
Alia Henry and the Ghost Writer

Christine Betts

For my husband.






ISBN: 978-0-6486880-4-4

Copyright © 2018 Christine Betts

All rights reserved.

Time Step Press

This work is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced by any process, nor may any other exclusive right be exercised, without the permission of name and address of copyright owner and the year in which the work was made.

www.writerpainter.com​

Table of Contents

Busted.

The Driver.

What Would Dame Judy Do?

Exiled to the chateau.

The write stuff.

Writing. It’s harder than you think.

An admonition.

When all you’ve got is time

The stairs.

Simply too early.

Between the sun and the moon.

Phillip.

The Blue Hour.

One Defiant Morning.

The studio.

Total Eclipse.

Stranger and stranger things...

Camryn.

Very A-musing.

...and so, to Cuba.

A sleepover?

À Paris?

The morning after...

Three hundred. Sixty. Five.

Thalia.

The Office.

Champagne tulle.

The Safe.

Star.

The Party.

Epilogue.

Some notes about the story


About the author



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Busted.

[image: ]


Except for a scratchy grey blanket, Alia Henry was naked in the most famous food hall in London, and it wasn’t a nightmare. A young police officer led her towards the lifts, the throng parting like a Red Sea of camera-phones. Someone called her name, and Alia looked up to see the crowd filled the floor above and the one above that. She smiled and lifted one blanket-covered hand to wave. Somewhere in the crowd a woman called out, ‘I love you, Alia,’ and a cheer went up. 

Alia grinned at the frowning officer, who only nodded at a hidden walkway behind a raised display of mannequins showing off the latest summer fashions. Alia turned to smile at her audience, clutched her blanket, and walked to the locked security door behind the display. The policewoman turned her back and shielded her hand as she punched a code into a keypad. The door swung wide on an automatic hinge, and they started down a linoleum corridor with cage-covered bulbs on the ceiling. The door swung shut with a metallic thud, leaving behind a vocal and disappointed crowd.

The bare floor was cold underfoot. In all the years Alia had been shopping in Knightsbridge, she had never suspected anything so utilitarian was hidden behind the elegant facade. She smiled up at a winking security camera at the end of the corridor. What a lark. She was about to be let off with a warning. Again. That would make it seven for the year.

‘We have permission to film here,’ she said as they arrived at a service lift.

‘Not in the buff, you haven’t, have you?’ the officer said. It was a rhetorical question, but Alia felt she had a right of reply.

‘It didn’t specify...’

‘Of course, it didn’t; it should have gone without saying.’ The officer spoke softly and shook her head sadly as she pushed the down button and looked at Alia. ‘I’m worried they’re going to throw the book at you this time. I think you should have given it a rest after the show at the Fringe. It was hilarious. That thing with the shopping trolleys.’ She stopped and looked up at Alia. ‘I follow all your stuff. You’re an icon for a lot of young women and girls, so this looks really bad.’

Alia wanted to say something, but the lift doors opened. The call button didn’t make a fun dinging sound, and there was no cheeky, uniformed attendant in this lift. Just two huge cops who made even Alia look petite.

‘Mind your step, Lady Thalia,’ the young officer said. She was smiling slightly, her eyes kind, but as she turned to greet her colleagues, the sweet face became a mask. As Alia stepped carefully over the gap in the floor of the old service lift, she suspected she might have taken things a little too far this time.

Hours later, Alia was still wearing the blanket, still naked, and busting for the loo. She was being held in a kind of glassed-in no-go zone with administration staff on one side and detectives on the other. She was desperate to get someone’s attention. Star had finally arrived but hadn’t looked at Alia. Her agent was only metres away but hadn’t acknowledged her favourite client in any way. Alia moved from side to side as much as she could in a bulky blanket, trying to catch Star’s eye, but she was focused on the police officers, her back to the little room where Alia was being held.

Alia watched, fascinated. She had never seen her agent so serious. Normally, she would be holding court, wildly gesticulating, making everyone laugh, but today she was sitting at a desk, soberly reading paperwork, and signing things.

‘Hey!’ Alia looked up at the blinking light on the security camera. ‘I need to use the bathroom.’

She looked around for a response. Surely, somebody had to be monitoring the cameras. She gripped the blanket, shuffled over to the door, and tried the handle. Still locked. She looked up again at the security camera trapped in its little metal cage, and smiling, let the blanket drop. She turned towards the little knot of officers now standing around Star, but still nobody looked in her direction.

‘It’s as though they’ve all studied up on how to deal with a narcissist,’ she said to herself, making a mental note to add the line to her next show.

She looked around the cell. She was cold and really needed to pee. She draped the scratchy blanket over the bench and sat, not even thrilled she was naked in a holding cell.

This isn’t fun anymore.

Her shoulders slumped and she looked up at the camera again. ‘Who am I without my audience?’ she asked the blinking light.

Her partners in crime had been released. Gaynor, super-model, and best friend, had left with her lawyer, giving a wink and a nod to Alia.

No hard feelings. Hopefully, we are finally even for that little incident in Ibiza.

As usual, Gaynor’s father would pretend to be mad for a few days then buy her a new car or something. The photographers had been freed by their agent, too. They had left without their camera gear, but the cops had obviously overlooked the iGlasses that were still on their faces when they left, no doubt still filming. With a cheeky grin, they had dipped the sleek glasses at Alia as they followed their agent from the station.

Alia shivered. She looked over at Star again, who was now sitting with the young policewoman from the food hall. They seemed to be signing wads of papers. At least Star was doing her job; signing wads of paper for her client was the least she could do for her 10%. All she usually did was go to festivals and get fucked up. Alia scowled at the thought. What good is an agent if they take this long to get you out of jail?

She gave up on glaring at the back of Star’s head and knocked on the window separating her from the busy administration staff. The young officer at the closest desk looked over, a pen dangling from her lips. Her brows shot up at the sight of a naked minor member of the royal family. She frowned, pointed at the ceiling, and hurried from the room.

‘She’s either telling me to wait a minute longer, or suggesting I pray for help,’ Alia quipped to herself. She sighed and sat back down. Life was no fun without an audience.

‘What the actual fuck?’ Star bellowed as she walked into the room. ‘Have you finally flipped?’

‘Star, you scared the living daylights out of me. I let a bit of pee out. I’m going to have to keep this blanket now.’ Alia screwed up her nose and stood.

‘Sit. Down,’ Star said.

Alia did not like her tone of voice, but decided to keep that particular bit of feedback to herself. She had never seen Star in any mode other than what she referred to as ‘pumped mode.’ Arriving at the airport at three in the morning, Star was pumped. On the last night of Glastonbury, Star was pumped. In the lockup of the Knightsbridge Police Station, Star was most definitely not pumped. Her eyes were red, as though she had been crying, and she was wearing the most hideous coat. It may even have been a raincoat, and it smelled like it belonged to an elderly man. She stood with her back to the door and said nothing. As annoying as Star in pumped mode could get, it was preferable to Star in whatever mode this was.

Alia smiled. ‘Star, thank the hairy goddess you are here. I have to pee. Not joking.’ Alia ended up shouting this as Star raised her voice to tell Alia to shut up. ‘Star, I’m in pain,’ Alia whined.

The agent’s shoulders dropped as the young officer from the food hall bustled in and pulled the blanket over Alia’s shoulders.

‘Lady Thalia, Katie Jenkins, remember?’ The officer handed Alia a bottle of water.

‘Oh Katie, thank the goddess you’re here,’ Alia said and was rewarded with a small smile.

Star rolled her eyes. ‘She needs to use the bathroom,’ she said. Sighing heavily, she held out a shopping bag. Katie took it and led Alia to the bathroom.

When they returned, the officer hugged a now-clothed Alia. ‘Good luck with the books,’ she said, gently squeezing Alia’s arm.

‘Thanks, Katie, and you tell your little sister to have more respect for herself,’ Alia said.

Star let out a barking laugh. ‘If that’s not the pot calling the kettle a little twit, I don’t know what is.’

Katie looked back at Alia, frowned, and looked sadly at Star.

‘See,’ Alia said, and Katie nodded. She patted Alia on the arm and gave Star a sad look as she left.

Wearing the outfit Star had brought, Alia felt as though she was late for her shift at the bank. Black trousers, black shoes, white top, accessorised with an acrylic wrap striped in multiple shades of pink. She handed Star the plastic shopping bag.

‘Is it support a sweat-shop day? And what’s with the fake wool serape?’ The weather was unseasonably warm. Alia held up the wrap, her nose scrunched.

‘That is for putting over your stupid face while we make a run for the bloody car.’

Alia held it up with both hands, nodding her head.

‘Aah, good thinking. You are such a good agent.’ She draped the wrap over her shoulders. ‘Yes, it works doesn’t it,’ she said and turned back and forth for Star to see both angles. Star rolled her eyes again. ‘Did you get my kimono? The one I took off in the video.’ Alia grinned.

Star didn’t respond.

‘Star, that was my favourite. Oh, goddess help me, my navy silk.’ Alia’s hand went to her forehead, her eyes closed. She opened one eye to see if Star was watching but her agent only stared at the paperwork in her hands. ‘Star?’

‘Look, just don’t.’ She held up a finger but didn’t look at Alia. ‘Just. Stop. For one moment, stop being so...you.’

Alia stared out at the London traffic. The dash to the car had been a hoot. Strutting naked in a department store might not have been her thing but running the paparazzi gauntlet was right in her wheelhouse. She’d had her game face on, which no one could see because it was swaddled in the bright pink scarf. Alia Henry was a distinctive-looking woman, apart from the fact that she was in Hello magazine every second week. She stood out even with a scarf wrapped around her face, but Star always said photographers couldn’t sell a photo of what could be just about anyone. That is anyone over six-feet-tall, and in this case, they would have to be wearing a too small top with no bra. Star had seemed legitimately sorry about forgetting to buy a bra; even the world’s best agent got it wrong sometimes, Alia had assured her.

Star snaked her sleek Audi through the traffic, her knuckles white where she gripped the steering wheel. Alia was annoyed at her agent’s surly mood; they had never had so much as a cross word. She smiled sweetly as she said, ‘Can I have my phone?’

‘No, you bloody can’t,’ Star snapped.

Alia slumped slowly in her seat. Once they were alone, she assumed Star would return to her default setting, her usual, enabling self. Alia was confused by the change of attitude.

‘I’ve done some pretty ballsy stunts and you’ve always been up for anything.’

‘Thalia, you were naked. In Knightsbridge. What the fuck? What was with all the shortbread and stuff?’ She sounded tired.

‘You never call me Thalia. I hate it. Why do you have to suddenly call me Thalia because you’re mad at me? You’re not my real mum.’

Star rolled her eyes again. ‘Of course, I’m mad at you, you twit.’

‘We were...shoplifting...naked, it was to make a point.’

‘Oh really? What point? That you can’t shoplift when you’re naked?’

Alia hesitated and looked out at the traffic. ‘Uuummmm. Climate change?’

‘Don’t be a bloody idiot.’

Silence settled over the car. The heavy afternoon traffic crowded in from every side. They stopped at a red light. Star sighed. ‘Alia...’ She smiled a tight-lipped grimace.

Alia nodded. ‘That’s more like it.’

‘Look, my dad’s poorly. He’s really unwell. They’re thinking about selling the pub. It’s been in our family for a hundred years. I told you, but you don’t listen. Can’t stop mucking about for one day.’ 

She took another deep breath and shifted in her seat to look at her Alia.

‘Honey, we’ve talked about this. The publisher wants to get a ghostwriter. We fought for you to write those books yourself. Well, I fought.’ She swiveled back around in the seat and bowed her head. The light changed to green, but Star didn’t move, her fingers pinching the skin between her eyes. The car behind sounded its horn, and Star sat upright, middle finger raised facing the driver behind, and slammed her foot on the accelerator. Tyres squealing, she sped into the intersection.

‘They’ve given you a month. They are being very generous.’

‘A month in jail?’ Alia’s hands went to her throat. ‘I’ll die!’

‘No.’

‘A month wearing this outfit?’

Star snorted. ‘Why do you have to be so funny all the time, even when you’re not trying. I bet your mum had trouble scolding you when you were little.’

Alia put her finger up at Star. ‘For starters, I am always trying to be funny and... thirdly, my mum was never not high. Half the time she didn’t even remember she had a daughter, so no, it wasn’t an issue.’

Star rubbed her forehead. ‘Ali, you’ve got a month to finish your manuscript, which is great because you’re under house-detention for a month.’

Alia nodded. A month at home, sleeping, watching Gaynor on Top Model. It wasn’t the worst outcome. ‘Okay. As soon as I get home, I will get down to it. I’ll have a shower and eat something, and then I’ll start.’ She reached for her phone but remembered she still didn’t have it. ‘I can start now if you give me my phone.’

‘I’m not giving you your bloody phone. You’ve already missed the deadline, and after what you did today, well, drastic times call for drastic measures.’

Alia had no idea what Star was talking about. ‘I know I should ask what you mean, but I’ve lost interest in this conversation.’ She was sifting through the contents of the glove compartment and let out a low whistle when she found a tiny bag with one white pill in it. Star made tutting sounds as Alia put it in her mouth and swallowed it with the last of her prison water.

‘Star, can we stop at that offy? Oh, and a kebab? Can we get a kebab?’ Her finger jabbed at the window.

Star didn’t respond. She didn’t stop at the off-license and Alia nearly cried as her agent drove straight past the best Kebab shop in London. Alia stared out the window as Star drove in silence, her eyes glued on the road. Alia sat back in her seat, pulled the pink, striped wrap over her head, closed her eyes and waited for the tablet to kick in.
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A bump in the road smacked Alia’s temple against the car window.

‘Owww,’ she cried.

About to complain about Star’s driving, she pulled herself free of the wrap and shrieked. She shifted her body away from the man at the steering wheel and put both palms up to face him. Her eyes darted around the vehicle. They were in Star’s Audi, but this was most definitely not her agent driving. The beginnings of a smile twitched at the corner of his mouth, but he didn’t take his eyes off the road.

‘Good afternoon, I’m Phillip. I’m your driver.’

‘Where’s Star? Am I being kidnapped? Where are we?’ Alia swiveled in her seat as green countryside sped past. She turned back quickly to the driver, scrunching her palms into fists like she was about to spar. Phillip put his hand to his lips.

‘Are you laughing at me?’ She tried to put her hands on her hips, but the car seat made it difficult. 

He cleared his throat.

‘No, no, I’m not. Sorry, Star said you’d be quite disoriented when you woke up.’

‘Yes, because I am supposed to be at home writing my book!’ She kept her eyes on the driver but unlocked the car door.

‘You can’t open the door; we’re doing seventy on the motorway,’ he said, not taking his eyes off the road.

She slumped in the seat.

‘So, this is how I die.’

Phillip snorted softly.

‘She also said you were dramatic.’

Alia put her head back and laughed. ‘Who am I kidding? I’m a ride-or-die chick, and you’re a hottie. Can we have a rest stop though? I need food.’

Phillip stared at the road ahead, but again a smile played around his lips.

‘Oh, and I am a professional working comedian, not a bloody garden-variety drama queen, so you and Star can both pull your heads in. Who exactly are you anyway? Uber Luxe?’

‘I’m the driver for Whitehall. It’s my job to deliver packages and clients.’ He nodded at her to indicate that she was his delivery for the day.

‘Okay,’ Alia said, looking around the car. There was a document box on the back seat. Satisfied with the answer, she reached into her back pocket. ‘Phone,’ she said and held out her hand.

Phillip stole a look at her and then looked back at the road.

‘I don’t have your phone. Star has it. She warned me it would be the first thing you’d ask for.’

‘Damn straight it is. It’s my livelihood. Gotta keep being funny slash deep and meaningful for my peeps.’ Her open palm was still sitting expectantly between them.

Phillip shrugged.

‘Sorry, I don’t have your phone...’

‘Do you know who I am? I could have you arrested.’ She jabbed her finger in his direction. ‘Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Thalia, I don’t have your phone.’

She sat upright and placed her folded hands in her lap.

‘That is Lady Thalia to you, and I really have to pee, so we’d better stop soon. And don’t call me Thalia.’

‘My apologies, my Lady.’ Phillip leaned forward and punched a command into the dashboard. A voice told them there was a convenience stop in less than ten miles.

Alia swiveled around to look in the back seat.

‘What’s in the box? Is that your delivery? Oh no, that’s me, isn’t it? Your delivery. Is there a human head in there? Is my phone in there?’ A soft dinging sound came from the dashboard as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

‘Just boring paperwork, really boring. Badly written.’ The smirk still played at the corner of his lips. ‘Seatbelt.’ He reached over and pushed the buckle back into its cradle.

Alia wasn’t listening.

‘You’re really good looking. Are you one of Star’s clients?’

He snorted softly, and his cheeks flushed pink.

‘Like I said, I’m the driver.’

Alia sat back in her seat and drummed her fingers on the leather.

‘You could give me your phone.’ She turned to face him again, with a playful smile on her lips.

‘I can’t. Look, Star said to tell you, you’ve been cut off.’

She glared at Phillip.

‘What do you mean, cut off? I am a grown-ass woman. You can’t just take away my phone! You’ve carjacked Star, for all I know. I’m just too trusting.’

She stopped talking and ran her hands through her hair. She was thirsty.

‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have taken whatever that was in Star’s glove compartment,’ she mused.

Phillip’s phone rang. The dashboard display announced the caller was ‘Star Whitehall.’ Alia was about to ask who that was when the car answered the call automatically. She thought Star’s surname was Christodoulou. Phillip and Alia began talking over each other, and Star responded by screaming at them to shut up.

‘...just a quick check-in. I’ve only got a minute.’

‘Fuck you,’ Alia said.

‘Charming. That’s the thanks I get for keeping your stupid arse out of jail?’

‘I got off with a bloody warning, so don’t exaggerate your usefulness. I am supposed to be at home writing. Remember?’

The car was silent.

‘Okay, so Phillip hasn’t explained the situation yet, I see.’

‘She’s just woken up. I was still dealing with the phone situation.’ Both Alia and Star made a noise that sounded like ‘harrumph.’

‘Phillip, I’ll let you explain everything, and I’ll check in when you’re further away.’

Star didn’t sign off; the line just went dead. Alia turned to Phillip, but his eyes were glued to the road. ‘So, explain.’

‘Do you want me to tell you now or after you’ve, aah...’ He pointed to the service centre. The car had barely come to a complete stop when Alia tumbled from the car and ran into the building, leaving Phillip to run after her, the pink scarf trailing from his hand.

Ten minutes later, Alia pulled open the door of the ladies’ bathroom to find Phillip stationed outside like a bodyguard. It was at this point she realised he probably was a bodyguard. “Driver” was just a euphemism. She was about to jump into his arms and get him to carry her to the car when she noticed a queue of women standing to one side, behind him. Alia had been asked for a selfie in the bathroom before, but usually at a nightclub or festival. She looked down at her clothes. Her fans were important to her, but she really wasn’t dressed for the occasion. 

She rolled her eyes at Phillip and turned to speak to the gathered women, but before she could say anything, the first woman bustled past her followed by the rest of the group.

‘About time,’ the last member of the queue muttered as she let the bathroom door slam behind her.

Alia turned back to Phillip; his mouth was a line. There was a strange sensation in the pit of her stomach. It felt a bit like sadness and a bit like anger.

Oh, maybe this is embarrassment.

She’d never been embarrassed before. Phillip held the pink scarf up to her.

‘I have food and water in the car. We should get moving if we are going to make the ferry.’ He moved towards Alia, and she held up both hands.

‘Before we go anywhere, you’re going to tell me what’s happening.’

‘I’ll talk if you walk, but please let’s walk because those women will be much less annoyed at you when they’ve used the bathroom and will actually want a selfie. And then we’ll have a new problem.’

‘Okay, what is this about a ferry? I’ve had enough of whatever joke this is that you and Star have cooked up to teach me a lesson. I want to go home.’

‘Please, I’ll explain everything in the car. Thalia, aah, Lady...’ He shook his head and looked at her. ‘Alia, please don’t try to run off because if you go to the police, they will lock you up.’

‘Spoken like a true gas-lighter.’

Phillip frowned.

‘We can talk in the car. It will all make sense, I promise. Then we can phone Star, and you can yell at her for a full minute.’

Alia was about to protest further, but the idea of yelling at Star sounded great. She turned to lead the way, but Phillip quickly fell into step with her. They exited the tiled bathroom area and headed through the service centre shop as the double front doors slid back to welcome a group of schoolgirls into the air-conditioned space. Phillip took Alia’s arm and steered her towards the section that sold roadmaps and scented car fresheners in the shape of lemons and portraits of David Hasselhoff.

‘Let’s just take a look at these oil filters.’ He pulled Alia down into a crouch next to him.

‘Oh, look, these are on sale,’ Alia said. She took two off the shelf and put them next to her ears. ‘I’m Princess Leia.’

He rolled his eyes at her, but he had a small smile on his lips. He took the oil filters and put them back on the shelf.

‘Can you be serious for one second? This is no time to practice new material.’

‘I detect a hint of condescension in your tone, and I don’t like it,’ she said, but stayed in her uncomfortable crouch position, the too-small trousers Star had bought cutting in. ‘You might as well start talking now. I can’t see us getting out of here until those girls are back on their coach.’

Phillip shifted his weight and turned towards her.

‘Okay, your little stunt at Knightsbridge did not go down well with Whitehall or Mrs. Grant, and now Graeme is on the warpath. I am in the middle of the most important semester of my life, but of course it’s my job to deliver packages for Whitehall. So, I have to get you out of here before you get into more trouble and Whitehall decides to terminate you.’

Alia stared at him.

‘Terminate me?’

Phillip shook his head.

‘It’s just a contractual term. There are costs involved, and of course if you break the terms of the contract, you’ll have to go to court.’

She blew out a puff of air.

‘Thank goodness for that, I thought you meant I was like Sarah Connor and you were Arnie. I mean, you are kind of built like him. May I?’ she said and reached out to squeeze a bicep. ‘Wait, court? But I got off with a warning.’

Phillip shook his head.

‘No, you didn’t. Whitehall called in a few favours.’

Her hand was still on his arm. He looked down at it, and she pulled it away as though she’d been bitten. Phillip shook his head. Alia had a knack for bewildering even the most level-headed of people.

‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes, but can you just clarify a few things?’ The group of schoolgirls had spotted the McDonald’s and had thankfully left the shop in a hurry.

Phillip nodded.

‘Like what?’

Alia took a deep breath.

‘Like, who is Graeme, and what exactly are these used for?’ She pulled a pair of bright yellow wheel chocks off the shelf, sending another dozen clattering to the floor.

‘You have an amazing knack for attracting attention,’ Phillip said. Alia was smiling; Phillip, not so much.

‘And what does Whitehall want with me? Isn’t that the government? What’s in the package you’re delivering? Is it drugs? Are you a sex trafficker? Am I about to be Taken?’ She made air quotes when she said taken.

Phillip looked down and sighed heavily. He shifted his weight and stood up, then held his hand out for her to stand.

‘Okay, listen carefully. Whitehall International is the parent company of your publisher, of which Mrs. Grant is the CEO. I work for Whitehall, as does Star. Graeme Jones is the in-house legal counsel, and you are, as I said, the package I am tasked with delivering to the house in France. So, if it please my Lady, can you put that big pink scarf over your head and get to the car before I throw you over my shoulder and deposit you in the boot?’

Alia threw her head back and laughed but clamped her hand over her mouth.

‘Naughty,’ she said through her fingers, then held out her arms to him. ‘Let’s go, big guy.’

He looked stunned for a moment but then reached out and dragged the scarf over her head. She waved her arms in protest.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said. ‘Savage.’

She draped the wrap over her head and shoulders, then went to the spinner holding dozens of cheap sunglasses and checked her reflection. She took a large black pair from its little plastic peg and tore the tag off. Phillip sighed but held out his hand for the price tag.

‘I guess you’ll be paying for these because I don’t seem to have my purse.’

He was still standing next to the oil filters when she turned.

‘What are you waiting for?’ she said and stood near the front door, tapping her foot.

Phillip paid and held out his arm for her to take it. She lifted the oversized sunglasses and winked at him, eliciting another eye-roll.

‘You know, if you keep rolling your eyes, you’ll eventually see your brain, and no one can handle that. Incidentally, what would you have done if I’d tried to steal these?’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

What Would Dame Judy Do?
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The sun was setting behind them as the ferry left Dover. Alia was relieved to find numerous pieces of her luggage stacked in the boot of the car. She pulled an outfit together and was about to strip off in the vehicle hold.

‘Hey, no. You’re lying low, remember? Trying to behave? There are tons of cameras here.’ He pointed to the roof of the enormous vehicle bay.

‘Sorry, I’m unfamiliar with this term; Behave?’

Phillip pressed his lips into a line; an expression he probably called smiling. ‘Well, you think before you act. That’s the first step.’

‘Right... Sorry, still don’t get it.’

He laughed softly. ‘Okay, before you do anything, ask yourself WWDJD.’

Alia’s eyes rolled and travelled from left to right as she tried to work out the acronym.

‘What would Dame Judy do,’ he said, looking proud of himself.

Alia snorted with laughter. ‘You don’t know Dame Judy! She’d give me a run for my money, and she’d run rings around you. I tell you what, I’ll use WWDHMD.’

It was Phillip’s turn to try to work it out.

‘What would Dame Helen Mirren do?’ she said, as she started to peel off her top. She stopped and looked at the shirt Star had bought for her. ‘This is cute enough... but the trousers are off to Oxfam in the morning...although they might need a wash....’ She looked up at Phillip. He had turned his back, but she could see his ears were bright pink. ‘Are you shy?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

Alia was surprised by his response. She tried to remember if she’d ever heard a man admit he was shy. She shrugged and pulled her favourite Tommy Hilfiger shift dress over her head and shimmied out of the black trousers. She screwed up her nose and rolled them in a ball and tossed them in the boot.

‘Let’s go get a drink.’ Alia slammed the boot shut.

‘No, no, no, we can’t,’ he said, still facing away from her.

‘What about the Club Lounge?’

Phillip groaned when he turned around and looked at her. ‘Can you wear something a little less conspicuous?’

Alia looked down at her bright red dress.

‘I don’t own anything inconspicuous.’

Phillip shook his head. ‘No, we need to stay in the car. I just thought you would like to get changed.’

‘Star didn’t mention anything about staying in the car,’ Alia said, shrugging her shoulder.

‘No, and she mentioned nothing about swimming to France, either.’

They stood and stared at each other. Alia wrinkled her nose. ‘I could do this all day. I win every staring competition I get into.’ She squealed and tried to dodge past him.

Phillip spun on his heel and spread his arms wide. Alia hunched over and laughed. ‘Hey, you are a bodyguard! I’m not sure what this was going to achieve.’ She spread her arms to mimic his move.

‘It’s my job to protect you. What the hell were you screaming about?’ He looked around.

‘There’s a huge RV.’ Alia skipped towards an enormous RV parked to one side. ‘Hey Phil, I’ll pretend it’s mine, take a photo.’ Alia reached around her back as though there were pockets there and when she found none, patted herself down frantically as though she was on fire. ‘Oh, that’s right. No fucking phone.’

Phillip stood and watched her.

‘What?’ she said. ‘Never seen a woman completely and utterly confused about what’s happening to her life?’ Her shoulders slumped. It had been a long day.

‘Oh, come on, it’s not that bad,’ he said. The phone trilled again. He snatched it out of his pocket and stared at the screen for a second before answering it.

‘Hello?’ he said and then nothing more for whole minutes. Alia wandered around the vehicle and Phillip followed her. Finally, he spoke. ‘Okay, thanks. Yes, she’s here. Where else would she be?’ He mouthed the word ‘Star’ at Alia. Alia held her hand out for the phone.

‘Hi Star. Fuck you,’ she said and jabbed the red ‘hang up’ button. She handed the phone back to Phillip and turned towards the stairs up to the decks.

‘Alia, wait,’ Phillip said.

She had only walked five feet before the phone rang again. Star would not be happy about her hanging up like that, but she hadn’t really given Alia much choice. Star should understand from experience that she would be dying for a drink or something harder by this stage of the proceedings. She turned back to Phillip. After his initial greeting he hadn’t said much since; Star must be in one of her ‘monologue moods.’

Two young girls appeared next to Alia, broad grins on their faces, offering up their phones for a selfie.

‘Hi girls, do you have any money? How about I do a selfie with you if you go and get twenty pounds from your dad? Euros will do too...’

Their grins faded, but suddenly Phillip was at Alia’s side prattling about how funny Alia is, how she’s working on new material. He pulled a white bundle from his jacket and handed it to the girls. They unrolled the little fabric packages to find a limited-edition t-shirt and two pins for them.

‘Head back to your folks, girls. Right now,’ he said.

He turned his back on them and asked Alia to go back to the car.

‘We saw you on YouTube, Alia. It was hilarious when that short security guard tried to cover you with the blanket and his eyes were the same height as your boobs,’ they called as they ran back up the stairs.

Alia stopped walking. She grinned. She had almost forgotten about the stunt that got her into this mess.

‘We’d better get back to the car before they go and tell their friends,’ Phillip said.

‘What’s the big deal? Tomorrow one of the Kardashians will do something and no one will care about my boobs.’

‘Walk,’ he said. He wasn’t aggressive but he left Alia no room to refuse.

‘Phillip?’

‘Yes?’

‘Just so you know, before all this is over, I will get you to carry me like in the Bodyguard movie.’

‘I’m sure you are very used to getting your own way.’

She climbed into the backseat of the car and pushed the box on to the floor. ‘Oops, I hope that wasn’t fragile...’

She saw Phillip flick a switch on the inside of the car door before shutting it. When he was settled in the front seat, she leaned forward and slapped her hand on the leather. He let out a yelp.

‘I’m sorry, did I scare you?’ she said. ‘I am scared right now because I saw you put the child lock on my door. Do you understand how this feels for me right now? I am a lone woman, locked in a car. I’m vulnerable...’

Phillip turned to look at her. He smiled and spoke softly. ‘You’re safe, I promise you. I’m sorry, I really am, but I work for Whitehall and they asked me to take you to Paris. I have my orders.’

He held up the phone for her, but she waved it away.

‘Wake me up when we get to France,’ she said as she threw the sunglasses on the seat and pulled the scarf over her head.

The car slowed, telling Alia they had probably arrived in Paris. She had slept all through the journey and didn’t remember leaving the ferry. She wondered what kind of papers Phillip was carrying that allowed him to take a sleeping woman into France in the back of a black Audi. Alia imagined a scene reminiscent of the movie, Transporter. Phil did look a little bit like Jason Statham in his diving years only with a little more hair.

He had said the house was in Paris, so she figured if the 7pm ferry docked around half eight and the drive to Paris was around three hours, it had to be around midnight. The car swung to the left and the crunch of gravel told her that they had either arrived at the house Phil kept talking about, or he was really a kidnapper. Was she about to be shoved in a buried shipping container with a reverse osmosis machine to make drinking water from her own urine?

Speaking of which, she could do with another convenience stop. Shifting her weight carefully so he wouldn’t notice the movement, she watched Phillip through the weave of the pink scarf. She had stopped referring to it as a serape. It was a horrible scarf, and it had been thrown over her head a lot in the past twelve hours. The crush of photographers outside the police station had given her plenty of ideas for new videos. She wondered how long it would take to get permission to film at the Old Bailey. She and Gaynor could dress up as Defendant Barbie and Barrister Barbie.

She heard a click as Phillip used the automatic window opener and the cool night air rushed into the car. They seemed to travel for minutes along a gravel road and after driving in a wide arc, came to a stop. Over the smell of dust and her own sweat, Alia could smell something else. Trees, grass... earth? Star had said the house was on the outskirts of Paris, but this place smelled like the countryside. Alia thought of home for a moment. Not the London townhouse; her real home in Surrey. The great hall, the mullioned windows, the forests beyond the manicured lawns.

Phillip killed the engine, and she watched his silhouette in the glow from the interior light. He took his cap off and ran his fingers through his hair. His eyes flicked towards the rear-view mirror, and she squeezed her own shut in response. He said her name quietly, but she didn’t move. He got out of the car and she could just hear his footsteps on the gravel. For a big man, he walked the earth lightly. He soundlessly opened the door on the other side of the car and said her name again, a little louder this time. She breathed deeply and sighed, pretending to be slightly roused from her peaceful slumber.

‘I’m not going to carry you like Kevin Costner,’ he said, directly into her ear, making her jump.

She sat up and threw the scarf at him as he ducked out of the way, a grin on his face. How did she not hear him walk around to her side of the car? The man had stealth mode.

‘But you’re my bodyguard,’ she whined theatrically.

She crawled out of the car and stretched her long legs. The house was in darkness except for a single light above a huge ornate front door. It had obviously been beautiful once, long ago. Paint peeled from the window ledges and the tiles on the terrace were chipped and faded. She opened her mouth and yawned then stretched her arms over her head, waved them around and turned in a slow circle to to take in her surroundings.

Phillip stopped piling her luggage on the terrace and stood watching her.

‘What?’ she said.

He raised his eyebrows and smiled. ‘You can’t do anything the normal way can you?’ He held out a pack of cigarettes to her.

‘Nope.’ She took a cigarette and put it in her mouth the wrong way. ‘I’m hilarious.’ She turned to look at the house and took a drag on the cigarette. ‘How big is this place? It’s a mansion not a house.’

‘We’re in France so technically it’s a chateau . It used to be known as Chateau de Bellevue, but
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