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      To my brothers, Digs and Dan.
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      She looked around the flat and smiled to herself. Silk drapes and tall windows looked out on to an iconic view: Tower Bridge
         and the slick black ribbon of the Thames glistening in the night. Sometimes she wanted to hug herself with excitement; just
         being here, in her own luxury flat, surrounded by all her nice things. Who’d have thought that someone like her would live
         in such a smart flat in the centre of one of the most exciting cities in the world?
      

      
      Walking over to the kitchen, she poured herself another large glass of wine from the open bottle. Would he still come tonight?
         The thought of their last conversation jumped into her head, but she shook it away. No, of course he would still come, he
         always did. She admired herself in the mirror: the long legs, the high breasts. Even in leggings and a T-shirt she looked
         fantastic. No, he’d come. She knew he’d come.
      

      
      She sank back into the sofa then flicked through her favourite celebrity magazine. In her more honest, introspective moments
         she knew it was her obsession with magazines like this that had led her to choose this career path. Not that she could imagine
         Miss Davies, her careers adviser at school, calling what she did a career. But what was wrong with wanting to be rich and
         famous? She’d bet Miss Davies didn’t have a flat like this one.
      

      
      Tossing the magazine to one side, she knew she should get ready in case he did drop by. A bottle of nail polish was on the
         coffee table and she held it up to the light. Scarlet. He always said he loved it when she painted her toenails red. Slutty, that was what he meant. Well, she was happy to oblige in that
         department, especially when they’d be making up tonight.
      

      
      One toenail had been painted when the doorbell rang. Flustered, she put down the polish and went to the door. She peered through
         the spyhole, expecting to see flowers or some small, tastefully wrapped box clutched in his hand. Instead she saw an unfamiliar
         man in a suit, his face stretched and bulbous in the fish-eye lens.
      

      
      ‘Who is it?’

      
      ‘It’s Jack. Jack Devon. I’m a friend of Peter’s.’

      
      She frowned. Who was he? Had Peter sent him? Attaching the chain, she opened the door and looked through the gap. The man
         was about forty. Smartly but conservatively dressed, like an accountant. Pale watery eyes blinked behind small rimless glasses.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ She hadn’t meant to sound rude, but it was past nine o’clock and she wasn’t used to strange men turning
         up at her door, no matter what other people might say about her.
      

      
      ‘It’s about Peter.’ He glanced behind him. ‘Do you think we could talk inside?’

      
      She felt a jolt of panic. Was he hurt? Was something wrong?

      
      ‘Is he okay?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Under the circumstances,’ replied the man.

      
      ‘What circumstances?’

      
      ‘I think it’s best if we discuss this inside.’

      
      She wavered for a moment, then slid back the chain and opened the door. He walked into the apartment, looking nervous, uncomfortable.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry to have to visit you so late,’ he began. ‘I don’t enjoy this any more than you do.’

      
      ‘Who are you?’ she asked, folding her arms across her chest. ‘What do you want?’

      
      The man shrugged as they moved into the open-plan living space. ‘It’s not what I want. It’s what Peter wants.’

      
      She didn’t like the direction this conversation was taking. ‘And what’s that exactly?’

He pushed up his glasses and rubbed his eyes. ‘He wants you to start acting reasonably.’

      
      Her heart was beginning to hammer in panic, but she was determined not to show it. ‘So who are you? His lawyer?’

      
      ‘No, not exactly,’ he said. ‘But that might be next. Blackmail is a criminal offence, after all.’

      
      ‘Blackmail?’ She almost laughed. ‘Is that what this is about?’

      
      Okay, so she had applied a bit of pressure, told him she wasn’t prepared to wait any longer, maybe said a few things she shouldn’t
         have. But that was hardly blackmail, was it?
      

      
      ‘Does Peter know you’re here?’

      
      ‘Of course. He simply wants a solution that works for both sides. We really don’t want to have to involve the police.’

      
      She snorted nervously. ‘You and I both know that Peter is not going to go to the police.’

      
      The man blinked at her, then nodded. ‘Indeed. Which is why I’m here.’

      
      He moved over to the table and opened his leather briefcase. He pulled out a chequebook and held it up. ‘How much?’ he asked.

      
      She glanced at the chequebook, then looked out of the window. ‘I don’t want his money,’ she said.

      
      The man allowed himself a small smile. ‘Really. And who paid for all this?’ He glanced pointedly around the apartment.

      
      ‘I don’t want money,’ she snapped, trying her best to sound indignant. ‘What I want is Peter.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m afraid that’s not an option any more,’ he said flatly.

      
      ‘We’ll see about that.’ She strode to the coffee table and snatched up her mobile. ‘I’m phoning him.’

      
      He shook his head, that half-smile again. The bastard was enjoying this.

      
      ‘I don’t think so.’ He peered at his watch. ‘It’s two a.m. in Uzbekistan.’

      
      ‘Uzbekistan? He’s supposed to be here.’

      
      ‘Just us here,’ said Devon, gesturing with the chequebook again. This time her eyes followed the book, unable to look away.

      
      ‘So give me a figure,’ he said, sitting at the table.

She grabbed her glass of wine and took a fortifying sip. ‘I’ve told you, this isn’t about money. This is about Peter and me.’

      
      ‘How much is it going to take?’ he asked, taking a fountain pen from his inside pocket.

      
      ‘How much would you suggest, Mr Devon? How much would you say a relationship is worth?’

      
      ‘In this case, nothing, because your relationship is over.’

      
      His words were simple and stinging, their impact cruel because she knew they were true. Perhaps she had pushed Peter too far,
         overplayed her hand. And now he had sent a lackey to mop up his mess. A thickness filled her throat and her vision blurred
         in a cloud of tears.
      

      
      ‘I think you’d better leave.’

      
      Devon remained seated. ‘Believe it or not, I’m here to help you.’

      
      She hated the note of sympathy, the pity she could hear in his voice.

      
      ‘Take my advice,’ he said slowly. ‘Accept the money, move somewhere new, forget what’s happened and just get on with your
         life. It’s the smart thing to do.’
      

      
      ‘It’s never that easy though, is it?’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘Not when you love someone. Now please, just go.’

      
      Devon hesitated, then put his chequebook back in his briefcase and stood up. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Could I just use the bathroom?’

      
      She nodded without looking at him. ‘Upstairs.’

      
      Her bedroom was on a mezzanine platform over the living space below. She watched him disappear towards her en suite, his sensible
         brown shoes clumping up the glass staircase.
      

      
      His briefcase was still on the table. How much would he have paid? A decent amount, that was for sure. And Devon was right,
         it was the smart thing to do. Her own money wouldn’t last long in this place. A person could quickly get used to expensive
         linens, parquet floors and stainless-steel kitchens. Nice things. Pretty things. Things that made her feel safe, secure, smart,
         successful. This was the life she’d always wanted. Still . . . for once, she had been telling the truth. It wasn’t about the
         money this time. All she wanted was him – and she couldn’t have him. No amount of lovely sheets would make up for that.
      

      
      She rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands to stop the flow of tears. Taking a few deep breaths, she tried to compose
         herself. Maybe she would call Peter herself, apologise for what she’d said, explain that he’d taken it all the wrong way.
         Yes, that would do it, she thought, feeling a little better. Maybe this was a test; when Mr Devon reported back that she had
         turned down the money, he would see that she truly loved him, not his credit cards.
      

      
      She glanced up the stairs, frowning. He’d been a long time in the bathroom.

      
      ‘Mr Devon?’ she called. ‘Is everything all right up there?’

      
      There was no reply. Shrugging, she walked up the stairs towards the mezzanine platform. ‘Mr Devon?’

      
      At the top, she tapped on the bathroom door but couldn’t hear a sound inside. ‘Are you all right? Mr D—’

      
      The door opened and Jack Devon stepped out. ‘Yes. I’m fine.’

      
      ‘Oh, good,’ she stuttered, flushing with embarrassment as she turned to walk back downstairs. She felt a hard push from behind
         and her body jerked forward. Instinctively she reached for the banister, but she was moving too fast and momentum carried
         her on, her head slamming against the wall. Her body twisted as she fell, her shoulder cracking into the glass steps, her
         torso pinwheeling over, snapping her neck, her body landing splayed and broken like a puppet with the strings cut. It had
         been mercifully quick. Aside from one moment of air-sucking terror as her hand missed the rail, she had felt nothing.
      

      
      She lay there staring up, her body motionless except for the faint flutter of her eyelids, barely aware as Jack Devon walked
         slowly down, and stood over her, watching the life ebb out of her body. He took a pair of latex gloves out of his pocket,
         put them on and moved methodically around the house, making sure everything was in place for whoever found her. Sometimes
         he had to create a story: the jilted lover who had taken their own life, the break-in gone wrong, but here she had done the
         job for him. The half-empty bottle of wine. A simple case of a tragic accident, slipping on the steps after too much alcohol.
      

      
      Satisfied with his work, he pulled out his phone and made the call. ‘It’s done,’ he said simply, then hung up. Removing his glasses and putting them in his pocket, he picked up his briefcase
         and let himself out. Out of her flat, on to the street, as if he’d never been there.
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      Six months later

      
      As the man in the white leotard dangled from the trapeze and poured Krug into the top saucer of the champagne fountain, Anna
         Kennedy realised she had never seen a party quite like this. Not in the movies or in the pages of Hello! magazine. She had certainly never been to anything this grand, so spectacularly over the top she didn’t know whether to get
         drunk and enjoy it or just stand there and watch it like she would a Tim Burton movie or the Cirque du Soleil.
      

      
      She took a gold macaroon from a waiter on stilts and popped it in her mouth.

      
      A little celebratory soirée, that was how her friend, the Russian businesswoman Ilina Miranova, had described the party to her. Just a few close friends, nothing too extravagant.
      

      
      Ilina’s definition of extravagant was certainly different from most people’s – no surprise if her collection of ‘close friends’
         was anything to go by. Her Holland Park home was packed with the great and the good: royals, billionaires, celebrities, at
         least one hundred of them milling around the house and the manicured gardens in couture and diamonds.
      

      
      If I threw a party at three days’ notice, I’d be lucky to get my best mate and a groceries delivery from Ocado, thought Anna,
         smiling to herself.
      

      
      Not that any of this should have surprised her. Ilina, recently described by Forbes magazine as one of the world’s wealthiest self-made women, had always been among her more colourful clients. As an associate in the media department at London law firm Davidson Owen, Anna had spent the last twelve months advising
         the Russian as she set about suing the British tabloid the Globe for a libellous story they had printed about her financial affairs. They had settled the case earlier in the week, when the
         Davidson Owen team had make it clear that they were prepared to take it all the way to the High Court. It wasn’t as if Ilina
         couldn’t afford to celebrate.
      

      
      Across the pool someone waved at her. Anna waved hesitantly back, although she didn’t recognise the handsome man in the navy
         suit. Was he a client? Or another lawyer perhaps? Maybe he was even calling her over for a drink. She was wearing her best
         black trouser suit after all, Italian, expensive, more expensive than she could afford.
      

      
      The man turned as one of the butlers walked past, taking a glass of champagne from the tray.

      
      Of course, she thought sheepishly. He thinks I’m a waitress.

      
      She slipped off her jacket and let her dark hair down from her businesslike ponytail. Better, she thought, checking her reflection
         in a mirrored water feature, although she accepted that she was never going to compete with the exotic creatures drifting
         past her. At a party like this she was invisible. Not that that was a particularly bad thing; it meant she could have the
         mother of all people-watching sessions: the married celebrity necking with the model who was most certainly not his wife,
         and the high-profile lord who appeared to be preparing to snort a large amount of powder from a marble mantelpiece.
      

      
      I assume that’s snuff, she smiled, reminding herself that it was her job to be discreet.

      
      Her mobile began ringing angrily in her bag. Reluctantly putting her flute of bubbly down, she scrabbled the phone out. Dammit,
         work, she thought, peering at the screen. Wasn’t it always?
      

      
      ‘Anna? Where the hell are you?’

      
      It was Stuart Masters, the head of the media department at her firm.

      
      ‘I’m at Ilina Miranova’s celebration party,’ said Anna, raising her voice to be heard over the banging music.

      
      ‘What? At this time?’

She glanced at her watch. It was just ten o’clock. For a moment she imagined Stuart and his uptight wife Cynthia sitting in
         their perfectly ironed dressing gowns playing Scrabble.
      

      
      ‘Well go and find Nick Kimble. We need to get an injunction. Right now.’

      
      There was no point complaining. It was Friday night, the run-up to the weekend newspapers, and for an associate who specialised
         in short-notice injunction work, that meant being on red alert.
      

      
      Stuart filled her in on the pertinent details. Hanging up, she looked urgently for Nick Kimble, her supervising partner at
         the firm. They’d arrived together straight from work, but Nick had abandoned her within five minutes saying he had to ‘go
         mingle’. Had to go and see if he could sleaze up some poor model, more like, thought Anna. Sure enough, she spotted him at
         the bar, leaning over a girl young enough to be his daughter. He didn’t look pleased to see his colleague.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Nick,’ she said as she took his elbow. ‘We need to talk. I’ve just had a phone call from Stuart.’

      
      Nick rolled his eyes. ‘Who’s in trouble this time?’

      
      ‘Shane Hardy again.’

      
      ‘You mean happily married role-model-to-the-kids footballer Shane Hardy?’ he said sarcastically. ‘Let me guess, he’s had another
         one of his moral slips?’
      

      
      She nodded. ‘His people want to meet tonight. The News of the World are going to run the story on Sunday if we don’t injunct it.’
      

      
      ‘I think you should deal with this,’ he said, slugging back his whisky. ‘Call counsel. Find a judge tomorrow morning.’

      
      ‘Nick, a partner should handle this one. Shane’s club is an important client.’ It was typical of Nick to try and weasel out
         of it, especially now that he was at one of the primo parties of the season, surrounded by beautiful women.
      

      
      He clapped her on the shoulder, a little too hard.

      
      ‘Anna, my love, sometimes you need to step up to the plate. Think of this as your big break.’

      
      ‘Nick, it’s my dad’s birthday this weekend. I have to be in Dorset.’

‘Tell you what,’ said Nick with a patronising smile. ‘You speak to the client tonight. Get the injunction tomorrow. Let the
         media know they’re gagged and I’ll take it from there.’
      

      
      Oh, right, you’ll take over when all the hard work is done and you’ve slept off your hangover? she thought. Not for the first
         time, she bit her tongue and reminded herself that all she had to do was stick this out for another twelve months and she’d
         make partner. Then she wouldn’t have to do Nick Kimble’s dirty work ever again.
      

      
      Her boss touched her on the forearm. ‘Before you go, can you just pop to the bar and get me a drink? Champers, the good stuff,
         so I can mingle. Branson must be here somewhere. I wouldn’t mind a slice of his corporate work.’
      

      
      The crowd parted as Ilina approached them, shimmering across the floor like an exotic mermaid. ‘Nick. Anna,’ she purred, taking
         them both by the arm. ‘So lovely to see you.’
      

      
      ‘Ilina, your house is amazing,’ said Anna truthfully. It was a perfect detached Georgian property, in a prime location, which
         had been extended and modernised with taste and elegance. Anna shuddered to think how much it would cost to buy.
      

      
      ‘You are so sweet. Thank you.’

      
      Nick shrugged dismissively. ‘My wife and I looked at a property not dissimilar to this last year,’ he said.

      
      ‘Then I think I must be paying you too much,’ said Ilina with mock-severity.

      
      Anna couldn’t resist a smile as Nick tried furiously to back-pedal.

      
      ‘Of course, it would have been a stretch,’ he spluttered. ‘I wouldn’t want to suggest that our fees are overly . . . that
         is to say, we try to price our services on a par with the—’
      

      
      Ilina touched his arm, stopping him mid-flow.

      
      ‘Did I hear you say you were going to the bar?’ she said. ‘I’d love a cocktail.’

      
      ‘Of course, of course,’ he said, backing away, almost bowing as he went.

      
      Ilina laughed as she watched him scuttle off in the direction of the bar. ‘[image: image],’ she cursed in Russian.

      
      ‘You’re going to have to translate that,’ smiled Anna.

‘“Idiot”. Or perhaps “wanker”.’

      
      ‘He does have his moments,’ said Anna tactfully.

      
      ‘Moments?’ said Ilina. ‘He has spent the whole night boasting about his brilliant victory with my case. The only time I hear
         from him is when he sends me bills.’
      

      
      Anna had grown close to Ilina over the past few months, but even so, she knew it would be unprofessional of her to comment
         – even if it was true. Officially Nick was her supervising partner, but he seemed to spend all his time on the golf course,
         leaving her to handle her own caseload. In Ilina’s case, she had been glad to be in sole charge. In the society columns, the
         Russian came across as frivolous and silly – an oligarchess who looked like Miss Ukraine and who could drop a million pounds
         on a shopping trip before lunchtime. Few people knew that under the jewels, she was a Harvard graduate who had used her father’s
         Kremlin connections and her own sharp intellect to succeed in the ruthless, macho world of oil and gas. There was nothing
         silly about Ilina Miranova. Nothing silly at all.
      

      
      ‘Ilina, I’m afraid I have to go,’ said Anna. ‘I have to meet a client, but thanks so much for inviting me.’

      
      ‘Darling, just stay for a few minutes longer. I have prepared a little speech and we have a cake.’

      
      Anna had seen the cake; a confectionery mountain would be a better description. With five tiers and a spun-sugar caricature
         of Ilina standing on top of a copy of the Globe, it put every wedding cake Anna had ever seen in the shade.
      

      
      Ilina tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder and mounted a podium by the infinity pool.

      
      ‘Darlings,’ she began, ‘thank you for joining me for my victory parade.’

      
      She was an impressive public speaker, delivering her lines with confidence, wit and verve, and she had the assembled captains
         of industry in the palm of her hand. In fact, Anna was so busy watching the crowd that it took a moment before she realised
         that two hundred heads were turning to look at her.
      

      
      ‘Anna Kennedy has been my rock in my time of need,’ Ilina was saying. ‘Her expert legal guidance has been second to none and
         I would recommend her services should any of you make the mistake of attracting the attentions of the gentlemen of the press.’
      

      
      There was much laughter at this: there was barely a person in the room who wasn’t regularly in the papers, whether in the
         gossip columns or the political pages.
      

      
      ‘Please join me in toasting my saviour,’ said Ilina, raising her glass towards Anna.

      
      Anna willed the ground to swallow her whole, whilst trying her best to force a smile on to her face. Across the pool she could
         see Nick Kimble glaring at her, which was a small consolation, and she took it as her cue to leave, heading for the door via
         the cloakroom.
      

      
      ‘I’m not surprised Ilina’s pleased,’ said a voice as she waited at the desk for her coat. ‘Six-figure damages, a page-three
         retraction: pretty good work.’
      

      
      Anna instantly recognised the woman behind her. Helen Pierce was a legend in the legal profession, a formidable partner at
         Donovan Pierce solicitors. She had often seen the cool blonde click-clacking imperiously into the High Court, but had never
         dared to speak to her. Donovan Pierce specialised in defamation and reputation management work and had one of the fiercest
         reputations in the industry – mainly due to Helen Pierce.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Anna, unsure of what to say next.

      
      ‘Personally I always thought the claim was a little spurious,’ said Helen, ‘under the circumstances.’

      
      ‘Really? Why would you say that?’

      
      Helen gave a little tinkly laugh.

      
      ‘Suing the Globe for suggesting she is a shopaholic?’
      

      
      ‘It was hardly that,’ said Anna, slightly annoyed by Helen’s flippant tone. ‘The Globe printed a sensationalist catalogue of Ilina’s spending, blatantly designed to make her look obsessive, selfish and out of
         control, purely for the entertainment of their readers.’
      

      
      ‘Miss Miranova’s spending – out of control? I wonder whatever made them think that?’ She raised her eyebrows, looking pointedly
         across the room to the caged leopards, the mountainous cake and the circus performers. No wonder she’s such a bloody good lawyer, thought Anna. Even the tiniest of gestures could make you feel guilty or complicit.
      

      
      ‘With respect,’ said Anna, ‘it is Ms Miranova’s business how she spends her own money, and in actual fact, that story caused
         her a considerable amount of distress.’
      

      
      Helen fixed her with a cool stare, but Anna merely returned the gaze, determined not to be bullied. The spell was broken when
         the cloakroom attendant brought their coats, but Helen didn’t seem in any hurry to leave.
      

      
      ‘So, how is life at Davidson Owen?’

      
      ‘Busy,’ said Anna, glancing at her watch again.

      
      ‘I dare say you might make partner, if you can stick it out long enough,’ said Helen.

      
      ‘Within the year, hopefully.’

      
      ‘Really?’ laughed Helen. ‘We both know Stuart Masters is a misogynist. You’re to be congratulated for your loyalty, but you
         can’t be under any illusions.’
      

      
      Anna fought to keep her expression neutral, but her heart was hammering.

      
      ‘Illusions?’

      
      ‘I suppose you’re aware of how many women partners have been appointed at Davidson’s in the last ten years.’

      
      ‘A few.’

      
      ‘Two,’ said Helen, fixing her with that gaze again. ‘In their family division. It’s not brilliant, is it: two new female partners
         compared to eighteen men?’
      

      
      Where was all this leading? Was Helen just making conversation, or was there a subtext to her enquiries? It was starting to
         feel like a job interview – and really, wasn’t that why Anna’s heart was hammering?
      

      
      ‘And how are things at DP?’ asked Anna as casually as she could. ‘I read in the Lawyer that Larry is finally retiring.’
      

      
      Larry Donovan had set the firm up twenty-five years ago. He was loud, flamboyant, one of the few truly colourful characters
         in the industry. The rumour was that he and Helen maintained a respectful distance from each other, but there was no love
         lost between them.
      

      
      ‘It’s his leaving party in a couple of weeks,’ said Helen. ‘I thought the only way he’d leave the office would be in a coffin, but his new, much younger wife has apparently put him under
         considerable pressure to spend the money he’s spent a lifetime acquiring.’
      

      
      ‘So what’s he going to do? A round-the-world cruise?’

      
      Helen ignored the question. ‘I’ll cut to the chase, Anna. With Larry’s retirement, we’ll need to strengthen certain areas
         of the team.’
      

      
      ‘You’re offering me a job?’

      
      Helen smiled.

      
      ‘I’m offering you the chance of a lifetime.’

      
      ‘Partner?’

      
      ‘Not yet.’

      
      Anna felt her excitement immediately abate, but offers like this were a game.

      
      ‘In which case, I’m not sure there’s any point in my leaving Davidson’s,’ she replied defiantly. ‘Despite what you say, I’ve
         just pulled off a high-profile coup for the firm. You heard Ilina’s endorsement. I think that puts me in a pretty good position
         for partner.’
      

      
      Helen smiled. ‘Nick Kimble has been telling anyone who will listen tonight that it’s his high-profile coup.’
      

      
      The sinking feeling in Anna’s stomach told her it was true. Nick and Stuart Masters were tight; they played golf together,
         their wives were friends, there was no way Stuart would support her over Nick. But she couldn’t let Helen see that she was
         right.
      

      
      Her phone began to buzz angrily again. ‘I really do have to go.’

      
      ‘The Friday-night rush.’ Helen nodded. ‘Who’s in trouble this time?’

      
      Anna smiled coyly. There was no way she was giving up details about the case or her client.

      
      ‘You remind me of myself, Anna. Tough, smart, ambitious. Let’s talk again soon, okay?’

      
      Anna nodded and dashed off, hoping to find a taxi sandwiched between the Bentleys.

      
      Anna didn’t think about the job offer at all the next day; there simply wasn’t time. After a late-night meeting with the client,
         she’d worked far into the night. By ten a.m. she was instructing a barrister in a coffee shop in Pimlico; two hours later
         they had cornered a judge, and thirty minutes after that they were in possession of a gagging order preventing all major news
         outlets from running a juicy exposé about Anna’s client, a Premiership footballer who had made the moral slip – as Nick Kimble
         had put it – of getting his mistress pregnant.
      

      
      It was five o’clock by the time Anna was finally on the road, driving towards her parents’ Dorset cottage, physically exhausted
         and emotionally drained from a heated verbal exchange she’d had with the News of the World’s legal manager. She wasn’t yet thirty, but today she felt about twenty years older. She slid down the window and let the
         warm air ruffle her hair. It was actually a perfect time to be driving out of the city; traffic was quiet, and the late-afternoon
         sun cast long green shadows across the fields as she passed. But she still couldn’t relax. Two days earlier, her mother Sue
         had called her to say they had something to discuss with her. She had refused to talk about it on the phone, and Anna had
         immediately imagined illness or financial problems with the business. Her parents Sue and Brian owned the Dorset Nurseries,
         a beautiful garden centre in the heart of Thomas Hardy country. It was a wonderful place, curated under her mother’s tasteful,
         elegant eye. Wheelbarrows of plump dahlias and clematis surrounded luscious lawns, cabbage white butterflies fluttered around
         terracotta pots crammed with poppies and foxgloves. Five years ago, they’d added a quaint restaurant in a previously abandoned
         conservatory and had an immediate hit. On an evening like this, there was nowhere finer to sit and sip Darjeeling or sample
         some of Brian Kennedy’s tarts and salads.
      

      
      Anna’s dad had learned to cook in the army and had always been exceptional in the kitchen; he had thrown himself into his
         new role with gusto. Which was why Anna was worried: they’d had money worries before – what business didn’t these days? –
         and she knew it would kill him to have to give it up.
      

      
      At last she turned her Mini into the driveway. The family home was a large thatched cottage that backed on to the perimeter
         wall of the nursery.
      

‘Here she is . . .’ cried her father, striding out to meet her, his arms open.

      
      He was still wearing his chef’s whites, complete with spots and smears from the dish of the day. ‘Come on through to the kitchen,’
         he said, squeezing her. ‘I bet you could do with a big glass of wine, eh?’
      

      
      Her mother was sitting at the long oak table, writing in a ledger.

      
      ‘You both look bushed,’ Anna said as she walked over to kiss her mother.

      
      ‘My elder daughter. She always says the sweetest things,’ said Brian good-naturedly.

      
      ‘I’m worried about you,’ said Anna with a frown. ‘You’re working too hard. Both of you.’

      
      Sue closed her book with a thump, looking less pleased than her husband.

      
      ‘Actually, I couldn’t be feeling better. You know we’re taking three months’ booking in advance for Saturday and Sunday now,
         so perhaps it’s all paying off at last.’
      

      
      ‘Fantastic,’ Anna replied with a broad smile that belied her nerves. If the discussion wasn’t about business, she wondered
         if it was something even more ominous. For a moment, her eyes met her mother’s, but almost immediately Sue looked away.
      

      
      ‘So how’s work?’ she said briskly.

      
      ‘Busy. We settled our libel case on Wednesday. My client threw a big party, so my head’s a little fuzzy.’

      
      ‘Hair of the dog will sort that out,’ said Brian, ushering her through the cottage.

      
      The front room was cluttered and homely, with low beams, a wide brick fireplace and higgledy-piggledy pictures of her father’s
         time in the army, her parents’ wedding day, even a few framed squiggles from when she and her sister were kids. It was the
         sort of place where you could just curl up with a book and forget about the world, if it wasn’t for the framed photograph,
         a new addition on the wall.
      

      
      Anna flinched, then forced herself to look at it.

      
      Her sister Sophie, clutching her National Television Award for ‘Best Factual Show: A Dorset Kitchen’. She was looking even more beautiful than usual, her pouty mouth painted scarlet, her long raven bob teased into Veronica
         Lake waves; her slim, curvy body poured into a form-fitting dress made her look more fifties starlet than celebrity chef.
      

      
      Her mother was watching her.

      
      ‘Did you see the Awards?’

      
      Anna shook her head.

      
      ‘You know me. No time for telly.’

      
      ‘We went to the ceremony. It was wonderful.’

      
      The atmosphere prickled. Her father softened it by handing Anna a large glass of wine. ‘Lovely Sauvignon, this one.’

      
      ‘And I have something for you,’ she said. She bent to rifle through her bag and pulled out a gift-wrapped box, handing it
         to her father.
      

      
      ‘For me?’ said Brian, his eyes twinkling.

      
      She grinned. ‘Well I think yours is the only birthday we have in this house within the next twenty-four hours.’

      
      ‘Open it tomorrow, Brian. At the party,’ said Sue.

      
      ‘Open it now, Dad. I’m not going to be here tomorrow,’ said Anna quickly.

      
      Sue looked at her husband, then back at Anna.

      
      ‘When you said you were coming for your dad’s birthday, I assumed you’d be here for the actual day.’

      
      Anna glanced away. ‘I have to get back.’

      
      ‘So you can go to a client’s party but not to your father’s?’

      
      Her mother’s snipe hit its target. Anna shifted uncomfortably.

      
      ‘I thought it was just a few friends coming round for drinks, not a proper party. You don’t want me there anyway.’

      
      ‘I’d love you to stay,’ said Brian.

      
      She desperately wanted to celebrate with her father. Family occasions used to be so important to the Kennedys, and whilst
         part of her knew she should be the bigger person, to rise above it as if what had happened had never even existed, she knew
         she couldn’t bring herself to be in the same room as Sophie and her partner Andrew. Not yet.
      

      
      ‘Is she definitely coming?’ she said finally.

      
      Her parents exchanged a look.

‘Andrew’s coming too,’ said Sue briskly. ‘He’s managed to get the day off work, and you know how busy he is.’
      

      
      ‘Mum, leave it.’

      
      ‘I’m just beginning to wonder if you are going to spend the rest of your life avoiding your sister?’

      
      The high, taut cheekbones, the slender build that gave Sue her elegance were beginning to make her mother’s face look hard.
         But Anna spent her entire working day standing her ground. She wasn’t going to wilt under Sue’s stern and uncompromising gaze.
      

      
      ‘I’m not ready to see her,’ she said, taking a swift swallow of wine.

      
      ‘Well when are you going to be ready? You’ve not spoken to her for nearly two years. This is getting ridiculous.’

      
      ‘She stole my boyfriend,’ Anna reminded them.

      
      ‘Yes, and she was wrong. But isn’t it time you buried the hatchet? For us? For you?’

      
      Anna looked away. They still didn’t get it. She supposed to them it was just some romance gone wrong. Living in Dorset, far
         away from Anna’s London life, they hadn’t seen how badly hurt she’d been, how devastated by the betrayal. And if they had
         recognised it, then they hadn’t wanted to take sides or get involved. She’d tried to block out the memory with work, with
         cigarettes and alcohol, with distance, but right now, it felt as raw and visceral as the moment she had first found her sister
         and her boyfriend together.
      

      
      Sue’s tone softened. ‘Sophie is your sister, Anna. She’s a good girl, a good daughter. Don’t forget she saved our business.’

      
      ‘Yes, it was all her.’ Anna tried not to sound bitter.

      
      Brian rubbed her arm. ‘Let’s talk about this later, hmm?’

      
      Sue snorted.

      
      ‘She’s got to know at some point, Brian.’

      
      Anna’s instincts sharpened.

      
      ‘Know what?’

      
      ‘This is what your mum mentioned on the phone, love,’ said Brian, his face full of sympathy. ‘Sophie and Andrew are getting
         married.’
      

      
      For a moment Anna couldn’t breathe, her heart thudding, her mind racing. She knew they were both staring at her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the floor. Deep down she had
         known what her mother had wanted to tell her. The newspapers had been on to the story, but she had wanted to ignore the whispers.
      

      
      ‘He proposed last month and they want to do it quickly, first week in September, so not long,’ said her dad. ‘You know what
         Sophie is like once she gets an idea in her head. And she wants you to come, of course.’
      

      
      Anna willed herself to inhale.

      
      ‘Oh darling, it’s going to be lovely,’ said Sue. ‘We offered to host it here, of course, but Sophie wanted to have it at Andrew’s
         parents’ place, that villa in Tuscany.’
      

      
      The most beautiful house in the world. That was what Anna had thought when Andrew had taken her to Villa Sole on a romantic break. She’d even had a few thoughts
         about having her own wedding there, not that she and Andrew had ever talked about marriage in their three years together.
         They were too busy with their lives and their careers. I thought we were happy. Maybe they had been. Just not happy enough.
      

      
      ‘Can’t you come? Or at least think about it.’

      
      Brian’s sad, regretful expression was enough to make her resolve wobble.

      
      She pictured her sister and her ex stepping out of some idyllic Tuscan church, ducking and laughing as they were showered
         with confetti. Andrew’s witty, romantic after-dinner speech, telling everyone how much he was in love with his new bride.
         No, she couldn’t put herself through it.
      

      
      ‘I can’t, Dad, it’s work . . .’ she said, searching for a reason.

      
      ‘Oh, just leave her then, Brian,’ said Sue impatiently. ‘You know work always comes first with her. That’s always been the
         problem, hasn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ said Sue. ‘Just that Sophie has always been able to juggle her personal and professional life.’

      
      ‘And that’s why Andrew’s marrying her, not me?’

      
      ‘Come on, you two,’ said Brian soothingly. ‘Let’s not make this bigger than it has to be. We’re going out to Italy for the
         week, there’s lots planned apparently. But I’m sure Davidson’s won’t mind you having a couple of days off, will they?’
      

      
      The hangover buzzing lightly between her temples presented a solution.

      
      ‘Actually, Dad, it’s not Davidson’s that’s the problem. I’ve just got a new job, starting soon. I can’t really take a holiday
         as soon as I’ve got there, can I?’
      

      
      ‘A new job?’ said Brian, looking at his wife uncertainly. ‘That’s fantastic.’

      
      Anna felt buoyed, heady, steeled.

      
      ‘Yes, I was only offered it yesterday. Donovan Pierce, they’re the most prestigious media law firm in the country. It’s a
         big step up for me, a trial for a partnership there.’
      

      
      ‘Well done, love.’

      
      Her mother pulled a sour face.

      
      ‘I still don’t see why you can’t come to the wedding. There’s more to life than work, you know.’

      
      Anna drained her glass, her mind made up.

      
      ‘Not for me, Mum,’ she said. ‘Not any more.’
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      At any other time, Sam Charles would have thought he had woken up in heaven. Lying on his back in a soft, warm bed, crisp
         cotton sheets against his skin, he could feel a gorgeous swelling, lapping sensation around his cock.
      

      
      ‘Mmm . . .’ he moaned, receiving a similar murmur from under the sheets. His mouth curled into a grin. God, a good-morning
         blowjob; how long had it been since he’d had one of those? Jessica must have . . .
      

      
      ‘Shit . . .’ he gasped, sitting up too suddenly, sending lights flashing across his vision. He pushed himself up against the
         headboard – a headboard, he suddenly realised, he had never seen before – and looked down into the green eyes of a very pretty
         redhead, her expression poised somewhere between amused and seductive.
      

      
      ‘Did I do something wrong?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No. Yes,’ he stuttered, looking around the room for clues, something, anything familiar to tell him where he was.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she purred, disappearing back under the covers. ‘I’ll try harder.’

      
      ‘Please, that’s very nice, but . . .’ He eased himself away from her and shuffled crab-like out of the bed. ‘Just going to
         the bathroom. I’ll only be a minute.’
      

      
      He backed towards the en suite and shut the door behind him.

      
      ‘Fuck,’ he whispered to himself, sinking down on to the edge of the bath, his head in his hands. ‘Fuckity fuckity fuck.’ This
         couldn’t be happening. He was engaged to Jessica Carr, the billion-dollar girl-next-door actress, America’s sweetheart, the girl every woman wanted to be and every man wanted to sleep with. And that girl out there, the one with the luscious,
         lovely lips, she most certainly wasn’t Jessica.
      

      
      How the hell did I get here? His brain was like sludge and he had a world-class headache. He could remember how the night
         had begun: presenting the Rising Talent gong at the Rive magazine awards ceremony at the Royal Opera House. So far, so respectable. Then there had been the after-show party at Shoreditch
         House. He was pretty sure he’d behaved himself there too. But beyond that, he could remember very little.
      

      
      He grabbed a cardboard notice from the sink, one of those unconvincing announcements about how the hotel was single-handedly
         saving the planet one towel at a time. The Thomas Hotel, he read. Not one he’d ever heard of before. Probably the nearest
         one they could find. Oh God, oh God. Why?
      

      
      Actually, he knew the answer to that one only too well. His fiancée might be the most lusted-after woman in Hollywood, but
         like most things in Tinseltown, she was all smoke and mirrors. Jessica didn’t get that amazing slim figure without endless
         lipo, Botox, spray-tan and boxercise. Sometimes she worked out for four hours a day, more if they were coming up to awards
         season. Sam could see her now, lying out on her side of the bed in her frumpy towelling robe, frozen in position as she did
         some ridiculous Pilates exercise, shooing him away as he tried to kiss her. ‘My nails, Sam’, ‘My hair’s just been done’, ‘I’ve
         got a six o’clock call’: there was always some reason to push him away. Not that any of that gave him an excuse for cowering
         in the bathroom of some fleapit hotel in . . . he looked at the towel notice again. The Thomas, Fitzrovia. At least he wasn’t
         too far from home.
      

      
      ‘Sam?’ called a lazy, sexy voice from the bedroom. ‘You coming?’

      
      He shook his head. If only.
      

      
      ‘Just a minute.’

      
      He splashed cold water on to his face and looked into the mirror. His expensively cut dark blond hair stuck up in tufts. His
         famous bright blue eyes were bloodshot. Well, you’re looking fantastic, he thought sarcastically. No one would have known he was Britain’s hottest actor, not to mention one half of one of Hollywood’s premier power couples.
      

      
      He stuck out his tongue. It looked grey and mottled, like a steak left in the fridge three days too long. How much had he
         drunk last night? He squinted, trying to remember, but all he could see was two still images, frozen in his mind: a tray of
         shot glasses filled with something sparkly, and some idiot sliding across the floor on his knees. He looked down at the grazes
         on his skin. That’ll have been me, then.
      

      
      Taking a deep breath, he wrapped a towel around his waist, mentally preparing a speech. Terrible mistake, not your fault, must go, important meeting, that sort of thing. But then he opened the door and there she was, lying stretched out on the bed. Long legs, firm, curvy.
         Not that horrible stringy LA version of femininity, all sinew and balloon tits. This was a real woman’s body, ripe and fleshy.
         He could feel himself stirring back to life. Down, boy. He looked away and puffed out his cheeks.
      

      
      ‘Listen, uh . . .’

      
      ‘Katie,’ she said with a half-smile.

      
      ‘Yes, Katie. Look, I’m sorry, but I’ve really got to go. We overslept and I’ve got . . . a thing.’

      
      She nodded and smiled.

      
      ‘Last night was lovely, though, wasn’t it?’

      
      I bet, he thought, looking longingly at her body. He felt bad about hurting her feelings, but a maid could walk in at any
         moment. He knew how often staff in swish hotels tipped off the newspapers about what they saw.
      

      
      For all he knew, there could be paparazzi waiting outside the room right now; maybe Katie had set the whole thing up.

      
      ‘It was lovely,’ he said honestly as he sat on the edge of the bed. ‘But it shouldn’t have happened. I have a girlfriend;
         a fiancée, actually.’ He paused. ‘So how indiscreet were we last night?’
      

      
      ‘Quite discreet actually.’ She smiled. ‘Although when you tried to skateboard on your knees, some people might have said you
         were trying to draw attention to yourself.’
      

      
      ‘Was that at Shoreditch House?’ He wondered how many people might have witnessed it.

      
      ‘Shoreditch House?’
      

      
      ‘Wasn’t that where we met?’

      
      She looked confused. ‘We met at Ed’s house party. In Soho.’

      
      Ed? Who’s Ed?

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Sam. I’m not asking to marry you,’ she said, planting feathery kisses on the curve of his neck.

      
      He squeezed his eyes shut, struggling with the devil whispering in his ear: after all, he’d already cheated – well, probably,
         sort of – so why not go in for another round? He had plenty of friends who screwed around, especially in Hollywood. Not just
         with other women – wives of their directors, fans, the make-up girls on set – but with men too. At the all-male spas in West
         Hollywood, at networking parties. He’d listen to them boast about it and laugh along, but he’d think to himself, you poor
         saps. He wasn’t like that. Well you are now, aren’t you?

      
      Katie ran her finger down his shoulder.

      
      ‘Can’t you just stay for half an hour?’

      
      He was tempted. And not only because her hard nipples were rubbing against his arm. The truth was, he was lonely. Three hundred
         days of the year he was in bed alone. At any one time he and Jessica were in different parts of the world, shooting films
         or hopping from city to city on promo junkets, answering the same inane questions about their relationship. Yes, we’ve been
         together for four years; no, we haven’t set a date just yet. And yes, we’re still madly in love.
      

      
      ‘Sorry. I wish I could,’ he said truthfully. In another time, another life, he would have crawled back under the duvet, ordered
         room service, then maybe taken her out for dinner, cocktails. Had a normal conversation about music or art or just swapped
         a few jokes. She seemed like the sort of fun, feisty girl he used to go for before everything became about work, even his
         love life.
      

      
      ‘I understand, don’t worry,’ she sighed, reaching for her dress, casually thrown over a chair. ‘Listen, do you want me to
         pay the bill? I realise it might be a bit . . . sticky for you.’
      

      
      Sam instantly felt a surge of guilt for wondering if she was some kiss-and-tell set-up, closely followed by relief and the
         glimmer of hope that he might actually get away with this indiscretion. He pulled out his wallet and handed her some crumpled bills.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Katie, that should cover the bill and a taxi to get you home. I feel awful about doing this to you.’

      
      She smiled, slipping her knickers on under the folds of her dress. ‘No worries.’ Her eyes met his. ‘You’re lucky, you know.’

      
      ‘Oh, I know that.’ He couldn’t resist smiling wolfishly.

      
      ‘No, I mean to have the problem of getting out of a hotel without anyone seeing. Must be nice being that successful.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t say that,’ said Sam, pulling on his own clothes. ‘It can be a complete pain in the arse sometimes, being constantly
         followed by the paparazzi, having them go through your bins. At least that’s what it’s like when I’m with Jess. Without her
         they seem a little less interested.’
      

      
      ‘Sounds like a fair trade to me,’ said Katie. ‘The money, the fame, getting to do something you love.’

      
      ‘I guess,’ he said, knowing he sounded ungrateful.

      
      ‘What’s your secret?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Right place, right time, I guess. As you say, I was lucky.’

      
      ‘Well, do you think you could give me your rabbit’s foot? The luck has eluded me so far.’

      
      He frowned at her. He had the vague sense that he should understand what she was talking about, as if they’d already had this
         conversation.
      

      
      Catching his blank expression, she rolled her eyes.

      
      ‘You really don’t remember much about last night at all, do you?’

      
      He pulled a face.

      
      ‘I can remember something about tequila.’

      
      ‘Ah. Well, we spent a long time talking before you turned into Mr Disco. About how I’m trying to make it as an actress?’

      
      Another flash of memory. The two of them singing Whitney Houston’s ‘I Will Always Love You’ in the corridor of the hotel.

      
      ‘Didn’t you go on X Factor?’
      

      
      ‘No!’ she said, slapping him playfully on the arm. ‘I went to Guildhall for three years.’

‘Ah. Sorry.’

      
      He looked at her with sympathy. Now he understood what she was talking about; it hadn’t been so long since he was exactly
         where she was. Desperate for anyone to help him, take notice, give him a leg up.
      

      
      Had she seduced him? No – he was pretty sure that after a bucketful of tequila, he’d have come back to this hotel very willingly.
         And anyway, he could hardly blame her. However talented you were, everyone needed a little luck. Sam had got his own break
         when he’d met Sir Andrew Kerr, an RSC actor, in a café just behind St Martin’s Lane. He’d known Andrew was gay and almost
         certainly interested in him sexually – the decent thing to do would have been to let him down gently when he invited him out
         for dinner. But he didn’t. Neither did he refuse to go on to a party and a club afterwards. The proposition from Sir Andrew,
         when it had finally come, several weeks and nights out later, had been rebuffed politely, and accepted with grace. But by
         this point Andrew had introduced his dazzlingly good-looking new protégé to a powerful inner circle of agents, producers and
         directors. And Sam had ruthlessly used the contacts to climb the ladder. A couple of years ago he’d bumped into Sir Andrew
         at the BAFTAs and the old man had been heartbreakingly decent about it. ‘An actor must do what an actor must do,’ he had said,
         offering Sam a brandy. ‘It’s all for our art, dear boy.’
      

      
      He looked at Katie as she tied back her russet hair. She really was beautiful, and that body was sensational. If there were
         any justice in the world, she would be a huge star. But Sam knew he couldn’t help her in the way Sir Andrew had helped him.
         Getting texts or phone calls from a gorgeous starlet really wouldn’t help his already strained relationship with Jessica.
         Even so, he felt terrible leaving it like this.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you give me your number?’ he said finally. ‘Maybe I can get my manager to sort something out.’

      
      ‘Yes, thanks for phoning him. I appreciate it.’

      
      ‘I’ve phoned him already?’ He laughed nervously.

      
      Katie pulled out an amateur-looking business card.

      
      ‘And here’s my number. In case you ever hear of a director wanting a hot, classically trained redhead.’

Without thinking, he reciprocated the gesture.

      
      His phone began to buzz – a cue to move.

      
      ‘Listen, I’d better be off,’ he said. She moved in to kiss him, but he jumped up and made for the door. ‘I’ll definitely be
         in touch,’ he added, holding up her card. ‘And it was lovely.’
      

      
      He slipped out of the room, cringing at the Do Not Disturb sign on the door, and walked quickly down the corridor. His mobile
         was still ringing, but the screen read ‘Withheld number’. Jessica? Possible, but unlikely. She was filming in Boston, and
         it would be the middle of the night on the East Coast. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time she had called to check up
         on him.
      

      
      ‘Ah sod it,’ he whispered and pressed ‘Accept’.

      
      ‘I hope you’ve been behaving yourself!’

      
      Sam’s heart leapt into his mouth, before he realised that the voice was male.

      
      ‘Eli?’ he said, relief flooding in. His manager, Eli Cohen. No-nonsense, old-school, unshockable. Even so, Sam wasn’t at all
         sure he wanted to be on the end of one of Eli’s talking-tos.
      

      
      ‘Of course it’s me, ya schmuck,’ growled Eli. ‘Who the hell else d’ya think?’

      
      ‘Where are you?’

      
      ‘New York.’

      
      ‘Why are you calling me at this time? It must be five a.m. where you are.’

      
      ‘I’m an early riser. Especially when my favourite client is phoning me in the middle of the night to tell me he’s found the
         new Rita Hayworth, giggling like some lovestruck college kid. Is there anything I should know about?’
      

      
      Straight to the point, like a surrogate father. Sam winced.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ he said, doing his best to sound innocent. He felt guilty lying to Eli, but he didn’t want to make this
         situation any bigger than it had to be.
      

      
      ‘What do I mean? When you call at three a.m. London time, raving about some hot chick, I gotta worry what I’m gonna read in
         the papers.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be daft,’ said Sam, as he reached the bottom of the stairs. ‘I was presenting this Rising Talent award, remember? One
         particular girl stood out.’
      

Eli grunted. He didn’t sound convinced.

      
      ‘So you’re sure you don’t have anything to tell me?’

      
      ‘No! I’m trying to help young actors!’

      
      His voice echoed around the concrete stairwell.

      
      ‘Whatever you say. Just keep your dick in your trousers, kid. It’s not worth it.’

      
      Sam felt himself flush.

      
      ‘Stop worrying. Look, I’ve got to go. Talk later, all right?’

      
      He eased open the door to the lobby and scuttled out through a side door, gasping as the sunlight hit him, scrabbling his
         sunglasses from his jacket. He forced himself to walk slowly, nonchalantly. Just a normal hotel guest out for a morning stroll,
         scanning the opposite pavement for paparazzi. Nothing: that was something at least. Even better, a black cab was approaching
         and he raised his arm to flag it.
      

      
      ‘Chelsea Harbour, please.’

      
      Sam had told the truth when Katie had asked about his fame. For a while it had been amazing, brilliant, the best job in the
         world, but lately it had begun to wear him down. Slumped in the back of a cab, however, he was glad that fame and money had
         bought him his discreet pied-à-terre by the river. In a few minutes he would be safe inside and he could put this horrible
         incident behind him.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ said the cabby as they moved out into traffic. ‘Aren’t you that actor, wassissname?’

      
      ‘I wish,’ said Sam, pushing his sunglasses further up his nose. ‘I get that all the time.’ He could see the cabby looking
         thoughtful in his rear-view mirror.
      

      
      ‘Sam Charles. That’s his name,’ he said finally. ‘Done really well for himself that one, eh? That girlfriend of his, Jessica
         whatnot. She’s a cracker, she is. Wouldn’t mind being shacked up with her, eh. Eh?’ he said, turning round for his passenger’s
         approval.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Sam, looking out of the window to the world beyond his gilded cage. ‘I bet that would be brilliant.’
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      Matt Donovan had never been more anxious, curious, angry or excited to take receipt of a birthday present in his entire life.
         He stood outside the smart Broadwick Street offices of London’s most famous media law powerhouse, and exhaled deeply before
         he stepped inside.
      

      
      You can do this, he told himself as he walked towards the glass and stainless-steel reception desk of Donovan Pierce solicitors.
         You have to do this, he reminded himself, recalling the last trying six months, which had seen his business collapse, his
         life savings depleted and his professional reputation as a lawyer sail perilously close to ruin.
      

      
      ‘I’m here to see Helen Pierce,’ he told the model-grade blonde behind the desk. She was as smart and chic as her surroundings
         – floor-to-ceiling windows and sculpted cutting-edge furniture all gave the impression of an ultra-modern global company that
         was connected in every sense.
      

      
      ‘Can I take your name?’ she asked without changing expression. Instantly he wished he’d splashed out on a new suit instead
         of the old faithful that had seen several years of service. Then again, until his father’s remarkable offer a few weeks earlier,
         he’d been in no position to pay his mortgage, let alone invest in a wardrobe full of Paul Smith just to make a good impression.
      

      
      ‘Donovan. Matthew Donovan,’ he said as the blonde leapt up, tugging her tight pencil skirt into place.

      
      ‘I’m so sorry, Mr Donovan. I’m to escort you straight to the boardroom. Everyone’s very excited you’re here,’ she gushed,
         leading him down the corridor.
      

Matthew grimaced. He’d made it clear that a condition of coming here was that he should be treated just like any other employee,
         but he should have known: low-key was not the way his father operated.
      

      
      Stay calm, he said to himself. It’s only a job.

      
      But as the door swung back, he was confronted by a roomful of people, all standing to clap. He gasped.

      
      ‘Matthew!’ boomed Larry Donovan, slapping his palm against the back of Matt’s suit.

      
      ‘So good to have you here at last.’

      
      Matt stiffened in his father’s alien embrace. Until six weeks ago, Larry Donovan had been a remote figure in his life. He
         had divorced his mother Katherine when Matthew was barely eight, and when he did swan in, it was always with a grand gesture
         or a theatrical flourish: the time he had turned up at Matthew’s twelfth birthday party with a troupe of juggling clowns,
         or the day Matthew had passed his driving test and Larry had a Porsche Carrera delivered to his door, complete with a card
         reading ‘There’s a bottle of bubbly in the glovebox.’ And now this, the biggest, most surprising gesture of all.
      

      
      Keeping his arm around Matthew’s shoulders, his father addressed the room.

      
      ‘Everyone, this is Matthew, one of the best young lawyers in the country and a definite chip off the old block. Now that I’m
         being put out to pasture, I think he’ll fill the hole nicely. Matthew’s a family law specialist, which means that Donovan
         Pierce will now be able to provide a wrap-around service for our high-net-worth clients. Divorce work, pre-nups, post-nups
         and anything else he can think of.’ His chuckle was as loud as a roar.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, I know you’ll join with me in welcoming him to the firm as my replacement as senior partner.’

      
      Matthew smiled stiffly as the other partners and associates began to applaud again.

      
      ‘Thanks, everyone, I’m very pleased to be here. Especially with that typically understated introduction.’ There was a ripple
         of polite laughter. ‘However, I’m keen to get straight to work. I’ll certainly do what I can to live up to the hype.’
      

      
      Larry nodded. ‘Exactly right. I think we should crack straight on, let Matthew see what he’s up against. What have we got on the slate this week?’
      

      
      Having stepped down as senior partner, Larry was officially only a consultant for Donovan Pierce now, but the team still responded
         to his instructions as if he were a Roman emperor. As the department heads ran through their workload – a snooker player caught
         in a newspaper sting, an actress suing a magazine for printing a picture of her daughter, plus the big one, the libel case
         involving property billionaire Jonathon Balon – Matthew took a moment to weigh each of them up.
      

      
      Sitting across from Larry was a blonde woman in her late forties, wearing a crisp white shirt and a bottle-green suit that
         matched her sharp eyes. The woman radiated authority and competence, not to mention a slightly frightening intensity. Helen
         Pierce was a legend in the legal world. Word had it she was more connected than the Cabinet, and she had a reputation as a
         vicious fighter in the courtroom. Matthew had met her before; there was no way someone of Helen Pierce’s reputation would
         allow part of her firm to be handed over to just anyone, family or not, so he had been summoned to a ‘casual lunch’, which
         had quickly turned into an interrogation, with Helen grilling him on everything from his financial competence to obscure points
         of law. Matthew thought he had performed fairly well, particularly under such intense pressure, but then Helen had floored
         him by telling him she had asked a detective to look into his private life: his business, his divorce, his ex-wife, his son.
         ‘Everything you have ever done, seen or thought can be used against you, Matthew,’ she had said. ‘I need to know how clean
         your dirty laundry is. I don’t like surprises.’
      

      
      The truth was, Matthew hadn’t wanted to take the job – or ‘birthday gift’ as Larry had touted it when he had called him out
         of the blue two months earlier. His relationship with his father was difficult enough without the added problem of Helen Pierce.
         But really, he had no choice. When his father had offered him a large equity shareholding in Donovan Pierce, Matt had been
         a partner at a small three-man family practice in Hammersmith, but a combination of unpaid bills, rising rental and rates
         and an office manager on the take had left them financially torpedoed.
      

The meeting broke up quickly, leaving Matthew alone with Larry and Helen.

      
      ‘So good to have you here at last, Matty,’ said Larry, slapping his son on the back. ‘How about we mark the occasion with
         a spot of early lunch?’
      

      
      Matt glanced at his watch. It was barely ten thirty. ‘How about tomorrow? I should probably get settled in. I’m keen to get
         my feet under my desk.’
      

      
      ‘No can do,’ said Larry. ‘I’m not in tomorrow; semi-retired, remember? Come on, Helen, we need to wet the baby’s head, eh?’

      
      Helen Pierce looked unimpressed as she gathered her papers. ‘I’m snowed under, Larry. The Balon case needs my attention.’

      
      ‘Balls to Balon,’ said Larry. ‘This is an auspicious day! My boy has finally come home to his rightful place. We need to celebrate.’

      
      He leaned out of the door.

      
      ‘Denise!’ he shouted down the corridor. ‘Get us a table at Scott’s, will you? The sooner the better. Matthew, Helen and I.
         Tell Mario I want a decent table this time.’
      

      
      ‘How about we bring Anna Kennedy?’ said Helen. ‘She started today as well, remember?’

      
      ‘Anna?’ said Larry, frowning. ‘Is she the good-looking brunette? Good. She can come as long as she doesn’t drone on about
         work.’
      

      
      Matthew was relieved to see that the restaurant was quiet. It was still early for lunch, and the chic dining room was only
         just beginning to fill. He knew how loud and embarrassing his father could be, especially when he got stuck into the claret.
         As they all sat down, he glanced over at Anna Kennedy, who looked as uncomfortable as he did. Then again, she could well be
         one of those ball-breakers who never cracked a smile. In the taxi to the restaurant she had been making calls, barking instructions
         at her secretary. She had only been at the firm one morning; surely she didn’t already have a caseload? She caught him staring
         and he glanced away. She was undeniably a very attractive woman, who probably had men ogling her all the time. The last thing
         he wanted her to think was that he was a sleazeball, especially as he was her new boss.
      

      
      ‘So where were you before?’ he asked her as they sat down at the table.

      
      ‘Davidson’s. I did a lot of their short-notice injunction work. Privacy law and libel.’

      
      Matthew nodded. Impressive.

      
      ‘What brought you here?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Well, obviously DP has an international reputation for protecting the interests of . . .’

      
      He placed a hand on her forearm. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not an interview.’

      
      She shot him a playful smile.

      
      ‘Okay, it was the money,’ she whispered.

      
      Matthew laughed. Maybe she wouldn’t break his balls after all.

      
      ‘It’s not too early for a Scotch, is it?’ said Larry.

      
      Helen flashed him a frosty glance that reminded Matthew of his mother.

      
      ‘Just me, then?’ said Larry, unfazed, waving the waiter back over.

      
      ‘So what do you make of our little law firm, you two?’ asked Helen.

      
      ‘Well, I’m surprised nobody’s growling and gnawing on bones,’ replied Matthew.

      
      ‘What?’ said Larry, coming into the conversation late.

      
      ‘I think Matthew is referring to Donovan Pierce’s reputation.’ She smiled. ‘That we’re the Dobermanns of the legal world.’

      
      Matthew nodded.

      
      ‘There’s a certain truth to it, I do admit,’ said Helen. ‘But I prefer to see ourselves as protective rather than aggressive.
         Our client base is well known and wealthy and we do our best to shield them from the exploitation of the media.’
      

      
      He couldn’t help smiling. ‘But who is exploiting whom here? Celebrities are happy to use the media when it suits them. The
         papers sell copies off the back of the stories, and firms like Donovan Pierce earn huge fees trying to keep the peace.’
      

      
      Helen didn’t react; instead she turned to Anna.

‘What do you think?’

      
      Clever move, thought Matthew. Deflect the question on to someone else.

      
      ‘Well, an actress or a singer might have to push themselves to get noticed,’ said Anna. ‘That’s just part of the job, but
         they should still be entitled to a private life. Everyone should.’
      

      
      Matt looked at her, unsettled by her steely self-assurance.

      
      ‘Come on, if some two-bit reality star happily sells their wedding or their divorce to OK! magazine, then they can’t go “boo-hoo” if someone prints a photo of them coming out of AA.’
      

      
      ‘Well the law might disagree with you, Matthew,’ smiled Anna.

      
      It was his first morning. He was senior partner. He couldn’t let an associate get the better of him, and besides, he just
         didn’t agree with her.
      

      
      ‘Anna, the law is half cocked on this one,’ he grunted. ‘It’s skewed in favour of the people who can afford expensive injunctions,
         libel trials and threatening letters from aggressive law firms. It’s not justice, it’s tyranny.’
      

      
      ‘And it keeps the likes of us in hot dinners,’ chuckled Larry, happily slicing up his starter.

      
      Matt could feel the muscles in his neck beginning to tense. He knew he shouldn’t get so worked up about it, but he’d spent
         twenty years struggling at the other end of the law, dealing with the fallout of broken families where money was often in
         short supply. And he’d learned that for people who couldn’t afford to fight legal battles, justice was rarely served. He’d
         seen families crumble, decent working folk broken and children let down by an unbending system. In light of all that, it was
         hard to feel sympathy for a pampered soap star who didn’t like photographers.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you ever feel guilty?’ he asked finally.

      
      ‘Guilty?’ His father chuckled. ‘We just provide a service, Matty. And we do it very well.’

      
      ‘I read that Poke magazine is going to have to shut down because that awful MP you were acting for won six-figure damages.’
      

‘The silly bastards shouldn’t have claimed he was an enthusiastic cottager, then!’ laughed Larry.

      
      ‘But I thought they had photos of him hanging around Hampstead Heath.’

      
      ‘Not illegal, son,’ said Larry, giving a slow wink. ‘He was walking his dog.’

      
      Matthew bit his lip. He couldn’t let his dad wind him up, not today. He turned to Helen instead.

      
      ‘Isn’t the truth that Poke got caught out because they couldn’t prove the cottaging claims were true? They’re a little indie magazine and didn’t have
         the proper resources to fight the action.’
      

      
      Larry swilled back his white Burgundy.

      
      ‘A client came to us to sue the magazine and we sued them. Job done. And by the way, excuse me for earning a good living,
         which has kept you in nice houses, good schools, your mother in gin.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t speak about her,’ said Matt in a low voice. Larry had always known which buttons to press to get a reaction from his
         son. Matthew was fiercely protective of his mother and had never forgiven his father for the way he had treated her and the
         way he had left them. Since her death a year earlier, those feelings had become even more complex.
      

      
      ‘Why shouldn’t I talk about her?’ said Larry, looking more angered. ‘You like to paint your mother as a saint, but you don’t
         know everything about our relationship.’
      

      
      ‘Some relationship,’ said Matt. ‘You were never there. Always out with clients, any excuse to stay away.’

      
      ‘Maybe you should ask yourself why I chose to stay away.’

      
      ‘All right, boys, play nicely,’ said Helen firmly. ‘If you can’t leave your family issues behind, then there’s no hope of
         us working together. I’m serious.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t . . .’ began Larry, but whatever he was about to say froze in his throat, his cheeks turning pink. He tugged at his
         shirt collar.
      

      
      ‘Are you okay?’ Matt frowned, putting down his wine glass. He could see that there was sweat beading on his father’s brow.

      
      ‘I’m fine, don’t fuss,’ said Larry irritably, kneading his chest. ‘Just indigestion, I should think.’
      

      
      But Matthew could see something was badly wrong. He glanced at Helen and Anna, and the concerned looks on their faces told
         him his instinct was correct.
      

      
      ‘Dad? What’s the matter? Tell me!’ he said.

      
      Larry had now gone a pallid grey and was clutching at his stomach. Then, quite suddenly, he jerked and retched, spewing vomit
         over the starched white tablecloth. Someone at the next table let out a scream as he lurched forward in his chair, dropping
         his glass, which shattered on the floor.
      

      
      ‘Someone call an ambulance,’ shouted Matthew, catching his father under his arms and lowering him awkwardly to the floor.
         Larry was lifeless now, his eyes rolled up in his head.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s a heart attack,’ said Anna.

      
      ‘No shit,’ snapped Matthew. He quickly undid his father’s tie, trying desperately to remember what he’d learned about CPR
         in Scouts. He leaned down: no heartbeat, no breathing sounds. He had to do something, and do it quick.
      

      
      I hope I’ve got this right, he panicked, clasping his hands together and raising them above his head.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ gasped Anna.

      
      ‘Get out of the way,’ snapped Matthew. With every ounce of strength he punched down on to his father’s chest, smashing his
         fists on to Larry’s breastbone.
      

      
      ‘He’s killing him!’ screamed a woman’s voice.

      
      But it had worked. Larry jerked on the floor, gasping out a strangled breath, his eyelids flickered and his eyes opened.

      
      ‘What can I do?’ said Anna urgently at Matthew’s side.

      
      Larry took Matthew’s hand and gave it a small squeeze.

      
      ‘This will do fine,’ he whispered.

      
      ‘Okay, the ambulance is two minutes away,’ said Helen, calm and in control. She barked some instructions to the waiters and
         they moved a table out of the way.
      

      
      As Helen began organising the restaurant, Matthew knelt, holding his father’s hand which had gone worryingly cold.

      
      Please God, he prayed silently, closing his eyes, I know he’s been a sod, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t take this man
         just yet.
      

‘Are you praying?’ said Larry in a small but amused voice. ‘I hope you’re directing it downstairs. I think the big guy’s given
         up on me.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t,’ said Matthew. ‘Not quite yet, anyway.’

      
      Although the ambulance was there within minutes, it seemed like an eternity. Finally, the drone of a siren swelled louder
         and the doors of the restaurant burst open, two paramedics rushing in. Matthew stepped back, trying to work out where the
         nearest A&E was. UCL in Euston. Ten minutes if the traffic was good, longer if there were the usual London snarl-ups, his
         mind scrabbling to think of anything except the horrific, horrible scene in front of him, his own father lying on his back,
         fighting for his life. There were times when Matthew had wished his father dead, but presented with the possibility, he realised
         how much he would give to prevent that happening.
      

      
      A wave of loneliness engulfed him. He had lost his mother; he was about to lose his father too.

      
      ‘Okay, old son,’ said one of the paramedics, lifting Larry on to a stretcher. ‘We’ll have you out of here in a jiffy.’

      
      How can they be so calm? thought Matt as he followed, feeling stupid and powerless as the stretcher was wheeled out on to
         the street. He could see Helen and Anna standing outside the restaurant looking grim, obviously expecting the worst.
      

      
      Larry squeezed his hand again.

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ he whispered.

      
      ‘I’m not worried,’ Matthew said, trying to smile. ‘You’re as tough as old boots.’

      
      ‘Less of the old,’ said Larry.

      
      As the crew pushed the stretcher into the ambulance, Matthew began to climb in beside it, but the paramedic stopped him.

      
      ‘Family only, I’m afraid.’

      
      ‘I’m his son,’ said Matthew, looking down at this frail old man. ‘I’m his son.’ And he realised this was the first time he’d
         wanted to say that in years.
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      Helen Pierce twirled her favourite gold pencil between her fingers and looked out of her fifth-floor window, over the Soho
         skyline, hoping that today would be a better day than the day before. After Monday morning’s conference meeting and the drama
         of Larry’s heart attack, she’d only been able to bill four hours on her time sheet – her lowest daily total in two years.
         Even when she’d had a bout of swine flu, she’d managed to send out emails and draft letters to counsel from her sickbed.
      

      
      Helen’s work ethic was one of the reasons she was among the most successful lawyers in London. Although it was only nine thirty
         in the morning, she had already logged two billable hours to Jonathon Balon, the billionaire property developer she was representing
         in a high-profile libel case. After twelve months’ work on it, fees were already in excess of one million pounds; when you
         factored in the rest of Helen’s caseload, an assortment of reputation management, privacy and defamation disputes for footballers,
         oligarchs, movie stars and captains of industry, she could bank on clearing four million in annual fees in this financial
         year.
      

      
      When the Evening Standard had listed her as one of London’s most influential people, they had called her ‘a wolf in chic clothing’, a description that
         she secretly loved. She knew that some men found her image sexy: her sharp blond bob, hard green eyes and roman nose gave
         her the look of a striking Hollywood character actress, and she certainly made the best of her figure in tailored suits and
         her trademark patent heels. But what turned Helen Pierce on was the fact that she had the reputation of being the toughest
         media lawyer in London, and as London was the world’s centre for libel action, that meant she was almost certainly the best at what she did in the world.
         Now that was sexy.
      

      
      The shrill ring of her phone disturbed her from her thoughts.

      
      ‘Miss Pierce?’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘It’s the clerk from Judge Lazner’s office. Can I put him through?’

      
      ‘Very well,’ she said, frowning. What could he want?

      
      Mr Justice Lazner, one of the High Court judges on the Queen’s Bench, was due to sit over Jonathon Balon’s libel case slated
         to trial in September. Balon had been the subject of a hatchet job in the prestigious American magazine Stateside, whose eight-page profile piece on the billionaire entrepreneur had claimed that he had got his start in business using money
         loaned to him by a North London gangster family as a way of laundering drug money. Balon had been understandably livid, especially
         as it did nothing to improve his reputation as a ruthless operator. Helen Pierce was his obvious first choice as legal representation:
         fight fire with fire, as he had put it. Helen had liked that.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Helen.’

      
      Helen had spoken to Julian Neil, Judge Lazner’s clerk, many times before.

      
      ‘Isn’t it?’ she said, using her husky voice to full effect. She always flirted gently with any male of influence in the judicial
         system. ‘Although I’m sure you heard about poor Larry?’
      

      
      ‘How is he?’ asked Julian.

      
      ‘He’s doing well, I hear. Soon be back at the bar at the Garrick, I dare say.’

      
      The clerk gave a polite laugh.

      
      ‘Send him our regards. Now, Judge Lazner has asked me to speak to you about Balon versus Steinhoff Publications.’

      
      Helen nodded. How could she forget? Stacks of beige files wrapped in pink ribbons covered her desk, every one relating to
         her biggest case. She had been poring over them for hours over the weekend. Most libel cases didn’t even make it to trial,
         often settling in the tense hours before court, but this was not a case Helen particularly wanted to settle, partly because she thought she could win it and partly because of the hefty fees involved
         with a trial that would stretch well into the autumn.
      

      
      ‘He wants to bring the trial forward,’ said Neil.

      
      Helen sat up straight, feeling an unusual flutter of anxiety.

      
      ‘But we have a date. September the eighteenth.’

      
      There was a grunt of disapproval down the phone.

      
      ‘The courts are not here for your convenience, Miss Pierce. Another case has just settled that was pencilled in for four weeks
         in court. We propose your case takes its slot. Commencement three weeks Monday.’
      

      
      Helen knew that ‘we propose’ was a polite way of issuing an order.

      
      ‘You want us to begin in less than a month?’ she said. ‘But we’re not ready.’

      
      ‘Oh Helen. You’re always ready. Besides, Judge Lazner spent half of last night looking though the case files and thinks three
         weeks for a pre-trial review should be more than ample. It’s best to get these things sorted sooner than later, don’t you
         think? Even you must want to get a holiday this summer.’
      

      
      Helen cursed loudly as she put down the phone.

      
      The judge had been correct when he had said that three weeks was long enough for the final preparations, but she didn’t just
         want to be ready; she wanted to have anticipated every potential problem. Helen wanted to win every case – and most of the
         time she got her way. But this trial wasn’t just about proving the allegations were wrong and being awarded damages. It was
         about restoring Balon’s reputation. That was why people came to Donovan Pierce: the firm delivered. They weren’t cheap, but
         their clients were happy to pay. The footballer who spent fifty thousand pounds on an injunction covering up his numerous
         infidelities could save himself hundreds of thousands if not millions in sponsorship deals. Expensive? They were cheap at
         twice the price.
      

      
      Helen inhaled sharply and picked up her phone.

      
      ‘Lucy, call the Balon team for a conference in the boardroom. Immediately.’

      
      She sipped green tea as she collected her thoughts. She had to get this right. No loose ends, no variables. No prisoners. Slipping on her Armani jacket, she strode down the corridor into
         the boardroom, where her team were waiting for her, their expressions eager but anxious. They were all sharp graduates, the
         pick of the bunch, chosen not for their intimate knowledge of torts and case history, but for their commercial ruthlessness.
      

      
      Anna Kennedy was in the seat beside her.

      
      ‘How’s Larry?’ she asked as Helen sat down, voicing what everyone was thinking.

      
      ‘He’ll be fine,’ said Helen briskly. She had no time for small talk right now. ‘Change of plan. The Balon case is happening
         in three weeks’ time, so you can all kiss goodbye to any holiday plans you might have had for the next few weeks.’
      

      
      She watched their faces closely for signs of dissent. She knew for a fact that one of them had booked a trip to Jordan, and
         another was planning to attend his brother’s wedding in California. They all knew the golden rule: Donovan Pierce came first.
         If any of them were perturbed by the news, they didn’t show it. That was good; she had trained them well.
      

      
      ‘Susie, I want you to go over all the witness statements, find the gaps.’

      
      A trainee raised a nervous finger. ‘Witnesses?’

      
      ‘All of the people interviewed in the article,’ said Susie, slightly impatiently. ‘Plus Balon’s Stateside staff, and friends, family, enemies and employees past, present and future.’
      

      
      Helen gave a half-smile. She liked that ‘future’; it showed her team were making sure everything was covered, even the unlikely
         scenarios. The unlikely was the one thing that was sure to screw you in court.
      

      
      She turned to David Morrow, the handsome senior associate who had worked most closely with her on the case. ‘David, by tomorrow
         I want a brief on my desk outlining all the weaknesses in the case. We don’t want to be left exposed on any point.’
      

      
      She gave each of them a rigorous task with a tight deadline, impressing on them her desire to leave no stone unturned, then
         stood and walked out. There was no time to waste for her either, as she closed the door on her office and took the first file
         from one of the stacks. The clerk’s call had put the stop on her own weekend trip to Ravello, but that didn’t bother her. She led from the front and her priorities were always with the firm.
      

      
      Flipping through the pages, she speed-read the file, scribbling notes as she went. The truth was, she trusted no one but herself
         to spot all the holes, to exploit any weakness in the other side’s case.
      

      
      She looked up with irritation as the phone chirped.

      
      ‘Lucy, I said no calls.’

      
      ‘It’s Eli Cohen from Cohen Simons.’

      
      ‘I see. Put him through.’

      
      Cohen Simons was a small but influential management company with a roster of ageing Hollywood stars and a couple of exciting
         young ones; besides, any phone call from Tinseltown always piqued her interest. They were usually very high-profile, and high-profile
         was good for the firm.
      

      
      ‘Eli,’ she said. ‘How’s tricks?’

      
      ‘Not good, Helen,’ said the manager. ‘This is a confidential matter. Can you talk?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      She flipped her notebook to a new page.

      
      ‘A client of mine is about to have a matter exposed in one of the nationals. Naturally we want to keep it under wraps.’

      
      Helen allowed herself a small smile. She knew the pattern: this was going to be a juicy case.

      
      ‘Okay, we’ll start with the what, rather than the who. Tell me what’s happened.’

      
      ‘An actor client, a major star with a long-term partner, had a one-night stand a couple of weeks ago. Girl’s blackmailing
         him. She wants a truckload of money or else she’s going straight to the press.’
      

      
      ‘Has she got any evidence?’

      
      ‘Evidence? You talking man jam?’

      
      ‘Man jam?’ She winced.

      
      ‘You know, a DNA sample from a sexual encounter. Although to be honest, he can barely even remember the sex, he was so wasted.’

      
      Helen quickly scribbled ‘Other parties?’ If this actor had been drunk, there was always a chance other people could corroborate. A sloppy drunk on the pull didn’t usually care too much about covering his tracks.
      

      
      ‘I meant photos, video footage,’ she said.

      
      There was a pause. ‘There’s a photo on a mobile phone of them taken together in bed.’

      
      ‘Have you seen it?’

      
      ‘Not personally. But my client had it sent to him.’

      
      ‘I’ll need to see it asap.’

      
      She paused for a moment, her sharp mind looking at the angles, assessing the risks.

      
      ‘So you can get a gagging order, can’t you?’ Cohen asked. ‘The British laws play to our side here, don’t they?’

      
      ‘Yes, but there are other sorts of deal we could set up.’

      
      This was the stuff they didn’t teach you at law school: how to broker watertight six-figure pay-offs, or to put it another
         way, how to bury the bodies so deep no one would ever find them. She couldn’t count the number of secret confidentiality agreements she had drawn up to silence a mistress or a boyfriend. Of course there were other strategies too: arranging with an
         editor to kill off one story in return for a bigger one, an exclusive cover story about something else. Or you could even
         play hardball and hit the media where it hurt: in their budget. That was one of Larry’s favourite tricks. Threaten to cut
         off their advertising, or permanently restrict access to a roster of stars. ‘Play dirty,’ that was what he used to say. ‘It’s
         all the bastards understand.’
      

      
      She looked down at her notes. ‘So how much does she want?’

      
      ‘Five hundred thousand.’

      
      ‘Pounds or dollars?’

      
      ‘The chick is British, so I assume pounds. Although when she suggested it, my client panicked and told her to go fuck herself.’

      
      Half a million sterling was big money, which meant a big name. A very big name.

      
      ‘Who’s the client? The President?’ she said with a laugh.

      
      Eli didn’t laugh.

      
      ‘Sam Charles.’

      
      Helen smiled to herself. This was one of the perks of her job. She got to see beyond the curtain into the secret goings-on
         of Hollywood, see how people really behaved when the cameras stopped rolling. After all this time, she really shouldn’t have
         been surprised at anyone’s behaviour, but she hadn’t thought Sam Charles had that sort of ballsiness in him. But that was
         neither here nor there. The fact was that Sam Charles was one of the biggest stars in the world, especially as part of a Hollywood
         golden couple. Every newspaper and magazine in the world was going to want that story; no wonder this girl was asking so much.
      

      
      ‘I can see why you want to keep it under wraps,’ she said.

      
      ‘This girl says she’s going to go to the press if we don’t give her an answer in twenty-four hours.’

      
      ‘We’ll see about that,’ said Helen.

      
      She paused to collect her thoughts.

      
      ‘What’s the girl called?’

      
      ‘Katie.’

      
      ‘And when did Sam last speak to her?’

      
      ‘Maybe an hour ago.’

      
      Helen jotted her strategy on her notepad.

      
      ‘I want you to call Katie back. Stall her. Make out you need time to get the five hundred together.’

      
      ‘Should Sam call her?’

      
      ‘Definitely not. No more contact under any circumstances. Besides, she’ll believe it more if it comes from his manager.’

      
      ‘But we don’t want to pay her off.’

      
      ‘No, but it will buy us time. We don’t want her going to one of the kiss-and-tell publicists or directly to the press if we
         can help it. Where is Sam now? I’ll need to speak to him, get every detail of the encounter.’
      

      
      ‘He’s filming in Capri. It will be difficult to pull him out.’

      
      Helen tapped her gold pencil on the pad and smiled.

      
      ‘So we’ll go to him.’

      
      She put down the receiver and looked at the stack of Balon case files on her desk, wondering how many she could fit into her
         hand luggage, then shook her head. She really couldn’t justify popping off to a glamorous Italian island on expenses, even
         if the Ravello jaunt was off. Balon was her priority, worth millions in fees and, if they won, priceless in publicity. Sam
         Charles would pay handsomely too – and Helen rather fancied chatting about his indiscretions over a Bellini or two – but it
         was below-the-radar stuff and thus of less value to the firm. Reluctantly she picked up her phone and dialled Anna Kennedy’s
         extension.
      

      
      Within a minute the young associate was at her door, notebook in hand.

      
      ‘Sit down,’ said Helen.

      
      ‘Is there a development in the Balon case?’ asked Anna.

      
      Helen shook her head.

      
      ‘Sam Charles has been playing away,’ she said, watching Anna’s reaction. The girl simply raised her eyebrows. She was no star-struck
         groupie and had probably dealt with similarly successful clients at Davidson’s. ‘The young lady in question has threatened
         to go to the papers, and naturally Mr Charles wants to stop the media getting hold of the story.’
      

      
      She paused for a moment.

      
      ‘This is partner’s work, Anna. The big time. I wanted to do this job myself, but with the Balon trial happening, it’s just
         not possible.’
      

      
      Anna nodded.

      
      ‘I’m happy to take it,’ she said, her expression neutral.

      
      ‘This isn’t some jolly to the Med, Anna.’

      
      ‘I understand.’

      
      ‘Then I’m sure you also understand that I need the Balon work on my desk before you go.’

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Anna, standing up and walking to the door.

      
      ‘Oh, and Anna?’ said Helen as she was leaving. ‘Don’t even think about making a single mistake.’
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      Matthew’s heart sank the moment he saw Larry’s new wife Loralee.
      

      
      Wearing denim hot pants and jewelled flip-flops, the tall blonde ran up to the hospital ward’s reception desk and immediately
         began shouting.
      

      
      ‘Where is my husband? Take me to him at once.’

      
      Call security, thought Matthew, taking a sip of the coffee he had just got from the drinks machine.

      
      Although it had been over twenty-four hours since his father’s heart attack, it was the first time that Loralee had visited
         the hospital. She had had to fly back from Mexico, where she had been on boot camp apparently trying to shift the excess weight
         she had gained on their month-long honeymoon.
      

      
      Although the past day had been emotionally fraught, Matthew was glad that he had dealt with it alone. He had only met Loralee
         on two previous occasions, but he had quickly assessed that the fourth Mrs Larry Donovan was cut from the exact same cloth
         as the previous two. Selfish, grasping, young and above all, ambitious. She had been openly furious when Larry had announced
         his plans for passing the business to Matthew. ‘Underhand, scheming little shit,’ were the words she had used, if he remembered
         correctly. Obviously Loralee had had other plans for Larry’s money.
      

      
      Now he braced himself as the receptionist pointed in his direction.

      
      ‘Hello, Loralee,’ he said.

      
      ‘What the hell’s been going on?’ she said, thumping her Chanel quilt bag on to the seat next to him.

Matthew tried to control himself. He hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours and was tired, hungry and drained. The last thing he
         needed right now was a confrontation.
      

      
      ‘Was he drinking?’ she snapped. ‘Did you let him drink? Did you upset him?’

      
      ‘Lovely to see you too,’ said Matthew.

      
      ‘Cut the shit, Matthew,’ she replied, narrowing her blue eyes. ‘You knew he had high blood pressure.’

      
      ‘I didn’t, actually,’ said Matthew tartly. ‘We haven’t even exchanged Christmas cards for about a decade, let alone medical
         histories.’
      

      
      ‘So what happened?’

      
      ‘Look, we were having lunch and he keeled over.’

      
      ‘Just like that? I don’t think so.’

      
      ‘Well, yes, he had been drinking. You know what he’s like.’

      
      ‘Yes, I do,’ said Loralee. ‘I know my husband very well and I know he’s promised to cut down on his drinking. He must have
         been agitated.’
      

      
      Matthew looked away guiltily.

      
      ‘I knew it!’ said Loralee. ‘You had a row, didn’t you?’

      
      He resented Loralee’s implication that he had somehow deliberately brought on his father’s heart attack, even if he had spent
         the last day accusing himself of the same thing. If only he hadn’t given his dad such a hard time, if only he hadn’t let him
         drink so much, if only he’d said no to going to lunch; every ‘if only’ possible had crossed his mind from the moment he had
         got into the ambulance to the time the doctors had finally told him that Larry was going to be all right. He inhaled deeply,
         the sterile hospital smell filling his throat.
      

      
      ‘There was a heated conversation, yes,’ he admitted. ‘More of a legal debate really. But Loralee, from what the doctors were
         saying, he’s had some heart problems before. Honestly, I had no idea about the high blood pressure.’
      

      
      ‘And would that have made any difference?’ she sneered. Matthew noticed with detachment just how white and even her teeth
         were.
      

      
      ‘Of course it would have made a difference. I don’t want anything to happen to him, he’s my father.’

Loralee laughed mirthlessly.

      
      ‘Is he? When it suits you, when there’s something in it for you.’

      
      The words stung. ‘You mean the partnership? Don’t be ridiculous. It was Larry who got in touch with me, not the other way
         around.’
      

      
      ‘You expect me to believe that? Rather convenient, isn’t it; just when your company is about to go belly up, along comes Daddy
         out of the blue to offer you the partnership.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what you’re implying, but . . .’

      
      ‘I’m not implying anything, Matty,’ she said sarcastically. ‘I’m stating it as fact. You jumped in and took advantage of a sick old man you don’t give a shit
         about.’
      

      
      ‘Loralee, listen . . .’ he said, pulling himself up to his full six-foot-four-inch height. He had a rower’s build, honed on
         the River Cam at university, and could look pretty intimidating when he wanted to be.
      

      
      ‘No, you listen,’ she hissed, lowering her voice so they couldn’t be overheard. ‘I love your father. I want what’s best for us. You’ve
         had nothing to do with him for the past twenty-five years and he’s been fine, absolutely fine. Then the second you come back
         into his life, he ends up almost dead.’
      

      
      Her words had an unsettling ring of truth. He looked back into the private hospital room where his father lay, pale, weak,
         the irrepressible life force drained out of him. How could a man who had always been such a towering presence seem so small
         and meek in his hospital bed? He was glad Larry was sleeping. He would hate the feeling of being like that.
      

      
      If only I hadn’t accepted the partnership.
      

      
      Matt wasn’t a doctor. He had no idea if their argument had directly contributed to the heart attack. But it was inevitable
         that their working relationship was always going to be tense and destructive. There were clearly too many emotions – guilt,
         resentment – for it to be anything else. He knew he should have turned the offer down; for years he had wanted to punish his
         father, and rejecting Larry’s offer would have been a lethal way to do it. But he had taken the partnership for other, selfish
         reasons, and look where it had got them.
      

‘We’ve had a difficult relationship, that’s true,’ he said, feeling his cheeks turn red and angry. ‘But don’t dare say I don’t
         give a shit about him. I’ve been by his bedside for twenty-four hours. I’ve had no sleep because he’s my dad and of course
         I care what happens to him. Now can we stop this bickering, because it’s not helping and in the scheme of things it doesn’t
         matter.’
      

      
      Loralee looked away and was silent for a few moments. When her eyes reconnected with his, they were glistening with tears.

      
      ‘Look. I’m sorry if I flew off the handle, but this is very stressful for me.’ Her voice wobbled. Her show of emotion caught
         him by surprise and he instantly softened.
      

      
      ‘I know. I’m sorry too. Come on, why don’t I take you down there?’

      
      ‘No, it’s fine. How is he?’

      
      Matthew shook his head.

      
      ‘He’s sleeping. And I could do with some fresh air.’

      
      She looked down the corridor nervously.

      
      ‘How is he?’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, the doctors say he’ll be fine.’

      
      Loralee’s eyes searched his.

      
      ‘I feel awful not being there for him, but I got the first flight I could.’

      
      Matthew nodded.

      
      ‘He’ll just be glad to see you now.’

      
      She touched his arm, stroking it. Her hand lingered long enough for him to think there was something traitorous in her gesture.

      
      ‘Thanks, Matthew,’ she said. ‘I think we need to be friends, don’t we?’

      
      He nodded, dismissing his paranoia. His father’s heart attack had scared him, shocked him into realising there was something
         worth salvaging in their relationship. It was a time for being open and forgiving. Not cynical and suspicious.
      

      
      ‘Sure. Friends,’ he said slowly, turning and walking out into the warm summer air.

   
      
      6

      
      Sam sat back on the white leather seat of the Riva speedboat, his arm around a beautiful model, and sipped his eighth cocktail
         of the day. Okay, so it wasn’t a real cocktail, but then this whole set-up was completely unreal: he was bobbing on the sparkling
         sea just off the coast of Capri, a former Pirelli girl named Adrianna was purring in his ear, and best of all, he was getting
         paid a small fortune to appear in an advert that no one he knew would even see. Still, he felt like a fraud. This Italian
         drinks commercial should have been like a holiday for him, a chance to lark about and recharge, but instead he felt edgy,
         distracted, as if he was watching someone else clink glasses and laugh and look relaxed and carefree for the crew.
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