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      Prologue

      
      How it all began …

      
      ‘I might have known you’d over-react,’ said Gareth Scott sourly.

      
      Taz stared back at him, open-mouthed. Behind her, a warm June breeze fluttered her living room curtains, filling the flat
         with fragrance from the flower beds beneath the open window. Bees buzzed; lawnmowers droned lazily in gardens vibrant with
         flowers; cats dozed in the sunshine. But she didn’t notice any of it. This had just become the worst day of Taz Norton’s life.
      

      
      It took her a second or two to get her breath back.

      
      ‘Now hold on, Gareth. Let me get this straight. It’s my birthday, you’ve just told me you’ve been two-timing me with my flatmate
         – how am I supposed to react?’
      

      
      The question hung in the air, sizzling with rage.

      
      Melanie, who until now had been almost cowering behind Gareth, tried to touch Taz’s arm. Taz shook it off with a venomous
         glare, and Melanie shrank away.
      

      
      ‘Please Taz … I don’t want us to stop being friends.’

      
      The ludicrousness of it all made Taz burst out laughing.

      
      ‘Friends? Is this how you treat your friends, Mel? No wonder you haven’t got any.’
      

      
      ‘Oh Taz, please Taz, you don’t know how sorry I am about all this, we never meant to …’ protested Melanie, flinching.
      

      
      Every cliché in the book, thought Taz bitterly. Every bloody cliché. How could I be so blind?

      
      ‘Oh I see. So this just kind of happened, right? You just fell into bed with each other and couldn’t help yourselves?’
      

      
      ‘Not exactly, but …’ Melanie looked across at Gareth, her eyes pleading with him to help her. Taz didn’t give him the chance.

      
      ‘But nothing.’ Taz took a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly. ‘Just tell me how long this has been going on.’

      
      ‘Since …’ Melanie stared down at her feet. ‘Since that party at Chippenham.’

      
      The sting of betrayal bit a little deeper into Taz’s soul.

      
      ‘The charity ball? The one I gave you my ticket for because I had to work late?’

      
      Melanie nodded dumbly.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, hanging her head. ‘Really sorry.’

      
      ‘We’ve been seeing each other for about three months now,’ said Gareth helpfully. Taz rounded on him, all guns blazing.

      
      ‘I may be blind, Gareth, but I can still add up.’

      
      For a couple of seconds they were eyeball to eyeball. Then Gareth turned his treacherously handsome face away, making some
         pretext of looking at the clock on the mantelpiece.
      

      
      ‘We should really be going,’ he commented. ‘If we want to miss the worst of the traffic.’

      
      ‘You bastard,’ hissed Taz, hurting so violently that all she could do was turn her back on Gareth and Melanie.
      

      
      Her eyes swept around the ground-floor conversion she’d shared with Melanie for over two years, ever since the two of them
         arrived in Cheltenham, ready to conquer the world. Everything had gone so well for them, Mel getting the advertising job she’d
         always dreamed of and Taz steadily climbing the management ladder at Seuss & Goldman, Cheltenham’s premier department store.
      

      
      And then along came Gareth Scott: twenty years older than Taz, good-looking, powerful, sexy. Everywhere she looked were remnants
         of a nine-month affair that should never have happened. Expensive wallpaper chosen by Gareth. Sofa-bed with wine-stained cushions, on which Taz and Gareth had spent so many uninhibited Sunday afternoons. Porcelain
         figurine of a naked dancer: a present from … who else?
      

      
      ‘For God’s sake Taz, must you be so childish?’ snapped Gareth. ‘This thing we had – OK so it was a lot of fun, but it was
         just physical, we knew it was never meant to last. We were always going to see other people …’
      

      
      ‘You mean you were always going to see other people,’ said Taz tartly. ‘You just conveniently forgot to mention it to me.’ She glanced
         at Melanie. ‘I wonder who’ll be next on the list.’
      

      
      Gareth snorted, raking his slightly-greying hair back from his forehead with exasperated fingers.

      
      ‘Can’t you get it into your head, Taz? It’s completely different with Melanie.’

      
      ‘We love each other, Taz,’ pleaded Melanie. ‘Gareth’s got a new job and we’re going away together.’

      
      Melanie clung to Gareth’s arm, her soft grey eyes silently pleading for forgiveness. You manipulative bitch, thought Taz.

      
      ‘I think it’s time you went,’ said Taz quietly.

      
      ‘But I need to get the rest of my things,’ protested Melanie.

      
      ‘Now,’ said Taz. ‘Before I forget what a nice, reasonable person I am.’

      
      Gareth picked up Melanie’s overnight bag from the settee.

      
      ‘Come on Mel darling, you don’t need anything from here,’ he said, stooping to kiss Melanie’s cheek with such tenderness that
         Taz knew it was meant as a final snub. ‘I’ll be taking care of you from now on.’
      

      
      The door of the flat closed with a soft click. Footsteps receded, then there was the sound of a car engine; and Taz was alone.
         She stood and stared at the living-room wall for a long time before picking up the remains of her birthday cake and slinging
         it violently at the wallpaper. Gareth’s wallpaper. The cake slid slowly down, leaving oily trails of melted butter icing.
      

      
      ‘Sod off Gareth. See if I bloody well care.’

      
      Her eyes were dry as she flopped down onto the carpet and hugged a cushion to her chest. Minky, her cat, slunk in from the
         kitchen and rubbed up against her legs, mewing and purring for food; but Taz didn’t even notice.
      

      
      It was at least half an hour before she got up and went into the kitchen, where she ate a whole family bag of tortilla chips.
         And another ten minutes before her eyes strayed to Gareth’s empty coffee cup, still sitting unwashed on the draining board.
      

      
      But a few seconds after that, she was sobbing into the empty bag.

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      

      
      ‘You’ll get fat,’ commented Taz, with a sly wink at her friend across the outdoor finger buffet.
      

      
      Binnie Lethbridge – soon-to-be ex-manager of Seuss & Goldman’s china department – glanced down guiltily at her seventh mini-quiche
         of the afternoon.
      

      
      She and Taz looked at each other, then down at Binnie’s stomach, extravagantly balloon-like beneath her floral maternity smock.
         Then they both fell about laughing.
      

      
      ‘Fat, yeah, right. Like anybody’s going to notice.’ Binnie ate yet another, rounding up the crumbs with a quick flick of her tongue. ‘Mmm, yummy. Oooh.’ She pulled a face and
         shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. ‘I think I need the loo again.’
      

      
      ‘Again!’

      
      ‘Wait till you’re pregnant, then you’ll understand. Here, mind my plate for me will you? And don’t scoff all the crostini.
         I’ll be back in a mo.’
      

      
      Taz yawned and consulted her watch. Still only half past two. Just how long could it take to finish a croquet match?

      
      Behind her, the manicured lawns of Cheltenham Croquet Club quivered to polite applause as yet another wooden ball was thwacked
         through a coloured hoop. It was all very English, complete with crustless cucumber sandwiches, white drill shorts and individual
         mandarin pavlovas, but it wasn’t very Taz. Taz Norton was far more at home at the sharp end of a business deal, doing her
         damnedest to prove that she fully deserved to be Seuss & Goldman’s youngest departmental manager.
      

      
      She tried to force herself to take an interest in the game. After all, she’d been sent here to represent the store, she ought at least to look as if she was enjoying herself.
      

      
      ‘I bet you enjoy a good game don’t you, m’dear?’

      
      The touch of a hand surreptitiously fondling her bottom nearly made Taz Norton jump out of her skin, and sent half of Binnie’s
         crostini flying. She spun round and found herself glaring at a middle-aged Lothario in a beige linen suit.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me?’

      
      ‘Croquet.’ The smile under the clipped moustache was verging on a leer. ‘Do you play? You look like a … sporty sort of a gel.’

      
      Yeah, thought Taz, suddenly wishing her smart green skirt was a couple of inches longer. She treated him to the kind of polite,
         sub-zero smile she used on awkward customers at work.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, no. I’ve never had the inclination.’ She prayed that Binnie would hurry back. How many times could one pregnant woman
         go to the lavatory in an afternoon?
      

      
      ‘Ah. So few ladies do these days. But you appreciate the game of course?’
      

      
      ‘Croquet? Of course.’

      
      Taz wished she could be sure he was just talking about the Seuss & Goldman Croquet Challenge. Creep, he ought to be ashamed
         of himself.
      

      
      ‘And it’s such a wonderful day out for you ladies, isn’t it? Showing off your new summer frocks.’

      
      ‘Wonderful.’ Her smile was so fixed it was becoming painful.

      
      Taz’s gaze wandered over his left shoulder. Rescue me, Binnie, she willed silently. But there was still no sign of her.

      
      ‘Actually, this isn’t just a day out for me, it’s work,’ she confessed.

      
      ‘Really?’ In the distance, shouts of ‘Well played!’ rose above well-bred applause.

      
      ‘Yes, I’m here to represent Seuss & Goldman.’

      
      ‘S&G, eh? Well, well.’ The mention of Cheltenham’s most prestigious department store prompted the moustache to twitch with
         renewed interest. A snap of the fingers. ‘I say, you’re the company secretary’s daughter, aren’t you? Knew I’d seen you somewhere before …’
      

      
      Taz played her ace.

      
      ‘I’m a departmental manager.’ She relished the look of astonishment this provoked. ‘In charge of menswear. Now, if you’ll
         just excuse me …’ To her relief, she had just caught sight of Binnie. ‘I think my colleague is calling me over.’
      

      
      Refilling her plate, Binnie bit into a vol-au-vent and nodded towards the retreating figure of the man in the linen suit.

      
      ‘Honest Taz, I leave you for five minutes and you’re chatting up blokes. Mind you, you’ve got good taste.’

      
      ‘You’re kidding. Who is that?’
      

      
      ‘You don’t know? That’s Angus Cornforth, you know, the Goldman family lawyer.’

      
      ‘Good God.’ Taz stared after him. He was now chatting to a couple of girls from the Ladies’ College, his arm round one and
         his free hand heading straight for the other one’s bottom. ‘He goosed me!’
      

      
      ‘You’re well in there then,’ grinned Binnie. ‘He obviously likes you.’

      
      ‘You mean he likes anything in a tight skirt.’ Taz eased a finger under the waistband of her brand-new Betty Jackson suit.
         ‘I knew I should have bought the fourteen, I can hardly breathe in this.’
      

      
      ‘You look great. Anyhow, you have to suffer to be beautiful.’

      
      A few more pastry-crumbs fell onto Binnie’s dress, but she didn’t bother to brush them off. Taz wondered if being pregnant
         shrivelled up the bit of your brain that made you care what you looked like because lately Binnie Lethbridge looked like she’d
         swallowed a Laura Ashley bed-settee. It had been quite painful to witness her dramatic transformation, from foxy to frumpy
         in under seven months.
      

      
      ‘You could do worse than Cornforth, you know,’ Binnie went on. ‘He’s filthy rich.’

      
      ‘I don’t care if he’s the Sultan of Brunei. I’ve had enough of older men to last me a lifetime, thank you very much.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you over Gareth, then?’

      
      ‘What do you think?’

      
      ‘Well, it’s not every group finance manager who redecorates your living room then buggers off to set up home with your flatmate.’

      
      There was an awkward silence. Binnie sipped lemon squash and surveyed the match on court. ‘Well played! Did you see that roquet?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Roquet. It’s when you make your ball hit somebody else’s.’

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘You see, when the out-player missed, the in-player roqueted his ball, stopped it out into court and got a rush on her partner
         ball.’
      

      
      Binnie laughed at the look of complete bafflement on Taz’s face.

      
      ‘Sorry, I used to play a bit at university.’ She patted her bump with a swollen-fingered hand. ‘In the days when I could still
         see my feet. So … have you heard from Gareth since he ran out on you?’
      

      
      ‘No. But Melanie rang up last week.’

      
      ‘No! The cheeky little madam.’

      
      ‘She wanted her hi-fi system back.’

      
      ‘Well I hope you told her where she could shove it.’

      
      ‘Actually I told her I’d sold it.’

      
      ‘And have you?’

      
      ‘Course not.’ Taz giggled. ‘But I reckoned it was about time I had a new hi-fi.’

      
      ‘Nice one,’ said Binnie approvingly.

      
      Taz turned and gazed out at the court, but she was seeing Gareth and Melanie on the day they’d told her they were leaving
         Cheltenham. Together. To think that she hadn’t suspected for a moment. That was what really pissed her off – letting him …
         no, letting anyone put one over on her.
      

      
      ‘So,’ said Binnie. ‘Still with Gareth is she?’

      
      ‘As far as I know. She didn’t say where they were and I didn’t ask. Good riddance to bad rubbish.’ Taz stretched her aching neck, closed her eyes and leaned her head back, letting
         the sun bathe her tired face. Her hat was making her head itch, and she yearned to take it off. What with the Gareth business
         and the summer sales about to go into overdrive at Seuss & Goldman, lately she’d been feeling a bit run down.
      

      
      ‘At least he never moved in with you,’ pointed out Binnie, ‘and it could have been worse.’

      
      Taz took a glass of fresh lemonade from the buffet, and rolled the cool glass over her burning skin.

      
      ‘Oh yeah? How?’

      
      ‘You could have married the cheating scumbag.’ Binnie grinned.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly,’ laughed Taz. ‘I’m only twenty-five. I’m not letting some guy con me into staying home and washing his socks
         while he goes off and becomes vice-president of Lonrho.’ She realised what she’d said and turned quickly back to Binnie. ‘I
         didn’t mean you and Jim …’
      

      
      ‘It’s OK, I know what you meant. I don’t mind giving up my job. I thought I would, but I’ve got the baby to think about, and
         Scotland’s a great place for a kid to grow up.’
      

      
      ‘Won’t you be bored, just being at home? You could find a job up there. When the baby’s older.’

      
      ‘I guess. But on Jim’s salary we don’t need the money any more, and Jim’s mother’s dead set against child-minders. To be honest,
         it’s funny but since I got pregnant I just don’t … well … care about work the way I used to.’ Binnie chuckled. ‘That’s hormones
         for you. I used to have shoulder-pads like that woman out of Dynasty, the one who was always falling into bed with Dex Dexter.’
      

      
      ‘Alexis?’

      
      ‘That’s the one.’

      
      Taz squinted into the sun. At thirty-seven Binnie looked fat, bloated, uncomfortable … and curiously happy. The poor woman
         had haemorrhoids, varicose veins, high blood pressure and permanent backache, yet in spite of it all she looked so contented, like a prize Jersey cow in calf. Taz shuddered. She’d never be like that, not her. No way.
      

      
      Never in a million zillion years.

      
      It was drizzling half-heartedly by the time Taz had dropped Binnie off at home and driven back to Seuss & Goldman. In the
         staff car park, Taz threw her hat onto the back seat, then eased undone the button on her skirt. Bliss. At last she could
         breathe again.
      

      
      The Victorian gothic facade of Seuss & Goldman loomed like a benevolent vulture over the broad, treedotted expanse of Imperial
         Gardens. Over the hundred and twenty years of its existence, the buildings had been added to from time to time, sometimes
         in unexpected ways but always sympathetically; incorporating the domed remains of the old Winter Gardens after the war, and
         acquiring a rather fine glass atrium and new offices during the expansion of the Eighties.
      

      
      But in all that time, the essence of S&G had never really changed. It had become a byword for quality, and not just in Cheltenham.
         In the last thirty years, Seuss & Goldman had opened stores all over the UK and on the Continent, and now the board had their
         eye on the other side of the Atlantic. As a matter of fact, so did Taz.
      

      
      There was no doubt about it, Taz had done well to get onto the S&G graduate training programme. That was four years ago, when
         she was fresh out of a redbrick uni with a 2:1 in French and Business Studies and a head full of dreams. In those four short
         years she’d risen from dogsbody to head of menswear – not bad for a girl who’d failed GCSE Maths. She’d learned a lot in those
         four years. The dreams were still there, as powerful and compelling as ever; they were just a bit more realistic.
      

      
      A glance in the mirror verified that her bobbed brown hair was neat and tidy, and a quick slick of lip-gloss refreshed her
         flagging make-up. Time to face the troops.
      

      
      Walking up the access road at the rear of the store, past the almost invisible entrance to the food hall, Taz pushed open
         the door which led to the security lodge.
      

      
      ‘Afternoon, Joe,’ she nodded to the grizzled guard on the desk as she signed for her name badge. ‘How’s your wife’s leg?’
      

      
      ‘Champion, miss. Surgeon fixed her veins up a treat.’

      
      Pinning on her badge, Taz walked across the lobby to the staff staircase, almost colliding with Ted Williams, the slimy second-in-command
         from the food hall, heading for the incinerator with bags of out-of-date crisps.
      

      
      ‘Been dodging class have we?’

      
      Taz confined herself to a brief smile and a nod; there was something about Ted that made her flesh creep. Climbing the back
         stairs took her quickly to the first floor, and into the Deco splendour of the menswear department. Her department. That thought gave her a childish thrill of pride every time she walked onto the sales floor.
      

      
      She paused for a moment to survey her realm. To the left was men’s formalwear, the stock rather too densely packed together
         on account of lack of space and too many ornate pillars. She’d have to get something done about that. Beyond formalwear were
         countrywear and Cara Mondini’s sports and leisure department. To Taz’s right was men’s casualwear, rather brighter and less
         crowded than formalwear, with more space and innovative styling. This led eventually into computing and electrical, but the
         last of the Polo jackets marked the limit of Taz’s jurisdiction.
      

      
      There wasn’t time to stand and ponder. There was work to be done. As she headed for countrywear she knew that something wasn’t
         quite right. For a start, there was no sign of Marion Grey, the senior sales consultant. And the sound of raised voices was
         coming from one of the cashpoints …
      

      
      Long before she reached the sales desk, Taz spotted Kate Avery, her new eighteen-year-old trainee, practically barricaded
         behind the till as a smartly-dressed woman waved a credit card in her face.
      

      
      Taz felt more than a twinge of annoyance. Where on earth was Marion? And there was no sign of Leroy McIntosh either. Honestly,
         you couldn’t turn your back for ten seconds without everything falling to bits. Taz took a deep breath and clicked on a professional
         smile.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me. Is there a problem?’
      

      
      Kate turned a flushed face towards Taz. A face that screamed, ‘Rescue me!’

      
      ‘Oh, Ms Norton. This lady …’

      
      ‘I demand to see the manager. Now!’ said the customer, eyeing Taz disdainfully.

      
      ‘I am the departmental manager.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ The booming voice softened by a couple of decibels. ‘I see.’

      
      ‘Can I help, Mrs …?’

      
      ‘Seward. Verity Seward. I wish to purchase a cashmere sweater for my husband, but this halfwitted girl says there is a problem
         with my credit card.’
      

      
      ‘I see. Well, whatever it is I’m sure we’ll soon have it sorted out.’

      
      Taz glanced at Kate. Poor kid, she looked like she wanted to shrivel up and die. But one of the first lessons any management
         trainee needed to learn was how to avoid being bullied by overbearing women with golf-club accents. She took the gold Amex
         card and dialled through. It was just as she’d thought. The Sewards were well over their card limit and had fallen behind
         with their monthly payments. So much for the Jaeger suit and the Gucci bag.
      

      
      ‘Apparently, the card company requires a nominal payment of ten pounds before your purchase is authorised.’

      
      ‘But that’s preposterous …’

      
      ‘This sort of thing does happen occasionally.’

      
      ‘Well it has never happened to me.’

      
      ‘I’m sure it’s nothing serious,’ said Taz soothingly. ‘Or the company wouldn’t authorise the transaction at all. So, if you
         could just make this one small payment …’
      

      
      With extremely bad grace, Mrs Seward unzipped her purse and took out a neatly-folded ten-pound note.

      
      ‘Thank you so much.’ Taz passed the banknote to Kate, together with a note of the authorisation code. ‘Now Miss Avery will
         process your sale.’
      

      
      Afterwards, Taz drew Kate to one side, asking, ‘Are you OK now?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry. But she was so rude! I just … panicked.’

      
      ‘You get customers like that, I’m afraid. They lose their temper because they’re embarrassed. The trick is not to let them
         intimidate you into doing the wrong thing. But always be polite. Let them think they’ve got the upper hand.’
      

      
      ‘It’s so difficult.’

      
      ‘It gets easier with practice, I promise.’ Taz thought of her own first day as junior management trainee. She’d been given
         the job of cleaning the costume jewellery, took all the price labels off then couldn’t remember which one belonged to which
         necklace. ‘Don’t worry. Everyone makes mistakes.’
      

      
      ‘Even you?’ Kate looked doubtful.

      
      ‘Especially me. But don’t tell anyone!’

      
      Particularly not Marion Grey, thought Taz as she saw the senior sales consultant bustling over from the men’s changing rooms
         with an armful of trousers. Marion was fifty-three, had been at Seuss & Goldman since she was fifteen, and acted as if the
         store was her own personal property.
      

      
      ‘Kate, don’t stand around doing nothing, make yourself look busy. In my day … Oh. Miss Norton.’ Marion’s expression was not
         so much apologetic as disdainful. ‘You’re back then.’
      

      
      ‘I left early. Mrs Lethbridge was feeling a bit under the weather, so I took her home.’

      
      ‘Oh the poor dear, I’m sorry to hear that.’ Taz knew that Marion had a soft spot for Binnie. Binnie was, after all, doing
         what women were supposed to do: giving up her high-powered job to have babies and feed her husband home-made casseroles. Exactly
         what Marion herself would have done, if she’d ever found a man brave enough to marry her. ‘She should be at home with her
         feet up, in her condition. Letting women work right up to the birth, it’s not right.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure she’ll be fine once she’s had a rest. Anyhow, she’s going on maternity leave next week.’ Taz looked Marion up and
         down. ‘I thought I asked Leroy to take charge of the changing rooms while you supervised the sales floor.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, you did, but I thought it would be better if Leroy tidied up the stockroom, and then that nice gentleman from
         Bishop’s Cleeve came in, enquiring about ready-to-wear suits …’
      

      
      ‘Marion!’ hissed Taz. ‘Your job is here on the floor, and if I ask you to do something, I expect you to do it. Is that clear?’

      
      ‘I was only using my initiative,’ she sniffed.

      
      ‘Yes. I appreciate that. But I’m sure you also appreciate how important it is for us all to pull together as a team.’

      
      Even Marion couldn’t think of an answer to that one.

      
      As soon as she could, Taz went into the departmental office to catch up on paperwork. It was quite a contrast to the relative
         luxury of the sales floor. A small, rickety table served as a desk; cracked lino didn’t quite cover the bare boards; and a
         calendar hung forlornly on a wall which hadn’t been repapered since 1976. Taz chuckled as she sat down. If the customers saw
         this, it would really open their eyes.
      

      
      The phone rang. Taz picked up the receiver.

      
      ‘Menswear, Tasmin Norton speaking. Oh, hi Nikki.’ Taz got on well with Nikki Fraser, the store manager’s PA. ‘Look, it’s not
         about those quarterly sales figures is it? I’m still collating them.’
      

      
      ‘No, not that. Ms Latchford wants you to come up to her office at five thirty today.’

      
      Taz had a sudden sinking feeling. A royal summons, to the boss’s office? Such an unusual event could spell only one thing:
         trouble.
      

      
      Four heads jerked round as Taz knocked on Diana Latchford’s door and stuck her head inside.

      
      ‘You wanted to see me? Oh.’ Taz hesitated at the sight of three other departmental managers, already huddled around the oval
         table at the far end of Diana’s office. ‘Sorry, I thought …’
      

      
      Diana Latchford was standing by the window, a cool late-forty-something in mauve Escada; her hair greying gracefully. Behind
         her a huge picture window looked out onto the tastefully grand buildings of the Queen’s Hotel and the Ladies’ College beyond. She glanced up as the door opened,
         but scarcely interrupted her flow.
      

      
      ‘… a carefully-balanced mix of new and established product lines. And that is why – do come in and help yourself to a coffee,
         Taz – that is why all next year’s promotional events are going to be so important.’
      

      
      Taz poured herself a black coffee from the percolator. Hmm, Blue Mountain, must be something important. She parked her bum between Ken and Cara Mondini. Brendan Ryan from womenswear graced her with a brief
         grunt but he was too busy hanging on Diana’s every word to pay her much attention.
      

      
      Diana pushed back her perfect sleeve to glance at her Cartier wristwatch.

      
      ‘Well, seeing as we’re all here now we may as well start. I need to be at a meeting by seven thirty.’

      
      ‘Nikki’s not taking minutes then?’ asked Cara.

      
      ‘There’s no need, I want to keep this informal.’

      
      Diana took her seat at the table. She had a coffee too, but in her own white bone-china cup with gilded edging, and no lipstick
         stains on the rim. Diana Latchford was the nearest thing in retailing to the Immaculate Conception.
      

      
      ‘Naturally, you’ve all read the memo about the new Los Angeles store.’

      
      ‘Is it still on schedule to open in March?’ ventured Taz.

      
      ‘If the works are completed on schedule.’ Diana pursed her lips. ‘And they will be, if the site director values his life.’

      
      ‘So when’s the precise opening date?’ Ken fiddled absent-mindedly with his Biro, doodling York hams on his blotter. He looked
         every inch what he was: an ex-pork butcher from Tewkesbury, hopelessly out of his depth.
      

      
      ‘Provisionally, we’re looking at the fifth of March,’ cut in Brendan, jabbing buttons on his electronic organiser. ‘Subject
         to confirmation by the board later this month – that’s right isn’t it?’
      

      
      Diana eyed Brendan in the way a schoolteacher eyes up a know-all pupil. Brendan even looked like a schoolboy, with that floppy fringe and that fresh, clean-cut complexion.
      

      
      ‘Quite so. Now, as you know, Seuss & Goldman has invested heavily in this exciting venture and it is vital that we gain maximum
         benefit from publicity on both sides of the Atlantic, particularly as we’re planning to open in New York in eighteen months’
         time.’
      

      
      ‘I thought it was going to be Chicago,’ said Cara, a former tennis champion and still impressively svelte at forty-three.

      
      ‘Then perhaps you should re-read the last information sheet from head office.’ Diana cleared her throat impatiently. ‘Now.
         We have decided that next year’s in-store spring promotion will have an American theme. And that is why I am asking you, as
         key departmental managers, to come up with a range of ideas.’
      

      
      ‘Us?’ said Ken blankly.

      
      ‘There’s an American amateur basketball team coming over on an exchange visit next spring,’ commented Cara, leafing through
         her diary. ‘They’ll be playing exhibition matches in Cheltenham. I suppose there might be a chance for some kind of tie-in
         …’
      

      
      Brendan wrinkled his nose.

      
      ‘Basketball? God no. What S&G customers want are culture and style. Theatre sponsorship, a quality in-store shopping experience …’
      

      
      ‘Culture and style? You mean like Wally the Wombat?’ laughed Ken.

      
      Flush-faced and annoyed, Brendan rounded on Ken.

      
      ‘You know as well as I do, Wally the Wombat was a product-led promotion for a new high-yield Australian range of …’

      
      ‘Brendan, Wally the Wombat was a midget in a fun-fur suit, handing out free samples of face cream.’

      
      Cara joined in, enjoying a rare opportunity to embarrass Brendan.

      
      ‘That’s right. And what about that “simply darling” Shetland pony? The one that peed all over Santa’s Grotto. I’m not sure
         I’d call that a quality shopping experience.’
      

      
      ‘Surely,’ Taz cut in, ‘we can appeal to a wide range of customer preferences, without losing touch with traditional S&G values?’
      

      
      ‘Sounds great in theory,’ sniffed Brendan. ‘But just you try making it work.’

      
      ‘Look, this is a great opportunity,’ she persisted. There’s room to set up a whole range of events. This is a key store opening,
         we need to sustain customer and media interest over more than just a day or two. Here and in the US.’
      

      
      ‘Precisely.’ Diana Latchford jotted a few notes in her diary. ‘The fact is, Cheltenham is the original S&G store and its flagship.
         All our stores will be staging an “American Week”, but head office expects something special from us. What I want is at least a week’s worth of linked events and promotions, culminating in a transatlantic catwalk show,
         showcasing the best of British and American fashion design.’
      

      
      Taz shot a glance at Brendan. Suddenly he was looking a lot happier at the prospect of another small step towards the glittering
         summit of his career. As he was fond of reminding people, Brendan Ryan knew more about fashion than anyone else at Seuss &
         Goldman. He had been senior merchandiser at head office before being called on to transform womenswear from stuffy gentility
         to the epitome of hip. He’d done a pretty good job, and never let anybody forget it.
      

      
      ‘US high fashion. Right, I see Ralph Lauren of course.’ He made frenzied notes. ‘Donna Karan – and Klein, Tommy Hilfiger,
         and with my connections in the business I just might be able to persuade one or two of the top catwalk models …’
      

      
      ‘Good, fine,’ interrupted Diana. I’m sure you’ll all come up with wonderful ideas. Now, I have to leave or I’ll miss the group
         Finance meeting, but we’ll get together again in a few days’ time. Nikki will call you to arrange when.’
      

      
      Brendan didn’t look best pleased to be interrupted in mid-flow, but gathered up his organiser and shoved it into his pocket.
         Taz repacked her bag and followed Cara and Ken to the door. Her mind was already back home, stretched out in a decadently
         hot bath with a really trashy novel.
      

      
      ‘Hold on a moment will you, Taz? I’d like a word.’
      

      
      Taz’s hand dropped from the door handle. Her heart skipped a beat, then made up for it with three in rapid succession. Uh-oh.
         She’d been right about the trouble after all.
      

      
      ‘Yes. Right. Sure.’ She listened to footsteps and polite chatter receding along the corridor to the lift; getting further
         and further away, like her Black Lace and her jasmine bath oil. ‘What did you want to see me about?’
      

      
      Diana finished packing her briefcase and swung it up onto the table. Her expression gave nothing away.

      
      ‘I’ve been keeping an eye on your work,’ she said finally. ‘I like what I see.’

      
      Taz allowed herself a cautious exhalation of relief.

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      Diana kicked off her comfortable work shoes and squeezed her toes into a pair of smart black courts.

      
      ‘You’ve nothing to thank me for. It was my predecessor who promoted you, and if it had been up to me … well, let’s say I don’t
         often take chances with people and you are still very young and relatively inexperienced.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t help being twenty-five,’ pointed out Taz, a tad peevishly. ‘If you like, I’ll pretend to be thirty. Surely what matters
         is whether or not I can do the job.’
      

      
      Diana smiled. Taz coloured up.

      
      ‘Did I just say something funny?’

      
      ‘Not exactly. It just occurred to me that you sounded like me at the same age, convinced everyone was out to stab me in the
         back and determined to stab them first. Mind you, I was right, they were out to get me.’ Seeing Taz’s expression, she laughed. ‘Relax. I’m already convinced. I’ve seen the quarterly sales returns
         for your department and frankly, I’m impressed. Which is why I’ve decided to take one of my rare chances.’
      

      
      ‘Chances?’

      
      ‘On you. I’m thinking about putting you in charge of the American promotion. The whole shebang. Reckon you can handle that?’

      
      Gobsmacked, Taz ran through a range of facial expressions that would have done credit to Jim Carrey.

      
      ‘Well?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Yes, of course I can. But what about Brendan? I thought …’

      
      Brendan was not going to like this one little bit. He was five years older than Taz and ran womenswear like the paramilitary
         wing of Christian Dior. Brendan had masterminded every one of the last three in-store promotional events. And he was not going
         to take kindly to being ordered about by Taz.
      

      
      ‘Never mind our Mr Ryan. Leave him to me. What I’m asking you, Taz, is are you ready for this? Can you take it on and make
         a success of it? Because if you can’t say yes right now I’m going to ask somebody else to do it.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Taz, pulling herself together. ‘Yes, I’d be glad to do it. Thank you.’

      
      ‘Don’t thank me.’ Diana took a delicate sip of her very black coffee. ‘Just get out there and make a good job of it. And prove
         to me that you deserve your next promotion.’
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      

      
      ‘Mroaw.’
      

      
      Taz groaned and rolled over in bed. The clock on the bedside table said eight thirty, but so what? It was Saturday: the one
         precious Saturday off she’d managed to cadge in the last six months. And she wasn’t getting out of bed for anyone, cats included.
      

      
      ‘Oh Minky, no! It’s too early …’

      
      A blue-grey head appeared over the top of the duvet.

      
      ‘Prrrp. Ee-ew.’

      
      Taz surrendered to the insistent nudge of a cold nose, and swung her legs out of bed. Oooh, steady. The room was spinning
         out of focus, and she felt vaguely nauseous too; in fact she’d been feeling generally ‘off’ for days now. Must be some kind
         of tummy bug, there couldn’t be any other explanation for it.
      

      
      ‘All right, all right!’ She thrust her arms into her dressing gown. ‘Minky, you’re a greedy pig.’

      
      She plodded into the kitchen, hotly pursued by Minky, who hindered every movement by winding round and round her legs.

      
      Taz stretched up to get the last can of cat food from the top shelf of the cupboard. She gagged as she peeled back the ring-pull
         and spooned tropical mackerel in aspic into Minky’s dish.
      

      
      ‘Oh God they’ve left the eyes in.’ She held the dish just above Minky’s head, holding her breath and trying not to look at
         it. ‘Look, are you absolutely sure about this?’
      

      
      Brr-brr.

      
      Uh?

      
      Brr-brr, brr-brr.
      

      
      That wasn’t Minky, that was the phone, dammit. Taz groaned. Now she was never going to get back to sleep.
      

      
      Where had she put it? Somewhere in the bedroom … Taz fumbled about and snatched up the cordless phone from under a pile of
         last night’s clothes. Yawn.
      

      
      ‘Yeah?’

      
      A soft Northern Irish accent greeted her from the other end of the line.

      
      ‘Tasmin, dear, is that you? It’s Mummy.’

      
      ‘Mummy?’ Taz suppressed a groan.

      
      ‘Are you all right, Tasmin? You sound peculiar.’

      
      ‘I’m fine, Mummy. I was just having a lie-in.’

      
      ‘You’re not ill, are you?’

      
      Taz rubbed her tummy. It was settling down a bit now, she’d be fine when she’d had a cup of tea.

      
      ‘No, of course not.’

      
      ‘You’ll give yourself a headache, lying in bed all day.’

      
      ‘I told you, I’m fine.’ Mummy and Dad might have taken early retirement a year ago, but for them the day still started at
         six thirty and fifteen minutes extra constituted a lie-in.
      

      
      ‘Anyhow, your father’s gone to the clinic with his knee.’

      
      ‘Poor Dad! Is it his cartilage again?’

      
      ‘It’s something and nothing, he just likes that young physiotherapist making a fuss of him.’ Isobel Norton lowered her voice
         to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Did you get it for me?’
      

      
      ‘Get what?’

      
      ‘The jacket! For the Bennetts’ garden party. It’s next week you know, and you did say you’d try …’

      
      Taz thought guiltily of the ornate evening jacket she’d bought for her mother from Seuss & Goldman’s summer design event.
         She’d had it two weeks but had put off going to see her parents in case they gave her the third-degree and it all came out
         about Gareth.
      

      
      In the nine months she’d been seeing Gareth, she’d managed to keep him and her parents resolutely separate. Not because they’d
         have disapproved of him. On the contrary, Mummy would have adored him with his ‘mature’ good looks and commanding personality; and he was exactly the kind of alpha male her father wanted to see protecting his little
         girl. Which just went to show how wrong parents could be.
      

      
      ‘Oh. Yes, actually I did manage to get it for you.’

      
      ‘Oh Tasmin, you’re a darling. And with your staff discount it’s quite good value really. Mind you, quality is always worth
         paying for, it’s just a pity your father doesn’t see it that way.’
      

      
      ‘So what does he reckon to you spending three hundred pounds on a jacket?’

      
      Isobel gave a little nervous laugh.

      
      ‘You don’t think I’d tell him, do you? I’ve said I’m getting one from Marks & Spencer. You know what he’s like, he’ll never
         tell the difference.’
      

      
      Taz suppressed a chuckle. After thirty-odd years of marriage, her Mum and Dad still behaved like kids.

      
      ‘I’ll make sure you get it for the party,’ she promised, thinking longingly of the duvet.

      
      Her tummy had started making curious gurgling noises. It must be a bug. Or something she’d eaten. Lazy Saturdays meant pain au chocolat and endless cappuccinos, but all she felt like
         today was nibbling on a dry water biscuit.
      

      
      ‘The thing is,’ Isobel went on. ‘I was wondering, could you bring it over this morning, while your father’s out?’

      
      ‘Mummy …’

      
      ‘It’d be ever so kind of you, you wouldn’t mind would you? I mean, it’s not as if you’re doing anything else …’

      
      ‘Well, actually …’

      
      ‘I knew you wouldn’t mind. See you in about an hour then? Don’t be late, you know what your father’s like, you could set your
         clock by him.’
      

      
      After she’d rang off, Taz went wearily into the bathroom. As she ran a bath she caught sight of herself in the mirror over
         the sink. Her usually glossy brown hair was flat and dishevelled, her oval face rather pale and puffy about her dark brown
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘Taz Norton,’ she told herself sternly, ‘you’re twenty-five years old and your Mum can still wrap you round her little finger. How on earth are you ever going to get to be chief executive of Seuss & Goldman?’
      

      
      It was almost nine by the time Taz was ready to leave. As she stepped out from her ground-floor flat into the cool passageway
         of the converted Victorian villa, she could hear all manner of argy-bargy coming from the garden.
      

      
      To her surprise, she saw that all her neighbours were there: Roland and Simon, the gay couple from upstairs who liked to move
         their furniture about at three in the morning; Al the Elvis impersonator from the attic flat; even that strange foreign couple
         from the basement. And there were other people there too – two blokes in overalls, one with a pneumatic drill, and a third
         sitting in the cab of a van, munching on a bacon sandwich.
      

      
      Nobody seemed very happy. In fact it looked like a lynch mob.

      
      ‘It’s not good enough, I’ve got to get to work!’

      
      ‘Look, mate, it’s no good mouthing off at me …’

      
      ‘If you don’t move your lorry and fill up that hole …’

      
      Taz edged her way past. ‘If you’ll just excuse me, I need to get to my garage.’

      
      This met with hollow laughter from all sides.

      
      ‘You won’t be able to use your car today,’ replied Simon with a glare at the three workmen. ‘The bloody cable TV people have
         dug a hole right in the middle of the front drive. We’re all blocked in till Monday.’
      

      
      Which is how Taz came to be delivering a designer evening jacket to her mother in the top box of her 1956 BSA Gold Star.

      
      Inconvenient or not, it was the perfect day for a motorbike ride. Hazy sunshine, warm as toast, a cooling breeze and an open
         road. Terrific. As she coasted out of Cheltenham and powered into the Gloucestershire countryside, Taz mentally thanked her
         father – not for the first time – for having wanted a son.
      

      
      Being presented with an only daughter, Bill Norton had done what any practical man would: he had brought her up as if she
         was a son. By the age of eleven she could strip down a carburettor, by thirteen she could adjust the suspension on a Honda 250; and on her sixteenth birthday her dad
         had plonked her on the seat of a BSA Bantam, kick-started it at the top of a steep hill and told her to hold on tight.
      

      
      From that moment on, Taz had been hooked on bikes. Big ones, little ones, noisy or smelly or oily, she loved them all. Perhaps
         unsurprisingly, Isobel did not share her enthusiasm.
      

      
      Taz took the A46 and headed on south-west through Leckhampton and Shurdington, past Crickley Hill and the remains of the Roman
         villa near Upton St Leonards. This part of the world was very different from the Wirral suburbs where she’d grown up, but
         there were a lot worse places you could live. Bill and Isobel Norton had fallen in love with the Cotswolds and retired early
         to a cottage in Painswick. The fact that Taz worked at Cheltenham S&G was a complete coincidence – at least, that was what
         Isobel claimed.
      

      
      A couple of miles outside Painswick, Taz noticed the engine starting to cough. It did that sometimes, when the petrol tank
         was less than a quarter full.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you dare die on me,’ she whispered as she eased the bike into a garage.

      
      She dismounted, took off her helmet and shook her hair free. Now that she was off the bike, and the exhilaration of speed
         was gone, she felt faintly peculiar again. She took deep breaths. It would pass. Determinedly she unscrewed the fuel cap and
         started filling the tank.
      

      
      And hey! Here was something to take her mind off her stomach. The young mechanic who strolled out onto the forecourt was six
         foot three of blond testosterone, appetisingly tanned beneath his white cutaway tee-shirt, and with just a romantic oil-smear
         on one cheek to prove that he knew his way round an engine.
      

      
      ‘Hi.’ The smile lit up a double row of Hollywood teeth, set in a hunkily square jaw. ‘She’s yours?’

      
      A bear’s paw of a hand smoothed down over the petrol tank of the Gold Star and along the still-warm leather of the seat.

      
      ‘Used to be my dad’s, till he injured his knee. I’ve had her five years now.’
      

      
      ‘Runs well?’

      
      ‘Usually. Bit temperamental though, I have to nurse the engine along sometimes.’ She finished filling the tank and slotted
         the hose back onto the side of the pump.
      

      
      ‘What a beauty.’ Piercingly blue eyes looked straight into Taz’s. ‘Live round here, do you?’

      
      ‘The other side of Cheltenham. Charlton Kings.’

      
      ‘Yeah? Whereabouts?’

      
      ‘Cow Lane – just off the Ham Road.’

      
      Taz moistened her dry lips with the tip of her tongue. Her throat was dry, too. She was doing something she hadn’t done in
         ages, not since before Gareth. She was flirting!
      

      
      ‘You should come to the classic bike rally at Stroud,’ said the mechanic, ever so casually.

      
      ‘I might do that.’ Taz tried to sound casual too. ‘When is it?’

      
      ‘A fortnight on Sunday. I’ll be there, I’ve got a prewar motorcycle combo entered in the concours d’élégance.’

      
      Taz met his smile dizzily. She felt a bit … woozy. Not quite right. And he wasn’t that breathtakingly gorgeous.
      

      
      She was going to say ‘I’d love to,’ but at that moment the most dreadful thing she could imagine went right ahead and happened.

      
      ‘I … I’m sorry, I think I’m going to …’

      
      Before she could even turn away, a sudden spasm of nausea overwhelmed her. And the next thing she knew, she threw up. Right
         there, in the middle of the garage forecourt. All over the blond mechanic’s brown DMs.
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell, woman!’

      
      When Taz managed to look up, the come-to-bed eyes had turned to tempered steel.

      
      ‘Right,’ he said from between clenched teeth. ‘I’ll go and fetch a bucket of disinfectant then.’

      
      Isobel Norton was not overly impressed to see the BSA Gold Star coasting to a halt outside her immaculate chocolate-box cottage.

      
      ‘Tasmin!’ She came out onto the doorstep, as usual dressed as if she was going to church, even on a Saturday morning; her
         faded auburn hair so firmly set and sprayed in place that it would have taken a hurricane to dislodge it. ‘Why aren’t you
         in the car?’
      

      
      ‘It’s a long story.’

      
      ‘You haven’t crashed it and not told us?’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Mummy.’

      
      ‘But what about my jacket?’

      
      ‘See? It’s absolutely fine, Mummy,’ said Taz as she handed over the neatly-folded cellophane package.

      
      ‘You’re sure? Well, you’d better give it here, we don’t want oil all over it, do we?’

      
      Taz let her mother rabbit on. Since she had retired as receptionist at the local surgery, Isobel Norton was feeling the lack
         of somebody to boss around. Dad had to put up with it seven days a week; once every couple of weeks Taz could just about tolerate.
      

      
      She ducked to avoid hitting her head on a hanging basket, and stepped inside the cottage. The smell of Mr Sheen made her retch,
         though there was nothing left to bring up. She took long, slow, deep breaths. Her mother scrutinised her with a critical eye.
      

      
      ‘You’re looking very pale. You should eat more spinach.’

      
      ‘I’m fine!’ Taz tried not to think about spinach.

      
      ‘You’re ill, aren’t you? You’ve not got those terrible period pains again, have you? You really ought to see the doctor in
         case you’re anaemic …’
      

      
      Isobel’s words struck an unwelcome chord. Taz’s heart missed a beat, then started racing.

      
      ‘No, no, Mummy, there’s nothing wrong with my periods.’ Except, whispered a little voice inside her head, you haven’t had
         one since Gareth left. Five weeks ago. She tried hard to discipline her own overactive imagination. ‘Guess what, Mummy, Diana
         Latchford’s putting me in charge of next year’s spring promotion. The American Week.’
      

      
      ‘That’s nice dear,’ said Isobel vaguely. ‘Have you got a boyfriend yet?’

      
      ‘No, Mummy. Nobody special.’
      

      
      ‘You mustn’t neglect your social life, you know. Work isn’t everything. And you don’t want to get left on the shelf, not if
         you want to have a family.’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Taz swallowed hard. ‘Why don’t we go and see what this jacket looks like on you?’

      
      Out of its cover it looked like a dog’s breakfast, but even in her middle years Isobel Norton had a certain wild Irish chic
         that could carry off emerald-green velvet sprinkled with seed pearls and diamanté.
      

      
      ‘What do you think?’

      
      ‘It looks great. Very … dramatic.’

      
      ‘You’re not just saying that? I don’t want to let Daddy down, you know.’

      
      Laughing, Taz promised her mother: ‘You’ll be the belle of the ball.’

      
      The squeak of the front gate made Isobel jump like a startled faun. Hastily she wriggled out of the jacket and made a grab
         for a discarded Marks & Spencer carrier bag.
      

      
      ‘Here, put it in here before he sees.’

      
      ‘Mum – it’s your money you’re spending!’
      

      
      ‘Do it, Tasmin. Please.’

      
      By the time Bill Norton came into the living room, limping slightly in his favourite golfing trousers, Isobel was sitting
         on the sofa and Taz was in the kitchen, filling the kettle. She popped her head out of the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Hello Dad.’

      
      ‘Hello sweetheart. The Gold Star’s not quite given up the ghost yet then?’

      
      ‘I’m looking after it for you, Dad, don’t you worry.’

      
      ‘Don’t suppose I’ll ride it again, not with my knee like this,’ Bill grunted.

      
      ‘Tasmin’s got some news,’ cut in Isobel. ‘She’s been given a special job to do at work, something about springs.’

      
      ‘The spring promotion, Mummy. I’ve been put in charge of the American Event.’

      
      ‘Good girl,’ beamed Bill Norton. ‘We’ll soon have you beating Branson at his own game. Wish I’d had the same chances when
         I was your age.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah. I know.’ There was an ache of uneasiness inside Taz. She covered it up by arranging teacups on a tray. Suddenly she didn’t want her Dad to be so proud of her any more, to
         expect such great things of her. Suddenly she was afraid that she might let him down.
      

      
      Isobel flounced off the sofa and fetched the M&S carrier bag. Bill glanced idly at it.

      
      ‘That’s the jacket you’ve been going on about then?’

      
      ‘That’s right, what do you think?’ She slipped into it and paraded in front of her husband. ‘Well?’

      
      Bill Norton chuckled.

      
      ‘If that’s Marks & Spencer,’ he said with a wink at his daughter, ‘I’m a Dutchman’s uncle.’

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      

      
      Sunday dawned warm but overcast. Not the greatest of weather for Binnie and Jim’s farewell barbecue, but it might improve
         by lunchtime.
      

      
      Taz was still feeling rather overcast herself. She decided to perk herself up with a visit to the paper shop. She’d buy a
         couple of really juicy scandal-rags, next week’s lottery ticket, and of course a respectable paper too, so she could pretend
         to read the business supplement.
      

      
      She wriggled inside her tee-shirt as she walked. This new bra was a bit tight, she was sure it hadn’t been when she bought
         it. And these jeans – they felt like they’d been sprayed on. Certainly she’d not been eating properly since Gareth left, and
         she knew she ought to take better care of herself. You couldn’t live on crisps and takeaways, and expect to get away with
         it.
      

      
      Maybe that was why her period was so late: eating the wrong things, late nights, stress … yeah, that would be it. That and
         the tummy bug.
      

      
      She spent the rest of the morning lounging about on the bed, sipping mineral water and browsing through famous people’s sex-lives.
         Glancing at the clock, she saw that it was nearly twelve. Time to get ready for Binnie’s party.
      

      
      Taz wandered into the bathroom, only to find Minky balancing on the toilet seat, head stuck halfway down the bowl.

      
      ‘Minky! That’s disgusting. Naughty girl.’

      
      The cat slunk away, leaving a trail of wet footprints. Why did cats invariably prefer nasty smelly loo-water to nice clean tap-water? Come to think of it, why did nice, sensible girls like Taz Norton always prefer two-faced bastards like
         Gareth Scott?
      

      
      Showered, waxed, deodorised and powdered, Taz felt ready to face the world. She took her three favourite party dresses out
         of the wardrobe, and rummaged in her underwear drawer for her Wonderbra. The phone rang.
      

      
      ‘Taz? Hi, Binnie here. All set for the jamboree?’

      
      ‘Of course. I’ve got a bottle of rosé, is that OK?’

      
      ‘Fine, as long as you don’t tempt me with it,’ laughed Binnie.

      
      ‘Why’s that?’

      
      ‘I’m on the wagon, Taz. A well-behaved mum-to-be.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ Taz hesitated, desperate to broach the subject but not knowing how or where to begin. ‘Binnie …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Oh, nothing.’ She cursed herself for bottling out for the umpteenth time. ‘Do you want me to bring anything else?’

      
      ‘Just yourself. What are you going to wear?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure. The green, maybe.’

      
      ‘How about that apricot slinky thing? You always look good in that.’

      
      ‘Tarty, you mean!’

      
      ‘I do not! But as it happens we’ve got one or two unattached hunks coming today. You might as well make the most of it.’

      
      ‘Do you ever stop matchmaking?’
      

      
      ‘Humour me. I’m an old married lady with varicose veins, it’s one of the few pleasures I have left.’ Binnie chuckled. ‘Apart
         from wild sex orgies. Not.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be there about one, OK?’

      
      ‘Too right you will. And Taz. Take my word for it, the apricot thingy looks great.’

      
      Taz put the phone down and surveyed the three outfits on the bed. There was the green silk two-piece, cool and ever so slightly
         sophisticated; the colour brought out the tiny flecks of green in her brown eyes, and the slim line of it was flattering.
         Then there was the white halter-neck mini, but maybe that was too Club 18-30, not quite the thing for a dull day in Battledown. And finally, there was the apricot slinky thing. Taz held it up to the light and it shimmered
         expensively. It was a close-cut, low-necked sheath dress, quite short and designed to be worn with heaps of attitude. Binnie
         was right, it could look terrific and it fitted her like a second skin, but … Oh what the hell, she’d try it on.
      

      
      The first problem came with the Wonderbra. Not to put too fine a point on it, she didn’t seem to need it any more. Taz stood
         in front of the mirror and stared. How could somebody’s chest swell up so much in such a short time?
      

      
      The Wonderbra made her look so obscene, she took it off and flung it onto the bed. One of her usual stretchy bras would have
         to do instead. With a sense of foreboding, she wriggled into the apricot dress. It was a mistake, she knew that the minute
         she tried to do the zip up. She managed to get it as far as her shoulder-blades, but that was that. The bottom half of her
         was more or less the same shape and size as normal, but those breasts … It was unbelievable, like it had happened overnight.
         All of a sudden, small-breasted Taz Norton had the cleavage other women paid three thousand pounds for. And frankly she wasn’t
         at all sure she wanted it.
      

      
      Half an hour later, Taz emerged wearing the white halter-necked dress and feeling conspicuous. It fitted OK, but didn’t leave
         a great deal to the imagination. Nor did it help to hear one of the cable TV men whistling ‘June is busting out all over’
         as she got into the taxi.
      

      
      ‘Taz! Taz darling! Come and meet the gang.’

      
      Binnie swept across the lawn like a galleon in full sail, trailing several small children behind her. In the distance, Seuss
         & Goldman’s china and glass department were trouncing sporting goods at rounders, despite the best efforts of Cara Mondini.
      

      
      ‘Hi Binnie,’ said Taz as they embraced.

      
      ‘This is Amy, and Tom, and Emma – oh, and that’s Kezia, with her finger up her nose. Don’t do that, darling, it’s not nice.’

      
      ‘Whose …?’

      
      ‘My sister Lana’s, she’s extremely fertile.’
      

      
      ‘So I can see. So, are you and Jim planning your own football team too?’

      
      ‘No fear. Contraception’s a wonderful thing. Go and see Uncle David, kids, he’s going to do a lovely Punch and Judy show.’
         She looked up. ‘What happened to the slinky number?’
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t fit me any more. Round the bust.’

      
      ‘Really? Well, I couldn’t help noticing … I mean, you are a bit more …’

      
      ‘Yes. Yes, I know. Can we talk about something else?’

      
      Binnie’s eyebrows shot up, but she said nothing.

      
      Jim was over by the barbecue, showing off to an audience of friends and neighbours with a big pair of tongs and a striped
         apron. Shrieking kids were running about and crawling all over the burger buns, but he just beamed at them indulgently. He
         grinned at Taz and Binnie’s approach, and wriggled his spectacles up his nose.
      

      
      ‘Ankle-biters, don’t you just love ’em?’

      
      ‘Hi, Jim.’ Taz held out the bottle of rosé. ‘I thought this might help the party along.’

      
      ‘More wine, fantastic! Put it with the rest and pour yourself a drink. Venison burgers’ll be ready shortly.’

      
      ‘I’ll just stick with the drink, thanks.’

      
      One of Binnie’s friends sniggered, ‘Very wise. Last time I came to one of Jim’s barbies, the sausages were still frozen in
         the middle.’
      

      
      ‘You OK, Taz?’ hissed Binnie.

      
      ‘I’m just not that hungry.’

      
      ‘But you always eat like a horse!’

      
      ‘Well, today I’m eating like a hamster.’ Taz took a Twiglet and bit off the end, then poured herself a glass of fresh orange
         juice, tipped in a few cubes of ice and took a sip, grateful for the sensation of cold on her tongue. The weather was still
         overcast, but the air felt hot, clammy and heavy.
      

      
      ‘We’re moving on Friday,’ said Binnie, out of the blue. Taz looked across at her. She seemed wistful, even sad. ‘We’ve almost
         finished the packing. Jim can’t wait.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not regretting it, are you?’

      
      There was a long silence.
      

      
      ‘Course not.’

      
      ‘Are you absolutely sure?’

      
      Binnie patted her bump.

      
      ‘How could I possibly regret this? I’ll miss you, though.’

      
      ‘You too.’

      
      All of a sudden, Binnie grabbed Taz’s arm, almost making her spill her drink.

      
      ‘Sorry, but you’ve got to look over there. Over by the tree. What do you reckon?’
      

      
      Taz shaded her eyes and gazed across the landscaped vastness of Binnie and Jim’s back lawn, towards a group of five or six
         people, chatting under the sycamores.
      

      
      ‘The one in the white trousers?’

      
      ‘No, not him, silly – the one next to him. The young, dark and utterly irresistible one, don’t tell me you haven’t noticed
         him.’
      

      
      ‘He’s OK I suppose.’ Better than OK, even, thought Taz. Tall and tanned and a touch sporty, in that open-necked shirt and
         those well-cut grey shorts. A squash player, maybe. ‘Nice legs.’
      

      
      ‘His name’s Tony. Come on, I’m going to introduce you.’

      
      It was no use protesting. Binnie had a firm grip on Taz’s arm, and for a heavily pregnant woman she had a surprising turn
         of speed.
      

      
      ‘Hi, everyone, this is Taz. Taz, this is Avril, Heather, Peter, Mike … and Tony. Tony’s an architect in Oxford. Quite the
         rising star.’
      

      
      The minute Tony switched on his electric smile, Taz knew she hated him. He was just like Gareth, only younger. Powerful, ambitious,
         sex-on-a-stick and utterly indifferent to anything beyond his own immediate appetites.
      

      
      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she lied politely. Tony took her hand, held it lingeringly, and for one horrible moment Taz thought
         he was actually going to kiss it.
      

      
      ‘Lovely to meet you too.’ He sounded like he meant it, even. The rat.

      
      ‘Is this the Taz you’ve been telling us about?’ asked Heather. From the look of pure jealousy in her grey eyes, it was obvious she’d already established squatter’s rights on Tony.
         ‘The one who works in a shop?’
      

      
      ‘Taz is a manager at Seuss & Goldman,’ said Binnie grandly.

      
      ‘Only a departmental manager,’ Taz pointed out hastily.

      
      ‘She’s recently been promoted. In fact Taz is really going places, aren’t you Taz?’

      
      ‘I’m sure she is,’ purred Tony. He patted Taz’s hand. This time she snatched it away. ‘You’re obviously a very talented young
         woman, Taz, you shouldn’t hide your light under a bushel.’
      

      
      Heather’s eyes narrowed to bitchy slits. They locked onto Taz’s breasts, straining at the white halter-neck dress that had
         fitted so modestly such a short time ago. Then they flicked back to Tony, whose gaze was fixed there too.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t have thought she was the sort to hide anything,’ Heather sniffed meaningfully. ‘She’s got everything up front.’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ said Taz, her cheeks crimson.

      
      ‘Button it, Heather,’ snapped Tony.

      
      ‘Why the hell should I?’

      
      ‘Because you’re embarrassing me – and our friends.’

      
      ‘And what do you think you’re doing to me? God, Tony, you may be a fool for any bimbo with big tits, but this is the last
         time you’re making a fool out of me!’
      

      
      Taz stared back in horror. Normally she would have fired back some scathing riposte, but somehow Heather’s nastiness had wormed
         its way into a part of her that was tender and sore and afraid.
      

      
      ‘Can I get you another drink, Heather?’ suggested Binnie soothingly.

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ said Taz faintly, blinking back tears. ‘I just … I just need to …’

      
      And with eyes stinging she turned tail and fled back to the house, ignoring the startled looks of middle-class bores with
         ketchup round their mouths.
      

      
      The inside of Binnie’s house came as quite a shock. It was empty and echoing. Boxes lay all over the bare wooden floors, some sealed up and labelled ‘Dungarrow, via Inverness’, others standing open with little packages of crumpled newspaper
         lying alongside. Rolled-up carpets leaned against the walls.
      

      
      Taz closed the French doors behind her and stood for a few moments in the living room, remembering last Christmas, when Jim
         had perched on the lid of the grand piano and sung the ‘The Good Ship Venus’ in his Father Christmas boxer shorts. After sinking
         a whole bottle of cherry brandy, Binnie had declared that life was for drinking, shagging and spending money. Not necessarily
         in that order.
      

      
      Things had changed since then. Taz’s hand strayed to her flat, ordinary, innocent-looking stomach. Maybe things were going
         to change a lot more before they all got much older.
      

      
      Moments later Taz turned to see Binnie, red in the face and sweating in her pink maternity smock.

      
      ‘Kitchen. Now.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Binnie’s steel grip came down on Taz’s shoulder and steered her into the kitchen. She closed the door and leaned back against
         it.
      

      
      ‘Sit.’

      
      Like a puppy in a Barbara Woodhouse video, Taz sat, plonking her bottom on one of Binnie’s antique Windsor chairs.

      
      ‘What’s got into you, Taz?’

      
      ‘Nothing. I told you.’ Taz drummed her fingers on the table.

      
      ‘Come off it. You don’t burst into tears for nothing. Normally you’d make mincemeat of a thick bitch like Heather.’

      
      ‘You might have told me she was Tony’s girlfriend.’

      
      ‘I had no idea. He only split up with Avril a month ago.’ Binnie took a carton of orange juice out of the fridge, fetched
         two glasses and pulled up a chair. ‘Here. Have a drink. It’s not beer but you can cry into it if you like.’
      

      
      Taz managed a laugh and a sniff. She searched for a tissue in her handbag but she’d forgotten to bring one.
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