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  Dedicated to Chris, and our own wonderful chance encounter at Sheffield University, which changed my life.




  







  Oh what a tangled web we weave




  When first we practise to deceive!




  Sir Walter Scott




  







  Prologue




  Sweat trickles down the back of my neck as I check the computer clock for the millionth time. ‘Hurry up! ’




  ‘Patience, Titch,’ Kenny chides. ‘You can’t rush genius!’ He winks, his eyes the only part of his face visible through his balaclava.




  My heart beats madly in the darkness. ‘This is taking too long,’ I hiss. ‘Are you sure you can do it?’




  ‘Piece of cake,’ Kenny assures me, his gloved fingertips dancing over the office keyboard, illuminated by the unbearably bright computer screen. ‘Trust me.’




  A woman laughs loudly outside, and my eyes fly to the unshaded windows.




  ‘Can’t you reduce the brightness or something?’ I beg. ‘Someone might see.’




  ‘Settle, petal, I’m nearly there.’ Kenny clicks the mouse as it flickers quickly over the screen.




  I glance again at the open blinds, then carefully pad across the dark office to the window. I reach for the cord – then headlights suddenly slice across the room.




  I drop to the floor, my pulse racing. ‘Shit!’




  Kenny looks over. ‘Titch. Seriously. Chill. No one can see us.’




  I swallow hard and stand up.




  ‘Unless you stand in front of the window, of course,’ he adds. ‘Get back here.’




  I scurry back to his side, but suddenly I freeze. ‘What’s that?!’




  ‘What?’ Kenny hisses.




  ‘I thought I heard something.’




  He rolls his eyes. ‘You’re just para—’




  A door slams noisily, cutting him off.




  Kenny’s eyes widen as footsteps echo on the stairs.




  ‘Quick!’ He flicks the screen off, grabs me, and ducks beneath the computer desk, just as the fluorescent strips flicker on, flooding the room in glaring white light. I squeeze

  myself closer to Kenny, his heart thrumming madly against my ear.




  ‘Lucky we had to come back, eh, mate?’ a man’s voice says. ‘Old Harris would’ve had your guts for garters in the morning!’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ a second man says. ‘I swear I set the alarm when I left.’




  Kenny’s eyes meet mine as we both recognise the voice of Neil, the work experience mentor I’d shadowed for the past week, learning the ropes – including secretly memorising the

  codes for the burglar alarm and computers. Turns out my careers advisor was right – work experience is invaluable.




  ‘You’re going senile!’ the first man chuckles.




  ‘Watch it, Trev – you’re older than me, remember?’ Neil says.




  ‘Older and wiser,’ Trev laughs. ‘At least I don’t forget stuff! Where’d you leave your phone this time?’




  ‘It must be on my desk.’




  Shit. Neil’s desk. The desk we’re hiding beneath!




  I hold my breath, my blood pounding deafeningly in my ears as his heavy footsteps thud towards us.




  Oh my God, I’m going to jail. I’m going straight to jail. What was I thinking?!




  I fold my knees into my chest, trying to make myself as small as physically possible as I squeeze my eyes shut, praying desperately, madly, hopelessly . . .




  Please don’t find us. Please don’t find us. Please, please, please . . .




  The footsteps get louder, closer . . . then a mobile phone bleeps.




  ‘Hey, Neil!’




  The footsteps stop. I hold my breath.




  ‘False alarm. You left it at home, you plank!’




  My heart leaps. No way!




  ‘What?’ Neil says.




  ‘I just got a message from your mobile – your wife’s got it. Come on, let’s get out of here before you lose all your marbles!’




  The footsteps move quickly away, and the door slams again.




  ‘Hey.’ Kenny nudges me after a few moments. ‘They’ve gone.’




  I crack open an eyelid. The room is dark again. ‘What happened?’




  He holds up a mobile phone, a text message shining on the screen.




  

    

      Sent to TREVOR: Hi Trev, can you tell Neil I’ve got his phone at home?


    


  




  ‘Neil’s phone?’ I stare at him. ‘You sent the text?!’




  He grins. ‘How much do you love me?’




  ‘Kenny, you’re a genius!’




  ‘Like, duh,’ he shrugs. ‘Should buy us some time to get out of here anyway. Let’s go.’




  My heart sinks. ‘What about—’




  ‘This?’ Kenny winks, his dark eyes sparkling as he holds up a USB stick.




  ‘You got it?’ I stare at him. ‘You actually got it?!’




  ‘I never break a promise,’ he grins. ‘What’s it worth?’




  I take the precious memory stick and throw my arms around him, adrenaline surging through my veins, unable to believe what I’m actually, finally, holding in my hands.




  ‘It’s utterly priceless,’ I whisper. ‘Thank you so much, Kenny.’




  ‘Thank me later,’ he smiles. ‘First we have to get out of here.’




  







  Chapter One




  ‘Run!’ I yell over my shoulder as I sprint as fast as I can. ‘Come on!’




  I round a corner and send a flock of flustered pigeons flapping into the trees, my heart pounding as hard as my feet on the concrete path as I glance backwards. But the path behind me is empty.

  I stop running, gasping for breath as I wait for a moment, but there’s still no sign of my friend. Hastily I retrace my steps, but it’s only when I reach the corner that I see the

  familiar figure splayed out on the grass.




  ‘I’m dying!’ she groans.




  ‘You’re such a drama queen,’ I smile as I jog over.




  ‘And you’re a slave-driver!’ Vix moans.




  ‘It was your idea to come running with me!’ I laugh. ‘Don’t you remember last night?’




  ‘No!’ she says, blinking up at me. ‘I was drunk last night. Or crazy. Or both. I didn’t mean it obviously.’




  ‘So you don’t want to shape up to snag a cute fresher?’




  ‘Well, yes,’ Vix admits grudgingly. ‘But why do we have to run so early?!’




  ‘What time is it?’ I ask, gazing out over the beautiful sunlit park. Other joggers are already bouncing round the perimeter, past families making their way to school and a

  couple of dog-walkers.




  But there’s still no sign of him.




  Vix checks her watch. ‘Ten past eight.’




  I frown. He should be here by now.




  ‘Did you hear me? Ten past eight!’ Vix cries. ‘And I haven’t even had a coffee yet! How am I even functioning?’




  ‘Come on, lazybones.’ I take her hand. ‘Just a few more metres.’




  ‘Can’t,’ she says. ‘I can’t move.’




  ‘There’s a café just over there.’




  Vix looks up. ‘With coffee?’




  ‘Yes,’ I laugh, helping her up. ‘There’s coffee, and comfy sofas, a great view and—’




  Suddenly my heart jumps. There he is. Quickly, I bend to retie my shoelaces as he crosses our path.




  ‘Aha!’ Vix grins. ‘So that’s the real reason you’ve been running every morning.’




  I look up sharply. ‘What?’




  She raises an eyebrow. ‘The tall, dark and handsome hotty who nearly gave you a heart attack?’




  Shit. Am I that obvious?




  ‘You’re blushing!’ she squeals.




  ‘Shh! ’ I hiss, glancing over to check he didn’t hear. He heads into the café, the hood of his red jacket pulled over his mess of black hair despite the warm

  morning sunshine.




  ‘No wonder the cute freshers are crashing and burning with you – you’re totally smitten with Mr McHotty over there!’ Vix smirks. ‘Not that I blame you. He’s

  totally fit. Check out that arse! Now that’s a view worth exercising for. What’s his name?’




  I shrug.




  ‘You haven’t even talked to him?’ Vix stares at me. ‘Come on!’




  ‘No – Vix!’ I protest, grabbing her arm as she heads for the café. ‘I can’t just go up and talk to him – I don’t know anything about

  him!’




  ‘Well, how are you ever going to get to know him if you never even meet?’ she argues.




  Cold dread trickles down my spine. Do I have the guts to actually meet him?




  ‘Seriously, babe, what’s the worst that could happen?’




  I shudder. If only she knew.




  ‘You don’t get on, you say goodbye, you get to lie in in future?’ Vix grins. ‘Anyway, you do know some stuff about him,’ she argues. ‘You know

  he’s cute, you know he’s athletic . . .’




  ‘I know you’re shallow!’




  ‘And you’re a chicken!’ Vix cries. ‘Life’s too short – I’m going in!’




  ‘No, Vix!’ I grab her arm.




  ‘Then you go!’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Bye!’ She shakes her arm loose.




  ‘Fine.’ I hurry past her towards the entrance of the café.




  ‘Atta girl!’ Vix cries.




  Keeping my head down, I walk through the door, make a beeline for the counter, and order two iced coffees before risking a quick glance round the café.




  I spot him almost immediately. He has his back to me as he takes a seat at a corner table with a bottle of orange juice. I watch as he peels his jacket off and drapes it over the back of his

  chair, revealing toned, tanned arms.




  Sweat beads on my forehead and my own hoody suddenly feels two sizes too small.




  I pay for the coffees, pick up my tray, then take a deep breath.




  This is it.




  I head towards him, my fingers tightly gripping the tray.




  I can do this, I tell myself, forcing my feet to move. One step then another. Simple.




  So why does it suddenly seem like the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life?




  Just talk to him – just words.




  Through the window, Vix gives me a thumbs up. Great. An audience.




  Another step. Then another.




  The coffee shivers and slops over the sides of the cups. I will myself to keep walking, my eyes fixed on the back of his head.




  One more step . . .




  My tray slips suddenly from my fingers, the crockery crashing to the floor as coffee splashes everywhere – including straight down the back of the guy, who leaps from his chair, his jacket

  tumbling to the floor.




  ‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry!’ I cry.




  He looks up and I freeze as his pale blue eyes meet mine, goose-bumps prickling down my arms as I struggle to breathe. I look away quickly, my cheeks burning.




  ‘Oh no – your jacket!’ I pick it up, grab a serviette from the table, and hurriedly dab at the coffee stains.




  ‘It’s fine, really,’ he says, smiling down at me.




  ‘No, I’m really sorry. I’ll pay for the dry-cleaning,’ I offer.




  ‘Forget about it.’ He smiles again, taking his jacket and orange juice. ‘It’s fate’s way of telling me it’s about time I did some laundry.’




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say yet again, stupidly, as he hurries out of the café.




  ‘What was that?!’ Vix rushes in, her face a mixture of horror and amusement.




  ‘Smooth, huh?’ I sigh.




  ‘Now I understand why you didn’t want to introduce yourself,’ she laughs. ‘Lucky it wasn’t hot coffee – he’d be in

  hospital!’




  ‘What a disaster!’ I sink my head into my hands. ‘Or then again, maybe not . . .’




  ‘Seriously?’ Vix smiles. ‘Exactly which part of the last five minutes wasn’t completely catastrophic?’




  I reach down and pick something up off the floor.




  ‘The part where Mr McHotty dropped his wallet . . .’




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘Beautiful!’ Vix beams at my reflection. ‘Ooh, and I’ve got just the right colour blush in my room.’




  ‘Vix, I don’t want any—’




  ‘Back in a sec!’




  I sigh as she disappears into the corridor, then I turn to the mirror and stare at the unfamiliar girl gazing back at me.




  Just months ago my hair had hung, lank and mousy-brown, round my shoulders. Now it twists and curls, dyed blonde a few weeks ago by me, now pinned and styled by Vix, who has also plastered so

  much make-up over my face that only my black-rimmed eyes are recognisable. Though there’s something different lingering behind them now too. A flicker of . . . what? Excitement?

  Fear?




  Maybe both.




  ‘Here we go . . .’ Vix bounds back into my room. ‘Smile!’




  I grimace as she dabs at my cheeks with a soft brush.




  ‘Yikes! I hope you’re gonna do better than that when you see McHotty!’ she scolds. ‘No wonder he ran a mile!’




  My heart beats fast at the thought of seeing him again.




  ‘There!’ she says finally, stepping back and admiring her handiwork. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘I don’t recognise myself,’ I tell her honestly.




  ‘Well, duh!’ she grins. ‘That’s kind of the point! It’s your second week at university, what better time to reinvent yourself?’ She smiles.

  ‘You’re gorgeous, Lou. Believe it. Work it. No more klutzy Louise Shepherd, no more being tongue-tied and awkward around guys. Now you are Lou – smart, sophisticated,

  confident femme fatale.’ She giggles. ‘McHotty doesn’t stand a chance.’




  ‘I hope you’re right.’ I lick my strawberry-glossed lips nervously. ‘Come on, let’s go.’




  ‘Just a sec.’ She grabs the tongs.




  ‘Vix! How much longer?’




  ‘One second! Just the finishing touches . . .’




  ‘You’ve been saying that for hours!’ I protest. ‘We should have returned his wallet straight away.’




  ‘We couldn’t!’ Vix protests. ‘We had lectures to get to.’




  ‘But we walked past his house on the way back from the park this morning,’ I remind her. ‘We could have dropped it off then.’




  ‘But he doesn’t know that,’ Vix grins. ‘Besides, you were not presentable. This way you get to make a great second impression – God knows you need

  it after the first!’




  ‘Very reassuring,’ I groan. ‘But hurry up – what if Christian’s been freaking out all morning about losing his wallet?’




  ‘Christian now, is it?’ Vix says, a smug smile on her lips.




  My cheeks burn. ‘That’s what it says on his driving licence, Christian Marcus Webb.’ I stare down at the little pink card, usefully printed with his name, date of birth,

  address, and those piercing eyes that seem to stare straight into my soul.




  ‘Well, Christian will be so knocked out by your appearance he won’t even care about his wallet,’ Vix grins, setting down the tongs. ‘There. Done. We can

  go.’




  ‘Finally.’ I grab my bag from my bed and usher Vix out of my room, locking the door behind us, then hurry down the two flights of stairs to the bustling reception area of our halls

  of residence.




  ‘Lou! Vix!’ Matt calls over from the group of students hanging out on the sofas. ‘We’re thinking of hitting that new club on Division Street tonight –

  Lush. Do you guys fancy it?’




  ‘Sounds like a plan!’ Vix beams.




  ‘Excellent!’ he smiles.




  ‘What about you, Lou?’ his mate Dan asks. ‘Have you done something different with your hair? It looks great.’




  ‘Oh. Thanks,’ I smile.




  ‘Lou will have to let you know later,’ Vix grins. ‘She may have a hot date tonight!’




  Dan’s face falls. ‘A date? Who with?’




  ‘No one,’ I tell him, hooking my arm through Vix’s. ‘See you later. Come on, Vix.’




  ‘No fair,’ Vix pouts as I drag her towards the exit. ‘Why do all the decent guys always fancy you?’




  ‘They don’t!’ I protest.




  ‘Please. So beautiful. So blind.’




  ‘Matt likes you,’ I argue. ‘And he seems really nice.’




  ‘Yeah, but he’s a computer science geek.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘It doesn’t count. Ooh – post!’ She slips from my grip and skips over to the pigeonholes

  to check her mail.




  ‘Vix! ’ I protest. ‘Come on!’




  ‘Chill, hon – Christian’s house is, like, a two-minute drive away!’




  ‘You want to take the car? What happened to getting in shape?’




  ‘I jogged this morning, didn’t I?’




  ‘Barely,’ I smile.




  ‘Besides, jogging in trainers round a nice flat park is not the same as trudging up and down Sheffield’s bleeding hills. It’s bad enough trekking halfway across the

  city to lectures – I so should’ve gone to a campus uni – but there’s no way I’m hiking up hills in heels!’ she says vehemently.

  ‘Besides, I thought you were in a hurry to return Christian’s wallet? And you don’t want to turn up all puffed and sweaty after spending so long getting beautiful, do you . .

  .?’




  ‘Alright!’ I laugh at her swift change of tactics. ‘We’ll take my uncle’s car.’




  ‘Sweet,’ she smiles, then frowns as she flicks through the collection of envelopes in her hand. ‘I still haven’t heard from the student loan company, have you? I need to

  know when my money’s coming in.’




  I sigh, then search the pigeonholes for my own mail.




  ‘Uh, Lou, why are you looking in the W box? You’re not Mrs Webb yet, you know!’




  ‘Oh yeah, right.’ My cheeks burn as I move to the S box. I have to stop doing that. Louise Shepherd. My name is Louise Shepherd. I rifle through the letters, then

  freeze as I spot the familiar postmark.




  ‘Bills, bills, bills!’ Vix moans, opening her mail. ‘You get anything interesting?’




  ‘Same,’ I lie quickly, shoving the letter into my bag as she hooks her arm through mine. ‘I’m gonna have to start looking for a job soon!’




  ‘Seriously!’ Vix nods as we head into the car park. ‘No one ever warns you how expensive uni is! I thought it was all about late nights and lie-ins, booze and bonking, good

  times and—’




  ‘Good grades?’ I raise an eyebrow.




  ‘You sound just like my dad,’ Vix groans as we slide into the car. ‘“University is not about getting drunk all day, Victoria. This is your future on the line.”

  He’s still sore that I didn’t get into Cambridge like his beloved Darius.’ She pulls a face. ‘Dads! It must be easier living with your uncle and aunt, huh? Less

  pressure?’




  I falter. I wish. I owe them everything. They had no obligation to adopt me, so when I let them down it’s a hundred times worse.




  And boy, have I let them down.




  ‘Not that I’m saying it’s easy losing your mum and dad,’ Vix adds quickly. ‘Just . . . just tell me to shut my big mouth.’




  ‘It’s okay,’ I smile as I manoeuvre the car out of the car park. ‘I never really knew my parents, but I don’t think my aunt and uncle treat me any differently than

  my cousins. Except, I guess, my uncle’s a little more protective of them, but that’s probably just because they’re younger than me.’




  I smile as I think of fearless little Millie, and her comical take on the world. She’d be into everything, given half a chance.




  ‘Tell me about it,’ Vix groans. ‘It’s a nightmare being the youngest. Especially with Darius for an older brother – he’s like another parent!’




  I laugh.




  ‘But you and your cousins get on okay?’ she asks.




  ‘Like a house on fire,’ I smile. ‘I think of them more like sisters really. One’s only a year younger than me, so we always did everything together – horse-riding

  lessons, ballet classes, same piano tutor, same swimming coach, same school . . . till sixth form anyway.’




  ‘Why, what happened?’




  My heart sinks. Then everything changed.




  ‘My uncle always wanted us to go to his old boarding school for our A levels – to make sure we got the best grades. They only take girls in the sixth form, and I was a year older, so

  . . . it was the first time we’d been separated nearly our whole lives.’




  And I wish I’d never gone. Never left her side.




  ‘I wish I had sisters,’ Vix sighs. ‘All I hear is: “Victoria, why can’t you be more like your brother?” My dad doesn’t understand that I don’t

  want to be a bloodsucking lawyer, and investigative journalism is an equally valid career choice. He thinks it’s all just paparazzi on motorbikes.’ She sighs. ‘You know

  he gave Darius a Porsche for his twenty-first? A Porsche? And he won’t even let me drive his old Volvo. I can’t believe your uncle loaned you his car. You’re so

  lucky. And it’s an automatic too. So easy to drive.’




  ‘Yeah, it is – except when you have to go up and down all these hills!’




  ‘So how come you’ve got your uncle’s car anyway?’ Vix asks. ‘Doesn’t he need it?’




  I shrug. ‘Not for a while.’ Not where he is.




  ‘He’s away?’ Vix asks.




  I nod.




  ‘Business or pleasure?’




  ‘Business,’ I say quickly, focusing on the road in front of me as we drive down a steep hill, hoping Vix will drop the subject.




  I think of the envelope in my jacket pocket. It’s certainly not pleasure.




  ‘Isn’t he worried about you damaging his car?’ Vix asks. ‘I’d be totally paranoid about even scratching it, if it were me – my dad would go

  completely mental.’




  I smile. ‘My uncle doesn’t really go mental about that stuff any more.’




  ‘Any more?’ Vix raises her eyebrow.




  I hesitate. I’ve only known Vix for two weeks, and even though we seem to have clicked straight away, making friends and sharing secrets isn’t exactly high on my list of priorities

  right now. I’m not sure how much I really want her knowing about my life.




  ‘He . . . he used to be a bit of a drinker, and there was this one time – years ago – someone keyed his new car and he went crazy, punched a brick wall, and broke his

  hand.’




  ‘Wow,’ Vix says.




  ‘But he went on an anger management course and now he’s really mellow.’ I smile, remembering how he laughs when he tells the tale, showing us the scar on his knuckle. ‘He

  doesn’t drink much any more, either, and the story comes out every time he tries to warn us about the dangers of alcohol.’




  ‘Tell me about it!’ Vix smiles. ‘“Alcohol is poison from the devil, Victoria. Do not succumb to its evil temptations.” Thank God my dad didn’t see me last

  night.’




  I laugh.




  ‘Or the night before, come to that. Or all last week, or— Ooh, we’re here!’




  She points out of the window and my heart beats fast as I pull over in front of a cottage with a green door.




  12 Bromley Road.




  ‘Can you believe you’ve passed his house every morning on your way to the park?’ Vix grins at me. ‘And all this time you had no idea that the man of your dreams lived

  just inside!’




  The man of my dreams. If only she knew.




  I look up at the little grey stone cottage, and although I’ve seen it many times before, goosebumps prickle down my arms. Can I really go through with this?




  ‘Don’t worry.’ Vix squeezes my arm. ‘I know last time didn’t go that well, but this time you’re the hero, returning his precious wallet. He can’t

  not be glad to see you!’ She grins.




  I smile tightly, then take a deep breath, step out of the car, walk through the gate, up the garden path to the door. I swallow hard, then knock tentatively.




  Nothing happens.




  ‘Louder!’ Vix calls through the open car window.




  I hesitate, then knock harder.




  Still nothing.




  ‘Oh, for Pete’s sake.’ Vix jumps out of the car, races up the path and thumps her fist on the door.




  ‘Vix!’




  ‘What?’




  Still nothing happens. My heart sinks. He’s not in.




  ‘You looking for Christian?’




  Vix and I turn in unison.




  ‘Yes!’ Vix beams, skipping towards the lanky red-haired guy who’s leaning on the gatepost.




  ‘Then you’re in luck,’ he grins. ‘Because I know exactly where you can find him.’




  But I don’t feel lucky at all as I stand frozen on the doorstep, unable to believe my eyes.




  ‘How serendipitous!’ Vix beams at him. ‘I’m Vix. This is Louise.’




  ‘Lovely to meet you both.’




  A shiver runs down my spine as his sparkling dark eyes meet mine.




  ‘I’m Kenny.’




  







  Chapter Three




  ‘Christian works at The Flying Pig pub down the road,’ Kenny says. ‘I’ll walk with you.’




  ‘Thanks!’ Vix smiles.




  ‘No need,’ I say quickly. ‘If you could just give us directions, that’d be great. We don’t want to put you to any trouble.’




  ‘No trouble,’ Kenny grins. ‘I’m on my way there now anyway.’




  ‘Wonderful!’ Vix beams.




  Yeah. Wonderful.




  ‘What about your heels, Vix?’ I protest.




  ‘Don’t be silly!’ She shoots me a look. ‘They’re fine! Besides, I could do with some fresh air.’




  ‘So are you a student here – Leigh, was it?’ Kenny asks as I reluctantly follow them down the road.




  ‘Louise.’ I shoot him a look. ‘Yes. I’m studying English literature.’




  ‘Ah, fiction.’ He smiles knowingly. ‘Of course.’




  Shit. He’s going to ruin everything. So much for reinventing myself.




  ‘We’re both students. That’s how we met,’ Vix pipes up. ‘Lou and I are in the same halls, and have some of the same classes too, but I’m doing

  journalism.’




  ‘All hail the power of the press.’ Kenny bows. ‘The media have created and destroyed more careers than any other force known to man.’




  Brilliant. He could tell her everything. Vix, the fricking aspiring investigative reporter.




  ‘Oh, I’m only interested in the facts,’ She says earnestly. ‘I believe that’s the true function of the press.’




  ‘Quite right,’ Kenny smiles. ‘Fact and fiction. What an intriguing pair you make.’




  I glare at him. ‘Is it far to this pub?’ I snap as we turn onto a street filled with more terraced cottages and there’s still no sign of it.




  ‘Nope,’ Kenny grins. ‘Not far.’




  ‘So, are you a student too, Kenny?’ Vix asks.




  ‘Yep. I’m doing computer science.’




  ‘Wow, that must be interesting,’ She gushes. ‘I always think it’s amazing how computers are programmed by code – it’s like a secret language or

  something!’




  What? I shoot her a look. She’s changed her tune.




  ‘Ah, it’s when you crack the code that it gets interesting.’ Kenny winks. ‘Once you’ve hacked one computer you can hack them all.’




  My heart beats fast. ‘So how do you know Christian, Kenny?’ I ask, quickly changing the subject.




  ‘A result of my drinking habits, I’m afraid. The pub’s just round the corner from my flat—’




  ‘You live in a flat, not halls?’ Vix says, impressed.




  ‘Yeah, I had enough of communal living at boarding school.’ He shudders. ‘I moved up here a few weeks early to acclimatise, and I met Christian in the first pub I went to. Plus

  his house is almost opposite my nearest off-licence, so I’ve bumped into him on the street a few times too. How about you two?’




  ‘Oh, we don’t know him – yet,’ Vix smiles.




  Kenny raises an eyebrow. ‘Then why are you looking for him?’




  ‘Well . . .’ Vix starts.




  ‘He dropped his wallet,’ I say quickly. ‘We just want to return it.’




  ‘Ah! A couple of good Samaritans, are you?’




  I feel sick.




  ‘Hey, you could ask him about a job too, Lou,’ Vix suggests. ‘Kill two birds with one stone? Returning his wallet proves you’re trustworthy, after all.’




  Kenny nods. ‘Trust: you can’t put a price on that.’




  I shiver. Except when you can . . .




  ‘You can trust me,’ Kenny had said the day I first approached him, back at Oakwood Grange boarding school. But I didn’t believe him, not straight away. Despite the fact that

  we’d been at the same school for a whole year, I barely knew him – our social spheres were galaxies apart. Until that day. Until I needed him.




  I gatecrashed a meeting of the computer club and found Kenny showing a new website he’d created to his geeky mates.




  ‘Impressive,’ I said, and instantly they all turned, startled. Girls were rare enough at the college (we were outnumbered three to one) but in the ICT room they had long been

  declared extinct.




  ‘Nice work.’ I let my Chanel-spritzed hair brush Kenny’s shoulder as I leaned towards the screen. ‘What else can you do?’




  He spent the rest of the evening showing off all his codes and tricks, till finally I asked him to walk me back to my boarding house.




  ‘The truth is, Kenny, I need your help,’ I sighed once we were alone. ‘I’m in big trouble and you’re the only one who can get me out of it.’




  I told him I was struggling in biology, and had a mock exam coming up that would determine my predicted grade – and consequently which universities I could apply to.




  ‘So I’m guessing you don’t want me to tutor you, as I’m not even taking biology?’ He raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Not exactly.’




  ‘So . . .?’




  I took a deep breath. ‘The mock paper’s on the school computer system . . .’




  ‘Wait.’ His eyes widened. ‘You want me to hack into the system so you can cheat on the exam?!’ He ran a hand through his thick ginger hair. ‘Bloody hell.’




  ‘Please, Kenny, you’re my last hope,’ I said desperately, grabbing his hand and squeezing tight. ‘I can’t fail it. If I do, I won’t have a chance of

  getting offers from the universities I want. Plus my aunt and uncle will kill me – they’ve forked out a fortune for me to come to Oakwood!’




  ‘But you’ll still need to get good grades in your actual exams in the summer,’ Kenny frowned. ‘Otherwise the universities won’t take you anyway.’




  ‘I can turn things around by then,’ I insisted. ‘I’ve just been . . . distracted lately. Let me worry about the actual A levels.’ I gazed up at him pleadingly.

  ‘Or are you saying it’s too difficult?’




  ‘As if!’ he scoffed, looking at me for a long moment. ‘Okay, I’ll do it. Anything for a damsel in distress.’




  ‘Thank you!’ I cried, throwing my arms around his neck.




  ‘You’re welcome, Titch,’ he laughed, squeezing me tight. ‘But I’d like a favour in return.’




  His price was being his date to his cousin’s wedding. I agreed – it was a small price to pay if he could really do what I asked – and, more importantly, keep his mouth

  shut.




  And he delivered on both fronts. He never told a soul what we’d done. I passed the test – and he passed mine. As time went by I tested his computer knowledge, his skill, and his

  loyalty. He seemed to relish the opportunity to show off, and each time he passed with flying colours. Then finally I approached him with the big one.




  I shudder as I remember that night in Neil’s office. After that, I never thought I’d see Kenny again – we were never supposed to see each other again . . . Yet here he

  is, hundreds of miles from where we last met. But why?




  ‘Are you ready?’ Vix suddenly stops in front of me and turns, shaking me from my thoughts.




  I blink at her. ‘For what?’




  ‘For the moment of truth!’ Vix cries.




  I freeze. Have I missed something? Has Kenny told her?




  ‘Lou, come on, have you got the wallet ready?’




  Wallet? Oh, right, Christian. Suddenly I realise we’re standing outside a pub.




  ‘No,’ I say, my head spinning as I stare up at The Flying Pig sign, at the people sitting, chatting and laughing at the tables out front. ‘I just . . . need a minute,

  okay?’




  ‘Of course,’ she nods, then glances at Kenny. ‘Excuse us for a moment while we powder our noses,’ Vix says to him. ‘Lou?’




  ‘Hm?’ I look up.




  ‘You coming?’ Vix raises her eyebrows.




  ‘Um, no thanks.’ This is my chance to speak to Kenny alone.




  ‘You sure?’ she frowns, confused.




  ‘Positive. See you in a bit.’




  Kenny looks from Vix to me, amusement twinkling in his eyes.




  ‘Okay then! You guys grab a table out here. I’ll be right back.’ Vix glares at me as she disappears inside the pub.




  ‘Uh-oh,’ Kenny grins, sitting down at a table. ‘I think you missed her subtle hints.’




  ‘I don’t care,’ I hiss. ‘What the hell’s going on, Kenny?’




  ‘Calm down, Louise.’ He winks. ‘I thought blondes were meant to have more fun? Maybe it’s only natural blondes.’




  My blood runs cold. ‘Why are you here?’




  He shrugs. ‘Getting a degree.’




  ‘But why here?’ I demand. ‘Why Sheffield?’




  ‘Same as you.’ He shrugs. ‘I got in through clearing.’




  ‘But why did you go through clearing at all?’ I stare at him. ‘Unlike me, you didn’t flunk your exams – you’re a genius!’




  ‘Aw, thanks, babe,’ he grins.




  ‘What I mean is you could’ve had your pick of universities,’ I press. ‘Why choose here?’




  ‘Of all the gin joints in all the world, why’d I walk into yours?’




  ‘Exactly!’




  ‘Simple.’ He shrugs. ‘You’re here.’




  An icy shiver trickles down my spine, my whole world falls apart in front of me. This was it, this was my chance, and Kenny’s ruined it. It’s over. It’s over before it even

  began. Unless . . .




  ‘What do you want, Kenny?’




  ‘Settle, petal, I can keep a secret. You know that better than anyone.’




  ‘But what’s it worth, right?’ I nod grimly.




  He frowns. ‘I’m hurt, Titch. I don’t want anything. Besides, I was kidding, Ms Ego. The whole world doesn’t revolve around you, you know?’




  I look at him uncertainly. ‘Then . . .?’




  ‘I just decided Oxford wasn’t for me,’ he sighs. ‘I’ve had my fill of quads and spires, and too many stuffy snobs from Oakwood were going there. And then Professor

  Kentley – one of my heroes – transferred to the faculty here, so . . . Sheffield was the obvious choice.’




  ‘So it’s just a coincidence?’ I say warily.




  ‘It’s serendipity!’ He beams.




  I shuffle my feet. It’s hardly a lucky accident . . .




  ‘Now I can help you.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ve been worried about you.’ Kenny’s face softens. ‘It must be really hard, starting a new life, with a new identity, having to lie to everyone . . .’




  ‘Shh,’ I hiss as a group of girls from my halls pass by. ‘So what was all that crap about fact and fiction?’




  ‘I was just having a little fun. I’m sorry, okay? I won’t give you away, I promise.’ I search his eyes, trying to work out what’s going on inside his head, unsure

  whether to believe him or not.




  ‘I understand why you’re doing it, you know,’ he says gently. ‘If it’d happened to my family, I’d do the same thing.’ His gaze softens. ‘How is

  she?’




  My heart sinks. ‘The same.’




  He nods. ‘And your uncle?’




  ‘How do you think he is?’ I snap.




  ‘Hey, I’m on your side. I just ask because . . . well, I haven’t seen anything in the papers for a while.’




  ‘Thank goodness.’ It had been almost impossible to leave the house once the press got hold of the story. And as for school – it was like I’d grown a second head.

  Everywhere I went, people stared at me. Conversations would stop the minute I entered a room, then bubble up in excited whispers the moment I’d left. All I’d wanted was to forget for a

  while, to be normal, to be like everyone else.




  And now I am.




  ‘No one here knows who I am, Kenny – as far as anyone knows I’m just Louise Shepherd, a normal fresher starting at uni.’




  ‘Got it,’ he says earnestly. ‘Honestly, I’m not here to cause trouble, Titch. I just thought you could use a friendly face. Someone to talk to. Someone you don’t

  have to lie to.’




  I sigh. It is exhausting lying all the time. Vix was right; the great thing about uni, moving into halls with hundreds of other students, is that it’s the perfect place to

  reinvent yourself. No one knows you, your past, your family, your background, so you can be whoever you want to be.




  In theory.




  But the trouble with pretending to be someone else is that you can’t let your guard down for a moment. Especially when you’re befriended by an aspiring investigative journalist.




  ‘I’m here for you, Titch,’ Kenny says softly, taking my hand. ‘Haven’t I kept your secret so far?’




  I nod. The biggest secret of all.




  ‘You can trust me.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘I promise. Let me help you.’




  I smile weakly. It’s not exactly like I have a choice. If Kenny’s here to stay, it’s safer to keep him onside.




  ‘What’ve I missed?’ Vix says as she emerges from the pub with two pints.




  Too late, I drop Kenny’s hand.




  ‘Cheers, Vix!’ He grins as she sips her pint and passes him the second. ‘What about Lou?’




  ‘I thought Lou might want to go to the bar herself.’ Vix’s face tightens as she looks at me. ‘That’s why we’re here, after all!’




  I hesitate.




  ‘Shall I come with you?’ she offers.




  I falter, torn between the danger of leaving her alone with Kenny and the torture of trying to approach Christian with an audience.




  ‘Come on!’ Vix grabs my arm, making my decision for me as she drags me into the pub.




  ‘What are you doing?’ She turns on me once we’re safely inside.




  ‘What?’




  ‘I thought you liked Christian?’




  ‘I do!’




  ‘So why are you trying it on with Kenny, the only guy I’ve met who’s half-decent?’ she demands.




  ‘I’m not! I’m not interested in Kenny – he’s not my type,’ I tell her.




  But I don’t want Vix getting interested, either . . .




  ‘Besides, he seems a bit . . . weird,’ I add.




  ‘He’s not weird!’ Vix protests. ‘He’s quirky. I like quirky. And he’s fit.’




  ‘Yeah, but . . . there’s just something about him that seems a bit . . . shifty,’ I insist.




  ‘Jeez, Louise! Don’t judge a book by its cover – we’ve only just met the guy!’




  I falter. It’s not like I can tell her about Oakwood . . . ‘But you hate computer science!’ I remind her. ‘You said it was for geeks!’




  ‘So?’




  ‘So what was all that crap about computer code being an “amazing secret language”?’




  ‘Lou, it’s called flirting.’ Vix laughs. ‘Find out what a guy’s into, then fake an interest so that you seem more attractive. You should do the same with

  Christian – unless he’s done another runner.’ She frowns as we approach the bar. ‘He was here a minute ago – he served me. You think he saw you coming?’




  Despite her teasing tone, my stomach tightens. Where’s he gone?




  ‘Can I help you?’ A barmaid looks up from wiping a table and Vix nudges me.




  ‘Um, yes, I was just wondering . . .’ I falter, flustered. ‘I’m looking for a job,’ I babble quickly.




  Vix raises her eyebrows at me.




  ‘I’ve got bar experience, and I need some part-time work,’ I continue. ‘Are there any shifts going here?’




  ‘Doubtful.’ She grimaces. ‘The manager’s not in today, but email your CV to him – he does everything online these days.’ She scribbles down an email address

  on a napkin and hands it to me.




  ‘Thanks,’ I smile.




  Vix nudges me again.




  ‘Was there anything else?’ The barmaid raises an eyebrow.




  ‘Um . . . just . . . is Christian working today?’




  ‘Yep,’ she nods. ‘He’s just out the back taking a delivery. He should be back any minute.’ She turns. ‘Speak of the devil . . .’




  I follow her gaze to spot Christian wander in from the beer garden, chatting to a beautiful brunette.




  I tense at the sight of them together. ‘Is that his girlfriend?’




  ‘No.’ The barmaid smiles knowingly as he heads behind the bar. ‘So far, so single. Girls ask him out all the time, but he always turns them down.’




  ‘Why?’ Vix frowns. ‘Is he gay?’




  ‘No,’ the barmaid laughs. ‘He’s definitely straight, but he just . . . keeps himself to himself, you know? In the two months I’ve known him he hasn’t been on

  a single date.’




  ‘Two months?’ I say.




  ‘Since he moved here,’ the barmaid nods. ‘In the summer.’




  ‘Where’s he from then?’ Vix asks.




  ‘Don’t know,’ she shrugs. ‘Like I say, he keeps himself to himself. But then, maybe he’s just waiting for Miss Right to come along. Good luck!’ She smiles at

  me as she moves away to clear another table.




  ‘Go on then!’ Vix urges. ‘What are you waiting for? She said girls are always asking him out – if you don’t snag him soon, someone else might!’




  She could be right.




  ‘Do you want me to come over with you?’ Vix offers.




  ‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Could you wait just here, though?’ Far enough away from both Christian and Kenny . . .




  ‘Course.’ She smiles. ‘Just call me over if you need moral support. Not that you will. You can do this, Shepherd. Cool, calm, confident femme fatale, right?’




  ‘Right.’ I nod. I can do this.




  I take a deep breath, then force myself to turn and walk over to the bar. I climb onto a stool, watching as Christian pours the brunette a glass of wine, then I finally clear my throat.




  ‘Excuse me, Christian Marcus Webb?’




  He stiffens, then goosebumps break out over my skin as his pale blue eyes meet mine.




  ‘Sorry, do I know you?’ He frowns. ‘You look familiar . . .’




  ‘We met this morning,’ I say nervously.




  ‘We did?’ He raises an eyebrow.




  I nod. ‘In the café in the park? I threw coffee all over you? Kinda hard to forget!’




  ‘Oh – yeah, right!’ His expression clears. ‘God, sorry, I’ve got some kind of face dyslexia, I think – I’m useless at remembering who people are –

  not great when I’m dealing with customers all day! Now figures are a different matter – I can remember any number without even trying.’ He shrugs. ‘Guess I’m in the

  wrong job! Anyway, how’d you know my name?’




  ‘Actually, that’s why I’m here.’ I hand him his wallet. ‘You dropped this.’




  ‘You found it!’ he cries, his whole face transforming as he smiles, his lips curving gently as those blue eyes shine with warmth. ‘You’re a lifesaver – thank you so

  much!’




  ‘Well, not exactly,’ I confess. ‘It’s my fault you dropped it in the first place – I found it in the café after you fled the scene.’




  He laughs. ‘Thanks so much for returning it. How did you even find me?’




  ‘I got your address from your driving licence,’ I smile. ‘Nice picture by the way.’




  He winces. ‘Yeah, right.’




  ‘Don’t worry, everyone looks like a criminal in photobooth pictures.’




  His smile falters.




  ‘So I called at your house and someone told me you worked here,’ I continue hastily. ‘So here I am. Sorry I didn’t return it sooner – I had lectures.’




  ‘You’re a student?’




  ‘Yeah. I’m studying English Lit,’ I explain. ‘It’s mainly reading.’




  ‘Ah. Slacker.’




  ‘Gratitude!’




  He laughs. ‘Let me buy you a drink.’




  ‘That’s not necessary—’




  ‘I insist. You came all the way down here to return my wallet, missing valuable sleeping – I mean reading – time . . .’




  I roll my eyes.




  ‘So it’s the least I can do,’ he grins.




  ‘Well, when you put it like that . . .’ I smile. ‘But only if I buy you one too, to apologise for your jacket – I even promise not to throw it at you this

  time.’




  ‘Deal.’ He smiles. ‘So what would you like? Anything but coffee.’




  ‘White wine, please – won’t stain.’




  ‘Good plan!’ Christian laughs. ‘ID?’




  My heart beats faster.




  ‘Seriously?’ I groan. ‘My photo’s awful.’




  ‘Everyone looks like a criminal in photobooth pictures,’ he mimics.




  I smile awkwardly. If only he knew.




  ‘You’ve seen mine – it’s only fair,’ he insists. ‘And a legal obligation – perk of the job.’ He shrugs.




  ‘Fine.’ I pass him the fake ID Kenny made me.




  He winces. ‘You’re right, total mugshot!’




  ‘Hey!’ I try to snatch it back.




  ‘Just kidding.’ He grins, holding it out of my reach. ‘Louise Charlotte Shepherd,’ he reads. ‘What’s your date of birth?’




  I blink. ‘What?’




  ‘Need to check it’s not a fake.’ He raises an eyebrow.




  I smile confidently. It’s not the date that’s fake . . .




  ‘October 11th,’ I tell him. ‘Libra through and through.’




  But to my astonishment, he shakes his head and tuts. ‘Go to jail. Go directly to jail. Do not pass Go. Do not collect two hundred pounds.’




  Shit. I stare at him. Did Kenny put the wrong date on? I’ll kill him!




  ‘Just kidding.’ Christian winks, passing it back. ‘You can pass Go, you may drink wine.’




  Phew. ‘Funny.’




  ‘Sorry,’ he grins. ‘You should’ve seen your face!’




  I bet.




  I watch him as he pours the wine. ‘So you’re Leo, right?’




  The smile drops from his face as wine slops over the edge of the glass. He stares at me. ‘What?’




  My pulse races, wondering if I’ve gone too far. ‘Your driving licence . . .’ I say hastily. ‘It said your birthday’s in August – that’s Leo, right? Or

  is it Cancer?’




  Christian blinks, then smiles quickly. ‘Right! Yeah. Leo the lion. Sorry, I’m not really into star signs and all that.’ He grabs a cloth and hurriedly mops up the spilled

  wine.




  ‘Lucky it wasn’t coffee this time!’ I babble awkwardly. ‘Sorry – I should come with hazard lights or something!’




  ‘No, it was my fault – I shouldn’t get so distracted by a pretty face.’ He winks.




  I seize the moment. ‘Well, if you feel like getting distracted later, a bunch of us are heading over to that new club, Lush. It’s meant to be really great,

  and—’




  ‘Sorry, I can’t.’




  ‘I promise to only have clear drinks. Nothing that will stain!’




  He grins. ‘Sorry. I’m busy tonight.’




  ‘Christian!’ The brunette taps her empty wine glass.




  ‘Enjoy your wine.’ He smiles at me as he moves away.




  ‘Wait!’ I say, hating the desperation in my voice. ‘I still owe you that drink.’




  ‘I’ve got to go – I’m working.’




  ‘Christian?’ the brunette calls again.




  ‘Thanks again for returning my wallet.’ Christian smiles, my heart plummeting into my pumps as he turns and walks away.




  I blew it.




  







  Chapter Four




  ‘Jeez, you’re a slave-driver when you’re pissed off,’ Vix moans as we jog along the road to the park. ‘I thought you were a fitness freak before,

  but now . . . you’re mental!’




  ‘I’m not pissed off,’ I fib. ‘Besides, I let you lie in, as it’s Saturday.’




  ‘Only to avoid a certain hotty who goes jogging earlier!’ Vix raises an eyebrow. ‘You can’t fool me, Shepherd. You should just go back and talk to him. If at first you

  don’t succeed . . .’




  ‘Try again and look really desperate?’ I shake my head. ‘I don’t think so. I’m keeping my distance. It’s bad enough we still have to pass his house to get to

  the park.’ I glance up as we approach the cottage with the green door. ‘Let’s speed up a bit. Then hopefully he won’t even see us.’




  ‘How fast do you think I can run?’ Vix laughs. ‘I’m invisible!’ she mocks. ‘I am but a blur!’




  ‘Very fu— Oof!’ Suddenly I tumble awkwardly to the ground. ‘OW! Oh shit, bollocks, ouch!’




  ‘Lou!’ Vix cries. ‘Are you okay? What happened?’




  ‘I think I’ve twisted my ankle.’ I wince as I try to move it.




  ‘Oh my God!’ Vix cries. ‘It’s fate!’




  I stare at her. ‘Fate wanted me to twist my ankle?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’ She beams. ‘Right outside Christian’s house! Omigosh, it’s just like Willoughby and Marianne in Sense and Sensibility. Only without the

  horse, which is a shame, but look – he’s got a motorbike, which is almost as good! It’s so romantic,’ Vix gushes as she races up the garden path.




  ‘Vix – no – wait! Ouch! ’ I wince as she rings the doorbell. When there’s no immediate answer she hammers on the door till it finally opens a crack, and

  Christian peers out cautiously, his hair dripping wet.




  ‘Help!’ Vix cries. ‘Lou’s crippled!’




  ‘What?’ Christian looks at me, alarmed. The door opens slightly more, revealing the left side of Christian’s body, and I realise he’s naked except for a towel wrapped

  round his waist – he must’ve been having a shower. My gaze strays involuntarily to his chest, where there’s a patch of hair the perfect shape of a heart, with a scar running

  underneath. I can’t take my eyes off it.




  ‘Louise?’ he says.




  ‘What?’ I look up, mortified that he might have caught me staring.




  ‘What happened?’ he asks.




  ‘She collapsed in the street!’ Vix cries.




  ‘I just stumbled on the kerb,’ I shrug.




  ‘She’s twisted her ankle,’ Vix corrects.




  ‘Here, I’ll—’ He moves to step forward, then hesitates. ‘Please, come on inside, I just have to . . . I’ll be back in a sec.’ He disappears inside the

  house as Vix helps me hop up the footpath.




  ‘Willoughby carried Marianne,’ she grumbles.




  The front door opens straight into Christian’s cramped living room, and as Vix guides me to a chair my eyes quickly drink in my surroundings.




  Find out what he’s interested in . . .




  It looks more like an old lady’s house, with its busy floral wallpaper, brown seventies-style carpet, and tired-looking tasselled three-piece suite. But the bookshelf beside me is lined

  with CDs, DVDs and Xbox games, as well as a row of books, mainly on art, music and Thai cookery, and a couple of sketchbooks. I glance at a calendar on the wall, where Christian’s shifts at

  the pub are scribbled on each day – except Sunday, which also has St Augustine’s 9.30 a.m. written in red pen.




  ‘Sorry about that!’




  I turn swiftly as Christian rushes into the room, now dressed in jeans and a hooded jacket. Did he see me staring?




  ‘Is it okay if I carry you into the bathroom, Louise?’ he asks. ‘All my first-aid stuff’s in there.’




  I nod dumbly, but the instant Christian’s strong arms are around me everything inside me freezes. He smells fresh, like forests after the rain, as he carries me effortlessly through to the

  peachy-pink downstairs bathroom and seats me gently on the toilet lid. He rests my foot on his lap as he perches on the side of the bath, as Vix follows, hovering anxiously in the doorway.




  ‘Now let’s have a look at that ankle.’ He gently slips off my shoe and I flinch unintentionally as his warm skin touches my foot, sending shivers prickling all the way up my

  leg. ‘How did it happen?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘I was running, then I just stumbled . . . It’s probably nothing.’




  ‘Can you stretch your toes?’




  I wince as I try to flex them backwards.




  ‘No, no, I mean like . . .’ He lifts his right leg as if to demonstrate, then quickly changes his mind and tugs his trouser leg back down. ‘Can you point your foot like a

  ballerina, I mean – I’m not a good example!’




  ‘Oh, right.’ Slowly, I extend my toes. ‘I can, but it hurts.’ I grimace.




  ‘Okay, relax,’ he instructs. ‘The good news is I don’t think it’s broken.’




  ‘See?’ I tell Vix.




  ‘How do you know?’ She frowns.




  ‘I did a first-aid course,’ he says. ‘The bad news is we’re going to have to chop it off.’




  ‘What?’ I smile, despite myself.




  ‘No choice, I’m afraid.’ He sighs. ‘Total amputation required.’




  ‘Which course did you say you took?’ Vix raises an eyebrow.




  ‘First aid. Though admittedly it was actually all about CPR and stuff – no ankle injuries – so you might want to get a second opinion on the amputation thing.’




  ‘Probably,’ I grin.




  ‘Anyway, I do know that ice helps minimise any swelling – I’ll grab some from the freezer.’




  ‘Rest is good for swelling too, isn’t it?’ Vix says, winking at me. ‘In fact, I don’t think she should move at all for the next few hours, do you?’




  ‘I don’t think she should walk on it, no,’ Christian smiles. ‘But unfortunately you can’t stay here as I have to get to work – we can’t all read books

  all day, you know.’




  I roll my eyes and he grins. ‘I’ll call a taxi for you.’




  ‘Thanks,’ I tell him.




  ‘It was worth a try,’ Vix shrugs once he’s gone. ‘Nice choice, Shepherd! He’s funny, and fit, and sweet – did you see how he got dressed before he let us in?

  Cute. Shame he covered up those gorgeous abs, though – but probably just as well, the way you were drooling over them!’




  ‘I was not!’ I protest.




  ‘Not that I blame you!’ she laughs. ‘Seriously, how can he be shy with a body like that? Anyway, I’ll give you guys some space.’




  ‘No!’ I hiss, grabbing her sleeve. ‘Don’t leave me alone with him!’




  She stares at me. ‘I thought you liked Christian?’




  ‘I do – it’s just . . .’ I stutter. ‘I only just met him, and . . .’




  ‘So? What are you so scared of?’ She smiles. ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’




  I falter miserably. How can I explain?




  ‘Lou,’ Vix says quietly, her eyes suddenly filled with concern. ‘Did something happen to you?’




  ‘I . . .’ I hesitate. Something, yes. But not what she’s thinking. ‘I . . . don’t want to talk about it.’




  ‘That’s why you don’t trust men,’ she says slowly, her expression clearing. ‘You don’t trust Kenny, and now Christian – is this why you keep turning

  down the fit guys who ask you out? Because you don’t trust them?’




  ‘I don’t trust men I’ve just met, no,’ I say tightly. ‘Trust has to be earned.’




  ‘Yes, but you have to be open to it too,’ Vix says gently. ‘You can’t let something that happened in your past stop you moving forward. And Christian seems like a really

  nice guy.’




  ‘Appearances can be deceptive,’ I mutter darkly.




  ‘True,’ she concedes.




  ‘Look, I’m sure you’re right,’ I sigh. ‘I’m sure Christian’s wonderful. He’s kind, and funny and totally gorgeous . . . but I’m just . . .

  I’m not ready to be alone with him – not yet. That’s all. Do you understand?’




  ‘Of course.’ She squeezes my hand. ‘And don’t worry. I’m going nowhere.’




  ‘Thanks, Vix.’




  She winks at me, then turns and opens the bathroom cabinet.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I hiss.




  ‘Researching,’ she says, rooting through the bottles and boxes. ‘You’re right, you only just met the guy, you don’t know anything about him, and you can find out a

  lot about someone from their bathroom.’




  ‘Like what?’ I say sceptically. ‘Their favourite shampoo?’




  ‘No,’ Vix grins. ‘Like their deepest darkest secrets!’ She pulls out a box of black hair dye, her eyes gleaming. ‘Looks like McHotty’s hiding

  something!’




  ‘Really?’ Christian says, pushing open the door.




  Vix drops the box in surprise. ‘I . . . er . . . I was looking for aspirin,’ she lies quickly. ‘Poor Lou’s in pain.’




  ‘Second shelf,’ Christian says wryly. He picks up the hair dye. ‘And as for my secret,’ he sighs, ‘it’s really a curse.’




  ‘A curse?’ Vix’s eyes light up.




  ‘Yup.’ He nods tragically. ‘We all go grey early in my family. You should see my dad.’




  ‘Have you got a picture?’ I ask.




  ‘Er, no,’ Christian says.




  ‘None at all?’ Vix frowns.




  ‘Nope. Why?’




  ‘Could’ve seen what you’re gonna look like when you’re older.’ She shrugs. ‘They say men take after their fathers.’




  ‘Uh-oh – that really is a curse!’ Christian laughs. ‘Here, Lou, this’ll help.’ He places a bag of frozen peas gently on my ankle.




  I shiver, and he frowns.




  ‘You might still be in a bit of shock. You could do with a cuppa,’ he says. ‘Vix, could you put the kettle on, please while I see to Lou’s ankle?’




  ‘Um . . .’ She looks at me anxiously.




  ‘I’m fine, Christian, really,’ I protest quickly. ‘Besides, I’m not sure I can be trusted with hot drinks!’




  ‘Under supervision you’ll be okay.’ He smiles. ‘A friend of mine once said you can solve anything with TLC – tea, a good listener, and choccie biscuits.’




  My stomach flips. I’ve heard that somewhere before . . .




  ‘Kitchen’s second on the left,’ Christian instructs Vix.




  ‘Uh . . . sure,’ Vix says, glancing at me apologetically as she leaves the room. ‘I won’t be a sec – and I’ll just be in the kitchen.’




  Great.




  Christian shuts the door behind her and immediately the room constricts. There’s no air, and I suddenly feel ridiculously self-conscious as he looks at me with those deep blue eyes that

  make my pulse race. Get a grip! I scold myself. Just stay calm . . .
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