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            BAIT DEFINITION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BAIT 

        Definition

         

        1.               Put on a hook or in a trap to entice.

         

        2.               Deliberately annoy or taunt (someone).

         

        Once upon a time the fucked-up world claimed a new victim. The only way to survive was to fight back. But the past has a nasty habit of not staying there, and sometimes the good guys have to go B.A.D.

        - Anthony Warren.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lola

      

      

       

       

      Those hours are forever burned into my brain.

      A living nightmare I'll never wake up from.

      The worst thing is I can't tell a soul. Because my sister and my mother would die inside if they knew the truth about the hours when I was missing.

      Instead, I'll try to put one foot in front of the other each day. Try to go one step further towards living my life. But nightmares threaten to drag me back under as they remind me of my kidnapping and the events that followed.

      It's ridiculous, but the man I now know as Ant rescued me from that situation and he rescues me from my nightmares sometimes, bursting into my dreams and taking me away.

      But there's no one in real life that can do that.

      So I'll wear a mask that looks like I'm doing okay, while inside I'm living in pain.
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      I have too much time on my hands and my mind likes to fill the empty time by replaying everything over and over. I'm trying to read a book, trying to relax enough to fall asleep, but I'm wasting my time. The only thing that helps me sleep these days is sheer exhaustion and help from alcohol and spliffs.

      "Keep in touch!" I shouted at my friend, Kenzie, as I made my way out of uni. We'd just sat our final accountancy exam. I was a free woman. Well, until the results came in, where I'd hopefully passed and could then apply for jobs.

      "Yeah, you too, Jade." She shouted back. "Fingers crossed we pass."

      Jade.

      The fake name I’d now been known as for several years. My mum and I had left our home in New York and moved back to London where she was from when I was younger because of problems with my dad. He was a bastard and when he'd found out my sister, Anna, wasn't his after she had an accident, it wasn't safe for us to stick around NYC. Anna worked for him and despite her not being his biological daughter, she stayed.

      I might have been young, but I wasn't stupid. If we'd had to leave and come to London, then him keeping Anna couldn't have meant anything good.

      When she escaped herself, and we all moved in together, she told us he'd used her in frauding businesses. My mother was horrified, but as I looked at the expressions that passed between them, I knew that somehow there'd been an agreement that Anna would stay in NYC to keep me safe. I knew that the dark shadows that lived behind Anna's face were borne of more than fraud, and I wondered exactly what she'd endured for my survival.

      I was about to get a clue.

      We didn't live in the best area in London. Trying to hide from Thomas De Loughrey meant dark corners and less than salubrious surroundings. And it was from a dark corner that two men came from behind me and bundled me into a car.

      I never even got a chance to scream into the streets.

      A hand around my mouth, and the shock of being tipped backwards. Thrown into the back seat and away, before I had time to make the noise that might have saved me from what came next. But as my mouth opened and I finally made the sound, I saw who was driving the car.

      My father.

      And I knew that screaming was a complete waste of time.
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      The man I called my father is dead. The man who could be my father is dead.

      The answer to the question was destroyed in the clean-up operation, but would it make any difference to me anyway?

      Once I was Lola De Loughrey. Once I was Jade Hawley. Now I don't know who the fuck I am. My mother fusses around me, glad all her secrets are revealed. My sister confesses what my father did to her. Somehow, I'm supposed to forgive them because they suffered too.

      Now my sister is married and pregnant. Mrs. Tyler Ward. She's drawn a line under having ever been Lucia De Loughrey and kept the name Anna. She's happy. She wants me to be happy too, so in the morning I have an interview. As an intern for the accounts department at B.A.D. Inc.

      I'll be working with Anthony Warren.

      The only person in the world I might be able to trust, is the person who rescued me from that room that day and who cared for me. The one who rescues me from my nightmares.

      Anthony Warren will be my new boss.

      And I want to get the job.

      Not only because it can hopefully occupy my mind and distract me from my fucked-up memories, but because I know when I'm near him I'll feel safe.

      Dark-haired, brooding Anthony Warren picked me up like I weighed the same as a dandelion seed floating in the air and reassured me, as he carried me naked and shaking and took me to help, that everything would be all right.

      Perhaps I have some kind of messed-up hero worship going on, but I don’t think so. I'd like to think I just recognise a good man when I see one. God knows, I've experienced enough of the bad ones.

      Finally, with thoughts of Anthony in my mind, my eyes close until my phone alarm wakes me a few hours later.
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      I make it down my first cup of coffee before my sister is on the phone to me nagging. “Are you ready yet?”

      Double checking the clock, I see that there’s well over an hour until my interview. “I need to get dressed, but stop flapping, there’s loads of time.”

      “What if there’s traffic? We need to get there early so he knows you’re there. It shows willing.”

      I sigh. “It’s your husband’s company. Ty would get me a job there somewhere if Ant doesn’t want me.”

      “You can’t rely on the family connection. Those guys don’t work that way. Fuck them off and they’ll fuck you over, believe me.”

      I roll my eyes to myself but forgo the second cup of coffee I was going to have, to go and get myself ready to set off. I dress in the suit Anna insisted on buying for me, a dark navy-blue; add a white blouse and a pair of kitten heels. I feel awkward. I've spent weeks in my pyjamas.

      “Car’s here.” My mum shouts, and I realise I'm about to take a step back towards the real world.

      We have drivers everywhere now. I’m used to just getting on a bus. This life is alien to me. Anna doesn’t get that. She’s fallen into this like she belongs here and she does. The business and the billionaire lifestyle. She wears it as comfortably as her Louboutins.

      Well, she might now be Dolce and Gabbana, but I’m New Look and Primark.

      As I look in the hallway mirror before I take a step outside, I know that while my outside looks shiny and put together, I’m an inner mess of epic proportions. But I’ll do what I do best. Put one foot in front of the other and push my problems out of my mind. Forget the past, focus on the future. Forget those I left behind, forget what happened to me during my time with my daddy.

      Tyler Ward has a nickname, ‘The Fixer’, but he can’t fix me. I wouldn’t let him. He and Anna are the perfect recipe for love and I’m like salt. Try and press me for my contents and I’d spill out and ruin everything.

      Best to keep everything inside.
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      I’m in the car and on my way. I actually feel nervous and I don’t know if it’s the thought of having to actually work every day, to act like a normal person, or if it’s just the fact of seeing Ant.

      Anna’s back on the phone to me. “So, you need to get this on your own merit.” Jesus, my sister can witter on. “You need to show him you have brains.”

      “Anna. Please, for pity’s sake, can we talk about the honeymoon you’re about to go on? You’re making my nerves worse. If you carry on, I’ll not be able to get out of the car.”

      “Sorry, sorry. I’m just trying to help."

      “You can. Tell me more about your honeymoon so my nerves can die down a little."

      She tells me about the luxury location where they’re staying for a whole two weeks. It sounds blissful and I can’t help but think it will be blissful for me too. Two weeks without her nagging at me.

      Finally, I pull up and I walk through the building where security check why I’m here and then let me up in the lift to the reception where my sister is waiting for me. She rushes over and gives me a hug. Love looks good on her; she’s glowing.

      “Whoa, you look so good,” she says, looking me over.

      I raise a brow at her. Then again, every time she’s seen me of late, I’ve been largely unwashed.

      "Thank you. You really didn’t need to do this, you know?”

      “Oh, so you were applying for jobs yourself, were you?” she adds with sarcasm.

      I don't meet her eyes. “I was getting there.”

      “Of course you were, but we’ll consider this a head start, shall we?”

      She rambles on about us going back in the lift to the top floor where the Accounts Department resides, but I’m just taking in the luxury appearance of the B.A.D. building. I don’t know what I expected, but Christ, this place is really something. Sleek and polished, and that’s the staff as well as the building and furnishings.

      I can see Anna is staring at me and she’s biting her bottom lip. She’s nervous for me. This is what I hate. I don't have the energy to constantly reassure her that I'm okay, especially when it would be a lie.

      The lift opens and we exit. I follow Anna as she walks up to a couple of women, who again look the epitome of elegance. I feel myself sinking lower with every footstep and it’s not due to the thick pile of luxury carpeting that forms part of the decor.

      One of the women introduces herself as Rachel, Ant’s assistant, and she tells us to go through. She’s pretty and I can’t help wonder how much she’s assisted him with. I can feel myself instantly take a dislike to her because she might have fucked him.

      We both come to a stop outside his door when Ant’s voice booms through. 

      “You don’t get to just turn up here like this.”

      I turn and look at Anna, my eyes widening in a ‘what the fuck is kicking off here’ kind of way. This is the sort of outburst we used to get on the streets Mum and I lived in before, not what I’d expect to hear in the polished, perfect B.A.D. building.

      “Why? Don’t you want me, Dad?”

      Dad?

      Anthony has a kid? Anna never mentioned that, though why would she? She doesn’t know I’m crushing on my saviour.

      And then his ‘kid’ bursts through the door, and she’s not much of a kid at all. Her appearance is shocking for more reasons though than just her age. She hurtles past but not before I’ve seen a tear-stained, drained face. Her dark hair is everywhere and she looks like she’s been attacked. Her clothes are ripped. And while I think myself New Look, this girl is dressed like a hooker.

      Oh my god. Is that it? Is she not his kid at all but a hooker and he’s been playing out some bizarre daddy shit that just went wrong? Has my saviour turned out to be damned? Anna said the B.A.D. lot were fucked up, but this is more shades fucked up than the bruises on the girl.

      “Ellie, get back here.” Ant rushes to the door. His eyes rest on Anna and then me, like he forgot I was even coming. I feel crushed even though it’s ridiculous. He clearly has shit going on.

      “Fuck,” he bellows, before dropping his head into his hands. He turns back to his office and almost slams the door in our faces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ant

      

      

      

      I blow out a frustrated breath as a knock on my office door sounds out. I fucking told Rachel to hold all my calls and cancel my meetings. Who the fuck has she allowed through? 

      I’m not in the fucking mood for this. I haven’t been in a good mood since she decided to walk back into my life like she fucking belonged there and threw my world into turmoil. 

      I was quite happy watching everyone else’s drama unfold around me. I don’t need any of my own. 

      I know the five of us are a bunch of fuck ups, but with everything going on in their lives, I was beginning to feel like the normal one, like I’d been able to leave my fucking nightmare in the past where it belongs. But then she had to show her fucking face and deliver a blow I was not expecting. 

      “What?” I bark, but before the word even falls from my lips, the door is opening. Whoever it is on the other side clearly decided they didn’t feel they needed my permission to enter.

      Mistake number one. 

      This is my fucking office and I’m the one that makes all the rules. Just like with any of my previous assistants or receptionists, things are either done my way, or you find yourself out on your arse with no working security pass to get back in.

      The only person I intend on seeing today is Lola, Anna’s sister. Anna convinced me to interview her for an intern position seeing as she’s just graduated with an accountancy degree and is in need of a distraction from all the shit that went down. 

      I don’t need a new intern, but I could hardly say no. Anna’s one of us now. Our little unit of five fucked-up individuals seems to be growing faster than I know how to handle. First Deacon got himself whipped, and then Tyler by some fucking miracle bagged Anna. I’m still not sure how the lucky motherfucker went from demanding she suck my cock to putting a ring on it in a matter of weeks, but I guess that’s love for you. Turns you into a motherfucking fool. The exact reason why my interactions with women are about as well planned as my business deals. 

      The guys say I’m a dictator. I just say I like things done properly. I like order and I like routine. Neither of which I had in my former years, which is why I crave them now that I’m the one in control. 

      My fingers grip the pen in frustration as whoever is on the other side of the door seems to take forever to step inside. 

      The second she appears, it snaps. The plastic splintering in my grip. Shards piercing my skin.

      My heart races to the point my vision begins to blur. This can’t be right. I can’t be seeing who I really think I’m seeing. 

      No. No. No.

      This is a joke. What she told me was all lies. It has to be. I can’t accept it any other way. 

      “Get the fuck out of my office.” 

      I keep my eyes on the girl, praying this is just another one of her sick jokes. 

      Her dark hair is a mess, her equally as dark eyes red-rimmed and tired. Her make-up is smudged all over her face, but that’s not the most obvious thing about her. That would be the swelling, blood, and bruises that seem to cover every inch of her. 

      Her shirt is ripped, exposing her bra; and her fishnet tights are ruined, her skin grazed and bruised beneath. 

      Whatever she’s been through today has not been enjoyable, of that I’m sure. But she has no place here. She has no place in my organised and streamlined life. 

      I’ve no reason to believe any of the words that come from her mouth, although I can’t deny that the timings would probably be right. My stomach turns over at the thought. 

      I avoid thinking about that time of my life at all costs, but it’s not all that easy when it keeps appearing in front of my face. 

      A bitter laugh falls from the girl as a sinister smile curls at her lips.

      “Not until I get what I came for.”

      “You don’t get to just turn up here like this,” I bark. My fear about who she is and what she wants gets the better of me. 

      “Why? Don’t you want me, Dad?”

      Dad?

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I stand, my palms resting on the desk as my lips purse. 

      Taking a step towards her, she jumps backs in fright and pulls the door open before running as fast as she can.

      “Ellie, get back here,” I bellow, not needing her running around the offices looking like a beaten up fucking call girl.

      I storm through the door, praying that no one is out here to witness this, but to my horror, when I step outside my office, I find Anna staring at me with wide eyes, her lips parted in shock. Lola, her sister, stares off in the direction Ellie just ran. 

      This is not the ideal start to her interview. 

      “Fuck,” I shout, dropping my head into my hands and marching back into my room, slamming the door behind me. 

      I can’t deal with this. 

      It was bad enough she showed up and started attempting to blackmail me. But for her to send the girl who’s supposedly my daughter here, to my office. Christ

      This is seriously fucked-up. 

      I walk straight to my liquor cabinet and pull out the bottle of whiskey sitting at the back that I’d been saving for a special occasion. I’m sure meeting your long-lost daughter again and having her look like a cheap, beaten fucking hooker classes as such, right?

      I twist the top and forgoing the glasses sitting on the side, I lift the bottle to my lips. 

      The alcohol burns, but it’s not a match to the pain radiating from my chest. 

      I gave my life—almost— for that little girl. I had no idea she was mine. No fucking reason to suspect—exactly as she planned it— and even when she told me ‘the truth’ I didn’t believe her. I couldn’t. How could I have fathered a child when… I shudder even thinking about it. 

      Everything about that time in my life is so wrong, so surreal, that even I have trouble believing that it really happened some days. That is until I wake in the middle of the night, covered in sweat and feeling exactly like I did back then. 

      My stomach turns over and for a second I think I'm going to puke right there on my pristine ivory-coloured carpet. 

      Thankfully, the feeling subsides as my head continues to spin out of control. 

      I’ve got the bottle to my lips once again when the sound of my door opening hits my ears. 

      “Get the fuck out. I swear to fucking God I’ll—”

      My words are cut off when I find Lola closing the door behind me. 

      She looks different to the last time I saw her. For a start she’s fully dressed and put together. Her long, raven-coloured hair falls in soft waves just below her chin. Flicked black eyeliner and coats of mascara make her grey eyes more defined. She appears older than she did that night I carried her from the dingy hotel room with her wrapped in nothing but a sheet. 

      Although she looks older, she’s certainly not old enough to capture my attention. I prefer my women to be a little more… worldly, shall we say? 

      Lola is too young. Too innocent. Too much of a similar age to my newly discovered daughter. 

      My past resurfaces and my stomach turns over once again. 

      “A- are you okay?”

      “Who said you could come in?” I bark, not happy about anyone seeing me like this, let alone a girl I was about to interview for a job. 

      “U- um… n- no one. Your assistant went with Anna a- after your…” she trails off. “Is she really your daughter?” she asks, but it’s clear she regrets it the second the words are out of her mouth. Either that or she didn’t mean to say them aloud. Her eyes go wide with shock and she swallows nervously. 

      “Fuck knows. I don’t know what’s the fucking truth anymore.” I tip the bottle to my lips once more. 

      “Do you… um… think that’s a good idea?”

      “Who the fuck are you, the alcohol police? I’m not sure you’re really in any position to judge my life right now,” I spit. “The last thing I recall is that your life is the biggest shit show going.”

      She balks but despite her make-up, you can't miss the shadows she tries to hide under her eyes.  

      I feel like an arse for bringing up her own past, but she’s witnessing something right now that I wouldn’t even want my closest friends to see. 

      “You need to leave.”

      I take a step toward her in the hope I might look menacing enough that she’ll back away. Most women— hell, a lot of men— do almost instantly when I turn on them. But unlike them, she holds her ground. 

      “No.”

      “N- no?” I stutter, amazed by the gall of this bitch. 

      “I came here for an interview. So I expect you to interview me,” she sasses. 

      It’s not really necessary, I’d already decided that I was giving her a job. I knew all I needed to know about Lola. At least, I thought I did until she decided to go up against me. 

      I take another step towards her, staring down at her with my jaw set and my shoulders squared. 

      I try to keep everything that she just witnessed from my mind, but the anger, the disbelief, and the overriding knowledge that everything she told me is true refuses to leave me. 

      “Can you follow instructions, Lola?”

      “Yes. I’m good at following orders.”

      “Good.” I take another step toward her. The sweet floral scent of her perfume hits my nose and my mouth waters. “Are you loyal? Trustworthy? Reliable?”

      “I like to think so.”

      This time when I take a step toward her, she takes one back, only she doesn’t realise that she’s close to the door she closed, and she bumps up against it. An evil smile curls at my lips. She’s not as confident as she thinks she is. 

      “So you can keep a secret?”

      “I’ve got enough of my own,” she says quickly but clearly regrets it. “Shit,” she mutters. 

      I narrow my eyes at her wondering why she seems unable to keep her thoughts in her head. Is it me? Or is this a normal thing for little Lola? Her shock each time she admits something sure points to the former. It makes me wonder what other secrets I could get out of her. 

      I know she’s not talked about that night. Anna has said a couple of times that she’s concerned about her bottling it all up. 

      “Do I intimidate you, Lola?” I ask, changing tack. 

      She blinks at me for a moment, getting a little whiplash from my sudden change of subject. 

      “No. You can’t hurt me.”

      “Is that what you really think?” There are only a few inches between us now and I can’t deny that the feeling of her body heat seeping into my skin doesn't feel good. 

      Her eyes have darkened since I first locked on them and there’s a blush of colour on her cheeks. 

      “You rescued me. You’re not like them.”

      A menacing laugh falls from my lips. “Oh, Lola. That is where you are so very, very wrong.” I lean in so I can whisper in her ear. Her body tenses before me and her gasp of shock is deafening in the otherwise silent office. “Everything inside these walls is bad; very, very bad. Do you think you belong here, Lola?”

      She whimpers beneath me. She’s putty in my hands right now. She’s the ultimate distraction from my reality and I’ve no doubt she’d jump in with both feet should I lay a finger on her. 

      “Am I bad?” she asks, turning to look at me. 

      I pull back slightly. Our lips are only a whisper apart, our increased breaths mingling. 

      “I guess that’s for you to find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lola

      

      

      He’s inches away from me. In my personal space and looking down at me, his expression a mix of anger and… hunger? It’s my dream fantasies come true and I slowly move myself nearer to him and close the space between us. 

      I touch my mouth to his. Just rest it against his lips. Because I know his anger is not directed at me. He’s just a pan of boiling water threatening to run over the edge, and I know exactly how that feels. I can help him this time.

      There’s a pause and then his mouth takes mine hungrily. His hand is at the back of my hair, pulling me towards him.

      I sink into his embrace and my mind is recording every movement of his skin, his body against mine, because this is no dream, this is reality. Right now, Anthony Warren is devouring me and it’s not in a sweet 'Knight in Shining Armour' dream rescue mission way, it’s in a starving man way where I’m his next meal.

      His hand pulls my blouse out of my skirt and he smooths his fingers up from my waistband to my bra. He grasps my breast and I gasp against his mouth. I can feel my panties dampening and he’s only cupped my breast on the outside of the cup. I thrust my hips towards him. I’m needy. Oh so needy for his touch.

      A loud knock on the door has us springing apart.

      “Fuuck,” he growls, looking at me in… horror? And then he’s moving back towards me, trying to help me tuck my blouse back in.

      “I can do it. Go see who’s at the door.” I hiss. I’m annoyed that this got thwarted. I want him. My core is desperate and I’m left craving more of his touch. What would have happened if someone hadn’t come to the door?

      My sister steps through into the office, completely oblivious to the awkwardness and heavy breathing of the current residents.

      “She’s gone. We tried to get her to come back, but she took off. Is she really your daughter, Ant?”

      Ant scrubs a hand through his hair and then turns and swipes his whisky bottle. It flies off his desk. The glass hits the floor although it doesn’t break, liquid falling everywhere. His papers rain down in a storm of A4.

      “What do I do?” he yells in frustration to the air around him.

      Anna grasps my arm. “I’m going to get Ty. Stay and make sure he’s okay.” I nod and she leaves the room. 

      I step towards Ant, my thoughts that of putting my arms around him to calm him, to help… save him like he saved me. Maybe we can save each other?

      But when I step towards him, he takes a step away. His voice is a low growl. “I shouldn’t have touched you, Lola. I’m so sorry.”

      I’m about to tell him that it’s okay, that he can lose himself in me, but he carries on talking. 

      “The job is yours of course. If you still want it?”

      Of course I want it. The general office is within his view when the blinds to his room are open. I’ll be near the man who makes me feel safe and alive. And I’ll have a job where I can forget my ordeal for a time but I might also have a chance at freedom. Of getting my own place. Because I need out, but I don’t want to do so with a handout from my brother in law. I want to succeed on my own merit, to achieve something as Lola Hawley. I might not know who the fuck I am right now, my name indicative of the halfway place between my past identities, but I can travel a path to arrive somewhere where I feel I belong. That’s what I hope anyway.

      “Yes, I’d like the job.” I accept. “Are you sure you don’t want to re-interview me, when things are a little less… chaotic?”

      His eyes meet mine and he lets the truth hit them, his guard down. “I don’t think either of us does life without chaos. Do you?”

      I do a huff come laugh. “Yeah, that’s true enough. So, when do I start?”

      “What about now? I’d already organised for one of my team to come show you around and get you settled in. We may as well go ahead as planned. No sense in us both being derailed by my unscheduled appointment this morning.”

      I take a deep inhale. “If you want to talk about it—”

      “I don’t. Though I’m sure the minute Ty crashes through this doorway he’s going to demand answers. Anyway, you have enough secrets of your own, little Pandora.”

      “Pandora?”

      He nods. “Yes, you keep all your secrets within you, but at some point, little Pandora, they’ll all spill out, just like mine have this morning.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He moves closer and tilts my chin up with his fingertip. “Are you? Because you’ve yet to tell anyone, haven’t you, what happened while you were captive?”

      “There’s nothing to tell. You saw me. I was just strapped to a chair in a hotel room.”

      His eyes explore my face as if he can read what happened from the goose bumps marking my skin, but he drops his finger from my chin. “I’ve spent my whole life guarding my own secrets, little P. Your lies don’t wash with me. But I also understand not wanting to face them, to deal with them. Unfortunately, as you’ve seen this morning though, sometimes they come crashing into your life like a blown tyre on a motorway, threatening your very existence. So take care, little one.”

      “Stop calling me little.” Really. That’s all I have in my defence? Way to go, Lola. “I’m not some defenceless little girl. I’m a grown woman. And you know that because your fingers were trailing over my body not so long ago.”

      He hangs his head. “That was a mistake. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. It’s my defence mechanism to sink myself into a body instead of having to deal with shit. But you’re way too young for me, Lola, too innocent. I take my women older, much older.”

      “And how’s that worked out for you so far?” I get the courage to speak my mind when I’m around this man. 

      “It’s worked out just fine,” he says, walking away from me and moving behind his desk. He presses his intercom button. “Rachel, can you send Rob down.” The moment between us is completely severed as the businessman returns in front of my eyes. Face composed, he straightens his tie and gets ready to face the door and this Rob guy.

      I can’t help feeling disappointed that he didn’t say he was still busy and then fuck me across his desk.

      I’m not sure what exactly happened between the two of us here this morning, but I know I crave more of it.

      I’m pleasantly surprised when Rob walks in and introductions are made. He’s around his mid-twenties with wavy, slightly grown out blonde hair, green eyes, and a cheeky grin.

      Ant explains how I’ll be working under Rob’s supervision for the next week while I learn the ropes.

      “I promise I don’t bite,” Rob says and as I smile at him, I can feel Ant’s eyes on us. Hmm. He says this morning was a mistake, but he doesn’t seem all that happy at Rob’s friendly demeanour.

      Concentrate on the job now, I tell myself as Rob explains to me what we’ll be doing this morning. My mind runs on and on at the best of times and I have problems in stopping its constant inner chatter. Right now, I need to focus so I can grasp this opportunity with both hands. I can’t let my almost obsession with Anthony Warren interfere with the chance I have at independence.

      “I’m sure you don’t.” I laugh. “Okay, well, I’m ready when you are. So, let’s go.”

      I can feel Ant’s eyes on me and as my gaze hits his, for a moment I see they’re narrowed. Within a blink it’s gone. 

      “Thank you for the opportunity, Mr Warren.” I reach out my hand. He holds out his own and I shake it. He’s not the only one who can bring down a mask and switch his true feelings off.

      Rob opens the door for me and I step through. I’m just passing through the reception area when Tyler hurtles past me, my sister hot on his heels. She rolls her eyes at me.

      “I’ll call you when I get a minute,” she shouts as she goes past.

      “Looking like a busy morning for the B.A.D. bosses. Any gossip on what’s happening?” Rob asks.

      “Oh, nothing of any excitement unfortunately. Just an advertiser trying to renegotiate terms.” I lie.

      With that, I walk away from Ant’s office wishing I had a spy camera in the room.
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      Rob’s a really nice guy and the fact he’s easy on the eyes makes my first day that little bit easier. However, my mind continually wanders back to Ant. He stormed off shortly after Tyler went into his office. My sister sent me a text to say her and Ty were still going on their honeymoon at Ant’s insistence. When I asked how Ant was, she just said wondering how to deal with things and that was it. Now she’ll be on her way to St. Lucia. Two weeks of sun, sand, and sex. I could use a two-week relaxing break, but unfortunately for me, time to myself means time with my thoughts and that isn’t a relaxing place to be.

      “Thanks, Rob. For making my first day so easy,” I tell him. He flicks his blonde fringe out of his eyes. 

      “My pleasure, Lola. You’ve picked up everything really quickly, far quicker than I did when I started. I think you’ll fit right in here.”

      I smile. “Do you know, I’m actually looking forward to coming back tomorrow.”

      There’s a pause and I hope Rob knows I mean I enjoyed the work. I stand and reach for my bag.

      “Right, I’d better get home as I’ve arranged to have dinner with my mum.”

      Rob steps back. “Oh, right, okay. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, bye.” I give a little half wave as I leave.

      Rob is nice and seems interested in me, and with what he told me about his life, he seems… reliable and uncomplicated.

      You could do with someone like that. I tell myself.

      But my thoughts just return to the man of mystery who’s now my new boss. The one who has decided to nickname me little Pandora when his own secrets are like each brick of the Pyramids. Stacked together and no one knows how they were built.

      I walk into our home and the smell of pasta and garlic permeates the air, making my stomach grumble.

      “Hey, Lola, baby. How did your first day go?” My mum steps out into the hall, a tea-towel over her shoulder and a spatula in her hand. I’d sent her a text that I’d got the job and was staying at work.

      “Good, Mum, thanks. I think I’m going to like it there.”

      She claps her hands together and a little sauce flies across from the spatula. “That’s wonderful news. Right, hurry up and get changed, dinner’s nearly ready. I got a bottle of wine to celebrate.”

      “Thanks, Mum.” I dash to my room and change into some grey lounge sweats and an off-the-shoulder oversized t-shirt in the same shade and I join Mum at the dining table.

      She’s plating up spaghetti carbonara and there are slices of garlic focaccia. My stomach gurgles once more. 

      Mum pours us a glass of wine each and holds her glass to mine to chink together.

      “To you and your new job. To a fresh start.”

      We chink and take a drink.

      “I’m so happy for you, honey. I have a feeling that this is going to be just what you need.” She adds.

      I nod my head in agreement while inside my stomach knots with frustration. My mum wants a miracle. She wants all the darkness from the past swept under a carpet. She’s been like this all my life. We spent years living in New York, before she whisked me to London without truly acknowledging why, other than we couldn't see Dad anymore. Just giving bland reassurances that everything was now fine even though I'd been given a new name and had to keep my mouth shut about the past. My older sister came here and again, there was no true explanation of why, but we were still not talking about things, and I was just told everything was okay.

      I pour myself another glass of wine and my mum is too busy being excited about my future to realise that I drink almost the whole bottle to myself.
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      The second she walks out, trailing behind Rob, I realise that I may have made a mistake. More than one actually, but I really don’t need to think about what happened only feet away from where I’m standing next to my empty desk and paperwork all over the floor. The scent of whiskey permeates the air. This day could not have turned out any worse. 

      Picking up the phone that’s amongst the heap on the floor next to my desk, I press the speed dial button that links directly to our PI, William, and sit my arse in my chair even though doing any actual fucking work is looking unlikely today. 

      It rings and rings before clicking over to voicemail. 

      Once the beep sounds out, I bark out my message. “Call me, motherfucker.” Slamming the handset back on the base, I scream out my frustration at the shit show my life is turning out to be. And just because I need more, only a second later, Tyler comes barrelling through the door quickly followed by Anna. 

      Fucking brilliant. He’s here to try to fix me when he should be heading to the airport for his honeymoon. 

      “I’m here, what’s the emergency?” he falls down on my sofa and rests forward with his elbows on his knees. 

      “There isn’t one. Now fuck off on your honeymoon both of you and get out of my hair.” I spin away from them and look out at the city beyond the window.

      “I don’t think so,” Anna says, despite what I just said. Great, now there are two of them. “Ty, did you know Ant has a daughter?” 

      “Anna, shut the fuck up,” I bark, spinning back and finding them both staring at me like I’ve turned into a fucking alien. 

      “Don’t fucking talk to her like that, dickhead,” Tyler demands, like how I speak to his woman right now is the most pressing fucking issue. 

      “Fine, then how about both of you fuck off and leave me to it?” I wave my hand at both of them and look to the door, more than ready for this day to be over already. 

      “I don’t think so, douchebag.” Tyler stretches his legs out before getting comfortable for my enlightening tale. “Start talking.”

      “Oh here he is, Tyler fucking Ward. Fixer of all issues.”

      His lips purse in anger. He fucking hates it when I tease him about this. It’s one of the main reasons I bring it up so much, but sadly, there’s nothing amusing about right now. This has been a long time coming. He’s been on my arse since she first turned up and flipped my world upside down. He knew the second something was up with me, Jack too. I’m amazed they’ve let it lie this long to be honest. 

      When I refuse to say anything, Anna helpfully starts filling in the blanks for
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