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  For all the women who were told




  they couldn’t or they shouldn’t.




  You can and you should.




  







  One




  Tabitha Tate was in an edit suite at the back of the Channel 6 newsroom putting together the report that would lead that evening’s main bulletin. She frowned at her

  notebook, where she’d scribbled a rough version of the script to go with the pictures the editor was now cutting together.




  ‘I’m not sure about ousted.’ Tabitha put a line through the word and stuck a foot up on the desk. Her cropped pants revealed a few inches of pale bare skin above a

  strappy peep-toe shoe, with a towering heel, that revealed a toenail painted a deep shade of damson. She chewed on the end of her pen, her green eyes narrowing in concentration. A strand of

  raven-black hair fell across her pretty face. ‘I mean, is it entirely accurate to say James Almond was ousted as head of entertainment at Channel 6?’ There was no trace of an

  accent, just an unmistakable hint of well-to-do.




  Her editor, Lance, pasty-faced from spending too much time in darkened rooms staring at TV screens, snorted. Ignoring a sign that read No Food or Drink to be Consumed, he picked up the

  fried-egg sandwich going cold on a paper plate at the side of the desk and bit into it. Brown sauce oozed from the soft white sliced bread and dripped on to the plate. Still chewing, he said,

  ‘Why don’t you just say he was kicked out for being a dirty pervert?’




  He shuttled through shots of James coming and going at the High Court where his privacy case against the Sunday newspaper was under way.




  Tabitha snapped a flapjack in half. ‘I suppose if I’m being strictly accurate, he resigned.’




  ‘Only because they’d have kicked him out for being a dirty pervert if he’d stuck around.’




  Lance parked up the tape on a shot of James in a well-cut, powder-blue suit and Ray-Bans, looking self-assured as he strolled along the Strand with his hands in his pockets, a press posse at his

  heels. ‘Look at him, the shifty bastard. He’s having a ball.’




  Tabitha rocked back in her chair and studied the shot. ‘He definitely looks like a man who knows he’s going to win, that’s for sure.’




  The privacy case, packed with celebrity revelations, had been front-page news across all the tabloids for the last few days. When the Sunday had first run its exclusive a few months

  before, exposing a sordid affair between James, then entertainment supremo at Channel 6, and Helen England, the station’s star presenter of its hit daytime show Good Morning Britain,

  it had caused a furore. With perfect timing, the story had broken as James was enjoying a romantic weekend break with his wife, and Helen was relaxing at the country pile she shared with her TV

  presenter husband and their baby – a few months old and as cute as a button – extolling the joys of family life to a celebrity magazine.




  The pictures that had accompanied the Sunday splash were both sensational and sick-making. The head of entertainment, known for his sharp suits, was snapped in a man-sized nappy nuzzling

  the breast of his lover, who was kitted out in a saucy nurse’s uniform. The fact that their kinky sessions had taken place during office hours and that James had used the Channel 6 cab

  account to get to what the Sunday called their ‘seedy love nest’ only made things worse.




  ‘You’ve got to admire him in a way,’ Tabitha said. She rolled up the sleeves of an expensive-looking tailored shirt and leaned forward. The hint of stretch in the fabric made

  it cling to her narrow waist and accentuated her fabulous boobs. ‘Talk about bouncing back.’




  ‘I’m telling you, he’s loving every minute.’ Lance tossed his greasy paper plate and balled-up napkin into the bin in the corner of the room and spooled through the tape

  again at high speed. He paused, rewound and hit the play button on a shot of James with the High Court behind him, flanked by his barrister as he faced a barrage of questions.




  Tabitha heard her own voice off camera shouting over the rest. ‘Is it true you’re in talks with a major broadcaster?’




  James gave her a crafty smile. ‘Let’s just say I have several irons in the fire. I’ll have a clearer picture of where my future lies once proceedings conclude and there is a

  judgement in my favour – as I am confident there will be.’ His smile broadened.




  Another voice chipped in: ‘Mr Almond, you seem almost overconfident. Shouldn’t you wait for the ruling?’




  James fiddled with the cuff of his starched white shirt. ‘There’s no need when it’s abundantly clear there has been a breach of privacy. What two consenting adults choose to do

  behind closed doors is entirely their business.’ He glanced in the direction of Tabitha – was that a wink? ‘I think we all need to understand that it is not the business of the

  tabloid press to seek to ruin a man’s reputation when there is no public interest whatsoever at stake.’




  Lance shook his head. ‘Oh, I get it. It’s all right to be a sicko, even if you’re doing it on the firm’s time. I’ll remember that next time I need a company car to

  get me to the lap-dancing club after a late shift.’




  ‘You’ve got to hand it to him – he’s a cool customer. If he loses, he’ll have to pick up all the costs – something like a million quid. It would bankrupt

  him.’




  Tabitha had mixed feelings about James Almond. Clearly the man was a total creep, but he was also big news, and it was thanks to him that she was getting her break as a serious reporter. It was

  amazing how none of the so-called proper reporters at Channel 6 had been keen on taking on the story; all too scared it would somehow backfire on them, probably. Tabitha, however, didn’t give

  a stuff. She wasn’t in the least bit bothered what might or might not happen after the hearing. This was her chance, and all she cared about was letting everyone see what she was made of:

  live links from outside the High Court, the lead story on all the bulletins day in, day out. Nothing fazed her. As long as she did a decent job, all the boring showbiz stuff she normally got

  lumbered with would be a thing of the past. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t actually a journalist and didn’t know the first thing about court reporting or restrictions on what

  she could or couldn’t say. There was a helpful freelance bloke who helped her out with all that. Her job was to ooze confidence on screen and make sure she looked good.




  She watched herself on the monitor, face serious, lip gloss perfect, recapping on the proceedings as the film cut to a shot of a curvy Karen King teetering along in skyscraper heels, paparazzi

  in pursuit, getting into a car. ‘Karen King, who suffered a bruising encounter with Marcus Savage, the barrister representing James Almond, is no doubt relieved to be leaving the

  court,’ Tabitha said on screen.




  Analysing her performance now, she allowed herself a smile. No question about it – she was an absolute natural. Even the crusty old news editor had said as much. Still, you were only as

  good as your last piece. You only had to look at Karen King to know that. A few months earlier she had been one of five women hosting Girl Talk, an award-winning chat show on Channel 6. Each

  night, she and her co-hosts Julia Hill, Lesley Gold, Cheryl West and Faye Cole breathed life into the late schedule with a feisty dollop of live TV. The chemistry between the five, as well as their

  off-screen antics, meant they were huge stars and rarely out of the gossip magazines. Girl Talk was one of the most successful and high-profile shows in mainstream TV – or had been,

  until James Almond had unceremoniously axed it and all five women had lost their jobs.




  There had been endless speculation in the press about a feud between the women and their former boss. When Julia Hill had crashed her car and ended up in a coma, some columnists hinted that

  James’s shabby treatment of her was somehow to blame. Tabitha had found the whole story fascinating from the outset, so when one of the guys she knew on the Sunday showbiz desk let

  slip that the source of their original exclusive on James was in fact the Girl Talk presenters, she ran with it. She knew it wouldn’t exactly make her popular with the women, but

  Tabitha couldn’t afford to worry about that. You can’t tiptoe round these things, she told herself. In the end, what counted was the story.




  And it had turned out to be a hell of a story, just what she needed for the sniffy news lot to take her seriously. Tabitha was well aware they regarded her as eye candy, only fit for hanging

  round on the red carpet trying to grab a word with some Z-list celeb or other. Not any more. Now they could see she was made of sterner stuff. Though she couldn’t help feeling a teeny bit

  sorry for the Girl Talk lot, since it was her revelations linking them to the Sunday exposé that had allowed James Almond to summon them as witnesses in his privacy case and

  given him the perfect opportunity to set about blackening their names. However, as the Girl Talk presenters had turned up in court one by one to do battle with James Almond’s

  barrister, Tabitha had experienced a surge of pride, knowing that all the glamour and celebrity hoo-ha injected into the proceedings by their presence was down to her.




  First to give evidence was Lesley Gold, blonde mane tumbling over her shoulders, a short bandage dress emphasizing her curves, tawny eyes hidden behind an enormous pair of filmstar shades. She

  told the hearing that James kept secret files on his staff for blackmail purposes. She wasn’t in the least concerned when his barrister sought to discredit her by bringing up her reputation

  for drinking and promiscuity. Lesley stifled a yawn. ‘I hardly think that’s headline news,’ she said. When CCTV footage that had been doing the rounds on the Internet got an

  airing in court and showed her having sex with famous male model Dan Kincaid in her dressing room at Channel 6, Lesley merely shrugged. ‘Isn’t that an invasion of my

  privacy?’ she said, making the barrister flush. ‘I mean,’ she went on, locking eyes with James, ‘I’d be interested to know who took that footage in the first place

  – wouldn’t you?’ As it happened, she and Dan had recently got married, so it was hardly a scandal that they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. And it seemed that the

  tabloids agreed. The Sun quoted sources at Channel 6 who claimed the whole building was riddled with secret cameras designed to spy on staff.




  Faye Cole had the hardest time on the stand. Her life had pretty much fallen apart in the months since Girl Talk when the tabloids had revealed details of the secret lesbian affair she

  had been having with her co-presenter Cheryl West. Just when Faye had thought things couldn’t get any worse, Cheryl appeared on the cover of Attitude magazine, followed a week later by

  a no-holds-barred account of the affair in the News of the World. When Faye saw the pictures of her ex-lover, sleek bob slicked-back, green eyes in contrast to her dark, velvety skin, posing

  in a mannish suit and puffing on a cigar, she felt sick. How had she ever fancied that? As for the timing – right when she was begging her husband, Mike, a heroic war reporter, to

  forgive her for the sake of their unborn child – it could hardly have been worse.




  By the time she was called to give evidence, Faye was heavily pregnant. Even though her ankles were swollen, she dug out her highest heels and squeezed herself into a clingy scarlet wraparound

  dress. Her feet were killing her and her head was pounding as she stepped into the witness box. The courtroom felt airless and intimidating, and, as Faye pledged to tell the truth, a peculiar

  sensation made her catch her breath. Twenty minutes later, she had to reach for the edge of the stand as a bolt of pain made her double up. Without warning she keeled over, landing with a thump and

  banging her head. Tabitha felt awful doing a piece to camera live into the lunchtime bulletin as Faye was stretchered off into an ambulance behind her, but the rush of adrenalin that shot through

  her system more than made up for it. There was nothing like being at the sharp end of rolling news. She even managed to find out through a junior doctor chum of hers at St Thomas’ Hospital

  that Faye had actually gone into labour and given birth to a 6lb 2oz baby girl. The news editor was in heaven. It was obvious Tabitha was a born reporter.




  In the edit suite, Lance cut together a sequence of shots of the Girl Talk women arriving at court in their heels and huge shades, clutching designer bags, dropping in library footage of

  Julia (who was still in a coma) to go with Tabitha’s voice-over. He searched for a decent shot of Karen King. She had certainly piled on the weight since Girl Talk had come off

  air.




  Tabitha glanced at the screen. ‘There’s a better shot of her getting into her car on the other roll. Her behind looks huge.’




  Lance shook his head and shuttled through the next roll of rushes. ‘Shit, it didn’t take you long to turn into a hard-nosed news bitch, did it?’




  Tabitha grinned. ‘She got all worked up in court, said the only reason James Almond axed Girl Talk was so he could clear the way to give all the best jobs to his bit on the side,

  the luscious Helen England.’




  ‘Spot on, by the sound of it.’




  ‘Thing is, Lance, it’s not about being right or wrong – it’s about being strong.’ Tabitha flashed him a brilliant smile, hooked one of her long legs over the

  arm of her chair, and stretched. ‘It’s the business we’re in – cut-throat. Ruthless. Dog eat dog.’




  ‘Carry on like that and you could give James Almond a run for his money.’




  Tabitha looked thoughtful. ‘I don’t suppose he’s all bad. I mean, he’s a brilliant programme-maker. You just have to look at all the awards he’s won over the

  years.’




  ‘He’s a frigging weirdo.’




  ‘Suppose.’ Her brow creased in concentration. ‘Who was it who said it’s not what happens to you but how you react to it?’




  ‘Christ knows – Nelson Mandela?’




  Tabitha was silent for a moment. ‘Actually, I think it might have been Patsy Kensit . . . or maybe Patsy Palmer. Not sure.’




  Lance gave her a funny look.




  She glanced at her watch. Less than fifteen minutes to transmission. Tabitha thrived on all the deadlines and last-minute tension, everyone getting agitated in the run-up to going on air. Any

  minute now the news editor would burst in, red-faced, wanting to know how much longer she was going to be. No, there was nothing like live telly. Correction. There was nothing like having the lead

  story on the teatime news for the fourth night running.




  ‘Right, let’s run through from the top, make sure the pictures match the words, then I’ll lay the voice down,’ she said. The door slid open to reveal the news editor,

  balding, sweaty-browed and red in the face. ‘Keep your hair on, Charlie,’ Tabitha said. ‘Nearly done.’




  







  Two




  Karen was in the kitchen at midday tucking into her second Pop-Tart when her phone started ringing. She ignored it but managed to catch sight of herself in the mirrored tiles

  as she glanced towards the sleek black device vibrating on the counter. She shuddered and turned away, popping another tart in the toaster.




  Bloody tiles, she thought, berating herself for not choosing non-reflective. That brief gaze had been enough for her to take in her chubby jowls, double chin and tired eyes. God, she felt

  depressed as she savoured the last bite of strawberry goo-filled puff pastry. It wasn’t as if she was really annoyed about the tiles; she was annoyed at what she saw in them. Her ebony hair

  hung in a limp curtain around her shoulders, her face had a sallow, doughy look – where on earth were her cheekbones? – and her emerald eyes had lost their sparkle. There were dark

  smudges under each eye as if she hadn’t taken off her mascara properly, which to her horror stayed put when she rubbed at them.




  The moment Girl Talk had been axed she’d begun stuffing her face again. Being slaughtered in court a week ago had just made things worse. It had been hideous on the stand at the

  mercy of that vile barrister. He and James made a good team, no doubt about it. Somehow they’d managed to find out that she’d given up her baby for adoption when she was seventeen,

  which meant she had been an unmarried, teenage mum. That, and the news that she was now having an affair with her driver, who happened to be a lot younger than her, plus the fact that James pretty

  much made her out to be the most ruthless and desperate for the spotlight of all the girls, had thoroughly tarnished her image. No one would want to employ her now. Not that offers of work had

  exactly been flooding in these last few months. She had been thinking about taking a corporate job, a training video for a mobile phone company’s call-centre staff, until they said they

  wanted her dressed as a dominatrix and wielding a whip. If that ever got out, she could kiss goodbye to any hopes of getting back into mainstream broadcasting ever again. But once she’d said

  no to that, it was as if her agent, Carla Charles, had given up on her.




  No wonder her eating was out of control. She’d always been an emotional eater, and the last few months had been among the worst of her life. The toaster pinged and she went to take its

  latest offering. As she did, she looked down at her size 18 waist, wrapped in a fluffy pink dressing gown that barely met in the middle, and burst into tears. She just wanted this whole ordeal to

  be over so she could concentrate on getting her life back in order. Until she knew it was truly finished once and for all, she couldn’t move on. She couldn’t face going back into TV

  until her name had been cleared, and that would only happen once James lost his case and ended up bankrupt. Thank God the ruling was due by the end of the day.




  







  Three




  Faye Cole lay on her side in a scratchy hospital gown staring at a blank white wall. She was absolutely drained. A few days earlier she had come to in the back of an ambulance

  with an oxygen mask over her face and a sweaty bloke in a fluorescent jacket bending over her saying the baby was on its way and to keep calm. The oxygen mask had made her panic and she’d

  tried to rip it off, but he’d pushed it back into place and held it there. ‘Easy, love,’ he kept saying. ‘Soon be there.’




  She felt fuzzy-headed. She thought back to when she was in the witness box at the High Court with James Almond’s smarmy barrister going into unnecessary detail about what he called her

  ‘intimate affair’ with Cheryl. As she shifted in the bed, a pain shot through her. The nurse had warned her the stitches would hurt. Even more painful was the memory of being torn to

  shreds in court. It was all coming back now. On the day of the hearing she had been so anxious she hadn’t eaten all day. While she was waiting to be called, she had paced up and down the

  corridors in a pair of towering heels that had pinched her swollen feet. Her honey-blonde hair had been styled in a slick up-do and her wraparound dress had flattered her bump and seemed to make

  her eyes an even more intense shade of blue than usual. Come to think of it, she had been experiencing odd stomach pains even before she went into the courtroom, which she had put down to nerves.

  Perhaps those were contractions and she had been too worked-up to realize.




  She had barely made it from the ambulance to the accident and emergency department before a young lad, who didn’t look old enough to shave but seemed to be in charge, was telling her to

  push, and her baby was on its way into the world. She closed her eyes. She hadn’t even held her daughter. They had whipped her straight into the special care unit as a precaution since she

  was three weeks early and a teeny bit jaundiced. Faye had been to see her but hadn’t dared pick her up. She looked too small and fragile, with her wispy golden curls and a Babygro that seemed

  much too big. Although it was the right size for a newborn baby – Faye had checked – the nurses had had to roll up the sleeves to stop them swamping her tiny hands.




  The idea of taking her home was terrifying. For the time being Faye just wanted to wallow. She felt awful, groggy. When she had dug out her compact to check her reflection, she had looked

  red-eyed and her face was blotchy from crying. The last thing she wanted was anyone seeing her in that state, so she had told the staff not to admit visitors. Not even the girls, and definitely not

  Mike. Not that he’d have been in a rush to see her anyway, the way things were between them. It was the baby he was bothered about, not Faye. According to the nurse who was monitoring her

  blood pressure, he had arrived soon after Faye had given birth and been in and out of the special care unit ever since. Whenever Faye paid a visit he was somewhere else having a coffee. The nurses

  must have been tipping him off.




  According to the doctor, all being well, Baby Cole would be back on the ward with her mum in another day or so, and, assuming there were no complications, they’d be allowed home within

  forty-eight hours. Faye felt sick at the thought. How was she supposed to manage with a baby all on her own, without nurses bustling about and a panic button at the side of the bed? At least her

  parents were on their way back from their holiday in Madeira. Her mother would have to take over.




  Faye sank back into her pillows. All she needed now was for the estate agent to say he’d found a buyer for the house. Just days before the privacy hearing had begun she had shown him round

  so he could measure up and take photos, all the while enthusing about what a perfect family home it was. ‘It’s a gorgeous property, great location,’ he’d said, striding

  about the kitchen, admiring the bespoke units and gleaming state-of-the-art appliances. ‘You’ve really looked after it.’




  The truth was that the place had been in chaos until Faye had paid a company to come in and blitz it. The professional oven-clean was amazing. The cooker looked as good as new.




  ‘I don’t think you’ll have any problems reaching full asking price,’ the agent told her. ‘We’ve got people on our books desperate for somewhere with this much

  space – and a decent garden. It’ll be gone in no time.’




  Faye’s wretched expression had prompted him to look away and make some more jottings in his notebook as she muttered a few words about leaving him to it and made her way into the hall, his

  words cutting through her. He might as well have plunged a knife into her heart. It was meant to be her family that filled this house, the home she’d worked all her life to achieve,

  not some rich strangers who could waltz in and live the life she had waited so long for. She didn’t want to move, but Mike was insisting they sell up, split the proceeds and move on with

  their lives.




  She had walked through the hall, past walls clad in silk-embossed wallpaper she’d designed herself, and gone to sit on the bottom step of the stairs. As she ran her hand along the spindles

  Mike had painstakingly restored over the years, she had struggled to stop herself from crying out loud.




  Now, lying in her hospital bed, it was almost unbelievable to think that only six months ago she’d had it all. She and Mike had patched things up and were so excited about starting a

  family. Now there was no Mike. OK, she had a healthy baby, a perfect little girl, but somehow she couldn’t get excited about the next chapter of her life as an out-of-work presenter and

  single mum. The whole prospect filled her with terror. How could her life have fallen apart so fast? Her brain rolled the question over and over, but she already knew the answer. It was James

  Almond who had wrecked everything and robbed her of any chance of happiness.




  She closed her eyes and tears ran down her cheeks. He thought he was too clever for all of them. Well, he was wrong. No one was untouchable. Whatever the outcome of the privacy case, one day she

  would make him pay.




  







  Four




  Cheryl finally sat down in Noel Harding’s waiting room after searching for an hour for the building which he’d said was ‘just off Oxford Street’. She

  only discovered it once a black cab had rescued her and driven her a long way north. As she reached the shabby building, she realized that this was only ‘off Oxford Street’ if you

  classed Soho as ‘off Hertfordshire’.




  Looking round the room, she felt deeply depressed as her eyes took in the faded pictures of stars of the past and reality ‘celebs’ which filled the walls. It was a far cry from her

  old agency; Mona had the lot – a beautiful office in the heart of Chelsea, A-list clients, and a trophy case crammed with BAFTAs and TV Dome awards displayed as if she were a proud mother

  showing off her offspring’s successes. Cheryl had been with Mona Lewis since she was eighteen, so it had come as a major shock to get all her show reels and headshots sent back to her with a

  Post-it note that read, ‘Been fun, darling, but no money in the L word, Mona x’. Bloody bitch, after all the money she’d made her. She had a good mind to sue, but another court

  case was the last thing she needed right now.




  She looked at the tatty clock on the wall and checked her watch. God, even the clock was wrong. If Noel Harding’s offices were anything to go by, he had to be a rubbish agent. Maybe she

  wouldn’t sign up with him after all. She felt around in her bag and pulled out her BlackBerry. No messages. She felt sick inside as she thought about the James Almond ruling, due any time.

  She’d signed up for Google alerts on the case, so an empty inbox meant no news yet, but she wondered how it long it was going to be.




  The door opened and Noel Harding, in crumpled grey suit-trousers, a short-sleeved shirt in some sort of cotton-viscose mix, and a cable-knit sleeveless pullover, stepped into the waiting area.

  Cheryl felt her stomach churn. If she was seriously considering this man as her agent, she really had hit rock bottom.




  ‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’ Noel Harding gave her a smile that revealed sharp yellowing teeth. ‘It’s just that I’m in the middle of a huge deal – on the

  brink of signing one of my darling ladies to be the face of a most prestigious brand.’




  Cheryl managed a weak smile.




  ‘It’s taking all of my considerable powers of persuasion to get her to sign on the dotted, mind you. Can’t think why. There’s no shame in incontinence these days.

  Weakening of the bladder comes to us all.’




  Cheryl swallowed again.




  ‘Right, young lady, give me another minute and you’ll have my full attention. Let’s see what we can come up with for you.’ Noel Harding looked her up and down and tapped

  the side of his nose. ‘I’ve got an idea already.’




  Cheryl waited for him to close his office door then got up and bolted for the exit.




  In a private room at the St Genevieve Hospital in north London, surrounded by tubes and bleeping machines, lay an almost unrecognizable Julia Hill.




  The perfect blonde hair was now an unruly dark mop, the once porcelain skin was lined and pale, and the carefully remodelled nose had gone crooked. There was even the faintest hint of fuzz

  around her top lip. Beside the bed stood a plain-looking nurse who seemed to be having trouble changing Julia’s catheter bag. As she yanked at one of the tubes, Julia’s fingers flexed

  slightly. Noticing, the nurse stopped what she was doing and went over to the monitors. Satisfied that all was normal, she finished the procedure and began to undress her.




  ‘Put Sky News on – quick,’ Lesley said in a tone of urgency that caused her husband Dan to jump. It was Lesley’s day off and they were still in their

  massive gold bed at lunchtime. He rolled over, reached for the control and flicked the plasma over from Loose Women to Sky in time to catch a report on rugby players giving sex education to

  school children. He gave her a curious look.




  ‘Honestly, Lesley, getting married hasn’t changed you one bit!’




  Lesley threw him a sarcastic look. ‘Not them, you silly sod – look at the caption.’ The breaking-news crawler at the bottom of the screen said that the judge in the

  James Almond privacy case was expected to give his ruling shortly.




  ‘Oh,’ Dan mouthed as he pulled himself over towards her. ‘Fingers crossed, darling,’ he said, pulling her in for a cuddle as Lesley’s eyes remained fixed on the

  screen.




  







  Five




  James Almond selected a ginger nut from the assortment of biscuits on the china plate in front of him and dipped it in his tea. He had few weaknesses, but dunking biccies, as

  long as no one was watching, was now one of them. He put it down to the strain of the trial. He rested his elbows on the desk and propped his chin on his hands. The room, in the basement of the

  court building, was set aside for clients to meet with their legal representatives; its grubby off-white walls and tatty office furniture felt cold and gloomy.




  If there was one bonus to being in court for a few days, it was having so much time to think and come up with ideas, mainly during the proceedings while the barristers were on their feet boring

  everyone to death. He had come to the conclusion that everything happens for a reason, and that the hearing would be the making of him. For one thing, media interest in the proceedings was massive

  – he had even managed to knock Cheryl Cole off the front page a couple of times – and had done wonders for his profile. He was truly a household name. For all the wrong reasons, some

  might argue, but not James. Every cloud has a silver lining, he reminded himself at moments of stress. At least he’d found out exactly who he could trust: no one.




  He flicked a crumb off his shirt and checked his BlackBerry for messages. There were none, of course. Not a single word of support from his so-called friends, although strictly speaking –

  and James was nothing if not strict – he had no friends. What he had was contacts. Colleagues. Acquaintances. Media hangers-on. The type constantly on the lookout for a free lunch, even if

  James knew only too well that there was no such thing. Always, somewhere down the line, there was a price to pay.




  It wasn’t very long ago that James had been a sought-after and popular figure in the world of broadcasting: a ‘player’, no less, with ‘friends’ practically queuing

  up to have coffee/lunch/cocktails/dinner with him. Going back only a few months, his diary had been crammed with appointments. Every once in a while his PA would take pity on him and leave the odd

  fifteen-minute window with nothing scheduled, but that had been about it. Otherwise, it was business, in one form or another, from wall to wall. He had been at the top of his game, well-connected.

  It had all changed, though, with a fairly spectacular fall from grace. Just one unfortunate exposé in the Sunday – the kind of tawdry newspaper he’d use to protect his

  hand-woven Persian rugs if he was toilet-training a puppy, frankly – had sent the very same people once so desperate to suck up to him scurrying for cover. It was most extraordinary. He

  narrowed his eyes. And exactly who had been behind all that? Those saggy bitches from Girl Talk, that’s who. Still, he was a survivor, and there was such a thing as the right to

  privacy, as the Sunday was about to find out to its cost.




  Now, on the final day of the hearing, as he waited for his lawyer Godfrey Black to brief him on the day’s proceedings, James busied himself making notes, mainly a list of things to do once

  it was all over. He paused and smiled. All those losers who thought he was dead and buried would very soon be falling over themselves to get back into his good books.




  He stuck out a long leg and examined his footwear, which was black and shiny, crafted from soft Italian leather, and had a pointy toe. The shoes looked perfect with his navy sharkskin suit,

  which he had teamed with a crisp white Paul Costelloe shirt and plain navy tie. He checked the inside pocket of his jacket where his shades were: tortoiseshell Wayfarers, naturally. When he emerged

  from court in a few hours a vindicated man, he wanted to look his best.




  Behind him the door opened and a breathless Godfrey Black breezed in. ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ he said, sinking into a plastic chair, which sounded ready to splinter under

  his weight, and shrugging off his overcoat to reveal a dark navy pinstripe suit. He raked a hand through his unruly silver thatch, then shook a massive cotton handkerchief from his trouser pocket

  and blew his nose. James winced.




  Godfrey folded his handkerchief and stuffed it back into his pocket. ‘I must say, James, you look remarkably relaxed for a man who might well be on the brink of financial ruin.’




  ‘You must surely know by now, my dear Godfrey, that I am not the kind of man to shrink from the most testing of challenges. In fact, I welcome them. An untested man is an incomplete man.

  Who said that?’




  ‘Well, I . . .’




  ‘I did. I am that rarest of beings – at my best and most confident when my back is against the wall.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘You know, I honestly can’t imagine what

  it might take to faze me. That’s what Cambridge does for you – instills an unshakable sense of being the crème de la crème, equipped to deal with all that life throws up,

  good and bad. I don’t suppose many of your clients actually relish having to appear in court, do they?’




  ‘No, I—’




  ‘Quite. That’s what makes me different. To tell you the truth, Godfrey, I view this whole procedure as an opportunity to learn. That’s all it is.’




  ‘I think it’s rather more serious—’




  James held up a hand to silence him. ‘Once I’m back at the helm of Channel 6’s entertainment output, we’ll have lunch, you and I. I’ll get my PA to arrange

  something, perhaps at Rules. What do you say?’ Godfrey was silent. ‘I must say, it makes a change to be able to converse with an intellectual equal. Not too much of that in the world of

  television, I’m afraid, more’s the pity.’




  Godfrey Black nodded. Lunch at Rules indeed. Surely the man was deluded if he thought he still had a career at Channel 6 – or anywhere else, for that matter – after everything that

  had come out in the course of the hearing.




  







  Six




  Karen was still mooching around the kitchen in her dressing gown. Barely half an hour earlier she had polished off the last three Pop-Tarts in the packet – best to eat

  them and be done with it, remove temptation, she had reasoned – and she was still hungry. No, not hungry, exactly. It was more that she just wanted to keep eating, which wasn’t quite

  the same thing. Her body was crying out for sugar, and no wonder. It was the stress of this James Almond business.




  On the TV in the corner of the kitchen Tabitha Tate, in a flimsy dress and bulky jacket, a furry microphone in her hand, stood on the pavement outside the court delivering the latest on the

  case. Not that she had anything new to say as there still wasn’t a verdict. She droned on anyway, pausing now and then for the studio anchor, a sallow-faced man with a sensible short back and

  sides, to ask an entirely pointless question.




  ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Karen said, losing her patience with the pair of them. ‘We know all this already. You told us the same thing about a hundred times this morning.

  All anyone wants to know is that the slimy bastard’s going down.’




  That was the thing with rolling news. Same old stuff over and over until you lost the will to live. Not that Karen dared switch channel, in case the ruling came through while she was watching a

  couple come to blows over a lie-detector test on Maury. That would be just her luck. Still, the waiting was killing her. No wonder she couldn’t stop eating.




  On screen, Tabitha Tate pushed a hank of raven hair off her face. The caption read ‘Breaking News, LIVE’. Karen remembered seeing her around the building at Channel 6,

  hurtling along a corridor, rushing into the canteen for a coffee to go, always with that self-important look that seemed to go hand in hand with the newsroom lot. She was only young, but she was

  definitely making a name for herself. It was Tabitha Tate who had revealed that Karen and the others had tipped off the Sunday about James and Helen. Karen watched her with dislike. She let

  rip at the screen. ‘Oh, shut up – what do you know about anything anyway?’




  Steadying herself against the speckled marble counter of the breakfast bar, she took several long deep breaths, in and out, until her quickening heart rate calmed down again. No point getting

  all worked up. It wasn’t helping, and it certainly wasn’t hurting James, who swaggered in and out of court every day, smiling for the cameras, looking as if he hadn’t a care in

  the world. He had to be the most insensitive and ignorant man she had ever encountered. She frowned. Actually, it was a close-run thing with Jason. Her estranged husband was definitely a contender

  when it came to crass insensitivity. For some strange reason, despite having run off with an airhead glamour model, it still didn’t seem to have sunk in that their marriage was finished.

  O-v-e-r. She had been as clear as she could, spelled it out – literally – but to no avail. Jason still seemed to think she would forgive him, that it was simply a matter of time. If he

  sent one more bunch of white roses, she swore she would wrap them round his neck.




  She felt her heart rate shooting up again. The fact that her body was full of sugar and caffeine probably wasn’t helping. She had to get a grip, keep busy. At least James would be landed

  with crippling legal costs once his privacy case went belly up. That would wipe the self-satisfied smirk off his face. Karen allowed herself a wry smile. James Almond, so fond of telling everyone

  what goes around comes around, was about to discover first-hand the truth of his own mantra.




  Tabitha Tate was still on screen, reduced to talking about James Almond’s penchant for designer suits and speculating about the cost of his trial wardrobe. Good heavens above – did

  that really count as news?




  ‘Of course, there has been speculation that James Almond could even return to Channel 6, either at the helm of entertainment again, or in some other senior capacity,’ Tabitha Tate

  said, her expression cool and informed.




  Karen’s mouth fell open. ‘What? No!’ She was shouting again and her head was thumping. Surely there was not the slightest chance he might swan back into his old job?

  Then again, there was a new owner in the picture these days, the Russian oligarch, Vladimir Vladislav. Hadn’t he married some model whose three-in-a-bed exploits with a golfer had been all

  over the papers? Maybe Vladimir Vladislav didn’t care what his staff got up to behind closed doors. Perhaps kinky sex was the norm for a wealthy oligarch with a stake in top-shelf magazines.

  He and James would no doubt get along like a house on fire. Karen felt her throat go tight. The thought of James rising phoenix-like from the ashes didn’t bear thinking about.




  She opened a cupboard and stared at the contents. A depressing collection of sugar-free breakfast cereals and organic porridge oats faced her. Dave had bought those. She sighed. Living with a

  health nut when she was in binge-eating mode made things very tricky indeed. Perhaps if she ate something wholesome it would break the awful habit she’d got into of picking at junk all day.

  She felt a surge of optimism as she reached for the oats, measured some into a cup and tipped them into a pan. Dave would be proud. Feeling virtuous, she gazed at the innocent health-giving flakes.

  Diet gurus were always going on about porridge, making out it was some kind of wonderfood. Wasn’t it oats that reduced cholesterol and made you feel full up for ages? Karen studied the blurb

  on the back of the box which said something about oats being a supergrain as opposed to a mere wholegrain. She wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but it sounded impressive –

  exactly what she needed.




  She shook the pan, producing a fine cloud of dust. What a pity the kind of food that was good for you tended to be, well, a bit boring, if she was honest. You’d think a so-called superfood

  would look a bit less like the stuffing they used in old-fashioned Jiffy bags and a bit more . . . appetizing. Still, if she used water rather than milk, there’d be practically no calories,

  which was a bonus. Even better, one little bowl would keep her going until dinner and stave off more cravings. That was the beauty of porridge. It wasn’t something you’d want to keep

  stuffing your face with, unlike Krispy Kremes, which seemed to have the opposite effect. She would make an effort, ditch the junk and get back into a proper routine of three meals a day. Starting

  tomorrow she would have porridge for breakfast, just like Dave. Her spirits soared as she fantasized about eating properly, the weight falling off. She stirred the gloopy mixture in the pan and

  vowed to turn over a new leaf.




  If only it was as simple to shift flab as it was to gain it in the first place. It had been the easiest thing in the world to balloon from a svelte size 12 to a blubbery 18. She had piled on the

  pounds in no time and with barely any effort, yet reversing the process would require extreme willpower. She would have to give up all her favourite things. She might even have to start exercising,

  God forbid: go for a run on the common first thing with Dave. She watched the porridge bubble in the pan, took it off the heat and slopped it into a bowl. It didn’t look edible. Perhaps if

  she sprinkled it with a bit of sugar and a spoonful of that nice yoghurt, the one that came with a fruity bit in its own little corner compartment, it might look a bit more appealing. She could add

  some honey – that was healthy, wasn’t it?




  She flung open another cupboard. Next to the honey was a half-eaten packet of chocolate digestives. They were probably off by now. She took one and nibbled at it to see if it had gone soft. Hmm,

  she wasn’t sure. She took a bigger bite. It tasted fine. She finished it, put the rest into a food bag, sealed it, and returned it to the cupboard. A few seconds later she retrieved the food

  bag and ate another biscuit. That was the trouble with having stuff like that around. Once she knew it was there, it was fatal.




  She tried a spoonful of the porridge. Dear God, it tasted awful – just what you’d expect wallpaper paste to taste like. Maybe she should have used milk after all. No point scrimping

  on calories if the result was inedible. She scraped the contents of the bowl into the bin and reached for another biscuit. Oh, go on, finish them, she told herself. Get all the crap out of the way

  now, and you can start your diet tomorrow.




  







  Seven




  James took off his shoes, slung his jacket over the banister and dropped his briefcase on the hall table. There were further delays to the verdict and he couldn’t stand a

  moment more in the dingy back rooms at the court. He’d slipped out of a service entrance and taken a black cab home. The unblinking red light on the answering machine indicated that there

  were no messages. In the kitchen he took an ice tray and vodka from the freezer and poured a hefty shot. The liquid was dense, syrupy and clung to the sides of the glass. He sloshed it about in the

  tumbler, rattling the ice cubes. Until relatively recently he had been a single malt man, until he read a piece in Esquire or Tatler or one of those magazines about vodka being the

  drink of the moment. The single malt, it claimed, conjured up images of fusty clubs where old boys napped open-mouthed, drooling, in the library after lunch. That was definitely not how he saw

  himself. He had switched at once to Grey Goose, which seemed to be the vodka of choice among the trendy set. Now, though, he preferred Stolichnaya. Strange to think he had once looked down his nose

  at vodka as rocket fuel for peasants. He could not have been more wrong. It was actually extremely pleasant. Hit the spot, too.




  He opened the fridge and took out a wedge of farmhouse cheddar. There was no bread so he would have to make do with Bath Olivers. Not that he was very hungry.




  James drained his glass and poured another shot. He was probably drinking too much, but it hardly mattered. It was depressing rattling about in a house that was far too big for him, but it

  couldn’t be sold until his privacy case was over and the fuss had died down. It astonished him that ghouls actually drove up to the gates to gawp and take pictures. As for the paparazzi, a

  grainy picture of him on the doorstep in sweatpants and an LA Galaxy shirt had made the tabloids a week or so earlier. The press persisted in calling it ‘a house of death’. It made him

  sick. Still, let them have their fun. He had more important things to think about.




  He loaded his snack on to a tray and took it into the sitting room, where he stretched out on the sofa. The room was vast, with just a few pieces of bespoke modern furniture and a rug inspired

  by Mondrian on the parquet floor in front of the fireplace. On the mantelpiece was a series of framed black and white photos of his late wife, Stephanie, on a beach, splashing about in the surf.

  James had taken them on holiday in Cornwall a year or so after they had first met. The biggest photo of Stephanie, thigh-deep in the water, laughing as a wave drenched her, was missing. She had

  flung it at him when he told her he had been seeing Helen England and their affair was about to be front-page news. There was still a dent in the wall opposite the hearth where it had smashed.




  James cut a lump of cheese and balanced it on a Bath Oliver. As he bit into it, crumbs landed on his front. He brushed them away, not caring if they fell on the floor. The house, decorated with

  such care by his wife, no longer felt like home. It had become oppressive, a prison, despite its five bedrooms and subterranean pool. He drained his glass again. The door to the basement was kept

  locked now, off-limits. He could not bear to go down there. The black-tiled pool, illuminated with soft, shadowy beams, was once his favourite part of the house. It had been Stephanie’s idea

  to put in a pool, and to start with he had baulked at the cost, but once it was done he was thrilled. He would go down there and do fifty lengths first thing in the morning and sometimes again

  before bed if he needed to unwind. It was the perfect place to clear his head: a silent chamber, womb-like and comforting.




  That was before he had found his wife’s body at the bottom of the pool. His chest tightened just thinking about it. He had jumped in and heaved her to the surface, waded through the water

  struggling to hold her in his arms. It was as if she had grown too heavy for him, and he had slipped and splashed and lost his footing and let go of her more than once. Her eyes were blank as he

  knelt, blowing air into her mouth, pumping her chest. It wasn’t as if he knew what he was doing, not really. He had grabbed her shoulders and shook her and shouted her name as if she would

  somehow come round. Instead, she remained limp, flopping about in his arms, her face impassive. Finally, he had eased her on to the hard mosaic floor and covered her face with his shirt. It was the

  expression in her eyes he couldn’t stand. He had been much too late to be of any use to her. She had been in the water for hours.




  He looked at the photos on the mantelpiece, his face wet with tears, and wiped the back of his hand across his cheek. What was he supposed to do now, stuck here all by himself? He let out a

  noisy sob. It was all so unfair. He went into the kitchen, blew his nose on a piece of kitchen roll and returned with the bottle of vodka.




  While Stephanie was sliding under the water, fully clothed, two floors below him, he had been lounging on the bed in the spare room, tipping single malt down his throat – this was before

  his conversion to vodka – watching Gavin & Stacey. There had been a row over dinner – the subject of Helen England had come up yet again – and he had stalked off,

  leaving his wife at the table knocking back red wine. Even though the bedroom door had been open, he hadn’t noticed her go past. What had happened in the pool was anyone’s guess. There

  was no suicide note. Perhaps she had just felt like a swim and hadn’t realized how inebriated she was. Despite his being subjected to some gruelling questioning from the police, the inquest

  recorded an open verdict. The truth was he would never know what happened.




  The strange thing was that he hadn’t appreciated what Stephanie meant to him, how much she did and the extent to which he relied on her until she wasn’t there any more.




  He wiped his face with the kitchen towel. He needed to get a grip. He blamed the Girl Talk girls for the death of his wife. It was their interfering that had brought his affair with Helen

  England to light in the first place. He straightened his shoulders. Succumbing to self-pity was pointless. The only thing that would make him feel better would be finishing off those malicious

  bitches once and for all. In a few hours the judge would give his ruling and James could start putting his life back together again.




  







  Eight




  Karen rang her best friend, Bella Noble. ‘I’ve just scoffed half a packet of chocolate digestives,’ she wailed.




  ‘That’s good. It means you stopped yourself from eating the whole lot. Well done – you should be proud.’




  Bella headed away from the Channel 6 coffee bar and found a quiet corner in the atrium, flopping on to a squashy leather armchair. Moments later a serious-looking man carrying a tray with a copy

  of the FT, an oversized drink and a muffin on it, threatened to plonk himself on the sofa facing her. When he clocked her frosty expression, he did a brisk U-turn and veered off towards a

  table next to the lifts. She pushed a blonde curl off her face and tore open a packet of brown sugar, stirring it into her cappuccino. ‘It’s OK to go off the rails once in a

  while,’ she told her friend.




  Bella, a producer at Channel 6, spoke to Karen every day. She knew exactly how much strain the James Almond trial was causing. Stuck at home with no work on the horizon, Karen was showing signs

  of going to pieces.




  ‘You have to look on the bright side,’ Bella said. ‘I sometimes get through a load of biccies too. It’s being able to stop before you wolf the lot down that’s the

  main thing, so pat on the back.’




  ‘I didn’t stop, that’s the point. There was only half a packet left and I ate the lot.’ Karen’s voice wobbled. She hated herself for turning into such a slob.




  Bella took a deep breath. ‘OK, no need to beat yourself up. We all have those moments of weakness. If you do cave into temptation, put it behind you and move on.’




  Karen gazed at the tub of Chunky Monkey ice cream on the kitchen counter in front of her. ‘I have moved on . . . to a large tub of Ben & Jerry’s. The banana one with

  chocolatey bits and nuts. Seriously, Bella, I can’t stop eating. I’m scared I’ll end up too fat to get out of bed and they’ll make one of those awful documentaries about me.

  You know – how junk food turned me into a blubbering wreck.’




  ‘Right, that’s enough of that. You’re only a size 18, which is nothing to be ashamed of. A few weeks of sensible eating and a bit of exercising and you’ll be back to your

  fabulous sylphlike self in no time. Right now you’re stressed, which is why you’re eating. Food equals comfort. The thing is not to get stressed about being stressed, if you know what I

  mean.’




  Karen said, ‘The last time I was stressed the weight dropped off.’




  ‘That was different.’ Bella’s voice was firm. ‘You’d had your heart broken. Love affairs gone bad lead to starvation. It’s a well-known fact.’ Bella

  thought back to Karen’s ex, Jason, tossing aside their twenty-odd years together for some empty-headed model whose ‘career’ was built on flaunting her silicone-enhanced

  breasts.




  ‘Heartache’s different,’ Bella said. ‘You’ve got a decent bloke now and you’re in love.’




  Karen said nothing.




  ‘You are still in love with Dave?’




  ‘Yes. Of course I am.’




  ‘And what does he have to say about you putting on weight?’




  ‘He says he doesn’t mind.’




  ‘There you are, then,’ Bella said. ‘And if you want to shift the weight quickly, what about doing one of those boot camp things? They’re all the rage.’




  Karen had read about boot camps run by no-nonsense ex-Marines. They definitely worked, but she wasn’t sure she liked the idea of being woken at the crack of dawn by thumping music, or of

  jumping off cliffs and wading through fast-flowing rivers and heaven-knows-what-else that seemed to be compulsory. No, it wasn’t for her. Wasn’t there some kind of space-age suit you

  could wear around the house these days that miraculously sucked up the flab, a bit like a vacuum cleaner? She was sure she’d read somewhere that Robbie Williams had one, and he was looking

  pretty amazing. She undid the belt on her dressing gown and breathed out.




  ‘They’re expecting the ruling today,’ she said.




  Bella glanced at the giant screen on the wall of the atrium, where a bedraggled Tabitha Tate, a strand of shiny black hair plastered to her lip gloss, was gesturing at the court building behind

  her. ‘Well,’ Bella said, ‘once he’s safely humiliated and financially ruined you’ll feel much better.’




  ‘I’ll probably never work again after the way things went in court. You’d think I was on trial.’




  Karen had told the court about James Almond’s practice of creating secret and damaging dossiers designed to force out anyone he took against. Although she had had no qualms about saying

  what she knew, she had been a bundle of nerves when it came to taking the stand. The court felt small and oppressive, with everyone much too close for comfort. The public gallery, every seat taken,

  seemed to tower over her and the packed press bench was only a few feet away. As for James, he was right in front of her, leaning back in his seat, practically oozing swagger and self-confidence.

  He even had the gall to wink at her as she was taking the oath. Everywhere she looked there seemed to be critical eyes boring into her. It didn’t help that she had put on so much weight

  – she felt like a lumbering elephant as she took to the stand. Before she had even confirmed her name her confidence was on its way out of the building. It was the most nerve-racking thing

  she had ever experienced.




  James’s snooty barrister, Marcus Savage, had managed to make her feel about an inch tall, and that was before he’d even opened his mouth. She’d had the feeling he was taking

  the mickey, poking fun at everything she said. As she answered his questions, her voice sounded small and unsure and sweat ran down her back. Her hair, which she had styled into a loose chignon

  especially for the occasion, stuck to the back of her neck and her dress, a formal grey shift, felt too tight. She wished she had worn a lightweight jacket instead of the wool dogtooth check, which

  was suffocating. She could feel her make-up sliding off.




  ‘He played everyone off each other, spied on his staff, kept files on all of us.’ She felt flustered and her voice had gone up by an octave or two. The barrister observed her over a

  pair of gold-rimmed glasses. ‘You think you’re very clever running rings round me,’ she continued, ‘but it doesn’t change anything.’ Karen had glared at James,

  her face flushed. ‘I don’t care what anyone says – he’s an absolute disgrace.’




  Marcus Savage, not in the least perturbed by Karen’s outburst, had merely raised an eyebrow and aimed a bemused smile at the judge. ‘I appreciate we live in a celebrity-obsessed

  society these days, Ms King – who better than you to remind us of that? – and that some celebrities have, shall we say, an over-inflated sense of their own importance.’ He paused

  and gazed at her until she went even redder and looked away. ‘However, for the time being, in this court at least, we still rely on the judge to decide on the ruling at the end of the

  day.’




  There was a ripple of laughter. Karen glanced at the press bench, where they were all scribbling away. She felt lightheaded, ready to pass out. Marcus Savage leaned on the desk and gave her a

  triumphant smile. She had never felt so humiliated.




  The following day the papers seemed more concerned with her frumpy appearance than what she’d had to say in court. The showbiz reporters had ripped her to pieces. Heat magazine put

  her in their What Were You Thinking? spread next to a picture of Heather Mills in a shiny jumpsuit.




  ‘What if he wins?’ she said to Bella.




  ‘He won’t.’




  ‘I heard the Channel 6 reporter say there was a chance he could get his old job back.’




  Bella glanced at the screen facing her which was showing footage of James Almond getting out of a taxi that morning on his way into court, looking impeccable in a dark navy suit, one hand in his

  pocket as he strode along, his expression relaxed and amiable as the press pack jostled and scampered along beside him. He was loving the attention, it was obvious. She shook her head. Tosser.




  ‘Never in a million years,’ Bella said. ‘Trust me, he’s finished.’




  







  Nine




  Standing in the Strand with the High Court behind her, Tabitha Tate applied a fresh coat of lip gloss and pulled her coat tightly around her. Not so long ago she wouldn’t

  have been seen dead on screen in the thick black parka that made her look like a Michelin woman, but now she couldn’t care less. One thing she had learned was that practical clothing marked

  out the real reporters from the rest. Although it was late summer, the temperature had dropped as the afternoon went on and the wind was positively glacial, not that she minded, snug in her coat.

  She was way too excited to care what the weather was doing. The biggest media case of the decade had just concluded, and she was due to report live into the main teatime bulletin.




  Tabitha checked her watch and looked around to see who else was there. Next to the railings close to the exit, one of the girls from Channel 5 News shivered in a slip dress and no coat. Tabitha

  smiled. Silly girl would soon learn once she’d had her first bout of pneumonia. She was in the worst spot too, because as soon as James came out she’d get pushed to one side and left

  behind. That’s why Tabitha had moved back a bit. She was guaranteed to nab him for a final word after he’d said his bit – no way would James Almond leave without an impromptu

  speech – before he got into his car.




  Tabitha took a deep breath and signalled to her cameraman, Tim Wade. She drew back her shoulders, and as soon as the red light came on began to deliver an unrehearsed piece to camera.

  ‘Seconds from now, here in the Strand, James Almond is due to face the media after triumphing in his privacy case against the Sunday newspaper,’ she began.




  







  Ten




  In the corner of the hospital room, as the TV relayed pictures from outside the High Court, Julia could hear the most awful screaming she’d ever heard. She blinked and

  looked around, taking in the surroundings, struggling to work out where she was and where the ghastly sound was coming from. Nothing looked familiar. The simple white room was clearly some sort of

  hospital, but who on earth was making that dreadful racket?




  Suddenly the door flew open and two nurses rushed towards her.




  One said, ‘Welcome back! You’ve certainly announced you’re awake. The whole hospital can hear you!’




  The other held her hand. ‘Julia, I know you are in shock right now, but you need to try and get control of your voice. It’s bound to feel strange because you’ve not spoken

  since you came in here, but just take it easy and do your best.’




  Only then did Julia realize that the screaming was coming from her.




  







  Eleven




  James Almond walked from the court a free man. It definitely helped that he had recognized the judge straightaway and knew he had an ally. He might not have been wearing the

  Father Christmas costume he normally paraded around in at the kinky private members club they both frequented, but James would know that beard anywhere.




  From the moment ‘Santa’ realized he’d been recognized, everything went James’s way, but even he couldn’t quite believe his luck when the judge awarded him

  £100,000 in damages.




  ‘You leave here without a stain on your character. Every man is entitled to a private life,’ the judge said.




  As James came out on to the steps, he was swamped by reporters wanting his first words. Tabitha Tate stepped forward, and he made sure his gaze didn’t drop to her impressive breasts

  – the last thing he needed now was a side-angle shot printed in heat magazine with some dodgy subtitle like ‘Looking for milk’ next to it. No, he’d have to be very

  careful now, he thought, as she loomed in.

OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
COLEEN NOLAN

{

(Z4%

PAN BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Five feisty friends, one big scoréto settle





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





