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She didn’t even see him come out of the lift.

“Are you crying?” he asked quietly.

She looked up. He was smiling sympathetically. He had the most dazzling smile, but it was muted now – he was concerned.

“Sorry,” she sniffled. “I came out to the lobby because I didn’t want anyone to see me.”

He looked around: there was no one looking at her – just like she wanted. There were people going along the corridor to the offices, and people waiting on the sofas the other side of the glass doors by the big desk marked ‘Reception’. But no one bothered to look back towards the lift, where they were. He sighed, and sat down beside her on the wide sofa. He pulled a fresh handkerchief out of an inside pocket. He passed it to her without a pause.

“You work for this company, through here?” he asked. When she nodded, he went on: “I’ve heard they are the hottest recruitment agency in town. What do you think?”

“Of course they are,” she agreed tearfully. “That’s why I wanted so much to work for them. I’m a little bit ambitious, and I thought if I started off as a secretary and got myself established, why then, when an opening came up for a new consultant  - ”

“You would take it?”

“I took it!” she agreed. “A shame, really. I was a darn good secretary, but they tell me I’m a terrible recruitment consultant.”

“Who tells you? They tell you that?”

She nodded again, stifling a tear. “Every day.”

“A pity,” he said. “I was hoping you might be able to help me.”

“I might,” she agreed, sadly, then looked up and saw how keen he was. She felt sorry for him. She didn’t want him to go away empty-handed. She wanted to help him. Right, she decided, she could match his mood. All at once she became the enthusiastic, animated salesperson she knew she was born to be. Looking at him, his handsome face, his smart suit, she made up her mind he was exactly the sort of dynamic businessman she wanted as a client. She did want to help him. No matter what they told her, she knew she could do a good job!

He looked doubtful. “You just told me you were terrible at recruitment,” he reminded her tactfully.

She bridled. “No, that is what they tell me,” she assured him. “But it’s not true. Really. I can do the job, but I’m new. Sometimes I need a little more time than anyone else.”

He smiled. “Well, all right,” he said. “I guess I can afford to take a little time. No problem. You see, I want a good job done. I’m desperate for a good secretary. My last one has just left – “

“Are you a bad boss?” she asked anxiously.

He grinned again. “She was with me for five years. No, I treated her kindly, don’t worry. It’s just that she met the right person, and she’s off. They’re getting married next weekend.”

“Not marrying the boss?” she suggested wickedly.

“I’m far too busy to get married,” he laughed. “No, she met the right man. Very steady. A doctor.”

“You’re not steady?”

“I dabble in property. I’m far too flighty.”

He was looking at her, weighing her up. It was all very sudden, and they hadn’t been properly introduced.

“You get this personal with all your clients?” he said, probing.

“I need to get to know you, so I can know your needs,” she told him briskly. She wiped her nose and stood up. Suddenly, she looked ten times better. The prospect of having a client, tackling a task, it had inspired her. Right then, she forgot about being sorry for herself. She was ready to shrug off the previous criticism. This was what she had joined the firm for, to serve clients, to place staff. It was something she loved. One day, she remembered promising herself, she would have her own agency and her own clients. All her own.

She held out her hand. “I’m Ellenda,” she told him. “Most of my friends call me Ellen.”

He stood up and respectfully presented his own hand. “Then the sooner I can call you Ellen the better,” he told her. “You really think you can find me the right person?”

“That’s my job,” she assured him. She turned to the office and indicated he should follow her. “Come on over to my desk,” she said, inviting him, then stopped abruptly. “But what shall I call you?”

“You should call me Tred,” he told her. “All of my friends do.” He saw her raise an eyebrow. “It’s short for Treddick,” he told her. “My family is Cornish. My full name is Treddick Trevithow, from Trevithow Primary Properties. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of me.”

She shook her head, then something rang a bell somewhere and she paused. “Did you send us your calendar?”

He nodded again. “My secretary sends them out all over town. Well, ‘sent’ them, when she worked for me. I need a new person, as I told you.”

“I loved the pictures,” Ellen told him. “Cornwall is very beautiful. That photo of Brixham is my favourite.”

Tred looked guilty. “Cornwall and Devon,” he admitted. “It’s hard to keep finding new pictures each year.”

“Your new secretary will find them!” Ellen said determinedly. “I’ll find you the ideal person and she will work on the new calendar. It can be her first task!”

Tred looked delighted. “You’ve certainly cheered up! That’s great. I like a person who can bounce back. Life is full of setbacks and disappointments. You have to be able to cope.”

“I can cope,” Ellen declared proudly. “Now, this way, if you please. Let’s get busy, Tred.”

She ushered him past the Reception desk.

The receptionist looked up, doubtfully, and the young man was concerned to see that she had reached for her phone. Reporting back, obviously, he concluded.

Ellenda had a desk in a large open-plan office. There were dozens of young people jabbering into phones or tapping out messages on computer screens. Several had people sitting with them. Clients, possibly, Tred thought quietly to himself. It was chaotic and noisy, but when Ellen found him a chair, he sat down gratefully and found it surprisingly easy to concentrate. He looked at her closely and she started to ask him questions again.

“Right, I’ve got the opening form up on my screen,” she told him. “You tell me about your company and I’ll take notes.”

He told her. She tapped the answers in as he spoke, but her mind was racing. This guy is a millionaire, she found herself thinking. Do I know what I’m doing? Can I cope?

The office went suddenly quiet. Someone had rung a small bell in order to get attention. Tred looked around with a vague smile on his face, but Ellenda frowned, knowing exactly what it meant. It was her boss.

“Ellenda,” the older woman called out shrilly. “My office!”

Ellenda made mumbled apologies and saved the work on her computer, then sprinted over to the inner sanctum, and was hustled through the brushed glass door by the smartly dressed executive type. It was all very rushed, Ellenda was thinking. But then, her boss didn’t like to be kept waiting.

Tred was abruptly alone. He looked round. It occurred to him that he was surrounded by people, but he didn’t know any of them and they didn’t know him, or his business. He needed Ellenda, right then, right there. He had an urgent problem and he needed it solving. He wasn’t a man who liked to be kept waiting.

There was a telephone on the desk in front of him and he toyed with the idea of making a few calls while he was there, and Ellenda wasn’t. Then he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, and realised he was being watched – not nastily. The young lady opposite was giving him a glance that could only be interpreted in one way. He smiled shyly and looked back to the desk. He had no time for this. He had his business to run and this wasn’t helping.

He jumped to his feet, determined to leave, when he turned and saw that Ellenda was there. She was crying again. This time there didn’t seem like much he could do. No handkerchief was going to help. She looked desperate.

“What?” he whispered. “Tell me – “

She choked back a sob and gasped: “I’ve been fired.”

This was intolerable! They had just started to connect and he was beginning to think that his problem would find a suitable solution. He turned angrily towards the far office but the boss woman wasn’t there: she was right at his elbow.

“I believe you have need for staff – “ she started.

He cut her off. “Not at all,” he said smoothly. “My vacancy has been filled.”

“But I thought – “

Ellenda was emptying the drawers of her desk into a plastic carrier bag. She realised that Tred was staring at her.

He said loudly: “I needed a secretary, and since this young lady is now free, I have great pleasure in offering her the position.”

“This is most unusual – “ Ellenda’s ex-boss was stuttering.

“I’m unusual,” he told her. “Ellen is ‘unusual’. We should all get on very well.”

He offered Ellenda his hand and she took it at once, without hesitation, like a lady. One hand carrying her stuffed bag, she flounced out on the handsome young man’s arm, delighted to be teaching her old critic a lesson she would never forget.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Sympathetic

N

Mike Scantlebury





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





