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Can Laura prevent the bank (and her love life) from crashing and burning?


Banking analyst Laura McGregor’s electronic diary is full of things which definitely shouldn’t be made public: musings on her lacklustre relationship with trader boyfriend Tom, disturbing irregularities in new boss Will’s trading accounts, and the small matter of her attraction to gorgeous journalist Alex. So when the diary is accidentally uploaded on to the internet in blog form by clueless younger sister Mel, suddenly not only Laura, but her bank too, is facing meltdown and, even worse, Laura suspects Alex of using it as a scoop. Fighting to convince the world’s media to believe her over Alex is one thing, but can Laura win the battle with her heart?




Five interesting things about Allie Spencer:






	Four years at university gave me the skills necessary to roll a Hula Hoop across the floor of the college bar with my nose.


	I have a secret ambition to be a stand-up comedian.


	The first rule of life is: if you love it – buy it. I’m still thinking about the orange silk fifties cocktail dress I saw in a vintage shop ten years ago . . . sigh.


	I have a total soft spot for men in glasses (and I keep nagging my husband to wear his more often).


	I once had a cat that used to eat chillies covered in vindaloo curry sauce.










To Isla (my real sister) and Grace, Nancy and Sarah Jane (my fake sisters), you are the best a girl could wish for!
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Prologue


I am sitting in the saloon bar of the Rose and Crown in my home town of Bournebridge, Wiltshire.


Well, that’s not strictly accurate.


When I say ‘town’, I mean ‘sleepy village halfway up the back-arse of nowhere’; and when I say ‘saloon bar’, I’m talking about the half of the pub that doesn’t have sawdust strewn underneath the bar to catch the broken glass on a Saturday night. There is another pub a short jaunt along the high street, but as the drinks are twice the price and the landlord knows my parents, I’m better off roughing it down at the Rosie.


Besides, it’s not just me who drinks here.


Right now it’s half past four on a Friday afternoon in April and the place is heaving. There are a couple of old geezers in cloth caps over in the public bar nursing halves of stout and arguing over the odds for the four forty-five at Sandown, but the rest of the demographic is quite clearly on the younger side.


In fact, most of it is quite clearly on the younger side of eighteen – but as long as you’re not actually wearing a school uniform and you don’t try to pay for your drinks with Monopoly money, the staff here don’t seem to mind. So, casting my eye around the room, I can see my mate Caroline and her boyfriend Robbie (both Lower Sixth like me), plus there’s quite a few in from the boys’ grammar in the next village, drinking halves of sweet cider and trying to pretend they don’t give a monkey’s about their upcoming exams.


I, however, do.


I care very much.


In fact, I am so desperate to conjure up some good exam grades and use them to grapple my way out of rural Wiltshire and away from my family that right now I’m drinking Diet Coke and doing my best to learn my French vocabulary, despite being deafened by the mating cries of the lesser-spotted English adolescent.


Or greater-spotted, if you’re talking about Robbie’s mate Kev.


No, I’m here because my mum and dad have just had another almighty row about Dad’s business – their third this week. I’d just come in from school and walked into the kitchen to see my mother in a state that could only be described as ‘core meltdown’ over my father’s failure to chase up an invoice for ten thousand pounds. My father protested that the cheque was on its way, while my mothered countered forcefully that she’d believe it when she saw it.


They didn’t even realise I was there.


So, needing to get away and with my escape routes limited to the Rose and Crown or hiding out upstairs (where my sister Mel was testing the strength of the floor joists with her deafening music), I picked up my purse and went straight back out again, leaving the parentals to slug it out amongst the windowsill-top pots of herbs and the Le Creuset.


I look up as the door to the pub creaks open and spews another gobbet of grammar-school boys out into the room. You can always tell the St Peter’s crowd – they slap on far too much aftershave, wear a lot of black leather and stare at girls in a slightly scary way. There’s one in particular, with deep brown eyes and a gob permanently on fast-forward, who seems fixated with me. Sometimes I can feel his eyes burning through my mad curly dark hair right into the back of my neck and – oh yes, there we go! Even though I’m looking in the opposite direction, I know that he’s right behind me, and I can feel his gaze like a shaft of sunlight focusing through a magnifying glass as it bores its way in between my shoulder blades.


But I’m not interested.


Right now I’m on a mission with my French vocab and so, even though he is on the hotter side of cute, I do what I always do: ignore him and go back to my books.


Until—


‘Oi,’ I say. ‘Watch what you’re doing!’


Strange Staring Man has bumped into my table sending a good half of my Diet Coke flowing freely across my French exercise book.


‘Sorry,’ he mutters (ironically, for the first time in his life unable to make proper eye contact with me). ‘I wanted to give you this.’


And he drops a small, neatly folded square of paper down on to the table before walking quickly over to the other side of the bar and disappearing into the fold of a dozen more or less identical gangly teenage boys.


I dab at the Coke spillage with a beer mat (not very effective) and then do the same with the corner of a nearby curtain (rather more effective but it gets me a dirty look from the barmaid). Then, crisis averted, I put my soggy book back in my bag and pick up Mr Starey’s piece of paper.


For a moment I consider not opening it; but then I think, what the hell, and peel back the corners to reveal, in all its spidery glory, the handwritten invitation: Will you go for a drink with me?


Er, no. I don’t think so. Even though my stomach does a secret little flip at the thought.


I roll my eyes in exasperation (just in case he’s looking – which he probably is, given the way the hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end) and then crumple the note up in my hand. I’m about to chuck it on the floor but the barmaid glowers at me again, so I shove it inside the little diary I always carry in my bag, stand up and make my way through the throng to the door of the pub.


I’m just about to step out into the spring sunshine when I feel the weight of his stare yet again and turn round. He gives me a smile so dazzling they could probably use it to illuminate Wembley Stadium – but for a million bazillion reasons I’m simply not in the mood. Returning his grin with a Grade 1 thermonuclear scowl, I lift the latch on the door and make my way home to see if peace has broken out in the old family homestead, tossing his screwed-up note into the kichen bin when I arrive.


And that is the last I see of him, and his scribbled invitation for drinkies à deux.


Or so I think . . .


But fate, as usual, has other ideas. Including the less-than-brilliant one that the best time to reintroduce us will be ten years later, in the middle of one of the biggest financial scandals the City has ever seen, just when my sister Mel is about to pitch up on my doorstep on the run from her home in Bristol with a bunch of West Country heavies hot on her trail.


All that, however, is in the future. First I need to go to uni, get a dullsville job as an analyst with the Chiltern Bank, buy a hideously overpriced two-bedroomed flat in Hammersmith, and hook up with Tom, a hotshot trader who possesses a body your average Greek god would kill for, but who doesn’t realise that the phrase ‘going out with’ refers to me, his girlfriend, and not getting beered up with the rest of the lads at work. Finally, I have to get fantastically drunk at an impromptu birthday party and wake up at stupid o’clock on a Thursday morning in dire need of a vat of black coffee with a large helping of Alka-seltzers on the side.


So let’s fast-forward a decade to half past five in the middle of March – and if I’m not much mistaken, the alarm is about to go off . . .
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A sound like an incoming missile alert sliced through the air and threw me into a state of confusion. Up until then I’d been asleep and dreaming about a man hitting me on the back of the head with a sledgehammer; now, however, even though I was awake, my dream not only seemed to be carrying on but the pain was also getting worse.


I groaned.


Loudly.


What was going on?


‘For God’s sake turn the bloody alarm clock off!’ muttered a voice next to me, half muffled by the duvet.


I reached an arm out from under the covers and smacked the clock hard. So hard, in fact, that it shot off my bedside table and into the outer darkness over by the wardrobe.


I groaned again and tried to open my eyes, only to find that they were glued shut by a combination of excess alcohol consumption, extreme sleep deprivation and Lash-a-bility – the mascara that keeps on working while you party!


‘If you don’t turn the alarm clock off,’ the voice next to me said, ‘I shall do it myself. And after that, I shall be forced to execute you for crimes against humanity.’


Frankly, death seemed pretty appealing right then (as opposed to the ‘death warmed up’ option, which I was currently experiencing). However, I was never one to shirk my duty, so I threw back the covers, crawled on my hands and knees towards the noise (which now seemed to have an added pneumatic drill-like quality to it), picked up my hairdryer and aimed it at the offending timepiece. There was an almighty crack – one that felt as though it had sliced the top of my skull open – and then peace, blessed peace, reigned supreme.


Exhausted, I lay down with my head on the carpet and the throbbing in my temples subsided slightly.


‘What time is it?’ muttered the occupant of my bed.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I can’t actually open my eyes.’


‘Are you all right?’


‘So long as I lie down flat it’s okay,’ I said. ‘If I try to stand up, I feel as though I’m going to slide off the floor. How about you?’


I prised one eyelid open with my fingers and was rewarded by the sight of Polly, my friend and work colleague, draped over the edge of the bed with her normally sleek black hair standing up on end.


‘I was well and truly mugged by the beer gorilla last night,’ she whispered.


‘You mean the Long Island Iced Tea gorilla,’ I reminded her, rolling on to my back to see if that helped at all, ‘who was accompanied by his cousins the Chardonnay chimpanzee and the Tequila Slammer orangutan.’


Polly groaned and put a pillow over her head.


‘I hate you,’ she said. ‘It’s all your fault; it was your birthday.’


‘It couldn’t have been,’ I said, wondering who’d turned up the wattage on the street light outside my window and wishing I could reach my sunglasses. ‘My birthday’s on a Wednesday this year. We would never have got this drunk on a week night.’


‘But it was your birthday.’ Polly struggled up briefly on to her elbows before collapsing back on to the mattress. ‘I know that because we all went to the pub after work and then you invited everyone back here after last orders.’


Vague, swimmy recollections of catching the tube to Hammersmith with fifteen of my closest friends and co-workers swam into my addled brain.


‘Oh God,’ I mumbled. ‘Are they all still here?’


‘No, you sent them home.’


‘So why are you here?’


‘Because I spilled tequila on my shoes and put them under the shower for half an hour to clean them off. They were wringing.’


‘And why are you in my bed?’


‘You said I wasn’t allowed to sleep in the spare room because I had to stop you calling Tom in the middle of the night and yelling at him.’


‘Why, what had he done?’ Yelling at anyone was certainly not my usual MO; I must have been pretty far gone even to have contemplated it.


‘He’d—Oh, fuckadoodle, Laura! Have you seen the time – we are so dead!’


I peeled open my other eyelid just in time to see Polly drop my mobile phone on to the bedside table as though it had scalded her and sprint into the bathroom.


‘It’s Thursday!’ she yelled, her words cutting through me like the blade on a scythe, ‘Thursday the tenth of March, and we’re late for work.’


‘Shit!’ I murmured and staggered after her, pausing only briefly to throw a couple of Nurofens and half a pint of water down my gullet.


Thursday the tenth of March was not the day to be late. Thursday the tenth of March was not the day to be turning up at work with a raging hangover. Thursday the tenth of March was the day they were announcing redundancies in the analysis department of the Chiltern Bank, and the last thing either of us wanted to do was give the powers-that-be any encouragement to send the Curse of the Job Centre in our direction.


Three quarters of an hour later, with our arms linked together to keep us vertical and each clutching a bottle of mineral water, Polly and I lurched up Cornhill in the City of London, before hanging a right into St Andrewgate, where the Chiltern’s head office was situated. Five years ago, this street had contained nothing to mark it out from any other City thoroughfare (some low-rise, low-grade office buildings; a white, slightly scary Hawkswood church at one end and a couple of take-away sandwich shops); but now, thanks to the profits made by our bank (the bank that wants to make you smile!) during the boom years, it was home to the Screwdriver – the newest and biggest super-skyscraper in town. We rounded a corner and found ourselves squinting as the spring sunlight bounced energetically off its glass and chrome structure. Considerably fatter at the base, its angular sides tapered thirty-five floors later to a rounded point that would have had Sigmund Freud rubbing his hands together in glee, it was so striking and cutting-edge that it made every other building around look as though it needn’t have bothered turning up.


I always felt a little thrill of excitement as I trotted up the four pale Yorkstone steps that flowed out from the base of the building like ripples on a pond. I might not earn as much as Tom on his trading desk; I might secretly think that churning out endless reports on company performances and share movements was not the most exciting job in the world; sometimes I might even dream of doing something really off the wall like being a big-game warden or monitoring dolphin numbers in the Bahamas – but I totally loved the fact that I got to work in the hottest building in town.


No, scratch that.


The hottest building in the world.


People applied for transfers from our New York offices just so that they could work at the Screwdriver. The guys in the Paris office said mais non to the Left Bank and begged to be allowed to work amongst les rosbifs here in London. Applications were also up from Tokyo, Singapore and Hong Kong, the kudos of the Screwdriver outweighing the charms of life in the Far East; and even the Aussies were queuing up in droves to leave sunny Sydney so that they could work in the British rain at the ‘Screwy’.


As for me, a country girl from a no-mark village in darkest Wiltshire, it was so awesome I felt as though I was doing something vaguely illegal sneaking in here every day.


‘Morning, Dennis,’ I croaked to the man in a deep claret-red morning suit and top hat who was standing at the top of the steps next to the automatic door.


‘Morning, Laura!’ Our doorman deftly tipped his hat a quarter of an inch in our direction. ‘Morning, Polly. Passes?’


We waved our laminated security passes in his general direction and he pushed the revolving door open, allowing us to glide into the cool (and mercifully shady) marbled expanse of the foyer. We gingerly click-clacked our way across the polished floor, past a desk so huge it had to be staffed by three receptionists, and into one of the glass-and-chrome lifts that shuttled up and down the see-through frontage of the first twenty-five floors of the building.


I leaned my still-pounding head against one of the cool steel ribs that encased the elevator pod and closed my eyes.


‘Remind me why I’m here,’ I muttered, ‘and not at home sleeping it off.’


Polly mumbled, ‘Floor twenty,’ into the lift’s voice-activated control panel, before trotting out our departmental mission statement: ‘Because we not only deliver the best – we are the best.’


‘Bollocks,’ I said, clutching my temples as the lift rocketed upwards, leaving my stomach behind somewhere between floors ten and eleven.


‘Okay,’ she conceded, ‘we’re actually here because if we call in sick we’ll get redundancy for sure; and if that happens we’ll never get another job ever again because everyone now thinks that bankers are the Antichrist and we’ll be forced to move back in with our parents until we finally die in our old pink bedrooms with peeling posters of Robbie Williams and Damon Albarn on the walls. That’s why.’


I shivered. The idea of going home to the bosom of my family (or my mother, anyway; my parents had divorced not long after my dad’s business had disappeared down the U-bend) was enough to convince me of the importance of dragging myself into work come hell or a hangover. In fact, I would even have been willing to wear the bilious lime-green Chiltern baseball cap and T-shirt to client meetings around town if it gained me any Brownie points with the HR department.


‘You’re all right,’ I said mournfully. ‘You could always shack up with Archie. If I lose my job and I can’t pay the mortgage I’ll have to move home.’


The sound of Polly choking came from somewhere over by the lift door.


‘Oh God,’ she said in a strangled voice. ‘Ohgodohgodohgod. Are you serious? Me? With Archie?’


I opened one eye and saw her having some sort of seizure. Archie was a tall, thin chap in our department who had had a thing for Polly since the moment he’d first walked through the doors of our office and seen her lovely face illuminated by the light of the photocopier.


‘After you put your shoes in the shower, you spent the rest of the evening playing tonsil tennis with Archie in the kitchen,’ I informed her.


‘Floor twenty,’ announced the lift in a voice that sounded almost like Professor Stephen Hawking, and we crawled out of our glass pod.


We found ourselves on a carpeted corridor bounded on one side by huge glass panels held together by a spiderwebbed network of chrome frames and on the other by a seemingly endless curving white wall containing a number of identical doors. Polly leaned against the latter and put her head in her hands.


‘Oh God,’ she breathed again. ‘That’s why there were ten messages from him on my voicemail this morning.’


She looked up at me, obviously expecting the worst.


‘I didn’t – tell me I didn’t – with him – with Archie?’


‘After I’d turned off the shower and put your shoes in the airing cupboard, I found you asleep in the hall under the coat rack fully clothed,’ I reassured her. ‘Your virtue remains intact.’


Polly closed her eyes with relief.


‘But you still haven’t told me why I wanted to yell at Tom,’ I added, thinking that yelling at anyone right now would have serious consequences for my headache.


‘Because he—Oh, shit, Laura, it’s gone eight o’clock. Get moving.’


Ignoring the impressive cityscape pooling out below me through the glass panels, I scurried off along the corridor behind Polly, feeling like a twenty-first-century Alice in Wonderland heading down the rabbit hole. We passed door after door after door, some with brass nameplates announcing the occupants to be ‘Smithers and Company, Insurance Brokers’, or ‘Carridan and Lacey, Solicitors’, until we stopped at one with the Chiltern’s logo on it, swiped our passes through an electronic card-reader and walked into a large office area. Croaking hello to various colleagues, we made our way through rows of desks topped with computer monitors, in-trays and telephones, hung a left down a wide corridor lined with photocopiers and then turned right through a pair of double doors. This was our patch, our home territory. It consisted of a small open-plan room containing fifteen identical workstations separated by brown desk dividers a foot or so in height, a small kitchen area and, on the far wall, two very large flat-screen televisions respectively blasting out Bloomberg and the less well-known, but eerily prescient, Financial News Today. The latter broadcast from a small set of studios two streets away from the Screwdriver but were often in there with the breaking stuff before the big boys at the BBC or Sky had time to reshuffle their scripts.


I found my desk, dumped my bag and coat, then shoved off to the kitchen to concoct the super-strength, forty-thousand-volt espresso that was needed if I was going to manage anything more productive than lying with my head on the desk, drooling out of the corner of my mouth.


A phone started to ring.


My temples throbbed.


Nobody picked the phone up, so it carried on ringing.


My headache got a hundred times worse.


It didn’t stop.


I began to hate the person who owned the phone.


Still it continued.


I put my hands over my ears.


Another phone joined in.


I screwed my face up to try and block out the sound and . . .


. . . realised that my jacket pocket was vibrating.


Sheepishly I put my hand into my pocket and pulled out both the mobile I used for personal calls and the BlackBerry I had for work.


The screens told me that both callers were Tom.


The fuddled state of my brain found this difficult to understand, but nevertheless I gamely pressed a phone to each ear.


‘Tom?’ I said. ‘What are you doing ringing me twice? In fact, how are you ringing me twice?’


‘I rang your mobile with my mobile but you weren’t answering so I called your BlackBerry with my BlackBerry and waited to see which one you picked up first.’


I realised that I could only hear his voice in my left ear so I switched my mobile off and stuffed it back into my pocket.


‘Okay,’ I said, having very little idea of what he’d just said but being profoundly greateful that the ringing noise had abated. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I wondered whether you liked it?’


Oh shit: my birthday present.


It all came flooding back to me: that was why I’d wanted to ring him at one o’clock in the morning.


‘It was a man’s watch, Tom,’ I said with remarkable composure.


‘No it wasn’t; it just had a few gadgety bits on it. It’s the last word in Swiss design and it cost me an arm and a bloody leg.’


‘Tom, listen to me: it was a man’s underwater watch capable of telling me the depth of dive, water pressure per square metre and temperature, and it came with an optional shark-proof reading light attachment. When, exactly, in my hectic life of spreadsheets and City finance did you think I was going to use it?’


‘I don’t know – couldn’t you use it to start conversations with important clients at drinks parties?’


I took a very deep breath.


‘The strap is so big the whole thing keeps sliding off my wrist, and anyway you know perfectly well analysts don’t get invited to any client drinks parties.’


‘Okay, fine,’ replied Tom wearily. ‘I was in such a rush when I picked it out I must have gone for the wrong thing. Sorry.’


Last year my present had been a ticket for a World Cup rugby match at Twickenham – in the stands; none of your corporate-hospitality-with-free-champagne-and-a-three-course-lunch malarkey. At least with jewellery he was heading in the right general direction, even if he couldn’t quite manage the gender specifics.


‘Go on then,’ he continued, as though he was doing me an enormous favour. ‘Keep the refund and get yourself something else.’


I bit my lip. Choosing my own present with a refund from a useless watch wasn’t as romantic as having my boyfriend lovingly select the perfect gift to celebrate my twenty-seventh birthday – but it was probably the best I was going to get.


‘All right. I’ll meet you after work and you can give me the receipt. Then you can buy me a belated birthday drink to make up for not coming out with us last night – and what about a belated birthday candlelit dinner for two whilst you’re about it?’ I suggested hopefully.


Tom had texted yesterday to say he had to pass on my party because of an emergency team meeting at work. A journalist at Financial News Today had broken a story about the investment bank Tom worked for, Davis Butler, having massive undeclared losses. Their share price had fallen like a stone and it was currently touch and go as to whether they would survive.


From the other end of the phone came a silence so uncomfortable it might have been wearing jeans three sizes too small.


‘The thing is, Laura, I’m going to be a bit busy.’


‘Yeeees?’ He’d better have a bloody good excuse . . .


‘It’s England versus South Africa tonight, so me and a few of the lads were going to catch it on the big screen at the Lamb and Flag,’ he concluded sheepishly.


‘But you missed my birthday party!’ I protested. ‘You owe me a night out.’


‘I know and I’m really sorry about it. How about tomorrow? Seven-thirty at—Oh, shit! Laura, I’ve got to go; the boss wants to see me. Later!’


And he rang off.


I shoved my BlackBerry back into my pocket and turned to see Polly leaning against the fridge.


‘What?’ I barked, busying myself with the coffee machine.


Polly raised her hands in submission. ‘Hey, I didn’t say a word.’


‘He said he was sorry about blowing me out last night,’ I said, slamming cups around and then cringing as the noise reignited my thumping headache. ‘And you know things are difficult for him at the moment after that news story broke: they’re still talking about massive redundancies. Oh, and he didn’t mean to buy me a crap present, he was just stressed out.’


Polly’s visage softened – but only marginally.


‘So he’s taking you out to the Ivy to make up for it?’ she asked, opening a tin of biscuits and shoving two chocolate digestives in her mouth at once.


‘No.’


‘Whisking you away for a romantic weekend in Florence?’


‘No.’


‘Replacing that stupid watch with an engagement ring and suggesting that the pair of you start house-hunting first thing Saturday morning?’


‘Don’t be daft. You know he’s living with his mum and dad till he’s got enough money saved for a deposit.’


Polly frowned. ‘That boy could afford a down-payment on Windsor Castle, but there you go. So when are you actually going to see him?’


‘I’m calling in briefly to the Lamb and Flag to throw the diver’s watch at his head at about a quarter to seven this evening. After that it’s all rather up in the air – soon, anyway.’


Polly’s eyebrows shot skywards and she helped herself to another digestive.


‘I don’t know why you put up with it,’ she mumbled through a mouthful of biscuity mush. ‘You can’t have seen each other properly for ages.’


I shrugged and picked out a custard cream.


‘It won’t be like this for ever,’ I said. ‘It’s a phase. A blip. We’re both flat out at work and we have a healthy range of interests outside our relationship.’


Polly gave me a look piercing enough to open a can of beans at fifty paces.


‘You need a healthy range of interests inside your relationship too,’ she reminded me. ‘When you first got together he couldn’t leave you alone for five minutes – texts, phone calls, flowers, the whole nine yards. Now you’re lucky if you see him from one week’s end to the next.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Like I said, it’s not for ever, and anyway, we’ve been together for over a year now; part of it’s probably our relationship moving on to the next stage – you know, less of the uncontrollable passion, more of the need to make sure the bills get paid and the suits get picked up from the dry-cleaner’s.’


And I looked away and fiddled with the filter on the coffee machine for a bit.


It was true what I said – well, almost true. Over the past few months Tom and I had been spending less and less time together, but I’d sort of blocked it out. To be honest, I couldn’t think of a night in the last six weeks when we’d actually been together, but it wasn’t as though I’d spent our time apart sitting alone at home in my pyjamas, drinking Chardonnay and sobbing into a tissue.


Well, the sobbing into a tissue bit, anyway.


However, apart from being crap at present-buying, Tom pretty much ticked every box I could think of (and even a few that I couldn’t). Not only was he tall, fair and so achingly gorgeous both in a suit and out of one that my knees still went a bit bendy when I saw him, but he was also financially secure and came from a pretty much together, traditional family – both things that had been painfully absent from my own upbringing. So I told myself that it would all be okay as I smoothed over the missed dates and the forgotten phone calls; forgave him when he almost always needed to work late; and reassured him that I understood the pressures that came with his job. After all, this was me, remember: the girl who would rather run a mile than have a stand-up row and who could win the Nobel Prize for Biting Her Tongue.


I fished a jammy dodger out of the tin and turned back to Polly.


‘Oh, what do I know anyway?’ She gave a big, heartfelt sigh. ‘I haven’t had a boyfriend in so long, I probably qualify as some sort of neo-virgin.’


‘There’s always Archie,’ I reminded her, pouring her cappuccino and switching the function to espresso for myself. ‘He’s nuts about you.’


Polly shrugged. ‘Yeah, but he’s – well, he’s Archie, isn’t he? He’s sweet enough, but he jumps about like an overenthusiastic Labrador puppy with its tongue hanging out and I don’t know if I could handle that full time.’


‘It’s only because he’s nervous,’ I replied, putting my mug under the hissing spout of the machine. ‘Anyway, I think you should try it; he might just give you a pleasant surprise.’


Polly took a sip of scalding coffee and fanned her mouth violently.


‘Oooh-er, missus,’ she replied. ‘Anyway, we’d better get back in there. The firing squad are due down in five.’


We walked back out to the office area, took our seats and booted up our computers so that it would look as though we were doing something vaguely constructive when the posse from HR made their appearance. We knew the form from the whispered tales that wound their way from department to department like quick-growing jungle creeper: a small number of Human Resources staff would appear; there would be a general announcement about the ‘rationalisation of staff numbers’ and the need for ‘downsizing’ given the ‘non-advantageous economic climate’; then the name of the first victim would be read out and they would slope off to a small, soundproof office with Sophie Spink, our Head of Personnel, to be given their marching orders. After that another name would be called and the pattern repeated until the cull was finished. It was a horrible, degrading process and it always made me think of us, the powerless employees, as a herd of trembling wildebeest, with a pack of Human Resources lions prowling round the outside, picking off as many as they could get away with.


We didn’t have to wait long. Before I’d even been able to get Spider Solitaire up on to my screen, the double doors burst open and in marched Sophie in a tight tailored suit and heels so high and spiky you could have used them to harpoon whales.


We all sat bolt upright at our workstations and a terrified hush descended on the room. Eyes darted from colleague to colleague and then back again to Sophie as we tried to second-guess who would be first up for the walk to the scaffold.


Despite the fact that she seemed to be operating without her usual entourage of minions, Sophie didn’t waste any time in getting to the point.


‘You all know why I’m here,’ she said, each syllable issuing from her mouth like the crack of a bullet exiting a gun barrel. ‘But I am pleased to tell you that there has been a slight change of plan.’


Gary down at the end gave a whooping cheer, but Sophie silenced him instantly with a scorching glare.


‘We have obtained four voluntary redundancies from the private client department,’ she continued, her tone of voice making it sound as though she’d extracted those personally through the use of thumbscrews and a torture rack. ‘And therefore the disruption to Analysis will be minimal.’


The collective fear of fifteen people that had been cresting above us like a huge dark cloud rolled away and the sun shone once again: we were saved! We all lived to work another day!


Sophie stood regarding our palpable relief with a steely gaze; she hadn’t quite finished.


‘So if Laura McGregor would like to follow me, please, the rest of you can get on with your work.’


And she twisted her mouth into something that, on Planet Spink, might have passed for a smile.


At that moment, I swear that my blood turned to ice. In fact, if you had severed one of my arteries, tiny red ice crystals would have come clunking out and spilled over my desk. I sat rigid with disbelief, my right hand still gripping my mouse and my left lying comatose in my lap.


Sophie shot me a gimlet-eyed look.


‘If Laura McGregor would like to follow me,’ she repeated, slightly louder than before, ‘the rest of you can get on with your work.’


Somehow my body managed to raise itself up out of its seat and take the five steps across the carpet to join her. I could feel the stares of my colleagues – pitying, relieved, even genuinely distressed – boring into my flesh as Sophie and I then made our way over towards a tiny room situated next to the kitchen.


Once inside, she shut the door, pulled down the blinds and gestured for me to take a seat. However, I found I couldn’t actually make my knees bend and my bottom place itself on the low plastic chair positioned opposite hers. My pulse was thumping in my throat and my palms were beginning to sweat. Sophie shrugged and pulled up a chair for herself before slapping down a large beige envelope on the teeny tiny table between us: it was my personnel file.


‘Right, Laura,’ she began, her tone of voice indicating that our meeting represented a rather tedious low moment in her otherwise action-packed schedule of personnel management. ‘Let’s get to the point.’


I closed my eyes and tried to resign myself to my worst nightmare: I was about to lose my job. Without my job I would lose the preferential mortgage rate the Chiltern offered its employees, and without that I would probably have to sell the flat. It might take months – if not a year or two – to get another job in finance; and in the meantime all I would have to live on would be a dwindling pot of money from the sale of my home and whatever the bank decided to cough up as my severance package. Polly’s scaresville scenario might even come true and I’d have to move home with my mother.


However, before I could get round to grappling Sophie to the ground and using one of her dagger-like heels to slice open my wrists, I became aware that she was still speaking.


This struck me as odd; I mean, if all she had to tell me was to put my stuff in a box and make sure I was out of the building by nine o’clock, she was being rather long-winded about it. Maybe . . . perhaps . . . possibly . . .


‘If I might . . . just . . . for one moment,’ I began tentatively.


Sophie gave me a withering look.


‘Yes?’ she snapped, sounding as though she would rather eat live spiders than give me the right of reply. (Although to be honest, I wouldn’t be that surprised if they used that sort of thing as a training technique to keep them mean ’n’ focused up in HR.)


‘I have been with the bank since graduation,’ I said, fear of my grisly fate giving me little option but to put the case for the defence, ‘and in that time I have become one of the most profitable members of my department. My line manager comments favourably on my work and I have always exceeded my performance targets by a margin of at least thirty per cent. I would suggest that given those performance indicators, I am not the obvious choice for redundancy within my department.’


Blimey! Had that been me? Had I really just opened my mouth and made those particular words come out? I was impressed. The question was, would Sophie be too?


‘Is that all?’ she said, unblinking.


My spirits sank. She might as well have said ‘So?’ or ‘Whatever!’; her voice told me that her mind was already made up. I was doomed. Dooooooomed, d’you hear?


I took a deep breath and waited for the ritual humiliation of the handing-over of the P45.


‘As I was saying,’ Sophie resumed pointedly, ‘you are to report to Will Barton in SunSpot Hedge Funds. You will be working with him for the next few weeks in addition to your usual role.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Would you repeat that, please?’


I was totally convinced that what she had actually said was ‘Please ensure you leave by the main doors and surrender your pass to Reception,’ but it hadn’t sounded like that.


‘Really, Laura,’ Sophie grumbled, ‘you need to pay more attention. I’ve told you to report to Will Barton at SunSpot. There’s a new hedge fund coming online in a couple of months and Will needs someone for a few weeks to oversee the data that’s going to go into the prospectus and help with various bits and pieces. There will be some analyst duties but it’s basically a bit of a mixed bag – still, I’m sure you will rise to the challenge.’


For about ten seconds, I forgot to breathe.


‘Will Barton?’ I gasped, feeling as though I had somehow died and gone to heaven.


‘Will Barton,’ Sophie confirmed brusquely, lining up her papers and tapping them together on the top of the table. ‘He’s expecting you for a preliminary meeting at a quarter to nine. He can answer any questions you might have then. That will be all.’


And she stalked out of the little room on her harpoon heels, leaving me staring moronically after her.


‘Will Barton,’ I breathed once again, still unable to process this piece of information.


Will Barton was a legend in his own (and everyone else’s) lunchtime. A hugely successful hedge fund manager in New York, he had been lured across the pond four months ago to be head of the Chiltern’s ‘alternative investment portfolio’ – aka more hedge funds – with a transfer package that would have made Alex Ferguson wince. While other banks had been jettisoning hedges faster than you could say ‘the market may go down as well as up’, it seemed that anything Will Barton touched turned – almost literally – to gold. The boy could do no wrong.


And I got to work for him!


As soon as I regained the use of my legs, I walked back to my desk and sat down heavily. Polly rushed over.


‘You okay?’ she whispered.


I nodded dumbly.


‘I’ve got a friend at the Royal Bank of Wales,’ she whispered. ‘There’s a maternity leave position coming up in the analysts’ department. Do you want me to ring her?’


I shook my head.


‘It wasn’t the sack,’ I breathed. ‘It was Will Barton; he’s my new line manager.’


Polly’s eyes grew as wide as trendy bistro pasta bowls.


‘You get to work with Will Barton?’ she said. ‘You jammy cow.’


The envy in her voice was almost tangible.


‘That would be “work with him”, Polly,’ I reminded her, ‘not “go out for lots of dinner dates with him”; and he wants to see me in – shit – he wanted to see me two minutes ago.’


I scrambled out of my seat clutching at a pad of paper, a biro and my bag.


‘Good luck,’ Polly called after me, ‘and if he needs a plus one for any of his posh corporate functions, you can give him my number.’


I legged it over to one of the lifts situated on the interior of the building and pressed the button to open the doors.


‘Floor eighteen,’ I panted into the voice-operated thingy – and we were away, my stomach left thirty feet above me on floor twenty and my mind racing as I tried to envisage what life in the world of hedge funds was going to involve.




[image: image]


Will’s fame was such that I knew exactly where to find him. Once the lift had regurgitated me on to floor eighteen and I had swiped my pass to let me back into the Chiltern-controlled parts of the building, I hurried along a series of windowless corridors, past rooms full of men like Tom who spent their days shouting numbers into telephones and finally through a set of beech-veneer double doors that led into a medium-sized office area similar to my own. There I headed towards a young woman whose scowl and pinched expression suggested that she spent her spare moments chewing wasps, but who occupied a larger workstation than everyone else and therefore presumably enjoyed some sort of superior status. Her name, which was written on a little plastic bar on her desk, announced itself to be Melody Byrd.


‘Laura McGregor,’ I said, ‘to see Mr Barton. Could you tell me where his secretary sits, please?’


She gave me a look that would have caused a lesser analyst to crumble into dust, but given what I’d already had to overcome in the way of trauma that morning, it merely made me feel a trifle put out.


‘That would be me,’ she replied loftily, ‘but he’s on a conference call at the moment, so you’ll have to wait.’


My mind wandered back upstairs to some unfinished work in my in-tray. Even if I had been seconded to SunSpot, I couldn’t just ignore my outstanding reports. I didn’t want the Spink firing me in two weeks’ time because there’d been a barrage of complaints about me being a total slacker.


‘Maybe I should come back later?’ I suggested, thinking I could use the time to crack on. ‘When would be convenient?’


‘Mr Barton will see you as soon as he is at liberty,’ she announced as though he was royalty (which in the wacky world of hedge funds I suppose he was). ‘Meanwhile, you are to wait in the meeting room.’


Melody nodded in the direction of a pale wooden door over on the far side of the office, throwing in an extra, bonus scowl as she did so.


‘Fine,’ I said, deciding not to risk annoying Will on my first day and resigning myself to working late instead. ‘Anywhere I could make myself a coffee?’


‘No,’ said Melody gracelessly, and turned back to her computer.


As I don’t have a highly developed masochistic streak, I decided not to bother engaging her in further conversation, so I made my way over to the meeting room and opened the door. It revealed itself as a large, airy space containing a few bucket-shaped plastic chairs, a large paper flip-pad propped up on a wooden easel, a table and, to my surprise, a man.


He was sitting with his back towards me, swinging on his plastic chair like a schoolboy and typing away rather painfully on a laptop with two fingers.


‘Hello?’ I ventured, wondering if I was in some sort of queue, and if so, how long I was going to be kept hanging around.


There was no response.


‘Hello?’ A little louder.


Still no acknowledgement of my presence.


‘Excuse me,’ I called, walking round to the other side of the table and putting my face right down to his level, ‘Are you waiting to see Will Barton?’


The man looked up, gave a loud cry of surprise and then promptly overbalanced, disappearing backwards on to the floor.


‘Oh God.’ I rushed round to the other side of the table to make sure he hadn’t brained himself. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare the living daylights out of you.’


‘No, no, it’s quite all right.’ The man scrambled to his feet and pulled a couple of earpieces out of his ears.


‘IPod,’ he explained. ‘I had it on shuffle. I didn’t hear you come in.’


He was tall, slightly over six foot, and on the wiry side of slim, with dark brown hair that had been gently spiked towards the front, giving him a nicely tousled appearance. He was wearing a charcoal-grey suit, which (to my trained eye) looked rather expensive, but its effect was marred by the fact that one of his shirt-tails was hanging out over his belt and his tie was a bit skew-whiff.


He hastily tucked in his shirt, grinned a grin that lit up the room like an exploding firework and extended a hand in my direction.


I shook it.


However, as our hands locked round one another in that time-honoured platonic greeting used by professional people the world over, something rather unusual happened. My knees, which until then had been happily doing their usual job of keeping me upright and enabling my legs to move, suddenly felt as though they were having some sort of orgasm: a thrilling, tingly, pulsing, wobbly feeling overtook them and for a moment I wondered whether I was going to be able to remain vertical.


‘I’m Laura,’ I said, fighting hard to keep it together. ‘Laura McGregor.’


‘Alex Hodder,’ he replied, not showing any signs of letting my hand go. ‘Alex.’


‘Alex,’ I repeated distractedly, conscious that my face was growing hotter and hotter. ‘I’m Laura McGregor.’


‘Laura,’ he echoed, still grasping my hand. ‘Yes, Laura. Right. Of course. Er, hello, Laura!’


I never knew quite what it was, but something – his tone of voice, his choice of words, perhaps the way his smile seemed to radiate out from his eyes as much as his mouth – tripped a switch somewhere deep inside my brain. And then there was his name: Hodder. Hmmm . . . Hodder . . . it was bafflingly familiar.


‘Alex Hodder,’ I murmured, half to myself, half to the man standing in front of me clutching my hand. ‘I know this must sound like a bit of an odd question, but haven’t we met before?’


Something flickered over his face for a second or two – then disappeared. He liberated my hand from his and his grin slid down the scale from ‘wildly iridescent’ to ‘a little bit sheepish’.


‘Um, maybe,’ he said, giving an almost imperceptible shrug. ‘Normally I’m a business correspondent for Financial News Today and I do bits and pieces for camera.’


‘Oh,’ I said, still able to feel the phantom pressure where his hand had grasped mine. ‘Oh, right.’


I hastily smoothed down my skirt and told myself to get a grip: I was at work, for goodness’ sake; this sort of thing didn’t happen at work. And especially not at my work.


Alex gave an awkward cough and looked at his shoes.
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