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PROLOGUE

‘You’ve got a nerve showing up here,’ he hisses, coming to an abrupt halt beside me as he leads the mourners back up the aisle. Every sinew in his body looks to be on full alert, twitching against the fabric of his black suit. Even the stiff white collar of his starched shirt is flexing with the rhythm of the involuntary throbbing of his neck muscles.

My pulse quickens as I look at him. Tiny pinpricks of sweat instantly jump to the surface of my already tingling skin. I’d naively believed I could attend and leave unnoticed; pay my respects and go. Or, at the very least, get out of the church before he realized there was a traitor in their midst.

But I should have known I wouldn’t get away with it. I don’t deserve to.

My eyes smart as I look at the laughing photo atop the coffin, my ears unable to drown out the poignant words of Bette Midler as she sings about the wind beneath her wings.

‘I . . . I’m so sorry,’ I stutter, as he stands there, unmoving, his eyes seemingly burrowing into my soul, as if wishing it were me in that wooden box.

‘Get out,’ he barks. ‘If I ever see you again, I swear I’ll . . .’

He launches himself towards me and I flinch, instinctively holding my plastered arm across my broken ribs protectively.

But just before he reaches me, someone pulls him back. ‘Leave it,’ says the woman. ‘You’ll get your chance. But now is not the time or place.’

He sucks in the raging spittle from his lips, but his eyes stay focused. It’s only when I follow his manic glare that I realize he’s talking to the person standing right behind me.
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Jess

‘So, what would you bring to The Globe?’ The revered editor of the country’s top-selling newspaper is perched on the edge of his desk, making himself at least two feet taller than me as I sit before him.

‘Er, I’ve got lots of ideas,’ I say, desperate for saliva to moisten my mouth. ‘I’m a team player, my research skills are exemplary and I’m eager to learn.’

He exaggerates a yawn. ‘Bor-ing.’

I shift in my chair, fearing I’ve blown the only chance I’ll ever get to learn from the best.

He looks at me with even less interest than ten seconds ago. ‘That’s what every kid who comes through that door says, and it’s why they all leave the same way – without a job.’

My throat clenches and my head throbs as I search desperately for something more exciting to offer.

‘You’re going to have to sell yourself,’ my boss at the local newspaper that I work on had advised. ‘Max Forsythe is a man of great means, but he has exceptionally high standards. That’s why I’ve recommended you for the position, as much as it will pain me to lose you.’

‘Well, I must be exactly what you want, otherwise I wouldn’t have got this far,’ I say to Mr Forsythe, squirming in my seat.

He looks at me with an amused expression, his interest piqued.

‘And what is it I want?’ he asks.

‘Me,’ I say resolutely, whilst trying to quash the colour that I can feel flooding my cheeks. ‘You must have approached the Essex Gazette for a reason. A million junior reporters would kill for this opportunity if you’d advertised it, but you didn’t. Why not?’

My ears grow hot as I pretend to be the person I think he wants: assertive, driven, hungry, not afraid to step out of my comfort zone.

‘I need someone I can trust,’ he says, getting up and walking round to his side of the desk. ‘And your editor seems to think I can trust you.’ He narrows his eyes as he sits down and looks at me.

I nod and swallow, conscious not to break eye contact, because I imagine he’s someone who can tell a lot from the way you look at him.

‘It’s a whole different ball game to working on a local rag,’ he says. ‘There’s no such thing as office hours; you work until the paper’s put to bed, until I’m happy with every single word and picture in it.’

I nod fervently before pulling back, not wishing to come across like an over-excited puppy.

‘And then you’ll go straight out and get me stories for the next edition.’

‘OK,’ I say, unable to stop myself smiling at the thought of me and my notepad venturing out onto the streets of London in search of the next big exclusive. ‘I can do that.’

‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ he asks, changing tack abruptly.

‘Erm, well . . .’ I stutter, taken aback, unable to see why that’s relevant.

Mr Forsythe’s eyes are wide with anticipation, making me feel as if my answer’s the difference between me getting this job and not. But something in the way he’s looking at me makes me think it’s not just the job at stake here.

‘Well, yes, actually I do,’ I lie.

For some reason it makes me feel safer; gives me a false sense of security.

He can’t hide his disappointment in my answer. ‘Shame, it would be a whole lot easier if you were single.’

My hackles stand on end in sudden indignation. Is he suggesting what I think he is?

‘Do you live together?’ he asks, seemingly oblivious to my discomfort.

‘Well, yes . . . we . . .’

‘Are you faithful to him?’ He asks the question without even looking at me.

I instinctively pull the coat on my lap tighter to me and reach for my handbag, from where it sits on the floor. I want to turn round to check that the almost deserted open-plan newsroom I’d walked through, to get to this office, still has a few people milling about. But I don’t want to show my nerves and make him think he’s got the upper hand. Though I almost laugh at my own naive thoughts. Of course he’s got the upper hand; he always has – he’s one of the most powerful men in media.

‘I don’t think that’s a question I need to—’

‘It gives me an insight into who you really are,’ he says, cutting me off.

I straighten myself up, hoping it will strengthen my resolve.

‘My personal relationships have no bearing on my suitability for employment,’ I say, desperately trying to keep my voice steady.

‘Well, they do if it stops the man employing you from getting what he wants,’ he replies, looking at me suggestively; daring me to ask him to quantify what his statement actually means. Though I know he’ll only deny what we both realize he’s implying, if I challenge him.

The phone on his desk buzzes and I’m grateful that the tension is broken, but as soon as the tightness in my shoulders begins to dissipate, his assistant sends me into free fall again.

‘I’m about to leave,’ she says through the intercom. ‘Is there anything you need before I go?’

He raises his eyebrows at me in question, and I want to scream at her, ‘Yes, take me with you’, but my lips feel as if they’ve been glued shut.

‘Is anyone else still here?’ asks Max, looking out through the glass walls of his office.

I follow his gaze to the fifty or so desks that stretch out across the floor, desperately wanting to see activity, but even the harsh strip lighting that had shone so brightly when I arrived has been reduced to a low-level night light.

‘Only Bill on the back bench,’ says the voice through the intercom. ‘But I think he’s packing up as we speak.’

‘Thanks, Gail,’ says Max, smiling and widening his eyes. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

I go to stand up. ‘Thank you for your time,’ I say. ‘I really should be going as well.’

He looks at his watch. ‘Why? Do you turn into a pumpkin at nine thirty?’

I force a smile, but alarm bells are going off inside my head. When Gail told me it was a 9 p.m. interview or nothing at all, I’d not even questioned it. Max Forsythe had a daily newspaper to run, a nightly deadline to meet; I was just ridiculously grateful for the opportunity. But now that tomorrow’s edition has been put to bed and I’m sitting here, alone with the man whose reputation precedes him, I wonder whether he has me down as being too eager to please.

‘Sit down, relax,’ he says, walking over to the drinks trolley, which I’d assumed was merely for show. ‘I only mention it because not many relationships survive this newsroom. You need to be sure that yours is strong enough.’

‘Women can work hard and hold down a relationship,’ I say.

‘Good to hear,’ he says, lifting a cut-glass decanter in mid-air. ‘Now, what can I get you?’

‘I’m fine,’ I say tartly, still standing with my coat over my arm and wondering if I have time to catch the same lift as Max’s assistant. ‘I’m not much of a drinker.’

He smirks. ‘Not even when we’ve got something to celebrate?’

If that’s his way of telling me I’ve got the job, I’m no longer sure I want it.

I shake my head. ‘Not even then.’

‘A word to the wise,’ he says, taking a sip of his drink. ‘You’ll be nobody’s friend if you abstain. People won’t feel like you’re one of them. They’ll have their guard up. And that’ll get you nowhere. But if you can perfect the art of making them believe you’re drunk when you’re actually stone-cold sober, it could put you at quite the advantage.’

He smiles, more to himself than to me as he warms to his theme. ‘In fact if you’re able to pull that off, it could set you head and shoulders above the rest. While all my other journalists are matching their marks shot for shot, line for line, you could be getting the story.’

‘I’m not sure that sounds like me,’ I offer, still unsure what he’s suggesting.

‘Do you want to be a journalist or not?’ he asks, moving towards me, invading my personal space.

I force myself to stand firm, not to allow my feelings of intimidation to show.

‘Well, yes, but . . .’

‘Then you have to get used to being in uncomfortable situations, because no story worth having will come your way without you being backed up against the wall, having your loyalty questioned and your ethics challenged. If you’re not prepared to be put under that kind of pressure, then you either get out now or you find a way to fake it, because I don’t need a rookie-shaped liability around my neck.’

‘Are you offering me the job?’ I ask.

‘Only if your moral compass is pointing as far north as it appears to be,’ he says with a smile, moving back to his desk.

It’s then that the penny drops. ‘Was . . . was that some kind of test?’ I ask, feeling relieved and foolish at the same time.

‘I need to know that your core values are gold-standard,’ he replies. ‘That your sense of what is right and wrong is imbued in your very being.’

I nod enthusiastically.

‘Because it’s time that tabloid journalism cleaned up its act.’

‘I won’t be trading my morals for a byline,’ I say, a coil of excitement swirling in the pit of my stomach.

‘Then I think we’re going to get along just fine,’ he says, finishing off his drink in one. ‘Now, as much as I’d like to sit here and discuss the merits of your morality all night, I have a prior engagement with the prime minister.’
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Stella

‘Is everything ready?’ asks Stella as she walks into the Belgravia suite at the Dorchester hotel.

‘Almost,’ says Rob, the go-to man for all things technical. ‘We’ve got to install one more camera, as I’m worried that there’s a blind spot in the lobby.’

Stella nods. ‘Yes, make sure we’ve got one hundred per cent coverage, as it will be just our luck if the action starts as soon as they close the front door.’

‘And we don’t wanna miss a thing,’ sings Rob, in Steven Tyler style, as he reaches into a vase adorned with lilies on the console table.

‘Exactly!’ Stella laughs, taking out her phone.

‘OK, so we’ve got half an hour to go,’ she types into the group WhatsApp. ‘I want everyone in position.’

Her phone pings with four affirmatives and she feels a familiar tug in her chest as she waits for the fifth and final person to check in.

‘Come on, Tom,’ she says under her breath. ‘Where are you?’

‘Here,’ comes his typed reply to her silent question, after an agonizing beat.

She types fast.

‘So, you all know the score. Marianne Kapinsky is aiming to arrive at the back door at exactly the same time as our target. She’s going to attempt to kiss him before entering the hotel – so, Tom, be ready to get that shot. There’s every chance that he’s not going to play ball; he won’t be expecting to see her there, since they’d agreed to meet in the room. But if she manages to catch him off-guard, I want it on film.’

Her phone pings with five thumbs-up emojis.

‘OK, so that’s the hallway covered,’ says Rob, almost to himself, before unclipping a walkie-talkie from his belt. ‘Boj, can you confirm that you’ve got a clear picture of us on camera six?’

There’s a momentary pause as Rob and Stella look at each other. ‘Affirmative,’ comes the reply. ‘Though if you two could perhaps play out what we’re hoping to see, I’d feel much happier.’ Stella rolls her eyes. ‘Just so I can make sure I’ve got every angle covered!’ He chuckles.

Stella’s phone rings and her chest tightens as she sees Marianne’s number on the screen. There’s still so much that can go wrong, and it’s never a good sign for her contact to call so close to the sting.

‘Hey,’ says Stella, picking up on the third ring. ‘We’re all good to go.’

She’s learnt not to ask if everything is OK. It gives them the opportunity to pull out or move the goalposts, and saying everything’s ready puts them under pressure to follow through.

‘There’s a problem,’ says Marianne.

Stella draws in a deep breath. They’re too far in for there to be a problem now.

‘What is it?’ she asks, mentally calling up all the possibilities and ticking them off one by one. No stone has been left unturned in this operation. The only deal-breaker is if the target doesn’t turn up, but Marianne has promised that he will.

‘The Post has been in touch,’ says Marianne. ‘They’ve offered me ten thousand more.’

Stella’s heart sinks into her stomach. She’s spent weeks on this story, meeting Marianne in clandestine places so as not to attract any unwanted attention, from either the public or other newspapers, which aren’t averse to following her to sniff out what stories she’s working on, so inept are they at finding their own.

At their last meeting, over a coffee on the concourse of King’s Cross station, Marianne had left with a £5,000 down-payment, and Stella had walked away with the promise of her loyalty – whatever that was worth.

‘How did they find out?’ she asks wearily. ‘You said there was no way anyone else could possibly get wind of this story.’

Marianne offers a sly laugh. ‘Darling, I’ve been walking through the Houses of Parliament in nothing but a fur coat. Do you honestly believe no one will have wondered what someone like me was doing there?’

Stella pictures the flamboyant call-girl prancing around the corridors of Westminster, daring anyone to question her. With her lanyard and security clearance, reserved only for MPs and their esteemed guests, Marianne would have revelled in them trying to thwart her lover’s indecent intentions.

‘We’re about to go on this,’ sighs Stella. ‘I’ve got a whole team ready and waiting.’

‘I understand,’ purrs Marianne. ‘But as you know, I have expensive tastes and I have to be kept in the style to which I have become accustomed.’ She lets out a high-pitched laugh and Stella can’t help but picture Cruella de Vil at the other end of the line.

‘We haven’t got time for this,’ she says brusquely. ‘You’re supposed to be here in fifteen minutes.’

‘And I will be,’ says Marianne. ‘If you match The Post’s offer.’

‘Who have you been speaking to there?’ asks Stella, her mind working at eighty miles an hour, desperate to claw back this story. Not least for the kudos it will bring her, but also to escape the wrath of Max if she doesn’t.

‘Oh, I forget his name,’ says Marianne. ‘He just phoned and, as I’m nervous about all this, I don’t remember.’

‘I’m going to need to make a few calls,’ says Stella. ‘Where are you now?’

‘I’m parked up around the corner in the car you sent for me.’

‘And where’s Ned Jacobs?’ asks Stella.

‘He’s on schedule, but I can tell him I’m running late?’

‘No!’ exclaims Stella, knowing that the chance of them meeting outside the hotel is getting slimmer by the second. It’s not the be-all and end-all, but if they don’t get the footage they’re expecting from inside the suite, then she’d feel better if they had it as a fall-back.

She taps her phone, deciding whether to call her informant at The Post or Max, back at the office, unsure which is the lesser of the two evils. No, it’s too much of a risk. She doesn’t want to give any more away to her rival than she needs to, and there’s no way of finding out what she wants to know without having to divulge information she doesn’t wish to share.

Max picks up on the first ring. ‘I’m in a meeting,’ he barks. ‘Is it urgent?’

‘Marianne wants more money,’ she sighs down the line.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he bellows. ‘I thought this was in the can.’

‘It was,’ says Stella. ‘Until The Post came along.’

‘That’s bollocks – she’s calling your bluff.’

‘Possibly,’ says Stella. ‘But is it a chance we want to take?’

‘How much are we paying for this?’

‘Seventy-five thousand,’ says Stella.

‘The greedy bitch!’ hisses Max.

Stella can hear him thinking; feel his temper emanating from deep inside him. There’s nothing he loathes more than grasping kiss-and-tells. They may well be a tabloid’s bread and butter, but he hates them with a vengeance for their questionable morals.

‘So offer her the trade-off,’ he says simply, knowing that Stella will realize what he means.

‘But no more money?’ she says, double-checking.

‘Not a penny more.’ The phone goes dead before she’s even had a chance to acknowledge his instruction.

She immediately calls Marianne back to deliver the bad news.

‘Hi, I’ve spoken to my editor and I’m afraid he’s not prepared to budge.’

‘Ah, that’s a real pity,’ says Marianne. ‘I was really hoping we could strike a deal.’

‘We already have,’ Stella reminds her. ‘And not only are you under contract to us, but if you decide to renege on what we’ve agreed, I’m afraid it won’t be easy for you.’

Marianne laughs uneasily. ‘Are you threatening me?’

‘No, not at all,’ says Stella, aware that the conversation might be being recorded. ‘It’s just that this story is perfectly pitched to present you in the best possible light. Even though you’re a sex worker who entertains at least ten high-profile punters who all believe they’re paying for your exclusive services, I was happy for you to remain anonymous as long as you exposed the shadow home secretary to be the deceitful, devious love-cheat that he is. But if you’re going to accept a higher offer, I can no longer promise that same anonymity.’

‘You wouldn’t,’ seethes Marianne. ‘We had an agreement.’

‘Indeed we did,’ says Stella. ‘Except you’ve just ripped up the pages. So we either do this my way – the way we both talked about and agreed upon – or you can take the extra ten thousand, in the knowledge that the whole country will know who you are and what you do.’

She can hear Marianne’s breath quickening down the line.

‘We have five minutes and the clock’s ticking,’ says Stella. ‘So, what’s it going to be?’

‘Fine,’ hisses Marianne.

‘OK, let’s do this,’ says Stella, before ending the call and typing the same message into the WhatsApp group.
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Jess

The newsroom seems a whole lot different than it did the last time I was here, and a new sense of embarrassment washes over me as I remember how I’d mistaken Max Forsythe’s integrity test for something else entirely.

I was still cringing when I’d got home to my flatmate, Flic, that evening, but she’d had the grace to pretend she would have jumped to exactly the same conclusion if she’d been in my position.

‘I mean, he could just have pounced on you, there and then,’ she’d said thoughtfully, as she spooned out the last of the cookie-dough ice cream from the tub. My cookie-dough ice cream.

I’d swallowed my consternation – you have to with Flic, otherwise we’d be falling out every day.

‘Well, if that had been his intention, I’m not sure that telling him I had a boyfriend would have stopped him in his tracks.’

‘Yeah, but I get why you thought it might,’ Flic had said, though her vexed expression suggested otherwise. ‘In the heat of the moment and all that.’

I’d shaken my head. ‘I mean, I don’t know what I was thinking. What happens if, by some small miracle, I get offered the job? I’m going to have to invent a boyfriend I don’t even want.’

Flic’s eyes had widened as she’d lifted herself up on the sofa, tucking her legs beneath her. ‘It’s more the problem that you’re going to have to get rid of him again pretty quickly, because of all the hot celebs you’re going to meet.’

I’d rolled my eyes, tutting. ‘Meeting celebrities is not my sole reason for wanting this job.’

‘Yes, but if you’re sent to LA to interview Josh Matthews about his new blockbuster film, you better be ready to dump that phantom boyfriend’s ass, ’cause there’s no way I’m letting you pass up that opportunity.’

‘What opportunity?’ I’d scoffed. ‘If I were ever to find myself in that position, I’d be the epitome of professionalism. I’d go, get the job done and take the first flight out of there.’

‘But what if he asked you out? What if he saw you and said he couldn’t live without you, and that you had to let him take you out for dinner, otherwise . . .?’

I couldn’t help but smile, but much as I’d have liked to participate in Flic’s fantasy for a little while longer, I only had to catch a reflection of myself in the living-room mirror to know that it was pushing even the realms of fiction. I’d seen the kind of women Josh Matthews hooked up with: the type that didn’t need to use a filter on their Instagram posts; successful women who have totally got their shit together. At least that’s what they’d have us all believe.

‘I’d say no!’ I had offered in mock indignation. ‘Just because he’s a Hollywood superstar doesn’t mean he can click his fingers and have whoever he wants.’

Flic had looked at me as if I was deluded. ‘Well, if you’re not going to go for it, do you mind if I come along and try my luck?’

She’d ducked from view as I sent a cushion flying across the room and we’d both laughed at the insanity of it all, though a little frisson had been set alight at the possibilities that lay in wait, if I were to get the job.

‘This is going to be the making of you,’ she’d said optimistically, if not a little prematurely. ‘I only hope it’s going to be everything you imagined it would be.’

Seeing the newsroom now, buzzing with energy and excitement, I can sense it’s all that, and more.

‘OK, so this is the Sports desk,’ says Max’s assistant, Gail, as she walks me quickly across the floor. I smile, getting ready with a wave, but awkwardly put my hand back down when none of the eight-strong team even look up. ‘This is Politics,’ continues Gail, moving swiftly on. ‘Over there in the corner is the World desk, and behind us is the back bench.’

There’s not a single smile on offer and I can’t help but wonder if I’m cut out for this. Maybe I need to be wrapped in the warm, genial atmosphere of the Essex Gazette, where Brian wheels the tea trolley out twice a day and ‘Confused of Southend’ sends in the same letter every week.

‘And this is where you’ll be sitting,’ says Gail, rolling out a chair from underneath a sign reading ‘News’ that hangs from the ceiling. ‘That’s Rich, Zoe, Marcus and Lottie,’ she goes on, pointing to the top of several heads.

I notice that Rich is thinning a little.

‘You’ll be reporting directly to Stella, our deputy editor, who sits at the end there.’

I look at the desk of my immediate boss and can’t help but feel instantly inadequate. There are at least fifty Post-it notes stuck to the whiteboard on the wall to her left, each colour-coded, though for what reason I don’t yet know.

‘Is Stella around?’ asks Gail to no one in particular.

‘She’s out on a job and due in around midday,’ pipes up one of the women, I forget who, from behind her half-height divider.

Gail shrugs her shoulders. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to get acquainted,’ she says, instilling the same fear I felt when my mother left me in the playground on my first day in infant school.

‘Thanks,’ I say, dry-mouthed as I watch her walk away.

‘We’ve just had this tip come in,’ says the man with the balding head from behind the screen separating our desks. He reaches towards me with a yellow Post-it note in his hand. ‘Can you check it out? See if it’s kosher.’

He disappears from view again, leaving me with a phone number and a scrawled message: ‘Tina Mowbray seen with bruises on her face. Could it be her boyfriend?’

‘So-sorry, do you want me to ring this number?’ I stutter, half hoping he won’t hear me.

‘Well, that would be a good start,’ he replies brusquely.

‘Oh right, then,’ I say, looking around furtively, as if hoping someone is going to magically appear, take the note from my hand and make the call for me.

I finger the piece of paper and pick up the phone on the desk, not knowing who or what to expect at the other end. I know exactly who Tina Mowbray is – she’s the queen of reality TV, the surgically enhanced model who was coupled with a former cage fighter called Rex Macy on last season’s Fake It Till You Make It. They’d waltzed off the show with £100,000 and had biweekly shoots in Welcome! magazine, proclaiming their love for each other ever since.

I’m shaking as I dial the number and I don’t know if I’m relieved or even more nervous when I hear Tina’s unmistakable Scouse accent.

‘Hello.’

‘Oh, hello, Tina, is that you?’

‘Yeah, who’s this?’

‘My name’s Jess and I’m calling from The Globe.’

‘What do you want?’ she asks accusingly.

I’m instantly on the back foot, and the man opposite me sticks his hand up and turns it in a rolling motion – as if encouraging me to press on. He must know how these conversations go.

‘Erm, I understand you’ve been involved in some kind of . . . incident . . .’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she sneers before putting the phone down, leaving me staring at the receiver in my hand with a thumping chest.

‘Let me guess,’ says the girl next to me, with a pencil haphazardly skewering a mass of mousy-brown curls on top of her head. ‘She denied it.’

‘Er, yes – yes, she did.’

She rolls her eyes heavenwards. ‘She’s most likely with the fella and can’t talk. It means that our theory is probably correct then, otherwise she’d just tell the truth.’

‘Oh, right,’ I say, trying desperately hard not to take the brutal rejection personally.

‘Don’t take it to heart,’ she says, as if reading my mind. ‘I’m Lottie by the way.’ She offers a smile and I instantly feel as if Mum has come back, even though the girl doesn’t look that much older than me.

‘Here’s today’s titles,’ she says, handing me four women’s monthly magazines. ‘Check out the celebrity interviews and highlight any angles that might be worth exploring.’

I thumb through the glossy pages; the quality of what they produce is at odds with the cheap fish-and-chip paper of today’s edition of The Globe that lies beside them.

Inside Better Living there’s a four-page spread on Yasmin Chopra, recent winner of the BBC’s flagship cookery show On the Ranch, in which twelve contestants had battled it out to be the best barbecue connoisseur. Yasmin had delighted the nation with her Guinness-coated chicken wings and chocolate-flavoured spareribs, though there was still the odd keyboard-warrior who had protested that she didn’t deserve to be in the final because she was of Indian descent.

The headline ‘You Just Can’t Win!’ alludes to Yasmin answering her critics. ‘If I’d hailed from Texas, people would say that I shouldn’t have been allowed to enter a barbecue competition as I would have had an unfair advantage,’ she’s quoted as saying, alongside a picture of her tucking into a double-decker burger.

Momentarily distracted by the need to see how easy the recipe is, I continue to scour the article, reading between the lines for anything that the friendly publication fails to follow up on.

‘Who are you?’ comes a woman’s voice from right behind me.

I spin round in my chair to be faced with a messy blonde bob, perfectly coiffured to look like she’d woken up like this. Maybe she had.

‘Oh, hi, I’m Jess,’ I say, offering my hand. She’s standing so close that it seems rude not to.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asks, her hands remaining on her hips. I throw a brief look to Lottie, who I’d envisaged being my best friend just moments ago. But her eyes stay firmly focused on the computer screen in front of her.

‘I’m the new reporter.’

‘Since when?’ snaps the woman, taking a step back to remove her Burberry scarf and camel coat. Everything about her screams power and class. She even smells expensive.

‘Erm, I . . . I was hired by Max,’ I flounder, falling over my words and hating myself. ‘Mr Forsythe.’

She looks over to his corner office, as if weighing up whether the meeting he’s in can be interrupted.

‘He’s with Peter,’ says the man opposite me, which appears to be all the answer she needs.

‘So what are you doing?’ she asks, turning her attention back to me and brushing a curl from her eyes.

‘I’m going through these,’ I say, hoping that answers the question she’s asking. ‘Looking for any possible leads that we might be able to follow up on.’

She reaches out to thumb through the pages of the magazine on my desk.

‘Does she say anything of interest?’ she asks, cocking her head towards Yasmin, smiling out from the pages.

‘It’s all pretty innocuous stuff,’ I reply with a trembling voice. ‘I don’t think anyone’s going to get any dirt on the barbecue queen.’

‘Well, it’s your job to find it,’ she says. ‘Why are her children all facing away from the cameras? Are there any shots showing their faces?’

I hadn’t even noticed. ‘I . . . I don’t think so,’ I say, feverishly flicking back and forward through the pages.

‘God, I hate this bullshit,’ she says. ‘Why put yourself in the public eye if you’re then going to spend the rest of your life hiding your children from the world? You’re either all in or all out.’ She throws her coat and scarf onto her desk. ‘Who’s her agent?’ she bellows.

Keyboards are tapped and phones are scanned as the team around me races to be the first to give her the information she’s requested.

‘It’s Mel Sheldrake,’ offers up the man opposite me, looking delighted with himself.

The woman, who I can only assume is Stella, groans. ‘OK, call up Mel and say you’ve just seen Yasmin’s fabulous spread in . . .’ She looks to me, snapping her fingers, and I rush to hold up the front cover, giving the tip of my nose a paper cut in my haste. Maybe the publication isn’t as friendly as I first thought.

‘Better Living,’ Stella goes on, though I’m not sure whether she’s speaking to me or someone else. I’m hoping it’s the latter. ‘She’s a tough nut to crack, but tell her we’re running an article on the virtues of celebrities keeping their children out of the spotlight and we’d love to feature Yasmin’s take on it. We’d be happy to give a big plug for the . . .’ Stella looks at me again, catching me off-guard.

‘Er, book,’ I say, fervently scanning the copy.

Stella rolls her eyes, clearly seasoned to the constant influx of newly crowned celebrities employing the services of a ghostwriter to exploit their fifteen minutes of fame.

‘OK, get on with it,’ she says, snapping her fingers again in my direction.

I look open-mouthed at Lottie beside me as Stella saunters off in her high heels. ‘Was she talking to me?’ I whisper.

She nods. ‘You need to stay on your game with Stella,’ she says, under her breath. ‘She doesn’t suffer fools gladly.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I reply, not taking my eyes off the woman I now know to be the deputy editor of the paper, and the person I report to. ‘She didn’t sound like she was in agreement with celebrities who shield their children from public view.’

‘She’s not,’ says Lottie. ‘But we’ve been after an interview with Yasmin for weeks, and Stella obviously thinks this might be an angle that gives us an in.’

‘But that’s not the piece we’d run?’ I ask dubiously, knowing The Globe well enough to realize that wouldn’t be considered newsworthy.

Lottie laughs. ‘Of course not! But it’s an opportunity to find another top line.’

‘But we’d give Yasmin the heads-up that’s what we were doing, right?’

Lottie can’t help but grimace as she looks at me. ‘You’ve not done this before, have you?’ she says.
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Stella

‘Stella, you’re looking as ravishing as ever,’ muses Peter as he passes her desk.

‘Hello,’ she says, smiling as she stands up to kiss the owner of Global International on each cheek. His foul breath infiltrates her nostrils, and she has to force herself not to shudder as his chubby fingers linger on her waist. ‘I haven’t seen you around here for a while.’

His beady eyes travel up and down her body, unable to stop themselves from coming to rest on her breasts. ‘That’s because up until now I’ve been reasonably happy with the way the paper’s being run,’ he says.

Stella’s smile tightens. She’d walked right into that one.

‘I think we’re in pretty good shape,’ she says, despite knowing that sales are down 9 per cent compared to this time last year.

‘Funny, that’s exactly what Max has spent the last hour trying to convince me, but the numbers tell a different story.’

‘We’re doing our best to get those figures back up,’ she says through gritted teeth.

‘It’s not you I’m holding accountable,’ he booms, with no regard for who might be able to hear. ‘Max is an experienced journalist and, I thought, an editor who could deliver. But perhaps it’s time that he returns to his roots – does what he’s good at.’ He raises his eyebrows as if expecting an answer, but as much as it pains her, Stella doesn’t react.

She needs to bide her time, make her move when others are least expecting it. But until then, she’ll toe the line and keep both sides happy.

‘We’re working on some really great stuff,’ she says, making it sound like a team effort, though she’s sure that anyone with half a brain will know it’s her stories that are keeping those sales from falling even further than they are.

‘Glad to hear it,’ he says, as his assistant taps on her watch to remind him that his time is too valuable to be wasting on Stella. ‘If you keep up the good work, who knows what will happen?’ Despite herself, she can’t help but picture herself in the editor’s office, nailing a new name plaque to the door. It’s nothing personal to Max of course, but Peter’s right: he’s a better journalist than he is an editor, and Stella fantasizes about the day he’ll gracefully stand aside and let her take the job she was deprived of eighteen months ago.

She flashes her best smile, but Peter’s already walking away, his bulk as evident from behind as it is from the front.

‘Conference!’ shouts Max from his office, and Stella can tell by the way he says it that he’s seriously hacked off.

The Globe’s top executives and senior journalists file into their editor’s office, each of them, no doubt, painfully aware that he’s just been hauled over the coals.

‘Right, I haven’t got the time or the patience to fuck around, so hit me with your best stuff,’ he says, in answer to anyone who might still be oblivious.

The less experienced would imagine that going first makes you either incredibly brave or ridiculously stupid, but most of them simply want to get the inevitable ball-crunching out of the way.

‘It’s Marache’s last game as manager of Chelsea this weekend,’ pipes up Mike, the Sports editor. ‘So we could run a profile piece on his time there: his wins, his losses, some stats . . .?’ He looks at Max questioningly.

‘Can we get a pre-match interview with him?’ muses Max.

‘Er, unfortunately not,’ says Mike quietly, as if wishing he had a different answer. ‘They’re saying no one’s getting access to him until after the game on Saturday.’

‘Well, what the fuck use to us is that?’ roars Max.

Mike offers a resigned shrug of the shoulders.

‘So we’re going to run a shitty stats story, and the Sundays will get the big exit interview?’

‘That seems to be the way it’s looking,’ Mike offers.

‘Well, that’s not good enough. You’re the Sports editor of Britain’s biggest newspaper.’

‘Well, yes, but . . .’ stutters Mike.

Stella can’t help but feel sorry for him as she watches him squirming in his seat, wishing he were anywhere else but here. Like most of them in this room, he came into journalism to report the news, facts and figures – suffused with an innate sense of duty to highlight important topics and keep the public informed. But instead they find themselves peddling propaganda, forever conscious of staying on the right side of the political fence and sacrificing a good story if it dares to play into the hands of the opposing side.

Perhaps that’s why mild-mannered Mike chose sport as his speciality, hoping that it was the one topic where he could avoid running the gauntlet. But to his chagrin, he’s learnt the hard way that there’s no subject that escapes corruption and manipulation if it’s in the public eye.

‘Stella, have you got an in with Marache, or anyone connected to him?’ Max snaps at her, though she learnt long ago not to take it personally.

She saw this coming thirty seconds ago and has spent that time racking her brain for something to offer that might appease him. ‘I can speak to his wife,’ she says, silently asking herself whether they’ve run anything that Señora Marache would be unhappy about, since she last bumped into her at a cancer charity do a couple of months ago. Stella vaguely recalls being offered a kiss-and-tell that showed her husband in an altogether less charitable position: on his hands and knees, if she remembers rightly, being led around a hotel room like a dog on a leash. But she’d not run it, for reasons she can’t quite remember – probably because it would have put their five million readers off their breakfast.

‘Didn’t we have something on him a little while back?’ asks Max, deep in thought.

Stella wishes he didn’t have quite as good a memory as he does, because she knows what’s coming next.

‘Er, yeah, I think it was a mucky dominatrix story . . .’ she says, hoping that her disinterest will throw him off the scent, but knowing it won’t.

‘So, see if he wants to do a trade-off,’ says Max brusquely, looking between her and Mike, waiting for one of them to take the bait. Stella watches as Mike literally shrivels into his seat, like a slug that’s had salt thrown at him.

A tightness pulls across her chest. Of all the questionable practices that come with being deputy editor on a tabloid newspaper, ‘The Trade-Off’, as Max always likes to refer to it, is the one thing that pricks the very small conscience Stella has left. Despite making it sound as if there’s an option, in reality it gives the target – or, rather, victim – absolutely no choice whatsoever. They either give the paper what it wants or their lives could be ruined within a few column inches. It’s blackmail – pure and simple.

‘Let me see if I can reach him via his wife first,’ says Stella. ‘Then, if that fails, we can look at other alternatives.’ She tries to catch Mike’s eye, but his attention stays focused on the notebook in front of him.

‘Get onto it,’ barks Max. ‘OK, Features, what have you got?’

Gilly, the Features editor, looks decidedly smug as she rolls her pen between her teeth. ‘Well, after Adrianna’s groom jilted her at the altar, I’ve got three brides-to-be who were all left hanging on the big day, talking about how it felt, how they got over it – one of them even sold their dress on eBay.’ She looks around the room, laughing, but Stella can tell that Max has already moved on.

‘Remind me who Adrianna is,’ he asks Stella, with a look of irritation on his face.

‘They’re saying she’s the new Adele,’ she replies. ‘Started off in kids’ TV in America, lost herself for a while, uploaded a few songs onto TikTok and everyone’s gone wild for her.’ She knows to keep it to short, sharp soundbites when bringing Max up to speed on anyone new in the entertainment industry.

‘And she’s been dumped by who?’ he asks.

‘Some rapper she hooked up with a year ago,’ says Stella. ‘We ran a piece on how unsuited they were, a few months back – she comes from a religious family in the Deep South, seemingly using her wholesome image as a marketing tool, and then she meets this guy who’s done time and is known to incite gun violence . . . The writing was on the wall.’

Max sighs. ‘So we’ve got this melting pot going on and all we’ve managed to pull out of it is a spread on three randomers who have been jilted at the altar.’

Stella can’t help but savour the disappearance of Gilly’s smug smile as it slides off her face.

‘I know what you’re going to say,’ retorts Stella. ‘And I’ve got people on both sides of the Atlantic working on it, but Adrianna’s not playing ball. She’s gone to ground.’

Max’s eyes widen. ‘Everyone’s accessible, Stella – you know that.’

‘Yes, but . . .’

‘I want the full low-down from Adrianna herself on their relationship, an exclusive on what happened – when she first knew he was calling it off, how she felt . . .’

‘I’m trying, but like I say, she’s gone to ground.’

‘Or has someone else got to her first?’

‘I guess there’s a chance,’ admits Stella, knowing full well that’s exactly what’s happened. ‘Though I’ve checked that it’s nobody in the UK.’

‘So, if a US publication have got the exclusive, find out what it’ll take to get it syndicated and get us first rights.’

‘I’m already on it,’ she lies.

How many pairs of hands does he think she has? She’s been orchestrating the sting on the Labour MP all morning. She can’t do that and follow up every other piece of minutiae that goes on in the world. There are simply not enough hours in the day.

‘Well, then I guess we should all be thankful that the shadow home secretary is screwing a call-girl,’ Max booms. ‘How did it go this morning?’

‘Good,’ says Stella, back on firmer ground. ‘As we hoped, we’ve got the pair of them sharing a quick kiss at the back entrance to the hotel.’ She looks around, revelling in what she’s about to say. ‘But the money-shot was what went on inside.’

Max looks at her questioningly.

‘We’ve got them kissing in the lobby of the suite, Marianne giving Jacobs oral sex in the bedroom whilst dressed as Maggie Thatcher, and him on tape saying that the Labour leader secretly voted for Brexit whilst publicly proclaiming that the UK was better off in Europe.’

Max throws his head back as his laughter booms around the room. ‘And we thought his wife was going to be the only thing he lost.’

‘Exactly,’ agrees Stella. ‘And did I forget to mention that this all happened after they’d snorted four lines of coke?’

Max rubs his hands together with glee. ‘How many pages do you want?’

‘At least four,’ she says, knowing she’s got enough material for six.

‘Take as many as you need,’ he says, still chuckling.

She smiles. There’s no better feeling than knowing that instead of having to magic words out of nowhere, manipulating the copy to make it worthy of its place in the paper, on this story she’s going to have to cut it hard, pulling out the very best bits from a rich overabundance.

‘So right now Stella is single-handedly making The Globe the paper that its readers expect,’ says Max. ‘The rest of you need to pull your socks up.’

‘Yes, boss,’ murmurs Mike.

‘Got it,’ beams Gilly through a fake smile, as if trying to convince herself of her optimism.

Stella watches the team file out of the office and shuts the door behind the last straggler.

‘Can I have a word?’ she asks, whilst looking through the slatted blinds towards Jess.

‘Make it quick,’ snaps Max, looking at his watch. ‘I’ve got to get to Lord’s.’

It never ceased to amaze Stella how little work Max actually did. Sure, he put in long hours – even more than her – but they were invariably spent with the prime minister at a dinner party at Number Ten, lunching at Claridge’s with a veteran Hollywood star or wangling a seat in the royal box to watch live sport.

When she’s the editor, she’s going to do exactly that – edit. She’s had enough of rubbing shoulders with inept politicians and vacuous celebrities who think they can play the media to their own tune; who court them when they need something and accuse them of flouting privacy laws when they don’t. She’s already got a list, as long as her arm, of names she won’t ever allow to be featured in The Globe. Mostly consisting of people who didn’t think they needed her on their way up, but who’ll be wanting to be her best friend on the way down. They forget that the puppy that will gladly roll over to be tickled will eventually get big and bite back.

‘About the new girl . . .’ says Stella, looking at Max with raised eyebrows.

‘What about her?’ he says, already distracted by something on his phone.

‘Well, what’s she doing here, and when were you going to tell me about it?’

Max bristles, his jaw tensing. ‘She’s here because I want her to be,’ he says, narrowing his eyes. ‘We have to bring in more stories – better stories – and as much as I appreciate everything you’re doing, you’re not able to do it all on your own.’

Stella doesn’t know whether to feel angry or relieved. ‘She seems a bit wet behind the ears.’

‘That’s because she is,’ says Max. ‘She’s a rookie from a local gazette and I’ve brought her in to do the dirty work. If you get a lead, send her down the rabbit hole after it, let her gather all the salient information so that you can line up for the kill.’

He makes Stella sound like an assassin. Maybe she is.
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Jess

‘Oh, hello, my name’s Jess Townsend – is this Mel Sheldrake?’

‘Yep, what can I do you for?’ says the woman at the other end of the line.

I don’t know why I’m so nervous, but as I’ve already discovered, dealing with celebrities is a whole different ball game from asking the friendly firemen in Chingford about their most hazardous job of the week.

‘I’m calling about your client, Yasmin Chopra,’ I say. ‘I was wondering if she might be available for interview.’

‘How about you tell me where you’re calling from first,’ says Mel, with more than a hint of derision.

‘Oh, right, sorry, I’m from The Globe and—’

‘Let me stop you there then,’ says Mel. ‘This isn’t going to happen.’

She sounds as if she’s a nanosecond from putting the phone down and ending the call.

‘But . . .’ I start.

‘Look, Jess, is it?’

‘Yes, I . . .’

‘It’s nothing personal, but hell would have to have frozen over before I subject any of my clients to the wrath of The Globe.’

I slump back in my chair, with the last remnants of excitement and enthusiasm that had seen me skip towards the office this morning now seeping out of me. I thought working for the country’s biggest newspaper was going to make it easier to get stories, not harder.

‘Can I . . . can I ask why?’ I venture.

Mel lets out a choked snort. ‘I’m not sure there’s enough hours in the day.’

I straighten myself up, hoping it will kick-start my resolve. ‘We’d only need fifteen minutes of Yasmin’s time, and we’d be very happy to promote her book . . .’

‘Fifteen minutes is more than enough to destroy someone’s career,’ says Mel. ‘Mind you, Stella Thorne could probably do that in two.’

I look over to Max’s office, where the woman in question is pacing up and down in front of his desk, gesticulating in my direction.

‘But I would be doing the interview,’ I say, daring to assume – especially if it makes the difference between getting it and not. ‘The Globe has journalists other than Stella.’

Mel laughs cattily, making no attempt to mask that it’s at me, rather than with me. ‘No disrespect, but am I right to assume you haven’t been there very long?’ she asks.

‘Well, I . . .’

‘Otherwise you’d know that Stella IS The Globe. She decides who, where, why and when to make or break careers.’

‘Can you be more specific?’ I ask, needing to know exactly what I’m up against.

‘Well, the fact that Ms Thorne turned up at my late client’s mother’s house, claiming to be a nurse from the hospital, in the hope of getting an exclusive on her daughter’s cancer battle will tell you everything you need to know. She hadn’t even been dead for three hours.’
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