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Praise for WITH FRIENDS LIKE THESE

‘In this acidly smart thriller, Nicholas Coleridge takes the lid off the glossy-magazine business… Coleridge writes superbly with both pace and depth – never an easy combination. He leaves you feeling you know everything there is to know about periodical publishing and more than a little about the stink of corruption that is power’s closest companion’

Sunday Times

‘I was glued to the thriller… the plot grips to the end’

Literary Review

‘Pacy, polished and exciting, it gives a riveting insider’s view of a fascinating and frenetic world. Nicholas Coleridge, whose beady eye misses nothing, is expert at putting across unpatronisingly a great deal of inside information. Much of it is extremely funny’ Selina Hastings,

Evening Standard

‘A riveting and well-informed read’

Spectator

‘Mercilessly accurate, great descriptions. All the drama and glamour is here. It’s as funny, in its way, as England Their England’

Mail on Sunday

‘Pacy and full of jet-set action… The magazine scenes are bitingly realistic and are likely to cause much glossy-magazine corridor debate’

Tatler

‘It’s a real page-turner’ Ken Follett,

Vogue

‘Coleridge is an elegant writer, light without being flip, never self-regarding… He handles the plot perfectly’ Lynne Truss,

The Times

‘Thrillers come and thrillers go, but this one is something else. What raises Coleridge’s novel to a far higher level of sophistication and charm is the author’s special combination of the knowing and ironic’

Gerald Kaufman, Daily Telegraph

‘Just so compelling’

Elle

‘He’s a fast, funny, spare writer with a great turn of phrase… enormous style and wit… sharp, vivid and insightful… this is a must-read for anyone interested in the magazine business… just too good to miss’

Daily Express
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PART I



20 June – 6 July
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It wasn’t even twelve o’clock and already it had all the hallmarks of a deeply stressful day. I’d spent forty minutes with the circulation director and no matter how you spun the figures, they were badly down. Then the publisher of Smart Living had rung through to warn me they’d be seventeen advertising pages off forecast for the August issue. I’d been snappier than I’d meant to be. Seventeen pages is a heap of money: £110,500 after agency commission and the usual discounts from ratecard. I’d asked her what the hell she needed eight sales people for if they could only move twenty-seven pages between them in a month, and she’d got defensive. I’d have to drop by later on and spread a bit of morale about. Now apparently I couldn’t get a table for lunch anywhere within walking distance of our offices in Park Place, which meant I’d have to go somewhere by cab which I hate doing.

Then Micky Rice from In Society loomed into my office and announced a possible problem with the Anastasia Fulger profile.

‘She’s insisting on copy approval,’ said Micky. ‘She’s rung twice herself and her lawyer’s biked round a letter. They’re threatening to injunct.’

‘But we never give copy approval,’ I said. ‘You know that. And anyway the issue’s at the printers. Tell the lawyer it isn’t even a starter.’

Micky Rice looked uneasy and began fiddling with the gold buckle on his leather trousers. I groaned. Now I knew we were in trouble.

‘Micky. You couldn’t have.’

‘I didn’t promise her copy approval, honestly. I just said she could have her quotes read back to her.’

‘Are you crazy? She’ll want to retract half of them now.’

‘She does.’

‘You can’t let her. It’ll ruin it. This isn’t a puff piece.’

‘Her lawyer says some of the stuff about Bruno is sub judice.’

‘Jesus, Micky. Did you put anything in writing?’

‘No.’

‘Thank God for that at least.’ If nothing was in writing we could bluff it out. The issue would be on the streets by lunchtime on Friday and once it’s out it’s almost impossible to injunct anyway.

Micky still looked shifty. ‘Actually there might have been something in writing. Only on a postcard. At the end of a thank you note for lunch I might have mentioned something about reading back the quotes. Sorry.’

‘What were you doing lunching with Anastasia Fulger anyway, for God’s sake?’

Sometimes I worried about Micky. He was a pretty good editor most of the time, but had a serious flaw. He was too keen on socialising. It wasn’t enough for him to run articles about celebrities, he wanted to play with them too, wanted them as friends. It was compromising for the magazine. Once you’ve had dinner with the cover story, it’s going to end up bland. Micky tampered with his contributors’ copy, took out the bite.

Trust him to have lunch with Anastasia Fulger. Mrs Bruno Fulger, soon-to-be-divorced wife of the German steel billionaire, was exactly the sort of nightmare he’d make a bee-line for.

‘Where’d she take you for lunch anyway, just so I can picture it?’

‘Harry’s Bar. Honestly, Kit, it was just a girls’ lunch. I needed to be there for the magazine.’

‘Does Anna know about all this?’

Anna Grant was one of our contract journalists. Probably our best. She had a real talent for writing on the line, so her subjects could never tell whether she was playing it straight or sending them up. As soon as the Fulger exclusive came up, she was the obvious person to write it.

‘That’s really why I came up to see you,’ said Micky. He wouldn’t meet my eye. ‘Anna says if we touch one word of her copy she’s resigning. She’s being hysterical. In fact, she put the telephone down on me when I was trying to calm her down. She deserves to be fired.’

Just then Suzy my secretary put her head round the door.

‘Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got Anna Grant on the line. I said you were in a meeting, but she’s insisting. And there’s a taxi waiting downstairs to take you to Daphne’s.’

‘Daphne’s? That’s halfway across London.’ I sighed. ‘Who am I having lunch with anyway?’

‘The French people from Mouchette. All the numbers are in the folder.’ She handed me a sheaf of figures and file notes in clear plastic. Mouchette are our fifth biggest beauty advertiser. The top sheet showed that they spent £426,015 with us last year across four magazines. The lion’s share goes to Couture, but we sell them pages too for their aftershaves in our men’s book, Man Alive, plus scent strips in both In Society and Smart Living.

‘Thanks, Suzy.’ I really couldn’t live without Suzy. People always say that about their secretaries, but with Suzy it was true. Since my wife left me, or I left her or whatever, Suzy’s done more and more for me. Food shopping, collecting dry cleaning, buying my daughter’s fifth birthday card and present. The only person who understands me. Maybe she should simply move into the flat too. Some days, when I felt really down and Suzy showed up to work in her short leather skirt, I came close to suggesting it.

‘Oh – Suzy.’ I called through into the outer office. ‘Tell Anna I’m not avoiding her but I just can’t talk to her right now. And would she like to have supper tomorrow evening.’ I threw in this last bit specifically to annoy Micky. It evidently worked, because his face clouded with annoyance.

‘I’m leaving now to schmooze the French. Haven’t they got some big new launches coming up in the autumn?’

‘All in the folder,’ said Suzy. ‘A skin rejuvenator and a new fragrance called Chromosome. Smells like Givenchy, bottle like Obsession, packaging like Trésor. The budget for print is three million.’

‘Three million francs, I expect, when it comes down to it.

‘Oh and Suzy.’ I was halfway out of the door now. ‘Cancel all meetings tomorrow morning, and keep the loonies at bay. I need total, absolute calm. I need to think.’
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I had always got into the office early. Now I was on my own I arrived even earlier. I missed those mornings at home, when Cazzie came down into our bedroom and Sally read her stories while I had my bath next door. Oddly enough I didn’t particularly enjoy it at the time, I hated the way Cazzie forced open my eyelids with her fingers, but now it didn’t happen, I missed it.

So I had a taxi collect me at six-thirty and was at my desk by ten to seven. Suzy left coffee set up in the percolator and all I had to do was switch it on. The newspapers were piled up outside the door, so I spent an hour or so scanning them. Sometimes I spotted freelance pieces by our contract writers. Even when they write under pseudonyms I can generally recognise them anyway by their style. Sometimes I raise a stink; sometimes I don’t bother. Depends on my mood. There’s a piece in The Times today about the return of the bespoke Savile Row suit that I would take a large bet was written by a staffer on Man Alive.

I love my office. It is very minimalist. Big black leather sofa, black conference table, six heavy chrome and leather chairs. White walls of course. Some black and white photographs from the Couture archives. My desk is a glass Corbusier one with no drawers, which means no clutter. There’s no place to stuff anything away and just forget about it. This requires discipline but it makes me feel good. Since Sally and I split I’ve streamlined my life a lot. I didn’t take anything with me from home, just my clothes, and I still don’t want anything either. She’s welcome to it.

My big concern at the moment was the circulations.

Yesterday’s meeting with Norman Turner, our circulation director, had been disturbing. We couldn’t get final audits on any issue for a month after it came off sale, but there was a four o’clock monitor each Friday afternoon and the indications were usually pretty accurate. A team of merchandisers goes into two hundred newsagents during Friday morning, all over the country, and physically counts the copies on the shelves. From this they can work out how many have sold in the week. Two hundred newsagents isn’t even seven per cent of the outlets, but it’s amazing how closely they reflect the trend. What’s selling in London is selling in Newcastle, most of the time.

For fourteen weeks our news stand sales had been stalling.

‘I’ve been ringing around the trade,’ said Norman, ‘and it’s soft everywhere. It’s not just us.’

Circulation directors always said that. They believe in trends. The whole market is up, the whole market is down. They like to see the magazine industry moving as one entity. In fact they like the whole notion of a magazine ‘industry’, full stop. It makes them feel secure.

I’ve never seen it that way. Magazines succeed or fail on their content. Readers either want them or they don’t. They can love a particular magazine for years and years and then go off it, lose attention, move on.

That’s why it bothered me when the magazines began to lose impetus at the news stands. It was a big problem. In Society looked particularly sick. Week after week we’d lost sales, anything up to thirty per cent against the equivalent issue last year. Unless we could reverse the trend quickly, we’d be massively down in the next round of audited figures.

At twenty past seven Norman Turner turned up in my office. I wasn’t pleased to see him, and glared, but as usual he didn’t notice and sat himself down in one of the leather visitors’ chairs opposite my desk. When I first began coming into the office extra early no one knew and I could get on undisturbed. Now people come in early too when they want to catch me, knowing that the protection, Suzy, won’t yet be on guard.

Norman seemed pleased with himself, claiming to have some ‘industry intelligence’, as he likes to describe the third-hand gossip he picks up from the distributors.

‘You’re going to enjoy this, Kit,’ he assured me, buttoning his suit jacket over his increasingly prominent roll of stomach fat. ‘Can’t name my source but suffice to say it comes from very high up in a certain prominent retail chain.’

That meant W. H. Smith or John Menzies, or at a stretch Martins or Forbuoys. One of Norman Turner’s abstruser fantasies about himself was that he had a special relationship with the top brass in the newsagency world and could obtain inside information about our competitors. Frequently this turned out to be inaccurate.

‘What if I told you,’ said Norman, ‘that Town Talk has Brad Pitt on the cover this week.’

Now that was interesting. If true, it was a colossal misjudgement on their part. We’d twice put Brad Pitt on our own covers and he didn’t sell. Successful cover personalities are difficult to predict. A Hollywood star can put out an Oscar-winning performance but flop on a cover. A different star might be going through a professional famine but still shift magazines. Certain actors like Kevin Costner, Hugh Grant, Michael Caine and Johnny Depp always sell. They’re bankers. Barbra Streisand’s a banker. Roseanne Barr’s a banker. Uma Thurman too. Elizabeth Hurley does it for certain titles but not for others. Kate Moss works where Elizabeth Hurley doesn’t. Princess Diana was once worth a fifteen per cent boost but then it stopped working. Oprah Winfrey doesn’t even pass go. You learn these things as you go along. And one thing we knew for certain was that Brad Pitt on the front cover was an out and out bummer.

‘So it’s Brad Pitt up against Anastasia Fulger.’

Norman nodded. ‘Shame we haven’t got Uma Thurman. We’d wipe ’em out.’

Norman hadn’t been in my office for two minutes and already he was irritating me. He had an immense capacity for this, of which he was entirely unaware.

‘Norman, we had Uma Thurman on the cover two weeks ago. So we can’t possibly have Uma Thurman again, can we, even assuming we had another cover picture of her in the drawer, and a new article to go with it?’

If circulation directors were editors you’d only get six cover personalities on a loop, round and round again. Except at Christmas when there’d be a heavily decorated Christmas tree with sprigs of holly around the logo. And all the cover lines would be about sex and relationships and there wouldn’t be any green logos or blue backgrounds because they don’t sell. And all the fashion models would be blonde and smiling and wearing red jackets and be called Claudia Schiffer.

‘This Anastasia Fulger woman, though,’ said Norman. ‘I mean, will the readers know who she is?’

‘They damn well ought to. She’s been plastered across the newspapers for a month.’

‘But she’s only of interest, surely, to people in high society.’

‘That’s the point. That’s why we’ve put her on the cover of the magazine of that name. In Society. Truly, Norman, trust me. People all over Britain, all over Europe, New York too, are discussing this divorce. It’s a hot story.’

‘Well, you’re the guvner,’ said Norman doubtfully. ‘I’ll have an early indicator for you tomorrow as usual at four o’clock.’

Painful as it was to admit it, there was something in what Norman was saying. That was his main usefulness as circulation director, to provide the common man’s view. You could depend on Norman to be the last person to catch on to any new thing. He was like a normal reader. He wouldn’t recognise a new Hollywood actress until he’d seen her twice at his local cinema in St Albans. And he was right: Anastasia Fulger wasn’t a banker. We’d probably sell better with an old black and white shot of Jacqueline Onassis waving a gloved hand. But it was the right story at the right time, bang on target for the magazine’s profile and long on kudos. And we needed some of that.

In Society had been off the boil for six months. It was difficult to define exactly why, but I could feel it instinctively. It wasn’t just the news stand sales. People were talking about it less. I wasn’t seeing it about so much in friends’ houses. And it was beginning to show in the advertising bookings too. They were down. Advertisers buy into hot books. If this carried on, we could be in a serious hole by the autumn, and Barney Weiss, our number-crunching proprietor, would be on my back.

Outwardly, of course, In Society looked exactly the same as usual. If I were honest, I hadn’t a clue what was going wrong, just knew that it was. The formula hadn’t changed, nor had the contributors. Perhaps that was the problem. There were interviews with film stars and rich people saying the same sort of stuff, plus photographs of parties, restaurant reviews and the arts pages which research shows nobody much reads but we put in anyway. Arts journalism is fig-leaf journalism, providing a veneer of respectability. Some people are embarrassed to be seen reading In Society and like to pretend they get it for the opera reviews. So we give them opera reviews.

Magazine formulae are delicate things. The first editor I ever worked for, straight out of university, liked to compare it to mixing a cocktail. You need exactly the right combination of spirits, mixers, salt, etc., he’d tell me. Add too much lemon juice or sugar syrup and the whole thing’s fucked up and then it’s hard, if not impossible, to salvage. He was a great editor and right about magazines being cocktails. But he forgot one important thing and it was his downfall. People’s taste changes. They don’t know it themselves half the time, but it happens. One day they wake up and they don’t like their cocktail mixed that way any longer. They want sherry in there too and horseradish and less Tabasco. One morning, after I’d been at the magazine eight months, we were all called together round a desk by a man we’d never clapped eyes on before from the management floor and introduced to the new editor. The old one, my mentor, had resigned to pursue his own interests. Later, the security men from lobby reception came into the office and tipped all his belongings out of his desk drawers into cardboard boxes. It made an impression. Maybe it’s why I have no drawers in my glass desk.

I turfed Norman Turner out of the office, closed the door and told switchboard to take calls. If Town Talk really had a bum cover this week then this was an opportunity to pull ahead.

Town Talk was In Society’s most direct competitor and as such needed to be kept in a perpetual state of inferiority and disarray. It was owned by Incorporated Periodicals, our number one rivals, and recently it had had a run of alarmingly strong-selling issues and was gaining market share fast.

But first we needed to establish whether or not they really had Brad Pitt on the cover.

Suzy turned up right on cue looking fantastic in a red suit with brass buttons. A little overweight, perhaps, but that gave her a wholesome look that was in short supply elsewhere in this building. She was in her mid-twenties, small, with blonde hair cut into a bob. And I needed her badly for her telephone skills.

‘Sorry, Suzy. But it’s the old Mike Yarwood routine again.’

Suzy does brilliant impersonations and has a whole range of accents. I sometimes get her to ring up our competitors and discover things, pretending to be somebody else. One of her best is the dimwitted retail promotions girl from a supermarket chain, and she didn’t let me down.

‘Hello,’ said Suzy in her finest Dagenham whine. ‘Is that Incorporated Periodicals? I wonder if you can help me. I need to speak with the person in charge of your in-store promotions. We’ve got a query about your displays.’

She was put through to Incorporated’s circulation department, and repeated the same routine.

‘What I need to confirm,’ she went on, ‘is whether it really is Brad Pitt on the cover of Town Talk next issue. Because if it is, we thought he’s such a pin-up, you know, and so much in the public eye, we might be able to offer you point-of-sale merchandising services at check-out, at a substantial discount.’

I could hear the girl at the other end consulting her boss, who plainly thought she was being sold a last-minute cancellation and was irritable. The message came back: ‘Yes, we do have Brad Pitt, but I’m afraid we haven’t any budget left for point-of-sale.’

Suzy slammed down the receiver and we laughed like children.

‘Never fails,’ she said in her own voice.

‘Like lambs to the slaughter.’

I called a meeting for ten o’clock. The publisher and editor of In Society, circulation director, production director and the magazine’s PR. I had an idea and if we wanted to do it we needed to move quickly.

It was risky but then we were in a risky predicament already. In Society was soft and we were already more than halfway through a circulation period. Every six months we had to have our figures independently audited and fourteen weeks had gone by already. As a weekly, the magazine had twenty-six issues in each half year, so that meant there were only twelve left to go. Last time round our circulation had been 146,000, of which 16,000 had been pre-paid subscriptions and 130,000 bought at news stand. This time, on present performance, we’d be lucky to scrape 110,000 at news stand, making 126,000 in total. The trade magazines would roast us alive and it would probably make the media pages of the nationals too. If Town Talk actually overtook us, which seemed all too possible, then Incorporated would crow like roosters. I could imagine their press releases already, and the smug bearded face of Howard Trench, my opposite number, looking out of Campaign and boasting about his brand values. Worst of all, we’d be beaten to pulp by advertisers. I couldn’t see an agency in London agreeing to pay the current rates if we dropped circulation by 20,000. It would be a bloodbath.

To make up the lost ground would be tough; according to Norman, impossible. Over the first fourteen issues we’d lost a total of 280,000 copies. To make them back in twelve weeks meant selling an extra 23,300 copies a week, in other words 153,000 at news stand for every single issue.

But there’s an old bit of folklore in magazines that I’d never actually put to the test, and if it turned out to be true then maybe we could just do it. According to this theory, if you can make a huge impression with one issue, get the whole world talking about it and send the circulation into orbit, then a lot of these new readers stick. People who’ve never thought of buying you in their lives before, try it and like it and buy it again. Lapsed readers return to the fold. News vendors display you on the very front of their kiosks. The prodigal magazine returns in glory.

On the other hand, it’s chancy. It means printing tens of thousands of extra copies and flooding the market, which in turn means persuading the newsagents that you’ve got a big scoop, a dead cert. Otherwise, they don’t want mountains of extra copies clogging up their shelves. And if, in the end, the issue doesn’t sell through, they feel duped, and cut back future orders to the bone. It can backfire badly.

Then, in order to sell the copies, you’ve got to get coverage in the national press, acres of it, with all the papers picking up on your story and running with it for several days without reprinting the whole thing. It’s a fine line. If you give them too much, people feel they’ve read the story already and don’t bother buying the magazine.

The ten o’clock meeting was circling my outer office and Suzy let them in, offering tea or coffee. I must say, I really hate the tea and coffee ceremony at meetings. With five or six people it takes for ever – ‘White with? Black without?’ – but it’s expected and causes offence if you don’t lay it on. So we frittered away several minutes passing the milk jug around, and eventually got down to business.

‘What I need your advice and help on,’ I said, ‘is a major push on tomorrow’s In Society. I mean mega. I’ve decided we should blitz the market.’

There was a flurry of interest around the table. Norman Turner, predictably enough, looked sceptical.

‘When you say “blitz the market”, guvner, you don’t mean put out extra copies?’

‘I certainly do. I was thinking of a print run of 250,000.’ Normally we distributed 160,000 to sell 110,000 so this was a huge jump, probably unprecedented.

‘The news trade will never wear it, sorry, guv. You might be able to swing out another twenty thousand but never a quarter of a million.’

At this point our production director, Megan Whiley, interrupted. She was an impressive woman in her mid-forties who’d started life as a printer on Teesside. These days she wore Louis Feraud suits with power shoulder pads but had lost none of her northern bluntness.

‘What are you proposing to print all these copies on, anyway?’ she asked. ‘We haven’t got enough paper.’

‘How about next week’s stock? That must have arrived by now.’ Weekly magazines normally get their paper delivered to the printers a fortnight in advance.

‘Well, what about the following week’s issue, then? There’ll be a shortfall.’

‘I’m sure you can handle it, Megan. Borrow some.’

Norman was still shaking his head from side to side in the way of all professionals faced with the misguided enthusiasm of amateurs.

‘You know what I’m thinking, guv,’ he said. ‘It’s not that I’m against the idea of a blitz per se, quite the reverse in fact. You know me, always game for a little excitement to brighten up our lives. It’s just that you could be backing the wrong horse here. Now if you’d suggested this two weeks ago with Uma Thurman on the cover, I’d have been right with you. But this German lady. I asked the wife when I got home last night if she knew about her and she’d never even heard of her.’

At this Micky Rice rolled his eyes and muttered ‘Oh puhleeze’ under his breath.

I said, ‘Micky, perhaps you’d like to defend your scoop.’

‘I’ve brought up the page proofs,’ said Micky, ‘and the colour chromalins so you can see the pictures.’

He spread them out on the conference table and we looked at a large opening photograph of Mrs Bruno Fulger sitting perched on an expensively upholstered sofa surrounded by cushions. She was a highly strung blonde in her early thirties, pin thin, dressed in a pink beaded Lacroix suit and a serious pair of Kutchinsky diamond earrings. At her side on the sofa sat a miniature black Pekinese which Micky said had been produced from nowhere by the Filipino housekeeper seconds before the photograph was taken.

Despite the best efforts of a make-up artist and subsequent precision airbrushing by our retouchers, Anastasia Fulger still looked neurotic and distraught. And who could blame her, I thought, married to one of the biggest shits in Christendom. Bruno Fulger was one of those men you felt you knew because you’d been reading about them all your life in gossip columns. At seventeen he had inherited from his father something like $500 million, a yacht, three Titians, a castle near Munich and a passion for screwing anything that moved. After twenty years of being linked with everyone from a Monégasque princess to a well-thumbed Venezuelan hooker, Fulger had met and married Anastasia, a nineteen-year-old model twenty years younger than himself. Their wedding and subsequent costume ball had been one of the splashiest events of the decade. More than a thousand guests had flown in from all over the world, many by private jet, and for days helicopters chartered by Hola! and Paris Match overflew the castle snapping celebrities with long lenses. Mick Jagger and Jerry Hall had been there, the Thyssens, the brothers Flick, Andy Warhol, a whole raft of Hapsburgs and most of the inhabitants of the Studio 54 nightclub in New York. It had been the Eurotrash beanfest of all time. After the ceremony in the Fulgers’ private chapel, guests had convened in the Great Hall of Schloss Fulgerstein dressed as aristocrats or executioners from the French Revolution. There were tumbrils filled with crushed ice and oysters and a life-sized guillotine wreathed with wild roses. Bruno, for some strange reason, came dressed as Count Dracula, with bloody fangs and a black cape, but Anastasia was ravishing as a whippet-thin Madame du Barry in a cream hooped dress so wide that the double doors of the ballroom had had to be specially enlarged to allow her through. Jimmy Goldsmith came as Cardinal Richelieu. Henry Kissinger as the Scarlet Pimpernel. Even Barney Weiss, not by then our proprietor, had somehow wangled an invitation and once produced for me a framed photograph of himself as the Marquis de Something or Other with his second wife Bonnie as the Marquise. But since he’d replaced Bonnie with Lola as wife number three, the picture didn’t get desk space any longer.

Now, twelve years on, Bruno and Anastasia’s marriage was on the rocks. To most people the only surprise was that it had lasted so long. For several years now the Fulgers had increasingly operated independently, with Anastasia flying off to Paris for weeks on end for the fashion collections and Bruno chasing wild boar and pussy as the mood took him.

It was a perfect story for In Society and the kind of exclusive I liked best.

I began copy tasting the page proofs and could see at once that Anna Grant had done a great job. Some journalists know how to set up a colour story and others just don’t. You could lock them in a room for a week with the Princess of Wales and a notebook and they’d still ask all the dud questions. Anna was a natural. She would kick off her shoes, tuck her long legs underneath her on the sofa and lock on like radar. I called that expression of hers ‘rapt sympathy’. Whatever was said, she agreed, whether she did or not, and coaxed out a little bit more. In forty minutes her subject was her best friend and was pouring out her soul.

Ellen Durlacher, our PR, slid me a second set of proofs with certain passages scored in yellow highlighter.

‘I’ve marked the juice for you,’ she said. ‘Three of these quotes are dynamite.’

Each quoted Anastasia Fulger verbatim.

The first read: ‘At first it was OK having sex with Bruno, despite him being uncouth, you know, in bed. He had no manners. Maybe he hadn’t made love to a real lady for a long time, I don’t know, just those damn hookers. Anyway I became pregnant with Natascha who I love very much, and after that, nothing. Bruno and I haven’t slept together for five years. Not even any pretence. Believe me, ask anyone. Ask my maid.’

The second read: ‘This divorce has been terrible for me, just terrible. Each day lawyers, lawyers. It’s OK for Bruno, he has all the money, he couldn’t spend what he has. It’s a game for Bruno. But for me, how can I pay these lawyers? I’m not asking for half his money. What would I do with half? I like to live simply, it is better, I think, for the soul. I ask only ten per cent of his fortune as it stands today. One hundred million dollars, not so much, no?’

The third was the most damaging: ‘There is so much treachery surrounding this whole divorce thing. I ask some of our oldest friends to swear affidavits on the things they’ve seen, things Bruno did and said to me in front of many people. It happened, but they won’t sign. They say, “Oh Anastasia, I don’t remember that happened. I must have been outside the room.” You know why? Bruno has got to them. Sometimes with money. Sometimes they are afraid of him. Bruno is very powerful and he knows how to use money.’

When I’d finished reading I said, ‘This is even hotter than I imagined. No wonder Anastasia Fulger’s having second thoughts. Have we heard any more from her lawyers by the way, Micky?’

‘Nothing yet. I sent a stalling letter.’

‘Ellen, what’s the PR programme?’

‘The Daily Mail I think. They know we’ve got it and they’re gagging for it.’

‘OK, but where else?’

‘I’ve promised the Mail an exclusive.’

‘Not enough. We need this story everywhere if we’re aiming to shift a couple of hundred thousand copies.’

‘The Evening Standard?’ suggested Ellen. ‘The Mail could break it and the Standard follow up tomorrow afternoon.’

‘No, I mean everywhere. The Times, Telegraph, Guardian, Express for God’s sake. The Sun, Mirror, Independent. Then all the Sundays.’

Ellen looked scared. ‘I can’t do that. Honestly, Kit, I just can’t. They’ll only touch the story if they think it’s exclusive, and if I give it to them all at once I’ll blow my contacts for ever.’

‘Blame it on me. No, this is better, pretend there was a leak. An early copy stolen from the printers. You’ll think of something.’

I liked Ellen. She tried hard. If you threw a stick and said ‘Go fetch’, she went. All she wanted out of life was a pat on the head and a company car with a soft top.

‘If you’re really telling me I’ve got to do this,’ she said, ‘I’m going to have to crack on. That’s a lot of calls of make.’ Then she said, ‘While I’m still here, have we a front cover? Presumably you want me to make it a condition they show it as part of any coverage.’

Micky was even now propping up the cover proof on my leather sofa. The sofa was where we always looked at front covers. It was exactly the right distance from the conference table. The mistake you can make is to choose covers from too close up, which isn’t how readers see them. They see them from fifteen feet across a newsagent amidst a jumble of competing titles, hundreds of different images and logos jostling for attention. If it doesn’t stand out instantly, it’s failed, and by then it’s too late.

By this criteria, Mrs Bruno Fulger was a flop.

The image was a close-up of the photograph inside, with Anastasia facing forward and smiling thinly. She looked ghastly. The pink beaded jacket fused with the pinks and blues of the sofa cushions making it hard to tell where one ended and the other began. Worse were the cover lines. Against this jumble of textures, they were all but illegible. In a valiant but misconceived attempt at good taste, the art director had chosen to set the words in a grey serif typeface. For sheer impact, it scored one out of ten.

Norman Turner looked physically pained, and I didn’t blame him. Even Micky Rice, sensing our reaction, had taken on a hangdog air.

‘Is this really all there is?’ I asked.

‘Fraid so,’ said Micky. ‘She only gave us forty minutes.’

‘And there’s nothing better from a photo agency?’

‘Nothing that hasn’t been seen before.’

I was seriously considering aborting the whole push on the issue when Micky said, ‘It’s such a pity we can’t use the sexy one.’

‘Which sexy one?’

He sucked in his breath. I think he regretted saying it the moment it slipped out.

‘Well, Anna Grant found this old picture. Anastasia in a swimsuit with one breast popped out. Taken just before she was married.’

I asked him to have it sent up and with reluctance he rang down to the art department. A minute or two later the photograph was brought upstairs.

It was simply brilliant.

She was standing on a jetty, it looked like the South of France, her hair tumbling over her shoulders and her eyes gazing straight at the camera. She was smiling and looking happy. The swimsuit was yellow and covered with daisies and was still wet from the sea. One of the straps had fallen down exposing her left nipple.

It was the cover.

‘How did Anna get this?’ I asked. ‘Not from Anastasia Fulger surely.’

‘From a French photographer,’ said Micky, ‘so she told me. Someone she met. Used to be a boyfriend of Anastasia’s, apparently. Maybe Anna’s too.’

If he said that to hurt me, it worked.

‘It’s fabulous,’ I said.

‘We can’t use it,’ said Micky.

‘Why?’

‘Lots of reasons. We don’t have copyright clearance for a start. And anyway, I promised Anastasia we’d use the portrait.’

‘Since when was Anastasia Fulger the editor?’

Micky fell silent. I knew I’d pay for that later. He hated criticism, particularly in a room full of people.

‘Norman. What do you think? Will it sell?’

‘Like hot crumpets, guv.’ He looked like a man reborn.

‘Kay? Which gets your vote?’

Kay Lipschwitz Anderson, the publisher, smiled. ‘Oh, the swimsuit shot for sure. Some of the advertisers won’t like it, too sexy, but I can square it with them.’

‘Ellen?’

‘I just love it. It’s retro and modern at the same time.’

‘Sorry, Micky,’ I said, ‘you’re outvoted.’ I could see he was already sweating about Anastasia’s reaction. No more Harry’s Bar for a bit, that was for sure. Actually I felt sorry for him, and a bit guilty. So I said, ‘Blame it on me, won’t you?’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ he replied tartly. ‘I will, I will.’

‘If we’re changing the cover at this late stage,’ said Megan, ‘I hope you appreciate there’ll be five thousand pounds in overtime. And we need to send it off right now.’

‘Fine. We’ll just rejig the cover lines.’

It took five minutes. When you’ve got a great story why mess about? Keep it simple. So we just put HOW TO LOVE AND LEAVE A BILLIONAIRE. Exclusive interview: Mrs Bruno Fulger on Sex, Divorce and Bribery.

The telephone rang and it was Suzy. ‘Sorry to disturb you,’ she said, ‘but Mrs Fulger’s solicitor is on the line. He’s rung before. It sounds urgent.’

‘Let’s face the music, then. Put him through.’

I switched the button on the squawk box and the voice of Rudolph Gombricht echoed around the room.

I’d had dealings with Gombricht before and hadn’t enjoyed the experience. He was Swiss by birth, from Zurich, but was married to an Englishwoman and had practised in London most of his adult life. He had an office in the City in Broadgate and I occasionally ran across the Gombrichts at the chillier kind of cocktail party. His specialities were international tax and power divorces.

‘Am I connected now to Mr Kit Preston?’ he asked in his still-strong Swiss-German accent. I agreed that he was.

‘Then I am first of all obliged by law to tell you that this conversation is being tape recorded. Do you understand this?’

‘Yes I do.’

‘All right then. It is eleven-sixteen a.m. on Thursday June 21st. I am speaking with Mr Kit Preston, Managing Director of Weiss Magazines Ltd. Is that correct?’

He blathered on in this officious tone for a few more minutes before reaching the meat.

‘I am instructed by my client, Mrs Bruno Fulger, to inform you officially that unless certain passages already indicated are deleted from the next issue of In Society of tomorrow’s date, then an injunction will be served at the High Court, binding on all parties. Mrs Fulger was given an explicit undertaking by a senior member of your staff that she retained full control over her quotes for publication. Mrs Fulger contends that her opinions have been misrepresented and quotes selectively taken out of context by the journalist, Miss Anna Grant, and that the article as it stands does not accurately reflect her views and opinions on the subjects concerned. The injunction will be served at both your registered office at 32 Park Place and upon your printers. Is that clearly understood?’

‘Perfectly,’ I replied. ‘Which isn’t to say I accept anything you’ve just said. Obviously I need time to decide what to do. I’ll need to talk to our own lawyers of course.’

Rudolph Gombricht chuckled drolly. ‘I think, Mr Preston, when your lawyers give you their advice, it will not be to lock horns with Mr Bruno Fulger or Mrs Fulger. That would be most imprudent. I don’t need to remind you, Mr Preston, the Fulgers are not without influence.’

‘I’ll certainly bear that in mind, Mr Gombricht.’

Then I added, ‘We begin printing at ten o’clock tomorrow morning, so maybe we should talk again just before then. Either we’ll have edited out the bits Mrs Fulger objects to or you’ll have your chance to injunct.’

‘Till ten o’clock tomorrow, then,’ said Gombricht. ‘I am confident you will make the right decision.’

After he’d gone we all sat in silence for a bit in a mild state of shock. I must confess I hadn’t got a clue what I was going to do next. The cover with Anastasia Fulger falling out of her bathing suit was still on the sofa. God, I loved those new cover lines. Hot or what. But I hadn’t bargained for Rudolph Gombricht taping our conversation. What had I said anyway? Not a lot, so far as I could recall.

‘Well?’ said Megan. ‘What’s it to be? One way or the other we’ve got an issue to put to bed.’

Think! I stared out of the window and up the street in the direction of St James’s. Down below I could see some Couture fashion assistants returning from an early sandwich run.

‘You know what,’ I said to Megan. ‘If you really pleaded with the printers, I mean went down on your knees and begged, do you think they could advance our print slot?’

‘Advance it? Surely you mean delay it.’

‘No, advance it. Say they started printing at nine tonight. It could be finished by four or five o’clock in the morning, couldn’t it, clear of the plant by six? If we hired special trucks – I know it’s expensive, Megan, don’t tell me, but if we did – we could have the issue on the streets by breakfast, anyway in London. By the time Gombricht got his injunction together, half the copies would be out and no judge is going to force us to recall them.’

‘You’re quite mad, you do know that,’ said Megan. ‘Seriously barking.’

‘Think you can square it with the printers?’

‘If I can’t,’ she said mysteriously, ‘then the favours I’ll be calling in weren’t as memorable as I thought they were at the time.’

‘I hope you’ve factored into your plans that we’re all going to end up in the slammer,’ said Kay Lipschwitz Anderson sardonically.

‘Not us, him,’ said Micky Rice. ‘Kit’s already volunteered to take the rap.’

‘Thanks, Micky,’ I said. ‘You sure know how to make a guy feel great.’

But actually I did feel great. In fact I felt terrific.
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I didn’t bother going home after work. These days I keep a cupboard full of clothes at the office, so I had a glass of wine at my desk at about six o’clock, changed into jeans and took a cab along the Bayswater Road to Lancaster Gate. There’s a side gate into the park there that gets you right into the heart of the good bit, past the Italianate pumping house and downhill to the Serpentine.

Most English think Kensington Gardens is hell on a summer evening, which is why you don’t see any English there, just Arabs shuffling along in family groups and American investment bankers pounding the perimeter in trainers and sweat bands. Personally, I don’t mind, I can rise above it. And to be truthful I get a bit of a buzz out of dressing up in a baseball cap and rollerblades and melding into the diaspora.

Not that I’m any great hero on rollerblades. I’m OK, but that’s it. Anna says I lean back too much; it’s a common failing. At least I fall over less than I used to.

Anna was already there. Normally, she’s notorious for being late, but not tonight. I could see her from half a mile away as I freewheeled down the path towards the bridge, practising her side flips. Anna’s a more adventurous rollerblader than I am. Once I even discovered a magazine about it lying about in her flat, full of photographs of black kids doing the wall of death on some council estate.

One reason I think she rollerblades is that it gives her an excuse to show off her figure. She wears one of those skintight Lycra affairs, cut like a wetsuit, and her legs go on for miles. Usually she slips an old leather flying jacket on top, cut short so it doesn’t cover her ass.

She spotted me slaloming unsteadily towards her and her face took on a cross expression. She’s actually a very laidback person but once in a while, if she thinks something bad is happening to her professionally, she puts on this tough act. I’m sure it comes from living on her own and paying all her own bills.

‘Don’t say anything, Kit, just one word, “yes” or “no”, OK?’ she said as I skeetered to a halt beside her. ‘Have you allowed them to censor my piece about Anastasia Fulger or haven’t you? Level with me, yes or no?’

‘Well, when I tell you that the Fulgers’ lawyer is Rudolph Gombricht and he’s threatening an injunction on the printers …’

‘Yes or no, Kit.’

I laughed. It felt so great being the good guy for once. ‘Actually, Anna, the answer’s no. We haven’t cut one word.’

I’ve never seen anyone look so delighted. She threw her arms into the air, whooped, kissed my cheek and then scooted off on her blades, zigzagging and circling back along the path.

‘You know,’ she said, ‘I was convinced you were going to cave in. Micky Rice was a bitch on the phone, you’d think he was Anastasia Fulger’s personal publicist.’

‘There’s been a lot of pressure on him. On all of us, actually.’ Then I told her about increasing the print run and Rudolph Gombricht’s warning and how we’d substituted the old cover at the last minute for the swimsuit and nipple one.

‘You won’t regret it,’ said Anna. ‘You’ll see. This story’s going to be huge. It’s exactly what people want to read.’

Anna had a spot-on instinct for what magazine readers really want. I’m supposed to have that myself, but Anna’s far better at it. It’s an advanced form of intuition and she just had it. One day she’d start talking about this great new actress or this Chinese playboy who’d just hit town, and she’d do a story about them, and three months later you’d be reading about them everywhere.

She had no time for make-space journalism, as she called it, the kind of pieces editors sometimes feel they ought to be publishing, for the moral good of the readers and themselves. She hated profiles of high-minded philosophers, tedious Eurocrats and unknown fringe theatre directors. What Anna liked to write about were movie stars, young royals and flamboyant tycoons. These she found genuinely fascinating, and she wrote about them in a way that was starstruck and teasing at the same time. Her profiles of Cindy Crawford, Taki and Kerry Packer are models of their kind, brimming with energy and juice and wry detail. In their way, they’re quite anarchic.

We were halfway round the north shore of the Serpentine, blading past the boathouses. Anna was twenty yards ahead, weaving between joggers and pedestrians, I could hear the grating sound of her wheels as they shot sparks on the asphalt. She was so fast. Sometimes she looped back around me to show off some funky new manoeuvre. She had one of those lovely faces without any visible artifice, like a model made up to look like she’s wearing no make-up in a skincare advertisement. Always suntanned (she made no secret of using the ‘Electric Beach’) with soft freckles and big, clear, brown eyes. She wore her hair long, except at the typewriter when she would gather it up into a soft roll and stick a pencil through it.

We arrived at the cafeteria at the head of the water, a Festival of Britain relic, all glass buttresses and concrete walkways and bored-looking ducks. God knows why we went there but it has become a kind of tradition, rollerblading with Anna followed by a bottle of wine and a tuna salad. At lunchtime I took her to Italian restaurants, but that was work. In the evening somehow I wasn’t ready yet to take her out to a proper place.

‘Seen Cazzie?’ she asked.

That was Anna’s way of raising the whole question of my divorce: Sally, how I felt about it lately, everything. We were almost a year into our official separation. Thirteen more months and I’d be single.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’m taking her to the park on Saturday morning.’

‘Is she taking it well?’

‘Hard to tell. We don’t discuss it. I turn up, ring the bell, say goodbye to Mummy, off we go. Park, hamburger, home.’

‘And Sally?’

‘Easier. Slightly. Unless we have to talk about anything, then she’s a pain.’

Out on the lake there were two rowing boats full of Indians who were fooling about with the oars, trying to push each other off into the water.

‘What do you think will happen next?’ asked Anna.

‘With Sally? We’ll get divorced. She’ll get a ton of money and the house. Then it’s anyone’s guess.’

‘Actually, sorry, I meant about the Anastasia Fulger article. Sorry, that was thoughtless of me.’

‘Don’t worry. In fact I find I prefer talking about work at the moment. Must be a phase in the cycle. I’m sure it’s very well documented. As for the Fulgers, who knows? They’ll be furious, but I don’t see they can do much about it. Anastasia gave the interview voluntarily, all you did was write down what she said.’

‘Those kind of people can be quite dangerous, though,’ said Anna.

‘You’re starting to sound like Rudolph Gombricht.’

‘I’m serious, Kit. You’ve got to remember that about rich people. They’re used to getting their own way. I see it time and again with my articles. They start off very friendly and relaxed, send their plane for you, give dinners for you, and then it hits them they haven’t got final control over what you’re going to write. They can tell you everything they want you to say, project themselves in a good light, but in the end it infuriates them that this girl is going back to her office and can write whatever she likes about them.’

‘Well, that’s journalism, isn’t it?’

‘But they don’t think of it that way. They have this absolute image of themselves, very dignified, respected, cultured, and to their faces nobody ever departs from that. Not the people who work for them, not even their friends. So when they think some little upstart – that’s how they think of you – some little upstart is about to burst the bubble and say what they’re really like, they get mad.’

‘That’s why you’re so clever at writing these pieces. You read them and see in them what you like. Your profile of Ivana Trump, for instance. I bet she read it and loved it and stuck it in her cuttings book, but ninety readers out of a hundred must have thought “What a nightmare woman”.’

‘I’ve got a real balancing act coming up with my next one,’ said Anna.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Erskine Greer for Man Alive. I wanted to ask you about him.’

‘I don’t know him that well. I had to go and see him once in Nassau when he was thinking of buying the magazines. Before Barney Weiss. Billy Heathcote sent me out as part of the sales effort, to tell him how successful the company was. He didn’t fall for it. Much too smart. It was a very odd trip actually. He took me scuba diving off his boat with some weasel-eyed accountant who was going through our books. Nasty piece of work. I was glad to get back to the surface, I thought he might cut through my respirator with a knife.’

‘What did you make of Greer?’

‘Clever. Well informed. Mercurial. Less pompous than I’d expected. Completely ruthless, I’d have thought.’

‘Honest?’

‘Not particularly. Depends what you mean by honest. I imagine the airline’s pretty kosher, and my friends who work for him in Hong Kong are absolutely straight. If you mean, “Do I think he’s cut corners on the way up?” then I’m sure he has. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve heard some funny stories about him, that’s all. Several different ones. An arms dealer I met at a party last week went all mysterious when I mentioned his name. I’m going to follow him up for some leads.’

‘When’s the Erskine Greer interview?’

‘Saturday morning, while you’re having quality time in the park. Eleven-fifteen in Hyde Park Gate. He’s given me an hour.’

‘Short.’

‘This is only the warm-up, not that he knows that yet. My plan is to get him to take me to Palm Beach next weekend on his plane to watch his polo team in action.’

‘Be careful of him, won’t you?’

‘Now it’s you who sounds like Rudolph Gombricht. Why should I be careful?’

‘Because he’s rather your type. Older, rich, houses all over the place.’

‘Then I’d better not be too careful, had I? I’ll be thirty-two in September.’

We left the Serpentine and rollerbladed across the park to the Prince’s Gate and out into Queensgate. Anna lived in a flat in Harrington Gardens, on the top floor of a redbrick building with a lot of ugly, elaborate masonry around the window casements. Flowers and thistles and rambling briars. I think the style is known as Pont Street Dutch.

We’d almost arrived when I suddenly remembered I’d forgotten to ring Barney Weiss. It was one of the rituals of my job that every Thursday evening at eight o’clock I had to ring the proprietor. It didn’t matter where he was in the world, night or day, he wanted to hear from me at eight o’clock London time. Generally I didn’t know where he was anyway. His office and main home, or ‘residence’ as he called it, was in Chicago, but he travelled a lot. He’d given me his digital world-phone telephone number which worked everywhere. The number would ring in shrill electric bleeps and there was Barney.

‘Only time you’ll find the machine switched off,’ he told me, ‘is when I’m on the Concorde. They make you turn it off there. Interferes with the electronics or something.’ At first I was a bit reluctant about these calls, in case I disturbed him in the middle of lunch or a meeting, but as I got to know him better I understood that this was exactly what he liked best. The telephone would ring and I’d hear him at the other end saying, ‘Excuse me a moment, folks. It’s my conference call with my magazines,’ and then we’d go through this whole pantomime of me telling him how it was going and Barney repeating any significant names out loud to impress his friends. I’d find myself mentioning articles that I’d normally never bother mentioning at all, just to afford him the pleasure of participating. So I’d say, ‘The pictures of Brooke Astor’s house in Maine are going to look great, Barney,’ and he’d say, ‘Brooke Astor’s mansion, eh. Well, be sure to say nice things about Brooke, won’t you, she’s a fine lady.’

Sometimes, to my great embarrassment, he’d pass the telephone along to someone else, some new friend he and Lola were cultivating, and encourage them to give me free editorial advice at long distance. Once the phone was passed round a whole table at some country club in Martha’s Vineyard, and ten or a dozen people, all rather drunk, made suggestions about vacation spots which I pretended to write down.

Periodically, when he was in a foul mood and felt like kicking ass, he’d bawl me out about some bad numbers that had caught his eye in the monthly accounts. This, too, was mostly for the benefit of his audience. Barney Weiss the tough cookie.

Once when I rang he snapped, ‘Mind ringing back in an hour, Kit? Lola and I aren’t through screwing yet.’

Anna’s flat was on the top floor and since there was no lift you had to climb ten flights of stone stairs. These deteriorated in quality as you got higher. The hallway was almost smart, with an Edwardian mosaic of entwined serpents set into the tiles, but the common parts soon relapsed into a succession of fire doors and timer-lights that allowed you insufficient time to reach the next floor. Her flat itself was tiny, it had been advertised as a studio, and I was struck by how ironic a magazine journalist’s life can be. Anna made her living writing about rich people but she wasn’t rich herself. For her piece on Erskine Greer she’d make a thousand pounds maximum, and it would take her at least a fortnight. And at the end of it she’d turn in an article so confident, so insider in tone that you’d believe she was born an heiress.

But within its limitations, she had decorated the place beautifully. Almost everything was white, the curtains, sofas, chair covers, but there was nothing clinical about it. It reminded me of a beach house with its stripped wooden floor and decking that extended outside on to a small area of flat roof. Propped up on the mantelpiece were three or four bright orange starfish. The only painting in the whole flat was a beautiful Craigie Aitchison of a canary, bright yellow in gouache, which he’d given her years before as a present for something she’d written about him. She liked to point out that it was the only gift she’d ever received from ‘my victims’.

I picked up the telephone and dialled Barney Weiss’s world-phone number. It bleeped three times and then I heard a deafening clatter like a mini rockfall.

‘Barney?’

I could hear someone cursing and, distantly, a cringing foreign apology.

Eventually Barney came on to the line, booming. ‘You’re not going to believe this, Kit, but some clumsy Spick’s tipped an ice bucket over the mobile.’

‘Where are you, incidentally?’

‘Where are we? Three guesses.’

Barney Weiss loved this game. We played it most Thursdays.

‘Palm Beach?’ They had a holiday home on Ocean Boulevard and it was always worth a shot.

‘Gawd, no. And here’s the clue: much closer to you.’

‘Cap Ferrat?’ The Weisses had a big thing at the moment for the Hôtel Bel Air. Someone had told Barney it was the priciest place on the Côte d’Azur and he’d loved it ever since.

‘No. Even closer. Last guess.’

Closer than the South of France. Jesus, this was getting worrying.

‘Paris? The George V?’

‘You lose, sucker. We’re at the Dorchester. Right round the block.’

‘You are? What a great surprise.’ I hoped I sounded more enthusiastic Barney’s end. ‘How long are you staying?’

‘Just the weekend. We’re taking the seven o’clock Concorde to JFK Sunday night.’

‘Anything we can do for you while you’re in town?’

‘Nothing I can think of right now. We’ve got seats for the men’s singles at Wimbledon tomorrow. That’s Centre Court. If Lola needs anything special to wear round her neck, I guess one of the girls from Couture could drop by with a selection.’

‘Sure,’ I said lamely.

‘We hope too you’ll both be able to join us for dinner Saturday evening in the restaurant here. They have a fine reputation by all accounts.’

‘That would be great. But you haven’t forgotten Sally and I are sadly not together any longer.’

‘You’re not? I remember now, you told me that before. Well, boy, probably no bad thing, time to trade her in for a younger model. Anyone else you’d like to bring along instead?’

I looked at Anna and raised my eyebrows entreatingly. She crossed her eyes and mimed slitting her throat, but then relented and nodded yes.

‘I’ll try and get Anna Grant, who writes for the magazines,’ I said. ‘I know she’d be honoured to meet you.’

‘Fine,’ said Barney, ‘so long as she’s cute. Get over here at seven-thirty and have them call up to our suite.’
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The press coverage on Friday morning was even better than I’d dared hope. Ellen Durlacher had done a great job. Every newspaper had cleared the decks for Anastasia Fulger. The Daily Mail ran a cover flash above their masthead with our front cover inset, and had turned over the whole of page three and the centre spread to the story, plugging In Society in every paragraph. The Times had devoted their basement – the quirky slot along the bottom of the front page – to it, recycling all the key quotes and attributing them to us. The Daily Telegraph put it on page three with a front cover, and the Daily Express on page five. The Sun, who hadn’t actually been sent an advance issue by Ellen, simply pirated the front cover and splashed it across their whole front page under the headline ‘Hands off my Assets’. In the cab into work I heard the presenters of the Today programme discussing it, with Anna Ford questioning whether it was ethical of us to publish an old picture of Mrs Fulger half-naked.

I arrived at the office to find Ellen already waiting.

‘Have you seen the papers yet?’ she asked.

I kissed her on the cheek. ‘It’s just brilliant. You’ve done brilliantly.’

‘They’re going to massacre me,’ she said. ‘Half the stories have Exclusive on them. I’m dreading the calls.’

‘Don’t take them. Hide behind your secretary.’

‘She’s scared too.’

‘Then hire a temp for the day.’

Kay Lipschwitz Anderson came into the office with a full set of newspaper cuttings, already reduced on the photocopier to A4 size.

‘Isn’t this something?’ she purred in her Brooklyn drawl. ‘I’m having the girls run off two hundred sets of everything and bike them round to the top spenders.’ She flashed an inventory of advertisers under my nose. ‘I’ve drafted a Publisher’s Letter about success for us translating into success for them.’

‘Are the copies actually on the news stands yet? I didn’t notice any on my way in.’

It was seven-forty-five. If the system had worked they should be arriving right now. It was crucial they were available by eight o’clock, at the railway stations especially, otherwise some of the impact of the newspaper coverage would be lost. The commuters had to pour off the trains and see the issues on the station bookstalls.

‘Where’s Megan anyway?’ I tried her office but no one answered.

The telephone rang. ‘It’s Megan. Look, I’m still in Peterborough at the printers. The fucking binder broke twice during the night, but don’t worry, it’s OK. Half the copies left here at six o’clock. They’re going to make it. My God, Kit, I’ve never seen so many trucks waiting.’

‘You all right, Megan? You sound like you ought to go to bed.’

‘Don’t tell me, love, I’m going. Alone unfortunately. Just me and an Irish coffee.’

Ellen, Kay and I decided to walk up to Piccadilly and see whether any copies had arrived yet. Directly opposite Prince’s Arcade there’s a large newsagent which stocks all the magazines as well as expensive greetings cards and tacky souvenirs of London. On the way we ran into Micky and he joined us. He looked elated by all the attention but also jumpy. I didn’t blame him. I think we all felt a bit like that.

The first thing we saw as we went through the door was In Society. Four full facings, which means four piles side by side on the shelf with no overlapping. They hit you right between the eyes. I defy anyone to have gone into that shop that morning and not noticed them. The cover was very strong. It had that magnetic quality that’s difficult to achieve except by luck, and what in the mag biz we call ‘icon’ quality.

We stood there, the four of us, admiring the impact when a woman in her twenties came in, browsed along the shelves, picked up In Society and bought it. It was a good omen.

‘Nice reader to have,’ said Kay Lipschwitz Anderson. ‘You noticed her bag came from Dolce & Gabbana.’

My morning in the office was punctuated by updates from Ellen about the progress of her PR blitzkrieg. She had got Anna Grant on to a lunchtime talk show and promised to video it for me. At midday she appeared with an early edition of the Evening Standard. On page three was a photograph of Bruno Fulger coming out of the Connaught hotel, looking ballistic and refusing to comment on his wife’s remarks. I hadn’t realised he was in London. The knowledge was oddly disquieting.

For now I had other things to think about. My lunch yesterday with the French cosmetics people from Mouchette had not been one hundred per cent reassuring either. Being French, and knowing that I was picking up the bill, they had made it plain they expected three full courses with wine, liqueurs, the lot. They had then proceeded to criticise the food dish by dish, while pursuing a similar tactic on our stable of magazines. This is standard practice in the advertising world. First denigrate the medium. So they told me that for them, at this time, radio was much more potent than magazines and had an immediate impact on sales over the counter. They told me that ‘our partners in retail’ were urging them to drop magazine advertising altogether and divert the entire spend on to TV. Then they told me they were very disappointed with the level of editorial coverage they’d been receiving in our titles for their new gentle exfoliating scrub and eye-contour gel. It was the classic beat-up routine.

Jean-Marc LeNoy, Président du Conseil de Mouchette SA, was a smooth, rather dissolute man in his late fifties.

The sum total of what I knew about him was that he had an apartment in the place de la Madeleine, of which he was very proud, and a mistress somewhere in the Marais who accompanied him on his frequent overseas trips.

You have to be very careful in the way you handle clients like LeNoy, because their business decisions aren’t based on any kind of logic. Everything is an extension of their vanity and ego and personal prejudices. If you turned down an invitation to one of LeNoy’s launch parties or dinners, he’d wipe Couture off the advertising schedule without a moment’s hesitation or regret. I don’t suppose he even bothered to glance at the reader profiles and magazine demographics we sent him. His principal concern was whether and how often his own photograph was published in the party pages. If he was missed out (as sometimes happens when you’re choosing six pictures from six hundred) he’d ring me up from Paris and whinge for a full half hour.

‘It isn’t for me personally that it matters, you understand,’ he’d say. ‘You know me – pah – I don’t give a damn if I’m in this magazine or that magazine. It is Mouchette you have insulted. When people see these pictures and they know I was present but there’s no picture of me, they ask themselves, “For what reason has Couture excluded Mouchette?”’

That explains why you see so many more photographs of Jean-Marc LeNoy than he genuinely merits.

He had arrived with two of his marketing people in tow, the chief of whom, Pierre Roux, was a Euro-class slime-ball. I’d only ever seen him in one uniform: blue blazer with gold buttons, grey flannel trousers and a silk Herme`s tie with a pattern of yellow and green giraffes. Probably he slept in it too. His complexion – and this was unlucky considering the extravagant claims of his company – was terrible, with angry red blotches and open pores. He had recently graduated from INSEAD and travelled everywhere with an Apple powerbook. On the slightest pretext he would magic up a set of pie charts on screen, demonstrating Mouchette’s ever-growing market share in fragrance and skincare.

I must say I treated these statistics with extreme caution. From what I heard from their competitors, Mouchette was in trouble, possibly even terminal decline. It was a pity because they were almost the last French beauty company not to have been swallowed up by one of the big boys like L’Oréal or Louis Vuitton-Moe¨t Hennessy, LVMH. As magazine publishers, we preferred them to stay that way. The conglomerates have a nasty habit of collectivising their ad-spend and ganging up for special deals. Mouchette would have to look out if they wished to stay independent. And with LeNoy and Roux in charge, I didn’t hold out much hope.

Pierre Roux waited until the digestifs to fire his salvo. A lot of second-raters in marketing do this, I’ve noticed. They pussyfoot about for the whole of lunch, talking about their children and whingeing gently about the economy and magazines, then launch into the important stuff when you’re ready to leave.

‘I am now going to say something very serious for you,’ he announced. ‘If you will just take a look at the screen here.’ He slid a switch and a thicket of bar charts appeared on the powerbook. I squinted. Against the terracotta walls of Daphne’s it was hard to distinguish anything very clearly.

‘This,’ he said, indicating the first column, ‘is our current advertising investment in Weiss Magazines. While over here,’ he pointed to the adjacent column, ‘is the same information for Incorporated Publications.’

I nodded. Nothing he was showing me surprised me. We track our competitors’ revenues account by account.

‘Now I am going to tell you something which will maybe shock you a little,’ he said. The self-importance of the man was beginning to get to me. I felt certain his ancestors had been slavish denouncers of the bourgeoisie in the Reign of Terror.

‘For this year,’ he said, ‘Mouchette will no longer be splitting its budgets in the same ratio. Instead we will do it like this.’

He pressed a button and a single enormous column flashed on to the screen.

‘One company will have everything,’ he said. ‘Nine hundred thousand pounds of advertising for the winner. Nothing at all for the loser.’

As a strategy for selling face cream it sounded just about the dumbest I’d heard, but Pierre Roux seemed delighted with it. Doubtless it was a technique he’d learnt at INSEAD.

‘And the rationale behind this?’ I asked.

‘Commitment,’ he replied. ‘We’re looking for one publishing house to forge extra-close ties with. To be our partners in progress. We would make a very substantial commitment to you in advertising pages. In return we’d expect you to make a very substantial commitment to us.’

‘Meaning what, exactly?’

‘That’s up to you. It could be a question of additional volume discounts, it could be other things too. Editorial commitments, special endorsements of our new products by your beauty editors.’

‘As you know very well, Pierre, we don’t tell our editors what to write.’

He snorted sardonically. ‘Well, as I said, that’s entirely up to you. It’s not for me to tell you how to run your business. But I’m sure your editors won’t find it beyond them when you explain to them what’s at stake.’

‘As a matter of fact, Pierre, I won’t be telling the editors about this at all. This is a commercial matter, not editorial.’

I hated the turn the conversation had taken. And I was cross with myself too for letting it rile me. Heaven knows, the Chinese wall between the editorial department and commerce is thin enough on magazines, virtually transparent sometimes, but there is still some vestige of integrity and I was proud of that. I found it insulting that Pierre thought he could buy our editors by holding us to ransom.

I asked Pierre, ‘What’s the time frame on this Dutch auction, then?’

‘Dutch auction?’ He looked blank. Evidently they don’t teach them that module at business school.

‘It’s an old English expression,’ I said. ‘It’s the reverse of a normal auction. The price keeps on going down.’

‘Kit,’ he said, ‘I’m disappointed in you. You shouldn’t adopt this attitude. It’s bad business. I’m sure Mr Weiss wouldn’t find anything unusual in what we’re proposing. Howard Trench certainly didn’t when I made the same presentation at Incorporated. He seemed keen to get the extra volume.’

I bet he was.

‘As for the time frame,’ said Pierre, ‘how about next Wednesday afternoon in Paris at four o’clock. At the avenue Montaigne.’

Three working days. Bastards.

The bill when it arrived came to £234 of Barney Weiss’s money.

All this was going through my head as I sat in my office in Park Place that Friday afternoon, waiting for the four o’clock circulation figures.

As it turned out, we got them slightly early. Norman had spent most of the day on the distributors’ backs and they’d responded by processing our data first. In addition he’d had his entire circulation department conduct their own monitor, ringing key newsagents and railway stations direct. At lunchtime he’d rung to tell me the issue was ‘going like a train’. Now, at a quarter to four, he was ecstatic.

He burst into my office followed by most of his department, grinning from ear to ear. Phil Burton, our news stand manager, was punching the air in triumph.

Norman was brandishing the figures that had just come through on the fax.

‘This is bloody fantastic, guvner, that’s all there is to it,’

he announced. ‘Eighty-nine per cent sell-through in the first six hours. Technical sell-out. Two hundred bloody thousand copies. My contacts at Menzies say they’ve never seen anything like it. Listen to this. It’s a list of all the places that have sold out completely. W. H. Smith in Sloane Square. Smiths, High Holborn. Smiths, King’s Cross. Smiths, Epsom High Street …’

‘That’s OK, Norman. I think we’ve got the picture.’

Suzy, who knows the appropriate gesture for every situation, appeared through the door with champagne and a tray of glasses. ‘I’ve invited Micky Rice, Kay Anderson and Ellen Durlacher to join you too,’ she said. ‘They’re on their way up. And some of the In Society staff. Megan still hasn’t got back from Peterborough. We think she’s out cold in some motel on the ring road.’

A second bottle was opened, then a third. Even Micky Rice began to unwind a bit.

‘I’ve got to hand it to you, Micky,’ Norman in his euphoria was telling him. ‘When I heard you were putting that German bird on the cover, I never believed it’d work. But it’s bloody marvellous. She’s selling like stink. Don’t ask me why, I’m only the circulation man. You fellows are the creative geniuses. And it’s bloody marvellous, that’s all. Not that I see anything very special in this Anastasia myself. Give me Uma Thurman any day.’

A toast seemed to be called for, so I asked everyone to top up their glasses and said, ‘To Micky, for taking In Society through the two hundred thousand barrier.’

There was a roar of agreement and cries of ‘Well done, Micky!’

Then I added on the spur of the moment, ‘And to Anna Grant, who sadly isn’t here too. For writing such a great piece about Anastasia Fulger and for bringing us the scandalous picture on the front cover.’

A second cheer. Unconsciously I found myself looking at Micky. It might have been my imagination, but I was pretty certain that his nose had suddenly been put badly out of joint.

The party was still going strong when a telephone began ringing in the outer office and Suzy diverted it through to my desk.

‘Mr Kit Preston?’ It was a heavy accent, Swiss-German. ‘Rudolph Gombricht.’

I motioned the others to shut up, and the laughter subsided into a gentle murmur. I think those colleagues standing closest to me realised this was an awkward call, and watched me nervously.

‘You appear to have made a fool of us,’ said Gombricht. ‘I hope you’re feeling pleased with yourself.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Grow up, Mr Preston,’ he snapped back. ‘You know perfectly well. And if you’re wise you’ll listen to what I’ll say next very carefully. Mr Bruno Fulger isn’t happy about what happened today, and nor is Mrs Fulger. Please don’t imagine we don’t know all about how you placed those stories in today’s newspapers. You’ve made Mrs Fulger a laughing stock and Mr Bruno Fulger’s wife is never a laughing stock, not even after they’re divorced.’

I began to say something about the article being an accurate reflection of what Anastasia Fulger had said, but Rudolph Gombricht cut me short.

‘Don’t interrupt, Mr Preston. You’re in enough trouble already, printing a stolen photograph of Mrs Fulger for which you have no copyright clearance whatever. And which you published against the explicit advice of the editor. Don’t sound surprised, we know everything, Mr Preston.’

I glared at Micky across the room but he didn’t notice me. He was still basking in compliments on his issue.

‘Where’s all this leading, Mr Gombricht?’

‘For the moment Mr Fulger is considering his position. But, make no mistake, my client isn’t often crossed. And when it happens, he is quite unforgiving.’

‘That isn’t a threat, is it?’

‘Not a threat. A polite warning.’

After that the party broke up. I wouldn’t say it had been exactly soured by Rudolph Gombricht’s telephone call, but I certainly felt that a shadow had fallen across it, and it was hard to recapture my high spirits.

For a couple of years now I’ve suffered from mood swings, probably my separation’s got a lot to do with it. I can feel great one minute, down the next. It’s nothing to worry about, just mild occupational depression.

I headed home to my flat. Suddenly I was very tired. The flat felt cold and unlived in and I wished someone had been there for me. I rang Anna but the answering machine was on, so I left a message about how well the issue was selling, and good luck tomorrow morning with Erskine Greer and we’ll liaise nearer the time about getting to the Dorchester. I stood for a minute or two by the french windows watching the river down below. The tide was very high for June and the current strong. Then, without bothering to draw the curtains, I went to bed.
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I’d got my weekly visits to Cazzie down to a fine art, requiring the minimum interaction with Sally. I’d arrive at our old house off Clapham Common at ten o’clock, double park the car with the hazard lights flashing and walk up the path to the front door. It still felt strange ringing the doorbell of my own house. Sally was usually watching out for me anyway and I’d hear her call, ‘Cazzie. Quickly now, Daddy’s here,’ and there’d be a series of thumps on the staircase as my daughter ran down to find me.

I’ll give Sally this, she’s never tried to poison Cazzie against me or anything. On the surface it’s all very civilised, all very considerate, we tiptoe around on eggs for Cazzie’s sake.

‘Got your shoes, darling? Come on, hurry up, Daddy’s waiting for you.’ Sally fusses around her, helping her get her things together. As soon as she’s handed her over, she’ll drive over to the big Sainsbury’s at Nine Elms and do the weekly shop.

I stand about in the hallway. We bought the hall table together when we first married, but it doesn’t mean anything to me now. I’d never choose it again.

Next door in the sitting-room everything looks exactly the same as it always did, the chair covers, the lamps. The only difference I notice is that our wedding photographs have been taken off show. In their place are pictures of Cazzie everywhere. There’s a new school one of her in an oval frame wearing a gingham smock.

‘Everything OK?’ I asked Sally.

‘Fine,’ she replied. ‘Oh, I don’t know what you’ve planned for today, but if you’re taking her to the children’s zoo at Battersea Park can you please leave out the snake house? She had nightmares afterwards last time.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘We’ll miss out her favourite place. Great.’

‘I’m serious, Kit. It’s not you who has to sit up half the night with her. She was very frightened.’

‘Point taken.’

We went out into the street where I transferred Cazzie’s child seat from Sally’s Renault into my BMW. As usual the seat belt wouldn’t disengage from its clips and I became testy.

Sally and Cazzie stood on the pavement watching me struggle with it. Sally in blue jeans, a blue cotton jersey and a silk scarf tied round her neck. Her hair was short and blonde, she’d had it cut since last Saturday.

‘You will strap that seat back properly into my car afterwards, won’t you?’ said Sally. ‘Last time you didn’t.’

‘Sure,’ I called back.

‘Well, you say that, but last time you didn’t.’

I fixed the child seat and Cazzie climbed in.

‘I can do my own straps now,’ she said proudly. ‘And my own seat belt.’ Her little hands fumbled with the metal ends and slotted them in.

‘Well done, Cazzie.’

Sally put her head through the back door, kissed Cazzie goodbye and dropped a plastic bag on to the seat beside her. ‘One pink Power Ranger,’ she said. ‘Two spare pairs of knickers. Baby wipes. Bring them all back please, Kit.’

We drove to Battersea Park and put the car under a tree near the Buddhist temple. Battersea is my favourite London park. As a child I lived just across the river and walked there over the Albert Bridge every afternoon. In those days there was a great attraction called the Tree Walk, which was a wooden walkway that ran for about a hundred yards between the branches of the sycamores. You went up a flight of steps, walked along and came down at the other end. One of my earliest memories is of running ahead along the Tree Walk, and my mother shouting after me to take care. It disappeared long ago but I still had a special attachment to this park.

Cazzie said, ‘Can we go to the zoo today?’

‘But we went to the zoo last weekend.’

‘Again, Daddy. Oh come on, Daddy. ’Cos it’s got some really good things. Let’s go and see the scary snakes.’

‘Well, I don’t know.’

‘Please, Daddy. Please, please, please. Say yes, Daddy.’

She was hopping from foot to foot and pulling my hand. Some days she looked extraordinarily like her mother with her straw-blonde hair and big imploring eyes. She was wearing a blue denim dress, stripy tights and little blue button shoes, shiny with polish. I don’t know whether the polish was in my honour. She always looked neat and tidy, I’d give Sally that too. Cazzie had recently started minding about what she wore, Sally told me. Today her hair was pulled up off her face in a pink elastic band, like the crown of leaves on a pineapple.

‘OK,’ I said at last. ‘The zoo it is. But not the snake house, Mummy says it gives you nightmares.’

I picked her up and swung her around and hugged her. For some reason I never do this at the house, I wait until we get to the park. Maybe I feel inhibited by Sally being there or something. Anyway Cazzie must have picked up on it because she’s not demonstrative with me either until we’re on our own.

She wound her arms around me for a bit and we kissed and then I put her down and we walked together to the turnstiles of the children’s zoo.

Our visits always followed the same routine. First we went straight through to the fenced-off farmyard area where you can touch the animals. There’s a goat and a large pink pig and baby lambs that stagger about. Then we go and make faces at the capuchin monkeys. Then we visit the rabbits in their hutches, followed by ice creams.

‘Can we see the snakes now, Daddy? I won’t be frightened, I promise.’

‘Not today, darling. Mummy would be cross with me.’

‘But we don’t have to tell her. Let’s just go.’
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