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To my husband




Chapter 1

The organ swelled as Jane approached the altar, light-headed with happiness and not eating. It had been worth it - the tiny waist of the wedding dress now fitted her with ease, and she was blissfully aware of her slender form moving gracefully beneath the thick satin. The air was heavy with the scent of white roses as, smiling shyly beneath her cathedral-length veil, Jane drew up alongside Nick. Looking at her with a gratifying mixture of awe and wonder, Nick’s face lit up in a tender smile . . .

The organ swelled and made Jane, fast asleep and revelling in her favourite dream, wake up suddenly. A dead, heavy weight was dragging itself across her chest. Realising it was Nick, Jane groaned more with discomfort than relief as her boyfriend groped clumsily to get his bearings before starting to saw away at her like a lumberjack. She barely had time to let out more than a couple of dutiful moans before, having galloped past  the finishing post even faster than normal, Nick dismounted and rolled, grunting, back to his side of the bed.

As usual, Jane was left to lie in the wet patch.

She sighed as she stared out into the darkness, feeling vaguely violated. Quite literally, a rude awakening. She’d never get back to sleep now. Still, perhaps she ought to be grateful. She and Nick rarely had sex at all these days, and when they did, Nick preferred entering from behind, lying on his side, usually semi-conscious. It was, apparently, too much effort for him to get on top any more. A clear case, Jane thought ruefully, of Missionary Impossible.

It had not always been thus. They had met as students at Cambridge, a city which had afforded ample opportunities for thrillingly spontaneous love-making. The shelf stacks of the university library had quite literally been pressed into service, as had the backs of bike sheds, the Backs at midnight; punts, pubs, teashop loos and even the Master of Magdalene’s garden. Most memorably of all, Nick had once pulled out all the stops in the organ loft of King’s College Chapel. The Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols had never seemed quite the same after that.

Trying to anchor her head more comfortably in the pillow, sleep still as remote as the stars, Jane recalled the moment she and Nick had met in the campus cafe. His brusque Northernness had struck her as rather thrilling, as did his rugged handsome face and the fact that he seemed Terribly Politically Committed. Besides, as an  English student specialising in Hardy, Jane quite fancied the idea of a horny-handed son of toil.

The horny part, unhappily, had recently made its excuses and left. As she lay dozing in the dark, Jane tried to pin down the exact moment when she realised Nick didn’t fancy her any more. If she was honest, it was about six months ago. Around the time she had moved into his flat in Clapham.

 



The bedside table exploded into frantic sound as Nick’s irritating Mickey Mouse alarm clock announced six thirty. Oblivious of Jane deeply asleep beside him, Nick swore loudly, swung his legs out of bed and yanked back the curtains. A weak sun struggled through the dingy windowpanes and illuminated the pile of dirty washing over which he leant to switch on the radio.

Jane groaned inwardly as the quarrelsome tones of John Humphrys flooded into the room. Not more  current affairs. It only seemed five minutes since Jeremy Paxman had been switched off the night before. But, just as Nick could not sleep without having seen both the nine and eleven o’clock news and Newsnight, he seemingly could not rise without having the Today  programme reverberating through the flat from dawn onwards.

Jane’s conspicuous failure to be as obsessed with current affairs as he was drove Nick to distraction. ‘Your idea of political awareness,’ he once accused her, ‘is the length of Cherie Blair’s skirt.’ Jane had bridled at the unfairness of it. Had she not, over the years, helped  Nick canvass his way on to every committee from the college JCR to a seat on the local council, all landmarks along the course of political achievement Nick had set for himself ? She knew more about politics than most. But she was interested in the length of Cherie Blair’s skirt. Very much so. And what was wrong with that?

Nick’s small blue eyes were screwed up with concentration as he listened to John Humphrys mauling a minister.

‘How can they get so cross about things so early?’ moaned Jane, sticking her fingers in her ears.

‘Shush,’ said Nick, flapping his hands like an irritable dowager and glaring at her as the minister’s voice came on again. ‘He’s interviewing James Morrison, the transport minister. My boss, in case you’ve forgotten.’

Jane rolled her eyes. Forgotten? If only. In the two months since Nick had started working as a special adviser in his office, she had learnt more about the transport minister than he probably knew about himself. None of it remotely interesting.

‘I put it to you, Minister,’ shouted Humphrys, ‘that if caravans were only allowed to travel between the hours of two and five in the morning, the world would be a happier place.’

‘Quite right,’ muttered Jane, who had been stuck behind more swaying beige mobile homes hogging the middle lane than she cared to remember.

‘Look,’ growled Nick, ‘it may be a joke to you, but the caravan debate’s a political bloody hot bloody potato of the first bloody order. Caravan owners have rights  too, you know. James Morrison’s been under a lot - a hell of a lot - of pressure to champion them recently.’

‘Should start calling himself Van Morrison, then,’ said Jane flippantly, diving back under the duvet as the interview ended.

‘Hilarious,’ said Nick, crushingly, stomping out of the room as best he could in his bare feet. His sense of humour, Jane reflected, had been another casualty of their cohabitation.

Minutes later, she heard the shower crank reluctantly into action and hoped he wouldn’t take all the hot water. It was a vain hope; he usually did. Her standard of living had never been lower. Moving in with Nick may not have been a good idea.

‘Are you sure it’s a good idea?’ Tally had cautiously asked at the time.

‘Of course!’ Offended, Jane had rebuffed her best friend’s obvious conviction that it wasn’t with all the brio she could muster. ‘Nick needs me,’ she had explained. Tally looked unconvinced.

‘Are you sure he doesn’t just need you to pay half the mortgage?’ she asked gently.

Jane winced. Nick was not exactly famous for his generosity. Tighter than a gnat’s arse, if she was to be frank. Last Christmas she had bought him a Ralph Lauren bathrobe and a Versace shirt. Nick had reciprocated with a twig pencil and a teddy bear which had been a free gift from the petrol station.

‘Honestly, Jane,’ Tally went on, exasperated, her big grey eyes wide with sincerity, ‘you’ve got so much going  for you. You’re so pretty, and funny, and clever. I just don’t understand why you’re throwing yourself away on him. He’s so rude.’

Tally was right. Nick was rude, especially after a few drinks, and especially to Tally. The fact that she was grand and had grown up in a stately home brought Nick out in a positive rash of social inferiority.

But it was all very well for Tally to be censorious, she thought defensively as she burrowed yet further beneath the duvet. It was just fine for Tally to declare she was holding out for Mr Right. Or Lord Right probably, in her case. She didn’t understand that relationships simply weren’t that straightforward. They didn’t just happen. You had to work with what you had, particularly if you were twenty-four and didn’t want to be a spinster at thirty.

‘You’ll be saying you want to marry him next,’ Tally had almost wailed. Jane judged it injudicious to confess that this was the whole point of her moving in. Not that it had worked. On the contrary, judging by present form, Nick’s plighting his troth looked more unlikely than ever. Plighting his sloth, however, had been the work of seconds.

Once Jane was on site, Nick had seen no further point in squandering both time and money on trendy restaurants when there was a perfectly good TV at home to eat Pot Noodles in front of. Similarly, all trips to cinemas, bars, concerts and parties had come to an abrupt end now that they no longer needed to leave the flat to meet each other.

Jane’s evenings consequently divided themselves between working out how to fit her clothes into the minute amount of wardrobe space Nick had allocated her and scenting and oiling herself in the grubby little bath that no amount of Mr Muscle made the faintest impression on. She, at least, was determined to keep up her standards.

Nick, on the other hand, now picked his nose with impunity, refused to shave at weekends and after she’d been living with him a month, no longer bothered to hold the farts in. From French kisses to Bronx cheers, Jane thought miserably, as Nick’s sex drive wound down to a sputter. Her own, by contrast, had revved up alarmingly. Practically sex-starved except for the occasional middle-of-the-night grope, Jane had lately begun to fantasise about everyone and anyone who so much as smiled at her.

 



Especially that gorgeous man who had just moved in upstairs.

 



With a guilty thrill, Jane thought about last night’s encounter. The man upstairs had been sticking his key in the lock of the outside door of the building just as she had been opening it from the inside. Talk about Freudian. She frowned, trying to wrench her thoughts away from the hulking figure with the tumble of fair hair that had greeted her when the door opened. She could still recall the enormous size of his . . . grin.

Jane sighed and yawned, knowing the water would  certainly be cold by now. She peered over the top of the duvet into the chilly, dusty air. The scant warmth from Nick’s storage heaters - turned permanently down to low - went straight out of the ill-fitting windows. Even in summer you could practically see your breath.

Not that Nick was around much to notice the Arctic atmosphere of his flat. Now he had finally realised his dream of working at Westminster, he came home later and later. Night after night, he stayed in his office, doing Jane knew not what. Taking phone calls from furious caravan owners, apparently. She sighed. Perhaps she should invest in one herself. It would be a way of attracting his attention.

Nick may have been bitten by the Westminster bug, Jane reflected, but it could have been any one of the insects in his flat. The place was crawling, and it was the discovery of a new itchy lump on her leg that finally drove Jane from under the duvet into the chilly embrace of the morning. They simply had to move out of here. Finding a new flat, Jane felt sure, would cement their relationship, as well as heat it, roof it and supply it with windowboxes. So far she had not had much luck.

‘We found a lovely first-floor flat in Kentish Town,’ she told Tally, ‘but Nick was worried about the carpet glue. He was afraid it might bring out his asthma.’ She did not voice her suspicions that he was afraid it might bring out his wallet. Nor, to her credit, did Tally.

Shuddering, Jane stood before the wardrobe mirror and stared at her naked body. Her legs, at least, were  reasonable, even if her waist was too thick, her breasts too small and that stubborn spare tyre spread like a swag across the front of her tummy. The plump tops of her arms also gave her cause for concern. Still, Nick had never said he wished she was thinner. Then again, he’d never said he wished she was anything.

She wrapped Nick’s Ralph Lauren bathrobe round her and went into the freezing kitchen. Something about Nick’s appearance caught her eye. She stared at him covertly over the top of the paper he was reading. He had obviously been spending at least some of his time in the bathroom squeezing a stubborn spot above one of his eyebrows, and his efforts had left an angry circular red weal that made him look as if he had been shot through the forehead. Jane could imagine how this had wounded his vanity.

‘I’d put some toothpaste on that,’ she said helpfully. ‘Dry it up a bit. It’s what all the supermodels do.’

Nick tutted and continued his perusal of the  Telegraph leader column. ‘Trust you to know that,’ he said scornfully.

Jane shrugged and started to examine the Sun. Most of the inside page was taken up with a picture of some ragged-looking, wild-haired environmental protesters at a planned bypass site. They were surrounding, and apparently arguing with, a tall, rather debonair figure whom Jane recognised as the transport minister, James Morrison.

There was something oddly familar about the protester pictured closest to Morrison. With his high  cheekbones and funny little snub nose, he looked astonishingly like Tally’s brother, Piers. He even had her small, thin lips and the same large, sloping eyes which, in that patrician fashion peculiar to inbred aristocratic types, looked as if they were about to slide away down the side of his face. The resemblance was extraordinary. It just showed, Jane thought, dwelling on one of her favourite theories, that there really were only so many facial types in the world. There must be, if some wild crusty could look so like someone who, at this moment, would be sitting in the chapel at Eton with his hair plastered down and looking as if Matron wouldn’t melt in his mouth.

‘Bloody crusties,’ Nick exclaimed, his attention drawn by the amount of time she had spent staring at the page. ‘Drug-crazed hippies. All sponging off the state. Too busy making trouble for everybody else to do any work.’ It was not, Jane saw, the time to start arguing the case for conservation. Clearly, the official view from the transport minister’s office was that his press coverage that morning was not all it might be. Jane swiftly turned over the page.

A huge colour photograph of an extremely glamorous blonde girl sprang out at her. So pneumatic were her lips, so vast and plunging her cleavage, so huge and confident her smile and so contrastingly tiny her dress that one almost didn’t notice the handsome but ineffectual-looking young man with her, who was gazing into the camera with vacant eyes. ‘Bubbling Champagne!’ proclaimed the headline. ‘Society girl  Champagne D’Vyne, snapped last night at the Met Bar with billionheir escort the Hon. Stretch von und zu Dosch,’ said the caption.

‘Oh, Christ, it’s that stupid Sloaney tart again,’ exclaimed Nick, looking over and seizing on another target for his ire. He took a swig of tepid tea from his Houses of Parliament mug. ‘She’s absolutely bloody everywhere,’ he snorted in disgust. ‘And why’s she got such a bloody stupid name?’

‘Apparently she was conceived after her parents drank a bottle of champagne,’ said Jane. She’d read it somewhere or other, and, having offered the information, felt acutely embarrassed as Nick razed her with a withering glare.

‘The things you know,’ he remarked in mock astonishment.

Jane flushed. It was true. Her ability to retain unfeasible amounts of trivia was ridiculous. Against her better judgement, she could remember all the words to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, and recall every contestant in  The Wacky Races but had forgotten her own telephone number on more than one occasion.

‘It’s a good thing her parents weren’t into Newcastle Brown, then,’ snorted Nick in his grating voice. ‘Or Horlicks. Anyway, why’s she so sodding famous?’

Jane looked at Champagne D’Vyne’s lithe, athletic form, a riot of curves gloriously set off by her practically nonexistent clothing. She wore no bra. Her gravity-defying breasts seemed to be of that elastic variety that needed no support other than their own exuberance. ‘I  can’t imagine,’ she said, her light tone laced with sarcasm.

‘Well, there must be some reason,’ Nick insisted, Jane’s irony utterly lost on him.

Jane stared. Could he really not see? Or perhaps it was because Champagne D’Vyne had a cleavage like the Grand Canyon that she, acutely conscious of her own rather more Cotswoldesque embonpoint, had no difficulty pinpointing the root of Champagne’s attractions. ‘She’s famous for having huge tits,’ she said finally. ‘And for being fantastically posh. A lethal combination, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Well, you should know,’ Nick sneered. ‘That’s your department, all that frothy, titsy, celebrity stuff. Great campaigning journalism, I must say.’

Jane flinched. Her career wasn’t all it might be but did Nick have to be so nasty about it? Working on an upmarket glossy magazine might not be the socialist ideal but it was undoubtedly something a lot of people would kill for. The problem was, after six months at  Gorgeous, Jane rather wanted to kill herself. Commissioning endless in-depth investigations into the contents of celebrity fridges and the dinner party games of the rich and famous was a soul-destroying business.

The sound of footsteps in the kitchen overhead derailed her train of thought. She wondered what the man upstairs was doing.

As she had passed him in the doorway last night, her all-quivering senses had caught a whiff of his aftershave  - a delicious, clean, sharp scent the other end of the smell spectrum from the aspirational, peppery Jermyn Street potions Nick seemed so fond of.

By now, Nick had disappeared into the bedroom to get dressed. Jane could hear him rattling through the rail of expensive Egyptian cotton shirts that he had recently wheedled out of her for a birthday present, any one of which cost almost as much as her best office jacket. He emerged eventually, his bullet-hole smeared over with what looked suspiciously like her expensive new MAC spot cover.

‘Good luck with celebrity underwear drawers,’ Nick sniped as she went to kiss him goodbye at the front door. ‘I wouldn’t ring up Champagne D’Vyne about those,’ he added. ‘I can’t imagine she has much use for knickers. She’s obviously dropping them for every chinless wonder in town.’

Lucky old her, thought Jane as the door slammed in Nick’s wake. She heard the click of his Church’s shoes receding down the path as she headed towards the bathroom. Time to get ready for work. Make herself  Gorgeous. There must be some hot water now.

Jane went into the bathroom and shot out again instantly. The air was filled with an ear-splitting shriek which she realised, after a few seconds, was her own. To accompany it, a series of crashing thuds from upstairs shook the flat above. But Jane hardly noticed. The last thing to register with any of her senses was the huge spider crouched in the bottom of the bath. Vast, malevolent and murderous-looking, with terrifying  markings on its back, it had evidently marched in from the garden while they were reading the papers.

Still screaming, Jane bolted through the hall and out into the entrance passageway, leaving the door of the flat wide open. As she paused for breath, she heard it click shut behind her.

‘Need any help?’

Head spinning with fear of the hideous beast in the tub and the dawning, dreadful awareness that she was locked out of the flat, Jane stared wildly up the stairwell to the next floor. The man from upstairs was leaning over the banister. Grinning at her. Grinning, it had to be said, more widely than the circumstances merited.

Jane gasped as she remembered she was wearing nothing but Nick’s bathrobe. As she looked down at it, lolling off her shoulders and gaping open, she realised she wasn’t even really wearing that. Mortified, she clutched the edges of towelling tightly to her and felt a warm tide of embarrassed crimson flood her face. How much had those knowing racing-green eyes managed to see of her? Had he spotted her spare tyre? The way her unsupported breasts scraped the floor? He must think her a loose woman in every sense of the word. Talk about the woman who put the common in Clapham.

‘Well, aren’t you going to tell me what’s happened?’ asked the man upstairs on the stairs, by now slowly descending the stairs. His faded burgundy bathrobe, stopping at his knees, revealed long, finely-muscled golden calves. ‘I think it’s the least you can do,  personally,’ he added, flashing her a smile so brilliant it could have been spotted from the moon. ‘I was just in the shower myself, and you gave me such a scare screeching like that that I lost my balance and fell over. Face down on the taps, as it happens,’ he said, arriving on the ground floor and raking her with a rueful glance from beneath his thatch of damp, butter-coloured hair.

Despite herself, Jane sniggered. Falling face down on the taps was too ridiculous.

‘Glad you find it funny,’ remarked the man from upstairs, raising an eyebrow. ‘I’ll have a couple of shiners by the morning. Guaranteed.’

Contrite, Jane realised she wasn’t giving him the best of incentives to assist her. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ she stammered. ‘Perhaps if you rub some steak on them?’ She had a vague idea from somewhere that this helped.

‘I’d rather eat it, frankly,’ he replied. ‘Anyway, what  were you yowling about? What’s the problem?’

‘Well,’ Jane muttered, suddenly feeling silly. ‘There’s, um, there’s a rather large spider in my, um, bath.’

‘Spiders won’t hurt you,’ said her neighbour breezily. ‘It won’t even move unless you make it. The whole point of a spider is being a spider. They don’t go in for sightseeing or aerobics.’

‘Well, this one’s got a leotard on, actually,’ flashed back Jane, remembering the nasty markings and determined to claw back some dignity out of the situation. She turned on her heel to re-enter the flat, only to encounter the closed door. ‘Oh, and I’m locked out as well.’ She banged her fist on the door in frustration.

‘Hang on a minute.’

As if she had much choice, Jane thought, slumping against the door and watching the long legs lope back upstairs. She was hardly going to rush out and catch a bus dressed like this, was she? Not that it stopped some people.

Two minutes later, he had bounded down again, opened the latch with a credit card, entered the flat and flipped the spider out of the bathroom window. ‘Thank you so much,’ said Jane, stiff with embarrassment as well as cold. She had noticed by now that her legs were not only blue with the chill, but needed a shave. Her standards were beginning to slip after all.

‘It’s a pleasure. I’m Tom, by the way.’ He flashed her another knee-trembler of a grin.

‘I’m Jane.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know.’

‘You know?’ Her heart swooped in a somersault. He knew her name. Jane surrendered herself to the thrilling thought that he must have more than a passing interest in her to bother finding out what she was called.

‘Yes. There’s a pile of bills with your name and address on them by the door.’




Chapter 2

‘I want ideas. Big ideas. Huge ideas. Circulation-rocketing, magazine-of-the-year-award-winning ideas.’

The editor of Gorgeous put the tips of his manicured fingers together, pursed his lips and glared at his staff. Jane shifted uncomfortably on the sofa between the art director and the fashion assistant, both of whom were gazing vacantly into space.

Josh flicked an invisible bit of dust off the lapel of his Prince of Wales check suit and stared through his monocle at his features department. In other words, Jane. There had been talk, when Jane started, of recruiting a crack ideas team to help her, but it had so far failed to materialise. Nor, Jane knew, was it now likely to. Gorgeous operated on the principle common to most publications, that keeping staff costs down was as important as keeping the circulation up. The standard belief that the overworked staff would feel elated by the enormous responsibility and positively  revel in the lack of support also applied.

‘What I particularly want,’ Josh continued, ‘is some really brilliant, original, ingenious, attention-grabbing  gimmick. I’m sick of seeing The Sunday Times stealing a march on us with Tara Palmer-Tomkinson. She should be writing for Gorgeous. She’s done wonders for their figures.’

No mean feat considering she had a chest flatter than an airport runway herself, thought Jane, who was no fan of the celebrated sybarite.

‘And Fabulous is snapping at our heels,’ continued the editor testily. It was true that Gorgeous’s great rival, the society magazine Fabulous, was putting on readers at an alarming rate. ‘We can’t let them overtake us in circulation.’ He banged his fist dramatically on his desk. A collection of silver-framed photographs of Josh with Princess Diana, Josh with Karl Lagerfeld, Josh with John Galliano and Josh with Kate Moss fell over with a crash. ‘What’s new?’ he demanded, wiping Kate lovingly with his sleeve as he propped her up again.

His staff quaked. Everyone was terrified of Josh. Impeccably dressed and sharply good-looking, he had the reputation of being one of the most gifted and competitive editors in London. He was devoted to  Gorgeous and expected everyone who worked there to be as obsessed with it as he was. He had, after all, taken it from a mumsy rag to a glittering social glossy in the four years he had been editor. No one could doubt his talents or his commitment. But his management skills were from the Darth Vader school.

‘I see Champagne D’Vyne’s all over the tabloids again,’ ventured the chief sub. Her voice trailed off as she waited for Josh’s reaction.

‘Yes, doesn’t she look wonderful, bless her,’ said Josh, exposing his exquisitely-capped teeth in a dazzling white smile. He shook back a lock of hair that had had the impertinence to detach itself from its smoothed-back auburn fellows and stared thoughtfully at the chief sub. She blinked at him through eyelashes so thick with make-up they looked more black leaded than mascara’d. ‘Ye-e-es,’ said Josh, slowly, a gleam appearing in his eye. The chief sub blushed and put up a self-conscious hand to further tousle her moussed-up hair. She’d had a crush on Josh for ages. Had her moment finally come?

A stream of breathless excuses announced the sudden arrival of Valentine, Gorgeous’s deputy editor who, despite his lofty title, received almost as much flak from Josh as Jane did. ‘Oh, you won’t believe what happened to me on the way here,’ he gasped.

‘You’re right, I won’t,’ Josh cut in rudely. ‘So don’t bother.’ Valentine visibly slumped. But Josh hadn’t finished with his unfortunate number two. He picked up a page proof from his desk and waved it at Valentine. ‘Have you had these interior pages legalled?’ he asked.

‘Legalled?’ echoed Valentine. One of his responsibilities was to make sure every page in the magazine had been through the in-house lawyers before publication. ‘Why ever would the lawyers want to read “That Sinking Feeling: How To Choose an Amazin’ Basin”, or “Pale and Interesting: Picking the Right White For Your  Home”?’ he demanded. His chest swelled defensively, straining the hard-pressed buttons on his suit still further. His eyes bulged.

‘Well, you never know, someone may have slagged off a scatter cushion,’ said Josh. ‘Better talk it through with the lawyers, there’s a dear.’

Valentine snatched the proof from him and rushed out in the direction of the legal department.

The meeting was dismissed and Jane settled herself behind her desk which, as usual, was a sea of last week’s newspapers and possibly last century’s page proofs. Her heart sank at the mess of it all. The entire office was piled up with old papers, envelopes, post nobody bothered to open, unwanted faxes from unwanted contributors and, worst of all, boxes of everything from Tandoori burgers to savoury ice creams sent in for review to the food editor, whose rare appearances meant they rotted and stank in the office’s overheated atmosphere until someone (usually Jane) had the sense to throw them away.

The last of all the staff to arrive was Lulu the fashion editor, who had never seen a morning meeting yet. As always, despite being over an hour late, she gave an impression of great speed and industry, bustling in as quickly as her combination of tight black leather skirt, impenetrable dark glasses and vertiginous heels would allow.

As Lulu sashayed past her desk, Jane noticed she was dragging something odd behind her. And this time it wasn’t one of her exotic collection of photographer’s  assistants. ‘What’s that?’ asked Jane, staring at something long, black and rubbery trailing in Lulu’s wake.

‘It’s a symbol of Life,’ declared Lulu theatrically. ‘It represents woman’s struggle on earth.’

‘It’s an inner tube, isn’t it?’ asked Jane.

‘No,’ said Lulu emphatically. ‘Only if you insist on perceiving it that way. The circle is also a representation of the cyclical nature of Womanhood and the fact it is made of rubber refers to the eternal need to be flexible. Woman’s inheritance, in short.’ She sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘All that juggling of priorities.’

Jane snorted quietly. The only juggling of priorities Lulu did was forcing her breasts into an Alexander McQueen leather bustier.

‘Women should think themselves lucky then,’ drawled Josh’s voice from his office where he was, as usual, listening. ‘All I’m going to inherit is Parkinson’s.’

Jane grimaced. It wasn’t as if Josh needed to inherit anything. His salary, she suspected, ran well into six figures, he received more designer suits than he could wear and was courted by so many PRs he probably hadn’t paid for his own lunch for years.

‘Fancy a cup of tea, Lulu?’ Josh’s light, sarcastic tones floated across the room.

‘Josh, darling, I’d just die for one,’ breathed Lulu with her usual understatement.

‘Off you go and get one then,’ said Josh. ‘And get me one while you’re at it.’

Lulu grinned. ‘Oh, you really are ghastly, Josh.’ She always took his jibes in good part. Jane was unsure  whether Lulu simply didn’t get half of them or tolerated them because she realised she had an ally in Josh. Did Lulu, after all, know what side her sushi was wasabi’d on?

‘She’s a few gilt chairs short of a Dior front row, that one,’ muttered Jane to Valentine, who had by now returned from the lawyers, as Lulu wobbled out of the office.

Josh overheard. ‘It’s so wonderful to have someone  round here who knows about clothes,’ he purred, shooting a loaded look at Jane. ‘They’re a very important part of Features.’

‘Look,’ said Jane, exasperated, ‘I admit fashion’s not my area but I pull my weight, you know.’

‘Considerable weight it is too,’ said Josh, who prided himself on his lack of political correctness.

‘You could have him for sexual harassment, you know,’ murmured Valentine in an undertone.

Josh’s sharp ears twitched once more. ‘I assure you,’ he said silkily, taking his monocle out and polishing it, ‘there’s nothing sexual in it.’

Christ, and it’s only Monday, Jane thought. Four and a half whole days to go before the weekend. And not an enormous amount to look forward to then. Nick was going to Brussels for a ten-day Euro transport summit, which put the kibosh on flat-hunting. On the other hand, there was always the delicious possibility of another on-the-stairs encounter with Tom . . .

Jane frowned. Just forget it, she told herself. There was no point, having worked away at Nick for the last  few years and finally succeeded in moving in with him, to risk the bird-in-the-hand reality of a permanent relationship by having a crush on the upstairs neighbour. The thought of two in the bush with Tom remained a delicious fantasy nonetheless. But fantasy, thought Jane, was as far as it was going to get. Tom probably had millions of girlfriends anyway. And she  had a boyfriend.

Around lunchtime, the telephone on her desk shrilled.

‘Hello, Gorgeous,’ said Jane, gritting her teeth, as she did the fifty times a day she had to give this absurd salutation.

‘Jane, it’s Tally,’ came a distant, muffled voice from what sounded like the bottom of a mine shaft. The phone system at Mullions, the rambling manor in Gloucestershire where Tally’s family had lived for four centuries, had not been rewired for the last two reigns at least. ‘Please say you’ll be around this weekend.’ Even through the ancient and twisted phone lines a certain desperation could be detected. ‘I’m coming to London. I need to see you. We have to talk.’ Then, like a crumbling and decrepit actor who yet retained a fine sense of dramatic timing, the Mullions line abruptly cut itself off.

Talk about what? Was Tally in trouble? Surely not pregnant? Jane ran through a mental line-up of the workers on the Mullions estate and quickly dismissed the suggestion. There were two, and only one was a man - Peters the gardener who also, and  often without washing his hands too thoroughly, doubled as butler.

Still, all would be revealed at the weekend, if Tally ever managed to reconnect to suggest a rendezvous. Feeling more cheerful, Jane went to the fax to send a second proof of his page through to Freddie Fry the restaurant reviewer. She prayed that this time it had no mistakes in it. Her ears were still burning from their recent conversation.

‘It’s preposterous,’ Fry had blustered. ‘Look at the second paragraph. Where it says “my newt’s livers”?’

‘Mmm?’ said Jane mildly, looking at the offending line. It seemed perfectly properly spelt to her.

‘My newt’s livers?’ boomed the notoriously brusque Fry. ‘What the fuck are newt’s livers? It should say “minute slivers”, you bunch of morons.’

As the missive beeped and screeched its way through to Fry, Jane idly scanned the pile of faxes in the tray beside the machine. Near the top was a letter from Josh. She picked it up with interest but had not read five words before panic gripped her heart. ‘No!’ she gasped.

The fax was a letter commissioning a column and promising the writer not only all the editorial help they could possibly want, but £1,000 a shot into the bargain. It was addressed to Miss C.O.W. D’Vyne.

So this was the brilliant new gimmick. The circulation-soaring, award-collecting Great Idea.

‘You’re not serious!’ protested Jane, shooting into Josh’s office with the fax trembling in her hand.  ‘Champagne D’Vyne!’ she exclaimed. ‘But she’s just a dumb Sloane. Tara Palmer-Tomkinson can at least write. Rather well, too,’ said Jane, much as it pained her to admit it.

‘Quite,’ said Josh. ‘And Champagne will write even better. With a little help from us, of course.’ He grinned at her. ‘But I don’t just want a measly old Tara-sized column. No point just repeating what she does. I want something much bigger and bouncier.’

‘Well, you’ve certainly got that,’ said Jane.

‘I want a whole double-page spread of sparkling social froth.’ Josh’s eyes glowed. ‘A good fourteen hundred words of witty, polished copy every month, Maybe two thousand words. Make it four pages, even. You’ll easily manage that.’

Jane blinked. ‘Me? But how can I? I’m not the one with the glamorous social life.’

‘Well, you said it, dear,’ said Josh, yawning and stretching his long perfectly-tailored arms to the ceiling. ‘No, but seriously, as we comedians say. Champagne and I have discussed it. It’s just a simple matter of you talking to her every now and then. Keep on to her. Ask her where she’s been, who she’s seen, what she’s bought and, best of all, who she’s slept with. Then just jot it all down. Keep her diary, in other words.’ He paused. ‘Brilliant, isn’t it?’

‘Fantastic,’ said Jane sourly.

‘I thought you’d jump at the opportunity.’

‘Yes. Out of the window,’ snapped Jane. She could tell she had no choice in the matter. She groaned  inwardly. Nick was going to have a field day when he heard about this.

‘I’ve already thought of a name for it,’ Josh continued, triumphantly. ‘Champagne Moments!’

‘We’ll be the laughing stock of Fleet Street,’ Jane mumbled miserably.

‘Nonsense! It’s just what Gorgeous needs. It’ll knock  Fabulous into a cocked tiara. How can it go wrong?’ Josh clapped his manicured hands, with their faint hint of clear nail polish, together in delight. ‘Champagne’s fantastically posh and has huge tits. A lethal combination, wouldn’t you say?’

The very words she had said to Nick that morning. Jane’s heart sank.

 



Much as Nick might - and did - sneer at the triviality of Jane’s latest project, tracking down Champagne D’Vyne turned out to be investigative journalism of the highest order. Jane was initially encouraged by the fact that Champagne was signed up with a vast international public relations outfit called Tuff PR. But this turned out to be a false dawn, as brokering Champagne’s deal with Gorgeous and banking the cheques seemed to be the limit of Tuff’s interest. Even less concerned was a snappy and extremely camp-sounding creature called Simon whose responsibility Champagne apparently was.

The two telephone numbers Simon gave Jane for Champagne both turned out to be useless. One was an incomprehensible answerphone message which cut off  halfway through and the other the full mailbox of a mobile phone.

‘So how do you suggest I get hold of her?’ an exasperated Jane finally demanded of Simon. ‘Telepathy?’

‘Look, I’ll do you a favour, OK?’ was Simon’s miraculous response. Blistering rage, apparently, was the only thing that made an impact. When the going got tough, Tuff, it seemed, got going. ‘Champagne’s doing a fashion shoot this afternoon for a magazine. You’ll have to go along to that. It’s a bore, because I don’t want any strangers making her nervous on her first big job.’

Jane was surprised. She had not had Champagne down as the shy type. In her tabloid appearances, at least, Champagne seemed to have the front of a hundred Moulin Rouge dancers.

The photographic studio where the fashion shoot was to be held was in a converted warehouse in Docklands. As an entry into the glamorous world of Champagne D’Vyne, the building seemed unlikely. A poky, strip-lit, hospital-like corridor issued into a tiny office where someone with their back to Jane and almost completely hidden by a vast, battered leather chair was talking very loudly into the telephone. From the voice, and the pair of white-jeaned legs visible on the desk in front, Jane assumed it to be the studio secretary. She sat down on a shabby black plastic sofa to wait for her to finish her conversation, and wondered where in the building Champagne was. She felt faintly apprehensive at meeting a real life bombshell in the flesh. Particularly when she felt such a bombsite herself.

‘What do you mean, hang on a sec?’ the girl suddenly screeched. The back of her chair wobbled violently. ‘No one tells me to wait for secs.’

Jane blinked. She’d dealt with some uppity secretaries at Gorgeous in her time, but this was a whole new ballgame. Models and photographers were, she knew, a notoriously imperious breed. She hadn’t realised their secretaries were as well.

‘Yes, I should bloody well think I’m connected.’ As she got angrier, the girl’s voice sounded increasingly like the honk of an extremely patrician goose. But not for long. Having reached the person she wanted to speak to, her voice suddenly dissolved into a syrupy, lisping, Sugar Kane wheedle.

‘Is that you, Rollsy?’ she gushed. ‘Darling, I’ve been thinking about our trip to Paris tonight. It’s just too  wonderful of you to take me in your private plane but  could we possibly take that glorious red Gulfstream instead of the blue one? I know I’m a silly, darling, but it’s just that my nail varnish is the wrong colour for the blue . . .’

Jane swallowed. Clearly, studio secretaries moved in more elevated circles than she thought. Literally.

‘The red one, darling, yes.’ A hint of the imperious honk was creeping into the girl’s breathy tones. Rollsy was obviously having trouble recalling which of his hundreds of Gulfstreams she meant. ‘You know, the one with that divine little inglenook fireplace . . . Yes? Fabulous, darling. Big kiss. Bye-ee.’ She slammed down the phone. ‘Fucking idiot.’ With  a push of her long leg, the chair swung round.

Jane found herself staring at an arrogant-looking blonde with indignant grass-green eyes and a petulant, full mouth big enough to seat a family of six. She had cheekbones like knuckledusters, cascades of shining hair and a tight white jersey top through which her nipples could clearly be seen. Jane realised it wasn’t the studio secretary at all. She was looking at Champagne D’Vyne.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ a voice behind them demanded suddenly.

A small, profoundly tanned man with intensely blue eyes, tight jeans and stack-heeled boots was standing in the doorway of the office. Three cameras, all with enormous lenses, were slung round his wrinkled brown neck, as were a number of thick gold chains. Jane recognised him instantly as Dave Baker, a well-known fashion photographer who had launched more models than NASA had space probes. He waved furiously at Champagne, tapped his huge, expensive-looking watch and frowned. ‘For fuck’s sake, we haven’t got all day,’ he shouted at her. ‘Scusi my language, darling,’ he said to Jane, his Italian sitting oddly with his Cockney. ‘We’ve been here three hours already and Her Blondeness has only just turned up. Only just got out of bed, apparently - though whose I wouldn’t like to speculate.’ He turned on his stack heel in disgust and minced back in the direction of what Jane imagined was the studio.

Champagne took absolutely zero notice. Her entire attention was focused on the telephone, which had just rung again. She listened intently, then let out an  indignant yell into the receiver. ‘I don’t believe it, Rollsy,’ she shouted furiously, completely abandoning her sugary tones. ‘You’ve lent it to Prince who? Well, can’t you get it back? No, the blue’s simply not on, darling.  Nada. I’d have to have a whole new manicure and you  know how busy I am, angel.’

Jane’s fingers crept towards her pad and pen. May as well make a few notes. You never knew.

‘Oh, I suppose I could bear BA first class, if you simply can’t get it back,’ Champagne lisped petulantly. ‘But must we go to boring old Paris yet again? Another weekend at the Crillon and I’ll kill myself.’

After a few more minutes in this vein, Jane was stopped mid-scribble by a touch on her arm. It was Dave Baker again.

‘Look, I’m sorry to bother you, carissima,’ he said, the muscles in his wrinkled cheeks working like galley slaves as he cast a furious look at the still-chatting Champagne. ‘But would you do me the most enormoso  favour? I need to find out urgimento whether the light is OK for these pictures. Would you be a complete cara  and sit for some Polaroids so I can check everything before we start shooting on film? Sorry, we haven’t been introduced. Dave Baker, fotografico.’

‘I know,’ said Jane, touched by the modesty and friendliness of one at the top of a profession not noted for its humility. ‘Of course. I’d be delighted. If you’re sure I won’t break the camera.’

Dave laughed. ‘You’re a very pretty girl, dear.’

Jane packed up her notebook and followed him into  a large, light room where snake-like black cables writhed over the floor like the inhabitants of a reptile house. A beautiful make-up artist, arms folded, awaited Champagne’s pleasure beside an array of pots and brushes while a wide-eyed young man wearing very tight white trousers busily altered the angles of the photographic lamps and measured their strength with a light meter.

‘Molto bene,’ said Dave, sitting Jane in front of a huge backlit white screen and encouraging her to suck her cheeks in. ‘Bella, bella. Amber, carissima, a spot of make-up if you please, and una piccola tweak with the hair perhaps?’

Amber breathed mintily and absorbedly while she dabbed Jane’s face with a bit of powder and lipstick and pinned her hair loosely up behind her head.

‘Gosh,’ said Jane, gazing at herself in the mirror Amber held up when she had finished. The soft, shadowy light made her face look fragile, her blue eyes huge and her hair a soft haze of piled-up gold. Amber had also done all sorts of clever things with a lip pencil so Jane’s thin mouth, while not quite rivalling Champagne’s six-seater, at least now provided respectable room for two.

‘You’ve got lovely bones, you know,’ Amber said matter-of-factly, snatching away a stray eyebrow hair with a pair of tweezers. ‘You should wear your hair up more often. Or get it cut short to show off your face a bit.’

‘Do you really think so?’ asked Jane, settling back  into the chair happily. She was beginning to enjoy being a supermodel. She hoped Dave would give her a Polaroid shot to take back to Nick. He could keep it in his wallet. On the other hand, as he so rarely opened it, that might not be the best place.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ It was Champagne’s turn to sound indignant. Her demanding tones echoed round the studio.

‘I didn’t realise this was a shoot for Evans the Outsize,’ Champagne snarled, striding up to Jane. Her heels clattered furiously on the wooden floor. ‘Who the fuck are you ?’ Her brilliant green eyes homed pitilessly in on the greasy roots of Jane’s hair. Nick had taken all the hot water again that morning.

‘I’m Jane from Gorgeous,’ Jane stammered, terrified despite herself. Being sneered at by someone so beautiful was an intimidating experience. ‘I’ve come to write your . . . I mean, I’ve come to discuss your, er, column.’

‘Well, what the hell are you doing in front of the camera then?’ Champagne’s drill-like gaze moved from Jane’s scuffed shoes to the sagging bra beneath her not-very-well-ironed white blouse. Jane’s cheeks burned with shame.

‘Jane very kindly stepped in to help us with the light reading since you were so busy,’ said Dave.

Champagne seethed. Pausing only to throw a glance as green as a glassful of Chartreuse at Dave, she flounced out of the studio, muttering a stream of invective of which only ‘fucking old poofter’ could clearly be heard.

There was a short silence.

Dave sighed. ‘Go and sort her out, Fabergé,’ he murmured to his snub-nosed assistant. Fabergé started eagerly forward. But his services, it seemed, were not required.

‘I’m ready.’ Husky tones had replaced the honk. Turning round, Jane saw Champagne standing in the doorway wearing nothing more than a challenging gaze.

There really was, Jane saw, nothing holding those breasts up. Full and glorious, they soared onwards and upwards like helium balloons, each topped with its rosy nub of nipple. Champagne grinned at her astonished and silent audience. She strode forward, long muscles sliding up and down her slender thighs as she moved. She walked up to Dave and, thanks to the disparity in their heights, thrust her nipples practically in his face. ‘Dress me,’ she said in her huskiest tones, running both hands down the sides of her body. ‘If you want to, that is.’ She shot a searing glance from beneath her thick lashes and pouted at the room.

Jane sighed. Champagne had turned a tantrum into a triumph simply by taking her clothes off. Satisfied at the sensation she had caused, Champagne swung on her heel and began to sashay up and down the room like a supermodel. Watching her prance around, utterly uninhibited, it struck Jane that nakedness was a concept that only really applied to those with less than perfect figures. People with bodies as stunning as Champagne’s were always dressed, in the sense that there was never anything embarrassing to conceal.

Delighted to be the centre of attention, Champagne  now dazzled the assembled company with a radiant smile.

‘She can certainly turn on the charm when she wants to,’ Dave muttered grudgingly.

‘She can turn on more than that,’ Jane whispered. ‘Look at Fabergé!’

Dave turned round to see his assistant bending over some boxes. He was clearly trying desperately to conceal an enormous erection in his tight white trousers.

‘Well,’ said Dave delightedly, raising both eyebrows and grinning widely. ‘I had no idea he was such a talented boy.’

Dave’s good humour restored, the shoot proceeded. Champagne was in her element, posing, pouting and slinking about in a succession of tiny, tight evening dresses that Jane could barely imagine getting her own right leg into. As Champagne’s grudge against her seemed to have completely dissolved under the hot studio lights and the attention, Jane bit the bullet and suggested, after the shoot was over, that it was time to talk through the first instalment of Champagne Moments.

‘Well, it had better not take long,’ Champagne snapped, looking at her diamond-studded Cartier watch. ‘I’ve got a colonic at three,’ she announced. ‘Then a leg wax. Then Rollo’s picking me up.’

‘Fine,’ said Jane briskly, fishing out her notebook and flicking the ballpoint release mechanism of her pen. ‘Let’s be quick then. Talk me through your week. What have you been doing?’

Champagne, slumped on an orange box in the studio with her elegant legs wound round each other, fished a cigarette out of her snakeskin Kelly bag. She lit it and frowned. ‘Ah,’ she said, addressing the far wall. ‘Um,’ she added. ‘Er,’ she finished.

Jane felt panic rising slowly up her throat. Of the many difficult situations she had imagined Champagne Moments might involve, the one in which Champagne was unable to remember anything she had done had never occurred to her.

‘Um, I saw in the Sun that you had been out with Robert Redford when he came to London earlier this week,’ Jane prompted.

A slight pucker appeared between Champagne’s perfectly-plucked eyebrows. Robert Redford, Robert Redford, her bee-stung lips mouthed silently. Robert Redford. After a few minutes of profound frowning, a faint glow of remembrance irradiated her face. ‘American! ’ she pronounced triumphantly.

Jane nodded eagerly, encouragingly.

‘Actor!’ Champagne added a few seconds later.

Jane nodded again.

‘Oh, yah,’ pronounced Champagne eventually, her face glowing with the promise of full recollection.

The promise remained unfulfilled. Champagne could remember nothing more.

‘I suppose I had a lot of QNIs last week,’ Champagne concluded. ‘Quiet Nights In.’

Heart sinking, Jane realised this was not going to make four sentences, let alone four pages. And if she  returned to the office without the fourteen hundred words of sparkling copy Josh wanted, it wasn’t going to be Champagne D’Vyne who got the blame. Why, if he’d wanted an It Girl, hadn’t Josh simply signed up Tara Palmer-Tomkinson, Jane seethed to herself. She, at least, had the two vital skills Champagne lacked - the ability to string a sentence together and some idea of what she’d been doing all week.

Sighing, and sending up a silent prayer to the god of ghostwriters, Jane took her mental pickaxe and determinedly and repeatedly attempted to break the surface of the substance which lay like impenetrable rock between Champagne and her ability to recall anything whatsoever that had happened to her in the past few days. Thank goodness she had taken those notes when Champagne was on the phone.

It took several increasingly frantic phone calls a day for the rest of the week before Jane managed to extract enough information to make up the first column. The latest Gorgeous had been about to hit the printing presses, but Josh insisted the issue was held until Champagne Moments was written and slipped in at the last minute. At the end of the week, Jane staggered, utterly drained, into Josh’s office and handed over four pages of print-out to her boss. Heart hammering, she sank on to the sofa and folded her arms to await the verdict. It was always nerve-racking showing Josh a piece. Few things ever seemed to come up to the standard he demanded. She crossed her fingers so hard that it hurt.

Josh read. He clapped his hands and rocked with mirth. He laughed so much at the Gulfstream stories that his monocle fell out. ‘It’s hilarious,’ he gasped, dabbing his streaming eyes with the handkerchief from his top pocket. ‘It’s fantastic. A star, my dear, is born.’


Damn, thought Jane, uncrossing her fingers.




Chapter 3

Whatever it was Tally desperately wanted to discuss, she wasn’t going to break the habit of a lifetime and arrive on time to do so. Sitting waiting in the corner of the local wine bar on Saturday night, Jane had got through one glass of house white and half a bowl of peanuts already. Not that she was too annoyed. No one could hold a candle to Champagne in the irritation stakes. And anyway, it was impossible to be angry with Tally. She was much too sweet and awkward. With her funny nose, large eyes, long legs and towering height, Tally had reminded Jane irresistibly of a startled ostrich the first time they clapped eyes on each other at Cambridge.

‘Do you remember,’ Jane often said long after she and Tally had become friends, ‘that first English tutorial on Memory when we were asked what our earliest recollections were and you said yours was of the line of servants’ bells ringing in the breakfast room  at home. I thought you were the most ghastly snob!’

‘I suppose I should have said they were ringing because the window sash had broken again and there was a howling gale blowing through the room.’ Tally sighed. ‘And that I was in there because my bedroom ceiling had collapsed and I was sleeping on the breakfast room floor.’

Tally, Jane soon realised, was not your typical upper-class girl, despite having had almost a textbook grand upbringing. From what Jane could gather, her mother had wanted her to ride but Tally was almost as scared of horses as she had been of the terrifyingly capable blondes strapping on tack at the Pony Club. Lady Julia had managed to force her daughter to be a debutante, with the result that Tally was now on intimate terms with the inside of the best lavatories in London. ‘I was a hopeless deb,’ she admitted. ‘The only coming out I did was from the loo after everyone else had gone. I once hid in the ones at Claridge’s for so long I heard the attendant tell the manager she was going to send for the plumber.’

Tally did, however, live in a stately home, Mullions, and was the descendant of at least a hundred earls. The earls, however, had done her no favours as far as the house was concerned. ‘Trust’ was the Venery family motto. ‘I so wish it had been Trust Fund,’ Tally sighed on more than one occasion. For the heads of successive generations had, it seemed, trusted a little too much in a series of bad investments and their own skill at the card table. A sequence of earls had squandered the  family resources until there was nothing left for the upkeep of a hen coop, let alone a mansion.

‘It’s embarrassing really, having such hopeless ancestors,’ Tally would say. ‘These wasn’t a Venery in sight at Waterloo or Trafalgar, for instance. But once you look at the great financial disasters, we’re there with bells on. The South Sea Bubble, the Wall Street Crash, even Lloyds; you name it, we’re there right in the middle of it, losing spectacularly, hand over fist.’

Tally’s own father, who had died in a car crash when she was small, had tried to reverse the situation as best he could while saddled with a wife as extravagant as Lady Julia. But without much success. The result was that Mullions had been more or less a hard hat area for as long as Jane had known it. Nonetheless, Tally had, after Cambridge, decided to dedicate herself to restoring her family home to its former glory, continuing the work of her father.

Highly romantic though all this sounded, in practice it seemed to consist of Tally rushing round the ancient heap doing running repairs to stop it falling down altogether, and using any time left over to apply for grants that never seemed to materialise. As time had gone on, Tally seemed to have gently abandoned hope of getting the place back on its feet. She had confessed to Jane frequently that getting it on its knees would be a miracle. ‘Although I suppose it possesses,’ she sighed, ‘what House and Garden would call a unique untouched quality.’

Jane scooped up another handful of nuts and looked  forward to what was always a plentiful supply of stories about Tally’s insufferably grand mother. Lady Julia was as determined as her daughter that Mullions should go on - as long as someone else did all the work. She was markedly less willing than Tally to struggle into waders to drag weeds out of the oxbow lake or crawl along the Jacobean lead gutters pulling leaves out to stop blockages. Even more useless was Tally’s brother, Piers. He seemed to prefer spending all his time - including holidays - at Eton. She must remember, Jane thought, to tell Tally about the crusty in the paper who had looked so like her brother. Tally would be amused.

Tally did not look amused, Jane thought, as the tall, grave-faced figure of her friend finally appeared in the wine bar. But she certainly looked amusing. What on earth was she wearing? Tally had never exactly been a snappy dresser but even by her standards this was eccentric. As Tally threaded her way between the tables, Jane saw she had on what looked like an ancient, enormous and patched tweed jacket worn over an extremely short and glittery A-line dress.
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