

  


  [image: cover]




  
    
  


  Carmen Reid is the author of the bestselling novels Three In A Bed, Did The Earth Move?, How Was It For You? and Up All Night. Her new novel is The Personal
  Shopper. After working as a journalist in London she moved to Glasgow, Scotland where she looks after one husband, two children, a puppy, three goldfish and writes almost all the rest of the
  time.


  You can drop her a line at www.carmenreid.com


  www.rbooks.co.uk


  
    
  


  Also by Carmen Reid


  THREE IN A BED


  DID THE EARTH MOVE?


  HOW WAS IT FOR YOU?


  THE PERSONAL SHOPPER


  and published by Corgi Books


  
    
  


  UP ALL NIGHT


  Carmen Reid


  [image: img]


  
    
  


  This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically
  permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or
  use of this text may be a direct infringement of the authors and publishers rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


  ISBN 9781409085348


  Version 1.0


  www.randomhouse.co.uk


  
    
  


  Contents


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  Chapter 18


  Chapter 19


  Chapter 20


  Chapter 21


  Chapter 22


  Chapter 23


  Chapter 24


  
    
  


  Acknowledgements


  There are only two bits of advice Id give any aspiring author: make sure you have Darley Anderson as your agent and Transworld as your publisher.


  Thank you once again to Darley and his wonderful staff, and to the brilliant Transworld team, most especially my editor, Diana Beaumont, who cares about every little detail just as much as I
  do!


  A very big thank-you to my home support system because they have to put up with me every day:


  Debbie Treanor who has tried to keep us in milk, bread, toilet paper and happy children.


  My parents, for chocolate cake and weekend breaks.


  My sisters and friends: I know I owe everyone a phone call and a cocktail.


  And husband, Thomas Quinn, who really does deserve a paragraph to himself, even though its totally revolting and gushy, for tea making, tantrum quelling and constructively criticizing. I
  do like the beard, honestly. I have no idea why I cant stop making jokes about the beard. Maybe I have beard Tourettes.




  
    
  


  Chapter One


  
    
      The immune systems of women who lead highly stressful lives are ten years older than they should be, scientists warned yesterday.


      Daily Mail

    

  


  
    Monday: 10.35 a.m.

  


  
    The massage had not begun well. The towel had fallen off, leaving Jo stark naked on the bed for several painfully long seconds. Oil had run into her freshly washed hair and
    her masseur seemed to have some sort of indigestion situation going on which involved small, almost inaudible, but faintly smelly garlic burps.

  


  The mobile in her bag had rung twice, which shed tried to ignore, shrugging off images of babysitter du jour  her mother   desperately trying to contact her because the
  girls had choked/drowned/been abducted.


  But now, apart from the incredibly annoying tinkly music in the background, she was finally settling down into this and relaxing. The masseur was circling his thumbs firmly down the sides of her
  spine, gradually unwinding the tension that had built up in the brief time since shed returned from the half-term holiday week.


  For six lovely days shed managed to avoid all newspapers, most news bulletins and any phone conversations with her divorce lawyer, Hugo.


  However, she was now back in London, back in contact, and already she felt bombarded, although technically she had one last day of holiday left.


  The massage was fanning out over her neck and shoulders and she sank gratefully into the foam mattress trying not to think about the list of things she had to do today: more presents were needed
  for her older daughter, Mels birthday and she had run out of ideas; Hugo would have to be called; her mother wanted to talk; a mountain range, no, make that, the Himalayas of
  laundry was waiting for her back at home, not to mention last weeks entire set of newspapers which she would have to plough through so that when she walked into the newsroom at 9 a.m.
  tomorrow morning she would have some inkling of what to write about this week.


  Oh, that was so good.


  The masseur had leaned right over her so that he could elbow his way into the mass of tension knots at the base of her neck. He was pressing down and it was painfully blissful.


  But. . .


  What was that?


  What?!


  Why was there a sensation of clothed, but nonetheless soft, warm flesh in her open hand?


  No.


  But what other explanation could there possibly be?


  No!


  Her masseur, he of the big biceps and digestive disorder, had somehow managed to lean over far enough to land his balls into her outstretched hand.


  This was not happening.


  But yes.


  As he elbowed away at her shoulders, his legs were at the edge of the bed beside her hand . . . and her cupped palm was weighed down with something soft but heavy enough.


  Oh God.


  What the hell was the etiquette here? He must know. Was he doing this on purpose? Was he doing it for a bet? Had he moved in there by mistake and wasnt quite sure how to move out
  again without drawing attention to the situation?


  If she moved now, couldnt she be accused of touching him inappropriately?


  Oh my God. The headline flashed before her eyes.


  
    Randy reporter in hunky masseur grope shock.


    
      
        
          But, Your Honour, he put his testicles into my hand. . .


          Jo Randall, 35, single mother-of-two told the court.

        

      

    

  


  The balls were still there, pressing down on her hand. She could feel her palm start to sweat. He was pummelling at her neck, but how the hell was she supposed to relax when she was freaking out
  about this entirely unexpected hot handful?


  This was now, officially, the worst massage shed ever had in her life.


  As she tried to work out what to do next, her brain finally put a name to the tinkly background music, it was a New Age pan pipes and bells rendition of the hymn I Vow To Thee My
  Country stuck on permanent repeat.


  Hard to believe she was actually paying for this torture, shelling out precious, hard-earned cash and even more precious, hard-earned time for this horrible, extremely stressful,
  stress-relieving treatment.


  Jo decided she would have to flatten her hand, press it into the foam-backed massage bed, then edge it out from underneath the balls. No, maybe she should whisk it out. Edge or whisk? What was
  going to be less obvious here? She had just begun edging when there was a tap on the door.


  The masseur straightened up, went to answer it, and at last her hand was empty.


  Sorry to interrupt, but is there a Jo Randall in here? the woman at the door asked. Theres someone on the phone, says its urgent.


  Oh no! Clutching her towel, Jo sprang from the table and made for the shops front desk. See?! She should never have ignored those mobile calls, it had obviously been her
  mother . . . the girls had choked/ drowned/been abducted and it was all her fault. She should be at home on the last day of her holiday, not here, listening to Muzak hymns, enduring the
  worlds worst massage.


  Hair sticking up in a towelling band, ignoring stares from the other customers, she jogged to the salons front desk and took the call.


  Hello, Jo here, she blurted into the phone.


  To the strained interest of the few people milling about the reception, whoever the somewhat crazed but energetic-looking woman (slim but with bum, broad shoulders and chunky calves 
  surely once the girl who always got picked for the team first) was talking to, didnt seem to be making her very happy.


  Look, I dont want you to take this the wrong way, Rod, she snapped into the receiver, with a softened Northern accent: But will you kindly piss off? Im trying
  to have a frigging day off here. She paused to listen to the response, then went on: What? WHAT?! Well, youre right, that is bad. But theres nothing I can do about it on
  a Monday morning, is there?


  She answered her question herself: No! and once again for emphasis, NO! Im not going up there. The daily papers will be all over it and by the time we come out on
  Sunday it will be dead as a doornail. Look, heres an idea: why dont you phone Aidan or Dominique? Theyre supposed to be keen enough to go on crap errands like this.


  Oh really. I see, her tirade continued. Theyve only been in the job for five minutes and they already know to switch their mobiles off when you call them from the
  newsdesk on a Monday morning. Look, dont cry This caused heads to swivel in her direction. For goodness sake, she was only joking, you didnt get to be one of the
  top Sunday newspaper reporters in the country unless you gave as good as you got at all times.


  Ill see you tomorrow, OK? she added, almost quite nicely, but then with another blast of annoyance, she remembered to ask: And by the way, how did you know I was
  here?


  I see. Well Ill frigging kill him. Until tomorrow bloody morning I am still officially on holiday. So goodbye.


  She slammed the phone down and stomp, stomp, stomped back to the treatment room where she managed a really quite winning smile for the masseur, considering.


  I realize Im presenting you with a bit of a challenge here, but I need to relax, she told him. I have to calm down. Id also quite like to get my
  shoulders down from my ears before I start work again tomorrow. Now one other thing . . . Jo leaned over to peer at his name badge, Jamie. Ive got some mints in my handbag, I
  think youll find theyre a help with the garlic indigestion thing youve got going on there. And, if you dont mind, could you try and keep your meat and two veg to
  yourself?


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  
    
      Drinking red wine isnt just good for the heart, it may also ward off lung cancer, according to Spanish researchers. Each glass drunk per day appeared to reduce the
      risk of lung cancer by 13% compared to non-drinkers.


      The Independent

    

  


  Monday: 8.30 p.m.


  Bella had been watching Jo carefully for the past hour, scanning for signs that her friend really was as OK as she kept insisting.


  Five months after the separation is a dangerous time, as Bella knew from supporting other women through similar marriage meltdowns, which is why shed had to respond to the text from Jo
  earlier in the day that had announced:


  Feeling flat as a fart please come round later.


  After all, it was only four weeks or so since the night Bella had driven over to Jos new home unannounced one evening because she hadnt liked the way Jo wasnt answering her
  mobile or her landline. This never happened, it was an accepted part of Jos job always to be contactable: she even had a bleeper to clip on if she found herself in an area with a bad phone
  signal.


  So Bella had gone to investigate and pulling up at the newly bought railwaymans cottage   i.e. tiny terraced red-brick house   shed found all the curtains
  drawn but chinks of light coming from the front room. Shed rapped on the door, rung the bell and after a few minutes with no reply, shed shouted into the letterbox: Its
  me, so you can stop hiding and let me in. Im not going away. Ill annoy you all night if I have to. And finally Jo had come to the door swathed in a grubby white dressing gown
  with swollen eyes and a streaming nose.


  Bella, known in various London circles as the ball-breaking boss of her own computing consultancy who made a comfortable six figures a year, knew she was a slightly unlikely angel of mercy.
  Nevertheless, shed put comforting arms around her friend and demanded to know what was wrong.


  Jo had led her into the sitting room where all the telltale signs of heartbreak were in place: a generous scattering of crumpled tissues, a blanket on the sofa, three empty mugs, a plate stacked
  with white toast, dripping butter and what looked suspiciously like Marmite.


  The TV appeared to be freeze-framed on the funeral scene in Steel Magnolias. This was bad. Very bad.


  Whats the matter? Bella had asked.


  Whats the matter?! Jo had repeated, sounding incredulous, flinging herself onto the sofa: Im going be divorced. Im going to be a single mother,
  Im going to damage my children for life, Im going to struggle to pay the mortgage even on this poxy little place myself . . . and -  first choked-back sob 
  Im never going to celebrate my 25th wedding anniversary. Desperate snivel. Whos going to watch Mels ballet shows with me? And Netties first day at
  school . . . Will I get to take her? Or will it fall on a Simon day? And . . . and. . .  Jos voice had disintegrated into a wail, Im practically 40V Then
  shed dived for the tissue box that Bella had thoughtfully held out to her.


  Youre 35, Bella had reminded her, starting with the obvious. Thats not practically 40.


  Shed crouched down beside Jo and let her cry on the shoulder of her pale lilac designer suit for a few more moments before asking: Do you seriously want to be married to Simon for
  twenty-five years? If you do, why not just pick up the phone and tell him? Go on, its over there. Just another fifteen years of Simon to go.


  Jo had slowly shaken her head.


  Jo. . . Bella had put an arm round her friends shoulder. Youve done the right thing, for many reasons. I could reel off a whole list of reasons, but the most
  important one, the one you should keep right in the forefront of your mind, is that you dont love him enough and he doesnt love you enough. And everyone deserves better than
  that.


  But why doesnt he? Jo had asked, dissolving into a fresh burst of tears. It was the first time Bella had seen her cry. Jo had been so together about the decision to bring
  the marriage to a close. It had been her decision.


  Finding Jo like this had only served to reinforce Bellas long-held belief that her friend might be, or might pretend to be, tough as old boots on the outside, but really, beneath the
  surface she was supersensitive. The combination was probably what made her so good at her job.


  Oh, its not Simon, Jo had managed. Of course Im better off without Simon. I know that, I know it, shed said, then had blown her nose forcefully.
  Its just the idea . . . unmarried. I always wanted to be happily married, part of a family, for years and years.


  You are part of a family, Bella had reminded her. Its a modern family, its normal. Its just not a Walt Disney, 1950s family and anyway, what was that
  all about? Lunatic housewives on Valium, lithium or booze.


  Youre a Disney family! Jo had accused her. With your husband and your 2.2 children. And youre happy.


  I earn three times more than Don, thats hardly Disney, had been Bellas reply, along with: And weve had plenty of problems. I nearly left him for someone
  else when I was pregnant, we have at least one Mount Etna scale row every month as well as the one I blame on PMT; Don claims Im in a bad mood the whole time because Im so busy; sex
  is something he has to schedule into my diary weeks in advance and anyway, weve only been married five years or something. Ive told him when he hits 50, thats it, I get to
  trade him in for a toyboy.


  This outburst had at least made Jo smile.


  What are you doing? Bella had asked, gently, sympathetically.


  Wallowing, was Jos answer.


  Steel Magnolias and Marmite? Bella had pulled a face.


  I know . . . I know. And I hate Marmite.


  You have to stop eating this. Bella had picked up the plate: Five more pounds and a yeast infection are not going to help, believe me. Im going to pour you a drink
  and then youre allowed one of my light only in the event of an emergency cigarettes.


  So liver failure and lung cancer are better, are they? Jo hadnt been able to resist.


  Tea, then? Bella had suggested, trying to sound enthusiastic at the prospect of tea.


  No, no, God no, Ive had about eighteen cups of tea today. Go into the kitchen and open a bottle of wine.


  Once Jo was tucked up under a blanket on the sofa, wine glass in hand, the trigger for this wave of divorce grief had emerged. Shed confided in Bella that Simon hadnt moved into
  his new flat alone: an old family friend had moved in with him.


  Gwen! Jo had exclaimed, still hardly able to believe it. Youve met her, havent you? Im sure you have. Shes. . . and Jo had paused,
  wondering how she would have described Gwen in the past. Now only the words pathetic, needy, selfish and completely inconsiderate came to mind.


  He swears nothing was going on between them until a few weeks ago, shed told Bella. But then why is she moving in with him so soon? Shes lived alone for
  years.


  Gwen! Gwen?! She was older than Simon. Sensible, long-term single. Shed worked with Simon briefly, years ago, and a casual friendship had been in place since then. Jo had never felt any
  jealousy or seen any reason to be suspicious. Gwen of the tasteful court shoes, white blouses, string of pearls and even longer string of disappointing dates had never been a threat.


  And yet, maybe Gwen had spent years nursing the hidden hots for Simon. . . and, well, much as Jo found it hard to believe, maybe Simon had been carrying a torch for Gwen for all this time.


  Or maybe not.


  Maybe it wasnt so surprising that after the bruising break-up, her husband had chosen to move in with a younger, svelter version of his mother.


  Dont worry, Bella had said as shed left a comforted and two-glasses-of-wine-happier Jo later that night: Youve got your children, your new house and
  youve got your job.


  Yup and thats enough, Jo had replied. Dont know how I coped with a husband as well.


  Tonight, here in the kitchen of the home shed been in for barely two months, Bella thought Jo was looking all right. Divorce phase one: weight gain, sackcloth and ashes
  (or saggy grey tracksuit and un-dyed hair) seemed to be over.


  The house sale was behind her, along with the dreaded house clearance   when every shred of Dr Simon Dundas had been taken out, wept over, boxed up, chucked, or, in the case of
  exceptionally emotional items, stored.


  And now Jo was ready to emerge anew from the rubble of her ten-year marriage.


  The week away with her daughters had done her good. The colour was back in her cheeks, the downward turn her small mouth had adopted lately seemed to have lifted and there was new hair:
  shortish, highlighted, feathery and flattering, not too post-break-up drastic.


  So, it was relaxing, then? Bella asked, meaning the holiday.


  Yeah, we had a great time   beachy, but bracing, Jo said as she spooned chicken salad onto their plates. But Id hardly got back to London before it all kicked
  off again: work harassing me, phone calls from the dreaded Hugo Hemburrow . . . Jo rolled her eyes.


  Is there still a lot to sort out? Bella liked to keep a watchful eye on friends divorces, to make certain they werent ripped off. Hugo Hemburrow, family law expert,
  came with her personal recommendation. Bella had already warned her husband that if D-Day ever came for them, Hugo was on her side.


  But I knew him first, Don had immediately argued.


  This is why we can never get divorced, Bella had told him straight back. Because wed even fight over the lawyer. We both have the contacts, our divorce would be
  armed: Kalashnikovs and anti-aircraft guns at first, but then it would escalate to an international nuclear conflict and the UN would have to come and negotiate. Far better we stick to the same
  side.


  Far better, Don had agreed, wiping bits of his younger sons breakfast from his jumper and shooting her a very particular teasing smile, the one that got her every time.


  Were never getting divorced, are we? Bella had asked him, with a particular look of her own.


  Don had just shaken his head and carried on smiling.


  The pension, Jo was telling Bella. Were having a good old fight about Simons big, fat NHS pension. Hugo thinks I should be entitled to half
  of it. When the day comes.


  And what does Simon think? Bella asked.


  I think the words stick it and you know where to formed a large part of the conversation. We may have to settle for a portion.


  A portion is good.


  I think a portion will be fine.


  How is this affecting post-marital relations, though? Bella asked. It cant be very easy having to see him twice a week, discuss the children and
  everything.


  Were both trying very hard, Jo managed as generously as she could. We dont ever talk about the finances. We let the lawyers deal with that. We just stick
  strictly to the children, make polite conversation and try to keep it as friendly as possible.


  She bit back the long list of complaints she would like to have added about her ex-husband, the man who was rapidly turning into the clich of a divorced dad. He was overdoing the Grecian
  2000, hed upped the gym routine, grown a goatee, bought a swanky riverside bachelor pad, moved in his doting girlfriend and even got himself a red BMW convertible that Jo knew he
  could barely make the repayments on, even though he was one of Londons top colon consultants. Oh yes, as shed always loved to tell people, what Simon didnt know about shit
  wasnt worth knowing.


  He was in charge of their daughters for three days every week: Thursday, Friday and Saturday. In her opinion, he didnt do nearly as good a job of looking after them as she did, of course.
  He forgot their homework, he didnt make packed lunches, he lost socks, pants, hats and scarves, let them watch far too much TV, relied on Gwen to do the cooking   but Jo was determined
  not to whine about it.


  On the plus side, he picked the girls up promptly from school and childcare on Thursdays and Fridays and he spent all his Saturdays with them.


  These were things hed never done during their married life. So Jo could see that shared care was the best way forward for them all.


  On Sunday morning, seven-year-old Mel and three-year-old Annette came back to her so they were together for the best part of her two days off   Sundays and Mondays   and then her less
  frantic workdays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays.


  Jo had three nights a week to herself, which was still a strange novelty. No one had warned her how silent her home would be without the girls, how desolate the little pink bedroom would feel,
  especially if last thing at night she went in to check on them as usual, forgetting that they werent there.


  She coped with those nights in another way now, staying in the office late. Then going out, to renew a long-forgotten acquaintance with smoky, poky nightclubs, the cocktail
  menu, the dawn taxi home and, for the past few weeks, she had been falling into bed with a man she didnt know very well.


  It wasnt exactly healthy, but after ten years of marriage to a doctor, a little unhealthiness was perhaps an understandable reaction.


  Lets not talk about Simon any more, Bella decided. I think you should tell me much, much more about Marcus. The new boyfriend . . .


  Well, no, no, hes not a boyfriend. Jo held up the wine bottle. You want some more? she asked her friend.


  But Bella shook her head: Well, what is he then?


  Hes a date . . . Jo tried.


  But Bella wasnt going to be put off: Hes more than that! Please at least tell me that hes a fantastic shag.


  Hes a gift, was Jos response and she couldnt help smiling. Because it still seemed too ridiculous. To be neck high in all this D-I-V-O-R-C-E crap
    she couldnt think about it without breaking into Tammy Wynette   and yet to be granted the wonderful, distracting gift, there really wasnt any better word, of
  Marcus: funny, scruffy, carefree, significantly younger, unstoppably physical, distractingly physical, Marcus, who could single-handedly remind her of the meaning of the phrase cant
  keep their hands off each other, who was unashamed about the three great loves of his life: cooking, eating and having fun in bed, who could whip up a hollandaise just as easily as he could
  whip off his clothes.


  Look at you, youre blushing, Bella teased. If your readers could see you now, the hard woman of Fleet Street all smitten-kitten for a handsome young chef.


  Oh ha ha.


  When do I get to meet him, by the way?


  Ive no idea. Jo took a sip of her drink. Ive no idea what Im doing with him . . .


  I think the rest of us do, though, Bella interrupted.


  It wont last, you know, Jo said. The chef. Very soon hell melt away into the night. . . like ice cream. Mint chocolate chip, his favourite. . . she gave
  a laugh. Well, this week anyway.


  Hes obviously doing you good, Bella told her. Youre looking well, losing the fresh out of divorce school look, edging more towards boy bait. I
  like the day dress thing you have going on here. You never wore dresses before, did you?


  Oh God, am I totally obvious? Jo asked, secretly anxious about the new make-up and the above the knee shirt-dress, voicing the little internal crisis of confidence that seemed to
  strike at her more than she would like. Should I just get a badge saying Ive dumped my husband and be done with it? she asked.


  No. No. Youre fine. What am I saying? Youre gorgeous, Bella soothed her.


  Im slightly worried that Marcus is . . . well. . . Jo looked up and met her friends eyes: Bella, am I not doing what divorced men are supposed to do? Im
  being totally mid-life crisis predictable, trying to relive my youth, feel young, or at least feel up young. . .


  Hes a natural reaction, Bella assured her. Simon became sensible and boring. Your once wonderful sex life withered on a stick . . . this is what happens when
  youre set free. But, anyway, Marcus isnt that young, Bella reminded her. Although maybe youre giving in to a natural, primeval urge to rejuvenate yourself with a
  young fuck.


  Bella!


  Its like in those Swiss beauty clinics, you know, where they inject you with sheep embryo. Youve got yourself a cheap and obviously far more fun-filled version of
  that.


  Please!


  Oh dont be shy about him, Bella added. Hes in his twenties at least, isnt he?


  Twenty-six.


  Thats not young, Bella exclaimed: Ive a far worse confession to make. Im secretly in lust with one of my neighbours sons. Whenever I hear the
  sound of his skateboard whizzing down the pavement, I peek out of the window and watch him glide past, long hair ruffling in the wind. I used to joke about it to Don until one day his response was:
  Hes still underage, you know. I mean . . . yeurgh!


  They both pulled a face.


  Imagine if it was Don looking out of the window whenever a certain 15-year-old girl walked past, Bella added, Id be horrified . . . the police would be called.
  Neighbourhood Watch would run him out of the square. . .


  The women had abandoned the kitchen for the cosy comfort of one side of the sofa each and further intimate, gossipy chat, when the phone began to ring. Jo took a glance at the
  chunky, leather-strapped watch on her wrist and uttered the word: Arse.


  What is it? was Bellas response.


  Its work. Jo put her glass down. Again.


  How do you know? Bella asked.


  Jo didnt answer, just shook her head and picked the offending receiver.


  Jo Randall, she said as crisply as she could manage after the ill-advised foray into a third bottle of wine.


  Hi Jo, Declan here, came an Irish voice on the other end of the line, as if she hadnt already guessed. By 9.50 p.m., her newspapers doggedly efficient night news
  editor would have had the first editions of tomorrows papers for about seventeen minutes, just long enough to speed-read every single one and start harassing reporters, even though it was
  only Monday night, still a full five days away from the next edition of their paper.


  Just thought youd want to know before the morning, Declan went on. The Mirror has a fifteenth case of whooping cough confirmed, in a new area, so its
  starting to look like an epidemic.


  Hello Declan, Jo pretended to gush. Lovely to hear from you too. What about: So Jo, how are you? Did you have a good holiday? How are the girls?


  Yeah, yeah, whatever. Glad youre back. Your departments cack without you, was all the graciousness Declan could manage.


  Charming. Look, fifteen cases of whooping cough is not an epidemic, she reined him in. Ive already had a conversation about whooping cough cases with Rod and my
  verdict is, well be over it like a rash in the morning, OK?


  Just thought you should know soon as, Declan said.


  Much appreciated, she managed, although it totally wasnt. She bade him good night, replaced the receiver and turned back to her friend.


  Nothing urgent, Jo explained. Still, retrieved wine glass in one hand, TV remote in the other, she flicked on the television and tuned to the 24-hour news channel, volume low, to
  keep just a slight eye on it.


  Where were we? She brought her attention back to Bella and for about the twentieth time that evening alone, wondered how her friend managed to keep it so together. There she was,
  raven hair pinned up in one of those effortlessly stylish things she did, sophisticated brown and butter button-through summer dress, making the most of the honey tan her usually Snow White
  complexion had taken on. Personal trainer-perfect stomach. Breezy, cheerful and funny, despite working relentlessly in a tough job.


  Where were we? Bella repeated, a smile breaking over her face. We were deep in all the usual overworked women in the 21st century shit. How tired we are, how busy we are, how
  overworked and underpaid we are, our latest totally neurotic worries about our children, how our men never clean the sink . . .


  Your nanny cleans the sink, Jo broke in.


  She does, God bless her, was Bellas reply.


  Anyway, we werent talking about all that.


  No, said Bella, we werent, because its Monday, so Im not too tired or overworked yet.


  Or underpaid, Jo couldnt help adding.


  No. Things are going well, at the moment, touch wood. Bella looked round momentarily for something to touch. But its not always like this. You know that. God knows
  whats going to hit us next. Im always suspicious when things are going as well as this. I think I prefer to be dealing with a crisis and looking forward to the good times.


  Oh, dont get all anxious, Jo told her. Enjoy. Youve got really good times ahead.


  Bella had just been outlining her plans for the expansion of her software virus protection empire.


  There are no women in computing! she said in outrage. The whole techie world is a glamour-free zone. Its full of barely pubescent geeks who couldnt wow a
  conference even if you employed Hugh Grants tailor, David Beckhams eyebrow plucker and Jude Laws hairdresser. Although, she confessed, hes actually very
  good. I make Don go to him now.


  And before Jo could mouth the words: How on earth? Bella added: I pay in advance, so he need never know how much it costs. Im telling you, she said and drained
  her glass, the techie world is mine for the taking. But anyway, you were just about to tell me more about the chef. Bellas eyebrow arched in a sly and teasing way: The
  handsome, talented, outrageously good in bed young chef. Werent you? You were just about to tell me much more about that. Bella reached over to top up Jos glass with another
  big glug of wine.


  Oh wait. . . Jos eyes fixed on the telly, she felt for the remote and turned up the sound.


  They caught the very end of the report: . . . in the light of this news, the Chief Medical Officer is urging parents who have not yet had their children protected with the new Quintet
  vaccine to come forward as soon as possible.


  The bulletin cut to tonights footage of the Chief Medical Officer, on the steps of his building, intoning the mantra: Quintet is the best possible way to protect your child against
  whooping cough, mumps, measles, rubella and chickenpox. All our research indicates that this injection is totally safe.


  Balls, Jo said to the screen. What research? The government has not conducted one single piece of research into this injection. Theyve taken everything on trust from
  the manufacturers. Maybe if he came out and said that, we might believe him a bit more.


  She turned to Bella: Have your boys had it?


  Quintet? Bella asked.


  Yeah.


  Well. . . you know Don.


  Jo did know Don, very well. Shed known Don, the news editor on her papers daily sister title, for about two years longer than shed known his wife. He was sound. Very good at
  his job. Straight. Honest. An honourable man in a fucked-up business. Also an inescapably attractive man. A Scottish George Clooney. Hearts had broken right across London when word got out that Don
  had finally met his match and was marching her to the registry office before she could get away.


  Don is pretty straightforward about doctors, Bella told her. Not one tiny bit alternative. Im not either, really. Hell, I even work for some of the drug companies. So
  even though the boys had all their injections when they were tiny, Dons quite keen to let them have Quintet as an added precaution against this outbreak. Why? She wanted to know,
  Do you think its going to turn out to be risky?


  I dont know yet, Jo replied. I still dont know if children were damaged by the last set of combination vaccines I investigated. Im not a scientist and
  Im not a doctor, I just interviewed an awful lot of parents who were absolutely convinced of it. But it seems to be almost impossible to prove.


  But this whooping cough is pretty bad, Bella added. The children are in hospital, really ill.


  I know, I know. Jo could have said more. Could have said a lot more. Vaccination had been one of her areas of expertise for several years. But she felt tired of this. Deflated. All
  her hard work, all her hours of research, all the heartbreaking interviews and here was the Chief Medical Officer on screen in front of her, declaring an injection which had only been available in
  the UK for two months totally safe.


  Nothing in life was totally safe. Not even lying fast asleep in your own bed. Shed once done a story on a couple whod been crushed to death by their chimney, which had fallen
  through the roof on top of them in the middle of the night.


  But that was the problem with news reporting. You spent most of your life on the bad stuff.


  What about Mel and Annette? Bella asked.


  If they were babies, there is no way Id let them have Quintet. No way. All combination vaccines are suspect to me now. Mels had some single vaccinations and Nettie . .
  . Jo paused, knowing what kind of reaction this would get, Nettie hasnt had anything yet. Ive been putting it off. . .


  Shes not had anything? Bellas tone was unmistakably surprised. No vaccinations?


  Jo shook her head: Some of the interviews Ive done in the past scared the shit out of me.


  But three is a dangerous age to get measles   or whooping cough, Bella reminded her.


  As if she didnt know. As if Simon wasnt going to be on the phone just as soon as he got wind of this word epidemic on the news, telling her what a disgraceful,
  ill-informed, negligent woman she was. And how if she didnt organize some sort of single injection programme ASAP, he was going to take their daughter to the surgery himself and have her
  Quintet-ed just as soon as was physically possible.


  The phone rang and her heart shrank a little at the thought that it might be Simon, sitting in bed with Gwen, companionably sticky and post-coital   yuck   watching the news, phoning
  her up to harass her about this.


  Jo Randall, she said into the receiver again.


  Hello, Jo Randall. Can I come and see you later, Jo Randall? That mix of teasing and sincere, confident and unsure, sexy and funny   it was him.


  Oh . . . hello there. Something about the way she said it caused Bellas eyebrow to shoot up comically.


  Im . . . er . . . theres someone here. A friend.


  Bella stood up, slid her feet into her mules, picked up her handbag and shook her head to indicate that she was out of there.


  Well, shes not staying much longer, Jo went on.


  Why? Am I not allowed to meet your friends? Are you embarrassed about me? Big tease in the voice now.


  No, no, dont be silly . . . She felt all wrong-footed now. Youd like her. Its just. . . Well, face it Jo, she acknowledged, Marcus hasnt
  been allowed to meet your friends, your parents, your children or anyone else because you dont want to admit to him. You dont want to admit to being freshly separated and already
  involved in a casual fling, sleeping with a twenty-something chef. Sleeping? Ha.


  
    My romps with five times a night cook.


    
      
        Hes my tasty dish of the day, says Greenwich mum,


        Jo Randall, 35.

      

    

  


  Oh, stop it.


  I wont be finished here till after eleven. Is that going to be too late? he asked, deciding not to press her on the other stuff.


  It was too late. She had work tomorrow, but then again, she didnt have to do the girls packed lunches and the school/nursery run because her mother would be here in the
  morning.


  Her mother . . . if Marcus could be gone before her mother arrived, then maybe it was possible.


  She heard his breath rise and fall down the line. Knew how much she would like to hear that breath rise and fall over her. Against her ear, against her neck.


  She hadnt seen him for ten days and it felt like longer.


  Youll have to leave early, she warned him.


  But can I stay up late? he asked. The tease.


  Ill see you later, then. Jo caught Bellas eye and suddenly couldnt keep the smirk from her face.


  Once shed hung up, Bella flicked open her mobile and speed-dialled the cab company.


  You dont have to go just yet, Jo insisted. Hes not coming for another hour or so.


  Aha, I do so have to go. Look at you - Bella gave a nod in Jos direction. You look lovely to me, my darling, but lets face it, youve got to shower,
  shave everything, change, change again, do your hair, then mess everything up a little, as if you havent tried, as if youve just been hanging about all evening looking
  gorgeous.


  Jo laughed at her. I do not, she said. Well . . . maybe a bit. . . What shall I wear? she asked, immediately wishing she could strip the dress from Bellas back
  because it would be perfect. Everythings in the wash from our holiday.


  A miniskirt and frilly pants, Bella suggested. Dont think hell notice much else after that.


  A miniskirt! I havent worn a miniskirt since. . . Since when? School? Year One at college?


  Youve got great legs, Bella advised her, swinging her soft, jangling suede bag over her shoulder. Have fun.


  Once Jo had closed the front door on her friend, she flew round the house, hastily clearing the kitchen, making the bed, throwing dirty laundry into the basket, then ransacking the remains of
  her wardrobe. She headed to the bathroom for the makeover.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  
    
      Armpit sweat can boost older womens sex lives, claim scientists. Women who wore perfume with a chemical found in female sweat were more likely to have sex.


      Daily Mirror

    

  


  Still Monday: 11.35 p.m.


  When Jo opened the front door, there he was on her doorstep stepping out of the luminous dark of an unusually warm May evening.


  Hiya, Marcus said, slow and easy smile spreading.


  Hiya, she said back, meeting his eyes. Relieved to see he was just as fanciable as she remembered. Because there was always that risk: shed worried she might come back from
  her break, see him again and wonder what on earth shed been thinking.


  Here we are, he said, still on the doorstep, still smiling, trying not to let the smile run away into a nervous laugh.


  Are you going to come in?


  Thats what I had in mind . . . yes, and the nervous laugh escaped, but he stepped into the little hall and they moved in to kiss hello.


  And this was the strange thing, that once they started to kiss, the nervy newness and the awkwardness fell away. It was as if theyd moved into the right gear or the native language. This
  was the easy part, the familiar territory. His wavy shoulder-length hair fell around her face, his fingers linked round her waist and he shut the door behind him with his foot.


  Jos hands were on the skin of his back, underneath his T-shirt, where he was warm and slightly damp to the touch after his bike ride over. She ran her hand round, brushed it against the
  fuzzy warmth of his stomach, then up to his chest. She could just pull off his T-shirt. He wouldnt care. He wouldnt care if she undid his jeans and pulled them off either, he was
  totally happy and unselfconscious naked. At one with himself, comfortable in his skin, grounded. It made her feel like a mass of complications, but was part of his irresistible attraction for
  her.


  She eased the T-shirt up to his shoulders, running her fingers across their smooth roundness, then tugged the top over his head and met his smile before they were kissing again.


  Want pulsing through her, she could feel her heart race, hear her breathing switch to shallow.


  The kissing. She loved the kissing. He had a small, precise tongue that he used to lick against hers. Stroking and stoking. He tasted dry, salty, but with a hint of sweet too. His curtain of
  hair smelled of caramelized onions, cigarette smoke, bacon and fresh bread. This was Marcus: always delicious, good enough to eat.


  She slid her hands into the back pockets of his jeans, squeezing at the solidity of him. He moved slowly, feet planted firmly to the ground, rooted. His hands pulling her into him, into the push
  coming from the crotch of his jeans.


  Missed you, he said, breaking from the kiss to smile at her.


  Me too, she said back.


  She pressed her face against the warmth of his neck and couldnt resist sliding her nose down his skin to the fold of his armpit. The smell of his sweat had a strange effect on her. It
  didnt matter that he was nine years younger than her, that they really had nothing in common, that if she was honest, she found lots of things about him intensely irritating, there was a
  magical something   hormones? Pheromones? Whatever chemical ingredient it was that governed the laws of attraction, he was her perfect match.


  She didnt think shed ever been so giddily moved by anyone, not ever. She ran her tongue against him, bit gently into his soft shoulder, licked at the skin in her mouth, heard him
  undo his belt buckle, and closed her eyes. His hands moved in under her dress and she felt herself slipping into an unfocused, dissolving, rhythmically breathless place. When she opened her eyes to
  find her bearings again, she registered the framed photo on the wall opposite of her girls crouching in the snow, building a snowman. It had a sobering effect. Her children were upstairs, she
  couldnt just get naked in the hallway with someone theyd never even met. What if one of them appeared on the stairs all of a sudden? The horror.


  Shower? she asked and when Marcus nodded, she took him by the hand up the small spiral of stairs into the cramped white and pale blue bathroom.


  Jo had moved into this mini-house with various grandiose decorating schemes, but so far, all shed had the time or energy to do was slap hideous Barbie trademarked glitter-pink paint over
  the girls bedroom walls. All the other rooms in the house were slightly shabby, but calmingly ordinary. When youd spent years trying somehow, all at once, to have a glorious career,
  be a wonderful mother, a good wife, cook like a chef, housekeep like your mother, decorate like a Conran, it was nothing but a relief to let standards plummet. . . and call in a caterer. Ha ha.


  Behind the security of the locked bathroom door, Marcus and Jo undressed each other quickly, kissing, touching, tripping in the tangle of clothes, hurrying into the liberation of the shower
  where they could lather up, slide against each other, take big soap-tasting mouthfuls of one another.


  Did anything else matter more than Marcus? Yes, but not right now in this moment when he was leaning back against the shower tiles, eyes half closed, water splashing down between them, his
  fingers moving against her, inside her, his other hand guiding hers urgently over his soapy, swollen hard-on. No, nothing else mattered. She flicked a nail against his nipple and watched him
  come.


  Afterwards, they lay on her bed together, Marcus naked, apart from his woven and leather bracelets, damp hair spilling out over the pillow beside her, unashamedly uncovered,
  one hand companionably on his crotch, the other holding a cigarette.


  Jo was much shyer   she had stretch marks, tummy bumps, cellulite, history   so shed put on a silk slip, one Simon had given her years ago, but it was virtually unworn, then
  lay down, then got up again to open the window and let the smoke out, then got back onto the bed, where with her head on Marcuss chest, they talked and joked comfortably together.


  When he was halfway through his cigarette, she began what she knew perfectly well was her ridiculous smoking dance. She took it from his fingers and had a drag, then she decided, yes, she would
  have a cigarette of her own. She lit it, took four puffs, felt her lungs contract and her head spin and didnt want it any more. She got up, fanned the air and sprayed perfume.


  I cant just smoke, you know, she told him. This is the one thing in life which does exactly what it says on the label- she held up the cigarette packet to him.
  Kills you! Not to mention gives you wrinkles, bad breath, yellow teeth. Nothing about it is good. So why do I want to do it so much? She took the cigarette from his hand again and put
  it between her lips.


  Will you calm down?! was his response to this.


  After another drag, Jo handed it back to him and started looking in her bedside table for her vitamin pills: vitamin C, the combined antioxidant tablets, to counteract the effect of the
  smoke.


  Smoking? She knew perfectly well she was only smoking again to piss Simon off, to pretend she wasnt that old, to deny that she regularly thought about death. Smoking could only be done
  with true enjoyment when you were young, when death was a far-off country you wondered if youd ever visit.


  But she now worried at least three times a day about what it was that would finish her off: a sudden heart attack, a slow cancer, the tragedy of a late night car accident. Horrible,
  horrible.


  She popped two vitamin pills as Marcus slid his hand over her breast.


  Hed been sleeping with Jo for several weeks, but hed been watching her with interest for quite some time before that.


  She was a once a week, or at the very least once a fortnight, regular at the cosy but buzzily fashionable restaurant he worked in. Not that chefs and diners ever usually met. Chefs were
  relegated to the hot metal creative sweatshop at the back, diners pampered in the intimate leather booths of the caramel-coloured haven at the front.


  But, once shed had several glasses of white wine (he knew now she never touched red in public because she thought she was too clumsy) and her soup or oysters, fish and salad then pudding
    always chocolate of some sort   Jo liked to go to the back courtyard, not the front of house, and smoke a cigarette.


  This was where they had met, in the grubby courtyard, down by the bins, with the kitchen doors flung open to let out the heat, chefs and sous-chefs coming and going to blast their lungs with
  Marlboro reds whenever they got a chance.


  Jo liked to sit on the wall and gossip with whoever was around, make mock complaints about the food, moan about how boring her dining companion was and confess that she was out with them
  just for work.


  She always wanted to know if anyone famous had been in that week and what did they eat? Who were they with? Who was dating whom? It was a new restaurant, fashionable address, had only been open
  for half a year and all the cool, important, on the make types were there.


  Marcus had found himself watching out for her, sneaking glimpses of her through the serving hatch when she was in. Her and the ever-changing rota of people she brought to the restaurant. The
  occasional face he recognized from the papers.


  Shes press, man, Sayed, one of the waiters, had told him, almost like a warning. She always pays, she over-tips, she asks me if Ive got any stories and she
  keeps the receipt.


  And then she comes round the back and has a fag with us, Marcus had observed.


  Thats because shes got the hots for you, man.


  Hed laughed that off as the joke it was intended to be. But flushed all the same because he had the hots for her. Big time . . . was smoking much more than he should be to make sure he
  didnt miss her.


  She was smart. In her slinky trouser suits and shirts, with her choppy brown bob and sporty energy, she reminded him of Bond girls. Not the ones in the bikinis that got bumped off after
  theyd been shagged, but the clever ones in the high-necked blouses and boots that carried the guns and knew how to scramble up walls and detonate nuclear devices.


  She carried a big reddish brown bag. Part briefcase, part satchel, it had a shoulder strap and although it looked bulging and heavy, she slung it about her with ease and carried it wherever she
  went.


  He wondered what was in the bag   tape recorder, notebooks, addresses, important phone numbers? Of course her mobile phone, which she would keep switched off inside the restaurant, but
  part of her cigarette break routine was checking the interminable messages.


  She didnt wear a wedding ring, hed noticed. But he was certain there was a mark where one had been. Her fourth finger was just barely perceptibly narrower below the knuckle and the
  slightest shade paler.


  Then, one night shed come out in a knockout outfit: tight grey pinstriped skirt, even tighter matching sleeveless waistcoat. Hed found it hard to drag his eyes from the outline of
  her tiny, but to him breathtakingly sexy, tits because shed been too cold to sit in her usual spot on the wall, so she had come and stood beside him in the warmth of the kitchen door.
  Did you make the monkfish and mango? shed asked.


  Did you eat it? hed asked back.


  No! Way too retro, shed told him. It was so back to the Eighties, you should have stuck on a deep-fried courgette flower, a couple of kiwi slices and called it the
  yuppy guppy! Mind you, Im sure youve no recollection of the Eighties. You were probably in your pram.


  Not quite, hed smiled. Who are you with tonight?


  Ah. Someone important who doesnt want to give me the story, hence the need for full-on temptress wear Shed gestured to her waistcoat and skirt.


  Is it working? hed asked.


  Ill meet you back here after dessert and let you know. Jo had winked, causing him to dare the question: So, are you married then? with a shrug supposed to show
  how casual he felt about it.


  Her answer, which she gave with her face turned to him and an unflinching look, had been the flirtatious challenge: Why, do you want to ask me for a date?


  Youd be lucky, hed managed in reply, still at least sounding cool, although he was now feeling far from it.


  Im separated, was her reply.


  Sorry, hed said. But their eyes were locked together and it was hard to ignore the mutual attraction.


  Dont be, shed said. Im better off without him. Shed broken eye contact at that, drawn in one last lungful from her cigarette, then flicked
  the butt high over the wall and out into the street on the other side. So, shed turned to face him, head a little to the side, hair brushing her bare shoulder, where
  shall we go afterwards?


  Huh? hed asked, not understanding.


  On our date, shed said, utterly relieved at how easy, how natural this was turning out to be. Shed thought post-marriage dating was going to involve all sorts of
  to-ing, fro-ing and turmoil.


  Jo had waited in the restaurant till closing time when hed taken her to the cramped bar the kitchen staff went to after hours for beer and vodka shots.


  Dont you have to go home? hed wanted to know. To your kids?


  Theyre with their dad, shed explained, buying yet another round of drinks, paying cash from a battered brown wallet which seemed to be overstuffed with receipts and
  countless scraps of paper.


  And anyway, shed told him later, I dont like going home when Im the only one there. Id rather stay out.


  They went to someone elses flat and drank more.


  Dont you ever get drunk? hed asked her, leaning too heavily on her bare shoulders, not sure if she really had just kissed him, full on, mouth to mouth, sliding her
  hands straight into his combats. Or if he was just more drunk than hed ever been before because an unusual feeling of nervousness had caused him to up his shots-to-beer ratio to bad
  effect.


  No, he remembered her replying. I think I should take you home, shed said against his ear. Where do you live? Ill get us a cab.


  They had snogged greedily, noisily in the taxi all the way back to his flat, Jo running hands over his soft hair, softer skin, feeling breathless, dizzy at the thought of getting him bare, solid
  and real against her.


  But shed had to help him out of the back of the cab, then shed had to get his keys out of his back pocket, unlock the door for him and get him up the stairs.


  Once they were in his flat, he was still trying to kiss her but he could hardly stand up and she could see that for tonight, at least, he was a lost cause.


  Shed helped him out of his shoes and jacket, then put him into his unruly tangle of a bed, complete with the kind of grimy, flowery sheets she hadnt encountered since college; his
  eyes had closed and hed immediately fallen into a heavy, drunken sleep.


  Shed searched for the kettle and tea bags in his kitchenette and made herself a mug. Sitting on the sofa with the hot drink, shed wondered what on earth she was doing. Getting
  someone many years your junior rolling drunk then taking them home was the kind of behaviour middle-aged men got into trouble for. Was she having some sort of role reversal? Midlife crisis?


  Yes, definitely a mid-life crisis.


  Shed dialled for another cab on her mobile and had taken several minutes to decide what to write in the farewell note that she intended to put on the counter beside the kettle.


  Im sorry. I think I bought you a vodka too many. No. Way too sinister.


  This wasnt what Id planned. No . . . even more sinister.


  What the hell to write? See you again? Give me a call?


  Shed gone for the totally noncommittal: Night, night. Jo. Then had decided to add an V and her mobile number.


  Written out as a note, it had looked like something youd leave a child. Shed scrunched it up into her pocket and replaced it with Good night, Jo x and, again, her
  mobile number.


  Shed gone through to his room before she left. To check he was OK, she told herself, but really to have another look.


  Marcus was still curled up on his side, his breathing rumbling a little in and out of his mouth. His closed fist was up beside his face on the pillow and she saw the faded sweatband on his left
  wrist. Hadnt noticed it before, blue and red separated with a grubby band of white. Two black leather ties and a beaded one on the same wrist. Carefree, teenage. Reminded of a long time ago,
  shed felt a glimmer of guilt. She didnt belong here, intruding on his sleep, his privacy.


  Shed slung her bag over her shoulder and closed the door on his flat, deciding to wait for her taxi downstairs.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  
    
      We each generate seven times our own body weight in rubbish annually. Only 14% of this is recycled across the country, on average, despite a wealth of targets, directives
      and recycling programmes.


      news.bbc.co.uk

    

  


  Tuesday: 9.18 a.m.


  Morning, Jo. Good holiday?


  Yup. When do I get another one?


  Oh . . . in a couple of years, if youre good, came the reply from news editor Jeff, who was already in full swing.


  His number two, Mike Madell, was wading through the full set of papers and magazines spilling across the desk. His number three, Rod Butcher, was reading one of the stories that arrived every
  minute on the newswire screen in front of him.


  But they all took a moment to wave, nod or say hello as she passed the desk. Jeff looked as if he was about to say more, but his phone rang. He picked it up, answered, listened and then made the
  finger-waving gesture that she knew meant Busy now, speak in a minute.


  Fine, fine, she thought. She wasnt quite together enough for the first news-gathering chat of the day just yet. She needed to sit at her desk, drink tea, switch on the computer and psych
  herself up for the hours ahead.


  Her mother had arrived at her house at 8.15 a.m. prompt but looking tired, Jo thought.


  Everything OK? Jo had asked her, over the breakfast plate-clearing melee.


  In the usual morning rush, Jo had managed to spill her glass of orange juice into the rattan seat of her kitchen chair. How on earth were you supposed to clean that up? Arse . . . frigging . . .
  bloody. That wasnt covered in the rustic country charm brochure.


  Everythings fine, Jo, just leave that, her mother had insisted. Ill sort it out once the girls are dressed.


  Jo read reproach into the comment. Mel had to leave the house by twenty to nine at the very latest, or she would be late for school   but she was down on her knees on the kitchen floor
  with Annette, playing dolls. There were ratty-haired Barbies everywhere Jo stepped. Grubby, ripped evening dresses revealed their anatomy-defying moulded plastic chests, bright blond tresses all
  snarled and ragged. This was heroin Hollywood Barbie. A whole new look.


  Mum. Mel looked up. Ive got a new joke.


  She didnt have time, she really didnt, she still had to put on her suit, her lipstick, fly round the house for all the other essential bits and pieces, but. . . the sweet little
  heart-shaped face looking up at her. Daddys dark gold hair falling below her shoulders, Daddys sparkling eyes and shapely eyebrows . . .


  Quickly Jo sat down on one of the orange-juice-free kitchen chairs.


  OK, lets hear it.


  Mel sprang up and stood on one side of her. Annette, not wanting to be left out, rushed to the other.


  I got a joke too, Nettie announced.


  Oh good. Two jokes, Jo smiled at them.


  Knock knock, Mel began.


  Whos there? Jo obliged.


  Alec.


  Alec who?


  Alec to pick my nose, came Mels triumphant punch line.


  Yuck! Jo said, but still managed to drum up a hearty laugh. And now you have to get dressed. Upstairs, quick, quick, or youll be late.


  My one! Nettie reminded her in outrage. You have to listen to my joke. There was hardly anything Nettie asked for which Jo could refuse, because her youngest daughter
  was as insistent and stubborn as she was gorgeous.


  Of course. Jo fixed on the improbably blue eyes and tiny pink lips. You tell me. She wondered what was coming now, because Netties grasp of the joke, as a
  concept, was still pretty sketchy.


  Knock, knock, Nettie said, leaning back on her heels and sticking out her tummy.


  Whos there?


  Nose.


  Nose who?


  I like my nose.


  Jo laughed, Very funny. I like your nose too. She landed a kiss on it, then scooped Nettie up into her arms.


  I dont want Granny, Nettie said into her ear, I want you.


  I know, was Jos reply. I want you. I want you and Mel all day long. I miss you, she said, stroking the velvety head. But you know what, Im going
  to be home early tonight, so what shall we do when Im back?


  Have supper in front of the TV? Nettie asked hopefully. It was enough to make Jo weep. You painted with your children, you baked, you talked, you read them stories, you took them
  out, you dressed up, you played games, you went with them to the park, wind, rain or shine, but if you ever asked what their idea of heaven was, it was eating toast in front of the TV.


  Maybe, she said carefully, not wanting to upset or promise anything she didnt mean. What are you going to do with Granny?


  She looked over at her mother, hoping this would be a good moment to do the handover. It was best for everyone if it went smoothly; nothing worse than leaving the house with the sound of
  outraged sobs ringing in your ears.


  Shall we collect all the bread crusts from the plates? Her mother took Annette from Jos arms and held her up, although her daughter looked far too big for a carry against
  her mothers delicate frame. Well put them in a bag and then take them out to the ducks, shall we?


  Mummy doesnt let us feed the ducks, Nettie replied. She says it gives them a sore tummy.


  No its fine, honestly, its fine to feed the ducks with Granny, Jo said quickly. There wasnt time to give the environmentally friendly duck-feeding explanation
  and anyway, she didnt like to deliberately criticize anything her mother did with the girls. God knows, quite enough unintended criticisms surfaced without her even trying. She was extremely
  grateful for her parents share in the childcare: she loved that her daughters were so close to their grandparents and all other concerns about how her parents looked after them were
  secondary to this.


  You collect the bread crusts, Ill round up Mel.


  As shed expected, Mel was still in her pyjamas, reading a book on her bed. Shed got distracted somewhere between the kitchen and her wardrobe.


  Mel! Get changed! Jo urged her, exasperated at the look of surprise on her daughters face. School! Remember?!


  Just before Jo headed out of her front door, she planted big kisses on her daughters cheeks and squeezed them tightly: Have fun, she urged them both. See you
  soon.


  Then she gave her mother a peck on the cheek too: No lifting, she warned her. Not even if she screams! I dont want to have to pay your osteopathy bills.


  Dont be cheeky, was her mothers response.


  And Jo left, glad that her daughters were with her mum, glad also that her mum seemed to be forgiving her at least slightly for leaving her husband.


  That was undoubtedly the good thing about Simons decision to move Gwen in with him: it had switched her parents sympathy right back in her favour. Before that, her loving, but
  nonetheless conservative Lancashire parents hadnt been shy to voice their disapproval.


  No marriage is perfect, her mother had told her. Everyone goes through these phases. Youve got to stick with it, for the children. Every child needs two
  parents.


  Theyll have two parents, Jo kept arguing back. Well be two parents who arent at each others throats all the time. Were both still here for
  them, totally committed, one hundred per cent. Were only living a mile apart and the girls will spend three nights a week with Simon.


  This information had tipped her mother over the edge: Youre going to let your daughters live somewhere else for half the week? What kind of mother are you?


  No pretending that hadnt really hurt.


  A practical one, shed flung back. I work late those nights anyway, and if they werent with their dad, theyd be with a childminder.


  You know wed . . .


  But Jo broke her off: No. Its a very kind offer, it really is and I appreciate everything you do for us, but Simon wants to do this. Its a surprise to me, quite frankly, but
  hes their dad, we have to give him the chance.


  Still, the glowering had gone on for weeks. The snide comments, little digs   no opportunity was missed to make her feel she was a bad, reckless, selfish person.


  Until the news broke of Gwen and at last it had stopped.


  Do you think anything was going on between Simon and this woman . . . before . . . you know? her dad had ventured.


  No, shed told him, Im sure of it.


  But clearly, theyd formed their own opinion and now a ceasefire had been called on their daughter, whereas it was full guns blazing for Simon. Hes looking a lot older, I
  thought, her mother had managed to get in just this morning. And the little beard . . . its horrible. Do you think he dyes it?


  Anyway, back to the carnage of unopened envelopes on her desk and the computer declaring: You have 781 new messages. And probably only two would be
  interesting.


  See. She started scrolling down: Viagra, Viagra, penile implants, update yr MP3, free downloads, upgrade your software . . . and all the email press releases: Friends of the Earth announce new
  campaign manager appointment, stark warning re: seabird population decline, about one hundred alone from Tony Jarvis, the Green Party press officer. She dialled his number into her desk phone,
  clicked through to his answering machine.


  Tone, answering machine?! Youre supposed to be running a by-election campaign. Get up, get to your frigging desk. Give me a call. Its Jo Randall by the way, back in the
  office.


  She started to rip through the pile of envelopes on the desk, putting almost every one straight into the paper recycling bin as soon as shed read it. Old news, last weeks press
  releases, the odd story suggestion, none of them interesting. Bin, bin, bin.


  It was almost 10 a.m. and the entire staff of her Health and Environment department, all two of them, would be in soon. Dominique would be five minutes early, almost exactly, Aidan would be ten
  minutes late, almost exactly.


  The TV suspended in the corner of the room closest to her desk caught her attention, another Health Minister press conference. She got up and went to stand underneath it, looking up at the
  screen, arms folded. Oh ask him a bloody question, why dont you? she muttered at it when the minister had finished his statement and was met with silence from the room although
  it was no doubt packed with cameras. Bloody TV dollies, she hissed.


  So. Are we getting stuck right into this then? Jeff was up beside her. A blast of coffee, Old Spice and fresh cigarette smoke. His steely below-the-collar hair was combed back and
  still damp. Allegedly, he worked out for an hour in the company gym before getting to his desk at 8 a.m., but Jo didnt know if she believed this. He was a broad and beefy man, whose thick
  leather belt was doing an impressive job of holding him at bay.


  Aha, she said, not wanting to get drawn into the specifics just yet. There was still an hour to go before the first news conference of the week. Still time for her, head of a whole
  section, to draw up her list, which on Tuesday would be merely a list of possibles, potentials, ideas and ideals that would bear hardly any resemblance at all to the stories her
  department would have in the paper by Sunday.


  Hows it been? she asked Jeff, noticing his immaculately ironed pink shirt, open at the neck despite the knitted navy tie. She wondered idly when he ironed. He was always
  here or in the pub across the road. Maybe his wife ironed . . . maybe they sent out to the dry-cleaners.


  There was a comfortable familiarity in standing beside Jeff, scanning the TV news and contemplating the week ahead. Hed been here at the paper for years and years. Longer than the editor,
  most of the reporters, longer than her, of course, and shed been here five years   good grief, five years.


  Its been a great fortnight, he said, which meant exactly the opposite. All that nonsense about the Labour MP and his lap dancer: total stitch-up. Dont think
  shed ever met him. Spikey had to up his Valium dose after that.


  She smiled . . . Spikey being office code name for their strange, unpredictable, tantrum-prone editor, firmly believed to be at the mercy of the vast range of pharmaceuticals rumoured to be
  stashed all around his mega Thames-view office.


  Then Declans wifes left him. Met someone else.


  No!


  Jeff nodded, adding: Shouldnt have kept him on nights so long. Poor sod. Might as well keep him on nights now, though. Otherwise hell be straight off the wagon.


  How sensitive of you, she teased. And hows my department been behaving? Shed just seen Dominique enter the newsroom, but she was still well out of
  earshot.


  Well they cocked up their electric car investigation, the lawyers are dealing with the fallout. Dont think it will be too bad.


  I have no idea why they went ahead with that. We were going to do it this week, when I was back.


  Because theyre two over-ambitious little dickheads, was Jeffs verdict


  Why did you run it? she asked.


  They didnt have anything else. I was busy at the start of the week, I forgot I was babysitting. Then, come Thursday, that was all they had.


  Anything else I should know?


  Yup. And then he told her the latest unprintable, unprovable, totally outrageous rumour about the Prime Ministers family currently doing the rounds.


  Oh bollocks, she said. Wheres that supposed to have come from?


  The coppers at Downing Street. Then, Savannah Tyler? he asked without a pause. Where are we with Savannah Tyler?


  Aha, they were still on the trail of the elusive environmentalist set to become Britains first Green MP then.


  Trying . . . still trying, Jo replied. Well, give me a chance. Ive only been in for ten minutes.


  But are we going to get her? Jeff wanted to know. Spikey is gagging for it. Think hes in love with her or something.


  If she does a profile piece, shes doing it with us. That much I have been promised. Tony Jarvis has promised.


  Yeah well, make him sign it in blood. No, his infant childs blood.


  Jeff! Were the caring, sharing, family paper now, remember.


  My arse, he said and turned away. Youve got thirty minutes left to come up with a list, he smiled. And please put Savannah Tyler at the top of
  it.


  Jo turned back to her desk, where Dominique was already on the phone. Yes, yes, I understand, she was saying into the receiver. But if you have a complaint, you need to put
  it in writing . . . yes . . . a letter or an email will do. Yes . . . Ill give you the address.


  They smiled and nodded hellos at each other.


  Dominique looked stunning, Jo couldnt help noticing: hair wound up in a monumental bun, a glamorous multicoloured sleeveless tunic over trousers thing going on. It was too much of a
  cliche to think that black women could make anything look better. But Dominique, thin with shiny conker-brown limbs, always looked sensational.


  She was still a bitch in training though.


  As Dominique put her phone down, Jos mobile began to ring.


  Hell, she said, with a smile then: Jo Randall, into the receiver.


  Jo. Youll have seen the news. Weve got to have Annette vaccinated straight away. Ive got some time off this afternoon. Ive phoned the surgery, they can see her
  then. Hello Simon. She could feel her heart rate leap up.


  Simon, she tried not to shout immediately. Look, you know how I feel about this.


  Theres an epidemic, Jo. Im not risking Annettes health.


  Are you suggesting I would risk it?


  You know perfectly well what the risks are. This is the least risky option.


  The only thing she knew perfectly well was that this conversation was totally on the cards. Overdue, in fact. She should have phoned him last night, yesterday   not put it off and now have
  him barking at her, threatening to rush Annette off to the doctors this afternoon, while she had twenty-three minutes and counting to get her list together.


  Simon, Im in conference until twelve. I will phone you then and talk about it.


  Im busy later, he snapped back. There is absolutely no reason why she shouldnt go today, Jo. She is fine. Quintet is totally safe. She is going to be fine. We
  have to have her protected.


  Simon. Please dont do this. Theres no need to rush into it. Jo kept her voice steady, was determined she wasnt going to plead. Simon was using the same words
  as the Chief Medical Officer: totally safe.


  Give me today to think about it, she said. Just one day. Netties at home with Mum, nothings going to happen to her today. Theres nothing reported in the
  area. Just give me one day. Ill phone you tonight.


  Be sure you do. He hung up abruptly.


  The phone on her desk began to ring again.


  What have you got for the list? she asked Dominique, catching sight of Aidan sloping into the office. A full twenty minutes late today.


  Ask Aidan too, she told Dominique before answering her call.


  Their ideas, scribbled onto a bit of notebook paper and tossed back to her, werent too bad:


  
    
      A full whooping cough outbreak investigation.


      A fresh look at wind power.


      How Green is the Queen? Story idea.


      A backgrounder/interview with Savannah Tyler.


      (Yes, thanks team, Ive only been trying to get this for two months now.)


      A report, pulled off the internet, that cabbage and broccoli protect against Alzheimers. She was sure shed heard that before.


      Several other minor health stories . . .

    

  


  She was reading their list, not listening too closely to the cold-caller trying to interest her in an issue which didnt sound at all interesting. Hmmm . . . well, dyou want
  to send me a letter? Or maybe an email and well give that some consideration, she was telling the voice.


  As soon as she was off the phone, she had to have it out with her department about last weeks electric car fuck-up. She opened up a copy of last Sundays paper and smoothed
  the offending double-page article open in front of them.


Hello Aidan, maybe the solar powers run out on your watch or something, but ten oclock is the time Id like you in, please. Now, she moved on quickly,
  you both know the lawyers are involved with this . . . They nodded, looking sulky and embarrassed. Jeffs already told me about it. It was too ambitious, OK? I mean
  its good to be ambitious, have a bold plan, thats what we try and do every week, but youre not ready for solo flights like this just yet. OK?


  Aidan had a contact who gave us information he assured me we could trust, came Dominiques excuse. Yup, blame it on Aidan. Snake woman.


  But can I remind you, I still wanted to wait until Jo was back, Aidan added frostily. These two would clearly stab each others eyes out, given the chance, and she knew just
  how quickly theyd step over her injured body in the scramble to get to her job.


  Aidan slipped off his cord jacket and hung it over the back of his chair, then ran his fingers through his black hair. Jo realized shed been watching him for slightly too long. Desperate
  divorcee. She turned her attention back to the offending article.


  Like Dominique, Aidan was around about the 22 mark. Jo had been landed with them both eight months ago.


  Were promoting you from chief health reporter and giving you your own department, Spikey had called her in to his office to announce. Health and Environment.
  Youll head it up, get a bit of a budget. Lots of great stories coming out of that area. I want us to be breaking them.


  For about half a day, Jo had been elated, vindicated, thrilled with the dizzy new prospects . . . had wondered who to interview, who to bring on board. Then Jeff had informed her that more
  trainees than usual had been taken on by the company this year and the executives were scratching their heads to know what to do with them all. So, she was getting two trainees to look after
  herself.


  Two trainees were not the same as a new department. Two trainees were not a promotion. Two trainees were a pain in the arse as all their work had to be checked even more carefully than her
  own.


  Still, they were getting better. Just so long as Spikey wasnt planning to move them on at the end of their training and land her with two more new ones. No way. Yes, they were charming
  little rats whod sell their souls for a front page exclusive but that meant that one day soon she was going to have a cracking team.


  OK whooping cough. Obviously were going to be all over whooping cough like a rash. This is our speciality. She was being generous. This was her thing.
  Shed broken story after story about multiple vaccinations and their possible side effects and dangers. There wasnt a parent in the country who suspected their child had been damaged
  by a vaccine that she hadnt interviewed. She had a large database on the subject of vaccinations to tap: scientists, doctors, experts and ordinary parents. Hard not to think of Annette,
  Simon and the decision still unmade.


  Aidan, I want you to stick like glue to the government side of this, she instructed him, I want to know everything they know about the outbreak, every line theyre
  giving us. Dominique, you need to find out all you can about the infected children, where they are, how they were exposed, how theyre doing. The other suggestions, she glanced through
  the scribbled list of ideas again: theres a few things here well follow up. But Ill let you know what grabs them at conference.


  Dyou want me to chase the Savannah Tyler interview? Ive got a bit of an in with the Green Party, said Aidan. No she did not want him chasing the talk shed been
  sweating to get herself.


  We would love to do Savannah, she heard herself telling him in a calm and friendly way. Im pressing the official buttons very hard. If you can tactfully explore other
  avenues to strengthen our case, without irritating or putting anyone off, then youre welcome. But you are not, under any circumstances, allowed to piss off Tony Jarvis, OK? Hes very
  important to us. Right, I have to speak to Jeff - she glanced at her watch   about five minutes ago.


  Her desk phone sprang to life again.


  Someone get that, take a message.


  She turned and walked off to the incredibly annoying sound of Dominique saying in a totally syrupy and ingratiating way: Oh hi, Tony, no, Im afraid shes just gone into
  conference. Can I help at all? which is not the same as Can I take a message? is it? No, its journo speak for If youve got a story, tell me, so I can pinch
  it right off my department heads desk.


  Anyway, first brief Jeff . . . then conference.


  Spikey, real name Paul Skinner, was not nicknamed Spikey because he was prickly, although he was, nor because he frequently spiked ideas, ditching them at the
  last possible moment and causing reporters to flurry around in desperate search of replacement exclusives, although he did that too. Hed earned the nickname because of his rumoured fondness
  for spiking his endless supply of coffees with all manner of mood-enhancers. He had a little metal box of alleged sweeteners that he click-clicked into his drinks with alarming regularity. He was
  constantly sniffing: numerous people were willing to testify in the pub to having walked in on him unexpectedly to find him dusting powder off his desk, or putting little envelopes hurriedly back
  into drawers.


  His drugs may well have been legal. He may well have been taking Prozac, beta blockers, Valium even. Jo knew she would have to if she had his job. But the rumours continued to flourish:


  Watch out, hes just dropped something into his coffee. . . Hand in your expenses, hes taken an E. . .  Spikeys done a line, hes
  going to be here all night . . .


And to be honest, his random moods, tantrums and ideas were like those of a man in the grip of a drug addiction. It made perfect sense.


  It also made perfect sense for one of the countrys best-selling Sunday newspapers to be run by a drug addict. He was needy, unpredictable, obsessive, moody, paranoid, demanded impossibly
  high standards, had few loyalties, was out to get everybody equally. Made a great editor.


  But then shed understood editors and news editors so much better since shed had children. They were like big toddlers, they wanted what someone else had now! They would
  scream and scream until they got it and once you gave it to them, they didnt want it any more.


  So you had to stand firm. Maintain clear boundaries. Tell them what they could have, when, and not let them down. You never, ever made promises you couldnt keep. And just occasionally,
  you could reward them with a lovely surprise.


  So here they were, once again, the editor, his department heads and several senior reporters together on a Tuesday morning, to spend a little time reviewing last weeks cock-ups, but
  mainly to turn over a fresh, new, leaf and talk about how fabulous this weeks edition was going to be. Everyone would paint the rosiest possible picture of the raft of exclusives they had
  just waiting to sail into the paper. Of course, by Saturdays conference, the list of explanations, compromises and lost opportunities would be long and frustrating and Spikeys temper
  would be frayed.


  But this was Tuesday. Nothing but clear skies ahead. Yeah, clear skies and a bitter Oxford byelection campaign.


  Not to mention the bitter by-election office wrangle. When it was her turn to present her ideas for the week, Jo went through whooping cough in depth and the wind farm idea. She liked that.
  Aidan and Dominique would be good at that. Could do a lot of digging, collate plenty of information which she could knock into something decent. The How Green is the Queen idea was
  also floated.


  Everyone listened, but shed barely finished before Spikey wanted to know how it was progressing on the Savannah front.


  Well. . . she wanted to heave out a big sigh, but thought that wouldnt be the best policy. If shes going to do a talk, shes going to go with us. But at
  the moment, shes determined not to do a personal profile piece. Says it detracts from the message shes trying to put across. Loud guffaws from the eight men in the room at
  this. Smiles from the two other women.


  Savannah Tyler. You could understand Savannahs point. She was fighting for election in Oxford next week. And according to the pollsters, she was on course to become Britains first
  Green Party MP. Unfortunately for Savannah, she wasnt just a committed environmentalist with a serious scientific research background, a PhD, someone whod made regular research trips
  to the Arctic, someone whod reenergized a woolly political party and was on the brink of making history and getting herself into Westminster . . . she was also late thirty-something, single
  and, perhaps worst of all, unusually attractive.


  To say that newspapers editors were falling over themselves to get up close and personal with this new politician-to-be was an understatement. But Savannah, unlike any other
  politician on the face of the earth, was shy of the press.


  She was willing to do TV interviews about policy matters, she was willing to take part in television and radio debates and shed written several guest articles about her areas of concern.
  But at the slightest whiff of a personal question, she was off.


  I was not invited here today to talk about myself, she could say in a particularly chilly way, making it clear that one more question would cause her to unhook her microphone and
  vanish. As had already happened on one telly breakfast show.


  There were numerous journalists digging about, trying to do backgrounders on her. But as yet nothing had come to light. The Green Party had closed ranks; her friends, the few that
  had been unearthed, did likewise.


  Although Savannah was English, shed been born and educated abroad, so there was no birth certificate, no childhood pals or college boyfriends to track down and begin with and no one had
  even found out where her family currently lived.


  Shes very, very serious, Tony Jarvis, the Green Party press officer, had warned Jo. This is not about her, not about some big ego trip. This is about saving the
  planet.


  Oh sod that, had been Jos jokey response. We need her. Doesnt she know how many extra votes shell pick up by revealing her true self to the
  voters?


  Jo, this is about a future for our children. Preventing catastrophic floods, preventing nuclear wars over the last remaining puddles of oil in the Middle East. . .


  Aha, I know, Jo had gone on, feeling the usual flicker of unease whenever Greens talked about our children and catastrophe. Well, she didnt like
  to think about it too much. She knew far too much about it, knew the probabilities, the inevitable. But didnt we all? And none of us liked to think about it too much.


  I love her. Jo decided this was the best tack. I think shes wonderful. I wish every politician was like her, stuffed with integrity and excellent intentions. I need
  to tell the country about her.


  So do, Tony had replied. Weve got info on all the stuff she supports, all the policies she wants to see introduced. . .


  Tony, you sly and cunning bugger, thats not what I mean.


  Yet another conversation leading nowhere.


  Is it about time to send you up there? Spikey asked her now, his short sparse hair on end, little beady eyes fixed on her. You know, go knock on her door,
  get whatever you can. Or do we still have any faith in negotiations? I dont need to tell you that Jason would like Politics to be all over her and Vince wants News to take over.


  No, he did not need to tell her. It didnt matter what story she was covering, both the political editor, Jason Caruth, and chief reporter Vince Maguire thought they could do it
  better.


  Give me a couple of days, Ill let you know how it stands. Then yes, I agree - although she totally did not   well have to go and face her up. She
  already knew what the outcome of that was going to be. A great big slam in the face and many good stories from Tony Jarvis no longer coming her way.


  Well have someone lined up for Saturday morning then, on standby in Oxford, unless we hear otherwise, Vince said, making a big show of writing himself a note about it. He
  looked even paler, puffier and sweatier than usual this morning, must have had a late night meeting contacts yesterday. He ran his fingers over his buzz cut and she wished he would
  take off his dark tweedy green jacket because the sheen on his podgy face was just creepy.


  Thanks for the vote of confidence, Vincent, she heard herself hiss, which was petty and unprofessional, but then, hell, so was he.


  OK, the light relief, Spikey said and turned to his showbiz and fashion people. What have you got for me?


  Martina Jarvis and Tilly London smiled and glanced over their notes. Showbiz editor Martina went first and reeled off a host of starry names, which elicited much nodding and scribbling from
  Spikey, then she paused for effect, pushed her short candyfloss blond hair behind her ear and held up a glossy photograph. The snap showed a very unexpected celebrity couple canoodling in
  microscopic swimwear on the beach, unexpected because both the actor and the singer were married . . . to other people.


  Thought you might like to see this as well.


  Oh yes, was Spikeys response. We like that. But how much is it going to cost us?


  All of this weeks Showbiz budget, she warned him. But I think its worth it.


  Totally exclusive   not even a rumour of it in the other papers before Sunday?


  Totally . . . Well, I thought maybe Id leak a hint of it for Saturday just to excite some interest and recoup a little bit of my money.


  Good idea.


  Is that a genuine pap picture, or did the happy couple pose for it? Vince wanted to know. I mean its so clear, its such a good shot, youd think they
  were in on it.


  Martina just raised an eyebrow: Dont think that matters to us, does it?


  Well, not if youre happy for this newspaper to be used as a PR machine. Doesnt he have a big film opening in, oh, about a weeks time, which the reviewers have said is
  crap? Vince asked.


  Didnt know you had such a conscience, Vince, Martina defended herself.


  I dont have a conscience, was Vinces reply, I just like news and advertising to be more clear-cut.


  OK, thats enough. Martina will ask the snapper more about it, Spikey said, to bring the little spat to an end. Tilly, whats in this week? Whats
  out?


  Jos friend Tilly, fifty-something, smart as a whip, eccentric, glamorous, pure, undiluted fashionista, leaned back in her chair and said: Oh like you care, Paul. Its
  Tuesday, Ive not even had time for a cigarette yet, if I decide on something today, itll be out of fashion by Sunday. Its May, springs turning to summer, expect a double
  page spread of skinny girls in tight tops and tiny skirts, but then thats what I give you all year long.


  The warm snaps over, though, heavy rain forecast, Jeff warned.


  Shut up, Jeff, Tilly replied. Do I need your advice? What you know about fashion could be written in capitals on the back of a molecule. Anyway, rain, no problem,
  well do miniskirts and see-through macs. Everything dark is out, everything light is in. Thats all you need to know.


  Which perhaps explained why Tilly was dressed head to toe in complicated white items but they were still tame compared with what the other women in her department wore, or rather didnt
  wear: belt-sized skirts, crop tops and the kind of heels you wouldnt exactly be able to sprint about London in. Not that fashion writers did much sprinting   unless it was opening day
  of the Marc Jacobs sale, of course.


  Right, bugger off everyone and get me something decent for the front page, was Spikeys final remark. Class was dismissed for another day.


  Jo headed for the Ladies, not because she needed to go, but because this was where she and Tilly liked to hold their private post-conference meetings and Jo had to catch up with at least the
  most important elements of two weeks worth of office gossip.


  You know about Declan, of course? was Tillys opener.


  Oh yeah, the bored wife is off.


  With another woman.


  Oh, ouch, thats harsh.


  Yeah, and the wifes been commissioned to write a piece about it for Marie Claire.


  No!


  Oh yes, Mrs Declan comes out in the July issue.


  Thats terrible.


  Hilarious. And Vince has finally worn Binah down. They left together on Friday night.


  Eeeugh, how could she?


  Well, shes run out, shes done everyone else.


  Not everyone.


  No, to my knowledge Spikey and Jeff are just about the only men left standing.


  Aidan?


  Oh God no. Her car, his second week.


  Why didnt I know that?


  We didnt want to spoil your little crush, Tilly said, scrunching her steely grey bob up in the mirror. She took off her half-moon spectacles and began to polish them.


  Oh please! was Jos response. Anyway, hows your department?


  Fine, fine. But Im fitting a new lock to the clothes cupboard. Yet another designer dress loaned to us has walked. Causes me such a bloody headache. If anyone is going to steal
  expensive clothes from this office, its going to be me, on an entirely occasional and acceptable level, so I cant tolerate any further pilfering. There are going to be lots of high
  street spreads for the next few months while I suffer designer penance.


  Love life? Jo asked.


  Still bonking the banker . . . with the help of the little blue pills.


  Him or you? Jo snorted.


  Both of us, of course. Hes taking me to Mauritius for Easter. Ill stick around for that, but then   who knows? Still seeing the Little Chef? Tilly asked.
  Bet he doesnt need Viagra. Bet he does a nice breakfast too. Youll have to watch your waistline. Mind you, Im sure youre working it all off.


  Thank you, Tilly. Love you too. Im not seeing him, Im just dabbling, Jo said. Im Bridget Jones in reverse, she added, putting on a fresh coat of
  lipstick in front of the mirror. Ive spent fourteen years of my life with one man and now I want to be single. Well, single-ish. Uncommitted.


  The grass is always greener, Tilly reminded her, then couldnt help herself from adding: Thats an awful shade on you. Ageing. You need light pink or
  apricot.


  Thank you, bitch.


  Youre finally part of a fashionable new trend, Jo. Yes, darling, you, in your sensible mid-height heels.


  I have to leave the office, you know, walk places, go on the tube, Jo snapped, I cant just totter about in my Christian Louboutins or whatever it is youre into
  these days. Anyway, what trend?


  The kids have left home . . .


  What? Aged seven and three, Jo interrupted, but this didnt put Tilly off.


  Youve got shot of your boring old husband. All of a sudden you want to wear kinky underwear, smoke, drink and have affairs. Not sure we have a label for it yet. The gay
  divorcee doesnt work, does it?


  What about the whay-hay divorcee? Jo offered, peering critically at the lipstick. Bloody Tilly, she was always right. It was too dark. She needed pink. Hell. And this
  was the most expensive lipstick shed ever bought. Arse.


  Back at her desk, Jo left another message for Tony, who was now tied up in a meeting, she briefed Aidan and Dominique about the wind farm investigation and began
  with the thing she really wanted to get stuck into   whooping cough.


  All the cuts on the whooping cough story, can you ping them over to me? she asked George in the research library on the phone, And how was Marbella?


  Hot. Too hot, he moaned.


  In May?


  Global warming, he shot back. You should know all about that.


  Well, we were in Suffolk for a week, me and the girls, and we could have done with a bit of bloody global warming, I can tell you.


  Jo clicked into her email basket and looked at the list of messages that had arrived in the forty minutes shed been away.


  There was the one shed been expecting from Jayne, the leader of the support group for vaccine damaged children.


  
    
      Jo, how are you? Called last week, but you were away. Need to speak to you about this whooping cough thing. Do not want parents with
      vulnerable kids to rush for Quintet. Can provide your paper with a list of considerations. Latest US research info etc. Lots of angry parents wanting to speak to you.


      Love Jayne

    

  


  Jo opened her address book and dialled Jaynes office number.


  So, tell me the latest? she asked when their friendly preamble was over.


  OK. US researchers have found a link between a hereditary condition and susceptibility to the kind of brain damage were seeing in some of our children.


  Jo liked the way she said our. Every one of the hundreds of kids Jayne knew about was our. Yes, she had an autistic child herself, but she fought just as hard for
  everyone elses kids.


  If people know they have this condition running in their family, they must not, on any account, let their child have a vaccination until a full risk assessment is done.


  Does the government know about this?


  Of course it does. Weve told them, weve sent the Department of Health all the papers, all the contact details of the scientists. But they dont give a damn.
  Theyre considering all the evidence, apparently. Theyre quite happy to let other children be harmed, while they consider. Theyre prepared to wait for hell to
  freeze over before they act.


  OK, calm, calm, Jo soothed, but then asked: Should I have my daughter vaccinated against this whooping cough outbreak? Not particularly professional, but she and
  Jayne had discussed this several times already. Should I let her have Quintet?


  How old is she now? Jayne asked.


  Three years and two months. Jos eyes moved to the little silver-framed photo of her girls on her desk. It was a year old now: Mel laughing hysterically as her two-year-old
  sister, chubby and pretty as a doll, waved hands clad in giant oven gloves   she should get an updated snap, although it was lovely to remember them like this too.


  Get a single whooping cough vaccine, if youre worried. Thats what Id do, if you dont want to risk her catching it. And I have to say this ones a bit
  nasty, isnt it? The children are getting really ill. . .


  And at least one of them had already been vaccinated . . . so I really dont know, Jo added.


  Dominique was holding a piece of paper up in front of her nose. Tony Jarvis on line 2 was scribbled across it.


  Jayne, I have to go, sorry, another call. Why dont you send me that info over? Ill see if I can do something with it. Also, Id like to do some fresh interviews. Some
  parents whove joined you recently. Dont suppose youve got anyone whos contacted you about a bad reaction to Quintet yet, have you?


  She was doing the just one second wave to Dominique.


  Funny you should ask that, Jayne said, I was just coming to that bit. I had parents on the line yesterday. IVF twins. Theyre only two years old, they had Quintet the
  week it was introduced and are suffering all sorts of problems now.


  Good grief. There was nothing but sympathy in Jos voice, but she could feel her story muscles flexing. IVF twins.


  
    My vaccine heartbreak by mum of twins.

  


  This could be cracking.


  Why dont you ask them if theyd like to talk to me about it? Ill call you later. OK. Youre a star, Jayne, really. Bye, darling.


  Bye.


  Tony, Jo clicked to line two.


  They did the hellos, how are yous, how was your holiday thing. Then he went straight into: Someone who may well be the first Green MP to get into Westminster wants to do a
  talk.


  Oh yesssss! She couldnt stop the grin.


  Talented, committed, good-looking, passionate . . . with a great story to tell . . .


  Yessssssss! Im going to stand up and shout this to Jeff, if you dont mind.


  Hes called Finlay Logan, Tony went on quickly, before she could do that. Hes standing for election in Glasgow and youll love him.


  Er. . . he?? Finlay Logan? . . . Glasgow?! No, no, no!


  No Tony! She was annoyed now, not least because Aidan and Dominiques eyes had swivelled to her when shed uttered the first excited yes.


  Look Tone, you and I, we go way back, we have history, I came and covered Green Party meetings when only two hippies and their dog turned up. Dont take the mickey. I cant
  profile everyone whos scraped together a deposit and got themselves nominated.


  Jo. Theres another by-election in Glasgow next month. The hope is hell achieve an even better result than Savannah.


  So, Ill give you the number of our Scottish desk, they can do Finlay. I want Savannah.


  The Scottish papers have done him. We want him to go national now.


  Then Jo had an idea: Ill do him with Savannah, she said. The Green Team . . . the Green duo set to storm into Westminster. How about that?


  Tony paused. He was obviously imagining headlines along the lines of:


  
    Double Green Whammy, Green Dream Team

  


  while Jo pictured the huge


  
    Savannah Talks exclusive!

  


  With, as a tiny insert, by the way, this is Finlay and hes quite good too.


  I like that, Jo. Why didnt we think of it before?


  Tony asked.


  Because youre a bunch of amateurs, she teased. Im meeting Savannah tomorrow, Ill put this to her. OK? Meanwhile, you look up the cuts on Finlay.
  Youd like him, you really would. Hes single, Tony added cheekily.


  Thanks, yes, thanks Tone, when I run out of men to date in London, I will come straight to you for advice.


  You do that.


  Bye bye.


  Wind farms She shooed her trainees glances back to their screens. Got anything good for me on wind farms yet?


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  
    
      University of Warwick researchers found four- and five-year-olds whose families kept animals had less illnesses and school attendance levels 18% higher than their peers
      without pets.


      The Independent

    

  


  Tuesday: 8.15 p.m.


  And do you think we can get a kitten? Josie has a kitten. Could I get a kitten for my birthday? Pleeeeeeeease, Mel made a last bid to further the
  conversation, to keep her mother in the bedroom for just a tiny bit longer. Jo had done suppertime and bathtime with her girls, then stories, tucked-up snuggles and now it really was bedtime. And
  the kitten conversation . . . it was one she didnt want to have. Not again.


  Her children really should have a pet. Of course they should, that was how children were supposed to learn about love, care, sex and death, wasnt it? From pets. Not from the TV.


  And other friends had reported the transforming power of pets. Suddenly their tinies had forgotten all about the collected set of Thomas the Tank and his overpriced plastic friends, the latest
  Disney DVD release and all sorts of previously pressing requirements and they had played   yes, just played   for hours on end, with their new pet.


  So why was it she couldnt commit to a cat? She didnt have good cat experiences. She recalled animals that landed heavily on your lap, were soft and purring until they dug their
  claws in, sinking them in even further when you yelped.


  Then there was cat litter, cat food . . . the all-pervasive cat hair, the inconvenience of not being able to go away whenever they wanted to . . . but then, how often did they do that?


  Cat care: the anxiety that she didnt know enough about cat care . . . apparently you had to brush their teeth, de-flea them. It worried her. Was it just that she couldnt bear to
  take on responsibility for one more thing? That a kitten was too much? One tiny cat life was going to tip the load, upset the cart? Or was she just being too control-freaky? A cat could look after
  itself more or less, couldnt it? It would just come to them for food or company when it wanted to, wasnt that the point with cats?


  A kitten . . . I wish for a kitten, Annette said with a great, theatrically deep sigh from her pink pillow.


  Poor Nettie, Mel sympathized. She doesnt even have a school guinea pig to cuddle like me.


  That was so typically sweet of Mel. It never failed to move Jo how close her daughters were. Mel was protective and caring of Nettie and really didnt take too much advantage of the fact
  that Nettie worshipped her and would gladly have acted as slave to her every whim.


  Jo had expected all sorts of bad reactions to the marital split: tantrums, bed-wetting and bad behaviour. But so far, the girls seemed to be taking it as well as could be expected. Mel was maybe
  quieter, Nettie was clingy and hated to say goodbye when Jo left them with Simon. But she hoped it would settle down. The children had had to move house and they now spent almost every week in two
  new homes and two new bedrooms. Understandably, they were disrupted, a little bit at sea with it all.


  Ill think about the kitten, OK? Jo hovered at the door of their bedroom. A pink paradise, a tribute to Princess Barbie and her many cloned minions.


  Youre always thinking about it, Mel groaned. Thats just what Daddy says as well.


  Little stab in the side at the mention of Daddy. She was slightly surprised Daddy hadnt caved in and bought the kitten just to win popularity points. She was supposed to phone him,
  wasnt she?


  She went over and kissed her little girls again, burying her nose in their warm skin. Annettes fat fold of cheek, it was hard to resist giving it a gentle nibble . . . Mels
  silk-soft, creamy face.


  Night, night, she told them.


  She would go and phone Simon now . . . no, she would just do a few things around the house. Then shed watch the news   oh and shed phone her mother first.


  Her mother was worrying her. Whenever Jo went to her parents little house, it seemed to be more and more empty. Her mother had discovered eBay and instead of buying more household
  goodies, the way she would once have done, she was selling everything that wasnt nailed down. Anything that wasnt sold was stored away in those bizarre, shrunken packages 
  Vacu-sacks.


  Im clearing out, getting rid of all my clutter, was her mothers explanation. Im having a good old spring clean.


  But really, it had gone way beyond that. The sofa cushions had gone, Jo had noticed on the last visit and the rug that had once been underneath the coffee table.


  Where are the cushions? shed asked.


  Oh, I sold them. Didnt need them any more. Just got in the way, and the rug too.


  Where did you sell them, eBay? Jo had asked, incredulously.


  Her mother had nodded.


  What did you get for them? Was it worth it, you know, by the time youd paid for postage? Jo couldnt help asking.


  Four pounds apiece. Thats probably more than I paid for them. Theres no telling what will do well on eBay. Theres lots of lonely old souls sitting up at night
  spending too much money on things they dont really need. This said with a mixture of sympathy and disapproval.


  Runaway success of eBay caused by insomniac, shopaholic old ladies. Well, there was a surprise revelation.


  I think your mum would like to Vacu-sack me, her dad had joked. Put me in a big plastic bag, suck all the air out, shrink me down with the vacuum cleaner then put me out of
  sight at the top of the wardrobe for a season or two.


  The bed linen, duvets, towels, pretty well everything left in the house after the eBay clearances had been shrink-wrapped and put into the cupboards.


  It was as if her mother was moving house, tying up loose ends, preparing for some sort of change . . . but nothing was on the cards. This was their retirement home. Theyd taken the bold
  decision five years ago to uproot from the small town in Lancashire where theyd lived all their lives, where Jo and her younger brother Matt had grown up, and move to this quiet London
  suburb, so they could be close to her and the girls. No further moves were planned   so what was all the selling off and the shrink-wrapping about?


  Her attention went back to the news: more whooping cough cases, along with some fairly unbelievable pseudo-science about traces of Prozac in the drinking water. Spikey would
  love that, wouldnt he? Was that possible? That all the Prozac prescriptions taken every year were being peed out into our drinking supplies and dosing us all? Why werent we all much
  happier then? Why did survey after survey prove that we were all downright miserable?


  Jo poured out another third of a glass of wine. How many thirds of a glass was that shed drunk this evening? Somehow, most of the bottle seemed to have disappeared.


  The phone jagged into her thoughts.


  Jo Randall, she said when she picked up, certain it was Declan wanting to share his thoughts on the News at Ten bulletin with her.


  Poor old Declan. Going home to a lonely flat . . . wife finally fed up with the fact that every single night of her husbands working week was taken up with the paper.


  You were supposed to phone me back, remember?


  It wasnt Declan, it was Simon.


  Im sorry, Ive been a bit tied up.


  We have to make a decision here, he said.


  Oh balls, she snapped back, irritated with him. Always irritated with him. But tonight she was too tired to make the effort not to show it: We do not need to decide this
  tonight.


  In case you hadnt noticed, he said with a sneer, theres a whooping cough epidemic, but you still cant decide whether or not to get our daughter
  protected. Im not sure what youre waiting for. Do the children next door have to die before youre going to be convinced that its a good idea?


  Children dont usually die from whooping cough, Simon, youre the doctor, you should know that, was her angry answer. She could not face this argument because she
  didnt even know where to begin it. Certainly had no idea how to end it.


  He knew children could be seriously damaged and even die of whooping cough complications; she knew that was what he was going to tell her now. But she had interviewed parents with tears in their
  eyes, with utter conviction in their hearts that their children had been fine, had been totally well, totally normal, until theyd had a vaccination.


  Anyone in your family have thrombophilia? she asked him now, changing tack.


  Why? She heard the hostility in his voice.


  Anyone with the thrombophilia gene shouldnt have a combination vaccination because they run a greater risk of the complications associated with this type of
  immunization.


  Oh, they do, do they? And on which internet scare site did you unearth that little nugget? he spat.


  She told him exactly where the information came from. Facts, glorious facts: even Simon could be stopped in his tracks with enough confidently delivered information. She just wished she had a
  barrage of statistics at her fingertips that she could dump all over him right now, prove to him that he did not know everything there was to know about health, just because he was a hospital
  consultant. Actually, especially because he was an arrogant and narrow-minded hospital consultant.


  There was the smallpox epidemic that had apparently raged through England after vaccination was introduced, but she couldnt remember the dates, so best not to bring that one
  up.


  It was ridiculous, having to prepare for a conversation with the father of your children as if you were preparing for a debate. But then the tail end of their marriage had been like one long
  session in the House of Commons, hadnt it?


  With all due respect, would the right honourable wanker stop giving the girls so many snacks in between meals Stop coming home so late at night, even though hes been in hospital
  saving lives, supposedly . . .


  Would my nagging colleague kindly refrain from criticizing every aspect of the profession I work for, especially in the weekly rag she works for?


  As my pompous partner has explained, he is a being far superior to any other that has ever walked the face of the earth . . .


  Moving the debate on, shall we hear the evidence from the opposition as to who does most of the housework in the Randall-Dundas home?


  Are we ready to vote now? Which way will our friends go in the aftermath of the divorce? Gwen obviously through the Simon door on the left, Bella votes for Jo . . .


  Simon had always believed he was so much more important than her. Ultimately, that was why the marriage had fallen on its knees. It had been fine long ago when she was a nurse, when shed
  supposedly known her place. It was still OK when she became a local newspaper reporter and the mother of his children. Hes still been able to categorize this, work with it.


  But when theyd moved to London for his glorious career and shed achieved the national newspaper job, the glorious career of her own   thats when his world view had
  fallen apart.


  Hed been threatened . . . jealous . . . or maybe just confused. Hed belittled her, put her down in front of their families and friends.


  Jos one of those bloody journalists, was how he used to introduce her at parties.


  Hed not been able to let go of the idea that he was so much cleverer, smarter, better educated than her. And wasnt that really what they were arguing about now? Who knew better,
  who had the most information about this?


  No one in my family has thrombophilia, he answered. Its extremely rare. So are bad reactions to both Quintet and any other vaccine.


  I will book Annette in for a single whooping cough injection, OK? Jo told him firmly.


  He gave an exasperated sigh, but didnt start up again with objections.


  All right, but as soon as you can. ASAP, he added for emphasis. In fact, youve got a week. If its not done by then, Im taking her to the
  surgery.


  No. No emotional blackmail, Simon, you know how strongly I feel about this.


  Well, you know how strongly I feel about this. One father took his ex-wife to court about the right to vaccinate his children. And he won. There was the triumphant,
  Im having the last word on this note in his voice.


  Ill phone the clinic and Ill let you know when they can take her, she said, already dreading the moment. It was all very well to talk about injections, to argue the
  pros and cons, the risks of having them, the risks of not. It was an entirely different matter baring your precious daughters arm and watching someone stab the needle in.


  Once shed hung up on the man-formerly-known-as-her-husband, she knew just what would be more comforting than another glass of wine, or even a bar of chocolate. She
  dialled Marcuss mobile number.


  Hello there, he answered and she could hear the grin on his face.


  Hello. You busy?


  Im very busy. Im the busiest person in the entire kitchen, but I deserve a cigarette break right now.


  Its OK, I can phone you back, she insisted.


  No. No, keep talking, Im walking to the back door . . . How are you?


  Im fine.


  Fine? he asked and she could hear the click of his cigarette lighter and the deep first breath of smoke. Fine sounds a bit boring. Are you up? Are you down? Are you missing
  me? Are you wanting a late night visit?


  Little surge of desire as she heard those words.


  No, not tonight. Its been a long day.


  I could make it an even longer day. Very long. He paused to suck up another lungful of smoke.


  Youre very tempting.


  Their second date, the first time theyd gone to bed, came into her mind in little flashes. It had begun with a cheeky if slightly hesitant call on her mobile. Jo,
  hello there, Marcus here . . . you know, the chef. . . er. . . Im going for a drink after work, I just wondered if you were free . . . well . . . if youd like to come along. To make
  up for the other night.


  At the sound of his voice, Jo had felt an outrageous tug in her stomach . . . and lower.


  Im still at work, shed told him. It was 9 p.m. on a Friday night and shed be at least another hour or so finishing things off.


  Me too. Us late-shift workers.


  Speak for yourself, shed answered. Ive been here since 9 a.m.


  Youll really need a drink when you finish, then.


  Either that or shed go straight to bed, shed said, only conscious of the other meaning once shed said it and it was too late.


  Aha, hed said after the kind of pause that meant he was thinking of that other meaning too.


  Theyd met at the cramped and hot bar she remembered from their last night out, but Marcus was there on his own this time. He was drinking a bottle of beer, with his hair dishevelled,
  tucked behind his ears. In a red and grey T-shirt, he looked grimy but incredibly sexy.


  Hed bought her a beer, then theyd squeezed into a corner table together and had one of those conversations she hadnt had for years, where shed barely taken in
  anything that was said, barely even listened, shed just watched him, using his turn to speak as her excuse to stare. Shed liked everything shed seen, particularly the chunky
  wrists, the broad, tanned forearms, the expressive mouth drinking from the rim of the bottle, the surprisingly white base of his neck that she glimpsed now and then.


  Hed quickly breached the physical barrier between them, putting an arm round her, saying things into her ear, kissing her neck. He was a touchy-feely outrageous flirt. If shed been
  much younger, shed have worried about him, been nervous that he wasnt going to be reliable or particularly trustworthy, but now, he was the serious fun she wanted. Oh. Yes.
  Please.


  So where are you? hed asked. Are you moving on from your husband? Are you going to start seeing other people?


  Other people? shed smiled at him. I dont think so.


  Hed nodded solemnly as if he understood, was trying to sympathize.


  Not other people, shed added, taking a swig from the bottle of beer, putting her hand on his arm, feeling the hair parting beneath her fingers. Im going to
  start seeing you.


  She didnt need to be subtle, shed decided, she didnt need to wait to read the signals, she could make the offer, she was a grown-up. If he wasnt interested, why was
  he here? If he didnt want to play, then he could say so . . . no hard feelings.


  And then theyd kissed properly: tongues tasting of beer, cigarettes and filthy promise.


  There was only one thing to say after a kiss like that.


  Lets go, shed told him.


  Theyd left the bar, Jo savouring the feel of a new hand in hers. Kissing again outside, she realized how close in height they were. Simon had always towered above her.


  Ive got my car, youre not far from here, are you?


  The journey was only minutes, but it was still too long. Theyd run up the stairs to his flat and when he closed the door and they were together in the tiny hallway, facing each other,
  shed felt her heart shake, the blood rush.


  In the busy tangle of kissing, hed tried to slide her jacket off but shed caught it in her hands as it headed for the floor: Can I hang this up? shed
  asked.


  Not exactly mad, passionate abandon but she was damned if she was going to let lightweight woven wool and silk workwear end up in a heap on this none too clean floor.


  When Marcus swung open his bedroom door, shed seen a clean bed, freshly made as if hed thought this through, expected to get lucky.


  Hed pulled off his trousers, hauled off socks, shoes then his T-shirt, until he stood before her naked. Very erect. An erection pressed so tightly against his stomach it was almost
  difficult to slide her hand between the two.


  For a moment, Jo had felt awkward, too old, too unused to this, too formal, too dressed: a shirt, trousers, tights, areas of dubious shaving. She hadnt thought this through properly at
  all, shed been caught out.


  Come here, hed encouraged her, bare arms folding over her shoulders.


  Get under the covers, shed told him. And turn out the light.


  Why? There was a smile with this.


  Because I say so.


  Are you shy?


  I dont think so.


  When the room was dark orange, lit only by a streetlamp outside the window, Marcus had slid his naked body into bed and watched as best he could in the half-light as shed taken off her
  clothes.


  His hand was on his cock, that much she could tell.


  Come here, hed said again with something close to a groan.


  And she did.


  Under the cool covers, with his solid warmth, bare skin pressed up against hers, shed felt like she was going to come three times just at the touch of his hand on her thigh.


  Here? and OK? hed asked in breathy whispers.


  Her skin all over had tingled for him, needed him to rub against her, with his fingers, with his cock, with his lips and tongue.


  The fumble of the bedside condom. How could she have forgotten about the excitement, the awkwardness, the pain almost, of wanting someone so badly? The ache from the very centre of her
  pelvis.


  But when he was inside, shed felt him pulse through her, felt the newness, the different shape, the unexpected chill of the condom, the new rhythm and suddenly shed been struck by
  a piercing sense of loneliness that had brought tears to her eyes.


  Shed heard the long, sustained gasp and felt him shudder and fall back with some disappointment because he hadnt made her come.


  Hed wanted to keep trying, but shed moved his hand away. Didnt want him to. Shed carefully moved off and lain down beside him on the bed, the throb of blood
  receding.


  Lying quietly, chests rising and falling almost together, shed felt a wave of disbelief wash over her. Shed lost her marital virginity and it was just as overwhelming as losing her
  virginity the first time round.


  I am very tempting, Jo, he was saying right now into the receiver against her ear.


  You are. But no, she replied.


  Are you sure? Sure? he repeated, warm and intimate.


  What are you doing tomorrow? she asked.


  I dont know. Might not be interested tomorrow . . . maybe you should say yes to tonight. Tonight Im very interested. Tonight Im getting hard just talking to
  you.


  Uh oh, was her response to this.


  Tonight Im so interested that you might just want to put your hands inside your pants right now and see what Im talking about.


  She swallowed involuntarily.


  Its very nice in there, he added.


  Uh oh, she repeated, not sure if this was the way she wanted this phone call to go.


  Ohhhh, he gave a little groan, I want you.


  You are a lovely boy, Id really like to see you soon. But I have to go now. Is that OK?


  No! Youre not going to leave me like this, are you? She could hear the giggle in his voice.


  Night-night, she said then hung up.


  The phone rang back almost immediately.


  Baby, you have to leave me alone now, she purred into the receiver.


  Jo? Is that you?


  This time it was Declan.


  
    
  


  Chapter Six


  
    
      The UK will donate nearly 1 billion for vaccines to protect children in poor countries from disease.


      The Guardian

    

  


  Wednesday: 8.15 a.m.


  So, thats the update, she told Jeff. Shed had hands-free mobile set up in her car years ago, but it still felt a bizarre thing to do, talk out
  loud to yourself in your car.


  When do you think youll be back? Jeff asked.


  Well. . . all the way to Canterbury, good long interview, Ive got Ray coming down to do pictures. If 11 be well after lunch, I think.


  It sounds good, he told her. First bad reaction to this new vaccine. Ive already told Spikey. We like it. Obviously we have to proceed with caution, the
  countrys panicking about a whooping cough epidemic and were telling them the injection that should protect their children might not be safe.


  I will proceed with extreme caution, she said. All were going to be able to say is that these parents believe the injection has damaged their children.
  Its not up to us to prove it either way. And well only say that if they make a good case.


  Yeah . . . so Ill go through the rest of your list at conference?


  Unless you want Dominique to go in?


  I dont think so! Jeff warned. I cant give Dominique a taste of conference power or Ill find you dead at your desk next week with a great big dagger in
  your back.


  Oh ha ha.


  So the twins is a totally signed-up world exclusive, I take it?


  Well, it will be by the time Ive finished with it, Jo assured him. No, dont worry, the woman who put me in touch with the family is a rock solid
  contact.


  OK then. Drive carefully.


  Thanks. Jo clicked the phone off and turned the radio on. More whooping cough, some political stuff   Conservatives mock Labour defence spending plans   blah, blah . .
  . an item about bits of the Greenland ice shelf breaking off and melting into the sea at an alarming rate.


  They should do something fresh on global warming. She felt readers should be reminded of that at least once every five or six weeks. Three per cent of the worlds coastlines were going to
  go . . . SOON.


  Shed wanted to do a full-page interview with the long-suffering President of the Maldives, which was due to be submerged not long after 2010. He was the guy whod been fighting for
  CO2 cuts for years and was getting very pessimistic: Watch what happens to us . . . Whatever our fate tomorrow, will be your fate the day after.


  But Jeff had argued against it: Were a Sunday paper. We cant scare people out of their wits every week. And readers want to know about whats going to affect them this
  week, not in decades time.


  Thats just the point though, Jo had argued back; in fact, theyd had this argument many times before: We have to do something now!


  Youre a reporter, hed reminded her. You bring the news, you cant change the world.


  Maybe I should be trying a bit harder.


  What? To change the world? Hed smiled at her.


  Shed smiled back. Listen to me: megalomaniac tries to control world.


  Come and have a beer, hed suggested. Your girls are with their dad tonight, arent they? Beer is very soothing. If all megalomaniacs drank more beer, the world
  would be a better place.


  You are very soothing, shed told him, closing down the story she was working on, storing her files, taking one last neurotic glance at her email and powering down her
  computer.


  I should have married someone as soothing as you, shed added, Im sure that would have helped.


  Group therapy in the pub with the other reporters and enough beers to require a taxi home was sometimes the only way of winding down from the hectic Fridays and manic Saturdays of the job.


  The talk was always scurrilous, libellous, all the outrageously elaborated rumours that couldnt possibly be printed but that someone had heard from an impeccable source who swore
  it was true.


  Dominique was on the line now.


  Have you got someone at Friends of the Earth whos going to be a help on wind farms? Because the people in the press office havent come up with anything useful.


  Everyones busy, Jo reminded her. You have to coax them along. Nudge them into doing the favour for you. Have you done a good cuts search and dug out some
  controversial planning stories? Im sure you can track down plenty of people for and against from that.


  Well yeah   in that how-stupid-do-you-think-I-am? tone. But I want to try and assess how useful wind farms are. How much electricity they produce. How much it costs.
  So on.


  Thats fine, thats good. And try to find out whos making the money from them. Where the government subsidies are going. But Im not running a total knocking
  piece, OK? Because, hello, oil is one day going to run out and at the moment we dont seem to have a lot of other ideas, do we? See how well you get on today and well decide what angle
  were going to focus on tomorrow morning.


  Where are you? Dominique wanted to know.


  Jo told her, giving a brief outline of the story.


  So thats the Townell family in Canterbury, twins, Ill just jot that down in the desk diary. When are you back?


  Um, lunchtime . . . I think. But get in touch if you need me. Ill download my email on the laptop when I get a chance, she added, dropping the hint that there was no need
  for Dominique to log onto her computer and even glance at the list of messages Jo knew would be waiting for her. Any other messages?


  No, dont think so.


  OK fine. Ill speak to you later.


  It took Jo a long time to find the address shed been given. Even after shed stopped on the outskirts of the town and bought a street map at the petrol station,
  stuffing the receipt into the section of her wallet dedicated to work receipts. (She really must file an expenses claim, really, really must. It was totting up to hundreds of pounds now and
  Accounts would not like that, not one little bit.)


  But finally she was driving up the right street. A long, narrow street close to the edge of town, it wound gently up a hill, small detached houses on each side with gardens, lawnmowers, cars and
  motorbikes in front. It wasnt a smart area, but it wasnt too shabby either. Samantha and Mick Townell were parents of twin boys suffering seizures and mild brain damage, which the
  Townells blamed on the Quintet injections their children had had at the age of 18 months.


  Jo parked her car and locked up, bringing her bags out with her. The photographer was going to come an hour later. She liked to do interviews that way. Get talking properly without someone with
  a huge camera and associated equipment scaring the interviewees to death.


  Scooters, bikes, plastic tractors, swings and a slide were strewn about the hilly front lawn, but there was no sign of children. The brick house looked neat from the outside. Paint shiny, small
  leaded-effect windows, with the white toggle of a blind hanging in the centre of each one. Before she could reach up and press the bell, the door was opening and a woman with short blond hair
  wearing a smooth white shirt and three-quarter-length beige trousers was standing in front of her, holding out a hand to shake and introducing herself as Samantha.


  Come in . . . sorry, were in the kitchen having a snack, we couldnt wait any longer.


  Sorry Im late, it took me a while to find it.


  They had the cursory little chat about direction times and driving from London, traffic and so on. Jo was as relaxed and friendly as she could be. Handling the preliminary warm-up talk well was
  an important part of the job.


  The Townells hadnt in fact signed any sort of contract yet, theyd made no agreement and were under no obligation to talk to her. They could pull out at any time, and it had
  happened often enough in the past: shed arrived at out of the way addresses after hours of driving only to have the door slammed in her face because people had changed their minds about
  giving an interview. Or worse, another newspaper was already there. Assume nothing. The newsroom motto. Take absolutely nothing for granted. Check every single fact and waterproof, airtight your
  story, your contacts. Your exclusivity.


  Of course, it was impossible to make everything foolproof. Things went wrong all the time. But it was her job to do what she could to prevent this.


  Come and say hello to the boys, Samantha instructed her. Jo followed her into a small beige and brown kitchen where the two-year-olds and their father Mick were sitting at the
  table.


  Mick, a friendly-looking, casually dressed man, stood up to shake her hand, encouraging his sons with a: Say hello, boys.


  The two curly heads moved in her direction and mumbled words followed, then the faces turned back to their plates.


  They dont like strangers, Samantha explained. Theyll be very shy to start with but Im sure theyll get used to you. Shall we go into the sitting
  room?


  Do you know many children with brain damage? Samantha asked as she settled Jo down on the sofa in the spotlessly tidy room. Obviously, all the toys had been cleared out and
  Samantha had done some serious cleaning before the visit.


  Ive met a lot of autistic children, Jo told her. But I suppose I dont know any well.


  I didnt know any either . . . Now I know quite a lot. Even in an area like this. You start going to support groups, that kind of thing, and its just surprising to me,
  really, how many other children there are like this. And I didnt know one single one, before. . . the little pause that signified to Jo that before was too vast an area
  to be summed up in one sentence. Would you like some tea? Samantha asked instead.


  Tea would be great. Just milk, please.


  So, finally they settled down. Teacups in front of them   boys out in the back garden with their dad   Jo, tape recorder ready, notebook and biro on her knee.


  So, dyou want to tell me all about it?


  And Samantha began. A little falteringly at first, but then gathering strength, until the story was flowing unchecked from her. Jo listened. She sometimes slipped in a clarifying question or
  two, but mainly she listened, thinking occasionally how confessor-like her job was, the terrible things shed heard over the years. All spilled out into her battered black tape recorder. The
  voices played over again in her earphones back at the office, their words typed out onto the computer screen in front of her, then appearing in black and white on the pages of the paper on
  Sunday.


  It was a strange job, because she couldnt give her interviewees much in return. She was not there to comfort them, to bring help, to advise, she was just there to listen, to tell others
  and only occasionally could her articles at least serve as a warning, to try and prevent a tragedy like this from happening again.


  Samantha and Mick had tried to have children for five years. Their boys, Ben and Ellis, were born after a third IVF attempt. There was grief enough in that story. But what Samantha went on to
  tell was even worse; it made Jo wonder, yet again, why pain was doled out so unfairly in life. Why were some people allowed to lead charmed, virtually unshadowed lives, when others were given the
  lions share of grief?


  The boys made it to 36 weeks, Samantha was telling her. Thats when I went into labour. I had a Caesarean because the doctors felt it would be safer for us all. And
  they were a good weight for twins, both just over five pounds. They went into special care for three weeks, but they were thriving. Doing really well. It was just mad, the first few months. We were
  on this wonderful, unbelievable high. The words were tumbling out, Samantha was smiling at the memories: I mean, two healthy baby boys. It was all we could ever have hoped for. Much
  more than wed ever hoped for. We were exhausted . . . expressing breast milk, changing nappies, but the magic of it never wore off. In the middle of the night, getting up yet again,
  Id just think about the women I met through the IVF. Think about how much theyd love to be woken up by a baby crying in the middle of the night.


  Jo scribbled this down in her notebook and underlined it.


  The boys development was very closely monitored, because they were premature twins, Samantha went on. Id go for developmental checks every couple of months,
  hand-eye co-ordination, hearing, sight, that sort of thing. It was all normal, they were coming along fine. Ive got their log books. I can show you them.


  Thats great, well do that afterwards, you just tell me what happened next, Jo reassured her.


  March the 6th. I will never forget the date, Samantha began, very serious now, turning from the window to face Jo and look her directly in the eye. Mick came with me,
  because taking them for their baby vaccinations had been an ordeal. Id had to put one screaming baby down to hold the other one for the injection and I thought it would be better if we were
  both there, especially as they were toddling about by then, curious, getting into all sorts of mischief. So anyway, we went to the doctors surgery. They were exactly 22 months old. I was
  always keen on vaccinations, wanted them to have them as soon as they could. Had them all at the recommended ages, even though the boys were born a month early. No one had suggested to me I should
  treat them as aged minus one month and delay everything for a month at least.


  So we took them in and Suddenly Samantha stopped, she looked out of the window and into the garden where Mick was trying to interest one of the boys in a tricycle. Her hand
  went up to her eyes and wiped away the tears that suddenly spilled out. Im sorry, she said.


  Dont be sorry, take all the time you need, Jo soothed her.


  I have dreams about that day, Samantha said quietly, and Jo noticed that the hand wiping away the tears was trembling. The smiles, the bubbly friendliness were gone.


  I dream that we pull up outside the surgery and Mick gets a phone call on his mobile, or I change my mind, or one of the boys is sick, something makes us drive away again and they are
  still fine. Her voice was a whisper now.


  Im so sorry, Jo said, trying to begin to imagine what this must feel like.


  We went in, Samantha continued. Mick stayed in the waiting room and I took them in one at a time so they wouldnt be frightened, because injections always make
  children cry. And they have to have two at a time   Quintet and then the Meningitis C, which makes it really hard, because after the first one they know whats coming. You feel bad
  enough, putting them through the pain, let alone She broke off to dab at tears again. Ill have to go and get some tissues, Im sorry, I didnt think
  Id get so upset.


  Its OK, Ive got plenty of time, Jo smiled, but once Samantha was out of the room, she grabbed for her phone and texted the photographer to stay away for another forty
  minutes at least.


  When Samantha returned she looked composed. She took up her seat on the sofa again and continued: The injections had an immediate effect on them. They cried and cried. Looking back, I
  cant believe I didnt say, after Ellis had been done, Wait a minute, this isnt the way he should be reacting. He was inconsolable. Bright red, screaming. But I
  just handed him to Mick and snatched Ben up before he got upset, and headed back to the nurse.


  Once theyd both been injected we sat in the waiting room for twenty-five minutes trying to calm them down. The other patients were joining in, trying to help us out. We were
  cuddling the boys, rocking, bouncing, whatever we could. The nurse came out to look at them, took their temperature and said they were fine, theyd just been upset by it all. So, finally we
  decided to bundle them into the car.


  They were still screaming by the time we got home and when they did, at last, quieten down, they fell asleep. We put them to bed and they slept for the whole afternoon. I remember joking
  about it at the time with Mick. It was so wonderful to have a full afternoon off. We were saying, must take them for more injections. Terrible to think of now. Just
  terrible.


  So what happened after that? Jo asked gently.


  I ended up waking them. But they were groggy, tired, just not themselves for the rest of the day. They didnt eat much. Ellis had a temperature and I gave him Calpol, because
  thats what they tell you to do if theyre unwell after the injection.


  They both slept through that night and the next morning they didnt seem much better. Groggy, drowsy, not themselves, she repeated. I had the vague feeling for several
  days that they werent right. But I didnt contact anyone about it, I didnt phone the doctor, the health visitor or anyone, because I thought I was being over-anxious. I told
  myself maybe they were coming down with a virus.


  Samantha cleared her throat, then said, as matter-of-factly as she could: It was twelve days after the injection that Ellis had his first fit. I dont know if youve ever seen
  a child fitting . . . 


  Jo nodded: Its very frightening.


  Oh God, Samanthas fingers went up to squeeze at her eyes again, its terrifying . . . watching your own child shake and chatter, eyes rolling back into his
  head. Then he went limp and unconscious. I was absolutely convinced he was dead. Mick was here, it happened in the early evening, just after tea and I was shouting for him, trying to hold Ellis,
  trying to dial 999 with fingers that just didnt work any more. Samantha took a deep breath to steady herself and then began to recount the hospital experience.


  She spoke of doctors who asked if Ellis had had a temperature or had been vaccinated recently and were happy to say the two might be connected, but as Ellis deteriorated, having further fits,
  requiring resuscitation, not regaining consciousness, the vaccination link had been dismissed.


  Ellis had been in hospital for three days, Samantha went on, I hadnt left his side, when this nurse came into the room and said she had some bad news for me. I
  couldnt really take in what she was telling me at first: that Ben had been brought in by ambulance, was fitting too and was being stabilized in a room just a few doors down.


  With a sigh, Samantha managed, I just felt as if the world had caved in on me.


  In the following weeks, both her children suffered severe seizures and brief periods of coma, she explained.


  Were only thirteen weeks on from the first fit, she added. Theyre carefully monitored, theyre on antiseizure medication and weve been told they
  have been brain damaged by whats happened but well only know to what extent in the months to come.


  Have you noticed any differences? Jo asked.


  Slight regression, Samantha said as evenly as she could. Theyre not walking as well or talking as well as they were. Ellis has this open-mouthed drool and stare that
  wasnt there before. It scares me.


  So what explanation is being given for what happened? Jo asked.


  A hereditary condition, a genetic weakness, a congenital weakness . . . these are the things were being told. But I suppose we find it hard to believe because neither Mick nor
  myself have any relatives with these problems, the twins arent identical and this set in with both of them so soon after an injection they reacted so badly to.


  Here came the story Jo had heard many times before: the parent who can so obviously see that everything has gone wrong with her children, can pinpoint the moment when it started, but cant
  get any doctors even to consider the possibility that the vaccination may have played a part in the deterioration.


  Samantha blew her nose but she couldnt stop the tears as she added: I dont know if Im wrong to think this, but I cant help feeling that it would have been
  better if theyd been born disabled. I wouldnt feel Id lost something I once had. I wouldnt blame myself for it, every single day, and I wouldnt have this
  never-ending battle to get someone, somewhere to admit that the injections were to blame. Or, angrily now, at least say they might be to blame, might have played a part and
  that the matter should be properly investigated before any other family has to suffer like this.


  Are you going to go to court? Jo asked.


  Were looking into all the avenues open to us, Samantha told her. At the moment a lawyer Jayne knows is looking at our case for free. But I dont need to tell
  you we cant risk landing ourselves with a big legal bill. It could cost us all we have left. Can we risk being penniless or homeless when weve got two sons who are going to need a lot
  of special care and attention? She shook her head.


  The IVF was expensive, she added. Having twins is expensive. Can we risk a court case? I dont think so. Someone, somewhere should be brought to justice for this. But
  I dont think were going to be the ones to do it.


  How does Mick feel about it? Jo asked.


  There was the sound of voices at the back door and Samantha stood up, telling Jo she could speak to him herself.


  Mick, despite her first impressions, was maybe going to be a little more prickly to interview, Jo reckoned. She watched him sit down and cross his arms as she turned over the tape in her machine
  and selected a fresh notebook page.


  He talked about his children, about the day of the injection and the problems the boys had had ever since.


  To my mind, theres no doubt the injection caused the problem, he said. The manufacturers know perfectly well that some children can be damaged. The government has a
  fund set aside for vaccine-damaged kids. But Ive no idea how youre supposed to get any compensation when not a single doctor wants to help you or will even admit that there is a
  connection.


  So what vaccine damage will they pay out for?


  As far as I can see, if your child has an epileptic fit, a seizure, or is irreversibly brain damaged on the day of the injection. Thats fine, you can collect your money. But as
  soon as some time has gone by, they want to wriggle out of it as quickly as possible. No doctor at that hospital wants to put themselves on the line for us. Testify in court? Challenge the official
  line? I dont think so. Far easier if they write it off as one of those things, hereditary, whatever. Theyve no proof it was the vaccine, but theyve
  no proof of any other explanation either, as far as I can see.


  Jo nodded and took notes at speed.


  She could hear Samantha talking to the boys as she made lunch for them in the kitchen while Mick gave her his side of the story.


  Finally, after what felt like a slightly awkward break in the conversation, he leaned over and said in a low voice: Jayne didnt say anything about how much youd be paying us
  for this article.


  Oh. The tricky moment. Of course newspapers paid for stories. But not for all stories. And they only paid big when they had to. In fact, some papers even paid reporters a bonus for big, free
  stories.


  Jo knew any payment for this story would come straight out of her own small departmental budget. The one which had to cover freelance photographers, news agency stories, the occasional expensive
  scoop, expenses and so on.


  I wasnt expecting to pay anything for this interview, to be honest, Mick, Jo said as nicely as she could. I thought you wanted to speak to us to highlight your
  situation, see if we can get some action on your sons behalf. Then the killer line: Would you like us to make a donation to Jaynes support group on your
  behalf?


  Well, I was thinking of money that would go towards the boys care more directly.


  Of course he was . . . of course.


  Will you leave it with me, Ill phone you back and we can talk about that, Jo said, to draw this matter to a close.


  Were hoping to go really big on the whole vaccination issue this week, she went on, hoping to appeal to his altruistic instincts. Im sure you know about the
  whooping cough outbreak at the moment. Parents are really worried about all the issues surrounding this new injection.


  Its just, he countered, weve never gone to the papers before. Twins being damaged by a new vaccination, I thought that would be a big story for you. I thought
  that would be worth something. Im not sure if I want to go through all this hassle and publicity without getting something for the boys out of it.


  Uh oh. This was starting to look a little sticky. It crossed Jos mind that maybe hed been talking to another newspaper, or had sounded out someone who claimed to know the
  papers.


  Im sure well be able to do something for you all. Will you leave it with me for a day or two? she asked him again. It was always best to leave hard money negotiations
  until as late in the week as possible. When there wasnt time for anyone to back out.


  Id love to meet your boys properly, Jo said, wanting to move on quickly. As she stood up, she was relieved to see the photographers car pulling up outside the
  house.
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