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			About the Book


			She thinks your life is perfect. She thinks you don’t deserve it.


			Your job


			Amy is more than happy to offer the daughter of an old friend work experience at her London magazine. Josie is young and ambitious. She just needs a foot in the door.


			Your home


			When Josie arrives, she swiftly makes herself indispensable at work and at home. And when childcare falls through before a long-awaited university reunion in Provence, it begins to look as if Josie may be staying longer than Amy had bargained for.


			Your husband


			In the heat of Provence, Josie’s presence starts to unsettle Amy, especially around her husband. As cracks begin to appear in Amy’s perfect life, she cannot shake the feeling that the family friend may not be a friend at all . . .
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			Prologue


			The photo album felt heavy in her hands. She paused, running her fingers over the grain of the leather, feeling its weight. No wonder nobody used these any more: chunky, unwieldy things, stuck under beds or in the loft, shoved to the back of a wardrobe, which was exactly where she had found this one, hidden behind a shoebox full of ticket stubs and half-empty notebooks. And the very idea of photographs! Going into an actual shop on the high street to get them printed, as if they were precious artefacts to be kept for evermore. Whoever had the time for that these days? So self-indulgent. So arrogant. So twentieth century.


			A fixed smile on her lips, she flipped open the cover to the first sheet of vellum, worn and lined like an old woman’s skin, the neatly inked title reading: Oxford 1995.


			She turned the page, and there they were in their glossy glory, a swirl of primary colours and monochrome, all energy and poses and cheesy grins only slightly dimmed by time. How young and good-looking everyone was! Dated clothes and hair, sure, but the smiles were genuine; a little self-conscious, perhaps, but carefree. Yes, that was the word. Like they had nothing to apologise for. Every one of them making eye contact with the camera, looking straight down the barrel, daring you to judge them, daring you to say that they weren’t anything but the young and the beautiful, the nation’s elite, their futures just sitting there waiting to be plucked like a perfect rose.


			Her eye was drawn to one photo in particular. It was innocuous really. A group shot at a party. Hundreds, thousands of people had taken snapshots just like this. Young people in some bar, all raising their glasses – champagne bowls, naturally – winking and laughing, mugging for the camera, shouting, ‘Cheese!’, celebrating what? Glorious endings or thrilling beginnings? She supposed the picture represented both.


			As her finger traced the face in the middle of the shot, she wondered what Amy had been thinking as she sipped her champagne and grinned for the camera. Had everything been mapped out in her head, her clever post-college plan to scramble to the top already carefully thought out and engineered? Or had it really been a matter of good timing, the right friends and luck?


			No one could be that lucky.


			She felt her fingers curling, nails scraping across the paper. How could she have looked so happy? she thought, pulling the photo from the page, crushing it in her fist and flinging it away from her, skin crawling from its touch. She tore at the next picture and the next, ripping them from the book, grinding them between her hands, mashing and tearing, a guttural groan coming from deep in her throat. ‘How dare she?’ she hissed, again and again, wrenching out whole pages in twos and threes, dropping them like confetti until there was nothing left to tear. She grasped the thick cover and tried to destroy that too, but it was too thick, too heavy, the leather doing its work, holding its shape. Instead, she flung it across the room with a scream and watched it spin into the corner.


			‘Look what you made me do,’ she whispered, her hands twisting in her hair, trying to steady them. ‘Look what you made me do.’ And finally, she began to cry.


		




		

			Chapter 1


			To the untrained eye, it was an amazing cover. Glossy and glamorous, it featured a hot new Hollywood actress and was crammed with tempting cover lines: ‘Online dating guide’, ‘Orgasms 100% guaranteed’, ‘Autumn style must-haves’. All the buttons were pressed, everything the young and fashionable urban woman could possibly desire. And yet editor Amy Shepherd knew it was a disaster.


			‘Does she look so miserable in all of her photos?’ she said to the woman hunched over the computer screen. ‘Come on, Gem, there has to be something.’ Gemma Carling was the best art director in magazines – that was why Amy had poached her from Condé Nast six months previously – but even she couldn’t work miracles.


			‘Photoshop only goes so far, Amy,’ she said. ‘I can shave off a few pounds, get rid of spots, but I can’t make the bitch any less gloomy. You remember what her agent said.’


			Amy nodded. ‘Carly doesn’t do smiling.’


			Landing Carly Zima for a cover shoot had been a major coup for Verve – a boost the magazine badly needed. Back in its 1990s heyday, Verve had been a byword for kick-ass feminism, a style bible for self-assured young women who knew what they wanted: sex, career and fashion – all three, all the time. Amy could remember the days when stars would come into the office personally, courting the staff, taking them out to dinner, desperate to feature in its pages. But that was a long time ago, and it was becoming harder and harder to get an exclusive on anything.


			‘No chance we could do a reshoot?’ Gemma’s voice was hopeful, but they both knew the answer. Part of the reason for her moody face was that Carly had done the photo shoot under duress; she had been forced to participate by her sponsors. So yes, she had turned up. Six hours late, sure, but she had come. Clearly she had believed that was the end of her part in the matter. No amount of coaxing from top fashion photographer Emile Noir could get her to show any amount of Verve’s trademark sassy confidence.


			‘She looks like her dog’s just died,’ said Gemma.


			Gallows humour. It was a big thing in magazines these days. If they didn’t laugh, they’d cry.


			‘Amy?’


			She looked up to see her PA, Chrissie. She was holding up a phone, jiggling it slightly. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but you asked me to remind you about your twelve thirty meeting?’


			‘Oh crap.’


			Amy stood up and grabbed her ever-present desk book. ‘Look, I know we’re flogging a dead horse here, Gem,’ she said. ‘But see what you can do about giving it CPR?’


			Gemma gave her a grim smile. ‘Sweet talker.’


			Amy glanced at her watch and broke into a run, her heels clacking, Chrissie trotting along beside her. ‘Conference room, twenty-third floor,’ the PA said, handing her a sheaf of printouts. ‘And don’t forget you have a lunch at Tanjerin, one o’clock.’


			‘Thanks, Chrissie, you’re a life-saver, as ever.’


			The lift to the executive floor of Genesis Media was empty, giving Amy time to check her make-up in the mirrored walls. There were faint lilac semicircles under her eyes, but it was no surprise that she looked exhausted. She had been in the office particularly early that day, leaving home before Tilly, her livewire five-year-old, had even stirred, making sure her husband David would hold the fort until their nanny Claudia arrived at seven o’clock.


			The rest of the day had been spent reading through dozens of pages of editorial, crossing out and rewriting in the margin like an angry teacher, liaising with HR about her junior fashion editor, who had been caught bunking off work when she was supposed to be on appointments, and dealing with dozens of irritating emails relating to everything from paper stock to Tilly’s new school uniform. Amy knew that there were tougher jobs out there – she wasn’t going down a mine or flying off to a war zone – but still, she felt physically and emotionally fried.


			The lift bobbed and stopped. As the doors stuttered open, Amy was out and down the corridor, pushing through the double doors of the boardroom with the barest glance at her watch. Only three minutes late: acceptable. Douglas Proctor was a stickler for timekeeping and cut no slack for creative types. In fact, he clearly thought they were a hindrance to the smooth running of the organisation, but he tolerated Amy. Or had so far.


			The incoming MD of Genesis Media was standing at the window, back to the room. He was currently the company’s chief operating officer, but was being promoted due to the imminent retirement of Genesis chief William Bentley.


			‘Ah, Amy,’ he said, turning. ‘Sit down. I thought I’d ask Denton to join us this morning.’


			She smiled at the slim, suited man at the table, even thought she couldn’t bear the sight of him. Denton Scoles, finance director, chief bean-counter at Genesis Media and arch-enemy of creativity, represented everything that was wrong with magazines right now. Ever since his arrival twelve months earlier, he had overseen two huge rounds of editorial redundancies, claiming that an overworked hub of a dozen subeditors and designers could work across Genesis’s twenty titles, and had famously nixed the annual Verve Christmas party for being ‘unproductive’.


			‘Is William not joining us today?’ Amy said, immediately regretting her remark. Douglas’s cool gaze told her that the new order had already been established and that their genial boss had not been invited.


			‘How’s the October cover looking?’ he asked, not bothering to reply to her question.


			Amy didn’t dare tell him they might have to reshoot.


			‘Just making the final tweaks, but we’re very excited. I think it’s going to sell well.’


			‘Good,’ said Douglas, sipping some water. ‘Because I hardly need tell you the figures are on a downward trend.’


			She was taken aback by his bluntness. ‘Perhaps,’ she said, slowly. ‘But as we know, the entire sector has taken a hit and we’ve been affected less than other titles.’


			As if on cue, Denton turned his laptop to face her.


			‘The new circulation figures are out next week, but here’s where we are at the moment,’ he said, touching his pen against a graph on the screen. ‘The red line is Verve, the blue Vogue, the green Elle, et cetera, et cetera. Almost every title down from where they were ten years ago.’ He paused for a moment to let the fact sink in. ‘Now,’ he said, tapping a key and flipping to another graph. ‘Here the trend is reversed: all lines bending upwards. Blogs, Instagram, Twitter, all trending through the roof.’


			‘But how many of them are making money?’ said Amy crisply.


			Yet again, Douglas ignored her comment. ‘Magazines have limitations. We just can’t compete on time-sensitive subjects. Even the daily papers are starting to look pointless: going to print before an election result is announced, missing a terrorist attack that happens in the middle of the day. And monthlies? You’re recommending trends that are already over.’


			‘We know the challenges,’ said Amy, wondering if they were about to hold her responsible for the decline of an entire industry.


			‘We have to start thinking of ways to make more money. Events, sponsorship, courses, digital innovation . . .’


			Amy nodded. She and William had had an almost identical conversation six months earlier, admittedly in different circumstances: a long boozy lunch at which they had wistfully reminisced about the golden age of magazines, when there was an orchid on every desk and afternoons were spent flitting from press launch to film screening. But despite their nostalgia for times past, they had both been determined to inject some excitement back into publishing, and had come up with the idea of creating a new marquee event for Verve.


			‘I totally agree with you, Douglas, which is why we’re throwing the Fashion 500 party,’ she said, wishing that William were there to back her up. ‘The fashion brands have money. If we can create a London equivalent to New York’s Met Gala, we’d strengthen the brand, position ourselves as a mainstream luxury and generate buzz.’


			‘That’s what we wanted to discuss,’ said Douglas, not looking impressed. ‘Denton is worried that costs are spiralling . . .’


			‘I was asked to sign off a twenty-thousand-pound order for flowers,’ said Denton over the top of his glasses. ‘Fifteen thousand for laser-cut invitations, the same amount again for a vodka luge. This is not the court of Louis XIV, Amy.’


			‘Just the last days of Rome,’ she muttered.


			‘You are one of the most experienced editors in the group,’ said Douglas with more grace. ‘We need you at the heart of our team that strategises new revenue streams for the companies. But right now, a fashion party that’s going to cost a million pounds sounds like part of the problem rather than a solution.’


			Amy was determined to hold her ground. She knew she was a golden girl at Genesis Media. Three editors at the company had been fired in the past eighteen months, but she wasn’t worried about her position just yet. She was confident that in the new round of ABCs – the industry’s much-watched circulation figures – Verve would demonstrate steady numbers, and in the current climate that was the best you could hope for.


			‘Douglas, the gala is about positioning and perception. As you know, that’s everything in the fashion world. We want to look confident. We want to send a message to the world that we are investing in Verve. That’s how we shore up the ad dollars, that’s how we get seven-figure sponsorship deals. Already we’ve got the CEOs of three banks, and almost every major fashion house confirmed to attend.’


			‘Some people will do anything for a free lunch,’ said Denton.


			‘Do you think something tangible will come out of it?’ asked Douglas in quiet challenge.


			‘If we don’t see an immediate uplift in advertising volume and yield, I’ll eat my Prada hat,’ she said, trying to lighten the tone.


			Douglas had the courtesy to smile. ‘Very well. Keep me in the loop, all right? This has got to work.’ He glanced at his watch, indicating that the meeting was over.


			Amy scooped up her notebook and said her goodbyes. She looked down and noticed that her hands were trembling a little. As she approached the lift, the door pinged open and Juliet James, editor of Living Style magazine, stepped out.


			‘Next up?’ said Amy, attempting a smile.


			Her best friend rolled her grey eyes. The two women had known each other for over twenty years and could communicate without even speaking. Juliet was generally unflappable, but Amy could tell that she was dreading her meeting too.


			‘How is he?’ she asked in her refined husky drawl.


			‘Denton Scoles is in there. And he has spreadsheets.’


			‘Oh God,’ Juliet replied, closing her eyes in mock horror. ‘Tell me you’re up for a liquid lunch as soon as I’m out.’


			‘Can’t,’ said Amy. ‘Not today.’


			‘You blew me out last Friday, you callous bitch,’ Juliet said theatrically.


			‘I’m meeting an old friend from school. I haven’t seen her in about fifteen years and she’s hardly ever in London, so I’ve got to go. In fact, you know her. My friend Karen from home? Karen Price. She used to come and stay at the house in Holywell Street sometimes.’


			Something passed over Juliet’s face.


			Amy had forgotten that Juliet disapproved of Karen. Juliet was from a hunt-ball public-school background and would be the first to admit that she had been an outrageous snob at uni. Karen hadn’t been the ‘right sort’; but then neither had Amy.


			‘Of course: Karen,’ said Juliet. ‘What’s she doing now?’


			Amy shrugged. ‘It’s been so long since we caught up, I’ve got no idea. But I’ll fill you in on Sunday.’


			‘Give her my love.’


			Amy left the building and went out onto the street. Sometimes she felt like a shark; that she had to keep moving or else she would cease to exist. She had completely forgotten about her lunch date with her old school friend until her assistant had reminded her earlier, and it was very tempting just to cancel it. But although she had no ties to her home town any more, she and Karen had once been close – as close as sisters – and nostalgia and a pinch of curiosity made her keep it.


			The tower was on the South Bank, wedged between Tate Modern and the London Eye, once an abandoned wasteland of wharves and warehouses, now transformed into a buzzing media enclave. A newspaper, a TV studio and a theatre were all within a stone’s throw of each other, which of course attracted a rash of restaurants – Mexican, Lebanese, Thai street food – plus the kind of bars that flattered editors and producers into feeling young and edgy. People milled about; the media set in suits with open-necked shirts, or summer dresses and ballet flats, mingling with well-informed tourists, students, cycle couriers and buskers. Amy wove between them towards Tanjerin, a Japanese restaurant, pushing inside.


			Of all the restaurants in London, Tanjerin was still her favourite. She had been eating here regularly ever since it opened, partly for their melt-in-the-mouth California rolls, but also because it was rare to see anyone from the magazine world in here. It was dark and cramped; not the sort of place to be seen, which was anathema to the media set. It was the sort of place she could come alone and not be noticed.


			‘Your friend is already here,’ said Charlie, the maître d’. Amy looked around expectantly, her smile of anticipation slowly turning to a frown. Where? Where was her friend? A couple leaned across a table for two, hands touching, amongst groups of Japanese businessmen and an assortment of hipsters. And then she saw her.


			‘Karen,’ she said, trying not to let it sound like a question. She hadn’t seen her at first because, stupidly, she had expected her to look exactly the same as she had in 1995. The woman stood; of course it was Karen. Older, heavier – obviously; it had been over a decade – but Amy recognised the way she held herself, the shape of her neck, the slightly puzzled smile. ‘So good to see you,’ she said, stepping forward and embracing her. ‘It’s been, what?’


			‘Fifteen years,’ said Karen. ‘You’re looking good, Ames.’


			Ames. No one had called her that since she had stepped onto the train at Bristol Temple Meads station heading for university. It sounded odd, alien. But also somehow reassuring.


			‘You’re looking great too,’ she said. It was the polite thing to say, a very English reflex. But in truth Karen looked old. Of course no amount of wheatgerm or Pilates could stop the march of time, but her skin was pale and lined, sagging under the eyes, and she had put on weight, the fat pooling around her neck.


			‘So what are you doing in London?’ asked Amy, taking a menu from the waitress.


			‘Here to see a show. Wicked.’ Karen grinned.


			Amy didn’t know if she meant the musical or if it was an expression of excitement.


			‘One of the girls at work won tickets in a competition, so we thought we’d make a weekend of it,’ Karen continued. ‘Four of us have come down. We’re staying in the Royal Hotel, right near Oxford Street.’ She said it like she was describing the Taj Mahal. ‘That’s where the others are now, emptying out Topshop I shouldn’t wonder.’


			The waitress was hovering with her order pad. They liked a quick turnaround at Tanjerin – another reason why Amy had chosen it.


			‘Bloody hell, this might as well be in Greek,’ said Karen, looking up from her menu. ‘What’s unagi?’


			‘Freshwater eel. It’s good.’


			‘Eel? Urgh,’ said Karen, wincing.


			Amy searched the menu for something her friend might like. She came so often to Tanjerin, she hadn’t stopped to think that its food was a little too directional for many people’s tastes.


			She ordered a selection of rolls for both of them, and a bottle of San Pellegrino. Then, seeing the disappointment on Karen’s face, she held up a hand. ‘What the hell, why not? One glass of wine can’t hurt, can it?’


			‘Never remember having to talk you into drinking before, Ames,’ said Karen. ‘You were always the one ordering the shots in the Dragon. Do you remember that night we did all that tequila, then went skinny-dipping in the canal?’


			Amy burst out laughing. ‘God, yes! Wasn’t Jenny there too?’


			‘And Cookie, that lad she was seeing. Getting a right eyeful he was, thought his luck was in until you stole his shoes.’


			‘Did I?’


			Karen laughed too, and for a moment she looked exactly as Amy remembered her: the lopsided smile, the sparkle in her eyes. Back when they’d both had their lives in front of them.


			‘Don’t you remember? You called him a pervert and threw his trainers over a fence so he couldn’t follow us, then we ran back to Jen’s.’


			Amy shook her head. She genuinely hadn’t thought of those times for years. It felt like someone was recalling a movie she’d watched and dimly recalled, instead of her own life.


			‘So come on,’ she said. ‘Tell me everything. Are you still living on the estate?’


			‘God, no, I moved out to Potts Field about ten years ago.’


			‘Nice,’ said Amy honestly. Potts Field was definitely a step up from Westmead, the tough pocket of the city where they had grown up.


			Karen shrugged. ‘It’s okay, I suppose.’


			‘And you’re working at a . . . shop?’


			‘A florists to you.’


			‘Not Mr Jones still?’


			Karen gave a half-smile. ‘Same place, but Mr Jones moved back to Wales years ago. It’s called the Rose Yard now, it’s like a chain? There are loads of them all around.’


			The waitress returned with two glasses of Chardonnay, and Amy held up her glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to . . . the Dragon.’ She smiled.


			‘Although it’s a carpet shop now,’ Karen replied, clinking her glass against her friend’s.


			A silence rippled between them.


			‘How’s Tilly?’


			Amy was surprised that Karen had remembered her daughter’s name.


			‘I can’t believe she’s almost finished her first year at school. She starts Year One in September.’


			‘It goes quickly,’ said Karen with a smile. ‘Remember, children are just lent to you.’


			‘And how’s Josie?’ asked Amy finally. She said it brightly, as if it was just another idle query, but this was the thing she had been dreading. Josie was Karen’s daughter, but she was also the elephant in the room, the real reason Karen and Amy hadn’t seen each other for years.


			In Amy’s first year at Oxford Brookes, Karen had come to visit and things had been just as they had always been. They had gone drinking, clubbing, having a scream: best friends for ever, as the kids said nowadays. By her second year, they were starting to lose touch. Karen had a boyfriend, Lee, and she came less often; the letters arrived only sporadically. They both promised nothing would change, but it did, of course it did. Amy was experimenting with new friends, new ideas, trying on different clothes and skins. In hindsight, she supposed Karen was struggling to cope. Money, family, the isolation, it was all there between the lines, but Amy had her own concerns. She had essays to write, study groups, a string of exciting new boyfriends. The summer she had graduated, Karen had fallen pregnant with Josie and everything changed for ever. Amy moved to London, and Karen just got on with it, she supposed, and although they had seen each other a couple of times in those first few years, soon Amy found herself slipping in and out of Bristol on her flying visits to see her parents, without even telling Karen she was coming. Perhaps they would have drifted apart anyway, but they had both seen Josie as the deal-breaker, the not-so-invisible barrier that came between them, an excuse to cut the ties that had seemed so tight back on the estate.


			‘She’s doing okay.’ Karen shrugged.


			Amy frowned. ‘Is there . . . is she all right?’


			‘She’s fine. Just struggling to get off the ground since uni.’


			‘She went to uni? I didn’t know that. Where did she go?’


			‘Brighton. English and media studies, got a 2:1.’


			‘Bright girl.’


			‘I’m so proud of her, but you know what it’s like these days. They end up with a zillion pounds of debt, then can’t get a job. And there’s nothing happening in Potts Field.’


			‘What does she want to do?’


			‘She wants to be you, of course.’


			Amy was taken aback. ‘Me?’


			Karen laughed. ‘You should see your face, like it’s a crazy idea. Look at your life: brilliant job, going to parties, flying all over the world. Honestly, Ames, you’ve done amazing. And there’s me at the florists.’


			‘You’ve done fine, Karen. And you’ve obviously raised a pretty special girl.’


			‘I just hope university hasn’t gone to waste. She must have sent out two hundred CVs, but she just can’t get a foot in the door. Still, I’m sure it was the same when you started.’


			Amy didn’t meet her gaze. It hadn’t been like that for her at all. An evening job in an Oxford student pub, The Bear, had changed everything for her. Although she was studying at Oxford Brookes, working at the Bear put her in the orbit of students from the older, grander Oxford University. Her friend behind the bar, Pog, was studying at Lincoln College, and when a room came up in his city-centre house share, he asked her if she wanted it. At once, a world of connection and privilege opened up to her. Getting her foot in the door at one of London’s magazine houses wasn’t difficult at all when you knew who to call.


			‘Why doesn’t she come and do some work at Verve?’ she said without even thinking.


			Karen’s face lit up. ‘Are you serious?’


			‘We’re not recruiting at the moment, so it would only be work experience. She’d basically be there to get coffee and, if she’s lucky, do some photocopying, but she’ll get a sense of the way it all works and it’ll look good on her CV.’


			Karen’s mouth was open. ‘That would be amazing, Ames! Josie will be over the moon.’


			‘We can’t pay her or anything, and it’ll only be a week.’


			‘Anything, anything at all. It will mean the world to her.’


			It was a moment before Amy realised her old friend was crying.


			‘Karen, what’s the matter?’


			‘Sorry, sorry. It’s just . . . it’s been so hard. Josie’s the light of my life, but it’s been tough. God, you have no idea. And being on my own, money being tight, I’ve . . . But if I can just get her started, get her standing on her own two feet, I’ll feel it’s been worth it.’


			Amy leaned over the table towards her. ‘I should have been a better friend.’


			‘You had your own life to live.’


			‘I could have done more. I should have paid more attention – to both of you.’


			Karen shook her head. ‘Do you remember that summer we went to north Wales? Hitched to Anglesey?’


			Amy smiled. ‘How could I forget? We drank half the booze in Wales.’


			‘Well, do you remember sitting on that clifftop?’


			Amy nodded. It was one of the few clear memories she had of those times, one of those perfect days that only happen when you’re a teenager. Cider, friendship, boys, open spaces, possibility.


			‘We were staring out to sea, watching the gulls, and you said, “One day I’m going to open my arms and fly across that bloody sea. I’m going to go to America and Japan and Australia and I’m going to have everything we’ve ever dreamed of.”’


			‘Did I say that?’


			Karen nodded. ‘And that’s what I want for Josie. I want her to spread her wings. I want her to see the world, do all the things and have all the opportunities that you’ve had. I guess what I’m saying is that it’s not just Josie who wants to be Amy Shepherd when she grows up. I want my daughter to be just like you too.’


		




		

			Chapter 2


			Marion’s Brasserie had only been open three months, but it was about as hot as it was possible for a restaurant to get. Even before the chic Notting Hill diner had opened, people were talking about Marion’s as ‘the new River Café’. There had been a feature in Vogue, mentions in the society pages, whispers about the ultra-secret booking line only open to insiders. It didn’t hurt that owner-chef Pierre Hubert was already a celebrity in his own right, having made his name in the notoriously picky gastro scene of the French south; hence his much-heralded debut in the Smoke had seen the paps camped outside Marion’s like shoppers anticipating the Boxing Day sales.


			Amy, David and their daughter Tilly walked straight past a group of anxious would-be diners hovering at the front door hoping for a cancellation, and were shown to a long table at the far end of the restaurant.


			‘Better late than never,’ said an attractive brunette, getting to her feet.


			‘Sorry, sorry. Tilly couldn’t decide which tutu to wear.’


			‘Blue,’ said Claire Quinn thoughtfully. ‘Very Elsa. Very Frozen,’ she said as Tilly squealed with delight.


			Juliet James and her husband Peter were already sitting nursing bloody Marys.


			‘Where’s Max?’ asked David, sitting down next to Juliet.


			‘Table-hopping,’ said Juliet, skewering an olive.


			‘Lucky lady of the moment, Kate Kennedy,’ smiled Peter, gesturing over to their friend.


			‘The MP?’


			Peter nodded.


			Peter James was nice enough, but he was what they used to call a stiff: boring, conventional. He even looked the part: tall and thin and very upright. Amy always thought of him as ‘the Grey Man’. He was yin to Juliet’s yang. While Juliet was acerbic, knowing, switched on, Peter seemed to live in a bygone age of clubs and dinner parties and country houses. There was no doubt the two of them shared common ground in that they both thrived in the upper echelons, though Juliet liked to mix with the new elite – Old Etonian actors and entrepreneurs – while Peter preferred the fox hunters and art collectors, people who spoke about their great-great-grandfathers as if they were still running India. Amy doubted he had done anything unusual or unexpected in his life.


			‘Minister, I think you’ll find,’ said Juliet, tossing back her red hair. ‘Trade and industry. Max will have schmoozed her into some sort of complicated tax break before she’s finished her starter.’


			Everyone laughed, and Amy was reminded how much she loved her Sunday lunches.


			‘Where are Hettie and Alex?’ she said, looking around for Claire and Max’s seven-year-old twins.


			‘Nev has taken them to play in the garden. Tilly, why don’t you go and join them,’ said Claire, motioning towards an enclosed courtyard at the back of the restaurant.


			Tilly squealed and ran off.


			‘I’ll go and check she’s okay,’ said Amy, getting to her feet.


			David stopped her with a gentle touch on the arm. ‘Tilly’s fine,’ he said. ‘She’s five now. She’s not going to swallow the soap. Besides, she’s with Hettie.’


			Amy looked down at him, biting her tongue. It was one of those niggling snag points that parenthood threw up. David had been sent to boarding school at the age of seven and believed that children should be given independence as soon as possible, whereas Amy was a modern mother who wanted to wrap her daughter in cotton wool until she was thirty. They disagreed on just about everything in between, too: schools, diet, bedtime; about the only thing they did agree on was the fact that Max and Claire’s daughter Hettie was like a big sister to Tilly and, against all genetic precedent, a good influence.


			‘Nev’s such a star. I can’t believe she’s going back to Spain,’ said Amy.


			‘Neither can I,’ replied Claire, raising an eyebrow. ‘Before the bloody Provence trip as well.’


			‘Amy, David,’ said Max Quinn, throwing his arms out in an extravagant gesture as he returned to the table. ‘Where’s my darling god-daughter?’


			‘Playing with my darling god-daughter outside,’ grinned David.


			Amy couldn’t resist a smile. The two men were so different in many ways. At university, Max Quinn had been a poster boy for the Hooray Henry set: floppy hair, flinty eyes, cufflinks and sports cars, looking down on everyone else and scrabbling for places in the City, where they’d make even bigger pots of money. And he hadn’t changed a bit since. He was still obsessed with money, still loud, brash, braying. Sometimes Amy had to stop and ask herself why he was one of her closest friends – at Oxford she’d barely tolerated his pompous antics – but somehow he had a way of growing on you.


			Her husband was a much more restrained character. When Amy had first met David in Oxford, she had mistaken his quiet pragmatism for stand-offishness, but had soon come to admire his loyalty and kindness, even before they had become a couple many years later.


			But the two men shared one thing – twelve-hour working days and hugely successful careers, David in finance, Max’s as CEO and founder of the yummy mummy’s favourite fashion label Quinn – and they were bonded by a steadfast friendship that Amy envied, even though she sometimes worried, on their raucous boys’ away-weekends to Beaujolais or Vegas, that Max was a bad influence.


			Max sat down and summoned the waitress to bring them some drinks. ‘No need for menus,’ he said, ordering the chef’s special for everyone.


			‘So,’ he said, swilling his red wine around his glass. ‘Are we sorted for Provence? Tell me all plane tickets are booked and paid for.’


			This would be Amy’s first visit to Claire and Max’s Provence bolthole, a villa in the dusty hills just outside the pretty village of Lourmarin. She and David had spent a few days in Lourmarin six years previously; the honeymoon period, as Amy thought of it, wedged between the romance of their wedding and the drama of childbirth. In her mind, it had all been sunlit and rose-tinted, a whirl of EasyJet and packing like Grace Kelly in Rear Window: just a ball gown and a hairbrush. Presumably there had been real-life problems back then too – cover shoots and dull meetings about budgets – but she didn’t remember anything but four-poster beds and roaring fires. She blushed at the memory.


			‘Claudia’s still all right to come?’ asked Claire quickly. After Nev had announced that she was returning to Madrid, Amy’s own nanny, a cheerful Dutch girl, had been drafted in.


			‘She thinks it’s the most exciting thing that has ever happened to her,’ smiled Amy, happy that they could bring her. ‘And we’re glad we’ll be able to go for a few adult dinners. Do I sound terrible saying that?’


			‘Maybe I can get us a table at Bastide Moules,’ said Juliet, checking her messages.


			Juliet’s magazine, Living Style, was an upmarket interiors magazine with a few pages devoted to food and travel. Its circulation was a fraction of Verve’s but Juliet seemed to have every PR and society shaker on speed-dial and had even managed to get a table at mythical foodie haunt El Bulli for David’s birthday a few years earlier, with only a week’s notice. The Bastide had the reputation of being the new El Bulli. It was rumoured that it had already received a million reservation requests for the five thousand covers it did in a season. Amy had no doubt that Juliet could get them in.


			‘I can’t wait for three weeks in the sun,’ she said with a sigh, already thinking about the warm, dappled French countryside.


			‘Have you told Douglas you’re out of the office for that long?’ said Juliet, sipping her wine.


			‘William signed it off.’


			‘You should still tell Douglas. You know what he’s like.’


			‘I’ve not taken longer than a week’s holiday in five years. If I don’t have a decent break this summer, I think I might go mad.’


			‘Has she told you we’ve got a pact?’ said David, eavesdropping. ‘We’re going to switch off our phones and not even take our iPads.’


			‘Maybe you could persuade Max to do the same,’ said Claire, rolling her eyes.


			‘Bollocks to that,’ Max declared. ‘Empires are not built without hard work.’ He downed his wine in one.


			‘Max, when did you become such a workaholic?’ asked Amy.


			‘When I bought my first helicopter.’


			‘I’ll book us some spa treatments,’ Claire said. ‘There’s an amazing woman in Lourmarin who does reflexology.’


			‘I need more than a foot rub,’ said Amy with a sigh.


			Max raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s what Monty Young said when he twisted his ankle skiing. His missus found him the best physiotherapist in London. The next thing you know, he’s left his wife and three kids for her.’


			‘Monty’s left Suzie?’


			Monty was one of their old friends from Oxford. They didn’t see him much, but Amy sporadically bumped into his wife at charity fund-raisers. The last event had been a January lunch, when Suzie had talked excitedly about the chalet they had just bought in Meribel. Things obviously hadn’t panned out as she’d hoped.


			‘Darling, it’s the season for it,’ said Max. ‘Four mates from school – all divorced in the last six months.’ He made a slicing motion across his neck. ‘A lot of lawyers making a lot of money right there.’


			For a long time, Amy had been unable to understand the statistic that over 40 per cent of marriages ended in divorce. Although the days when every other summer weekend seemed to be spent going to a wedding were past, she hadn’t heard of many separations – until recently. Just one or two at first: the couple who’d been clearly unsuited from the start, another who had eloped to Vegas a week after meeting in New York. But lately there were more unexpected ones: a lovely mum and dad she knew from the school gate; the marketing manager at work who had found out her husband was having an affair.


			‘Is everything all right?’ Claire put her hand on Amy’s shoulder.


			Amy blinked hard and put down her glass. ‘What do you mean?’ she said, realising that she did feel a bit spaced out. She loved seeing her friends, but it always meant being switched on, especially when Max was in such high spirits. Truth was, after such a stressful week at work, the only thing she wanted to switch on was her TV in the company of a bottle of wine and a box of salted caramel truffles.


			‘You just seem a bit run-down.’


			Amy tried to laugh it off. ‘The pressure’s on at work.’


			‘Did you get the chat about digital innovation?’ asked Juliet, rolling her eyes. ‘Denton seriously asked me if Living Style had potential as an estate agent.’


			‘If it’s any consolation, he wants to turn Verve into the new Tinder.’


			The three women laughed.


			‘You know who you should also see,’ said Juliet, leaning forward. ‘Dr Al Saraf.’


			‘Who’s he?’ asked Amy.


			‘You’ve not heard of him? Dermatologist. Genius behind BlissVit.’


			‘BlissVit?’ said Amy, feeling a little stupid. She did, after all, edit one of the top women’s glossies: if there was a hot new beauty treatment out there, she should have heard of it.


			‘His own patented vitamin complex. It’s supposed to be amazing. It takes ten years off. You glow.’


			Amy knew she was looking tired. She felt tired. If a doctor could really make her look younger – or even a little more perky – how could that be a bad thing?


			‘I’ll give you his mobile number,’ Juliet said.


			‘You really need to write your own little black book.’


			‘Then the special secret numbers wouldn’t be secret any more.’


			‘Amy,’ Max cut in. ‘David was just telling me he got you a Tracey Emin for your birthday.’


			Amy felt herself blush. It was an extravagant gift, but David had got a huge bonus from the bank a few months earlier.


			‘It’s an investment,’ she said, smiling. ‘You should approve.’


			‘I’ll be the judge of that. How about we come round and take a look? I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to go home yet, and apparently we only get this table for two hours.’


			‘Even you?’ said Amy, mocking him.


			‘Everyone’s welcome to come back for a drink,’ said David, raising his hand in surrender. Max was already asking for the bill.


			Amy flashed her husband a look.


			‘What’s up?’ he asked.


			‘She’s coming at four.’


			‘Who’s coming?’ said Max, throwing down his Amex.


			‘Is that today?’ said David with a frown.


			‘What’s happening?’ said Max, now curious.


			‘We’ve got a house guest this week,’ Amy said.


			‘Anyone interesting?’


			‘The daughter of a friend. She’s doing work experience at Genesis, so she’s staying with us for a week. We’re going to welcome her with open arms, aren’t we, David?’


			A sly look crossed Max’s face as he got up from the table.


			‘How old is she? I don’t think you want to be encouraging David to open his arms too much.’


			Amy laughed along, but realised she hadn’t actually considered that. She was inviting a young woman into their home without even having met her – well, not since she was a toddler, anyway.


			‘That’s good of you,’ said Claire encouragingly. ‘I know how hard it was for me when I came down to London.’


			‘The world would be a better place if we were all kinder to people,’ Amy said.


			‘I can be kind.’ Max looked at Claire with a mock-innocent smile. ‘Can we have a hot girl come and stay at our house too?’


			‘What’s a hot girl, Mummy?’ chimed Tilly.


			‘No one says she’s hot,’ hissed Amy at Max, as Tilly skipped out of the restaurant, lost in another world, dancing her finger puppets through the air, using parked cars as handy stages for her play.


			‘Whose daughter is it?’ said Juliet as the three women started walking ahead.


			‘My old school friend, Karen.’


			‘And she’s staying with you all week?’


			‘David’s a bit nervous because we’ve never met her. But what could I say? I can’t offer work experience and not help with accommodation. You know how expensive hotels are in London.’


			The men caught up with them as they neared Amy and David’s house.


			‘By the way, there’s a concert at the castle in Lourmarin every Thursday. I’ll get tickets if anyone is interested,’ said Claire.


			‘Who’s playing?’ asked David, hooking an arm around his wife’s waist.


			‘Classical music.’


			‘Count me out,’ said David.


			‘Philistine,’ laughed Juliet.


			‘At least he’s honest,’ said Claire. ‘Max insists on going to anything that’s on at Cadogan Hall, then puts his sunglasses on and falls asleep.’


			Amy enjoyed the gentle banter that rippled between them. Their tight group was not the family she’d imagined twenty years earlier. All of them were from a different world to her; even Claire, who pretended to hail from more down-to-earth stock, was actually the daughter of Yorkshire landowners and had a trust fund. But after Amy’s parents had both passed away in the past three years, that was what they had become. Family.


			They took a left and turned off the busy main drag into an elegant side street. The sight of Amy’s home was something that still caught her by surprise. It was not one of the biggest terraces in Notting Hill, but the slim white Georgian house was one of the prettiest, with a huge pink magnolia bush in the tiny square of front garden and black-and-white chessboard steps that reminded her of Alice Through the Looking-Glass.


			She stopped at the gate as she noticed someone sitting at the top of the steps. She had once found a homeless man in her porch when she had arrived home late at night, and for a second her heart started to pound hard.


			But when she took another glance, she noticed it was a young woman, long bare legs stretched out in front of her. Amy was taken aback. Despite her simple clothes – shorts, T-shirt and trainers – there was no escaping how pretty she was. Long honey-coloured hair fell down her back, and her striking eyebrows reminded Amy of a popular supermodel.


			‘Damn, she’s early,’ she said. ‘I wanted to tidy up first.’


			‘That’s the work experience girl?’ said Max over the top of his sunglasses.


			‘I’m Josie,’ she said, standing up and trotting down the steps. Amy was surprised by her easy confidence.


			‘Well, hello,’ said Max, stepping forward to introduce himself.


			‘Never let women in your house with longer legs than you,’ said Juliet under her breath.


			‘It’s only for a week,’ said Amy, pasting on her best smile and going over to say hello.


		




		

			Chapter 3


			‘Coffee, I need coffee.’ Amy rushed through the kitchen still buttoning her blouse, tote bag swinging from the crook of one arm.


			Claudia handed her a silver flask. ‘Already done. And there’s a hot water and lemon for now,’ she added, pointing to a mug on the table.


			Amy grinned. She knew that busy middle-class parents always said this about their nannies, but she didn’t know what she’d do without Claudia. She arrived at the crack of dawn, taking Tilly to and from school in term-time and looking after her full-time during the holidays, while efficiently fielding all the other time-consuming day-to-day admin niggles such as paying the milkman, letting the gardener in and managing the cleaners who came three times a week to tidy the house and do the laundry and ironing. She was genuinely part of the family, about the only steady, reliable part of their chaotic household. A household that had grown suddenly with the arrival of Josie earlier that week.


			Not that the addition of Josie was anything that Amy could complain about. Over the past three days she had been polite, charming and quiet – barely a sound coming from the granny flat in the basement where she had been billeted. More importantly, she had been brilliant with Tilly, who adored her; something to do with Josie being closer to Tilly’s age, Amy supposed. Or perhaps it was the way she was happy to get down on her hands and knees and join in Tilly’s flights of fancy, which was exactly what a creative child like Tilly needed. Amy had to admit that neither she nor David had the time, and Claudia was far too blunt and authoritarian to indulge a five-year-old.


			‘Morning, Tilly,’ said Amy, dipping to kiss her daughter on the head. ‘Can Mummy have a piece of your toast?’


			Tilly spread her fingers over her plate, frowning. ‘Why?’


			‘Because Mummy is running really late for work but I am very, very hungry.’


			David came up behind her and handed her his bowl of granola. ‘You like this stuff more than me,’ he said, pulling on his jacket.


			Amy kissed him on the cheek. ‘Shouldn’t you have left?’


			‘Waiting for a call from Hong Kong. Thought it was better to take it in my study than on the mobile.’


			‘Where are my bloody car keys?’ she said, only half listening to him. She’d planned on driving to today’s shoot, had now left it too late to get the train, but although she had tried every coat pocket, every bag, she couldn’t find them anywhere.


			‘Mummy’s lost her keys again,’ squealed Tilly between big slurps of smoothie.


			‘Why don’t we help Mummy look,’ said Josie, giving Tilly’s tummy a tickle.


			The little girl giggled hard, and Amy felt herself melt as she watched Josie take Tilly on a treasure hunt around every pot and drawer in the kitchen.


			‘What about the spare set?’ said David.


			She puffed out her cheeks and glanced at the clock above the kitchen door. ‘They were the spare set.’


			‘I’m sure they’ll turn up. In the meantime, get Geoff to take you.’


			‘What about you?’


			‘I’ll get the Tube,’ he said, and Amy blew him a kiss across the room.


			‘I love your bag,’ said Josie, eyeing Amy’s clutch when they were in the hall. ‘Claudia’s got one just like it.’


			Amy smiled. It was one of the perks of the job: in the run-up to Christmas, fashion PRs would shower editors with gifts, and handbags were the most prized.


			‘You’re right,’ she said, opening the front door. ‘I was lucky enough to get given two of the same.’


			‘So you gave it to Claudia,’ Josie said, her eyes wide.


			Amy made a mental note to see if she could rustle up something nice for Josie. Today she was wearing a plain white shirt and navy skirt, the sort of thing they sold in supermarkets as ‘back-to-work fashion’: it should have looked bland, but Josie was slim and pretty enough to pull it off. It was that old Marilyn Monroe thing about looking good in a potato sack; some people, annoyingly, just had it. Amy remembered that Karen had had a little of that too. She wasn’t the most striking beauty in the world, but she just had the ‘X factor’: somehow clothes, however ordinary, fitted her better and colours flattered her more.


			Geoff, David’s driver, was sitting in the car and leapt out when he saw Amy and Josie come down the steps.


			‘So he’s a driver, not a taxi,’ said Josie, lowering her voice as they approached him.


			‘David has a driver. I don’t. But as we have to go to Berkshire today and I have lost my car keys, David has made the noble sacrifice of letting Geoff take us.’


			‘Wow,’ said Josie, clearly impressed.


			‘We’re heading for Cliveden in Taplow. Geoff, you have the address?’


			Geoff snaked around the back streets of Ladbroke Grove until they hit the Westway heading out of town. At least most of the traffic was moving the other way. Today was the shoot for next month’s cover, and Amy was dreading it, including as it did the many variables of a white-hot actress, a diva photographer and being on location rather than in a studio.


			‘So why is the shoot happening out here?’ asked Josie when they were on the A4.


			Amy was glad to have a little time in the car with Josie. This was the third day of her internship, and Amy had been so busy with meetings, she had barely seen her. She had heard good things about her from the staff, however: she was bright, friendly and eager to help, which was a relief. Given the ‘switch-off’ pact with David for Provence, Amy had to make sure everything for the next two issues of the magazine was perfect and iron-clad, which meant she didn’t have the time to supervise Josie.


			‘Number one, because Cliveden is beautiful. Number two, because it’s not far from Heathrow and Miranda, the cover star, and the photographer both have flights straight afterwards. It’s taken six months to make this shoot happen and it’s a tight squeeze now that it is.’


			‘This is so glamorous,’ said Josie with a grin.


			‘I warn you, it’s a lot of hanging around.’


			‘So why are you going? Are you doing the interview?’


			Amy laughed. She’d loved interviewing celebrities at the start of her career, because their lives were so different from her own. But she’d quickly realised that although she was a good writer, she wasn’t a great one, so had moved into editing copy rather than generating it in order to move up the ladder.


			‘I always try to pop in to the cover shoot. The cover is everything. A great one can add fifty thousand to our sales. A bad one and we can lose twenty per cent.’


			‘This is a million times better than I thought it was going to be.’


			‘Really? You should have been an intern twenty years ago. I opened a lot of envelopes, but there was so much fun too.’


			‘Are you trying to put me off?’


			‘I’m saying it’s harder,’ replied Amy. ‘Smaller staff, tighter budgets. But it’s still the best job in the world.’


			‘I know. I’ve seen the beauty cupboard.’


			Amy smiled back. ‘I could happily live in the beauty cupboard. One day I think I might just move a bed and a camping stove in there.’


			‘No you wouldn’t. Your house is lush.’


			‘I suppose it is.’


			It made her stop and think. Her life seemed normal to her now. She was always careful to make sure Tilly understood the value of money. To realise how lucky she was. She encouraged her daughter to give coins to every busker they enjoyed hearing play at Portobello Market, and to collect pennies from the back of the sofa, as she herself had done as a child, to save up in a jar. But there were so many other things that they took for granted – the private school education, the fancy holidays, the cars, and the ability to go to Pret after ballet class and spend twenty pounds on hot chocolate and cake without even blinking.


			Until Josie came. Seeing her past up close made her remember that her life wasn’t normal. It reminded her of where she came from. Over the past few days, the sound of Josie’s Bristolian vowels and casual slang had occasionally made Amy bristle, because she knew it still lurked in her own lexicon. Her smart Home Counties accent almost never slipped these days; people who met her for the first time assumed from her polish and confidence that she had been educated at the finest schools and colleges. But this week, when she had been talking to Josie, she had found herself remembering who she used to be.


			‘So what are you going to do after this week? Back to Bristol or Brighton?’


			Josie wrinkled her nose. ‘Landlord’s flogged our house to someone else. He hiked the rent up anyway, so I couldn’t afford it. So I’m going back home.’


			‘Your mum will be pleased.’


			‘I guess. She always says that she’s glad my dad has gone, but I’m not sure she means it. She gets lonely.’


			Amy nodded, wondering if Karen had had a partner since Lee. Their lives had become so distant from one another, she was ashamed she didn’t know.


			‘Did you ever meet him?’ Josie asked.


			‘Who?’


			‘My dad.’


			‘A couple of times. But we didn’t really know each other.’


			‘She deserved better,’ said Josie. ‘We both did.’


			‘Do you still see him?’


			Josie shook her head. ‘Don’t want to. He beat her up. Did you know that?’


			‘No,’ Amy said, feeling sad and angry. She couldn’t tell the young woman that she’d never liked the cocky mechanic. Yes, he was handsome, even charming. But she had always felt uneasy at the way Karen either gushed about him or sidestepped his name. Amy knew she should have done more to warn her friend.


			‘Did you always want to leave?’ said Josie after a minute.


			‘Leave where?’


			‘Westmead.’


			‘I guess. But not because I was unhappy. I just wanted to see what else was out there. I applied to a bunch of colleges randomly. Got into Oxford Brookes and that was what really changed my outlook on the world.’


			‘Is that where you met David?’


			‘Yes, but it was really my friend Pog who changed everything. I worked with him behind the bar in a student pub in Oxford. He was frightfully posh – so posh it was almost as if he was from another planet. But we got on really well, and when I used to tell him what I dreamed of doing – going to Paris, moving to London, falling in love with someone rich and handsome – he told me to go for it. I wasn’t convinced at first. I thought it was easy for him to say with his trust fund and his connections, but he used to reply, “Why not you?”’


			‘Why not me?’ repeated Josie as if to herself.


			‘Your mum doesn’t doubt you can do it,’ said Amy with a maternal smile. ‘And neither do I.’


			Cliveden was a photographer’s dream, with fountains, pathways and a stunning honey-coloured facade.


			‘I don’t like the look of those clouds,’ said Amy, peering out of the window. She knew that they had some shots planned for outdoors.


			Josie craned her long neck and pulled a face. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to reschedule?’


			Amy sighed. ‘I’d love to, but we’re lucky to get Miranda at all. Plus we don’t have the time. This issue has to go to the printer’s in three days and we have nothing else to put on the cover.’


			Janice Evans, the magazine’s fashion director, met them in the reception. She was tall, blonde and Welsh, and refreshingly no-nonsense for someone in the notoriously flouncy fashion world.


			‘Are they here?’ said Amy, following her through the house towards the stable block.


			‘Got here half an hour ago. Miranda’s in hair and make-up already. Liz Stewart is in there doing the interview.’


			Amy felt her shoulders fall. It was good news that the talent was here on time, but she was never convinced that interviewees distracted by stylists and publicists made for the best copy.


			‘Her manager insisted. Apparently they’ve got to be out of here by lunchtime.’


			Miranda’s American manager, Karrie, was sipping at a cup of coffee impatiently, frowning with every sip as if it were toxic.


			‘I hope this isn’t going to take long,’ she snapped, putting her drink down on the windowsill. ‘Miranda’s just bouncing back from tonsillitis.’


			Amy had her platitudes at the ready. She was used to dealing with celebrity entourages, who tended, as a breed, to be sullen and negative, perpetually whining about their client being on the verge of succumbing to Asian flu or whatever jet-setting disease was in the news that week.


			‘It helps that we have a really strong idea. When the concept is good, we can usually nail it quickly,’ she said.


			‘About that,’ said Karrie. ‘I was just talking to your art director, and she told me about the bubble bath . . .’


			‘That’s right,’ said Amy. ‘The image we had in mind for the cover is Miranda in a big bath full of bubbles. It will be fun, glamorous. Very Rolling Stone meets Vanity Fair.’


			‘Miranda is a serious actress,’ said Karrie pointedly. ‘Persuasion is out in November and there’s Oscars talk already. We can’t let anyone be distracted by photographs that are not on brand.’


			Amy didn’t like to point out that until twelve months ago, Miranda Pilley was best known for an ABC sitcom.


			‘Elise von Keist is one of the best photographers in the world,’ she said. ‘Almost every set of pictures she takes becomes iconic. Miranda’s publicist seemed very keen on the idea when we signed off on it two weeks ago.’


			‘We do want to make this work,’ said Karrie, her threat not even thinly veiled. ‘But a bath. Bubbles. You’re going to have to rethink.’


			‘Shit,’ muttered Amy after she’d gone. She was aware that Josie was standing awkwardly behind her. ‘Can you go and find some coffee, and then Janice, can you show Josie the clothes we’ve brought along to the shoot.’ It wasn’t the most exciting job she could give her, but she was sure Josie wanted to feel useful.


			‘Nice girl,’ said Janice, watching Josie trot towards reception. ‘I had her in the fashion cupboard yesterday, sending shoes back to the PRs. No one likes doing returns, but she did it all in half the time my assistants usually take, and she didn’t bother me once. If she needed an address, she just picked up the phone.’


			‘She’s keen, I’ll say that much,’ said Amy, still thinking about what they were going to put on the cover.


			Liz Stewart, the journalist commissioned to write the cover interview, emerged from the dressing room.


			‘That was quick,’ frowned Amy.


			‘I was shooed away.’


			‘How was it?’ she asked hopefully. Liz was one of the best celebrity interviewers in the business and had once won a writer-of-the-year award on the back of a ten-minute interview she’d done with Catherine Zeta-Jones in a bathroom in New York. If anyone could get good copy from a twenty-minute tête-à-tête, she could.


			‘About as responsive as a week-old corpse,’ Liz said tartly. ‘Apparently she’s ill.’


			‘So we’ve been told. Did you get anything?’


			‘I tried. She was difficult. Every time I veered onto the personal stuff, they just shut me down.’


			‘Isn’t she dating Leif Tappen?’ said Janice with interest. Tappen was still one of the bad boys of Hollywood, even though he was in his fifties.


			‘She won’t sit in a bubble bath for a cover shoot. She isn’t going to admit to dating Hollywood’s baddest bad boy,’ replied Amy.
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