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Chapter 1


‘You here alone?’


The man didn’t look at me as he spoke. He was too busy searching through his wallet. He pulled out three notes to pay for his petrol, and slid them under the small hatch. That was the only way we could take payment after eleven at night, because the shop was locked up as a safety precaution.


Our fingers touched briefly as I took his money, and I recoiled at the clammy feel of his skin. I had to resist the urge to wipe my hand on my overall, and instead busied myself at the till, rifling through the drawer to get his change.


I deliberately hadn’t answered his question, and I’d hoped he’d let it go. But then I heard his voice, more insistent this time. ‘I said – you here alone?’ He glanced at the nametag on my striped overall. ‘Nina.’


My heartbeat quickened. There was no one else here, but I didn’t want him to know that. Especially since he was the first customer I’d seen since midnight. It was the early hours of Monday morning, and anyone with sense was home in bed, resting up for the busy London week ahead.


I took a deep breath, and turned back to face him. ‘Manager’s out the back.’ I forced myself to meet his gaze. ‘I’ll get him, if you want.’


The security cameras were out again, so if it came to it, the police would be relying on me to tell them what the man looked like. I searched for a distinguishing feature, but came up with nothing. He was white, middle-aged, and had brown hair and brown eyes. He was also average height and weight – the very definition of nondescript. And the way he’d parked his unmarked white van, I couldn’t catch the plates.


The man counted his change with painstaking deliberation, before tucking it into his back pocket. He lifted his eyes to mine and I could tell from the amused look that he knew I was bluffing.


‘Shouldn’t leave you here alone. Not at this time of night. Young girl like you, it’s not safe. You tell your manager that.’


He nodded a goodnight, and then walked away without another word.


I stood watching as he crossed the forecourt and got into his van. It was only once he’d driven off that I realised how tense my body was. I breathed out hard, forcing myself to relax.


It was hard to know what to make of the man. Maybe he was genuinely concerned rather than creepy. Most people thought it was wrong to have a nineteen-year-old female here alone at night, but the late shift paid more than days, and I needed the extra cash.


It was almost 2 a.m., so I forced the man from my mind, and began to go through the process of closing up. I put the meagre takings for the night in the safe out the back, and then shrugged on my jacket, grabbed my bag, and made for the door. I paused for a moment, my nose pressed against the glass as I peered out into the darkness, alert as a gazelle in the Serengeti. I couldn’t see anyone lurking in wait, so I flipped the light off. The station plunged into darkness, the forecourt lit only by the fluorescent glow of the sign that loomed out near the road. I pulled open the door and stepped outside.


The smell of petrol hit me along with the cold night air. However long I worked there, I never could get used to the odour. It seemed to get everywhere, seeping into my clothes and skin. After a shift, I’d always spend ages in the shower, scrubbing away, but I still couldn’t seem to get rid of it.


I had the huge set of keys for the shop in my hand, the correct ones already picked out for a quick getaway. There were two locks, plus a padlock, and I had the whole process down to thirty seconds. At the end, I gave the padlock chain a quick tug to make sure it was all in place, and then I dropped the keys into my bag and headed off into the night.


As I crossed the darkened forecourt, I stayed on high alert, watching the shadows for movement. It was only once I reached the main road that my heartbeat eased. Most people considered this part of East London to be a no-go area, but I never minded walking home alone at night. Even though Tower Hamlets had notoriously high crime and poverty rates, I’d never had any trouble. I think it’s because I managed to give the impression of being pretty tough. Even though I wasn’t physically intimidating – only five foot six and naturally slender – in my standard uniform of dark jeans, biker boots and bomber jacket, I didn’t look like someone to mess with. Plus with my short dark hair jammed under a beanie hat, I could pass at first glance for a boy.


I set off along East India Dock Road, away from affluent Canary Wharf, and towards less salubrious Plaistow in Newham, where I lived. Usually there were gangs of youths gathered round the kebab shops, but tonight the streets were pretty much deserted. It was late September, there was already frost on the ground, and no one was hanging around outside without good reason.


A couple of girls my age were huddled by the 24-hour convenience store, counting out money for cigarettes. In crotch-skimming dresses, they looked like they were on their way back from clubbing. It was hard not to envy their carefree demeanour. I glanced into the shop as I passed, nodding at the assistant inside. The place was a rip-off, but late at night it was the only way to get the vodka that my mother craved. They’d got to know me far too well over the years.


A sudden blast of sirens broke the silence. Instinctively I looked round, and watched as two fire engines raced by, followed by an ambulance. Five hundred metres ahead, the vehicles turned right, onto my street.


My first thought was: Oh, Mum. Not again.


Then I broke into a run.


It took me about ninety seconds to cover the distance. I was breathing hard when I rounded the corner into Hayfield Court, the council estate where we lived. Three soulless tower blocks stretched twenty storeys high around a concrete square. One lone tree stood in the centre, permanently stunted by a lack of sun. I’d just turned thirteen when we moved there – the year my dad died. I’d sobbed my heart out the first time I saw the place. It had seemed such a far cry from the pretty suburban street where we’d lived. But with Dad gone, there’d been no money to pay the mortgage, and a council flat was our only option.


I instinctively looked up to the fifteenth floor of our tower block. Sure enough, there were firemen on the walkway outside my family’s flat. I could guess what had happened. This wasn’t the first time Mum had fallen into a drunken stupor halfway through a cigarette.


The paramedics were already loading someone into an ambulance, which meant the lift must have been working for once. As I drew closer, I saw that it was Mum on the stretcher. An oxygen mask covered her mouth and nose, for the smoke inhalation, but otherwise she looked unharmed.


She gazed up at me, her large violet eyes sorrowful, her pale blonde curls framing her delicate face. Even after all those years of pounding the bottle, she was still a beautiful woman, the epitome of feminine. I looked nothing like her, and had taken after my father instead – inheriting his square jaw, chocolate-brown hair and eyes, and olive complexion.


‘Where the hell’s April?’ The paramedic looked over in surprise at my harsh voice, but I didn’t care. Any sympathy I’d felt for my mum had vanished a long time ago. She’d brought this on herself – had ruined all our lives with her weakness. Sure, it couldn’t have been easy to lose her husband, and be left to raise two young daughters alone. But drowning her sorrows hadn’t helped matters. She was hell-bent on self-destruction. My sister was another matter . . .


April was only fourteen years old, and she didn’t deserve to be caught up in this.


‘Where is she?’ I said again.


My mother didn’t attempt to speak, but her eyes shifted right to a police car. I followed her gaze, and I felt a rush of relief as I saw April standing there in tartan pyjamas, with a brown blanket thrown around her thin shoulders. She was crying loudly, while a young policewoman tried to comfort her.


April must have felt my eyes on her, because she looked up then. Without any thought to her bare feet, she broke free of the policewoman, and ran across the rough concrete to where I stood, hurling herself into my arms.


‘Oh God, Nina. I’m so glad you’re back.’ She sobbed the words against my chest as I held her tight. ‘I knew she was bad tonight. I should’ve stayed awake, but . . .’


But she was fourteen, and needed her sleep. It wasn’t fair to expect her to take care of a drunk thirty-nine-year-old woman who should have known better.


I held my sister close, stroking her fair hair. She was the lucky one, who had inherited our mother’s looks – although thankfully none of her selfish personality. Outsiders often thought I must resent being the loser in the gene pool lottery, but in truth I was pleased not to have anything in common with our mother.


‘Don’t you dare start blaming yourself.’ It wasn’t the first time I’d had to say this. ‘None of this is your fault.’


April pulled away, looking up at me with wide, tearful eyes. ‘They’re going to take me away, aren’t they? After this . . .’


She began to cry again.


I could understand her distress. Our social worker had warned us last time that if there was one more incident, April would be placed in a foster home. It was tempting to tell her that she wouldn’t be going into care, but I wasn’t about to lie to her. Too many broken promises, and you lost your ability to trust. I’d learnt that the hard way. It wasn’t fair to take that from April.


I felt a flash of guilt about having gone to work. If only I’d stuck to the day shifts. But we’d needed the extra money, and I’d decided that took priority.


‘I’m so sorry, love.’ A voice interrupted my self-flagellation. It was our neighbour, Doreen Cooper, a thin, harried mum of five. She’d promised to keep an eye on my mother while I was out. ‘I thought she’d gone to bed at midnight. But then the smoke alarm went off . . .’


That was about right. Everyone feeling guilty, apart from the person who should have been – our selfish mother.


I closed my eyes, and wished this whole nightmare would go away.




Chapter 2


‘Well, this is quite a mess, isn’t it?’


I was sitting in A&E – waiting while the doctors checked April out – when I heard the voice. I looked up to see a short, stout woman in her early fifties, with wild, grey-streaked hair. It was our social worker, Maggie Walker, looking even more dishevelled than usual in an unflattering Paisley dress and long navy cardigan.


‘I wondered when you’d turn up.’ My voice was hostile. Nothing against Maggie – she’d been fair to us over the years – but her presence here wasn’t going to be good for the Baxter family.


Maggie flopped into the chair next to me. ‘I thought she was doing better.’


‘She was,’ I said. ‘Sober four months and counting.’


‘What set her off this time?’


I rolled my eyes. ‘What do you think? She got dumped again.’ Since Dad had died, there’d been a revolving door of losers through our lives. Mum moaned about them and fought with them constantly, and then fell to pieces when they left. You don’t understand, she would tell us. I need a man. It helps me forget how much I miss your father. I can’t stand being alone.


She often asked me why I didn’t have a boyfriend. That was why. Who wanted to be so reliant on another human being that they couldn’t cope by themselves?


‘So what happens now?’ I said. ‘To April.’


Maggie sighed, her cheeks puffing out as she shook her head. ‘Look, love, I’m not going to lie to you. It’s bad this time.’


‘Yeah.’ I didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. ‘I kind of guessed that.’


She smiled a little, and then grew serious. ‘As of this morning, the court’s placed April in foster care. The judge won’t make any final decision for a while, but the way things are looking, I think there’s a strong chance your mother’s parental rights will be removed and your sister will be placed permanently in care until she’s eighteen.’


‘No.’ I was already shaking my head, ignoring the cold, sick feeling in my stomach. ‘That can’t happen.’


I thought of all the awful statistics about children who’d been in foster care – the high incidence of eating disorders and self-harm. I didn’t want that for my sister. In fact, I’d tried to ensure she had as normal an upbringing as possible. I could’ve gone to university, and left my mum and April to it. But instead I’d chosen to leave school at sixteen and work in a series of minimum-wage jobs, so I could keep our family together.


And now April was going to be taken away from us.


I looked over at Maggie. ‘Tell me how to get her back.’


‘Very simply, you need to be able to prove that you can give her a safe, stable upbringing.’


‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘I can do that.’


The social worker pursed her lips. ‘Nina, you have to be realistic.’ Her voice was gentle – the way it is when someone’s delivering news you don’t want to hear. ‘Right now you don’t even have anywhere to live.’


It was true. Weeks of repairs would be needed before the flat was habitable again. Doreen had offered to let me stay on her couch for as long as I needed, but her place was already crowded.


‘And your mother needs to get sober,’ Maggie went on. ‘She needs a more aggressive solution this time. That means rehab—’


‘So we’ll do that.’


She looked sceptical. ‘Come on. You know how long the NHS waiting lists are. The judge will have ruled against you by then. That means twelve weeks at a private facility – which is going to set you back at least ten grand.’


‘I’ll find a way to get the money. I can stay on a friend’s floor—’ Even as I said it, I knew how ridiculous it sounded. My work and taking care of my family had never left me time for friends. ‘I’ll get another job—’


‘You’ve lost your job, too?’


Damn. That last piece of information shouldn’t have slipped out.


‘I kept being late for shifts.’ Dealing with my mother’s dramas meant I wasn’t the most reliable of workers. When I’d called the manager at the petrol station to tell him that I’d have to miss the morning shift, he’d told me not to bother coming back.


Maggie’s grey eyes filled with sympathy. ‘Oh sweetheart, be realistic. I know you’re tough, but this is too much, even for you.’


‘Yeah?’ I bristled. ‘So you think I should just walk away, is that it? Just forget all about April?’


‘No, of course not.’ Maggie spoke with exaggerated patience. ‘I just think you need to understand what you’d be getting yourself into.’


‘Don’t worry about me,’ I said with far more confidence than I felt. ‘I’ll do whatever needs to be done.’


Maggie gave me a rueful smile. ‘I’ve no doubt that you will. I’m just not sure you should have to.’


I looked away. I didn’t need to be reminded of how hard this would be.


She reached out and squeezed my arm. I turned and saw the concern in her eyes. ‘Nina, you can’t do this all on your own. Isn’t there anyone you can ask for help? A relative or family friend, perhaps?’


‘There’s no one.’ Both sets of grandparents were dead, and my parents were only children, so there were no aunts or uncles around. And my mother had managed to alienate every friend we had over the years with her drinking. ‘You of all people should know that.’


Just then, April came out to the waiting room, so there was no more time to talk. She spotted Maggie straight away, and seemed to know immediately what her presence meant. I’d worried that my sister might get upset at the thought of having to go into foster care, but perhaps by then she’d resigned herself to it, because she just gave me a long hug.


‘You’ll get me out as soon as you can?’ she whispered in my ear.


‘I will.’


‘Promise?’


‘I promise.’


Although right then, I had no idea how I was going to keep my word.


After April left, I spent the rest of the day by my mother’s bedside. I might have despised the way she behaved, but she was still family, and I needed to make sure she was all right.


It was dark by the time I reached our flat. The emergency services had left and red tape criss-crossed the door, warning against entry, as though it was a crime scene. I quickly checked the walkway. There was no one around, so I ducked under the tape and used my key to let myself in.


The front door opened directly into a combined kitchen-living-dining area. I stood there for a moment, my shoes sinking into the sodden carpet, and took in the damage. The walls were black from soot and flames; the furniture destroyed by the water and foam used to extinguish the fire. The place was completely uninhabitable.


It was then that the hopelessness of the situation finally hit me.


I had no home and no job. And then to top it off, in order to get April back, I needed to get my mother sober. Maybe that sounded simple enough, but right then it felt as reachable as the moon.


So, feeling like I had no other option, I did something that I knew my mother wouldn’t approve of. I took out my phone and called Duncan Noble.




Chapter 3


I spent the night on Doreen’s sofa. It was pretty much my only option. Growing up with an alcoholic parent made it difficult to form friendships. Mum’s drinking habit was our family’s dirty little secret, something that had to be continually covered up, and it was impossible to form meaningful relationships if you were always hiding the truth.


The following morning, just before eleven, I stepped off the Tube at Canary Wharf, London’s newest business district. I had fifteen minutes to get to my meeting with Duncan Noble, the multimillionaire owner of luxury leisure group Noble Enterprises.


As I walked through the underground shopping centre to his offices, I tried to ignore the churning in my stomach. I had no idea what kind of reception I was going to get from the man – in fact, quite honestly, I still couldn’t believe he’d agreed to see me. My father had worked as his chauffeur for about a decade before he died, and from what I understood, they’d gone from employer and employee to close friends over that time. But still . . . it had been almost six years since I’d last seen Duncan Noble. I’d only called out of desperation the day before because I couldn’t think of any other option. But I just hoped I hadn’t made a mistake.


Noble Enterprises was located at One Canada Square. It was the tallest skyscraper in the Wharf, fifty storeys high and home to everything from boutique hedge-fund management firms to advertising agencies. I walked into the huge marble lobby and tried not to look as intimidated as I felt. Security checked my bag, and then reception took my name and called up to make sure that I was expected.


Once I was signed in, and had been issued a nametag, I took the lift up forty floors to where Noble Enterprises was based. Now I was there, I felt a flutter of nerves – but there was no turning back. I needed help, and this was the only idea I’d had.


A haughty blonde, who looked only a few years older than me, was there to greet me when I stepped out of the lift. She introduced herself as Pandora Spencer, Duncan Noble’s PA. I didn’t exactly have much in the way of a wardrobe, so I’d opted for my usual tough-girl look – jeans, T-shirt and biker boots. Next to the well-groomed Pandora, in her tailored black dress and heels, I felt decidedly scruffy.


Pandora must have been of the same opinion, because as her sharp eyes ran over me I could tell she wasn’t impressed with what she saw.


‘Duncan’s ready to see you.’ Her voice was clipped and unfriendly, as though I wasn’t worth making an effort for. ‘So if you’d like to follow me.’


She didn’t attempt any small talk as we walked. The workplace was open-plan, but at the sides there were glassed-off offices, which I guessed were for the senior employees. Naturally Duncan Noble had the best of these – a corner office, with floor-to-ceiling windows offering a direct view across the Thames to London’s newest landmark, the Shard.


Duncan Noble stood as we entered. Six years on, he hadn’t changed much. An attractive man in his late fifties, he had that suave sophistication that made older men like Sean Connery and Pierce Brosnan eternally appealing – from his salt-and-pepper hair to his Italian wool suit and handmade leather shoes.


‘Nina.’ Duncan didn’t smile as he greeted me. In fact, he remained behind his desk, and put out his hand. ‘It’s been a long time.’


The coolness of his welcome surprised me. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting – but perhaps a little more exclamation over how much I’d grown up. Wasn’t that what usually happened when you saw someone you’d known as a child and were meeting again as an adult? Instead, I got the feeling he really wished I wasn’t there.


‘Thank you again for seeing me.’ I stepped forward and shook his hand, deciding the best way to deal with the situation was to match his formal tone.


He gave a brief nod of acknowledgement. ‘So before we start, can Pandora get you a coffee or anything?’


I saw her lips thin at the prospect of having to fetch me a drink, and I have to confess that it was almost enough to make me ask for something. But that would have meant prolonging the meeting, and I frankly wanted to get this over and done with.


‘I’m fine, thanks,’ I told him.


Pandora retreated from the room before I could change my mind. Once she’d gone, Duncan sat back down in his leather Eames chair, and indicated for me to take the seat opposite.


Once we were both settled, he fixed me with a steely gaze. ‘So, Nina.’ His tone was brusque and businesslike. ‘I presume this isn’t a social visit. So why don’t you cut to the chase and tell me what the hell you’re doing here?’


To be honest, the aggressiveness of his question didn’t surprise me. After all, his last interaction with my family hadn’t exactly been pleasant.


On the day of my dad’s funeral, Duncan had promised to look after our family, and for the first few months, he’d given my mother money and checked in on us all the time. Then one night, I’d woken to the tail end of a huge argument between him and my mother. I’d crept downstairs in time to hear her ordering him out of the house, and telling him never to come near us again.


That was the last I’d seen of him. No wonder he was a little wary about my sudden reappearance in his life.


Luckily, I’d thought through what I wanted to say to him. So I ignored his hostility, and launched into my speech. ‘That last night at the house – you said if I was ever in trouble, I should come to you.’ He’d spotted me on the stairs when he was leaving, and slipped me his business card before my mother could see.


‘I remember.’


‘Well, I need your help.’


Given the history between my mum and him, I’d decided it was best not to talk about her part in the story, just in case he refused to help. Instead, I told him that I’d been at university, got myself into some financial difficulty, and had to drop out.


‘So how much do you want from me?’ he said, once I’d finished speaking.


It took me a second to work out what he was getting at. ‘You think I’m here for money?’


His lips curved into a cynical smile. ‘It would feel like a safe assumption.’


‘God, no!’ I didn’t want him to think I was a scrounger. ‘I just want a job.’


I’d stayed up late the previous night working out the logistics of how I could get us out of this mess. I actually had enough savings to cover Mum’s rehab – courtesy of a small inheritance from my father when I turned eighteen, plus I’d saved every penny I could from my jobs over the years. I’d planned to use the cash to help April out with university, but getting my mum sober would have to take precedence.


Unfortunately paying for rehab would pretty much clear me out – which meant I needed a job, and one that paid well. Given the current youth unemployment in London, my chances of securing anything other than minimum wage seemed unlikely. And I didn’t have the time for a lengthy interview process. Which made Duncan Noble my best option.


‘Well,’ he began, and with that one word my heart sank. I could tell he was about to turn me down. ‘I applaud you for showing the initiative to come here. But unfortunately I don’t think we’ve got any openings at the moment.’ He pulled open the top drawer of his desk, and took out a chequebook and flipped it open. ‘However, I’d be more than happy to help you clear your debts. Maybe even pay for you to continue at university—’


I was already on my feet as he picked up his Montblanc pen and started to write.


‘I already told you, I don’t want your money.’ The sharp tone of my voice must have got through to him because he stopped what he was doing and looked up at me. ‘I need a job, not charity,’ I said more reasonably. After all, he’d been good enough to see me. ‘I understand if that’s not possible, so thank you for your time. I think it’s best if I go.’


I could feel tears of frustration pricking at my eyes, and I turned away quickly, eager to leave before I let myself down by crying. My hand was on the cold stainless-steel handle of the glass door when he said, ‘Wait.’


I looked back, and saw that he was frowning at me.


‘You’re really not going to accept any financial help?’ He was looking at me with undisguised disbelief.


‘I just want a job.’


He stared at me for a long moment, and I could tell he was debating what to do.


‘Before I give you an answer,’ he said finally, ‘I need you to tell me one thing – does your mother know you’re here?’


It wasn’t quite the response I’d been expecting. ‘No, she doesn’t.’ To that day, I had no idea what had happened between them – but I could take a good guess. Knowing my mother, she’d probably asked him for an outrageous sum of money, or else she’d made a pass at him . . . ‘I didn’t think she’d approve.’


I’d hoped he might elaborate – explain what had gone on between them. But instead he said, ‘Look, Nina, I’ll be honest with you. I admire you for coming here today. I think of myself as a good judge of character, and I suspect you’re a conscientious person, like your father. So, as long as you swear to me that your mother won’t learn of my involvement in this, then I’m happy to help you.’


I blinked, taken aback. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘I’m saying I’ll find you a job in my organisation. As long as you swear to me that your mother will learn nothing of this. So can you do that?’


I realised he was waiting for an answer. ‘Yes. Yes, of course.’


‘Good. Because now I think about it, I seem to remember we’re looking for staff at one of our nightclubs – Destination. You’ve probably heard of it?’


I hadn’t – cool London clubs weren’t exactly my scene; I had neither the money nor the time to go to them. But that was the least of my problems. Working in a nightclub wasn’t ideal. I couldn’t imagine it impressing Social Services. I was meant to be proving that I could provide a stable place for my sister to live in – working unsociable hours around alcohol wasn’t going to do that.


But I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, and it wasn’t like I had any other options, so I swallowed down my disappointment. ‘That sounds great. Thank you.’


‘My son, Giles, is the club manager. I’ll arrange for you to meet him tomorrow afternoon. He’ll keep an eye on you.’


I was a bit confused by that. After his initial hostility, he was now tasking someone to look out for me. It was quite a turn around.


I might have dwelt on that longer, but right then the phone rang. Duncan looked at the display, and snatched up the receiver.


‘Pandora?’ So it was the icy blonde PA. ‘What? He’s here now?’ His eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. ‘We were meant to be having a breakfast meeting three hours ago.’ I couldn’t make out Pandora’s response, but whatever it was, Duncan rolled his eyes. Whoever was there, he was clearly irritated by them. ‘Tell him to give me five minutes.’


He slammed the phone down, and then turned his attention back to me.


‘Well, I think that’s everything.’ He stood, and I could tell he wanted me to leave. ‘Pandora will give you the details for Destination. And as I said, if you need anything else, just ask Giles. He’ll look after you.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘For everything.’


He waved a dismissive hand. ‘As I said, I’m happy to help you out. It’s the least I can do for Jack Baxter’s daughter. But I don’t want any trouble, especially from your mother. So all I ask is that you keep her out of this.’


He clearly wasn’t looking for a response, so I didn’t give him one. We shook hands briefly, and I made my way back towards Pandora’s desk. As I approached, I saw that she wasn’t alone – in fact, the ice queen had melted and was instead giggling up at a tall, well-built young man, who was draped across her desk, looking as though he owned the place.


He was maybe in his early twenties, and he had that aristocratic look about him – with chin-length, dishevelled black hair falling across a perfectly symmetrical face. The high cheekbones, straight nose and porcelain skin might have seemed almost effeminate if he hadn’t had a spattering of designer stubble across his chiselled jawline, giving a bad-boy roughness to his looks. I wondered who he was. I’d assumed he’d be someone Duncan was interviewing – but if he was there for a job, he didn’t seem too bothered about making a good first impression. Not only was he late, but he only seemed interested in chatting up Duncan’s PA.


The man said something I couldn’t hear, and Pandora giggled again. They were so engrossed in each other that they clearly had no idea I was there, so I had no choice but to noisily clear my throat.


They both looked up. Pandora scrunched up her small nose, clearly irritated at having her flirtation session disturbed. But it was the stranger who drew me up short. For a second, all I could see was his eyes – they were the palest shade of ice-blue I’d ever seen, and watchful and predatory, like a wolf’s. There was something almost unnatural about them. He looked me over with what seemed to be cool disinterest.


‘I suppose this means the old man’s free.’ His voice took me by surprise – I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but it wasn’t that low, upper-class drawl. And what was it with the derogatory way he’d referred to Duncan Noble as ‘the old man’? The stranger turned back to Pandora, who was getting to her feet. ‘Don’t worry, beautiful. I’ll show myself in.’


He stood then, and I could see he was even more physically imposing than I’d realised – at least six foot two, and with a lean, athletic build. But it wasn’t just his size that made him stand out. In black fitted trousers, a white pirate shirt and burgundy-velvet jacket, he had that flamboyant look of the Romantic era. He looked even more out of place than me in that corporate environment.


He sauntered over, and as he passed me his ice-blue eyes met mine. There was something in the way he looked at me – an almost penetrating stare that seemed designed to unnerve me. Our gaze held for a second. To my shame, I was the first to look away.


Then he was gone, leaving me alone with a clearly miffed Pandora.


‘Well?’ she demanded. ‘What do you need?’


I forced myself back to the present, and tried to forget about those ice-cold blue eyes.




Half an hour later, I stood outside the gates of my sister’s school. It was lunch break, and so the pupils were in the playground. April knew to look out for me. At the hospital, I’d whispered that I’d drop by St Mary’s, so we didn’t have to wait for the official visiting times arranged by our social worker Maggie Walker.


I spotted her easily. She was walking dejectedly, looking tired and pale. I could tell she was fighting the urge to cry.


She ran over to where I was standing. I wanted to hug her, but we had to settle for linking hands through the fence. I quickly asked her how she was getting along – aware that we didn’t have much time before she’d need to go in for afternoon classes.


The house she was in wasn’t too bad, she told me. The foster parents seemed nice enough, but there were three other kids staying there, and one of the girls looked like she could be trouble. She’d already taken April’s lunch money that morning.


I didn’t like the sound of that. I told April I’d have a word with Maggie and see what she could suggest. Meanwhile, I searched in my pocket and gave my sister all the money I had on me, and told her to keep it out of view. I also passed her the mobile that I’d managed to rescue from our flat, so we could keep in touch.


April took the cash and phone from me, and hid them away like I’d instructed. But she still didn’t look happy.


‘I don’t want to stay there,’ she said.


‘I know. Trust me, I’m doing everything I can to get you back.’


From inside the school building, a bell sounded, signalling afternoon registration.


‘Oh no.’ April’s hands tightened on the metal fence that separated us, and she looked up at me in distress. ‘I don’t want to go yet.’


I could tell she was about to cry, so I placed my right hand on hers, giving her a reassuring squeeze.


‘I promise this won’t be for long. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we’re back together soon.’


She looked up at me with large, hopeful eyes. ‘All of us? Even Mum?’


It took all my effort to force a smile. ‘Yeah, Mum too.’


That seemed to reassure her, and she left looking more at ease than before.


I stood and watched until she disappeared inside the school building, aware that I needed to do everything within my power to make this job at Destination work.




Chapter 4


The following afternoon, I got off the Tube at Green Park, the closest stop for Destination. Naturally the nightclub was located in Mayfair, one of the most exclusive areas of London. I walked by the Ritz, and crossed the road, heading down Old Bond Street. My route took me by all the expensive boutiques – Tiffany, Louis Vuitton, Jimmy Choo . . . Beautifully coiffed women emerged from the shops, followed by their drivers, who were laden down with bags. What on earth was I doing here?


After my meeting with Duncan Noble, I’d googled Destination, and now I was even more convinced that it wasn’t my kind of place. It was a private members’ club, aimed at a young, cool and wealthy crowd. Money and good looks seemed like a prerequisite. To me, it sounded pretentious and elitist, two things I hated. But for now I’d have to make the best of it.


I made my way through the maze of elegant streets until I reached Destination. Like most of the Mayfair nightclubs, it was located in the basement of one of the grand townhouses. The beautiful buildings had once been the London residences of the country’s richest people, but now they were embassies, five-star hotels and hedge-fund-management offices. From the outside, there was no sign, but I followed the directions to the side entrance, where I’d been told to go.


I pressed the intercom.


‘Yes?’ a clipped voice said.


I confirmed that I was in the right place, and gave my name and reason for being there. A second later, I was buzzed in.


I walked into a small but modern reception area. A cool blonde sat behind a desk. She could have easily been the long-lost twin of Duncan Noble’s PA Pandora.


‘Take a seat. Giles will be out in a minute,’ she said, before returning to her screen.


Behind her, there was a glass-door fridge, filled with bottles of Voss. Clearly I wasn’t about to be offered anything, so I settled on the low leather couch and waited.


After five minutes, a tall, slim-built man, who I assumed was Giles Noble, appeared. He was good-looking in a clean-cut, preppy way, with short, sandy hair and a friendly, open face. He wore classic office smart-casual – chinos and a button-down blue shirt, with the sleeves rolled up, as though he’d been having a busy day. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a Ralph Lauren brochure.


‘Nina, isn’t it?’ His cheeks dimpled a little as he smiled at me. ‘Giles Noble. Why don’t you come through?’


I followed him to his office. He sat at his desk, and indicated for me to take the chair opposite. I’d come across a couple of articles about him in my research on the club, and knew that at just twenty-four years old, he was already considered wildly successful. He was a golden boy, the Oxford-educated heir apparent to Noble Enterprises, who had made Destination the premier nightclub in London. It was safe to say his image fitted his CV.


‘So Dad tells me you’re looking for work.’ He launched straight into the interview without any preamble. ‘Tell me – what do you know about the club?’


‘Not much, to be honest. I read a bit about it online. But . . .’ I attempted a smile. ‘It’s not exactly the kind of place I hang out in.’


Giles nodded. ‘I understand. And that’s not a problem. No one expects you to be an expert.’


He launched into a description of the club and what they were trying to achieve. The emphasis, he told me, was on customer service – customers were spending a lot to be there, and they needed everything to be perfect. It was clearly something he felt passionate about, and I couldn’t help being impressed.


‘You’ve waited tables before?’ he asked, when he’d finished his spiel.


‘Yes.’ It was one of the many jobs I’d got sacked from because of having to deal with my mother’s ongoing dramas. And that had just been a greasy spoon, nowhere in this league. ‘But I haven’t worked anywhere like this.’


‘I wouldn’t worry too much about that. I know this place might feel a bit intimidating, but trust me – it’s just a club, like any other. You’ll be able to handle it.’


‘Great . . . Thanks.’


We lapsed into an awkward silence. The formality of the meeting had taken me by surprise. Then, after a moment, Giles took off his glasses, and rubbed the bridge of his nose.


When he looked up at me, he seemed less sure of himself. ‘Look . . .’ He started and then stopped. He seemed so uncomfortable – I had no idea what he was about to say. I thought at first that he was trying to break it to me that there was no job there for me, but instead he said, ‘I just wanted to say that I’m sorry about your father.’


‘Oh.’ It was the last thing I’d expected him to say. I’d guessed that Duncan Noble would explain who I was, but I didn’t think he’d mention my father’s death. ‘Uh, thanks . . . But it was a long time ago, now.’


‘Yes, of course.’ He shook his head, clearly annoyed with himself. ‘I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have brought it up. But it’s just . . . well, I remember your father from all those years ago. He was often up at Rexley.’


Hearing that name jolted me. Rexley Manor was the Nobles’ country estate in Buckinghamshire. It was also where my father had died. He’d driven Duncan Noble there one evening, and was on his way back to London, when his car hit an icy patch, spun out of control and crashed into a tree on a little country lane near the estate. He’d died on impact.


The memory brought an unexpected rush of emotion. I glanced away, blinking back the tears.


‘And now I’ve upset you.’ Giles looked distressed. He closed his eyes in self-reprimand. It warmed me to him to see how hard he was struggling to do the right thing. After the formality of the first part of our meeting, it made him seem more human, somehow. ‘I just wanted to say that your father was a good man, and he didn’t deserve to die the way he did. I’m sure it must have been very hard on you and your family, and so if I can do anything to help you, please let me know.’


‘Thank you,’ I murmured.


After that, it was back to business. Giles took me through the job – I’d just be bussing glasses at the beginning – and the details of working hours and wages. It was a far more generous hourly rate than I’d been hoping for. Tips were on top, and at a rough calculation it would only take me about six weeks to save enough to put a deposit on a decent flat for us all to live in.


‘So when can you start?’ Giles said finally.


‘Whenever you want me to.’


‘How about this evening? Club opens at nine; we need you here from eight. How does that sound?’


‘Perfect.’


‘Good. We’ll get the paperwork sorted now.’ He offered me his hand, as though we were shaking on a deal. ‘And remember – Dad wants you looked after. So any problems, you come straight to me.’


He flashed me his dazzling smile again, revealing a set of perfect, straight white teeth. I smiled weakly back. To be honest, I felt slightly overwhelmed by all the special treatment. I hadn’t expected Duncan Noble to take such an interest in me. I knew he’d got on well with my father, but even I was surprised at his concern for my welfare. I wasn’t sure what I thought about Giles looking out for me, but it didn’t seem like I had much choice in the matter.


Once I’d filled out the paperwork, it was just before six. It would be a while before the club opened, so I went off to get some dinner.


I found a nearby café, and used some of my money to buy a tea and a cheese and ham toastie. It was ridiculously overpriced, but everywhere round here would be.


I settled at a table in the corner, and sipped at my tea. I had two hours to kill, so I’d brought over some newspapers to browse, but first I sent my sister a text, asking how she was getting along. I’d spoken to our social worker that morning about the girl who’d bullied April, but Maggie Walker hadn’t been much help. She’d told me that she could contact the foster parents, and they’d speak to the other girl directly, but cautioned that it might do more harm than good. Basically, if it got that bad, they could move April to another home – but there was no guarantee that that would be any better. It was hard to know what to do for the best. I felt the beginnings of a tension headache, and rubbed my temples to try to relieve it.


After a few minutes, April texted back saying that everything was fine, so I was able to put my concerns about her away for the moment, and concentrate on the evening ahead instead.


By the time I was ready to go, the waitresses were shooting me dirty looks, and I could tell they were impatient to lock up. As I stepped out onto the street, a blast of cold air hit me. It was a shock after the warmth of the café. I stuffed my hands in my pockets, and hurried back over to Destination.


As I drew up to the building, I was surprised to see the transformation from earlier. It had lost its anonymity and now looked like somewhere that housed an exclusive nightclub. Two large bouncers stood by the roped entrance, alongside a stunning Oriental woman with a clipboard and an earpiece. A queue had already begun to form. At the front, a group of four girls were arguing with the doorwoman.


‘But we booked a table,’ one of the girls insisted.


When Giles had given me a rundown of the club’s policies earlier, he’d told me that a handful of non-members were allowed in each night, depending on how busy it was. They had to book a table in advance, but it was at the door staff’s discretion to turn them away, ‘if they didn’t look like they fitted in’. I took that to mean if they didn’t look attractive or well-dressed enough. It had taken all my willpower not to roll my eyes at that. I certainly wouldn’t have fancied my own chances of getting in.


The group of girls had obviously put on their best clubbing clothes for the evening, but even I could see there was a distinct look of the suburbs about them.


‘I’m sorry.’ The doorwoman looked impassively at them. ‘But we’re full tonight.’


The girls finally seemed to realise that there was no point arguing, and I watched them slink off. Part of me felt sorry for them, having their evening ruined like that. But I also wondered why they’d want to go somewhere so snooty.


I went in via the side entrance, like before. It was much busier than earlier. Then, the back corridors had been empty, but now staff rushed by, gearing up for the night ahead.


Giles came out to meet me. Earlier he’d promised to show me round, but now he looked distracted. He called over a stunning mixed-race girl who had silky-smooth skin the colour of white coffee, and long black hair that fell in soft waves around her face. Giles introduced her as Jasmine Wright.


‘Shadow Jas tonight, she’ll show you the ropes.’ He looked at Jas. ‘That all right with you?’


Jas gave him a mock salute. ‘Whatever you say, sir,’ she said with fake deference.


Giles frowned a little, and retreated back to his office. As soon as he was gone, Jas gave a theatrical sigh. ‘Oh, he’s so dreamy, isn’t he? A bit uptight, but in kind of a commanding way.’


I was shocked that she was so forthcoming. I could never imagine saying something like that to a total stranger.


‘Come on.’ She linked her arm through mine. ‘We’ve got half an hour till our shift starts. I want to hear all about you before that.’


She took me through to the staff changing room, and ushered me over to a bench. I wasn’t quite sure this was what Giles had had in mind when he’d asked Jas to show me around, but she seemed more interested in chatting. As we sat there, she imparted her life story. She’d grown up on an estate like Hayfield, but in South London, and had never known her dad.


‘He went back to Jamaica before Mum even knew about me.’


When she was fifteen, her mother had taken up with a new guy who’d shown a little too much interest in her daughter for her liking.


‘Mum threw me out the day I turned sixteen. Happy birthday to me.’


She’d supported herself working in strip clubs. It was obvious that she’d have been good at it. Even in the demure black trousers and tunic, she couldn’t disguise her knockout body. She did that for two years until a wealthy punter who’d taken a liking to her got her a job at Destination. She’d been working there a year now.


After twenty minutes, if was safe to say I knew everything possible about Jas.


‘And what about you?’ she finally asked me. ‘What’s your story?’


I shrugged non-committally. ‘Not much to tell.’


Jas looked at me shrewdly, clearly sensing there was more to it than that. ‘You don’t say much, do you? That’s a good way to be. I tell everyone all my business.’


She didn’t seem offended by my reticence. It wasn’t anything personal. I’d just learnt a long time ago to keep myself to myself. Back when my mum first started drinking, I’d confided in a girl who I’d thought was my best friend. The next day, my secrets were all round the school. I hadn’t made that mistake again.


Jas stopped talking long enough to show me more of the changing room. Even it was plush, with power showers and Molton Brown toiletries. More like something out of an upmarket spa.


She found my locker, which had a uniform hanging inside. There were different outfits depending on your job status. Because I was only clearing tables, the lowest of the low, my uniform was the most simple – tight black trousers and a black tunic on top. Simple, tasteful. I guessed the all-black outfit let us move around inconspicuously, like ninjas.


‘It’s great working here,’ Jas said as I changed. ‘There’re so many fit blokes. And they’re loaded, too. I’ve been out with a couple. We’re not really meant to – but everyone turns a blind eye as long as you’re not up in their face. I’ve got some great stuff out of it.’ She pulled out a necklace from beneath her tunic. ‘It’s Tiffany. Only silver, but still. It’s pretty nice.’ She touched her earrings. ‘These are from there, too.’


‘So – you’ve actually been out with some of the customers? Like boyfriends?’


‘Oh, no. I just sleep with them now and again, and they give me stuff.’


I couldn’t conceal my horror. She pulled a face. ‘Oh, don’t look like that. It’s just a bit of fun. And the money means nothing to them.’


A bit like being a prostitute. It wasn’t a great way to live, but I couldn’t help warming to Jas. Perhaps if she’d been more calculating, it would have been distasteful. But she was so open and honest – so guileless – that there was something endearing about her.
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