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BOOK
I


‘Do it!’ said Charlie Bright as she wriggled her bottom back in the chair, her face breaking into a cheeky grin.


David looked at the glossy picture of an actress sprawling across a velvet armchair in the open magazine. ‘Like that! Are you sure?’


Charlie’s large blue-grey eyes met his in the mirror. ‘I want it . . . Please.’


David appraised her porcelain fair skin dotted with freckles across her high cheek bones. Her brown hair tumbled in messy curls over her shoulders and, with her exceptionally long eyelashes, she would have looked naive if it weren’t for her full mouth which always looked as if it was going to burst into a smile at any moment.


David sucked in his cheeks and rested his hand on his hip, before nodding. His pierced nipples strained against the latex T-shirt as he bent down to her in the chair, so that his face was level with hers. ‘You’re right. Blonde will be a knock-out.’


Charlie’s eyes sparkled with excitement. After all, if the actress could get a new bloke by going blonde, so could she.


It was six o’clock on the first hot Tuesday of summer. Outside, number 52 buses queued on Kensington Church Street, their fumes mingling in the balmy air. Charlie slipped her sweaty feet out of her Pied à Terre slingbacks, tipping her head back into the nook of the sink and letting David’s assistant work the fragrant shampoo into a soft lather.


She wiggled her toes, excited by the prospect of a new look. The only problem was that she ought to have started her get-fit régime back in April. She’d kept meaning to buff her cellulite, drink detox herbs and do a hundred sit-ups every day, but somehow she hadn’t managed to find spare time between the office, Brookside and the pub.


She thought of the white legs beneath her grey bootcut trousers and the wobbling triceps hidden by her French Connection T-shirt, and bit her lip. She wasn’t ready to expose herself in those little summer dresses, most of which were compacted at the bottom of her laundry basket waiting for the day when she finally did her handwashing.


That’s it, she thought, as she agreed to a scalp massage. Starting tomorrow, she’d stop drinking and smoking altogether, make vegetables her staple diet (as opposed to toast) and renounce bacon butties, home-delivered pizza and chocolate for ever.


From now on, she would get up at six a.m., meditate to some Gregorian chant and then eat a bowl of fresh fruit salad. No, no, no. Better still, she’d get up and go for a five mile run first. She imagined what it would feel like to be thin and to wake up without the aid of two alarm clocks and an emergency BT call. She saw herself flinging back a smooth, clean duvet and stretching her tanned, vibrant body, her thoughts positive, her teeth gleaming. White muslin curtains would flutter into her Zen-inspired, minimalist bedroom and she’d pull on some state-of-the art trainers and power off to Battersea Park.


On the other hand, she thought, running is bad for your legs. She didn’t want premature arthritis and anyway, didn’t the guy who ran the London marathon just die of a heart attack? OK. New plan. She’d go straight to the gym and do one of their crack of dawn aerobics classes. Then she’d have an invigorating shower with one of those skin buffing mitts she’d buy from The Body Shop and then drink at least a litre of mineral water.


She sighed contentedly at her plans and held the towel turban on her head as she sat back down in front of the mirror. The future was Bright, she thought, laughing at Rich’s pun on her name. She would be a sorted and independent woman. She’d give up praying at cashpoint machines and become financially responsible. She’d arrive early for work, keep a neat and tidy filing system and show everyone at Bistram Huff, the sales promotion agency where she worked, just how supremely capable she was.


And once she’d clinched her long-awaited promotion to account director, firmed up her bum and got a suntan, then surely she couldn’t fail to pull him. It had been so long since she’d fancied anyone like this. Not since her last boyfriend Phil and it was nearly a year since they’d split up. She allowed herself to think back to the relationship for a moment and the agonising pain of the heartbreak. She breathed deeply at the memory, but the scar must have healed without her noticing. In fact, thinking about it now, she could see for the first time that Kate, her best friend, had been right about Phil. He was egocentric, weak and, although she had elevated him to God like status, he was after all only a bloke. She’d been so eager to please him, laying down her personality as his doormat. What had she been on?


She watched David as he cut her hair and slathered purple peroxide all over it, neatly wrapping the dyed strands in strips of foil. She felt so different now. Ready to start afresh, ready to fall in love again, though this time she wouldn’t shackle her heart to a commitment-phobic like Phil. But then he was nothing like Phil. He was strong and capable and . . .


Her mobile phone interrupted her thoughts and Charlie fumbled to find the armholes in her gown. The foil bundles crackled as David carefully parted them so that she could get the phone next to her ear. It was Rich.


‘What are you doing? You sound like you’re in a hurricane.’


‘I’m having my hair done.’


‘You’ve really done it? Blonde?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Oh.’


Charlie raised her eyebrows and looked at the ceiling. ‘Don’t sound so pleased.’


‘I liked it before.’


‘How can you say that? It was a permanent bird’s nest. Anyway, it’s all gone.’


Rich knew arguing was pointless and he hid his disappointment well. ‘So how are you feeling?’


Charlie softened at his placatory tone and winked at David. ‘Nervous.’


‘You’re nervous. What about me? I’ll have to live with it.’


‘Ha bloody ha.’


Rich chuckled. ‘Listen, I’m just leaving. Shall I meet you somewhere for a drink?’


‘I’m not drinking.’


‘And I’m the Virgin Mary.’


‘No, seriously. This is it, I’m on a new summer régime.’


‘I’ll see you in the 51 then.’


Charlie rolled her eyes and smiled. ‘All right. Just the one. I’ll see you there at eight.’


‘Boyfriend?’ asked David curiously as she squeezed the red button on the phone.


‘Rich? God, no! He’s my flatmate.’


‘He sounded like your boyfriend.’


‘No way. I’ve known him all my life. He’s sort of like a big brother.’ She replaced the phone on the counter and smoothed the black gown on her knees. ‘You’re looking at the most single person on the planet.’


‘I can’t believe that.’ David had always been gay but, as Charlie shrugged, he realised she didn’t have a clue how much her earthy beauty, cheery manner and the mischievous light in her eyes turned men on.


‘Well, you won’t be for long with this hair,’ he warned.


‘That’s what I’m hoping.’


David opened one of the foil bundles to check the progress of the peroxide. ‘Anyone in particular?’


Conjuring up his image, Charlie felt as if she was sitting on a hot water bottle. She remembered how his graceful, strong hands had flipped through the pages of the directory. He’d been choosing a model to feature in the car campaign they were working on. He’d stopped at a picture of a stunning blonde girl and his tanned index finger had stroked over the page before he turned to look at Charlie with his smoky brown eyes. Her stomach had flipped over.


‘Maybe,’ she said, and picked up the magazine to avoid further scrutiny.


Charlie peeked at herself in the rear-view mirror as she stopped by the traffic lights on King’s Road. Her tangled curls had been replaced by a sleek crown of bright blonde hair shaped around her face in the latest style. It made her look older, more sophisticated, and she felt more sexy than she ever could have imagined. She turned up the latest Ministry of Sound tape and tapped her hand against the tattered steering wheel of her ancient Fiat Panda.


Of course, now she had a new haircut she would have to sort out her car and her wardrobe. As the Panda lurched and stalled in the traffic jam on the way to Battersea Bridge, Charlie looked into shop windows. Why was everything designed for stick-thin girls with no waist and no hips? Only people like Kate managed to look fantastic in those clothes and Charlie wondered whether she would ever be as funky as her friend.


Ever since they had studied English together at London University, Charlie had been in awe of Kate. She was gutsy and strong and wore sexy clothes with a ‘don’t mess with me’ attitude that Charlie admired. Kate always got what she wanted. She’d blagged her way into a glamorous job as a magazine journalist and what’s more she was going out with Dillon. And let’s face it, Dillon was cool.


Charlie, Kate and Rich had first met Dillon three years ago when he was converting the grotty pub across the road from Rich’s flat. By the time the wrought-iron sign saying ‘the 51’ went up above the glass doors, the floorboards stripped and polished and the high ceiling fans wired to the control panel behind the bar, they’d become fast friends.


Dillon’s overnight success with the 51 was due partly to the big smile and laid-back manner which he’d inherited from his Jamaican mother and partly to the flair for modern British cooking inherited from his English father. The bar was filled every night with the Battersea crowd drinking trendy beers and New World wines, listening to Dillon’s specially compiled reggae and funk tapes and eating his state-of-the-art pub grub.


It had become Rich, Charlie and Kate’s hang-out, where they met after work and enjoyed long leisurely breakfasts on Sunday lunchtimes. When he shut up for the night, Dillon would sit chatting with them over a bottle of wine and sometimes, when Rich wasn’t there, he rolled a joint and Kate and Charlie got stoned with him. That was when Charlie noticed that Dillon and Kate were falling for each other.


Yet when Charlie suggested to Kate that she fancied Dillon, she’d been outraged.


‘Dillon? Give me a break! He’s ugly, hairy, stubborn . . .’ She’d trailed off, trying to muster up insults. ‘Half the time I want to hit him.’


Charlie laughed. ‘What are you like? Dillon is gorgeous.’


‘You go out with him then, if you think he’s so bloody wonderful,’ Kate retorted.


‘You’ll see,’ predicted Charlie, astonished that for once Kate couldn’t see what was so patently obvious.


It had been a hot summer’s night last year when they finally got together. The doors of the 51 were wide open and the tables on the terrace were crowded. Inside, Dillon was lounging by their table, his arms full of glasses as he leaned over and offered his unflattering opinion on the layout of Kate’s latest article.


‘You don’t know anything,’ said Kate, her small dancer’s frame tensed in defiance, her dark eyes, a legacy from her Chinese grandmother, narrowed into slits.


‘I’m not criticising you. I was only saying what I thought. If you don’t want my opinion, don’t ask.’


‘I won’t, I don’t need it,’ she snapped, angrily snatching up the magazine.


Dillon flicked long dreadlocks back over his huge shoulder. ‘You’re so touchy!’


‘Don’t worry, I won’t be staying on your account,’ said Kate, then turned on her heel and pushed her way out between the crowded tables. Dillon’s distinctive green eyes widened as he watched her depart and then he looked at Charlie.


‘What did I say?’


‘Go after her,’ Charlie urged, arching her eyebrows and nodding at Kate. It took a split second for Dillon to make up his mind and then his athletic six foot three frame galvanised into action. He dumped the glasses on the table and reached Kate in a couple of strides, grabbing her arm and twirling her round. They looked at each other for a moment and then Dillon kissed her. Charlie remembered how she had clapped her hands and everyone started cheering as the kiss went on, relieving months of sexual tension, until Kate came up for air, giggling and blushing in Dillon’s embrace. And that had been the start of their tempestuous relationship.


Now, even though they had been going out for a year, Charlie was convinced that Kate was in denial about her feelings, but maybe she was just being cool. It certainly worked. Men fell around her feet and Charlie longed to have Kate’s knack of treating ’em mean and keeping ’em keen. In Charlie’s eyes, her friend was everything a nineties woman should be: she travelled on her own, was never afraid of confronting people in power and could spend Sundays all by herself without ever getting lonely.


Charlie was so impressed that she couldn’t admit her own dreams for the future involved an idyllic country cottage with a big kitchen table, a Labrador with a thumping tail and a couple of Siamese cats. She pictured herself mooning around in a floral apron with flour on her cheeks, throwing scraps to her hand-reared geese in the yard and breeding beautiful babies. The fantasy was far too uncool. Anyway, that was way in the future. Right now she wanted to live a little.


Now Dillon gawped as Charlie walked towards the high chrome bar. She did a twirl for him and his huge lips widened into a smile.


‘Is it really you?’


She giggled and propped her elbow on the bar. ‘Yep, the new improved version.’


Dillon tucked a white cloth into the waist of his leather trousers and put his hands on his hips, his muscular chest visible beneath the tight V-neck T-shirt. ‘I hardly recognised you.’


Charlie peeped at herself in the mirror between the bottles at the back of the bar and finger-combed her fringe. ‘I hardly recognise me.’


‘What’s brought this on?’


‘I just felt like a change. It’s summer time.’


‘Don’t I know it,’ he said, uncorking a bottle of Chardonnay and pouring her a hefty glass. ‘This place has been heaving and I’ve hardly seen Kate.’


‘Oh dear.’ Charlie frowned, knowing that Kate would be cross.


‘She’ll be down later,’ said Dillon, clinking his beer bottle with her glass. ‘Cheers.’


Charlie fumbled in her bag to get some money.


‘Don’t. It’s on the house. Looking like that you’re bound to attract the punters.’


She blushed and looked around for Rich. ‘Is his lordship here?’ Dillon nodded to a corner table below a high ceiling fan. Rich was reading the pink pages of the Evening Standard, his suit bedraggled, his Austin Reed tie loosened at the neck. His usually pristine white shirt was crumpled and his floppy brown hair fell in his face.


Charlie smiled at Dillon and tiptoed towards the table. ‘Can I sit here?’ she asked in an American drawl.


Rich looked up briefly. ‘Go ahead,’ he mumbled, as he resumed reading. Then he looked up suddenly.


‘Oh my God!’ he said, his tortoiseshell glasses slipping down his nose.


Charlie grinned. ‘You like?’ She swivelled her hips into the corner chair and looked inquiringly at him.


‘You look so . . . so different.’


‘I shall take that as a compliment,’ she said, her eyes challenging him over the top of her wine glass.


Rich sat up straight, his English propriety returning. ‘Of course it is. You look lovely,’ he said, staring at her. ‘It’s very . . .’ he paused, groping for a word, ‘modem.’


Charlie grimaced. ‘That’s the kind of thing Dad would say!’


Rich didn’t smile and Charlie pushed his arm playfully. ‘What’s wrong with you, misery guts?’


Rich folded up the paper and shook his head. ‘Rotten day, that’s all.’


She cocked her head sympathetically. ‘Still no better?’


He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. ‘It’s this case I’m working on. I know when it eventually comes to court we’re going to win it.’ He put his glasses on the table and looked at her with his speckled blue eyes, the wrinkles around them owing more to stress than his thirty years.


‘I thought that was the point. You’re a lawyer,’ said Charlie, slipping off her shoes to curl her legs underneath her then, deciding her feet were too smelly, putting her shoes back on. She must remember to put foot spray on the Boots list.


‘If people were just honest from the start, I’m sure they’d get what they wanted in the end. Instead they get a piece of information they think they can profit from and go charging ahead, stamping on anyone who happens to be in their way. It makes me sick.’


‘But surely that’s what you’re there for, to make sure the best man wins,’ said Charlie.


‘The one with the best law firm and the most money wins,’ corrected Rich. He took a sip from his pint. ‘Anyway, it’s boring. You don’t want to hear about it.’


Charlie bent towards him. ‘Of course I do. I hate to see you working this hard. You must stop caring so much. You’re such an old softie.’


Rich snorted. ‘These guys in court aren’t going to think so. I’ve got enough evidence to see them go under once and for all. The guy I’m defending is evil, but the prosecution hasn’t got the money to prove it.’


‘You shouldn’t have so many scruples.’


‘I’m beginning to think that too,’ said Rich. He took another gulp of his pint. ‘So what’s it like to be blonde?’ Charlie grinned and tapped her hands on the table. ‘Good. I’m on a new summer health drive, I’m not going to drink, smoke or anything.’


Rich raised his eyebrows and looked at her wine.


‘Well, cut down at least. You’re going to see a whole new me.’


‘I’m already seeing a whole new you. How was your day?’ he said, changing the subject.


‘Busy. I’ve planned all the point of sale for the car campaign, we’ve got another brief for a collector scheme with a cigarette company, and the Up Beat promotion has to be planned. I don’t know how I’m going to get all the work done with Philippa going on holiday tomorrow.’


‘I thought you’d be overjoyed.’ Rich was used to being a sounding board for Charlie’s angst about her hyper-critical boss, the much feared Philippa Bistram.


‘I am, but I’ve got this horrible feeling that something will go wrong.’


‘How can it? As you’ve said yourself, sales promotion isn’t exactly rocket science and without Philippa breathing down your neck every two seconds you’ll be laughing.’


Charlie sighed. ‘That’s what I’m hoping, but she makes me feel so inadequate. She picks holes in everything I do and overrides my decisions all the time. Everyone else in my team is lazy, except Bandit, but then he’s always wheeling and dealing and going out for lunch. I can’t trust any of them to help me out in a crisis. Maybe I’m not good enough to be an account director.’


Rich tutted. ‘Rubbish. Of course you are. You just need a chance to prove yourself. It’s all about confidence.’


Charlie nodded but her attention was caught by Kate, who stood at the door pushing her blue sunglasses to the top of her head so that her long raven-black hair swooshed down her back. She was wearing the latest Whistles hipsters and a cropped baby pink T-shirt which showed off her tight torso and pierced belly button. She squealed when she saw Charlie, and bounced over in her platform trainers. She patted Charlie’s hair approvingly. ‘Love it!’ she gushed. ‘You look amazing. Who did it?’


‘David.’


‘It shows. It’s a beautiful cut,’ she said as she kissed Rich on the cheek and, seeing that she had left a deep plum lipstick stain, wiped it off with her thumb.


‘Drink?’ She nodded to their nearly empty glasses.


‘I’m on beer, but blondie here is guzzling the white. I’ll join you if you want.’ Rich started to get up, but Kate restrained him.


‘Stay put. I’ll get a bottle.’ She swung her Prada knapsack off her back and, dumping it on the table, undid the tie and retrieved her purse and pack of Marlboro Lights. She glanced up and grinned. ‘Might as well start as we mean to go on.’


‘Oh God,’ said Charlie as Kate wriggled her way through the crowd to the bar. ‘There goes my healthy night.’


Within a minute, Kate was back with an ice bucket and three glasses. Rich chuckled and shook his head as he watched Kate deposit a large lump of gum in the ashtray. She put a cigarette between her lips.


Rich picked up the bottle and looked at the label. ‘Very nice.’


‘Peace offering from Dillon,’ said Kate, her voice muffled as the cigarette wagged between her lips. ‘Want one?’ She offered the pack to Charlie.


‘I shouldn’t,’ she muttered, glancing at Rich as she pulled one out of the packet.


‘You said you’d given up,’ he recriminated.


‘Shut up, you old fuddy-duddy. A girl needs her vices,’ said Kate, flicking her Cadillac lighter. She lit Charlie’s and her own cigarette and inhaled deeply before grinning at Rich.


‘How is Mr Virtue?’ she asked, cupping her hand on his knee affectionately and leaning towards him. She looked at his face and frowned. ‘You’re looking a bit peaky, mate.’


‘He’s working too hard,’ said Charlie.


‘Thank you, Mother.’


‘A holiday and a shag, that’s what you need. All work and no play makes Rich a dull boy,’ scolded Kate.


Rich shook his head. ‘Is that what you advise your readers?’


Kate grabbed the wine bottle and filled up their glasses. ‘Absolutely. I’ve been writing an article that’s right up your street. It’s on how to flirt properly.’


‘Thanks, I’ll remember to buy my next issue of Just Teen,’ said Rich. He took a sip of wine. ‘Life on the cutting edge of journalism is as challenging as ever, I see!’


Kate puffed out her cheeks. ‘It’s as dull as watching paint dry. I want juicy stories that involve a bit of scandal and delving about. I want something serious for a change. I’m determined to get a new job this summer. Mind you, if the weather stays like this, I know I won’t get my act together to get interviews. I’d rather hang out and do lunch.’


‘I hope it does stay like this. I’m desperate for a suntan,’ said Charlie.


‘Go on a sun bed then.’


‘I did.’


‘When?’ asked Rich.


‘Lunchtime.’


Rich set his glass down on the table. ‘You vowed never to go on one again after that time you went to Microwave Beach, or whatever it’s called, and got burnt in stripes from your neck to your ankles.’


Charlie inhaled on her cigarette. ‘I know, but I went on a stand-up one, they’re much better for you. Anyway, I don’t want a serious tan, I just want to take off the blue.’


Kate stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Since when did you turn into such a vain old tart?’


Charlie sat back in her seat and looked out of the window on to the street. ‘I’m not! I told you, I want a change of image, that’s all . . .’ She trailed off and blushed.


Kate and Rich exchanged a look. ‘Who is he?’ demanded Kate.


She looked at them shiftily. ‘There is no “he” involved.’


Kate put on Rich’s glasses and fixed Charlie with a stare. ‘Come on. Out with it.’


Charlie paused for a moment and then exhaled dramatically. ‘It’s Daniel.’ She put up her hands defensively. ‘I know. I know I’m being ridiculous and there’s no way he’d ever fancy me but . . .’


‘Isn’t he the new creative director you were talking about?’ interrupted Rich.


Charlie nodded. ‘Daniel Goldsmith.’ She put her elbows on the table and covered her burning cheeks with her hands. ‘He’s just so gob-smackingly amazing and he hasn’t even noticed me. I keep smiling at him, trying to be in the lift when he is, telling witty anecdotes in earshot, that kind of thing, and I land up feeling like a prat. Short of doing a naked tap dance on the boardroom table, I don’t know how I’m going to catch his attention.’


‘If he’s doing that good a job of ignoring you, which isn’t easy, why do you want him at all?’ asked Kate, looking confused. She’d never seen Charlie in the throes of such a serious crush.


‘All the girls at Bistram Huff fancy him and I don’t want him to think of me as just another frumpy account handler. I want him to see me as . . . oh, I don’t know.’


Kate laughed. ‘You’re gorgeous and he must have noticed you. He’s just playing hard to get.’


‘No. He’s way out of my league.’


Kate looked at her friend, astonished. ‘Charlie, he’s just a bloke! Sorry, Rich.’


‘I know. But this is different. My palms go clammy when he walks in the room. He’s got these dark mysterious eyes and smooth olive skin that you just want to rub your cheek against.’


‘Goldsmith. That’s a Jewish name,’ pondered Rich.


‘That would make sense. Jewish men are always sexy,’ said Kate as Charlie, oblivious to them, stared into the distance.


‘He’s got this air about him – like he’s a free spirit and his mind is on nobler things and then suddenly he looks at you and it takes your breath away. It’s like the world could be falling down around him, but the only thing that matters to him is looking into your eyes and you feel so naked – as if he can see into all your filthiest fantasies.’


Kate looked dubious. ‘One moment you’re saying he’s not noticing you and the next he’s riveted to the spot scanning through the crinkled pages of your Nancy Friday collection.’


Rich was amazed. ‘So that’s why you dyed your hair?’


Charlie sighed and started to peel the cardboard beer mat. ‘You wouldn’t understand. He’s . . .’


‘Charlie. Charlie. Earth to Charlie, do you read me? Come in please?’ laughed Kate. She nudged Rich. ‘I think we’ve lost her.’


But Rich was gazing straight at Charlie, his face solemn.


‘Rich?’ said Kate.


He jolted and smiled wanly. ‘Absolutely! We’d better have another bottle of wine.’


Charlie squinted at the digital display of her alarm clock, trying to focus on the swimming numerals. Seven. Seven five zero. Seven-fifty. Ten to eight. Ten to eight. TEN TO EIGHT! She trampled off the stained duvet and sat up abruptly, holding her head and yelping as her hangover kicked in. As usual, the quiet drink at the 51 had turned into a session and when she staggered home arm in arm with Rich in the small hours, she’d been too pissed to remember to drink any water.


She’d woken up at the time she was supposed to be arriving at work. Why did that always happen? Philippa would be furious. Never again. No more booze, she vowed, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands.


She groaned as she looked around her room. Her jacket and trousers lay in a crumpled heap at the foot of her bed, the rug bore a dry tea stain and an empty mug on its side. Last week’s Sunday papers were scattered over the floor, along with odd shoes and abandoned damp towels. T-shirts and leggings lolled over the sides of the drawers, one of which was completely off its runners, balancing on the clutter and housing a tangled snake-pit of tights and holey socks.


She flopped out of bed and lurched to the window, tugging the string of the blind which rolled up at an angle. Stumbling away from the brightness of the day she grabbed her threadbare dressing gown, hanging upside-down on the back of the door, and staggered into the living room.


The flat, on the second floor of a Victorian mansion block, was large and south-facing with two floor to ceiling windows. The curtains were partially drawn and the filtered sunlight illuminated a column of dust stretching from the flaking ceiling rose to the worn Habitat rug. A shabby sofa, covered in an Indian cotton throw, and two squashy armchairs were clustered around an old trunk which was caked with dried wax. One wall was covered in book shelves below which a scratched table housed a bunch of yellowing newspapers and blackening bananas. Between the windows Channel Four’s Big Breakfast was blaring from the huge TV.


In the corner, Rich was ironing his shirt and eating a piece of toast at the same time.


‘I’m late,’ Charlie croaked, scuttling across the shabby carpet to the bathroom.


‘Good morning to you too,’ said Rich as he set the hissing iron to rest on the metal plate and headed for the kitchen. He tickled Kevin, their cat, under the chin.


‘Shall we make her some tea?’ he asked, as Kev paced on the kitchen table. Rich lifted down Charlie’s favourite china mug from the hook above the sink and plopped a tea bag in it.


In the bathroom Charlie gazed in the mirror above the sink. Yesterday’s mascara streaked down her face making her look like a heavy metal groupie. As predicted, her hair was a disaster. One side was plastered in a flat rosette against her head, the other stuck out at an electrostatic ninety degrees. Stepping into the shower, she jumped as the trickle of water ran scalding hot and then freezing cold. She shook the shampoo bottle vigorously, but it was nearly empty, so she squeezed it under the stream of water and it spluttered as it took in water. She huddled under the shower covered in goosepimples and held the bottle upside down over the crown of her head, but the nozzle was pointing in the wrong direction and the shampoo squirted over the mouldy shower curtain.


She picked up the wafer-thin remnant of soap and, vowing to do a bumper shop in Boots at lunchtime, shaved her armpits with Rich’s razor, before dripping on to the bathmat. She wrapped one hand towel around her head and one around her body and sprinted to her room, lunging for her alarm clock as it squawked into life from its extended snooze mode, spilling the mug of tea that Rich had left for her and knocking a half-eaten apple under the bed.


Swearing, she flapped her scalded hand in the air and hopped on to the upturned plug of the hairdryer. Her eyes smarted as she limped across the room to find some knickers.


Charlie was irrationally superstitious about her underwear, attributing bad clothes purchases, failed relationships and exam successes to the particular knickers she was wearing at the time. She rummaged through the drawer and found a pair of grey Marks & Spencer cotton high-tops. Practical and comfortable, but associated with seeing her ex-boyfriend Phil two weeks after they’d split up, losing all her dignity and begging him to come back to her. No-pride knickers, she thought. Not a good idea if she was going to see Daniel. She pulled out a white stretch lace pair. They were vaguely associated with the Panda failing its MOT, but she couldn’t be sure. She’d risk it.


She listened to the breakfast show on the radio, thinking as always that she ought to tune into another station to get away from the adverts which were one of her pet hates. Hearing that the time was already eight-fifteen, she yanked open her wardrobe and gawped at the laden hangers in despair. Typical, she thought. She had absolutely nothing to wear. Today was a tricky day. Although she didn’t have any meetings, she would see Daniel and so she had to be sexy, yet smart. She looked down at her legs and ran a hand over the shins, then pulled out her favourite Kookaï suit with its short A-line skirt and little tailored jacket. No, she couldn’t wear it – she hadn’t shaved her legs so she’d have to wear tights and she knew she didn’t have a clean pair. She heaved back the hangers on their rails and riffled through the clothes, chucking un-ironed, mismatching outfits on the bed in panic.


Eventually, in desperation, she decided on the first option and slipped into the red skirt, twisting it round her as she did up the zip. She pulled open another drawer, shook out a tight black T-shirt and pulled it on. She could get away without wearing a bra, after all her perfectly rounded breasts were showing no signs of sagging, but then she remembered she’d forgotten her deodorant and stretched the neck of the T-shirt as she tried to reach her armpits with the roller-ball.


She winced as the radio DJ told Sharon, a dental nurse from Peckham, that she’d just won £25,000 and Sharon let out a piercing scream, followed by a series of deeply irritating squeals. Charlie hurled the deodorant at the radio.


‘Tights, tights,’ she muttered, dragging out a limp, baggy pair from the laundry basket. She sniffed them gingerly before dousing them with Issey Miyake and pulled them on. Then she flung the wet towels and piles of clothes on the bed to find her handbag. She spotted its strap under the duvet and tugged it out, delving in its depths to find her hairbrush, which was covered in loose tobacco from the broken emergency cigarette it had spiked.


Feeling dizzy, she brushed her hair and plugged in the hairdryer. She tried to style her hair straight, but she couldn’t coordinate the movement of her arms and the brush in the mirror, so she gave up, tipped her head upside down and blasted her hair with hot air. There was no way she could replicate David’s sleek style. As she stood upright the blood rushed to her head and she had to steady herself against the radiator to stop herself falling over.


She peered in the mirror. Her hair looked terrible, sticking out in clumps, and so did her face which was pale and blotchy. She looked worse than she had done when she woke up. She scrabbled in her top drawer, found some styling mousse and squirted it into her hand, but the pressure had gone and a white sticky mess trickled into her palm. She slapped it on to her head and tried to make amends, brushing her hair and blowing it with the dryer at the same time, until she growled in frustration and tossed the hairbrush over her shoulder.


Rich knocked softly on the door and poked his head round. ‘I’m off,’ he said.


‘Hang on a minute. I’m coming with you,’ said Charlie, dropping to her hands and knees and trying to locate her other shoe under the bed.


‘Charlie,’ said Rich impatiently, averting his eyes from her laddered gusset.


‘I’ll be a nano-second. I’ll give you a lift to the station.’


Ten minutes later, when Rich had finally located her car keys under a cushion in the lounge, Charlie was ready.


‘Philippa’s going to kill me,’ she wailed, as she darted across the road to the car.


‘I don’t see why it takes you so long to leave the house,’ said Rich. ‘You flap for Britain.’


‘I don’t,’ said Charlie defensively, getting into the car and swiping the Marie Claire minus its front cover, the empty sandwich carton, crushed cigarette packet and selection of broken cassette cases from the passenger seat into the footwell. She leaned across and yanked up the lock. Rich got into the passenger seat. Charlie dumped her handbag on his lap and tried to start the engine.


‘I knew I should’ve taken the bus,’ said Rich as the engine turned over with a bronchial wheeze.


Charlie ignored him and pumped the accelerator. ‘Come on, baby, you can do it,’ she coaxed, gripping the steering wheel.


‘Do you want me to have a look?’


Charlie gave him a withering stare.


Rich raised his eyebrows sceptically and opened the door to get out, just as the car coughed into life.


Charlie grinned at him. ‘You see. You’re such a panicker.’


The District Line train screeched to a halt in the black tunnel, silent commuters jolting against each other as they lunged for the overhanging rails. Rich could feel the tension of a hundred minds cursing their fate. Luckily he’d got a seat, but that was only because he’d slipped in before the grey-haired man, who now stood glaring down at him in silent Tube rage.


Rich shrank behind his open copy of The Times. This was all he needed. If only he’d taken the bus and hadn’t waited for Charlie, he’d have been at his desk by now; not that he particularly wanted to be there. But where did he want to be?


Rich had done his A-levels, got into Bristol University and, still at a loss as to what to study, he’d plumped for law as a safe bet. He’d reasoned that a law degree would always be useful, no matter what he decided to do with his life. Then, before he knew it, he’d finished his articles.


At first he’d been ecstatic when he landed a job at Mathers Egerickx Lovitt. In law circles they were considered to be one of the top five firms for commercial litigation. Back then, he’d been enthusiastic about the challenge of complex law suits and had set himself a personal target of making it to partner level by the time he was thirty.


However, his glittering career had not progressed as planned. For the last two years he’d been doing tedious back-up research on the PWL case, sifting through thousands of company files to find evidence against a huge multinational company. The work was mundane and painstaking and his enthusiasm had dwindled along with his chances of promotion. He was hopeless at office power play and petty politics and he was disgusted that the partners favoured his colleagues with more aptitude for arse-licking.


Each day he became more embroiled in the twisted, tangled task. He resented the work bitterly, but knew that he had too much pride to give up. And he’d started thinking more often, what was it all for? Even if they won the case, who would benefit? There might be a write-up in the paper and a shaky couple of days on the FTSE 100 Index, but it wouldn’t affect anyone. And where was the justice in him earning a fortune to churn through paperwork?


Sweat prickled on the back of his neck as the Tube grew more stuffy. The commuters shuffled nervously and Rich looked down at the fake Rolex which Kate had brought back from Thailand. He wished he could press a button on it like Captain Kirk and beam himself down to a paradise island with a gorgeous babe. Kate was right, he could do with a holiday and a shag, but only older women of the nymphomaniac divorcée type fancied him. At office Christmas parties, the only people who flirted with him were the partners’ wives. He was beginning to think there must be something wrong with him.


Maybe he should change his career. Yet what else could he do? In his secret fantasies, he imagined himself as a pop star, wooing the crowds with pelvic thrusts and ground-breaking guitar riffs. Yet despite the air guitar sessions he performed in front of the bathroom mirror, Rich knew he could only play the opening bars of The Pink Panther on the real thing.


He’d love to crew a racing yacht around the world, but he didn’t have enough experience and he was too old to start right at the bottom as a deck hand. Maybe he could start his own restaurant? No, he didn’t have enough money, and anyway most restaurants in London folded in the first year. He’d have to work every night and he only had to look at Dillon to know he didn’t have the ability to cope with the stress.


The Tube jolted once again and was on its way, rumbling along the dark tunnel to Blackfriars. Rich shook out the newspaper and read the predictions for a hot summer ahead. Maybe he was destined for this. Maybe this was his lot in life – stuck in a rut in London. He should stop complaining and get on with it.


He thought of Charlie and her eternal optimism and wished he could be supportive about her career in sales promotion, yet he felt angry that she too had followed the wrong path. She’d completely cut off her creative side and her natural flair for drawing. She’d always been brilliant, ever since she was old enough to pick up a fistful of crayons, and now she wouldn’t so much as step inside an art gallery. Rich put her loss of self-confidence down to the summer when Charlie finished her A-levels.


It was the year that he got a job as a bartender in Browns and he and Charlie hung out in her parents’ house in Brighton all summer. They’d had a ball. That was, until the letter came.


‘They’ve turned me down, I haven’t got in!’ Charlie thrust the letter towards him, her hand shaking indignantly. Getting into the foundation course at St Martin’s had been everything she dreamed of. She’d pulled out all the stops with her art A-level and had planned her portfolio with military precision. Now she realised that the shimmering castles of her future were nothing but a rapidly evaporating mirage.


Rich swung off the sun lounger. ‘I don’t believe it! They’re mad!’


Charlie snatched the letter from him and paced on the crazy paving, rubbing her head in confusion.


‘They’ve made a mistake. They can’t mean it,’ she reasoned, picking up the phone that they’d stretched out to the garden table.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Ringing them up to find out why.’


After hanging around on the switchboard, Charlie was put through to the senior tutor and her bravado deserted her. She took a deep breath as she waited while he looked her up in the file.


‘I’m sorry. As you know there’s fierce competition for places on the foundation course and this year in particular we’ve had a number of outstanding applicants . . .’


She listened, feeling numb, and Rich could hear the tutor’s voice as Charlie slowly replaced the handset, cutting him off.


‘What did he say?’ asked Rich.


‘He said that I’m not good enough.’


On her way up to the seventh floor of Bistram Huff’s stylish Thames-side offices, Charlie tweaked her knickers from her bum, ruffled her hair in the tinted mirror and squeezed her lips together to smooth out her unfamiliar red lipstick. She felt nervous about what her colleagues would think of her overnight change of image. All sales promotion agencies, like advertising agencies, operated purely on gossip and she knew she’d be talked about all day. She looked at her watch and made a face. It was only five to nine, but still she felt anxious as she jabbed the button again, catching her worried reflection in the mirror.


Charlie hated letting people down, especially Philippa, but no matter how hard she worked, no matter how late she stayed in the evening, she always felt that somehow it wasn’t enough. She constantly dished out praise and encouragement, but never got any herself. Lately she’d felt totally taken for granted.


It hadn’t always been like that. When Simon Huff left BKF, the huge media giant, three years ago, he’d taken their best account team to set up a rival break-away agency and the coup had dominated the marketing press for months. With the financial backing of Philippa Bistram, who had been marketing director with one of his main clients, Si had created Bistram Huff and in just eighteen months had expanded to become one of the top five below-the-line marketing agencies in London.


Charlie had been temping at BKF at the time Si was hatching his plans, in a post-university financial crisis. She had warmed to his frenetic Australian charm and helped him in his subterfuge, never expecting that he would recruit her as his first junior account handler in the new agency. She had blossomed at Bistram Huff, learning all she could from Si so that very quickly he came to rely on her judgement and her ability to see a job through. When she had earned it, he’d promoted her to account manager and she relished the responsibility, helping Pete and Toff, the junior executives, to shine.


However, in the last eighteen months things had changed. Si had decided on a massive expansion plan. He wanted to make Bistram Huff a through-the-line agency and had acquired bigger accounts, pitching for direct marketing and advertising briefs as well as the big promotions for which the agency had a good reputation. In order to help him, he’d persuaded Philippa Bistram to pump every last penny of her private fortune into Bistram Huff and to take an active role in the company.


On the day she’d arrived, Philippa had demanded the hands-on role of client services director so that she was ultimately in charge of running all the accounts. Si hadn’t been able to argue and Bistram Huff had changed for ever.


Charlie had been friendly and eager to please her new boss, but Si was in the office less and less, and it quickly became clear not only that Philippa wanted to run her own show but that she didn’t value anyone else’s opinion. It wasn’t long before the two best account directors resigned and went back to BKF. Ever conscientious, Charlie worked twice as hard to meet Philippa’s exacting standards, but when Philippa brought in her own accounts and recruited new staff, she’d expected Charlie to cope without any support.


Charlie had – just – but now she was in a Catch 22 situation. She’d been given the worst clients to contend with and there still wasn’t an account director for the team. There was the guy from Coca-Cola who rang her at five o’clock on a Friday night demanding a promotion plan for one of his brands by Monday morning, then changed his mind after she’d worked all weekend. Then there was the woman from the cereal conglomerate who insisted on running promotions on the back of cereal packets but never approved the copy until the last moment. These two were just the tip of the iceberg.


Charlie had to admit she did quite like the pace of the work. It always came in fits and starts and she loved the pressure as a deadline approached. She would be deluged by phone calls, a mound of contact reports to write, documents to compose and faxes to send. These would pile up in her in-tray as she ran around like a headless chicken – arguing with printers whose schedules had been disrupted, cajoling clients into making decisions, beating down suppliers who demanded extra costs for producing miracles at short notice. And then it would all be over and she’d have quiet times when she could chat to her friends and go out to lunch, before they won another pitch and the process started again.


Yet she was determined to get promoted. If only she could make it to account director, she’d have the authority to make the team more organised and Philippa wouldn’t boss her around so much.


The lift pinged open and Charlie stepped on to the thick pile carpet, smiling at a client who lounged on the leather sofa, talking into his mobile phone. A motorcycle courier, clad in dirty leathers and a huge helmet, was stuffing a package into his black sack as his radio crackled incomprehensibly. Behind the smooth curve of the high reception booth Sadie, the blonde receptionist, surveyed the view of the Thames while buffing her long nails. ‘Good morning, Bistram Huff. Hold the line one moment. Good morning, Bistram Huff,’ she sing-songed into the mouthpiece of her reception apparatus, the liplined red pout barely moving in her young, blemishless face.


Charlie picked out her faxes from the in-tray on the counter and smiled at Sadie, who pointed to her hair and gave a thumbs-up sign. A blast of ringing phones, whirring printers and the jubilant roar of Pete Martin replaying Manchester United’s latest goal escaped into the reception area as she pushed open the double doors into the chaotic open-plan office.


‘Yo,’ Charlie said, slapping Pete’s upturned hand. His thinning hair lifted briefly in the air wave. He wore a zip-up jacket and a Chemical Brothers T-shirt, jeans and blue converse. Charlie liked Pete, knowing that his sexist bravado was only a laddish front and that underneath he was a pushover, bullied by his pregnant girlfriend Sharon.


‘Check it out!’ He wolf-whistled as she passed him. ‘Babe alert! Babe alert!’ he shouted as the others looked up. Charlie blushed.


She carried on towards her desk and noticed Tina, slumped in her chair beside the giant cardboard cut-out of Doctor Spock. Tina was usually miserable about something, but today she looked particularly grim.


‘What’s up?’ asked Charlie, touching her fat leg sympathetically.


Pete pounced to her side. ‘PMT. The incredible story of a killer period. All over the West End from Friday,’ he rasped like a cinema announcer.


‘Fuck off!’ snapped Tina, her grating Scottish accent even more surly than normal. She shuffled her black legging-clad thighs under the desk.


‘You know what PMT is, don’t you?’ said Pete. He nodded smugly. ‘Pre-meditated tantrum.’


‘Ignore him,’ said Charlie, a laugh in her voice as she swung her bag on to the cluttered desk and opened a drawer to find her bumper box of Nurofen for Tina. She must tidy it up, she thought, as she rummaged through loose business cards, recipe fridge magnets, dog-eared Cup-a-Soups and out-of-date Slim-Fast sachets, chewed biros, pencil flakes from the broken tub sharpener, the wacky calculator with musical buttons, the half-empty bottle of perfume, fluffy tampons, dead marker pens and broken nailfiles.


She pulled out the painkillers triumphantly from the back of the drawer and handed them to Tina, whose pale, spotty features shifted momentarily into a smile. ‘Your hair looks nice,’ she said, popping two pills out of the blister pack.


‘I haven’t got the hang of styling it yet.’


‘I wish mine would do that,’ said Tina, lifting a floppy clump of her mousy hair.


Charlie smiled apologetically and turned back to her desk, wishing that she could say something to stop Tina being so miserable. She looked over at Toff, who was rooting about in the grey filing cabinet, and noticed that his customary pinstriped trousers were going threadbare.


‘Have you seen that tranny of the baseball caps from the shoot we did the other day?’ he asked.


‘Organisation, Toff, is what it’s all about,’ she said, taking the plastic folder of precious transparencies from a pile on her desk and frisbeeing them over to him.


‘He couldn’t organise a piss up in a brewery!’ interjected Pete, catching the folder in mid-air as Toff gawped at Charlie.


Behind the glass in the corner office, Philippa Bistram was perfectly manicured for her imminent first-class departure to the British Virgin Islands. She was dressed in an elegant cream suit and expensive-looking patent snakeskin heels which emphasised the bullet-hard calves she’d acquired from her daily work-out at the same gym Princess Diana used. She was leaning over a pile of papers on her black lacquered desk, her pointed face set into its usual frown, and even from the other side of the glass Charlie could see the deep crease in the thick foundation on her forehead.


As if sensing her gaze Philippa looked up, her razor-sharp black bob swinging perfectly into place. Charlie waved a hand in greeting, but half an hour before her departure, Philippa had dispensed with any display of grace. She turned her wrist and glanced at the diamond-encrusted Tag Heuer before beckoning Charlie into her office.


‘Hi! Excited about your holiday?’ gushed Charlie as she slipped through the door.


Philippa inspected Charlie up and down, noting her new look with a contemptuous elevation of her eyebrows. ‘No. I’ve been here since six-thirty doing the forecasts,’ she said.


Charlie shrank at her rebuff, feeling the familiar rush of guilt from the pit of her stomach and berating herself for oversleeping as she perched on the black leather chair. Philippa towered above her on the other side of the desk, scanning through a mound of documents before picking up her Waterman fountain pen, the diamond ring on her right hand glinting like an evil eye in the silence.


Eventually, Philippa scribbled on the top sheet. ‘Sort this out,’ she commanded, pushing the paper across the desk without looking at Charlie, who blanched at her officious manner. Within ten minutes, a stack of paperwork was piled on the desk and her mind reeling with all the instructions she had to remember.


‘OK. That’s about it,’ said Philippa, snapping the lid back on her pen, her cold blue eyes meeting Charlie’s at last. ‘You’re absolutely sure you’re happy sorting out the presentation for Up Beat?’ Her thin mouth was set in a warning.


‘Fine,’ said Charlie, irritated that Philippa didn’t trust her.


‘As you know, it’s fairly routine, but I don’t want any hitches.’ Charlie gathered up the papers and tapped them on the desk, trying to appear professional. ‘There won’t be, not if I have anything to do with it.’


It was more than her job was worth to make a mistake on the Up Beat account. Up Beat, Philippa’s ‘baby’, was the UK’s leading high-street record retailer. It was also Bistram Huffs largest client and income source.


‘Just make sure you keep an eye on Daniel. I want variations on the theme of what we did last year. Clean, simple, lots of print,’ continued Philippa. She ran a manicured hand through her sleek hair.


Lots of margin, thought Charlie. Philippa always charged Up Beat a fortune for the cheap promotions they ran, frightening Nigel Hawkes, the marketing director there, into signing the invoices. Charlie knew that Bistram Huff should create more imaginative promotions for such a high-profile client, but Philippa always persuaded Si that the bottom line was more important for a growing agency.


‘Don’t worry, everything will be fine. Just enjoy your holiday. You deserve one,’ soothed Charlie, hating herself for pandering to her boss’s diva ego.


Philippa managed a flicker of a smile as she picked up the phone.


Back at her desk Charlie logged on to her computer and repaired the ladder on her inner thigh with a dab of Tipp-Ex, before spotting Bandit walking across the office dispensing bite-sized chocolate bars that the direct marketing team were using in a teaser campaign.


David Delancey had earned his nickname, Bandit, for a number of reasons, but mainly because he had a knack of hijacking business from rival agencies. Charlie watched him swaggering in his dog-tooth suit and pyschedelic silk tie and thought how boyishly attractive he was, despite the fact that he was so short.


Philippa had employed him as account manager a year ago and at first Charlie had been wary of him. He was a born wheeler-dealer and could probably sell ice to the eskimos, with his gift of the gab. Yet although he made loads of noise, usually to cover for his laziness, Charlie was fond of him.


Bandit stopped dramatically when he saw her and Charlie tipped her head, making a face in the spotlight of his attention.


‘Boys!’ he exclaimed, chucking chocolate to Toff and Peter. ‘We have a goddess in our midst!’


Charlie laughed.


‘No, really. I love it. It makes you look sophisticated in a very . . .’ he groped for words . . . ‘well, in a very fuckable sort of way.’ He sat on the edge of her desk and ripped open a chocolate bar with crooked teeth, his hazel eyes teasing her.


‘Flattery will get you nowhere,’ said Charlie, enjoying his attention.


‘What did Her Highness say?’ He flicked his head in Philippa’s direction.


Charlie shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. She said it made me look sophisticated in a kind of fuckable way.’
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