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1

‘And so movies, now more than ever, represent the UK’s creativity. And its rich cultural diversity . . .’

I stare at the MC, trying not to seem too bored. It’s hard going. I’m tired. It’s been a long day at work, and it’s not going to end anytime soon. My boss, Kitty Simpson, has been invited to this bash, and naturally she has to show off by taking an assistant. Because it costs two thousand pounds a head. It’s a film industry night for ‘charidee’, where overpaid actors, directors, agents and producers supposedly raise money for AIDS awareness, but actually just want to see and be seen. The opulence is everywhere: mounds of caviar, circus performers walking around swallowing fire, expensive appetizers, women in dazzling gowns, men with watches that cost six figures. There’s at least twenty grand’s worth of out-of-season floral arrangements. You wonder why they don’t just write a cheque to the Terrence Higgins Trust and save the overhead, but of course that would be no fun.

‘Anna,’ Kitty hisses at me. ‘I said to go fetch my bag.’

‘Sorry,’ I whisper back.

‘You’re here to assist me. You should be paying attention, ’ she says, tossing her immaculately styled hair. Tonight she is wearing a long-sleeved, opaque dress with a  mandarin collar to hide the wrinkles on her neck; I think it’s Armani. She has teamed this with diamond chandelier earrings and an AIDS ribbon, but naturally her AIDS ribbon is a platinum brooch studded with rubies.

‘You don’t need to just stand there like a huge great sack of potatoes,’ she snaps, obviously annoyed. ‘Really, you could have at least made an effort. At least tried to find a flattering dress.’

My face falls. I thought I’d done OK with this dress. It’s navy velvet with sheer sleeves. Comes right down to my flats.

‘But I suppose there’s not much point, is there?’ Kitty sighs, losing interest.

I am five-eleven. I have a bit of a tummy, strong arms and hands, and an unfortunate beak of a nose. There are some things I like about myself; I’ve got a decent bottom, not too flabby, and good legs, but I have to cover those up because I’m so tall.

I thought I didn’t look too bad tonight, but evidently I was wrong. Kitty is wasp-waisted, a woman of a certain age, with a great plastic surgeon so nobody knows what that age is.

‘I thought it was an all right dress,’ I mutter.

Kitty ignores me. ‘My bag? Before I die, please.’

‘OK,’ I sigh. ‘Do you have the cloakroom ticket?’

She shrugs. ‘Lost it. Just describe it to them.’

‘But that’ll take them forever to find it,’ I protest. There are at least a thousand people here. ‘And Mark Swan’s going to be speaking soon!’

Watching him was going to be the one bright spot in this nightmare of an evening. Somehow they’d actually managed to get Swan, England’s hottest director, to give the speech. Mark Swan has won three Oscars for best  picture and he’s still in his thirties. He’s so talented he makes Sam Mendes seem like an amateur. But he’s also reclusive, never appears in the press, no parties in Cannes, no photo shoots in Hello! I’m a producer, and I don’t understand the fuss they make about directors. But even I want to hear what Mark Swan has to say. (Well, OK, I’m not technically a producer. All I do is read scripts and act as Kitty’s general dogsbody. But I work for producers, which is almost the same thing.)

‘Just describe it to them,’ Kitty says again. ‘You know my handbag. It’s the black one.’

The black one. Great.

‘Could you be a little more—’

‘Ssh!’ hisses Kitty, her beady eyes fixed slavishly on the stage. ‘They’re introducing him.’

So they are.

‘. . . third Academy Award for King Harald . . . Ladies and gentlemen, Mr Mark Swan.’

I crane my neck towards the stage too. But Kitty has the good seat. My view is obscured by a fat bloke with a huge bald head. I daren’t ask him to move. He paid two grand for his seat which makes him a lot more important than me.

‘Thanks,’ Mark Swan says. He’s got a rich, sexy baritone and he’s very tall. But I still can’t see what he looks like. ‘When you put it like that it sounds impressive.’

A ripple of sycophantic laughter from the crowd.

‘You know, the first thing I think when I see these affairs is why couldn’t we all just write a cheque,’ Swan says. ‘How much do those fire-swallowers go for, anyway?’

More laughter, a bit more uncomfortable. I grin and shift in my seat, trying to see. I love the guy already.

‘Anna,’ Kitty hisses, eyes narrowing. ‘Are you deaf?’

I get up reluctantly. ‘I’m going, I’m going . . .’

I thread my way through the tables, getting tsk-tsked at when I impede somebody’s view of Swan for a second (he is now telling a very politically incorrect joke about a studio head’s wife and a pool cleaner) and rush as quickly as I can out to the lobby. Hurry! I really would like to hear this speech. It’s a huge opportunity. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t give interviews . . .

‘Yes? Can I help you?’ inquires the cloakroom attendant with a plastic smile.

‘Um, yes. I need to retrieve my boss’s handbag.’

‘Ticket?’

‘She lost it.’

‘Then I can’t help you.’

‘It’s a black one,’ I say pathetically. She treats this with the scorn it deserves. ‘Mine was number three sixty. It might be near that.’

‘There are about fifty thousand black bags near three sixty, love.’

‘Look,’ I say desperately. ‘I’m missing Mark Swan’s speech—’

‘He came by here earlier,’ she says, softening. ‘Isn’t he handsome?’

‘I wouldn’t know. I’m missing the speech.’

‘He is,’ she says dreamily. ‘Handsome. Tall, dark and handsome. He said he liked me hair,’ she adds, primping a bit.

‘He sounds gorgeous,’ I say. ‘And I really don’t want to miss him. D’you think I could go in there and have a look? I know what it looks like, roughly.’

‘Suit yourself,’ she says, shrugging.

I plunge into the vast cloakroom, hopelessly rooting through fur coats (real ones) and leather jackets, trying to  spot Kitty’s nondescript Prada clutch. All the bags look identical. I understand why the cloakroom attendant was so insistent on the ticket. It’s no use. I spend a good twenty minutes searching hopelessly, all the while imagining Swan being so warm and funny and teasing all the overblown executives.

There aren’t that many really good film guys in Britain and I’m missing the best one out there. And, naturally, Kitty will do nothing but yell at me and tell me I’ve ‘lost’ her stupid bloody bag.

‘Excuse me.’

I turn round in the gloom of the closet to see a tall, bearded man in black tie trying to squeeze past me.

‘I didn’t expect to see anyone else in here,’ he says.

‘Oh. I hope it’s OK, the other attendant said I could look for my bag.’

‘I’m not the attendant, I’m doing the same thing,’ he says sympathetically. ‘Lost your ticket?’

‘My boss lost hers.’

‘Millions of black coats,’ he says, sighing. ‘Why did I choose black?’

‘It’s a bugger, isn’t it?’

‘Sure is,’ he says, looking down at me, amused. He’s very attractive, from what I can see in the gloom. Rugged, muscular. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Almost half an hour.’ I sigh. ‘I’ve totally missed Mark Swan’s speech now.’

He pauses. ‘I’m afraid you have. Wasn’t worth hearing, anyway.’

‘He sounded pretty funny when I left,’ I tell him. ‘Not all puffed up and luvvie like you’d expect. Not even pretentious.’

‘Really.’

‘Which is strange, considering he’s a recluse.’

‘Why’s that?’ he asks, thumbing through the coats.

‘Well,’ I say, warming to my subject, ‘being a recluse is a bit wanky, isn’t it? Like you’re so important, you have to hide all the time. It’s the sign of an unhealthy self-preoccupation. Look at Stanley Kubrick.’

‘Maybe he just doesn’t want to be hounded,’ he says mildly. ‘He came here tonight, after all.’

I snort. ‘Someone should tell him he’s not Tom Cruise.’

‘I expect he knows,’ he says, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

‘He sounded funny though. I liked him,’ I say. ‘But I’ll never get to hear him now. I wanted to see what he was like, you know. And now I won’t.’

‘Found it,’ he says triumphantly, pulling a huge and beautifully made black wool coat from the racks. ‘What’s the bag you’re looking for like?’

‘It’s a Prada clutch. Should be somewhere in the three hundreds. But you get going,’ I say. ‘No reason both of us should be stuck in this hole.’

‘My ex-girlfriend had one of those,’ he says. ‘Is this it, by any chance?’

It’s a miracle. He reached into a pile of bags and unerringly pulled out Kitty’s. I quickly open it. Yep, it’s hers all right. There are the business cards, the fags, the Eve Lom appointment card.

‘Oh, you are brilliant,’ I say. ‘Thanks so much.’

‘Anything to help out a pretty girl,’ he says, with a slight bow.

Pretty girl! That’s a good one. It must be gloomier in here than I thought.

‘Who’s in here? You can’t all come in here!’

It’s the cloakroom attendant. She storms in towards us.

‘I take a five-minute break and everybody’s - oh,’ she says, stopping dead. ‘Excuse me! You didn’t have to come in here, I’d have found it for you,’ she says to him, simpering.

‘I lost my ticket,’ he apologizes.

‘I remember your coat, Mr Swan,’ she says.

I’m so surprised I lose my balance and fall over backwards, upsetting an entire rail of coats.

‘Bloody hell!’ she roars.

‘There now, no harm done,’ says Swan, reaching down and pulling me to my feet. I thank God for the gloom now. He can’t see my flushed red cheeks. ‘That’s easily fixed.’ He reaches over and pulls up the entire rail, coats and all, with one hand.

‘Oh, well,’ she says, de-fanged. ‘Well.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘Be more careful next time,’ she snaps. But I’m looking at Swan.

‘Relax, it was fun,’ he says. ‘More fun than the speech.’ And he winks at me.

I lift the clutch. Yes, I believe that even I have had smoother evenings than this.

‘I’d better be going,’ I say. ‘Take care.’ Ugh. Why did that come out of my mouth? Take care? Take care?

‘Nice to meet you,’ he says. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Anna. Anna Brown,’ I say. ‘OK, well, goodbye, Mr Swan.’

‘It’s Mark,’ he says, grinning. ‘Bye, Anna.’

‘Where the bloody hell have you been?’ Kitty asks, snatching her bag from my flustered hand. ‘You missed Mark Swan, you know.’

‘Ahm - yes.’

‘Too bad for you. Fetch me another champagne,’ she says, dismissively.

‘Sure,’ I say, glad of the opportunity to escape.

Oh well. At least she’ll never know. Right?

 



My flatmate Lily is sitting hunched over her computer. Her long legs are revealed in a short, sleek skirt in buttercup leather, showing off her deep golden tan. Her top is a white halter neck in clingy jersey that drapes her perfectly formed, perfectly fake boobs, and shimmering blond hair tumbles down her back.

I’m wearing my best summer outfit too. Black jeans, black T-shirt, Doc Martens. Apparently going monochrome is ‘really slimming’, or so Lily always tells me.

So far I don’t seem to have shrunk very much.

Horizontally or vertically.

My flatmates are both models. Not catwalk, mostly just photo shoots. Lily’s five six, and Janet’s five seven, but they are both so slim and petite, especially Lily, that they just seem tiny. And I’m just the right height to be a catwalk model and out-do both of them, but that’s only going to happen in an alternative universe. When people are feeling kind, they describe me as ‘strapping’. I’m a big girl. All over. I’m very tall, and not thin and gangly; I have useful, farm-labourer hands, a bit of a tummy, huge boobs, not much of a waist, my bum isn’t bad - it’s a nice size - but it’s sort of flat and squashy from sitting down all day, and my legs are no help. I can’t show them off, can I? You look like me, you don’t want to draw attention to yourself. I wear flat heels and baggy jeans, mostly. Camouflage.

And then there’s my face. I’m the daughter of a handsome father, with masculine Yorkshire features, and a beautiful mother. She’s still beautiful now, at fifty. She has those Michelle Pfeiffer cheekbones you can hang towels on. She’s also petite, five five, with an elfin bone structure,  huge blue eyes and gorgeous, naturally raven hair. She looks as if she should be Janet’s mother, not mine.

But I take after Dad. Do I have my mother’s slender torso? Nope. Do I have her raven hair? Nope. Do I have her tiny, petite, retrousse nose, so winsome and feminine? I do not. I am mousy-haired, freckled, hearty, strong, and I have a big nose to go with my big face. Dad always told me I was beautiful, growing up. And I only gradually found out that I wasn’t. Being stood up at school by Jack Lafferty, for example, who was supposed to take me to the fourth-year disco, and everybody giggling and laughing. And the next year, at the St John’s School dance, the big one, I found out why he’d done it. Fifth years got to celebrate taking their GCSEs with a big dance at the grammar school across town. We prepared for it all year, and most girls didn’t want to be taken by somebody, because the St John’s boys were fresh meat and you wanted to see what talent was out there. So I suppose I didn’t notice that I had no date, most of the girls didn’t. I prepped myself like everybody else. Spent the previous Saturday afternoon at Supercuts, had a free makeover courtesy of the No. 7 counter at Boots (blue eyeshadow was big back then), picked out a dress, a black velvet Laura Ashley thing with a bow on the back. I knew I was tall and had a big nose, but it didn’t bother me, not back then. I thought I was beautiful. Princess Diana was tall and had a big nose and people thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world. I hadn’t really had too many boyfriends, but I put that down to the fact that they were shy.

I don’t think I’ll ever forget what it was like once we got inside that hall. I was so excited, and everybody else seemed to be, all the St John’s boys giggling and laughing and whispering, and after five minutes of hanging  nonchalantly around the drinks table, cradling my glass of non-alcoholic punch, one of them actually came up to me. Swaggered, even. He was handsome and muscular, he looked great in his dinner jacket, and he was flanked by a couple of friends. As I looked down at them smirking up at me I felt great. All the Feldstone Comprehensive girls just standing around, and these guys were asking me.

‘All right?’ said the vision. I thought he was a vision, despite his spots and slightly too greasy hair.

‘Hi,’ I said flirtatiously.

‘D’you wanna dance?’ he asked. His friends grinned. I smiled at all of them.

‘Sure, why not?’ I said casually.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Anna,’ I said.

‘Mine’s Gary,’ he said. ‘And yours can’t be Anna. It’s got to be Beanstalk,’ he added, sniggering.

His two friends nudged him, cackling.

‘Here, love,’ one of them said. ‘What’s the weather like up there, eh?’

‘She should come with lights,’ said the other one. ‘Warn the low-flying aircraft!’

All three of them laughed heartily, right in my face, and then turned and walked back over to their side of the room as I stood there, stonily, my cheeks burning. I wanted to put a good face on it, I really did, but when I heard some of the girls next to me snigger meanly too, I couldn’t take it. I burst into tears, right in front of everybody. I was so humiliated, and my tears were big, scalding ones that trickled down my cheek and gave me a runny nose and made my face even redder, with streaks in the foundation.

I grabbed a napkin off the pile next to the plastic plates and cubes of cheese speared with pineapple and dabbed at  my eyes, but it was too late. I can still remember running to the loo, through that crowd of girls and slouching aren’t-we-cool boys, all giggling and whispering. Seeing my face in the dirty mirror in the guest bathroom that stank of urine and disinfectant, looking at it all streaked and red-eyed. Trying to repair it, but still crying, so I just made it worse. My face was such a mess, so smudged and stained with mascara, my nose all red, my eyes watery, that in the end I just splashed water on myself and washed it off - washed off the semi-professional make-up job it had taken two hours to put on, and watched it swirl down the sink in little rivulets of tan and black.

I didn’t go back out there. Maybe I should have, maybe I should have gone and found one of my friends and hung out with them defiantly and made witty, cutting remarks about everybody else. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything except crawl inside one of the stalls, sit down on the loo, and cry.

I stayed inside that loo for four hours, hearing the disco booming in the dance hall, listening to other girls gossiping as they came in to refresh their blusher and giggle about the boys they were pulling. When it was five minutes before ten and the coach was ready to leave, I walked out straight to the car park and got on the bus. I was the first girl on board and when my best friend Clara Bryant came on, all breathless and smiling, she took one look at me and didn’t say anything because she didn’t know what to say.

That was the night I learned my lesson. I wasn’t pretty, I wasn’t striking, I didn’t look anything like Princess Diana. It had been so easy to believe my parents, especially my daddy who always told me I was beautiful and that all the boys would be fighting over me. And I believed them, despite the evidence of the mirror. I believed them through  all the boys who didn’t ask me out and the few who did who dumped me. It was always them, never me. I believed Daddy right up until the night of that dance.

Never again, though. I adjusted immediately. I shoved all my fancy clothes straight to the back of my wardrobe and wore the plainest things I had. I threw away all my high heels and fire-engine red lipsticks and little tubs of body glitter. I didn’t live near a Gap when I was a teenager, but if I had, I’d have shopped there permanently, for plain tees and basic jeans and khakis, dull, straight-up clothes that nobody would ever notice. But I did my best at Marks and Sparks and Top Shop. When I was older I found a few classic ‘don’t notice me’ dresses and bought four in different colours, and so I go from the office to dinners to the occasional disastrous date, all in clothes expertly designed to conceal me.

I will absolutely never look like Janet or Lily, not even after major plastic surgery, which I can’t afford. I’ve got a Nose Job Fund box, and I had a look in there recently. I’ve saved a massive ninety-eight quid and thirty-four p. There used to be more, but I did take that weekend CityBreak in Bruges six months ago, when it rained the whole time.

‘Anna, what’s your date of birth?’ Lily asks suddenly, not looking around from her screen.

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Just for fun,’ she persuades. ‘It tells you what day of the week you were born.’

‘July the third, nineteen seventy-one.’

Lily’s long talons peck over the computer, one letter at a time.

‘Monday!’ she says.

Janet looks over at me. Janet is wearing a teeny, body-hugging pale pink dress that looks incredible against her  olive skin. Filigree gold bangles run up her arms and make a chinking sound as she moves.

‘Monday’s child is fair of face,’ Janet says.

Lily sniggers. ‘Sorry,’ she says, clasping her bony hand over her mouth. ‘It slipped out! Honest!’

‘Anna can take a joke, can’t you, Anna?’ Janet says.

I sigh. ‘No problem.’

And it really isn’t. I mean, it’s not like I haven’t heard it before. Primary school is probably the worst; after the first ten years, you get used to it.

Being ugly, that is.

I don’t deceive myself about my looks. Even my granny stopped saying, ‘It’s a just a phase. You’ll see,’ when I reached fifteen. And now I would prefer not to talk about it. I’ve tried various things. Flat shoes, plain colours. Make-up tips to ‘minimize’ my nose, shading and highlighting, but nothing helps. It’s still huge. It’s still there. And just in case I might be tempted to forget about it, I tend to get helpful reminders from male members of the public.

‘Bloody ’ell! Packed yer trunk, Nellie?’

That was delivered last week by a drunk teenager as I walked home from Tesco’s. I thought it was rather imaginative of him.

‘Don’t worry, Anna, I think you’re, like, totally beautiful, ’ says Janet.

‘Because real beauty is on the inside,’ lies Lily. ‘And that’s what counts.’

‘What’s that on the end of your nose?’ asks Janet.

‘What?’ Lily asks, concerned.

‘It’s a bit red. It might be the start of a spot,’ Janet says, ominously.

‘Oh my God!’ Lily shrieks in horror. She rushes to the mirror over the mantelpiece and examines the  infinitesimally small pinkish area. ‘Oh my God! I’m hideous! And I’m working tomorrow!’

‘You look fine,’ I offer.

‘What would you know?’ Lily wails, tossing her fountain of flaxen strands about like a Timotei commercial.

Janet shakes her head sagely. ‘I told her not to go with that foundation, I really think it clogs the pores.’

‘What day were you born, Lily?’ I ask, in a vain attempt to distract her.

‘I’ll look it up,’ Janet says. She strolls over to the computer, sticking out her perfectly firm, rounded bottom. Janet has a J-Lo fixation. She watches all her videos religiously and favours lots of gold jewellery and real fur, which she steals from shoots. She also has an unfortunate tendency to say ‘Bling bling’ and likes to be called ‘Jay-Me’, which she prefers to her real name, Janet Meeks.

‘Wednesday,’ Janet says.

‘Wednesday’s child is full of woe,’ I say, a touch more cheerfully. Who knows? Anything could happen. Lily could come down with a disfiguring bout of adult chicken-pox, or have a terrible reaction to a collagen implant. That would be fantastic!

‘It’s a stupid rhyme,’ Lily says dismissively. ‘It doesn’t mean anything.’

‘Not like astrology then,’ I suggest.

She looks at me disdainfully. ‘Astrology is totally proven.’

‘By who?’

‘By everyone,’ she says, triumphantly closing down my argument.

‘I have to get back to work,’ I say, reaching for another red paper-bound script. My glasses are heavy on my nose and my eyes are watering, but it’s Sunday already and I  have to get coverage typed up for five more screenplays, all of which will, without a doubt, be as dreadful as the last sixteen I’ve read this weekend.

‘Oh, take a break, Anna. Live a little!’ says Janet brightly. Janet works maybe two days a week and makes three times what I do. She looks languidly into the camera for three hours and goes to look-sees and auditions. I type my fingers to the bone all weekend writing ‘coverage’ for crappy scripts that will never get made, then during the week I run errands, type letters, answer phones, make copies, walk dogs, and generally act as an office slave for a total bitch named Kitty.

Janet and Lily make about forty grand a year.

I make sixteen.

They are twenty-eight and twenty-three.

I am thirty-two.

And yet, and I know this is stupid, I keep thinking things are going to change for me. I mean, I’m in the right industry. It took me four years to find a job as a script reader, and now I have one at a proper production company with fancy Covent Garden offices. I even have a pension plan and health insurance.

It could happen, right? I could find that needle in the haystack, that one great script I could recommend. I could get made into a development executive like Kitty. I could be a producer and make millions and win an Oscar . . .

It has happened before. It happens all the time. Sometimes I think I should take stock of my life, try and get a better-paying job somewhere else, but doing what? It wouldn’t be in the film business. They pay us bugger all because they know they can. There are forty little Annas out there, fresh-faced from film school, who would kill for my job. And anyway, I don’t have time to take stock of my  life because I’m too busy. I save a bunch of money by paying only three hundred a month for my room in this flat. Instead of money I give Lily and Janet all the invitations and tickets that come my way - the movie premieres, the industry parties, the VIP passes to the members-only clubs.

That works out well because I wouldn’t bother with those parties anyway. The people who go to them are all varying combinations of rich, beautiful and successful. I’m none of the above, so I just stay home and read more bad scripts.

‘We could try a makeover on you,’ Janet says.

‘I don’t think so, but thanks.’

‘Come on. I know I could do something,’ Janet says, encouragingly.

‘It’s not all about looks, OK?’ I tell her. ‘I’m fine like I am!’

‘I wonder if Brian thinks that,’ Lily says archly.

Brian is my boyfriend. He works for Barclays as a teller. He’s a bit skinny and has some problems with sweaty armpits and bad breath, but I’ve been working on those, subtly. Brian’s always telling me he ‘doesn’t care’ about my looks because ‘real beauty is on the inside’.

I hear that one a lot.

Brian is no prize himself though. He’s all skinny and he breaks out from time to time, doing a good impression of a pepperoni pizza. Plus, he’s shorter than me - but who isn’t? Still, you have to have a boyfriend, don’t you? I mean, especially if you’re ugly. A boyfriend is great camouflage. He stops people from making pitying comments, and stuff like that. So I cling to him.

‘Brian likes me for who I am,’ I tell Janet defiantly.

‘Sure,’ she says, brightly. ‘Whatever you say.’

The buzzer rings and she leaps to her feet. Lily tears herself away from the mirror above the mantel. They adore the phone, the buzzer, anything. Always expecting something fabulous. And why not? For pretty girls, it mostly is something fabulous.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, ’s Brian,’ Brian’s voice slurs.

‘Speak of the devil!’ says Janet, laughing lightly. She can’t help it, she flirts with everything in trousers, even men she wouldn’t be seen dead with. ‘We were just talking about you. Come on up.’

‘OK,’ he says, dully.

I get up and check my own face in the mirror.

‘Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now,’ Lily hisses.

A second later I hear the ping of the lift. Our flat is located above a feminist bookshop in Tottenham Court Road, one of those old Victorian buildings with an ancient, narrow lift. It fits one normal person, or two models, and feels like a coffin without the velvet.

Brian opens the lift door and steps out. He’s wearing a white polyester short-sleeved shirt and saggy chinos, but I’m still glad to see him. He’s my boyfriend, after all. As in, I have one!

‘Hi, honey,’ I say, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Come in.’

‘Hi, Brian,’ coo Lily and Janet together, shaking their hair and smoothing their already tight clothes tighter round their bodies.

‘Hi,’ he says, staring. I do wish he wouldn’t drool like that. I mean, I am standing right here.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ I ask pointedly.

‘Oh. No,’ he says, continuing to stare at my flatmates.

I cough. ‘Are we going out to dinner?’

‘I thought you had all that work to do,’ says Janet, innocently. She smiles cosmetically whitened teeth at him. ‘You know Anna, always work, work, work.’

‘I can take a break,’ I say. ‘For you,’ I add to Brian.

He looks a bit awkward. ‘No, it’s not that . . . can we go in your room?’

‘Oooh!’ says Lily, widening her blue eyes and pretending to be shocked.

‘No rumpy-pumpy!’ says Janet, shaking her finger at him.

Brian giggles. Which makes my skin go all bristly in distaste. ‘It’s not that either,’ he says. ‘I just need some privacy.’

‘Oh, don’t mind us,’ Lily reassures him. ‘We don’t have any secrets, do we, Anna? We’re like sisters.’ She bats thick black lashes at him.

‘Come on,’ I say, heading towards my ‘bedroom’. It’s really more of a walk-in closet with a bunk in it, but what can you expect for three hundred a month?

‘Oh no, don’t worry, we’ll go into the kitchen,’ says Janet. ‘Come on, Lily.’ And they head into the kitchen, shutting the door. I can hear the scraping and frantic muffled whispering instantly. They’re probably arguing over who gets first turn with an ear at the keyhole.

‘What is it, darling?’ I ask, with self-conscious tenderness.

‘Our relationship,’ Brian says. ‘I have to express myself on our relationship.’

Oh God. He’s been at the self-help books again.

‘Could you do it over dinner?’ I ask hopefully. ‘We could always go to Pizza Express.’ Brian is a touch cheap.

‘Dutch treat,’ I hasten to reassure him, like it’s ever been anything else.

‘That wouldn’t fit my moral paradigm at this time,’ Brian says heavily.

‘Sorry, I don’t speak weirdo,’ I say and instantly regret it.

‘Oh yeah. That’s just typical,’ Brian snaps. ‘You’ve always stood in the way of my self-actualization!’

I swallow. ‘Sorry. What was it you wanted to say?’

‘We’ve been in each other’s lives for some time now,’ he begins.

‘Three months.’

His sandy eyebrows beetle together. Brian hates being interrupted. ‘Yes, well, and I think we have both gained a lot from the uniqueness of the experience,’ he says, offering me a brisk smile.

Hey! Maybe he’s going to ask me to move in with him. Brian owns his own flat, a one-bedroom ex-council in Camden with its own scrap of patio. I could sit outside all summer and read my scripts in a deck chair.

‘I know I have,’ I say, smiling back at him encouragingly.

‘Of course you have,’ says Brian as though this were perfectly obvious. ‘But my personal boundaries have been trammelled and I’m at a place in my life where I need fresh stimulus, which is not to say that we haven’t offered each other very real positivity.’

I digest this for a second.

Then light dawns.

‘You’re breaking up with me,’ I say slowly. I drink him in, all eight and a half stone, lanky ginger hair, pizza face, tell-tale grey underarm patch (I did warn him to at least wear dark shirts, but he wasn’t having it). Brian is, in short, one of the least attractive men I’ve ever seen. ‘You’re  breaking up with me.’

‘Dunno why you have to be so crude about it,’ he says prissily. ‘I think of it as a growing experience.’

Oh boy. This is a new depth of humiliation. ‘I don’t believe this,’ I say, trying for incredulity, but my voice wobbles and it comes out all plaintive.

‘Out of suffering comes strength, Anna,’ says Brian wisely.

‘You really are a total tosser,’ I blurt. ‘Just go away, Brian, would you?’

But he stays rooted to the spot.

‘It’s not how you look,’ he says virtuously. ‘Well, that did have something to do with it. I need to be honest with myself. Looks are important to me because the body is a reflection of the spirit.’ He gestures at my pudgy tummy. ‘I think you should work on that. Just a friendly comment.’

‘A reflection of the spirit?’ I retort. ‘Let’s hope not, because looking at your face, I guess your spirit has measles.’

He flushes a dull red. ‘Mildred says I’m very handsome,  actually.’

‘Who’s that? Your new girlfriend?’

He doesn’t answer.

‘Well, Mildred is either a liar or blind, and if she hasn’t mentioned your halitosis, her sense of smell can’t be all that great either.’ I stand up threateningly. ‘Now get out.’

I have two and a half stone on him. Brian turns and flees.

The kitchen door opens.

‘Everything OK?’ Lily asks carelessly.

‘Fine,’ I lie.

I walk over to the window and look out. There is a girl loitering below, outside the bookshop. She has blond hair and seems ordinary looking, which puts her out of my  league, and Brian’s too. But of course, he does own that flat in Camden . . .

Brian exits our building and greets the blonde. Then he high-fives her in another pathetic attempt to look American.

‘Well,’ says Lily sweetly, ‘I’m glad he values you for who you are!’
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God. I hate the tube.

Every single day I tell myself I’m not going to take it any more. I could get up an hour earlier and walk. Or buy a bike and ride. That would be good for my bum as well as my bank balance. Imagine if I didn’t have to buy a Travel-card. I’d practically be rich.

Yet somehow it’s Monday morning, eight thirty, and here I am again, squashed in between a fourteen-year-old boy who I think has an erection - anyway, he keeps suspiciously bumping into the girl in front of us - and a fifty-year-old drunk who reeks of stale alcohol and BO. The pathetic thing is that I feel almost affronted that the fourteen year old never tries to rub up against me. They aren’t supposed to be discriminating at that age, are they? They aren’t even supposed to care.

Maybe I’m a little sensitive because of the Brian incident. After they had had their fun, Lily and Janet tried to be nice to me.

‘He’s not worth it, anyway.’

‘Surely you can do better,’ Janet said, without conviction.

‘He was too young for you,’ Lily said.

I looked at her. ‘He was thirty-six.’

‘Aren’t you thirty-eight?’ asked Lily, innocently.

‘I might as well be,’ I said morosely.

So anyway, it’s another dull Monday like any other except that I am now boyfriendless. I had the worst boyfriend in the world, and he dumped me.

‘Thank God,’ cries Vanna (her real name) when she hears. Vanna is my best friend. We met back when we were in college together and we’ve stayed best friends ever since, even though our lives have gone in slightly different directions: me, reader of bad scripts and dogsbody for no money, her, senior commissioning editor at one of London’s top publishing houses for about a hundred and fifty grand a year; me, now dumped by ugly, bad-breath reeking loser, her, blissfully married to Rupert, an investment banker, with two small children.

All men adore her. I can’t understand why we still get on.

‘He was vile, hon.’

‘I know. But he dumped me.’

‘Who else would have him?’ Vanna scoffs.

‘Some girl,’ I say glumly. ‘I saw her.’

‘Was she pretty?’

‘Yes,’ I admit. Well, she was compared to me, let’s face it.

‘I bet she was a dog,’ Vanna says. ‘And you didn’t want him anyway.’

‘But it was so nice to have a boyfriend,’ I say sadly.

‘You’ll get another one. A better one. You work at Winning Productions, after all. Just think of all the talent that walks in there! And I mean talent in the strictly trouser sense,’ Vanna adds. ‘You know I think all those actors and writers are just self-indulgent twats.’

‘I know.’

‘They really are.’

‘I know you think that.’

‘I don’t know how you put up with them,’ she says, as though I am hand-holding major Britpack stars every day.

‘You handle authors,’ I point out.

‘Them? Bunch of self-important tossers, too. I let PR take care of them,’ Vanna says confidently. ‘I only suck up when absolutely necessary, for example at sales conferences. ’

‘I don’t get much of a chance to socialize at work anyway.’

‘You need to try,’ Vanna says, ominously. ‘You may be letting your best chance slip away.’

‘Aren’t office romances frowned upon?’

‘Well, yes. If you get caught. But where else are you supposed to meet your match, eh? A busy, professional woman like you.’

I’m not sure this is an exactly accurate depiction of me, but still.

‘A harassed executive,’ she continues firmly. ‘On the creative side. With very little free time in the evenings. No, it’s got to be work, babes. You have to take this Brian thing as a wake-up call.’

‘What do you—’

But when she’s in full flow, there’s no stopping her. This is one reason she is so successful. Nobody ever dares interrupt.

‘A wake-up call that says, “I will not be ignored any more! I will not settle for the dregs in life! I will only go out with authentically shaggable men who can think themselves lucky to get a look-in with a hottie like me!” That’s your new mantra, darling - Anna is a hottie!’

‘Very noble,’ I said, but at least now I’m laughing.

‘I wasn’t joking,’ she says earnestly. Vanna is totally blind where I am concerned.

Anyway, at least she got me thinking that being shot of Brian wasn’t so bad. I mean, I couldn’t stand him. Of course, that doesn’t mean that I am somehow going to replace him with somebody better. I know reality by now. But perhaps I could think more about my job, try and make a bit more of an impression. Get a raise. Something.

They say that there’s someone out there for everybody, but we all know that’s a load of old bollocks, don’t we? Maybe some of us should focus on trying to be happy alone.

I look down at the fourteen-year-old kid, for example. Concentrating very hard on the pretty slip of a thing in front of me.

He looks at me.

‘Whatcher staring at?’ he demands, flushing.

‘Don’t you think you should give her some room?’

‘Fuck off, fatso,’ he says, charmingly.

Apparently he didn’t get Vanna’s ‘Anna is a hottie’ memo. I lift up my flat shoe and bring the heel down hard on his toes.

‘Owwww!’ he yells. Everybody is staring now. The pretty girl turns round.

‘He was rubbing against you,’ I tell her.

She stares at him. ‘You little perv!’

‘I wasn’t. She’s making it up, the tart,’ he says nastily.

‘How dare you! That lady’s old enough to be your mother,’ she says, nodding gratefully at me.

The train heaves to a stop and I get out. The day is boiling hot, and when I finally emerge from the tube station it’s like going from an oven into a sauna.

Ah yes, I think. A perfect start to another perfect week!

‘Hi,’ I say to Sharon and John, my fellow readers and slaves. We all have a cubicle here on the west side of the office, next to the secretaries and right in front of Kitty Simpson’s office. Technically speaking, we are not support staff like the secretaries but, as Vanna keeps spinning it, executives. However, we get paid less and are expected to do what they say.

Sharon and John greet me with an equal lack of enthusiasm. Sharon is a pert 22-year-old who is only doing this job as an alternative to waitressing while she hones her acting skills. She has evidently decided that if she flirts with enough male executives here, one of them might give her a part (not that kind of part) or get her an agent or something. She would not need a pep talk about looking for romance in the office. Sharon is a pro. Her light brown curls are always bouncy, her freckled, creamy skin always glowing. In summer she favours teensy little dresses with cute cardigans embroidered with flowers; in winter she likes very tight pants and body-skimming jackets. All year round she likes kitten heels and dangly earrings.

John is twenty-eight and regards himself as an utter failure, but unlike me he sees this as a choice. John believes the noble art of the cinema is being bastardized by Hollywood, and only a really serious auteur like himself can rescue it. He wants to direct. Surprise. In the meantime, he gets perverse pleasure from reading so many bad scripts and passing on them all. He always wears brown corduroys and an orange or a plum-based print shirt, because he’s all about the seventies (except the good bits, like the Wombles). John likes jazz, beat literature and French cinema. He also likes Kitty, who is an utter bitch, which seems to turn him on.

John keeps his job because he is a world-class suck-up and fawner.

Sharon keeps her job because the men in the office won’t let Kitty fire her.

I keep my job because I do all the work.

‘How was your weekend?’ Sharon asks. She is playing Expert Minesweeper with a serious frown of concentration. Sharon has never won Expert Minesweeper but it is not for want of trying. ‘Meet any hot guys?’

‘Not really.’

‘Great,’ she says absently. ‘Oh, SHITEHOLE.’

‘Maybe you should stick to Intermediate,’ I suggest.

Sharon looks at me pityingly. ‘I’ve moved on . . . I met someone,’ she adds, ringlets bouncing.

‘Oh? Who?’

‘I met him at the Legally Blonde 2 premiere party,’ she says, determined to spin it out.

‘Was he handsome?’ I ask, ‘Sexy? Funny?’

Sharon waves a hand as if to brush away such minor considerations. ‘He works for MGM,’ she says.

‘Exciting,’ I concede.

‘In LA,’ she adds triumphantly. It is Sharon’s lifelong dream to get out to LA and get discovered, so she can be the next Catherine Zeta-Jones. Unfortunately for her Sharon is not talented and only a bit pretty.

‘You’d do well out there,’ I say supportively.

She shrugs. ‘Well, of course I would. I’ve got what it takes. I’m talented.’

‘You’re hungry.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Committed. Passionate,’ I suggest.

Sharon’s smile broadens. She crosses her long, lean legs under today’s white mini dress. ‘Exactly,’ she agrees. ‘You can really spot talent, Anna.’

‘Do you think I should go to LA?’ I ask. Maybe that’s  what’s missing in my career. Maybe I’m just in the wrong place.

Sharon takes a long, assessing look at me. I’m wearing my plain camel cotton skirt and long-sleeved white shirt with a pair of slides. It doesn’t attract too much attention and I think it’s businesslike.

‘LA’s not for you, is it, really,’ she says. ‘I’m only being honest.’

I sigh.

‘You’re doing really well here, anyway,’ she lies. ‘Kitty relies on you.’

‘Good morning, team,’ Mike Watson says.

We all look up. Oh joy, it’s Mike Watson, also a development executive, and a total pig. He hates Kitty, but that’s about all you can put in the plus column. Mike is a deeply sad man. He loves American slang, working out at the gym and putting women down. Every actress is ‘too fat’ or ‘too old’. Mike has one reader only: Rob Stanford. He’s blond, nineteen, and upper class; strictly window dressing. More importantly, Rob is the nephew of a big agent, Max Stanford, whom Mike sucks up to. I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen Rob read a script. He just marks them all ‘pass’.

Mike gets his scripts direct from agents he likes and ignores all the rest.

Mike hates me in particular. I once was asked by Max Withers, the head of Winning, in a meeting, about a script Mike was championing and I told him I thought it sucked. They passed on the project, and Mike has never forgiven me.

‘Hi,’ I say. John nods bleakly. Sharon tosses her ringlets and smiles at Mike engagingly.

‘Hey, Mike,’ she says, in her best breathy little-girl voice.  ‘Can I get you some iced tea? I know it’s your favourite.’

‘We don’t have that,’ Mike says, giving Sharon’s shoulder a friendly squeeze.

‘I could run round to Starbucks for you,’ she breathes. ‘It’s no trouble.’

‘Thanks, babe,’ he says, ‘but Rob’s already fixed me up.’

‘Oh,’ says Sharon, crestfallen.

‘But you can bring me some biscuits,’ he says, grinning as though this is a great treat.

‘Sure thing, Mike,’ says Sharon, fluttering her eyelashes.

I think I’m going to be sick.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ Mike demands, seeing my expression. ‘Monday blues?’

‘Something like that,’ I mumble.

‘At Winning we look forward to Mondays,’ says Mike sternly. ‘We dread Fridays.’

The phone trills. Sharon jumps on it.

‘Winning Productions,’ she says. ‘Hello, you’re with a Winner. What’s that? Now? OK. OK, Kitty. Yes, right away.’ She stands up dramatically, giving Mike a nice flash of tanned thigh. ‘That’s Kitty, she wants us all in her office right away.’

‘About what?’ Mike demands instantly.

‘I’m afraid she didn’t say, Mike,’ says Sharon, pouting.

‘That’s a hold on the biccies then,’ Mike concedes. ‘You can bring them to me later.’ Yeah, and tell him all about our meeting with Kitty, no doubt.

Sharon smiles at him regretfully.

John gets to his feet. ‘I believe Kitty said now,’ he insists, opening her office door. He looks daggers at Mike. ‘Excuse us, Mike.’

‘I got to go brief my own support staff,’ says Mike, looking at him disdainfully. ‘See you all later.’

I head into Kitty’s interior-designed office. With all the originality of a new burger joint, Kitty has chosen to do up her gorgeous Victorian corner space, complete with intricate leaf mouldings on the ceiling, as a 1950s American diner. She has a couch, two red plastic-covered stools, a non-working soda fountain and posters for James Dean and Rock Hudson movies. And then of course there’s the Oscar.

Kitty once actually won an Oscar for producing Best Foreign Film, Questa Sera, back in the seventies, and she’s been trading on it ever since. Rumour has it she was shagging the director to get that credit, but I don’t believe it. Who on earth would shag Kitty? Other than John, of course.

Kitty’s scary.

Nobody knows her age. Forty-nine? Fifty-one? She’s been Botoxed to death, so she can’t frown or smile properly. But she can still yell. She’s small and wiry, with the dress sense of Coco Chanel and the warm fluffy personality of Mussolini. And even though she’s five foot two, she manages to always make me feel smaller.

Despite being a pitbull in the office, Kitty is a social butterfly. Put her in a room with a major actor, director, or agent, and her personality transforms, super-hero like, immediately. You can almost see the total-bitch exterior ripping away to reveal a charming, witty woman, absolutely fascinated by the other person and what they are saying. She takes long, languid lunches at all the right clubs, sends flowers on birthdays, calls everyone important in her Rolodex twice a month without fail just to catch up. She’s a presence on the scene. She’s known. And she has especially good links with the older crowd of stars. They might not be box-office sizzle, but they’re all impressive names: Judy, Helen, Sean . . .

Kitty likes success and despises failure.

She keeps me on for only two reasons. One, somebody has to give her good coverage on scripts. Two, it annoys Mike.

We slide onto the tiny, uncomfortably hard couch (Kitty hates her guests to be comfortable) and wait nervously. This is not like my boss. Normally she comes in, walks into her office and slams the door. Then her mousy, terrified secretary, Claire, brings her the day’s call sheet. Then she tells us to prepare for a coverage meeting where she cuts us off and berates us for not finding her the next Titanic or  Harry Potter at the very least.

After that she usually has me run errands for most of the afternoon, while she lunches with somebody fabulous, and John takes her notes while she’s in meetings. Sharon floats about pretending to read more scripts but mostly offering male executives cups of coffee and gossiping in the kitchen.

It’s a fairly well-honed routine.

Why is Kitty calling us in here now? Is one of us going to be sacked? I don’t think I could take it. My mind runs to my bank account. I’ve got one hundred and three pounds forty-seven in there right now. And to my CV. What would I say? Thirty-something script reader seeks lucrative position as development executive. Film credits: none. Recent promotions: none. Scripts recommended for development: none.

I glance at Sharon and John. Neither of them seem to be concerned.

‘What do you think she’s up to?’

‘I don’t think Kitty’s “up to” anything,’ says John, all tight-mouthed. ‘I think as her team we all owe it to her to wait and see what she has to say.’

‘Maybe she’s resigned,’ Sharon says hopefully.

‘Why would she do that?’ he snaps.

Sharon smiles fulsomely at John, but he is immune. Sharon does nothing for him. ‘Maybe she’s been poached,’ Sharon adds, placatingly.

‘Poached. Yes. Well, that’s possible. Kitty is incredibly talented,’ says John, looking at me and daring me to disagree.

‘Coming through, coming through,’ bellows a voice in the hallway. I turn to see Kitty striding through the office belligerently. The effect is spoiled by the fact there’s nobody there. She doesn’t seem to care. Her mobile is pressed to her ear.

‘Yeah, yeah. Yeah, yeah. Right, absolutely. Yes,  devastated,’ she purrs. I perk up. I can tell it’s good news.

Kitty snaps her phone shut, walks into her office and slams the door loudly. John looks up at her approvingly, like an adoring dog. And indeed Kitty does look particularly designer bitch from hell today. Yellow Dolce suit with trademark DG buttons, check; Louis Vuitton baguette in spring colours, check; enormous canary yellow diamond ring flashing ostentatiously, check. She wears her hair up in her trademark French plait, probably to show off the two-carat diamond studs in her ears.

Kitty believes in labels. If you can’t see who it’s by, why bother?

‘There are going to be some changes around here,’ she says dramatically.

I panic. I am going to get sacked.

‘We’re going to raise our game. Find that key project that’s out there.’

Wow. She sounds like Mike.

‘Somebody from Winning has to be the first to deliver, and I intend the Kitty Simpson team to be that somebody,’  she says. ‘It’s absolutely vital that we get ourselves noticed.’

‘I totally agree,’ fawns John. ‘You’ve got such a compelling vision, Kitty.’

She favours him with a wintry smile. ‘Yes,’ she muses. ‘It needs to be the whole team’s vision - the “Kitty Simpson” vision,’ she says, drawing a circle in the air with her hand, diamond flashing. ‘As I make my mark!’

‘As we make our mark, you mean,’ says Sharon, smiling winsomely.

Kitty’s eyes narrow. She hates Sharon, which is silly. Sharon’s just Sharon. You know exactly what you’re getting when she walks into an office.

‘We can start the team effort with you getting us some coffee,’ she says to Sharon. ‘You seem to be awfully good at that.’

‘Of course,’ Sharon says demurely. ‘I’ll make it for you specially.’

This is obvious code for ‘I’ll spit in it’.

‘Actually, why don’t you go, Anna?’ says Kitty, after a second.

‘I’ll have a cappuccino,’ says Sharon, smiling broadly. ‘Non-fat milk.’

‘I’ll have a chai,’ says John, looking adoringly at Kitty. ‘For the energy! Sounds like I’m going to need it!’

‘You know how I like mine by now,’ Kitty says dismissively. ‘Espresso. Double. Lemon peel twist.’

I walk out gloomily. It’s a reflection of our luvvie production house status that we actually have a kitchen with the ability to make all these things. If I do get fired as a script reader, there could always be a job for me at one of those fancy Soho coffee shops. Of course, Kitty correctly assumes  that I will not spit in her coffee. I suppose I lack the killer instinct.

I stand over the machines, frothing milk and carving off a twist of fresh lemon peel. I even sprinkle cocoa powder over Sharon’s foam. I know I’m far too nice, but I can’t really help it. I think it has something to do with being ugly. Pretty girls are sometimes nice, but often they don’t need to be. They just toss their hair and smile and everyone’s enchanted, men and women. Non-pretty girls can’t get away with that. We need to be extra sweet and accommodating all the time.

I pile everything onto a tray and head back to Kitty’s office. Suddenly, out of nowhere, Rob Stanford materializes. He manages to plant himself squarely in my way.

‘Getting the coffee again?’ he asks, in that horrible plummy voice of his. I bet he puts it on. I bet his mother was a dinner lady or something. ‘They really do work you too hard.’

‘It’s heavy, so I’d better get on,’ I say.

‘Mike’s wondering what the “top secret” meeting is all about,’ Rob says which causes my skin to go all creepy with dislike.

‘Is he?’ I ask sweetly. Two can play this game.

Rob purses his lips. ‘We’re all on the same team, you know,’ he hisses. ‘Mike has thought for some time you’re not a team player, Anna. Actually.’

‘If Mike wants to know what the meeting’s about, why doesn’t he ask Kitty?’

‘I’m asking you,’ Rob says.

‘I can’t tell you.’ This is perfectly true, as I have no idea myself.

‘Well!’ he says huffily. ‘I won’t forget this, you know.’

‘I will,’ I say. ‘Bye, Rob,’ and swoop the groaning tray  past him with an agility that will do me credit in my future coffee-shop career.

Kitty looks up sharply when I come in. She is tapping her pencil impatiently against her desk. I really don’t think she needs any more caffeine.

‘Get lost?’ she inquires acidly.

‘No, Rob Stanford stopped me,’ I say, attempting innocence. ‘He wanted to know what this meeting was about.’

‘Did he indeed,’ Kitty hisses darkly. Her heavily lined eyes sweep the three of us. ‘For Mike Watson, no doubt. What I am about to tell you remains on this team. Understand? ’

‘Absolutely! Of course,’ John gushes. ‘I would never betray your confidence, Kitty, I hope you know that . . .’

She cuts him off with a wave of her blood-red talons. ‘Anna?’

‘Sure,’ I shrug. I can’t stand Mike anyway.

Kitty gives Sharon a piercing gaze. ‘If it leaks, Sharon, I’ll know it was you. This information is to be absolutely private.’

‘OK,’ says Sharon, sulkily.

Kitty takes a sip of her espresso just to draw out the suspense.

‘The company is being taken over,’ she says. ‘My sources tell me there’s interest from New York, there’s interest from LA. Serious players. Looking to take over our projects. Our people and our talent.’

‘Somebody from LA?’ asks Sharon, her eyes gleaming now. Visions of being discovered dancing in her head.

‘Of course, if any bids are made, they’re going to look at all the resources of Winning,’ says Kitty sternly. ‘Bringing in a new, fresh approach. Cutting the dead wood.’

‘Winnowing out the chaff,’ says John, adoringly.

‘And I - we - are not going to be seen as dead wood. I want a project. Something big and brash that I can bring to the table. Something with “hit” all over it,’ Kitty says. ‘Find me something I can package. I want to attach Hugh. Or Catherine. Even Jude, at a pinch. And I want a jump on—’

‘Your colleagues?’ asks Sharon.

‘The competition,’ Kitty snaps. ‘You do know, Sharon, that the first thing new management does is fire people? People that aren’t performing, people that get bad evaluations?’

Sharon swallows drily.

‘Was there anything in the weekend read?’

We all shake our heads.

‘Nothing?’ Kitty seems very put out. ‘Don’t give me that. Where is your coverage?’

John and Sharon look sheepish.

‘I’ve done a page of coverage notes,’ John blusters.

‘For twenty scripts?’

‘It was all they deserved, Kitty, I assure you,’ he says defensively.

She sighs. ‘Get it on my desk. Sharon?’

Sharon blushes. ‘My notes were mainly in my head . . .’ ‘You mean you didn’t read any of the scripts,’ Kitty says. ‘You’re a waste of space. You’d better come up with something fast, Sharon. Or you won’t be here long enough to meet the new bidders.’

‘OK,’ Sharon says meekly.

‘Anna?’

‘There was nothing,’ I agree. ‘But I have two pages on each script. I’ll bring them to you.’

‘God, no,’ says Kitty, losing interest immediately. ‘How dull. Just get me something, Anna. Get me something.  There’s something in it for the first person who does.’

For the first time all day I feel a flicker of something unusual. Hope. That’s what it is.

‘What would that be?’ I ask, trying to sound all casual, like I don’t care.

‘Advancement,’ Kitty says in her most serious voice. ‘Your big break.’

Ooh. Why not?

It’s not impossible, I think to myself as I sit in my cubicle. I could be the reader that finds that one gem and champions it. Kitty backs me up, and together we find ourselves in development meetings, where I will, naturally, speak so eloquently and passionately that they’ll have to take on my project. And Kitty gets made into a Vice-President of Production, while I move up to Development Executive. With a transfer to Los Angeles. And readers of my own, and an apartment in a complex with gated security, manicured lawns, and a pool . . .

Maybe not a pool. My tummy has not seen a swimsuit since I was fourteen and it was compulsory. But I could have a nice car. A convertible. I bet Brian would love to date me then.

I look over at Sharon and John. They have already been down to the mail room for their mail. Sharon has actually swiped more scripts than usual - that’s not something you see every day. They both have a nice neat pile stacked on their desks, and are eagerly flicking through them.

My phone buzzes.

‘Hi.’ It’s Kitty. ‘Come back in.’

‘Do you want the others?’

‘Did I say I wanted the others? Just you. Come back in,’ she snaps. ‘And don’t let them see you.’

Gosh, this is all very exciting today. It’s almost like Wall  Street or something. I gingerly get up and go to the kitchen for a plate of biscuits. Low-carb oatmeal, Kitty’s favourite. Though I think she’s kidding herself, because how can biscuits be low-carb?

I sneak back towards her office carrying the plate of cookies for cover, but neither Sharon nor John even looks at me. They are too busy straining their eyes with the unaccustomed task of actually reading something.

I shut the door behind me and sit on the couch.

‘Sit down,’ Kitty says.

‘Um, thanks,’ I say. ‘Cookie?’

‘What? I didn’t ask for cookies.’

‘It was just an excuse,’ I say.

‘Oh. Yes, very clever. No thank you, I’m watching my weight,’ she says with heavy emphasis, letting me know she is not fooled by the forgiving drape of my skirt, nor my long-sleeved shirt that is meant to disguise my flabby arms. ‘Now, Anna, you know you’re the only one I can trust and that I have absolute confidence in you.’

This is news. ‘You do?’ I ask hopefully.

‘Oh, of course. You’re my go-to girl,’ she says. ‘And I want you to know the real skinny.’

I bite my cheeks to stop from saying, ‘Sorry, I don’t speak American.’

‘Great,’ I offer weakly.

‘The bidder for the company,’ she says, ‘is Eli Roth.’

I sit a bit straighter. ‘Eli Roth? Of Red Crest Productions? ’

‘You know who he is?’ demands Kitty, her eyes narrowing. ‘How?’

‘I read the trades,’ I say. Like, only every day. How could I not know who Eli Roth is? He founded Red Crest as a bright Stanford MBA and built it into a mini studio,  the West Coast’s answer to Miramax. He’s mostly known for two things: hit movies and cost-cutting. Red Crest are constantly buying out smaller production houses, taking their best talent and projects, and firing everyone else.

I can see why Kitty’s anxious. We need a hit movie soon, or we’re dead.

‘Anna. Anna.’ Kitty snaps her fingers in front of my face. ‘Are you paying attention to me? Eli Roth is a big ideas man. We need to be ready when he comes. I’m relying on you to help me find the right project.’

‘OK,’ I say. How I’m going to do it I have no idea. It’s not as if I wasn’t already looking, is it?

‘And I have some good news for you,’ Kitty says, lowering her voice to a paranoid whisper, though the door remains shut. ‘This will be a Greta Gordon film.’

I perk up. Greta Gordon. Oscar-winning actress, former Hollywood uber-babe, huge in the eighties. Greta went through a My Drugs Hell and, after getting bounced off six major movies, her career in rags, finally did a stint at the Betty Ford to clean up. And then she quit films altogether, moving to England to be a recluse and escape the paparazzi.

‘She wants to get back into films?’

‘This is classified,’ hisses Kitty, as though she had handed me a folder from MI6. ‘But yes. I’ve been working on her,’ she adds proudly.

‘Is she still clean?’

‘Nothing but mineral water and the odd vitamin,’ says Kitty.

I nod. It would certainly be big publicity if Greta returned. ‘But isn’t she a touch old?’

Kitty draws herself up. At her, undetermined, age, she refuses to accept that any woman is too old.

‘She’s as vibrant and lovely as ever.’

‘Of course.’

‘And she’s looking for a lead. A romantic lead.’ Kitty draws another circle in the air, diamond glittering. ‘Something light, she wants. A comedy.’

‘Riiiiiiiiight,’ I say.

A romantic comedy lead for a 45-year-old former reclusive actress. Well, that should be easy to find, huh? In an industry where thirty equals past it?

I want to speak up, tell her it’s impossible. But instead I amaze myself by saying, in a very small voice, ‘And then can I have a promotion?’

‘What?’ barks Kitty.

‘You know, if I find you the script,’ I say. ‘Can I be made a development executive?’

Kitty stares at me.

‘Of course I’d still be working for you,’ I reassure her, ‘because you would have got promoted.’

‘I would,’ she purrs.

‘You’d be a vice-president. Out in LA. And you’d need a development girl you can trust.’

Kitty hums, pressing her skinny lips together.

‘You’d need to stay in England,’ she says eventually.

Man. She’s really agreeing? If she were just blowing me off she’d yes me to death.

‘You have expertise in the UK market. It’s a good source Eli’d want to keep using,’ she says, dreamily. Already he’s ‘Eli’ to her and she’s his right-hand woman.

‘That’s fine,’ I say, with a pang of regret for the tan and the hibiscus flowers. But hey. What would a girl like me do with a tan anyway? ‘So, that’s a deal, then? If I can get you the right script, you’ll give me a promotion?’

‘Absolutely.’ Kitty looks deep into my eyes. ‘You have my word on it.’

Then she spins her chair away and looks out of the window, building her empire as she stares over London.

‘Just get me that script, Anna.’
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Why am I here?

I’m standing on the stone steps that lead up to Vanna’s porch, having just blown twelve quid on a taxi fare down to leafy Barnes. Vanna has one of those fabulous houses, all Georgian, with grey columns around the porch, high yew hedges to shield her from the road, and pebbles all over her drive. Her Land Rover is parked next to Rupert’s racing-green Aston Martin, and behind the house is a small but glorious walled garden.

Vanna has carved out a little slice of the country in said walled garden. The hedges are thick with dogroses, and she has wisteria planted all along the walls, a few apple trees, and bulbs planted around them, so that there are flowers all year round. For winter, she has holly bushes and Christmas roses and winter jasmine.

My finger hovers over the buzzer. I could still run away.

I love Vanna to bits, and I even love coming here, especially on late summer evenings - when Rupert is away, doing business in New York or Tokyo, and Vanna’s two little angels have been packed off to bed by the live-in nanny. We go out in the garden and drink chilled white wine and eat organic strawberries, or whatever I want, really. It’s like holidaying in a life you could never afford.  And I try not to feel too guilty about it, because we really are best friends and there’s just no way I could possibly pay her back. I can’t even afford to bring a bottle of champagne with me every time. Though I do have one tonight.

However, I feel totally different about evenings like this one. Rupert is here, and he’s an ass. Well meaning, but an ass. And so is some other bloke. His name’s Charles, but at least he’s gay, so Vanna won’t start one of her wretched matchmaking evenings again. But still, that’s dinner for four, and I always feel completely out of place with Vanna’s brilliant, glittering friends, many of whom I can regularly read about in Nigel Dempster or Hello!


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/loui_9780755352272_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





