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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is my eyeliner smudged? You girls should know better than to make me cry when I’m wearing eyeliner.” Charlotte turned back to the speckled mirror in the narrow corridor of The Bloodhound Bar and swiped her fingers under her eyes.

      Antonia and Sabrina snuggled in beside her until the three of them were reflected in the mirror together. “You know,” said Antonia. “You don’t have to cry just because we prized you out of that dingy squat you call a home to come out with us.”

      Charlotte fussed at the neckline of the strapless taffeta dress she’d found at the Portobello Road markets, on sale for fifty pence. It had been the dress or a bus fare home that day. The dress had won, and then she’d had to carry it and the seven old books she’d bought all the way down Ladbroke Grove to her flat.

      She gave the dress a tug upwards. If she’d known just how much skin it was going to expose, maybe she’d have caught the bus instead.

      Sabrina pulled a small purse from her leather handbag and extracted one perfectly folded tissue from it. “Turn to me,” she said, and swabbed at the smudged eyeliner. “You want to tell us why you’ve been not answering our calls for two weeks?”

      A crowd of Sunday afternoon revellers barrelled down the hallway behind them towards the bar. “Ladeeez,” one of them bellowed. “Looking fine. I’m single, just in case you were wondering.”

      Antonia rolled her eyes in the mirror, then turned to the group. “When we’re desperate, you’ll be the first to know, handsome.”

      “I’ll be waiting …”

      Laughter drifted into quiet as the group of partiers moved through the inner door to the snooker room at the back of the old pub. From the floor above, came the faint sounds of feet on creaky old floorboards and instruments being tuned.

      Charlotte checked to see if the ravages of the past few weeks had been successfully blotted from her face. Her father’s visit had been the trigger, the way it always was, and even three sessions with her counsellor hadn’t been enough to stop the black cloud of despair from finding her again.

      Antonia’s eyes, deep brown and serious for once, stared at her from one side of the mirror, and Sabrina’s grey eyes stared at her from the other.

      “What’s with all this meaningful eye contact,” she tried to joke. “You’re going to hypnotize me until I tell you what’s wrong?”

      Sabrina ran her hand up her back to curl gently around the long plait of her braid. “No, my love. We’re going to look after you until you feel a little less bloody.”

      Antonia’s eyes widened. “Hang on a sec, Saint Sabrina. I thought we were going to have a few drinks as well.”

      Sabrina gave a quiet sigh. “We can drink wine and care for our friend at the same time, Toni. We’re adult women now, just. We can multi-task.”

      Their banter over, her friends’ eyes shot straight back to hers. “Come on, Charlotte,” Sabrina said. “Is it your parents? I thought now that the bankruptcy case and the court hearings were over, you could sever the ties?”

      Crap. Now she was crying again.

      “Oh, honey. I’m sorry they’ve cared so little for you. If you don’t want to talk about it, we won’t make you. But we will make you cheer up.”

      Charlotte reached her arms out wide and gathered her two oldest friends in for a hug. “You have cheered me up, really. You’re right, I’m too raw to talk about it, but I am happy to be out. Come on, let’s go find that drink.”

      Antonia whooped. “That’s my girl. But let’s go to the upstairs bar, because I was here a couple of weeks ago and there was a drummer up there that was so hot my eyeballs nearly melted.”

      Sabrina led the way up the narrow rickety staircase. “And if he doesn’t work out, Toni, there’s always Mr-Single-In-Case-You-Were-Wondering, downstairs playing snooker.”

      Antonia laughed, and pounded past them up the stairs in her leopard print pants and thigh-high boots. “So many hot guys, so little time,” she was saying, as they rounded the corner and arrived in the upstairs studio bar of The Bloodhound, but Charlotte’s ears had stopped working.

      So had her lungs and her tear ducts.

      All that was left working were her eyes, and they had riveted themselves to a tall streak of suntanned male, sitting in a dormer window with a guitar in one hand and a glass of beer in the other.

      “Who,” she breathed, “is that?”
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      The chords and lyrics had been coming easily for weeks now. Hazy days spent in Regent’s Park, with the sun filtering through the autumn leaves, had freed something in Jack Diamond’s mind…provided a creative space that was so different from the equations and spreadsheets that filled his days at the London School of Economics.

      Maybe he’d have his dream, after all. Music, not math. Record albums, not hotel records and booking algorithms and tourism trends. He scanned the crowd, hoping to see the recording agent he’d been promised came to the gigs here at The Bloodhound. Three months, that’s all he had left of his year in London. Three months in which to prove he could make it in the music industry, or else face the grim return to Hawaii to work in his father’s business.

      He kicked the switch on his amp and settled his Gibson guitar across his thigh. Six songs done, and he had three more in his set, alternating originals with the cover songs the pub manager insisted he played. He reached down to the lukewarm pint of beer the waitress had brought over to him at the beginning of his set and took a long sip.

      The rock ballad cover next? He eyed the crowd. A few of them were just drunk enough to start singing along and drown out the music…no. He’d save the ballad for his final performance.

      He’d do his new one. A love song, not that he had any love in his life to write about. Still, a guy could dream, couldn’t he?

      He pictured the bar chords in his head, the first line of lyrics waiting to be sung, then he ran his calloused fingers over the strings of his guitar and listened to the swell of music. His music. It was while he was singing the first line of his love song that the girl walked into the room.

      His hands froze over the frets, leaving the A minor to hang in the air like an unfinished thought. His mind blanked. What was he singing again?

      Blue eyes met his, widened a fraction. He saw her turn to the two companions who had come up the stairs with her, say something that he couldn’t hear, and then all three sets of eyes were looking at him.

      Sing, you idiot. His hands found the strum pattern again, and the second line made its way into his head, and he sang it like a robot whose circuits had just fried. And I always will …

      The girl moved out of sight, and he was left with an image of auburn hair, messily upswept into thick braids, shoulders smoother than porcelain, lips painted deep cherry red. He let the image play in his head as he finished his song, moved smoothly into the next.

      The rock ballad came to an end as expected, with the Friday night pub crowd arm in arm on the stained floorboards in front of the stage, a ragged chorus of out-of-tune voices singing about the best days of their life, and then he was done.

      He was pulling the cable from his guitar when a low voice with a crisp English accent sounded in his ear.

      “I liked your gig.”

      He spun around. It wasn’t the record label agent he had been hoping to see…it was someone better. The girl with the auburn hair was standing beside him. A few feet away were her two friends, who were doing a poor job of pretending they hadn’t just dared her to come up and introduce herself.

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’m Jack.”

      “Huh,” she said. “You didn’t sound American when you were singing.”

      “I’ve been here nine months now, maybe I’ve picked up a cockney accent.”

      She grinned at him, and the effect of all that smile lighting up all that gorgeous face nearly winded him. “No, you sound like an American when you talk, all right. I’m Charlotte Jones.”

      “Er…” He was no stranger to being hit on after a gig. Something about his guitar seemed to act like a magnet on some single girls, but most of the time he just smiled, continued packing up his gear, and made his way home.

      But this time? This time, packing up and heading home to the apartment his dad had rented for him for his year-long MBA study sounded like a boring, lonely option. He was here in London to take chances, wasn’t he?

      “I was about to have a drink,” he said. “Do you fancy joining me?”

      “Umm.” She shot a look over her shoulder, and he followed her gaze.

      “You can tell your security team I’m not a predator,” he said.

      She turned back to him and smiled. “Meet you at the bar in five minutes? I’ll go tell them to power down their weapons.”

      “Sure,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      The fettucine was dry and the marinara sauce was conspicuously missing any evidence of seafood, but Charlotte didn’t mind.

      She’d pretty much stopped minding about anything since she and Jack drank their second glass of wine and walked across the road to the dingy Italian restaurant in Upbrook Mews. The stained checkered tablecloth seemed quaint, the passive-aggressive waiter was adorable, and the blister on her heel from her boots was going to be a happy memento of the greatest night of her life.

      “You don’t go to college?” Jack said.

      “I want to be a writer. I need to live, experience the world, not trap myself in some dull brick building for the next four years.”

      He smiled. “So you’ve travelled a lot?”

      She sighed. “Well, no. But as soon as I’ve saved up some money, I am out of here. Europe, India, Egypt…”

      “Hawaii,” he said. “Maybe you’d like to go there?”

      Had his hand just moved a little closer to hers on the table? She tried to focus on his words, rather than on the dark blond hair glinting on the back of his hand. She adjusted her fork and took in a breath as her little finger brushed – just for a second – against his skin. “Hawaii?” she said. “Is that where you’re from?”

      “Yeah. Born and raised on an island. How about you? Are you from London?”

      She didn’t want to think about where she was from. The court case, her dad’s manipulative lies, the family home being sold to meet her mother’s debts…she didn’t need to think about any of that, ever again, because getting sucked into her parents’ drama was going to kill her dreams. She’d only escaped that toxic world with the help of her psychologist, and even now she felt vulnerable. If Antonia and Sabrina hadn’t forced her out, she’d still be there, on her smelly couch, staring at a bowl of lentils and feeling sorry for herself.

      She was independent now. Well, sort of, if eating tinned beans five nights a week, and working part time in three crappy jobs counted. She was free to go out with her friends and meet smoking-hot guitar players with American accents and dark blue eyes that looked at her like she was special.

      She could reinvent herself, starting right this second.

      “Yes, I live in London.” As of a month ago, but Jack didn’t need to know that. “Which is, technically, also on an island. We just have less palm trees here. Less sun, too.”

      “That’s lucky,” he said. His hand definitely moved closer this time. So close, in fact, that his fingers were now resting over hers.

      “Lucky how?” she breathed.

      “Lucky for me,” he said. “Because I’m pretty much hoping we can see each other again. Like tomorrow, and the next day. And the next.”

      There was a bubble rising through her that she couldn’t recognize. It felt like hope, and fairy floss, and laughter, and champagne, all at the same time. A little of the laughter bubbled out of her. “I’d like that. Only, tomorrow I’m waitressing at a cafe from dawn until lunch, then I’m delivering flowers on my bike around Covent Garden all afternoon.”

      “You pick a time.”

      “Dinner tomorrow? Only, it’ll have to be somewhere cheap, because I’m on a budget.”

      “Saving for your trip to Europe, India and Egypt.”

      She was grateful he understood. She pulled a pen and an old receipt from her purse and scribbled an address on it. “I could meet you here tomorrow? About five p.m.?”

      “It’s a date,” he said.

      She chuckled. “That sounds so American, hearing you say it.”

      He frowned. “Don’t English guys say that?”

      She shrugged, and turned her hand up so her fingers linked with his. “I wouldn’t know. Turns out, I only have eyes for American guys at the moment.”

      His voice was so low it rumbled across the table, through their joined hands, and right into the bubble of joy that had settled around her heart. “I know what you mean. I’m feeling the same way about English girls. Well, one of them.”
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      The bridge over to Blackfriars was all but deserted, London’s commuters having hurried home in their raincoats and under their umbrellas when the evening fog settled into rain.

      The rain didn’t worry him, not with Charlotte by his side, her hand tucked into his. A month they’d been together, and he was as besotted with her now as he had been the instant he’d laid eyes on her across that crowded bar in Paddington.

      “Taxi? Or will we walk?” he asked. Charlotte was ruthless about not letting him pay for her share of meals or transport, and he’d learned to adjust.

      Charlotte turned to him, and he took a minute to pull her woolen cap down, so the tops of her ears were kept warm. Autumn had turned wet and grey, and cold everywhere except in his heart. “Let’s walk,” she said. “It’s not so far and think how delicious a hot bath will be when we get to your place.”

      He groaned. “Charlotte, you can’t put naughty bath-time ideas in my head, and then expect me to walk for half an hour or more.”

      She giggled. “We’ll be so wet, and so frozen, and our clothes will stick so bad we’ll have to peel them off each other slowly.”

      “Minx,” he said. And then he kissed her, because heck, he just had to.

      Cars were whooshing past them on the bridge, sending up sheets of water. Wrought iron lamps lit the footpath, linking them through the rain and fog to the riverbanks of London before and behind them. A hundred foot below, the Thames hurried by, pulled by a tide almost as strong as the tide of feeling that was pushing him and Charlotte together.

      He touched his lips to her damp cheek, rested them there while her skin warmed. He couldn’t imagine a day without her in his life. He couldn’t imagine what was going to happen when his MBA year came to an end, he just knew Charlotte had to be a part of it. Uncertainty lent a little desperation to his kiss, and he slid his hands around Charlotte’s head, holding her to him so he could kiss her like his life depended on it.

      Which it did, he acknowledged.

      She made a breathy little noise of encouragement and wrapped her arms around him so they were fused knee to lip. Rain sprinkled her face as he kissed her, and when he drew back to look at her, drops of water clung to her eyelashes. She looked up at him, breathless, and her heart was shining in her eyes that moment for him and for him alone, he just knew it.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “Oh Jack.”

      Water was running down her face, but he couldn’t tell whether it was rain or tears. He cradled her face in his hands. “I think I’ve known since the night we met, only the feeling was so big, so new, I didn’t know how to name it.”

      Her fingers stroked at the nape of his neck. “I haven’t had a lot of love in my life, Jack.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Her face was as serious as he’d ever seen it. “It means, your words to me, just now, mean more than anything. They mean the world. And,” she swallowed, and now he knew for sure, they were tears, not rain. “I love you, too.”

      “And…” he had to ask, because he couldn’t quite tell. “You’re happy about that? About me loving you, and you loving me, and us being together?”

      She smiled, then, and his worry evaporated. “So happy, Jack.”

      He winked at her. “Happy enough to let me pay for a taxi?”

      She laughed. “Happy enough even for that.”
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      Position vacant, Cadet Journalist, London Star. Apply in person 486B Wickers Rd, The Strand, London WC2N 5RJ. No experience required, exceptional A levels in English a must.

      Charlotte read the job advertisement twice, then again out loud for good measure. A job writing! The pay was probably pitiful, but her pay was already pitiful, so that wouldn’t matter. Should she apply? Oh, she wanted to. She really wanted to.

      But .. what about Jack? His MBA would be finished in a month or two, and what would he do then? Stay in London? He talked as though he would be staying in London, and he’d had two meetings now with a minor record label executive who seemed interested in him sticking around to record some of his songs.

      She rubbed her face with her hands. She’d talk it over with him, that’s what she’d do. Whatever happened or didn’t happen in the future, they were going to face it together. They loved each other, and that’s what lovers did. They worked stuff out. She was just a mess about the idea because her parents hadn’t been able to work anything out. Ever. Not even when the debt collector was knocking the front door down.

      She pulled the phone towards her and hit the number for Jack’s mobile, cursing when it switched over to his message service. Perhaps he was in a lecture.

      Hmm. She called Antonia next. Sabrina never answered her phone during the day. She was a medical student, and seemed to think it was her sacred duty to only be available to lecturers and learning opportunities between the hours of eight a.m. and six p.m. on weekdays.

      “Hello, my lovely.”

      Charlotte smiled. The sun always shone a little brighter whenever she spoke to Antonia. “Hey, Toni. You got a minute?”

      “That depends. I just sent a flirty look over at the barista of this new coffee shop I’ve discovered. If he wanders this way, I’m hanging up on you like a shot. No offence, but he’s a hottie, and I can talk to you anytime.”

      “Noted,” Charlotte said. “No offence taken.”

      “What’s up?”

      “There’s a job ad in the paper. Cadet journalist, no experience required, just mad English skills.”

      “Journalism? I though you wanted to starve in a garret and write the great British novel?”

      “I do. Only, starving isn’t a whole lot of fun, and neither are the three part time jobs I’m working. I spend so much time commuting and planning budget-friendly meals that won’t give me scurvy, I don’t have time for writing.”

      “Hmm. You could give up all that snuggle-time you’ve been having with Jack Diamond. That would free up some writing time.”

      Charlotte grinned. “You are so jealous.”

      “I am so not.”

      “Uhuh. Is barista boy sending any flirty looks back in your direction, Toni?”

      “Ok. You win. I am a tiny bit jealous. No, barista boy just wrote his phone number on a cup and gave it to a burly fireman. I think his interests lie elsewhere.”

      “Love is love, Toni.”

      “So says someone who’s getting plenty of it. Where were we? A cadet journalism job. I think you should go for it.”

      “You don’t think I’m selling out? I do want to be a novelist, after all, not a newspaper reporter.”

      “Writing is writing, Charlotte,” Toni said, pointedly.

      Yeah. It was, wasn’t it? She stared out the smog-streaked window of her bedsit for a few moments, to the heavy clouds that were threatening outside. “You’re right. I know you’re right. Only, the other thing is Jack.”

      “What about Jack? He’s not going to get in the way of you having a career, is he? If he is, you should be sending him back to Planet Caveman, I don’t care how snuggly he is.”

      “No. It’s just…I’m not sure what his plans are.”

      Toni’s voice softened. “Maybe ask him that question, Charlotte. He loves you. You can make our plans together.”

      “Yeah. I will. Tonight, as soon as I see him.”

      “Okay. Let me know how the job application goes. If you need to give a fake phone number and a fake job referee, I’m your girl.”

      “You’re the best, Antonia.”

      “Yeah. Shame this barista is never going to find that out.”
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      Jack’s phone showed sixteen missed calls when he pulled it out of his satchel at the end of his afternoon lectures.

      Sixteen.

      Two from Charlotte, one from – he sucked in a breath – the record label he’d been talking to for the last couple of months while they decided whether or not they’d offer him a contract, and the rest were from a number he didn’t recognize, all of them with a Los Angeles dial code.

      Before he could return Charlotte’s call, his phone rang in his hand.

      “Jack Diamond.”

      “Hi, Jack. Sybilla Braganza. You’re a hard man to reach.”

      Sybilla was the Portuguese-Jamaican boss of the Lunatic Fringe Record Label – and she’d never called him in person before. This was big. It had to be.

      “I’m studying an MBA by day and playing guitar at night. Not a lot of down time, so it’s nice to talk to you at last, Ms. Braganza.”

      “My staff think you’re good enough for me to sign you to my label. When can you come in and show me what you’ve got?”

      He took a moment before he spoke, let the nerves settle before he embarrassed himself completely and broke down with tears of joy on the busy corner of Kingsway and High Holborn.

      “If I say tomorrow, does that make me look too keen?”

      She snorted. “We love keen. Tomorrow suits. Call one of my people and get them to book some studio time. Better make it in the afternoon, as I’m going to a rock concert tonight, so it will take my eardrums a while to recalibrate.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      Jack stared at his empty screen for a moment after she ended the call. Was this the break he’d waited ten months to get? Could music really be his life?

      If it was, there was no-one he wanted to share his news with more than Charlotte.

      He flung out a quick text message as he walked to the tube station. Big news. Can you come to my place? I should be home about seven.

      He clicked send, then reconsidered. Abrupt was fine for guy texts, but for the girl he loved? He could do better. xxxxxxxxxxxxx, he texted, then hit send again.

      Yeah. That was more like it. And he meant every one of those kisses, times a zillion.

      The tube was a bore, but he got through it, lyrics of joy and hope and happiness flooding his brain. The walk up from Camden Town station to his serviced apartment took barely a minute, so he detoured into an off-license for champagne and a packet of the salt and vinegar crisps which Charlotte loved.

      It was the travel bag leaning against the door to his apartment which killed his mood. The travel bag, and the grey-haired man standing beside it.

      “Dad?” he said.

      “Son. You didn’t answer your phone. I don’t have much time, so let’s make this quick.”

      His dad looked terrible. Lines that he didn’t know his father had creased his face. His clothes were rumpled, his shoulders drooped. Fear clutched at him. “Is it mom?” Jack said. “Anna? Are they okay? Dad, you’re scaring me. What’s happened? Why are you here in England?”
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      Charlotte had the clipping from the newspaper in her hand as she stepped off the tube at Camden Town.

      Big news, Jack had said in his text. She took a breath. Maybe her decision to apply for a cadet journalism could be her big news. They could celebrate together. Work out whatever needed to be worked out, together.

      The escalator up to the Underhill Street exit was jammed with evening commuters, and her phone started to ping with missed call messages as she cleared the blackspot of London’s underground metro.

      Jack. No matter, she’d be with him in a minute or two, so he could tell her in person. She stuffed her phone and the newspaper clipping into her pocket, so she could start wrestling with her battered umbrella.

      The street, when she reached it, was teeming with the rain that had threatened all day, a drizzle that came in waves with the biting wind. Autumn was beginning to feel a lot like winter.

      A mini-cab was idling by the curb outside Jack’s building, its hazard lights flashing orange streaks over the wet road. She hurried past it, concentrating on dodging the worst of the puddles. Her green suede boots were her best pair, and their already scuffed appearance would not be improved by a dunking in dirty water.

      She had her finger on the door’s buzzer when she heard her name being called.

      “Charlotte!”

      She turned, and there was Jack. She tipped her umbrella back to smile at him, and that’s when she saw the strain in his eyes. “You okay?”

      “I have to go. Back to the States. I’ve been trying to call you.”

      “What?”

      Rain was running down his face and soaking into his coat. “My dad’s been here. His bank—” Jack broke off as the mini-cab by the curb honked its horn.

      “Wait…that’s your cab? You’re leaving right this second?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, this is your big news?” She couldn’t believe he was just telling her like it was a done deal. Weren’t they a team? Hadn’t they made promises to each other, deep in the night, that meant something? Weren’t they going to talk this over?

      “No. It’s just…crap. Charlotte, Dad’s jet is at Heathrow right now, and I have to get there, he’s gone ahead to sort the paperwork. As soon as I arrive, we’re taking off.”

      He started talking, about business and confidentiality, and stock prices, but there was a  roaring sound in her ears that was more than the rain, more than the cars streaking by, more than that damn mini-cab’s driver with his hand heavy on the horn.

      His dad owned a jet?

      “What if I had got here in ten minutes? Would you have waited for me, Jack?”

      The answer was written all over his face.

      “There’s a board meeting, Charlotte. The bank has insisted. Debt has skyrocketed, turnover is down, and my dad…he was a mess when I saw him. Please, can you understand? I have to go. I can explain it all later. I’ll call, all right? As soon as I can.”

      She understood plenty. She understood about dads who were a mess. Hadn’t her own dad used words like debt, and banks, and understanding right when he was in the middle of wrecking her life?

      Like Jack was using them now, as her life was being wrecked again.

      “This is not forever, Charlotte.”

      The mini-cab driver started yelling out his window, and Jack grabbed her arms, waited until she was looking at him. “I have to go. I don’t know when I’ll be back. I love you, Charlotte. You know that, right?”

      She’d thought she did, but the black dog of despair was like a shroud, draping over her so she couldn’t breathe. “What about your music, Jack? Are you leaving that, too?

      He was looking at his watch. Impatient to be gone, free of her, so he could zoom off somewhere in daddy’s private plane. She should have realised: when people told her they loved her, they never meant it. First her parents, and now Jack.

      Hurt blossomed to anger, so she lashed out. “You’re a sell-out, Jack. I thought better of you.”

      “You’re upset,” he said. “I’m sorry, but – what do you expect me to do? I’m needed. My dad needs me. My family needs me.”

      I need you, she wanted to cry out. Instead, she said, “Go, then.”

      He hesitated, one last time. “Can I kiss you goodbye?”

      She’d lose herself if she let that happen. Lose herself into the dark, dark world she’d worked so hard to escape from when she first came to London. She pulled her arms free of his hands.

      “I made a mistake,” she said.

      “Oh, thank god,” Jack breathed. “You understand why I have to go.”

      “No. I made a mistake loving you, Jack. I see that now. Go to the States, go and go do whatever the hell you like. I don’t need you.”

      He swore. “Charlotte, I’m not—”

      She didn’t wait around to hear what he was not. She just knew what she was not: she was not going to be second place to ambition, and money, and people who didn’t truly care about her, ever again. She turned and walked down the hill to the tube station.

      She didn’t look up, not even when the mini-cab whooshed by her along the sodden road.

      At the station, she pulled the newspaper clipping from her pocket and tore it into shreds, then she keyed through her phone to delete Jack from her contacts, the way her counsellor had suggested she deleted her parents.

      She was going home.

      She was climbing into her bed.

      And then she was going to cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The knocking at her door had been going on for half an hour, but Charlotte ignored it. No-one in the grimy building in which she lived would care. Most of them were drug dealers, anyway. Thumping on doors in this building was as typical as milk deliveries were in other buildings.

      She buried her nose deeper into her old sofa and breathed in its musty smell. Imagining her sofa’s backstory, the life it had led in a series of homes, from upscale Mayfair flats to the curbside dump where she had found it, was a happier line of thought than the usual one which had been circling through her head for the last few weeks.

      Jack had left her.

      Jack had abandoned his dreams for a career in music.

      Jack had left London for a cushy job propping up his dad’s cushy business.

      He was probably wearing a suit and tie right this very minute, dictating business letters and snapping out instructions to a building full of workers who also wore suits and ties.

      How could she have been so deceived?

      She knew why. Love was why. Or rather, the lie that she now knew his love to be. Just like her parents’ love had turned out to be, his had been an empty promise.

      The knocking on her door turned into a monotonous bang – bang – bang, and she sighed. She rolled to her feet, opened the door, and stood there frowning out at her two best friends in all the world. “I want to be alone,” she said.

      “Too bad,” said Antonia, and marched past her into the one room that served as bedroom, living room and kitchen. “I’ve driven all the way from Leeds to be here, and I’m not leaving until you have rejoined the world of the living.”

      Sabrina inched in with less drama, but just as much purpose. “Don’t give me the sad eyes, Charlotte. I’m with Toni on this one. We’ve tried giving you space, and you’ve ignored us. We’ve tried calling, and you’ve ignored that too. So, now we’re here in person.”

      “Correct,” said Antonia. “This is an All-Guys-Are-Rats Intervention. Also, we brought wine.”

      “And chocolate-chip ice-cream,” said Sabrina, pulling a supermarket bag out of her backpack. “We also brought spoons and plastic cups, so if you refused to open the door, we could stage our intervention really loudly in the corridor outside.”

      Charlotte sighed. “I hate you and love you in equal measure right now.”

      Antonia ripped the lid off the ice-cream tub, levered up a pyramid-sized spoonful, and held it out. “Eat this,” she said. “It will help freeze up the portion of your brain that is still having Jack thoughts.”

      The tears started then. Again. She’d thought she’d cried herself dry, but apparently not, because there was a river of them flooding down her face like they’d heard a rumor Noah was building an ark, and a flood was required, stat. “I can’t eat,” she sobbed.

      “No-one says no to chocolate chip ice-cream,” coaxed Sabrina. “Come on, open up, there’s a good girl.”

      She obliged them by eating a dollop of ice-cream. “Didn’t work,” she said. “Still sad.”

      “Oh, honey,” said Sabrina. “You can be sad all you want. We just don’t want you to be sad alone. Be sad with us. We can trash talk guys until cows come home, can’t we Toni?”

      Antonia was busy pouring cheap wine into cheap plastic mugs. “Well, I certainly can. Sabrina lives like a nun, so she may have to use her imagination.”

      “True,” said Sabrina, slugging back a mouthful of wine and wincing. “Man, that is awful.”

      Charlotte sighed. “Okay, you’ve talked me into it. Pass me a mug.”

      Antonia passed her one, then picked up the other one. “A toast. Let me think … oh, yes. May all love-rat guys lose their manbits in terrifying industrial incidents,” she said.

      Charlotte took a sip. Sabrina was right, the wine was awful. But it was a whole lot better than the bitter feelings she’d been harboring in her heart since Jack’s taxi pulled away from the curb.

      She clinked her mug with the mugs being held out by her friends. “I love you guys,” she said.

      “That’s lucky,” said Antonia. “Because I’ve done something a little naughty.”

      She frowned. Antonia’s idea of naughty was likely to be very, very naughty indeed. “I’m emotionally fragile, Toni. Now is not the time to tell me startling news.”

      Antonia and Sabrina looked at each other, and Charlotte tensed. Oh, this did not look good.

      “You tell her,” said Toni to Sabrina. “You’re calm and nice. She trusts you.”

      “What? This was your idea! Oh well, okay, I guess I encouraged you.”

      Sabrina reached out to hold her hand. “You remember, before Jack left, you told Toni about that job advert you’d seen in the paper?”

      “Sure. What of it? I didn’t apply. I couldn’t, not after—”

      “We applied.”

      Charlotte pursed her lips. “You did what?”

      “We pretended we were you, we wrote a resume and a cover letter extolling all your virtues, and we applied.”

      “You. Did. Not.”

      Antonia grinned. “Time to buckle up, girlfriend. You’ve got a job interview tomorrow morning at ten a.m.”

      “What? I’m not ready! I can’t just—”

      “What?” said Antonia. “You can’t get off your stinky couch and have a shower and put on some badass clothing and go and reboot your life? That’s rubbish, of course you can.”

      Could she? Could she get a job and throw herself into her work and finally forget Jack? Move out of this dump, eat decent food, live?

      “I don’t know what to say,” she said at last.

      “We’re not here for speeches, we’re here for you. You’ll find your happy again, Charlotte, just give it time. And we’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      She nodded. “Okay. Maybe I do have something to say.” She grabbed the wine bottle, and tipped an inch more of the noxious liquid into everyone’s mugs. “To never having my heart broken again,” she said.

      “To never having your heart broken again,” her friends chorused.

      And may Jack’s heart be broken forever, she thought to herself. If he had one. Which she doubted, very, very much.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BUT WAIT …

          

        

      

    

    
      We need to talk over this ending!

      

      READER:Wait…what? That can’t be the end, this is supposed to be a romance!

      

      STELLA:Well…it’s not really the end, because this story was just a little prequel. The real story is a second-chance romance novel called Tropic Storm. It starts ten years later, when Jack and Charlotte find themselves sitting side by side on an airplane bound for Hawaii.

      

      READER:And they get to be happy, right?

      

      STELLA:[throws back head, gives evil witchy laugh] Is it all kissing and happy reminiscing? No way! Jack and Charlotte are in for a dark and stormy journey while they sort out loads and loads of drama…

      

      READER:But then there’s a happy ending?

      

      STELLA:[smiling] Of course. There’s a gorgeous ending that’ll make Jack, Charlotte and you, lovely reader, very happy

      Turn the page to read Tropic Storm …
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte Jones paused amid the crowded departure lounge of Los Angeles International Airport. Shining up at her from the display rack at the front of an airport shop was the familiar cover of Bella magazine. But was it the latest issue?

      She broke into a grin as she pulled the glossy magazine out of its stand. Her last article had made the cover; she hadn’t expected that. A dancer slumped on a backstage prop, all heels and legs and bling, her oversize feathers discarded on the floor beside her. Charlotte ran a finger over the dancer’s weary face, the loud pop of color from the flamingo pink of the feather. The photographer had nailed it this time.

      “You buying that, lady? You wanna library, you’re gonna have to go someplace else.”

      “Relax, I’m buying,” she said and placed the magazine down on the counter. She’d have a copy waiting for her when she returned home to London, stuffed into her mailbox and wrapped in a yard of biodegradable plastic, but why wait? She’d never gotten over the thrill of seeing her freelance articles in print, and she had a six-hour flight ahead of her. She’d be able to read the magazine cover to cover.

      “A bottle of water too, thanks.”

      She rifled through the pound notes in her purse until she found her clip of American money, then handed a ten-dollar bill to the rumpled man at the till. Leaving the change on the counter, she headed back into the flow of people and cast a look upward to the screens. The letters clicked over on a departure board, white font over a black background: Hawaiian Airlines to Honolulu, terminal 5, gate 58.

      A thrum of anticipation joined the jitters in her chest. This was more than a holiday about to start; this was a one-woman retreat, just for her, a journey towards peace, solitude, well-being. She crossed her fingers, pinkie-promised herself that it would work. As much as she loved her job writing opinion pieces in magazines and her hobby-slash-obsession writing for her women’s issues blog, she needed to recover before going on assignment again. She closed her eyes and imagined the sunshine, saltwater, and sea breezes soothing her jangled nerves. Hawaii and happiness…she couldn’t wait.

      The queue to enter the waiting lounge at her gate was snaking down the corridor by the time she made her way through the sprawling airport. Couples leaned on each other, taking selfies to pass the time, and children squealed and bounced with excitement. An elderly woman wearing pearls the size of mothballs was having a heated discussion with a check-in attendant about the size of her carry-on luggage.

      Charlotte smiled. People, chatter, hustle and bustle: she’d forgotten how much she used to enjoy the chaos of travel. And today, despite the crowds, she felt good. She felt strong, for the first time in months. Perhaps her psychologist was right and she really would recover. There’d been days when she’d wondered if she’d be trapped by stress forever. How would she work then?

      A tinny voice from overhead broke her train of thought. Just as well; now was not the time to be dwelling on what had happened to her in Barwick three months ago.

      Passengers on flight HA4 to Honolulu, your plane has been delayed. Please remain near the departure gate and await further instruction.

      A collective groan issued from the people queued about her, and she shuffled forward with them through the security check. She’d spent a lot of time in airport lounges over the years. What was an hour or two more?

      She slung her leather carryall on to the conveyor belt, showed her passport and ticket to the check-in attendant, and was waved through to the dubious comfort of the holding area. At least there were seats available. She chose a plastic chair by the window and settled in to wait, rolling her shoulders to relax some of the kinks. It had been a long flight over from London, and she was tired.

      A toddler nearby broke into a wail, breaking her train of thought. Flashing a look over to the departure screen to check how long she was going to be trapped in a seat next to a young person with lungs the size of Texas, her gaze fell on a dark-suited figure entering the lounge, and all thoughts of kinked muscles fled from her brain.

      “Oh my,” she muttered.

      A handsome man was walking through the security screening area. She studied him covertly over her magazine. Six foot one, she decided, skimming the length of him from his close-cropped, dark-blond hair to his expensively shod feet. His suit was the darkest gray, emphasizing the white of his collar and cuffs, and the body it covered left Charlotte’s lips forming an oh of admiration. She wondered what color his eyes were, then turned resolutely to her magazine.

      She’d never been lucky where men were concerned, no matter what their eye color, so really, what was the point in looking? She flipped through the glossy pages to her article. Bella  had been her first serious job, back when she’d thought being an investigative reporter in war-torn countries would be a great way to prove to the world that she had made something of herself. Luckily for her, she’d been to school for a time with the magazine’s news editor. Antonia still contracted her for the odd article, which helped keep the funds flowing in. And this latest one had been a delight to write. It wasn’t her usual piece—she was more at home advising women on ways to hop, skip, and jump over the gender pay gap, or reviewing the latest mindfulness apps bombarding the market—but something about the chorus girls in London’s latest stage show had appealed to her. The hard graft behind the glamour, the sweat beneath the sequins…she had found something when she interviewed the dancers which had resonated. The drive to succeed came at a price. For the dancers, it was the injuries, the uncertainty of work ahead, the competition for work within a shrinking industry.

      Charlotte knew about paying a price for success. She’d spent the last decade paying it.

      The toddler’s wail reached a pitch capable of shattering bulletproof glass, and she cast a glance about, wondering if it would be too obvious if she changed seats. Oh, yes! There was one free, and—oh, happy day—it was right next to Mr. Hot Suit. She glanced up at his face, only to encounter him looking back at her with shocked recognition. Oh my god. No, it couldn’t be. She dropped her eyes to the magazine she held in her hand and felt heat rushing up through her cheeks.

      Jack.

      The calm she had been feeling, the happy puff of anticipation about starting her holiday, evaporated. Her hands gripped the Bella issue as though it was a shield. Why did it have to be Jack?

      She peeled her fingers off the magazine, noting how clammy her palms had become. She had to calm the hell down. Finding herself in the same departure lounge as the man who had smashed her world to smithereens nine years ago…it was too much. Maybe she could have dealt with it calmly if she wasn’t already a mess about the fiasco in Barwick. But the fiasco had happened, and she was all out of bravery.

      She kept her eyes averted, knowing she was behaving like a big chicken, but unable to help herself. Hopefully, he’d have the decency to stay well away from her. She did not know if she could handle a confrontation with the man she had once been foolish enough to lose her heart to.

      Ladies and gentlemen, a voice blared from the speaker above her head, we are pleased to announce flight HA4 to Honolulu is now ready for boarding.

      Oh, thank heaven. The airline companies fit three hundred people on these planes; with luck, they’d be seated well away from each other. She had an eye mask in her bag and ear plugs. She’d wrap an airline blanket around her head if she had to. She could not face Jack. Not now, not ever.

      She slung her bag over her shoulder, checking her belongings were all safely tucked away, then rose to her feet. She marched to the boarding gate, checked her pass, then took off down the long airbridge to the plane. Fast walking was not running. Charlotte Jones did not run away.

      “Well, not often,” she admitted to herself as she sank into the plush comfort of her seat. She closed her eyes and willed her heartbeat to settle into a calmer cadence.

      Her phone buzzed, and she reached to silence it. The words Antonia is calling scrolled over the glass screen. She sighed. Antonia wasn’t just the editor of Bella magazine—she’d have ended the call if she was, future work prospects be damned—Antonia was also one of her oldest friends and was not the sort of person you could ignore, even from half a world away.

      She lifted the phone to her ear and braced herself for the onslaught.

      “Charlotte, have you arrived? Tell me everything. Is the water warm? Are the cocktails cold? Wait. Any single guys? You know I’ve got weeks of holiday owing; I can be there like a shot if there’s single guys.”

      Nothing changed. She smiled. “Toni, I’m nowhere near Hawaii. I’m parked on a tarmac in the States. No cocktail umbrellas in sight.”

      “Bummer. Call me the instant you get to the hotel, won’t you? I’ll worry if you don’t.”

      “Yes, matron.”

      “None of that cheek from you, young lady. But seriously, how are you coping with the crowds? No dramas in the airports? No panicky whatsits?”

      She closed her eyes, and a vision of the gray-suited drama called Jack came into view. “Not that sort of drama, no.”

      There was a pause. Charlotte imagined her friend’s brain scrambling through the innuendo of that remark. She chuckled to herself at Toni’s next words.

      “Tell. Me. Everything.”

      She let out a breath. Was she ready to talk about it? She sighed and took the plunge. “You’ll never guess the man I just saw at LAX.”

      “Umm. A Hemsworth? Hugh Grant? Colin Firth?”

      “Somebody I actually know.”

      There was a pause. “I’m struggling here, Charlotte. You live like a nun. Do you even know any men? I can’t think of a single one you’ve given tuppence about since Jack bloody Diamond back when you were a cadet journalist in London and I was backpacking my way through the single men of Europe.”

      The silence stretched out as Charlotte waited for the penny to drop. Or tuppence, in this case.

      “Holy crap. You’re not seriously telling me you ran into Jack Diamond?”

      “Yep. The rat himself.”

      “I’m speechless.”

      Charlotte laughed. “Well, that’s a first.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “I ran away.”

      “Ran away? You? Charlotte the badass women-are-champions blogging queen?”

      She could hardly believe it herself. But the heart was a tender thing, and she’d forgotten how tender hers could feel. “It was actually pretty tough seeing him, Toni.”

      She could hear her friend’s nails tapping on a hard surface. Antonia was at work, no doubt ripping adverbs from some hapless reporter’s article.

      “Yeah, I bet,” Antonia said at last. “Listen, Charlotte, I have to take a call from Barcelona, but we should talk this out. Oh, and you know that draft article you gave me? The one on the Barwick riots?”

      Oh yeah, she knew that one all right. She’d written it up in her hospital bed while under the influence of a surfeit of common-sense-dulling drugs. Well, she hadn’t so much written it as dictated it into her phone, as her arm had been buried within six inches of plaster. Thousands of words on the women’s issues blogger who’d been on her way to a café to interview a woman about a community gardening project but instead found herself in the middle of a riot that swept through the regional city when police shot a man in the street.

      She regretted having written it now. She’d been too raw, too deeply affected to be objective in her reporting. Antonia could delete it; that was fine. “Don’t worry about the article, I shouldn’t have sent it in.”

      “Don’t worry about it? Girlfriend, it is fantastic. I’ve entered it into the press awards. It’s taking center stage in the next issue of Bella.”

      “Antonia—” She drifted to a close. Thinking about that day still had the power to upset her. She’d not be reading the article when it was published.

      She heard her friend sigh down her end of the phone. “Charlotte. We don’t have to talk about this now; forget I mentioned it, okay? Why don’t you skype me when you’re settled in Hawaii? I’ll invite Sabrina over to my place, and the three of us can bitch about men and bossy editors until you get that sad little sound out of your voice. I don’t like hearing it.”

      Charlotte smiled. Bossy or not, Antonia was as fabulous as a friend could be. “It’s a date. And thanks.”

      She slipped her phone over into airplane mode and dropped it into her bag. She was lucky to have Antonia and Sabrina in her life, and she knew it. Her old school chums had been there for her through the high moments and the low.

      The muted hubbub of the filling plane was comfortingly familiar. She turned to her window and gazed across the vacant seat through to the busy airstrip. Only a few more hours until her holiday started. The website for the hotel she had booked promised perfection. Part of the Jewel Resort Group, the Jewel of Oahu was set amid lush Hawaiian gardens, with views spanning a perfect beach and the Pacific Ocean beyond.

      She sank into a daydream of bathing in sun-dappled water and lying in the feathered shade of coconut palms. She could think about the project her psychologist had been encouraging her to pursue or maybe read the half dozen books she had included in her luggage. She smiled. Would she read the rom-com first? Or the new thriller that—

      “Excuse me.”

      Charlotte opened her eyes and sat up, reaching out an instinctive hand to smooth her wayward auburn hair. Oh, no. Fate couldn’t be so cruel.

      “If you wouldn’t mind letting me past so I can get to my seat,” Jack said.

      “Of course,” she muttered, rising to her feet. And she’d better get her wits together while she was at it.

      She stepped out into the aisle of the plane, her gaze locked on to his. He was even more impressive than she remembered. Her breath caught, and she felt a surge of heat travel through her until even her fingertips tingled. She pressed herself against the seat on the other side of the aisle to widen the gap between the man who had broken her heart and her afflicted senses.

      Jack stowed his briefcase and brushed past her in the narrow confines of the airplane corridor. His suit coat dragged at the linen of her dress, and she breathed in his scent, a clean, warm smell overlaid with a whisper of cologne. She gripped her fingers into the worn fabric of the plane seat and forced herself to look away. Any view would be preferable to watching Jack slide past her just inches away.

      She waited a beat, then risked a glance sideways.

      Jack was seated. She could do this. She could blank him out for the next few hours the way she’d been blanking him out for the last decade. Schooling her features into a neutral expression, she sank once more into her seat, giving him a cool nod.

      He raised an eyebrow and held out his hand. “It’s been a long time,” he said. His American accent reminded her of their differences.

      “Has it?” She wanted very badly to ignore that outstretched hand, but pride had her reaching out to shake it. Why give him the satisfaction of learning how flustered she was?

      His warm hand closed briefly around hers. Memories of those long fingers and how they felt against her skin crashed through her thoughts. Blanking him out for the last decade hadn’t been enough; she should have tried harder. Hypnotism. Therapy. Exorcism. She was saved from having to indulge in further conversation by the arrival of an in-flight steward bearing a tray of drinks.

      “We haven’t seen you for a while, Mr. Diamond,” said the steward.

      Jack helped himself to a glass of water. “Work’s been keeping me in the States lately, Graeme. How’s life in the skies treating you?”

      First-name basis with the cabin crew? Jack must be a regular on the flight to Honolulu. She had forgotten he had grown up there. Well, not so much forgotten as forced herself to forget. She helped herself to a glass of champagne and nodded her thanks to the steward. Jetlag, fatigue, lack of sleep…her travel was catching up with her, and she took a large sip to steady her jangling nerves. How on earth was she going to survive the next six hours?

      If only he’d grown bald and smelly. Or was traveling with a plump wife and screaming toddler triplets in tow and had carrot puree mushed into the front of his suit. Her eyes shot a look over to his left hand before she could prevent them. No ring. Not that she cared. But still, there was no denying it, he was better looking now than the day she had last seen him, when he’d leapt into a taxi and taken off to Heathrow Airport and left her outraged and crying on the curb.

      How gullible she had been. How utterly, stupidly foolish to think he had been any different from her parents, from the world. Charlotte closed her eyes against the sting of unshed tears. She would not let this man know how much she still hurt. Pride was all that had kept her going after Jack sauntered out of her life. Her pride and her career. She was damned if she would be losing that too, after all this time.

      She could barely remember the girl she had been. An idealist, a dreamer, all enthusiasm and passion and no wisdom. How ironic: she, who’d vowed to forge a career from words and make her living investigating the deeper truths of an issue, had just crawled into a hole of misery when Jack left. She’d not hunted him down and forced him to return. She’d not beaten a path to his door and wedged herself there until he’d explained why a big-buck salary on the far side of the world was more important than her. She’d been too hurt.

      Too young, she acknowledged.

      She was not that young, foolish girl now. If she weren’t feeling so vulnerable after the incident in Barwick, maybe this could have been an opportunity to question the ghosts of her past and finally let them rest. But she was vulnerable. This time, she had to put herself first, which meant the last thing she needed was to complicate her much-needed holiday. She would find out where he was headed so she could avoid any further accidental meetings.

      Fueling her courage with the last inch of her champagne, she laid a hand on the arm of his chair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack leaned back in his seat and loosened the knot of his tie. Not that it would help. He felt like he’d just had his heart crushed by a vice. Charlotte. His Charlotte, sitting just inches away from him, her leg parallel to his, her hand within grasping reach. He wanted to pull her on to his knee and kiss her until she was blind with need. Her wanted to shout at her until her ears bled. He wanted to get down on his knees and beg her to explain why she’d been so stubborn, so unbending, so unwilling to trust him to make their lives work together.

      Hell. He rubbed a hand over his forehead, annoyed at himself for feeling like a dumbass teenaged boy who’d been stood up on prom night. Yeah, she’d turned her back on him. What of it? He was over her. He’d been over her for years.

      He stifled a yawn. He’d not slept the last twenty-four hours, and his brain was clearly not functioning at a rational level. He had been midway through negotiating a deal for the acquisition of a new resort when he had received word of his mother’s stroke. Her doctor in Honolulu had reassured him the stroke was a mild one, but still. He was worried.

      Wrapping up his new resort deal had been rushed, but racing down to Honolulu to oversee his mother’s recovery was his duty. Contract points for the acquisition still needed to be figured out, but he could handle them by phone and email. The business be damned. His mother needed him, and so, too, did his young sister, if the photos splashed all over her social media were anything to go by.

      He knew the cliché: a picture spoke a thousand words. He’d thought of a thousand pithy words of his own when he’d seen a photo of nineteen-year-old Anna on the back of a motorcycle with some guy who looked like a bandit from a low-budget movie.

      Jack was going home to sort it all out, like he always did. His family had been his responsibility since his father died, and responsibility was his middle name.

      He forced his mind on the details to keep it from wandering back to the woman next to him. He’d scheduled time away from the head office of the Jewel Resort Group, but his secretary had still shoved a stash of work at him for the plane trip.

      He reached into his leather work folder and pulled out the file that had been burning a hole in his gut all morning. Marco Pellano. He’d had staff involve themselves in shady business dealings before, but never a senior staff member. Never someone he’d personally employed.

      He flipped open the cover and ran his eyes down the figures and bullet points Luke had compiled. Complaints. Missing documents. Unexplained absences. Holy crap, it was worse than he’d thought.

      The movement of a hand just touching his armrest broke his concentration, and he glanced up into the cornflower blue eyes of his traveling companion. Warily, he took the time to study her properly, to compare the face that haunted his past with the reality seated beside him.

      His memory hadn’t done her justice. Her complexion was the creamiest of whites, with a faint smattering of freckles peeking out from beneath the powder which dusted her nose. He’d known every freckle, once. Those electric eyes were framed by thick lashes the same auburn shade as her hair. And what hair it was. It was shorter now, no longer kept in the complicated braids he remembered. A riot of red-brown waves escaping from a loose cluster on the top of her head, the ends skimming her white-clad shoulders.

      The years had barely stamped her face. How old would she be now? Twenty-nine? Thirty? The thought of how she might have been spending the time since he’d last seen her, and with whom, made his gut clench. Was she married? Thrice divorced? Mother to a batch of squabbling small people with red hair and wide smiles?

      No matter; he didn’t need to know. He’d had his turn of having his heart ripped in half, and he had no intention of learning the same lesson twice. If only he couldn’t smell the lingering scent of her perfume as it drifted through the cooled air of
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