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  Cat O’Connor whispered a fervent prayer before opening the fridge.

  
  If there was no milk left she would have to kill her lodger and she really couldn’t spare the time. Cat needed to see a drop,
   a smidgeon, a smear of milk in the fridge.
  

  
  Moments later Cat was banging on Mary’s bedroom door in the style of the Flying Squad. ‘Come out! Now! I need to assault you!’
   she yelled peremptorily.
  

  
  ‘Eh?’ On the far side of the door Mary sounded weak and early-morningish.

  
  ‘I don’t ask much from life,’ shouted Cat untruthfully. ‘But I do like a nice cup of tea before I go to work. I am denied
   that small pleasure because, once again, you’ve used the last of the milk.’
  

  
  The door opened a chink, revealing a slice of dishevelled expatriate Dubliner. ‘But you couldn’t have had a cup of tea,’ she
   pointed out reasonably. ‘I used the last tea bag.’
  

  
  Cat made a black coffee and Mary agreed to stand on the sofa in her pyjamas for exactly one minute while Cat threw cushions
   at her.
  

  
  
  ‘Right,’ said Cat gravely when the minute was up. ‘Let that be a lesson to you.’

  
  ‘Oh, consider me reformed,’ said Mary piously.

  
  One of Cat’s talents was the ability to switch effortlessly from cushion-throwing big kid to shoulder-padded she-wolf. The
   transformation claimed her every morning in the revolving doors of Percival Cant Jablowski; soft-centred Cat was spat into
   the marble and glass lobby made over as a fearless careerist. This duality was one of the reasons Hugh had fallen for her,
   and he told her so in the lift after their breakfast meeting with new clients.
  

  
  ‘You impressed the hell out of them. You were assertive, knowledgeable, commanding, and I was the only one in the room who
   knew you were wearing Mr Men knickers.’
  

  
  When the lift doors slid open Cat had stalked back to her office to bash out an email.

  
  
   FYI I threw out my cartoon-related lingerie last week, the same day I told you to go to the devil.

  

  
  Snorting, Cat pressed ‘send’ and jabbed the intercom on her desk. ‘Marian!’ she barked.

  
  On the other side of the glass wall, a white perm jerked and an elderly lady scrabbled for her intercom. ‘I wasn’t asleep,’
   she said loudly.
  

  
  ‘Could you round up the team, Marian? I need to brief them on the new clients. No excuses. They’re all in the meeting room
   in ten minutes or I detach them from their rude bits.’
  

  
  ‘Oh dear.’ The perm nodded knowingly. ‘I think a certain little lady got out of bed on the wrong side. Somebody could do with
   one of my special ginger and nettle infusions.’
  

  
  ‘I’m sure somebody could, but I’d like a black coffee with some heroin in it.’ Cat released the button, neatly silencing Marian’s tut.
  

  
  The daily transformation in the revolving doors turned Cat into a superb employee, but addled her manners. She should have been gentler with her PA, Cat knew that. Marian’s loyalty was
   as invaluable as her encyclopaedic knowledge of company lore: Marian knew the whereabouts of the MD’s biscuit stash and wasn’t
   afraid to embezzle a Bahlsen in an emergency. Cat overlooked the napping, tolerated the nosiness and positively revelled in
   the affront to the advertising world’s cult of youth that Marian represented shuffling to the kitchenette in wider fit slippers.
   Head to toe in tea-coloured BHS separates, Marian was a comfortable blot on the pristine, minimalist landscape of the advertising
   agency.
  

  
  The super-modern open plan office was carefully designed to scream ‘Money!’, ‘Creativity!’ and, in Cat’s opinion, ‘Wank!’
   Polar white cubbyholes housed men with hair gelled to a point, and women head to toe in black, like a herd of very thin Latina
   widows.
  

  
  Percival Cant Jablowski took itself seriously. It was a cathedral to the god of advertising: getting in late was a sin, and
   going home on time was heresy. Everybody was only as good as their last idea.
  

  
  It was impossible to resist the paranoia. As the newest accounts manager, Cat felt the eyes of the board upon her as she steered
   her creative team through the genesis of thirty-second epics exhorting Mr and Mrs Average to buy this washing powder or that
   ready meal. Struggling to keep each commercial on budget, Cat constantly looked over her shoulder for the next hotshot lusting
   after her job. No wonder her muscles were tense.
  

  
  And the headaches … these days Cat only noticed when her head didn’t throb. Tense as a sentry, Cat kept up the pace that Percival Cant Jablowski demanded. This meant that the majority of her
   evenings were spent supine on the sofa, sucking up Wotsits and shouting the wrong answers at Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?

  
  As for her keen-as-mustard colleagues, Cat suspected they spent their evenings throwing together macrobiotic salads, Debussy
   tinkling in the background. Not for them the lowbrow consolation of a cheese flavoured puff and Chris Tarrant. She was, she
   suspected, fundamentally different to these effortlessly trendy people who chewed up the demands of their working day like so many corporate goats.
  

  
  Checking her reflection in the glass wall (account managers were honoured with their own, albeit transparent, offices; higher-ups
   merited real, honest to goodness walls) Cat hoped she looked the part. To the casual eye she fitted right in, but Cat fretted
   she was half a stone too heavy, an inch too short, and a trend or two behind. Her black trousers were only Next’s take on
   Armani, and the towering heels which had broken the bank threatened to do the same to her ankles. She’d invested in one of
   those ‘perfect crisp white shirts’ fashion editors bang on about, but after umpteen washes it was neither perfect nor crisp.
  

  
  Black hair, shiny as a rook’s wing, fell in a neat, expensive-to-keep bob around the pale oval of Cat’s face. Her eyes were
   blue and inquisitive, flecked with darker blots to reward those who took a second, closer look.
  

  
  Cat’s pearly skin never tanned and her nose was straight and short enough to compensate for the unruly nature of her bottom.
   Average height, average weight, Cat’s average looks belied her hunger to succeed. Despite this ambition, Cat had promised
   herself never to step on people, never to bitch. She avoided the lure of office politics by keeping herself aloof from her
   colleagues.
  

  
  Such aloofness didn’t come naturally, and it was easy for Cat to feel lonely under the soaring white ceiling of Percival Cant
   Jablowski.
  

  
  Strictly speaking, it was Marian’s job to prepare the meeting room for the team briefing. ‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Cat firmly,
   hijacking the pile of folders and pressing her assistant gently back into her seat. ‘I’ll do it this time.’ Marian’s bad legs
   were famed throughout adland; they were veined, they were weak, they were tingly; one memorable morning leprosy had been suspected.
   Cat’s conscience wouldn’t allow her to sit while Marian winced her way across reception.
  

  
  Feather footed, Hugh appeared from nowhere to open the meeting room door for her. ‘Cat,’ he began, in that honeyed, well bred voice that had once fluttered her underwear. ‘Might I sit in on your meeting? I like to keep up to speed.’
  

  
  ‘Sure.’ Cat preceded him into the room, her bared teeth just about qualifying as a smile.

  
  Working her way around the table, plonking down a folder in front of each chair, Cat resolutely did not look at Hugh. He lounged
   – Hugh was born to lounge – against a filing cabinet, arms lazily crossed in his bespoke suit. He was a naturally elegant man. On meeting
   him Cat had theorised that he would probably even puke elegantly, a theory borne out after a bad oyster at Claridge’s. He’d
   puked much as Bill Nighy might, or Louis XIV.
  

  
  ‘Darling,’ he said.

  
  And then Cat had to look at him: that word was flammable in these surroundings.

  
  Ignoring the hen’s bum of disapproval that was Cat’s mouth, Hugh pushed recklessly on. ‘Can’t we stop this cold war? I can’t
   bear it. Seeing you every day, close enough to touch.’
  

  
  Cat flung down a folder with unnecessary force, then stalled the next one in mid-air, breathing hard. In theory, Hugh was
   easy to resist: the briefest inventory of his shortcomings would include vain, shallow, dangerous, old. She could just imagine her twenty-something team’s communal ‘Yew!’ of disgust at the idea of getting naked with a man in
   his fifties. But Hugh, Cat had to admit, wasn’t old, and possibly never would be. The twinkly golden boyishness that ensured
   his blond hair flopped just so had no sell-by date.
  

  
  And at this distance, the man was hard to resist. Hugh smelled unbelievably good, like a lemon grove. In Harrods. She recalled
   how it felt to be pressed against that irreproachably cut suit, his arms greedily tight around her … Cat resumed the folder-plonking.
  

  
  Five days of cold turkey couldn’t be abandoned just like that. Tonight was her fortnightly girls’ night out, a rare Wotsit-free
   evening, and Cat couldn’t wait to tell her friends that she’d finally taken their advice. ‘I’m not listening,’ she said tartly.
  

  
  
  ‘You’re cruel,’ Hugh whispered as the first of Cat’s creative team wandered in.

  
  The new copywriter had too many teeth. Cat wondered why she’d never noticed before. His smile was like a sale in Ikea’s crockery
   section.
  

  
  Cat was seeing a lot of those teeth that morning. Eager to impress, the new guy fired one idea after another at her, each
   lamer than the last.
  

  
  ‘Come on, people!’ Cat stalked the room, aware of Hugh’s silent scrutiny from the corner. ‘We’re getting nowhere.’

  
  A junior writer, equipped with the requisite spiky hair but lacking the requisite talent, muttered ‘It’s a shit product with
   a shit name. What do you expect?’
  

  
  Cat expected him to earn his impressive salary instead of toying with the man-bling on his lilywhite fingers, but she said
   diplomatically, ‘There’s not much we can do about the product. It’s useful, practical, and we all have something like it in
   our homes.’
  

  
  ‘It’s a fucking toilet fucking gel,’ sneered the young writer. ‘And the name sucks. It’s a blatant rip-off.’

  
  ‘Perhaps the name is a little, er, unfortunate.’ Cat picked up the bulky orange bottle of toilet cleaner and tried her best
   to gaze upon it fondly. ‘But Toilet Pigeon is our new baby and we’re being paid – well paid – to give it our best shot.’
  

  
  An art director wearing a sequinned beret that would get her sectioned in any other workplace piped up. ‘A celebrity endorsement?
   Kind of drag Toilet Pigeon upmarket?’
  

  
  ‘Need a bloody strong rope.’ The junior writer’s chin was on his chest.

  
  Instinct told Cat that the clients were after something fresh, strong. Her instinct regularly let her down when it came to
   men, shoes, and whether or not she’d look good in leggings, but it was rarely wrong about work. She was about to open her
   mouth when Hugh spoke from the back of the room.
  

  
  
  ‘Guys,’ he said languidly. ‘This is painful. In case you’ve forgotten, we’re running ideas past Mr Toilet Pigeon next week.’

  
  ‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ snapped Cat, rising to the bait. She longed to send him a blistering look but that would be too dicey.
   Time to take control. ‘No celebs,’ she said firmly. ‘I know you all want to meet Joanna Lumley but we need to be brave, to
   grasp the nettle. It’s a terrible product name, so let’s go with it. Make a so-bad-it’s-good ad. Do you get me?’
  

  
  Blank faces suggested they didn’t.

  
  Sensing Hugh’s interest quicken, Cat grabbed a marker and turned to the whiteboard. ‘Irony. We need a lorry load of irony.
   Make a funny, colourful, crazy, OTT film about how fan-fuckingtastic this silly little toilet cleaner is. With a song. And
   dancers. And fireworks. And an excruciatingly cheesy endline. Like …’ Cat uncapped the marker and paused. She hadn’t thought
   this far ahead. ‘Oh, something like …’ She began to scribble. ‘Your toilet will love you for it.’ She heard Hugh cough, or it might have been a laugh. ‘Not exactly that, obviously.’
  

  
  Raising his chin for a moment, the junior writer said, ‘It sucks.’

  
  ‘No.’ Cat was adamant. ‘It doesn’t suck. It’s the answer. Ironic. Over the top. Done carefully, this little ad could be career
   defining.’ They all perked up, as she’d known they would. ‘I’m talking awards.’ She was fairly certain that gave the junior
   writer an erection. ‘Now sod off and come back in a couple of days with something sketched out.’
  

  
  The team trailed out, baffled and mutinous, as Cat tidied the room. ‘Still here?’ she asked wryly over her shoulder.

  
  ‘You’re good,’ whistled Hugh.
  

  
  ‘Thank you.’ Cat was stiff. She went a little pink at his praise. Hugh knew how much she needed it. She risked a peek behind
   her.
  

  
  Hugh was smiling. He could smile to Olympic standards. It transformed his lean, wry face.

  
  It would take a heart of stone not to return such a smile. And Cat didn’t have a heart of stone.

  
  
  ‘That’s better. It’s no fun being public enemy number one.’ He took a step towards her. ‘Can’t we put an end to this silliness?’

  
  ‘No,’ said Cat impatiently, her smile dying. ‘And it’s not silly.’ Resentment lit a flame under her words. ‘It’s something
   I should have done years ago.’ She glanced, paranoid, out at the open plan office: and lowered her voice. ‘I can’t do it any
   more. All the secrecy. And the shame.’
  

  
  ‘You,’ said Hugh vehemently, and with a roughness that made the moment suddenly intimate, ‘need never feel ashamed.’

  
  ‘Go away, please,’ asked Cat sadly.

  
  Dejected, Hugh left the room. Passing a wall of glass bricks, his outline rippled and swam, the way it did every night in
   Cat’s dreams. You bastard, she thought.
  

  
  That wasn’t fair. Cat knew Hugh inside out: he wasn’t a bastard. He was just a weak man.

  
  The real problem, of course, was that he was somebody else’s weak man.
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  Cat distrusted tapas. Too many little plates. Too much opportunity for Mary to snaffle the lion’s share and leave Cat with
   a lone tentacle. ‘Why do we come here?’ she grumbled.
  

  
  ‘It’s good value,’ said Germaine, who had approximately eighteen times as much money as the next richest person in the restaurant.
   ‘And it’s convenient.’ Tall and handsome, Germaine was draped in her customary boho, vaguely ethnic layers. Mary likened her
   to a jumble sale in Eritrea, but Germaine’s slubby layers were cashmere and silk. ‘And I like tapas.’ That was the clincher:
   Germaine generally got her way. Generations of strong minded women, who’d owned horsewhips and weren’t afraid to use them,
   had spawned this modern day suffragette.
  

  
  ‘Plus the staff are fit.’ Mary was unkempt after a hard day’s temping. Officially an actress, she took office jobs to pay
   the bills.
  

  
  ‘We have no fucking imagination!’ laughed Jozette, whose language had deteriorated since arriving in London from the States
   a decade ago. Her awesome Afro bobbed to the rhythm of her laughter: an ex-model, Jozette was gorgeous enough to hate on sight,
   but God had given her, along with mile-long legs and tilted eyes, a seam of pure sweetness that was impossible to resist.
   These days she was a freelance stylist, and it showed in her effortless funky glamour.
  

  
  The gang was all there. I’m too old, thought Cat, to have a gang: it’s unseemly. Gangs are for sixth form: no thirty-six-year-old should be in a gang. But a gang the women indisputably were.
   For some reason these four individuals, all very different, needed each other. Differing perspectives, Cat had learned, can
   be illuminating.
  

  
  Sitting back to savour a chunk of chorizo, Cat watched the others gabbling and interjecting and giggling. She and Mary were
   the bedrock of this unlikely gang, the first to meet – Cat counted on greasy fingers – an astonishing seventeen years ago.
  

  
  Perhaps it was inauspicious to meet your future BF in a nightclub toilet. Mary had been fleeing a small man who’d bought her
   a drink and now expected an Access All Areas pass to her erogenous zones. Bursting into the ladies’ loo, boob tube awry, she’d
   asked Cat urgently, ‘Is there a way out through here?’
  

  
  ‘No. Maybe. Dunno.’ Cat, the far side of eleventy-four margaritas, was peering in the mirror, wondering which of the four
   eyes she could see needed more kohl.
  

  
  Mary slowed down, peering over Cat’s shoulder. ‘Hey, go easy,’ she advised. ‘No more eyeliner. You look like Cleopatra’s slutty
   mate.’
  

  
  Vacillating between laughing and swearing, Cat decided on the former, and somehow found herself committed to smuggling Mary
   out to the taxi rank. On the cab journey home they discovered how much they had in common: favourite Angel Delight – Butterscotch;
   favourite type of knicker – big; favourite Osmond – none.
  

  
  The buzz of Cat’s phone woke her the next morning, suggesting they meet for a milkshake and the rest was history. Messy, rather
   loud history.
  

  
  Ten Christmases ago, Germaine had come along. Back in the days before she’d amassed her inherited fortune, Germaine worked
   for next to nothing in a women’s refuge and was scraping by in Chelsea (where ‘scraping by’ constitutes a higher standard
   of living than most of the UK enjoys). No doubt, like Cat and Mary, she’d been attracted by the promise of a ‘bespoke uniform’ in the advert for Christmas department store staff.
  

  
  ‘I assumed bespoke would mean smart,’ Cat had wailed, looking down at herself.

  
  ‘You are smart,’ insisted Mary, swishing about in front of the broken mirror in the staff changing room. ‘You’re quite the smartest
   elf I ever saw.’
  

  
  Not ideal casting for Santa’s Little Helper, Germaine had thrown all six foot of herself into the role with gusto. Rouged
   of cheek, green of tight, she’d swooped on weeping children with a loud ‘Come along now. You’re just looking for attention.
   Nobody likes a whinger.’ It was how her nanny had raised her and it worked. ‘Hop on to Santa’s knee, poppet. NOW!’
  

  
  For days, Cat and Mary avoided the tall, posh anti-Poppins at tea breaks, admitting that she scared them witless.

  
  ‘She’s so … certain about everything,’ grimaced Cat in the canteen, over a very hard bun.
  

  
  ‘And so feckin’ loud,’ said Mary.

  
  ‘Anybody sitting here? No? Splendid.’ Germaine had appeared on the far side of the scuffed table. ‘You two interest me,’ she’d
   said. ‘Talk.’
  

  
  The three of them had been talking ever since. It had taken a while to cultivate a skin thick enough to withstand their new
   friend’s brand of honesty, but Cat came to enjoy being hosed down with Germaine’s stream of consciousness. It was kindly meant.
   When Mary complained covertly that Germy was meddlesome, or know-all, Cat would remind her that Germaine’s motives were pure.
  

  
  The extreme political correctness could be hard to take, but Cat had learned to tune out while Germaine ranted about her latest
   feminist/sexist/homophobic bugbear. This zeal sprang from the same root that made Germaine go the extra yard for her little
   gang, and she wouldn’t be Germy without it. A vain woman, Germaine expected thanks – copious thanks – for her loyalty but Cat and Mary were accustomed to her quirks and either supplied it uncomplainingly or told her
   to sod off, as the mood took them.
  

  
  
  It would have amazed Germaine to know how protective Cat was of her, how she worried about her. Germaine’s strong personality
   wasn’t to everybody’s taste and Cat kept an eye on her. Discreetly.
  

  
  The fourth musketeer, currently turning her elegantly sculpted nose up at a prawn (‘They feed around sewer pipes, people!’),
   had been gifted to them by Cat’s older brother. Cat rarely got to meet Trev’s conquests: the hapless girls had short shelf
   lives. When he’d admitted to racking up a whole month with a woman, that he was living with her, Cat had engineered a rendezvous. ‘Please, please,’ she’d told him later on the phone, ‘hang on to this one.’
  

  
  Four years later it was Jozette who was hanging on: Trev could be slippery. Cat and Mary had ushered her into their fold,
   despite their assumption that Jozette and Germaine would have nothing in common. They were wrong. Jozette, a liberal to the
   core, thoroughly endorsed Germaine’s right-on approach and Germaine was susceptible to Jozette’s happy, lit-from-within beauty.
  

  
  A graduate of the fashion world, Jozette’s address book bulged, but she had the knack of making people feel that they mattered
   to her. She was a shot in the arm when Cat, Mary or Germaine were feeling downcast or dowdy, and yet there was a hinterland
   to their fourth gang member that they knew little about. Confiding, warm, but light of touch, Jozette seemed to like it that
   way.
  

  
  And so the four women had fallen into the habit of meeting up every other Thursday, building up a formidable closeness and
   an encyclopaedic knowledge of each other’s foibles as they swigged house wine, devoured the specials of the day and gossiped
   about their lives.
  

  
  ‘About men,’ Hugh used to tease. ‘Admit it. You get together with your coven to complain about us heartless brutes.’
  

  
  ‘Don’t,’ Cat had advised, ‘flatter yourself.’

  
  The women discussed politics, television, shaving versus creams, work, weight, ambitions, disappointments, cellulite, immigration,
   shoes. Fears were shared and downsized, bubbles pricked. They didn’t moan about men.
  

  
  
  Not until the house wine kicked in. Cat looked at her watch. So far the evening had unfolded strictly to schedule. Germaine
   had arrived first, fussing and looking at her watch. Jozette had arrived last with improbable tales of drama on the Northern
   Line. There had been the usual squabble about what to order, the foursome splitting tidily down the middle into pro-calamari/anti-calamari
   factions, followed by the usual plea from Germaine for the purchase of some decent wine this time. This had triggered Jozette’s
   well worn phrase ‘We’re not all made of money, Germy,’ before a familiar finger-marked carafe had been plonked on the table.
  

  
  Moaning about men wasn’t pencilled in to start for another half hour or so. Cat took advantage of a waiter bending down to
   tie his shoelace right beside Mary to snaffle the last spoonful of paella: she didn’t like paella, but sharing with Mary brought
   out her inner hyena.
  

  
  ‘Bloody Trev,’ said Jozette, elbows on table and Miami drawl rendering the dullest of British names exotic.

  
  ‘What’s he done now?’ asked Germaine, with a long-suffering sigh.

  
  Cat frowned. The schedule was awry. They were still, to all intents and purposes, sober. It was too early to moan about men.

  
  ‘It’s what he hasn’t done,’ spluttered Jozette, head wobbling with backdated outrage. ‘Fill me in, guys: I’m guessing foreplay
   has reached Britain, yeah?’ After a doubtful ‘Kind of’, from Mary, Jozette carried on, ‘Then where was Trev when they handed
   out the leaflets? That guy hasn’t been further south than my neck for months.’
  

  
  Cat gulped at her wine. Moaning about sex was timetabled for even later: they were usually plastered before anybody said ‘foreplay’.

  
  ‘Sorry, hon. Too graphic for ya?’ Jozette swung herself against Cat, giggling. Jozette was physical, her long arms and legs
   in constant motion. She was a hugger. And a prodder. And a nudger. Meals with Jozette meant a lot of ketchup on your bodice.
  

  
  ‘Well …’ Cat didn’t care to picture the apple-cheeked boy she’d beaten at Buckaroo getting jiggy with it.

  
  
  ‘I know, I know. Lord, if he was a female version of you, everything would be fine. How did your mama raise two such different
   kids?’
  

  
  Germaine had an answer. ‘Trev has a penis. Therefore he is untrustworthy, feckless and flawed. Cat,’ she added sagely, ‘does
   not own a penis.’ Germaine nodded, in a ‘case closed’ kind of way.
  

  
  ‘Give over with the man-hating thing,’ scoffed Mary. ‘It’s so last season. You need a good seeing to, Germaine, that’s your
   problem.’ Her fork hovered over the empty paella bowl and she shot Cat a filthy look.
  

  
  ‘I don’t hate men,’ said Germaine calmly, waggling the empty carafe in the direction of the bar. A distinctive woman with
   a noble profile, she tended to get good service. ‘I’m a realist. I see them for what they are. I don’t cook for them, I don’t
   pander to them, I don’t bat my eyelashes at them, and I don’t expect them to validate my existence. And I can assure you that
   I don’t need a good seeing to.’ She shuddered, as if somebody had just walked over her grave. ‘I have been penis-free for
   many years and I intend to keep it that way.’
  

  
  ‘How many years?’ Mary’s tone was light, but this information was gold dust; she and Cat had often speculated on the subject
   but been too sensitive/cowardly to ask.
  

  
  ‘If,’ said Germaine imperiously, ‘that was any of your business, I’d tell you.’ A seasoned busybody about other people, she
   could be tight lipped about herself. ‘Suffice to say, I prefer a simple life without the emotional upheaval sexual relationships
   inevitably cause.’
  

  
  ‘What about love?’ asked Cat urgently, tucking her black bob behind her ears. ‘Germaine, you must miss love.’
  

  
  ‘I love my life. I love me,’ said Germaine. She could be cheesy without wincing: if Cat had been forced to say I love me she’d have climbed the curtains with self-consciousness like an electrocuted cat. ‘I am complete. I don’t need petrol station
   roses and a Terry’s Chocolate Orange with half the segments missing to bolster my self-esteem.’
  

  
  
  ‘Once, once, Alun did that,’ protested Mary, her Dublin tones fishwife shrill. She tugged at her cleavage. Mary was built on extravagant
   lines, a series of fleshy rollercoaster curves. Tonight’s woollen dress wasn’t quite up to the job of containing her milky-skinned
   bosom.
  

  
  ‘Anyway, never mind Trev’s prowess or Alun’s taste in presents, I have news!’ Germaine’s eyes glowed under the untamed hedge of her fringe. She regarded beauty products as the devil’s work; her hair
   and skin had to get along as best they could without pentapeptides. Luckily nature had granted her soaring cheekbones and
   the self-belief of a Sherman tank. ‘I have big news.’
  

  
  ‘So has Cat,’ Mary interrupted. ‘Go on. Tell them.’

  
  ‘You’re not …’ Jozette glanced down at Cat’s tum, confusion written all over her face.

  
  ‘No, God, no.’ Cat paused, and flattened her hands over her belly. ‘Why? Does it look—’

  
  ‘Not the whole am I fat conversation, please,’ groaned Germaine. ‘What’s your news, Cat?’ She was tapping her foot impatiently under the table, keen
   to race on to her own bulletin.
  

  
  ‘I finally did it,’ said Cat sheepishly. The moment wasn’t like she’d rehearsed: she’d imagined herself standing on the table
   and crowing. Where was the joy, she wondered, the relief? ‘I dumped Hugh.’
  

  
  ‘Yeay!’ Jozette high fived Cat so hard her palm stung. ‘Girlfriend, that is worth celebrating. About time! Germy, tell those
   waiters to swing their asses into action and get some champagne on this table.’
  

  
  ‘Should we …? It’s so expensive,’ said the woman who’d paid cash for her house.

  
  Mary, who struggled to pay cash for her Travelcard, shouted Germaine down. ‘Two bottles!’ she barked. ‘This is historic. Hugh
   is kaput. Deadingtons.’
  

  
  ‘Tone it down,’ hissed Cat. ‘I’ve dumped him, not assassinated him.’

  
  ‘Unfortunately.’ Mary was not and had never been a fan of Hugh. ‘At least that way he’d stay dumped,’ she said darkly. Being Irish, she was good at saying things darkly: in Celtic households toddlers can ask for a Cornetto darkly.
  

  
  ‘Our Cat is a sensible girl,’ said Germaine, aiming for supportive but landing on patronising. ‘She won’t go back to him.’

  
  ‘Not this time,’ said Jozette, beaming a megawatt smile that sold everything from orange juice to insurance back in the day.
   ‘She’s got us. She doesn’t need that a-hole.’
  

  
  ‘But no doubt,’ said Germaine wearily, ‘there’ll be another bum-hole along in a minute.’ She was genetically programmed to
   resist Americanisms.
  

  
  ‘Oh, they’re all bumholes,’ claimed Mary sweepingly. ‘But Hugh was dangerous. A father figure. Classic scenario,’ she said,
   sagely.
  

  
  ‘No. He. Wasn’t.’ Cat gave each word equal weight. She was tired of Mary’s pet theory. ‘Hugh was a boyfriend figure.’

  
  ‘You went looking for your daddy and found a sugar daddy instead.’ Mary was smug, satisfied with her hypothesis.

  
  ‘Cat’s gonna find out who she is, get in touch with herself.’ Jozette seemed very sure of this.

  
  Cat was less sure. She had never opened a self-help book and was allergic to notions of finding the real her, suspecting that
   the real Cat was a small hairless thing that really should be locked in the wardrobe.
  

  
  ‘You’re going to heal,’ said Jozette, evidently liking the word and lingering over it. ‘This is the first step of a beautiful
   journey.’
  

  
  A bottle of Romania’s finest champagne was plonked down by a bored waiter.

  
  ‘The first step on my beautiful journey,’ simpered Cat, ‘is to get smashed.’

  
  The big hand was on the twelve. The little hand was on eleven. An awful lot of bad champagne had flowed under their bridge.

  
  Cat’s news had been efficiently filleted, Germaine’s news shushed, and a general man-rant had broken out. Alun came off particularly
   badly and it was his lady love who, bang on schedule, supplied the set-up for their girls’ nights’ habitual conclusion.
  

  
  
  ‘Why do we have to live with men?’ wailed Mary, her Guinness moustache in no way hampering her Dublin rhetoric. ‘All the buggers
   do is trample our hearts and leave wet towels on the bed.’
  

  
  Cat clambered on the drunken bandwagon. ‘Yeah, they don’t deserve us,’ she claimed, ignoring an odd sensation that the room
   was tilting.
  

  
  The glittery green eyeshadow, hailed as trendily retro when Jozette arrived, had slid about her face. ‘Trev has no idea –
   no idea – how his dinner arrives in front of his fat face every night.’ Her Afro had diminished. ‘And the face he pulls if I ask him
   to empty the bin!’ she spluttered.
  

  
  They’d reached the moment they’d been crawling towards: the cheese platter to their metaphorical meal. ‘You know what, ladies,’
   said Jozette, hands on her hips. ‘We should all—’
  

  
  ‘LIVE TOGETHER!’ chorused Cat and Mary rowdily, clinking glasses as if it was the official Best Idea Ever.

  
  Sphinx-like, Germaine folded her arms and regarded the others with pursed lips. ‘If you’d let me tell you my news, it would—’

  
  ‘Look at us,’ exhorted Cat, with the faintest of slurs. ‘Smart. Funny. Good looking. Ish. How the hell have we got into our
   thirties, well into our thirties, without a decent man between us?’ Sober, Cat renounced self-pity and loathed females who banged on about
   men. But Cat was not sober. ‘If we’re not sorted by the time we’re forty, listen, listen, you know what, we should club together, buy a big house and all live in it.’ Over fresh cheers for this old chestnut, she
   shouted inspiringly, ‘Imagine it! We could enjoy Sex and the City without being judged! We could arrange cushions on the bed in the certain knowledge that they’d stay that way!’ This nirvana
   felt so real to Cat she could almost touch it. Mary and Jozette whooped, burped and banged the table as she rose to her feet
   for the crescendo. ‘We grow old and not care about under-eye bags and have cats and keep the bathroom clean and be really
   really really nice to each other!’
  

  
  Germaine buried her head in her hands.

  
  
  ‘Exactingly!’ yelled Jozette, who had fallen asleep and woken up during Cat’s call to arms. ‘I mean it, though. You’d better
   fucking mean it, too, girls. Let’s do it.’ She prodded Mary, who was attempting, cross eyed, to light a toothpick. ‘Stoppit,
   girlfriend,’ she chided. ‘You gave up, remember?’
  

  
  Gazing wistfully at the toothpick she would never get to smoke, Mary grunted emotionally ‘Alun doesn’t care enough to knock
   cigarettes out of my hand. Let’s really do it! Let’s live together! I love you lot, I really do.’
  

  
  ‘And we love you. Sho much,’ gushed Cat, unsure who had spoken but confident that she loved the out-of-focus blob across the table. ‘Let’s do it.
   Let’s promise.’
  

  
  ‘Huh.’ Germaine’s sour exclamation freeze-framed the groggy love fest. She pulled her shawl tighter about her broad, valkyrie
   shoulders. ‘Tomorrow you’ll forget all about this. I’ve heard it a thousand times before.’ Her sozzled expression mingled
   lofty disdain with the desire to vomit. ‘You complain and you whine but you never actually do anything about the power these men hold over you. You’re happy to talk about living in an all-woman paradise, yet never lift
   a finger to achieve it. As you know, I put my money where my, erm, you know, thingy is.’ Alcohol always landed a direct hit on Germaine’s vocabulary. ‘I’ve been
   trying to tell you all night, but you’re too busy obsessing about your worthless men-folk to listen.’ Germaine took a moment,
   lifting her nose before announcing, ‘You all know how many years I’ve longed to set up a social experiment to prove that women
   have no need for men beyond sperm donation. You pretend to be bored when I bring it up, but I know that, deep down, you share
   my dream. Cat’s speech proved it.’ She paused, her face pink not only with booze, but with excitement. ‘I have rented us the
   mythical big house in the country. We can live together, without men, with cats, just as soon as you please.’ She nodded,
   pleased with herself, swaying only slightly. ‘Now, ladies, after all these years of talking about it, who’ll be the first
   to sign up?’
  

  
  
  Mary slid off her chair, but Cat didn’t notice. She was intent on concocting a polite way of telling Germaine she was bonkers.
   ‘Germaine,’ she finally came up with, ‘you are bonkers.’
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  The revolving doors were a maw, primed to swallow her whole. Cat gulped, a reckless move that set off an entire troupe of
   bongo-playing mice in her hungover head, and squared her shoulders. ‘Get a grip, Flowerpot,’ she told herself, employing the
   private mantra that nobody, not Mary, not Hugh, knew about. As ever, it did the trick.
  

  
  It was a bad day at the office. Cat seemed to be working through some dire karma from a former life, perhaps one spent serial
   killing, or estate agenting. Not only were her team in open revolt about her Toilet Pigeon strategy, muttering rebelliously
   in their cubicles, (or ‘thinking pods’ as the MD insisted on calling them) but Cat had been summoned to the accounts department
   to examine the budget for her previous project. The owner of a feminine products company was beefing about the cost of his
   TV campaign: Cat supposed it served her right for referring to him as Tommy Tampon behind his back.
  

  
  Weathering the day’s banal storms, Cat couldn’t miss the figure constantly in her peripheral vision. Even with a hangover
   she sensed Hugh’s sinuous outline stalking her. He was a puma: Cat a gnu with a gammy leg.
  

  
  
  On her way to the Ladies, Cat passed Simon Cant, the capo di tutti capi, who offered her a slight nod, its inclination and length in perfect correlation with her position in the Percival Cant Jablowski
   hierarchy. Cat tried to nod back, but it was more of a twitch. Since embarking on her affair with Hugh she’d been jittery
   around the MD, like a teenager with a shoplifted Curly Wurly passing a policeman. Simon’s attitude towards office romances
   was simple: he prohibited them. Discovery of her relationship with Hugh would have meant instant dismissal for Cat. Hugh would
   fare better: he was on the board, a big name in the industry and a close friend of Simon’s, but the fallout wouldn’t be pretty.
   A natural risk taker, Hugh had always laughed at Cat’s fears. If she’d been blessed with Hugh’s wealth, power and position,
   perhaps she could have laughed too.
  

  
  A quick inspection of herself in the mirror in the ladies’ loos made Cat recoil. That hangover was good at its job, afflicting
   Cat with grey skin, lank fringe, and eyes that looked as if they’d never slept. And was that a spot? It was. I’m too old for spots, groaned Cat, who was secretly rather vain about her white skin. Hugh had christened her ‘Geisha’ the first time she’d stood
   naked in front of him.
  

  
  Hugh Schmoo, thought Cat briskly and not particularly convincingly as she applied concealer.
  

  
  The seldom-used tannoy crackled into wakefulness. ‘Would Cat O’Connor return to her desk for a personal visitor.’ The temp receptionist had GCSEs in Nail Art and Sadism. ‘That’s a personal visitor for Cat.’
  

  
  Hastily rubbing in the concealer, Cat flew back to her office to see her personal visitor sitting in the chair opposite her
   desk.
  

  
  ‘Trev.’ Cat’s voice was wry. ‘Long time no see.’

  
  ‘Don’t start,’ warned Trev, with the shatterproof good humour of a man whose dimples have charmed women since he was in his
   pram. ‘You look tired, sis.’
  

  
  ‘And so the compliments begin,’ sighed Cat, perching on the edge of her desk. This was of course glass: Percival Cant Jablowski
   was like the Snow Queen’s palace. ‘What are you doing here?’
  

  
  
  ‘Nice to see you too.’

  
  This arch toing and froing was how the elder O’Connor siblings communicated. Cat couldn’t tell if it bothered Trev as much
   as it bothered her: seeing him with his long legs spread out comfortably in front of him, she wondered if it bothered him
   at all.
  

  
  ‘Mum’s fine.’ Cat couldn’t keep the soupçon of lemon out of her tone. ‘Jon’s responding really well to the new physiotherapist.
   But you’d know that if you rang them more often.’
  

  
  ‘I refer you to my previous don’t start.’ Trev shrugged. ‘I ring, OK, Cat? I ring. I’m here if they need me.’
  

  
  There was no point pursuing this. The relentless smile pasted on Trev’s handsome face, a broader masculine version of Cat’s
   own features, precluded any real questions. Like how he could neglect their divorced mother who cared singlehandedly for their
   younger brother, Jon. Twenty-five years ago the new baby’s cerebral palsy had changed the whole family’s roles: Cat and Trev
   had morphed overnight from giddy pre-teens to mini-adults; their mother had given up her job to stay at home; their father
   had left the house for twenty Benson and Hedges and never come back.
  

  
  Sending half her salary home kept Cat poor, but it was the least she could do, along with the one weekend a month she spent
   in the suburbs, giving her mum a break. Friends chorused, ‘You do your best,’ but her mother’s wan face and Jon’s vulnerability
   demanded more than her best. Cat would never admit, even if thumbscrews were employed, how much she dreaded those weekends.
  

  
  Only Mary and Hugh knew Cat well enough to pinpoint her family situation as the blue touchpaper for her ambition. One day
   she would be responsible for Jon. That would take resources as well as love, hence the carefully planned career. Cat hoped
   she’d inherited more than shiny hair and a fondness for Quality Street from her mother: when the time came she’d need her
   grit, too.
  

  
  One thing was certain. Trev would be little or no use. He’d inherited their father’s swagger, and his reluctance to ‘do’ emotions.

  
  ‘Mum’s always fine,’ he was saying glibly. ‘You worry too much. I’d be there in a flash if they were in trouble. Anyway, how’s work?’
  

  
  ‘Fine. You know.’ Cat made an attempt to lighten up. ‘And you?’

  
  ‘Not so bad. Plenty of naughty motorists to tick off.’ Trev was possibly the sexiest traffic warden in London, but Cat had
   never done the research to back this up. ‘Actually I dropped in to pick your brains. About Jozette.’ He paused. ‘Did she seem
   all right to you last night? Did she say anything, you know, about me?’
  

  
  ‘We don’t just talk about blokes, you know.’ Cat made a good show of indignation. ‘She didn’t even mention you,’ she fibbed.
  

  
  ‘Come off it.’ Trev inhabited a Trev-shaped universe that ended abruptly at the tip of his nose. ‘I was hoping you could shed
   some light on why she’s being so odd.’
  

  
  ‘Odd how?’ Cat peeked out at Marian, covertly knitting a bed-jacket under her desk.

  
  ‘Cross-examining me. Checking up on me, kind of. That’s not like Jozette.’ Trev laced his fingers in his lap. As if confessing
   some sin he blurted, ‘Caught her going through my pockets the other night’.
  

  
  ‘Did she find anything?’

  
  ‘Course not!’ Trev looked affronted, before adding slyly, ‘I always dump any incriminating evidence on the way home.’

  
  Marvelling that Trev expected her to find this amusing, Cat said wearily, ‘You shouldn’t mess with Jozette. She’s a good woman.’

  
  ‘What she doesn’t know can’t hurt her.’

  
  ‘It disrespects her.’ Cat hoped that was a real word. ‘And maybe she does know.’ Her brother’s smug shake of the head angered
   Cat. ‘You’re undermining her self-esteem.’
  

  
  ‘Oh, do behave. Self-esteem didn’t even exist until Oprah Winfrey invented it. Jozette doesn’t know, all right?’

  
  ‘Doesn’t know about what?’ Cat had never dared to speak so plainly before.

  
  ‘About …’ Those dimples again. ‘My little lapses.’ He held up his hands as if to ward off a punch. ‘Good clean fun. Nothing
   that would scare the horses.’
  

  
  
  Taking a deep breath, Cat swallowed the speech she’d been honing for years. Trev would simply tune her out. ‘Have you asked
   Jozette what’s up?’
  

  
  Trev’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline.

  
  ‘Perhaps you should,’ suggested Cat. ‘I’ve got a degree from the Institute of the Bleedin’ Obvious and I know from my studies
   that the person to talk to is your girlfriend, not your sister.’
  

  
  ‘How come you got all the brains?’

  
  ‘Christ, if I’m the brains of the outfit this family is in real trouble.’ That was a little too close to the truth: the O’Connors
   were in trouble. They’d never fully recovered from the fallout of their father’s defection. ‘Listen,’ she said, as she stood up
   to see him out. ‘Don’t just turn up when you’ve got a problem. Come and see me, you know, any time.’
  

  
  ‘Starting.’ Trev waggled a finger as he crossed the floor.
  

  
  ‘I’m not, I just … oh forget it.’ Cat pushed him out of the door. She’d had a taste of what Jozette put up with and she
   didn’t like it one bit.
  

  
  ‘No, no, no,’ scowled Germaine. ‘This won’t do. I want to sit in the window.’

  
  The tiny café was packed, but miraculously a man laying waste to a tuna baguette got up from a window seat just as Germaine
   spoke.
  

  
  ‘Ah!’ She turned to make her way to the table, her cape swirling and knocking an elderly spring onion off a side salad. ‘Perfect.’

  
  Nobody else of Cat’s acquaintance wore capes. Nobody else behaved like visiting royalty when buying a cheap lunch at Luigi’s.

  
  ‘What’s good here?’ asked Germaine, putting on her glasses to peer at the laminated menu.

  
  ‘Nothing,’ whispered Cat, aware that Luigi’s temper was as foul as his panini.

  
  Their dejected platters arrived mid spiel: Germaine was in proselytising mood. ‘You have to be involved, Cat, it’ll be the greatest social experiment of our times.’
  

  
  
  Such hyperbole brought Cat out in hives. ‘Gosh, really?’ she asked, knowing the irony would be wasted on Germaine.

  
  ‘Really. I’ve leased the most idyllic farmhouse for six months, slap bang in a plot of gorgeous Dorset countryside. Lyme Regis
   is a few miles away, but there are no aeroplanes roaring overhead, no music blaring, no traffic honking, just peace, blessed
   peace. No internet connection. No news. No mobile phone coverage. For six whole wonderful months.’
  

  
  ‘I have a job, Germaine.’

  
  Ignoring her, Germaine frowned at the espresso in Cat’s hand. ‘How many is that today?’

  
  ‘Three. But who’s counting?’ Cat nodded, catching her friend’s drift. ‘OK, OK, you are. Won’t this experiment cost you a fortune, Germy?’ She knew how attached Germaine was to her money: each penny was like a favourite child she couldn’t
   bear to see leave home.
  

  
  ‘An absolute fortune,’ agreed Germaine. ‘I’ve dipped into the inheritances.’

  
  ‘Blimey.’ Germaine’s wealthy great-aunts had been polite enough to die in sequence over the space of a decade and bequeath
   her their estates.
  

  
  ‘Each commune member will contribute according to her means. Life skills will be accepted in lieu of payment. This is about
   sisterhood,’ said Germaine fiercely. ‘I’m doing this for women everywhere. It’s my dream.’
  

  
  ‘But,’ said Cat gently, ‘not my dream.’
  

  
  ‘It is when you’re drunk,’ said Germaine caustically, nailing Cat with a glare. ‘In vino veritas. Deep down you long to shrug off the tyranny of the male/female relationship. Every time you get tipsy you fantasise about
   a big house where you could live with your friends.’
  

  
  ‘That’s the drink talking,’ said Cat. The coffee was bitter on her tongue. She looked out at the thronged street, mentally
   photo-shopping a West Country meadow in its place.
  

  
  Sensing an advantage, Germaine pounced. ‘It would get you away from Hugh,’ she whispered.

  
  
  Blinking away the pastoral, Hugh-free scene, Cat said, ‘It’s a daydream, Germaine, and more fool you for not realising it.
   Women everywhere fantasise about how great it would be to live without their other halves, but they don’t act on it. Besides,
   I don’t have any money to contribute, and last time I looked I didn’t have any life skills either.’
  

  
  ‘You must have,’ scoffed Germaine, extracting a long, dark, Italian hair from her lunch.

  
  ‘I make TV ads. All-female communes don’t have much call for TV ads, I imagine. You need somebody who can bake bread.’

  
  ‘Oh, any fool can bake bread,’ said Germaine dismissively.

  
  Cat recalled her domestic science classes and disagreed. ‘This is all beside the point, anyway. Even if – if – I wanted to join you – and I don’t – I have no option but to keep working. You know my situation. Jon and Mum rely on me.’
  

  
  ‘Not half as much as you think,’ said Germaine. ‘Oh go on, bluster away, but it’s true. They’d be fine for six months. You’re a saver, I bet you have enough squirrelled away to keep them going, don’t you?’ She reached over the
   table to prod her victim. ‘Don’t you?’
  

  
  ‘Ow.’ Cat rubbed her arm. Germaine was bossy enough in normal circumstances: running a commune she would give Pol Pot a run
   for his money.
  

  
  ‘You could take a six-month break from your career, surely?’ Germaine had all the conviction of a woman who had never had
   a proper job in her life. ‘All you’d need to do is make a small contribution upfront, to cover your share of the food, then
   I wouldn’t ask for anything more. The aim is to grow our own, anyway. The only money you’d need is spending money, and we’ll
   be out in the wilderness so you won’t require much of that. Think of it as a holiday from all your responsibilities. Imagine
   that! Come on, woman, a little career hiatus won’t kill you.’
  

  
  It was useless trying to explain the cut-throat nature of advertising to a woman born with a silver spoon in her opinionated
   mouth. ‘Enn oh, Germy.’
  

  
  
  ‘Where’s your spirit of adventure?’ goaded Germaine, knocking over an encrusted ketchup dispenser in her zeal. ‘It’s an opportunity
   for us women to show that we don’t need men, that women can look after themselves and each other. Think of it! No conflict.
   Rational discussion. The lack of sexual tension will foster honesty, openness, simplicity.’
  

  
  ‘I’m quite a fan of sexual tension myself,’ teased Cat. ‘Have you actually signed anybody up yet?’

  
  ‘Yes.’ Germaine leaned back, smugger than a WAG at her own Hello! wedding. ‘Three so far.’ She suddenly leaned forward, her hawkish profile hanging over Cat. ‘But I want Mary. And Jozette.
   And you.’ She frowned. ‘No. I need you, Cat,’ she said in a softer voice. ‘Please.’
  

  
  The change of tack unsettled Cat. Need was not something Germaine ever admitted to. ‘You don’t need me,’ she said briskly,
   regretting it when Germaine’s face flooded with hurt. ‘I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t.’
  

  
  ‘Imagine it, though,’ said Germaine, refusing to give up. ‘The marvellous isolation. All that time for contemplation.’

  
  ‘That,’ said Cat, ‘clinches it.’ There was a long shopping list of needs and wants in Cat’s mind: contemplation had never
   been on it. ‘No!’
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  When Mary’s call was put through that afternoon, Cat was ready to deliver a blow by blow account of Germaine’s lunacy, but
   the sound of Mary’s voice stopped her. ‘What’s up?’
  

  
  ‘Everything!’ Mary was squeaky with tears. Mary never cried. She hadn’t cried when Alun gave her a McDonald’s voucher for
   their fourth anniversary: this was serious.
  

  
  ‘Tell me.’ Cat gripped the phone harder.

  
  ‘The landlord just rang. We’ve got a fortnight to get out of the flat.’

  
  ‘Hang on. He can’t do that.’ Cat was in full shoulder-pad mode. This was twenty-first-century England, there were rules and
   regulations: you couldn’t bait bears, you couldn’t shoot people who smelled of BO on the tube, you couldn’t evict tenants
   who had signed a contract. ‘We never signed that contract, did we?’ she sighed, the shoulder pads melting.
  

  
  ‘Nope.’

  
  A long-running dispute about the skirting boards – the bloody skirting boards! – meant that the women had refused to sign
   the latest lease.
  

  
  ‘Don’t cry,’ Cat advised. ‘We’ll sort it out.’

  
  ‘How?’ wailed Mary, enjoying the novelty of sobbing. ‘This flat is the last bargain in Fulham. We’ll have to live …’ Horror coloured her tone. ‘Somewhere else.’
  

  
  Somewhere else with boarded up shopfronts, syringes underfoot and a personal hoodie for all your street crime needs: Cat was
   realistic about how far their money would go in London. She lived on half her salary, and Mary’s earnings were fitful, barely
   keeping her in Bacardi Breezers. ‘We’ll sort it out,’ she repeated, sounding much like the captain of the Titanic as he told the third-class passengers to keep singing.
  

  
  A quick word with Marian produced a stack of property magazines. ‘There’s always my spare room if you’re stuck,’ said Marian,
   shambling off.
  

  
  ‘Thanks, M.’ Cat imagined herself and Mary swaddled in a brinylon sheet on a single bed, ogled by a conga line of the pottery
   cats that Marian collected. Because there was no doubt that wherever Cat went, Mary would follow.
  

  
  A frustrating half hour of circling studio flats in the arse end of nowhere followed. If Cat really stretched herself financially,
   if she gave up, say, food, she could afford a lock-up garage behind a handbag factory.
  

  
  ‘Isn’t London fun?’ she thought.

  
  The agency kitchenette was, natch, white, but tucked away, so it didn’t have to conform to the rigid rules of Percival Cant
   Jablowski interior design. Multicoloured mugs, some from courier firms, some proclaiming their owners to be the world’s best
   aunt/dad/girlfriend, littered the surfaces. They were never quite clean, and Cat was peering at them, searching for the least
   offensive one as she scanned a property paper.
  

  
  ‘Fancy meeting you here,’ said Hugh, appearing around the corner like a well-dressed genie.

  
  Ignoring him, Cat rinsed a mug. Mollycoddled board members never made tea: she marvelled that Hugh had found the kettle without
   a sherpa.
  

  
  
  Leaning against the fridge, Hugh said in a posh undertone, ‘You look so bloody pretty.’

  
  ‘Shut up,’ hissed Cat, her eyes flicking towards the open plan office where Marian was watering an aspidistra she’d nursed
   to triffid proportions.
  

  
  ‘Ah yes, Marian, the arch-spy,’ deadpanned Hugh, his clever eyes lit up with amusement. They both watched as one of Marian’s
   American Tan stockings slid down her leg. ‘She’s on to us.’
  

  
  ‘There is no us,’ Cat pointed out. The atmosphere was too chummy for her liking.

  
  ‘There’ll always be an us.’ Hugh threw Cat a smile drenched in such sadness that she almost returned it.

  
  ‘Since you’re here,’ she said, ‘I have a favour to ask.’

  
  ‘Anything, beautiful.’

  
  With a repressive glare, Cat carried on in a businesslike tone. ‘Could you have a word with Simon for me? Kind of soften him
   up? I’m going to ask him for a meeting.’
  

  
  ‘Why? Is it money?’ Hugh’s gaze flitted to the pages open on the worktop. ‘Moving house, are we?’ Too late Cat attempted to
   snatch away the magazine, and Hugh nabbed it. ‘Fifth floor studio?’ He raised a derisive eyebrow. ‘Attic flat above off licence?’
   Hugh tossed the paper down as if it had scorched his fingers. ‘In that neighbourhood? You’d need an armed guard to get home at night.’
  

  
  ‘It’s all I can afford. We have a fortnight to get out of the flat.’ Cat wanted to fold Hugh up and file him under S for Snob.
   ‘This is how normal people live, Hugh. We’re not all ex-public school.’
  

  
  ‘That’s hardly my fault,’ smiled Hugh, unperturbed. ‘I can’t help it if my pa wanted me beaten up by a better class of sociopath.’
   He leaned towards Cat over the spattered microwave.
  

  
  Cat leaned back, as if a panther had slapped a velvety paw on her knee.

  
  ‘I can’t let you live in one of these dumps. I have a solution.’

  
  Cat was arch. ‘Really?’

  
  
  ‘There.’ Hugh’s long fingers flicked to another page. ‘That’s more you.’

  
  ‘Hardly,’ guffawed Cat. ‘Lux 1bed,’ she read incredulously. ‘Balcony/use of communal gardens/Chelsea square.’ With a growl
   she told him, ‘This isn’t helping, Hugh.’ Muted golds and creams winked up from the photographs. The carpets were soft, and
   the windows framed treetops like works of art. ‘You know my situation. I can’t afford that.’
  

  
  Hugh’s voice was so low it could have crept under the carpet tiles. ‘I can.’ He was regarding her with a focused energy quite
   unlike his customary nonchalance.
  

  
  Cat held his gaze, their eyes locked. ‘What are you saying?’ she whispered.

  
  ‘I take a lease on that flat. Or one like it. And you live in it.’ He bit his lip: more un-Hughish behaviour.

  
  ‘And?’ Cat joined the dots to draw a picture she didn’t much like. ‘You visit?’ she asked coldly.
  

  
  ‘Hopefully, maybe, we can pick up where we left off,’ was Hugh’s preferred way of describing it.

  
  ‘What, with me still alone at Christmas and birthdays?’ spat Cat, as loudly as she dared. ‘While you witter on about how it’s
   never the right time?’ Mimicking him cruelly, she jabbered, ‘I can’t leave her now, she’s depressed, she’s having an operation, her mother’s sick,
   there’s a vowel in the bloody month.’ Cat shuddered. ‘I’ve had enough, Hugh. It’s not right, what we’ve been doing. I want
   to face myself in the mirror each morning.’ She crossed her arms as tightly as a straitjacket. ‘What on earth makes you think
   I’d agree to something so sordid?’
  

  
  Hugh flinched. ‘No. Not that. Nothing we do together could ever be sordid.’ Intense now, the way he could be during client
   presentations, or sex, he said, ‘It’s awful without you, Cat. Nothing makes any sense.’
  

  
  ‘Oh, you and your words,’ groaned Cat, longing to yell at him, maybe hurl the Canderel dispenser. ‘It’s my stupid half-life
   that didn’t make any sense. The waiting and the fantasising about something that’s never going to –’ This was veering close to self-pity.
   ‘Your life makes perfect sense, you buffoon. You have a wife, a career, a beautiful home, a—’
  

  
  Hugh butted in desperately. ‘But no Cat’.

  
  At the same moment they both realised how that sounded. ‘Surely, with all your money, you could afford a little tabby?’ chuckled
   Cat. She gave a gentle moan, glad that the temperature had lowered. ‘Don’t you see how insulting this is? Setting up your
   bit on the side in a love nest so you can pop in for a touch of how’s your father every now and then?’
  

  
  ‘You’ve got the wrong end of the stick. Of so many sticks. To be frank,’ said Hugh, ‘I never knew how many sticks I had before
   you started getting hold of the wrong end of them all.’ Cat’s reluctant giggle gave him confidence. ‘Think about it. That’s
   all I ask. It would give you a breather, help you save up a nest egg for your future. For you and Jon, when the day comes.’
   Hugh rarely mentioned Jon by name: Cat gave a tiny start at her brother’s condition being referred to so fearlessly by a man
   who shied away from the entire spectrum of physical frailty, from period pains to the Black Death. ‘And I’d only turn up if
   I was invited.’ He lowered his head and pinioned her with a stare. ‘But I hope you’d invite me often, because I’m crazy about
   you, Cat.’
  

  
  ‘Get out,’ said Cat sadly, screwing up the page and aiming it at the bin.

  
  Hands in pockets, deflated but still soigné, Hugh backed away. ‘Don’t worry about Simon. I’ll make sure he’s receptive.’
  

  
  ‘Thanks,’ said Cat, awkwardly.

  
  From the bin the apartment’s warm colours sang out at her, even after she’d draped a discarded Pop-Tart over it. From this
   angle it didn’t look sordid. It looked safe.
  

  
  Alun stood, phantom white, in antique underpants, the milk carton halfway to his lips. ‘All right, Cat?’ he chirruped.

  
  
  ‘Alun, I hate to be picky, but why are you almost naked?’ Throwing her keys and handbag on the kitchen table, Cat averted
   her eyes, but there was an awful lot of Alun to ignore, most of it hairy.
  

  
  ‘Mary’s doing my laundry.’ Alun nodded complacently at the drier. ‘That’s why I’m here.’

  
  ‘She’s too good to you,’ said Cat lightly, meaning every syllable.

  
  ‘Fancy the pub tonight?’ Alun drained the milk carton and wiped some stray dairy off his stubble. ‘I’ve got a big match. You
   could cheer me on.’
  

  
  ‘Why not? Sounds great.’ The White Hart was no Claridge’s, and darts wasn’t Cat’s favourite sport, but she had sorrows that
   needed drowning. Pubbing with Alun tended to be costly: an actor like his girlfriend, he didn’t share Mary’s practical approach
   to temping, preferring to keep himself in eternal readiness for his break. Perhaps, Cat sometimes suggested, actors who slept
   for twenty-three hours out of every twenty-four didn’t get many breaks. Mary glossed over Alun’s laziness with talk of how
   he needed his rest, what a talent he was, and how he would repay her for all the dinners/nights out/copies of Nuts when he ‘made it’. ‘But put some trousers on, eh?’
  

  
  ‘Sure thing. Mustn’t drive the ladies wild with desire.’ Alun wandered off, scratching his left testicle with loving attention
   to detail.
  

  
  Something peeked out of Cat’s handbag at her. Puzzled she tugged at it and saw the corner of a page ripped from a magazine,
   an image of an immaculate living room with a marble fireplace and parquet floors. Hugh’s arty handwriting disfigured the sofa:
   ‘say yes!’

  
  Emerging from her room in a low-cut jumper that made the most of her wenchish curves, Mary didn’t bother with a hello. ‘What
   the feck are we going to do?’ she yelped.
  

  
  ‘Personally, I’m planning to panic. Then maybe a spot of despair.’ Coat still belted, Cat dropped to the sofa. ‘We’ll have
   to move further out of London. Way out.’
  

  
  ‘I’ve been on the internet all day at work.’ Mary wasn’t the most conscientious of temps. ‘Anything we can afford is horrible.
   The world’s gone mad. Soon the only people left in London will be billionaires. But, listen, right,’ she began, plopping down
   beside Cat, ‘we’re sticking together, aren’t we? You and me?’
  

  
  ‘Yes.’ Cat meant it. She couldn’t bear to split up her double act with loud, interfering, irreplaceable Mary. And yet … she hugged her handbag close to her chest, as if the photo of the elegant flat might leap out and lapdance.
  

  
  Betraying her witchy tendencies, Mary studied Cat’s face and asked abruptly, ‘Has Hugh been oiling about? Wangling his way
   back into your good books?’
  

  
  ‘He doesn’t oil. And I’ve never witnessed any wangling. Is there any hot water?’

  
  Laughing at such whimsy, Mary persevered with the Hugh-bashing, leaning forward to study Cat’s face. ‘Not weakening, are you?
   Bet he’s trying his usual mind fuck on you.’
  

  
  ‘What mind fuck is that?’ scowled Cat.

  
  ‘The one where he bamboozles you into abandoning your perfectly valid reasons for dumping him. He’s done it four or five times
   now.’ Mary was warming to her subject. ‘One waggle of his demicentenarian bum and you’re back in his bed. Well, a hotel bed,
   obviously, seeing as his wife’s in his bed.’
  

  
  ‘Enough.’ Cat held up a gloved hand. ‘Hugh is history. We have other stuff to worry about.’ Cat stood up and made for her
   room. ‘And just so you know, his wife’s not in his bed. Hasn’t been for years.’
  

  
  ‘Could you possibly pull the other one?’ asked Mary politely. ‘It’s got the loveliest little bells on.’

  
  ‘Hugh doesn’t lie. Well …’ Cat reconsidered: this was a man who’d slept with her behind his wife’s back for four years.
   ‘Not to me.’
  

  
  ‘Jaysus, I’m a trained actress and even I couldn’t pretend to believe such guff.’

  
  Cat wondered what Mary would make of Hugh’s offer. Buying a flat for your younger mistress was classic sugar daddy behaviour:
   Cat disliked the Pavlov’s dog way she salivated at these gestures. If she’d grown up with an actual daddy, one who took proper
   care of her, perhaps she wouldn’t be so needy. Or, she sighed inwardly, perhaps she would. Who knew? Cat was too punch drunk
   to analyse herself.
  

  
  ‘But you’re right, we need to concentrate on finding a flat.’ Mary leapt up, bosoms bouncing. ‘We’ll go to the pub, pretend
   to cheer Alun on, have forty-eight gin and tonics and set our world to rights.’
  

  
  ‘Great idea.’ Cat paused and turned. ‘It’s your pay day today, isn’t it? Any chance of that tenner I lent you?’

  
  ‘Sure thing.’ Mary knelt on the sofa and reached behind it (this no man’s land was the flat’s main storage space) to retrieve
   her battered Gucci rip-off holdall. ‘‘Oh,’ she said blankly on opening her purse, ‘I was sure I put fifty—’ She pursed her
   lips.
  

  
  ‘Get a wiggle on, ladies.’ Alun appeared, fully clothed and smelling of own-brand fabric conditioner. ‘First drinks are on
   me.’
  

  
  Mary kept her head down.

  
  Cat looked at Alun for a long moment. He had last bought a round when Michael Barrymore was heterosexual. ‘Actually, changed
   my mind.’
  

  
  ‘Shame!’ groaned Alun, before shoving Mary out of her reverie with a bear-like prod. ‘What about you, bugalugs? You’re coming,
   aren’t you?’
  

  
  ‘Yes,’ said Mary, snapping her purse shut. ‘I am.’
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  Negotiating her way into sleep that night, Cat was almost there, her consciousness melting into a spangly, drifting dream, when her mobile had an aneurism on the bedside table.
  

  
  Give it a rest, Hugh, she grumbled, reaching out for the phone. Oh. The message was from Germaine.
  

  
  
   Jst heard yr homeless. Y not live rent free 4 6 mnths? U no it makes senz.

  

  
  Snarling, Cat tossed the phone under the bed. Only somebody as batty as Germaine could advise leaving your job the moment
   you lost your home.
  

  
  It made no senz at all.

  
  Thanks to an ill-timed swerve to avoid the post boy, there was more coffee on Cat’s perfect crisp white shirt than there was
   in her Starbucks cup.
  

  
  ‘Bollocks,’ she said quietly but vehemently as she sat down at her desk.

  
  
  ‘I heard that,’ said Marian, limping in to hand her a kilo of kitchen roll. ‘Dab, don’t wipe,’ she ordered as she left.

  
  Dabbing obediently, Cat grimaced at the Post-It note on her strategy outline for Toilet Pigeon, recognising Simon’s self-consciously
   unusual handwriting. ‘Sure about this? Seems risky?’
  

  
  Cat was sure, but it wasn’t a good omen for their meeting. She’d rehearsed her speech, honing and polishing, trying to render it
   less of a terrified barf. Simon didn’t respond well to sob stories, and Cat was too proud to offer one, but even so it was
   hard not to just run in, leap over his desk and shriek ‘YOU HAVE TO GIVE ME A RAISE OR I’LL END UP ON THE STREETS!’
  

  
  ‘Got anything to show me on the Toilet Pigeon account?’ asked Hugh over-emphatically, like the lead in an amateur play. He
   ventured further into Cat’s office. ‘I adore you, you little trollop,’ he said in a far more intimate tone.
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