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Stella

Two words: four letters, then eight. The shape of them was so familiar and yet shocking to see now, after all this time.

Stella had just got back to the office after lunch and there his name was, sitting in her inbox next to an email containing the minutes of yesterday’s board meeting. The subject line read: hi.

She knew what she must do. She had rehearsed it often enough with Dr Munro and with any friends who were still willing to listen. With unsteady hand she picked up the mouse, highlighted his name and clicked ‘delete’.

Are you sure you want to delete this message? the computer asked.

But that was the problem: no, she wasn’t sure.

The therapist had explained that there was nothing inherently upsetting about either him or his actions. The trouble was Stella’s thoughts, which in turn caused her emotional responses. The answer, the woman had said, was to learn to control her thoughts, and then her emotions would fall into line.

As a concept, Stella had found this seductive. But in practical terms it was useless. Stella, so good at controlling most aspects of her life, had had no success in controlling her thoughts – or those that had anything to do with him. And it was also nonsense to say that his actions had been neutral – except perhaps in some far-fetched, philosophical sense. In fact they had been devastating: five lives damaged, one of them, it seemed to her in her more hysterical moments, beyond any chance of repair. In the end she had cancelled her therapy sessions and gone to Selfridges and squandered the £210 that she would have spent on fifty minutes of Dr Munro’s time on face cream instead – which hadn’t made her feel any better, either. Worse, as she kept studying her reflection to see if it was having an effect on the deep lines between her eyebrows and the loose skin around her jaw.

Two years ago, when Stella had first met him, she had given little thought to her appearance. She had felt younger than forty-four and because she was tall and slim clothes hung well on her. She wore almost no make-up, though she had started having blonde highlights threaded through her hair to hide the grey. But now, if she looked in the mirror and let her eyes go dead and her face relax, an old woman’s face stared back at her.

Stella looked at the computer screen, which was still demanding a reply to its question. It had helpfully highlighted the button YES, as if knowing that this was the path of sanity and righteousness. She moved the mouse and clicked NO instead.

She stared at his name. It was extraordinary, she thought, to hear from him today of all days. Just yesterday she had been on Primrose Hill with Clemmie, who was taking a break from GCSE revision. The two of them had got coffee from the Italian deli and were sitting drinking it on a bench in the winter sunshine. A small, fat man with a Great Dane on a lead walked in front of them, and Clemmie had said: Opposites attract, and Stella had laughed, thinking it the first normal, friendly thing her daughter had said in a very long time.

Stella had turned her head to watch the big dog and its tiny owner pass, and then had thought she’d seen him sitting at the next bench along. He wasn’t sullen and cowering as he had been when he came into her office and stood there wordlessly as she had packed her things. Instead, she could tell from the back of his fair head and from the lazy way he was sticking his legs out that he was at ease. He had his arm around someone young and blonde with skinny jeans tucked into high-heeled boots. On the pretext of putting her cup in the bin, Stella had got up and walked towards him and at just that moment, he’d turned towards her. It wasn’t him.

– You know, she had said to Emily on the phone that evening, I think I am really over it. I thought I saw him yesterday with someone young and pretty on a park bench. And I felt curious, and, yes, I suppose if I’m honest I was a bit – disturbed. But I wasn’t destroyed. I wasn’t even churned up. Even when I was certain it was him, I thought, it’s OK, I’ve moved on.

There had been a brief silence at the other end of the line.

– Well, her friend had said. Maybe you have, maybe you haven’t.

Why were one’s closest friends, the people who had witnessed all one’s ups and downs, so superior? Maybe it was simply that for four decades, Stella’s friends had witnessed one huge ‘up’ after another, and so were relishing this catastrophic down for its novelty value.

But what was even worse than her friend’s superiority was the fact that she was right. Stella’s dry mouth and thudding heart did not belong to a woman who had moved on. She got up and closed her office door. She didn’t want to do this under the appraising eye of her PA.

She took the mouse, moved it to the message and clicked on it to open.

Dearest S, it began.

From long practice she could gauge the state of his feelings towards her from the first couple of words of his messages. Once, long ago, during an interminable conference call, she had written a list of them in order of affection.


my own dearest, funniest, cleverest, sexiest F (this had only happened once, in the very early days)




dearest f

dearest ferret

my S

dearest S

f-

s –

hi

hallo

Dear Stella



Hallo she disliked doubly. First for its lack of affection, and then for its wretched spelling. But Dear Stella was the worst, as it was coldest. That was how the final and most awful message of them all had begun, its correct capitals underlining the correctness of the sentiment it contained.

But now, here he was, emailing her after a long, arid year, and now she was his dearest again. She returned to the message.


it’s been a long time. I’ve no idea how you are, or if you want to hear from me at all any more. I don’t even know where you are working now, but I’ve just googled you and I’m sending this to what seems is your new work email. I hope it reaches you. I often think of you, ferreting things out. Do you still do that? I bet you do.

I’ve got something to ask you, and something to tell you. So I wondered…will you have lunch with me one day next week? We could meet at the bleeding heart for old time’s sake or anywhere else would be fine too.

cheers x



First she read it quickly. And then slowly, looking at every word. The bit about the ferret was a giveaway. Referring to that was tantamount to saying that he hadn’t moved on at all either. Stella hit ‘reply’ and typed:


Dearest –

Yes to lunch. Yes to the Bleeding Heart. Thursday? 1?

Much love,

Stella

PS Yes, I still ferret things out. Of course. xx



Was it too keen? She reread his message. It was definitely warm, and he did say that he still thought about her, but he didn’t say in what way. She read it again. Maybe it wasn’t that warm. At least not effusive. Cheers was a pretty distant ending, as well as being an ugly one. Respond, don’t react, Dr Munro had said. It had been one of her more helpful instructions.


Dear –

Lunch would be nice. Have an AFJ board meeting in Rome Monday to Wed, so could do Thursday or Friday?

xS



But did he really want or need to know about her schedule? He used to resent her packed diary, and so perhaps best not to mention it now. She tried again.


How nice to hear from you. Lunch would be lovely. Thursday or Friday good for me. Let me know, Stella



She pressed ‘send’.

Bella

Bella stared at her BlackBerry in disbelief. How odd to get a message from him today, of all days.

She hadn’t thought of him in a long time. Or, at least, she might have thought of him a little bit, sometimes, but not in a bad or heavy way. But then, just yesterday, she had been packing things into boxes, finally moving on and out of her flat off the Holloway Road, and she had come across the Van Morrison CD he had given her just before it had begun. And that had got her thinking about it again.

He’d come into the office that morning – almost two years ago now – and produced the CD from his briefcase and said: Please tell me what you think of this.

The tone of his voice had been just the same, just as authoritative, as when he said: Please reschedule my four o’clock meeting.

She had looked at the CD in confusion and he had said: The best song is ‘Brown Eyed Girl’. I know you think that sometimes I can’t see what is under my nose, but it hasn’t escaped my notice that you have brown eyes.

None of his other presents had survived – when she had got back to her flat on the day after their last, awful lunch she had rounded up all of them, put them into a Tesco carrier bag and taken them to the Marie Curie shop on Highbury Corner.

The next Saturday, when she had changed her mind and gone back to retrieve the gold earrings and the pearl necklace that were far too grown-up for her ever to wear, it was too late. They were sold.

Last night she had put ‘Brown Eyed Girl’ on the CD player. Millie had objected.

– Who’s this old man?

And Bella had said: This song reminds me of a friend I used to have.

Millie blanked this, grabbed the remote, put on ‘Love Machine’ by Girls Aloud and started to strut her skinny nine-year-old body around the removal boxes.

Bella looked again at the message. He’d sent it on the old company address, so he must still work for Atlantic Energy. The subject line said simply: Hello.


Dear Bella

I expect you will be surprised to get this message, unprompted. But I have something to ask of you, which, on balance, I think might be better not committed to email. Would you allow me to buy you a drink next week? I am not sure what time you currently finish work or, indeed, where you work. However, if it were convenient, might you be able to meet me at Green’s Champagne Bar next Thursday at 7pm?

Love –



She read it, frowning. She’d half forgotten his turn of phrase: polite and precise; even his love letters (of which there had not been many) could not quite shake off the tone of the business memo. Bella felt a flash of the old resentment, hit ‘reply’ and typed quickly:


Hi – thanks for your message. Hope you don’t mind if I say no to a drink – I just don’t think there’s much point in meeting up. Hope all is well with you.

Bella



She read it over and thought it sounded mean. Maybe the favour was something simple. And would it really be so horrible seeing him after all this time?

The memory of that last day, when he had escorted her to the lift and looked at her as if they were perfect strangers, had stopped hurting. She had not seen him at all for a year, not counting that time, a couple of months after she’d left AE, when she had seen him on the Piccadilly Line with his two boys, both of whom were clutching large Spamalot programmes. She was sure he had seen her. But he made no move towards her and she made none towards him. She had gone home and wept.

But now his words didn’t tug at her at all. The miracle of indifference, which she had prayed for, had crept up on her unawares, and now she really was unmoved by his message. And so maybe it would be fine to meet up. Only not for a drink – lunch would be safer.

Perhaps something nice would come out of it, she thought. It would do her good to be able to say: Look at me now. I’m so over you. I’ve got a proper job – I’m an account manager now, and I love it, and I’m making better money. And I’ve even started seeing someone nice, who really wants me in his life properly, which – let’s face it – was more than you ever did.

Bella deleted what she had written and started again.


Hi – yes, it would be great to meet up but drink is difficult for me as I’m always dashing home to be with Millie (so no change there!). could do a quick lunch. am working as an assistant client manager at Lambert Finch (ad agency) so all is well with me. maybe you could pop into my office in Charlotte St, and we can go around the corner and grab a sandwich?

bella x



She looked over what she had written. That was better. She pressed ‘send’.


2008

Part One – Temptation

Stella

Stella’s story – a story she told and retold to herself in the hope that she might come to understand what had happened to her and why she had behaved as she had – had started two years earlier, on the day that Julia Swanson resigned.

That morning, Stella had got in to the office early. She was writing a presentation for the board and unless she stole a march on the day she would get caught up in endless meetings and nothing would get done.

She walked across the marble floor towards the glass barriers and reached into her handbag for her wallet, which contained her security pass. She put her bag down on the receptionist’s desk – manned at this early hour by a uniformed night security guard – and started to rummage through its contents. Nothing.

In her head she retraced her movements from the night before. She had left the office early for a lecture on the newly attractive economics of nuclear power and then had gone on to a dinner party with Charles’s old boss from his days at Granada. She had paid for the cab on the way home – Charles, as ever, having no money with him – so she must have had her wallet then. Which meant that, with any luck, it was now sitting on the table in the hall.

She asked the guard for a temporary pass and he opened the visitors’ book.

– Name?

– Stella Bradberry.

– How are you spelling that?

– I am spelling it, she said crisply, B-R-A-D-B-E-R-R-Y.

Slowly he wrote it down, omitting the third R.

– Department?

– Economics.

– Who’s your line manager?

Stella sighed. Why, she thought, do I have to give my line manager’s name in order to get into an office where I have worked for the last twenty-two years?

– Stephen Hinton, she said.

The name of the CEO seemed to mean nothing to the guard, and he wrote it down indifferently.

Under ‘Time in’ he entered 7.12, looking up to check on the clock, which was a giant, elliptical Atlantic Energy logo set into the wall over the lifts. He handed her an oblong of plastic on a string to wear around her neck.

She smiled at him and felt a little jab of discomfort when he didn’t smile back. Charles used to laugh at the way Stella always needed everyone to love her, even people she didn’t especially like herself. As she got older she was getting a bit better: she could tolerate not being loved by security guards, but only just.

She pushed through the glass barrier and pressed ‘home’ on her mobile.

– Darling. Are you still in bed? … No, I’ve just got in … Can you check and see if I left my wallet by the front door?… Oh, thank God … I’ll get Nathalie to send a bike later.

Stella took the lift to the twelfth floor and went along the corridor past the aggressive works of modern art that Stephen Hinton was so proud of. She eyed the latest arrival: an oversized blue canvas with some hessian fabric stuck to it. She looked at the name of the picture. ‘Tower of Nothing’, it was entitled.

Her office was on the wrong side of the building, looking north over the building sites of the City of London, and was slightly smaller than her status merited. Some of her male colleagues made a fuss about this sort of thing, but she quite liked the way that her office was smaller and her pay lower than her worth to the company. It made her feel off the hook in a way that she knew was illogical, but she didn’t care.

Stella had made no attempt to make her room homely – others had filled their offices with photos of their families, but she considered that sentimental. She had only one picture – of herself with Nelson Mandela, taken when she’d visited Atlantic Energy’s South African subsidiary six or seven years ago.

She turned on her computer and waited while it clicked and whirred and played the triumphant four-note symphony that welcomed her to Windows. She opened up her email and scanned down the ninety-four messages that had arrived since last night. At the bottom, with a red exclamation mark beside it, was an email from Julia Swanson.


Must talk. Tried to catch you yesterday but you were in meetings all day. Wanted you to know that I’m seeing Stephen this morning to hand in my notice. Eeek. Lunch? Jules x



Stella wasn’t surprised it had come to this. Julia had been unprofessional and unwise and now she was paying for it. Yet the news made Stella feel unsettled. She didn’t really like Julia but neither did she want her to go, as without her there would be no other women in senior management to gossip with.

She typed:


God are you sure? That is terrible news (for me) … I’ll miss you … Yes to lunch, though am v busy doing board presentation so will have to be quick.

12.45? xS



Bella

For Bella it began that same day, the day that Julia quit. She was half an hour late getting into the office – which wasn’t like her. But that morning everything had gone wrong. Millie had refused to go and put on her school sweatshirt and Bella had ended up screaming at her. Millie had started to cry, and Bella had said that if she didn’t stop she couldn’t go to the party at the weekend. Millie had recovered by the time they got to school, helped by a strawberry Chewit, but Bella hadn’t: these pointless scenes left her feeling distressed, and almost envious of her contemporaries who were spending their twenties getting drunk and behaving exactly as they pleased.

Then there were delays on the Piccadilly Line – someone was having an even worse morning than she was, and had decided to fling themselves under a train. Stuck under a man’s armpit on a stationary tube, Bella opened Metro and read her horoscope.


Your career is progressing well and it seems that your plans cannot fail. Do not get carried away with your ambition. All work and no play will get you down so also take some time out for you.



What crap, she thought. Progressing well? I don’t think so.

She changed at King’s Cross on to the Northern Line and then ran the short distance from Moorgate tube to Atlantic Tower, fearing her boss’s wrath. She never knew where she was with Julia. One minute she would behave as if her PA was her best friend, the next she would be shouting at her over some minor transgression.

Bella went up in the lift, and at the third floor Stephen Hinton got in. The CEO fixed his eyes on the security pass that Bella hung around her neck, making her feel that he was staring at her breasts.

– Good morning, Bella, he said, reading her name off the pass.

– Hi, she replied, and then neither of them said anything and looked at their shoes. What are you meant to say to the CEO? She wasn’t sure, but she hated silences, so she said: There was a person under the train this morning at Caledonian Road.

He stared and then guffawed, which didn’t strike Bella as the right way to respond at all.

She got out at the twelfth floor and went along the corridor past the new work of art, which was a bit of old rag stuck to a canvas. She’d heard that the company had paid $140,000 of shareholders’ money for that, which was pathetic.

The plate of blueberries that Catering delivered every morning was still waiting outside Julia’s office, which must mean that Julia was late too. Bella picked up the shrink-wrapped plate, pushed open the glass door with her foot and was surprised to see Julia’s coat left carelessly on her chair. Bella picked it up, admiring its swirly Paul Smith lining. She took off her own H&M duffel coat and slipped on the other coat. It was both too long and too tight; Julia almost never ate and so, despite being six inches taller than her PA, was considerably thinner. Bella envied her both the coat and the figure. Hastily she took it off, hung it up and started going through her boss’s emails.

At the top was a message from Stella Bradberry saying I’ll miss you. What was that about? And why had Julia fixed a lunch with Stella when she was meant to be taking out the new oil correspondent from the Financial Times?

She looked up to see Julia approaching. She was immaculately made-up as ever, though Bella noticed a tightness about her, an intensity that she had only seen once before, and then by mistake.

– Sorry I was late, Bella started to say, but Julia batted it away.

– I wanted you to be the first to know: I’ve just resigned.

– Oh!

Bella knew this was an inadequate response, but didn’t know what else to say. What she was thinking was: I would have quit in your shoes. Though she never would have been in Julia’s shoes, as she would have had more sense. But she couldn’t say anything because she had never worked out if Julia knew that she, Bella, knew all about it. Sometimes she thought Julia must know – as it would be stupid to expect her not to have read the emails. Though not as stupid as writing them on the office email system in the first place. Julia’s approach to privacy would have made Bella laugh if it hadn’t been so tragic. She had simply transferred all her messages to and from him into a folder marked ‘misc’, which was available on the desktop for anyone who wanted to look.

– What are you going to do? Bella asked at last.

– I’ve been headhunted. I’m going to join Wiley & Marston as a senior political lobbyist.

Bella wasn’t quite sure what this was.

– Congratulations, she said. When are you actually going?

– They’ve asked me to leave today, so I’ll be on three months’ gardening leave at home.

Bella thought this unfair. If you quit on a salary of £140,000 they paid you to stay at home for three months. But if she were to quit on her salary of £29,000 she’d have to work out every last minute of her four weeks’ notice period.

Stella

Stella looked at the sentence she had just written.


We support urgent but informed action to stabilize greenhouse gas (GHG) concentrations by achieving sustainable long-term emission reductions at the lowest possible cost.



She was wondering whether to redraft it to make it snappier when Julia put her head around the door.

– Ready? she said.

Stella got up from her desk and told Nathalie, who sat in a glass antechamber to her office, that she’d be back in an hour.

They walked around the corner to Le Pain Quotidien, a bakery shop with scrubbed wood tables pretending to be in rural France, and Stella ordered a tricolore salad. Julia said she’d have the same, though she told the waiter she didn’t want dressing or pine nuts and wanted only one slice of mozzarella.

– So, said Stella, once the waiter had taken their orders. How did Stephen take it?

– I’ve never seen him so upset, Julia said. It was just extraordinary. He put his head in his hands and for a second he didn’t say anything. Then he said I was the best head of press we’ve ever had and he offered me a pay rise and a promotion.

– So weren’t you tempted to take it?

– Well, said Julia. It’s not entirely about the money. It’s more about me, and where I see myself ten years from now. You know what really scares me? It’s being bored. Doesn’t that thought worry you?

Stella started to say that she wasn’t bored, but Julia went on.

– You and I are totally different. You’ve morphed into an Atlantic Energy person – it’s in your blood in a way it never was in mine. And I’m a risk junkie, while you always play it safe.

It was a funny thing about people who left, Stella thought. They always tried to make you feel bad for staying.

– Maybe you’re right, she replied evenly. I suppose I stay because I like it. Mostly.

– Yes, but don’t you worry that one day you’ll wake up and you’ll be fifty-five, forced into early retirement and it’ll be too late to do anything else? So better to leave now, in your early forties – or your mid-forties or whatever – before it’s too late.

Stella received Julia’s reminder that she was three years older in silence. At least I have kept my professional dignity, she thought, which is more than you have.

Stella’s mobile rang.

– Darling … Yes, I know, it’s in my diary … Yes, that’s wonderful, well done. I’m looking forward to hearing about it … Of course I mean it. I’m just with someone … That’s ridiculous. Stop it …

She frowned and hung up.

– Sorry about that. It was Clemmie – she’s flapping about her parents’ evening tonight.

– No, I’m sorry, said Julia. It’s tactless of me to be so demob happy.

Stella was finding the conversation surreal. There was no mention of that cab ride two weeks ago when Julia had, suddenly and inexplicably, wept and told her the story of how she had been having an affair with James Staunton and had destroyed her life and career in one stroke. Stella had tried to be sympathetic, but really she had been amazed and ever so slightly shocked. How did they find the time? And how had she, Stella, completely failed to notice that two close colleagues were sneaking off for steamy encounters in Julia’s flat? She had also failed to understand what they saw in each other. James was neither handsome nor charismatic, and so surely not Julia’s thing. Instead, he was clever and straight and decent (at least she had thought he was decent until now) and so would surely be able to see Julia for the shallow person she was.

– Well, Stella said, I’m really glad it’s all worked out so well for you, and that a situation that could have been so awful has been fine.

Julia ignored this and started to talk about the PR firm and how its political lobbyists were shaping government policy behind the scenes and how one of them used to work at Buckingham Palace.

As they ordered coffee, Stella asked: Did you tell James you are going?

Julia looked suddenly stricken.

– No. I don’t owe him any openness. He wasn’t open with me.

Bella

All day she had been helping Julia clear her office. All sorts of random things accumulate in five years. Among the books and photo frames and pens, Bella found a pale blue lace bra, which Julia calmly took from her and put into her handbag. She kept a large number of shoes in her bottom drawer – four pairs of trainers and an almost new pair of green Kurt Geiger wedges that Bella had only seen her wearing once.

– These are cool, said Bella, even though she thought them horrible.

– What size are you? They are much more you than me – have them if they fit.

– No, I couldn’t, Bella protested.

– Take them, Julia insisted. If it hadn’t been such a mad rush today I would have really liked to get you a proper present and something for Molly.

Bella corrected her in her head: Millie.

– Is there an easy way of deleting all my emails in one go? her boss went on. I suppose I should leave a clean sweep.

– Shall I do it for you?

– No! It’s fine, if you can just remind me …

Bella knew the content of the messages that Julia didn’t want her to see well enough anyway. In particular the last and most lethal addition to the collection, sent exactly two weeks ago. This, Bella knew almost off by heart.


Dear Julia,

I don’t really think I expressed myself well at lunch. I felt tongue-tied and taken aback by your emotional response. What I was trying to say was that we must stop this. The chief reason you know already: I can’t go on doing this to my wife. But also I have felt that we seem to have reached a natural end: the initial lighthearted entanglement between us has latterly become more complex and less enjoyable. Obviously I still value you highly, and I hope we can go on having a good professional relationship and that we can put it behind us.

James



Bella felt sick every time she thought of this. The guy was a complete tosser. Initial lighthearted entanglement – what a pompous prat! And how clever of him to have suddenly discovered that he was married. It made her feel slightly better about Xan, who might be a junkie and a thief, but at least was emotionally honest.

The day Julia had got the message, Bella had watched her read it, stand up and go to the loo and come back holding herself frighteningly straight. She had not said one word about it.

Bella read the email that Julia had drafted:


Today is my last day at Atlantic Energy. The last five years have been some of the most stimulating of my life, but it is now time to move on to even greater challenges.

Above all what I will miss is the quality of the people: you are not only professional and talented but so many of you have become such good friends. I will miss every one of you. Please keep in touch –



Bella looked at it and thought: whatever. And then she forwarded it, as instructed, to all 17,000 employees worldwide.

– I don’t suppose, Bella asked, that you have any idea who is going to take over from you?

Julia shrugged.

– I don’t. But there’s no reason why you need to stay in the Press Office. I’ll put in a good word with HR and tell them to find you someone really fun to work with.

Since she’d joined Atlantic Energy four years ago, Bella had had three bosses. First was George Stevens in Chemicals, who was OK in a dull kind of way. Then Giles Conville, who was nicer but such a control freak he never gave her anything to do for fear that she might screw it up. And finally, Julia. It was the first time she’d had a woman boss, and on balance she didn’t like it. There was something confusing about the mateyness. Julia wanted to be liked, but wasn’t really all that likeable.

Bella called a taxi for her and helped carry everything down in the lift. There was a yellow plastic crate with PROPERTY OF ATLANTIC ENERGY written on its side, a black bin liner and a Joe Malone carrier bag. These seemed sad remnants of five years’ work.

To her surprise, and not altogether to her pleasure, Julia put her thin arms around Bella and gave her a hug.

– We must have a girls’ lunch as soon as I’m settled. I’ll call you. You’ve been a fantastic help to me, Bella. I’m going to miss you.

Bella had watched this woman lie and cheat. She had lied for her. She had never been thanked. But now, seeing her fighting to keep her dignity, she suddenly felt that maybe she would miss her after all.

Stella

– Russell is trying to find you, said Nathalie as Stella returned to her office after a weekly planning meeting.

He seemed to have been trying very hard indeed: there were two emails waiting for her, a voicemail and a Post-it note on her computer screen. This was the key skill of being in Human Resources, she thought: perseverance. She clicked on his first email.


Hi Stella

Can I beg a favour? Julia was due to give a keynote at the trainees’ induction workshop tomorrow. Obviously I’m mindful of the diversity agenda, and so I’m looking to find another woman to do it instead. I know it’s incredibly short notice, but it would be really helpful if you could step up to the plate just this once?

All best, Russell



She sighed and opened the next one.


Hi Stella

Don’t know if you’ve had a chance to consider my earlier email. I know it would mean a lot to the trainees to listen to such an inspirational figure as your good self.

I also wanted to ask if you could take the fast-track trainee assigned to Julia? You are already due to get Beate Schlegel, but if you could also take Rhys Williams? Rhys isn’t an economist, but on our competency tests he scores very highly on leadership potential. I’m sure he’ll be able to add value in the economics team with you as a mentor.

Russell



Why did Russell have to talk like this, Stella wondered? And why were senior women expected not only to do their jobs but be representatives of their sex as well as glorified school prefects?

She resolved to say no. This was one of the few things that Stella was excessively bad at; she frequently found herself doing things just because she could not bring herself to refuse. She realized it was ridiculous and also understood and despised the reason for it: she feared causing displeasure. Resolutely she replied:


Russell – Would love to help. Unfortunately have to leave office promptly that evening – it’s my daughter’s parents’ evening – so I’m afraid it’s not going to work out.

However, I’m happy to take on an extra trainee. As you correctly point out, there is never any shortage of work in economics.

Stella



As it happened, the parents’ evening had been the previous night. Stella and Charles had sat side by side in the wood-panelled assembly hall and heard from one teacher after another that their daughter – who only that morning had twice told her mother to fuck off – was a delight, industrious, cooperative, creative. Only Clemmie’s form teacher had said she was looking a bit thin and asked if everything was all right. Stella had assured her Clemmie was fine. At least fine at eating. And as for thin, Stella had been thinner than that at fourteen, and Charles had also been a wisp when she had first met him. Not that one would know that now. There had been a substantial thickening around the middle.

Her email started flashing. Russell again.


Hi, thanks for reverting so promptly. The agenda tomorrow is something of a moveable feast, so if you could give your speech to kick the session off in the morning? It would only take ten minutes. If you can make time for this it really will help us in our mission to deliver a world class, diverse workforce.

All best, Russell



Shit, damn, bugger, she thought, and emailed back.


OK, can do 10 mins at 9.40.



Bella

Bella was enjoying having no boss. No one seemed to want to tell her who she was going to work for, so she remained at her old desk in the Press Office fielding a few calls and not doing terribly much.

When the phone went she said: I’m afraid Julia Swanson has left the company. Can I put you through to Ben Thomas, her deputy?

She liked Ben and hoped they’d give the job to him.

– Are you going to go for it? she’d asked when he popped his head around her door.

– Don’t know. I talked to Russell about it this morning but he fobbed me off with something about a reorganization.

– Great, said Bella. They can reorganize the whole place and no one ever thinks of telling me anything.

– I tell you everything. At least, I would if I knew anything.

There was something sweet about Ben. He used to be a journalist himself and the scruffy boyish air hadn’t left him, though after years of expense account lunches he had grown somewhat stout. He also had crooked teeth and breathed noisily.

– Do you want a drink tonight? he asked suddenly.

In low moments Bella had sometimes wondered if she could bring herself to go out with Ben. It was nearly three years since she had had a boyfriend of any sort, and Ben was keen and kind and even quite funny. But she always decided that he was simply too ugly – she did not mind that much about looks but there was a threshold below which she would not fall.

– Sorry, Ben. I have to get back to my daughter.

He looked crestfallen.

– Another time?

– Yes, that’d be lovely.

A call came through from a journalist wanting to know why Atlantic Energy was raising petrol prices at the same time as declaring exceptional profits. Bella knew the answer to this herself, having heard Julia go through it often enough. But she put the call through to Ben and she was left on her own.

Stella

Stella had opened the email that had just arrived from the CEO.


Have you got a moment?



Stephen’s emails were never one word longer than strictly necessary, and the summons never gave any clue as to what he wanted to see her about. Stella briefly wondered whether it was ominous, but decided it wasn’t. When Stephen had bad news to impart he got his PA to ring and make an appointment. She emailed back:


Sure – on my way up now. Stella



The CEO’s office was two floors above her own, and occupied the corner of the tower with a view down towards the grey dome of St Paul’s. There was a large Persian carpet on the floor, and on the bookshelves, next to Sun Tsu’s The Art of War, was a leather-bound copy of Paradise Lost. Stephen Hinton wanted people to know that not only was he CEO of one of the biggest oil companies in the world, but he was also a man of culture. Perhaps he wouldn’t make quite such a big deal of it, Stella sometimes thought, if he wasn’t the son of an electrician from Hull. She had nothing against electricians from Hull. In fact she admired their graft. Stella, as the daughter of a distinguished professor of philosophy at Oxford University, had always felt relatively uncultured, and her way of dealing with it was to keep quiet.

Stephen always looked undersized in his huge office, and today he was waiting for her, pacing up and down like a small, hairy animal in a cage.

– Thanks for coming up, he said, reaching out a hand and touching her upper arm with it.

She didn’t like being touched by people at work, but her smile didn’t falter.

– I’ve got a people issue that I’d like your take on, he went on. Now that Julia Swanson has quit, I’ve got to decide what to do about Press Relations. We need a hard hitter there. Did you see that crap in the Daily Mail this morning saying that we should be paying a windfall energy tax?

Stephen spat the words out scornfully and Stella, who had not seen the article, nodded knowledgeably.

– We need someone who will knock some sense into these stupid hacks. So I was thinking about giving the department to James Staunton. It makes sense to bring media under the umbrella of External Relations. James is highly capable but I worry about his leadership style. Question: is he a great listener? You and he go back a long way and so I wondered what your take was –?

Stella and James had joined AE as trainees at the same time, and he had always measured his progress against hers. In the early years he had done better, but more recently, especially since Stephen had become CEO and made her head of Economics, Strategy and Planning, Stella had overtaken him. Although she didn’t set store by such things, she wasn’t anxious to see his empire expand. Neither did she think it fair: he had had an affair with Julia, which he had ended. Julia was made to walk the plank; and for him to benefit from her departure did not seem right.

– It’s complicated, said Stella slowly.

– I know, he said. But I rely on you, Stella. You’re one of the few people in this organization that I can trust to tell me the truth.

– Well, she ventured. Obviously James is very – competent. I mean, he was great in seeing off the Monopolies Commission on petrol prices. I know he would in theory be capable of handling media. However – I think there are issues around depth versus breadth. He already has a huge department – and so adding Press might mean stretching him rather too thin –

– Say no more, Stella, Stephen interrupted. As ever you are right on the money. James is the man for the job. Thank you.

And then he said: Where are you on the sustainability presentation for this month’s board?

Stella said she would let him see a draft soon, and walked back to her desk feeling annoyed. For all his claims to be a great listener, Stephen never heard a word you said.

Bella

The day was passing inordinately slowly and Bella was revising her opinion about it being nice not having a boss. The clock said 4.32 – she was tempted to leave now and pick up Millie early, but she didn’t dare. Idly she clicked on the Gap website and saw in the sale some navy hoodies with white stars on them that she knew Millie would love. Bella wondered if they were worth it at £8.99. Maybe if she waited they’d be reduced some more.

– I can see someone’s busy.

She turned around to see Jackie Lewis, the CEO’s PA, approaching and smiling in a way that pretended to be friendly but wasn’t particularly.

It was annoying to be caught out like this. Relations between her and Jackie were not straightforward. Jackie considered herself superior to Bella, but Bella felt better educated and brighter and didn’t really want to join Jackie and the other assistants at lunch to discuss their latest diets. Jackie took Bella’s standoffishness as a sign that Bella thought herself above administrative work and so always liked to point out all the little ways in which Bella was falling short.

– What do you think of the reorganization? Jackie asked.

– What reorganization?

– Hasn’t anyone said anything to you?

A look of mock surprise crossed Jackie’s face.

– I’ve just done a memo from Stephen to the whole company about changes affecting the Press Office, she went on. I thought everyone here knew –

Bella’s email flashed. She clicked off the Gap fleeces and opened the new message.


Following the departure of Julia Swanson to a new challenge, Press Relations will be integrated with the existing External Relations department going forward and will be overseen by James Staunton in addition to his existing responsibilities. All other positions will remain unchanged. This move is aligned with our strategy of streamlining our support operations to provide critical added value at the point of delivery.



Fantastic, Bella thought. Find out by email that your job has gone only no one bothered to tell you.

– So what happens to me?

Jackie shrugged.

– Don’t worry, she said, I’m sure it will all work out for the best. You could go back to Chemicals – the pace is a bit slower there, and that might suit you better with your family responsibilities. Would you like me to put in a word?

– No. It’s fine. Really.

The clock said ten to five. As a small act of protest at having now lost not only her boss but also her job and having to suffer the patronage of Jackie, she decided to go home nine minutes early. Just as she was getting her coat, the phone went.

– Hi, Bella, how are you?

It was Julia, suddenly sounding different. How odd, Bella thought, that the very minute someone stops being your boss everything changes. Stripped of office, Julia sounded smaller and quieter and almost apologetic in asking her to forward some email addresses.

And then, after she had asked how Molly was and failed to listen to the answer, Julia asked:

– So what’s the gossip? Who’s taking on the poisoned chalice of my job?

Bella considered saying that she didn’t know, but what was the point?

– It’s James, she said.

There was a pause on the other end.

– Really? Is he moving sideways into my job?

There was a note of hope in her voice.

– Um. I think he might be taking on your job in addition to his own, Bella said tentatively.

– You’re not going to work for him, are you? Julia said quickly.

– I don’t think so. He hasn’t asked me. I imagine that he’ll keep his current assistant. So I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing. Which makes a change.

Stella

Stella stood before thirty-five management trainees in the refurbished cinema in the basement of the building. They looked impossibly young and serious and had their notebooks out ready to take notes.

Last night she had taken her laptop to bed with her and had meant to plan what she was going to say, but Charles, who had got back slightly drunk from the private screening of a documentary about Afghanistan, seemed to think they might have sex. Stella performed a swift mental calculation. Which would be quicker: to submit at once, in which case she could get back to the presentation within five minutes, or to say no, and have him vaguely clawing at her for the next fifteen minutes? She had hitched up her nightdress and rolled towards him.

Afterwards she hadn’t returned to the presentation as planned, because Charles had insisted that she turned out the light as he was tired and had a production meeting the next day.

The fact that Stella had meetings all day, every day, didn’t seem to count. But she was tired too, and couldn’t be bothered to argue. She would wing it in the morning.

Stephen was just finishing his welcome address. He was brilliant at this sort of thing. What he was saying was nonsense, of course, but the way he said it made one inclined to believe him.

– Diverse people, common goals – that sums up Atlantic Energy. All over the world we look for people who share our ambition to be competitive, successful and a force for good. The way we work is guided by our values – integrity, creativity, dignity, partnership, transparency and sustainability. This is the organization you are joining and we are proud to have you on board. I wanted to say two more things. Welcome. And congratulations. You have joined the most dynamic oil company in the world.

He finished, collected his papers and swooped out, raising an eyebrow at Stella.

Russell stood up and said: Thank you, Stephen, for that. Truly inspirational, as ever. It now gives me great pleasure to introduce you to our next speaker, Stella Bradberry. Stella joined us as a management trainee, in – hope I’m not betraying any trade secrets – 1986. At this moment in time I think it’s fair to say that Stella is the most senior woman in the company. Not only does she head up Economics, Strategy and Planning, she has driven the diversity initiative, and she has been one of the key players supporting our work/life balance programme. That’s it. You don’t want to hear me droning on. Stella, over to you.

Stella got up.

– Thanks, Russell. Do you mind if I disagree with almost every word you’ve just said?

There was some embarrassed laughter.

– Alas, the only thing I agree with is that I joined in 1986, but I’m not wild about being reminded of that. I feel old enough already. As for me being the most successful woman in the company, I really don’t like this idea at all. I don’t measure myself against other women, though I don’t really think I measure myself against other men either. I just try to do my job well. I don’t always manage it … but that’s the general idea. I think I’m meant to tell you that this is a great place to work. But I’m not going to. I think I’m meant to say that this company values diversity. But that’s all bullshit.

The trainees shifted uncomfortably and Russell gave a pained smile.

– The fact that, as Russell has so kindly pointed out, I have been here for a long time – says something about how much I like it. Twenty-two years ago I was the only woman on this course. Now there are twelve of you. But that in itself means nothing. I’m not passionate about diversity but about hiring really good people and creating an environment in which they can do what they’re great at. Look, I don’t want to give you a lecture. I want to say that I hope you thrive here. And you will thrive if you work hard and use your brains, and every time there is something you don’t know, you find the answer by asking someone. So let’s start as we mean to go on. Over to you. Ask me whatever you like – anything at all – and I’ll do my best to answer…

The trainees said nothing, and Stella looked around the room, smiling expectantly. She hated these moments. The speech had not been quite right: it was too brusque and too strident. She really should have given it some proper thought last night.

Russell broke the silence.

– Well, Stella, thank you, that was incredibly – stimulating. Um. Short but sweet. Let me put a question that I’m sure will be top of mind for everyone. How do you yourself manage to juggle your work and home life, keeping so many balls in the air?

– With difficulty. I’ve got no ball sense whatsoever.

There was a polite murmur of laughter.

– No, in fact, I manage entirely thanks to others. I’m really lucky to have a supportive husband, and a nanny and a cleaning lady. And I think my kids appreciate the fact that I’m doing something stimulating – even if they don’t always appreciate it when I go home in a towering rage and scream at everyone. Atlantic Energy expects you to work hard, but we don’t expect you to mortgage your souls.

A girl at the front in a black trouser suit put up her hand.

– What would you say were the three key characteristics that summed up your personal brand?

This girl looked straight out of business school: she had the tell-tale desire to order everything into groups of three.

– I’m not a great believer in personal brands or in values. I suppose I could say: work hard, play hard, have fun – but I don’t want to insult your intelligence with that. If you put a gun to my head and made me name three I’d say: Be brave. Be inventive. Try to do the right thing.

The girl nodded, apparently satisfied with these platitudes.

Then a red-haired man at the back said:

– Do the right thing? What is the right thing? Have you ever done the wrong thing?

Stella looked at him. He was tipping his chair backwards and put the question in a way that struck her as slightly impudent. It was OK for her to break the rules. She had earned that right over two decades. It was less OK for him.

– There are three questions there, and the middle one is too philosophical, she replied. We are an active organization, not a reflective one. What I am saying is that over time you get a better feeling for what the right thing is. And have I done the wrong thing? Yes, often, but usually because I didn’t know it was wrong until it was too late.

He fixed his light blue eyes on her and gave a smirk.

Bella

– Hi Bella, it’s Russell. Can I cadge a favour? I need you to help out with the graduate trainee induction day this morning in the Cormorant Cinema Suite. Someone’s got to check the trainees off against the managers they are assigned to and look after them at lunchtime. Can you come down in five?

Bella slipped in at the back of the cinema, where Stella Bradberry was on the stage talking about work/life balance and nannies and supportive husbands. It was all very well, Bella thought. Try having work/life balance when you are a single mother and when your child is collected from school every day by an obese childminder who demands extra money if you are five minutes late picking her up.

Though maybe Stella wasn’t too bad, Bella thought. At least she talked like a human being. As she watched, she could see why Julia had been so jealous of her. There was a naturalness about her, attractive in a blue-stockingy, not-trying-too-hard way. Bella wondered how old she was. If she had been a trainee twenty-two years ago – when Bella was barely at primary school – that must make her about forty-four or forty-five now, though she looked much younger.

Stella was talking about how everyone at AE was encouraged to do what they were good at. This, Bella knew from experience, was a lie. No one had ever taken the remotest interest in finding out what she was good at. She stopped listening and instead imagined that she was Trinny or Susannah and was giving Stella a makeover.

For a start she would tell her to throw away the grey trouser suit and flat pumps. The suit fitted her well but wasn’t very feminine. Bella would have put her in killer heels with a small platform at the front, which would make her half a head taller than the CEO. And then a simple black dress that was stretchy and showed how slim she was. Or maybe not black; Stella’s skin was too pale for that. Red might be nicer – she’d seen a Kate Moss dress in a magazine that would be just right. The plain gold chain necklace Stella was wearing was boring. A silver Tiffany pendant would be more striking.

A trainee was asking a question in an aggressive fashion. Bella looked at the name on his badge – which said Rhys Williams – and saw that he was due to have been Julia’s trainee. Now someone else would have to take him instead.

The session came to an end, and it was Bella’s job to take the trainees down to the canteen. Most of them squeezed into one lift together and Bella found herself rammed up against Rhys. The whole lift fell quiet.

– Where are you from in Wales? she asked him, to break the silence.

He muttered the name of a town that she didn’t catch.

– I went to uni in Wales, Bella volunteered. In Bangor.

No one said anything to this, so she added: But I left after the first year.

Conversation over lunch was desultory; the trainees discussed the morning with each other; Bella’s views were not invited. One of the girls said: I thought Stella Bradberry was impressive, and nice. Incredibly down to earth.

– I thought she was patronizing, and she clearly thinks the sun shines out of her arse, said Rhys.

He looked at Bella and almost smiled. If you forget the hair, she thought, he’s quite sexy in an ugly sort of way.

Later that day Bella was summoned to see Russell’s number two. The head of HR didn’t deal with assistants directly and had delegated the task to his deputy, Suzi Best, who explained to Bella about the reorganization.

– James Staunton already has a PA but we’re looking to recruit an additional assistant to work alongside Anthea McWilliams, deputizing for her and working as a team to deliver world-class support, she said.

It sounded like a bra, Bella thought.

Suzi then assured her that the position would be advertised internally in line with company diversity policy. However, as Bella already had experience of the ‘press office function’ and therefore possessed some of the ‘key competencies’, her application would be fast-tracked.

Bella wanted to say that she was being asked to apply for a job that was junior to the one she currently occupied, and so no, she wasn’t interested.

Instead she said: Thank you.

Bella stood on the threshold of James’s office and gently knocked on the door jamb. He was speaking on the phone, but waved her in. He went on talking and turned away from her towards the window, giving her a view of a bald spot made all the more noticeable by the darkness of his hair. Other balding men cut their hair close but his was long, accentuating the pink of his scalp. Her mum had always said that you could tell more about people from looking at them from behind. And from behind he looked like a balding man of average height in a blue shirt with a largish bottom. How could Julia have found this man attractive, she wondered.

– We’ll have to see what the Saudis do, he was saying. I’ve got a meeting with Michel next week. Will update after that.

Bella wondered if she should sit on one of his dark red leather sofas, but decided to stay standing. Because James was senior to Julia he had two sofas and a chair; she had had just one sofa. He also had a glass sideboard on which were displayed some photos. There was a picture of a pretty woman in a vest top and sun-hat squinting at the camera and laughing. Then another picture of two young boys in school sweatshirts against one of those special school photo backgrounds with a yellow and green marbled effect that made Bella think of vomit. The younger one seemed to be about the same age as Millie.

He put the phone down and looked at her quizzically.

– Did you want something?

– HR said you wanted to interview me at 3.30?

James sighed.

– I can interview you if you like, but I don’t think it’s a great use of either of our time. I know you’re good at dealing with the administrative side of the press office, so it makes sense for you to go on doing that. I don’t understand why some idiot in HR wants me to waste time interviewing candidates when I’ve told them that you will be perfectly adequate for the job.

And that was it. It seemed she was both hired and dismissed.

– Should I talk to Anthea?

He nodded vaguely and went back to his computer.

Why was he like this, Bella wondered. Maybe he knew that she knew about his affair with Julia and was embarrassed. But in that case why did he want her to work for him? Or maybe he was just emotionally retarded. She was used to this, having worked for George Stevens who had been much happier communing with plastics than with her. The other possibility was that James Staunton was a perfectly nice and balanced man who was simply having a bad day and was being unusually graceless. She doubted it, somehow.

Stella

Stella was on a conference call. Sixteen senior AE managers from all around the world were discussing Russian oil production. Or at least the Russian manager was discussing it, and fifteen others at different desks in different time zones were barely attending. There were some problems, he was saying, with the Russian authorities, who were making further difficulties over damage to local wildlife.

Her mobile started to vibrate, and she pressed mute on the conference phone and took the call. It was Charles.

– NBC are interested in buying it. Their head honcho has completely bought into the concept that this is not merely a class portrait of Britain but touches universal themes of dispossession in an era of post-globalization …

Charles never started conversations by saying hello; he just launched straight in. She used to find this sweet when they were students together at Oxford. She had loved his single-mindedness about his work, and had been in awe of his talent. When his film about prostitutes in Northern Ireland had won a Bafta, making him – at just twenty-six – the youngest winner ever, she had been almost as pleased as he was. But the trophy, which spent ten years on the sitting-room mantelpiece, was then moved to Charles’s study and later had disappeared altogether. Just the other day Stella had found it at the back of their wardrobe. These days Charles hated it when people went on about his past triumphs, as it was a reminder that there had been no more recent ones.

But here was that same obsessive enthusiasm, only now he was just a deputy producer on a project that wasn’t really his. The talk this time, because some of it was fantasy, made her sad. Still, a Charles who was up and enthused was a lot better than a Charles who was down – as he had been so much in the last year or so.

– Darling, she said. That’s really wonderful. But can we talk about it tonight – I’m on the other line?

– Sure, he said, and hung up.

Stella clicked back into the conference call.

– What’s your take on that, Stella? Stephen was asking.

– Well, Stella bluffed. I think it’s complicated …

– Yes, said Stephen. I think Stella is quite right.

Bella

– I don’t have any problems with him at all, Anthea was saying.

She was sitting at her desk spooning yogurt into her mouth, her lipstick leaving a shimmering peach smear on the white plastic spoon.

– Obviously, I’ve been working with him for quite a few years and it took him a while to get the way I work, but I keep him on quite a short lead. I arrange his diary, do all his meetings and his correspondence.

Bella’s mobile bleeped. There was a text from Xan.


Want to see M. can I come over tonight? X



Bella glanced at the text and deleted it. There was no way he was coming, not after what had happened last time.

She looked back at Anthea.

– Obviously he’s got a brain the size of a planet, and the key thing to know is that he doesn’t suffer fools. I always say that he’s married to his work. And adores his kids.

But not his wife, Bella thought.

– It’s going to be ever so helpful having you here, Anthea went on. Give me someone to natter to in quiet moments – not that there are any quiet moments. I’m owed so many holiday days. Last year I was ten days short …

Bella could see some of the press calls stacking up, and so took one of them.

It was the Daily Mail with a query about the CEO’s pay. Why had he been awarded a bonus of £1.6m, and deferred pension contributions of £6.4m, when all the company profits were at the expense of the motorist? Why indeed, she thought.

– I’ll have to get one of the press officers to call you back on that.

She wrote down the number, still thinking about Xan’s text. He didn’t have a right to see his daughter. He had to earn that right by behaving as a responsible father should. She replied:


Sorry. Not after last time.



Within two seconds the text came back.


Last time was different. You didn’t let me explain. She is my daughter and I love her, and I love you, too.



Bella sighed. That wasn’t going to tempt her.


No. Tonight no good anyway.



Anthea looked on disapprovingly. You’re popular, she said.

– It’s just arrangements with the childminder, Bella said.

Anthea pursed her lips. She had no children, whether by design or not Bella had no idea. The phone bleeped again.


You’ll regret this. My lawyer says it’s illegal.



She turned the phone off. He couldn’t frighten her with tales of lawyers. She was sure he was bluffing – he didn’t have any money for lawyers and any spare cash he had went straight up his nose or into his veins, or however he was taking his drugs these days.

James put his head round the door.

– What is this meeting in my diary? I have no idea who these people are. Call them and say I can’t see them.

Bella wanted to say that she had no idea either, as she had only been working for him for an hour, and that she didn’t make the appointment, and it would be really nice if he called her by her name or made an effort to be even slightly amiable.

– Sure, she said.

Stella

Russell bustled into Stella’s office followed by the two young trainees who had been assigned to her for the next four months. One was the tall thin woman who had shown such a keen interest in Stella’s personal brand values.

– This, said Russell, is Beate Schlegel.

Beate shook Stella’s hand coolly.

– Beate will be able to hit the ground running, as she has a Masters in Economics from Harvard. And this, Russell went on, is Rhys Williams.

He gestured towards the redhead who had been so irritating the previous day. Rhys gave Stella a familiar nod. His eyes were light and clear, and he had long eyelashes which you had to look carefully to see because they were reddish blond, like his hair. The effect was slightly disconcerting. In between his eyebrow and his ear he had a strawberry birthmark the size of a 2p piece. He was wearing a navy suit with too wide a pinstripe, and slip-on shoes.

– If you’ll excuse me, said Russell, I have people waiting for me upstairs.

He handed Stella the two CVs, said: Cheers, all the best, to the trainees and hurried off.

Stella glanced at the CVs. As well as her economics degrees, Beate had an MBA from Insead and spoke five languages fluently. She was twenty-four. Rhys, she saw, had a first in English from Jesus College, Oxford, appeared to have done no further degrees and was twenty-seven. He had spent the five years since he graduated working for a property company in Wales.

Stella asked Beate where she’d grown up, and she said she had been born in Germany to a diplomat family and had lived as a child in Berlin, London, New York and Islamabad. Rhys appeared not to be listening to this list of cities but was prowling around Stella’s office. He picked up the picture of her with Nelson Mandela, examined it closely and put it down without comment. Stella cleared her throat to express disapproval, but he didn’t respond.

Nathalie put her head around the door.

– I’ve got Goldman Sachs on the line. They want to know if you and Charles are going to Covent Garden on the tenth of October.

– Accept for me, but call Charles and check if he can make it.

She could feel Rhys’s eyes on her and had the uncomfortable sensation that she had had in the staff cinema the day before.

– And Nathalie, can you run off two copies of the current draft of my presentation with all the statistical appendices?

Turning to Beate and Rhys, she went on.

– I’m going to throw you both in at the deep end to help me with a presentation I’m doing for the board next week on sustainability. I want you to do a fact check. Fresh eyes can spot all sorts of things. Nathalie, can you make sure they have somewhere to sit and know where everything is?

She watched them follow Nathalie out, walking about six feet apart. They didn’t much like each other, that was clear.

Bella

Bella sat at her new desk, feeling dismal. Last night she had gone to pick up Millie from the childminder to find that Xan had got there before her. The childminder hadn’t let him in, and had – as she’d been instructed – threatened to call the police if he didn’t leave. Eventually he’d given up and gone. The childminder said that Xan was looking ‘a bit twitchy’, which almost certainly meant he was using again. As Bella had walked Millie home, her daughter had said: Dad came to the door today, and June said he couldn’t come in and Dad shouted through the door that she was a fat fucking bitch.

Millie reported this with apparent glee. She did not ask, as she never did, why she could not see her father, or why he behaved like this. She had gone skipping ahead, and if she felt distress at what had happened that day she gave no sign of it. Bella sometimes worried that Millie was repressing her feelings; she seemed far too self-contained for a child of seven. Mostly, though, Bella admired her little daughter and marvelled at her strength and resilience.

The phone went and Bella answered.

– James Staunton’s office, she said.

– Hello, Anthea, said the voice on the other end.

– It’s not Anthea, it’s Bella Chambers, said Bella.

She was vaguely offended that her North London voice should be taken for the refined Estuary spoken by Anthea.

– Oh, said the voice. It’s Hillary Staunton, James’s wife. Is he there?

– No, said Bella.

As this didn’t seem to be quite good enough she added: I’m afraid he’s not.

– Well, where is he?

She spoke in a plaintive way, as if it were Bella’s fault that her husband wasn’t at his desk awaiting her call.

– I don’t know … I think he’s in a meeting. Shall I ask him to phone you when he returns?

– No, it’s OK. I’ll text him.

Bella thought she was quite good at getting the measure of people from their voices on the phone, but this time she wasn’t sure. Cool and posh. Not very friendly. Shy?

She put the phone down.

– That was James’s wife, she said to Anthea. What’s she like?

Anthea pursed her lips and rolled her eyes.

– Hillary can be – funny, especially at first.

– She looks really pretty in the photo in his room, said Bella.

– That was taken years ago, said Anthea.

Stella

Stella turned up to work feeling worn. On days like this her office was a refuge from the clamour of home. That morning Clementine had got up late and was in a rage about her hair – which was wrong in some unspecified way. She’d refused to eat any breakfast, and when Stella had pressed a mango smoothie on her she’d looked at her mother with the coldest contempt. When she’d asked about the poetry competition, Clemmie said she was a selfish bitch who was only pretending to be interested.

Finn had sat through this scene impervious, eating his fourth helping of Cheerios. He’d then announced that he’d left his swimming kit on the bus and would get a detention by turning up without it. He hadn’t seemed particularly bothered at the idea.

Stella believed in empowering her children. Let them get detentions. They would learn in time. Unfortunately, Finn didn’t seem to be learning, and Stella often worried that she was too lax and should be monitoring him more closely.

Once in the office, Stella usually managed to stop fretting about her children. Now, though, thanks to Russell, she had two older charges, who were turning out to be as trying as the children she had at home – only they didn’t swear at her.

Beate had crunched through every number in the presentation, and at 10 p.m. the previous night had sent a detailed email outlining two errors in the presentation. She was hovering, waiting for praise – and for more work.

Rhys was also lurking outside her office, with no sign of having done any work at all.

– Have you gone through the numbers? Stella asked.

– Sure, he said. But it seems to me that the data isn’t really the issue.

– I wasn’t asking you to comment on the suitability of the presentation, Stella said sharply. I was asking you to check the numbers.

He gave a sullen shrug. The only difference between him and my son, she thought, was that Finn was charming and this guy was not.

Later that day she sent Russell an email:


Russell,

Rhys Williams is not pulling his weight and has an unsatisfactory approach to work. I don’t have time to train him up, and would be grateful if you’d take him off my hands. Why did we hire him?

Stella



To which she got the following reply:


Hi Stella

With all due respect, he has only been with you for a short time. I was hoping that you would mentor him. You might be interested to know that his scores on all the psychometic tests were higher than any of the other trainees.

All best,

Russell



Later that afternoon Stella was at her desk working with the door closed, which was not in line with the AE open door policy but she found that otherwise it was impossible to get any work done. She was interrupted by a loud bang on the glass door, and looked up to see Rhys standing on the outside. He swaggered in and threw himself on to her leather chair. He sat with legs slightly apart and drummed his fingers on the table. She looked at his nails, bitten to the quick.

– Thanks for coming to see me, Stella said. Normally we would have this meeting once you had been on the job for a couple of weeks. But I thought it would be helpful to have a conversation now.

Rhys nodded.

– We are meant to agree on four objectives that you are going to achieve before Christmas, Stella went on. But in your case, I don’t know if there is any point in doing that.

– Why not?

He looked surprised.

– Because, she said, you aren’t trying. I am told that you have talent, and I’m sure you have, but to be perfectly frank I haven’t seen much evidence of that –

Her mobile went. Charles.

– Hi, no, not a good moment. Yes, in my address book. See you tonight. Bye.

– Sorry, she said to Rhys.

He raised his eyebrows slightly.

– I’ve lost my thread … now – what was I saying? Yes, that this is a meritocratic company. Everyone is talented, or they wouldn’t have got through the selection process. But those who succeed get there through hard graft.

– And by being well connected?

He gave her an impudent smile. His teeth were strong and white but one of the front ones was chipped, giving him a rakish air.

– If you would like to know, Stella said icily, I slogged my guts out when I was your age, and went on slogging when my children were babies. However, I feel no particular need to prove myself to you.

There was a silence which she did not help him fill. Then he said: You accuse me of not trying, but you haven’t given me anything decent to do. You asked me to check some numbers, and I did. I’m not a statistician, but they seemed OK to me. Or at least they seemed as OK as their assumption, which was that people feel rational about sustainable issues, which clearly they don’t. Have you seen today’s Sun?

– No. Surprisingly, I don’t read the Sun. I don’t find there’s much in it that helps me with my job. And I don’t really think it’s relevant to this conversation.

He ignored the unpleasant tone in her voice, took a thumbed copy of the paper out of the folder he was carrying and turned to page three. The topless model had large green breasts. GORGEOUS GREEN GODDESS, it said.

– For Christ’s sake, said Stella.

She gave him a distant, regal look that she knew was frightening.

– What I suggest you do, she said, making her vowels their most open, is that you complete this form. Fill in the objectives. Send it to Russell and ask him for another position. I will be happy to explain to him why your placement with me in Economics is not working out.

She stood up, which Rhys eventually grasped was his signal to leave.

Before the presentation, Stella went to the ladies’ loo. She lowered herself on to the seat and closed her eyes, trying to memorize the first few lines of her speech. What had seemed like a great way to start in the previous night now struck her as both fatuous and dangerous.

In the neighbouring cubicle, someone was talking on the phone.

– You can’t see her. I’ll go back to court to get another injunction … I’m sorry, you can’t talk to me like that. I’m not listening to this. Fuck off.

There was a sniff and the sound of the toilet flushing. The door opened and out came Julia’s old secretary, who, on seeing Stella, looked embarrassed but then gave a bright smile.

Stella, pretending not to have overheard, said hello, and the two stood side by side washing their hands in silence.

Stella looked at the young woman’s tight black trousers and clinging sweater, and thought she didn’t really look much older than Clementine. She was really very pretty, like a miniature doll with rosy cheeks and dark curls. Despite an anguished expression on her face, she had what Jane Austen called bloom.

Stella, by contrast, did not have bloom. The sharp overhead light was making the roots show in her hair, and she thought she looked tired and wan. Mostly she didn’t really care, but today was a day when it would have been nice to look good. She smudged some blue on to her eyelids and some gloss on to her lips, wishing her mother had balanced her lectures to her daughter on free will versus determinism with some tips on how to apply make-up.

At 4 p.m. the board members were sleepy. The room was hot, and discussion of the budget had been long and tedious. The chairman smiled at Stella and got up when she came into the room.

– I think you all know Stella Bradberry, he said.

Stella looked around the table at the eighteen-strong board. Six executive directors and twelve non-executives, plus James, who was sitting in. Of the non-execs, all were male except for Dame Judith Babcock, with whom Stella had shared a platform the previous year at the Women of Achievement awards.

– Good afternoon, she said.

She could feel a pulse in her throat and that giddy, light-headed feeling, as if she were outside her own body observing. Her voice sounded thin and high.

– I wanted to start by showing you something that doesn’t normally make its way into the boardroom. This is just a guess, but I’m judging that most of you aren’t devotees of page three of the Sun.

There was a surprised titter.

– I thought as much. In fact I’m not myself, but this is rather special.

Another titter. Stephen, who had run through the presentation with her before she had decided to rework the beginning, was looking alarmed. Stella clicked the mouse of her laptop and a large picture of a naked woman was projected on to the wall, displaying her huge apple green breasts.

Sir John Englefield, the chairman, gave an amazed guffaw. What am I doing? thought Stella. This is going horribly wrong.

– There is an economic point here, she ploughed on. You can’t put a value on this. This newspaper is read by seven million people. Green is an issue for them. They aren’t interested in the economics. This is something that they take on trust. If we don’t embrace it wholeheartedly our consumers and all our stakeholders will turn on us.

They were all listening, ready now for the meat of the presentation, which Stella had rehearsed in the bathroom the previous night, and again that morning. As she talked, she stopped being nervous, and started to perform. For the next twenty minutes she elegantly described the economics of sustainability, concentrating on the economics of fuel made from algae, which she argued was economically viable not just at today’s oil price of $150, but at any above $40. It was a hugely exciting opportunity that could transform the company’s fortunes in as little as five years.

– That was fascinating, Stella, thank you for your time. Let’s take a nature break and resume in five minutes.

Stella got up to leave, and the directors nodded their congratulations. As she walked back towards the lift she turned her mobile on and saw a text from her daughter.


I won!!!! Have been put in for National poetry reading prize!! Luv ya C xxx



And then one from Charles.


Where’s your address book??



She called him and explained where the address book was.

– I’ve just come from the board meeting.

– Oh yes, how was it?

– Triumph.

– Good, he said absently.

Stella would have liked more enthusiasm from her husband, but after years of getting little, her expectations were low and so she rarely felt put out by his lack of interest in her work.

– See you later, she said.

– We start filming on a council estate near Swansea tomorrow, and so I’m going to go down tonight …

– You didn’t tell me, she said. When are you back?

Bella

Bella was trying to change James’s travel arrangements. The previous day she had booked the flights for his trip to the US only to be told that she would have to alter them because of a family emergency. James returned from the board meeting, walked straight past Bella’s desk and into his office without looking at her.

– Can you get Stella for me?

Bella disliked it when her bosses couldn’t pick up the phone themselves, but she said nothing and dialled the number. Stella answered and Bella put the call through to James. Through the open door she could hear his voice, deep and serious.

– Do you mind if I’m completely straight with you?

As opposed to what, Bella wondered. Completely crooked?

– You put me in an impossible situation just then, he went on. If, in the future, you plan to discuss the media impact of any initiatives, it would be really helpful if you gave me a heads up beforehand … I can only repeat … yes, but media is my responsibility … And frankly, I don’t think that green breasts are relevant to this complex issue.

He slammed the phone down and emerged from his office.

– I don’t suppose you’ve had a chance to change those flights, he said.

– Yes, she said. I have. It’s all fine – if you fly out from Stansted, you can still make all your meetings and get back by Thursday night.

– Oh, he said. Good. Thank you.

For the first time since Bella had been working for him, he looked at her properly and smiled. He had nice teeth, she noticed.

Going down in the lift Bella bumped into Rhys. He was looking glum, she thought, and minus the cocky manner he seemed really rather attractive. His red hair was tousled. He had a sort of naughty schoolboy look that appealed to her. And his eyes were an extraordinarily light blue.

– Hi. How’s it working out in Economics?

He shrugged and gave a sarky smile.

– I probably won’t be working there for much longer. Stella Bradberry seems not to appreciate my talents.

And then Bella said: Well, she’s not exactly flavour of the month with my boss either. He’s just had a massive strop with her over the phone – something to do with green tits.

Bella knew she should not have said this. One of the things that had made each one of her different bosses value her was that she kept her mouth shut. She could have done Julia a great deal of harm had she chosen to talk. But today she was feeling awful, and she was vaguely attracted to this guy, and so she didn’t see why she shouldn’t engage in some mutual moaning.

– What?

His pale eyes widened.

– Green tits?

Bella found this comic. Mention breasts to men, she thought, even ones who have first class degrees from Oxford, and you have their full attention. He did fancy her, clearly.

– How about a drink? he asked.

– When?

– Like, now?

– I can’t, she said with regret. I have to get home.

She didn’t want to mention Millie, not at this stage.

– What about tomorrow?

Stella

Stella had an 8 a.m. breakfast on the fourteenth floor with three economists from an energy think tank who were trying to get AE to sponsor a research project. She liked this role and was good at listening and at asking the right questions, but that day her mind wasn’t quite on it.

Stella’s BlackBerry was winking its red light at her. Surreptitiously she touched the mouse ball and glanced at the new message. It was from Rhys Williams.


i gather green tits proved useful



Whether it was the word ‘tits’ or whether it was his discovery that she had stolen his idea, the message made her blush. How had he found out what had happened in the board meeting, she wondered. He couldn’t have spoken to Stephen or to James. And what should she do now? To have banished him for being a lazy idiot, but then to lift his idea without giving him any credit and to be found out – it didn’t look good. Bad, in fact.

Stella tried to compose her face as if she were taking in every word of the economists’ presentation. The red light blinked again. Nathalie.


Hi. Mrs Czarnikow – Oscar’s mother? – wants you to call re Finn. Not urgent. N



Then why, she thought, ring me at work with it? There was something about all the other mothers at Finn’s school, with their perfect blonde highlights and the way that they did their children’s projects for them, that was aggravating. Last time Stella had tried to help with a project on the economy of Canada, she had flown into such a rage over Finn’s messy handwriting and mislabelled pie charts that she had seized the sheets and ripped them in two. Finn had stomped off; Stella had ended up doing the whole thing herself and had been somewhat put out when the teacher had queried her account of the trade figures and not given her a commendation.

Stella dragged her attention back to the economists and asked a pertinent question about the difficulty of data collection.

Bella

Today, Bella said to herself as she got on to her bike to go to work, I am going to be positive. Cycling saved £1.50 on the bus, and pedalling made her happy. Even weaving through the heavy lorries and buses on Holloway Road and Upper Street was oddly enjoyable: she arrived in the office feeling victorious.

Bella didn’t cycle every day because sometimes she heeded her mother’s warning: that Millie needed her alive. This was true; yet the way her mother said it was unpleasantly pointed, rubbing in the fact that Millie had only one functioning parent, and that no one apart from Millie would mind much if Bella were flattened by a cement mixer. Bella was well aware of both facts, yet on mornings like this, she didn’t mind. She had been greatly cheered up by her meeting in the lift with Rhys the previous night, and on the phone to her sister she had admitted that she had given up looking for the right man, instead she was simply trying to avoid another disastrously wrong man. She had a list of six criteria and they went like this:


No drug addicts

No alcoholics

No depressives

No bi-polar

No unemployed

No employees of Atlantic Energy



Rhys appeared to meet all of these criteria except for the last. Go for it, her sister had advised her. She didn’t say it with much conviction, but that was only because she was longing to get the subject back to herself.

The phone was ringing as she reached her desk. It was Anthea.

– Hello. Have you just got in? I tried a few minutes ago, but there was no answer.

Bella looked at the clock, which said 9.03.

– Oh? I’ve been here for a bit, she lied.

– Can you please tell himself that the headache I had yesterday has developed into a migraine so I’m in bed feeling poorly.

The only time Bella had had a migraine she’d spent the day, not making cheerful phone calls, but being sick into a bowl in a darkened room.

– Oh dear, she said. Poor you.

James’s door was open, and he was hunched over his computer. This time he looked up at the sound of Bella’s voice.

– Anthea called in to say she’s got a migraine, she said.

– Ah. She suffers a lot.

He caught her eye as if there was a shared joke between them. Bella felt herself blushing.

– Thanks for rearranging the tickets yesterday, he said.

– It’s nothing.

– And can you call the Times journalist I’m having lunch with today and say I’d like to meet at 12.30 instead of 1?

– He won’t like that, Bella said. I’ve dealt with him before. He’s a really difficult one.

James banged his hand down on the desk.

– I don’t give a shit who he is or what he’s like. My time is much more precious than his.

What was the matter with him, Bella wondered as she picked up the phone to make the call. One moment he was in his own world. The next moment he was giving her complicit glances, and the next, shouting. Bella hoped he wasn’t going to do much more of that. She hated being shouted at.

Just as she was thinking this, he came out of his room and stood by her desk.

– Sorry. I shouldn’t have raised my voice. I wasn’t cross with you. Things are a little … trying … at the moment. I simply need an earlier lunch today as I’m taking my wife to a hospital appointment.

He looked awkward.

– Don’t worry, said Bella.

It was a funny thing, she thought, that when someone gets angry but then says sorry nicely, you can end up liking them more than if they hadn’t lost it in the first place. She wondered whether she should say she hoped there was nothing serious wrong with his wife, but then thought, no, best not. James was still hovering around her desk looking distracted so she asked: Is there anything you’d like me to do?

And he said that for his press trip next week he would like her to prepare a short briefing note on the journalists who were attending. Bella liked doing this sort of thing as it made her use her brain and allowed her to exercise her natural curiosity about people.

For each one she found a brief CV, and attached their last few articles in which AE had been mentioned. On some of them she wrote a few notes of her own. Who had an axe to grind, who was a troublemaker, who was solid and so on. About the Times journalist she wrote: Quite flakey. Julia had a run-in with him over his coverage of our last results announcement. But then she decided to leave Julia out of it. James hadn’t mentioned her name once – though now she came to think of it, he hadn’t mentioned anyone’s name. So maybe he didn’t do names. Or conversation of any sort, come to that.

Bella turned to her email, and there was a message from Rhys. The subject line said: lunch today? She opened the message up but the rest of it was blank – which didn’t strike her as being sufficiently enthusiastic. Still, she messaged back:


Yes. See you in lobby at 1?



She printed out her briefing notes and took them to James, but he had already gone out to lunch.

Stella

What was she going to do about Rhys, Stella wondered. Email would be best, she thought, as he had emailed her, and so she would respond in kind. She sent:


Rhys – I meant to contact you last night after the board meeting to thank you for a useful input to the presentation. It lightened up some otherwise rather difficult material.

Stella



It was a bit stiff, but then she meant to be stiff. Within a minute he had emailed back:


Does this mean that I get to stay in your department?



Stella sighed and did what she did with tiresome messages: she ignored them and hoped they’d go away.

Her phone rang.

– Stella Bradberry, she said in her briskest and most professional voice.

– Hi, Stella, it’s Nancy Stephenson.

Nancy was a pushy American mother of a boy in Finn’s class who her son tolerated rather than liked.

– I really hope you don’t mind me butting in at work. I know you must be really busy. I don’t know how you manage it. I saw an article about you in the Sunday Times about senior women in business – I was so impressed.

– Thank you, said Stella. Those pieces are stupid, they don’t mean anything.

– Oh, but they do! – Look, why I’m calling – and I don’t know if your assistant mentioned this, but I also called yesterday? It’s about Finn. When he was having a playdate here on Monday I got the guys to do some work on their French for the test today –

What French test, thought Stella.

– and I couldn’t help noticing that Finn had his face really close to the page, which I thought might explain why his reading and writing are …?

Are what? thought Stella. Useless by comparison to your son’s?

– So I just thought – and I hope you don’t mind me calling, but I just thought that if someone noticed something that was wrong with Oscar, well, I’d really appreciate them getting in touch right away. I guess what I’m leading up to here is that I just wondered if you might think of getting his eyes tested?

Stella took a breath.

– Thank you. It’s really nice of you to bother to call. But really you shouldn’t worry. I’ve had them tested, and they’re normal. But thanks so much for the call. And it would be really nice to get Oscar over to our place soon – it’s wonderful that they seem to get on so well.

She put the phone down.

– Stupid, annoying, interfering cow, she said.

Next door Nathalie looked up and gave a knowing smile.

James put his head round Stella’s door.

– Hi, you aren’t by any chance free for a quick lunch today, are you? I’ve had a cancellation.

Why did men always have to make such a show of a full diary, Stella wondered. Why couldn’t he allow her to think that maybe he had nothing booked? Her diary was blank for lunch, indeed she tried to keep it that way where possible, but it was uphill work. That day she had been considering going to the gym for the first time in three weeks. Though the thought of struggling in and out of her clothes and spending half an hour on the cross-trainer was so unappealing that she was not altogether disappointed when something else came up.

– OK, but can we do 1.15, as I’ve got to give one of my recalcitrant trainees a swift kick first?

Stella was curious about James. He was such a dark horse. She wondered what had really happened with Julia, and resolved to try to get it out of him over lunch.

At ten to one Rhys knocked on her office door. She beckoned him in, and purposefully glanced at her watch to make the point that he was five minutes late and to invite him to apologize. He didn’t; instead he sat down in his casual, sprawly way. Stella started without preamble.

– As I said in my email, I was grateful to you for unwittingly offering inspiration for the start of my presentation. However, I was – look, can I be honest with you? There are a lot of people who want to be trainees here. Of the twenty-five we take every year, ten won’t make it through to the end of the year. It’s really tough, and you need to play the game. Sending me snarky emails is not playing the game.

– Yeah, he said. I know. Sorry. I’ve been a prat.

He looked crumpled, like a small boy. Ten minutes ago she would have bet money that he was incapable of apologizing, but here he was saying sorry with all the outward signs of sincerity.

– So how did it go? he asked.

– How did what go?

– Your presentation.

– It went very well, she said. The board has approved the entire budget, and we have an additional $100m to put into the research project, making fuel from algae.

– And did they like the tits? he asked.

– I’m not sure if they liked them. But they did appreciate the point I was making.

– That’s good, he said. I was impressed you did that.

Was he trying to suck up to her, she wondered.

– Well, yes. There was a minute when I thought it was going to backfire. Dame Judith Babcock looked even more hatchet-faced than she usually does.

– Dame Judith? I didn’t know she was on the board. She’s a joke.

This wasn’t what Stella had planned at all. It was meant to be a bollocking, not an opportunity for the two of them to denigrate members of the board.

– Look, said Stella firmly. We are skirting around the issue here. The issue is this. I have room for one trainee on my team. I have two – and so far it seems to me that one does all the work and the other is sloppy and arrogant and his sole contribution is a Green page three girl. Let me ask you this. In my position, which would you choose?

– What if the lazy bastard promised to pull his finger out going forward?

Stella winced at the phrase ‘going forward’, and thought how peculiar his speech was. He had a strong Welsh accent and his vocabulary was part English graduate and part Jack the lad. On top was a thin layer of corporate jargon.

– OK, she said. I’m shelving the decision for now and am giving you one more chance.

– Thank you, he said, looking at his watch and standing up. I’ve got a lunch, so I’d better go.

Stella sighed. He still didn’t get it. It was for her to call an end to the meeting, not him.

Bella

– Where shall we go? You know the places around here better than I do, said Rhys.

Bella hesitated. Was he going to pay for her, she wondered. In her experience the fact that a man might earn three times as much as you didn’t mean that they would necessarily pay.

– Shall we just get a sandwich at Pret?

He ignored this.

– What about that place?

He pointed towards a glass and steel restaurant opposite Atlantic Tower called Roast. It looked expensive, but Bella decided it would be best not to make a fuss.

They pushed through the doors, and there at a table in front of them sat James and Stella. She was leaning across the table towards him, and he was smiling.

– Help, said Bella. It’s my boss and your boss. Shall we do a bunk?

– No, this place looks cool. And she’s practically my ex-boss now. I think.

The waiter led them right past James and Stella, making it necessary to say hello before settling at a table just out of earshot.

Fabulous, thought Bella. We’re somewhere that I can’t afford, and I’m right under my boss’s nose and this guy who I told my sister definitely fancies me isn’t sending out any interested vibes at all. She looked at the menu.

– I’m not very hungry, she said. I think I’ll just have the soup.

The soup was the cheapest dish on the menu and was £8.90.

He looked a bit surprised but didn’t protest, and ordered a large well done steak and chips.

– So are you enjoying working here? she asked.

– Are you enjoying working here?

He batted the question back in a way that was more clumsy than flirtatious.

– Well, she said, I’ve been at AE for four years, which is quite a bit compared to your four minutes. What can I say? It’s fine. It just about pays the mortgage.

He nodded, as if quite satisfied by the answer. He didn’t ask what she was doing working as a PA. In a way this suited her, as she didn’t want to mention Millie, or Xan. But still she didn’t like men who showed no curiosity about her life. It was not a good sign.

He looked over her shoulder at James and Stella.

– She’s a tough bitch, isn’t she, he said.

Bella recoiled at the harshness of the word.

– No, I don’t think she is. I don’t really know her personally, but other people seem to like her. She apparently lives in this incredible house in Primrose Hill. Julia – she was my old boss – told me about it. Her husband is quite a famous documentary maker, I think, and they give these glamorous parties. The prime minister and his wife went to the last one, I think.

– What’s he like?

– I haven’t really decided yet. I haven’t been working for him very long. He’s obviously super bright, but it’s weird putting someone in charge of External Relations who isn’t any good at communicating – but I suppose he can turn it on when he has to.

– I didn’t mean your boss. I meant her husband.

– Stella’s husband? I don’t know. I’ve never met him. Why would I have? I’m not exactly going to get asked to their parties, am I?

Bella sipped her soup, and moved the conversation on.

– You didn’t answer my question, she said. Do you like it here so far?

– It’s a bit of a let-down, he said. You get told that being a fast-track management trainee at AE is a massive big deal, and then you arrive and are given nothing interesting to do and everyone’s on your case. You’re expected to be grateful just to work here – basically to sign up to something that means you work twelve-hour days. And most of the other trainees are right plonkers.

Bella said she thought that on the whole people were surprisingly pleasant.

– Yeah, well, it’s different for you. You’ve probably got a trust fund.

– A what?

She didn’t know whether to be flattered that he thought she was in that bracket, or furious that he had taken in so little about her.

– How many trust fund babes do you know who are executive assistants in oil companies?

He smiled, and she felt a bit less resentful.

– Yeah, well, I just thought, with your middle-class accent. You don’t really seem like a typical assistant.

And she almost said: And you don’t seem like a typical fast-track trainee with your thick Welsh accent and dodgy taste in shoes.

As if knowing what she was thinking, he said: I’m going to make it in this company. The other trainees are geeks, and they’ve always had what they wanted handed to them on a plate. I haven’t. I’ve had to fight for it.

I’ve done a bit of fighting too, thought Bella, but she didn’t say it. Not because she thought he would stop liking her if he found out that she was raising a daughter on her own, hindered by a junkie ex-boyfriend, but because it was quite clear that he didn’t really like her anyway. And she didn’t much like him.

The bill came and she moved to get her wallet.

– Don’t worry, he said to her relief. I’ll get this. Sorry I wasn’t better company. I had an odd morning. Let’s do it again.

Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all. A bit brash and self-pitying. But still there was something about him.

– Yes, let’s, she said.

Stella

– So where do you want to go?

– I’m in a hurry, said James, so let’s go to Roast.

Stella didn’t much like Roast, but at least it was nearby. Her discussion with Rhys had left her in high spirits for reasons that she could not quite fathom.

The main problem with the restaurant, from Stella’s point of view, was that almost everything on the menu was an enormous piece of meat.

– I think I’ll just have soup, she said after scanning the menu.

– Is that all?

– Charles is away and I try to give myself a complete holiday from meat, in fact from food altogether.

This sounded stupid, but she couldn’t be bothered to explain that her husband’s obsessive carnivorous spirit wore her down. He had started doing all the cooking at home at weekends when the children were small. But since she had been working more and more and he had been working less and less, he cooked on weekdays too.

Sometimes she thought these meals were a punishment. Whenever she told him she had had a business lunch and wouldn’t be hungry, she would come home in the evening to find pork with prunes, dauphinoise potatoes and ratatouille, sometimes with crème brûlée for pudding.

– We need to eat as a family, he would insist.

James was pouring sparkling water, and he lifted his glass towards her.

– Congratulations. Your board presentation yesterday was … extraordinary.

His compliment struck Stella as slightly ironic.

– I also just wanted to clear up any misunderstanding over my phone call last night, he went on.

– Oh don’t worry, she said, it was nothing.

– It wasn’t nothing.

He held up his hand in a let-me-finish sort of way. Frankly I had no business lashing out at you. I’d had quite a difficult day. Obviously it’s no excuse but –

Today was turning out to be a peculiar day, Stella thought, with not one but two men apologizing to her in the space of an hour.

Over James’s shoulder she saw the door opening and Rhys came sauntering in with Julia’s old assistant behind him. What were they doing here, she wondered. And why were they having lunch together? Assistants and fast-track trainees didn’t usually socialize. Probably he fancied her, which would not be in the least surprising. Bella was looking lovely, Stella thought, with her dark hair scrunched up into a knot with curly tendrils escaping round her face.

The two walked past their table.

– Hello again, Stella said.

She was mainly addressing Rhys but he didn’t meet her eye. Bella smiled and said hello. James said nothing.

When they found a table, Stella said: That was the trainee I was telling you about. Very odd boy. I don’t think he’ll last here more than six months. And that’s Julia’s old PA.

She looked at James closely as she said Julia’s name. She thought she saw a flicker – but when he replied it wasn’t about Julia at all.

– She’s my PA now. I took her on with Julia’s job. She’s a bright girl – I have a feeling she’s going to go far.

– And gorgeous, said Stella.

James didn’t comment on this, and so Stella asked: So what’s it like now running the press office as well as the whole of ER?

– You know, said James. I really want to do media differently. I think for too long we’ve been focused on spin. We have tried to tailor our announcements to the media according to what we think will be well received. I am trying to persuade Stephen to adopt an approach that will build trust. At the moment trust is zero – they think we are evil – greedy, plundering the planet, filling our boots. If we let them see us as we really are, their opinion of us can’t be worse than it is now.

Stella looked at his hands with their clean fingernails and his wrists with dark hair sprouting out from under his cuffs. She looked at the gold band of his wedding ring. How did he manage to seduce Julia, she wondered. Perhaps, she thought, watching his hands stroke the side of the water glass, he was terribly good in bed. People said plain men had to try harder.

– That’s brave, said Stella. Though I think you may be right. Honesty is generally the best policy.

And then she said: One could never accuse Julia – for all her brilliance and flair – of wanting to play things straight.

Stella waited to see if he would take up this invitation to denigrate his former lover and was both impressed and disappointed when he turned it down.

– Julia did an excellent job, but it’s time for a change.

– Yes, said Stella, trying again. I really miss her even though she was maddening and terribly indiscreet. I would never trust her with a secret – she couldn’t even keep her own.

Stella looked at him pointedly.

– I don’t know what she has told you, he said, sighing. But whatever it is I’m not going to try to defend myself. I behaved very, very badly. It was a – brief chapter in my life about which I feel nothing but shame.

His face changed. The look of competence and control had gone and he looked vulnerable.

– I’m so sorry, said Stella, suddenly feeling guilty. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s none of my business.

– No, James agreed. But could I ask one thing? Whatever it is that you know, to keep it to yourself. I’m not worried about sordid details damaging me – it’s Hillary I’m worried about – she hasn’t been well recently.

You might have thought about her earlier, Stella thought. But seeing his cowed expression she said: I’ve known for a few weeks and have told no one, and I’m not going to start telling them now.

– Thank you, he said.

James called for the bill, which he paid, folding the receipt carefully into his wallet.

Bella

Bella had had an aimless weekend. Gone nowhere, done nothing. The highlight had been doing times tables with Millie, something for which her daughter seemed to have great aptitude. While her classmates were still on two times two, Millie could tell you that seven times eight was fifty-six. To Bella, who was hopeless at maths, this was a miracle and a sign of Millie’s separateness from her.

On Saturday night Millie had slept over with a school friend and Bella had gone on a blind date with the cousin of a college friend to the Ice Bar in Camden. He said he was a successful painter and Bella had had visions of Damien Hirst, but he turned out to paint houses and didn’t even seem to be doing that at the moment. He announced that he was skint and made Bella buy the drinks. At the end of the evening he had tried to snog her and she had been too tired and depressed to push him away.

Bella was pleased when Monday came around. She put on a red skirt and high-heeled boots, and blow-dried her hair carefully with the thought of Rhys in her mind. She got into the office ten minutes before nine to find Anthea already there and taking a couple of paracetamol rather more ostentatiously than was strictly necessary.

– I’m still feeling terrible. My better half said I was mad to come in, and maybe he’s right. But I’m not one to lie around at home. I’m someone who needs to be busy all the time and I was stressing about what was happening here. If I’m away for more than a couple of days things get out of control and it takes me ages to sort them out.

– It was all quite easy last week, said Bella. There was very little to do. I did a briefing paper for James on the hacks he’s taking on the oilfield trip.

Anthea pursed her lips.

– Well. Obviously I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but when you’ve been a PA as long as I have, you’ll know that it’s getting the basics right that they thank you for. The add-ons are the cherry on the cake. But if you aren’t doing the basics – they are the meat and veg …

All this talk of food seemed to be making Anthea feel hungry. She reached into the drawer of her desk and got out a biscuit.

– Why don’t you take one of these to himself? He’s rather partial.

Bella felt disinclined to disturb her boss with a caramel HobNob, but neither did she want to upset Anthea. So she got up and put her head around his door.

– Do you want a cup of tea and one of Anthea’s biscuits?

James looked up, frowned, but on seeing Bella standing there, smiled.

– Thanks. I’ve had three cups of coffee and God knows how many biscuits in the Heads of Department meeting.

He looked down at his stomach and gave it a pat. Bella glanced at it too, round like a dome through his expensive blue cotton shirt.

– While you’re here, Bella, he said, you were right about that Times journalist. Look what he wrote. I spent the entire lunch last Thursday explaining our strategy, and he’s written some crap about us using our windfall profits to reward ourselves and screw the motorist. It’s pathetic, lazy, inaccurate drivel! I’m just composing an email to his editor now … come and read what I’ve written.

Bella walked around his desk and stood behind him so that she could read the message over his shoulder, and noticed a pleasant scent of soap.

– I am disappointed that a newspaper like yours has no regard for the facts of the matter, she read.

– You’ve been in this department longer than I, what do you think?

Bella could hardly believe that he was asking for an opinion, but he seemed to be waiting, so she began.

– I don’t know much about it, but it seems that journalists are arrogant and quite thin-skinned. If you complain and make them look stupid they will screw you next time. So I think that unless they’ve really got the facts wrong, it’s better not to say anything?

He had pulled his chair back from his desk and was looking at her appraisingly as she spoke. Bella started to blush again. She put the HobNob down and retreated to her anteroom, where Anthea, who had just come in, had overheard the last couple of remarks, which appeared not to have pleased her.

– You were in there a long time, she said disapprovingly.

Stella

That morning Stella was to speak on a platform with the former Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nigel Lawson, who had recently written a book debunking climate change.

When the invitation had arrived last May she had wanted to say no; it was too daunting. She hated public speaking, and this was to an audience of almost a thousand. But Stella despised her own weakness, and forced herself to do whatever she found most demanding. And when it came to managing her own diary she was more inclined to accept difficult or unpleasant things in the distant future, as she always assumed that if they were a long way off the day would somehow be less likely ever to arrive.

But the months had passed, in the way they tend to, and there was no getting out of it. Stella had spent most of the weekend writing and rewriting the speech and on reading it out loud in the kitchen the previous night to Charles, who pronounced it excellent but undermined his verdict by yawning his way through the performance.

The previous day Stella had asked Rhys to prepare some Power-Point slides. They had had an altercation over the colour of some of the graphs: Rhys had chosen yellow, which Stella said would not show up. He had protested that they would be fine and had refused to change them. She had told him that detail mattered, and he had replied by getting a facsimile of the US Declaration of Independence and pinning it up to the board in his cubicle.

– Look at this, he said when she walked by. There were two typos in this, but that didn’t stop it from being the most important document in history.

– That’s hardly the point, said Stella.

– But as it happens, he said, I did change the graphs to green. And I read through your speech again. It’s brilliant.

Stella usually found direct compliments embarrassing. Yet there was something about the way that Rhys offered his praise – almost grudgingly, as if an afterthought – that pleased her. Stella had found herself saying that if he’d like to, he could come and listen to her deliver it.

He had said that yes, he would like that very much.

Bella

Bella sat at her desk opening James’s post.

Most of it was junk; hardly anything interesting came through the post any more, which she regretted, as she liked the feeling of the silver paper knife in her hand and the satisfying noise it made when cutting the paper. She picked up a cream manila envelope and sliced it open.

Inside were four pieces of paper stapled together. At the top it said The Priory, Roehampton, and underneath INVOICE.

Patient name: Mrs Hillary Staunton. The bill was interminable, every item listed separately, with a running total at the bottom of each page. The grand total on the final one was £14,120. Bella looked at this, marvelled at the amount, and then looked back at the envelope, which was marked PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL.

– Anthea, she said. Have I just opened something I shouldn’t have?

– Give it to me. He trusts me to do all his private stuff. When Hillary has been not very well – Anthea wriggled her second and third fingers to indicate quotation marks, and made a double clicking sound with her tongue – I’ve done all sorts for him. Even interviewed for a nanny once.

This discussion was halted by the arrival of James himself.

– Bella, he said. Have you got a second?

She followed him into his office and he closed the door behind her.

– Thanks for your advice this morning, he said. I didn’t send the email. You saved me from looking an arse.

Again Bella felt herself blushing, and so she shook her hair over her face, hoping he might not see.

– And one more thing, he said.

– Yes?

For a second, he looked confused, as if he had been going to say something but changed his mind.

– Can you check where we are on this year’s training budget, and do some research into suitable team-building courses for the whole department? Stella is taking her team to bond over a Shakespearean play.

He rolled his eyes.

– To bond, or not to bond, that is the question, he said.

Bella laughed, even though it wasn’t especially funny. And he laughed too, whether at his own joke or at the sudden lightness of mood. His laugh was deep and rumbling, Bella thought. She liked the sound of it.


*



There was a bewildering choice of team-building courses, and most of them struck Bella as being very silly indeed. She rejected all the outdoor ones, as James did not look the type to enjoy scrambling through freezing mud. She rejected circus skills and African drumming, and was about to give up when she came upon one where you learn to cook in a hotel restaurant. ‘By preparing food as a team, barriers are broken down and bonds forged,’ it said on the website.

Bella, who had watched a lot of shouting in kitchens in the Gordon Ramsay programme on TV, thought this unlikely, but nevertheless liked the sound of it.

– Does James enjoy cooking? she asked Anthea.

– What a funny question. He certainly enjoys eating. But I doubt if he has the need to do any cooking, as Mrs S is a wonderful cook – or so I’ve heard.

Bella was prevented from asking any further questions, as her mobile was ringing. It was the school secretary at Hathaway Primary saying that Millie had fallen over in the playground and bumped her head.

Bella could hear Millie’s voice in the background saying: Is my mum going to come and get me?

– She doesn’t sound badly hurt, said Bella.

– It’s school policy, said the secretary firmly. If they bang their heads they must be taken home. I’ll keep her in the office till you come.

Bella rang her mother, but her mother said it wasn’t a good moment. Bella explained that Millie had fallen and asked if she could pick her up.

– I’m working on something important for a new boss and I’d really like to finish it.

– Well that’s a turnabout, said her mother.

In the past, when Bella had moaned about how boring the work was, her mother had said she was lucky to have it. But the news that her daughter was now enjoying work didn’t please her either.

– You know what, said Bella. Forget it. I’ll go and get her.

Bella got her coat, and as she was hurrying for the tube, sent James a text.


V sorry but I had to leave early as my daughter has banged her head. Have found fab course based on cooking. To be or not to be … a chef. Bella



Up from the tube at Caledonian Road, her mobile was bleeping. Bella gazed at the name James in the inbox and thought how much she liked seeing it there. She opened the message, which said:


I trust your daughter will make a swift recovery.



She looked at this, and felt slightly foolish. It was formal and correct and made hers seem too casual.

At the school Millie was sitting waiting, reading a Jacqueline Wilson book about a girl who gets beaten up by her stepfather. She greeted her mother cheerfully and skipped through the school gates.

– Can I have an ice cream? she asked.

Stella

Rhys pushed into the cab first and sat on the folding seat. Stella positioned herself on the bench diagonally opposite from him, as far away as the enclosed space of the taxi would permit. She was aware of his body, the solidity of his thighs under the tight material of his trousers, and could smell his aftershave. The smell was musty and not unpleasant, reminding her of the Lynx that Finn sprinkled over himself so liberally that when she sat down to breakfast with him in the morning she felt she was swallowing it with her coffee.

The taxi was edging slowly along the Embankment, and Stella kept looking at her watch. She hated being late, and the double anxiety of lateness and public speaking was making her sweat into her new silk blouse.

She leant forward and slid open the window hatch to talk to the driver.

– I’m in a hurry. Would it be quicker to go down the Strand?

His heavy shoulders gave a shrug.

– Both are bad, it’s up to you.

They drove along for a bit in silence, Stella looking over the speech and trying to memorize the first few paragraphs.

– Are you shitting bricks? Rhys suddenly asked.

The babyishness of the phrase, and the sheer cheek of it, made Stella feel unexpectedly better.

– I always shit bricks – as you so elegantly put it – before talking in public, which is pathetic, as I’ve been doing it for twenty years. But then when I’m actually doing it, and if it’s going OK, I love it.

He listened and nodded.

– I’m a total show-off, he said. But I also hate talking in public. I heard my voice and I sound retarded – like Dafydd on Little Britain.

Stella hadn’t watched Little Britain, so didn’t know what he was talking about, but laughed nevertheless. The taxi turned into Park Lane and drew up outside the Hilton. A young woman with an organizer’s badge was waiting for her.

– Am I late? Stella asked.

– No, she said. You’re just on time.

In the cab on the way back to the office Stella was feeling dismal.

She had misjudged her audience, who were generalists rather than economists. There had been a fat man in the front row who had yawned and fiddled with his BlackBerry throughout, and she felt she had delivered her speech into a wall of blankness and boredom.

– You were great, Rhys said to her.

– I wasn’t, said Stella. I was awful, but at least it’s over.

– No, really, he said. You are a brilliant speaker.

Stella, who hated doing things badly, found his words consoling.

– Thanks, she said. I’m not, but it’s nice of you to say so.

She opened her briefcase and got out the proofs of that month’s Energy Market Update, which she was meant to have corrected the previous day. Not to be outdone, Rhys rummaged around in his bag and fished out a Twix.

– I’m starving, he said, putting one of the bars into his mouth, and with half of it rudely sticking out, offered her the other bar.

– Thanks, she said, taking the chocolate.

Once it was in her hand she couldn’t understand what had made her accept it. She hated Twix, and hadn’t eaten cheap chocolate for years. She bit into it and winced. The caramel clung to a part of her tooth where the gum had receded and gave an unpleasant twang.

– Did you learn anything from Lawson’s talk? she asked.

Rhys shrugged and said: The funniest bit was when he started waffling on about how Saudi oil reserves were infinite, you gave him such a patronizing look, and calmly pulled out all these numbers that totally floored him.

Stella laughed.

– Nonsense, she said. People like that are never floored. They believe they are divinely right.

Then Rhys said: Do you mind if I ask you something?

– I don’t know if I mind until you tell me what it is.

– It’s my girlfriend’s birthday tomorrow, and I need to get her something. I’m crap at presents. Have you got any ideas?

Stella found that she did mind this question, or rather that the word girlfriend gave her a little jolt. She was shocked at her own response. Here was a young, not unattractive man. Of course he had a girlfriend. Why wouldn’t he, and what difference could it possibly make to her?

– I’ve no idea, said Stella. It depends what she’s like.

– Well she likes all the normal things. Clothes, music. She’s at film school. She wants to be a director.

– Really, said Stella. How funny. My husband is a director of documentaries.

– Yes, he said, I know. I told her that you were married to him, and she said he made a famous documentary in the 1960s about hookers.

– It was the 1980s, she said, bristling at the implication that she was married to an old man.

She did not wish to discuss Charles with him, and so she said: So what were you thinking about buying?

– Last year, I got her a traffic light. I bought it from the council and wired it up for her. We had a joke about whether our relationship was on or off – whether the light was red or green. But I don’t think she really liked it. I think she must have got rid of it, as it doesn’t seem to be in her flat any more.

Stella laughed and said that she thought the traffic light sounded delightful. But mainly she thought that a man who went to such trouble to find a gift for a girlfriend that was a metaphor based on a private joke must have been deeply in love. This year, she noted, he had left it to the very last minute before buying her anything at all.

The taxi pulled up outside their office. Stella paid, took a receipt, and they both walked through the revolving glass doors, which rotated slowly in order to prevent heat loss, and into the marble reception. As they got out at the twelfth floor James was waiting to go down.

– Where have you been? he asked. Haven’t you seen my emails?

Stella realized that she had not looked at her BlackBerry for two hours.

– What’s happened?

– Russia, he said.

Bella

James emerged from his office, marched past Bella and said to Anthea: Any idea if anyone in the department speaks Russian? I need to get something translated from the Russian newswires.

– I do, Bella said.

Anthea stared, and James raised his eyebrows.

– I studied it at university, she said.

– You never said you had a degree in Russian?

It showed how carefully he had looked at her file. Her languages had been one of the things that had helped her to get this job, though in all of her four years no one had ever asked her to use them.

– Come, he said.

So she went back into his room, and on his screen were items taken from the Russian newspaper Vedomosti. Bella sat down at his desk and started to translate slowly.

– It says: On Monday, the Federal – something or other, natural resources agency? –

James nodded, and Bella went on translating:

– demanded that building of two pipeline sections by Atlantic Energy be stopped immediately because of the failure of the operator to follow Russian environmental law. Does that make sense?

– Perfect sense, he said. What else?

– It says that in a television interview, Viktor Golubev from Gazprom said the CEO of Atlantic Energy was behaving like Goebbels in the spreading of propaganda.

– Lying bastard, said James. Go on, Bella – you’re a star.

James moved around behind his chair, where she was perched, and leant over her as she went on.

– The field contains oil reserves of 150 million tonnes and gas reserves of 500 billion cubic metres and –

– Thank you, he said, interrupting her. That’s enough for now – I’d better go, or I’ll be late for the press briefing.

Bella felt dashed. She would have liked to go on translating for him for ever – doing something that he could not do, and being admired for it. She got up to leave and he said: I could print some more of this out and you can come with me in the cab and translate as we go? Would you mind?


*



In the cab James was talking on his mobile to Stephen.

– Have you seen what’s coming out of the Gazprom press conference in Moscow? … The new chief has accused you of behaving like Goebbels –

James held the phone slightly away from his ear to protect it from the stream of abuse that was pouring out.

– I know, he said. I know. Yes, quite inexcusable. But we are bound to get questions on this. I assume you want me to play it down?

While James talked, Bella imagined what it might be like to put her head against the shoulder of his grey cashmere coat, and thought it would be very nice indeed. He was not handsome, certainly. But there was a solidity to him, a powerfulness that she didn’t find unattractive.

At the press briefing he sat on a raised platform and Bella took a seat in the back row, behind thirty journalists. She watched him calmly tell them that the Russians had revoked the licence on spurious environmental grounds. He explained that the central problem was that the noise of building the new platform was interfering with the hearing of whales. Then one of the journalists said: What is the company’s response to the Russian allegation that Stephen Hinton is like Goebbels?

James nodded solemnly and said: On the specifics of that allegation we do not deem it worthy of a reply. This is not about schoolboy taunts. This is about getting our licences back into play, proving that our environmental record is second to none, and getting on with the discussions of the sale of our stake on a fair basis.

When they got back into a cab, Bella wanted to tell him that if anyone ever accused her of being a Nazi, she’d want him on her side defending her, but decided it would be presumptuous, so she said nothing.

James took his BlackBerry from his pocket, checked his messages and put it back again. The taxi moved forward slowly. As he didn’t say anything, Bella said: You know that course you asked me about? I know it sounds a bit trivial given all that’s going on, but I’ve found something that sounds more fun – and more useful – than doing Shakespeare, or whatever. It’s going to a hotel kitchen and cooking –

– Cooking?

He frowned at her over the top of his reading glasses and Bella, fearing his disapproval, started to gabble.

– It’s all about working in teams under stressful conditions in a kitchen. I mean, I know it sounds stupid in a way, because I don’t really see how cutting up leeks or whatever is going to help all that much, but everyone ends up eating the food they’ve made and getting quite pissed. So maybe that’s how they bond –

James let out a loud laugh.

– I can’t boil an egg, he said. It’s shaming but it’s true. I used to be able to, but my wife deskilled me years ago.

So Anthea had been right on this point, but Bella felt her spirits fall a little in a way she didn’t understand. Why would she mind if he talked about his wife? She knew he had one, and what did she suppose they ate, baked beans?

The taxi crawled up Northumberland Avenue and into Trafalgar Square, and Bella looked out of the window and saw a couple pressed together in a passionate embrace.

James seemed to have observed this too but said nothing. The lights changed and the taxi moved on.

– Have you spent much time in Russia? he asked.

Bella explained that for the second year of university she had been sent there, but that soon after she arrived she’d found she was pregnant and had come home and that after Millie had been born she hadn’t gone back to finish her degree.

– Is your husband a linguist?

Bella wanted to laugh. Was this how he saw her? As a woman not ambitious enough to have finished her degree, and to have settled into a little secretarial work to ease the boredom while her linguist husband used his languages to greater effect?

And then she thought of Xan and his knowledge of Russia. This amounted to a vodka-drinking spree when he had gone out to see her after she had phoned from Veronysh telling him that she was pregnant. That evening had ended with him lying on the lino of the student hostel being sick through his nostrils, and her crying and telling him to get out of her life.

– No, she said. No, he isn’t. I’m not married.

And then, in order to forestall any further questions about a partner, she said: I’m a single mother.

– I see, he said, and got out his BlackBerry.

The rest of the journey passed in silence.

Stella

Stella was going to Moscow. There wasn’t much point in this, as it wasn’t a project that she was involved in and there were already twelve people from AE going – three engineers and six geologists and the head of legal counsel as well as James and Stephen. In addition there were a professor of marine biology from the LSE, three environmental consultants, four civil servants, three corporate lawyers and two translators.

Stephen had insisted that Stella fly out with him, as he had something he wished to discuss with her on the flight. The following day he would have his meetings with the Gazprom chief as well as with representatives from the environmental agency, and Stella and James would fly back with him afterwards. The others would get an internal flight to Siberia to look at the platforms and assess the evidence of environmental damage.

Stella sat in a wide first class seat next to the CEO, while the other members of the party made their way down the aisle to business class beyond. This arrangement suited no one. Stella did not want to be sitting next to her boss for the whole six-hour flight, as it meant she could neither sleep nor read a novel. The other members of the party took it as a sign of favouritism and felt aggrieved.

– Fancy seeing you here, the senior engineer said, leering at her. Stephen has kept the eye candy all for himself.

Stella looked at him coldly; she was used to such taunts from engineers and they no longer upset her. Stephen pulled a pile of papers from his briefcase and started to flip through them. He scanned the environmental summary that James had prepared for him, and then shifted in his seat so that he had turned his body towards hers. Stella looked at his narrow hips and gold belt buckle and shuddered.

– Stella, he said. I’ve got a proposal to make to you. I’m really excited about it and I hope you will be too.

Stella smiled anxiously, knowing that his profession of excitement was not necessarily a promising sign.

– I am proposing to make some changes to my top team, he went on. Our business is getting ever more complicated, globally and strategically. What we excel at is the functional side of the business. We have the best engineers, geologists – even economists.

He smiled at her, revealing a set of perfect white fronts fitted on a recent visit to the US.

– You are too kind, Stella said.

– What we need are visionary leaders within the business whose task it is to break down those silos, and ensure that we have joined-up thinking at all levels. As CEO, this is my role, but I can’t do it single-handedly. So what I propose is to create a new position that I hope you will fill. Your title would be Chief of Staff, and you would head up my private office. You would deputize for me in all strategic matters, back me up and advise me.

He looked at her with an energy and intensity that Stella did not find altogether pleasant. She felt, as she had felt on all previous occasions in her life when she had been offered a promotion or a challenge, a small stab of panic.

When Stella finally got to her hotel room that night she was exhausted. Dinner had gone on interminably, and she had sat between a pair of thick-necked Russian oil magnates, one of whom ignored her completely in favour of the impossibly beautiful teenage model on his other side, who seemed not to object to having her breasts fondled by a sausage-fingered man.

James had shown no interest in the Russian model who had been placed next to him, and every time Stella looked up at him, he was looking down at the BlackBerry in his lap. Stephen, on the other hand, was evidently delighted by the six-foot blonde nineteen-year-old who was caressing his thigh under the table, though he was pretending to be unmoved.

Once alone in her ludicrously opulent room, Stella arranged herself among the silk cushions on the bed and opened her laptop to do her email. There was a long, funny message from Clemmie telling her about her day at school, signed off with Loveyaloads xxx. Stella had been brought up in a household where no one would have dreamt of telling any other member that they loved them; such things were taken for granted. Even though she knew her daughter had picked up the habit of emotional incontinence from trashy TV shows, she nevertheless was pleased by the warmth of the sign-off. She also thought, not for the first time, that it was easier to communicate with one’s teenage children by email than face to face.

She looked further down the list and there were two messages from Rhys. Stella clicked on the first one.


Hi,

Hope KGB haven’t got you. Beware honey traps and Russian gigolos. Nothing happening here. V dull without you. I’d like you to know that I’ve spent a vast amount of time today collating data for your paper on our internal cost of capital, so have been very well behaved.

Only thing to report is that have noticed Beate sniffs all the time. Have decided she has a coke habit.

Cheers, Rhys



And then another one, sent about ten minutes later:


Hi Stella

Am concerned that previous message may have sounded a tad unprofessional. Sorry. R



Stella read them again and smiled. It was unprofessional, but also funny. Still, she wasn’t going to reply. She brushed her teeth and got into the big bed, whose oyster satin sheets felt unpleasantly slippery against her brushed cotton pyjamas. She slithered around and could not sleep, the dumplings and vodka mingling uneasily in her stomach. The conversation on the plane was troubling her, and she was also worried that the permission slip for Finn’s skiing trip had to be handed in the next morning. So she turned on the lamp by her bed and sat up.

It would only be ten at home, so she called and Charles answered.

– How’s Russia? he said.

– Russia’s fine, but I’m worried about Finn’s permission slip. I think it’s in the kitchen – can you make sure it’s signed tomorrow?

– OK, he said. When are you back?

– Probably in time for supper tomorrow. I’ve been offered a new job.

– Oh? I’m watching the football with Finn.

– Tell him to go to bed. And give him a kiss from me.

She put the phone down, slid down into the bed again, turned off the light but found herself even more awake than before.

Maybe she would type a quick reply to Rhys. Just to reassure him. So she sat up against the cushions and turned on her laptop again, but the computer would not let her log on to her AE email. Undeterred, she opened up her Hotmail account instead and typed:


Dear Rhys

Thank you for your warnings. There have been no suspicious young men, though just had extraordinary dinner with Russians. Gorgeous women on tap for Stephen and James, though both doing their best to show no interest. I had to talk to bruiser from Gazprom and had too much caviar and feel sick.

You might also like the detail that before dinner we met in Stephen’s room for a briefing and such is atmosphere of trust that we wrote things to each other on white boards fearing that room was tapped. I daresay there were cameras in there too, but in that case Russians will have got an eyeful of twelve dithering Brits with no decent game plan. Sat next to Stephen on plane on way out, and he has plan for me to leave economics and work directly with him. Please keep that under your hat, as not at all sure what I’ll do.

And no, I don’t think Beate has a coke habit.

Stella



She read through what she had written and sent it, feeling uncomfortable about just how much she had enjoyed writing it. She had also told Rhys much more about the trip than she had told Charles; but then Charles hadn’t asked, or, if he had asked, hadn’t really wanted to know. Outside she could hear the funny whine of Russian sirens. She hadn’t slept for thirty-six hours but felt wide awake, and the inside of her head felt dry. She flicked through the telly channels and watched Gordon Brown on CNN explaining why he wasn’t going to call an election after all.

Her BlackBerry winked its red light at her. There was a message from Charles:


Can’t find the form – where did you say it was? xC



And one from Rhys:


Hi Stella

V excited to get your message. Was fearing that unprofessional behaviour might have sent you straight to Russell to make further complaints re unsatisfactory trainee.

Well it’s a rough life … caviar, prostitutes … my heart goes out to you all. New job sounds v exciting … I’m now sitting in a bar in Covent Garden waiting for my girlfriend.

In the end got her new ipod for her b day, which she claimed to be delighted with.

What time is it there?

R



Stella sat up in bed to study this. The cocky confidence that had once enraged her now delighted her. She smiled down at the little screen and read the message again.

Then she messaged back.


Will tell you about job when I’m back. Enjoy drink. It’s late here, so must sleep.



And instantly the reply came:


Night night.



Bella

Bella was sifting through the messages in James’s inbox. Nearly 200 had arrived since yesterday, mostly things that he had been pointlessly copied in on. But then she came on a message with a red exclamation mark by it, sent by Russell, with the subject line: Headcount. Bella opened this and read:


James – I have been tasked by Michael Evans to conduct a headcount audit throughout the ER function looking to find synergies resulting from the merger with Press Relations. It appears that you have two executive assistants, which is no longer in accordance with the operating plan. Can you revert to me on this asap?

Best, Russell



Bella read it twice.

– Have you seen the email from HR about headcount? she asked Anthea.

Anthea nodded.

– It’s classic, she said. He has never seen fit to follow the rule-book, and in my experience of this company, if you don’t do it by the book, it bites you on the ankle in the end.

The books and ankles created a surreal picture in Bella’s mind, which distracted her from a more troubling idea: Anthea was pleased by the memo, and wanted Bella gone.

The phone went, and Anthea got there first. James Home, it said on the display.

– James Staunton’s office, she said. Oh, hello, Hillary. Well, no, I haven’t spoken to him this morning, but I’m expecting him to call in any moment now. If his mobile is off, then I imagine he’s in meetings … Is all well? … Ah, I see. Oh dear… Well, I will tell him when he calls.

Anthea put down the phone.

– That was Mrs J, she said. Completely hysterical. She’s gone and lost some tickets to their son’s play tonight.

The phone started to ring again and this time Bella answered. It was James.

– Have you spoken to your wife? she asked.

– Not recently, he said.

– Well, she has just rung to say she’s lost the tickets to your son’s concert tonight. I think she’s rather upset –

– Oh God, he said, his voice sounding heavy. I’ve got the tickets. They’re in the top of my desk. Bella, can you help her? She is a little – fragile at the moment. Can you bike them to her, or maybe, if you’ve got time, take them yourself?

Bella went into his office and opened the top drawer. It was almost empty: a packet of Nurofen, and a neat line of pens and the tickets in precisely the place he said they would be. Bella closed it, but then, without any clear idea of what she was doing, found herself opening the next one down. There was a file saying expenses, and below that another saying ‘RECEIPTS – PERSONAL’. She opened the folder and saw that one was for lunch at the National Portrait Gallery restaurant, dated three months earlier.

This rang a bell. She knew from her reading of Julia’s emails that he had taken her there. She looked at all the other receipts and all were for lunch or dinner, six in all and over a period of four months. Was that all it had been?

– Having a snoop?

Bella wheeled around to see Anthea standing at the door. She shoved the folder back into the drawer, and picked up the tickets.

– No, she said. I’m just getting the tickets. He wants me to take them over to her.

– Why not bike them?

– He asked me to do it. He says she’s fragile.

Anthea stared at her disapprovingly but said nothing.

Bella got out of the cab outside number 16 Willowdale Crescent. There were stucco pillars on either side of the front door, and through the large bay window on the ground floor she could see a handsome rocking-horse.

She rang the china bell, which made an old-fashioned ring deep inside the house. After a while she heard slow footsteps crossing the hall. A woman with a slightly puffy face, almost unrecognizable as the smiling one in the picture, opened the door and looked at Bella in surprise, as if she had forgotten that she was coming.

– I’m Bella, said Bella. And I’ve brought the tickets.

– Ah yes, said Hillary. Thanks for coming all this way.

She took the tickets and then hesitated.

– Would you like a cup of tea?

She didn’t look cold, or mad, or a handful as Anthea had warned she would be. Instead she looked vague and detached and oddly diffident for the mistress of such a large and beautiful house.

Bella badly wanted to go in and look around. She was curious about where people lived, and thought the fridge and the bathroom cabinet usually held as many clues to what someone was like as their face did. But standing on her boss’s doorstep she had a strong sense of being somewhere she did not belong.

– I’d better get back to the office. But could I just have a glass of water?

Hillary opened the door and led Bella over the pale wooden floor and into the kitchen. There was every outward sign of the cooking that James had talked about. There were mixers and a pasta machine and a granite island with saucepans hanging from an old wooden clothes drier. But there was no smell of food or evidence of any meals ever having been made, and all the implements looked new. Bella thought of her own Ikea kitchen, the whole bought for 360 quid including the sink.

Hillary produced a heavy glass tumbler and poured some Badoit into it.

– Lovely kitchen, Bella said.

Hillary smiled weakly.

– You’ve got some amazing gadgets. I wouldn’t have the first idea what to do with most of them. I’m really hopeless at cooking – the only thing I can make is pasta, and even then all I do is boil it and then empty some sauce on the top. Do you do masses of cooking?

Hillary gave this question a lot of thought, as if struggling to remember the answer, and then said: Yes, I suppose I do.

– The reason I asked, said Bella, is that James has asked me to research team-building courses, and I’ve found one where they go and cook together to get to know each other, or bond …

James’s name hung in the air between them. It sounded wrong on Bella’s lips spoken so casually, here in his house.

Bella took a sip of water and Hillary said: So he has two secretaries now.

Bella cringed at the word secretary, but didn’t correct her. Yes, she agreed, though she didn’t say perhaps not for much longer.

– I imagine he’s delighted with the arrangement, Hillary remarked.

Was she bitter? Or possibly amused in a patronizing way? And why did she have to imagine what he felt? Didn’t they talk?

Bella put the glass down and said she had better get going. Hillary showed her to the door and Bella stood outside in the street and looked around her. Hillary hadn’t offered to get her a taxi; she didn’t know which way the tube was and the neighbourhood was so quiet there was no one around to ask.

Stella

On the flight back from Russia, Stella asked James what she should do about the new job. She was well aware that he would be jealous, but had worked out a long time ago that the best way to take the sting out of the competition was to act as if James was unquestionably the senior partner. As long as she deferred to him, he was more than civilized and lavished his wisdom upon her.

So Stella explained about the job and James’s face darkened for a second but then, just as she had expected, he recovered himself and assumed the air of a wise doctor prescribing medicine to a sick patient. Lucidly, he laid out the pros and the cons. The pros he dispensed with quickly.

– You’d see more of the CEO, if that’s what you want. I also assume that this would mean more money and arguably might look good on your CV.

But then he settled into the cons, of which he found a larger number. He said it didn’t sound like a well-defined role. He pointed out that Stella was a gifted economist and that her intellect might not be satisfied in a more administrative job.

– It would also make your position in the company more vulnerable, he said. If you are someone whom Stephen has expressly promoted, if he falls then you will fall with him.

The more Stella listened to this negative case, the more positive about the job she became.

When she got home that night, she asked Charles what she should do. He was standing over the chopping board, beating ginger and coriander into a pulp for a marinade, and Stella explained the pros and cons of the job to his hunched back.

– You must do whatever you want to do, he said, bashing a clove of garlic with the back of a knife.

And she replied that she didn’t know what she wanted – that was the trouble. He then quoted his university tutor who had said that the harder a decision was to make the less it mattered which way you decided.

In twenty years of marriage he must have said this to her at least a hundred times, and each time she had disagreed. It might be true logically, but in her experience if a decision was hard to make that was because it was terribly important to get the outcome right.

Stella got to work before 8 a.m. the next morning to find that Rhys was in already.

The cleaner was just finishing, lugging the vacuum out of Stella’s office.

– Hello, said Stella. How are you? How is your daughter getting along?

On another early morning this woman had told Stella that she had a daughter who was the same age as Finn and who was doing exceptionally well at school.

– She’s working so hard.

– Wonderful, said Stella, looking towards Rhys.

He had taken his jacket off and his shirt, which was white with a thin grey stripe, had been carefully ironed. Had he ironed it himself, Stella found herself wondering.

As soon as the cleaner had gone, Rhys got up and wandered over.

– Hello, he said.

– What are you doing in this early? Stella asked. The question came out sounding rather more accusatory than she had intended.

– Loads of work, he said.

– I’m going downstairs to get a coffee. Do you want anything?

– I’ll come with you.

In the canteen they queued at the coffee machine and then, instead of taking their cardboard cups back upstairs, they hesitated by the sofas in what the facilities manager laughably called the ‘chill-out zone’.

Rhys sat down on the edge of the sofa, and she sat down next to him, feeling self-conscious and wishing that there was a table between them.

– So what’s up with this job? he said.

She repeated what Stephen had told her, and explained that it would mean being closer to the decision-making heart of the company.

– It sounds great, Rhys said, looking at her with an earnestness that she had not seen before.

– I’m not sure if I want it, she said.

– But why not? he demanded. It’s a massive promotion –

Stella wasn’t sure what she was doing sitting on this sofa and allowing a trainee to interrogate her like this. It was none of his business whether she took the job or not. But at the same time she could not help being flattered that he was taking such a keen interest in her career. Unlike James or even Charles, Rhys appeared to want to see her promoted.

– I mean, Rhys was saying, it’s a lot more power. And I assume it’d be a lot more money –?

– You may be right, said Stella doubtfully.

In fact she had not even thought to ask Stephen whether it would be more money or not.

– Doesn’t that matter to you?

– No, it doesn’t. I don’t think I’m really interested in power or money. I used to be, but now I think I’ve got enough of both.

He looked at her, his eyes narrowing.

– So what are you interested in?

– I’m not sure. I suppose I’ve never asked myself such a blunt question. But I guess I’m interested in having some control over my life, and in never being bored and – I suppose most of all – being thought to be good at what I’m doing. Does that sound priggish?

– Yes, he said. Disgustingly.

He laughed and so did she. Then he added: I also don’t believe it.

Stella stopped laughing. Was he claiming to know her better than she knew herself?

– You may not believe it, she said, a new coolness in her voice, but it happens to be the case.

– Sorry, he said. It is just really weird to me. I’ve always wanted to be incredibly successful and to make a lot of money. When I was a kid I used to sell crisps at a 100 per cent mark-up in the playground, and at Oxford I used to sell my essays to posh thickos who couldn’t write their own. I suppose I just about understand that you aren’t interested in money, I mean if you’ve always had it then maybe you take it for granted –

Stella winced at the chippy edge to his voice.

– But I don’t believe that you’re not ambitious, he went on.

– Really, Stella protested, I don’t think I am. Well, I must be a bit, or I wouldn’t be where I am. But when new things are offered to me I never really want to take them. It’s not that I feel I should be with my children more – though that does come into it. It’s more to do with fear. I’m really terrified of things that I think I won’t be able to do.

– You’re frightened, he repeated, looking at her incredulously.

Stella felt she had gone too far. She didn’t want him to see her weakness, and so she asked: What about you? What do you really want?

– After I left Oxford I didn’t apply for any of the jobs that my friends applied for, which was partly because none of the jobs appealed to me, but also because my mum was ill and I needed to be in Wales to be close to her. I got involved in this property business run by a friend of my cousin’s, and we made shedloads renovating warehouses in Cardiff and Swansea, and at one point we were both worth about £5m on paper. We were going to cash in, but then Northern Rock happened and we lost everything and the company went bust. It was a crap time, and now I’m playing safe and doing the company man bit for a while.

Stella bristled at the idea that he was playing safe at AE, that it was the place to be when one’s grander ambitions had failed.

– I must go and do some work, she said suddenly, standing up. There’s a mountain of emails waiting for me. What I was going to say was would you like to come to supper with us next week? I was planning to ask Beate too. Do bring your girlfriend – Rosie? – I know that Charles would love to discuss film school with her.

– Rosa, he said. And yes, thanks, that’d be great.

Bella

Bella had been looking forward to James’s return from Russia, and that morning she had got dressed in new pair of black trousers and a pink shirt and applied two coats of mascara. When she got into the office she found her boss bent over his emails, moving his lower jaw from side to side in the way he did when he was concentrating. He did not look up at her arrival.

Presently she heard a crash. James had slammed his fist down on his desk.

– Bloody hell! Do you know anything about this?

He got up from his desk and came to face her accusingly.

– This is insane. I’m told that I’m not allowed two PAs. And at the same time as Stephen is beefing up his department taking on any number of bag carriers, I’m expected to perform the jobs that used to be done by two people, and then I’m told I can’t have one more sodding person to help with the admin.

Bella said nothing, as he didn’t seem to be talking to her.

– I’m sorry, he said an hour or so later. That was a mad rant. And I meant to say thank you very much indeed for taking the tickets to my wife. I know she greatly appreciated it. In fact she was much taken with you.

Bella thought this unlikely, and said: Well, I thought she seemed lovely.

Which wasn’t true either.

– In any case, Bella continued, I’m completely cool with anger. My ex-partner used to lose it all the time and throw furniture around.

James laughed uneasily, not sure if she was joking. But Bella hadn’t been joking, in fact she had been putting a positive gloss on it. During one of his rages, Xan had punched a hole in the wall and come at Bella with a chair over his head, and he would have smashed it down on her if his mobile hadn’t gone, distracting him for just long enough to allow her to get out of the way.

James went on: I try to refrain from throwing furniture about. Still, I do find it aggravating to have arbitrary rules imposed on me by imbeciles, though what really made me angry about the edict is that for the first time in ages I have someone really intelligent working for me.

He looked at her briefly and then looked away. Bella didn’t know what to say. She picked up her iPod to hide her confusion and carefully started winding the headphones around the body of it, waiting for him to go. But he didn’t go. He went on standing there.

– What do you listen to on that? he asked.

She pushed the gadget towards him, and he scrolled down through the names.

– Who are these people? Franz Ferdinand? Kings of Leon? Who is Leon?

Bella laughed.

– I’ve no idea, but they’re good. Want to listen?

She offered him her headphones, which he held to his ears without putting them in as if doing so would be too intimate a gesture.

She clicked ‘play’ and he heard the last thing she had been listening to. Through the crackle of the earphones Bella could hear Franz Ferdinand singing about leather hips and sticky hair and stubble on sticky hips. She turned it off hastily.

– What sort of music do you like? she asked.

– Mostly classical, but I’m fond of some pop songs that were written before you were born. Van Morrison, Dylan, the Police –

At this moment Anthea got back from her lunch break, and as she came in, James put down the iPod, moved away from her desk and said in a quite different tone of voice: Can you move this afternoon’s departmental meeting back by half an hour to 3.30?




End of sample
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