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Chapter One



Just breathe! Relax! Don’t stress, Amber, it’s only a job interview. It’s not as though you’re about to be tortured! All you have to do is look smart,
  sound intelligent and manage to make it into the boardroom without laddering your tights. Just how hard can it be?


  You can do this! You can!


  Unfortunately the reflection that peers nervously back at me, floating in the bright glass of the reception window, doesn’t look particularly convinced by this pep talk, and I don’t
  blame her. It feels like a washing machine on spin cycle has taken up residence in my stomach, and my mouth has that horrible pre-vomit tinny tang. Looking smart and sounding intelligent is a tall
  order anyway on an ordinary, just-going-to-work morning, so how I ever thought I’d be able to pull it off for the biggest moment of my professional life is a total mystery.


  Oh Lord. Maybe I should just go home now? Who am I trying to kid that I stand a chance of getting this job? What on earth was I thinking? I’m rubbish at job interviews. Just thinking about
  sitting across the table from an interrogation squad and trying to sound intelligent turns me into such a quivering jelly that you could serve me up with ice cream. Look at my hands! I’m
  shaking!


  Hmm. Better not apply that third coat of killer red lippy. I don’t want to look like an extra from Twilight, do I? Although I’m already so pale with nerves that I could be
  mistaken for the undead. Edward Cullen, eat your heart out.


  For as long as I can remember, I’ve dreaded job interviews. I hate having to squeeze myself into my Karen Millen straitjacket. Why do I always think I can diet into it? Surely by the
  grand old age of twenty-nine I should have resigned myself to the fact that my body is stubbornly stuck at a generous size twelve? Even if I never eat again, I’ll never be an eight. I also
  loathe bullying my curly hair into what’s meant to be a sleek chignon but instead bears more resemblance to a scruffy nest where a pair of starlings has taken up residence. Although the Vicky
  Pollard facelift effect is strangely flattering, it feels like every hair’s being plucked from my scalp, and I can’t help worrying that my watering eyes are turning me into a dead
  ringer for Alice Cooper. So not a good look for impressing the editor of one of the UK’s most cutting-edge fashion magazines.


  Maybe I can fix all this before it’s too late?


  I reach into my bag and delve around for my mirror, which is easier said than done since I own the world’s first Tardis bag. I swear that when I left home this morning all I’d put in
  there were my mirror, my purse, my BlackBerry and my keys, but it now appears that by some strange magic, leaky biros and fluffy Tampax have moved in too. My fingers grapple with gooey sweets and
  screwed-up till receipts for what feels like aeons until the bag has enough and leaps from my lap to vomit its contents all over the floor.


  ‘Bollocks!’ I say, and then want to rip my tongue out, because this is hardly language suitable for Britain’s smartest glossy. ‘I mean, oops!’


  I glance towards the enormous chrome and glass desk just in case the receptionist is looking in my direction. She’s incredibly slim, with make-up that’s such a work of art that the
  Louvre is probably bidding for it. She’s been looking down her perfect nose at me all morning too, which I suppose isn’t surprising really, because the hallowed offices of Senora
  magazine are staffed by people who all look like they’ve been genetically modified in order to meet some unwritten company policy. While I’ve been waiting nervously outside the
  editor’s office, a mind-boggling identikit army of tall, thin women clad in designer labels has tripped past, balancing like tightrope-walkers on their Jimmy Choos and Manolo Blahniks. Their
  lips are slick with gloss, their nails expensively French-manicured and they all have names like Araminta and butterscotch-smooth tans from skiing. Their thick manes of expensively streaked blonde
  hair make my crazy frizz look like a comedy wig.


  Feeling as though I’ve been beamed down from another planet, I sit on my hands just in case someone spots my tatty nails and passes out in sheer disgust. In my favour I am blonde, but
  that’s where the similarity ends. Unlike these ironing-board women, I’m short and curvy, with boobs and hips, and even though I’m nearly thirty, I’m as yet a stranger to
  Botox. If these stunning girls are supermodel wannabes, then I guess I’m more like a scruffy reject from the Playboy Mansion. How did I ever imagine I’d fit in here? Maybe I should just
  sneak out now, before it’s too late. After I’ve scooped up all the crap from my bag, obviously.


  The receptionist is on the telephone now, her impossibly narrow back to me, so I seize my chance and fall on to my knees, cramming the detritus back into my bag and hoping the reclaimed oak
  floorboards don’t ladder my stockings, because you can bet your life the one thing I won’t have in my bag is an emergency pair of tights. When I applied for this job at
  Senora I should have paid more attention to the advice they churn out each month. Who knows, I could even get a flat stomach and better orgasms if the latest edition is to be believed.


  OK, who am I trying to kid? The flat stomach’s never going to happen while I have this serious carrot-cake addiction, and even one measly orgasm would be an improvement. Complaining
  about the quality seems the height of picky. Ed’s always so busy with work that the nearest I get to sex these days is walking past Ann Summers on the way to the tube, which is very
  depressing. Actually, what’s more depressing is the fact that I can’t even be bothered to wander in and browse. I blame the Marks and Spencer food hall opposite. How can a girl possibly
  concentrate on vibrators and suspender belts when crème brûlées and bagels are calling out to her? It’s a sad sign of the times that I get more pleasure from ripping the
  lid off a sticky toffee pudding than I do from ripping off my fiancé’s clothes. Still, I suppose that’s only to be expected after almost ten years together. All these glossy
  women’s magazines might try and convince us that the rest of the world is at it non-stop, but I bet in reality most people just want to crash out after a hard day. Who seriously wants to
  grind, and wiggle and worry about sucking in their stomach when they could be curled up on the sofa watching Phil and Kirstie? All that passion malarkey might be good for selling Mills & Boon
  novels, but in real life I’m with Boy George and sticking to a nice cup of tea instead.


  And maybe a biscuit or too . . .


  Bag safely stuffed full again and compact retrieved, I flip open the mirror and sure enough, as suspected, I’ve mutated into a giant panda. Licking my finger, I attempt a repair job but
  end up smearing mascara all over my giant eye bags and on to my cheeks. And because this is Dior going-absolutely-nowhere-unless-removed-with-a-blowtorch mascara, there is no way on earth I can
  scrub it off.


  Oh God, Oh God. I can’t possibly go in like this. I look like a Victorian consumptive. This is Senora magazine, the font of all fashion knowledge. What on earth was I thinking?
  Maybe it’s time to do a runner. If I get right down on my hands and knees, the receptionist will never know . . .


  ‘Amber Scott?’ the receptionist calls, just as I’m contemplating a commando roll out of the room. She peers at me like somebody’s shoved a rotting haddock under her nose
  and only just manages not to recoil at the sight of my Kiss-style make-up. ‘They’re ready for you in the boardroom.’


  For a moment there’s a roaring in my ears and I feel horribly light-headed. I couldn’t be more terrified if Alan Sugar was in there too, waiting to verbally maul me. Can I make a run
  for it? My funky platform boots will surely give me a speed advantage over the receptionist’s trendy spike heels.


  ‘Miss Scott?’ barks the receptionist. ‘Now, if you please?’


  Oh crap, she’s out from behind her desk and blocking the exit. There’s no way I can escape now, unless I rugby-tackle her to the ground. For a split second I seriously consider this,
  but although she’s thin, her biceps are pure Madonna, and there’s a steely look in her eye that suggests she’s not to be messed with.


  Shit, bugger and damn. It looks like I’m going to have to brave the boardroom.


  Shoving the mirror back into my bag with fingers more frozen than Captain Birdseye’s, I clamber to my feet. Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. Why did I ever think it was a good idea to put myself
  through this?


  Because, Amber, says a small voice deep down inside, you really, really want this job, and actually you could be really good at it. Give it a shot. After all, what have you got to
  lose?


  Er, my dignity? Pride? And self-respect? But hey-ho, goodbye to those. It looks as though I really am going to do this interview. There is simply no way out, except through the window, and since
  we’re on the twelfth floor, I don’t fancy my chances if I exit that way. I’m not suicidal.


  Yet.


  Swinging my bag on to my shoulder, I clomp across the wooden floor and through the door that leads to my certain doom. Inside is a horseshoe arrangement of fashionistas, all so waxed and plucked
  and Botoxed and fake-tanned that they’re probably entirely new creations. Fixing a smile to my face, I check for my mental parachute and jump.


  ‘Amber, please take a seat.’


  A woman seated smack in the centre of the horseshoe barks this order at me. Wow, she’s a dead ringer for Skeletor, if he’d ever worn a blonde wig and drag. One tiny leg is crossed
  over a bony knee, which glows greeny-white through gossamer-sheer stockings, and her collarbones look so sharp, they could possibly be classed as lethal weapons. She’s holding my portfolio in
  her veiny, hands and while I hover, wondering which empty chair I’m allowed to perch on, she flicks through my work in a bored fashion. Just looking at her sunken cheeks and razor-blade
  shoulders fills me with regret for the huge wodge of carrot cake I stuffed my face with earlier. I’m never going to fit in here, not when I’m all squidgy. This job is never going to be
  mine – it has size zero written all over it. I never stood a chance.


  Instantly I feel so much better. If I never stood a chance then there’s nothing to lose, is there?


  ‘Sit,’ orders the woman, still flicking through my portfolio, and I obey. Of course I do, because she’s none other than Evangeline St Anthony, the iconic sixties model and
  famous editor of Senora magazine. Forget the notoriously difficult Miranda Priestley of The Devil Wears Prada fame. In comparison to Evangeline, she’s a pussy! The woman in
  front of me right now is infamous for deciding on a whim the length of skirts fashionable across the globe or the definitive colour of a season’s wardrobe. She can make or break a designer
  with one word, and her insightful comment, black is the new black, was quoted and debated as though uttered by a Nobel prizewinner.


  I am not worthy.


  ‘Thank you for seeing me,’ I squeak, as I attempt to perch on the teeny-weeny seat. I just about manage to squeeze one buttock on it and arrange my features in what is hopefully an
  intelligent expression. I feel horribly like a specimen in a lab. Any second now they’ll start prodding me.


  ‘Welcome to Senora magazine, Amber. I’m sure you know who I am.’ Evangeline pauses so that I can nod reverentially. ‘This is my team, the team that, if you are
  successful, you’ll join as artistic director.’


  She continues to introduce the rest of the horseshoe one by one, while I nod and smile until I feel dizzy and their names drip from my mind like butter from hot toast. Everyone is so immaculate,
  from the small Chinese woman with skin like honey to the beautiful gay man sizing me up from beneath his floppy fringe.


  What was I thinking? I could never fit in here! Beneath my pink suit I start to sweat. Why did I pick pink? I must have been mad! Everyone here is dressed in black; they could
  moonlight as funeral directors and nobody would bat an eyelid. And why did I think it was a good idea to wear my favourite Camden knee boots, biker-style and with platform soles higher than
  Ben Nevis? They seemed like a really funky statement when I pulled them on earlier, but I probably look more like Minnie Mouse in a suit.


  ‘This is an extremely impressive portfolio,’ Evangeline tells me. She may be smiling but it’s hard to tell because there’s so much Botox swimming round her face. ‘I
  especially like the work you’ve done at Blush! magazine. Your seniors there have credited you entirely with their fresh new look.’


  ‘Thanks,’ I say, and it’s really weird, because when I think about my work my heart rate starts to slow, and rather than sounding like I’ve been gulping helium, my voice
  is actually calm and measured. ‘The readership increased by forty-eight per cent after the repackaging and rebranding I devised.’


  And suddenly I’m up and running. Questions are fired at me quicker than tennis balls on Centre Court, but rather than turning into a gibbering wreck, I become the Rafael Nadal of the
  interview world. I lob figures about and volley stunning examples of my expertise. I even serve an ace when I point out that I’ve been commissioned to redesign Blush!’s sister
  magazine, Femme, the direct rival to Senora.


  But enough of the tennis analogy already!


  I love my job. I absolutely love it. Does this make me a sad no-life muppet? I actually look forward to getting up in the morning, listening to Radio 4 while I eat my muesli
  (Radio 4? Eek! How did that happen? Why don’t I know any of the music played on Radio 1 any more?) and then walking to the tube. I love buying a skinny latte and blueberry muffin and
  reading the Metro while the Piccadilly Line burrows under the traffic jams and crowded streets. I even enjoy shoehorning myself into the creaking lift at Covent Garden and stumbling out
  blinking into the daylight, because there’s something about London that fills me with excitement. All that life and energy teeming from every building, the hordes of office workers, the
  rumbling buses, the buskers and the rush of warm tube-driven air! Everything about city life gives me a thrill. I am so with Dr Johnson! I adore being part of something so vital and so alive and I
  feel really lucky to have made it this far. How many other twenty-somethings dream of working for a glossy magazine? Loads. But I actually do. And I never take it for granted, because I know how
  lucky I am.


  In all my wildest dreams I never expected to work for a magazine. My fiancé, Ed, spent most of our university days mocking my Mickey Mouse degree (Art History with English Lit, as opposed
  to his Law) and told the joke ‘What do you say to an arts graduate? Big Mac and fries!’ so many times that he wore it out. After graduating, most of my friends gave in to their hideous
  student debts and before the ink was even dry on their degree certificates signed away their souls to teacher training. I thought about it, but the idea of doing daily battle with bolshie
  adolescents was about as appealing as pulling off my own head. So instead I moved to London with Ed, who was doing articles with the top law firm Colville and West, and in between working on my own
  paintings and completing endless job applications I did temp work in offices. This was originally meant to be a stopgap, but because it was easy and left me time for painting, I ended up doing it
  for five years.


  Then, one rainy November morning, I surfaced from Covent Garden tube, clutching my A to Z, and set off for the offices of Blush!, a struggling teen magazine where I had a week’s
  work. In my rucksack was a tatty copy of the latest edition, annotated and smothered in yellow Post-its on which I’d scrawled all my ideas and suggestions.


  It was so obvious why the magazine wasn’t selling. The typeface was plain, the colours muted, the masthead hardly noticeable and the layout so weary it practically yawned. My teenage
  niece, Kerrie, had curled her lip like a small hoodied version of Mick Jagger when I’d told her about my latest job, because apparently only really sad people read Blush!. Intrigued,
  I’d done some digging on the internet and discovered that the ABC figures spoke for themselves. Speculation on numerous media websites suggested that the magazine was doomed to fold unless
  some major changes were made.


  I’d sensed an opportunity and gone for it. Once settled at my desk, I’d discovered that the senior designer spent all her time in Harvey Nicks and that her deputy was a Sloane with a
  brain like Aero. Within minutes I’d booted up the dusty Macs, taught Liz, the lowly junior, how to use Photoshop and mocked up a new front cover that was all hot pinks and acid limes.
  Complete with a photo of Kerrie as a cover girl and some bold teasers, this new cover didn’t so much grab your attention as jump off the screen and tap-dance in front of you. It looked, even
  if I said so myself, amazing. I knew I was on to something . . .


  Anyway, for once my guardian angel was on the case, because at the very moment I was admiring my handiwork, the editor-in-chief, Ali Jones, happened to pass through the office and catch sight of
  my work.


  ‘Fuck me backwards!’ she’d screeched, stopping dead in her tracks so that two acolytes cannoned into her. ‘What the fucking fuck is that?’ Back then I didn’t
  know that Ali always swore like a navvy. Instead I’d thought I was in big trouble for interfering. My face turned crimson, and muttering apologies I frantically tried to minimise the screen,
  but because this was bloody Mac OS, I couldn’t remember how and my design refused to budge, glowing in all its neon glory into the mid-morning gloom.


  ‘It was her idea!’ Liz squeaked in terror, running her hands through her frizzy red curls. ‘She thought of it all.’


  Ali had taken a deep breath. With her beaky nose and heavy-lidded eyes, she looked like a bird of prey poised to pounce. ‘I’ll get rid of it,’ I offered hastily. ‘I was
  just wondering what the magazine would look like with a different cover. Sorry, I’ll get back to work.’


  ‘Leave it!’ barked Ali. She stood with her hands on her hips and breathed heavily through her nose. ‘It’s bright. It’s funky. There’s an unknown on the
  cover.’ She looked at me for a moment, and then her mouth curved into a smile. ‘It’s bloody brilliant, that’s what it is. I don’t know who the fuck you are, but
  you’re hired.’


  And that was that. I was Senior Designer, Liz was my deputy and my predecessor was history. Given carte blanche to make whatever changes I thought best, I immediately hired Kerrie and her
  friends to do some audience research, and within six months Blush! had become the must-read magazine for teenage girls. It had the best freebies, was always first with the newest looks and
  every month the front cover and fashion pages featured real-life models. No half-starved waifs ever made their way on to the pages of Blush!. The press loved the idea, This Morning
  raved about it, teachers and parents approved, and everyone was happy, especially the chief executive of LivMags, who awarded us all fat pay increases and bought himself a villa in the
  Caribbean.


  I’d found my calling. And for the past four years I’ve loved every minute. The Blush! offices are on the first two floors of a converted Georgian town house just off Floral
  Street and only a pumice stone’s throw from The Sanctuary. Normally I’d make excuses not to go anywhere near gyms and health clubs, but there’s something so wonderful about the
  fluffy bathrobes and warm, spicy atmosphere there that I often buy an evening pass and loll by the koi pool with Ali and Liz, or bubble like a new potato in the spa bath. How many people have this
  on their doorstep? At lunchtimes I stroll on to the piazza and watch the jugglers, or browse the stalls in the covered market before popping into a coffee shop for a latte. Heaven. Who could ask
  for more?


  But recently I’ve been yearning for something different. Cool colours, teen fashions and boy bands are starting to pall. It’s that Radio 4 thing again. I’ll be fantasising
  about magazines with cookery pages and knitting patterns soon if I’m not careful!


  ‘You need to get off your arse and get promoted,’ Ali was constantly telling me. ‘You’re too comfortable here. You need a new challenge. Senora wants an art
  director. That job has your name on it, babe.’


  ‘Am I up to it?’ I kept wondering. ‘Senora is right up there with Marie Claire and Vogue.’


  ‘You’ll piss all over it,’ Ali snorted. ‘I don’t want to lose you, but you’re ready for bigger things. Bike your CV over to them and I’ll write you the
  best bloody reference Evangeline St Stick Insect has ever seen.’


  So I applied for the job, and Ali was as good as her word and wrote me a reference so glowing I needed Raybans to read it, which is how I’ve ended up being interrogated by the editorial
  team of Senora and finding that I can answer their questions easily and have no problem making a presentation of my vision for their publication. Eventually I grind to a halt, the room swims
  back into focus and I discover that my interrogators are nodding and smiling.


  ‘Do you have an interest in fashion?’ asks Evangeline, steepling her fingers under her chin and sweeping her gaze over my suit. ‘Is it your passion?’


  Actually, I find the world of size-zero fashion models repellent, but now is probably not the time to share this thought. I open my mouth to give my rehearsed answer, something along the lines
  of living for fashion and longing to channel this into a creative force for Senora, but I’m pipped at the post by a cropped-haired man sporting trendy NHS-style glasses and a tan so
  orange it could be seen from the moon. He’s none other than Quentin Olsen, the magazine’s fashion director, well known in the industry as Queen Quentin, and I brace myself for an
  acerbic and bitchy deconstruction of my outfit. It’s as clear as the designer stubble on his chin that my knowledge of fashion is very definitely size zero.


  Oh crap. I’ve tried my best, but I’m about to be revealed for the fraud that I so clearly am. What a shame. For a moment I almost thought I stood a chance.


  ‘Look at the girl! Just look at her!’ trills Quentin, leaning forward and jabbing a finger in my direction. ‘Do you need to even ask whether or not she
  lives for fashion?’


  I’m a bit offended, actually. I don’t think I look that bad. At Blush!, lots of the juniors are always asking where I buy my clothes.


  Oh dear, maybe it’s so they can avoid those shops?


  ‘Just look at her eye make-up,’ Quentin is gasping. ‘So smoky. So sooty. So now!’


  I goggle at him. Surely he means so smudged?


  ‘And as for the suit!’ He beams at me. ‘I just adore it. What a colour! How did you know?’


  ‘Know what?’ I ask. I’m confused for a split second, and then I realise that I’m dreaming. What a bummer. I’ll wake up in a minute and have to go through this whole
  charade again. Great.


  ‘That pink is the new black,’ says Evangeline sagely, while her minions nod and mentally scribble this down. ‘Quentin is absolutely right; you’re quite obviously a young
  woman with her finger on the pulse of the fashion industry. That’s exactly what we need in our art director, somebody innovative and cutting edge just like you.’


  I’m speechless. Are they all mental?


  ‘So,’ Evangeline lowers my portfolio and twitches her frozen lips into her version of a smile, ‘there’s no point wasting time. Amber, welcome to Senora.
  You’re hired.’


  Now this is the point where the alarm should shrill, Ed should leap out of bed as though he’s been wired to the mains while I surface to the strains of John Humphrys bullying politicians.
  But instead everyone’s shaking my hand and congratulating me, Quentin’s asking where I found my boots and the pretty Chinese girl is exclaiming over the colour of my suit. I pinch
  myself hard and only get a bruise for my trouble.


  Flipping heck! It appears that I really am the new art director of Senora magazine.


  I can hardly wait to call Ed and tell him. He’ll be over the moon. We’re not exactly on the breadline, the rareness of poor solicitors equating with that of dead donkeys, but the
  mortgage on our pretty mews house in Clapham is definitely taking its toll. I’ve become so adept at juggling figures and switching credit cards that I could probably get a slot with the
  street entertainers in the piazza. It’s going to be really nice, I think as the HR manager discusses my amazing new salary, to be able to contribute a bit more to our finances. Maybe we can
  even start planning our wedding at last.


  Not that I don’t already contribute to our finances. Far from it, actually, but there never seems to be enough left over for me once Waitrose, the council tax, Barclaycard and all the
  bills have taken their share. And after the standing orders have gone out, I make church mice look like the Beckhams. Although Ed would be happy to shoulder most of the bills, and, I sometimes
  worry, more than happy if I gave up work altogether and chained myself to the kitchen sink, there’s something about being totally reliant on a man, even one I love, that makes me
  nervous.


  I suppose seeing your dad walk out on your mum has that effect on a girl.


  ‘For God’s sake,’ Ed often sighs, ‘we’re engaged, aren’t we? Do you think my mother has a problem with my dad supporting her?’


  I have to bite my tongue hard to refrain from pointing out that his parents live in a 1950s time warp and that as far as Mrs White is concerned, feminism is something rather unpleasant that
  happened to other people. Such subversive ideologies have yet to reach her little corner of Surrey. If I hear any more concrete-heavy hints about weddings and babies, I’ll probably throttle
  the woman with her Hermès scarf. I hardly think Evangeline St Anthony will be particularly impressed if I swan off on honeymoon swiftly followed by six months’ maternity leave;
  besides, varicose veins and swollen ankles are so not the new black. Ed’s mum will just have to wait.


  Why, I wonder as I brandish my Oyster card at the ticket barrier, is it so difficult to have it all if you’re a woman?


  Down in the bowels of the tube, the strains of a busker picking out ‘Cavatina’ drift by on a rush of warm air. I toss a coin into an open guitar case and pick up speed, almost
  falling down the final steps when I hear the whine of my train. Diving through the throng of disembarking passengers, I plummet into a carriage, squash myself against the doors and tuck my face
  neatly into a stranger’s armpit. Oh the pleasures of London life! Along the tracks the tube rattles, lights flickering on and off and all of us passengers swaying drunkenly with the movement.
  Sardines in a tin probably have more room.


  It isn’t that I don’t want to be married or have a baby. Of course I do, one day. But this new job’s going to be so exciting, and I can hardly wait to start. Ali’s right;
  it really is the perfect opportunity for me to make my mark in the world of magazine journalism. Who knows, maybe one day it’ll be me sitting in Evangeline’s seat, interviewing
  trembling minions. I’ll lean forward and utter wisely that black is the new pink, and I’ll make everyone wear smudgy black mascara. Even the men! Well, OK then, maybe not the men; with
  the possible exception of Johnny Depp, I’ve yet to see a man who looks good in make-up.


  Hmm, maybe I could stipulate that all male employees dress like Captain Jack Sparrow?


  Deep in this pleasant daydream, where dashing young men with long dark gypsy curls and tight breeches hang on my every word, I begin to feel a bit disloyal, because Ed is sandy-haired and about
  as unlike Johnny Depp as it’s possible to be. Very cute in his own way, obviously, but in a clean-cut public-schoolboy un-piratey manner, which I’m sure is much more use in day-to-day
  life. Who could imagine Captain Jack Sparrow in a suit and carrying a briefcase? Swashbuckling is all well and good, but I can’t imagine it would pay a Clapham mortgage.


  I tear myself away from these disloyal thoughts and glance across the carriage, catching sight of my reflection, flatteringly blurred by the double-glazed glass. Who would ever have thought that
  that small girl with the shocking pink suit and the unruly hair was actually the senior art director at Britain’s top glossy magazine?


  I can hardly believe it myself!


  Ed’s going to be so proud of what I’ve achieved. He’ll be pleased for me even if it does set his plans back a year or two. We can afford a really great wedding now. Maybe we
  can even jet off to the Maldives and have a small romantic ceremony there.


  Without his mother . . .


  Once I get a mobile signal, I’ll book us a table at the little Italian trattoria he loves and have them put the champagne on ice. Then we can discuss all the lovely ways that we can spend
  my big fat new salary.


  We are going to celebrate in style!


  






  
Chapter Two



‘The person you’ve called is not available. Please leave a message after the tone.’


  I flip my phone shut. Where on earth has Ed got to? I’ve dialled the Orange answerphone so many times I’m practically on first-name terms with the robotic-voiced woman. Honestly! My
  fiancé is more elusive than the Scarlet Pimpernel. He’s never in the office when I call and his phone is always turned off. If I didn’t know better, I’d start to think
  he’s some kind of secret superhero.


  This is so annoying! I’m dead excited about my new job and I’m going to explode unless I share the good news soon. I’m not telling him via the answering service, though.
  An announcement this big calls for champagne and flowers and being twirled round and round in his arms.


  Hmm. In my dreams. Ed will do himself an injury if he tries such a thing at the minute. He’s right, I really ought to go to the gym more often, especially now that I’m about to join
  the emaciated ranks of Senora, and I must give up those Starbucks panini and mountains of carrot cake I’m addicted to.


  Anyway, I do go to the gym! Honestly! I go at least three times a week. The problem is that I never quite get around to using the equipment. Last Christmas, Ed bought me a year’s pass to
  The Sanctuary, which is rather insulting when I think about it, so I started the year with the best of intentions. For about two weeks I pounded away on the treadmill, and swam so much that my hair
  started to go a funny colour, and I think I may have lost a pound or two. But then I got sidetracked by the treatments, and bubble tubs, and once I’d found the shop, I was lost. Good
  as Ed’s intentions were, I don’t think he anticipated my use of his present to be solely confined to guzzling organic food in the restaurant or lolling by the koi pool reading glossy
  magazines. Every now and again he prods my squidgy bits and makes sarcastic noises about demanding a refund.


  Charming, eh? Anyway, no matter what Ed believes, I do think about getting fit, and everybody knows it’s the thought that counts!


  So now what? I’m desperate to share my amazing news and it’s a real anticlimax to be standing in the street like a spare part when I should be quaffing champagne and feeling all
  smug. Maybe I need some retail therapy. That’s a cure so effective it really ought to be on the NHS. It would probably save the economy billions.


  Tucking my phone away, I hoist my bag on to my shoulder and meander along James Street. It’s one of those perfect May afternoons when the sun remembers what it’s actually for and the
  British people throw caution to the wind by taking off their jackets. Crowds of tourists throng the pavements, clapping and laughing at the human robot man or peering excitedly into Karen Millen.
  On the piazza there’s a Mediterranean atmosphere as people sit at café tables, taking their time over a late lunch and enjoying the sun’s warmth on their pale skin. A gaggle of
  French exchange students are sitting on the steps of the Opera House, munching on baguettes and scattering crumbs for the pigeons, and even the office workers seem to slow their frantic speed.


  I need to book a restaurant for our celebratory dinner. Ed loves Trattoria Sorrentina, a small Italian restaurant tucked down a sweet little side road just off Henrietta Street. In the past
  we’ve enjoyed many romantic meals there, sipping thick, fruity red wine and savouring the most delicious pasta imaginable. Ed entertains clients there all the time apparently, but we
  haven’t been together for ages, so it’ll be a real treat to have some quality time together. Recently he’s been too busy working late to want meals out, preferring to crash on the
  sofa with Marks and Spencer’s finest, before falling asleep in front of the news. When I suggest an early night, he couldn’t look more horrified if I’d proposed we just have a
  quick sprint up Ben Nevis before turning off the lights. He’s working far too hard.


  Well, stuff work! Tonight’s going to be a night to remember. It’s high time we took some time out for us. I’m sure that in the delicious garlicky atmosphere and romantic
  flickering candlelight I’ll manage to switch the BlackBerry off and turn my fiancé on. I’ll buy myself some sexy new underwear and a bucketload of perfume. I may even throw all
  caution to the wind and get my hair done too. Then, feeling beautiful and confident, I’ll show Ed exactly what he’s been missing by spending his evenings with Huw Edwards.


  See, I’m thinking like Senora magazine already!


  I press the redial button but there’s still no answer, only the voicemail woman again. I leave a message telling Ed I’m booking the restaurant, then I trek across the piazza and down
  Henrietta Street to make the reservation in person. Maybe I’ll treat myself to a glass of white wine and a bowl of their yummy cheesy pasta. I reckon I’ve earned it.


  I turn up a tiny side street and pause by a small shop that sells the most amazing lingerie. It’s all pink satin, peach ribbons and frothing cream lace, exactly the sort of underwear I
  live in hope my boyfriend will buy me one day, the sort of underwear that screams romance, unlike my usual M&S specials, which are far more likely to elicit screams of horror. Who
  invented control pants anyway? Not somebody who ever had to wear them, I’m willing to bet. I’ve only been wearing mine since breakfast, and already it feels as though my kidneys are
  about to explode through my belly button. I’m probably doing myself a serious injury.


  Catching sight of a particularly fetching pink and peach floral set, I imagine how it must feel to unwrap something so pretty, fingers rustling through layers of tissue paper and skimming across
  silk and lace. Sadly, imagining is about as close as I’m likely to get to this scenario, because it’s not very likely it’ll ever occur to Ed to buy me lingerie. He just
  isn’t that kind of guy. For my last birthday he proudly presented me with a state-of-the-art food processor, which he very soon ended up wearing on his head.


  Not his finest hour.


  Seriously, a food processor? What a totally sexless present. Is this really how my fiancé sees me? And if so, what on earth am I going to do about it?


  I gaze at the pretty bras and French knickers like a Dickensian pauper staring at buns, and feel rather sorry for myself. Still, I suppose this is what happens after years of being together. The
  mystery is totally and utterly gone. If I ever had any to begin with, that is. Once a guy’s seen you wax your upper lip and dye your roots, it’s pretty hard to uphold the illusion that
  you’re naturally a goddess. I’d defy even Derren Brown to manage such a feat.


  ‘Life’s a bitch and then you marry a pig,’ Ali had declared the day after Food Processorgate, laughing her throaty laugh and lighting a cigarette. ‘All men are wankers.
  Haven’t you sussed that out by now?’


  Unfortunately I hadn’t. Live in hope has always been my motto.


  ‘And die in despair,’ Ali snorted when I voiced this sentiment. ‘A food processor? Jesus!’


  Liz had looked up from her Mac, her face pale and serious beneath the big pink bow perched on her crimson curls.


  ‘I think you’re lucky to have a fiancé who remembers your birthday,’ she’d said tartly.


  Peering into the shop window, I concede that maybe Liz has a point, but I’d much prefer Ed saw me as some irresistibly sexy creature he can’t keep his hands off rather than an
  extension of the cooker. I once tried doing that slurpy, sexy thing that Nigella has going on, but Ed just looked worried and asked if I’d washed my hands before dunking them in the pasta
  sauce. All my suggestive finger-sucking and gasping was totally lost on him, and I felt a right prat cooking dinner in a little black dress and killer heels. When I tossed my flowing locks and
  nearly set them alight on the gas, I knew it was time to give up and retreat back into my tracksuit bottoms. There’s a good reason why Domino’s and the Chinese are on speed dial. As Liz
  says, maybe I should just be grateful for what I have.


  It’s weird, but although Liz is one of my closest colleagues, I sometimes feel that I don’t know her particularly well. Ali and I know everything about each other. We have one of
  those no-holds-barred friendships where nothing is a secret, but Liz plays her cards close to her chest. Unlike Ali, who enjoys nothing more than describing her latest sexual encounter, right down
  to the most excruciating and intimate details, Liz never breathes a word about her personal life. Sometimes she’ll take a phone call and her cheeks will go all rosy and her eyes will sparkle
  like the Swarovski factory, then she’ll pop out and buy a new outfit. Her dress sense is eccentric, to say the least, all lacy fingerless gloves, sweeping vintage skirts and big bows that she
  perches on the top of her tight curls, but she always looks eye-catching. She also texts non-stop on her mobile but never breathes a word regarding who, and sometimes she leaves the office early,
  her pale face all made up and sporting a new bow, but she never tells us where she’s going or who she’s going with. The secrecy drives Ali nuts.


  ‘It’s so fucking frustrating!’ she wailed the last time Liz drifted out of the office in a new floor-length skirt and with a dreamy expression in her eyes. ‘I tell her
  everything and what do I get in return? Abso-fucking-lutely nothing. And after I’ve told her about David too.’


  David, the latest in a long line of disastrous men, might be a high-powered captain of industry by day, but apparently he likes to yell ‘And he scores!’ at the moment of orgasm and
  keeps a glass of water by the bed to wash his willy in after the deed is done. Like I said, too much information. Now every time he pops in to Blush! I can barely look him in the eye and am
  possessed by a Tourette’s-like compulsion to yell ‘Goal!’ very loudly. I’m actually quite glad Liz keeps her private life private.


  ‘Maybe she’s gay?’ Ali wondered, eyes saucer-wide at this sudden thought. ‘Christ, that’s it! She’s a secret lesbian!’


  ‘Stop it,’ I said firmly, knowing that Ali was about to get well and truly carried away. She’d be picturing Liz in a civil partnership before you could say ‘dungarees and
  clompy shoes’. ‘Maybe she just wants a bit of privacy. Just because you’ve got a bigger gob than Zippy when it comes to discussing your sex life, it doesn’t mean we all feel
  the same. Some of us want romance.’


  ‘Romance?’ echoed Ali, incredulously. ‘What the fuck’s the point of that?’


  Now I know this isn’t very twenty-first century or feminist of me, but I’m an absolute sucker for romance, or would be if I actually got any. From the second I watched Disney’s
  Cinderella I was hooked. As a teenager I devoured countless pastel-covered Sweet Dreams novels and dreamed of being the love interest of the football captain/school hunk/Arabian
  prince, even though my own dates fell way short of such lofty ideals. Since then I’ve progressed to bigger and better things, but the underlying sentiment is the same. From Jilly Cooper to
  Sophie Kinsella, I’ve read them all, and quite frankly a Class A drug habit would probably be cheaper. The shelves of my bookcase are groaning under the weight of all the pink-jacketed novels
  I’ve collected over the years. Sometimes when Ed’s working late, the cat’s being antisocial and I’m feeling lonely, I’ll fish out my trusty old Jane Austen videos and
  ta-da! I’m Marianne Dashwood being rescued in the thunderstorm by the gorgeous Willoughby, or witty Lizzy Bennet dazzling the most eligible bachelor in Britain; am anyone in fact apart from
  Amber Scott, the boring sofa queen who spends most evenings watching the telly and waiting for her fiancé to come home.


  That’s the same Amber Scott, by the way, whose fiancé bought her a Moulinex for her twenty-ninth birthday.


  Thank God for romantic fiction.


  ‘Most girls like romance,’ I said, pointing to my Mac screen, which was emblazoned with the next issue’s feature, ‘Twenty ways to tell if he really fancies you!’
  ‘We like flowers and candlelit meals and all that stuff you sneer at. We dream about finding a man who turns our insides to ice cream.’


  ‘Ice cream!’ scoffed Ali. ‘Who gives a toss about their insides turning to ice cream as long as he’s got an enormous knob!’


  This comment rather killed the conversation, but I can’t help smiling as I remember it. Ali wouldn’t wait for a man to buy her some lingerie. She’d march right on into the
  shop, flash her gold AmEx and buy the lot. I suppose I could do that too, but somehow it isn’t quite the same as Ed coming home and presenting me with a beautiful gift-wrapped box.


  Face facts, it’ll probably be a slow cooker for my next birthday, which although handy for making stew will be utterly hopeless in terms of uplift and support. I suppose if I want lovely
  underwear I’d be better off buying it myself rather than waiting for my fiancé to be inspired. Sad but true.


  Almost before I know it, I’m pushing open the shop door, the bell is tinkling and an assistant appears from nowhere just like the shopkeeper in Mr Benn. Then I’m in a plush
  crimson cubicle, stripped down to my hideous fraying bra and control knickers while an impossibly glamorous assistant lassos my boobs with a tape measure and tuts disgustedly at the state of my
  underwear. At this point I have a bit of a weird out-of - body experience, lace, chiffon and silk fly right, left and centre, and a pair of fluffy pink high-heeled mules appear, along with a
  feather boa. This is followed by a heart-in-the-mouth moment when my credit card says hello to the machine, and then I stumble out of the door and back into the bright sunshine, blinking like a
  mole. A mole who’s several hundred quid poorer and clutching three pink carrier bags bulging with designer knickers.


  What was I thinking? Thank goodness Ed and I have separate bank accounts. Promotion or not, he’ll freak out if he sees how much I’ve just spent on underwear.


  To be fair, I’m starting to freak out a bit myself, especially when I glance at the Visa slip and clock just how many noughts there are on the end of the amount. That’s ridiculous. I
  could buy everything in Primark for less!


  For a moment I dither outside, toying with the idea of going in and returning the lot. I’m sure I could come up with a valid reason for the last twenty minutes of total insanity. Maybe
  this is some kind of delayed reaction to the shock of being grilled alive by Evangeline and her cronies. There’s probably some kind of medical name for it, Spendus aftershockus or
  something, which will totally explain why I’ve just blown the best part of a month’s salary on underwear. Gok Wan must come across it all the time.


  I’m just on the brink of darting back inside and pleading temporary insanity when I remember the food processor and my resolve hardens. If I add up all the lingerie Ed hasn’t
  bought me over the past ten years, I would probably be justified in cracking open the joint savings account and spending the same again. I’m saving money here!


  Much cheered by this flash of economic genius, I set off for Trattoria Sorrentina, swinging my pink bag and feeling smug. Soon I’m deep in a lovely fantasy where Ed and I arrive home after
  our romantic meal, drunk with success and champagne, and he slowly starts to peel off my clothes to reveal the sexy wisps of silk beneath. He’s so overcome with passion that he scoops me into
  his arms and carries me to the bedroom (with no sarky comments about needing a crane) and makes mad, passionate love to me. And at no point in the proceedings does he check his emails/switch on
  Newsnight/ prod my fat bits. Perfect.


  This pleasant fantasy carries me merrily down the street and almost to Leicester Square before I realise I must have walked right past the restaurant. Turning round, I retrace my steps towards
  Covent Garden, but the really weird thing is that I still can’t find the place. I trek up and down at least twice more, and with every footstep I feel more perplexed. Restaurants don’t
  just vanish overnight, do they? But no matter how hard I look and how many times I check I’ve got the address right, I just can’t find it. Where there was once a dark and cosy Italian,
  all dripping red waxy candles and basil-scented air, there now seems to be an exclusive-looking boutique, the kind where they only have about five garments, all of which are so exorbitantly
  expensive that mere mortals like me hardly dare to cross the threshold.


  Feeling confused, I push open the door and instantly a desiccated-looking blonde with a paper-cut mouth and razor-sharp elbows is blocking my path. She daren’t let the likes of me near her
  garments.


  ‘Can I help you, madam?’


  This is the same place, I know it is. Although the old and tatty scenes of Sorrento have vanished and the racks of clothes have replaced racks of lamb, I recognise the sloping ceilings and the
  rickety staircase.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I was looking for a restaurant. Luigi’s place? Trattoria Sorrentina?’


  Although this woman clearly never eats, she nods straight away. ‘You’d be surprised how many people still come in looking for Luigi even though we’ve been here six months
  now.’


  I must be going crazy. I’m sure Ed told me he was entertaining some clients here last week. In fact I know he did, because it was a Saturday night and I was really annoyed, until I
  realised I could watch telly in my pyjamas and eat the rest of the Ben and Jerry’s without being moaned at for not going to the gym. Bliss.


  ‘Six months?’ I echo.


  She nods again, and wow! Her hair doesn’t even move. That must be some hairspray. ‘Luigi retired in the autumn. He and Luisa went back to Sorrento, I believe. He has a lot of very
  disappointed customers.’


  More confused than disappointed, I wander back outside, really wishing Luigi were here, because I certainly could do with a drink now. I’m clearly going mad. I mean, I know this
  morning’s interview was tough, but I didn’t realise quite how tough. It must have really pushed me over the edge.


  I’m absolutely sure Ed said he was here last weekend. I was even a bit put out because it’s been so long since we went out together. I tried to wangle myself an invite as his
  fiancée, but he was adamant that due to the current economic climate (a convenient excuse for being stingy, if you ask me), partners weren’t included. He’d got a bit narky with
  me actually, and I’d been quite glad to see the back of him for a few hours.


  By the time I reach the Lamb and Flag for a restorative glass of wine, I’m pretty convinced I must have got my wires crossed last weekend. After all, there’s no way Ed would have
  told me he was going to a restaurant that no longer exists. It wouldn’t make any sense at all. Like he says, I’m always lost in a daydream or too busy sketching to listen carefully. I
  probably just misheard him, that’s all. I’ve left a message with his secretary asking him to meet me in the wine bar just down the road from his office. We can have a nice celebratory
  drink together and decide where to eat before going home to relax and maybe explore my new lingerie. After I’ve lost the receipts, obviously.


  I can hardly wait. This has been a seriously stressful day, and it’s still only lunchtime.


  






  
Chapter Three



‘So what’s all this urgency about then?’ asks Ed, smiling at me over his Guinness. ‘I’ve had three missed calls and two totally incoherent
  answerphone messages. Whatever it is you need to tell me, it must be pretty important. My PA tells me that you’ve been harassing her all afternoon.’


  ‘I was hardly harassing her!’ I say indignantly. ‘I just wasn’t convinced she was actually passing my messages on.’


  Ed raises his eyebrows and pulls a frustrated face. ‘Eliza MacAllen is one of the most effective personal assistants on the surface of the planet. I think you can trust her to let me know
  you’ve called.’


  Aren’t men naïve? Scary Eliza, with her gore-hued talons and cat’s-bum mouth, has the mother of all crushes on Ed and guards him with a ferocity that would put a Rottweiler to
  shame. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve called the office and she’s told me he’s out, only for Ed to be totally bemused by this when we catch up later. OK, I do admit that
  maybe eight calls is slightly excessive, but this promotion is big news! I can hardly wait to tell him.


  Still, I don’t want to get into a row about Eliza right now, not when I’ve got a big bag of sexy underwear to play with and some seriously good news to break. Lately Ed doesn’t
  seem to need many excuses to slip into a bad mood. He’s so ridiculously stressed at work that if I so much as breathe the wrong way he’s likely to flip. Keeping him calm is a full-time
  job.


  Ed plonks his glass on the table and dashes his hand across his mouth to wipe away the foamy moustache. ‘Anyway, what’s so urgent that you needed to harass poor Eliza all
  afternoon?’


  A smile the size of a watermelon slice spreads across my face. OMG! I really am the new art director of Senora magazine. How fan-flipping-tastic is that! OK, here it comes, good-news
  time!


  ‘I’ve got something really important to tell you,’ I begin.


  Ed’s face drains of colour. ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’


  Er. Hello? The last time I heard, you actually have to have sex to get pregnant. So unless the angel of the Lord is about to come down and break some pretty major news, I think my
  fiancé can rest assured on this one.


  I roll my eyes. ‘Don’t be silly, of course not. No, don’t panic, it’s nothing like that. It’s work stuff.’


  Ed couldn’t look more relieved if I’d announced the economic recovery was imminent.


  ‘Right, work stuff. Well go on then. What’s so exciting you can’t wait to tell me? Have the Jonas Brothers been on a bender in Amsterdam? Or maybe skinny jeans are out at long
  last? No! Hang on, I know! Is there a must-have lime-green nail varnish giveaway on next month’s issue?’


  I’m a realistic kind of a woman. I know that when you’ve been in a relationship for a long time there are bound to be things that seriously annoy you about your partner. That’s
  all part and parcel of real and adult life, isn’t it? I may spend far too much time dreaming about Mr Darcy (the Colin Firth version, of course), but I bet once Lizzy Bennet moved into
  Pemberley she pretty soon got fed up with having to pick up his socks or being told that she didn’t pack the shopping away properly and bruised all the fruit. Romance only goes so far, right,
  before reality kicks in. And one of the things that really, really annoys me about Ed is the fact that he has never taken my job seriously. So I don’t split the atom on a daily basis, but
  there are legions of teenage girls out there who get a lot of help and advice from Blush!. And the feature we did on teen sexual health won several awards.


  So there!


  In matters of love, there are times when you just have to grit your teeth, and this is one of them. No point spoiling my nice news by having a row.


  ‘Exciting as the lime-green giveaway is, I think I can come up with something even better than that,’ I say, excitement fizzing up in me like Berocca. ‘Do you remember I was
  talking about a promotion?’


  Ed’s eyes light up like a Christmas tree. ‘Strange you should bring that up, babe. That was exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.’


  ‘Really?’ I’m taken aback. And there was I thinking that for weeks he’s hardly listened to a word I’ve said. Whenever I mention the world of magazines, his eyes
  glaze over and like a Pavlovian response his index finger raises the volume of News 24. Being drowned out by Bill Turnbull doesn’t tend to do a lot for a girl’s ego.


  Ed nods and takes another sip of his pint. ‘There’s been so much stuff going on lately that we’ve hardly had time to talk.’


  It’s true. Between CNN and Bloomberg I can scarcely get a word in. Still, I let this pass. He’s been busy, I’ve been busy, and the telly’s been extremely busy. Such is
  the real world. Sadly.


  ‘We’ve both been working hard,’ I say, so diplomatically it’s a wonder the Foreign Office doesn’t sign me on the spot.


  ‘Too busy. Ridiculously busy, and it shouldn’t be that way,’ agrees Ed. He reaches out across the table and takes my left hand in his, his fingers searching for my engagement
  ring, which he turns thoughtfully. ‘But it doesn’t have to be that way, Amber.’


  Er, actually it does. Working hard is what happens when you’re paying a mortgage in London, running a BMW and your fiancé has a penchant for fillet steak and white Burgundy. Add to
  this my new and most alarming lingerie habit, and there you have it – an equation that only balances if we both work hard. But now I am about to break some news that will really put a smile
  on his face.


  ‘That’s exactly it!’ I say excitedly, thinking about my amazing new salary. ‘It really doesn’t!’


  Ed squeezes my hand. ‘You feel the same way, I knew it! Babes, things are about to really change for us. We can drop out of the rat race for good, because I’ve got something to tell
  you.’


  I stare at him. Call me nuts, but I actually quite enjoy the rat race, especially today, when I feel that I am the Olympic champion of the rat-racing world. Ed’s grasp on my hand tightens
  and his eyes are bright with excitement. Oh God, I really hope this isn’t going to be some crazy male ‘I’m nearly thirty and need to change my life’ crisis conversation. If
  he’s decided it’s time to throw caution to the wind and go trekking round the Andes, I think I’m going to cry.


  ‘I’ve got a partnership in a law firm!’ Ed says, and for an awful moment I think he’s going to leap up on to the swanky zebra-print sofa and do the whole crazy jumping
  thing like a demented and pinstriped Tom Cruise. ‘Can you believe it, Ambs? All the hard work has paid off! I’m a partner!’


  ‘That’s fantastic!’ I cry, a bit faint with relief if truth be told. ‘You totally deserve it!’


  He does too. I know I might moan a bit, or maybe a lot, about the long hours and the endless watching of rolling news, but Ed has worked ridiculously hard lately to prove himself, and I know
  just how much becoming a partner means to him. He’s been dreaming of this ever since he graduated.


  Ed beams at me. ‘I told you I’d get there in the end! Now we’re really going places.’


  My eyes are like saucers. ‘I can’t believe it! Who’s decided to leave? Was it old Mr Colville? Surely not! You always said he’d rather die than retire.’


  All of a sudden Ed looks so sheepish that all he needs is a fleece and a shepherd to complete the look.


  ‘The partnership isn’t at Colville and West.’


  ‘You’ve bought into another firm?’


  ‘Sure have. A family friend approached me a few months back because he was looking to retire and needed someone to take over the business. It seemed like the perfect opportunity, and like
  you said, Derek Colville will only leave in a coffin. My dad lent me most of the money I needed, I dipped into my savings for the rest, and now you’re looking at the junior partner at Renwick
  and Thompson.’


  ‘Renwick and Thompson?’ I know I have a terrible habit of tuning out anything legal, but even so, this is a totally unfamiliar name. ‘Do I know them?’


  Ed finds his empty crisp packet totally absorbing. ‘I wouldn’t have thought so. They’re in Cornwall.’


  ‘Cornwall?’ I rack my brains, easier said than done after a stressful day, giving Barclaycard a pounding and necking two glasses of pink wine. ‘Cornwall Street? Where’s
  that?’


  ‘Not Cornwall Street,’ says Ed patiently, as though addressing a particularly stupid child. ‘Cornwall the place. It’s in the south-west of England.’


  ‘I know where Cornwall is!’


  ‘So don’t ask foolish questions,’ says Ed. ‘And please lower your voice. We’re in public.’


  I take a deep breath and count to five. Shouting and shrieking never works with Ed. He just ignores me and sulks. I lower my voice by a few decibels.


  ‘Ed, what I’d like to know is why you’ve gone and bought into a legal partnership in Cornwall. And more than that, why you’ve done it without even thinking it might be a
  good idea to mention it to me first!’


  He scowls. ‘I’m telling you now, aren’t I?’


  ‘Now it’s all done and dusted! Talk about a fait accompli! Whatever happened to discussing things and making joint decisions? What about what I think? And where I want
  to live? Or doesn’t that even come into it?’


  ‘No wonder I didn’t say anything. I knew you’d be like this,’ says my fiancé, looking pained.


  ‘What? Annoyed? Confused? Pretty bloody pissed off?’ I know I’m ranting now and that my volume is on a par with a 747 taking off, but I really don’t care. Ed’s
  lucky he’s not wearing what’s left of my pink wine.


  ‘Unsupportive. Not interested. Difficult.’


  ‘Difficult! I’m difficult?’ I know I’m sounding like Lady Bracknell here, but I’m beyond caring by now. Call me picky, but I happen to find it rather shocking that
  my fiancé has just decided to up sticks and move to Cornwall without so much as a by-your-leave.


  ‘I’m doing this for us,’ Ed says self-righteously, visibly puffing himself up with every word. ‘This is for our future, Amber. Think of the quality of life we’ll be
  able to have in the West Country. We can buy a bigger house, more for our money, and the children can spend their summers on the beach.’


  My mouth is literally swinging open. ‘What children? Ten minutes ago you nearly passed out because you thought I might be about to tell you I was pregnant!’


  He swats my words away with a flick of his wrist. ‘Well obviously we’ll have children eventually. That goes without saying. And if we’re living in Cornwall, you’ll be
  able to afford to give up work to look after them.’


  I glance about the pub for Dr Who, because this is the only explanation I can find for our sudden trip back to the 1950s, but unfortunately for me, there’s no sign of a Tardis or a
  friendly Dalek I can borrow to exterminate my insane fiancé.


  ‘I happen to like my job,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘I. Enjoy. It. Actually, I more than enjoy it; I love it and I happen to be pretty bloody good at it too!’


  Ed raises his eyes to heaven. ‘You know I want to be a partner in a law firm. It’s what I’ve always wanted.’


  ‘In London! Not Cornwall! When did we ever discuss living in Cornwall?’ My heart is doing the weirdest kick-boxing moves beneath my ribcage and I feel like a cardiac-arrest character
  from Holby City. ‘I never said anything about wanting to live in Cornwall! What on earth am I supposed to do there? It’s probably escaped your notice, but it’s hardly the
  centre of the magazine industry.’


  ‘Relax, Ambs, I’ll be earning enough for us both. You can take some time out. You always said you wanted to be able to focus on your painting.’ Steepling his fingers beneath
  his chin, Ed fixes me with a beady look. ‘Unless you don’t want to come with me? Is that it? Don’t you want to be with me any more? Is your career more important?’


  Oh goody, here it is again – the old emotional blackmail trick. Don’t you just love it when suddenly you’re the one in the wrong? Why is it that in spite of everything
  he’s just sprung on me, I feel a twinge of guilt?


  ‘Of course I want to be with you, but what about my job?’


  ‘That’s what I’ve just said.’ Now he’s got that she never bloody listens look on his face again. It’s most unfair. I do listen, I really do. The
  problem is that nobody ever seems to be paying attention to a word I say. ‘We don’t need your job to stay afloat now I’m a partner. My salary will more than cover the mortgage on
  a new place.’


  ‘My job isn’t just about the money. I enjoy it, Ed!’ As I speak, I thump my fist on the sticky table. Guinness sloshes on to the stained surface and Ed sighs wearily.


  ‘I know you do, but at the end of the day you’re only writing about boy bands and snogging. It’s hardly finding a cure for cancer, is it?’


  Now’s the perfect time to drop my own little bombshell. ‘Actually, you’re not the only one with a promotion. I got that job at Senora magazine! That was what I was dying
  to tell you all afternoon.’


  If I was expecting a round of applause or even a well done I’d be totally disappointed, because my fiancé supplies neither. Instead, he is far too busy mopping his drink up
  with a torn beer mat. Ed hates mess, and it’s a bone of contention between us that I make loads. Honestly. I am a dirt magnet. I only have to be in the vicinity of grot and gunge and
  instantly I’m smothered. At all the posh Law Society dinners we have to attend, I live in fear that I’ll splatter my frock with gravy or splosh red wine all down myself. I’m
  practically mainlining Rescue Remedy before we’ve even climbed out of the taxi.


  ‘Senora is Britain’s biggest-selling women’s glossy,’ I point out when he doesn’t respond. ‘It’s got a monthly circulation of over six hundred
  thousand.’


  Mop. Mop. Mop.


  ‘FYI, that’s very good,’ I add, ‘just in case I’m not making it clear enough. In fact, it’s better than good – it’s bloody amazing! And you are
  looking at the newly appointed art director!’


  Ed looks up from his cleaning. The beer mat is sodden and he isn’t quite sure what to do with it. In the good old days of smoking, he could have plopped it in an ashtray, but now he has to
  place it in a soggy splat on the table and I know just how much this will bug him – almost as much as I am starting to think I sometimes do.


  ‘That’s great news, babes, well done,’ he says dutifully.


  Well bloody done? After the interview hell I’ve just put myself through?


  ‘This is the break I’ve been waiting for,’ I explain. ‘It’s the job of a lifetime.’


  ‘Amber, I don’t want to be disparaging, but at the end of the day, won’t you just be churning out the same old crap but for middle-aged women rather than teenagers? Just how
  long can you write about diets and the importance of the clitoris?’


  My eyes widen. So he does remember what a clitoris is.


  ‘Besides,’ Ed ploughs on, ‘it’s hardly vital, is it?’


  ‘Some people might think the clitoris is very vital,’ I mutter.


  ‘Don’t be facetious. You know what I mean.’


  Indeed I do. For the past few years I’ve regularly been reminded that Ed’s job is the ‘real’ one in our household. While I design funky double-page spreads and features
  on cyber-bullying, he’s drafting wills, settling acrimonious divorces and generally being Very Important Indeed. If Ed doesn’t remind me of this, in a rather subtle manner, then his
  mother is more than happy to spell it out. It doesn’t matter that I’ve spent years building up my reputation in the world of magazine publishing and making a major contribution to the
  huge success of Britain’s biggest teen glossy. What I do is pink and glittery and feminine, and therefore frivolous.


  Ed is lucky the Guinness is already spilled or he’d be wearing it as a hat.
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