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odd, wintry flowers upon the withered stem, yet new, strange flowers such as my life has not brought forth before, new blossoms of me 
DH Lawrence, ‘Shadows’

Economics are the method; the object is to change the heart and soul. 
Margaret Thatcher


1983


SEPTEMBER

Lexa turned to retrieve her luggage from the train and found an old man straining over her suitcase. An ageing gallant in a check sports jacket and knitted slipover, determined to prove that the age of chivalry was not dead.

She closed her fingers around the small section of handle that was not clamped in his grip. ‘It’s OK, thanks.’

‘What’ve you got in here, love – bricks?’

‘I can manage.’

‘Can’t have a young lady dragging a heavy case like this.’

She wanted to savour the moment of arrival, to linger on the platform with the smell of diesel and stewed tea and the scratchy announcements of incoming trains, so it wasn’t just a question of principle.

‘Really, it’s fine.’

‘Don’t be daft.’

‘I’ve been carrying it all day.’

‘You’ll do yourself an injury …’

‘I’m a third of your age and twice your size.’

They glared at each other for a second before he tutted and let go of the handle.

It was dark for six o’clock. Yellow lights pierced the murk on Commercial Street, just as Atkinson Grimshaw had painted it. Old men stood on windswept corners selling newspapers. MAGGIE SLAMS MINERS. Lowering the taxi window, she caught the malty breath of the brewery chimneys. Leeds, her new home. She drank it in, all the lives behind the glowing windows, all the people she would get to know.

The house was a Victorian wool baron’s mansion subdivided into flats. The jumble of mail on the scratched table in the hall contained three Irish names, one Russian, one Punjabi, and a note in block capitals to whoever was stealing the milk.

‘You a merchant banker, then?’

‘What?’ The bus was idling at a red light, engine grinding.

The man beside her nodded at the letter on her lap, ‘I said, are you a merchant banker?’

‘Once I get started.’

She turned to look out of the window but he prodded at her arm. ‘That’s rhyming slang for summat else, you know.’

‘So people keep telling me.’

The building wasn’t hard to find. An Edwardian tower of soot-streaked white faience, the tiled lobby smelling of machine oil and floor polish. A list of companies in dull gold lettering. Solicitors, actuaries, loss adjusters, accountants. She rode the cage lift, checking her reflection in the polished brass fittings; got out at the fifth floor. The sign too was gleaming brass. Goodison Farebrother.

The receptionist did the usual double-take at her height. When she phoned through to the office, the person on the other end of the line made her repeat Lexa’s name.

‘Third on the right down the corridor.’

A long room full of light. White shirts hunched over antique desks. Pin-striped jackets draped over the backs of chairs. Piles of documents. Hewlett Packard calculators. A group in the corner were chatting, hands locked behind their heads. A man with wheat-coloured hair and old-fashioned braces made a joke which was received with barks of laughter. His open-mouthed grin showed a broken incisor. At the other end of the room a door opened, disclosing a smaller office. The man who emerged had an actor’s good looks. Chestnut hair, chiselled features, a narcissistic arch to his spine. She walked up to him, right hand outstretched.

‘Get Sal to make you a coffee. I’ll be with you later.’

The voice of Empire, familiar from a thousand black-and-white films but never employed to address her, until now.

A secretary appeared carrying a pile of folders.

‘Welcome to Grand Central Station,’ she said.

As the morning passed Lexa began to make sense of the activity around her. There was a prodigious amount of paperwork undertaken in silence, interrupted periodically by the ringing of a phone. Every half-hour or so, someone would lose concentration and walk over to the windows. Seeing this, one or two others would get up and join him. In her world ‘public school’ was a loose insult attached to anything from an Anglo-Scots accent to a rugby shirt. She wasn’t sure she’d ever met the genuine article. They looked better bred than the men she knew in Gemmell. Straight-backed, clear-browed, glossily confident. Most of the accents were posh Northern English, with a playing-field boom, an effortless ability to make themselves heard in the next room, if not the next county. In Gemmell, as the new girl in an office full of strangers, she would have been spoken to. Here she wasn’t sure they even noticed her. Sal had distributed her pile of folders around the room and gone without making the promised coffee. Mid-morning another woman appeared and went into the boss’s office; a Rossetti canvas come to life, with an eye-popping swell of bosom and a soft cloud of auburn hair.

At one o’clock she was still waiting. Several men put their heads around the door to announce where they would be lunching. Someone said he was meeting Nicola, which triggered a louche whistle. The Pre-Raphaelite emerged from the director’s office and, in a little girl’s voice, wheedled her colleagues into eating Chinese. They left in a gang, making jokes about sweet-and-sour poodle. Lexa tapped on the door at the end of the room.

There was a Helmut Newton print behind his desk: a woman dressed in jodhpurs, boots and lacy bra, a saddle on her back. After a couple of minutes he covered the mouthpiece and said in a tone of quiet fury,

‘Can’t you see I’m on the fucking phone?’

The impeccably-enunciated swearword startled her. ‘I’m Lexa Strachan.’

‘And?’

‘And if you’re Piers Kinsella you just paid me to sit on my behind doing nothing for half a day.’

He looked her up and down. Having raised the subject, she felt partly responsible when he lingered halfway. ‘Have lunch on me as well.’

She went window shopping in the financial quarter.

At four o’clock he called her in.

‘It’s been a bitch of a day—’

A copy of Sporting Life lay open on his desk.

‘—may I-aah see your letter of appointment?’

He glanced at his own signature. ‘Who interviewed you?’

Her sense of foreboding increased. ‘A Mister Smith …’

No reaction.

She racked her brains for his Christian name. He’d taken his degree at Glasgow University and had a soft spot for the old alma mater. However much she disapproved, it was a stroke of luck, with so many unemployed graduates around. Every Monday since finishing the accountancy course she’d sent off a dozen letters of application, casting her net ever wider as the weeks had passed. Firms she knew she didn’t stand a chance with. Then Goodison Farebrother had summoned her to London. They were recruiting three trainees, one for each regional office.

‘… Phineus. Phineus Smith.’

‘No one else else sat in on the interview?’

‘No.’

Piers Kinsella walked to the door and called out ‘Gavin—’

The man with the broken tooth turned round.

‘—I’m taking Miss Strachan to the pub to-aah fill her in on what we expect of her.’

Her new colleagues found this funny.

She stood up, ready to go. But instead of putting on his jacket, he started reading a document from his in-tray.

‘I was surprised to get the job. Pleased, of course—’

He looked up impatiently.

‘—I was expecting a second interview.’

‘Yes, that would have been a good idea.’

He released his jacket from the back of the chair.

He took her to an Edwardian drinking palace down by the river. Three men with greased quiffs and tattooed forearms were playing cards for a pile of change in the middle of their table. A pensioner leaned on the bar, a Jack Russell terrier perched on the high stool beside him.

Piers Kinsella settled himself at the table with his pint and his twenty Marlboro.

She looked at him expectantly. A taxi sounded its horn in the street outside. The card players shuffled and dealt.

‘Very Otto Dix,’ she said at last.

He drew on his cigarette.

‘Or do I mean George Grosz? Those Weimar bar scenes where everybody looks as if they’re wearing rouge and they’re going to die of syphilis …’ She smiled, then, seeing how it was received, made a mental note not to do it again. And to steer clear of art. But they couldn’t sit here in silence all afternoon. ‘Do you have Irish blood?’

‘Do I what?’

There was a terrible clipped contempt to that what.

‘Kinsella. I thought it was an Irish name.’

‘I was born in Cheshire.’

‘But originally—’

There was no warmth in the eyes that met hers.

‘—ach well, there’s no law against it.’

He didn’t seem to understand this was said by way of dropping the subject.

‘Against what?’

‘Being English and having an Irish name.’ She sipped her drink. ‘They do a good Guinness here.’

‘Perhaps the landlord’s Irish.’

She smiled, on the off-chance that this was a joke, then remembered why smiling was a bad idea.

He stubbed out his cigarette. ‘OK, here’s the news. Phin’s out of the picture, on leave, getting his liver dried out. If the clients ask, it’s a slipped disc. Until he gets back I’m running the Northern office. We’ve had a reasonable nine months, given the state of the economy, but we can’t afford to carry any passengers. You’ll be expected to deliver the goods from day one, so you’d better be a fast learner. Do as you’re told, use your brain, don’t cock up, and don’t listen to Gloria.’

‘The woman with the hair?’

‘And the big-aah … personality? No, that’s Jessica. She works for Jonny Rose in Venture Capital. Gloria’s in Corporate Finance. His wife calls him Keith. One of the brown suit brigade.’

‘What’s wrong with brown suits?’

‘Nothing if you’re a truss salesman. Stinks of garlic. A touch of the tarbrush, if you ask me.’

She remembered the smirks in the office when he’d announced they were going to the pub. ‘Are you having me on?’

His face froze. ‘I beg your pardon?’

A disconnected feeling was travelling down her arms into her fingers, a sensation like the helplessness of dreams. She had seen him smile at others. The fish-eyed stare was just for her.

‘Who should I listen to, then?’

‘Gavin Bawley. Knows what he’s doing. Which is more than I can say for most of them.’

‘The guy with the broken tooth?’

‘Yep. Or Roland, if Gavin’s not around.’

‘Big tongue?’

For the first time Piers Kinsella looked at her with interest.

‘He pokes it out the side of his mouth.’ She demonstrated. ‘Pushes it into his cheek when he’s being funny. Tends to bump into the furniture.’

‘That’s him.’

‘So who’s the guy who sneezes when he uses the photocopier?’

‘Ned Gomery. Our lawyer.’

She could tell from the way he said this they were friends.

He replaced his empty glass on the table. ‘Look,’ he said, with a new candour in his voice, and for a moment she allowed herself to hope, ‘you won’t be here long. Some of the clients like dealing with a skirt, but women don’t stay the course. They can’t cut it. Jess’ll be the next to move on. Fucking useless. Apart from her obvious-aah assets.’ His glance took in Lexa’s A-cup breasts. ‘I’ll have another pint when you’re ready.’

Though barely five yards from their table, the bar counter felt like sanctuary. As she arrived, the old man clamped a potato crisp between his dentures and the dog darted forward to snatch it from his mouth.

A voice behind her said, ‘You should see what he does for smoky bacon.’

She turned to find one of the card school leaning on the bar. Middle-aged but still dressing like a teenager from the 1950s. Jeans turned up at the ankle, a cap-sleeved T-shirt. A dragon coiled around his bare arm.

The design was Japanese, he said. A parting gift from the man who’d trained him. Dead these past two years, but his tattoos still graced the arms of half the Scousers in the merchant navy. Lexa didn’t make a habit of chatting with strange men, but after half an hour with Piers Kinsella she badly needed human contact. He dug into the back pocket of his jeans and withdrew a creased flier.
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The landlord set her drinks on the bar.

‘Keep it,’ the tattooist said when she tried to return the flier. ‘Call in. I’ll do you a free sample.’

She was carrying a fourth round of drinks back when a blast of cold air reached her from the open door. A man in a trilby hat and sodden trenchcoat made for their table.

‘Thought I might find you here,’ a London accent. He took off his hat.

‘Well now you’ve found us you can fuck off,’ Kinsella said.

The man offered his hand, ‘Ben Wetten.’

‘Lexa Strachan.’

‘Not interrupting anything, am I?’

Kinsella jerked his thumb, ‘I mean it. Fuck off.’

Ben glanced over his shoulder. As if on cue, the door opened.

A crowd jostled in, stamping their feet on the rubber mat, shaking the wet out of their hair, filling the pub with a boisterous hubbub of insult and laughter. In the west of Scotland she was a giant among either sex, but every one of these men was her height or taller. She saw how physical they were away from their desks, the shove and tussle and knockabout, and knew she would have to match them push for push.

The last man through the door was met with a chorus of ‘Your round, Gloria’.

Chairs were dragged over from the surrounding tables. A breakaway faction set up camp around the bar. Squashed together like this, her new colleagues gave off a smell, a chutney of cold air on pink cheeks, white-collar sweat, good quality cloth, the half-digested juices of lunch and, underneath, an acrid taint of maleness. Mentally she rehearsed their names: Gavin, Roland, Ned, Ben, Simon …

She had the feeling she was being watched and looked up, but caught no one’s eye.

‘Every night. I’m telling you,’ Gavin was saying, ‘never sleeps alone.’

Ned flicked his head sideways, displacing his long dark fringe for a moment before it fell back into his eyes.

‘But he’s an ugly fucker,’ Roland objected.

Gavin’s broken tooth glinted in the light. ‘Better goal average than Ian Rush. Top stuff too.’

‘So how’s he do it?’

‘Infallible chat-up line. Just says the magic words.’

‘Which are?’

A dozen voices chanted: ‘I suppose a fuck’s out of the question.’

She felt her face stiffen.

Kinsella leaned across her. ‘It’s not what he says, it’s what he’s-aah doing while he says it.’

A cheer rose from the bankers around the bar as a small, copper-haired woman swept in and peeled off her coat. Someone whistled.

Ned, the sneezer, noticed her interest. ‘That’s Rae.’

A Scottish name.

‘As in Mairead,’ Piers Kinsella said. ‘Second generation-bogtrotter.’

‘Hey Rae,’ Roland called, just loudly enough to amuse the boss. ‘I suppose a fuck’s out of the er …’

Craning her neck for a better look, Lexa felt a touch on her arm. Ned again. Aquiline nose, delicate eyelashes, very white skin and very red lips. Like a fat prince in a Renaissance portrait.

‘Where are you sleeping tonight?’

Out of the corner of her eye she saw a bulge appear in Roland’s cheek.

She explained about the flat in Headingley, and her car failing its MOT, and having to go home next weekend to collect the rest of her belongings.

‘And where’s home?’

‘Gemmell,’ Gavin said unexpectedly.

She saw the confusion on Ned’s face. ‘Isn’t that where…’

Something caused him to swallow the rest of the question. She turned round. Piers Kinsella stared back at her.

‘Where the tea towels come from,’ she said.

There was a frenzied barking over by the bar, followed by a sharp ‘Fuck!’

Ben had been bitten by the crisp-eating Jack Russell.

***

She walked into the office next morning with a hangover. Two paracetamol had taken the edge off the pain, leaving a high-pitched hum tuned to the frequency of last night’s social anxiety. Corporate Finance was empty but she could hear laughter across the corridor. Pushing at the door, she found her colleagues lounging around a long table. A woman’s voice was groaning. ‘Oh yes, there, that’s right… uh, just a bit… ohhh yeah.’

Ned was giving Rae a back rub, working the flesh through her dress.

Gavin sat with his feet up on the table, reading the Financial Times, wearing a suit of scratchy green tweed that Lexa guessed had belonged to his grandfather.

‘You going tonight, Isabel?’

Rae wrinkled her nose. ‘Not if I get a better offer. That French cafe crap gets on my tits—’

Her voice was smoky and slightly too loud. Lexa had studied accountancy in Sheffield, so she recognised the accent.

‘—and I won’t see anything. Unless Roland lets me up on his shoulders.’

Roland’s tongue lolled briefly on his bottom lip.

‘Get your head up there often, do you?’ Gavin asked him.

‘I might do.’

‘Watch you don’t catch anything.’

‘I’m more likely to catch his dandruff.’ Rae turned and saw Lexa. ‘Another lamb to the slaughter,’ she murmured.

She had a long flat face with a redhead’s pale skin and slanting lidless eyes. Scrubbed of make-up it would have been odd, even ugly, but still sexually powerful. The only spare flesh was gathered in her lips which were shapeless, slightly rubbery.

Ben walked in. Roland and Simon started barking.

‘How’s the ankle?’

‘Any sign of rabies yet?’

‘Watch out for the next full moon.’

‘Fuck off,’ Ben drawled, clearly pleased to be the butt of the joke.

‘Pick on something your own size next time, Benny-boy.’

‘It’s the small ones you have to watch, eh Isabel?’

‘I don’t know, Gavin. You tell me.’

‘It was fucking vicious,’ Ben protested, stoking their laughter. ‘I could sue.’

Lexa retreated to the Cona machine by the window. Chimneys. Ventilator shafts. Buddleia growing from neglected gutters.

‘Get me one while you’re at it,’ Rae said. ‘Black, two sugars.’

Lexa placed the cup and saucer on the table. ‘You’re Rae, yes?’

‘Last time I looked.’

‘But Gavin calls you Isabel?’

‘Gavin thinks he’s a comedian.’ She sipped her coffee. Ned had moved on to her vertebrae.

‘What part of Sheffield are you from?’

The question was meant to establish a bond between them, but Rae seemed to bristle. ‘Highthorpe.’

‘Wino Flats?’

If she hadn’t been hungover she would never have said it.

Ned’s hands stopped.

‘That’s what some people call it,’ Rae said.

‘Wino Flats?’ Gavin echoed.

Rae smiled without showing her teeth. ‘They charter a plane to be first with the Beaujolais Nouveau every year. Where are you from, Lexa?’

‘Gemmell. It’s near Glasgow.’

She had a dirty laugh, a witch’s cackle. ‘There’s a coincidence.’ She glanced at Gavin as if he had been keeping a good joke to himself. ‘Our other graduate trainee’s from your neck of the woods.’

‘Gabriel Findlay.’ Piers Kinsella propped an elbow on Lexa’s shoulder. ‘She’s doing her six weeks with the City office.’

His presence put a new charge in the air.

‘You’re honoured,’ Rae said. ‘He never does that with me.’

Kinsella’s gaze flickered from Rae to Ned and back. ‘You have other uses.’

Rae’s lips parted. She had the narrow bite of a small sharp-toothed animal. ‘So you’ve been told,’ she said.

‘So I’ve been told.’

They had a particular tone when speaking to each other: light, and at the same time weighted with significance.

His voice lost this ambiguous timbre addressing Lexa. ‘You can shadow Miss Bergin this morning. She’ll show you round, since she’s nothing better to do.’

Rae widened her lidless eyes. ‘And you’re rushed off your feet?’

‘I don’t keep dogs to bark myself. And you girls have your own-aah priorities.’

Lexa eased herself out from under his arm. ‘If you mean the Tampax machine, I’ve found it. It’s empty, by the way.’

Rae stepped into the corridor and swivelled on her high heels. Though shapely, her figure was arrestingly slender. It was hard to believe there were twenty-eight feet of intestines in the shallow spoon between her belly and buttocks.

‘Goodison Farebrother. Minor merchant bank, established 1954. Annual results surprisingly healthy. Management: mediocre. On a good day. Major shareholder: Blumen’s, New York. The Yanks call the shots. If it’s good enough for Wall Street, it’s good enough for us. So we have combination locks to preserve the Chinese wall between the corporate financier and other, lesser, bankers.’ She kicked at the phone book in use as a doorstop. ‘And don’t even think about insider trading, it’s a sacking offence. What else can I tell you? Divisional office opened 1960. Revolving door recruitment policy. Regular threats by head office to send in the white man. Still, you’ve done all right. As a trainee in Corporate Finance you can look down on everyone else in the bank. You have the best office, the only secretary who knows how to make a drinkable cup of coffee, four plexiglass tombstones to remind you of your big-time public deals, and a hundred-and-one crappy pen sets embossed with the names of your usual pissy little clients.’ She nodded at a glass door etched with the words Venture Capital. ‘That’s Venture Capital, where they don’t hand us our deals on a plate.’

The next door was marked Leasing. ‘That’s Leasing, and that’s …’

‘Asset Management.’

‘Catch on quick, don’t you?’

Lexa took a risk. ‘I’m not sure. It’s hard to tell the insights from the paranoia.’

Rae flicked her hand to the right. ‘Main meeting room, with coffee machine and fully-stocked drinks cabinet. Meeting room two. Meeting room three. I should stick with the paranoia, you won’t go far wrong.’

Her profile was as inscrutably perfect as the head on a coin.

‘Support staff are in here …’

Seven Wang word-processors sat idle on plywood desks. The secretaries were clustered around a magazine. Lexa saw permed ringlets, a gleaming blonde bob, a chic boyish crop, but within these variations the same neat-featured prettiness, and the same strained look at having been caught slacking.

‘This is Alexandra Strachan.’

‘Lexa,’ Lexa said.

‘Sal, Christine, Frankie, Linda, Cathy, Lori, Susan,’ Rae recited, making no attempt to identify the owner of each name. She turned to leave. Someone tittered.

She turned back. ‘I might as well take the Downey letters now, Lori. Save you a walk.’

The short-haired girl lifted her head. Above the embarrassed simper her eyes were defiant.

‘Have them on my desk by ten,’ Rae said.

They took the lift to the next floor.

A smell of roasting meat met them as they emerged. In the directors’ dining room the table was already set for lunch, three wine glasses at every place setting.

‘And this is the boardroom.’

Gilt-framed patriarchs looked down from the walls. Rae boosted herself up to sit on the long polished table, her feet dangling.

Lexa took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry about mentioning Wino Flats.’

There was a delay before Rae said ‘Why would you be sorry?’

‘I got the feeling I’d put my foot in it.’

‘They know I grew up on a council estate. I’m not ashamed of where I come from.’

‘I would have thought it would add to your cred.’

‘Cred?’ she echoed. Lexa had wanted to break through her coolness, but not like this. ‘Where do you think you are, the student union? It’s a merchant bank. You don’t get credibility living next door to a prossie. They’ll crucify you for wearing the wrong sort of shoes, having the wrong number of buttons on a suit cuff. There’s a bloke in Leasing who wore a polyester tie. I mean once, two years ago. A present from his mum. They still call him “Polly”.’

‘But that’s taking the piss out of the suburbs. It doesn’t stop them being intimidated by places like Highthorpe. If they’re so posh …’

‘But they’re not.’

Lexa waited.

‘If they were that posh they’d be working in the City. They’ll give you the crap about quality of life in the North of England, but the first sniff of a transfer and they’d be off like that.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘Down in London they’re a joke. A bunch of Northern oiks. Oh yeah, they come from two-car homes, their daddies are solicitors and bank managers, their mummies made sure they knew which knife and fork to use, but they’re second division. Minor public school. Durham and Bristol, not Oxford and Cambridge.’

She slid down from the table.

The tour was over. The chances of a sisterly alliance seemed slim.

‘Thanks,’ Lexa said.

Rae looked at her as if she were half-witted. ‘For what?’

‘Giving me a steer.’

‘It’s no skin off my nose.’ She opened the door. ‘You want a steer? Don’t put too much trust in coincidence.’

‘I’ve worked that one out for myself.’

Only eight per cent of schoolchildren in Gemmell went on to take a degree, but ninety per cent of that eight per cent went to Glasgow University. So Phin was a serial nepotist. He was also, along with the also-absent Gabriel, Lexa’s best hope of a friend.

***

After serving behind counters and waiting on tables, Lexa found office life a revelation. All that emotion just under the surface. They affected a humorous cynicism then exploded in tantrums and rages. Did their lovers know them as intimately, she wondered? She hardly recognised herself: a banker oiling the mysterious wheels of the economy. She spent her days shadowing colleagues at meetings and checking documents for numerical errors and typing mistakes. Boring, but it was a start.

Most evenings she followed her colleagues across to Sylvester’s, a gloomy basement favoured by barristers and solicitors and northern circuit judges. The low ceilings trapped a noxious cocktail of cigarette, cigar and pipe smoke. Candles in chianti bottles burned off any remaining oxygen. She was losing her taste for Guinness but it filled the stomach. By seven, lunchtime’s cheese sandwich was a distant memory, with another four hours’ drinking ahead before they flagged down a couple of taxis and went for a curry.

‘What a waste.’

‘There goes your best chance of a fuck this year.’

‘Naah. You don’t want one who turns on the waterworks.’

‘You’ve got a point, Benny boy.’

‘Still, you don’t often see a pair like that.’

‘Plenty more tits in the sea.’

‘Wetten! There’s a lady present.’

Everyone but Lexa grinned.

Jessica’s Pre-Raphaelite looks had only carried her so far. Her work was constantly disparaged for small mistakes. There was an office joke about her driving. Her babyish voice acquired an apologetic stammer which scratched at everyone’s nerves. Even Lexa had been relieved to see her emerge from Kinsella’s office in tears that morning, knowing the axe had fallen at last.

‘You missed a trick not seeing her home. You could have-aah kissed it better.’

‘If you’d offed her with a bit more finesse, she’d be here now, drowning her sorrows.’

‘It was a mercy killing. Someone had to put her out of our misery. However-aah well-stacked she was. Your round, Alexandra.’

Conversation never faltered during these marathon drinking sessions, but tended to go over the same old ground, chewing the cud of office politics and replaying their meetings with clients in a range of funny voices. A nasal Brummie, a catarrhal Scouse, a Pooterish drone from the outer London suburbs, and a flat-capped ‘trouble at mill’ stage Yorkshire. In another hour or so, once the day’s events had been thoroughly mined, they would start to tell tales on each other.

When she got back with the drinks they were debating who held the record for the swiftest dismissal.

‘Susannah.’

‘The one with the legs?’

‘Six months.’

‘Seven. Sarah was six.’

‘Oh yes, Sarah …’

‘Before my time.’

‘Made Jess look underdeveloped.’

‘What about Gina?’

‘Och aye, gorgeous Georgeena.’

Lexa looked at Ned.

‘Oh come on. It wasnae bad for a Sasanach.’

‘Charlie, what did she manage, a fortnight?’

‘Six weeks. You should know, you gave her one. In my-aah office, as I recall.’

‘That was something she was good at.’

‘Didn’t she get the sums wrong on the Connaught sale?’

‘That was Gavin. She just got the blame.’

‘I-aah didn’t hear that.’

‘There was a bodybag with her name on it from day one.’

‘Why?’ Lexa asked.

The table fell silent.

‘I mean, what did she do that was bad enough to get her sacked?’

Gavin flexed his eyebrows at Kinsella. Roland put his tongue in his cheek.

‘She had a fucking awful accent,’ Kinsella said.


NOVEMBER

On the Monday of her sixth week Lexa accompanied Gavin to a nine o’clock meeting and was back in the office by mid-morning. Stepping out of the lift, she saw a woman with barleywater-blonde hair striding into the men’s lavatory. Lexa called out a warning, but by then the woman was backing out again, tugging at a pinstriped arm. On the other end was Roland, laughing and cursing and trying to button his flies. Ned followed them out.

Kinsella poked his head around the door of Corporate Finance. ‘D’you mind? Some of us are working.’ Noticing Ned’s smirk, he switched to a gossipy undertone. ‘What’s going on?’

Roland checked his groin. ‘She’s just dragged me out of the can.’

The woman let go of his arm. ‘He was having a meeting with Ned about Kingdom Alloys.’

‘I was emptying my bladder.’

‘For ten minutes?’

‘I can piss for longer than that.’

The woman turned to Lexa. ‘How can I not be impressed?’

She had an Anglo-Scots accent.

Kinsella became the boss again. ‘All right, Gabriel, you’ve made your point. Now get back to work.’

They reconvened the Kingdom Alloys meeting at Roland’s desk, framed by a white rhomboid of autumn sunlight. Lexa’s desk was just behind them. She moved her finger up and down the same column of figures, following every word.

It was a noisy session with plenty of laughter. Gabriel had the sort of looks that made men light-headed, but she was funny too. She spoke like a Radio 4 presenter, in punctilious sentences that she subverted with a playful inflection and strangely old-fangled slang. The posh voice, navy dress, court shoes and pearls suggested a Pony Club sweetheart marking time before marriage, but her eyes were alert to everything. Her mouth changed shape from moment to moment as thoughts and feelings moved across her face. This flux gave her a brightness, so the air around her seemed to shimmer even without sunlight. Listening, she angled her head upwards and slightly away from the person speaking, smiling at her own thoughts.

At one o’clock the office emptied. Lexa worked into the break to finish her document and stepped out for a breath of air at twenty to two. The corridor was pungent with French cigarettes. Gabriel was standing at the window. She looked too clean to have anything to do with tar and ash, too clean and blonde and expensive. The sort of woman men gave jewellery, though her fingers were ringless, with a child’s short soft nails.

‘Smoke?’

‘No thanks.’

Gabriel turned back to the window, ‘Which one is your chariot?’

In the car park were Kinsella’s Audi Quattro, Gavin’s soft-top TVR, Roland’s Morgan, Ben’s Lotus, and various souped-up Escorts and Golfs.

‘Mine’s a Hillman Imp. I left it at home today.’

Her eyes were pale turquoise with a darker rim the colour of ink on Victorian postcards. ‘Trying to blackmail them into giving you a company car?’

‘It’s got wheels, an engine, four seats. It gets me from A to B.’

‘Do they know they’ve hired a Maoist?’

This was more or less what Lexa had been wondering.

‘I don’t see the point of driving something developed for Brands Hatch when the speed limit’s seventy miles an hour.’

Gabriel smiled, plumping the skin over her cheekbones, revealing teeth the creamy, pink-tinged colour of magnolia petals. ‘How about because it’s fun?’

‘I wouldn’t know.’

‘You’ve never been in a sports car?’

She held up a forefinger – ‘wait here’ – and returned jangling a set of keys.

They crossed the car park to the TVR. It wasn’t so unlikely that two bankers would drive similar cars. And Gavin’s made him look like an overgrown child crammed into a toy. Gabriel’s fitted her like a glove.

She gunned the engine.

Even at thirty miles an hour there was a thrilling sense of speed. They turned on to the ring road. It was pointless trying to speak above the roar of the engine, but the drag in their lower backs as the car accelerated, and the wind whipping their hair, and the blue of the sky, and the blurred grey of the road beneath them, struck them both with the same hilarity.

‘Gabriel …’

The word turned cleanly on Lexa’s tongue like a key opening the door to a new life. She pointed to the speedometer needle, which was flickering between ninety and a hundred. Gabriel gave her the sidelong look of a naughty child who knew she would always be forgiven. ‘Fun?’ she shouted.

‘Fun,’ Lexa mouthed back.

She eased her foot on the throttle. ‘Theo drives an XJ-S. Aaron’s handsome and witty and charming, but sometimes a girl just wants speed.’

Lexa presumed she was meant to ask.

‘He’s earning his ticket at Yorkshire Television. Ten years of bag-carrying till he proves himself worthy of actually pointing a camera. His big chances always come at weekends or the day before we’re due to go away, and he’s always so delighted. It’s not very gallant of him. The sex is bliss, but Theo’s definitely nosing ahead.’ She pushed a twist of hair out of her eyes. ‘Are you happy with your current swain?’

‘I think the cliché is, I haven’t met the right person.’

‘Ah,’ Gabriel said knowingly, ‘you believe in “The One”.’

‘No, but I don’t believe in the many, either.’

‘The more the merrier, I say.’

‘Then why do most relationships seem such misery?’

Gabriel’s head swivelled in surprise. ‘Do they? To you?’

‘To anyone with eyes.’ Lexa thought of her parents. Of couples she had known at university, the boys filling the air with bombast, their girlfriends smiling as if they had swallowed poison and staring at the floor. ‘Misery or boredom. I like company, but not at any price. If you’re giving up your freedom, every second should count.’

‘And by “count” you mean …?’

‘You know, feeling you’re alive.’ Lexa tipped her head back to see the tops of the buildings against the cobalt sky. ‘The air on your skin and the noise in your ears and the smell of engine oil and leather …’

‘Ohh, heightened sensation. That’s just lust.’

Lexa was startled, though she seemed to mean it innocently enough.

‘No, I’m talking about the difference between living life on the surface, and really experiencing it. Knowing you’re separate and unique and at the same time …’ Lexa brought her fingertips together. ‘It’s like a circuit. You need the connection for the current to flow.’

These were her secret thoughts, shared with nobody until now. Already she trusted Gabriel to understand, or to take her seriously enough to seek clarification, so it didn’t matter that she said, ‘Sounds like you’re looking for an electrician.’

They were turning into the car park. Lexa recalled the way she used to feel as a child at the shows when a ride came to an end.

Gabriel scanned the lines of cars. ‘Can you remember where it was parked?’

Lexa gave her a long look. ‘Where did you get the keys?’

‘His jacket was on the back of his chair.’

Gabriel slotted the TVR between one of the Golfs and Sal’s Metro, braking too late and nudging the bumper of Kinsella’s red Audi. Lexa jumped out to check for damage.

‘Don’t fuss. It was only a tap.’

‘And your car is …?’

Gabriel nodded at a battered Land Rover Lexa had assigned to the decorators working on the second floor. ‘A bit of a tank, but the boy racers think twice about cutting me up.’ Her glance settled on the Audi. ‘If I really wanted a penile extension I’d go to a plastic surgeon.’

Watching her reflection in the brass of the lift, Lexa wondered how a face could be so alertly expressive and at the same time so calm. Completely in the moment and still faintly abstracted. Half here, half there. Wherever there was.

‘Are you going for a snifter tonight?’

Lexa shrugged. ‘I’ll probably end up in Sylvester’s.’

Gabriel met her eyes in the burnished metal. ‘I rather fancy trying somewhere else.’

***

Lexa took the glass and sniffed at the tea-coloured liquid, rearing back as the fumes singed the inside of her nostrils.

‘It’s bourbon,’ Gabriel said.

Lexa sipped. Her tongue burned, then her lips. She wasn’t sure she liked the taste, but its novelty suited the day so far.

They were in a converted factory. The corrugated-perspex ceiling was supported by girders painted with black and yellow stripes. The floor was dimpled rubber, the bar counter a slab of steel. A jazz-tinged croon seeped out of the overhead speakers. Later this space would be filled with sweating nightclubbers, but at six-fifteen the atmosphere was hushed. A youth with matted orange dreadlocks was sketching on a pad. Although no one looked towards him, Lexa detected a pleasurable self-consciousness in the drinkers at the metal tables. She had glanced over his shoulder on the way in: Belsen haircuts, dangling earrings, Doc Marten boots, the boy with the purple nail varnish and his butch friend in studded leather, the black eyes and white faces of the Goths at the bar. In the middle of this crowd sat Gabriel in her camel coat and court shoes.

‘Who are these people?’ she asked, as if coming here had been Lexa’s idea.

‘Students, aspiring rock stars, dealers in import records and secondhand clothes,’ the bourbon was blazing a trail down to her stomach, ‘anarchists, animal liberationists, fans of industrial chic …’ She felt the need to add, ‘I’m guessing.’

‘So tea-break strikes at British Leyland are chic now, are they?’ Gabriel cast a sceptical look at the caged wall lights, ‘It’ll all be gone in twenty years.’

‘That’s Thatcherite talk.’

She gave an extravagant shrug. ‘It’s inevitable. Technology advances. Mechanisation replaces the manual workforce. Multi-nationals move labour-intensive manufacturing to the Third World …’

Lexa was learning not to underestimate Gabriel, but she refused to believe she was right about this. Gemmell without cloth, the Clyde without ships, Motherwell without steel – ‘Even Thatcher wouldn’t go that far. It’d be political suicide. Industry’s fundamental to everything, not just the balance of payments. Class, masculinity, Marxist theory … It’s not going to disappear. A place like this exists to get young money in through the doors. Why do you think the owner chose an industrial theme?’

‘The same reason they put fake oak beams in olde English tea shoppes?’

‘But this isn’t a pastiche of the golden past.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Gabriel looked around her. ‘Well, maybe it’s the road to Thebes. The boys getting their Oedipal own back. They grow up in awe of daddy’s work. Then they turn the factory aesthetic into fashion.’ Rummaging in her handbag, she found a blue softpack of Gauloises. ‘By the way, you’d better not let the Round Table hear you namedropping Marx.’

‘Is that not Kinsella’s?’

Gabriel looked down at the silver lighter in her hand. ‘I must have picked it up in the office.’ She slipped it back in her bag. ‘So, how are you finding Goodison Farebrother?’

Lexa remembered Thursday’s four-bottle working lunch to discuss the flotation of Ceatlin Engineering. The bread rolls Ben and Simon had lobbed across the table. The fork Roland dropped on the floor to get a glimpse up the waitress’s skirt when she bent to retrieve it. Who had taken over as office lust object now Jess was gone? Rae? Gabriel? Or one of the typists? One beautiful banker she could have accepted, maybe even two, but three? And herself: a six-footer with a bad perm.

She let the last of the bourbon slide down her throat.

‘I hate it,’ she said.

Too late, it occurred to her that Gabriel might not agree. In Lexa’s experience beauty made women neurotic. Jess’s little-girl manner and Rae’s burlesque were just different ways of coping with the strain of being looked at. But did Gabriel even notice? It was as if she were from another planet and carried around her own sustaining atmosphere. The thought of her growing up in Gemmell beggared belief.

‘How do you find it?’

‘Not as dire as I expected. Nobody’s asked me which school I went to yet.’

‘Which school did you go to?’

‘Castlebank.’

Lexa tried to picture her in a lovat green blazer, smoking in the Peace Gardens, ‘So you knew Fiona Murchieson?’

‘Alas, yes.’ Gabriel smiled. Her lips made Lexa think of reels of thread in a haberdasher’s display. The miracle of one perfect pink among all those approximate shades.

‘I had a Saturday job in Cochrane’s with her brother.’

‘The one whose girlfriend went to London to be a bunny girl?’

‘She was a croupier,’ Lexa said loyally.

‘She still wore ears and a tail,’ Gabriel took a luxurious lungful of French smoke, ‘I went to a hooley at her flat once.’

‘That place with carpet on the walls?’

‘And the pirhana in the fish tank.’

‘I wonder if it was the same party?’

Gabriel shook her head. ‘You weren’t there—’

Lexa stared at her.

‘—I used to see you all the time. On the bus, in your purple flares.’

Lexa strained to recall a green blazer on the bus, or anywhere else. A fourteen-year-old Gabriel drinking coke floats in the Honeycomb, trying on clothes in the Co-Op’s Fashion Korner. The two of them observing the rituals of adolescence in parallel, climbing the stairs to Mandy MacMillan’s flat, swaying to Pink Floyd in a darkened room, rushing home before the town hall clock struck midnight. It made her want to laugh. The thought of them passing on the street, walking in and out of the same shops and cafes.

‘I haven’t been back since Cambridge,’ Gabriel said the word lightly but still it clunked, ‘I got a summer job with a travel firm taking tourists round the Far East. They wanted to keep me on. Not an agonisingly difficult choice: sundowners in Raffles Hotel, or Snakebite in the JCR. I popped back once a term to give my tutor some guff about glandular fever so they couldn’t kick me out. A couple of friends let me borrow their essays. The funny thing is, they got 2:2s, I got a 2:1.’

Lexa was reluctantly impressed. ‘You got a 2:1 in Law without going to lectures?’

‘No, Arc and Anth.’ She saw a translation was needed. ‘Archaeology and Anthropology.’

‘But I thought …’

‘You thought I had a Law degree.’ She pouted. ‘I may have given that impression. If it really mattered, they’d’ve checked. And if they ever do a deal with the Polynesians, I’ll be invaluable.’

The jazz tape came to an end and Lexa recognised the synthesised chords of that Human League song that seemed to be playing every time she switched on the radio. With a shriek, the girls at the bar slid off their stools and pumped their arms in a synchronised dance.

‘You should have said hello. On the bus.’

Gabriel shrugged. ‘I knew we’d meet sooner or later.’

‘You don’t seem the premonition type.’

She looked amused. ‘Alter ipse amicus.’

‘Meaning what, for those of us who didn’t go to Cambridge?’

One of the dancing girls yelped as her high-heeled shoe twisted beneath her.

‘A friend is another self,’ she said.

The shelf under the Land Rover’s dashboard held a can of aerosol paint, a half-eaten apple and a tabloid newspaper.

‘Why do you call them the Round Table?’ Lexa asked.

‘Sir Piers, Sir Roland, Sir Gawain …’

‘Sir Ben, Sir Simon, Sir Keith?’

‘Ah well, they’re the serfs.’

The gearbox grumbled as she took a left turn in fourth.

‘I bet Kinsella loves you driving this to client meetings.’

‘Actually he does. They all assume I’ve got land.’

‘But you haven’t?’

Gabriel took her eyes off the road.

The way you dress,’ Lexa said.

‘When in Rome …’

‘And speak.’

‘Oh that’s an immigrant thing. My mother was German. She learned her English from Trollope and Marjorie Allingham, and then she taught me.’

‘And you went to Cambridge.’

‘We weren’t all debutantes. Some of us were just bright.’

Lexa braced her arm against the dashboard as they stopped for a red light. Apple, paint and newspaper shot onto the floor.

‘With socially ambitious parents,’ Gabriel conceded.

The lights changed. The Land Rover growled and strained until Lexa released the handbrake.

‘I had you down as one of Phin’s Glasgow Uni mafia. I’m pretty sure Rae thinks that too.’

‘The Pocket Venus?’ Gabriel’s magnolia-petal teeth gleamed in that irresistible smile. ‘She does love a good conspiracy theory, doesn’t she? What does it matter where we went? We’re all in the same boat, on the same phallocentric sea.’

Lexa returned the things that had fallen off the shelf. Several loose pages had slipped out of the tabloid. Or rather, she saw now, multiple copies of the same page. A teenage girl running to fat, glistening lips parted, hands cupping her heavy naked breasts.

Gabriel glanced across. ‘I do it with a razor blade,’ she said. ‘Never been caught. I’m very quick. I don’t fling ink at the top shelf any more – they get quite shirty. And it drips down over the New Statesman.’


1984


JANUARY

‘I need to talk to you—’ Rae said.

Lexa put down her pen.

‘—in the boardroom.’

The boardroom was where all Goodison Farebrother staff were taken for a little chat. Gavin looked over with a crooked smile. Lexa stared him down and followed Rae out of the office.

The air in here always made her want to sneeze. A compound of beeswax, dry sherry, old men, and the dust held in oriental carpets. She pulled out a chair. Rae remained on her feet, leaning against the long table. Her suit was the colour of chocolate ice cream. Her manner, too, suggested refrigeration.

‘What did you do at lunchtime?’

‘I had a sandwich at my desk.’

‘We all went to the Wig and Pen.’

Whatever this was about, it was surely not her eating habits.

Rae shifted against the table, increasing her temporary height advantage. ‘It’s noticed, you know, that you don’t want to eat with us. Or go for a drink in the evening.’

‘It’s not a drink, it’s a skinful. I don’t want to get paralytic night after night.’

‘You don’t have to drink at lunch.’

‘But you all do.’

Rae’s eyes narrowed. ‘If I was one of two new graduates in a department as small as Corporate Finance, I’d be careful who I pissed off.’

Lexa’s skin prickled. ‘So who am I pissing off?’

‘These things get noted.’

‘Aye, you said.’ Lexa heard herself slipping into Glaswegian. The English found it a threatening accent. ‘Let me get this right. It’s not enough to do what I’m told in working hours, I’ve to eat when I’m told now, and drink when I’m told. Anything else? Sleep with who I’m told?’

‘I don’t see that one being an issue.’

This could only be happening on Kinsella’s instructions. Lexa was surprised. Management lackey wasn’t Rae’s style. She was a feral sex kitten, arriving at work in last night’s mini-skirt and changing into the suit she kept in the ladies’ loo. Yawning until someone said she looked tired, then announcing that she had been fucking all night. The whole office knew she liked to be taken from behind. Lexa found it embarrassing, but could see its advantages as a strategy. The tight clothes, the dirty talk, the stories of teenage dates tooled-up with a sharpened metal comb, all the things she did to shock while presenting herself as unshockable: they were a form of simultaneous flirtation and rebuff. ‘Look at Me/Hands Off!’ And it worked. For all their innuendo, the men in the office kept their distance. Only Kinsella felt free to touch without permission.

Lexa stood up, ‘I’ve work to do.’

‘You’ll go when I say you can go,’ Rae said in a voice left over from the days of sharpened combs, ‘we need to talk about your clothes.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with my clothes.’

‘Not if you’re looking to be cast as the dyke in a James Bond movie.’ Her lips twitched at her own joke. ‘Have you ever asked yourself why every other woman in the building wears a skirt?’

‘I can’t say I’ve ever noticed.’

‘Well, take it from me, other people notice. I’m not suggesting you develop a sense of style or anything. Half an hour in Schofield’s should do it. A couple of skirts, a couple of blouses, a jacket …’

‘So now I’ve to wear what I’m told?’

‘It may be news to you, but women are judged on their appearance.’

Lexa laughed.

Within a month of joining Goodisons she had started to loathe her own body. In the mornings she discarded shirt after shirt until she found one which disguised her breasts. She hated her solid calves in their micromesh hose, the way her skirts bulged over the girth of her hips. And then, browsing in Oxfam, she had come across a 1940s chalk-stripe suit. A square-shouldered, almost mannish jacket and no-nonsense skirt. The following week, at the hairdresser’s, she had asked for a short cut. The girl with the scissors took her at her word. Knee-length skirt, plain white shirt, no lipstick or mascara. Now she was used to it, she liked the feel of the weather on her skin, the honesty of her unadorned self striding out into the world. That morning, having laddered her last clean pair of tights, she had pulled on a pair of trousers. It hadn’t seemed a big deal at the time.

Rae glanced down at her own snugly-fitting two-piece. ‘You’ve got to be realistic. We’re in business, our clients are middle-aged men. They’re with us because we’re a safe pair of hands, they know what they’re getting. Then they see someone with a short back and sides looking like …’

‘A dyke in a James Bond movie,’ Lexa said.

Rae’s face turned wary. ‘You’re not are you?’

‘It’s none of your business, but no.’

‘Then what’s the point of looking like one?’ She moved away from the table. ‘If you’re going to have short hair, make sure it’s a good cut. Ask Lori Cooper where she gets hers done. And wear some make-up. Try and look a bit more feminine.’

Lexa wasn’t finding this funny any more. ‘And then what? Lunch with Mister Let-Your-Fingers-Do-the-Walking from Arundale Paints? Client meetings over dinner at the Queen’s Hotel? There’s no end of advantages to being a woman at Goodison Farebrother.’

Rae’s eyes slitted. ‘Is that what this is about, making your little feminist protest? Grow up.’

‘Like Jess, you mean?’

‘You know as well as I do Jess wasn’t up to it.’

‘Was she any worse than Ben? Or Roland?’

Rae checked that the door was closed. ‘No,’ she said. ‘But that’s the way it is.’

Lexa looked up at the portraits on the opposite wall. Watch chains, starched collars, mutton-chop whiskers. ‘You’re not a feminist, then?’

Rae snorted. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think you’re going to spontaneously combust unless you work out who you’re so angry with.’

For a moment Rae was thrown. As if she had been handed a photograph of herself, taken unawares. Then she was tough again.

‘Just get yourself some new clothes, OK?’


MARCH

There were two office myths about Piers Kinsella. The first was his distinctly average performance in the years he’d spent on the front line. The second: his genius as acting field marshal. While rival divisional offices wasted time and energy scuttling down to London and cutting second-string deals, Goodison Farebrother (North) was making money. There were many worse places to start a career in banking.

‘A word of advice—’

She paused, her hand raised to knock at the door. Ned had come up behind her. How could two hundred pounds move so stealthily?

‘—don’t tread on his tail.’

Kinsella fancied himself a country gent. Every few weeks he left the Audi at home and turned up in a Range Rover. They had all seen the game book on the back seat, alongside the Barbour and green wellies. On these country-weekend Fridays they’d find a black retriever slumped on his side in the middle of the boss’s office. This was Whitby, a heaving mound of moulting hair and meaty breath, one big brown eye showing a pawky crescent of white whenever a banker stepped over or around him.

She knocked and put her head round the door. The dog’s tail thumped on the carpet.

‘Can I have a word?’

‘Just the one.’

‘Underutilisation.’

‘And how could I-aah use you more fully?’

For Kinsella, merchant banking was a matter of virility. His favourite verb was shaft, at least in its active form. The competition were poofs, unless they caused him trouble, in which case they became cunts. ‘Short skirt and fuck-me pumps tomorrow,’ he would drawl at Rae when a difficult meeting loomed, and she would look him in the eye, and everyone present would smirk. Or else, ‘I-aah, think we’ll send Miss Findlay along to flutter her eyelashes at them.’ At which point Gabriel would say that Roland too had lovely lashes, and Kinsella would reply that if the client were a fudge-packer he would be sending Gloria. He almost never spoke to Lexa like this.

She sat down. ‘I want to work on my own deal start to finish. I’ve been here six months. It’s time I got a shot at the real thing—’

His eyes returned to the folder on his desk.

‘—I’m bored, and you’re not getting your money’s worth …’

He turned a page and let his pen drop in a pantomime of despair. ‘You understand depreciation, don’t you?’

‘Of course.’

He tossed the folder into her lap. ‘Well explain it to Ben. This is complete and utter bollocks—’

Ben was the previous graduate trainee, with a year’s seniority over her.

‘—either he hasn’t got the first fucking idea what he’s doing, or it’s the most cack-handed window-dressing I’ve ever seen. The profit forecast’s a joke. That machinery’s never going to last twenty years. A bit of nip and tuck’s one thing, but you don’t take the buyer for a cunt.’

The dog whimpered, recognising his master’s displeasure.

‘And you want me to talk him through it?’

‘But don’t do it for him. I want to know it’s his work.’ He pressed a button on his telephone. ‘Sal, ring Liam McVay’s secretary and tell her we need to move that meeting … Who? Oh yeah. Well he can wait … I don’t care what you tell him. Flash your cleavage, that should keep him happy.’ He put the phone down and wrote something on his blotter.

‘You still here?’ he said, without looking up.

‘After I’ve explained depreciation to Ben, do I get a deal to work on?’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘When?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Still friendly, but letting her know how quickly things could change.

‘When might you have time to think about it?’

Had he decided she couldn’t cut it? She had no idea. He called her ‘Alexandra’ with a facetious smile and made drawling references to ‘women’s lib’ and, once in a while, for no reason she could fathom, looked through her with the bored contempt he had shown on her first day. On the other hand, he had never called her a moron or flung her documents across the office or remarked on her unsuitability as sexual bait.

His gaze swept the shelf of lever-arch files on the opposite wall. ‘Pass me Faxerley Colliery.’

He opened the file, glanced at the top page, closed it again, and pushed it across the desk. ‘Get Lori to make three copies. It’s a private pit south of Doncaster. Lockend want rid. Can’t say I blame them. We’re going to make it look like the bargain of the century.’


APRIL

Faxerley Colliery was an eyesore, a series of brick sheds linked by boxed chutes. A brown canal fed into a scum-choked basin. An endless line of coal trucks waited on a railway spur. Five hundred yards beyond the perimeter fence was a hay barn, a dozen Fresians grazing in the adjacent pasture. Coming from Gemmell, Lexa understood manufacturing towns, the way their squalor was tied to their beauty, but this place baffled her. A coal mine in the middle of open country. Heavy industry and animal husbandry back-to-back, like a geography textbook with two pages stuck together.

Kinsella’s Audi was parked alongside a white Jaguar, ten years old but gleamingly maintained. She locked the Hillman and inspected her reflection in the driver’s window. The grey linen shirt dress and matching jacket were new. She was modestly pleased with the effect: feminine enough to appease Kinsella without betraying her idea of herself. ‘Oh Christ, it’s Sister Clodagh,’ Rae had muttered, passing her in the corridor.

The colliery offices smelled of plasterboard and stale cigars. A copy of Woman’s Realm on the desk beside the golf-ball typewriter. Voices next door. ‘Come in.’ Kinsella, Gabriel and a man squeezed into a suit two sizes too small were grouped around a low table. The colliery manager extended a puffy hand with a signet ring embedded in the third finger.

‘Terry Harrison.’

The only vacant chair was beside the door. She started to draw it forward but Kinsella stopped her with a look.

Harrison sat down again. ‘It’s a geological lottery, this game. Some seams it comes out like shit off a shovel, some it’s not worth the bother. We’re two-and-a-half miles from Dudderthorpe, NCB mine down the road. Our lot use their miners’ welfare. Their top seam’s under bunter sandstone, which is gassy, water-bearing and bloody hard. All we’ve got to worry about’s magnesian limestone and Mottershaw shale. We use drill and blast method. Pillar and stall workings. The machinery they’ve got makes us look like something out of the Stone Age, but ton for ton we’re a damn site more profitable …’

Kinsella listened attentively. Lexa knew that in Sylvester’s tonight he would mimic Harrison’s laboured breathing, his voice richly textured with phlegm.

‘… What you’ve got to bear in mind is, we’re all the same coalfield, but it’s not the same quality coal. West Drayton gets twenty-four gigajoules a tonne out of Dudderthorpe. D’you know what they get out of us?’ He turned to Gabriel. ‘Go on, have a guess.’

‘Twenty-nine point four.’ She had done her background reading.

Harrison looked put out. ‘Power stations run on cheap, low-grade coal, but they have to sweeten it with a quality product.’ He counted the categories off on his swollen fingers. ‘Our moisture’s seven per cent. Sulphur and chlorine, less than one per cent, so they don’t have to worry about fouling in the boilers. Ash fusion temperature’s over fourteen hundred degrees.’ He smiled at Gabriel. ‘About the only thing we don’t do for them’s dance of the seven veils.’

Her gaze was slightly averted, a Biro balanced between her fingers above the ruled pad on her lap. Kinsella took the pen from her hand and scribbled a wavy line on the blank paper.

‘Just checking,’ he said.

Harrison lit a cigar. It was eleven thirty and already there were five fat butts in the ashtray. The only window was painted shut. The sun burned through the dirty glass, illuminating the blue cirrus of tobacco smoke. Lexa had a sudden intuition that he spent his life in sealed compartments. This office, the 1960s bungalow he’d call home, the glass and metal capsule of his car. His wife would be a non-smoker with a graveyard cough.

There was a tap at the door. A middle-aged woman came in with a tray of crockery and a large earthenware teapot. They watched in silence as she lowered the tray to the table and set the cups out. In the next room the telephone shrilled. She hurried out.

Harrison resumed his hymn to the marvels of Faxerley coal. The mine was a fundamentally healthy business whose sale his bosses would live to regret. ‘Flaming alphabet soup of letters after their names. They haven’t got a bloody clue. No bloody balls either—’

He glanced at Gabriel. Lexa assumed he was checking her reaction to this mention of masculine potency, but when his eyes shifted to the teacups she had to bite back a smile. He was waiting for her to be mother.

‘—You’ll have no trouble finding a buyer. The Yanks have been sniffing round for years. The Argentinians an’all, before the Falklands …’

Gabriel returned his glance innocently.

Kinsella looked at Lexa. ‘What are you sitting over there for?’

She moved her chair next to Gabriel’s.

‘Time for a cup of tea, I think,’ he remarked.

Harrison turned the teapot handle to position it between the two women.

‘Alexandra,’ Kinsella said.

‘Not for me thanks, it’s a wee bit warm for tea.’

She felt a quiver at her side. ‘It is, isn’t it?’ Gabriel agreed.

Lexa turned the teapot handle towards Kinsella. Gabriel had a sudden need to cough.

‘Pour the tea, Alexandra.’

She met his eye.

‘Milk and sugar?’ she asked Harrison.

He stubbed out his cigar. ‘No, you’re right, it’s too hot in here. Come on, I’ll give you the tour.’ He stood up. ‘After you, ladies.’

Gabriel was first through the door, then Lexa. Behind them, Harrison lowered his voice.

‘If they don’t take dictation or make tea I hope they’re bloody good at what they do.’

‘I’ve no complaints.’

The colliery manager’s laugh stirred vats of mucus deep in his chest. ‘I bet you’ve not.’

With one hand resting on the small of Gabriel’s back, Harrison showed them around. The coal preparation plant, the control room, the boilerhouse, baths and medical centre. Gabriel veered away to inspect the weighbridge, then lagged behind claiming a stone in her shoe. Each time she shook him off he regained possession.

‘Mester’arrison …’

Orange overalls and a black donkey jacket. The first miner they had seen. The colliery manager walked him some distance away before finding out what he wanted.

Gabriel took advantage of Harrison’s absence to cough. Not the discreet throat-clearing she had faked in his office, but a cacophonic hawking.

‘Get a grip, Gabriel,’ Kinsella said. ‘You can’t have developed black lung already.’

‘It was the … cigar smoke …’ she held her breath for a few moments and let it out in a gasp, waiting to see if the coughing would resume. ‘Do you think he’s keeping us away from the action for a reason?’

‘I don’t give a flying fuck as long as I can find some sucker to buy this dump.’

Harrison was back. ‘Sorry about that, ladies and gent.’

‘Is there a problem?’

‘Nothing serious.’ Despite their lechers’ complicity in the office, Harrison had marked Kinsella as an enemy.

‘So where are the surface workers?’ Gabriel asked.

Up to this point Harrison had smiled at all her questions. Now he looked furtive. ‘The shift’s walked out—’

The bankers exchanged glances. For the past four weeks the nationalised industry had been paralysed by a strike. Kinsella’s strategy for selling Faxerley was based on it being separate from, and comprehensively unlike, the National Coal Board mines. If its workforce had walked out in sympathy, they would have to come up with a new pitch. Though what were the chances of selling a coal mine which was not currently producing coal?

‘—I don’t know what’s gone off yet. Seemingly there was a meeting in Sheffield this morning. National Union’s been threatening to withdraw dispensation to work. Area said we were all right, as long as everything we produce goes to schools and hospitals.’ His eyes flicked to Kinsella to check how he was taking this, then returned to their preferred resting place. ‘It’s bloody Scargill. He won’t be happy till he’s got everyone out. NCB, open-cast, private mines, the lot.’

‘You let the National Union of Mineworkers tell you who you can sell your coal to?’

Harrison stared at Kinsella with undisguised loathing. ‘If the alternative’s a strike, I do, yes.’

‘But you seem to have one on your hands anyway.’

‘I don’t know that yet, do I?’

‘Who should we talk to, at the Union?’ It was Lexa’s first contribution.

‘Why would you want to do that?’

She thought Kinsella was going to laugh, but the moment passed and he became once more the consummate professional. ‘I think we should explain the-aah salient facts of their situation. Especially if they’re on strike. And if by some chance they’re still deigning to work, we’ll want to make sure they don’t spring any-aah surprises on us when we produce a buyer.’

Harrison looked doubtful. ‘You can try, but you won’t find them too co-operative.

The branch president’s Kevin Sproson but I wouldn’t waste your time with him. Stuart Duffy’s the organ grinder …’
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Your friends are close.
Your enemies are closer.





