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Prologue

Thirteen Years Ago

Mateo can hear the other boys sniggering and jeering as he dismounts. His cheeks flushed with shame and heat, he focuses on patting his pony’s neck, refusing to look at them. When he hears footsteps approaching, he glances up and his embarrassment deepens.

‘You did well, mi amorcito,’ his mother says, a reassuring smile on her face.

He shakes his head. ‘I fell.’

‘You got back on again. That player crossed you. It was dangerous. We all saw it.’

Mateo shrugs. ‘It doesn’t matter. He won.’

‘Winning isn’t everything.’

‘Yes, it is.’ His eyes flash up at his mother, alight with fierce determination.

She sighs. ‘You will get there, Mateo. I know it. You mustn’t give up.’ She places her palm flat against her chest. ‘Your heart and your spirit. That is what it takes to win.’

Dejected, Mateo fiddles with the reins. ‘I should go cool her down.’

His mother steps aside to let him pass as he begins to lead his pony back to the stables, then calls his name to stop him.

‘Rossi believes in you,’ she says, his eyes fixed on the dusty ground. ‘He can see your natural talent in the saddle. He thinks, with some training, you will make a great polo player.’ She takes a few steps towards him and lowers her voice. ‘You may not have had the same start in life as these boys, but Rossi still believes you can match them. Sometimes, that’s all you need, Mateo. Someone to see your talent and recognise that it’s worth their time and effort to believe in you.’

Mateo nods and continues on his way to the stable. Her words reverberate in his head as he begins the process of cooling down his pony. He knows she is right. He has been given a rare opportunity to not just work on the estancia of one of the best polo players of all time, but to train with him, too. His mother has sacrificed everything for this chance. And he will not waste it. Mateo lifts his chin defiantly.

Polo is all that matters now.




One

The moment I step through the doors of the club in Soho, I’m surrounded by a flock of frazzled-looking people desperately needing answers to their questions. Shrugging off my trench coat and draping it over one arm, I’m forced to hold a hand up to silence them before calmly requesting that they speak to me one by one, like a teacher handling a bunch of overexcited school children.

‘Ash, where do you want the extra chairs set up?’ a panic-stricken intern asks me.

‘No extra chairs,’ I answer simply.

‘I thought Ren—’

‘He’s changed his mind,’ I inform her. ‘We’re now going for a bare and minimalist theme.’

‘But… what about the flowers?’ checks one of the venue staff, practically buckling beneath the weight of two vases filled with large displays of blooms in his arms.

‘No flowers.’

He blinks at me over the giant blue hydrangeas. ‘No flowers?’

‘No flowers,’ I confirm.

‘But what do I do with—?’

‘Whatever you like. Keep them, give them away.’ I shrug. ‘But no flowers in here anymore, please. Thanks so much. Next question.’

I begin to walk across the venue to the back, my heels clacking across the shiny floor, my panicked entourage in tow. As I hang up my coat and bag in the cloakroom, I continue to answer questions about the lighting, the music, the caterers, the cocktail menu, the official photographer and last-minute changes to the guest list. On the face of it, I seem cool and collected, perfectly in control despite my boss’s sudden U-turn over the theme for tonight’s big launch of his latest menswear collection. Under the surface, I’m bricking it.

If I had the liberty to scream, I would.

I never set out to be a fashion assistant. I left university with a degree in history and no set idea of what I wanted to do. I was vaguely thinking something along the lines of a research position or a job in a museum, something to which my skillset would be suited. But after floundering to get a job anywhere, my mum, a TV producer, suggested I apply for the assistant role going with Ren, an up-and-coming designer whose career she’d boosted when one of her breakfast presenters wore a loud shirt of his that got people talking. It was only meant to be temporary while I worked out what I actually wanted to do, but I’ve worked for Ren for almost four years and am still no clearer on my vocation in life. I should have moved on by now, but the problem is I’m good at this job. It actually helps that I’m not devoted to a career in fashion because I don’t feel the need to suck up to anybody or feel intimidated by those in this industry. I’m a good gatekeeper – nobody gets to Ren without going through me first – and, four years in, I know Ren and his dramatics well enough to prioritise what’s important and keep him happy.

When I spotted him pacing around his glass-walled office earlier in a flap, I knew instantly something was wrong and I was the only person who could help. I gathered myself. Ren’s tantrums can be difficult to manage and no one else who works for him is brave enough to face them. I could see that the office floor had coincidentally emptied and the few left were keeping their heads low and their eyes averted. I marched over to knock on his door.

‘Everything all right, Ren?’ I asked, peering round it.

‘It’s no use, Ashley!’ he cried, throwing his hands up in the air. ‘It’s no bloody use! I can’t do it. I haven’t been true to myself!’

I stepped in and shut the door behind me. ‘It’s natural to feel nervous in the run-up to the launch of a new collection. Remember what happened last time? And that one ended up being a huge hit.’

I was referring to last season’s launch date when Ren didn’t show up to work and, after calls and messages went unanswered all morning, I had to use my key to get into his apartment. I discovered him curled up in his wardrobe wearing nothing but a silk dressing robe and sunglasses. He was vaping and eating a bag of peanuts, questioning every step he’d made in his career that had led him to this ‘meaningless existence’. After applying some tried and tested persuasion techniques that mostly involved flattery, I managed to get him out of his wardrobe and encourage him to shower and dress while I waited with a car downstairs. He eventually floated down and accepted the flat white I handed him before he reluctantly accompanied me to the office, only to get there and realise his collection was being received well. Then he demanded to know why I’d taken so long to get him.

‘This time is different,’ he hissed impatiently at me today. ‘This is not just any collection. This is… this is—’ He stopped pacing, his eyes widening in wonder. ‘This is a cultural moment.’

While I wasn’t sure his menswear had quite the impact on the world he was envisioning, I couldn’t deny that this was a big moment in Ren’s career. We have secured Australian tennis pro Chris Courtney as the face of this collection, which is a huge deal. He’s so famous that the moment we announced the news on social media, we had more engagement than ever before. He’s the perfect face for this collection: suave, sophisticated and hot as hell. And when we released a sneak-peek selection of provocative photos from the shoot, there was an online meltdown over his smouldering gaze, carved abs, chiselled jaw and raw masculine energy, as one journalist put it. Real Men Are Back on Top, the headline of the article claimed, as she went on to applaud Ren’s decision to choose someone she described as an ‘older’ athlete, even though Chris is only in his thirties and reached the Wimbledon final two years ago.

‘You’re right, this is a big moment and we’re prepared for it,’ I reminded Ren coolly. ‘Chris has already confirmed his timings with me and how excited he is for the launch tonight. It’s going to be great.’

But Ren shook his head. ‘Nope. No, it won’t. I’ve made a mistake.’

‘Ren—’

‘I can’t do it, Ash, I can’t stick with this theme. Every bone in my body is screaming at me to stop it before it’s too late,’ he declared.

‘Stop what? Explain to me what you want to change.’

‘The party,’ he said, bewildered, as though that was obvious. ‘I thought I wanted opulence and aspirational luxury. But that clashes with the very heart of the collection!’

Suddenly, I realised where this was going.

‘You want to change the theme of the party?’ I checked, my voice croaking as panic began to rise in my throat. ‘The party that’s taking place… tonight?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. Destroy the excess. I want minimalism.’

I was able to swiftly decipher whether this was a temporary whim I could talk him round from or a serious change of heart. Unfortunately, it was the latter. When he threatened that it would have to all change or he couldn’t possibly show his face tonight, I told him I would sort it. Now here I am, hours away from guests arriving, trying my best to persuade everyone else that this is manageable when I’m not entirely convinced of that myself.

I’m talking through Ren’s new concept with the lighting designer when my phone rings. I see Chris Courtney’s name flashing up on the screen. My heart lurches.

‘I have to take this,’ I say, excusing myself and going to find a quiet corner where I won’t be disturbed before I pick up. ‘Hi, Chris.’

‘Ash, hey,’ he says, his smooth Australian accent making my stomach flutter. ‘How are you?’

‘Great. You?’ I ask brightly.

‘I heard there’s been a change of plan about tonight?’

‘Nothing for you to worry about. A simple switch up, that’s all,’ I say, jumping as the men carrying the giant gold-painted sculpture of Chris’s bare torso clip it on the door frame on their way out. ‘Everything is going perfectly to plan and we are on schedule.’

‘Are you sure? I heard something about Ren having a meltdown…’

I scan the room of staff scurrying around, wondering who blabbed to Chris’s people. If any of this leaks to the press, it wouldn’t be a good look for us.

‘A major exaggeration,’ I assure him. ‘He’s currently at the spa enjoying a massage, so whoever your source is, they’re mistaken.’

Through the window, I spot Sam crossing the road towards the venue carrying a clothes bag and closely dodging the elbow of one of the men lifting the torso sculpture into the back of a van. She stops to ogle it before continuing on her way.

‘Okay, I’ll choose to believe you,’ Chris says, his voice more relaxed now.

‘Wise decision. Tonight is going to be perfect, I promise.’

‘With you in charge, I have no doubt about that.’

Leaning back against the wall, I smile into the phone. Sam is wandering into the middle of the room now, dodging out the way of everyone and craning her neck to look for me. Her eyes finally land on me and she brightens. I wave her over.

‘Uh, Chris, I have to go,’ I say a little reluctantly.

‘I’ll see you tonight,’ he says.

‘See you tonight. Can’t wait.’

As Sam reaches me, I hang up and pull her in for a hug.

‘Gosh, it’s all going on in here,’ she observes, pulling back from me with a wide grin. ‘Sorry to disturb your call. Anyone important?’

‘Chris Courtney,’ I admit, sliding my phone back into my pocket.

She gawps at me. ‘Not him personally. Oh my God, you talk to the man himself ?’

‘It’s been necessary during this campaign,’ I reason, a little flustered. ‘Much easier to talk direct than keep passing messages through someone.’

‘Jesus, no wonder you were smiling so big then. He might just be the sexiest man on the planet. Such a shame he’s married.’ She hesitates. ‘By the way, was that a sculpture of his body I saw out there?’

‘One of two sculptures, yes.’

‘Why is it being taken away?’ she whines, appalled.

‘Ren’s decided he doesn’t want opulence, he wants minimalism. No flowers, no performers, no sculptures.’ I gesture at all the staff running around us like sweaty, frenzied ants. ‘Tonight is going to look a little different than we’ve been planning.’

‘Shit.’ She exhales the air from her cheeks. ‘You got this handled?’

‘Of course.’

‘One day, you’ll look back and laugh. When you feel like you want to run away and hide, just remember that. One day, you’ll laugh about it all,’ she advises.

Sam is no stranger to demanding bosses and intense fashion-industry dramas. The editorial assistant for glossy magazine, Studio, she has had her fair share of smoothing dilemmas and soothing divas. We met a while ago when she called in a last-minute favour for a shoot. Ren was so excited to feature in Studio that he sent me across London in a heatwave to the warehouse hosting the photoshoot carrying a huge selection of clothes only for the editor to decide on one tie and that was it. Sam brought me a bottle of water while I sat to one side, gearing up to get on the sweaty Tube again, and made me feel better by telling me about the time she was asked by a celebrity they were working with to get a specific salad from a specific shop in North London. She went all the way there to find they were closed on Mondays. When she got back with a different salad, the celebrity in question looked at it and said, ‘Where the fuck is the couscous?’

It was the kind of silly story that connects you for life. Bonding over the shitty aspects of our jobs, Sam and I have been best friends ever since and whenever we order food together, we’ll look at each other’s plates and say in unison, ‘Where the fuck is the couscous?!’

It’s a weird in-joke that is somehow hilarious every time.

‘Here,’ she says, handing over the clothes bag she’s carrying. ‘For tonight.’

‘Thank you,’ I gush, clutching it to my chest. ‘You’re a lifesaver.’

‘Hey, it’s no problem. Whenever you need something from the fashion closet, don’t hesitate to ask,’ she says, putting her hands on her hips. ‘I’ve put a couple of options in there. Both black as you requested but both gorgeous. You’re going to look hot.’

‘Thank you, thank you. I did have something planned but when Ren changed the vibe to chic and minimalist, I realised that green might not fit so well.’

‘Green does look amazing with your red hair,’ she says enviously.

Sam has nothing to be envious about, though. She is drop-dead gorgeous with long, blonde hair, tall, slender frame, flawless make-up and an immaculate sense of style which matches with her job description. You can tell Sam works in fashion. I’m constantly having to call in favours with her to dress me from Studio’s fashion cupboard for these events. I don’t know how much time I’ll have to get ready for tonight and whether I’ll even be able to get home beforehand. I may have to change in a cubicle here and it’s unlikely I’ll be able to do much more than attempt to tame my wavy, auburn hair into some kind of loose updo, top up the foundation over my freckles and smudge some eyeliner round my light-brown eyes, disguising tiredness with a smoky effect.

‘How are you feeling about tonight?’ Sam asks.

‘Nervous,’ I admit. ‘Nothing can go wrong.’

‘Nothing will go wrong. And if it does, you’ll work out a way to style it out.’

‘There will be lots of paparazzi here so styling it out may not be an option.’

‘Chris Courtney does attract a crowd,’ she muses, before gesturing at the action going on around us. ‘But look at all this. You’ve done this, Ash. All that hard work is going to pay off and when tonight goes off without a hitch, you can proudly say it was all because of you.’

‘I hope so,’ I say on an exhale.

She pulls me into another hug, keeping hold of my shoulders as she pulls away. ‘You’ve got this. I have to go back to work but I’ll see you later.’

‘Don’t be late.’

‘Please! The Studio crowd are likely to be the first to arrive, we’re so excited,’ she assures me. ‘Oh, quick question, no biggie: are those sculptures I saw for sale?’

I can’t stop a smile. ‘They will be.’

‘Uh-huh. And they’re an exact replica of Chris Courtney’s body?’

‘An enlarged likeness of his bare torso, yes.’

‘Uh-huh. And, out of interest, how can one purchase said feats of creation?’

‘The artist was planning on auctioning them off from tomorrow. I have to call her to let her know that they’ll no longer be on display for the event tonight, though, so I’m not sure how well that’s going to go down.’

‘Oh, I think she’ll have no problem finding them a good home even so.’

I grin at her. ‘See you tonight, Sam.’

‘Remember,’ she says, backing away from me and almost walking straight into someone carrying several LED glitter balloon lamps they’ve had to remove from the ceiling, ‘whatever the stress of today, you’ll laugh about it later.’

‘That a promise?’ I call out after her.

‘It’s a promise,’ she cries back, waving before disappearing through the door.

The moment she’s gone, I’m pounced on by someone needing my opinion on whether we still need the menus or if they should be scrapped altogether, whilst someone else asks what I want them to do with the artificial cherry-blossom decor and the gold palm trees.

By the time the event starts, I’m drained, exhausted, and terrified that we won’t pull this off. Sam was right: tonight is down to my hard work the past few weeks and if it goes well, everyone will know that I was behind it. They’ll also know that if everything goes wrong, too. But I do my best to mask my nerves with a warm smile, on hand to welcome the crowds of VIP guests filtering into his exclusive party. Everyone knows the moment Chris arrives because there’s an eruption of noise from the swarm of paparazzi gathered outside, the frenzy of flashing bulbs from their cameras lighting up the windows. I straighten, my mouth dry, heart racing. Here we go.

As he breezes through the door, a cheer goes up and Ren glides over to greet him accompanied by a round of applause. The two of them shake hands, smiling at the room, posing for photos and soaking up the attention of their adoring fans.

Chris catches my eye and breaks into a wide, disarming smile.

And just like that, everything feels okay.





Two

The next morning, as I wait for my two soya flat whites in the coffee shop next to the office, I’m in a great mood. Last night could not have gone better. Despite the chaos in the lead-up to it, everything went smoothly. The food and drinks went down a storm, the atmosphere was fun and exciting, the venue was packed, and from the snippets I heard from those that matter who were there last night, Ren’s new collection was admired. I had no doubt that this partnership with Chris Courtney was going to do wonders for both their careers.

‘He’s Wimbledon’s answer to David Beckham,’ an editor proclaimed to Ren yesterday, and from the way everyone was clambering to speak to him at the party, I’d say she has a point.

Collecting my coffee order when it’s called out, I stroll to the office with a spring in my step. I punch the code into the door and push inside, waiting for the lift and smiling as I think about the night before. The first sense I have that something is up is the greeting I receive from the intern as I pass her desk.

‘Morning, Natalia,’ I say brightly.

She glances up and goes bright red.

‘Uh… hi,’ she says, looking uncomfortable.

I notice her glance to the person to her left. They share a smirk.

That’s weird, I think, but continue to my desk which is by Ren’s office at the back.

Things only get stranger on my journey. I notice a ripple of whispers and even some snickering, as though everyone is in on a joke I’ve missed. Placing the coffees down on my desk, I take off my jacket and hang it over my chair, growing more and more confused at the way people are glancing over at me. I stealthily check the mirror on my desk to make sure I don’t have anything on my face, but confirm I’m all good.

‘Hey, Raff,’ I say, catching our branding manager as he passes my desk, ‘what’s going on this morning?’

He stops and stares at me, baffled. ‘You… you haven’t seen it?’

‘Seen what?’

His eyes widen with horror and he opens his mouth to say something but is interrupted by Ren, who barks my name from his office, making both of us jump.

‘Get in here,’ Ren orders, disappearing again.

The blood in my veins goes cold. Ren should be in a good mood after the success of last night. I have to say I was expecting a little more praise from everyone today. Something has definitely happened and now I don’t have time to check my phone to find out what it is before facing Ren. I’m unprepared for whatever tantrum is coming my way, so I’m just going to have to wing it. Grabbing his coffee, I step around my desk and shuffle in to his office. He’s waiting for me, perched on the edge of his desk, a cloud of misery descended over his expression. As I come in, he lifts his eyes to look at me in despair.

‘Shut the door,’ he says through gritted teeth.

I do so before holding out his coffee. He doesn’t take it. I slowly lower my hand.

What the fuck is with everyone?

‘Is everything all right?’ I ask, my brain racing to provide an explanation for this strange atmosphere I’ve walked blindly into today.

Maybe there’s been a bout of food poisoning amongst all the guests this morning that I’m unaware of. Did someone come to the party last night who wasn’t supposed to be there? Maybe there’s a scathing review of the collection.

‘Is everything all right?’ Ren repeats in a hoarse voice, looking at me as though I’ve lost my mind. ‘Is everything all right? Ash, how could you do this to me?’

‘Do what?’

Closing his eyes, he sighs. ‘You haven’t seen it.’

‘No. What haven’t I seen?’ I ask impatiently.

His eyes flashing open, Ren picks up his phone. The page he needs is already up on his screen so he just hands it out to me. Putting his coffee down on the table by the sofa, I step across his office to take his phone from him. It’s a picture from last night that’s been posted on social media. I gasp, my hand flying to cover my mouth in disbelief.

It’s a perfectly clear shot of Chris Courtney kissing me up against the back door in the alleyway behind the venue of last night’s event.

‘Oh my God,’ I whisper, my heart pounding so hard, my ears are ringing and my breath running short and shallow.

This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.

Numb with shock, I scroll through the comments beginning to spread through social media about it. Reporters are feasting on the scandal of the sordid affair between the married tennis star and junior fashion assistant, promising exclusive details if people click on the links provided. Disapproving comments are appearing thick and fast.

Suddenly feeling like I might throw up, I shove Ren’s phone back into his grasp and clutch at my stomach, stumbling backwards as though someone had physically punched me in the gut and wishing I had something to balance myself on as my knees feel weak. Ren watches on silently as I fumble back across the room to sink down on the sofa.

‘I can explain,’ I say weakly, pushing my hair back from my face as my forehead grows moist with sweat. I don’t know where to begin.

It’s been a whirlwind with Chris. Things have moved quickly but intensely, both of us falling faster and harder than we could have imagined. Contrary to what the headlines are saying, he’s not married. Or, rather, he soon won’t be. He’s getting a divorce, but the problem is, no one knows that yet. He and his almost-ex-wife haven’t wanted it to play out publicly, but they’ve been separated for a while.

He told me everything the first time we went for a drink together; he’d had a meeting with Ren that day in a restaurant in West London and, once Ren had left in the taxi I’d called him, Chris and I were walking in the same direction and got chatting. I’ve never felt so at ease in someone’s company so quickly. He is funny, charming, interesting and captivating. Even though he was separated, I was wary of getting involved with someone in a complicated situation, but it was hard to keep my distance. I couldn’t help falling for him.

We decided it was best to keep things secret because of the delicacy surrounding his divorce proceedings and also the threat the relationship posed to my job. But last night, having spent the entire party acting professionally around each other, our willpower broke and we found a moment to sneak outside the back.

I thought we were alone. But someone saw.

Ren is so incensed, he doesn’t seem to want to hear my explanation.

‘Do you know how long I have worked on this collection?’ he seethes, his knuckles growing white as they grip the edge of his desk. ‘Do you know how much blood and sweat and tears has gone into this?’

‘Ren—’ I begin, but he cuts me off.

‘You have put my entire career at risk!’ he bellows. ‘How could you do this to me?’

‘It wasn’t… we didn’t…’

‘You have ruined everything. Everything!’

‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean for this to happen. No one was supposed to know.’

‘Oh, that makes it okay then!’ he cries, pushing himself away from the desk to go stand by the window. ‘No one is talking about my clothes. No one,’ he says, spinning around to look at me accusingly. ‘I finally get someone as big as Chris Courtney to put his name with mine and no one gives a flying fuck! All they care about is that he’s screwing my assistant!’

I wince at the blunt language, my hands trembling in my lap.

‘What were you thinking?’ he hisses. ‘Were you drunk last night? Is that it?’

‘No, no, I wouldn’t… I was working,’ I say hurriedly. ‘This thing with Chris, it’s not… nothing. We have something together. Something real.’

He stares at me, looking more perplexed than before. ‘What? Ashley, he’s married.’

‘No, he’s not. Er, I can’t go into too many details, but he’s separated. No one knows; it’s still a secret.’ I swallow, my heart racing. ‘Ren, I’m so sorry about last night. It was unprofessional and… stupid. I promise I’ll talk to Chris and we can work out a plan to ensure that this whole thing blows over and the focus is fully back to your clothing line.’

Ren exhales and slumps against his desk.

‘Ashley, you know I have to fire you,’ he states with a wave of his hand, like he’s swatting away a fly that’s come too close to his face and is becoming distracting.

‘Fire me?’ I repeat in disbelief. ‘I understand you’re cross and I’m sorry that I went behind your back, but if—’

‘I can’t work with you anymore, Ashley; I can’t trust you,’ he emphasises. ‘You have humiliated me, you have humiliated my brand, and you have humiliated yourself. Your actions have been deeply unprofessional. You can’t possibly carry on here.’

My jaw hanging open, I don’t know what to say.

‘I recommend you go home and… keep your head down for a while,’ he continues wearily. ‘I imagine things will get worse for you before they get better.’

I should fight back and remind him how much I’ve done for him, how heavily he and this entire office relies on me, but I think I’m still in too much shock over the picture. I wasn’t prepared for the story to break yet and I’m finding it difficult to process the consequences. Rising slowly and shakily to my feet, I exit his office without saying another word. On autopilot, I pick up my bag and coat from my desk and begin the embarrassing walk back to the lift, trying to ignore the whispers and pointed looks that follow me as I go, my face on fire. In the lift, I muster the courage to check my phone to find hundreds of messages waiting for me across WhatsApp, email, text and my social media platforms. I can’t believe how fast this has spun out of control. The photograph wasn’t posted that long ago, but in the time it took for me to leave my flat and get to work, my life has blown up. Amongst the growing list of unread WhatsApps from friends and family, there’s one name I look for but it’s not there. No messages from Chris yet.

When I walk out onto the street, I suddenly feel overwhelmingly vulnerable, terrified that anyone who looks my way has seen the picture and knows who I am. Deciding I can’t handle the Tube, I order an Uber and once it arrives, I get in and start scrolling through social media, the horror of it all beginning to sink in. As I read through what people are saying, I sink lower in my seat, wanting to disappear altogether.

Gold-digging slut. Homewrecker. Pathetic social climber. No integrity or morality. Shame on her! Not a girl’s girl. She’ll get what she deserves.

It’s not fair. They don’t know the truth. It looks bad, but it’s not. I usually consider myself to have quite thick skin, but some of the comments filtering through are personal attacks that no one would be immune to. A tear rolls down my cheek as I exit social media and lower my phone to my lap. I comfort myself by thinking about how remorseful all these people will feel once they know the truth. I feel bad that Chris will have to talk about his divorce publicly before he’s ready and I honestly am sorry that he and his ex-wife will have to suffer the attention they were hoping to avoid, but once that’s out in the open, at least Chris and I won’t have to put up with these unwarranted attacks on our characters.

‘We haven’t done anything wrong,’ I whisper out loud to myself, gazing out the window as my Uber driver battles the city’s traffic.

Once everyone knows that, everything will be okay. Ren may regret firing me so quickly. He’s definitely going to regret losing me when he realises how much I dealt with every day.

My phone vibrates with a phone call and my heart jumps, but it’s not Chris. It’s my mum. I can’t face her questions, not now, so I let it ring out. I want to turn off my phone completely, but I want to hear from him. He’ll have seen this by now, or at least his publicity team will have. I message him, asking him to call me.

When I get back to my flat, he still hasn’t replied. He hasn’t read it. I send him another. When I check a bit later in the day, the messages remain unread. Looking again late morning, I find his profile picture has disappeared from his WhatsApp. I message him to ask what’s going on, but it only shows one grey tick. My messages aren’t delivering. I call him but it doesn’t connect. I try again. It still won’t connect.

He’s blocked me.

*

The next day, Chris Courtney uploads a statement to his Instagram:


I have taken the time to reflect on my actions, so I can come to terms with everything that has happened in the last couple of days.

First and foremost, I would like to apologise to my wife, who I love more than anything in the world. I am so sorry for putting her in this situation. One incredibly stupid, spontaneous and drunken moment has caused the person I love to suffer unbearable pain and undeserved embarrassment, and I deeply regret my irresponsible and selfish behaviour. I am so ashamed that I have hurt Rachel and those close to us.

I would like to apologise to her and everyone who feels let down by my drunken, foolish mistake. We will continue to deal with this in our own way and we kindly ask for you to respect our privacy. Thank you to all my fans for the love and support. You have no idea how much it has meant to me during this difficult time for my family.

Chris x







Three

Ash

Have you seen the new photos?

The ones of him and his wife in the park

Sam

Strolling hand in hand?

Putting on a front of being a perfect couple?

Days after he was caught cheating?

Yes, I’ve seen those

Their fakeness made me want to puke

It’s a publicity stunt

Anyone can see through it

Ash

I’m such an idiot

Sam

We’ve discussed this

You are not the idiot here

HE is the idiot

He is more than an idiot

He’s a disgusting cowardly prick

And if I ever see him I’m going to kick him in the balls

If he even has any balls

Which I doubt

Ash

How could I have been so stupid?

I believed every lie he told me

Sam

Anyone would have done the same!

Ash, this isn’t your fault

Ash

Actually it is my fault

I got caught up in an idea of him

I didn’t know him at all

I’m so embarrassed

Sam

Let me come over tonight and cheer you up?

Or we could go out for dinner? My treat

Ash

In Sainsbury’s earlier, a woman tutted at me

I was reaching for some chopped tomatoes

And she TUTTED at me

I’m nationally hated

It will be a while before I can go out for dinner

Sam

It’s been a few days now, Ash

It might be good for you to get out the flat for a bit

Ash

You know he hasn’t messaged or called

Not once

I lost my job

My reputation is destroyed

And people tut at me in supermarkets

While he strolls happily with his wife through leafy parks

He hasn’t even messaged me to break up officially

Sam

He’s a coward Ash

The lowest of the low

I’m so sorry he did this to you

I hate him

And I meant what I said when I came over the other day

One day, karma will bite him in the arse

Ash

I can’t believe how naïve I was

The biggest fool in the world

And everyone knows it

Sam

You didn’t do anything wrong!!

You fell for a guy who told you he was single!!

HE IS THE FOOL

Ash

He is a family man who made a mistake

According to what I’ve read

I’m the bad guy

Sam

Stop reading all the shit out there

Miserable people comment miserable things

They don’t know you

They don’t know anything

WE know the truth, that’s what matters

Like I said, what goes around comes around

You’ll come out of this stronger

Ash

It doesn’t feel like it

Sam

I know it doesn’t feel like it now

But this could be a good thing

You should have quit that job ages ago

Ren never appreciated you

If it makes you feel any better,

I hear he’s falling apart without you

Have you looked at any jobs?

Ash

No

Too busy feeling sorry for myself

Sam

I can ask around if you like?

Ash

Thanks but no one will want me now

Oh

I’ve got to go, someone’s at the door

Sam

Call me whenever you need

I’ll come see you soon xxxx

When the doorbell goes, for a fleeting, hopeful moment, I wonder if it might be Chris here to apologise, offer an explanation and beg my forgiveness.

‘Ashley, it’s me,’ comes Mum’s crisp voice over the intercom. ‘Let me in before I shove this guy’s camera lens up his—’

I buzz open the door before she can finish her sentence. The last thing we need on top of the Chris Courtney drama is my mum getting arrested for smashing a reporter’s camera. I’m surprised there are any paps still lurking outside my building. The majority of them have given up hope of getting a picture considering I’ve refused to emerge into daylight since the story broke, except for that one Sainsbury’s trip which I instantly regretted. But I suppose now that those photos of Chris and his wife playing happy families have been published today, people are keen to see my reaction so the photographers have returned.

I wait by the door until I hear Mum’s footsteps on the stairs getting closer and then open it for her, letting her breeze past me laden with shopping bags, her Jo Malone perfume wafting over me as she goes by. I follow her into the kitchen as she plonks the bags down on the kitchen counter before turning to take me in. She puts her hands on my arms and gives me a good look up and down.

‘Uh-oh,’ she concludes.

‘Thanks, Mum, always a great comfort to have you here,’ I grumble, wriggling free of her grasp and going to slump back on the sofa where I’ve set up camp the last few days.

‘Have you been eating?’ she demands to know.

‘I haven’t got much of an appetite.’

‘You have to eat otherwise you’ll die,’ she says bluntly.

‘Very profound.’

‘I mean it, Ash; it’s important. What do you feel like? I got you… well,’ she gestures at the shopping bags, ‘everything. I wasn’t sure what you might want.’

‘Nothing.’

‘We’ll go easy then. I’ll make you some toast. Butter and jam?’ she suggests, beginning to unload the contents of the bags onto the counter.

I shrug.

‘Butter and jam it is. I got you Tiptree,’ she says smugly.

Mum grew up in Witham, Essex, which is down the road from Tiptree. She determines the quality of a hotel on whether it serves Tiptree jam with breakfast. If it does, she’s happy. If it doesn’t, she won’t trust it.

I watch as she busies herself, her natural high level of energy making me feel even more exhausted and useless than before. She’s wearing an all-black tailored three-piece suit and towering heels.

‘Are those Manolos?’ I ask, squinting at her footwear.

‘Yes, they are,’ she replies, opening the fridge. ‘Everyone at work has been pissing me off this week so I’ve been trying to dress with a come-near-me-and-die sort of vibe.’

I almost manage a smile at that.

Ever since I can remember, Mum has never taken any crap from anyone. She is the toughest, smartest person I know. Nothing seems to faze or panic her. She has a get-on-with-it attitude and works harder than anyone, which makes her a brilliant TV producer. She’s never been a cuddly, emotional sort of mum, and I have to admit that there have been times that I wished she were. But I love that she says it how it is and she’s not afraid of anyone, whoever they are. Mum has always worked long hours – she knew no one in the TV business when she started out and was never given any help along the way to get a foot in the door, so she’s had to earn every step forward she got. I admire her work ethic and wish I had that kind of drive, although I think it helps if you know what you’re driving towards.

When she’s done making the toast, she marches over and places the plate down on the coffee table, insisting I take a bite while she sits down on the chair opposite.

‘How are you feeling today?’ she asks as I chew, flicking her thick mane of impossibly glossy brown hair behind her shoulder.

I get my hair colour from my dad, whose family were all redheads. I don’t have much to do with my father. He and Mum had what she likes to call a ‘tumultuous’ relationship. They got married quickly after meeting and had my older brother, Jasper. Dad left and they divorced. They were on and off again for a bit, then off for a long time. Then they were back on again briefly which resulted in me.

I remember at one point in my childhood, I got lost in this silly romantic notion that the reason they kept coming back together was because they were meant to be. But I grew up and realised that I wouldn’t want that at all. My father is ambitious and selfish, and although I have no ill-will towards him – Jasper and I have never needed anyone but Mum – he’s not cut out to be a dad or a life partner. He travels as much as possible, is never in one place for long, and as far as I know, Mum has been the only serious relationship he’s ever considered.

He currently works as a reporter in Hong Kong and every now and then will send me messages to check in. It took him over a day to realise I was playing a starring role in the UK media recently, but I did eventually hear from him. He said he hoped I was all right, to keep my chin up and had I seen the latest Crystal Palace football score – the team were doing surprisingly well. I think of all the things he left behind here in England, my dad misses the football more than he misses anything or anyone else.

Under Mum’s watchful gaze, I swallow my mouthful of toast.

‘I’m okay,’ I say in answer to her question. ‘The same, really. I haven’t heard anything from Chris still.’

‘I told you you’re not going to,’ she says. ‘His publicity team will be strongly advising against any contact, and I imagine his wife may have set down some rules, too. Plus, he’s a spineless shithead who doesn’t deserve you in his life.’ Mum glances around my flat and sighs. ‘I don’t know why you’re not staying with me, Ash. I don’t like you being here on your own while this is going on.’

‘I like my own space,’ I reason, not giving the full details which is: I like to be on my own so I can rage and cry and drink and check my phone a million times without any judgement. ‘I want to handle this myself.’

‘Yes, but there’s no harm in leaning on people,’ says Mum, who has never leant on anyone her whole life. ‘I don’t think it’s healthy you being cooped up here with nothing to do. You need something to distract yourself from it all.’

I snort. ‘I can hardly apply for jobs right now. People hate me.’

‘You’re not hated; people like to sling mud to feel better about themselves, it’s pathetic,’ Mum says. ‘And I wasn’t necessarily talking about getting a job.’

‘I’m not really in the mood to take up a new hobby, Mum,’ I mutter, attempting another bite of toast.

‘This is not going to define you, Ash. This is one guy. You will move on, I promise.’

‘Will everyone else, though?’ I counter miserably. ‘This story is going to haunt me forever. Stuff online doesn’t disappear. I will always be the girl who Chris Courtney cheated on his wife with.’

‘Sometimes, things that feel like the end can also mark a beginning.’

I narrow my eyes at her. ‘Are you repeating stuff that people say on your show?’

‘Yes, a life coach said that to one of our viewers last week who called in about her business folding.’ Mum tilts her head at me. ‘It’s a positive way of thinking.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m not ready to think positively about any of this.’

She watches me carefully and then straightens, as though she’s had an idea. ‘You know what I think? I think you need a change of scenery. You need to get away from everything, go somewhere where this doesn’t feel like such a big deal, somewhere that doesn’t have reporters jumping out at you and lurking around your door, forcing you inside. The city can feel… claustrophobic. This is the perfect time to get away.’

‘Yeah, because I’m dumped and unemployed,’ I mutter gloomily.

‘You’re free,’ Mum counters, ‘to do whatever the hell you want.’

‘Where am I going to go? I don’t want to go on holiday on my own, that will make me feel lonelier,’ I reason. ‘Although…’

Mum sits up. ‘What? What are you thinking?’

‘Nothing. Jasper messaged me, that’s all, and said I could stay with him for a bit.’

She brightens. ‘Of course! Why didn’t I think of that? It’s perfect. He lives in a beautiful part of the country. There’s no one better to look after you than your brother.’

Jasper is my older brother by quite a gap – ten years in fact – and runs an idyllic country pub in Sussex that he owns with Mum. We speak a lot, but don’t get to see each other as much as we’d like. Managing a successful business takes up most of his time and I was always busy here in the city managing Ren. But since the Chris story exploded, he’s been calling often and messaging in the hope of persuading me to come visit. He’s a classic country bumpkin in that he thinks the answer to any problem is… the countryside.

‘Country air, long walks, nature,’ Mum rattles off. ‘Very healing.’

‘I guess it would be nice to get away and go somewhere a bit more low-key with fewer people around to tut at me in supermarkets,’ I admit, rubbing my forehead as the idea grows more tempting the more I think about it.

‘Who is tutting at you in supermarkets?’ Mum asks before dismissing it with a wave of her hand. ‘Never mind. Message Jasper now and ask whether he’s happy for you to come tomorrow. I can help you pack.’

‘I can pack myself, Mum,’ I insist, picking up my phone, typing out a message to him and pressing send. I put my phone down again. ‘It’s fine. You don’t need to—’

I’m interrupted by my phone vibrating with a reply from him already.

‘Wow. He says my room is ready and waiting. That was quick.’ I glance up to find Mum beaming at me, delighted with the way this has played out. ‘Guess I’m off to Sussex.’

‘Fantastic.’ She inhales deeply. ‘I have a very good feeling about this, Ash.’



OEBPS/xhtml/00_Nav.xhtml


  Contents


  
    		Cover


    		Halftitle Page


    		Series Page


    		Title Page


    		Dedication Page


    		Contents


    		Prologue


    		Chapter One


    		Chapter Two


    		Chapter Three


    		Chapter Four


    		Chapter Five


    		Chapter Six


    		Chapter Seven


    		Chapter Eight


    		Chapter Nine


    		Chapter Ten


    		Chapter Eleven


    		Chapter Twelve


    		Chapter Thirteen


    		Chapter Fourteen


    		Chapter Fifteen


    		Chapter Sixteen


    		Chapter Seventeen


    		Chapter Eighteen


    		Chapter Nineteen


    		Chapter Twenty


    		Chapter Twenty-One


    		Chapter Twenty-Two


    		Chapter Twenty-Three


    		Chapter Twenty-Four


    		Chapter Twenty-Five


    		Chapter Twenty-Six


    		Chapter Twenty-Seven


    		Chapter Twenty-Eight


    		Chapter Twenty-Nine


    		Chapter Thirty


    		Chapter Thirty-One


    		Chapter Thirty-Two


    		Epilogue


    		Acknowledgements


    		About the Author


    		An Invitation from the publisher


    		eCopyright


  




  
    		i


    		ii


    		iii


    		v


    		vi


    		1


    		2


    		3


    		4


    		5


    		6


    		7


    		8


    		9


    		10


    		11


    		12


    		13


    		14


    		15


    		16


    		17


    		18


    		19


    		20


    		21


    		22


    		23


    		24


    		25


    		26


    		27


    		28


    		29


    		30


    		31


    		32


    		33


    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  




Guide



		Cover


		Halftitle Page


		Title Page


		Dedication Page


		Prologue: Thirteen Years Ago


		One











OEBPS/img/halftitlepage.jpg
Frlo Fever





OEBPS/img/titlepage.jpg
Folo Fever

KATHERINE REILLY

HEAD
FZEUS

An Aria Book





OEBPS/img/cover.jpg





