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Chapter I
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THE ATM HICCUPPED AND spat out a printed balance that summed up her dire financial state. There was no way she could buy a suit for tomorrow’s interview. The unfairness of her situation almost made her weep. Sam Harris had worked as an exploration geologist in remote sites under extreme conditions for fifteen years, but she still had nothing to show for it. How many thirty-nine-year-olds were living with their parents? 

Thoughts of the interview increased her stress levels to their breaking point. She had no idea what questions they would ask her, having never worked in mining finance before. Could she persuade someone to take a chance on her or would she look like an idiot? She would before she opened her mouth if she didn’t find something suitable to wear, and fast.

There must be something in her wardrobe. She had worked in the field for most of her career, but hadn’t she been dragged along to every social occasion invented for her entire adult life in a series of ghastly dresses and skirts purchased by her mother, an anathema to someone who lived in khaki?

Sam went home and enlisted the help of her mother, Matilda Harris, to review her options. She paraded a series of these outfits in front of a woman who, even with her advanced skills in encouragement, couldn’t pretend they were suitable for a city interview. Her anxiety mounted as each outfit failed the test.

‘Let’s ring Hannah,’ her mother said. ‘She’ll have something you can wear.’

Sam sighed. Hannah, Sam’s elder sister, at least a size smaller than her, held an attitude to Sam’s clothes which only just fell on the sisterly side of scathing. But her mother ignored the sigh and picked up the receiver, dialling the number from memory.

‘Hello, darling. We’re in a spot of bother. Sam has an interview tomorrow, and she has nothing to wear. Can you help?’

She listened to the answer, frowned and nodded.

‘Yes, I know it’s late notice. What about tomorrow morning before work?’

Grumpy sounds issued from the receiver which indicated Hannah’s displeasure with this idea.

‘It can’t be helped, sweetheart. It’s an emergency,’ said Matilda.

The next morning, a dishevelled Sam knocked on the door of her sister’s flat before it got light. Squeals of delight prefaced the door opening by her nephew and his sister who launched themselves at her legs.

‘Where’s your mummy then?’ said Sam.

Hannah appeared in the corridor, already immaculate, her wavy blonde hair in a chignon and her face made up to appear make-up free. Sam shrugged at her and gave her an impish grin.

‘Sorry, sis, I couldn’t dissuade our mother. She thinks you’re the Trinny Woodall of the Harris family,’ she said.

‘It’s not her fault you don’t have any clothes. I should volunteer you for an episode in the next series.’

‘I’d buy something myself if I wasn’t broke.’

‘If your industry didn’t rise and fall like a rollercoaster, you’d have plenty of money. You chose the wrong career,’ said Hannah.

‘Too late now,’ said Sam.

‘Let’s see,’ her sister said, walking around Sam like a farmer examining a horse. ‘It looks as if you are eating too much of Mummy’s delicious cooking. I don’t think I’ve got much that will fit you. Perhaps the suit I wore when I was pregnant.’

Sam brindled but didn’t rise to the bait. She carried a few extra pounds gained during a year’s sitting at a desk swotting for her one-year intensive Master’s degree, but she had never been fat. Her sister had had two children but possessed a figure like a slim nineteen-year-old. Genetics.

Hannah produced the suit from her wardrobe. A plastic cover from the dry cleaners still covered it. Sam ripped it off and examined the suit. Its padded shoulders gave it a dated air but beggars could not be fashion models. She pulled off her jeans and T-shirt with reluctance and Hannah helped her into the suit.

‘Honestly, Sam. You’re not in the jungle now. Can’t you keep still for one minute? It’s like trying to dress a toddler.’

A rhetorical question to which Hannah knew the answer. She tugged at the hem of Sam’s skirt and tutted. Sam grinned at their reflection in the mirror. The sisters were like chalk and cheese despite their physical similarity. Awkward in her power suit with its padded shoulders and pencil skirt, Sam glanced at her sister with something approaching envy. 

Hannah wore an almost identical suit, but she radiated style and elegance with her blue eyes and blonde hair. Despite Hannah’s best efforts, Sam didn’t come close. Her light brown hair refused to stay in its bun, and the skirt strained at the seams where she forced the zip up. She held her stomach in and waited for Hannah’s appraisal.

‘Okay. That’s the best I can do. You look professional,’ said Hannah, standing back and admiring her work.

‘Thank you. I’ll buy my own suit once I get my first salary. The master’s degree cleaned me out.’

‘Money well spent. It’s the start of your new life. I’m proud of you.’

Sam beamed. Her relationship with Hannah revived after her brush with death in Tamazia, helped because Hannah divorced Sam’s ex-boyfriend and he had vanished without a trace. Without Simon between them, life became a lot less complicated.

‘Good luck today, sis.’

‘Thanks. I’ll need it.’

Sam checked her shoulders for rebel hairs straying from her bun of ruler-straight hair. Her green eyes glistened at the thought of the challenges ahead.

‘Oh my God! Have you seen the time? I’ve still got to take the children to school. I’ll be late for work,’ said Hannah.

‘What about my interview?’ said Sam. ‘I’ve should leave right now. Thank you for the suit, and the shoes.’

Sam rushed to the tube station, fighting the tight skirt, her heart pounding. She forced her way into a crowded carriage and travelled the few stops to Green Park with someone’s briefcase sticking into her back. She travelled up the escalator and tottered out into the street, turning to read the street signs to locate herself. The heel of her shoe slipped into a grating and twisted off leaving her prone on the pavement with the contents of her handbag being kicked up the road by the rush-hour crowd emerging from the station.

Flushed with embarrassment she righted herself and crouched down to pick up her notebook, tissues and the other habitual residents of her bag. A man walked straight into her and knocked her back onto the ground. He didn’t break stride. Sam staggered to her feet and noticed that her knee had a graze and a massive ladder now ran all the way down her leg.

She looked at her watch and almost fainted. Five minutes? Which was worse, arriving on time without a heel on her shoe, or arriving late with her heel attached? She chose the latter, buying a tube of superglue and sticking the heel back on. Then she waited a few minutes for it to cure, trying not to glance at her watch again. 

This whole job interview scenario was a lot more stressful than she had expected. After a narrow escape from her last job in Tamazia had persuaded her to try working in a city, Sam used her savings to do a master’s degree in business administration. The intensive one-year MBA course tested her resolve, but ten years of seven-day weeks in the field had prepared her for the workload, and she coasted through without excelling. 

Getting a job in London proved to be a lot harder than the master’s degree. Her resume sat neglected on recruiters’ desks, despite her effort to emphasis her skill set and Master’s degree. Despite her new qualification and wide international experience, they did not offer her any interviews. Transferable skills meant nothing when her resume contained only geology jobs in countries most recruitment agents had never heard of. Nobody seemed interested in her problem-solving skills or her ability to speak several languages. 

‘You’re a square peg in a round hole.’

‘Don’t you think you’re a little old to start a new career?’

She became desperate for work and should have been thrilled to get an interview, but an analyst position with a tiny mining broker she had never heard of did not appeal to her. A recruitment agency based in the City of London set it up for her. The recruiter who called her sounded as if he was fifteen years old and didn’t know the difference between a geologist and an engineer. Not an encouraging start.

‘It’s perfect for you. They’re desperate for someone with your experience,’ he said.

They appeared desperate. What sort of company offered such an eye-watering salary to a person with no financial experience? Not that Sam was a stranger to Excel, but, in the past, numbers had been something she fobbed off on someone else. Getting the MBA convinced her it was only in the mind. This was her chance to forge a new career, and she intended to take it.

She shoved her shoe back on, struggling to balance in her tight skirt, and hobbled down the street, trying not to put too much weight on the newly glued heel. Dover Street was a short walk from Green Park underground station, but blisters had erupted on her feet by the time she arrived at the Georgian three-story house with a loft extension sticking above the two houses on either side of it. Hannah’s shoes were half a size too small for her and she hadn’t worn heels since her cousin’s wedding the year before. Another purchase to make with her first salary.

The newly-painted blue door did not yield to her cautious push. Three rusty screws attached an entry phone with four grimy buzzers to the door frame. The labels were almost illegible and one had peeled off. A new sticker on the top buzzer read Resource Ventures Inc. She took two deep breaths, letting them out with exaggerated slowness to still her racing heartbeat. Then she rang the doorbell.

A lilting Scottish accent with London overtones issued from the speaker making Sam jump.

‘Hello, is that Sam?’

‘Um, yes, it’s me. I’m sorry I’m a little late.’

‘That’s okay. Leo’s still on a call. Push the door hard and come up the stairs. We’re on the top floor.’

The stairs to the loft office were narrow, steep, bare boards with splashes of white paint. As she negotiated them in her tight skirt, Sam’s anticipation turned to disappointment. She had expected chrome and glass, and silent elevators. What sort of company was this? As she reached out to knock on the door, she felt the zip on her skirt give way. Too late to do anything now. She pulled her jacket down over the skirt and waited for the door to open.
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Chapter II
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EDWARD BECKETT COULD pinpoint the exact moment his world fell apart for good. On an otherwise perfect Sunday afternoon, a knock at the door of his house in central London sent his comfortable life into a downward spiral.

He had lunched on roast lamb with mint sauce at the local pub with his wife Ophelia, and afterwards, they relaxed in the sitting room, steaming cups of coffee by their sides. Parts of the Sunday Times and the Sunday Express lay scattered around the sofas and coffee table. Someone rang the doorbell, causing him immense irritation, and Ophelia went to answer it, as the housekeeper had the day off.

‘Who is it?’ he said.

If Ophelia answered, he hadn’t heard her. He stood up, intending to aid her in sending away the Mormons, or whoever had disturbed their afternoon reading the Sunday newspapers. Ophelia came back into the room, her Botox-ravaged faced devoid of expression. Shock had drained the blood from her cheeks. She seemed unable to speak. Edward wrinkled his brow.

‘What on earth’s wrong? Has someone died?’

She gazed at him as if she had found an alien in the sitting room. The side of her lip rose in a snarl.

‘No, but you’ll soon wish you had.’

Before he could react, she moved aside to reveal the smug, plump face of Steven Horgan. Edward opened his mouth, but it was his turn to be speechless.

‘Hi, Dad,’ said Steven.

The memory infuriated him. Edward slammed his fist onto the countertop, splashing coffee onto the faux marble surface. He ripped several pieces of paper towel from the roller fixed under the kitchen cabinets, taking a lump of skin from his knuckle on the metal runner at the bottom of the door.

This brought him to tears of self-pity. A drop of blood fell into the puddle of coffee and spread into it like a tie-dye. He mopped it up, screwed the paper towel into a ball and threw it at the rubbish bin. It bounced off and rolled on the floor.

He sat on an uncomfortable stool with a short metal back and sipped the hot liquid, grinding his teeth with fury. Since the untimely appearance of his son, a bewildering tornado of bad luck and coincidence had reduced his life to this. Gone was his magnificent Georgian terraced house in Regents Park, replaced by this dump which looked like no one redecorated it since the nineteen-seventies. With it went his wife and their elegant lifestyle.

Like many people born with a silver spoon in their mouths, Edward Beckett was ill-suited to cope with adversity. Since birth, his life had revolved around the social calendar; Cheltenham, the Grand National, the Boat Race, Badminton Horse Trials, Glyndebourne, Ascot, Wimbledon and Henley every year. The nearest he got to jeopardy was shooting grouse on the estates of his friends after the glorious twelfth.

He had married a suitable girl from amongst the ranks of the last debutantes presented to the queen and settled down to a privileged life in a house in Regent’s Park with nothing more taxing than the occasional visit to the stockbrokers to talk about the value of his inherited fortune. 

The first sign that things were not going as planned was the absence of an heir. Try as they might, they remained childless, and he endured suggestions he was shooting blanks. This induced a longing to prove himself in other ways and he launched his own investment fund. His ability to spot a winner in a rising market soon led to a reputation for high performance. His clients and colleagues lionised him and he gained a reputation for ferocity that terrified many of them. 

The stock market crash of 1987, which decimated his portfolio, shook the foundations of his charmed existence. He claimed to have recovered it all in the months that followed but his aura of invincibility faded. Panic set in as he put his money in ever more outlandish schemes trying to recuperate his losses. He transferred money back and forth between funds to cover it up.

To make matters worse, he was being blackmailed. A liaison with Amanda Horgan, a young woman from Sydenham, produced his longed-for son, but she wanted him to divorce Ophelia and he had no intention of leaving his wife for someone of a lower social class. It was not as if he got her pregnant on purpose. In the early days of their relationship, she was all over him like a rash. He didn’t feel guilty. His friends were all at it like rabbits with anyone who wanted a touch of the high life. 

But when he refused to marry her, Amanda went nuclear. She threatened to expose him to his barren wife, and he resorted to begging and pleading followed by bribery. After extended negotiations, he bought her a little house in Beckenham and deposited a monthly stipend into her account. This produced the required effect and their relationship lasted despite his reluctance to do the decent thing. He found he couldn’t resist visiting Amanda once a month and checking on the progress of his son, Steven. The little boy soon learned how to manipulate his absent father and made sure he squeezed every penny he could out of Edward. 

When the boy needed a good secondary school, Edward put the boat out. He pulled every string he could to get Steven into Eton where he did not shine because of his lazy and entitled nature. He managed respectable grades with the help of a private tutor after Edward realised that Steven might emerge with no qualifications.

During the good years, Edward could hide these expenses from Ophelia but recently it became impossible. Added to that, Steven threatened to turn up at Edward’s house demanding money and recognition as his son. By sheer luck, Ophelia didn’t come across any evidence of Steven’s existence, but it was only a matter of time as Edward fought to keep them apart. And then Mike Morton put his size elevens right in it.

Mike Morton had a lot to answer for. The man possessed all the subtlety of a bison on heat. He was a typical product of a rough upbringing in the East End; desperate to escape his clichéd childhood and willing to do almost anything to achieve it. Despite being from such different backgrounds they had a lot in common, a love of money being their principal driver. Mike had plenty of great ideas and Edward owned the money to make them a reality.

In the beginning, Edward enjoyed having a cockney friend, so different from his Eton schoolmates, but over the years the novelty wore thin as Mike borrowed increasing amounts of money from him for his outlandish schemes. The worst transgression had been an investment in Sierramar. They put money into the budding exploration market in the country and ended up on a hunt for Inca Treasure. They hired a female geologist, Sam something, and she stumbled across a set of Inca steps in the jungle. The hunt ended in a fiasco when the Indians guarding the treasure had sneaked off with it leaving them empty-handed, or at least that’s the story Mike fed him. He had never trusted Mike since then.

When Mike made a fortune in the dot-com boom, Edward’s annoyance turned to jealousy and dislike. And giving Edward’s address to Steven? What a massive mistake. That was the final insult. Edward told Mike that Ophelia knew all about his progeny with Amanda Horgan, and introduced him to Mike as his heir, but that wasn’t an excuse for his stupid action.

He could see no escape from his predicament. At least he hid his ownership of the office from Ophelia’s lawyers. They had taken almost everything else.  His partnership with Leo Giustra, the broker, represented his last chance of making money and he turned out to be worse than useless, not helped by Steven who had blackmailed Edward into getting him a job with Leo.

Even his gentleman’s club blackballed him after he failed to pay his annual subscription. Soon, the news of his reduced circumstances would spread, and his circle would ostracise him. He had to get back on track or he would be finished.
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Chapter III
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THE OCTOBER SUNSHINE had heated the attic boardroom to a stifling temperature. Kelly Maguire opened the skylights and placed a fan in the corner to blow the muggy air out. She moved a vase of blue iris flowers from the meeting table and sprayed it with polish. Then she rubbed it until it shone, her arm flexing in her tight shift dress with diamante bordering at the collar. 

She reached across the top, teetering on her skyscraper stilettos. Her auburn hair fell out of its bun over her face. It matched the colour of the table except for a blonde streak in the front. A low whistle broke her concentration. Her pretty face with its big blue eyes screwed up in a grimace hidden from the source of the catcall.

‘I’ve got to get me some of that,’ said Steven Horgan, who was leering at her backside.

She spun around with the can of polish in her hand, pointing the nozzle at his face in defiance, knowing while Leo Giustra wanted her around, Steven could not touch her.

‘It’s two pounds and fifty pence in the supermarket,’ she said. ‘What do you want?’

‘Nothing. Just going out to a meeting. I’ll be back after lunch.’

She let out the breath she had been holding. Live to fight another day.

‘Okay. Have a good one.’

Her boss, Leo, had asked her to time his interview with Sam Harris, the candidate for the analyst position, to coincide with Horgan’s habit of slipping out for long lunches on a Friday.

‘I don’t want him interfering. She’s new to the City and may not be ready for his brand of enthusiasm.’

Kelly pursed her lips.

‘Sam’s a woman? I assumed you were interviewing a man. Isn’t it unusual to find a female mining analyst?’ she said.

‘They’re like hen’s teeth, but she’s got an MBA, and she speaks French and Spanish. Added to that, she has ten years’ experience working in the field, something Steven has never done. I’m convinced she’ll be our secret weapon. I’ll send you her resume so you can have a peep.’

Kelly read Sam’s resume with growing respect. Sierramar, Simbako, Lumbono, and Tamazia. Tamazia! Something floated in her memory, just out of reach. A kidnapping or hostages? She pictured a stout middle-aged woman in tweed, with a bit of moustache and laddered tights. Not Horgan’s cup of tea at all.

Maybe Leo was right. If this woman had been successful in these remote environments, perhaps the City would not be as challenging for her as it was for most women trying to break into the lads-only culture left over from the 1980s. Whatever happens, she won’t be alone while I’m around.

***
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THE DOOR AT THE TOP of the stairs opened and a petite woman with smiling eyes stood in the doorway.

‘I’m Kelly Maguire, Leo Giustra’s personal assistant. Sorry about the stairs. We haven’t got around to carpeting them yet.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ said Sam, hovering on the top stair, uncertain if she should comment.

‘Come in. Leo’s busy right now but I printed out a summary of our projects for you to read so you can familiarise yourself with what we do here. Do you want something to drink? There’s water on the sideboard or I can get you a tea or a coffee?’

‘Water will be fine, thank you.’

Kelly showed Sam into the meeting room with its skylights and polished table. A whiteboard, with coloured marker pens in its tray, sat in one corner. Sam’s spirits lifted as she sipped a cool glass of water and collected her thoughts. I didn’t apply for this job; they asked for me. She picked up the report and flicked through the contents.

Since being involved in a stock market manipulation attempted by Bonita Mining several years earlier, Sam had developed a keen interest in the workings of the market for mining shares, focussing on junior companies involved in exploration. This passion had increased as she progressed through her MBA, and she had written her dissertation on the junior mining markets. The document in front of her contained prime examples of the pitfalls awaiting the unwary investor and an unusual sensation of smugness settled over her. I’ve got this.

The door burst open and Leo Giustra bustled in, beaming. Beads of sweat sat on his forehead and he mopped it with a massive handkerchief which he stuck into the pocket of his well-worn suit. Sam stood up and shook his damp hand, resisting the temptation to dry her hand on her skirt. She pulled her jacket down over the broken zip, relieved that she had her back to the wall.

‘Sit, sit,’ her host said. ‘Has Kelly offered you a coffee?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

Sam sat down again. Leo seemed unsure where to start. Then he noticed the document on the table in front of Sam.

‘Ah, you’ve seen our portfolio. What do you think?’

Sam bit her lip, struggling to find something polite to say. Come on, now or never. Leo, who had watched her reaction, sighed.

‘Do you know why you’re here?’ he said.

‘Not really,’ said Sam, relieved at not having to comment on the portfolio.

‘Our investments have all been disasters,’ he said, shrugging. ‘I used to invest in major companies with a top-six broker firm in Canada. We worked off spreadsheets and production forecasts. I went out on my own during the last mining boom in Toronto and I got slaughtered in the aftermath of the Granoro scam. My partner bailed me out. We left Toronto and set up in London.’

Sam was dying to interject with her experience of the Bonita Mining debacle, but now was not the time to be indiscreet about former employers.

‘That whole thing was a train wreck,’ she said. ‘Lots of people got their fingers burned.’

‘Like me. Anyway, we started this small operation about a year ago and so far, we have picked only duds. We need someone to sort the wheat from the chaff in the junior sector, and when I asked the agency for the best candidate, they sent us your resume.’

Sam felt the colour rise in her cheeks.

‘Who’s your partner?’ she said.

‘He prefers to remain anonymous due to a conflict of interests. Mostly he lets me get on with it.’ He winked. ‘Let’s get down to the nitty-gritty, shall we? I’d like to know your philosophy on picking a winner in the junior market, since I understand that you wrote about it for your dissertation.’

‘Can I use the whiteboard?’ said Sam.

‘Sure, knock yourself out.’

As soon as she started to write, all her nerves disappeared, and the broken zip faded from her mind. She had Leo’s total attention.

‘Only one greenfields exploration project in a thousand becomes a mine,’ said Sam, drawing a triangle on the board. ‘So there are a lot of duds out there. At each stage in exploration, some projects fall by the wayside.’ She inserted numbers at each level in the triangle. ‘The biggest mistake is to calculate their worth using numbers alone.’

‘What do you suggest?’

‘I use three criteria to judge a project. Is there any mineral or metal there, can they get it out, and who will do it?’

‘The mineral thing is obvious, right? No gold, no mine. But what about the other two?’ said Leo.

‘The “can they get it out” question encompasses the technical, legal, political and environmental side of the project and depends on where the project is located. How friendly is the mining law, is the tax burden too heavy, can you export the product for dollar income? That sort of thing.’

‘And the who?’

‘Success breeds success. I prefer a team with a track record in junior companies. Who’s done this before and have they sold out to a major at any stage.’

‘That makes sense, but does it work?’

Sam laughed.

‘Theoretically, yes. I used these criteria to grade junior companies in my dissertation and they were a good indicator of success.’

‘Who have you worked for in the City?’

Sam’s face fell despite herself.

‘Oh, I haven’t worked in London yet. I ran exploration projects in South America and Africa prior to starting the MBA.’

‘You haven’t done this before?’ said Leo.

Sam registered the disappointment in his voice. Refusing to let it thwart her, she countered.

‘No, but I have a lot of experience working in junior companies so I have insider knowledge few office-based analysts have. That’s not something you can learn secondhand.’

Leo sat back in his chair and rubbed his sideburns. Sam waited, resisting the temptation to fiddle with her pen, her confidence evaporating. Leo leaned forward again.

‘Would you read one of our projects over the weekend and give me an opinion on it?’

‘Like a test?’

‘It would give me an idea of your fit for this job ahead of my final decision.’ 

Sam never looked a gift horse in the mouth.

‘That would interest both of us. I’ll email you my summary on Monday.’

‘Email it to Kelly, please. I’m not great at new technology yet. I might delete it by mistake.’

Kelly Maguire appeared at the door.

‘Leo, I’m sorry to disturb you, but your conference call starts in five minutes.’

‘Drat, I forgot. Can you print out our non-disclosure agreement for Sam to sign, please? And a copy of the Fair Isle project report. Okay, Sam, it was great to meet you. We’ll be in touch.’

Sam floated back to her parent’s house, blisters and zip forgotten. She boiled the kettle and poured the water onto a teabag in her favourite mug, humming along with the radio. The telephone rang before she had fished out the teabag. The recruitment agent’s voice, an octave higher with excitement, echoed in her ear.

‘How did the interview go? I expect you made quite an impression on Leo.’

‘Pretty well. He wants me to review a project ahead of his decision. To see what I know, I imagine.’

‘That’s most irregular,’ he said. ‘I don’t recommend it.’

‘If it goes well, I’ll start full time with them,’ said Sam. ‘It’s the perfect solution.’

‘What about my commission?’ said the agent.

‘It will have to wait,’ said Sam.

***
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SAM MADE SURE LEO RECEIVED her review of the project by going back to the office in Dorset Street and handing it to him in person. He turned the piece of paper over as if to check for more writing on the back

‘Short and sweet uh?’ he said.

Sam bit her lip.

‘Um, well, once I spotted the fatal flaw...’

Leo raised an eyebrow.

‘And what was that?’ he said.

‘The exploration concession had only six months to run and was non-renewable under the new mining law. The company hadn’t got time to carry out the programme they committed to under their agreement with the mining institute. They would have lost the concession, and your investors their money.’

Leo guffawed.

‘Ha! Where have you been all my life?’ he said. ‘Welcome to Resource Ventures. I’ll talk to the recruitment agent today.’

He folded the summary, shoving it into his pocket.

‘I’m rushing out now. I understand you’re having lunch with Kelly today. Why don’t you wait in the boardroom?’

He shook Sam’s hand and left, disappearing down the stairs. Sam entered the boardroom where she found an old newspaper on a chair.  She flipped through the sports pages, hoping to read a report on the autumn rugby internationals, oblivious to Steven Horgan who appeared in the doorway. He came up behind her and slammed his hand down on her shoulder to advertise his presence.

Sam yelped in pain and surprise and spun around in her chair to find his face shoved right up against hers. She could smell coffee and cigarettes on his breath.

‘You think you’re so clever,’ he hissed. ‘Don’t get too cocky. You’ll never work here if I’ve got anything to do with it.’

Before she could answer, he left. Sam rubbed her shoulder, shaken by his vehement reaction. Who the hell was that, and what was his problem? Her mood dropped from euphoric to depressed in an instant.

‘Are you coming?’

Kelly Maguire appeared, balanced on a pair of heels so high they almost raised her toes off the floor, her blonde quiff brushed back onto her brown hair. She noticed Sam’s face.

‘You won’t stand me up, will you?’

She wanted to, but it wasn’t an option.

‘No, I’m coming.’

She grabbed her bag and followed Kelly down the steep stairs into the street.

‘Fish and chips in the pub?’ said Kelly. ‘It’s Friday.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Sam, dredging up some enthusiasm.

The Coach and Horses teetered on the corner of Bruton Street, looking much as it would have on the day it opened in 1770. The women made their way up the rickety stairs into a snug upstairs bar with shiny, beer-stained, wooden tables. A smiling young woman took their order for fish and chips with two drinks.

‘How did it go with Leo
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