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  ONE




  There were two people in the Regency four-poster that swamped the suite overlooking the Brighton seafront but only one of them was breathing, deeply and evenly, as she sipped

  flat Bollinger Brut and decided what to do next.




  Her name was Susan Street, and she was almost twenty-seven and almost beautiful with long dark hair, long pale legs and a short temper. Beside her lay a man who would never see fifty again and

  who now would never see sixty either. He had been, until half an hour ago, the editor of the Sunday Best, a tabloid with teeth whose circulation was three million and rising. Unfortunately

  he would never see it reach four million, because his deputy editor Susan Street had just dispatched him to that big boardroom in the sky with a sexual performance of such singular virtuosity that

  his heart couldn’t stand it.




  His heart, like everything else about him, was weak, she thought as she kissed his still-warm lips.




  She jumped from the bed in her Janet Reger teddy, looking like a call girl and thinking like a pimp. She saw herself in the mirror and reflected that the frail garment had to bear at least

  two-thirds of the responsibility for Charles Anstey’s early death on its flimsy back. Men were so predictable, the helpful little sweeties: they all loved blowjobs, they all loved high heels

  and they all loved black Janet Reger teddies. If she ever made it up the Amazon and found a tribe totally untouched by both white man and Playboy, she just knew that once you got down to

  it they too would love blowjobs, high heels and Janet Reger teddies.




  It was in the blood and under the skin of men. And who was she to withhold the addictive, destructive drug they craved so badly?




  Who was she? She was Susan Street . . .




  The smile slid from her face like the scribble from a child’s Magic Slate, shaken suddenly. On her hands and knees she circled the deep pile of the red carpeted room, delicately picking up

  the small smashed phials which had contained the amyl nitrate. When she had covered the floor twice, she made a tiny glass mountain on a newspaper – yesterday’s copy of the

  Best – pulled on her lethal red Blahnik heels and ground the glass into a fine powder. For one wild moment she thought of mixing it with talcum, taking it back to town and giving it

  to her best friend and worst enemy, Ingrid Irving. Ingrid was number three on a vastly more upmarket Sunday, a source of constant irritation and a complete and utter cokehead; her sinuses were so

  badly shot that she could snort straight Vim without missing a beat.




  Then she looked at the man on the bed. She had done enough damage for one day.




  Or nine lifetimes.




  Grinding down the agent of Anstey’s death on to the paper he had loved so much made her laugh hysterically. Who needs yesterday’s paper, who needs yesterday’s man? She sat down

  quickly on the bed as though she had received a fatal telegram, fighting her laughter. Tears came to her eyes.




  It had been a sort of eternal triangle – not his wife, she wasn’t important. But him, Susan and the Best. They had both loved it, both worked on it together for six years,

  both taken it so far and planned to take it further. To the top . . .




  She jumped up and ran to the bathroom. Cry later. Tears on ice, shaken and stirred. She slid the glass into the bowl and flushed again and again until even the fussiest guest could have drunk

  their daiquiris from it. Then she walked into the bedroom, summoning back her hysteria. She brought her hands together to make a giant fist and smashed it into her stomach, hard, gasping with pain.

  Then she screamed, over and over, as (to be careful of her nails) she dialled 999 with the heavy black and gold Mont Blanc pen – Charles’s first-ever present to her.




  When the policeman answered, she gasped, ‘Oh please – quickly – there’s been a death, at the big hotel by the West Pier, the really big one . . . yes

  that one . . . Charles Anstey . . . no, I’m not, I’m an employee. My name is Susan Street. Thank you, yes, as soon as possible.’




  She replaced the receiver carefully and smiled at her bright-eyed, wet-lipped reflection. She had never looked better. Wasn’t this the way sappy male writers had their heroines looking

  after sex? No, sex had never done this for her; just blurred her mascara and kissed away her lipstick. Only power made a girl look this good . . .




  ‘My name is Susan Street, and I am the youngest ever female newspaper editor in the world.’




  The man on the bed jerked one more time, as if in agreement.




  She rested her forehead against the window and watched the pretty Sussex countryside go by. All those people in all those houses . . . how many of them were teenage girls

  dreaming of escape? Thousands. And how many would make it? Not even a hundred.




  She felt impossibly tired. Her ordeal, for the moment, was over. The police had seen the stained sheets and her long, long legs in their red shoes. They had listened silently to her tearful

  recitation of his medical history, including the two small heart attacks before she met him. The younger constable – it was true about the police looking younger – had even gone pink

  around the edges.




  She had mumbled something about his wife in Richmond and it all being horrid.




  The older policeman said not to worry, miss, his lad would see to it personally, breaking the news to Madame Anstey. It was all she had been able to do to stop herself jumping up and offering to

  break the news to Madame Anstey herself: ‘Oh, and by the way, Lorraine . . . his last words were “I’m coming, you bitch . . .” ’




  She leaned forward in her First Class train seat like a jockey in sight of the home stretch, urging the iron horse on. Hurry up, please. The country was for cows; the country was where

  you ran away from, or retired to, not where you lived, when you were young and almost beautiful. She loved the city, she needed the city, she belonged to the city . . .




  And now the city belonged to her . . .




  Once, all she had had of the city had been a map of the London Underground. In later years, when time had wrapped a tourniquet around the terrible anguish of her adolescence, she would

  always reply with a straight face, ‘Harry Beck’ when asked which artists she liked. Harry Beck was the man who had designed the map of the London Underground; the map under which she

  slept, wept and crossed the days off the calendars she kept beneath her winter clothes, as other adolescents kept dirty books. She knew that in the eyes of her friends and family, her maps and

  calendars would mark her out as being touched with something even worse than nymphomania.




  Ambition.




  But she slept beneath the map and she dreamed in tube stations: Angel, Marble Arch, White City. Once or twice a year she escaped alone and made the six hour round trip to her promised land

  where she would roam the streets wide-eyed, her tape recorder in her hand. At night she fell asleep to the sound of London, in dreams she saw it, and in the morning she wept to find herself beached

  in the backwater of the pretty West Country town she had been condemned to birth in.




  But something rubbed off. By the age of fifteen she looked like a citizen of the Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, talked like a citizen of the Borough of Bow and thought like a citizen of

  the City. By now she knew that the country could never claim her and as if in retaliation the lost souls already sinking into its porous soil turned on the cocky cuckoo in the nest as they sank

  into the teenage quicksand of fiancé with room-temperature IQ, small screaming vampires in Viyella vests and le petit mortgage.




  Right-wing ideas about the bond between people of a similar culture and pigmentation, and left-wing ideas about the bond between women left Susan Street early, flushed down the school

  toilets her former friends held her head down when they smelled a rat planning to leave the sinking ship of their youth. She was relieved of all illusions before she reached the age of consent,

  when she shed her tight and shrivelled adolescent skin and emerged as a creature without conscience or scruples, with an almost irritable desire to get on with it. When The Beat

  ran the advert and she answered it on school notepaper (she could have typed it, but let them drool over her immaculate youth, old crumblies in their twenties who probably thought that

  teenagers were mythical beast figments of their wildest, wettest rock dreams), and they asked her to write something, and she wrote it in her smudgiest, most schoolgirlish hand and the editor, Sam

  Kelly, called the principal’s office to summon her from double Maths to offer her the job and she realized she was going to work for the best and biggest music paper in the world, she felt

  not elation but great relief and something almost like . . . it was . . . disappointment.




  It was all so predictable somehow, her irresistible rise. She sat on the principal’s window sill, biting her thumbnail and looking out at the playground where her heart had been broken

  and her fate had been sealed and she wished that somehow she could have been given some choice in the matter of her ambition and the success it would inevitably bring.




  Six weeks later she was sitting in the lap, if not of luxury, then of Gary Pride, sniffing amphetamine sulphate through a fifty-pound note. In theory, she worked at

  The Beat during the day and slept at the YWCA at night. In fact, she spent the day slouching against the office partitions cleaning her nails with a switchblade and sneering at her colleagues.

  In later years such action would be known as a ‘career move’.




  At night she slept with Gary Pride in his coffin in Limehouse. Gary Pride was a rising young pop star of twenty-two who made awful records which contained the words ‘Pride’,

  ‘Soul’, ‘Joy’, ‘Respect’ and ‘Dignity’ repeated many times in various permutations. He said they were a homage to Motown. They sounded marginally

  less black than mid-period New Seekers. That didn’t stop people buying them or Susan sleeping with him. Secretly, she held a deeply felt belief that he should be formally executed for crimes

  against the memory of black music.




  Gary Pride had an ugly face and a beautiful smile which made you forget how basically worthless he was. At least, everyone but Susan. She thought he was a scumbag.




  She slept with him because she had quickly learned that a teenage country girl with the legs of a dancer, the behind of a boy and the lips of a Port Said suck artist was a sitting Danish

  pastry for every disease-carrying flyboy in the shop window, not to mention the streets, offices and subways of the big city. Gary was her protection. By doing one unpleasant thing (Gary) she was

  made immune to the multitude of unpleasant things she might otherwise be cornered into doing. It was, if you wanted to be vulgar, immunization by injection. In later life she would calculate that

  at least eighty per cent of the girls she had known had tolerated their boyfriends for this same reason.




  Of course, Gary Pride didn’t know this. Like all shallow men he believed in True Love, taken frequently. He wrote songs for her – ‘(I Saw You) Dancing By Your

  Handbag’ and ‘Never Love A Soulboy’. She was so embarrassed she wanted to die, or preferably to kill him. Instead she accompanied him to the Top Of The Pops studio and to

  horrible places like Aylesbury where the band always tried out before London. She learned how to ignore the girls who hung around the stage door and spat at the band’s girlfriends, even when

  it stuck to her face.




  ‘You’ve got dignity, gel,’ said Gary. (He liked that word.) ‘You’re just like the Queen Mum.’




  He stayed faithful, by and large, to her because she was lividly young and pale, still uncalloused inside her Lewis Leathers second skin. Also because she worked on The Beat.

  (‘Yeah, my girl’s a writer,’ she once heard him boasting to some fellow warbling cretin. ‘Not some record company slag.’)




  Also because she had been a virgin.




  His first!




  He could laugh about it now, which he did loudly and lewdly and often, in front of his entourage, squeezing her thigh and referring smarmily to their first night of passion. It was like

  living in a Carry On film.




  But at the time, he had almost killed her . . .




  ‘You’re a what?’ Gary Pride jumped from the king-size coffin and stood in the middle of his Limehouse warehouse, naked except for a 666 tattoo on his

  shoulder.




  ‘A virgin,’ she whispered. Things had gone very quiet. Everyone was looking.




  ‘Jesus, Susan!’ He turned on the room, where his entourage lay sprawled on the flagstones watching The World At War with the sound turned down and the 1910 Fruitgum

  Company on the Dansette, snorting, swigging, guzzling and groping yet another night away. ‘Out, the lot of you liggers! OUT! Before I call the Bill!’




  Shooting Susan poison looks, blaming her for displeasing their master and mealticket, the revellers staggered out into the cold night air. Gary Pride bolted the huge doors and stalked

  purposefully back to the coffin where Susan lay on her back with her eyes closed, trying to make herself look as much like the red silk lining as possible.




  ‘Susan! God ’elp me, gel, if you don’t open your eyes right now I’ll close them for you permanent!’




  She opened her grey eyes wide. The effect she was hoping for was that of those wretched Third World urchins with the big eyes and raggedy clothes in those awful Woolworth’s prints her

  mother had such a liking for. She couldn’t swear to it, but she thought they were called things like ‘Chico’.




  ‘Right. Now do you mean to tell me—’ To her horror she noticed he was getting another erection. She hadn’t seen anything so disgusting since her beloved grandmother

  had given up eating pigs’ trotters on account of her dentures. Gary fastidiously threw a buffalo skin (Magnificent animal, innit, the buffalo? Sorter . . . majestic. Dignifield. I fink

  I’ll write a song about a buffalo) on to her smooth white body. ‘Do you mean to tell me you are an actual virgin?’




  ‘Was.’




  ‘Don’t rub it in, gel!’ He smote himself dramatically. ‘WAS.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Oh my God.’ He sank on the stone floor theatrically, then jumped up as the chill flags touched his behind. ‘People think I’m a wild sort of guy. I guess I am.’

  (He always assumed an American accent when talking about himself.) ‘But I got my own code of honour. And do you know what the number one rule on my code of honour is?’ He paused, one

  hand in the air, like Simon Rattle about to strut his stuff.




  ‘No, Gary,’ she whispered. She had always envisaged that getting shot of her virginity would be like having a tooth out: painful, boring, but basically banal and hopefully over

  quite quickly. She hadn’t expected a cross between Twenty Questions and Armageddon.




  ‘I don’t sleep with virgins, that’s what!’ He glared vengefully.




  ‘I’m sorry, Gary.’ She thought he might strike her.




  ‘ ’Ow was you to know?’ He looked at her with weary compassion. ‘You ever read any books about knights?’




  ‘Only Ivanhoe, at school.’




  ‘That’s bollocks. You wanna read the real stuff . . . the Crusaders, the Knights of Simon Templar . . . magic! Well, I see myself as a sort of urban parfait knight. You know what

  that is?’




  ‘No, Gary.’




  ‘They got a code, like all outlaws.’ He thrust out his jaw, looking like something on loan from the Natural History Museum. ‘AND VIRGINS IS RIGHT OUT!’




  ‘I’m sorry, Gary.’




  He shook his head with infinite wisdom. ‘ ’Ow was you to know? You’re a good gel, Susan.’ He lifted the buffalo skin and looked at her body, the gleam of infinite

  lechery dawning in his bloodshot eyes. Suddenly he vaulted back into the coffin, showing a remarkable agility. ‘Might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, I suppose!’




  Before the night was over she was sitting on his face. Now she was sitting on his lap in his dressing room after a show at the Hammersmith Odeon, and he was shoving her

  towards an exotic-looking girl with a nose-ring. What a fucking parfait knight he was.




  ‘I fancy a nice bit of dyke action,’ he was whispering. Charming.




  The crowd did a passable impersonation of après-ski Red Sea as Susan and the girl slid to the floor.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Shira.’




  ‘Mine’s Susan.’




  ‘Yes, I know. I see you around with the band.’




  ‘Weren’t you in Birmingham the other night?’




  ‘Yes, right, when you . . . ’




  ‘Jesus H!’ yelled Gary Pride. ‘You want the room cleared so you can tell each other your life stories? Now eat it!’




  The two girls slipped from their scuffed leather skins, under which they were naked. The silence dripped saliva. Shira had surprising emerald-green pubic hair and a tattoo just below her

  navel warning KEEP OFF THE GRASS. Susan got down to grazing, with a vengeance.




  Gary Pride bought time.




  He bought friends.




  He bought a season ticket to Highbury, but he didn’t dare go. (More than my life’s worth. I’d be ripped apart by the love of my people.)




  He bought books on the English Civil War, the code of the Samurai and the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, but he never read them. (Life’s too short, innit? Look, the

  snooker’s on.)




  He bought suits of armour. Of course he never wore them. When they began to collect dust he had them packed in a crate and sent to his family in Kent. (He claimed to be a Cockney; it was his

  whole raison d’être. His first album was called ‘Cockney Pride’. There must have been a strong wind blowing south from the vicinity of Bow Bells the day Gary Pride

  was born, Susan secretly thought.)




  He bought lutes, mandolins and lyres and threw them down in fits of pique when they failed to respond in exactly the same way as a 1976 Fender bass.




  But most of all, he bought drugs. And these he certainly knew what to do with. Hash, speed, cocaine, opium and LSD. It was the acid that broke the cretin’s back. He woke up in the

  coffin one morning screaming about the Rotarians. And the Freemasons. And the Tongs. Through a lurching amphetamine fog hangover Susan saw him pull on his nearest clothing (a Samurai ceremonial

  robe – was he going to get stopped at Customs!) and rifle through the bureau for his passport. She never heard from him again. A month or so later his record company told her he had gone to

  the volcanic island of Vanuatu to get his head together.




  She was eighteen and sick to the back teeth of asking crooning morons too stoned to remember their own phone numbers what their views were on the situation in Rhodesia,

  which had become as essential to a Beat interview as a favourite colour was to the teenybopper magazines. If you failed to ask them to their stupid faces you had to call them at home and

  pop the question, and doing it in isolation made you feel even dumber. Then a posh cow called Rebecca called her at the office one day and asked if they could have a drink.




  In a bar in Jermyn Street Rebecca sighed deeply into her Kir Royale and murmured something about New Blood. About the Street. About the Blank Generation. Susan watched, fascinated. Rebecca

  talked into her drink like a ventriloquist drinking a glass of water while screeching ‘Gottle of geer!’ and sounded like a Labour Party Manifesto. Then suddenly she rounded on Susan,

  looking her straight in the eye, and said in a completely different, mid-Atlantic voice, ‘Well?’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘Fifteen thousand a year, pathetic really, no car, expenses, as much depilatory as you can use and endless free samples, well, of everything really.’ Rebecca fished in

  her Fendi bag and threw a glossy magazine on to the bar. A girl in a tux pouted furiously at them. PARVENU. ‘We’ll call you associate ed, if you want. Doesn’t mean

  anything. But everyone else is an editor, even the messenger, so you might as well be.’ Her mission complete, Rebecca wilted elegantly again and began to murmur into her cocktail about

  Working Class Energy.




  Susan knew of Parvenu. It was a magazine which proclaimed, subtitled on the cover of every issue, ‘LIFE IS A PARTY’. It was frivolous, snobbish and shallow. But

  after The Beat, where thirty-year-old men looked for the meaning of life in plastic platters, it came as a breath of fresh carbon monoxide. So she murmured into her Black Russian about a

  Time For Everything and the New Selfishness. Displaying a healthy measure of it, Rebecca shot off five minutes later leaving Susan to pay for the drinks.




  In her two years at Parvenu Susan learned how to call dinner lunch, how to call enemies ‘Darling’, how to dress, how to drink and how to tell the

  perfect lie. She also learned things about men that made Gary Pride look like a verger.




  One afternoon after a fashion shoot she went to bed with three male models. In the morning one of them asked her if she had ever done it with an Afghan.




  ‘Guerrilla?’




  He ruffled her hair and laughed. ‘Hound, silly.’




  Then she interviewed a hot young actor at a hotel in Kensington. They stayed in his room for a week, ordering cocaine, champagne and caviar from the hotel’s various pantries. On the

  day of his departure he was very quiet. He didn’t look at her as he packed and she guessed that he was already psyching himself into his next role: that of loving, faithful boyfriend to the

  filthy rich Manhattan heiress he was engaged to.




  ‘Aren’t you going to give me anything to remember you by?’ she finally asked flirtatiously and desperately from the bed.




  He pulled on his cowboy boots, stood up and looked down at her. ‘I have,’ he said quietly. ‘Herpes.’ Then he was out of the door, carrying the one canvas tote bag

  that made up his luggage, a man-of-the-people affectation that had charmed her a week ago and now revolted her.




  It took two weeks, a week’s wages and a private clinic before she was sure he was just a sadist with a kooky sense of humour. Herpes was the new urban folk demon; people told jokes

  against it as if to inoculate themselves. What do the couple who have everything have embroidered on their towels? ‘HIS’ and ‘HERPES’.




  She shared a flat in SW10 with a cousin of Isabella’s, the girl at the next desk in the Parvenu office. The girl called herself Trash. She was impossibly rich, had five

  A-levels and worked in an Arab clip joint in W1. Her family were related by marriage to a certain Family who shall be nameless and blameless. She wore her evening clothes only once: on coming home,

  around four in the morning, she dropped them into the matt black dustbin as other more frugal girls might drop them carelessly on to the floor after a hard day at the office. Occasionally, she

  burned that night’s dress in the sink, scat singing arias from Madame Butterfly as she did so.




  Trash had two hyphens, not one, in her surname. Susan once didn’t see or hear her for six weeks. They never talked. Trash seemed to regard conversation as a breach of good manners.

  Once Susan, a little drunk and lonely, stopped her as they passed in the hallway and asked her why she needed a flatmate. Trash smiled like a game-show host.




  ‘Because I can’t stand a cold toilet seat.’




  When she killed herself in the bath one Monday morning, Susan discovered that Trash had really been Georgia. ‘But I always called her Trash!’ she said to Isabella as they waited

  for the lift down one night. Somehow it seemed very important.




  Isabella smiled absently. ‘Oh, don’t worry. Everyone called her Trash. Even her ma.’




  ‘That’s not the point.’




  ‘Sorry?’




  Who, what, why, where, when? This was supposed to be the mantra of journalism. It went through her head, more and more, like the slick black backbeat of a soul song. She couldn’t

  answer any of them. She read cereal packets and racing results to find an answer. She spent a preternatural amount of time listening to the lyrics of popular songs. A song called ‘Boogie

  Oogie Oogie’ drove her to distraction for a few weeks; she bought the single and stayed at home in the evenings with the stylus on auto, listening to it fifty times in a row. She was

  convinced it was trying to tell her something.




  She got drunk every night and every morning woke up with a headache where her memory had once been. The thought of suicide was always there, comforting, like old money to be fallen back on

  in desperate times. Sometimes only the thought of death made life bearable. A greyhound winner called Too Much Too Young made her laugh for half an hour. WHO, WHAT, WHY, WHERE, WHEN?




  Then she met Matthew.




  Matthew Stockbridge sat at his desk in the big South London hospital and looked across at the pretty, sick-looking girl who was trying to insert a cheese sandwich into her

  tape recoder.




  ‘I’m ver’ sorry,’ she slurred. ‘Some sort of malpractice.’




  He laughed, a little shocked. ‘No, Miss Street, you came here to ask me about malpractice suits. Didn’t you?’




  ‘Malpractice. No, malfunction.’ She dropped the sandwich on to the desk and stared at it. ‘Oh look,’ she said brightly. ‘I wondered where that got to.’

  She looked up at him, her pupils almost completely covering her grey irises.




  ‘Miss Street, which drug are you on?’




  She rifled through her bag and triumphantly shoved a twist of foil under his nose. ‘Sulphate. Almost pure. Want some?’




  ‘No thank you.’




  Now she was gazing over his shoulder into the far corner of the room with something between amusement and terror.




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘There’s a bird in that corner. It’s the Roadrunner,’ she said matter-of-factly.




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Oh yes. It’s the Roadrunner and it’s doing the Charleston.’




  ‘Miss Street, I assure you it’s not. It’s amphetamine sulphate, which has gone to your liver and been transformed into mescalin due to extreme abuse and lack of food and

  sleep. Am I right?’




  She smiled knowingly at him. Then she leaned across the desk and shot the best part of the litre bottle of Perrier water she had been drinking into his lap. Then she began to laugh, so hard

  that she fell off her chair. She lay on her back, retching up a vile yellow bile and laughing.




  Matthew Stockbridge dodged around the desk and knelt beside her. She looked at him.




  ‘Who, what, why, where, when?’ she asked weakly.




  ‘Whatever you want.’ He laughed too. ‘It’s all right now, Susan.’




  That had been seven years ago. Time, the great vandal, had had its bash at them, and love had gone about halfway through, but she still hadn’t got around to moving out. When you were

  both busy moderns, there was very little time for elaborate things like leaving. You were always too busy buying things and signing things and throwing things, from dinner parties to dishes. There

  weren’t enough hours in the day for you to move out. Even when everything else had gone.




  She was twenty when she met Charles Anstey, a man with a mission to take the void out of tabloid, at London Fashion Week. He was with his tall, dark and ugly clothesaholic

  French wife Lorraine. Twenty years ago she must have seemed like good value to a provincial boy in the outer suburbs of his youth but now she had the bitter, disappointed face and grudgingly

  anorexic body of the fading fashion victim in danger of becoming a fashion fatality.




  They sat on either side of Charles, Lorraine nagging for clothes, Susan hustling for a job, like cross caricatures of pre- and post-feminist woman.




  ‘The young reader,’ Susan elaborated enthusiastically, telling him things he knew already but doing it in such an excited way that he couldn’t help but nod seriously,

  ‘that’s what you want – no one needs a dying readership. Get them young. And the women readers – don’t marginalize them. Think about them on every page. Newspapers

  aren’t just about news any more. You should be taking readers from the women’s magazines – not just from each other.’




  She never found out if Lorraine got what she wanted from Charles Anstey – but she did. A week later he called her at Parvenu and asked her if she would like a job as

  a feature writer on the new Sunday Best.




  She was a good journalist, but not that good. She had once thrown a scare into a rentboy trying to sell the dirt on a Labour MP just because she was young and idealistic and believed in the

  things he stood for. And because he was fun to lunch. She wouldn’t do that now, she thought. And a really good tabloid reporter would never have done it. She had been pleased when promotion

  to features editor lifted her out of the scramble for stories. And then for almost two years she had been deputy editor and next in line to the editor’s chair. Until now.




  She was jolted in her seat and out of her dreams. The train had arrived.




  And so had she.




  







  TWO




  The next day was a Tuesday, first day of the working week for the Sunday papers. She slept like a baby – one hour sleeping, one hour crying, and so on – rose early

  and dressed carefully.




  Her best Azzedine Alalïa, plain and black and respectful. Ok, so it was tight as a tourniquet and had only a passing acquaintance with her thighs. But Charles had always been a leg man. Her

  earrings were small and jet, Cobra and Bellamy, and her shoes were simple and black, Kurt Geiger, with a very modest four-inch heel.




  Talking of shoes, she expected it would be fairly easy to step into Charles’s, and she didn’t mean the ones still waiting patiently outside the Brighton bedroom fresh from their

  overnight cleaning. Poor Charles; he had died not with his boots on but his hard on.




  The Best’s proprietor, Lord Tooth, was a sweetie, and a fairly senile one at that. Susan’s protégée, Zero, called anyone over forty a Senile Citizen, and Lord

  Tooth qualified nicely. He was fond of Susan, thought her very young and daring, and always asked her if the Beatles had re-formed yet. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that one of them

  was really dead and the other three were brain dead. It was a cinch.




  It was nothing of the sort.




  As she walked into the open-plan office, people sniggered in small groups. She thought she heard someone hum a few bars of the Dead March from Saul. Holding her head high she walked

  into her room and shut the door.




  When Susan picked up one of the three telephones that squatted smugly on her desk, she was greeted by the noise she most dreaded hearing, that of five smacking wet kisses in a row. It was in

  this way that Ingrid Irving invariably greeted her. A few steps behind Susan but climbing fast, and well connected to a long line of dukes and judges in a way Susan could only dream of, Ingrid was

  a regular fixture on BBC panel games – telegenic and, if her grasp of gossip was anything to go by, telepathic. She was always described in print as ‘vivacious’, which meant that

  she giggled a lot and sucked up to anything in boxer shorts. She was the only person Susan knew who wore taffeta before noon. An old song of Frank Sinatra’s that her mother had played to

  death came to Susan’s mind, slightly subbed, at the thought of Ingrid. Picture a tarantula in tulle . . . that’s Ingrid with the grinning skull.




  Now the five kisses exploded wetly in her ear, making her wince. ‘Darling, tell me everything! Did he die with his boots on? Or his trousers?’




  ‘So far as I know, he died with his overcoat on. Hello, Ingrid.’




  ‘Hello, darling.’ There was a barrage of popping corks at the other end of the phone, much shrieking and a few bars of ‘Tomorrow Belongs To Me’.




  ‘Why are you at home, Ingrid?’




  ‘Oh, I’m not, darling. Nose to the grindstone. Come on, you know what it’s like . . . even the seccies stay drunk until Friday. Just having a few mates over – Jasper,

  stop it. Leave that poor little messenger alone.’




  ‘Listen, Ingrid, I know even less about this terrible thing than you. I’m going to find Oliver and get the story. See you anon, OK?’




  ‘See you for lunch, sweetie.’




  Not if I see you first, sweetie.




  She rose grimly to her feet and walked next door into Oliver Fane’s office; number three on the paper and a prize snoot to boot. Like the rest of his colleagues he loathed her – for

  her age, her gender and a horde of less important reasons, such as believing that she was spectacularly untalented. ‘A woman’s place is on the woman’s page,’ said a memo on

  her desk soon after her promotion. She was sure it came from him.




  He was lounging, with a smile on his face and his feet on the desk, but jumped up when he saw her.




  ‘Susan, Susan!’ He came round the desk and took her consolingly by the arm. ‘Have a seat! Heard the news? No, of course not, you’ve been too . . . upset.’




  ‘News?’




  ‘We’ve been sold!’




  ‘Sold?’ She sat down quickly.




  ‘Sold!’ he said triumphantly, like a gleeful auctioneer unloading a naff antique. ‘This very morning!’




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘To Tobias Pope!’ He leered. ‘Not very good news, is it? Especially considering what a . . . special relationship you had with old Tooth.’ That put the

  tail-switching little counterjumper in her place. He had a 2:1 from Oxford and had trained at the Times and done the mandatory NUJ stint at the provincial hellhole. There

  was nothing he hated more than someone who hadn’t paid their dues – unless it was someone who got paid more than him. Susan Street was both.




  Susan Street was stunned. Tobias Pope was as different a prospect from old Lord Tooth as you could imagine. With a reputation somewhere between Rupert Murdoch, G. Gordon Liddy and the Marquis de

  Sade, he ruled his communications empire with fear and loathing – his employees feared him, and he loathed them. He had been heard to refer to the people in his pay and his pocket as

  ‘my reps’ – short not for representatives, but for reptiles. If Lord Tooth would have seen Silly Putty in her hands, Tobias Pope was going to be US Steel.




  Oliver Fane was burbling on. ‘Apparently it’s been on the cards for months. Only that idiot Tooth didn’t have the heart to tell Charles. He thought he’d be upset or

  something, because of their special relationship – I think that means he bonked Charles’s mother on a house party thirty years ago. Anyway, he planned to tell him today, but as

  the fickle finger of fate would have it . . . Susan?’




  There was a thump. Susan Street had fainted.




  When she came to she was being slapped, much harder than was absolutely necessary. A suntanned man in his fifties, the lines on his face a conspiracy between climate and a

  cruel nature, was hitting her rhythmically around the face with a black-gloved hand. ‘Ah, here it is!’ he said, looking straight into her wide-open eyes and smiling. Taking a glass of

  water from Oliver Fane’s secretary, he threw it straight at her chest.




  She gasped in shock and horror. The skintight Alalïa seemed as though it might burst open like a peach hit by a hammer under the weight and wetness of her breasts. The assembled staff of

  the Sunday Best stood around and gaped. In their wildest, wettest dreams, the rude awakening of Susan Street had never been so beautifully, humiliatingly realized.




  The man laughed. ‘You seem refreshed, my dear.’ He hauled her to her feet and shook her hand delicately. ‘Allow me. My name is Tobias X. Pope and I am your new owner.’ He

  turned on his heel, a flurry of flunkies swelling on all sides. ‘Oh, and by the way – you’re fired. Have a nice day!’




  Matthew Stockbridge sat on the bed, clean-cut even at nine in the evening, wearing a blue Czech & Speake bathrobe, with a bottle of Badoit and a Virago paperback by his

  side. Handsome, sensitive, successful – and completely undesirable, she reflected sourly as she looked at his image in the five mirrors of her dressing table. Five Matthews! She

  couldn’t find the correct use for one any more.




  Matthew was fair in both temperament and colouring; a basic blond dreamboat to be eaten up with the eyes and toyed with by the other senses until it sank in with some surprise that he was

  intelligent and droll, with a smile around the eyes that rarely reached his mouth and therefore seemed all the more genuine. He was the English Popular Schoolboy grown up: with a broken voice and a

  brace of broken hearts behind him, he was still putting his best foot forward. He was the boy who did like games, but also liked Henry James; defender of the weak and seducer of the sleek.

  He had never given his mother a sleepless night or his girls edible underwear and sexually transmitted diseases. Some would have said he was the perfect New Man.




  Susan’s Zero, though, said the only New Man women had time for was Paul. For such lines was Zero paid 45K p.a. by Susan and referred to as ‘The Executive Toy’ by her

  colleagues. She was also known as Caligula’s Little Pony, because the boy emperor had been powerful, wilful and foolish enough to make his horse a senator.




  Zero said that Matthew was a big girl, and when would men discover the obvious fact that strong women wanted strong men, or real girls, but certainly not some tepid hybrid of the two?

  Sometimes when Susan was drunk, she agreed. Occasionally, when she was seriously drunk, she said it to his face.




  Tonight was not one of those nights: why waste time tweaking the monkey’s testicles when the organ grinder’s got his foot on your neck? As men went he looked decent if dull from

  where she was sitting. She had been brooding over the object of her hostility while making three-quarters of a bottle of Stolichnaya disappear since leaving the office in a state of shock this

  morning and now, when she jumped up and began to pace the room, cursing, Matthew was not the target, or even the target practice, of the poison arrows shot from the bow of her wounded pride.




  ‘Everyone will be talking about me!’ she said yet again, and was struck unpleasantly by how little removed this major fear of hers was from her mother’s

  concern to keep the neighbours from talking. You’ve come a long way, baby, but you can’t escape the long armlock of the neighbours, even if they do go under the name of your peer group

  in this tax bracket. ‘Laughing at me. Me! This is just what they’ve been praying for, those miserable bastards.’




  ‘Come on, Sue,’ Matthew said soothingly. ‘That’s called paranoia.’




  ‘It’s called an educated guess where I come from.’ She flung herself down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. ‘Why in hell did this have to happen now? Just

  when everything was going so wonderfully.’




  ‘Susan,’ he reprimanded her quietly. ‘The sudden, painful and early death of a man who advanced your career beyond all others can hardly be described as wonderful.’




  ‘You know what I mean. Objectively. Career-wise. Oh, don’t go getting all Hippocratic on me, Matthew. And then there’s the son – this is the real joke. The

  Best is going to be used as some sort of sacrificial lamb, some sort of fatted calf killed to tempt the prodigal son back into the fold – a toy, stuffed into the toe of some rich

  brat’s Christmas stocking! A toy – my life, my paper!’




  ‘Yours?’ He smiled.




  ‘You talk about “my hospital”! Anyway, it would have been mine – in every sense of the word. I’d be editor right now, if not for Pope. You know

  that!’




  He looked at her and thought how true it was that some women were beautiful when they were angry. Drink and temper had flushed her face and swollen her lips, and her eyes flashed like neon. He

  leaned over and stroked her hair. ‘Hey. Calm down. It’s not the end of the world.’




  ‘I can’t calm down.’




  ‘Maybe I can help you.’




  He slid down the bed, peeled off her tights and parted her legs.




  She sighed inwardly. Oh, no, on top of her other troubles, Matthew had chosen this moment to be Good In Bed. She had heard of a time before the Seventies when women were always complaining to

  each other about how Bad In Bed men were – and Bad In Bed, it always transpired, was polite English for a refusal to contemplate cunnilingus. Oh, ignorant bliss.




  Then suddenly it was the Seventies and, ever since Susan Street could remember, men were launching themselves like ground-to-air missiles at your groin with their tongues hanging out the second

  after they’d first shaken hands with you. Some sort of mass, subliminal brainwashing seemed to have convinced them that a quick lick won them instant promotion to the Demon Lover league and

  elevated their victim to the realms of convulsive ecstasy.




  How shocked they’d be if they knew how bored most girls were by it! And the ones who really liked it usually became lesbians – because when you got down to it, or went down to it, no

  one knew better than a girl what a girl liked.




  Her mind wandered as he got stuck in. That was the one good thing about cunnilingus: like ironing, it freed your mind to dwell on higher things.




  Just a small corner of her consciousness remained tethered to the bed, and there she felt just a faint irritation; the physical equivalent of hearing a fly buzzing to get out against a closed

  window on a hot summer’s day when you were laid up in traction and couldn’t move a muscle to free it. Neither heaven nor hell but one long, annoying limbo, that’s what the act had

  become. She fought the temptation to swat at his eager little head, as if he was that poor pesky fly.




  Cunnilingus is the waiting-room of sex, she decided, and felt a flash of nostalgia for those days she had never known, when men thought it was disgusting. Men who were Bad In Bed were no bother:

  two minutes’ acting, five minutes’ reassurance and you could go on to do something more fun. Men who were Good In Bed were another matter: five hours’ acting, two hours’

  rave reviews and by then they were ready to go again. People made a fuss about Bruce Springsteen doing four hours on stage – big deal! The level of showmanship and stamina a modern girl

  needed nightly in the sack made him look like a two-minute wonder.




  She wondered once more just why she kept Matthew on in there when he could be out sticking his tongue up some deserving and grateful girl. And she knew that it was because once you had a man

  these days, you hung on to him until something better came along. You didn’t just throw the paddle out of the boat and leave yourself up the creek waiting for something else to float by.

  Because the chances were it wouldn’t.




  Susan knew that there wasn’t officially a man shortage; she had run a survey in the paper only two weeks previously which told her that there was actually a glut of young men in the

  developed countries of the West, an extra one million in the USA alone. The trouble was that half of them were called Jasper – and the other half weren’t good enough. There wasn’t

  a man shortage, but there was a Superman shortage.




  Ingrid Irving had a theory that there had been a war that no one had told them about, in which all the heterosexual men under forty, over six foot and earning more than fifty K a year had been

  wiped out. ‘They used this weapon which was sort of a very sophisticated version of the neutron bomb,’ explained Ingrid. ‘You know – that left buildings standing but wiped

  out people. Well, this bomb – the Talent-Taker – wiped out all the hunks and left the jerks standing. The sort of men that used to be called 4F: fags, failures, fatsos and

  freaks.’




  Women, unlike men, were raised on the pornography of perfection; first pop stars, then romantic fiction heroes. The higher they climbed, and the more they were told they could have it all, the

  less inclined to compromise they became; an inferior man would cast doubts on their hard-won status. Sexually speaking, successful women had become fussy eaters.




  Men, on the other hand, learned early to make the best of things. They had a dream girl, but until that came along, their hormones urged them to look on the bright side. There were no female

  counterparts of such pragmatically obscene sayings as ‘Who looks at the mantelpiece when you’re poking the fire?’ and ‘All cats are grey in the dark’. Long before they

  graduated to the stapled smorgasbord of the centrefold, they learned to appreciate the cheap and cheerful girls of the downmarket end of so-called adult books (which might be more

  accurately described as magazines for masturbating juveniles). They learned sexual compromise: she’s got cross eyes, but great legs! No teeth, but look at the tits on it!




  They were lucky, Susan thought as she lay on the bed. Every time she considered leaving Matthew, she only had to look at him to realize what a bargain he was. He was handsome, successful,

  intelligent and solvent; she couldn’t settle for anything less. She’d just have to wait until she could get something more.




  The phone rang and automatically she reached across the bed to answer it.




  ‘Ignore it,’ begged Matthew, raising his head for a minute before carrying on where he’d left off.




  She ignored him instead. ‘Hello?’




  ‘Susan?’




  ‘Who is this?’




  ‘This is Tobias Pope. I was wondering whether you would like your job back. Or even your dead boyfriend’s job.’




  A whimpering noise escaped her, which was more than Matthew’s mouth had achieved in a quarter of an hour. What could she say? Yes sounded pathetic, no sounded suicidal. She was literally

  speechless.




  ‘Hello? Are you there, Susan? Speak up, girl. Do you want the job or don’t you?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said sulkily.




  ‘Good. I’ve booked a table at Le Drive for ten; actually I’ve booked all the tables. Can you be there in time? If not, I’ll ask someone else.’




  ‘I can be there.’




  ‘Good. I like black dresses. Make sure you wear one.’




  She gaped into the vacant phone.




  ‘Who was that?’ asked Matthew softly. Oh, he’d stopped. She hadn’t noticed.
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