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  To Aason


  For starting over with such grace
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  Prologue


  Kelly Hartford looked out of the taxi window and scanned the horizon for a landmark  a loch or a folly or a particularly tall tree  that might give some clue that
  they were heading in the right direction. It was exactly ten years to the day since she had last visited, and shed forgotten how far beyond the back of beyond her friend lived. Apart
  from a few tiny crofters cottages on the moor, theyd not passed a house or car in over thirty miles. Kelly didnt know how Cassie stuck it.


  A sunbeam streamed in through the window, dazzling her momentarily, and she rooted around in her bag for a pair of shades. She had also forgotten how much longer the days were up here in the
  summer. It was the end of August and just coming up to seven oclock, but the sky was still noon-blue. It would be nearer eleven before the sun doffed its cap for the day and dropped behind
  the hills.


  The taxi took a left fork in the seemingly endless road. Stretching her thumbs out the way her physiotherapist had shown her, Kelly resumed her speed-texting. But not for long. The car started
  hitting potholes and she had to grab the headrest for support.


  Jeez-us, she muttered as the overexcited suspension tossed her about. It would have been smoother coming by camel.


  The dour driver said nothing, but she knew this pitted farm road was the landmark shed been looking for. Up ahead, she could see the eagle-topped pillars and lodge house announcing the
  perimeter of the estate and the end of her long journey. She had been travelling for a full day now  having caught a connecting flight to Edinburgh at Heathrow  and she was desperate
  for a shower and a power-nap before the party kicked off. She knew shed been cutting it fine catching the later flight. If shed gone from Newark, shed have landed three hours
  earlier and she could have rested all afternoon and caught up with the others, but who was she kidding? She was a JFK-only girl, and anyway, Bebe was going nuts trying to get the collection
  finished  shed practically had a coronary when Kelly had insisted she really did have to leave her post to fly to Scotland for a party. They were in the final two weeks before
  the collections, and it had been the least she could do to stick around until the very last, hand-luggage-only, gates-closing minute.


  The heather-topped moorland stopped abruptly at the gates as they swept into an avenue of towering Scots pine trees whose needles covered the ground like a carpet. Slowly the taxi meandered
  round high compacted banks of quivering maroon acers, purple rhododendrons and springy lawns of magenta clover. The sudden riot of manicured colour heralded the imminence of the great house, and as
  the car passed between a pair of gigantic domed yew trees flanking the drive, she thought it looked grander than she remembered  and pinker. Hewn from indigenous rock, it usually looked
  brown in the customary rain, but tonight, as it basked in the late-summer sun, it positively blushed with delight. Tall, with six gable ends as peaked as witches hats, it had a sweep of
  stone steps up to the front door and heavily leaded windows, of which the centrepiece was a massive picture window which ran across the central facade, flooding the inner hall with light and
  affording a sensational view of the Lammermuir Hills from the minstrels gallery within.


  As the taxi slowed on its approach to the front steps, Kelly quickly turned the volume on her iPhone up to max  she didnt want to miss any calls once inside the enormous house
   and purposely dropped her shoulders a good two inches from her ears as she took a series of deep yogic breaths. Bebe would be fine without her. Shed be back on the plane tomorrow
  night and straight into the office for Monday lunchtime. Most people took longer bathroom trips than that.


  The grandfather clock chimed seven times in the hall below, just as the champagne cork popped and Suzy poured them each a glass.


  Cheers! Cassie beamed, her eyes glittering brightly as she tucked her legs underneath her on the bed. To us.


  Anouk tipped her head to the side. Dont let your husband hear you say that, she teased in her silky French accent. Strictly speaking its to you and him
  tonight.


  Cassie shrugged happily and sighed. Anouk was right, of course. Theyd managed ten years together in a day and age when most couples couldnt manage two, and to celebrate they were
  throwing a huge bash that was as big as, if not even bigger than, their wedding. But even though Cassie was proud of their achievement  not least because it meant shed upheld her side
  of their agreement  she was even more excited about the fact that it was the perfect opportunity to corral her best friends from their far-flung corners of the world. She knew
  that Suzy, Anouk and Kelly all hooked up reasonably regularly. After all, London, Paris and New York were practically commuter routes for them  but diversions up to the Scottish Borders? Not
  so much. This was the first time theyd all be together since her wedding  well, once Kelly got here.


  Cassie watched as Suzy carefully lifted up a pale blue box with chocolate-brown polka dots from the far side of the bed. Well, the champagne may be for you and Gil, she said,
  grinning, but these are for us. Inside were four overscaled cupcakes, all frosted with the palest lemon icing and topped with a white rose.


  Magnifique, Anouk sighed, leaning over to pass one to Cassie.


  Oh my God  theyre so cute, Cassie squealed, holding hers up to the sunlight. Theyre like baby bunnies. Dundee cake was a far cry from the chichi
  delectations that flirted from the bakery windows in Pimlico, Cassie mused.


  Theyre passion fruit? she asked, spraying crumbs everywhere.


  Suzy nodded. You like? Ive been developing the recipe with the bakery for a wedding Im doing. Its taken for ever to get it right  one lot was too gloopy, the
  next not tangy enough. But I think its there now  dont you?


  Cassie swooned in agreement.


  Is the bride behaving herself? Anouk asked, reclining against the pillows and eating her cupcake in tiny little pinches.


  Suzy rolled her eyes. Do they ever? Just about the only thing she hasnt changed her mind about is the groom  and with a month to go, theres still time.


  Anouk giggled, shaking her head. I dont know how you put up with it. All that stress youre absorbing.


  Suzy eyed her rounded tummy. Well, I could do with absorbing a lot more. Why is it that my brides always lose at least a stone for their weddings, but I only ever seem to put it on? I
  mean, Im the one with all the hassles  dealing with the florists, double-booked venues, unreliable bands, coked-up DJs, truculent vicars . . . You name it, Ive dealt with it.
  Youd think Id be the one losing weight.


  Cassie sighed. For as long as shed known her  which was since birth  Suzy had been permanently on a quest to make herself smaller. Already five foot ten by the age of
  twelve, with a build that had been athletic even at her thinnest, shed always felt like she took up too much room, and the adolescent desire to conform had never left her 
  particularly, it seemed, as she now worked with diminishing brides on a daily basis.


  Still, whatever Suzy felt about her weight, Cassie thought she looked better than ever  younger than her thirty years, for a start, with her velvety, rosy-hued complexion, her dark brown
  Bambi eyes and a layered style shed settled on that made the most of her too-fine dark blonde hair.


  Anouk, on the other hand, was Suzys opposite in every way. Dark, petite, knowing. Her thick chestnut-brown hair was expensively cut in a long tousled bob that cut in perfectly beneath her
  pronounced cheekbones, her nose was straight and fine, and her full pout was tantalizingly offset by a hint of overbite. Compared with Suzy, she looked older than her thirty years, though not
  because of wrinkles or anything as bourgeois as ageing  Cassie well knew that the contents of Anouks bathroom would out-stock Space NK and that she had a beauty regimen that would put
  Cleopatra to shame. Rather, she had a worldly air, a sophistication that was rarely worn on such dainty shoulders but was more often seen on women ten, even twenty, years her senior.


  Honestly, I think living in these cities is bad for your health, Cassie said reprovingly. From what I can see, it makes you all neurotic about your figures. No one thinks
  twice about things like that up here.


  Why not? Anouk asked. Whats wrong with looking after yourself?


  But thats just the thing. Its not looking after yourself. Its denying yourself. All of you always seem to be starving yourselves to some ridiculously low
  weight that just isnt sustainable. Everyone should just relax and . . . enjoy cupcakes, she sighed, taking the last remaining bite.


  Thats whats so hateful about you, Suzy snarled. Youre slim without even thinking about it. At least I can take comfort in the knowledge that Anouk and
  Kelly suffer terribly to stay thin.


  I do not suffer, Anouk pouted, looking insulted that she should ever be thought to do anything so inelegant.


  Oh no? Then how come you get tinier every time I see you?


  I am Parisienne, chrie, she shrugged, as if that explained everything. Its in my DNA.


  Hmph, that old chestnut.


  What are you wearing tonight? Anouk asked Cassie, still pinching away at her cake. I trust you have frittered away the family trust on something fabulous?


  Cassie shook her head, knowing the consternation this would cause. Afraid not. The shooting season starts next week and Ive been up to my eyes in the kitchens, trying to get ahead.
  It hasnt helped that we had a bumper crop of damsons this summer and Ive been trying to get everything off the tree and jammed.


  Anouk dropped her hand in disgust. You ditched a new dress for damsons?


  Its never jam tomorrow in this house, is it? Suzy muttered, rolling her eyes.


  Cassie shrugged. Ive not been able to get off the estate for over a month now, she said, getting up and walking over to the wardrobe. And anyway, Gil always liked
  this black velvet dress that I bought a few years ago for New Year. Ive probably only worn it three or four times. She held it against herself  knee-length, off the shoulder
  with a velvet rose centrepiece. It is Laura Ashley.


  Laura . . . Anouk mouthed, looking aghast at Suzy.


  Hey, I know it doesnt look anything on the hanger, but honestly, when its on . . . She caught sight of Suzys sceptical expression. Look, Ill put
  it on now. Then youll see its not so bad. She wriggled out of her dressing gown just as the door burst open.


  Kelly took one look at Cassie in her once-white Playtex bra and baggy knickers and her jaw dropped. Oh my God! Its worse than I thought.


  Cassie shrieked and bounded over, swamping Kelly in a delighted hug.


  Anouk picked up the velvet dress, grimacing. It is so much worse than you thought, she said to Kelly, who was peering at her over Cassies shoulder. She threw the
  dress down on the bed and lit a cigarette.


  Suzy poured a fresh glass of champagne and sauntered over, waiting for Cassie to release Kelly. Youre still a stranger to colour, I see, she tutted, handing Kelly the glass
  and kissing her affectionately. And youve lost weight. Youre too thin.


  Theres no such thing, Anouk purred, holding her cigarette behind her as she kissed Kelly on each cheek.


  Exactly, Kelly agreed. Theyd always been partners in crime and were both rampantly, defiantly single and at the height of their seductive powers. They even looked similar.
  Kelly was also a shimmering brunette, though her hair was reed-straight and longer than Anouks, her nose more retrouss, her eyes hazelnut-coloured and almond-shaped.


  I see Ive come at just the right time, said Kelly, taking Cassie by the shoulders and giving her a Paddington Bearlike hard stare. What the hell are you doing to
  Anouk?


  What do you mean?


  Shes French, Cass. You cant walk around in underwear like that. She doesnt have the constitution for it.


  Well . . . I . . . But . . . she stammered, looking between her tragic bra and Anouk, who had one hand on her hip and one eyebrow raised to heaven. Well, Gil
  doesnt mind, she blustered.


  Honey, right this instant, its a mystery to me how you two have got to ten years together. Kelly took a sip of her drink. Youd be kicked out of bed in
  Manhattan!


  Institutionalized in Paris, Anouk drawled.


  Cassie looked to Suzy for the final nail in the coffin. Sorry, sweets, she shrugged. Cant help you. Londons definitely not calling.


  Urrrgh, youre a nightmare, the lot of you, Cassie said defensively, reaching for the towelling dressing gown heaped on the floor. Id forgotten how
  high-maintenance you all are. I dont know how your men put up with you.


  She hated it when they ganged up on her like this. They might all live in different countries and be products of different cultures, but it seemed as though sophistication was an
  international language that linked her glamorous, urbane friends together. It wasnt as if their day-to-day lives overlapped: Kelly had her own fashion PR consultancy in Manhattan, Suzy was a
  high-octane wedding planner in London and Anouk was a sought-after jewellery designer in Paris, who refused to sell through boutiques and would only accept new customers if they had contacts with
  at least three of her existing clients. And yet the three of them invariably used the same miracle moisturizer, carried the same Balenciaga bag, read the newspaper on their iPad and minimized their
  bottom in MiH jeans.


  Hey, chill  its not like Im surprised, or even disappointed, Kelly said, winking as she unzipped her overnight bag and pulled out a petal-pink tissue-wrapped
  bundle. Because I just so happen to have a little gift for you.


  Cassie took it gingerly, looking slightly afraid of what she might find in there. She shook open the paper and a midnight-blue silk dress slid out. Oh! What a beautiful nightie!
  she exclaimed, running her hand over the fabric, her indignation instantly forgotten.


  The others burst out laughing.


  Shall I wear it tonight? she asked coquettishly, holding it against herself.


  Oh, youll wear it tonight, all right, Kelly laughed. But to the party. This aint no nightie!


  What? Cassie said, alarmed. But its so . . . skimpy. Gil would be mortified if I . . .


  Au contraire, Gil will be delighted to see his wife look so alluring, Anouk asserted. Put it on.


  Knowing she had no choice in the matter, Cassie slid the dress over her head. The silk felt exquisite next to her skin and she noticed, now that it was on, two tiny lace peekaboo crescents arced
  over her hips. A tiny but incredibly sexy detail.


  Wow! Suzy gasped.


  New season? Anouk asked Kelly.


  Kelly nodded. Bebe Washington label. Giseles walking in it in the show in a few weeks.


  I want it, Anouk purred.


  You shall have it. Got anything special in mind? Kelly asked.


  Oh yes, Anouk said, refusing to elaborate.


  Cassie couldnt stop looking at herself in the mirror. She looked so . . . different. Not like herself, somehow. She wasnt sure what Gil would say, despite the girls
  assurances. She looked at the clock. Seven-thirty. Outside, the piper had started playing, beckoning the revellers towards the Lammermuir estate as he paced solemnly back and forth across the
  lawn.


  She wondered whether Wiz would be able to get here early. Shed said she would try. Wizd tell it to her straight. After all, she was her go-to friend up here, her rock, her
  lunch companion and closest confidante  the one whod taken her under her wing when shed first arrived, not yet twenty-one, fresh from the air-conditioned climes of expat living
  in Hong Kong and new to the nuances of grouse-moor farming.


  She looked down at the trio of childhood friends who were sitting together in a gaggle on the floor, examining a heap of shoes that had been upended from one of Anouks many bags. Their
  friendship had been arranged practically before their births. Their fathers had all been CEOs of the multi-national cosmetics conglomerate Neroli  Kellys for the Americas in New York;
  Anouks for Europe, excluding the UK, in Paris; Suzys for the UK in London; and Cassies for Asia in Hong Kong. Before the girls were even born, their mothers had all been good
  friends, meeting regularly around the world for coffee and shopping trips as they accompanied their husbands to AGMs and conferences. And when the girls had been born, all in the same year 
  surely a collaboration by their mothers?  the friendship was handed down a generation as they shared crches, rattles and nannies. Their parents couldnt have been remotely
  surprised when, aged thirteen, the girls mounted a pressure group to be sent to the same boarding school in England, and theyd enjoyed five blissful years together, as close as sisters,
  sleeping in the same dorm, playing in the same lacrosse team, swooning over the same boys . . . until Cassie had blown it.


  Perhaps blown it was too harsh, but shed always had the feeling that by marrying Gil so early, shed popped their sealed bubble. Shed met him at the Grosvenor
  House Ball in London and hed swept her off her feet, not just with his extraordinary confidence and intelligence, but more particularly with his voice: crystal-cut with a whisper-soft burr.
  She would do anything for that voice  it had seduced her away from her virginity, taken her away from her friends, made her wait for the baby she yearned for . . .


  There was a knock at the door.


  Cassie? Talk of the devil.


  Cassies eyes widened in panic. He couldnt see her looking like this  half-dressed in a nightie over her grubby underwear with no make-up on.


  The girls clearly had the same thought and sprang up off the floor to group around her like a footballers wall, just as Gil peered in. He took in the scene of desolation  the empty
  cake box, the half-drunk bottles of champagne, the piles of shoes, the dresses on the beds and the huddle of women, two of them in identikit towelling robes and hair turbans.


  I thought Id find all of you in the one room together. Heaven forbid you should get ready in your own rooms, he quipped.


  He stepped into the room, looking relieved that everyone was decent. He was already dressed for the festivities, wearing a bottle-green velvet smoking jacket and trousers in the
  familys dress tartan. His sharp, hawkish features  which always looked so intimidating in his barristers gown and wig  were softened by the anticipation of the
  nights revelries.


  Youve put me in the Faerie Room, Gil, Suzy said accusingly, hands on hips. Dont think Ive forgotten thats the one thats haunted. You
  werent the only one who didnt sleep a wink on your wedding night.


  Gil laughed softly at her allusion to the lap-dancing pole the girls had put up in his room. Im sorry Archie couldnt make it this weekend. It would have been good to see
  him.


  Well, youre not as sorry as he is, Suzy replied on behalf of her errant husband. Camel racing with clients in Abu Dhabi is not his definition of a good time. The poor
  boys terrified. I had to give him the beta blockers I keep on standby for my nervous brides.


  Gil chortled and looked at Kelly, dressed top to toe in black  the only one who didnt look as if she was staying at a spa. And how was your flight, Kelly?


  Oh, you know . . . a supermodel in full tantrum in front, a drunk sleeping on my shoulder and an air hostess with rage issues. The usual, she said drily.


  He looked at the women clustered around Cassie, whose blonde curls were poking out from the middle of them. Whyre you all standing like that around my wife? he asked
  suspiciously. You havent done anything to her, have you?


  No. Were just getting her ready, Suzy said quickly.


  It looks like youve got her so drunk she cant stand.


  Non! said Anouk.


  Its just bad luck for you to see her before its time, Kelly explained.


  Its bad luck for me to see her in her wedding dress, he said, frowning. Not at the anniversary party ten years later.


  Pah! You say tom-aaaah-to, I say tom-ay-to, Kelly argued, making him grin.


  Fine, he said, holding his hands up in defeat. He stood on tiptoe, trying to catch sight of his wife. Well, just so you know, darling, our guests are arriving.


  Cassie nodded from behind the wall of friends. Ten minutes.


  Uh-huh, he said knowingly, backing out of the room. Id like to see the odds theyre offering for that. He shut the door on the telltale sounds of women
  in a rush  zips opening, wardrobe doors banging, the shower running. It was going to be half an hour, minimum.


  Cassie was still looking at herself in the mirror when Kelly got out of the shower. You can see my knickers through this dress, she hissed, panicking. She knew
  the girls were going to make her wear the dress, and that Gil would disapprove. The girls knew it too  why else would they have hidden her from him?


  Dont wear any, Anouk said across the room as she applied her eyeliner.


  Cassie looked at her in horror.


  Ive already thought of that, Kelly said, going over to her bag and throwing a plastic packet on the bed. Flesh-coloured too.


  Cassie picked it up. Spanx? Whats that?


  Everyone rolled their eyes. Sausage knickers, Cass! Suzy said. They hold your fat bits in and give you a smooth line under the dress. I make all my brides in bias-cut wear
  them.


  What shoes have you got? Kelly asked, already dreading the answer. Dont say pumps. Dont say


  Ive got some nice kitten heels I bought in the L.K. Bennett sale last Christmas. There was a heavy silence. What? Theyre my best ones.


  Anouk sighed and went to the jumble of shoes in the middle of the floor. She picked up a strappy gold Louboutin with a four-inch heel. Try that. Were the same size.


  Oh, you have got to be joking. I dont wear anything higher than a welly-boot all year round. You cant seriously expect me to get down the staircase in those. Id have
  to slide down the banisters.


  If thats what it takes, Anouk shrugged.


  Cassie sighed and slipped them on, instantly rocketing up to six foot. She had to admit they were stunning with the dress, and they certainly felt more comfortable than they looked. But then she
  hadnt tried moving yet. Which reminded her . . .


  I hope youve all remembered theres reeling later on. Youll need sensible shoes.


  Theres no such thing, Anouk and Kelly declared in unison.


  Sweetie, the only thing I intend to be reeling from tonight is the drink, Suzy said, wriggling into her dress and making them all  even Cassie  dissolve into
  laughter.


  Forty-five minutes later, the four women descended the winding staircase arm in arm like a daisy chain. Even Cassie couldnt remain oblivious to the stares that met her.
  None of her friends  Gils friends  had ever seen her look like this before. She felt incredible. Anouk had plaited her muddy-blonde hair in Grecian style across the front,
  leaving the rest to fall in heavy ripples down her back, and Suzy had made up her huge round blue eyes with gold and bronze shadows and put a matt stain on her wide, ever-smiling mouth.


  Her friends had stood back and admired her like a work of art they had produced. She bore no resemblance to the woman whod been digging in thirty raspberry bushes in the garden in floral
  dungarees and one of her husbands moth-eaten lambswool sweaters at two oclock that afternoon. She knew she looked good, but what worked at a fashion show in Paris or at a cocktail
  party in Manhattan wasnt what cut it with the Scottish shooting set. Gil was ten years older than she was, and all his friends older still. Did she look . . . appropriate? She scanned
  the room anxiously, hoping to find Wizs eyes before Gils.


  Cassie couldnt see either of them, but there was no doubt that everyone else thought the dress was a hit. As they reached the ground floor, a cloud of guests and perfume enveloped her and
  she quickly became separated from the girls.


  Hello . . . How lovely to see you . . . Oh, you are kind . . . Hello . . . Are you well? . . . So pleased you could make it . . . Oh, do you think so? . . . You look radiant too . . . I
  know, divine weather, isnt it? . . . Hello . . . Thank you for coming . . .


  But theres only so much revolution one party can take, and as a glass was placed in her hand by a man whod matched his sporran to his beard, the conversation returned to the dull
  but familiar territory of the abomination of the wind farms on the Earl of Lusss neighbouring estate.


  Discreetly, she let her eyes graze the room. A string quartet was playing in the minstrels gallery, the men were dressed in trews or kilts, some with sashes and flamboyant horsehair
  sporrans that fell to their hemlines. The women were equally grand in full-length gowns with heirloom jewels. They looked stately and impressive, but as her eyes flickered between them and her
  modish urban friends in cascading coral silk-pliss ruffles (Anouk), intricate ethnic gold beading (Suzy) and laser-cut jet satin (Kelly), it occurred to her that the grandes dames looked
  exactly the same as they always did at these events.


  Just like the house, she thought. They were hemmed in, curtailed, by tradition. The hall looked imposing as usual  even a bunch of daisies in a teapot would be imbued with gravitas in
  these baronial surroundings  but it looked the same as it probably had at every party that had been thrown here in the last two hundred years. The antler-framed chandeliers flickered with
  as-yet-unseen candlelight, thick swags of ivy were draped around the austere family portraits, slightly fraying faded ceremonial flags hung from brass holsters in the walls, and the enormous stone
  fireplace had been filled with a profusion of garden flowers and thistles  it was too warm for a fire tonight. Only the bright red balloons tied to the banisters at every other tread and
  shouting We Are 10 showed that it was Cassie who was the mistress of the house, not her scary mother-in-law, nor indeed any of the women who glared grimly down from the walls.


  Across the room, she could see that the girls  who were sticking together like barnacles  had nabbed Wiz first. More formally known as Lady Louisa Arbuthnott, Wiz was the prized
  daughter of the most senior judge in the country, Lord Valentine, and as well as being Cassies best friend, was one of the best-connected women in Edinburgh. She did events like these in her
  sleep. Wind farms, poor grouse stocks, declining peat bogs in the central belt  she could extrapolate and amuse on every topic. Nothing fazed her. No one bored her. Everyone adored her.


  Dressed in an elegant olive-coloured silk column dress with black pearls at her throat, her reddish-auburn hair wound up into a chignon, she was the only other woman here who could rival the
  outsiders for style. She was as much at home in the city as in the country, and as a senior partner at Edinburghs leading divorce firm McMaster & Mathieson, she retained a personal
  shopper at Harvey Nicks who made a point of reserving the key pieces from the designer collections for her.


  Her head was thrown back in laughter at something Kelly had said and they were all smiling, but Cassie was fluent in the groups microscopic body language and her stomach lurched 
  Anouk had her eyes fractionally narrowed, Suzy was smiling slightly too brightly, Kellys chin was dipped a bit too low. Although the girls had never mentioned it, there was an unspoken
  tension  jealousy, she supposed  surrounding her friendship with Wiz.


  Cassie knew they all did their best to keep her in the loop. They spoke regularly on the phone and sent emails; they had even persuaded her to leave status updates on Facebook, but after a
  fortnights rotation of Cassie Fraser is . . . drinking a cup of tea/sitting at the computer/bored, they had begged her to stop. The simple fact that shed never
  seen sausage pants and thought gladiator sandals were last worn by the Romans highlighted just how far outside their orbit she was circuiting. They might be old friends, but their lives were very
  different now, and the truth was it was Wiz who now knew her best.


  When Cassies beloved father had died four years ago, it had been Wiz whod booked the tickets for her to go back to Hong Kong for a couple of months to be with her mother. And it
  worked both ways. When Wizs husband, Sholto, had walked out on her when she was five months pregnant with their son Rory, it was Cassie who had attended all the antenatal classes with her,
  held her hand during the birth and become a besotted godmother.


  For nearly ten years, the two separate strands of friendship had worked in perfect harmony because they had never overlapped. Tonight was a first for all of them.


  Making a vague excuse about circulating, she tried to make her way over to the girls, but the demands of courtesy in response to the attention engendered by her dazzling dress meant it was like
  wading through mud. By the time she grabbed Suzys arm, Wiz had gone.


  Where is she? she asked, disappointed. She desperately wanted her opinion on the dress. Gil was still cloistered in a group out of eyeshot somewhere.


  She had to take a phone call. Someone called Martha?


  Cassie nodded. Thats her nanny.


  Right. Well, shes in the study.


  Thanks. Ill come straight back, she said, smoothing her palms anxiously on her thighs.


  She wound her way through the crowd, trying to keep her eyes down. Sorry, phone call . . . excuse me . . . Ill be straight back . . .


  The door to the study was ajar, but she could hear Wizs soothing voice as she said goodnight to Rory. I love you, darling, she heard. Be good for Martha, okay . .
  .


  Cassie smiled and stopped just short of the doorway, not wanting to intrude. Rory was three now and had just started at nursery, but he already had a social diary that outranked Cassies,
  and she had joked on more than one occasion that it would be easier to schedule a meeting with the Pope than a playdate with Rory. If he wasnt at kindergarten he was at baby-gym, yoga,
  French classes or toddler football, or otherwise napping. Cassie knew from the newspapers that overscheduling was a modern parents malaise, but there never seemed to be any
  mention of the other modern dilemma  the earnest godparent worrying about her place on the sidelines of the childs life.


  She leant against the door jamb, tracing the navy and bottle-green tartan wallpaper with her fingers.


  And remember to brush your teeth. Martha told me you had ice cream for pudding . . .


  Cassie looked back towards the hall and watched as the waiters walked around with trays of drinks and the guests took them graciously. No one would do anything as improper as get drunk
  tonight.


  Okay, Daddys here to say night-night . . .


  What?


  Cassie stood up straight, the sound of blood rushing to her ears. Sholto was here?


  She shook her head. Wiz had had no contact with him since hed left  nearly four years ago now. And there was no way Gil would have invited him. He knew as well as she did what a
  betrayal  not to mention humiliation  it had been for Wiz when hed walked out.


  Hows my little man been today?


  The pounding in her ears got louder and she felt her heart begin to pump more quickly.


  The castle? . . . Good boy . . . Well now, do as Mummy says and brush your teeth . . . Ill be home in two sleeps, okay? . . . I miss you, Ror. Sleep tight . . . said the
  voice, that oh-so-distinctive voice that she had first fallen in love with.


  



  NEW YORK


  



  Chapter One


  Cassie watched as the city rose up towards her, leaping out of the ground in huge sculpted shards of steel and glass, the famous river meandering like a copper snake between
  them. She tried to understand what the fuss was all about, but it was difficult from ten thousand feet up. It was one of those cities that everyone said you simply had to visit at least once
  in your life, but shed never had the faintest interest in coming here. Not that she could publicly say so  it would be like admitting that she didnt really want Mandela as her
  ideal dinner guest or that Pretty Woman was her all-time favourite film.


  But now here she was  first decision made. The last place shed wanted to come had been her first. It was as far outside her comfort zone as she could imagine, everything
  shed never wanted  loud, bright, glaring and blaring. A great honking, seething mass of urban humanity that would guarantee to distract her, at the very least, from the ruins of her
  own life.


  The plane circled the Statue of Liberty  tall and proud and as green as a peppermint  twice, as though making a heavy-handed point to her: See? Liberty. Freedom. Independence.
  Its all good here. But she wasnt fooled. There was nothing great about freedom as far as she could see  it was just a piece of PR spin on the word
  isolation or loneliness.


  She shook her head and finished the rest of her drink. She knew she was drunk and depressed. Both would pass, one faster than the other. She wondered whether Gil was either of these things right
  now, whether her immediate flight off the estate and out of the country had brought sudden clarity to his actions and made him realize what a mistake he had made.


  But even as she thought it, she knew that probably the only thing he felt right now was relief. In so many ways  socially, historically, Scottishly  he and Wiz were a much better
  fit, and now he was free to give up the charade of weekly commuting and just be with his second family.


  She paused.


  Were they the second family  or the first? Was she just the appendage? After all, they had had a child together. They had a blood tie. She just had a gold ring and a legal document. Then
  again, shed been married to him first . . . She tried to debate the dilemma rationally, but six back-to-back gin and tonics made it difficult. Aha! Wait! Her legal document had also
  been sworn before God. She had God on her side . . . And the girls.


  She sank back against the headrest and closed her eyes. God and the girls. Who could argue with that? Certainly Gil couldnt. Hadnt.


  In the frigid aftermath of her discovery, Gil and Wiz had just watched as Suzy, Kelly and Anouk had sprung into action  whisking her upstairs, pulling her dress over her head and packing
  a bag for her, finding her passport, pushing her feet into the muck boots by the door, bundling her into the car, even doing up her seat belt for her as she sat shell-shocked, too fractured to pull
  herself together and fight back, just waiting to be spirited away to her next life. Wherever that might be. Down there, perhaps? She peered out of the window again.


  Or would it be London? Or Paris? She shut her eyes and tried to imagine herself as the girls had predicted for her in the car  slick, metropolized, heels clicking as she sashayed down a
  busy shopping avenue, men turning to stare. She couldnt see it herself. For the past ten years, the only things that had turned to stare when she passed were the chickens. But as they had
  bumped away from the estate, a plan had slowly and painfully come together. The girls had argued fiercely around her silent, teary form as to who knew what was best. London was nearest and most
  approachable, Suzy had argued, for a girl whod never lived in a city before. Kelly had countered that what Cassie needed was a complete break from everything she knew, a baptism of fire to
  get her going with her new life, and that New York was just the city for her culture shock. Anouk believed that she was better suited to Pariss quieter sophistication, and she was already
  fluent in the language.


  They had argued all the way to the airport, no one able to edge ahead of anyone else because, in truth, nobody, not even Cassie, knew what kind of life she really ought to be living, much less
  where. In the end theyd hit on a compromise. Just as their mothers had implored them as toddlers, they were going to share.


  Share Cassie. She was to spend four months in each city, living with them in turn. She would stay at their apartments  Anouk and Suzy had guest bedrooms; Kelly had a truckle bed 
  not only because the shortest rental period would be for six months, which was too long, but also because she wouldnt be able to afford anything. Cassie had no money of her own, just a joint
  credit card which Gil could cut off at any time, and although she had inherited a modest trust after her fathers death, the girls were unanimous, in this at least, that she shouldnt
  touch it until she knew where she was going to settle. It was going to be months before the divorce settlement came through, but here again the girls could help. Both Kelly and Suzy ran their own
  businesses and could feasibly bring her in on a temporary basis. Anouk was self-employed as well, although her business was too niche to employ anyone without specialist training, but she promised
  to work on some of her contacts and get something lined up for Cassie when she arrived in the new year.


  So that was the plan  a city with a friend in it, a bed to sleep on and a temporary job. The girls would rebuild her from scratch, and each friend would get her turn to exercise her own
  influence. Cassie had agreed to give herself up to them completely, and had promised she wouldnt protest or refuse any of their ideas for her. After the years end, she would know
  which was the real Cassie and how she was going to live; her life would be up to her again, but she would be a new Cassie by then  confident, sexy, worldly and full of purpose.


  It was getting started that was going to be the hard part, and shed had to plead for a days grace between lives. The girls hadnt wanted to leave her alone for a minute, but
  Cassie had insisted that she needed a few hours to herself before this new chapter in her life began, and they had reluctantly booked her into a drab airport hotel room with a hard bed and a
  well-stocked minibar. Kelly had flown out that night, Anouk and Suzy had caught a train back to London together, and by midnight on the tenth anniversary of her wedding, Cassie was alone and
  sobbing where no one could see. And when the tears were still falling on the plane twelve hours later, she simply comforted herself that anonymity brings with it the shamelessness of being able to
  cry very loudly in public.


  She looked out through wet eyes at the famous skyscrapers closing around her, the big sky folding down into smaller parcels of blue as the plane prepared to land. She might as well be landing on
  the moon as in Manhattan, and she felt a cold chill of panic surf through her as reality bit.


  Cassie had left her husband and her home, her past and her future. Her life was in Kellys beautifully manicured hands now. She could only hope her friend had more idea of what to do with
  it than she had.


  The cab pulled away with a squeal, absorbed within seconds into the yellow stream travelling south down Lexington Avenue. Cassie looked down at the crumpled piece of paper in
  her hand, which she had been clutching more preciously than her passport. The pen had rubbed into her palms and she absent-mindedly wiped her puffy eyes with grubby hands. Apt 16, 119 East 63rd
  Street, between Lex and Park, 10022. It meant nothing to her. She could navigate her way over sixty-five thousand acres of grouse moor, but the Manhattan grid? Not a chance.


  She looked around at the crossroads and saw a sign saying East 53rd Street to her left. The buildings, all light stone and mid-height, were grimy to her eye, but Kelly had told her proudly that
  this  the Upper East Side  was Manhattans most prestigious district. Who was she to disagree? Shed spent the past ten years in bog.


  Ahead of her, awnings in bottle green, claret and navy were stretched taut like limbs towards the road, and doormen in caps and grey braided uniforms loitered upright near the revolving doors,
  occasionally stepping to the kerb to help elderly residents out of cabs and limos. She noticed that miniature dogs were carried around here like bags, no doubt to keep them from interfering with
  the eyes-dead-ahead pedestrian traffic which wove and swerved down the pavements in a perfectly synchronized dance.


  The buildings were all of rather stately bearing. She was pleased to see Kellys block had a new bright red awning  that would be easy to remember at least. The doorman 
  silver-haired and slim, probably in his fifties  greeted her as if hed been waiting for her specifically, although she hadnt missed the quick up-and-down hed given her
  as shed approached the building. She knew she looked a bedraggled mess. Her muck boots still had peat on them, and her ancient pink and grey Woolworths anorak which had always seemed so
  cheery in the Scottish rain now seemed garish and gauche.


  Taking her bags, the doorman held the doors open for her and she walked into a smart lobby with wood-panelled walls and a limestone floor. Everything was gleaming and polished, clean and new
   all the things she wasnt. The doorman handed her an envelope Kelly had left at the desk for her. There was a key inside and a note.


  Be sure to let me know if theres anything I can do to assist you, maam, he said, smiling at her as he pressed the floor number for her in the lift. Ask for
  Bill.


  Thanks, Cassie managed, hiccupping inelegantly and no doubt confirming his impression of her as down-at-heel.


  The highly polished doors eased shut on his polite smile and she unfolded the note:


  
    Welcome to New York! Make yourself at home.


    Ill be back by seven. K xx.

  


  Great, she thought, folding up the note and putting it in her jeans pocket as the doors opened on to a small landing. It was six-thirty now. Hopefully she would have just enough
  time for a shower and freshen-up  cheer-up, sober-up  before Kelly got back.


  Finding number 116, she opened the door  and gasped. The building was so imposing and grand downstairs. But up here? Her understairs cupboard at home was bigger than the entire flat! She
  walked into the hallway, which was tiny and square and demarcated only by a token mat that read I am not a doormat.


  You dont say, Kelly, she mumbled to herself.


  To the right was a bathroom, very metropolitan, with white brick tiles, a plastic shower curtain and glass shelves groaning beneath the weight of toiletries. Adjacent to it was a bedroom. She
  peered in. There was just enough room to walk around the white leather button-pocketed princess bed, which was covered with a mink-coloured waffle throw and so many plumped-up cushions they
  practically reached the footboard. A small grey and white gingham bedroom chair was covered with clothes, mainly black, and an entire wall was given over to shelving exclusively for shoes. Her
  mouth dropped as she took in the rows upon rows of them. It was like Gils gun room!


  Back down the hall, the sitting room was similar in size to the bedroom, with just enough room for a sofa and two armchairs  no TV, she noticed  and the in-out kitchenette was
  squeezed between the sleeping and living areas of the apartment like a room divider.


  Cassie stood looking at the pathetic kitchen. She had bigger towels. It was pristine, that was about the best thing she could say about it: two black gloss wall units and a single floor unit,
  all without a smudged fingerprint anywhere. There wasnt a grain of sugar or puff of flour or even a single crumb beneath the toaster because . . . she looked along the metre-long worktop
   there was no toaster.


  Okay, she knew Kelly wasnt big on wheat. It figured she wouldnt have a toaster. But the thought of forgoing her customary marmalade on toast first thing in the morning was enough
  to trigger a panic attack.


  In fact, it alerted her stomach to the past twenty-four hours liquid diet and, rummaging in her handbag, she unwrapped the chocolate muffin shed bought on the flight. As she
  munched nervously, her eyes began to tune in to another absence as well. Where was the kettle? She opened a wall cupboard  and found a towering pile of jeans. She opened the other one,
  already sensing that it would be too much to hope for cups, and, as she thought, found a jumble of bras and knickers inside.


  She looked down suspiciously at the oven, one hand on her hip. It was doll-sized, with only a single ring on the hob. It didnt seem likely that she was going to find the kettle in
  there.


  She heard a key in the lock just as she opened the oven door to discover stacks of colour-coded cashmere jumpers.


  . . . Obviously, she said wryly, turning round to greet Kelly and motioning towards her discovery. Although, if youre trying to get rid of moths, I hear its
  best to put them in the freezer.


  Kelly dumped her bags on the floor and gave her a bear hug. You made it! You actually made it!


  Cassie nodded, somewhat amazed herself. I guess I did.


  So what do you think, huh? Like it? she asked, taking the half-eaten muffin from Cassies hand. No carbs.


  Cassie watched as the muffin was dumped in the bin without further comment. Uh . . . its so . . . cosy.


  I know what youre thinking, Kelly called behind her as she marched towards the bedroom, wiping crumbs off her hands. She sat on the bed and took off her shoes, placing them
  tenderly on the shoe wall. Small. Not what youre used to. Cassie heard the sounds of zips and buckles clattering to the floor.


  Well, no, its certainly not . . . what Im used to, Cassie admitted. But its . . . charming.


  You say charming, but poky is what you mean, Kelly said, grinning as she came back out into the hall in a wheat-coloured cashmere all-in-one jumpsuit.


  Oh my God! Cassie cried. You look like one of Jennifer Lopezs babies!


  Kelly elbowed her, but she was giggling. Youll be begging for one of these once winter starts to bite! Just you wait.


  Oh yes, me in a Babygro! I can see it. Cassie giggled even harder. And I can see the face Gil would make if he saw me in it even more.


  Kelly considered the prospect for a moment and then she began to laugh even harder, setting Cassie off until both women were doubled over and leaning against the wall for support. Their ability
  to give each other the giggles had been legendary at school  earning them both numerous detentions  but Kelly stopped when she realized that Cassie was no longer crying with laughter
  but just crying. She put an arm round her and they slid down the wall together, Cassie resting her head on Kellys shoulder as she stroked her hair, just like they always had done when they
  were younger.


  They sat like that for a long time.


  Oh dear, thats not the start I was hoping for, Cassie sniffed finally. I was expecting to hold out for at least half an hour before the wailing hysterics took
  over.


  Well, its going to be like that for a while, Kelly said quietly. Its all got to come out somehow. How were you on the plane?


  Oh, utterly mortifying  louder than most of the toddlers. Youd have left by parachute.


  Dont doubt it, Kelly nodded, beginning to get up. Come on, lets run you a bath. You need to unwind. Ill pop out and get dinner while you
  soak.


  Oh no, Im fine. Ill come with you.


  Plus you stink, Kelly said, walking into the bathroom and opening the taps. There. Ive poured my favourite Jo Malone in for you. She pulled on a pair of
  knitted Uggs and a sleeveless puffa jacket. Put your pyjamas on after. Ill be back in a little while.


  The door clicked softly and Cassie climbed into the bath, letting the water fill up around her. She realized she hadnt showered or washed at the airport hotel. After drinking her way
  through the minibar, shed collapsed fully clothed on to the bed and on being woken by her pre-booked wake-up call had simply stood up, grabbed her bag and staggered out of the door to the
  departures terminal. She wiped an eyelid and a smudge of bronze shadow came off on her finger. God, she was still wearing the party  literally wearing the makeup, the body cream, the shock
  and horror of that night . . .


  Taking a deep breath, she slid below the surface of the perfumed bubbles, desperate for their cleansing, transformative effect. It meant she was being submerged in someone elses scent
   perfumed, sophisticated, unfamiliar  but that was okay. That was what she wanted. So long as she could be anything but herself.


  When Kelly got back, she was wearing a pair of green checked flannel pyjamas  an ancient pair of Gils, her warmest pair for cosying up in front of the fire on
  those long evenings alone when hed been working in Edinburgh during the week. A chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, which shed picked up at Duty Free, was sitting on the table in front
  of her, with two coloured water glasses beside it.


  You dont have any wine glasses, Cassie said as Kelly eyed the tumblers suspiciously.


  Thats because I dont drink wine, Kelly said, picking up the bottle and reading the label as if it were dry-cleaning instructions. Although Im going to
  have to make an exception tonight. This is an expensive bottle and it is your first night in Manhattan.


  Why dont you drink wine?


  Cass, the calories! That bottle adds up to the same as dinner, she said, holding up two steaming white paper bags which were slightly soggy at the bottom. We may as well eat
  twice! She smiled forgivingly. But it doesnt matter too much. Well be running it off in the morning.


  We will?


  Yup. Every morning. Central Park, seven a.m.


  Seven! Kell, Im not even breathing at that time of night.


  Kelly chuckled as she pulled the foil off the bottle. You always were a sleepyhead. Do you remember that time you slept through the alarm and you had to sit your Maths exam in your
  nightie?


  Cassie rolled her eyes. It was true. Shed never been a morning person.


  Kelly walked over to the bookcase on the far wall and took a couple of plates from on top. Cassie noticed for the first time that there were a few bowls and a glass full of cutlery there too. So
  that was where they were hiding. The kitchen cabinets were clearly an extended dressing room, completely devoid of culinary purpose.


  What are we having? Cassie asked, pouring them each a glass and handing one to Kelly, who was kneeling on the floor (no table or dining chairs either) and pulling tiny cardboard
  boxes out of the bags.


  Japanese. Youve had it before, right? Kelly asked, glancing up at her.


  Not especially. Chopsticks become lethal weapons in my hands.


  They become hair accessories in Anouks, Kelly replied. Did you ever see those antique jade ones she bought at Christies? She sighed.
  Stunning.


  Lets face it, she doesnt know any other way to be, Cassie said, looking down at her squashed thighs encased in the flannel pyjamas. Not a look Anouk would understand
   or want to. She oozed chic the way other people ooze blood. Privately, Cassie wondered what it was going to be like staying with her in Paris. It had been a long time since school, when
  theyd lived in each others pockets, arms permanently linked, heads thrown back in laughter as they roared at private jokes. She wondered whether Anouk would be able to tolerate her
  still-persisting need for sleep and food and bed-socks. Out of all of the girls, Anouks life seemed the most alien, most foreign, most removed from Cassies.


  Kelly, on the other hand, for her all hyperactivity and brusque manner, was a kitten beneath it all, with a big heart that she endeavoured to keep hidden  protected  from all but
  her most trusted friends. For Cassie hadnt been the only one to marry early. Not two years after Cassies marriage, Kelly had fallen hard for an insurance broker shed met on
  holiday in St Lucia, and theyd married four weeks later, only for him to do a disappearing act with her bank savings when the IRS came calling for $2 million in back taxes. She never saw him
  again, and his lies  on top of his disappearance  had had a devastating effect on Kelly. Hed been the first man shed ever loved and shed given herself to him
  completely; and although she had long since moved on and had plenty of romances, none had ever endured beyond six months. Something in her had changed  the trust, the childish belief in One
  True Love, had gone. She changed her men with her handbags, often going on two, even three dates a night. In fact, she told Cassie now, as she opened the boxes, she was having cocktails with one
  guy later, at eleven, when Cassie would be tucked up in bed, sleeping off the jet lag and hangover.


  The very notion of meeting a near-stranger for drinks in the middle of the night was as alien to Cassie as the unidentifiable parcels of seaweed wraps and raw fish that were passing for dinner
  in Kellys hands. But she knew she had to try to embrace it. This was what it was to be a New Yorker. She had to get with the programme.


  



  Chapter Two


  Twelve hours and sixteen minutes later, she was already lagging behind, wishing she was in Paris instead. They were running round the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir, and
  all Cassie could think about was getting back into her warm, soft truckle bed and lying in the recovery position. The training watch, which was attached to the heart-rate band beneath her bra, was
  bleeping and flashing red numbers at her, practically screaming at her to stop  something Kellys trainer Raoul was clearly never going to do.


  She did, and watched dismally as they began to pull away  again.


  Guys! Guys! she panted, bending forwards so that her head was practically on her knees. You go ahead! she gasped, waving them on.


  Kelly rounded back, jogging on the spot, a vision of perpetual energy in her silver and blue running kit. Dont be ridiculous, well wait, she smiled, looking over at
  Raoul, who apparently whipped all the top catwalk models into shape and was looking distinctly underwhelmed by Cassies geriatric attempts.


  Kell, youve been running for quarter of an hour now and your body isnt even aware its moving yet! Cassie wheezed, tottering over to the nearest park
  bench. She began greedily drinking her water like a bottle-fed calf. Youre doing the marathon in two months, for heavens sake. Youre hardly going to keep to your
  training schedule if you have to keep waiting for me to catch up. Honestly, Im fine. You go on.


  Kelly looked unconvinced. But how will you get back?


  I wont. I wont move from here. You can collect me on your way back. She sighed feebly. I might just have recovered by then.


  Im not sure.


  Please . . . just go? Cassie pleaded, using her arms to lift her legs on to the bench and then turning so that she could lie out flat. Ill be fine . . . Oh God, that
  feels good!


  Tch! First morning in Manhattan and youre already sleeping on a bench in Central Park.


  Just keeping it real, Cassie said, closing her eyes and dropping an arm languidly across her face. The sun was bright already in the cloudless sky, although the September air was
  cool and some of the leaves had just started to turn, the incipient yellow tint spreading through the tree canopies like a fever.


  Well, Ill be back for you. Dont move from here, Kelly said, her voice beginning to fade as she jogged back to Raoul.


  Wouldnt dream of it, Cassie mumbled, mainly to herself. Her heart was still galloping like a Grand National winner, and she could already feel the telltale heaviness in her
  muscles. Tomorrow was going to suck.


  All around her, she could hear New York waking up. The drone of traffic on the periphery of the park was becoming as constant as waves, and stalls selling bagels, hot dogs and pretzels were
  setting up. The smell of frying onions drifted over and Cassie sniffed like a Bisto kid, feeling her own hunger begin to awaken, though it would do her no good to get an appetite going 
  Kelly had decreed she should go without carbs whilst she was here and cut back on red meat. For someone whod never dieted in her life and was used to eating what she liked whenever she was
  hungry (which admittedly wasnt usually between meals), the very idea of restriction and prescription tasted bitter.


  The Japanese food had been delicious last night  Kelly had laughingly found some cutlery for her when Cassie had ably demonstrated her tae kwan do skills with the chopsticks  but
  that was because it was freshly made with high-quality ingredients. Shed have said the same of spaghetti aglio e olio, or roast beef with Yorkshire puddings and hot horseradish sauce. Just
  buy quality, cook simply, eat in moderation. That had always been her mantra.


  Then again, she thought, as her body wheezed and ached after the few paltry minutes of exercise, it wasnt as if she was a paragon of physical beauty. Sure, she was slim, but she had no
  muscles, and what she did have was soft and untoned. Shed nearly fallen over when Kelly had padded round the apartment in her underwear, showing a stomach that was so defined Cassie would
  have been able to do brass rubbings on it. Absently, Cassie prodded her own tummy. It yielded without resistance. It wasnt fat, just spongy. Neglected. Unloved. Unworked.


  With a burst of resolve, she swung her legs round off the bench  and straight into a runner (he was going way too fast to be called a jogger). It was like sticking a spike into a spinning
  wheel  there was an almighty clatter as he flew through the air, landing badly on a bin before slumping to the ground.


  Oh my God!! Cassie cried, running over to him. The man was lying face down, his chest pushed away from the ground slightly in a half push-up as he tried to catch his breath. There
  was an arrow of sweat between his shoulder blades and his dark blond hair was damp. She could see his knees were bleeding.


  Cassie crouched down. Oh-my-God-Im-so-sorry, she gabbled. I didnt see you coming.


  No shit, Sherlock, he muttered, rolling himself over into a sitting position and pulling up his shirt. Cassie rocked back on her heels at the sudden sight of this strangers
  torso  so tanned and muscled compared with Gils anaemic, hairless chest, like chicken flesh, and every bit as soft as her own. Her eyes followed the wriggle of hair that stretched
  from his waistband up to his chest, and saw there a faint purple bruise  in the shape of a New York City bin  imprinting itself and gathering colour like a teenage blush.


  Thats my fault, she gulped, pointing at it.


  Yes, it is, the man said, dropping his shirt and looking at her for the first time with cold eyes. What the hell were you think Cassie!


  Cassie stepped back in surprise. Henry!


  I dont believe it! he bellowed, his grumpiness forgotten. What are you doing here? Apart from taking out passing strangers.


  Cassie laughed and helped him stand up. Oh, you know . . . she began, then suddenly faltered. It was the first time anyone had asked her that since the party. The first time anyone
  who knew her and Gil had asked her that . . . and she wasnt prepared for it. To all the other nineteen million strangers in New York, shed be able to say she had just moved here, that
  she was starting a new job, living with a friend. But Henry knew her. He knew Gil. Hed been there when shed met him. Hed kissed her the night shed met him . .
  .


  I . . . I . . . She looked up at him helplessly, completely unable to shake off the paralysis that wouldnt let her say the words.


  Henry stared at her, concern mounting. She could see him reading her panic. Is Gil here?


  Cassie shook her head, and she didnt need to say anything else. As the tears started to fall, he enveloped her in his arms so that New York receded and she was back in a place of safety,
  back in her past  a past that preceded Gil. Im so sorry, she heard him say, the words rumbling and deep in her ear, which was pressed against his chest.


  Sorry, sorry, she sniffed finally. Its all very fresh still. She pulled back to look up at him properly. The last time shed seen him 
  Suzys little brother  hed been eighteen with a bad haircut and at the end of some vicious growth spurts that had seen him grow twelve inches in two years. Knocking six foot
  four, he wasnt so little now. There had been little indication back then of the imposing man standing before her now  athletic, with a shaggy haircut that stopped just above his
  lashes, and bright blue eyes so inquisitive and keen. She had always got the impression that he saw so much more than other people. If hed been a superhero, his power would have been X-ray
  vision. Hers would have been invisibility.


  Have you seen Kelly? he asked.


  Yes. In fact, Im staying with her for the next few months, just till I . . . you know, get back on my feet.


  Sure . . . Shes a good friend.


  Im so lucky to have her. I dont know what Id do . . . Her voice cracked and she stopped, biting her lip hard. She had to get a grip. Im sorry . .
  . exercise unhinges me.


  He laughed.


  So what are you doing here? Do you live in Manhattan now? she asked. Better to be the one asking the questions.


  No. No. The citys not my thing.


  I remember, she said, smiling, feeling safe as her thoughts were cast back to her past again. Her abiding memory of him was of shinning up and down trees. Trees.


  He nodded. And ice.


  Ice?


  And jungles.


  Jungles?


  And mountains.


  Mountains?


  And the bottom of the sea on occasion, too.


  Jesus! Exactly what is it that you do, Henry?


  Well, theres not technically a job title for it, but Im basically a freelance explorer. I guess you could say Im a botanical bounty hunter.


  A what?! Shed been expecting banker or accountant or something.


  I go looking for rare specimens in the most inaccessible places in the world  so the Amazon, the Arctic cap, up in the Andes . . . that kind of thing. He shrugged.


  Cassie stared at him. Why?


  Sometimes for rich collectors, but pioneering research mainly. All kinds of industries hire me  beauty, oil, car manufacturing. A lot of scientists believe that there are remedies
  in plants and flowers, not just for health benefits, but for other things as well.


  But cars?


  Sure. Theyre looking for ways to run cars without tapping into the existing fuel supplies, so theyre investigating whether algae could be developed as a biofuel, for
  example. And now, with the Arctic cap melting, its not just shipping routes that are opening up. Were discovering previously unknown plants that have been protected by the snow and
  ice and which were once inaccessible to man.


  How do you even become a . . . a . . . one of those?


  He gave a small shrug. Ive got BScs in Biology and Marine Biology, and a Masters in Zoology.


  Thats a lot of ologies. And so youve  what? Basically been all over the world? The very top, very bottom and all around?


  Pretty much. Saw more of Borneo than I wanted to when I discovered a new species of giant slipper orchid and got chased through the jungle by Abu Sayyaf bandits.


  Oh my God! she cried, appalled. Were you okay?


  He held his arms out and looked down at himself. As you can see, a happy ending.


  I bet you havent been to the North Pole, though, she teased.


  Sure. Ive been there three times and the South once. I was on the expedition where they discovered the lost world in the Dry Valleys. Fourteen million years old. Can you
  believe it? He shook his head in amazement.


  Not really. Your poor mother!


  Henry chuckled, baffled by her response. His mother wasnt what most women thought of when he told them he battled the harshest conditions on earth as a living. The alpha-hunter
  image tended to have a devastating effect on women. My mother?


  Cassie slapped a hand across her heart in pity. She must never sleep for worrying that youre going to be mauled by polar bears or shot by pirates


  Or be used as a skittle by speeding penguins, he quipped.


  Dont joke! It all sounds so dangerous, she chided.


  Sos crossing the road in this city, he said.


  Its not the same thing. There must be peril at every turn  disease, hypothermia, even just getting lost . . .


  We navigate by GPS. Its all done by satellite now.


  Well, what if the satellite, I dont know, stops working?


  Like it runs out of batteries? He laughed. You worry too much, Cass. But thanks for the optimism. Maybe you could be the mascot on our next expedition!


  Youre going away again?


  Next year. Thats why Im here, actually. Trying to drum up sponsorship. Ive been invited to join an Arctic Biodiversity Assessment for two months next
  spring.


  She shook her head, aghast. Why has Suzy never mentioned any of this to me?


  Why would she? I dont suppose I feature much in your conversations, he said, laughing lightly. Although Im sure theyre all the poorer for it.


  Cassie shook her head, trying to absorb the scope of his world. His horizons, his adventures, his memories were literally global.


  Wow. And to think I thought it was a big deal coming here.


  Your first time? he asked.


  My first time anywhere. I havent even crossed the border into England since Gil and I got . . . married.


  There was an awkward silence as Cassie attempted to sustain the impression of someone who was absolutely fine.


  Henry rescued them both. Well then, seeing as this is your first time here, I hope youve drawn up your list, he said, changing tack.


  List? she repeated blankly.


  Yes. You know, the one you have to draw up every time you go somewhere new, of all the things youre going to do, places youre going to see. A bit like the Things to
  Do Before You Die list, but less ambitious. You dont need to bungee jump off Trump Towers, for example.


  Cassie giggled. So you mean like having tea at the Waldorf  that kind of thing?


  Precisely. Something that gives you the New York experience. He folded his arms, waiting to hear about her planned cultural adventure.


  Hmmmmm. Cassie pursed her lips and thought. And thought. And thought. And slowly began to panic. Ummmmm . . . Hmmm . . . Yes, tricky.


  And it was. She wasnt here as a tourist or an executive. She was a refugee. On the run. She was here because her friend had taken her in, and of all the options open to her, it had been
  as far away from Gil and Wiz as she had been able to get. Drawing up a list and getting the lowdown on the Big Apple wasnt flashing up on her radar yet. Hell, shed been here less than
  a day.


  Okay, I get the picture, Henry chuckled. Tell you what, Ill write it for you. Im an expert at these things, even if I do say so myself. I draw one up for every
  place I go to.


  You do? Of course he did, she instantly chided herself. As one of the last true explorers of the world, he probably managed to turn even a weekend city break into a great
  odyssey.


  Sure.


  The sound of springy feet slapping the pavement like Riverdancers made her turn. Kelly and Raoul were back from their light run.


  Hey! Kelly beamed, spotting Henry, then his bleeding knees. Ooh. What happened? Some nutter?


  Yeah, Henry laughed.


  Cassie rolled her eyes. Ha-ha.


  Kelly looked between the two of them. It was clear that Cassie had been crying again. She walked over and linked arms casually with her, giving her a little squeeze.


  How long are you here for? Kelly asked him.


  Just a couple of days. Im in with Breitling next week. Thanks so much for putting a word in for me, by the way.


  Kelly shrugged. Hey, whatre big sisters for, right, Cass? Technically, he was Suzys little brother  only by eighteen months, although that was like the
  distance between the earth and the moon when they were children  but as theyd all grown up like sisters, they all regarded Henry as their own little brother.


  Breitlings one of my clients, Kelly explained to Cassie. I suggested they talk to Henry, given that National Geographic have given the go-ahead on the documentary
  now. Its a good branding exercise for them  after all, extreme conditions are their USP. And with the boy looking like that  she reached up and patted his cheeks like a
  doting mother  whats not to love? Ill see if I can muscle in on the meeting too, she said, winking at him.


  Cassie smiled, nodding. Wow. Television as well. His star was rising  she could see it, almost like a vapour trail. It was hard to remember him as the little brother theyd forced
  to be their baby when they played Mummies and Daddies, and who theyd performed mock surgeries on when they played Doctors. And  oh God, she remembered now  theyd all
  paid him fifty pence to let them practise kissing on him (not Suzy, of course  the thought grossed her out), which, given his rigid terror, meant they graduated on to boys their own age with
  all the technique of having snogged windows.


  Poor man. It was a wonder he seemed so normal.


  Well, we must get together before you go, Kelly said, lunging into some elastic stretches. Tomorrow night?


  Sounds good.


  Ill put our names on the door at the usual, shall I?


  Great. He smiled at Cassie. Youll like it, he reassured her.


  Okay, she said, smiling back.


  Is Lacey with you? Kelly asked.


  Yes, she is.


  Great. Then itll be the four of us.


  He nodded. Yes.


  Whos Lacey? Cassie asked, looking between Henry and Kelly.


  Henrys fiance.


  Oh! She looked back at him. Congratulations, Henry.


  Thanks.


  Whens the wedding?


  Next summer. After I get back.


  Great. Great. Thats great, she nodded.


  Well, Id better go. Im in a rush  as you probably saw from the comfort of the bench, he chuckled.


  She went to smack him on the arm, but he dodged out of the way, laughing, already out of reach.


  



  Chapter Three


  Why wont you tell me where were going?


  Because its classified. Todays itinerary is on a strictly need-to-know basis.


  But I do need to know.


  No you dont, Kelly said, striding ahead with her arm out. A cab screeched to a halt beside her. Get in, she commanded.


  Cassie sighed and slid along the seat.


  222 Broome, between Lafayette and Broadway, she said to the driver. And dont take Park. Theyre still digging up around East 14th and traffics a
  bitch.


  Cassie cupped her chin in her hand and looked out through the foggy window that looked like it had been cleaned with milk. Eww. She moved her face a little further away and made a mental note to
  put a pack of antibacterial wipes in her bag  her new bag. She reached down to her lap and stroked the green ostrich skin and the large hooped bamboo handles of the bag Kelly had given her
  after dinner last night. She had negotiated it for her from her new client, Maddy Foxton, and Cassies insistence upon paying had died away instantly when Kelly had told her
  what it cost.


  So, how did your date go last night? she asked, turning to Kelly, who was frantically checking texts. As soon as theyd left the apartment, she was back in Manhattan mode and
  the Kelly of yesteryear would now be held on ice till they were alone again. Apparently, Fashion Week was in a couple of weeks time and this was one of the twin peaks of the New York social
  calendar. Everything was needed now! and yesterday! and Kelly had been glued to the phone the second theyd got back from their run, barking orders and taking them in turn. But
  even with emergency demands bearing down on her from all sides, the appointments shed made for Cassies Manhattan makeover were still mandatory. Supposedly the need for
  it was that urgent.


  Until landing here, Cassie had thought she looked all right. Not amazing. Not like a model or actress or socialite with long legs and twiglet arms. But she was slim, with lovely
  breasts, Gil had always said (although clearly hed said a lot of things that were lies), elegant hands and thick autumn blonde hair that fell down the middle of her back in
  rope-like twists. But as she looked out of the window at the ultra-blonded, tweezered, blow-dried women getting into limos and cabs, she knew she just looked plain, dishevelled . . . a mess.


  Tch not well, I left after ten minutes.


  Ten minutes! But Kelly, thats so rude. He must have been so offended.


  Kelly stopped texting and looked at her. Cassie could see the pity in her eyes. Sweetie, if theres one thing youre going to have to learn out here, its that you
  cant go around worrying about what other people think.


  But . . . But . . . doesnt that just make you . . . She hesitated. Obnoxious?


  Kelly raised a threaded eyebrow. It makes you efficient, Cassie. Nobodys got time to waste chatting inanely to someone they clearly have nothing in common with. She
  shrugged. He knew the score. I imagine he was grateful not to squander the rest of his night too. Were all busy.


  Cassie shook her head and looked back out of the window. Miles of plate-glass windows stretched ahead of her, all immaculately polished, with artfully positioned mannequins behind them toting
  jewel-coloured dresses or preppy trench coats and slacks, or glittering watches or feathered hats, or plush furs, or . . . the reflections further along became too dazzling to see through, and she
  watched instead the reflected workmen holding up the traffic ahead.


  It was nice bumping into Henry earlier, Kelly murmured in a softer tone.


  Yes, it was such a surprise. Its been so long since we last saw each other. Over ten years, I think.


  He must look pretty different from when you last him, huh?


  Cassie smiled. He certainly does. Hes going to draw me up a list of things to do out here. I cant wait to see what hes going to put on it, she said, shrugging
  her shoulders excitedly. I got the impression he knows this place pretty well.


  Yeah. Hes pretty . . . she searched for the word . . . worldly. A lot of the companies who sponsor his sort of gig are based out here, Kelly said, texting
  again. I see him from time to time.


  I like the idea of a list. Itll be good, I think  you know, give me a focus.


  Oh, dont you worry about that, Kelly said, patting her leg. Bebe Washington will give you focus when you step through the door tomorrow. Trust me! Theres
  nothing like two weeks till showtime to show you what focus looks like.


  A look of terror washed over Cassies face as she wondered for the millionth time what she was letting herself in for. It was one thing Kelly putting her up out here  but giving her
  a job too? Hell, not even giving her one, making one up. Cassie didnt have a scratch of experience in any industry. Shed been married since the age of twenty  had
  dropped out of her Sociology degree at Bristol in the process  and all shed done since then was manage the estate and the shooting season. Which wasnt to say it didnt
  have its organizational demands, but it didnt carry over well on a CV. Kelly knew as well as Cassie did that no one would give her a second look. They were both of them going to have to wing
  it.


  But Cassie was worried. Kellys company, Hartford Communications, was one of the most prestigious fashion PR firms in Manhattan. She had Bebe Washington (womenswear), Maddy Foxton
  (accessories), Breitling (watches), Paloma Morriss (shoes) and Dilly (jewellery) on her books. She kept a tight ship, never doubling up on the categories, so that each account benefited from her
  sole attention on their brand in their market. And it worked. She had been known to move fledgling or struggling brands into profitability within six months, and revive ailing brands by placing
  them with the right personalities and starting underground word-of-mouth campaigns that got everyone salivating. As a result, she could charge whatever fees she liked. She had become
  a one-stop shop for each market, and she was the envy of every other fashion PR on the East Coast, who struggled to juggle and place their competing accounts. Rumour had been rife in the industry
  that when the accessories slot came up (the predecessor Tilbury having been bought and amalgamated into the Richemont stable, thereby reluctantly bringing their PR in-house), there had been no
  fewer than thirty-six pitches, and that Kelly had interviewed them all individually. Maddy Foxton had been an outsider for the position, but her hand-dyed leathers in jewel colours and traditional
  artisans techniques had impressed Kelly. With her patronage, Maddy Foxton was now on the cusp of becoming a sensation.


  All of which was great for Kelly, but none of which soothed Cassies nerves.


  Here, youre going to need one of these, by the way, Kelly said, opening a small enamel pill box and handing her two white tablets.


  Cassie gasped. Kelly!!


  Kelly dropped her shoulders and shook her head. Theyre ibuprofen tablets, Cassie! Painkillers. Just here, driver, she commanded, tipping the tablets into Cassies
  hand.


  And why would I need those? Im not having a tattoo or anything like that, Kell. I dont care if theyre in.


  In? Kelly echoed, wrinkling her nose and teasing her. Did you really just say that?


  Kelly paid the driver, held the door open for her and, linking her arm around Cassies elbow, led her towards an industrial-looking building. Weve already had this
  conversation  remember? Need-to-know only, Kelly said, patting her arm soothingly. Look, Im one of your oldest friends in the world, Cass. Everything Im doing is
  in your best interests. She pushed the door open with her bottom as her BlackBerry beeped again. Just trust me.


  Where are we?


  The only place that justifies travelling south of 57th, Kelly said, draping herself over a granite reception desk like a lounge singer. Hey, Trudie. Bas ready for
  us?


  Oh yeah, the receptionist nodded. He cleared his morning for you.


  Cassie felt the panic mount. What the hell was going to happen to her here?


  Come this way, Trudie smiled. She handed Cassie a black wraparound cover-up and led her across a polished walnut floor. Everywhere Cassie looked, she could see women with foils,
  towels, dryers on their heads. So far, so conventional.


  Then she saw him. The man Kelly had run over to and was hugging like a long-lost friend.


  Cassie, this is Sebastien. Bas, Kelly said, taking a deep breath. This is Cassie. The way she said it suggested that her unveiling of Cassie was a
  momentous event.


  Hi, Cassie said quietly. She was appalled. Rail-thin, six foot three and covered in acne scars, all she could think of as she looked at him was deep-fried Ryvita. Shed never
  seen someone so overly tanned. The man had clearly sailed past mahogany without stopping.


  But that wasnt the worst of it. The way he was looking at her, it was as if she was the one who needed saving.


  He narrowed his eyes. Hmmmm. Sit down, he said imperiously.


  She slid into the chair and he swung her round to face him. Carefully, he pinched a strand of hair disdainfully between two fingers. It was true she hadnt washed it since the party, and
  what with jet lag, an international flight, heartbreak and a near heart attack on the run this morning (Kelly had used up all the hot water in the shower, so it wasnt as if shed been
  able to wash it even then), she knew her hair wasnt looking at its best. Cassie watched Bas and Kelly scrutinize her hair intently, and her mouth began to dry up. It all seemed terribly
  serious and suddenly very important that he should be able to help.


  When was this last coloured? he asked, peering closely at the strands. It must have been years, he murmured.


  Actually, Ive never coloured my hair, she said. It had always been a point of pride for her to have remained naturally blonde for so long, though her mother kept telling her
  that would change when she had children.


  Bas dropped the hair in fright, his eyes roaming her face and taking in the aeroplane clothes, unwaxed eyebrows, unmanicured nails . . . if he only knew what was going on under her jeans.


  Youre not from here, are you? he said sympathetically.


  Cassie shook her head. Wasnt it obvious? Little green men from Mars would do a better job of blending in than she would, it seemed.


  Kelly checked her watch. Are we good? You can do something?


  Bas paused dramatically and then nodded. Yes. I can do something, he said with intensity, as though he was going to perform life-saving surgery.


  Youre a king! Ill come back in two. She kissed Cassie on the cheek and squeezed her shoulders reassuringly.


  Make it three! he called after her.


  Cassie shrank into the chair a little deeper as Kelly skittered out, straight back into a cab.


  Soooooo, he exhaled. What kind of blonde were you thinking of?


  Just the usual, I guess, she shrugged.


  He looked at her. What does that mean?


  You know, kind of yellowish?


  Kind of yellowish? he echoed, shaking his head. Oh boy, this is worse than I . . . He blew out his cheeks and started at the beginning. My standard
  colours are butter, baby, champagne, flax, vanilla, platinum, canary diamond, honey, clotted cream. I never do ash. And thats just for base block. If you say chardonnay, Ill
  ask oaked? If you say honey, Ill ask New Zealand, Clover or Manuka? Capiche?


  There was a long silence as Cassie tried to visualize the different tones. She dropped her face into her hands.


  Oh God. And I asked for yellow, she cringed. She peered at him through her fingers. Im your worst nightmare, arent I?


  He stared at her, assessing her intently.


  Actually, he said, brightening up and spinning her chair back to face the mirror. Youre my dream come true. Its women like you who allow me to show everyone
  exactly what I can do. He picked up her hair in his hands and this time let it fall like water through his fingers. And I know exactly what to do with you!


  Four hours later, she was lying on her back  knees out, feet together  like a woman having a smear test. Except this is so much worse. Much, much
  worse, she thought as she struggled to keep the little scrap of tissue paper in place.


  Kelly was in the next cubicle. Not room, cubicle. It had been like walking into a World War Two field hospital when theyd got to the top of the stairs and rounded the corner. Line upon
  line of six-foot cloth screens separated one client from the next, sparing them the indignity of watching each other being plucked and waxed, but not sparing them the sound. Some women
  werent entirely successful at stifling the small yelp that burst out when the hot wax was ripped off  unlike Kelly, who was no doubt still texting  and Cassie was getting more
  tense by the second.


  So what did she say when you told her you just kept applying over the old coats? Kelly asked from the other side of the screen.


  She nearly threw up, Cassie mumbled. I felt like Id just told her I eat babies or something.


  Kelly burst out laughing, interrupting the sound of ripping and yelping coming from the rest of the room.


  Then, when she got the colour off, she said my nails looked like rhino horn.


  Kelly laughed even harder. Well, if youre not going to use base coat . . . she managed, before descending into another fit of the giggles. Anyway, they look great
  now. She does the best French polish in the city. Thats why shes so in demand.


  Yeah, well, dont be surprised if she suddenly moves to LA on the grounds of ill-health, thats all Im saying.


  The woman whod ordered her to strip came back into cubicle. Okay, lets see what weve got here, she murmured, whipping away the strategically placed scrap of
  tissue paper and leaving Cassie with even less dignity than the pedicurist had. Hmmm, Ill need to trim, she said, turning for the scissors.


  Trim? Shed already lost half the hair on her head today. She must have lost two pounds already.


  Here, have a look at this whilst I get you prepped. Prepped? Oh God. She actually was going to go into theatre  on painkillers!


  The woman handed Cassie a laminated card printed with various different shapes. Cassie squinted at it. What was it  a sight test? Plane safety card? Tattoos? Shape recognition for
  toddlers? She turned it over. It was blank on the other side. You mean you want me to choose one?


  Uh-huh, the woman muttered as she clipped away.


  Cassie studied the card furiously, trying to distract herself from the fact that this stranger  this nameless Brazilian woman  now knew her more intimately than any other person on
  earth  former husband included. Hed never been particularly up for going down there.


  Hearts, oblongs, rhomboids, stripes, stars, leaves swam before her eyes. Was that a dollar sign? For the second time today, she was faced with making a decision about something shed never
  considered in her life before but which now required an instant opinion from her.


  She sighed. What did it really matter anyway? No one was going to see it, and as decisions went  well, it was hardly up there with leaving her husband and country, was it? And
  wasnt everything she was doing today part of showing that she was learning to live with the consequences of her departure  showing that she was surviving, moving on, growing up,
  evolving?


  Heart, she smiled bravely as the woman put the scissors away and reached for the warm wax. She had a pretty good idea that she was going to walk out of here looking even more
  stunned than when shed walked in.


  You never told me that was what theyd do! Cassie hissed as they got out of the cab and Bill rushed to open the doors for them.


  Well, of course not, Kelly soothed. No one would ever go if they knew. Its like having kids or something. If you knew how bad it was beforehand . . . tch, it would be
  the end of the human race in fifty years. She paid the driver. But it feels nice, doesnt it? Clean? Thanks, Bill.


  No, it doesnt, Cassie grumbled. Thanks, Bill. She was still feeling violated. She thought she might be in shock. She felt like she did the morning after
  shed lost her virginity to Gil  that everybody must know! It makes me feel damp. I used three times more loo roll when I went to the loo. At the very least its bad for
  the environment.


  They stepped into the lift and the aroma of Thai vegetables wafting from their bags instantly filled the tiny space. Kelly looked at her, shaking her head. I have never heard that
  argument before. And absolutely everyone I know has Brazilians.


  They cant do, Cassie protested. The idea that there was an entire movement of women out here, that this was the norm men were presented with, was beyond
  belief.


  Kelly shrugged as they got to her floor and the doors opened. Well, I think its all been worth it. You look divine. I can hardly believe youre the same person who collapsed
  on a park bench this morning and mugged Henry Sallyford.


  I did not mug him.


  Are you going to try those clothes on when we get in? Kelly asked, opening her door. I cant wait to see that ruby dress again.


  It doesnt fit.


  Only a little bit. And remember, it is a sample size. Its officially teeny. But a few more days of running and youll be in it, no problems.


  It would look a whole lot better on you.


  Well, we can share it, Kelly said, a brief look of relief crossing her face as she took off her heeled boots and padded up the hallway to put on her Babygro.


  



  Chapter Four


  Who the hell ordered this? resounded the voice again. Cassie felt herself flinch and freeze. I cant work with this! I ordered Duchesse lace, not
  Guipure. I cant possibly trim the fucking dress with that! I may as well use fricking carpet!


  Cassie slid her eyes  the only things she dared move  over to Kelly, who was staring solemnly at the open box of offending lace. From the look on her face, it appeared that this
  was a catastrophe.


  There had already been a few this morning. First off, the make-up artist who was supposed to be coming in today to run through his test look for the upcoming show had been stranded
  after Krakatau erupted whilst he was in Indonesia for a magazine shoot, and not only did his people not know when hed be able to get back, but despite Cassie having gone
  through the three-page-long list Kelly had hurriedly given her, every other make-up artist of international rank was now booked. Twenty minutes later, the supermodel who was supposed to be closing
  the show and walking out with Bebe for her lap of honour reneged on her booking option because some photographer called Mario Testino was in town and he wanted her for his new
  project. Bebe had actually screamed when Cassie had relayed that message. And although the shoes had all arrived, after a three-week delay whilst the factory in Naples shut down for the summer,
  sadly only the left feet had been sent. And now, well, now the dresses were going to have to be trimmed with carpet.


  Cassie chewed on her lip furiously whilst she waited for the next set of orders to be shouted out. It was her first day in her new job. When Kelly had introduced her to Bebe  tall,
  broad-boned with a crpey bosom, deep, rasping voice and the nearest Cassie had ever seen to a man in drag  she had called Cassie her new Senior Account Executive. Cassie had gulped at
  the insinuation of experience her title carried and waited with dread for the barrage of questions about her fictional CV, but Bebe had merely looked her up and down and nodded her head
  approvingly. Her makeover, she realized, had been her interview  now she blended correctly into the Manhattan fashionscape. She had quickly cottoned on that although she knew nothing about
  PR and even less about fashion, all her job required her to do was keep Bebe happy. And right now, Bebe wasnt happy.


  You know, Kelly said slowly, picking up a wheel of thick black lace, I quite like it. Its got that . . . fifties Sicilian thing going on.


  Sicilian? Bebe howled. Sicilian? How can I possibly work Sicilian into my theme, Kelly? You of all people should know this entire collection is based on a
  turn-of-the-century Dagestani teenage bride who escapes over the Caucasus mountains into Europe and ends up as the toast of Paris. Every item of clothing tells her story. I mean, just look at the
  embroidery. I practically had to genetically engineer people with small enough hands to work that scale. Fricking labour laws! Why they couldnt just let me get in some kids . . . she
  muttered under her breath. She planted her hands on her hips and shook her head. No. I simply cannot detour through Sicily. There are only twelve days to go and I havent the time to
  go that far south.


  Bee, call on line one for you, said an assistant in an impressively unwavering voice.


  Tell them to call back, Bebe snapped.


  Its Fiona. She wants a quote for the teaser to the show.


  Bebe crossed the room in a flash. Fee . . . she purred huskily, taking the phone into her office.


  Whos Fiona? Cassie whispered as Kelly quickly brown-taped the box. It was important to know who could turn Bebes mood around so quickly.


  Fiona Millar, Kelly said distractedly. Fashion critic. Real heavyweight. Her words determine whether the buyers buy.


  Cassie nodded, memorizing the name.


  Which reminds me, dont let me forget to give you a list and photos of all the front row. You need to know whos who. Its vital to the success of the show.


  Why?


  Because they all hate each other, she said, as though it was obvious. If theres a feud going on, they have to be seated at least three chairs away from each other,
  and they cant sit there waiting for more than ten minutes. Its too volatile if ones getting more paparazzi attention than the other. But if one goes, they all go, and
  thats death, she said, drawing a hand over her throat.


  Gosh, Cassie mumbled, amazed that feelings ran so high at a mere fashion show. Her tummy rumbled loudly and she smacked a hand over it. Whooops, she said, smiling
  sheepishly. Im starved. Is it nearly lunchtime yet? We could go and get a sandwich, maybe?


  Kelly looked at her as she tossed the box of lace towards a junior, instructed her to send it back, and picked up her bag. Tell Bee Ill be back later, she said to the
  black-clad serf. Ive told you, Cass, no carbs, and little and often. Theres no time for lunch. Wheres the box of seeds I gave you? Surely you havent
  finished them already?


  Cassie shook her head and decided to keep quiet about the fact that shed finished them while Kelly was still in the bathroom getting ready.


  Good. Now, come on. Weve got to get across town to Maddy Foxton. Shes doing the accessories for the Oscar show


  Oooh, I didnt know the Oscars were on, Cassie interrupted excitedly. Will we get to go?


  No, Kelly said, her heels click-clacking down the stairs. Because they happen in LA and not till after Christmas. Im talking about Oscar de la Renta  one of
  the most venerable names in New York fashion.


  Cassie had never heard of him. Oh.


  So weve got to get some shots of those and a press release ready before they go over to Oscars . . . They burst out of the building and started stalking down Seventh
  Avenue. Well, Kelly stalked. Cassie kind of clattered after her, trying to get to grips with speed-walking in heels.


  Then were expected at the Harpers offices to discuss their Christmas offer. Ive got a meeting with Paloma Morriss at four  shes previewing her new heel
  shape. Wed better show our faces back with Bebe after that, make sure shes not threatening to jump  or push! After that, were pretty free. Ive booked us both a
  kick-boxing session for six. Just wait until you see what it can do to your thighs.


  Oh good, Cassie panted, the sounds of her wheezing and the midtown traffic drowning out her disgruntled tummy. She briefly wondered whether Kelly had learnt how to do circular
  breathing, being able to walk and talk that fast at the same time.


  And then we can go home? She was practically hallucinating about sofas.


  Yeah, I thought you might need a rest. Kelly smiled as she looked at her. So Ive got La Cornue delivering dinner at eight, and then when youve recharged,
  were hooking up with Henry and hitting Mischka later on.


  Whats Mischka?


  Hot new club off Madison. Youll love it.


  This place is the nuts! Kelly shouted to no one in particular as she expertly wove her way through the crowd from the bar, holding their drinks aloft. Cassie had
  been trying to keep up, but seemed to be permanently three people adrift and had had to stand with her arms pinned to her sides in the middle of a group of telecom salesgirls from Brooklyn on a hen
  party. Not that moving freely was much of an option. She was shoe-horned into a black dress with bondage straps criss-crossing her hips and, being bought from a sample sale, it was still far too
  small.


  Come over here, Kelly laughed, handing her a tall, suspiciously pink drink.


  What is it?


  Delicious! Kelly said, winking. Cheers!


  They had been dancing for over an hour already  Cassie swaying like a potted palm to minimize foot movement in her vertiginous spike boots  and she had a raging thirst. She emptied
  the top third of the drink in a single gulp, surveying the frenzy around her with apprehensive eyes. Shed never been around so many white teeth and sharp shoulders in her life. Back home she
  had socialized among plus fours, gentle tweeds and melodic burrs that soothed like birdsong. Here, people kept talking about collateralized debt obligations and leverage
  ratios. What did it all mean?


  They wont bite, you know, Kelly said, leaning towards Cassie as she apologetically moved herself left, then right, then left again to get out of other peoples way.
  Kelly took her by the elbow and made her stand on one spot.


  Let them go round you, she said kindly. Theyre the ones moving.


  Cassie nodded uncertainly. There must be well over three hundred people in here, all wearing the same intense expressions as they scanned the crowd for friends and yet-to-be-met lovers.


  So what do you think? Kelly asked, bopping her head to the beat and sipping her drink delicately.


  I was just wondering whether theyve got a coherent fire-evacuation policy.


  Kelly rolled her eyes. I mean, what do you think about the music? The people? The scene?


  Well . . . it kind of reminds me of the discos we had at school. But with alcohol instead of squash. She peered at her drink suspiciously again. It was too sweet, too drinkable,
  and her head was beginning to spin.


  Thats because tonight is nineties night. Retro! I thought you might like some familiar tunes. Break you in gently. I thought it might be a bit much to plunge you straight into
  dance music. Can you see Henry yet?


  Cassie shook her head, feeling the telltale tickle in her throat again as another flurry of coughs erupted upwards. Dry ice was a new phenomenon to her and not a particularly good one, setting
  off the mild asthma that had only ever really bothered her in school lacrosse matches.


  Hey, said a voice behind them, and Cassie felt a large warm hand slap her lightly between her shoulder blades. You okay there?


  A man with blue eyes that drooped slightly at the edges was smiling at her, both confident and concerned at the same time. He was wearing a charcoal suit with a clubby dove-grey and vanilla
  striped silk tie, and a chunky, very expensive-looking watch that was peeking out from beneath his cuffs.


  Cassie, red-faced and spluttering, tried to nod in the affirmative and the three of them stood there for a few moments until the coughing passed.


  Better? he asked, rubbing her back gently. Kelly stepped in closer to Cassie, as though she needed physical protection from the male of the species. He dropped his hand.


  So I was wondering  he said, addressing himself to Cassie  Ive been watching you two since you got here and you havent let a single guy buy you a
  drink, dance with you, or even talk to you for more than a minute.


  Cassie grinned idiotically. He was very handsome, with a muscular physique and the kind of confidence that only money or good looks can engender. From the looks of his watch, he had both.


  And what? Youre here to break that record? Kelly asked, irked to be so blatantly ignored.


  The man looked at her briefly, still smiling, then turned back to Cassie. I was just wondering why. Youre clearly two very beautiful women. So whats the problem?


  The problem, Kelly said, one hand on her hip and her head waggling a little, is that Prince Charming hasnt made his entrance yet tonight. But do us a favour and let
  us know if you see him, will ya? she finished, oozing sarcasm, and took Cassie by the elbow, moving as though to lead her away.


  Cassie shrugged apologetically and the man pulled a face as if to say Ouch!


  But wait . . . he said, clearly determined not to join the ranks of other suitors who hadnt broken a minute. How can I alert you to his arrival if I dont know
  how to get hold of you? He shrugged haplessly. You know how serendipitous Fate can be.


  Kelly raised a freshly threaded eyebrow. Wow. Long word.


  Perhaps I could take your card? he said to Cassie.


  I dont have one, Cassie stuttered. Im . . . Im new, she said, as if Manhattan was a school and shed just joined the Upper Fourth.


  Well then maybe your lovely friend could help me out, he said, looking bask at Kelly again.


  They stared at each other stubbornly, Kelly refusing to be lovely, the stranger refusing to be frozen out. He was very good-looking, but she wasnt going to reinforce his dazzling
  impression of himself.


  Here, why dont I go first: you take my card, he said, pulling a pristine business card from his jacket pocket and handing it to her. Kelly pocketed it without looking at
  it.


  The man smiled at her blatant insolence. So now you know my names Brett, he said pointedly, shoving one hand in a trouser pocket. Whats yours? Again,
  his focus was on Cassie.


  Cassie. And this is my best friend Kelly, she said, smiling with her head to one side.


  Cassie and Kelly, he said, nodding his head as though he agreed with them. I cant help noticing Kellys very protective of you, Cassie.


  Youd better believe it, Brett, Kelly said, snaking her arm through Cassies. You only get to her through me, understand?


  The man beamed. Well then I guess Id better take your card, Kelly.


  He held out a hand.


  If its the only way to get rid of you, Kelly said, sighing wearily and fishing one out of her bag.


  He read the details. Well, Kelly Hartford, now I know how to get hold of you  both of you  Ill keep my eyes peeled. For Prince Charming, I mean. He slipped the
  card into his pocket. Have a nice night. And he stepped back into the crowd.


  Cassie watched him go and clocked all the other girls eyes following him as he moved past them. Dyou think hell call? she asked.


  Probably, Kelly muttered, refusing to watch. But we wont hear of it.


  What do you mean?


  I gave him an old card. All the numbers have changed. Hell get the message soon enough. She shrugged. Anyway, you need to be a bit more discerning, she
  reproved. You were giving him eyes the whole time, encouraging him.


  I was not.


  Yes you were.


  Cassies shoulders sagged. She felt drunk, and now confused. Well, I mean, he was pretty cute. And . . . isnt that what Im supposed to be doing? Meeting other men and
  flirting?


  Flirting? Honey, you were way out of your depth with him. If I hadnt been here, hed have had you in a cab by now and halfway back to his place. No. No. No. Its way
  too soon for any of that. Youre still in shock, whether you realize it or not. For now its enough just to be back out in the world again, expanding your horizons. All the other stuff
  can happen later when youre back on your feet. Maybe when you get to Paris. 


  Paris?


  Sure. Anouk says she knows someone who could give you your confidence back. You know, woo you, not just seduce you.


  Cassie looked at her, appalled that her recovery was being micro-managed to this degree.


  What? Dont look at me like that! You wanted us to help you. That means protecting you, as much as directing you. Just let us do our jobs, okay? Kelly said, putting a hand on
  her arm. Come on, lets dance again.


  Cassie shook her head. Honestly, I cant. Im not used to balancing my body weight on the balls of my feet. Im in agony.


  But this is the best song! Kelly protested.


  Thats fine. You go. Ill sit down and watch from here. Ill protect our drinks, Cassie said firmly, putting her hands around the two pink-filled glasses.


  Well, dont go anywhere, Kelly warned, swaying off towards a group of acquaintances in the centre of the dance floor.


  Cassie watched her from the sidelines, feeling envious at how easily Kelly integrated herself into the group, dancing sexily, a ready smile on her face. Cassie felt like the proverbial
  wallflower by comparison. She still danced as if it was the nineties and got drunk on sugary drinks that only looked right with umbrellas stuck in them. Even worse, the Brooklyn hen party had
  spotted that her bar table  with only Cassie sitting at it  was available, and the hens were beginning to surround her and talk over her, in the clear hope of forcing her to move.


  Hi.


  She turned and saw that Henry was standing behind her. He leaned over to kiss her hello. He was wearing a navy shirt and jeans and the lights kept bouncing off his hair, making it appear more
  golden than it had the other morning. She wondered whether his knees still hurt.


  Hi! Wheres Tracey? she asked, looking around him.


  Lacey, he corrected.


  Sorry, Lacey.


  Shes on her way. Shell be here any minute.


  Great. I cant wait to meet her. Have you got a drink?


  His eyes fell to the pink glasses in her hands and Henry held up his beer protectively.


  I almost walked right past you, he shouted. I cant believe the change in you. He indicated her hair, which was now butter-blonde and spaghetti-straight.
  What did they do? Iron it?


  Perm!


  Seriously?


  Cassie chuckled, leaning in to him to talk over the music as he sat down beside her. Not like the one Suzy had when she was thirteen! Its a Brazilian one. This type takes the curls
  out rather than putting them in. It means I wont have to blow-dry my hair for the next three months  which is just as well. I didnt like to tell them Ive only ever used
  a roller-brush to pill Gils sweaters . . . She stumbled at the mention of Gils name and quickly tried to hide it with a smile.


  Henry was watching her intently, as if it was difficult for him to absorb the transformation from the previous morning. Aside from the perm, her hair had been cut to half its previous length
  into soft, framing layers around her face, which was now immaculately made-up, with vivid red lipstick on her generous mouth.


  You just look so . . . different.


  Yeah, well, apparently I was a severe case.


  Of what?


  Im not entirely sure, she said, grimacing. But it was bad. From the looks on all their faces, it was baaaad.


  Why? he asked, baffled. What was wrong with the old you?


  Cassie tipped her head to the side and smiled gratefully, her eyes tearing up slightly at the unconsciously kind gesture.


  Oh, Henry, you are so lovely, she said. Bless you for thinking I was okay the way I was before.


  But you were, he protested.


  Well, youre the only one who thought so, she said, smiling.


  He smiled back, his expression soft and indulgent  almost nostalgic  as an amused smile flickered on his lips. His face bore the first traces of five oclock shadow.


  So what else have you had done? he asked, taking a swig of his drink.


  Not much that I can show you, she said, causing him to raise a quizzical eyebrow. But Ill show you this, she continued, lifting the hem of her dress to reveal
  an inch of bald thigh. Whats that about? What could possibly be considered offensive about thigh hair? she asked, palms up in wonder.


  Its not men who consider it offensive. Its you girls all setting these daft rules.


  Then Kelly took me shopping to some sample sales. But none of it really fits, she said, tugging her dress down a bit. I could do with a girdle!


  He laughed. I havent heard the word girdle for a while. I thought girls were always in those Spanx pants now?


  Is that what theyre called? I dont remember what we bought. It was easier just to let her choose and get on with it. She knows what goes with what. She can give me lessons
  later.


  Henry smiled. Well, at least shes done now. You can rest in peace, knowing youve let her play.


  Cassie spluttered on her drink. You must be kidding! This is just stage one. Ive got to keep this up now. Im already booked in to have my nails redone on Friday, Ive
  got to have my roots redone every three weeks  its the only way you can be this blonde, you see, she said earnestly. Plus Im seeing a dermatologist the day
  after tomorrow for a procedure.


  Henry frowned. What procedure?


  Botox, Cassie mouthed.


  Oh  now, thats ridiculous! he exclaimed. You cant freeze your face. Youll look like a robot!


  Better that, Im told, than looking over thirty. Anyway, this chap Kellys taking me to apparently keeps you very mobile and natural-looking. Kellys been
  seeing him for years and I have to say Id never noticed shed had any work done. 


  Tch, they all say that, Cass. He shook his head crossly. Honestly, thats too much. Why exactly are you letting Kelly do this to you, anyway? I dont understand
  why youre being her guinea pig. Its as if youve turned into that plastic-head thing you and Suzy always played with.


  What? You mean her Girls World? Cassie said, clapping her hands together with delight at the sudden memory.


  Yeah, that thing. Its not good, Cass.


  Cassie stopped smiling suddenly and a white, but soon-to-be-whiter, tooth bit into her red lip. No, she said quietly. But sadly necessary.


  Henry stared at her for a long moment, suddenly catching a drift of the ominous undercurrent to all this experimentation. Cass, what happened with Gil?


  Hes in Edinburgh. She took a deep breath. With my best friend. His eyes widened and she took an even bigger breath. And their son.


  Their what?


  Cassie nodded her head slowly, almost as though trying to convince herself. I only found out on Saturday night.


  Henry stared at her. Today was Tuesday. In the space of three days, her ten-year marriage had crumbled, shed left the only home shed ever known as an adult, flown halfway across
  the world, been completely transformed and waded straight into Manhattans exclusive, high-octane social scene?


  Cassie watched him put his glass down and study it for a few moments. He seemed to be trying to keep from breaking it. The arrogant, supercilious, beaky little shit! he
  murmured.


  Cassie looked away. She knew Henry had never liked him. Hed said right from the off that Cassie would be swallowed whole by him and his superior family. He had said that Gil would never
  see her as anything more than a pretty figurehead to sit at the end of the table, preside over the kitchens and eventually pop out an heir and spare. But Cassie wouldnt be told. Shed
  fallen hook, line and sinker, and in the blink of an eye, the deal had been done.


  God, Im sorry, Cass, he said finally.


  Mmmmm. Me too. Her hands were trembling and she was trying very hard not to cry. He studied her face and Cassie felt as if he was unveiling all her deepest insecurities.


  So thats what all this is, then? A new start, a new you?


  Exactly, she said, looking up and nodding vigorously.


  And do you think itll work, all this? He waved a hand at her transformed persona.


  It has to.


  He nodded encouragingly. Well, Kellys a good friend. Although shes not, shall we say . . . fluffy, her hearts in the right place. God knows shes gone out of
  her way to make connections and introductions for me.


  Shes a true friend. They all are. Suzy. Anouk.


  Have they had any say in this?


  They will do.


  What do you mean?


  Im going to be staying with them all in turn. Theyre all convinced they know whats going to make me happy again, so . . . Im letting them show me.
  Theyve got it all planned. For the next year Im in their hands. She shrugged. I may as well be. Ive got nothing better to do. And you never know  it
  might work.


  It might, he agreed, though there was a note of scepticism in his voice. A few more beats passed. So how long are you here for?


  Four months in each city. So here till New Year. Then Im off to Paris to stay with Anouk. After that, London for the summer with Suzy.


  A grand tour.


  Yes, a grand tour, she echoed, trying the words on for size. I like that, she said, smiling faintly. Although possibly without commissioning any
  paintings.


  He wrinkled his nose, playing along. PR doesnt tend to pay that well.


  And being educated in matters of Louboutin rather than Leonardo.


  Naturally.


  Im more fluent in French than I am in dressing myself.


  He gave her the once-over. You seem fluent to me.


  Cassie giggled and leaned back. Her grand tour. Yes, it had a good ring to it. It made all this sound like an adventure  planned and wanted  not some desperate escape on a standby
  ticket.


  Have you ever wondered what youd be like if you lived in, I dont know  Venice! she said, her eyes bright with the fantasy. Just imagine  going to
  dinner by launch, reading the papers on a balcony at breakfast, hearing the bells of I dont know how many thousands of churches, all out of time with one another. She clasped her
  hands together. I might be a brunette there. With a bob. And Id wear flat ballet shoes like Audrey Hepburn. And Id eat prosciutto with figs for lunch and live in a really grand
  old building with vast, airy salons with gilded interconnecting doors. She closed her eyes at the notion. I would be living a completely different life. Id be a completely
  different person.


  Would you, though?


  She opened her eyes and found Henry staring at her.


  I travel the world all the time, he said. I change locations like other people change underpants. But Im always the same person.


  So youre saying youre completely rigid? Youre never affected by the places you visit?


  They affect me, of course. But they dont change me. I know who I am.


  There was a tense pause. And I dont, is that what youre saying?


  Hot colour crept up her neck. His expression softened and he leaned forwards on the table. I think you feel like the old Cassie failed  that shes not good enough somehow and
  you need to make a new one. But all this change youre putting yourself through isnt going to change who you are. Its just the shell, surface stuff.


  No. Its more than that. Im going to be learning about new things, having experiences I never thought Id get to have when I was alone in that big house. Im
  going to meet a whole raft of people whove led entirely different lives from mine, and who can tell me about new things. Its not just about a haircut and having my nails done.
  Im going to change from the inside out.


  Henry shook his head. I dont think it works like that, he said sadly. I dont think you can just cast off your personality like you have your
  marriage.


  Cassie looked down at the table, trying to hide her face beneath a curtain of hair. Oh God, hed made her cry.


  Look, Im not trying to make you feel worse, he said quietly, leaning in to her, his hand on her arm. Im just worried about you.


  Well dont be, she sniffed. Ive got the girls looking out for me.


  Thats kind of what Im worried about.


  Cassie looked at him, shocked. They are the best friends anyone could ever hope to have.


  Yes, but that doesnt mean that their way of getting you through this is necessarily right for you.


  Well they all seem to be doing a much better job of living their lives than Ive been able to manage with mine. It makes perfect sense to follow their examples.


  So youre going to spend your time in New York drinking, dancing and dressing up?


  In between working and getting fit, yes! Whats wrong with that?


  Henry shrugged. Well, I just hope you can cope with it, thats all. I mean, look at you. Youve just morphed into every Manhattan bachelors dream woman. Every guy with
  eyes in his head is going to be hitting on you and youre going to have to learn how to deal with it.


  She shook her head dismissively. Thats not really a concern. I couldnt be further from wanting to date right now. And much less here. Kelly went on a date 
  practically at midnight  and then dumped the poor guy within ten minutes!


  But thats my point. Thats how it is out here. And youre not going to be able to hide, not looking like that.


  Cassie looked down at her engineered cocktail dress. I hardly think Im going to suddenly turn into a man-magnet who needs to beat men off with a stick, she quipped.


  Henry stared at her. You think? Because I could point out, right now, six different guys whove been looking like they want to shoot me for standing here talking to you.
  Cassies mouth dropped open, but before she could say anything he went on, And if today was the first time youve had a wax or worn lipstick . . . He shook his head.
  God help you when it comes to men. If youre not careful, youll be pregnant or engaged within the month. Maybe both.


  Cassie grew hot with anger at his patronizing tone. So much for the pliable little brother she and Suzy and Kelly and Anouk had tortured for years. He was acting more like her father right
  now.


  Youre cross with me, he said.


  Yes, I am, she said huffily, her cheeks pinking up. I thought you were my friend. Instead youre just . . . attacking me for trying to move on with my life. I
  wasnt the one who threw away my marriage, you know.


  I just know the real Cassie, thats all. I dont want to see you get lost in this city. This place is more of a jungle than any Ive ever been to.


  Cassie stared at him hotly, trying to find a way to regain her ground. Well, I think youre wrong. I dont think you do know the real me. You were a teenager when we saw each
  other last. What makes you such an authority on who I am? She drew herself up taller. And you know what? I dont think I am going to get lost here. I think this city suits me. I
  think that the person I was before was the wrong Cassie. And now Im just putting everything right.


  He stared at her for a long while before finally shrugging and looking away. Youre probably right. What do I know? It was all a long time ago.


  As he said this, a slim hand suddenly slid around his waist and between the button placket of his shirt, tweaking his chest hair slightly. A beautiful face appeared, resting on his shoulder
   like the sun rising above the horizon  and the girl gave a dazzling smile. Her light brown hair had been lifted with sunny streaks around her face, highlighting her hazel eyes, and
  she eclipsed everyone there. Cassie felt her heart dive to the floor.


  You must be Lacey, she said, taking a deep breath and managing to smile back.


  Three hours later, Cassie had the hiccups. Well, youve just single-handedly proved Henry wrong, she hicd, as Kelly looped her arm through hers and
  walked her slowly along Park Avenue.


  Henry? Whats he been saying?


  Tch! Cassie tutted drunkenly. He was so annoying. When did he get so bossy? Hes absolutely convinced you and Anouk and Suzy are going to get me engaged or
  pregnant within the month. She hiccupped and stopped suddenly. No, let me rephrase that. He doesnt think youre going to get me pregnant, she said, doubling
  over with laughter.


  Kelly giggled along. She was half-cut, unlike Cassie, who, unaccustomed to nineteen-hour days and take-your-eyebrows-off cocktails on an empty stomach, was completely slaughtered.


  He thinks your plan is going to get me pregnant, she slurred, straightening up again. Because Im a man-magnet now, did you know that? She giggled again,
  swishing her hair around her shoulders.


  Kelly nodded. That was patently clear tonight. I must have intercepted  what? Eleven business cards?


  Cassie squeezed her arm fondly. See, thats what he underestimated. The protection of old friends. You were better than any bouncer tonight.


  Its too early for you to date yet, Kelly said, patting her arm.


  It is too early for me to date yet, Cassie agreed happily. She sighed and rested her head on Kellys shoulder. Her feet had broken through the pain barrier and were
  now numb, and the alcohol had done a great job of numbing the rest of her pain. Already her life in Scotland seemed to belong to another person. She couldnt imagine how shed ever lain
  alone in that horrid four-poster (shed never liked it. It was too ornate, and having been built four hundred years ago, also too short) counting down the days until Gil returned home for the
  weekend. Edinburgh was only sixty-eight miles away, but it was too far to commute to during the week, and although he was always home by six on a Friday, it was usually with a rowdy shooting party
  in tow.


  Look at me now, though, she thought, taking in the scene around her. It could have been two in the afternoon, there were so many people around still  some eating in burger joints, others
  talking in groups outside clubs, the restaurants still full, the roads still jammed. And the lights, so many lights. It was as though the sun was giving Manhattan Island a special extra-late
  bedtime, like an indulgent mother in the holidays.


  I think Im going to like it here, she mumbled.


  Hmm? What was that? Kelly asked, putting her phone back into her bag. Shed been quickly checking her texts. No doubt Bebe was working through the night.


  I said I like it here. I mean, I dont know exactly where I am right now, she said, looking around blankly at the wall of glass skyscrapers. Or what Im
  officially supposed to do during my days as a Senior Account Executive  she enunciated her title with a particularly posh voice  and I dont think Ive ever
  been so scared of anyone as I am of Bebe, and Ive certainly never been so tired in all my life. But I am still just so happy not to be back there, sitting down like an adult and
  discussing things rationally. She shook her head vehemently, and her hair swung half a beat behind her. Hed have found a way to make it be my fault, you know.


  I know, Kelly said, squeezing her arm. Which is why we need to get you a divorce lawyer.


  I know.


  Suzy says she knows a good one  one of her former grooms. We cant have the bastard cheating you out of whats rightfully yours. Hes cheated you enough
  already.


  Theres not going to be much coming to me, I can tell you that now. I signed a pre-nup. Everythings tied up in trusts, Cassie said wearily as they reached the red
  awning.


  Thanks, Bailey, Kelly said as the night porter opened the doors for them and called the elevator.


  Thanks, Bailey, Cassie echoed drunkenly.


  They stepped inside and the doors closed. Cassie felt vaguely unhappy about the way the elevator seemed to be rocketing up the lift shaft.


  The doors opened and Kelly let them in to her apartment.


  Id offer to make you a coffee, but . . .


  You dont have a kettle, Cassie intoned, sitting down on the sofa to unzip her boots. The sensation of her bones spreading out in her feet was so good it was almost
  painful.


  Kelly did the same, closing her eyes for a moment as her stockinged feet made full contact with the floor for the first time in nineteen hours. Men  if they only knew what women
  have to go through . . .


  Cassie got up and wove her way over to the bathroom, using the walls  because the floor seemed to be swaying  for support.


  You okay? Kelly asked, as Cassie paused for a moment at the doorway before lurching in and slamming the door shut with her foot.


  The sounds coming from behind the door suggested not.
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