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  FOREWORD




  Twenty years ago I wrote Having It All, the story of Liz Ward trying to balance a high-flying career in television with bringing up two small children and facing some

  difficult obstacles along the way. My novel caused an enormous stir not just in the UK, but around the world. Everyone seemed ready to yell at each other across TV studios, on radio stations and in

  countless newspaper headlines about whether you can or cannot Have It All.




  It will be fascinating to see if things have changed for this generation of readers, or whether it’s still assumed that – in spite of their careers – women are responsible for

  every dentist’s appointment, nativity costume and day off for chicken pox.




  I tried to make Having It All funny, realistic and moving and I do hope the current generation enjoy – and argue over it – as much as the last.




  Maeve Haran




  London, 2014
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  CHAPTER 1




  Liz Ward, high-flying executive and creative powerhouse of Metro Television, woke to the unexpected sensation of a hand slipping inside the top of her silk pyjamas and

  caressing her left breast.




  For ten seconds she kept her eyes closed, abandoning herself to the pleasurable feelings of arousal. As the other hand stole into her pyjama bottoms she arched her back in response, turned her

  head to one side and caught sight of the clock-radio.




  ‘My God! It’s ten past eight!’ she yelped, pushing David’s hands unceremoniously away, and jumping out of bed. ‘I’ve got a nine-fifteen meeting with

  Conrad!’




  She flung her pyjamas on the floor and bolted for the bathroom. On the landing she stopped dead and listened. Silence. Always a bad sign. What the hell were Jamie and Daisy up to?




  Panicking mildly she pushed open the door of Daisy’s bedroom. Jamie was sitting in Daisy’s cot next to her, wearing his new Batman outfit, back to front, attempting to tie his

  Batcape around his protesting baby sister. Scattered on the floor were every pair of tights from Daisy’s sock drawer.




  Jamie looked up guiltily. ‘We needed them. She’s got to have tights if she’s going to be Robin. Don’t you, Daisy?’




  ‘Me Robin,’ agreed Daisy.




  Liz repressed the desire to shout at him that it was eight-fifteen and he was going to be late for school, remembering it was her fault for getting up to no good with David. Instead she kissed

  him guiltily and sprinted back into the bedroom, grabbing her suit from the wardrobe and praying it wasn’t covered in Weetabix from Daisy’s sticky fingers. Women at Metro TV, from the

  vampish Head of Entertainment down to the lady who cleaned the loos, looked like refugees from the cover of Vogue and Liz was finding it tough going keeping up.




  David had retreated under the duvet, his pride wounded. Mercilessly she stripped it off and handed him Jamie’s school tracksuit. ‘Come on, Daddy, you do Jamie. I’ll change

  Daisy in the bathroom.’




  She glanced at her watch again. Eight-twenty-five. Oh my God. The joys of working motherhood.




  By the time she got downstairs, Daisy under one arm and the report she was supposed to have read in bed last night under the other, David was already immersed in the

  newspapers. As usual he let the chaos of the breakfast table lap around him, getting his own toast but never offering to get anyone else’s. How could Donne ever have said no man is an island?

  At breakfast all men are islands, separate and oblivious in a sea of female activity.




  Still sulking at her rebuff, he was even quieter than usual this morning, his nose deep in the Financial Times. Suddenly he steered the paper through the obstacle race of mashed banana,

  Coco Pops, and upended trainer cups towards her.




  ‘Look at this. There’s a piece about Metro. Conrad says he’s about to appoint a Programme Controller at last.’ Raising his voice to drown out the chaos of Daisy’s

  shouts, Jamie’s insistent demands to look at him as he climbed precariously up on his chair, and the nanny’s radio tuned to New Kids on the Block, David shouted across to her,

  ‘Why don’t you pitch for the job?’




  ‘Me?’ Liz wished her reply sounded less like a yelp of panic. She’d only joined Metro Television as Head of Features a few weeks ago when they’d been awarded one of the

  commercial television franchises for London and she was looking forward to the three months before they actually went on air to settle quietly in and get her ideas ready for the launch.




  ‘Yes. You. Elizabeth Ward. Talented producer. Deviser of a whole new style of programme making. Mother of two.’ David warmed to his theme. ‘A woman controller would be a

  brilliant publicity coup for Metro. None of the other TV companies has a woman in charge.’ Fired with enthusiasm he jumped up and came towards her. ‘The nineties is the decade of women,

  for Christ’s sake! And you’re the classic nineties woman. A glittering career and kids! You’d be perfect!’




  No wonder he made such a good newspaper editor, Liz thought affectionately. Talking people into doing things they didn’t want to was his great strength. But he didn’t know Conrad

  Marks, Metro’s tough American MD. Conrad thought women were only good for one thing. He had honed his chauvinism to a fine art back home where men were men and women went shopping. He would

  never hand over power to a woman.




  ‘You don’t know Conrad like I know Conrad.’




  She winced, remembering the opening ceremony of Metro’s stylish new offices the day before yesterday. Somehow or other Conrad had persuaded the Duchess of York to do the honours. Fergie

  had turned up in one of her fashion disasters, a low-cut peasant number which should have stayed on the upper reaches of Mont Blanc where it belonged. Conrad had spent most of the ceremony peering

  down her cleavage and she was barely out of earshot when he’d whispered loudly to his deputy: ‘Did you see the tits on the Duchess? Lucky royal brats!’




  Conrad would never appoint a woman to run Metro.




  ‘But I’m an ideas person, not a tough exec.’ Liz tried to gulp her coffee and stop Jamie wiping his nose on his school uniform. ‘I don’t have the killer

  instinct.’




  ‘You don’t push hard enough, that’s all.’ Liz could hear the exasperation in his voice. He was so different from her. So sure of himself. Thirty-five and already editor

  of the Daily News, Logan Greene’s blue-eyed boy, heir apparent to the whole Greene empire. Occasionally, judging David by his boyish good looks, people underestimated him. Invariably

  they regretted it.




  But then David had always known what he wanted. To get on. To get out of Yorkshire and away from his parents’ council house. To succeed. And he had. Even beyond his wildest dreams. And he

  couldn’t understand her reluctance to do the same.




  Looking at his watch he stood up. ‘It’s the caring sharing nineties remember. Killer instincts are out. We’re all supposed to respect the feminine now. Intuition.

  Sensitivity.’




  ‘Bullshit. Try telling Conrad that.’




  He leaned over and kissed her teasingly. ‘No. You try telling him.’




  Liz wiped the cereal out of Daisy’s hair and, fending off the sticky hands that lunged for her suit, kissed the tender nape of her neck. Reluctantly she handed her over to Susie, the

  nanny, and tried to persuade Jamie to let go of her leg so that she could check her briefcase. As usual he wailed and clung like a limpet.




  On the way out she glanced at herself briefly in the hall mirror. She wasn’t too bad for thirty-six. She could do with losing a bit of weight, but at least it meant she didn’t have

  any lines. Thank God she’d had a decent haircut last week which dragged her if not exactly into the nineties, then at least out of the seventies. And the smoky jade eyeshadow the hairdresser

  had persuaded her to try gave her eyes a sensual oriental look she was quite taken with. People said brunettes kept their looks longer. Well, brunettes said brunettes kept their looks longer

  anyway.




  Looking at her watch, Liz felt a brief but familiar blast of panic: she was going to be late for the meeting with Conrad, the Hoover needed servicing and she’d just remembered that Susie

  wanted the car today. What had David called her? The classic nineties woman? Ha bloody ha.




  There were, as usual, only two women at the weekly ideas meeting: Lizand Claudia Jones, Metro’s Head of Entertainment. Having raced across London and run up three flights

  of stairs when she found the lift was full, Liz arrived out of breath and tense. Fortunately Andrew Stone, Metro’s Head of News, was late as well so she managed to slip in and sit down

  without looking too obvious.




  It meant doing without the coffee she would have killed for, but at least Claudia couldn’t cast one of her usual withering glances at the clock. Chic, single and childless, Claudia turned

  Putting the Job First into a religion.




  Glancing across the vast boardroom table at Claudia, Liz couldn’t decide what she disliked about her most: the way she always looked as though she’d stepped out of Harvey

  Nichols’s window, her blatant use of being female to get what she wanted or her complete lack of talent.




  Claudia was the kind of person who kidnapped other people’s ideas and took the credit for them. She loved being a woman in a man’s world and wanted as few others as possible to be

  allowed to join the club. And Liz had a shrewd idea that included her.




  There was also a rumour going round Metro that Claudia had the ear of Conrad Marks. And from time to time, so the gossips said, the rest of his body too.




  ‘Nice suit,’ Claudia congratulated her. Liz looked at her in surprise. Friendliness wasn’t Claudia’s style. ‘Armani, isn’t it?’




  Every eye in the room looked Liz up and down with interest.




  Claudia smiled unexpectedly. ‘Pity about the back.’




  Liz looked down horrified. Over the back of one shoulder, like some lurid post-punk jewellery, was half the contents of Daisy’s breakfast.




  In the Ladies there was nothing to wipe it off with. Toilet paper would disintegrate and cover the black suit with bits of tissue, and the roller towel was too short to reach. With a sudden

  inspiration she delved into her wallet and retrieved her American Express Card. That would do nicely.




  By the time Liz got back into the boardroom Conrad had arrived. She slipped into her seat hoping he wouldn’t notice. Some hope.




  ‘I was just saying, Liz’– he didn’t even bother to look in her direction – ‘that no doubt you’re all wondering who’s on my shortlist for Programme

  Controller. There are two candidates, both internal. I assume you’d like to know who they are?’ He looked round the room savouring the anxiety on their faces. ‘The first is Andrew

  Stone.’ There was a buzz of muted approval at the mention of the popular though disorganized Head of News. ‘And the other is’ – he grinned wolfishly, playing with them,

  enjoying the tension in the room – ‘Metro’s Head of Entertainment, Claudia Jones.’




  Liz felt like a bucket of freezing water had been thrown over her, but it left her mind cool and sharp as a razor. If Claudia got the job that would be the end of Liz. She couldn’t let it

  happen. She’d have to make a rival bid.




  And yet, how could she? Programme Controller was a body-and-soul job, you had to give it everything you had. She had two small children and she saw little enough of them as it was, God knows. If

  she was running Metro she wouldn’t see them at all.




  Maybe Claudia wouldn’t get the job, maybe Conrad would give it to Andrew. She glanced over at Andrew, bumbling and bluff, grinning ridiculously as he gathered up his papers. When he leaned

  forward she saw that his shirt was only ironed down the front where it showed and remembered that his wife had run off with an ex-colleague and Andrew was having to learn domesticity the hard

  way.




  She saw that Claudia was looking directly at her now, smiling. Of course, she must have known Liz had been passed over. That’s why she’d gone out of her way to humiliate her in front

  of the whole meeting.




  And watching that confident, catlike smile she knew with absolute blazing certainty that Conrad would not give the job to Andrew. He would give it to Claudia.




  A month ago, when she’d thrown up her promising job at the BBC to join Metro, it had been to help make it the most exciting network in British television. Challenging. New. Exciting.

  Different. And what would it be like under Claudia? Cheap. Derivative. Tacky. Predictable.




  Liz sat motionless, gripped with panic. The drama over, everyone began to pack up their papers and leave, congratulating Claudia and Andrew as they stood up. The moment was slipping away.




  Suddenly Liz heard her own voice, surprisingly calm and controlled, cut through the murmurs of excitement. ‘Since you clearly think a woman Controller would be a good thing, Conrad,

  I’d like to pitch for the job too.’




  





  CHAPTER 2




  ‘Can I have the circulation figures for the last two weeks, Julie?’




  David tried to make his tone carefully neutral. As yet no one but he had noticed the small trickle of readers away from the News to its rival the Daily World. But he had, and

  he didn’t like the look of it. Trickles, in newspapers, had a nasty habit of turning into floods unless you caught them early, and he wanted to see exactly when and how it had started, before

  he found Logan sitting on his desk bellowing at him about what the hell was going on.




  Fortunately, studying sales figures bordered on obsession in these days of circulation wars and Julie probably wouldn’t think anything of it.




  David picked up a copy of the Daily World and rolled his eyes heavenwards. He wouldn’t have minded so much if they were losing readers to the Sun – no, that

  wasn’t true, he would, of course he would, but at least it was a fucking newspaper. But the World! The World was a rag, half porn, half fantasy, with any semblance of

  journalism thrown out of the window.




  Look at that splash, for Christ’s sake: I WAS KIDNAPPED BY ALIEN SPACECRAFT. It was typical of the stuff the World churned out. Ludicrous stories they

  never checked because they knew they were crap. True Confessions. Telephoto pictures of Joan Collins or Princess Di sunbathing. And wall-to-wall gossip. Though their gossip writer, Steffi Wilson,

  was about the only good thing about the rag. A bitch, of course, but at least she was good at her job.




  David stood up and chucked the World in the bin with such force it fell over. It was time for the first editorial conference of the day and they’d be discussing real stories,

  thank Christ. But for how long? If he didn’t manage to turn the tide he knew what would happen. Logan would want the News to fight back. Using the same weapons as the

  World.




  ‘Yuk, Mum! You look just like Mrs Thatcher!’




  Jamie, stark naked, stood in the doorway surveying Liz among the heap of discarded clothes she had tried on in her attempt to look the part of the Thrusting Career Woman for the biggest

  interview of her life.




  For nearly half an hour she had rummaged through her wardrobe wishing it wasn’t so full of disasters: hideous sale purchases, elasticated jodhpurs that made her bum look like a sumo

  wrestler’s, purple tracksuit tops. If only she’d bought Neutrals, like the magazines advised. Then at least her mistakes would go together.




  A taupe cotton suit had looked promising till she noticed the small greasy handprints along the hem, and she’d had high hopes of a black linen sheath, but it was too low cut. She could

  hardly answer questions on scheduling while peering down her own cleavage.




  Her last chance had been a beige linen pinstripe, two years old with power shoulders and a knee-length skirt. Below the knee and even she would have had to reject it as too old-fashioned. No, it

  looked OK. Zipping it up she tried not to think about what Claudia would be wearing.




  For two hours last night she’d sat staring at a blank piece of paper thinking What the hell am I going to say tomorrow?




  And then it had come to her. Independent Television’s problem was its audience. The commercial TV viewer was old and downmarket – the Alf Garnett of the viewing public. The BBC had

  cleverly snaffled the younger, richer viewers – the Martini drinkers and the BMW drivers – yet they were exactly the audience the advertisers wanted. Somehow she had to think of a way

  of wooing them back.




  When David came in at two a.m. to see if she was coming to bed, she’d been so absorbed in programme plans that she’d looked up in amazement. I want this job! she’d realized

  with a sudden rush of excitement. I really want it!




  Now in the cold light of day her nerve was deserting her. Would the presentation be just to Conrad or the whole Board? When the taxi driver rang the doorbell ten minutes later it was almost a

  relief. She glanced across at David, deciding not to wake him as he seemed so exhausted at the moment, and tiptoed towards the door.




  ‘Hey,’ a muffled voice from under the covers protested, ‘isn’t today the big day?’ David’s sleepy head appeared from under the covers, grinning. ‘You

  can’t leave without a good-luck kiss. I bet Claudia’s getting one.’ He leered suggestively.




  Liz sat on the bed and ruffled his hair. She’d been worried about him last night. He’d seemed silent and preoccupied. ‘Are you OK, love?’ She lifted his hand and kissed

  it.




  For a split second he considered telling her about the circulation figures and dismissed the idea. He was being a selfish shit. This was her big moment. What she needed was a clear head, not

  having to worry about the problems her husband ought to be able to sort out on his own. Smiling, he pulled her to him to kiss her, noticing at the last minute her shiny red lipgloss.




  ‘Now what would Bogey have done about lipgloss?’ He leaned towards her threateningly.




  Laughing, she ducked away, but he grabbed her, serious suddenly.




  ‘Now just listen to me, kid. You’re brilliant and you’re beautiful. Just remember that. And you’ll walk all over Claudia. Now off you go. And don’t forget to call

  me and let me know how it went.’




  Basking in the warmth of his love she felt her confidence start to flow again. She stopped at the door and blew him a kiss but he’d already retreated under the duvet and was fast asleep.

  Still smiling, she ran down to the waiting cab, her nerves forgotten.




  As she settled back into the minicab’s furry seat she asked the driver if he’d mind turning down the radio. If she quietly read her notes for twenty minutes she’d be ready. But

  the driver took her request as the cue for a cheery chat.




  ‘Nice day, eh?’




  ‘Very nice. Look, do you mind if –’




  ‘Metro Television, eh? I ain’t heard of that one. Who’re they then?’




  ‘A new company. We’ve just won the franchise from Capital TV. We take over in three months.’




  ‘Bloody good thing too, crap they put out. You know what’s wrong with TV?’




  Oh God, he was going to give her his views on television. Today of all days.




  ‘They never watch it, TV people don’t. Never sit down and really watch it like us poor sods at home.’




  ‘If you don’t mind I wanted to . . .’ Liz attempted to interrupt him. She couldn’t stand much more of this. ‘Look, I’ve got some urgent reading to do.

  I’m afraid I really do need to get down to it.’




  Keep calm, she told herself, sooner or later he’ll have to stop talking. But she was wrong. By the time they reached the Metro TV Building by Battersea Bridge Liz was at screaming point,

  her nerves in shreds. As he stood holding the door open for her the wretched man was still giving his views on competitive scheduling and the lack of Nature Programmes. Liz swung out of the car so

  fast she caught her tights on the door and ripped them.




  By the time she got to her office it was nine-fifteen and she was almost hysterical. Viv, her secretary, always first at her desk on their floor, was already putting the coffee on.




  Liz flopped into a seat. Wordlessly she pointed at her ripped tights, the only pair she had with her. Claudia would have had a spare pair in her drawer, six spare pairs, along with the dildo and

  whip she no doubt kept for subduing male colleagues. All Liz had was an aged Slim-A-Soup and one of Daisy’s dummies.




  Liz looked at her secretary in astonishment. Viv was peeling off her pale beige Le Spec tights in full view of the mercifully empty office.




  ‘Here you go. Just as well I’ve been on the sunbed. Your need is greater than mine, as they say. The only way I’m ever going to be Programme Controller is if I buy a video and

  do it myself at home. This is your Big Chance.’




  Viv pulled her skirt down over her long legs and put her shoes back on. ‘And if you want the secretaries’ view, we reckon Conrad’s had it up to here with Claudia Jones,

  she’s been pushing him too far in and out of bed. And Andrew Stone’s so wet we don’t believe even Conrad would give him the job. So we reckon you could be in with a

  chance.’




  Viv strode off bare-legged to pour them both a coffee, leaving Liz speechless. How on earth did the secretaries know all that? Five minutes later Liz did a twirl in beige pinstripes with

  matching Le Spec tights. She sensed her nerve returning with every sip of the hot coffee. Feeling calmer and clutching her carefully planned speech, she was finally ready to go up to Conrad’s

  office.




  In the lift she found Andrew Stone reading a newspaper cutting, looking even more nervous than she was. Poor Andrew. He was one of those men who sweated like Richard Nixon taking a lie detector

  test. She knew that his handshake would be soft and damp and that his breath would smell faintly of curry, even though he’d brushed his teeth. No wonder his wife had left him.




  Still absorbed in his article, Andrew suddenly realized that they were on the fourth floor and that Liz was getting out. He made a rush for the door just as it was closing. But it was too quick

  for him and he stood there trying to prise it apart, like Woody Allen playing Clark Kent, while his folder fell to the floor, scattering notes and cuttings all over the lobby.




  ‘Oh Jesus!’ he yelped, ‘those are supposed to be in the right order!’




  Hearing the panic in his voice, Liz gave him a quick smile of sympathy and helped him to pick them up.




  As they scrabbled on the floor the lift doors opened again and Claudia stepped put. Suddenly the lobby was filled with the heady scent of Giorgio, as brash and impossible to ignore as Claudia

  herself. Bloody Claudia! How did she always manage to find you at a disadvantage?




  ‘Hello, Lizzie darling. Hi, Andrew. Don’t get up.’ Claudia stepped round them, her four-inch heel narrowly missing Andrew’s hand. Her short dark bob gleamed as she

  sashayed past them in a bright-red tailored suit with gold buttons. Her lips and nails matched it exactly.




  And worst of all, Liz thought furiously, as an admiring sales exec held the door open for her to pass regally through on her way to Conrad’s office, her hands were empty. No folder. No

  cards. Not even a Filofax. She was going to make her presentation without a single note!




  Liz handed Andrew the last of his cuttings and tried not to feel dashed. That was exactly what Claudia wanted. She’d felt so unreasonably proud at reducing her notes to a single sheet,

  then Claudia swans in with it all in her head. Blast her!




  Keep calm! You’re the one with the ideas, not Claudia. Claudia only knows about how to screw agents and massage stars’ egos. David’s right. Claudia couldn’t dream up a

  strategy for the network to save her life.




  Liz smoothed down her linen skirt, which was now wrinkled and creased from bending, pushed a strand of hair out of her eye and held the double doors open for Andrew in case he dropped everything

  again.




  Outside Conrad’s office, Claudia sat sipping a cup of black coffee, her legs in their sheer black stockings folded demurely to one side, looking exactly like the illustration from one of

  those infuriating articles about who would have the top jobs in five years’ time.




  The door opened and Conrad stood there. ‘We’re ready for you now, Claudia.’




  Claudia calmly put down her cup and stood up.




  Watching her retreating back Liz noticed that there wasn’t a single crease in her suit and felt a stab of furious jealousy. If only Claudia would put a foot wrong, forget her lines,

  suggest some ludicrous programme idea, fail to understand about marginal costing, betray some kind of humanity!




  But Claudia wasn’t human. She was an alien in a red suit who had every move programmed, calculated, planned. If you ripped off that self-satisfied face you’d probably find not blood

  vessels and bone but wires and terminals.




  As Claudia closed the door, Liz offered up a silent prayer. She hardly ever prayed and she didn’t suppose that God would greatly approve of her sentiment. But she said it anyway.




  Dear God, if there is a God . . . just this once . . . please . . . let Claudia fuck up!




  From the smile on Claudia’s face when she emerged Liz deduced that her prayers had not been answered. It announced, simply but subtly, that Conrad and the Board had found

  their Programme Controller, and that any other interviews would simply be for form’s sake.




  ‘How did it go?’ Liz heard herself asking, against her will.




  ‘Not bad. Not bad at all.’




  Liz knew that was Claudia for Why don’t you bow out now, you poor schmuckss, to avoid embarrassment? and tried to concentrate on remembering what she was going to say.




  She didn’t have long to wait. The door opened again and suddenly it was her turn to be rotated slowly on the spit while Metro’s Board threw barbed questions at her tender flesh.




  There were five of them altogether, all male and, apart from Conrad who was in shirtsleeves and red braces, they looked grey and Cityfied. Money men. Everyone said it was the accountants who ran

  television these days. The highest accolade was no longer winning an award, but coming in under budget.




  As he sat her down she was struck again by Conrad’s presence. He might be small but you always knew when he’d come into a room, even before you saw him. It was as though the energy

  quota somehow soared. Conrad gave the impression of millions and millions of atoms packed into too small a body, all of them bursting to get out. You felt you could warm your hands by him.




  But as Conrad introduced her to Metro’s Chairman, Sir Derek Johnson, and two of the other members of the Board, she found her eyes drawn to the fifth man in the room. He was tall and suave

  in a City sort of way, not the Porsche and carphone variety, but the sort who still wore navy chalk-stripe suits, subtle ties, and believed in keeping their promises. Liz hadn’t known there

  were any of them still left.




  He seemed somehow familiar and she was so busy staring at him that she didn’t hear the names of the two men in suits Conrad had just introduced to her. Finally he got round to the fifth

  man.




  ‘Here is our most recent appointee to the Board, one of the square mile’s rising stars, financial whiz-kid and daring venture capitalist, Mark Rowley.’




  Liz felt her neck go blotchy and red as it always did when she was suddenly embarrassed. Mark Rowley! It couldn’t be the same person! With frightening clarity the memory of a night sixteen

  years ago flooded back to her in painful detail.




  She’d met Mark Rowley at a dinner party not long after meeting David for the first time in Oxford. Mark was twenty, like she was, a public schoolboy who’d just joined Lloyds, polite,

  shy, repressed. Mark didn’t seem very interested in the City, his only enthusiasm was for his hobby and passion, the Territorial Army. He was quiet and intense, completely at odds with David

  who was burning to be a journalist and despised anyone who did a job they didn’t like, especially a public schoolboy who got his kicks playing soldiers.




  But then Mark had asked her to a ceremonial dinner for his regiment at the Goldsmiths’ Hall and she’d accepted. David had been livid when he’d heard and she’d enjoyed his

  jealousy.




  She hadn’t much liked Mark’s friends, to her they seemed stuffy and boastful, but she’d liked Mark. She was touched by the way he didn’t hide his pride in her, kept

  smiling delightedly that she was on his arm. Yet, at the same time, to her twenty-year-old eyes, there was something about his gaucheness and innocence she found off-putting, as though he might not

  know how to kiss. And she’d found herself wondering if on the way home he would make some clumsy pass.




  And then after dinner they’d come out into the beautiful courtyard, Mark’s friends and officers chatting on the pavement before they got into their cars to leave. She’d been

  vaguely aware of a battered Mini drawing up, Van Morrison blaring on its stereo. Without looking at the wild curly hair or the challenging blue eyes, she knew David was behind the wheel.




  And in an act of cruelty she still regretted, she had said good night to Mark and climbed into the car. Looking through the back window as he stood on the pavement, his friends standing round

  either embarrassed or laughing, she saw a look of hurt that had stayed with her over the years.




  He’d completely changed of course. The gauche shyness had long been buried under layers of cultivated charm. The public schoolboy who’d got his thrills from lying out on Salisbury

  Plain on manoeuvres was into corporate raiding now. For a moment Liz wondered if it was the same person. After all he’d made not the slightest sign that he recognized her.




  And then Mark looked in her direction, his gaze holding hers momentarily, before he scanned the other people in the room. He gave no sign of recognition but she knew it was him. And beneath the

  veneer of sophistication she sensed that he remembered that night with even greater clarity than she did. Quickly she looked down at her notes.




  ‘So, Liz,’ Conrad’s voice cut through her memories, ‘why don’t you hit us with your strategy for the network?’




  Keeping her eyes glued to Conrad’s Liz managed to find her voice. And as she outlined her proposals for drama and comedy and her plans for current affairs and documentary, she could feel

  her enthusiasm begin to cut through the stiff formality of the occasion and she even won the odd smile of encouragement. What’s more they really seemed to be listening and she could tell from

  their questions that they were taking her seriously. She breathed a silent sigh of relief.




  ‘Fine, Liz,’ Conrad finally cut in. ‘I don’t think there’s any question that you’re very impressive creatively speaking but television in the nineties is

  going to be tough. Independent television doesn’t have a monopoly of ad revenue any more. We’re fighting on all sides: the BBC, video and now satellite is beginning to take a big bite

  of the cherry. We’ll only survive if we can be competitive.’ He paused and she knew the big one was coming up. ‘Tell me, Liz, what kind of programme budget would you have in mind?

  Roughly speaking, of course.’




  Liz tried desperately to keep her finger off the Erase button in her brain, born of broken nights and continual tiredness, which sometimes blanked out what she was going to say at crucial

  moments. After all, she’d been expecting this. She’d spent half of last night with a calculator so that she’d know what she was talking about.




  She’d always known that programme ideas would be the easy bit. They were her strength. But money was the acid test. You could be Steven Spielberg but if you didn’t have the financial

  skills of an accountant, you wouldn’t get the job.




  She looked round the serious pin-striped group and it struck her that they weren’t really interested in television. All they cared about was the bottom line, how much profit Metro could

  keep once it had disposed of the tiresome job of making programmes. Television was just another commodity to them, like property or stocks and shares. Only Conrad had ever worked in television, if

  you could call producing gameshows that made The Price Is Right look sophisticated working in television.




  She knew they wanted a figure, a ballpark at least. And she also knew that it would be crazy to give it to them, a hostage to fortune she’d bitterly regret if she got the job.




  ‘I know times are tough, Conrad, but boxing myself into a corner at this stage would be stupid. Let’s just say the figure would be realistic.’




  It was a fudge and they knew it.




  She sensed that the interview was at an end. Conrad stood up. ‘Thank you, Liz, that’s most helpful.’




  She got to her feet and shook hands. Mark Rowley still hadn’t given the slightest acknowledgement that they knew each other. Liz began to wonder if perhaps it wasn’t the same person

  after all.




  Andrew smiled at her sympathetically as she came out. Claudia had gone, presumably to alert the gossip columnists of her imminent success.




  It was only when she was halfway down the corridor that she realized she’d left her bag in Conrad’s office and cursed herself for her ridiculous female obsession with carrying it

  around everywhere.




  She listened at the door to make sure it wasn’t an embarrassing moment, her hand poised to knock. Through the thin partition walls, which were a source of annoyance to all who worked at

  Metro and which everyone said were the result of Conrad employing the cheapest contractors because they gave him a kickback, she heard them discussing her performance. To her surprise the reaction

  from everyone seemed to be favourable. Except one person.




  In his measured suave tones, Mark Rowley was announcing that he thought she was a bullshitter.




  Liz stood rigid with fury. From his tone she could tell that she hadn’t been mistaken. He was the man she’d snubbed all those years ago. And he had a long memory.




  Her first instinct, born of her dislike of confrontations, was to forget her bag and leave. And then she wondered how she could possibly tell David that she’d run away.




  Without even knocking, she opened the door and strode in, leaving them no time to adjust their conversation.




  ‘Hello again, gentlemen. Please excuse me. I forgot this.’ She reached down and picked up her bag. ‘And may I say one thing?’ She glanced round the group keeping her tone

  deliberately pleasant and even. ‘I am not a bullshitter.’ She smiled. ‘Of course I would say that, wouldn’t I? So there’s only one way to find out. Give me the

  job.’




  She reached into her bag and pulled out the sheaf of figures she’d been working on last night and placed them in Mark Rowley’s hands. ‘Here’s a detailed breakdown of the

  budget I need to make Metro the top TV station in London. Anything more I’ll raise myself from sponsorship and co-production.’




  As she reached the door she turned and smiled.




  ‘See. No bullshit.’




  In the Ladies, Liz splashed cold water in her face and tried to calm down. What did it matter that she’d made a fool of herself and broken every rule in the book by

  walking back in there? She wasn’t the type to be Programme Controller anyway. She’d admitted it to David and it was the truth. The last few days had been a fantasy. The world of

  boardrooms belonged to people like Claudia who would walk all over people and Mark who could bear grudges and exact his pound of flesh sixteen years later. And they were welcome to it!




  Maybe she’d go home and have lunch with Jamie and Daisy. She needed a breath of fresh innocent air to blow away the anger and outrage that were still boiling inside her.




  ‘Who wants to be Programme Controller? Eyeee . . . don’t!’ Sounding not at all like Frank Sinatra in High Society, Liz’s secretary tried to comfort her with

  coffee and a doughnut that looked like a dieter’s entire daily calorie allocation. Liz smiled gratefully and reached for the phone to dial home. Blast! The answering machine was on and her

  own voice, much posher than she knew it actually to be in real life, invited her to leave a message. She asked Susie to call back if they were going to be in for lunch.




  Five minutes later the phone rang and she jumped on it eagerly, hoping Susie had just got in. If she hurried she could be home in half an hour.




  But it wasn’t Susie. It was Conrad asking her if she could come upstairs for five minutes and informing her that they’d come to a decision.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  When Liz got to Conrad’s office Andrew was already waiting outside but to her surprise there was no sign of Claudia. Conrad put his head round the door and asked Andrew

  to come in first.




  There was a pile of glossy magazines on the coffee table in front of her reinforcing the unpleasant atmosphere of the dentist’s waiting room. Liz had stopped reading magazines the day she

  found herself reaching for Good Housekeeping instead of Cosmopolitan in W. H. Smith’s, but to avoid getting too nervous she flicked through one all the same.




  Halfway through a riveting article about career women who make incisions in their arms as some unorthodox form of stress release, the full horror of her position struck Liz. There wasn’t a

  chance in hell that Andrew would get the job. It was Claudia’s. And while Andrew might be able to bring himself to stay on and work for Claudia, she couldn’t. The truth was, she was

  going to have to resign.




  In less than five minutes the door opened and Conrad appeared with his arm around Andrew’s slumped shoulders. She couldn’t help thinking of Fred Flintstone putting out the cat.

  Except that Andrew had none of the cat’s spunky deviousness. Once he’d been put out he’d stay out.




  Conrad looked round, surprised, clearly expecting to see Claudia. But Claudia obviously knew the results would be in reverse order and was playing it cool. He looked at his watch and

  shrugged.




  And now it was her turn. Liz stood up, took a deep breath and walked slowly into the room, looking straight ahead, and avoiding Mark Rowley’s eyes. She’d spent the last couple of

  minutes unscrambling her brain and by now her resignation speech was planned and ready in her head.




  ‘Please sit down, Liz.’ To her surprise Conrad indicated a place on the sofa next to him instead of the chair she’d sat in for the interview. She sat down, trying to keep her

  speech clear in her head and telling herself that after this she would rush home and see her children.




  Suddenly she felt furiously angry with the cosy, clubby manner of these five men who would give the job to Claudia, the boss’s girlfriend, because she conformed to the tough-bitch image

  which both scared and excited them, but would pass her over and dismiss her, who was far more talented, as a bullshitter.




  It might be another disastrous mistake which would brand her ‘hysterical’ or ‘aggressive’, the two usual words that dismissed any female signs of insubordination but she

  didn’t care. She wasn’t leaving the room before she had given as good as she’d got. She would enjoy telling them a thing or two about how male values were not the only, or even

  the best, way to run a business.




  ‘Conrad.’ She raised her chin combatively. ‘I know what you’re going to tell me. But there are one or two things I’d like to say first.’




  ‘By all means. We’ll all have to listen to you from now on.’




  ‘What I wanted to say was –’ She stopped, taking in the meaning of his words for the first time. ‘You mean . . .’




  ‘Certainly. Don’t look so surprised. I always knew you were a real talent at programme-making, that’s why I hired you, for Christ’s sake. But those figures you put

  together took us all by surprise. Especially Mark here.’ He grinned at Mark who smiled sheepishly back. ‘Congratulations. We’d like to offer you the job as Metro TV’s new

  Programme Controller.’




  When Conrad showed Liz out of the boardroom, Claudia had finally deigned to appear and she gave him a slow sexy smile which he didn’t return. The secretarial bush

  telegraph had been right, as it usually is. He was getting bored with Claudia’s demands. The first time she had disappeared under his desk and taken his prick into her mouth, he

  would have given her anything just not to stop that exquisite, dangerous excitement.




  But she was becoming too pushy. This bid for Programme Controller, for instance. She was a talented manager but her ideas were lousy. And he knew what would happen if she got the job. In five

  minutes she’d be shrugging off any suggestions he made as interference. Before long he’d have to fire her. Then she’d probably go to the press and cry rape. That was a joke. The

  most willing victim in the history of crime figures. Still, he wasn’t looking forward to telling her about the appointment they’d just made. He knew only too well that the news he had

  to give her was not what she was expecting. Trying to stifle an unexpected shiver of panic, he held the door open for her.




  ‘Claudia, could you come in for a moment?’




  ‘I can’t believe you’re doing this to me, Conrad.’




  Claudia talked to him as though the other men present didn’t exist. She knew she’d been pushing her luck lately and that he’d been withdrawing in subtle ways, but she’d

  assumed that was because when she was Programme Controller an affair might be unwise. She’d guessed that he was distancing himself and that he might even end the relationship. But what did

  that matter once she’d got the job?




  Less than three hours ago they’d been in bed together. Now he was telling her he’d just given the job, her job, to Liz Ward. Here he was, distant and formal, with that prick

  she’d licked into submission a hundred times neatly tucked away inside a pinstripe suit, playing the sympathetic boss and calmly betraying her.




  For a mad moment she thought about blowing the whistle on him. That’s not what you said when I was sitting on your face last night, Conrad dear. She could see the apprehension in

  his face. He was trying to move the conversation on, get her out of there, get himself out of trouble, before she did anything he’d regret.




  Maybe he was hoping she’d go quietly, resign even, like dear Lizzie would have done. But Claudia had no intention of resigning. The woman always leaves. That was the warning a

  female colleague had given her the very first time she’d had an affair with someone in the office. But five years later she’d been the one who was still there. He was the one

  who’d left. His wife had discovered and chucked him out. When Claudia had shut the doors on him too he’d taken to hanging round in the bar and within six months he’d been

  fired.




  And next time it would be Liz who left. And she would stay on, as Programme Controller. She knew it. Her certainty made her feel dizzy with fury at the shortsightedness of these five

  stupid weak-willed men. Liz Ward was not intended to run Metro Television. She was.




  ‘All right, Conrad, if that’s your decision.’ Claudia smoothed her unrepentant red suit and stood up. ‘Congratulations on your choice, gentlemen. I hope she’ll live

  up to your expectations.’




  See you in bed, you shit, she wanted to say. I haven’t finished with you yet, Conrad. In fact I haven’t even started.




  Liz ran down three flights of stairs to her office, convinced there would be a phone call waiting for her telling her the whole thing was a mistake. But the cheer that rang out

  as she walked in could mean only one thing: the news had got out already. She really had got the job.




  She was deafened by cheers of ‘For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ and a plastic cup of warm champagne was pressed into her dazed and disbelieving hand.




  She’d done it! She’d actually pulled it off. She would be the first woman Programme Controller of any major TV company in the UK, maybe even in the world! And she was going to make a

  success of it. She was going to show those pinstriped piranhas that you didn’t have to be a bitch to run a business!




  She reached for the phone and called David, but he was in a meeting and she had to leave a message with his secretary.




  ‘Could you tell him that the new Programme Controller of Metro Television wants to take him out to dinner tonight?’




  She could hear the smile in the girl’s voice as she said she would give him the message.




  ‘And now, may I propose a toast? To the hottest couple in the media. David Ward, editor of the Daily News and one day, who knows, in charge of a little more than

  that . . .’ Logan Greene, media mogul and one of the hundred richest men in the world, raised his glass to her and David ‘. . . and his lovely wife Elizabeth, just appointed Programme

  Controller of one of those nice little licences to print money – Metro Television!’




  Liz felt flattered that Logan was throwing this party at the Ritz to celebrate her appointment. She knew it meant the Logan Greene seal of approval and ensured David’s progress on and up

  the corporate ladder. Logan had barely spoken to her before tonight, now suddenly he was toasting her. It was called power.




  A waiter stopped and refilled her glass with vintage Krug. She looked up at the garlanded ceiling and the statuary and the gilded furnishings and smiled. Liz Ward had arrived. She only wished

  her three best friends were here to celebrate with her. They’d shared every promotion and, thank God, failure since they’d left university fourteen years ago. And they would have loved

  tonight.




  She felt David’s arm slip round her waist, proud and happy at her success. ‘I knew you could do it! Conrad’s got better judgement than I thought,’ and gently he nuzzled

  her neck. Liz took his hand, held it to her cheek. She knew everyone in the room was looking at them, but what the hell. This was their moment and, God knew, they’d worked hard

  enough to get it. She looked around at the admiring faces and felt an unexpected thrill. So this was what success felt like. And for the first time in her life she realized how heady it was. She

  looked up at David, stroking his hand silently. But David wasn’t looking at her any more. His eyes were fixed on a cocky young man talking to Logan the other side of the room.




  David swung round and, rather rudely Liz thought, cut in on a conversation next to them. ‘Bert, what’s the Deputy Editor of the World doing here, for Christ’s sake?

  He’s the enemy.’




  The News Editor looked embarrassed. ‘Not any more he’s not. Logan’s just taken him on as Special Adviser. Didn’t you know?’




  ‘Leave me alone, Jamie, please!’ Liz heard the irritation in her voice and felt a familiar pang of guilt. It was Saturday afternoon and she knew this was

  his time, not hers. ‘Mummy must finish this before teatime. Go and find Daddy, darling.’




  Jamie sloped off in search of David, clutching the aeroplane he’d just made out of Sticklebricks dejectedly in his small hand. It was only two months until they were on air, and Liz had

  started breaking the golden rule she’d always tried to stick to – don’t bring home work at weekends.




  It’ll be over soon, she told herself, hoping she meant it. She jumped out of her chair and ran after him. ‘Sorry, darling. Show Mummy. Is it a bird, is it a plane, is it . . .

  Jamieeeee!’ She swooped on him and lifted him up, pretending he was Superman, offering the consolation prize of guilt when she knew what he wanted was love and attention. It wasn’t

  much, but it would have to do. Until they were on air and life became easier again.




  ‘What time will you be back tonight?’ Liz tried to ignore the nanny’s sullen tone as she removed a half-eaten apple thoughtfully placed in her briefcase by

  Daisy. Monday mornings were always dreadful and she knew Susie was getting irritated at having to babysit night after night. If only David could get home occasionally, but he kept insisting that it

  was out of the question. He had to be there to put the paper to bed. If anything it seemed to be getting worse at the moment. He was staying even longer at the paper and when he got home he was too

  tired to do anything except fall into bed. And every time she tried to talk about it, he brushed her off.




  ‘By eight, Susie, I promise!’




  Susie looked at her sceptically.




  Liz knew she hadn’t been back till ten or eleven for weeks now. But there was so much to do. She wasn’t used to dealing with huge budgets, drawing up schedules for whole weeks of

  viewing, planning the press launch, overseeing the presentations to the major advertisers. She was exhausted. And she was missing Jamie and Daisy more than she dared admit. But she knew how much

  was at stake, how she had to show not simply that a woman could do it, but that a woman could do it brilliantly.




  ‘It’ll be easier after we’re on air,’ she soothed. ‘Things will calm down then and I can start coming home earlier.’




  ‘Yes.’ She could hear the disapproval in Susie’s tone. ‘But that’s not for another two months! And anyway won’t you still have to work incredibly

  hard?’




  ‘It’ll be all right, Susie. Just get on with the job, will you?’




  Liz knew she shouldn’t have been rude, that her life and her children’s revolved round this one girl, but Susie had just lit the blue touchpaper of one of her deepest fears. Would

  things really improve when they were on air or was she just fooling herself?




  Oh, what the hell. She had enough to keep her awake without having to worry about offending the wretched nanny! ‘Of course it’ll be easier.’ Liz tried to convince herself as

  she spoke. ‘I’ll be my own boss and I can manage my time better.’




  Susie raised her eyebrows fractionally and said nothing. She liked Liz and she didn’t want to get fired. The Ward household was happy and interesting and she knew both David and Liz loved

  each other and their children. And she’d been in enough homes to know how rare that was. But she loved Jamie and Daisy too. That was the trouble. And she could see something

  Liz’s new obsession with work blinded her to: that with both she and David working so hard Jamie and Daisy were being neglected.




  She had put them to bed almost every night for weeks now and though the extra money she was making was great, she couldn’t bear having to tell them every night that no, Mummy

  wouldn’t be back and watch their little faces fall. It had been time to speak out.




  Liz sat and pretended to read a file. Was Jamie really unhappy? She knew she was short-changing her children at the moment. But it wouldn’t be for long. Things were bound to improve. It

  was the biggest challenge of her life and it had to work out. Everything would be all right again soon. Wouldn’t it?




  Liz looked round at the room packed with journalists all eager to know if Metro TV would be coming up with anything different from the diet of mediocre entertainment and cheap

  soap operas that had lost their predecessor Capital TV its licence.




  So far things were going well. Metro’s package of new stars and fresh programme ideas was being treated with politeness, which could of course mean they intended to slag it off in their

  respective papers. With the press you never knew.




  Liz took a deep breath and banged her wineglass with a fork to get their attention. She’d been rehearsing her speech all day but it was one thing working in television, she’d

  discovered, quite another having to perform.




  ‘Brilliant! You were bloody brilliant!’




  Liz smiled weakly. It had taken every ounce of energy in her body to get ready to unveil Metro’s new programmes to the press and now it was over she wanted to sleep for a week, a month

  even. Conrad had grabbed her arm and was propelling her towards his office for a celebratory drink. Yet the only thing in the world she wanted to do was rush back to Jamie and Daisy.




  It was six p.m. and if she dashed she would get there just in time to catch them before bedtime. Ignoring Conrad’s look of disapproval she ran down the eight flights of stairs to the

  company car park.




  It was rush hour and every light in London seemed to be against her. Why hadn’t she phoned and asked Susie to keep them up? Feeling a coward, she realized it was because she’d be

  making some kind of admission to the girl. Besides, she wanted it to be a surprise. Squealing round corners and jumping every light on amber she realized how excited she felt. In five minutes

  she’d be holding them.




  It was seven-ten when the car finally screeched to a halt outside their house and she rushed upstairs, heart pounding, imagining their shrieks of delight when they saw her.




  Instead there was an almost eerie silence as Susie came out of the bathroom carrying one of Daisy’s baby-gros. ‘Liz!’ She smiled in embarrassment, aware of her parting words.

  ‘I wasn’t expecting you tonight of all nights. How did the launch go?’




  Liz knew Susie was trying to make amends but the last thing she wanted was to get into a discussion about work with her nanny. Especially when all she wanted to do was hug Daisy and Jamie and

  read them a story.




  ‘Fine. Where are they?’




  Susie looked faintly guilty. ‘In bed, I’m afraid. They were dog-tired so I put them down early.’




  It was like a kick in the ribs. She’d longed to see them so much. She walked towards Jamie’s door and opened it a couple of inches. He was lying on his back on top of the duvet, arms

  thrown out, his shock of dark hair standing up like a tiny punk, his face peaceful, in the deep abandoned sleep of childhood.




  For a moment she thought about waking him and then realized how selfish it would be. So she contented herself with tucking him in just a shade too vigorously, hoping he might wake up anyway, or

  at least give her a sleepy smile. But he didn’t.




  Sitting on the edge of the bed, she stroked his hair. He seemed happy enough. But was she just fooling herself? Quietly she padded out of the room to get herself a large drink. She needed it.

  Thank God tomorrow was the weekend and for once both she and David would be home.




  For a few moments Liz lay, half-awake in their big bed, watching the sun stream in through the gaps at the side of the blind, and stretched. They had the whole day together.

  Swimming pool, adventure playground, puppet show, pizza in the park. Bliss! What on earth had they done with their days before children? It seemed impossible that they could ever have filled them.

  And then she remembered. Lovemaking. A leisurely lie in with the newspapers. A brief foray to the deli for home-made pasta and pesto sauce for their supper. Lunch at Julie’s. Browsing in

  Portobello Road for antiques.




  Though she knew she had not a hope in hell of explaining it to their childfree friends, the funny thing was it all sounded rather dull to her now! After all there are only so many wonderful

  meals you can eat, only so many glorious places to go on holiday, before they start to feel the same. Children at least made life unpredictable!




  As if on cue Jamie burst into the room, bare-bottomed, wearing his pyjama top and a pair of her high heels. Daisy, joining in the spirit of the thing, had a Thomas the Tank Engine wastepaper

  basket on her head and had drawn with felt-tip pen all over her pyjamas.




  ‘Where’s Daddy?’ Liz asked weakly, putting her head under the covers, suddenly appreciating the thought of a childfree lunch in Julie’s.




  ‘Da Da Da Da Da Da!’ an off-key voice warbled outside the door. Jamie and Daisy put their hands over their ears as David danced in carrying a breakfast tray and the papers.




  Daylight blinded her as he whizzed up the blind and she lunged for the Daily Mail to check the coverage of Metro’s press launch. But David got there first, removed the TV pages,

  crumpled them up and hurled them out of the open window to Jamie and Daisy’s delight, who immediately set upon the rest of the papers and followed suit, delighted at this forbidden new

  game.




  ‘Hey!’ protested Liz jumping out of bed. David pushed her back in.




  ‘No TV pages today. You’re supposed to be relaxing. The trouble with you is you think television is a matter of life and death.’




  Liz grinned and settled back against the pillows. ‘It isn’t, is it?’




  ‘No it isn’t,’ David agreed.




  ‘It’s much more important than that!’




  David grabbed a pillow and climbed on top of her, setting about her with the feather pillow till she squeaked for mercy, tears of laughter running down her face.




  Suddenly she felt a hand sneak inside her nightdress and start to stroke her breast. Despite the presence of Jamie and Daisy, she stiffened in response and felt an unexpected stab of desire.




  ‘David!’ she chided gently. ‘Not in front of the children!’




  ‘Quite right,’ David conceded, climbing off, and took each child gently but firmly by the hand. ‘Come with Daddy.’ He led them out of the room and downstairs.

  ‘Daddy’s got a video for you.’




  When they got to the sitting room she heard a loud stage whisper. ‘Here’s two packets of Smarties. Don’t tell Mummy.’ And he bounded back up the stairs.




  Smiling lecherously he shut the door and locked it.




  ‘And now, Mrs Ward, where were we?’




  As he jumped on the bed she saw that his cock was peeping cheerily out of his boxer shorts and she stifled a giggle.




  But she soon stopped laughing as his hands delved into her nightdress again, one caressing her nipple and the other diving gently into the welcoming wetness between her legs. And after a few

  seconds she forgot everything. Television. The nanny. Even her maternal responsibilities as they both clung to each other in joyful, passionate lovemaking.




  As orgasm beckoned, only seconds away, there was a sudden thundering on the door and Jamie was outside shouting. ‘Dad! Dad! The tape’s finished!’




  Liz felt David deflate like a balloon with the air let out.




  ‘Tell me’ – he collapsed with laughter on her chest and held her – ‘whose idea was it to have children?’




  ‘So what’s she like, then, your new boss?’ Steffi Wilson, gossip writer and star interviewer of the Daily World noticed how Claudia flinched at the

  word boss. ‘I hear the hacks were falling over themselves to worship her at the press launch.’




  Steffi leaned closer to her old friend Claudia Jones in Harry’s Bar and ordered another Bellini. The delicious blend of champagne and peach juice always reminded her of expenses-paid trips

  to Venice. Not since she’d joined the World of course. They were only interested in screwing people on the cheap. But at least they paid you vast salaries to do it.




  Steffi had known Claudia ever since they’d been at school together fifteen years ago. Not Roedean or Cheltenham Ladies’ College for them. They were old girls of Southend Grammar and

  it gave them a solidarity no exclusive private school could ever have forged. They were the only two who had ever fought their way through the net curtains and the Airwick Mist out of suburbia and

  into the big time.




  ‘Yes.’ Claudia tried not to let her anger show, even to Steffi. ‘So I hear.’




  ‘So what went wrong? I thought you had the Yankee Dwarf so pussy-whipped the job was yours.’




  ‘So did I and then Liz bloody Ward pulls the Superwoman act and the Board damn well fell for it.’




  ‘How inconvenient. So what’s she like? I’ve never heard of her before. Usual type, I suppose. Dedicated career woman? Account at Browns, company Merc, works out with her own

  trainer, holidays at Club Med?’




  Claudia laughed hollowly, remembering Liz’s one good outfit with sick on the shoulder. ‘More chain-store massacre, Volvo estate and cottage in Devon.’




  Claudia knocked back her Bellini and brightened. She’d had an inspiration. Steffi was rapidly getting a name as the bitchiest writer in print.




  ‘You know, you should do an interview with her. A Stephanie Wilson special. She’d interest you. You see, it’s my belief that if you scratched the most powerful woman in

  television you’d find a suburban mum fighting to get out. She should be doing the school run, not trying to run a television company. The only question is how long it takes her to find

  out.’ She could see that Steffi was intrigued. She loathed career mothers as much as Claudia did.




  Claudia leaned even closer to her friend and looked quickly around before she spoke. ‘Maybe you could help her find out a bit quicker.’




  ‘And you could step into her size six Maud Frizons?’ Steffi smiled back at Claudia over the top of her glass.




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘And how do you propose I get her to admit all this?’




  ‘I don’t know. You’re the hack. Accuse her of being a bad mother.’ Claudia finished the last drops of her Bellini. ‘Even better, get some dirt on her. Talk to her

  nanny. I heard her complaining that the nanny was getting pissed off with her.’




  Steffi thought about it for a moment. It wasn’t a bad story. TV MOGUL NEGLECTS HER CHILDREN. And the World liked nothing better than putting the boot into television people.

  Especially when the TV person in question just happened to be married to the editor of their rival newspaper.




  ‘OK then, darling,’ Steffi touched Claudia’s glass with hers, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’




  





  CHAPTER 4




  ‘Thirty . . . twenty-five . . . twenty . . . fifteen seconds to on air . . .’




  Liz held her breath sitting in the gallery of the transmission studio as the PA did the countdown. In fifteen seconds Metro Television would be on air for the very first time and all her work

  over the last few months would stand or fall. It was the most terrifying and wonderful moment of her life. There was only one other possible comparison. Giving birth. Only when you’re having

  a baby eight million people aren’t watching, thank God.




  ‘Settle down studio please,’ warned the floor manager to the assorted technicians who were taking life rather too casually for Liz’s taste and still reading their papers.




  ‘Ten seconds to on air. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five seconds to on air. Three. Two. One. Roll Titles. That’s it everybody! We’re on air!’




  Liz sat and watched Metro’s brilliant title sequence for what seemed like the millionth time and still loved it. An unseen person, represented by the eye of the camera walked through

  London streets witnessing highlife and lowlife, culture and crime, politics and party-going all on one single unedited shot. It would have people arguing all over town about how they’d done

  it. And a freeze-frame from it would be on the front cover of TV Week tomorrow.




  As the titles ended in the about-to-be-familiar station ident of a big red M with a lightning flash through it, Liz sat down and closed her eyes. Upstairs a huge party of advertisers,

  journalists and Metro broadcasting bigwigs awaited her. She stood up. And then she realized that everyone in the studio and the gallery had got to their feet too. They were giving her a standing

  ovation.




  ‘You’re hot news, Lizzie! The phone’s been ringing non-stop!’ Conrad hissed the moment she walked into the room.




  ‘Every paper in the country wants to talk to you,’ interrupted Cindy, Metro’s PR girl, ‘as well as the colour supps and the women’s mags. Boy are you going to be

  busy!’




  Liz felt as though she’d just been given some very bad news by the doctor. The last few days had been a nightmare as they’d struggled to put the finishing touches to their launch

  programmes. She’d seen the dawn coming up over the river more often than when she was a bright young thing at Oxford. And she wasn’t a bright young thing any more. She was

  knackered.




  Yet as she posed elegantly for the photographers against the backdrop of the river in a hastily bought sunshine-yellow Arabella Pollen suit, which had cost more than she usually spent on clothes

  in a year, she knew it was great news for Metro, even if she did feel like an exceptionally chic zombie. And as Cindy handed her a glass of champagne she smiled and began to enjoy herself.




  As the photographers rushed back to their papers to print up the shots, Cindy bore down on her with a sheaf of interview details.




  ‘Feeling strong as a horse, I hope? You’ll need to be! I’ve set up four interviews today for the nationals and two or three more tomorrow for magazines.




  ‘Here’s the schedule.’ Cindy handed her a typed sheet. ‘The Daily Mail at two, the Guardian, natch, at three-thirty, Today at five. Then ITN

  want to catch a quick word with you for the news.’ The girl looked at her pad, sounding puzzled. ‘Oh, and Steffi Wilson from the Daily World’s after you too.’ She

  smiled encouragingly at Liz. ‘I didn’t think it was her territory but with four million readers, she’s not the kind of person you turn down. Do you know Steffi?’




  ‘Only by reputation. The Acid Queen, don’t they call her?’




  ‘They do indeed. Out to make her name as the new Julie Burchill and doesn’t mind leaving a few corpses on the way. Anyway she’s asked to meet up tomorrow evening, at your home,

  for more colour. Maybe I should be with you for that one?’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Liz sounded a lot more chirpy than she felt, ‘I’m a big girl now.’




  ‘I hope so.’ Cindy’s tone was unnervingly worried. ‘You’ll certainly need to be.’ And as she handed Liz the list of interviews she wondered if Liz had seen

  the story in that week’s Press Gazette about how the Daily World was nudging the News out of its niche as top tabloid.




  Steffi glanced in her rear-view mirror as she parked outside Jamie’s nursery school. It had been easy to work out which of the handful of small, private schools two

  thrusting media professionals would send their kid to. Then all she had to do was ring and check if he was a pupil. Now she just needed to mingle as though she were picking up a kid. The trouble

  was she didn’t look like a nanny or a mum. A croupier maybe or possibly a high-class madam. She’d just have to pretend to be some brat’s wicked auntie. She’d enjoy that.




  Good, there were one or two mothers waiting there already and one of them looked like a prime target for spilling the beans. Big and badly dressed, she was clearly a professional mum who

  believed that the first twenty-one years of a child’s life should be spent in the exclusive charge of its mother. No doubt she’d taught her children to read, write and play Mozart piano

  sonatas by the time they were eighteen months. And if Steffi knew her sources she was just the person to blow the whistle on a working mother.




  She watched the woman lean over to a friend and whisper in her ear, glancing surreptitiously round before she did. That’s my bitch, thought Steffi, a world-class curtain-twitcher if ever I

  saw one.




  Thank God at a school this size the mothers would know all the dirt about each other. Smiling sweetly Steffi introduced herself as Sophie’s aunt. There was bound to be a Sophie amongst

  this lot for Christ’s sake, toffee-nosed little brats.




  Steffi leaned on the school fence. ‘Did you see Jamie’s mummy in the papers today? She’s in charge of that new TV company. That must be hard work. A job like that and two

  kids.’




  The curtain-twitcher, who had given up a stagnant career in advertising to look after India-Jane herself, visibly bristled. ‘Those poor children! She never sees them you know. If she drops

  them off she can’t wait to get back into that ridiculous car. And has she ever been seen at a school event? Never. Well, hardly ever, anyway.’ She paused for effect and moved so close

  that Steffi felt like stepping backwards to get away from the aroma of Nappysacks and puke. ‘She missed the Medieval Evening, the Family Quiz Night and the Welly Boot Throwing

  Contest in aid of the Under-Fives Library Fund. I know. I organized them.’




  ‘How frightful.’ Steffi tried to sound suitably appalled.




  ‘Why she bothered having them, God knows. But Susie, their nanny, is wonderful. She’s been a tower of strength. Though even she can’t stand it any longer.’ She lowered

  her voice dramatically and leaned closer to Steffi. ‘She’s thinking of leaving you know. She can’t take any more.’




  Susie pushed Daisy’s buggy down the street as fast as she could and swore under her breath. She was going to be late to pick Jamie up from school.




  By the time she got there nearly all the children had gone. Oh God, there was that frightful Maureen Something-Something. Noticing she was deep in conversation with an over-made-up woman in a

  pink suit, Susie hoped she wouldn’t notice her. But it was too late.




  ‘Susie,’ she boomed, ‘come and meet Sophie’s auntie. She’s new to the area and doesn’t know anyone.’




  Steffi turned to Susie and smiled. ‘That’s right. I’m looking after Sophie for a couple of weeks and I don’t know a soul. I don’t suppose I could buy you a cup of

  coffee and pick your brains about how to meet people. I gather you know everyone.’




  Susie blushed slightly, pleased at the suggestion that she was the hub of the community.




  ‘I noticed a nice patisserie round the corner,’ Steffi added invitingly, ‘maybe we could go there?’




  Susie was supposed to be on a diet but she couldn’t resist the thought of a cappuccino and strawberry tart in Le Gourmet. She had been there occasionally with other nannies, but it was so

  wildly expensive they’d given up going. And this woman was offering to pay.




  ‘OK,’ she agreed. ‘But I’ll have to go and get Jamie first.’ When she went in to get Jamie the teacher made a sharp comment about the time, and Jamie had chosen

  this of all days to lose his trainers, so by the time she came out angry and flustered, she didn’t notice that Sophie’s auntie seemed to have forgotten to pick up Sophie.




  And it wasn’t till later that evening when she was back home and was watching TV, that it struck Susie for the first time that there wasn’t a Sophie at Miss Sloane’s Nursery

  School.




  By the time Steffi Wilson arrived the next evening Liz had done four interviews already and she was feeling tired and jumpy. She hadn’t realized what a strain it was

  trying to be clever and quotable four times in one day. And she bitterly regretted agreeing to let this wretched woman interview her at home, especially given her reputation for screwing her

  interviewees. It seemed so much more intrusive somehow, as though Steffi would have the chance to look in her wardrobe and snoop around her bathroom cabinets. For the first time she understood why

  so many of Metro’s stars demanded to be interviewed in faceless hotel rooms. But it was too late now. She could already hear the doorbell ringing.




  Liz smiled a small tight smile as she let her in and hoped Steffi couldn’t tell how nervous she was.




  Steffi took one look at Liz in her designer suit, smiling that superior smile and decided she loathed her. Claudia might suspect her of pining for the kitchen, but Steffi couldn’t see much

  sign of it. To Steffi she looked like another bloody Superwoman. God, they were everywhere these days! A white patch of sick on the shoulder of their business suits, the emblem of late, doting

  motherhood, they breezed through life convinced they could Have It All. And then, when the going got rough, they expected everyone to make allowances for them.




  Steffi knew the biogs of women like Liz off by heart. They landed on her desk every day now. ‘Chairwoman of ICI and mother of six, Dawn has a hectic life at home and at work . . .’

  Blah. Blah. Blah. It made you want to throw up.




  As Liz went to fetch a bottle of wine, Steffi glanced round the kitchen taking in the pale yellow dragged units with the family photos Blu-tacked to every available surface. Why was it that

  working mothers assaulted you with pictures of their bloody kids as though they were some kind of trophy? Here’s Jimmy stuffed and mounted, we had him in ’83.




  Maybe it was because they saw so little of them they couldn’t remember what they looked like? If they loved them so much why weren’t they bloody well looking after them instead of

  handing them over to some teenager like Susie who probably force-fed them with Neighbours and locked them in their bedrooms while she bonked her boyfriend?




  If Steffi had kids, perish the thought, she’d give up work at once. In her view you could only hope to do one thing really well. Fortunately she had no intention of having any.




  Her gaze came to rest on a cork noticeboard. Hah! Pinned there in all their glory were the ten commandments of the working mother’s life: babysitting rotas, shopping lists, details of

  pickings up and droppings off at music lessons, dancing lessons, tennis lessons. And probably, God help us, Suzuki violin and mini-Mensa.




  Jesus, what a way to live! She probably planned her menus three months in advance, booked lunch appointments with her kids and pencilled her husband in for a fuck every other Tuesday.




  Looking round her, Steffi decided she’d enjoy bagging a career mother. It was time someone blew the whistle on them and gave them a bit of bad press instead of worshipping at their bloody

  feet. She was fed up to the teeth with hearing them preaching the wonders of working motherhood and giving every other poor female who didn’t happen to run a multinational company from her

  spare bedroom an inferiority complex. Steffi smiled maliciously. And given who Liz was married to, she’d probably get promoted!




  Liz noticed Steffi’s gaze rest on the noticeboard and kicked herself. She’d meant to remove those lists. They made her life look like a military operation, which it was, but she

  didn’t happen to want Steffi Wilson to know it. What would the Acid Queen of the Daily World make out of those?




  Liz watched her fascinated for a moment. She was pure Fleet Street rag-hag: mid-thirties, streaked hair, a lurid mahogany tan from too many sessions recovering from hangovers on the sunbed at

  The Sanctuary, make-up Jackie Collins circa 1968, more bangles than an Indian temple dancer, huge rings on each of her blood-red fingers. She probably thought kids should be drowned at birth.




  Liz had met the breed before: bitchiness was their stock-in-trade. She was going to have to watch her step.




  ‘Do you mind awfully if I smoke?’ Not waiting for an answer, Steffi delved in her vast Vuitton duffel bag and took out a pack of gold-tipped Menthol cigarettes and a portable

  ashtray.




  Smoking was such an endangered habit now that it was safer, in Steffi’s view, to take your own gear. A fellow-smoker had given her the ashtray in onyx with its own push-button lid, saying

  it stopped people looking at you like a child molester at a Sunday school outing every time you asked for somewhere to dump your ash.




  Steffi took a large gulp of the cold white wine Liz had poured her and opened her notebook. If there were any cracks in that smug exterior she’d soon find them. Better ease in

  gently and make her feel relaxed. She could put the boot in later.




  ‘So, Liz’ – she smiled a wide sympathetic smile –‘how does it feel to be the most powerful woman in television?’




  OK, thought Liz, we’re starting with the soft pedal. Now, remember the party line: Being a Mother is an Asset.




  ‘Great. I mean the most powerful woman in telly stuff is just media hype. But the job’s wonderful. I’ll be the first woman ever to run a major TV company.’ Liz hoped she

  sounded keen and enthusiastic rather than smug and self-satisfied. ‘It’s taken me years to get here but now I can finally make the programmes I believe in. And best of all, it shows it

  can be done by a woman with kids.’




  ‘But can it really?’ Steffi asked quickly. She’d meant to stay off the subject till Liz was more relaxed but she couldn’t resist this heaven-sent opening. ‘I mean

  it’s bound to be incredibly tough. Won’t having kids mean constant compromises? Aren’t you afraid of spreading yourself too thinly?’




  Sometimes Liz felt like an old elastic band stretched so thin she might break at any moment, but she wasn’t telling Steffi Wilson that.




  ‘Nonsense,’ she said briskly. ‘It’s all down to organization and delegation. I have a wonderful nanny.’




  A wonderful nanny who’s thinking of leaving because you never see your children, thought Steffi maliciously.




  ‘But a job like that must need total commitment, can you really throw yourself into it one hundred per cent?’




  Liz fingered her glass, remembering Conrad’s annoyance the other night when she’d wriggled out of the celebration drinks and raced home to see Jamie and Daisy, and her bitter

  disappointment on finding they’d already gone to bed. Just the kind of story you’d love, thought Liz, as Steffi looked at her curiously. The Price of Success. Could she scent blood?

  Surely Liz’s wounds were inside, buried deep, away from the prying gaze of Fleet Street hacks?




  ‘When I’m at work I am one hundred per cent committed, I simply close the door on my home life and forget about it.’




  Liar, liar, pants on fire. This was treacherous terrain and she didn’t know how much longer she could keep it up. Head her off. Change the subject. Give her a whiff of sexism to throw her

  off the trail.




  ‘Once I’m at work I keep my head down and get on with it. Only essential lunches. No drinks after work. It’s only the old macho ethic that says you’ve got to stay at the

  office till ten p.m. every night. Men waste so much time boozing and bragging, bless them, don’t they?’




  But Steffi was too canny to take the bait. ‘All the same, you can’t see much of your children. Don’t you miss them?’




  Liz said nothing. Steffi Wilson took another large sip of her wine. She wasn’t getting anywhere. Liz was too guarded, too well primed by Metro’s PRs. She saw the interview slipping

  away from her, turning out to be not a Stephanie Wilson hatchet job but a predictable profile of a boring career woman anyone could write. Time to put the boot in. The nanny had been very useful

  once she’d persuaded her off the cappuccino on to the wine.




  ‘So how much do you actually see your children?’




  Liz thought she detected a subtle change in Steffi’s tone and told herself she must be imagining it. ‘We have an hour together in the mornings when the children come to our bed.

  That’s very precious time.’




  If they’re lucky, according to your bloody nanny, thought Steffi.




  ‘How about bedtime? Do you bath them and put them to bed?’




  ‘Of course I do’ – Liz tried not to feel defensive –‘whenever I can.’




  ‘And how often’s that?’




  ‘As I said, whenever I can.’ What was the woman getting at?




  ‘Once a week? Twice a week?’




  Liz started to feel annoyed. ‘Look, this interview was supposed to be about –’




  ‘You. This interview was supposed to be about you. And it is. So you see your children for an hour in the morning two or three times a week. And what about Sports days, school concerts,

  that sort of thing?’




  ‘Again, whenever I can.’




  ‘Whenever you can.’ Steffi’s tone had the slightest edge of sarcasm. ‘Yet you didn’t make it to the Medieval Evening, or the Family Quiz Night or the Welly Throwing

  Contest in aid of the Under-Fives Library Fund?’




  Liz looked startled. How did the wretched woman know all this about her?




  ‘Tell me, Liz, do you ever feel you neglect your children?’




  Liz stood up, furious. ‘This is outrageous. Of course I don’t neglect my children!’




  ‘That’s not what I’ve heard. What I’ve heard is that they’re lucky to see you at all some days.’




  ‘How the hell do you know so much about my family?’




  ‘Just gossip, Liz. Gossip is my territory, you see. Don’t you feel guilty, Liz, at the thought of never seeing your children?’




  Guilty! What did that red-taloned harpy know about guilt? It was just a word to her. Liz had lived with it gnawing away at her for months, stuck at work night after night hammering away at their

  programme plans, longing to be kissing Daisy’s fat cheeks and reading bedtime stories to Jamie.




  Liz started to feel angry. What right did this over-made-up cow have to accuse her of being a bad mother? She had to get away for a moment before she lost her temper and said something

  she’d regret.




  ‘Excuse me a moment,’ Liz said frostily. ‘I’m afraid I can hear my son crying.’ She ran upstairs, furiously angry and bumped into Susie, who was peering down at

  Steffi from the landing, looking white-faced and tearful.




  ‘Liz, who is that woman?’




  ‘She’s the gossip writer on the Daily World.’




  Watching Susie’s face, Liz began to feel the first glimmerings of panic. ‘Why?’




  ‘Oh God! Liz, I’m so sorry!’ And Susie burst into tears. ‘She said she was the auntie of one of Jamie’s friends and she took me out for a coffee.’




  Liz felt sick. ‘And what did you tell her?’




  But Susie was crying too much to answer.




  ‘OK, Susie. I’ll handle it. Maybe you’d better go back to your room.’




  For half a minute Liz leaned with her head against the banisters and weighed up the situation. Steffi Wilson had got her information from Susie, and by the sound of it from other mothers at

  school. She was planning a hatchet job, that much was obvious. Cruel mother who puts success before her babies. And it sounded as though she’d done her homework. Liz tried not to panic and

  calmly assess her options.




  She could deny everything but Steffi would go ahead anyway. She could beg her not to print but Steffi would probably just put that in the piece too. She could threaten her with libel, but Liz

  had always thought it was a mistake to sue. The rest of the press just repeated the allegations when it came to court and you got screwed twice.




  For a moment Liz couldn’t see a way out. And then it came to her. There was one other option. She could tell her the truth. That she was tired of pretending being a working mother was

  easy, sick of glossing over the pain and the panic and the guilt. This was the fifth interview she’d given today, all of them trotting out the party line. Being a mother Wasn’t a

  Problem; indeed it added to her Understanding of Everyday Concerns. Except that it was a problem. She never saw her children. Or her husband, for that matter.




  Maybe it was time to tell the truth. That women had been sold a pup. Having It All was a myth, a con, a dangerous lie. Of course you could have a career and a family. But there was one little

  detail the gurus of feminism forgot to mention: the cost to you if you did. Steffi would probably be thrilled. After all, it was a much better story.




  Slowly she walked downstairs and sat opposite Steffi, refilling her glass and pouring another for herself. She was going to need it.




  ‘You accused me of being consumed by guilt just now and I was about to deny it.’ She took a sip. The wine and the relief of finally admitting to herself the price she was paying for

  her success were making her light-headed. ‘But you’re right, of course. The truth is I’m riddled with it.’




  Steffi tried not to look excited, but all her instincts were shouting This is it! The tough cookie crumbles! She could smell a scoop. Her editor would be creaming his jeans. Especially at the

  thought of how embarrassing all this was going to be for Liz’s husband.




  Liz paused for a moment, wondering how to go on. Now that she’d jumped, there was so much to say. The words came tumbling out unstoppably, a Niagara of pain and guilt.




  ‘The truth is I haven’t put my children to bed for three months. If I’m lucky I see them for half an hour in the mornings before Jamie’s arms have to be prised off my leg

  so I can go to work.’




  She paused remembering the sight of Jamie’s face pressed up against the glass of the front door when she left this morning. He’ll be fine in five minutes, Susie had said, and she

  knew he would be. But his face had haunted her all the same.




  Steffi looked up from her notebook, concerned that Liz might have changed her mind. This was dynamite. But Liz hardly seemed to notice she was there. ‘I work a fourteen-hour day, and quite

  often bring work home. Then there are the broken nights. The truth is I’m exhausted, I’m panicky and I’m guilty as hell. Sometimes when I shut the front door I feel like bursting

  into tears.’ She picked up her glass and drank it down. ‘In fact I’m beginning to wonder if taking this job hasn’t been the biggest mistake of my life.’




  Steffi watched Liz intently. Claudia would be wetting herself if she could hear this.




  ‘So what will you do if the job turns out to be too much?’ For once Steffi found herself genuinely interested in the answer.




  Liz ran her finger round the rim of the empty glass. ‘Then I’ll just have to give it up, I suppose.’




  ‘And what does the legendary Conrad Marks think about all this?’




  Steffi knew all about Conrad. Claudia had spared her no details of his habits in and out of bed.




  ‘He doesn’t know.’ Liz felt a sudden shiver of apprehension. ‘Yet.’ And neither, she realized with a shock, did her own husband.




  Steffi flipped her notebook shut and gulped the last of her wine. She’d get on to copy from her carphone before Liz had the chance to regret any of this and try and retract.




  Liz stood at the door and watched Steffi climb into her specially sprayed shocking-pink Golf GTI. What on earth had she done? And what the hell was Conrad going to say?




  The great tide of relief she’d felt at finally admitting a truth that had been crushing her started to ebb away, leaving her with the terrifying feeling that she’d just done

  something terminally stupid. But what choice had she had? And wasn’t it time somebody stood up to be counted? So why if she’d just made a brave stand for the working mother did she

  still feel that she’d just been stitched up like a kipper?




  





  CHAPTER 5




  Liz stood in the hall for a moment taking deep breaths. One. Two, three . . . OK, so she’d come out with it . . . four, five . . . maybe it was for the best . . . six,

  seven, eight . . . after all, she couldn’t go on pretending for ever . . . nine, ten . . . che sarà and all that . . . keep calm . . . shi . . . it! She must have been round

  the bloody bend! And to the Daily World of all papers to choose!




  She heard David’s key turning in the door. She’d have to tell him what she’d just done. Would he understand? He’d been so pleased about her getting the job. How would he

  take it when she told him she’d just put it all at risk?




  David edged into the hall, almost tripping over Daisy’s pushchair, a bottle of champagne tucked under one arm. For a moment he looked irritated at the clutter, then, seeing her standing

  there, he came up and nuzzled her neck.




  ‘How’s my superstar? You were great on the News.’ His voice rang with pride. ‘I loved the bit about the nineties belonging to women. I could have written it

  myself!’




  Liz closed her eyes. Except that everything she’d said had been a lie. She’d given four interviews today proclaiming the joys of working motherhood. And only one telling the truth.

  She took his briefcase and put it down by the mirror. ‘Look, love, we need to talk.’




  ‘Talk later.’ He kissed her neck and started to undo the buttons of her yellow suit. ‘We haven’t even celebrated yet.’ He’d clearly started already.

  ‘Let’s take the bottle upstairs.’




  It was the first time she’d seen him looking relaxed in days. Maybe sex was just what they both needed. It had been ten days since they’d last made love. Wait till after the launch,

  she’d mumbled, falling exhausted into bed every night.




  For a moment she thought of insisting that they talked now, not later, but she knew that moments like this were precious. As she stood debating with herself one of her mother’s nuggets of

  marital advice strayed into her mind: ‘Sex is the engine oil that keeps a marriage running smoothly.’




  She’d always loathed her mother’s little homilies. Never Let the Sun Go Down on Your Anger. It Takes Two to Tango. Take Care of the Pennies. Now, to her shame, she found herself

  living by them.




  Wearily she followed David upstairs. By the time she got to the bedroom he was naked. He came towards her holding two long-stemmed glasses. Gulping back the champagne she tried once more to

  talk, to tell him what she’d just done.




  ‘Not now,’ he mumbled, taking the glass from her hand and putting it on the bedside table.




  She started taking off her suit.




  ‘No. Leave it on,’ he commanded, his breath short and heavy. She could feel his excitement, barely contained now, as he laid her on the bed, roughly pushing the skirt of her suit out

  of the way. And just as suddenly he rolled over, lifting her with him so that in one swift moment he was no longer on top but she was astride him, her skirt around her waist, still dressed

  as she had been for her interviews.




  He was more aroused than she had ever seen him. And looking down at him she thought she knew why. It was her success that was turning him on, the thought of David Ward,

  working-class-boy-made-good making love to his powerful wife. For a moment she was touched by his naivety, his uncomplicated belief in the fruits of success. She knew it was this that drove him and

  gave him his energy. It was his strength. But she worried that it might also blind him to reality, to the fact that there was a price-tag on their success and that she was the one who was paying

  it. She and the children.
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