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Readers love Heidi Stephens’ hilarious and heart-warming romantic comedies:


‘A five-star read that will make you fall in love again . . . will be eagerly awaiting what comes next’


‘Perfect escapism, humour, a book boyfriend to add to your list and plenty of antics along the way . . . fantastic’


‘A brilliant array of characters, a wicked sense of humour [and] the warm fuzzy feelings . . . Heidi Stephens understood the assignment and delivered’


‘I ABSOLUTELY loved this book!’


‘A gorgeous, romantic book that will whisk you away to sunnier, happier times’


‘Brilliant! Just Brilliant! Consumed it in a day as I just couldn’t put it down. Hilariously funny’


‘Beautifully written, full of charm and a story that will capture your heart, this is the perfect read!’


‘It made me laugh and cry and I am already excited for what Heidi produces next. An excellent debut!’


‘Gemma is a fantastic main character and one of my favourites ever! I was constantly in stitches from her one liners . . . I really can’t recommend this enough’


‘Funny, uplifting, heart-warming, thoughtful and oh so romantic’
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Emily Wilkinson has lost everything. Literally. In a hair-straightener fire. Oh, and her boyfriend (and boss) has announced he’s going back to his wife. So, she needs a new job, a new plan, and somewhere to live that isn’t her childhood bedroom.


Charles Hunter is looking for a live-in PA to help run Bowford Manor and Emily thinks she’s the perfect fit. Well, she’s spent ten years propping up demanding men, so she can definitely handle some tricky characters – like Charles's eldest son and heir, who’s got plans for the estate that might raise a few eyebrows.


No one’s mentioned Jamie though. The stable hand – and youngest Hunter. Dashing, of course, but totally unsuitable. And Emily’s not about to make that mistake again.


Definitely not. No, really.









To Sam and Emma, with love









Chapter One


If she squinted intently at the bedroom ceiling, Emily Wilkinson could still see the outlines of hundreds of glow-in-the-dark stickers. Stars and crescent moons, tiny planets, spaceships shaped like chubby lipsticks with fins. She could clearly remember the day her dad had stuck them up for her, perched on a wobbly ladder, cursing his daughter’s art direction. Not THERE, Dad. You’ve got the spaceship flying into a planet. Point it towards the MOON. No, the OTHER way. She’d bought half a dozen packets with her pocket money in the hope of replicating a school trip to the London Planetarium, but the abiding memory was her dad telling her to sod off and leave him to it.


The haphazard distribution of the stickers had annoyed Emily when she was nine, and it still grated on her nerves twenty years later. Half of the biggest stars were piled up in one corner like they were waiting for the headline act at a cosmic festival, and the section of ceiling by the window had no moons or planets at all. One of the spaceships was aligned exactly behind another, like it had broken down and was being towed to the Martian branch of Kwik Fit. Her attempts to relocate them by standing on a flimsy bookcase had given her several torn stickers and a trip to A&E. It turned out to be nothing more than a sprained ankle, but her dad had breathed furiously through his nose in the car the whole way there.


It was eight years since Emily had left home, the last of the Wilkinson children to fly the nest. All that remained as evidence of her former occupation were the stickers and the greasy Blu Tack marks on the faded pink walls. Now the bedroom was what Mum called her ‘craft room’, which was clearly secret Mum code for a place where abandoned hobbies go to die. Emily supposed she should be grateful it still had a bed, even though it had been rammed against the wall and festooned with brightly coloured fake-fur cushions that made her itch. Instead of Emily’s swimming certificates and *NSYNC posters, the walls now featured a cross-stitch sampler in a frame which read ‘Home is Where the Wine Is’ and a foil scratch art picture of a timber wolf howling at the moon. Emily knew how it felt.


She took a deep breath and mentally offered up her current situation to the luminous papery heavens. I’m twenty-nine years old, living back at home with my mum and dad. My ex, who is also my boss, has gone back to his wife. Which means I need a new job AND a new place to live, because also my room in my crappy shared flat has been destroyed in a hair-straightener fire, along with all my belongings. Everything in my life is a burning pile of shit.


‘Moomin!’ yelled a voice from downstairs. She’d repeatedly requested that her dad stop using her childhood nickname, but her annoyance only encouraged him. ‘Dinner’s ready!’


Talking of burning piles of shit, it was Dad’s turn to cook.









Chapter Two


‘So what are your plans, love?’ asked Emily’s mum, not for the first time this week. They were gathered around the dining table, which seated four in its normal state and six if you put the flap up. At Christmas her dad added a piece of plywood balanced on an old camcorder tripod to make it seat eight. You couldn’t tell with a tablecloth on, and it just about worked as long as somebody sat in the doorway to the lounge and nobody made any sudden movements. There’d been talk of knocking the wall down and making downstairs open plan, but it had never come to anything. Most of this house hadn’t changed much since the Wilkinson family moved in when Emily was seven, which she found oddly comforting.


‘Leave her alone, Carol,’ muttered her dad, squeezing the ketchup bottle so it farted a torrent of red sauce over his food. Emily wafted her hand for him to pass it over. Today’s dinner was something that may once have been breaded fish, but several years of cooking had turned into some kind of carbonised brittle. She poked it with her fork and frowned as it snapped in half, resigning herself to the reality that even ketchup couldn’t save the most dehydrated piece of haddock in West Sussex.


‘I’m still waiting to hear about the insurance on my stuff,’ she said, ‘then I’ll find a new flat and get a new job.’


‘Why do you need a new job?’ asked Carol, her voice shrill with alarm. ‘The one you’ve got pays more than your dad’s ever earned.’ Emily was Personal Assistant to Mark Thompson, Managing Director of a big architecture firm in London, but she was currently on two weeks’ compassionate leave to deal with the aftermath of the fire in her flat. By all accounts her housemate Lucy had helped herself to Emily’s hair straighteners, then left them plugged in on her bed. They’d set fire to Emily’s duvet around the time Mark had taken her hand in a bougie wine bar and said, ‘I need to try to make my marriage work, Emily. For the sake of the children.’


‘No need to rub it in, Carol,’ Emily’s dad said tetchily. He’d worked his entire career as an administrator for Chichester District Council, currently in the Planning and Building Control Department. Emily’s mum was a school dinner lady and could make a bag of potatoes and a pack of frozen mince feed a family for a week. Neither of them earned much, and sadly you couldn’t pay a mortgage with vocal opinions on cowboy-builder loft conversions and Jamie Oliver’s war on Turkey Twizzlers.


‘I’m just saying, Martin,’ said Carol. ‘Jobs like that don’t come along every day, and she can’t stay here for ever.’


‘I’ve literally been here four days,’ said Emily through gritted teeth, giving up on the fishy charcoal and attacking the cremains of the chips instead. ‘My flat has burnt down, my boyfriend has dumped me, everything I own has gone up in flames.’ Including this dinner. Maybe she was being a bit dramatic – in truth Mark had never been a proper boyfriend, even though their secret fling had gone on for two years. As for the fire, the smoke alarm had alerted her housemates to the blaze and the fire brigade had been there within a few minutes. All her stuff was gone, either burned or smoke-damaged beyond repair, but the building would be fine.


‘Your boyfriend has dumped you?’ asked Carol. ‘I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend. Why didn’t you say?’


Emily shrugged. ‘It’s why I need a new job. He works at the firm.’


Carol crossed her arms in outrage. ‘Well, I don’t see why YOU should have to leave, just because he’s finished with you. Why can’t HE leave?’


‘He’s more senior than me, Mum,’ Emily explained. Just a bit. ‘It’s complicated. I’ve been there three years anyway, it’s a good time to move on.’


‘Are you not going to eat that?’ said Carol, standing up to clear the plates.


‘I’m all done,’ said Emily, patting her rumbling stomach. ‘Just a bit unsettled at the moment.’


‘We’ve only got the one loo,’ said Martin. ‘Let us know if we need to give it ten minutes.’ He chortled to himself as Emily wondered how on earth her life had come to this in the space of a week.


‘I love having you home, Moomin,’ said Carol, patting Emily on the shoulder, ‘but you can’t have that room for ever. I need it for my crafts.’


Emily thought about the paper sack of unused knitting wool, the sewing machine that had seized up from lack of use, the sealed box of glitter and pipe cleaners and rainbow pom-poms. ‘Then why can’t I have the other room?’ she asked. Number 22 Grove Street had three bedrooms; her parents had the biggest and the middle one was a guest room, having previously been shared by her two older brothers. Emily had always occupied the box room until Hobbycraft had launched a hostile takeover.


‘I need to keep that for guests,’ said Carol with a shrug. ‘Simon could come home at any time, or David might want us to look after the grandchildren.’


Emily rolled her eyes. ‘Simon’s in Hamburg and David’s in Newcastle, Mum. You’re hardly round the corner.’


‘I’m aware how far away my sons live, thank you,’ said Carol, her voice giving a tell-tale wobble.


Give me strength, thought Emily. ‘I’ve got a call with the insurance people tomorrow, and I’m planning to look at jobs this evening,’ she said, standing at the sink and pulling on a pair of yellow rubber gloves. She’d actually been planning to watch a cheesy romcom on Netflix, but anything to get her mum off her back. The Wilkinsons were a close family but living at home at twenty-nine was far from ideal.


Her parents headed into the lounge to watch EastEnders, so Emily rinsed the ketchup off the plates and plunged them into soapy water while she considered her CV. She’d been in secretarial roles for eleven years, five of which had been at personal assistant level. She could organise diaries, plan parties, haggle travel deals and defuse all manner of professional and domestic crises. She was never late, always discreet and typed so fast her fingers were a blur. She was brilliant at shorthand, liked dogs and children and could sniff out bullshit artists from a hundred yards. Why wouldn’t anyone want to give her a job?


Not that it didn’t grate a bit that she needed to leave. She liked her job at Thompson & Delaney, and she’d loved working for Mark. To her credit, Emily had never chased him, and she’d fought the head-over-horn battle for months before the conference in Dubai, when the lift to their rooms had taken long enough for Mark to lean against the gilded wall and give her a look that liquefied every inch of her body from her neck to her knees. By the eighteenth floor Emily had known for sure that, when the doors opened on the thirty-second, she was going to let Mark take her hand and lead her back to his suite. It felt like something that she had no control over, and it was hard to worry about consequences when she was being banged into next week against a backdrop of fireworks over the Burj Khalifa.


And actually, when it became apparent that the Dubai trip was never going to be a one-off, it had worked out OK. Mark wasn’t needy or demanding; there were no cheeky office winks or sleazy texts. They simply devised a series of subtle signals that indicated he was free if Emily wanted to stay at his flat. Sometimes she went, sometimes she didn’t. Sometimes she went but they didn’t even have sex; they just sat and drank wine and watched a film or chatted like two people who enjoyed one another’s company. It had been two years of no-strings fun between two consenting adults who knew the score.


Which was why Emily had been surprised at how shaken and upset she’d been when Mark had delivered his soap-opera speech about giving his marriage another chance. Not that she’d let him see her distress at the time; a deadpan face is an essential weapon in the personal assistant’s armoury. But before she’d had time to think through her response, she’d had a call from one of her flatmates saying her room was on fire, which had taken the evening in an unexpectedly stressful direction. Other than a bunch of company flowers delivered to her parents’ house, Emily hadn’t heard from Mark since. Sometimes the silence speaks volumes, she thought, yanking off the rubber gloves and taking Rudy the ancient family hound upstairs to help her look for a new job.









Chapter Three


‘It’s good to see you, Emily,’ said Mark with an attempt at a warm smile. His right foot was crossed over his left knee, jiggling frantically. Emily could tell he was nervous, which was no big surprise. She’d asked for a meeting with him and the head of HR at Thompson & Delaney, so he was probably wondering what kind of hell-hath-no-fury truth bomb she was about to drop.


‘How ARE you?’ asked Laura from HR, making zero effort to conceal how little she gave a shit. Laura had never liked Emily, who prevented her from gaining unfettered access to Mark to offload her daily list of petty grievances.


‘I’m fine.’


‘I’m so sorry about the fire,’ said Laura, in a tone that suggested she’d be more sorry if she broke a nail or lost a fake eyelash. ‘That must have been such a shock.’


‘It was,’ replied Emily. ‘But nobody was hurt, which is the main thing.’ The corners of Mark’s mouth twitched in response to Emily’s dead-eyed platitude, but it washed over Laura.


‘Well, quite. Awful to lose all your belongings though. I hope there was nothing precious.’


Emily briefly considered making some random things up. Her childhood rocking horse, a collection of PVC gimp masks, a signed picture of Justin Bieber. Mark would know she was taking the piss, but perhaps now wasn’t the time. ‘Not really, mostly just clothes and stuff. A couple of gifts with sentimental value.’


She saw Mark’s eyes flicker in her direction as he registered what she was referring to. For her twenty-ninth birthday in March he’d bought her a beautiful notebook from Smythson of Bond Street. It was covered with the softest sea-green leather, monogrammed on the cover with ‘EW’ in gold lettering. Later she’d sneaked a look online and seen that it would have cost Mark nearly £200 – an insane amount for a notebook, but still the loveliest gift she’d ever received. Emily had kept it in the box for seven months, unable to bring herself to use it. Now it was a pile of ashes.


‘So are you ready to return to work?’ asked Laura, clearly keen to move things along so she could get back to her day job of making staff feel like they were only one social media infraction away from her office guillotine. ‘I assume that’s why you’ve asked for this meeting?’


‘Yes,’ said Emily, sitting up straight and putting her clammy hands on her knees, ‘but only to work my notice. I have a new job.’


Laura froze and Mark held Emily’s gaze for a long moment, the jiggling foot slowing to a stop. ‘Oh,’ said Laura, glancing at Mark and clearing her throat, clearly waiting for him to say something.


‘I’m really sorry to hear that,’ said Mark quietly, looking like he genuinely meant it.


‘I think the fire and everything just gave me a chance to re-evaluate,’ said Emily, keeping her voice strong and her head high. ‘You know, think about what’s next for me.’


‘Mmm,’ said Laura tightly. ‘But sorry, why did that require a meeting? Usually you would just write a resignation letter.’


Emily took a deep breath, letting the lie take shape in the back of her throat. ‘Because I’m going to work for one of your competitors. I can’t say which one at this stage, but I thought I should let you know.’


Mark’s eyes bored into Emily’s, but she didn’t look away. She knew exactly what he was thinking – is she lying to secure a quick exit, or actually that petty and vengeful? She watched the cogs chunter in his brain as he arrived at the inevitable truth, his face softening into an expression that looked almost like admiration.


Laura shuffled some papers. ‘Well, I’m not really sure your contract . . .’


‘I’ve checked,’ said Emily, with the calm certainty of someone who did attention to detail for a living. ‘There are no restrictive covenants or non-compete clauses.’


A glimmer of a smile played across Mark’s lips. ‘Emily, could you step outside for a few minutes? This is obviously something Laura and I need to discuss. We won’t keep you waiting long.’


Emily nodded and stood up, willing her knees not to knock together. She closed his door quietly and sat in the familiar chair behind her desk, taking a bottle of water from her handbag and downing half of it in one go. A few of her colleagues spotted her through the glass wall and waved, so she lifted the handset on the phone and swiftly dialled 123 for the speaking clock. As a softly spoken Scottish man informed her that the time was four-fourteen and twenty seconds, her friend Kirsten from the Finance team swerved in her direction on the way to the kitchen. Emily pointed at the phone and rolled her eyes, holding up her hand to indicate she’d come and talk to her in five minutes.


Emily knew this approach was risky; it wouldn’t take much for Mark to find out that her competitor job offer was a lie, and she needed a good reference. But she was also sure of two things – firstly that she definitely couldn’t go back to working for him now her compassionate leave was up, and secondly that he would almost certainly let her go without any fuss. Mark liked things clean and simple.


By the time Laura opened Mark’s office door and nodded at her to come back in, the time was four twenty-seven exactly. Emily took a deep breath, smoothed down her skirt, and went back into the fray.


‘Wait, are you saying you’re on full pay for a month, but you don’t have to go to work?’ Shona’s eyes boggled as she took another sip of wine. They were in a pub a few hundred metres from their shared flat in Stratford, all oxblood leather booths and oversized Edison light bulbs. Emily liked it because it was quiet and classy and not in Westfield Shopping Centre. There was something deeply unsettling about having a relaxed drink with friends while people nearby had their eyebrows threaded.


Emily nodded. There had been very little resistance in the end, although Laura’s mouth had puckered itself into the tightest of cat’s bums as she supervised Emily’s desk clearance. There wasn’t much; just the usual things every good PA keeps to hand – tissues, deodorant, hairbrush, sewing kit, tampons, spare pair of tights, plasters, various hangover cures and painkillers, a compact umbrella. She extracted the nude heels that lived under her desk, kept permanently at work so she didn’t have to commute in them, then shovelled everything into a Tesco bag for life.


Within five minutes she was following Laura down the back stairs, avoiding the open-plan office so there wouldn’t be any drama. That had been the deal – just leave quietly, no drama. Laura had given her a look of purest loathing in reception, then said, ‘I’ll email you details of what Mark agreed,’ before stalking off, her heels clacking on the tiled floor. What Mark agreed, not Laura. Like Emily gave a shit either way.


She was sure that some people would have done a full Bridget Jones, bad-mouthing Mark then sashaying out of the office to Aretha Franklin like an absolute sass queen. But Emily wasn’t the type, and Mark really didn’t deserve it. She’d got what she came for, and the look on Mark’s face had told her that he understood why she needed to go. Maybe he’d get in touch later, maybe he wouldn’t. For now, Emily needed to leave him behind and get on with the rest of her life.


‘They’ve already got somebody there who can take my job, so they didn’t see the point in keeping me around,’ she told Shona. This was the second big fat lie she’d told today, but it kept things simple. Shona and Eddie shared her flat, along with Lucy of the burning hair straighteners, but they’d never known much about Mark. They all got on fine as flatmates and often went out or watched a movie together, but it wasn’t like they were best mates who disclosed all their secrets over late-night cocktails. They knew Emily had been seeing someone, but didn’t press for details.


‘You lucky bitch,’ said Eddie. ‘A month off on full pay.’


Emily shrugged. ‘I’ll be spending it looking for another job. Wait, where’s Lucy?’


‘She said she had bad cramps,’ said Shona. ‘I don’t think she can face you, to be honest. She still swears blind that she’d turned your straighteners off at the wall, even though the fire inspector guy showed her the melted remains.’


‘I didn’t know she was borrowing them,’ said Emily. ‘What was she even doing in my room?’


Eddie shook his head. ‘She used them all the time when you weren’t there. I thought she’d asked. Sorry.’


‘What’s the hotel like?’ asked Emily. The landlord’s insurer had moved Shona, Eddie and Lucy into a hotel until Emily’s room was repaired and the flat was repainted. The window and carpet had been replaced and they were now redecorating before the new furniture arrived. Emily had been offered the hotel too, but had decided her parents’ house was marginally preferable. It would be nice to have her room back while she was doing job interviews though; commuting from Chichester was a faff.


‘It’s fine,’ said Shona, topping up her wine. ‘Annoying not to be able to cook, but the insurance guy said only one more week.’


‘Did they manage to save any of your stuff?’ asked Eddie.


‘Two pairs of silver earrings and a photo frame,’ replied Emily. She supposed the upside of not having much was that you didn’t have much to lose.


Shona sloshed the rest of the wine into Emily’s glass and put the upturned bottle back in the ice bucket. ‘So what’s next?’


‘I’ve already got two job interviews lined up and I’ve just heard about another one,’ said Emily. ‘It looks interesting.’


‘What kind of interesting?’ asked Eddie.


‘Another personal assistant role,’ she said, sipping her wine. ‘But working for a retired businessman instead of a firm.’


‘What does he need an assistant for if he’s retired?’ asked Shona, plucking an artisanal cracker from the jam jar on the table and munching the end off.


Emily laughed. ‘He’s retired from business, Sho, not from life. Maybe he’s got lots of other interests, or likes to travel a lot, I don’t know. I’ll find out more when I go for an interview.’


‘Will you be staying in London?’ asked Eddie.


Emily shrugged. ‘No idea. I expect so. It’s a live-in job, so it could be anywhere.’


Eddie looked horrified. ‘What, you live in his house?’


‘I don’t think I’m going to be on the sofa bed in the spare room, Ed,’ she said. ‘I’m guessing it’s a pretty big house. Or maybe he travels all the time, so I’d live in hotels.’


‘That sounds super-weird,’ said Shona, her brow furrowed as Eddie nodded emphatically. ‘Are you sure he’s legit? What if he’s a sex trafficker and this whole thing is a scam?’


Emily rolled her eyes. ‘It’s been organised by a specialist agency,’ she said. ‘They only deal with high-end assistant jobs, so I’m pretty sure they’ve checked he’s not a sex trafficker.’


‘Still sounds weird to me,’ said Shona.


‘It’s no different to being a nanny or an au pair,’ laughed Emily. ‘Loads of people do live-in jobs for rich people. It might be really interesting.’


‘Until he murders you and dissolves your body in his acid-filled swimming pool,’ said Eddie, nodding ominously at Shona.


‘Oh my God, you’re both insane. I’ll let you know after I’ve met him.’


‘Bet he’s a sex trafficker,’ said Shona.


‘Murderer,’ said Eddie.


Emily sighed and shook her head. It was a live-in job that had nothing to do with architecture and offered little in the way of dating opportunities. Right now that ticked a lot of her boxes.









Chapter Four


Emily stood in front of the full-length mirror in her freshly painted Stratford room, doing a final sweep for missed details. Her only surviving suit was the one she’d been wearing on the day of the fire, but it was also her favourite – a tailored blazer from Reiss in a pinky-beige colour, paired with a matching pencil skirt that fell just above her knees. Dresses didn’t really work on her, because even though she was five foot seven, her top half was a size ten and her bottom half was a twelve or fourteen, depending on the time of the month. She’d inherited her mother’s classic pear shape – no boobs and a curvy bum – and whilst the gym and running and swimming stopped her edging from pear to butternut squash, there was nothing she could do about her proportions. Suit separates in different sizes were her salvation, but there was no point buying anything new until she knew where she would be working next. Some places expected PAs to be fully suited and booted; others were fine with jeans and trainers.


The insurance company had paid out £2,000 for everything she’d lost in the fire, but she hadn’t mustered the energy to go shopping beyond pyjamas, underwear, some basic gym gear and a few casual bits to mooch about in at home. Her make-up bag and phone had been in the handbag she was carrying on the evening of the fire, and other than the melted ghd hair straighteners they were the most valuable things she owned. Once she knew where she was working and living next, she’d go on a shopping trip – work clothes, shoes, the lot. Maybe she’d take her mum and buy her something nice too. They drove each other round the bend sometimes, but there wasn’t much spare cash at home for Carol to treat herself.


Emily turned sideways to look at her profile. The suit was a good fit – she’d neither gained nor lost weight in the three weeks since the fire, which was a miracle considering how inedible her dad’s cooking was. Mum cooked lunch for over a thousand secondary school children every day and regularly couldn’t face the kitchen when she got home, so Dad did his best. Emily had offered to cook on a few occasions, but Martin had declared her stuffed courgettes ‘too much pissing about for not nearly enough actual food’, so that was the end of that.


She’d had the suit dry-cleaned and asked her dad to polish the heels she’d rescued from under her desk, just to make him feel useful. Her mum had insisted on giving her some new tights, even though they were a foul gravy-tan shade and made her legs look like hot dogs. Her long brown hair was pulled into a tidy bun, a few strands left loose around her face so it didn’t look too severe. Minimal make-up, pale pink nails, tiny silver hoop earrings. She would have to do.


The alarm on her phone told her it was time to go, so she threw the heels in her bag, put on her coat and trainers, then headed for the tube and her appointment in Mayfair with Mr Charles Hunter.


Emily watched Mr Hunter scan her CV and wondered what he was thinking. Probably disappointed that she went to a bog-standard comprehensive rather than a fancy private school, or maybe pondering why she’d never gone to university with those A-level results. The answer was a simple one, really. She hadn’t fancied being saddled with a hefty debt, even though at the time the fees were nothing compared to what students had to pay now. And she’d wanted to start earning a living and saving to get her own place, since there wasn’t any money at home and she definitely didn’t want to stay there for ever.


She’d worked a summer temp job at her school since she was fifteen, helping out with all the admin for the new September intake. Not only had she enjoyed it, but she’d been really good at it. She looked at ads on online job boards and saw that top executive assistants for law firms and management consultants in London could earn £70k or more, so why not aim for that as a career goal? She’d got an entry-level secretarial job at a building firm in Southampton and started doing evening courses at the local college to gain more qualifications, and by the time she was twenty-one she had enough experience to move to a shared house and a new job in London. Lots of her friends had gone off to uni, but now she was earning more than most of them without the student loan payments. Most of the time she had no regrets.


Charles Hunter was a handsome and powerful-looking man in his late sixties, Emily guessed. Tall, full head of salt-and-pepper hair, well dressed in a shirt and tailored suit but no tie. His handshake was firm and his smile was kind. He looked a bit like Pierce Brosnan and was what her mum would call a ‘silver fox’, a term that was usually followed by ‘get in my box’. Carol could be quite the poet when the mood took her.


They’d already talked about her qualifications and work history, the kind of stuff she’d been doing for Thompson & Delaney. She’d answered all his questions confidently and felt sure that she was more than qualified for this job. So now it all came down to whether she was the right fit.


‘Well,’ said Mr Hunter, putting her CV on his desk. ‘I’m sure you have some questions for me.’


‘I do,’ said Emily with a smile. She’d pre-prepared some simple but smart questions, stuff that was easy to answer but suggested she’d given it some thought. ‘I’ve never worked for a private individual before, so I’m interested to know what kind of work it might be.’ It was hard not to put on a posh accent in a place like this; it felt like the kind of thing you should do to fit in with the fancy furnishings and the huge wooden desk. But she swallowed the mouthful of fake plums and decided he could take her as she was, or not at all.


‘It’s very broad,’ said Mr Hunter. ‘Technically I’m retired, in that I’ve sold my business and I don’t currently run a company. But I still have lots of other commercial interests, and I’m a very busy man. Most of the work will be very familiar to you – travel, correspondence, managing my diary, organising events, getting rid of people I don’t want to talk to. That sort of thing.’


Emily smiled; she was no stranger to getting rid of annoying people. ‘And why do you need someone to live in?’ She glanced around the office, which was part of a large and imposing private house, and wondered why she couldn’t commute. It was only a five-minute walk from Bond Street tube, which was twenty minutes on the Central Line from Stratford.


‘The job isn’t based here,’ said Mr Hunter. ‘It’s at my main property in Norfolk.’ Emily tried to hide her surprise, nodding politely instead. ‘It’s a little remote,’ he continued, ‘which makes it hard to find top-notch staff locally. I spend most of my time there and prefer to work face-to-face. Not very fashionable, I know.’


She paused, wondering if he was whisking her off to some haunted castle, and scrambled for another question. ‘Do you have other live-in staff?’


‘Just my housekeeper and my driver,’ said Mr Hunter. ‘Everyone else is local – gardeners, cleaners, estate workers, that sort of thing. Various members of my family come and go.’


She tried to process this unexpected location, feeling like her train of thought had been derailed. Ooh, here was a good question.


‘Will the job involve much travel?’


‘As much or as little as you would like, really,’ said Mr Hunter. ‘My previous assistant preferred to stay behind and work according to whatever time zone I happened to be in. But if you’re the travelling type, there will be opportunities for you to accompany me. I’ll make sure you have some free time and provide you with a local guide if necessary. I’m a great believer in immersing yourself in interesting places, rather than just passing through.’


Emily nodded appreciatively, like she was the kind of person who had extensive experience of global travel. In reality her only trip out of the country other than the fateful trip to Dubai was a weekend in Amsterdam with a former pothead boyfriend. He’d left her to explore the Rijksmuseum while he baked himself in a coffee shop, then slept the rest of the weekend. Emily’s family had never done foreign holidays when she was a kid – what was the point when the beach was down the road? There’d been loads of day trips to Brighton or London, and once a week on a narrowboat in North Wales, but never abroad.


‘What happened to your previous assistant?’ she asked, then immediately wished she could take it back. It was a question she’d idly asked herself in her head and really hadn’t meant to say out loud.


‘I’m sorry?’ asked Mr Hunter, looking confused.


Emily scrambled for a recovery. ‘You mentioned your previous assistant didn’t like to travel. I just wondered why she isn’t your assistant any more.’ Oh God, it sounds like I think he’s a terrible boss.


‘I killed her with my bare hands and fed her to my dogs,’ said Mr Hunter, his face deadpan. Emily pressed her lips together to stop herself laughing, holding his piercing gaze along with her nerve. I’m not afraid of you.


‘Fine,’ said Mr Hunter, rolling his eyes theatrically. ‘Her name was Andrea and she worked for me for twenty-five years. She and her husband lived in one of my estate cottages, but they recently returned home to Somerset to care for Andrea’s mother, who is rather unwell. We speak regularly; I’ve arranged for her mother to be treated privately. Is there anything else you’d like to know?’


Emily gave her head a tiny shake. Nice work, Wilkinson.


‘Andrea left a couple of months ago, and I thought I’d see how I got on without an assistant for a while. It turns out I get on very badly indeed.’


They were both silent for a moment, sizing each other up. Charles Hunter was hard to read, but he didn’t look bored or uncomfortable. In fact he seemed to be rather enjoying himself.


‘Do you have any other questions?’ he asked.


‘I don’t think so,’ said Emily, rearranging her hands in her lap and deciding it was time to put her cards on the table. ‘The job sounds very interesting, but it’s not an environment I’ve ever worked in before. It’s hard to know if I’m suited to it, if that makes sense.’


‘It makes perfect sense,’ said Mr Hunter, gesturing at the CV. ‘You have the skills I’m looking for, so it all rather comes down to whether we can tolerate each other. What’s your gut instinct on that?’


The question took Emily by surprise, but her gut instinct was as clear as a bell. ‘I think we might tolerate each other pretty well, actually.’


‘So do I,’ said Mr Hunter, sitting back in his chair and looking triumphant. ‘Now. I have a question for you.’


Uh oh, thought Emily, sensing incoming danger. She smiled and tried to look calm. ‘OK.’


‘I’ve read your CV, and now I’ve met you in person,’ said Mr Hunter, his eyes boring into her like an airport scanner inspecting every item of emotional baggage. ‘And it seems to me that you could have your pick of every professional services business in London – any one of them would snap you up in a heartbeat.’


Emily accepted the compliment nervously, not sure where he was going with this.


‘And yet here you are,’ he said, gesturing vaguely around his office, ‘interviewing for a PA job that wouldn’t even register on your radar unless you had specifically asked the recruitment agency to tell you about jobs that were live-in.’


Here it comes, thought Emily.


‘So my question is,’ said Mr Hunter, making a steeple out of his fingers and tilting his head to one side, ‘why are you really here?’


Emily said nothing for a long moment, organising her thoughts. There was nothing to be gained from not being honest, and everything to lose. She took a deep breath and cleared her throat. ‘I’ve recently come out of a relationship. The person involved works at the place where I used to work, so I really need to work somewhere else.’


‘I see,’ said Mr Hunter, waiting for her to continue.


‘Also my flat burned down in a hair-straightener fire,’ Emily added, hoping that a dramatic comedy twist might lighten the mood, ‘so I don’t have anywhere to live. Pretty much all that survived was this suit.’


‘It’s a very nice suit,’ said Mr Hunter, his mouth twitching as he tried not to smile.


‘Thank you,’ replied Emily, instinctively smoothing down the skirt. ‘I guess a lot has happened in the last few weeks, all of which has led me to look for a new challenge and a fresh start. Somewhere I can focus on my work and my well-being.’


‘Hmm, I can see that.’


Emily decided she’d said enough, so she looked at him expectantly and waited. Mr Hunter tapped his forefinger on his lips, evidently deep in thought.


‘Well, this has been very interesting,’ he said, his face soft and friendly, like they’d just had a very pleasant date. ‘I think I have everything I need. The agency will be in touch.’









Chapter Five


Emily left Charles Hunter’s house in Mayfair with a thousand butterflies in her stomach, wondering if she’d done enough, and if maybe this was the beginning of a huge and exciting opportunity. Everything about the interview had felt right – the job description, the distance from her mess of a life, Mr Hunter himself. There was something about him that she’d really liked; a sense that he wasn’t your usual self-absorbed rich person, that maybe he had his feet in the real world. It was hard to explain, but it had felt like the same kind of connection she’d had when she first met Mark. Not the physical attraction, obviously – more a sense that they got each other without either of them having to say very much.


She swapped her heels for trainers in the street, then walked south towards Green Park, stopping at Starbucks on Berkeley Street for a coffee. She needed to regroup and think about her next steps – the recruitment agency was already hassling her for a response to a job offer from one of the other interviews, but now she wanted to buy herself more time. It was assistant to a South Korean businessman who travelled for a large part of the year, so she’d be based wherever he was, which seemed to be mostly very expensive hotels. The interview had been conducted by his London lawyer, with Mr Lee popping in for the final five minutes to introduce himself. He’d been polite and friendly, but impossible to read in such a short time. She didn’t have the smallest idea if she would enjoy working for him.


The other interview had been at a very expensive boys’ school in Surrey – a combination of PA to the headmaster and general administrative dogsbody. She definitely wasn’t keen on that one, but they hadn’t been in touch yet anyway. Her suspicion was that they wanted someone a lot posher than her, who understood how the public school system worked and could rally the staff and governors with a bit of ra-ra-jolly-hockey-sticks energy. Not her scene at all, never mind living in a crumbling old building with hundreds of feral teenage boys.


She sipped her coffee, wondering how long it would be before Mr Hunter made his decision, and if she could fob off the agency on the job for Mr Lee until then. But he didn’t seem like the kind of man who liked being kept waiting, and the idea of ending up without any of these jobs and going back to the drawing board was not very appealing. Perhaps she should call the agency this afternoon and explain her dilemma. Maybe they could chivvy Mr Hunter along and get a decision early next week.


Her phone buzzed with a WhatsApp message, so she put her cup back on the saucer and scrolled her finger across the screen. To her surprise, it was from Mark.


Can we talk? I’m at my flat.


She stared at the screen for a moment, considering her options. There was nothing on her list today other than getting the tube to Victoria then taking the train back to her parents’ house in Chichester. It was Friday, and she really didn’t fancy spending the weekend in her empty room in Stratford. But ‘I’m at my flat’ was very clear in its intent. It screamed I’m alone in my flat in London, not at home with my wife in Oxford.


Emily gave her head a tiny shake and tapped her reply. I’m in Green Park, best I can do is a phone chat.


There was nothing for a minute, then three dots appeared to show that Mark was writing a message.


Mildreds in Kings Cross in half an hour? Please?


Emily couldn’t help but smile. In sixty seconds he’d checked where was a sensible meeting point on the Victoria Line between Emily in Green Park and his flat in Highbury, and pinpointed a half-decent restaurant within walking distance of the tube. She’d taught him well.


Fine, she replied. If it was a choice between a proper sit-down lunch or an M&S sandwich on the Southern Railway Helltrain, she was willing to spend some time in Mark’s company.


There was no advance booking for tables at Mildreds, but she and Mark arrived early enough to miss the main lunch rush and get a table more or less straight away. Emily had been to the Soho branch a few times with her best friend Kelly after a West End show, but this one was much more airy and spacious. Kelly identified as vegetarian but fell off the chicken wagon on a regular basis. The food at Mildreds was entirely veggie or vegan, and good enough to make you wonder why anyone bothered with meat.


‘You look smart,’ said Mark, kissing her on both cheeks. Emily couldn’t tell him she’d been for an interview because they were still pretending she already had a job.


‘A meeting with my new boss,’ she said vaguely, smiling at the waitress as she handed over menus and put a jug of water on the table.


‘Do you have any plans to tell me where you’re off to?’ said Mark, filling Emily’s glass. He was wearing designer jeans and a pale blue shirt, custom-made by a man in Hong Kong. Emily recognised it as one she’d ordered a year before, along with four others in different pastel shades. He was almost fifteen years older than her but definitely didn’t look it; aside from his tailor, Mark spent an eye-watering amount on personal trainers and male grooming to keep the years at bay.


‘No plans at all,’ she said with a smile.


‘Not many architects in Green Park,’ Mark mused, tapping his manicured fingers on the table. ‘Why didn’t you want to come to my place?’


‘I didn’t want to see you,’ she said calmly. ‘I quit my job so I didn’t have to see you.’


Mark smiled. ‘But you’re still here.’


Emily shrugged. ‘Girl’s gotta eat.’


Mark watched her for a while as she pretended to read the menu, clearly not done with his interrogation just yet. ‘But you’re not going to work for one of my competitors, are you?’


‘I’d rather not say,’ said Emily. She knew Mark would find this infuriating, but it felt important not to just roll over and give him exactly what he wanted. She’d been doing that for two years.


They both sat in awkward silence while the waitress took their order for fake chicken burgers and a glass of wine each – red for Mark, white for Emily.


‘You know, I would have handled things differently if I’d known you’d take the news so badly,’ said Mark, ducking his head down to catch her eye. ‘I didn’t realise you’d become so attached.’


‘Neither did I,’ said Emily, pulling a stupid face to break the tension. The last thing she needed was for this to become a declaration of deep feelings.


Mark smiled. ‘It’s nice to know that you WERE attached, though.’


Emily realised she was here to massage Mark’s ego, in the absence of her willingness to massage anything else. Her wine arrived, so she slugged half of it. ‘So what’s this all about?’ she asked. ‘Why the message?’


He gave her his best lost puppy face. ‘I wanted to see you. I miss you.’


Emily nodded thoughtfully. ‘What you actually mean is you wanted to fuck me. Right?’ The couple on the table next to them looked up from their Tofu Pad Thai with raised eyebrows, but Mark didn’t waver for a second.


‘I won’t lie,’ he whispered with a seductive smile, leaning in close enough that she could smell the woody, citrusy scent of his aftershave. Aventus by Creed; she’d seen it on the shelf in his bathroom many times. ‘Watching you sit in my office in that tight skirt and screw me over for a month’s paid leave made me really, really want to fuck you. And now you’re wearing the same skirt and I’d take you over this table if you gave me half a chance.’


Emily didn’t know whether to laugh, cry or scream. He was such an arrogant shit, but he knew exactly how to push every one of her buttons. A reprieve from the growing warmth in the pit of her stomach came in the form of her phone vibrating in her handbag by her ankle. She quickly leaned down to fish it out – the screen said ‘private number’.


‘I have to take this,’ she said quickly, standing up and walking briskly out into the street as she swiped the screen to answer the call.


‘Miss Wilkinson? It’s Charles Hunter.’


Emily’s stomach fizzed with nerves and wine. ‘Hello, Mr Hunter.’


‘Is now a good time to talk? You sound like you’re outside.’


‘I am, but it’s fine,’ said Emily. ‘I’m just surprised to hear from you, I thought the agency would call.’


‘They’re calling the other candidates, but I wanted to call you myself.’


Emily squeezed her eyes shut and crossed her fingers. ‘OK.’


‘I’d like to offer you the job as my assistant.’


Fuck, thought Emily, but managed on this occasion not to say it out loud. Instead she went with ‘gosh’, which she was pretty sure she’d never said before in her life.


‘I don’t expect you to decide now, I’m sure you have lots more questions,’ he said. ‘So I have a proposal. I’d like to invite you to visit Bowford Manor on Monday if that’s convenient for you. I’ll send a car for you, all very casual, no need to dress up. It will give you some time to think about things over the weekend, then come and see what you think of the place. If you decide it’s not for you, I won’t take it personally.’


Emily’s insides were dancing a happy jig. ‘Thank you, Mr Hunter,’ she said. ‘I’d like that very much.’


‘You look like you’ve had some good news,’ said Mark as she sat back at the table, her cheeks flushed from the October chill and her thoughts a million miles from his offer to screw her over the table.


‘I have,’ said Emily, opting not to elaborate. The less Mark knew about her future plans, the better.


‘Whatever it is, are you sure you don’t want to come back to mine and celebrate?’ he asked, trying to recapture the playful mood from earlier.


‘I’m absolutely sure,’ said Emily, looking at him intently. She loved flirty Mark, but it was time to draw a line, one way or the other. ‘Look, Mark, I know I wasn’t very happy about your decision to end things, but now I’ve realised it was definitely for the best.’


‘Oh,’ said Mark, his eyes wide with surprise.


‘I hope we can be friends, but that’s all I can offer.’


‘I see,’ he said, chewing the inside of his cheek. It was something he did when he was annoyed but trying to keep a lid on it. Emily had seen him do it a hundred times.


The waitress put two burgers in front of them and rattled through the usual offers of sauces and condiments. Emily picked hers up with both hands and took a huge bite. Mark stared at her, his face confused and uncertain. Clearly this lunch hadn’t gone the way he’d hoped.









Chapter Six


‘No sign of the car yet,’ Carol called through from the lounge as she peeked through the net curtains. ‘Do you think he’ll send a Rolls-Royce?’


‘For God’s sake, Mum,’ said Emily, ‘it’s not due for half an hour, and of course he won’t send a Rolls-Royce.’ She paused with a slice of Marmite toast halfway to her mouth, realising she had no idea what kind of vehicle Charles Hunter would send. She’d assumed it would be a normal taxi, but what if it was a fancy limo? They lived in a seventies cul-de-sac with beaky neighbours who would wet their pants in unison.


‘I prefer a Bentley, personally,’ said Martin, with all the authority of a man who’d driven the same Ford Focus for over a decade.


‘Are you sure you’re going to be safe, Moo?’ asked Carol, plucking a few dog hairs off the back of Emily’s jumper. They’d gone shopping together on Saturday and Emily had spent £150 on a pair of skinny black jeans, a slouchy fawn roll-neck and some brown suede ankle boots with a cowboy heel. It was the kind of outfit she’d wear any weekend, so it felt like a good investment. Her mum had loved the jumper so much Emily had ended up buying her the same one in blush pink.


‘I’ll be fine, Mum,’ said Emily, for the umpteenth time.


‘It’s just you hear things, don’t you?’ said Carol, wringing her hands. ‘About rich men using their power, taking advantage of innocent girls. Before you know it one of the servants has given birth to his bastard child and gets kicked out on the street with barely tuppence to her name.’


‘Bloody hell, Carol,’ said Martin. ‘You really need to stop reading those books.’ Emily’s mother was a voracious reader, and her tastes leaned towards bodice-ripping period bonkbusters and true-life tales of people who had survived terrible circumstances, like being locked in an attic or giving birth in a puddle outside a workhouse.


‘I think one of us should come with you, Moo,’ said Carol, ‘just to be on the safe side.’


Emily stood up and rinsed her plate in the sink, taking solace in the knowledge that by the end of the day she’d have a job, either for a Korean steel magnate called Ye-jun Lee, or a Norfolk software millionaire called Charles Hunter. ‘You and Dad have both got work. And anyway, I’m twenty-nine. I’ve spent eleven years in this kind of job, I know what I’m doing.’


‘I just wish your brothers were here,’ said Carol, like they were the Mitchell brothers rather than a structural engineer and a media executive. Emily took a deep breath and went back upstairs to clean her teeth and fetch her handbag.


While she wrestled her hair into a plait, a hairband clamped between her teeth, Emily mentally went through everything she’d learned about Charles Hunter. A quick google had established that he’d sold his online gaming empire to a huge US corporation three years before, in a deal that had been worth hundreds of millions of dollars. She’d found press pictures of him at various charity events and conferences, accompanied in the less recent shots by a glamorous blonde of indeterminate age with unfeasibly perky boobs. Further investigation had revealed she was his ex-wife Tanya Hunter, who had rinsed him for millions in the divorce and now lived in LA. Mr Hunter had a son too, a dark-haired, pale-skinned property developer called Adam who had mean, piggy eyes and razor-sharp cheekbones.


Emily had stopped short of finding out everything she could about Charles Hunter’s Norfolk house, Bowford Manor, even though she was tempted. Being chauffeured to a country pile wasn’t the kind of thing that happened to women like her every day, so the least she could do was let some parts of it be a surprise.


The car turned out to be nothing more than a sleek black Audi saloon, albeit one that was immaculately clean with buttery leather seats. The driver was called Leon, a bearded, olive-skinned bear of a man in his mid-thirties who was originally from Croatia. He told Emily that he’d been Mr Hunter’s driver for three years and lived in an apartment above the garage at Bowford Manor, although he’d stayed in a very nice pub in Chichester last night so he could pick Emily up.


They chatted companionably as Leon navigated the Chichester ring road, about how he drove Mr Hunter everywhere and maintained all the vehicles on the estate. He’d been a car mechanic in Zagreb before he moved to the UK and worked as a taxi driver in Norwich, then one day he’d picked up Mr Hunter’s son from the station and they’d got chatting. Leon had given him his card so he could book his taxi whenever he was in the city, and when Mr Hunter was looking for a new driver his son suggested Leon apply for the job. Perhaps Mr Mean Piggy Eyes isn’t so bad after all, thought Emily.


She asked Leon if he ever had to wear a full chauffeur’s outfit with a hat, and he thought that was very funny. It was very casual at Bowford Manor, apparently – none of the staff wore uniforms. He knew Andrea, Mr Hunter’s former assistant, very well, and described her as a ‘very nice lady’.


‘Are you going to be the new Andrea?’ he asked Emily, beaming at her in the rear-view mirror.


She couldn’t help but return the smile, although she felt the flutter of butterflies in her stomach again. ‘Maybe. Today will help me decide.’


‘They are very interesting family, but Mr Hunter is a good man, a good boss. That is all I will say.’


‘Thank you, Leon.’ She quietly registered the ‘but’ in Leon’s comment and resolved to get to the bottom of what made the Hunters so interesting before the day was out.


The drive to Norfolk was four hours of tedious motorway, from the South Downs to the M25, then north-east through Cambridgeshire, Suffolk and finally into Norfolk. It was a part of the country that Emily didn’t know at all, and at first glance it didn’t seem to have much going for it unless you liked miles and miles of flat, featureless farmland. After a couple of hours they stopped for a quick break at a service station, and Emily took the opportunity to move from the back of the car into the passenger seat – it made her feel less car sick, and it was easier to chat to Leon.


As they drove deeper into Norfolk and left the motorway for slower roads, she began to notice some of the small details of the landscape – the pretty farms, the clusters of red-brick houses, the churches built from flint. The towns and villages signposted from the main road seemed strange too – Snetterton, Hethersett, Spooner Row, Cringleford. They sounded like place names from a children’s story book.


Once they left the Norwich ring road, the car weaved through several pretty villages before arriving at the gates of Bowford Manor. Emily’s experience of stately homes had been limited up to this point – a school trip to Uppark House when she was eleven or twelve, a family day out to Petworth when she was a bit younger, the abiding memory of which was being stung on the eyelid by a wasp and having to go to A&E looking like she’d been punched in the face. It was only a few months after the cosmic sticker incident, and her father had done the whole furious nose-breathing thing again.


Beyond those, the only posh houses she knew were the ones she’d seen in films or on TV, with hundreds of identical windows in neat rows. Grand, symmetrical places like Chatsworth and Highclere that reared out of the grounds like stone monoliths after a carriage ride down an interminable driveway, past a huge lake or an island with a Grecian temple.


The entrance to Bowford Manor was through ornate black metal gates, then down a winding, tree-lined drive that took them past ploughed fields and grassy paddocks. Emily waited patiently for a massive country pile to appear, but instead was rewarded with something a good deal more interesting. The manor house itself was built from red brick with a hodgepodge of windows and chimneys and towers in different shapes and sizes. It looked like a house from a fairy tale – on one side was a steeply gabled section that resembled an alpine chalet, and on the other side was a round tower shaped like a castle turret, on top of which was a huge weathervane decorated with a golden horse. The whole effect was chaotic and confusing to look at, but also entirely magical. Emily was instantly smitten.


A stern-looking woman waited on the steps outside the front door as Leon brought the car to a halt on the crunchy gravel. She was in her mid-sixties, Emily guessed, wearing a plain navy dress and sensible heels, with short, iron-grey hair that had clearly been cut for ease of maintenance rather than any kind of style. She opened Emily’s car door with a disdainful look that suggested she hadn’t been expecting much, and Emily had managed to confirm her opinion before she’d even opened her mouth. ‘You must be Miss Wilkinson,’ she said with all the warmth of a church crypt in January. ‘I’m Anna, the housekeeper.’


Emily climbed out of the car into the sunshine and shook the woman’s hand, determined to make a good impression. ‘Call me Emily. Lovely to meet you, Anna.’


‘Have a good day, Emily,’ said Leon with a cheery wave through the car window. She smiled at him and watched as he drove off. She’d agreed with Mr Hunter that she’d get the train back later, since she was only going as far as her flat in London, so at least Leon didn’t have to drive her all the way home again.


‘Come on then,’ said Anna impatiently, walking back up the steps towards the huge front door. ‘We’ve got half an hour before you’re due to see Mr Hunter; he’s asked me to give you a tour of the staff quarters.’
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