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Praise for Wendy Holden’s betselling novels SIMPLY DIVINE, PASTURES NOUVEAUX, FAME FATALE, AZUR LIKE IT and THE WIVES OF BATH:

 



‘A frothy, naughty, Evelyn-Waugh-on-speed take on literary and media life, pulled off with great aplomb by a writer firing on all cylinders. A real hoot’ Daily Mail


 



‘So funny and readable you worry about the calorie content’ The Sunday Times


 



‘Devilishly witty’ Elle


 



‘The perfect antidote to the blues’ The Times


 



‘Sparkling’ You magazine

 



‘Holden writes with delicious verve and energy. Lie back and enjoy it’ Mail on Sunday


 



‘Savagely amusing; the satire is deadly, the plot addictive and the pace exhilarating’ Metro


 



‘Restores the pun to literary respectability, an amazing feat’ Esquire


 



‘Fiendishly witty’ Marie Claire


 



‘Witty, frothy and dancing with excess . . . an irrepressibly joyous novel’ Good Housekeeping





TO ANDREW




CHAPTER ONE

‘So how exactly would you define star quality?’ Kate, pen poised over her reporter’s notebook, looked up at the new landlady of the Punch Bowl. ‘When you’re booking bands for your new Live Music Nites, I mean?’

It being morning, the pub was closed, but the door was open to encourage fresh air inside. None, so far, had taken up the invitation. A mixture of beer, stale cigarette smoke and aging gravy filled Kate’s nostrils. However scintillating the Punch Bowl’s future - and Kate had just spent the best part of an hour hearing it spelled out in unsparing detail - its present looked and smelled the same as always. Even down to the usual fat black fly, throwing itself half-heartedly against the grimy-lace-curtained windows.

Despite the new proprietress’s plans for complete refurbishment, it seemed unlikely, for the moment at least, that the Punch Bowl would cease to be known as the Punch Up. This affectionate local nickname arose from the pub’s location as the last of many that stood along the town’s main artery, Southgate, thus forming the final stop on the  notorious drinking route known as the ‘Southgate Stagger’. By the time they reached it, the clientele were generally in combative mood.

Even the unusually bright day outside did not improve matters inside. A brilliant beam of sun highlit the hideous patterned carpet that had been there since time immemorial. It shone pitilessly on sticky marks on tables and dust rising from red plush banquettes whose gashes bled dirty yellow foam. All soon to be replaced, apparently, by brass rails, colonial fans and something called ‘a fusion menu’. Jolene Shaw’s ambitions - as Kate was now hearing - also included the launch of the Punch Up as a showcase for local live music acts. The ones who had rehearsed, that was, rather than the ones who staggered out after closing time roaring ‘Four and Twenty Virgins’.

‘Star quality?’ Jolene drew confidently on her cigarette. She was a thick-nosed blonde of a certain age whose short skirt exposed an acreage of bare thigh that looked as if you could strike a match on it. She belonged, Kate recognised, to the tribe of women Dad described, not entirely disapprovingly, as ‘big, rough and slightly dirty’. ‘World’s best at talent-spotting, me,’ she asserted. ‘Know straight away, I do, whether they’re going to be any good or not.’

Kate was intrigued despite herself, ‘Really? So what’s the magic ingredient?’ Talent-spotters, in her experience, were few and far between in Slackmucklethwaite; no one, at least, had spotted her genius as a journalist yet. It would be interesting to know what the town’s answer to Simon Cowell thought constituted star quality.

‘Good looks?’ Kate pressed. ‘Great songs? Stage presence? Um . . . Keeping in tune?’

Jolene raised her eyebrows. ‘Round ’ere? You’re joking, aren’t you, love?’

‘Originality?’ Kate thought of Darren the junior reporter’s rock band. Original was one way of describing them. Perhaps the only way.

Jolene shook her choppily-cut yellow head which, stylistic-ally speaking, occupied the mid-point between Anthea Turner and Joan of Arc at the stake. ‘No. What it all boils down to is whether they stand up or not.’

Kate’s pencil dropped out of her fingers. ‘Stand up? ’

‘That’s right. Bands what sit down look borin’ and aren’t as easy to see in a pub. So the first thing I ask ’em when I’m booking ’em - even before I’ve asked ’em what sort of music they play - is “can you stand up?” ’

You had to laugh, Kate reflected as she left the Punch Up. Even if you sometimes felt like doing the exact opposite. After all, it wasn’t as if what had just happened was unusual. Barely a day went by on the Slackmucklethwaite Mercury - locally known as the Mockery - without some scarcely credible incident. In last week’s edition, for instance, the Are You An Animal Lover? headline had provoked complaints from readers about the media’s obsession with sex, despite its being intended to drum up volunteers for the neighbourhood dog shelter.

Jolene Shaw’s intention of staging the local equivalent of  Pop Idol rang warning bells in itself. Art Beat, the Mercury’s culture section, was, after all, no stranger to controversy. Only recently had the furore caused by Kate’s coverage of the Slackmucklethwaite Players’ production of Romeo and Juliet begun to subside. That the role of fourteen-year-old Juliet had been taken by the Players’ customary leading lady, fiftysomething chairwoman Gladys Arkwright, had  caused a mild sensation among the audience. ‘That Gladys Arkwright may be no Gwyneth Paltrow, but she sure as ’eck knows ’ow to lean over a balcony,’ Alderman Bracegirdle was heard to remark appreciatively afterwards. The sentence had ended up as the final line of Kate’s review, with disastrous consequences. However exemplary Gladys Arkwright’s balcony skills, she was not noted for her sense of humour. And the Mercury’s editor had temporarily lost his too, after Gladys sought exemplary libel damages in the county court.

Gladys’s wrath had, in the past, worked in Kate’s favour. During a Players’ production of Chicago some time ago, an outraged Mrs Arkwright had threatened to take to the Press Complaints Commission the Mercury’s description of herself as ‘mouldering on stage’. ‘It was a misprint. I meant smouldering ,’ the elderly reporter responsible had feebly protested during his carpeting by the editor. This had not, unfortunately, been the hapless hack’s only mistake. It was the recommendation, shortly afterwards, of a film starring ‘hearthrob Brad Pitt’ that led to his finally being let go and Kate replacing him. Odd to think, as she occasionally did, that she had Brad to thank for her break into newspapers.

 



Oh well, Kate thought, dropping into the front seat of her battered Peugeot, Mrs Shaw’s stand-up rule was definitely good news for her colleague. Darren’s band, which had been having trouble getting bookings, must at least have mastered the art of balancing on two legs. Or so one would have thought.

Jolene’s last words grated in her ear. ‘I’m expecting a good write-up in t’Mockery, you know. Don’t forget that quarter-page ad for t’Punch Bowl I’ve taken out.’

If only, Kate thought, she could forget. Since the recent takeover of the paper by tycoon Peter Hardstone, extremely rich, extremely unpleasant and clearly intending to squeeze the 249-year-old Mercury until its pips squeaked, advertisements had become far more important than editorial. Editorial had, in fact, become advertorial: flattering pieces supporting ad space bought by local businesses such as Jolene Shaw’s. Or the newly-opened Use Your Noodle, self-styled Biggest Chinese Restaurant in the World, which had recently fired up its woks in one of Slackmucklethwaite’s many former Methodist chapels.

While UYN’s popularity among the post-pub crowd had been instant and immense, the transformation of the vast, pew-lined, Palladian-fronted temple into a pink-tableclothed Peking Duck palace had not been to the taste of older readers. Nor had their remarks been to the taste of Peter Hardstone. Weeks of unfavourable comment on the Mercury’s letters pages had ended, not in victory for the complainants, but in the axing of the page altogether. A shame, Kate thought, that a forum whose first letters had condemned the Black Hole of Calcutta should be brought down over a row about black bean sauce.

She rummaged amid the flotsam and jetsam of the passenger seat for the scribbled-in notebook that served as her reporting diary. Next up was the Women’s Institute Lunch followed by - joy of joys - a date with Alderman Ernest Fartown, President of the local Chamber of Commerce.

She groaned. Admittedly, the Mockery hadn’t been her first choice of employer. Long ago, having scored the county’s second-top marks in French A-level, she had dreamed of a job simultaneously translating at the United Nations. Yet the cost of the necessary four-year degree course  was out of the question - the thought of plunging Mum and Dad thousands of pounds into debt was simply untenable, although, self-sacrificing to the last, they had not tried to influence her decision. Which had been, in the end, to do a ‘media module’ at a nearby Higher Education College and try for a job on the Mercury. She had kept up her French as best she could, although admittedly there wasn’t much call for it in Slackmucklethwaite. Or on the Mercury, come to that.

Incredible as it now seemed, she had been thrilled to get the Mercury job at the time. Almost as much as the UN, newspapers had seemed full of potential. The gateway to a wider, more exciting world. But what seemed more incredible still was that, four years later, this was as far as her journalistic career had got. She could be interviewing the President of the United States by now, rather than that of the Chamber of Commerce. Or be working on a national paper in some  capacity. That was the point of provincial papers, wasn’t it? You learned your trade, then went to ply it in the capital. Countless ambitious young provincial journalists had gone on to glory this way.

But she had been unable to follow them. Few of the London papers she had applied to had bothered to reply, and those that did said no. This despite the fact that her - literally - groundbreaking story on what had been unearthed during the digging up of the school drains had catapulted her on the long list for the What The (Local) Papers Say Investigative Local Journalist of the Year Awards. Her report on how the children had gone into the classroom waving femurs from a forgotten, ancient part of the nearby churchyard had been her finest professional hour so far. Which, possibly, summed it all up.

Kate turned the key on the engine and looked back at the Punch Up. Jolene Shaw was peering through the filthy net curtains, waving frantically. Kate waved back before realising that what Jolene was actually doing was trying to swat the fat black fly. She turned the key again. A dry, grinding choke, then nothing. She tried again. Still nothing. The car, like her career, was going nowhere.

 



Some time after two, having finally persuaded the recalcitrant vehicle to start, Kate emerged from the Town Hall armed with the latest news and views from Alderman Fartown as well as the salient points of Mr Arnold Mildgoose’s lunchtime talk on ‘Rambling’ to the Women’s Institute. Slides were shown and members were amazed at the many different types of stile which gave access to public footpaths. Mr Mildgoose was thanked for his very interesting presentation by Chairwoman Mrs Doreen Bracegirdle . . .

The sunshine had gone, leaving the small town shrouded in shadow. The number of sun hours in Slackmucklethwaite, if not officially the lowest in the country, somehow felt that way. Particularly if you were trying to fry eggs on its pavements.

Every summer since Kate had joined the paper, the Mercury  had run the same ‘fun’ feature in which a reporter - invariably herself - had attempted to fry an egg in the town centre precinct on Midsummer Day. Eggs were bought from the local Save-U-Rite and carefully broken, one by one, on the appointed portion of pavement. Then, before a sniggering crowd, Kate would fail completely to persuade the resulting gloopy mess to sizzle.

Back in the car, Kate’s toes curled on the control pedals at the thought of repeating the ritual this year. She must have  another job by then. No doubt, given the obvious opportunities to attract local egg producer advertising, Hardstone would make her wear a chicken outfit this time as well. The knowledge that, at a less exalted stage of his career, hear-throb Brad Pitt had worn one too offered little comfort. He had, at least, been wearing his in America, possibly even in New York, the city that never slept. She, on the other hand, would be wearing hers in Slackmucklethwaite, the town that never woke up.

She drove along, frustrated and guilty. It wasn’t that she wasn’t fond of her birthplace. Proud, even. The former flourishing wool town, after all, boasted a number of impressive, even luxurious Victorian Gothic buildings: the Town Hall, in fact, was a smaller-scale version of the Doge’s Palace in Venice. The civic self-confidence and intention to instruct and delight which this building embodied gave Kate a warm feeling whenever she passed it. A piece of Renaissance Italy in the middle of a northern wool town! A crazy, brilliant idea as well as a reminder about the wonderful world out there. And her corner of the North had its fair share of wonders anyway - wild moors, lush dales, a grandeur of scale that, whenever she visited the more spectacular spots, made Kate’s throat harden with pride.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love her family, either. Mum was  a bit over-protective, Dad always teasing, and frankly the least said about some of the things Gran knitted for her the better. But a warm closeness existed between the four of them nonetheless. Rather too warm and close at times; the fact the four of them shared a tiny semi was undeniably a challenge and remaining in the minuscule bedroom she had occupied as a child had been still more of one. But that was her fault, not her family’s. The sooner she got a better job,  the sooner she could move out. Out of the semi, out of Slackmucklethwaite, out of the county altogether.

Because Kate’s main problem with the North was that she had never lived anywhere else. That her school, journalism college and now her job on the Mercury were all situated within a few miles of each other made for a certain itchyfootedness. Christ’s Own County it might be, but probably even Christ felt the urge to leave it occasionally.

 



The offices of the Mercury occupied the ground floor of a former butcher’s shop. Although the cleavers, mincers and chopping blocks were long gone, an odd smell was detectable on occasion, particularly in hot weather. Other reminders of the shop’s former usage were the legends etched indelibly into the glass of the large front window - Black Fat, Weasand  and Pig Bag, all referring to varieties of tripe. These delicacies were now replaced in the window by curl-edged, sun-faded shots of local people and events taken by the paper’s veteran photographer Colin and published in various issues of the  Mercury. Each carried a small identification number in case - this being the main purpose of the display - anyone wanted to buy them. No one ever did.

Darren’s skinny frame was hunched over his desk as Kate entered. He jumped slightly, sending jewellery rattling all over his body. Earlobes, neck, wrists and a variety of nose-rings tinkled like windchimes.

‘Only me,’ Kate grinned, throwing her leather jacket in the direction of the coat-stand and feeling disproportionately delighted when it landed on a hook.

‘Hello, gorgeous,’ the junior reporter smiled. That he really found her gorgeous Kate doubted: Darren’s sexuality was a closely-guarded secret even from her. But it was nice of him  to say it. Especially as she had been wondering lately whether her decision to grow out her highlights was the right one. Years of being an assisted blonde dyed hard.

‘No, honestly, keep it as it is - the natural look suits you,’ Darren had advised. ‘You’ve got lovely skin and those big blue eyes - pale brown hair goes really well with it. It is sort of mousy, yes. But glamorous mouse.’

‘Glamorous mouse?’

‘Yeah. And you hardly need any make-up - just a touch of mascara on those long lashes of yours. Bit of lippy and you’re done.’

Darren, it had to be said, was an unlikely advocate of the natural look. He had lashings of mascara and a lot of lippy on today; lipstick that was, moreover, black. His hair stood erect in shining purple-black spikes that contrasted with his dead-white face. Gusts of patchouli wafted from his tight black jeans and shirt whenever he moved. His boots were large, black and, like his belt, covered in silver studs and chains.

Walking through the town in full Goth rig was something only one with the junior reporter’s love of drama and unstoppable belief that stardom was just around the corner could possibly have contemplated. Especially as, in Darren’s case, what was usually just around the corner was a group of youths shouting ‘Weirdo!’

Good old Darren. Hard-working, clever, humorous and, unlike certain of his predecessors, completely without issues about donating to the office tea-bag fund.

Kate smiled at him. ‘So what did I miss? What happened while I was out?’

‘Believe it or not, something actually did happen for once.’

‘Let me guess. Hold the front page, there’s a new bus timetable just come out?’

‘Better than that, even. Slackmucklethwaite’s own Beverly Hills has disappeared down a huge hole.’

‘What? Slack Palisades, you mean?’ Kate’s eyes widened. This really was a surprise. The luxury development of Slack Palisades, ten miles west of Slackmucklethwaite, with its brick drives, plastic porticos, ‘heritage’ carriage lamps and optional helicopter landing pads had appeared almost overnight as it was. That it had disappeared in the course of a morning seemed appropriate, if incredible.

‘But Peter Hardstone lives in Slack Palisades,’ Kate remembered. A thrilling possibility concerning the proprietor gripped her. ‘He’s not fallen down this hole as well, has he?’

Darren shook his head. ‘’Fraid not. There haven’t been any casualties at all, amazingly. Apart from people’s egos and properties. Here’s my report. I’ve just finished.’ He pushed it towards her. Kate took it and read.


HEAD: That Sinking Feeling


STORY BEGINS: As angry residents of the exclusive development of Slack Palisades prepared to spend the night in the local Ramada Inn, some of them relived the terrifying moment when their back gardens plunged into a 56-foot hole. Actor Greville Thomas, 50, lost his entire lawn and outdoor Jacuzzi in the landslip. ‘Fortunately I was inside having an, er, massage at the time,’ commented the actor once familiar to viewers as Emmerdale’s libidinous Squire Thirkettle. ‘My girlfriend said she felt the earth move. But I thought she must mean me.’


SUBHEAD: Bog


 




Meanwhile, pop star Julian Bridgeman arrived back from a 1980s revival tour of the Baltic States to find that his front door had shifted on its hinges and wouldn’t open. ‘My cleaner was stuck in the downstairs bog and in a right state,’ recalled the one-time singer with Computeroid, who reached No 5 in the charts in 1983 with the single  ‘Budapest’. ‘Then I heard this almighty bloody crash and turned round to see my outdoor recording studio disappearing into this, like, mega-hole. Along with all the original tapes of Computeroid’s old hits which I was just about to remix with Fatboy Slim. Bloody nightmare, basically.’


 



SUBHEAD: Blip


 



The entire luxury estate appears deserted by its residents. Those camped out in the Ramada Inn claimed to have no intention of returning to what remained of their exclusive, hi-tech homes and would pursue legal action against developers Fantasia Ltd. A Fantasia spokesman rebutted rumours that well-to-do rats were deserting a literally sinking ship. ‘Many of the residents are on holiday at the moment, that’s where they’ve all gone,’ claimed the spokesman, who was reluctant to give his name. ‘It’s a blip, that’s all. People have over-reacted. There was no suggestion this was going to happen right up until we arrived at this point.’



 



‘A blip!’ Kate exclaimed, looking up. ‘Well, I’d like to see them telling Peter Hardstone that.’

‘He must be incandescent,’ Darren agreed. Kate returned to the report.


SUBHEAD: Boil


Freya Ogden, 41, President of the Slackmucklethwaite Conservation Society, hit out at the claim that there had been no intimation of the landslide to come. ‘Everyone knows there are centuries’-old mine-workings beneath the heritage land Slack Palisades is built on,’ stormed Ms Ogden, a part-time fire-eater. ‘Those early mine-shafts are the entire reason it is a protected site. Or was. It’s a disgrace that this disgusting estate, this great festering boil on the bottom of the local landscape, was ever allowed to be built. And I’ve been warning Fantasia and the Council ever since building began there that something of this sort would happen.’



 



‘Wow.’ Kate handed the report back with raised eyebrows. ‘So that mad hippy had a point by the looks of it.’

In a more general social context, she knew, Freya Ogden wouldn’t be seen as particularly eccentric. Yet in Slackmucklethwaite, a formidable six-foot environmentalist vegetarian fire-eater was viewed with a certain amount of trepidation. Kate herself had suffered the rough edge of Freya’s fiery tongue during the protests the latter routinely organised against the town’s Annual Black Pudding Championships. On these occasions Freya would spread herself, literally flaming with fury, across the entrance to competing butcher’s shops, thus preventing Kate from entering to interview contestants.

As President, founding and sole member of the local  Conservation Society, Freya had injected equal passion into her efforts to protect the countryside. It had been this, possibly, which had discouraged others from joining her. While the wish to preserve Slackmucklethwaite and its environs was no doubt alive among the townsfolk, there was a marked fear of being too closely associated with a woman widely held to put the mentalist in environmentalist. But was Freya really, Kate wondered now, that much of a nutcase? She had been right on the money about Slack Palisades, after all. And once the Mercury swung into action, whoever was responsible for the disaster would get their public come-uppance. Darren was right - it was a real scoop at last. It genuinely was hold the front page.

‘Freya certainly did have a point,’ Darren said grimly. ‘And I’m interested in hearing a few more of her points to help me get to the bottom of this story. There’s more where this came from, I’m sure.’

‘We should just about have time to get it in this week’s edition,’ Kate said excitedly.

‘I’m sending it off now.’ Darren was marching over to the fax. ‘This’ll be a story right up Hardstone’s street. As it were, ha ha.’

Kate hoped so. It would be a relief to be at last doing something the new proprietor approved of. So far, bullying and criticism had been the order of the day as far as feedback from the owner was concerned. Every day since the tycoon had taken over.

The ink - or, as Darren had remarked with ghoulish relish, blood - had hardly dried on the takeover contract before Hardstone’s gold Ferrari, complete with blacked-out windows, slid to a halt alongside the Mercury offices and his management style began to make itself felt. His chubby,  beringed hands, it emerged, were to be very much on. ‘I’m a straight talker,’ Hardstone boomed at the staff collected to greet him. ‘I say what I bloody well like and I like what I bloody well say.’

Orange-tanned, buck-toothed, aggressively plump and sporting a toupée of staggering obviousness, Hardstone spent the rest of the afternoon clomping stoutly around on his built-up heels emitting sulphurous bursts of flatulence and communicating his vision for the paper to Denys Wemyss, the Mercury’s gentlemanly but elderly editor. ‘I’m not bloody asking you, I’m telling you,’ Hardstone roared at any attempts on Wemyss’s part to suggest alternatives to the wholesale shedding of staff being proposed. ‘Shut up, Grandad, and bloody well get on with it.’

By some miracle, Denys Wemyss, Kate, Darren and Joan the motherly sales manager were left on the full-time payroll. Albeit with salaries slashed by a third and instructions that the Mercury’s editorial direction must now be composed of 60 per cent ads. Otherwise, both people and pages were ruthlessly axed. First to go was the editorial page, under whose auspices Wemyss had taken firm stances on local controversies such as the wrongs of letting off powerful professional-standard fireworks in private back gardens on Bonfire Night. (‘Whatever happened to innocence? Whatever happened to those sweetly disappointing firework selection boxes one would excitedly purchase from the newsagent? The damp squib Roman Candle? The Catherine Wheel that never failed to fly off the fence immediately on being lit and disappear into the undergrowth?’) None of which exactly set Peter Hardstone on fire.

‘It’s about shit and it is shit,’ he roared, flapping in front of its creator an editorial which inveighed powerfully against  the increasing incidence of what Wemyss delicately termed ‘dog deposit’ in the Memorial Park. ‘Get rid of it. Next week I want to see a bloody great advert for Pets ’R’ Us in that space!’

Mystic Mavis, the astrologer, took her dismissal particularly badly. ‘She must have been crap then, or she’d have bloody well seen it coming,’ was Hardstone’s retort to Wemyss’s plea for clemency. The Mercury’s sports pages had also gone; no point, Hardstone told the editor, in giving Slagheap United all that free publicity when the pages could be used for advertising. After all, ‘the Slags’, as they were popularly known, could always take a weekly half-page if they wanted. As could Athletico Osmotherly, Sporting Grimsdyke and the rest of the teams accustomed to having their wavering fortunes detailed in the back pages of the  Mercury. Wemyss pointing out that almost all the clubs were battling for financial survival and couldn’t possibly afford such an outlay left the proprietor unmoved. ‘I’m not in the business of subsidising bad management,’ he snapped at the editor. ‘At football clubs or anywhere else,’ he had chillingly added.

‘Anyway,’ Darren remarked now, returning from the fax. ‘Wanna hear my band’s new song?’

‘What do you mean - new?’

Darren’s was a cover band, although not in the normal way. Their name, the Denholme Velvets, came from the sign on a local fabric factory which had, as he passed it twice daily in the bus, gradually exercised a powerful hold over the junior reporter’s imagination. During trips to and from work, he had slowly dreamed up the concept of a group specialising in the Velvet Underground’s greatest hits ‘recrafted’ as he put it, with a special northern twist. Hence ‘Gladys in Furs’, ‘Sunday  Morning (Chapel)’, ‘Halifax (Will Be the Death of Me)’ and ‘Uncle Ray’, the Denholme Velvets’ version of ‘Sister Ray’. And now, it seemed, he had written another.

‘It’s called “Waiting for the Bus”.’

He walked to the centre of the worn carpet, narrowed his eyes, cocked his hip, beat rapid time against his thigh with the palm of one hand and crooned into the upheld fist of the other. 






‘Ah’m  
Waiting for me bus  
Twenny-six pence  
In me hand . . .’



 



Kate clapped. ‘Fantastic.’ 






‘It’s never early, it’s always late  
First thing you learn is that you’ve always gotta wa-ait  
Oh, Ah’m  
Waiting for me bus . . .’



 



He stopped suddenly as the door behind them swung open. It was the editor.

‘Now then,’ said Denys Wemyss genially. ‘What’s going on here? I know you’re excited about your Slack Palisades story, Darren, but that doesn’t mean there’s not work to be getting on with.’

‘I’m editing What’s in a Name, Mr Wemyss.’ Darren leaped back to his desk with a rattle of bracelets. ‘Copy’s just come in and I was showing Kate what this week’s surname was. You know how much she looks forward to it.’ The editor nodded approvingly and passed into his telephone-box-sized office.


What’s in a Name investigated the history of a different local surname every week. One reason it had survived the Hardstone axe was because it was what Wemyss called a ‘curtain-raiser’ to Hatches ’n’ Matches, the Mercury’s personal announcements section, in which it was intended to stimulate interest. The other reason it remained was that it was written for free by a retired teacher with an interest in etymology. The column was a standing joke between Kate and Darren because of the invariable extreme obviousness of the surnames ‘explained’. ‘Is your name “Butcher”?’ Darren declaimed now. ‘ “If so, there is a distinct possibility that one of your ancestors may have been a butcher, or otherwise involved in the meat trade”.’

Kate sat down and reluctantly began her own least favourite editorial task - compiling the collection of forthcoming pensioners’ outings, Mothers’ Union lunches and other excitements which the regular Mercury reader found listed under the snappily-titled Coming Events. This list, always extensive, had expanded under Hardstone’s regime as the proprietor considered that the clubs and pubs serving as meeting-places might be persuaded to advertise.

‘Go on,’ Darren urged. ‘Give me the highlights.’

‘Um . . . well, next Friday the Slack Bottom Methodists are organising a whist-drive in the Village Hall.’

Darren sniggered appreciatively. ‘Try and keep me away, that’s all I can say.’

‘And the Sixty-Ninth Grimsdyke South Boy Scout Troop are looking for Beavers.’

‘I bet they are,’ snorted Darren.

‘And the next meeting of the Hard of Hearing Club will be held on the fourteenth . . .’

‘Eh? You what?’ shouted Darren, cupping his ear.

‘And from Friday there’ll be regular Live Music Nites at . . . Christ, I forgot to tell you!’

Kate filled him in about her encounter with Jolene Shaw. Darren blazed with excitement beneath his white foundation. ‘You reckon she’ll book us?’

‘Definitely.’

‘Where is she?’

‘The Punch Up.’

‘The Punch Up? ’ Darren’s excitement lost some of its force. ‘Are you joking? I thought their idea of live entertainment was kicking Manchester United supporters to a pulp.’

‘Not any more, apparently. Jolene Shaw’s taking the place upmarket and wants to feature local bands.’

Darren’s thin, beringed hands plunged agitatedly into his gelled and backcombed black-purple hair. Through the kohl rims, his eyes shone. ‘Wow. Sounds right up our boulevard. I’ll give her a ring. Today Slackmucklethwaite,’ he added with a grin, ‘tomorrow the world.’

‘Where’s Joan?’ Kate asked, noticing for the first time that the sales manager’s normally tidy desk was even tidier than usual. That it was, in fact, empty.

‘Ah. Something I forgot to tell you.’ Darren bit his black bottom lip. ‘There’s been a bit of a nasty scene about Hatches ’n’ Matches . . .’

‘Really?’ It was difficult to imagine - even given the volatile proprietor - what sort of scene could arise from a page of birth and death notices, let alone small ads offering sets of crown green bowls for sale (owner deceased) or inviting you to ‘Lose Your Slack Accent’. She looked expectantly at Darren.

‘Well, you know Joan’s been under pressure from Hardstone to expand it?’

Kate nodded.

‘It seems she’s been getting in a tizz and not writing things down properly. This woman rang up to say she was twenty-eight and marrying a thirty-year-old framer . . .’

‘So?’

‘. . . trouble was, it said in Hatches ’n’ Matches that she was fifty-eight and marrying an eighty-year-old farmer.’

‘Ah. Oh dear.’

‘Hardstone went mad. You know what he’s like. First sniff of legal action - anything he might have to pay for . . .’

‘But it’s not like Joan to make mistakes like that.’

‘She’s been worrying. Hasn’t been sleeping, she told me. And you know what she was like when she came back from that meeting about sales targets with Hardstone.’

Kate remembered. Joan had returned with her normally rosy cheeks as grey as her permed hair.

Darren agitatedly twisted a stud in his nose. ‘Joan had never heard of a sales target, bless her. She thought it was something you spent the night sleeping outside Harrods in a deckchair for. And what she thought a spreadsheet was just doesn’t bear thinking about. But anyway, the headlines are that she’s been summoned to see Hardstone this afternoon - and to be honest, I’m not expecting her back. Given what’s just happened to where he lives, he’s not likely to be in a merciful mood.’

Kate fiddled miserably with a paperclip. It was difficult to imagine the Mercury without Joan. She wasn’t a big personality; on the contrary, she was mouselike, but her sunny nature, obsession with the Royal Family and astounding cherry cakes had been part of the team for years. The cherry cakes in particular. The method by which Joan’s fruit never sank and was always perfectly distributed throughout the sponge was the sales manager’s proud secret.

‘I’ll miss Joan’s malapropisms,’ Darren said sadly. ‘I was building up quite a good collection of them. That lunchtime she spent at the supermarket trying to find blasmatic vinegar . . .’

Kate nodded, recalling Joan’s reproductive furniture and her keen anticipation of a forthcoming holiday on the Greek island of Pathos. Would Joan, she now wondered, still get there?




CHAPTER TWO

‘What’s happened?’ Kate arrived in the office the next day to find Darren in a fury.

‘Just this.’ He thrust the Mercury at her. New Bus Timetable Causes Chaos Among Pensioner read the front-page headline. ‘That’s a typo, by the way. Pensioners should have been plural.’

Kate stared. ‘But what’s happened to the Slack Palisades story? Was it too late for the printers?’

‘No,’ Darren snarled. She had rarely seen him so angry. ‘I filed it in plenty of time.’

‘So why hasn’t it run? It was an amazing story.’

‘That’s just what Hardstone said. You know he vets all the front-page stories now.’

Kate nodded. The news that the proprietor intended to do this had arrived on a fax the day before. ‘But if he thought it was amazing . . . ?’

‘The official line was that it was a bit too amazing,’ Darren spat.

‘What do you mean, official line?’ Puzzled, Kate screwed up her eyes.

‘The official line is that bad publicity for the area, particularly about developments, will result in a loss of business.’

‘Does Hardstone not want us to run it at all, then?’

‘No.’

‘But it was in his interests. It’s about why his house disappeared down a huge hole.’

‘Actually, his house wasn’t too badly affected. He’s still living there, apparently.’

‘But surely the point is the Mercury was going to expose Fantasia and whatever went wrong in the building of Slack Palisades. Freya was going to tell you everything she knew.’

‘Quite. That’s the problem.’

‘Why?’

‘Freya’s turned up quite a lot of amazing stuff. The Council are implicated for a start. Alderman Bracegirdle’s in it up to his eyebrows, not to mention his girdle.’

‘Really?’ Kate’s eyes were out on stalks. ‘The Council?’

‘Well, they have to be, if you think about it. There’s got to be something dodgy. Slack Palisades was built on greenbelt that hasn’t changed much since the Three Field System. And built next to Slack Top, an eighteenth-century weaving village with protected heritage status. Backhanders to the Council are probably only the start of it. It’s all extremely whiffy.’

‘But,’ Kate burst in, ‘that’s all the more reason why Hardstone should let us run the story. It’s dynamite.’ Her heart started to pound in excitement. ‘It might even go national.’

‘Except that it won’t,’ Darren said flatly. ‘It’s not running.’

‘Well, we just have to convince Hardstone to let us.’ Kate’s eyes blazed with messianic zeal. ‘It’s perfect. It’s what the  Mercury’s supposed to be all about. Like it says on the front-page banner under the title. Fighting Local Battles for Local People.’ She snatched up the copy of the Mercury, and frowned. ‘Oh. There’s been a mistake. It says Bringing Local News to Local People on this one.’

‘Not a mistake. That’s what it’s going to say from now on. Our battling days are over.’

Kate sat down. ‘What’s going on. Why can’t we run the Slack Palisades story?’

Darren took a deep breath. ‘When Freya and I checked with Companies House to see who the directors of Fantasia Ltd were, it turned out that one of them was a certain Mr P. Hardstone.’

‘What? He built Slack Palisades?’

‘’Fraid so. He’s even more sleazy than we thought.’

‘It can’t be true. Are you sure?’

‘I’m certain.’

‘But he’s never said anything about it. Although, come to think of it, we have run quite a bit of advertorial. I’ve written a couple of blurbs myself, which was tricky as I’d not been there.’

‘Precisely. He’s been using the paper to promote it. To sell the last few of those beautiful houses.’ Darren pulled an ironic face. ‘The whole thing’s about as dodgy as it gets, basically. A sordid tale of heritage land, historic mine-shafts and more backhanders than a Wimbledon final.’

Kate looked doubtfully at her colleague. It all struck her as a bit dramatic. The town’s only previous big corruption story was when some unauthorised person made off with the proceeds of the OAPs’ Annual Blackpool Outing Fighting Fund - whether the fight was for or against the trip had never been satisfactorily established.

‘What does Denys say?’ she asked.

‘That Hardstone owns us and unless you’ve got a job on another paper, you’re probably best forgetting about it.’

It was hard, Kate thought, not to see the logic of this.

Darren relieved his feelings by shoving the Mercury in his waste-paper bin.

‘Basically, what any hip young gunslinger of a journalist should realise by now is that it’s time to bail out, Kate.’

Time to bail out. Kate knew that all right. The question was, where to? It was all right for Darren - he was going to be a rock star. Or so he fervently believed, which was half the battle. But for her? The town hardly heaved with opportunity.

‘There’s always Slack Nylons,’ Darren teased.

‘Ha ha,’ Kate snapped. As he well knew, Darren had hit a nerve. Kate had once had a holiday job at Slack Nylons. The summer spent at the knicker factory putting gussets into support tights still haunted her nightmares.

The factory’s only glamorous aspect was that it had once, by way of Loyal Gift, sent a hundred of its finest flesh-coloured smalls to the Queen on the occasion of her Coronation. It was all too easy to imagine the notoriously careful monarch still wearing them.

But even Slack Nylons had been deeply rewarding compared to Kate’s other summer jobs. Such as that at The Italian Job Pizza Parlour where Kate served post-pub pizzas made by ‘chefs’ who had seen a tomato for the first time that afternoon to ‘diners’ who wouldn’t have noticed if they were eating old carpet. Nutritionally speaking, old carpet would have probably had the edge.

The worst holiday job of all, however, had been the broiler chicken farm. Kate had handed in her white wellies, white  coat and hairnet and resigned from feeding the poor, doomed chickens their measly allowance the same morning as starting work there. She could still cry herself to sleep about it. Just before the takeover, in the spirit of the paper’s erstwhile slogan ‘Fighting Local Battles for Local People’, she had persuaded Denys Wemyss to let her write a report exposing the cruel practices routine in the crammed sheds of blinking, bewildered birds. Now, however, in the post-Hardstone era, Slack Country Chickens was a major advertiser. Kate had even been forced recently, if not exactly at gunpoint, then certainly at P45 point, to write 500 flattering words about them in a  Focus On Local Food Businesses.

Yet Kate was aware that, even in its reduced state, working at the Mercury was one of the better options Slackmucklethwaite offered. Bailing out, until she had something to bail to, was therefore out of the question.

‘Ahem.’

Kate and Darren whirled round. The editor had come out of his goldfish bowl and was standing in the middle of the floor behind them. ‘A word if you please,’ he said in his courteous fashion. ‘In my office.’

It was clear that what Wemyss was about to impart demanded a certain amount of ceremony. This was not particularly unusual, however. The editor had a pronounced formal side, which Kate, for one, appreciated. He might, she thought, be old, increasingly batty and hopelessly marooned on the Mercury. But there was something romantic about him nonetheless. She appreciated in particular his insistence on using ‘proper’ newspaper terms - ‘on edition’ for pieces written the day the paper went to press, ‘off stone’ for when it went to the printers, ‘splash’ for front-page story, ‘screamers’ for exclamation marks and so on. Even though  the printers had no idea what he was talking about it made Kate feel, however slightly, connected to the pulsating, thrilling world of every newspaper except her own.

Wemyss’s appearance was just as singular as his manner. His pointy little white beard, Homburg hat and silk cravat were all redolent of a more formal, more romantic age of journalism. Kate, at her job interview, had listened spellbound as the editor reminisced, misty-eyed, about the days when senior staff on  The Times had their own oak-panelled offices with coal fires and were served tea and cakes every afternoon by nice ladies with trolleys.

Then there was the fact that his surname was correctly pronounced ‘Weems’. Peter Hardstone considered this impossibly pretentious and went out of his way to address the editor as ‘Wemiss’ on the grounds that ‘if it’s spelled that way, why the hell don’t you say it that way? Bloody amazing you ever got anywhere in journalism.’

With three people, the editor’s office was crammed to the maximum. Besides Wemyss’s desk, there was room for just one other piece of furniture, a small and wobbly chair on to which Kate lowered herself with even more trepidation than usual. She looked anxiously at Darren and saw from the bobbing of his Adam’s apple that the same thought had occurred to him. The moment really had come at last. They were here to have the last rites read over their careers.

Wemyss pulled at his mustard silk cravat. He raked a liver-spotted hand through his thin white hair. Panic rose in Kate’s throat. As the editor prepared to speak, the knicker factory reared up in her imagination, huge, dark and dominant, blocking out the light.

Then came the unexpected bit. ‘Great news,’ Wemyss announced, beaming. ‘Glad tidings of great joy.’

Kate and Darren slid amazed looks at each other. ‘Glad?’ ventured Kate.

‘The Mercury is to have the most colossal honour bestowed upon it,’ Wemyss quavered, eyes shining with emotion. ‘We are about to receive royalty into our midst.’

‘What, the Queen’s coming?’ gasped Darren.

Poor Joan, Kate thought immediately. All these years at the Mercury without so much as Sophie Wessex coming near it before.

But Wemyss was shaking his white head. ‘Not that sort of royalty. One rather closer to home. Nathaniel Hardstone is coming to spend some time on the Mercury!’

‘Nathaniel Hardstone?’ Kate mused. ‘Peter Hardstone’s son, you mean?’

‘The very same! Son of the proprietor. Son and heir, more importantly. Marvellous news, isn’t it?’

‘Why?’ asked Darren.

‘Why?’ repeated Wemyss.

‘Yes, why?’ Darren’s finger tweezled a leather-strung silver cross lying against the bones of his skinny chest. ‘Why would he want to come here?’

Wemyss beamed. ‘To learn the business from the bottom up, of course! Nathaniel will be taking over one day, after all.’ His voice trembled; he was, Kate realised, viewing the whole affair as a ringing endorsement of his tenure. ‘Of all the newspapers in the entire Hardstone Holdings empire,’ the editor added tremendously, ‘the one Nathaniel’s chosen to come to is . . . the Mercury !’

 



‘Kate?’ Mum’s fist banged on the thin wood of the bedroom door. ‘What the blitherin’ ’eck are you doing in there? It’s nearly eight. Get a move on! ’

Kate rushed into the bathroom and under a tepid shower. As usual, all the hot water had long been used up, but she knew better than to complain - ‘what else do you expect, woman, when you get up when you do?’ was Dad’s unbending view of the matter. She dressed hurriedly and went into the kitchen, which - again as usual at this time of day - was the temperature of a forge. Heat billowed from both the roaring grill and the constantly-boiling kettle.

Kate sighed as she reached for a piece of toast. At this point in her career, in her life, she should be perched stylishly at the breakfast counter, Matthew Williamson spoon over Jade Jagger china bowl, gazing across the shining blond wood floor of her fashionable riverside apartment to where the sweet Thames ran softly beyond floor-to-ceiling windows.

But she wasn’t. Thanks entirely to the fact that she invariably had a lot of month left over at the end of her money - especially since the advent of Peter Hardstone - here she was with Mum, Dad and Gran in a semi called Wits End.

To be fair to her parents, the house was called that when they bought it. Neither of them, Kate knew, either noticed the name or cared. It didn’t embarrass them the way it did her. Once, years ago, she had suggested to Dad that he change it to numbers, but he had merely observed - with, she recognised, some truth - that if she had nothing more than  that to worry about, she was bloomin’ lucky.

The only person with a more embarrassing address was Darren, whose family seat, Erzanmyne, paid tribute to his parents’ joint ownership. It also paid tribute to their smoking; the walls and ceilings being dyed a light tobacco brown and the whole place suffused in the vinegary smell of stale cigarette fumes. Darren always said he’d never even seen his parents  until he had grown past their knees, so obscured were they in dense clouds of Superkings.

‘Tea, love?’ Mum proffered the huge brown teapot in Dad’s direction, sloshing around its contents.

‘Thanks, love.’ Dad stuck out his mug, grinning at his wife. Kate had never seen her parents so much as snap at each other.

‘Ooh, I’ve just put the milk back in the fridge,’ Mum remembered.

Dad went to retrieve it. ‘Who bought this?’ he asked, holding up the carton with an expression of disgust.

Mum looked concerned. ‘Our Kate. Why? Not off, is it?’

‘Worse than that,’ grumbled Dad. ‘It’s skimmed.’ He shot a sly glance at Kate. ‘Bloomin’ rip-off, that stuff. You’ve got to put twice as much in to make your tea go white.’

Kate blushed. Dad loved to tease her about any divergence from the shopping norm. Once, in a bid to push the family desserts upmarket, she had come back from a shopping trip with a tub of ‘crème anglaise containing real vanilla’. Only to ever after endure Dad’s gibes about ‘that custard with fag ash in it’.

Toast in hand, Kate mooched into the sitting room where her grandmother, as usual, was knitting and half-watching the TV that Dad had left on. Dad never, at any time of the day, sat down to watch television, preferring always to stand and thus give the impression he was on the point of some pressing household task.

‘Hi, Gran.’

‘Hello, love.’

Her grandmother was sitting in her chair by the window. A special old-person’s high-seater to facilitate ease of getting up, it was swathed in an elasticated nylon cover on which brown  autumn leaves swirled against a brown background. Gran had had it in the sheltered accommodation she had shared with Grandad before his death and it had afterwards moved with her to Kate’s parents’. It had been accompanied by a flotilla of ornaments including an ashtray from Southsea, a candle-powered mobile of revolving brass angels, a triumvirate of plastic Wise Monkeys and a framed picture of Gran’s wedding to Grandad. All were arranged now along the windowsill at her side, apart from a plastic clock with pictures of birds instead of numbers which emitted a different ‘ornithological’ sound for each hour of the day and night. This was mounted on the wall.

‘What’s that you’re watching?’ Kate squinted at the screen. A tousled blonde with huge teeth appeared to be planting a bonsai garden on top of a large stone tomb and surrounding it with decking. ‘Give the resting place of your loved one a happening edge,’ she was beaming.

‘Oh, I don’t know, love. Some rubbish. I’m not really watching.’ Gran was concentrating on her knitting; her needles a blur of activity. Kate had never known her grandmother not be knitting, apart from when she was eating, and she often managed to fit in a couple of stitches between bites. ‘The devil makes work for idle hands,’ she would say as she busily clacked away - in bed, in the pension queue, even waiting at the bus stop. ‘She could knit for England,’ Mum would say indulgently, and Kate wished she would. David Beckham was about the only person she could imagine carrying Gran’s creations off.

Although even he might find this one a challenge. Kate eyed with apprehension the length of bright yellow and zinging tangerine nylon dangling from beneath Gran’s needles. All week she’d been hoping it was either a tea cosy or a coathanger cover, but that egg-yolk-coloured edging  was looking suspiciously like a neck-hole. Please God it wasn’t another tank top. Worse still, a poncho. Her bottom drawer was stuffed with both. Surely the day wasn’t far off when even Gran, who had one glass eye and another failing rapidly, would notice she never wore any of them.

‘Suit you, this will.’ Gran waved her needles and rolled her good eye at Kate. ‘You’ll look a picture.’

What sort of picture was the question. Orange and yellow wouldn’t do a great deal for arms and legs so white they were almost blue.

‘Nice summer colours,’ added Gran with satisfaction.

‘I’ll see you later.’ Kate bent to kiss her grandmother, inhaling as she did so the Camay soap scent of her skin.

‘Be back for tea, will you?’ Mum’s tone was tinged with hope. Kate knew that, in her mother’s opinion, she should be out with her boyfriend. Or even better, in with her husband and children like most of her contemporaries from school. But Kate, having seen one too many former classmates heaving huge double pushchairs up and down the shopping precinct, had long ago decided against such a route. There had to be something better out there.

‘Yes,’ she said, looking Mum in the eye. ‘I will be back for tea.’

Mum shook her head sorrowfully. ‘Such a shame it didn’t work out with that lovely Nigel Herring.’

Kate felt a sharp dig of irritation. Several weeks before, to her mother’s chagrin, she had finally dumped Nigel Herring. They had been in the same year at school and had met again after Kate was sent by the Mercury to profile Nigel’s father’s firm of solicitors. A relationship of sorts had ensued, based on what Kate had initially assumed was a shared desire to get out of town.

‘Such a nice boy,’ sighed Mum.

Mum had been thrilled with Nigel. He was what she called ‘a proper man’. A professional with prospects, in other words. The heir to a business, A-levels, a degree and a company Punto. Prince William couldn’t have ticked more of Mum’s boxes.

‘So nice to his mother, too. Lovely lady, Mrs Herring.’

‘Bit Hyacinth Bucket,’ objected Dad.

Dad had enjoyed Kate’s reports of how Nigel’s mother had different sets of china for dinner and breakfast and laid out the latter in the dining room nightly before retiring. He had been even more gratified by her obsession with an ancient pair of dachshunds whose frequent loud farts were put down to the fact ‘they have very tight skins, poor darlings’.

But none of these was the reason the relationship had ended. Nor was it because Nigel Herring wasn’t sexy or because, whenever he kissed her, his teeth clashed with hers and his glasses got caught in her hair. As for the night they had groped in a layby, she’d had no idea underpants like that were still on sale, let alone still worn. No, the death blow had been Kate’s discovery that Nigel’s ambitions did not, after all, extend beyond inheriting Herring & Co, Commissioners For Oaths. A future with a man commissioning whatever oaths Slackmucklethwaite chose to swear was not one Kate wished to contemplate.

‘Oh, do stop going on about Nigel Herring, Margaret,’ Gran shuffled into the kitchen. ‘You sound like a record that’s got stuck.’

Kate flashed Gran a grateful glance. At times like this she could almost forgive her for the fact that she had insisted she be christened Kathleen after Kathleen Ferrier, her grandmother’s favourite singer. Dad, always keen to crack down on anything he considered pretentious, had teased his daughter  endlessly when the change to Kate had been mooted. But Kate had stuck to her guns and now, like the rest of the family, he referred to her original title only in rare moments of anger.

‘I’m not saying he wasn’t a nice boy, but really,’ Gran added. ‘Our Kate can do better than that.’

‘Do better?’ Mum raised her eyebrows. ‘Not round here she can’t.’

‘I’m not talking about round here,’ Gran replied vehemently. ‘Kate needs to leave round here if you ask me. A bit of adventure, that’s what she wants. Believe me, I should know.’

‘Didn’t realise you’d had such an exciting life,’ Dad remarked.

‘Oh, I’ve had me moments.’

Kate wondered what moments. Her grandmother’s life, so far as she knew, had been fairly uneventful. Perhaps the ‘moments’ were to do with Grandad. The marriage had, like that of her parents, been an extremely happy one. Grandad may have been dead for five years, but not a day went by without Gran wistfully polishing their black and white wedding photograph with a hand where the plain gold time-worn wedding ring had long since sunk immovably into its fleshy red finger. Whatever relationship she eventually ended up with, Kate hoped it would be half so contented.

‘Such a shame you don’t make more of an effort,’ Mum lamented, looking her daughter critically up and down. ‘You’ve got such lovely eyes and nice clear skin. Scrub up well when you try, you do.’

Kate, who thought of her looks as ordinary at best, was conscious of looking some considerable distance from that best this morning. Her nails were bitten. Besides being unhighlighted, her hair was unwashed.

Selecting her wardrobe had taken seconds; black trousers and black polo neck from the unvarying collection of monochrome in her wardrobe. As for make-up, she scarcely needed Darren’s pointers towards au naturel; Kate was increasingly failing to see the point of make-up anyway. What was the point of scrubbing up well in Slackmucklethwaite? It wasn’t as if there was anyone to scrub up well for.

‘Can’t think why you always wear trousers,’ Mum added. ‘Got some decent legs, you have. Not that anyone’d know. No one ever gets to see them.’

Kate looked down at the long lower limbs that were sole compensation for the fact that she had no waist and, in her view, over-large breasts. She picked up her car keys from the windowsill by the door. But Mum hadn’t finished yet. ‘Would have thought you’d make an effort today of all days,’ she sighed. ‘Boss’s son’s coming, isn’t he? Or so you were saying last night.’

‘Nathaniel Hardstone?’ Kate pulled a face. She’d almost forgotten. The prospect of his arrival may have rung all Wemyss’s bells at once, but it did precisely nothing for her. Nathaniel was, for a start, a ridiculous name. Podgy and petulant, redolent of red velvet pageboy suits, basin haircuts and Little Lord Fauntleroy. Definitely not a good-looking sort of name, although there was no chance of that anyway. Hardstone’s son, like Hardstone himself, would be short, florid and thoroughly nasty.

‘Nay,’ said Gran, emerging from the kitchen. ‘Leave the lass alone, Margaret. She’ll find the right bloke in her own good time.’

‘Just as long as it doesn’t run out on her,’ Mum said darkly.

‘What - time or the bloke?’ joshed Dad.

‘Ha ha,’ grumped Kate.

‘Boss’s son might be nice though,’ Gran suggested. ‘You never know.’

Kate dashed through the rain to the car, glowing with a delicious secret. Unbeknownst to Mum and even to Gran, she did have a man in her life. And not just any man. Mark was faint-inducingly handsome, sexy beyond belief, smoothly personable and as convinced as herself that real life lay elsewhere.

It was Mark who had, for some time, kept Kate from appearing punctually at breakfast. Mark who enticed her into her bedroom early and kept her up half the night with his charm, good looks and endless erotic inventiveness. The only problem with Mark was that he wasn’t real. He was fictional, the hero of the novel Kate was writing in her bedroom under cover of night and the duvet.

She’d got the synopsis more or less worked out now. Admittedly, the imaginative leap required had not been enormous.

Local newspaper reporter Mark lives with his parents and grandmother out of financial necessity. He is bored out of his mind. He wants excitement, glamour, women, money and fast cars . . .

The story had come upon her in a flash at a bottom-numbing Women’s Institute meeting chaired even more uninspiringly than usual by Doreen Bracegirdle. It would trace Mark’s escape from suburban strangulation by pleasuring the local bored housewives before - in a link she had not yet quite worked out - he graduated to pleasuring the bored mansionwives of Knightsbridge. After this, he would take various glamorous foreign locations by storm - the South of France most urgently.

For research purposes as well as her own sybaritic curiosity, Kate longed to visit the glittering Côte d’Azur, rite of passage  of every celebrity known to man and general byword for luxurious excess. Admittedly with little hope, she had nagged Denys Wemyss on an annual basis to let her cover the Cannes Film Festival for the Mercury. Miraculously, earlier this year - on the assurance that she would cover her own expenses - she had almost succeeded in persuading him. An especially bitter aspect of the Hardstone takeover was that permission for all such trips had now been withdrawn.

Despite this setback, Kate’s hopes for the ultimate trip - a home of her own and independence - were being increasingly pinned on this novel. That Northern Gigolo would become a bestseller was her most cherished and fiercely secret daydream. Even Darren knew nothing of it. He had the Denholme Velvets. She had Mark.

As the engine finally started, Kate ran the paragraphs written this morning over in her mind. It seemed likely that, when the dreamed-of publishing deal was finally struck, she might have to change a few names. 






Glancing in the dressing-table mirror, Mark passed a hand through his dark gold hair. It was thick and springy, unlike the thin grey strands plastered over the spongy head of the Alderman-Vice President of the Chamber of Commerce. No wonder Doreen Bracegirdle preferred him to her husband.


‘Aaah. That’s it, lad, just there. Oooh.’ Beneath him, on the bed, Doreen Bracegirdle ground her fleshy pelvis upwards in ecstasy. Mark watched as one slack, blue-veined breast slipped down the side of her well-covered ribcage. Christ, how many more of these flabby old bags did he have to get through before he escaped? He closed his eyes and thought of all the firm-breasted third wives of  billionaires reclining on the decks of their husbands’ Cannes-moored yachts. The world - and, more importantly, his wife - were waiting for him. But how was he going to get to them?



‘You’re beautiful,’ he murmured to Dor—



 



It was at that point that Mum’s knock had exploded on her bedroom door. Still, Kate mused, driving away, such was the lot of literary types. Coleridge had had the Person from Porlock to contend with. She had Margaret Clegg of Wits End.

It was a surprise to turn into the street that was home to the newspaper offices, and see that she had been beaten to it. Standing beneath the Mercury sign was someone holding a huge umbrella against the now-torrential rain. Kate hurried along the shining pavement. She could be wrong, of course. Certainly, this wasn’t the short, podgy figure she had anticipated. He was tall - very tall. His long dark coat had a stylish sweep about it. On the other hand, he was peering with what almost looked like interest - although it could have been horror - at the photographs in the window. Given the rain, he had to be standing there for a reason. No one, even in good weather, hung about outside the Mercury offices for fun.

She quickened into a run, feeling the puddles splashing up into her trousers. ‘Mr Hardstone?’

The tall figure turned. Beneath the gloom of his umbrella she glimpsed brownish hair and level brows.

‘I’m Kate,’ she said, rummaging violently for the keys and blinking as the rain dripped off her hair into her eyes.

‘And I’m fucking soaked.’

He wasn’t, she saw, exaggerating. Despite his umbrella,  every last inch of him was wet. The rain soaked his hair and ran in rivers down his nose. The expensive-looking coat sagged with moisture.

Kate ushered him into the office, surveying him discreetly as the fly-studded strip light shuddered into action. Nathaniel Hardstone was well over six feet, she estimated. His eyes were big, and very blue. Their thick lashes were clumpy with moisture.

She regretted intensely not bothering with make-up. She could feel water coursing over her lips. Her insides were racing. Every atom in her body was - as Wemyss might have put it - ringing with the propinquity of such pulchritudinousness.

His large red mouth was shiny with water. His nose was straight, with delicate nostrils. There were patches of rose in his tanned cheeks, a lean, perfect swoop to his jaw. It wasn’t, Kate realised, just that she had never seen anyone this handsome in Slackmucklethwaite before. She’d never seen anyone this handsome anywhere.




CHAPTER THREE

Aware that she was gawping, Kate was relieved when the telephone on what had been Joan’s desk rang. The relief was short-lived.

‘That t’Mockery ?’

‘The Mercury, yes.’

‘I think I were right t’first time,’ said the other end of the phone sourly. ‘It’s Adrian Grimshaw here.’

Trouble was clearly afoot. Kate glanced apprehensively at Nathaniel Hardstone. Having draped his soaked coat on the stand, he had perched his rangy, dark-suited form on the end of Darren’s desk and was plastering back his hair with a long, brown hand.

‘Hello, Mr Grimshaw. How can I help you?’

‘My wife’s just given birth to a six-pound baby boy called Joseph.’

‘Very many congratulations,’ said Kate sincerely.

‘What did you say?’

‘I said congratulations. That’s wonderful news.’

‘Well, it would be bloody wonderful,’ interrupted  Grimshaw testily, ‘except that it says in your Hatches ’n’ Matches  column that he’s called Jacob.’

‘Jacob’s a very nice name,’ Kate hedged.

‘But it’s not his name. Why would I want to call my son after a biscuit?’

Another of Joan’s personal-ad triumphs, by the sound of it. Kate noticed Nathaniel Hardstone’s full lips curling in amusement. Not only was he watching her now with obvious interest, but was clearly listening too. Something in her voice had alerted him. Fear, probably.

‘Er, right . . . I’ll make a full investigation and ring you back.’ She slid her eyes over to Hardstone again. His hair, drying, had begun to gleam a thick, dark gold. As a long hank of it detached and dropped fetchingly into an eye, he shook it back with the insouciance of a supermodel, revealing cheekbones that could probably be spotted from the moon.

‘Right.’ Kate attempted to sound in control, as if some valued tip-off from a reliable source was being transmitted down the telephone wires. ‘That’s great, thanks.’

She lowered the receiver and forced an indulgent chuckle in the direction of Nathaniel Hardstone. ‘One of our local stringers. Bursting with stories, as ever, ha ha.’

‘Stringer from where?’ asked Nathaniel Hardstone.

‘Erm,’ Kate plucked a name out of the air. ‘Slack Palisades.’

‘Yeah?’ Hardstone’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that right?’ He lingered sinuously on the ‘s’. ‘I didn’t realise anyone lived there now except Dad.’

‘Ah.’ Bugger, Kate thought to herself. How stupid of her to have forgotten the estate had gone down the pan, or, rather, the mine-shafts.

‘Hang on, though.’ A faint smile irradiated the Hardstone  features. ‘I’d forgotten, but there is someone else living there.’

Saved. Kate nodded confidently.

‘Some footballer,’ Hardstone went on. ‘Called Igor Blavatsky, plays for United.’

Kate beamed in a manner intending to suggest that this indeed was the stringer.

‘Can’t speak a word of English though,’ Hardstone added with a wicked smile.

The door opened and Darren strode in, streaming wet, the buckles on his boots rattling like the reins on Santa’s reindeer. Saved by the bells, Kate thought.

Nathaniel Hardstone stared at the plastic bag Darren had perched on his head to protect his backcombed coiffure from the rain. Despite this precaution, Darren’s foundation was weatherbeaten, his mascara had run and today’s lipstick was heart-attack white.

‘This is Darren,’ Kate muttered to Hardstone. ‘My colleague.’

Darren gave Hardstone a cursory nod before shooting over to Kate and enfolding her in a gleeful bear hug. His ex-army greatcoat, soaked through, smelt strongly of creosote. Behind his smeared mascara, his eyes boggled with excitement. ‘The Velvets got a gig! Yee-hah! ’

‘Darren’s in a band,’ Kate explained to Nathaniel Hardstone.

The proprietor’s son shrugged. Darren shot him a look of dislike. ‘Jolene Shaw,’ he said to Kate. ‘She asked me a really odd question.’

‘What?’

Darren carefully removed the plastic bag from his head and raked his hands through his hair. ‘Well, I was giving her  all the sales talk - about the Velvets being a high-concept cover band et cetera and she just interrupted me. Said she couldn’t care less about all that and what she really wanted to know was whether the Velvets could, well . . .’ He paused and looked puzzled.

‘Stand up?’ Kate suppressed a smile. She sensed Nathaniel Hardstone’s expression switch from contempt to incredulity.

‘Yeah.’ Darren blinked with surprise. ‘How did you know that? But yeah, just stand up. Like, on your feet. Weird.’

‘So what did you say?’

‘I said that, sure, the Velvets can stand up. Boy, can we stand up. We stand up straighter and better than anyone else in the business. So we play on Friday.’ Darren punched the air. ‘Result or what.’

 



‘So what do you think?’ Kate hissed at Darren.

Denys Wemyss had by now arrived and, in a fluster of excitement, swept Nathaniel Hardstone into his office.

‘I think,’ Darren said, ‘that there’s still a bit of that cake poor old Joan brought in last week to celebrate Princess Eugenie’s birthday. We can have a two-minute silence for her while we eat it. Joan, I mean. Not Princess Eugenie.’

‘I’m not talking about cherry cake.’ Kate rolled her eyes towards Wemyss’s office. ‘I’m talking about him. Nathaniel Hardstone.’

‘Ah.’ Darren twisted one of his nose-rings and looked wise. ‘Mr Sex-On-A-Stick, you mean.’

‘Now you mention it, he is rather good-looking. I suppose.’

‘Yeah. You look as if you supposed that.’ Darren slid her a mocking glance.

Kate bridled.

‘Good-looking creep if you ask me though,’ Darren added. ‘There’s something about him I definitely don’t like.’

‘And would that something,’ Kate teased, ‘be the fact that he wasn’t very impressed by the Denholme Velvets’ booking?’

‘I think you’re confusing me with someone who gives a toss what he thinks.’ Darren’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘Come on, Kate. Surely you can see what an arsehole he is.’

‘He’s got a lovely bottom, if that’s what you mean.’

‘It’s not what I mean,’ Darren snapped.

There was, Kate decided, no point pursuing the subject with Darren in one of these moods. She returned to the challenge of Fifty Years Ago Today, the compilation of which had fallen to her this week. FYAT was a particularly ancient and worn-out Mercury warhorse which involved either Darren or herself descending the rickety stairs into the dank cellar beneath the office where the Mercury’s huge, heavy, leatherbound archive volumes were kept in conditions of near-subaquan dampness.

Here, in the dim light of a fading torch, the researcher would attempt to pick the least stupefyingly dull of the non-events of five decades ago before staggering back up into the office and spreadeagling the stiff and unyielding volume over the photocopier.

The laying of long-disappeared foundation stones made regular FYAT appearances, as did sepia teams of pasty, side-parted footballers brandishing mystery cups from open-top buses at Homburg-hatted crowds. People uncovering buried bombs were another favourite: Long-time Loyal Readers May Remember the Explosive News.

Oh, the dullness. But one never knew. FYAT had, after all,  yielded opportunities in the past as great as they were unexpected. Two decades ago a Mercury reporter on FYAT duty in the cellar had made the staggering discovery that the then President of the United States had antecedents in the town. As a direct result of his investigations, the family concerned had become a cause célèbre, the national press had taken up the story and the reporter had been offered work on a London paper. Admittedly, nothing had been heard of him since, but that was hardly the point.

Kate heaved the volume over to the photocopier, wondering whether the Deputy Mayoress laying the bus station foundation stone in 1953 really did have the edge over the unveiling of the Coronation Bandstand.

The journey to the temperamental old machine meant staggering past the office where Nathaniel Hardstone’s dark blond head sagged with boredom against the glass.

She returned to find Darren levering off the lid of the cake tin.

‘Hooray. Plenty left. Fancy a slice?’

‘No, thanks.’

Using the knife that was a permanent resident of the tin, Darren hacked himself a hefty lump. He held it up in skinny white fingers. ‘Awesome,’ he sighed, admiring the even distribution of red glâcé spheres. ‘God only knows how Joan does it. And we’ll never find out now.’
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