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The Shopaholic Series

Starring the unforgettable Becky Bloomwood, shopper extraordinaire …

The Secret Dreamworld of a Shopaholic

(also published as Confessions of a Shopaholic)

Meet Becky – a journalist who spends all her time telling people how to manage money, and all her leisure time spending it. But the letters from her bank manager are getting harder to ignore. Can she ever escape this dream world, find true love … and regain the use of her credit card?

Shopaholic Abroad

Becky’s life is peachy. Her balance is in the black – well, nearly – and now her boyfriend has asked her to move to New York with him. Can Becky keep the man and the clothes when there’s so much temptation around every corner?

Shopaholic Ties the Knot

Becky finally has the perfect job, the perfect man and, at last, the perfect wedding. Or rather, weddings … How has Becky ended up with not one, but two big days?

Shopaholic & Sister

Becky has received some incredible news. She has a long-lost sister! But how will she cope when she realizes her sister is not a shopper … but a skinflint?

Shopaholic & Baby

Becky is pregnant! But being Becky, she decides to shop around – for a new, more expensive obstetrician – and unwittingly ends up employing Luke’s ex-girlfriend! How will Becky make it through the longest nine months of her life?

Mini Shopaholic

Times are hard, so Becky’s Cutting Back. She has the perfect idea: throw a budget-busting birthday party. But her daughter Minnie can turn the simplest event into chaos. Whose turn will it be to sit on the naughty step?

Shopaholic to the Stars

Becky is in Hollywood and her heart is set on a new career – she’s going to be a stylist to the stars! But in between choosing clutch bags and chasing celebrities, Becky gets caught up in the whirlwind of Tinseltown. Has Becky gone too far this time?

Shopaholic to the Rescue

Becky is on a major rescue mission! Hollywood was full of surprises, and now she’s on a road trip to Las Vegas to find out why her dad has mysteriously disappeared, help her best friend Suze and maybe even bond with Alicia Bitch Long-legs. She comes up with her biggest, boldest, most brilliant plan yet – can she save the day?

Other Books

Sophie Kinsella’s hilarious, heart-warming standalone novels:

Can You Keep a Secret?

Emma blurts out her deepest, darkest secrets to the sexy stranger sitting next to her on the plane. After all, she’ll never see him again … will she?

The Undomestic Goddess

Samantha runs away from her workaholic life and becomes a housekeeper in a country house. But what will happen when her past catches up with her?

Remember Me?

What if you woke up and your life was perfect? Lexi’s life has fast-forwarded three years, and she has everything she’s ever wanted – and no idea how she got there. Can she cope when she finds out the truth?

Twenties Girl

Lara has always had an overactive imagination. But when the ghost of her great aunt Sadie shows up, asking for her help, Lara wonders if she’s losing her mind …

I’ve Got Your Number

After losing her engagement ring and her mobile phone, Poppy takes a mobile she finds in a bin. Little knowing that she’s picked up another man in the process …

Wedding Night

Lottie is determined to get married. And Ben seems perfect – they’ll iron out their little differences later. But their families have different plans …

My Not So Perfect Life

When Katie’s ex-boss from hell books a glamping holiday at her family’s farm, Katie plans to get her revenge on the woman with the perfect life. But does Demeter really have it so good? And what’s wrong with not-so-perfect anyway?

Surprise Me

Sylvie and Dan have a happy marriage and are totally in sync. But when they introduce surprises into their relationship to keep things fresh, they begin to wonder if they know each other after all …

I Owe You One

When a handsome stranger asks Fixie to watch his laptop for a moment, she ends up saving it from certain disaster. To thank her, he scribbles her an IOU. Soon, small favours became life-changing.

For Young Adults

FINDING AUDREY

Audrey can’t leave the house. She can’t even take off her dark glasses inside. But then Linus stumbles into her life. And with him on her side, Audrey can do things she’d thought were too scary. Suddenly, finding her way back to the real world seems achievable …

For Younger Readers

[image: ]
Ella’s family have a big secret … her mummy is a fairy! She can do amazing spells with her Computawand to make delicious cupcakes, create the perfect birthday party and cause chaos at the supermarket. But sometimes the spells go a bit wrong and that’s when Ella comes to the rescue!

Prepare for magic and mayhem in this sweet and funny new series for young readers.






To Linda Evans 
with love and thanks for everything




From: dsmeath@locostinternet.com

To: Brandon, Rebecca

Subject: A ‘request’



Dear Mrs Brandon

It has been a long time since I saw you last. I hope you and your family are flourishing.

As for myself, I am enjoying a life of retirement, but find my mind often casting back fondly to episodes from my professional life at Endwich Bank. I have therefore decided to embark upon an ‘autobiography’ or ‘memoir’, provisionally entitled: Good and Bad Debts: The Ups and Downs of a Patient (and Not-so-Patient!) Fulham Bank Manager. 

I have written two chapters already, which were well received by members of my local horticultural club; several present even expressed the opinion: ‘They should put it on TV!’ Well, I don’t know about that!!

I might say, Mrs Brandon, that you were always one of my more ‘colourful’ customers and had a ‘unique’ approach to your finances. (I heartily hope and believe that you have mended your ways with maturity.) We crossed swords many a time, but I trust we reached some sort of ‘entente cordiale’ by the time of my retirement?

I therefore wonder if I might interview you for my book at a time convenient to yourself? I await your reply with pleasure.

Yours sincerely

Derek Smeath

Bank Manager (Retd)

 

From: dsmeath@locostinternet.com

To: Brandon, Rebecca

Subject: Re: Re: A ‘request’



Dear Mrs Brandon

I write in disappointment. I approached you in good faith, as a fellow professional, or even, dare I say, friend. I hoped to be treated as ‘such’.

If you do not wish to be interviewed for my ‘memoir’ then that is your choice. However, I am saddened that you felt the need to concoct an elaborate lie. Clearly this ridiculous, convoluted story about ‘racing after your father towards Las Vegas’, to ‘uncover some mystery’ and make sure ‘poor Tarkie isn’t being brainwashed’, is entirely fictitious.

How many times, Mrs Brandon, have I held missives from you in which you have claimed to have ‘broken your leg’, ‘suffered from glandular fever’ or told me that your (imaginary) dog has died? I had hoped that as a mature, married mother, you might have grown up a little. However, I find myself sadly disappointed.

Yours sincerely

Derek Smeath

 

From: dsmeath@locostinternet.com

To: Brandon, Rebecca

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: A ‘request’



Dear Mrs Brandon

To say I was astonished by your most recent email would be an understatement. Thank you very much for the series of photographs.

I can indeed see that you are standing on the edge of a desert. I see the RV that you are pointing at and the close-up of the map of California. I also observe your friend Lady Cleath-Stuart in one picture, although whether it is ‘totally obvious from her tortured expression that her husband has gone missing’ is not for me to say.

May I please ask you to clarify: your father has gone missing and so has your friend’s husband? Both at once?

Yours sincerely

Derek Smeath

 

From: dsmeath@locostinternet.com

To: Brandon, Rebecca

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: A ‘request’

Dear Mrs Brandon



My goodness, what a story! Your email was a little garbled, if I may say – would these be the correct facts?


	Your father came to visit you in Los Angeles because he discovered some news regarding an old friend, Brent, whom he had not seen for many years.

	He then disappeared on a mission, leaving only a note in which he referred to ‘putting something right’.

	He has enlisted the help of Lord Cleath-Stuart (‘Tarkie’), who has been through a difficult time lately and is in a ‘vulnerable state’.

	He has also coopted a chap named ‘Bryce’. (Strange names they have, in California.)

	Now you are following the three to Las Vegas in the fear that Bryce is a nefarious character who may wish to extract money from Lord Cleath-Stuart.




In answer to your query, I’m afraid I do not have any ‘blinding insights’ with which to help you; nor did anything similar ever happen while I was at the bank. Although we did once have a rather ‘shady’ client who attempted to deposit a bin bag full of £20 notes, whereupon I phoned the financial authorities. I will be recounting that ‘tale’ in my book, believe me!!

I wish you every success in tracking down the missing three, and if I can be of any help whatsoever, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

Derek Smeath




ONE

‘Ok,’ says Luke calmly. ‘Don’t panic.’

Don’t panic? Luke is saying ‘Don’t panic’? No. Noooo. This is all wrong. My husband never says ‘Don’t panic.’ If he’s saying ‘Don’t panic,’ then what he really means is: ‘There’s every good reason to panic.’

God, now I’m panicking.

Lights are flashing and the police siren is still sounding. All I can think are wild random thoughts like, ‘Do handcuffs hurt?’ and ‘Who shall I call from my jail cell?’ and ‘Are the jumpsuits all orange?’

A policeman is heading towards our hired Class C 26-foot motorhome. (Blue gingham drapes, flowery upholstery, ‘six beds’, although ‘bed’ is an exaggeration, try ‘six skinny mattresses plonked on planks of wood’.) He’s one of those cool-looking American policemen with mirror shades and a tan and he looks very scary. My heart starts to thump and I automatically start searching around for a hiding place.

OK, maybe this is a slight overreaction. But I’ve always been nervy around policemen, ever since I smuggled six pairs of dollies’ shoes out of Hamleys, aged five, and a policeman came up to me and boomed, ‘What have you got there, young lady?’ and I nearly jumped out of my skin. He was admiring my helium balloon, it turned out.

(We sent the dollies’ shoes back in a padded envelope after Mum and Dad found them, with a letter of apology which I wrote myself. And then Hamleys wrote back and said ‘Don’t worry’ very nicely. I think that’s the first time I realized that writing a letter is actually a very good way to get yourself out of a tricky situation.)

‘Luke!’ I mutter urgently. ‘Quick! Are we supposed to bribe them? How much cash have we got?’

‘Becky,’ says Luke patiently. ‘I said, don’t panic. There’ll be a perfectly good reason why they’ve pulled us over.’

‘Should we all get out?’ says Suze.

‘I say we stay in the vehicle,’ says Janice, sounding edgy. ‘I say we act perfectly normal as though we’ve got nothing to hide.’

‘We have got nothing to hide,’ says Alicia, sounding exasperated. ‘Everyone needs to relax.’

‘They’ve got guns!’ says Mum wildly, peering out of the window. ‘Guns, Janice!’

‘Jane, please calm down!’ says Luke. ‘I’ll go and talk to them.’

He gets out of the RV and the rest of us look around at one another anxiously. I’m travelling with my best friend Suze, my very much un-best friend Alicia, my daughter Minnie, my mum and her best friend Janice. We’re on our way to Las Vegas from LA and already we’ve argued about the air conditioning, the seating arrangements and whether Janice should be allowed to play Celtic pipe music to calm her nerves. (Answer: no. Five votes to one.) It’s a tad fraught, this road trip, and we’ve only been going for two hours. And now this.

I watch as the cop approaches Luke and starts talking.

‘Doggie!’ says Minnie, pointing out of the window. ‘Big, big, big doggie.’

A second cop has come up to Luke, with an intimidating-looking police dog. It’s a German shepherd and is sniffing around Luke’s feet. Suddenly it looks up at the RV and barks.

‘Oh God!’ Janice emits an anguished cry. ‘I knew it! It’s the narcotics squad! They’re going to sniff me out!’

‘What?’ I turn to stare at her. Janice is a middle-aged lady who likes flower arranging and doing people’s make-up in lurid shades of peach. What does she mean, ‘sniff her out’?

‘I’m sorry to have to tell you, everybody …’ She gulps dramatically. ‘But I have illicit drugs about my person.’

For a moment, nobody moves. My brain is refusing to compute these two elements. Illicit drugs? Janice?

‘Drugs?’ Mum exclaims. ‘Janice, what are you talking about?’

‘For jetlag,’ Janice moans. ‘My doctor was so unhelpful, I had to resort to the internet. Annabel at the bridge club gave me the website, but it had a disclaimer: “May be prohibited in certain countries.” And now that dog will sniff them out and we’ll get hauled in for questioning—’

She breaks off at the sound of frenzied barking. I have to admit, the police dog seems quite keen on coming over to the RV. It’s pulling on its leash and yelping and the policeman keeps looking down at it in irritation.

‘You bought prohibited drugs?’ Suze explodes. ‘Why would you do that?’

‘Janice, you’re going to jeopardize the whole trip!’ Mum sounds apoplectic. ‘How could you bring Class A drugs into America?’

‘I’m sure they’re not Class A,’ I say, but Mum and Janice are too hysterical to listen.

‘Get rid of them!’ Mum is saying shrilly. ‘Now!’

‘Here they are.’ Janice takes two white packets out of her bag, her hands fumbling. ‘I never would have brought them if I’d known—’

‘Well, what shall we do with them?’ demands Mum.

‘Everyone swallow one blister pack,’ says Janice, pulling them out of the boxes in agitation. ‘That’s the only thing we can do.’

‘Are you nuts?’ retorts Suze furiously. ‘I’m not swallowing unlicensed tablets from the internet!’

‘Janice, you have to dispose of them,’ says Mum. ‘Get out and scatter them by the side of the road. I’ll distract the police. No, we’ll all distract the police. Everybody out of the RV. Now!’

‘The police will notice!’ wails Janice.

‘No, the police won’t notice,’ says Mum firmly. ‘Do you hear me, Janice? The police won’t notice. Not if you’re quick.’

She opens the door of the RV and we all pile out into the already blazing-hot day. We’re parked by the side of the freeway, with scratchy, scrubby desert stretching away on either side, as far as you can see.

‘Go on!’ Mum hisses to Janice.

As Janice picks her way over the dry ground, Mum bustles up to the policemen, Suze and Alicia in tow.

‘Jane!’ says Luke, looking taken aback to see her by his side. ‘It wasn’t necessary for you to get out.’ He shoots me a glance that says, What-the-hell-are-you-doing? and I shrug helplessly back.

‘Good morning, Officer,’ Mum says, addressing the first policeman. ‘I’m sure my son-in-law has explained the situation. My husband has gone missing on a secret life-or-death mission.’

‘It’s not necessarily life or death.’ I feel the need to clarify.

Every time Mum uses the phrase ‘life or death’, I’m certain her blood pressure goes up. I keep trying to soothe her, but I’m not sure she wants to be soothed.

‘He’s in the company of Lord Cleath-Stuart,’ Mum continues, ‘and this is Lady Cleath-Stuart. They live in Letherby Hall, one of the top stately homes in England,’ she adds proudly.

‘That’s irrelevant!’ says Suze.

One of the cops takes off his sunglasses to survey Suze.

‘Like Downton Abbey? My wife is nuts for that show.’

‘Oh, Letherby is far better than Downton,’ says Mum. ‘You should visit.’

Out of the corner of my eye I notice Janice, standing in the desert in her aqua floral two-piece, madly scattering pills behind a giant cactus. She could hardly be less discreet. But luckily the policemen are distracted by Mum, who is now telling them about Dad’s note.

‘He left it on his pillow!’ she’s saying indignantly. ‘A “little trip”, he’s calling it. What kind of married man just ups and leaves on a “little trip”?’

‘Officers.’ Luke has been trying to get a word in. ‘Thank you for informing me about the taillight. Perhaps we could carry on with our journey now?’

There’s a short silence as the cops look consideringly at each other.

‘Don’t panic,’ says Minnie, looking up from where she’s been playing with her favourite dolly, Speaky. She beams up at one of the policemen. ‘Don’t panic.’

‘Sure thing.’ He beams back at her. ‘Cute kid. What’s your name, honey?’

‘The police won’t notice,’ replies Minnie conversationally, and at once there’s a prickly silence. My stomach clenches tight and I don’t dare glance at Suze.

Meanwhile, the smile on the cop’s face has frozen. ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’ he asks Minnie. ‘Notice what, sweetheart?’

‘Nothing!’ I say shrilly. ‘We’ve been watching TV, you know what children are like …’

‘There we are!’ Janice arrives by my side, breathless. ‘All done. Hello, Officers, what can we do to help you?’

The two cops look disconcerted to see yet another person joining the group.

‘Ma’am, where’ve you been?’ asks one.

‘I was behind the cactus. Call of nature,’ Janice adds, clearly proud of having a prepared answer.

‘Don’t you have facilities in the RV?’ says the light-haired cop.

‘Oh,’ says Janice, looking thrown. ‘Oh, goodness. I suppose we do.’ Her confident air melts away and her eyes dart about wildly. ‘Goodness. Um … well … in actual fact … I felt like a walk.’

The dark-haired cop folds his arms. ‘A walk? A walk behind a cactus?’

‘The police won’t notice,’ says Minnie to Janice confidingly, and Janice jumps like a scalded cat.

‘Minnie! Goodness, dear! Notice what? Ha ha ha!’

‘Can’t you shut that child up?’ says Alicia in a furious undertone.

‘It was a nature walk,’ Janice adds weakly. ‘I was admiring the cacti. Beautiful … um … prickles.’

‘Beautiful prickles’? Is that the best she could come up with? OK, I’m never going on a road trip with Janice again. She looks totally uncool and guilty. No wonder the cops seem suspicious. (I’ll admit that Minnie hasn’t exactly helped.)

The policemen are looking at each other meaningfully. Any minute now they’re going to say they’re bringing us in or calling the Feds. I have to do something, quick. But what? Think, think …

And then inspiration strikes.

‘Officer!’ I exclaim. ‘I’m so glad we’ve met, because I have a favour to ask. I have a young cousin who’d love to become a police officer and he’d be so grateful for an internship. Could he contact you? You’re Officer Kapinski …’ I get out my phone and start typing in the name, copying it off his badge. ‘Perhaps he could shadow you?’

‘There are official channels, ma’am,’ says Officer Kapinski discouragingly. ‘Tell him to look on the website.’

‘Oh, but it’s all about personal connections, isn’t it?’ I blink innocently at him. ‘Are you available tomorrow? We could meet after work. Yes! We’ll be waiting for you outside the precinct.’ I take a step forward and Officer Kapinski backs away. ‘He’s so talented and chatty. You’ll love him. So we’ll see you tomorrow, shall we? I’ll bring croissants, shall I?’

Officer Kapinski looks utterly freaked out.

‘You’re good to go,’ he mutters, and turns on his heel. Within about thirty seconds he, his colleague and the dog are back in the police car and zooming off.

‘Bravo, Becky!’ applauds Luke.

‘Well done, love!’ chimes in Mum.

‘That was close.’ Janice is trembling. ‘Too close. We need to be more careful.’

‘What is all this?’ says Luke, looking baffled. ‘Why did you get out of the RV?’

‘Janice is on the run from the narcs,’ I say, and almost want to giggle at his expression. ‘Look, I’ll explain on the road. Let’s get going.’




TWO

They went missing two days ago. You might say, ‘So what? They’re probably just on a boys’ trip. Why not relax and wait for them to roll on home?’ Actually, that’s what the police did say. But it’s more complicated than that. Tarquin had a bit of a breakdown-type moment recently. He’s also very rich and is apparently being targeted by Bryce with ‘unhealthy practices’, which Suze is worried means ‘joining a cult’.

I mean, it’s all just a theory. In fact, it’s lots of different theories. To be honest – and I’d never say this to Suze – I secretly think we might find that Dad and Tarquin have been sitting in a 24-hour café in LA all this time. Suze, on the other hand, believes Bryce has already thrown Tarquin down a canyon after plundering his bank account. (She won’t admit it, but I know it’s what she thinks.)

What we need is some order. We need a plan. We need one of those incident boards like they have in cop shows, with lists and arrows, and pictures of Dad and Tarkie. (Actually, no, let’s not do that. Then they really would look like murder victims.) But we need something. So far, this road trip has been shambolic.

It was an utter kerfuffle this morning – what with packing and handing over Suze’s three children to her nanny, Ellie (she’s going to live in and have full charge while we’re gone). Luke arrived with the hired RV at the crack of dawn. Then I woke Mum and Janice – they’d only had a few hours’ sleep since they arrived from the UK – and we all jumped in and said, ‘To Vegas!’

To be absolutely truthful, we probably didn’t need to hire an RV. In fact, Luke was all for going in two saloon cars. But my argument was: we need to talk to each other, en route. Therefore we need an RV. Plus, how can you go on an American road trip and not get an RV? Exactly.

Since then, Suze has spent the whole time Googling cults, which I don’t think she should do, because it’s freaking her out. (Especially when she found one where they all paint their faces white and get married to animals.) Luke has mostly been on the phone to his second-in-command, Gary, who’s at a conference in London, taking Luke’s place. Luke owns a PR firm and has stacks of commitments right now, but he put them all aside to drive the RV. Which is really supportive and loving of him and I will do exactly the same for him when the situation arises.

Janice and Mum have been exchanging dire theories about Dad having a meltdown and going to live wild in the desert in a poncho. (Why a poncho?) Minnie has said, ‘Cactus, Mummy! Cac-TUS!’ about three thousand times. And I’ve sat there in silence, stroking her hair and just letting my thoughts swirl around. Which, to be honest, isn’t a lot of fun. My thoughts aren’t in a brilliant place right now.

I’m trying to stay as positive and buoyant as I can, I really am. I’m trying to keep everyone cheery and not dwell on the past. But every time I let my guard down, it all comes back, in a horrible rush of guilt. Because the truth is: this whole trip is down to me. It’s all my fault.

Half an hour later we stop at a diner to have some breakfast and to regroup. I take Minnie to the Ladies, where we have a long conversation about different kinds of soap and Minnie decides she has to try each soap dispenser in turn and basically it takes for ever. When at last we make it back into the diner, Suze is standing alone, looking at a vintage-style poster, and I head towards her.

‘Suze …’ I say for about the billionth time. ‘Listen. I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry for what?’ She barely looks up.

‘You know. Everything—’ I break off, feeling a bit despairing. I don’t know how to continue. Suze is my oldest, dearest friend and being with her used to feel like the easiest thing in the world. But now it feels like I’m in a stage play and I’ve forgotten my lines and she’s not about to help me out.

It was over the last few weeks, while we were both living in LA, that things went wrong. Not just between Suze and me, but altogether. I lost my head. I went careering off the track. I wanted to be a celebrity stylist so badly that I lost the plot for a bit. I can hardly believe it was only last night that I was standing on the red carpet outside a premiere, realizing quite how badly I didn’t want to be inside the cinema with all the celebrities. I feel like I’ve been in a bubble, and now it’s popped.

Luke gets it. We had a long talk last night and set a lot of things straight. What happened to me in Hollywood was freakish, he said. I became a celebrity overnight, without intending to at all, and it threw me. My friends and family won’t hold it against me for ever, he said. They’ll forgive me.

Well, maybe he’s forgiven me. But Suze hasn’t.

The worst thing is, last night I thought everything was healing. Suze stood there and begged me to come on this trip, and I promised her I’d drop everything. She cried, and said she’d missed me, and I felt this massive relief. But now that I’m here, everything’s changed. She’s behaving as though she doesn’t want me here. She won’t discuss it; she just exudes hostility.

I mean, I know she’s worried about Tarkie, I know I need to cut her some slack. It’s just … hard.

‘Whatever,’ says Suze brusquely. And without looking at me, she heads back to the table. As I follow her, Alicia Bitch Long-legs glances up and sweeps disdainful eyes over me. I still can’t quite believe she’s come on this trip. Alicia Bitch Long-legs, my least favourite person in the world.

I should say, Alicia Merrelle. That’s her name now, ever since she married Wilton Merrelle, founder of the famous yoga and rehab centre, Golden Peace. It’s a massive complex, with classes and a gift shop, and I used to be quite a fan. Well, we were all fans. Until Tarquin started going there all the time to hang out with Bryce, and told Suze she was ‘toxic’ and frankly became a bit weird. (I should say: a bit weirder. He’s never exactly been the most normal knife in the drawer, old Tarkie.)

It was Alicia who discovered they were heading to Vegas. It was Alicia who brought a chiller full of coconut water for the RV. Alicia’s the heroine of the hour. But I’m still wary of her. Alicia has been my bête noire ever since I first knew her, years ago, before I was married. She’s tried to wreck my life, she’s tried to wreck Luke’s life, she’s put me down at every opportunity and made me feel small and stupid. Now she says that’s all in the past and we should forget it and she’s moved on. But I’m sorry, I can’t trust her, I just can’t.

‘I was thinking,’ I say, trying to sound businesslike. ‘We need to make a proper plan.’ I get a pen and notebook from my bag, write PLAN in big letters and put it on the table for everyone to see. ‘Let’s go over the facts.’

‘Your dad has dragged the other two off on some mission to do with his past,’ says Suze. ‘But you don’t know what, because you didn’t ask him.’ With that, she shoots me a familiar, accusing look.

‘I know,’ I say humbly. ‘I’m sorry.’

I should have talked to my dad more. If I could turn back time I’d do everything differently, of course I would, of course I would. But I can’t. All I can do is try to make up for it now.

‘So let’s recap what we do know,’ I say, trying to stay upbeat. ‘Graham Bloomwood came to the US in 1972. He toured around with three American friends: Brent, Corey and Raymond. And they followed this route.’ I open Dad’s map and put it down with a flourish. ‘Exhibit A.’

We all look at the map for the millionth time. It’s a very basic road map, old and yellowing, with a red-biro route drawn in. It doesn’t really help us, in truth, but we all keep staring at it, just in case. I searched my dad’s room after he disappeared with Tarkie, and this is all I found, apart from an old magazine.

‘So, they might be following this route.’ Suze is still peering at the map. ‘LA … Las Vegas … Look, they went to the Grand Canyon …’

‘But they might not be following that route,’ I say quickly, before she decides that Dad and Tarkie must be at the bottom of the Grand Canyon and we need to go there at once in a helicopter.

‘Is your father the sort to retrace his steps?’ says Alicia. ‘I suppose what I mean is, is he redactive?’

Redactive? What’s that?

‘Well.’ I cough. ‘Sometimes. Maybe.’

Alicia keeps asking me really difficult questions like this. And then she blinks at me in silent triumph as though to say, You don’t understand, do you?

Plus, she speaks in this soft, serene way which gives me the creeps. Alicia has totally changed style since she was a bossy PR girl in London. She wears yoga trousers and her hair in a low ponytail, and her speech is sprinkled with new-agey expressions. But she’s still as patronizing as ever.

‘Sometimes he retraces his steps, sometimes he doesn’t,’ I improvise. ‘Depends.’

‘Bex, you must have more information,’ says Suze tetchily. ‘Tell me about the trailer park again. Maybe you missed something out.’

Obediently I begin: ‘Dad wanted me to look up his old friend Brent. When I found the address, it was a trailer park and Brent had just been evicted.’

As I speak, a hotness comes over me and I take a sip of water. This is the point where I messed up most of all. Dad kept asking me to look up Brent, and I kept putting it off, because … Well, because life was so exciting, and it just seemed like a boring Dad-errand. But if I’d just done it, if I’d got there earlier, maybe Dad would have been able to talk to Brent before he got served with an eviction notice. Maybe Brent wouldn’t have taken off. Maybe everything would be different.

‘Dad couldn’t believe it,’ I resume, ‘because he thought Brent would be rich.’

‘Why?’ demands Suze. ‘Why did he think Brent would be rich? He hadn’t seen him for what, thirty years? Forty years?’

‘Dunno. But he was expecting Brent to be living in a mansion.’

‘So your dad flew out to LA and went to see Brent?’

‘Yes. It must have been at the trailer park. Apparently they “had it out” about something.’

‘And it was Brent’s daughter who told you that.’ She pauses. ‘Rebecca.’

We’re both silent. This is the weirdest part of the story. Yet again, I replay the scene in my head. Meeting Brent’s daughter on the steps of the trailer. Feeling the hostility burning off her like heat off a sun-baked tarmac road. Staring back at her in bewilderment; thinking, What did I ever do to you? And then the killer line: ‘We’re all called Rebecca.’ I still don’t know what she meant by ‘all’. She certainly wasn’t about to explain.

‘What else did she say?’ Suze asks impatiently.

‘Nothing! She said, “If you don’t know, I’m not telling you.”’

‘Helpful.’ Suze rolls her eyes.

‘Yes, well. She didn’t seem very keen on me. I don’t know why.’

I don’t add that she said I had a ‘prinky-prinky voice’ and that her last words to me were ‘Fuck off, princess girl.’

‘She didn’t mention Corey at all?’ Suze is tapping her pen on the table.

‘No.’

‘But Corey is the one who lives in Las Vegas. So your dad might be going to see him.’

‘Yes. I think so.’

‘You think so?’ Suze suddenly lashes out. ‘Bex, we need some solid facts!’

It’s all very well, Suze expecting me to have all the answers. But Mum and I have no idea what Corey’s or Raymond’s surnames are, even, let alone anything else. Mum says Dad only ever mentioned them when he was reminiscing about the trip, which was once a year, at Christmas, and she never really listened. (She even said that if she’d heard about the searing heat of Death Valley once, she’d heard it a million times, and why hadn’t they just stayed in a hotel with a nice swimming pool?)

I’ve Googled ‘corey las vegas’, ‘corey graham bloomwood’, ‘corey brent’ and anything else I can think of. The trouble is, there are a lot of Coreys in Las Vegas.

‘OK.’ Alicia comes off her mobile. ‘Thanks anyway.’

Alicia’s been phoning everyone she knows, to try to find out if Bryce mentioned where he’s staying in Las Vegas. But so far, no one knows anything.

‘No joy?’

‘No.’ She sighs deeply. ‘Suze, I feel I’m letting you down.’

‘You’re not letting me down!’ says Suze at once, and clutches Alicia’s hand. ‘You’re an angel.’

They’re both totally ignoring me. Maybe we should have a break, anyway. I force a friendly smile, and say, ‘I’m going to stretch my legs. Apparently there’s a barnyard at the back. Could you order me the maple waffles please? Plus some pancakes for Minnie, and a strawberry milkshake. Come on, sweetheart.’ I take Minnie’s little hand in mine and at once feel comforted. At least Minnie loves me unconditionally.

(Or at least, she will until she’s thirteen and I tell her she can’t wear a micro-mini to school and she’ll hate me more than anyone in the world.)

(Oh God, that’s only eleven years away. Why can’t she just stay two and a half for ever?)




THREE

As I head to the back of the diner I see Mum and Janice exiting the Ladies. Janice is wearing a pair of white sunglasses on her head and Minnie draws breath at the sight.

‘I like that!’ she says carefully, pointing. ‘Pleeeeeease?’

‘Sweetheart!’ says Janice. ‘Would you like them?’

‘Janice!’ I exclaim in horror, as she hands Minnie the sunglasses. ‘You mustn’t!’

‘Oh, it’s quite all right.’ Janice chuckles. ‘I’ve hundreds of pairs.’

I have to say, Minnie looks adorable in oversized white sunglasses. But I can’t let her get away with it.

‘Minnie,’ I say severely. ‘You haven’t said thank you. And you mustn’t ask for things. What will poor Janice do now? She hasn’t got any sunglasses!’

The sunglasses slither down off Minnie’s nose and she holds them, thinking hard.

‘Thank you,’ she says at last. ‘Thank you, Waniss.’ (She can’t quite manage ‘Janice’.) She reaches up, tugs her pink gingham bow out of her hair and hands it to Janice. ‘Wanniss bow.’

‘Darling.’ I can’t help giggling. ‘Janice doesn’t wear hair bows.’

‘Nonsense!’ says Janice. ‘That’s lovely, Minnie, thank you.’

She clips the bow into her grey hair, where it perches incongruously, and I feel a sudden wave of affection for her. I’ve known Janice for ever, and she’s a bit crazy – but look at this. She’s flown out to LA at the drop of a hat, just to support Mum. She’s kept us all amused with stories of her flower-arranging classes, and is a nice, cheery presence. (Except when she’s dealing in illegal drugs, obviously.)

‘Thanks for coming out, Janice,’ I say impulsively and hug her as best I can, given that her money ‘safety’ belt is protruding like a pregnancy bump at the front of her top. She and Mum are wearing identical models, and if you ask me, they look exactly like an advert to a mugger: Stacks of Cash Here. But I haven’t said that to Mum, because she’s hassled enough already.

‘Mum …’ I turn to hug her too. ‘Don’t worry. I’m sure Dad’s OK.’

But her shoulders are all tense and she doesn’t hug me back properly. ‘It’s all very well, Becky,’ she says, sounding agitated. ‘But these secrets and mysteries. It’s not what you want, at my age.’

‘I know,’ I say, soothingly.

‘Dad didn’t want to call you Rebecca, you know. It was me who liked the name.’

‘I know,’ I repeat.

We’ve had this conversation about twenty times. It was practically the first thing I demanded of Mum as soon as I saw her: ‘Why was I named Rebecca?’

‘After the book, you know,’ Mum continues. ‘The Daphne du Maurier book.’

‘I know.’ I nod patiently.

‘And Dad didn’t want it. He suggested Henrietta.’ Mum’s face starts to quiver.

‘Henrietta.’ I wrinkle my nose. I am so not a Henrietta.

‘But why didn’t he want to call you Rebecca?’ Mum’s voice rises shrilly.

There’s silence, apart from a clicking sound as Mum fidgets with the pearls of her necklace. I feel a pang as I watch her trembling, anxious fingers. Dad gave her that pearl necklace. It’s an antique, from 1895, and I went to help her choose it at the shop, and she was so excited and happy. Every year, Dad gets a BB – what we call his Big Bonus – and spends it on something nice for each of us.

The truth is, my dad’s pretty amazing. He still gets his BB, even now he’s retired, just for a bit of insurance consultancy. Luke says he must have some really impressive niche knowledge to command such high fees. But he’s so modest, he never boasts about it. He always spends it on treats for us and we have a fun celebratory lunch in London. That’s the kind of man Dad is. He’s generous. He’s loving. He cares about his family. This is all so out of character.

Gently I take Mum’s hand and remove it from the pearls.

‘You’ll break them,’ I say. ‘Mum, please try to relax.’

‘Come on, Jane.’ Janice takes Mum’s arm soothingly. ‘Let’s sit down and have something to eat. It’s “bottomless coffee” here, you know,’ she adds as they head off. ‘They come round with a pot and refill your cup whenever you like! No limit! Such a good system. So much better than all those lattes and grandaccinos …’

As she and Mum disappear, I grab Minnie’s hand, and carry on to the back of the diner. As soon as I step outside I feel better, despite the scorching sun. I needed to get away. Everyone’s so tense and ratty. What I’d really like to do is sit down with Suze and talk to her properly, but I can’t with Alicia there—

Ooh, look!

I’ve stopped dead. Not at the ‘barnyard’, which consists of three mangy goats in a pen, but at a sign reading Local Craft Sale. Maybe I should go and buy something to cheer myself up. Give myself a little lift and support the local economy at the same time. Yes. I’ll do that.

There are about six stalls, with crafts and clothes and artefacts. I can see a skinny girl in high-heeled suede boots filling a basket with necklaces, exclaiming to the stall holder, ‘I love these! This is all my Christmas shopping done, right here!’

As I get near, a grizzled old lady appears from behind one stall, and I jump. She looks as if she’s a hand-crafted artefact herself. Her skin is so brown and lined, it could be some ancient, grained wood, or hand-beaten hide. She’s wearing a leather hat with a cord under her chin, and she has a tooth missing, and her plaid skirt looks about a hundred years old.

‘You on vacation?’ she enquires, as I start looking at leather bags.

‘Kind of … Well, not really,’ I say honestly. ‘I’m on a trip. We’re searching for someone, actually. Trying to track them down.’

‘Manhunt.’ She nods, matter-of-factly. ‘My granddaddy used to be a bounty hunter.’

A bounty hunter? That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever heard. Imagine being a bounty hunter! I can’t help visualizing a business card, perhaps with a little cowboy hat printed in the corner:

[image: Rebecca Brandon Bounty Hunter]
‘I suppose I’m a kind of bounty hunter too,’ I hear myself saying nonchalantly. ‘You know. In a way.’

Which is sort of true. After all, I’m hunting for people, aren’t I? And that makes me a bounty hunter, surely? ‘So, can you give me any tips?’ I add.

‘I can give you plenty,’ she says hoarsely. ‘My granddaddy used to say, “Don’t try to beat ’em, meet ’em.”’

‘“Don’t try to beat ’em, meet ’em”?’ I echo. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means be smart. Don’t go running after a moving target. Look for the friends. Look for the family.’ She suddenly produces a bundle of deep-brown leather. ‘Do you a fine holster, ma’am. Hand-stitched.’

A holster?

A holster, like … for a gun?

‘Oh,’ I say, discomfited. ‘Right! A holster. Wow. That’s … um … gorgeous. The only tiny thing is …’ I cough, feeling embarrassed. ‘I don’t have a gun.’

‘You don’t got no weapon?’ She seems staggered by this news.

Now I feel totally wussy. I’ve never even held a gun, let alone considered owning one. But maybe I should have more of an open mind. I mean, it’s the way out here in the West, isn’t it? You have your hat, you have your boots, you have your gun. Probably girls in the West walk around town and eye each other’s guns up the way I eye up Hermès bags.

‘I don’t have a weapon right now,’ I amend. ‘Not exactly on me. But when I do, I’ll come and get a holster.’

As I’m walking away, I’m wondering if I should quickly have shooting lessons and get a firearms licence and buy a Gluck. Or do I mean Glock? Or a Smith and Whatsit. I don’t even know which the coolest one is. They should have Vogue for guns.

I head towards the next stall, where the skinny girl I noticed before is filling up her second basket.

‘Hey,’ she says pleasantly, glancing up at me. ‘These shawls are all fifty per cent off.’

‘Some are seventy-five per cent off,’ chimes in the stall owner. She has a greying braid with ribbons wound around it, which looks stunning. ‘I’m doing a big clear-out.’

‘Wow.’ I pick up one of the shawls and shake it out. It’s really soft wool, with beautiful embroidered birds, and is amazing value.

‘I’m getting two each for me and my mom,’ the skinny girl says in chatty tones. ‘And you should check out the belts.’ She gestures at a neighbouring stall. ‘I’m like, you can never have too many belts.’

‘Totally,’ I agree. ‘Belts are a staple.’

‘Right?’ She nods enthusiastically. ‘Can I have another basket?’ she adds, to the stall owner. ‘And do you take Amex?’

While the stall holder is getting out her credit-card machine, I pick up a couple of shawls. But it’s strange. Maybe I’m not in a shawl mood or something, because even though I can see how gorgeous they are, I don’t feel like buying them. It’s as if I’m looking at some trolley full of delicious desserts, but I’ve lost my appetite.

So instead, I head over to the belt stall and have a look at those.

I mean, they’re really well made. The buckles are nice and heavy, and they’re in some good colours. I can’t spot a single thing wrong with them. I just don’t feel like buying them. In fact the thought makes me feel a bit ill. Which is weird.

The skinny girl has lined up five baskets of stuff and is scrabbling in her Michael Kors bag. ‘I was sure that credit card was OK,’ she says fretfully. ‘Let me just try another one … oh shoot!’ She drops her bag on the floor and bends down to pick up all her stuff. I’m about to help her, when I hear my name.

‘Bex!’ I turn to see Suze looking out of the back door of the diner. ‘The food’s here—’ She breaks off, and her eyes run along the row of five baskets. ‘Oh, that’s just typical! You’ve been shopping. What else would you be doing?’

She sounds so censorious, I feel the colour flood into my cheeks. But I just stare back silently. There’s no point saying anything. Suze is determined to find fault, whatever I do. She disappears back into the diner, and I breathe out.

‘Come on, Minnie,’ I say, trying to sound light-hearted. ‘We’d better get some breakfast. And you can even have a milkshake.’

‘Milkshake!’ exclaims Minnie joyfully. ‘From a cow,’ she tells me. ‘A chocolate cow?’

‘No, it’s a strawberry cow today,’ I tell her, tickling her under the chin.

OK. So I know we’re going to have to put Minnie straight about cows one day, but I can’t bear to just yet. It’s so sweet. She honestly thinks there are chocolate cows and vanilla cows and strawberry cows.

‘It’s a very yummy strawberry cow,’ comes Luke’s voice, and I look up to see him coming out of the diner. ‘Food’s ready.’ He winks at me.

‘Thanks. We’re just coming.’

‘Swing time?’ asks Minnie, screwing up her face in hope, and Luke laughs.

‘Come on then, sausage.’

For a few minutes we walk around, swinging Minnie between our arms.

‘How’s tricks?’ Luke asks me over Minnie’s head. ‘You’ve been pretty quiet in the RV.’

‘Oh,’ I say, disconcerted that he’s even noticed. ‘Well, I’ve just been, you know. Thinking.’

This isn’t quite true. I’m quiet because I don’t have anyone to talk to. Suze and Alicia are in their little twosome; Mum and Janice are in their little twosome. All I have is Minnie, and she’s been glued to Enchanted on the iPad.

I mean, I’ve tried. As we left LA, I sat down with Suze and made to give her a hug but she went all stiff and cut me dead. I felt so stupid, I scuttled back to my seat and pretended to be interested in the landscape.

But I won’t go into any of that right now. I’m not going to burden Luke with my problems. He’s been such a star – the least I can do is refrain from dumping my stupid worries on him. I’ll be dignified and discreet, as a wife should be. ‘Thank you for coming,’ I add. ‘Thank you for doing this. I know you’re really busy.’

‘I wasn’t about to let you drive off into the desert with Suze on your own.’ He gives a short laugh.

It was Suze’s idea to rush off to Vegas – she and Alicia were both convinced they’d soon track down Bryce. But they haven’t yet, and here we are, halfway there, without a hotel reservation or a plan or anything …

I mean, believe me, I’m all for rushing off to places. But even I can see this is all a bit crazy. Except I don’t want to be the one to say that, or I’ll get my head bitten off by Suze. At the thought of Suze, I feel a fresh wave of distress, and suddenly I can’t bottle it up any longer. I’ll have to be dignified and discreet another time.

‘Luke, I think I’m losing her,’ I say in a rush. ‘She never looks at me, she never talks to me …’

‘Who, Suze?’ Luke gives a little wince. ‘I’d noticed.’

‘I can’t lose Suze.’ My voice starts to wobble. ‘I can’t. She’s my three a.m. friend!’

‘Your what?’ Luke looks puzzled.

‘You know. The friend you could ring up at three a.m. if you were in trouble, and she’d come straight away, no problem? Like, Janice is Mum’s three a.m. friend, Gary’s your three a.m. friend …’

‘Right. I see what you mean.’ Luke nods.

Gary is the most loyal guy in the world. And he adores Luke. He’d be there at 3 a.m. like a shot, and Luke would be there for him, too. I always thought Suze and I would be like that, for ever.

‘If I was in trouble at three a.m. right now, I’m not sure I could ring Suze.’ I look miserably at Luke. ‘I think she’d tell me to go away.’

‘That’s nonsense,’ says Luke robustly. ‘Suze loves you as much as she ever did.’

‘She doesn’t.’ I shake my head. ‘I mean, I don’t blame her or anything, this whole thing’s all my fault …’

‘No it’s not,’ says Luke, with a surprised laugh. ‘What are you talking about?’

I stare at him in bewilderment. How can he even ask that?

‘Of course it is! If I’d gone to see Brent sooner, like I was meant to, we wouldn’t be here.’

‘Becky, this is not all your fault,’ counters Luke firmly. ‘You don’t know what would have happened if you’d gone to see Brent sooner. And by the way, both Tarquin and your father are grown men. You mustn’t blame yourself. OK?’

I can hear what he’s saying, but he’s wrong. He doesn’t understand.

‘Well, anyway.’ I give a gusty sigh. ‘Suze is only interested in Alicia.’

‘You realize that Alicia’s trying to psych you out?’ says Luke, and he sounds so sure that I lift my head in astonishment.

‘Really?’

‘It’s obvious. She talks a lot of shit, that girl. “Redactive” isn’t a word.’

‘Really?’ I feel suddenly cheered. ‘I thought I was just being stupid.’

‘Stupid? You’re never stupid.’ Luke lets go of Minnie’s hand, pulls me close and looks right into my eyes. ‘Abysmal at parking, maybe. But never stupid. Becky, don’t let that witch get to you.’

‘You know what I think?’ I lower my voice, even though no one’s in earshot. ‘She’s up to something. Alicia, I mean.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ I admit. ‘But I’m going to find out.’

Luke raises his eyebrows. ‘All I’ll say is, watch your step. Suze is pretty sensitive at the moment.’

‘I know. You don’t have to tell me.’

Luke hugs me tight for a minute, and I let myself relax. I’m pretty exhausted, actually.

‘Come on, let’s go in,’ he says at last. ‘By the way, I think Janice was done,’ he adds as we head towards the building. ‘Those tablets? I looked at the active ingredient and it’s aspirin in fancy Latin.’

‘Really?’ I almost want to giggle as I picture Janice frantically scattering the tablets over the desert. ‘Well, let’s not tell her.’

The table is covered with food when we arrive back in the diner, although no one seems to be eating except Janice, who’s devouring scrambled eggs. Mum is stirring her coffee furiously, Suze is nibbling the side of her thumbnail (which she always does when she’s stressed), and Alicia is pouring some kind of green powder into a cup. It’ll be some revolting healthy thing.

‘Hi everyone,’ I say, and slide into my chair. ‘How’s the food?’

‘We’re trying to think,’ growls Suze. ‘No one’s thinking hard enough.’

Alicia murmurs something in her ear and Suze nods and they both shoot sidelong looks at me. And just for one awful moment I feel as though I’m back at school and the mean girls are all pointing at my games kit. (Mum made me use the old games kit, long after everyone else had changed to the new version, because she thought it was a rip-off. I mean, I don’t blame her, but I did get laughed at, every single games lesson.)

Anyway. I’m not going to get upset. I’m a grown-up with a job to do. I take a bite of my waffle, pull Dad’s map towards me again, and stare at it until the lines blur. That wise old woman’s words are ringing in my ears: Look for the friends. Look for the family.

Whatever this mystery is, it’s all about those four friends. So let’s go back to basics. Corey’s the friend in Las Vegas. That’s our biggest clue. We need to track him down. Be smarter. But how?

I must know more than I realize, I tell myself firmly. I must do. I just need to think harder. I close my eyes tight, and try to send myself back in time. It’s Christmas. I’m sitting by the fire in our Oxshott house. I can smell the Chocolate Orange in my lap. Dad has spread his old map out on the coffee table and is reminiscing about his trip to America. I can hear his voice again, in random snippets of memory.

‘… and then the fire got out of control; let me tell you, that was no picnic …’

‘… they say “stubborn as a mule” and I know why – that wretched creature would not go down into the canyon …’

‘… we used to sit late into the night, drinking the local beer …’

‘… Brent and Corey were clever fellows, science grads they were …’

‘… they’d discuss their theories and scribble down their ideas …’

‘… Corey had the money, of course, wealthy family …’

‘… there’s nothing like camping out and seeing the sunrise …’

‘… we nearly lost the car down a ravine because Raymond would not give in …’

‘… Corey would be sketching away, he was quite an artist, as well as everything else …’

Wait a minute.

Corey was quite an artist. I’d forgotten that. And there was something else about Corey and his art. What was it? What was it …?

The thing about me is: I’m quite good at bossing my brain about. It can forget about Visa bills if I want it to, and it can blur over arguments and it can see the plus side in almost any situation. And now I’m telling it to remember. To go into all those old dusty holes in my head that I never bother clearing out, and remember. Because I know there was something else … I simply know there was …

Yes!

‘… he used to put an eagle in each picture, like a trademark …’

My eyes pop open. An eagle. I knew there was something. Well, it’s not much, but it’s a start, isn’t it?

I whip out my phone, Google ‘corey artist eagle las vegas’ and wait for the results. There’s something wrong with the signal, and I prod the keypad impatiently, trying to scour my brain for more information. Corey the artist. Corey the wealthy one. Corey the science grad. Were there any other clues?

‘I’ve just heard from my last contact,’ says Alicia, looking up from her phone. ‘No luck. Suze …’ She pauses, her face drawn. ‘We might have to go back to LA and think again.’

‘Give up?’ Suze’s face crumples, and I feel a pang of alarm. We’ve come rushing into the desert on a wave of adrenalin and drama. If we just give up and go home now, I think Suze will actually collapse.

‘Let’s not give up yet,’ I say, trying to sound positive. ‘I’m sure if we keep thinking we’ll get somewhere—’

‘Oh, really, Bex?’ Suze spits. ‘It’s all very well saying that, but what are you doing to help? Nothing! What are you doing right now?’ She waves a hand angrily at my phone. ‘Probably shopping online.’

‘I’m not!’ I say defensively. ‘I’m doing my own research.’

‘Research into what?’

My stupid screen has frozen. I press Enter again, jabbing at it in my impatience.

‘Luke, you must have influence!’ Mum interjects. ‘You know the prime minister. Can’t he help?’

‘The prime minister?’ Luke sounds flabbergasted.

Suddenly my screen starts filling with Google results. And as I scan down the type, I feel an inner whoop. It’s him! It’s Corey from Dad’s trip!


Local artist Corey Andrews … signature eagle … was exhibiting at the Las Vegas Gallery …



It has to be him, surely?

I quickly tap in ‘Corey Andrews’ and hold my breath. A few moments later, a page of entries appears. There’s a Wikipedia page, business reports, property news, some company called Firelight Innovations, Inc … all the same guy. Corey Andrews of Las Vegas. I’ve found him!

‘Or that chap you know from the Bank of England,’ Mum is persisting.

‘You mean the Governor of the Bank of England?’ says Luke, after a pause.

‘Yes, him! Ring him up!’

I almost want to laugh at Luke’s expression. I honestly think Mum expects him to marshal the whole British Cabinet to come out here and hunt for Dad.

‘I’m not sure that will be possible,’ says Luke politely, and turns to Alicia. ‘Do you really have no more leads?’

‘No.’ Alicia sighs. ‘I think we’ve reached the end of the road.’

‘I have a lead,’ I begin nervously, and everyone turns to look at me.

‘You do?’ says Suze, suspiciously.

‘I’ve tracked down Corey from the trip. Corey Andrews, he’s called. Mum, does that sound right?’

‘Corey Andrews.’ Mum frowns. ‘Yes, it might have been Andrews …’ Her frown lifts. ‘Becky, I think you’ve got it! Corey Andrews. He was the wealthy one, Dad always said. Wasn’t he an artist, too?’

‘Exactly! And he lives in Las Vegas. I’ve got his address.’

‘Well done, Becky, love!’ says Janice, and I can’t help feeling a little glow.

‘How did you work that out?’ demands Alicia, looking almost affronted.

‘Just … um … you know. Lateral thinking.’ I hand my phone to Luke. ‘Here’s the zip code. Let’s go.’

 

From: wunderwood@iafro.com

To: Brandon, Rebecca

Subject: Re: Applying to be a Bounty Hunter



Dear Ms Brandon

Thank you for your email. If you would like to join the International Association of Fugitive Recovery Operatives, please fill out the attached form, and return it, together with the $95 membership fee. You will receive an ID card, together with other benefits outlined on our website.

However, in answer to your query, we do not issue ‘Bounty Hunter’ badges nor other ‘bounty hunter accessories’.

We do provide an Apprentice Scheme; however, I regret we do not offer specific workshops on ‘How to Track Down a Missing Dad’.
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The stakes have never been higher...
Can Becky save the day?






