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His name was fourth on the list. Coming after Flaherty, Rowbotham and Lees. It was his name but it didn’t mean it was him. Only that after all this time, I still flinched at the sight of it.

‘Is this it?’ I said to Terry, waving the piece of paper in the air. ‘No CVs or anything?’

‘They’re probably somewhere in Doreen’s filing system,’ he said, staring out from his goldfish bowl office across the newsroom.

‘And where is Doreen today?’

‘Shopping for shoes in Stratford-upon-Avon.’

‘What’s wrong with the shoe shops in Birmingham?’

‘Not the same level of service, apparently.’

I shook my head. Doreen had filed Princess Diana’s death under M for minor royal. Trying to find the CVs would involve probing the dark recesses of her mind as well as her filing cabinets. I didn’t want to go there. To be honest, I didn’t even want to be doing these interviews. But Phil was still off with stress (allegedly caused by the disappearance of his deputy editor clipboard) and Keith and Lisa were too busy presiding over the military junta on the news desk to be called upon. Besides, for some reason I had yet to work out, I was Terry’s ‘chosen one’. Which explained why I was sitting there staring at a list of names. One of which was causing the crisp white shirt I had put on that morning to stick to my back.

‘Do you remember anything about them?’ I said. ‘First  names, male or female, where they’re working?’

The permanent furrow in Terry’s brow deepend. ‘One’s a woman, works on some magazine, one’s shifted on the nationals, one’s a lobby correspondent for the Press Association and one works for the Western Mail in Cardiff. Not sure which is which, though.’

It wasn’t much help. A bit like playing the fifty-fifty card on Who Wants to be a Millionaire. I was left with two possible candidates, the middle ones. I was pretty sure he’d gone to London at some point as I’d seen his byline on political stories in various national newspapers. But my latest efforts to Google him had drawn a blank. He seemed to have gone off the radar. I managed a thin smile at Terry as I tapped my fingers repeatedly on the desk. Hating myself for being so pathetic, for getting worked up like this. I had to stop panicking, think rationally. Reassure myself that there was no reason on earth why he would apply for the job of political editor on the Birmingham Evening Gazette.

‘Let’s hope they’re a bit more memorable in the flesh,’ I said. Not the last one on the list, though. I didn’t want that one to be memorable. Because, daft as it seemed, I didn’t even want to work with someone with the same surname as him.

A robust knock interrupted my thoughts and the door opened to reveal a stern-faced woman dressed in a charcoal trouser suit with a fine white pinstripe.

‘Marie Flaherty,’ she said, only a trace of a Scouse accent remaining. Terry shook her hand, introduced himself and turned to me.

‘This is Sarah Roberts, our chief reporter.’

Marie Flaherty nodded, shook hands like a man and sat down without being asked. I was impressed. The rest of the newsroom, it seemed, were not. On the other side of the glass, Cayte was holding up an ice-skating-style scorecard reading ‘3.5’ followed by ‘boots’ as a way of explanation of her marking criteria which, she had  already informed me, would concentrate on artistic impression rather than technical merit. As Marie detailed the qualities she could bring to the role, I allowed my gaze to drop to her feet, which were encased in black patent boots with kitten heels and splats of white fur all over them. It was weird how I never noticed these things myself.

‘Anything you’d like to ask, Sarah?’ Terry was looking at me, unaware that I hadn’t been paying attention.

‘Have you got any cuttings we can look at?’ I said, hoping to fill in some career details from the missing CVs.

She unclasped her immaculate briefcase, which looked as if it had been bought especially for the occasion. As she pulled out a plastic folder a fluffy white toy dog with a red ribbon and a bell round its neck tumbled on to the floor. I waited for her to apologise, to blush, explain that it belonged to her daughter or something. She didn’t. She simply giggled like a high-pitched machine gun and squeaked, ‘Ooops, lucky mascot,’ as she picked it up and sat it on her knee.

‘Oh, God,’ I groaned as I lowered my head into my hands. The warning sign was obvious now. Woman in unsuitable footwear. I should have guessed she’d be an emotional flake. She had a nerve to call herself a journalist. Come to think of it, she probably worked for Dog World. It would be on her CV, somewhere in the filing cabinet.

Terry couldn’t suppress his laughter as Marie gathered her things and scuttled out of the office shortly afterwards.

‘I wasn’t sure who I should be interviewing,’ he said. ‘Her or the poodle.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘What for?’

‘On behalf of the female species, I apologise for her existence.’

Terry laughed. ‘Oh well, that’s the token woman gone. Now we’ll get on to the serious candidates.’

He said things like that to wind me up. He wasn’t the only one. ‘Sarah-baiting’ it was called in the office.

Rowbotham looked like a Rowbotham should. Tall, sculpted hair like that stand-in newsreader on BBC1 at the weekends, creases in his trousers, perspiration on his upper lip. Cayte was holding up ‘2.1’ before he’d even sat down.

He introduced himself as Rowbotham, as if he was a civil servant in the MOD. They pissed me off, people who pretended they didn’t have a first name. I decided to go in hard.

‘Can you tell me how you’d make politics relevant to the lives of our readers in Handsworth?’ I asked.

Rowbotham raised his eyebrows slightly, shifted in his chair so he was facing Terry, and began. ‘I don’t believe in dumbing down, Mr Kay. I believe in encouraging working class people to embrace the complex political issues we face today, to recognise the implications that closer European union and the creation of a federal Europe would have on the sovereignty of this country . . .’

His voice droned on, directed exclusively in Terry’s direction. As if I was some dumb secretary hired to relay the questions. I resisted the temptation to yank his head round to face me, deciding instead to let him continue talking himself out of a job. What he didn’t realise was that Terry’s instructions to the previous incumbent on the night of the local elections had been ‘Don’t make it too political.’

We were down to the last two. I could feel beads of sweat gathering on my forehead, belying my otherwise cool exterior. It was as if the old Sarah was seeping out of me. Telling me it was OK to lose control. It was fine that a tiny part of me wanted it to be him. Which it wasn’t, I knew that. I had Jonathan now. I had a whole new life. The old one had nothing to offer me.

At some point in the proceedings Rowbotham had evidently stopped to draw breath and Terry managed to get him out of the office. Because a new man was sitting in the chair now. A man with a ridiculously small head for his body. Who was twiddling his thumbs, which sat on hands which were way too big for his arms. I imagined a new Mr Men book. Mr Out of Proportion. With a primary colour version of our man Mr Lees on the cover. Cayte had placed her scorecard on the top of her computer. ‘1.5 (ginger pinhead)’. I thought she was being a bit harsh. I didn’t have a problem with red hair. I found the Welsh accent rather soothing after Rowbotham’s clipped tones. And he seemed to be very knowledgeable about the Welsh Assembly.

‘So, tell us about Cardiff.’ Terry liked questions like that. Thought they opened people up.

Mr Lees took a deep breath, thought for a moment, his eyes glistening, and started to cry. Not a single tear trickling down his face but a torrent, enough to warrant a man-sized box of Kleenex. I noticed his crumpled jacket, the faint smell of alcohol which had drifted into the room with him, and wondered if he was going through some kind of personal crisis.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Mr Lees, eventually, his long fingers like windscreen wipers, brushing away the tears. ‘I get very emotional talking about my birthplace.’

That was it. No family tragedy. No tale of death or destruction. The guy simply liked the place where he was born. I was quite fond of Leamington Spa myself but couldn’t imagine ever bawling my eyes out at the mention of it.

I looked at Terry; he shrugged. I rolled my eyes. Three down, one to go. I wasn’t going to be put out of my misery yet, though. I had to wait for Mr Lees to compose himself, to tell us how his great-grandfather came to work at Cardiff docks and how it was a joy to live and work with his fellow countrymen, before he finally left. Taking a  look round the newsroom as he went, where Cayte’s sign was still on prominent display.

‘Imagine if I offered him the job,’ said Terry, shaking his head. ‘He wouldn’t be able to tear himself away. Tiger Bay would be flooded during his leaving speech.’

I nodded and smiled. I wasn’t thinking about Mr Lees though. I was thinking about the next person who was going to walk through the door. The one who, unless this was some kind of set-up for an ‘interviewees from hell’ TV show, was going to get the job.

‘I reckon the next one will be smoking a spliff and suggest we run a feature on MPs’ favourite porn websites,’ said Terry, chuckling to himself. I wanted to remind him that he’d selected these people. It didn’t say much for his judgement. Unless the rest of the applicants had been worse than this, which was hard to imagine.

We waited for fifteen minutes past his allotted time of midday. That was when I knew. He always used to be late for everything. It was simply a matter of waiting then, until I caught a glimpse of his head and shoulders bobbing along above the filing cabinets.

‘I’ll ring reception,’ Terry said. ‘See if he’s left a message.’

‘No need,’ I said. ‘He’s here.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Female intuition,’ I said.

The door opened and he walked in. Resplendent in his Burberry trench coat. Hair the colour of Bournville chocolate. Stubble caressing his chin. Shit. He looked even better than I remembered.

‘Nick Hardwick,’ he said. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

His introduction was directed at Terry. But by the time he got to the apology he was, rather aptly, looking at me. Seven years too late, actually. That’s what I should have said. I didn’t though. I smiled politely at him. Waiting for him to react.

‘Sarah.’ He sounded surprised, unsure, nervous even.  I tried to hide the fact that I was disappointed he didn’t sound pleased.

‘Long time, no see,’ I replied. It was a stupid thing to say. I’d tried to sound unimpressed but it had come out wrong. I stood up and steadied myself for a moment. I felt like one of those balloon animals, knotted and twisted in all the wrong places. I waited for him to come towards me, to hold out his hand, before I stepped forward and shook it.

‘How are you?’ he said, as if he cared.

‘Fine, thanks,’ I replied, as if I didn’t.

‘I take it you two know each other,’ Terry said. I was trapped in some crap movie where everyone says stupid things.

I waited for Nick to answer but both he and Terry were looking at me.

‘Nick was news editor on the Rugby Chronicle when I was a trainee there.’

I managed to make it sound as distant and fleeting as possible. Hardly worth a mention. Giving no inkling of what had really happened between us. I glanced at Nick to see if he looked hurt. He didn’t.

‘Small world, journalism,’ said Terry. ‘That’s why I’m nice to Sarah, in case she ends up as my boss one day.’

My laugh sounded strained. Nick’s wasn’t much better. We all sat down. Nick took off his trench coat, looked round for a coat stand and, seeing there wasn’t one, hung it over the back of his chair. He was immaculately dressed in a brown moleskin suit and cream shirt. It was weird seeing him like that; I remembered a much scruffier version. I could smell his aftershave on my hand. I didn’t recall him wearing it before. I wondered what else had changed. He was older, for a start. Thirty-seven by my reckoning. But unfortunately he was one of those annoying people who got better-looking with age. The smile was still the same. I used to be a sucker for that smile. I tried to block out the memory of the last time I  had seen it. In case I dislodged the cry of anguish which was still stuck somewhere in my throat.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Cayte brandishing her scorecard: ‘6.0 (drop-dead gorgeous)’. I glanced around. Every pair of female eyes in the office were looking in his direction. And one pair of eyes belonging to a male sub-editor who was single and had a penchant for black polo-necks. Nick clearly hadn’t lost his touch. Bastard.

‘So, tell me about yourself, Nick. And why you want this job.’

Terry asked the question. I feigned indifference to the answer.

‘Well, I’ve always had a keen interest in politics. I used to be politically active in my younger days. Bit of a hothead to tell you the truth.’ He glanced at me and grinned. I didn’t respond. ‘I’ve spent several years shifting on the nationals in London and covered a lot of political stories in that time. But to be honest I’ve become disillusioned with national newspapers. I miss the contact with readers, the feeling of serving a community. And most of the stuff I was covering was tittle-tattle, nothing that affected real people’s lives. This is a chance to do what I love doing, covering real politics about real people.’

It was as if he’d swallowed a book called How to Impress Regional Newspaper Editors in Interviews for breakfast that morning. I glanced at Terry: he had that expression on his face. Like a kid who’d found a Jammie Dodger in a box of Rich Tea biscuits.

He was going to get the job. I was going to have to see him, hear him, smell his aftershave, every working day. It was bad enough that he had the power to invade my dreams. Walking back into my life as well was such a bloody cheek. I sat on my hands to stop them shaking. Sarah Roberts didn’t do shaking. Not the one everyone here knew, anyway. Nick only knew the old Sarah. I  wondered if I should tell him that she was no longer with us. Give him the chance to offer his condolences.

‘Sarah?’ It was Terry’s voice. He and Nick were both looking at me. I guessed it was my turn to ask a question. Just one question, any question. Quickly.

‘Who, what, why, when, where, how,’ I blurted out.

That’s what they taught you at journalism college. And they were the only questions I could think of. Nick and Terry were looking at me as if I’d lost the plot. Which I had. Ten minutes in his company and I was already a jibbering wreck. God knows what I’d be like after working with him for a month. But I wasn’t going to let him do it to me again. Churn me up inside and then spit me out. I was stronger than before. The brittleness had been replaced by a Teflon coating. I took a deep breath.

‘Nigel, sorry, Nick. Let me expand on that. Who are you trying to kid with this stuff? What went wrong for you in London? Why didn’t you get a staff job? When did you decide you wanted to live in Birmingham? Where do you see yourself in five years’ time and how seriously do you think we should take you?’

Terry finally broke the silence which followed with what sounded like a cross between a laugh and a snort.

‘I think that was Sarah’s way of finding out if you’re up to the task of sparring with Clare Short,’ he said.

Nick looked up. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I think that was Sarah’s way of getting past the bullshit. She was always very good at that.’

I wasn’t sure if it was praise or sarcasm. I opted for what I hoped was a neutral expression.

‘Right, moving swiftly on . . .’ said Terry.

‘I haven’t answered yet,’ said Nick.

‘You don’t have to.’

‘I want to. OK, I admit it, I’m a sad failure of a hack. I didn’t get a staff job because my face didn’t fit. I didn’t arse-lick as much as was required and I wasn’t prepared to drop stories if they didn’t fit the political line of  whoever I was working for. Plus I was the wrong side of thirty-five. I never had any intention of living in Birmingham. I’ve no idea where I’ll be in five years’ time but if I’m still here it will be because I like it. And you should take me as seriously as anyone who comes in here telling you it’s their lifetime’s ambition to work for the Birmingham Evening Gazette and that if they get the job they’ll never look at the ads in the Press Gazette again.’

Another pause followed. Terry sat scratching his head. He glanced across at me and raised his eyebrows. I shrugged. Terry nodded. I looked down at my foot just in time to see the bullet I’d fired blow it apart.

‘Congratulations, Nick,’ Terry said, standing up and grinning as he held his hand out across the desk. ‘When can you start?’
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‘So, did he get the job?’

I hadn’t even sat down at my desk before Cayte started. I made a point of putting my notebook away in the drawer, clicking the lid back on my pen and shuffling some papers before I answered.

‘Why the sudden interest in our political coverage?’

‘Well, he’s a damn sight better-looking than Andrew Marr, for a start. Did he get it or not?’

I realised the newsroom was eerily silent. I glanced around. Several people pretended to start typing.

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Your turn to buy lunch.’ Cayte gave a toothy grin, picked up the heap of festering sackcloth which she claimed was a bag and headed for the door.

We made it to the swipe card barrier downstairs before her persistent questioning wore me down.

‘Yes, he got it. But only because the others were all fruitloops.’

‘Excellent.’

‘You’re a bit keen, aren’t you? Forgive me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you going out with someone called Jeremy?’

‘His name’s Jazz, actually.’

I’d forgotten the recent rebranding exercise. Apparently Jeremy was not a suitable name for a guitarist in a rap metal band called Septicaemia.

‘Does the artist formerly known as Jeremy not do it for you any more, then?’ I asked.

‘I like to keep my options open, that’s all.’

This was Cayte’s euphemism for saying she didn’t do monogamy. I gave her my disapproving look as we pushed through the front doors and hurried towards the subway, the October sunshine failing to take the chill out of the air.

‘So, come on. Dish the dirt, then. What’s the new guy like?’

‘Well, sorry to disappoint you, but he’s married, for a start.’

‘Is he? Only he wasn’t wearing a ring.’

I came to an abrupt halt on the bottom of the steps while I rewound the video in my head. It turned out I hadn’t looked at his left hand during the interview. I tried to rewind further, to the last time I’d seen him. There’d been a wedding ring then. I could see it glinting in the sun. I couldn’t see anything else.

‘Are you sure?’ I asked.

‘Yeah. I clocked him as he walked past. You know me, never one to miss a detail.’

Cayte had all the Prime Suspects on video and could match any scrap of forensic evidence to a particular episode. They called her DI Thorneycroft at work.

‘Did he say he was married then?’

‘Not in so many words,’ I said, struggling to get out of the hole I’d dug for myself. ‘He just kind of gave that impression.’

I started moving again. Marching through the urine-stench of the subway and up the steps the other side, not wanting Cayte to see my face. Thinking about Nick Hardwick and the significance of the missing ring. It sounded like the next offering by J.K. Rowling.

‘So what’s his name?’ Cayte caught up with me as I began threading my way between the human traffic in Colmore Row.

‘Hardwick.’

‘First name?’

‘Nick.’

‘Reason you don’t like him?’

‘What?’

‘He obviously rubbed you up the wrong way.’

I wasn’t making a very good job of this. I didn’t usually lie to Cayte. But it felt wrong to be talking about Nick. He didn’t belong in this world. He belonged to another time. Another place. Telling Cayte about him would make him real.

‘I thought he was a bit of a prick, that’s all.’

‘Why, what did he say?’

‘Nothing in particular, he was just, you know, full of himself.’

‘So how come he got the job?’

‘I told you, the others were crap. Anyway, it was Terry’s decision.’

‘You didn’t want him to get it, then?’

I hesitated, unsure of the true answer and the answer I should give to Cayte.

‘No, I didn’t.’

It was the answer I thought I should give to Cayte.

The queue at Starbucks was longer than usual, probably because we were later than usual. Nick’s fault. I gave the ritual glance over my shoulder before I went in, aware that if Jonathan’s mum saw me I would have some serious explaining to do. I couldn’t remember exactly what it was Starbucks was supposed to have done. Polystyrene containers, low wages, cruelty to coffee beans or just one of those non-specific globalisation things. Whatever it was it was bad and my patronage of their premises was telling them it was OK to be bad (I had resisted the temptation to point out that it was also telling them they made a particularly fine sun-dried tomato, mozzarella and pesto panini. I was already in her bad books, I didn’t want to make it any worse).

I ordered a decaf skinny latte to go with my panini.

‘And a tall latte, please,’ said Cayte, who would have had my unwanted portion of caffeine and fat in hers if  they’d do it. I led the way downstairs. It was easier to eat upstairs but Cayte had a thing about the comfy chairs, the aubergine ones in particular.

‘So, what have you been working on?’ I said, keen to steer the conversation away from Nick.

‘Oh, the usual pile of crap from news desk. Though I am following up a call from some bloke who reckons an al-Qaida cell are running a minicab firm in Winson Green.’

‘Cayte.’

‘I know. Unlikely, but these things are always worth checking out.’

I shook my head. ‘Never guess who I had in the back of my cab last week. Only that Osama Bin Laden.’

‘You won’t be taking the piss when I break the story.’

‘I’m still waiting for the one about Elvis being alive and well and working for Cadbury’s.’

‘You always spoil it by wanting the proof.’

‘I told you, when I unwrap a Flake with “Love Me Tender” running through the middle, I’ll believe you.’

Cayte turned up her nose, slurped her latte and got stuck into her tuna melt. I needed our lunch breaks together. Without them the sanity became unbearable.

‘They’re repeating the best ever Taggart tonight,’ Cayte said as we made our way back to the office. I’d never watched Taggart. Cayte knew this but it didn’t seem to make any difference.

‘I’m afraid I shall be busy writing letters to President Putin about the disappearance of a human rights activist in the Chechen Republic.’

Cayte looked at me blankly for a moment before the penny dropped. ‘God, you get to write to some good people with this Amnesty lark. He’s quite sexy, Putin. In a KGB kind of way.’

I smiled, imagining Jonathan’s reaction if he’d heard Cayte’s comment. ‘Yep, that’s what it’s all about. Scoring with Russian presidents.’

‘Come on, you know you wouldn’t do all this worthy stuff if it wasn’t for Jonathan,’ said Cayte.

‘Yes I would.’

‘Bollocks. You only agreed to be their press officer because you didn’t want to upset him.’

‘I couldn’t turn him down in front of everyone. He is the secretary.’

Cayte shrugged and wiped the last trace of tuna melt from her lips. Clearly being secretary of the Birmingham South branch didn’t strike her as sexy. Not even in an Amnesty International kind of way.

 



I bought a bunch of flowers at the petrol station on the way home from work. Yellow spray chrysanthemums with two orange gerberas thrown in to justify the £4.99 price tag. They would brighten the flat up a bit. I only seemed to notice how drab it was when we were due to host an Amnesty meeting. Maybe it was the thought of all those grim faces reflecting the beige walls.

Meetings alternated between our flat and the branch chair Rachel’s house. She lived in a four-bedroom townhouse in Moseley. All antique furniture, stripped floor-boards, real wool rugs and high ceilings. You practically had to shout to make yourself heard on the other side of the drawing room. Rachel called it that. She was the only person I knew who had a drawing room.

Coming to our flat after that experience must be a little like visiting Ikea when you’re used to Fired Earth. No one ever said that, of course. They were far too polite.

I turned into Melville Road. It wasn’t a bad place to live. The postal address was Edgbaston, which made it sound deceptively posh. We had trees, granted: huge old sycamores dotted at regular intervals along both sides of the road like bodyguards for the lampposts. But we were on the wrong side of the tracks, in our case the A456 which split Edgbaston in two. It didn’t bother me; we couldn’t have afforded a flat on the ‘right’ side, and it was  nearer to the school where Jonathan taught. But I was conscious of it when the Amnesty people came armed with their steering-wheel locks and immobilisers.

I reversed first time into a tight parking space, hoping the neighbour walking his Alsatian was suitably impressed. The fallen leaves from the sycamores had started to congeal, making the pavement slippery. I opened the gate, wincing as the bottom scraped along the concrete, and pushed my way past the shrubs which overhung the path. Once inside the main entrance I squeezed past Jonathan’s bike before letting myself into the flat. The kitchen door was wide open, Jonathan was playing air guitar to Led Zeppelin in between stirring something which smelt very good and was bubbling away on the hob. He dropped the air guitar rather sheepishly as soon as he saw me.

‘Oh, thanks, you shouldn’t have.’ He was looking at the flowers, his blue eyes fizzing, the ends of his mouth turning up, dimples showing. He never bought me flowers. Something to do with pesticides. I was waiting for the day they sold organic gerberas. Not that it bothered me, the flower thing. He made up for it in other ways.

He rested the wooden spoon on the side of the wok, bounded forward and grabbed me round the waist before kissing me on the lips. Almost a year we’d been living together. Yet he still greeted me with the same enthusiasm he’d shown the very first evening. His head nuzzled against mine. I resisted the temptation to ruffle his choppy hair, knowing how he hated it.

‘Hello, you. Tough day?’ he said, finally letting me go. I took it to mean I must look stressed.

‘Frustrating. Didn’t manage to get much done.’

‘Did they want you on news desk again?’

I should have said yes. I don’t know why I didn’t.

‘No. Terry asked me to sit in on the interviews for political editor.’ I took the flowers over to the sink and  started unwrapping the cellophane, conscious of the colour rising in my cheeks.

‘I’d have thought you’d enjoy that.’

‘Most of them were crap. The only woman was awful, really embarrassing.’

‘Who got it then?’

‘Oh, some guy from London.’ I took the scissors out and started snipping the ends of the stalks. Diagonally, like you’re supposed to.

‘Any good?’

My stomach tightened. It was a simple, innocent question. So why did it feel like he knew something? He couldn’t, of course. He didn’t even know Nick existed. There had been no reason to tell. And lots of reasons not to.

‘He was OK. Best of a bad bunch.’ I carried on snipping.

‘You’ll have to introduce me at the Christmas do. I might be able to persuade him to do some stuff on the Green Party, or cover some human rights issues.’

I couldn’t think of anything worse. Jonathan and Nick in the same room. Past and present colliding. Me, cringing in the middle.

‘There won’t be much left of those in a minute,’ said Jonathan.

I looked down. I’d snipped away most of the stems.

‘We’ve only got a small vase,’ I said, hurrying into the lounge.

It was true. We only had a small most things. The portable TV was conspicuous by its lack of inches. The sofa was a close fit for two. The round table at the other end of the lounge took four at a push. Which was fine; we didn’t need anything bigger.

I took the recycled glass vase (the bottom half of a wine bottle with a squiggle painted round the rim) back to the kitchen, filled it with water and plunged the flowers in. The gerberas barely poked over the rim.  Jonathan smiled at me. I wished he wouldn’t, it made me feel guiltier than ever about Nick. For a second I considered telling him. At least mentioning that I’d worked with Nick before. But it would seem strange saying it now. It would be obvious that I was covering something up.

‘How were the kids?’ I said.

‘A bit hyper this afternoon. Lewis thumped Bradley for calling him gay. I sat them all down and tried to do the “What’s so bad about being homosexual?” thing.’

‘And?’

‘Lewis asked if I liked it up the arse.’

I gave Jonathan’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. He had spent most of his career waiting for that Dead Poets Society moment. A cry of ‘Captain, my captain’, and the sound of children scrambling on to their desks in a mark of unbridled respect. It wasn’t going to happen at an inner city comprehensive in Birmingham. I’d realised that the first time I’d met him. Some worthy scheme he’d organised to get lads reading which I’d covered for the paper. But Jonathan had never stopped believing. And I didn’t have the heart to take away the hope.

‘Oh well, at least you try,’ I said.

He shrugged. Nelson emerged from his basket, limped over and rubbed his smooth black body against Jonathan’s legs.

‘Hey,’ said Jonathan, scooping him up in his arms, ‘are you trying to console me, too?’

I suspected Nelson (named after Mandela, not Horatio) was actually just hungry. He’d sussed Jonathan out right from the beginning. Played the ‘I’m homeless and have a leg missing’ card, which had been guaranteed to work.

‘Just give that a stir while I feed him,’ said Jonathan, pointing to the wok. I swore I could hear Nelson purring ‘sucker’ under his breath. I picked up the spoon and moved it around in a figure of eight as Jonathan had taught me. It was about as far as my culinary skills went,  stirring. But as Jonathan was such a whiz in the kitchen it didn’t really matter.

‘How long till it’s ready?’ I asked, peering into what appeared to be a vegetable chilli.

‘Twenty minutes or so,’ said Jonathan, carrying the tin of Whiskas at arm’s length back to the fridge (the vet had advised against the vegetarian cat food Jonathan had found on the Internet, so Nelson was the only member of the household who ate meat. I didn’t miss it that much, to be honest. And as Jonathan did all the cooking I didn’t feel in a position to complain).

‘Why don’t you get a quick bath while I finish off and tidy up a bit before the gang descend on us?’ he said.

I smiled at Jonathan as I brushed past on the way to the bathroom.

‘You’re too good to me,’ I said.

‘No such thing,’ he replied with a grin.

 



Rachel and Richard were the first to arrive, both clutching piles of Amnesty newsletters, reports and magazines we already had. Rachel greeted us with kisses on both cheeks. Very continental but done with a distinctly British lack of warmth.

‘All right, you two.’ Richard had the sort of Brummie accent that comedians took the piss out of. Personally, I found it rather endearing. Jonathan shook his hand warmly and asked where he’d got his fleece jacket. It was one of his weaknesses, fleeces (the others being a passion for seventies rock music and Aston Villa).

‘The Rohan shop in Sutton Coldfield,’ said Richard.

Jonathan nodded, obviously calculating the likely price tag in his head, and said nothing. If he did ever wish he worked at a private girls’ school, he never let it show.

They came through to the lounge and Rachel lowered herself on to a bean bag. She always did this, even when she arrived first and the sofa was empty. She looked  uncomfortable but insisted she was fine. Maybe she felt the need to suffer a little.

‘So, how’s work, Sarah?’

She was being polite. I suspected that journalists came somewhere between tyrannical despots and brutal dictators in her estimation.

‘Oh, you know. Busy as ever.’

‘They’re getting a new political editor,’ chipped in Jonathan. ‘Might be useful to us.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Rachel. ‘You’ll have to use your charm on him, Sarah. Get him on message.’

Sex for column inches, that was what she was suggesting. I looked at Jonathan who was nodding enthusiastically. Having no idea.

By twenty-five past seven we had eight people squashed into our lounge, some perching on an assortment of chairs, others sitting cross-legged on the floor, seemingly enjoying the Blue Peterness of it all. I was tempted to show them how to construct a human rights centre from a cereal box and a washing up liquid bottle.

‘Right,’ said Rachel. ‘As we’re all here, let’s get started. I suggest we hear from Jonathan first then the individual campaign leaders. I’ll give you a national update after that.’

Jonathan stood up. Not to be formal or authoritative but simply because he was incapable of sitting still while talking. He was the same when he was teaching. I remembered watching him that first time we met, pacing around the classroom, waving his arms about like Johnny Ball on acid. It was one of the reasons I’d fallen for him. That his passion was genuine, not something he could switch on and off at will.

‘The good news is membership has increased. The bad news is attendance at branch meetings continues to fall. We need to find a way of encouraging more local members to get involved and come to meetings. Any  ideas?’ He looked at me, expectantly. I hated it when he did that.

‘Maybe we could change the time,’ I said. ‘Make it six o’clock so people can come straight from work. It’s difficult to get them out once they get home and put the TV on.’

‘I’m not sure that would make any difference,’ said Rachel. ‘I can’t imagine that Amnesty members would be bothered about missing EastEnders.’

The video whirred into life right on cue at seven-thirty. I could almost hear the drums at the start of the theme tune. I pretended to ignore it, hoping they would assume it was some worthy documentary on BBC2.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ I said, hurriedly leaving the room. It wasn’t supposed to be done like that. At Rachel’s house, Richard would silently withdraw from the room at 8 p.m. and return five minutes later with a silver tea tray laden with bone-china mugs of Fairtrade tea and coffee and plates of organic, Fairtrade digestives. I returned after ten minutes with a plastic tray containing an overflowing teapot, a jug of coffee, an assortment of odd mugs and a plate of chocolate chip cookies.

‘Mmm, these are lovely, said Rachel, taking a bite. ‘What make are they?’

‘Er, I can’t remember the name,’ I said. ‘They’re Fairtrade and organic, from that little health food shop in King’s Heath.’

They weren’t. They were pesticide-assisted, probably made by exploited Third World workers and bought half-price from Marks & Spencer. But they did taste good.

‘Rachel’s come up with a publicity idea, Sarah,’ said Jonathan. ‘For the campaign against the arms trade. She thought we could organise a photo call where we all had TV remote controls strapped to our arms. You know, to symbolise the need to control arms. Do you think the Gazette would go for that?’

I stood there wondering how long it would be before the howl of laughter brewing inside me made its way out of my mouth.

‘Sugar,’ I said. ‘I’ve forgotten the sugar.’ I ran to the kitchen and emptied my laugh into a kitchen cupboard. By the time I went back in they’d decided against the idea, in case it was seen as promoting the big electronics firms, who had some far-from-ethical practices.

‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘I’m sure we can come up with something else.’

 



‘Seemed to go well, didn’t it?’ said Jonathan.

We were lying in bed after the meeting. The light was still on. He had his arm round me and was nuzzling my neck, his body pushed up tight against the curves of my own, as if he couldn’t bear for there to be any space between us.

‘Yeah, I guess so.’

I found it hard, sometimes, to muster even a fraction of the enthusiasm he showed.

‘You didn’t like Rachel’s idea, did you?’

‘Was it that obvious?’

‘Only to me.’

‘They’d have pissed themselves laughing at work.’

‘You’ve never really liked her, have you?’ he said.

‘She just gets a bit carried away sometimes. Forgets that we’re not all as earnest about it as her.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘You know . . .’ I searched around for a comparison and voiced the first one that came to mind. ‘Bit like your mum, I guess.’

As soon as I’d said it, I realised it was a mistake. Jonathan’s mum Dawn was beyond criticism. She had raised Jonathan single-handedly after his dad walked out when he was nine months old, informing her that he needed ‘space’ (which turned out to be a euphemism for a beach hut in Goa).

‘Hey, come on, Mum’s not that bad,’ said Jonathan. ‘She just gets frustrated that we can’t all be like her.’

As far as I could understand, this meant being a social worker in the most deprived area in Birmingham, living with a bunch of fellow ex-hippies in some kind of ecofriendly housing co-operative and attending peace rallies even when it meant missing her only child’s graduation ceremony. Jonathan insisted he hadn’t been offended. Like he insisted that he hadn’t minded spending most of his school summer holidays at Greenham Common. I suspected otherwise. Like I suspected that his own early activism (he’d joined Greenpeace with the money he’d received for his tenth birthday) had been prompted by a desire to please her rather than to change the world.

‘I’m not having a go at her, Jonathan. I’m simply pointing out that it can be a bit relentless at times, this “I’m worthier than you” crap.’

‘She’s never said that.’

‘She doesn’t have to, does she? Just gives me one of her looks.’

‘Don’t, Sarah. You know I hate it that you two don’t get on.’

‘That she doesn’t think I’m good enough for you, you mean.’

‘Hey, come on. That’s not true.’

We both knew it was. Jonathan tried to distract me by kissing my neck.

‘Anyway,’ he said, breaking off for a second. ‘I’ve told you before, it doesn’t matter what Mum thinks. I love you to bits and that’s what counts.’

I smiled, knowing I should be grateful for the last part of the declaration but aware of the hollow ring to the first. Aware that Jonathan had spent his entire life trying to be a son worthy of her respect if not her affections. At least I didn’t have to worry about her snubbing any future wedding for some anti-globalisation protest. Jonathan didn’t believe in marriage. Which was fine by me.

I looked at Jonathan, who was wearing his anxious expression. I realised he was waiting for a response.

‘And I love you, too. So stop fretting.’

‘I worry, that’s all. Don’t want anything to spoil what we’ve got.’

‘Nothing will.’

‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘I’m so happy with you I get scared sometimes. Like it’s too good to be true. I keep expecting someone to take it all away. To say, “Come in, Jonathan Beveridge, your time is up.” ’

I looked at Jonathan, laying himself open for me, baring his soul in a way I had still never managed with him, much as I wanted to. I kissed him on the lips.

‘You’re a daft bugger sometimes, you know,’ I said. ‘You’re not on some sort of lease agreement. This is for keeps.’

Jonathan smiled, a real smile this time, and buried his head in the hollow of my shoulder, trying to hide the tears which were glistening in his eyes.

‘I do love you,’ he said.

‘I know,’ I whispered back. ‘And now we’ve got that sorted out can you turn the light off and let me get some bloody sleep.’

We lay in the darkness together, Jonathan still not daring to let me go in case I somehow slipped away from him in the night. I stroked his back, conscious as ever of how fragile he was. How easy it would be to break him.




Sunday 26 January 1997 

I wave to Mark, shut the front door and let out a long sigh as I trudge back upstairs to my flat. I am filled with an overwhelming sense that I will never see him again. Maybe it was the way he said goodbye with such an air of permanence. Or the way we had sex; that feeling of going through the motions, of not really connecting. Or the way he talked about the Stockport Express and all his friends up there, as if it was so detached from me. I suspect I am a leftover from his time at journalism college. I do not fit into his new life, which is why he had made so many excuses about not coming down to Rugby since I got back. No one should be too busy to see their girlfriend; it is not supposed to work like that. Not that I am blaming him entirely. I was the one who decided to go travelling for four months after college. Who left him behind when he said his new job came first and yet still expected him to be there on my return. Eager and faithful. He certainly hasn’t seemed eager. Whether he was faithful I may never know.

I suspect it will simply fizzle out. More excuses for not meeting up. Longer gaps between phone calls. Until eventually he calls it a day. Says the relationship has run its course, has nowhere left to go. He will probably be right about that but it still makes me sad. It was never supposed to be serious. But that’s just one of those things you say at the beginning so as not to frighten the other person off. You can’t help getting more involved than you had intended. At least I can’t, anyway.

I sigh again as I go through to the bathroom and turn on the taps, the hot on full, the cold little more than a trickle. It is not exactly the ideal preparation for your first day in your first proper job, spending the evening before worrying that you are about to be dumped by your boyfriend. I will try to push it to the back of my mind. To think about new beginnings, not something which may or may not be coming to an end. I feel the thrill surge through me again as I realise that this time tomorrow I will be able to call myself a journalist. A proper journalist, not a student one. A fully fledged member of the only profession I have ever wanted to be a part of. A smile spreads across my face as I undress and dip a toe tentatively into the water to test the temperature. It is hot but I like it that way. It means I will be able to stay in longer. It is mild for January but this bathroom is draughty: two sash windows which rattle in the breeze and a gap under the door which I haven’t got round to doing anything about yet.

I have only lived here three weeks. I have a long list of things that need doing and a landlord who doesn’t seem much bothered as long as I pay my rent on time. Not that I am complaining. I love it here. It is my own place. I spent four years in shared digs at university and journalism college, four months in noisy backpacker hostels in India and Nepal and four weeks in my old room at my parents’ house in the run-up to Christmas. In comparison to all of them this is bliss. I can spend an hour in the bath without anyone hammering on the door, walk around with no clothes on and not have to worry about my aromatherapy oils leaving a mark on my mother’s spotless white enamel bath. I sprinkle a few drops of lavender into the water and climb in, submerging myself until only my head is above the surface, my long dark curls pinned up high, only a few stray strands falling down my neck. That is the good thing about old baths. You can lose yourself in them,  none of this half-reclining with your knees up round your ears business. I mentally scan the contents of my wardrobe, deciding what to wear tomorrow. I suspect it will be my interview outfit: black boots, long black skirt and fitted black jacket. I haven’t bought any new work clothes as I’ve run out of cash. My parents are paying the rent on the flat until I get my first wage slip and I don’t want to ask them for any more handouts. I want to stand on my own two feet, to break free financially as well as physically. Anyway, I may as well wait to see what sort of clothes the others wear. I can’t remember from the interview. I only glanced in the newsroom on my way out, and I was on too much of a high to take in anything specific like mode of dress. It was the third interview I’d been for and the only one to offer me a job there and then. I’d almost snapped the editor’s hand off, I was so excited. OK, the Rugby Chronicle may not be the Guardian but we’ve all got to start somewhere. And right now all I want to do is get started. I let myself sink down further and blew bubbles under water. Feeling like a big kid on Christmas Eve, barely able to contain herself.

 



I pause for a second outside the front door of the Chronicle, my knuckles clenched white round the handle of my briefcase. I can do this, I know I can. This is what I have been waiting for. My chance to shine. To make a difference. To be someone. A surge of adrenalin kicks in as I open the door and stride up to the reception desk, hoping I look more confident than I feel. Hoping I look the part.

‘Hi,’ I say to the receptionist, who is slumped over the counter as if she is leaning over a garden fence waiting for the chance of a good gossip. ‘I’m Sarah Roberts. The new reporter.’

I have waited a long time to say that. It sounds good and so it should. I have practised it often enough.

‘Oh, yes,’ she says. ‘Nick said you were starting today. I’ll let him know you’re here.’

She makes a quick call. I can hear the phone buzzing upstairs, not too far away, as I tap my fingers on the counter. Seconds later a man in his late twenties bounds down the open wooden staircase. He stops at the bottom, looks up and smiles at me. The sort of smile you should need a licence for. I am suitably dazzled.

‘Hi, Sarah. I’m Nick, the news editor.’ He has a warm voice and stubble. I am thrown. I was expecting someone stern and middle-aged in a suit.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ I say, holding out my hand, hoping my palm is not sweating.

‘It’s OK, we won’t shake hands, too formal.’ He grins, brushing his dark hair back out of his equally dark eyes. ‘Come up and I’ll show you round before you get started.’

I follow him up the stairs, conscious of my boots clomping noisily on the wooden treads. ‘Simple Simon’s out this morning,’ says Nick, as we pass the editor’s office. ‘He’s a bit of a prat but fortunately he’s one of those hands-off editors, spends most of his time on some freebie or another. And don’t worry if he doesn’t remember your name. I’ve been here two years and he still calls me Neil sometimes.’

He leads me into the newsroom, which is smaller than I remember from the brief glimpse I had at the interview. The computers are relics of a bygone era, piles of newspapers, press releases and council agendas are scattered over the desks, paint is peeling off the walls. It is all rather shabby and messy. It pleases me, though. It looks the way a newspaper office should do.

Nick is watching me, one eyebrow slightly raised. I smile at him, indicating my approval of everything I see.

‘Let me introduce you to everyone,’ he says, leading me over to the far corner where an earnest-looking woman, not much older than me, is sitting behind a disturbingly tidy desk thrashing the computer keyboard for all it is worth.

‘Karen, this is Sarah, our new trainee,’ he says. Karen looks up.

‘Hi, pleased to meet you,’ I say.

She returns the greeting, smiles fleetingly and resumes the key-bashing.

‘She was the trainee before you,’ Nick whispers as we walk away. ‘Just qualified with distinctions all round. Bit scary, if you ask me.’

I raise my eyebrows, not sure if he should be telling me this. Nick moves past an exceptionally messy desk, which I presume to be his. Behind it on the wall is the photo of Maggie Thatcher leaving Downing Street for the last time with tears in her eyes under the headline ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, Out, Out, Out’. It is surrounded by front pages from Private Eye, most of them at the expense of the Tories, and the face of the local Tory MP superimposed on to the body of an elderly woman in bondage gear. I smile but decide to pass no comment.

The man behind the next desk along sports a bulbous red nose which he is in the middle of blowing as we approach. Nick introduces him as Dave. He acknowledges me with a raised hand before unravelling a few more sheets of the loo roll sitting proudly on his desk and blowing again.

‘Miserable sod,’ whispers Nick as we move to the other end of the office. ‘He’s been here too long; it’s not healthy. Get out before you get bored, that’s my advice.’

I nod, although at the moment I can’t imagine ever being bored here.

‘And this lovely lady,’ says Nick, proudly extending his arm like a game show host, ‘is our Auntie Joan.’

A woman in her forties, whose desk is surrounded by an assortment of pot plants, shakes her head and pretends to slap Nick across the face.

‘Hi, Sarah. Take no notice of him, he’s a prize piss-taker. Anything you need to know, ask me.’

I nod and grin back at her.

‘Here’s your desk, Sarah,’ says Nick, tapping the table opposite Joan. ‘We’ve had it decontaminated since Paul left but if you do find anything in the drawers I wouldn’t touch it without gloves. I’ll quickly show you round upstairs while I get you a coffee.’

‘Hey, what about the rest of us?’ asks Joan.

‘You can get your own,’ says Nick. ‘It’s not your first day.’ He winks and beckons me to follow him upstairs.

‘She seems nice,’ I say.

‘She is. And you’ll learn a lot from her. Best journalist I’ve ever worked with. Ex-Fleet Street, in fact.’

‘Really? So what’s she doing here?’

I realise this sounds rude but Nick doesn’t seem to take offence.

‘Wanted out,’ he says. ‘Fed up of working with a bunch of uptight wankers who rip off other people’s stories. She should be news editor here by rights but she doesn’t want the hassle. Prefers to take it easy and enjoy herself, which is fine by me.’

We reach the top of the stairs.

‘This is the kitchen,’ says Nick, showing me into what is essentially a broom cupboard with a butler’s sink and a kettle. ‘How do you like your coffee?’

‘Er, white please, one sugar.’

‘Thank God, someone else who takes sugar. We’ll have to form a breakaway coffee circle.’

He fills the kettle up and flicks it on. I am conscious of being alone with him in a confined space as he brushes past me.

‘You smell nice,’ he says.

I blush, wishing I’d decided against the perfume.

‘Sorry,’ he says instantly. ‘I didn’t mean to sound creepy. I’m really sorry. It’s just that Paul, the guy you replaced, had a serious body odour problem. Stunk the place out.’

I start laughing. It breaks the tension. Nick is laughing too.

‘So when people tell you you’re a breath of fresh air after him,’ he says, ‘you’ll understand what they mean.’

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I promise to pay particular attention to my personal hygiene while I’m here.’

‘Good,’ says Nick, smiling. ‘And now we’ve got that one sorted, I’ll show you photographic.’

He leads me into a large room at the far end of the landing. Two men in their fifties are slumped over their desks perusing the sports pages of the tabloids.

‘Guys, meet Sarah, our new reporter. Sarah, this is Bill and Ted. No cracks about their excellent adventure, they’ve heard them all before.’

‘Hello,’ I say. Bill and Ted look up and nod their greetings.

‘Blimey, I must be getting old,’ says Bill. ‘The bloody trainees are starting to look younger than my kids.’

I smile politely.

‘Take no notice,’ says Nick. ‘He’s bitter and twisted because Mike our trainee photographer won an award and he didn’t.’

‘Must have been your expert tuition that helped him,’ I say.

‘Hey, she’s smart as well as pretty,’ chips in Ted.

‘Come on,’ says Nick, rolling his eyes. ‘We’ll leave this pair to get back to their work.’

We return to the kitchen. ‘They’re the last two surviving examples of prehistoric man known to be living in Rugby,’ Nick says as he hands me my coffee.

‘Don’t worry, I can handle them.’

‘I’m sure you can,’ says Nick, grinning at me. He leads me back downstairs to the newsroom.

‘And there concludes your grand tour,’ he says. ‘Any questions?’

‘Er, no, I don’t think so.’

‘Good. You’ll pick it all up as you go along. Joan will show you the ropes this morning, and take you down to do the police calls later. I’ll sort out some press  releases and bits and pieces to get you started.’

‘You haven’t told Sarah yet, have you?’ says Joan, looking up from her screen.

‘Told her what?’

‘About this afternoon. Her first assignment.’

I look at Nick. He is trying not to laugh.

‘Go on,’ I say.

‘Tell me something,’ says Nick. ‘Are you the sort of woman who is prepared to tackle anything thrown her way? Who is willing to rise to any challenge that top-flight local newspaper journalism presents?’

‘Yep, just tell me what it is,’ I say.

Nick fixes me with a mischievous grin. ‘Camel racing.’

I am not sure if he is serious or if this is some kind of bizarre initiation ceremony all trainee reporters have to go through.

‘Fantastic,’ I say. ‘I’ve never ridden a camel but I can ride a horse if that helps.’

Nick is smiling broadly.

‘I’m sure it will,’ he says. ‘A guy in Lutterworth is holding a charity camel race on his farm. I thought it sounded like fun which is why I’ve entered you. We just want a nice colour piece from it.’

I nod enthusiastically. Already working on the intro in my head.

‘No problem. I just wish you’d warned me. I’m hardly dressed for camel racing,’ I say, looking down at my long skirt and heeled boots.

‘She’s got a point,’ says Joan. ‘It is a bit much to expect the poor girl to do it on her first day.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say quickly, not wanting to appear reluctant. ‘All part of the job.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ says Nick. ‘Ted will be going with you. If no one’s ever warned you about the way photographers drive, it might be worth putting some kind of hard hat on for the journey as well.’

I smile as I sit down at my new desk. The adventure  begins here. It is all I can do not to kick up my heels and spin round on the chair.

 



I am eating my lunchtime sandwich when Nick asks me to go downstairs to see a local councillor in the front office. Colin Leake his name is. Leader of the Labour group on Rugby Borough Council. Nick says he’s a top contact, Labour candidate for the general election. Well worth keeping sweet. I wipe the crumbs from my mouth and hurry downstairs, desperate to do my first proper interview. To have some quotes in the pristine notebook I am clutching in my hand. For the second time that day I am confronted by someone who does not fit the image I had in my head. Councillor Leake is wearing a duffel coat. His glasses are wonky and need a good clean. He has mad, staring eyes.

‘Hi, I’m Sarah Roberts, the new reporter,’ I say.

He nods.

‘Hope you’re better than the last one,’ he says. ‘This is what I’ve got for you.’

He pulls a wad of letters from a satchel-type thing he is carrying and starts to talk to me about a family living with bad damp in a block of council flats. He speaks very quickly; my shorthand struggles to keep up. He explains everything: how long it’s been going on, whose fault the delays to repairs are, the effect it is having on the little boy’s health. He even gives me the phone number of the family.

‘That’s all you need,’ he says, stuffing the letters back into his satchel. ‘Do it well and I’ll get something else for you.’

He turns and leaves the office without another word. I hurry back upstairs, my fingers tingling from all the scribbling.

‘Good stuff?’ asks Nick.

‘Yeah, some kid getting sick because he’s living in a damp flat. And the council have done bugger all about it. Sounds pretty bad.’

‘Great, should make a page lead for us. Maybe even the splash. He’s a top bloke, Leaky. You’ll get on well with him.’

I wonder why Nick thinks that.

‘Do you want me to go out there now?’ I ask, keen to get started on the story.

‘No, put in a call, arrange to go first thing in the morning with a photographer. You haven’t got time now. I can hear the camels calling.’

 



I am sitting astride a bad-tempered camel called Humphrey, trying desperately to hang on as he lumbers across a field, seemingly intent on going in a different direction from everyone else. My skirt is riding up dangerously high on my thighs, my hair is blowing all over the place and it is beginning to rain. And all the while I can see Ted out of the corner of my eye, snapping away, capturing every bone-shaking second of it on film. The other competitors are so far ahead of me I have given up catching them. Not that I have any say in the matter. Humphrey is quite clearly the one in charge.

‘I’m glad I didn’t back you,’ hollers Ted from below.

‘Thanks for your support.’

‘Give him some welly, girl,’ urges Ted. ‘A good kick in the ribs should get him going.’

I follow Ted’s advice but Humphrey responds by digging his toes into the grass and stopping abruptly, sending me into the air only to arrive back down in the most uncomfortable part of the saddle possible. I wince, glare at Ted, who is chuckling behind his lens, and try a different tactic.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781786487070.jpg
Now it’s

back to

haunt me

linda green

' THE NUMBER ONE BESTSELLER






OEBPS/logo.jpg
Quercus





