the four main characters had a distinctive and unique personality. There was Kelsey, a gentle soul, mild-mannered and easy-going. She was the most ‘centred’ of the girls, the one who had her feet planted firmly on the ground. She was devoted to her friends, her job – she was a primary school teacher – and her long-term boyfriend, Jason. Jane was the ultimate career girl, aggressive and ambitious. She worked in a high-powered corporate world where she was constantly struggling to rise, and this frequently got in the way of her love life. Tori was a wealthy, high-society type and something of a snob. Marina was the wild child, a glamorous, sexy party girl who hobnobbed with celebrities and hopped from lover to lover without a thought for the future.

They were all gorgeous, charismatic and popular. They wore fabulous clothes and they went out constantly, to clubs, bars, trendy restaurants. They shopped, they went on vacations to exotic places and there was always a romantic adventure going on. Serena felt reasonably sure the average twenty-something single girl didn’t live like this, not even in New York. It was all pretty silly, actually. But of course, the show wasn’t supposed to be realistic. There were no vampires or paranormal activities, but Babes in Manhattan was still fantasy, pure and simple. Viewers appreciated stories like this as an escape from mundane real life, and liked to live vicariously through the characters.

Serena could understand why her friends needed this show. Jennifer craved glamour, which played no part in her own life, so she idolised Marina. Erica dreamed of having an exciting career, so Jane was her favourite character. Megan was into all the fine things money could buy, so she related to Tori.

Which left Kelsey for Serena. Serena didn’t mind, she liked to think of herself as a down-to-earth and generally nice person. The fashion and glamour didn’t particularly interest her, and she couldn’t connect at all with the way the other girls hopped from man to man. She could see herself, like Kelsey, as a one-man woman – if she could ever find that man.

Relationships with the opposite sex had never come easily to Serena. Sure, she’d had her crushes, her infatuations, but they never seemed to develop into anything. Friends told her she didn’t flirt properly, that she never made any effort to appeal to guys. They’d tried to upgrade her style, to tutor her in the ways of attracting a man. She heard them, she pretended to listen to them and she knew they meant well, but she never took their advice to heart. Mainly because she had no interest in changing. Which meant she would probably never find that boy-of-her-dreams. By now, she had pretty much reconciled herself to a life alone.

Tonight’s episode centred on Kelsey, who enjoyed her job, but her dream in life was to get married and raise a family. Kelsey had been convinced that she and Jason were heading in that direction. But recently Jason had decided he didn’t want to make the big commitment, and he’d ended the relationship. Personally, Serena was sure he’d get back with Kelsey, mostly because the actor who portrayed Jason was incredibly popular and she doubted the makers of the show would want him to disappear permanently from the screen.

But in the current episode, Kelsey was sworn off men and she’d made her own commitment – to give up on her dream and to live alone forever. Another reason why Serena could relate to her. Of course, Kelsey’s three best friends were united and determined to bring her out of what they perceived as a tragic state, and each had a different man they wanted to hook her up with. Jane had arranged a date for Kelsey with a guy from her office. Tori had earmarked an upper-crust but intellectually-challenged cousin for her.
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Alice Henshaw thought she'd got over her first love,
Jack... Even an invitation to his wedding doesn't get to

her - well maybe just a litle... But Alice has a new
boyfriend now, and she’s going to put the past behind her.

Arriving for the weekend at the stunning Chateau near Paris
where the wedding will be held, Alice and her best friend
Lara, their boyfriends Cal and Harry in tow, are all set for

2 romantic few days in the city of lovers;

But weddings have a way of shining a light on relationship
issues, and it isn't long before Alice s questioning her
feelings for her boyiriend Cal, along with those for the
bridegroom Jack... Not to mention her growing unease.

with Jack's fiancée Nathalie.
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