

[image: ]





Praise for Kate Harrison

‘A comic and poignant novel’

Sunday Express

 



‘You are just transported into the world of secret shopping and the lives of the three women . . . The Secret Shopper’s Revenge is brilliant, well written and captivating entertainment. Definitely Kate’s best book so far. 5/5’

www.trashionista.com

 



‘Classic chick lit . . . deeply moving’

Daily Telegraph

 



‘Fresh, feisty and fun’

Company

 



‘A poignant, very funny story, full of warmth and insight’

Sophie Kinsella

 



‘Fabulous premise, great characters and a few surprises . . . scarily addictive’

Daily Record

 



‘Kate Harrison’s novels are always warm and witty, and this one is no exception. So, if you’re looking for an insightful, entertaining way to while away a few hours, The Self-Preservation Society is a very safe bet’

Heat

 



‘Always original and laugh-out-loud funny, Kate Harrison’s wonderful novels deserve a place on every bookshelf’

Chris Manby

 



‘The Self-Preservation Society will prompt an ache of recognition amongst those who have ever brushed away the nagging doubt that they were in the wrong relationship. Kate Harrison injects romantic comedy with something a little darker, shooting it through with both humour and pathos, but handling all with a deft touch’

Jojo Moyes

 



‘An upbeat, must-read tale for anyone who has been through the pain of a failed relationship. It delivers insight and humour through richly portrayed characters’

Easy Living

 



‘Perceptive, funny and just a little bit bizarre’

Katie Fforde

 



‘[A] bitter-sweet roller-coaster [and] a refreshing take on thirty-something angst’

Eve

 



‘I enjoyed it more than any book I’ve read in a long time - every time I put it down, I couldn’t wait to pick it up again. Her writing is compulsively readable: warm and witty, moving and insightful. The characters are so well-drawn, and the narrative races along. I loved it’

Louise Voss

 



‘A funny, engaging and bitter-sweet read about life after the supposedly happy ending. Brilliant’

Mike Gayle

 



Kate Harrison is the author of four previous novels. Before turning to writing, Kate worked in television, producing and developing programmes. She lives in West London. Visit her website to learn more about Kate and her novels at www.kate-harrison.com.




By Kate Harrison

The Secret Shopper’s Revenge 
The Self-Preservation Society 
Brown Owl’s Guide to Life 
The Starter Marriage 
Old School Ties




 
 
 

 
The Secret Shopper's Revenge

 

 
KATE HARRISON

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




 
An Orion ebook

 
First published in Great Britain in 2008 
by Orion 
This paperback edition published in 2008 
by Orion Books Ltd, 
Orion House, 5 Upper St Martin’s Lane, 
London WC2H 9EA

 
An Hachette Livre UK company

 
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

 
Copyright © Kate Harrison 2008

 
The right of Kate Harrison to be identified as the author 
of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with 
the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior 
permission of the copyright owner.

 
All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance 
to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 
from the British Library.

eISBN : 978 1 4091 0655 5

This ebook produced by Jouve, France

 



 



 



 
www.orionbooks.co.uk





To Jenny Eden and Geri Lewis, the best shopping companions a girl could wish for.




Christmas Shopping
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At Christmas, we need to seduce the shopper all over again, like a spouse trying to reignite the flame. The temptations elsewhere are multiple - we can’t expect fidelity. So we must convince her that we are the only ones who can make her dream come true . . .

From The Art and Science of Seducing Shoppers: 
A Seasonal Guide for Retailers





CHAPTER ONE

Emily

Once upon a time, there was a country bumpkin who dreamed of moving to London.

(That’s me, in case you hadn’t guessed.)

From the attic bedroom she shared with her very ugly sister in their parents’ hay barn (21 Haybarn Close, Rowminster, Somerset) the young bumpkin imagined the city in every detail. A world away from the cowpats and cornfields (and the tacky annual carnival and the swearing, scrumpy-drinking teenagers).

In London, there would be Swarovski crystal Christmas lanterns lighting up the night sky. There would be black chariots to sweep her from one enchanted store to the next. There would be elegant shop assistants inviting her to try on their designer goods or taste their gourmet foods. By association, she would become elegant herself: shopping would transform her.

In time, the dream faded, as dreams do. The bumpkin settled down to real life with a charmer called Duncan Prince, a job in the bank, and a little pink line which appeared on a magic wand she weed on first thing one cider-crisp autumn morning. London was further away than ever.

Then one day, the fairy godmother recruitment consultant called up charming Mr Prince and offered him the job of his life-assurance fantasies.

In London.

And so - as if by magic - here I am.

Garnett’s Department Store (‘The Greatest Goods on Earth Brought to the Greatest Store on Earth’) is the most gorgeous shop in the world. Back in April as we packed our belongings into orange crates for the big move, I imagined shopping here for our first Christmas. I’d order a black chariot . . . well, a cab, to take me to Oxford Street. I’d stock up on last-minute treats for a festive extravaganza chez me and Duncan, in our extensively refurbished Victorian cottage in West London. My shopping list would be as lavish as Nigella’s: light-as-air panettone with chocolate chestnut filling, spicy German tree-shaped biscuits with silver balls in place of fairy lights, orchard fruit mince pies with all-butter shortbread pastry, a tub of pine-nut-and-clementine stuffing for our pre-ordered organic turkey, and the essential watermelon-sized truckle of red-waxed Cheddar cheese to remind me of home.

My Burberry-lined willow shopping basket (as modelled by Kate Moss) would be tucked under my arm, crammed with more goodies: a vintage lace angel to grace our twelve-foot spruce, a periwinkle-blue cashmere cardigan and an organic fleecy rabbit for our new baby, a perfect white shirt and miniature Vespa cufflinks for Duncan. Assistants dressed in Garnett’s crimson uniform would giftwrap each item so you could barely see the paper for bows.

At home, Duncan would be busy preparing a supper party for our new neighbours: city lawyers on one side, a theatrical agent and an award-winning documentary maker on the other. Canapés courtesy of Tesco (with the packaging hidden in the compost bin, so you might be fooled into thinking they’re from Harrods). Wine from our new-found supplier (instead of that evil scrumpy from Duncan’s dad’s off-licence). Ripe French cheeses, rich as clotted cream, with charcoal  crackers that stain your tongue black. On the CD player, an up-and-coming girl singer would be in mid-lament. Our real fire sizzles with sustainable smoke-free wood, topped with orange peel for festive aromas. Our baby stirs, watching Daddy with gurgling alertness, while in town, Mummy eyes up silk pyjamas that skim her Pilates-toned-virtually-untouched-by-childbirth body. She hesitates, trying to choose between the lavender and the aqua silk, before putting both in her basket, with gloriously guilty pleasure. A treat to herself for putting in place the ingredients for the perfect family celebration.

‘Oi. Is the kid yours?’

‘Eh?’ I am in Garnett’s, sure enough. But something’s changed. I look at the purple face of the woman standing next to me, and follow her gaze to the child in the pushchair.

Freddie. Freddie! Shit. ‘Yes, yes, sorry, that’s my son. Is everything OK?’ Though even as I speak I know it’s not OK. Not even remotely OK.

I feel a sharp elbow in my back as a frazzled businessman forces his way through, tugging half a dozen glossy Garnett’s bags behind him. The purple-faced woman holds up a distinctly non-organic, not-fleecy-for-a-very-long-time rabbit in a deathly shade of grey. ‘He dropped this.’

I take it from her, and wedge it into the nest of carrier bags in the Fredster’s pushchair. Pull yourself together, Emily. You’re turning into that pop-art poster - I LEFT THE BABY ON THE BUS.

As if sensing my appalling amnesia - it can only have lasted a millisecond, surely? - Freddie begins to bawl his adorable head off. The store PA system plays In the Bleak Midwinter  and it’s all I can do not to bawl along with my son.

Garnett’s is pretty overwhelming for a thirty-year-old, so it must be terrifying for a six-month-old. The singing snowmen are aggressively camp, and the in-store Santa is being played  by last year’s X-Factor winner (and I thought it was just policemen who were getting younger).

This is the Christmas I’d dreamed about. I am stocking up on last-minute items for our first Christmas in our unconverted upper-floor maisonette in the arse end of Shepherd’s Bush, a place we bought because the estate agents randomly added ‘village’ to the name of the main street and we thought Lime Village sounded lovely. Which presumably makes us the Lime Village Idiots.

In my plastic folding plaid holdall (as modelled by sheikhs’ wives trying to buy up the entire contents of the Marble Arch branch of M&S), I have a mini-panettone, the German tree biscuits, and a Cheddar truckle the size of a Granny Smith. But no stuffing: my Turkey Breast for One comes pre-stuffed.

The newly purchased angel - a little large for our four-foot plastic tree - already looks the worse for wear. Freddie somehow got hold of her and gave her a damned good chew. Her lacy wings are now earthbound with carrot and spittle.

Last Christmas, just after the appearance of the little pink line, everything was blissful. ‘Next year,’ Duncan kept saying as he patted my still-flat stomach, ‘next year we’ll give Junior the best Christmas a kid can have. We’ll pull out all the stops, Em.’

Duncan is, no doubt, pulling out all the stops at this very minute. Lighting candles, or preparing a supper party for the new neighbours.

Except his new neighbours are Swiss, because his new neighbourhood is Geneva. The gluhwein will be flowing and the Gruyère cheese will be bubbling away in the fondue pan. And new lover Heidi, who also happens to be his boss and ‘intellectual equal’, has probably let down her flaxen plaits in recognition of the holiday season. I’ve no proof that she plaits  her hair, or that it’s flaxen, but it’s little things like that that get me up in the morning.

And I am holding up the size 14 silk pyjamas - which represent a third of this month’s mortgage payment - trying to second-guess whether they have a hope of circumnavigating my thighs. And I’m wondering why I let myself be side-tracked from the Food Hall into this stupid Cinderella-themed Gift Grotto for Adults (‘. . . because it’s not only the little ones who deserve the greatest gifts from the Greatest Store on Earth’).

Garnett’s is, admittedly, the Greatest Store on Earth blah blah blah. It’s just that, right now, that world-famous magic seems as hollow as a hand-blown tree bauble.

‘Can I help you?’

I doubt it very much. The shop assistant is doll-sized and her skin is dewy and I’d spend the rest of this month’s mortgage payment on whatever wonder serum she’s been using if I thought it would change things. But her smile is forced, the upper half of her face paralysed by indifference. Or possibly Botox. ‘Um . . . I’m browsing.’

She looks around her and raises one fine-tuned eyebrow (so it can’t be Botox - her forehead is simply unravaged by life. I remember how that felt). No one in their right mind would browse in the week before Christmas. Then she resurrects her smile: after all, even if I am certifiable, I might still have a credit card.

‘Aren’t they beautiful?’

It’s a killer question. No woman could honestly deny it. Everything about these jim-jams smacks of understated elegance. A woman wearing these will sneak down to steal the Sainsbury’s Taste the Difference Amontillado sherry left for Father Christmas and his reindeers. She’ll place stockings on the bedposts of her softly snoring children before donning  stockings of her own for a bout of athletic, silk-pyjama-induced sex with her six-packed husband.

‘And,’ the assistant whispers, ‘Selfridges are charging forty pounds more for exactly the same design.’

‘Well . . .’ I don’t need them. I have pyjamas. Not silk ones, but who is going to know the ruddy difference? There’s no one at home to stroke them, or tease them off.

‘Like it says on the sign,’ she says, pointing, ‘we grown-ups deserve the greatest gifts too. And we can never rely on the men in our lives to get it right, can we?’ She laughs, and her boobs wobble above the top button of her crimson waistcoat. Her badge tells me her name is Marsha: I bet Marsha and her breasts receive an endless array of perfect presents from small armies of Unwise Men.

‘The thing is . . .’ but my voice is quieter now and she sees weakness.

‘You look like you deserve a treat. Not to mention a sit down. Why don’t you try them on? The changing rooms are right here, and we’re laying on complimentary hot white chocolate. There’s room for the little one, too,’ she says, with a final faked smile in the Fredster’s direction. He seems dazzled by her. Maybe it’s her boobs.

Like father, like son.

But the hot chocolate clinches it: a tiny vestige of that fantasy London I’d pictured as we set off up the M4 in the removal van, hope in our hearts, bugger all in our joint account. OK, so I’d imagined sipping the hot chocolate after a bracing skate on the rink at Kew Gardens, me in pink-and-white fake fur like a chic marshmallow, Duncan dashing in soft greys, pulling our baby round in circles in a silver child-sized sleigh from Daisy and Tom.

I follow her into the themed changing rooms, a Garnett’s speciality. This one is like Cinderella’s carriage, with liveried  mice stencilled round the edges, spiced pumpkin candles in storm lamps, and a purple velvet banquette. Freddie peers up from his pushchair, suspicious of all the girliness.

I begin to undress, avoiding my reflection in the curlicued mirror. As I pull my sweater off, I realise how musty it smells. The flat has always been damp anyway and since the dryer gave up tumbling, nothing ever quite dries out.

I leave my bra and pants on rather than risk a glimpse of my boobs or bottom. My English rose complexion has turned porridge grey, and no part of my body is unaffected by carrying Freddie for nine months. If I were a true high-maintenance West End girl, I’d have a weekly salon appointment to be detoxified and airbrushed Fake-Bake brown. But given that I can’t even manage to dry my jumpers, I am a lost cause.

The lavender silk feels like the cool touch of soft hands as I pull the pyjama pants up my legs. I draw the tie-waist tight, then put on the top half: the tiny buttons are edged in silver, with opaque blue-grey glass in the centre the exact shade of Freddie’s eyes. I begin at the bottom, and with each button, become more convinced that I must have this pyjama set, that somehow everything else will fall into place when I take it home: the dryer will tumble again, Freddie will have a perfect first Christmas, and Duncan will ditch horrible Heidi and fly home on the Santa Express to the bosom of his family.

But when I reach my bust, I realise it’s hopeless. The button won’t do up, the tumble dryer’s fatally injured, and there’s no reason on earth that Duncan would return to this particular bosom, when he can enjoy perfect Swiss peaks.

Freddie senses the change in my mood and begins to grizzle. Why did I let myself be seduced by a stupid shop and a stupid idea that a pair of pyjamas will make me feel better?

I hear the machine-gun rattle of approaching high heels,  and Marsha pokes her head round the purple flock curtain. ‘Oh that colour is so you,’ she says, averting her eyes from my gaping cleavage.

‘The top’s too small,’ I say. Freddie stares at Marsha and the grizzling turns to a howl.

‘Hmmm . . .’ She hands over the hot chocolate, in a polar bear mug. ‘These are great stocking fillers, by the way. Nineteen ninety-nine for this one and a matching penguin. I can get you size sixteen pyjamas if you like. Though when you’re not wearing a bra it’ll probably be less of a problem.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well,’ she says, giving me a ‘you asked for it’ frown, ‘frankly, most women who’ve had children will experience a little droop in the cleavage area, sans support. So your boobs will hang down . . . er, be more evenly distributed and voila, the top won’t gape.’

‘Thanks a bunch.’ Freddie’s cries are now of the outraged variety, daring to express what I can’t. ‘You know, I’m not sure about them. And they are expensive for what they are. Even if they are cheaper than Selfridges.’

‘Oh, if that’s what’s worrying you,’ she says, her face steely, ‘and of course, we all find things tight at Christmas, the Garnett’s Red Carpet Card gets you a fifteen per cent discount. And nothing to pay till February. I’ll get you a form.’

‘I really don’t think—’

Freddie lets out a howl of sympathetic anguish.

‘Do you think you can quieten him down?’ Marsha asks. ‘It sounds like he’s being thrashed.’ And she sounds like she’d love to do the thrashing herself.

I sigh and wish her five years of sleepless nights when she produces heirs for some wealthy banker. I reach over and undo the buggy straps to release Freddie. He continues to howl as I hold him tight, trying to stop him shaking with rage.  ‘Ordinarily he’s a very even-tempered child,’ I find myself saying, though her sceptical expression makes me wish I hadn’t bothered. And, to be fair, six months ago the same sound would have turned my stomach too.

Finally, the shaking stops and I hold my son’s raging purple face up to mine. ‘There’s a good Freddie, there’s a good boy—’

He opens his mouth for what I hope will be his final howl . . . but there’s something ominous in his eyes as the remainder of his lunch is propelled from inside that tummy with the force of a mashed carrot tornado.

Why was I so keen to experiment with solids?

Within microseconds, Freddie’s face returns to placid loveliness. I hesitate before daring to look down at the pyjama top.

‘Ah.’ The orangey stain stretches from the collar to the hem, and has even spattered the waist-ties and tops of my legs.

Stupid, stupid Emily for trying the bloody things on, stupid for believing they could make any difference, stupid, stupid for marrying Duncan and getting pregnant and coming to London and thinking a life of silk pyjamas and ice-skating could ever be in my grasp.

I remember I’m not alone, and look up. In the tiny moment before Marsha rearranges her face into can I help you blandness, I see disgust, and then satisfaction.

‘So,’ she says finally, ‘how exactly would you like to pay?’

 



It all goes rather quickly after that. I just know that the price of the pyjamas will be the straw that breaks the back of my Mastercard, so I agree to apply for a Garnett’s card, without realising that the form will add insult to injury: are you  married? Technically. Number of adults in the household: one. Monthly income: as much as Duncan decides to send over from sodding Switzerland. Estimated monthly outgoings:  always more than my monthly income.

It’s no great surprise when Marsha comes back looking sour and announces that the card company has turned me down. When I explain I’ve no other means of paying, her manager appears, a tall black woman who looks younger than me, but wears the stern expression of a tough-but-fair headmistress. She introduces herself as Sandie Barrow, Section Head, and asks me how much cash I have on me.

I take out my purse and count notes and coins out onto the banquette in little piles, like a child playing shop with chocolate money. My humiliation is now complete: the gap between my fantasy Christmas and the reality couldn’t be wider.

‘I need that for the bus home,’ I explain, setting aside two pounds.

Marsha tuts. ‘Only a fool pays cash. Haven’t you heard of Oyster cards?’

‘Thank you, Marsha,’ Sandie says sharply. ‘I’m sure you’re needed back on the shop floor. I can handle this.’

Marsha flounces off, and Sandie watches as I continue to count. I used to pity women like me, the ones in the supermarket queue who had to hand back tins and packets till the total fell within budget. Except I can hardly ask Garnett’s to sell me a sleeve, which is all my cash would buy me.

Sandie sits down on the banquette. Close up, she looks less stern: she’d actually be rather beautiful if she smiled and let her hair grow out of that severe crop. She’s used so much spray that her hair looks ever so slightly like a helmet and her deep-brown eyes are bloodshot with tiredness. But she seems a  hundred times more human than Marsha. ‘Not been your day, then?’ she says.

‘Not been my year. I didn’t want the bloody pyjamas. I mean, they’re lovely, but I can’t afford them and I knew that so I don’t know why I tried them on when there’s so much else I should be spending what little money—’ I stop. The shame of describing my sorry domestic state is too much to bear: I wonder if there’s an equivalent of restaurant dish-washing for customers who can’t pay the bill? Clearing out the stockroom, maybe, or sweeping the floor.

But even though she doesn’t know the full sob story, Sandie Barrow looks at me as if she understands. Her face is softer, and I get this utterly irrational feeling that things are going to be OK. ‘We can’t sell these now anyway. Don’t worry about it; I’ll mark them down as shop-soiled.’

‘But—’

‘My gramma always swears by bicarbonate of soda. Tub costs under a quid from the supermarket. They’ll be as good as new. If any of Garnett’s thousands of customers today deserves a bit of a treat, I reckon it’s probably you.’ Her slight Brummie accent suddenly sounds like the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.

She leaves the cubicle and waits while I get changed. When I emerge, she gives me another mug of hot chocolate and takes the pyjamas away and returns a few minutes later with them wrapped in tissue paper. ‘I got rid of the worst of the debris,’ she says.

It’s only when I get home to Lime Village and open the crimson Garnett’s carrier bag that I realise she’s added a pair of lavender slippers. On a note, she’s written: ‘These have a slight pull in the silk, so we were going to return them to the  manufacturer, but I thought you might like a matching set. Merry Christmas from all at Garnett’s.’

I haven’t believed in Father Christmas for years, but as I poke my cold toes into the softest slippers I’ve ever owned, like Cinders trying on her glass slipper, I let myself believe that angels might exist.




CHAPTER TWO

Sandie

Marsha drops a boxful of lilac feather boas on the shop floor and sighs loudly. ‘I can’t believe you let that woman get away with it. You’ll be giving free samples to shoplifters next!’

‘What should I have done, exactly? Called the cops and had her locked up with her baby till Boxing Day? I’m all for themed Christmases, but in case you hadn’t noticed, Marsha, we’re not doing Scrooge this year.’

She shrugs, as if a spell inside is exactly what she thinks that poor woman deserved. It’s taken ninety-five painstaking years to build the reputation of Garnett’s, but my deputy could destroy all that in a single nasty comment or uncharitable act. Though as she averages at least half a dozen super-bitch moments a day, it’s a mystery to me how she’s got this far.

Marsha passes a mirror and pouts, before responding to her reflection with a tiny flick of the hair. That’s how she’s got this far. She flirts compulsively, even with herself. And the all-male members of Garnett’s board of management are suckers for a pretty face. She got where she is today by flashing teeth and tits, while I got where I am . . .

I got where I am by grafting for seven years. By working till four in the morning sewing stars onto ninety metres of netting for our Christmas grotto, because I couldn’t find anything  gorgeous enough amongst the ready-made ribbons and voiles in haberdashery.

I got where I am by driving to Felixstowe and back after closing time last month when the lorry drivers staged a blockade, to rescue a size twenty wedding dress bodice trapped in a container-load of lingerie from China. I’d promised the bride it would be there for her wedding that Saturday, and I managed it, though it did take all my charm and a boot-load of our Food Hall’s gourmet sarnies to bribe the hungry guys on the picket line.

I got where I am by shampooing the last puppy in the window of our pet department, the poor cross-eyed mutt that no one ever wanted to buy. I’m not convinced we should stock live animals, but I could see he’d be happier romping through parks and muddy ponds than sitting in his cage, being tormented by the bored offspring of rich shoppers. I used Aveda Be Curly Shampoo, followed by a good coating of Elnett hairspray and, after my coiffure, he was snapped up by an equally cross-eyed widow to be her faithful companion on her generous Surrey estate.

It’s all about magic. A shop like Garnett’s is an everyday slice of enchantment, a year-round pantomime of gorgeous things that you probably don’t need but still covet beyond measure. And the conjurors are the hundreds of people grafting away behind the scenes: people like Felipe the head buyer, and Sara the merchandiser, and Luis on security, and Mason who dresses the best windows in London, and me, and - God help us - Marsha.

If I had my way, I’d stick Marsha permanently in menswear, where her simpering and hair-flicking might actually sell some goods. Surely it wouldn’t take long for a man to pick her up, along with a new Armani suit.

‘It must be time to go now,’ Marsha says, kicking the box of  boas towards an empty shelf. ‘I’m running so late that I might have to miss my Piccadilly party and go straight to the Mayfair one.’

I stare meaningfully at the clock, but she doesn’t take the hint. ‘I suppose I could finish it off if you really need to go,’ I say eventually. ‘Only twenty boxes of stock to shift onto the shop floor.’

‘Well, if you don’t mind . . .’ she says, not waiting for an answer. Her metal-tipped heels click-clack away and I breathe deeply. I have never lost it in front of anyone. I don’t do angry. ‘Rage is the opposite of ladylike,’ my gramma says, and she’s right.

At least with Marsha gone I can put my feet up, just for a few minutes. My legs are leaden and my well-worn court shoes pinch my swollen feet. The scarlet velvet chaise longue that I chose as the centrepiece of this year’s grotto stretches out seductively, inviting me to take the weight off my size sixes. Thousands of shoppers have been tempted to park their posteriors here in the last few weeks. At least having a deputy as idle as Marsha means I know the success of my Christmas concession is all my own work.

She says I am ridiculously anal about the whole thing, and she’s right, but I defy any female customer to pass the grotto without being drawn inside. It’s partly why I let that woman take the pyjamas home: I almost feel guilty at the irresistibly seductive power of the display. Even though I do say it myself, I think my real moment of genius was the Cinderella theme - I brainstormed endless fairy stories to work out which heroine busy women would most identify with.

And don’t I identify with Cinders now, as Marsha heads for the ball? Though, if I’m completely honest, I’d rather be here than at any party. Sometimes I’m here at midnight, when the shelf-stackers have gone home and there’s no one in the store  but me and Luis in his little security hatch (asleep, usually - he double-shifts here and at Madame Tussaud’s). And then I go from the Food Hall in the basement all the way to Fine Art and Gadgets on the top floor, drinking it all in, working out what I’d do if I ever made it onto the board.

I was five when I first came here, barely tall enough to see over the counters, but the memories are sharp. The entrance, guarded by a doorman whose long woollen coat was flecked with snow, the intense wave of perfume, so potent it made me sneeze, and the assistants dashing about in their neat red waistcoats and matching skirts. The proud feeling as Gramma and I carried our crimson parcels home on the train, beribboned and finished with a sprinkling of gold stars, although they only contained Lily of the Valley bath salts and a jar of Garnett’s Special Recipe English Marmalade.

My grandmother swears that if she’d known I was going to waste my grammar school education and my fancy degree and end up a shop girl, she’d never have brought me here at all, would have kept me in our dowdy Birmingham suburb, where the only retail temptations were the butcher, the post office and the corner shop. Then I’d have ended up a solicitor or an accountant like the other girls in my class, and everyone would have been happy.

Everyone except me.

‘Sandie?’

Toby Garnett, great-great-grandson of the original Mr Garnett, is the only family member still on the board and I have never seen him in store after hours. He spends his spare time - and a good chunk of his ancestors’ money - on hosting parties at the family’s Gloucestershire estate, and hanging out with the aristo crowd at Bouji’s. He’s twenty-eight, like me, and a poster boy for the spoiled, stupid, blond-floppy-haired look that always seems to go with inherited wealth. Marsha’s  dream man, except actually, he’s not stupid at all. He’s just a tiny bit lazy. Usually I loathe laziness but in his case, it’s accompanied by buckets of charm. Toby is a lounge lizard in Hunter’s wellies. And he must earn his salary back in the free publicity generated by his party lifestyle.

We started in the same month, Toby and I. He’d come down from Oxford where he’d scraped a third and been press-ganged into the family firm: I’d got a first in politics from Warwick, and fought for my position as a fast-track trainee in ladies’ accessories. He was as sophisticated as I was wide-eyed and . . . well, I’ll admit, I did develop a crush on him, though perhaps it was more of a crush on everything he represented: glamour, good breeding, the whole Garnett’s package.

He knew it, of course, and for a while, I actually thought it might be reciprocated. At first it was a business arrangement: Oxford hadn’t equipped him to read spreadsheets or sales projections, so he used to treat me to lunch at a sandwich bar before board meetings. I’d explain what it all meant, he’d tease me for it - Sandie Brains - is his nickname for me - and then he’d wow the old duffers with his observations. My observations. It niggled that I couldn’t present my ideas directly, but as Gramma always says, pride comes before a fall.

And then he began to treat me to dinners out: at his club off Sloane Street, or one of those wood-panelled places where they serve heavy English food to remind public schoolboys of their old refectories. Over toad-in-the-hole and syrup sponge, we’d discuss Garnett’s and sometimes, even, our own lives. I’d listen to Toby’s stories of skiing at Klosters and sipping Bollinger at the Royal Enclosure at Ascot, and deflect his questions about me: there was nothing to tell. I’ve always kept myself to myself, the way I was brought up.

Two months ago, something changed. At the end of our meal, he produced a little box wrapped in green silk, and gave  it to me. I blushed, though thankfully the room was too dark for him to notice. Inside was a fine-chain gold necklace, with a large crimson pendant positioned in the centre of the navy velvet cushion.

‘It’s a garnet, Brains. Not a precious stone, but it’s antique, and real gold. I wanted to thank you for all the advice. You’re the only person there I can really trust. You see, they’re making me a full partner. I know they wouldn’t have done that until I was at least fifty if I hadn’t had your support.’

Toby took back the box, and removed the necklace. He leaned across the table holding the two ends of the chain apart and I didn’t quite know what to do when he reached over, his slender fingers grazing my skin. I darted backwards and he let go, and the necklace almost landed in my half-empty coffee cup before I caught it. I tried to fasten the clasp at the nape of my neck, my large hands struggling with the delicate jewellery. Finally, after what felt like hours, I managed it and the pendant rested against my chest, below the dip in my collar-bone.

‘That’s exactly how I imagined it would look, Sandie. It glows against your skin, it’s perfect—’

I interrupted him. ‘I can’t take it.’

‘Of course you can. God knows, Garnett’s bonuses aren’t much to speak of. Think of it as a reward.’

‘But I’ve got nothing for you.’

He waved his hand dismissively. ‘Most of the women I buy trinkets for don’t deserve it. You do. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wear jewellery. You should. It suits you.’

I realised he wasn’t going to relent, so I stood up, my napkin dropping to the floor. ‘Thank you again. I really have to go. I said I’d go in early tomorrow.’ And I raced out of the restaurant.

Things were a little awkward after that: he avoided me, and  I avoided him. And then the next board meeting came and he asked me to lunch and we pretended it hadn’t happened. No one else knows, of course. I keep the secret with my usual efficiency, and Toby is always cool with me in public.

‘Sandie?’ He’s closer to me now, I can smell wine on his breath. He must be popping in between parties.

‘Evening, Toby. Come to see if the peasants are revolting?’

‘Um. Well. In a way,’ he says, his confident voice stilted. It’s only now that I spot Luis behind him. Oh, and the new hotshot woman from Human Resources, a sour-faced forty-something in a cheap chainstore suit that I know she couldn’t have bought at Garnett’s. ‘Sandie, I think we need to have a chat.’

‘Certainly,’ I say, sensing that this isn’t about the record-breaking sales-per-square-metre performance of the grotto. Luis won’t look at me, and Toby’s face refuses to break into that trademark languid smile.

‘We have some . . . concerns. About figures and things.’ Toby blushes. So it is about sales after all. Perhaps this is an elaborate set-up, and he has a magnum of champagne concealed under his Barbour.

‘The initial receipts have been really good, possibly better than last year, despite the credit crunch,’ I say, my own voice suddenly high-pitched. ‘I should have more accurate figures on Boxing Day. I always come in straight after Christmas, when it’s quiet, to get them done.’

‘Well, it’s more to do with day-to-day receipts . . .’ Toby looks to the HR woman for support.

‘It’s the suggestion box,’ she says.

‘Oh yes,’ I say, smiling modestly. Another of my ideas, a way of opening up full communication between workers and management.

‘There’s been an anonymous note that we couldn’t ignore,’ she says. ‘An accusation.’

‘Ri-ight . . .’

‘Miss Barrow, we search your locker,’ Luis says.

I feel hot. Confused. This isn’t happening. Any minute now, Luis will break into giggles at this practical joke, revealing his terrible teeth, eroded by the Dulce de Leche sandwiches his wife packs for him.

I breathe deeply. Stay calm. Perhaps they’re doing this to everyone. Some kind of crazy crackdown after a scare report about ‘retail shrinkage’, the polite term for shoplifting and staff with their hands in the till.

‘Right, well, obviously, if that’s really necessary then I’ll cooperate fully. I have nothing to hide.’ I reach into my waistcoat pocket for the key but all my fingers close around is my emergency eyedrops (for reducing the effects of late-night working from November to January). ‘I can’t seem to find my key. I must have dropped it in the staffroom.’

Toby and Luis exchange glances. ‘Is OK. Have skeleton key,’ Luis says.

‘This way.’ Toby gestures towards the Staff Only door, and I follow him, trying to remember how to walk. As we pass through, I feel dozens of eyes on me: temps who’re enjoying the spectacle, and colleagues who’ve known me years.

Would one of them send an anonymous note? I didn’t think I had any real enemies at Garnett’s, though I don’t have any real friends either. If you want to get to the top, friendship can weaken you. The nearest I’ve got would be Toby.

I think what’s worrying me most tonight is that he’s not called me Brains.


You’re being silly, Sandie.

We take the stairs: Toby ahead of me, Luis and Human Resources Woman behind, as if I might make a run for it. The  smell of floor polish and Jeyes Fluid reminds me of the first time I went ‘backstage’, during my induction. The Upstairs,  Downstairs contrast between the gloss of the store and the browns and greys of the staff areas only seemed to increase the feeling of awe, of being allowed access to a secret world.

Perhaps it’s all a wind-up, and they’re leading me to a surprise party to celebrate my achievements with the Grotto. But when we reach the door to the women’s changing room, there’s no mutter of excited voices from my surprise party guests. Toby knocks.

‘Who is it?’ Marsha pokes her powdered face round the door, and launches a dazzling smile when she sees who it is.

‘Can we come in, Marsha?’ Toby asks, and she opens the door wide. She’s wearing a pink tutu dress that would look charming on a five-year-old - actually it would probably fit a five-year-old - but seems indecent clinging to her curves.

Luis won’t look at her, either. He shares my loathing of Marsha. ‘You want me send her away, Miss Barrow?’

‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ Marsha says, sitting down on the bench to pull a fishnet stocking up her tanned, toned leg. ‘I’m almost done.’

‘This one yours, yes?’ Luis says, approaching the grey steel locker.

I nod. I know what he’ll find, and shudder with embarrassment. My grubby ‘civvies’ - jeans and jumper I haven’t had time to wash because the launderette’s always shut by the time I get home, and a copy of Retail Week. No ball gown for this Cinderella.

But as he places the key in the lock, and Human Resources Woman, Toby and Marsha all stare at the door, I have a horrible premonition. I imagine a locker packed with sparkly contraband: boas and crystal body scrubs and cut-glass perfume bottles and piles of those bloody silk pyjamas.

I blink the image away.

I hear the lock click and we all hold our breath as the door creaks open and I wait for my worst nightmare, for fur and feathers and fairy dust all over the floor.

Nothing.

I let go of my breath and feel light-headed with relief. Of course. There’s nothing there but my jeans and my T-shirt and my magazine.

Luis finally meets my eye and gives me an embarrassed smile as he runs his hand along the top shelf of the locker. Going through the motions. In five minutes we’ll be in his security hut, laughing about this over one of his disgusting sandwiches. Then he turns towards the locker, his hand seemingly stuck right at the back. ‘Jesu!’

When he pulls his hand out, it contains a large brown envelope. How odd. It looks exactly like the envelope my council tax bill came in yesterday. He tips the envelope up and notes fly out, tens and twenties, wafting slowly onto the lino like the flakes in our best-selling range of snow-domes.

It can’t be . . . I open my mouth to say something but my voice won’t work. We all stare as a final note flutters onto the small pile on the floor.

Human Resources Woman races forward, producing a clear plastic bag like the ones the cops use for evidence on CSI. She turns it inside out, reaching for the envelope and the notes through the plastic barrier, avoiding direct contact. Then she seals it shut.

This isn’t happening.

‘You don’t think . . . you can’t think . . .’ My voice sounds small and tight.

Toby stares at the bag and then back up at me, an unfathomable expression on his face.

Human Resources Woman tucks the evidence into her faux  suede briefcase, before withdrawing a thick sheaf of papers bearing the Garnett’s logo, embossed in red. She lifts the reading glasses chained around her neck up to her face and peers at the small print.

‘Normally, Miss Barrow, a member of staff facing disciplinary action receives forty-eight hours notice of the hearing, and the chance to choose a representative from the staff association. The exception is where the charge could be construed as gross misconduct when a more . . . summary process can be enacted. If you’d like to follow me, I think we have matters to discuss.’

I look to Toby. ‘But . . . Toby, you can’t believe . . . I mean, you know me, you know what I’ve done here, how hard I’ve worked.’

He’s shaking his head. ‘Seven years. Seven years Garnett’s has nurtured you, Sandie. Seven years we’ve trusted you, and this is how you repay us. I really hope it’s all been worth it.’




New Year Sales
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After many suffocating days with the in-laws, the shopper is desperate to spread her wings. A January sale should sweep the customer into a passionate, almost torrid frenzy of shopping. Look, touch, grab, buy. Make her feel like an explorer, panning for gold . . .




CHAPTER THREE

Emily

I’m not a moper by nature, but Christmas has tested me to my ruddy limits. Nine days of Freddie trying to munch pine needles. Nine days searching Channel 4 for something festive (it’s the only channel our dodgy aerial picks up) and finding nothing but depressing documentaries about pagan rituals and  Where are they now? programmes featuring Big Brother runners-up. Nine days of wondering if it’s snowing in Geneva, because it’s definitely raining in my heart.

The Boxing Day trip home to Somerset with Freddie was no better, because I’m only now realising the full implications of my failure to mention Duncan’s Swiss flit to my folks. OK, so they know he’s been working out there since October. What they don’t know is that he’s not planning to come home. The only times I stopped fibbing were when I was a) asleep b) listening to the latest scandalous Rowminster gossip or c) scoffing mince pies. I must have told several thousand lies and I was only there for one night.

There were lies about our fabulous festive skiing trip near Mont Blanc (I did realise at the time that there was something not quite right about having a Black Belt in skiing, but fortunately Mum and Dad are equally ignorant) and lies about après-ski (my faked tan is patchy but they seemed convinced). Then there are lies that will breed thousands more: the  extensive house refurbishment work which means they can’t come to visit us for another three months (then what?). And then there are the lies about the visits I’ve made to Geneva with my jet-setting baby. I fear my Holiday programme facts about cuckoo clocks and the Alps won’t sustain me much longer.

Of course, the biggest reason of all why I’m going to have to come clean soon is Freddie himself: he doesn’t yet have the words to explain that Mummy’s turning into a compulsive liar, and actually we spent the festive season in front of the telly and the fan heater, but it’s only a matter of time. He’s already begun chattering in Double Dutch, and if he’s anything like his dad, the gift of the gab will come naturally.

But if I tell my parents the truth, my London dream is over. They’ll just tow me, Freddie and all our belongings back to Somerset on the Carnival Club trailer. And while some evenings I dream of being rescued, and of girlie nights in with my old friends from the bank, I can’t let that happen yet. If I go back, I’ll never find the guts to leave again. The things I miss about small-town life are exactly the things I hated during the three decades I lived there: everyone knowing your business, and you knowing everyone else’s; the fact that I will always be known in the village as the Little Mermaid who Wet Herself, after an embarrassing incident at the 1985 Carnival. The slavish devotion to cheese and shoes and local weather presenters.

No, as comforting as Cheddar and Clarks are, I can’t go back. Not after all the fuss I made about leaving in the first place.

So, I have set myself three resolutions. Short and sweet:1. Stop moping.

2. Make some London friends.

3. Get a job.



And that’s where I begin to break into a cold sweat. A job will mean me and Freddie will be separated. The bond between me and my Little Londoner seems unbreakable, perhaps because it’s always felt like the two of us against the world, from the moment our eyes first met in that sweltering delivery room.

It wasn’t Duncan’s fault I went into labour a fortnight early.  Everyone says first babies arrive late, and he’d only gone to Switzerland for twenty-four hours, and anyway we knew travel to company HQ in Geneva would be part of his new job. But after the utter loneliness of my labour, with a midwife whose English was so heavily accented that I couldn’t understand a word except ‘Pouushh’ and ‘NO pouushh’, meeting Freddie was the most joyful moment of my life.

Of course, I have left my baby with other people once or twice. I trust my parents and I trust Duncan, despite the fact that before he became a dad, I wouldn’t have trusted him to nurse a pint. He only put in three months of parenting before he left me for Heidi, but it was long enough to convince me he’d never harm Freddie.

But childminders and nurseries and au pairs are an unknown quantity. The idea of leaving my precious partner in crime makes me feel sick, but I have to do it, don’t I? I need the money and anyway, a job is key to the other two resolutions: I’ll have no time to mope, and I’ll make friends. Time to get tough with myself.

‘Mummy needs to look the business, eh, Freddie?’ I carry him into the bedroom and open the wardrobe. I already know what’s in there: shelves full of tracksuit bottoms and sloppy T-shirts, plus a neat row of little suits from my days at the bank. I’ve never been a stick insect - before I was pregnant I was ten or twelve in the kinder shops (though always a large in Zara, of course). I used to read my older sister’s romantic novels when I  was growing up, and the heroines were all built like me: an un-showy hourglass, with tidy curves.

My curves are no longer tidy. They’re positively chaotic. I knew things were bad when Duncan started calling me Chubster (‘I mean it affectionately, though, Em!’). There’s no point in trying to wrestle my way into one of my old suits: it’d be like trying to fit Posh Spice’s bikini on a hippo.

I close the wardrobe door and wince at my reflection in the mirror. Even my wavy blond hair seems puffy and overblown. ‘No one’s going to employ your mummy looking like this, are they, mate?’

But I force myself to look again. This is what happens to every new mum - well, except for the A-list celebs who have a tummy tuck done at the same time as their caesarean. I don’t have to look sexy to get myself a job. I just have to look capable, which means swapping my elasticated waists for something more structured.

There is no way round it. I have to go back into the lion’s den. There are worse things in life than being a size fourteen. Aren’t there?

 



I manoeuvre Freddie through the door of our first-floor maisonette, hanging onto the buggy to stop it toppling straight down the steep stairs to the communal front door. We actually own the downstairs flat as well: the outrageous mortgage pays for not one, but two bodged kitchenettes, two dodgy boilers, two unspeakable bathrooms, and a single west-facing junkyard . . . sorry, patio, piled high with motorbike parts and rusty barbecues full of cigarette butts. Our original masterplan was to convert the place back into a family house, but as I’ve barely had enough energy to get dressed in the morning or enough money to cover the gas bill, the plan’s on hold.

On the mat, there’s the usual pile of unpaid bills for the previous occupants, and a few glitzy interiors catalogues. When we first moved in, I signed up for every brochure in the back of Living Etc: Italian glass-topped furniture, Egyptian cotton bedding, German kitchens, American white goods. My circumstances were drastically reduced before I had time to order so much as a pillowcase.

‘Onwards and upwards, eh, Freddie?’

The streets around Lime Village are frosty, and scattered with rubbish and skips. This part of town is truly a tale of two cities: some of my neighbours are lawyers, yes, and film-makers, exactly as I imagined. But the large house opposite is a hostel for former drug addicts, and one of the occupants spends his day sitting on the wall, whatever the weather. He waves his stick at me across the street. It’s a sign of how lonely I get that I’ve tried to talk to him, but he replies in deepest gibberish.

I pass another mum with a buggy containing a baby whose tiny pink face pokes out of multiple layers of fleece. I smile at the woman, out of habit, but she looks down. It’s the same at the swings. The brighter my grin, the more rapidly they back away. The cafés are full of braying groups of women, but mums on their own seem to prefer to keep up the pretence that their babies’ burps are scintillating, rather than admit they might like an adult friend. Confessing to loneliness in London seems the greatest taboo.

I cross the main road towards Hammersmith. My sights are set lower than my last big shopping expedition in Oxford Street, with its seductive shops and staggering price tags. I enter the arcade, with its skiving teenagers and its fast-food stalls. I know my place.

Primark.

But what a place. Until my first trip here, I didn’t believe  nylon had a smell. But when you’re confronted with enough to clothe an entire squadron of overweight mums, the scent is overpowering, like sniffing a Barbie doll. Best of all: there are no mirrors.

After Lime Village, where the posh mothers wear their arch boniness as a badge of honour to distinguish themselves from poorer, fatter locals, this is a place where I can finally loosen my waistband. I know Primark’s now supposed to be the hangout of fashionable young things, but they must come in their lunch hour, because right now, cellulite is the order of the day.

I push Freddie’s buggy between the tables with their sky-scrapers of jeans and jumpers, and begin to fill my mesh bag: forgiving black and brown cords, two woolly cardigans, a handful of fleecy socks. I steer clear of the unidentifiable sparkly strappy things on hangers that might be party tops but might equally be harnesses for a Shetland pony. They probably stock them in my size, but frankly I think I would  scare the horses.

I spy a suit that might work for interviews, in charcoal pin-stripes. Pin-stripes are probably so last season, but beggars can’t be choosers. The check-out assistant doesn’t look up as she throws my stuff into a bag. But I like indifference when I’m shopping. Give me her over that bitch in Garnett’s anyway.

‘Firty pounds.’

£30! Maybe with the money I’ve saved I can treat myself to a coffee in the little Spanish place by the Tube, where they sell those sugary straight doughnuts. There! I’m cosmopolitan now. Everyone in my home town thinks that doughnuts only come in rings.

Yes. Definitely treat time, after I’ve stocked up on nappies  and Nurofen. Boots feels awfully glossy and glam after the pile-it-high rawness of Primark.

‘Isn’t he a poppet?’

Without looking up, I know from the woman’s cloying voice that she must either be a lunatic, or a saleswoman.

‘But his mummy looks in need of a bit of a boost.’


Sod off. I’m not going to get caught out again by the hard sell. Not after the pyjama incident. I brace myself to push past the woman, perhaps catching her legs with the buggy on the way, but when I glance up, she looks a bit like my mum, flushed and jowly.

She’s standing next to the Charmant display. Now I’m no make-up guru. I’ve worn mascara a total of three times since Freddie appeared last June. But even I’ve seen the big posters for Charmant, the new kid on the block, featuring Scarlett or Keira or one of those other starlets with big eyes and a big future in Hollywood.

‘Charmant is the brand of choice for the style-aware woman. All our products are made in the top Parisian cosmetics houses, but because that’s a secret, you pay a third of the price.’ Something about the way she waggles her eyebrows while reciting her script makes me warm to her. Then she adds, ‘And I can give you lots of free samples!’

What have I got to lose? If I’m going to get back into the workplace, I’ll need to upgrade my beauty regime, which currently consists of brushing teeth, brushing hair, cleaning face with flannel (this step is optional), and brushing teeth again at the end of the day if I don’t fall asleep first.

I check the Fredster, who seems content staring at shoppers’ legs, and then ease myself onto the stool.

‘I’ll give you a little cleanse first,’ she says, reaching for a frosted bottle. ‘This is our Honey Blossom Cleanser and Toner, with extracts of St John’s Wort.’ She runs the cold  lotion over my cheeks. ‘Oh!’ She holds up the cotton wool ball, which is covered in what appears to be soot. ‘Oh, we haven’t been cleansing, have we, dear?’

I nod towards Freddie. ‘You know how it is.’

She nods back, then, seamlessly, the nod turns into a sorrowful shake. ‘But we can’t neglect ourselves, dear. You’ll have a moustache before you know it.’


And who would notice? I want to say. But then I realise that counts as moping so I just smile through very gritted teeth.

‘Let’s do a bit of a spot check, shall we? A skin MOT, so we know what we’re dealing with.’ She pulls a large mirror out of a drawer, and stands next to me, pointing at my reflection. It’s not good: under the strip lights I look like I haven’t slept for a hundred years. ‘Oh dear. Natural childbirth was it, dear?’

In the mirror, my pupils dilate in terror. Twenty-two hours in labour. And they say you’re meant to forget the bollocking pain. As if . . . ‘How do you know?’

‘Spider veins,’ she says, pushing the mirror closer so I can see the tiny red lines that give my face its only colour. ‘The facial equivalent of stretch marks. All that pushing! Say what you like about Caesareans, but I’d rather sacrifice my bikini line than my complexion. Bit late for you now, though, dear.’

I’m not convinced by the science, but there’s no doubting the physical evidence: the closer I look, the more lines I can see, a network of wiggles the same shade of red as the Central Line.

‘It’s blood you can see there, under the skin,’ she says. ‘But our Spidered Out Cream contains laser technology that directly attacks the veins without damaging surrounding tissue.’ She hands me a tiny silver pot.

‘How much is it?’

‘Oh, fifteen ninety-nine for that size. Lasts for months, though.’

I wince. ‘Wouldn’t concealer do the job?’

She frowns. ‘Well, it’s like doing up a derelict house, isn’t it? You can paint over the damp and the cracks, but they’ll only come back. Anyway, let’s see what else we need . . . now, you see those freckles around the top of your lips? That’s the first sign of colour seepage or loss caused by age. Very common in ladies as they approach forty.’

‘I’m thirty,’ I say, crossly.

She whistles. ‘Oh! I’m normally spot on with ages. You do need to take positive action, now, or you’ll have no lips to speak of by the time you’re thirty-five.’

I try to stand up, but she holds onto my hand. ‘It’s always a shock after the first baby, dear. But don’t worry. We can repair the damage. Well, perhaps that’s a little optimistic. We can definitely stop it getting any worse.’

I think of Duncan, then, of how much I’d like to tell him about this over a glass of wine at home. His ability to laugh at my jokes and at life - even, occasionally, at himself - was always his most redeeming feature. But then I remember Heidi: I can’t imagine a girl brought up on mountain air and chamber music has a single spider vein.

The make-up woman warbles on about more problems I never knew I had . . . discolouration of the eyelids, cappuccino cheeks, in-growing brow hair, greasy ears. I mean, greasy ears! After taking me to pieces, she begins to build me back up again, like the Six Million Dollar Man, or in my case, the £600 woman. I stop counting the products she’s recommended when she gets to fourteen, and surrender instead to the surprisingly soft touch of her hands on my face, as she massages in some lotion that promises to prime my skin, heal my inner hurt and stave off bird flu.

Touch is what I miss. Freddie almost makes up for it, with that earthy neediness babies have, grabbing as much of me as  he can with those determined fists. But sometimes I long for delicacy and tenderness. Even though I always knew it was a ‘you rub my back, I’ll rub yours’ arrangement, Duncan made me feel special.

Words can lie, of course, but surely not his touch, the hearts and flowers he used to draw with his fingers on my spine? Or was he just playing to the gallery? Duncan always did have that way of spotting the fatal weakness in a person, turning it against them, all the while hiding behind that grin of his. I thought that because I knew his tricks, because I saw him charming other people, I was safe.

‘This is my favourite. Magic. It’s like Tipp-Ex for the face.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/kate_9781409106555_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
shopping





OEBPS/kate_9781409106555_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/kate_9781409106555_oeb_001_r1.jpg





