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Chapter


1


My problem,” says the girl sitting opposite me, “is that my celebrity status is overtaking my acting credentials.”

She is talking to a red-haired girl sitting next to her who is nodding gently and absentmindedly running her hand up and down her leg.

“Mmmm,” says the red-haired girl, obviously partly concerned about this dilemma and partly preoccupied with the fact that it will be her turn in a moment.

The girl with the problem has recently appeared in a commercial miniseries for shampoo. You know the one—she’s just moved into a new flat and finds that she hasn’t brought her shampoo, or it’s got lost amongst all the boxes or something and so, with just a towel wrapped round her, she knocks on the door of the apartment opposite and the bloke who opens the door, a really smug bastard, looks her up and down and lets her borrow his.

I reflect on the girl’s resumé-versus-fame problem for a moment then realise I’m staring. Still, perhaps when you’re the Thick ’n’ Glossy girl you’re used to people staring.

I know this room so well: the groovy pink leather settees, slightly worn now and marked in a couple of places with Biro; MTV playing silently on a monitor in the corner; the bored, hip girls on reception; the empty water machine which invites everyone who doesn’t have the obligatory bottle of Evian to go up to it, realise that in fact it’s empty and then walk away, trying to look cool. Looking cool at all times is the most important thing about being in this room.

Another model walks in and gives his name to the girl at the desk. “Jake Cooper, Models UK, here for the Sunseeker ad.”

She consults a list, ticks off his name and says, “Okay, Jake, darling, just take a seat and fill out the release form, will you?”

“Ta,” he says, practising his 1,000-watt smile ready for the casting director. He turns to find a place to sit, the smile dimming to about 250 watts as he sees the number of other models waiting ahead of him. Then the power is turned up a bit more as he sees someone he knows.

“Hey, sweetie,” he says to a girl who is combing her hair in a boredom-induced trance.

“Hi, honey,” she says, looking up at him as he kisses her on both cheeks. “How’s it going?”

“Great,” he says, as if it would be anything else. “Yeah. You?”

“Great.”

“Busy?”

“Yeah, pretty,” she says. Diplomatic answer: no one is going to say, “No, dead, actually,” are they? But you can’t say “I’m working every day—it’s just mad” because no one would believe you. “You?” she asks.

“Yeah, not bad,” he says, nodding thoughtfully. Then he launches his Exocet: “Yeah, got the Ford Cirrus campaign, so I’m off to Sicily next month to shoot it.” He knows very well the effect this will have. Two or three other guys look up casually to see who picked up that job after all. It was a biggie—three days of casting, hundreds of guys and thousands of pounds. Why didn’t I get it? Perhaps they were looking for someone dark, I reason. That’s probably why they called in so many blond models. Other guys around me, dark and blond, are checking him out discreetly. He basks in their, well, all right, our envious loathing for a moment and then carries on. “Did you ever see the pictures from that job we did together?”

“Oh, don’t,” says the girl. “The agency sent me the brochure. Why do they always choose the worst shots? That one where you’re picking me up? And carrying me across the grass? I look like I’ve got this huge nose.”

“Yeah,” he says. They both laugh. But now he is staring at her nose.

Her laughter dries up after a few seconds and she says, “And I haven’t, have I?” As if it were absurd, obviously.

But he is still staring at her nose. Actually it is quite large. Yeah, that’s a big conk for a model. Another girl looks up from the blockbuster novel she is reading and surreptitiously checks out the first girl’s nose. As she looks down at her book again, she gratuitously wipes around her own nostrils with a long, slim finger. Just checking.

“It just looks like it, doesn’t it?” says the girl, her voice betraying a degree of panic now. “In the picture. It’s daft.”

Jake Cooper is still mesmerised. “Yeah, it does,” he says at last. “Yeah, I mean, it’s just the picture. I mean not really in the picture, either. It’s a lovely nose. That’s a great picture. No, honestly. I’d put it in your book if I were you,” he says, patting his own portfolio which he has already removed from his rucksack ready for when he goes in. “He goes in”? Makes it sound like a military assault on enemy-held territory. Ridiculous. What a daft comparison.

This is far more terrifying than that.

I turn back to my paper and sense once again the edgy atmosphere as other models read novels or magazines or consult street maps, locating their next casting. Some stare into space or smile at people they half know, while we all secretly wish everyone else would just beat it and die so that we could get this job.

Another guy comes in, gives his name and flashes a grin that he’s obviously used a hundred times before to charm various casting directors and girls on reception.

“Here, you go, Ben, my darling,” says the receptionist.

He takes his form and then makes a joke about the dying flowers on the desk.

“What?” she says, looking up from the list of names.

“You need someone to buy you some more flowers,” he says again, nodding at the drooping white tulips in the vase.

“Eh? Oh, yeah. I think the office manager does it,” she says vaguely, looking back to her list.

He gives a little embarrassed sniff of a laugh and then goes to sit down. The Schadenfreude is palpable as the rest of the models, oh, all right, us, again, enjoy his discomfort. Yeah, practise your charm somewhere else, mate.

Rather conveniently, by the time I’ve got to the crossword and discovered that I haven’t got a pen, the casting room door opens and the girl on the desk says, “Charlie, babe, your turn.” I practise my own 1,000-watt smile on her but she has turned back to answer the phone.

The guy coming out, a huge South African I’ve met before, holds the door open for me and I try it out on him instead. He looks vaguely alarmed.

I walk in and am immediately blinded by the lights. Just behind them I can see the shadows of people, including presumably the director and the client. The only person I know is the casting director, Angie.

“Hi, Charlie, darling,” she says, taking her huge glasses off her head and shaking her greying, bobbed hair free. We double-kiss. This familiarity—after all, I’m an old hand at this game, aren’t I?—makes me feel much better. My smile feels slightly more genuine, slightly less fixed, when I use it again. She introduces me to various other disembodied voices from the darkness behind the lights. I say “hi,” hoping I’m looking in the right direction.

“Okay, ident just for the record, sweets. Name and agency,” says Angie, who I can just see, looking down at a monitor. I make sure I’m standing on the little masking-tape cross on the carpet and look up.

“Charlie Barrett. Jet Models,” I tell the glassy eye of the camera as if I’d just asked it to marry me.

“Beautiful,” says Angie. “Can we see your profile, Charlie, love?”

“Sure,” I say confidently, and turn to the left and then the right, taking my time, a slight, jocular wobble to the head, making it clear that I’m not only perfectly self-assured but I’m actually quite enjoying this whole daft, familiar business.

“Luv-leee,” says Angie. My smile almost seems real now. “Okay, love, take your clothes off down to your undies.” However genuine, that smile must have evaporated pretty quickly. With a very tight timetable to keep to, Angie obviously notices my slight hesitation. “This is for a beach scene. Didn’t they tell you?”

Sunseeker Holidays. Makes sense, I suppose. You might take your clothes off. The only problem is that I’m wearing an age-old pair of white (oh, go on then, slightly grey) M&S undies because they were the only ones that were clean. It’s not even as if I’m going to get a trip out of this—no need to go to a beach with today’s new technology. All the glamour and expense of a studio in the East End for a half day. My image (if I get the job and somehow I don’t think I’m going to now) will be superimposed onto powdery yellow sand thanks to a special computer image-enhancement program.

Modern technology, eh? Damn it to hell.

Suddenly I can make out four girls squashed onto the settee to whom I haven’t been introduced but who are now staring sullenly at me, and I remember the South African hunk whose turn it was just before mine.

God, I’m too old for this.

 

I really am, though.

I take the stairs three at a time. I don’t care if I break my neck, I’ve just got to get out of here. I step out into the street and make for the tube.

It’s been on my mind for a while. At thirty, I reckon I’m ready for a job that not only has better long-term prospects but also provides a greater mental challenge than the ability to remember a name and address and to respond to a request to move your head to the right a bit. But I’m also spurred on by the morbid fear of spending my twilight years doing chunky pullover ads for Reader’s Digest. It’ll be easy-to-get-out-of baths and Stannah stairlifts before you know it.

It’s been fun, I must admit. I’ve earned quite a lot of money for doing very little. I’ve travelled, often business class. Stayed in nice hotels. I’ve met some fun people and often thought to myself, What a ridiculous way to make a living, which is probably the best attitude you can have towards any job. I’ve stopped crowds in the City modelling suits—secretaries shouting risqué comments, men looking on, contemptuous but intrigued, wondering what I’ve got that they haven’t—and I’ve entertained picnickers in Battersea Park while doing a fashion shoot.

I’ve travelled across Kenyan game reserves (aftershave) and I’ve curled up on settees with girls in soft sweaters holding mugs of coffee (empty, of course) in loft apartments to sell life insurance. I’ve cruised the Caribbean and got paid for it—the only drawback being that we were weren’t allowed in the pool or the top deck or some of the lounges because technically we were suppliers to the cruise company or something.

I’ve been married countless times and sometimes at some really beautiful churches. Should it ever happen for real, I’ll be well prepared and able to discuss with my intended all the best venues in which to get hitched in central London. I think my favourite would be Farm Street, Mayfair. That was a lovely wedding. A sunny afternoon in May. The groom wore a Jasper Conran suit and the bride, a tall Irish lesbian called Fennoula or something, looked stunning in an ivory satin dress with a train. Two of the bridesmaids were lovely but the third, whose mother was having a row with her agency about travel expenses, was not such a sweetie.
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I get home to my apartment in Chiswick and let myself in to find my gorgeous girlfriend on the phone. Sitting on the kitchen unit she is saying, “Uh, huh,” and stretching out a smooth, tanned, never-ending leg, letting her shoe hang off her toes. I throw my keys down on the counter, get down on one knee and look up at her. She smiles down at me, half anxious, half thrilled.

Lauren’s legs have been photographed protruding elegantly from the door of a quarter-million-pound sports car, slightly soaped in a shower cubicle and with a scarf sliding down them to prove that a certain hair removal cream lasts longer than shaving or waxing. If any commercial or any press advertisement requires a classy blonde girl with long, beautiful legs, Lauren’s the one they go for. She was in that ad for aftershave with the swarthy bloke sniffing the underside of her knee, and the hair mousse commercial where the girl walks into the restaurant in a shimmering red dress and causes havoc with waiters dropping their trays and male customers being rebuked by their girlfriends as they ogle her.

I touch her skin with my lips, enjoying the unperfumed, unself-conscious, natural smell of her for a moment. Then I slip off her shoe and kiss around her foot. I hear her gasp and tell the person at the other end, “Nothing.” I run my hand round the gentle curve of her calf and then move my lips up her shin, hovering over the skin, stopping occasionally to kiss her. She gasps again. “Yep. Look, I’ll have to go.” I bite her knee gently and then move my mouth round behind it. “No, of course. Don’t worry. Ah, listen, gotta go.” I kiss around to the front of her thigh and squeeze it a little more aggressively as I push her skirt up. “Oh, erm. Yes, I’m fine. I think Charlie’s coming, that’s all.” I look up again and give her a wide-eyed goofy look of “You bet.” I begin to bite her inner thigh gently. “He’s down here, I mean, he’s here. Okay, okay, bye, Mum.” She clicks off and puts down the portable.

I look up again quickly. “That was your mum! Oh, shit, why didn’t you say?”

“What could I say?” she laughs. “‘Gotta go Mum, Charlie’s slowly bringing me to orgasm?’”

I smile, then stand up and pull her against me roughly. “She’d know what a good prospective son-in-law she’s got.”

“Easy tiger,” says Lauren. “You’re still just the boyfriend. Don’t go getting ideas above your station.” Then she smiles and begins to kiss me. Our lips still touching, I lift her up and carry her to the bedroom.

 

“Do think you got it then?” she says, curled up, nestling her back into me in bed after we’ve made love.

“What?” I say sleepily to the back of her head.

“The Sunseeker thing.”

“No, I mean, I don’t know. They didn’t say anything, obviously. Actually I think I probably buggered it up. The agency didn’t tell me they wanted to do body shots so I was wearing some horrible old undies.”

“Oh, Charlie, you must check these things, I told you,” says Lauren, turning round. “Always ask if there are any special clothing requirements and always wear good underwear in any case. You’ve got tons of pants.”

“But you haven’t washed them,” I explain sweetly.

She gives me an admonishing tap on the nose. “It was pretty obvious that they wanted to see bodies if it was for a holiday brochure.”

“I suppose so, I just wasn’t thinking. Anyway, why do you ask whether I’ve got it or not? Can’t a man come home and make love to his woman, just because he feels like it, whether he’s had a successful day or a crap one?”

“I’m not your woman. I just wondered if that’s why you’re in such a good mood, that’s all.”

“I just am, I suppose. I shouldn’t be—the casting was pretty bloody embarrassing.”

She looks at me and then says, “Why do you always go into these things with a such a negative frame of mind?”

“I don’t.”

“You do. It’s always ‘Why have they put me up for this one? It’s not me,’ or ‘God, I made such a fool of myself.’ You should walk into every casting thinking to yourself, ‘I’m the one they’re looking for,’ ‘I’m the perfect person for this job.’ Then you’ll get it. It’s all about positive thinking.”

“Is that what you do?”

“Yeah, of course I do.”

“Why don’t you always get it then?”

“Because…oh, shut up.” She squeezes my cheek hard and kisses me, then gets up to have a shower.

I look at my watch. Nearly five o’clock. Time for a drink? Or a cup of tea? Big decisions. Drink? Tea? Drink? Tea? I find a cool place for my feet across Lauren’s side of the bed and lie back with my hands behind my head. I can still smell her on me. Drink? Tea? Tea? Drink?

“Lauren?”

“What?” she calls from the shower.

“Shall I have a drink or a cuppa tea?”

“Whaaaat?” The water stops for a moment.

“I said shall I have a drink or a cup of tea?”

“Have a cup of tea—it’s too early to start drinking. And make me one too, will you?” The water starts again.

Well, that’s that decided. Now all I have to do is get up and do it. I turn over and see myself in the mirrors on the wardrobe. Do I look too old to call myself a model? ’Course not. One of the few advantages of being a bloke in this business is that you can go on for years. More character. The downside is that people think you’re either gay or stupid, or both, but at least you can go on working and getting decent-paying jobs for longer than women can.

Except that they’re probably adverts for incontinence pants.
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The mirrors along our built-in wardrobe doors were there when we first moved in, and we immediately decided to remove them because they’re so tacky, but somehow we never got round to it. My mates had a good laugh when they first saw them.

“Bit more subtle than putting them on the ceiling, I suppose,” said Mike, giving me a leering smile.

“You can tell he’s a bloody model,” said Becky. “Vain or what, Charles?”

Laughing, I explained that we really were going to get rid of them.

What would Mike and Becky and others say if they saw we still had them? They haven’t been round here for ages.

When we first moved in, sometimes as we were making love, I would catch Lauren looking across at these mirrors, at the images of the two of us entwined. Her long legs around me, or her perfect breasts cupped in my hands as she straddled me. At first I wasn’t sure whether to be embarrassed or annoyed. Was she looking at me or at herself? Was it because the sex was so good? Or was it because it was so boring that she needed some sort of extra stimulation? Was she enjoying it or being subtly critical—making a note to work her thighs a bit more at the gym or advise me to keep off the beer and chips for a while.

Now, sometimes I glance across too. There I am with my girlfriend, almost like a stranger, kissing her stomach, moving down her long, honey-tanned body, holding myself above her on my elbows as I push my way into her, slowly, conscientiously kissing her breasts. My own, private version of those articles you find in men’s health and fitness magazines called things like “How to achieve the ultimate climax” or “How to give your woman the best time ever in bed.” Or just a homemade porn movie with me starring and directing. Sometimes I look over at the same time Lauren does and our eyes meet. We exchange a glance of love, lust, intimacy through the glass.

Our whole home is beautiful, I must say. It’s Lauren’s work, of course. A ground-floor flat in a large nineteenth-century house off Chiswick High Road, it has scrubbed pine floors, whitewashed walls, big Roy Lichtenstein-style prints, plus little things she has picked up from antique shops and from a visit a few years ago to Morocco. She did all the research about freighting the things home. Spoke to couriers, checked up on the paperwork, got a good deal. Bullied, begged, bribed her way through it. People love our flat as soon as they walk in. I tell them “It’s all down to Lauren,” and they say “Yeah, I can believe that.”

The sound of my mobile ringing shakes me out of my reverie.

“Ye-e-e-llow,” I say.

“Charlie?”

“Speaking. Karyn. How are you?”

“Good, darling. How did the Sunseekers casting go?”

“Oh, pretty crap, actually.”

“Really? Why?”

“I was wearing these really disgusting old undies…”

“How lovely—I’m just visualising them. Anyway, you knew it was for a body shot, didn’t you?”

“No.”

“Oh, Charlie, you did.”

“Penny gave me the details.”

“Oh, I see.”

Penny might be Karyn’s boss at the agency and a frighteningly tough businesswoman who can screw every penny out of a client for a model—and every penny out of a model for her agency—but her ability to pass on the simplest bits of information for any casting or job is negligible.

“I think she was probably too shitfaced again,” I explain.

Karyn giggles. “Very possibly. Anyway, this is me giving you a casting so you know it will be totally correct in every detail.”

“If you say so.”

“I do say so. Now, got a pen?”

“Hang on, let me get out of bed.”

“Tough job being a model, isn’t it?” snaps Karyn. “Come on, I’ve got other people to talk to before six.”

“Ooh, ’scuse me. Right. Here we go. Shoot.”

“It’s to go to 11a Kenworth Mews, W11, to see a guy called Dave Howland. It’s advertising for a new dotcom company—”

“I thought they’d all gone under.”

“Fortunately for you, matey, they haven’t. This one is just launching and they need some advertising and some images for their home page, which is where we come in.”

“Jolly good.”

“So it’s any time between ten and twelve tomorrow. Go smart casual, you know, like a young entrepreneur.”

“I’m going to get this job,” I tell her, remembering Lauren’s sensible words.

“’Course you are dear,” says Karyn with exaggerated condescension. “Just make sure you’re wearing clean underwear.”








Chapter


2


I am the face of Lord James cigarettes.

In Uruguay, that is. Laughing, talking to my friends, getting the girl, sipping a cocktail, elegantly smoking a cigarette—my picture appears in magazines and billboards from Montevideo to Punta del Este. I’m on the side of the buses as they snort and push their way through the swirling exhaust fumes and jostling traffic on stiflingly hot days in the palm-filled squares, past crumbling former colonial mansions and along newly built expressways. Peasant women from the outlying regions and girls from Spanish Catholic schools in stripy uniforms get on these buses, and they must sometimes look up at my face smiling down at them.

Do those women really believe that I am some British aristo who likes nothing more than to enjoy a relaxing ciggie with his smart friends? Do those schoolgirls giggle and wonder who I am, what I’m like in real life and where I live? Or do they think I’m just another jerk in a stupid ad? (Obviously I hope not—although in strictly moral terms, it is probably more acceptable than their being so overwhelmed with my handsome face and the mood of effortless elegance that I embody that they actually start smoking the disgusting things I’m advertising.)

And when those buses go back to their corrugated-iron sheds at night in the outskirts of the city I’m still smiling, smoking, talking to my friends, my face inches away from my face on another bus or pressed up against the image of a dark-haired woman advertising a Brazilian soap opera.

So, although I’ve never been to Uruguay and I don’t particularly want to go, I suppose that if I walked down the street in Montevideo, somebody would stop, stare, nudge someone else and say, “Hey, that’s the guy from the Lord James ads.” That’s fame, you see: someone knows you even if you don’t know them.

People have done it to me in Britain. I was once standing on a tube station platform when two women with shopping bags looked across at me and began to giggle. I smiled back, slightly bemused. Then I checked my fly and rubbed my mouth just to make sure that it didn’t still have toothpaste on it or something. What’s their problem? I thought, irritably. It was only when I turned round that I noticed a huge poster behind me on the tube station wall: my face looking up at a stewardess in an advertisement for a business class airline seat.

With my swept-back blond hair, linen suit and smooth, tanned skin I’m also the face of Lord James cigarettes in Paraguay, Ecuador, New Guinea and various specified southern states of Brazil and associated territories for poster, print and point-of-sale advertising, with no specific conditions attached until June 2005 when the licence will have to be renewed. And, if it is (oh, please, oh, please), I’ll get another big, fat cheque—for doing absolutely nothing.

I remember being in the agency when the call came to say that I had got the job. Since it was the end of the day one of the girls dashed out to the corner shop and bought a bottle of Australian Chardonnay. We toasted my success with our plastic cups.

“Well done, darling,” said Karyn, kissing me on the lips.

“Thanks, babe,” I said, putting my arm round her waist, knowing it looked pretty cool but hoping all the same that it was okay by her.

Penny also kissed me on the lips so that I could taste her bright red lipstick as well as the stale alcohol on her breath from her lunchtime session. “Congrats, darling,” she growled at me. “You’re an absolute bloody star. Isn’t he, everyone?”

There were murmurs of agreement from all around me.

I’d never been in the agency before when one of these big jobs came through. Previously I’d just be told about it on the phone so I wasn’t sure of the etiquette; whether to say “thanks” to them for helping me or just look pleased with myself. I suddenly felt rather embarrassed at being the centre of attention. It’s not like I could explain how I got the role, what special skill or strategy I’d employed. I just turned up at the casting, showed some guy my book, let them take a Polaroid of me as they always do for some unfathomable reason, even though they’ve got my card with half a dozen pictures on it anyway, said “Thanks very much” and went home. But somehow I did it. So there I was. The man of the hour.

“Hey, bud!” Brad, one of the girls’ bookers, gave me the high-five model handshake, a giant pec moving under his skintight “army” T-shirt. “Mr. Uruguay!” It wasn’t very funny really, but we all laughed, glad to have something to laugh about. Then we stood in silence and everyone sipped, eyes looking for someone to speak next.

I took a deep breath. “I could do with a cigarette,” I said. “Shame I don’t smoke.”

Everyone laughed again.

“Sophisticated, confident, European” the brief from the ad people had said. That’s me. Well, if they say so, who am I to argue?

 

I arrive at the casting early because I know it’ll get busier later, old pro that I am. Unfortunately lots of other old pros are there too, having had the same idea. But perhaps the other reason I’m usually early for these things is simply that I hate hanging around with other models. I nod hallo to a few familiar faces and have a brief chat with a red-headed Glaswegian guy called Brian. I did a job with him a few months ago when we both spent an afternoon in a brand new office in Docklands poring over a laptop computer and then shaking hands—doing what is known in the trade as the “grip and grin.”

On the way here I’ve been doing Lauren’s thing and telling myself I’m the man they’re looking for and that this is the perfect job for me, but I always feel a bit of a jerk doing it—thank goodness no one can hear me. Unless, of course, I’m actually talking out loud. The clients are late, natch. At nearly half past ten, when the room is beginning to fill up and I’ve read most of my paper and am sliding a creased old copy of Men’s Health out from under a precarious pile of magazines on the coffee table, two thirty-something guys burst in. One gushes apologies at everyone and tells us that his breakfast meeting ran over, the other stands back and offers a quiet “So sorry” to the girl running the casting.

She offers them both coffee and the talkative guy reacts as if she’s just left him her house in her will. They are shown into another room, Mr. Verbosity still apologising and thanking everyone in sight. Somehow the collective malevolence radiating from us models—especially those of us who have now been here for nearly three quarters of an hour—escapes him, and he just grins wildly at us.

“Sorry guys,” he says lightly. We smile back absolution with varying degrees of sincerity, each thinking, just shut up and get on with it, you incompetent asshole. The other guy seems to pick up this vibe and looks genuinely embarrassed, shuffling nervously.

I’m fourth in. There is a strict order in these matters, even if no one is keeping a list. First come, first served. Anyone who tries to get ahead risks being ripped limb from limb by their fellow models. Got to get off to another casting? Haven’t we all, mate? Got a job in half an hour? Go and do it then. Car on a meter? Should have taken the bus. Need urgent dialysis? Bite on a towel, bud. You can steal my money, take my girlfriend, shoot my dog, but don’t ever try and get ahead of me in a casting.

I walk in and say, “Hello, Charlie Barrett. Good to meet you.”

“Charlie. Excellent. Piers,” says the talkative one, extending a hand. “My associate, Guy.”

I shake hands with him too and then pass them my book. It’s the standard format: good, strong head shot at the front, then a mixture of fashion, lifestyle, business—me with suit, looking at watch, staring down into laptop, walking fast with another guy—then a bit of young dad stuff with a girl and a four-year-old plus a couple of my weddings. They flick through and I give them my well-rehearsed anecdotes: “That was actually taken at seven in the morning, even though I’m wearing a DJ,” “That kid was such a brat,” “The girl I’m with there presents something on Sky TV now,” and “That one? Thanks. Actually the photographer got really drunk at lunchtime, I’m just amazed it’s in focus. Ha, ha.”

Piers laughs uproariously and Guy asks more questions. They ask me how long I’ve been modelling and I tell them: since I left university.

“What did you major in?” says Piers, obviously surprised that someone in such a brainless profession could have gone to university. Don’t worry about it, Piers, I’m used to it.

“Marketing. At Leeds,” I tell him.

“Really? Why are you—?”

“In this daft game?” I laugh. Does that sound too cynical? Oops, never mind—plenty more jobs out there. “I thought I’d do it for a while after university and, well, here am I eight years later.”

“It’s a form of marketing, I suppose,” says Guy.

“Yeah, I suppose it is,” I say, hoping to recover the situation.

“All right, Charlie, that’s splendid,” says Piers. “Absolutely fantastic. Great pictures. Thanks very much for coming in to see us.”

“Thanks, Charlie,” says Guy.

I smile, take my book back and then it’s the next bloke’s turn.

 

First come first served is how I first met Lauren. I’d seen her a couple of times before at castings. Even in a room dotted with stunning women you couldn’t fail to spot Lauren. There was something about her manner and her self-assurance. She certainly knew how to make an entrance too; she breezed in as if she was doing a catwalk show, ignoring looks of interest from the boys and depressed resentment from the girls.

It was a casting for a new type of mobile phone. Europe-wide. Lots of money. Even more models up for it. She gave her name, turned round without looking at anybody else and found a seat. Then she dipped into her bag and took out a book called Know the Market: Choosing the Best Individual Savings Account for You. What? I thought. Around her other female models were reading Marie Claire or novels about girls with fat thighs, a Chardonnay habit and no boyfriends. This girl even seemed to be enjoying her improving tome. She took a pen out of her bag and made a note in the margin. She ran a hand through her long blonde hair. I remember thinking that this was a face that could sell almost anything. Lauren’s beauty is sort of immediate and easily accessible. There is nothing quirky or unconventional about it, she has the kind of large bluey-grey eyes, long straight nose, clear skin, even white teeth and sensual mouth that any girl would want.

I knew I was staring and I knew she would sense it and look up in a moment, but I didn’t care. In fact her eyes didn’t move away from her book so I went back to my own reading matter—a mindless thriller. A few moments later I realised that there was some discussion going on about whose turn it was next because one girl had arrived late but had been allowed to go in early. I could sense the tension rising. The girl at the desk was checking her list and muttering, “Just hang on a sec…what was your name again?” Another model said something about being before someone else and having to be away by four because she had to pick up her daughter from her boyfriend. Lauren was also looking up from her book now. I wasn’t that bothered. I had all day with nothing else to do and the sight of a model catfight always amuses me. But suddenly Lauren was speaking and the others were quiet.

“It’s you next, then you, because you agreed to let her go ahead,” she said, talking to another girl. “And then you, followed by me. Okay?”

Whether that was the right order or not, there was something about Lauren’s confident tone that prohibited any further discussion. A challenge to “Argue with that, if you dare” seemed to hang in the air as the other models decided slowly that it probably made sense. Lauren went back to her book and everyone else fell silent, either satisfied or terrified.

Fucking hell, I thought. Luckily my turn came before hers and I hung around afterwards, clutching my rucksack and a map, pretending that I was just in the process of leaving and, hey, gosh, you got another casting, too? I’d also thought of mentioning something about Individual Savings Accounts but I couldn’t think of anything intelligent or funny to say about them. Know any ISA jokes, anyone?

In fact she nearly breezed past me so I had to rush after her and catch her up.

“Hi,” I said.

“Oh, hello,” she said, looking slightly surprised.

“You were just in that casting, weren’t you?” I had hoped to do this a bit more subtly but I was in for it now and there was no turning back.

“Yes,” she said, not having to add, “Were you? I didn’t notice you.”

“Erm, how did it go?”

She stopped walking and turned to look at me properly.

“Not bad. I don’t think I got it, though, I think I’m too English-looking for the kind of girl they were after. I asked the casting director which countries it’s being sold to and I got the impression they wanted someone more American, more West Coast, sort of a Laura Dern or a Cameron Diaz.”

“Yes,” I said dumbly.

“How about you?”

Well in my case, the agency told me to go and I’d gone. That was it. “Erm, seemed okay, but I don’t think I got it either.”

She looked at me for a moment. Then she said, “Never mind, you always learn something about your look and the potential market for it at every casting, I think, don’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose so.” She smiled (patronisingly?) and then carried on walking. I heard myself calling after her, “I wondered, actually, whether you’d like to go for a drink sometime?”

She stopped again and then slowly walked back towards me. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Erm.” Oh shit, what is my name? I thought, panic gripping me like an anaconda. “Charlie, Charlie Barrett,” I said at last. It sounded like I’d just made it up. That was right, wasn’t it? Yeah, Charlie Barrett, that’s me.

“Thing is, Charlie Barrett, I’m booked up all this week—”

“Ohrightnoproblemsureofcoursejustwonderednevermind,” I spewed elegantly.

“But I could do lunch on Wednesday.”

“Lunch?”

“Yeah, why not? You do have lunch, don’t you?”

“Yes, I have lunch every Wednesday,” I said. It was supposed to be a joke but I’m still not sure how it sounded.

“Give me your number and I’ll ring you in the morning to confirm where and when,” she said.

I thought, Oh I see, that’s a nice way to do it. You won’t ring, you’ll accidentally lose it and I’ll be too embarrassed to mention it if we ever meet again at a casting. Slightly despondently, I gave her my number and expected nothing.

[image: space]

But she did ring me. We went out to a little restaurant in Soho where she had fish and salad because she was on a high protein/low carb diet. I ordered chicken Kiev. I didn’t particularly want it but I’d been too busy talking to look at the menu, and when the waiter came it was the first thing I saw.

“You’re not doing any swimwear stuff at the moment,” she said as I gave my order.

“How do you mean?”

“Chicken Kiev, all that butter.”

“Oh right, no, no not really.”

“That’s the thing about boys, you never have to watch your diet, do you?” she said.

“No, I suppose not. I just tend to eat any old thing,” I said, laughing oafishly.

“You’re lucky, you’ve got a naturally slim build,” she said. Was there just a flicker of a smile across her face as she realised the effect that this innocent observation was having on me? I mean, it was a compliment, wasn’t it? “I bet you never put on weight, do you?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I mean no, not really.”

She definitely smiled this time. “Do you do much sport or go to the gym?”

“Swimming. And I play football on Saturdays.” I watched her snap off a piece of bread stick. “Why are you laughing?”

She laughed more. “Because you sound like a little boy talking about your hobbies to a friend of your mum’s or something.” She laughed again. “I didn’t mean to make it sound like that.”

“I collect stamps too.”

She stopped smiling and looked unsure for a moment as though she felt she ought to say something polite about philately.

I let the confusion continue for a moment. Then I said, “I’m joking.” She laughed—amused by my joke or her own gullibility? Who cares? Lauren 1. Charlie 1.

I loved the way she loved being annoyed by my teasing. It was like playing along with my silly jokes made her cross but she couldn’t help it. Even if nothing had ever come of this romantically, I’d have learnt something about how to market myself as a model, how to buy an Individual Savings Account, how to negotiate with hotels to get the best room rate and how to fillet a fish.

That makes the rest of our conversation sound so tedious, but it wasn’t. Lauren was just so on the ball. About everything. Opinionated, perceptive and funny too. Everything interested her and she had strong views on every subject.

Later, having asked about my background and career, she told me about hers: she had done A-levels, two As and a B, but had decided to put off going to college because she wanted to see something of the world. She had known she had the potential to be a model, so she decided this would be a good way of earning money while she figured out what she really wanted to do with her life.

“I just couldn’t work for anyone, could you? I’ve always needed to be my own boss,” she said.

“I don’t know, never done it really,” I told her. “Work generally doesn’t, you know, do it for me.”

She stopped the expert filleting of her seabass and looked at me again. Was I being serious? I wasn’t sure. I was just giving her a provocative, enigmatic look which always works well in shots for women’s magazines, when my chicken Kiev, into which I’d just stuck my knife, spurted melted butter across the table at her. It exploded. All over this beautiful, elegant woman. In the middle of the restaurant. On our first date. Hot, liquid butter, flecked with chopped parsley, dripping down her cream linen dress. A huge, yellow smear. The restaurant seemed to go silent. Or was that just the strange hissing noise in my ears, the kind you get before you faint?

Eventually I managed to drag my eyes away from the stain and look up at her face. She was expressionless. Then she rolled her eyes (oh, God, not a good sign, surely. Why? Why me? Why now?) and suddenly smiled.

“Charlie Barrett,” she said. “You are a fuckwit.”

Waiters fluttered around. The owner’s wife was consulted. Napkins were produced. Advice was given. We finally ate, although on my part every mouthful was torture. As we ordered coffee and I emptied her sachet of sugar as well as my own into my cappuccino, it occurred to me that not only could she carry off almost any situation—anything that life, figuratively speaking, or me, literally speaking, could ever throw at her—but I’d never be lost or bored with this woman. I was right. Lauren has an inbuilt compass so she always knows exactly where she is going, and at that moment I decided I wanted to tag along.

As we walked through the restaurant she had an even greater effect on our fellow customers than she had had in the casting. The butter stain looked, at a cursory glance, like a pattern on the dress and she gave the impression that she really didn’t care at all about it. Garlic butter appliqué? Oh, it’s very in this season, didn’t you know?

I held the door open for her and she swept out, putting on her sunglasses as she did so.

“Are you around next week?” I asked her, assuming she’d give me a polite, polished brush off, the kind of thing a girl as stunning as her would have to say to men about two or three times a day. Especially to one who has just covered her with the contents of a chicken Kiev.

But she didn’t.

“Actually, we could do something tomorrow,” she said.

“Oh, right, I thought you were busy all…” What the fuck was I doing? Trying to put her off?

“Yes, I was,” she said. “But I’ve decided to cancel.”
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I arrive at the job early, with a selection of trendy young businessman’s clothes as instructed. I’ve brought a navy blue suit, a long-sleeved polo shirt, a black T-shirt, a cream button-down collar shirt and a French cuffed navy blue number with matching cufflinks. One thing about this job is that you need a large wardrobe—although mirrors on it aren’t compulsory. Oh, God, those mirrors. It happened again last night. Perhaps we can’t do it without the use of mirrors any more. We don’t smoke, natch, but we do use mirrors to create an illusion.

Lauren, needless to say, has put her wardrobe together with military precision over the years she’s been modelling. Her side of the hanging space contains suits, skirts, blouses and casual clothes to fit every occasion: busy executive, young mother, seductive girl in bed, sensible woman in the kitchen. All perfectly appropriate for her colouring and build, all tax deductible. Lauren does her own accountancy. She also does mine, now.

I, needless to say, have chosen my work clothing with absolutely no thought or skill whatsoever. Most of it is stuff I wear anyway, stuff I’ve rushed out and bought the day before a job, stuff I’ve borrowed from friends and sort of forgotten to return, stuff I got cheap at Primark because I know I need it, plus a couple of things I’ve nicked from fashion shoots: “Where is that grey T-shirt?” one harassed stylist asked me after a job. I shrugged my shoulders. “Dunno, search me,” I said, knowing that if she did she’d find the missing item in my bag. Oh, shut up! They’ve got thousands of them. On the other hand, I’ve also been chased down the road by a stylist to return a pair of socks that I’d forgotten to take off. It’s tit for tat.

But this is a suit job. Smart, confident and on the ball. Huh, I wonder what that feels like. It’s the job from the casting the other day, the dotcom job.

“Clever boy,” said Karyn when she rang to tell me I’d got it. “I knew you looked like a dotcommer.”

“What? You mean broke, washed up and desperate.”

“What’s the matter with you? What happened to your get-up-and-go?”

“It got up and went.”

“Oh, Charlie. Don’t be so cynical.”

Perhaps it’s beginning to show.

“Sorry, Karyn. I’m delighted. How much is it again?” I know that will encourage me, even minus agency commission.

“Fifteen hundred, and you’re worth every penny of it.”

“You say the sweetest things.”

 

We’re shooting it at a massive loft apartment overlooking the river in Battersea. Sun is flooding in, the clothes they have brought for me, having spurned my own motley collection, are actually really cool—lots of Prada, Ermenegildo Zegna and Dries Van Noten. They’ve even managed to get the right sizes in some cases. It often amazes me that although all my sizes are clearly printed on my card in UK and European versions and we confirm them before the job, the stylists always manage to get the wrong ones. It must be on their list of things to do: 1) Bring iron. 2) Polish up shoes. 3) Make sure model’s clothes don’t fit.

Moan, moan. Sorry.

Piers bursts in, late again, just as we’re going through the wardrobe and the photographer’s assistant, a fat guy called Benny with Buddy Holly specs, is putting up the lights.

“Morning, gang,” Piers sings at us, his fruity voice filling the whole cathedral-like void of the apartment. There is no way any of us can match his enthusiasm so our responses sound decidedly downbeat. “What have we got for our cool young businessman to wear?”

He dives into the neatly laid-out wardrobe and starts throwing the things around, much to the annoyance of the stylist, Hilary, a tall, willowy girl who is frightfully posh and has just been telling me about working on the latest Joseph Fiennes movie. “He’s like such a total sweetie, yeah?” I feel I should apologise for being just a nondescript model doing some crappy advertising shoot.

“This is great,” says Piers, pulling out a black Prada shirt and holding it up. “This is very ‘2cool.’ Guy! Very ‘2cool,’ don’t you think?”

Guy, who is talking intently to the photographer, looks over and nods.

“I haven’t ironed that yet,” says Hilary, snatching it back.

“You need a dark suit too, like this,” Piers informs me, ignoring Hilary and grabbing a jacket off the rack. “Yep, perfect.”

“He can’t wear all that black, he’ll just disappear in the picture,” says Hilary, failing to catch the trousers as they slide off the hanger.

“Excellent,” says Piers, dumping the whole lot on her and marching over to Guy and the photographer, presumably to cock things up there too.

Hilary runs her hands through her hair and says quietly, “Just keep that twat away from me, will you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I tell her, picking up the trousers.

 

I always get on well with stylists and makeup artists, even though makeup takes thirty seconds for boys—just a bit of powder to stop us shining, and something to cover up any spots and shaving cuts that have chosen to appear that morning. Remember those unwelcome but very noticeable visitors on the day of a teenage party? Well, the bigger the modelling job the more likely they are to pop up—literally.

Perhaps because this isn’t exactly a massive job, there are none of the little buggers in evidence, which means I spend even less time with the makeup artist, an Eastern European girl with a round, pale face whose name I don’t catch.

The only time I’ve ever lost my temper with a wardrobe person was when I was doing a show for Paul Costello. My dresser rabbited on endlessly about the new apartment she was buying with her boyfriend, and I only just had time to let her rip off one set of clothes and help me put a suit on ready to go out again. I did my stuff, sauntering down the catwalk (or runway as we call it in the biz, just to make it clear that we are in the biz) and came back ready to change into the next outfit on the rail. It was only when I reached down to take off my trousers that I realised she had sent me off there and back without my fly done up.

“Oh, fuck,” I hissed. “How embarrassing. How could you do that?”

“Look, mate,” she said, thrusting a jacket at me, “there are some places where only your hands go.”

The thing about these shoots is that as a model you have almost nothing to do all day until the very last minute when the photographer, art director, client and God knows who else who feels like a day out of the office decides that they are ready for you. So you sit around and chat with strangers. By the end of the day you sometimes find that you know almost all there is to know about someone you had never met before that morning and might never meet again.

 

This shoot is relatively painless. They only need three different pictures, apparently. It still manages to take all day, of course. I talk to Piers and Guy quite a bit in between shots. They’re actually nice guys. They’re interested in what it’s like to be a model and I ask a bit about their new venture.

“I thought dotcoms were all finished,” I say, smiling to show I’m being deliberately provocative.

“The first generation certainly are,” says Piers. “It’s all about timing. Those guys thundered in without thinking and everybody—banks, investment houses, venture capitalists—just poured money at them in a sort of blind panic, but if you looked at the business plans very often there were no obvious revenue streams.”

Guy says, “We’re about building stable business models—”

“With carefully targeted audiences and correct market positioning,” jumps in Piers.

“We’re looking to create market synergies with appropriate trading partners,” says Guy, looking at me intensely as if he’s willing me to challenge him or ask him to elaborate.

Instead I say, “That seems very sensible.”

 

Lunch is a vast selection of sandwiches, cold chicken and salads. It’s one of the best lunches I’ve ever had on a job. There are fruit juices and a kind of mineral water I haven’t seen before. According to the label it comes from newly melted snows and glaciers at the tip of the Andes. The rain from which this snow was made fell before the industrial revolution and so it is exceptionally pure, it says. Glacial Purity. What does that mean? I hold it up to the light. Glacial Purity. I like the sound of that. Mind you, when I see the menu and the receipts for the food and notice that it’s six pounds a bottle, I’d have to really like it.

 

We finish just before five.

“We’re wrapped, guys, well done,” says the photographer, a small, dapper man in black with a cap of salt-and-pepper grey hair.

“We’re wrapped everyone,” echoes Piers.

“Thank you, Piers,” says Hilary, venomously folding clothes.

I take off my suit, put it back on the rack and then start to put on my own clothes.

“Can I have a word, Charlie?” says Guy.

“Sure,” I say, assuming that he and Piers are going to ask me to do some more work for them without the agency—freelance, you might say. I’m not particularly averse to it; Penny has done very well out of me. Besides, it happens. Everyone does it.

Sure enough, he guides me to one corner of the huge, open-plan living room and says quietly, “We wondered if you’d be interested in working for us.”

“Mmm, could be.” Play it cool, see what they want and what kind of rates they’ll pay. What would Lauren ask?

“We think you’re the kind of guy we’re looking for for our venture, you know, just from talking to you today,” says Piers. “You’ve got the right look, the right manner.”

“So, you want to do something without the agency?” I ask, as if suddenly I’m not so sure about this and will need to be convinced—and remunerated adequately.

They exchange glances.

“Yeah,” says Guy, laughing gently. “We’d like you to help with our marketing.”

I let it sink in for a moment. “Really? You mean not modelling.” I’m not handing out flyers, that’s for sure.

They laugh a bit more this time.

“No, full-time marketing,” says Piers, his dark brown eyes fixing me. “I get the feeling you’re pretty bored with this game, aren’t you?”

“New challenge?” suggests Guy, raising his eyebrows.

“You’ve got a degree you haven’t used yet,” says Piers.

I think about it for a moment. This is a proper job they’re talking about. I’m about to ask whether I’ll have to wear a suit, then realise that I should probably find out about something a little more serious such as private health insurance or noncontributory pension schemes or something. Instead I just say, “Ummm.”

“Well, think it over,” says Guy, handing me a card.

“It does sound very interesting,” I say, trying not to sound like a complete dingbat. “It’s just that I haven’t done any marketing for, well, since I was at university.”

“Oh, you’ve got the basics,” says Piers. “This thing can really market itself.”

“Anyway, the important thing,” says Guy, “is that you’ve got the personality and the look. We’ve done the hard work, what we need is someone to charm the investors and customers, schmooze the media a bit. We’ll brief you on the company and what we’re doing. We’d like you to be the face of 2cool2btrue dot com.”

“2cool2btrue?”

“Dot com,” adds Guy, helpfully.

“It’s a second-generation Internet venture, learning from the mistakes of the first,” says Piers.

“Yeah, you said. But what does it do, exactly?”

“Have you got a moment now to talk about it? Shall we go for a drink somewhere?” says Guy.

 

We find a quiet pub across the road and Piers buys three Cokes while Guy begins their presentation. By this time, I’m over the initial shock, a bit more switched on. I decide to play devil’s advocate a bit.

“So what’s different about 2cool2btrue? I mean, what’s your unique selling point?” I ask.

“I thought you’d forgotten all your marketing stuff,” says Piers, setting down the drinks. “USPs already, I’m impressed.”

Guy ignores him and pauses for thought for a moment. “Image is everything these days, isn’t it?” he begins, putting his hands together as if in prayer. “Labels, market positioning, brands are what counts. No one, well hardly anyone, buys things today because they need them or because they’re the cheapest or whatever. They buy a product because of what it says about them. Look at advertising in the fifties and sixties and even the seventies—it was all about things working better than their competitors—”

“Or being cheaper,” interjects Piers.

“Exactly, or being cheaper, but no one really cares about that nowadays.”

“Mmm,” I say. It all makes sense to me, but I decide to keep looking sceptical.

“Now it’s the label. You buy Armani, Mercedes, Nike or Apple Mac or Smeg cookers or whatever not because they’re better put together or they fit you, and certainly not because they’re cheaper, but because you want to be seen with them.”

“Take your sneakers,” says Piers.

I look down quickly at them.

“What make are they?”

“Nike,” I say, pretending to have to look.

“But lots of other people make them—why not George at Asda, for instance?”

“And what make of jeans are those?” asks Guy.

“Levis. Engineered.”

“Why not M&S? Their jeans are just the same, only slightly cheaper.”

“Because you’d feel like a middle-aged man,” suggests Piers.

“What kind of car do you drive?”

“I don’t. Don’t need one.”

“Okay, your dad. Volvo? Audi?”

“Not a good example,” I say.

“Oh, sorry, is he…?” Guy asks, awkwardly.

“Dead?” says Piers.

“No, he’s not, he’s alive, very alive. Too alive, if anything. Anyway, he drives a Porsche.”

“Ah ha,” says Guy. “Middlescent?”

“Mm?”

“Middle-aged man trying to be an adolescent,” he explains.

“Sort of,” I groan at the thought of him.

“Underwear?” says Piers.

I don’t really want to think about my dad in his underwear, actually, but Piers is off.

“Armani pants are really just like anyone else’s—M&S or John Lewis, except that they say ‘Armani’ on them. Or 2(x)ist if you’re really cool. And, of course, only you know that when you’re wearing them, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I say. Because I do. Like now. Like Lauren says, always wear good underwear to a job.

“So it’s all about the label, the image. Brand image is so important. Armani will not let just anyone sell their underwear, for example. If you want them to supply you, they’ll come and inspect your shop to make sure that you’re not some pile-it-high, sell-it-cheap merchant in Leyton High Road.”

“Okay,” says Guy. “So you get the idea. At the beginning of the third millennium, the label is what counts. Look,” he points out of the window at two black kids walking past. “See that? ‘Dolce & Gabbana’ all over their T-shirts. People don’t even want designs these days: the label is the design. The label has to be visible—the bigger the better.

“That’s why these companies are diversifying; you can now buy Armani for the home, Ralph Lauren paint. You’ll soon be able to buy their food.” I think of the Harvey Nichols coffee and chocolates I bought the other day for Lauren’s mum when we went over for lunch.

“Everything must have a label, otherwise we’re just not interested,” says Piers.

“So 2cool2btrue is a label.”

“Exactly,” says Piers. “Think of an ultrachic, upmarket website.”

“Like Armani dot com?”

“Armani dot com is just the web presence of the company.”

“Well, Mercedes must have a pretty cool site.”

“But again, it’s just the website of a smart car company, not a smart website in its own right,” says Piers.

“2cool2btrue dot com will be the web equivalent of Armani, Prada, Rolls-Royce, Wallpaper*,” explains Guy.

“You’ll be proud to have it on your Favourites list.”

“Your boss will be impressed when he sees you visiting it at work.”

“What will you sell, then? Clothes?” I ask, playing with a beer mat.

“A whole lifestyle experience,” says Guy.

“People will be able to live 2cool2btrue.”

“They’ll want to live it.”

“People like you.”

“People who want to be like you.”

“Very flattering,” I offer, mainly just to halt the tide for a second.

“Nothing of the sort,” says Guy, “It’s just effective marketing. 2cool will be the smartest, coolest, hippest thing in cyberspace and you will be the human face of it.”

I gaze up at a sign saying BAR SNACKS: COD ALMIGHTY—TASTY BITE-SIZE BATTERED COD PIECES SERVED WITH OUR OWN TARTAR SAUCE. £3.95. VEGETABLE LASAGNE SERVED WITH FRIES AND SALAD. DRESSING OF YOUR CHOICE. £4.95.

A large-screen TV is playing American football at the back, slightly out of focus. An old man with a pint of mild is trying to watch it, brow creased with confusion and irritation at the mystifying, blurred images. He reaches over almost painfully to tap ash into a huge, grubby, plastic ashtray emblazoned with Castle-maine xxx. Pubs, when he was a lad, had pianos; ham rolls under a glass dome; and busty, blowsy landladies; not big-screen all-sports cable television and Australian backpackers wearing T-shirts with the pub’s corporate owners’ logo and a name badge.

Glacial Purity. Six pounds a bottle.
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I think it sounds like an excellent opportunity. Pass me the balsamic vinegar,” says Lauren.

“It does sound quite exciting, doesn’t it?” I do as she says. “But I’m just a bit wary; it all seems a bit too clever, somehow.”

“That’s probably what somebody said about television, or the Internet,” she says.

“And half a dozen other crackpot schemes we’ve never heard anything more about.”

“Oh, Charlie, this isn’t balsamic vinegar, it’s washing-up liquid.”

“Is it? Sorry. Here you go. I am interested—just a little bit sceptical.”

“Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I think this is an opportunity staring you in the face,” says Lauren, picking some basil leaves off the plant on the window sill which is now bathed in the low, evening sunlight. “Check it out. If the worst comes to the worst you just go back to modelling.”

“True.”

“Anyway, I had some interesting news today,” she says, in a bashful, little girl kind of way.

“Do tell,” I say, aware that we’ve been talking about me for the last half an hour.

“We-e-e-ell, you remember that audition tape I did for the shopping channel?”

“Yeah, did you get it?”

“Not that particular one, but I’m actually quite glad. That is a bit tacky, I think. Anyway, they showed it to this other producer and he thought it was great. He thought I had real screen presence.”

“That’s brilliant,” I say, coming round from the other side of the work top where we are both cooking—well Lauren is cooking up dinner and I’m cocking it up.

“He said I was, oh, what was it? ‘Warm but authoritative.’”

“That’s you,” I say, turning her away from the chopping board and putting my arms around her.

“Don’t make fun, Charlie, this is serious,” she says crossly, slapping my shoulder.

“I am being serious. That is you. You are friendly but authoritative.”

“Warm but authoritative.”

“Yeah, whatever. Exactly,” I say, kissing her neck.

“Well, don’t you think that’s good?”

“Yeah, I do. So what’s next?”

“He wants me to go in and discuss some programme ideas with him and some of his colleagues later this week.”

“That’s great. What kind of programme ideas? Who for?”

“We don’t know yet, but they’ll probably be lifestyle or property related. Perhaps something like Changing Rooms or Ready Steady Cook but with a new twist.”

“Brilliant. You mean for the BBC or Channel Four or something?”

“It would probably start off on cable but then it could transfer to terrestrial at a later date,” she says, letting the jargon roll off her tongue.

“Hey, you could do something for 2cool.”

“A tie-in? It might work, mightn’t it? I’ll suggest it.” We both chop and stir in silence for a moment, then she says, “So you’re going to do this thing then?”

“Yeah,” I say, realising that I’ve already made up my mind. “Yeah, I am. What have I got to lose? They’re going to pay thirty-five thousand pounds a year and if the whole thing crashes I’ll just go back to modelling, like you say. Or I might even set up my own website.”

“Mmm,” she says. Dinner is actually ready now: grilled organic chicken, penne with homemade tomato sauce and salad of rocket, cherry tomatoes, shaved parmesan and balsamic vinegar dressing. But somehow we’re not ready to eat yet, too lost in thought and excited by the prospects of our future career plans stretching out before us.

“I think we should do it, both of us,” says Lauren looking across at me. “I think it’s time we made a change.”

“Here’s to new careers,” I say, holding up my glass.

 

I only got into modelling because a friend of mine from university wanted to do it. Paul was very good-looking with his wavy, dark hair and Tom Cruise eyes, and he knew it. He was planning to take a year off after we graduated and had decided to try and earn some money as a model. He suggested I have a go too. I wasn’t that bothered, in fact I didn’t really fancy the idea very much but I told him I’d come with him. So we both got some pictures taken by a photographer he’d had recommended to him and we took them to a few agencies. Obviously we didn’t tell anyone.

We started at the top and not surprisingly were told that we both had a great look but it wasn’t quite right for them at the moment.

“Never mind,” I said, assuming we’d knock it on the head and go and work in a bar or photocopying in an office like most of our friends. But Paul wanted to try some other agencies, so one hot afternoon in July, street map and travelcard in hand, feeling like a complete jerk, I followed him from one address to another. On one occasion, just as we were leaving a girl called to us.

“Sorry, excuse me a minute.”

Paul froze. This was it, at last, a break—someone had seen what the others had missed, someone ready to take a chance, trust an instinct. The girl looked closely at him and said, “Can you leave this at reception on your way out,” as she handed him a large envelope. Whether it was simply economy of effort on a hot day or just casual sadism, I don’t know, but, either way, I was already pretty sick of this.

Then, after I had been so keen to leave yet another large, sun-flooded room full of beautiful people talking on the phone and surrounded by photographs of even more beautiful people, that I had walked into the stationery cupboard instead of out onto the landing, still saying, “Okay, thanks anyway, g’bye. No problem, thanks,” I secretly decided I’d do just one more of these and then leave Paul to it.

So, finally, we visited a woman called Penny who was based in an attic in a street just off the King’s Road in Chelsea. She was on her own apart from a very pretty-looking Oriental bloke in a black polo neck, and a rather preppy girl in a faded denim jacket. Cig in mouth, she flicked through Paul’s cards at ninety miles an hour as the others had done and said they were really great but they weren’t quite right for her at the moment. Then she looked at mine.
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