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-ABOUT THE BOOK-

 

Conjuring three fake dates to attend a wedding, no problem. Surviving the experience unbroken…

 

Thanks to a drunken boast about my relationship status, this ugly duckling needs to find three people to fake date in time for my best friend’s celebrity wedding. One trip to the office later, and I have my recruits:

 

Leo – PA extraordinaire, friend, & fashion guru. How was I supposed to know he has a crush on me?

Elodie – My new intern. The dreamer. Also, prospective crazy cat lady. She made a mistake once, now she’s determined to prove her screenwriting mettle.

And Jet – The repair man. The wild card. The enigma who makes my heart boom, boom, boom.

 

We each of us have our own reasons for playing along, some more obvious than others. Now all we have to do is make our polyamorous quadouple convincing. Heartache is not on the agenda. After all, none of it’s supposed to be real…

 

“A fresh and funny take on fake relationships, longing, self-doubt, friendships, and so much more...”

 

 “Had me hooked from start to finish.” 

 

“Clever writing, snappy humor, and sex appeal that I truly enjoyed!” Goodreads Reviewers.

 

Check out the other titles in the series.

Cherry Bomb

Black Velvet

Soul Kiss

Mint to Be

 

and the novella Screw Driver


-THE SUNSETTERS-

 

Dare Wilde

Chase Woodrow

Lorne Everett

Jason J Jones

Alfie Jones

Emilia Grace

Ronnie Gilchrist

Dylan Drake
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EXCERPT FROM THE ELUSIVE ALFIE JONES

 

Alfie Jones was born in 1996. The second son of Hilary Jones (builder) and Ophelia Tone (model). He was raised from the age of five to adulthood by his paternal grandparents in North London.

Jones first came to the public eye at the age of twelve, when he starred alongside older brother Jason in the record-breaking coming-of-age movie, The Sunsetters. 

A decade on from that massively influential film, I was keen to track down Jones and reflect on his meteoric rise to fame and subsequent retreat from public life. Unlike his Sunsetters compatriots, Jones didn’t pursue mainstream acting roles after his initial success, instead opting for a handful of critically acclaimed indie films, and one short-lived serial. This should have been enough to propel him to global stardom, but instead, he made the move to screenwriting.

Jones penned his first feature film at sixteen. It went on to win two Academy Awards. Further awards followed, and he is now recognised as one of the major names in the business. His most recent success, Oldrich Hall, a ten-part Regency-set family saga following the life of Blake Clarence Oldrich, launched late last year. It has since sold to thirty-six countries. Season two of Oldrich Hall is currently the most anticipated TV release of the year according to internet pollsters DataDaleks.  
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ALFIE JONES 

 

Daylight seeps through the cracks of my eyelids, bringing with it a sharp spike of agony that eviscerates my frontal lobe. I have no idea what day it is, or even what year. Evil elves have sandpapered my tongue during the night, and a wet ferret has died in my throat. There’s a stink in the room, too, that may or may not be the smell of regurgitated alcohol. Fingers crossed it’s just a sweat- and beer-stained shirt. I’ve a vague recollection of some bloke throwing his pint over me, but I’m not ready to swear to it as an absolute fact. Slowly, slowly, I pull at the frayed edges of my mind and darn them back into a whole entity again.

It’d help if it wasn’t so damn bright. Can’t someone turn the fucking sun off for a bit?

I mean really. It’s like the blinkin’ Bahamas in here, and I live in a boxy hovel in west London. The heating must be on super max. 

With a clumsy swat, I manage to fish my specs off the bedside cabinet, and sigh in relief as the reactive lenses darken. The world becomes a pleasing monochrome.

How exactly is it morning already?

Okay, so it was technically morning when I crawled into this space, which probably makes now around—I squint at the black on grey digits of the clock—five to eleven.

Hell, what!

That is not good. 

That is so, so, not good.

I’m supposed to be vetting potential new hires today. Not that they’re needed. 

I worked solo on the first season of Oldrich Hall, but the studio has doubled the number of episodes for season two, and they’re concerned I’m overcommitted between them and my film projects. No one wants to hang around waiting for scripts anymore. It’s all about landing a whole series in one go, so viewers can binge watch a whole season inside a weekend.

Two episodes in, and they’re already baying for the next season.

And the next… and the next.

What the studio execs don’t grasp is that genius can’t be rushed or amplified simply by putting more people in a room. I work best without irritating distractions.

I don’t need additional writers.

I need a Tardis.

Forty minutes it takes me to drag myself across my fleapit bedroom into the shower, where I stand under the torrent, glasses on and hopelessly fogged up, and my head still nodding.

What the hell did I pour down my throat last night?

I know it was Dare’s stag-do, and the first full gang reunion of the Sunsetters for… pfft… two years? But that doesn’t account for the nuclear bomb still threatening to detonate inside my skull. Were we doing shots?

Cocktails! I clap a hand against my head and immediately regret it when Big Ben dongs inside my skull.

We were on the cocktails. Something involving lime and ginger. Fucker… No, Pucker Up. That’s it, and some sort of game involving kisses. 

I have an unpleasant memory of—who was it—Dare? No, Dylan, sticking his tongue in my mouth, and hell knows where it had been prior to that. I might love these guys, but they’re the biggest bunch of sleazy playboys this side of the Atlantic.

Now, at least, I know what the dead ferret taste is from. It’s thankfully easily eradicated with a Listerine gargle and a brisk scrub.

The phone rings while I have one leg in my trousers. I dither, trying to figure out whether to put the other leg in, and settle on dropping them in favour of the mobile. 

“Hey, mate.” Dare sounds so chipper, I want to bludgeon him with a nail-bat. It was his fucking stag night. He’s supposed to be the one being scourged by nasty imps today, not me. “Just want to run something by you for the wedding.”

“Yeah. What can I do you for?”

“We’re making some last-minute tweaks to the seating plans for the reception and wondered if you’d be okay sitting with Lorne’s plus two, since he’s on the top table.”

“Sure, I guess.” Why does this require an ear torturing phone call? “Didn’t you do your seating plan weeks ago?”

“Yeah, and if a certain someone had been a bit less secretive and not waited until last night to spring his relationship status on us, I wouldn’t be redoing it now.”

It takes me a full minute to realise that someone is me.

“Ah, I told you about that, did I?”

What the ever-loving fuck did I say to them? The only relationship I’m involved in is a tawdry affair with my own right hand. I squint hard behind my darkened lenses, but it results in zip all clarity. Nada. Nothing. The alcohol amnesia remains absolute.

“Certainly did.” There’s a chuckle in Dare’s voice that speaks of intrinsic disbelief. “You sly fox. Can’t believe you’ve been keeping that under wraps from us all. I mean, this is you, and not one tiny slip-up before the big reveal. That’s got to be some kind of record.”

Piss off, I almost say, but he’s right. Facts are:

 A: I can’t keep my damn mouth shut for a minute when there’s something juicy to tell. 

B: The last time I officially dated someone, the dinosaurs still roamed the planet, and 

C: I spout utter gobshite when I’m drunk.

“Lorne’s been quiet, too,” I hedge, ignoring what I suspect is Dare’s glee at being the one to call me out on my bullshit. But, you know, fuck that, and fuck him. I can find a date to haul along to his wedding. There must be singletons aplenty who’ll tolerate even my I’m-so-not-an-A-list-actor self in exchange for an invite to Dare Wilde’s wedding. I just need some clues as to the gender of my potential date, and I’m set. 

Come on Dare. Clue me in buddy. Which fantasyland was I residing in last night? 

“Not really.”

I don’t follow.

Oh, he means Lorne. “Well, Dylan—”

“Come off it, the whole world knows about Dylan, and his, what was he calling it? Homoflexibility. He’s still giving the tabloids a field day – the certified gay now going straight.”

“He’s still ninety-five percent gay,” I say, as if Dare isn’t perfectly aware of that. As if the lot of us aren’t all intimately aware of the whole gamut of our personal preferences. Or potential personal preferences in my case, because everyone has a little bit of a disconnect between what they like to imagine and what they’re actually into in their lived reality, and my experience of the one outweighs the latter by about seven… all right, nine to one.

The eternal fantasist cum dateless loser, that’s me.

“Hm,” Dare muses. “I wonder if that makes the table too male heavy?”

So, it’s a guy. I’ve invented myself a boyfriend.

“Aren’t we a bit beyond being seated boy, girl?”

“True. You’re right. And some of the guests are… Well…” He trails off. “Anyway, just to clarify, you and your plus three, with Lorne’s plus two to make a nice round six.”

My plus what? Plus three! What was in those cocktails? Is he jerking my chain?

How am I supposed to find three people willing to fake date me in the next week, who just happen to also be willing to fake date each other? I am so beyond fucked it’s scary. Yet, instead of bloody confessing, and proving for the umpteenth time what a total loser I am, for once, I keep my ridiculous gob shut.

“What are their names again?”

Oh, no. No. I am not going there. That’s a step of commitment too far. Too much crazy even for me. “I’ll text you. Gotta go. There’s somebody at the door.” I hang up before I dig myself an even deeper pit. Like the current one isn’t dark and piranha filled enough.

“What the fuck!” I screech, treating my pet goldfish to a sonic boom that makes ripples in his…her tank. I never did figure out how to sex a goldfish. I mean, how do you? There aren’t any obvious visible signs to me. Benchley looks completely unimpressed. I flick some flakes of food into the water, and then remember to finish pulling my trousers on before I face plant into the tank.

Hey guys, life skills 101: I’ve managed to dress myself. Watch out world, next thing you know, I’ll get myself elected galactic president.

However, until that particular campaign commences, I need to buckle down to Project ASAP. That’s Alfie’s Stupid Arse Plan to stop him sinking to newly discovered depths of loser-tude. Or to put it more viscerally; where in fucking hell’s name am I supposed to find three willing saps? One, I could maybe pull out of my arse, but three? I am so fucked that I probably need to spend the next six hours staggering around the worse parts of London, hoping I get mugged, and beaten up so badly I can’t attend the wedding next weekend due to suspected kidney failure and having had my nads relocated to my lungs.

Also, tie or no tie for the interviewing of candidates?

Meaning the Oldrich interviews, not the cruising for a bruising meander through Brick Lane.

I settle on a loosely knotted tie and top button undone. Then it’s off to meet the dreaded candidates. 

Maybe a couple of them will be up for some posh nosh and a night in a former stately home in exchange for a trial stint in the Oldrich Hall writers’ room?

Unethical, I know, but my head’s pounding so hard, I don’t actually give a damn.
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ELODIE RAY 

 

My interview was scheduled for precisely two hours and twenty-three minutes ago. It’s obviously not going ahead. All the candidates know it, the hot studly secretary knows it, even the guy who fixes the constantly jamming coffee machine knows it. There were seven of us here for interviews at the time I was supposed to be seen. That number is now three. Three perverse masochists who refuse to give up the hope that they’ll get to bathe in Alfie Jones’s genius, if only for a moment. My bum is super-glued to this seat. I’m not leaving until I’ve at least had a glimpse of him. The other four? I guess they don’t know what they’ve given up. They slithered off fifty-odd minutes ago, leaving Mister Swoon-worthy behind the desk to pass on their belligerent complaints. If I were him, I’d file their remarks in the shredder. They were rude, and I can’t abide rudeness, especially when it’s a result of anger directed at the wrong person. It’s not like the poor bloke could do anything about his boss’s absence. It’s not like he has him on a convenient leash, so that he can reel him in on demand. 

In any case, he already said he doesn’t know where Mr Jones is, and I believe him. I also believe that it isn’t the first occasion his boss has gone AWOL. It’s his mannerisms that are the giveaway. The slouch in his shoulders. The fact he’s not fidgeting. He isn’t constantly hitting redial on his phone or looking to the clock or the door. He’s stoically accepting of the fact that his boss doesn’t operate according to the usual rules.

Leastways, it’s my take, and I know people.

I watch people.

A lot.

Of course, my observation here really hinges on Alfie Jones being the whimsical, eccentric, artistic being I suppose him to be. A man for whom the normal rules, like punctuality, don’t apply. He could be quite the opposite. A very boring man, in a very boring suit, who wears slacks on Sundays, and has a clue what a Henley is.

I had to look that up. I keep reading about them in romantic fiction. It’s basically a T-shirt with a few buttons down the front. Also, an excuse to charge an obscene amount of cash for a metre or so of poly-cotton.

But, ignoring that digression, Alfie Jones could be an entirely ordinary man. Late only because his car wouldn’t start or because he was out binge-drinking until quarter to five and overslept as a result. But let’s not make the world too dull.

I prefer to think he’s wandering an imaginary vista, that his mind is awash with wonder, and his ears are filled with riveting dialogue. That right now, a future award-winner is being crafted on a typewriter in a dingy attic room. 

Art should never be put on hold for a boring old interview.

It shouldn’t. I don’t want to be responsible for curtailing someone’s genius.

He’ll turn up when he’s done.

Until then, bum on seat, and I get to perfect my middle-distance neutral stare, while adding to my Radish-worthy new boss-secretary, enemies-to-lovers, boys-love fantasy. See me hitting all those fan-favourite tropes.

Alfie Jones’s secretary is seriously something. Slickly presented, square-jawed, with a laser-beam smile that probably disintegrates women’s knickers and makes other guys wince and scuttle off to find their cricket boxes. He’s currently in the middle of a torrid unrequited love triangle with Alfie and the coffee repairman. 

What? I’m bored, okay. I’m bored.

A girl has to do something with her brain when she’s stuck looking at magnolia walls for eternity. There’s been time enough this tale has got convoluted.

I’m not certain what decides it for my fellow interviewees. Maybe the tick of the clock towards another hour, perhaps the exasperated gasp of the coffee machine repairman as jets of sludgy liquid soak the front of his overalls, or the quiet quirk of secretary Leo Thorne’s left eyebrow, but my two fellow stalwarts stand simultaneously.

“You’ll let him know we were here,” the one says.

“That we waited almost three hours,” says the other.

“Of course. All noted down.” Leo’s eyebrows settle into neutrality once more, but he offers them both conciliatory smiles as they gather coats and umbrellas and depart. “What about you, Ms Ray?”

“Are you asking me to leave?”

He comes around his desk towards me. “I’m asking if you intend to stay.”

“Yes.” I’m ready to sit here all day if I have to. “If that’s okay.”

His smile says, You know he might never turn up.

Mine says, I know, and I’ll take that chance.

“I’m going to have some lunch. It’s nothing much, just a cuppa soup and some toast. Would you… would you like to join me?”

That’s unexpected. “What sort is it?” Please not tomato.

“Hot and Sour, I think. Alfie might have some Broccoli and Stilton lurking at the back of the cupboard.”

I can’t help thinking their soup choices might accurately reflect their characters. Mr Swoon-worthy, the hot, acerbic demon with a stapler, and Alfie Jones, wholesome genius and wielder of cheesy one-liners.

“Did you just profile me according to my taste in soup?” 

“Oh, uh, no. No, why would you think that?”

“The under-the-breath muttering.” 

The guy by the coffee machine makes a weird gurgling sound that might be a laugh. It turns both our heads.

“My personal preference is for mulligatawny,” he says. “Just in case you were going to ask.”

I wasn’t. Also, warm, friendly, comforting, with a dash of spice.

“Was that a hint?” Leo asks, hand sliding into the pocket of his work trousers, thus adopting a sexy billionaire boss pose. He just needs to loosen off his tie a little.

Mulligatawny man presses his tongue to his upper lip. “That you might spare a thought to the overworked dogsbody in the room? Yeah, it was.” He stands and strips down the top half of his overalls, revealing a soft grey T-shirt stretched over a torso made for photography. He tugs off the beanie hat he’s been wearing pulled down low, which suddenly transforms him from a nondescript worker drone into a black-haired, grey-eyed charmer. “Three cuppa soups,” he says, nodding towards the door to what appears to be a tiny kitchenette. “Please tell me you have a kettle and you’re not depending on this monstrosity for the water.” He gives the coffee machine a half-hearted kick.

“Kettle, toaster, sandwich press, microwave,” Leo confirms. “It’s all mod cons here.”

The kitchenette is also so miniscule that we’d be squashed together like sardines if we attempted to enter all at once, so Leo does the honours and brings out a stack of toast and our mugs of instant soup to us, and we sit in the little waiting area around a table he pulls in from the side to eat.

“Do you think I’m wasting my time?” I ask, having demolished six toast fingers. “Hanging around this long, I mean. It’s just… I don’t want to leave if there’s a chance.” It’s not only that I need this job in order to keep my mould-filled slum palace of an apartment; I want it so badly I’m in danger of giving myself a spontaneous hernia.

Everyone has a dream, right? That idealised career path that takes you right to the top of your chosen field? Well, getting to work with Alfie Jones on Oldrich Hall would mean that I neatly skipped the bottom six rungs of that career ladder. The man’s a goddamned genius. I would literally work for free just so I could breathe the same air as him, if I could figure out how to survive on fresh air that is.

“You’re not wasting your time.” Leo catches my eye and gives his head a tilt towards the doorway.

And there, standing on the threshold, staring at the three of us like we’re the grand prize in a fetish lottery is four-time Academy Award winner, Alfie Jones. He claps his hands, in what appears to be delight, and his lips twerk upwards into the sort of smirk that… well, that Blake Clarence Oldrich melts lacy underthings with on a regular basis. I don’t know if Jones is mimicking his leading man, or his leading man has stolen his friend’s quirky smile, but it dazzles all the same. 

Eureka, I expect him to say, but instead he growls, “The seven of them sodded off then?”

“Six.” Leo rises and gathers our mugs. He returns them to the kitchen, Alfie Jones tailing him. “You are over three hours late.”

“And?”

“And nothing. I assume you don’t want to reschedule.”

“Why would I want to employ someone who can’t even keep their butt in a chair for a couple of hours?”

“Why indeed?” Leo agrees, reappearing. He slips into his chair behind his desk again. Bodily emphasising his butt being firmly planted. “You do still have the one interviewee though.” He points a finger at me.

Alfie turns his head. Behind his thick rimmed glasses, he squints. Then he scuttles towards me, to inspect me at super close quarters as if he can read my history from off my skin. 

“Elodie Ray.” I hold out my hand, which he ignores.

“Experience?”

Ack. I rather hoped that would be question nine out of ten, not the opener. That way I’d have more of a chance to sell myself first before shooting myself in the foot. I’d lie by omission, but chances are they’ve already done a background check. “I’ve worked on a couple of things before, and I was elected head writer for a show straight out of university.” All true. Not sadly, a great experience.

“Shit,” he says. “You’re The Clockwork Abigail woman.”

“Yes. Sorry.”

“For what?”

“For…” What exactly am I apologising for? It’s not my fault the show was utter claptrap. My ideas—my writing—was sound. “That the treatment didn’t do it justice.”

He turns to Leo. “How did she do on the soup task?”

He gives his boss a thumbs up.

“Well that’s something.”

The soup was a task?

“What else did I write on the form?”

Leo flicks through some papers on his desk. “Whimsical, lacks grit.”

“Hm. And yet, you’re here when everyone else has fucked off to the pub.”

I clamp my lips together and nod.

“Why?”

I could mention my obsession with Oldrich, and how I long to be part of his team, or how I’ve followed his writing career all through university. How I’ve studied and dissected his films. Reconstructed them, having taken them apart piece by magical piece. I could say I just wanted one damn glimpse of him. Something physical and real to wrap all the imaginary around, but I don’t say any of that. I stand there like an idiot and fail to say a thing.

“Nothing? Not a thing? Not one trite reason why you’re still here after everyone else decided to call it a day?” 

“I want you… I mean, I want to work with you,” I mumble. He’s already turning away. “Wait, please. I’ll do literally anything to get this job. That’s why I’m here. I want this more than anything. Working with you. Learning from you. That’s something I’m willing to endure a few pressure sores for…”

I trail off, afraid I’m fangirl gushing too much

“Go on, there was a flash of actual animation there.”

“I’m full of ideas that I want to explore.”

He frowns.

“That I want to explore in my own work, down the line, once I’ve learned all I can from working alongside you, and helping you massage your ideas into shape, ready for production.”

Just for a second, a flicker of a smile crosses his lips. It’s gone in the time it takes me to blink.

“I realise that Oldrich Hall is yours, and I’m not looking to impose my vision on it. I want to be a valuable assistant. Someone you trust enough to fix the little things so that you can concentrate on the big picture.” 

He blinks slowly, and I sense some change in him. A flare of interest within his frivolously dark-fringed eyes.

“Do you have anything you want to ask me?”

“Um, actually, yes.” I rummage the list of prepared questions I have out of my bag but change my mind as I begin to unfold it. They’re all so mundane. Pedestrian facts that matter not a jot in the grand scheme of things. I look up at him watching me, wild hair and tie askew. “I’d like to know why you clapped your hands in what seemed like glee when you saw the three of us huddled together over soup mugs when you arrived?”

“Do you?” he says, and there’s a flash of a smile that sort of imprints in my brain. “Do you really?”

I nod, and he drives a hand up through his ruffled locks.

“I saw possibility, Ms Ray. Oh, I’m not talking about Oldrich or your ability to make-believe, but a solution to a more personal dilemma.”

“Wh-at…what dilemma?” 

“Is this going to require an NDA?” Leo asks.

Alfie waves him away. He slides into the chair next to mine, wrenches it round to a comfortable angle, and leans forward. He’s everything I imagined he would be, and simultaneously, very much not. His hair is a wild tumble of waves and curls, dark except for the occasional flash of coppery fire. Behind designer, heavy frames are two mossy green eyes flecked with splinters of amber. They remind me of bloodstones and battlefields. Red flecks amidst a sea of green. They inspire delinquent, seedy thoughts. Thoughts one shouldn’t entertain about a man who’s interviewing you, and whom you’re praying will soon become your mentor and boss.

“Do you ever find your fantasy life is rather richer than reality?”

All the damn time.

“Oh, fuck, what did you do now? Maybe we should talk it through first,” Leo interrupts.

Alfie throws a scowl at him. “Why are you here?”

“Because you won’t remember who she is or what the fuck you agreed to, if I don’t take notes.”

“You’re not taking notes.”

“I’m taking mental notes. With my brain.”

I love them already. I want to work here every day and listen to them bicker. “You were saying? About your dilemma,” I prompt.

I notice Jet the repair guy has inched closer so that he can eavesdrop, as does Alfie. “Aren’t you supposed to be fixing something?”

“Your coffee machine is possessed. It’s probably unfixable.” Jet bangs a fist against its metal shell. “Also, I want to hear this, given I was part of said huddle that made your eyes light up. So come on, nerdy boy, spill.”

What nerve. I can’t believe he just described Alfie Jones as a nerdy boy.

Leo groans and quietly shakes his head. “You know, it’s probably no more intriguing than inspiration over what socks he should wear tomorrow.”

“It isn’t to do with socks.”

“Briefs, then. No one is interested in those, either.”

Not strictly true. A person’s choice of underwear can be very revealing.

“For fuck’s sake, can we get to the punchline?” Jet asks. 

Alfie maintains his silence until our nerves are all fraying. When he finally speaks, it’s like a cooling salve. We, all three of us, crane towards him, eager to digest every word.

“Okay, it’s like this. I was out last night at a stag-do, and I got rip-roaring drunk.”

“Anticlimactic, much?” Jet sags from the shoulders back onto his haunches.

Alfie’s smile is dazzling. It’s cheeky, and impish. He shakes his head, making his rambunctious curls bounce. His voice speeds up. “Anyways, I said some shit. Awkward shit. The sort of stuff it’s difficult to take back without looking like an outright turd. Therefore, I need to re-align reality to compensate.”

“Reality alignment tool acquired,” Jet deadpans, while lifting a large wrench.

Alfie turns his bright smile on him and nods in appreciation of the joke. “If only one solid wallop with a wrench would fix it.” Their gazes meet, and I swear sparks ignite.

Meanwhile, Leo is staring aghast at his boss, while I’m balanced on the edge of my seat.

“So, the thing is.” Alfie sweeps his tongue over his lips. “Is that I said I was in a relationship, when I’m not.”

“For fuck’s sake.” Jet’s bottom hits the floor with a dull thud. “I thought I was getting something way juicier than that.” 

“I can’t imagine why that might be,” Leo drawls, making eye contact with Alfie, and then flicking his gaze skyward.

Admittedly, as interesting twists go, it’s hardly revolutionary.

“Which would be fine, except the wedding’s next weekend.”

Wait! What?

“Yours?” Jet blurts, jerking upright. 

Fuck he’s fit. That was hot.

Alfie shakes his head. “God no. It’s not my wedding. There would be a story. It’s Dare’s. Dare Wilde is getting married, and I’m supposed to show up with my partners. My three partners, that I’m engaged in a polyamorous relationship with, and flaunt them among the glitterati.”

“Oh, Alfie,” Leo sighs, right before his forehead hits the desk.

Jet starts to cackle. There’s something infectious about it, because my own smile widens, and after a few seconds, all four of us are laughing. Alfie hardest of all, though it’s fair to say he’s wincing too. Then all of a sudden, he sobers, and his expression becomes serious.

“Let’s be honest,” he says looking at me. “You’re a shit candidate. The Clockwork Abigail was a godawful show. Four monkeys and my goldfish could have written a better treatment. That inkblot on your résumé practically ensures you’ll never be involved in another production again. In normal circumstances, I wouldn’t waste time interviewing you.”

Yet I’m here. Which begs the question; why? 

That’s when it hits; his utter lack of regard over the other interviewees having left. This was all only ever for show. Alfie Jones isn’t interested in hiring anyone to work with him on Oldrich Hall, he’s just going through the motions, probably to please some honcho at the commissioning studio. He’s not interested in me as a writer. I’m only here because this whole thing is a tick box exercise.

“I’ll do it,” I say, pre-empting the question I suspect he was hedging around asking with this candidacy preamble. “I’ll pretend to be in a relationship with you, and go to the wedding, if you’ll agree to take me on as an Oldrich Hall writer.” 

“I’ll give you a one-month trial.” 

Leo starts pacing behind his desk. I can’t decide if he’s furious or exasperated. Maybe it’s a touch of both. “Alfie, it’s unethical.”

“A month’s trial,” Alfie repeats.

I nod, and we shake on it. It’s a foot in the door. This is perhaps the only way I’ll ever get a foot through the door. He’s not wrong about the inkblot on my résumé, but it’s not like I can just leave it off and scourge it from history. Also, it’s not like it’s going to be an actual hardship, fake dating a man I’ve hero-worshipped for years.

“I’m in, too,” Jet announces, without having been asked. When the three of us stare, he goggles back at us. “What? Come on. I’m up for a laugh, and it’s not like I’m going to get an invite to a celeb wedding any other way. I can do a fake date. Hell, make it a real one. No need to give me a month’s trial as a script writer either. Although…” He smiles and shakes his head, evidently having decided that whatever he intended on saying is better left unsaid.

“Um, thanks,” Alfie holds out his hand and they shake on it.

“Jet St Germain.”

“Alfie Jones.”

“Outing yourself as bi isn’t a problem, is it?”

Alfie shakes his head. Their hands are still clasped when they turn to look at Leo. It feels significant somehow. A torrid love affair between the three of them no longer seems so fantastical.

Leo raises one hand through his hair, making a mess of his smooth, golden boy styling. The other he balls at his side. “No. Oh, no. Don’t even think it.”

“I have to produce three lovers, Leo.”

“Aye, but one of them doesn’t have to be me. This is unethical. You can’t offer her a job on the basis of a date, and you can’t expect me to go along with this and playact being in a relationship with you and two strangers.”

“A little make-believe can be fun,” Jet points out.

Leo groans like he’s developed a stomach ulcer. 

Alfie turns puppy dog eyes on him, which prompts Leo to retreat to the kitchen. “He’ll do it,” Alfie says, before facing us again. “Look, I’ve work to get on with now, but maybe we can hook-up later to figure out the details. Maybe grab something to eat?”

“That’s a good idea,” Jet says, and I agree. 

“We should know what food each of us likes. Also, we should probably make crib notes about our immediate families, and our likes and dislikes. I guess the next few days should be like a crash course in each other.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I don’t have a whole lot of free time.” 

“But we’ll have to work out the dynamics, right? Poly doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a free-for-all.”

“Course,” he says, but I’m not altogether sure he’s considered any of this very deeply. Jet looks wary for a moment too, but it is literally for a second, before he’s all smiles again, then starts packing his tools into his box with curiously soft-looking hands. There’s not a speck of dirt under his fingernails.

“Shall we say mine at eight?” Alfie rattles off his address, which Jet and I save to our phones, and then we’re somehow expelled onto the street. We hit the pavement, still smiling, and curiously bonded in the way only a shared secret can make two people.

“Did that really just happen? Did I provisionally get my dream job?”

“And an invite to the celebrity wedding of the year, if not the decade. The Caines, the Woodrows… The Sunsetters.”

I wave that part aside. I don’t care a whit about Dare Wilde’s wedding. Sure, he’s a good actor, but for me, the magic of cinema comes from what’s typed in black and white before it has an actor’s personality stamped all over it. Alfie, being around him, the chance to work alongside him, that’s the important part of this.

“They’re about to have a proper to do now,” Jet remarks. 

I follow his line of sight up to the second storey window of the nondescript office above a bakery that we’ve just left. The smell of pastry in the air makes my stomach growl. “Do you think he’ll agree to it? He seemed pretty cross.”

“Not in any doubt. He’s not going to risk one of us fucking his boss when he’s so desperate to do it himself.”

“You think?” I mean, I do too, but it’s unusual to have someone agree with my ships. I don’t even know why I’m so certain there’s an unrequited love thing going on between them. Body language, I guess, and little verbal tells.

“Anyway, catch you later.”

“Hey. Wait up.” 

He turns heel and sidles back a step, his cool grey eyes focusing sharply on me. “’sup?”

“No kiss goodbye from my partner?” I quirk a brow. It’s bold. Way bolder than I usually am, not that I’m a shrinking violet when it comes to men, but I’m on a high. The fact that I’ve a month of working alongside Alfie Jones ahead of me is slowly sinking in. A month in which I can prove to him that I’m not the sum of my résumé. So why not be bold, and demand a celebratory kiss from the gorgeous guy I’m now fake dating?

Jet hums that warm burr of a laugh of his again. “You’re well into this, aren’t you? The prospect of three guys hasn’t fazed you one bit. Bet you’re already constructing comparison charts for the three of us.”

“Comparison charts?”

“Best at… bonking, oral, visual stimulus…”

“And you’re not?” I touch my tongue to my teeth, but Jet isn’t drawn, and something tells me that he’d find a way to land himself the top spot on any sort of comparison grid. Deserved or not.

“How are you a repairman?” I say, which is a less aggressive way of calling his bluff than blurting fraud into his face.

He winks and laughs. “Actually, I’m a kiss o’gram.”

That’s actually more believable. Definitely so, when he presses a hand to the back of my neck and reels me in closer. His lips whisper an idle caress against mine, inspiring fantasies, and causing heat to bloom across my cheeks and the top of my breasts. His kisses are sexy.

I whimper as he withdraws, already mourning the loss. 

“Are you in this for the sexual dynamic or the free booze at the wedding?” I ask.

“For Alfie. Obviously.”

While I’m contemplating what that might mean, Jet is gobbled up by the afternoon crowd. I catch one last glimpse of his blue overalls before he’s lost among the crush of shoppers and worker bees.

I get out my phone, because I have the sort of news that needs to be shared. I have my dream job, and I’m dating not one but three hot guys. Of course, I don’t post any of that. I don’t go near social media. I’ve seen how bad things can get.

When it’s bad, it’s not pretty. Learned that one after the Clockwork Abigail debacle.

I don’t ping my family either. Instead, I go and buy an ice-cream sundae.
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LEO THORNE

 

“Serious prick move, Alfie.” I remark, when Alfie closes the office door with Ms Ray and the repair guy on the other side of it.

“Hey, I’m not the one who suggested it.”

“Only because she pre-empted you. You were already dangling the carrot.”

He faces me, both hands in his hair, a flat, eye-gouged expression on his face. Now that he no longer has to make nice, the façade of togetherness drops. He’s not late, because he never gets here before midday, but today, it’s not the fact he’s a total night owl that has him squinting. That’d be the hangover.

 “It’s a solution, Leo. It works. What’s the problem?”

Everything. Everything about it is a problem. It was bad enough when he was merely giving people false hope by inviting them for interviews. Bartering jobs for dates, though, that’s a new low, even for Alfie. Then again, certain sorts of social conventions are altogether lost on him. “Did you perhaps consider owning it when Dare called, instead of attempting to turn your life into a damned romantic comedy?”

He blinks lethargically, but he doesn’t bother to ask how I know that Dare called, because we both know he tried here first, at Alfie’s office, where he’s supposed to work something approaching regular hours. Not that this is an office, more of a workspace. Somewhere to be that isn’t his own apartment and necessitates him dressing and venturing out into the world, rather than becoming yet another reclusive slob.

Still, I expect a comeback in response to the romantic comedy line. Hangover must be really bad if he’s out of rejoinders.

I follow him into the writers’ room. Unlike the extreme magnolia I have to contend with, this is an aesthetically pleasing paradise. It’s all stripped wooden beams, exposed brickwork, and inspirational upholstery. Not that you’d notice most of that down to the explosion of paraphernalia. It looks like a fourteen-year-old boy just won the National Lottery. Table hockey, unicycle, basketball hoop, an assortment of instruments—including three tambourines and a didgeridoo—and more vinyl figurines than the local branch of Geek Heaven. Ignoring all of it, Alfie sags into one of four gigantic paisley beanbags, and groans as he settles his head.

Because I’m a nice guy, and I pride myself on being efficient, I provide him with a glass of Berocca and some paracetamol.

Alfie slides into a more upright position to lift the drink and wash down the pills. “You know, it’s actually possible to get sick of having the piss taken out of you constantly.”

“Did I say anything?”

“Just once, you know… Just once, it’ll be nice to see them eat their tongues.”

By ‘them’, I assume he means the Sunsetters, who aren’t known for swallowing his bullshit. They know him too well. Maybe it’s a function of living in other worlds so much of the time, but when he’s drunk, Alfie lies like he’s forgotten the actual truth. Like reality blurs and he falls into a parallel universe where Super Alfie exists. Super Alfie is more entertaining, more desirable, wittier, prettier, and unfortunately, a pain in the proverbial arse. His sole function seems to be to create chaos by spouting blatant untruths. The Sunsetters are his closest friends. They’ve known him since he was twelve. They see right through his bullshit without having to squint.

“Alfie, they’re your friends. Your best friends. These feelings, they’re not healthy.”

“Shut up, Leo.” He puts aside the empty glass. “I don’t need a lecture.” A sigh follows. Then another. “Would you please help?”

“You mean will I fake date you and two other people I don’t know from Adam, and go to Dare’s wedding with you at short notice?”

“Yeah, that.”

“It wasn’t a question, Alfie. Also, no. It’s a fucking moronic plan.”

I turn away from him. Not looking at him makes it easier to say no. I swear this man was put on Earth purely to break my heart.

“Leo, please. Just this once, I need to not be the sad sap who doesn’t have a date. This one frigging time…”

“If you just wanted a date, that’d be different.” Course I’d do it. I’d love to do it with him. “But under the current circumstances, no.”

He sags deeper into the beanbag so that it looks as if it’s eaten half of his torso, and there are only legs and a head left to digest. I really want to walk away, stick to my principles, have nothing…nada…zilch to do with this hare-brained scheme, but when it comes to Alfie Jones it’s my irrational compulsion to please him that inevitably wins out. The truth is that he could ask practically anything of me, and I’d comply. He is strangely, curiously oblivious to this fact. Same as he’s oblivious to well… practically everything. 

“Please.”

“Nope.”

“There’s no one else I can ask.”

“Then perhaps you need to put some time aside to work on developing some friendships. Interpersonal relationships don’t spring out of the woodwork fully formed.”

“I don’t want friends. I have friends. I want—”

“To prove you’re every bit as studly as your mates. I get it. The answer remains, no. Also, you have nothing to prove.”

“But I do, Leo.”

A constant source of astonishment to me is that this man can create such immersive TV dramas with utterly convincing and compelling characters, yet be entirely oblivious to his own reality and how he’s perceived. He thinks he’s a loser—cue flashing neon lights—and that he can’t hold a torch up to his airbrushed, A-list actor mates. The truth is that he’s gorgeous, and people fucking worship him for his wit and imagination. Seriously, I have to work hard every day. Every. Single. Goddamned. Day, not to gawp at him like a lovesick schoolgirl faced with her favourite pop idol. Alfie Jones might not be conventionally handsome, but that makes him all the more interesting. He has the sort of smile that can light up the world. A masculine frame that is wiry and strong, and as for the hair… God, the hair! He tries to tame it, I know he does, to smooth the kinks and curls out of it with oceans of expensive products, but it always ends up as a glorious flyaway mess by evening. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve almost succumbed to idly playing with it. It’s grown long again recently, so the curls are winning the battle and winding themselves into corkscrews. There’s currently one fat ringlet smack bang in the middle of his forehead that I want to wind tight around my finger. I dream vivid dreams about how his hair will feel against my naked skin or wrapped around my fingers while he sucks me off like the fucking superstar he is. Not that I communicate such things. I’m just saying, give me nerdy boy Alfie Jones over bad boy Dare Wilde any day. Well, him or Robert Sheehan. 

Also, take his ugly duckling nonsense with a pinch of salt.

He’s totally not ugly.

“Stay there. I’ll get the phone. You can call Dare and tell him the truth.”

“No,” he barks and instantly winces. “And don’t you even think of telling him either.”

I crouch down beside him. “Alfie,” I say, gently touching his shoulder. “You don’t know these people you’ve agreed to take along. Remember what Dylan went through. The letters. The car bomb. And it’s not like you don’t have stalkers.” There’s an endless parade of people constantly trying to get hold of him.

He scoffs. “They’re not crazy stalkers, Leo. Jet comes in and fixes stuff on behalf of a firm you vetted relentlessly for three months before hiring them, and Ms Ray… She’s just desperate for a break.”

“That you’ve no plans on giving her.”

He shrugs. “She can have her month. No big deal. It’s not like I promised anything more.”

I want to continue grumbling, but also recognise the futility of it. He won’t back down. He never backs down. He’d rather be a dick than back down and admit he’s not getting any regular dick.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your man, Jet, didn’t actually fix the coffee machine before he dashed off. He declared it busted five minutes after he arrived and then spent the rest of the day disembowelling it.”

“So maybe it is… busted. You overwork it constantly.”

“Oh, like you don’t guzzle it in pint-sized mugs too.”  

He shimmies back up the beanbag, so that his arms and shoulders reappear. 

“Is a brew out of the question?”

If I had a mug in my hand right now, I’d crown him with it. “I suppose I could boil the kettle.”

I turn towards the kitchen.

“You’ll do it, won’t you, Leo?”

I sigh. My shoulders sag. “Turn on the kettle? Sure.”

“It’ll be fun. You love dressing up smart. The relationship thing’s not going to be a big deal. It’s just about delivering proof by flashing the goods. Really, it’s a nice day out. We drink a bunch, eat a bunch, and dance until we’re sweating raw alcohol. I get a pat on the back and welcomed to the studly club, and the next day, we can all go back to our regular lives.”

“And it all ends, just like that.” I hate to say it, but his worldview is awful simple.

A frown forms between his brows, then smooths out. “Give it a week or so, until Dare’s back from his honeymoon, and then I can let them all know it ended in a messy break-up. Not enough trust and a side-order of petty jealousies. Not exactly unbelievable, given the arrangement. I mean, do you know anyone in a poly relationship that’s lasted beyond the first flush?”

I’m sure they exist. I’m sure they’re out there living their lives, and not advertising their living arrangements as it’s none of anyone’s fucking business. On the other hand, relationships between two people are tricky. Between four… “You’re forgetting the fact I work for you, and you’ve just added Ms Ray to the payroll. A messy break-up isn’t going to tally with the work situation. Or are you planning on firing me, alongside dumping me?”

He recoils into the beanie embrace. “Leo, you’re making this trickier than it needs to be.”

“You’re oversimplifying.”

“Please, say you’ll do it.”

“Do you want a coffee, or not?” I bark.

He laughs. “I do. Make it, and then come back and tell me what it is you want. This is a negotiation, right? Ms Ray’s getting to sharpen my pencil for a month. What does Leo Thorne demand for his assistance? Money, perhaps?” 

I leave the room.

“Is it money?” he hollers. “A nice chunky raise?”

Considering he’d stop functioning if I wasn’t around to organise him, he doesn’t pay me nearly what I’m worth. However, he does pay me handsomely. And as I’m far from being a pauper, money’s not going to swing it. Frankly, I’m not sure anything is going to convince me this is a good plan, yet I know I’m going to go along with it.

Doesn’t mean I have to validate his poor choices though.

Nor am I about to ask for what I actually want. I prefer real to some sort of sordid business deal.

“So?” he asks, when I return with two mugs of instant.

I hold up an envelope that he makes an immediate grab for, but which I hold out of reach. “Not until afterwards.”

“What?” 

The beanbag spits him out of its embrace, and he winds up on his knees before me, looking up at me like I’ve spontaneously grown another head, or sprouted cat whiskers, or busted my fly. That last is an actual risk when he’s on his knees looking up at me. 

I swallow hard.

“Make sense, Leo.”

“What I want. I’ve written it down. You can read it after the weekend.”

“You want me to agree to terms I don’t know?”

“You’re okay with sharing a hotel room with two people you don’t know, but you can’t trust me not to have demanded the Earth?”

I wish I could say he considers any of it for more than a heartbeat, but nope. I think the bastard actually relishes the dementedness of his plan. It is the sort of nonsense he turns into edge of your seat TV drama.

“Eight o’clock,” he says, with the sort of smile I immediately want to slap off his face. Two minutes later it’s a lunatic grin, and he’s mumbling dirty fantasies about us bone storming Ms Ray and the Can’t Fix Shit man beneath his breath.

I tuck the envelope into my trouser pocket. “Okay, I’ve changed my mind. I’m not being party to some sordid hook-up.”

That only makes his grin more lunatic. Only right at the point where I’m ready to pull out my hair does he quieten. “Have you forgotten who you’re talking to? When did I ever have a one-night stand? I’ve been serial dating my own fist for the last three years.”

“Stop making like you never get a sniff of interest. You get plenty.”

He shakes his head, still on hands and knees. “It’s been so long I think I’ve forgotten what a naked woman looks like. The only reason I know what a dick looks like is by virtue of possessing one. Also, stop making like you’re some celibate martyr. You’re always running off and hooking up with people.”

Not always. He exaggerates.

“What’s wrong with fantasising about getting laid?”

“Nothing.” It’s basically what he gets paid to do. I’d just prefer it if he was less exclusionary… or more. Like maybe he could notice that I’d happily grab hold of him and kiss him so that his glasses steamed up. Fake dating is not a requirement of his life. We could be an actual committed couple.

My wandering thoughts mean I’m too slow to react when he lunges towards me, snatches the corner of the envelope, and then skips out of reach. Thus, he leads me a merry dance for several minutes before we come to a halt at either ends of the ice hockey table.

“Come, please. I won’t look at this. I’ll put it in the safe as promised.”

“And if I decide I don’t want you to look at it then?”

“Then I won’t look at it then. Please… It’s the only way you can ensure I’m properly chaperoned and safeguard my virtue.”

“I think that might involve strapping you to a chair.”

“Could be fun.” 

The smile he flashes along with that quip gives me an instant hard-on. 

“I’ve never tried bondage before.”

Sometimes, I swear he knows exactly what he’s doing to me, and all his apparent obliviousness is nothing more than a fucking tease.

But if it was, he wouldn’t kill it so abruptly, would he?

I watch him lock the envelope in the safe, then open up his laptop ready to treat the world to another instalment of his most famous creation. Within minutes, he’s deep in the life of Blake Clarence Oldrich, writing another episode that’ll have TV audiences glued to their sets. His fingers fly across the keyboard. His brow is bent low over the screen. The biggest fucking spider you can imagine could run up his leg and perch on his shoulder and he wouldn’t notice, and Alfie usually squeals like a little girl when anything with eight legs makes an appearance. He’s lost. And like that, we’re done.

“Eight o’clock, Leo,” he says as I turn to pull the door to behind me. “Don’t let me down.”

“I’d love to tie you down,” I mumble.

 “Okay. Cool.” He’s not listening. Certainly not comprehending. “Fine by me, but after, okay? Once everything is discussed, agreed and consented to.”

I turn, because my heart is hammering, and my fucking blood is on fire. A swift visit to the loo is in order. “Alfie.” I don’t wait for him to look up. “Screw you.”
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EXCERPT FROM THE ELUSIVE ALFIE JONES

 

In February of 2009, the Sunsetters movie began shooting. Alfie Jones was not part of the cast.

 

CHASE WOODROW: The original script didn’t contain the Billy character. That was added once we’d begun shooting. I think we were about four days in when the director, Joe, stopped filming and said the setup we had wasn’t working. We interpreted that as a kick up the arse to get ourselves together, but he really meant that the dynamics were off.

 

DARE WILDE: The first couple of days of shooting were awful. The chemistry wasn’t there. Obviously, that’s hard when you’ve got a group of teens who don’t know each other and it’s a movie about discovering yourself. For most of us, it was our first acting role too. I think Stewart Foster was the exception. I just remember being petrified that we’d totally screwed up when the director Hemi Wereta called a halt on day three and sent us all home early. Next day we showed up, and Stewart was gone. They dropped his character from the script and rearranged a ton of lines and stuff to compensate. All our characters had personality transplants.

 

LORNE EVERETT: Hemi had this massive argument with Vivian, one of the producers. Hemi really didn’t like how things were working. Next day there was a Will-shaped hole in the script, lots of our scenes got shifted about so we all had to relearn everything, and they said they were going to be bringing in someone new.

 

DARE WILDE: The threat of someone new made us bond together. It was like, one of us has already been got rid of, so the rest of us sought security by becoming more tightly knit. We didn’t want anyone new.

 

LORNE EVERETT: Dare and I hit it off from the get-go. No one missed Stewart.

 

RONNIE GILCHRIST: We were thinking they’d find another actor around the same age, but then there was talk about it being an eight-year-old. None of us much liked that idea. Dare and Chase especially didn’t like it. Their sister was around that age, and they were terrified she was going to wind up on set with them. It wasn’t a big stretch given their family background.

 

LORNE EVERETT: Everly was cute as a button back then. She had no front teeth. Not one. I think someone said they got knocked out in an accident. Skateboarding or something. They were taking ages to grow back. Dare was terrified she was going to be brought on board, and totally cramp his style.

 

JASON JONES: It wasn’t the prospect of their kid sister being on set that really got Dare and Chase riled up, it was the fact she’d be there chaperoned by their mum. No self-respecting teen wants their mum watching their every move.

 

RONNIE GILCHRIST: Lillian James was sexy as hell. Still is. She’s one of those style icons that transcend everything. I was gutted when it didn’t happen. I was hoping for some fashion tips. Instead, we got landed with a scarecrow.

 

CHASE WOODROW: Ma was all for Everly joining us and making it a family affair. Dad kept saying shit about eggs and baskets. Didn’t matter. Hami took a different direction. I think he liked how Dare and I were on screen together. He liked the brotherly aspect. The complexity of the relationship, and wanted more of that. It’s really what the movie is all about, the complexities of all the relationships. Slotting a really young kid into that wasn’t the vibe he was after.

 

DYLAN DRAKE: They cast Alfie Jones, Jason’s younger brother. I was shit scared they were going to start hunting down all our siblings. I didn’t want to find my half-sister on set. Seriously, the notion still makes my skin crawl. Alfie was cool, though. He was pretty cute for a twelve-year-old, and he had a way with words. Usually the wrong ones. 
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ALFIE JONES

 

Benchley’s being particularly delinquent tonight. Swimming about with a long tail of fishy poop gliding along behind him like he’s masquerading as a kite. “I’ve guests due, mate. We don’t wanna see it. Poop and be done, don’t hang on to it. Cut the cord.” 

He doesn’t give a fuck and pops out another beady addition to his string of shitty pearls. Fact is, I’m frazzled. This morning’s hangover is still niggling away in my cerebrum, and I’ve been twitchy ever since I left the office. Leo had already gone home by the time I shut the laptop lid. I don’t know if he’s going to show, and that’s ramping up my nervousness. It’s not like I can’t work around being a body down for the wedding reception if I’ve already a lover on each arm. But it’s not that that’s irking me. It feels like… like I missed something. Like we’ve been talking at cross purposes, and now he’s really fucking angry with me, but I don’t know what it is I’ve done, or failed to do. Or maybe… maybe I do know, and don’t want to admit it, as doing so will open a whole barrel of worms. I can practically feel them wriggling around under my skin already.

Stupid to even imagine that’s the answer, and asking him outright is guaranteed to result in another of his buttoned-up blistering stares.

Like that isn’t already his go-to expression when dealing with my daily incompetence.

The man’s always serious. The glower he was wearing when he left the workspace could literally have meant anything. 

“I have zero clues, mate,” I say to his imaginary form. “Zero. Count ‘em.”

Also, and this one is proving a real niggler, what’s the big deal with me having a potential one-night stand? It’s not like it’s even a done deal, and I know how to play safe. Also, it’s not like other people—every one of my mates—doesn’t do it. All. The. Fucking. Time.

In fact, I’m pretty sure mister pan-fabulous himself has done a bit of recreational pole-varnishing in his time.

I swear he has. I’ve smelled the aftershave on him.

“I’m a little bit early,” Elodie apologises when she shows up while I’m still vacuuming the lounge. I didn’t really take in more than a hazy impression of her earlier—prim, pretty, owner of cat hair-covered cardigan, also, wearer of thick denier granny tights. She’s donned a different outfit for this evening. Still prim, still pretty, still with the tights. No cat hair. She takes off her coat, and… Whoa—that top’s lowcut!

“It’s okay. It’s fine. Help yourself to a drink.” I drag my gaze back up to her face and wave her towards the kitchen, while I wind up the vacuum cord, and slip into the bedroom to pull on a fresh T-shirt. 

“Should I make you one?” She’s boiling the kettle, and already has a teabag in a mug, and is investigating the contents of the cupboards when I return. “Do you have biscuits?”

I find her the tin, and she helps herself to a couple of chocolate digestives.

“You realise the sun is way past the yardarm.” I pull a bottle from the rack and retrieve a couple of glasses from the dishwasher.

“Actually, I don’t drink,” she raises her hand as I go to pour a second glass.

“You don’t?”

I’m not sure how we’re supposed to do this without alcohol.

“I don’t like how it messes with my thought processes.”

“Good point.” It doesn’t stop me necking half the glass before going to answer the door again.  Jet, I assume, but it turns out to be Leo.

He staggers in looking wet and shivery. “Is it raining?”

“Dude,” he says, as I practically fall over the sodden umbrella Elodie’s left in the hall while taking his coat. “They’re here, then?” 

“Ms Ray is. No Jet, yet.”

Is that relief I detect in his features? He wanders through to the lounge. No need to guide him, he’s been here before. 

“Tea or wine?” Elodie asks him, holding aloft a mug and a wine glass. She seems pleased to see him. Probably relieved she’s
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