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  Chapter 1


  Jessie Slaymaker was a happy bunny indeed. In fact, she couldn’t remember exactly when the last time was that she’d felt such pure unbridled joy. The reason for her abundant happiness? That would be on account of a night full of earth-shattering orgasms. They sure were powerful mood enhancers, and try as she might, she couldn’t get the slightly goofy grin she was wearing to dislodge itself from her aching cheeks. Not that she really wanted it to go anywhere.


  When she’d woken up that morning, she’d never in a million years thought she’d be sleeping naked in Jack Davenport’s bed that very same evening. Granted, she actually hadn’t been doing a tremendous amount of sleeping, and it wasn’t actually Jack’s own bed—she was in his hotel room—but the end to the day was definitely more positive than the start.


  A lot had happened to Jessie in the span of twenty-four hours. The last time she’d woken up, she’d been Tom’s girlfriend. Tom had been, and still was, a catch: a real man-about-town, fine-looking, successful, and a great friend. A best friend, in fact. Only trouble was, he was more attracted to men than he was to Jessie. Nonetheless, about six months ago Tom had divulged to Jessie his realisation that he was in love with her—and that he wanted to give a heterosexual life with her a go. They’d subsequently taken their friendship of so many years into new, uncharted waters. And emotionally, their transition from friendship to romantic relationship had been all Jessie could have ever hoped for. But physically… as hard as they’d tried to have a physically loving and intimate connection, they’d just never been able to surmount that final hurdle.


  ‘What are you thinking so loudly about?’ Jack asked. He lay on his side, watching her.


  ‘Not much,’ Jessie lied. She’d been thinking about quite a bit, in actual fact. The events of the previous day had turned her life topsy-turvy, and her thoughts were racing as she tried to make sense of it all.


  ‘Jessie,’ Jack said in a probing tone, feathering light kisses down her neck. ‘If this is going to work between us, we need to be honest with each other.’ Although he was tickling her with kisses in a playful way, his words carried an undercurrent of seriousness.


  ‘It’s the middle of the early morning. We should be asleep,’ Jessie said, half-heartedly pushing him away. ‘Plus, I can’t tell you everything. You wouldn’t want to hear everything that goes on up here.’ She tapped her temple gently.


  ‘Jessie?’ Jack asked, clearly suspicious now, his brooding chocolate-brown eyes slightly narrowed. He was utterly gorgeous, in a breathtaking way. Jack was all dark eyes, lightly tanned skin, and dark hair that would always look slightly scruffy, no matter what efforts he took to tame it.


  ‘I don’t know. It’s nothing really,’ Jessie sighed, as she tried to relax and enjoy the intoxicating attention from the Adonis-like man next to her.


  ‘Talk me me,’ Jack said, suddenly fixing her with a serious look.


  After another sigh, Jessie pushed him off her gently and sat up, folding herself into a cross-legged sitting position. There was no way they could have a real conversation when he was touching her like he had been. She clung tightly to the bedcovers around her as though it was an extra layer of security against her naked skin.


  ‘I just worry that I should feel more guilty about things with Tom. I mean, we were together for all those months… and two minutes after it ends, I’m in bed with you. I should feel sad, shouldn’t I? Yet, I’m ashamed to say, all I feel is…’ Jessie quietly trailed off.


  ‘Relief,’ Jack supplied.


  ‘Yes,’ Jessie said. A tear appeared from nowhere and rolled down her cheek.


  ‘I feel it too,’ Jack admitted, gently brushing Jessie’s tear away with his thumb. ‘Although things were different between Sonia and I. We weren’t even friends, not like you and Tom—and we were barely even civil with each other at the end. But then, the fact that she’d been screwing me over may have had something to do with that.’ His voice had an undisguised bitterness. Sonia had effectively been blackmailing Jack into staying with her; she’d taken advantage of Jack’s fear of her tycoon father, who had all kinds of unsavoury connections.


  ‘But Tom is my friend. Or at least he was,’ Jessie said wistfully. ‘He’ll be drowning his sorrows somewhere, and all the while I’m flying high with you. It’s not fair.’


  ‘I can’t say that Tom’s not experiencing some heartache right now, because I’m sure he is. But he’s a grown man, and I’m sure he’ll bounce back,’ Jack said reasonably. ‘I’m sure you guys will be good friends again one day, after some time. But feeling happy is nothing to feel guilty about. Just be happy.’


  ‘Yes, boss,’ Jessie replied with a smile and a mock salute, then leaned in to kiss him. ‘And you must be happy too,’ she added.


  ‘Don’t worry. I am,’ he mumbled as he went back to nuzzling her neck. ‘Anything else I can help you with?’


  ‘Well… in the interest of being all honest, there is something,’ Jessie began in a solemn tone.


  Jack immediately sat up to look at her properly. Jessie thought he looked a little apprehensive, and she couldn’t help but indulge herself with an inward smile at the realisation that Jack liked her. This gorgeous man really liked her. She could see it in his eyes.


  ‘You can take that worried look off your face,’ she said, grabbing his hand. ‘I am literally over the moon, and you can’t get much higher than the moon, to be here with you. But…’


  ‘How did I know there was going to be a but?’ Jack asked the room humourously, but there was still a visible tension in his jaw.


  ‘I know it’s still incredibly early days for us, and I’m probably jumping the gun here and about to ruffle feathers that have no business being ruffled, but I feel like I should get this off my chest,’ Jessie rambled.


  ‘What is it?’ Jack asked, giving her an expectant look. ‘Go on, throw your monumental spanner in the works,’ he dared.


  ‘It’s just that…’


  Jessie stalled as she tried to find the right words to phrase what she really wanted to say. At last she gave up and simply blurted it out.


  ‘I want more.’


  ‘I see,’ Jack replied cautiously, as though he didn’t quite follow her. ‘And what does more entail, exactly?’


  ‘I know this feels right between us, and I know I want to be with you and see how things progress,’ Jessie said earnestly, still gripping his hand. ‘But I need more in terms of my whole life—and I want you to be on board with this. Before Tom and I got together, I was offered an amazing job in Hong Kong, which I turned down to be with him.’


  ‘So you want a new job?’ Jack asked, still a little perplexed.


  ‘Maybe. And I know I’m not explaining myself very well. But I realise now that I need something else outside of just being part of a duo. Whether that’s my job, or interests, or friends, I don’t know. But that job offer felt like a chance to stop treading water, to get out of my rut and let an exciting and quite possibly scary wave wash me to a different shore.’ She looked at Jack with pleading eyes, willing him to understand her inarticulate ramblings as she tightened the sheets around her.


  ‘Right. I get it,’ Jack said simply as he looked at her for a moment, processing her words. ‘You want a new challenge. That was one of the reasons why I left China.’


  ‘Yes,’ Jessie replied, beaming at him, relieved that he knew what she’d been getting at. ‘I need exciting new challenges.’ Tom hadn’t understood this about her. He could never see why she would even contemplate the idea of moving halfway around the world to have an adventure, when everything she held dear was supposedly right under her nose, here in England. But Jack was not Tom. Jack was completely different.


  ‘Well, if that’s all, then I am well and truly open to trying exciting new things, wherever they may be around the world,’ Jack said with a cheeky smile. ‘But just so I know, everything is alright between us, and this is not just your convoluted way of trying to give me the flick?’ Jack asked teasingly, waving a finger backwards and forwards between them.


  ‘Yes, so far, so good,’ Jessie laughed, finding it impossible not to beam at his faked look of uncertainty. She pulled him to her. ‘But it has only been a few hours,’ she added in between kisses.


  ‘Well, Miss Slaymaker, if excitement is what you want—no, sorry, need—then we’d better get started, for there is no time like the present,’ Jack announced before disappearing under the covers. Jessie let out a giggle as she suddenly forgot all about holding up the bedsheets.


  Chapter 2


  A loved up couple strolled hand in hand through the hotel foyer on their way out the door. It was blatantly obvious that, as far they were concerned, they were the only inhabitants of their very own private universe, in which the sun always seemed to shine and the birds did sing. They were so totally and utterly consumed with each other, in fact, that they failed to notice the all-too-familiar man and woman sitting in the hotel cafe, watching their every move like hawks. One was a scorned woman, only recently made single, and the other was her profligate on-again, off-again partner in crime.


  ‘What do you make of that, then?’ the man asked the woman when the happy couple disappeared from sight.


  ‘Merely a fling,’ the woman replied, swallowing visibly as though trying to rid herself of a nasty taste. She sipped her coffee with all the poise and elegance of a supremely confident and wealthy woman. ‘As soon as he figures out she’s not worthy of him, he’ll kick her to the curb like he does with all of his women.’


  ‘And what if he doesn’t?’ the man asked, clearly trying to ignite a reaction in his companion.


  ‘Then maybe he’ll need a little nudge in the right direction,’ the woman replied slyly.


  ‘Yeah, right,’ the man chuckled softly. ‘My brother’s a hard-headed fool—you know that. I reckon he’ll need more than a “little nudge”, as you put it, when it comes to Jessie. I’ve never seen him look like that. Maybe he’ll need something like blackmail, if you know what I mean,’ he goaded, raising a finger to the side of his nose.


  ‘Oh, but wait,’ he continued. ‘You already tried that, didn’t you? And it worked so well.’ He didn’t even attempt to hide the sarcasm in his voice. ‘You couldn’t keep hold of Jack even when you had him right under your thumb.’


  ‘Bitter, are we, Charlie? You’re just peeved I want him over you,’ the woman responded cattily, narrowing her eyes.


  ‘Not at all, Sonia. You forget: I know why you want Jack.’


  ‘Just behave yourself and remember that I’m the one pulling the strings here, and therefore, you do as I say. I haven’t forgotten that you ruined things for both of us last time—you and that Jessie.’


  ‘Okay, I hear you. What do you want me to do?’ the man asked, unenthusiastically.


  ‘It’s simple really. I want him. I want her gone,’ Sonia said coldly. ‘I know it’s not as easy to get things done here in England, so first let’s just wait and see if Jack’s little lust-fest blows over of its own accord. At this stage, I want surveillance only. Focus on her. Any morsel of anything remotely incriminating on her, and I want to know about it. Jack’s a fickle fellow. He won’t stick around long, once he finds out about the skeletons in her closet.’


  ‘Yes, boss,’ Charlie replied, giving her a half-hearted salute. ‘But you obviously don’t know Jessie. She’s as straight as an arrow. Honest as they come.’


  Sonia shot Charlie a withering look, which had the immediate effect of shutting him up.


  ‘I don’t mean to be rude, Charlie,’ she began with zero sincerity. ‘But shouldn’t you be… well, you know… doing what I’m paying you to do?’ Her venomous eye contact didn’t waver once. ‘Plus, as I’m sure you can appreciate, I don’t want to be seen in public with an unscrupulous fellow like yourself for any longer than is strictly necessary. Aren’t you a wanted man?’ she added primly, dusting off some imaginary lint from her immaculate jacket.


  ‘Right you are,’ Charlie huffed, clearly annoyed. ‘Message received, loud and clear. Even if it is an utter waste of my time, seeing as all they’re doing is going to lunch,’ he muttered. His chair screeched loudly as he stood up and stormed off in Jack and Jessie’s wake.


  Chapter 3


  Jessie and Jack were having what Jessie regarded as a terribly civilised lunch at a well-to-do eatery with starched white tablecloths and lots of cutlery, when Jack decided to drop his elephant-sized bombshell of a suggestion.


  ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Jack began, still chewing on his overpriced club sandwich.


  ‘Uh-oh,’ Jessie replied, rolling her eyes automatically. ‘Should I brace myself?’


  ‘About what you were saying earlier,’ Jack continued, ignoring her childish display.


  Jessie felt her mind cloud. What with all the sex, euphoria, and sex she’d experienced so far that morning, she’d undoubtedly said quite a lot of passion-induced things to this man. She racked her brain trying to figure out which bit he was referring to. She hadn’t done anything stupid and asked him to move in with her or anything, had she?


  ‘You know, about wanting more,’ Jack prompted, throwing her a sniff of a bone.


  ‘Oh yeah,’ Jessie said, filling the gap ineptly. God only knew how Mr Grand Gesture was going to interpret that request in the cold light of day. Six months ago, when she was in Hong Kong on business and he thought she sounded down in the dumps, he’d hopped on a plane and flown over that very instant to cheer her up. And yet that whole escapade had turned out oh-so-well for him, given that he’d spent the next six months of his life stuck in Hong Kong, unable to extricate himself from a phony relationship with Sonia. But still, he hadn’t run for the hills. Yet. Lots of men Jessie knew would hear the phrase I want more and scarper quicker than a rabbit down its hole for fear that that other terrifying word—commitment—was soon to follow.


  ‘Well, the most obvious thing to do is to call the bank and see if there’s still a job offer for you out in Hong Kong,’ Jack suggested calmly, taking another munch out of his sarnie as though he had just said something overwhelmingly unmomentous.


  ‘What?’ Jessie exclaimed, her eyebrows shooting up to her hairline in alarm.


  ‘But I thought you liked Hong Kong,’ Jack said defensively, looking completely surprised by her reaction.


  ‘You know I do, but we’ve only just properly got together. We wouldn’t be giving things much of a chance if I suddenly upped sticks and moved to Hong Kong, would we?’ Jessie said. She felt unsure why he would suggest shunting her off to Asia quite so soon in their fledgling relationship.


  ‘Of course I meant I could go too. I like Hong Kong. I wouldn’t mind seeing if I could establish another business over there.’ He reached across the table to still her slightly trembling hand.


  And there it was. This was one of the reasons she found Jack so attractive: he had no fear. The bombshell suggestion hit Jessie like a steam train. This man she’d been lusting after since very nearly the first moment she’d met him was now heavily intimating (he hadn’t expressly asked her outright) that they could move to Hong Kong together and have a life there. With each other.


  Jessie was dependable and sensible. Normally. Running off to another continent because a guy she’d had casual sex with a couple of times suggested it… that wasn’t her usual style. She just didn’t do things like that. And yet, she really wanted to. Something about the lack of contemplation and recklessness of it all appealed to her. Why not? she asked herself. What’s the worst thing that could happen?


  ‘But you only just came back,’ Jessie stuttered.


  ‘I know. But I tried doing something in this country when I came back before,’ Jack explained. ‘And although I love England, I felt completely uninspired here. Here, it seems there’s always a negative reason, a reason not to do something; but in Asia it’s the opposite mentality. There’s always a positive reason, a reason why you should take a risk, try to make something happen. My money won’t last forever, Jessie, and I’m going to need to find something to keep me occupied whilst you fulfill your own career potential,’ he added, smiling at her.


  Jessie had always assumed that Jack had simply retired; this was the first time she’d ever heard him so much as mention a concern over money. Jack had had a successful publishing business in China after all, one he’d developed during his seven-year stint there.


  Jessie felt ashamed to admit that it had never really occurred to her that maybe Jack still had more ambitions and professional goals left in him. When he had returned to England, shortly before they’d first met at a mutual friend’s wedding, he had been bumbling around aimlessly, not doing a huge amount. Jessie had—perhaps a little unfairly—regarded him as somewhat of a playboy. But clearly there was more to Jack Davenport, and for Jessie this was a stark reminder of just how little they really knew about each other. And yet, she was still drawn to Jack’s idea of starting a new life together in Hong Kong.


  ‘You make it sound so easy,’ Jessie said, smiling shyly.


  ‘It can be, if you want it to be.’


  ‘It would be nice to escape the mundanity of life and work in England. And it certainly would be an adventure,’ Jessie conceded. She was also excited by the idea of sharing this adventure with Jack, not having it be strictly a solo endeavour. That part was definitely tempting.


  ‘Then let’s do it. Let’s go. Or let’s try to, anyway,’ Jack said simply, shrugging his shoulders. It dawned on Jessie that the two biggest regrets in her life—turning down the Hong Kong job offer and not keeping a hold of Jack the first time she’d had the chance—could be rectified in one fell swoop.


  ‘Would you like some dessert, madam?’ the waiter asked, a note of impatience in his voice.


  ‘Sorry!’ Jessie exclaimed loudly, realising she must have been off for some time in her own world of thoughts and pleasant imaginings. Someone had placed a dessert menu in her hands at some point, and she was absent-mindedly fiddling with it.


  ‘Two pieces of chocolate cake, please,’ Jack ordered for them, pulling the now slightly dog-eared dessert menu out of Jessie’s hands and handing it back to the none-too-impressed waiter.


  ‘Sorry,’ Jessie apologised to Jack earnestly. ‘I was in a different world. I didn’t mean to ignore you.’


  ‘I know,’ Jack said, giving her a warm smile. ‘So, what’s the verdict, Miss Slaymaker? I could practically hear those cogs of yours turning and clanking away. To Hong Kong or not to Hong Kong? That is the question,’ he asked theatrically.


  ‘Very funny,’ Jessie laughed. ‘How long have you been thinking that one up?’


  ‘I know not of what you speak, for I always talk this way, my love,’ Jack quipped, placing a hand to his heart.


  ‘Anyway,’ Jessie began, assuming an assertive businesslike tone. ‘Do you think it’s really a good idea going back to Hong Kong? After what’s happened with Sonia…’ She stopped, not entirely sure how to proceed.


  Sonia was the woman who’d entrapped Jack into staying with her for six months. Jack and Sonia had been childhood friends, but Sonia wanted more—and had schemed and strived to get Jessie out of the picture and win Jack for herself. It had taken Jack a long time to see that she had manipulated him into staying with her.


  ‘It’s a big city, Jessie. I’m sure our paths won’t cross, and knowing Sonia, I would think she’ll go back to Shanghai anyway. That’s where the majority of her businesses operate from.’


  ‘You’re kidding, right?’ Jessie asked rhetorically. ‘Sonia wants you, plain and simple. If she hears you’re back in Hong Kong, then I guarantee you, she’ll be back in Hong Kong.’


  ‘Then we won’t let her spoil our fun. This is about you and me, Jessie. Not her. If we do have the misfortune of running into her, then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Together,’ he added seriously, giving Jessie a meaningful look across the table. ‘You can’t let the possibility of running into one woman keep you from having a go at something you want.’


  ‘Ah, I’m just so tempted,’ Jessie admitted.


  ‘Come on then, Slaymaker. What say you?’ Jack asked persuasively.


  ‘What’s the time in Hong Kong?’ Jessie asked. She couldn’t help a megawatt beam of a smile from escaping her lips. This man made her feel so good. So positive about life and the future.


  ‘Seven hours ahead,’ Jack replied. ‘Why?’


  ‘I need to make a phone call and see if I can get me a job,’ Jessie said, smiling even more widely at this man who seemed to bring out her usually well-hidden impulsive side. He returned her smile, and Jessie felt her heartbeat quicken. Jessie, the safe and secure non-risk-taker, was becoming Jessie Slaymaker: brave risk-taker extraordinaire. Or at least, she was about to.


  Chapter 4


  Jessie had made her decision. She had called Mr Chan at the bank in Hong Kong, and he had been delighted to hear that she had changed her mind and now wanted to relocate to the region. As a result, Jessie had her job lined up, her flight booked, and her family and friends informed. Her mother took the news well, even if she was rather surprised that Jessie was leaving in a matter of weeks to go and start afresh in some far flung ex-colony with, as her mother phrased it, “her new chap”.


  There was only one person left to tell. Tom.


  Apart from that one loose end, it was an incredibly exciting time for Jessie, as she planned and looked forward to this new chapter in her life. That excitement was heightened by the presence of Jack. The more time they spent together, the more she came to realise how he was precisely the right man for her. Jack was warm and caring and so easy to be around. Not only were they compatible in the all-important bedroom department, but it seemed they could really talk candidly about anything. For the first time in her life, Jessie felt unafraid to share her hopes and dreams, as well as her fears for the future. And, to their mutual delight, they found they had much in common, from books on economic history to Christopher Nolan movies. And what they didn’t have in common or agree upon turned easily into witty banter and insightful discussions.


  But Tom not knowing any of the latest key developments in her life niggled her. Since they’d officially split up, there had been no contact between them. No calls, no emails, no texts—and this was a completely alien experience. Even prior to their attempted romantic liaison, they had always been in regular contact. Jessie found that she didn’t miss Tom the boyfriend. But she did miss Tom the best friend. Very much.


  But she knew that the longer she put off telling him, the worse it would be. So with three weeks to go before her departure date, Jessie finally summoned up the courage to call him. It wasn’t the kind of thing she felt she should or could say by email. As she heard the ringing tone down the phone, she felt her stomach churn with nerves.


  ‘Jessie?’ he answered, more like a question.


  ‘Hi Tom, how are you?’ Jessie asked automatically. There was a noticeable pause before his reply.


  ‘Good. You?’


  ‘Same. Listen, I’m sorry to bother you, but I have some news, and I wanted you to hear it from me directly.’


  ‘Go on,’ he said warily, trepidation in his voice.


  ‘Well, do you remember I had that job offer at the bank in Hong Kong?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I’m going to take it. And move to Hong Kong. With Jack,’ Jessie finished, holding her breath.


  ‘Is that what you really want?’ Tom asked evenly. He didn’t sound surprised. Just resigned.


  ‘Yes. Yes it is.’


  ‘Then good luck to you. I thought you were going to tell me you were pregnant,’ he said, a lighter note in his voice.


  ‘No. Hardly,’ Jessie replied, laughing gently.


  ‘So things are going well with Jack?’ he asked tentatively.


  ‘Yes. Thank you.’


  ‘Honeymoon period not over yet, then?’ he quipped.


  ‘What?’ Jessie asked, momentarily stung. It hadn’t even occurred to her that the way she was currently feeling about Jack, and he about her, could be temporary or ever possibly change. She was naïve and relatively inexperienced when it came to relationships—she knew she was—but what if Tom was right?


  ‘Forget I said that,’ Tom said quickly. ‘I’m just bitter and twisted that I don’t get to see you everyday.’


  ‘I don’t regret giving things a try with you, Tom,’ Jessie said with feeling. She was on the verge of crying.


  ‘You don’t?’


  ‘Not at all. We were right to try. We were just wrong to keep trying for so long. You must come and visit me when I’m settled. If you want to, I mean. There’s no pressure or anything. There’ll always be an open invitation for you.’


  ‘I’m sure Jack would love that,’ Tom said, half-laughing.


  ‘It’s not up to him. You’re my friend, and I’ll always be your friend.’


  ‘When you put it like that, I suppose I’ll have to come and see you,’ Tom replied. ‘Just promise me one thing.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Promise me you’re not running away because of what happened here with me.’


  ‘I promise. This decision is actually about me. I think it was you who told me to be selfish once upon a time, to do what I wanted to do. Well, what I want is an adventure. I want to go and live and work in Hong Kong,’ Jessie said with passion. ‘Jack just happens to be tagging along. Hopefully he won’t cramp my style,’ she added, trying to de-emphasise Jack’s involvement in her life and decision-making. For some reason she felt she had to downplay her true feelings about Jack. Tom didn’t need to know just yet that she had a one-way ticket to being head-over-heels-potty-in-love with his rival.


  ‘Good,’ Tom replied. ‘Jess, I’m just about to go into a meeting. But let me know how you get on.’


  ‘Okay. Will do. Miss you lots.’


  ‘You too,’ Tom replied, then quickly finished the call.


  Jessie felt relieved to have finally spoken to Tom and divested herself of the Hong Kong bombshell. Even so, it was still hard to accept that there was still so much pain and awkwardness between them. It was difficult—and it probably would continue to be difficult for a long time. They’d been good friends for a hell of a lot longer than they had been together, but those short months had certainly done their share of damage. She could only hope that maybe, one day, their years of friendship would shine through the debris of their failed attempt at love.


  Chapter 5


  In the six weeks after making her decision to move to Asia, Jessie had packed up the contents of her home, experienced a whirlwind of teary farewell parties, and of course had numerous hot dates with Jack, with even hotter bedroom antics. But it wasn’t until now—as she stared out the Heathrow departure lounge window at the massive jumbo jet that would transport her to the beginning of a new life—that reality finally seemed to be setting in. She was really doing it. She was actually moving to Hong Kong. For good. And all she was taking with her was the contents of two suitcases and the knowledge that Jack would be there to help and guide her in this exciting new phase of her life.


  One slight hitch had presented itself a few days earlier, when Mr Chan, her bank’s Human Resources Director, had called her to say that the role he had originally envisioned for her—Head of Research—was no longer available. However, he had found her a role within the same research team, and although it wasn’t the massive promotion she’d been offered a little over six months earlier, it was still a promotion, and an opportunity to develop and further her career in the heart of the country that currently held the world’s financial interest: China.


  Despite her brave, gung-ho facade, Jessie felt nervous, anxious. She had become a borderline insomniac in the days leading up to the big off. But even through all the apprehension, she was excited. Super-excited, in fact. A part of her found it absolutely thrilling that she was doing some kind of magical disappearing act, embarking on her adventure halfway around the world, whilst her friends all plodded on with their stable, slow-changing lives and their humdrum worries of mortgages, children’s educations, and the remembering of wedding anniversaries. In the past, Jessie had always felt envious of her friends’ seemingly perfect lives, but when she saw their faces at her numerous farewell shindigs, she knew that the tables had turned. They were the envious ones now.


  True, some people—namely her mother—thought she was being highly irresponsible and reckless to turn her life upside down so dramatically when all she really needed was a new haircut to make her feel like a new woman. And a few others expressed their well-intentioned concern that she was possibly rushing things with this Jack Davenport character, so soon after the fiasco with Tom.


  But despite the warnings from her family and friends, she realised now that she had never felt so utterly convinced of anything in her entire life. Sure, she had her butterflies about the whole escapade, but who wouldn’t? Yet at the same time, she had no real ties to keep her in England, not even a cat who could lay claim to her. It was just her. She was as mobile as she was ever going to be, and could move anywhere she damn well pleased.


  And then there was Jack. Anywhere in the world Jessie might have wanted to go, she knew that Jack would have found a way to be there too. The fact that she wanted to go to Hong Kong, where Jack already knew the territory well, was just an added bonus.


  Jessie and Jack had been through more than their share of silly mishaps and stupider misunderstandings, but since they’d finally gotten together for real, Jessie knew she was falling in love with him. She positively beamed when he was around and still radiated a glow on the rare occasions when he wasn’t by her side. Having reconnected after half a year of pining for each other whilst they were both in relationships with other people, they’d effectively fast-forwarded their own romance from a fledging encounter to a whole new life together. They had well and truly flown the nest. Or at least, they were about to.


  Everything was going perfectly. Better than perfect. Until the first tiny fracture started to appear at they waited for the announcements to signal the start of boarding.


  Jessie had insisted that the bank only pay for an economy fare for her. She’d seen the enormous cost increase in moving up a class, and she’d thought it was absolutely preposterous to spend that much money when the bank didn’t have to. She had two weeks of holiday when she arrived in Hong Kong to recover from the flight anyway, so she simply didn’t see the need to make her employer pay such an exorbitant amount of money.


  ‘I don’t see why we have to fly economy,’ Jack huffed as he fidgeted in his seat.


  ‘We are still in a recession, you know,’ Jessie replied soothingly.


  ‘The world is. But I’m not. I don’t know why you won’t just let me pay for an upgrade so we can get some proper rest.’


  ‘Oh, come on. It’ll do you good to mix it up with us plebs,’ Jessie laughed, leaning into his neck. Of course, she would love to be flying in business, but economy was plenty good enough for them both.


  ‘Would Mr Jack Davenport please make his way to the gate desk,’ a clipped voice announced over the tannoy.


  ‘That’ll be my upgrade,’ he said sarcastically as he got up and began weaving his way through the crowded rows of seats. There were lots of infants and children. Jessie eyed them warily, hoping they wouldn’t be sitting within too close a proximity to her. The vain monster within her wanted to sleep as much as possible on the flight and arrive looking fresh-faced and ready for her new life to begin.


  ‘Would a Miss Jessica Slaymaker please also come to the desk?’ the same tannoy voice announced.


  ‘That little bugger,’ Jessie muttered under her breath as she collected their array of hand luggage and fought her way through the sea of people. She had a feeling Jack had been up to silly business and gone and upgraded them despite her protests.


  No such luck. That would have almost been better than what had actually happened.


  ‘Hi,’ Jack said when she reached the desk, hot and flustered from her traverse.


  ‘What’s up?’ Jessie asked, attempting cool and calm in front of the ever-so-beautiful ground staff lady. From the way she was smiling, it looked like Jack had been working his charm offensive on her.


  ‘Well. You’re not going to believe this, but economy is fully booked, so the airline has given me an upgrade to business. On account of my frequent flyer miles.’


  ‘Oh, right…’ Jessie began. Her face was halfway frozen between a smile and a look of puzzlement.


  ‘Let me buy you an upgrade so we can be together,’ Jack said, giving her his most sincere look. ‘It’ll be a nice treat for us. Start as we mean to go on, eh?’


  ‘No, thank you,’ Jessie replied, her voice steady. ‘Economy is fine for me. It’s too much.’


  ‘Why not?’ Jack asked, a hurt look clouding his handsome features.


  ‘Thank you for the offer. It’s very kind of you,’ Jessie said, trying to sound grateful. ‘But I’d rather not. I don’t need a business seat to validate the start of my new life, and I certainly don’t plan to be living this extravagantly once we get to Hong Kong. Do you know how much those seats cost?’


  ‘Right,’ was all Jack could manage. He was clearly miffed. The voice of the tannoy had been watching their exchange and she gave Jessie a look that could only be interpreted as get your blinking brains tested, love. But Jessie wasn’t going to budge. It was the principle of the matter—and Jessie was very fond of her principles. Business class was just too expensive. ‘I’ll just stay in economy, then,’ Jack sighed a little sadly.


  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the tannoy woman said smoothly, ‘but that won’t be possible either. As I’ve already told you, economy class is fully booked today. You can either take the business-class upgrade or we can’t let you on this flight.’


  ‘What? That’s crazy. Well, can I give my upgrade to her?’ Jack asked, a sudden brainwave hitting him as he inclined his head to signify that by her he meant Jessie.


  ‘I’m sorry, that’s not possible, either,’ the tannoy woman explained. She was starting to sound impatient and snooty. ‘She doesn’t have the necessary loyalty points to qualify, and we can’t just swap these privileges around.’


  ‘But we won’t be able to sit together?’ Jack half-asked, half-said as a statement.


  ‘No, sir. Not unless she buys an upgrade for herself.’


  ‘Jack, take the upgrade,’ Jessie interjected. She was tired of being spoken about as though she hadn’t been standing right there.


  ‘Are you sure?’ Jack asked, turning towards her.


  ‘You have to! It’s either that, or you don’t come.’


  ‘Are you sure I can’t buy you an upgrade?’ Jack offered one last time.


  ‘No, thank you. I’ll be fine in steerage. You go and enjoy yourself up front,’ Jessie joked.


  ‘Okay, but don’t say I didn’t offer,’ he said, giving her a quick peck on the cheek and then handing over his boarding pass to the tannoy woman.


  As they made their way onto the plane, Jack bid her a quick farewell and turned left at the first junction, leaving Jessie to make the lonely trudge further back to economy. He made a half-hearted promise to come and see her during the flight, but Jessie had a feeling he’d be having far too much fun sipping champagne from real glassware and making the most of his 180-degree flat bed to remember to come and see her in the back.


  ‘Best foot forward, and all that jazz,’ Jessie muttered to herself, manhandling her carry-on case independently. She plastered on a fake smile as she greeted the welcoming flight attendants and bit her tongue at every single fellow passenger who stepped on her feet, got in her way, or just tried to take her out as they stowed their own bags.


  ‘That’s it,’ Jessie huffed as she struggled to the back of the cabin, narrowly missing getting her eye poked out by a child flinging crayons around. She’d made some silly, personally detrimental decisions in the past, but this was going to be the last time she made a stupid decision where Jack was concerned. She could have smiled sweetly and silenced her principles, and be sipping bubbles and having her every desire anticipated by now. Not to mention, she would be able to talk to Jack on the long flight. Jack, whom she was in love with.


  Well, not that they’d actually said the words to each other yet. Jack wasn’t exactly a big talker when it came to feelings. He’d told her he liked her, but other than that he seemed to be a fully paid-up member of the actions-speak-louder-than-words school of thought.


  If she’d just accepted his offer of an upgrade, Jessie would not be waylaid by all and sundry in her quest to find her blasted seat in the elusive row seventy-one. Some start to the rest of her life. She couldn’t help a sulk from appearing on her face as her smile gradually ran out of batteries. When she did eventually find her seat, she did so only to find that the overhead bins were already rammed full of oversized luggage and enough shopping bags to legitimately wonder whether Posh Spice was on board. Of course, Victoria Beckham wouldn’t be flying economy, Jessie reminded herself.


  ‘Wanna hand with that?’ came a deep voice with a broad Australian accent. Jessie had ineffectually been trying to make a dent of space in the overhead locker. She turned to see a bona fide Aussie beefcake before her eyes, complete with biceps the size of bricks bulging out of his tight t-shirt. The man was a veritable walking muscle mountain


  straight off the set of an antipodean beach-based soap opera. Jessie’s mouth parted and her eyes widened as she admired the demi-god before her. He truly was the embodiment and celebration of the magnificence of the male form. Michaelangelo’s David had nothing on this guy.


  ‘Huh?’ Jessie replied, her usual loquaciousness having deserted her, leaving her with something akin to cavewoman grunts in its place.


  ‘Come here,’ Aussie Superman said as he grabbed her awkward heavy case and flung it effortlessly into the locker. Jessie wondered how much he could bench press. She knew nothing about bench pressing per se, but she’d bet her last pound he could do a lot. She also couldn’t fail to notice the slight flex and bulge of his golden arm muscles as he rearranged the bags, making room, or the way he hoisted his own bag up there as if it was filled with nothing more than air. It was actually a rather nice spectacle to watch. Something beautiful in a sea of mental and actual chaos.


  Conscious that she still hadn’t uttered a complete word yet, let alone a sentence, and that she’d been gawping, Jessie managed a polite thank-you and a nod of the head before she shuffled sideways into her seat. Thank goodness she had a window seat. She could at least semi-cocoon herself as best she could against all the surrounding travellers and attempt to get a bit of rest.


  She pulled out the in-flight magazine and tried to think nice and happy thoughts in an attempt to regain her usual cheerful frame of mind. She was most definitely not thinking about Jack having the time of his life with all the pretty flight attendants servicing his every need. And although the circumstances this time were entirely different, she couldn’t help thinking about Jack’s brother, Charlie.


  The last and only other time she’d flown to Hong Kong, she’d been on business with her then-boss, Charlie. On that trip she’d offered Charlie her seat, since it came with more leg room. Charlie had literally jumped at the offer without so much as a wave goodbye, whilst Jessie had been forced to squeeze herself between two inconsiderate fellow passengers. The result had been an awful and exhausting flight. And to think she’d once had a monumental crush on the guy!


  But Jack was not the same as Charlie, Jessie reminded herself. He was kind and caring, not to mention super-generous with his time and money. On that same first trip to Hong Kong, he’d been the one to hop on a plane to join her at the drop of a hat, all because he felt she wasn’t having the best time. She’d most definitely ended up with the better brother; she smiled at the thought of his cheeky, lopsided smile, the one which had the power to make her go weak at the knees.


  Conscious that she was smiling away like an eejit, Jessie neutralised her face. As she glanced up from the in-flight magazine, she saw that the Aussie hunk was now manoeuvring his considerable hard muscular bulk into her row. In fact, not just into her row, but into the very seat right next to hers. She pretended not to notice him and hoped he didn’t think she’d been perving on him when she failed to not-clock her new neighbour’s matching muscular thighs. She felt truly sorry for her white knight. He was folded into every available millimetre of his seat and his knees appeared to be jammed into the seat in front. Twelve hours plus sat like that… it was not going to be fun for him.


  ‘I’m Trey,’ the Aussie man mountain said as he twisted his torso slightly towards her and unfolded his hand to her.


  ‘Of course you are,’ Jessie said. Such an obvious Aussie name for such an Aussie man.


  ‘’S’cuse me?’ Trey said, looking lost.


  ‘Jessie,’ Jessie replied quickly in an attempt to cover her tracks. She shook his hand and forced herself to meet his eye. Men who looked like Trey didn’t ordinarily talk to women who looked like Jessie. Jack was gorgeous, of course, but he was attractive in an English, slightly scruffy, and well-educated way. Trey was practically a different species altogether. He looked like an extra from a Hollywood historical epic, just without the baby oil.


  ‘Good to meet ya, Jessie,’ he replied, eyeing her with undisguised appreciation, as he held their handshake a little longer than was necessary.


  He was just being friendly, Jessie told herself. He was clearly way younger than her and could have his pick of any of the pretty cabin crew. But she was unable to stop that private smile of hers from making a quick reappearance. She turned her attention back to the magazine and concentrated on picturing Jack’s sleepy face from that morning.


  It was a peculiar thing, but ever since she’d first met Jack, she’d seemed to be a hundred percent more desirable to the opposite sex than she had ever been throughout her entire adult life. Jack and her had had only the briefest of flings, and then suddenly Charlie had shown an interest in her out of the blue, after years of silent pining on Jessie’s part. Although perhaps Charlie didn’t really count, owing to the fact that he had ulterior motives—namely framing her for stealing company information and trying to get her fired. But then the dust hadn’t even settled on the whole Charlie fiasco before Tom had thrown his hat in the ring and declared his love for her. If she looked at the number and quality of serious suitors she had had over the last year, then Jessie would have to say she’d been doing pretty well for herself. A stark improvement on the previous half decade, without a doubt. She wasn’t sure what had changed, but since she’d finally gotten shot of her crush on Charlie, her world had seemingly become full of eligible men.


  Chapter 6


  Touchdown. Jack was back. Back in Hong Kong. Back to Asia, to start all over again. After an interminably long flight in which he’d struggled to get any decent sleep, despite his lucky upgrade, he was back in a place where he’d so recently been desperately unhappy. His last stay had lasted six months, and he’d been more or less blackmailed into remaining in a relationship with someone who had once upon a time been a very good friend. He approached this new phase of his life with mixed feelings and with more than a little trepidation. It wasn’t the geography of the place, nor the majority of the people that he disliked. After spending much of his recent past in Asia, he enjoyed the culture and what life had to offer him here. It was just that there was one person here whom he greatly disliked. The one and only Sonia Shum. The bitch who’d tricked him into staying with her for the best part of half a year, when he could have been making hay and a whole lot more with Jessie.


  Sonia had taken advantage of Jack’s mortal fear of her billionaire tycoon father to keep him glued to her side for her plethora of public engagements and events. He’d been blackmailed into playing the doting boyfriend who worshipped the ground she walked on. It had been exhausting, but for some reason still unbeknownst to him, she had set her sights on him, Jack Davenport. And what Sonia wants, Sonia invariably gets.


  Jack knew it was ridiculous, but as he exited the plane, he felt like the eyes of Sonia Shum were somehow on him. He’d be foolish to think that she hadn’t heard about his return to Asia. In Jack’s eyes, Sonia was effectively a thief who had stolen precious time from him, time that he would never be able to get back. He hoped that by returning to the scene of his emotional incarceration he would be able to banish some of his heavy negativity towards the region. And of course, there was always the possibility of getting his own back on Sonia. Or at the very least, getting even.


  Whilst revenge may have been an iffy motivator for his return to Asia, in Jessie, he was more than confident that he was finally embarking on something long term with the right person.


  When Jessie had told him she’d wanted more, he’d flippantly planted the seed of a return to Asia in her head, which she’d jumped on full throttle. That was one of the things he loved best about her—her unbridled enthusiasm for everything. Their fast-tracked affair had been some of the happiest weeks of his life, and he found himself continually delighting in Jessie’s innate sensuality and her good-natured, witty companionship.


  During the flight, he’d been unable to concentrate on any of the in-flight entertainment, his mind continually wandering off to think about Jessie. About how kind she was to everyone, about how stubborn and unmoving she could sometimes be about right and wrong. He’d chuckled to himself when she’d refused his offer of an upgrade. And although they both knew his upgrade couldn’t be helped, he knew she was slightly miffed at lady luck for separating them. But still, he was looking forward to kissing and caressing the strain out of her sleep-deprived body later.


  Jack had been genuinely surprised by just how much he’d missed her, despite being a matter of metres away. It was only twelve and a bit hours, he’d kept telling himself. He’d thought he could use the time apart to think and plan without Jessie being there to distract him. Not that he’d actually done much of his intended planning. In fact, he was pretty much planless and clueless as to what he was actually going to do with his life in Hong Kong, besides be with Jessie.


  Throughout the flight, a nagging question kept positioning itself in the forefront of his mind, so much so that he ended up thinking about nothing else. Did he love Jessie? He thought he did. Jack had never really been one for wearing his heart on his sleeve, but he’d spent a huge part of the duration of this flight considering whether or not it was too soon to take the plunge and tell Jessie how he really felt about her.


  Chapter 7


  Jessie disembarked the plane at Hong Kong International in fine spirits, although she was far from well rested, seeing as she’d spent the entirety of the flight talking at ten to the dozen. And drinking more than her fair share of Merlot. Trey had made the whole experience thoroughly enjoyable. Once they’d gotten chatting, she’d found him to be something of an expert conversationalist who regaled her for much of the flight with funny anecdotes about his working holiday experiences in the UK. He definitely wasn’t just a pretty body—although he was definitely that, too. He’d also asked her lots of questions and seemed genuinely interested in her career, and her making the move overseas.


  Jessie hadn’t seen what she was doing as anything quite as formalised as flirting. It had been more like the pair of them had used the time to admire each other, to while away the hours together on the long journey. There was surely no harm in that, Jessie told herself defiantly.


  As Jessie and Trey walked along the jetway into the terminal building, laughing about the idiosyncrasies of the British, Jessie clocked a familiar-looking figure leaning against the wall. As she got closer, she noticed that Jack was not smiling at her. He in no way, shape, or form looked even remotely like he was the least bit pleased to see her after their long-haul flight.


  ‘Hmm,’ Jessie exhaled to herself as she did a mental run-through of all the potential reasons for him to be pissed off. Coming up blank, Jessie concluded that he must just be cranky through lack of sleep. Maybe business class wasn’t all it was cracked up to be after all!


  ‘Hi, Jack!’ she said brightly, giving him a wide smile as they approached. ‘I’d like to introduce my flying buddy, Trey. Trey, this is Jack,’ Jessie said, gesturing to each other.


  ‘Hiya, mate. Good to meet you,’ Trey said easily, proffering his hand. Jessie couldn’t fail to notice the admiring look Trey threw at Jack.


  ‘Hi,’ Jack said stiffly, taking a moment longer than was quite polite to shake the other man’s hand.


  ‘Well, Jessie. It was great to meet you, and good luck with your new lives together in Hong Kong,’ Trey said, pulling Jessie into a bear hug.


  ‘Thanks, Trey. And I hope everything goes well with you back in Melbourne and with you-know-who,’ Jessie replied, giving him a wink and squeezing his bicep before their embrace ended. During the course of the flight, Trey had alluded to there being someone waiting for him back in Australia. Trey then scooped up his hand luggage in that I’m-just-so-unbelievably-strong way that he embodied, and joined the throng of people heading deeper into the heart of the terminal building.


  Jessie leaned in to Jack for a hug and a kiss. Only Jack did a first-rate job of shunning her as he turned away and began patting down his bag. He unzipped a pocket and pulled out his passport before he took off at a fair clip towards the immigration hall.


  ‘Jack!’ Jessie called after him, gathering her things and doing her best to keep up. ‘Jack,’ she repeated again, pulling his arm so he had to look at her. After a couple more paces, Jack finally stopped to one side and glanced around to see if their display had been observed.


  ‘What the hell is your problem?’ Jessie snapped at him.


  ‘I don’t have a problem,’ Jack replied sulkily as he continued to scan the crowd above Jessie’s head, rather than look directly at her.


  ‘No, of course you don’t have a problem,’ Jessie began sarcastically. ‘You’re just being surly, bad-tempered, and frowny for no reason whatsoever. Now what gives?’


  Jack continued to avoid Jessie’s eye contact for a few moments more, until Jessie at last stilled his head with a kiss. It seemed to do the trick as his posture visibly relaxed and he looked at his girlfriend properly.


  ‘I missed you, that’s all,’ Jack said honestly. ‘But you clearly didn’t miss me at all. You looked like you were having a whale of a time.’


  ‘Oh my God. You’re jealous!’ Jessie exclaimed. She threw back her head and laughed.


  ‘Of who?’ Jack asked, looking lost.


  ‘Of Trey, of course.’


  ‘Of that Aussie wastrel? Don’t be so ridiculous,’ Jack replied, sounding slightly offended.


  ‘Don’t you trust me to talk to another man?’ Jessie asked seriously, all trace of her earlier smile now gone. ‘I would never cheat on you, surely you know that.’


  Jack’s brow furrowed slightly as he considered her words. He fixed her with a pointed look. Although Jessie couldn’t read minds, she had a fair idea that he was thinking about his brother. Or more to the point, the fact that she’d ended up in bed with Charlie during the initial stages of her flirtation with Jack. Jessie had thought that was water under the bridge now, but perhaps she’d been wrong.


  ‘I trust you,’ Jack said simply, after an uncomfortable silence.


  ‘Good,’ Jessie said, smiling at him. ‘And if you must know, I missed you lots. And if you hadn’t scared the Aussie wastrel away with your evil looks, then he’d be able to tell you that practically all I talked about for the past half a day was you. Now let’s stop this silliness and get out of this bloody airport,’ Jessie said assertively as she continued on her way, keen to put this tiff behind them.


  Jessie was in a daze as she watched the luggage carousel go round and round, becoming increasingly sparse with bags as they were gradually claimed by their owners. This wasn’t in the script. Jack and her weren’t supposed to move to a new country together, only to have a fight as soon as they stepped off the plane. It had only been a little disagreement, with Jack’s ego dented, but it had also revived the fundamental issue that had stopped them from being together when they’d first met: Jessie had spent years being secretly in love, or so she’d thought, with Charlie. Of course, that didn’t mean she still had feelings for him. She most definitely did not. Jessie didn’t want Charlie to have a recurring role in her relationship with Jack, and she sincerely hoped this wasn’t a precursor to future niggles and arguments between them.


  ‘I think that’s all the bags arrived,’ Jack said gently. ‘Are you sure your case isn’t here?’


  ‘No. I haven’t seen it,’ Jessie said, shaking herself from her daze and realising the horrid truth. Although she’d made it safe and sound to Hong Kong, her poor luggage hadn’t. That most definitely hadn’t been in the script. Jack had his bags, which was good, but it didn’t much help Jessie other than give her a few sleepwear options. And to top it all off, Jessie had completely ignored the one piece of useful advice her mother had ever given to her—to take some clean underwear and a change of clothes in her hand luggage. Jessie was furious with herself. Sometimes mothers really do know best.


  ‘I’m sure it’ll turn up in a few days,’ Jessie said, putting on a brave face, when all she really wanted to do was cry.


  Jack gave her a hug.


  ‘Of course it will. And in the meantime we’ll do a bit of shopping and get you some basics. You’re welcome to wear anything of mine. And I do mean… anything,’ Jack added suggestively.


  ‘Um, thanks I guess,’ Jessie replied. ‘But if you think me wearing your boxer shorts is remotely sexy, then I’m afraid you’ll be sorely mistaken.’


  ‘I bet I won’t,’ Jack replied, giving her a sensual kiss before taking her by the hand and leading her off into the city. Well, to the direction of the taxi rank, at least.


  Chapter 8


  Jack didn’t know what had come over him. He’d never considered himself to be a jealous kind of guy in the past, but that had been before Jessie. Before he’d ever been in love. Seeing Jessie looking so comfortable and relaxed with that Australian bloke had ignited something primal within him, something that screamed possession. He knew he was being ridiculous, but it had still irked him that he’d spent practically the entire flight thinking about how much he was falling for her, whilst simultaneously, a matter of metres away, she’d no doubt been chatting gregariously away with some other guy who wasn’t him. And judging by the way the man had hugged Jessie goodbye, he’d clearly been lapping her up.


  Jack especially didn’t like the way the Aussie guy had looked at Jessie. It had been blatantly obvious that he’d had designs on her. Jessie was far too unaware of her own attractiveness to think he was doing anything other than being friendly, but a man could see it. And a boyfriend could most definitely see it.


  Things could very well have erupted into a humungous fight, if Jessie hadn’t calmed him down and made him see sense. Now, as they ventured into the city on the way to their serviced apartment, all he could think about was making up for the time they’d been apart. He had plenty of things in mind to celebrate their first official night together in Hong Kong—and none of them required the presence of Jessie’s luggage.


  ‘Oh my God, there’s the skyline!’ Jessie exclaimed as the iconic jagged skyscrapers of Kowloon and Hong Kong Island came into view out of the taxi’s windows.


  ‘You’ve seen them before,’ Jack pointed out, surprised at her reaction.


  ‘I know. But I’ve never seen them like this with you before. And I’m sorry, but I think I could see that view a hundred times and still be blown away by the sheer magnificence of it.’ Jessie smiled widely at Jack and grabbed his hand. There it was again. Despite the long flight, despite the grey cloudy weather and high humidity, there was Jessie’s indefatigable enthusiasm for everything right there in front of him.


  ‘Fair enough,’ Jack replied, smiling. He looked across at the view and tried to see things through Jessie’s eyes. She was right. It was spectacular. Years of living amongst these kinds of impressive buildings day in day out had desensitised him; he’d forgotten the awesomeness of the sheer scale and density of all the high-rises packed into such a relatively small strip of land.


  ‘How do you feel to be back?’ Jessie asked, tearing her eyes away from the view, which was looming larger and larger, to look at him.


  ‘Good,’ Jack replied, throwing her a crooked smile. ‘Weird, but good. Last time I was here things weren’t so good, but this is a going to be a new start for both of us.’


  ‘I’m so glad you feel that way.’ Jessie beamed brightly at him.


  ‘I do. And I’m excited to show you my favourite parts of Hong Kong. We never got to do that last time you were here. Let’s make the most of the time you have before you start work. We can have something of a honeymoon,’ Jack said enthusiastically. He was already making a mental list of things to do and places to visit. It was an exciting prospect to show her the sights and explore new things together.


  ‘I’d like that,’ Jessie replied, a little dreamily. They were now driving past the International Commerce Centre, and she was craning her neck awkwardly as she tried to see how high it actually was.


  Jack couldn’t help smiling at her. There was something almost childish and innocent about her reaction. If Sonia had been in the same taxi with them, would she have stared in awe and wonder at the ginormous buildings rolling past? Hardly. Not that Sonia ever took a taxi anyway. She was more of a chauffeur-driven gal these days.


  He couldn’t put his finger on it exactly, but Jessie made him feel positive about life. She’d definitely given him a fresh impulse to get up off his backside and actually do something constructive with his time. He was still young. Too young to retire. And she made him want to do well again. There was a time, when he’d first moved to Shanghai, when he’d been ambitious, a dreamer; but he’d lost that feeling at some point. Over the years there, despite his success, he had slowly, imperceptibly lost sight of his initial passion. He’d become tired, jaded; hence his return to England. But now things were so very different. With Jessie at his side, he felt altogether more fired up and positive about the future.


  Chapter 9


  Jessie felt numb as she entered the serviced apartment that was to be her home for the next two months. It was in the heart of Central, in an area known as Mid-Levels on account of it being partway up the rising relief of Hong Kong Island. Her new neighbourhood was a lively district populated by a mixed expat and local community, within easy reach of the business district and practically on the doorstep of an explosive plethora of bars and restaurants.


  Now that she was actually there, it all felt a bit surreal.


  The apartment itself was a bit of a letdown, however. It was nice enough, she supposed, but it was small, and the view rather left something to be desired. There was no glorious vista across the harbour, like she’d seen when she’d researched online; rather, the windows looked out onto the building opposite. Still, it was a clean and functional space that ordinarily she would have been delighted with. So why was it that Jessie felt uncharacteristically sombre as she surveyed each room in turn? It wasn’t just her missing luggage which had her in a fug. Although, now she realised she had nothing to unpack, it was playing a part. What girl wouldn’t be a little lost without the things she’d carefully selected for her new life adventure?


  Jessie tried not to feel disappointed about her missing luggage, the apartment, or Jack’s jealous reaction earlier. She was just tired, was all. She pushed the idea that these separate little instances were omens to the back of her mind and tried to pass it all off as bad luck. People lost their luggage all the time, and it was perfectly normal for boyfriends to get jealous, and sometimes companies misled you when it came to making their properties look bigger and more glamourous than they actually were. That was just life.


  Jessie sighed as she returned to the living area, unsure what to do next. Jack was standing there, holding out a little black box towards her, smiling.


  Jessie’s breath caught, and she fought to maintain a neutral face until he said something. She wasn’t going to jump to conclusions—which was an easy thing to do, considering her overactive imagination. Just breathe calmly, Jessie willed herself. Of course he wasn’t about to do what her overactive imagination was suggesting. Of course not. Or was he? Maybe that would explain his angsty behaviour at the airport. No. No. Of course he wouldn’t be doing that. It was far too early. They barely knew each other.


  ‘I wanted to get you something,’ Jack began, pushing the little black box into Jessie’s hands, forcing her to stop conjuring up a million scenarios involving rings and diamonds. ‘Something to tell you how much you mean to me, and also a kind of welcome-to-Hong-Kong present.’


  ‘You didn’t have to do that,’ Jessie said, a little shakily. ‘But thank you.’ She stood motionless, staring at the box, wondering if he was going to say anything else.


  Or if there was going to be a question.


  ‘Well, open it,’ Jack prodded.


  ‘Okay,’ Jessie said. She took a deep breath and opened the box. It was beautiful. Or rather, they were beautiful. She’d been right about the diamond part. Staring right back up at her were a pair of diamond stud earrings. Not too big and not too small. They had Jessie written all over them. They were perfect.


  ‘Do you like?’ Jack asked, wrapping his arms around her.


  ‘I like,’ Jessie replied, still surprised. She tore her eyes away from the sparkling gems and focused on Jack’s own sparkling eyes instead. ‘But this is so much, Jack. Are you sure?’


  ‘Of course I am,’ he laughed. ‘I wouldn’t have given them to you otherwise.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Jessie said as she laced her arms around his neck and went up on her toes to kiss him deeply.


  ‘Now go and put them on, and take everything else off,’ Jack ordered huskily.


  Jessie looked at him briefly like she was about to protest, but then thought better of it, a slow smile playing across her lips. She walked over to the mirror by the door and did as Jack had instructed her.


  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t get you anything,’ Jessie called over her shoulder as she threaded her new gorgeous earrings through her ears. In all honesty, the thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. She didn’t realise they’d reached the stage of giving seriously expensive presents to each other yet.


  ‘I’m sure you can think of a way to make it up to me,’ Jack called from the bedroom.


  Earrings now in place, Jessie tugged off the cosy sweater she’d worn for the flight as she followed the sound of Jack’s voice. She found him in bed and, judging by his naked torso, it was an educated guess that he was naked under the covers as well. He still had the power to stop her dead in her tracks, and she hadn’t gotten bored of seeing this sight at all. She admired his naturally golden and athletic body. He wasn’t the muscular beefcake that Trey was, but she didn’t want him to be. She loved his toned and defined body, which she now knew was the result of good genes and a little bit of gym enhancement. He didn’t need to be there all day, every day. The lucky git.


  ‘Jeans off,’ he commanded as she edged closer to him. Jessie complied, slipping out of her shoes and wiggling out of her jeans. It felt good to be free of them after her long journey. She watched him watching her and forced herself to exude body confidence. She knew this was one of the things Jack liked about her. Her ability to stand in front of him in next to nothing and still look comfortable. He didn’t have to know she sometimes had to fake this side of her persona. Jessie was like everyone else: she had her good days and bad days when it came to her looks. She placed a hand on one hip and took a breath in to make her stomach appear just that little bit flatter.


  ‘So, how would you like me to make it up to you?’ Jessie asked, lowering her eyelashes, giving him a slow smile.


  ‘Surprise me,’ Jack replied, licking his lips in anticipation. Jessie still couldn’t quite believe that this beautiful specimen lying naked in front of her actually wanted her. And she could tell by the look in his eye that he really wanted her. Even in her comfy, totally unsexy, practical black underwear.


  ‘Hmm, let me think,’ Jessie said, putting a playful finger to her cheek. She leisurely strolled over to the couch on the far side of the room, conscious that’s Jack’s gaze never left her body for a second. Then she draped herself gracefully across the couch, her legs inching apart in a suggestive manner.


  ‘Do you want me like this?’ she asked innocently, holding the pose and looking at Jack intently.


  ‘Or,’ she continued, before he could answer, ‘do you want me like this?’ She rolled over onto all fours, arching her back and pushing up her bottom.


  ‘No?’ she said, shaking her head slightly, as she got off the couch and climbed on top of him on the bed. ‘Or perhaps you’d rather have me like this?’ she asked finally, slightly breathless.


  ‘How about all of the above,’ Jack answered as he pulled her down into a passionate kiss. All the stresses and worries of the day disappeared as Jessie tasted him deeply and allowed her senses to be overwhelmed by this man. He always tasted good, but most of all she loved his smell. Jack had this unusual combination of smelling like clean male, yet with undertones of something sweet and new, almost like a newborn baby smell. For Jessie, it was intoxicating and had quickly become addictive. She breathed him in and felt the instantaneous effects of his aroma work its magic on her. Her body melted into his as the stresses and strains of the flight began to undo. How could he smell this good after what was probably nearly twenty hours without a shower? She was quite sure she didn’t smell halfway near as good as he did.


  ‘You smell so delicious,’ Jack mumbled between kisses, as if he’d been reading her thoughts.


  ‘Hmm,’ came Jessie’s reply. She wasn’t quite able to believe him, but she managed to stop herself from saying, yeah right in her most sarcastic tone.


  ‘I want to taste you properly,’ Jack said, breaking away from her.


  ‘Um,’ Jessie began, trying to think of an excuse. The idea of him going down there, in her present flight-scummy state, was enough to make her cringe.


  ‘I won’t take no for an answer,’ Jack said mischievously, sensing her hesitation. He rolled her over onto her back and managed to remove her of her knickers one-handedly, in a well-practiced move that had Jessie questioning just how much practice he’d actually had at that manoeuvre.


  ‘Hmm,’ Jessie hummed as she gave up what pitiful fight she had in her and concentrated on enjoying the flicks and gentle caresses of Jack’s tongue. This was what she really needed. This was the most perfect way of welcoming her to Hong Kong that she could have ever thought of. As she climaxed under Jack’s expert teasing, she felt herself sink deeply into the mattress. She felt so contented and satisfied that she could quite easily fall into a deep unmoving sleep at any second.


  ‘Oh, no, sleepyhead. No sleeping for you, I’m afraid,’ Jack said, giving Jessie a playful shove.


  ‘I’m just so tired,’ Jessie replied, her eyes blinking lazily. She pulled the bedsheet over her and smiled a sleepy smile.


  ‘I said, no sleeping,’ Jack repeated more forcefully as he pulled the sheet off her and positioned himself on top of her. Jessie was suddenly wide awake and all too aware that they hadn’t finished. Not by a long shot.


  Once they were both satiated and showered, Jessie and Jack went out to explore their new home city. What with all the great sex, Jessie had practically forgotten all about her lack-of-luggage situation. Jessie’s wardrobe limitations being what they were, hadn’t given her a whole lot of options, but she didn’t think she looked too bad, considering. She’d reluctantly had to re-don her jeans from the flight, which had felt unbearably grimy as soon as they hit the street in the Hong Kong humidity, and she was wearing too many clothes, something that would have to be rectified in the morning. But on the plus side, she’d commandeered a clean, fresh, black shirt from Jack’s suitcase, put the collar up and rolled up the sleeves. Having something clean to wear felt like an ultimate luxury. As for the underwear situation, it wasn’t great, and Jessie had opted to go commando for the first time in her life rather than put her travel clothes back on. Her travel bra and knickers had been rinsed and were now hanging in the bathroom, ready for her shopping expedition the following day.


  Granted, her makeshift outfit was a little botched together, and while it wasn’t the epitome of all that was chic, it would do. Plus, the only person she had to impress that night was Jack, and she knew he liked what he saw as he watched her slide on his shirt against her naked skin. Thankfully she’d packed the basics in the makeup department into her hand luggage, so she could survive. Not indefinitely, but for the time being she could still keep up with appearances.


  The plan was to grab a quick bite to eat and try and stay awake until they could acceptably call it a day without seeming too geriatric. Jessie was anticipating something around ten p.m., as she was already starting to get that fuzzy-headed jetlagged feeling. As they walked towards the lively district of Soho, a slimy-looking expat walked past, his greedy perving eyes on Jessie. Or more specifically, his greedy perving eyes were on her chest. In her underwear-less state, Jessie was now all too aware that she was less contained than usual and that her ample bosom had developed a mind of its own—a mind that insisted on a great deal of bouncing. The slimy stranger had clearly not failed to notice the movement, and he was obviously not gentlemanly enough to avert his eyes or even try and ignore Jessie’s jiggling chest.


  Jack also chose this moment to become super-observant.


  ‘Oi,’ he said firmly as he shoved the sleazebag back by the shoulder. ‘What gives you the right to ogle my girlfriend like that?’ he demanded.


  ‘Take it easy, will ya,’ the sleazebag replied in a thick London accent. He raised his hands up to signify he wasn’t looking for confrontation.


  ‘Jack. Leave it,’ Jessie said, trying to lead a fuming Jack away. She’d never seen him like this before. So riled. So fired up. All about little old her. Maybe it should have been flattering, and Jessie was sure that there were some women out there who would have enjoyed his display in defence of her virtue, but Jessie could fight her own battles.


  ‘If you don’t want people to look, you shouldn’t let your girlfriend walk around like that,’ the sleazebag said over his shoulder. Jessie had to restrain Jack from turning around and punching the guy’s lights out.


  ‘Wait here,’ she said, catching Jack’s eyes to stop him from doing anything stupid. She turned and took a few steps toward the man, hoping Jack would behave himself and stay put.


  ‘Excuse me mate,’ she called. The sleazebag turned and leered at her. Jessie focused on scrutinising all her attention on the sleazebag’s crotch area in the most degrading way she could possibly conjure up. ‘I don’t know what century you’re from, but you can talk directly to me, you know. I’m a woman. I’ve got breasts,’ she said, clutching at her chest. ‘And today I chose not to wear a bra. Does that mean I should have to put up with the likes of you copping a downright salacious look, when really you should be interested in me for the intelligence of my mind?’ Jessie moved her thumb and forefinger up and down, signifying she was estimating the sleazebag’s size of manhood. She was deliberately unkind in her estimation.


  ‘Okay, okay,’ Sleazebag said, holding his hands up again in defeat. ‘Just stop looking at me like that. It’s weird.’


  ‘Exactly. So keep those eyes up and don’t look at me like that.’


  Chapter 10


  ‘Making friends?’ Jack asked, smiling at her, as Jessie caught up with him. She never failed to impress him.


  ‘You need to calm down,’ Jessie said seriously, a note of warning in her voice. She deliberately stood close to him, looking him squarely in the eye. ‘That’s twice today you’ve totally overreacted.’


  ‘I just can’t stand the way they look at you,’ Jack replied defensively, running a hand through his hair in frustration, his smile dissipating.


  ‘You can’t stop people looking, Jack,’ Jessie said, shaking her head slightly. ‘This is the world we live in. But remember…’ she trailed off with a cheeky sideways smile.


  ‘What?’ Jack asked, keen to know the end of her sentence.


  ‘Only you can touch,’ Jessie finished, lowering her eyelashes at him, then she grabbed his hand and pulled him along the street.


  Jack found himself soothed by her words. And as they sank in, he couldn’t help smiling to himself. She was right. She was absolutely right. Jessie was all his, and he truly believed that now they were together, she would never let another man touch her. The only nagging seed of doubt was his brother Charlie, who he knew Jessie had had strong feelings for in the past. But Charlie was out of the picture. He hadn’t been seen by any of the family for months, and according to their mother, he was in hiding, although reportedly still somehow living the life of Riley in South America somewhere.


  As they walked on to the restaurant in companionable silence, Jessie was unable to hide her awe at the new bright sights and sounds. She couldn’t seem to shake the look of a gobsmacked tourist off her face. Meanwhile Jack found himself wondering why he was suddenly feeling slightly on the insecure side. It was alien territory for him, feeling insecure. Of course he trusted Jessie, and he’d seen other men look at her before. But he’d never jumped off the deep end in such a way as to result in physical contact. It wasn’t like him to start a fight.


  He blamed his uncharacteristic behaviour on being unsettled about what he was going to do. Jessie had her job, but what did Jack have going on in that moment? He’d followed her halfway around the world so she could fulfill her dream of travel and adventure, but what of his dreams? He’d accomplished a lot when he’d lived in Shanghai, made enough money to ensure he’d be comfortable for awhile, but going back to his old business held no appeal for him now. In the past he’d always been sure of his career, and his personal life had just bumbled along from short-term girlfriend to one-night-stand to the next short-term girlfriend. Now his personal life was stable for the first time in years, and he was with a woman he envisaged being with for the foreseeable future, yet his career was practically non-existent.


  Jack knew he wanted to do something. He just didn’t know what. It was hard to admit to himself, that maybe his recent tetchiness was because the stakes were higher now. He had something to prove to Jessie. He wanted to show her that he could be successful and driven. She’d only really known him so far as a lazy playboy-type character. Sure, she knew about his entrepreneurial days, but they weren’t something she’d ever actually witnessed. And now his vacation period was coming to an end, and he knew he couldn’t continue playing the gentleman of leisure for much longer. Not whilst he waved Jessie off on her way to work every day.


  ‘I’m starving,’ Jessie announced as she stopped outside a small, lively-looking restaurant and scanned the menu. ‘How about this place?’


  ‘Sure,’ Jack answered, still deep in thought, his appetite not that huge anymore. The more he thought about his lack of options, the more it weighed on him.


  ‘Come on,’ Jessie said, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze and flashing him that natural megawatt smile that came so easily to her.


  Her enthusiasm was infectious. Jack decided he could work on his master plan tomorrow. Tonight was about celebrating. It was a celebration of Jessie and Jack being together. Together in Hong Kong—fresh and new.


  Chapter 11


  Dinner that night had been in a cool little pizza place in the lively district of Soho, where they’d sat at the bar and chowed down on thick slices of cheesy pizza, washed down with copious amounts of red wine. Not exactly an authentic Hong Kong cuisine experience, but it was what they’d both needed.


  Jack had been in an extra buoyant mood for some reason, and had continually topped up her glass all evening. Jessie knew he was just trying to show her a good time, take her mind off her lack of clothes and her disappointment in their living arrangements. And she also knew it would hurt in the morning, given her poor state of hydration after the flight. But she didn’t care. It never even crossed her mind to say that she’d had enough booze. She was just so thrilled to be in Hong Kong with the love of her life, albeit without her luggage. Jack had even let her use his toothbrush, which she’d considered to be the most romantic gesture ever, in her inebriated state.


  Surprisingly, the morning after, Jessie didn’t feel too bad. She couldn’t remember precisely how they’d gotten home, but judging by the empty water bottles that littered her side of the bed, she must have done something right.


  She crept out of bed, leaving Sleeping Beauty snoring away lightly. It was alright for him to stay in bed for as long as he wanted. He had his bloody luggage. But Jessie had other plans. She still had a couple of weeks before she started work in the Hong Kong office of her bank, and her luggage was bound to materialise before then—well, probably—and hopefully in the next day or two. But that didn’t do anything to remedy her lack of clean underwear today, or solve her wardrobe dilemma in the interim.


  ‘I don’t feel so good,’ Jack groaned into his pillow.


  ‘I’m not surprised. We both fried quite a few brain cells last night,’ Jessie laughed as she wiggled into her jeans. Again. If she wore them much longer, they’d be able to walk themselves back to England.


  ‘How can you be so cheerful? You always have rotten hangovers,’ Jack pointed out as he slowly opened his eyes to look at her.


  ‘True. I must have drunk plenty of water when we got in,’ Jessie said, and finished off the rest of another bottle.


  ‘This isn’t just a hangover. I’m really sick,’ Jack moaned, putting a hand to his head.


  ‘Yeah, right,’ Jessie laughed unsympathetically as she jumped onto the bed beside him. Jack winced as the bed moved under him. ‘If this is your way of getting out of coming shopping with me, then it’s worked. I can’t have you traipsing around after me all day if all you’re going to do is moan.’ She planted a gentle kiss on his cheek.


  ‘You’ll probably be quicker without me anyway,’ Jack reasoned, a thin smile appearing on his lips. ‘But I really don’t feel well,’ he added as he twisted a tendril of her damp hair around his finger.


  ‘Probably,’ Jessie replied, and she leaped up off the bed and slipped on her shoes. Jack winced again, kicked a foot out of the bed, and planted it on the floor. Presumably to stop the world from spinning.


  ‘Take it easy and I hope you feel better soon. Maybe we could do something later?’ Jessie ventured, placing a packet of painkillers and a new bottle of water on his bedside.


  ‘Maybe,’ Jack replied as he rolled into a more comfortable position and closed his eyes.


  If truth be told, Jessie didn’t mind too much that Jack had bailed on her. She loved spending time with him, but she’d lived on her own for a long time and wasn’t afraid of her own company.


  Plus, she would be quicker without him, and it would give her time to get her bearings in her new neighbourhood. She was going to have to start going places by herself soon enough anyway, so she may as well bite the bullet and explore while she could do so at her leisure, rather than wait until she was in a rush to get to the office.


  She stopped at a little coffee shop for breakfast whilst she compiled her list of bare essentials and where to get them. Jessie had a reasonably good idea of the layout of her new home city and where she needed to go, and her handy smartphone did the rest. One thing she knew for sure was that her first stop was going to be to her mother’s mother ship. As her mum always said, ‘If in doubt, go to Marks and Spencer.’ Underwear was very much the first order of the day, and good old M&S would have that covered.


  A few hours later, laden down with the basics, which turned out to be more than she’d initially thought, Jessie trudged back through the door of the serviced apartment. She expected to see Jack up and about, maybe watching TV, or on his computer. But there was no Jack in sight. He must have gone out in search of food, Jessie concluded as she began opening shopping bags and surveying her purchases in the living room. She’d done well. She’d been to a pharmacy and picked up enough toiletries to keep her going until her own things decided to make a reappearance, and she’d also picked up a couple of light summer dresses, some shorts, a couple of t-shirts, and some flip-flops. She was loath to fork out again for any work gear, as she’d only just bought some new things back in England, but she had scoped out a couple of options which she could go and get if her bags didn’t turn up before she started work. And yes, she’d bought plenty of underwear.


  She collapsed on the sofa and watched two old reruns of Friends on the TV before realising there was still no sign of Jack. She checked her phone. Nothing.


  ‘Where the bloody hell is he?’ she asked aloud as she began typing him a text of words to that effect, only more polite. She was just about to press send when she heard muffled noises from the bedroom. ‘He can’t still be in bed, can he?’ Jessie asked, getting irritated at the thought of his laziness, whilst she’d been up and about for ages.


  ‘Jack, is that you?’ she asked, tentatively. In case it wasn’t Jack, she made sure she had a clear exit to the door.


  ‘Who else would it be?’ Jack said as he opened the door and scratched his head. He was dressed only in his boxers, and his hair was sticking up in all directions, as was its usual tendency.


  ‘How’re you feeling?’ Jessie asked, relaxing back into the sofa.


  ‘Rubbish,’ Jack replied as he stomped to the kitchenette and began rummaging around the cupboards in search of sustenance.


  ‘What do you fancy doing?’ Jessie asked hopefully.


  ‘Not much. Jessie, I’m sorry, but I feel downright awful. Do you mind if we have a quiet one today?’


  ‘Of course not,’ Jessie replied brightly, although having a quiet one was the last thing she really wanted to do. She desperately wanted to explore, and the thought of being cooped up for the rest of the day in their serviced apartment held very little appeal. ‘There’s a supermarket just down the road. I might pop over there and get some supplies in.’


  ‘That’d be great, if you don’t mind,’ Jack replied. He was realising there was absolutely nothing in the kitchen for him to consume. ‘We can watch movies for the rest of the day and then get a takeaway for dinner. McDonald’s even deliver in Hong Kong.’


  ‘Sure. I won’t be long,’ Jessie said, grabbing her bag. She knew Jack was joking, but there was no way she was eating McDonald’s on her second night in Hong Kong. What would be the point in that when she could very well do that back at home?


  As Jessie toddled off to the supermarket, she felt a sense of relief that she was doing something practical and productive, rather than just sitting on her bum back at the flat. In the run-up to moving, things had been incredibly hectic, and there was constantly something to do or someone to see. Now, things were at the opposite extreme: not much for her to do and no one aside from Jack to go and see. Jessie hated being idle, and she especially hated wasting her days off like this. But she still had plenty of time off before she officially started work, she reassured herself. One day of minimal activity was hardly going to kill her.


  Upon her return, she noticed Jack had progressed to the sofa and had managed to find a t-shirt to wear. He was flicking aimlessly through television channels as seemed to be the habit of most men. Jessie settled herself next to him for a low-key afternoon of hangover recovery, all the while trying to look on the bright side of life. Vegging out on the sofa may not have been her first choice of activity, but she was doing it with Jack, who, she had to admit, did look rather cute and vulnerable in his fuzzy state.


  Chapter 12


  Sensing that Jessie had been slightly down in the dumps about how the previous day had panned out, Jack woke up early the next morning, feeling both guilty and determined to make up for his hangover duvet day. Thankfully, he was feeling more human again, and he planned to show Jessie that there was more to Hong Kong than just the skyscrapers and wider metropolitan area.


  ‘Wakey wakey,’ Jack said cheerfully as he gave Jessie a gentle nudge.


  ‘What time is it?’ Jessie groaned.


  ‘Early. It’s five.’


  ‘What? In the morning?’ Jessie said, grabbing her phone from the nightstand.


  ‘Yes. You haven’t missed an entire day,’ Jack laughed.


  ‘More sleeps, then,’ Jessie grunted as she rolled over and pulled the bedcovers tighter around her.


  ‘No. Let’s go out,’ Jack cajoled, tugging the covers off her.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘It’s a surprise,’ Jack replied as he hopped out of bed and headed to the shower.


   



  Jack’s surprise was to take Jessie out for a taxi ride in the countryside, then have the driver drop them off at a seemingly random point on the road, flanked by dense vegetation on either side. The place was all but deserted aside from a few professional-looking cyclists whizzing past.


  ‘Um, Jack… do you know where we are and where we’re going?’ Jessie asked, looking up and down the empty road.


  ‘Up,’ Jack replied, gesturing up the hill.


  ‘I am doing no such thing in flip flops,’ Jessie pointed out, looking down at her feet.


  ‘Aha. I have come prepared, Miss Slaymaker,’ he replied, smiling as he pulled out water bottles and the comfortable shoes she’d worn on the flight. ‘I know these aren’t exactly hiking boots, but it’s not steep,’ he added, handing them to her.


  ‘Okay.’ She smiled at his thoughtfulness. ‘Lead the way.’


  Jack led her down the road another fifty or so metres until they reached a track which began a slow and gentle hike up the hill. Once they’d reached the summit, the walk was virtually flat across the top, with only occasional undulations, and the incline was never very steep.


  ‘This is lovely!’ Jessie exclaimed as they paused for a water break. The view across the southern side of Hong Kong was beautiful, bathed in sunshine and accompanied by a cloudless blue sky. ‘Are we still in Hong Kong?’


  ‘Sure are. People normally associate Hong Kong only with the city, but there’s so much more than that. There’s tons of great hiking here and some good beaches. It’s not all about the shopping and night life.’


  ‘Beaches?’ Jessie asked, surprised.


  ‘Yep. This walk is called the Dragon’s Back, and if we keep trekking long enough we’ll eventually get to a little village called Shek O which has a great beach. Or at least, it used to.’


  ‘Really?’ Jessie asked dubiously, raising an eyebrow at him. ‘Real beaches in Hong Kong?’


  ‘Would I lie to you, Jessica Slaymaker?’ Jack laughed. ‘Come on, slow coach. Try to keep up, and you can see for yourself,’ he added as he continued off down the path.


  Eventually the path started to drop down, and they descended down what seemed to be a never-ending series of steps that led back to the road. As they rejoined the road, as if by magic a taxi pulled up. They decided to cheat just a little and let it take them the rest of the way to the sleepy village of Shek O.


  ‘I can hear waves,’ Jessie said as she exited the cab.


  ‘This way,’ Jack smiled, leading her through an unpromising concrete car park area towards the sound of crashing waves.


  ‘Oh my gosh!’ Jessie exclaimed as she took in the sight. A vista of turquoise water and pristine white sandy beach, complete with lifeguard towers, was laid out before her. ‘I’m half expecting to see David Hasselhoff running out of the surf at any second,’ she joked.


  ‘Yasmine Bleeth, if you don’t mind,’ Jack replied. ‘Now how about a swim?’ he asked, pulling off his t-shirt. ‘I’m afraid I can’t magic up that tiny white bikini I saw you in the last time you were here, but there’s a beach shop over there. Why don’t you see if you can find something similar?’ Jack suggested suggestively. Jessie blushed, as he knew she would, before she turned and strode confidently over to the shop. That white bikini had led to a rather heated rooftop massage that had gotten them both more than a little hot under the collar.


  Only slightly disappointed that she hadn’t managed to find something white and indecently tiny, Jack nodded with approval when Jessie returned in a black and pink tropical set, complete with a smile as wide as the Pearl River Delta. Jack felt relieved that her mood had definitely lifted and she genuinely seemed to be having fun. Not like the day before, when she’d put a brave face on things while sitting through movie after movie with him, camped out on the sofa and nursing him through his hangover.


  They spent the rest of the day laughing and mucking around in the sea and on the sand. Lunch was at a seaside Thai restaurant and helped to complete the holiday theme of the outing.


  ‘It feels like we’re on honeymoon or something,’ Jessie said as she collapsed on her towel after another dip in the clear ocean. ‘Not that I know what it’s like to be on honeymoon, of course,’ she quickly qualified. ‘It’s just what I’d imagine it to be like, though. On a beach in Thailand or some other tropical paradise.’


  ‘I know what you mean,’ Jack replied, grabbing her hand.


  ‘It’s beautiful here. And you’re beautiful here too, Jessie,’ Jack said, looking her squarely in the eye. She smiled back at him, those luscious lips of hers poised to say something. But she didn’t say anything. In fact, she seemed to think better of it, and simply squeezed his hand and returned her gaze to the incessant pounding of the waves that journeyed their way up the beach.


  Why couldn’t either of them say what had been hanging there midair between them? Those three little words.


  It was the perfect setting. The perfect timing. Jack couldn’t speak for Jessie, but he knew he wanted to tell her he loved her. Yet there was a nagging voice in the back of his mind, telling him not to. It’s too soon, the voice said. You’re not ready to say it, and she’s not ready to hear it, the annoying voice wittered on.


  When it was time to go home, they both looked sunnified and happy. It had been a glorious day. Full of fun, flirtation, loving kisses, and constant handholding. Jessie had described it as a honeymoon, and Jack couldn’t help thinking that if that’s what a honeymoon with Jessie felt like, then maybe he wanted to go on one for real.


  Chapter 13


  ‘What would you like to do today?’ Jack asked Jessie as she came out of the shower, a towel wrapped around her. They’d both been affected by jetlag and had woken early. Too early, considering they were supposed to be on holiday.


  ‘I wouldn’t mind another beach day. Unless of course you’d rather do something else?’ Jessie said, drying her hair with a smaller towel. ‘Yesterday was just so relaxing.’


  ‘No, I wouldn’t mind that at all. I don’t mean to sound like a pervert, but another day of watching you cavort around in next to no clothes would suit me just fine,’ he replied with an impish smile.


  ‘With comments like that, you have to admit you are a bit of a pervert,’ she said, throwing the towel at his head. ‘And I don’t “cavort around” anywhere,’ she added with mock offence, which she couldn’t keep from turning quickly into a smile.


  ‘I can think of a place where you definitely cavort around,’ Jack said, looking her up and down. He seemed to fixate on her towel, willing it to come loose and unravel around her.


  ‘Is it the kitchen?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘The living room?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘The bathroom.’


  ‘On occasion you have been known to cavort in the bathroom, but no, that wasn’t where I was thinking of specifically.’


  ‘The bedroom?’ she asked finally, edging slowly over to where he was still lying in bed.


  ‘Bingo. I think we can both safely say that you cavort around the bedroom,’ Jack said, licking his lips. He gently tugged at the hem of the towel that wrapped her torso and admired her as it finally did what he’d been willing it to do: fell to the floor.


  ‘I thought you wanted to go to the beach,’ Jessie protested.


  ‘Later,’ Jack growled as he pulled her into the bed with him and devoured Jessie’s smooth, freshly showered body.


  
    ***

  


  Jessie had enjoyed the past few days with Jack in Hong Kong immensely. The hike and beach day in Shek O had been exactly what she’d needed, and for the first time in a long time she’d felt truly relaxed and at ease. She’d felt so dreamy that she’d even described it as a honeymoon, a comment she’d regretted immediately after it left her lips. She didn’t want Jack to think that she was anxious to push things along between them in that direction. Because she wasn’t. She was perfectly content with how things were panning out. After a few initial wobbles, things seemed to be back on an even keel with Jack, and he was proving himself to be a perfect holiday partner.


  For their second day of beach fun, Jack had suggested they go to a different island altogether. He recommended they at least try and do something cultural by visiting the old fishing village of Tai O on Lantau Island before they soaked up some more sunshine at the beach. Jessie was more than happy to be led by him.


  After a forty-five minute winding bus ride from the train station, Jessie found herself transported back in time. She found herself face to face with ancient Hong Kongers cooking over wood fires and selling all manner of seafood out of little more than corrugated shacks. There were no cars here, just the hustle and bustle of a community going about its business in probably the same manner it had done for generations, including the occasional ring of a bicycle bell signalling for someone to get out of the way. The fishing village itself was built on elevated walkways, and the houses were on stilts to keep them dry from the changing tides.


  ‘What a contrast!’ Jessie exclaimed, gulping back the urge to gag on the ever-present and at times overpowering smell of shrimp paste. It was something of a local delicacy, according to Jack.


  ‘That’s Hong Kong for you,’ Jack explained. ‘There’s the bright lights, glitz and money of the city, and then there’s this bygone era of people living very cheaply, some through choice, but most because they have no choice.’


  ‘I had no idea,’ Jessie said as she smiled kindly at a man who looked to be over a hundred years old, judging by his weather-beaten face and lack of any visible teeth.


  ‘The income disparity is getting ever wider. The rich are getting richer, pushing up prices for everyone, and the net result is that the poor are worse off.’


  ‘That could be said about a lot of countries, but it’s so visible here. I guess because the territory is compact and you can see all walks of life in such a short space of time.’


  ‘Enough doom and gloom. How about some lunch?’ Jack said more brightly. ‘I know a great place at one of the beaches down the road.’


  ‘That sounds nice. But I think we should have something here,’ Jessie said. She warily eyed a fish tank outside a restaurant that had lunch swimming about in it. Although the fishing village had become a tourist hotspot, Jessie felt compelled to put some of her own money into the community, after what Jack had told her.


  ‘Alright. There’s a good oyster place around here somewhere,’ Jack suggested.


  ‘Sounds good to me,’ Jessie replied, feeling slightly relieved she wouldn’t have to select and kill a fish for her lunch. Oysters she could definitely do.


   



  After a lunch of some of the freshest seafood and shellfish Jessie had ever tasted, they got back on a bus and spent the afternoon at another glorious white sandy beach—this one was practically empty—not far from the fishing village of Tai O. As she lay sunbathing, soothed by the rhythm of the waves, Jessie felt humbled. She had so much, and complicated her life with needless worries that the people in Tai O would probably have laughed at. She suddenly felt guilty and ashamed for having felt downbeat about the size of her serviced apartment and the fact it didn’t have a view. She knew that in the grand scheme of things that she was extraordinarily lucky, but she hadn’t really thought about just how extremely lucky she was to be in the position she was in. She had a good education, a good job, savings, and a few investments to fall back on. Really, she had no right to complain at her lot in life. Especially not about the square footage of her living space or the fact that she couldn’t see the sea from her window.


  ‘You’re quiet,’ Jack observed as they lay side by side under a shady tree. The sun was beginning to set behind a nearby mountain and the light was gradually growing dimmer. ‘Everything alright?’


  ‘Oh yes,’ Jessie said as she stretched out like a sleepy cat. ‘I’m just counting my blessings and thinking how lucky I am to come from where I do, and have money and a job. And you,’ she added, smiling at him. ‘I know I’m lucky to have you.’


  ‘Yes you are.’ Jack beamed.


  ‘You’re so modest,’ Jessie retorted sarcastically. ‘This is the bit where you’re supposed to say something nice to me, you know.’


  ‘Oh in that case, then I suppose I’m a lucky guy too,’ he replied with a sigh.


  ‘Just so long as you realise it, then we’ll have no problems,’ she said good-naturedly.


  There it was again. Another perfect moment when they could have just been open and honest and told each other how they really felt. But neither of them had felt brave enough to step up to the plate. It was ridiculous, Jessie thought to herself. They weren’t kids. They were grown adults in their thirties who should be emotionally mature enough to express themselves properly.


  ‘I do,’ Jack said as he shuffled closer and nuzzled her neck, whilst simultaneously playing with the string on her bikini bottoms.


  ‘Oh no you don’t,’ Jessie said, laying a hand on Jack’s bare chest. ‘We are not having sex on a public beach,’ she added more forcefully as she sat up and shook sand out of her hair.


  ‘But it’s getting dark,’ Jack protested childishly.


  ‘No way,’ Jessie snapped. ‘I do not want to end up in some British tabloid for getting arrested for gross indecency, thank you very much.’


  ‘Spoilsport,’ he said, smiling as he pulled her back towards him for a hug.


  ‘I really love it here,’ Jessie sighed in his arms, putting extra emphasis on the word love.


  ‘Me too,’ he said simply, clearly not catching her drift.


  Chapter 14


  Jessie’s free time disappeared within the blink of an eye. They tried to do something each day, whether it had been visiting markets, temples, or museums or trying out different beaches. Jessie had especially liked the beaches. She felt so relaxed out of the constant buzz and activity of the city. Plus, it was always a pleasure to see Jack strutting around in nothing but his swim shorts for most of the day.


  Although she didn’t want to think of it that way, they had reached Jessie’s final weekend of freedom. She had to work on Monday and be all properly behaved and intelligent again. The thought scared her after her relaxed fortnight of bliss with Jack, when she’d barely even read the front page of a newspaper, never mind reached the financial news. She felt totally out of the loop, and that was a daunting feeling as she mentally tried to prepare herself to get out of holiday mode and into work mode.


  Her growing anxiety wasn’t aided by the fact that they’d both drunk more wine than they should have at dinner. Jessie and headaches were not a match made in heaven. She’d woken up early on the Saturday morning, and feeling mildly panicked, had booted up her laptop and had set up camp on the sofa to try and do some last-minute cramming for Monday.


  ‘Come back to bed,’ came Jack’s voice from the doorway between the bedroom and the living room. Jessie looked up to see him holding a hand out towards her, wearing his irresistible trademarked scruffy hair and a sexy crooked smile. But that was about all that was usual about Jack’s appearance. ‘What are you doing anyway at this time of the morning?’ he added, nodding in the direction of her laptop.


  ‘Jesus,’ Jessie exclaimed as she looked at him with wide eyes. She couldn’t quite believe what she was looking at. She shot up off the sofa, then stopped, unable to get any closer. He still looked like sexy Jack, other than the fact that his naked torso was covered in huge, unsightly red spots.


  ‘What?’ Jack asked, seeing the alarm on Jessie’s face.


  ‘How long have you had those?’ Jessie asked, pointing at his arm, which was sporting the same spotty pattern as his chest. She didn’t dare step any closer, let alone touch him.


  ‘Holy fuck!’ Jack exclaimed as he looked down to where Jessie was pointing. He was momentarily stunned, frozen to the spot, before a horrified look settled on his face and he stumbled off to the bathroom to see the full extent of his malformity.


  ‘I told you I was sick,’ Jack said as he studied the rash on his chest closely. Jessie watched him from the doorway, still not that keen on getting too close.


  ‘When?’ Jessie asked blankly.


  ‘The other day,’ Jack replied as he studied his arm.


  ‘That was a hangover,’ Jessie pointed out, folding her arms across her chest. ‘And that was ages ago.’


  ‘Fuck. It’s everywhere,’ Jack said, twisting his torso to inspect his back in the mirror.


  ‘It looks like…’ Jessie began, then squinted at his back and looked more carefully. ‘But no, that’s not possible… surely,’ she added, taking a step closer.


  ‘What? What do you think it is? Is it meningitis? I need to find a glass,’ Jack rolled off in a single breath, an edge of panic in his voice, now the initial shock had subsided.


  ‘Well, to be honest, it looks a lot like chickenpox,’ she said with hesitation. ‘But you can’t have it twice. We’ll get a doctor round. Perhaps it’s shingles instead.’


  ‘Um… but what if I haven’t had it?’ Jack asked plainly.


  ‘Shingles?’ Jessie called as she went back to her laptop to look for health care providers.


  ‘No. Chickenpox,’ Jack said with little patience as he came back into the living room.


  ‘What do you mean?’ Jessie semi-laughed. ‘Everyone’s had chickenpox.’


  ‘I think I should call Mum.’


  In less than a minute, Jack had his own laptop open and had connected with his mother on Skype. Cicely Davenport was most unlike Jessie’s mother in that she was something of a technophile and knew how to work her phone and her computer as well as any self-respecting teenager. Jessie’s mum, by contrast, only carried a mobile phone on the premise that it was for an emergency, should she have one, and on that basis she never had the damn thing switched on. The thought that someone might want to talk her when she wasn’t in the middle of an emergency had never crossed her mind.


  ‘Jack, darling. Put some clothes on,’ came Cicely’s opening greeting as she clapped eyes on her nearly naked son, sat on the sofa wearing only his boxers. ‘I know I’m your mother and I’ve seen it all before, but honestly,’ she tutted.


  ‘Mum, this is important,’ Jack said, ignoring her request for decorum. ‘I’ve had chickenpox before, haven’t I?’


  ‘Hmm. Well, your brother caught it the first month he started at big school but no, you never got it for some reason. Heaven knows I tried to expose you to it, but it just never seemed to take to you. It must be down to your quirky immune system. You get that sort of thing from your father’s side, of course. Why? Have you got it?’


  ‘I think so,’ Jack said glumly.


  ‘Let me see,’ Cicely said, as Jack held his arm in front of the camera for her inspection. ‘Oh, you’d better see a doctor,’ she said at length.


  ‘Well thanks, Mum,’ Jack said. ‘I could have figured that much out for myself.’


  ‘Less of the attitude, if you please. You called me, remember?’


  ‘I’ll speak to you soon,’ Jack said more softly.


  ‘You take care, my darling,’ Cicely said, her tone gentle now after delivering her slight reprimand. ‘And do give my love to Jessie. Wish her luck for Monday, won’t you?’ she added.


  ‘She’ll be fine, I’m sure. She’s getting really excited about her first day, researching online all morning. I’m sure she’ll be running the place in no time at all. I’d better go and see that doctor, Mum. Love you.’ Jack ended the call.


  Throughout the entirety of Jack’s conversation with his mother, Jessie had been hovering around in the background awkwardly, not really knowing if she was invited in, nor if it was really appropriate for her to intrude on mother and son. Although she hadn’t participated, she had been listening. How would you know how I’m feeling? Jessie wanted to shout at Jack. It wasn’t like they’d done much talking about what she was anticipating on her impending first day of work in a more senior role in a new country. Their time together, as wonderful as it had been, had been focused on sightseeing and in the pursuit of pleasure.


  And with Jack making wildly exaggerated comments like she'll could be running the place, Jessie began to question if he even had any idea what it was she did for a living. She was a research economist within the bloody research department, for heck’s sake. There was absolutely no power whatsoever in that.


  Chapter 15


  Jack was feeling sorry for himself. He’d been to the doctor’s, who had confirmed that Jessie and his mum had been right: he did have chickenpox. He’d also been told off by the doctor, as he was deemed highly contagious and should really have stayed at home. And now he was to be quarantined for the next few days, until the awful pox had worked its way through his system. He wasn’t a good patient at the best of times, but being told he shouldn’t leave the apartment made him feel like a prisoner. Again. Pretty much like the last time he’d been in Hong Kong, stuck with Sonia Shum. It did not bring back happy memories. This—coupled with an exquisitely annoying itch that he knew he shouldn’t be touching, let alone scratching—was driving him insane.


  For her part, Jessie was doing her best, but he knew he was being a grump, despite the wonderful time they’d been having until he’d been struck down with his lurgy. Jessie had spent the weekend coming and going, stocking the place up with groceries so he wouldn’t starve once she started work, and generally waiting on him hand and foot. Thankfully Jessie had already had chickenpox when she was young, so she could stay with him without risk of contagion. He didn’t know what he would have done without her.


  It was Sunday evening, and Jessie, after a day of running errands and non-stop activity on her part, had finally sat down to relax with him on the sofa and watch some television.


  ‘If we ever have children, they’re getting exposed to chickenpox as soon as it starts the rounds at school,’ Jessie said, putting her feet up. ‘As soon as there’s a whiff of the pox going round, I’ll be there with little Jack junior, begging for contamination,’ she laughed.


  ‘If we ever have children eh? I didn’t know you were planning that far ahead already,’ Jack teased, smiling at her. He was feeling a bit better that evening.


  ‘Steady on there, Davenport, it was only a figure of speech,’ Jessie said, her cheeks colouring slightly.


  ‘We’ve never really talked about children,’ Jack said, thinking aloud.


  ‘No. But it is still early days for us,’ Jessie replied quickly, turning her eyes back to the television.


  Children. That was something to talk about. And think about. Jack was in his thirties, yet the idea of having children had never really entered his head. It wasn’t something he’d ever really yearned for, just something that he unthinkingly figured would automatically happen one day. He would have said more, but then he looked across at Jessie and saw her staring fixedly at the TV, and thought better of it. She obviously wasn’t in the mood to have this discussion yet. And she was right. It was still early days in their relationship.


  ‘Oh, by the way, the airline called,’ Jack said, changing the subject without subtlety.


  ‘When?’ Jessie asked, her eyes lighting up with a mixture of relief and excitement.


  ‘This morning, when you were out shopping,’ he replied. Of the two suitcases that Jessie had left England with, only one had managed to find its way to Hong Kong a couple of days after they’d arrived. Until now, the other had remained MIA.


  ‘What did they say?’ Jessie asked keenly.


  ‘Well, there’s good news and… less-good news.’


  ‘Good news first,’ Jessie said impatiently. It was just typical that the case she was still missing was the one she really wanted.


  ‘They’ve located your case.’


  ‘Thank God. When will they drop it off?’ Jessie asked eagerly. ‘I dread to think what the state of my new work dresses will be in after all this time.’


  ‘Ah. Well, that’s the less-good-news. You see, for some reason your case ended up in a regional airport in Outer Mongolia. They don’t have regular scheduled flights from there, so you may have to wait a bit longer. They said they’d call again in a day or two when they have more information on timescales.’


  Jessie sighed. ‘Oh, well. Que sera, sera.’ She gave him a small smile and a shrug.


  That was one of the reasons why he liked Jessie so much. She didn’t let the little things bother her, even if he did know how secretly desperate she was to have all her clothes back so she could look and feel the part come Monday. Jack knew there was far more to Jessie than just clothes and appearance. She would be the part and impress everyone, no matter what she wore to the bank.


  Chapter 16


  As far as Jessie was concerned, this whole living-together thing had not been what she’d expected at all. She’d expected more frustrations and difficulties in learning to share her space all the time with another person. Granted, her experience of living with Jack had been short, but so far it had been surprisingly sweet, and it had only been the last few days that had been mildly annoying, on account of Jack being sick.


  But even though she’d had a great time with Jack these past two weeks, Jessie was ready for a change of scene and to finally begin work. That would have been true regardless, but playing nursemaid for the entire weekend had brought that feeling home. Jack was not a model patient and had become increasingly moany and demanding over the course of the weekend. One minute he wanted food, then it was a magazine, and then a good book. By the close of play on Sunday, even Jessie, with her usually endless supply of patience, was struggling not to roll her eyes at him.


  And although Jessie regarded the Internet as a truly magnificent thing, she started to question that assessment when Jack took it upon himself to look up copious amounts of information on adult chickenpox and then, intentionally or not, develop every single symptom known to man that had ever been associated with the virus. Over the course of the weekend he’d developed a cough, a sore throat, feelings of nausea, a constant headache, and a temperature, and he ached all over. Every time he complained of something new, Jessie wanted to tell him that he’d only developed this latest symptom because he’d read about it on the Internet, and maybe, just maybe, was there any chance that some of the things he thought he was feeling were psychosomatic? But of course she said no such thing. She did what most people would do in a similar situation: she realised how lucky she was to be the healthy one, and bit her tongue.


  She had also been slightly peeved at his delay in relaying the message to her from the airline. Nothing in the grand scheme of things had changed, and her luggage still wasn’t where it was supposed to be, but she still felt he should have mentioned it sooner. As silly as it sounded, these mild irritations made her realise that the honeymoon period couldn’t last forever.


  ‘Are you sure you don’t mind me going into work? I can stay, if you want,’ Jessie offered, sounding earnest. Although she didn’t know what she would have really done had he actually asked her to stay. It was something of an empty offer, if ever there was one.


  ‘You go. I’ll be fine,’ Jack replied weakly from his sickbed.


  ‘Well, only if you’re sure,’ Jessie said, leaning over and giving him a quick kiss. Although it pained her to say so, her gorgeous Jack wasn’t looking his best. In fact, he looked positively rough. His skin was pale and his eyes were dull. His rash hadn’t made its way to his face as of yet, but a sickly smell pervaded the area around him.


  ‘Have fun,’ Jack said faintly, before launching in to a coughing fit.


  ‘I’ll try,’ Jessie replied, smiling over her shoulder at him, and waited for his coughing to subside. ‘Lots of water and no scratching,’ she added as she grabbed her bag.


  
    ***

  


  Jessie felt supremely nervous. The weekend had evaporated and she didn’t feel at all prepared for the new challenge ahead. Plus, with Jack being ill, they hadn’t even had a chance to talk about her anxieties and for him to soothe her and tell her everything was going to be alright.


  Jessie was usually fairly relaxed when it came to her job and her abilities. But then, she’d been doing the same thing, day in, day out, for the past few years, and in a comfortable environment where everyone knew her and liked her, and where she knew her space in which to operate. The new job was at the same bank, but virtually everything else about it was different. It was at a new office, with new people, and although it was still within her specialisation of economic research, her role now would be more senior and involve team leading, mentoring, and management. So under the circumstances, a dose of self-doubt was perfectly natural, she told herself. It was probably even healthy. She didn’t want to go in there and have people thinking she was too big for her boots and thus take an instant dislike to her.


  The lift tinged on the forty-third floor of IFC, one of the most prestigious and beautiful buildings in Central. Jessie took a deep breath, pushed her shoulders back, purposefully ignored her churning stomach, and exited the lift in a way that she hoped exuded an air of confident sophistication. She didn’t look exactly as she had envisaged herself looking on her first day of work in the glamourous Hong Kong banking sector, but then she’d never expected her brand new royal blue Victoria Beckham work dress to have deserted her for the deepest darkest depths of Outer Mongolia. And there had still been no further word from the airline about when she could expect to clap eyes on that second suitcase, Jessie thought irritably as she approached Finance First Bank’s Hong Kong reception area.


  ‘Mr Chan, please,’ Jessie announced to the receptionist. ‘From Human Resources. He’s expecting me at ten o’clock,’ she added helpfully, although to her own ears she sounded dreadfully nervous.


  ‘Please take a seat,’ the receptionist replied, giving Jessie a kind smile. So Jessie sat.


  And sat. And sat. Three quarters of an hour passed before Mr Chan finally came out to the reception desk to greet her. Jessie tried not to worry, but she couldn’t help but think she may have hit a snag.


  ‘Jessie,’ Mr Chan said, striding purposefully towards her, hand extended, wearing a big smile.


  ‘Mr Chan!’ Jessie exclaimed as she clasped his proffered hand. She felt relieved to see his familiar face, and his smile did something to allay her fears. She’d been imagining the worst—that perhaps there was no job for her here after all, that it had all been a big misunderstanding.


  After enquiring politely about her travel from England and her first couple of weeks in Hong Kong, Mr Chan cut right to the chase.


  ‘Jessie, I’m afraid to tell you, there have been some complications,’ he began, clearly done with the small talk preamble. ‘You’d better come to my office so I can explain.’


  Jessie’s dread immediately made a reappearance in the pit of her stomach, but she did her best to look calm and confident as she followed Mr Chan.


   



  By the time she seated herself in his office, she couldn’t bite her lip any longer. ‘What kind of complications?’ she asked quickly, her face showing her concern. She knew there must have been a reason why he’d kept her waiting for so long in reception. It hadn’t boded well. But then he’d smiled so nicely at her and given her such a warm greeting. Things couldn’t be all that bad. Could they?


  Jessie studied Mr Chan’s concerned-looking countenance, watched him choosing his words, deciding what he was going to say. That didn’t bode particularly well either.


  ‘You see, six months ago when you turned down the original offer, the position was filled by a talented economist called Rachel Horton. You may have heard of her. Rachel has done amazing work in the short amount of time that she’s been with us and has established and populated a first-rate research team,’ Mr Chan explained, using a lot of hand gestures to emphasise his point. ‘So…’


  ‘So you’re saying there’s no role for me here,’ Jessie interrupted plainly. She felt it was her turn to cut the preamble.


  ‘Not exactly,’ Mr Chan said, screwing up his face slightly. ‘Your call saying you’d like to come and work here came out of the blue. Don’t get me wrong, it was a very pleasant surprise, but the research team had already started to take shape. Still, after what happened to you with that nasty Charlie Davenport business, I am very keen to retain you in any way, shape, or form.’


  ‘So what are you saying?’ Jessie asked. All her plans were quickly unravelling before her eyes, and she silently wondered if she’d be on a plane back to England by the end of the day.


  ‘We want you to work here. You’re a first-rate researcher and Finance First doesn’t want to lose you. Only, we can’t offer you what I originally thought was available. The team is at full capacity at the senior level, and I’m afraid I can only offer you a role doing the same job as you were doing in England. There won’t be any promotion for the time being. That’s not to say that the situation won’t change—you never know who’s going to resign from one day to the next in this business,’ Mr Chan said, smiling kindly. The fact that Jessie felt marginally insulted by his words probably never even occurred to him. If he knew Jessie at all, he would know that she would want to be promoted because of her talent and ability, not because someone left and she would be an easy choice to fill their shoes.


  ‘Okay,’ Jessie said, remaining surprisingly calm. She knew she had to be pragmatic here. ‘But, Mr Chan, you could have informed me about all of this before I left England,’ Jessie pointed out.


  ‘I wasn’t aware there was a problem until late last week, and by then you were already here. The permission to expand the team has only just been officially finalised and signed off on this morning.’


  ‘I see,’ Jessie said, feeling numb. This had all been so badly organised. They clearly weren’t prepared for her arrival, and by the sounds of it, they didn’t much care for it either.


  ‘There is one other thing,’ Mr Chan said, raising a finger.


  ‘Yes?’ Jessie asked, bracing herself for more bad news. Although she doubted it could get much worse.


  ‘For this role, you will be on a local contract,’ Mr Chan said.


  ‘What does that entail exactly?’ Jessie asked dubiously. It didn’t sound promising.


  ‘Your new pay grade doesn’t qualify for an expatriate’s benefit package. I’m afraid you won’t be entitled to company paid flights back to England or a housing allowance in Hong Kong,’ Mr Chan rattled off quickly. It was as though by saying it quickly, the damage wouldn’t be so bad. Jessie raised her eyebrows as her mind flicked back to the new Victoria Beckham dress that she’d paid for by credit card, on the understanding that she’d be able to clear it easily with the extra money she’d be making on account of her promotion. A mental image of her putting her beloved dress up for sale on eBay flashed through her mind.


  ‘Do I at least have a desk?’ Jessie asked, a little sarcastically.


  ‘Does that mean you’ll accept?’ Mr Chan asked, looking relieved, the sarcasm clearly lost on him.


  ‘I don’t really have much of a choice. I’m here now. If I don’t say yes, then I don’t have a job. It’s as simple as that, really,’ Jessie said, giving him a weak smile. She didn’t blame him. He did look genuinely relieved to hear her say she’d stay. But even so, Jessie couldn’t hide the crestfallen look that had taken root on her face, nor did she want to. She wanted Mr Chan to know that she felt disappointed and seriously let down. Maybe it was this Rachel who had thrown some elephant-sized spanners in the works and didn’t want her in her team.


  ‘Let me introduce you to Rachel,’ Mr Chan said, as if he were reading Jessie’s mind. He stood up and shuffled to the door, their meeting seemingly over. ‘We can talk about this more later, but in the meantime, let’s get you doing what you do best: researching,’ he added cheerfully.


  The brilliant Rachel was unfortunately in a meeting, so Mr Chan quickly relinquished his care of Jessie to Rachel’s assistant, Penny, who eyed Jessie suspiciously as though she were not to be trusted. Whilst Rachel was detained, Penny had Jessie sit down next to her and read through the bank’s intranet to keep her entertained. Jessie felt like she was on her first day of work experience.


  Meanwhile, Jessie heard Penny shouting down the phone in Cantonese. There was no disguising the fact that Penny was bossing someone in the IT department, as a few English words slipped into the conversation. Words such as login, Slaymaker, and Jessie were a bit of a giveaway. Clearly she hadn’t been expected. At all.


  Jessie was already completely familiar with the bank’s intranet, but she gave it a cursory glance to placate Penny’s eagle eye before she opened her favourite news website, using her guest login password. She proceeded to catch up on all things economic in Asia that she’d missed since she’d been gallivanting around Hong Kong with Jack, and, more recently, playing Florence Nightingale to him.


  Jessie had just about devoured everything in the news that had happened in the Asian markets over the last week, when Penny announced that,


  ‘Ms. Horton will see you now.’ She spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, with no smile.


  ‘Thank you,’ Jessie replied, smiling at the messenger wider than was necessary. She was going to kill Penny with kindness, she decided. ‘Through here, is it?’ Jessie said, getting up quickly and making a beeline towards what she presumed was Rachel’s office. Penny, caught off guard, nearly fell off her chair.


  ‘Let me introduce you,’ she huffed, hurrying over and knocking lightly on the door. Penny was clearly a stickler for hierarchy, and she took her duties as a gatekeeper extremely seriously.


  ‘Jessie Slaymaker is here for you,’ Penny said around the door. How respectful could this woman be? Except not to her, obviously. Jessie felt like she was preparing to meet the queen.


  ‘Ms. Horton will see you now,’ Penny repeated formally.


  ‘Thank you,’ Jessie said again, smiling manically at her. She was starting to feel slightly unstable given that she’d been hanging around for half the morning doing precisely nothing, and she still wasn’t entirely convinced she actually had a job. Penny hadn’t exactly been doing an award-winning job of making her feel welcome.


  ‘You must be Rachel,’ Jessie said as she marched into Rachel’s office and held out her hand, while trying to keep her fake smile from dropping wide open in surprise. If this woman was Ms. Rachel Horton, then she wasn’t at all what Jessie had been expecting. Jessie had anticipated someone older, a veritable dragon for trying to put the kibosh on her move to Asia. Not someone who was the epitome of expat chicness, wearing the very same dress Jessie had originally bought to wear this day. She was also young. Probably younger than Jessie, with long blonde extension-assisted hair, fake nails, heavy makeup and, if Jessie had to guess, fake boobs.


  ‘Hi, Jessie. How nice to meet you,’ she said, standing to shake Jessie’s hand across her desk. ‘I’ve heard a great many good things about you. Please have a seat.’


  ‘Something tells me you weren’t expecting me,’ Jessie said, attempting to sound glib. If she didn’t try to throw in a little insincere humour at her circumstances, then she would probably cry.


  ‘You’re absolutely right,’ Rachel replied, not missing a beat for a second and looking Jessie straight in the eye. Jessie got the distinct impression she was being sized up by the designer-clad executive in front of her. ‘Mr Chan fought tooth and nail to get you into this team. I confess I made life difficult for him, not fully understanding why he was so insistent on hiring you. As you may or may not be aware, we are at full capacity and my budget is tight. Mr Chan was forced to explain to me your heroic role in the Charlie Davenport debacle, and that he’d promised you a position here should you ever come calling. And since Mr Chan’s honour was at stake, I relented and gave him my support. Far be it for me to cause the old man to lose face. But I don’t approve of people piggy-backing their way into my team because they’re BFFs with the HR gods.’


  ‘So where do we go from here?’ Jessie asked, feeling even more unwelcome. She should have just stayed in bed with Jack.


  ‘You’re here now. And I won’t hold how you got here against you, FYI. I’ve got to where I am by hard work and being fortunate enough to have managers who have encouraged and cultivated my potential. I’ve read some of your work, and I can see that you’re a quality economist. I think you should be a good addition to the team.’


  ‘Thanks,’ Jessie said, not feeling the least bit heartened by Rachel’s compliment.


  ‘You can do well here, Jessie,’ Rachel said more gently, offering a smile. Jessie returned her smile, although she could feel tears threatening to form. She looked quickly away and hoped that Rachel hadn’t noticed.


  ‘I’m sure I can,’ Jessie said quietly. ‘I’m conscientious and dedicated to my work,’ she added, sounding a bit like an automaton. Although this wasn’t an interview, Jessie suddenly realised this was the only first impression Rachel would ever get of her. She wanted to present the image of being a consummate professional—which she was, ninety-nine point nine per cent of the time—and not a surly emotional woman who wells up when she’s having a bad day. That just wouldn’t wash in such a predominately male environment. Jessie forced herself to put on a brave smile and hoped it didn’t look like a grimace.


  ‘Well, let’s get this show on the road,’ Rachel said, rising and gesturing for Jessie to remain where she was. ‘I’ll just get you a couple of our latest publications,’ she added as she disappeared out the door, no doubt to ask Rottweiler Penny.


  In Rachel’s absence, Jessie was able to scan her surroundings properly for the first time. Rachel had a nice office, there was no denying that. Although not massive, it possessed a magnificent view looking out across Hong Kong Harbour to Kowloon. It was a wonder how she got any work done with a view like that. The office itself was plain, with minimal clutter, aside from the pages on the desk that Rachel had clearly been recently working on. It was exactly as Jessie would have had it.


  ‘And of this place,’ Jessie said wistfully to herself, quoting Elizabeth Bennet from Pride and Prejudice, ‘I might have been mistress!’


  ‘Did you say something?’ Rachel asked as she reappeared, handing Jessie an armful of folders.


  ‘Oh, no. Nothing,’ Jessie said automatically, shaking herself alert from her mini-daydream.


  ‘Have a look through these,’ Rachel said, standing over her and leafing through the files. ‘I’d like you to go through and rewrite any anomalies you find, then update them with the latest press releases or newest statistical information. Penny will show you where to find the files on the server.’


  With Rachel standing so close, it was impossible for Jessie not to notice how well she wore her dress. Her dress. Rachel was a slip of a thing. And as for the shoes… they were positively the most gorgeous things Jessie had clapped eyes on in a long time. They were a classic nude pump, but they worked so well with the dress. She found herself wondering why hadn’t she bitten off Mr Chan’s arm and taken this job when she had the chance, the first time around. If she had, it would be her living in this office now, looking every inch the Hong Kong sophisticate.


  ‘Penny,’ Rachel called out to her assistant. Within half a second, Penny appeared at the door.


  ‘Yes, Ms. Horton?’ she asked, looking at her boss with awe.


  ‘Could you please help Jessie today with anything she needs to know?’


  ‘Of course, Ms. Horton. It would be my pleasure,’ Penny replied with a small smile as she eyed Jessie with visible mistrust. Jessie wouldn’t have been surprised if Penny had curtseyed to the great leader. Jessie smiled warmly at Penny, all the more determined to kill with kindness this instant dislike Penny had developed for her.


  ‘Oh, and could you give Jessie the tour?’ Rachel added as she sat back down elegantly behind her desk and began checking through her emails. Clearly their meeting was over, Jessie concluded, as she got up and was ushered out the door by Penny. Jessie wanted to turn around and say that she didn’t really need the tour, having already worked in the very same office for an entire week not that long ago, but she remained quiet and smiled politely at Rachel as she left.


  Jessie got through the unnecessary tour and the rest of the day without any more career calamities befalling her. She worked on her first assignment from Rachel, finding it almost therapeutic to concentrate on the familiarity of work that was easy for her to do. When it came to Asian economies, Jessie really knew her stuff. She had a natural ability to retain huge amounts of legislative and statistical information, and had subsequently been able to find numerous mistakes and inconsistencies in the reports Rachel had given her. They weren’t bad reports, they just came across as rushed and lacking the detailed minutiae that Jessie would normally have included.


  Jessie didn’t see any more of Rachel for the rest of the day, aside from the occasional flash of an awesome dress and shoe combination in her peripheral vision. She was probably just too busy to come and check on her progress, or even say hi, Jessie told herself. Plus, she had assigned the indefatigable Penny to babysit Jessie for her. Penny seemed to be taking her role seriously, even escorting Jessie to the toilets on one occasion. In fact, all day Penny had been watching her like a hawk, and Jessie got the distinct impression her every move was under surveillance, possibly even being written down.


  Apart from her awesomely stylish wardrobe, Jessie didn’t really know what to make of her new boss, Ms. Rachel Horton. It wasn’t that she wasn’t nice, exactly. She just wasn’t very warm. All in all, Rachel seemed like a no-nonsense type of woman, which suited Jessie just fine. She came across as intelligent, hardworking, and ambitious. She spoke well, albeit in an upper-class British accent that Jessie had the feeling was cultivated rather than being a hundred percent genuine. So her only faults were being a little cold and having a penchant for speaking in acronyms whenever possible.


  Then why didn’t Jessie like her?


  Jessie went through life with a predisposition to like everyone. It was just her way. On present encounters she should like and respect Rachel Horton. But for some reason she just couldn’t. She knew part of it had something to do with the fact that Rachel was young, hot, and blonde with brains. She had her whole future mapped out for her. As far as Jessie was concerned, it was game over. She had no chance of ever catching up to someone like Rachel, which made Jessie fundamentally sad. Not particularly jealous, just sad that she wasn’t in Rachel’s position now. Especially knowing that if she’d made different choices in her life and taken different opportunities when they had been offered, she would now be living a different life. But still, she knew she had no one to blame other than herself.


  What a crap day, Jessie sighed to herself as she gave up on trying to do anything further under Penny’s ever-watchful gaze and headed for home. She decided to avoid the scrum to find a taxi, choosing to walk instead. It would give her time to reflect on her day and her time in Hong Kong so far.


  Her personal life was going so well, but her professional life had suddenly gone so wrong. As she weaved her way through the mass exodus of people in the city, the same question kept presenting itself to her: was it possible to have both things at the same time? Or was it a case of having one or the other, but never both? The news from Mr Chan this morning was completely unexpected, and had really taken her by surprise. Her dream of a promotion had evaporated before her eyes, and now she was effectively doing exactly the same job she had been doing back in England—just surrounded by taller buildings.


  She’d been demoted before her promotion had even taken effect. Twice. Six months ago, Mr Chan offered her the job of a lifetime: to relocate to Hong Kong, establish and run her own team, and make what Jessie considered to be an obscene amount of money. Six weeks ago, he offered her a role as a senior economist with added responsibilities and managerial duties thrown in. It hadn’t been as juicy an offer as the first one, but it was still considerable progress, and a move in the right direction. And then today, six hours ago, he offered her… her old job. No promotion, no pay rise. And a boss who’d had to be pressured into taking her on, who had done so only reluctantly.


   



  Through no fault of her own, she’d been forced to take a purely sideways step—which, had she known that was what awaited her, would never have been sufficient reason for her making the move to Hong Kong. Not really. She’d wanted a change of scene, yes, but she’d also been hugely looking forward to a fresh professional challenge. Something to really sink her teeth into.


  With hindsight, Jessie knew it had all been too bloody easy. When was life as straightforward as making a phone call and then having a job ready and waiting for you as soon as you could start? Life just wasn’t like that.


  ‘Oh how the mighty have fallen!’ Jessie moaned as she trudged up the steps to her serviced apartment building. She thought she heard a snigger, and quickly turned and searched the street, but no one was paying her the least attention. Convinced it was just her weary mind playing tricks on her, she continued up the steps. At least she still had a job, she told herself as she desperately searched for a positive.


  She realised she must have been wearing rose-tinted spectacles the last time she’d visited the office. Either that, or it really was a different place now. The office just hadn’t been quite the same as the place she remembered from six months ago. During her earlier week on the job, she had been welcomed with open arms by everyone, her work appreciated and applauded. Now, the faces weren’t at all familiar, aside from Mr Chan, and the people hadn’t been overly friendly either. The atmosphere seemed so competitive.


  At least she had Jack. Lovely Jack would be waiting for her as soon as she got through the door. That was her one shining positive in an otherwise crappy day that couldn’t be over fast enough, as far as Jessie was concerned.


  ‘Hi honey, I’m home,’ Jessie called as she opened the door, liking the way it sounded. It was nice to come home knowing someone would be there. Maybe with a home-cooked meal in the oven and a glass of wine freshly poured with her name on it.


  ‘Hi,’ croaked Jack from the living room. ‘How’d it go?’ he asked, followed by a series of coughs.


  ‘Fine,’ Jessie replied automatically. Now she was home, she suddenly didn’t feel like launching into a full-scale deconstruction of what her day had really been like. She’d tell him over dinner.


  ‘That’s good. Any thoughts on dinner?’ he asked, followed by more coughs.


  ‘Dunno,’ Jessie replied, slightly deflated as she dumped her bag and slipped out of her shoes. Obviously no home-cooked meal waiting for her then. Jessie did a quick scan of the living room to see if any wine was on the go. Nope. No wine either.


  ‘There goes another fantasy,’ Jessie said under her breath as she plastered on a smile to hide her disappointment. It would be unfair of her to take out her shitty day on Jack. He was sick and probably hadn’t had much fun himself. At the moment he was sprawled out on the sofa watching the television, looking every inch the sick person.


  ‘How’re you feeling?’ Jessie asked as she slid into his lap. She felt instantly soothed by the contact. She studied the rash on his arm, noting that it didn’t look quite so angry as it had that morning.


  ‘Not so good,’ he replied, sliding her into the seat beside him with a grunt and a grimace.


  ‘My head aches and I’m sore all over, and this blinking rash is itchy as hell,’ he moaned, looking pathetically sorry for himself.


  ‘Well, at least you’re up and about. And dressed. That’s progress,’ Jessie said, desperately searching for a positive.


  ‘Probably not for long,’ he said miserably. ‘I’m exhausted and am probably going to hit the hay soon.’


  ‘I thought you were hungry?’ Jessie semi-protested.


  ‘Nah, I changed my mind.’ He leaned over to give her a quick kiss. ‘Think I just need to sleep,’ he added as he raised himself up off the sofa slowly, moving like a man twice his age. Jessie watched him silently cross the living room towards the bedroom door. Then he seemed to remember something and hobbled over to the kitchenette instead.


  ‘What are you doing?’ Jessie called over to him.


  ‘I’m fixing your dinner,’ Jack replied simply as he pulled a plate of pasta out of the fridge and hefted it into the microwave.


  ‘You didn’t have to do that,’ Jessie said, her heart melting as she shot off the sofa to help. And to think, she’d been thinking frustrated thoughts about him.


  ‘Yes, I did. I made it earlier when I had a bit more energy, but it’s still kind of fresh.’


  ‘You go to bed. I can manage,’ Jessie said, gently stroking his arm.


  ‘You sure?’


  ‘Yes. Go and rest.’ She gave him another peck on the cheek. ‘And thank you.’


  So, Jessie got her home-cooked meal in the end. And although Jack wasn’t well enough to share it with her, the day had ended on a marginally more positive note. She’d wanted to explain to him how things were not as she’d hoped at the bank, but that could wait until tomorrow, when he was feeling better. It was just one bad day, after all, Jessie told herself. She shouldn’t take it personally. Tomorrow will be better, the eternal optimist in her voiced. It simply had to be, because it simply couldn’t get much worse.


  Bored and emotionally drained, Jessie decided to go to bed early and end the disappointment of the day. Plus, maybe Jack would still be awake and they could finally talk.


  But Jack was already asleep, snoring gently. Tomorrow, Jessie told herself. She would feel better in the morning. That’s what her mother always said, and she really hoped she would be right in this instance.


  Chapter 17


  Jessie’s tomorrow was better. Marginally. At least she didn’t walk into the office to suffer another humiliating demotion. Indeed, by the middle of the week, things were positively looking up: she received a few positive comments on her work from Rachel. Of course, it was all via email and not to her face, but still, it seemed things had settled down. Penny even appeared to have downgraded her surveillance of Jessie, limiting herself to a few cursory disapproving glances whenever she left her desk, rather than the constant nitpicking looks she’d dished out initially. Apparently Jessie was no longer considered a serious threat, requiring the gatekeeper to be on constant high alert. Penny even cracked a smile when Jessie brought her back a piece of cake one lunchtime.


  Another reason for Jessie to feel more chirpy was that on Thursday her missing luggage finally arrived. Her humungous suitcase was waiting for her when she got home from work. It was dirty, battered, and bruised, but the contents had survived and would live again after a thorough airing out. Jessie almost cried when she saw all her familiar things staring back at her from the bed. All the things that she’d selected so carefully to bring with her, back when she’d been so optimistic and hopeful.


  She sighed with relief when her eyes clapped eyes on her Victoria Beckham dress. It was crumpled to hell but otherwise unharmed. Then she realised, sadly, that it wasn’t like she was going to wear it anytime soon—Jessie wouldn’t feel comfortable rocking it into the office knowing full well that her awesome VB dress was exactly the same as her boss’s. What if they turned up to the office wearing the same bloody frock on the exact same day? Of course it wouldn’t be the end of the world, but it wouldn’t exactly endear her further to her boss. Plus, she didn’t want to play the who-wore-it-best game with Rachel. Jessie knew who would win.


  ‘So, how was your first week?’ Rachel asked brightly come Friday, as she waltzed over to Jessie’s desk and leaned on the partition like she owned the place. Throughout the course of the week, Jessie had admired how confident the woman was, seemingly at all times. Rachel was wearing another pair of fabulous shoes and had teamed them with a stylish, yet office-appropriate dress. Jessie hadn’t seen her repeat any of her dresses, shoes, or accessories during the course of the week. Not once. And she’d been paying particularly close attention.


  ‘Good, thanks,’ Jessie replied, sitting back in her chair to better look up at her boss.


  ‘I’m glad to hear it. I’m impressed, Jessie,’ Rachel said.


  ‘I’m pleased,’ Jessie responded after a pause. For some reason she’d expected Rachel to elaborate.


  ‘Would you like to come for a pedicure tomorrow?’ Rachel suddenly asked, somewhat randomly.


  ‘Um, thank you,’ Jessie replied, totally surprised by the invitation and the activity. ‘But I already have plans with my boyfriend,’ she added smoothly. The idea of getting beauty treatments with her boss on a Saturday didn’t hold a huge amount of appeal for her. Rachel had barely spoken to her throughout the course of the week, and now she wanted to chinwag over exposed trotters? It was weird.


  ‘Well, if you change your mind, let me know,’ Rachel said, seeming not the least bit offended at being turned down, and strutted off to her office.


  ‘Why didn’t you say yes?’ hissed Penny at Jessie. Clearly she was back on snoop patrol.


  ‘I actually do have plans, Penny,’ Jessie replied. Was she missing something here? She didn’t get what the big deal was, but judging by Penny’s response, there was a big deal somewhere lurking. After a couple of moments during which her curiosity built, she asked Penny, across the partition, ‘Why should I have said yes?’


  ‘Because that’s your boss, and you should always say yes,’ Penny explained, as though she were talking to a five-year-old.


  ‘Right,’ Jessie answered stifling the urge to roll her eyes and exhale loudly. Although she’d never dream of saying anything, it seemed to Jessie that Penny may have had a bit of a crush on the can-do-no-wrong, sun-shines-out-of-every-orifice Rachel Horton.


  
    ***

  


  On her walk home that evening, Jessie did something she’d been putting off since she’d arrived in Hong Kong. She called Tom. He would be wondering about her and would expect some form of communication—at least to tell him that she was still alive and well. She hadn’t felt the pressing need to speak to him until the last few days, but now she was overcome by an overwhelming desire to talk properly to someone about her situation. Jack was still suffering from his insufferable chickenpox, and with him going to bed early and Jessie getting home late, they still hadn’t had a chance to talk. And now it was a case of the longer she left it, the harder it was to talk to him. They were cohabiting of course, but there was very little actual conversation going on between them. And even less affection, as Jack seemed to constantly be uncomfortable or aching.


  ‘Hi, Tom, it’s Jessie,’ she said, once he’d picked up the phone. She attempted to keep her voice calm.


  ‘Jessie! I’m so glad you called,’ he said genuinely, making Jessie want to burst into tears. He was still Tom. Still her best friend Tom. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.


  For a moment, she couldn’t say anything.


  ‘It is your turn to talk,’ he reminded her cheekily.


  ‘Yes,’ Jessie replied, blinking back tears. ‘I just wanted to check in on you and see how you were doing.’


  ‘I’m doing good. You’ll be surprised to know I’ve actually thrown myself into work without you here to distract me. I’ve been lazy for far too long,’ he said honestly.


  ‘And the press are behaving themselves?’ Jessie enquired, knowing Tom’s life was frequently a subject of interest amongst the tabloids and glossy magazines. She’d never gotten used to being trailed about on occasion when they’d been together.


  ‘It seems no one really cares too much about my oscillating sexual preferences anymore. Our break-up is old news, if that’s what you’re alluding to. We’ve been bumped out of the headlines, only to have been superseded by some reality TV star’s nose job and her nymphomaniac Essex boyfriend,’ he said, continuing in his pithy tone.


  ‘Glad to hear it,’ Jessie laughed. She’d missed Tom’s deadpan way of explaining something.


  ‘And I’m glad you called. I was beginning to think that my best friend in the whole world had deserted me and didn’t want anything to do with me,’ he said, letting the vulnerability creep into his voice.


  ‘Don’t ever think that.’ Jessie felt tears begin to form. She was meandering through Central. ‘We’ll always be friends. No matter what.’


  ‘Good,’ Tom replied, audibly gulping down a lump in his throat. ‘Now, tell me about Hong Kong. How’s the city and the new job going?’


  Jessie went silent as a huge sob wracked her body.


  ‘Jessie, what’s wrong?’ Tom asked, alarmed.


  ‘My job is terrible. There was some mix-up and I’ve been demoted. Basically I’m doing exactly the same bloody thing as I was in England. When I left, I went around telling everybody that it would be career progress and a fresh challenge. But there’s been none of that. I feel so stupid,’ she babbled as she fought to bring her crying under control. She was conscious that she looked like a crazy lady, her face streaming, as the after-work crowds all shuffled on about their way, some of them clearly taking notice of her waterworks.


  ‘What does Jack say?’ Tom asked, cautiously saying the name. Jessie fell silent again. She took several deep breaths as a fresh bout of sobs threatened to consume her.


  ‘Jessie,’ Tom said firmly. ‘What did Jack say?’


  ‘I haven’t told him?’ she replied quietly.


  ‘Why the hell not?’ Tom demanded loudly down the phone, making her jump.


  ‘He’s sick and needs to concentrate on getting better. He doesn’t need to worry about this,’ she said, sounding defensive.


  ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Tom asked, his tone quieter.


  ‘He got chickenpox right before I started at the bank. He’s recovering now, but I never got around to telling him,’ Jessie confessed. She knew it was a weak and feeble excuse, but that was what had happened.


  ‘That’s bad luck. But Jesus, Jessie, you need to tell him. He’ll be able to help and support you a damn sight better than I can from this far away,’ Tom pointed out.


  ‘I can’t now,’ Jessie replied flatly.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Things started off so well when we got here and I had time off. But since I’ve started work and he’s been tired and moody because he’s ill, we hardly speak. Apart from my first day, he’s barely asked me about what it’s like at the office. It’s like the honeymoon period is over and we’ve disconnected or something.’


  ‘I’m sure things would be fine if you just tried to talk to him. You must realise he’s just in a grump because he’s feeling poorly.’


  ‘Maybe. But what if I was too rash in coming out here…’ Jessie trailed off as for the first time she verbalised the thoughts which had been developing over the course of the week.


  She had arrived at her building, so she plonked herself down on the steps outside, reluctant to go in, and also reluctant to continue her conversation with Tom if it was going to become awkward.


  ‘You’re probably just down that your job isn’t what you expected, and Jack is no doubt feeling glum because he’s been sick. You can’t have thought it was all going to be plain sailing?’


  ‘That’s exactly what I thought it would be,’ Jessie replied sadly. ‘Plain sailing. It’s been nothing but hassle and one disappointment after another since I started work.’


  ‘But that’s got nothing to do with Jack,’ Tom pointed out. ‘So you can’t blame him for any of that. Maybe he’s been a little self-obsessed over the last week, but you can hardly blame him if he’s feeling rotten.’


  ‘I know,’ Jessie said resignedly. ‘You’re right.’


  ‘How’s the sex?’ Tom asked suddenly.


  ‘That’s none of your bloody business, Tom,’ Jessie spluttered.


  ‘I take it not good, then,’ Tom surmised from her reaction.


  ‘Tom, seriously… stop.’


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Jessie. Don’t be such a prude. Just because you and I never quite accomplished the physical act of love, doesn’t mean we can’t talk about it. We’re both adults. I love you, you know. And I want to try and help you,’ Tom said firmly.


  ‘Well, the chickenpox has kind of put a damper on things in that department,’ Jessie admitted eventually.


  ‘Oh, right. Got you. Is he infected down there as well?’ Jessie could hear the teasing in his voice.


  ‘Jesus, Tom. I’m hanging up,’ Jessie said, exasperated.


  ‘Jessie, come on. Just breathe. I was only joking. Things must be bad. I thought that was all you two did,’ Tom said light-heartedly.


  ‘No comment.’ Jessie found it hard not to smile. He did have a point.


  ‘My advice is, talk to Jack. Tell him what’s happened at work and tell him how you’re feeling a bit neglected by him. What’s the worst that could happen?’ Tom reasoned.


  ‘Hmm. I’ll think about it,’ Jessie said. She knew he was talking sense, but that didn’t make it easy to hear. ‘I have to go,’ she signed off, and pulled her weary body up by the railing.


  Chapter 18


  At the end of the week, Jack was still feeling sorry for himself. Only now, he was also starting to feel bitter, and his resentfulness was directed in part towards Jessie, of all people. Although he hadn’t admitted it to her, he’d felt miffed that she’d still chosen to go off to work despite the fact that he needed her to stay at home and be with him. She’d effectively chosen her job over him—or at least, that was what it had felt like. The rational part of his brain knew that she needed to go, but it had still rankled him. He’d hardly seen her all week, and although they were perfectly civil and friendly with each other, things weren’t quite right.


  The intimacy and closeness they’d shared seemed to be on hiatus. They’d lost the ability to talk to each other about anything. Or at least, Jack felt like he couldn’t talk to her from his point of view. This past week had been rotten for Jack on so many counts: the chickenpox, being kept a virtual prisoner in isolation, and being alone pretty much the whole time whilst Jessie was at work. He’d missed her terribly, but for some inexplicable reason he’d found it impossible to articulate this to her when she came home each day.


  Part of the problem was that Jack hadn’t wanted to seem weak, or to appear to hold her back, when it was evident that Jessie knew exactly where she was going. She had a great job with clear prospects, a good salary, and the respect of her peers. She was driven and ambitious, and possessed both a direction in which to travel and a plan to guide her on her way.


  Being cooped up in their serviced apartment all week, Jack had had a huge amount of time to think. And after all his thinking, his conclusion was: what did he really have going for him? Other than Jessie, not a whole lot. Jack knew it was ridiculous to feel jealous of Jessie’s career success, but that was how he felt. He was scared of being left behind. In Shanghai he’d owed and operated a successful publishing company. Back then, he’d had that same hunger, drive, and determination to succeed that he now saw on a daily basis in Jessie.


  Jack knew he’d been taking out his frustrations and disappointment with his own personal circumstances on Jessie: acting a little cool towards her and withdrawn. He knew he hadn’t sounded overly interested in her new job and had deliberately not asked as many questions as he should have. In truth, he simply hadn’t wanted to hear how brilliant everything was going for her, or what her latest triumph in the workplace had been that day. So he hadn’t asked.


  Yes, there was no question that Jack was in a rut: mentally, physically, and emotionally. Their first two weeks in Hong Kong, soaking up the sights, sea, and sand, had been truly awesome. But that was a holiday, and now they were back to real life. He wanted to be happy with Jessie. She was, quite simply, the kindest, most amazing woman he knew. Not to mention absolutely stunning. Every morning when she’d left for work in her cute office attire, he’d had to fake sleep so as not to pull her back into bed with him and make her late.


  But to be truly happy with Jessie, he was going to have to sort himself out and do something about his sorry-ass state, as the present state of affairs could not continue. Jessie was going to get fed up with him soon enough unless he did something deserving of her affection. No doubt her head would eventually get turned by someone more successful and altogether more worthy. A woman like Jessie should have nothing but the best, and Jack desperately wanted to be that man.


  So, in order to combat his current state of boredom and unemployment, Jack had arranged a job interview of sorts. He still wasn’t feeling one hundred percent, but he was feeling well enough to venture out into the big bad world and meet up for a few drinks with an old acquaintance from Shanghai who was now based in Hong Kong. Greg was a hard-drinking Irishman who already owned several bars and restaurants in the city. It was Jack’s intention to quiz Greg about the realities of doing something similar in the buzzing metropolis.


  Like a lot of people, Jack harboured a desire to run a bar, and maybe now was the chance for him to do it. It was an idea, anyway, and he didn’t have many of those, so he was going to jump on it and at least investigate the possibilities. But he had no intention of telling Jessie what he was up to until he’d completed his fact-finding mission. Instead, he planned to tell her that he was just catching up with a few friends—and if he happened to intimate that he was going on a lad’s night out, then that wasn’t such a bad thing. Jessie had had her fun at work all week, so Jack saw no harm in a bit of well-crafted exaggeration on his part to let her know that he wasn’t quite as hopeless as he sometimes looked.


  Chapter 19


  ‘Right, Jessie Slaymaker,’ Jessie muttered to herself as she fiddled with the finicky lock on her apartment door. ‘No more of this silliness and trying to cope with everything on your own.’ She took a deep breath and opened the door. Jack was in the kitchenette watching the kettle boil. Jessie took a deep breath and walked up to him.


  ‘Hi Jack,’ she said, looking up at him. ‘We need to talk,’ she continued, not waiting for his response as she grabbed his hand, leading him over to the sofa.


  ‘That sounds serious,’ he half-laughed at her.


  ‘I know this week hasn’t exactly been peachy for you, but I’ve just had the worst week of my professional existence,’ Jessie said gravely. ‘Even worse than when Charlie tried to frame me for corporate espionage, the last time I was here.’


  Jack’s face tensed ever so slightly at the mention of his brother’s name. Good one, Jessie sarcastically applauded herself. She just needed to shut the heck up about his flaming brother for once in her life. Jack was still tetchy, and rightly so, about her having ended up in bed with Charlie when they were in the early stages of their budding romance.


  ‘What’s gone wrong? I thought you were having a great time,’ Jack replied, not a huge amount of sympathy in his voice.


  ‘Far from it,’ Jessie continued, choosing to ignore his tone. ‘When I got to the office on Monday, the promotion I thought I had was no longer available, and so I’ve been plodding along in little more than a graduate’s role over the past week. It’s been just awful.’


  ‘Right. Is that it?’ Jack asked plainly, smiling at her. ‘I thought something bad had happened.’ He clearly didn’t get how disappointed and humiliated she felt about the whole thing.


  ‘What do you mean, is that it? Thank you for your sensitivity. This is bad,’ Jessie ranted, totally surprised by his lack of empathy.


  ‘Well, it can’t have been that bad, seeing as you’re only just bringing it up now,’ Jack retorted.


  ‘Well, it is,’ Jessie replied, furiously blinking back tears.


  ‘I’m sorry you don’t like your job,’ Jack sighed. ‘But from the way you were talking, I thought it was something life-threatening. It’s just a job, Jessie. Don’t take it so personally. This kind of thing happens all the time,’ he added more gently, giving her shoulder a gentle knead.


  ‘Well, not to me it doesn’t,’ Jessie sulked. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of Jack’s fingers massaging her tense muscles. Maybe he was right. It was just a job, and she shouldn’t get herself so het up with everything. She had Jack. That was the most important thing. And considering this was basically the first time he’d touched her all week, maybe things were finally looking up. ‘That’s so good,’ she hummed at him.


  ‘Any time,’ he soothed. ‘There’s more to life than work, you know.’


  ‘Hmm. Hey, are you feeling better?’ Jessie asked hopefully. Her eyes slowly opened and focused on him. He did look better. A lot better. Rather yummy, in actual fact.


  ‘A bit,’ he said absently, continuing to rub her shoulder.


  ‘Are you going out?’ Jessie suddenly asked, noticing that he was wearing proper clothes for the first time all week. In fact, he looked to be quite dressed up. And clean-shaven.


  ‘I meant to text you earlier. I’m just popping out to see a few mates for a catch-up beer. I won’t be late,’ he said, suddenly springing up off the sofa. ‘Actually, I’d probably better shoot,’ he added, checking his watch and shovelling his wallet and keys into his pockets.


  ‘Oh,’ Jessie said, unable to hide her surprise. Well, if you could hold on for twenty minutes, I could get ready and come with you,’ she offered.


  ‘No offence, Jess, but it’s kind of a blokey thing. They’re not bringing their significant others, and I think you might feel a bit left out of the conversation.’


  ‘Right-O. I get you,’ Jessie said, getting up off the sofa with a sigh. ‘No girls allowed. I wanted to take a long bath anyway,’ she added, heading towards the bedroom.


  ‘Enjoy.’ Jack gave her a quick kiss as she passed him.


  ‘You too,’ Jessie said wearily.


  ‘I’ll try. Don’t wait up,’ he called as he closed the front door behind him.


  ‘But I didn’t think you were going to be late,’ Jessie moaned to herself, and went to run her bath. She knew she should be thankful that Jack seemed to be in better spirits. It was just unfortunate for her that as soon as he was feeling better, he’d prefer to go out on the razzle with his buddies rather than spend some quality time together.


  Chapter 20


  So much for not being late. It had gone four o’clock the next morning before Jack had finally rolled through the door. And unsurprisingly, considering the hour, he was also completely trashed. There were no two ways about it. He’d made an incredible racket when he came in, and Jessie ended up having to steer him into bed. Once there, he’d passed out almost immediately and pretty much snored his head off from the get go.


  Unable to sleep with Snoring Beauty’s non-stop deafening symphony next to her, Jessie started up a text conversation with Tom to entertain her.


   



  Jessie: I talked to Jack…


  Tom: What did he say?


  Jessie: Not much. Just that it wasn’t the end of the world.


  Tom: He’s right.


  Tom: Surely you got some wine, sex and a bit of sympathy though.


  Jessie: None of the above. He went out and got seriously pissed up instead.


  Tom: Bastard.


  Jessie: I know.


  Tom: What did you do?


  Jessie: Stayed in and plucked my eyebrows.


  Tom: Rock ’n’ roll… Not, you saddo.


  Jessie: Thanks.


  Tom: What are you doing today then to top your Friday night?


  Jessie: Not much—should be house hunting but can’t be arsed.


  Tom: You should do something. Get out and about.


  Jessie: Jack will be hung over all day and I have some journals to catch up on.


  Tom: Whoa there! It’s the weekend, you don’t HAVE to work.


  Jessie: Well… my boss did invite me to have a pedicure with her.


  Tom: Do that then.


  Jessie: Don’t want to. It’s weird. I already said no. She’s all young and hot and she makes me feel like an OAP.


  Tom: Jessie, it’s a blooming pedicure. What’s the worst that could happen?


  Jessie: I suppose…


  Tom: It’s a chance to network, and I’d hazard a guess that barring Jack, you don’t really know anyone yet. In fact, I insist that you go. Call her now and tell her you changed your mind.


  Jessie: Okay. Maybe…


   



  Later that morning, having left Jack in bed to sleep off his hangover, Jessie was sat next to her new boss, chatting away amiably whilst their tootsies were being pampered to within an inch of their lives. Although Jessie had had her doubts about going, she shouldn’t have, as she was now feeling the most relaxed she’d been since starting work. Perhaps Jack and Tom were right in that she did need something outside of the office. Maybe pedicures would be her extra-curricular activity from now on. She was in a soothing, calm, lemongrass-scented environment, sipping green tea with plinky-plonky music on repeat in the background. If this was what fabulous Hong Kong was going to be like from now on, it was definitely something she could get used to.


  Out of the office, Rachel seemed to be a completely different person. She was still intimidating in a I’m-just-so-damn-confident kind of way, but she was chatty and inquisitive along with it. She didn’t mention work once, at least not in a serious boss-to-subordinate sort of way, but instead she seemed genuinely interested in Jessie’s life. She was also actually a bit of a gossip and chatted away incessantly about this so-and-so and that so-and-so from the bank. Of course, Jessie had no clue who any of these people were. All the names and faces seemed to be entirely different from the people here on her previous visit.


  Rachel also seemed to love talking about her latest boyfriend, and he kept cropping up in the conversation—so much so that Jessie felt like she knew all about him even though she hadn’t even met him yet. His name was JP, he hailed from London, and she called him her ‘bit of rough’, which automatically suggested someone of considerable stature in Jessie’s mind. The woman was absolutely besotted with the guy, as evidenced by her going seriously gooey-eyed whenever she brought him up in conversation.


  ‘I like your earrings,’ Rachel said, looking at Jessie’s sparkly lobes and taking a break from talking about JP.


  ‘Thanks,’ Jessie replied, smiling. ‘A present from my boyfriend, Jack.’


  ‘He moved here with you, didn’t he?’ Rachel asked as she grabbed a nearby magazine from a waiting pile.


  ‘Yes. We came together,’ Jessie replied. As far as Jessie was concerned, Jack was still in the doghouse for deserting her last night in favour of the boys.


  ‘What does he do?’ Rachel asked, flicking her gaze across to Jessie.


  That was a stumper. What did Jack do exactly?


  ‘He used to work in publishing in Shanghai. But I think he wants to do something different here. He’s got a few irons in the fire,’ Jessie said, polishing the truth a touch. In all honesty she didn’t have a clue what Jack actually wanted to do in Hong Kong. She didn’t even know if Jack knew what Jack wanted to do.


  ‘That’s nice of him to follow you here,’ Rachel said, returning her attention to the glossy magazine in her lap. There was something in what she’d said that rankled Jessie. Something that made Jack out to be something of a puppet. Jack didn’t just follow her here, did he? Surely he came because he wanted to have a life here. Of course, with her, but surely he actually wanted to come for himself as well. Right?


  ‘OMG,’ Rachel suddenly exclaimed loudly. Jessie looked across at her companion to see if maybe something had gone wrong with her pedicure. Everything looked to be fine on that front, yet Rachel had stopped leafing through her magazine and her face seemed to be frozen in place as she stared open-mouthed at something on the page.


  ‘What?’ Jessie asked, leaning over to get a glimpse of the offending picture.


  ‘I can’t believe that,’ Rachel said, shaking her head slightly, building the sense of drama.


  ‘What is it? Has Angelina had another tattoo? Or a baby?’ Jessie quipped.


  ‘No. I can’t believe she’s pregnant. I mean, whoever would be stupid enough to get themselves embroiled with that family must need their head tested,’ Rachel said disapprovingly.


  ‘Who?’ Jessie asked politely as she tried to play down her own curiosity, returning to her own magazine flicking.


  ‘Have you ever heard of Sonia Shum?’ Rachel asked as she scanned the article.


  At the mention of that particular name, Jessie instantly felt her blood run cold. It was a name that, uncharacteristically for Jessie, inspired nothing but dislike and ill feeling. It was Sonia Shum who had been pulling Charlie’s strings into framing her and sleeping with her. It was Sonia Shum who had essentially blackmailed Jack into staying with her and being her lap dog. It was Sonia Shum who had basically kept her and Jack apart when they should have been basking in each other’s glory, falling blissfully in love with one another.


  ‘I’ve heard of her,’ Jessie answered coldly.


  ‘Well, she’s a notorious billionaire heiress who splits her time between HK and Shangers. She’s a complete nutjob if you ask me, though. A right control freak. Anyway, somehow she’s gone and gotten herself pregnant. I can’t think how though. She has a terrible reputation with men. I’m surprised anyone would go near her. Did you know, it’s common knowledge that the last guy she was seeing was a right wimp who was at her beck and call the entire time?’ Rachel leaned in and lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘Apparently it was all fake and for publicity from her point of view, but when she binned him he took it really bad. He was so cut up, he had to run away back to England so he wouldn’t run into her around here.’


  ‘How pregnant is she?’ Jessie asked deliberately, choosing to ignore the gossip about Jack’s departure, which was clearly a story perpetuated by Sonia so as not to lose face. But Sonia pregnant? There was no need to panic, Jessie told herself as she took a deep breath. She just hoped to hell that they were still talking the first trimester and nothing longer.


  ‘It says here she’s believed to be five or six months gone,’ Rachel replied obligingly, holding up the picture of a clearly pregnant Sonia Shum. She was wearing a tight-fitting body con dress to some fancy event, and the dress left no illusion whatsoever as to what was growing in her stomach. Nor did the healthy fullness to the woman’s face and figure. In fact, the pregnant glow seemed to emanate from every pore. Everything about her screamed ‘woman with child’.


  Jessie couldn’t speak. She went totally numb. Five months pregnant. The thought that Sonia Shum was pregnant silently reverberated within the confines of Jessie’s head. Five months ago she’d been seeing Tom in England, which meant that Jack had been living with Sonia in Hong Kong. It couldn’t be his? Surely not. Could it? Jessie ran the numbers again to check. Jessie was extremely good with figures in her day job, but she willed her basic arithmetic to be wrong for once. However, the numbers didn’t lie. The timings matched up. Of course, she didn’t know what Sonia’s private life had been like during those weeks, but she did know Jack had been a part of it. Which meant there was a very real possibility that Jack—her Jack—was the father of Sonia Shum’s unborn child.


  ‘Holy fuck,’ Jessie exclaimed quietly, as the full realisation dawned on her.


  ‘Is something the matter?’ Rachel trilled. ‘You’ve gone white as a sheet.’


  Jessie just stared numbly at the photo, unable to respond.


  ‘O-M-FUCKING-G,’ Rachel practically shrieked, causing all the other ladies getting their feet prettied to look over at them. ‘It’s your Jack, isn’t it? He was the poor sap chained to Sonia Shum!’ Rachel’s intelligent mind quickly put two and two together based on Jessie’s reaction.


  ‘And… is he the father?’ Rachel whispered, her eyes growing wider and wider, when Jessie still didn’t respond. Jessie got the distinct impression Rachel was enjoying herself, putting all the pieces of the puzzle together. Possibly a bit too much.


  ‘But judging by your silence, you didn’t know she was pregnant. Which means he probably doesn’t know either. OMG, Jessie. This must have come as a total shock. I’m so sorry,’ she said, dramatically clutching Jessie’s hand.


  ‘I don’t know,’ Jessie finally said quietly, removing her hand from Rachel’s grasp. She hardly knew Rachel, yet Rachel seemed to have figured out all of Jessie’s dirty laundry in a matter of a few seconds. All she wanted to do was scream O-M-FUCKING-G herself, but instead she forced herself to show some poise and neutralise her features as she returned to her magazine-flicking until her pedicure was finished.


  Chapter 21


  After saying a quick goodbye to Rachel, Jessie raced back to the serviced apartment. She’d considered sending the man of the moment a forewarning text, but what could she say? Your crazy ex-girlfriend is up the duff and it looks like you’re the father. It wasn’t really a text-appropriate subject. This was a conversation that had to be conducted in person.


  When Jessie threw open the door she was dismayed to find that Jack wasn’t there. She’d been confident that he’d still be there, recovering from his exerts the previous night, but she’d been wrong. She searched the apartment quickly, even checking behind the shower curtain, but there was no Jack.


  She spent the next five minutes prowling around the living room, wearing holes in the wood laminate. She was about to start yet another circuit, when she heard a key in the lock.


  ‘Did you know about this?’ she launched at him loudly the second Jack’s face appeared. She waved the pilfered, toxic magazine in front of his face, in case he was in any wonder as to what this meant. Then she took a step back and chastised herself. She’d been planning on sounding rational and reasonable, but instead the demented hysterical woman within her had blared at him and accosted him before he could even get through the doorway.


  ‘What?’ he asked in genuine confusion as he struggled to focus on the paper that Jessie seemed unable to hold still. He tugged it gently from her hand and studied the picture of the double-page spread as he entered the apartment, kicking the door closed behind him. Then he froze as the full magnitude of what he was looking at hit him.


  ‘It’s not mine. It can’t be,’ he said as though thinking aloud, the shock still registered all over his face and in his body language.


  ‘You were together though, when this baby was conceived,’ Jessie said carefully, finding some inner calmness from somewhere deep inside. ‘It says in the article she’s between five and six months pregnant. That puts it around about the time that you…’ Jessie trailed off, lost for words.


  ‘Well after I shagged her by accident you mean, and then shacked up with her,’ Jack said angrily, saying what they were both thinking. ‘But how can we even believe this is true?’ he added. It was his turn to wave the offending magazine at her. ‘We hardly ever did anything.’


  ‘It’s this week’s edition,’ Jessie said, somehow managing to detach her emotions and focus on the facts, choosing to blank out the thought of Jack and Sonia doing anything together, let alone making a baby. ‘Look at the picture, Jack. She’s pregnant. She’s clearly very pregnant. And there’s a chance it could be yours.’


  ‘I guess,’ Jack offered by way of an inept reply. He threw the magazine on the floor and began pacing around the living room, just as Jessie had been doing moments earlier.


  ‘Don’t you want to find out? So you can be sure?’ Jessie began. ‘I really think you need to call her and find out what’s going on.’ Jessie felt a wave of assertion wash over her from somewhere. It felt familiar and therefore good for her to think rationally and pragmatically about a problem. She had already overcome her shocked phase—it had somehow helped to pass that baton onto Jack—and had moved onto her constructive, let’s troubleshoot phase, no longer coming apart at the seams.


  ‘And then what? It’s not like she’s come hounding me with the information. She obviously doesn’t need me to do anything,’ Jack said, turning surly.


  ‘You are kidding, right?’ Jessie asked, fixing him with an incredulous stare. ‘You seriously want to just ignore all this and pretend that some woman isn’t walking around with Jack Junior in her gut?’


  ‘That’s precisely where you’re wrong, Jessie. She’s not just some woman. She’s Sonia Shum. I’m finally rid of her, or so I thought. Why would I actively seek out contact with her, if I don’t have to?’


  ‘Because it could be yours!’ Jessie said, exasperated with him. She knew he was still in shock, but she was finding it hard to make allowances for him.


  ‘So what?’ Jack replied, demonstrating more surly teenage-esque characteristics.


  ‘I don’t believe you’re that indifferent to your potential offspring for one second,’ Jessie snapped at him impatiently. ‘You need to speak to her. It’s the right thing to do.’ There was a finality about her words, as though that was the end of the conversation. She began to gather her phone, keys, and bag together.


  ‘I’ll do no such thing,’ Jack said defiantly.


  ‘Like I said, it’s the right thing to do,’ Jessie repeated, sounding highly moralistic.


  ‘Well, we’ll just have to agree to disagree,’ Jack replied, giving her a semi-smirk, like he’d just hit her with some kind of award-winning argument. ‘Where are you going?’ he then asked, looking suddenly panicked at the thought of being left alone.


  ‘I have to go and meet this real estate agent,’ Jessie said wearily. She’d told him several times already she had this appointment booked in the diary. He obviously hadn’t been listening to a word she’d said. Probably about anything. The bank had assigned her the serviced apartment for her first six weeks in Hong Kong, but she needed to find somewhere to rent sooner rather than later.


  ‘Okay, then I’ll come too,’ Jack said, sounding relieved at a task to do.


  ‘I’ll be fine on my own,’ Jessie replied. She didn’t really want him following her around in his present mood. She was none too impressed with Jack the teenager and needed some space to think.


  ‘Come on, Jessie. Be rational here. I want to have a say in where we live,’ Jack said, holding his hands out in a truce-like gesture.


  ‘Well, maybe we shouldn’t be living together,’ Jessie blurted out as she checked her watch and saw that she was late. Her emotions were all over the place. She felt calm and in control one second, and then insanely emotional and stressed the next. Her suggestion had escaped her lips before she’d even realised what it was she was saying. It’s not like she’d given the idea any serious contemplation. She’d merely vocalised a passing whisper of a thought, one that ordinarily wouldn’t have even lingered long enough to become a proper thought. But by saying those words, her passing whisper of a thought had manifested itself into a tangible idea, and ultimately something else to fight with Jack about.


  ‘Pardon me?’ Jack asked, stunned. She didn’t think it was possible, but he looked more surprised now than when he’d seen Sonia’s pregnancy picture.


  ‘You heard me,’ Jessie said, as her suggestion gained traction in her own mind. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t be living together. I mean, how well do we really know each other? We’ve been together for a couple of months. If anybody I knew told me they were moving in after only a few months, I’d tell them to slow down. I think we just sort of assumed it would happen without actually talking about it properly. It’s a big step, Jack. For both of us.’ She walked around Jack, towards the door.


  ‘Great. That’s just bloody great. So you don’t want to live with me now,’ Jack said angrily, just as she placed a hand on the door handle. ‘Because of this,’ he said, snatching the magazine from the floor, walking towards her, and brandishing it in her face. He looked angry. Really angry. Jessie had never seen him like that before. It was like he was about to breathe fire.


  ‘It’s not just that,’ Jessie said in a small voice, fighting to meet his eye.


  ‘What are you talking about?’ he said, fixing her with an ever-increasing angry look that had her pinned with her back to the door.


  ‘Well, we haven’t had much fun at home this past week, have we?’ Jessie pointed out with a weak smile. His physical presence wasn’t so much intimidating, it was just claustrophobic and made it hard for her to think properly. She half expected him to pounce on her and kiss their argument away. He did things like that from time to time, and part of her was longing for him to do that now, so she could get out of the silly mess she’d created for herself.


  ‘Need I remind you that I have been sick,’ Jack said, backing off half a pace. Jessie saw red and any daydream of him suddenly snogging her face off was superseded by her desire to punch him clean on the nose. The only reason she didn’t was because she didn’t want to hurt herself.


  ‘Of course you don’t need to remind me,’ she snapped back, with venom. ‘I’ve had enough daily evidence to have it fucking tattooed on my mind for all eternity,’ she shouted at him, forcing him to take another step back. He looked at her like she’d transformed into some kind of lunatic before his eyes.


  ‘Does this mean you want to see other people too?’ Jack asked quietly, with grave seriousness. Unlike Jessie, he sounded totally calm, unemotional even. His question took Jessie completely by surprise. She hadn’t expected him to say that in a month of Sundays. It was tantamount to asking her if she thought they should split up.


  ‘No, of course not,’ she replied defiantly, raising her chin slightly. ‘Do you?’ She narrowed her eyes, a note of challenge in her voice.


  When he failed to respond, Jessie opened the door and slammed it as hard as she could behind her.


  Chapter 22


  ‘How the hell did that happen?’ Jack muttered to himself as he tossed the crumpled magazine onto the dining table. The rag was offensive to him. He didn’t want that kind of trash touching his skin. He slobbed out on the sofa and switched on the television for a bit of robotically aimless channel surfing.


  That morning he’d woken up, seriously hung over and hungry. He’d gone out to grab a quick bite to eat, and when he came home, he’d found his whole world had all but imploded. Sonia was apparently pregnant. And more worrying, there was a very high probability that he was the father and that his first offspring was on its way. His mother would not be impressed.


  Jack screwed up his face as he tried to recall when it could have happened. He was definitely with her when she’d conceived, but had be been with her? He couldn’t be sure one way or the other. Jack wouldn’t have put it past Sonia to have faked the whole thing, but there was something about that picture of her that had been thoroughly convincing. It was scary to think that he might become a father soon. He always thought he would be a dad at some point, but no way was he ready for a life commitment like that. And no way was he ready to become a father if Sonia Shum was the mother. He wanted nothing more to do with that woman, let alone raise a child with her.


  And as if that prospect wasn’t bad enough, to top it all off, now Jessie didn’t want to live with him. Jack would ordinarily have written off her sudden mood change to the Sonia pregnancy shock, but then she’d confessed to having not enjoyed living him over the past week. Well, it hadn’t been a bed of roses for Jack either, now he came to think about it. He’d been sick and he’d barely seen Jessie once she’d started work. She’d made it clear that work was her priority, and would probably be even more so since her latest job revelation. She would be doing her utmost to prove herself at her bloody bank, and he would be relegated down her list of priorities.


  He hadn’t even answered her when she’d asked him if he wanted to see other people. He’d said it to be cruel in the heat of the moment to cause her pain. Jack didn’t want to see other people, and he most certainly didn’t want Jessie to.


  ‘It was just a fight,’ Jack muttered to himself as images danced across the screen in front of him. When she came home they could talk things through properly and get things back on track.


  Maybe even someday they’d laugh about it. They’d both been in shock over the whole baby thing and had said things they didn’t mean and no doubt now regretted. ‘Just a fight,’ he continually muttered to the empty apartment. They were just blowing off steam and now needed some time apart to calm down. And then all would be well.


  Jack forced his woes with Jessie aside, assuring himself that whatever damage had been done could be fixed when she got back. Whilst his personal life seemed to have taken a nose dive, his professional life was thankfully—and rather surprisingly—heading in a positive direction. He actually had something to do with his life and a direction in which to head. The previous evening, the one which had resulted in his god-awful hangover, had been a rather fruitful catch up with Irish Greg.


  Greg had relocated to Hong Kong several years earlier and had set up a number of successful bars and restaurants in the city, and Jack had gone to see Greg with a view to gleaning information from him about the industry in Hong Kong. But he had come away with a hell of a lot more. Jack had heard through the grapevine that Greg had been looking for a business partner to share some of the workload of the day-to-day running of his growing empire, but he didn’t think that Greg would be interested in him after one meeting.


  Yet they’d found they had a lot in common personally, and so they agreed to work together on one project to see if they could work together professionally before committing to a more formal business partnership. The project in question was for Jack to oversee the refurbishment and relaunch of one of Greg’s bars—one which wasn’t performing as well as it should have. This was going to serve as a prototype: a test for Jack to see if he liked working with Greg, as well as to discover if he had the necessary skills to make it in the food and beverage industry. And just like that, in the blink of an eye, Jack had a new direction. Greg had been more than happy to celebrate their fledgling business arrangement until the wee small hours. Hence the hangover.


  To distract himself from dwelling on his questionable relationship status with Jessie—and the whopping great magazine-shaped elephant in the room—Jack pulled out his laptop and set about researching and planning what he wanted to achieve with his bar project. It was the first time since he’d departed Shanghai that he had something constructive to do with his time. And the more he thought about it, the more exciting a prospect it was to him. He couldn’t necessarily control the situation with Jessie, and he most certainly couldn’t control anything when it came to Sonia. But a bar refurbishment could be controlled. And now all he wanted to do was get stuck in and make something happen.


  Chapter 23


  Jessie had completed a hurried few hours of flat-hunting in somewhat of a trance when Tom called. He sounded all bright and breezy, without a care in the world. Typical Tom.


  ‘So the question I’ve been dying to ask you since I woke up twenty minutes ago is, what were Princess Bossypants’ tippy-toes like? Please tell me you went.’


  ‘Her name is Rachel,’ Jessie replied, unable to stop a slow smile from spreading across her lips. Tom had a way of making things seem all right.


  ‘So what were Princess Rachel’s tippy-toes like? Were they all gnarly from wearing all those ridiculously expensive designer shoes? I bet her feet were a ruined wreck.’


  ‘They were fine,’ Jessie said, suddenly sounding tired.


  ‘You sound cheesed off. What’s up?’ Tom asked.


  ‘Nothing much.’


  ‘Jessie,’ Tom pushed.


  ‘I don’t know where to start, Tom,’ Jessie sighed. ‘First off, I’ve just signed up for a poky little flat that I can only just afford thanks to my recent demotion. Then there’s the small matter that Sonia Shum is pregnant. You remember her, don’t you? Jack’s ex. Oh yes, and there’s a very big chance that he’s the daddy.’


  ‘Shit,’ Tom exclaimed after a brief pause.


  ‘Yes. Shit indeed.’


  ‘It’s only been a few hours since we were texting. How can this much have happened in such a short space of time?’ Tom asked rationally.


  ‘Don’t know,’ Jessie said sulkily.


  ‘How’s Jack taking the news?’ Tom enquired.


  ‘Don’t know that either, really,’ Jessie said, continuing to sound sulky.


  ‘Why? Did you guys have a fight?’


  ‘Kind of,’ Jessie began. ‘It’s more like we broke up.’


  ‘You’re kidding me, right,’ Tom said, exasperated. ‘I didn’t let him have you and whisk you a million miles away just for you two to call it quits as soon as you got there. What happened?’


  ‘I got in a bit of a tizz over Sonia being pregnant and Jack being the father. And rightly so, I think. But then I kind of suggested that maybe it wasn’t the best time for us to live together, and then he took that to mean that I wanted to see other people,’ Jessie rambled. Once she’d started recalling recent events, the words spewed easily.


  ‘You corrected him, though?’


  ‘Of course I did,’ Jessie said firmly. ‘I don’t want to see other people. I asked him if he did, and he just said nothing. His silence spoke volumes, though. I really think it’s over, Tom,’ Jessie said sadly.


  ‘Sounds to me like you’ve had a tiff, Jessie. I know neither of you are really that experienced with serious relationships, and I’m not exactly qualified to dish out advice given my track record either, but it doesn’t sound as bad as all that,’ Tom said, trying to be helpful.


  ‘You didn’t see him. He was so cold. Unemotional.’


  ‘Be fair to the guy. You’d just delivered him the shock of a lifetime, and then you go and tell him you don’t want to live with him. You do know he’s feeling rejected, don’t you?’


  ‘I guess. But so am I. I mean, what if he is the father and he ends up getting back with Sonia? And we have had a bad week. We’ve both been thoroughly miserable,’ Jessie said, conscious that she was whinging.


  ‘Do you want to break up?’ Tom asked bluntly.


  ‘No,’ Jessie said quickly.


  ‘You sure about that? Because you sound like you’re finding plenty of reasons to not be together,’ he pointed out.


  ‘I want to be with him. I just want it to be like it was before,’ Jessie said slowly.


  ‘I’m your friend and I’m allowed to say this, which means you’re not allowed to stop talking to me. Understand?’


  ‘Understood. What is it?’ Jessie asked.


  ‘I don’t mean to lecture you, but I don’t think you’ve been very realistic. When you were together with Jack here in England, it was all fancy dates, minimal work, and the added excitement of planning your move. Now you’re there and reality has set in. People go to work. People get sick. People get tired and grouchy and depressed. Even Jack and you,’ he finished.


  ‘And sometimes ex-girlfriends turn out to be pregnant,’ Jessie added.


  ‘Exactly. Life isn’t always easy. But it’s not supposed to be. Now, go home and fix things with Jack,’ Tom advised gently.


  ‘What am I supposed to say?’ Jessie said, verging on whinging again.


  ‘Support him. This can’t be easy for him either. Then explain to him that you’d just like a bit of your own space while you’re adjusting to your new life, if that’s what you really want. I’m sure he’ll understand if you just talk to him and articulate your reasoning properly. He’s a good guy, Jessie. I wouldn’t have let you go so far with anyone else.’


  ‘How come you’re always right?’ Jessie sighed. She had to concede, Tom was talking a lot of sense.


  ‘It’s a talent, I know. He’s probably moping back at your place as we speak, feeling sorry for himself.’


  ‘Probably,’ Jessie agreed, as she recalled how he’d been down in the dumps pretty much all week.


  ‘Let me know how you get on,’ Tom said. ‘I’d better go—you’ve made me late,’ he added good-naturedly.


  ‘Thanks, Tom,’ Jessie said, ending the call.


  Jessie felt better having spoken to him. She prided herself on her ability to interpret facts rationally, and yet she seemed to be completely lacking in this skill when it came to her own life. Thank goodness she still had a friend like Tom who could help her see the wood for the trees. If she thought about things rationally, things with Jack were not so very dismal. So what if Sonia was pregnant? Jack had chosen to be with her, not Sonia. He’d moved to Hong Kong to be with her. That should have been enough to show Jessie that he was committed in this thing with her for the long haul. As she hurried back to patch things up with Jack, she felt embarrassed by her overdramatic and insecure display and vowed to take a more measured, realistic approach from now on.


  Chapter 24


  Jessie couldn’t get her key in the lock quick enough. Now that she knew she wanted to make things right with Jack, she didn’t want to waste any more time. She burst through the door, dumping her bag, and hurried towards him. His laptop was on the coffee table and he looked up from his slightly hunched sitting position in surprise.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Jessie whispered as she gently pushed him back on the sofa. She slid into his lap and rested her head on his chest and inhaled his familiar scent.


  ‘So am I,’ Jack said into her hair as he wrapped his arms around her. It was the first time in a week that they’d had any meaningful physical contact. Jessie had missed his affection. She looked up at him and saw genuine emotion in his eyes. Tom had been right. Jack had probably felt totally rejected by her. She kissed him gently, to try and wash away her guilt at being the cause of his upset. When she pulled away, she saw something different in his eyes. Hunger. He looked at her with a raw need, which was enough to squash any suspicion that Jack would ever get back together with Sonia. Child or no child. Jessie had never felt so sure that he wanted her as she did in that moment.


  Half a second later, he was devouring her with his mouth, like his life depended on it. For Jessie, it was as though he was kissing better an entire week of frustration and disappointment. It was hard and passionate, each of them giving and receiving equally. Jessie then took control and moved from Jack’s lap to sitting astride him on the sofa. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him to her to continue kissing away the remnants of their unsatisfying week. Jack’s hands held her waist, heating her skin through her cotton top. This was much more like it, Jessie thought contentedly to herself as Jack pulled her top up over her head, giving her a wolfish grin. She helped him wriggle out of his own t-shirt, and her breath caught at his beautiful body. There were still patches of his chickenpox rash, but it didn’t detract from the visible panes of hard muscles. Unable to stop herself from touching, even if she’d tried, Jessie traced the different contours of his body with her fingertips.


  ‘That tickles,’ he said in a low voice before he pulled her to him and they got back to the business of kissing and tasting each other senseless. The kissing was still just as hot, only now with the addition of their hands touching and caressing each other’s skin. Jessie could feel his growing excitement pushing through his jeans and against her. It sent ripples of anticipation through her knowing that he was turned on. She couldn’t imagine ever getting sick of this man and how he made her feel. It wasn’t just the amazing sex, it was the connection they had with each other. Both physical and emotional.


  Jack eventually paused and pulled back slightly. She could see he was admiring her body as he fixated on her chest. He traced the swell of her breasts gently as she reached behind her and unclasped her bra. Every touch set Jessie on fire as seemingly dormant nerve endings suddenly became alive and hypersensitive under Jack’s expert fingers.


  He continued to fondle her before he homed in on her nipples, massaging them between his thumb and forefingers. Then he slowly leaned forward, threatening to put her peaked nipple in his mouth. But just before he did, he stopped and looked up into Jessie’s eyes. That was too much. He was just teasing her now. Jessie clutched his head to her chest and pushed herself into his mouth. He quit teasing, and obligingly began to suck. Jessie writhed on him, feeling all her most sensitive erogenous zones stimulated. She could tell she wasn’t the only one stimulated as she felt him harden further, clearly seeking some more freedom.


  As if he could read her mind, Jack suddenly flipped her over so she was lying on the couch. He shimmied her out of her shorts and underwear and slid out of his own clothes. He stood there for a moment, completely naked, looking down at her, considering his next move. Jessie looked up at him and realised how lucky she was. He was utterly gorgeous, both with and without his clothes on.


  Then Jack padded off to the bedroom, leaving Jessie in a heightened state of arousal and desperately waiting. The only bonus of the pause was that she got to check out his cute backside. When he returned, he’d already threaded on a condom and was poised, standing over her again. But neither of them were known for their patience, and it wasn’t long before he plunged into her, making her gasp.


  It didn’t last particularly long. And it wasn’t the most sensual time between them. But it was passionate and made them both breathless. It was exactly what they’d both needed. A physical release of the pent-up tension of the past week.


  ‘It just keeps on getting better and better with you,’ he said, smiling at her with a hazy, post-romping-about-on-the-sofa look in his eye. He pulled the throw off the back of the couch and draped it over their tangle of torsos and limbs.


  ‘How’s your head?’ Jessie asked, remembering Jack probably still had a headache, considering he’d been out most of the night.


  ‘Still there, but not so bad. It’s amazing what sex with you can do for a hangover, Miss Slaymaker,’ he said flirtatiously as he leaned back into the sofa, his bare chest exposed.


  ‘Why thank you, Mr Davenport. It was pretty awesome, wasn’t it? Hey, these are looking better,’ she said as she scooched onto her stomach and examined the rash on his chest more closely.


  ‘About bloody time. Listen Jess, I’m sorry I’ve been a grump all week. I’ve just been a bit lost and feeling out of control with what to do with my life since we got here,’ Jack said honestly, laying his predicament out on the table.


  ‘It’s a big change for both of us. We just need to communicate a bit better from now on,’ Jessie said as she played with the light spattering of Jack’s chest hair. ‘And of course, I would also prescribe a plethora of sex, just to make sure we keep things on an even keel, you know,’ she added, with a glint in her eye.


  ‘I’m game,’ Jack replied instantly, giving her a grin.


  ‘So, in this light of enhanced communication, I have to ask. What are you going to do about Sonia?’ Jessie attempted to sound lighthearted, like she was asking him what he wanted for Christmas. But Jack’s eyes immediately flared at her, an undercurrent of anger igniting at her bringing up this touchy subject.


  ‘Don’t get mad with me,’ Jessie soothed as she placed a palm on his chest. ‘We need to talk about this.’ Jessie was proud of herself for being so adult about the whole thing. It was official: Jessie Slaymaker could act like a grown-up when it came to her own love life. Who’d have thought it?


  ‘Nothing,’ Jack replied.


  ‘What do you mean, nothing?’ Jessie asked, pushing herself up slightly to look at him carefully.


  ‘I’m going to do nothing,’ Jack said, looking her square in the eye. Although Jessie could act the adult, clearly Jack could not.


  ‘I’m just asking you to talk to her. Find out what’s going on. Is that too much to ask?’ Jessie asked in a reasonable voice. She stood up awkwardly, disentangling herself none too gently, shoving Jack in various sensitive spots with her knees and elbows.


  ‘Actually it is too much to ask. I think we’re just going to have to agree to disagree on this. I have no interest in contacting Sonia. End of story,’ Jack said with finality.


  ‘But what if you’re the father?’ Jessie said, exasperated with him. She dug around for her t-shirt, clutching it to her, feeling over-exposed.


  ‘Yeah? And what if I am the father? Then what do we do? I’ve told you I want nothing to do with her, so that equates to wanting no part in the upbringing of that child. Can’t you see that?’


  ‘But what—’


  ‘No buts, Jessie,’ Jack said, firmly interrupting her. He leaned over and grabbed the remote control from the coffee table and turned on the TV. He gazed at the black screen, ignoring Jessie whilst he waited for the picture to appear.


  ‘Maybe you can live not knowing, but I’m afraid I can’t live with this grenade hanging over our heads,’ Jessie said quietly, looking at him sadly.


  ‘Fine,’ he said petulantly, not even looking up from his blasted TV. The television seemed to be his crutch of choice these days.


  Jessie huffed and picked up the rest of her clothes. She stomped off to the bedroom, hoping her disagreement was coming across loud and clear, despite her state of undress.


  For the life of her, she couldn’t understand why he was being so pigheaded. It was such a stupid thing to fight about. Again. It was an argument based on pure hypotheticals. Was Jack about to become a father, or not? Jessie couldn’t see why he wouldn’t want to find out. If he knew, he could plan accordingly. But to not be in full possession of the facts, about something as big as this… it seemed entirely ludicrous to Jessie. How would he be able to carry on with his life not knowing? And seeming not to care either way? And how could he seriously expect Jessie to go on being with him when she knew what she knew?


  Jessie felt caught in a trap. She knew in her heart of hearts that she couldn’t be willfully complicit in Jack’s ongoing ignorance. It just wasn’t her M.O. It also seemed that Jack wasn’t prepared to give an inch on this matter either. But what could she do? She could continue trying to convince him otherwise, but she had a feeling it was akin to flogging a dead horse. Jack was being unreasonably stubborn for the time being. Maybe he would come around in time, but this was something he had to figure out by himself, Jessie sadly concluded. This wasn’t something that could be fixed by sex. Not even great sex.


  Chapter 25


  Jack had had a busy week. Despite his killer hangover from Saturday lasting the best part of two days, and the revelation and doom of what Jessie had told him, he’d successfully managed to distract himself and ploughed on with his plans for the bar’s relaunch. He’d been lucky and had been able to get new designs approved quickly, and the contractors were able to start in the next day or two. New furniture had been ordered and the stock was already in storage—so far, so good. He and Greg had agreed on an ambitious turnaround time of just two weeks, and it was a real race against time to get the bar back open again. A lengthy down time for any establishment was simply not a luxury one could afford, not with the rents in Hong Kong being so exorbitantly high.


  Jack was fighting a battle between attempting to produce a quality product and meeting the need to reopen quickly. Even so, he was an experienced project manager and found himself enjoying the challenge. It had given him a purpose and a day job that took up all his time, well into the night. So much so that he’d been able to push the whole Sonia Shum baby story to the back recesses of his mind. He’d only once Googled her to see if the father was common knowledge yet. He wasn’t. Sonia was keeping mum on that little juicy tidbit, sending the local press into a frenzy of speculation. An unmarried pregnant society tycoon’s daughter was big news, or so it seemed. But still, Jack was determined to bury his head in the sand about his potential impending fatherhood. Sonia didn’t feel the need to get in touch with him, so he saw no reason to stir up that particular hornet’s nest.


  However, things with Jessie had not been going well. Their relationship had been strained ever since the blow-up. They’d cohabited since, yet had barely spoken a word to each other. It was ridiculous. Jack knew it was ridiculous. Two highly intelligent adults were behaving like children. He hated that he’d let Sonia come between them, but neither of them were prepared to be the first to break the ice. There was a fundamental issue they disagreed on, and they were in a state of stasis until either one of them gave in or Sonia started to play an active role. And until one of those things happened, Jack made up his mind to do nothing.


  Jack had taken to camping out on the sofa whenever he was at home—sleeping, working, and eating—only venturing into the bedroom and ensuite when Jessie had gone out. Jack suspected she’d been leaving extra early for work and returning home late just to avoid him.


  When Friday came, Jack woke groggily from another uncomfortable night’s sleep on the sofa to see Jessie making tea in the kitchenette. She wasn’t wearing one of her usual sexy work dresses and heels. Instead she was casually dressed in a crisp white t-shirt and jeans. He loved Jessie’s work wardrobe, but he loved her even more in jeans. She always looked softer and more romantic in jeans. She looked particularly pretty that morning, he noted, as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.


  ‘I’m moving out today,’ she said as she saw he was awake. ‘The lease is valid for another fortnight on this place if you want to stay,’ she added. Her words and her tone were civil, but there was a coldness in her eyes.


  ‘So soon?’ Jack asked, unable to hide his surprise.


  ‘I think it’s for the best,’ Jessie said, taking a sip of tea and obscuring her face from him with her mug.


  ‘I’ll get up and help you move,’ Jack said, launching up off the sofa and grabbing his jeans.


  ‘I’ll be fine,’ Jessie called as he hot-footed it to the bathroom.


  ‘Give me five minutes,’ he shouted back.


  When he came back to the living room, he half expected her to have gone already, but she was sat waiting patiently on the sofa, looking at some of the bar paperwork that was still strewn across the coffee table from the previous evening. She didn’t ask anything about it, just glanced across at her waiting bags, neatly stacked by the front door.


  After an awkward taxi journey where their only dialogue had been to disagree about who would pay the fare, Jessie unlocked the door to her new home. Jack saw the slight slump in her shoulders as she dragged one of her cases over the threshold. He looked past her and was surprised by what he saw. From his vantage point just in the hallway, Jack was pretty sure he could see the entirety of Jessie’s new apartment. It was spotlessly clean and the furniture was modern and simple, but what struck him was the minuscule size of the place. It was clearly a studio apartment, and despite the clever use of space, there was only just about enough room to swing the proverbial cat. This was not the kind of place he had anticipated leaving Jessie in on the taxi ride over.


  ‘So what do you think?’ she asked, turning around and smiling brightly. He could tell she was trying to put a brave face on things, but he was positive this wasn’t something she’d anticipated when she’d decided to quit her lovely English home and move to Hong Kong. He knew she’d had a demotion of sorts, but he hadn’t realised things had been quite so bad.


  ‘It’s nice,’ he replied, carrying the rest of her bags in. ‘Cosy.’


  ‘Very funny. It’s fine for now,’ Jessie said as she took two paces across to a diminutive kitchenette which was even less equipped than the serviced apartment she’d just vacated. ‘Tea?’


  ‘Nah, you’re alright. I’ll let you get settled in,’ Jack said, turning to go.


  ‘Right you are,’ Jessie replied, turning to fill the kettle.


  ‘Jessie,’ Jack called, changing his mind and walking back into the flat. ‘Let me help you. Let me pay for something decent for you.’ Jessie turned around slowly and leaned her back against the kitchen countertop. She seemed to study him thoughtfully for a moment.


  ‘You know I can’t and would never let you do that,’ she said. ‘It may be a pokey walk-up, but it’s all that I can afford given recent events. I don’t want to get in over my head. And I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. I’ve made my bed, and I need to lie in it.’


  ‘I thought you’d say that,’ he said, a small smile escaping his lips. ‘Speaking of which, where is the bed?’ he asked cheekily. Jessie nodded towards the sofa grumpily as she rummaged around in a cupboard for teabags.


  ‘I’ll be fine, Jack,’ she snapped at him when she finally stopped what she was doing and clocked him hovering.


  ‘Have it your way,’ Jack muttered, turning to leave. ‘I’ll text you, okay,’ he called over his shoulder before he trotted down the stairs. Jessie clearly didn’t want his help, and he wasn’t in the mood to beg her to accept his kindnesses.


  Chapter 26


  As Jack closed the door on her new apartment, Jessie couldn’t help but feel it was symbolic of him closing the door on their relationship. As she stood in her diminutive new home she wanted to sob her eyes out, but the tears wouldn’t come. What was the point in feeling sorry for herself now? She was the one whose choices had put her in this position, and she had no one to blame but herself. She could have been more ballsy with her bank and insisted on them honouring the promotion she’d been promised, but she hadn’t. She’d accepted her new position numbly and had simply tried to make the best of it. That decision had put her in this flat—but it wasn’t the only choice she’d made recently that had ended her up here. She still wasn’t convinced she’d done the right thing telling Jack she didn’t want to live with him; that had been another one of her recent atypical spur-of-the-moment decisions. But she had done it, and that, combined with her unwavering stance on Jack’s impending fatherhood predicament, had resulted in her current tragic and lonely state.


  ‘No point crying over spilt milk,’ Jessie told herself as she swigged her tea.


  She spent the best part of the next hour unpacking the last few bits of her belongings. It didn’t take long. It was only a small place, after all. Another hour passed and Jessie’s inherent make-do-and-mend attitude began to surface. She vowed to make the best of the situation she was in. She had no control over what was going on in Jack’s life, but she could try and improve her working situation at the bank. As other areas of her life seemed to be unsettled, she resolved to throw herself into her work even more than she had already. She was determined to make the powers-that-be see that they’d mistakenly overlooked and underestimated her. She was sure that if she worked hard, then someone would eventually notice and reward her accordingly. Not that that philosophy had really worked so well for her in the past, but that was something she chose not to dwell on.


  By the end of the next week, she still hadn’t heard from Jack. The promised text was yet to materialise. Of course, she could have texted him in these days of equal opportunities and all, but she hadn’t. She didn’t know what to say, for starters. Instead she’d been faithful to her good intentions and had devoted the vast majority of her time to the bank. She hadn’t made any major breakthroughs on the professional front with Rachel, but it was still early days, she reassured herself.


  It wasn’t all doom and gloom though, as there was something on the horizon that she really was looking forward to.


  When Jessie got home on Friday at a respectable seven o’clock, there were two reasons for her to smile broadly, and both of them were on her doorstep. One was a huge mixed bouquet of roses, and the other was the man holding them: Tom. Lovely Tom, who had flown out to see her for a visit.


  ‘Thank you,’ Jessie said, beaming at him. ‘They’re beautiful.’


  ‘Not from me, I’m afraid,’ Tom said, raising an eyebrow. ‘I only brought duty-free,’ he added, waving a plastic bag, which clinked.


  ‘Oh,’ Jessie said, as she accepted Tom's slightly tentative peck on the cheek before sidestepping round him and unlocking the door.


  ‘Wow!’ Tom exclaimed as he craned his neck around the flowers. ‘This is cosy,’ he added.


  ‘Like I haven’t heard that before,’ Jessie replied, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s the first thing I say when I wake up in the morning and the last thing I say at night.’


  ‘Oh my, and here’s me thinking I was always on your mind,’ Tom joked as he shuffled a few things around and placed the flowers on a side table.


  ‘I thought we were going to meet at your hotel,’ Jessie said, ignoring his innuendo. With Jessie’s apartment dimensions being what they were, Tom was booked into a hotel in the city centre.


  ‘I wanted to surprise you. And obviously I had a sixth sense you were going to receive flowers from lover boy, and wanted to be here to stop you from overanalyzing the meaning of every word on the card.’


  ‘You read the card?’ Jessie asked, incredulous. ‘Is nothing private anymore?’


  ‘Priorities, Jessie. Where’s my hug?’ Tom asked as he inspected her up and down.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Jessie replied, relaxing into Tom’s embrace. He smelled fresh and familiarly Tom-like, despite the long flight. ‘Thanks so much for coming. I really appreciate it.’


  ‘It’s okay. I wanted to be able to visualise you here in the big city,’ he said, releasing her a little awkwardly and scanning the room. It was the first proper physical contact they’d had since they’d separated. ‘My God, it is small though.’


  ‘Hey!’ Jessie said in mock offence as she gave him a playful shove. ‘Haven’t you ever heard that good things come in small packages? Plus, there are a lot of people here who are a lot worse off than me.’ Jessie pulled a couple of wine glasses out of a kitchen cabinet and a bottle out of the fridge.


  ‘I’ll do that,’ Tom said, taking over wine-pouring duties. ‘You go and admire your flowers.’


  Doing as she was told, Jessie looked carefully at the flowers. They were beautiful. A variety of pastel-coloured roses that couldn’t help but make her smile. They were just so happy-looking. She plucked the miniature card and slowly opened up the envelope. Tom had been right. It was from Jack.


   



  Good luck in your new home,


  Best,


  Jack


   



  Jessie turned the card over to see if there was more. There wasn’t. That was it. That was all he had to say to her. The flowers were beautiful, but she couldn’t help the disappointment that pervaded her. The message was entirely impersonal, almost like he’d asked his PA to get something sent over.


  ‘Let’s see,’ Tom said, leaning over to read the message still in Jessie’s hand. ‘Is that it?’ he asked, pulling a face.


  ‘Yep, that’s it. It’s the thought that counts,’ Jessie said, tossing the card back on top of the bouquet and retrieving her glass of wine.


  She kicked off her shoes and sat down comfortably on the sofa, motioning for Tom to come and sit next to her. ‘How was your flight?’ she asked.


  It was her turn to inspect him carefully now. Jessie felt terribly guilty that, where Tom was concerned, it was pretty much her doing all the offloading, all the time. She knew she had a tendency to be self-obsessed in front of Tom, and she was determined to turn over a new leaf. At least for the duration of his visit. He didn’t want to be hearing about the ups and downs in the Jessie-and-Jack saga twenty-four seven. So she pushed the flowers and message from Jack to the back of her mind. This weekend was going to be about Tom.


  ‘The flight was long. Not so bad when you’re sitting up the front though. I don’t know how you managed down the back all those times,’ he said, deliberately trying to get a rise out of her.


  ‘Don’t be such a snob. Economy is just fine,’ she said calmly, sipping her wine. She would not bring up the fact that Jack seemed to like sitting at the front of the plane too. He was staying at the back of her mind, after all.


  ‘So what have you got lined up on for this weekend of fun?’ Tom asked, relaxing into the comfortable sofa. ‘I haven’t had a proper holiday in ages.’


  ‘What would you like to do?’


  ‘I’m happy to be led by the Hong Kong expert that is you,’ Tom said cheerfully.


  ‘Ha ha,’ Jessie laughed. ‘I’m still finding my feet in this place. How are your chopstick skills?’


  ‘Need work,’ Tom said, taking a big glug of wine.


  ‘Right, well let’s go for a local meal tonight. Tomorrow we can do some sightseeing around the city and maybe I could cook,’ Jessie suggested.


  ‘Sounds good to me,’ Tom said as they clinked glasses.


   



  Jessie was glad to see Tom again. He was reassuring to be around. Although they’d had their ups and downs when they’d had their somewhat experimental attempt at taking their friendship to the next level, sitting with him here in her new home in Hong Kong felt just like the old days. It was a different setting, but Tom was still fun. Fun and just an easy person to be around. With very little effort and time, they’d somehow managed to get back to where they’d been before they’d tried to engineer feelings into something more.


  ‘You’re doing okay?’ Jessie asked, fixing him with a you-can-talk-to-me look.


  ‘I’m doing okay,’ Tom said, meeting her eye. ‘I miss my best friend and I worry about her. But I know she’s going to be fine, and we’ll always love and care about each other deeply. I’m sad we didn’t work out, Jessie, I really am. If I was ever going to get married, then I would want to get married to you. I think you’re perfect.’


  ‘Tom, you and I both know, I’m far from perfect,’ Jessie said modestly.


  ‘To me you will always be perfect. And if that—excuse my French—dipshit Jack Davenport can’t stop being such a pillock, then I know you will find someone who sees what I see. And don’t worry about your job either. I know you’re going to do great. And if they can’t see you for the talent that you are, then go and find a bank who will. That’s your lecture over,’ Tom declared, downing the remainder of his wine.


  ‘Thanks, Tom,’ Jessie said, her smile meeting her eyes for the first time in a while. ‘I really hope you’re happy, or at least on the path to finding it. You know I miss you too.’


  ‘Stop it. You’ll make me cry,’ Tom said dramatically, fanning his face with his hand.


  Jessie could see there was an element of truth despite his jokey words, as a definite moistness appeared in his eyes.


  ‘You hungry?’ she asked, deftly changing the subject.


  ‘Starving,’ Tom said, smiling.


  Chapter 27


  Saturday night, and it was relaunch night. Jack was a combination of uncharacteristic nerves and excitement. If this was going to work, then he had found a new career path in life. Despite the quagmire of shit that had infiltrated every aspect of his personal life of late, he’d thrown himself into the bar project and had enjoyed every aspect of it. He’d even enjoyed the problems, finding ways to overcome the snags and the delay-inducing niggles that were inevitable when trying to complete such a significant renovation in such a short space of time.


  The bar was looking great. Located in the up-and-coming and more traditional Sheung Wan area, it was centrally located, if not exactly in the heart of Central. The refit had essentially gone to plan, and the final product was a polished New York-style drinking establishment with a high bar and quite a masculine colour scheme. It was the kind of place Jack liked to frequent himself, and he hoped his choices would be something that the hard-to-please Hong Kong crowd would also be drawn to.


  Jack felt like he had his fingers eternally crossed, praying that he hadn’t made a huge mistake. This place, although finished to a high standard, had a rugged feel with its open brickwork and exposed ceiling. It didn’t have the glitz and razzmatazz that a lot of the bars in Soho had. They were all trying to be super-sophisticated champagne and cocktail bars, espousing elegance and class. This place was raw in comparison. It was the kind of bar where you expected to see liquor-drinking modern day Mad Men types, drinking all day long but never getting drunk.


  Jack was also nervous because he held a small glimmer of hope that Jessie would be there. He hadn’t explicitly told her it was opening night, but he expected her to have noticed the posters and flyers that had been littered about the city heralding the opening of a new bar. He’d also done something of a PR job, making sure that several members of her bank were in the loop and on the VIP guest list. He’d even made sure her building had received a huge wad of flyers for the foyer and mailboxes. Jessie had sent him a short and to-the-point thank-you text for the flowers, but that had been the entirety of the contact between them since he’d helped her move her final things into her apartment. He didn’t really know what to say, and hoped by some stroke of luck that she found her way to his bar that night. A different environment might help them both find the right words to overcome their differences.


  As much as he’d tried to shut Jessie out of his mind, he couldn’t do it, not for any significant length of time. He found himself wanting to share everything he was doing with her, to ask for her opinions—from the layout of the drinks menus to what the best spreadsheet would be for stock checks. Jack missed her. He missed her smile, her smell, her support and affection. He even missed her for her occasional meltdowns on her grumpy days. He desperately wanted to know what she would think of this new endeavour of his and what she would make of his choices. Above all, he wanted her to be impressed with him—to see him as more than the layabout rich boy she’d only known him as.


  Jack even wanted to make amends with how he’d handled the whole Sonia pregnancy situation. The minimal contact he’d had with Jessie during the time they’d spent apart had made him realise that he wanted Jessie back in his life. If she was somehow delivered to him tonight, then he was determined to stomach a compromise and to find a way to make things right between them. After his blip of feeling sorry for himself and momentarily lost, he knew that he wanted Jessie back. Whatever it cost him.


  Chapter 28


  It was Saturday evening and Jessie was exhausted. In a bid to show off her new city to Tom, she’d dragged him all over the place, attempting to cram in as much as humanly possible. They’d been up the Peak, taken the ferry across the harbour, had afternoon tea at the Peninsula Hotel, walked down the Avenue of Stars in search of Bruce Lee’s handprints, and even done a spot of shopping in one of the exclusive malls that peppered the city. She was dead on her feet. Tom, on the other hand, seemed not the least bit tired. He’d been taking in everything that she showed him with a wide-eyed, almost childlike, enthusiasm.


  ‘Let’s go out,’ Tom announced excitedly.


  ‘What?’ Jessie half-moaned. She was splayed out on her sofa, enjoying what she regarded as a well-deserved pit stop before she started on dinner.


  ‘Come on, you heard me. We need a night out on the town,’ Tom persuaded.


  ‘Do we?’ Jessie asked, sounding less than half convinced.


  ‘Have I told you how proud I am of you?’ Tom cajoled, pulling out his best puppy dog eyes. ‘I know things haven’t turned out here exactly as you’d expected, but you’re carving out the makings of a brilliant life for yourself here. That’s hard, and I think you’re incredibly brave.’


  ‘Yeah, and I think you’re laying it on a bit thick. What do you want to do?’ Jessie asked, dragging herself off the sofa to get some water. If she was going out—and that was a big if—then she needed to hydrate.


  As she filled a glass, a little voice in the back of her mind reminded her that this weekend was supposed to be about Tom. And as soon as she thought it, she knew she’d already been defeated. She could rest when he was gone, she told herself as she chugged down water.


  ‘I’m hurt you think I would pay you such compliments, merely so I can get my own way,’ Tom responded dramatically, placing a hand on his heart to emphasise his earnestness. ‘I meant every word.’


  ‘Thanks, Tom,’ Jessie said, as she fought the urge to roll her eyes. ‘That truly means a lot to me,’ she added, mirroring her hand on her heart and giving him her most earnest eyes in return.


  ‘Now, to answer your earlier question about what I have in mind… hmm… let me think. Now you come to mention it, there is a new bar opening that sounds like fun. I saw flyers being bandied round left, right, and centre back at my hotel.’


  ‘A party?’ Jessie asked dubiously. ‘Tom… I’m not sure.’


  ‘Oh, come on. Don’t be a spoilsport. You haven’t heard the best bit yet.’


  ‘Oh, right. And what’s that?’ Jessie asked, sounding wholeheartedly unenthusiastic about the prospect of a party.


  ‘It’s fancy dress,’ Tom answered, sheer unadulterated glee in his eyes.


  ‘No. No way. What are we—five?’ Jessie said, folding her arms across her chest in an I’m-putting-my-foot-down-on-this-one stance. She wanted Tom to enjoy himself and have a nice time whilst he was visiting her, but there were limits. A fancy dress party being one of them.


  ‘Oh, Jess, it’ll be fun. My concierge says fancy dress parties are all the rage here. It’ll be a good chance to network. And you never know who you might bump into,’ Tom said, clearly trying to appeal to Jessie’s rational side.


  She pondered his words for a few moments. He did have a point: it wasn’t like she’d met a huge amount of people since she’d arrived, and having outgoing and gregarious Tom there with her would make things a lot easier.


  ‘Alright, Thomas. Suppose for one second I entertain your idea about going to a fancy dress party at my age. What do you propose we wear? I haven’t got a clue where to find a costume shop at such short notice. Plus, if these fancy dress parties are all the rage, as you claim, there’s not likely to be much good stuff left, now is there?’ Jessie pointed out, sure Tom wouldn’t have an answer.


  ‘Well, I thought it was rather obvious, really. I’ll put my tuxedo on and go as James Bond, of course,’ Tom said, adjusting his cuffs and channelling Daniel Craig already. ‘And as for you, I’m not entirely sure,’ he mused. ‘But I’ll have a look at what you’ve got and come up with something.’ He walked over to her wardrobe for a rifle.


  ‘You seriously brought your tux, you nut?’ Jessie asked, her eyebrows hitting the ceiling.


  ‘One never knows when one may be needing formal attire, my dear. It’s always best to be prepared.’


  ‘I’m going to need wine for this,’ Jessie said, grabbing last night’s glasses off the draining rack and pulling out a bottle from the fridge. It was a good job she’d stocked up prior to Tom’s visit. The good thing—and maybe the bad thing—about living in a studio apartment, was that she could see exactly what Tom was up to, even whilst she struggled with the cork in the wine bottle. The man sure knew his way around a woman’s closet, that was for sure.


  ‘Looking for anything in particular?’ Jessie called to him. He was wearing a face of concentration as he discounted a top and screwed up his face at a pair of white jeans.


  ‘I’ll know it when I see it,’ he mumbled. Jessie returned to the sofa, her full wine glass being her statement accessory of the moment, and let the man work.


  ‘I’ve got nothing to wear,’ Jessie said, sipping her wine. She was pretty sure even Tom couldn’t work his styling magic with her predominantly work-oriented wardrobe.


  ‘I’ve got it,’ he announced proudly after two more minutes of sifting. He pulled out Jessie’s beloved and never-worn Victoria Beckham dress with a triumphant look on his face. ‘What about this?’ he asked, holding up her lovely dress.


  ‘I don’t think so,’ Jessie said automatically.


  ‘Why not?’ Tom asked, his face crestfallen, like she’d taken away his favourite toy. ‘It still has the price tag on it. A dress like this needs wearing, Jessie Slaymaker, not hiding away in the recesses of your cupboard.’


  ‘I don’t disagree, but I can’t wear it. My boss has the same dress. Plus, if I wore that, who would I be dressing up as?’


  ‘Nonsense. So what if your boss has it. Is she going to be there? And if she is, she’s hardly likely to be wearing this, is she? You could probably do the maths, but I’d say there’s a low probability of that happening. And as for who you’d be dressing up as, you’d be going as Victoria Beckham, of course. Put some big sunglasses on, this dress, and some killer heels, and you’ve got a fancy dress outfit. I could even give you a bob haircut if you like, circa Posh Spice 1997.’


  ‘I’m not sure that’ll be necessary,’ Jessie replied, tugging her locks a little fearfully. When Tom got a style idea he could sometimes turn into a bit of a runaway train, and she had no doubt he’d quite happily get scissor-happy with her tresses.


  ‘So what do you say, Jessie?’ he asked expectantly.


  ‘I’m not sure,’ she replied weakly after a pause.


  ‘Look, Jess, it’s Saturday night. Don’t get cold feet. You can’t stay in on a Saturday night and settle yourself in on the sofa like a freaking grandma. I saw some of the TV at the hotel, and I can assure you there’s nothing on there that you’ll remotely want to see. You’re too young to be doing that kind of thing. Come out and have some fun with me. If you don’t, it’ll be tragic. You’ll be tragic.’


  ‘Tragic?’ Jessie repeated.


  ‘Yes, tragic. And I can’t have a best friend who’s tragic. A single man about town like me can’t afford for my street cred to be wiped out by having a tragic stay-at-home-on-a-Saturday-night best friend.’


  ‘Guess I’ll just have to come out then,’ Jessie said, smiling nervously. She felt a little bit bullied into this, but, quoting one of Tom’s trademarked phrases, what was the worst that could happen? As long as he kept his mitts off her hair, she’d be alright.


  Chapter 29


  ‘Is this the place?’ Jessie asked as she struggled out of the taxi. Tom had selected a pair of ridiculously high heels for her, heels she’d bought on a whim when she didn’t know if her lost luggage would ever materialise. The shoes, coupled with her dark glasses and an uneven pavement, made the simple task of getting out of a taxi and walking a couple of paces something akin to putting a man on the moon. Not impossible, but far from straightforward.


  ‘Think so,’ Tom replied, nodding to a guy dressed as a pirate, presumably not his usual garb. Then noticing Jessie was faffing, he effortlessly swooped round to her side of the car, looking all debonaire and swish, every inch a James Bond rake. There was no denying he wore a tuxedo well. He beamed his straight white teeth at her, and he had a glint in his eye which made Jessie briefly wonder why. Then that thought disappeared from her mind as she concentrated all her efforts on navigating her way up a couple of steps.


  ‘I don’t know how VB does this,’ Jessie muttered under her breath, feeling like an old lady as she leaned on Tom for support.


  Tom guided her into the bar and they were led to a high table off to one side. Jessie scanned her surroundings and saw that Tom had brought her to a cool place. She wasn’t sure the fancy dress thing was entirely necessary, but the bar was nice. It was all dark wood and brickwork, and had a nice atmosphere. It was a place where she’d be comfortable whiling away a few hours with Tom until she could go home.


  ‘What’s the name of this place again?’ Jessie asked, raising her voice at Tom over the music. She was glad to be perched rather than having to cope with being on her stilts, but sitting on a stool meant she had to concentrate on her posture. It was literally impossible to slouch in her tight VB dress, and she fidgeted in her seat, trying to find a comfortable position.


  ‘Sit still,’ Tom scolded. ‘You look great. And to answer your question, it’s called Greene’s. Spelt with an e.’


  ‘That’s funny,’ Jessie mused, as a waitress placed two glasses of champagne down in front of them.


  ‘Why?’ Tom asked, taking a sip and pulling a not bad face at his drink. Tom was something of a champagne snob.


  ‘That’s my mother’s maiden name. I know it’s not uncommon, but I haven’t come across it much,’ she commented, taking a sip of perfectly chilled bubbly. Then she took another sip and another. Just to check.


  ‘You don’t like it?’ Tom asked at her perplexed face. ‘Do you want a different drink?’


  ‘No, it’s fine. Lovely, in fact. I think it’s my favourite one.’


  ‘Hmm,’ was all Tom said, as all of a sudden a piece of invisible lint on his tux required his completely undivided attention.


  ‘Tom,’ Jessie said firmly, studying his every movement. ‘What is this place?’


  ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Tom replied, finally meeting her eye, flicking that piece of imaginary lint away.


  ‘No, it’s not. But I feel like you’re not telling me something. And don’t answer a question with a question,’ Jessie replied, feeling her irritation levels start to climb.


  ‘You’re a clever woman, Jessie. Put it together. Your mother’s maiden name, your favourite champagne. Not to mention the countless other Jessie-inspired details around the place that you’ll discover soon enough.’


  ‘Huh… Jack’s done this?’ Jessie said slowly. It was a half-exclamation, half-question.


  ‘Don’t sound that surprised when you see him, for God’s sake,’ Tom warned. ‘If I were you, I’d say something like, “Jack, I can’t believe how well you’ve done. I’m sorry we fought. I love you, so let’s not let that Sonia bitch come between us again,” before you smother him in kisses, I suppose. Or something similar would do.’


  ‘Thanks, Tom,’ Jessie said snippily, as she made ready to leave. She didn’t like the idea of Tom orchestrating her love life.


  ‘Oh, don’t be missy,’ Tom said, placing a firm hand on her forearm. ‘I did this for your own good. You can’t be mooning around all the time waiting for something to happen to you, when you’ve got unfinished business with lover boy. You’ll have to see him sooner or later.’


  ‘I suppose,’ Jessie sighed eventually. Maybe Tom had a teeny-tiny point. But that didn’t stop her from shooting him one of her best evil looks, although through her sunglasses the impact was considerably diminished.


  But now she had something else to worry about. What would she say to Jack if she saw him? What if he didn’t even want her to be here? It wasn’t like he’d invited her.


  ‘Oh streuth!’ Jessie exclaimed angrily as she lowered her eyes and tried to become invisible. Something, or rather someone, had provided a monumental distraction from her internal worries over Jack.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ Tom asked, a note of irritation in his voice.


  ‘You remember when you said that it was unlikely my boss would be here? Well, she is.’


  ‘Is she wearing the same dress as you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘So, there’s no problem, then. What has she come as?’ Tom asked, turning around in his chair to try and clock a glimpse of the woman who had been making Jessie’s work life difficult.


  ‘Barbie,’ Jessie replied, deadpan. That clearly was not what Tom had been expecting her to say, as he spluttered his champagne down his chin.


  ‘You’re joking,’ Tom said, wiping up his spillage with a napkin. When he’d done choking he looked around again and cast his critical eye over Barbie. Barbie Rachel was chatting away to a circle of girlfriends, clad in a pink PVC minidress. Aside from her blonde locks, she looked the complete antithesis to how she usually dressed for work. ‘Well, that nickname is going to stick,’ Tom added, rolling his eyes.


  ‘Do you think she’s lovely?’ Jessie asked. She hated to sound so insecure, but if she couldn’t be insecure with Tom, then she couldn’t be insecure for the briefest moment with anyone.


  ‘Who? Barbie?’ Tom asked, his eyebrows going skywards as he pulled a suitably disgusted face. ‘You must be joking. She looks trampy as hell. Honestly. Barbie… ugh.’


  ‘You should see her at work. She’s smart and sophisticated. And she has everyone wrapped around her little finger. All she has to do is stick her inflated chest in someone’s eye line and hey presto! She gets whatever it was she wanted. Do you think I’d suit being a blonde?’


  ‘Don’t you even think about it. You’re… well… you’re…’ Tom said, stumbling to find an adjective.


  ‘I’m what?’ Jessie asked, filling the gap. ‘Pretty? In a pale and interesting sort of way? Nice?’


  ‘What I’m trying to say is, she’s not a patch on you, Jesserella. You’re bloody gorgeous and in an infinitely different league altogether than that Barbie girl. Now, are you done fishing for compliments?’


  ‘Yes,’ Jessie said, feeling only slightly scolded. It was nice to hear a compliment. She hadn’t heard one for what felt like a long time. Even if it did come from one of the most biased men in the world, as far as she was concerned, it was still very welcome.


  ‘Oh my God. Is that who I think it is?’ Jessie said loudly.


  ‘Who? What now?’ Tom asked, whipping his head around to follow Jessie’s eye line. When he clocked what she was looking at, his jaw dropped slightly. ‘That stunning beefcake?’


  ‘Yep, the guy who’s come as Troy. Well, Brad Pitt from the Troy movie interpretation. What part did he play again?’ Jessie asked absentmindedly as she tried not to stare at the man’s bulging biceps. They were huge.


  ‘Achilles,’ Tom replied, his eyes never leaving Mr Achilles as he unashamedly admired the cut of his jib. You know him?’ Tom asked, his eyes widening.


  ‘Sure do,’ Jessie smiled as she downed the rest of her champagne. ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you,’ she added brightly, slipping off her stool—which was no small feat considering the height of her shoes and the tightness of her frock. She landed and paused for half a second, ensuring she had her balance, before she grabbed Tom in a firm grip and strutted over to Achilles like she owned the place.


  ‘Jessie, stop. I don’t want to talk to him. I’m too shy. He’s probably not even gay. What will I say?’ Tom whispered angrily to her back as she tugged him across the room.


  ‘It’s for your own good,’ she snapped back at him. This would serve Tom right for meddling when it came to her and Jack. He was going to get a bit of his own medicine and be forced to talk to Achilles whether he liked it or not.


  ‘Trey!’ Jessie schmoozed as she reached Achilles and lifted up her sunglasses.


  ‘Jessie?’ the mountain of man asked hesitantly.


  ‘You remember me,’ Jessie beamed at him warmly.


  ‘Of course I remember you,’ Trey replied, scooping her up in a familiar hug. ‘I decided to extend my stay here in Hong Kong and I hoped we would run into each other again,’ he added genuinely.


  ‘Great costume,’ Jessie said as her gaze fell to some honey-glazed and hyper-defined arm muscles. ‘Trey, this is my friend Tom, from England,’ she said, shaking her head slightly as she remembered why she’d made her brazen dash across the bar. The guy was seriously buff. ‘Tom, this is Trey.’ Achilles and James Bond shook hands, each of them sizing up the other with what could only be classed as unadulterated looks of lust in their eyes.


  Chapter 30


  From his spying position at the bar, Jack surveyed his new empire, clocking all the usual superheroes that rocked up to these kinds of fancy dress parties. He wasn’t going to fight it, but he couldn’t explain for the life of him why the Hong Kong crowd loved a costume party. He’d lost count of the number of Batmen and Spider-Men he’d seen. The men were woefully unimaginative at these kind of things, although to be honest, the women weren’t much better. There were several mandatory sexy nurses knocking around, fluttering their false eyelashes at him, and at least two PVC-clad women had come as Catwoman.


  Jack had almost lost hope that the one woman who he did want to flutter her eyelashes at him wasn’t going to come. Then a familiar figure with curves in all the right places walked slowly through the entrance. At least he was pretty sure it was Jessie hiding behind those huge sunglasses. Either that or Victoria Beckham had decided to grace his little bar opening with her presence. What Jack hadn’t expected to see was Jessie clinging onto Tom, her supposedly ex-boyfriend’s arm. Of course, he hadn’t expected her to come out solo, maybe with some work colleagues, but he never thought in a million years she’d show up with Tom. As Jack sat there slack-jawed, he wondered what the hell Tom was doing in town. Had he come to be a shoulder for Jessie to cry on? Had they managed to patch things up? They did go way back after all, Jack silently concluded as he swallowed back a lump of frantic panic.


  Jack continued to watch Jessie and Tom from afar, trying to figure out if there was more between them than friendship. What with Jessie playing a sulking Mrs Beckham to a tee, he couldn’t tell for sure. She didn’t look overly happy and enthused to be here, that much he could tell.


  A little voice in the back of Jack’s mind wondered if Jessie had deliberately brought Tom with her to hurt him. He’d never put her down as vindictive, but all of a sudden he felt unsure.


  Five minutes later, Jack watched Jessie gracefully dismount from her stool and stride over, bold as brass, to a Brad Pitt lookalike, embracing him like they were old friends.


  ‘Jesus,’ Jack muttered under his breath, shaking his head. That’s that guy off the plane, he realised, unable to stop a multitude of bad thoughts from entering his mind concerning Jessie and her fidelity towards him. Just how many men did she have in her thrall exactly?


  Jack had seen enough. First he’d watched Jessie, his Jessie, come into his bar with her ex-boyfriend. Now she’d practically thrown herself into the Aussie muscle’s arms. What the hell was she playing at? Jack felt a surge of jealously course through his veins, and he knew he had to stop this now. Whatever game she was playing with his heart, it was over.


  Jack silently approached Jessie from behind, balling his hands into fists. The mood he was in, he could have quite easily taken a swing at both of the men she was talking animatedly to.


  ‘We need to talk,’ Jack said gruffly into Jessie’s ear, grasping her firmly above the elbow. He felt her tense under his touch.


  ‘If you’ll excuse me for just a moment, gentlemen,’ Jessie said pleasantly to her all-male company before allowing Jack to lead her across the room.


  Jack clocked an odd look from Tom as he towed Jessie away. It was a combination of hello and warning. Tom didn’t seem at all surprised to see him though, which told Jack that Tom knew exactly whose bar he’d strolled into that evening.


  Jack made a beeline for his office, down a couple of side steps off to one side. Once inside, pliant Jessie disappeared in the blink of an eye, replaced by someone who was clearly very annoyed.


  ‘Yes? Can I help you?’ she snapped at him, shoving him off her and rubbing her arm where he’d been gripping her.


  ‘Actually, you can. You can explain to me why the fuck you’ve come to my bar opening with your ex-boyfriend in tow and have subsequently been throwing yourself at that bloke from the plane.’


  ‘Why? Jealous?’ she asked, clearly challenging him.


  ‘Yeah. I am,’ he answered, taking a step towards her. He realised his mounting jealously at seeing Jessie in the company of other men was only compounded by the fact that she looked the way she did. She looked amazing.


  He reached over and whipped off her sunglasses quickly before she could stop him. To his delight, he saw the fire of anger flare in her eyes, and he knew in that instant that they were far from finished. He took another step towards her, placing a strong arm behind her back and pulling her to him. Jack paused as he drank in the obvious delight in her eyes before he crashed his mouth into hers. She resisted at first, placing her hands on his chest in an attempt to push him away, but after a few seconds it was as if a switch in her flipped, and her mouth and body began to respond hungrily as she pressed herself hard against him.


  ‘God, you’re amazing,’ Jack breathed heavily into her neck, his wandering hands trying to figure a way to gain access into her form-fitted dress. Seemingly growing impatient, Jessie turned her back on him abruptly.


  ‘Zip,’ she said huskily as she lifted her hair out of the way. Jack did as he was told and carefully unzipped her. Something told him she wouldn’t have taken too kindly to him damaging this dress. He slipped it off her shoulders and Jessie took over, shimmying it down the rest of her body. She bent over, showing off her rounded behind for him to see, and slowly picked up the dress, carefully placing it over the back of a chair. Then, painfully slowly as far as Jack was concerned, she turned to face him. Jack’s breath caught as he admired her body. Physically, Jessie was everything he loved in a woman. She had slim shoulders and a narrow waist. But it was her other attributes that had Jack aching to touch her again. He loved the swell of her full breasts, which led into her flat stomach, which in turn led to that secret place which was hidden by her lace panties.


  Jessie cocked an impatient eyebrow at him as he stood there spellbound, ogling her. When he still didn’t move, Jessie gestured towards his clothes and then cleared a space on his desk and leaned against it. Jack suddenly spurred into action, quickly relieving himself of his jacket and slipping out of his shoes and jeans. He walked slowly towards her as he began to unbutton his shirt, never taking his eyes off her for one moment. As he reached her, she slid her hands under his shirt, against his skin, and raked her fingernails across the tense muscles of his neck and shoulders. Jessie pulled him to her, and there was something reassuring in her eyes and body language that screamed to Jack that she wanted him just as much as he wanted her.


  They kissed again. More tenderly now, and their hands caressed each other, now that there were fewer clothes obstructing things.


  ‘Still too many clothes,’ Jack said gruffly as their kiss began to deepen, both of them hungry for more. He unclasped her bra and freed her breasts, then helped her out of her knickers. ‘You can leave the shoes on, though,’ he added, looking at her higher-than-usual heels.


  ‘You now,’ she said breathlessly, to which he quickly obliged, throwing off his shirt and removing his boxers. Leaning back against his desk again, she tugged him gently towards her by his hardness and rubbed him along her wetness. They both released simultaneous small moans of satisfaction at their heightened sensitivity, and Jessie continued to pump him and explore her folds with him. Jack was more than happy for her to take the lead when she was giving him such pleasure. But as she started to bend down, he placed a finger under her chin, pulling her back up.


  ‘I won’t last if you put me in your mouth,’ he said, although there was nothing he would have liked more. ‘Let me taste you,’ he added, kissing her passionately and pushing her back onto his desk.


  He supported her back with one hand and pushed her legs apart with the other. He continued to kiss her and probe her with his fingers until he couldn’t resist her any longer. Dropping to his knees, he pushed her further onto the desk and delved deep into her with his tongue and fingers, revelling in her soft moans. She was so wet. So utterly inviting. He could have stayed down there for hours as she trembled and climaxed on him over and over.


  When he thought she’d had enough, he slowly stood up and kissed her again.


  ‘I’m on the pill,’ she whispered to him as she eased him into her and rhythmically began to move on him. He was momentarily surprised, as she hadn’t told him previously she had changed her contraception, but he believed her. Jessie wasn’t the kind of person to try and entrap him. Jack soon forgot about the wariness that had been trained into him after years of living in Asia, and simply allowed himself to enjoy the sensations of being inside her. When he’d worn a condom, she’d always felt good but without one, she felt beautiful.


  As Jack reached his own climax, he suddenly became aware that, although he would love to come inside her, the rest of Jessie’s evening might not be very comfortable for her. Jack forced himself to pull out and grabbed a handful of tissues from his desk. Seeming to understand, Jessie quickly dropped to her knees and finally got what she wanted. She put him in her mouth, and seconds later he came, just as he’d predicted he would if she did that. She swallowed quickly, then took a tissue from his hand and delicately dabbed at her mouth, all the while shooting him the most seductive look he’d ever seen.


  ‘That was amazing,’ he said, pulled her back up onto the desk and cradling her in his arms.


  ‘So, who did you come as? I believe this is a fancy dress party,’ Jessie asked cheekily.


  ‘Tonight, I’ve come as Jack Davenport. He’s been AWOL these past few weeks and I thought he should make his first official appearance in Hong Kong. Am I a good likeness?’


  ‘Not bad,’ she laughed. ‘I like your bar,’ she added more seriously.


  ‘You do?’ Jack replied, his eyes lighting up.


  ‘It’s really cool, Jack. I think you’ve done really well here,’ she said honestly, tracing her fingertips along his collarbone.


  ‘Thanks, Jessie. I may not have said it, but your opinion means a huge amount to me. I’m sorry we had such a big row, over nothing. I’ve missed you so much, and I’ll do anything to get back in your good graces,’ he said earnestly, meaning every word.


  ‘It wasn’t exactly nothing, Jack,’ Jessie said, raising her eyebrows with a look of caution in her eyes.


  ‘Okay,’ Jack conceded, as he placed a finger to her lips. ‘I know it wasn’t nothing, but it should have been nothing. Your reservations about moving in together were real, and I should have respected you. I was silly and childish. I’m sorry.’


  ‘So you’re really okay with us living separately to begin with? Just while we’re adjusting to things,’ she asked. Her cheekiness was all gone—she was now completely serious.


  ‘I’m okay,’ Jack said stiffly. He wanted to be with her all the time, but if that’s what she needed then he could do that. For a few weeks at least, he told himself. Given time, he was confident he’d find a way to convince her otherwise.


  ‘Fair enough. Apology accepted on that count,’ she said, inclining her head. ‘But what about Sonia? Will you speak to her?’ She spoke quietly and didn’t meet his gaze. She suddenly seemed wholly focused on his chest.


  Jack paused before nodding slowly in response. He was aware that if he didn’t sort this thing out once and for all, this could be the dealbreaker and they’d be back to square one.


  ‘You will?’ Jessie asked, in a combination of surprise and relief. A smile lightened her face instantaneously and he could almost see a weight being lifted off her shoulders.


  ‘I will. If that’s what you want,’ Jack replied, although he still wasn’t sure this was the best course of action. Yet he was determined to have Jessie back, and if this was what she really wanted, then he was prepared to open that can of worms.


  ‘I will stand by you, no matter what happens,’ Jessie said earnestly, looking him in the eyes. Hearing those words and seeing that look in Jessie’s eye, Jack actually felt relieved. He realised if he had Jessie, he didn’t need to bury his head in the sand anymore. If she was with him, then it didn’t matter what Sonia Shum threw at them. They could, and they would, survive. Together.


  ‘How can I make the past fortnight up to you?’ Jack asked, stroking the side of her face.


  ‘Hmm, let me think about it,’ Jessie replied, lifting her lashes flirtatiously. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to come up with something.’


  ‘Whatever it is, you can consider it done,’ Jack responded with a broad smile.


  Chapter 31


  Sometime later a slightly wobbly Jessie exited the manager’s office. She could have blamed her wobbly status on her shoes, but that would have been only half the truth. She was exceedingly happy she’d let Tom persuade her to come out. It was like all her Christmases had come at once. Things were back on track with Jack. Check. Communicating better with Jack. Check. And oh yeah—had sex on a desk. Check. Things were definitely looking up.


  Jessie decided a quick pit stop to the bathroom was the order of the evening. She wanted to make sure she didn’t have just-been-ravished-in-the-manager’s-office written too obviously all over her. She spied the loo across the bar. The only snag was she’d have to walk right past Tom and Trey to get to it. They were deep in conversation, but she doubted she could get past Tom without being noticed. But still, it was worth a try. She could just pretend she hadn’t noticed the pair of them standing there. Yeah, right, Jessie thought to herself. Who was she kidding? The world and his wife had noticed the tasty English gent in a tux and the Brad Pitt look-alike propping up the bar.


  Jessie scurried past them as best she could in her blasted shoes, trying to look inconspicuous. She nearly made it, but at the last second she was yanked back and spun around. Feeling slightly dizzy, she found herself looking up into Tom’s eyes and knew she’d been caught.


  ‘And just where have you been, young lady?’ Tom asked in a knowing tone. ‘Or perhaps the more apt question would be, what have you two been up to?’ he rephrased. Jessie felt a presence appear at her back. She didn’t have to look behind her to know it was Jack. She could just feel him.


  ‘Like you don’t know,’ Jessie said sarcastically, rolling her eyes at her oldest friend. Sensing he was on the periphery of their conversation, she noticed that Trey seemed to disappear, which was a considerable feat considering his considerable size.


  ‘Nice to see you, Jack,’ Tom said, the two men shaking hands.


  ‘You too, Tom,’ Jack replied, although Jessie could tell he didn’t completely mean it.


  ‘Honestly, I leave you two alone for all of five minutes and it all goes Fifty Shades, judging by the looks on your faces and the sweat on your brows. I only hope the pair of you actually managed to do some talking as well as some making out,’ Tom said, clearly enjoying himself.


  Jessie felt the heat of embarrassment rise in her cheeks. Thank goodness they were in a darkish place. ‘If you’ll just excuse me for a moment,’ she said, and began to shuffle towards the bathroom.


  ‘That’s what you said last time,’ Tom called jokily after her.


  ‘Why don’t you two make small talk? Get to know each other a bit better,’ Jessie called back, smiling at the two most important men in her life. She knew full well that without her prodding they were likely to just stand there staring at each other.


  Once safely ensconced in the bathroom, Jessie felt she could finally breathe. She was happy to escape the embarrassment that came with Tom knowing what she and Jack had been up to, even if it was just for a few moments. It was just plain weird Tom knowing what sexual mischief she’d been up to. It wasn’t so long ago that they’d been sleeping together. Sleeping being the operative word. They’d never really managed to make the physical mechanics work between them. Jessie still remembered their fumbled attempts with an embarrassed shudder, and wished that was a road they had never travelled down. Jessie also felt relieved to have extricated herself from the flagrant testosterone levels and accompanying tension that always seemed to be around whenever Tom and Jack were in close proximity. It was something that they were both going to have to overcome at some point. At least she hoped they would, for her sake.


  Studying herself in the mirror, Jessie went to work unsmudging her makeup and freshening up. At least her makeup was salvageable—there wasn’t a whole lot she could do with the bed hair she was sporting. When she was satisfied she looked as good as she was going to get, she pushed her shoulders back and went back to the party. She hoped Jack and Tom were playing together nicely and hadn’t ripped each other’s throats out yet.


  As Jessie exited the bathroom, she scanned the room and saw that Tom and Jack were actually talking, and by the looks of things no blood had been spilt yet. Good, Jessie thought satisfactorily to herself. Not wanting to interrupt their tête-à-tête immediately, she took another quick scan and spied Trey sitting on a comfy-looking sofa, playing with his phone. Jessie tottered over to him and sat down, happy to take the weight off her feet. They were starting to throb.


  ‘Hey Trey, how’s it going?’ Jessie asked brightly. ‘Do you mind if I sit for a moment? My feet are damn near killing me.’


  ‘Oh, hi, Jessie,’ he said, his face brightening. ‘Of course,’ he said scooching up a bit. Jessie tried not to focus on how muscular his thighs were. His Trojan skirt didn’t leave a whole lot to the imagination.


  ‘What’s up?’ Jessie asked. Although they weren’t exactly besties, she sensed he wasn’t the same upbeat man she’d spent a day cooped up with in a tin can.


  ‘Ahhh,’ he sighed.


  ‘Come on, tell Auntie Jessie. Is it the love life?’


  ‘Kind of,’ Trey said.


  ‘Have you met someone else?’ Jessie asked, taking a stab in the dark.


  ‘How did you know? Is it really that obvious?’ he asked, alarmed that Jessie had clearly hit the nail on the head.


  ‘It was a wild guess—don’t panic,’ Jessie said, putting a reassuring hand on his huge golden paw.


  ‘I’ve been having these thoughts and… feelings for some time now,’ Trey said, struggling to articulate himself. ‘Then tonight, they’ve just gone haywire. Do you know what I mean?’


  Jessie nodded kindly at him. ‘Sometimes you just meet someone and there’s a connection that you can’t fight, even if you try to,’ Jessie said gently. ‘That’s what happened when I first met Jack.’


  ‘Really? And what did you do?’


  ‘We saw each other a few times. And then I royally messed things up because I got scared, and then we both ended up with different people. But all’s well that ends well, right? We’re together now, which is what really matters, although there’s not a day goes by that I don’t regret not going after what I knew was right for me from day one.’


  ‘So you think I should go for it?’


  ‘Life’s too short to waste time when you know what is right for you in here,’ Jessie said, putting a hand to her heart. ‘That’s my advice, anyway.’


  ‘Thanks Jessie,’ Trey said, smiling brightly as he leaned over and hugged her tightly. ‘That’s helpful.’ Jessie couldn’t help but notice the taut firmness of his back under her fingers, nor the fact that she was on the receiving end of numerous pointless evil looks from the plethora of sexy nurses and Catwomen that surrounded her.


  Chapter 32


  ‘I’m impressed,’ Tom said, albeit through partially gritted teeth.


  ‘Thanks,’ Jack replied, taking a swig of beer. It was the first drink he’d had all evening, so he was considerably behind the rest of the party attendees in their revel-going.


  ‘Everything alright with you?’ Jack asked, struggling to make conversation with the man. He knew Jessie thought the world of Tom, but there was an invisible barrier between the two men that Jack just couldn’t break through.


  ‘I’m good, thanks,’ Tom said, relaxing more as he looked across at Trey.


  Jack followed his gaze and hid a sneaky smile by taking another drink. Tom clearly had the hots for the Greek god.


  ‘I’m just worried about my best friend and this new fella who’s been messing her around,’ Tom said pointedly, returning his eyes to Jack and studying him closely. If he’d had hackles, they would have been raised.


  ‘Hold on, Tom. I don’t think that’s really any of your business,’ Jack said, trying reasonably to tell him to butt out. He didn’t want to start a full-blown disagreement, but he didn’t want to be walked over either. ‘Jessie’s an amazing woman, but she’s as stubborn as a mule about some things and I’m still learning.’


  ‘You’re right, she is stubborn,’ Tom said, his eyes softening slightly. ‘She has principles made of reinforced steel, I think.’


  ‘You’re telling me. I became sorely aware of that as soon as we got on the plane. Well, actually maybe even before that with her refusing to let me pay for an upgrade,’ Jack said, remembering back a few weeks.


  ‘I heard about that. She’s funny about money, or at least accepting big things. Always has been. She has all these rules about things, as though she feels she’s never been quite good enough and has always had to go that extra mile to prove that she’s more than a hundred per cent capable all by herself. She gets herself into muddles though. I know she regrets not accepting it now.’


  ‘But then she wouldn’t have gotten to meet the delectable Trey,’ Jack said, flicking his eyes at the man mountain, who was currently creating a sizeable dip in his new sofa. ‘Have you met him?’ Jack asked, nodding towards the Aussie, in what he thought was an artful change of subject. It was okay for Tom to be Jessie’s confidant, if that’s what she wanted, but he wasn’t comfortable discussing the ins and outs of his relationship with Jessie to her ex-boyfriend. Not yet, anyway. As far as he was concerned, it was his and Jessie’s business alone, and Tom already had too much of an insight for his liking.


  ‘Yes, we’ve been introduced,’ came Tom’s clipped reply, as he took a big gulp of his drink. So Tom wasn’t such a fan of people intruding into his personal life either, Jack noted to himself.


  ‘Oh, Christ, don’t look now,’ Tom said, suddenly shrinking in stature as he tried not to draw attention to them.


  ‘What?’ Jack asked, jerking his neck to see what Tom was trying so hard not to look at.


  ‘I said, don’t look,’ Tom hissed. Jack gave him a smile that said that, although they would get along for Jessie’s sake, Jack was never going to be told what to do by Tom.


  As it turned out, Tom had been trying not to draw the attention of a pretty young blonde woman. Just for the sake of annoying Tom, Jack smiled broadly at her, which seemed to do the trick of attracting her over.


  ‘Now look what you did. She’s coming over,’ Tom hissed.


  ‘Oh, her,’ Jack said. ‘I met her earlier. She was on the VIP guest list. She seemed nice enough.’ Although if Jack had been completely honest, he hadn’t failed to notice the way her hand had lingered on his when they’d been introduced, and she’d looked at him like he was something tasty. He’d made a mental note to stay out of her way. ‘What’s your problem, Tom? Another old flame?’ Jack teased, as a way to deflect from his own discomfort at her approach. As far as he was aware, Jessie was the only old flame of Tom’s in the room, but then again, he didn’t really know the guy that well.


  ‘That’s Jessie’s bitch of a boss, Rachel,’ Tom managed to get out as the blonde woman approached.


  ‘Her? That’s her boss?’ Jack asked, to which Tom nodded. ‘Bitch?’ Jack silently mouthed. He didn’t even know Jessie didn’t like her boss.


  ‘You two need to talk more,’ Tom muttered under his breath. He might have muttered something more, like ‘rather than going at it like bunnies all the time,’ but Jack couldn’t be sure.


  ‘There you are, Jack,’ Rachel began as she grabbed his arm to steady herself. Jack could tell she was far from sober, but not yet completely trashed out of her tree. ‘Ugh,’ she then exclaimed loudly as she plonked her drink down between Jack and Tom overdramatically. She clicked her gum loudly in the roof of her mouth. ‘Would you just look at that?’ she said, her voice dripping with disdain and a pout on her face. She was leaving no doubt as to the mood she was in.


  ‘What’s up, Barbie?’ Tom asked out of politeness as he rolled his eyes at Jack. They both simultaneously followed her gaze to see what was the cause of her offence. Jack maintained a neutral facial expression as he saw Jessie and Aussie Trey deep in conversation. Their knees were touching, and she had a hand placed on top of his. But the more he studied the scene, the more he realised there was nothing at all sexual about it. It was just Jessie being Jessie. She looked kind and caring. Yet he was sure that Barbie Rachel was seeing something quite different through her alcohol goggles.


  ‘For starters,’ Rachel began, as she pointed towards Jessie and Trey, ‘that trumped-up madam over there is wearing my dress. And would you just look at the way she’s draping herself over the only half-decent man here? Present company excluded, of course,’ she added hastily, casting an appreciative look Jack’s way. Tom wasn’t getting a look in. ‘Who is she, anyway?’ Rachel droned on in her high horse voice. ‘Do you know her? I haven’t seen her around before, so she’s obviously just some tourist tart crashing your party, Jack.’


  ‘Are you sure you haven’t seen her before?’ Tom piped up, a thin smile appearing on his lips.


  ‘Why would I recognise someone like that?’ Rachel retorted dismissively, with a loud snap of her gum.


  ‘Because that’s Jessie Slaymaker. I believe she works in your department,’ Tom added, fixing Barbie with an evil look.


  ‘OMG,’ Rachel gasped, realising her faux pas. ‘I didn’t recognise her. Who knew she could get so dolled up?’ she added, as she took a couple of furtive glances between Jack and Tom.


  ‘And you’ve obviously already met Jack,’ Tom said smoothly, gesturing towards him. ‘Jack and Jessie are very much in love,’ Tom added, fluttering his eyelashes and clutching at his heart. He was enjoying this way too much, Jack thought. Barbie Rachel didn’t so much as say anything next. She just made a guttural sound that then erupted into a fit of coughing as she began to choke on her gum.


  ‘You alright there, love?’ Tom said smugly as he took delight in giving her a thump on the back. ‘You know, it is rather unsightly having that gum rolling around your trap like that. Next time, I’d opt for a good old-fashioned mint if I were you. Probably safer,’ he added, giving her a wink before he took his leave and headed off for the bathroom.


  ‘I didn’t mean anything by it,’ Rachel said, turning to Jack with what she hoped was a charming smile. He met it with a steely glare. Jack had remained silent throughout Rachel and Tom’s entire exchange. Part of him had been stunned by her vileness, and the other part of him wanted to see how deep a hole this silly woman was going to dig for herself.


  ‘I don’t know what’s been going on at the bank exactly, but I’d hazard a guess that you haven’t been exactly fair on Jessie. A word of advice… Rachel, is it?’ Jack asked, screwing his eyes up slightly. ‘I’d start being a bit nicer to those people around you. You never know when you might put your foot in it, as clearly evidenced by tonight. Jessie is no tart, and I’d bet a decent wager on the fact that she looks better in that dress than you.’


  Jack looked across at Jessie. She looked to be saying goodnight to Tom and the Aussie guy. And it was as though she sensed him looking at her, because she suddenly looked up and held his gaze from across the room. Jack knew she must have noticed her boss standing right next to him, but her eyes didn’t falter from his as she made her way over to him. She definitely wore her dress well, Jack thought, noticing the natural rhythm and sway of her hips, emphasised by the tight fabric.


  ‘I’m going to make a move,’ Jessie said when she reached them. Jack put his arm around her waist and pulled her to him with an intimate familiarity. Rachel was still there, and Jack felt some satisfaction that she was gawping at them, her mouth hanging open.


  ‘Hang on five minutes and I’ll come with you,’ Jack murmured softly, leaning into her neck. He traced a finger from her jaw to her collarbone and felt her pulse quicken.


  ‘Okay,’ she replied, making no disguise of inhaling his scent. Her head turned slightly and she finally looked at Rachel. ‘Oh Rachel, is that you? I didn’t recognise you.’ Jessie said, smiling brightly at her boss. ‘You look… lovely.’


  ‘Hi, Jessie. See you on Monday,’ Rachel said quickly, then gave Jack a brief nod before scuttling off.


  ‘Wonder what’s up with her,’ Jessie mused aloud. And then to Jack, ‘I see you met Rachel.’ Her smile tightened visibly.


  ‘Not a patch on you,’ Jack whispered, giving her hand a quick squeeze. ‘‘I’ll be five minutes and then we can get out of here.’


  Chapter 33


  Jessie watched Jack as he stood a couple of paces from her, giving instructions to one of his staff. He looked so cool and calm. And utterly gorgeous. She could practically smell the pheromones he was giving off. Jack absolutely reeked of sex. The hot kind. For the first time in weeks, Jessie felt herself tingle from being in such close proximity to him. They weren’t even touching, but he still had an effect on her, which required her to concentrate on breathing.


  And then time seemed to stand still as reality dawned on her. Something had happened, but her brain had been made sluggish by the champagne and had been slow to comprehend.


  ‘Hello Jack,’ came the woman’s silky voice.


  Jack whipped around as though he’d been shot. When he looked the woman in the eye, a look of disbelief appeared on his face. Jessie for her part just stood there like a lemon, watching events unfold, rooted to the spot. One second she’d been looking forward to a night of hot makeup sex with Jack, and now she was staring the infamous Sonia Shum in the eye.


  ‘Oh, and Jessie. Fancy seeing you here,’ Sonia said smoothly.


  Jack silently positioned himself next to Jessie and grabbed her hand in a united show of support. Jessie held on for dear life as her eyes dropped to the neat rounded bump of Sonia’s stomach. Sonia was wearing a revealing white minidress which left absolutely nothing to the imagination as to what was growing inside her. She had looked good in the magazine photograph, but in the flesh she looked like she’d stepped off a Victoria’s Secret runway. She was all shiny, glowy, and the epitome of good health. Yet although she may have looked like an angel in her expensive white frock, Jessie sensed the motive for her sudden appearance was far from angelic.


  ‘Sonia,’ Jack practically growled at her. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘Why, don’t be in a grump, Jack. I’ve come for your little party, of course,’ she said, her voice dripping condescension as she surveyed her surroundings. ‘My invite must have been mislaid in the post,’ she went on. ‘Nice place you’ve got here though, Jack.’


  ‘Thanks,’ Jack replied curtly. ‘But it’s not your usual type of haunt.’


  ‘Yes. Perhaps it is a little rustic,’ she said, glancing at Jessie, her insult screaming volumes. Jessie made a move to pull her arm from Jack’s grasp and escape, but Jack held her firm.


  ‘So, Jack. How have you been?’ Sonia asked, completely ignoring Jessie and closing the distance between herself and Jack until her baby bump was almost touching him. She ran a slow caress behind Jack’s neck and down his shoulder. Jessie felt him shudder under her touch—and not in a good way. In that instant she knew she had nothing to fear: Jack would never reciprocate Sonia’s feelings ever again. It was quite apparent he loathed the woman.


  ‘We’ve been great,’ Jessie piped up loudly. Sonia touching Jack like that had made her see red. ‘And don’t you ever touch Jack uninvited like that ever again, or I’ll snap your skinny arm off.’


  ‘Are you threatening a poor defenceless pregnant woman, Jessie?’ Sonia asked innocently, her eyes wide.


  ‘You may be a lot of things, Sonia, but poor and defenceless are not two of the first adjectives I’d choose for you. Oh, and congrats on the baby news by the way,’ she added good-naturedly, giving Sonia her best fake smile. ‘Shouldn’t you be taking it easy and putting your feet up in your condition?’


  ‘You’re probably right. But this one is a bit of a night owl,’ she answered smoothly, rubbing her stomach. ‘In fact, he keeps me up all night. Just like his father.’ If they dished out awards for being a snide bitch, then Sonia Shum would have won it every time. She was loving every minute of her party-crashing, and Jessie could tell she was dying for them to ask her who the father of her unborn son was.


  ‘Well, I hope you manage to get some rest at some point. I hear pregnancy can be a bitch on the cankles,’ Jessie sniped, surprised at herself and wondering where this inner vindictiveness had come from. Sure, it was a cheap shot, but she wondered why Sonia had to be so picture-perfect the whole time. Why couldn’t she just be an ugly pregnant woman? All bloated and uncomfortable-looking.


  ‘There’s no need to be unfriendly,’ Sonia said, as though Jessie’s words had hurt her. Jessie didn’t believe for one second that they had. ‘I merely came to offer an old friend my support as he embarked on a new adventure,’ she continued smoothly.


  ‘Your support is always appreciated,’ Jack said, eyeing the onlookers who had surrounded their unmerry little threesome. Sonia was practically a celebrity and her presence was bound to cause a stir. ‘But I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse us. We were just leaving,’ Jack said, giving Sonia a thin smile and steering Jessie towards the door with a firm hand in the small of her back.


  Jessie fought the urge to turn and see the look on Sonia’s face. She hoped there was shock on it. She had the feeling not that many people turned their backs on Sonia Shum.


  Once outside, Jessie felt her anger flare. Just when she thought things were back on track with Jack, Sonia Shum had to show up with her double meanings.


  ‘Honestly,’ Jessie fumed as she took off down the street with purpose, Jack hot on her heels. ‘The nerve of that woman knows no bounds. Is it too much to ask for her to actually say what she means? What was all that crap about the baby keeping her up all night like its night owl father and supporting you as you embarked on a new adventure? I couldn’t tell if she meant her words at face value or if she was being deliberately facetious and pointing a finger at you on both counts,’ Jessie ranted as she continued to get worked up.


  ‘Jessie, slow down,’ Jack said forcefully, tugging at her wrist until she halted. ‘Calm yourself down,’ he said gently, stroking her arms up and down. He pulled her to the side of the pavement so they wouldn’t be quite so conspicuously in the way of the nighttime passersby.


  ‘What you saw tonight was just Sonia being Sonia,’ Jack went on. ‘I’m not sure what game she’s playing, but I guess she’ll show her hand soon enough. I guarantee she came tonight with the single intention of stirring up trouble, but I can assure you that I never kept her up all night. Ever. And that’s not something most men would be proud of admitting.’ Jessie couldn’t help but smile at his modesty. ‘And the only new adventure I’m embarking on is going to have you slap bang in the centre of it. She can forget about the fatherhood that she alluded to back there.’


  Jessie felt reassured. She didn’t realise how much she’d needed to hear these words from him, but now that they were out, she felt an invisible weight lifting from around her neck. Sonia Shum faded away into the background and all that was left was Jack. Only Jack. What made it even more poignant was the fact that he was looking at her like there was only her. He cupped her face and looked into her eyes, and it was as though the world stopped all around her. The traffic noise, the nosy passersby, they all blurred into the periphery as he kissed her passionately. Then he pulled away and his eyes bored into hers. Jessie felt his intensity and the same electricity hanging in the air that one feels before a big thunderstorm. The atmosphere was close, and there was something fierce and primal in the way Jack was looking at her.


  ‘I love you,’ he whispered as he continued to hold her face and search her eyes. Jessie stared at him, stunned. It was the perfect moment for him to have said those three little words, and yet she hadn’t been expecting them. Her breath caught and a small gasp escaped her throat, such was her surprise.


  ‘Huh,’ she managed after an expecting moment.


  ‘Jessie, I love you,’ Jack repeated, louder this time. His face began to cloud, and his fingers started to drop from her face when she didn’t say anything.


  ‘Of course I love you,’ Jessie suddenly blurted out as the realisation hit her that she hadn’t said anything meaningful yet, and that Jack was starting to look hurt.


  For some reason, it was a scary thing to say. To admit it to herself was one thing, but to say it out loud to Jack… that was a whole different ball game. But she’d done it, and the world hadn’t come crashing down around her ears.


  There was a loud crack, followed by a roll of thunder. Jessie and Jack jumped and looked skywards and then back at each other. The world hadn’t ended at their declaration of love, but the heavens did open up, soaking them in seconds. Jack smiled at Jessie and kissed her gently, wrapping his arms around her protectively. Despite the rain, Jessie could have stayed in his embrace, kissing him delicately, all night. Jack eventually unpeeled her from him and they wandered off slowly, hand in hand, in search of a taxi.


  The taxi search proved to be an elusive one, and they were both thoroughly soaked through to the skin by the time they trotted back to Jessie’s apartment. But Jessie didn’t care. She was happy. Ecstatically so. She’d almost forgotten about Jack’s bitch of an ex-girlfriend rocking up and spoiling the party.


  As they headed inside, Jack and Jessie were too wrapped up in their post-I-love-you world of euphoria to notice the man standing across the street, watching them intently.


  Chapter 34


  Jack woke with the mother of all cricks in his neck. Jessie’s sofa bed was seriously uncomfortable.


  ‘Arghhh,’ he groaned as he tried to position himself more agreeably. It was Monday morning, and the remainder of the weekend had disappeared in the blink of an eye, what with all the making up he and Jessie had been doing.


  ‘Rise and shine,’ Jessie said cheerfully as she plonked a cup of coffee down on the side table for him.


  ‘You can’t seriously be going to work,’ Jack moaned, pulling her back onto the bed. She was fully dressed in a tight cream pencil skirt and white blouse.


  ‘Gotta pay the rent,’ Jessie replied as she tried to get up.


  ‘Hmm. But I’ll miss you,’ he said, nuzzling her neck.


  ‘I’ll see you later. You’re going to make me late,’ she laughed.


  ‘But I need you,’ he said. His fingers began to stroke her leg, edging slowly higher up her skirt.


  ‘Oh really? Since when did you become so insatiable, Mr Davenport?’


  ‘Since you told me you loved me,’ he replied with a gleam in his eye.


  ‘Well, you’re just going to have to survive on last night’s multiple rounds. Just until I see you later,’ Jessie said, pushing him off her more forcefully and getting off the bed.


  He watched as she straightened up her clothes and collected her bag. ‘You’re no fun,’ he said, sulking.


  ‘I’ll make it up to you later.’ Jessie leaned over to kiss him. ‘Promise.’


  ‘Well, I suppose that will have to do,’ he said, catching her wrist and kissing her deeply. ‘I love you.’


  ‘I love you too,’ she replied, smiling broadly, and then disappeared out the door.


  Jack smiled to himself as he rolled over in bed and stretched out his long limbs. He was amazed by the change that three little words could bring about. It was like they were on their actual honeymoon or something. They couldn’t get enough of each other, and in all honesty it was probably a good thing she had gone to work, or else he was unlikely to get anything done ever again. Jack had the bar to see to, after all. He wondered how other men in love managed to juggle a day job with the incessant need to be in the presence of their loved one. This all-encompassing feeling of wanting to be attached to someone twenty-four seven was a new thing for him—and he hoped it wouldn’t wear off anytime soon.


  As much as he would have liked to stay in bed all day reminiscing about the awesome weekend he’d spent rolling around with Jessie, he did have responsibilities to see to and staff who reported to him. So Jack pulled on his jeans and headed back to the serviced apartment for a shower and a fresh change of clothes. He’d decided to keep the serviced apartment on for another month. It was perfectly decent, and the thought of flat-hunting knowing Jessie wouldn’t be living with him immediately held absolutely no appeal for him. Who knew how things would be in a few weeks or so? She could even be ready to face facts and realise that living together, even at this early stage, wouldn’t be such a bad thing.


  Jack spent his day at the bar, familiarising himself with the running of the place now that they were fully operational. It felt good to be doing something productive with his time, rather than being a layabout at home, and he didn’t realise how much he’d missed having a daily purpose. He could see how it could get monotonous, but he was determined to make the best of it, for both his own and his business partner’s sakes.


  That evening Jessie came bounding through the door at seven on the dot. She looked positively radiant, and all Jack wanted to do was help her out of her work clothes. And quick. But for some reason Tom’s advice that they needed to talk more echoed through his mind. After a passionate hello, which told Jack that Jessie had exactly the same thing on her mind that he did, he showed some restraint and pulled her over to the sofa. He hoped she could see he was making an effort at the emotional side of their relationship.


  ‘So how was Barbie today?’ Jack asked, tapping her nose lightly when she tried to unbutton his shirt. ‘We should at least talk first,’ he added reluctantly, stilling her hands.


  Jessie sighed loudly, as though that was the last thing she wanted to do, then decided to placate him.


  ‘You have to stop calling her that, or I’m bound to use that nickname to her face or in an inappropriate situation. Anyway, Rachel was… well, she was a bit odd with me, if truth be told.’


  ‘Well, in my defence she did dress up as Barbie, so she can’t be expecting a whole lot more,’ Jack smiled. ‘In what way was she odd?’


  ‘She wasn’t exactly nice, but she’s given me an additional project, and she said there’s a film crew coming in tomorrow to get our take on the policy changes due to be implemented in China. She said I should do the interview.’


  ‘Jessie, that’s awesome,’ Jack, said loudly. ‘Why aren’t you pleased?’


  ‘I am. I guess. I just don’t know why she’s delegated this to me. I’d have thought she’d be desperate to get in front of the camera herself, and even if she wasn’t, there are more senior people in the team than me. Plus, she is the department head. It would make far more sense for her to do it, really. Rather than just a minion from her team.’


  ‘Maybe she thinks you’ve earned it?’


  ‘I doubt it, but I guess I should just be glad. Maybe she’s had a change of heart about me,’ Jessie said, shrugging her shoulders.


  ‘Well, I think it’s brilliant, and no more than you deserve.’


  ‘You’re just biased. Oh, and Tom says goodbye by the way.’


  ‘Did he get off alright?’ Jack asked.


  ‘I’m assuming so. I saw him for lunch and all he could talk about was Trey and how he was sorry for ditching me over the weekend. I made him feel suitably guilty for leaving me all alone,’ Jessie smiled wickedly.


  ‘Alone?’ Jack smiled at her. ‘Is that what they call it nowadays?’


  ‘Anyway, how was your day, darling?’ Jessie asked, nuzzling his neck and fiddling with his buttons again.


  ‘Oh, well, you know. Went to the bar, hired some more staff, did a stock check. Pretty mundane stuff really. And no, I didn’t get any offers of TV work, in case you were wondering.’


  ‘Sounds like you’ve been a busy bee, all the same,’ Jessie said, her hands finally working their way inside his shirt. ‘I think you need a reward.’


  
    ***

  


  ‘I have to go home,’ Jessie said sleepily as she disentangled herself from Jack’s naked body. They must have dozed off and it was late.


  ‘This is why living apart is a such a stupid idea,’ Jack complained.


  ‘Jack. Give me time,’ Jessie said sternly, shaking out her hair. ‘The way I’m feeling right now, this living apart thing is probably going to get old real fast, but let’s give it a go. It’s not like I’m asking you to escort me home,’ she added as she hopped around the bedroom picking up and putting on her clothes.


  ‘Now you’ve said that, I have to escort you home, don’t I? I am a gentleman after all.’


  ‘Ha ha,’ Jessie quipped. ‘The things you’ve just done to me are not the actions of a gentleman. But you can take me home. If you absolutely insist.’ She smiled broadly at him and he knew the way he was feeling in that moment, he was powerless to deny her anything, even if the thought of trekking across town at that time of night held next to no appeal.


  ‘I’ll just check the postbox,’ Jessie said, fumbling with her key as they entered the entrance foyer to her building. Jack had told the taxi not to wait. Although they hadn’t discussed as much, he assumed that he would be spending the night with Jessie.


  Jack had been scuffing the bottom step with his shoe for a few moments before he realised Jessie still hadn’t joined him. He looked up to see her frozen to the spot by the wall of mailboxes, a piece of paper shaking in her hand. Jack walked over, sensing from her face that something was seriously wrong. As he approached, she looked up at him with fear in her eyes, and pushed the piece of paper towards him like it was contaminated and she wanted nothing more to do with it.


  ‘What is it?’ Jack asked seriously as he began to read. It was a printed sheet of A4 white printer paper. Jack had to read it several times before his mind kicked into gear.


  ‘Pack a bag, Jessie. You can’t stay here,’ he said authoritatively. She seemed to shake herself, and Jack saw her visibly take a couple of deep breaths.


  ‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ she said, trying to be brave, but Jack could hear the slight shake in her voice. She pushed past him slightly and began climbing the three flights of stairs to her apartment. Jack trailed behind with a feeling of dread in the pit of his stomach.


  Jessie unlocked the door, but instead of letting her go in first, Jack pushed the door open wide and flicked on the lights. Everything looked normal in Jessie’s pint-sized flat. Nothing was disturbed and there were no signs of an obvious break-in. But just to be sure, Jack searched the bathroom and checked that all the windows were firmly locked and hadn’t been tampered with.


  ‘It’s fine, Jack. No need to overreact,’ Jessie said, sounding calmer than she did before. She plonked her bag down and pulled out the sofa bed.


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not sleeping here tonight,’ Jack said sternly, eyeing her incredulously. The woman was in serious denial about what had just happened.


  ‘Thank you for your concern,’ she said reasonably. ‘But like I said, it’s probably just nothing. Everything looks fine here. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll go to the police tomorrow,’ she said, her tone placating.


  ‘Jessie,’ Jack practically growled at her. ‘Read this out loud,’ he ordered, thrusting the piece of paper in her face.


  ‘I’ve already read it. I don’t need to read it again,’ she replied, busying herself with making the bed.


  ‘Read it,’ he repeated, even more forcefully. Jessie pursed her lips in a thin line, but eventually relented and snatched the page from him.


  ‘If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave JD alone and get out of Hong Kong. FOR GOOD,’ she read aloud, in a detached voice. It was like she’d somehow managed to distance herself from the words on the page and the fact that they’d been addressed to her.


  ‘Your point exactly?’ she asked in a challenging way. She was clearly now over her initial shock. Her eyebrow quirked up as though he was the one being melodramatic.


  ‘Don’t be so bloody hard-headed!’ Jack said in frustration. ‘This nutter knows where you live. Please tell me you can understand that. I’m not taking no for an answer on this. Pack a bag or I will,’ he said, his tone threatening.


  ‘Calm down, Jack. You don’t even know this was even meant for me. It could have easily ended up in the wrong mailbox,’ she said, shaking her head.


  ‘Um, hello, JD,’ he said loudly, pointing to himself. ‘How many people do you know who have those initials?’ She looked thoughtful then as she tried to think of other people she knew, but she caught the steely look in his eye and clearly thought better of it.


  ‘Fine,’ she huffed, and finally began to gather some things together. ‘But just so you know for the record, I think you’re blowing this all out of proportion. It’s probably just someone playing a prank or something.’


  ‘Better safe than sorry,’ Jack said. ‘And you may as well pack enough for the rest of the week,’ he called out to her retreating back.


  She stuck her head around the bathroom door and scowled at him. It was inappropriate, he knew, to be thinking about such things when the woman he loved was on the receiving end of threatening letters and all, but she looked damn sexy when she was in a mood with him. He was going to have fun making her see sense, that was for sure.


  Chapter 35


  The next morning, Jessie was frog-marched to the nearest police station by her suddenly extremely bossy boyfriend. He’d even insisted on putting the stupid note in a plastic bag, lest they ‘contaminate the evidence even further.’ She thought he’d gone a tad OTT and had clearly been watching way too much CSI while he hadn’t been working. Sure, she’d been shocked and surprised when she’d first read the strange note the previous evening, but now it had sunken in, she didn’t think it was so very bad.


  It’s not like she was in the habit of receiving these kind of notes on a regular basis, but the more she read it, the less she felt overtly worried. It was probably just one of Jack’s ex-girlfriends—she knew there had been many when he’d lived in Shanghai. One of them could have moved to Hong Kong in a quest to rekindle things with the boy wonder. The thought that Sonia Shum could be responsible for this crossed her mind, but she had a hard time picturing Sonia Shum writing such a thing. This wasn’t really her style. It was all a little bit amateurish for the eternally chic and sophisticated Sonia Shum. No, whoever it was obviously just had a thing for Jack. Although that didn’t narrow down the list of possibilities much. Everywhere Jack went, women practically swooned at his feet, such was his effect on the opposite sex.


  At the station, Jessie explained to the kindly police officer what had happened, with several annoying interruptions from Jack, and then sat back and watched the young man in the crisp uniform handle the threatening note carefully.


  ‘We’ll check this for prints,’ he said. ‘We’ll also need to take both your prints so we can eliminate yours from the investigation,’ he added, nodding at Jessie and Jack.


  ‘I understand, officer,’ Jessie replied. ‘An investigation?’ she queried. That sounded awfully serious.


  ‘We’ll log your complaint and it will go into the system. I’m afraid that’s all we can do at this stage, unless there’s a positive identification from the fingerprints.’


  ‘I see,’ Jessie said, breathing a mini-sigh of relief. So it turned out that ‘investigation’ was just police-speak for generating some paperwork, which was fine by her. She didn’t want to be the cause of wasting police time. She was sure they had better things to do than find out who wrote her a nasty note.


  ‘Keep an eye open for anyone unfamiliar and anything untoward in your environment, and if anything comes to light, then we’ll be in touch,’ the police officer said as he went to stand up. Jessie was about to thank him for his time when Jack stood up in the man’s face. Jack wasn’t a happy camper.


  ‘Is that all you’re going to do?’ he asked loudly. ‘I don’t think you’re taking this matter seriously. This is a threat against her safety, plain and simple, and she should be assigned some sort of protection.’


  ‘Jack,’ Jessie hissed, tugging his sleeve. ‘Forgive him,’ she said, addressing the police officer. ‘He’s just a little security conscious.’


  The policeman thought about it for a second, but then sat back down and reopened his notebook, exhaling loudly as though his job had suddenly become very tedious.


  ‘Any ex-boyfriends who might want you to stay away from JD?’ the policeman asked plainly.


  ‘No,’ Jessie replied, attempting to stifle a laugh. ‘There’s no danger of that,’ she added in a jokey way—which was entirely unappreciated by an unimpressed PC Cheung. And by Jack. He was wearing a semi-permanent scowl on his face, which told her he clearly thought she should be taking this whole thing a lot more seriously than she was. Jessie quit smiling and concentrated on making her face look more serious.


  ‘And what about you, sir… Mr Davenport?’ the officer said, referring to his notes. ‘Any ex-girlfriends or significant others who would want to separate the two of you?’ There was a pause as Jack and Jessie exchanged a glance. Jessie wasn’t going to be the one to bring up her name. That was Jack’s call.


  ‘Well, yes,’ Jack said. ‘There is someone who springs to mind. Sonia Shum.’


  PC Cheung’s pen stopped still and his eyebrows went skywards as he studied Jack carefully. He then picked up an old-fashioned telephone on his desk and dialled a number. After speaking in Cantonese for about a minute or so, he then listened intently to whatever was being said on the other end of the line, only supplying a series of grunts and nods.


  ‘Leave it with us, Miss Slaymaker,’ he said eventually when he returned the receiver to the cradle. ‘I will pass this on to a detective who will be in touch with you for further questioning.’


  ‘Okay, right,’ Jessie said. Things had begun to sound more serious again. ‘Thank you,’ Jessie added, as she got up. She pinched Jack just above the elbow and steered him towards the door before he could throw his toys out the pram again.


  
    ***

  


  By the time Jessie got to work it was mid-morning. Rachel appeared out of her office and threw a cursory look of indifference her way, then closeted herself back in her box, probably for the rest of the day.


  Jessie found it hard to get on with her work. She’d been replaying events from that morning at the police station. She’d gotten the distinct impression that not a huge amount would be done unless things were to escalate. That is, until Jack uttered Sonia’s name. After that, PC Cheung’s whole demeanour had changed. Of course, he hadn’t given anything away with his words, but she felt that he was no longer treating the note as a one-off, random act. This made Jessie worry. Maybe Jack had been right to be alarmed. Maybe they really did have something to worry about.


  In a bid to try and shake up her normal routine, Jessie arranged to meet Jack at his bar after she finished work. He wasn’t quite ready to leave when she arrived, but she was more than happy to prop up the bar with a glass or two of delicious white wine whilst she waited for him.


  Jessie found it impossible not to partake in a bit of people-watching as she surveyed the after-work crowd bustling about, unwinding after a long day in the office. Then she found herself studying Jack’s staff and wondered if any of them were secretly carrying a torch for their boss and wanted her out of the way. She was sure there were bound to be a few of Jack’s predominantly female workforce who liked him. He was utterly gorgeous, charming when he wanted to be, and pretty impossible not to like. Maybe one of them had become infatuated and gotten a little carried away and written that note. But how would they know where to send it? They would have had to have followed her. The thought sent a shudder through her, and she chose to think about something else. This whole letter thing was probably nothing.


  ‘Sorry,’ Jack said as he plonked himself down on the stool next to her. How are you doing?’ he asked, rubbing the back of her neck.


  ‘Better now,’ she smiled sweetly at him.


  ‘How was the TV thing?’ he asked, reaching over the bar and grabbing his beer.


  ‘Oh, it got postponed till tomorrow. Probably a good thing. I don’t think I looked my best today, what with all the drama last night,’ she said, rolling her eyes.


  ‘We’re not going to fight about this. I’m looking out for you, so the least you can do is start taking precautions and looking out for yourself. All I want is for you to be careful.’


  ‘I know,’ Jessie said wearily. She twisted the stem of her wineglass as she silently contemplated how she was going to phrase what she wanted to tell him next. ‘I’m going to tell you something. On the condition that you’re not going to get angry with me.’


  ‘Well, that’s a surefire way of getting my attention, Miss Slaymaker. But I’m afraid I can’t promise not to get angry about something that you clearly think is going to make me angry.’


  ‘No deal then,’ Jessie said. ‘Forget about it.’


  ‘Jessie,’ Jack said in that slightly husky way that seemed to make her do whatever it was he wanted her to do.


  ‘Promise you’ll try not to get angry then?’ she said, imploring him with her eyes.


  ‘Deal.’


  ‘This is going to sound silly, but ever since we arrived in Hong Kong, I’ve had this feeling. Like I’m being followed. I haven’t seen anyone specifically, but like I said, it’s just a feeling that I’ve been watched a couple of times.’


  ‘Why didn’t you tell the police this morning?’ Jack asked plainly. He didn’t look happy. Not angry, but he was definitely not happy Jack.


  ‘I forgot,’ Jessie replied lamely, unable to meet his eye.


  ‘How many times do you think you’ve been followed?’


  ‘Only a few, and it was most probably nothing,’ Jessie justified quickly. ‘Just my imagination playing tricks in unfamiliar surroundings.’


  ‘If it happens again, you call me immediately, you understand? I’m not joking.’


  ‘Yes, boss,’ Jessie replied.


  ‘And I still think you should tell the police you think you’ve been followed,’ Jack added, fixing her with a serious look.


  ‘I’ll phone PC Cheung in the morning,’ Jessie said easily, more to keep the peace than because she actually wanted to.


  ‘Good,’ Jack said, seemingly satisfied. He took a good glug of his beer.


  ‘You’re doing so well here,’ Jessie complimented him as she scanned around the spotless bar, keen to change the subject. ‘It looks to me like you’ve got everything running like clockwork.’


  ‘So far, so good,’ Jack replied, smiling at her. ‘I’m enjoying things. It’s good to be doing something again.’


  One of the bar staff approached. ‘Hi Jack, sorry to interrupt you,’ the young woman said, smiling sweetly at Jack as she sidled over. She was pretty and petite with a bobbed haircut, which just seemed to enhance her doll-like features.


  ‘Hi Candy. No problem. Candy, this is Jessie, Jessie, this is Candy,’ Jack introduced. ‘What’s up?’


  ‘Is it okay if I start an hour later tomorrow? I have an appointment,’ she said, giving him some seriously good puppy dog eyes and pouty lips.


  ‘Let me see…’ Jack began. He pulled out his phone and opened up a calendar displaying his staff roster. ‘Could you make it a half hour later instead of an hour? It would be really helpful if you could,’ he said, giving her a smile.


  ‘Oh, sure Jack, that’s no problem. Thank you.’ She beamed at him like he’d just given her a humongous pay rise.


  ‘How did you do that?’ Jessie asked, her eyes wide.


  ‘What?’ Jack replied innocently.


  ‘Get your own way. Just like that,’ Jessie elaborated, snapping her fingers in his face.


  ‘Ah, that’ll be the legendary Davenport charm.’


  ‘Hmm,’ Jessie said. ‘I think she likes you. Do all your staff flirt with you like that?’


  ‘Flirt?’ Jack replied. ‘They’re just being nice.’


  ‘Seriously, buddy, they’re flirting with you because they fancy the pants off you. I bet none of them have ever said no to anything you’ve asked them to do. Ever,’ Jessie said mildly.


  ‘Are you jealous?’ he asked cheekily.


  ‘What? Of not being able to say no to you? Hardly,’ Jessie scoffed. ‘What they think and feel about you is their business and nothing to do with me.’


  ‘But you can’t say no to me,’ Jack said confidently.


  ‘I can, and I have. On more than one occasion,’ Jessie returned defiantly, sipping her wine. ‘It’s just like they’re all under some spell or something,’ she added, slightly sulkily, as she clocked another member of the bar staff flashing Jack a smile and a hint of cleavage.


  ‘Trust me when I say you won’t be saying no to me tonight,’ he said in a suggestive voice and wearing an impish grin.


  ‘You sound rather sure of yourself,’ Jessie said, returning his smile. ‘Sounds like a challenge.’


  ‘Oh, and just for the record, the only person I care about fancying the pants off me, is you,’ he whispered into her ear, and he tugged her off her stool and out the door.


  Chapter 36


  The next day was officially ‘TV day’ at the bank, and Jessie trotted into the office feeling well rested and with a spring in her step. She had woken up super-early, excited about the day ahead, and had selected an olive green shift dress and statement necklace that she felt were television-appropriate. It was amazing what a good night’s sleep and an absence of nasty notes in the post had done for her. And Jack, of course. She felt revitalised, as though she had more energy than she’d had in years.


  Life was going much better after her few initial wobbles here. The truth was, she couldn’t be happier with Jack, and she’d even started to find her feet in her job now she’d accepted her new role. In a bid to impress Rachel, she had started a side project of her own, focusing on a group of shell companies and how their profits and longer-term growth plans would likely be impacted by the financial liberalising measures that were being gradually introduced by the Chinese government. The work was topical, and being conducted from an original angle. Jessie was still compiling her statistics and developing her analysis, but she hoped that when she was done, Rachel would be suitably roused to give her something more substantial to work on going forward—not just report updates and amendments. Maybe she would even be able to publish her work independently, or submit it to one of the journals.


  Just as Jessie had settled herself at her desk, Rachel breezed past her in a sleek grey trouser suit and, as usual, impossibly high heels.


  ‘Morning, Jessie. Just so you’re aware, the television crew will be here at ten,’ she confirmed, all businesslike and no chit-chat.


  ‘Great! I’m all ready,’ Jessie replied enthusiastically as she reached for her printout of notes.


  ‘Just keep it general and don’t let them draw you into anything which could be incendiary,’ Rachel said with a hint of warning in her tone, then strode off confidently on her way.


  ‘Oh,’ Jessie said to herself as she scanned the papers in front of her for anything that could be considered incendiary. She was due to be discussing the past quarterly results for Hong Kong, South Korea, and China. The results had yielded nothing particularly unexpected. South Korea’s GDP was slightly down, but that was hardly inflammatory information. Frowning slightly, she couldn’t fathom for the life of her what Rachel had meant, but she vowed to be on the lookout for any contentious questions and to do as she was told.


  The crew and interviewer from the CHKTV network were pleasant enough and put Jessie instantly at ease as they created a makeshift studio in one of the conference rooms. They’d even done a warm-up interview with her to help make her feel comfortable in front of the camera, asking her questions about how she was finding things in Hong Kong and how she was settling into the city and new office.


  By the time the interview began, Jessie was feeling completely comfortable and prepared. And everything went swimmingly as Jessie fielded question after question about growth, output, and the bank’s consensus on the economic outlook for Asia over the course of the next year. She was being deliberately vague and general and hoped her answers didn’t come across as too dumbed down. Jessie sensed things were nearing their conclusion when the very young-looking interviewer named Frank, consulted a different page in his notebook and decided to take a different tack suddenly, one that took Jessie by surprise.


  ‘I’d like to be a little more Hong Kong-specific now. How do you perceive the position of Hong Kong as we move towards more comprehensive reunification with mainland China?’ the interviewer asked, pushing his glasses up his nose and studying her reaction closely.


  ‘Well, Frank,’ Jessie began, smiling brightly and trying not to be drawn into a debate she wasn’t really qualified to be drawn into. Rachel’s advice about not saying anything incendiary came to the forefront of her mind. ‘I think what you’re asking is tied in closely with politics. Speaking from a purely economical standpoint, Hong Kong as a financial centre is still performing strongly and maintains its competitive edge over Singapore and Shanghai, and I’m sure will continue to do so. The future looks positive,’ she finished, smiling widely and feeling proud of herself for deflecting the interviewer’s slightly antagonistic question.


  ‘But you wrote in a report last year that, and I quote, “Hong Kong’s position as the premier financial centre of Asia remains an uncertainty and indeed, looks to be precarious in the light of Shanghai and several other tier one Chinese cities being touted for Free Trade Zone status.” Did you not write this?’


  ‘Well, yes. I did write that report,’ Jessie replied honestly. Her name was on the damn thing—there was no point in denying it.


  ‘So which is it then, Miss Slaymaker? Does Hong Kong’s future remain uncertain and precarious, or does it look positive? Has so much happened in the past year to change your appraisal so dramatically?’


  Frank was really pushing now. Jessie was beginning to dislike him and his blatant attempt to try and make a name for himself by catching her out.


  ‘As things stand,’ Jessie began, and then paused while the words failed to come. ‘I would have to say it’s probably a bit of both, Frank,’ she eventually finished weakly.


  ‘Okay, that’s great. I think we’ll leave it there,’ Frank said after a further quick consultation of his notebook. He unclipped his microphone and began chugging back a bottle of water.


  ‘Um, don’t you think we should do that last bit again?’ Jessie asked tentatively. She knew she hadn’t exactly excelled with her last response and would dearly love another chance to put the record straight.


  ‘Time’s up,’ Frank said shortly, between mouthfuls of water. ‘They’ll probably just edit that last bit out anyway,’ he added easily.


  ‘Oh, okay, then,’ Jessie replied, mollified.


  ‘It’ll be aired a week from today, on the six o’clock news. Depending on the feedback we get after that, we could be looking to make this a regular segment on a monthly basis, with you as our resident expert.’


  ‘Really?’ Jessie asked in surprise.


  ‘Yes. There’s a real interest in Hong Kong for all things related to money, and you did a good job of putting things into layman’s terms. We’ll be in touch,’ he said, extending his free hand for a brief shake before he finished the rest of his water on his way out the door, leaving his crew in his wake to pack away their hefty equipment. Jessie wanted to say something about making sure that last bit of her interview was edited out, but they looked so busy coiling cables and dismantling the lighting stands that she lost her nerve and decided to go back to work.


  Jessie couldn’t wipe the smile off her face as she returned to her desk. She’d never expected the prospect of regular television work to come her way. Not ever. Although she knew nothing was signed and sealed, the mere opportunity that something like that might happen for her was excitement enough.


  She pushed her little slip-up to the back of her mind and tried not to dwell on it as best she could. If asked the same question again about Hong Kong’s future, she would have answered completely differently. She had written in that report, the one Frank had cited, that she thought Hong Kong was heading towards an uncertain future. The only reason she’d contradicted herself and said Hong Kong’s future looked positive was because she had been taking Rachel’s advice and hadn’t wanted to cause a stir. If she’d been concentrating strictly on what her own viewpoints were, she would never have said Hong Kong looked rosy, but instead she would have delivered a mild warning that things were changing and that the territory would do well to look forward and attempt to plan and adapt for the inevitable changing economic climate.


  ‘Oh well,’ Jessie sighed to herself as she got stuck into her daily updates for the bank’s intranet. It probably doesn’t matter, and like Frank said, they’ll probably just edit the bit with her looking flummoxed and lost out. He wouldn’t have said anything about a permanent segment with her if he hadn’t meant it, would he?


  Chapter 37


  ‘So how did you get on? How was the TV interview?’ Jack asked enthusiastically as soon as Jessie got through the door of the serviced apartment.


  ‘Fine. In fact, it was really good fun and I was enjoying every minute of it until the very end.’


  ‘Why? What happened?’ Jack enquired, frowning slightly.


  ‘The guy asking the questions called me out on something I’d written before. My answers didn’t quite match up and I floundered. They said they would edit that bit out though.’


  ‘I bet you were great. Can’t wait to see my gorgeous girl on the telly,’ Jack said, smiling widely.


  ‘Well you won’t have to wait long. Apparently it should be aired this time next week.’ She was trying to play it cool over just how excited she was about the whole thing, but inside she was ecstatic with Jack’s reaction. He seemed genuinely chuffed for her. Jessie knew he would blow her trumpet no matter what she did, but it didn’t make it any less wonderful to hear it when he did.


  Jessie collapsed on the sofa and rested her eyes for a moment. She was dog-tired from being up so early and she was running low on adrenaline. Letting her muscles sink into the squishy fabric after a long day felt like the best thing in the world. When she opened her eyes again, Jack was at her side, his arm outstretched and offering her a glass of champagne.


  ‘Wow! Thank you,’ Jessie said, waking up and sitting up properly as she accepted the glass. ‘This is nice, and you know I’m not one to turn down champers, but what are we celebrating exactly?’ she added, suddenly anxious that she may have forgotten some important date.


  ‘My mother says one never needs a specific reason to drink champagne, but since you ask, we have a lot to celebrate. Firstly, here’s to you getting a job in Hong Kong.’


  ‘But—’ Jessie began.


  ‘Now I know,’ Jack continued, talking more loudly over her interruption, ‘it’s not your dream job and not everything went to plan, but I believe in you. And the fact that they gave you this TV work and chose you to represent the bank speaks volumes. At least it does to me, anyway. Secondly, we should toast to us, for finally being happy, healthy, and in love,’ Jack finished, smiling.


  ‘I didn’t know you were such a mush pot.’ Jessie beamed at him as they clinked their glasses. ‘But you forgot something. Thirdly, to you, Jack. For being absolutely brilliant, and through all your hard work, having a successful bar practically overnight. I’m really proud.’


  ‘Thank you,’ he replied as they touched glasses once again.


  As part of their celebration, Jack had somehow managed to prepare canapés to go with the champers. This was a considerable feat considering the limitations of the kitchenette. He was definitely a keeper, Jessie thought to herself as they enjoyed the food and finished off the bubbly sat on the floor around the coffee table. It was the perfect quiet night in.


  ‘I never really asked you about your work in China,’ Jessie mused as they lazed side by side on the sofa, full from the food and watching a travel show on Shanghai.


  ‘There’s not much to tell, really,’ Jack replied.


  ‘Well, that sounds like an evasive answer, if ever there was one,’ Jessie probed, turning to face him. ‘All you’ve ever told me is that you owned and ran a publishing company, and did rather well at it from what I can gather. There must be more to it than that.’


  ‘What do you want to know?’ Jack asked, finally tearing his eyes away from the screen and giving Jessie his full attention.


  ‘Why did you leave?’


  ‘I know I’ve told you that much. I wanted to get out of China. Find something new. I’d been there seven years doing the same thing and dealing with the same problems day in, day out. You must be able to empathise with that?’


  ‘Yes. I can. But it was your business. Why did you just walk away?’


  ‘I haven’t exactly walked away, Jess. Not forever anyway. My company was one of the first privately owned publishers after the rules changed to permit an individual to operate such a company. I’ve worked too long and too hard through all the bureaucracy and different government departments to just walk away.’


  ‘I still don’t quite get it,’ Jessie said gently.


  ‘Every day in publishing is a battle in China. I guess the truth is, I got jaded and wanted out. And so I made a conscious decision to downsize the company, and I’m lucky that I left a reliable team of people to cover the operational side of things. They can tick over quite nicely with very minimal input from me.’


  ‘What did you publish?’ Jessie asked, feeling slightly ashamed that she didn’t actually know.


  ‘Books, mainly. We had a foray into magazines and journals, but that proved to be even more complicated. What I would do is buy the rights of foreign language books and repackage them for the Chinese market.’


  ‘Sounds simple enough,’ Jessie smiled at him, swigging back the remainder of her drink.


  ‘You must be joking!’ Jack exclaimed. ‘It’s not like Britain, you know. There are rules. Millions of them. And they’re complex, rigid, and at times inconsistent, which is bloody frustrating. And then there are the permissions that you need for certain publications from sometimes five different government departments.’


  ‘Is there censorship?’ Jessie asked, finally getting a grasp as to why he wanted to leave.


  ‘Oh, you betcha. Half my life I spent negotiating between the authors and the Chinese editors, trying to smooth out and explain reasons for deletions. The editors almost always won.’


  ‘Jack, I had no idea,’ Jessie said truthfully.


  ‘Not many do, and I prefer not to whine on about it. I have a good insight about how things work there, but only because I’ve made mistakes and had my knuckles rapped along the way. It is what it is, but that doesn’t mean I like it. Hence my reason for leaving.’


  ‘I see,’ Jessie replied. ‘Then why don’t you just sell up and have done with it all?’


  ‘I would do. But the company owns the rights to several international bestsellers that can’t get published at the moment with the current censorship rules. I don’t want those rights changing hands. Plus, the company also has the only permission to ever be bestowed by the politburo to publish minutes on certain important political meetings. The information is sensitive—not something that can be put into the public domain at present. I am something of a trustee,’ he said, smiling wistfully.


  ‘It’s nice to know it’s not just me you’ve been ingratiating yourself with,’ Jessie said happily, tugging his arm around her. ‘Thank you for explaining things to me,’ she added with a yawn.


  ‘You’re welcome,’ Jack replied, kissing the top of her head. ‘By the way, I stopped by your place today,’ he added.


  ‘And?’ Jessie asked a little uneasily. She’d almost forgotten about that note, and she still hadn’t heard anything further from the police.


  ‘Everything seemed fine, and there was nothing further in the mailbox.’


  ‘That’s a relief,’ Jessie replied with a loud exhale. ‘Perhaps it was just a one-off. Maybe I should move back tomorrow then,’ she added.


  ‘If that’s what you want,’ Jack said neutrally, although judging by the clench of his jaw, Jessie knew he didn’t wholeheartedly agree with her suggestion.


  ‘I’m paying rent on it. It seems silly to have it sitting there and yet not actually live there,’ she pointed out.


  ‘I suppose so,’ he replied, gruffly.


  
    ***

  


  Jessie woke up in the middle of the night having had a bad dream. She couldn’t remember all the details exactly, but it had started off well enough: she and Jack had been walking side by side along the harbour. But then a heavily pregnant Sonia Shum had turned up, and it had instantaneously morphed into a nightmare. Sonia had happily announced that she was in fact carrying twins, and that Jack was indeed the father. That’s when Jessie had woken up with a start. She had a feeling, deep in the pit of her stomach that things were not right.


  To clear the image of Sonia from her mind, Jessie went to top up her water in the kitchen. As she did so, something struck her and began to niggle its way from the back of her mind to the front. The interviewer from earlier that day, Frank, suddenly loomed large in her thoughts as she began to wonder about his sudden change in interview questioning. With hindsight, it now seemed to Jessie that he willfully set out to trip her up with his final questions. Why had he done that? Plus, how would he ever know about an obscure report she’d written over a year ago as an unknown economist, unless he’d been actively investigating her? It just didn’t add up. Coupled with her strange dream, Jessie couldn’t help but wonder whether maybe Sonia had something to do with it.


  She sighed loudly as she told herself it was an irrational accusation. She had no basis for thinking any such thing, never mind having any evidence, and she told herself to go back to bed and stop trying to find conspiracies where there were none.


  But when Jessie woke up the next morning, the niggle was still there. It was there throughout breakfast and for the duration of the morning, as well as lunch. By mid-afternoon, Jessie was restless and unable to give her work the usual attention to detail she prided herself in. She was preoccupied and distracted. Glancing around the quiet office she wondered if anyone would notice if she disappeared for the rest of the afternoon. Rachel was out at meetings and there was nothing or no one to stop her. She could always say she had an urgent doctor’s appointment if anyone ever questioned her on it.


  Feeling like a naughty schoolgirl cutting class, Jessie grabbed her bag and left. Conscious that her internet history may or may not be monitored in the office, she took a taxi to Hong Kong Library and set herself up for the rest of the afternoon at a slightly archaic-looking computer, where she began to do what she did best: research.


  First she looked up the guy who had interviewed her for CHKTV, Frank Lam. Not much to find about him, other than that he was a relatively junior member of the business news team. Next she moved on to CHKTV in a bid to work out how they were funded and who owned them. She didn’t have to look for too long before a familiar name cropped up in their board of directors: a certain Mr Shum. Jessie looked further, and confirmed her suspicions that this particular Mr Shum was in fact Sonia’s father. Of course, this didn’t mean anything, Jessie told herself. Sonia’s father didn’t know her from Adam, and as far as she was aware had no reason to embarrass her on national television.


  Not really sure where to turn next, Jessie began searching news over the past few months for any items concerning the Shum father and daughter. Jessie was surprised to see that the aging tycoon’s health was failing and that he had signed over a portion of his business responsibilities to each of his children. Although she couldn’t find it written down anywhere in black and white, Jessie would have bet her life savings on the fact that Sonia was now representing her father when it came to the television station.


  The question now was: why had Sonia gone to so much trouble to trip her up? Until the interview aired, Jessie wouldn’t know the full extent of Sonia’s influence in the matter for sure, but she had a hunch the piece wouldn’t be edited as Frank had assured her it would be. Jessie knew her hypothesis was far-fetched, but she couldn’t help but think she was on to something.


  She then decided to look more closely into Sonia’s company. As it turned out, and previously unbeknown to Jessie, the holding company was one of the companies Jessie had been researching as part of her extra-curricular project in her mission to impress Rachel. Companies in China were often a complex affair, with sister companies and parent companies galore. To the outsider looking in, it was difficult to decipher where one company began and another one finished. This was the case with the numerous Shum family enterprises. The family headed up at least a dozen different subsidiary companies under the umbrella name of Shum Tat Holdings. These sub-companies did all manner of things, ranging from property development to public transportation to even producing and bottling soy sauce. It was a case of many fingers and many more pies. The more she looked, the more Jessie realised that Sonia had a way of sticking her nose into almost any part of not just her life, but pretty much anyone’s life. Through their tangled web, Shum Tat Holdings held stakes in supermarkets, car import companies, even airport ground services. The list went on and on.


  Realising she’d lost track of the time, Jessie headed off home with more questions and lines of enquiry percolating through her mind. Next, she wanted to look into Shum Tat’s financial reports over the past few years, but to do that she’d need access to the database in the office. Somehow she’d have to make time for her pet project and hope that her activity wouldn’t be monitored. She didn’t want to have to explain herself until she had something tangible to show from her hunches. But the more she’d looked at Sonia’s company, the more she thought there was more to it than met the eye.


  Chapter 38


  Jessie spent the next week working long hours at her day job and then putting even more hours into her sideline project to expose Sonia Shum’s wrongdoings. Not wanting to say anything until she was sure of her suspicions, she didn’t tell Jack what she was doing, and was happy for him to think she was just busy. Still, part of her felt like she was leading some kind of double life. When she was with Jack she was a woman in love and being with him took up all of her capacity to think. But when they were apart, such as when Jack was working late at the bar, the Sonia Shum project took up all of Jessie’s thoughts. She continuously tried different scenarios to work out the other woman’s motives when it came to her and Jack.


  Time passed quickly and the day of Jessie’s televised interview arrived. She’d been so busy thinking about Sonia, she’d nearly forgotten all about it until Jack had reminded her about it that morning.


  ‘We’ll watch it together tonight?’ Jack asked, as Jessie dashed off out the door, blowing him a kiss.


  ‘Sure, but at my place, if you don’t mind. I need to catch up on things there.’ Despite her intention to spend more time at her own flat, Jessie had only spent fleeting moments there to check the mail and pick up changes of clothes. ‘I’ll make sure I finish early tonight and be home in plenty of time,’ she added, giving Jack another goodbye kiss.


  Jessie spent her lunchtime putting together her final conclusions on Sonia Shum’s business activities. She was pretty sure she had enough conclusive evidence to take to Rachel. It wasn’t strictly research within the realms of her job description, but she felt she had a duty to report any wrongdoing if she came across it. Rachel didn’t need to know that she’d been digging around solidly for the past week, at the expense of her normal work.


  
    ***

  


  As Jessie trudged home that evening for the big screening, the butterflies started to wake up in her stomach, and they weren’t the excited kind of butterflies. More the kind that had been feasting on dread. She just absolutely knew her first foray into the world of television was not going to be all that positive. Hopefully Jack wouldn’t have made a big fuss.


  ‘Good evening, economic pundit extraordinaire,’ Jack practically sang to her as she entered her flat. He had his arms extended and champagne and flowers in either hand, making the place look even smaller than it already was. So much for him not making a fuss.


  ‘Thanks,’ Jessie said weakly as a tear rolled down her face.


  ‘Hey, what’s wrong? Is it that Rachel? What’s she said to you now?’ he demanded as he deposited his offerings and wrapped his arms around her.


  ‘No. It’s not her. I’m just nervous about this TV thing,’ Jessie admitted, which was true. ‘I’ve been worried about it all week,’ she added, which wasn’t quite so true. What she’d really been worrying about all week was how to stitch Sonia Shum up before she did something to them.


  ‘I thought you’d been a little quiet,’ Jack said. The look on his face said that her nerves explained everything. ‘I’m sure it’ll be alright. And it’s bound not to be as bad as you think it’s going to be,’ he reassured.


  ‘I suppose,’ Jessie snuffled as she hugged him tightly.


  But Jack was wrong. It was worse than Jessie had thought it was going to be. Much, much worse.


   



  ‘Tonight on your main evening news, we report on the escalation of the crisis in the Gaza Strip, the ongoing food crisis in sub-Saharan Africa, and the main players in the upcoming Indonesian general election,’ began the young and pretty newscaster seriously in to the camera.


  ‘But first, we hear from one new expatriate as she seeks to make a name for herself in the Hong Kong banking sector,’ she went on and then looked down at her notes. Then the VT ran and there was a scene of Jessie walking down the corridor at the bank and shaking Frank’s hand, looking all nervous and unsure. Jessie’s eyebrows raised and she looked at Jack quizzically. This was not what they said they’d wanted from her. She was supposed to be providing an overview of the economic situation across the region. Not talking about her life and experiences so far in Hong Kong.


   



  ‘So you are new to Hong Kong? Tell us about how things have been for you so far?’ Frank asked from the television.


  ‘It’s been good, but it’s been more difficult than I’d anticipated,’ replied a smiling Jessie from the screen.


  ‘How so?’ prodded TV Frank.


  ‘Well, don’t get me wrong, I really like Hong Kong, but it’s not the friendliest place I’ve ever been to. This morning I’ve been jostled around on my way to work and had at least two doors slam in my face, from people not holding them open.’


  ‘People are very busy here,’ Frank laughed. ‘So what do you do here at the bank?’


  ‘I’m an economist within the research team. We analyse and interpret regional data to help provide other areas of the bank with all the factual information they need before they broker any new deals.’


  ‘I see. And you head up this team?’ TV Frank asked.


  ‘No. I’m unimportant. Just a minion, in fact. Rachel Horton is the boss of us all. She’s the queen bee,’ TV Jessie said, clearly trying to be funny. Only, as she watched this car crash play out in front of her, Jessie didn’t think it was funny. It was humiliating. And she knew she was coming across as woefully unprofessional. Jack sat next to her in silence, transfixed by the screen, seemingly unable to comprehend.


  ‘What’s your boss like?’ Frank asked.


  ‘Oh, she wears great shoes,’ the Jessie on the television replied enthusiastically. The footage cut to Frank giving a fake laugh.


  Jessie cringed as she watched it from the sofa. She couldn’t have sounded any more vacuous had she tried. She wasn’t a blinking stand-up comedian, so why the hell was she trying to act like one? Next the video cut to a panorama shot of Seoul, and in the voiceover they actually included a question-and-answer based on the South Korean economy. And then the bit came that Jessie had been dreading. She hung her head in her hands, as she knew it was going to be bad.


  ‘I’d like to be more Hong Kong-specific now. How do you perceive the position of Hong Kong as we move towards more comprehensive reunification with mainland China?’ Frank asked.


  ‘Well, Frank, I think what you’re asking is tied in closely with politics. Speaking from a purely economical standpoint, Hong Kong as a financial centre is still performing strongly and maintains a competitive edge over Singapore and Shanghai, and I’m sure will continue to do so. The future looks positive,’ the Jessie on the television replied, all lightness and optimism.


  ‘But you wrote in a report last year that, and I quote, “Hong Kong’s position as the premier financial centre of Asia remains an uncertainty and indeed, looks to be precarious in the light of Shanghai and several other tier one Chinese cities being touted for Free Trade Zone status.” Did you not write this?’


  ‘Well, yes. I did write that report,’ a faltering Jessie replied.


  ‘So which is it then, Miss Slaymaker? Does Hong Kong’s future remains uncertain and precarious, or does it look positive? Has so much happened in the past year to change your appraisal so dramatically?’


  Jessie could only watch as her TV self floundered and paused like an imbecile. ‘As things stand,’ she said, ‘I would have to say it’s probably a bit of both, Frank.’


   



  ‘Thank God that’s over,’ Jessie said as she got up from the sofa.


  It’s not over,’ Jack said, pulling her back down and nodding to the screen. Jessie sank back down as they watched Frank do his final piece to camera. It took Jessie a moment to realise that they must have filmed this part at a later date and spliced it in, because she most definitely hadn’t been present when he’d reached his scathing conclusion.


   



  ‘Viewers, what we have seen here is a primary example of what is consistently happening time and time again in Hong Kong. We have some of the most talented and best educated people born and bred here, but a shortage of skilled jobs with which to employ them. And yet our immigration department continues to distribute visas to people from overseas who, by comparison, are merely mediocre. This report is not intended as an indictment of Miss Slaymaker, who is a perfectly nice woman. But she is an example of a widespread problem. We have better qualified and educated people being produced here in Hong Kong, so why are we importing, as Jessie herself phrased it, minions from overseas? People who have little respect for Hong Kong’s greatness and little understanding of our cultural values? This is Frank Lam reporting for CHKTV News.’


   



  The camera lingered for a moment on a smug-looking Frank Lam before cutting back to the studio and the pretty newscaster who began her report on Gaza.


  Jessie sat in stunned silence for over two minutes, in complete shock and disbelief as to what she’d just heard. She’d been made to sound ungrateful, unintelligent, and unsuitable to work in Hong Kong. Through their editing, she’d been made to look stupid and incompetent.


  ‘My God!’ Jessie whispered, at length. ‘How could they do this?’


  ‘You’ve been set up,’ Jack said glumly.


  ‘How the hell can this be the top story on the evening news?’ Jessie asked the room incredulously. She shot up off the sofa and began pacing around the minuscule room, her shock now turning to anger. She realised Jack was absolutely right. She had been set up. And she knew exactly by whom. ‘You know who did this, don’t you?’ Jessie fumed.


  ‘Who?’ Jack asked. ‘Rachel?’


  ‘Guess again. Sonia-fucking-Shum did this,’ Jessie spat.


  ‘Are you sure?’ Jack asked.


  ‘Guess who’s on the board of the television company?’ Jessie ranted rhetorically. ‘Guess whose health is failing and has transferred responsibilities to his precious daughter? Mr Shum himself.’


  ‘Mr Shum is unwell?’ Jack asked, a sad look clouding his face.


  ‘Yes,’ Jessie snapped. She knew she was taking out her frustrations on Jack. It wasn’t his fault he was seriously behind with the programme. ‘I’m sorry,’ Jessie sighed more gently. ‘It’s just that woman has caused yet more problems for us. Why can’t she just leave us alone? I don’t know what I’ve done to warrant such a vendetta against me,’ she finished sadly and slumped deeply into the sofa.


  ‘Maybe it’s not what you’ve done,’ Jack pointed out, with a raised eyebrow and a perplexed look on his face.


  
    ***

  


  ‘Jessie, wake up,’ Jack said softly as he shook her gently.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ Jessie sprang up, suddenly on alert.


  ‘Nothing for you to worry about. I wanted to tell you, I’m going to Shanghai.’


  ‘What? Now?’ Jessie exclaimed, struggling to comprehend what was going on.


  ‘Yes. I’m catching the first flight out this morning,’ Jack said soothingly as he pushed her back down onto the bed.


  ‘But, why?’ Jessie asked, clearly alarmed. She wanted to add that he couldn’t leave her at a time like this, but stopped herself just in time.


  ‘I need to check on something. I won’t be long. A day or two maximum,’ he replied.


  ‘Okay,’ Jessie said quietly. ‘Maybe I could come with you?’ she offered, a hopeful look on her face.


  ‘I just need to check on something with my company. I’ll come back as soon as I can. Trust me,’ he said simply, enveloping her into his arms and inhaling her scent deeply. ‘Now go back to sleep.’


  Chapter 39


  Jessie felt like a wanted woman as she scurried into work the next morning to face the music. She knew she was being over-sensitive, but she felt every person she passed in the street was scowling at her for crimes against Hong Kong. She had to continually remind herself that she hadn’t actually done anything wrong, and that Sonia had been out to get her. Feeling vulnerable, she skulked behind her desk, waiting for the inevitable summons from the perfect Rachel Horton. Jessie had no doubt that the Queen of Research would not be amused.


  ‘Jessie, a word please,’ Rachel called from her doorway before the rest of the team were yet to appear. Jessie slowly raised herself off her chair and walked to Rachel’s office. She clutched her incriminating report at her side, not sure whether or not to actually give it to its intended recipient. She knew it sounded like the ravings of a madwoman with a vendetta against a tycoon’s daughter, and she would have a hard job convincing someone to believe some of the leaps she’d made.


  ‘I saw your attempt at career suicide last night,’ Rachel said coldly as she sat down in her big office chair. Jessie sank into the chair opposite feeling like she’d been called before the headmistress.


  ‘I’m sorry about that. They edited it all wrong,’ Jessie explained, rather feebly, conscious that it sounded like a poor excuse.


  ‘What’s done is done, but you can’t say I didn’t warn you. I remember expressly telling you to avoid anything incendiary and to keep it general,’ Rachel reprimanded, fixing her with a stare.


  ‘I swear, Rachel, I did exactly what you asked me.’


  ‘I didn’t ask you to make a complete fool of yourself and the bank—or me for that matter,’ Rachel said scathingly. ‘You don’t need me to tell you that the bank is not impressed. I’m not sure how we’re going to clean this up. I have meetings with the board of directors over lunch and I’ll inform you of the outcome,’ she said gravely.


  ‘Whatever you may think of me, it was not my intention to embarrass or make a fool of anybody. They chose to air what they told me was a warm-up practice interview to get me used to the camera. I had no idea they would use any of that footage. I think someone’s deliberately tried to make a fool of me,’ Jessie said sadly, and she dropped her report on Rachel’s desk.


  ‘Again? It was my understanding that lightning never struck in the same place twice,’ she said, reaching across the desk for the file. ‘Go back to your desk. I’ll let you know what the directors say.’


  
    ***

  


  An hour or so later, Rachel’s voice called out across the open-plan floor. ‘Jessie, a word please.’ The office was now full, and everyone’s attention was suddenly focused on Jessie’s walk to Rachel’s office. None of her colleagues had so much as uttered a hello to her, as though she was now contaminated. No doubt they all thought she was being given her marching orders, Jessie thought bitterly. She caught Penny’s smirk as she walked past, and she forced herself to stand up a little bit straighter and square her shoulders.


  ‘What do you plan to do with this?’ Rachel asked urgently once Jessie had closed the door on them. She was waving Jessie’s file on Sonia Shum and Shum Tat Holdings in the air.


  ‘I hadn’t thought that far ahead,’ Jessie replied truthfully, taking a seat.


  ‘I would strongly urge you not to go public just yet,’ Rachel said, her tone different now. She no longer sounded as though she was telling off a subordinate—merely offering advice as a peer, or even as a friend.


  ‘Why not?’ Jessie asked, her interest piqued.


  ‘I think it’s time for me to come clean,’ Rachel said quietly.


  ‘About what?’ Jessie asked, surprised.


  ‘I’m not an economist. I’m actually a forensic accountant, and I have been planted into Finance First by a combined authority of the World Bank and the Hong Kong government.’


  ‘You’re an accountant?’ Jessie asked dumbly, her mouth falling open slightly. All Jessie could think was that accountants didn’t normally have dress sense like Rachel.


  ‘Yes. A forensic one,’ she repeated patiently. ‘And since my arrival here, I’ve been investigating several large corporations who are clients of this bank. Shum Tat Holdings is one of them.’


  ‘What have you been investigating them for?’ Jessie asked.


  ‘Essentially everything you’ve managed to compile in your report here, but namely money laundering, tax evasion, and fraud, to name but a few lines of enquiry.’


  ‘Oh,’ Jessie said weakly. She wasn’t sure how to respond exactly. ‘I guess you don’t want me stepping on your toes with this then,’ she concluded for herself, pointing at the document.


  ‘Not really. I don’t know how long you’ve been working on this, but we’ve been looking into them for months and not come up with as much as you.’


  ‘Just under a week that’s taken me,’ Jessie said honestly. ‘I’ve gone through all the financials that are publicly accessible without a court order and everything looks to be in order. It’s almost too good to be true, except for the numbers going into and coming out of the Shum media company. There are frequent anomalies that just don’t add up. Is that why you wanted CHKTV doing interviews at the bank?’ Jessie asked, connecting the dots.


  ‘It was a starting relationship. I knew it wouldn’t exactly give us access to their books, but I thought it would be a way of starting communications between them and the bank. Sometimes you never know where this kind of thing can go in the long run.’


  ‘If that’s the case, then why did you ask me to do the interview? You haven’t wanted me on the team from the beginning,’ Jessie said, recalling Mr Chan’s fight to get her a desk. She tried her best to make her statement sound like an observation, and not just a bitter remark.


  ‘I didn't want to make myself too visible, and no, I didn’t want you in the team. I know about you, Jessie Slaymaker. I did my research, and I know you’re excellent at what you do. I didn’t want you poking your nose into my investigation from the start, which is why I gave you work far away from it, hoping it would keep you occupied. That obviously didn’t work,’ she said, tapping the report with her beautifully manicured nail. ‘I put you in front of the camera to see if it would cause a reaction, and clearly it did something. The question I have for you is, why on earth does Sonia Shum hate you so much that she would ruin your career on national television? Is it really all just about Jack?’ She was talking aloud to the room, not just at Jessie.


  ‘Why does Sonia Shum hate me? Well, that’s just the sixty-four-million-dollar question. I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but it’s probably something to do with Jack,’ Jessie replied decidedly. ‘She’s always made out in the past that she’s deeply in love with Jack and that he’s the only one for her. But that’s kind of weird—Jack says she was a cold fish when they were together. Plus, I saw her kissing Charlie Davenport once, and she was anything but cold on that occasion. There has to be something more.’


  ‘What?’ Rachel asked, following Jessie’s train of thought.


  ‘Jack said something yesterday when I was upset, unable to understand why Sonia had it in for me,’ Jessie said as she remembered his words. ‘It’s not about me,’ she said aloud at the realisation. ‘It’s never been about me.’


  ‘So, then it’s about Jack,’ Rachel inferred.


  ‘Exactly.’


  ‘What does he do?’ Rachel asked, taking a notebook from a drawer and opening it to a clean page.


  ‘He has the bar, but before that he lived in Shanghai for seven years, running a publishing company.’


  ‘I see,’ Rachel said, jotting this down.


  ‘I think Sonia’s after something to do with his company,’ Jessie mused. ‘Jack left early this morning for Shanghai, saying he had to check something. I think he’s got a hunch he knows what she wants.’ Rachel suddenly looked alarmed and dialled a number on her mobile.


  ‘We need eyes and ears on a man called Jack Davenport, headed to Shanghai this morning. British passport, early to mid thirties, six foot, Caucasian, wearing…’ she rattled off into her phone and then looked at me. ‘Wearing…?’ she repeated.


  ‘Jeans and a black shirt,’ Jessie said hurriedly as she tried to recall. Rachel relayed the information and finished the call. It was like she was some kind of spy rather than an accountant.


  ‘Jack is innocent of any wrongdoing here,’ Jessie said quickly as Rachel continued to write frantically.


  ‘Are you sure about that?’ Rachel asked with a raised eyebrow. ‘How well do you think you really know him? You were wrong about Charlie Davenport. You could be wrong about his brother, too.’


  ‘I’m sure,’ Jessie replied, giving the other woman a death stare.


  ‘Then why has he gone running off to Shanghai at the drop of a hat without giving you a decent explanation? Seems rather suspicious to me,’ Rachel said, leaning back in her chair and studying Jessie.


  ‘Jack is a good man and he’s nothing like his brother. I trust him completely,’ Jessie said, her voice and eye contact never wavering for an instant.


  ‘If you say so,’ Rachel said dismissively. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to prepare for my meeting with the directors,’ she added with a tight and insincere smile. Jessie got up, not entirely sure what had just happened, and with a million questions buzzing through her head.


  ‘Is Jack a suspect?’ Jessie asked, turning as she reached the door.


  ‘Not yet,’ Rachel replied, not even looking up. She was typing something frantically into her phone. ‘Oh, and Jessie, it goes without saying that what you heard and what has been discussed in this room is confidential. You can’t tell anyone, so don’t think about running off to tell Jack. Understand?’


  ‘Understood,’ Jessie snapped as she bored her best evil look into Rachel Horton’s bent head and slammed the office door behind her. It was childish, she knew, but the woman was completely infuriating. One minute Jessie had thought they were working things out together, an investigative tag team, and the next she’d called for surveillance on Jack.


  Shortly after lunch, Jessie was summoned into Rachel’s office for the third time that day.


  ‘How’d the meeting go?’ Jessie said brightly, faking breeziness as she stood behind and leaned on the chair back rather than taking a seat. She didn’t get the impression she would be in there that long.


  ‘Jessie, it is as we thought. The board of directors are not happy and feel that the bank has been embarrassed. They have asked me to strongly advise you to take some annual leave until things blow over.’


  ‘Fine,’ Jessie responded, her tone short, but she still smiled at her boss. She hadn’t expected anything less, in all honesty, and she took Rachel’s words to mean that she needed to get out of sight whilst they figured out what they wanted to do with her. ‘I’ll be off then.’ Jessie turned and marched back to her desk, picked up her bag, and strode confidently towards the lifts, head held high.


  ‘Jessie, you haven’t logged off,’ nosy Penny shouted at her from across the office. No doubt she’d be ecstatic to see the back of her.


  ‘You do it,’ Jessie called back over her shoulder, not even looking back.


  Jessie didn’t care anymore. She’d worked hard for this bank every day since the day she’d started back in England, working under Charlie Davenport. And for what? They’d accused her of stealing delicate information the last time she was in Hong Kong, only to throw her an empty job offer as a consolation. They hadn’t once valued her for her knowledge, conscientiousness, or the quality of her work. She’d been ridiculed on national television, made to look a fool, and the bank to whom she’d loyally given every professional ounce of her commitment over the years hadn’t stood by her. Instead, the powerful bigwigs at the top of the chain had chosen the path of least collateral damage and sought to distance themselves from her.


  Chapter 40


  ‘Screw them all,’ Jessie fumed to herself as she called Jack. ‘And Rachel can go and fuck her confidentiality.’


  ‘Hey you,’ he said smoothly, answering the call. He sounded like he was in a crowd.


  ‘Hi. Can you talk?’


  ‘Yes. Not for long though, I’m just on my way to a meeting,’ he replied.


  ‘You are not going to believe this, but Barbie Rachel is in actual fact an undercover forensic accountant. Only not so undercover now. She’s been investigating Shum Tat Holdings for months apparently and not come up with much until recently. Anyway, I let slip that you had gone to Shanghai and now she’s put a tail on you. Don’t be mad at me.’


  ‘Why would I be mad at you?’ Jack laughed. ‘I have nothing to hide.’


  ‘Well, that’s good then,’ Jessie said, breathing an internal sigh of relief. She’d never had any doubts. ‘I just know you got your original startup money from Mr Shum, and I didn’t want to cause you trouble.’


  ‘That money was a legitimate business loan, repaid with interest. Nothing to worry about on that front.’


  ‘Any other fronts I should be worried about?’ Jessie enquired sheepishly.


  ‘Trust me, Jessie. Can you do that?’


  ‘Yes. I can,’ Jessie replied assuredly. ‘In other news, I think I’ve lost my job.’


  ‘What? Why? Because of that pathetic thing on the news last night?’


  ‘It seems I’ve become something of an embarrassment and they don’t know how to handle it.’


  ‘Are you okay?’


  ‘Surprisingly, yes,’ Jessie said slowly. ‘I mean, I’m pissed off with them and the way it’s been handled. But the thought of losing my job doesn’t scare me like it might have done before. I’m not sure I even want to go back, even if they asked me to go back, which I seriously doubt they ever will.’


  ‘I’m glad you’re okay. I’m going into my meeting now, but I’ll call you later.’


  ‘Okay. Good luck with whatever you’re doing,’ Jessie said, still wondering what the hell he was up to.


  ‘Jessie, wait,’ Jack shouted down the phone at her as she was about to hang up.


  ‘What?’ she asked, a puzzled look on her face.


  ‘I love you, Jessie Slaymaker,’ Jack said. She could practically hear him smiling at her down the line.


  ‘I love you too. Speak later,’ Jessie said, finally finishing the call.


  Feeling calmer now that she’d spoken to Jack, Jessie decided to walk home to her flat, rather than take a taxi, even though it did look like rain. Maybe a bit of rain would wash away the anger that still seethed beneath the surface. Yet again, people had tried to take advantage of her. Was she really that soft? Or just unlucky, she wondered. The ringing of her phone was a welcome distraction.


  ‘At last, I’ve been trying to get through to you for ages,’ Tom moaned as soon as the call connected.


  ‘Nice to speak to you too,’ Jessie replied. ‘I was on the phone to Jack and I hardly think you’ve been trying for ages.’ She wasn’t in the mood for Tom’s fake dramatics. Not when she had real dramatics going on in her life.


  ‘So, I saw you on the box,’ Tom practically sang down the phone at her.


  ‘Oh God,’ Jessie groaned as she flung a hand to her head. ‘Please tell me they’re not showing that on the BBC.’


  ‘Not yet. I saw it on the web. It wasn’t that bad,’ he soothed.


  ‘Tom, it’s nice of you to say that, but I did see it, you know,’ Jessie began, ‘and it was fucking terrible. They made me out to be a total airhead and the least creditable person in the world to give expert economic advice and analysis. Without my reputation, I don’t have anything in this industry. Nobody will believe or trust a single word I say or write.’


  ‘Don’t be so dramatic. The world hasn’t caved in or anything, has it? The sun still rose this morning. The fact is your face was on TV, and maybe they twisted it into something you weren’t expecting, but the reality is, this has done a huge amount to raise your platform,’ Tom the PR guru said.


  ‘My platform?’ Jessie repeated, dumbly.


  ‘Your reputation and standing in the marketplace,’ Tom explained.


  ‘What use is a fricking platform if I don’t have a job? They haven’t exactly suspended me, but the bank strongly suggested I take some time off while they figure out what to do with me. They aren’t happy. They think I’ve embarrassed them and are worried about their clients having seen me giggle at my boss’s shoes and moan about their manners,’ Jessie rambled.


  ‘I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again,’ Tom began as though delivering a sermon. ‘You don’t need that bank, Jessie. You’re the only one who seems to be particularly attached to the damn place. What have they actually really done for you over the years?’


  ‘I don’t want to go back,’ Jessie said in a quiet but truthful voice. ‘In fact, I don’t care if I never set foot in that place ever again.’


  ‘What? Where’s the real Jessie Slaymaker? The Jessie I used to know would be making allowances for them and saying things like they bought her a flight ticket to Hong Kong,’ Tom laughed.


  ‘Well, I’m sure I could go and find her,’ Jessie retorted easily.


  ‘No, don’t. I like this new Jessie.’


  ‘I’ve had enough, Tom,’ Jessie complained, unable to hide her frustration. ‘I went in there today and I felt utterly worthless. They don’t give a crap about me and the work I’ve done for them for years.’


  ‘I think I may have told you this before, at least a hundred times or so, but you were wasted at that place. I guarantee there’s something infinitely better for you around the corner. Everyone will soon forget about the TV thing, I’m sure.’


  ‘But what about my platform?’ Jessie asked innocently. ‘I thought there was no such thing as bad publicity, and all that.’


  ‘I was being nice—it’s my job where you’re concerned,’ Tom replied flippantly. ‘Anyway, as we have just ascertained that the world has not ended, and will not end in the immediate future on account of your televisual debut, that’s enough about you, Slaymaker. Ask me how I’m doing.’


  ‘Alright, Tom, how are you doing?’ Jessie laughed. Tom would never let her wallow for too long. ‘Although I have a sneaking feeling that a certain beefy Australian may have something to do with your upbeat mood. But feel free to correct me if I’m wrong.’


  ‘I’m too old to be coy, and there is no need to correct you.’


  ‘Last I heard, you went off to the airport and I haven't the foggiest idea what happened to the beefy Australian. So what went on with you guys then?’ Jessie asked. The weekend Tom had come to visit, Jessie hadn’t seen Tom for the remainder of his stay, aside from a quick farewell lunch after Jack’s bar opening. She had been preoccupied with Jack, and Tom had found something or other to do with Trey.


  ‘That weekend in Hong Kong was amazing. I’m still sorry about ditching you by the way, but after I worked my matchmaking magic with you and Jack, I don’t think my presence was required. Anyway, back to me. We had a lovely time, Trey and I, sightseeing and whatnot. I came back home with a spring in my step and feeling a bit more positive when it came to Tom’s affairs of the heart. I realised that if my best friend Jessie doesn’t want to become a transsexual for me, then I could still be happy with someone else. Trey made me realise that.’


  ‘I’m glad you can see that now. You’re a great catch,’ Jessie said genuinely. ‘Someone will come along and float your boat soon enough.’ Jessie’s ears then went on hyper-alert as she thought she heard another voice say something at the other end of the line. It sounded like the voice was saying, Say hi to Jessie from me, or words to that effect. ‘Wait a minute. Who was that?’


  ‘That may be someone,’ Tom answered shyly.


  ‘Trey?’ Jessie guessed.


  ‘Maybe.’


  ‘Coy doesn’t suit you, Tom. Like you said, you’re too old,’ Jessie joked. ‘Well, I’m very happy for you both, and say hi to Trey from me,’ Jessie added, breathing heavily.


  ‘Will do. What are you doing? You sound out of breath. You’re not having sex, are you?’ Tom asked seriously.


  ‘No, I am not,’ Jessie snapped, pretending to be offended. ‘Do you really think I’d be on the phone to you if I were? I’m hiking up the Everest of staircases in my building,’ Jessie replied wearily. ‘You’re not having sex with Trey are you?’


  ‘You need to be more specific. In general or right at this moment?’ Tom replied cheekily. Having Trey in his life seemed to have doubled his cockiness quotient.


  ‘Very funny, Tom. You know precisely what I mean,’ she said as she fiddled with her key in the lock. After a pause, she added: ‘That’s funny.’


  ‘I know. Trey says I’m a hoot.’


  ‘No, not that. I thought I double locked this door,’ Jessie said more to herself than to Tom as she walked into her flat. She scanned her tiny living room-bedroom-kitchen area and froze. ‘Tom. I have to go,’ she said, all warmth now gone from her voice.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ came Tom’s voice, echoing from far away, before she cut him off.


  Chapter 41


  It felt strange to be back in Shanghai. It was both familiar and different. The same frenetic pace and activity surrounded him, but the landscape had changed, with new towers cropping up here and there all over the city skyscape. There were also subtle differences in the people. More people were drinking out of takeaway coffee cups, and Jack even noticed a few more people queuing up as opposed to the usual scrum. He hadn’t been away that long, less than a year in actual fact, but the buzzing metropolis no longer felt like home. Jack had loved living and working in Shanghai when he’d been there, but now he struggled to remember it ever really feeling like he truly belonged there.


  Jessie felt like home, now. Whether in England or Hong Kong, it didn’t matter, as long as he was with her. That was where he belonged, he realised. Next to Jessie.


  It was just after lunch when Jack walked into his office, opposite the lively Xintiandi district. He strode past the empty reception desk and through to his managing director’s office.


  ‘Ni hao ma, Yu Lan?’ Jack asked the petite woman typing away at her computer.


  ‘Wo hun hao,’ she replied, looking up at him and smiling. ‘And your staff are also very happy to have been given the afternoon off, as per your instructions,’ she added. Her English was perfect, but she spoke with a heavy accent as though her mouth sometimes struggled to make the alien sounds.


  ‘Good,’ Jack replied, sitting down opposite her.


  ‘So what is so urgent that you had to come in person?’ Yu Lan asked, folding her hands neatly in front of her on the desk.


  ‘You haven’t changed a bit,’ Jack laughed, running a hand through his hair. ‘Straight down to business, as per usual.’


  She didn’t reply, but merely cocked her head to one side as she waited to hear what it was that had prompted his sudden reappearance in Shanghai. Yu Lan took a less is more approach when it came to talking.


  ‘I have a suspicion that someone is trying to access some documents in our possession,’ Jack said.


  ‘Which documents?’ she asked.


  ‘Some of the rights agreements we have, and maybe some of the manuscripts we’re storing. The things we’re supposed to keep because no one would ever think to look for them here.’


  ‘They are in the vault,’ she answered plainly.


  ‘Does anyone other than you have the key and code?’


  ‘No. Only you, Jack.’


  ‘Good. And you know it has to stay that way. I gave my word that these manuscripts would be safe and unpublished until we are authorised to distribute them.’


  ‘I understand. We will go and check. For your peace of mind,’ Yu Lan said, standing up gracefully and slipping on her jacket.


  It was good to see Yu Lan again. Jack thought of her almost like a little sister. She had been his first employee all those years ago and had since proved herself loyal, faithful, and in possession of the biggest sense of duty on the planet. Despite Jack’s frequent teasing, she always maintained a veneer of professionalism and focus. And in terms of being dedicated to their work, he thought only Jessie could give her a run for her money—and even then, Jessie would have come in second, he had to admit.


  Even when Jack had been invited to dine at her family’s home, she had still only really spoken of life in the office, although she would always answer any personal question Jack ever posed. It just never occurred to her to talk about herself freely outside the context of her job.


  ‘So how’s the love life then?’ Jack teased once they were in a taxi, heading for the bank.


  ‘I am married to my job until someone suitable appears in my life,’ Yu Lan replied with a small shrug of her shoulders.


  ‘There must be someone,’ Jack prodded.


  ‘Terrence from the office asked me to dinner, but I said I could not fraternise with a fellow staff member. It would not be respectful to you.’


  ‘Lan Lan, you can go out with whoever you want. It doesn’t matter to me if you work with them. Hold on, who’s Terrence?’ Jack asked, an alarm bell going off in his head.


  ‘The new guy I hired a few months after you left. I emailed you. He only stayed a few weeks. He asked me to go out with him over twenty times. He was most insistent. But I continued to say no. He got the hint when I told him I could not go out with a non-Chinese man. My parents would not be happy.’


  ‘Where was he from?’ Jack asked slowly.


  ‘He said he was American. He had an American passport, but he talked the same as you.’


  ‘What did he look like?’


  ‘Your height. Light hair. Blue eyes,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Like young Brad Pitt.’


  Jack sat in an angry silence for the remainder of the journey whilst he fumed. He couldn’t believe he’d been so uninterested in his own business to not have realised that his own brother had somehow used a fake name and identity to get a job at his company. It just had to be him. While Jack had been pretending to be Sonia’s significant other in Hong Kong, Charlie had been trying to gain access to precious information in Shanghai. No doubt Sonia had assisted him with the required documents. The whole thing had probably all been her idea in the first place. Why couldn’t he have just gone into hiding in South America, like he’d lied to their mother?


  ‘Did he ever see the vault?’ Jack asked, more urgently.


  ‘No. Never. I would not do that,’ Yu Lan replied, placing a hand on her heart. It was the most emotional display he’d ever seen her make, and Jack knew he never had any reason to doubt her. The thought of his brother trying to seduce a nonplussed Yu Lan was the only consolation. At least someone had been immune to Charlie’s charms.


  Chapter 42


  ‘What do you want, Charlie?’ Jessie said coolly as she closed the door to the flat and deposited her bag on the floor. She was attempting to hide just how unnerved she felt at coming home to an uninvited Charlie Davenport. He was standing between the sofa and the television, filling the space. Although he was dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, he was sporting a beard and his fair hair was in need of cutting, giving him a general air of being slightly unkempt.


  ‘Nice to see you too, Jessie,’ he said, stepping towards her and running a finger down the side of her face, whilst snatching her phone away with his other hand.


  ‘Don’t you dare touch me,’ she snapped, swiping his hand away with a loud smack.


  ‘Don’t worry yourself on that front. Having had Jack’s sloppy seconds that one time was enough for me. We won’t be going down that road again,’ Charlie said, his voice dripping in distaste. ‘You haven’t been reading your mail, though,’ he said, walking over to the side table and picking up the contents of her mailbox. ‘Now. What have we here? Junk. Junk. Junk. Oh, and look at this,’ he said, holding up a piece of paper which looked to be the same as the nasty note she’d received a couple of weeks previously.


  ‘I’ve received your notes,’ Jessie said, trying to think clearly as she concentrated on short, shallow breaths. She really had no clue if Charlie was there to hurt her or just talk to her. She hoped just the latter. That she could cope with.


  ‘Then why haven’t you taken any notice of them?’ Charlie asked loudly, shaking his head at her.


  ‘Why would I? This is my home. I have a life here now. I have Jack.’


  ‘Jack,’ Charlie scoffed. ‘If you’d just done as you’d been told and disappeared quietly like you were supposed to, then we wouldn’t have to hurt you. All we need is Jack, but you just won’t go away. Well, what about now? Now that your career is non-existent? Are you going to go away now?’ He edged closer to her, clearly trying to intimidate her with his physicality. Why she’d ever been attracted to this monster, she couldn’t for the life of her understand.


  ‘No,’ Jessie answered definitely, forcing her chin up. ‘I repeat: what is it you want?’


  ‘For you to go away and for Jack to hand over Sonia’s documents. It’s quite simple, really.’


  ‘Well, that’s not going to happen,’ Jessie replied, folding her arms across her chest, in an attempt to create a barrier and stop him from coming any closer.


  ‘Do you know where they are?’ he asked, suddenly switching on his persuasive tone.


  ‘Where are what, Charlie?’ Jessie asked with the impatience a mother might use on a troublesome child.


  ‘The politburo minutes, of course,’ Charlie replied.


  ‘What are you talking about?’ Jessie said, looking completely lost.


  ‘Don’t play dumb with me. It doesn’t become you,’ Charlie said. His attempt at being persuasive now vanished, replaced by a cold disdain.


  ‘Get out, Charlie. I can’t help you. Not that I would if I could,’ Jessie said firmly, eyeballing what she hoped were the socks off him. To Jessie’s surprise he then whipped out his phone and began making a call, all the while keeping his gaze fixed on Jessie. Unsure of what to do, and with nowhere to go, Jessie sat down in an unrelaxed pose on the sofa, ready to earwig on his conversation and glean as much information as possible.


  ‘Hi. She’s pleading ignorance. Not sure if it’s genuine or not,’ Charlie began talking down the phone, presumably to Sonia. ‘So, I was thinking about a change of plan,’ he said, then listened to the voice at the other end for a few seconds. ‘Do you want Jack to give you what you want or not? It’s the only way,’ he went on, talking sternly. ‘At the moment she’s the only leverage we’ve got, and it’s high time we escalated things and proved to him that we’re deadly serious.’ After a series of nods, whilst he seemed to receive further instructions, he hung up the phone.


  ‘That’s enough,’ Charlie said with finality as he pocketed his phone. ‘Let’s go,’ he added with a sadistic smile.


  ‘Go where?’ Jessie asked, unable to conceal her panic. She almost wished she hadn’t overheard his phone conversation. From the sounds of it, things did not bode well for her.


  ‘You’ll see soon enough,’ Charlie replied, clearly enjoying her anxiety as he took a step towards her.


  ‘Can I at least change my shoes first?’ Jessie asked, looking down at her impractical work stilettos, trying to think of anything that might buy her more time. ‘I’d be quicker and no doubt annoy you less if I could walk properly,’ she added when she sensed his hesitation.


  ‘Very well. But hurry up,’ he conceded, seeing her point. Silently, Jessie went over to her wardrobe and pulled out her rather unused running shoes. She carried them over to the sofa, where she proceeded to slip off her heels and tie up her trainers as slowly as she dared. But Charlie had lost interest in watching her like a hawk, and was now nosing around in the kitchen drawers.


  ‘You got anything to eat?’ he asked casually, as though he were just a friend who’d popped round for a chat and wasn’t threatening her in the slightest.


  ‘There’s some chocolate cake in the fridge, at the bottom,’ Jessie replied, remembering his penchant for all things sweet from back in the days when she used to work for him.


  As Charlie bent to extract his snack, Jessie came up behind him quietly, raised her work shoe high above her hair, and brought it down, stiletto spike first. It landed with a thwack in what she hoped was somewhere in the vicinity of Charlie’s jugular.


  ‘Aghhhh!’ he screamed. He lost his balance and fell to the floor. After a momentary shocked pause, the adrenaline kicked in, and Jessie gave him a kick in the kidney for good measure. Then she scooped up her bag and legged it out the door and down the stairs as fast as she could. Not daring to stop and look behind her, to see if he was chasing her, she hitched up her hemline and ran as fast as she could, weaving left and right down the side streets of her neighbourhood, making a mental note to sort some form of gym membership out once and for all when all of this was over. At some point during her run, it started to rain that incessant Hong Kong rain, and soaked her through to the skin in minutes.


  When she felt she was far enough away from her flat and surrounded by enough people, all now shielding her with their brightly coloured menagerie of umbrellas, she allowed herself a few glances back, trying to pick out a bearded Charlie Davenport bearing down on her, possibly with a trail of blood trickling down his shirt from a neck wound. She saw no sign of him, but she kept moving at a brisk walk anyway.


  Remembering why she’d wanted her handbag, she pulled out her work phone as she continued on her zigzag path, aided by the higgledy-piggledy streets. It had been a stroke of luck that Charlie had been such an amateur back at her flat and not thought to confiscate her work phone as well. He of all people should have known that work phones were, and had been, standard issue at the bank for years.


  First she called Rachel, leaving a breathy and garbled message on her boss’s voicemail when she didn’t answer, to say that Charlie Davenport was after her and that he and Sonia Shum were after Jack’s company and that she was heading for the police station to follow up with PC Cheung.


  Next she tried calling Jack, but that, too, went to voicemail.


  ‘Where the hell is everybody?’ she wailed in frustration as she mounted the steps of the same police station she’d visited previously to report the initial threatening note. Breathless, soaking wet, and running low on steam and high on shock, she practically fell through the doors.


  
    ***

  


  PC Cheung took Jessie’s statement patiently while she bumbled through recent events and sipped sweet tea, wearing an itchy blanket. He didn’t seem all that alarmed at her attempted kidnapping, considering Charlie hadn’t actually touched her, let alone harmed a hair on her head with physical force. He’d widened his eyes at her when she’d admitted she’d stabbed him with her shoe to get away, and for a moment Jessie thought she was going to be in trouble for assault.


  ‘But what about the fact that he was in my flat, waiting for me? When he shouldn’t have been,’ Jessie pointed out. ‘Surely breaking and entering is still a crime? He must have picked the lock or something. And there’s still the notes. He more or less admitted to sending me the notes.’


  ‘We have his description on file, and will put out an APB for him to be brought in for questioning. In the meantime, I will send an officer to your flat to view the scene. Do you have any idea where he would have taken you?’


  ‘No. I didn’t hang around long enough to find out,’ Jessie replied, realising she wasn’t able to give the police a lot to go on.


  ‘Do you have anyone you can stay with tonight?’ he asked.


  ‘My boyfriend is in Shanghai today,’ Jessie replied glumly.


  ‘Maybe a friend you can stay with?’ he suggested kindly.


  ‘I’m new here,’ she said, even more downheartedly.


  ‘Well, just to be safe, I would advise you to check in to a hotel for a few days, until we have any concrete leads,’ PC Cheung said solemnly.


  Chapter 43


  Taking PC Cheung’s advice, Jessie booked into a nearby hotel, in Central. As she lay on the bed in a fluffy white dressing gown, she waited for her phone to ring. She was expecting callbacks from Jack, the police, and possibly Rachel. The police called first to say that they’d been to her flat and had found nothing untoward there, other than a shoe lying randomly in the middle of the floor. At least there wasn’t a dead body lying there, Jessie silently congratulated herself. Clearly, Charlie wasn’t dead, but that meant he could still be looking for her. The police gave her instructions to contact them should she have any further sightings of him, to which she’d wanted to point out that probably wouldn’t be possible if he kidnapped her and took her phone.


  As time ticked by, one thing was worrying Jessie more than the whereabouts of Charlie Davenport: why the hell hadn’t Jack called her back? Surely he must have picked up one of her messages, or at least noticed the dozens of missed calls from her? Unable to wait any longer, and with worry starting to build inside her, she decided to do something proactive.


  It was a long shot, but she did it anyway.


  She pulled up a number on her phone and pressed the call button.


  ‘Cicely Davenport,’ the voice answered in her crisp, well-to-do accent.


  ‘Mrs Davenport. It’s Jessie Slaymaker. How are you?’


  ‘Jessie, how nice to hear from you. How are you getting on, dear?’


  ‘Well, not so good. Jack went to Shanghai this morning, and I haven’t been able to get hold of him. You haven’t spoken to him at all, have you?’


  ‘No, Jessie. I’m afraid I haven’t. Have you two had a falling out?’ she asked. She was always quick to get to the bottom of things.


  ‘No. Nothing like that. He said he went to check on something with his company, and now Charlie is here in Hong Kong.’


  ‘Charlie? My Charlie? In Hong Kong?’ Cicely asked, clearly surprised. ‘Well, you can tell that waste of space from me that it would be nice of him once in a while to actually return one of his mother’s numerous messages and give her the common courtesy of calling her back,’ she added angrily.


  ‘I think Charlie is up to something with Sonia Shum. Something illegal,’ Jessie explained tentatively.


  ‘Not again,’ Cicely said as though she weren’t entirely surprised. ‘I can’t stand that woman, as you well know,’ she added with undisguised disdain. Then she sighed. ‘I’m sure it can’t be all that bad. Charlie is not such a terrible person deep down. He was never like this as a child, you know. A bit of a troublemaker from time to time, but mostly harmless.’


  ‘Mrs Davenport, will you ask Jack to contact me on my work number if he does get in touch with you?’ Jessie asked, choosing not to argue with Cicely Davenport’s opinion of her son.


  ‘Of course, dear. And if you see Charlie again, ask him to phone his mother, won’t you? Oh, and do feel free to bop that nasty Sonia on the nose from me,’ she added with a chuckle.


  ‘Will do,’ Jessie replied, and opened up the internet browser on her phone to follow up her next lead.


  Next, she tracked down the telephone number for Jack’s Shanghai office. Castigating herself for not having called earlier, Jessie waited for the call to connect, fully expecting it to be another answering machine or to just ring off. It was after nine and she considered there was a low likelihood of anyone still being in the office that late. Jessie was therefore surprised when a female voice answered after only the fourth ring.


  ‘Hi there, my name’s Jessie Slaymaker. I’m Jack Davenport’s girlfriend and I wanted to see if he was there,’ Jessie said, introducing herself in one long continuous breath. There was a pause, and Jessie couldn’t tell if it was due to a delay on the line, or if maybe the woman hadn’t understood her English.


  ‘Miss Slaymaker. I am Yu Lan. Jack was here this afternoon, but he got a phone call,’ she said very carefully in precise English, clearly trying to enunciate all the words. ‘He then left in a hurry to go back to Hong Kong. Did he not arrive?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Jessie replied, an audible wobble in her voice. ‘Did he say anything else?’


  ‘Only that he had to be on the next flight and then he used foul language at not having charged his phone. That is all I know, and he hasn’t contacted me since.’


  ‘Did you hear who he was on the phone with? Did it sound like a man or a woman?’ Jessie asked, trying to pull out even the tiniest detail.


  ‘A man, I think,’ she answered.


  Jessie thanked Yu Lan and left her contact details, along with instructions to get in touch if she heard from Jack again. As soon as she’d hung up, her phone rang—an unrecognised number. Maybe he’d got another phone.


  ‘Jack!’ Jessie answered hopefully.


  ‘Sorry to disappoint,’ came Tom’s familiar voice. ‘It’s only me.’


  ‘Tom,’ Jessie said, not even trying to hide the disappointment from her voice.


  ‘Thank Christ I’ve gotten hold of you. I’ve been trying your other number all day and couldn’t reach you. I’ve only just remembered you have this number as well. Are you okay? When you hung up on me earlier I got worried as you sounded odd, so I called Jack.’


  ‘You spoke to Jack?’ Jessie said, clutching her bathrobe at the neck.


  ‘Yes. Right after I spoke to you. He said he was in Shanghai and would head back to you. Jessie, what’s going on?’ Tom asked, seriously.


  ‘Charlie Davenport came to kidnap me, but then I hit him with my shoe and ran away and now I think they’ve kidnapped Jack instead. I can’t get hold of him. It’s like he’s just disappeared,’ Jessie rambled, unable to hold it together any longer as a big gulp escaped her.


  ‘Shit!’ Tom exclaimed, before he unleashed a torrent of questions. ‘Please tell me you went to the police? Where are you now? Are you safe?’


  ‘I’m safe. I’m in a hotel. The police can’t do much. They said they’ll try and bring Charlie in for questioning for breaking and entering and threatening behaviour. But at the moment it’s just my word to go on that any of this even happened. Tom, I think I need to call the police and report Jack as missing. I need to do something. I feel like such a coward just hiding here in the hotel. I should be out looking for him.’


  ‘Jessie, listen to me: call the police and tell them about Jack, but you need to take care of yourself and stay hidden. You don’t have a clue what Charlie might do to you next time. Don’t go out looking for Jack on your own. I’ll use my contacts and see if I can find his flight details. Make sure he got on a plane and isn’t still in Shanghai somewhere.’


  ‘Thanks, Tom,’ Jessie said wearily. Although she still didn’t have a clue what was going on, she didn’t feel quite so alone in the world.


  ‘Keep your phone on, but in the meantime, I know it’s hard, but you should try and get some rest,’ he instructed.


  ‘Will do,’ Jessie replied obediently. ‘But promise me you’ll call me if you find out anything.’


  ‘Of course,’ he said before ending the call.


  Jessie immediately called the police and gave them her case number and tried to attach a missing person’s report in Jack’s name to the same file. Yet despite her practically begging the police officer at the other end of the line to listen to her, they would not be persuaded to lodge anything official yet. Jessie was informed that apparently nothing could be done, seeing as Jack was a grown adult, and he hadn’t even been missing for half of the required twenty-four hours deemed necessary before a report could formally be filed.


  Although she never thought she would, somehow, eventually, Jessie managed to fall asleep. She was woken by a thumping on her hotel room door, a sound that paralysed her with fear. Her first thought was that Charlie must have discovered her whereabouts, and she frantically searched the room for some sort of weapon to use on him.


  ‘Jessie, open up! It’s Rachel Horton,’ came her boss’s voice. Amongst all the craziness of the previous day, and with the realisation that Jack was missing, Jessie had forgotten all about the fact that she’d called Rachel, too. Jessie suddenly remembered that Rachel had called for Jack to be followed. Maybe she’d even had her followed as well, thinking she would lead them to Jack.


  ‘Have you found him?’ Jessie shouted as she ran to the door and flung it open.


  Rachel strutted past her and into the hotel room, and Jessie’s eyes went wide. Her boss, forensic accountant Rachel Horton, was wearing what looked like a black, rubber, all-in-one body suit, and wouldn’t have looked out of place as a Batman sidekick.


  ‘Bloody hell!’ Jessie muttered as she took in the vision before her. Even clad in rubber, Rachel looked to be about the most put-together woman in the world, with her flawless makeup and a perfect high ponytail.


  ‘We haven’t found him. But we know they have him,’ Rachel answered directly. ‘We followed him back from Shanghai. He was picked up in a car by an as-yet-unidentified male.’


  ‘Where is he now?’ Jessie asked as she started to pick up her clothes, her intention to go to him obvious.


  ‘We don’t want you going in there, Jessie. Let us do our job. We’ll get him back.’


  ‘What are you waiting for? They could be doing anything to him,’ Jessie reasoned.


  ‘At the moment, they don’t know we know anything about them. And we need to keep it that way until we have the relevant paperwork to issue warrants for their arrests and launch a more thorough investigation.’


  ‘What? He’s being held against his will? Isn’t that enough? The police wouldn’t allow this.’


  ‘The police are working with us, and our combined task force has jurisdiction in this case.’


  ‘This is bullshit!’ Jessie shouted at her. ‘Rachel, where is he? They’ll be expecting me to come after him. If you don’t help me, then I’ll just find Charlie, and he’ll lead me to Jack eventually.’


  Rachel looked at her with what Jessie thought to be pity.


  ‘Please, Rachel,’ Jessie pleaded. ‘Please don’t let them hold him for a second longer than necessary. He’s done nothing wrong.’


  Rachel paused for a moment, clearly considering whether or not to divulge this information. At last she said quietly, ‘They have him at the bar.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Jessie replied tartly as she marched towards the bathroom to get dressed.


  ‘What are you going to do?’ Rachel called through the closed door.


  Jessie paused whilst she thought about that for a moment.


  ‘I’ll figure something out,’ she replied lamely, and threw open the door. She didn’t exactly look like a stereotypical rescuer in her tight pencil skirt and trainers, but she would have to do.


  ‘I have a better idea, if you’ll just hear me out,’ Rachel said.


  Chapter 44


  Jack woke up with a cracking headache and a metallic taste in his mouth. It didn’t take him long to realise that he was tied with his hands behind his back to a chair, or that he could barely flex his shoulders, let alone move a muscle. As he swallowed back the taste of blood and the initial panic of not being able to move, he tried to focus on his surroundings despite the pain in his head.


  As his eyes struggled to focus in the dim light thrown off by the overhead bulb, he concluded that he was in some kind of basement. There was something familiar about where he was, as he noticed a pile of boxes and drink crates. Then it hit him why this place seemed so familiar: he was being held against his will in the basement of his own bar. Something in Jack’s brain just couldn’t fathom that. Surely it was too obvious. What kind of idiots had brought him here? It was either incredibly stupid or incredibly clever to have him hidden in plain sight.


  He thought back to how he got here. The last thing he remembered was arriving back at Hong Kong airport and getting in a taxi. The traffic had been bad in town, and he’d opted to get out of the taxi early and walk the rest of the way to Jessie’s flat. And that’s where his memories seemed to just stop. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember anything between that point and coming to just now. The time between was simply filled with a hollow empty blackness.


  ‘Jessie!’ he exclaimed to the room.


  His earlier panic resurfaced as he wondered what had happened to her. She was the reason why he’d raced back to Hong Kong. Tom had called him to say that he had a feeling Jessie was in some kind of trouble. So he’d called and called her phone, but she never picked up. In the end he resorted to leaving her a message to let her know he was coming back for her before his phone died. Even so, there was a part of him that wondered if Tom was just being melodramatic and she was actually right as rain and just unable to get to her phone. He’d hoped so anyway.


  But now he realised that someone else must have been in possession of Jessie’s phone, had heard his message, and had used that information to come after him. Did that mean that whoever was holding him captive, had Jessie as well?


  As that thought filtered through Jack’s still hazy mind, he subconsciously began struggling against his restraints in a feeble attempt to free himself. He could barely move at all, though, and achieved nothing that could be classified as progress, other than the fact that he’d managed to rub his wrists painfully raw.


  Over the hum of the storage fridges in the basement, Jack started to make out the noises from the floor above him. It sounded like footsteps and doors clanging. Training his ears on the sound of the footsteps, he was able to hear a specific pair getting louder, and then the basement door opened and the footsteps continued down the flight of steps to the same steady beat. And there, standing in front of him, in her expensive shoes, was none other than Sonia Shum.


  ‘Oh, good. You’re awake,’ she cooed as she walked towards him, slowly revealing herself in the centre light. She was dressed in typical Sonia fashion, in a tight red dress that emphasised her bump. ‘You’ve been out for hours. Sorry about the head, but you know how it is: accidents happen. You’re lucky I didn’t have you gagged, but I knew you wouldn’t do anything stupid like make a racket,’ she went on. ‘Especially as you don’t have a clue what’s happened to your dearest Jessie.’


  Jack stared at the woman before him. She was completely unrecognisable to him, but not because she was pregnant. Once upon a time he thought they’d been friends. That time was long past. There wasn’t a single trace of friendship left in the woman he saw before him. She was consumed by determination to achieve her own ends, whatever they were.


  ‘What are you doing, Sonia? This is crazy, even for you,’ Jack said, choosing not to rise to the Jessie bait. He knew she was goading him.


  ‘Perhaps. But, extreme times call for extreme measures. And call me psychic, but I had a feeling you wouldn’t give me what I want anyway, and I’m sick of waiting for you to do the right thing. Who knew pregnancy could make one so impatient?’ She said all this casually, wandering around the room and studying this box and then that crate, running her index finger along multiple surfaces, checking for dust and dirt. All the while her face looked as though she was smelling something rather disgusting.


  ‘What do you want, exactly?’ Jack growled at her.


  ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ she replied with a sigh. ‘I want all the secret documents that you keep stashed away for the government, up in Shanghai, transferred into my possession.’


  ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Jack retorted.


  ‘I want those documents, Jack,’ Sonia said, fixing him with a glare. ‘You don’t even know what you’re in possession of,’ she spat, launching at him suddenly. She didn’t touch him, but her quick movement was enough to make him flinch.


  ‘Like I said, I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Jack replied, smiling at her visible annoyance.


  ‘I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you. I’m not the one tied up. I could do all manner of things to you,’ she said, sidling behind him and placing her hands on his shoulders. Jack tensed immediately under her touch. ‘Not to mention a certain English brunette.’


  ‘Leave Jessie out of this. It’s got nothing to do with her.’


  ‘My point exactly. If only the stupid little bitch had done as she was told and left you alone, she wouldn’t be in this mess now. But whether you like it or not, she’s involved now,’ Sonia said, leaning down to his ear so he could feel her breath on his neck.


  ‘I’ve destroyed them,’ Jack said quietly, changing his tactic.


  ‘Excuse me?’ Sonia enquired, completing her circle around him so she was now standing in front of him again, looking at his face.


  ‘I’ve destroyed all the documents,’ Jack repeated.


  ‘You’re bluffing,’ she said easily, a snakelike smile dancing across her lips. ‘I sincerely doubt you have the authority to destroy such things. But good try. And at least we all now know that you do know what I’m talking about. I expect the truth from now on, Jack. No more lying, and no more delaying tactics. No one is going to come and rescue you.’


  Above their heads there was an almighty commotion, and both Sonia and Jack looked up at the ceiling as if expecting it to fall on their heads. They could hear shouting and furniture toppling over. Then after a few moments, there was silence, and the basement door opened noisily.


  ‘Found this one loitering outside,’ Charlie said as he made his way down the stairs, manhandling a less-than-compliant woman.


  ‘Jessie!’ Jack exclaimed when he saw who the woman was. ‘Charlie, let her go,’ Jack ordered.


  ‘Jack! Good to see you. And no, I’m not going to do that,’ Charlie replied with a sneer. He positioned another chair opposite Jack and roughly forced Jessie down into it. Then he bound her hands behind her. Jack looked on as Charlie took up an intimidating sentry-like position behind Jessie.


  ‘Are you okay?’ Jessie whispered across to Jack, tears in her eyes.


  She looked frightened, but aside from that, Jack couldn’t see any other injury on her. He nodded quickly and was about to tell her that everything would be okay, when Sonia positioned herself between them and began her verbal assault on Jessie.


  ‘Nice outfit,’ Sonia said to Jessie, her tone mocking as she looked her prisoner up and down, pausing on the mismatched combination of running shoes and office attire. ‘And oh my! What do we have here? Diamonds?’ She pushed Jessie’s hair behind her ears so she could look at her earrings. Jessie didn’t flinch. She just looked at the woman like she wanted to scratch her eyes out. Despite the rapid rise and fall of her chest, Jack could see an undercurrent of steely resolve and underlying calm in Jessie’s eyes.


  ‘Jack gave them to me,’ Jessie replied eventually, her voice even.


  ‘Well, isn’t that nice. Although Jacky, they’re not so big now, are they? I thought you would have been a bit more generous than that.’ She turned her body sideways to include Jack in the conversation.


  ‘They’re perfect,’ Jessie said, drawing Sonia’s attention back to her. ‘So—these documents, Sonia. You want them. Jack has them. I'm guessing you've tried to held hold of them through illicit means, failed and this is your last-ditch attempt to gain possession. If you told him exactly why you wanted them, maybe he would be more inclined to give them to you.’ Jack threw her an alarmed look. He didn’t have a clue what the hell she was playing at, but this didn’t seem like an altogether good plan.


  ‘At last! Someone who’s not trying to deceive me with childish games,’ Sonia said, shooting Jack a warning look.’


  ‘They’re just boring meeting minutes. There isn’t anything in those files to warrant any of this ridiculous behaviour,’ Jack piped up loudly.


  ‘If that were really the case, then you wouldn’t have any qualms about handing them over. I'd be happy to compensate you accordingly,’ Sonia replied reasonably.


  ‘What’s in those files, Jack?’ Jessie asked him. ‘Tell me why we’re both here tied up and held against our will. What can be so important? I’d like to know.’ She looked at him without any of her usual emotion. Her expression was cold, and Jack couldn’t tell if she was acting or if she really was pissed off at him at having put her in her present predicament.


  There was a pause. Everyone in the room seemed to be waiting for Jack to speak.


  ‘Tell her, Jack,’ Sonia prompted, clearly enjoying the rift she saw opening up between Jessie and Jack. ‘Tell her. Or I will,’ she added, bringing her face close to his. ‘No? Very well. Allow me to do the honours,’ Sonia continued, snapping back upright as she began to wander around the basement, around and between her two captives. ‘In Jack’s secret vault, in his secret bank in Shanghai, he has all manner of interesting things. Including a bunch of nondescript-looking files. But inside these files are minutes of high-ranking government meetings. Minutes that contain evidence of illegal vendettas and scapegoating campaigns against business leaders throughout China and Hong Kong.’


  ‘It’s all just rumours,’ Jack interrupted.


  ‘I don’t call my father’s office being bugged for the best part of two decades rumours, Jack,’ Sonia snapped.


  ‘If these files do contain what you think they contain, then this is not the way to bring a government down,’ Jessie pointed out, gesturing as best she could with her shoulders.


  ‘When people find out about the abuses of power, the scapegoating and harassment, they will call for change,’ Sonia began wistfully. ‘The ends justify the means.’


  ‘Your motives sound awfully noble,’ Jessie said, ‘but you won’t be able to brush this stunt under the carpet. And I’m afraid you certainly won’t be able to hide the fact that you’ve been siphoning off funds from your company for months. Money that has evaded the tax authorities and somehow been laundered in Macau, before finding its way into the hands of separatist terror organisations.’


  ‘You don’t understand,’ Sonia roared at her passionately. ‘My vision isn’t going to pay for itself. This is bigger than Watergate. I will be remembered forever as the brave, free-thinking pioneer who freed a nation—and not just Old Man Shum’s daughter. Mark my words: things will change when I expose the list of supposed authority figures who have been paid exorbitant amounts of money to toe the line.’


  ‘Sounds like you want a revolution,’ Jessie muttered under her breath.


  Jack just sat in stunned silence, watching Jessie skillfully extract Sonia’s incomplete plan, all of which was based on what Sonia perceived to be contained in those files.


  ‘Not quite. More like a civil coup,’ Sonia replied more calmly, as she flashed a narrow-eyed smile at Jessie. ‘It’s a shame, really, Jack. You could have been part of all of this,’ she went on, gesturing to the rather ungrand room around her. ‘We could have used your company to distribute the truth. I thought this would be something that you would have approved of.’


  ‘Not like this,’ Jack said huskily.


  ‘We could have made a great team,’ she said, strutting behind him and running her hands down his shoulders and arms, and touching her cheek to his. ‘I really did want you, you know. I wanted you for you, as well as for your contacts and the stupid documents in your safe. I even wanted your baby,’ she added, placing a hand over her belly and looking across at Jessie for a reaction.


  ‘But what about Charlie?’ Jessie asked, maintaining a neutral face despite the fact that Sonia had practically been draping herself all over Jack.


  ‘What about me?’ Charlie said, stepping forward from the shadows.


  ‘Why are you doing this, Charlie? What’s in it for you?’ Jessie asked, craning her head around to look at him.


  ‘Doing what?’ he replied, clearly unwilling to be drawn into the conversation.


  ‘Why are you doing Sonia’s dirty work?’ Jessie explained. ‘I didn’t have you down as a thug. I just don’t understand. You used to be a nice guy,’ Jessie said. ‘What can you possibly hope to achieve from kidnapping your own brother and his girlfriend? Do you seriously think that Sonia will ever see the light and let you whisk her off into the sunset? Be a father to her unborn child?’


  Charlie looked genuinely surprised by Jessie’s words. ‘That’s not what I want from her,’ he managed slowly.


  ‘Like hell it’s not,’ Jessie stated bitterly. ‘I bet you tell yourself that all you’re doing this for is greed and money, but if she turned around and asked you to give it a try with her, you’d change your tune pretty quickly. For some inexplicable reason unbeknown to the rest of the world, you love this nutcase’—Jessie inclined her head towards Sonia—‘so much so, that even though you know that what she’s harping on about is a complete crock of shite, you’re still willing to follow her off to prison. I’m sure you’ll be able to exchange letters, and she can tell you all about what it’s like to give birth to your child in incarceration.’


  Sonia slapped Jessie hard across the face, both women’s eyes gleaming with hatred and disgust.


  ‘Shut up!’ Sonia shouted. ‘Just shut up. Enough talking from you,’ she said, raising her eyebrows at Jessie. She turned her attention back to Jack. ‘You will come to Shanghai with me, and you will give me what I want,’ she demanded forcefully. ‘I will have those files.’


  ‘Or what?’ Jack asked bravely, squaring his jaw in anticipation of his own slap from her.


  Sonia gave Charlie a brief nod, and Charlie placed his hands on Jessie’s shoulders with clear intent, as he began massaging her tense muscles.


  ‘You’re fucking amateurs,’ Jessie said disdainfully as she wriggled under Charlie’s hands. ‘The pair of you haven’t a clue what you’re doing. It’s like you’ve been watching too much TV or something.’


  ‘Amateurs?’ Sonia repeated, a malicious look in her eye. ‘I wouldn’t be so sure of that, little Miss Slaymaker,’ she added as she stooped slightly and pulled a pistol from a leg garter. She began gesticulating with it wildly, pointing it as though it were nothing more than a toy, let alone a lethal killing machine, first at Jessie and then at Jack.


  Jack looked across at Jessie and saw her sat frozen and white-faced as Sonia continued to play around with the gun, now training it on Jack’s temple. Rather than look at Sonia and beg her not to hurt him, all Jack could do was stare at Jessie’s worried face as she stared back at the deathly black piece of metal in the crazy lady’s hand.


  Chapter 45


  Jessie had had enough. She’d gotten Sonia to talk about everything Rachel had asked her to. Surely Rachel’s secretive task force now had enough to come and arrest the psychopath bitch who’d been roaming about the place like a caged lion. Where the bloody hell was the backup? Jessie had uttered the safe word, TV, an absolute age ago. And that was before Sonia had had a gun in her hand. She’d looked dangerous then, but now she looked positively lethal. There was something just plain disturbing and fundamentally sickening about a heavily pregnant woman brandishing a gun. When Sonia had whipped that thing out, all Jessie could think was that her chances of ever signing up for that gym membership were rapidly decreasing.


  As far as Jessie was concerned, Sonia had run quite mad. She’d hatched this whole plan based on rumours, and probably Chinese whispers, as to what Jack held in those files. In reality, she couldn’t be sure what on earth was in them. It was as though the woman had completely taken leave of her senses, and was now acting purely on irrational hormones.


  And although he hadn’t said it, Jessie could sense that Charlie perhaps wasn’t a million miles from thinking the same thoughts. He stood in silence, watching Sonia act out the lead protagonist in her own weird and twisted show.


  ‘Freeze!’ shouted Rachel’s no-nonsense voice as she banged open the door. It’s about time, Jessie thought, relieved.


  Rachel stepped confidently into the room, holding her handgun steady as a rock and trained on Sonia. Before anyone could even react, the room was swarming with other bodies, all wearing black. They’d secured the room in twenty seconds flat.


  Obviously not feeling up for a gun fight with the recent arrivals, Sonia quickly surrendered her weapon and metamorphosed before Jessie’s eyes, from a scary threatening bitch to a frightened little woman who wouldn’t have dared hurt a fly. Charlie was cuffed and manhandled roughly up the stairs, much the same way he’d brought Jessie down them.


  ‘Nice of you to show up,’ Jessie muttered under her breath as Rachel herself bent to untie her bindings. Rachel only grunted in response.


  Once freed, Jessie rushed straight to Jack’s side. He was rubbing his sore wrists, and one of the raiding party was giving the wound on his head rudimentary first aid. ‘Are you alright?’ she asked urgently, cupping his face in her hands and searching his eyes.


  ‘I am now this is all over,’ he replied, giving her a crooked smile. ‘I still don’t know exactly what happened. One minute I was walking through town to find you, the next it all went black and I woke up here.’


  ‘I’ll explain everything later,’ Jessie said, giving him a relieved smile. She turned to look at the man still dabbing gauze on Jack’s head. ‘Does he need to go to hospital?’


  ‘He should have a doctor check him over,’ the man said, plainly.


  ‘Seriously, I’m fine,’ Jack began to protest, but was silenced by a stern look from Jessie.


  A few minutes later they made their way out into the bright daylight of the surface, and Jessie had never been so glad to breathe in the noxious fumes of the city as she was in that moment. Charlie and Sonia were standing on the street, handcuffed, being read their rights.


  ‘One minute,’ Jessie said to Jack, and she changed direction abruptly. Instead of guiding Jack towards the waiting ambulance, she made a beeline for the terrible twosome.


  ‘How did they know?’ Charlie asked her blankly as she approached. ‘I was so careful.’


  ‘Not careful enough,’ Jessie replied, folding her arms across her chest and enjoying the perplexed look on his face. ‘You didn’t “catch” me. I came to be caught. And as for how they knew,’ Jessie gestured with her thumb to the boys in black, ‘I was wearing a wire. Maybe something for you to remember the next time you decide to break the law. If you ever get out of prison, that is,’ she finished.


  ‘Bitch,’ Charlie said under his breath.


  ‘My sentiments exactly,’ Sonia chimed in.


  ‘I hope you’ll learn something from this whole sorry escapade, Sonia,’ Jessie said neutrally.


  ‘And what’s that?’ she replied snidely. There wasn’t even a minuscule element of contrition in either her expression or her voice. Not a single indication that she had any regret for breaking multiple laws.


  ‘You cannot simply force your will on people and commit countless crimes. This is not how you engage change, Sonia. There are rules to follow,’ Jessie said reasonably.


  ‘What would you know? Do you really think Jack has changed for you? He’s still a womanising ruthless bastard, who’ll drop you as soon as someone younger and prettier comes along. You’re nothing special.’ Sonia gave her a wicked smile. Even though she was in handcuffs, some part of her brain still thought she had the upper hand.


  Jessie decided to take some of Cicely Davenport’s advice. She stepped towards the other woman and, whilst she didn’t clench her fist and bop Sonia on the nose, she did give her a sharp slap across the face.


  Sonia’s expression was one of pure shock. Jessie doubted anyone had ever done anything like that to Sonia Shum during her entire existence.


  ‘Assault!’ Sonia shouted, after a delay whilst she rationalised what had just happened. ‘Don’t you know I’m pregnant?’ But no one paid her a blind bit of notice. Not the men in black. Not even Rachel.


  ‘Oh, and by the way, Charlie,’ Jessie called over her shoulder as she finally began walking Jack to the ambulance. ‘I'd use your phone call if I were you on your mother. She sounded pissed that you haven't called her back, and then even more pissed about you hanging around with a certain reprobate standing right next to you.’


  Just as Jessie was about to help Jack into the ambulance, Rachel pulled him to one side. ‘A quick word, if you please,’ she said.


  ‘Sure,’ Jack replied, tugging Jessie alongside him.


  ‘So, what exactly is in those files?’ Rachel asked brightly and all chummy, as though they were all now the best of friends, on account of their shared experience.


  ‘Am I under arrest?’ Jack asked.


  ‘No. You’re the victim here. I was just interested,’ she said, twirling a strand of her blond ponytail around her finger.


  ‘Are you going to bring me in for questioning?’


  ‘No. Someone will come to the hospital to take your statement officially.’


  ‘Then I’m under no obligation to tell you anything about what’s in my files. What I have in my possession has nothing to do with your investigation. Thanks to Jessie here, I’d say you have plenty of evidence to put Sonia away for a long time. Don’t you?’ Jack pointed out blandly.


  ‘I was just interested,’ Rachel replied, holding her hands up to signify a gesture of peace. ‘I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask.’


  ‘I’m just glad it’s all over,’ Jack said.


  ‘Thanks for doing that in there, Jessie,’ Rachel said, a little stiffly. ‘Good work. And I hope there are no hard feelings about your job. I hope you know I was looking at the bigger picture and just doing what needed to be done.’


  ‘I’m glad Sonia’s been caught for her clandestine and illegal activities,’ Jessie replied curtly. ‘But as for there being no hard feelings? I don’t think so. Not seeing as how you used me to antagonise Sonia, no doubt for your own purposes. You knew you were setting me up for a fall when you put me forward for that TV interview.’ Jessie stepped forward. Now she was warmed up, she wanted to give this woman a slap around the face too. But given the fact that Rachel wasn’t in handcuffs and would probably hit back, she restrained herself. ‘I looked like a complete moron on the news, and that’s an embarrassment I doubt the bank will quickly forgive. Unlike you, I no longer have a job in which to see the bigger picture.’


  ‘I could have a word with them,’ Rachel offered. ‘Now this case has been wrapped up, I’ll be leaving anyway to prepare the paperwork for trial. I’m sure if I explained things to them, you could have your job back.’


  ‘And then wait for you to come after the bank for aiding Sonia Shum in her illicit financial practices? Or at the very least for turning a blind eye towards them and being complicit. I don’t think so, Rachel. Let’s just call it quits here and now and go on our separate ways.’


  ‘Very well, Jessie Slaymaker. It’s been a pleasure,’ Rachel said, smiling genuinely as she extended her hand for a shake.


  ‘I hope it was all worth it, and you get a juicy promotion because of this,’ Jessie said coldly, giving a weak smile, but refusing to shake the other woman’s hand. She felt she understood Rachel a damn sight more now, but she would have been lying if she’d said she was glad to have ever clapped eyes on her. Although it may have all been in the name of justice and all that was right, this woman had still twisted Jessie’s life upside down. Rachel had proved herself to be ambitious and ruthless. Qualities Jessie would once have strived for in her own professional life. But not now. Not after having seen the fallout that could be wrought on all those in their path.


  Chapter 46


  That evening Jessie and Jack lay on the sofa in the serviced apartment quietly reflecting on things and recovering from their ordeals.


  ‘I’m sorry you lost your job. I know it means a lot to you,’ Jack said after a long period of silence.


  ‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ Jessie began, turning to face him. ‘It used to mean a lot to me. Or at least, I thought it did. But since I met you, it doesn’t have the same hold over me that it did before. I don’t have a job anymore, but hey, you know what? It’s not the end of the world. Sometimes everything happens for a reason.’


  ‘Alright, Miss Philosopher over there. If everything happens for a reason, then how can you possibly explain this whole mess as anything more than an unmitigated disaster?’


  ‘Well, Sonia is going to prison. That’s not such a bad thing if you ask me, although I do feel sorry for the baby. I don’t have a job, but then again, I think it’s time for a change anyway.’


  ‘I thought that’s why you wanted to come to Hong Kong. For a change,’ Jack pointed out.


  ‘Maybe I need a bigger change. Something completely different. And then there’s us, of course,’ Jessie went on.


  ‘What about us?’ Jack asked with a raised eyebrow.


  ‘Well, we’re closer than ever, wouldn’t you say?’ Jessie said, looking seriously into his eyes. ‘Surely these extreme circumstances will have cemented things and made us even stronger.’


  ‘Of that, I am sure you’re right,’ Jack smiled and tapped her on the nose gently.


  ‘But I am sorry about Charlie. Recent events have no doubt pushed you two even further apart from each other,’ she said, a wistful tone in her voice.


  ‘He’s dead to me,’ Jack replied dramatically.


  ‘Oh, don’t say that! He’s still your brother.’


  ‘Okay. Well, maybe not dead then,’ Jack conceded with a crooked smile. ‘If he’d hurt you though, I would never have forgiven him. Never. But he does keep letting everyone down, including himself. My only hope for him is that one day he learns to stop doing that, and tries to make amends for some of the hurt and damage that he’s caused.’


  ‘I’m sure he will,’ Jessie said assuredly as she curled up her tired body into the nook between Jack’s jaw and shoulder. ‘One day he will. He’s not all bad,’ she said sleepily.


  ‘I’m so proud of you, Jessie. You came to save me when you really should have just done what Rachel had told you. You put yourself in danger. For me. You’re one amazing woman, Jessie Slaymaker,’ Jack said happily, looking down at Jessie’s sleeping head, and cradled her close.


  
    ***

  


  Jessie woke up the next morning with the mother of all sore throats.


  ‘Oh, no,’ she wailed from the bed. She couldn’t remember going to bed the night before. Jack must have carried her.


  ‘What is it?’ Jack said urgently, appearing suddenly from the bathroom. ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘I’m getting sick,’ Jessie moaned as she grumpily pulled herself out of bed and trudged into the bathroom in search of painkillers. ‘I had plans today as well.’


  ‘Oh, right. And what plans would they be exactly?’ Jack asked, laughing at her grumpy performance. It was so unlike her usual upbeat demeanour.


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. Start looking for a new job. Figure out what the hell it is I’m supposed to do for the rest of my life. Not much.’


  ‘Why’re you sick?’ Jack asked.


  ‘I have a sore throat, but that’s a sure sign it’s only going to get worse. I never ever ever get sick, but when I do, I really get sick. It lasts for ages,’ she warned. ‘I’d steer well away if I were you.’


  ‘Don’t be daft. You’re still talking, so it can’t be that bad. Do you have anywhere you need to be today?’


  ‘Err, jobless, remember?’ she said sarcastically, pointing at herself.


  ‘So? Go back to bed and let me look after you. It’s the least I can do,’ Jack said, steering her back to bed.


  ‘But you don’t have to do that. I’ll be all… all… gross and unattractive.’


  ‘Trust me, you’ll be no worse than I was when I had the chickenpox. I’m sure you can remember how gross and unattractive I was during that god-awful fortnight. Now get that gorgeous little bottom of yours back into bed,’ Jack ordered. ‘And get some rest. With any luck, it’s just a sore throat and won’t manifest itself into anything worse.’


  ‘Wouldn’t bet on it,’ Jessie sang, but she did as she was told and collapsed back into bed.


  True to her word, Jessie did get sick. Despite trying to fend off her sore throat with copious amounts of vitamin C and plenty of rest, she still came down with the full-blown flu and didn’t end up leaving the flat for over a week. Jack repaid Jessie’s earlier caregiving in full and with interest, waiting on her hand and foot. Nothing was too much trouble, and he did it all with a genuine smile on his face.


  ‘You must really love me,’ Jessie croaked as she lounged on the sofa one day. She was recovering from a five-minute walk outside, which had left her feeling thoroughly exhausted. ‘I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you.’


  ‘You would do and did exactly the same for me. Plus, it’s good for you to stop and do nothing for once in your life. You’re always helping everyone else. It’s been nice to feel truly needed and be able to help you.’


  ‘Glad to be of service to you,’ Jessie replied, giving him a half-hearted salute.


  ‘Hey, when you’re well again, how about a little trip? Maybe we could go to Shanghai. I’d love to show you around up there.’


  ‘That sounds great and I’d love to go. But don’t you think I should find a job first? I don’t even know what I need to do with my visa,’ Jessie said glumly, exhaling loudly.


  ‘To be honest, no. I don’t think you should find a job. Not yet. A lot has happened since we moved here and I think you could do with taking a step back and taking some time out. I know it’s in your nature to be independent and self-sufficient, and that’s one of the reasons why I love you. But I’m more than happy for you to use me. Truly. Lean on me for a bit. The bar’s doing well. It’s paying the rent. Seems like a no-brainer to me,’ he finished simply.


  ‘Jack, I don’t think I could…’


  ‘Humour me, Jessie. Give me a month before you start worrying about the future. One month to get better and to start enjoying yourself,’ he said, looking at her with pleading eyes.


  ‘Okay,’ Jessie replied quietly in a small voice. ‘I mean, it’ll be hard to stop worrying. But, I’ll try.’


  ‘Good,’ Jack replied, grinning widely, clearly happy he’d won the battle against his tired and exhausted girlfriend who he knew really didn’t have enough energy to argue.


  Chapter 47


  Since she’d finally relented and visited the doctor—reluctantly setting aside her steely resolve to get better on her own—and subsequently been prescribed antibiotics for her throat infection, Jessie had been getting better quickly. Sitting back and relaxing, doing the minimal amount of anything, turned out to be easier than Jessie had ever imagined, once she’d gotten stuck into things. Of course, she’d still given herself a daily routine. She was still Jessie Slaymaker, after all. But her routine now consisted of relaxing things: waking up late, popping out for a leisurely brunch with Jack. When Jack would then go off to oversee the running of the bar in the afternoons, Jessie took the time to wander around the city or visit this museum or that gallery at her leisure. When she stopped to think about it and reflect on her current situation, she felt incredibly lazy, solely relying on Jack to pay for everything. It was decadent, she knew, but for now Jessie was allowing herself to thoroughly enjoy the altogether slower pace of life. And letting Jack crack open his wallet time after time didn’t prove to be as bad, nor as difficult, as she’d initially imagined it to be.


  It was like the Jessie and Jack show once again, back on honeymoon and blissfully contented with each other. But like even the best honeymoon periods, it couldn’t last forever. The news of Sonia Shum giving birth to a healthy daughter in the newspapers put paid to that. Of course, the newspapers didn’t focus on the fact that the judge had denied her bail and she had given birth under detention, nor had her recent exploits been truthfully elaborated on in the press. Jack was of the opinion that some PR agency must have been paid a small fortune to sweep her misdemeanours under the carpet somehow. What the media had been allowed to speculate about was the mystery surrounding the father of the latest addition to the Shum dynasty. And of course Jack’s name had been thrown into the ring, as had a number of other eligible bachelors known to have mixed in the same social circles as the infamous Sonia Shum.


  ‘Aren’t you at all interested?’ Jessie asked Jack over brunch. She had avoided bringing up the touchy subject for days, but at last her curiosity had won out. She’d been researching paternity tests on the interweb and wondered if it might be something he wanted to explore.


  ‘About what?’ Jack asked, swallowing down his piece of toast.


  ‘About Sonia’s baby,’ Jessie replied, throwing him a sideways glance. She didn’t want to stir the hornet’s nest, but they had to talk about this.


  ‘Not really,’ Jack replied gruffly.


  ‘It’s a little girl, Jack. She could be your daughter,’ Jessie said quietly.


  ‘That may very well be the case. But seeing as I want nothing to do with the child on account of its mother, I can’t really afford to start getting sentimental about things. I’m not ready to be a father anyway.’


  ‘Fair enough,’ Jessie replied. It seemed that was about all Jack was going to say regarding this matter, for the time being at least. He clearly wasn’t yet ready to face the what-ifs, and Jessie didn’t want to force him to, given what Sonia had done to him during the past year.


  
    ***

  


  Jessie’s month off disappeared quickly, and before she’d even so much as glanced at the calendar, even more time had evaporated into thin air in the blink of an eye. She’d reached a stage where she was avoiding the calendar deliberately. If she didn’t check what the actual date was, she thought, and didn’t count up exactly how many days she’d been sat idle, then there was still a slim possibility that perhaps not as much time had passed as she actually suspected. It was self-delusion to the nth degree. As she lay languishing in bed one Monday morning, with Jack semi-dozing beside her, Jessie suddenly felt gripped by an innate sense of bravery. She grabbed her phone and, for the first time in what felt like an epoch, checked the date.


  ‘Oh my God!’ she exclaimed loudly, sitting bolt upright.


  ‘Huh?’ Jack groaned beside her.


  ‘I thought it was Monday. Jack, did you know it’s not even Monday? It’s bloody Wednesday. Why didn’t you tell me?’ She felt a lurch of panic in her stomach at the realisation that she’d done precisely diddly squat for the best part of two months. Double the amount of time she’d originally set aside for her sojourn. How had the weeks turned into a month? And how on earth had one month turned into two? How was that even possible?


  ‘I thought you knew,’ Jack grumbled, slowly opening his eyes, clearly not pleased at having his snoozeville disturbed.


  ‘I’ve completely lost track of absolutely everything,’ she said crossly to herself as she strode purposefully to the bathroom to get ready. As far as she was concerned, her holiday was now most definitely over.


  When Jessie emerged from the bathroom, Jack was propped up in bed, laughing at her.


  ‘Everything alright?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes, thank you,’ Jessie replied.


  ‘Don’t be short with me,’ Jack warned. ‘It’s not my fault you’ve been enjoying yourself too much as a lady of leisure to notice the time.’


  ‘It is your fault actually. You’re very distracting, Jack Davenport,’ Jessie said, eyeing his naked ripped torso. ‘A bad influence on me. Very bad,’ Jessie huffed. She began picking up clothes and having a general tidy up.


  ‘Well, you can punish me later,’ Jack said, continuing to smile at Jessie’s sudden whirlwind of activity. ‘You may as well take another week off. We’re going to Shanghai the day after tomorrow. Or had you forgotten?’


  ‘What? So soon? That can’t be right,’ Jessie said. She paused and looked at him to see if he was pulling her leg.


  ‘You can check the flight confirmation if you want. Everything’s booked, so you can’t bail on this trip in favour of sitting on the sofa and searching for jobs. Because that is what you were going to do, isn’t it?’


  ‘Maybe,’ Jessie admitted. ‘But in the meantime, I need to update my CV, and I can at least start catching up on news and maybe send out a few feelers. That won’t get in the way of our trip,’ she said, giving him a tense smile.


  ‘Whatever you need to do, you do. Just promise me you’ll switch off again when we go to Shanghai. I want you to feel like you’re on holiday.’


  ‘That’s precisely the opposite of how I need to feel,’ Jessie muttered under her breath.


  Being at liberty to take a break had been fun, but now that she knew she’d been in a longer-than-expected post-trauma daze, she was keen to start doing something. Long gaps between employment never looked good to prospective employers, and she knew she would be fighting an uphill battle already given what had happened at Finance First. They hadn’t exactly fired her, but they’d made it awfully difficult for her to stay. Jessie imagined that wouldn’t look overly impressive to anyone who cared to look into her application further.


  Oh, who was she kidding? Maybe one of the reasons why she’d been so happy to lose track of the time was because she knew it would be difficult, if not impossible, to find another job. Who would want to hire someone who’d embarrassed themselves and made their bank a laughingstock on national television? The more she started to think about it, the more worried about the future Jessie began to feel. So much so, she felt overwhelmed by the sudden urge to vomit.


  The next day, despite the bright and breezy veneer she’d tried to paste on the surface for Jack's benefit, she was still worried about finding a job. And she was still feeling nauseated about it all. She’d had a look at some of the online job boards the previous day, and it was slim pickings, which only served to heighten her state of anxiety. No amount of Jack saying that she needn’t worry about money could calm her. In fact it almost did quite the opposite, making her feel pushed into a state of dependence that she wasn’t ready for.


  Not feeling herself and with the Shanghai trip looming large, Jessie decided to take drastic measures. She went to see the doctor again. She’d had these same overwhelming feelings of panic and nausea once before in her life, during her final exams at university. Then, she’d been to the doctors, who’d given her something to help her sleep and everything had worked out fine. She was hoping the same kind of medicine would see her right this time.


  ‘Jessica Slaymaker,’ the doctor called from the doorway into the waiting room. Jessie shot up and followed the diminutive and austere middle-aged doctor into her consultation room.


  ‘I am Doctor Au. How can I help you today?’ she asked, offering up a thin smile, which Jessie assumed was a bid to make her feel more comfortable.


  ‘Well, I’ve been out of the job market for a couple of months now. I’ve only started seriously looking again this week, and I’m finding it all a bit overwhelming to be brutally honest. I’ve been worrying myself silly. I’ve been sick, and I’m constantly nauseous and panicky. I really can’t see things improving until I’ve sorted out my employment situation. I was wondering if you could prescribe something to stop the nausea or maybe something to help calm my nerves,’ Jessie rattled off hopefully.


  ‘I would prefer you to address the root cause of your problems, rather than reach for medication. It is not always the solution,’ Dr Au said rather sternly. ‘Let me examine you first though,’ she added more kindly.


  After a thorough examination involving listening to Jessie’s chest and looking in her ears, eyes, and down her throat, the doctor asked for a urine sample. ‘Just to check your sugars,’ the doctor assured her.


  ‘When was your last period?’ the doctor asked, when Jessie had returned from the bathroom.


  ‘Um, it was,’ Jessie began, then stopped. The amount of time that had elapsed since the whole Sonia Shum being-held-captive debacle wasn’t the only thing she’d lost track of lately. ‘I honestly can’t remember,’ Jessie finally answered, feeling absolutely stumped. ‘But… I’m on the pill, so there’s no danger of… I can’t be what the look on your face is suggesting I might be,’ Jessie faltered. ‘I just can’t be.’


  ‘It says here you were prescribed antibiotics about two months ago,’ the doctor said in the calmest voice Jessie had ever heard.


  ‘That’s right. For a throat infection,’ Jessie replied, forcing herself to focus.


  ‘Well, the antibiotics could have weakened the strength of your contraception. Did Doctor Wong inform you of that when he prescribed the antibiotics?’


  ‘Yes. No. Maybe. Look, I can’t remember. It was a very stressful time for me. My boyfriend had just been abducted,’ Jessie explained, as though that was a big enough excuse to absolve her of any irresponsibility. ‘Um, so… what are you saying, doctor?’ Jessie asked, although she was terrified of the answer.


  ‘Let’s find out, shall we?’ Doctor Au said as she gloved up and dipped a swab into my piss pot. Jessie felt panic rise in the back of her throat and then bile as she fought the urge to vomit all over the doctor’s super-clean floor.


  ‘Is it positive or negative?’ Jessie asked, after spending two minutes with her head between her knees concentrating on not passing out.


  ‘Positive. You’re pregnant,’ the doctor said matter-of-factly. ‘And because you don’t know the dates of your last menstruation, I’ll send you for a scan at the end of next week to ascertain your due date.’ The doctor was all business and efficiency. There was nothing in her tone of voice which gave away the fact that she’d just delivered the most monumental piece of news in the entirety of Jessie Slaymaker’s existence.


  ‘Okay,’ Jessie replied numbly.


  Doctor Au pushed a piece of paper into her hand, and Jessie clutched it for dear life as she made her way back out to the waiting room. As Jessie waited for her scan appointment to come through, she tried to gather some semblance of her thoughts and wits. To say that she was dazed and confused would have been something of an understatement. She hadn’t for one second even considered this outcome when she’d walked through the surgery’s doors that morning. How was she going to explain her carelessness to Jack? He’d already said he wasn’t ready for children. This was just going to look like entrapment.


  Chapter 48


  ‘Hello, stranger,’ came Tom’s chirpy voice down the other end of the phone.


  ‘Hi,’ Jessie replied in a small voice. She wondered how was it that Tom always seemed to call her when she was in mid-crisis. ‘How’s Trey?’ she asked brightly, not wanting her voice to betray her current state of quandary and turmoil.


  ‘He’s lovely. And I haven’t been bored once yet.’


  ‘Jolly good,’ Jessie replied.


  ‘So anyway, I had a funny feeling and wanted to check up on you. Is everything alright?’ Tom asked, cutting straight to the chase.


  ‘I’m fine,’ Jessie snapped back quickly.


  ‘Oh, really? A little bird told me you were getting all angsty about finding a job.’


  ‘Jack,’ Jessie huffed. ‘Since when were you two each other’s confidants?’ she asked irritably.


  ‘We’re not,’ Tom replied matter-of-factly. ‘But we have an agreement in place to get in touch if we’re worried about you.’


  ‘He’s worried about me?’ Jessie asked, surprise in her voice.


  ‘Yes. As am I. Now, what’s all this silliness about you getting all worked up over working again? This better not be about money, because you know damn well I’m here for you if you need help.’


  ‘Finding a job is the least of my worries,’ Jessie half-laughed.


  ‘Oh. Okay then. In that case, take no notice of my interfering. Everything else alright?’


  ‘Yes,’ Jessie replied.


  ‘I wish you would just make this easy on the both of us and tell me what’s up. I don’t think my social conscience can justify flying all the way to Hong Kong to beat it out of you. It’s just not environmentally friendly to fly all that way.’


  ‘I’m pregnant,’ Jessie said quietly. He was going to find out soon enough anyway. Plus, he might be able to offer her some pearls of wisdom as to what the hell she was supposed to do.


  ‘You’re what?’ Tom spluttered loudly.


  ‘You heard,’ Jessie replied wearily.


  ‘But I just need to check. For a moment there, I thought you said you were pregnant.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You. But you… can’t be,’ Tom faltered. He didn’t just sound surprised and shocked. He sounded horrified.


  ‘Believe me, that was my first thought as well,’ Jessie said dryly.


  ‘But… but… but,’ Tom stuttered.


  ‘Oh, God,’ Jessie moaned. ‘If this is your reaction, what’s Jack going to be like?’


  That was it for Jessie. That was when her dam of semi-control was finally breached and the waterworks began. She burst into tears. She sobbed her heart out, and Tom just listened to her in a stunned silence.


  ‘Aren’t you going to say something?’ Jessie eventually managed, when her sobbing had subsided.


  ‘I didn’t know you were even trying for a baby,’ Tom said automatically.


  ‘I wasn’t. My antibiotics cocked everything up,’ Jessie said glumly.


  ‘In all honesty, Jessie, I don’t know what to say. For once in my life I’m truly speechless. I’m sure it won’t last for long, but for right now, I’m stumped.’


  ‘But I need you to tell me what to do,’ Jessie pleaded.


  ‘Me? What do I know about babies?’ Tom said, alarmed.


  ‘But you always know what I should do,’ Jessie reasoned.


  ‘Not about this I don’t. Other than you need to make your own decision. It’s not for me to steer you.’


  ‘But I don’t know. Do I keep it? Do I have a baby? Could I even do that?’


  ‘Of course you could do it, if you wanted to. You’d be a great mother. I’m guessing that you’ve only just found out, which means you’re probably even more shocked than me. Surely you don’t have to make any decisions right at this second. You just need to try and relax, and let the idea percolate a little.’


  ‘Percolate?’ Jessie replied blankly.


  ‘Yes,’ Tom said decidedly.


  ‘But what about Jack? I just know this is not what he wants. He’s going to think I’ve tried to trap him into staying with me.’


  ‘Stop saying such ridiculous things this instant,’ Tom said crossly. ‘Jack is not going to think any such thing. He’s knows you and loves you. He’ll want to help you, whatever it is you decide to do.’


  ‘But he doesn’t want kids,’ Jessie managed as she fought to stop her lower lip from trembling. ‘At least not any time soon. He’ll think I’ve forced his hand. Manipulated him into being with me.’


  ‘Jessie. I’ll make allowances for you, just this once, on account of all the hormones that must be racing through you right now. But trust me, Jack won’t think like that,’ Tom said in a wise and authoritative voice. ‘Sometimes we all say things we don’t mean. He might even be over the moon.’


  ‘I sincerely doubt it,’ Jessie replied dubiously, taking deep breaths.


  Feeling that for once in his life, Tom was being particularly useless, Jessie was keen to end the call. She promised him she’d go and relax and talk to him again later when she’d had a chance to calm down.


  She didn’t know how she did it, but through some superhuman effort, Jessie was able to go on for the rest of the day without thinking too much about the growing life inside her. She busied herself packing for her trip and cleaning the serviced apartment to within an inch of its life. She found that by blasting music loudly through her headphones, she was able to shut out the niggling voices in her head, which wanted her to face the music.


  
    ***

  


  The next day, as Jessie sat staring blankly out of the plane window without the loud distracting noise coming through her headphones, she could do nothing but think.


  ‘You’re quiet,’ Jack observed at some point during the flight. Jessie couldn’t even remember taking off, she’d been so caught up in her own little world. Her mind was filled with images of her cradling a tiny baby and then chasing a toddler around in the sunshine.


  ‘Oh, sorry,’ Jessie said, putting her daydream on pause as she turned to smile widely at Jack and squeeze his hand.


  ‘Is everything alright?’ he asked, studying her face.


  ‘Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?’


  ‘You just seem a little tense, is all.’


  ‘Really? I’m absolutely fine. Well, maybe just a little nervous about going to China,’ Jessie lied. ‘It’s a little daunting, what with all the people and noise.’


  ‘No more so than Hong Kong.’ Jack smiled. ‘I know you’re trying to hide your true feelings from me, but you needn’t worry.’


  ‘My true feelings about what?’ Jessie asked, frowning. Did he know?


  ‘About finding a job. I know you’re worried about how hard it could be. But I’m here for you. Just try to relax and enjoy this trip. We’ll figure something out together when we get back to Hong Kong,’ Jack said reassuringly.


  ‘You know me so well,’ Jessie said for lack of anything else to say, and not wishing to correct him by announcing to him that she was pregnant on an aeroplane where neither of them could run away. She linked her arm through his and snuggled into him for the remainder of the flight, enjoying the moment of closeness whilst she had it.


  Chapter 49


  Jessie spent the next few days doing her best to bury her head in the sand and forget about the pressing issue that she really needed to talk to Jack about. And with all their activities, she was finding it difficult to find the right time anyway. They did plenty of playing tourist—walking around Fuxing Park and the Shanghai Museum, surveying all the interesting antiques on Dontai Road—and Jack even took Jessie to visit his publishing office. There, Jessie met Yu Lan, who’d struck her as an efficient, no-nonsense and loyal member of staff. Overall, Jessie had been surprised at just how busy the relatively small office had been, and she felt guilty for having underestimated Jack.


  As they walked along the Bund, hand in hand, admiring the art deco architecture, Jessie felt her phone vibrating in her bag. No doubt it was Tom again, checking in on her. Ignoring all of Tom’s frequent and numerous calls—not to mention his voicemails—had been another part of Jessie’s ploy to not deal with what was happening to her.


  ‘Come with me,’ Jack said, suddenly tugging her into a nearby taxi.


  ‘Where are we going?’ Jessie asked, surprised.


  Jack said something to the driver in Mandarin, then turned back to Jessie. ‘You’ll see,’ he said with a glint in his eye.


  In her mind, Jessie repeated the unfamiliar words Jack had said to the driver, in an effort to figure out where they were going, but it meant nothing to her; she was clueless. It wasn’t until she saw the huge towers of Pudong getting nearer through the windscreen that she was able to hazard a guess.


  ‘Are we going up one of the towers?’ Jessie guessed. ‘The Jin Mao Tower maybe?’


  ‘Nope,’ Jack replied with that same sparkle in his eye.


  ‘Oh.’ Jessie was putting on a brave face, but she wasn’t really in the mood for a guessing game, so she sat for the remainder of the journey in silence, pretending to focus on the passing scenery.


  They exited the taxi in the heart of the financial district of Pudong, and Jack led her straight into one of the massive skyscrapers. Instead of using the regular lift lobby, which was swarming with smartly dressed people going about their business, Jack swiped them through a different gateway. This one led to another lift foyer, one which was completely empty.


  ‘This way,’ he said simply as he guided her into the lift. He keyed in a combination code on a touchscreen pad, most unlike a normal lift button panel.


  Jessie anticipated the feeling of going up in a lift, a feeling she had gotten quite used to in Hong Kong. But instead, they were going down.


  When the lift doors tinged open, Jessie found herself stepping directly into a huge, square, and perfectly white room. It wasn’t just white, it was brilliantly white. The floor and walls were a perfect bright white marble, making the light seem to reflect and multiply. As Jessie’s eyes adjusted to the brightness, she saw that the room was empty aside from one wall, which appeared to house little white drawers from the floor to the ceiling. The only furniture in the room was a plush white sofa—pulled slightly away from the wall and facing the wall of drawers—and a couple of massive displays of white roses on either side.


  ‘The vault,’ Jessie whispered as she looked around. The place was beautiful in a kind of film-set heaven sort of way. In their non-white clothes, Jessie felt that she and Jack both looked like out-of-place blots on the pure white landscape, ruining the peace and tranquility of the place. But the white was soothing, and Jessie felt that despite there being absolutely no natural daylight, she could quite comfortably have curled up on the sofa and devoured a book for a few hours. The place was such a contrast from the predominant grey of the rest of the city.


  ‘Two two seven,’ Jack said as he handed her a tiny silver key. He inclined his head towards the wall of drawers. ‘Take a look.’


  Jessie slowly walked over to the drawer wall and located the drawer she was looking for in the middle of a row. She inserted the key, and to her surprise the drawer automatically sprang open. Inside, there appeared to be numerous files and brown paper envelopes, along with a dozen or so loose memory cards. With a nod from Jack to proceed, she pulled out the top file, marked Top Secret.


  Jessie skim-read the document. ‘It’s just minutes from meetings about the opening up of China,’ she said. Her eye caught on one particular word, which seemed to be a recurring feature of the file. That word being election. ‘Sonia had it all wrong,’ she said, her eyes widening at the realisation of what was contained in the document. ‘The government wants to hold elections in the next ten years,’ she added in disbelief.


  ‘Precisely. Sonia was relying on rumours that have been rife for years about there being a list of government co-conspirators, and for some reason she latched on to the idea that I was in possession of that list. As you can see, I’m not. What I am in possession of are these Politburo minutes regarding the gradual democratisation of New China. That file, along with its Chinese original, have been entrusted to my safekeeping until the right time for their publication. Whenever that may be,’ Jack explained.


  ‘But why show this to me?’ Jessie asked, a little lost. ‘You know you didn’t need to do that.’


  ‘I want there to be no secrets between us, Jessie. And although you haven’t specifically asked about these documents, I know you must have been curious. I have nothing to hide from you, and I wanted you to see them with your own eyes.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Jessie said. She felt truly humbled that he would trust her with such information. Especially given that the contents of his secret drawer in this heaven-esque vault were no doubt extremely confidential.


  ‘There’s something else in there,’ Jack said quietly, moving to stand behind her. Jessie’s eye was immediately drawn to a little padded envelope pushed to one side, bulging irregularly.


  ‘Open it,’ Jack said.


  Jessie pulled apart the seal and looked inside.


  She froze.


  ‘I had it commissioned in Hong Kong months ago, and then last time I came to Shanghai, I left it here when I didn’t know if you were in trouble,’ he said easily. He took the envelope out of her grasp and slid out a perfect little black box. ‘I wanted to come back to Shanghai to collect it. Or more precisely, I hoped you would be the one collecting it.’


  In one swift movement, Jack had a hold of Jessie’s hand and had dropped to one knee in front of her.


  ‘Jessie Slaymaker, you are the only woman for me, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?’ he asked with a shy smile as he popped open the ring box.


  Inside lay a dazzling emerald-cut diamond the size of a fingernail. It was breathtakingly beautiful and had Jessie transfixed. Jessie’s first reaction was one of pure unbridled joy. This man wanted her, warts and faults and all. And then her face clouded as she realised he probably wouldn’t be quite so keen if he knew what all her faults were.


  ‘No,’ Jessie blurted out, and she burst into a torrential flood of tears. She’d been fighting the waterworks for the whole trip, but in that moment she couldn’t do anything to stop the flow.


  ‘No!’ Jack exclaimed, unable to hide his shock. It clearly hadn’t been the response he’d been anticipating. ‘But I thought—’


  ‘I can’t,’ Jessie managed to interrupt through her crying.


  ‘Why not?’ Jack asked, a frown furrowing his brow.


  ‘You won’t want to marry me when you find out,’ she blubbered.


  ‘Find out what?’ Jack asked seriously as he raised himself to a standing position again. He was shaking her arms gently, trying to decipher what it was she was trying to say. The sombre look on his face told her he was clearly thinking the worst.


  ‘I’m pregnant,’ Jessie blurted out at last, feeling an instant wave of relief wash over her now that she’d said the words, even if it did mean losing Jack.


  Jack’s features went from uneasiness to surprise in a split second as he digested what it was she was saying. And then his expression seemed to become stuck in a single expression: pure shock.


  ‘I’m so sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to be. I was on the pill and then I got sick and the antibiotics weakened the effectiveness of the contraception, but me being a complete tool I forgot that pertinent piece of information and now I’m having a baby,’ she rambled incoherently. ‘I seriously wasn’t trying to trick you. I would never do that.’


  ‘So why can’t you marry me?’ Jack asked deliberately. A slow smile spread across his face.


  ‘Because you said you’re not ready to be a father. I didn’t try to trap you, and I’m not trapping you into marrying me, just because I’m, well, you know, pregnant.’


  Jack seemed to think on that for a moment. ‘But who else would I want to have children with?’ he asked. ‘If not with you, then who? All this means is that I have to share you with our child that little bit sooner. As you know I can be rather selfish when it comes to you, but I’ll just have to learn to be less so.’


  ‘So… your offer still stands, then?’ Jessie asked tentatively, needing the clarification, as she wiped away her tears.


  ‘If course it does, you numpty. I love you. All of you. And it’s as simple as that. But just to make it official…’ Jack dropped back down onto one knee and again took Jessie’s hand. ‘Jessie Slaymaker, will you still marry me?’


  ‘Yes, please! Of course I’ll bloody marry you,’ she answered happily, and stooped down to kiss him.


  
    ***

  


  Jack had taken the baby news far better than Jessie had ever expected, especially considering the ugly precedent when he’d found out Sonia had been pregnant. Jessie had sensed he may have been a tiny bit caught up in the proposal moment, and it wasn’t until a good while after, when they’d returned to Hong Kong, that the penny seemed to actually drop. When it did, Jack went into a stress, fussing over Jessie, making sure her every need was met, and nervously preparing himself for his impending fatherhood. Judging by the way he cared for her, Jessie thought Jack had nothing to worry about. He was going to make a great dad when the day came.


  All in all, Jessie’s life had been one hell of a roller coaster since she’d taken the plunge and moved to Asia with Jack. She’d been riding the wheel of fortune, experiencing all of life’s ups and downs. She’d missed out on her dream job, nearly split up with Jack, enjoyed some of the minuscule accommodation Hong Kong had to offer, got back together with Jack, and then lost her job. She’d nearly been kidnapped, then deliberately gotten herself captured to save Jack. She’d proved her arch nemesis Sonia Shum was far from the perfect princess she made out to be. She’d got herself engaged, and gotten herself pregnant. Though not in that order. Oh, and she’d found out her boss had been some kind of international forensic accountant super-spy.


  No, her life since she arrived in Hong Kong hadn’t been at all what she’d expected. But despite all that had happened to her—all the surprises, all the detours, and all the mistakes she’d made along the way—she realised that she’d gotten exactly what she’d been looking for. She’d come to Hong Kong in search of an adventure and a challenge. And now, as Jessie surveyed not only everything she’d been through, but all the new experiences that now lay ahead of her, she couldn’t help but feel that her adventure and challenges had only just begun.


  And she couldn’t be happier.
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