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This book is dedicated to Isobel Cook,

who has survived more “head on the table” moments

in the last few years than most people

experience in a life…

F*** all going for us, but we’re still chipper!


And to the memory of John Thaw—

Carly’s favourite hero and mine.
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Why Not?





PROLOGUE

Why Not

Serve My Kidneys With

a Good Lambrusco?

June 2001



 

I can’t decide what to wear. Should I go for fat, black, baggy jumper or fat, blue, baggy jumper? At least the bottom half is easy: a pair of jeans that look like two tents sewn together and topped with more elastic than a support bandage.

I used to be attractive. Not Jennifer Aniston—drop down on my knees and thank God for my genes—gorgeous, but pleasant, passable and after a good scrub up, attractive. I guess I still am—if you’re one of those guys with a fat fetish.

So I’ve decided that God is definitely a man. If She were a woman this whole pregnancy thing would be far more efficient. We’d be able to unzip our bump and put it in the oven while we were washing windows or doing a trolley dash round Sainsbury’s.

I’ve just realised that I sound more domesticated than Nigella Lawson on cleaning day. I think I need a long lie-down in a dark room. My tenth one of the day. That’s the other thing. Whoever says pregnancy makes you glow is lying. Or mistaking the shine of perspiration, as you try to manoeuvre more flesh than a fully grown seal from place to place. And don’t even start me on piles. Whose idea of a sick joke is that? I know, I’m ranting. I’m allowed. I’m nine months and three days pregnant. I therefore qualify for emotional extremes, including self-pity.

I weigh up the options: get dressed and go meet the girls, or close the blinds and get horizontal. It’s an easy choice really, because if I’m so much as five minutes late there will be a stampede of high heels rushing to my door with hot towels, a kettle and bicycle pump to blow up the birthing pool.

Black baggy jumper wins and in ten minutes I’m out of the door and safely ensconced in a cab. It’s the one highspot of being pregnant—the panic-stricken look on every cab driver’s face as you use a crane and Vaseline to prise yourself into their back seat. That’s followed by a fierce look of concentration as they speed to your destination quicker than a space shuttle, meticulously avoiding speed bumps and cobbled streets. Don’t they realise that careering round London streets at ninety miles an hour causes enough terror to induce labour?

On second thoughts, driver, put your foot down—let’s get this bump on its way into the big, bad world. Poor bugger. It doesn’t know what it’s coming into. Or maybe it does and that’s why it’s refusing to come out. I’ve got a mental picture of it with one foot on either side of my cervix, suction pads in its hands, shouting, “Don’t make me jump.”

As I enter Paco’s I spot the girls at our usual corner table. It’s the worst one in the restaurant—right outside the kitchen doors and camouflaged by several plastic pot plants. Paco has made us sit here ever since we had a party for fifty which two hundred turned up at and caused so much accidental destruction that he was forced to refurbish. We still come every week figuring that our contribution to his turnover will go a little way to paying off his decorating bills. I’m sure they do illegal things to our food before they serve it to us.

The girls see me coming and start singing the Jaws theme in their Scottish accents. It’s amazing that we’ve all lived in London for years, yet we still sound like Lulu. Except when we sing, unfortunately.

It’s getting louder as I get to the table. The other diners are wide-mouthed and there’s a stampede of waiters to the kitchen to request the night off. I sit in the chair with reinforced steel legs.

Kate, Carol and Sarah eye me anxiously. I can tell they’re trying to deduce my emotional state. Is it tears and tantrums, or earth mother karma calm?

“Hi, sweetie, how’re you doing?” Kate asks with obvious trepidation. That’s usually my cue to break down into uncontrollable sobs, or rub my belly gently and smile serenely. I shrug my shoulders, point at my ever-expanding mass and reach for a garlic breadstick. “Not a contraction, not a drop of broken waters and it’s still doing the salsa.”

They groan. So do I. Why didn’t they warn me about pregnancy? This lot have seven children between them. Seven! And Carol has twins, for God’s sake. It’s bad enough carrying one, but two would definitely tip me over the edge—I’d have been giving myself an internal with a sink plunger to get them out long ago.

“Any word from him yet?” Sarah ventures. Now “him” is not a reference to my gynaecologist. Nor does it refer to God, my boss or Butch, my long-lost poodle. “Him” is Mike Chapman, father of bump and the man I joined in matrimonial bliss barely a year ago. Don’t ask: do you want to see me cry?

I shake my head. To be honest, it’s probably a good thing. If he walked in here right now I’d end up in jail for assault with a deadly ciabatta. I can feel the tears welling up. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. I try to replace sorrow with anger. Bastard, bastard, bastard. It’s working. I take a deep breath and I’m back in control.

The girls look relieved. I’ve put them through so much stress in the last few months that it’s a miracle they haven’t developed stutters and nervous tics.

Kate rubs my hands, concern oozing from every pore. She was born maternal and spends her whole life worrying about our welfare. Although lately she’s had enough dramas of her own to keep her occupied. You see we all have very defined roles in this little group. Kate: soft, motherly. Sarah: sensible, reasoned. Carol: tactless, glib. Carly: hopeless, hilarious. We’ve been friends since primary school, since the biggest decision in our day was what to spend our dinner money on. Even then, Kate would fuss and make sure we ate a balanced lunch.

Kate was a hairdresser until she married Bruce Smith, a highly successful architect, and had three children, Zoë, Cameron and Tallulah (we’re sure that the after-effects of an over-enthusiastic epidural were responsible for the name of her last born). Thereafter, she decided to devote her life to creating a haven of family bliss in her Richmond semi. Fortunately, we girls constitute family members too, so she does everything from serial nagging (in a nice way) about our cholesterol levels, to buying our condoms. She must have been on holiday nine months and three days ago.

Lately, though, Kate’s been a bit distracted. In fact, the onset of the distraction can be traced back to when Keith Miller (alias Builder Bob), construction entrepreneur, bought the other half of her semi. She’s been weirder than Tantric sex ever since.

Carol, on the other hand, is our in-house beauty consultant and provider of salacious gossip. She’s a “just a wee bit too old to still be called super” model: auburn tendrils that hang to her twenty-four-inch waist, eyes like chestnuts and a figure that mannequins would kill for. She’s in more demand than ever as she now comes complete with the most beautiful twins that were ever put on this earth. This is obviously down to hereditary blessings. Her husband Cal also struts the catwalks and he makes Brad Pitt look average. It would be easy to be jealous of her (OK, sometimes in my extreme emotional state I do have the odd encounter with the green-eyed monster). But Carol is so lacking in pretension, has more hang-ups than the fashion floor at Harvey Nicks, and is so hilariously shallow that you can’t help but adore her.

Sarah has taken on what was previously my role: sensible, focused and utterly devoid of madness. She teaches primary children and honestly enjoys it. Personally, I’d be threatening the little buggers with violence, but Sarah is more compassionate than Claire Rayner. What’s more, since being rescued from a life of impoverished singlehood by her lovely husband Nick, she radiates happiness from every moisturised pore. Now that makes me insanely jealous. I know, I’m a terrible person.

Nick was actually an ex-boyfriend of Carly (sister of Cal, are you confused yet?), who just for a change is obviously late. Yes, I’m being sarcastic. Carly has never been on time for anything in her outrageous life. She is our entertainment co-ordinator and social convenor. Mostly, the entertainment is just listening to the weekly events in her perpetual soap opera. Only Carly would have a mid-life crisis at thirty-one and go off round the world seeking out her ex-boyfriends (Nick being one of them) to re-evaluate their husband potential. She single-handedly proved that you should always take chances in life because her insane man-mission was successful—enter one Mark Barwick, lawyer and Carly’s childhood sweetheart who has the wisdom of Solomon and the patience of a school bus driver. I’m sure he’s aged ten years since he married her.

There’s a sudden commotion at our table. I look to check if my waters have broken, but no, it’s just the girls shuffling round to make room for Carly as she launches herself through the door and sprints to our corner in her usual manic manner. She’s a sight to behold: five feet eight inches of sexy curves, white T-shirt, ripped jeans, hair that resembles a blonde toilet brush and carrying a motorcycle helmet.

“News, news, news,” she yells. “First, Kate, any developments on the Builder Bob front that you wish to share yet?” That’s the thing about Carly; she breaks the ice quicker than the Titanic.

We laugh as Kate simultaneously shushes her and shakes her head sheepishly.

“Ok, Carol, did my brother get the Calvin Klein contract and did you get the Mothercare one?”

“Yes to both,” Carol smiles. I bet her bank manager will too.

We raise our glasses and do a Mexican wave—two pints of celebration margaritas (non-alcoholic for me of course) coming up.

“Sarah, does Nick have the opening date for the restaurant yet?” Nick is opening his second London restaurant specialising in traditional Scottish food. His first one has been full every night since Sean Connery was spotted there with Pierce Brosnan and Roger Moore on some kind of weird Bond reunion night.

“One month from today—get your sequins and Jimmy Choos ready, girls.”

Carly turns to me. “And what about you, fatty, ready to drop the sprog yet?”

I splurt my drink as the whole table collapses in laughter. The world would be a duller place without Carly Cooper (she refuses to change her name to Barwick, because she says it keeps Mark on his toes and reminds him that she’s an independent woman of the new century. The truth is she just couldn’t be bothered changing her name on her forty-seven different credit cards).

I clutch my ever-expanding sides. My arms would need to be made of Silly Putty to go all the way round my stomach now. Ouch! A sharp pain just shot through my abdomen. I bend over double, but it’s not easing. Oh, holy cow, don’t let me give birth in Paco’s, he’ll have a stroke.

The girls suddenly stop laughing and dive to my side. Kate has her arms round my shoulders.

“Deep breath, take a deep breath,” she’s urging.

“I. CAN’T. FUCKING. BREATHE,” I stammer.

Carol orders Paco, “Call a cab!” He’s gone a whiter shade than snow.

“I. Don’t. Think. There’s. Time,” I whisper between pains.

“Did anyone bring their car?” Carly looks desperately at the girls. They all shake their heads.

“Oh, fuck, Jess,” she tells me, “there’s nothing else for it. We’ll have to go on my moped.”

Never in all my nights lying awake and imagining the arrival of my first-born child, did I envisage being rushed to hospital on the back of a bright pink moped called Martha. The pain ceases long enough for me to get outside and strapped on. Thank God the hospital is only five minutes away, although it takes us ten because I yell to stop halfway when another pain comes. My waters finally gush while doing thirty miles an hour down a main road.

“It’s OK,” Carly shouts. “It’ll give the guy behind us something to wash his windscreen with. And don’t worry, Jess, I’ve seen Scrubs. I know what to do if we don’t get to the hospital in time.”

If I wasn’t crying, I’d collapse in hysteria. This is the most ridiculous thing that’s ever happened to me. I try to breathe a sigh of relief as we screech to the reception of the maternity hospital.

“Baby coming, baby coming, clear a path,” Carly shouts to the receptionist. The stunned woman’s training kicks in and in five minutes I’m on a bed in the labour ward, being examined by the most George Clooney-like doctor I’ve ever seen. Oh, the indignity. I finally meet a gorgeous, successful, single (no wedding band) man and I’m sweating like an Eskimo in a sauna and screaming like a banshee. Fuck it. I hate men anyway. The doors open and Kate, Sarah and Carol rush in.

Aaaaaaaa! Oh, my God, nobody warned me it would be this painful. I feel like the midwives are doing a Hannibal Lecter and whipping out my kidneys for a bite of lunch. Served with a good Lambrusco, of course. Well, Chianti is a bit upmarket for us. And it doesn’t have any bubbles. I think I’m delirious.

Aaaaaaah! This isn’t a baby I’m having; it’s a rhino. A rhino with a large horn, which is tearing through my internals like an Exocet. How do other women do this more than once? I swear I’m never having sex again. I’m officially celibate. Not that I have much choice in this at the moment, since I don’t have the rhino’s father lovingly holding my hand and whispering endearments. Bastard.

I open my eyes a millimetre just to check he hasn’t sneaked in on his belly like the reptile that he is. But no, it’s females only. I’m giving birth to my first child surrounded by four women. I suddenly feel like one of the Nolans.

Kate’s holding my hand, saying, “Push, push, push,” like a removal man trying to get a piano down a flight of stairs. Sarah is holding an ankle, with a look of sheer terror on her face. She can obviously see the rhino’s horn. Carol is putting on her make-up in the corner. I don’t know if that’s for the after-birth photos or because George Clooney is due back any minute. And Carly, well, she passed out about ten minutes ago and is lying face down in a pile of coats.

Aaaaaah! I can’t do this for much longer. Get this baby out now. What’s it doing in there, having a picnic? I would cry, but it would get in the way of my glass-shattering screams. This isn’t the way it should be. I should be in a state of euphoria, staring into the bastard’s eyes and planning the christening. How could he do this to me? I swear as soon as I can stand I’m going to hunt him down, tie him up and remove his testicles without anaesthetic. Slowly.

Oh, God, another pain! This baby has body armour on and it’s fighting its way out. I thought this labour lark was supposed to last for hours? I’ve had facials that have lasted longer than this.

The doctor is back now. He’s looking very serious and telling me to push. Then stop. Then push. Make up your fucking mind. I squeeze my eyes so tightly shut that I’ll need a crowbar to open them. That’s if I survive this. I swear I’m dying. This is what death feels like.

“Push, come on now, one more push,” Dr. Delicious urges.

I want to punch him. I know he’s never done anything bad to me. He’s never promised to love me then betrayed me quicker than a double agent. He hasn’t promised to spend the rest of his life with me then baled out at the first sign of parole. But I don’t care. He’s male, therefore I hate him. I hate all of them.

Suddenly, I feel a slipping sensation down below.

Kate bursts into uncontrollable sobs. Sarah’s hand flies to her mouth. Carol puts down her mascara. Carly sits up, sees what’s happening and collapses back into the coats.

“The head’s out,” Doctor says. “One more push, come on, one more.”

My mind is racing. I want to have an out-of-body experience. Amputate from the neck down please. Now! And get this bloody man away from me! Don’t you realise I hate the male species?

Another slipping feeling. Then suddenly, there’s an indignant wail. I stop breathing and look down at the doc as he lifts what looks like a green blancmange and puts it on my chest.

“Congratulations, Mrs. Chapman. You have a son.”





Book One

Year 1999 BC (Before Chapman)






CHAPTER 1

Why not

start at the beginning…

1996–1999



 

Much as I hate to admit it, I was the ultimate cliché. Like many kiss and tell headlines before me (and no doubt many to come), I was the House of Commons researcher who was shagging her married boss. I know; I was heading for disaster quicker than a dinghy in a hurricane.

Three years before, on the day of my interview with the Right Honourable (HA!) Basil Asquith, MP, I dressed meticulously: navy blue Jaeger suit, crisp white shirt, leather Gucci briefcase (a present from my parents for graduating top of my class at Aberdeen University). I was feeling confident; I had a degree in Politics and a first in common sense. Plus I felt sure that my previous years of experience as an administrator at Party Headquarters would do no harm to my prospects. Indeed, I was the Conservatives’ idea of a veritable ethnic minority: Scottish, female and left-handed.

As I was shown into his office, I strode forward purposefully and shook his hand. His photos didn’t do him justice—he oozed presence and charm like royalty on a state visit to the Commonwealth.

In preparation for the role, I’d researched him thoroughly, studying not only his high-profile career, but also the countless Hello! and House & Garden articles he’d featured in with his wife Miranda. She was the archetypal Conservative wife: tall, blonde, early fifties with an aloof posture and a rich heritage. She baked for the village fair, raised money for countless charities and dressed in blue for daily lunches with other party wives. Carly called them FANNIES (Far too Affluent, Needing No Income, and Extremely Smug).

Basil was a different story. Looking back, I can see now that his whole persona was the result of years spent in public life; a presence manufactured to win votes and endear him to all lesser mortals. The well-groomed grey hair, the custom-tailored Savile Row suit, the warm-as-toast smile and the firm handshake. Think George Hamilton without the sunbed then add a sharp political mind and an expense account.

The interview flowed smoothly. I competently lied about my political orientation (as a working-class girl from Glasgow, I couldn’t even spell Conservative until I was eighteen) as I had done for so many years before in my previous role as an administrator in party HQ. Well, politics is full of people claiming to “believe passionately” in things they don’t give a toss about. When in Rome…or Parliament.

I’d done my statistical homework too. We discussed in depth the current manifesto and reviewed his constituency’s demographics, history and issues. By the time his assistant interrupted us with a reminder of his next appointment, I was feeling confident and visualising how my name would look on official notepaper.

The offer letter came through a few weeks later and before you could say, “Hope the security check doesn’t uncover my brother’s police caution for shoplifting,” I was Jess Latham, House of Commons researcher.

My job was to make sure that the Right Honourable One was well versed on every political situation that arose. When there was a new bill in the house, I provided Basil with the background, origin and aims of the legislation. When he was to speak in public, I researched the audience, and compiled a thorough analysis of all the topics that would be discussed. On every political situation, from the environment to the Welfare State, I kept Basil up to date with all national and international developments and viewpoints. It wasn’t so much a full-time job as an overtime job. My work was my life and I had never been happier. I was focused, I was in control and I was in Armani; everything was just the way I liked it.

We hit the campaign trail almost immediately. It was less than a year until the 1997 general election and although the chances of the party securing leadership were up there with William Hague lifting a Mini Metro with one hand, Basil was relatively confident of retaining his position as MP for Oxford.

The hours we slogged were horrendous. My girlfriends forgot what I looked like as I cancelled every night out for three months due to working sixteen-hour days to secure the country’s (or at least the county’s) political salvation.

Occasionally, Miranda would sweep in to whisk Basil away for a joint interview or photo shoot. She always looked so utterly composed and in control, but I knew it was a fragile veneer that covered a fragmented reality. I knew that theirs was a marriage of convenience, one completely devoid of intimacy, which was endured for political conformity and public approval. I knew that Miranda barely tolerated her husband for the sake of her windswept lifestyle and, in turn, he made all the right comments and appearances on the family values band-wagon. In truth, their relationship was no more than that of acquaintances of many years who occasionally supported each other for mutual gain. In fact, the last time they’d had sex was around the time of their second son’s conception. He was twenty-nine.

And how did I know all this? Because Basil and I had fallen into the habit of having a nightcap after our long, hectic days and he would frequently bemoan the sorry state of his personal life. Now, this is where I shake my head like a mountaineer with frostbite in disbelief at my gullibility.

The night after the election, our team had a celebratory dinner in a private dining room in a prestigious London club, courtesy of Basil’s obscenely wealthy and extremely well-connected father-in-law.

We deliberately chose this venue because although we were elated at having won our battle, the big boys had lost the war and the whole party was officially in mourning. I dressed all in black, not out of solidarity with my colleagues, but because too much hectic snacking had resulted in the slight expansion of my size twelve hips and I was doing a damage limitation exercise (as opposed to the aerobic exercise that would have been far more effective).

As I sat on Basil’s right-hand side, he leaned over and whispered that I looked stunning. I smiled, but as I met his eyes I suddenly realised that it wasn’t just one of those throwaway compliments that bosses uttered in an attempt to boost employee morale. No, I’d seen that look before—every time Basil wanted something badly, be it a new ministerial Jag or a jolly to Europe at the taxpayer’s expense, he got that look. It was one of the Conservative commandments: thou shall covet whatever thou chooses and attain it at any cost. I checked behind me to see if Michelle Pfeiffer had just walked into the room, but no, it was definitely me he was staring at. Oh bugger.

My brain automatically went into analysis mode. These were uncharted waters. My own personal Bermuda Triangle. Basil was my boss, a respected MP, a pillar of society. This scenario wasn’t in the three hundred and thirty page career-plan that I’d written on leaving university. But then, in my militant youth I had envisaged working for left-wing female activists, not a right-wing, upper-class, smoother than ice Tory MP. And a hugely attractive one at that. A sharp intake of breath accompanied that last thought. It was the first time that I’d actually admitted to myself that I found Basil attractive. How could I not? He was fiercely intellectual, blindingly brilliant, fascinating company and to cap it all, pretty easy on the eye (I’ve always fancied George Hamilton). With horror, I realised that I was contemplating breaking another of the Conservative commandments (and the exception to the rule of the last one): thou shalt not, under fear of death, covet thy FANNIES’ husbands.

For once, my steely control threatened to slip. I struggled to come up with one definitive, resounding argument as to why I should not entertain intimacy with the man who was now tickling my kneecap under the table. I blame it on hormones. For years my libido had been firmly repressed and it had suddenly decided to rebel. The only defence I can muster is a physical one: I was more sexually frustrated than a poodle in a cattery, due to a distinct lack of time or interest in any activity that was outwith my career. I was ripe for the plucking. Or should that word begin with “F”?

I needed a second opinion. I excused myself and rushed to the nearest phone. I contemplated calling Kate, but I knew she would talk me out of whatever it was that I was possibly, maybe, potentially, thinking about planning. Carly was a better bet, but she was working in Shanghai. Or was it Hong Kong? It didn’t matter anyway because I only had a pound in change and that wouldn’t get me past Europe.

I called Carol. Carol and I had always had a very close but fiery relationship. She is direct, blunt and unfailingly honest and when that is matched against my similar nature and frequent disregard for tact, it often causes sparks to fly. We’re a bit like Geri Halliwell and Mel B when they were in the Spice Girls, only taller and with more clothes. However, when it came to meaningless sex with older men she was the expert, as she was subsidising her modelling career with countless dates with rich fiftysomethings who showered her with more gifts and holidays than you could a win in a whole year on The Price Is Right.

“Carol, it’s me and I’m in a phone box so I have to make it quick. I’m out with Basil, he touched my knee, told me I look stunning, my hormones are surging and I’m seriously considering molesting him. Help.”

There was a pause. “You’re not Jess Latham,” she blurted. “Jess Latham couldn’t spell ‘indecisive.’ You’re an imposter. What have you done with the real Jess?”

I suppose I deserved that. For years I had sanctimoniously tutted at my friends’ antics as they careered from one relationship to the next, disparaging their lack of focus as they allowed their emotions to overrule logical actions. Now I was either the pot or the kettle.

“Carol, I’m serious. Forget it, I shouldn’t have called.” It was the reality check that I needed. Time for a fast cab home.

There was a laugh on the other end of the line. “OK, OK, I’m sorry, Jess. Now, when was the last time you had sex?”

“With or without another human being present?”

Another giggle. “With.”

“Do you want it in years or will decades do?”

Another laugh, then, “And he’s definitely not married in the devastated wife and children, potential broken home kind of way?”

“Definitely. It’s strictly an in-name-only, can’t even remember the wife’s dog’s name, kind of set-up.”

“Then I think you should…” Bugger, the line went dead. You get nothing for a pound. But I hazarded a guess that she would say, “Dive in, feet first.” (Carol has a major problem with metaphors.)

I returned to the table and as calmly as possible, hoping the noise of the others chattering was covering the chugging sound of my sex drive going supersonic, I sat back down. This was insane. I would not be so stupid as to get personally involved with my employer—I had worked too hard and been too successful to resort to that. I was a competent professional. I used my brains in life, not my body. I was an intelligent, driven, female of the nineties and I would not be distracted by something as trivial as sexual lust.

Unfortunately, those thoughts ran round my brain, but didn’t quite make it as far as my hand, which had just grabbed Basil’s fingers under the table and returned them to my knee. Well, why not? I was attracted to him. I was in control. I was assertive…I was toast.

By the time dessert was served, his hand had wandered into my private manifesto and was doing a thorough review. All I could think was thank God I’d worn stockings, because there’s nothing worse than fingers trapped in a gusset for quelling the fires of passion. I’ve never eaten pudding so quickly in my life—a Dyson couldn’t have polished off that tiramisu any quicker.

After coffee, Basil whispered, “My place, twenty minutes.” It was now or never. One cab directly home would remove this nightmare dilemma. I should fix my face into my most professional expression and say that I was far too tired to do any more work tonight. But no, I nodded and smiled. In all honesty I was relieved he made the offer, as nothing, but nothing, could have dissuaded me from diving under his duvet that night and this would save me from having to break his window and make an illegal entry.

As he left in his chauffeured limo, I hailed a cab and gave the address of Basil’s Mayfair flat. Was it my imagination or did the driver look at me with a knowing sneer? No tip there then. En route, I contemplated the sense of the imminent encounter. It was official, I decided, there was none. But somehow, I couldn’t form the words that would have the driver doing a handbrake turn and whisking me back to the safety of my own home. What was worse, as the journey went on, I was actually starting to justify my actions in my head. Why shouldn’t I be entitled to a relationship? After all, most of the adult population of the country embarked on one at some point in their lives. Why should ambition preclude intimacy? Couldn’t I have both? Why not?

I thought back to my previous plethora of relationships with members of the opposite sex. OK, so it wasn’t exactly a plethora. Oh, all right then, so discounting the odd snog behind the youth club wheelie bins and later the occasional drunken one night stand, there had only ever been one and a half relationships in my whole life. But you have to understand I had other priorities. That coupled with the fact that I had, let’s just say, unusual taste in men, made sex a lower priority in my life than de-fleaing my cat. And I didn’t even own a cat.

It had been this way since puberty dawned. I was almost outcast from the school common room after completing a questionnaire in Jackie.

Which man would you most like to date? General consensus from my schoolmates: Simon Le Bon or Tony Hadley. My answer: Jeremy Paxman. Swoon!

Which man would you least like to date? General consensus from schoolmates: Morrissey from The Smiths, Limahl from Kajagoogoo. My answer: Simon Le Bon or Tony Hadley.

What would be the perfect date? Schoolmates: a night on a deserted island with either of the two mentioned above. Me: dinner at the House of Commons, followed by seats in the audience of Question Time.

When I was twelve, I was convinced that I was adopted. I was not the Glaswegian daughter of a postman and a school dinner lady. I was the secret love child of Henry Kissinger and an exotic, fiercely intelligent Scottish beauty, who had been forced to abandon me so that she could continue her campaign for world peace and the end to Third World debt.

It wasn’t until my first year of university that I had my first actual relationship, when I met my Jeremy. Only his name was Miles Frombay and he was a professor of Political Studies. I didn’t care that he was twenty years older than me. I didn’t care that he was two stone overweight and his fashion sense consisted of leather patches on the arms of his tweed jackets. I didn’t even care that our trysts extended to sandwiches in his office, followed by a spot of romance on his battered sofa. All of this was conveniently overlooked due to the fact that he was the most intelligent man I’d ever met. We could debate all night on the merits of the American Star Wars strategy. He could quote every Prime Minister this century on their plans for social reform. He’d even had dinner once with my biological father, Henry Kissinger. Miles Frombay was a god. For a while.

Our relationship lasted the four years that I was at uni but on my day of graduation, the last one we’d spend together, I didn’t shed a tear. I would miss Miles, I thought regretfully for about a nanosecond; he’d been a great companion and we’d had some fantastic times on that sofa. But nostalgia was swiftly replaced with excitement. The adrenalin took over and my brain was bubbling with plans for the future. I was going to embark on my new life in London. Granted, it was not as I’d planned, to work at the heart of the Labour revolution, but to take up the only post that I’d managed to secure: administration assistant at the Conservative Party’s Headquarters. It had almost given my father (adoptive father that is, not Henry) a heart attack—his golden child off to join the other side. But I had to go. London was my Mecca, the centre of the political world and this role was a step in the right direction. I would work my way up the ladder. I would change things from inside the system. I was more of an idealist than Che Guevara. Oh, and Miles who?

I voraciously absorbed every element of my new surroundings. The players and every event in the political world fascinated me. It was an all-consuming lifestyle and my personal life took such a back seat that it was almost in the trunk.

My social life consisted solely of monthly nights out with Carol, Carly and Kate, where I would listen with huge amusement to the latest episodes in their neverending quests to find, recognise, seduce, attract, or hold on to “Mr. Right.” It was beyond my comprehension. Only two things were important in my life: my work and my mates. If my “Mr. Right” had camped on my doorstep, I’d probably just have stepped over him as I came home after another sixteen-hour day, then given him directions to the nearest homeless shelter. I suppose in the back of my mind, there was always the image that one day I’d settle down, marry a Jeremy Paxman and breed, but that could wait. No, men definitely were not my priority. Friends were. Success was. Oh, and not forgetting…Meaningless sex was another thing altogether. I may have been a touch on the clinical side, but I was still human. Thus my other relation ship, which even with generous scoring would still only rate a half. Enter Colin Fuller, personal trainer, party animal, lovely bloke, great in bed. We’d met when I answered an advert for a flatshare in Chiswick. Colin answered the door wearing nothing but shorts and a smile. I said a silent prayer that he lived here and wasn’t just repairing the plumbing or visiting his sick eighty-year-old aunt. Someone in the heavens must have been listening. It was the start of a beautiful relationship. For five years we shared the flat, shared the beer in the fridge, shared the remote control for the telly, and initially, shared the same bed. No strings, no demands, no expectations. Not only did our relationship satisfy my libido, but it also burned off 550 calories an hour.

Alas, it was a sad day when we realised that an intimate relationship could threaten to destroy a beautiful flatshare. You see, Colin was as ambitious in life as I was. Like me, he was born into a working-class background (he took elocution lessons to lose his broad Dudley accent). He never hid the fact that he was intent on marrying well and forging his way into the lifestyle that he wished to become accustomed to (since he had the body of a young Sylvester Stallone, he was never short on offers from wealthy wives who were being neglected by their busy husbands). Monogamy lasted for the first year or so, until two things became perfectly clear: a) due to the long hours we both worked, we saw our window cleaner more often than we saw each other, and b) I didn’t have enough money to be his Mrs. Right and since he thought politics was about as interesting as fly-fishing, he wasn’t my Mr. Right either.

On one rare Saturday night together, over a crate of Budweiser and a botulism curry from the local take-away, we amicably decided that we would continue to share the flat, but in all other respects go our separate ways.

There were, however, a few exclusions to this deal. We would continue to accompany each other to all weddings, christenings and funerals if no other partner was available. We also wouldn’t rule out the occasional night of passion if neither of us was involved with anyone else and we had an urge for physical activity.

We shook on the deal, and then had a quickie to seal it. It was one of the very few encounters we would share over the next few years. Colin swept from one affair to another, accumulating expensive gifts and high-profile contacts as he went, until the day that he won his proverbial lottery—a slightly overweight, but ridiculously wealthy American heiress called Tamsin. She was having a sabbatical in London and fell madly in love with him at first abdominal crunch. Before you could say hup, two, three, four, they were lunging down the aisle and Colin was swept off to her penthouse in Houston, Texas. I was delighted for him. After all, the fluid in my contact lens case was deeper than our emotional relationship. We had always been very open about the fact that we were mates first, occasional bed-sharers second.

The day before Colin’s wedding I had lunch with Kate. Before we’d even sat down, she was giving me her very best sympathetic expression.

“Are you OK, babe? Do you want to stay with us for a few days?” she asked, concern in every syllable. I was missing something. Had someone died? Was I supposed to be distraught about something?

“Why?” I replied, confused.

“Well, I just thought that with Colin getting married, you might be feeling a bit, well, lonely. You could stay with us for a while until it’s all blown over.”

I was astounded. It had honestly never occurred to me that I should be upset. Sure, it was sad that a friend would be leaving the country, but it wasn’t like I was losing the love of my life. We hadn’t shared anything more than a toothbrush since he’d met Tamsin almost a year before. And anyway, I had an interview for a research position with Basil Asquith a few weeks later and that was the focus of all my thoughts at the moment.

I gave Kate a hug. “Thanks, sweetie, but I’ll cope, honestly.”

She gave me an admiring look, as if she was proud of my bravery. I smiled back. There was no point in trying to explain my feelings, or lack of them, to Kate. She had been happily married to her first love, Bruce, for years and would sooner run naked down Bond Street than indulge in a spot of casual sex.

It was probably just as well I hadn’t called her tonight, I mused as the taxi drew to a halt outside Basil’s impressive Georgian townhouse, she’d have been at the restaurant armed with a chastity belt and padlock before I’d Dysoned my pudding.

 

Basil answered the door before I’d even taken my finger off the bell. His face had a look of unadulterated lust and excitement that would have shocked and disgusted old ladies at coffee mornings all over Oxford. I lost my coat at the door, my dress in the hall, my underwear as I entered the bedroom and my shoes, well, they stayed on—turns out he had a thing about stilettos.

Now, I’d love to say that it was an orgasmic experience: that my earth moved, there was a crashing drum-roll and the angels sang. But in truth it was, well, average. Passable. Satisfactory. In a no orgasm, couldn’t find my clitoris if you won it in a raffle, kind of way. But hey, it was sex and I was desperate. And short of paying for it, this was my only opportunity to be hot and sweaty with a member of the opposite sex. I made a mental note to get out more.






CHAPTER 2

Why not

say it with ’cuffs?






 

I intended it to be a one-night affair. I really did. After all, having sex with your boss could be a career-limiting move and I was very focused on having a long-term political career. But it was just so difficult when my whole life revolved around my job. Soon giving Basil his daily briefings took on a whole new meaning. We quickly fell into a pattern of work, work, work, sex, work, work. This was punctuated only by Basil’s return to the family home every weekend, for the sake of appearances. Yes, it sounds lame now, even to me.

I reasoned that I had the best of both worlds. I had a relationship with a man to whom I was seriously attracted, a more than healthy level of carnal activity, great conversations with one of the country’s finest political minds and I still got to spend the weekends with the girls, invariably giving them a blow by blow (job) account of my week’s activities. We were always careful to be highly discreet. After all, the party seemed to be careering from one sex scandal to another and the tabloids were like locusts when it came to MPs. Basil had made a wise choice though. He understood my ambitions and he knew that I would never let anything jeopardise them, so I was as skilful as a big game hunter when it came to covering our tracks.

As for my complaint about sex being a tad on the boring side, it would be fair, indeed an understatement, to say Basil produced an unexpected revelation in that department. One night, about six months after we’d consummated our working relationship, I sneaked into his flat in the middle of the night, using the back door key he had issued to me (this ruled out the possibility of a maverick paparazzo snapping a photo of him opening the door to me in his jim-jams).

As we undressed, we clinically discussed the day’s workload. Passion? I’ve felt more passionate about control top tights.

We slipped under the duvet and I readied myself for our usual sexual encounter. It was easy—just lie back, eyes tight closed, think about Liam Neeson. I hope Liam isn’t psychic because I’d hate him to know how many times we’ve had virtual sex.

Basil leaned to kiss me (Liam whispered rude suggestions in my ear). Basil’s hand then strayed down to my breast (Liam disappeared under the duvet and began to lick every crevice). Basil climbed on top (Liam pulled me on top of him, all the while talking to me in that delicious Irish lilt). Basil came, fell off and started to snore (Liam still had hours to go, although there was now the faint sound of a battery-operated device). I screamed in ecstasy, so loudly that Basil woke up with a start.

“Are you OK, my darling?”

“I’m fine, Basil. Just a touch of cramp in my foot.”

“Darling…”

“Yes?”

“Have you ever thought about, well, spicing up our sex life a little?”

Thought about it? Mmmm, only for hours.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked. Surely he wasn’t contemplating deviating from the missionary position? I didn’t know if I could take the shock.

He reached over to the bedside cabinet and pulled out…handcuffs. I couldn’t contain my astonishment. Knowing Basil, he was about to launch into a full-scale debate about police in the nineties and these were his props. But no.

“Why don’t you use these, my little haggis? Make Uncle Basil a happy bunny.”

I’d seen Blue Peter. I could make bunnies out of felt, a Fairy Liquid bottle and sticky-back plastic, but not out of four metal hoops and two chains.

I suddenly realised what he meant. Oh shite. I bet Liam never used handcuffs. I reprimanded myself. What was it that Carly always said? Try anything once to see if you like it, then try it again when you’re sober just to double-check. I pondered for another nanosecond, then my general attitude to life kicked in. Why not give it a go? The worst that could happen was that he’d lose the keys and we’d have to get the bolt cutters out.

I took them from him, snapped one set on to each wrist, securing them to the rosewood posts on either side of the antique bed. I don’t think that’s what the Georgian carpenter had in mind when he designed it.

“Now what?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

He struggled to speak, his face flushed with excitement and his breaths coming rapidly. “I want” (pant, pant) “you to” (pant, pant) “tickle me.”

Don’t let me laugh. Please, God, don’t let me laugh. Was he serious? This brought a whole new meaning to police brutality. If the Oxford pensioners could see him now, their pacemakers would explode.

I tentatively reached over and tickled his stomach. Then under his arms. He was moaning like a Brazilian porn star and sweating like Bill Clinton when he heard the word “Lewinsky.”

I moved down to his feet and suddenly it was all too much for him—he almost wrenched the bed posts from their joists as he screamed out then collapsed into the pillow. Mmmmmm. I clenched my teeth together so tightly that I removed a filling. Don’t laugh, don’t laugh, I repeated silently.

“Oh my darling,” he whispered, “That just blew my mind.” That was the thing about Basil, he occasionally liked to use teenage vernacular because he thought it made him sound hip. It did. In the sixties.

In ten seconds he was fast asleep again. What should I do now? I summoned up Liam but he wasn’t interested in a second bout. And anyway, I was about as horny as a hooker after a night shift. On my left shoulder, a wee devil was whispering, “Just leave and let the cleaner find him in the morning. Or call the News of the World and let the paparazzi attack. This image would put a photographer’s kids through college.”

But the angel on the other shoulder was showing mercy. She must have had a sense of humour. She persuaded me to release him, grab my clothes and make a swift exit.

In hindsight, I really should have called it a day at that very moment, but to an extent, I was cornered. If I ended the relationship, then not only would I return to a life of boring celibacy, but I had no doubt that it would make my professional life very uncomfortable as we worked side by side every day. No, best to just carry on regardless. Well, why not?

The next morning, I waited in Basil’s office as usual with his coffee and his day’s schedule. I couldn’t contain myself. I was desperate to see if he would hang his head and sheepishly claim a mental aberration for his behaviour. Or would he be too embarrassed to face me and go straight to his first meeting? But no. At eight thirty sharp he strode purposefully in to the office in his normal manner.

“Good morning, Jess. Are we organised for the day?” He asked this every morning in life. One day I vowed to reply, “No, I couldn’t be arsed, so sod all is prepared.” But not that morning. I just nodded.

“Great.” He smiled. “Then let’s get started, shall we.”

I was dumbfounded. He was acting as if nothing untoward had happened at all. Surely any minute now he would look at me through mortified eyes and whisper an explanation. He hung up his jacket and sat behind his imposing mahogany desk. He clutched his hands together and leaned forward. My eyes were on stalks.

“First of all, Basil, a small recommendation about your dress code today.”

He looked perplexed.

“I think it would be advisable to keep your jacket on.”

“Why? Are we expecting heating problems?”

“No sir,” I replied, “It’s just that you seem to have developed strange marks on your wrists. Must be some kind of allergy, I presume. Maybe your housekeeper is using a new soap powder.” I could have won an Olympic medal in laughter suppression.

“Yes, well, good advice, dear, good advice,” he murmured as he pulled his sleeves down, covering the welts. “Right, what’s first on the agenda?”

He was priceless. Not a flicker of embarrassment, shame or, well, anything. Now I knew it: he was a true politician.

I couldn’t wait to tell the girls. This would have them choking on their chocolate pud for hours.

 

I can remember the exact moment that I started to want more than just being an old guy’s mistress. It was eleven thirty p.m., New Year’s Eve 1998, and I was standing in Kate’s kitchen surrounded by enough food and drink to save a starving nation and keep them celebrating for a year.

I was dressed from top to toe in grey (it was the new black that season) Prada, courtesy of a premenstrual shopping spree the day before. Well, I had nothing else to spend my money on, I reasoned. It wasn’t as if I was saving to get married, or for a romantic two weeks in Mauritius with the love of my life.

I had been at Kate’s house since the day before, figuring that it was better than staring at the four walls in the flat in which, since Colin’s departure years before, I lived alone. I had arrived at ten o’clock on the morning of the thirtieth, armed with a pile of books that I’d been trying to find the time to read for ages, a bottle of plonk and a box of chocolate eclairs. It would be a relaxing chill-out end to the year. Wrong. By twelve o’clock I was losing the will to live. The house was like a nonstop episode of Sesame Street and I was Big Bird. I sang songs with Zoë and Cameron, helped them tidy their rooms, and fed them their lunch while Kate readied the house for the following night’s celebrations. By two o’clock, I was contemplating forging a note from my mother saying that I had to go home early. But by nine o’clock that night, when an exhausted Zoë fell asleep snuggled beside me on the sofa, a startling realisation dawned—I hadn’t enjoyed myself so much in one day for years. In between the bribery, blackmail and coercion (not much different from politics really) deployed to get the kids to do what they were supposed to, I was actually, shock horror, laughing.

This was disturbing. I’d always put kids in the same category of desirability as colonic irrigations and enemas. Had I been kidding myself all this time? My head started to throb. This was major. I’d never devoted more than three seconds to contemplating the future of my personal life and suddenly I was awash with doubts and questions.

In bed that evening I stared at the ceiling (it was hard not to, as I was in Zoë’s top bunk and the Artex was ten inches from the end of my nose). Maybe, I pondered, it was time for a slight shift in strategy. Now that I’d hit my thirties running, perhaps I should widen the scope of my aspirations. After all, couldn’t women have everything now? Couldn’t I have a political career and a family? Margaret Thatcher managed it (bad example…think Mark and desert—not a good role model). And anyway, it’s not as if I aspired to be Prime Minister; my aims were more targeted at a whip (political, not leather) position. I’d set myself a ten-year timescale to achieve that, by which time I realised my ovaries would require serious coaxing to perform. I needed to give it serious thought, I decided, as my eyes closed. I’d think about it tomorrow.

I woke with a start at the sound of Cameron riding a pretend motorbike (Bruce’s golf bag on wheels) up and down the hallway outside at seven o’clock the following morning. So much for chilling out. Kids? What had I been thinking about the night before? I didn’t want kids. A budgie was too much of a responsibility. And as for a husband, why bother? Wasn’t I getting most of the perks of marriage already (regular sex, intimate dinners, stimulating company) without any of the drawbacks (laundry, grocery shopping, in-laws)? I shook off the remnants of last night’s melancholy—it must have been a dodgy bottle of wine, I decided. Kids? Book me in for the colonic irrigation. I was a career girl; I didn’t do domesticity. I didn’t want a husband. I didn’t want children. End of story. Finished…

Until later that evening. The party was in full swing, after a mighty procession of couples had crossed the front door and I was in the kitchen contemplating starting a petition to have all celebrations banned on the premise that they were too depressing for words. I was preparing the wording of the motion in my head when Carly came in.

She was a sight to behold in leather trousers that must have been painted on and a white off-the-shoulder gypsy top revealing boobs that no bags of potentially harmful jelly had been required to enhance.

“Why are you in here on your own? Carol is dancing on the living room table with one of Kate’s silk rhododendrons between her teeth. She needs rescuing.”

“Sorry, Coop, I don’t think I’m ready to start celebrating the New Year yet.”

“Oh God, Kleenex alert,” she exclaimed as she pulled up a chair. “Just close your eyes, pretend I’m a Samaritan on the other end of the phone and spill the beans. Take your time—it’s a freephone number.”

That’s the thing about Carly. She could make world famine and the threat of nuclear warfare seem amusing.

“Don’t overreact, Coop, I’m hardly an emotional wreck, just irritated, I suppose. It’s just that I’m bloody sick of always being on my own. Birthdays, Christmas, New Year. And don’t even start me on Mother’s Day. I’ve got less chance than a Franciscan nun of ever getting a card for that. Look at me, Carly—I’m thirty years old and if I carry on like this I’ll be fifty and still tickling Basil with a feather duster.”

“I thought the distinguished MP for sado-masochists suited your career, career, career lifestyle? You always said a normal bloke would be too much hassle. Not to mention too boring, if he didn’t know the difference between a mandate and a manifesto. By the way, what is the difference?”

I ignored the last bit. “I know,” I agreed, exercising a female’s right to change her mind about anything at any time. “But what’s the point of putting time and energy into something if you’re not going to get anything out of it? I’m achieving nothing. Why am I wasting my time on a fruitless affair when there’s a wee part of me that wants marriage, babies, the whole shooting match.”

Carly laughed. “The only thing that needs shooting around here is Basil for being a perv.”

I gave her the most evil stare I could muster. “I thought Samaritans were just supposed to listen and not answer back?”

“Sorry, caller, please carry on.”

“It’s just, well, where am I going with this? I want to be spending New Year in New York, dancing the night away at a government ball in the Plaza, not eating chipolatas on a stick and singing “The Carpenters’ Greatest Hits” in a semi in Richmond. No offence to present company.”
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