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DEDICATIONS

With heartfelt thanks to ‘Mad’ Mike Bentham for advice and stories covering a wide range of illegal substances and activities.

For knowing more than one person should about general loss of control of bodily functions – intentionally or otherwise.

For being a one-man soap opera, disaster zone, fat boy and all-round top bloke. And, last but not least, for being able to burp ‘The Archbishop of Canterbury’ … You are unique and an inspiration …

And to ‘Lovely Kev’

For all this and a little bit more …

‘Have you got your mobile …?’

‘Have you got your briefcase …?’

‘Have you got the notes for your talk …?’

‘Have you got any idea where you’re going …?’

‘Have you got petrol in your car …?’

‘Have you got a warm coat …?’

‘Have you got money for a drink …?’

‘Have you got your sunglasses …?’

‘Have you got your reading glasses …?’

‘Have you got business cards …?’

‘Have you got your ticket …?’

‘Have you got your pants on the right way round …?’

‘Have you got your pants on at all …?



Chapter One


Have you ever seen one of those weepy films where the distraught and usually love-lorn heroine cries silently and beautifully, tears coursing down her perfect Estée Lauder foundation leaving not a blemish? Yes? Makes you want to weep, doesn’t it?

I don’t cry like that – I howl. Like a banshee. A banshee who’s been hit about the head with a baseball bat. And I go bright red and blotchy round my neck and my eyes swell up as if they’ve been punched by Lennox Lewis. My nose generally contributes too, producing, on average, two buckets of dribble per second. Nice.

This is what I’m doing now. Howling. Why? Because I, Emily Miller, have left my boyfriend of five years, one Mr Declan Patrick O’Donnell, fully paid-up member of the Bastard species. And, in doing so, have rendered myself homeless.

At the tender age of thirty-two, you’d have thought I’d have the wherewithal to get it together by now, wouldn’t you? But no. At this point, my tissue disintegrates, having clearly reached its Critical Snot Limit. The receptionist looks at me with a mixture of pity and terror. Oh, I forgot to mention, I’m not indulging in this bout of hysteria alone. Oh no. I am doing it in the reception area of the Hampstead Observer, a nineties conglomeration of uncomfortable tan leather sofas, stainless steel and beech coffee-tables and undernourished yucca plants in terracotta pots.

I sniff and make a little gulpy sound. The receptionist clutches her phone nearer to her, and tries to give me an encouraging smile which basically says, ‘Pull yourself together, woman!’ The trouble is, my lip wobbles alarmingly every time I fight to stifle a sob, so in the end I give up and blub some more.

‘Is Cara there?’ the receptionist whispers in a pantomime style. The look in her eyes reminds me of that bit in Watership Down where the nice bunny gets caught in the headlights of a not very nice car. I take it that Cara isn’t at her desk. The receptionist lowers her voice a bit more, but I can still hear her. ‘I have a slight emergency.’ Ha! She does? If only she knew. ‘Her friend’s here. In reception. Now. She’s a bit upset.’ She smiles at me like I’m completely insane. And I have to admit that I probably do look a tiny bit unhinged at the moment. ‘Tell her to get down here,’ she hisses. ‘Quick!’ She hangs up and looks reassuringly at me. ‘She won’t be long.’

I nod speechlessly.

‘Are you all right?’ the receptionist asks kindly, if a little pointlessly, since it must be obvious to anyone with half a brain that here is a woman more devastated than she has ever been in her entire life.

I heave out, ‘I’m fine. Thank you.’ But I’m not fine. I doubt I’ll ever be fine again. And with that thought, I dissolve into tears once more. There’s nothing quite so bad as someone being kind to you when you most need them to be, is there? Except for someone being cruel and unkind on an unprecedented scale when you least expect it, of course.

I don’t know quite where to start really. Should I explain about Cara, my closest and most irritating friend and confidante? Or should I just cut straight to the chase and talk about Declan, ex-boyfriend as of half an hour ago, and his stupendous, mind-blowing betrayal? Oh, I don’t know. How on earth can I be expected to think straight when I’m creating my very own papier-mâché sculpture with a Kleenex?

Just let me make one thing perfectly clear. This is totally and utterly Declan’s fault. One hundred per cent. You know when you hear people discussing their friends’ relationship break-ups and they say stuff like, ‘Well, it was six of one and half a dozen of the other …’ or, ‘No one’s really to blame …’ or the equally vacuous, ‘They just drifted apart …’? Well, it’s all bollocks as far as I’m concerned. Ducks drift apart. Humans get pushed away. No one will ever say that about this particular situation. I did not drift, I was shoved. Heartily. If I were a soap star instead of a boring old English teacher, this would fill the pages of the tabloids. You mark my words. The demise of our lovey-dovey coupledom is entirely due to my bastard boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. And, very soon, when you know the whole story, I think you’ll agree.



Chapter Two


Adam stood up and had a quick glance round the office again before he spoke. ‘Cara’s not here,’ he said. ‘I’ll pass the message on as soon as she comes back.’

He replaced the telephone receiver on its cradle. The news desk was empty – apart from the Himalayan mounds of paper in this supposed age of the paper-free office and Cara’s usual barricade of bells, Buddhas and Oriental what-nots – but then it was late in the day and, apart from those on the newspaper’s aptly named graveyard shift, they should all be heading home or, more probably, to that home-from-home the British call ‘the pub’.

‘Where’s Cara?’ he shouted to no one in particular.

‘Our esteemed News Editor is in the toilet,’ Chris supplied.

Adam sat down again. ‘She’s been ages.’

‘She’s probably Feng Shui-ing her arse.’ Chris leant nearer to his computer screen. ‘Bloody hell. Look at this.’

Adam raked his fingers through his hair and clasped them behind his neck. ‘It’ll make you go blind.’

Chris closed his eyes and fumbled around his desk with his hands, knocking over his pen-holder. ‘What?’

They both laughed tired laughter. It had been a long day. Not long as in interesting, long as in the most boring day imaginable. To say that it was a slow news day was an understatement of mega proportions. As Chief Photographer, Adam had been sent out to take snazzy pictures of a car that had been vandalised by the owner’s batty sixty-two-year-old female neighbour (who refused to be photographed), a child who had won a place to the local theatre school and a man whose lost dog had returned home of its own accord after two weeks missing in the wilds of Belsize Park. Not much to get the old adrenaline whizzing round the veins, although it was a very cute dog – some indeterminate ball of frantic fuzz that had adored Adam on sight and liked to lick a lot. Adam sighed inwardly. If only women were the same.

Adam shuffled his chair over to Chris’s desk where his friend was doing what he did for the majority, if not all, of his working day – surfing the Internet. His favoured sites were those that contained the headings NUDE, NAUGHTY, NAKED and NIPPLES – among other things.

‘Now that is a sight for sore eyes,’ Chris said, breathless with admiration as he pointed at the image on the screen.

Adam peered over Chris’s shoulder and pursed his lips. ‘Not bad.’

‘Not bad?’ His friend scowled at him. ‘Are you gay? That is the most luscious pair of legs you’re ever likely to see. I would give up all of my worldly goods to walk arm-in-arm with a young lady of such delicate beauty.’

‘I don’t think a fiver would get you very far.’

Chris looked crushed. ‘No?’

Just then, Cara came out of the ladies’ loo and walked across the office. She cuffed Chris across the head as she passed behind him. ‘You’ll go blind.’

‘It’s been done,’ Chris and Adam replied in unison.

‘It’s also very politically incorrect. I could report you for sexual harassment in the workplace,’ she warned. ‘You do know that it’s now a sackable offence to surf porn sites?’

‘It’s research,’ Chris countered. ‘For an exposé piece on the dark side of technology.’

‘Yes. Right. And Davina McCall’s going to be the next Prime Minister.’ Cara went to ease Adam out of the way. ‘Let me see.’

‘You haven’t got time.’ Adam shielded the screen. It wasn’t nearly as bad as some of the stuff Chris liked to surf, but he didn’t feel happy about one of the bosses seeing it. ‘There’s an upset woman in reception asking for you.’

‘Who?’

‘Bethany didn’t say. Sounded urgent though.’

Cara scooped up her coat. ‘I was about to head for home, anyway. Will you tie up any loose ends for me please, Chris?’

‘Ja, mein Führer,’ he said, throwing a Gestapo salute at her.

‘I’ll see you boys tomorrow.’

‘Not if we see you first,’ Chris muttered under his breath.

‘I heard that,’ Cara said.

Adam smiled at her. ‘Hope it’s not bad news.’

‘If it’s who I think it is, it probably will be.’

‘We’re going to the pub if you want to join us,’ he offered. ‘If she’s nursing a broken heart, strong drink works wonders.’

Cara shook her head. ‘I think this is going to be a tea and sympathy job.’

‘Have fun,’ Adam said.

‘You too.’ Cara eyeballed Chris and then the corner of her spotlessly neat desk and the Burger King polystyrene box poised conspicuously at its outer reaches. ‘Chris. Burger. Out of my wealth corner. Now.’ Then she turned and marched crisply out of the office.

Chris looked up hazily, still intent on drooling at the screen. Adam, do you think Cara’s a lesbian?’

‘No.’

‘She eats a lot of vegetarian food.’

‘I don’t think the two things are necessarily connected, mate.’

‘Oh,’ Chris said. ‘You sure?’



Chapter Three


‘Oh, heavens-to-Betsy!’ Cara is standing at the steel swing doors that open out into the reception area, coat slung over her arm, hands on her hips in a nonchalant-aggressive pose. Cara doesn’t do swearing. She says it sends out little poisoned arrows into the universe which come back to fall on your head when you’re least expecting it. I dread to think how many ‘bastard’ and ‘bugger’ arrows are up there waiting for me. It’ll be like the Battle of Hastings if they ever decide to let fly.

As a consequence of her non-swearing policy, all of Cara’s expletives come straight from the Beatrix Potter and Enid Blyton book of bad language. This is just one of her deeply irritating habits. Sometimes I really wish that she’d let go and have a really good ‘fuck’ every now and then – metaphorically speaking. That’s the other thing that Cara doesn’t do at the moment – she’s been celibate for over a year now. She says by choice, I say by default. Cara thinks she’s being saintly and going through a period of spiritual cleansing, whereas I think she’s desperately unlucky and hugely frustrated. Whichever way, it makes her very bad-tempered.

Cara tuts and bustles across to me, sending a ‘thank you’ glance at the relieved receptionist. She dumps her coat and throws her arms around me. ‘What have you been doing?’ she sighs.

And despite all her idiosyncrasies, quirks, foibles and fetishes, she really is a dear, dear friend who would abandon everything to help you out of a crisis. Even though you have to indulge her belief in the healing power of hugs. Cara tries to squeeze the last breath out of me, and although I’d finally managed to get the weeping under control, it starts again. ‘I’ve left Declan,’ I say in between sniffs.

Cara eyes for the first time the two very large suitcases which stand stoically beside me on the floor. ‘Oh flip. This looks permanent.’

‘It is.’

‘You can’t leave him, Emily.’ Cara holds me away from her and fixes me with her most earnest stare. ‘Where will you go?’

‘Er …’ I can’t help but look at my suitcases.

‘Oh no,’ she says before I have the chance to get even one syllable out of my poor trembling mouth. ‘Oh no.’

‘Oh no, what?’

‘Don’t even think about it,’ my friend says in a threatening tone.

‘It won’t be for long.’

‘You’re right. It won’t!’

‘Cara!’ I am gobsmacked. ‘You’re supposed to be my friend.’

‘I don’t want you living with me,’ she says. ‘You’re untidy.’

‘I’m not,’ I protest.

‘You never put the lid back on the toothpaste,’ Cara says.

‘That was one incident, Cara. About ten years ago.’

‘You leave the loo seat up,’ she says as if it’s a hanging offence.

‘You’re just anally retentive,’ I point out. ‘Howard Hughes was probably more relaxed in his bathroom than you are.’

By now, my tears have been shocked into an arrested state. Look at me – I have come to my friend in my hour of need and she is about to close the door of her three-bedroom, Victorian terraced cottage in my face. ‘You’ve got a perfectly nice spare room,’ I choke out.

‘I stack my ironing in there.’

‘Well, thank you, friend.’ I can’t believe this. Cara’s spirituality is about as substantial as a pair of seven-denier tights and you can poke holes in it just as quickly. ‘I am trying not to be hurt that your ironing pile takes precedence over your closest friend. If you knew what had happened, you wouldn’t deny me.’ My chin gives an involuntary shudder. ‘This is not your common or garden everyday break-up. This is serious stuff.’

‘Is there someone else?’

‘No.’ My lip wobbles. ‘It’s worse than that.’

‘What can be worse?’

I eye my cases hopefully.

Cara lets out the long, weary breath of defeat. ‘Let’s go home,’ she says, ‘and you can tell me all about it.’



Chapter Four


Cara is in the kitchen. I’m getting camomile tea when I’d rather be having a Tetley’s hairy-arsed brew and gin. My cases are ensconced in the spare room and I am lying prostrate on the sofa, having been given a hefty dose of Bach Flower Rescue Remedy, a lavender pillow for my neck and a rose quartz crystal to put inside my bra, for reasons I didn’t enquire into. There is a thick cloud of nostril-twitching incense hanging in the middle of the lounge.

I don’t think Cara and I could be more different as people. I am normal. Cara is not. I look ordinary. Cara does not. I am tall, naturally blonde, apart from my intellect, curvaceous and have a chest that could have inspired Jordan. Cara is tiny, waif-like with crimped hair that veers between curls and dreadlocks in a variety of shades of burgundy and pink. I like business suits, button-up blouses and stilettos. Cara’s style is more Madonna meets Mother’s dressing-up box. This makes her sound like an ugly bag lady, but she isn’t. She’s stunningly beautiful but not in the traditional sense – a bit like Morticia Addams, who is, in her own way, utterly gorgeous.

I believe in hard work, never going overdrawn at the bank and filling in Income Tax Returns on time. Cara favours the New Age approach to life, opening herself up to the divine benevolence of the universe and the healing power of Angels. Personally, I believe in the healing power of strong drink. I think the tooth fairy may well live at the bottom of Cara’s garden. If not, I’m sure she’d be made very welcome.

Our taste in furnishings differs wildly too. I like pastels, stainless steel and natural wood, no fuss, no frills. Cara is more artistic by nature, which means every wall is a different colour and is festooned with ethnic artefacts – tat – from around the world. And she thinks I’m the untidy one! She mixes red with green, which was always a no-no in my book, yellow with purple, hot pink with deep blue. Sometimes I wonder if Cara has decorated with the sole intention of destroying the optic nerves of any visitors. Some may say it has a certain charm, but at the moment, it feels like I’m lying in a migraine.

Cara lives in the heart of Hampstead village, just down the road from Keats – or where Keats used to live when he was writing Ode To A Nightingale. I know that because there’s a little brass plaque nailed to a tree that tells me so. It’s very posh and bijou. She has original, ornate wrought-iron railings, a blush of Virginia Creeper curling round the door and an original Victorian lamp-post on guard just outside the gate. It’s right in the middle of a conservation area – or if it isn’t it should be – and Cara can’t sneeze without someone complaining to the council. I’m amazed she’s allowed to get away with the colour of her front door. It’s painted a lurid mauve shade – the colour of people’s armpits who are suffering from Bubonic Plague. Cara says it symbolises the rich fullness of life. I say it symbolises someone with pretty awful taste in front-door paint.

This isn’t strictly Cara’s house. It’s owned by her parents, who are currently away running a charity school to save young girls from prostitution in Thailand. Cara’s parents, Jade and Yang – not their real names, I suspect – have always been keen to support noble causes. I don’t think they’ve ever done a day of paid work in their entire lives. How on earth they came to own this house is a mystery. Even if you won a million quid on the lottery tomorrow, you’d be hard pushed to afford a place here. I think it was inherited by Cara’s father, Yang, from his grandfather, or so the story goes. The truth is he’s probably the secret love-child of a member of royalty, but don’t quote me on that.

Anyway, property millionaires or not, Jade and Yang are sort of sixties throwbacks – which is so Hampstead. Despite their rather privileged upbringings, they wear kaftans and embroidered slippers and say ‘cool’ and ‘fab’, but in a very spaced-out and non-now sort of way. They dragged Cara round most of the hell-holes of the world when she was growing up, claiming that it was better than being educated in a bourgeois private school in bourgeois southern England (as they were, of course). That may be, but it left Cara totally without roots and a feeling that she never does enough for people, because she has sufficient money to eat and drive a capitalist bastard’s car – or a Citroe¨n 2CV which, personally, I don’t think is anything to brag about.

Wherever there are people in need, that’s where you’ll find Jade and Yang – Tibet, Nepal, Glasgow – pretty much anywhere but in their house in Hampstead. Cara is fiercely proud of them, desperate to live up to their bohemian ideals, and she fails on almost every level. They turn up once every two years, sleep on the floor of their own lounge because, presumably, beds are also a sign of being a capitalist bastard, empty their daughter’s bank account of her hard-earned savings and then swan off on another mission to save the world. The only needy person Cara’s parents don’t have time for is her. Sometimes, I wonder why Cara and I are friends. I think this is one of the main reasons. Without me, she’d have no one.

If I were a product of my parents’ making, I’d be wearing a sensible cardigan, having lunch in the Wisteria café of the garden centre once a week, driving a Volvo 240 Estate with a fur cover on the driver’s seat to save it from excess wear, and I’d have no idea how to work my answerphone. Sometimes I get the distinct feeling that I’m heading that way.

Cara comes in carrying a tray of tea and sets it down beside me. She has her sympathetic look on. ‘When did you last have your chakras cleansed, Emily?’

‘Er …’ I won’t admit it, but I’m not entirely sure where my chakras are. Or, indeed, if I have them. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had that pleasure.’

‘That’s probably why you have so much negativity,’ she says. ‘We must do them.’

A lot of what Cara does involves wailing and candles and it isn’t usually pleasant. Perhaps her theory is: how can it be good for you if it’s not horrid?

‘Well, despite my negativity, I’ll be a great housemate,’ I say hopefully. ‘I’ll pay you rent on time. I won’t drink all your milk.’ Mainly because soya milk makes me want to throw up and Cara wouldn’t dream of drinking anything else. Am I the only one who thinks it smells like syrup and vomit mixed together? Cara is a strict lacto-vegan and I’m sure she wouldn’t even injure vegetables by eating them if there were a suitable alternative. If you could buy tofu carrots, Cara would be at the head of the queue. ‘I will also try very hard not to re-enact the ten-year-old leaving-the-lid-off-the-toothpaste scandal,’ I promise. ‘I won’t deposit hair in the plughole and I’ll always put the loo seat down.’

‘I’m not being fussy, Emily,’ Cara says sincerely. ‘That’s simply good Feng Shui. If you leave the seat up, all your money dematerialises down the toilet.’

‘See?’ I try a weak smile. ‘I’m learning already.’ I don’t bother to point out that my money dematerialises without any help from my u-bend, mainly on my mortgage and the contents of Sainsburys.

Cara pours us both a cup of camomile tea and hands one to me. I feel as if someone should be soothing my fevered brow.

‘You still haven’t told me what’s happened,’ she says.

I feel my jaw tighten. ‘We need to log onto your computer.’

‘Why?’

I give her a knowing look. ‘You’ll see.’

I dispense with the lavender pillow and hitch the crystal into a more comfortable place in my bra and, taking our tea, Cara follows me as I trudge quietly upstairs into her box room which serves as an office.

Cara is writing a novel in her spare time. As she has no spare time, she’s been doing it for about ten years. I don’t ask about it any more because she gets very stroppy about its lack of progress. It’s a worthy novel, full of meaningful things, apparently. It’s also destined to be an unfinished novel, I think. My friend sits at her computer and taps away until it springs into life with a series of beeps and whirls and happy tunes.

Cara thinks her computer sends out bad vibes, radiation fields or something. Computers that aren’t turned off use up twenty-five per cent of the world’s energy resources, she once told me. I think she read it in Rainbow Warrior Monthly, so it must be true. Hippies don’t lie. She has it boxed in by bowls of little crystals and pretty stones, plants and other indeterminate objects that are supposed to protect her from it. I hate computers too. I don’t get road rage, I get computer rage. Five minutes on one of the damn things and I’m ready to throw it out of the window. I have barricaded mine in with pen-holders and computer manuals to protect it from me. What’s more, I’ve invented a whole new vocabulary while working on the computer – all of it obscene.

These days, teachers are expected to be computer literate and we’re sent on expensive courses to learn about the delights they can offer by people who work with them everyday at a lofty level and cannot understand why they strike terror into a real person’s heart. ‘Real people’ being those who can’t programme video recorders, get toasters to work and even have to resort to giving the channel changer a hefty whack on the arm of the chair before it will change channels. I’m so not in the computer age that I don’t even have my own email address – Declan has to do it all for me. He persuaded me, once, to do my supermarket shopping on-line. What a disaster! It took me about two hours to fill my virtual basket, by which time I could have whipped round Sainsburys with my eyes closed. And when, several light years later, my shopping finally arrived, I got twenty-seven packets of Penguins, ten iceberg lettuces (I hate iceberg lettuce!), an industrial-sized tomato ketchup that would take even the most dedicated of chip lovers about five years to use up and a Tweenies video. None of which I had ordered. I didn’t, however, get the cheese, butter, tea bags and loo rolls that I had ordered. Grrr. Give me a manky wire basket and a tatty list to stomp round with any day. Though preferably not Saturday.

I wish we didn’t have computers. I could live without one. We all managed well enough without washing machines and faxes and microwaves and mobile phones. Didn’t we? Although I wouldn’t be quite so willing to dispense with those now. Computers, however, are nothing but trouble. Like men.

Declan works with computers. He is what’s commonly known as an expert. Declan is going to be a dot.com millionaire. Or so he keeps telling me. He has his own string of Internet companies, strung out, presumably, in cyberspace just waiting for the pounds to roll in. Except they aren’t. And that’s pretty much where I come in.

Grabagadget.com, a site advertising loads of useless gadgets you never knew you needed and probably never did, sadgits.com, a sad site for sad gits everywhere, and datewithastar.com, where you can have a virtual relationship with a celebrity of your choice, are not quite the cash cows that my other half had dreamed they would be.

I run my fingers over Cara’s bookshelf. She has titles such as A Woman Empowered Is A Woman Set Free and The Complete Guide To Becoming A Serenely Magical Being. She’s obviously not read that one yet. It’s heartening to see that the majority of her books are covered in dust, as are my bookshelves. Mine contain mainly English set texts and the odd well-thumbed Jackie Collins novel left over from when I was fifteen. I would like to read some of Cara’s life-changing books when I have time and, in the light of what has happened, maybe I should have done it sooner.

Cara twizzles round on her chair. ‘OK,’ she says, flinging her crinkles of hair out of the way. ‘It’s all yours. We’re on-line.’

I take over her seat. ‘You’re going to be shocked,’ I say.

‘Nonsense. I’m a rufty-tufty News Editor,’ she scoffs. ‘Nothing shocks me.’

‘As you like it,’ I sigh and reluctantly tap a web address into the appropriate box. The search engine does its bit, creeping and crawling across space until it finds the right site. I have a vague feeling of distorted reality as I wait for the images to appear. This is a shock to me too. I only found out a couple of hours ago and, even now, part of me hopes that it is all a big mistake and that Declan couldn’t really have done this.

The computer grinds away. Site located. Transferring document. 10%. 30%. 50%. Chunter. Chunter. Chunter.

‘Sorry it’s so slow.’ Cara is chewing her fingernails.

It’s that time of night when children are closeted into their bedrooms jamming up the airways surfing things they shouldn’t be, when instead they should be downstairs watching EastEnders.

60%. 80%. Done. Bingo! The page opens. The banner heading reads: SAUCY SANTA SHARES HER FESTIVE JOY! and a little box with a cross in it appears where soon a picture will be.

‘Christmas was ages ago.’ Cara looks puzzled.

‘Four weeks,’ I say, monotone. I’m not likely to forget in a hurry.

A hazy, pixelated image appears and quickly clears into a startlingly clear, full-colour photo. And there I am on the page. I have a bare bottom, directed at the screen, and bare breasts, although I am not totally in the nip. Oh no. I am wearing a red, fur-trimmed, flimsy Santa costume fashioned in chiffon, a red hat with a flashing light on the end, dominatrix stilettos and a very stupid grin. I also have HO-HO-HO written cheekily in marker pen on one buttock.

Next to me Cara has turned white-faced. ‘Oh my giddy aunt,’ she gasps.

Again, I feel stronger language might have been appropriate in the circumstances.

‘It’s you!’

‘Yes.’ I know that.

‘You look ridiculous.’

‘Yes.’ I know that too.

‘This is the sort of stuff the guys at the office look at all the time.’ Cara points in disbelief at my bottom on the screen. ‘Why did you put it there?’

‘I didn’t, you wombat! Why on earth would I want my arse on the Internet?’

Cara stares wide-eyed at me. I can feel the tears welling again. ‘Declan?’ she asks in hushed tones.

‘Of course, Declan. Who else would have access to pictures of my bloody backside?’

‘I didn’t know that Declan did.’ There seems to be a grudging sort of admiration in her voice and she nudges me out of the way to get a better look.

There is one main photo and four small ones, artistically arranged, underneath.

‘Oh golly,’ Cara breathes.

From whatever angle you look at them, they are still undeniably me and my bottom.

‘I gave Declan a digital camera for Christmas.’

Cara zooms in for a close-up. ‘Looks like he’s been using it.’

‘That’s enough,’ I snarl and grab the mouse, clicking it over the Exit button.

‘How did you find out?’

‘I was going through the desk drawers looking for my cheque book and I came across a print-out.’

Cara snorts, heavily. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Do?’ I snort a bit too. ‘I’m going to put the house on the market and sod off with my share. If we were married, I’d divorce him.’

‘Not about that,’ Cara tuts. ‘About this.’ She flicks her thumb at the now blank computer screen.

‘Declan said he’d take it off. Immediately.’ It occurs to me that it is still very much there.

‘Why did he do it in the first place?’

‘For a laugh.’

‘For a laugh?’ Cara looks deeply sceptical. ‘I take it you didn’t find it very funny?’

‘About as funny as Declan would have found being hit round the head with the frying pan.’

‘Which is what you were trying to do to him moments before you left.’

I nod.

‘Emily?’ Cara sips at her camomile tea, which must be stone cold by now. ‘What on earth possessed you to let him take photographs of you tarted up like that?’

I might have the exterior of a cool, in-control professional, but beneath this breast (these breasts), I throb with unrestrained passion. I haven’t been blessed, or cursed, with a glamour-girl chest for nothing. ‘It was a bit of adult horseplay.’ I can feel myself glowing with shame.

‘You look like a two-bit whore.’ Cara likes to be comforting. ‘Making love should be a spiritual experience. Prancing round like that smacks of desperation. It’s the sort of thing that couples do when they’ve been married for twenty years and are bored to death with each other. I thought you were a feminist?’

‘I am.’ My red cheeks burn.

‘And you let your boyfriend take pictures of you in a see-through Santa suit with no knickers?’

I can hear my guilty gulp. ‘I was expressing my sexuality.’

‘You can do that without taking your knickers off.’

‘Declan has always appreciated my adventurous side.’

Cara narrows her eyes. ‘And now hundreds of others can too.’

Hundreds? I hadn’t actually considered that. My redness gives way to blanching. ‘What if someone I know sees it?’

Cara shakes her head, a look of extreme frustration on her face. ‘Get Declan to take it off. Now. Before it does any more damage.’

This could actually be a lot worse than I thought. And I thought it was pretty bad before.

Cara heads for the door. Clearly being in the same room as me is bringing on a need to meditate. She turns to face me and she has her schoolteacher’s expression on. I know because it was me who taught her it. ‘And next time you feel like being adventurous, Emily, try white-water rafting. With your clothes on.’



Chapter Five


The local pub, the Jiggery-Pokery, could only be categorised as a dump. But, in its favour, the Jig was a hop, skip and a jump from the office, it churned out good bacon rolls all day until they finally remembered to turf the cliente`le out, and the beer wasn’t bad. There was very little else that the average journalist required in a watering hole. Stencilled flowers, sponged walls and designer distressed furniture – rather than distressed by aeons of abuse – largely went unnoticed by members of the press.

Tonight, however, wasn’t a bacon-roll night, it was a two-bags-of-Scampi-Fries and two-pints-of-Guinness night. Adam put the packets of chemically manufactured snacks between his teeth and carried the brimming drinks over to the table.

Chris sat staring into space. Adam clinked his pint down in front of him, jolting Chris out of his reverie. ‘If you keep drooling like that, someone might come along and try to revoke your day pass.’

‘Just daydreaming, mate.’

‘Well, don’t do it in front of Cara or she’ll think you’ve got the hots for her and then where would we be?’ Adam said.

Chris tried an exploratory taste of his Guinness. ‘Would you …?’

‘What?’

Chris shrugged. ‘You know … with Cara. If it was on offer.’

‘No. No. No. No way!’Adam was affronted. ‘She’s a great News Editor, but she’s totally emotionally unstable. And she’s the boss. And she’s into all that ‘‘alternative’’ business. It would be like going to bed with the Dalai Lama. Do I need any more excuses?’

‘So you’ve asked and she turned you down?’

‘No.’ Adam sighed into his drink. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. She’s a friend, a work colleague. She’s the last person I’d want to go to bed with. Besides,’ he pointed out, ‘you know I have a deep vein of bitterness running through my body when it comes to women. These things start out all right, but they invariably turn horrid.’

Chris tried to look smooth. ‘I wouldn’t mind giving it a go.’

‘Now tell me something that doesn’t surprise me.’

‘No. Seriously,’ Chris said. ‘I could teach Cara a lot.’

‘Oh, I’d like to be a fly on the wall to watch that.’ Adam folded his arms across his chest and smiled.

Chris wouldn’t be swayed. ‘We all have our perversions, mate.’

‘Yes,’ Adam said. ‘You just have a lot more than others.’

‘It’s taken years of practice,’ Chris said proudly. ‘Anyway, how are things with Laura, the woman to whom all your bitterness is owed?’

‘Oh fine,’ Adam nodded. ‘She’s just had my maintenance payments increased to the sort of level that any skilled extortionist would be proud of.’

‘She’s still giving you grief?’

‘She gave me grief from the moment I said ‘‘I do’’.’

Chris’s attention wandered to the two girls wiggling over to the juke box, bare-midriffed and bottoms bound into tight Capri pants. Adam followed his gaze. The girls turned round and grinned at them.

‘BOBFOCs,’ Chris said in a voice that it was best not to argue with.

Body off Baywatch. Face off Crimewatch. Chris’s standard description for anyone who didn’t come up to his exacting standards, i.e. Julia Roberts.

‘Do me a favour, Chris. When you find your soulmate, don’t propose to her.’

‘Propose what?’

‘I was thinking of marriage.’

Chris dragged his attention back from the two giggling women, whose taste in music appeared to be confined to Westlife, and stared at Adam wide-eyed. It was a good job he wasn’t swigging his Guinness, as he would have spat it out. ‘Are you mad?’

‘I was once.’ Adam sighed. ‘But that’s enough. The only good thing to come out of my three years with Laura was Josh.’

‘He’s a great kid.’

‘Yeah.’ The one downside of it was that Josh’s presence tied him and his pay packet to his ex-wife for the foreseeable future. Even the thought of it dragged his heart a little bit nearer to the floor. How could you say that another person’s life was the result of a stupid accident? Particularly a freckle-faced twelve-year-old who was so irrepressibly cheeky and gave meaning to an otherwise mundane existence.

The fact was, though, that Josh was the product of a split condom, in a time when the focus had been taken off unwanted pregnancy and put on unwanted life-threatening disease. It was months before Laura realised she was pregnant and it was shortly afterwards, when they were grinning inanely at each other in Wimbledon Register Office, that Adam realised he was marrying someone who was, in every way, wrong for him.

Still the dirty deed was done. They struggled on gamely for three unhappy years before he left her to live in a box-sized bedsit in the bleakest part of Bermondsey and retain what was left of his sanity. Within weeks Laura had latched onto another man – Barry, the manager of the building society where she worked part-time when they had been together – and whom she had since married. She’d left her job immediately after the nuptials and now sat on her backside all day watching house makeover programmes – Changing Rooms, Rooms for Change, House Doctors, Garden Doctors, Gardening Neighbours, Neighbours’ Gardens – she knew them all. The rest of her spare time she devoted to turning into the ex-wife from hell. Adam wondered if she was taking night-school classes in it. He heaved a lengthy sigh. This was too depressing a subject to consider with only a bag of Scampi Fries for solace. Licking the orange chemical coating off one, Adam then popped it into his mouth in the hope that all the E Numbers would stave off his depression. ‘Is Toff coming tonight?’

‘Expect so,’ Chris replied, his interest in the girls having waned momentarily.

Toff, otherwise known as Sebastian Atherton, had formerly occupied the position of Chief Photographer before Adam, but he had left the Hampstead Observer the previous year to form his own photographic company specialising mostly in glamour shoots. The top end of glamour – no pun intended.

Toff was one step away from the Pirelli Calendar type of material rather than Hustler or anything featuring Readers’ Wives. This was primarily down to Daddy’s contacts. It wasn’t that Toff’s talent was in question. He was a completely competent and even talented photographer; it was just rather a mystery to everyone who met him why he bothered to work at all.

His father owned a country pile the size of Buck House somewhere down near Brighton and several other homes organised alphabetically around the world – Antigua, Bali, Cannes, the Dordogne, Evian, and a little ten-bedroomed ski-lodge in Gstaad. His parents were Lord and Lady someone or other, or Earl and whatever an Earl’s missus is called. Toff lived in one wing of a sprawling mansion with spectacular views over the Heath, the rest of which was occupied by a pop star Adam had never heard of and a celebrity chef whom he had. Toff’s lifestyle clearly hadn’t been funded by his salary from the Hampstead Observer – and quite how he came to be chief snapper on a local rag is anyone’s guess. He was infinitely more suited to doing portraits of Iman with tyre-marks over her bottom. Toff wasn’t so much struggling to get to the top, rather the top was sitting there waiting to welcome him with open arms when he deigned to arrive.

Still, he was a great bloke despite driving a Morgan and sounding like he’d been in Gosford Park. A valued member of the drinking brethren, he usually turned up at the local a couple of evenings a week. The other nights he spent with a harem of different women only linked by a common tendency to names like Felicity and Charlotte and Samantha and the need to start every sentence with ‘Yah’. The only other trait that ran through his choice of women was their ability to cope with his total lack of commitment to anything and their unadulterated non-accusatory delight when he saw fit to spend time with them. It was a highly commendable one in Adam’s view and he wondered why, after even a few paltry dates, he always got the feeling that women were waving their engagement fingers in his direction. It wasn’t that he was a great catch, being on the far side of thirty, permanently penniless and an embittered divorcé with a nearly teenage ankle-biter in tow. Not your typical qualifications for a dreamboat.

Toff arrived and pushed his way through the crowd of hardened late-evening drinkers to join them at their table.

‘Hi, Toff,’ Adam said. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Pretty damn fab, old boy.’ Toff pulled up a chair and lowered himself into it, brushing his ever-flopping fringe from his eyes. Toff had typically aristocratic hair – strawberry blond and with a mass of curls on top that mothers and women with maternal tendencies just adored. He always wore linen suits with absolutely the right number of crumples. His father’s tailor probably put them in especially.

Chris stood up. ‘It’s my round. What do you want, mate?’

Adam jiggled his glass. ‘Same again.’

‘Campari and soda, sweetheart.’

Toff could also drink girls’ drinks and get away with it. Just about. While Chris ambled over to the bar, Toff nicked one of his Scampi Fries.

‘You’re looking a bit glum for a Tuesday evening, old bean,’ he remarked to Adam.

‘Less of the ‘‘old’’.’

‘Lacking the love of a good woman?’

‘I’m off women,’ Adam said sourly.

‘I’ve known you for five years, maybe more, and you’ve always been off women.’ Toff eyed Adam wryly. ‘Are you sure they aren’t off you?’

‘I was just thinking about life, Toff.’

‘Ooo. Scary subject.’

‘I want to do something with it.’Adam rubbed his toe over some long-dried chewing gum on the floor. ‘I don’t want to spend the rest of my days photographing school harvest festivals, church fêtes and bouncing baby competitions.’

‘Come and join me,’ Toff offered. He grinned a louche aristocratic grin. ‘Different sort of bouncing babies.’

Chris came back with the drinks and plonked them on the table. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘You’re not a photographer.’

‘So. How hard can it be?’ he said, voicing the typical antipathy that existed between reporters and photographers when it came to appreciating each other’s respective talents.

Adam and Toff exchanged a glance.

‘Chris is in love with a cyberbabe.’

‘And what’s wrong with that?’ Chris looked affronted. ‘I’ve forwarded that celestial image to several of my deserving friends and not one of them came back with the riposte ‘‘not bad’’.’ He turned Bambi eyes on his friend. ‘Gissa job, Toff.’

‘No.’

‘Please,’ Chris begged.

‘We’re talking about Adam,’ Toff reminded him. ‘He’s tired of life.’

‘He’s always tired of life,’ Chris whined. ‘Even when Manchester United win, he can barely raise a titter.’

‘That is because he has a burdened soul.’

‘That’s because his ex-missus is emptying his wallet. Again.’

‘I want to make a difference,’ Adam said thoughtfully, savouring a sip of his pint. ‘I want to get out into the big, wide world. Do you know, until the paper sent me to Bosnia, I’d never been further than Ibiza? I want to go back there. Or to Kosovo.’

‘I would treat someone who wanted to ship me out to a war zone with the utmost suspicion,’ Chris concluded.

It had been a turning point in Adam’s life when he’d been sent out to Bosnia by the Hampstead Observer at the beginning of December. His brief was to do a feature spread of photographs showing how local boys who were in the Armed Forces spent their Christmas. Adam had seen it as a jolly. He’d entered into the festive spirit totally and taken two Santa hats, a foot-high, battery-operated, fibre-optic Christmas tree and some garish scarlet tinsel with him.

After seven hours’ bouncing around in a basic Army issue plane, with no in-flight entertainment other than how to keep warm, he and the reporter, a crusty, seen-it-all-before hack called Andrew, had been dumped in a pile of rubble that used to be a town, given flak-jackets and hard tin hats, a crash course in how to avoid land mines and had been sent on their way with two heavily armed guards to take cheery pictures and report cheery thoughts.

When they’d reached their eventual destination, the village was so bombed out that there was nothing left worth exploding. Adam had taken ridiculous posed pictures of the boys who called themselves soldiers sporting Santa hats, blood-red tinsel draped poignantly round the barrels of their guns, the tiny Christmas tree twinkling in the background for all its worth. They’d left them huddled against the cold behind damp sandbags valiantly defending a few ragged houses and a few ragged people.

Two little girls, barely Josh’s age, dressed in threadbare clothing and paper-thin shoes, had laughed as only carefree children can do as they bombarded Adam and the reporter with snowballs. It was the single uplifting moment of the entire trip. He and Andrew had left their thick, fleecy man-sized gloves behind to warm the children’s tiny, red-raw hands, and sometimes, in the wee small hours, he wondered whether they were still alive.

When they returned home Adam had sat in the fugged-up warmth of the Starbucks coffee bar in Hampstead High Street and marvelled at the British ability to moan about every single aspect of their cosy little Christmas and their self-inflicted, obsessive commercialism. He could hardly bear to listen to the indulgent mothers laden with bursting carrier bags reeling off all the needless toys they were bestowing on their spoiled brats, complaining about all the retail excesses they still had to endure. Life is tough. I don’t think so.

After twenty long years as a journalist, Andrew had resigned from the Hampstead Observer, waved his comfortable company pension goodbye and gone off to work for the Voluntary Services Overseas building mud huts in Namibia. Adam had lacked the same courage and commitment to walk away from it all, but an unidentified restlessness had stayed in his heart ever since.

‘Bosnia. Bollocks,’ Chris said succinctly, breaking Adam’s train of thought. ‘Why would you want to spend your days getting your arse shot at?’

Adam scowled. ‘I want to experience the difficulties of living in conflict.’

‘I thought you’d have had enough of that with Laura.’

‘We have it so cushy, mate.’ Adam tried to explain. ‘You’ve no idea. I want to do something to help these people. I want to know what they feel like. I want to make a contribution to improving their lives.’

‘Have you ever thought of entering Miss World?’ Chris put on a girly voice. ‘ ‘‘My ambitions are to meet people and help animals, cure cancer, reverse global warming and create world peace.’’ ’

‘Don’t you want to be remembered for something, Chris?’

‘Being a great shag.’ He grinned widely.

‘Be serious.’

Chris looked hurt. ‘I am.’

‘Has it ever occurred to you that you might be considered very shallow?’

Chris put his beer down as a barricade. ‘Compared to what?’

Adam huffed wearily. ‘Don’t you want to make a difference?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘It sounds too much like hard work.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’d be great. Challenging. I’m talking about life-changing stuff.’

‘So why haven’t you done it?’

Adam sagged. ‘It sounds too much like hard work.’

Chris grinned smugly. ‘I rest my case.’

‘You have also one other small matter to consider.’ Toff looked at Adam sagely. ‘What about Josh?’

‘You don’t need to remind me.’ Adam shook his head. It was something that always brought his lofty ideals down to earth. He had fought long and hard to stay involved in Josh’s life – and not just financially. If it meant sacrificing his own ideals he would have to do it. Josh was growing up fast and his father wanted to be around while he did so, and if that required him to spend his days snapping prize-winning vegetables, toddler groups and the tennis club trophy dinner then he would do so. There was no point going halfway across the world to help deserving causes while neglecting your own offspring. He was just going to have to knuckle down and make the most of it.

‘So are you going to give me a job, Toff?’ Chris interjected.

‘No.’ Toff swirled his Campari. ‘But if you’re very good, you can come and watch sometimes.’

Appeased, Chris rubbed his hands together in glee. ‘Great!’



Chapter Six


Declan could charm the birds out of the trees. He had looked at investors in the same way and found he could also charm individuals out of large sums of money with nothing more to offer than a wing and a prayer – and, of course, the possibility of becoming ridiculously wealthy at some time in the future. At the moment, that time was looking further and further away. And there was another thing about investors – they were rather more demanding than birds once you had got them out of the trees.

It was a skill he had cultivated over many a year. Charm. Or perhaps it was part of his Irish inheritance. That and a good sprinkling of the old blarney. At the moment, though, words seemed to be failing him. Declan was sitting in front of a whirring computer, hands over his eyes. It was late and everyone else had gone from the offices except him and Alan, the nerdy computer programmer who’d helped him to launch his business in its fledgling stage.

He’d been in the right place at the right time. Everyone had wanted to invest in dot.coms. Was it his fault that the floaty, fragile bubble had quite spectacularly burst? No it wasn’t. Every day, the newspapers were full of doom and gloom stories of yet another trendy young website gone to the wall. There was no way his failure was going to grace the business pages. But if that wasn’t to be the case, he’d have to do something pretty nifty and pretty fast.

He risked a look at the screen again. Emily smiled back at him, cheeks full and rounded – not the ones on her face. He could hardly bring himself to do this, but unless he wanted to retain his manhood, which Emily had threatened to part him with, he had to ditch the Saucy Santa images pronto. It was a desperate situation and one that he hadn’t really foreseen. Emily was the least computer literate person he knew, and she’d probably never have found out – as was the plan – until he’d foolishly printed a copy out.

Declan chewed his lip. This had been a very sound business decision, if not the best choice for improving domestic harmony. But then domestic harmony wasn’t really his top priority at the moment. Hanging on by the tips of his fingers, still hoping to cash in on the Internet explosion was. There was bound to be a turnaround soon and he wanted to be there at the front of the race when it happened. And in order to do so, he’d set up three surefire, money-spinning winners – except that they were turning out to be backfiring, money-munching losers. In the face of mounting bills and rising pressure from investors, he had been forced to take drastic action. And he could think of nothing more drastic than starting up a soft porn site starring his unwitting girlfriend in private bedroom shenanigans.

The legitimate sites were all great ideas. It was their execution and logistics and lack of funding that were the problem. Grabagadget.com was a fantastic site, selling all sorts of now products that no self-respecting technoed-up city boy could live without. Except they could. In droves.

The relatively few orders they’d had for bargain-basement glow-in-the-dark palm-top computers, radio-controlled flying saucers and James Bond-style wrist cameras had all disintegrated into a disaster of demand, lack of supply and an unwillingness in the office for anyone to take responsibility or control of the mounting pile of brown cardboard boxes whose ownership had been downloaded into cyberspace somewhere, never to be found again. As they had no sale or return arrangements, Declan’s company was now the proud owner of two hundred and seventy personal GPS systems, five hundred adult-sized space hoppers and an unknown quantity of Office Voodoo Kits. Who would not die to own one of those?

Sadgits.com was a great idea too. Funny, original and a potential cult site. Except that it was failing to find favour with advertisers, who didn’t particularly want their product linked with Anorak of the Day or Eighteen Ways to Be Extremely Boring. It was doing OK, with around two million hits per week, so there were enough people out there who wanted to nominate their friends or colleagues for the Wanker of the Week page, but that wasn’t good enough if he couldn’t get Tesco to cough up a few bob for banner advertising to plug their fruit and veg on it.

Datewithastar.com should also have been a corker. For a few quid each month, any lonely housewives or particularly desperate men could sign up to receive virtual emails from virtual celebrities and indulge in a virtual relationship. Virtually a certain winner! Or so he had thought. The trouble with Datewithastar.com was that it required a full-time writer to sit and compose the daily emails required by the clients, who probably should all have featured on Sadgits.com.

All three businesses were gobbling up money at an alarming rate. The office overheads were staggering, as he’d wanted a prestigious address befitting a young, thrusting, techno-savvy company. They had the upper floor of a converted chapel in Camden with huge arched windows overlooking the Grand Union Canal, which was great, very funky, very inspiring – and a shitload of rent-money every week.

The size of the staff was growing at an alarming rate, too. He’d started off with a young secretary, one nerdy computer programmer, (the aforementioned Alan), and a cleaner called Madge. Now he had an office crammed full of dot.snots – young know-it-alls of the techno age. There was an Office Manager, several young secretaries, an equally large number of expensive Webmasters alongside the nerdy computer programmer, and two young and hungry Sales Executives who, Declan was convinced, were creaming off half of the business they gained for themselves. It gave him very bad headaches.

The decision to go porny had been born out of genuine desperation. While all his business endeavours were slowly sinking without trace, all he’d done with Emily’s photo was circulate it to a group of contacts as a bit of festive fun and frolics – not wise, not exactly moral, but done without malice aforethought. And it had snowballed – to use a suitably festive analogy. He knew Emily was a stunning-looking woman, but he hadn’t quite realised how many others would appreciate that too. The whole thing had gathered momentum, rolling down the hill of cyberspace out of control and soon he was being emailed copies of his own creation. At the time, it seemed a sin not to capitalise on it.

Now, a paltry few weeks later, Emily’s bottom was attracting four million hits per week, all by itself. Every search engine happily chucked it up with very little prompting. Nearly half of the people who accessed the Internet did so looking for material of a dubious nature. Forty-two per cent, to be exact. That was a scary statistic. Not too many years ago you had to go out of your way to find sites like that. Now you had to take steps to avoid them. And there was no shortage of people who wanted to peddle their wares on porn sites. It had the potential to be huge. The site, not the bottom.

It was a pity Emily had launched herself into orbit when she’d found out. But then he always knew that she would. It was, primarily, the reason he hadn’t told her.

Alan shuffled towards him. He was the only person who looked out of place in the trendy offices and he was the only person Declan felt he could really trust. Alan was as gaunt as a heroin addict, due to the fact he rarely went out in daylight because he rarely ventured far from his beloved computer screen. He wore his hair down to his waist and parted in the middle, flares from the first time round, basketball boots and the look of the permanently stoned.

‘Hey, man. Late night,’ Alan said and sat down next to him.

The light from Declan’s desk lamp bounced off the stark white walls. Madge had pulled down the black Venetian blinds as she left, shutting out the cold night. Declan felt trapped in what used to be his sanctuary, his baby, his dream and his life.

Declan sighed before he said, ‘Yeah.’ He sat back and nodded at the screen. ‘Emily found out.’

Alan grimaced. ‘Heavy.’

‘Very.’

‘Emily’s page has to go?’

‘Yeah.’ Declan rubbed his fingers round his lips. If only there was a way. ‘I didn’t really want to go into porn, Al. It’s not my style.’

‘It’s big money.’ Alan pulled a tobacco pouch out of his jeans and rolled a tiny joint. There was a strict no-smoking policy in the office which saw everyone else who indulged huddled outside in the chapel porch, exposed to the elements. Alan was the only exception. Without a roll-up in his mouth, everyone was terrified he would implode, desiccating into a pile of dust on the non-static flooring before their eyes. He looked as insubstantial as the liquorice papers he used to encase his suspicious-smelling tobacco. ‘A friend of mine was a lap-dancer who got tired of doing the clubs. I set up a basic site for her. She makes seven million a year from guys ogling her in a g-string.’Alan shrugged as if mystified by the ways of the world.

Declan inhaled sharply and not because Alan looked like the most unlikely person in the world to have a friend who was a lap-dancer. Seven million. It was a considerable amount of money in anyone’s book.

‘What did Emily say?’ Alan enquired, lighting his spliff.

‘Nothing that was fit to broadcast on children’s television.’

‘I guess it’s to be expected.’

‘Yeah,’ Declan agreed. ‘Except I didn’t expect her to find out.’

‘These things have a way of escaping into the universe.’

‘Yeah?’ Declan wound his fingers together, leaning back in his black leather chair and trying to look as if he hadn’t a care in the world, when it actually felt like he had too many to count. ‘She’s left me, Alan. I didn’t expect that either.’

‘Hea-vy.’

Declan looked up. There was no one else he could talk to. He certainly hadn’t been able to tell Emily how much he was in for with the business. The numbers were racking up daily and they were now starting to scare him. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘We need this site, Declan.’

‘I’ve told Emily I’d ditch it.’ He pressed his lips hard together. ‘Tonight.’

‘It’s the only thing that’s bringing us any cash in.’

‘I know.’

‘Declan. The damage is done,’ Alan wisely pointed out. ‘Go out. Fast. Get some models. Get some pictures. It can’t be that difficult. We’ll replace Emily.’

Replace Emily. Just like that. It might be easy to do that on the website. Quite how it would work in real life was a different matter. ‘Phone the lap-dancer for me.’

‘I can’t, man. Competition.’

Declan tutted. ‘It’s money, Al. Money that I haven’t got.’

‘It’s your only hope, Declan,’ his friend said. ‘Buy yourself some time. Leave Emily’s butt on there for a few more days. It can’t do any more harm. Maybe she’ll even see the funny side of it. Women can be like that.’

‘Yeah.’ Declan wished he felt as hopeful as he sounded. ‘And maybe she won’t.’

‘Then you’ve lost her anyway.’ Alan eased his gangly frame from the chair. ‘I have to go, man.’

‘Yeah. Yeah. Thanks for your help, mate.’

‘No worries.’

‘And Alan – not a word of this, OK?’

‘Declan. You’re the man. You’ll fix it.’

‘Yeah.’

Alan shambled off, making the office look untidy as he progressed.

Declan heard the front door bang as Emily looked out at him from the screen. He hadn’t imagined making his money from sleaze when he’d entered this business. He’d had aspirations of being a bright young thing, a dot.com whizz, a star. He’d wanted to follow in the footsteps of Martha Lane Fox and her online ticket agency Lastminute.com, and others such as Zoom and Boo.com which burnt brightly but were blown out far too fast. Declan wanted his dream to be bigger, bolder, better and without the inevitable crash that seemed to be afflicting all dot.coms and turning them into dot.bombs. What had happened? They were the new gold rush, everyone vying to stake their claim in cyberspace. And now they were all in one big shoot-out, with only the wiliest not ending up full of holes and dying in the dust.

Instead of trailblazing, he’d now joined the lowest of the low in the lowest of the low way, selling out the only person who cared about him. And yet it had to be done. There was no way he could let all this crash around his ears. ‘I’m the man,’ he said flatly to her trusting, grinning face.

Standing up, he stretched his aching shoulders and turned off his desk lamp. Leaving his girlfriend staring inanely out into the gloom, he walked wearily out of his office without looking back.



Chapter Seven


I hardly slept a wink last night. When I did drop off, I had all these terrible nightmares about computer bugs with millions of legs and viruses that looked like Anna Kournikova chasing me with tennis rackets. When I was awake the reality was even worse.

It’s strange not being in my own house. Normally, if I can’t sleep, I get up, make a cuppa, read for a bit, something slushy and mind-numbing if possible – and I don’t mean students’ essays – then I go back to bed when my brain’s calmed down and I nod off straight away. Sorted. In someone else’s house you can’t do that. Not even in your best mate’s. You can’t prowl round in the dead of night without arousing alarm. Instead I lay awake counting the array of lucky, fat-bellied Buddhas with cheesy grins that Cara has lined up on the bookshelves. Thirty-one, to be precise. One of them that actually worked would do me.
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