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Chapter 1



‘Hello, Casualty Department?’


‘Hello? Is that Casualty?’ Now, please don’t think I’m being stupid, I know the woman said Casualty. But I am double-checking. To be sure. If you were in my predicament then you would check too.


‘Yes, this is Casualty, how can I help you?’


‘I have a problem.’


‘What sort of problem?’


‘I have a condom. Stuck.’


‘Stuck where?’ she asks politely.


I glare at the phone. Now who is being stupid? ‘In my, er … my, er …’ I frantically search for the appropriate medical term, ‘… whatsit.’


‘Vagina?’ she asks.


I cringe at the blatant use of the word. ‘Yup. That.’


‘Please hold,’ she says briskly.


Please hold? PLEASE HOLD?! That’s the bloody problem, HOLDING. Holding doesn’t seem to be the issue, letting go does.


Actually, maybe I ought to explain something here. I don’t have a condom stuck. Anywhere. Absolutely not. No way. I would know if I had.


So why am I on the phone to Casualty? Well, it is sort of true. It’s just not me. It’s Lizzie, my best friend, who is sitting on the sofa opposite me, crying into my kitchen roll.


‘I’m holding!’ I say brightly over the top of the mouthpiece. I think about telling her she ought to try and relax a little and the condom might just slip out but wisely decide against it. You would have thought that at the grand old age of twenty-five we’d have grown out of these sort of dramas and moved on to the bridesmaids’-shoes-don’t-match-the-dresses ones instead. Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t mind, I was just expecting something different. At least it’s an excuse to eat Jaffa Cakes at nine in the morning (me) and quaff medicinal brandies (Lizzie).


Lizzie was utterly distraught when she turned up on my doorstep this morning. I thought something absolutely awful had happened, but obviously this isn’t so great and probably won’t be up there on her ‘Special Days’ list. Poor Ben, my boyfriend extraordinaire, was shoved out so quickly he was still carrying the spoon he was trying to eat his cereal with.


I won’t go into gory details because presumably you can guess what’s happened. Lizzie’s boyfriend of six months, Alastair, has in the meantime sodded off to work, pleading an important meeting, leaving little old moi to sort it out. I didn’t have the heart to make her telephone Casualty herself and then I really couldn’t be bothered with the whole ‘my friend has’ stuff when they always presume it’s you with the problem anyway.


* * *


Lizzie and I have been best friends since the age of thirteen and grew up together down in Cornwall. Two friends couldn’t come from more contrasting backgrounds. With Lizzie’s family it’s all doilies and the best dinner service. Nothing like my Bohemian family, where not one plate matches the other and all the dogs eat off them anyway. We love each other’s families, probably for the differences. I used to revel in the cosiness of her household. She similarly loved the chaos of my home – we would sit on the stairs, eating apples and watching them all (I have three brothers and a sister to boot) charging about in the midst of some drama or other. I would tut and raise my eyes heavenwards, but she would be sitting forward slightly, avidly watching the proceedings, simply soaking up the atmosphere.


It would be much easier if the condom thing really was my problem and not Lizzie’s because I am very comfortable in a crisis situation. I mean, how many families do you know who have the number of the local hospital on the speed-dial of their telephone? It is in there at number six, after Auntie Pegs and before my father’s first wife, Katherine. She and my father are still on speaking terms. Katherine and my mother are downright pally and I send her Christmas cards for goodness’ sake! I have had this pointed out to me as peculiar.


The lady from Casualty comes back on to the phone. I sincerely hope she has been talking to a sage, condom-removing professional and has not instead rushed through to the staffroom shouting, ‘Come and listen to this! I’ve got a right one here!’


‘Hello?’ she says.


‘Hello!’ I answer in a bright, I’ve-got-a-johnny-stuck-and-I’m-OK-with-that kind of way.


‘I’ve been to talk to one of the nurses …’


‘Yeeesss …?’ I say encouragingly, unwittingly imitating her rather annoying habit of traversing an octave in one sentence.


‘She says you should come straight down to Casualty and they will remove it for you.’


‘Thank you so much. I’ll do just that.’ I hang up gratefully. At least they weren’t going to talk me through a DIY removal course. I was wondering how Lizzie and I were going to deal with that.


Lizzie stares at me questioningly. ‘We’ve got to go down there, Liz,’ I say in answer.


She buries her face in her hands and breaks out in a fresh bout of weeping. I pat her back rather ineffectually for a while, then say, ‘Lizzie, are you all right? Don’t you want to go?’


OK, OK, stupid question to ask, but we have to start somewhere and we don’t look like we’re moving towards Casualty.


‘I … I … I might meet someone.’ Her shoulders heave with the effort of getting the words out.


‘At-ta girl, Liz! That’s the attitude! There’s nothing like a new boyfriend to get you over the last!’ I leap up and grab my bag; Lizzie stops crying and starts glaring at me. I sit back down.


‘Oh, as in someone you know. Sorry.’ I bite the inside of my cheek to stifle a giggle and try to study my shoes.


‘If my mother finds out, she will never forgive me.’


I look back up. ‘How would she find out? She lives in Cornwall, for heaven’s sake!’


‘What if someone sees or overhears us, and it gets back to her?’


‘Like who?’


Lizzie just gives me a long, hard look. I sigh. ‘Oh.’ We went to school in Cornwall with a girl called Teresa, who now also lives here in Bristol and unfortunately makes a great show of doing volunteer work down at the hospital. She pretends to be terribly Christian and has an awful lot of those little fish symbols everywhere, but in actual fact she is one of the most horrible people I have ever met. When Lizzie and I were at school, Teresa’s sole aim in life was to land us in as much hot water as possible, an ambition which used to be regularly met. If anyone could take this particular little incident back to Lizzie’s mother it would be Teresa the Holy Cow, and my how she would feast on it.


‘I’ll register for you in my name. My parents probably wouldn’t get to hear about it.’ Not that they’d care if they did. My mother would doubtless mishear anyway and think it quite an achievement to have London stuck up me, and if my siblings found out they would wink and say ‘Nice one’ as they passed me in the hallway. My father? My father wouldn’t look up from the newspaper.


‘Will Alastair tell your work that you’ve had to go to hospital if you don’t turn up?’


Lizzie works with Alastair. In fact, he’s sort of her boss. She nods miserably.


‘Do you mind if we pop into the paper en route? It is on the way and I ought to tell them where I am. We could be hours in Casualty.’


‘You won’t tell them why, will you?’


‘Lizzie, I may work as a reporter but discretion is my middle name.’


I escort Lizzie out of my flat, carefully holding her elbow. She is walking gingerly and looking a little bow-legged. She couldn’t catch a pig in a corridor, as they say. We stop suddenly.


‘Off. We. Go!’ I cry, urging her in the general direction of the hospital just in case she has got cold feet again. I look across to find her glaring at me.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘I am not ill, an OAP or pregnant! Please let go of my arm!’ Narky or what? I drop her arm and we start off once more on our snail’s journey towards the car. Now and again we both look over our shoulders in the vain hope that the condom may have dislodged itself and is lying on the pavement. No such luck. Never mind! I quite enjoy trips down to Casualty. It’s the drama queen in me.


Lizzie has a tricky time getting into my car, but then everyone does because it is quite tricky to get into. There are only two ways to get in and out of an MG Midget sports car – the elegant way or my way. The elegant way is how you see the film stars do it on TV when they arrive at the Oscars. To get in, put your bum inside first and then swivel legs round. Similarly, to exit, swivel legs out, bum last. My way is to get everything but bum in first, leave bum out in the cold for a bit while struggling with other appendages, and then bum can come in. To get out, I simply fall on to the pavement.


I call my car Tristan. I know it’s unbelievably naff to give inanimate objects names and I don’t normally, but he has so much character and such delicate sensibilities that I feel depersonalising him might be an additional hex on his already rather volatile nature.


I try praying to Allah this time that Tristan won’t let me down (God wasn’t feeling terribly benevolent on the last occasion). I hold my breath as the starter motor chugs over and exhale as he suddenly growls into life. Relaxing completely is out of the question however, because Tristan can stop at any point for absolutely no reason. I have spent many a happy evening on the hard shoulder of the motorway en route to Cornwall, waiting for the RAC to turn up. Because I am a lone female, I am a priority call for the police to sit with. I know all the boys on that particular beat quite well now and they all cheat appallingly at gin rummy. I think I would be quite sorry not to see them if (a) Tristan ever starts to behave or (b) I replace him with a reliable Volvo called Brian.


Lizzie reads the rabid gleam in my eye correctly and straps herself in. She plants a foot firmly either side of the passenger well and hangs on. I rise gleefully to the challenge of an ‘emergency’ situation and at last have the excuse to stretch my wings and drive in a manner akin to The Dukes of Hazzard. We bounce over speed bumps, go the wrong way around roundabouts and have a distinct tendency to manoeuvre, signal, mirror.


Ten minutes and several road-rage incidents later, I pull up at the paper’s offices with a screech and, saying to Lizzie that I won’t be a sec, skip through the front doors of the Bristol Gazette. I fight my way through the jungle of trifid-like plants to the lifts and give a cheery wave to one of the security guards (who I think are also there for aesthetic purposes only as I have never seen them do anything of a security-minded nature).


The lift doors open on to the third floor where the features department is based and I take a swift left towards our editor’s office. I knock and am answered by a bellowing, ‘COME!’.


Joseph Heesman is in his habitual position as I walk through the door. He has his feet up on the desk (stereotype of an editor but nonetheless true), he is talking on the phone and smoking what looks like his tenth cigarette of the day. His loud tie is lopsided and obviously trying to make a run for it as it is teamed with a rather bright turquoise shirt. It’s so bright that it’s a question of whether the tie or I can make it to the door first. He is a giant of a man and you don’t argue with him. Ever. His joviality can flash into a tempest with simply the phrase, ‘But I thought …’


He replaces the receiver. ‘Holly, will this take long? We have a few problems today.’


‘A friend of mine needs to go to the hospital for, er … for, er … some reason and I really have to go with her.’


He takes the cigarette out of his mouth and balances it precariously across the top of a coffee mug. He narrows his eyes suspiciously as he exhales a long stream of smoke.


‘What’s wrong with her?’


‘Wrong with her?’


‘Yes, wrong with her.’


‘Wrong with her?’


‘Holly! Stop sounding like a demented parrot and tell me what’s wrong with her. Presumably she is going to the hospital because something is wrong with her?’


‘Of course something is wrong with her,’ I say in a strained voice, uncomfortably aware of the absolute whiffiness of the situation. I wish I had spent my time in the lift a little more constructively and actually thought this through.


‘This isn’t you we’re talking about, is it? Is there really “a friend”?’


See? Nobody ever buys the friend stuff. ‘Yes, there is! It’s Lizzie and she’s waiting in the car!’ I say indignantly.


‘Well, what’s wrong with her then?’


‘It’s, er, women’s stuff,’ I say shiftily. That just about covers it.


Luckily the mere mention of gynaecological problems gets Joe to dramatically shift into reverse gear. He wearily waves me away as though fighting a losing battle. ‘Try not to be long,’ he says resignedly.


‘Thanks, Joe!’


I make to walk out, but just as I get my hand on the door handle he stops me with a question.


‘Did you say you were going to the hospital?’


I blink nervously. Is he trying to catch me out or something? ‘The hospital. Yes.’


He frantically starts shuffling through a pile of papers in front of him. ‘There’s a story you could cover while you’re down there.’


‘What is it?’ I ask with interest, coming back towards his desk.


‘A suspect in a fraud case tried to make a run for it and ended up in a car accident. The police are down there now waiting for him to be treated.’


‘Shouldn’t Pete go?’ Smug Pete is the paper’s crime correspondent and therefore this is his beat.


‘Pete’s out on another story.’


‘OK then!’ I say eagerly. Crime correspondent is hardly a coveted job as our relationship with the police is far from ideal, but such is the lowliness of my position on the features team, by virtue of my age, that I rarely get to cover anything of interest. I grab a notebook and the brief and make a run for Tristan and Lizzie before Joe changes his mind. Anything makes a welcome change from what I’m working on at the moment.


‘Got to cover a story,’ I gasp to Lizzie a few minutes later as I shove all my limbs into the car at once.


‘Eh?’


‘A story at the hospital. Joe wants me to look into it whilst we’re there.’ I reach for my seatbelt and simultaneously turn on the ignition.


‘Holly! You’re supposed to be there with me!’


‘I will be with you. It’s just one itty-bitty story I have to do.’


We set off again at breakneck speed and race around the streets. We arrive far too soon at our destination and spy a parking space which I manage to beat a BMW to. Resisting the urge to execute a handbrake turn into it, I enthusiastically parallel park (I am mustard at parallel parking).


‘Gosh!’ I exclaim breathlessly, ‘that was fun, wasn’t it?’


‘You should have just shaken me upside down by my ankles and had done with it,’ Lizzie mutters mutinously.


‘I needed to get you here quickly, Lizzie! You might die of Toxic Shock Syndrome or something!’ I cheerfully release my bones from their seatbelt sling.


‘As opposed to dying of just plain old shock, I suppose,’ she snaps, heaving herself out of the car.


I stroll into the building and up to the front desk with Lizzie limping frantically behind me. We get into the queue behind a small boy and his mother. The small boy rather disturbingly seems to have swallowed a plastic dinosaur. Apparently it is his third this week. A stegosaurus, followed by a raptor and now finally a tyrannosaurus. Lizzie and I wait while the lady behind the desk painstakingly writes all this down.


Lizzie looks anxiously about for spies in the form of would-be do-gooders called Teresa and I have a good stare around the Casualty ward while the spelling of ‘tyrannosaurus’ goes on. It hasn’t changed much since my previous visits. I’ve been to Casualty a couple of times. Last time it was because I’d hit myself in the face with a tennis racket and needed six stitches in my eyebrow (which was very fortuitous on the scarring front). My wound, which positively gushed with blood, meant I went to the front of the Casualty queue.


As a double bonus, the doctor who treated me was ab-so-lute-ly gorgeous, a real-life version of George Clooney from ER. His dark, smouldering looks nearly made me forget why I was there. The blood all over my face made my natural charms a little hard to see, so I tried to show off my feet as they are my second-best feature (so I’ve been told). I don’t believe he really noticed them though, and when I offered to take my plimsolls off he said he didn’t think that was necessary. I remember his name quite well. It was Dr Kirkpatrick. I think it is an absolutely magnificent name and I rather fancied being Mrs Kirkpatrick at the time (although that is quite out of the question now because I am in love with Ben and intend to stay that way).


The small boy is finally led off, being cuffed round the head by his mother all the way, and Lizzie and I step up to the reception desk.


‘Hello!’ I greet the receptionist cheerfully.


‘How can I help you?’


‘Well, I called earlier and was advised to come down. I have a bit of a delicate problem.’


The lady raises her eyebrows enquiringly and purses her pink-frosted lips accordingly, so I lower my voice to a whisper and continue. ‘I have a condom stuck inside me.’


We gaze at each other for a second. She looks as though she has swallowed her lips, then reaches over for a form and asks me to fill it in. I do so and Lizzie and I go through to the waiting room and take a seat.


I pat Lizzie’s knee; she is looking a little strained, poor thing.


‘See?’ I whisper. ‘Easy.’


‘When I’m called, will you come with me?’


I take a quick look around and spot two official-looking blokes talking animatedly in the corner – they might be the police officers on my fraud case. ‘Well, I really have to go and cover this story,’ I say, staring at them.


‘Please?’ She turns puppy eyes on me.


I sigh. ‘All right. But look, I think those men over there must be police officers, so I’m just going to go and make a few inquiries while we wait. But I’ll be back,’ I say with a fake Arnie accent, ‘and the dinosaur will take at least ten minutes.’ And with this I scurry over to my suspects.


‘Hello!’ I greet the two men cheerfully. Both are dressed in shirts and ties, with their shirt sleeves rolled up but no jackets. The one I am facing smiles lazily; he’s rather nice-looking with dark, thick hair. The other one swivels round. The greenest pair of eyes I have ever seen bore into me suspiciously. The green eyes, I can’t help noticing, belong to the head of an immensely attractive young man. And the head is atop a rather splendid physique.


It takes me by surprise somewhat. ‘Yes?’ he snaps.


‘Er …’


‘Well?’


‘Are you police officers?’


‘Do you need to report something?’ he asks with, I fancy, a soupçon of derision.


I am tempted to refer to my notes, but I bravely plough onwards instead. ‘I understand one of your suspects from the Stacey fraud case has been involved in a car accident?’


‘Do you indeed? And which newspaper are you from?’


‘Bristol Gazette.’


‘And what do you want to know?’


‘Anything you can tell me?’


‘Go and talk to our PR department. They’ll be issuing a press release.’


‘But has the suspect been badly injured? Were you about to arrest him? And on what charges? Have you arrested anyone else in connection with the case? Or—’


‘What’s your name?’ he cuts in. I’m starting to wish Old Green Eyes’ manner could match his looks.


‘Holly Colshannon.’


‘Well, Holly Colshannon,’ he says grimly, ‘as persistent as you seem, you will have to wait for a press release.’ And taking me firmly by the elbow, he escorts me to the front desk.


‘You can’t do this!’ I protest as he frogmarches me across the waiting room. Lizzie watches in horror. He doesn’t answer.


‘Please don’t admit this young lady again,’ he says to the woman on the desk.


The woman looks at me. ‘But she’s here to be treated, Officer.’


‘Yes! I’m here to be treated, Officer,’ I indignantly echo.


‘Really?’ He lets go of my elbow and looks me up and down. ‘And what exactly is wrong with her? She looks pretty healthy to me.’


Oh shit. Both the lady and I hesitate.


‘Well?’


‘It’s, er, personal.’


‘Big coincidence, isn’t it? That you happen to need treatment and then, lo and behold!, one of the suspects from the story you need to cover is admitted too!’


‘Well, I am terribly sorry for being a coincidence,’ I say in my best sarcastic voice.


‘Holly?’ A voice interrupts us from behind. It’s Lizzie. ‘They’re calling you,’ she says acidly, with eyes open wide and teeth gritted. She jerks her head pointedly.


‘Excuse me, Officer. But I have to go through for my treatment now.’ And with this, I draw myself up, hold my head high and march over to Lizzie.


‘Of all the pig-headed, nasty, sly rats,’ I rave at Lizzie as we follow a nurse down some corridors.


‘Er, Holly?’


‘Bad tempered, odious, repellent worm …’


‘Holly?’


‘Lily-livered, vicious, detestable—’


‘HOLLY!!’


I jump. ‘What?’


‘Do you mind if we concentrate on me for a second?’


‘Of course not, Lizzie.’ I rub her arm comfortingly. ‘After all, we are here for you. Do you know,’ I continue, ‘that he was practically accusing that poor lady of—’


‘HOLLY! STOP IT!’


‘Right. Sorry. I’m one hundred per cent here.’


We follow the nurse towards a bed, where she draws a curtain around us and says that the doctor will be here shortly. We wait for a few seconds and I fume silently to myself.


Finally I say, ‘Lizzie, would you mind if I just had a little poke around to see if I can find the bloke who’s been injured? He must be in here somewhere and I can’t stand the idea of that slimy git back there getting the better of me. I’ll just be a couple of minutes …’ Lizzie waves her arm at me impatiently and I slip out into the ward.


I start walking past the beds, wondering exactly how I’m going to find this person when I don’t even know his name (not released in my brief) or the type of accident he was involved in. I stop short as I spy something in a far corner.


It’s an old-fashioned English bobby, dressed in the habitual black and white uniform and wearing a considerably more friendly expression than his plain-clothed colleague. He’s sitting next to a bed which is shrouded by curtains, sipping a cup of tea. I quell the desire to run over squealing with joy, which may alarm him somewhat, and instead execute a more steady pace.


Ten minutes later I have all the information I need to make an excellent story. I have to cut short my jolly conversation with PC Woods as I spot my green-eyed friend striding up the ward towards me, and from the look on his face he has spotted me too. I nip out of a door behind me, resisting the urge to flip a V-sign, and then, with a smile I can’t wipe from my face, cut back round to Lizzie.


‘Lizzie?’ I call from the other side of the curtains. ‘Can I come in?’


‘Yes, Holly.’


I poke my head around the divide to find Lizzie sitting on the edge of the bed, gloomily staring ahead of her. ‘Been seen yet?’


‘No.’


Before I can tell her about my news story, the curtain is flung to one side and a nurse asks, ‘Which one of you is Holly Colshannon?’


‘I am,’ I say automatically, before my brain engages itself.


She points at me and says to an approaching figure, ‘This is the patient.’ The gorgeous Dr Kirkpatrick stands before us.


I have never been so embarrassed in my entire life. Never. The emotional scars from the last hour or so will be with me for a long time. I will probably never be able to have sex again without at least a year in therapy.


Dr Kirkpatrick was still gorgeous. I know I said that I am in love with Ben and I am, but that doesn’t stop me admiring other people and, even worse, craving their good opinion. I think it would be quite fair to say that Dr Kirkpatrick’s good opinion and I are destined never to meet. The first thing he said was, ‘You’ve been here before, haven’t you? I recognise the name.’


Damn and blast it for ever. The nurse was looking at me in rather a strange manner, as though I was a serial condom-bagger and did this on a regular basis.


I went bright crimson and was completely incapable of saying anything. Unfortunately he wasn’t.


‘No need to be embarrassed. Pop your knickers off and get up on the bed.’


Aaaarrgh! I could have killed myself! How mortifying is that! And what was my best friend doing in the midst of all of this? A very good question. She, too, was apparently struck dumb by his sheer beauty and was not quite ready to own up to her predicament. One wonders how far everything could have got before she had felt ready to own up.


At this point I still hadn’t uttered a single word (charming or otherwise). I glared at Lizzie so viciously I expected her hair to go up in flames. It’s fair to say our friendship was hanging in the balance in those few seconds. She knew exactly what my look was saying – it was the business. Squinty eyes, the works. It wasn’t saying, ‘Could you give me a hand up on to the bed?’ It was shouting, ‘OWN UP NOW!!’


Things got worse. A minor tussle ensued between me and the nurse. She was trying to hustle me towards the bed with a, ‘Come, come, the doctor hasn’t got all day,’ when at long last I found my voice. My face still burning, I bellowed, ‘LIZZIE, TELL THEM NOW.’ At this point Lizzie simultaneously found her conscience and the ability to speak and told them that it was her with the problem and not me. I sank, absolutely exhausted, into the chair by the side of the bed. It’s not every day that you have an over-enthusiastic nurse tugging at your knickers.


We were then treated to a lecture from the nurse about practical jokes and wasting hospital time. She moved swiftly on to the state of the NHS for which, it seemed, Lizzie and I were solely to blame. Darling Dr Kirkpatrick bustled around; he probably hadn’t seen such pandemonium since the last time I was in and I’m certain I will be the talk of the hospital staffroom for some time. I can almost hear it now. I will become one of those stories that starts, ‘And do you remember the time when …’ Cue raucous laughter.


Now and then he patted a freshly weeping Lizzie on the arm and said, ‘It’s not that bad.’


I felt like roaring, ‘Au contraire, Monsieur le Docteur, it is that bad. And don’t pat her,


she


doesn’t


deserve


a


pat.’


But it might have seemed a little uncharitable. Why I was worried about what would seem uncharitable in front of Dr Kirkpatrick after what he had just witnessed I will never know.


Excuse me, but I don’t want to talk about this any longer. It’s eleven o’clock in the morning and I have already been in a ruckus with a plain-clothes police officer and been man-handled by a nurse who believed me to be harbouring a condom with intent.


Sod the Jaffa Cakes. I’m just going to have the brandy.





Chapter 2



The Bristol Gazette wasn’t my first choice of newspaper when I started work fresh out of university four years ago. I had planned to live in London and was desperate to get on to one of the national newspapers, but applicants needed some really good work experience. My only work experiences were picking strawberries in the holidays (and I must be the only person alive to actually be fired from that) and some waitressing work. I realised I would have to lower my sights when I opened my twentieth rejection letter, and I would have taken ANYTHING by the time this job in Bristol popped up. And I was very lucky to get it because you have no idea of the sort of lies I had to tell to bag the position of sports correspondent. Really. You just don’t want to know.


When Joe made the lightning deduction that I knew absolutely nothing about sport, which may have been at the same time I asked if Tiger Woods was seeded in Wimbledon, he put me on to features. I am the most junior of the junior members of the features team, which basically means I get all the jobs no one else will do. I seem to specialise in pet funerals at the moment. But it’s very hard to show off one’s superior writing skills when waxing lyrical about a cat: ‘… and Persil’s virgin white coat looked like driven snow against …’ Yes. Exactly.


It’s Friday and I am late into work as usual. Even though the paper’s offices are only a ten-minute drive across town, I just can’t seem to bring myself to make it there on time. As I stand waiting for the lift which will take me to the third floor, I try desperately not to think about yesterday’s hospital incident. The mere sight of white coats starts me twitching nervously. The lift arrives and the doors open. I zip in, only to run full-pelt into Smug Pete, the crime correspondent. He is carrying a large cardboard box. Such is the force of our collision, I nearly invert my own breasts.


Smug Pete and I don’t get on. I think he is smug and he thinks I’m annoying (fair enough, I probably am). Luckily we don’t go through the pretence of liking one another.


‘Pete!’ I gasp with a wince, resisting the temptation to sink to my knees clasping my mammaries, ‘what’s the box for? You’re not leaving, are you?’ I add on hopefully.


Smug Pete has a self-satisfied smirk on his face. I don’t do it very often, but this time I seem to have inadvertently banged the nail square on its proverbial head. Damn.


Pete smiles a smug smile. ‘Just handed in my notice. Got a job with the Daily Mail. They’ve said I don’t need to work my notice so I’m off.’


‘Right. Well. Best of luck with that,’ I spit out.


‘Thanks.’


We shuffle around each other as he gets out of the lift.


‘By the way, Holly,’ he says as the doors start to glide shut, ‘Joe wants to see you.’ He smirks once more and the lift doors clunk home.


I take a swift left towards Joe’s office on arrival at the third floor and knock on his door, just below the ‘Editor’ sign. I am answered, as usual, by a bellowing, ‘COME!’


He’s on the telephone and so I gaze round his office while he continues to lambast some poor bugger. It is the most impersonal room I have ever seen. It never ceases to amaze me how a man so large in life, metaphorically and physically, can have so little effect on his surroundings. He has no photos on his desk, just mounds and mounds of paperwork. There are no pictures on the wall or indeed any evidence of personal effects whatsoever. Ironically, I think this is because he loves his job so much. He puts the receiver down.


‘Joe, hi.’


‘Holly! How’s that cousin of yours? I looked for him in the Spanish Open last night.’


While I was trying to get the post of sports correspondent, I made up an imaginary superstar sportsman cousin called Buntam. I was about to call him Bunbury after Oscar Wilde’s fictitious invalid in the country, but as soon as the first syllable was out of my mouth I realised Joe might get the literary connection. Buntam, bless him, clinched the job for me. The problem is that he plays championship golf (I’m nothing if not ambitious).


‘He was ill. Couldn’t play.’


‘Too bad! What was wrong?’


‘Er … flu.’


‘Flu?’ Now he says it, flu doesn’t sound serious enough to keep Buntam out of a major championship.


‘Well, flu-like symptoms. It was typhoid actually.’ I nod vigorously.


‘Typhoid? In Spain?’


‘Well, he didn’t catch it in Spain,’ I hedge.


‘Of course he didn’t!’


‘That’s right! You know your tropical diseases, don’t you?’ I beam at Joe. It’s just a pity I don’t know mine. Or where to catch them. ‘He caught it in, er, Africa?’ Poor old Africa seems a large enough continent to harbour all manner of epidemics and Joe seems to be nodding sympathetically at this so I add more firmly, ‘Yes, Africa.’


‘What was he doing out there?’


‘In Africa?’ I ask needlessly to buy some precious thinking seconds. Joe nods.


‘Er, well. He was playing golf, of course. For charity.’ An unlikely vision flashes before me of the rugged plains and forests of Africa interspersed with twee little golf courses.


Happily, the same vision doesn’t appear to Joe. ‘Gosh, that was unlucky!’ he exclaims.


‘Well, you know Buntam. Disaster seems to dog his every footstep!’ I resist the temptation to fan myself with one of the wads of paper from Joe’s desk.


‘He’s certainly jinxed! I mean, he’s played how many tournaments this year? Two? And both times I was away. And the things that have happened to him! Shame. Maybe I’ll catch him next time.’


‘Maybe!’ But don’t count on it, I add silently to myself.


I am so exhausted after the effort of my verbal gymnastics that it takes me a few seconds to remember why I am actually here. ‘You wanted to see me?’


‘Yeah. That was a good article you wrote yesterday on the Stacey fraud case.’


‘Oh, thanks.’


‘Is your friend OK?’


‘Lizzie? She’s OK.’


‘Good! Your story is part of the reason I wanted to see you. Pete is leaving.’


‘Yeah, I know. I just met him in the … er … in the …’ I stumble as I remember that I shouldn’t be in the lift at a quarter past nine. I should be in the actual building. Joe waves my amnesia to one side.


‘But it’s good news for you! What’s the phrase? A foul wind that blows no fair? A fair wind that …’ I think he may have got it right the first time. This is a nasty habit of his, mixing his metaphors. It’s quite tricky working out what he actually wants to say. I stop the agonising.


‘Is it?’ I ask warily.


‘Yeah, yeah, great news!’


‘It is?’


‘Yes, because do you know who the new crime correspondent is going to be?’ Old Colshannon here may be slow on the uptake but I’m getting a pretty good idea. I blink nervously. Crime correspondent is a despised position and Smug Pete was on it in a last-ditch attempt to improve relations with the local police department (why Smug Pete would seem the obvious candidate I will never know). From what I can make out, the police are really aggressive towards us, we’re aggressive back and write bad stuff about them and so it goes on. When the police post becomes vacant, folks hide under their desks for days. It is a career black hole and I’m about to be sucked into it.


Joe gets out of his chair, walks around to the front of the desk and perches on the edge of it. Do I feign enthusiasm for the moment and get out of it later? Or do I try and do it now?


A girl’s got to eat so I opt for the former and give a little gasp of joy. This seems to please Joe and he positively beams at me. Good decision, Holly.


‘It’s you! I’m giving you this chance!’


‘That’s great! But, but … do you think I’ve got enough experience for something like the police beat?’ Mock horror. Please say no. Please say no.


‘Yes! Of course you have!’ Rats. ‘I’m giving you this chance! You deserve it!’ He tilts his head and adopts a more serious note. ‘Holly, I want you to make a go of this role. In the past we have always had the best people on it …’


OK, OK, what’s he saying?


‘… but they have been too aggressive, too pushy. I want you to build a better relationship with the police force. Pour oil on, er, you know, murky waters. Eat humble tart. Don’t upset the apple pie. Do you understand what I’m saying?’


Er, no, not really, but I’ll nod my head anyway.


‘The Journal has always had a really good relationship with the police and it’s been showing recently in their crime stories.’ The Bristol Journal is the second largest paper in the region and our main competitor. We’ve taken it personally ever since they called our paper ‘a debauched office party that can’t tell the difference between Tony Blair and Tony Bennett.’ I would dispute that wholeheartedly if only I knew who Tony Bennett was. They retracted the comment the next day under threats of litigation but steam still comes out of Joe’s ears every time their name is mentioned.


He frowns deeply and continues, ‘They always seem to be one step ahead of us when it comes to crime leads. I think they must have someone on the inside. Anyway, I need you to take the bear by the horns on this one.’


He pats my shoulder. ‘I’m pleased we’ve had our little chat. I feel better now. Much better.’


Well, I’m glad someone does.


‘Start Monday. Have a good weekend if I don’t see you. Give Buntam my regards,’ he adds breezily as he waves me out of the office.


Last year we had a swear box in the office for six months and all the proceeds went to charity. It had only been going for three months when we received a letter from The Guide Dogs for the Blind Association thanking us for our donations and saying that the money was now supporting four golden retrievers. Well, I was responsible for at least two dogs and one leg of the third. As much as I am in favour of such a worthy cause, my salary only goes so far and apparently swearing is not an attractive quality in a woman. So I devised a new swearing system using fruit and vegetables which, I am happy to say, caught on here in the office. Fruit and veg you hate are bad stuff, and those you love are good. So, my new position on the police beat is TURNIPS but Pete leaving is something like apples (obviously not strawberries or anything really yummy because that’s reserved for the absolutely brilliant stuff). Now the office is littered with phrases such as, ‘Can you believe it? That is really, like, swede, you know?’


Clearly the system is open to interpretation. There is one girl here who always yells, ‘That is so kiwi!’ down the phone. We wondered if we ought to explain the system to her again until someone pointed out that she has a lifelong allergy to kiwi fruit. I really have got to find something better than this to put on my CV.


So, the police beat is SWEDES, MARROWS, BRUSSELS SPROUTS and anything else horrible you care to mention.


‘How’s your day been?’ Ben asks earnestly.


I look at him sardonically. There’s a loaded question. We’re sitting in Henry Africa’s Hothouse for a Friday drinks-after-work thing. The giant palms are annoying me as one particularly troublesome leaf keeps scratching my head, and the setting sun is streaming through the windows and causing me to squint unattractively. Funnily enough, I’m not in the best of moods.


‘Oh. You know. A bit peculiar.’ I take an almighty suck of vodka through my straw. I have wafted a little orange juice under its nose but that was only to show willing.


‘How peculiar?’ He leans closer to me so that we can hear each other better in the excited, humming atmosphere of a bar on Friday night.


I pause and rest my chin on top of my glass with the straw still in my mouth – no point in being too far away from it. I’ve never really seen the use of straws before tonight but suddenly I understand. Do you know you don’t have to move your head at all? ‘They’ve made me the new crime correspondent for the paper!’ I say with my new straw friend to one side of my mouth, and try to smile brightly through my glass.


‘Is that good? I mean, didn’t you say it was an awful job? What happened to Percy or whatever his name was?’


‘Pete.’ The giant palm tickles the top of my head again.


‘What happened to Pete?’


I sigh deeply, breathing in vodka fumes. ‘Left for a job with the Daily Mail.’


‘Oh well. It’s a sort of promotion, isn’t it, really?’


I look at him sideways. If he only knew. ‘That’s one way of looking at it.’


‘Holly Colshannon, crime correspondent on the Bristol Gazette.’ He sketches out my new job title in the air with his hand.


‘I suppose it sounds all right,’ I say, returning my gaze to the cross-eyed examination of my ice cubes.


‘It sounds great!’ Ben says boisterously. Normally a punch in the arm or a slap round the back would accompany this. This is his jollying-her-out-of-it tone. Not terribly jolly when you realise that the slap/punch in question comes from a six-foot-three rugby player.


‘Joe said he gave it to me because I did a good job on the Stacey fraud story.’ The giant palm is looking for trouble now and I swat it away, trying not to lose my temper. I don’t want to be remembered in here for ever as ‘that girl who got into a fight with a palm tree’.


‘Was that the one down at the hospital? With the shitty police officer?’


‘The very same.’


‘That was probably just a one-off. You said the other officer seemed quite nice.’


‘Well, I didn’t exactly get the opportunity to speak to him.’


‘Anything else happen?’ he asks.


‘Isn’t that enough?’


‘I mean, anything interesting?’


I toy with the idea of telling him about my Buntam conversation with Joe, but decide, as I always do, that Ben wouldn’t see the funny side of Buntam. Ben is occasionally completely bemused by me and my scrapes and spends his time asking, ‘But how did …?’ and ‘Why did you …?’ in a puzzled sort of fashion.


I shake my head and ask, ‘Who are you playing tomorrow?’


‘Bath.’


‘Oh,’ says I in a knowledgeable sort of way. ‘Bath. That’ll be a difficult game.’ I honestly haven’t got a clue, but I find that if I stick to ambiguous comments then I can’t come a cropper. ‘And will you be wearing your red shoes or your blue ones?’ I ask, bringing the conversation back to more comfortable ground.


‘Holly. I have told you a hundred times. They are not shoes. They are boots. And it depends on whether the ground is wet or dry, not on what colour the other team are wearing.’ He smiles, leans over and kisses me affectionately on the forehead.


Ben is boyfriend extraordinaire. He is simply perfect. I met him at an awards dinner. It was when I was the sports correspondent for the paper (before Joe found out I couldn’t tell one end of a cricket bat from the other). Ben was there to collect the ‘Player of the Year’ trophy for the local rugby team. He gave a little acceptance speech and told the funniest joke about a Labrador, a vicar and a skateboard. Now what was the punch line? Yes. Well. Maybe you had to be there.


I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was dressed in the obligatory dinner jacket, his sandy hair was flopping over his face, he had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen and he glowed with the remains of a golden tan from a week’s sailing. I didn’t take one single note for the paper all night, and the next morning I had to frantically phone round the other sports correspondents and promise them all sorts of lewd acts if they would just let me borrow theirs.


Now, I can look OK when I want to. In fact, quite nice-looking. I am not like the advert people, of course, who wake up looking good, do a cross-country run, get the kids to school, rescue an old person and still look exactly the same. But when I take the trouble to do my hair and makeup the results can be pleasing. I am tall (about five-foot-nine, to be exact), have blonde, longish hair (natural in places), freckles (yuk! Have tried lemon juice, doesn’t work), and a huge smile which I don’t think is very elegant but Lizzie assures me it is extremely jolly (which is surefire proof that it isn’t very elegant at all). Ben is very tall which is fantastic as I am a sucker for tall men. It is nice to slob around in his clothes and feel petite. I have always been really tall for my age. Once, at school, I went to a fancy-dress party as a flower fairy. I flounced and pirouetted around in what I imagined was a fairylike fashion and then won second prize! For being the Jolly Green Giant …


But the gods must have been smiling upon me the night I met Ben, because I sashayed up to him and not only scored a try but converted it as well.


I, the Jolly Green Giant herself, won the jackpot.


Still to this day, I don’t quite understand how. Because he is, as Lizzie would say, ‘a catch’. And now, wonder of wonders, we’ve been going out for a while; in fact, nearly a year. So, life is very good. Not perfect, but then whose is? I mean, the rugby games every Saturday do get tedious, and then of course there are the constant training sessions. Oh, and the team-bonding male thing after the games … But I know loads of girls who would love to go out with him so that just makes me the luckiest person ever. And I don’t want to be one of those girlfriends who is constantly nagging that I don’t see enough of him because, to be honest, it is lovely to see him at all and I know his sport is important to him. I can put up with the rugby and all that goes with it because he is near enough perfect for me. He is charming, witty, funny, great in bed … the list just goes on and on. And although I am not thinking about it right now, I think he is The One because what else can a girl ask for? Right?


‘Come on, Colshannon,’ says Ben as he drains his pint glass, ‘let’s go home.’


I resist the urge to give the palm tree a swift kicking as we leave and instead wave to the barman across a sea of people and get stuck in the revolving door for two turns before Ben pulls me out.


Ben and I drunkenly meander back to my flat, singing rowdy rugby songs to which I don’t know any of the words but prefer to make up my own anyway.


I live in a darling little flat in Clifton (posh part of Bristol). It’s small, but I love it so. It’s situated on the first floor of a gorgeous old Regency house and my sitting room has huge sash windows that cost me over half a month’s salary to curtain. The bedroom is at the back of the house and thankfully has smaller windows which look out over our neatly boxed communal gardens. I also have a tiny guest room which just about fits a small double bed and nothing else.


I live alone at the moment but I am hoping that in the not-too-distant future Ben will live here too. I choose to live on my own – if you had grown up in my household then you would too. There are obvious advantages to single occupancy, one of which being, as every self-respecting hermit knows, the freedom to eat toast for supper without the many questions that accompany eating toast for supper (Is that all you’re having? Why don’t you put some ham on that? How many vegetables have you eaten today?) Also, I don’t have to endure cohabitation with my family, who manage to take living together just those few steps closer to hell. They overstep the boundaries even nightmare flatmates respect. You have no idea how blissful it is to find everything in the fridge just the way I left it. It is a constant surprise to me to find my car still parked outside, money still in my purse and my eyebrows still intact every morning. I suppose I was a bit of an accident as I am the youngest out of five. The rest of them have been a bit pesky and although I didn’t exactly have a haloed childhood, I think, relatively speaking, I didn’t give my parents a huge amount of trouble. My brothers in particular gave my mother a lot of headaches. I remember her buying a book called How to Deal With a Troublesome Teenager. When I asked her which brother she had bought it for, she said, ‘All of them. I’m either going to smack them over the head with it or stand on it so I can reach while I smack them over the head with something else.’


We buy kebabs at the top of Park Street. Ben has everything and I have everything except the meat bit because it always looks dodgy and someone from the paper was sick for five days after he had one. But Ben has the digestion and constitution of an ox so he is never sick. We leave a Hansel and Gretel trail of salad in our wake and wander up the hill towards Clifton.


I decide I want a piggyback halfway up one of the hills, but can’t manage to leap up on to Ben’s back. God knows how someone as uncoordinated as myself has ever managed to go out with Ben for so long. After the third attempt, Ben runs up the hill carrying one leg while the other one drags behind us and I hang halfway between.


We fall, giggling madly, into bed.


‘Now,’ says Ben, ‘I have an important issue I want the new crime correspondent to look into …’


I am awake very early on Saturday morning, and lie in bed wondering if something awful happened to me yesterday or whether I’ve just had a bad dream. Slowly it all comes filtering back and I remember that I have been given the police beat. In view of its reputation, I don’t quite know how to feel about it. Leaving Ben sleeping, I slip out of bed in order to make some tea to quench my raging thirst. Yesterday’s events are still weighing heavily on my mind half an hour later so I go back to the bedroom to see if Ben is awake and perhaps might want to talk about it.


He’s not. I bounce around on the bed for a while, open and shut drawers and curtains and generally make a nuisance of myself. I then check again on Ben’s slumber situation. He opens one eye and mumbles, ‘Holly, go away.’


I wander back out to the hall and, in a pathetic bid for attention, pick up the phone. My finger hovers over the first digit of Lizzie’s number. Remembering her reaction last time I called so early, I redirect my finger to a different number.


‘Hi, it’s me,’ I say as my mother answers.


‘Who?’


‘Me, Holly.’


‘Holly, Ho-l-ly.’ She plays with the name thoughtfully in an it’s-familiar-but-I-just-can’t-place-it kind of way. This is my mother’s idea of humour and her not very subtle fashion of telling me that I haven’t called for a couple of weeks. I impatiently prompt her, ‘Your daughter, Holly.’


‘Ohhhh, that Holly! How nice of you to call, darling!’ Despite being on the other end of the telephone a couple of hundred miles away, I smile at the long, drawling, emphatic tones of someone more accustomed to the West End than the West Country. It’s rather like talking to a demented Eliza Doolittle.


‘What’s the weather like with you?’ I ask while eyeing the rivulets of water streaming down my windows.


‘Ghastly, darling. Absolutely ghastly. All this terribly healthy sea air. I nearly gag every time I take a deep breath. I’m having to smoke twenty a day now just to make up for it. Can you imagine? TWENTY a day. It’s going to drive me to an early grave.’ Despite her protestations and passionate soliloquies on London smog, I have a fancy that my mother actually enjoys the countryside, but of course she couldn’t possibly admit to it.


‘How’s the play?’ My mother has managed to persuade the entire cast of the latest play she is starring in to start rehearsals down in Cornwall. The director, a long-time friend, agreed only because it stops her causing chaos elsewhere. One of the problems of starting a new play is that she partly assumes the identity of whichever character she’s playing. This time it’s Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest. The whole family breathed a collective sigh of relief when the last run of Daphne du Maurier’s My Cousin Rachel ended.


‘Your father came to the last rehearsal and one of the new actors asked him if he had any advice. He told him to say his lines and not fall over the furniture.’


‘Well, that’s quite good advice.’


‘It is, isn’t it? How’s the delectable Ben?’


A silly smile comes over my face at the mere mention of him and I wind the telephone flex around my fingers.


‘Oh, he’s fine. Really good, in fact. He’s still asleep at the moment. How are Dad and Morgan?’ Morgan is my mother’s Pekinese. He is absolutely ancient and only has two teeth left at the back of his mouth. This is very amusing when he tries to bite other dogs as he has to sort of suck them for a while first.


‘He’s a little flatulent.’ I sincerely hope she is talking about Morgan and not my father. ‘How’s work?’ she asks.


‘You’re talking to the new crime correspondent on the Bristol Gazette! It’s a kind of promotion, I think!’


My mother gives a very suitable gasp of admiration and says, ‘That’s wonderful!’ I grin down the phone. One of the advantages of having an actress for a mother is that you always get a good reaction. ‘But what happened to the, er, Possum bloke? Didn’t he have the police thing before you?’


‘Pete. Although Possum would have been a better name for him. He got a job with the Daily Mail.’


‘Serves him right.’ Sometimes my mother’s idea of a person’s comeuppance doesn’t quite tally with my own.


‘Crime correspondent is not a great post.’


‘Darling, you can turn it around. I am sure you will do brilliantly. Shit MacGregor! Stop it, Morgan! OFF! Darling, I have to go. Morgan is on the table eating the Stilton.’


The only way he would have got on to the table is when she put him there while she answered the phone. I say goodbye.


‘Love to Lizzie!’ she says and rings off.





Chapter 3



On Monday I try to delay the inevitable by spending the best part of an hour tidying my in-tray, sending e-mails to friends and gassing with the people in accounts. I really ought to be making a move down to the police station to take up the mantle of my new position but I just can’t face it yet.


I have been reflecting on my rapid shift in job direction over the weekend and from a positive viewpoint I suppose there will be no more pet funerals and maybe ‘Crime Correspondent on the Bristol Gazette’ does sound quite good. Sexy, even. And I will be on more high-profile stuff which is obviously great.


With uncanny timing, Joe pops his head around the partitioning. He frowns.


‘Holly, what are you still doing here? Have you got a death wish? You know a stationary stone gathers lots of stuff. Get. Down. To. The. Police station! There could have been ten robberies, kidnaps or arson attacks while you have been sitting here!’


I leap up, make lots of ‘I was just on my way’ sorts of noises, gather a notepad and pencils, pick up my bag and set off. I feel like Maria out of The Sound of Music when Mother Superior sends her off to the Von Trapps for the first time. Perhaps a quick chorus of ‘My Favourite Things’ will help.


Maybe not.


I rev Tristan up and we depart in a cloud of carbon monoxide. I have to say I am feeling nervous. I hate being the new kid on the block – not knowing your way around or who everyone is. Not knowing that the coffee machine always gives you soup instead of hot chocolate or never to talk to your boss after Arsenal have lost. Those little nuances of familiarity that make everyday life comfortable.


The police station is a large, ugly, concrete building on the edge of the city centre. I haven’t been in it before – well, that is to say on a professional basis. I have been in there on a non-professional basis. Lizzie and I were arrested once for taking a shortcut through someone’s garden. It was the dead of night and we were staggering home from a nightclub. As we were scrambling down the other side of a large wall the owner of the garden had rather selfishly built, we were highlighted by a set of headlamps, duly arrested and carted off down here to the police station. A little harsh perhaps for what was, after all, just a spot of garden-hopping, but it turned out that the one we had been hopping through belonged to the local juvenile home and the police thought we were escaping reprobates. As soon as they realised their mistake, by checking with the appropriate authorities, we were rather hastily dusted down and thrown with great alacrity back out on to the streets. I could have done without the rather enlightening hour in the police cells beforehand though.


I’m not too sure what the procedure is (the professional police reporter procedure that is, not the common criminal one). Normally the last correspondent talks you through it but Smug Pete has already left, and in view of my relationship with him I think it would have been distinctly unwise anyway. He would probably have had me parking in the High Commissioner’s parking space and giving everyone Freemason handshakes. I could just imagine him trying to convince me that comments from reporters are always welcome in a court of law, and if silence is called for when I start to speak it’s just to make sure I can continue uninterrupted.


I think I will just have a chat with someone in the police PR department, be charming, play the ‘I’m new around here’ card and maybe they’ll give me a clue on what to do next.


As I enter the hallowed portals of the station there are a few people milling about in the reception area, but I head for the front desk and wait patiently for the desk sergeant to look up from his work. He doesn’t. I can tell we’re going to be good friends. He is dressed in uniform. A white shirt and black tie and one of those rather attractive navy blue fisherman-like jumpers.


Still without looking up, he snaps, ‘Yes?’


‘Er, could you tell me where the PR department is please?’


‘You are?’ he barks, continuing with his work.


‘Holly Colshannon, new crime correspondent for the Bristol Gazette.’ At this point I am nearly prostrate on the desk with my head in his lap in a bid to get him to make eye contact with me.


‘ID please.’ I hand it over and at last he looks up to check the physical likeness to my mugshot.


He frowns as he stares down at the photo and then looks back up. I helpfully scrape my fringe forward, tilt my head to one side and pull a face.


‘Now I see it,’ he snaps, dropping the ID card disdainfully back over the counter. As always when faced with disapproval, my mouth goes into overdrive.


‘I know it doesn’t look much like me, but you see, you’ll laugh at this … well, maybe not … anyway, my paper had just won “Local Newspaper of the Year” which of course caused a hell of a strop from the Journal and naturally I’d had one or maybe two drinkies and—’


He interrupts my rambling by barking, ‘Have you been here before?’


I jump. There is no way I am going to own up to the escaping juvenile debacle. Especially to him. My voice leaps up at least an octave with nerves and I stammer, ‘First time, actually, inside any police station. Not terribly jolly is it? I mean, a couple of pot plants here and there and perhaps a sofa with a few scatter cushions would soon—’


An acerbic voice behind me breaks my monologue.


‘I really hate to interrupt your Changing Rooms appraisal, fascinating as it is, but …


I turn around with a nervous apology hovering on my lips, only to find a pair of very familiar green eyes looking at me.


‘Oh. It’s you,’ he says in the same way Churchill would have greeted Himmler if they’d happened to meet while holidaying on the Riviera.


He had me there. ‘You’re absolutely right. It is me.’


‘What do you want?’


‘I happen to be the new crime correspondent!’


‘Oh, wonderful. That’s all we need.’


He turns towards the desk sergeant, who almost becomes animated. Almost.


‘Morning sir.’


‘Morning Dave. How are you? The wife and kids OK?’


‘Fine, thank you, sir.’ Yuk! I think I’m going to be sick. The desk sergeant hands over some papers to him and Green Eyes moves away. He must be someone reasonably important as (a) he was called ‘sir’ and (b) he is dressed in mufti. Terrific. I haven’t even gained entrance to the building and I have managed to annoy someone I shouldn’t have. I go back to the desk sergeant and say in a very small voice, ‘Could you tell me the way to the PR department please?’


He duly snaps out a couple of loose directions, buzzes me through the security door and I scamper away as fast as I can. My encounter with Green Eyes has unnerved me a little. What a complete boiled cabbage.


I scuttle up several flights of stairs and along some corridors. This place reminds me, not a little, of a school. Maybe it’s the faintly dodgy smell of canteen food wafting from somewhere or the impersonal grey rooms. I can tell it’s not going to be anything like the offices at the Bristol Gazette. No cosy gossips around the coffee machine or long boozy lunches.


The PR department is situated on the second floor and has nothing to distinguish it from any of the other wooden doors that line the corridor except for the smallest sign I have ever seen for a PR office. I knock and wait patiently. No answer, so I knock again and poke my head around the door.
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