
CONTENTS

Title Page

Imprint Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

About the Author




Acknowledgements









My most grateful thanks go to my editor, Charlotte Hardman – whose belief and support helped get this novel off the ground – for listening with endless patience as I regaled (or rather bombarded) her with stories of the good (and the not so good) times spent in the wonderfully wacky worlds of television and fashion, for tolerating my endless script changes, for bringing cupcakes, and for general handholding throughout this debut novel writing process. Here’s to the sequel . . . 

Huge thanks also to Mark Booth and to everyone at Hodder for all their support and kindness. I’d like to thank my agent, Polly Hill, for all her hard work and constant feedback – without her, none of this would have been possible. Special thanks to my family for putting up with me sneaking off after bath times to work on this book. Finally, thanks to you for reading it. I hope Britt Baxter gets under your skin like she got under mine. Happy reading!





Chapter 1

This particular Thursday started out looking like it was going to be one of the best days of Britt Baxter’s twenty-six years.

It was one of those blissfully mild, blue-skied April mornings, when even the air in central London smells fresh. Britt stepped out of the taxi onto New Burlington Street, a few short steps away from the bustle of shoppers and tourists on Regent Street. She usually took the tube – unless it was a special occasion and she happened to be wearing over three inches heels. But today she was late for an extremely important – possibly life-changing – appointment, so she had splurged on a cab and would make up for it elsewhere. That Essie nail polish in Midnight Blue could always wait another week.

She checked her watch: she had exactly eight minutes to get to her 9 a.m. meeting, just round the corner amongst the bespoke tailors and fashion houses on Mayfair’s Savile Row.

As she hurried along, Britt caught her reflection in a sandwich shop window. Not too bad, she thought – although considering the amount of time and money she’d spent getting ready she should look bloomin’ sensational. Rather than risk one of her all-too-frequent bad hair days, Britt had splashed out on a professional blow-dry to tame her mane of curls into submission. Over the years she had spent a small fortune on products to try and find something that would control her thick, unruly tresses. Her bathroom was crammed with so many mousses, foams and gels that her best friend Jessie had nicknamed her Boots Baxter. ‘Got any special offers today?’ Jessie would joke. ‘Buy-one-get-one-free on curl serum, perhaps?’ Well, it was alright for Jess with her sleek, neat bob, thought Britt fondly. For her part, she only had to glimpse rain on TV for her hair to puff up into a halo of frizz. 

Britt had spent several hours the night before agonising over what to wear for her big moment, before finally deciding on her treasured black Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress (a bargain in the Net-A-Porter sale). It screamed class yet clung to every curve and gave her an eye-popping cleavage. She had teamed the dress with a pair of snakeskin Alaïa heels, a Mulberry tote and her swishy Reiss cape. 

She wouldn’t usually get this dressed up for a casting – in fact bookers usually preferred you to look as natural as possible – but this job was different. And judging by the number of heads that swivelled in her direction as she sashayed along, her wrap dress parting to reveal a flash of long, tanned leg with every stride, she certainly looked the part. 

Although she was from a little village called Larkbridge Britt looked like she hailed from California rather than from Carlisle. Her mate Jessie joked all Britt needed was a red swimming cossie and she could be an extra on Baywatch. She was a petite size eight with slender, golden-skinned limbs and a cracking 32D chest. With her large, wide-apart green eyes, perfect pout and a profile that would give Yasmin Le Bon a run for her money, hers was the beauty type of your classic fifties pin-up. Yet even though she’d had a successful career as a model, inside Britt still felt like that gawky teenager who on holidays would walk to the sea hiding behind a lilo in the hope that nobody would see her long, skinny legs and hipbones jutting from her swimsuit.

Britt had been spotted by a model agent at the age of seventeen and had worked steadily ever since, mainly in catalogue shoots, magazine editorials and commercials, but although she’d been to countless castings with top designers, she’d never landed a big-name catwalk show or lucrative worldwide advertising campaign. At five foot seven and a half she was just too short to be a top fashion model – and besides, she loved Green & Black’s vanilla caramel nut ice-cream, full-fat Coke and the odd packet of Frazzles way too much to starve herself down to a catwalk size four. 

But then, last month, in the middle of what had been a rainy and worryingly work-free March, something incredible had happened. Out of the blue, Britt had been summoned to Berlin for a casting with Zauber, the top German fashion label, who were on the hunt for a new girl to front their advertising campaign. She had headed off to the meeting at the brand’s head office on the city’s hip Rosenthaler Strasse with little hope. After all, Zauber was known for its edgy designs – they were bound to go for one of those scarily skinny, bug-eyed models who were the current big thing. Britt’s heart had dropped even further into her grey suede Topshop ankle boots when she had been summoned to a meeting room in which a panel of seven people waited behind a long table, like a fashionista firing squad. Her eyes had nervously skimmed the panel, taking in a man dressed all in black with a shock of Warhol-white hair, a woman in sunglasses who looked a dead ringer for US Vogue editor Anna Wintour (surely it couldnt be, couldn’t it?), and a bored-looking bloke slouching at the end in a leather jacket, who she recognised as the latest hot young photographer. But then Britt had noticed that at the very centre of the panel, in the seat of power, was a small, chubby woman in her mid-fifties who was about as far from the frosty fashion-bitch stereotype as you could possibly get. With her corkscrew-curly brown hair laced with grey and half-moon glasses, she looked like she’d taken a wrong turn out of a school governors’ meeting and ended up sitting there by mistake. And the biggest shock of all was that the woman was smiling at her warmly. As far as Britt was aware, nobody in fashion had smiled since 1998.

‘My name is Frieda Koch, and I am Zauber’s creative director,’ the woman had said in lightly accented English. ‘I was very excited when I saw your portfolio, Britt, so I’m thrilled you could come to meet us today.’

After gesturing for Britt to take a seat, Frieda had explained that for its next season’s campaign, Zauber was taking a radically different direction. Rather than their usual type of model, they were looking for someone glossy and curvy (well, curvy in modelling terms). A girl who was bursting with health; who looked like she loved life, food and sex.

‘In short, we want a girl who looks exactly like you,’ smiled Frieda, as Britt had struggled to take in the fact that it looked very much like she had just landed the job of a lifetime. ‘Congratulations my dear, I will arrange a date in London with your agent to sign the contracts and take care of the formalities.’

And today was to be that day.

In modelling terms, it was like winning the EuroMillions jackpot. In an instant, her status would be elevated from catalogue girl to campaign queen. She could wave goodbye to those cruel cattle-call castings that usually took a two-hour slog through driving rain to get to, finally arriving only to be shown to a room with a hundred or so other girls eyeing each other competitively from behind their portfolios, all after the same job. No, after nearly ten long years pounding the pavements, she would be the Zauber girl, with all the respect and recognition that entailed within the fickle fashion world. Heck, she’d even be able to take a taxi without worrying about the expense. 



Number 183 Savile Row was an imposing four-storey redbrick building with a glossy, black front door. Britt checked the list of names next to the buzzers and found Zauber’s British HQ on the fourth floor. She suddenly felt sick with nerves.

She was just checking her make-up in her compact and plucking up the courage to press the buzzer when her BlackBerry started vibrating. It was Scott, her agent at Gawk Models.

‘Why on earth are you answering your phone when you’re supposed to be sitting in a meeting with Zauber right this freaking minute?’ 

Scott was American, flamboyantly gay and had a mouth on him like Joan Rivers.

‘If you get off the bloody phone,’ said Britt, ‘I’ll go in.’

‘Now remember, Britt, your whole career depends on you not screwing this up. If you get this advertising campaign you will be splashed across every billboard in every city in the world and beyond. Oh, and PS – I was out for drinks with the editor of German Vogue last night and word on the street is that Matthew McConaughey will be starring in the shoot alongside you.’ His voice dropped to a reverent whisper. ‘Matthew freaking Mc-Hot-aughey!’

‘Wow, really?’ Britt’s nerves seemed to suddenly double in intensity. 

 ‘The job is basically in the bag,’ Scott went on, ‘you just need to sign the contracts with Frieda Koch, so—’

‘So, don’t Koch it up,’ laughed Britt. 

‘Right. If she says jump, you find a freaking trampoline – got it?’

‘You worry too much, Scottie.’

‘Go get ’em, tiger,’ grunted Scott in mock manly tones.

As Britt put her phone back in her bag it vibrated again. It was a text from her boyfriend, Alex: ‘Dolce booked for 8 p.m. Don’t forget! A xxx’

As if, Britt smiled to herself. She had been looking forward to tonight for ages. Not only was Dolce her favourite restaurant but tonight was to be a double celebration: her landing the Zauber campaign and Alex’s well-deserved promotion. He had been working for the local council since moving down from Carlisle to live with her a year ago, and was meeting with his boss today to ‘discuss his future’. It looked like Alex was a dead cert for a step up both in pay and prestige. He certainly deserved it, and with the extra cash coming in, they would finally be able to afford the deposit on a place of their own. For the last few days they had talked late into the night, planning their future together, and had even gone to look round a flat they had spotted for sale nearby. As the estate agent had shown them round, Alex had looked at the airy second bedroom and whispered to Britt: ‘This would be perfect for a nursery, wouldn’t it?’ 

‘Oh my God, he’s going to propose!’ Jessie had squealed when Britt had told her friend about it the following day. And although Britt had laughed it off at the time, she was beginning to think dinner tonight would be the ideal occasion . . . 





Chapter 10

This time, Britt intended to be ready for Akiko and her bloody Louboutins. She got up at 6 a.m. and spent an hour blow-drying her hair, sectioning it off with clips like she’d learned from a professional stylist. Then she carefully straightened each section with a barrel brush until it swished about her shoulders in a glossy curtain. Next up, make-up. Britt went for the works: primer, foundation (to cover the despised freckles), bronzer, rosy blush, a subtly defined eye, loads of mascara and a gloss of lipstick. The outfit was equally important: she had to look like she meant business. So – J Brand jeans, stack-heeled Chloé loafers, a silk T-shirt and a chic navy Joseph blazer. She looked at her effect in the mirror: Cindy Crawford kicks corporate butt. 

When Britt came into the living room Pebbles was working up a storm on the cross-trainer in a Hello Kitty vest and knickers, doing penance for the carbs she’d been force-fed last night. 

‘Wow, y’all look hot!’ she drawled. Britt eyed Pebbles’ emaciated frame and felt a surge of pity. 

‘How are you feeling today, love?’ 

‘I’m doing just fine,’ panted Pebbles. ‘Much better for a workout, that’s for sure! Size zeroes are heroes – am I right, honey?’ At least she seemed to have recovered after her meltdown.

‘Um, sure,’ said Britt. ‘Whatever you say. See you later.’ She grabbed her keys, Mulberry bag and the sheaf of maps then headed for the door. 

‘Give ’em hell, roomie!’ she heard Pebbles shout after her.



Britt felt like the frosted-glass walls of the pristine white office were closing in on her. 

‘So you’re saying that the rent for the apartment is automatically deducted from whatever I earn,’ she said, struggling to contain her panic. 

‘Correct.’ Akiko’s face was emotionless. ‘The rent is three hundred thousand yen per month.’ That was nearly £2,500 according to Britt’s calculation! ‘We also deduct agency commission at thirty-five per cent and various living costs, including your weekly Shiatsu massage.’

‘My weekly what?’

‘All models must come to the agency once a week for a Shiatsu massage,’ said Akiko. ‘It is essential.’

‘I’ll do without the massages.’

‘Not an option. After twelve-hour photo shoots and four hours of castings a day, your body will need it.’ 

Britt was beginning to wonder if Akiko was actually a robot, albeit one with a knockout wardrobe. Today she was wearing a tailored pinstripe trouser suit and another pair of Louboutin heels – although her feet were so tiny they looked like they should be in Start-rite. 

‘What about that cash you gave me when I arrived?’ asked Britt in last-ditch desperation. ‘I thought that was to cover the rent?’

‘That was a loan. Which will need to be repaid. And there will, of course, be interest charged.’ 

Britt’s head was spinning. How the hell was she going to save up enough to start sending money back to Alex to cover the rent on their flat, let alone afford a flight back home? Pebbles was right.

Akiko looked pointedly at her watch – black diamond-encrusted Chanel, natch. 

‘Now if there’s nothing else, I have a meeting with the fashion director of Elle Japan,’ she said, thrusting a sheet of paper at Britt. ‘I’ve printed off a list of your castings for the next few days.’ 

Britt stared at the long list of appointments, the first of which was in just a couple of hours’ time. It looked like she was in demand. Well, that was something at least. She gathered up her things and started for the lift.

‘Oh, and I trust you are doing something about your weight problem,’ Akiko called after her as she left. But when Britt turned round to respond she had disappeared. In a puff of smoke, thought Britt, punching furiously at the lift button, while sucking in her midriff. 

Emerging onto the busy street, Britt vowed to put her money worries to the back of her mind and focus on the job at hand: getting more work. If the flow of work continues, she thought, trying to be positive, I’ve made a good start on getting together some cash to take back home. 

With taxis definitely out of the question, she realised she would have to brave the Tokyo Metro to get to the next appointment, across town in Ginza. She checked her map and then walked the short distance to Hiroo station. It wasn’t just the language barrier that was making Britt nervous about using Tokyo’s public transport: she remembered seeing a photo of Japanese commuters being pushed onto already filled-to-capacity subway carriages by a couple of guards until they were packed like grains of rice in a sushi roll. The image made London’s tube trains seem positively light and airy in comparison. 

To Britt’s relief, the signs and ticket-machine instructions at the station were translated into English and – despite the bewildering number of lines – after poring over the subway map she found the route heading to her next appointment. 

On the platform, there were neat queues of people waiting to board the train, rather than the sprawling free-for-all of London. There were signs indicating where the pink female-only carriages stopped, but as the other women on the platform seemed to be ignoring them, so too did Britt. She joined one of the queues and managed to get on without being shoved on by one of the white-gloved guards. So far, so painless.

The train was busy, though, and at each stop more and more people ploughed single-mindedly onto the already packed train. Britt found herself gradually being jostled and pushed into the middle of the carriage where she clung onto an overhead strap, squeezed up against the surrounding passengers. 

In her heels, Britt was a good few inches taller than most of the other people in the carriage. She was just staring over the heads at the on-board map, trying to work out how many stops she had left (and exactly how she was going to fight her way out of the carriage) when she became aware of a strange shuffling noise coming from just behind her. She looked round to see a group of suited businessman with blank faces standing directly behind her; the noise abruptly stopped. None of them seemed to have noticed it or else they were feigning ignorance, so she looked forward again. But the noise started up, this time with a rubbing sensation against the back of her legs. Britt swung round again, and once again it stopped. It reminded her of the childhood game of Grandmother’s Footsteps. 

By now it was so crammed in the carriage that it was difficult to turn round to see what was going on behind her without elbowing the little old lady crushed up to her side. All Britt could do was stand there with a growing feeling of unease, wondering what on earth the strange sensation could be.





Chapter 11

Britt left the station feeling pleased with her small triumph. Britt Baxter: 1, Tokyo Subway: 0. With an hour to kill before her next casting, she popped into a café and had a cappuccino and a hot vanilla cream puff – two fingers up at diet-Nazi Akiko. Then she braved a vast, futuristic shopping plaza for her first taste of window-shopping, Tokyo style. She stood on the escalator gazing around her, dazed by the sheer scale of the place. It made the average British shopping centre look like Larkbridge village store.

Amongst the kitsch boutiques and electronics emporiums, Britt zeroed in on a shop selling designer denim. Some women have a thing for shoes, others handbags – for Britt it was jeans. Promising herself she would only have a quick look (and definitely wouldn’t risk the temptation of trying anything on), she rifled through the rails until she came to a pair of Paige jeans with an irresistible little kick-flare. They were just her size – and they were reduced! Her good intentions instantly forgotten, Britt headed happily off to the fitting rooms, enjoying the buzz that came with finding what might turn out to be Perfect Jeans.

She was shown to a cubicle that had lights so bright you could perform a surgical operation under them, and mirrors positioned to show the shopper’s cellulite from every angle. She was just shrugging off her blazer when she caught sight of her back view. What the hell was that on her jeans? Britt twisted around so she could get a better look. It seemed to be a large damp stain. She didn’t remember sitting in anything. In fact, she’d been standing the whole way on the subway. And then, in a horrific split-second, everything fell into place. The shuffling sound on the subway . . . the stroking feeling on the back of her legs . . . the man pressed up behind her . . . 

Oh. My. God.

Squealing with revulsion, Britt ripped off her J Brand jeans and then used up an entire pack of wet wipes she had in her handbag in a frenzy of hand sanitising. This was even worse than the time an ageing French playboy with halitosis and too-tight jeans had grabbed her from behind while she was dancing in a Paris nightclub with some of her model mates and had started grinding his erection against her to ‘I’m Too Sexy’ by Right Said Fred. They had all been laughing about that after a few drinks, but she couldn’t ever imagine seeing the funny side of this. Still shuddering with disgust, Britt wriggled into the Paige flares – not even caring that the labels were still on and that they didn’t quite fit round the bum – and then marched straight to the cash desk to pay. From then on, she vowed she would only travel on the subway in one of the women-only carriages. 

Dumping her poor, violated J Brands into a bin outside the shop (two hundred quid down the drain, but she couldn’t face taking them back to the apartment and washing them), Britt was just looking for a public toilet to give her hands a more thorough disinfecting when her BlackBerry rang. She looked at the screen and her heart leapt. Alex!

‘Britt! How are you, beautiful?’

‘Oh, Al, it’s so lovely to hear from you!’ And with that, she promptly burst into tears.

‘Hey, love, why are you crying? What’s happened? Are you okay?’

Britt felt like begging him to come and rescue her. But if she told him the truth, that she was chronically homesick and didn’t know how she was ever going to get back to Britain – oh, and that someone had just wanked over her favourite jeans – then Alex would be so furious he would insist she got on the first flight home. And really, when it came down to it, what was the point of worrying him? It wasn’t like he could just conjure up a plane ticket out of thin air – he couldn’t afford it. 

‘Oh, I just miss you, that’s all,’ she sniffed. ‘I’m fine, honest.’ She gushed about how many castings she had lined up. That bit at least was true.

‘And how about your job hunt?’ she asked. ‘Any luck finding something?’

‘Oh, you know, still looking,’ said Alex breezily. ‘There doesn’t seem to be much around at the moment. But with you making so much money out in Tokyo, perhaps I can be a house-husband!’

Britt felt a twinge of anger. If he knew what she was going through! But immediately she knew that wasn’t fair. Alex was doing his best to find a job, she was sure about that.

‘It’s just not the same without you here,’ he said after they’d chatted for a few minutes. ‘How long do you think you’ll be out there for?’

‘I’m not sure. A few more weeks I should think.’

‘Okay. Well, hurry home. I miss you – as does Kate Moss. She’s gone on hunger strike. She’s down to one tin of KiteKat a day.’

‘I love you, gorgeous.’

‘You too. Be good, baby.’



The weeks flew by in a frenzy of work. Every single day Britt was either schlepping her portfolio around the city on castings, or working fourteen-hour days on photo shoots. They certainly knew how to get their money’s worth in this town. At home, a typical shoot would average six to eight different outfits a day; here it was as many as sixty. No wonder so many models turned to binge-eating, booze or drugs, cracking under the weight of the workload. And the working day started early, often at 6 a.m., so if a job was out in the suburbs she would find herself leaving the apartment at the same time as the pissed-up businessmen were spilling out of the bars neighbouring their apartment. On several occasions she’d had to step over businessmen passed out cold in the gutter. 

Yet apart from Akiko – who Britt christened the Wicked Witch of the Far East – all the Japanese people she met and worked with were unfailingly polite and professional. And she soon learned to love Tokyo. The city was a mass of contradictions. On the one hand it was a vision of caffeine-fuelled futuristic craziness, but at the same time she could be walking down the busiest shopping street, turn a corner and suddenly find herself in a tranquil Japanese garden overlooked by a temple, where the only sound was koi carp fish blowing bubbles on the surface of a pond. She just wished Alex could be there to enjoy it with her. She missed him like crazy – but she was worried about him, too. They spoke every few days, but whenever she raised the subject of him finding a job he changed the subject. 

Britt asked Jessie if she’d seen anything of Alex when she called for a gossip.

‘No, I haven’t, but Tom went out for a drink with him the other night.’ Jessie sounded a bit shifty.

‘How does he seem? Be honest, Jess.’

She sighed. ‘Not great I’m afraid, love. Tom said he was really putting away the beers – and for him to even mention that must mean that Alex was drinking a hell of a lot. He misses you, Britt.’

Well, there was nothing Britt could do about him right now. She just had to focus on earning enough money to get home.



Britt had been in Tokyo for a month when she came back to the apartment one evening after a late-running shoot to find a note written in a childlike scrawl on a pink heart-shaped Post-it pinned to the cross-trainer: ‘Hey Britney, guess wot? Im goin home to Texas!!!! Mr Nakamura gave me the money 4 the ticket. At airport now, no point hangin around!! Come visit me in Sulphur Springs soon. Thanx for bein a gr8 roomie xxxxxxxxxx ps. I left u the Thi-master. Lol!!!’ 

So that was it – Pebbles had left the building. Britt would miss her. Okay, so her habit of dropping to the floor and doing 100 press-ups whenever Britt cooked a full English breakfast because she thought she had ‘. . . like, totally inhaled the fat molecules’ was a little annoying, but Pebbles had been her only pal. Britt’s attempts at befriending the other Western models had been met with indifference. 

To bat away the feeling of loneliness, Britt went in search of a slap-up raw fish dinner. She ended up sitting in a sushi restaurant at the counter next to an older Japanese guy, who spent the evening pouring her endless glasses of sake and trying to explain exactly what she was eating using a hilarious mixture of mime and sign language. 

The last thing she remembered was fleeing a karaoke bar after her new friend coerced her to join him in a drunken rendition of ‘Islands in the Stream’, then tried to grope her boobs. She woke up late the following morning with a thumping hangover to find herself lying on the bed, fully dressed, with the Thighmaster wedged between her knees.



The make-up artist cocked her head to one side to admire her handiwork. ‘Okay, all done. Cool, right?’

Britt looked in the mirror. She was wearing a huge pink wig that had been teased and curled into a candyfloss bouffant. A pattern of hearts and stars had been painted on one cheek and a rainbow on the other. Her eyes peered out warily from under a veil of glitter and a sweeping pair of silver false lashes. Britt wasn’t sure what the idea behind the magazine shoot was supposed to be, but the overall effect was My Little Pony on acid. 

‘Kawaii! Cwazy hot!!!’ gushed the stylist in a heavy Japanese accent. 

‘Yeah,’ agreed the photographer, whose jeans were hanging down below his boxers. ‘Cwazy cool.’

The stylist led Britt to the dressing room where she showed her the outfits for the shoot. First up was a silver catsuit, so tight that she instantly regretted the muffin she’d had for breakfast. It looked like she would have to be sewn into it.

‘Um, can you excuse me just for a moment?’ smiled Britt apologetically. ‘Comfort break.’

Humming along to the Kings of Leon album that was blaring out over the studio speakers, Britt wandered off to find the toilet. On the way she pulled out her BlackBerry to check if she’d had any calls – and froze in shock at what she saw. What the hell? Sixteen calls from Alex in the last hour! There was a text, too. The three-word message left Britt sick with dread: ‘Please call. Urgent.’ 





Chapter 12

Rushing into the toilets, Britt locked herself into a cubicle and pressed Alex’s number, her hands shaking.

‘What’s happened?’

‘It’s your mum. She’s fine but she’s in hospital. She collapsed in the post office this morning. They think it’s a stroke.’

Oh, no. Oh God, no. Not Mum. 

Britt felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. ‘Is . . . is she okay?’

‘She’s conscious, but it’s too early to tell exactly what’s happened. They’re doing tests now.’

There was a rushing sound in Britt’s ears and the room started to spin. She shakily pulled down the toilet lid, rocked back down onto it and put her head between her legs to stop herself fainting. She was closer to her mum than anyone in the world. She was her only family.

‘I’ve got to get home.’ The tears were starting to tumble down her cheeks. ‘I have to get a flight. Oh Al, I don’t know how I’m going to afford a ticket home. What am I going to do?’

‘What do you mean, love? I thought work was going well out there?’

‘I didn’t want to worry you, but the agency is taking such a large portion of my earnings that I haven’t managed to save up much money, and . . . Look, I can’t really explain now. I just need to get home!’

There was a long pause at the other end of the line. ‘I haven’t really got enough money for a ticket. I’m so sorry, Britt . . .’

Despite her fears for her mum, Britt was suddenly furious. Why was Alex so bloody useless?

‘Look, I’ll call Jessie and see if she can help,’ said Alex. ‘Leave it with me.’

‘Don’t bother,’ sobbed Britt, and jabbed at the button to end the call. 



It was only when she was standing on the subway on the way back to the apartment, willing the train to go faster, that Britt caught sight of her reflection and realised she’d dashed out of the studio without removing the pink wig. She looked like The Joker from Batman. Thankfully it was the sort of thing that wouldn’t get you a second glance in Tokyo.

By the time she had made it back to the apartment, Britt had formulated a plan. She would borrow the money from Scout Models as an advance on her earnings. After all, she had been working pretty much non-stop. Akiko would understand. She had to.

But Akiko didn’t understand. 

‘You have a catalogue shoot tomorrow and a location job for Elle Japan the following day,’ she said when Britt called her. ‘Impossible for you to leave now. Next Monday is earliest you can go.’

‘But my mother’s in hospital and I have to get back to see her! I’ll send you a cheque for any money I owe you, plus the interest. Please, Akiko, I’m desperate!’

‘I cannot authorise that.’

Britt saw red. ‘Well, authorise this then. I quit!’

She slammed down the phone. The fleeting feeling of satisfaction was all too quickly replaced by panic. No job. No way home. Now what?

She went online to trawl through the cheap flight websites, but there was nothing under a thousand quid. Fighting panic and struggling to blank out the image of her mum lying in a hospital bed hooked up to drips and covered in tubes, she went to the bathroom to take off her make-up. As she peeled off the false lashes and brushed away the glitter, she wondered whether she could possibly ask Pebbles’ friend Mr Nakamura for help? 

The door buzzer sounded. Britt answered the intercom, but whoever it was didn’t speak English so she trekked down to the front door. It was a motorbike courier with a package for her. 

On the way up in the lift, she tore open the envelope and gasped – a British Airways ticket to London Heathrow, leaving in four hours’ time. Jessie had come to the rescue! Britt raced back to the apartment muttering a silent prayer of thanks to her wonderful friend. Unlike her boyfriend, who hadn’t come close to being there for her. She felt a pang as she realised she was beginning to lose all respect for Alex.

Leaving behind anything that she couldn’t jam into her bags, Britt rushed out of the apartment and headed for the subway to Tokyo station, where she boarded a Narita express train to the airport. 



Eleven hours later, after landing at Heathrow, Britt took the train to London, then the tube to Euston and then the train up north. And less than twenty-four hours after leaving Tokyo, she ran through the doors of Cumberland Infirmary, her bags bumping about her bruised and exhausted legs. She caught sight of her reflection in a mirror door and realised she still had traces of glittery make-up smeared over her face.

‘I’m Molly Baxter’s daughter,’ she panted to one of the nurses sitting on a desk at the Neurology unit, who directed her to a ward down the corridor. Fearing the worst, Britt pushed open the swing doors and scanned the beds for her mum.

She found her at the far end of the room by the window. Molly was sitting up in bed wearing a white towelling robe, reading Vogue. Her long hair, still lustrously auburn, was swept back with a hair-band. Her skin was make-up free, but glowing and radiant. There were no tubes, no drips and no machines bleeping. She certainly didn’t look like a stroke victim. In fact, she looked more like she was waiting to have a facial at a swanky spa.

‘Mum!’ Britt dropped her bags and threw her arms around Molly, sobbing with relief and exhaustion. ‘God, I was so worried! How are you?’

The two of them clung together, laughing and crying. 

‘Mum, why are you laughing?’

‘Oh, Britt, it’s so wonderful to see you, you’ve got some glitter on your cheek,’ smiled her mum. ‘I’m fine, really. I’m so sorry for giving you all a scare and dragging you back from Japan. I told Alex not to bother you, but he insisted.’

‘Don’t be silly, Mum, there was no way I wouldn’t be here!’ Britt sat on the bed, clutching Molly’s hand. ‘So what happened?’

‘Well, I’m not really sure, pet. One moment I was standing in the post office, the next I woke up in here with a handsome doctor standing over me. No-one really seems sure what happened. They want to do a few more tests, but they’ve said that I can go home.’

Molly had celebrated her sixtieth birthday the year before but was still a beautiful woman. Britt had inherited her striking looks – the strong nose, wide mouth and high cheekbones – from her mum, while her height and frizzy brown hair came from her dad. Well, that was what she had gathered from photos. Britt had never actually met her father, Ben Baxter. He had been killed in a car accident at the age of thirty-four when Molly was four months pregnant, leaving the young widow to raise their only child with the help of her parents, Britt’s beloved Nanna Eileen and Grandpa Roy, who had passed away within a few months of each other four years ago. Molly, a teacher at the local primary school, had had a few relationships since her husband’s tragic death, but nothing long term. Ben had been the love of her life, she would tell Britt wistfully as they flipped through old photo albums. 

Like her mum, Britt had grown up into a strong, independent woman who would always cope with a problem rather than burdening someone else with it. She was fiercely loyal and would do anything to help a friend in need. And she was also a hopeless – or rather, hopeful – romantic and a firm believer in The One. Until recently, it had seemed that was Alex, but now Britt wasn’t sure he was The Two or even The Three.

After a final visit from the doctor (a dead spit for George Clooney in ER, only with a bald patch), Molly was discharged and they got a taxi back home to Larkbridge. 

As they pulled up outside the little redbrick cottage with its green front door, square windows festooned with climbing roses and squat chimney – a child’s drawing of a house – Britt felt herself relax for the first time in months. 

Inside, little had changed since Britt was growing up. The hallway walls were crowded with photos, paintings and keepsakes, including a pair of Britt’s baby shoes in a box frame. The house always had a homely smell thanks to the wood-burning stove in the living room, and the coffee that her mum ground fresh every morning. It had caused quite a stir in Larkbridge village store when Molly Baxter had switched her usual order from tea bags to coffee beans, but now visitors popping round to the redbrick cottage for elevenses would always ask for one of Molly’s cappuccinos, rather than a brew, with their shortbread fingers. 

Upstairs, Britt’s bedroom still had her teenage posters on the walls, a pile of teddies on the single bed and her old clothes hanging in the wardrobe. After a long bath, she rifled through the rails and chose a baggy navy jumper, a cast-off from her grandpa, and pulled it on with a pair of leggings. After making sure Molly was comfortable in an armchair with a rug over her legs, ignoring her grumbling (‘I’m not an old woman,’ she had huffed), Britt had put on her wellies, walked over to the village store and bought milk and the ingredients to make pea and ham soup for dinner. Then she picked up Salty and Biscuit, Molly’s border collies, from a neighbour where they had been staying and set out for a walk across the fields. 

As she clambered over a stile, Britt paused at the top and stared out over the valley. There was a late afternoon mist above the trees by the river and the only sound was a couple of ponies cropping the grass in the next field. Britt pulled out her BlackBerry: no reception. She smiled and turned it off. Then she took a deep breath of the damp, earthy air, and all her problems – the Alex crisis, her non-existent career, the growing debts – just seemed to vanish into the mist. It was good to be home. 



For the next week, Britt holed up in Larkbridge cooking hearty, healthy meals for Molly, walking the dogs and watching TV (although her mum’s telly only got BBC1, BBC2 and ITV, so the choice was fairly limited). Alex phoned the cottage every day, but whenever her mum mouthed, ‘It’s Alex,’ Britt shook her head furiously. 

Molly had to return to hospital for tests, but although the cause of her collapse was still unclear, the doctors seemed confident that there was no cause for concern. That evening, Britt took her to the local pub for scampi, chips and half a shandy to celebrate. 

One afternoon, when Britt was in the middle of baking a batch of scones and Molly had gone shopping, there was a knock at the door. The dogs jumped around, barking furiously. ‘Hold on a minute!’ she shouted above the din, wiping her dough-covered hands on her grandpa’s jumper, which she had barely taken off. Her hair was tied into two plaits that she’d clipped on top of her head to stop them getting dusted with flour and she hadn’t worn any make-up since she arrived, let alone tackled basic maintenance such as shaving her armpits.

There was another, more angry knock. 

‘Okay, okay, I’m coming,’ Britt grumbled, and opened the door. ‘Alex! What the hell are you doing here?’





Chapter 13

‘I’ve come to see you, stupid.’ He held out his arms to her. ‘Don’t I get a kiss after six weeks?’ Britt had spent so long feeling furious with him that she had forgotten just how drop-dead gorgeous he was. Alex was wearing a white T-shirt that clung to his biceps and a pair of old jeans, with a sweatshirt slung around his waist and a rucksack over his shoulder. His shock of cocoa-coloured hair was even messier than usual, there were dark shadows beneath his eyes and a shadow of stubble on his jaw, but God, he was fit. Britt wasn’t sure whether to rip his head or his clothes off.

They had an awkward embrace on the doorstep, bashing noses as they tentatively kissed, then they went through to the kitchen where Britt busied herself making coffee. She didn’t quite know how to feel. On the one hand she fancied the pants off him and seeing him reminded her of just how crazy in love they had been mere weeks ago, and how desperate she had been to get married – even have his babies. But so much had changed since then. And she just couldn’t reconcile the old, wonderful Alex with this new, slightly hopeless version. 

They sat at the old oak table in the kitchen in silence, drinking their coffee. 

‘You’ve been avoiding me,’ he said eventually.

‘Oh.’ Britt bent down to stroke the dogs and decided to change the subject. ‘So how did you get up here today? I didn’t hear the car on the drive.’

‘By train, walked from the station.’

‘Why didn’t you drive?’

‘I sold the Beetle, Britt.’ 

‘What the hell did you do that for?’ His ancient red Beetle was his pride and joy. At times it had seemed he loved the car more than her.

‘To pay for your ticket back from Tokyo, of course,’ he said quietly.

Britt was stunned. ‘But I thought Jessie . . .’

‘She offered to help, but I’m your man; it’s my job to look after you.’ Alex reached out for her hand. ‘Look, I know things are tough between us right now, but you can’t hide away up here baking scones for ever. I need you to come back to London so we can figure out what we’re going to do.’ He gently stroked her hair. ‘I need you to come back because I miss you.’ 

Then he leant over the table and slowly moved towards her for a kiss. This time, everything fell into place. His lips pressed against hers, first softly, and then more insistently. Then his tongue lightly brushed her lips before gently probing inside her mouth. Britt reached across the table and put her hand behind his head, crushing him to her. The kissing became harder and more passionate. Britt felt something deep inside her melt and saw stars pop behind her closed eyes . . .

‘Oh, hello, you two!’

They sprang apart to see Molly standing at the door, laden down with shopping bags. ‘Alex, what a lovely surprise. Are you staying?’

‘Just for a night, Mrs B, if you don’t mind. Then I’m going to take Britt home with me.’

‘Don’t I get any say in this?’ Britt snapped. ‘Mum needs me here.’

‘Shh, I’m fine,’ said Molly. ‘In fact, I told Alex he should come up and get you. Your life is in London, love, and I’m not far away. I promise I’ll call if I need you.’

That night, Britt slept fitfully in the little single bed, while Alex lay on the floor next to her. She knew that Alex wanted to have sex with her – and not so long ago she’d have been desperate for him, too. That evening, after dinner, he had climbed into bed with her and started to kiss her, as he had in the kitchen, but she hadn’t been able to recapture that spark. She just gave him a quick peck and then turned over. We haven’t had sex for nearly two months, she thought, lying in bed listening to Alex breathing nearby. Shouldn’t I be just a little bit bothered about that . . . ?

Next day, they waited together in silence for the bus to take them to Carlisle station. Britt was worried about leaving Molly on her own, but also about going back to London. She would have to deal with her landlord’s messages about the overdue rent. She had to meet up with Scott to try and find another job. And she and Alex would need to sit down and discuss their future – if they even had one together. Was their relationship even worth fighting for? 



It had been Scott’s idea to meet at Butch Bakes, a trendy new cupcake café in the heart of Soho. Not because he was fond of cakes – he would go straight before letting buttercream pass his lips – but because it was currently the hottest meeting spot in London. Located just off Old Compton Street, it sold kinky S&M-themed cakes and cookies. The café’s plates, cups and teapots were decorated with what looked like a pretty pattern of pink roses, but on closer inspection were revealed to be little willies. It brought a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘cream tea’.

Britt had only been back in London for a couple of days, but both of them had been miserable. She had spoken to her landlord, who was sympathetic as she had always been a good tenant, but told her she would need to cough up the rent they owed by next month or move out. And then this morning she’d had a huge row with Alex. It had started after she’d confessed to him what a disaster Tokyo had been and he’d made some off-hand comment about how she should have listened to him and never gone out there in the first place. Britt had flown into a fury and all the weeks of simmering resentment over his inability to find a job had come flooding out. 

‘How . . . how dare you!’ she had screeched. ‘At least I was trying to earn some money! As far as I can tell, all you’re doing is sitting on your backside all day, drinking!’

Alex had stormed out and Britt had called Jessie in floods of tears, but rather than cheering her up, Jess had made her feel more wretched than ever by gently reminding her that Alex had sold his beloved car to get Britt home, and perhaps she had been a little bit hard on him?

So she wasn’t exactly looking forward to meeting up with Scott, who she was sure would have a few choice words to say about her Tokyo disaster – not to mention the weight she’d piled on eating scones and dumpling-filled stews in Larkbridge.

She found him sitting at the café window table, checking out the passers-by.

‘Britt!’ He leapt out of his seat and passionately air-kissed her. ‘Let me look at you, babe.’ He held her at arm’s length and looked her up and down. ‘Oh my, what happened to the sashimi and seaweed diet in Japan? No cupcakes for you, sweet cheeks.’

But Britt needed sugar, and when the waiter came round she ignored Scott’s raised eyebrow and ordered a plate of Fondant Fannies with a pot of English Bonkfest tea.

As expected, he was not sympathetic. ‘That’s the way it works, babe,’ he shrugged. ‘I told you it would be a hard slog out there. Sounds like you got lots of work, though.’

‘Yeah, my portfolio’s looking really good,’ enthused Britt. ‘Any chance I’ll be able to find something over here now?’

Scott sighed. ‘You know I love you, Britt, but I can’t help. After screwing up the Zauber deal and running out on Tokyo, Jo Brand is looking a more likely candidate for the catwalk than you.’ He took a sip of his green tea. ‘I hate to say this, but I think it’s time for you to look for something different to do. Let’s wait until the dust has settled and review in, say, six months?’

‘But I’ll be homeless by then!’

‘I’m so sorry, babe, but blame the game, not the player.’ 

So that was it. She was unemployable. So was Alex. It was time for Plan B. 

Now Britt just had to work out exactly what Plan B was.





Chapter 14

After leaving Scott, Britt wandered up to Oxford Street and spent a few hours mooching around the stores. Like most girls, Britt liked to comfort shop – or comfort window-shop. Even if she was at home, she would get deep satisfaction from clicking online at Net-A-Porter and filling up a virtual shopping bag with thousands of pounds’ worth of Lanvin and Balenciaga, although she would never press the button to checkout. A girl could dream, after all. But today, wandering around Selfridges and trying on armfuls of clothes she couldn’t afford just made her feel even worse, especially because her usual size eight was now feeling worryingly snug. She couldn’t even fit a pair of Topshop boyfriend jeans over her thighs – and they were supposed to be baggy!

By the time Britt got back to Clapham, the afternoon rush hour was just beginning. Tired and depressed, she arrived home to find Alex sitting on the sofa, watching sport on TV. Just for a change, thought Britt bitterly, chucking her bag on the table and heading for the kitchen. But although the last she’d seen of him that morning had been the front door slamming so violently it had sent Kate Moss skittering under the table in terror, Alex was now smiling broadly at her. He looked strangely pleased with himself – cocky.

‘And just what exactly are you so happy about?’ snapped Britt.

‘I’ve got a job,’ he grinned. ‘And so have you, if you want one?’

Britt stood staring at him, wondering if she’d heard correctly.

‘You were absolutely right, Britt, I’ve been useless,’ he went on. ‘I had been so excited about the thought of buying a flat and building a life with you, that when I got made redundant I just . . . well, stopped trying. And then when you went to Tokyo I felt I was losing you as well, which made me even more depressed.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘I love you so bloody much, Britt, and I know I’ve let you down these last few weeks, but let me show you I can make it up to you. I made some calls this morning and found an opening at an agency that provides waiters and bar staff for events and parties. I went to see the boss today and she offered me a job on the spot – and there’s one for you, too, if you want it. The pay’s not brilliant, but it’s something at least, and we’d be in it together. What do you reckon, beautiful?’

Britt tried to take it all in. A waitress? What a comedown. It would be fine if she was a teenager and just starting out, but she was twenty-six and had already had a successful career. Well, it had been successful, until recently . . . But Alex was right – it was something. Which was a hell of a lot better than the big fat nothing they would have otherwise.

Britt looked at Alex, his face more hopeful and positive than she had seen it look in a long time, and smiled. ‘Let’s do it,’ she said. 


Sylvia Service was an event-staffing agency that prided itself on its high standards and professionalism – or, as the brochure put it, ‘Why settle for silver service, when you can have Sylvia Service?’ It was run by the eponymous Sylvia, who – from what Alex had told Britt after his initial meeting with the woman – had devoted her life to her business, and was as fiercely proud and protective of the agency as if it were her child.

Along with a dozen or so other new recruits, Britt and Alex had been summoned to attend an induction day at the company’s headquarters at a grey office block in Enfield. A secretary had shown them into a meeting room containing a large table, chairs, a white board, tea urn with polystyrene cups and plates of cheap biscuits. Britt was just nibbling on a broken Pink Wafer when the door burst open and in marched their new boss.

In her late forties, Sylvia dressed like it was still 1985. She was wearing a pair of acid-wash jeans trimmed with tassels and rhinestones with a white mohair jumper cut low to show off a substantial cleavage so luminously fake-tanned, it could probably have been seen from space. Her long hair was bleached blonde but had a sickly yellowish tinge, like it was stained with nicotine, while her fringe was extravagantly
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