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Prima DONNA


Christmas at TIFFANY’S


The Perfect PRESENT


Christmas at CLARIDGE’S


The SUMMER WITHOUT YOU


Christmas THE SNOW


Summer at TIFFANY’S








Prologue


November, three years earlier


The note lay on the table in a sunspot, dust motes spinning in the air above like dancing sprites. All around it was silence. A coffee cup to the side was half full, but a skin had formed across the top and it sat, now, below the tideline inside. The chair stood at an odd angle, the newspaper smooth and unread, fruit quietly over-ripening in the fruit bowl.


She had stood in the doorway, staring at it like a set piece in a Dutch painting – that was what she would always remember of that moment as her instincts absorbed the narrative laid out before her.


It had taken several moments to move from the spot and intrude into the scene, to become a player on the stage. But her feet had done their job, and her eyes, on the note, did theirs.


And that was how it had begun.




Chapter One


December, present day


‘I am a giant blue bunny. A blue freaking bunny. Of course I am. Of course I am,’ Nettie muttered, her voice muffled beneath the outsized plush-furred rabbit’s head, one long ear dangling down and obscuring her already compromised vision.


‘On the plus side, your bum looks cute,’ Jules grinned, flicking at her white pom-pom tail.


‘Yeah?’ Nettie twisted, trying to catch a glimpse of her large moulded rear end in the mirror, but her ear kept getting in the way.


‘Yeah.’ Jules grinned devilishly. ‘All the better for Alex to grab next time you get back to—’


‘There won’t be a next time,’ Nettie said furiously, turning on the spot and stamping her foot – well, paw – on the ground. ‘Not this time. We are over. Completely over . . . What?’


Jules had collapsed against the wall like she’d been thrown against it. ‘Do that again.’


‘Do what?’


‘Stamp your foot.’


‘You mean like this?’ Nettie stomped her foot on the ground again.


Jules cackled with laughter. ‘My childhood just flashed before my eyes! You know you’re just like Thumper when you do that?’


‘Oh, well, as long as you’re amused by all this . . .’ She tried swatting the ear back with her paw. ‘You get to look gorgeous, while I have to endure the ritual humiliation of wearing this thing.’


‘Aw, it doesn’t matter – no one will know it’s you in there,’ Jules said, trying to stifle her giggles as she too tried to manipulate the ear into staying back. ‘Besides, it’s all for a good cause.’


‘But I still don’t get why I have to be a giant blue bunny! It’s not like it’s a toddlers’ tea party out there. Who’s going to want to give money to me? Look at you. You look cool dressed like that. They’ll all wait for you to go round with the bucket.’ Nettie looked on enviously at Jules’s sexified, micro Swiss traditional dress costume, her breasts in the scooped blouse offered up like peaches on a plate. She’d look good in it too, she knew, given half the chance. OK, maybe not as good as her glamorous colleagues – she didn’t have legs up to the ceiling or a washboard tummy, for starters – but her gentle curves and almond eyes (both in shape and colour), and crowning glory, a sleek hazelnut mane that was both swishy and shiny, deserved better than to be mummified in this monstrous get-up.


‘Yeah, maybe, but it was a closing-down sale and there were only three of these costumes left.’ Jules nodded in agreement, tugging her top down a little lower. ‘The only other thing they had was a giant banana, apparently. I think Mike figured he’d done you a favour.’


‘He’d be doing me a favour if he could point out to me where exactly in my job description it says anything about dressing up in costumes? We are professionals, for heaven’s sake.’


Jules shrugged helplessly. ‘Well, look on the bright side – at least you get to be warm in that thing. It’s flipping freezing out here.’


‘I’ll happily swap,’ Nettie said quickly.


‘Nah, you’re all right.’ Jules winked, her light brown eyes dancing with mischief. ‘I rather like the look of that Canadian racer – what’s his name?’


‘Cameron Stanley?’


‘Yeah, him. I reckon this might help my cause.’ She fiddled some more with her neckline and tucked stray wisps of her hair back into her short, stubby plaits; her dark, curly hair fell to just below her jawline and they had had a devil of a job weaving it back. ‘Do you reckon he’s got a girlfriend?’


‘No idea,’ Nettie muttered, glowering that she’d have no chance of pulling in this outfit. Not that she’d want to go out with any of the guys here. They were mad, the lot of them. Certifiable, in fact. Why else would anyone willingly throw themselves down a steep and winding ice track on skates?


On the other side of the screens where they were standing, the lights strobed red, pink, blue and green, the roars of the crowd getting louder as the DJ whipped them into a frenzy. It was more like a rock concert than a sporting event, although the sponsors (and her marketing agency’s star clients), White Tiger, had carved a niche for themselves supporting the hard-core, extreme sports that were practically uninsurable, attracting a radical, die-hard crowd, and this annual event had become the fans’ favourite fixture.


And here she was, in the thick of it, dressed as a giant blue bunny. Nettie picked up her collection bucket. The first heats were completed and they would be ready at any moment for the second round to begin; then they could go round collecting money for Tested, the testicular cancer charity currently benefiting from White Tiger’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) beneficence.


‘Honestly, why are they taking so long?’ Jules tutted, peering round the White Tiger sponsor’s board to the racetrack, warming her bare arms with her hands. ‘I’ll die of exposure if they carry on like this.’


Nettie came up behind her and wrapped her furry arms around her friend – at five foot three, she was usually three inches shorter than Jules, but was currently two feet taller thanks to her giant head. ‘Don’t say I never do anything for you.’


‘Ah, that’s so nice,’ Jules sighed as she watched a couple of the engineers talking in a huddle at the top of the ramp. They were wearing pensive expressions and talking intermittently into their headsets, occasionally rattling at the starting gates beside them. ‘Hmm, that doesn’t look good.’


But Nettie’s attention was elsewhere. She wasn’t great with heights, and the ice-skinned course, built upon specially adapted scaffold towers, rose sixty metres above ground level. Narrow spectator aisles flanked the run on either side, and Nettie could see the long-haired, goateed supporters beginning to get restless, their gloved hands starting to pound the boards. Most of them looked just like the gnarly guys all padded up behind the gates, helmets and skates on and ready to go, punching their hands into their fists as they kept their adrenalin and aggression levels up. Ice cross downhill racing wasn’t a sport for the faint-hearted – in fact, it made ice hockey, famous for its punch-ups, look positively limp by comparison – and the title given to this event was apt: Ice Crush. So far there had already been one broken wrist and a dislocated shoulder, and there were still six rounds to go.


One of the engineers walked in their direction; from the expression on his face, he was being bollocked in his earpiece.


‘Hey,’ Jules said to him as he walked past. ‘What’s going on?’


The guy, clocking Jules in her provocative costume, seemed happy to stop, pushing the microphone of his headset away from his mouth. ‘Technical difficulties. The gate mechanism’s jammed.’


Jules pulled a cross-eyes face. ‘Urgh, but I’m frozen. The sooner I can get out there with this bucket, the sooner I can get back into some proper clothes.’


The engineer didn’t look particularly incentivized to make that happen.


Nettie looked across at the competitors trying to keep warm and psyched behind the gates. ‘How long till you fix it? They look more like they’re going to pick a fight than have a race.’


‘Could be hours. We need to get to the circuit board underneath, but some daft idiot’s built the ramps over the access hatch. If we can’t find another access point, we’ll have to cancel.’


‘Oh great,’ Nettie groaned. ‘We came all the way to Lausanne for nothing.’


‘Not nothing. Wait till we hit the bars later.’ Jules grinned, burrowing back into the rabbit fur to keep warm.


‘Mike’s going to be on the warpath if we go back with just this for the pot.’ Nettie shook the yellow bucket despondently and a few coins rattled.


‘Well, it was a rubbish idea anyway,’ Jules said. ‘I keep telling him nobody collects donations by shaking a bucket anymore – well, except the Foreign Legion and the Salvation Army. If he wanted us to do this, we might just as well have gone and stood outside Tesco.’


Nettie looked back at the engineer. ‘Is there really nothing you can do? Because if not, I’m taking this stupid costume off. It stinks and it weighs a ton.’


The guy shrugged. ‘Well, there’s no race if the riders can’t even get out of the gates.’


‘Why can’t they just stand in front of the gates?’ Jules asked.


‘The gates are too low when they’re behind them, meaning they’d be on the back foot. The riders need to start with their weight low but forward, on the front foot, to get the explosive power they need to blitz the course.’


‘Oh.’


Nettie would have thought a seventy-degree slope and blade-encased feet were more than enough to get blitzing. ‘So then why don’t you get people to stand in front of each gate and the riders can hold on to them? That way, they’ll be able to put their weight forward.’


‘It’s a bit . . . crap.’ He frowned.


Nettie shrugged. ‘Well, they did it for the snowboarders at the Winter Olympics.’


‘Yeah, I guess . . . I guess that’s a thought.’ The engineer frowned, holding up a finger to listen to his boss on the one hand, while considering Nettie’s proposal on the other. He spoke quickly into his headset.


‘We should go out there and do it,’ Jules hissed.


‘What?’


‘Yeah. It’d be great exposure. Everyone would see us up there before we go into the crowds.’


‘It’d be great exposure all right – everyone would be looking straight up your skirt!’ Nettie laughed.


The engineer overheard and looked back at Jules again. ‘How many others are there like you?’ he asked her, a quick – appreciative – flick of his eyes indicating her costume.


‘Two more dressed like me,’ Jules said. ‘And then our big bunny here.’


‘Yeah, four . . .’ the engineer said into the headset again. ‘It’s about the only option we’ve got . . . I know,’ he murmured. He looked back at the girls and a few moments later gave them a thumbs-up. ‘OK, then. Get the others over here.’


‘Yo! Daisy! Caro! We’re up!’ Jules yelled.


Daisy – six feet tall with legs that came up to Nettie’s armpits and blonde hair as soft as swansdown – sauntered round the corner looking like Heidi Klum playing Heidi. Caro, a skinny strawberry blonde with freckles and a serious gum addiction, followed after her.


‘Time to head into the fray, is it?’ Daisy asked wearily, pocketing her phone inside her dress. ‘About time. I’ve got plans after this. My second ever boyfriend’s best friend lives here now and we’re meant to be meeting up after.’


‘Yeah, well, there’s been a technical hitch, so we’re helping out,’ Jules said as the engineer told them all to follow him.


‘Uh, sorry, what’s going on?’ Caro asked as they lined up at the side, along the top of the track.


‘Pick your rider, girls. We’re gonna get to hold their hands,’ Jules winked. ‘But I’m taking number three. Cam Stan is gonna be my man,’ she laughed, trotting off friskily towards the snowy ledge.


‘What’s she talking about?’ Daisy demanded, squinting to see past the bunny’s eyes and decipher who was inside. ‘Nettie?’


‘Yeah, it’s me,’ Nettie sighed. ‘And we’ve got to stand in front of the gates so the riders can hold on to us. The gates are jammed.’


‘Oh great!’ Caro tutted, chewing exaggeratedly on her gum so that her jaw looked like it was on springs.


The crowd erupted as the girls filed out – their tanned legs, plattered bosoms and kinky plaits highlighted in the spotlights, buckets still over their arms as they waved to the crowds below them. Gingerly, being the most cumbersome of them all with an eighty-inch waist, Nettie followed slowly along the ledge that topped the ice ramp and a ripple of laughter accompanied her entrance, as though she was deliberately intended as a joke. The riders – having been told of the solution – were already clambering over the gates, seemingly unencumbered by their bulky padding and very obviously anxious to get going.


‘Hi,’ Nettie smiled at her rider in lane four, an Austrian called Juls Frinkenberg, who had once been in the world top three.


‘Oh really? I get the bunny?’ he said irritably, stepping out of the way while she wedged herself past him to squeeze into the space in front of the gate.


‘That’s exactly what I said,’ she replied, grabbing hold of the gate with one paw and holding out her other arm for him. She swallowed at the sight of the near-vertical ice drop, just a metre in front of them. How could this guy be so desperate to go down it? Every instinct in her body was telling her to get the hell back.


‘Link arms!’ the engineer shouted across to them all. Nettie saw Jules giggling as she proffered her arm to Cameron Stanley like it was the prelude to a seduction. Cameron seemed more than happy to link up with her, and nowhere near as keen as Juls to hurl himself down the slope, not when he had his very own milkmaid standing at the top.


Juls linked his arm round hers just as Nettie noticed that the bucket was still swinging from it.


‘Oh—’ she said, going to remove her arm, but the first of the three race bells sounded suddenly and everyone went still, the riders crouched low in their starting positions like wolves ready to hunt. Nettie bit her lip – sod the bucket – and tried to tighten her hold on the gate, but it was hard to get a good grip with her padded paws and she could feel Juls straining away from her, pulling her outwards too.


The second bell blared and she felt herself begin to tremble from the strain of trying to counterbalance against Juls’s weight as her paws failed to grip.


‘Oh . . . oh . . .’ she wailed, panicking as the seconds dragged like weeks. She couldn’t hold on; she was going to drop him . . . Oh God, she was going to drop this rider down the ramp . . .


The third bell sounded and like a rope snapping he was gone. Just like that, to a whip-crack of cheers, the tension was released and she staggered backwards into the gate, her ear falling in front of her eyes again so that she couldn’t see, only hear the riders race away, the crowd’s accompanying roar following them like a Mexican wave, down and away from her.


Relief arrowed through her – she had felt fear, real fear, in those few moments when she’d thought he might pull her over with him. ‘Close one!’ she muttered as she straightened herself up, the long, wide, padded paws of her feet slippy on the ice. Wasn’t there a scene in Bambi in which Thumper went flying along a frozen pond? she wondered as she turned to get the hell off this ledge and back to the safety of the race meet area.


But the bucket . . . she’d forgotten about it as she scrabbled against Juls’s weight, and only as it slid off her thick, furred arm and rolled onto the ice with a thud did she remember it again.


‘Oh! Shit!’ she said, scrambling down to pick it up before it too headed down the ramp. If that hit a corner and went flying into the crowd, there could be an injuries lawsuit before she got this costume off. She didn’t think, though, to calculate for the greater weight of the rabbit’s head, and as she leaned forward, her paw just grasping the bucket’s handle, she felt herself begin to tip. The ice drop stretched out in front of her, vertigo-style, and she over-corrected, lurching up to standing again, but her paws slipped, and as she moved her front foot wider, trying to plant herself solid, she stepped over the lip of the ledge and immediately began to slide down the ice sheet.


‘Nets?’


Jules’s voice was immediately far away and becoming smaller, the crowd speeding towards her as she rushed down the first drop, too shocked, too terrified even to breathe, much less to scream. The crowd were doing it for her anyway – screaming and laughing and cheering as she sped past them, arms outstretched, ears flying behind, her wide, flat paws steady but speedy on the ice. What . . . ? No . . . No . . . No . . . She’d never experienced speed like this before, never anticipated what it does to your body when fear activates the survival instinct. She couldn’t breathe; she couldn’t draw in a breath to let out a scream. Instead, her body froze as she sped down the ice – immobile and yet more mobile than she’d ever been.


She was going to die.


She was definitely going to die.


The first bend came at her before she could even process it. Her body was rigid inside the giant suit and she couldn’t steer, stop, see . . . She hit the first corner, then the second almost immediately, but rather than fall, she ricocheted off the walls, the bunny’s moulded round tummy seemingly rebounding her like a pinball. Left, right, left, right . . . She felt the hits, but it was like taking body blows in a sumo suit at a school fete – faint and distant.


OK, not dead yet, then.


But . . . suddenly the course was running straight again. There was no relief in that, quite the opposite, in fact, and Nettie felt her heart almost leap clean out of her body as she knew what that meant – after the chicanes came the bumps, the ramps . . . and that meant she was going to . . . going to catch some . . .


She flew through the air like a cannonball, her arms still outstretched and flailing like cartoon wings. Something – muscle memory, perhaps, from a childhood ski-school lesson – made her bend her knees, ready for the impact, and amazingly, somehow, she got over the first and the second; she was barely aware of the crowd or their roars of delight as she sped past; but the third . . . She knew the riders called it ‘the Giant Killer’. It was what made this event such a big ticket, built especially for this competition, and as she soared higher than any bunny should ever soar, she knew she wouldn’t land this one.


She wasn’t sure at which point up became down – while in the air or when she hit the ice again? – but the world tumbled, and for a course that was all white, she could see only black as her head was knocked about in the giant rabbit’s head as she rolled and bumped and skidded and collided until . . .


It was a moment before she realized she had stopped moving. It was a moment before the clamour of the crowd came to her ears. It was a moment before someone carefully pulled off the rabbit’s head and the world rushed at her in a warp weave of colour and sound, brightness and cheer. It was a moment before she found she was standing again, two padded men – the visors of their helmets pushed back – draped beneath her arms as they slid her from one corner of the finishing square to the other, hailed as a legend. And it was a good few moments before she saw that the yellow bucket was being passed round the crowd and was rapidly filling up.




Chapter Two


Nettie eyed the custard creams. They were the safest place for her to rest her eyes while Mike prowled in front of the whiteboard with an excitement that was all the more alarming because it had been aroused by her.


‘Well, I think we can say that was a successful event, don’t you?’ he asked, nodding his own agreement with himself. ‘Certainly, the costumes worked.’


‘Totes,’ Jules grinned, nodding back, one of the custard creams halved in her hands, and Nettie knew her friend was just waiting for Mike to turn his back momentarily before she licked the filling. ‘They lapped it up, especially the bunny – it was hard-core and cute.’


‘It was not cute,’ Daisy said, looking up from filing her nails. ‘That thing freaks me out. I mean, who’s ever seen a blue bunny?’


‘Who’s ever seen a seven-foot blue bunny, you mean,’ Jules chuckled.


‘Exactly. It’s like a mutant.’


‘Tell you what, then – next time you can wear it. That way, you don’t have to look at it,’ Jules said helpfully, earning herself an arched, beautifully threaded eyebrow from Daisy.


‘There won’t be a next time,’ Nettie said curtly. It was two days later and she still had the bruises on her arms and torso to show for her misadventure; plus her neck felt like she’d slept with her head on a brick.


‘Well, that combination is clearly what we need to tap into again,’ Mike said, beginning to prowl once more, clicking his fingers rhythmically. Nettie stared at the patch of thinning hair on the back of his head as he stopped and surveyed the up-down zigzags on the chart. ‘Donations were up seventy-six per cent after Nettie’s stunt. It really engaged the audience and caught their imagination.’ He spun on his heel and pointed at Jules intently. Nettie could imagine him practising the move in his bedroom mirror, perhaps imagining he was Clint Eastwood and with a pistol in his hand rather than a remote control. ‘Hard-core and cute, you say?’


‘Yep.’ Jules looked back at Nettie, who was sitting beside her. ‘You did look adorable whizzing down the ice like that, your little arms flailing about, ears flying.’


‘Yeah, it was the ears I loved. They were hilarious,’ Caro snorted from across the table. ‘Honestly, you couldn’t have planned the whole thing better.’


‘Ha! No chance Nettie would have signed up for that in advance. You’ve got a thing about heights, haven’t you?’


‘And speed,’ Nettie mumbled, quite sure she had a borderline case of PTSD.


‘Well, the good news is, you survived,’ Jules said, patting her on the hand. ‘Another bicky?’


‘Thanks.’ Nettie nibbled at the edges of the custard cream. She needed the sugar. She wasn’t sleeping well at the moment.


‘Ladies, if we could focus on the matter in hand, please.’ Mike had put on his sarcastic voice, but it only served to make him sound needy and Daisy resumed filing her nails. ‘I’m sorry I missed the stunt. It would have been good to see. We need to come up with more ideas like this.’


‘I can show you,’ Caro said, tapping quickly on her iPad and then picking up the Apple TV remote on the table. As their IT and data analyst, she was the go-to person for anything technical (and spare charging cables). ‘I already asked White Tiger for the footage . . . There. I’ve sent it to your inboxes,’ Caro said with customary boredom. Her higher intellect meant she rarely engaged below a certain interest level.


‘Oh, right . . .’ Mike said, his face brightening as the screen on the wall was switched on. ‘Righty-ho, well, let’s see what we’ve got here, then.’


He straightened up and Nettie swivelled her chair a little, to get a better view of the white screen as ‘Titanium’ began pumping through the speakers, Mike nodding his head in time to the beat. The camera angle was wide, panning over the crowds, their heads flashing red, pink, white and blue in the strobe lights. Nettie felt sick, actually sick, as the lens picked out the menacing white ice wall that meandered between them all, the riders already shooting down it in a clash of flashing skates and jutting elbows.


Then she saw it. The blue blob that looked like a glob of Blu-tack from the wide-angle camera, tipping over, heavy-headed, at the top of the ramp, its padded paws as frictionless and unsteerable as if a pillow had been thrown down. Nettie felt her heart catch as she watched the blue bunny rapidly pick up speed; within three seconds she must surely have been doing sixty miles per hour, her arms flailing – the bucket dangling uselessly at her elbow – and ears flying, just as the girls had said. Her hand clapped over her mouth in aghast horror as she watched the bunny ricochet off the chicanes like a cartoon character – up one moment, doubled over the next. It was so hard to believe it was her in there, even though her body still all too clearly remembered the sensations, and adrenalin fizzed in her hands and feet and stomach.


Vaguely she was aware of the girls laughing – it seemed, from the corner of her eye, that Caro had her head on the desk – but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the screen. The ramps were coming up, and in the next instant she watched open-mouthed as she flew through the air, belly up, the huge paws at least creating some drag, before she landed with a teeth-clattering thud and slid in spinning revolutions all the rest of the way down the slope.


The crowd were going wild for it, almost falling over the barricades to applaud her, as the riders – who’d seemingly been watching with the same horror she’d felt, for no one unwittingly went down that course – rushed over, pulling her to her feet and taking off the rabbit’s head.


Instantly the cartoon-like illusion was broken. Her head seemed dwarfishly small in the outsized suit, and her long dark hair, matted from the heat in there, stuck to her pale cheeks in limp strands; even her full lips – usually rosy – were blanched. A shriek of laughter pealed through the conference room as her head actually reeled a little, her stunned, slightly cross-eyed expression seemingly as funny as the rest of it. Nettie watched her own legs buckle, her paws sliding everywhere on the ice as the two riders – one of whom was Jules’s latest conquest, Cameron Stanley – grabbed her under the arms and jubilantly presented her to her adoring public.


The cheers grew yet louder still.


‘Hear that? They reckoned it was a bloke in that suit,’ Jules said. ‘What a surprise for them seeing a pretty little thing like you in there.’


‘They probably assumed it was another of the riders,’ Daisy added. ‘Who else would be able to go down there like that?’


‘I can’t believe I’m alive,’ Nettie muttered, her eyes wide as she watched her wan self, trying to smile, to stand. ‘Honestly I can’t. It’s a miracle. My dad must never see this.’


Mike pressed ‘pause’ – freeze-framing the short on an image of Nettie being held up, her head lolling to the side – and perched himself on the corner of the conference table, his arms crossed loosely over his thigh as he leaned in slightly towards her.


‘Well, Nettie, I think we can all see for ourselves there the incredible response to your . . . uh, slide.’ He smiled. ‘How would you feel about repeating the success?’


‘Terrible.’ She shook her head firmly, reaching for another biscuit.


‘No, no, don’t make a rush decision. One thing you must bear in mind is that it would never be as bad as the first time. You’ve done it already, remember, mastered the course.’


Mastered the course? Mastered the course? She had slipped and crashed and bounced her way down a sheet of ice! How did that constitute mastering the course? There had been no technique, no free will involved at all. ‘I could have died, Mike.’


He gave an earnest shake of his head. ‘I think the bunny saved you, Nettie.’ His forefinger stabbed onto his own leg. ‘You were as safe in that costume as a kitten in a drum.’


There was a pause. ‘That’s not very safe,’ she said, flummoxed.


He looked at her for a long moment, before inhaling sharply and pulling back. ‘Well, far be it from me to force you to do anything you don’t want to do. I’m merely looking for ways to help you.’


She frowned. ‘Help me?’


‘Well, yes. You’re in charge of charitable donations. It’s no secret that when Jules was doing the job two years ago, she exceeded her targets by forty-six per cent, whereas you are down fifty-one per cent. The clients keep asking me if there’s a problem.’ He threw his hands in the air. ‘And what am I supposed to say, huh? That my head of CD has personal problems? Is that their problem?’


‘Of course not, but . . .’


He nodded repeatedly, and the ‘but’ rippled into the room like a big, fat excuse. ‘You see what I’m saying here?’


‘Um . . .’ Nettie hesitated, keeping the biscuit to her mouth, as though for protection rather than ingestion.


‘I can’t carry dead weight. Everyone has to earn their place on the team.’ He pointed towards the window. ‘I’ve got people queuing up to sit in that chair you’re sitting in right now. Young graduates, hungry for the exposure, the experience . . .’


Nettie wasn’t sure that was true. She opened the post every morning. He got five CVs a week at most.


‘I know your personal circumstances have been difficult, Nettie, but I think you need to take some time to think, really think, about whether or not this is the industry for you.’ He slammed his fist into his palm. ‘It takes drive, commitment, hunger, passion. You used to be so . . . so . . . hungry, Nettie.’


To her surprise, no one cut in that she still was. Nettie eyed the girls on the team. There wasn’t much evidence of drive or passion in any of them, and the only hunger in the room had been just about sated thanks to the plate of biscuits. Daisy was checking her hair for split ends. Caro had the iPad secretively tipped towards her, which meant she was playing solitaire. Only Jules was paying full attention, resentment burning her eyes black.


‘What happened to you? Where did you go?’


Nettie wanted to slap him. He knew exactly what had happened.


‘From what I was told by my predecessor, you used to be first in, last out every day. You knew if we were low on tea or needed to order more print cartridges. You answered every phone on the first ring. But now?’ He frowned. ‘Now . . . ? I know things have been difficult for you, but I want you to take a long, hard look, Nettie, at where you’re going with your career. Is this still right for you? Because if so, we need to start getting some results, and fast. The bunny worked. Don’t dismiss it out of hand. You should be thinking how to make it work for you again. Make it your USP.’


‘What, Giant Flying Bunny?’ Jules grinned, leaning forward and squeezing Nettie consolingly on the shoulder.


Mike shrugged. ‘Why not? Think big. You could become White Tiger’s mascot.’


Caro frowned, momentarily ceasing chewing her gum. ‘Well, if they were to have a mascot, wouldn’t that be a . . . white tiger, then, Mike?’


Mike straightened up irritably. ‘You know what I mean.’ He clapped his hands together, looking round at the lethargic, now completely demotivated team. ‘Right, well, on the plus side, the Ice Crush event brought in more than two thousand pounds in total. I don’t have the exact figure here, but let’s take heart from that.’ He punched the air feebly and everyone sighed collectively as he tried to rally them, as though his comments to Nettie had been a mere pep talk and not thinly veiled threats about losing her job.


‘Next week the Christmas countdown begins in earnest, so I want you all in on Monday and working at high revs. You don’t need me to tell you it’s our biggest week next week, so rest, take it easy and come in refreshed and good to go. Have a good weekend, everybody.’


Mike had barely got the words out before the women were scraping back their chairs and showing more energy than they had at any other point in the day. Caro already had her phone to her ear, finalizing the arrangements for her evening plans. Nettie watched as Jules grabbed the last two biscuits and slipped them into her pockets ‘for later’. Everything was always ‘for later’ with Jules – the crumbs on her shirt, the cake in her bag, the cheeky chappy standing by the bar.


‘Ignore him. Tosser,’ Jules said under her breath to Nettie as they walked back into the office.


Nettie hugged her papers closer to her chest. ‘He’s right, though. I’m terrible at this job.’


‘No, you’re not. He’s just a bad leader. He couldn’t organize a piss-up in a brewery and he expects you to coin it in for the charities?’


‘Well, you managed it.’


‘Only because I was going for his job and trying to impress the bosses,’ Jules groaned.


‘You should have got it. It’s a travesty that they gave it to him. We all know he only got it because his wife’s father knows the Middletons and they’re hoping to wheedle an introduction.’


It wasn’t just Jules who’d been disappointed by the decision. With no obvious career progression at the agency, Nettie had been mentally bracing herself for the news that, any day now, Jules would be leaving. She knew headhunters contacted her on a regular basis but her friend always stopped them in their tracks and Nettie suspected the only reason she was still working there (apart from tormenting Mike whose inept people skills meant he was clearly vastly out of his depth in the job) was to keep an eye on her.


It was a suspicion that she couldn’t articulate, not least because Jules would deny it and Nettie didn’t want to face the guilt, because she didn’t care about the job like Jules did. Sure, she liked the team, the commute was fine and the hours were pretty regular, but this wasn’t where she had thought her career would end up – shaking buckets at sporting events, begging for spare change in the name of big business charity. Not to mention wearing grotesque fancy dress costumes for a living.


No, in her previous life, she had wanted to be in advertising, giving people added narratives in their everyday lives and sprinkling happiness over the prospect of purchasing car insurance or washing powder. She would come to the rescue of ailing giants like Tesco and RBS, and single-handedly rewrite the public’s perception of them before setting up her own company. She’d graft for a few years and then sell at a great profit to Ogilvy & Mather. This was her plan; this had always been her plan, ever since she’d fallen hard for the Diet Coke guy in the Noughties and mended her heart after her first proper breakup. Only, the dream job in advertising hadn’t materialized in time – too many graduates, not enough jobs – and she had settled on this one as a short-term stopgap, justifying it as a lateral move into marketing, which everyone knew was inextricably linked with advertising. One and the same really.


But then she hadn’t ever anticipated the schism that would one day rip through her life like a tear in a sheet of paper, and ever since then, new rules had had to apply: six months had turned into almost six years, life twisting away from her at all the pertinent moments so that this was all she could cope with, anyway – something low-level, doing just enough to get by. Jules’s arrival on the team nearly five years ago had undoubtedly helped make this office and those meetings bearable – the two of them had connected immediately, Jules buying her first flat just around the corner from Nettie, and they worked and played together as a team – but was Mike right? Was it time to move on? Were she and Jules actually holding each other back, clinging to each other like bindweed, their grip too strong for the other to grow?


Jules was quiet for a moment. ‘Yeah well, bygones and all that. No point in dwelling on it. Far more importantly, what are you up to tonight?’


‘I was supposed to be seeing Em, but she’s doing another double shift,’ she groaned. Emma was Nettie’s best friend from university, a Titian-haired, porcelain-skinned willow wand with a brilliant brain, luck on her side and men at her feet, and who was on the fast-track to becoming a consultant obstetrician. Subsequently, she cancelled their plans a lot.


‘Well, I want to check out that new vodka bar on Prince Albert Road. Come with.’ Jules dropped her iPad, jotter and pens on their shared desk. Jules’s side of the desk looked like it had been raided by the police, with skewed sheets of paper scattered everywhere, coffee rings on the only visible bits of grey veneered desktop, the paperclips linked together in an industrial daisy chain – testament to the amount of staring out of the window she did – and sitting in the corner, a bug-eyed lemur toy she’d been given by her ex and couldn’t quite part with yet.


Nettie’s side, by contrast, was neat and tidy, with everything in its place and a motivational placard that read, ‘Your breakthrough is just beyond your breakdown’, which never failed to amuse Jules, who joked that the lot of them were fast heading towards one – now that Mike was running the show.


‘I really shouldn’t. I need an early night,’ she said, filing her paperwork into her top right desk drawer. She didn’t need to look up to know the expression that would be on Jules’s face at her words. ‘And before you say it, Em and I had promised to have a quiet one – she’s strung out, and I’m all bruised from the other day. She says I need a hot soak to bring it out properly. Bath salts. Doctor’s orders.’


‘Pah! What does she know? A night on the tiles is what you need. It would help you unwind properly. You’ve got to relax, Nets. Have some fun and go nuts. It’s much better for you. Blow off the cobwebs.’


Nettie arched an eyebrow but didn’t reply. Ever since Jules and her Big Passion ex had broken up, Jules’s answer to everything was a Big Night – promotion, engagement, winning a tenner on the lottery . . .


‘Would it hurt you to come for one drink? It’s on the way home anyway.’


‘But it’s never just one with you – that’s the problem.’


Jules slapped her hand over her ample chest. ‘I promise, just one. On my life.’


Everything hurt. That was all she knew.


Hitting ice walls at sixty miles per hour had been bad. But this was worse. So much worse. So, so much worse.


Her head was falling off, for one thing. Well, that had to be what it was. It was the only possible explanation for the throbbing above her neck.


And she must have been punched in the stomach for it to feel quite so battered.


And who knew her tongue had a pulse?


Downstairs, she could hear the sounds of Radio Four already blaring in the kitchen. That meant her father was up; it also meant pigs everywhere were running for their lives as the fat hit the pan. Should she go back to sleep? If she could just doze till, say, a week Tuesday, she’d get through the worst of this.


But John Humphrys wouldn’t be denied, his voice carrying through the gaps in the floorboards like water running through the pipes, and she stared at the wall for what seemed like an epoch, but according to her clock was only eleven minutes, before attempting verticality.


She had just managed it – her hands actually holding her head, like it had come loose – when she heard another voice vibrating through the floorboards of the draughty house and knew Saturday was well and truly underway. She sighed.


A few minutes later she was being propped up by the kitchen doorway. She stared at the familiar scene. Both her father and Dan were standing in the middle of the kitchen, working on her father’s bike, which was upside down in the middle of the room, the front wheel spinning.


‘Ah! It awakens!’ her father boomed – or so it seemed to her, anyway.


‘Dad, please?’ Nettie winced, simultaneously holding her hands up as though trying to push back the sound waves while marvelling at her own voice: seemingly it had grown hairs overnight.


‘Sorry, love,’ he chuckled, his eyes twinkling at the sight of her, bedraggled and broken. His Saturday mornings were never like this. He didn’t drink, never sat still; the man radiated busy-busy-busyness, always doing something, and everything about him suggested bonhomie: the bosky beard, sparkling hazel eyes, the rounded tummy that paid testament to his great love of French cooking and none whatsoever to his second great love, cycling.


Dan turned round to face her, just as bad as her father, a laugh already on his lips. ‘Oh, it is you. I thought Barry White had come back from the dead.’


He laughed freely at his own joke. Nettie had always thought it would be a lot easier to hate him if he didn’t bear more than a passing resemblance to Damon Albarn – both of them tall, cheeky-chappy types with round blue eyes and mousy hair, scruffy (perpetually wearing jeans, Pumas and hoodies), heads always hung low, usually from avoiding ex-girlfriends or irate customers. Currently, Dan was without a girlfriend, but she expected that to have changed by Friday night.


‘Not funny,’ she said testily, massaging her temples again as she grudgingly staggered into the kitchen, her white towelling robe tightly belted round her waist, her long dark hair hanging in a tangle down her back. Her foot caught in the handle of her mother’s handbag, kept in its usual place between the wall and the table, and she stumbled, falling awkwardly onto the back of the kitchen chairs.


‘Oh, for Chrissakes!’ she cried, her temper flaring from the fright. ‘That thing is a bloody liability there! Why can’t we move it?’


‘Love,’ her dad said sympathetically, pushing the bag against the wall and tucking in the handles, ‘you know your mother likes it there. Look, just sit down. I’ll get you a cup of tea. You know she always says there’s nothing a good cup of tea can’t remedy,’ he said, pulling out the orange Arne chair – each one round the unpainted table was a different colour of the rainbow – and gently pushing her into it. She gave him a sullen look, which he either ignored or, more likely, genuinely didn’t notice. ‘So, out with Jules again, were you?’


‘I hate her,’ Nettie muttered, just as Scout, Dan’s beloved Norfolk Jack Russell, trotted over to her for a cuddle. She looked down at him sadly, not sure she could bend that far right now.


‘And yet every week . . .’ Dan went back to spinning the wheel again, pressing the brakes on the handlebars and testing the ceramic discs, her father stopping to tweak something on his way back from switching the kettle on. Nettie watched with slack-jawed apathy as the two men began consulting each other again, heads together, the tea forgotten.


It had once been her Dan would come to see. They had first met when he’d been thirteen and she was eleven; she’d been coming out of the house as he walked up the path on his newspaper round, delivering their daily copy of the Guardian. He was two years above her at school, but it was the first time they’d spoken, and the following week she saw him from the upstairs window lingering in the corner of the square until their front door opened, whereupon he’d leaped to his feet and raced over, falling into a casual stroll just as he got to their path – and promptly ran into her mother.


After that, Nettie had made a point of opening the door at the same time every Saturday, and their chats on the doorstep were soon held over mugs of hot chocolate in the kitchen as her mother fretted over his cold hands in the wintry temperatures and deplored that his own mother had never thought to give him some gloves. So she had knitted him some for Christmas, which Nettie had found mortifying; but shortly after, when Dan had been fired from the paper round (on account of his persistent lateness for all the deliveries after number 91 Chalcot Square), he would still be found in their kitchen at the same time every Saturday. Her mother was convinced he felt more at home in their house than in his own, and as Nettie had advanced into the long, bleary sleeps of teenagedom – sometimes not waking before lunch – her father had spent more and more time with him, so that Nettie was now quite convinced he considered Dan a surrogate son, irrespective of the fact that the boy already had four stepfathers and counting.


Nettie slumped face first on the table as the two of them continued to spin and test and frown and tweak, used to being ignored on a Saturday morning. The kettle had boiled, but no one else appeared to have noticed. She rose, gingerly, and made the tea herself.


‘Oh, sorry, love!’ her father said distractedly, realizing his oversight as she noisily plonked herself back down at the table and reached for the half-closed laptop at the other end. ‘So . . . I take it you girls had fun last night, then?’


‘Yep,’ Nettie mumbled, wishing he’d stop pretending to be interested in her night out. He was too absorbed in his own special projects – cycling round Regent’s Park every day, gardening at the community orchard in St George’s Terrace, gathering a ‘Town Team’ to petition for a farmers’ market, model building – to pay too much attention to hers.


In truth, she remembered precious little about last night anyway. What was the point in having such a great time that you wiped all memory of it from your consciousness and had only pain as a memento in the morning?


She retrieved the laptop, which was, as ever, completely hidden beneath her father’s papers on the table – a children’s author and illustrator who had enjoyed some early success in the 1980s, he was currently working on a modern-day reimagining of the Pied Piper of Hamelin and there were at least forty drafts of the Piper scattered across the tabletop, some of them scrunched from when he’d thrown them against the wall in frustration. His most recent publisher had politely declined to renew his contract when it had expired a year last spring and he was writing this on spec, which was why – he kept saying – ‘It had to be perfect.’ Nettie privately suspected it was taking so long to complete because he spent most of his working days staring, lost, at the walls. The mortgage on the house had been paid off long ago, but she knew he was troubled by his diminishing royalty cheques, and the peppercorn rent she gave him, which he wouldn’t hear of increasing, didn’t cover their outgoings.


She tapped the keyboard with one lethargic finger and opened up her emails, sipping her tea and vowing some sort of revenge on her friend who thought that toffee vodka on a Friday night after a bad day at work was a good idea.


‘So where did you go?’ her father asked.


She didn’t want to think about it; a wince skittered across her features at the very thought. ‘Just some new vodka place opened on Prince Albert Road,’ she grumbled, closing down the line of conversation.


She frowned as the ‘loading’ icon circled continuously on her screen and drank some more tea. She looked out of the window towards the grey sky. It was the colour of an old bra, bedraggled and overused.


She looked back at the screen. Come on. Come on. Why was it taking so long?


She slid out her arm along the table, her head resting heavily on her hand. ‘Dad, is the Wi-Fi down?’


‘Don’t think so, pet. I was on an hour ago and it was working then. Why?’


‘It won’t load. The little blue circle thingy’s just going round and round.’


‘Sounds like there’s a big file coming through,’ her father said helpfully. ‘Just give it a minute.’


‘I’ve already given it three.’


Dan chuckled. ‘Nothing if not patient, you.’


She pitched a glare in his direction.


‘Are you expecting any photographs? They usually jam the feed,’ her father offered again, trying to temper her black mood.


‘Oh no. Don’t say you’ve sent yourself a load of selfies again?’ Dan teased, and she groaned, hiding her face in her dressing gown. Would she ever live that down?


Dan, recognizing that she had no reserves this morning and knowing she would be soon descending into an Official Grump, got up from his position on the floor. ‘Oh, come on, then, let me have a look at it.’


‘Oh. It’s working!’ she said brightly just as Dan was halfway across the floor to her, and shooting him a sarcastic grin before taking a noisy slurp of her tea. It was his turn to groan as he turned back to the bike again, used to her taking out her hangovers on him.


The screen – after its unusual dormancy – had sprung into life, the emails ticking down through the inbox like pages being flicked in a book. They loaded more quickly than her eyes could scan, but there was one word she did pick up on, one that was repeated over and over again so that it read almost fluidly off the rapidly uploading screen: Twitter.


‘What the hell . . . ?’ she whispered as the screen continued to scroll down. ‘You have a new follower . . .’ was repeated over and over and over and over.


She stared open-mouthed. This had to be some sort of technical glitch, or a computer malfunction. She checked the keyboard for a sticky key, but everything appeared normal, and after a few more minutes it finally and suddenly stopped.


Hesitantly – wondering if she was, in fact, still drunk – she began tabbing down individually with the arrow keys, but after several pages, she switched to the ‘pg dn’ button – and still they came, supposedly all these new followers and not a single name she recognized.


‘What is it?’ Dan asked, intrigued by her unusual silence.


But Nettie didn’t reply. She didn’t hear. She still couldn’t process what her eyes were showing her. This couldn’t be right. She was drunk. Hallucinating. She had to be.


She leaned in closer to the screen.


‘Nets?’


Still nothing.


‘I just don’t . . . I don’t believe this,’ Nettie murmured, frowning at the unintelligible cluster of letters and numbers of a shortcut link some – many, in fact – were re-tweeting.


The doorbell rang and her father straightened up. ‘Ah! Now, that should be my new carbon wheel,’ he said, pleased, as he trotted down the hall to the front door.


Dan sauntered back over to Nettie, curiosity getting the better of him and even surmounting the mystery of why the new brakes didn’t work. ‘Fine, then the mountain shall come to— Holy crap!’ He leaned a hand on her shoulder.


‘I know!’


They were quiet for a long while, both trying to make sense of it. ‘Well, how many are there?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t counted yet. There’s too many.’


‘Duh! Just go into your home page,’ Dan said, tutting again as Nettie’s hung-over fingers failed to synchronize and she dropped her head, already defeated.


Dan reached for the laptop and turned it to face him, his fingers flying easily over the keyboard as he logged in to Twitter. ‘How many followers did you have before?’


There was a pause. ‘Thirty-seven? I think?’


Dan stopped typing. ‘Seriously? I mean, I know I’m pretty much your only mate, but—’


‘Shuddup. It’s not my thing.’


Dan chuckled but didn’t argue back. His eyes were fixed on the screen, his fingers moving swiftly and making little tap-taps. She slid her arm further along the tabletop so that she was lying fully flat and rested her head on top of it. Her eyes closed.


‘It’s just gonna be some weird mix-up,’ she mumbled. ‘You know, like when a bank accidentally wires a million pounds into your account because they got one digit wrong.’


‘Yeah, because that happens all the time,’ Dan replied, his eyes widening as the Twitter page came up. He laughed out loud suddenly. ‘Jesus, Nets! Take a guess how many you got now?’


‘I can’t,’ she protested, her voice still thick and bleary.


‘Twenty-two.’


Nettie’s eyes opened again and she raised her head an inch. ‘You mean I lost some? Oh, come on!’


‘Thousand, you numpty. Twenty-two thousand!’


Nettie sat upright. ‘What?’ Was she hearing things? ‘Did you just say . . . ?’


Dan nodded, his eyes bright.


‘But why?’


‘How the hell would I know?’ he laughed, sitting down on the table, arms folded over his chest. ‘Come on, Nets, out with it. You don’t get twenty-two thousand followers overnight and not know why.’


‘But I don’t!’ she cried, her hands to her mouth. ‘Why are all these strangers following me? What do they want? Oh my God, Dan, what have I done?’


Dan watched her, his smile fading as he saw the truth on her face. ‘You honestly don’t remember?’


She shook her head.


‘Would Jules?’


‘Jules?’ she repeated, a glimmer of fear creeping into her eyes like a stealthy cat.


‘Well, it’s got to be something that happened yesterday, and given the sorry state you’re in, I think we can probably narrow it down to something that happened last night. Let’s face it, where Jules goes trouble usually follows.’


Memories of toffee vodka swam behind her eyes again and she pulled her hands down over her face, only the vaguest impressions of light and dark, and much laughter, flashing through her mind in distorted images, like the world seen through a teardrop.


Oh no. Oh no.


Dan handed her the phone. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’




Chapter Three


The kite-flyers were out in force today. Scores of dads running with their kids as kites bumped and fell and soared and got caught in the trees. The sky was still dirty, with grubby clouds scuffing the London skyline, and she watched as the pigeons and blackbirds strutted and hopped by her feet, pecking at the hard, frosted ground. Nettie shivered on her park bench – actually her park bench: she and her father had paid for it – as she waited for Jules to arrive with the hot chocolates. It was a long-held agreement between them that this was how it would be for the rest of the day – as penance for leading her astray last night, it was Jules’s duty to monitor her blood sugar levels more closely than a diabetic.


It was bitterly cold, but Nettie was grateful for that. It sobered her, the wind like stinging smacks on her cheeks, her nearly dry hair flying like little whip-cracks around her face. Her bobbled beanie had sagged low on the back of her head, and she was regretting the designer rips in her jeans, which were now responsible for her thighs and knees turning blue.


London sat before her at the bottom of the hill, laid out like a picnic blanket. In the distance, the BT Tower pointed like a finger into the sky, and she could imagine the hordes of Christmas shoppers bustling at its base along Oxford Street. How many of them, she wondered, had ‘liked’ her or followed her? Were they laughing, even now, as they disembarked from buses or sat in the coffee shops at the hilarious sight of #bluebunnygirl – yes, she had a hashtag – skidding down the ice?


‘Here you go. Get that down you.’ Jules plonked down on the bench beside her, looking irritably chipper and perky. ‘What’s it saying now?’


Nettie glanced at her iPad. It was still on the YouTube page Jules had opened, where the number of views for the video kept rising in front of their eyes. It had been 77,193 when Jules had gone off to get the drinks a few minutes ago; now it was 77,587. No—


‘Seventy-seven thousand, five hundred and eighty-eight.’


Jules shook her head in disbelief. ‘I just can’t believe it. You’re an internet sensation. You are. The girl who can’t set her own phone to aeroplane mode and needs help getting the Wi-Fi code in Starbucks. How can you have gone viral?’


‘Because of you!’ Nettie half laughed, half wailed. ‘It was your stupid idea to upload the damn thing.’


Jules slumped into yet more laughter. In spite of her own hangover, she was still able to function like a normal human being, moving easily, eating heartily and laughing lustily; in fact, she had laughed so hard when she’d taken Nettie’s call earlier that she’d given herself the hiccups. ‘But we had to! Oh, Nets, it had to be done. It was just too funny to leave malingering in some poky conference room, never to be seen again. And just look how many people agree with me,’ Jules grinned, before taking a slurp of her drink and unwittingly sitting back with a chocolate moustache. Her hot breath fogged the cold air, her curly bobbed hair escaping like springs beneath her beret. ‘Besides, you were well up for it last night. You thought it was a great idea.’


‘Yes. And I probably thought jumping out of a plane with an umbrella for a parachute was a good idea last night too.’


‘It was a great night. Remember that bloke . . . ?’ Jules said distractedly, her eyes falling to a tall man striding across the grass, throwing a tennis ball for his dog as he spoke into his phone. She lapsed into silence.


‘Jules?’


‘Huh?’ Jules couldn’t wrench her eyes off the dog-walker as he leaned back, one leg counterbalanced in the air, and launched into a particularly impressive throw.


‘A bloke?’


‘I know – lasers are locked,’ she murmured, watching as the ball flew through the air, the dog below it running at full stretch, ears streaming in the wind, a smile firmly fixed on its black lips. ‘Damn, he’s fit,’ she murmured.


‘The dog?’


‘The bloke.’


‘Tch.’ Nettie sighed and, after a quick scan of the next crowd of people coming up the hill towards them, went back to looking at her YouTube page. Seventy-seven thousand, six hundred and thirteen.


Two hundred and sixty-eight people had given it a ‘thumbs-down’. She felt surprisingly crushed by this. Was her exploit not daring or funny enough for these people, or were they sympathy votes, protesting against cruelty to bunnies, or at least girls in bunny suits?


She tabbed back to her Twitter page. She couldn’t believe she had a ‘k’ after the number of her followers. As Jules had told her with great solemnity, she had now entered the social media stratosphere. If anyone had said to her yesterday afternoon – particularly as Mike laid into her – that she would become a member of the social-media elite within twenty-four hours, she’d have called them a loony.


But here she was, wrapped up in her beanie and wannabe-Moncler puffa, sitting on her bench overlooking London, with a fanbase to her name. The idea of it was so preposterous and yet . . . it made her sparkle inside. These people liked her. She’d made them laugh. They thought she was cool. Or brave. Or mad. Or all of the above.


‘Where was I?’ Jules asked, coming to. The dog-walker was almost out of sight now.


‘No idea.’


Jules rested her chin on Nettie’s shoulder and watched what she was doing. ‘What you doing?’


‘Reading my fan letters,’ Nettie quipped.


There were a lot of emojis on the page as she scrolled down through the comments. Some of them were in foreign languages she couldn’t even read, much less understand; some were seemingly following her for all the wrong reasons, leaving messages that bordered on the obscene – it would appear that finding bunnies attractive was a ‘thing’ – and instantly had her worrying about stalkers. But the vast majority were harmless – highly amused, in awe, sympathetic, asking for more . . .


‘So weird,’ she murmured, unable to process the sheer volume of people who’d sought her out and made contact. She would never be able to read them all, and there was no question of responding to—


‘Wait! Go back!’ Jules ordered her suddenly.


‘What? Where?’


Jules jabbed the ‘up’ arrow, her eyes widening with unfettered delight at what she saw there. ‘Holy shit! I don’t freaking believe it!’


Nor did Nettie. Her mouth had gone dry, and it had nothing to do with the hangover.


‘Wait, wait. Has it got the blue tick?’ Jules demanded. ‘It’s only, like, official if it’s got the blue tick. You get all sorts of nutjobs setting up accounts pretending to be the— Shit, it does!’ Jules almost screamed with excitement. ‘You jammy cow! Oh my GOD!’


Nettie stared back at her in stunned shock. Jamie Westlake was following her. The gorgeous singer-songwriter and truly one of the sexiest men in the world – as voted by the readers of People magazine and named GQ ‘Man of the Year’ too, so that meant it was official and true – was following her. Her.


‘Nettie!’ Jules shrieked, laughing and shaking her by the shoulders as though to rouse her from her stupor. ‘Do you even know what this means?’


‘What does it mean?’ Nettie felt like she’d been zapped with a stun gun.


‘You’ve got, like . . . a hotline to him now! You’re one step away from getting his mobile number.’


Nettie laughed, roused from her stupor by the stupidity of the idea. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Yeah! God’s truth. Why not? You can just reach him whenever you want now. You put something out there and he’ll see it. And he obviously likes what he sees,’ Jules cackled wickedly.


‘Before you start planning the flowers, please try to remember that what he saw was me dressed as a seven-foot blue bunny. I hardly think this is some sort of calling card.’


‘No, but it could be!’ Jules breathed.


‘Oh God,’ Nettie groaned as the full impact of her own words boomeranged back and hit her. She slid a little down the bench. ‘Jamie Westlake saw me dressed up as a seven-foot blue bunny. This is my worst nightmare ever. This is like dreaming you’re on the Tube naked, only to wake up and find you actually are on the Tube naked.’


Jules frowned. ‘Strange dreams you have, babe.’ She shook her head, shifting position so that she was facing Nettie square on. ‘Listen to me. This is not a nightmare. This is actually your Cinderella moment.’


‘My what?’


Jules rolled her eyes. ‘You shall go to the ball, dummy. Jeez, keep up.’


‘Oh.’


‘Listen, yes, the most gorgeous man in the world has seen you dressed as a mutant rabbit. However, this is not a disaster. Au contraire, it’s an opportunity.’


‘How? I’m a national laughing stock.’


‘International,’ Jules corrected her, seemingly offended by Nettie’s limited horizons. ‘No, what I’m trying to say is, you’ve got his attention. Now you’ve got to keep it.’


The two friends stared at each other, as excited as teenagers.


‘How?’ Nettie asked after a moment. ‘How do you keep the attention of a man like him?’


‘Hey, how hard can it be? You’ve done it once already.’


Nettie’s expression changed. ‘I am not wearing that bloody costume again.’


‘No, I—’


‘And I am not throwing myself down any more ice walls either.’


‘Of course not! But that man is following you. You’ve got to do something to keep him interested, something that keeps him coming back for more.’ Jules looked pensive, which was always worrying. ‘Oh, but what, though? How to keep the attention of the most gorgeous man on the planet in a way that doesn’t involve dressing as a numpty or almost killing yourself?’


‘Short of winning an Oscar or . . . or streaking at Wimbledon, there probably isn’t a way,’ Nettie said, as her eyes resumed their familiar scan of the crowds walking by. ‘Let’s just count our blessings and rejoice in the knowledge that for a moment I amused Jamie Westlake.’


‘No! Have some ambition, Nets!’ Jules said, slapping her on the arm so that Nettie almost spilt her drink over her coat.


‘You sound like Mike,’ Nettie groaned, sipping her hot chocolate before there was an accident.


‘Well, he wasn’t completely wrong, then. Look, there is something we can do – I can feel it. I’m not sure what it is yet, but I will, I promise you. One way or another, we are going to get that man to more than just “like” you.’


It came to her in the shower. Or rather, Nettie was in the shower when Jules came to her with the idea.


She plonked herself down on the loo seat and called out over the torrent of steaming-hot water. ‘So I’ve got it!’ Jules shouted.


‘Jules, bog off! Let me have my shower in peace,’ Nettie shouted back, grateful for the frosted-glass shower door. She didn’t share Jules’s lack of inhibitions, even though their job meant they had been in many unorthodox situations together.


‘I can’t! It’s brilliant, my plan. I’ve totally worked out how we’re going to get Jamie Westlake to fall for you.’


It was a joke, but the kernel of truth nestled inside them hit her all over again: one of the most famous men in the world was following her. Her.


She put on a second application of conditioner, just in case.


A thought struck her as she rinsed – what if . . . what if he unfollowed her? What if she bored him? What if he had already realized she was too boring? Should she have given him some sort of reply to his ‘follow’? She’d already been following him anyway, of course – most of the world did – but what if he wanted an acknowledgement of his attentions?


She stuck her head round the shower door, eyes wide with horror at the myriad potential faux pas she now had to negotiate.


‘What are you looking like that for?’ Jules asked in alarm. ‘I haven’t even told you what it is yet!’


‘What if he unfollows me?’


Jules relaxed, one arm slung over the cistern and knocking a loo roll to the floor, where it rolled and unwound like a gymnast’s ribbon. ‘Not gonna happen, hon. I just told you – I got it. The big idea.’ Jules’s arms had spread wide, like a circus showman addressing the crowd.


Nettie sighed as she reached for the towel on the hook, and wrapping it round her tightly, stepped out. She knew Jules wasn’t going to give up – or go away – until she’d shared her grand plan. ‘Fine. Go on, then. Sock it to me.’


Jules winced at the sight of her bruises from the racetrack, still livid, across her upper arms.


Nettie – having forgotten about them – looked down, before giving a shrug. It was called Ice Crush for a reason. ‘Yes, well, maybe “sock it to me” is the wrong phrase.’


‘We’re going to do a challenge a day.’


There was a long pause as Nettie dared to exhale. There were many, many things wrong with that statement. Where to start? ‘We?’ she asked finally.


‘Well, you. You’re the Blue Bunny Girl. You’re the one with the hashtag.’


Another pause. ‘A challenge?’


‘Yep. Attention-grabbing stuff. Crazy stuff.’ Jules held her hands up quickly. ‘But safe, I promise. Totally safe. Some of it can be just funny stuff, others the best internet memes.’


There was a long pause as Nettie tried to work out what a ‘meme’ was.


‘Ugh, word-of-mouth crazes,’ Jules said, translating her baffled silence. ‘Anything that’s trended.’


‘Oh. You said “a day”? How many days are we talking?’


Jules winked. ‘However long it takes to reel him in.’


‘You make him sound like a trout,’ Nettie said, grabbing another towel from the rail and bending forward to wrap her hair in it.


‘Well, I’d pout for him,’ Jules winked, picking up a bottle of Chanel No.5 body cream. She unscrewed the lid, sniffing the shell-pink mixture inside.


‘Put that down – it’s Mum’s,’ Nettie said, leaping forward and snatching it from her.


Jules shrank back and Nettie instantly felt guilty for her overreaction. ‘Sorry, it’s just . . . expensive, that’s all.’


Jules watched as Nettie replaced the cream on the glass shelf and secured her towel into a turban. Nettie stepped on the scales, her hands on her hips. No change, which was annoying. She had wanted to shift three pounds this past week in time for Christmas – five would have been a bonus – but the juicing hadn’t worked out, and by Tuesday she’d switched to paleo, which had clearly been equally as unsuccessful. She blamed the custard creams.


Jules sagged dejectedly as Nettie chewed her lip and tried standing on one leg to make the dial move left. ‘Is that it? You doing your best flamingo impression? It took me bloody ages to draw up this list.’ She waggled the torn piece of jotter paper in her hand.


Nettie looked up. ‘What’s that?’


‘The list of things you’re going to do.’


‘I’m not a lab rat, you know. I know what you’re like, and I’m not going to do just anything to keep his attention.’


There was a stunned silence.


‘You have remembered we’re talking about Jamie Westlake?’ Jules asked incredulously, leaning forward so that her elbows were on her knees. ‘I mean, don’t tell me you’ve gone all blasé about it because he’s been following you for all of twelve hours now.’


Nettie rolled her eyes and stepped off the scales. She’d eat nothing but fruit today, she decided. ‘No, but—’


‘The man is six foot of pure, liquid sex appeal.’ She closed her eyes, her hands wafting in front of her face. ‘I mean, just consider the hair.’ She opened her eyes and scowled to see that Nettie hadn’t closed hers. ‘Go on. Consider it.’


Nettie sighed and closed her eyes.


‘Imagine running that silky brown hair through your fingers, those soft curls tickling your face—’


‘He’s had a haircut now, hasn’t he?’


‘Has he?’ Jules opened her eyes, looking stern that she hadn’t been notified of it before now.


Nettie peered at her through one open eye. ‘Yeah. He’s got it short again. Not many curls left.’


‘Huh . . .’ She closed her eyes again. ‘Well, anyway, your kids might have curly hair – that’s what I’m saying.’ She slapped her hands above her heart. ‘Imagine how cute they’d be.’


Nettie arched an eyebrow.


‘And his eyes. Oh my God, the colour. No one has eyes like that. What would you call them?’


‘Green?’


‘Khaki, Nets! He has khaki eyes. So cool.’


‘He has cool eyes?’


‘Everything about that man is cool – in a red-hot way,’ Jules sighed. ‘I mean, just imagine it, Nets, those eyes staring at you – you might dive in and never get out again, like one of those flooded quarry pits.’


Nettie frowned. ‘That’s really not a very sexy analogy.’


‘You’re right. Scratch that. Scratch it from the record.’ She waved her arms wildly and Nettie caught sight of the list in her hand again.


‘Just tell me what it is you think I should do.’


Jules held out the list, biting her lip apprehensively as Nettie scanned it with a bemused expression. ‘I don’t even know what half of this means. What is all this stuff?’


‘Just what I said – a round-up of the best Internet memes. Funny, random, bizarre stuff. Nothing dangerous.’


Nettie inhaled deeply, her eyes coming back to Jules’s. ‘So what exactly is horse . . . What does that say? “Horse-manning”?’


‘Oh, that’s one of the funniest,’ Jules laughed. ‘Always cracks me up.’


‘Yes, but what is it?’


‘You have to get someone to lie, like on a table or a bed, in a position where you can’t see their head, and then you put your head – just your head; that’s all they can see – a short distance away.’


Nettie frowned. ‘So, like that scene with the disembodied horse head in The Godfather, then?’


‘Exactly! Bloody funny.’


‘If you say so.’ She looked at the list again, puffing out through her cheeks. ‘If this is what passes for fun on the Net, no wonder I’m a technophobe.’ She frowned as she saw the last dare on the list. ‘Oh my God! Are you kidding?’


Jules frowned. ‘What?’


‘I am not dyeing my eyebrows blue.’


‘Not even for Jamie?’ her friend wheedled.


Nettie chuckled. ‘As if he’d want me after any of that anyway!’


‘He’d admire you.’


‘Thanks, but it’s not his admiration I’m after.’


Jules looked pained.


‘Forget it. I’m not doing it.’ Nettie opened the bathroom door, plumes of steam escaping ahead of her into the narrow landing. Jules trotted after her.


‘But that’s why I put it at the end. It’s the pièce de résistance. We’ll work up to it.’


Nettie stopped at her bedroom door. ‘No.’


‘Well, let’s keep it at the end for the time being; that way, you’ve got the chance to mull it over. Think it over at leisure?’


‘I’m not doing it – any of it. I don’t see how doing any of those things is going to attract someone like Jamie Westlake.’


‘Because they’re funny and that’s why he followed you in the first place. The guy’s obviously got a great sense of humour.’
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