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  Chapter 1

  ‘Jamie!’ yelled Martha, as she raced down the stairs wearing only a pink bra and mismatched red knickers, her long hair still wet. ‘Have you ironed my dress
  yet?’

  She scuttled into the kitchen, which was a scene of early-morning chaos. The ironing board was up, the television was blaring out the breakfast news, and Jamie, in just a pair of boxer shorts,
  was running from the toaster to the table with a plate in one hand and the iron in the other. At the table, Mimi and Tom were arguing loudly over who had flicked a blob of marmalade onto the
  computer screen, resulting in Jamie, who rarely raised his voice, shouting that they would both be banned from ‘screens’ for a week if they didn’t stop fighting.

  ‘Here,’ Jamie said in a softer voice, handing Martha her favourite dress, a stone-coloured, fitted shift. He watched with an amused expression as she clambered into it, before
  turning around and contorting her body so that she could zip it up at the back.

  ‘How do I look?’ She threw the question expectantly over her shoulder.

  ‘Gorgeous,’ he replied dutifully, bending to kiss the top of her head, before she scurried off in the direction of the front door. ‘But I think you’d benefit from some
  shoes?’ he added.

  ‘Oh shit!’ cried Martha, running up the stairs once more.

  From the kitchen she heard Mimi’s voice, ‘Muuuuummm! Enough of the bad language! You’re always telling us not to swear.’

  ‘Aaarghh!’ grumbled Martha to herself, as she knelt down in front of her wardrobe and rummaged through the pile of shoes in search of a matching pair. Eventually she located a pair
  of gold platform sandals that were more suited to a party than an interview, but with time running out she would just have to make do. She couldn’t be late today, it was too important.
  Scrabbling to her feet, she stepped into the sandals, instantly growing in stature by four inches. She glanced at herself in the full-length mirror on the wall, before running out of the bedroom as
  quickly as the sandals would allow, only dimly registering that something wasn’t quite right.

  ‘Jamie! I’m off!’ she shouted, snatching up her oversized leather satchel and opening the door. ‘Bye, kids! Love you both, have a great day!’ she added.

  ‘Bye!’ they chorused back. ‘Love you!’

  Jamie padded out of the kitchen, still wearing just his boxer shorts and looking, she thought, more handsome than he had any right to at such an early hour. ‘Hey, don’t forget your
  breakfast.’ He smiled and handed Martha some buttered toast, wrapped in a piece of kitchen paper. ‘And good luck!’

  Martha grinned and reached up to kiss him. Even in her high heels he was still taller than her. ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed, taking the toast. ‘Love you, miss you, mean it!’
  she called out in a cod American accent as she finally left.

  ‘Love you, miss you, mean it!’ he replied, mimicking her accent and laughing as he watched her from the doorway. It had become their private joke, ever since a holiday in Florida a
  few years back when they had heard an earnest couple saying it to one another as they parted at the airport.

  ‘Get inside!’ she shouted as she unlocked the car and dumped her bag on the back seat. ‘You’ll give Mrs Moffatt a heart attack!’

  Jamie beamed and stretched languorously, knowing full well that the gesture showed off his toned stomach. ‘Ah, it’s probably the only excitement she gets,’ he protested.
  ‘I’ll put the bins out later too – she loves that!’

  ‘Show off!’ Martha shook her head and smiled as she climbed into her beloved Fiat 500 and started the engine. Their 75-year-old neighbour had lived alone ever since her husband
  Alfred had died almost four years previously, and she adored Martha and the children. But she especially adored Jamie. He had recently helped to set her up with a computer so that she could Skype
  with her son, who lived in Australia. Martha wouldn’t have had a clue where to start, but Jamie was patience personified when teaching her how to use the laptop her son had bought her.

  Martha took a deep, calming breath as she drove the familiar route to the train station. She switched on the radio and quickly became absorbed in the easy banter of the Radio 2 breakfast show,
  glad to have the company as she munched her toast. It was cold and the butter was congealed but she was grateful for it; it would be lunchtime before she got another chance to eat.

  She knew she was lucky. Ridiculously lucky. She had two gorgeous, happy, healthy children, a husband who was her soulmate, and an exciting, high-profile job as a showbiz interviewer. Over her
  fifteen-year career, she had met just about all the major film and TV stars on both sides of the Atlantic, and was on first-name terms with several A-listers.

  She had become the first port of call for all the big PRs, on account of her reputation as a writer who never veered into the realms of personal bitchiness like some other reporters; she always
  seemed to get to the heart and soul of her subjects. She had an innate ability to draw them out and get them to reveal things that they had previously managed to keep to themselves.

  She had started out as a news journalist but had fallen into showbiz reporting by accident, when she was sent to interview a top female TV presenter for a magazine. During a searing interview,
  the presenter had broken down and admitted that she was an alcoholic, taking herself by surprise as much as Martha. As she wrote up the interview a few days later, Martha had called the presenter
  and offered to leave out the revelation, worried about the impact it might have on her young family. Martha had held back from telling her editor about the scoop for that very same reason. But the
  TV star had insisted that she was relieved to have finally admitted it, and that she had already enrolled in AA, determined to get help.

  The interview made all the national newspapers, as well as being the main topic on a number of radio and TV discussion shows. It also propelled Martha into the spotlight and instantly made her a
  favourite with celebrities, who felt that they could trust her, even though, ironically, they always ended up revealing more to her than they planned.

  For Martha’s part, she loved her job, but she knew full well she wouldn’t be able to do it without Jamie’s support. He had been a journalist himself when they got together, but
  had given up a staff job on a broadsheet to look after the children full-time when Martha’s career really took off. She often had to travel abroad, and without Jamie it would have been
  impossible to accept most of the assignments she was given.

  Jamie never complained about putting his career second to hers, although she knew sometimes he found it difficult that she was the main breadwinner. He still earned some of his own money by
  writing freelance articles; they weren’t big money-spinners but they gave him a certain amount of independence and helped his self-esteem. He was also working on a children’s book,
  which Martha felt would be huge if he could get some interest from an agent.

  But for the time being, his main role was looking after the children and he did it magnificently. He was very involved with their school, where he was chair of the PTA, and he spent hours each
  day playing with them, talking to them, taking them on trips and igniting their interest in everything from trampolining to astronomy. Unlike many of the school mums, he didn’t find the daily
  grind of looking after children boring. On the contrary, he seemed to find them inspiring and was never happier than when it was just the three of them out on their bikes together, exploring.
  Martha had often thought that he did a far better job than she could ever do if their roles were reversed.

  Pulling into the station car park, she punched the air with delight as she found a parking space in a prime position close to the exit and leapt out, wobbling slightly on her heels as she did
  so. She grabbed her bag from the back seat and raced for the platform of the small country station, mentally thanking her lucky stars that the train to London left from the nearest platform, rather
  than the one opposite, which involved a heart-attack-inducing race up a steep flight of stairs, a trip across a footbridge and back down the other side.

  Sure enough, the train was already pulling in as she arrived, out of breath. Several other commuters looked at her curiously and she smiled to herself, delighted that even at thirty-six, she
  still had the ability to turn heads. She proudly shook her long, chestnut hair, which was dry by now and which she knew was her crowning glory. She never did anything with it except for washing it
  each morning, yet it was glossy and thick enough to appear in a shampoo commercial.

  She found a seat beside a large, pink-faced woman, who had already marked her territory by placing her arm fully on the rest that separated the two seats. Martha raised an eyebrow, knowing that
  for the hour-long journey there would be a battle of wills over who eventually got the armrest. It annoyed her when other people did it but she had to admit she was one of the worst culprits if she
  got there first.

  She plugged in her headphones, earning herself a scowl from the woman which she swiftly deflected with a beaming smile, and pulled out her cuttings on Charlie Simmons, the actor she was meeting
  that day. It was to be the first of a number of meetings, as she had been assigned to ghost-write his memoirs. It was the first time she had been asked to write a book and she felt
  uncharacteristically nervous; it was one thing to do an in-depth profile, but it was a much bigger leap to write a life story. The book had been commissioned after Charlie’s Oscar nomination
  for his most recent film, in which he had played a very famous interviewer, and he was tipped to be the ‘next big thing’ in Hollywood, the latest British export to hit the big-time.

  But Martha had heard that he could be tricky when it came to journalists. Usually, she never worried when she was warned that someone could be difficult; she quite often thought that she would
  be difficult herself if someone wrote horrible things about her. And judging by his cuttings, there was plenty for Charlie Simmons to be upset about, but if she was going to be spending a lot of
  time with him, Martha needed him to warm to her and, more than that, she desperately wanted to do a good job. This assignment could lead to a whole new career for her if she did it well.

  Martha’s father had been a newspaper editor, as well known for his violent temper as he was for his brilliance. He had inspired Martha to become a journalist in the first place, but she
  had never forgotten him telling her that every morning he got up and looked in the mirror, thinking that today would be the day he finally got found out. It was something she constantly experienced
  herself. She couldn’t believe she’d made it so far without any of the problems that seemed to dog many of her female contemporaries, who were unhappily single or whose careers had been
  held back by their over-reliance on alcohol. She had managed to combine a very stable, happy home life with a successful career.

  Martha looked out of the train window at the lush patchwork of green and yellow countryside flashing by in the early morning June sunshine and thought about her father’s words now,
  wondering if this assignment would be the one where she finally fell flat on her face. The one where she finally got found out.




  Chapter 2

  After waving Martha off to work, Jamie joined Mimi and Tom at the kitchen table, where they were still finishing breakfast.

  ‘Yuk, Dad, put some clothes on!’ Mimi frowned as she took a bite of her toast. ‘It’s gross being naked at the breakfast table!’

  ‘I’m not naked,’ Jamie protested, ‘I’ve got boxer shorts on. And this isn’t a breakfast table, it’s just a table. An ordinary, bog-standard
  table.’

  Mimi smiled. At eleven years old, Jamie knew she loved these silly exchanges. The three of them regularly had heated debates about the most stupid of things.

  ‘I would say . . .’ Tom began in a considered voice that belied his eight years, ‘that it could be classed as a breakfast table, if you’re eating breakfast from
  it.’

  Mimi glanced at her brother suspiciously. He didn’t usually agree with her in these debates. ‘Yes,’ she said carefully. ‘That’s right. And if you’re eating
  dinner, it becomes a dinner table.’

  ‘Aah, but what if you’re eating an apple? Or some grapes?’ Jamie cut in. ‘Does it therefore then become an apple table? Or a grape table?’

  ‘No, because that’s not a proper meal. You only name the table after proper meals.’ Mimi nodded slightly as she finished speaking, causing her long blonde hair to pool around
  her shoulders.

  ‘And does it depend on what the meal is?’ Jamie looked up at the ceiling, as if he was giving considerable thought to the issue. ‘For instance, does it become a curry table if
  one is eating curry? Or a—’

  ‘Yuk,’ interrupted Tom, wrinkling his pert little nose. ‘I hate curry. It’s never going to be a curry table.’

  ‘No,’ Mimi said decisively, getting up from the table as if to emphasise that the debate was at an end. ‘It makes no difference what the content of the meal is, it’s the
  time of day that it’s eaten that determines what the table is called.’ She loaded her plate and bowl into the dishwasher. ‘To name it after the individual food
  that’s eaten at the table would be time-consuming and, frankly, a bit stupid,’ she finished.

  ‘I’d still like to make the case for it sometimes being called a snack table,’ Jamie said. ‘We eat an awful lot of what could only be described as snacks around this
  table. What do we call it at these awkward, in-between times?’

  ‘I think we can agree that depending on the time of day, there will be a suitable name for the table,’ Mimi said, washing her hands at the kitchen sink. ‘Let’s say that
  up until eleven a.m., it’s a breakfast table. From eleven a.m. until, say, five p.m. it’s a lunch table and—’

  ‘That’s a dangerously long lunch though?’ Jamie protested.

  ‘I think we can live with it,’ Mimi replied curtly. ‘And from five p.m. onwards, it’s a dinner table.’

  ‘Okaaaay,’ Jamie agreed reluctantly, pursing his lips and shaking his head.

  ‘Dad, we need to go to school,’ Mimi said in a stern voice that always reminded him so much of Martha. ‘We don’t have time to continue this extremely important debate
  now. If necessary, we can return to it after school.’

  ‘Around the table that is yet to be named?” Jamie countered.

  ‘Grow up, Dad,’ Mimi replied, coming over to kiss him before heading upstairs to brush her teeth.

  ‘OK, buddy,’ Jamie said, turning to Tom and ruffling his blond mop. ‘Time to brush those teeth.’ Tom pulled a face but trudged reluctantly towards the stairs.

  Jamie watched his son’s retreating back affectionately. Tom was a good kid but he would happily never shower or brush his teeth if he was left to his own devices. Jamie couldn’t be
  cross with him as he knew he’d been much the same at that age.

  After he had cleared away the breakfast things, Jamie set about making the children’s packed lunches. He had got into the habit of putting little riddles and notes into each of their
  lunchboxes and it was becoming an increasingly elaborate process. To begin with, he used to scribble something silly on a bit of scrap paper. Now he found himself planning in advance what he was
  going to do and would print it out the day before. Sometimes, if the children couldn’t figure out the answer, the three of them would work on it after school until they came up with the
  solution. Martha laughed at him for making such a big deal out of it, but Jamie loved challenging them and it gave him a small purpose each day.

  His role as a stay-at-home dad was the obvious solution for the Lamont-Smith family. Martha earned considerably more than Jamie would if he worked full-time, and she got to spend more time at
  home between assignments than he would have done, so it made perfect sense. They had agreed early on that they didn’t want to employ a nanny while they both worked because they wanted the
  children to have at least one parent at home. And as they lived an hour outside of London, meaning a long commute, and both worked odd hours, it would have been impossible with a nanny anyway
  unless she lived-in, and neither of them wanted that invasion of privacy.

  Over time, they had found a way to make it work, but it hadn’t been easy. In the beginning, Jamie had felt emasculated and impotent earning so little money and having to rely on Martha.
  But Martha had made it easier by setting up a standing order so that half of her money was paid directly into Jamie’s account each month, meaning he could take responsibility for paying the
  household bills.

  Jamie was therefore in charge of the family’s finances, which helped him to feel more in control. For her part, Martha struggled being away from him and the children, so he wanted to do
  all he could to make it work for her. He never called her when there was a problem, unless absolutely essential, like the time he had had to take Tom to hospital when he thought he had meningitis,
  and he never let her know if the children cried because they were missing her.

  In return, Martha had learned not to complain that the house was a mess or that the children had had pizza again for their dinner, because all that really mattered was that they were happy and
  healthy. And they were, Jamie thought proudly now, as he put their lunchboxes in the hall beside their book bags. They were such interesting, intelligent and well-balanced children, and he knew
  that he had played a major role in making them that way. Whatever else he achieved in his life, nothing would compare with making a success of bringing up his children; he had a bond with them that
  he knew was rare and was borne of spending so much time in each other’s company.

  Mimi was the first to come down the stairs, now wearing her regulation summer uniform of navy blue skirt and pale blue polo shirt. Her long hair was loose and in her hand she clutched her
  favourite silver scrunchie and a large hairbrush. ‘Will you do my plait, please, Dad?’ she asked, handing him the brush and scrunchie and spinning around so that she had her back to
  him.

  ‘You betcha!’ Jamie grinned at her and thought, just as he did every day, how very beautiful she was becoming. He brushed through her hair and deftly tied it into a thick plait.
  ‘How’s that?’ he turned her so that she could look at herself in the large hall mirror.

  ‘Fab, thanks, Dad,’ she replied, bending to pick up her lunchbox and book bag. ‘See you later, love you – oh, and do put some clothes on,’ she added, kissing him on
  the cheek, before setting off in the direction of the school, which was just five doors down the street.

  Jamie watched her go, smiling to himself. She was so like her mother. He and Martha had met fourteen years previously when they had both been taken on as trainees on a national newspaper. Jamie
  had fancied Martha immediately, but she wasn’t so easily won over. She had a boyfriend from her university days, and although she seemed to like Jamie and was friendly towards him, she
  appeared to be impervious to his charms.

  As a tall, handsome, Scandinavian-looking blond, Jamie was used to women falling at his feet, and so it came as a shock when Martha resolutely refused to do so. He tried absolutely every tactic,
  from trying to make her jealous by getting off with the editorial secretary at the Christmas party, to taking her out and getting her drunk, but nothing seemed to work. The boyfriend was apparently
  there to stay.

  In the end, deciding he had nothing to lose, Jamie got drunk himself and declared his undying love for her, asking her outright if she would leave her boring boyfriend and go out with him
  instead. To his astonishment, Martha told him in a very matter-of-fact way that she had already finished with her boyfriend because she had fallen in love with Jamie, and that if he asked her again
  in the morning when he had sobered up, the answer would be ‘yes’. The next morning, in between bouts of retching and endless cups of black coffee, Jamie repeated his declaration and
  asked her again. True to her word, she said ‘yes’, and they had been together ever since.

  Their relationship had worked so perfectly from the start that it was clear that they were meant to be together. They rarely argued and were both placid and easy-going personalities, but there
  was also an intense, enduring passion between them. Even after two children, their sex life was as strong as ever and Jamie still found himself hardening at the merest thought of Martha naked. She
  had an incredible body, with surprisingly large breasts and a perfectly rounded bottom, despite her slenderness. Her long, dark hair and flawless skin meant that she turned heads wherever she went
  and Jamie always felt proud that this gorgeous creature was his wife.

  ‘Bye, Dad!’ called Tom, interrupting Jamie’s lustful musings, as he came down the stairs in his uniform. Tom grabbed his bags before cheerfully making his way down the road
  after his sister, his messy blond hair glinting in the sunlight.

  ‘Bye, Tom. Love you!’ called Jamie, earning a scowl from his son, who pretended to despise any such public displays of affection in front of his friends. ‘To infinity and
  beyond . . .’ he added, just as he always did.

  Jamie closed the front door and took a deep, contented breath. He loved the children’s company, but he also loved being at home alone. It meant he had a whole, inviting day stretched out
  ahead of him. It also meant he had ample opportunity to have uninterrupted sex with his mistress.




  Chapter 3

  Charlie Simmons was woken by the sound of his mobile on the bedside table. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut to make sure that he wasn’t still dreaming, but the phone
  continued to vibrate angrily and play the theme tune to The Sopranos. He tried to swallow as he reached for the handset but his throat was too dry.

  ‘Hello?’ he rasped, silencing the noise.

  ‘Charlie, it’s me . . .’ said an unfamiliar voice.

  Charlie shook his head to try to wake himself as he bunched the soft, goosedown pillows into a pile behind him and sat up. ‘Who’s me?’

  There was a dry, husky laugh. ‘Well, I guess I sound as bad as I feel if you don’t know my voice.’

  Recognition dawned and Charlie smiled to himself, groping with one hand for the bottle of mineral water he had half-drunk the night before. ‘Hi, Louisa. You sound bloody terrible,’
  he said, taking a grateful gulp.

  ‘I know. You don’t sound great yourself. Anyway, look, I’m really, really sorry but I feel like shit. I’m not going to be able to come this morning.’

  ‘What’s this morning?’ Charlie closed his eyes again and rested his throbbing head against the headboard. He had drunk way too much last night, but he couldn’t remember
  why or what the occasion had been.

  ‘It’s the first interview with Martha Lamont. You know, the one I’ve lined up to ghost your memoirs?’

  ‘Oh, right.’ Charlie tried to recall whether Louisa had told him about this and he had forgotten, or whether she hadn’t told him in the first place. He must have forgotten, he
  decided. Louisa was a brilliant PR and ruthlessly efficient. There was no way she wouldn’t have told him about the interview, and equally there was no way she would miss it unless she was
  feeling really ill.

  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll deal with it myself,’ he said. ‘What time, and is there anything I should or shouldn’t do?’

  ‘Eleven o’clock. Don’t sleep with her,’ Louisa managed to croak, before descending into a coughing fit that sounded as if she was about to die right there on the end of
  the phone. Eventually the cough receded and Louisa came back on the line. ‘Sorry,’ she gasped. ‘Got to go.’

  ‘Get well, sweetie,’ Charlie replied, before hanging up.

  He sat in the gloom of the blacked-out hotel room, his eyes gradually becoming accustomed to the darkness. He wondered what time it was and pressed the home key on his mobile. 09:34. Immediately
  he calculated eight hours back, to work out what time it would be in Los Angeles, just as he always did whenever he looked at a clock. It would be 01:34 and his son, Felix, would be asleep in his
  vast bedroom at the home he and his mother shared with her boyfriend.

  The ache Charlie felt whenever he thought about Felix had not lessened in the four years since his mother had taken him to live on the other side of the world, and Charlie had realised long ago
  that it never would. Losing his beautiful, angelic boy, who looked so much like him, was a pain more devastating than any other heartache he had ever experienced – even that of losing his
  wife to another man.

  He flew to LA as often as he could and he spoke to Felix most days on Skype, but it wasn’t the same as spending day after day with him, doing all the normal things a dad does with his son.
  Charlie had spent the first two years of Felix’s life looking after him full-time, so the bond they had was closer than most and made the wrench of losing him that much worse.

  He groped for the lamp switch and clicked it on. The room was bathed in a soft tangerine glow and Charlie sighed heavily as he looked around indifferently at the splendour of his
  surroundings.

  He was living in the hotel at the moment, having finally sold the little cottage in Surrey he had shared with Felix’s mother. He hadn’t got round to buying anywhere new yet, as he
  had resigned himself to the fact that his next home would need to be in Hollywood if he wanted to be closer to Felix. And he did want to be closer to him. He had had enough of being a
  long-distance dad and had started to investigate the possibility of applying for custody. He knew he wouldn’t have a hope if he stayed in the UK, but if he lived in Los Angeles, he
  couldn’t see any reason why Felix shouldn’t live with him. His mother had had it her own way for long enough.

  He had several meetings lined up in LA the following week, which would confirm his next role, and with it his permanent move to the US. He very much hoped his days of being an occasional father
  were finally coming to an end.

  Charlie swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, his feet sinking into the plush pile of the carpet as he did so. Stretching and yawning, he walked to the window and pulled back the
  heavy blackout drapes, flinching as the bright morning sunshine seared his eyes. From his vantage point overlooking Hyde Park, he could see people already out enjoying the warm weather. Mothers and
  nannies pushed achingly trendy prams between the over-flowing flowerbeds, while joggers and skaters did their best to dodge them. Usually, Charlie liked to go for a run first thing, but with this
  journalist due to arrive soon, he didn’t have enough time today. Giving himself a shake, he picked up the phone and dialled the number for the hotel kitchen.

  ‘Good morning, Mr Simmons,’ said the voice of Sara, one of the girls who worked there.

  ‘Call me Charlie, I keep telling you,’ he smiled despite his inexplicable feelings of irritation.

  ‘OK, then, Charlie,’ Sara began, and Charlie could detect the note of amusement and mischief in her voice. ‘What can I do for you? Are you going to be joining us again this
  morning?’

  Recently, Charlie had begun to cook for himself in the hotel kitchen, much to the bemusement of the staff. He wanted to explain to them that he missed preparing meals for himself, that living in
  the hotel made him feel rootless and he yearned for a real home again. But there was no point. He would only sound spoilt and ungrateful. So instead, he just let them think he was an eccentric
  control freak.

  ‘Not this morning,’ he said. ‘More’s the pity.’ Instead he ordered a room service breakfast of porridge and toast and lay back down on the eight-foot bed, staring
  up at the ornate ceiling.

  He was dreading the arrival of this wretched journalist, Martha Lamont, and was regretting that he had ever let himself be persuaded to do his memoirs at all. He knew that Louisa wouldn’t
  have lined the woman up if she didn’t trust her implicitly, but Charlie still had an innate mistrust of all journalists, having been badly bruised by some of the things that had been written
  about him in the past.

  Louisa had convinced him that it would be a chance to tell his side of the story and rectify some of the lies that had been printed about him. But the clincher for Charlie had been when she
  suggested that all proceeds could go to charity. His grandfather had died of Alzheimer’s the previous year and, ever since, Charlie had done anything he could to raise money for research.

  So here he was . . . and he would have to open himself up entirely to this woman if she was to have any chance of doing his memoirs properly, meaning he would have to relive the pain of losing
  Liv and Felix all over again.

  He wanted to hate Liv, but not only could he not do that, he couldn’t stop loving her either; he had never met anyone he felt as connected to as he had with her. Before their split they
  had been everything to each other, and he still missed hearing her girlish laugh or watching her sleeping with her thumb resting on her lower lip like a child.

  He had had plenty of offers and even a few brief relationships but, for him, no other woman had ever come close to her, and he had resigned himself to being single for the rest of his life. He
  would devote himself to his son instead.

  Taking a deep breath, he thought about cancelling the interview, saying he wasn’t feeling well. But Louisa would be furious with him if he did and he didn’t want to upset her when
  she was feeling so ill. He got up and headed for the shower, his shoulders hunched with a feeling of impending doom. But maybe, he told himself, this Martha Lamont would be different to all the
  other journalists he had met. Maybe she would be the one to prove him wrong about her profession.




  Chapter 4

  As usual, the train into London arrived late, so Martha ended up racing to the hotel where she was supposed to be meeting Charlie Simmons. By the time she got there, she was
  sweating profusely, out of breath and desperate for a wee. She wasn’t overly concerned though; she knew from long experience that celebrities were rarely ready on time. She would have a
  chance to visit the ladies and sort herself out before being called to his room.

  But to her dismay, the receptionist greeted her with a dazzling smile and told her that ‘Mr Simmons is ready for you now,’ directing her to a room on the eighth floor. Martha
  hesitated. Should she risk incurring Charlie Simmons’ wrath by being late, or should she use the loo? By now she was really desperate and worried that she might actually wet herself. She took
  a deep breath and decided that she couldn’t be late. She would get to the room and immediately excuse herself to use the bathroom.

  The lift chugged listlessly to the eighth floor. When the doors opened, Martha was surprised by the old-fashioned chintziness of the décor. She knew that this particular hotel charged in
  the region of £5,000 per night, so she would have expected it to look a lot more glitzy. But then, she reasoned, walking along the corridor towards the room number she had been given, maybe
  the people who could afford it liked this type of faded English splendour.

  As she arrived at room 802, she knocked on the door and pasted on her brightest smile, despite the fact that she was now having to hop up and down on the spot to distract herself from her
  insistent bladder.

  Then the door swung open and to Martha’s intense shock, there stood Charlie Simmons himself. She had been expecting Charlie’s PR, who had booked her. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed,
  her heart hammering at the sight of him and her desperation to use the loo momentarily forgotten. Martha was used to meeting handsome film stars and she rarely found them attractive, but Charlie
  Simmons really was breathtaking in the flesh. He was well over six foot, with unruly dark curls that framed his slightly stubbled square jaw and eyes that seemed to her like deep pools of dark
  chocolate.

  ‘Hello! I was, er, expecting Louisa . . .?’ she tailed off, feeling herself redden as the desperate urge to use the loo returned.

  ‘Louisa’s sick,’ Charlie said, proffering his hand, which Martha took and shook as firmly as she could, to compensate for what she knew would be horribly sweaty palms.
  ‘So I’m afraid you’ve just got me.’

  Martha blanched slightly at his tone. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered, ‘I should have introduced myself. I’m Martha . . .’

  ‘. . . Lamont,’ he finished the sentence for her, standing aside to allow her into the room. ‘Great name,’ he added. ‘Sounds like you should be an actress
  yourself.’

  Martha beamed despite herself. She had always loved her name and hadn’t changed it when she got married, protesting that Jamie’s surname, Smith, was far too boring. Their children
  had subsequently taken both names in what her mother always referred to witheringly as a ‘trendy double-barrelled surname’.

  Charlie closed the door behind him and followed Martha into the suite, which was as big as Martha’s entire house. In the reception room there were several pale blue over-stuffed sofas
  arranged around a heavy stone coffee table. On the table sat two silver pots, some china cups and a plate of freshly baked croissants. The smell of the fresh flowers that were stuffed artfully into
  over-sized vases on every spare surface combined with the aroma of coffee to make Martha feel light-headed.

  She turned to face Charlie. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she began, feeling herself turn a deeper shade of red as she looked up at him with what she knew must be a pleading expression,
  ‘but can I use your loo before we start?’

  ‘Er, I guess so,’ he said, his eyes moving down her body and settling somewhere around her midriff.

  Oh shit, thought Martha, realising with a dull horror that Charlie now suspected her of being a cokehead. He couldn’t even meet her eye. ‘It’s not to go and snort
  coke!’ she blurted, acutely aware that her sweaty appearance and red-faced breathlessness must look like she was about to do exactly that.

  Charlie bit his lip, as if he was making an effort not to laugh. His gaze was still fixed on her stomach for some reason. ‘I should hope not,’ he murmured in his deep, velvety voice
  that contained the merest hint of a Welsh accent. ‘It’s the second door on the left.’

  Martha frowned, then dashed gratefully towards the door, suddenly concerned she might not make it. She slammed the door shut behind her and sank down onto the seat, exhaling with relief as she
  was finally able to let go.

  Standing up to wash her hands afterwards, she gazed at her reflection in the mirror. She looked flushed and there was a faint sheen of sweat on her face. She splashed cold water over her cheeks
  and patted them dry before running her fingers through her hair to straighten it out. As she did so, her dress rode up slightly and she could finally see why Charlie had been staring at her midriff
  and why she had been getting so many ‘admiring’ glances all morning. There, outlined in glorious burnt technicolour against the pale beige of her dress, was a perfect iron-shaped hole,
  through which the top of her red lacy knickers was clearly visible.

  ‘Oh shit!’ she wailed, suddenly wanting to cry. How could she possibly go out there and interview the most famous film star in the world right now with a hole in her dress and her
  knickers visible? There was nothing for it. She would have to stay in the bathroom. She dropped the lid and sat back down to think through her options.

  After a while there was a tentative knock at the door. ‘Er, hello?’ said Charlie’s unmistakably gravelly voice. ‘Are you OK in there?’

  ‘No!’ Martha shouted back. ‘I’ve got a massive iron-shaped hole in my dress!’

  There was a snort of laughter from outside the door, followed by a long pause, as Charlie apparently composed himself. ‘Sorry,’ he said in a slightly strangled tone. ‘I
  won’t laugh again. It’s hardly noticeable . . .’ His words were swallowed up by another bout of laughter.

  Sitting on the loo, staring down at the gaping hole in her dress, Martha felt the beginnings of a smile tugging at her lips. It was quite funny, she supposed. She would probably laugh about it
  herself one day. But not yet. It was just too bloody embarrassing.

  ‘Look, do you want to borrow something of mine?’ came Charlie’s voice from the other side of the door after another couple of minutes had elapsed. ‘Maybe some sweatpants
  and a t-shirt?’

  Martha took a deep breath and looked down again at her exposed midriff. ‘That would be great,’ she admitted meekly.

  After another pause she heard a swish as something was dropped at the door. ‘There you go,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait in the bedroom. Let me know when you’re
  ready.’

  ‘Thanks.’ Martha waited until she heard his footsteps retreating, before opening the door and scooping up the clothes he had left there. She whipped off her dress and deposited it
  into the bin with a mournful stare. She knew that it was unsalvageable, but was nevertheless reluctant to let it go. Then she dressed quickly in Charlie’s clothes, trying not to notice the
  faint scent of expensive cologne that still clung to the navy blue t-shirt, even though it had been laundered.

  Feeling idiotic in her over-sized outfit, she emerged from the bathroom and cleared her throat loudly. ‘Er, I’m ready!’ she called out into the empty space.

  There was a click as the bedroom door opened and Charlie appeared, all dark curls and handsome amusement.

  ‘Sorry about that,’ Martha smoothed herself down in an attempt to look briskly assured. ‘Now, shall we finally get down to business?’

  Charlie threw her a sideways stare and nodded warily. ‘Sure. Those sweats look great by the way. Who knew they could work so well with gold platform sandals?’




  Chapter 5

  ‘Sweetie, eat your cereal,’ entreated Liv, as Felix sat with his head bowed and his shoulders hunched over the games console in his hand.

  Felix looked up at her in surprise, as if he’d forgotten she was there. ‘Oh, sorry, Mom,’ he said, giving her a conciliatory flash of his gap-toothed smile. Liv gazed across
  the table at him, wondering how it was possible that he could look so much like his father at such a tender age, with his dark eyes and curls and wide, cheeky grin.

  Liv took a sip from her cup of English Tetley tea, several boxes of which her mother had brought over with her on her last visit. She couldn’t function in the mornings until she’d
  had at least three cups. Danny laughed at what he called her ‘quaint English habits’, but she didn’t care. For her, the American obsession with coffee seemed just as strange.

  In the background, Radio 1 burbled out from the laptop on the steel work surface. It was another way for Liv to connect with home, even if it did mean listening to the afternoon show at
  breakfast time due to the time difference between LA and the UK.

  A tiny hammer pounded against the inside of Liv’s skull. She got up and walked over to one of the over-sized, sleek white cupboards and retrieved a packet of Paracetamol. She popped two
  pills out of the blister pack and put her mouth under the running tap to swallow them quickly. As she stood up, she caught her reflection in the gloss surface of the cupboard and instinctively
  pulled her fingers through her messy sheet of gold, wavy hair. The eyes that stared back at her were indistinct, but their shadows occupied a disproportionate area of her tiny, heart-shaped face.
  She blinked and looked away from her ghostly, shadowy self.

  Felix galloped through his cereal at an alarming speed, gulping and crunching with the energy only small children can bring to any task. As he crossed the finish line and triumphantly dropped
  the spoon into his empty bowl with a nerve-jangling clatter, his head tipped upwards towards Liv with a beseeching expression.

  Liv smiled, unable to resist. ‘Go on, then. You can have fifteen more minutes playing on your computer before we have to leave for school.’

  ‘Aw, thanks, Mom, love you!’ he cried, hopping down from the table and racing towards his bedroom.

  ‘Love you too,’ Liv murmured to his retreating back, but he was gone and her words carried themselves in a circle around the cavernous space, before returning to her own ears.

  She picked up her iPhone, which was never more than an inch or two away, and checked for emails from her PA, Carrie. Sure enough, there was a message notifying her of a couple of appointments
  over the next few days. She tried to ignore the fact that there were fewer appointments and requests than there used to be.

  Liv put the phone down and picked up Felix’s bowl, which she placed into the dishwasher, before putting on the kettle in preparation for her second cup of tea. She could have left it for
  Juanita the housekeeper, but that was something Liv had never quite got used to; she always felt guilty just leaving stuff for her to clear away. ‘It’s her job!’ Danny would say.
  He never seemed to experience the same sort of embarrassment at having staff, but Liv still preferred to do some things for herself and that included clearing away her son’s breakfast
  things.

  She knew that she was an exception among the all-American moms of Felix’s classmates. Almost all of them had at least two nannies taking care of their children full-time, so that they
  could either work on their latest movie role or album, go shopping or have lunch at their leisure. But while Liv had a nanny who worked for her when she was shooting a film, she already felt
  terrible enough that Felix lived half a world away from his beloved dad; she wasn’t going to let him have an absent mother too.

  At the end of each school day, Liv usually found herself standing alone in the playground, waiting for Felix. The army of nannies who were also there weren’t unkind or bitchy towards her,
  but they weren’t friendly either. They knew they would have nothing in common with her. Liv was a rich, famous film star, with an even richer, more famous film star for a boyfriend. She could
  know nothing of their lives and they could know nothing of hers. Ironically, Liv often thought that each and every one of those nannies was probably happier than she was.

  Although she had devised ways to cope with her homesickness, it still dogged her every move and she sometimes wondered how much longer she could stay in LA without losing it completely. But
  while Danny’s career went from strength to strength, there was no way he would consider relocating to London, and with Felix so happy with his LA lifestyle, she knew that for now she was
  stuck here.

  Felix emerged from his bedroom twenty minutes later, looking for all the world like a true American boy, his baseball glove in one hand and his basketball in the other. ‘Remember I’m
  going to PJ’s after school, Mom?’ he said in the Californian accent he had developed and which still took Liv by surprise.

  ‘I haven’t forgotten, sweetheart,’ she replied, scooping up her bag and heading for the garage, where there were three cars waiting for her to choose from. She glanced
  knowingly at Felix before unlocking her original black Fiat 500, which Danny had had refurbished and shipped over to LA for her not long after they got together.

  ‘Aw, Mom, do we have to take that one?’ Felix groaned, looking longingly towards the black Range Rover parked beside it.

  ‘There’s nothing wrong with FiFi!’ Liv protested, but she was already fishing in her bag for the Range Rover keys. Felix was at an age where he didn’t want to stand out
  from his friends and she didn’t want to embarrass him.

  On the way back from dropping Felix off, Liv called in at Bristol Farms, the upmarket grocery store in Beverly Hills. Juanita did their grocery shopping as well as their cleaning, but Liv had
  got into the habit of dropping in herself, mainly because she didn’t want Juanita to know what she was buying. Juanita was a devout, teetotal Catholic, and Liv suspected she would
  disapprove.

  When Danny was home, alcohol was never an issue because she could pretend that they were both drinking, but with him away on a shoot, as he was right now, she had to be a little more
  resourceful. It wasn’t even as if she drank very much. It was just that she found that a few glasses of wine helped ease her loneliness a little.

  She was aware that she was getting some curious glances as she pushed her cart up and down the carefully lit aisles. Back in Britain she had often been recognised, but the British public never
  approached her in the way the Americans did. In LA it seemed as though everyone was connected to the film industry and felt the need to say so whenever they met anyone remotely famous.

  Sure enough, as she headed for the tills, having selected four bottles of white wine and a bottle of vodka, a tall, dark-haired man darted towards her and put his hand on her arm, forcing her to
  stop. ‘Hey, Liv!’ he cried in that over-familiar way that Liv had never quite got used to. ‘Left Danny at home today?’

  Liv smiled a tight smile. ‘Something like that,’ she said, making a point of manoeuvring her cart in the opposite direction. The man didn’t get the hint. ‘So . . . what
  movie are you working on at the moment?’ he persisted, falling into step beside her. ‘Only, I’m an actor myself and I—’

  ‘Sorry . . .’ Liv interrupted him with another forced smile. ‘I’m in a bit of a rush. Excuse me.’ She walked as purposefully as she could towards the till, where
  the girl on the checkout greeted her with a grin of recognition.

  ‘Hi again. That must get a little tiresome,’ she said, as she began to scan Liv’s bottles.

  Liv blinked back at her, making a mental note to vary the stores she shopped in. ‘No, really, it’s fine,’ she lied, thinking how very British she sounded.

  The girl gave her a sideways look, before pausing with a bottle in her hand and peering at her screen.

  ‘Problem?’ Liv’s voice had become higher suddenly and her heart gave a nervous flutter.

  ‘No . . . just checking I’d scanned them all,’ the girl said distractedly, tearing her eyes from the screen and back up to meet Liv’s.

  Liv noticed that two strawberry-coloured patches had appeared on the girl’s pale, freckled cheeks. She took the final bottle from her and placed it beside the others in the cart, trying
  and failing to stop the accusatory sound of glass hitting glass.

  As she drove up Coldwater Canyon towards home, already anticipating her first sip of chilled white wine, Liv’s cellphone rang.

  ‘Hello?’ she shouted, inclining her head towards the hands-free speakers, even though it wasn’t necessary.

  ‘There’s no need to shout!’ said her agent, Jonathan.

  ‘Sorry, darling,’ Liv cooed, switching automatically from harassed mother mode into smooth, movie star mode. ‘What news?’

  There was a pause and Liv frowned at the phone console, wondering if the line had disconnected. ‘I’m sorry, Liv,’ he said at last, ‘but the part’s gone to Sadie
  Roberts.’

  Liv reached out and held her hand over the speaker for a second as she digested the news, fearful for a moment that she might start to cry. She had really felt that the role was hers. This movie
  could have been the breakthrough she so desperately needed and she just knew that she would have been perfect in the lead role. But Sadie bloody Roberts had beaten her to it. She
  wasn’t even a very good actress, thought Liv mutinously, after she had bid Jonathan a curt goodbye and hung up.

  She arrived home and mooched into the vast hangar of a kitchen, opening the cupboards one by one and suddenly feeling desperately in need of a drink. She checked the large clock and saw that it
  was 10.40 a.m. Was that too early? She listened carefully to the sounds of the house and could hear Juanita’s vacuum cleaner whining from a distant bedroom. Quickly, she unscrewed the lid of
  one of the bottles and took a long swig. Only as the liquid hit her empty stomach did she notice that it was the vodka she had opened. She replaced the cap with a guilty shudder and put the bottle
  in the cupboard under the sink behind the cleaning products. No-one ever looked in that cupboard. Juanita had a whole utility room where she kept her own supplies.

  Liv stood up, suddenly light-headed. She needed to eat but she had no appetite. Listlessly, she put a piece of white, sliced bread into the toaster and took the Marmite out of the fridge.
  Marmite on toast was like an edible comfort blanket to her whenever she was feeling low, but she only ever ate it when Danny was away, as he always moaned about the smell.

  She made herself another cup of tea and perched at the steel island in the middle of the kitchen to eat the toast, staring out of the plate-glass doors at the infinity pool glinting turquoise in
  the sunlight above the dusty Hollywood Hills.

  She felt bitterly disappointed that she hadn’t got the part, but more than that, she was nervous about telling Danny. She couldn’t shake the fear that he was losing interest in her
  now that she had started to drop down the Hollywood pecking order. And she was finding it increasingly hard to ignore the rumours that constantly circulated that he had been linked to a number of
  his other leading ladies. ‘Ignore it, baby,’ he would laugh, whenever she brought up the subject of the latest salacious headline. ‘It’s just crappy journos trying to fill
  the pages of their crappy little rags. Anyway, I’m not screwing Tatiana Brown because she has extremely bad breath thanks to that stupid high protein diet she’s on.’

  Liv would laugh then too. She loved it when he slagged off the gorgeous superstars he worked with, claiming variously that they had BO or bad breath, that they talked incessantly about
  themselves or, her particular favourite, that they were thick as two short planks. Liv knew that wasn’t an accusation that would ever be levelled at her, as her first-class honours degree in
  English from Oxford meant she was considered something of a freak compared with the usual Hollywood bimbos.

  But as Danny’s career continued unabated on its upward trajectory, she was spending an increasing amount of time on her own at their sumptuous, high-tech home in the Hollywood hills,
  meaning that she had an increasing amount of time to get on the Internet and Google herself and Danny. She knew she shouldn’t do it. Knew she should resist the temptation. But it was becoming
  like a drug and she found herself unable to kick the habit.

  Liv managed two bites of her toast. She looked again at the clock. It was still only eleven and the day seemed to stretch out before her like a carpet of loneliness. Felix’s playdate after
  school meant he wouldn’t be home until much later, and she cursed herself that she hadn’t arranged to meet anyone for lunch, or booked in for a session with her masseur Carlos, who
  seemed to work magic on her always-tense muscles.

  She abandoned her toast eventually, finding herself inexorably drawn towards her office yet again, where her MacBook was waiting, calling for her to open it.

  She tucked one leg underneath her, noticing with some satisfaction as she did so how thin it looked, and sat down in the soft leather chair in front of her desk. She automatically went to the
  MailOnline site first, which seemed to have become her default setting. She missed Britain terribly, especially her mad, outrageous mother and her lovely older sister, and somehow surfing
  MailOnline made her feel less homesick. She read idly through various stories about public sector strikes, a tragic suicide plot between two teenagers who had hanged themselves, and finally a story
  bemoaning the fact that this had been the wettest June on record.

  Liv tutted despondently to herself and looked out of the large, plate-glass window at the powder-blue sky and relentless sunshine. She even missed the rain, and suddenly felt a deep yearning to
  go out and get absolutely drenched in a downpour – not that there was much chance of that here. She and Charlie had both been winter people, happiest when it was cold outside and they could
  snuggle up together on the sofa in front of the blazing fire at their sweet little Surrey cottage.

  Charlie. She wondered what he was doing right now, eight hours ahead of her in the UK. They spoke all the time on the phone and by Skype because of Felix, but their conversations were
  never very long or overly friendly. She could well understand his coldness towards her. She deserved it. She had humiliated him and, worse, she had broken his heart when she took his son to live
  thousands of miles away from him. But it still stung Liv when he made it clear he didn’t want to speak to her.

  He was the toast of Britain right now, and if the stories were to be believed, he would soon become the toast of Hollywood too, thanks to the recent Oscar nomination. A big part of her was
  pleased for him and proud of him, but a smaller, meaner part of her was secretly glad that he hadn’t actually won the Oscar, although she suspected that it was only a matter of time. She felt
  jealous and a bit embarrassed at their extreme reversal of fortunes. Now it was his career that was on the up, while hers floundered.

  Sighing deeply, Liv typed ‘Charlie Simmons’ into the search box. Immediately, pages and pages of sites appeared. She scrolled casually through the regular fan sites and Twitter
  stories, then frowned and squinted as a new story caught her eye. It was freshly posted, featuring a picture of Charlie. In it, he could be seen leaving his London hotel with a very attractive
  woman, who was obviously wearing his t-shirt and sweatpants, along with a pair of perilously high gold platform sandals. They weren’t holding hands or showing any obvious signs of being a
  couple, but they were laughing at something together in a way that made Liv’s heart constrict and her breath catch in her throat.

  In the picture, Charlie looked happier than she had seen him in years. He looked like a man in love, she thought. But who the hell was this woman? She wasn’t an actress as far as Liv could
  remember, but there was something familiar about her. Maybe it was the fact that she looked like a young Julia Roberts, with her dark hair, dark eyes and full, sexy mouth. The caption simply
  described her as a ‘mystery woman’ and was accompanied by a gushing article suggesting that Charlie’s new love meant that he was finally over his ex, Liv Mason, who had
  ‘heartlessly dumped him for her Hollywood lover’.
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