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For Isabella




CHAPTER ONE

Hugo peeled his face from the white-coated chest of an exceptionally pretty woman. His rush through the hospital was such that he had failed to consider that the corner he was heading for might have someone coming round it.

‘Sorry,’ he grinned at her, thinking that, actually, he wasn’t sorry at all. It wasn’t every evening he got to bury his nose in something as luscious as . . . he squinted at her badge . . . Dr M. Watson, Consultant Paediatrician.

‘Don’t worry,’ the doctor replied slightly frostily.

‘You’re not really called Dr Watson, are you?’ Hugo looked her up and down flirtatiously, taking in the glossy black hair and large dark eyes. Confidently he waited for his own handsome face and commanding height to have their usual effect on a woman. To his surprise, he waited in vain.

‘Are you looking for somewhere in particular?’ The doctor’s manner was polite but no-nonsense.

‘I’m here for a class.’ Hugo maintained his expectant smile. She’d crack eventually. They always did. ‘An antenatal class.’

Dr Watson did not crack, however. But she did give him directions. After several more twists through the grey lino maze, Hugo finally found the door he was in search of.

He knocked and opened it to find Amanda sitting tense and annoyed amid a horseshoe of people. Next to her was an empty orange plastic chair.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Hugo muttered.

In front of the horseshoe stood a thin-faced woman with wire-framed glasses and a bright, toothy smile. There was, Hugo thought, something over-eager, manic even, about the way her eyes shone through her lenses.

‘Goot evening,’ she said. ‘My name is Lotti. Yes, you are late, but bedder late than never, as you say in this country, I think?’

Dutch, Hugo guessed, as, bracelets rattling on her outstretched arms, the woman came towards him. He found himself bustled to a table and asked his name, which was then written on a badge and stuck to his lapel. Thus labelled, Hugo was free to stumble to the seat beside his wife.

He looked swiftly about him. The sight of so many pregnant women made him nervous. Their stomachs looked strained beyond endurance, about to burst any second. He imagined a huge cannon bang: a twenty-one-tum salute.

Lotti beamed round at the horseshoe. ‘It’s goot to see you all here tonight. You know, I hope you find these classes useful, not just for information about baby and birthing, but also to  make frens? You know, couples who meet at these classes sometimes stay frens for years.’

Hugo stared fixedly at the floor. Nothing made his toes curl like forced social interaction. Like that bit in church when you had to offer each other a sign of peace.

‘Now,’ Lotti instructed, lenses glinting, ‘I’d like everyone to stand up one by one and introduce yourselfs to the class. Please!’ She gestured at the person nearest, who rose to her feet.

‘Mel’ - according to her name badge - was short and pugnacious-looking, with cropped grey hair. Hugo’s glance flicked over her to rest approvingly on the woman she was next to: a very pretty, very pregnant redhead, with creamy skin, faraway eyes and an air of dreamy gentleness. She looked vulnerable, he thought, trying to catch her eye and wink at her. This must be why her mother was with her.

Mel gestured to the redhead. ‘This is Saskia. My partner.’ Hugo stopped winking at the redhead and gave her a look of comic reproach.

‘That’s great, Mel,’ Lotti beamed. ‘And can you tell the class what you do?’

‘Saskia’s a Home Office pathologist. I’m an organic gardener.’

‘Baby’s sure going to be lucky with the vegetables, ha ha. Nothing out of the jars in your house, ha ha.’

‘No,’ said Mel shortly, and sat down.

Next it was Amanda’s turn. She bounced up, despite her bump, a dazzling, red-lipsticked grin stretched rigidly across her face. ‘My name is Amanda Fine,’ she breathily declared.  ‘Although it is more likely you’ll have heard of me in my professional capacity. As Amanda Hardwick.’ She paused expectantly.

‘Are you that woman off The Bill?’ a thickset man next to Saskia eventually hazarded. Amanda tightened her lips. ‘I’m  quite a well-known journalist,’ she declared, as Hugo felt his fists tighten and his toes ball up with embarrassment. ‘Very  well known in the States. But I don’t suppose,’ she added, looking round disparagingly, ‘that anyone here ever gets Style  magazine.’

‘I do, sometimes,’ offered a woman with heavy make-up, shiny skin, a large nose and wild brown hair. Her name badge read ‘Laura’. ‘You mean the one that comes with the Sunday Times?’

‘No,’ Amanda said freezingly. ‘I do not mean that one. I mean the extremely prestigious and influential American one of the same name.’

Hugo was surprised she had brought up the magazine. Earlier that year - and in rather mysterious circumstances - Amanda had resigned from Style. On principle, she had told him. A disagreement with the legal department or something, he recalled. He hadn’t realised until then that she had any principles. Her complete lack of scruples had been one of her attractions, initially.

Lotti’s voice broke into his thoughts. ‘Well, it’s all very interesting anyway, Amanda. Thank you.’

Amanda sat down and gave Hugo a bad-tempered nudge. She was, he saw, staring at his lapel. Dismayed, he now saw  that, positioned at a drunken angle on his suit, the crumpled white name badge read ‘Yogi’. Lotti had obviously misheard ‘Hugo’. But you probably didn’t get many Hugos in Holland.

‘Yogi!’ Lotti trilled, inadvertently rubbing it in. ‘Your turn now, please.’

Crossly, Hugo got to his feet. He had assumed that the covert glances from the rest of the class, particularly from the women, had been impressed and possibly flirtatious. The realisation he was the object of amusement was both unusual and unpleasant. ‘Erm, well,’ he began uncomfortably. ‘The first thing I should say is that this badge isn’t strictly accurate. My name’s not Yogi.’

‘Shpeak up, Yogi!’ urged Lotti from the front. ‘We can’t hear you!’

‘My name’s not Yogi,’ Hugo bleated. ‘It’s Hugo - Hugo Fine.’ Bloody hell. Why hadn’t he just stayed in the pub? Amanda had rung his mobile even as he raised the pint glass to his lips, demanding to know why he wasn’t in the antenatal class.

‘I understand you’ve recently moved from London, Yogi,’ Lotti steamrollered on. ‘Would you like to tell us why?’

Good question, Hugo thought. The same one he asked himself most mornings. He suppressed a sigh. ‘Oh, you know. All the usual reasons. Better quality of life and all that.’

‘And so much better for children,’ Amanda energetically interrupted from beside him. ‘Family life in the country, we thought. Real life. Quality time.’

There was a murmur of agreement from the others at this.

‘Dandling angelic infants in the dappled sunlight under the apple blossom, that sort of thing.’ Amanda flashed her red grimace again.

The murmur stuttered slightly. There were glances of surprise.

‘So we’re both thrilled to be here,’ Amanda finished, in the manner of a visiting Royal. ‘Aren’t we, darling?’

Hugo flinched at her violent nudge and nodded faintly.

In point of fact, and as Amanda well knew, he was not at all thrilled to be here. He had resisted fiercely her idea of moving out of London and into the countryside. An urbanite to the core, he had a terror of the deep middle of nowhere with its black nights and awful stillness. But Amanda, once pregnant, had insisted her city days were over.

The compromise was Bath. As well as halfway house between big city and rolling ruraldom, it had the additional benefit of being somewhere Hugo had actually heard of. It also had good London train links, not that he used them. He had imagined commuting to his old job as an estate agent in Islington. But his wife, it turned out, had decided his city days were over as well.

As a result he was now the wage slave of one Neil Dustard, boss of a small Bath property firm. He had seemed reasonable enough at first; the only agent Hugo had applied to that had taken him out to the pub to discuss prospects. At the time this had seemed evidence of the sort of laid-back friendliness that corresponded to brilliance in business.

What it turned out to be was evidence of the alcoholism  already hinted at by Neil’s red face. As a result of which his character was as unstable as his company, which Hugo soon discovered to be as mired in lack of ideas as it was in lack of ambition. And he was mired there too, now. Bugger Amanda, for making him move here. And bugger himself, for letting her. He tuned back into the discussion.

‘Of course,’ Amanda was saying to the class, ‘obviously Bath is a bit backward compared to London. But it’s really not bad at all to look at - quite pretty in fact - and so cheap! We’ve got a huge family house here for the price of our flat. But then, it was in Notting Hill . . .’

The rest of the class was staring stonily at Amanda. Hugo clenched his toes again. Why did she have to say these things?

The flat had not been in W11, for a start. W10-and-a-half at the most. Not-quiting Hill, as he had thought of it.

Nor were Bath house prices cheap. Cheaper, yes, but hardly bargain basement. Some basements, in fact, were pretty expensive. Hugo, thanks to his job, knew this before they even moved there. But it had taken time for Amanda, with stormy reluctance, to accept that the five-storey Royal Crescent mansion she had imagined owning was way beyond their means. The house within them, Number Four Fitzherbert Place, was a distinct cut below and one she had initially refused to countenance. This had suited Hugo, who had no wish to live there either. Then suddenly Amanda, apparently accepting their financial limitations, had become full of enthusiasm for the fact Number Four was Georgian  and ‘bursting with original features’, according to the estate agent’s details.

Something, possibly original, Hugo thought, had certainly burst through the staircase wall and left a large damp stain. Other period features included a grimy fanlight, tall, difficult-to-clean windows and high, cracked ceilings. Basically, it was a battered, three-floored terrace on the side of a hill on the edge of the city. Basically, it was a mess.

‘But it says here that it’s got “huge potential for refurbishment”.’ Amanda stabbed the estate agent’s details with a manicured forefinger.

‘That’s estate agent speak for “complete bombsite”.’ But Hugo knew he argued in vain. When, eventually, inevitably, Amanda prevailed and Number Four was theirs, he was left with the uncomfortable feeling of being the biter bit.

Just as, uncomfortably, he was recalling all this, there was a commotion at the class door and a man came in. Lotti trained her glasses on him. ‘Hi. Welcome. Come in. You’re a bit late, but never mind.’ She bustled over to do the business with the name badges.

‘We had to wait for a bus,’ the man said defensively.

The newcomer was, Hugo realised, extravagantly handsome. From the Cherokee cheekbones to the dark hair curling carelessly round the base of the muscular neck, his were the type of film-hero good looks that aroused resentment in the most relaxed of men. And Hugo, standing up amid sniggering strangers, sporting a silly name badge, was feeling far from laid back at the moment.

‘A bus?’ echoed Amanda disdainfully.

The long-haired man looked at her. ‘We don’t do cars,’ he said witheringly. ‘We believe they’re damaging to the planet.’

Lotti glanced delightedly up from her sheet of stickers. ‘Hey, me too. I don’t do cars either. I bicycle everywhere.’ She brandished her marker at the bus fan. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Jake. My wife, Alice, is here too, but she’s in the loo throwing up at the moment.’ He grinned at the women. ‘Guess you know how it is, girls.’

Hugo’s stomach tensed in dislike. The women, however, looked charmed. There was a sympathetic murmur from all except Amanda, who looked disgusted. She did not, Hugo knew, appreciate being reminded of pregnancy’s less glamorous aspects.

Jake was now looking at Hugo. Or, more precisely, his name badge. There was a mocking gleam in his eye. ‘Yogi, huh? As in Bear or Maharishi Mahesh?’

‘Neither,’ Hugo replied icily, suddenly loathing him. ‘My name is actually Hugo. I’m not sure Lotti heard properly.’

Lotti was now fixing Jake’s badge on his broad chest. Her manner was half investiture, half flirtation and entirely distracted.

‘Do go on, Yogi,’ she gasped, flushed. ‘You were saying what is it you do.’

Hugo shifted to his other foot. ‘I’m an estate agent.’

Was that a snort coming from Jake’s direction? He looked challengingly at the new arrival. But Jake avoided his gaze, sneering instead at Hugo’s pinstriped suit.

‘Thank you, Yogi. You can sit down now.’ Lotti’s glasses flashed speculatively around before being drawn magnetically back to Jake. ‘Jake,’ she fluttered. ‘Why don’t you tell us a little about yourself ?’

Jake, who had sat down, rose slowly up again. There was a stirring among the women as he unfolded himself to his full height which, Hugo had to admit, was impressive. He noted with irritation how confidently Jake stood in his battered lumberjack shirt and scruffy jeans. Handsome head tilted slightly back, he seemed at ease to an almost aggressive extent, rolling gently but constantly from one foot to the other.

‘OK, well I’d just like to say,’ Jake looked round with an intense, deep-set gaze, ‘that I, for one, am not here just for decoration. I think we fathers should take an active part in everything to do with the birth. I mean, we’re mothers too, in a way, and I personally don’t have a problem with feeling that.’

Ecstasy lit Lotti’s face. ‘That’s right, Jake,’ she gasped, eyes brimming behind her glasses. ‘If only more men felt like you.’

Nauseous, Hugo thought, was the only way to describe how he personally felt. Sliding a glance round the room, he divined similar sentiments in the other men present. Their expressions ranged from miserable to murderous.

The women, however, were sighing with admiration. And none more so than Lotti. ‘Tell us what you do, Jake,’ she invited.

‘I run a magazine.’

‘But that’s marvellous!’ Lotti threw out an excited arm in  Amanda’s direction. ‘Amanda here was just telling us about the magazine she works on.’

Jake looked Amanda doubtfully up and down. ‘Can’t imagine it’s the same sort of thing. Yours is all celebrities, sex and make-up, right?’

‘Sounds great,’ interrupted Laura.

Amanda favoured her with a tight smile. ‘It’s a glossy, if that’s what you mean,’ she told Jake. ‘Is yours a glossy?’

He shook his lustrous locks. ‘Not likely. It’s printed on ecosustainable paper. It’s a recycling magazine.’

‘A cycling magazine!’ exclaimed Lotti in delight.

‘RE-cycling,’ Jake’s perfectly level brows drew together in irritation. ‘It’s called Get Trashed !. Available from health-food shops, Soil Association-approved organic greengrocers and by subscription from me.’ He looked around challengingly.

‘Recycling!’ Lotti clasped her hands together. ‘A very important subject. Isn’t it, everyone?’

Heads nodded, Hugo’s included. For what it was worth, he had religiously washed out his bottles and cans and posted them through the appropriate holes in the recycling container near the Not-quiting Hill flat. Amanda had been less diligent in this respect, although once, after a particularly lavish party, she had written to the council suggesting they provide containers with holes for magnums. So far as he knew, she had not received a reply.

‘Our latest issue,’ Jake informed the class, ‘shows you how to build a house made entirely of reusable waste.’

Hugo snorted and tried to turn it into a cough. He was  rewarded with a bright smile from Lotti. ‘You know, Yogi, maybe you ought to get together with Jake. You’re an eshtate agent, right?’

‘A house made of reusable waste?’ Hugo mused as politely as he could manage. ‘I’m not sure Dunn and Dustard have handled anything like that before.’

‘And I don’t think they’re likely to,’ Jake returned smartly. ‘Unless you accept your commission in LETs, that is.’

‘In what?’ Hugo asked, his polite tones now strained.

‘Local Exchange Tokens,’ Jake growled impatiently. ‘Another of Get Trashed!’s interests is phasing out conventional payment methods in favour of trading skills. Or benefits in kind.’

‘I’d have to get back to you on that.’ Hugo imagined Neil Dustard contemplating such a proposal. He felt the start of another snigger and tried to turn it into a sneeze.

Next to introduce himself was stocky Jim, who had imagined Amanda to be in The Bill. He was a carpenter originally from St Helens.

‘How marvellous,’ gushed Amanda. ‘Is that in the Caribbean?’

Jim looked at her in amazement. ‘Merseyside.’

Then it was Laura’s turn. Hugo looked at her with interest. Besides thick make-up, she had a wide gap between her front teeth, giving her smile a bawdy appearance. She was wearing a lot of hot pink. Hugo wondered where her other half was.

‘He’s, er, too busy to come,’ Laura admitted when Lotti brightly asked the same question.

‘No father of a baby should be too busy to come,’ Jake opined loudly. ‘It’s his duty.’

‘Fergus works in advertising in London,’ Laura snapped back. Jake rolled his deep-set eyes in disgust.

The door opened and a blonde woman came in. The room rippled with interest as it realised that this, presumably, was Jake’s wife. Who had presumably been in the loo all this time.

She was, Hugo instantly decided, rather less glamorous than her partner. She was thin, despite being pregnant, and lanky. Cleanliness seemed her most distinguishing feature. She looked almost carbolically well scrubbed in maternity jeans and a white T-shirt, her long, calm face completely devoid of make-up. She looked, Hugo thought, extremely earnest.

Yet however unexciting it seemed to him, the woman’s appearance had clearly had an electric effect on someone else in the room. Amanda, beside him, was breathing short and fast. ‘It can’t be,’ he heard her groan to herself.

‘My wife, Alice,’ Jake was announcing. ‘Feeling better?’ he asked her solicitously.

Alice was not listening. She was staring at Amanda, in what could only be described as horror.

Lotti had picked up none of the drama. ‘Tell us about yourself,’ she beamed toothily at Alice. ‘Are you working at the moment?’

Hugo heard Amanda hold her breath. He sensed that she was very interested in Alice’s answer. Frankly, now he was interested himself.

‘N-no,’ Alice stuttered. Then, recovering, she added in a clear, soft voice. ‘But until recently I was in the legal department of a New York magazine company.’

Hugo’s head exploded with the pealing of loud bells. So that was the connection. Style magazine. Was this mousy woman, then, involved in Amanda’s mysterious resignation? With her scrubbed face and mild air, she hardly looked the type to take on his formidable wife.

Lotti was looking expectantly round the class. ‘OK. Right. Now we all know each other, let’s get down to business. Does everyone here know what a uterus looks like?’




CHAPTER TWO

Standing at the bus stop after the class, Alice and Jake watched Amanda and Hugo’s gleaming four-wheel drive sweep by. Behind the tinted panes, the white blur of Amanda’s face stared contemptuously out.

‘That woman,’ Jake remarked, ‘seems to hate your guts, for some reason.’

‘I think she does,’ Alice admitted, hoping he would not probe further. She felt queasy again and another bus journey was not going to improve matters. She had imagined herself dreaming, or rather, in a nightmare, when she entered the antenatal class to find her old enemy there. It hardly seemed possible Amanda Hardwick was having a baby in exactly the same place and at the exact same time.

‘So what happened?’ Jake probed as the bus, with its customary obduracy, failed to materialise.

Alice groaned. ‘She was the one involved in that libel case.  The one I packed the job at Intercorp in over.’

In the orange sulphur lamplight, Jake’s eyes widened. ‘That  was her?’

Alice nodded. ‘But in a funny way,’ she said consideringly, ‘she did me a favour.’ She squeezed Jake’s hand. ‘I would never have met you if it hadn’t been for Amanda Hardwick. If she’d been just one tiny bit less horrible, I’d probably have stayed in New York.’

As they stood waiting, Jake holding her close, Alice’s thoughts drifted back to the fateful fortnight when her life was changed for ever. It had all started when Sherry, her assistant, had knocked at her office door.

Sherry was pregnant. She was stroking her bump and smiling dreamily through the glass. Alice beckoned her in.

‘What’s up?’

Sherry wafted in, bulge first, panting, both hands pressed into her back. Never had Alice known anyone make quite such a song and dance about having a baby. Sherry, who was tiny and slender apart from her bump, not only wore the latest and tightest maternity clothes, but had persuaded an Intercorp magazine fashion department to get the image from her latest scan made into a special-edition designer handbag. She also took off at least one afternoon a week to attend what sounded to Alice like a series of increasingly cranky birth preparation classes.

‘Brant wants a word,’ Sherry smiled toothily.

‘Oh. Right.’ Brant was head of the Intercorp legal team and her boss. Alice rose from her desk.

Sherry paused. ‘And I’d like one too, if that’s OK.’

‘Sure. Fire away.’

‘Is it OK if I take the afternoon off to go to my breastfeeding support class?’

Alice hesitated. ‘But you know I’ve got that conference call with Europe this afternoon. It’s important you’re here to make sure all the international dial-ins work.’

Sherry’s pixie face fell.

Alice raised her palms in a reasoning gesture. ‘I’m sorry, Sherry. Can’t you get support about breastfeeding at any other time? I mean, I realise it’s terribly important and all that . . .’

‘Oh, the support’s not for me,’ Sherry said. ‘It’s a therapy session for my partner to help him cope with the psychosexual implications of my breasts’ new role as nurturers rather than erotic focal points.’

‘Can’t he go on his own?’

Sherry sighed martyrishly. ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter. I just thought you might, y’know, understand, that’s all.’

‘Understand what?’ Alice asked patiently.

‘Well, that these issues are, like, psychologically so important? You know, to spiritually prepare yourself ? But I guess,’ Sherry looked pityingly at Alice, ‘that if you’re not pregnant, or not a mother, you just wouldn’t understand.’

‘I guess not,’ Alice said, trying not to be hurt or offended. None the less, she was irritated. Pregnant women could be so bloody patronising. Along with everyone else, they assumed her childless state to be her choice.

If only, Alice thought, it was that simple. Yes, she was thirty-six, unmarried and child-free. But that didn’t make her a baby-hating careerist. Alice had, in fact, always imagined that, at some stage, she would be a mother. She had certainly imagined being one by her current stage. But it hadn’t happened. Among the cards destiny had dealt her, the marriage-baby one just hadn’t turned up.

There had been flings, some of them heady; affairs, some of them passionate. The odd serious relationship, even. But nothing serious enough to add up to the sort of stable, committed, loving partnership that made babies a possibility rather than a pipe dream.

What she did have, on the other hand, was a high-powered career, a mortgageless, minimalist apartment enviably located on Central Park, and as many pairs of shoes as a woman could want. Should she wish, she could fly to the Maldives or Paris at the drop of a first-class ticket. Although in point of fact she rarely wished to. Nor did she particularly care about shoes.

So while other women her age brought up families, Alice had simply carried on working. She was now wealthy, successful and enviably free from commitment or responsibility. And while she was vaguely aware this wasn’t everything in life, it was certainly something.

Sherry grumped out of Alice’s office and Alice got up to go to Brant’s.

 



It was obvious from her boss’s face that there was trouble. His expression, habitually anxious, looked even more so than usual.  He regarded Alice gravely through thick horn-rimmed spectacles. ‘Amanda Hardwick,’ he intoned dolorously.

‘Oh. Shit.’

‘You could put it that way. But I’m hoping you can sort it out.’

‘No time,’ Alice said quickly. ‘I’m up to my eyes in that recipe case.’

Brant looked blank.

‘You remember,’ Alice prompted. ‘That cake where readers were told to put in fifty cups of whisky instead of five. There are a lot of angry people out there. And a lot with very bad hangovers. I’ve been working late nights to sort it all out.’

This was no exaggeration, as the shadows beneath her eyes attested. But late nights were nothing new at the Intercorp Magazine Company and the glint in Brant’s glasses was steely. ‘Someone else can take that over. Amanda Hardwick’s English, and handling English is your speciality.’

‘Thanks a bunch,’ Alice muttered. New York, as Brant well knew, was full of English people, many of whom he dealt with every day of his life. It was just an excuse to give her the short straw. And as straws went, Amanda Hardwick was about the shortest.

Amanda was Intercorp’s most celebrated or notorious journalist, depending on which way you looked at it. She wrote mostly for the flagship publication Style. Despite being based in London, where she was rumoured to have a husband, she seemed to be a constant presence in New York. Her fame, so far as Alice could see, sprang from her extreme  nastiness to any celebrity foolish enough to agree to one of her interviews. The fact that so many did represented, Alice supposed, the triumph of hope over experience. Either that or the terminal stupidity of the famous.

Unfortunately for Intercorp’s legal department, Janice Kittenburgen, Style’s editor, was impervious to suggestions that Amanda was a liability. Janice, who came from Maryland but had an ego the size of Texas, resented the smallest interference in the sacred editorial process. Her view, as much as she could view anything through the vast black sunglasses she affected indoors, was that the more legally complicated a piece was, the more important it was. Amanda’s refusal to research anything and her lofty disregard for libel were dubbed by Janice ‘first impressions journalism’, art in words, unique to her magazine.

This argument, ingenious as it was, had never washed with Alice. Nor had it, as Brant now explained, washed with Amanda’s latest victim, a celebrated actor. Who was, it seemed, threatening to sue Style on ten different counts.

‘How come it got this far?’ Alice demanded. As Brant’s deputy, she was entitled to get cross with him on occasion. ‘Did no one up here have a look at the piece?’ Even as she spoke, she knew that Janice, with her trademark pig-headed irresponsibility, would have rushed the interview to print without letting Legal see it at all. And not for the first time.

Brant shrugged. ‘Look, Alice, it’s in your hands, OK? If anyone can get us off this hook, you can. You’ve done it before.’

Alice rubbed her tired eyes. Yes, she bloody well had. A  great deal of her time, energy and expertise had, infuriatingly, been spent saving Amanda Hardwick’s neck. Yet, thanks to her efforts, and despite the proximity of Amanda’s interviews to the wind and knuckle, the only retribution so far were some strongly worded warning shots from affronted celebrities’ lawyers.

 



Alice worked on the Hardwick piece for the rest of the morning. It was, as Brant had said, a disaster. Style really had done it this time. Alice had arranged to see its most notorious contributor that afternoon in order to find out what was true and what wasn’t. She was not looking forward to the meeting. On her every previous encounter with Amanda Hardwick, the journalist had exceeded her reputation for arrogant unpleasantness.

Shoving the offending documents in her desk, Alice dragged herself out for coffee and a bagel.

In the café, she carried her cardboard tray over to a table by the window. Lying on it was a copy of the New York Times, open at the Weddings/Celebrations page.

Alice flicked an eye over it as she ate. Among the flotsam and jetsam washed up on this week’s matrimonial shores was a bride who had founded ‘a humor Website for people with one Jewish parent’. Two male doctors were ‘celebrating their partnership’. A voice-over artist was marrying a trumpet player and a cardiologist was marrying a ‘hematologistoncologist’. Whatever that was. The most interesting union, Alice thought, was the New Haven automobile princess who,  in a classic ‘Uptown Girl’ scenario, had married a local carpenter, son of a builder and a supermarket worker. Alice wondered what the bride’s fearsome-sounding parents, clearly East Coast royalty, made of it all. And especially what they made of the bridegroom’s mother and father.

She chewed a fingernail contemplatively and imagined her own entry on the page: ‘Miss Alice Lamorna Duffield, daughter of Mrs and Mrs James Duffield of Madron, Cornwall and deputy chief legal adviser to the Intercorp Magazine Company, was married last evening to . . .’

Who? Someone who sounded like a firm of solicitors, if the men on the rest of the page were anything to go by. Grayling Hotchkiss. Bradford Todd. Pulling a face, Alice got up to go back to work.

 



Later that afternoon, a short blonde strutted into her office. Her head seemed to rise straight out of a large white cleavage and her red-lipsticked mouth wore a sulky, defensive expression.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ Alice offered. No harm, she thought, in being civil.

Amanda Hardwick clearly thought otherwise. She put both hands on a pair of plump hips. ‘Just how long is this going to take?’

‘Long enough for coffee.’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake. I’ll have a skinny latte,’ the blonde huffed.

‘Sorry,’ Sherry said. ‘The machine only does filter.’

Amanda Hardwick fixed her with a cold eye. ‘So you’ll just have to go down to Dean & Deluca and get me a latte, won’t you?’

Sherry gaped. The coffee bar, as everyone present knew, was seventy-four floors down and two street crossings away. ‘I’m, like, six months pregnant?’ Sherry said, pointing with both hands at her bump.

Amanda stared coolly back. ‘I think,’ she said witheringly, ‘that you’re confusing me with somebody who gives a shit.’

‘Sherry hasn’t got time to go and fetch one,’ Alice cut in hastily. ‘It’s filter or nothing, I’m afraid.’

After some pouting and protests, filter was accepted. The meeting began.

‘I’ll run through the contested items,’ Alice gestured at the article, which she had highlighted in various places. ‘The first concerns your claim that your subject dyes his hair and has had several facelifts.’

‘He does,’ snapped Amanda Hardwick. ‘He has.’

‘Do you have proof ?’

‘Yes.’

This answer was a pleasant surprise. Hope rose in Alice that the case was salvageable after all. ‘Great. So what’s your proof ?’

Amanda Hardwick pressed her thin red lips together. ‘I don’t need proof proof. You’ve only got to look at him.’

Alice flexed her fingers. ‘I see. Well, he says his hair isn’t dyed and his face is the one he was born with. So the onus is on you to prove otherwise.’

‘What? This is pathetic. I can’t believe you’ve dragged me up here to tell me this.’

‘So that’s a no then, is it?’ Alice enquired calmly. ‘You have no evidence on that point?’

Furious silence greeted this.

‘And then,’ Alice moved her finger down the page, ‘there’s your allegation that he suffers from a sex addiction and takes recreational drugs.’

Amanda jumped up and clamped a hand melodramatically to her forehead. ‘Oh, please. I can’t believe I’m hearing this. Get with the programme, will you? All Hollywood knows  that’s true.’

‘I’m afraid that won’t stand up as evidence in a court of law,’ Alice said gravely. ‘Or will all Hollywood come into the witness box?’

‘He sniffed all the way through the interview. What more proof do you want?’

‘That could have been a cold. Did he admit to you in the interview that he was a drug-taking sex addict? Or . . .’ Alice ran her digit down several more paragraphs, ‘that his two young children aren’t his at all and their father is actually Brad Pitt?’

Christ. The more you read, the more unbelievable this interview was.

‘All Hollywood knows that as well,’ Amanda said defiantly.

Alice propped her chin up on one hand and stared wearily at Amanda. ‘Quite apart from any immediate legal implications, have you any idea of the devastating effect this sort of rumour can have on a family? Those are children you’re talking  about. Little kids. But old enough to understand. This sort of thing can ruin lives.’

Amanda looked scornful. ‘What is this obsession with kids round here?’ she snarled. ‘What are you, the fucking Mothers’ Union?’

‘I’m just pointing out,’ Alice said calmly, ‘that these are vulnerable youngsters you’re writing about. The courts won’t like it.’

‘What do I care about some effing celebrity kids?’ Amanda snarled. ‘Or any kids, come to that? Kids, schmids. Anyone who has them deserves all they’ve got coming to them.’

Alice regarded her levelly. The baby-hating career bitch personified, she thought. Shame Sherry wasn’t here to see the real thing in action.

Amanda leant over the table, giving Alice a grandstand view of her cleavage. ‘Look, baby,’ she spat, ‘you do realise who you’re dealing with here? I’m Intercorp’s star writer, OK? And who the hell are you? Some jumped-up goody-goody drone pen-pusher in the effing legal department, that’s what.’

Who just happens to have saved your skin more times than you’ve had hot dinners, Alice thought savagely. She restrained the urge to fling her desklamp, keyboard and computer screen at the woman in front of her and instead folded her hands composedly. ‘These are serious allegations and he’s going to sue. All I’m trying to do is establish what evidence you have. So far, to be honest, it doesn’t look like much.’

It was at this charged point that Sherry came in bearing a tray of freshly brewed filter coffee. As she put a cup and  saucer down by Amanda’s elbow, the elbow shot out. The cup and its contents were propelled all over Sherry’s maternity mini skirt, maternity fishnet tights and maternity knee-length suede boots. Alice gasped. She had no doubt that the action was deliberate. Sherry, meanwhile, looked as if she were about to give birth on the spot.

‘So sorry,’ purred Amanda, eyes wide in mock shock. ‘So clumsy of me. But that’s the problem with these cups, isn’t it? No lids! Would have been so much better if you’d got the latte after all.’

She got up, seized her handbag and strode out.

‘You OK?’ asked Alice.

Sherry was scrubbing frantically at her skirt with a handful of tissues.

‘You should send her the cleaning bill for that,’ Alice suggested.

‘Why don’t I just sue her?’ Sherry’s large eyes flashed with fury.

‘Why not. Join the club. Everyone else is suing her at the moment.’ Alice banged her head against her desk in frustration. ‘Jesus. Who’d be a magazine lawyer?’

Sherry stared at her in concern. ‘You know, you need a break. You’ve been working your ass off lately.’

‘I know I have,’ Alice muttered. ‘But where would I go for a break? I haven’t the energy to organise anything. And it’s not,’ she added miserably, ‘as if I’ve got anyone to go with, either.’

‘You should get out more,’ Sherry advised. ‘Meet people.’

‘No time.’ Alice rubbed her eyes. But she knew, and knew Sherry knew too, that this was an excuse. She had, in fact, opted out of the New York dating scene. It was too competitive, too serious. Dates here were like job interviews, usually for jobs one wasn’t certain one wanted.

Moreover, Manhattan Man seemed completely to believe the publicity about his scarcity value. Even the ugly ones with rampant halitosis were convinced that somewhere in the city were at least ten stunning women desperate to marry them.

Alice’s gaze lowered to the papers Sherry was scrubbing her skirt with. What she had assumed to be tissue now looked suspiciously like the advice the outside attorney had sent for the whisky cake case.

‘Gee, sorry,’ Sherry grinned. ‘My brain’s just all over at the moment. Pregnancy, eh?’

‘Pregnancy.’ Alice gave her a thin smile.

The telephone rang. Sherry disappeared off to answer it. ‘Your mother,’ she announced over the intercom.

Alice snatched the receiver up gratefully. Her mother. One shard of sanity in a mad, fractured world. ‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Hello, darling. Now listen. I’ve got some news for you.’

Alice listened. Her stomach twisted with dismay. ‘But, Mum, I can’t just drop everything because Sally’s getting married.’

‘But she’s your cousin, darling. You used to be very close.’

‘Yes, but I haven’t really seen her since the Bay City Rollers were in the charts.’

‘Who?’

‘Never mind, Mum. I just mean the last time Sally and I got together we were wearing flares and platform shoes.’

‘That sounds,’ her mother said briskly, ‘a vast improvement on what Sally wears now. Her hair is blue, apparently.’

Alice smiled. Sally’s recent career, to the reported despair of Alice’s Aunt Frances, had featured stints as a face-painter and community juggler, the latter post, to Sally’s Tory-voting father’s disgust, being sponsored by a liberal-minded local council. Who she might be marrying defied speculation.

But speculate, Alice decided, was the most she planned to do.

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said resolutely. ‘Too busy.’

But Alice’s mother was not going to give up easily. ‘Come  on, darling. Time you took a break from that high-flying career of yours. The family would love to see you.’ The command, for so it undoubtedly was, rolled from Cornwall, under the Atlantic and up to Alice’s seventy-fourth-floor Madison Avenue office. ‘You could do with a holiday, I’m sure.’

Alice hesitated. High-flying career? Never, thanks to Amanda Hardwick, had she felt quite so professionally low. Or quite so in need of time off. But was this the pick-up she needed?

‘Do come, darling.’ Her mother had changed tack and was now wheedling. ‘Aunt Frances particularly wants you to. She’s really rather devastated about the wedding, you know. The groom’s called Bo and he’s in an anarchist circus.’

Alice smothered a snigger. ‘What’s an anarchist circus?’

‘They do things with dustbin lids and old car engines.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’ Alice was teasing her mother. But on principle, as an extremely fair person and a lawyer to boot, she deplored condemnation without proper trial. ‘Those sorts of circuses are very trendy. They make a fortune, some of them.’

‘Not this one, I can assure you. Still, at least his father was a vice admiral. That, and the fact she’s persuaded them to marry in church is about the only thing that’s keeping Frances going.’

Alice scrunched her free hand into her mouth. She mustn’t laugh. The situation was obviously extremely serious.

‘Because there’s the baby as well, of course,’ Alice’s mother added.

‘Baby? Sal’s pregnant?’

‘Darling, you just have to come,’ her mother urged. ‘Seeing Sally about to pop might make even you feel broody at last!’

Alice, irritated, did not reply.

‘Well?’ The Cornwall end clearly wanted closure.

‘I don’t know, Mum.’ But Alice felt her resolve cracking. Apart from anything else, the wedding had definite comic potential. ‘Sally’s timing could hardly be worse,’ she demurred, as a feeble last stand at resistance.

‘Frances’s sentiments exactly, darling. Now when can we expect you at the airport?’




CHAPTER THREE

Armani-ed and Manolo-ed outside the church on the wedding day, Alice felt glad she had come home. She had forgotten just how beautiful England could be. And the West Country in particular. Today was a picture postcard from Somerset: blue skies, snowdrops, glossily new-leaved hedges and a lovely old village of fudge-coloured stone.

Adding to her good mood was the unusual, agreeable sensation of standing out rather glamorously from the crowd. Generally, Alice had little interest in fashion, yet, working where she did, she disregarded it at her peril. She had settled on a style that was less dressing to impress than dressing to pass muster; fortunately her long body, thoughtful oval face, blonde hair cropped neatly to chin length and straight-backed, authoritative walk were sartorial short cuts in themselves. Although her tailored cream suit and sharp heels wouldn’t have raised a postboy’s eyebrow at Intercorp, they looked quite  dazzlingly chic here. Admittedly, there was little competition.

The bridal party had clearly barely bothered. Aunt Frances’s one concession towards occasionwear was an unflattering fuchsia flowered hat that clashed with her veiny nose. Her boxy tweed suit emphasised a figure straight out of an Edwardian cartoon; from small and surprisingly slender ankles her body swung upwards and outwards like the bow of a ship. Her expression was grim, conveying that today, so far as she was concerned, was no cause for rejoicing.

Sally’s father, Uncle Tommy, looked even less festive. He was red-faced, wild-eyed and had the air of a bomb about to detonate. He greeted Alice more brusquely even than usual: ‘Still not married?’

‘No,’ Alice suppressed her annoyance. Doubtless there would be many such enquiries that afternoon.

‘Still no kids?’

Alice shook her head.

Uncle Tommy looked her fiercely in the eye. ‘Well, I’m  bloody glad to hear it,’ he exploded, before turning on his heel and stomping off.

Alice filed into the cool gloom of the church and took a pew next to her parents. In front was Aunt Frances. Her fuchsia foliage shook violently from time to time as emotion threatened to overwhelm her.

Alice had been looking forward to seeing Bo, the controversial groom. But he was not, as expected, nervously ring-twisting at the front of the church.

‘It’s ridiculous,’ Aunt Frances snarled over her shoulder  to Alice’s mother. ‘It’s the bride that should be late.’

‘Look on the bright side,’ Alice’s mother whispered back. ‘He might have had second thoughts.’

The hat stopped shaking. Aunt Frances turned round with the wondering look of someone reprieved at the last minute from a death sentence.

The murmur of conversation was by now loud enough to drown the stumbling fingers of the village organist. Then came a silence so sharp it was as if everyone had been turned off at the mains. This was followed by a strange, unsteady, clunking noise.

Alice, glancing over her shoulder, saw a man with dread-locks, a patchwork waistcoat and an insane grin coming up the aisle on stilts. There was a strangled gasp from the pew in front. When Alice looked in her aunt’s direction, the fuchsia flowers were once again shaking furiously.

‘Here Comes The Bride’ suddenly struck up, and a beaming Sally appeared in the aisle. She wore a pointy hat swathed in chiffon and a long green gown which gathered in at the breast and flowed outward and over a vast pregnancy bump.

Aunt Frances now seemed beyond emotion. She stared, lost, at Uncle Tommy, on whose arm Sally was draped. Uncle Tommy, dwarfed on the one side by the stilted Bo, and on the other by his daughter’s wimple, looked desolately back at his wife.

The vicar stepped forward, cleared his throat and stretched upward on tiptoe with the loudly whispered request that Bo lower himself.

‘Not as easy as it looks, mate,’ was Bo’s cheerful reply. ‘But bring us over that table and I’ll see what I can do.’ ‘That table’ being the altar in the antechapel, the vicar, eyes bulging, looked elsewhere for a dismounting block. After some moments, he found one in the shape of the organist’s stool and the bride-groom was returned to earth. The organist played on, standing up throughout, and in noticeably improved fashion.

‘Dearly beloved,’ the vicar said.

The congregation composed themselves. The event was following the usual script at last.

‘We are gathered together here in the sight of God—’

‘Whoa,’ said Bo, holding up his hand. ‘Like . . . whoa!’

The vicar paused and looked at him over metal-rimmed half-moon spectacles. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘When you say God, man,’ Bo said in his rapid, singsong voice, ‘we’re talking about any god, yeah? Not just the one in the Bible, right? We’re including, like, nature gods and that?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ muttered Aunt Frances viciously, if appropriately, in the front pew.

This ecclesiastical nicety - or essential, Alice supposed, depending on one’s viewpoint - took some time to settle to Bo’s satisfaction. When it eventually was, the service proceeded to its usual conclusion - both Frances and Tommy visibly restraining themselves during the ‘just cause or impediment’ section. Bo and Sally issued forth from the church beneath a guard of honour of fire-eaters drawn, Alice assumed, from the ranks of the anarchist circus.

Once outside, everyone revolved in the usual chattering mêlée. The fire-eaters sat down in a circle on the churchyard grass and began opening cider. Alice watched with trepidation as one held out a bottle to Aunt Frances and invited her to ‘take a slug, man’. To her amazement, Aunt Frances, having clearly passed the point of no return, accepted the offer.

The reception was held in a field and featured a marquee bar, jugglers, more fire-eaters and, a discreet distance from the main attractions, a ‘head tent’, which Aunt Frances had been persuaded was a hospital facility for those who had drunk too much.

The bar was chaos, and a mutinous atmosphere prevailed. This was caused by Uncle Tommy’s operating a two-tier drinks system: champagne for those - mostly family - he considered worthy, beer and scrumpy for those - mostly friends of his daughter - he did not. Predictably, the deemed unworthies were as keen to get their hands on Uncle Tommy’s Pol Roger as he was to keep them off it.

As a respectable member of the family, Alice had no difficulty obtaining a bubbling glass. Tactfully, she took it away from the bar, sat down on a hay bale and sniffed the grass-scented air.

‘Great, isn’t it?’ a man’s voice next to her said softly.

Alice jumped. She squinted at the person who had spoken. It was difficult to see what he looked like, his head being between her and the lowering sun. She could, however, make out broad, muscular shoulders, longish dark hair and a wide, white smile.

As he moved his head, the sun struck at a different angle. It revealed a face straight from an Old Master drawing: fine nose, full lips, sharp cheekbones.

‘Hello,’ Alice forced out through her suddenly dry throat.

His eyes, thick-fringed by black lashes, were narrow, green and piercing. She felt held in their beam, and that the beam was sweeping the ocean bottom of her soul.

‘Hello.’

His wide-lapelled brown pinstripe suit set off his wild hair to glamorous effect. He looked, Alice thought, like a rock star meeting his accountant. Or was he a model? It seemed unlikely that Sally, being a crusty, had friends in the fashion business. But you never knew.

‘Versace?’ She nodded at the suit. She was on shaky ground with designers, but prepared to give it a try.

His teeth flashed. ‘Scope.’

‘Scope?’ Some happening new English design team, no doubt.

‘Second-hand shop. It’s the disability charity.’ He held out a large brown hand. ‘I’m Jake, by the way.’ His eyes danced as he looked at her.

‘I’m, um . . . Alice.’

‘And what do you do . . . Alice?’ As his tongue caressed the ‘l’, she saw its red tip flick out from between his lips.

She tore her eyes away. ‘Company lawyer in a glossy magazine firm.’

‘What does that mean?’

Alice wasn’t sure it meant anything. It was meaning  increasingly less to her. Reluctantly, she explained.

He rubbed his chin with a forefinger. ‘So, to sum up, your job’s about making sure some celeb doesn’t get a payout because someone from Intercorp’s papped their penis?’

‘Basically, yes.’

‘Or about trying to save some flaky journalist who can’t be bothered to check her facts?’

‘That’s about the size of it.’ Perhaps, Alice thought, Amanda Hardwick had not been the best example to cite. The libel action being brought against Style had every prospect of success for the actor. The payout, when it was awarded, would be huge. As would her own sense of professional failure, despite the efforts she had made. She had never lost a case before. Ever.

And Amanda Hardwick, of course, would escape free of any blame or responsibility. She would sail on like a leaking tanker, leaving others to clear up the mess.

‘It sounds an awful thing to do for a living,’ Jake said baldly.

‘It is.’ She twiddled her empty champagne glass unhappily.

‘So what are you doing it for then?’

‘You tell me,’ Alice said gloomily.

‘I’d rather get another drink.’

Champagne, they found, was flowing freely now. Uncle Tommy had apparently admitted defeat and stomped off home.

Jake took a bottle from the bar and led Alice outside. A bonfire had been lit and rippled against the gathering dusk  like a ragged red flag. He drew her some distance from the crowd and the tents, to a group of trees whose branches hung low and screening.

He took off his jacket and spread it on the grass. Alice, mindful of her cream suit, was grateful for this. She smiled at Jake and held out her glass. But the hand holding the bottle hesitated. ‘Don’t you feel wasted?’ he asked her.

‘I’m definitely starting to feel woozy,’ she confessed as he filled the glass. She took a mouthful. The calming, thickening sensation in her head increased as the fizzy liquid flooded her stomach.

‘Not that sort of wasted.’ His tone was serious. ‘I mean what you were saying about your job. Don’t you want to do something more worthwhile with your time?’

‘Like what?’ Alice said defensively. ‘What do you do?’

‘I run a recycling magazine.’


‘Do you? I thought you were a model. Something in fashion, anyway.’ Too late, blushing, Alice realised this was as good as admitting she considered him drop-dead gorgeous. But Jake, snorting, didn’t seem to have registered a compliment.

‘All those glossies have affected your brain,’ he told her.

‘Probably. But - a recycling magazine? That’s, um, great.’

He shot her a swift, speculative look. ‘Interested in recycling, are you?’

Alice wasn’t sure that ‘interested’ was quite the word. Certainly, she recycled her wine bottles whenever she remembered, but did not find the process particularly  fascinating. But she sensed that to say so would offend. ‘Well, it’s important, isn’t it?’ she hedged.

‘You bet it is. But not enough people think so.’ He grinned ruefully into the fire. ‘It’s slowly catching on, but there’s a long way to go.’ He shrugged. ‘We’ll get there, though. We have to. For everyone’s sake.’

‘It must be great,’ Alice said enviously, ‘to do something you really believe in for a living.’

He looked at her through long fire-lit eyes. ‘Well, you could too, you know. You’re a free agent. A single girl - am I right?’

‘Is it that obvious?’

‘Not in the least. As soon as I saw you I was looking around for the lucky guy.’

‘You’re too kind.’

Jake ignored her ironic tone. ‘So what I’m saying is, you can do what you like. You’re, ahem, unattached. Earning big bucks, I bet . . .’ He looked at her for confirmation. Alice did not bother to deny it. The fact her salary was large had somehow lost its excitement. Along with everything else concerning work.

‘With nothing to spend it on but,’ he glanced at her spike heels, ‘shoes.’

Alice laughed.

‘So, come on. You’ve got dosh galore. You could easily afford to take some time out. Think about what you really want to do with your life.’

‘You seem to have it all worked out for me,’ she teased. ‘What if this isn’t the right time?’

‘We never recognise the right time until it’s too late,’ Jake said gravely. ‘What you need to do is live more in the moment.’

He topped up her glass again. Alice felt her brain start to thump. She tipped back her head, absorbing the sounds and scents of the spring evening and the increasingly raucous whoops coming from the wedding party.

‘And kids?’ Jake asked lightly. ‘Where do they fit in? Oh, don’t tell me.’ His voice was mocking. ‘Let me guess. There’s no room in your busy, kick-ass, work-obsessed life. You’re one of those typical career—’

‘No I’m not,’ Alice snapped, sitting up angrily. ‘And you know what? I’m sick of people thinking that I am. I’ve always wanted children. Always.’

‘So what are you waiting for?’

Alice stared crossly at her hands. ‘Oh God. I don’t know. Nothing in particular. Or lots of things. Like the right man. It’s not simple.’ She looked despairingly back towards the bonfire.

Some of the more uninhibited guests were now dancing around it naked. They did not, needless to say, include Alice’s parents, who had gone back to their hotel long ago. Nor did they include Aunt Frances, who had taken one look inside the head tent and had not been seen since. Some rumours held that she had exited in hysterics. Others, still more dramatic, claimed she remained inside.

Alice realised that Jake was watching her. The ridges of his cheekbones reflected the flickering firelight. His eyes glowed wolfishly.

‘Don’t you ever think about giving New York up?’ he asked softly. ‘Coming home?’

‘Why are you so interested?’

He grinned. ‘Selfish reasons. Because you’re gorgeous and I fancy you rotten.’

Alice’s mouth dropped open.

He refilled her glass. At the touch of his hand she felt a current, faint but definite, pass between them. She jerked her hand away in panic.

‘Did you feel that?’ he whispered.

Alice’s heart was speeding. She looked accusingly at the glass.

‘It’s nothing to do with that,’ Jake said with a throaty laugh. ‘Look at me.’

Alice looked. There was no mistaking the message in those eyes. It was the oldest in the world, designed through centuries of evolution to be impossible to misunderstand. She forced herself to look away. This couldn’t be happening.

He moved his face towards hers. She could almost taste his breath. Her eyes started to close of their own volition and she felt her tongue tingle, her mouth water and her lips twitch to be kissed. So this was what pure animal attraction was like. She’d never believed it existed outside the movies.

‘Enjoyed that, didn’t you?’ he murmured as they both came up for air. She nodded. His eyes, close to hers, narrowed with satisfaction.

‘So did I. I don’t see the point of beating about the bush. If you like someone, you should tell them. We don’t have time  on this planet to mess about. It’s a waste to do otherwise and I hate waste. Of all descriptions.’

As his face approached hers again Alice felt herself pulled towards him, a helpless iron filing before a powerful and very sexy magnet.

He pressed her hard into the grass with his kiss. ‘Don’t go back to bloody New York,’ he growled.

 



Alice did go back, however. As she had always intended and as her ticket dictated, she returned to New York the very next day. She had, after all, a life and career there; which, despite their shortcomings, were not going to be knocked off course by a wedding reception snog, however pleasant. And the snog with Jake had been very pleasant. The best ever, in fact. And, in fact, rather more than a snog.

Her face warmed at the memory. He’d lain on the grass watching her as, repeatedly, she’d got dressed. Then, just as she fixed the last button and crease, he would pull her down, kiss off her lipstick and push up her skirt.

Night after New York night, Alice relived their encounter. At odd moments during the day his words would come back to her. ‘You could easily afford to take some time out . . . think about what you really want to do with your life . . . live more in the moment. And kids? Where do they fit in? What are you waiting for?’

Increasingly, in the office, Alice found herself gazing at Sherry’s burgeoning belly. Outside, too, babies suddenly seemed to be everywhere. Had Fifth Avenue always been  full of fashionable mothers pushing offspring in designer infantwear? Every magazine she looked through seemed alive with beautiful families. Even the billboards bounced with babies.

And as if to ram the point home Alice’s walk to work through Central Park had recently become enlivened, if that was the word, by the Buggycisers, a group of stressed-looking mothers with black smudges under their eyes, who gathered each morning to perform a series of violent exercises whilst holding on to the handles of their baby strollers. ‘Buggycise,’ proclaimed the portable sign next to the group. ‘Rapidly Reclaim Your Pre-Birth Figure.’

The buggies involved, Alice guessed, were the Maseratis of their kind. Covered in sheeny mountaineering fabrics in grey and khaki, they bristled with black rubber trim and sported takeaway caffè-latte holders and broad-tyred wheels crowded with chrome spokes. They looked as if they could tackle Everest with ease. As did the Buggycise instructor, a frowning female in hi-tech sportswear barking orders into a headset.

Buggycise looked hard work to Alice. She felt sorry for the mothers, but sorriest of all for the babies who, straitjacketed in their strollers, were obliged to witness the exertions of their gasping parents. Some babies were crying, which seemed a natural enough reaction to what must be, at that age and from that angle, a terrifying sight. And those not already roaring invariably did so at the point in the class where the women seized the stroller handles and jogged off at top speed down the central artery of the park.

It made Alice shudder. Surely childbirth was traumatic enough without rushing about in leggings immediately afterwards? Some of the babies looked only weeks out of the womb. But perhaps this was just the New York way. FAO Schwarz, after all, stocked serried ranks of Baby Mozart, Baby Bach and Baby Einstein DVDs, which promised to light the flame of genius in the tiniest of brains. No doubt it was this the Buggycise babies had to look forward to when they got back to their apartments.

But wasn’t that preferable to what she had to look forward to when she got to work? The fallout from the Amanda Hardwick article showed no signs of letting up. Nor did Brant.

‘You’re slipping, Duffield,’ he ungenerously observed one morning, waving the latest threatening missive from the actor’s lawyers.

‘I’m doing my best.’

‘Well, do it better.’

Alice smarted. She was doing her best, goddammit. But why the hell, really, was she bothering? Where was the fun? Where was the bloody point? Did she really want this boss? This job? This city? That elegant little minimalist mortgageless flat, however enviable its position on Central Park? The train of thought Jake had started seemed as impossible to stop as the court case against Style.

Nor was this Alice’s only preoccupation. Her period had been due within days of Sally’s wedding. But she had been back almost a week and it had not yet arrived. There was, in addition, an unusual tenderness in her breasts. It was only  when the nausea started that the impossible, the unthinkable seemed even vaguely probable. But how could it be? Jake had worn a condom.
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