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Chapter 1

‘Alan Pell’s coming round in five minutes,’ Keisha announced.

‘Lucky you,’ I said grumpily.

‘Yeah.’ Keisha preened, stretching her elegant black back like a prizewinning Siamese. ‘He says there’s a job going down at Up and Running.’ She tugged her tiny Gucci cardigan disapprovingly round her polished-ebony shoulders and flung an expressive glance at my work station. Bits of clay and sweet-wrappers from my latest avant-garde creation littered my side of the room. ‘Maybe if you carry on like that he’ll recommend you for something at Blue Peter.’

‘I’ll clear it up,’ I said gloomily. It did look like a reject from the Play School arts department.

‘And yourself,’ Keisha said not unkindly. She spoke in the tone of someone addressing a poor unfortunate fellow creature. ‘I can lend you my black Ghost dress.’

‘What’s wrong with this?’ I snapped.

Her glance at my tattered jeans and paint-spattered shirt was eloquent. My nails were broken, my hair was straggly, and my clothes were a style-free zone.

‘He works in the record business . . . he knows lots of people in TV,’ Keisha said temptingly. ‘Interesting people . . . with money. And power.’

‘I don’t care about people with money and power!’ I lied furiously. ‘I only care about Oliver.’

My latest greatest love had just dumped me yesterday. By fax. From the set of his new movie, although obviously he hadn’t had time to do it himself. I must be the only girl in the history of dating to be dumped by a secretary.

‘Oliver was a loser. And so will you be, if you keep dressing like a refugee from the bypass protests,’ Keisha insisted. She opened her wardrobe and pulled out a black scrap of nothing, immaculate in its dry-cleaner sheath. ‘If you get this dirty you’re paying for it.’

‘How much was it?’ I asked grimly.

Keisha blushed. ‘Two eighty.’

‘Two hundred and eighty quid?’ I gasped. Keisha gave me heart tremors, the fortune she spent on clothes. Without wincing. She never had any money, but by God, she was flash. We’re talking about a girl who once spent a month’s dole cheques on an Armani jacket. Men only had to look at Keisha to go running to the nearest Prada store or Rolex outfit. Maybe she sold all the superfluous Rolexes to feed her designer habit. It was one of the mysteries of the ages, how she paid for it.

I felt guilty if I bought an M&S sandwich instead of making my own.

‘I could take you down to Neville Daniels,’ Keisha suggested cheerfully, ‘drag you round to Liberty’s and fix you up . . . we could get to first base with about three hundred quid.’

‘Three hundred!’ I gasped.

‘Four hundred, maybe,’ Keisha admitted.

I thought gloomily about that idea as I slipped on her dress. Four hundred quid would get me looking presentable. Great. And how was I supposed to find that, three months into London life with my parents still  paying the rent, no boyfriend to pay for taxis or dinners, and a miserable future as a typist looming over me?

The door opened. It was Gail, my little sister, carrying a bunch of health-food bags and looking radiant and fragile in her pure wool organic dress. I still couldn’t believe I was sharing a flat with Gail, but when push came to shove, I’d submitted to my parents’ dictates. I was sharing this flat rent-free. I was taking the steady job in the City.

Two years ago you wouldn’t have caught me dead here.

I was the great Alexandra, Wilde by name and wilder by nature. Failed in school - especially compared to Miss one hundred per cent A-grades Gail Wilde, but so what? I was creative. Making mud sculptures in the sandpit since I was about one, entered all the Young Artist competitions and won six national awards. I had a sunny life lined up as the next Dame Elizabeth Frink. Damien Hirst would have nothing on me. I scraped a C in Maths and English GCSEs, and went to Oxford. Not to do anything academic, as such. Bachelor of Fine Arts - painting and sculpting. With a little art history thrown in.

Oxford was too good to be true. I’d found The Thornbirds heavy going, let alone Middlemarch, and here I was in some Merchant Ivory film, punting down the Isis and eating strawberries in Christ Church meadows with Japanese tourists. All my friends were patronising, smug Student Grant types from Viz. I didn’t care. I bought Socialist Worker and went on rent strikes. I was going to be like Vanessa Redgrave or Tony Benn - radical, but somehow still rich. Selling my mice and birds for a small fortune in smart London galleries.

All my mates laughed, but I had faith.

I was wrong.

Nobody wanted to buy my sculptures, and six months in bedsit land with cockroaches and broken radiators had crushed my spirit. I wasn’t cut out for life on the streets. My bohemian director boyfriend, Oliver, had dumped me for a Californian Barbie doll the first job he got out there. I had no support except Mummy and Daddy. As I was finding out, a Bachelor of Fine Arts and a set of funky clay statues doesn’t get you very far in the big city.

‘God, you look tired, Alex-Palex,’ Gail said annoyingly. She always used our baby nicknames in front of my cooler friends. ‘Your b-complex vitamins need boosting.’

‘Your face needs flattening,’ I growled.

‘Great dress,’ Gail said airily. ‘Pity about the rest of you. Oh, I hope you haven’t nicked all the hot water, Keisha, my muscles are cramping, I’m sure it’s extreme stress. Maybe I should try Prozac.’ She gave her waif-like, doe-eyed reflection a smug glance and flounced into the bathroom. Gail was a hypochondriac and a health-food nut, but she got away with it because she was so fragile and lovely. Even her stupid organic clothes somehow seemed attractively rustic and simple. And, like Keisha, Gail had a job: she was an editorial assistant at Organic Food Weekly, making no money and waiting happily for Mr Right to come along and spirit her to a big Gloucestershire estate, where she could satisfy her need for nature by fiddling with a small herb garden, or something.

Gail also fancied herself as the next Martin Amis. She was writing something she called ‘the Great Nature Novel’, but refused to tell me the plot - like I cared! - in case I nicked it off her. She didn’t trust me at all, which was ironic, since when I was at Oxford, Gail, who read sociology at Reading, used to come over all the time and  date all the eligible men. Except Tom Drummond, who wouldn’t give her the time of day, but I’ll tell you more about Tom later.

Keisha was signing on when I first knew her, but her effortless self-confidence had got her into radio and then TV. She did things I would never dream of. Like driving her Mercedes coupé to the dole office, or making up her CV. Radio had needed experience, so Keisha calmly invented some experience. Now she was about to go for her first major job: Alan was putting a word in over at  Up and Running, the BBC cult Saturday kids’ show. Thousands of people went for the researcher posts there every year.

‘When Alan comes over, will you write my letter, Alex?’ Keisha wheedled.

I sighed. I wrote everyone’s letters in this house. Letters of complaint, job applications, thankyou notes, the bloody lot. It was the only thing, apart from sculpting, I was any good at.

Great, I thought as I looked in the mirror. Gail was right: I didn’t look cool at all, I was just plump, scruffy Alex wearing a smart black dress.

Tomorrow was my first day in paid employment. I was still dependent on my parents. I was boyless. I was a failure.

I was twenty-seven years old.

Keisha mistook my silence for anger. She should have known better, I never got angry with anyone. I had the spine of a jellyfish.

‘Come on, hon, I’ll get your hair fixed for you,’ she wheedled.

I needed the help.

‘OK,’ I said.

The door buzzed. It was Alan Pell, looking sharp as a tack. Another urban star fresh from another promotion.  They were all zooming down the fast lane while I was wrecked on the hard shoulder.

‘All right, Keisha babe,’ Alan said, looking her Gucci shift over admiringly. ‘Hiya, Alex, hon.’ He kissed me warmly on the cheek. ‘You look really tired. Great dress though.’

‘Thanks,’ I said wearily. I racked my brains for some snappy comeback, but nothing.

Keisha locked in smooth pro chat-up mode. For such a class-A bitch, she can certainly turn on the charm when she feels like it. Alan was basking in the intense interest radiating from her chocolate eyes.

I stomped out of the flat and spent ten pounds on five Four-Play scratch cards. Then I went round to McDonald’s and bought a Big Mac meal with real Coke and extra fries. I won two pounds. I was just stuffing a great fistful of fries into my cheek when Gail, weighing bugger-all and with some smooth, tanned City type on her arm, walked past the window and gave me a cheery wave. The City type looked amazed. Gail was related to  that?

I told myself tomorrow was another day.




Chapter 2

The radio switched itself on merrily. Bastard. Mark Radcliffe and Lard braying unfunny jokes into my shattered head. Then they put on Metallica. I dragged myself from my comfy, parentally paid-for white sheets and stumbled across the room to hit the off button.

‘Rise and shine, rise and shine,’ Gail yelled, poking her head through the door. She was wearing a wispy Lainey Keogh web cardigan today, over a neat silk jumper. ‘It’s seven already!’

‘Seven?’ I asked blearily. Did people really do this every day? It’s against my religion to surface before ten.

‘Yeah, hurry up, you’ll be late,’ Gail said bossily. ‘Mummy wants you to make a good impression today. You know she pulled strings to get you this job.’

The sad thing was that this was true. With no formal qualifications, even this shitty job was really beyond me. But, rejoicing that their black ewe had returned to the middle-class fold, Mummy and Daddy had made phone calls all over the shop, cashing in goodwill chips from years of tennis tournaments and letting the local riding school hack over our scrubby field. I had a prompt letter from Personnel at Hamilton Kane, the private investment bank, offering me a job as second secretary to one Seamus Mahon, in Corporate Finance. Mrs Kane played  women’s golf with my mother once a month. Even though, since I was about to do this, I clearly had no guts at all, Mummy would still have them for garters if I failed her in any way.

‘OK.’ I headed for the bathroom, which was sealed tighter than Oliver Brown’s cheating little heart.

‘Keisha . . .’

‘You can wait ’til I’m finished.’

‘When . . .?’

‘When I’m finished,’ Keisha shouted superbly.

There was no way I was getting a shower now.

‘You’ll have to be quicker than that,’ Gail said silkily, ‘and there’s no breakfast cereal left. Bronwen just got back and she’s been on the grass all night and she had the munchies.’

Bronwen was our other flatmate. She was Welsh, lithe and supremely funky. A photographer’s assistant, she went on fashion shoots all day and raved all night. She was on first-name terms with all the bouncers down the Ministry of Sound and knew more about drugs than our local chemist. Her clothes were so hip she made the  Face look like Woman’s Weekly.

I knew my life was radically changed if I was in the flat the same times as Bronwen. She sat in our kitchen, scenting the whole thing with acrid marijuana smoke so thick I felt I’d be spouting Beatles lyrics any second. She was wearing tight-ass white leather jeans and a pink Spice Girls T-shirt, with ‘Girl Power’ emblazoned across her impressive chest. Oh, why did everybody else in this place make me feel like Fergie, only less stylish?

‘All right sister,’ said Bronwen, ‘bore da,’ then dissolved into giggles. She was certainly having a good time if she was dropping in Welsh phrases. Bronwen staggered over to give me a boozy hug, and before I  could swerve away she’d spilt black coffee all over my carefully ironed blue suit.

‘Oops,’ said Gail, hugely amused. ‘Better find something else to wear.’

I flounced back into my own bedroom and yanked open my wardrobe. My trouser suit was in the laundry, my navy dress had a toothpaste stain on it. It was amazing, I could almost hear my own blood pressure rising.

Keisha stuck her head round my door. She was a working fantasy in Nicole Farhi, with Rouge Noir Chanel lipstick and nail polish perfectly coordinated.

‘Black dress. Only option,’ she said succinctly. ‘Black says - grace and strength,’ she pronounced.

I tugged on my black jersey dress. It had a roll-neck collar and was quite forgiving to my unworked-out, McDonald’s-loving bottom. Keisha was right, it was the only option. And in autumn it would have looked quite smart.

Except today was the fourth of August, and it was seven thirty, and it was already blazing hot.

 



Hamilton Kane was in Threadneedle Passage. I knew this very well. And right now the address was emblazoned on my overheated heart, because it took me forty minutes of frantic tramping and hyperventilating over my cruelly mismarked A-Z to find the bloody alley. I mean, have you ever tried asking suited City brokers for directions in the morning rush hour? Might as well ask a teeming piranha to stop and chat. The stares were incredulous. And the women were worse. One gorgeous female in Prada, with baby-blond hair and pouting lips, snarled something that might not have been ‘Fuck off, fatso’, but then again, it might have.

‘You’re late,’ the receptionist said coolly when I burst  through the brass doors into a huge marble fantasy from  Wall Street.

I panted and dripped in front of her. Three coats of Sure antiperspirant had, despite all its promises, let me down. However, in this dress the odds were stacked against it. My reflection in the dark glass behind her desk was red faced and sweating. My lipstick had already vanished and my under-eye concealer was glowing white like those sunblock streaks on Aussie cricketers.

‘Sorry, it was the traffic and the-’

‘We work to quite a tight schedule here, Miss Wilde,’ the receptionist said nastily. ‘You’ll be reporting to Jenny, Mr Mahon’s first assistant. Her office is on the fourth floor directly you step out of the lifts.’

‘Thank you,’ I muttered. I strode towards the lifts purposefully. Grace, Alex, grace and strength.

‘Oh, and Miss Wilde?’

‘You can call me Alex,’ I said kindly. Ha, ha, score one to me, snotty cow.

‘Very well - you’ve got a ladder in your tights, Alex.’

The lift doors hissed softly shut in front of my mortified face. The mirrored walls confirmed this was not just sadistic wishful thinking. Yes, Jacob could have climbed to paradise up the ladder in my new Fogal tights.

When the doors opened again I was stumbling bare feet back into teetering heels, one sweaty pair of ripped tights clutched feebly in my left hand.

A severe and impeccable matron in a Jaeger suit was standing in front of me with a thunderous frown.

‘I am Jenny Robins,’ she said crisply.

‘Hi.’ Desperately I looked round for somewhere to stuff the tights, but there wasn’t anywhere, so I dropped them into my handbag. ‘I’m Alex.’

[image: 001]

Over the next two hours I learned several things. 1) I hate typing. 2) I can’t spell - ‘For goodness’ sake, Alexandra, excited, not exited. Professor has one “f”, I thought it said on your CV that you have a degree?’ 3) Where the coffee machine is located; also, the stain freshly spilled coffee makes all over light beige carpet.

‘Clumsy! Clumsy!’ Jenny shrieked, when she rounded the corner and saw me on my hands and knees trying to wash the carpet in Fairy Liquid and Evian from the fridge.

‘Sorry.’ I felt near to tears. I was sweating buckets in my horrible dress, I was spilling things and ripping things like Mr Bean in a skirt. I couldn’t even type well enough to be a secretary’s secretary, and now I had spilled espresso on their carpet at the first attempt. ‘It gushed out all boiling-’

‘It’s hot. Coffee is supposed to be hot,’ snapped Jenny, ‘and what on earth are you doing? That’ll make it a thousand times worse . . . and Mr Mahon’s Evian! Who told you you could open the executive fridge? Do you know how particular he is about his water? Really!’

I rocked back on my heels. In the gleaming front surface of the executive fridge I saw my own flushed face, with light-brown tendrils of fringe plastered wetly to my forehead.

At that moment the door opposite us swung open and a procession of heavyset bean-counters in Savile Row suits marched out. Most of them gave me amused or disapproving stares as they stormed past, mouthing off about ‘equity derivatives’ and ‘December 50s’ and the like. Her face a mask of horror at being so exposed, Jenny yanked me to my feet by the shoulder. She had a strength that would have done credit to a drill sergeant. Or alternatively, my mother.

As the last of the meeting rounded the end of our  corridor, Jenny turned on me with a face that suggested I had just finished the shortest spell of employment Hamilton Kane had ever seen.

‘Alll-exandra,’ she began, my name rolling furiously off her tongue, ‘I must say I have never-’

At that moment the door swung open again. A much younger, much taller man, in a flashy navy suit that looked like it came from Alexander McQueen or someone, a man with thick black hair that curled just below his collar in the most engaging manner, a tanned man with incredibly white teeth that were grinning at me in the most friendly way, and a pair of moss-green eyes that were twinkling at me like one of Keisha’s gold watches, propped himself against the doorpost and extended me a firm hand.

‘Miss Alexandra Wilde, is it yourself?’ he asked merrily. His accent was as soft as Irish mist. I thought Celtic gold harps, I thought babbling brooks, I thought glossy-coated Red Setters bounding across Galway moors, or something like that. I also thought, my mascara is running and I want to kill myself.

‘It is. Yes,’ I stammered, and seeing Jenny’s thunderous face, I added, ‘uh, yes, sir.’

‘Call me that, and I’ll be turning around to look for my father. Mr Mahon, if we’re being formal. But Seamus, otherwise.’

‘OK,’ I said miserably.

‘Mr Mahon,’ said Jenny, her face tight with emotion, ‘I’m afraid Alexandra has-’

‘Ah yes, I see the problem,’ Seamus soothed her. ‘What a bother that infernal machine is. The coffee comes out far too hot. Anyway, the cleaners’ll get that out, Jenny, so I’ll tell you what, you grab a mat to lay over the stain and that’ll be grand.’

I must have looked like a death-chamber prisoner  hearing the phone ring, because Seamus took one look at my face and coughed gently.

‘And Jenny, do you have those letters done?’

‘Well.’ Jenny went back to her desk and picked up one neat sheaf. ‘These are the ones I typed for you, the priorities.’

‘Thanks.’ He flicked through them rather intently for such a laid-back-looking guy. ‘And the recruitment offers?’

There was a pregnant pause. It might actually have been expecting quads.

‘Those,’ Jenny said heavily, ‘were being typed by Alexandra.’

She grabbed a much smaller, second sheaf of letters. Covered with angry scrawls in green biro.

Seamus flicked through my attempt at gainful employment. His lip twitched.

‘Jenny, you’re an angel, so you are,’ he said, though unless he was thinking of the Angel of Death I’d like to know which one he had in mind. ‘Why don’t you get cracking on the Mandarin spreadsheets, while I try and explain all the madhouse rules to Alex, seeing as she’s new to the team?’

I breathed out a deep sigh of relief. I still had my job. My father would not scream at me. My mother would not have to cancel her golf sessions with Fiona Kane.

Then I felt a wave of depression seize me as I realised what I was being grateful for these days.

‘Very well, Mr Mahon,’ Jenny snapped, and slunk back to her desk like a Dobermann cheated of its dinner.

‘Come in, Alex. If it’s OK that I call you Alex?’

‘It’s fine,’ I said, wishing tremendously that he would give me five minutes to repair my face.

No sooner was this thought formed in my head than my boss stopped again, regarded me considerately and  said, ‘Only first you’ll be wanting to dab that coffee off that lovely dress.’

I fled to the ladies’ in one second flat, to face the greatest disaster area outside of central Bosnia. My runny mascara was giving me an ’eighties Goth vibe, my blusher had sweated off and my teeth were dotted with lipstick, from all that chewing my mouth in naked terror I’d been doing. Hurriedly I washed my face clean of all make-up products; better to go bare faced than court disaster twice. Then I tried to dry my sticky forehead with paper hand-towels. I thought about sticking my head under the hand-dryer to try for a quick blow-dry effect, but with my luck today Jenny would just walk right in and have a heart attack.

I gazed at the results. Neater, but still horrible. Black jersey dress and naked face reminiscent of a scrubbed, chubby schoolgirl. I yanked my clammy hair back from my forehead and tied it into a viciously tight ponytail that yanked up the skin at the corners of my temples.

Let’s face it, I was just not cut out to be a corporate slave.

I ran back to Mr Mahon’s office before he got up a search party for me. It was a daunting office, with floor-to-ceiling windows affording a magnificent view over the City of London. Various domes and spires peered serenely out behind New York-style skyscrapers. The office itself was peppered with enough computers to launch a NASA satellite and covered with enough Bokara rugs to please an Arab Sheikh. I wondered idly whether if I breathed enough of the air in here, would my own tiny bank balance grow any bigger? The flowers on his desk were the kind of twiggy, leafy affair that says ‘designer florist’; the Wall Street Journal, probably flown in that morning, rested comfortably on his antique mahogany desk . . .

I gulped. My mistyped letters were laid out before Mr Designer Everything of the twinkly eyes. I was being weighed in the balance, in this Temple of Mammon, and I knew I was going to be found wanting.

What would Keisha do? Actually, at this point, Keisha would most likely light up a fag without asking, blow a stream of smoke in the boss’s face and then swing her Manolo Blahnik heels up on his desk. Keisha, when she used to be a temp, regularly used to get up from her desk in the middle of the afternoon without a word to anybody and go and get her nails done. Nobody fired her, but then again, nobody would dare. Whereas I was the working world’s equivalent of the seven-stone weakling on the bodybuilders’ beach. I sort of begged to be reamed out.

Seamus Mahon leaned forward. I could see he was shocked by the web of green ink that represented my first morning on the job.

‘Alex Wilde,’ he said, ‘now would that be any relation to Kim?’

‘Sorry?’ I asked blankly.

‘Sure, you know her, so. “We’re the kids in America,” ’ he whistled tunelessly. ‘You look a little like her.’

Great. Now I look like a frumpy washed-up early ’eighties icon. Why not just say I look like Roseanne Barr and have done with it.

‘No,’ I said, as coldly as I could, but it washed right over Seamus Mahon.

‘These letters, Alex. They’re not actually spelled right.’

I blushed with mortification.

‘But that doesn’t really matter.’ His Irish lilt was creamy as the head on a pint of Guinness. ‘If you press-’ he showed me a simple little thing on his keyboard - ‘it’ll  check the spelling for you. And correct it. It’s wonderful, what they can do with technology these days.’

‘Oh,’ I said weakly. Why, why hadn’t Jenny told me that? My boss was clearly some kind of Nazi, longing for me to screw up so she could have this delectable creature all to herself.

Although, looking the way I did, the field was effectively clear for her anyway. I might actually have predicted something like this. I looked so fat, and so ugly with my unprotected face and no tights and clammy hair, I was bound to meet the most devastating man I’d ever laid eyes on. In fact, I’ll tell you the surest way I know to flood your life with desirable men. Put on ten pounds, break out in spots and/or varicose veins, and have a hair-colouring disaster that leaves you with green streaks round your ears. Then Brad Pitt and Harrison Ford lookalikes will suddenly appear magically from every corner, like the mice coming out of the mouse organ in Bagpuss.

‘I’ll remember that,’ I said.

‘How about I call one of the computer boys and ask him to help you round all the shortcuts? Jack?’ he asked, punching up a few numbers on his space-phone. ‘Could you come up here and talk to my new assistant? Show her the ropes, like.’ He listened to the other end whilst smiling engagingly at me, then laughed. ‘That’s right enough, there, Jack. I’d say she is. Now you take very good care of her, you hear? She’s new. And she’s Fiona Kane’s pet project.’

He hung up. Embarrassment flamed through me. Great, just great, so everybody knew I was here because of the spurious golf-club connection.

‘Thanks, Mr Mahon.’

‘I thought we said Seamus,’ he reproved me, smiling kindly at me as I fled his office.

And that was it. High-powered suits and skirts ran back and forwards through our corridor all day, paying homage to Jenny as she ushered them into the inner sanctum. Clearly Danny Boy was a very powerful, sought-after whizz-kid type. His clout was proven by the nerd who rushed up the stairs and was waiting by my cubbyhole the second I got back, explaining all the word-processing functions to me in patient, idiot-proof language. I tried hard to pay attention, I really did. I mean, if you had a boss like Seamus Mahon, you didn’t want to be letting him down.

At six o’clock the door to the inner sanctum was still firmly closed. I wouldn’t be getting any more of his time tonight.

‘You can go home,’ Jenny said acridly, ‘and I expect to see you here in good time tomorrow and I expect you to be appropriately dressed. With tights . . . and,’ she added in a low hiss, leaning forward, ‘behave properly around Mr Mahon.’

‘He’s wonderful, isn’t he?’ I said dreamily.

The look on the old bag’s face suggested she’d just sucked ten unripe lemons.

‘Well,’ she said heavily, ‘Mrs Mahon is a wonderful lady. Such style. Such poise. Good night, Alexandra.’




Chapter 3

Married. Of course he was married. My heart, I’m afraid to say, plummeted right into my boots. I know that’s pathetic, after five minutes’ acquaintance, but I really felt like I was being robbed. Wouldn’t all the scripts say Seamus should be mine? I mean, when you really feel you’ve hit bottom. When you’re chained to the rock and the fire-breathing dragon is crawling round the next hill - or in my case, when you’ve given up any pretence at talent and you’re reduced to taking jobs from your mum and dad, and moving into a flat with your annoying, incredibly beautiful little sister - and the white knight turns up on his charger to rescue you, isn’t it fairly understood that the said white knight should be single?

You couldn’t have hit any more bottom than me that Monday morning. Well, I suppose you could, technically, you could be selling the Big Issue outside pubs in Camden and carrying a can of Tennant’s and a filthy dog on a string. But to be honest, I felt like I was at bottom. With the typing, and the lateness, and the dress, and the mascara, and the tights, and the coffee. And the Evian. And then to have Seamus so soothing, putting a mat over the stain and protecting me from Jenny and so forth. Plus, being all flash and  successful. With those eyes. And that voice.

The whole thing was like a big neon sign from the Gods of Romance. Never fear, Alex! Cease to worry about film directors’ secretaries dumping you by fax! Do not dwell on the rejection slips the London art galleries sent you by the busload! Dismiss from your mind how you had to grovel to your mother, and pretend to enjoy trying on the tweedy Jaeger suit with the padded shoulders, also the cerise Laura Ashley ballgown, circa 1987, with the enormous bow at the back, or the silver puffball skirt with black velvet dots! Yes, all those worries are over now, for here is Prince Finn MacCool to save you!

But of course not. I should have known better. Seamus was just the final twist of the knife.

Ha, ha, ha, he’s taken, Cupid was sniggering, just like every other decent man on the face of the earth.

‘It does seem like that,’ Gail agreed when I bitched about it later over our communal supper. I was eating a brown bread salad sandwich in a determined attempt to lose weight. Gail had brought home vegetarian sushi, and Bronwen was sound asleep on the sofa in the drawing room, thereby preventing us from watching Brookside. ‘You shouldn’t eat bread. It’s processed.’

It was indeed so disgusting I couldn’t even be bothered to argue the toss. Have you ever tried eating a salad sandwich? Cardboard with grass in it. But it was the supper of choice of a super-skinny, blonde whippet of a girl I used to be at school with, Elspeth, who once ran screaming through the halls when we tried to catch her and forcefeed her a Smartie. Just one Smartie. Her legs were so thin they didn’t even meet at the knees, I mean there was daylight all the way down. Whereas I used to indulge in the great school teatime trick of getting more than one cookie per girl by breaking two  cookies and heaping the pieces on my plate and saying they were one cookie. And I had the body to match. So now, whenever I’m really low, I start eating the salad sandwiches as a sort of foodie hair shirt. The great thing about them is they’re so loathsome, you’re never tempted to pig out on them. ‘Can I tempt you with another salad sandwich?’ I mean, you don’t hear that at dinner parties across the land, do you?

But Gail was warming to the theme.

‘I suppose it must seem like that when you’re twenty-seven, ’ she said, as if trying to get her mind round the concept of being that old. ‘In Japan, they call girls like you Christmas Cake.’

‘Why’s that?’ I asked, feeling I wouldn’t like the answer.

‘Because they’re stale and on the shelf, and after the twenty-fifth no one wants them,’ she told me, laughing gaily.

Sometimes I could just throttle Gail in her dainty homespun dresses. It was even worse because it was true. It certainly felt true. No man wanted me, not once he’d a chance properly to try me out. Rolling back past Oliver, there was Gerald, who’d left me for a scoutmaster, Peter, who’d been apprehended by the police for GBH and aggravated assault and who was now doing five to ten in Pentonville, and Justin, whom I had actually, briefly, been engaged to at Oxford, before he dumped me six weeks into the engagement saying he needed space and would ring me in a couple of days, before, predictably, never ringing again.

Justin did me a favour, in fact, by breaking my naive little heart so thoroughly that Peter, and Oliver, and even Gerald were just a walk in the park. Being left for a man was certainly humiliating, although it provided me with the answers to Gerald’s insistence that I go on  diets and crop my hair very short, and his refusal, despite these aesthetic improvements, to go to bed with me. But it still wasn’t as humiliating as Justin getting married, barely two months after his declaration of need for space, to a particularly clingy, horsy type named Hannah whom I’d known slightly and always loathed. Hannah was fond of tinkling laughs and flicks of her long hair, and loudly saying things like, ‘You know, we all talk  about so-called feminism, but we’re really all longing for some darling man to pay the bills and give us lots of babies.’ Hannah was the heir to a few hundred acres of Shropshire, so paying the bills wasn’t too much of a concern. However, she did get a darling man, mine to be precise. What I got was a sleep disorder and panic attacks for a month, as well as lots of lovely phone calls from old friends ringing me up to congratulate me when they saw ‘Recently married’ appended to Justin’s name in the frequent interviews he gave to the Telegraph and Mail, as a new, ambitious Tory MP. I suppose it wouldn’t have suited him to be married to a would-be revolutionary like me.

Justin cured me of that nonsense, anyway. I decided soon after Hello! did a spread on him and Hannah that all the world were bastards, and I had better look out for number one. Not that such robustness did me any practical good.

‘You must have heard of Dolores Mahon,’ Gail went on mercilessly.

‘Not ’til today,’ I groused.

Gail reached for her Tatler and flicked unerringly to the big spread on the Krug champagne party. There, sipping premier grand cru with Tiggy Legge-Bourke and Joan Collins was the said Dolores. She had longer legs than a Derby winner, she carried herself like a ballerina and she had frothing platinum-blond hair  spilling winsomely over the shoulders of her pink Chanel suit.

‘I think those diamond earrings really suit her,’ Gail mused, ‘don’t you?’

I said nothing. It wasn’t fair. Couldn’t his wife at least have been a raging old boot, so Seamus and I could have spiced up the desert of my future days with a little forbidden flirtation? Wasn’t that what offices were for? That, and making free phone calls. Bronwen had reminded me about the free phone calls before fainting on to the couch. And they were a perk indeed.

The door opened and Keisha strode into the room. Somehow her Nicole Farhi appeared to be even less wrinkly than it had been this morning. I was hit by a waft of delicious scent as she approached - not her personally blended French fragrance: that came a poor second to the glorious aroma of Kentucky Fried Chicken and a huge bag of fries.

I dropped the rest of the salad sandwich and slavered. Pathetically. Keisha was a beautiful girl, but get between Keisha and her chips and she turned into the killer bitch from hell. She had that black girl confidence, she never gave a damn about her weight and probably as a result she was always slim and stunning. How did she do it, how, how? She never went running and she unremittingly tucked into Chicken Kiev and burgers and Kentucky and chocolate. She smoked like a factory chimney and she ate entire loaves of warm garlic bread with her salad.

Tonight, though, she reached into her grease-stained brown paper bag and tossed me a packet of chips.

‘I thought you might need these,’ she grunted.

I was touched. Stunned. For Keisha, that was quite something.

‘Alex really screwed up, and now she has a crush on her boss, Dolores Mahon’s husband,’ Gail said gleefully.

Keisha gave her a pitying look. ‘I suppose you can borrow my blue Donna Karan dress tomorrow,’ she said casually to me.

I was filled with relief. ‘Just while I get the suit dry-cleaned and stuff,’ I promised.

Keisha’s face had all the world-weary cynicism of a Tory cabinet minister’s wife. I supposed I should be grateful to Gail: it was only because she annoyed Keisha even more than she annoyed me, that I was being loaned this TDO, as Bronwen had dubbed them, Top Designer Outfit. Keisha’s wardrobe divided neatly into TDOs, MDOs (medium - into this category went her Ghosts, her Emporio Armani and her Equipment) and SDOs (sale). Gail had basically tricked Keisha and Bronwen into moving in by being sweet and uncritical when they were seeing the flat, not mentioning the words ‘organic’ or ‘pulses’ or ‘b-complex’ or any of that nonsense. In fact she had passed herself off as the cheery, ethereal yet hardworking type anybody would be happy to share their place with.

And then Keisha and Bronwen had got used to the big space and pretty location, combined with the Wilde parent-subsidised rent rates, and then, of course, they were trapped.

After all, Keisha needed her money for the T, M and SDOs. And Bronwen needed her money for Class A and B pharmaceuticals. And, to be fair, also for drink, fags, taxis home from gigs and clubs, air fares to Oasis gigs in Scandinavia, that sort of thing. Keisha never had to pay for any of that. She wouldn’t dream of leaving the house with cash. She was a bit like the Queen: an attendant male would always pay for everything, first-class air tickets, dinners, champagne, taxis, the lot. I felt awkward if the guy bought two rounds of drinks together, but Keisha’s men never seemed to mind. Rich or poor, they did their duty without a murmur.

When I suggested that it was the ’nineties, didn’t she think she should pay, Keisha looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

‘Are you insane?’ she demanded. ‘If I’m going out, Al, I don’t open my purse. Simple as that.’ At which point she would strike up an imported American Marlboro Light, you know the ones with the stylish white tips, and that would be the end of the matter.

If we’re honest, we all envied Keisha this ability. Keisha was a splendid creature, a pure dominant female. She thought of herself as a princess, so therefore so did everyone else.

I tried it, before you say anything. I tried standing in front of the mirror in a borrowed TDO and flouncing and giving my reflection cold, disinterested stares. But it didn’t really work. I’d invariably have smudged eyeshadow or a creeping bit of cellulite at the fold of the knee or something.

Anyway, you try thinking of yourself as ‘all that’ when you’re unemployed, jilted at the altar, or almost, deserted for a bloke and dependent on your daddy when you’re twenty-seven?

It would have been hysterically bloody funny, if it wasn’t happening to me.

Still, ‘Things can only get better’, as New Labour had yelled all the way through the election.

‘Thanks, Keisha,’ I said humbly.

‘Don’t sound so humble,’ Keisha said briskly. ‘You didn’t get fired, did you?’

‘No.’

‘Well, then, you’re gainfully employed. How much is your salary?’

I told her. Keisha did some sums in her head and announced, doubtfully, ‘Seventeen five.’

Seventeen and a half thousand pounds! It sounded like a fortune.

Gail sniggered. ‘We’ve all got to start somewhere.’

‘There’s plenty of money in the City,’ Keisha said staunchly, ‘I expect Alex will learn loads.’

I tried to feel better about the whole thing. Hell, I was still employed. And maybe such things as promotions and so forth were not out of the question. My mind drifted back to green-eyed Seamus of the soft voice and easy manner. Never mind Jenny, he was my ultimate  boss, wasn’t he? And he’d be the boss from heaven, even if he was married to Heather Locklear.

Maybe he would even take me out for mentor-protégée lunches, and pay for everything without being prompted, like all Keisha’s men. A dark rebel part of me sometimes wondered if Keisha’s men were so obliging because they were romantic, or because they were scared? I wanted a man to pay for everything just because he was a gentleman. Not that that happened very often. In fact, the few times I remembered it happening were with Tom.

Tom Drummond.

Ah yes, I forgot to tell you about Tom. Which is not to say that I’d forgotten Tom. Who could forget the only man on God’s green earth to prefer me to my sister?

Yes, you read that right. Tom Drummond, one of my best friends at Oxford, and a would-be boyfriend, had been hit on unmercifully by my sister in all her fragile, sixth-form sexy schoolgirl glory. He had been treated to the naturally honey-blond hair, the eight stone, five six frame, the crop tops and sprayed-on jeans that had preceded the current wispy jumper phase. And he had been wholly indifferent. In fact, he had once said to me,  ‘It must be hard, Alex, for Gail, with such a beauty as her big sister.’ This in tones one hundred per cent irony free.

It had driven Gail mad. She reckoned all the eligible beaux were hers by right. Especially a boy like Tom, who was heir to some great creaking pile or other in Gloucestershire, and was going to join the Army for a couple of years. Tom was sensationally upper-class, but he was nice with it. He listened patiently to all my socialist rants about banning foxhunting, then went out with the Christ Church beagles regardless. He thought Classic FM was a hopelessly vulgar modern station. He was the kind of man who would walk on the outside of the pavement when taking you home, who would open every door and pull out every chair, not just for his girlfriend but for every woman in the party. I thought Tom was a great laugh, even if he was one of the enemy. He would listen patiently to all my woes with various boyfriends - not saying much, except to suggest he go round and knock the stuffing out of them.

Our friendship had even survived his asking me out, in a fumbling sort of way, and me giving it a try, and it not working out. I mean, our tastes in life were just different. He liked the opera and Maggie Thatcher. I liked Arthur Scargill and Joy Division. He used to drink vintage port, whereas I was popping ‘e’s in disused quarries at four a.m., unthinkingly setting myself up for later panic attacks and misery.

Plus, there was the physical thing.

I realise I’ve lost your sympathy now. ‘Looks aren’t everything,’ I can hear you say, and ‘Where did your pretty boys get you, then?’, and you certainly have a point there. But what can I tell you? I’m a hopeless romantic, I need the blood to stir and the heart to beat, not in a panic attack way, but in a squirmy, delicious, oh my God I can’t think sort of way.

And Tom was fat.

I know, I know, far be it from a woman, one of the great sisterhood of fat-oppressed, weight-watching females, to castigate a man for a touch of the Robbie Williamses, but I mean, Tom was fat. Seriously overweight. What use they could have for him in the Army, apart from a ballast balloon, was anybody’s guess. Maybe Intelligence: he was reading Applied Mathematics and he certainly had tons of it. However, I just couldn’t get past the lard. We clicked mentally, but that’s only half the story, if we’re all honest. When I tried to see myself in bed with Tom Drummond, all I could do was shudder.

Gail said haughtily that she saw his inner beauty, but I’m afraid what she saw was an inheritance of several million quid and the Royal Enclosure at Ascot for the rest of her life.

For things like that, Gail would overlook the odd stone or two.

Thinking of Tom, I felt a guilty pang. I hadn’t kept up with him, after college - somehow I was unable to face his pity, when relating the story of my artistic failure. I still sculpted, but so what? That was going nowhere fast, or maybe it had already arrived there. Last time I had seen Tom I was still sending off my sculptures to galleries, I was still bright eyed and bushy tailed, full of hope and defiant youthful enthusiasm. We’d had a brilliant, chatty lunch, at which Tom had three helpings of treacle pudding, and refused to let me pay for anything.

He spent ten minutes in the driving rain hailing me a taxi, and when it had discharged me at my destination, the cabby waved away my twenty quid.

‘The gentleman paid for wherever you wanted to go, miss,’ he grunted.

I wondered what Tom would say about Seamus. It  would be great to have his advice. But Tom would surely tell me to stay well away. Married was as good as dead, in Tom’s book.

Ridiculously old-fashioned creature that he was.

‘I’m going to bed, I want an early night,’ I announced, leaving them to try and dislodge Bronwen from the sofa before the start of Friends. I was totally shattered, and I wanted to look rested and beautiful, or should I say professional, for tomorrow.

After all, I was a working woman now.




Chapter 4

The next morning things were going to be different. Oh yes they were. I’m not such a hopeless case as all that when I’ve got good enough motivation.

I set my alarm for six thirty. I know, but desperate times call for desperate measures. And my patience was rewarded right away, with a Keisha-free bathroom, and no sound in the whole flat, unless you count the lilting strains of Bronwen grunting that she was a firestarter, a twisted firestarter, hey, hey. We had at least trained Bronwen to use her Walkman when she arrived back from clubbing at five a.m. It beat the early wake-up calls at maximum volume telling us that football was coming home, or that we were her Wonderwall, or whatever catchy tune was top of the hit parade that week.

Triumphantly I dragged my sleeping corpse into the shower and proceeded to give myself shock therapy. I meant to start with a cold shower, but that resolution lasted all of fifteen seconds. No wonder they get so many public schoolboys in the Forces. Since she’d been so mean, I also stole some of Gail’s expensive Nexxus shampoo; it was cool because the bottle was white plastic, so she couldn’t draw little lines on it in black ink to mark where she’d left it, like she did with all her bottles of spirits and scent, the mean cow. Amazingly  enough, I did actually start to wake up and I set to like Posh Spice, plucking my eyebrows and shaving my legs and slapping on the body lotion and towel-drying my hair before starting on with the hair-dryer.

We’d put the hair-dryer in the bathroom in the hope that Gail would drop it in the bath by accident and electrocute herself, but so far, no luck, even though she went for those pseudy candlelit affairs with the organic body soak that costs twenty quid a pot, so you can’t see what you’re stepping on. Maybe it was the jet take-off roar of the dryer that gave its presence away.

It certainly gave my presence away.

Keisha was banging on the bathroom door in two seconds flat, as I sat there smugly, drying my hair, plucked and prepared like Mummy’s prize Christmas turkey. Now the tables were turned!

‘Get out, get out, get out, get out!’ she screamed. It certainly had more of a ring to it than my timid enquiries as to when she might be finished, etc.

‘I’ll get out when I’m ready,’ I said haughtily.

Keisha’s voice turned menacing. ‘You can get out now, or you can give me back my Donna Karan,’ she said heavily.

I was back in my own bedroom in ten seconds. Oh well, can’t win ’em all. Can’t win any of them, when you live with this crowd.

Gail came in blearily to find me as sleek and shining as I’ll ever be, carefully applying Nude Lip Gloss with matching Liquid Liner, Fresh Cream Blusher, Time-Off Hideaway Concealer and Crack the Whip Long-Lash Mascara.

‘It won’t do you any good, you know,’ she said nastily, ‘Dolores goes to the Dorchester Spa three times a week. And she works out at the Harbour Club.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of Dolores,’ I replied defensively.

This was true, as I was thinking of Seamus.

I told myself I only wanted to look respectable. OK, pretty and respectable, but that was positively it. After all, he was married, and looked a real Liam Neeson type, or even Liam Gallagher, the heartbreaking playboy who dates every woman in town, but once they get married, they turn sick-makingly uxorious and faithful. I mean, what is it about the name Liam? Is it some kind of Irish luck charm? I should be grateful that Seamus was called Seamus. Even if I still wasn’t in with a chance.

Could you believe that Dolores? As fragile as a Georgia peach, as pretty as Claudia Schiffer. Nobody could compete with the perfect body, the TDOs that were even out of Keisha’s reach - Dolores would scorn Keisha’s TDOs, she would say things like ‘Oh, prêt-à-porter, how frugal,’ since she would go for the real haute couture and have seamstresses in Paris and London moulding costly fabrics to her slender body. She would have the front row at all those mobbed-up designer shows. She would . . .

Never mind. Let’s just say I felt no compunction about looking my best. I was about as much a threat to Dolores as Manchester City were to Manchester United.

Seamus was taken. I told myself this firmly. He was taken by a Patsy Kensit lookalike, so real women, as opposed to goddesses, would have no chance. Men who had the Wall Street Journal flown in every day from New York did not date real women. Who could blame them? They didn’t have to. I mean, if I looked like Dolores Mahon, would I condescend to date some geezer from the local chippie? Nope, it would be Johnny Depp and Mr Darcy off the telly or forget it, boy.

Maybe Seamus would have some good-looking single friends.

I pulled on Keisha’s Donna Karan super-carefully to avoid getting foundation on the collar. Best to start as you mean to go on, namely alive.

I slipped my feet into low heels and then I was ready. Oh, how I wanted to wear high heels, my new ones from Office that were so high it was like walking on stilts, for comfort is all very well but who cares about comfort when you can have an optical illusion that slices pounds of fat from your legs? But no, this was work, sorry to say, and even I could not justify teetering into the office like Naomi Campbell on that runway. Jenny would be on the phone to Mrs Seamus Mahon before you could say Code Red.

‘Tony is coming round this evening,’ Gail announced, sending dagger glances into my bedroom. ‘So you’d better have that lot cleared right away.’

The cause of her ire was my latest sculpture, the one I’d been working on when Alan Pell came round. It was another owl.

‘I haven’t finished my owl.’

‘It doesn’t look like an owl, it looks like a squashed hedgehog,’ Gail snarled.

‘Yeah, man, or a wonky surfboard that curves a bit in the middle,’ Bronwen chipped in. She bounced into my room with a merry expression and a chemical glitter in her eye that suggested she’d have many more happy hours before she finally went to bed. She was chewing gum like some sort of beautiful ruminant, a determined cow or goat or some such. Any minute now she’d be giving us all big hugs and telling us she really loved us, sister. Also she would start talking crap and continue blithely until the drugs wore off and she slumped into a depressed, irritable ‘e’-hangover that would then last for days. It was a tough call which mood was more annoying.

‘Hey, man, you look stunning,’ Bronwen breathed, but she’d think the same thing about Cilla Black in this humour, so I ignored her.

‘It’s not meant to be an owl, it’s meant to be the idea of an owl,’ I explained.

‘Well, it’s my idea of a mess,’ Gail snapped, ‘and I don’t want Tony seeing it.’

Tony was her latest bit of trouser, a beefy, rugby-playing, red-braces-wearing City trader. He laughed loudly at her attempts to get him to switch to tofu salads and soya milk, so he wasn’t all bad. But the plus column was still fairly short, in my opinion. He was ruddy faced at twenty-nine, and thought that Michael Howard had been a dangerously soft touch. Bronwen and Keisha wondered what Gail could possibly see in him. I reckoned it was his cherry-red Ferrari.

‘Tony will have to put up with it.’ I heard myself go dangerously silky. Amazing, the way I could summon up the old backbone where my art was concerned, but under no other circumstances. Maybe it was because statues meant something to me, still, after all the misery and failure. This one had come to me in a dream last week, a pale shape ghosting through the blackness, and I’d jumped out of bed, wide awake at four a.m., to start the first sketches.

‘Humph! You know you promised Mummy you’d forget all that nonsense,’ Gail flounced.

Keisha strode in commandingly. ‘I agree with Alex. It’s a very nice buzzard,’ she said defensively.

Gail sniggered.

I grabbed my genuine leather-imitation briefcase, an important part of every career girl’s armoury, if you asked my mother. I hated the damn thing but if I ignored it Gail would just blab to Mum, and anything was better than that.

It may be pathetic to be scared of your parents at twenty-seven, but you haven’t met my parents. And my parents were paying the bills.

So I grabbed the briefcase. It was neon pink.

‘Men like a woman to look feminine, darling!’ Mummy had insisted loudly, dragging me to the counter. ‘This will grab their eye! You don’t want to look the same as all the other girls, do you?’

No danger of that.

I hoped I could shove the nasty thing right under my desk when I got in to work, where it could stay as lost as the Ark of the Covenant until the end of time.

‘And I’ve got some more news,’ Gail added. ‘Someone’s taken the flat across the hall!’

We all paused in our last-minute application of female protective camouflage - scent, hairspray, tights - to listen up. This was news. The flat opposite ours, the only other flat on the top floor, was one of the smartest in Belsize Park. You could see right into Zoe Ball’s apartment from the bedroom. It was three times as big as ours and was rumoured to have a sunken bath and in-house cinema screen.

‘And guess who it is?’ Gail asked proudly, enjoying our suspense.

It wasn’t often we were hanging on her every word.

‘Snowy!’ she announced proudly.

Keisha and Bronwen looked blank, but my face was a picture. I could see myself in the mirror gaping like some landed fish, or Bronwen when she was ‘on one’.

‘Olivia White?’ I asked, horrified. Olivia White, hence ‘Snowy’ (nobody ever accused Catholic schoolgirls of being original), had been one of Gail’s friends at school. She was impossibly beautiful and always rowing with everybody. She refused to do any work, as I recall, and accused the teachers of jealousy over her looks when they tried to suspend her. Nobody wanted to expel her, because she had been orphaned aged three in a car crash. Brought up by a long-suffering old aunt, Snowy  had milked this early tragedy over and over again during our schooldays and it always worked. She was supposed to be a major bitch. I didn’t mix with the fourth-form girls, so I didn’t care.

I was horrified, really, at the thought of Gail having reinforcements.

‘She was such a sweetheart at school,’ Gail said airily. ‘You’ll love her, Keisha, she gets thirty per cent off at Gucci, and she’s supposed to know all the big promoters, Bronwen, she says she can get you backstage passes to any gig you want.’

‘She sounds great,’ Keisha said.

‘She sounds brilliant!’ Bronwen enthused, chewing wildly.

I stomped gloomily off to work.

 



I can’t deny it was a better start than yesterday. This morning the receptionist looked almost mollified, apart from cruelly obvious stifled grins at my neon briefcase. I could see her struggling not to say anything, but she lost the struggle. Obviously I did not rate the cool professionalism everyone else got walking through these doors. Receptionists were probably not encouraged to be chatty at Hamilton Kane, but she doubtless figured I wouldn’t be around long enough to cause any problems.

‘What is it, top of the range at Strawberry Short-cake? ’ she sniggered.

‘You’re showing your age,’ I shot back. ‘It’s My Little Pony these days.’

‘Avoided the tights problem by not wearing any?’ she retorted.

‘Actually, I’ve got two pairs in my bag, I’m going to change in the loo,’ I batted back.

‘Well, you’d better get a move on. Jenny Robins has  been in Mr Mahon’s office for half an hour already,’ she said, winning the match on points.

I darted into the loos and put on my tights with a nerve-racking combination of speed and caution. Damn. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep this organised stuff up.

Still, I thought modestly, I didn’t look bad. Tummy pulled in with Tummy-Buster support tights that made it hard to breathe, but which did let the dusty pink Donna Karan jacket drape forgivingly over my torso. Foundation, nude lips and blushers and concealers and mascara all gave my face that un-made-up look that takes hours to perfect. Scent was still wafting from my pulse points - ‘A woman should place her scent where she wants to be kissed,’ said Coco Chanel, but somehow despite me dousing myself everywhere except my armpits, nothing usually happened. I also left my toes out. Maybe it is very erotic, but it now calls forth pictures of a) David Mellor or b) Fergie, and thus is sent to Forbidden Sex Prison along with all fetishes and men that need to call you ‘Mummy’ before they can come.

I clip-clipped on my low heels, pretending to be that woman from the Kenco advert, only younger, and got in the lift for Seamus’s floor.

I stepped out prepared to receive Jenny’s congratulations.

‘Ah, there you are,’ she snapped, ‘finally arrived, I see, well, we’ve got a lot of work to do today and you can start with the filing.’

She reached behind her and lifted a huge pile of files on to my desk. Then she lifted a second pile. And then a third.

‘The filing room is down the hallway,’ Jenny said briskly, ‘and I’ve put the colour-coded date/time system on your clipboard. There. It’s really self-explanatory.  Don’t get it wrong, every item of correspondence is vital, you never know when the SEC or the SIB might want it.’

I looked blank.

‘Come on, Alexandra, the SIB supervises the SFA and IMRO. They’re our SROs. Or is it RPBs? Come along, girl, don’t stand there gaping like a moron!’

‘But what about Mr Mahon?’ I asked timidly, feeling my lip-gloss get duller by the minute. ‘Won’t he need his letters typed, or something?’

Jenny gave my washed, made-up, scented self a quick once over. Something like frosty amusement registered on her face.

‘Never you mind about that, young woman,’ she said. ‘Mr Mahon is away at an investment presentation all day.’

 



Bastard. Bastard. Bastard. Sorry about that, had to clear the system, it was just that five straight hours of filing had taken its toll on me. When Dante wrote the Inferno, he didn’t mention filing in the lower circles of hell. He must have been having an off-day. Compared to filing, typing letters was a joyously exciting magic carpet ride through a Disney universe of love and laughter. Filing at Hamilton Kane involved carefully spreading out incomprehensible documents all over the floor and then trying to put them neatly into cardboard wallets suspended by little metal hooks in identical drawers. Only I couldn’t get them to fit in the little wallets, I didn’t understand the colour-coded labels (sample Jenny instruction:) 



Blue is for October filings preceding Discovery motions on the fifteenth, but make sure Due Diligence motions from the seventeenth to twentieth inclusive are in Turquoise Sub-File  and I wasn’t sure which drawer was which, as after a while they started repeating the colours. The screaming boredom of this task was broken only by the fact that I crushed two lovingly tended nails, manicured at great expense only last week, Jenny screeching at me - ‘No! that’s not the Magenta file, Alexandra! Any fool can see that’s Cerise!’ - and the repeated excursions to the photocopier machine to make copies of special documents.
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