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			Chapter 3

			‘Coffee, I need coffee.’ Amy rushed through the kitchen still buttoning her blouse, tote bag swinging from the crook of one arm.

			Claudia handed her a silver flask. ‘Already done. And there’s a hot water and lemon for now,’ she added, pointing to a mug on the table.

			Amy grinned. She knew that busy middle-class parents always said this about their nannies, but she didn’t know what she’d do without Claudia. She arrived at the crack of dawn, taking Tilly to and from school in term-time and looking after her full-time during the holidays, while efficiently fielding all the other time-consuming day-to-day admin niggles such as paying the milkman, letting the gardener in and managing the cleaners who came three times a week to tidy the house and do the laundry and ironing. She was genuinely part of the family, about the only steady, reliable part of their chaotic household. A household that had grown suddenly with the arrival of Josie earlier that week.

			Not that the addition of Josie was anything that Amy could complain about. Over the past three days she had been polite, charming and quiet – barely a sound coming from the granny flat in the basement where she had been billeted. More importantly, she had been brilliant with Tilly, who adored her; something to do with Josie being closer to Tilly’s age, Amy supposed. Or perhaps it was the way she was happy to get down on her hands and knees and join in Tilly’s flights of fancy, which was exactly what a creative child like Tilly needed. Amy had to admit that neither she nor David had the time, and Claudia was far too blunt and authoritarian to indulge a five-year-old.

			‘Morning, Tilly,’ said Amy, dipping to kiss her daughter on the head. ‘Can Mummy have a piece of your toast?’

			Tilly spread her fingers over her plate, frowning. ‘Why?’

			‘Because Mummy is running really late for work but I am very, very hungry.’

			David came up behind her and handed her his bowl of granola. ‘You like this stuff more than me,’ he said, pulling on his jacket.

			Amy kissed him on the cheek. ‘Shouldn’t you have left?’

			‘Waiting for a call from Hong Kong. Thought it was better to take it in my study than on the mobile.’

			‘Where are my bloody car keys?’ she said, only half listening to him. She’d planned on driving to today’s shoot, had now left it too late to get the train, but although she had tried every coat pocket, every bag, she couldn’t find them anywhere.

			‘Mummy’s lost her keys again,’ squealed Tilly between big slurps of smoothie.

			‘Why don’t we help Mummy look,’ said Josie, giving Tilly’s tummy a tickle.

			The little girl giggled hard, and Amy felt herself melt as she watched Josie take Tilly on a treasure hunt around every pot and drawer in the kitchen.

			‘What about the spare set?’ said David.

			She puffed out her cheeks and glanced at the clock above the kitchen door. ‘They were the spare set.’

			‘I’m sure they’ll turn up. In the meantime, get Geoff to take you.’

			‘What about you?’

			‘I’ll get the Tube,’ he said, and Amy blew him a kiss across the room.

			‘I love your bag,’ said Josie, eyeing Amy’s clutch when they were in the hall. ‘Claudia’s got one just like it.’

			Amy smiled. It was one of the perks of the job: in the run-up to Christmas, fashion PRs would shower editors with gifts, and handbags were the most prized.

			‘You’re right,’ she said, opening the front door. ‘I was lucky enough to get given two of the same.’

			‘So you gave it to Claudia,’ Josie said, her eyes wide.

			Amy made a mental note to see if she could rustle up something nice for Josie. Today she was wearing a plain white shirt and navy skirt, the sort of thing they sold in supermarkets as ‘back-to-work fashion’: it should have looked bland, but Josie was slim and pretty enough to pull it off. It was that old Marilyn Monroe thing about looking good in a potato sack; some people, annoyingly, just had it. Amy remembered that Karen had had a little of that too. She wasn’t the most striking beauty in the world, but she just had the ‘X factor’: somehow clothes, however ordinary, fitted her better and colours flattered her more.

			Geoff, David’s driver, was sitting in the car and leapt out when he saw Amy and Josie come down the steps.

			‘So he’s a driver, not a taxi,’ said Josie, lowering her voice as they approached him.

			‘David has a driver. I don’t. But as we have to go to Berkshire today and I have lost my car keys, David has made the noble sacrifice of letting Geoff take us.’

			‘Wow,’ said Josie, clearly impressed.

			‘We’re heading for Cliveden in Taplow. Geoff, you have the address?’

			Geoff snaked around the back streets of Ladbroke Grove until they hit the Westway heading out of town. At least most of the traffic was moving the other way. Today was the shoot for next month’s cover, and Amy was dreading it, including as it did the many variables of a white-hot actress, a diva photographer and being on location rather than in a studio.

			‘So why is the shoot happening out here?’ asked Josie when they were on the A4.

			Amy was glad to have a little time in the car with Josie. This was the third day of her internship, and Amy had been so busy with meetings, she had barely seen her. She had heard good things about her from the staff, however: she was bright, friendly and eager to help, which was a relief. Given the ‘switch-off’ pact with David for Provence, Amy had to make sure everything for the next two issues of the magazine was perfect and iron-clad, which meant she didn’t have the time to supervise Josie.

			‘Number one, because Cliveden is beautiful. Number two, because it’s not far from Heathrow and Miranda, the cover star, and the photographer both have flights straight afterwards. It’s taken six months to make this shoot happen and it’s a tight squeeze now that it is.’

			‘This is so glamorous,’ said Josie with a grin.

			‘I warn you, it’s a lot of hanging around.’

			‘So why are you going? Are you doing the interview?’

			Amy laughed. She’d loved interviewing celebrities at the start of her career, because their lives were so different from her own. But she’d quickly realised that although she was a good writer, she wasn’t a great one, so had moved into editing copy rather than generating it in order to move up the ladder.

			‘I always try to pop in to the cover shoot. The cover is everything. A great one can add fifty thousand to our sales. A bad one and we can lose twenty per cent.’

			‘This is a million times better than I thought it was going to be.’

			‘Really? You should have been an intern twenty years ago. I opened a lot of envelopes, but there was so much fun too.’

			‘Are you trying to put me off?’

			‘I’m saying it’s harder,’ replied Amy. ‘Smaller staff, tighter budgets. But it’s still the best job in the world.’

			‘I know. I’ve seen the beauty cupboard.’

			Amy smiled back. ‘I could happily live in the beauty cupboard. One day I think I might just move a bed and a camping stove in there.’

			‘No you wouldn’t. Your house is lush.’

			‘I suppose it is.’

			It made her stop and think. Her life seemed normal to her now. She was always careful to make sure Tilly understood the value of money. To realise how lucky she was. She encouraged her daughter to give coins to every busker they enjoyed hearing play at Portobello Market, and to collect pennies from the back of the sofa, as she herself had done as a child, to save up in a jar. But there were so many other things that they took for granted – the private school education, the fancy holidays, the cars, and the ability to go to Pret after ballet class and spend twenty pounds on hot chocolate and cake without even blinking.

			Until Josie came. Seeing her past up close made her remember that her life wasn’t normal. It reminded her of where she came from. Over the past few days, the sound of Josie’s Bristolian vowels and casual slang had occasionally made Amy bristle, because she knew it still lurked in her own lexicon. Her smart Home Counties accent almost never slipped these days; people who met her for the first time assumed from her polish and confidence that she had been educated at the finest schools and colleges. But this week, when she had been talking to Josie, she had found herself remembering who she used to be.

			‘So what are you going to do after this week? Back to Bristol or Brighton?’

			Josie wrinkled her nose. ‘Landlord’s flogged our house to someone else. He hiked the rent up anyway, so I couldn’t afford it. So I’m going back home.’

			‘Your mum will be pleased.’

			‘I guess. She always says that she’s glad my dad has gone, but I’m not sure she means it. She gets lonely.’

			Amy nodded, wondering if Karen had had a partner since Lee. Their lives had become so distant from one another, she was ashamed she didn’t know.

			‘Did you ever meet him?’ Josie asked.

			‘Who?’

			‘My dad.’

			‘A couple of times. But we didn’t really know each other.’

			‘She deserved better,’ said Josie. ‘We both did.’

			‘Do you still see him?’

			Josie shook her head. ‘Don’t want to. He beat her up. Did you know that?’

			‘No,’ Amy said, feeling sad and angry. She couldn’t tell the young woman that she’d never liked the cocky mechanic. Yes, he was handsome, even charming. But she had always felt uneasy at the way Karen either gushed about him or sidestepped his name. Amy knew she should have done more to warn her friend.

			‘Did you always want to leave?’ said Josie after a minute.

			‘Leave where?’

			‘Westmead.’

			‘I guess. But not because I was unhappy. I just wanted to see what else was out there. I applied to a bunch of colleges randomly. Got into Oxford Brookes and that was what really changed my outlook on the world.’

			‘Is that where you met David?’

			‘Yes, but it was really my friend Pog who changed everything. I worked with him behind the bar in a student pub in Oxford. He was frightfully posh – so posh it was almost as if he was from another planet. But we got on really well, and when I used to tell him what I dreamed of doing – going to Paris, moving to London, falling in love with someone rich and handsome – he told me to go for it. I wasn’t convinced at first. I thought it was easy for him to say with his trust fund and his connections, but he used to reply, “Why not you?”’

			‘Why not me?’ repeated Josie as if to herself.

			‘Your mum doesn’t doubt you can do it,’ said Amy with a maternal smile. ‘And neither do I.’

			Cliveden was a photographer’s dream, with fountains, pathways and a stunning honey-coloured facade.

			‘I don’t like the look of those clouds,’ said Amy, peering out of the window. She knew that they had some shots planned for outdoors.

			Josie craned her long neck and pulled a face. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to reschedule?’

			Amy sighed. ‘I’d love to, but we’re lucky to get Miranda at all. Plus we don’t have the time. This issue has to go to the printer’s in three days and we have nothing else to put on the cover.’

			Janice Evans, the magazine’s fashion director, met them in the reception. She was tall, blonde and Welsh, and refreshingly no-nonsense for someone in the notoriously flouncy fashion world.

			‘Are they here?’ said Amy, following her through the house towards the stable block.

			‘Got here half an hour ago. Miranda’s in hair and make-up already. Liz Stewart is in there doing the interview.’

			Amy felt her shoulders fall. It was good news that the talent was here on time, but she was never convinced that interviewees distracted by stylists and publicists made for the best copy.

			‘Her manager insisted. Apparently they’ve got to be out of here by lunchtime.’

			Miranda’s American manager, Karrie, was sipping at a cup of coffee impatiently, frowning with every sip as if it were toxic.

			‘I hope this isn’t going to take long,’ she snapped, putting her drink down on the windowsill. ‘Miranda’s just bouncing back from tonsillitis.’

			Amy had her platitudes at the ready. She was used to dealing with celebrity entourages, who tended, as a breed, to be sullen and negative, perpetually whining about their client being on the verge of succumbing to Asian flu or whatever jet-setting disease was in the news that week.

			‘It helps that we have a really strong idea. When the concept is good, we can usually nail it quickly,’ she said.

			‘About that,’ said Karrie. ‘I was just talking to your art director, and she told me about the bubble bath . . .’

			‘That’s right,’ said Amy. ‘The image we had in mind for the cover is Miranda in a big bath full of bubbles. It will be fun, glamorous. Very Rolling Stone meets Vanity Fair.’

			‘Miranda is a serious actress,’ said Karrie pointedly. ‘Persuasion is out in November and there’s Oscars talk already. We can’t let anyone be distracted by photographs that are not on brand.’

			Amy didn’t like to point out that until twelve months ago, Miranda Pilley was best known for an ABC sitcom.

			‘Elise von Keist is one of the best photographers in the world,’ she said. ‘Almost every set of pictures she takes becomes iconic. Miranda’s publicist seemed very keen on the idea when we signed off on it two weeks ago.’

			‘We do want to make this work,’ said Karrie, her threat not even thinly veiled. ‘But a bath. Bubbles. You’re going to have to rethink.’

			‘Shit,’ muttered Amy after she’d gone. She was aware that Josie was standing awkwardly behind her. ‘Can you go and find some coffee, and then Janice, can you show Josie the clothes we’ve brought along to the shoot.’ It wasn’t the most exciting job she could give her, but she was sure Josie wanted to feel useful.

			‘Nice girl,’ said Janice, watching Josie trot towards reception. ‘I had her in the fashion cupboard yesterday, sending shoes back to the PRs. No one likes doing returns, but she did it all in half the time my assistants usually take, and she didn’t bother me once. If she needed an address, she just picked up the phone.’

			‘She’s keen, I’ll say that much,’ said Amy, still thinking about what they were going to put on the cover.

			Liz Stewart, the journalist commissioned to write the cover interview, emerged from the dressing room.

			‘That was quick,’ frowned Amy.

			‘I was shooed away.’

			‘How was it?’ she asked hopefully. Liz was one of the best celebrity interviewers in the business and had once won a writer-of-the-year award on the back of a ten-minute interview she’d done with Catherine Zeta-Jones in a bathroom in New York. If anyone could get good copy from a twenty-minute tête-à-tête, she could.

			‘About as responsive as a week-old corpse,’ Liz said tartly. ‘Apparently she’s ill.’

			‘So we’ve been told. Did you get anything?’

			‘I tried. She was difficult. Every time I veered onto the personal stuff, they just shut me down.’

			‘Isn’t she dating Leif Tappen?’ said Janice with interest. Tappen was still one of the bad boys of Hollywood, even though he was in his fifties.

			‘She won’t sit in a bubble bath for a cover shoot. She isn’t going to admit to dating Hollywood’s baddest bad boy,’ replied Amy.

			‘I heard he was on heroin.’

			‘In the nineties. But all is forgiven when your movies have made three billion dollars at the box office. Liz, I need something, anything for a cover line.’

			‘It will be a great piece,’ said Liz, returning to her usual bluster. Somehow Amy didn’t believe her.

			Liz left and Janice went to show Josie the dressing room. The art director, Gemma, emerged from one of the suites looking frazzled.

			‘Will you remind me in my next life never to have any dealings with celebrities?’

			‘Did it always used to be this hard?’ said Amy, sipping her coffee.

			‘I bet Mode don’t have to put up with this shit.’ Gemma smiled.

			The two women looked at each other and laughed. It was true. Certain magazines could still call the shots. Vanity Fair had legendary power. Vogue and Mode still seemed to be able to get the ungettable.

			‘You’ve heard about Ros Kimber?’ said Gemma.

			‘What about her?’

			‘She’s leaving.’

			‘You’re kidding!’

			Gemma shook her head. ‘My friend at Mode just texted me. Apparently there will be an announcement this afternoon.’

			‘God,’ whispered Amy. This was big news, huge. Ros Kimber was the editor of British Mode, Genesis Media’s flagship title and fashion magazine powerhouse. Ros was a formidable woman, grey-haired and elegant, and although she was now in her mid-fifties, after two decades in the role she’d never shown any sign of slowing down.

			‘Is it a case of her jumping, or was she pushed?’ asked Amy.

			‘Jumped, I should think. Mode’s still packed with ads, so she’s been making money. My guess is someone’s made her an offer she can’t refuse, probably one of the big houses in France.’

			Amy nodded. The truth was, it didn’t really matter what Ros Kimber’s plans for the future were; all anyone was thinking right now was who was going to step into her shoes.

			‘You’ve got to be a front-runner,’ said Gemma, knowing exactly what her boss was thinking.

			Amy looked straight ahead of her. ‘I’m not sure it’s the right move,’ she said, almost automatically. Like politicians who bashfully denied they’d ever entertained ambitions to be prime minister hours before announcing their candidacy, glossy magazine editors always claimed they were uninterested in vacant positions. There was a certain truth to it: there were so few editors in the women’s market, it was a high-risk strategy to apply for another job. It was fine if you were successful, but what if you weren’t? Your current employers would believe – correctly – that you were dissatisfied, and even worse, that you were planning on jumping ship armed with valuable insider information about budgets, staffing and profit-and-loss. On the other hand, not applying for such a dream role looked callow and unambitious.

			‘Of course it’s the right move,’ said Gemma. ‘What, you like shooting in England waiting for the rain to come? If we were shooting for Mode, we’d be in Namibia or Sri Lanka with a two hundred K budget. And note I said “we” there. I would of course expect you to take me with you.’

			Amy gave a throaty laugh. ‘Of course I’ll take you,’ she said. But Gemma was right: at Mode, she’d have power. There would be no feet-dragging or tantrums from the likes of Miranda and Karrie.

			For a moment, Amy allowed herself to dream. She wouldn’t just be sitting on the front row for the collections; she would be given an exclusive preview. Designers would be desperate to know her verdict, like some Roman emperor giving a thumbs-up or -down denoting whether people around the world would wear blue or green, leather or silk next season. Collections might even be hastily changed according to her suggestions.

			She would have access to the very best photographers, celebrities and writers, prize-winners and literary heroes. The editor of Mode. She felt dizzy even thinking about it.

			The industry gossip distracted her from the fact that Miranda was taking ages in hair and make-up. Despite gentle prodding, it was gone noon by the time she emerged.

			‘Let’s look at the clothes,’ said Janice, waving her into an adjoining suite.

			Amy watched Miranda listlessly slide the gowns along the rail. ‘Is this all you have? They’re a bit too sexy. I mean, don’t you have any Purfoy or Taormina? Something beautiful like that?’

			Amy tapped a finger against her lips, as if she were considering it. Purfoy and Taormina were the hottest new boutique labels. They barely produced a dozen pieces a year, most of them so cutting-edge they wouldn’t look out of place in an art installation.

			‘Is everything okay here?’ said Elise, standing at the door, hands on hips.

			‘Karrie and Miranda think the clothes are too sexy.’

			‘But sexy is good,’ said Elise with a little shrug.

			‘There’s nothing suitable here.’ Miranda was pouting.

			Elise shrugged again. ‘Well, I have to leave for Dusseldorf at two o’clock.’

			This was why Amy hated coming on shoots. They were hotbeds of ego and jostling for power and position. She smiled thinly and made her excuses, asking Janice to follow her.

			‘Tell me you can get something biked over here within the next hour,’ she said.

			Janice blanched. ‘We’re in Berkshire. It will take a couple of hours at least.’

			‘Does Cliveden have a shop?’ suggested Josie, who was hovering nearby.

			‘Actually, I’ve got some things in the car,’ said Janice. ‘I’m doing a freelance shoot tonight.’

			‘Great. Let’s see them,’ Amy said.

			‘Do you need another coffee?’ asked Josie.

			‘Thanks. And make sure Miranda and Karrie have got everything they want. In fact, let’s have an early lunch break so we can sort this and start shooting.’

			Janice disappeared, returning a few minutes later with five billowing gowns. All were beautiful and intricately tailored, but they lacked the Verve sass.

			‘It’s modest fashion,’ she explained, running her hand down the lace arm of a long yellow dress. ‘The shoot tonight is for a magazine based in the Middle East.’

			‘There’s nothing else?’

			Janice shook her head. ‘This is the best I’ve got.’

			Amy glanced at her watch. ‘The yellow dress is too bridesmaidey. Let’s go with that red one for the cover and shoot against a white backdrop,’ she said, clapping her hands together.

			Miranda tottered out of the dressing room in the red dress. It looked hot and heavy, with a high, tight neckline, and already she was sweating, her grim expression indicating her displeasure.

			‘She wanted serious,’ whispered Gemma, trying to raise a smile.

			‘Let’s just do this,’ said Amy, folding her arms across her chest.

			She felt a flutter of anxiety in her belly as she watched Elise get to work. She knew she could not afford another duff cover. Under normal circumstances, Miranda’s miserable appearance could always be construed as street. But two sober covers on the trot looked like a repositioning. Which would be fine if Amy wanted to make Verve more serious and achingly fashionable. But she did not.

			She glanced at her watch: 1.45. In another half an hour Elise would be gone. Liz Stewart had already left, but Amy wondered if she could speak to Karrie and maybe squeeze out a phone interview.

			She went into the dressing room, but there was no one there except Josie, who was clearing up the coffee cups and food leftovers.

			‘Thanks for doing that,’ said Amy.

			Josie threw the rubbish in the bin. ‘Are shoots always like this?’ she asked.

			‘Creative egos can be delicate.’ Amy smiled.

			‘Do you like that dress? The red one.’

			Amy looked at her in surprise. ‘The craftsmanship is incredible . . .’ she began, then stopped herself. ‘But she looks like a lobster, doesn’t she?’

			Josie laughed, and then fell silent for a moment.

			‘Do you know why I buy Verve?’ she said eventually.

			‘Tell me,’ challenged Amy.

			‘You make other-worldly people seem more ordinary.’

			‘Is that a compliment?’

			‘Absolutely.’ Josie nodded. ‘The other fashion magazines . . . sometimes they make celebrities seem scary. They put them on a pedestal in clothes that cost more than a car, and if they think that makes them aspirational, they’re wrong. It makes them irrelevant.’

			Amy had never really considered this before and had to concede the younger woman had a point.

			Josie took a step towards her, coming up so close that Amy thought she was going to whisper in her ear.

			‘I heard something before,’ she said, in a voice so low Amy could hardly hear it. ‘Miranda was talking to her manager. She told her she’s getting married. To Leif Tappen.’

			Amy looked at the younger woman wide-eyed.

			‘When did you hear this?’

			‘Ten minutes ago. When everyone was having lunch. Apparently he proposed at the weekend. She’s not wearing a ring, but he’s given her one.’

			‘You’re sure about this?’

			Josie looked at her without blinking. ‘I’m sure.’

			Amy had noticed Josie’s quiet self-assurance the very first night they had met in Notting Hill. But now it was clear that it was coupled with the smarts to get on.

			‘That’s the story I want to read,’ Josie added. ‘I want to read about Miranda Pilley the bride-to-be. I want to see her happy and in love. I want her to tell me that’s it’s possible to tame the bad boy . . .’

			Amy put a grateful hand on her shoulder. ‘Great work,’ she said, her mind fizzing with ideas. ‘So good I think you have to stay at Verve another week. If you want to, that is.’

			‘Totally.’ Josie grinned eagerly.

			Amy returned to the shoot and went straight over to the rack of clothes, pulling out the yellow dress. Yes, it looked like a meringue, but now that was exactly the look she was after. She beckoned to Janice, who came running with grips between her teeth.

			‘Hmm?’

			‘Get Miranda out of the red dress and into this,’ she said, aware that the shoot would soon be winding to a close.

			‘I thought you said it was too bridal’

			‘Change of mind.’

			Elise came over with her hands in her pockets. ‘I think we are done here.’

			‘I need another set-up. The yellow dress. I want the shot to look clean, white.’

			Elise let out a soft sigh to register her disapproval at being asked to do one more thing. Janice took the dress to Miranda, who agreed to put it on.

			‘Then we’re finished, right?’ she asked.

			Amy instructed the hair stylist to unpin the actress’s severe bun, then switched some music on. She took a stem of hydrangea from a vase and handed it to Miranda, who took it with surprise.

			‘Smile,’ said Amy, throwing her hands in the air as Miranda’s mouth curled upwards.

			Elise fired off some frames and showed Karrie and Amy on her laptop. ‘Looks like the homecoming queen, yes?’ She shrugged, pleased with her work.

			Amy nodded with excitement.

			The yellow was still more primrose than ivory, though that could be sorted with Photoshop. But most of all, the image made her smile, made her swoon, made her want to celebrate what it was to be young, successful and happy. It wasn’t inaccessible or lofty, as Josie had pointed out about so many other fashion shoots. Instead it was an image that simply celebrated what is was to be in love.

			‘The love issue,’ she said, smiling to herself, imagining the photo of Miranda surrounded by joyful, upbeat cover lines.

			And the timing would be perfect. When pap photos and engagement rumours began to trickle out to the tabloids, Verve would have the glossy, glamorous exclusive that everyone wanted. The readers were going to love it. Douglas Scoles was going to love it. And what was more, as Douglas Proctor and the decision-makers at Mode magazine were going to love it.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Amy glanced at the time on her screen. It was gone six. The day had slipped through her fingers like sand, but at least most of the next issue was finished. Elise’s shots of Miranda had worked perfectly as spreads inside the magazine. The art team had added inset photos of balloons and confetti, while Liz Stewart’s bland interview had been cut to just a couple of columns and beefed up with a quick ‘Things I love’ sidebar that Amy had extracted out of Miranda as the shoot had wound to a close. Not that anyone would really be looking at the words. They rarely did these days, and although that fact was heartbreaking for someone like Amy who had grown up believing in the power of the written word to entertain and illuminate, she had to admit that it was perfect editorial: punchy, visual, exclusive.

			‘Are you ready to go? Everyone’s left already,’ said Chrissie, poking her head around the door.

			After nearly forty years in charge, their boss, William Bentley, was stepping down from the top job to retire and indulge in a spot of quality time at his estate in rural Gloucestershire. Although his last day at Genesis was tomorrow, his retirement party had been arranged for tonight, with all senior editorial staff being invited to attend.

			‘What time does it start?’ said Amy, printing off the Miranda Pilley shoot. She folded it up and put it in her handbag, knowing that William would love to see it even if he had one foot out of the door.

			‘Seven o’clock sharp. Speeches at eight thirty. Then no doubt on to a strip club.’

			Amy laughed. Chrissie had been at Genesis longer than she had, and they both had affection for their outgoing boss.

			William was a lovely man, happily married in the proper sense. His idea of a good time was a fine cigar or a brisk walk across the fields with Gina, his wife, and Winston and Nelson, his two grey lurchers. Amy had always rather hoped that she and David would end up in a similar place.

			‘Right, I’m on my way. Can you just send Josie in if she’s still here?’

			Her lipstick was in her pocket, and she used her reflection in the window that overlooked the South Bank as a mirror as she swiped a slick of colour across her lips.

			‘You wanted to see me?’

			Amy sat back in her swivel chair. ‘I’m at an event tonight and in meetings out of the office most of tomorrow, so I’m hardly going to see you. But I just wanted to tell you how great you’ve been over the past couple of weeks. The Miranda Pilley feature looks incredible, features say you’ve submitted some fantastic ideas, and the fashion team say you’ve been so helpful with the returns and the coffee runs.’

			Josie beamed a broad smile back. ‘I’m just glad to be given such an amazing opportunity. Thank you for letting me stay for two weeks. You didn’t have to do that.’

			‘Thank David and Tilly. I had ulterior motives to keep you. They were just happy to have you.’

			‘Really?’ Josie said, wide-eyed.

			‘Really.’ Amy wondered if she sounded a terrible liar.

			She paused. She knew she had to let the young girl down gently.

			‘Look, I know you want a job, and I’ll be honest, there isn’t anything just at the moment. But I’ll give a reference to anyone you want me to and keep my ear to the ground for any position that comes up. There’s always something for the right sort of person, even if you have to wait a few months.’

			‘It’s fine. I wasn’t expecting a job. But anything you can do to help when I’m back in Bristol would be appreciated.’

			Amy opened a drawer in her desk and pulled out a paper bag, handing it across.

			‘I think you love the beauty cupboard as much as I do, so I’ve sorted out a few bits and bobs I thought you might like. Just some make-up, couple of body creams. I don’t get sent as much as the beauty girls, but it’s nice stuff, and you can never have enough products, can you?’

			She was aware that she was babbling. The truth was, she was finding this a little awkward, playing the boss at work, then seeing Josie coming out of the guest bathroom at home. She knew it mostly stemmed from the guilt she was feeling about having effectively abandoned Karen and her daughter all these years. Yes, she had given Josie some valuable media experience, but a fortnight’s unpaid skivvy work and a little bag of beauty products seemed pretty inadequate for ignoring her supposed best friend for almost two decades.

			‘Are you going out with David?’ said Josie, loitering by her desk.

			‘No. William, our MD, is retiring. He’s having a big party.’

			‘Will there be any celebrities?’

			‘It will be lots of advertisers and suits. But William knows everyone, so you never know. Why don’t you come?’ she added rashly. ‘A few people from the office will be there, and you’ve met Juliet. I can introduce you to our HR director too, so you’re on her radar.’

			The moment they walked into the Bankside Café, Amy knew she had made a mistake. The idea had, of course, been to show Josie that the media wasn’t all queuing for lattes and licking stamps, to show her the glamour of the boardroom and management level: high-powered media moguls sipping champagne and discussing the Cannes Lions. And already, at first glance, it was full of the great and the good. Bigwigs from the luxury goods companies, and a smattering of showbiz faces: theatre directors and well-known models.

			Juliet was standing with a group of young men in sharp suits who Amy guessed were her advertising team. Designers dressed like teenagers, editorial wore whatever they could cadge from the fashion department, and ad people looked like salesmen from a Park Lane car showroom.

			But she had hoped that more of the Verve team would be here for Josie to chat to. Certainly all the department heads had been invited, but with no one in sight, she knew she had to stay with the girl until she could leave her talking to somebody else.

			She saw William through the crowds and gave him a cheerful wave.

			‘What a turn-out,’ she said, giving him a quick peck on the cheek.

			William lowered his voice. ‘Loved today, ignored tomorrow.’ He smiled. ‘The moment your byline slips off the masthead is the moment half these people won’t even smile at you on the street.’

			Amy laughed and knew he had a point. She’d heard rumours that the Printroom, the pub across the road from the Genesis building, had been booked for tonight’s shindig and had only been upgraded to a finger buffet at the smart South Bank restaurant when the group’s New York-based CEO Marv Schultz had said he would be flying in to wave William off.

			‘William, this is Josie Price. She’s been interning at Verve. She’s also an old family friend.’

			‘I know people disapprove of nepotism, but I’ve always rather been in favour of knowing what you’re getting,’ he chuckled.

			‘Don’t let HR catch you saying that,’ said Amy, taking a glass from a passing waiter.

			‘Don’t be too hard on me. If it wasn’t for a little word in my ear many years ago, the world of journalism might have lost you to teaching or PR. Speaking of which, here’s Juliet.’

			‘You know it’s not too late to change your mind. Genesis needs you.’

			‘I think we both know that Douglas has already had my security pass deactivated,’ he quipped.

			‘Really?’ said Juliet in surprise.

			‘No. But I have a round of golf at Wentworth pencilled in with your father on Monday. I aim to start my retirement as I mean to go on.’

			‘Jules, you remember Josie,’ Amy said.

			Juliet extended a pale, slim hand.

			‘I love the new issue of Living Style,’ gushed Josie.

			‘Why, thank you.’

			‘I know it’s not really aimed at me, but I love looking at the interiors and the gardens. The party pages too: it makes me feel as if I’m at the Oscars or something.’

			Juliet raised her eyebrows at Amy. ‘The girl has taste,’ she said.

			‘And talent,’ added Amy.

			Josie blushed a deep red and looked down into her glass. William excused himself to talk to Marv Schultz just as Douglas pushed through the crowd.

			‘You two. A word,’ he said in a low voice, steering Amy away from the crowds into the foyer of the restaurant. Juliet followed them and Josie disappeared to the bar.

			‘We have a problem,’ said Douglas, his face serious. It was only then that Amy noticed that Grace, Douglas’s PA, was trailing behind him.

			‘What’s up?’

			‘What’s up,’ he said through tight lips, ‘is that we have lost William’s leaving gift.’

			‘Oh shit,’ said Juliet, putting down her drink.

			‘“Oh shit” is exactly right,’ said Douglas, glaring at Grace. ‘Apparently it has been delivered to the Genesis building, but no one can locate it.’

			‘What is it?’ asked Amy.

			‘A humidor, hand-made at Purdey’s with exquisite marquetry in the shape of his bloody house. Not to mention two grand’s worth of cigars inside.’

			‘Stolen? Lost?’

			‘No, no,’ said Grace, looking visibly shaken. ‘I’m assured it was delivered and signed for.’

			‘So where is it?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said, shamefaced.

			Douglas waved a hand to silence her. Amy had never seen him so angry. ‘She thinks it’s in the post room,’ he said. ‘Only the bloody post boys have all gone home, which means someone’s going to have to run out to the newsagent and see if they can get William a box of Milk Tray and a couple of packets of Hamlet.’

			Grace began to speak, but Douglas shook his head. ‘I was being ironic, Grace. Any ideas?’ he said, looking from Amy to Juliet. ‘You get on with William. What would he like? Preferably something we can get biked over within the next forty-five minutes, before he’s scheduled to make his speech.’

			‘Forty-five minutes?’ said Amy glancing at her watch. Half past seven: it was very unlikely any fashion PRs would still be at their desks, so no favours could be called in.

			‘Anything,’ said Douglas, a note of pleading in his voice. ‘A suitcase, a cigar cutter, even a silk tie, just as long as we’ve got something to present him with.’

			‘I can send our fashion director to Selfridges. She has excellent taste,’ said Juliet quickly.

			Douglas shook his head. ‘She’ll never get there and back in time.’

			‘Then we can put back the speeches,’ suggested Amy, her mind searching for a solution.

			‘Can’t. Marv has to leave for Paris at nine.’

			Amy looked back at the party, where William was deep in conversation with Marv Schultz. She pulled out her mobile and nodded to Douglas. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

			Juliet disappeared to find Carlo, her luxury editor, to see if he could rustle something up within the hour. Amy stood in the foyer and hit her address book, mostly coming up against annoyingly breezy recorded messages or numbers that just rang out into the void. A call to Berry Bros, the exclusive vintner’s in St James’s, was more promising. They were closing soon but could bike over a case of good Bordeaux immediately and arrange for William to spend an afternoon with the fine wine team at a date of his convenience. He would love that, she felt sure. It was job done, unless Juliet could come up with something even better.

			Catching Douglas’s eye, she gave a discreet thumbs-up and flashed her hands open and closed to signify twenty minutes. She doubted if it was possible to get from Pall Mall to South Bank that quickly in rush-hour traffic, but Douglas was close to having a coronary and she wanted to calm him down.

			She felt a tap on the shoulder and spun round, wondering if Berry Bros had worked miracles, but it was only Josie.

			‘I think I’ll be off now. Unless you need me to do anything.’

			‘Actually, I do need something,’ she said, filling her in on William’s missing present. ‘I’ve got a replacement gift on its way. It will probably come gift-wrapped, but just in case, I need you to go to the office, pick up ribbon, tissue paper, anything you can find. Quickly,’ she added as Josie ran obediently out of the restaurant.

			Amy returned to the party and was swept into a gaggle of advertisers whom she greeted with a broad and welcoming smile, instantly indulging in easy small talk that belied the behind-the-scenes panic that was going on. She was not a naturally gregarious person; didn’t know the precise moment she had learnt to switch on the charm, although it had struck her recently, when she had met Karen, that it was probably not the countless hours at fashion dinners and product launches that had done it. At Oxford, when she’d worked at the Bear, she’d mixed with some of the grandest students from Christ Church, Oriel and Magdalen, students who thought nothing of coming for a drink in white tie, tweed or subfusc, students who seemed a world away from her friends down the road at Oxford Brookes.

			She felt a presence at her shoulder. ‘Any luck?’ whispered a voice.

			She peeled away from the group to talk to Juliet.

			‘A case of fine wine to present him now and a tasting experience in the cellars of Berry Bros. And you?’

			‘A set of luggage. Maybe,’ Juliet said. ‘Or whatever Carlo can rustle up from the office.’

			‘Why do I suddenly feel as if I’m on an episode of The Generation Game?’

			‘Grace needs sacking for this,’ said Juliet with a faint flare of her nostrils.

			‘It wasn’t her fault.’

			‘Really? The present was her responsibility. How she could have let it get to seven p.m. until she started panicking is beyond me.’

			‘So when’s the luggage coming?’ asked Amy, looking around for another drink.

			‘I don’t know,’ said Juliet with an irritation that said she was anxious not to fail her boss. ‘And the wine?’

			Amy gave a soft, resigned chuckle. ‘You know, maybe William will see the funny side of it if we come clean.’

			‘Maybe. But Marv Schultz isn’t known for his sense of humour.’

			‘Miss Shepherd?’

			Amy turned to face the voice.

			‘I’ve got a delivery for you.’

			She’d been expecting a courier in bike leathers rather than a fifty-something crook-backed man in a green fleece, but she was just glad to see that he was holding a large cardboard box.

			‘That was quick. Thank you so much. Berry Bros are a total lifesaver.’

			‘Who’s Berry Bros?’

			Amy frowned. ‘You’re not from the vintner’s?’

			‘No, miss. I’m Gerald, from the post room. Josie came and got me at the pub. Said you needed a parcel that was down there. Sorry if it’s caused any bother, only we tend to knock off at six.’

			‘No, that’s fine, Gerald,’ said Amy, too happy to see the package to care about the whys and wherefores. ‘Can you help me to get it open?’

			Gerald instantly produced a Stanley knife and expertly slit the cardboard. Amy pushed aside the packing material and pulled out a polished wooden box.

			Gosh, that’s lovely, she thought. You didn’t need to know anything about woodwork to appreciate that it was a thing of exquisite beauty, the walnut panels positively glowing, the inlaid country scene – she recognised William’s house from the one occasion she and David had been invited to a party there – elegant and stylish. Amy had never smoked a cigar in her life, but she thought she might consider taking it up if it meant you got to own heirlooms like this.

			When she looked up, Gerald had already disappeared, taking the cardboard with him. Clearly Douglas had guessed what had happened, because he was already tapping a pen against the side of his glass and shushing the room to silence. ‘I think it was Gandhi who once said . . .’

			Douglas’s speech was mercifully short, William’s heartfelt and funny. The presentation of the humidor brought tears to the old man’s eyes, which he covered by generously announcing that champagne was on him, causing an unseemly rush to the bar. Until that point it had only been free wine and soft drinks, thanks to a decree from Denton Scoles.

			‘How on earth did you do it?’ asked Amy, clapping as William stepped off the makeshift podium.

			Josie shrugged modestly. ‘Well, I’ve spent a lot of time in the post room the past week, dropping things off for Janice or picking them up for the beauty department, and the post boys are pretty friendly. Anyway, one of them told me they don’t mix with the writers in the Printroom; instead they drink in the Wellington on Cole Street, so I ran around there and grabbed Gerald.’ She smiled to herself.

			‘What’s so funny?’

			‘Oh, he didn’t want to come. He said . . .’ She paused, then looked at Amy. ‘Well, he said some rude things about Genesis management.’

			‘So how did you get him to do it?’

			‘I think I told him that you’d crush his nuts, then stuff his pension down the toilet.’

			Amy burst out laughing. ‘Now that’s initiative.’

			Josie smiled shyly for a moment, then looked over Amy’s shoulder, mouthing, ‘Wow!’ Amy smiled: Carlo, it had to be.

			‘Miss Shepherd,’ said the tall Italian, walking towards her carrying a wicker basket. ‘I cannot find Juliet, but I know this matter is urgent.’

			Amy put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. ‘The crisis has been averted, Carlo. My assistant helped locate William’s original present.’

			‘That is good news,’ he said, looking crestfallen.

			‘But I’d love to see what treasures you have brought us,’ she added.

			Carlo laughed, placed the basket on a table and opened it with a flourish, pleased that his efforts were at least about to be recognised.

			‘For your consideration,’ he said, picking out the items one by one. ‘For the wine and spirits connoisseur, a Pol Roger Cuvée Sir Winston Churchill and this bottle of twenty-five-year-old malt. For the recent retiree, I have a cashmere blanket in a soft putty shade, perfect for lounging around the house on winter days. And finally – and my favourite, I will admit – a wristwatch. Swiss-made. One of the standout pieces at the Baselworld jewellery fair . . .’

			He shut the basket and his face fell in disappointment.

			‘What a shame none of it will be finding a good home tonight.’

			‘You have excelled yourself, Carlo, and I know William would have loved everything here,’ Amy said, smiling. ‘However, you are wrong about none of it finding a good home. I’d love to take the champagne.’

			Carlo looked delighted as he handed over the bottle, which Amy insisted on paying for.

			‘This is for you,’ she said, giving it to Josie as the Italian disappeared into the crowd. ‘Thank you for being such a star.’

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 5

			Note to self, thought Amy, gripping the white leather arm rests. Injections hurt.

			‘Just relax,’ said Dr Al Saraf soothingly.

			‘That’s fine for you to say,’ she said, unscrewing one eye enough to see that the syringe was still half full, ‘you’re not the one being pumped full of gloop.’

			The doctor laughed. ‘Remember that the gloop is good for you.’

			She’d already had a two-hour consultation on the benefits of today’s session. How the cocktail of B12 and various other secret ingredients would promote muscle growth and balance her hormones, as well as boosting her energy and keeping her alert.

			He pulled out the needle and pressed a ball of cotton wool into the crook of her arm. ‘There, all done. Wasn’t so bad, was it?’

			Depends on whether you’re used to getting jabbed, thought Amy. She gave a non-committal grunt.

			‘The good news is that once your system becomes accustomed to these vitamin shots, you can start doing it yourself.’

			‘Injecting myself?’

			The doctor nodded. ‘It’s a far superior method to taking supplements orally. It takes a bit of practice, but I can provide you with everything you need. Saves you coming all the way across London once a fortnight, hmm?’

			It made sense, but Amy could barely stomach the sight of needles when Dr Al Saraf was handling them. The idea of injecting herself at home made her feel queasy. Then again, she needed something. With the rush to get the new issue finished, and the next two issues after that planned and commissioned in preparation for her three-week holiday, she felt more run-down than ever. Despite telling herself that she just needed a rest and some sunshine, Dr Al Saraf’s tests had shown that she had a yeast infection, a micro-nutrient deficiency and high cortisol levels, which warranted a more comprehensive plan than the simple injections that Juliet had recommended.

			Once Dr Al Saraf had demonstrated how to safely self-administer her shots, he came with her to reception. Within a few minutes, Amy had paid a four-figure bill and collected two boxes of BlissVit vials and syringes.

			Out on Harley Street, she looked back at the Georgian terrace, feeling a little kick of . . . something. Did she feel more clear-headed? More energised? She was sure that getting a treatment – any treatment – in a place so synonymous with medical excellence had a placebo effect on its own. But she definitely did feel more positive, which had to be a good thing, right?

			There was no denying that David’s relaxation pact couldn’t come soon enough as far as Amy was concerned. She was running on empty, down to the last fumes before the engines coughed their last and the jet nose-dived into the tarmac. She hadn’t wanted to admit it to David; hadn’t wanted to admit it to herself, but the stress of the changing workplace was taking its toll.

			She had once read a pop-psychology book – those happy, happy days when she had had the leisure to actually read – that had offered the idea that all humans needed to feel progress. Workers needed to feel valued, getting promotions or bonuses, seeing projects completed. Parents needed to see their kids grow and bloom and yes, even fly the nest. If you didn’t have progress, if you didn’t feel you were moving forward, that was when the problems began. Lack of motivation, lack of energy, dissatisfaction in relationships, putting on weight.

			Unconsciously, Amy touched her stomach. She was fine in that department, at least. Well, as long as she stuck to her no-carbs, no-red-meat regime. One burger and she’d be the Michelin Man. But in every other danger area, she knew she was struggling. With William gone, she could feel the screws tightening at Genesis Media. Even her efforts to escape and refresh her career were another source of stress.

			She still hadn’t heard from Mode. The day after the company had announced that Ros Kimber was stepping down, she had sent a carefully worded email, expressing an interest in the position, to the HR director and Douglas Proctor, but had received nothing beyond a one-line holding message saying that they’d be in touch. That had been over a week ago, and the intervening silence had suggested to Amy that maybe her stock in the industry wasn’t as high as she’d thought.

			At least central London was bathed in sunshine: not the kind that made workmen strip off their shirts and office girls wear sandals and little shorts, but enough to make everything look bright and vibrant. Standing on the stone steps of Dr Al Saraf’s clinic, Amy took off her jacket and tucked it under her arm, feeling the sun warm her skin.

			‘Amy Shepherd? Is that you?’

			Amy’s stomach sank. Suzanne Black was also an editor, her equivalent at Silk magazine. Silk had pretensions to be an edgy fashion title, using waif-thin models and dressing them in unknown-but-out-there designers, but in reality it was just another conventional women’s glossy with advice features, get-the-look spreads and beauty tips. Amy took some satisfaction from the fact that it had a tenth of Verve’s circulation, but was constantly irritated that advertisers seemed to hold the magazine – and its editor – in such high regard.

			‘Hello, Suzanne.’ She was about to ask what the other woman was doing in this part of town, but on any given day you might see anyone from London’s fashion fraternity popping into one of the many clinics for a shot of discreet Botox or filler.

			‘So what do you think about Ros leaving?’ said Suzanne. ‘I hear she was kicked out for demanding too much money.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Well, some have been saying she wanted a million per year; others that she wanted a new job title. Personally, I think it was a grudge between her and one of the management. That’s the inside track, anyway.’

			‘Don’t you think she, well, just wanted to move on?’

			Suzanne frowned. ‘Move on? From the best job in media?’ She barked out a laugh.

			‘Maybe she’s looking for a new challenge.’

			‘There is no bigger challenge than Mode, sweetie. I mean, we both know that, right?’

			Amy didn’t entirely agree with her. She had spent so long absorbed in the world of magazines that she had barely stopped to consider the world outside. But when she did, she had started to notice that many of her old colleagues were forging big careers in new sectors: retail, advertising, PR. Suzanne had probably recognised that too, but Amy didn’t want to debate the relative merits of the Mode editorship compared to other careers. The other woman was making a direct challenge: Are you applying for the job?

			‘I should go,’ said Amy, glancing at her watch. Suzanne gave her a thin smile of disappointment, her attempts to extract Amy’s precise intentions unsuccessful.

			It was almost three by the time she got back to the office, where Josie was sitting at Chrissie’s desk sorting through the post. Amy felt a pang of guilt at her little sigh of relief that it was Josie’s last day. Of course, she was glad the internship had gone well, glad that Josie had done well; she had certainly got more media experience in a fortnight than most interns got in a whole summer. And Amy had been grateful for all her help. But she knew she would also be glad to have the house back, just the three of them, herself, David and Tilly, their little gang back together. Was that selfish? Maybe, but she needed to completely relax, and although Josie had been no trouble at all, there was still the feeling at the back of her mind that you had to be ‘on’, checking the guest had towels, was comfortable, hadn’t left curling tongs burning a hole in the carpet.

			‘Where’s Chrissie?’ she asked, balancing her bag on her PA’s desk as she flicked through the mountain of invitations and press releases waiting to be taken through to her office.

			‘Errands. She asked me to man the phones while she’s gone.’

			Amy slipped off her coat. ‘You can leave early if you like. I know you’ve got a train first thing in the morning, so if you want to go home and pack, just say the word.’

			‘I don’t mind staying till six,’ Josie said cheerfully. ‘In fact I’m going out tonight with some of the girls. One of the PAs upstairs is off on maternity leave. Having drinks down at the Printroom.’

			‘That’ll be fun,’ smiled Amy, aware that she sounded about seventy, although her own days of drinks followed by crawling around London searching out cocktails and boys and late-night drinking dens didn’t seem so far away. ‘Tilly and I were going to take you out for some supper, but a party with the girls sounds a much better offer.’

			‘So long as you don’t mind . . .’ replied Josie, more anxiously.

			‘Of course I don’t. I’ll be here myself for a while anyway. When it’s your last day in the office for three weeks, it feels like there’s a never-ending list of things to do.’

			Chrissie’s phone rang and Josie picked it up. ‘I’ll just put you through,’ she said, looking at Amy. ‘It’s Bethan Charles from HR.’

			The HR director could have been ringing about any number of things, but the call caught Amy off guard. Anxious that others in the office had overheard, she spun round to head to her office, her jacket nestled in the crook of her arm, knocking over the pile of post and the handbag, spilling its contents all over the floor.

			‘Shit,’ she muttered.

			‘I’ll deal with that,’ said Josie, springing out of her chair and starting to scoop up the mess.

			In her office, Amy sat down on her swivel chair and exhaled deeply to compose herself.

			‘Obviously we want to talk to you about the Mode job,’ began Bethan.

			Obviously. Amy’s relief was palpable. ‘We know your work, but we’re getting all the shortlist candidates to prepare a presentation.’

			‘Of course,’ said Amy quickly. So far it was fairly standard. Occasionally an editor would be anointed without presenting a brand vision, but boards were more cautious than ever. After all, Mode wasn’t immune to the downturn in the industry. ‘When do you want it for?’

			‘Realistically we won’t be seeing anyone until the last week of August, first week of September. But if you could get your presentation to us within the next couple of weeks, that should get the ball rolling.’

			Tilly was fast asleep when Amy got home, her Peppa Pig duvet half kicked off, her beloved stuffed elephant clutched under one arm.

			‘She had a big day,’ whispered Claudia as Amy closed the door and tiptoed back down to the kitchen.

			‘How was Kew Gardens?’ School had finished two weeks before, and Claudia had planned a packed schedule of fun activities for Tilly before the Provence trip.

			‘She loved it. She bought a notebook and a sachet of seeds. We’ve planted them over there already,’ said Claudia, pointing to a corner of the back garden.

			Amy smiled, but her heart wasn’t in it. She’d have loved to help Tilly plant her seeds and had lost count of the number of times she had felt sad and envious that her nanny got to spend so much quality time with her daughter.

			‘And we packed. The case is open in the guest bedroom. Tilly couldn’t decide which swimming costume to take, so I’m afraid we’ve put the lot in.’

			‘Have you packed?’

			‘I’ve been packed since last Monday.’ Claudia grinned, and Amy could only imagine her excitement about going to work in a luxury villa for the next three weeks.

			‘Thanks for everything, Claudia,’ she said, grateful that there was one less job to do that night. ‘I think Geoff is picking us up at nine o’clock tomorrow.’

			‘Is it still all right if I stay here tonight?’

			‘Of course,’ said Amy. Claudia often stayed in the guest bedroom on evenings when she babysat, or when the family had a particularly early start.

			‘I’ve brought my case. You don’t mind if I go out tonight though, do you?’

			Amy had noticed that Claudia was wearing a pretty print dress and heels, her long hair, which was usually scraped back into a bun, brushed and loose.

			‘Course not,’ she smiled. ‘Are you going anywhere nice?’

			‘Just for a drink and something to eat.’ Claudia blushed, and Amy sensed gossip.

			‘Ah, a date.’

			‘Not really. Well, maybe.’

			‘You make me nervous every time you say that. Our beloved Claudia is going to go off and meet someone fabulous and have lots of babies and leave us for ever.’

			‘I only met him on Saturday. I wouldn’t be too worried yet.’

			‘You deserve someone amazing,’ Amy said, settling a maternal arm across her nanny’s shoulders.

			‘Here’s hoping,’ Claudia said, and picked up her handbag.

			In the few seconds after the front door had closed behind her, the place was silent except for the quiet rise and fall of Amy’s breath
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