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  1
#RescueMission


“We need two pairs of tiger-print panties.” 
“Knickers, Dot. Knickers.” Standing on the other side of The Rickford London’s gleaming marble concierge desk, the shorter of the two American guests swatted her friend on the arm. “Speak British! No wonder they don’t know what you’re blathering on about.”
Becca Stratton smiled at the flustered trainee beside her. “I’ll take it from here, Amy.” She slid her notepad towards her as the trainee scurried off. Not even the smallest muscle twitched in her face. And why would it? Before she hit thirty next year, she planned on being inducted into the ranks of the Society of the Golden Keys, the most prestigious and exclusive concierge association in the world. Her application was already in. Soon, her lapels would bear the distinctive badge of two crossed golden keys that would single her out as an elite concierge. It would take a great deal more than sparkly underwear to fluster Becca.
“Course she understands ‘panties’,” said the taller of the two. “She’s not British. I can tell these things. She’s a New Zealander.”
Becca smiled. Right hemisphere, wrong country, but then she was used to people being confused by her South African accent, softened somewhat but still as robust as ever, even after almost seven years in London.
She asked for the women’s room number, then wrote in neat script under The Rickford London’s embossed emblem: Rm 1136, 2 x tiger-print panties. She’d put in a call to Jess at Harrods. “I’ll have a range of sizes sent over by this afternoon and brought to your room.”
The taller guest nudged her friend. “I wish we got service like this back home.”
Back home. Becca’s gut clenched with anxiety and she swallowed hard against the pin-dotted silk scarf knotted at her throat. By this time tomorrow, she’d be back in Johannesburg, on a rescue mission for her identical twin sister.
Usually such a pro when it came to saying the right thing, her celebrity twin had landed herself in a social media disaster, complete with enraged animal rights activists calling for her job...and her head. And while Gem was no stranger to the vitriol that flowed when people had a computer screen to hide behind, this time, it had knocked her sister’s feet out from under her. 
Becca shoved aside the gnawing worry and smiled across the counter. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” Please say no. She had to wrap things up here if she was going to get to Heathrow in the next hour. She shouldn’t even be at work this morning. She knew the team would manage without her—she’d trained them well—but it didn’t stop her feeling guilty about her unplanned time off.
One of the guests leaned an elbow on the counter. “Aren’t you curious though?”
Becca squashed an urge to sigh and inclined her head. “Curious, ma’am?” She’d learned long ago not to be curious about guests’ peculiar requests.
“About the panties! The knickers!” The two women tittered.
Becca suppressed a smile, her gaze taking in the women’s white T-shirts with the words “You’re the most beautiful woman in the WORLD” printed on the front. Copies of the tee worn by Spike in the movie Notting Hill, though most likely without the “FANCY A FUCK?” punchline on the back. She inclined her head and tapped her lips with one finger as if deep in thought. She hadn’t worked this long behind the concierge desk at an Earl’s Court hotel without picking up on all the trivia for Notting Hill and every other British romcom besides.
The woman waggled her eyebrows. “You give up?”
“Let me guess. Today you visited the film locations for Notting Hill. And tomorrow, it’s Bridget Jones’s turn. You’re off to the Montblanc Boutique at the Royal Exchange where Mark Darcy kissed Bridget in her tiger-print panties.”
Both women sucked in their breath and their eyes grew wide, as if she’d levitated in front of them. “They do train them well, don’t they, Vera?”
Her companion nodded earnestly, and Becca felt the usual glow that seeped under her skin whenever she impressed a guest.
“We like to get into the spirit of it, don’t we, Vera?” the woman jabbered on, to more earnest nodding. “We did Pride & Prejudice too. We found Victorian bonnets on eBay for when we visited Pemberley yesterday. So quaint. We felt positively British, didn’t we, Vera?”
“Oh for God’s sake!” a voice bellowed behind the pair, and a woman shoved her way to the counter, barging aside the two Americans. She held a bichon frisé captive in the crook of one arm, the little dog so perfectly groomed it appeared to be constructed from white wool pom-poms. “Some of us have actual problems we need attended to,” she said, and thrust out her mobile phone at Becca. “You’re sorry, but you couldn’t get me a table?” She spoke as if she were trying to make sense of a particularly difficult theorem in a quantum mechanics textbook.
Becca upped the wattage of her smile. “Ma’am, I’d be happy to assist you once I’ve finished with—”
A hand heavy with ostentatious rings thrust the phone over the counter into Becca’s hands. “What do you say to this?”
Becca scanned the email that was open on the screen. So this was the guest from Room 67. The email had come through to the concierge inbox less than an hour ago, written in much the same tone as God had likely used when he’d commanded, ‘Let there be light’. Book me a table for six at Le Gavroche for lunch today. 12:30 p.m. And a dog sitter for Lady Anastasia.
The disgruntled American guests were gathering their shopping, their angry gazes hurling more daggers than a knife-thrower in a Vegas stage show. “Have a wonderful day tomorrow, ladies,” Becca said, flashing her most conciliatory smile. They stalked away with much aggrieved muttering, and Becca returned her attention to the seething woman across the counter.
She arranged her face into a mask of calm civility, glad for the silk scarf at her throat that hid the fast tick of her pulse. “Regretfully, ma’am, I wasn’t able to book your first choice.” Even her remarkable people-pleasing powers hadn’t extended to securing an eleventh-hour booking at one of London’s top French restaurants. “As I mentioned in my reply email however, I’ve made provisional bookings at a number of excellent alternatives, assuming it’s specifically French cuisine you want.” 
“What I want, specifically,” the woman said, throwing Becca’s own word back at her with a sneer, “is Le. Gav. Roche.” She mouthed the syllables like a singer warming up her lips before a performance. Then she extended her thumb and pinkie finger beside her ear as if making an imaginary phone call. “Call them. Now.”
Becca felt her smile slip and she hiked it up, using the trick Mom had always reminded her and Gem of before they stepped out onto a pageant stage: press your tongues behind your teeth, girls! Becca twiddled the mouse on the desk under the counter and her computer blinked awake. She tapped the restaurant’s name into Google and clicked to open Le Gavroche’s online booking page. “I see there’s still a slot open at four thirty.”
The woman bunched her eyebrows. “I don’t know how you people in New Zealand or wherever the hell you’re from do it, but where I’m from, civilized people do not eat lunch at four thirty. Did you ask the maitre d’? They always make plans for you people.”
Becca smiled back impassively. She might have to take guests’ rudeness, but nowhere in the concierge code did it say she had to do it lying down. “I generally find London maitre d’s are only willing to make plans where famous people are involved, ma’am.”
The woman looked affronted. “How do you know I’m not famous? I could be married to a movie star.”
“Are you married to a movie star, ma’am?” Becca said. “Because that would certainly give me something to work with.”
The woman gave Becca such a heated stare it was a wonder the bichon frisé’s dandelion head didn’t burst into flames. A be-ringed hand smacked the counter. “I want to speak to the head concierge.”
“I am the head concierge, ma’am.” Another reason why she’d come in this morning, despite her fast-approaching flight.
“You? Are you even qualified?”
“I have a post-graduate degree in Hotel Management, ma’am.”
The woman scoffed. “From some trashy little college, no doubt.”
Best hospitality school in the world. “And yet I’m no less in charge, ma’am,” Becca said, pointing to her name badge with her title displayed prominently beneath it.
The woman peered at the badge. “Becca Stratton,” she read. She exchanged a look with her dog. “Remember that name, dumpling, because Mommy’s going to need it for her review on Tripadvisor.”
Becca’s pulse accelerated. No bad review was going to get in the way of her becoming a Golden Keys concierge. There was always a way to please any guest, even this one. She just had to think.
Two pairs of eyes stared at her. Becca chose the least hostile of the two and fixed her gaze on the bichon frisé’s polished black marbles. A table at Le Gavroche and a dog sitter for the dumpling. She needed to get creative. 
Becca grinned. Good old superpower. “Délicieux isn’t as popular with tourists, but it’s the place any real Londoner wants to go.” She tapped the side of her nose and winked. “But best of all? It’s dog-friendly.”
Five minutes later, she’d booked a table for six—plus one dog—at Délicieux. As another satisfied guest left the counter, Becca loosened the knot of her scarf with a finger and inhaled slowly. There was no need to have misgivings about the coming week; if she could handle rabid guests like that one, she could handle a few wild animals.
Across the lobby, one of the sets of lift doors opened and Shahid Hussain, the hotel’s general manager, stepped out. Impeccable in a double-breasted charcoal suit and silk tie, his bald head gleaming as bright as the gold fixtures in the lobby, he hurried towards the concierge desk, a branded carrier bag from the hotel’s gift shop in one hand. “I was worried you’d have left already,” he said when he drew up. 
Becca’s answering smile was warm and genuine, not the polite one she reserved for guests. She’d known Shahid almost as long as she’d been in London, meeting him back in the days when she’d been in Housekeeping. As she’d rocketed through the hotel ranks to her true calling, Shahid had become more mentor and friend than boss. “I’m heading out as soon as I finish the revised duty roster.”
Shahid nodded. “Ever the professional.” He reached into the carrier bag and produced a glossy black box secured with a shiny silver ribbon: The Rickford London’s decadent chocolates. “For Gem.” He laid the box on the counter. “I know she’s going through a tough time right now.”
She curled her fingers over the box, touched by Shahid’s gesture. “She’s really got herself in deep this time.”
Shahid patted her hand affectionately. “Some sisterly support and good quality chocolate should do her the world of good.”
Prickles of heat darted over Becca’s skin and she averted her gaze. She hadn’t told Shahid exactly what form her support was going to take. Something told her identity theft had most definitely not crossed his mind.






  
  
NEWS 24/7

First to break the news. 


Embattled Luxe Life presenter given final chance
Wednesday, 3 August

After throwing in the towel two days into her community service sentence, TV presenter Gem Stratton has been granted one last extension before her contract is terminated.

Katleho Productions, production company of popular TV magazine show Luxe Life and much-anticipated renovation reality show From Hell to Hotel, released a statement today following appeals received from Ms Stratton’s agent and family. In the spirit of restorative justice, the company’s board has agreed to allow the TV presenter one more week to complete her community service at Winterberg Wildlife Rescue and Sanctuary.

The suspended Luxe Life TV host, former Miss South Africa, and girlfriend of Springbok rugby captain, Mandla Ndungane, walked out yesterday on the wildlife sanctuary where she was doing community service to make amends for an Instagram post that had the South African public up in arms.

Ms Stratton sparked outrage on social media platforms last week when she posted a photo on Instagram of her cuddling a leopard cub at the Ingwe Sanctuary in Cape Town, with the caption: “Isn’t this baby leopard too gorgeous!! Love love love its coat!! Do you think my Jimmy Choo pumps would match?”

When animal rights activists took to social media to condemn what they called Ms Stratton’s endorsement of fur wearing, the celebrity fired back with another photo of herself and the leopard cub, captioned: “I have never worn fur!! It’s so cruel! Imagine anyone wanting to skin this sweet baby! And what would be the point…its pelt isn’t even big enough for a handbag!! Just joking!”

Following public outcry, Katleho Productions suspended Ms Stratton and gave the presenter fourteen days to complete 50 hours of animal-related community service, or face dismissal. At the time of her walkout yesterday, Ms Stratton had completed only nine hours of her sentence.

Dr Sullivan Scott, chief veterinarian at Winterberg Wildlife Rescue and Sanctuary, declined to comment, but other sanctuary workers told News24/7 that no one was surprised by Ms Stratton's flight.  A source who preferred to remain anonymous said, “Anyone who wears stilettos to do manual labour can't have been serious to begin with”.

The celebrity’s agent, Mr Alek de Abreu, told a press conference held this morning that Ms Stratton is “suffering from extreme stress”, but that her family is rallying around her to ensure she returns to the sanctuary to “prove her commitment to animal welfare and show her deep remorse for her recent social media posts”.

News24/7 was unable to reach Ms Stratton for comment.

ALSO READ: Tearful Gem insists her Insta post was “taken the wrong 
way”, and Public labels Gem’s apology as "insincere and unacceptable"

Sign in to join the conversation
Showing Comments (74)

Warrior64
No!! Don’t give her another chance! Defenseless animals in the fur trade don’t get another chance. #furiscruel #gemmustfall
Like    Reply    Report

JontyM
I’m glad Mandla Ndungane is off playing in Australia with the Springboks. Last thing we need is the captain's girlfriend taking his focus off the game with all this drama.
Like    Reply    Report

SirJohn75
No more chances! Fire the bitch now!! #luxelife #furkiller #gemmustfall
Like    Reply    Report






  
  2
#SisterSwitch


This must be what it felt like to be hit by a bus. Slumped on her haunches against the wall of the toilet stall beside her weekender bag, Becca dropped her chin to her chest and let her eyes drift shut. Flying via Addis Ababa might have been the cheapest way to get from London to Johannesburg, but it certainly hadn’t been the quickest. The layover had wiped her out, and she could quite happily have gone to sleep right here and now on the floor, if the floor didn’t happen to be in the Arrivals Hall restrooms of Johannesburg’s OR Tambo International Airport. 
She jerked at a knock on the stall door, almost overbalancing onto her butt.
“Becca? It’s us.”
Mom. Becca scrambled to her feet, her exhaustion momentarily forgotten as she unlocked the stall door and flung it open.
Her smile fell away. Standing behind their mother was her sister, looking even worse than she had a few days ago on their last video call. Skin scrubbed free of makeup, shapeless grey sweats swallowing her curves and a baseball cap pulled low over her eyes, Gem was barely recognisable.
“Sis.” Becca’s voice broke in anguish and she opened her arms.
Gem stumbled past Mom and into Becca’s embrace in the doorway of the stall. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you.” Gem’s voice was a muffled croak in Becca’s neck.
Arms wrapped tight around her sister, Becca caught their mother’s eye.
Mom dipped her chin and raised her eyebrows: Told you it was an emergency. Immaculately dressed in taupe tailored trousers, a black blouse and stylish black parka, Cecelia Stratton looked every bit the mother of a beauty queen. It was a role she still loved to play, even years after Gem had handed over her crown to the next Miss South Africa. “In we go, girls.” Mom herded them, still entwined, into the family-sized stall. She locked the door, hung a black leather duffel bag on a hook behind the door, and turned. Reaching out, Mom drew them into a group hug. “It’s been too long since I’ve had you two together.”
Becca leaned her head against Mom’s encircling arm. “Missed you too, Mom.”
“I just wish it was under better circumstances,” Mom said.
Gem gulped back a sob.
“Hey!” Becca pulled back from the hug enough that she could look into Gem’s drawn face. “I’m here now. I’ll sort everything out.”
Gem’s lips compressed as if she were biting back tears. “I feel so bad we’ve made you do this.”
“You’re not making me do anything. I offered.”
“And we’re so grateful,” Mom said. “But now, lovely as this reunion is, we have work to do.” Mom broke up their bonding session and stepped as far back as she could in the confines of the stall, training an assessing eye over the length of Becca’s body. “You can start by taking that hideous thing off your head.” 
Becca patted the curly blond wig she’d worn ever since she’d climbed onto the plane at Heathrow. “You don’t think this look is quite me?”
Gem aimed a scowl at Becca’s head. “Where’d you get that repulsive thing anyway?”
“Costume shop near work.” Becca unpinned the blond wig and shook out her shoulder-length brown hair. She dumped the wig on top of her weekender bag. “Considering what we’re about to do, I didn’t want anyone spotting your clone arriving in the country and plastering the evidence all over social media.”
Gem gave a weak grimace. “Especially not when you look like that. You know you can be arrested for appearing in public in Crocs?”
Becca patted her sweatpants, glad to see a spark of Gem’s usual feistiness. “Haven’t you heard? Sweatpants and Crocs are de rigueur in Economy Class these days.” 
“Precisely why we prefer Business Class,” Mom added in an undertone. She waggled a hand at Becca’s sunny yellow Crocs. “Take those off. Right now. We have an image to maintain.”
Mom always used the plural when talking about Gem’s career, as if it were hers too. In a way it was, considering all the time she’d sunk into getting Gem all those auditions, callbacks and modelling shoots over the years. 
Becca stuck out one foot as if she were posing at the end of a fashion show runway. “Zooey Deschanel rocked Crocs.”
“When you’re being paid millions to be their brand ambassador, you can wear them too. Now get changed.” Mom turned to get the duffel bag.
“Wait.” Gem’s face was tense with worry. “I’m still not convinced about this plan. Maybe I should go back and try again. I should pull myself together—”
“We’ve discussed this, darling,” Mom said, all confident assurance. “You barely lasted two days at that sanctuary. You’re hardly likely to handle another seven. Frankly, you’re in no state to return. You’re back on Xanax, and if it weren’t for the sleeping tablets, you wouldn’t be getting a wink of sleep.” Mom clutched the duffel bag to her chest. “Personally, I blame Alek. As your agent, he should’ve known his sister’s setup in the middle of nowhere would be a terrible fit for you.”
“It’s not his fault none of the Joburg animal shelters wanted to risk the negative press of having me there.”
“Still. He could’ve insisted they go easy on you. Especially that awful vet.” Mom shook her head in disgust.
Gem fiddled with the neck of her sweatshirt, clutching the fabric into her fist and tugging at it like it was a noose. “But what if someone works out that Bex isn’t me?”
“They won’t, darling. Even your father and I get confused by the two of you at times.”
Gem tugged a pale lip between her teeth and chewed it for a moment. “But what if they do? If something goes wrong, I’ll be even worse off than I am now. The public would crucify me for a deception like this.” Gem’s eyes met Becca’s. “A whole week, Bex? It was tricky enough when we’d switch places for a few lessons at school. Now you’re going to be me for a whole week?”
Mom gave a long-suffering sigh as if she’d been over this ground before with Gem. “Even if Becca doesn’t act precisely like you, nobody will suspect a twin switch. This isn’t the movies, darling. They’ll assume it’s stress. Hardly anyone even remembers you’re a twin.”
“She has a point, Gem,” Becca said. Gem’s social media feeds were carefully planned, curated and photographed to best portray her personal brand. Family photos seldom made the cut. She put a reassuring hand on Gem’s shoulder. “It’ll be fine. You were there for such a short time that no one at the sanctuary really knows how the real Gem is supposed to act. It’s not like someone working there is one of our old school friends who knows about our childhood switches.”
Gem held Becca’s gaze, anxiety crimping the skin around her pale blue eyes. “Have you even thought about yourself though? If this whole mad scheme goes south, imagine the fallout for your work.”
Exactly what Becca had said when Mom had first pitched the plan two nights ago, after Gem had fled the sanctuary, putting her job in jeopardy.
Mom snorted a laugh. “No one in the UK is interested in what happens at an obscure wildlife sanctuary in rural South Africa.”
Becca jostled Gem encouragingly by the shoulder. “Mom’s got a point.” At least she hoped Mom did. “Don’t worry about me. It’s worth the risk to ensure you get your job back so Dad can have his operation. Besides”—she grinned—“what are twin sisters for if not to get each other out of trouble?”
Gem’s eyes welled and she smiled a smile as pale and thin as weak tea. “Okay.” Gem rubbed at her eyes with the cuff of a sleeve. “Thanks, Bex. You’ve always had my back.”
They hugged again until Mom pried them apart. “Now that’s all settled, can we please get a move on, girls?” She thrust the duffel bag into Gem’s arms. “Alek’s deal with the production company was that you’d be back in Winterberg by five today.”
Gem went on her haunches, unzipped the duffel and pulled clothing into her lap. A pair of spray-on-tight faux leather leggings appeared, followed by a luxurious cashmere top in a soft camel shade. Towering high heels appeared next. Gem looked at Mom. “Tell me you packed more sensible outfits than this.”
Mom’s mouth tensed. “That’s one of your classic looks.”
Gem sighed in exasperation. “For Fashion Week, yes. But we both know what’s waiting for her there.”
Becca remembered Gem’s video call on her first day at the Winterberg sanctuary. Gem had been expecting cutesy bottle-feeding sessions with mewling lion cubs and orphaned baby rhinos. Instead Gem and her Instagram-worthy outfit had found themselves tackling a clean-up job in a hyena enclosure that would’ve been better suited to full Hazmat gear.
Mom shrugged, unapologetic. “I thought it might force that awful vet to give her less strenuous jobs.”
“No, it’ll force her to muck out animal enclosures in her bare feet.” Gem shot Becca an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Bex. I should’ve packed for you myself, but I was so…” She huffed an exhausted sigh and dangled a shoe by its precipitous heel. “You’ll just have to wear your own shoes.”
“I didn’t bring any. I knew I’d be wearing your clothes, so I chucked in undies, warm PJs and a few toiletries and...” Becca looked at her Crocs lying higgledy-piggledy on the stall floor.
“Don’t even think about it,” warned Mom. “The last thing we need is a repeat of People Magazine.”
That had been Gem’s first taste of the ugly side of fame. Someone had sneaked photos of Becca at the mall in ragged jeans and an outsized character tee, thinking she was her famous sister. The subsequent magazine cover had screamed in huge-lettered glee: Miss South Africa…from FAB to DRAB.
Becca pulled her gaze from her own shoes and poked the high heel on Gem’s finger, making it see-saw. “I’ll buy something more suitable once I’m in Winterberg. But for now, I’d better get changed.” She pulled her T-shirt over her head.
Eventually, after much wiggling and shimmying to insert herself into the circulation-restricting leggings, and a hasty session of hair, makeup and nails—she’d forgotten how much effort went into being glamorous—Becca stood transformed before her sister and mother.
Mom stepped closer and examined her face. “Beautiful job covering those dark circles, Gem.” Mom fussed with Becca’s hair, settling the dark waves just so around her shoulders. It took Becca right back to the days when she and Gem had stood side by side in front of illuminated backstage mirrors doing last-minute touch-ups, exchanging exasperated looks as Mom fluffed out their frilly skirts and pinched colour into their cheeks before they went out on stage for Little Miss Wherever.
Mom pulled the cashmere knit down to reveal one of Becca’s shoulders, her head tipping to the side, shaped brows bunching. “Are you always so pasty white?”
Becca covered her exposed shoulder with a hand. “I spend twelve hours a day behind a concierge desk in a hotel lobby.”
“They don’t do spray tans in London?”
“Leave her, Mom,” Gem batted away Mom’s primping hands and pulled the cashmere top back onto Becca’s shoulder. “She can’t wear it like that anyway, or have you forgotten my tattoo?”
Becca inhaled. The black floral wreath tattoo, a little smaller than the size of a palm, positioned on the cap of Gem’s shoulder. “I can’t believe we never thought of that.”
“You can’t see it unless I wear something off-the-shoulder, so unless you’re planning on getting your sexy on when you’re cleaning out animal pens, you should be fine.”
Becca relaxed. “I wasn’t planning on it. Unless sexy is all you packed for me, Mom.” She gave Mom a dark look as she worked a finger under the band of the leggings where it cut into her waist. Probably shouldn’t have done all that comfort eating after she’d tossed that bastard Kevin out on his lying, cheating arse.
Mom looked down her nose at Becca. “Sexy never hurts, darling. I packed your sister’s signature polish. Be sure to touch up any chips.”
“No problem.” Becca splayed her freshly manicured fingers. “I’m sure that moody vet you keep telling me about won’t mind one bit if I stop in between shovelling poo and spraying down animal runs to touch up my nails.”
Gem grimaced. “Yeah, he’ll love that. I’ve never met a man more determined to be a dickhead than Sullivan Scott. He forced me to do such gross work and then had zero sympathy for what I was going through.”
“Dreadful man.” Mom scooped up Becca’s discarded T-shirt and sweats and dumped them unceremoniously into the duffel bag. “Strutting about like he owns the place.”
“But he does,” Becca said. “Didn’t you tell me he and Alek’s sister are co-owners?”
Mom was unimpressed. “Did I tell you how he made Gem clean out a pigsty?”
Becca chuckled. “Numerous times.”
Mom shut the duffel bag with a force that threatened to tear off the zipper. “The man is a disagreeable arse.”
“Can we please stop talking about him?” Gem slumped back against the stall wall. “He’s vile. Trust me, you’ll never please Sully.”
“Sounds like a challenge,” Becca said.
“I’m serious, Bex. Don’t waste your people-pleasing powers on him. Rather direct all your people-pleasing skills at Clare, the other vet I told you about. She seems nice enough, even though I’m pretty sure she has a thing for the dickhead. No accounting for people’s taste. Ask Jo if you can report to Clare instead, then you won’t have to have him glowering over you all week. Oh, and a little trick…there are a bunch of foreign volunteers there who pay for the chance to work with wild African animals. If you ask the guys nicely, they’ll help you with your chores, and believe me, you’ll be glad for some male biceps after a few hours of wielding a manure fork.” Gem toed Becca on the shin with her trainer. “Plus some of them are pretty hot. There’s this one German—”
“I’m not here to find a man, sis.”
“No, right. Sorry. Still too soon after Kevin.” Gem’s expression darkened. “Seems we both have a knack for finding douchebags. Well, good luck to Mandla, finding someone better than me.” Her face turned hard at her mention of her famous rugby-captain boyfriend.
Becca stiffened. This was news. She knew Mandla hadn’t been impressed with Gem’s publicity faux pas, worried it would tarnish his reputation as the golden boy of South African rugby, but a breakup? “You’ve ended it? What if he spills about the switch to get back at you?”
Mom clicked her tongue. “We didn’t tell him. The fewer people who know, the better. And it’s not a breakup. Just another one of their fights.”
Anxiety was sharp in Becca’s gut. “But a fight’s even worse! What am I meant to do if Mandla comes to the sanctuary wanting to put things right? I draw the line at having make-up sex with your boyfriend!”
Gem’s eyes shimmered. “He’s in Australia with the Springboks. They’ve got match fixtures all week. They’re only due home the week after you fly back. And then he’s got so much grovelling to do...” Gem hugged herself and seemed to shrink into her sweatshirt. “Are we done yet?”
Mom consulted the elegant gold watch on her wrist. “We’d better be, or we’re going to be late for our flight.”
Unease crowded into Becca’s chest. “I still think you should lie low at home.”
Mom shivered. “If I have to read one more death threat from another internet troll...” She shook her head. “You’ve been insulated from it all in London, but for your sister and I, it’s been a terrible few weeks. We need to get away from it all. Recharge.”
“Can’t you recharge at home?” Instead of on an all-expenses-paid trip to a yoga retreat in Thailand, a sweetener from one of Gem’s sponsors that her sister had never got around to using. “What if something happens and I need you?”
Mom smiled and stroked a hand down Becca’s cashmere-clad arm. “Nothing will happen, not now you’re handling things.” Mom pointed at Becca’s weekender bag. “Is your passport in there?”
“Why?” Becca asked. “Are you worried they’ll work me so hard I’ll be tempted to go AWOL too?”
Mom bent to pick up the bag. “You’re not the only one who thought about a disguise.”
“What have you done, Mother?” Gem asked.
“I booked everything in Becca’s name.” Bag squashed against her chest, Mom unzipped an outside pocket.
Gem’s mouth fell open. “I can’t fly on her passport! It’s illegal.”
“I couldn’t very well have you flying off to Thailand when you’re meant to be in Winterberg,” Mom said, inspecting the pocket’s contents. “I told your sponsor you’d donated the trip to your sister and me.”
“Tell me you’ve heard of biometrics?” Becca said. “Fingerprint scanning?”
Mom tut-tutted and zipped shut the pocket. “It’s Thailand, not England. It’ll be fine.” 
Becca exchanged a look with Gem that said there was no use arguing. Their mother hadn’t gained her reputation as a pageant mom by not knowing how to stand her ground. “Inside compartment, beneath my underwear,” Becca said.
Mom located the green South African passport. “Thank you.” She handed over the weekender bag. “And don’t scowl, darling. You’ll get premature wrinkles.”
Becca swung the bag onto a shoulder. “If Gem lands in a Thai jail, you’d better pray there’s a real-life Mark Darcy out there who can bail her out, because I’m not coming to the rescue.”
Mom laughed and waggled the passport. “Not without this, you won’t be. And now we really must go.” Mom handed over the keys to Gem’s car. “I wrote the bay number on the parking ticket. The rest of the things you’ll need are in the car. And here’s some money.” She handed Becca a fistful of South African rand. “Gem, give Becca your phone.”
“Why would I want her mobile?” Becca said. “What if I need to contact you?”
Mom tsk-ed. “It’s not called a ‘mobile’ here. Pay attention, darling. And the retreat doesn’t allow cellphones. We’re going to completely disconnect from this ugly world for a whole week.”
Gem handed over her phone. “Don’t post anything, okay? I’ve scheduled content to post while I’m away.”
“Keys. Cash.” Mom was patting her pockets. “Oh, and we decided not to tell Alek about the switch. Don’t gape at me, Becca Stratton. His sister owns the sanctuary, how’s he going to keep it from her if he knew? The fewer people who know about this, the better.”
“And he’d only have a fit if he knew,” Gem said.
As if this coming week wasn’t going to be hard enough, now she had to lie to Gem’s agent too. “He’s going to call me, you know? To find out how things are going. Then what?”
Mom shoved the duffel into Becca’s arms. “If I confuse you two on the phone, so will Alek.” Mom stooped to collect the blond wig and Crocs. “I’ll keep these. Best not to tempt you,” she said with a wink. Then she pulled Becca into a hug. “Thank you for doing this, darling.” Mom pulled back and cupped Becca’s face with a hand. “We’ve always been able to count on you.”
“Which isn’t always a good thing,” Gem said. She touched Becca’s arm. “Are you sure about this? Luxe Life isn’t the only job in the world.”
“Of course she’s sure,” Mom answered. “Because it’s not just Luxe Life we’re talking about here. It’s future work too. If you lose Luxe Life, they’re not going to want you presenting From Hell to Hotel next year. And there are your sponsors to consider too.”
Becca caught Gem’s eye and a subtle mutual eye-roll passed between them. 
“You can say no,” Gem mouthed. 
But she wouldn’t. Everyone in this toilet stall knew that. Gem didn’t need any more things to worry about. It was time to dig out the proverbial big-girl panties. Becca reached for the lock on the stall door and turned it. “Would you stop worrying? Nothing will go wrong.” She stepped back to swing open the door. “Compared to the crap I have to deal with at work, a week handling actual crap will be a total breeze.”  
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#Busted


The silver Audi hit the gravel shoulder along the country road and crunched to a skidding halt. There it was. Winterberg.                                                                                                                                      
Becca gripped the steering wheel and stared through the bug-spattered windscreen at a picturesque diorama of country life: the little town nestled partly obscured by trees in the valley ahead, the mountains of the Drakensberg range a protective wall in the near distance. Her chest constricted and nerves exploded in her stomach. In a few short minutes, she was going to drive into that town and have to act like someone else for a week. Be the famous, sparkling Gem Stratton for seven...whole...days.
Becca flung open the car door and stumbled out. Bracing her hands on her knees, she gulped down lungfuls of warm air sweetened with the scent of wild grass from the field beside the road. She must have been nuts to go along with this plan. This wasn’t a switch. This was The Parent Trap meets The Perfect Storm. If she messed up and the truth got out, the hate Gem was already dealing with online would feel like a welcome-home ticker tape parade.
A pickup truck roared past, so close the hot wind off its metallic body lifted her hair and filled her nose with exhaust fumes. She straightened and picked her way over the loose stones to the bonnet where she’d be less likely to become road kill. That pickup had been going way too fast. No, that bakkie had been going way too fast! She couldn’t even get the local lingo right. 
She sat on the edge of the bonnet. How would it look if ‘Gem Stratton’ marched into town speaking like a Brit? Gem, a former Miss South Africa, as South African as rusks and redbush tea— Becca exhaled on a moan and slumped, hanging her head off tense shoulders. It was rooibos tea. Nobody here said ‘redbush’. It was always the little things that gave away a switch. She was going to get busted, for sure.
This was how it had felt when Mom had urged her out onto pageant stages with Gem, her small clammy hand clutched in her sister’s, her whole body shaking, as they trotted (Gem) and shuffled (her) down the little ramps set up in the centre courts of shopping malls and in school and community halls. Then the heart-pounding pose at the end. Her, standing there quaking, hand clawed around whatever prop Mom had teamed with their outfits—a stuffed toy giraffe for the safari kit…a glittery wand for the fairy ensemble—and Gem letting go of her hand to sashay closer and beam at the smiling, clapping audience.
Becca flattened her palms against the hot metal and splayed her fingers. Her fingertips bumped over hard raised patches on the metalwork. She looked down at the splashes of red enamel paint baked onto Gem’s bonnet, the handiwork of animal rights protesters who’d broken into her sister’s complex the week before and done an impersonation of PETA at a fur convention. It was incomprehensible what complete strangers felt justified in doing to Gem over two misconstrued social media posts. 
A jolt of anger reminded Becca why she was here. Gem needed her. Desperately. And Dad too. He’d been unemployed for almost two years now, living off a retrenchment package that hadn’t been as generous as he’d led them all to believe. By the time she and Gem had found out how tight things were, Dad had already cashed out his pension and liquidated most of his stocks to keep afloat. The book-keeping Mom had done over the years in between sewing pageant costumes and carting Gem around to auditions and catalogue photo shoots helped, but it wasn’t nearly enough.
And then when Dad’s hip had given out after years of niggling pain, and he’d admitted that maybe, just maybe, he might need a hip replacement, she and Gem had discovered he’d stopped his medical cover too.
They’d chipped in—Gem more than her—to help their parents keep the lights on and pick up Dad’s medical cover again. Gem wasn’t living large like her overseas celeb counterparts, but her TV presenter’s salary and brand endorsement deals easily eclipsed Becca’s take-home after rent and living expenses and student loan repayments. 
But those months of missed premiums meant Dad now had to wait a year before the medical insurance would even consider covering the operation. Which meant pay for it themselves, or have Dad continue to live in pain.
That was why this community service couldn’t be put off until Gem was feeling strong enough to do it herself. There was no going back now without losing Gem her job and likely her endorsement deals, and then Becca would have to go on seeing the barely concealed pain in Dad’s eyes at every video call. Someone had to do the community service, and if it couldn’t be Gem, it would have to be her.
She took a measured breath and held it until her head pounded and her lungs burned. She exhaled in a rush. She could do this. It wasn’t as if she was trying to impersonate Gem in her usual environment, in front of audiences and cameras. Nobody really knew how Gem Stratton should act when it came to doing manual labour at a wildlife sanctuary. She just needed to calm down.
She concentrated on the chattering of unseen birds in the surrounding fields. On the wind in the new spring grass. On the cattle calling to each other, hazy black and white blobs in a far-off field.
Squinting against the sinking afternoon sun, Becca followed the road that spooled out ahead of her past fields and pastures before it dipped into the town. Behind the tall spire of a church peeking above the trees, the Drakensberg Mountains rose from soft green foothills into a muted purple and grey vista of sheer cliffs, rugged peaks and table-top plateaus that formed the imposing wall of the vast escarpment that ran like a great, jagged scar through the country.
It was beautiful here.
Peaceful.
Nothing like the frenetic, never-sleep pace of London. Despite the circumstances, it was good to be home. She straightened her back and rolled her shoulders before pushing to her feet and returning to the driver’s door. As she climbed in, a white van with the yellow and blue stripes of the South African Police Services crested the low rise ahead of her, coming from town. The two occupants, heads panning, stared at her as they cruised past.
She shut the door and reached for the seat belt. Gem’s phone was propped against the dashboard, the navigation app waiting patiently to guide her the last few kilometres to her fate. She went to start the car, but the bark of a siren behind her made her heart kick and she looked up.
The police van filled her rearview mirror. It must have stopped and turned in the road behind her. Though she knew she’d done nothing wrong, her pulse shot up.
The police van’s doors creaked open and the two men climbed out. One was large and bald, a tank of a man in his mid-forties. The second didn’t look old enough to have grown the ginger moustache that quivered above his lip. Both wore navy SAPS uniforms, guns holstered at their hips.
Becca twisted in her seat to follow Ginger Moustache as he swaggered up the passenger side of Gem’s car to crouch at the front bumper. There was a loud rapping on her window. She whipped her head around to find a heavyset torso clad in regulation blue. The torso bent at the waist and Officer Tank’s head ducked into view, the thick folds in his neck like those of the enormous bulls they bred out in this part of the country. 
Becca’s heart knocked against her ribs. “Is there a problem, officer?”
Officer Tank motioned with a stubby finger for her to roll down her window.
She pressed the window button. Nothing happened. The car was off. She clicked her tongue in annoyance and turned the ignition key. The car jerked forward as if it had a learner driver at the wheel.
A yelp erupted from the front of the car.
Oh God, she’d run over a cop. The clutch! It had been so long since she’d driven a car.
Officer Tank thundered to the front of the Audi, one thick hand clamped to the top of his bald head.
Hands clawed on the steering wheel, her heart thrashing about like a fish in a net, Becca held her breath. Please don’t let him be dead.
Two hands appeared on the bonnet and Ginger Moustache pulled himself upright, his eyes screwed into outraged slits.
Her relief at seeing him alive was so strong it brought tears to her eyes. She sagged forward until her forehead touched the steering wheel.
Officer Tank was beside her again. “Out!”
She hadn’t even reached the town, let alone the sanctuary, and already things were going wrong. With fumbling fingers she undid the seatbelt and opened the door. She climbed out on wobbling legs and pressed herself against the car’s back door. “I’m so sorry! I left it in gear, and then I forgot about the clutch.”
A meaty finger thrust into the air and she shut her mouth so fast her teeth clicked.
Officer Tank leaned in. “That’s assault of a police officer.”
She stared at him in horror. 
“Constable!” he bellowed, and Ginger Moustache bounced to attention. 
“Yes, Captain Mabuza?”
Captain? Oh shit.
“Have you examined the bumper of this car?”
“I have, sir.”
The captain side-eyed her as he spoke. “And what did you find?”
“There’s a large dent and paint marks that match the paint scraped off our police van, sir.”
Captain Mabuza whistled through his teeth. “Do you know what the penalty is for a hit-and-run?”
Becca swallowed hard and shook her head. Gem hadn’t said anything about an accident. 
“We have a witness that saw your vehicle parked behind our van outside the Brewhouse on Tuesday evening.”
Ginger Moustache shivered in apparent anticipation, his moustache bristling over his scrawny lip. “Come we arrest her, sir!” he said, mangling word order in his excitement, translating his native Afrikaans into direct English.
Becca’s heart bucked. Now they were just trying to scare her. She lifted her chin. “You can’t arrest me for bumping your van.”
Captain Mabuza pounced. “So you admit to hitting the police van. Constable, are you making a note of this confession?”
“That’s not what I said,” Becca squeaked. “I meant you can’t arrest someone for scraping a bumper. It’s a misdemeanour, at best.”
The captain sing-song-whistled through his teeth again. “A misdemeanour. Someone has been watching too much American TV, don’t you think, Constable?”
Ginger Moustache snickered at his superior officer.
The captain propped an enormous hand above the gun holstered at his hip. “I don’t know what the law says in America, but here in South Africa, if you drive into another vehicle and don’t stop, it’s a hit-and-run. And it’s even more serious if that hit-and-run involves a state vehicle.” He thrust out his hand. “Driver’s licence.”
How her knees remained locked beneath her, Becca didn’t know. She pressed clammy palms against the car door at her back. Her South African driver’s licence card was back in her flat in Aylesbury. Hold on though. She wasn’t Becca now. She was Gem. And Gem kept her driver’s licence...“On my keys!”
Captain Mabuza gestured for her to get them.
She ducked in at the Audi’s door and removed Gem’s key from the ignition. A black leather zip pouch was attached to the key ring. She unzipped it to find it packed tight with plastic store cards. She wiggled one free, then another. The stares of the two men were a physical weight. “I’m sure it’s in here.” Her fingers trembled, making it even harder to sort through the stack.
Ginger Moustache jangled a set of handcuffs hooked at his waist. “Looks like stalling tactics to me, Captain.”
She pulled the last few cards from the purse and thrust them all into Captain Mabuza’s hands. “There. It’s one of those. Have a look.”
The big man fanned through them with stocky digits. Then his fingers stilled. He clicked his tongue and held up a folded orange banknote. “Two hundred rand.” He unfolded the banknote as if he’d stumbled upon a map to the fabled missing Kruger millions. “So, we can add bribing a police officer to the charge sheet.”
Becca’s breath seized in her chest. She reached out to him, but stopped abruptly when both men closed their hands on their guns. She lifted her hands, palms up, into the air. “It’s not a bribe, I swear.”
“Bribing a police officer is a serious offence,” intoned the captain.
“Why would I need to bribe you?” One eye on the holstered gun, she pointed at the cards on his palm, the edge of Gem’s laminated driver’s licence clearly visible. “My licence is right there. Look.”
He made a low whistling sound out the side of his mouth. “I can’t see anything past this.” He wafted the banknote in her face.
“That’s money she keeps—I keep!—in case.”
“In case you need to bribe a police officer?”
“In case I need to buy bread or milk.” Her voice was shrill, slicing across the hushed fields.
The captain swung his bald head. “Constable, I think we are going to need those handcuffs.”
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#JailhouseJock


Becca stopped pacing and wrapped her fingers around the icy bars of the prison cell’s battered door. The blood-tang of metal assaulted her nostrils as she pushed her face between the bars and angled her head in a vain attempt to peer up the fluorescent-bright corridor beyond.                                                                                                                            
“Hey! I’m still waiting for my phone call. And my jacket.” She listened. Nothing. “This is a clear abuse of police power!” No response. “I know people at Carte Blanche! You don’t want to end up on TV in one of their exposés!” The empty corridor remained empty. “You could at least bring me something to eat.” A chocolate cake with a file in it would be great. Becca gave a frustrated cry and tugged hard on the bars. The locked gate clanked and her aching brain rattled in her skull. “And two Aspirins.” That niggle she’d had when they’d first turned the key on her was developing into a full-blown tension headache.
She released the bars and crossed to the slatted metal bench at the back of the cell. She sat, wincing as the cold metal bit through the faux-leather leggings. Any longer in here and her extremities were going to turn black and fall off. It might technically be almost spring in South Africa, but in early August, the nights here in the shadow of the mountains were still icy.
With one hand, she kneaded her tight neck muscles while rubbing warmth into her freezing legs with the other. For the umpteenth time that night, she eyed the rough blanket folded at the end of the bench. She bet it would glow in the dark if exposed to one of those blue lights they used to find bodily fluids in TV show crime-scenes.
A bone-deep shiver passed up her spine, tensing her tired muscles and sending a spasm through her aching head. Hypothermia was worse than whatever she might catch from that blanket. Her huff of resignation was white in the frigid air. She leaned over and snagged the blanket between thumb and forefinger. It unfolded stiffly as if it had been starched. With a shudder, she pulled the grime-stiff fabric about her shoulders. It was impossible not to notice the smell: pee with base notes of stale beer. Those months on rotation in Housekeeping, back in the early days when she’d been cycling through various hotel departments before she’d found her perfect fit behind the concierge desk, had trained her nose too well.
She leaned back against the whitewashed wall, her shoulders tensing at the first kiss of the cold bricks, even through the blanket. Her fingers tingled from the cold. She pulled her hands into the long sleeves of the cashmere top. At least she could no longer feel her bum, although on second thoughts, that might be a bad sign…frost-bite might already have set in.
Ironic, really, how only this morning she’d told Mom they’d better pray there was a real-life Mark Darcy waiting in the wings if they got nabbed by the Thai police, and now here she sat, in need of some heroic assistance herself. Not that she wanted to be indebted to some heroic Mark-Darcy type. Though to be honest, if the universe did see fit to send some gorgeous hero to rescue her from this barred meat locker, she’d be prepared to shelve her dignity if it meant preventing her nose from turning black and falling off like some frostbitten Everest adventurer’s.
As Mom kept telling her this morning though, this wasn’t the movies. No one was coming to her rescue. She’d just have to wait. Eventually someone would have to come down that corridor, and then she’d bombard them with uncomfortable questions about how keen they were to have charges of unlawful detention on their service records.
A soft clicking, like fingernails on a chalkboard, sounded from the end of the corridor. At last! Becca pushed to her feet and crossed to the cell door, clutching the blanket at her throat.
The noise grew louder, an ambling clickety-click, coming steadily closer.
“Hello?”
A large chocolate Labrador trotted into view, its tail swishing rhythmically. The dog saw her and stopped.
Not quite the rescuer she’d had in mind. The universe could at least have sent a St Bernard with one of those little barrels of warming brandy hanging from its collar. “Have you come to bail me out?”
The Labrador wagged its tail harder and worked something to the front of its jaw before letting it drop to the ground with a wet thwock: a raw potato, covered in tooth marks and bubbles of spit.
Becca screwed up her nose and took a step back.
The dog beamed at her wide-mouthed and sat with a satisfied harrumph, one back leg sliding sideways into an easy slouch.
If she had a pen and a scrap of paper, she could write a message and slip it under the dog’s collar. Help. Wrongfully incarcerated. Send lawyer.
The deep vibrations of a male voice sounded in the corridor. The dog’s ears perked up. Heavy footsteps echoed and the Lab scrambled to its feet and snatched the potato from the floor.
A human. Hopefully one with a key for this— Damn! If she’d known the universe had been listening when she said she’d be up for being rescued by a gorgeous hero, she’d have asked for the winning lottery numbers too.
The dog gave a happy whine around its potato and looked up adoringly at a man in his early thirties. He was taller than her, even in Gem’s Eiffel-esque heels. A bulky navy jacket was zipped over a broad chest. Big arms filled the jacket’s sleeves, the kind of arms that suggested he’d be able to pick up that dog as if it were no more than a puppy. Faded jeans covered long
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