

[image: Cover Image]




JUST LOOK AT ME NOW

Nell Dixon

[image: image]


Copyright © 2010 Nell Dixon

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

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2013

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

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN : 978 1 4722 0603 9

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


About the Book

Tia’s top beauty tip: apply heavy make-up carefully to prevent any cracks from showing. . .

Life is fabulous for Tia Carpenter. She has it all, money, looks, a great job as the beauty expert at stylish Platinum magazine and, at last, the attention of her unrequited high school love, Josh Banks. But Tia has a secret – back at school she was Barbara Baker, overweight, crooked teeth, frizzy hair and no fashion sense. Cosmetic dentistry, losing seven stones in weight and a complete makeover later, Tia has successfully erased her past life as Big Barb, tub of lard, until the day Juliet Gold, the bane of her teenage existence, arrives to work at the magazine. Juliet always got everything she ever wanted, and now she wants both Tia’s job and Josh. Tia will have to use every makeover trick she’s ever learned to stop Juliet from uncovering her past and stealing her man.
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Five interesting things about Nell Dixon:



	1.  

	 I once crashed a Sinclair C5 into a tree. (Sinclare C5s were weird little concept cars that looked like go carts.)





	2.

	I’m scared of heights and got stuck on a rope bridge on an assault course and had to be rescued by a very nice army man. 





	3.

	I used to be a midwife and have delivered over a hundred babies. 





	4.

	I sing to the music in supermarkets, loudly and tunelessly. Strangely, my family prefer me to shop alone. 





	5.

	I have dyscalculia which means I can’t remember numbers and often read them back to front. 
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Saffy continued to talk, waving a stick-thin fake-bake tanned arm in front of the whiteboard to jab home her points. Tia sighed and doodled another flower on her notepad, shading the petals with tiny, fine blue strokes from her pen. The editorial meeting had only been going for ten minutes and, much as she loved her friend, she’d already begun to lose the will to live. Overhead, the air conditioning whirred quietly, its chilly efficiency making the bare skin of her arms pimple into gooseflesh.

The hot summer sun beat against the tinted windows of the meeting room and the remains of Tia’s pink marshmallow melted gloopily on to the surface of her hot chocolate. The large smoked-glass table in front of her was festooned with tinsel, baubles and shiny silver Christmas crackers in a tawdry display of unseasonal festivity.

The door of the meeting room crashed open, causing every head to turn. Sir Crispin Stanford-Hope, proprietor and Chief Executive of Platinum magazine and Hellandback Press Telecommunications, made his entrance. He was accompanied by Helen, Platinum magazine’s editor and organiser of the pretend Christmas in June. Tia slid a blank sheet of paper over her flower doodle and sat up a little straighter in her seat.

Sir Crispin strode around the table to take Saffy’s place in front of the whiteboard. Helen trailed after him, her usually forceful personality dwarfed by Sir Crispin’s ego. A third person accompanied them: a tall, slender, blond-haired woman dressed in a deceptively simple plain black sheath dress that Tia knew had cost more than her monthly salary. It was a woman she hadn’t seen in person for many years and had always hoped she’d never have to see again.

She swallowed hard and dropped her gaze down to the pile of papers in front of her. A horrible sense of nauseous unreality began to sweep through her, making it hard to focus on Sir Crispin’s announcement. She raised her head again as he began to speak.

‘Okay, people, I see you’re all busy finalising the plans for the Christmas and New Year anniversary edition of Platinum magazine. Good stuff, we want a big push over the winter season to grab those new subscribers. This is our twenty-fifth year – a landmark. As you know, the post of fashion editor recently became vacant.’ Sir Crispin glared around the room as if challenging one of the editorial staff to point out that it was only vacant because he’d fired the previous fashion editor for being photographed at lunch with his brother-in-law and rival press magnate, Rupert Finch. ‘So, I’m delighted to introduce your new fashion editor, fresh from our New York office: Miss Juliet Gold, who has graciously consented to return to London to steer the fashion section through this important time.’

The elegant blonde bowed her head to acknowledge the polite ripple of applause from the assembled staff around the table.

‘I know you’ll all make her feel very welcome.’ Sir Crispin scanned the room once more.

Saffy’s cheeks had turned a dull red under her tan and her eyes were suspiciously bright at Sir Crispin’s announcement. She’d stepped into the vacant fashion editor’s post after her senior’s inauspicious departure and Tia knew her friend had hoped the move might become permanent. They’d even speculated together that Helen’s request that Saffy chair this month’s staff meeting might be an indication of an imminent appointment.

‘Right, Helen, I’ll leave you to get on with the meeting. Nice to see everyone getting into the seasonal spirit. Just the ticket, splendid, carry on. Juliet, good to have you on board, my dear.’ Sir Crispin swept out of the room leaving behind the new fashion editor and an awkward silence.

Tia concentrated on her breathing and tried to control the rising nervous tide of panic in her stomach. It had been twelve years, there was no way Juliet should recognise her. Even so, her mind flitted miserably through all the conceivable consequences if Juliet were to suddenly see through her new image and denounce her in front of all her colleagues.

‘Well, erm, take a seat, Miss Gold. I think we should go round the table and introduce ourselves before we crack on with the business in hand.’

Helen frowned at Saffy to indicate that she should vacate her seat for Juliet. Saffy duly stood and took the empty chair to Tia’s right as the new fashion editor installed herself next to Helen at the head of the table. Juliet’s lips curved upwards in an ill-concealed smirk as she surveyed the rest of the editorial team with her dark grey eyes.

An icy trickle of sweat ran down Tia’s spine as, one by one, her colleagues announced their names and roles while Juliet nodded and made brief notes in a navy-blue Moleskine notebook. Little black spots danced in front of her eyes and her grip tightened round the pen she’d pinched from Saffy’s desk on the way to the meeting.

‘Tia Carpenter, beauty editor.’ To her relief her voice at least sounded calm and steady. Her breath hitched in her throat as she waited for Juliet to recognise her, and tell the room that her name wasn’t Tia at all. Instead, Juliet made a note in her book while Ravi from Features made his introduction.

The rest of the meeting passed in a blur. Her pen automatically jotted things down but most of her concentration was devoted to staying conscious and waiting for the new fashion editor to denounce her as a fraud.

Finally the torture was over and Helen swept Juliet off to her inner sanctum to give her a full brief on Platinum magazine’s anniversary and seasonal edition. The other staff drifted back to their desks, hoping to catch the sandwich delivery service before it left the building, leaving Saffy, Tia and Ravi huddled around the water cooler.

‘Well, that was drama, darlings.’ Ravi helped himself to a beaker of iced water and leaned nonchalantly against the wall. His tailored cream linen jacket still miraculously uncreased despite the long meeting.

Saffy vented her feelings on the water dispenser, jabbing the ‘on’ button with her thumb. ‘Cowbag; I never even got to interview for the job. Who is she, anyway?’

‘She was the fashion editor for Ritzy, and before that she worked on Vogue. She’s been in New York at Platinum mag’s sister office for the last six months.’ Tia took a long pull of her drink, the icy chill of the water soothing her frazzled nerves.

The other two stared at her round-eyed.

‘How come you know about her? Did you have some goss that you didn’t share?’ Ravi demanded.

Heat flamed into Tia’s face. ‘No, don’t be silly. How would I know anything? Her name rang a bell, that’s all. A friend of mine used to know her.’

Ravi shot her a glance and Tia held her breath, hoping she hadn’t given anything away. She’d been following Juliet’s career for years, breathing a huge sigh of relief when she had headed overseas.

‘It’s not fair, and I’ll have to fetch and carry like a lapdog all over again. I really thought it would be my big break when Trudie got the chop.’ Saffy scowled at her cup of iced water, her expression an unhappy contrast to her brightly coloured hair.

‘I’m sorry, Saf. I thought you’d get it too, you’ve done some great spreads.’ Tia patted her arm. She’d been convinced her friend would secure the post. Saffy was really good at her job. ‘We’ll go out after work to the Pink Pagoda, commiseration drinks are on us.’

‘Thanks Tia, I’d better get back to my desk; no doubt Helen will be after me to show this new woman the ropes.’ Saffy grimaced and finished her drink, tossing the empty plastic cup into the waste bin.

‘You honestly didn’t know about this Juliet woman getting the job?’ Ravi murmured as soon as Saffy was safely out of earshot.

‘No, I told you, how could I? I’m only one of the minions, remember?’ Tia discarded her own empty cup. She wished she had known, and then she might have been better prepared for her old tormentors’ reappearance in her life.

‘Mmm,’ Ravi replied and followed her back into the main office where the new appointment was the topic of conversation on everybody’s lips.

Tia couldn’t help feeling relieved when Ravi was summoned by one of the temps to sort out the photocopier which appeared to have run amok, copying and stapling two hundred copies of the latest marketing report instead of the two it was supposed to produce.

She slipped away to the toilets to try to pull herself together. She’d always feared fate would throw her and Juliet together again one day. With Juliet working in fashion, and her own career in beauty it was always a possibility. She just hadn’t thought that today would be the day. She ran some cold water over the pulse points in her wrists to calm her nerves and popped open her handbag to retrieve her make-up.

Being the beauty editor for Platinum magazine, the trendiest glamour publication for the twenty-something’s, had its perks. One of them was the volume of free samples of luxury products that regularly arrived on her desk. She selected a lipgloss which was allegedly guaranteed to plump and moisturise your lips for twenty-four hours with one application. So far, it hadn’t survived the banana and low-fat yoghurt she’d had for breakfast and the iced water from the machine.

Tia reapplied the lipgloss, taking care to define the edges of her mouth. It would be difficult not to let her secret slip if she were working with Juliet on a daily basis. She stared at her reflection, trying to picture herself as Juliet would see her now. It still took effort on her part to see herself as everyone else saw her. Slim, attractive, with her brunette hair in the latest cut, and wearing flawlessly applied make-up to highlight her best features. Why should Juliet recognise her? She was a totally new person.

The remainder of the working day slipped away even more slowly than the unappetising mince pies that Helen had thought would help the staff to ‘think Christmassy’ on a hot June day. As Juliet was shown around the offices by Saffy to meet the other, more junior members of the team, Tia covertly followed her progress through the cubicles. She needed to be ready for the inevitable moment when her nemesis would appear in front of her computer monitor.

Saffy halted in front of Tia’s desk, with Juliet next to her. ‘This is the beauty department. You met Tia this morning; she’s head of beauty. Her assistant, Anna, is on maternity leave at the moment so she’s managing with temps. This is Poppy, her intern, and Ravi, over in Features, is helping out here and there.’

Tia sucked in a deep breath and pinned a smile to her face. Her heartbeat kicked up a notch. ‘Lovely to have you join us, Juliet.’ She hoped she sounded sincere but not arse-licking.

‘It’s nice to be back in the UK. New York was fabulous but I’d begun to get a touch homesick.’ Juliet’s smile didn’t reach her eyes and Tia decided she’d definitely had some Botox injected into her forehead.

Saffy pulled a face behind Juliet’s back and Tia fought the urge to giggle.

‘I’m sure you’ll find it a little less hectic here than in New York.’ Tia hadn’t had Juliet marked down as the kind of woman who would get homesick. Okay, she’d had a much nicer home than Tia when they’d been growing up but, even so, the small provincial town where they had both lived couldn’t possibly hold that great an attraction for Juliet.

‘Oh, I can see that already, but darling Crispin was so persuasive about getting me to come here. I’m sure I can do great things to put some sizzle back in the Fashion department.’

‘Well, I’ll look forward to working on some ideas with you.’ Tia hoped Juliet wouldn’t turn around. Behind her, Saffy looked positively murderous at the implication that the fashion department had lacked sizzle under her direction.

Juliet gave another humourless smile. ‘That’s very sweet of you. Well, come on, Susie, we’ve work to do.’ She gave Tia a nod of dismissal and swept off back to her own department with Saffy following mutinously in her wake.

Ravi scooted his chair across the office to lean on her desk. ‘Darling Crispin! Get her, the cow, hate her already, and where does she get off calling Saffy “Susie”? Bitch.’

‘I think we’ll all need that drink tonight.’ Tia rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the tension knot from the back of her neck.

‘Poor Saf will need a permanent hip flask full of tequila at this rate,’ Ravi muttered. ‘Do you think Jools is very pally-pally with our esteemed owner? Helen didn’t look too impressed this morning, did she? Maybe old Cris has parachuted Juliet in over Helen’s head. It would be so typical of the old boy; he’s always thought of Platinum as his own personal plaything.’

Tia smiled weakly as Ravi hugged himself with speculative delight at his new theory. ‘I don’t know. We’re stuck with her, though, and if she is a close personal friend of Sir Crispin’s, then we’d better tread carefully.’

Ravi grinned at her. ‘Wouldn’t you love to know, though? Old Sir Crispin must be thirty or forty years older than dear Juliet, and there were all those rumours about him and Helen.’

‘There were only rumours about Sir Crispin and Helen because you started them after last year’s Christmas party.’ Tia picked up a bundle of paper from her desk and smacked him playfully on the arm.

Ravi loved to gossip and if there was none to be found, then he wasn’t above inventing something. The uncanny thing was that there was more often than not a grain of truth in his stories and Tia often wondered how much he really knew about everyone at Platinum.

‘Darling, you flatter me. Uh oh, wicked queen alert at ten o’clock, look busy.’ He scooted away back to his desk as Helen emerged from her glass-fronted office to stride off in the direction of the fashion department.

There were other rumours about Helen that hadn’t started with Ravi. Mainly they were about the bottles of Jack Daniel’s hidden in the plant pot of the large fronded palm behind her desk. If Ravi was right and Sir Crispin had appointed Juliet without consulting Helen, it looked as if Platinum might be getting a new senior editor too.
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The Pink Pagoda was filled with the usual crowd of escapees from the nearby office buildings. If anything, the hot weather seemed to have driven even more people to seek refuge in the stylish air-conditioned teak-and-chrome interior to sip cold imported beer and glasses of chilled white wine.

Tia joined Ravi and Saffy at their usual perch at the far end of the bar next to a stainless-steel dish of complimentary peanuts which appeared promptly at their arrival. Her friends had managed to escape from the office before Tia and from their seats they had a clear view of anyone entering or leaving the bar. A strategic position which had proved very useful in the past when Helen had decided to stop by.

‘If that bloody woman calls me Susie one more time I swear I will not be answerable for my actions.’ Saffy picked up her glass and knocked back her third double shot of vodka in what had to be less than thirty minutes. The little stack of empties next to her told their own story. ‘It’s not fair, that job was mine. Helen had virtually promised it to me.’

Ravi raised his eyebrow at Tia, an unspoken ‘told you so’ over his earlier speculations.

Saffy signalled to the bartender for a refill.

‘Go easy on the shots, Saf,’ Tia cautioned. ‘You don’t want to face Juliet tomorrow with a pounding head.’

‘My head already aches from her constant bossiness. She’s reorganised the desk, moved all my stuff so I’m working out of a damned wire basket, and she even took down my Johnny Depp picture. I had to save him from the wastepaper basket. I barely had time to rescue him before she dumped her yoghurt pot on his face.’ Saffy drummed her immaculate French-polished nails on the wooden bar top.

‘She’s a new broom, darling, you should know what that means.’ Ravi gave Tia another meaningful glance before returning his focus to Saffy. ‘Anyway, have you spoken to Helen about it?’

Tia took a sip of her white wine. Ravi must know full well that Saffy hadn’t spoken to Helen. What could she say? ‘Oh, by the way, I thought I was going to be appointed as the new fashion editor’?

‘Not yet. I will, though. At least, I think I will as soon as I’ve figured out what to say. Maybe I should just start looking for another job.’ Saffy stared woefully at her replenished drink. Even the top of her artfully styled magenta hair looked droopy.

‘I wonder what’s brought Juliet home from New York?’ Tia mused. It had been playing on her mind ever since the staff meeting. New York was a much bigger pond than London in fashion circles. She would have thought New York’s glittering social life would have been perfect for a wealthy single girl like Juliet.

‘Oh, so you didn’t buy that homesickness crap either, darling? I agree, I mean who would give up a job in NY to come back here to be at Sir Crispin’s beck and call?’ Ravi adjusted his cuffs and flicked an imaginary piece of lint on the floor.

‘I think it’s a man,’ Saffy announced. ‘She was on the phone to him all this afternoon, reorganising the next photo shoot so that it takes place at one of his hotels. She was all giggly and flirty and “Oh Josh”.’ Saffy effected a grating titter, then grimaced.

All the blood in Tia’s veins turned cold and for a moment she thought she might fall from her perch on the art deco chrome bar stool. Saffy had to be mistaken, fate couldn’t be that cruel, surely. ‘Josh Banks? The Oakleaf chain of hotels?’

Saffy nodded and knocked back her vodka shot, shuddering as it went down. ‘That’s the one. Apparently he’s an old friend.’

Tia pressed her fingers against the stem of her glass in a bid to stop them from trembling. An image of Josh straight from their schooldays entered her head. She could still see his dark hair, the dimple in his cheek when he smiled and those amazing blue eyes that had turned her sixteen-year-old insides to mush. Not that he’d ever noticed her, at least not until the awful ghastly last night of the leaver’s party. Juliet had ensured then that he’d noticed the shy, fat girl with the bad skin and braces.

‘We’re scheduled to do a piece on him for the Christmas special – well, him and eleven others. “Twelve Christmas crackers you might want to find in your stocking”,’ Ravi said.

‘And would you? Want to find him in your stocking?’ Saffy slurred.

‘Oh, I’ve seen him, darling; very nice, but straight, alas.’ Ravi heaved a mock sigh of regret and finished the last of his drink.

‘Probably into weird sex stuff or lives with mummy, then. Must be something wrong with him if he likes Juliet.’ Saffy looked hopefully at her once more empty glass.

Juliet and Josh together for ever. Juliet had scratched it on the green metal railing at the back of the science block and written it on the covers of all her school books. Twelve years ago when Tia hadn’t been Tia at all. If she were to close her eyes now she could see the playing fields stretching out before her, the grass parched to a pale yellow by the summer sun. She could almost smell the asphalt melting in the sunshine and see Juliet, golden-haired and beautiful, sneaking an illicit cigarette before gym.

So Juliet was still in touch with Josh after all this time. Tia had kept track of Josh over the years too. It would have been hard not to, since he’d turned his family’s small chain of hotels into a massive success story. The media had been quick to pick up on the irresistible combination of youth, good looks and money. Ever since then he’d been pictured in the tabloids and a variety of celebrity magazines dating different stars and models.

‘Tia, my sweet, are you going to nurse that empty glass for ever?’ Ravi’s cultured tones cut across her thoughts.

She shook her head as the barman collected her glass. ‘No more for me. I should get off home.’ She slid down from her stool and smoothed her pale green cotton skirt.

Ravi raised his eyebrows as Saffy ordered another vodka shot. ‘Oh, don’t mind me, Tia, I’ll see that the lush here gets home safely.’

Saffy stuck her tongue out at him and Tia laughed.

‘I need to go; Ginny will be wondering where I am.’ She’d sent her godmother at least five texts since the morning’s fateful editorial meeting but Gin hadn’t replied to any of them. It wasn’t unusual for her not to reply, it probably meant she’d embarked on another one of her home improvement projects and hadn’t checked her phone.

‘See you tomorrow, then. At least, I will; if Saffy has any more vodka, she’ll probably end up in A and E.’ Ravi rolled his eyes and grinned.

Tia smiled back in response and made her way out of the Pink Pagoda and on to the high street, leaving Saffy and Ravi to bicker between themselves. Even though it was almost seven o’clock, it was still hot. The tube felt clammy and fetid with the smell of overheated bodies and stale sweat and she was glad when she reached her stop and was able to escape upwards into the sunshine.

‘Gin, I’m home,’ Tia called out as soon as she unlocked the front door of the large Edwardian terraced house she shared with her mother’s old friend. Gin had been happy to give her a home when she’d left her old life behind. Without her constant loving support, Tia hated to think what her life might have been like. The only downside to living with Gin was her constant need to change her surroundings, and as if to prove her point the smell of fresh gloss paint and the dull thud of a rock beat hit her as soon as she entered the hall.

‘Gin, where are you?’

She headed along the hallway to the kitchen. As she pushed the door open, the pulsating sound of the Flying Monkeys’ latest album kicked up a notch. Her godmother was halfway up a stepladder clasping a paint roller.

‘What are you doing?’ Tia turned off the CD player and stared at the kitchen, every spare inch of which was shrouded in dust sheets.

‘Do you like it? I got so sick of looking at that manky pale blue colour. I thought we’d go white, minimalist.’ Gin beamed at her, while a blob of white paint adorned the end of her nose and specks of blue dust shook down from her grey hair.

‘You only decorated in here twelve months ago,’ Tia pointed out.

Gin descended the ladder and replaced the roller in its tray. ‘I know, but really, it was pretty awful, totally wrong for this room. Anyway, I haven’t done much, just refreshed some gloss work and emulsioned the walls and ceiling. I was about to finish now.’

Tia picked her way carefully across the room and surveyed her friend’s handiwork. She knew it would be useless to try to persuade Gin to stop her home improvements, at least today it was only paint. Before Christmas she’d returned from work to find a large hole in the bathroom wall. ‘It does look better,’ she conceded.

Gin beamed and started to roll up the dust sheets from the kitchen countertops. ‘Super. By the way, you’re late; have you been to the Pink Pagoda?’

‘If you ever looked at your phone you’d know why I was late.’

Gin looked sheepish. ‘I think I’ve lost it again. It’s probably under one of these covers.’

Tia moved a sheet from the wicker chair in the kitchen corner and took a seat. ‘Juliet Gold arrived today as the new fashion editor at Platinum.’

Gin stopped clearing and straightened up to stare at Tia. ‘I thought she was in New York?’

‘Well, now she’s back. Sir Crispin arrived with her today for the planning meeting. Saffy’s gutted.’

‘You saw her? Juliet? Did she recognise you?’ A worried frown creased Gin’s forehead.

‘No, she didn’t recognise me.’

Gin sank down on the chair opposite Tia and absentmindedly scratched her nose, smearing the blob of white paint on to her cheek. ‘What are you going to do?’

Tia shrugged. ‘There’s not much I can do. She’s there to stay and so am I. I won’t let her force me out of my job.’ Despite the bravery of her words she felt a little sick. Seeing Juliet everyday and working alongside her was going to be hard. Even harder if she was still involved with Josh.

‘What was she like? Has she changed much?’ Gin asked.

Tia picked at the white-painted wicker arm of her seat. ‘She’s still tall, slim, blonde, gorgeous and an absolute cow. She’s been calling poor Saffy Susie all afternoon.’ Maybe it had been too much to hope that Juliet might have changed in the years since they’d left school. What was it they said about leopards never changing their spots?

‘Same old, same old, then. Do you think she will recognise you?’

‘I don’t know. I mean I have a different name, different everything. It won’t make for a comfortable working life, though, that’s for certain.’ Tia trailed to a halt.

Gin continued to watch her through shrewd blue eyes. ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

‘Saffy thinks that Juliet is still involved with Josh Banks. Saffy heard her talking to him on the phone. She’s switched the next photo shoot, the big anniversary one, from the Milano Spa to Josh’s flagship hotel, the Broadoak.’

‘But you won’t have to go to that, will you?’ Gin asked.

Tia sighed. ‘I don’t know. Ordinarily no, but this is a big product placement shoot for beauty products too. It’s for the anniversary edition so Sir Crispin wants maximum advertising money and interest and of course I haven’t got an assistant at the moment apart from Poppy.’

‘Even so, it doesn’t mean you’d be likely to run into Josh. According to the gossip columns he’s travelling all over the place these days, isn’t he?’

Tia had often wondered what would happen if she did meet Josh again. She swallowed the lump in her throat as she remembered the last time she saw him. It had been the only time he’d ever noticed her, and she could still see the pity in his eyes.

‘Tia?’

‘Sorry, I was miles away then. Yes, I think so; according to the press he’s here, there and everywhere but you know I never was very lucky.’

Gin’s face was sympathetic. ‘You still have a thing for him, don’t you?’

‘A bit, I suppose. Though doesn’t everyone have that for their first crush? Maybe this will turn out to be a good thing. I’ll finally put Longmorton High School and Josh and Juliet behind me for good.’ She tilted her chin defiantly, wishing she felt braver than she did.

‘Maybe.’ Gin stood and pottered towards the open back door, dust sheet in hand, and left Tia with her thoughts.

It probably was time she put her past firmly behind her. She wasn’t that scared, unhappy teenager any more and there had been plenty of other men since Josh to prove to her she wasn’t unattractive.

She leaned back in her seat, lost in her memories. Josh playing basketball in the school gym, Josh handing her the pencil she’d dropped in art. The stub was still in her box of treasures upstairs under her bed, precious because Josh had touched it.

Tia smiled and shook her head. How melodramatic could you be? Perhaps Juliet had done her a big favour by turning up at Platinum. It was high time she shook off the last traces of the girl she used to be. She wasn’t sixteen-year-old ‘Big Barb, tub of lard’ any more, she was Tia, beauty editor at one of the most prestigious magazines in the UK publishing world. Now was her opportunity to finally exorcise the ghosts of her previous life.
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As usual, Tia was one of the first people to arrive in the office. The Platinum offices were on the sixth floor of a large block, owned by Hellandback. Other titles in the company’s portfolio, such as Stock Market Today and Musclemen, occupied some of the other floors. There was something about the peace and quiet of that first hour – when she and the cleaner were the only ones there – that she really loved. She enjoyed taking the opportunity to sort out her emails and plan her diary before Poppy could burden her with tons of post and countless questions.

She placed her takeout skinny latte on the corner of the desk and pulled out her PDA to run through her appointments. The distinctive click of Helen’s office door resonated over the dull background hum of the vacuum cleaner out in the corridor. Tia peeked over the top of her cubicle, curious to see who else had come in early.

To her surprise, Juliet emerged from Helen’s office carrying a large brown envelope.

‘Oh! I didn’t know you were here.’ Juliet’s cheeks flushed dark pink under her Gatineau foundation.

‘I always come in to the office at this time.’ Tia stepped out from her cubicle wondering what her new colleague had been doing. ‘I like to get a bit of a jump on the day.’

‘I was, um, just leaving a message for Helen.’ Juliet sidled away from the office door. ‘There’s so much to do; that girl, what’s-her-name, has been quite helpful, but still.’

Tia recalled a time back at school when Juliet had liberally applied superglue to the deputy headmistress’s chair, resulting in poor Mrs Johnson having to call for help and a change of clothes. Juliet had worn the same expression on her face then, part glee and part suppressed excitement.

‘Your assistant editor’s name is Saffy. She’s very good at her job.’ Tia was pleased her voice sounded so calm, even though her heart was banging against her ribs. She placed her hand against the cubicle partition to steady herself and looked Juliet in the eyes.

‘Saffy, yes, of course it is. I must try to remember. You know what it’s like in a new post, so many new names.’ Juliet gave a little tinkling laugh that was clearly intended to disarm.

Tia forced a smile. ‘Helen usually comes in around midday unless it’s print week. Her assistant – her name is Milly – will be in soon.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ Juliet’s smile didn’t reach her eyes.

Tia fought the urge to dry her clammy palms on the legs of her cream linen trousers. ‘Do you think you’ll enjoy it here?’ She couldn’t quite believe she was having a conversation with Juliet after all this time and that the other woman still appeared completely unaware of her real identity.

‘Oh, I’m sure I’ll be able to get everything arranged to my satisfaction soon enough.’ Juliet’s lips thinned in another sketch of a smile as the tinny sound of a mobile rang out from the fashion department. ‘Excuse me; no rest for the wicked.’

Tia sank back down on to her seat as Juliet hurried off to take her call. Her hand shook as she reached out to take a sip from her latte and she placed the cup carefully back down on the desk without taking a drink. The contents of her stomach rolled and she took a few deep breaths to try and calm her nerves.

What had Juliet been up to in Helen’s office? There definitely had been something in the way she’d reacted when she’d realised that she’d been seen. Tia drew another breath, her stomach settling again now. Facing Juliet had unnerved her, almost as much as the day she’d seen her sneaking out of Mrs Johnson’s office clutching the tiny tube of glue.

Back then she’d been too scared to challenge Juliet or to tell any of the staff what she’d seen. Not that it had made any difference; Juliet had known that Tia knew her secret and had exacted her revenge. Today at least Tia had corrected Juliet about Saffy’s name and had managed to get in a barb over Milly’s name too. Tia picked her cup up once more, steadying it with both hands while she drank. She could only hope Juliet wouldn’t turn on her this time.

‘Is she here yet?’ Saffy appeared at her side.

‘If you mean Juliet, then yes. If you mean Helen, then no. God, you look awful; how many more shots did you sink after I left?’

Saffy sank down on the vacant chair next to Tia. ‘Dunno. Have you got some concealer?’ She eyed the vast array of cosmetic samples on the table next to the desk.

Tia rolled her eyes. ‘About seventy different kinds, but I don’t know if any of them are industrial strength.’ She rummaged amongst the products and selected a slim silver tube. ‘Here, try this one. You can tell me if it’s any good for a piece I was thinking of writing on cover-ups.’

Saffy eyed the coffee cup on the desk. ‘Is there caffeine in there?’

‘Latte.’ Tia handed over the remains of her drink.

‘Anything. How many paracetamol is it safe to take before they pump your stomach?’

‘Go and stick your concealer on before Juliet realises you’ve arrived. Oh,’ she said, rummaging again, ‘borrow some of this blusher too; you look like a corpse.’

Saffy loaded up with products from the table and dragged herself off in the direction of the toilets while Tia fired up her computer. So much for getting a nice quiet jump on the day’s work.

‘Morning, darling, you look ravishing today.’ Ravi rested his arms on top of the cubicle partition. ‘I see Jools is here bright and early – obviously out to make a good impression – although quite what our esteemed fashion director will make of her ladyship messing about with all her photo-shoot bookings, I’ve no idea. I suggest you lay in a stock of popcorn ready for the fireworks show.’

Tia forced herself to remain straight-faced. It would be quite nice to see Juliet getting chewed up. ‘You are so naughty. I’m sure Juliet would have cleared everything first.’

‘Oh, really, darling? Well, pull up a pew, because here comes Penelope now and she doesn’t look happy.’ He slid away from the top of the partition to resume his seat in the next cubicle where he could lean out and discreetly watch Juliet’s encounter with Penny. The fashion director was responsible for co-ordinating and booking all the settings and photo shoots for the magazine, and her demeanour was, indeed, anything but happy as she stormed through the office.

Tia chose not to look, forcing herself to concentrate on the screen in front of her while the sound of raised voices came from the fashion department. She hoped Saffy had remained in the toilets so she wouldn’t get dragged into the row.

Her email pinged, signifying a message had arrived in her inbox.

You’re missing the fun. R

Tia shook her head. She was surprised that Penny appeared to be unaware of Juliet’s plans, especially as the two women shared a department. Then again, Penny had been out yesterday afternoon at a meeting and maybe Sir Crispin had given Juliet carte blanche to do as she liked. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d completely turned office protocol and job descriptions on their head.

Ooh, gone quiet, do you think Penny killed her? R

Ravi was right, the sound of raised female voices had ceased. The cubicles around Tia were filling as the rest of the staff arrived for work.

You were watching. Where’s Saffy? T

Haven’t seen her since I poured her out of the bar and into a cab last night. R

Tia sighed and wondered if she should launch a search party in case Saffy had passed out in the toilets.

Her email pinged again: News just in – Penny has intercepted Saffy. R

This time Tia ventured a cautious peep out of her cubicle and spotted Penelope. Saffy’s face wasn’t visible but Penny was waving her hands about as she talked and her smooth chestnut chignon appeared to be aquiver with indignation.

Tia scooted her chair back under her desk and sent Ravi another email.

I wonder who’ll be first in line to bend Helen’s ear when she gets in? T

Fiver on Penny. R

Saffy disappeared into her department and Poppy arrived at Tia’s desk with a pile of samples and advertising copy. Tia turned her attention to her work and tried not to listen out for any more excitement over in the fashion department.

By the time she’d sorted out the post and given her intern a list of instructions she realised she’d missed Helen’s arrival at the office. She checked her email to see a string of messages sitting in her in-box.

World war three over here. S

You owe me a fiver. R

I’ve arranged a preliminary meeting at the Broadoak Oakleaf Imperial at 12 re the anniversary shoot. Would be helpful if you were there. Juliet.

Tia looked at her PDA, hoping she already had an appointment for twelve. No such luck.

The last email was from Helen: Juliet has managed to secure us the promise of an exclusive at the Broadoak Oakleaf Imperial – use of their new spa for the anniversary shoot ahead of anyone else. Please prioritise your diary accordingly.

It looked as if Penny had lost the fight. Tia took a deep breath and sent a reply back to Juliet.

Can only spare a couple of hours. Will meet you there. Tia

There was no way she could contemplate sharing a cab with Juliet all the way to the Broadoak Imperial. Despite Helen’s instructions, she had no intention of allowing Juliet to think she could arrange her work plans for her.

She hit send and sat staring for a moment at the screen. Crap, what had she agreed to? Suppose Josh was there? Somewhere deep in the back of her mind she’d always had a fantasy of meeting Josh again one day. A day when she’d be wearing a gorgeous designer evening gown and fabulous shoes. He’d look at her and say, ‘Do I know you?’ and then he’d realise who she was, just as she was leaving and climbing into her limo like a modern-day Cinderella. He’d run after her, begging for a date.
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