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        This book is dedicated to my family in England,

        and most especially to my aunt, Barbara Thorold,

        a Scouser who—in my estimation—is right up there

        with The Beatles.

      

        

      
        Thanks, Auntie Barb, for never failing to let me know

        that even though we’re twelve thousand miles apart,

        you’re always there for me.

        I love you.
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        Get your FREE digital gift box

      

      The series combines action, adventure and romance, served up with fabulous friends, hot heroes, and delightful dogs. Each LA Lights book is a no-cliffhanger standalone with its own story line, and its own protagonist. You can read them in any order and don't need to have read the other books in the series, although they are more enjoyable if you have, because the stories interconnect and the characters recur.

      Here’s the blurb from The Audition:

      

      Will her talent take her all the way to Hollywood?

      

      Tessa Taylor is a regular girl; a college student with small problems and big dreams. Her dream, like so many others of her age, is to make it big as an actress in Los Angeles. But even though she's studying acting, she can't get any traction in her bid to get a job in LA, where all the auditions are. Until the week when things unexpectedly begin to change. Some news in her acting class leads to an exciting opportunity, but chance meetings might compromise her luck.

      Does Tessa have what it takes to shine in the audition?

      Download this novelette now and find out. Get started at www.dijoneswrites.com.
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      My US editor, Angela Brown of Los Angeles, did a fantastic job with this manuscript. Angela made suggestions for improvements to the storyline, polished my words, and convinced me that since the story is set in England, the book can remain in its original British English. Thanks as always, Angela. It’s ironic that an American has made this British book better. I hope that now you’ve had a crash course in Scouse, you might get to visit one day.

      Thanks to a number of readers from my street team, who have helped me by proof reading the final version of this manuscript. You know who you are, and I am grateful—as always—for your help, support and encouragement, without which this book would not be finished.
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Madonna

      

      

      I, Madonna Smith, of Kensington, Liverpool, know that today will be the last day of my life.

      I’m sitting here on the train—it’s just left Lime Street bound for London Euston—and I only just felt safe enough to stand up and peer out the window. Just to make sure no one followed me, and that I wasn’t going to get caught at the last minute.

      But the platform was empty apart from the conductor, and one or two people scurrying back to their normal lives. Their normal, safe, happy lives, unlike the life I have, which is dark, depressing and dysfunctional.

      That’s why I need to write about it. They say that writing things down helps to heal them, and this will be the last thing I’ll ever write about my life. After today, my life will be over. Why would I want to revisit any of this?

      I can hardly remember a time when I didn’t hate my life in Liverpool, unless I concentrate really hard. It’s there, right on the edges of my memory…I was happy when my Dad was still alive. I can remember sitting on his knee, and being cuddled, and singing with him.

      I know it wasn’t Mam’s fault that Dad died of lung cancer, and that she became a different woman. I know she couldn’t cope with losing Dad, and that’s what drove her to drink. She drank to the point that she neglected me, and Tom, my brother. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive her for that.

      In some ways I know that growing up without Mam breathing down our necks had its advantages. Hanging around with the neighbourhood boys, and doing things that boys do, was fantastic, because I learned to look after myself better than I would have otherwise. I learned to lie, and to fight a little, and steal, too. Those skills came in handy over the years.

      Like when I got picked on at school, which happened way too often, I could look after myself…sort of. I could at least look after myself enough to run, or clout someone before they hit me, or if I’d been given a hiding, fix myself up well enough that Mam didn’t notice. She usually didn’t notice, but that might be because she was nearly always drop-dead drunk, and wouldn’t have noticed if the house had fallen down around her.

      I hated the way that after Dad died our house got into a serious state of disrepair, with peeling paint and dirty windows, and when Tom broke the front window, playing ball, three years after Dad died, Mam didn’t even replace it. Instead she taped plastic over it, because she couldn’t afford niceties like new windows, or insurance, she told us.

      The inside of the house was worse than the outside. I remember on one rare occasion bringing a girl from school home with me, and the look of horror on her face when we went into our kitchen, and she saw the dirty dishes piled up on the table and in the kitchen sink, mixed in with food, and cat bowls. After that, I got picked on even worse, because she told everyone the Smiths lived in a hovel. And she was right. From then on, I knew we lived in a tip, and I tried to ignore it, but I couldn’t. It made me feel embarrassed, and dirty, and unworthy of anything nice in life.

      It was around that time that Tom and I had growth spurts, and the days of hand-me-down clothes started. That’s also when the bullying got worse, and when the well-off kids took a more active part in it.  They’d laugh at me on the way home, saying my clothes were ugly and unfashionable. My shoes were also a source of mockery: they were usually a size or two too big for me, which meant I walked like a duck. The kids would make quacking noises as I walked past them, and I wanted to die with shame.

      The only good thing I remember was when Ricky, one of Mam’s many boyfriends, and a junk dealer, gave me a Janome sewing machine from a house he’d cleared out. I was twelve at the time, and I was besotted with it. I’d started taking an interest in fashion: the kind of fashion you get in London, New York and Paris, and the Janome represented a bridge between the world of my fantasies and the one I was actually living in. From the second I made the connection, I started sewing, and dreaming of another life, where I could be a fashion designer, and wear exquisite clothes, and have friends and not be poor.

      In those early years I sewed clothes from anything I could lay my hands on. Dresses that Mam had in her wardrobe and didn’t wear, old curtains from neighbours’ rag bags, altered second hand clothes, and then later, I bought fabric from discount stores. And the more I sewed, the more my passion for fashion was fuelled.

      But the bullies teased me mercilessly for making my own clothes, even though I knew they were cool. I was pushed, shoved, and harassed, and on several occasions my homemade clothing was ripped and torn. After that, I stopped wearing my flamboyant clothes, and tried to blend into the crowd. But I still made the clothes, and dreamed that one day I’d be free to wear them without insult.

      I became more and more discontented with the life I had in Liverpool, and began to hate it. I resented being an outsider; I resented being bullied; and I resented not being able to be myself and follow my dreams.

      But as unhappy as I was growing up, and as many awful memories as there already are here in Liverpool, there had been a flicker of happiness lately, letting me see a better future in this town.

      Until last night, that is.

      Nothing I’d ever been through—the neglect, the feeling of being unloved, or even the bullying—prepared me for the events of last night. The pain and the horror would be with me for a long, long time, and I knew I couldn’t live with it.

      So sitting here on this train, I decided that I needed the peace that could only come by ending the life of Madonna Smith.
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            Madeleine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten Years Later

      

      

      I hadn’t always worked in the City, the square mile of London that was the heart of the financial markets and where the average salary was more than three times the average in the rest of England. That’s not, however, why I went to work there, although it definitely made it attractive. I worked there for the prestige, the glamour, the good-looking and rich men, and yes, finally but importantly, the money.

      When I say the money was important, I don’t mean my salary. While my salary was handsome and kept me nicely in designer shoes and handbags, my financial motives were bigger and longer term. You see, I worked in the City because I’d figured out a long time ago that this square mile was the best husband-hunting area in the whole of Great Britain. And finding a husband—specifically a rich husband—was a priority to me.

      Anyway, the important point about the City is that I hadn’t always worked there, even though everyone I knew thought I had.

      And why did they think that?

      Because I’d told them so. That might seem odd, but I’d told them lots of things that weren’t true, such as:

      
        	I’d grown up in a small village near London in a lovely, detached, middle-class home.

        	My father, Hayden Hamilton, who absolutely adored and worshipped me, was the headmaster of a local school. Although he was strict with his students, they universally liked and admired him. My father could never say no to me.

        	My mother, Evangeline Smythe, was a housewife whose greatest pleasure was me, her only daughter. She took pride in keeping our home cosy, welcoming, and clean; she was a warm and loyal companion to my father; and she doted on me, planning special parties for my birthdays, complete with prettily wrapped presents, goody bags for my guests, and a themed birthday cake for each celebration.

        	I’d boarded at a posh private school, Cheltenham Ladies’ College, on exquisitely manicured grounds, where I’d received a top-notch education, made loads of upper-class friends, and had been a prefect and later a head girl.

        	Throughout my childhood and teenage years, I’d taken holidays abroad with my parents. In the winter, I took skiing lessons in Austria, and I’d spent my summers in Spain or Italy.

        	Although I was an only child, I was never lonely, because I’d grown up with dogs and horses. Because of that, I was just as comfortable in the country as the city.

      

      I’d known ever since I was young that it’s wrong to lie. Even lying to yourself is dangerous, because most people start to believe their own lies and totally lose their grip on reality. But I wasn’t like that—I had my Jimmy Choos firmly planted on the City’s bustling streets—and I personally knew you could make and shape your own reality.

      I’m a big believer in the Law of Attraction, a universal principle that draws to you whatever you focus on. A long time ago, I’d decided what I wanted, and I’d been affirming it, visualizing it, and working towards it, ever since. And just in case all that positive reinforcement wasn’t enough, I’d been lying about it as well.

      I’d been making my dreams become my reality in every way I knew how.

      I’d been living a lie for the past ten years, ever since I was seventeen. First it had started out as a bit of fun, but eventually I dug myself deeper and deeper into a hole from which it was impossible to climb out of.

      Not that I really wanted to. My hole might have been large, but it was comfortable and exactly where I wanted to stay.

      When I was a little girl, I used to look at pictures of London in magazines, and I knew instinctively I belonged there. My desire to live in London was fuelled by watching TV programmes set in the capital, and the more I looked at photos and saw London on the telly, the more I knew without a doubt I’d live there someday.

      I imagined sitting in a big black cab driving past Big Ben, imagined riding on a ferry down the River Thames under Tower Bridge, imagined shopping on Oxford Street (I didn’t know about Knightsbridge back then), and imagined living in a gorgeous apartment in a smart part of town.

      I’d even saved up my pocket money and bought a bulletin board for my bedroom. I’d cut out pictures of London and stick them to the board until the whole thing was full. My favourite clipping was a quote from a National Geographic magazine, which summed up the way I felt about my obsession: “When you’re bored with London, you’re bored with life.”

      I’d been in London for ten years now, and I’d never been bored. In fact, I didn’t understand how you could get bored there. London’s one of the largest, most sophisticated cities in the world. There’s always something to do. There’s always somewhere to go. There’s always someone to meet.

      It’s easy to succeed in this city, and I was proof of that. I had a nice flat, a fantastic job, a wonderful boyfriend, and everything else a girl could hope for.

      I just needed to make sure my past didn’t catch up with me, and so far, it hadn’t.

      But even if my past did catch up with me, it probably wouldn’t have recognised me. Madeleine Smythe-Hamilton, personal assistant to the head of trading at CapitalBank, was a far cry from Madonna Smith of Kensington, Liverpool.

      Kensington, Liverpool, was where I was brought up, or perhaps “dragged up” would be a better description. Kenny, as it’s known to the locals, was one of the poorest parts of Liverpool, and was filled with run-down boarded-up houses sitting next to more lovingly tended but still shabby ones. Crime was rife in the area, and people would tell you to avoid Kenny at night. Which was impossible, if you lived there.

      It was a far cry from Kensington, London, one of the wealthiest areas in Britain, and where I aspired to live. Kensington, in the west part of the city, was home to David and Victoria Beckham, Kylie Minogue, and the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge—when they weren’t at their Norfolk estate, Anmer Hall. Housing prices in Kensington were in the millions; the neighbourhoods were quiet and safe; and the shopping experience was second to none. In Kensington a couple of twenty-pound notes would buy you a small scented candle, a glass or two of vino at a wine bar, and next to nothing at Whole Foods Market. Yes, it was an expensive place to live, but I’d made it my mission to eventually do just that.

      I remember a saying from my childhood: “You can take the girl out of Liverpool, but you can’t take Liverpool out of the girl.” I was well on my way to changing my life, and one thing was critically important to me: I was going to prove that saying wrong.

      

      It was a Friday afternoon in June, and although Fridays were always frantic days on the trading floor and I loved my job, today I couldn’t be bothered. Instead of paying attention to what I was supposed to be doing—which was getting print outs for the traders on their positions—I stared into the middle distance, hardly seeing the expanse of trading desks in the large, open room, or the army of traders manning them.

      Which was why I didn’t hear Hugh.

      “Hello, Madeleine, are you with us?” he yelled, penetrating the fog in my brain.

      My eyes snapped back into focus, and I was blinded by the blinking screens across the trading floor. Each trader had between three and eight monitors on his or her desk. Although you’d wonder if most of them were for playing League of Legends or another popular online game, the traders really did need them all to do their jobs properly.

      “What? Sorry, Hugh, I missed that one,” I said apologetically. It wasn’t like me to miss anything Hugh said. I prided myself on being the best personal assistant in London.

      “We’re shorting that one, Madeleine. Can you let Tom know?” Hugh sighed and shook his head.

      Hugh Jenkins was head of trading at CapitalBank, one of the most prestigious banks in London. I’d been working for him for three years now, since I was twenty-four, and loved everything about him. From an old Oxfordshire family, Hugh was everything I aspired to be—rich and influential, with breeding stamped all over him. He was married to Amanda, a boring, lazy, upper-class bitch, and he joked I was his “work wife.” I was, in almost every respect. I organized his lunch for him, made his dinner reservations, got him to his appointments on time, and shopped for birthday presents for Amanda and his mistresses.

      And yes, I do mean mistresses, in the plural. Hugh, a handsome man in his mid forties, with a shock of grey hair and a height of six foot, was a man of big appetites, and his sexual appetite was legendary, which was why he had two mistresses. They didn’t know about each other, which was amazing—as practically everyone else knew about them, Amanda included. Hugh joked his wife felt less threatened by two mistresses than one, and I thought that made sense in an odd kind of way.

      “Are you coming to the pub after work?” Hugh asked. “Or is Mark whisking you off somewhere exciting?”

      “I’m not sure. I haven’t heard from him yet.” I checked my watch. It was nearing the end of the day, and it was unusual for Mark not to have called by now.

      Mark, my boyfriend, three years older than me at thirty, was a senior trader at CapitalBank. He also reported to Hugh, which was how I’d met him. From the moment I’d started working for Hugh, Mark had made a fuss of me, flirting with me and complimenting me, but from the outset I could tell he was a bit of a player.

      Mark wasn’t a classically handsome playboy, in fact he didn’t appeal to me physically at first. Five foot ten with light brown hair and brown eyes, he had a ruddy complexion and was paunchy, but the women loved him. He was kind, generous, and knew how to treat the opposite sex, which is why he had a constant stream of girlfriends.

      I had ambitions—and I didn’t want to get hurt—so I took things slow and easy, keeping Mark at arm’s length and refusing his advances for quite some time. Yes, I wanted to go places, but I also wanted to stay in those places. So although Mark was exactly the sort of man I wanted and needed—he was a top earner who lived the high life, and was as smart as they came—there wasn’t going to be any flash-in-the-pan, grope-behind-the-bike-shed romance for me. I was in it for the long haul with any man I took up with.

      Mark had asked me out tons of times, and every time I’d said no. But the Christmas before last, I realised he was seriously interested in me. A group of us had gone out to Hamilton Hall, a bar by Liverpool Street station. Even though he had his usual gaggle of girls surrounding him, he kept glancing in my direction. Each time our eyes met, he gave me a tentative, silly smile.

      “What are you doing for Christmas, Madeleine?” he asked, after the others had left. “Are you staying in London?”

      “I am,” I replied. It was the truth, because the last thing I wanted to do was head home to Liverpool. I hadn’t actually been home since I’d left when I was seventeen, or spoken to my family since then, and I had no intention of going back anytime soon.

      Correction: I had no intention of going back ever.

      “Me too,” Mark said. “Why don’t you have lunch with me on Boxing Day?”

      I thought about it for a moment then nodded. I felt Boxing Day was a serious day, one you’d only ask someone out on if you were really interested in them. It was worth giving him a chance, and anyway, it wasn’t as if I had anything else to do that day.

      The day after Christmas, Mark picked me up at my flat in his gunmetal grey Porsche 718 Boxster and took me to a quaint little pub in the countryside near Oxford. We had a traditional Christmas lunch in the prettiest dining room, set with starched linens, cut crystal, and flaming candles. Earnest, attentive, and charming, Mark was determined to win me over.

      And he did. By the time lunch was over, I was almost in love with him. He represented everything I’d ever wanted, coming from a solid, loving, wealthy family. We had so much in common—or so he thought given the lies I’d crafted and parroted to him over lunch. And even though I felt uncomfortable lying to such a sweet man, I’d become so used to lying that I only felt awkward momentarily.

      After that, our romance grew stronger by the day, and I could see he was falling for me. But there was a danger in that: I was scared that if I told him the truth about my past, he wouldn’t want me, so I kept up my story. I figured he would tire of me anyway, as he had with so many other girlfriends.

      So even though I quickly fell totally in love with him, I played it cool. In the end his charm offensive worked and we’ve been together ever since.

      Do I feel strange that he doesn’t know the truth about me?

      Yes, but what can I do?

      It’s too late to tell him the truth now, and so I just have to navigate my way around the web I’ve woven, and hope that its strands don’t trip me up.

      

      My phone shrilled as the trading floor closed for the day. It was Mark, sounding upbeat. “I’ll pick you up at seven thirty tonight, darling,” he said.

      “We’re not going to the pub with Hugh and the others?” I asked. It was our usual way of winding down on a Friday.

      “No, we’re going out to dinner tonight,” he said. “I’m taking you to Berner’s Tavern.”

      After Mark’s call, I raced home excitedly and took a long bath, then dressed carefully in an elegant yet sexy cocktail dress. I wanted to look my best, not only because Berner’s was one of our favourite restaurants and one of the top places in London to be seen, but also because I had a feeling that tonight was going to be special. Mark had been acting strange lately, as if he had a big secret, and I knew what that meant.

      He was going to propose to me.

      Everyone had said it was bound to happen, and honestly, I was surprised he hadn’t proposed yet. We were so completely intertwined in each other’s lives; working together meant we had the same group of friends, as we tended to socialize with the other traders and their spouses or partners.

      We also spent a lot of time with family or, more accurately, Mark’s family, because of course he hadn’t met mine. He didn’t know I had one, because I’d told him, like I’d told everyone, that Mummy and Daddy had died in a car accident when I was twenty. He felt sorry for me, as anyone would, and so did his family. His parents, Anthony and Emma, included me in everything, and I spent Christmas, Easter, bank holiday weekends—or any other occasion when normal families do things together—with them at their home just outside Cambridge. Mark’s older sister, Kate, lived close by with her husband Henry, and so we saw lots of them too. They all adored me, and I loved them too, as they were the family I’d always wished I’d had.

      In the opulent restaurant, with its cavernous high ceiling, ornate plasterwork, exquisite crystal chandeliers and gold-framed paintings, Mark adjusted his tie importantly and signalled for the sommelier. “We’ll have a bottle of your best red. We’re celebrating,” he told the man, waving the wine list away without glancing at it. I was surprised at his choice. Red might have been his favourite, and I often drank it to indulge him, but I loved Moët. I would’ve thought he’d realise champagne was the perfect engagement drink.

      “We’re celebrating?” I grasped his hand and put on an innocent smile. It wouldn’t have been fair to deprive Mark of the enjoyment his “surprise” would give me.

      As he squeezed my hand, his brown eyes softened with affection. I knew how much he loved me, because it was apparent in everything he did—from the way he looked at me, to the way he included me in all his plans, to the money (a considerable amount) he spent on me.

      And I loved him back—I loved the bones of him, as we’d say in Liverpool—and couldn’t imagine a future without him. Yes, I was happy with the way things were, but becoming his wife would give me the social cachet I wanted (and needed given my awful past) and would be the icing on the cake.

      After the waiter had poured our wine and discreetly left, Mark raised his glass. “Actually we’re celebrating two things.” He beamed, and I gave him a dazzling smile in return. “Today’s the culmination of a dream I’ve had for the past year.”

      I tried to look modest, but my excitement was so overwhelming I feared I looked triumphant.

      Mark glanced around the restaurant as if to judge who was looking at us. And who wouldn’t look? We made a striking couple: me with my long red hair and Mark with his Savile Row suit and confident demeanour. Although he wasn’t the most handsome man in London, with his receding hair, rosy complexion, and trader’s waistline (big from overeating and drinking and from too little exercise), I found him sexy.

      “Today,” he continued, “I closed on a house.”

      “A house?” I blinked in surprise.

      “A four-bedroom maisonette in Hornton Street.”

      “In W8,” I said reverentially. W8 is the postcode for Kensington, and the significance wasn’t lost on me. I’d never made any secret of the fact that I wanted to live in Kensington, and now Mark had bought a house there. But it was a cruel irony that I’d never be able to explain to him that the girl who had grown up in the slums of Kensington, Liverpool, would end up in Kensington, W8, one of the swankiest areas of London.

      “Well done, darling,” I continued, leaning over the table to kiss him. “And what’s the second thing we’re celebrating?” I held my breath.

      “Sweetheart, I’d like you to move in with me.” He smiled expansively. But I must have sat there like an idiot, because eventually he repeated sharply, “Madeleine, I’d like you to move in with me. What do you say?”

      I pasted a bright smile on my face and nodded. “I’d love that.”

      In my previous life, I would’ve thought I’d won the lottery with this turn of events, so why did I feel so terribly cheated?
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      Even as a little lad, I’d wanted to spend every day fiddling around with machinery. I got it from my old fella, who was a mechanical engineer and took me to his workshop before I was old enough to go to school. I clearly remember one Christmas—I must have been only five years old—when I received two model cars and a shiny, bright-red fire engine. From then on, all I wanted was to be a fireman, and that dream became a reality ten years ago.

      My life really started when I became a fireman. Don’t get me wrong—it’s not as if the years before that weren’t important or fun. Far from it. I was a real scally, always having a laugh and getting into trouble of one sort or another. It wasn’t that I was a bad kid. But I was cheeky and somehow trouble always seemed to find me.

      Girls also found me, right from when I started school, so from an early age I realised I was attractive to the opposite sex. I got my looks from my mam. She’s blonde and easily as beautiful as any movie star, with her flawless skin, high cheekbones, and striking green eyes. My old fella was crazy in love with her and still is to this day. I’d always hoped one day I’d have the perfect marriage, like they did, and a family.

      Talking about family, I come from a big one. My parents are Roman Catholics—practising ones—so I’m one of six kids. I have two older brothers, two younger sisters, and a baby brother. I love the bones of them all.

      Growing up, the three of us older brothers always stuck together, supporting our team in football matches and helping each other out in scraps down at The Rose of Mossley, one of the local pubs. We’re still close and now my older brothers are married to nice girls and have a kiddie each, so I’m a doting uncle.

      At age thirty-one, I still lived at home with my two sisters and my younger brother. Mam spoiled us rotten, cooking, cleaning, and doing all the laundry. I didn’t see any reason to leave home until I got married.

      The reality of being a fireman was living up to my expectations. I loved hanging out with the other fellas in the firehouse; I adored the rush of adrenaline when the bell went off; and I couldn’t describe the feelings and emotions I went through when I was in the thick of it, fighting a raging fire threatening to destroy everything in its path. The main things I loved, though, were the appliances—the highly polished red engines I couldn’t get enough of when I was a kid. And yes, I have to admit, I loved the look on girls’ faces when I told them I was a fireman.

      It’s true. Women find firemen irresistible.

      We lived on Booker Avenue, a nice road in Allerton, a middle-class area three miles from Liverpool’s city centre. Booker Avenue was handy for us all: Dad’s workshop was a short drive away; my mam was a dinner lady at the infants’ school across the road from us; and the fire station just happened to be in Allerton.

      Honestly, I had just about everything I wanted in life.

      My girlfriend, Katy, was the final blessing that made my life complete. Before I met her, I’d had a number of flings, along with some short and sweet relationships, but I was never serious about anyone, except one girl who really hurt me, when I’d just started in the fire service (I don’t talk about her or even think about her these days). Katy was an infant school teacher, looking after five and six year old children, and we’d been together three years. Katy and I both put family first, wanted lots of kids of our own, and made time for charities supporting disadvantaged kids. That’s one of the things I loved about Katy: as busy as she always was, she made time for those less fortunate than herself, and was always helping out one charity or another. It didn’t hurt that Katy knew the ins and outs of football as well as any of the lads I knew, and was an ardent Liverpool supporter. I loved going to matches with her, and being able to have intelligent discussions about the game. All in all, we shared the same values and the same sense of humour, and I couldn’t imagine life without her.

      Which was why I planned to propose to Katy and then buy a house in Allerton, like my folks had. When Katy and I were settled and had a couple of kiddies, my life would be perfect.

      
      “Give me your shirt, love, and I’ll iron it for you.” Mam always fussed over me, and that night, I was glad of it.

      “What do you think? The blue one or the white?” I held them both up and squinted into the mirror. I was wearing a dark-navy suit—my only suit—and a tie, which I only ever wore at weddings and funerals. It seemed fitting to wear a tie tonight, given the occasion.

      “The white,” Mam said. “It shows off your tan.”

      A few days before, I’d come back from a weekend in Palma on the island of Majorca, Spain, where my best friend had had his stag weekend. That was when I’d decided it was time to propose to Katy. After three years together, I knew she was the one.

      “Thanks, Mam. I’m a bag of nerves.” I ran my hands through my hair, distributing the gel evenly, darkening my blond spiked top.

      “As long as you remember the ring, nothing else can go wrong.” Mam’s green eyes, the mirror of my own, twinkled at me. She pushed a stray lock of blonde hair back behind her ear and carefully touched the iron to my shirt.

      I took the small blue Boodles box out of my jacket pocket and opened it, examining the ring for the umpteenth time that day. I’d bought it the day I’d returned home from holiday and had been carrying it around ever since. Katy would love the sapphire cluster, set in a gold band encrusted with tiny diamond chips. A matching eternity ring went with it; I planned to buy it for Katy on our first anniversary.

      “She’ll like it, won’t she?” I asked.

      “She’ll love it,” said my sister, Jane, flicking back her long blonde hair. “Who wouldn’t?”

      “More to the point,” said my other sister, Julie, who has darker hair than the rest of us, “Katy’s crazy about you, so she’d love any ring you got her, even if it was the tear tab from the top of a Coke can.”

      I flashed her a grin and put the ring back in my pocket. I had dinner reservations at the Yuet Ben, in my mind the top Chinese restaurant in Liverpool, and I was picking Katy up in half an hour. Mam quickly pressed my shirt, and I was out the door.

      Within an hour Katy and I were seated in the restaurant.

      “What would you like to drink?” I asked her, as she looked through the menu. She looked stunning, with her straight white blonde hair gleaming in the restaurant lights, and her black lace dress showing off her permanent tan and slim, petite figure.

      “Wine would be nice,” she said, glancing up at me with sapphire blue eyes. She smiled her own little smile, the one that made the corner of her mouth tentatively turn upwards. Her smile made me weak with lust for her, even after three years.

      I wondered if she could read my mind and knew I was going to propose. She’d always had a way of reading me.

      “How about champagne?” I asked. I was strictly a lager man, but I knew Katy liked a glass of what she referred to as bubbles.

      When the waiter arrived, I ordered a bottle of Moët, her favourite champagne, and two glasses. The lager could wait for another time. A minute later, the waiter returned with the bubbles and glasses, poured some for me to taste, then left us.

      I took a sip of the champagne, wishing it was Heineken. “I’ve got something I’d like to talk to you about.” I took her small, smooth hand in my large, roughcast one. “I missed you when I was away in Spain.”

      She shot me a flirtatious look. “Did you? Sure you weren’t so busy ogling all the girls on the beach and in the bars that you didn’t have time to miss me?”

      “You know me, babe. There’s no one but you.”

      I meant it sincerely, and it wasn’t for lack of other women around. I don’t mean to sound conceited, but everywhere I went women hit on me. I’d never yet taken one of them up on it, and I never would. I was brought up a Roman Catholic, and we take fidelity seriously.

      “I thought a lot about us while I was away,” I said, feeling the ring box through the fabric of my suit jacket.

      “I did too.” She licked her lips, driving me mad with desire.

      “Katy, I think it’s time we move things to the next level.”

      She didn’t answer but instead looked down into her glass. It was empty, so I refilled it. She downed the glass in one go. I’d never seen her do that before, even though she loved her drink.

      “George, something happened while you were away. Something at work. I’ve had…a sort of promotion.”

      Katy was a damn fine teacher. The kids loved her, and in turn she was devoted to them. It was one of the many things I loved about her, and it was proof she’d make a loving mother herself one day, which was important to me.

      I grabbed her hand across the table, raised it to my lips, and kissed it tenderly. “That’s terrific news. What sort of promotion?”

      “I’ve been offered a teaching exchange. At an elementary school in Brentwood. They’re doing some innovative work in teaching youngsters reading and creative problem solving.”

      I hazed out just then. Yes, I was thrilled for Katy, really thrilled, but London? London wasn’t on my radar at all. Like most Scousers, I hated the place, even though I’d never been there. It might be only a few hours away by train, but I wouldn’t waste my time going there.  It was overcrowded, overpriced, full of foreigners, and everyone there had their head stuck up their…well, you know what I mean. And the most important reason I hated London was that it was home to Chelsea, Arsenal, West Ham and Tottenham. I hated any football club that wasn’t Liverpool, and most particularly, I hated the London football clubs.

      “How long is the exchange for?” I asked.

      “Two years.” She picked up her glass, took another sip, and left me to digest her news.

      That would be a hell of a lot of commuting for me. I quickly did the maths in my head. Lime Street Station in Liverpool to London was roughly a two-hour journey, and while I earned a reasonable wage with the fire service, the train fares would be expensive, adding up to a substantial amount of money over the two years she’d be in London. Money that could be better spent on a deposit for our first home.

      Maybe the answer was for me to move to London. To be honest, nothing was less attractive to me. I’d rather have worked on the dark side of the moon, but Katy wasn’t going to the dark side of the moon; she was going to Brentwood. I knew I could get a transfer to London with the fire service, especially considering my ten years of service. The only issue would be waiting for a job to come up in a London station, but in a city of close to nine million people, the wait probably wouldn’t be too long.

      I’ve always been an expert at making lightning-speed decisions. “That’s exciting for you, Katy,” I said, biting back my disappointment that she wanted to leave Liverpool. “I guess I’d better see if I can get a transfer.”

      She blinked. “Transfer?”

      “To come to London with you.” I put my hand into my jacket pocket to pull out her engagement ring.

      “George, I’m not going to London. My transfer is to Brentwood, California.”

      Brentwood, California? I was gutted. Katy might as well have been going to the dark side of the moon; California was that far away.

      “Brentwood, California,” I repeated stupidly. I fingered the box with Katy’s engagement ring nestled safely inside it.

      “It’s a small city outside San Francisco.”

      I’d heard of the upscale enclave in Los Angeles called Brentwood, but never a Brentwood farther north. Fingering the ring box helped me concentrate. “Oh, well, that’s a long way for us to travel to see each other.”

      “George, I love you.” I could hear the but coming even before she said it. “The thing is, I don’t think it’s practical.”

      “For you to go to Brentwood?”

      “I’ve already accepted the transfer.” Her chin jutted out in a challenge.

      “Without talking to me?” I asked. A terrible feeling was coming over me. “How are we going to have a relationship with you on the other side of the world? That’s a long time to get by on phone calls and Skype.”

      A flush spread over Katy’s face before she looked down into her lap. When she looked back up, her eyes were flat. “That’s the thing, George. I’m sorry, but things are over between us. We’ve had fun together these past three years, but I think we both knew the relationship was never going to be permanent.”

      I swallowed and took my hand out of my pocket.

      Then I ordered a lager.

      
      Katy’s announcement had shaken me up and I’m not sure what happened next. It felt like she was on the plane to San Francisco within five minutes, when in reality she was leaving in a couple of days. Everything happened so fast that I hardly had time to lick my wounds before she was gone, leaving me to a future without her.

      Was I devastated?

      Yes.

      Was I going to pine?

      No, that wasn’t what the Davies men did.

      What did I do instead?

      I pasted a smile on my face. The night Katy left, I got the lads together from the station, and we hit the bars in Concert Square for a few bevvies. There was no point moping about someone who didn’t want me. I was careful not to have too much to drink on our night out, though, because the next morning I was on early shift. I take my work seriously, and fighting a fire after a bender, with a crashing hangover, isn’t recommended.

      The day after our pub crawl, I went in early, as I usually do. The lads were already frying up in the station kitchen when I arrived. It’s a tradition for firemen to eat meals together, and the smell of sizzling bacon made me drool.

      “Make me a bacon butty,” I told John, my best mate, who was on cooking duty. I hadn’t seen him for a week, as he’d stayed on in Spain with some of the other lads.

      He slung three rashers of crispy bacon onto a slice of thick white bread. As the bacon fat melted into the butter, my stomach grumbled. I grabbed the butty from him and made short work of it, munching in silence.

      “Yer gorra cob on,” John said, examining my face carefully.

      “I’m not in the best mood,” I admitted. “Katy chucked me.”

      His mouth dropped open. “What was the barney about?”

      “It wasn’t an argument. She’s gone and taken a job in America of all places.”

      John looked thoughtful, like he was searching for the right words. “Have another bacon butty,” he said finally, pressing another hot sticky slab into my hand. “Don’t worry—there’s plenty of birds out there.”

      That was the sum total of our conversation about Katy binning me, but lads from Liverpool aren’t noted for their emotional examination of their private lives. So after a minute’s silence, I turned my attention to the previous day’s Liverpool Echo and a pile of letters from Merseyside Fire and Rescue Service headquarters.

      “These job cuts are bloody awful news,” I said after scanning one of the letters. A couple more of the lads had arrived, and were sitting with us, and they all nodded their agreement from behind their bacon butties.

      “They’re gonna kill us,” said John from his place at the frying pan. “I’m thinking of applying for a promotion. I’m on the bones of my arse with my wages here.”

      “Promotion? Is one of the lads leaving the station?” I asked. We were a tight crew, and I hadn’t heard of anyone quitting or getting canned.

      “No. There’s some promotions going in London.” John waved a bit of paper at me, and I grabbed it from him.

      “Why would you want to go to that shithole?” I couldn’t believe John would consider going to London. It’s overcrowded, overpriced, and worst of all, full of snotty Londoners who think their city is the only important place in England.

      John took the paper back and stabbed a thick, stubby finger in the middle of it. “Look at the pay grade. I’d go to hell and back for this sort of money.”

      I took the paper back and read it carefully:

      
        
        There's more to the firefighter’s job than extinguishing fires, installing smoke detectors, and rescuing kittens from trees. Firefighters respond to emergency situations and protect people, the environment, and property from all types of accident and emergencies.

      

      

      Yeah, I knew all that. I skimmed down the page until my eye caught the word London, and then I started to concentrate. When I saw the pay, I whistled out loud.

      “What is it?” Bill, one of the other firemen, asked.

      I read it out loud:

      
        
        Crew managers and station managers are required at several London stations. Crew managers can earn up to £31,500 a year, while station managers can earn between £36,500 and £40,500 a year.

      

      

      “Jesus,” Bill said. “I’d go to London for that too.”

      There was a murmur of assent around the room.

      “What stations are they?” he continued. “I heard a lot of the fellas in London are leavin’ because of the cuts.”

      I’d heard that rumour too. Supposedly eight hundred jobs were being cut, and there was panic throughout the service.

      John grabbed the paper back from me and read the list of stations out loud. The names meant nothing to me, apart
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