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                Chapter One

            

            
                I sat down and ran a practised eye
                    over the ten people sitting opposite me. I saw at once that it wasn’t a
                    good day. In fact, it was a particularly bad day. Six women and only four men,
                    and as if that wasn’t bad enough, all four of the men looked as if
                    they’d narrowly survived major car crashes. A singularly unpromising
                    selection and I had to go to bed with one of them. Damn.

                I sat back in my seat narrowing my
                    rather myopic eyes and studied the four contenders: Too Fat, Too Young, Too
                    Chinese and Too Ginger. Typical. Where was Too Handsome when I needed him most?
                    Still, it was no good belly-aching about lack of talent; rules were rules, and
                    one of these lucky guys was about to get even luckier. I gritted my teeth
                    and appraised them individually, searching for hidden depths. I was going to
                    have to dig pretty deep.

                Number one was a fat slob
                    masquerading as a businessman. The buttons of his blue nylon shirt were doing
                    sterling work as they strained under the pressure of his ample bosom, and the
                    waistband of his trousers was nowhere to be seen as his gut spilled out over the
                    top of it. Lovely. Not only that, but he was bald too. Long flowing locks had
                    been grown from somewhere beneath his left ear and swept carefully over the top
                        à la Bobby Charlton, but that didn’t fool anyone.
                    Sensing early depression, I dismissed him out of hand and
                    moved smartly on to number two.

                I suppressed a shudder. This callow
                    youth was still grappling with something I’d got to grips with long ago
                    and I didn’t fancy going through it again. Puberty. As I cast a cold eye
                    over his acne-festooned, hormone-infested face, his upper lip suddenly curled
                    into a leer, a lazy eye winked at me, and a lolling hand scratched at the fly of
                    his jeans. Good grief, the very idea! I tossed my head in disgust. Bloody
                    nerve.

                I swiftly turned my attention to
                    number three. Ah. Now this was a tricky one. You see, I’ve nothing against
                    Chinese men per se, in fact the one in my local takeaway couldn’t
                    be nicer, it’s just that – well, on balance I prefer my men to
                    be, er, you know – English. I’m quite sure the Chinese make
                    wonderful lovers but, as I said, my personal preference is for something a
                    little closer to home, like – well, like Harry, of course.

                For one blissful moment I allowed a
                    fleeting glimpse of the divine Harry Lloyd-Roberts to seep into my
                    consciousness. Ah yes, there he was, with his mop of blond hair, his tanned,
                    smiling face, his bright blue eyes, his long lean legs, his broad shoulders,
                    his – I gave myself a little shake. Concentrate, Polly, Harry is not
                    on the menu this morning, but this Oriental gentleman is and you’ll have
                    to do a little better than simply admitting to a preference for Englishmen.

                I grudgingly appraised him again and
                    realized, with joy, that he had a mighty peculiar set of teeth. I seized
                    gratefully on his unusual dental arrangement. Oh no, I’m sorry, I simply
                    have to have straight teeth; they must be regular and they
                    must be white, I make a point of insisting on it. No, I wasn’t being
                    racist at all, I was just – yes, I was just being a little toothist,
                    that was it!

                As I rejected him I realized with a
                    sinking heart that I was now left with only one contender and – oh,
                    horrors, I was about to be gingerist too. I studied the red-headed
                    gentleman before me and sighed. But not deeply. Because, hold on a minute, Polly
                    McLaren, not so fast. On closer inspection this one wasn’t so bad. Ginger,
                    certainly, but not flaming carrots or nasty nasturtium red, more of
                    a – well, more of an autumnal russet really. And was I seeing things,
                    or weren’t those features remarkably regular? And wasn’t that face
                    rather attractively tanned? And didn’t we have here a particularly
                    piercing pair of blue eyes? We did! Complete with crinkle-cut laughter lines at
                    each corner! That very nearly did it, I’m a sucker for crinkle cuts, but I
                    had the good sense to run an eye over the rest of the goods before I clinched
                    the deal. Shoulders broad, legs long, no sign of a paunch, good.

                He was wearing a pale blue Brooks
                    Brothers shirt topped with an expensive navy jacket, a good quality leather belt
                    and heavy cotton trousers – not too baggy, not too tight –
                    and, more to the point (and how foolish of me not to have spotted it before), he
                    was sporting a signet-ring on the little finger of his left hand. I leaned back
                    in my seat, heady with relief. I had myself a winner.

                There was no true competition, but I
                    gave the opposition another cursory glance just to ensure fair play. Too Chinese
                    and Too Young had never got off their starting blocks, Too Fat was definitely
                    Too Bald and, let’s face it, a girl has to have something to run her
                    fingers through, even if it is red, so Ginger – I
                    charitably omitted the ‘Too’ – it was. He’d run an
                    easy race and won by an absence of baldness, hormones and buck teeth. What a
                    lucky guy!

                I stood up, flushed with success and
                    pleased with my prize. So pleased, in fact, that I did something unforgivable. I
                    smiled at the victor. It slipped out before I had a chance to retract it or
                    even to turn it into something like a nasty little twitch. There it was, all
                    turned up at the corners, wide and welcoming, teeth flashing away like beacons.
                    Ginger looked up in surprise and returned the smile, blue eyes crinkling as
                    predicted.

                Horrified with myself, I wrapped my
                    scarf around my flushing neck and made for the sliding doors, just
                    as – thank God – the tube pulled into South Kensington station.
                    There was a nasty moment when the doors stuck for a second, but a minute later I
                    was off and running – well, walking fast – in the
                    direction of the escalator.

                How ghastly! He must have thought I
                    was sizing him up for real, propositioning him even! I glanced nervously over my
                    shoulder as I joined the moronic trudge for the exit, but thankfully there was
                    no sign of his russet locks hovering hopefully behind me.

                But that was a lucky escape, Polly,
                    I told myself sternly; don’t do it again, for God’s
                    sake – who knows what sort of trouble it could get you into?
                    It’s bad enough that you stare at them every morning, without giving them
                    the come-on too.

                I grinned sheepishly as I thought of
                    the way I amused myself on the way to work. Blind date without the blindfold,
                    and without, of course, the actual date. Harmless fun, but these days
                    increasingly depressing. Take yesterday, for example. I
                    shuddered as I recalled. Yesterday, due to an unprecedented number of women
                    commuters, I’d been forced to climb between the imaginary sheets with a
                    slack-jawed octogenarian with bubbles on his lower lip. There’d been a
                    moment back there when I could have become a lesbian, but no, I played the game.
                    After all, it was my game, and I couldn’t cheat on myself, could I?

                As I jostled for position in the
                    line up to the escalator, I spotted the leering Too Young ahead of me in the
                    queue. Oh dear, he really didn’t know the ropes did he? There he was,
                    pushing his way through, and committing the unpardonable sin of standing firmly
                    on the left which, as every urbane traveller knows, is for climbers only. I had
                    the satisfaction of seeing him being bundled over to the right by a hoard of
                    embattled commuters amidst a sea of shaking heads and tutting tongues.
                    ‘You stand on the right,’ someone muttered by way of
                    explanation – only muttered, you understand, no one who did this on a
                    regular basis would be so gauche as to talk. I joined in the ‘glare
                    past’ on the way up to complete the ritual humiliation. To my surprise, he
                    had the balls to leer back at me.

                Oh well, I thought, as I trudged on
                    up the moving staircase, it’s always nice to be ogled, even if it is by a
                    spotty fourteen-year-old: I must be looking quite good today.

                We reached the top and I geared
                    myself up to catch a glimpse of my reflection in the photo-booth mirror that
                    everyone looks in and pretends not to. Christ, I thought as I caught my
                    millisecond’s worth, he must be desperate. Bad hair, bad make-up (too
                    hurried) and a very bad jacket covered in dog hairs. Lottie’s fault for
                    buying a bloody Yorkshire Terrier. I brushed myself down, cursing my impulsive flatmate. At least it was all superficial. The
                    hair could be washed, the jacket changed, and the make-up carefully reapplied in
                    time for tonight’s little excursion with the divine Harry. Please God, let
                    there be an excursion! Please God, let him ring!

                I allowed myself a moment’s
                    luxury as I considered the joys of going out with the utterly
                    mouth-wateringly delicious Mr Harry Lloyd-Roberts. My heart pranced around in
                    its usual foolish manner, but after an initial burst of skippy enthusiasm, sank
                    a little too. I sighed. If only he wasn’t so elusive. If only every date
                    wasn’t such a trumpet-blowing-red-carpeted-big-deal because they were so
                    few and far between. If only – oh well. Don’t bang on,
                    Polly.

                And that was another thing, I
                    thought bitterly as I barged and elbowed my way towards the ticket barrier, it
                    was all so time-consuming. I really didn’t want to be the sort of girl who
                    only thought about boys, but until I’d well and truly ensnared this one, I
                    honestly didn’t think I could get my mind around anything else. Of course
                    it went without saying that once he was as besotted with me as I was with him
                    I’d spend a lot more time thinking about – oh well, you
                    know – Shakespeare, art, starving orphans, charity work, that kind of
                    thing; but until that glorious, glorious day came, I’m afraid I just
                    didn’t have the time.

                As I approached the barrier, I dug
                    into my pocket for some change. The diminutive ticket collector already had his
                    hand out, palm upward. It was a tacit agreement we had. He knew I was a lazy
                    slut who couldn’t be bothered to buy a ticket at the right station, and I
                    knew he was a thieving bastard who pocketed my sixty pence. We smiled sweetly at one another, both happy with the arrangement,
                    and London Transport was none the wiser.

                As I walked up the few remaining
                    steps to the main road, I felt as if I was walking into a Persil advert. South
                    Kensington was awash with bright, primary colours bathed in sunshine. Tall white
                    houses soared up into a bright blue sky, and the little patches of green
                    grass at their feet played host to the very first signs of spring as snowdrops,
                    crocuses and a few lonely daffodils bobbed around in the sunshine. It was a
                    beautiful day, and my spirits rose.

                They rose even higher as I turned
                    the corner into Cresswell Gardens, for this was where I’d met Harry and it
                    never failed to please. Number twenty-four, to be precise – yes, this
                    was the one. I paused outside, allowing myself a moment of sentimental
                    nostalgia.

                If I say so myself, I’d looked
                    pretty damn sexy that night; seductively clad in a black Alaia dress which clung
                    to every curve – of which I have a few; some would say too
                    many – and with a liberal sprinkling of Butler and Wilson’s
                    finest baubles at my ears and around my neck, my long, wavy blonde hair freshly
                    highlighted, and the remains of a tan still glowing … I hadn’t
                    looked bad.

                The occasion had been a birthday
                    drinks party, but to this day I can’t remember being invited, although I
                    do remember the hostess’s look of surprise as I kissed her warmly on both
                    cheeks. I’d obviously crashed it, probably with Lottie, who knows
                    everyone. It had been a small, select gathering, and the venue had been the
                    drawing room of this majestic townhouse. It was chock-a-block with original oil
                    paintings, tasteful antiques, and other expensive and
                    eminently breakable family heirlooms, and in fact the atmosphere had been so
                    rarefied that people were talking in whispers. They didn’t stray from
                    their own little groups of two or three, and it seemed to me that everyone was
                    in danger of turning to stone and joining the rest of the precious treasures
                    dotted around the room.

                Thankfully, as the evening limped
                    along, the hostess was suddenly alive to this possibility, and hastily poured a
                    two-litre bottle of brandy into the insipid punch. A rather horsy girl standing
                    next to me said she thought it was the stupidest thing she’d ever seen. I
                    thought it was inspired. Within twenty minutes the party was revving up like
                    nobody’s business, and I delved deep to summon up all the Dutch courage I
                    possessed to chat up the most attractive man in the room.

                He was standing by the window
                    wearing a pair of ageing beige cords, a blue shirt and a bright red skiing
                    jumper. An unruly mop of floppy blond hair was constantly falling into the
                    bluest eyes I’d ever seen. He was such a cliché it was untrue. He was
                    calmly eating pistachio nuts and staring out of the window to the street below,
                    pretending he didn’t know how divine he looked and what a commotion he was
                    causing.

                No less than three knock-out-looking
                    girls were prowling and circling around him, tossing back metres of silky hair
                    and adjusting their hemlines up or down, according to whether they had good or
                    bad legs. I decided to skip these formalities and move in for the kill. Buoyed
                    up by too much bevvy and my revealing little black dress, I took a deep breath
                    and dived in.

                Somehow, and to this day I know not
                    how, I managed to monopolize him totally for the rest of the
                    evening, engaging him with my witty repartee whilst at the same time staving off
                    the competition. The circling harpies evidently decided I’d scored and
                    limped away to nurse their egos and, within the hour, I’d secured myself a
                    seat opposite him in a restaurant of my choice somewhere on the Fulham Road.
                    Before you could say your place or mine, it was back to his for Rémy and
                    rumpy-pumpy – and the rest, as they say, is history. Unfortunately I
                    was under the distinct impression that, unless I could recapture some of that
                    original wit and vitality, I was in danger of becoming history too. I bit my lip
                    miserably. Why was love such bloody hard work? Perhaps I should have a few
                    sun-beds.

                I turned the corner into Egerton
                    Street where the houses are even taller, even whiter and even lovelier. My
                    second pause on the walk to work was just coming up, right … here. I
                    stopped in front of one of the tallest and whitest and gazed up at it, for this
                    was where Harry and I were going to live when we were married. I’d picked
                    it out ages ago as being the perfect house. I could almost hear my Manolo
                    Blahnik heels tip-tapping around the highly polished wooden floors as I checked
                    on my beautiful blond children asleep in their bedrooms and adjusted my Chanel
                    suit in the enormous hall mirror before skipping off to join my husband for
                    dinner or the theatre – or both.

                Before I went I would dispense a few
                    last-minute instructions to the Swedish nanny – did I say Swedish?
                    Lord, no, I meant Romanian or, um … yes, Mongolian. Or did Mongolians
                    have those rather attractive high cheekbones? I was rattled. Well then, we
                    wouldn’t have one at all, why bother? Baby-sitters were just as good, and
                        cheaper. But younger. I sighed. Even I could see the
                    poverty of my situation, when even in my fantasies Harry was incapable of
                    keeping his hands to himself.

                With these weighty problems still
                    preying on my mind, I climbed the steps to my workplace, Penhalligan and Waters,
                    number thirty-three. I pressed the buzzer urgently, as if I’d been waiting
                    there for some time and wasn’t late at all.

                ‘’S me!’ I yelled
                    into the metal squawk box, and another buzzer obligingly let me in.

                The only delay I was now likely to
                    encounter was Bob. I looked nervously around the marble hallway. Bob was a large
                    black labrador who belonged to Maurice, the aged and grumpy commissionaire who
                    fielded visitors and clients up to the various offices in the building. They say
                    a dog resembles his owner, but these two really couldn’t have been
                    more different.

                Maurice was a Yorkshireman; dour,
                    miserable, grizzled and past it. Bob, on the other hand, was well-bred, bouncy,
                    friendly, in peak condition and well up to it. He greeted most people simply
                    with enthusiasm and affection, which was fine as long as his paws were clean and
                    you weren’t wearing white, but I was a different matter. Bob adored me.
                    Let’s face it, Bob had the hots for me. The mere smell of me would make
                    his nose twitch with delight, and the sight of me would have him yelping with
                    joy. Within seconds, his front paws would be up on my shoulders, his tongue
                    frantically licking every scrap of make-up off my face. If I pushed him away,
                    he’d think it was all part of the foreplay. He’d goose me in the
                    crutch, whimpering with delight, and it wasn’t funny because Bob was a big
                    dog. There I’d be, pinned to the Regency staircase or
                    the Georgian hall-table, with Bob on top of me, pleading with him, or Maurice,
                    or both, to give me a break.

                ‘Wants to play, by the look of
                    things,’ Maurice would observe at length from the safety of his chair.

                ‘Yes – yes, he
                    does, doesn’t he?’ I’d pant as Bob’s big black head
                    would give me another excruciating buck in the groin. ‘Ooof! Geddof, Bob!
                    But the thing is, Maurice, I’m just a teensy bit late, could you
                    possibly – you know, call him off? Aarrhh!’

                ‘Humph,’ Maurice would
                    grunt in an offended fashion. ‘He’s only being friendly like, better
                    than being all aggressive like one of them Rottweilers, i’n’t
                    it?’

                ‘Oh yes, yes, absolutely, much
                    better,’ I’d gasp, nodding furiously. ‘It’s just
                    that – well, you know, I do have to get to work and I am rather
                    late …’

                ‘C’mon then, Bob,’
                    Maurice would growl grudgingly, jerking his head. ‘She don’t want
                    your attentions. Save them for them that do.’

                Luckily Bob was remarkably obedient
                    to Maurice’s commands – probably terrified of him like the rest
                    of us – and he’d respond immediately, slinking back to his
                    basket. Muttering my thanks to Maurice, I’d then back gratefully up the
                    stairs, flapping my skirt in a vain attempt to get the air to it and dry the
                    nasty wet patch where he’d slobbered before I got upstairs.

                This morning, thank goodness, there
                    was no sign of the amorous Bob. Maurice appeared to be asleep behind his desk,
                    so I tiptoed past, hoping Bob was also kipping deadly in his basket beside him
                    or, even better, at home with a bad case of doggy flu.

                
                I looked at my watch and leaped up
                    the stairs two at a time – Christ! I hadn’t realized I was that
                    late. I flew down one of the many corridors in the grand old house, which at one
                    time would have been full of oil paintings and family portraits. Now that the
                    second floor housed an advertising agency, the walls were lined with stills from
                    cat-food commercials and Tampax ads. I barged through reception shouting,
                    ‘Morning!’ to Josie the receptionist, then, out of breath and
                    panting heavily, shouldered open the nearest door and fell into the pit I share
                    with Pippa.

                Even by my standards it was a mess.
                    It was a small office, dominated by two enormous desks which were almost totally
                    obscured by magazines, newspapers, TV scripts, show reels, voice-over tapes,
                    commercials, and the odd word processor or two. The walls were plastered with
                    Polaroid photos which appeared to chart the progress of a particularly debauched
                    office party – a veritable collage of tongues, silly hats, bare
                    bottoms, gin bottles and suspender belts. The windowsill, the filing cabinet,
                    and any other spare surface area, spewed over with rampant Busy Lizzie plants
                    and their offspring; cuttings of cuttings of cuttings had taken over in
                    triffid-like proportions. The floor was covered with yet more magazines; in
                    piles, in bundles, in general disarray. In the midst of this chaos, a young girl
                    in a blue coat was slumped in a heap at her desk.

                Pippa had obviously died at her
                    typewriter. She was sitting with her head cradled in her arms, her face pressed
                    nose-down on to her blotter. She was one of those girls who had an amazing
                    capacity to look ravishingly attractive one day and hideously atrocious the
                    next. Today it was obviously the latter. Her insatiable
                    appetite for night clubs, late nights, gin and tonics and men – not
                    necessarily in that order – was also instrumental in determining how
                    she looked in the morning. My best friend, soul-mate and partner in grime at
                    Penhalligan and Waters raised a pale green face from the blotter and peered at
                    me through severely bloodshot eyes. ‘Don’t talk to me,’ she
                    whispered.

                ‘Chocolate milk and bacon
                    sandwich?’ I ventured sympathetically.

                ‘Please, if you’re
                    going.’

                It was all she could manage. Her
                    head dropped back on to her desk like a stone. I dumped my bag and moved a few
                    papers around on my own desk to make it look as if I’d been in for
                    hours.

                ‘If Nick gets back from his
                    meeting, say I’ve been in for ages and I’ve just popped out to the
                    bank,’ I commanded.

                Pippa moaned in agreement and I
                    galloped downstairs, this time escaping through the back entrance, thereby
                    avoiding Maurice and Bob.

                I exchanged the usual pleasantries
                    with the friendly Italians in the sandwich bar, in pidgin Italian on my part and
                    in pidgin English on theirs, and with ‘Arrivederci, Bella!’
                    still ringing in my ears, sped back to the patient, hangover cure in hand.

                As I deposited it on her desk, I
                    decided she’d improved, but only marginally. She was still wrapped up in
                    her navy blue winter coat, even though it was a warm spring day, but her head
                    was off the desk and she was at least indulging in some sort of activity. She
                    was smoking her one, two, three – fourth cigarette of the morning,
                    judging by the ashtray. If Pippa were having a frontal
                    lobotomy, she’d find time to light a fag.

                ‘Was he worth it?’ I
                    asked smugly, from my frightfully healthy position at the opposite desk.

                ‘Oh, very definitely,’
                    whispered Pippa, fumbling to open the chocolate milk and quietly ramming home
                    the fact that I might be the picture of health, but I’d earned it by
                    spending a mind-bendingly boring evening in front of the television, working my
                    way through two chocolate oranges and a box of Maltesers. I’d suffered the
                    added indignity of dog-sitting for Lottie whilst she too pursued life in the
                    fast lane. Between them, Pippa and Lottie went to more clubs and parties than
                    I’d had hot dates. What was the point of having a boyfriend if I never
                    went out with him? I didn’t voice this last complaint to Pippa, as I
                    already knew her jaundiced views on the subject of Harry.

                ‘And you?’ It was a
                    supreme effort on Pippa’s part, but she managed to form the two short
                    syllables. After all, the morning ritual of, ‘What did you do last
                    night?’ had to be gone through, come hell, high water or hangover.

                ‘Oh, you know, just a quiet
                    evening in. Quite nice for a change,’ I lied. I hoped she wasn’t
                    going to ask, ‘With Harry?’ but she was opening her mouth ominously,
                    so I cut in quickly, ‘No, not with Harry. Something came up.’

                Pippa sighed. ‘Probably his
                    dinner.’

                ‘What do you mean?’ I
                    pounced quickly, realizing she had classified information.

                ‘He was in the same restaurant
                    as me last night, absolutely plastered.’ It was still an effort to speak,
                    but our code of honour meant this horrendous piece of news had to be transmitted as soon as possible. I felt cold as I
                    waited for the inevitable bombshell.

                ‘No, don’t worry, he
                    wasn’t with anybody, just a whole crowd of hoorays having a bun
                    fight.’

                I breathed a sigh of relief and my
                    heart slipped out of my mouth, down my throat, and back to a more normal
                    position. So it hadn’t been a candlelit tête-à-tête but,
                    even so, why hadn’t I been there? I like restaurants, I don’t mind
                    hoorays, and I’m game-on for a bun fight. I quizzed Pippa mercilessly,
                    ignoring her frail condition, but she either didn’t know much or was being
                    very kind. Her answers were suspiciously diplomatic.

                ‘… About ten of them,
                    mostly men.’

                ‘… No, he didn’t
                    see me.’

                ‘… Um, a blondish girl
                    on one side and a man on the other.’

                ‘… No, not very pretty,
                    more mousy than blonde actually.’

                ‘… Oh, a blue dress,
                    very Topshop.’

                ‘… Um, about
                    twelve-thirty, I think, in a taxi.’

                ‘… No, not with Topshop,
                    on his own – Polly, please don’t bully me any more, you know
                    he’s a dead loss, what more can I tell you?’

                Her body slumped forward again and
                    her head dropped back into position. The interview was over. I sighed and lit
                    what was for me a very premature cigarette. She was right, of course, he was a
                    dead loss. Always out, but never with me. I decided for the millionth time to
                    end what passed as our relationship the next time I saw him. For sure. Yes,
                    definitely. The very next time. He simply wasn’t worth
                    it. Having made that little porky-pie of a resolution I felt better, and even
                    had the appetite to tuck into my own daily fix of egg mayonnaise on brown and
                    the Daily Mail.

                Nick, my boss, and in fact
                        the boss, was still in a client meeting, and when Nick was away the
                    rest of the agency played. We lounged around on desks, sofas and –
                    after a heavy lunch – floors. We draped ourselves decoratively around
                    the reception area watching the television, exchanged dirty jokes, made calls to
                    Australia, drank the ‘strictly client meetings only’ drinks cupboard
                    dry, threw up in loos (new boys only), and generally behaved like any other
                    normal advertising agency. When Nick was around, we did exactly the same but
                    made sure he didn’t notice.

                Which brings me to another sore
                    point. Another bitter blow to add to my long and doleful list of
                    disappointments. Nick Penhalligan.

                When I switched from the overworked
                    and underpaid world of publishing to the sexy and glamorous world of advertising
                    six months ago, I had very definite ideas about what life at Penhalligan and
                    Waters was going to be like. OK, it was a small agency, only fifteen people, but
                    small agencies were by all accounts great fun. I was also going to be working
                    for the chairman, which of course guaranteed me an enormous slice of the
                    action.

                I daydreamed about being an
                    indispensable girl Friday to a wild and wacky ad-man full of crazy impulsive
                    ideas like, ‘Let’s get out of the agency today and go and bounce a
                    few ideas around in the wine bar.’ I imagined a snappy sartorial dresser
                    with a fine line in enormous red-framed spectacles and swivelling bow-ties who
                    lived in a creative dreamworld and needed a sensible,
                    reliable girl by his side to guide him through his hectic day.

                I foresaw long boozy lunches in
                    dimly lit Soho restaurants, where he’d confide in me and tell me all his
                    marital problems, after which we’d pile into a taxi together and charge
                    off to a shoot. As we swept into the studio, the crew would mutter,
                    ‘That’s Nick Penhalligan: he’s brilliant, but of course he
                    can’t move without Polly, she’s his right arm; in fact I
                    don’t know where he’d be without her.’ To illustrate this
                    point, Nick would then discover he’d lost the script for the commercial
                    and would rummage frantically through his briefcase as everyone waited.

                ‘It’s not here!’
                    he’d cry, ‘but I’m sure I put it in!’

                There’d be an awkward silence,
                    then I’d smile indulgently and produce a wad of paper from my handbag.
                    ‘Don’t worry, Nick,’ I’d say soothingly,
                    ‘I’ve got a copy.’

                Everyone would heave great sighs of
                    relief and say things like, ‘Gosh, thank goodness for Polly,’ and
                    I’d spend the rest of the afternoon being chatted up by the director, the
                    producer and Nigel Havers who happened to be starring in the commercial, before
                    being whisked away to the Zanzibar for several large gin and tonics by my
                    grateful boss. As you can see, I have quite a stranglehold on reality.

                The real Nick Penhalligan turned out
                    to be about as wacky as a filing cabinet, and the nearest I got to a shoot was
                    nearly being fired on my first day.

                I had arrived on day one of my
                    employment dressed in what I imagined people in the ad-racket probably wore.
                    Short leather mini-skirt, white Katherine Hamnett T-shirt complete with
                    anti-establishment slogan, black biker’s jacket, Doc Marten-type shoes and
                    an extraordinary pair of dangly white earrings which Pippa
                    later told me she’d thought were tampons. Dead trendy, or so I
                    believed.

                Pippa’s eyes were out on
                    stalks when she collected me in reception in her navy blue Puffa, Liberty print
                    skirt and velvet hairband. She eyed what passed for my skirt in disbelief and
                    mumbled something incoherent like ‘shit’, before leading me into
                    Nick’s office.

                Nick didn’t recognise me.
                    Hardly surprising really, since the girl he’d interviewed for the job had
                    been buttoned up to the eyeballs in Laura Ashley and bore no resemblance
                    whatsoever to the apparition sitting in front of him now. He gaped at me for a
                    long time, opening and closing his mouth a lot, and then very slowly the penny
                    started to drop.

                ‘Ah, yes, you’re
                    um … you must be Polly, is that right?’

                Ah yes, just as I’d thought:
                    short memory; mind on higher, more creative things. Any minute now I’d be
                    producing the forgotten script from my bag.

                ‘That’s right.’ I
                    smiled and helped him out as one would help a small child. I leaned forward and
                    spoke very slowly. ‘You interviewed me last week, remember?’ I
                    smiled encouragingly and nodded.

                ‘Yes, yes, of course I did.
                    It’s just that last week you looked, um, different … more sort
                    of businesslike.’ Nick coughed and adjusted his extremely businesslike
                    navy blue tie which I could tell was never going to swivel.

                Now, I’m sensitive to
                    atmosphere, and the one we had here was not good. In fact it dawned on me that
                    I’d cocked up. I surreptitiously slid the bubble-gum from my mouth to my
                    hand and pulled the leather skirt down from around my knicker-line, trying to
                    make it look less like a belt.

                
                Nick was shifting around in his
                    chair looking uncomfortable. ‘I suppose I’d better make it clear
                    right now that we have quite a lot of important clients coming in and out of
                    here, and whilst some of them I’m sure are very broad-minded,
                    they’re probably not used to seeing quite such, um, unusual clothing in an
                    office. I don’t want to appear dogmatic or old-fashioned, but I was
                    wondering if in future you could, um, well – tone it down a
                    little?’

                ‘Oh, it’s OK,’ I
                    said quickly, ‘I can explain. I know exactly what you mean about the
                    clothes, but you see I stayed at my sister’s place last night and had to
                    borrow some of her things. She’s only sixteen and going through a rather
                    rebellious stage, hence the – well, hence the rather avant-garde
                    style! Not me at all!’

                ‘Oh, I see.’ He
                    wasn’t totally convinced.

                ‘Yes,’ I hurried on,
                    ‘she’s such a worry to my parents: thinks life is just one big
                    party, you know; sex, drugs, rock and roll.’

                ‘Drugs?’ he looked
                    alarmed.

                ‘Oh well, not strong ones,
                    no,’ I laughed nervously. ‘Just, you know …
                    recreational.’ Was that the word? Nick’s eyebrows shot into his
                    hairline. Obviously not.

                ‘No, no, not recreational, I
                    don’t mean that, just aspirin really, oh, and the odd paracetamol or
                    two,’ I nodded sagely, ‘nothing to worry about really.’

                ‘Ah.’ Thankfully his
                    eyebrows were coming down from orbit and it seemed his alarm had turned to mere
                    surprise.

                I was desperate to change the
                    subject and get away from my fictitious junkie sister. I slapped my thigh in
                    true jolly-hockey-stick style. ‘But don’t you worry, I’ll be
                    back in my own wardrobe tomorrow.’

                
                ‘Ah good, so tomorrow we can
                    expect to see something a little more, er, restrained?’

                ‘Back to the tweeds and the
                    brogues!’ I grinned. And so, I seem to remember, did he, which must have
                    been a first and only.

                It wasn’t that I didn’t
                    like Nick, it was just that he was so bloody difficult to get to know. He was
                    always so incredibly busy, and when I did manage to speak to him, he was
                    invariably abrupt, off-hand, and sometimes downright rude. He would nod his
                    thank-yous and bark out his orders.

                A normal opening gambit of a Monday
                    morning would be, ‘There’s a meeting in half an hour, I’d like
                    tea, coffee and an agenda,’ not, ‘Good morning, Polly, how was your
                    weekend? If you’ve got a moment could you possibly find time to make some
                    coffee and then maybe type a little agenda if it’s not too much
                    trouble,’ to which I would have smiled sweetly and acquiesced. As it was,
                    I barged around in the kitchen slamming cups on to saucers and invariably
                    breaking something.

                He was still pretty young to be in
                    his position – about thirty-three or thirty-four – and I
                    had to admit quite good-looking, if you liked that sort of thing. Of course, I
                    didn’t. He was tall and slim but with broad shoulders, very dark hair and
                    dark bushy eyebrows. His eyes were dark brown and deep-set and he had very
                    striking angular features, including a rather hooked nose which somehow suited
                    his face. Unfortunately he spoiled the effect by looking continually tired
                    and harassed which he probably was since he was the only one in the agency who
                    appeared to do any work.

                
                As far as sharing conspiratorial
                    lunches in groovy restaurants was concerned, the only thing I’d ever seen
                    him eat was a hastily grabbed sandwich at his desk in between meetings. By all
                    accounts he was screamingly intelligent, or so Pippa – whose brother
                    had been up at Cambridge with him – told me, so he naturally despised
                    the rest of us who survived on one brain cell between us.

                As I inanely filled in the D of
                    Dempster with Tipp-Ex and yawned with boredom, in he swept with a face like
                    reinforced concrete. His old tweed coat streamed out behind him like Batman as
                    he flew past at speed, his black eyebrows knitted together in fury.

                ‘Good presentation?’ I
                    ventured, closing the paper and trying to look intelligent.

                ‘Bloody client didn’t
                    pitch up!’ he bawled as he charged into his office slamming the door
                    behind him.

                ‘Oh dear,’ I said
                    lamely.

                ‘Happy days,’ murmured
                    Pippa, grimacing.

                I was just about to grab my notebook
                    and take his messages in, when the door opened again and he poked his head
                    round. ‘By the way, Polly, there’s a chap downstairs waiting to see
                    you.’

                ‘A chap?’ I said in
                    surprise. ‘Downstairs?’

                It’s a bit of a habit of mine
                    to repeat what people say, especially when I’m nonplussed. It obviously
                    irritated the hell out of Nick. He ground his teeth together and shut the door
                    without replying.

                Who on earth could it be? No one
                    ever came to see me at work. Suddenly my heart leaped into my oesophagus. Of
                    course! Harry! Harry had come to see me. He knew Pippa had spotted him last
                    night and he’d come to explain himself, to ask my
                    forgiveness and implore me to go out with him tonight, that was it! But why
                    hadn’t he telephoned? Why had he come all the way from his computer screen
                    in the City just to see me? Love? Impulse? Even I was clued-up enough to realize
                    he didn’t know the meaning of either word. All the same, I jumped up from
                    my chair with joy in my heart and a kiss ready and waiting on my lips. Just in
                    case.

                ‘How extraordinary, Pippa, a
                    man downstairs to see me! Who on earth d’you think it could be?’ I
                    babbled excitedly as I brushed my hair and scrabbled around in my drawer for my
                    lipstick.

                ‘I don’t know. But
                    I’ll tell you one thing, it’s not who you think it is,’ she
                    said caustically, eyeing my preparations with suspicion.

                ‘Oh God, you’re such a
                    killjoy, how do you know?’

                ‘Take it from me. I just
                    know.’

                I sighed. Why couldn’t any of
                    my friends share my enthusiasm for the man I loved? Never mind. Wouldn’t
                    it just show her if it were Harry? I snapped my make-up mirror shut and bounced
                    off down the corridor.

                I leaned over the banisters and
                    peered down to the marble hallway below. Whoever it was was sitting on the sofa,
                    most of which was obscured from my view by the stairwell, so all I could
                    make out was a pair of long slim male legs clad in beige trousers with a pair of
                    Docksiders at the end of them. Not Harry’s, definitely not Harry’s;
                    his Docksiders were brown, not blue; but funnily enough I thought I recognized
                    them. I craned my neck, but couldn’t see any more of the body without
                    doing myself a serious injury.

                
                I shrugged. Oh well, it wasn’t
                    Harry, but the legs didn’t look too bad, so I bounced down the stairs in
                    what I hoped was an attractive, skippy manner, with my blonde hair bobbing
                    around behind me.

                ‘Can I help you?’ I
                    inquired in my most imperious, up-market,
                    I-just-bash-a-word-processor-for-a-lark, I-don’t-need-the-money,
                    voice.

                At that moment the beige trousers
                    uncrossed, the Docksiders hit the deck, and the legs straightened. As he stood
                    up and turned to face me, I realized why the trousers had looked familiar.
                    I’d seen them less than half an hour ago; sat opposite them, in fact. I
                    gasped and my hand shot to my mouth. Good God, it was Ginger!
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                Chapter Two

            

            
                I gasped in amazement and gripped the
                    banister rail. Oh Christ, he’d followed me. He’d seen me giving him
                    the glad-eye on the tube and got completely the wrong idea. Now he was going to
                    force himself on me right here on the cold marble stairs and I was too
                    frightened to scream. I looked around desperately. Where was Maurice? Where was
                    Bob? Even a sex-crazed dog was preferable to this. I wasn’t even carrying
                    the rape alarm that Mummy had given me for Christmas. Ginger walked towards me.
                    I moaned softly and backed upstairs.

                ‘Hi,’ he said.

                ‘What do you want?’ I
                    whispered in a very small, unimperious voice.

                He took another menacing giant
                    stride in my direction and placed a large freckled hand on the banister rail. I
                    whimpered in terror and jumped back up another step. He smiled in an extremely
                    unthreatening way and the blue eyes crinkled.

                ‘Hey, I’m sorry,
                    I’m not trying to frighten you or anything, I just want to talk to
                    you.’

                Pure Ivy League. I’m very hot
                    on accents, especially American ones. I was somewhat relieved, but keen to be
                    totally relieved.

                ‘But you followed me,’ I
                    squeaked. ‘You followed me from the station, I saw you on the
                    tube.’

                
                ‘You’re right, I did
                    follow you, but hey’ – he laughed –
                    ‘there’s a perfectly innocent reason. I’m not a mad rapist or
                    anything; I’m certainly not after your body, if that’s what
                    you’re thinking!’

                ‘Oh.’

                He made the very idea sound so
                    absurd I was rather miffed. I drew myself up to my full five feet three inches
                    and adopted a second-position ballet stance, which I’ve been told gives
                    one poise. Dignity and composure were slowly beginning to course through my
                    veins again.

                ‘So what exactly do you want?
                    Only I’m rather busy. I was in a meeting,’ I said haughtily.

                I had to admit he didn’t look
                    like the mad axe-man and, anyway, now I’d got my breath back, I was sure I
                    could scream the place down if I felt like it.

                ‘Actually, I need your
                    help,’ he said. ‘Look, I’m sorry I followed you, but I
                    couldn’t help noticing your scarf.’

                ‘My scarf?’ I clutched
                    my neck. I wasn’t wearing a scarf. Sometimes I wear a silk scarf under my
                    shirt, but today I definitely wasn’t. He was mad. A madman with a
                    scarf fetish. Perhaps he wanted to strangle me. ‘I’m not wearing a
                    scarf!’

                ‘Your woollen scarf,’ he
                    said patiently. ‘You were wearing it on the tube this morning.’

                ‘Oh, that one!’

                ‘Yes, that one.’

                ‘What about it?’ Was
                    this guy for real? He liked my old school scarf? OK, it was about the only
                    decent legacy I’d got from St Gertrude’s, a rather dashing
                    college-style affair with bright red and green stripes, but even so, come
                        on. ‘It’s just my old school scarf, St
                    Gertrude’s.’

                
                ‘Yes I know, I recognized it,
                    that’s why I followed you.’ Suddenly he reached inside the front of
                    his jacket and went for his gun. Christ! I ducked down on the stairs, hands on
                    head, Miami Vice-style. He pulled a wallet out of his breast pocket.

                ‘Hey, calm down, I just want
                    to show you something.’

                He produced a rather crumpled
                    photograph and put it under my nose as I straightened myself out with the help
                    of the banisters. Feeling more than a tad foolish, I took the photo. It was a
                    girl of about my age, maybe younger, with wavy fair hair and quite a sweet face.
                    Pretty-ish, but nothing special.

                ‘Do you know her?’ He
                    looked at me intently.

                ‘No … I don’t
                    think so.’ I shook my head.

                ‘Her name’s Rachel
                    Marsden, she was at school with you,’ he said with some urgency.

                ‘Really? At St
                    Gertrude’s?’ I had another look. ‘Can’t say I do,
                    I’m afraid. How old is she?’

                ‘Twenty.’

                ‘Ah well, that’s a
                    little bit younger than me, and if she wasn’t in my house, which I
                    don’t think she was, I wouldn’t know her from Eve.’

                ‘I’m pretty sure her
                    house was called something like Finch or Fich –’

                ‘Finches. No, well in that
                    case she definitely wasn’t in my house. Well, there you go, sorry.
                    Can’t help you, I’m afraid.’ I handed back the picture.

                He looked crestfallen. ‘Are
                    you absolutely sure?’

                ‘Absolutely.’

                ‘Perhaps you’d remember
                    some of her friends?’

                ‘Who were they?’

                
                ‘Well, that’s the
                    problem, she was a bit of a loner really. I’m finding it pretty hard to
                    locate anybody.’

                He put the photo back in his wallet
                    and ran his hands through his hair. He really was rather good-looking.
                    Especially when he did that. I was intrigued.

                ‘So um, you’re looking
                    for her, is that it?’

                He sighed. ‘Yeh, that’s
                    it.’

                ‘Why, has she done something
                    wrong?’ What was he, Special Branch, MI5?

                He laughed hollowly. ‘No, she
                    hasn’t done anything wrong, she’s my …’ He
                    hesitated ‘… My fiancée.’

                ‘Your fiancée!’ I
                    was flabbergasted. Some mousy no body probably a year or so below me at school
                    who I didn’t even remember had got herself engaged to this yummy American
                    hunk, done a bunk, and left him moving heaven and earth to find her? And how in
                    God’s name do you lose a fiancé? I know if I had one I’d have
                    him locked in a little cage in my bedroom with a heavy padlock on the door.

                ‘Well, if she’s a
                    missing person, why don’t you go to the police?’

                He sat down on the bottom step and
                    shook his head. He looked all in. He was also getting cuter by the minute. I
                    quickly sat down next to him and looked sympathetic, sweeping my hair back from
                    my forehead so he could see my profile, and opening my eyes wide.

                ‘Well, she’s not a
                    missing person exactly,’ he said. ‘Her father knows where she is,
                    but he won’t let me see her.’ He gave a wry smile and scuffed the
                    toe of his Docksider on the marble. ‘He doesn’t exactly
                    approve.’

                ‘Oh! Why ever not, you
                    don’t look like too much of a reprobate to me.’

                
                He laughed. ‘I’m not, he
                    just doesn’t … Well, let’s just say we don’t see
                    eye to eye.’

                I looked at him warily. Perhaps he
                    had done something terrible after all. Walked off with the family silver,
                    seduced the parlourmaid, made a pass at the dog – it would have
                    to have been something in that line for my own parents to disapprove.
                    Mummy practically tripped men like this up in the street for me, so desperate
                    was she to shorten my shelf-life and climb into her mother-of-the-bride
                    outfit.

                ‘Why on earth doesn’t he
                    like you?’ I asked nosily.

                He hesitated and I thought he was
                    about to tell me, but he obviously thought better of it. ‘Oh, it’s a
                    long story.’

                I took the hint and got to my feet
                    briskly. ‘Well, I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful, but I
                    honestly don’t remember er, whatsername, Rachel Thingamy.’

                He stood up immediately and held out
                    his hand. I shook it. What charming manners.

                ‘That’s OK,’ he
                    said, ‘thanks a lot for trying, anyway. I really appreciate it.’

                ‘Not at all.’ I almost
                    said, Do come again.

                ‘Well goodbye, and
                    thanks.’ He turned to go and was walking towards the door when he suddenly
                    swung around and stared at me intently. He looked desperate.

                ‘Look, if you see anyone from
                    school who remembers her or who might have seen her recently, would you please
                    let me know? I’d be really grateful. You see, I’ve got nothing to go
                    on at the moment, and to be honest I’m really at the end of my rope, I
                    just don’t know what the hell’s happened to her. I mean, maybe if
                    you rang a few people up? You know, old schoolfriends? I don’t want to be
                    a nuisance but I just … I just don’t know
                    what to do next. I’m staying at the Savoy till the end of the week, so you
                    could get me there if you come up with anything. My name’s Adam Buchanan,
                    by the way. Shall I write that down?’

                ‘No, it’s OK.’
                    Adam Buchanan. Somehow I thought I’d remember. Savoy, eh? I smiled.
                    ‘I promise I’ll ring you if I hear anything.’

                ‘Thanks. It would mean so
                    much, really. Well, goodbye, it was good to meet you.’

                ‘Um, you too. Bye,’ I
                    smiled.

                This time he went, closing the door
                    softly behind him. Well! I stood on the stairs for a moment, inwardly digesting.
                    Then I walked slowly back upstairs. Poor chap, what a shame, and how horrid
                    Rachel Thingamy’s father must be not to like him. Fancy searching London
                    for his girlfriend; he must be crazy about her. I couldn’t see Harry
                    looking under the bed if I went missing.

                ‘Well?’ asked Pippa
                    eagerly as I wandered into the pit, chewing my thumbnail thoughtfully.
                    ‘Was it him?’

                ‘Who?’

                ‘Harry, you goon.’

                ‘Oh, Harry, no, but it was
                    quite interesting …’ I explained at length, embellishing the
                    story a bit here and there for her benefit. She was suitably horrified at the
                    potential rape situation, clapping her hands over her mouth and rolling her eyes
                    in terror, and then was almost moved to tears, as I knew she would be, by the
                    futility of the lover’s quest.

                ‘Oh Polly, how awful! You mean
                    he’s an innocent abroad, combing the streets of London and grilling
                    complete strangers in an effort to find her,’ she said dramatically. ‘God, he must have been desperate to
                    follow you.’

                ‘Thanks a bunch,’ I said
                    drily, but I knew what she meant.

                ‘Well, ring up some old
                    schoolfriends and see if they remember her!’ she said eagerly.

                ‘Oh, come on, Pippa,’ I
                    said, eyeing the enormous pile of typing Nick had obviously just deposited on my
                    desk, ‘I have enough trouble sorting out my own life, let alone someone
                    else’s.’

                ‘But you could really help
                    him, Polly, someone might have seen her. Just ring a couple of people,
                    please,’ she impassioned.

                ‘I will later, if I have
                    time,’ I lied. ‘Just let me get through some of this
                    first.’

                I went on to auto-pilot and started
                    bashing out the first contact report of the day. One of only two million, I was
                    sure. Pippa always made me feel like such a heel. She’d help every lame
                    dog she came across and positively went looking for them. There was an old tramp
                    at South Ken station who should have been wearing designer labels saying,
                    ‘Clothes by Pippa Harvey’, she threw so much money at him. I bashed
                    away, taking my lack of humanity out on the typewriter. Suddenly my hands froze
                    in mid-air. How had he known my name? How on earth had he known who to ask for,
                    for God’s sake? Bloody hell, there was something fishy going on here! I
                    pushed back my chair and charged into Nick’s office without bothering to
                    knock.

                ‘Who did he ask for, Nick? Did
                    he know my name?’ I gasped.

                Nick was behind his desk, and
                    sitting opposite him was Mr Hutchinson, probably our most
                    important client. He could have been the Queen for all I cared.

                ‘Did he say Polly? Or Polly
                    McLaren, or what?’ I urged.

                They both stared at me. Mr
                    Hutchinson was on the edge of his seat: he liked a bit of drama because he led
                    such a dull life. He was a little rat of a man with thin grey hair, a pale waxy
                    face, and thick pebble glasses through which he blinked a great deal. On rare
                    occasions he gave a tight little smile, but mostly his expression was similar to
                    that of an undertaker’s. His front teeth protruded slightly, just like a
                    rat’s, and he did a lot of slurping and sucking in an effort to cover them
                    with his upper lip. He was a great one for giving Pippa and me the vicar’s
                    handshake, a two-handed ever-so-sincere jobby, and we decided that was probably
                    the closest he ever got to sex. A hell of a nasty thought. We always washed
                    afterwards. He was blinking away at me now like a Belisha beacon, but the tight
                    little smile had yet to surface.

                Nick looked at me coldly, keeping
                    his own eyelids well under control. They didn’t bat once. ‘If you
                    mean the gentleman downstairs,’ he said evenly, ‘he simply asked for
                    Miss McLaren. I’ve no idea how he knew your name.’

                ‘But that’s so spooky,
                    isn’t it, don’t you see?’ I was raving now. ‘I mean, he
                    must have been on to me for days, he probably knows where I live, for
                    God’s sake, and there I was falling for his story and even trying to
                        help him when all the time –’

                ‘Polly!’ Nick
                    cut in furiously and with volume. It did the trick. I’d never heard him
                    raise his voice and I ground to a halt. He glared at me. ‘I’ve no
                    idea how he knew your name, nor, come to that, what the hell you are talking
                    about. Now let’s sort this out later, shall we?’ It was said with about six inches of solid steel blade running through
                    the middle of it.

                My P45 fluttered briefly through my
                    fuddled brain and I saw his point. I retreated, closing the door quietly.

                Pippa looked at me with horror as I
                    came out. ‘Mr Hutchinson’s in there!’ she hissed.

                ‘I know,’ I whispered,
                    ‘but how did he know my name?’

                ‘Who, Hutchinson?’

                ‘No, idiot, scarf-spotter
                    downstairs.’

                ‘Oh! Did he?’

                ‘Yes! He asked for Miss
                    McLaren!’

                ‘Oh!’ Pippa looked
                    almost as shaken as I did for a moment, then she suddenly swung round and
                    grabbed my scarf from the hat stand.

                ‘You said it yourself,
                    he’s a scarf spotter! It’s got your name on it, see?’ she
                    said, waving it under my nose. ‘Here, look!’

                And of course there it was. P. E.
                    McLaren, red letters on a little strip of white tape, sewn on by my ever-loving
                    mother, years before I embarked on my career as a job-wrecker.

                ‘He’ll sack me!’ I
                    wailed. ‘I was like a loony in there!’

                ‘No he won’t,’
                    said Pippa doubtfully. ‘He’ll just be furious.’

                And so he was. Bloody furious. When
                    Mr Hutchinson had gone he asked me, murderously, to come into his office.
                    ‘Now, please!’

                I slunk in meekly and sat down
                    opposite him at his vast, leather-topped desk. I decided to get my story in
                    quickly before he had a chance to ask, thereby deflecting the shit from the
                    fan.

                
                ‘Look, Nick, I’m
                    terribly sorry about bursting in on you and Mr Hutchinson, but the guy
                    downstairs followed me from the tube, can you believe it? I mean, OK, I was
                    staring at him first, but only as a joke – you know it’s this
                    game I play every morning, which man would you fancy going to – er,
                    well anyway – I thought he’d got the wrong idea, and that was
                    why I was so alarmed, but in fact he’s lost his fiancée and was
                    following me because he recognized my old school scarf and the reason he knew my
                    name is that –’

                ‘Stop!’ Nick had his
                    hand up like a policeman stopping traffic. His eyes were tightly shut.
                    ‘Just stop!’

                I stopped. He opened his eyes.
                    Except they didn’t look like eyes, more like bits of flint. I had a
                    feeling the shit was making a detour my way. He leaned forward and folded his
                    arms on his desk. His face was about a foot from mine. A muscle was going in his
                    cheek and he looked deadly.

                ‘Listen to me, Polly,’
                    he said quietly. I listened. ‘This is not a large agency: in fact
                    it’s extremely small. We have a few minor clients who provide us with a
                    smattering of income, but we have one major client who happens to bill a great
                    deal of money with us, namely Mr Hutchinson. He is, as you know, a total jerk
                    but, be that as it may, he has us by the short and curlies. Because if he
                    decides, for whatever reason, to take his revolting instant coffee away to
                    another agency, we’re sunk. Snookered. Finished. Washed up. Bankrupt. Am I
                    making myself clear?’

                ‘Yes,’ I whispered,
                    feeling about twelve.

                ‘Our image is extremely
                    important. Like it or loathe it, it sells us. It is therefore absolutely
                    imperative that we create a good impression in front of clients. You come charging into my office, ranting and raving like a banshee,
                    and we look like a Mickey Mouse agency. D’you get my drift?’

                ‘Yes,’ I whispered
                    again, squirming in my seat. What did he think I was, a moron?

                Nick leaned back in his seat and
                    surveyed me, tapping the desk with a pencil. ‘And another thing, Polly. If
                    you ask me, your private life is intruding too much on your work. You just
                    haven’t got your mind on the job, have you? If you’re not sitting at
                    your desk filing your nails, you’re mooning around thinking about your
                    boyfriend and waiting for the telephone to ring. Well, that’s harmless
                    enough as long as you’ve done all your typing, but now I find you’re
                    picking up men on trains, bringing them into the agency, and chatting them up
                    downstairs. I’m afraid that’s just not on. I don’t give a damn
                    if you behave like that in your spare time, although frankly I’m
                    surprised, but for God’s sake don’t bring these guys into the
                    agency.’

                Steam was pouring from my ears now,
                    and I opened my mouth to speak, but the policeman’s hand flew up
                    again.

                ‘Let me finish! It’s
                    quite simple, Polly, and we don’t need to discuss it any further. I simply
                    ask that you don’t bring your men friends into the office, and that you
                    don’t burst into important client meetings raving like a lunatic. Is
                    that clear?’ The telephone rang, he picked it up instantly. ‘Yes,
                    hello? Oh, Mr Rawlings, yes, I was going to get back to
                    you …’

                My mouth was wide with indignation,
                    which I was bloody well going to voice in no uncertain terms, but Nick waved me
                    out of the office. I ignored him and sat tight. He was not getting away with
                    this. He carried on talking, saw me still sitting there, and
                    frowned, waving me off again. Still I sat there, determined to have my two
                    penny-worth.

                Suddenly he put his hand over the
                    mouthpiece. ‘Polly, if you don’t get out of my office this minute
                    and let me talk to Mr Rawlings, I will really lose my temper!’ he
                    hissed.

                I ran. But by golly was I livid.
                    Exactly who did he think he was talking to? Mooning about my boyfriend! Picking
                    up men! Filing my nails! I don’t even have a nail-file – come
                    to that, I don’t even have any nails! He’d just thrown that in to
                    make me sound like a Sharon, the bastard.

                Pippa tried to placate me with
                    numerous cups of strong, sweet tea, but the steam was gushing out of every
                    orifice now, and I gnashed my teeth in fury, waiting for my chance to set Mr
                    Penhalligan straight.

                Unfortunately, Nick shut himself
                    away for the rest of the day to work on a presentation, giving the strict
                    instruction that under no circumstances was he to be disturbed. I don’t
                    have that much of a death wish, so I left him alone and finally went home on the
                    dot of five-thirty, seething with rage and plotting my revenge.
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                Chapter Three

            

            
                I marched up the steps to our front
                    door in Tregunter Road, slammed it behind me, and stomped up the innumerable
                    stairs to the garret flat I share with Lottie. I was still steaming. No
                        one, I repeated to myself, no one has ever spoken to
                    me like that. No one. I viciously shouldered open the flat door which
                    always sticks, flung my bag on the floor and collapsed on the sofa in a deep
                    depression. Fine Young Cannibals assaulted my eardrums at full volume. The flat
                    was in the most disgusting mess: dirty glasses, wine bottles and overflowing
                    ashtrays covered every conceivable surface area, a line of bras and knickers in
                    varying shades of sock-grey were drying on the radiator, bits of chocolate
                    digestive had been trodden into the rug, there were dog hairs everywhere, and
                    penicillin was sprouting from the various coffee mugs that were littered around.
                    Why doesn’t anyone ever tidy up? I thought savagely.

                ‘Harry rang!’ shouted
                    Lottie from the bathroom.

                I sprang to my feet, eyes shining.
                    Suddenly the flat seemed beautifully cosy and lived in and – oh, just
                    charmingly Bohemian, and the music was joyous and uplifting. I ran to the
                    bathroom where Lottie was brushing her teeth in her underwear. A bath was
                    running, bad sign, I’d have to have her water.

                ‘When! What did he say? Is he
                    ringing back?’

                Lottie paused, her mouth full of
                    froth. ‘Ten minutes ago, he’s coming over in an
                    hour to take you out to supper and no, he’s not ringing
                    back.’

                She gargled, making sure she
                    didn’t swallow any toothpaste – we’d read somewhere that
                    it was full of calories – and then went back for some more vigorous
                    brushing, her D-cupped boobs bouncing up and down under the strain and her long
                    dark hair dripping in the basin.

                ‘Oh joy! Oh joy! Oh thank you
                    God!’ I did an ecstatic little dance and wrapped the shower curtain around
                    me in a dramatic Grecian sweep.

                Lottie put her toothbrush down and
                    looked at me accusingly. ‘So you’re going,’ she said
                    grimly.

                ‘Well of course I’m
                    going.’ I dropped the curtain in disbelief. ‘I’ve been waiting
                    for this phone call for six days now!’

                ‘Exactly.’ Lottie rinsed
                    her mouth. ‘If you were really cool you’d ring back and say you were
                    busy. Look at the way he just assumes you’re free!’

                ‘Oh I know.’ I felt
                    deflated. ‘But don’t make me do it, Lottie. I can’t, I’m
                    mad about him,’ I wailed.

                She sighed. ‘I know. And the
                    worst thing is he knows it too. Rung up for his weekly bonk, I
                    suppose.’

                She peered in the mirror, looking
                    apprehensively at potential blackhead areas. I watched her reflection as I
                    perched on the side of the bath. Her round sweet face was framed with long dark
                    silky hair and she had beautiful huge dark eyes that looked at me critically
                    now. Oh dear, I was in trouble.

                Lottie was my only truly sensible
                    friend. She ran her life in an orderly, no-nonsense fashion, and boy did she get
                    results. I once analysed the secret of Lottie’s success and realized it was mind-blowingly simple. During the day, she
                    focused her mind on the job in hand, which in her case was that of being a
                    solicitor in a large city practice. That was what she was there to do and that
                    was what she did. She didn’t loll all over her desk nursing a hangover,
                    eating chocolate and dreaming about men. She didn’t block the office
                    phone-lines gossiping endlessly to girlfriends, neither did she go shopping in
                    office hours searching for that elusive little black number. No, no. Lottie did
                    something that was anathema to me. She worked. Consequently she was well
                    respected, well liked and well paid. A simple formula, you might think, but one
                    that had yet to filter down to my neck of the woods.

                Then there was Lottie’s love
                    life to consider. OK, she was experiencing a temporary lull at the moment, but
                    purely at her own instigation. A particularly sweet (but rather short) antique
                    dealer was probably at this very moment throwing himself off Blackfriars Bridge
                    because Lottie had gently but firmly eased him out of her life. Lottie finished
                    with men. They did not finish with her. Lottie was pursued into cupboards,
                    behind sofas, into expensive restaurants: you name it, she’d been
                    there.

                Now
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