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Nell Fitzgerald had been worried for some time now that she was shallow, but had fended off such thoughts with a bag of Chipstix and a soap opera. She had reassured herself that a shallow person wouldn’t worry about being shallow; they’d be too shallow to notice their own essential shallowness.

Ipso facto she was deep.

This thought pleased her, but then she would look down at the Chipstix and up at the screen and conclude that no truly deep person would be enjoying these activities quite so much.

Ergo, Nell was shallow.


One

Her big mistake, that rat-coloured dawn, was to spend so long on the note. Nell wanted it to say everything that was in her head, to translate the flounderings of her heart. Somehow she’d spent the small hours distilling two poetic sides of A4 into ‘I don’t love you any more. Sorry. And please don’t sleep with that permed girl from the off-licence for revenge.’

It would have to do. Daylight was rudely insinuating itself through the wonky Ikea blind. As she crept about the Arctic bedroom, she endeavoured to be stealthy. She was not designed for stealth, and the room wouldn’t co-operate. The floorboards creaked a jaunty tune under her clumsy feet and the cupboard doors squealed like persecuted cats.

At every squeak, Nell threw a paranoid glance at the figure in the bed. Spreadeagled in the rumpled sheets, Gareth remained asleep but was eerily quiet. He could usually be relied on to snore the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’, but this morning he slept like a vestal virgin. His silence added considerably to the tension of dismantling three years of her life.

If Nell was honest Gareth was already firmly in the past. Long ago her heart had fled this stuffy flat, shoehorned into the eaves. Now her less impulsive, far noisier body was following. Clutching an archive of greying knickers to her chest, she gazed down at the face that had once fascinated her. Frowning and purplish, it radiated anger even in sleep. A rugby-player’s mug, it bore the stud marks of every boot that had trodden it into the mud, and was attached to a rugby-player’s body without the customary conduit of a neck.

Suddenly Gareth shuddered, and smacked his lips like a camel. Nell panicked and dropped her knickers – hardly a first. Gareth’s eyelids creased and he dragged a leaden hand across his brow.

Nell willed him not to wake up. She badly needed a few hours’ start. His anger could only be dealt with at a distance. During arguments he had two volumes, Loud and Even Louder, and a habit of positioning his face an inch from hers. He was opinionated, lacked emotional brakes, and fighting with him made Nell feel as if she’d been run over by a tank.

He nestled further into the duvet. Nell’s lungs rebooted.

For somebody who never had anything to wear, Nell had an awful lot of clothes. Disregarding time-consuming niceties like folding, she waded through the multicoloured swamp of her wardrobe and had soon filled a rucksack.

Underfoot a tiny white teddy, holding a scarlet heart embroidered with ‘I LOVE YOU!’ in gold thread, stared up at her, accusation shining from its button eyes. She was paralysed. She didn’t want it: she knew that Gareth had bought it at a garage on St Valentine’s Day, despite his insistence that he’d sent away for it and had it specially embroidered. To leave it behind seemed callous, though... She tutted and stuffed it head-first into the rucksack.

A faint whir from the bedside table sent her tiptoeing crazily across the floorboards to slap the clock radio before it burst into life. A wilful creature, it woke them when it wanted to. Despite much fiddling with its innards, they’d grown used to being startled into yelping wakefulness by Fat Boy Slim at all hours.

Under the covers Gareth muttered something and farted extravagantly. He was coming to. Nell dragged on her jean jacket, wincing at the noise as it slid over her bangles. Then she propped up the flimsy note in front of the bedside photo of their Cretan holiday, with the kind of care usually afforded to fragments of nuclear waste.

Two sunburned foreheads peeped over the top of the note and unexpected pain sang through her. Once, those foreheads had been happy together. She shook herself. The room was brightening and so was Gareth. It was time to go before the knocking of her heart woke him up.

She stole over to the door like a jewel thief, picked up her bag and slunk out. No lingering last looks, no tearful kiss on the brow. Nell didn’t feel like a romantic figure in a touching scene, more like a lifer who had stumbled on the keys to the main gate.

She negotiated the stairs silently and efficiently, executing the turns on the landings like a figure-skater. At the front door she stood with her hand on the latch, her mind speeding. She was almost free. Still as a waxwork, she frowned at the greasy cord carpet the landlord had promised to replace. ‘I really am sorry, Gareth,’ she whispered.

As she slipped through the front door, like a ghost, Nell took a last view of the 1920s semis opposite and breathed in the west London early-morning air for the last time. Then she eased the rusty garden gate shut behind her.

She was out.

Across the way, she saw the tousled mongrel from two doors down, his raggedy ears pricked. She was used to his attentions – she was the kind of girl who always had a square of chocolate in her handbag. She blew him a kiss and he darted across the street to greet her, blind to the milk float lumbering round the corner.

As Nell bent to tighten the strap on her rucksack, the mongrel speeded up, the milkman’s life flashed before his eyes, and the float careered into Gareth’s garden wall. Four hundred milk bottles leaped into the air. The ones that didn’t break made as much noise as the ones that did. Even without the hollering of the milkman and the ecstatic barking of the dog, it was easily the noisiest event Nell had witnessed outside a surround-sound Multiplex.

With dread she peered at the tiny window high under the roof. The blind flew up. Gareth glowered down. She watched as he took in the irate milkie, his partly demolished wall, the Gold Top tidal wave and his runaway girlfriend, who was as white as the milk that lapped at her feet.

Gareth’s considerable jaw dropped. Then he disappeared. Nell reckoned she had two minutes. He would scan the note, locate something to throw on, then take the stairs in a series of leaps.

Two minutes tops. She sank, dejected, on to what was left of the wall to await the inevitable scene, then did the traditional thing and burst into tears.

Luckily for Nell, the milkman was an unusual man. ‘I don’t like to see a woman cry,’ he said firmly, then asked her what was wrong.

When he heard her gurgled, damp reply, his overall and peaked cap transformed into shining armour. ‘Hop on.’ He started up the milk float. ‘I’ll get you out of here. No big bully’s having a go at you if I’ve got anything to do with it.’

So on Nell hopped, tears stemmed by the surrealism of making her escape in a milk float. The battered vehicle coughed, then reversed bumpily over the remains of the wall. The milkman’s eyes were two slivers of blue steel as he set his chin towards the high street. Testosterone rolled off him in waves: this was how Clint Eastwood would deliver yoghurt.

The front door burst open.

‘It’s him!’ squeaked Nell – a signal for her getaway driver to put his foot down and burn rubber.

But he was already burning rubber. Nell felt... Stupid is the best word to describe how it feels to flee for one’s life in a vehicle with a top speed of eight miles an hour.

Burly legs akimbo, Gareth stood at the gate, radiating rage and confusion. He had on one of Nell’s extensive collection of short cheap dressing-gowns (a particularly short cheap fuchsia nylon one) and it wasn’t quite up to the job.

Nell saw him bend down to retrieve something from the milky rubble, then turned to stare resolutely ahead. She willed him, just this once, to decide against confrontation.

Beside her, the milkman was hunched over the wheel, his face a poem of determination. Behind her she heard the slap-thwap-thwap of large flat feet running through milk.

Gareth drew level with Nell, who was perched in the tiny cab. It was vaguely humiliating that he was walking only moderately fast to keep up but, worse, he was silent. He simply glared at her as he kept pace with the milk float, pink garment flapping pornographically.

Her gaze fixed ahead, Nell’s face crumpled. This was so much more painful than it had to be.

The pounding of Gareth’s feet slowed and stopped. The milk float turned the corner of the street and the milkman uttered a triumphant ‘Ha!’

It was safe for Nell to risk a peek over her shoulder.

Gareth stood in the middle of the road. Now she could she what he’d picked up from the pavement. That wretched little bear, still insisting ‘I LOVE YOU!’, was in his hand. As she watched he brought it to his face.

In the three years they’d spent together, Nell had never seen Gareth make a gesture like that.

Nell was bad at planning. She was bad at lots of things – maths, lying, icing cakes – but this failing was particularly relevant on that early morning. It was obvious now: she should have called her grandmother to check that she could stay with her before she’d left Gareth.

‘Posh,’ the cab driver had commented, when she’d asked him to take her to Hans Place, Knightsbridge. Nell had squirmed. Claudette de Montrachet was indeed posh: she was wealthy, elegant, cultured, and she considered the Queen to be Teutonic trailer-trash.

Nell had run speedily through the options open to her, and discounted her mother immediately. The tiny terraced house in Fulham was already bursting with half-brothers and-sister, not to mention a stepfather with a belly for every day of the week. Nell had struck out on her own ten years ago, and didn’t feel able to go back. It was as if the family had healed round the tiny hole she had left.

A trawl through her friends had ruled them out too. It’s one thing to turn up expectedly, quite another to knock on the door at sunrise, asking to monopolise the sofa-bed for the foreseeable future.

Obviously, her Official Best Friend would take her in without hesitation, but Nell could imagine the look on Tina’s boyfriend’s face when he was confronted before breakfast with a lovelorn refugee and it didn’t translate as ‘Do come in’.

As for a hotel, Nell’s purse ruled that out. Rather firmly.

So, Claudette’s it would have to be.

It was a tiny round brass doorbell. It would take little or no effort to push it, but Nell hesitated on the wide stone step.

It shouldn’t be like this, she thought. It’s a known fact that a grandmother is a plump apron-wearer with bad legs, a bingo habit, flour on the end of her nose and a noisy welcome for any passing prodigal grandchild.

But there was no guarantee of a welcome from Claudette. Her sense of family loyalty was as slender as her waist. How Nell envied her friends their cosy, dumpy grans, who could be relied upon to go about their business in M&S separates, the ensemble daringly complemented with Clarks slip-ons. She felt underprivileged to have a grandmother who wore Chanel to defrost the fridge and was on first-name terms with Manolo Blahnik (‘Darling Mano!’).

To be fair to Claudette, this description was unjust – she would never have been caught dead defrosting a fridge.

The red-brick mansion block gleamed damply in the drizzle, perfect, smug, expensive. It made Nell want to run off and set up home in a cardboard box. She pressed the bell marked ‘de Montrachet’.

With disconcerting speed a faintly aggrieved male voice wafted out of the grille. ‘Yes?’

‘Hi, Fergus. It’s Nell.’

The slightest pause, like a hummingbird missing a beat, then, ‘Nell who, Miss?’

Fergus was the only butler Nell had ever encountered outside the pages of P. G. Wodehouse. If they were all like him she wasn’t surprised they were an endangered species. ‘Nell, Fergus. Nell Fitzgerald.’ He’d known her since she was a teenager and still opened the door to her on the first Sunday of every month when she paid a dutiful visit to her grandmother.

‘Good morning, Miss. Are we expecting you?’

‘No. Just a spur-of-the-moment thing.’ Another pause. Fergus was good at them. ‘Is it OK if I come in? It’s ever so slightly raining on me down here.’

Fergus watched impassively as Nell manhandled her unwieldy rucksack across the threshold of the penthouse. He was immaculate in pinstripe trousers and a frock coat. To Nell, who always dressed as if she were fleeing from a burning building, he was abnormally neat. It just wasn’t right.

‘A pleasant surprise, Miss.’ Fergus’s all-purpose monotone might as easily have conveyed, ‘Your hair is on fire’ or ‘I have two hours to live’. He was displaying neither pleasure nor surprise.

Uncomfortably aware that her Reeboks – surely the first ever to enter this address – were seeping proletarian crud into the Wilton, Nell asked, ‘Is my grandmother up?’

‘Madame does not rise until eight.’ Then, with an eloquent glance at an ormolu clock on an inlaid side-table, Fergus pointed out, as if to a slow-on-the-uptake toddler, ‘It is now six twenty, Miss.’

Nell itched to pick up the clock and beat Fergus insensible, but she explained evenly, ‘I need somewhere to crash. Stay, I mean. Just for a while. Could I dump my stuff in a spare room and work it out with Grand – Madame when I get back from work?’

With a tilt of his Brylcreemed head, Fergus agreed. He was a professional and emitted only the tiniest mew of distaste as he picked up the rucksack with a white-gloved hand. ‘Follow me to the Heliotrope Room, Miss,’ he whispered, and sashayed – he was the only person Nell knew who really did sashay – down the endless hall ahead of her.

The Heliotrope Room was large and luxurious, with lavender walls. Later the office dictionary would enlighten Nell: ‘heliotrope’ meant ‘lavender’ – she’d half expected to find an Edwardian time-machine by the bed.

‘Ring if you need anything, Miss.’ Fergus closed the door noiselessly behind him. He did everything noiselessly, as if his personal soundtrack had been muted. It was almost as disconcerting as the Brylcreem.

Marooned on a Persian rug worth more than a Barratt starter home, Nell felt overwhelmed by the style in which Claudette chose to live. Silk curtains draped the windows and crystal scent bottles glittered in strict formation on the antique dressing-table. The taste displayed was faultless but, as usual in this penthouse, Claudette’s granddaughter felt as if she’d ordered a bacon sarnie but was being force-fed pâté de foie gras.

In her unironed, milk-splattered combats Nell was a blot on the elegant landscape. She decided to shower and change before she went into the office. She was trembling, she noticed. It had been a big day already and she wasn’t usually up yet.

As she tugged at the rucksack’s recalcitrant zip, Nell tried to imagine what her mother would say when she heard where her eldest child was staying. There would be a sustained blast of Dublin-style bad language, followed by an eloquent attempt to talk her out of it.

Nell was the fragile link between the two sides of her family. When Patsy Fitzgerald – freckled, lively and with legs that might have made a pope reconsider – had stepped off the ferry into Philippe de Montrachet’s life thirty years ago, she had been catnip to the bored, spoilt young man raised on a bland diet of debs.

With hindsight, maybe he should have introduced his girlfriend to his mother before he realised she was pregnant. He was cut out of Claudette’s life – and purse – on the spot. It was only later, after Philippe had released himself into the wild and Patsy was struggling as a single parent to bring up Nell, that Claudette had reappeared.

Now, as Nell pulled the first of her tangled clothes out of her rucksack, she felt a reprise of the feelings she’d had as a teenager when she’d visited her grandmother. Guilt at leaving her overworked, exhausted mum at home in their bare flat had always floated in the scented air of this apartment. The two women never spoke: Claudette had always sent her chauffeur to Patsy’s door. Nell cringed at the memory, then squashed it by piling her current woes on top. They covered it nicely.

She continued to unpack her things. And, by gum, what things they were. As useless crumpled item followed useless crumpled item on to the satin eiderdown, Nell despaired of finding two useless crumpled items that went together. A sarong in March? And as for this floppy jumper, it had been sitting in its H&M bag, waiting patiently to go back to the shop since Gareth had mentioned casually that it made her look ever so slightly pregnant. Did she really need eighteen thongs? Bras were mysteriously absent but at least she’d remembered to pack her fabulous green suede boots.

Well, one of them.

Showering in the en-suite bathroom, which was large enough to host a bar mitzvah, Nell basted her bottom with Dior shower gel. Later, when she was dressed, the mirror confirmed she looked every bit as dishevelled as usual, but underneath the sarong and the pregnancy jumper her skin was as smooth as a (very wealthy) newborn baby’s.

Fergus held open the front door for her as she bustled out of the apartment. ‘Might I enquire what time you intend to return, Miss?’ he asked.

‘I’m going for a drink after work, so lateish. What time does Claudette go to bed?’

‘Madame retires at ten.’ Fergus always made Nell feel that she’d chosen her words clumsily. ‘Might I suggest that you breakfast with her tomorrow morning? I’m sure she will be most interested to hear your plans.’

The subtitles were clear. She’d only just arrived but this smarmy throwback was rabid to know when she was leaving. ‘Me too,’ she muttered.


Two

It was a very long morning at Morgan Theatrical Management. Zoë, the receptionist, had been ordered not to put Gareth through, but couldn’t be trusted for the twin reasons of inefficiency and sadism, so every time the phone rang on Nell’s desk, she leaped like a cricket. Finding it impossible to concentrate, she pushed urgent memos around her blotter. Despite the tempting array of superstar cellulite on the cover she didn’t even feel up to a covert flick through heat. She needed to talk to Tina, bring her up to date. By this late stage of the morning they should have exchanged a dozen or so stupid emails and had a couple of long chats in the loo. But Tina had been cloistered with her boss all morning: when Nell finally got her on the phone, she grumbled, ‘It’s like having a bloody normal job.’

‘I need to speak to you,’ said Nell, injecting dark meaning into her delivery.

‘Can’t,’ whined Tina. ‘We’ve got a new client arriving any minute. His nibs is very excited, reckons she’ll add some class to the list. She’s the new pet astrologer on breakfast telly. Will it keep?’

‘I suppose it’ll have to.’

Tina and Nell had worked together at Morgan’s for five years. They were PAs, a catch-all title that meant they were humble enough to make coffee but confident enough to negotiate contracts. Tina’s boss was the senior agent, and answerable only to Nell’s boss, the eponymous Louis Morgan. Nell and Tina’s friendship had rapidly outstripped the standard banal office relationship and they knew everything about each other’s likes, dislikes, fears and hopes. Nell often had to sieve her life through Tina before she was quite sure what to make of it. This latest development would thrill her friend: Tina had lobbied long and hard for Gareth’s removal and it felt strange to withhold such vital information.

That morning a momentous step for Nell-kind had been taken in a loft extension, but all around her the pale-wood and glass-brick fiefdom of Morgan Theatrical Management carried on as normal.

Dean, the post-boy, trundled past with his little cart, giving his myriad spots a tender, surreptitious feel. In Accounts, Jean’s lilac perm was bent low over Nell’s petty-cash receipts, which made their usual sensational reading. Behind her monumental reception desk Zoë carried on with her meticulous manicure, occasionally pressing the wrong button on the high-tech switchboard.

None of them knew about Nell’s troubled thoughts as she doodled little houses on a letter marked ‘EXTREMELY URGENT’. Surely, she reasoned, Gareth should have come looking for her by now with a baseball bat or, worse, flowers? Where were the venomous/pathetic phone calls damning her bitch arse to hell/begging her to come home? His silence was articulate. Was it possible she could have lived with a man for three years and had no effect on him whatsoever? If this was true, it pushed her shallowness to new heights. As it were.

With a deft mental back-flip, Nell switched from dreading the sound of Gareth’s voice to dreading not hearing it.

A mug of coffee appeared on her blotter. ‘Dean!’ she said, glad of the distraction. ‘How did you know that that was what I wanted most in the world just now?’

‘Dunno.’ Never eloquent, Dean was always tongue-tied in Nell’s vicinity. His mute adoration was a major source of amusement to the thrill-hungry staff at Morgan Theatrical Management. An awkward, shuffling bundle of loose-fitting sweat-clothes, he was an innocent under the streetwise gear. This made him perfect for teasing.

But not today: today Nell appreciated him. ‘Mmm. Now, that’s what I call a good cup of coffee.’

Dean made an embarrassed noise that might have been ‘Thank you’, ‘Kiss me’ or ‘Disestablishmentarianism’ and stumbled out, tripping over his laces.

It was then that Nell noticed the lone Twix lounging in her in-tray. Never keen on the idea of Prozac, she self-prescribed chocolate at times of stress. Today certainly qualified, so Nell undressed the Twix as greedily as if it was a boy-band member full of cider.

‘Two hundred and forty calories, and fourteen grams of fat!’ trilled a crystal clear voice from the doorway.

‘And almost as enjoyable as sexual intercourse. Good morning, Linda.’

For it was she: Linda, the office manager, in all her colour-co-ordinated glory. Not a pleat out of place and not a heart beneath her chainstore silk-effect tie-neck blouse.

‘You look tired,’ chirruped Linda, in the sweet tone that only the truly evil can achieve. She was the Mozart of passive aggression. ‘Thursday already! Can you believe it? Anything planned for the weekend?’

‘Fear. Anxiety. Some dread,’ answered Nell, candidly. ‘You?’

‘Mum’s coming down so we’re taking in a needlework exhibition and she’s going to look for a cardigan in the sales.’

Nell hadn’t expected lesbian orgies but this sounded dull even by Linda’s standards. ‘Have you ever wondered why people in offices do that?’

‘Do what? Buy cardigans?’ Linda’s faultlessly powdered nose wrinkled with puzzlement.

‘Ask each other what they do at the weekend.’

‘Some of us are genuinely interested in our colleagues’ well-being,’ said Linda, like a melodious Sunday-school teacher. ‘For example, I’m honoured that the temp trusted me with the information that she needs this afternoon off to visit a sexually transmitted diseases clinic.’ Across the open-plan outer office a muffled sob was heard as a peroxide head hit a desk. The rest of the staff swivelled to look at Barry, the security guard, who went pale.

Linda jangled an old Nescafé jar full of coins. ‘I’m collecting!’ she announced.

‘You’re expecting?’ Nell misheard wickedly. Linda’s front bottom was famously unexplored – like the Congo Basin, but less interesting.

‘Collecting,’ stressed Linda, slightly pink. ‘The cleaner’s having another baby.’

‘Are we super-fertile in this company or what?’ asked Nell, dropping in two tenpence pieces as heavily as she could in the hope that they might sound like fifties. ‘We’re always collecting for babies. Or birthdays. Or retirements. Or weddings.’

‘I’m always collecting, you mean.’ Linda liked to feel that she wore the immense burden of her duty lightly. ‘Somehow I’ve got to make time to slip out to Mothercare, even though I have a mountain of typing to get through.’

Death threats, presumably, or long memos about how the misuse of company paperclips would bring about a nuclear holocaust. ‘How’s the Watergate investigation coming along?’

‘Watergate? Oh, you’re referring to the petty-cash discrepancies.’ Linda’s face took on a closed look: she was a sphinx in man-made fibres. ‘There have been developments.’ And with that she was gone, in a cloud of Tweed by Lenthéric.

The staggering sum of eight pounds ten had been unaccounted for when the petty cash had last been reconciled and scandal had rocked the office. Although this was roughly a twentieth of what Louis Morgan regularly spent on lunch, Linda was as implacable as the Witch-finder General.

Along with scaring juniors, allocating blame was one of Linda’s favourite pastimes. It was generally believed that Jean, who had been in Accounts since God was in nappies, had hushed up a rogue taxi fare but so far, despite many ‘little chats’ with Linda over milky tea and thinly disguised threats, she hadn’t cracked.

‘COFFEE, DARLING!’ came a roar from Louis’s office. He had woken up.

‘No, thanks, just had one,’ Nell called back.

‘VERY FUCKING FUNNY!’

Nell scuttled the length of his Serengeti-proportioned office, holding a china cup like a sacrificial offering. Louis was already barking dictation at her as she folded herself into an uncomfortable chrome and leather designer chair. Knees tucked behind her ears, she started to scribble.

Louis Morgan, half Welsh and half French, saw himself as a benign paterfamilias to his respectful staff, wise beyond his years and, indeed, his height. His staff saw him as a bearded despot who was prone to tantrums that would shame a toddler high on E numbers, and unable to pass a female posterior without offering loud, expert analysis. They didn’t appreciate his efforts to bond with them by pretending they were sacked. However, Louis was a happy man: he was immensely wealthy and on first-name terms with Liz Hurley, which was all his scant spirituality demanded.

‘Book me a table for two at nine p.m., the Ivy. A discreet corner,’ he said.

Hunched like a stick insect, Nell wrote, ‘IVY.9. DISC.’ She had never mastered shorthand, and had devised a baroque system of her own that rivalled ancient runes for intricacy and, unfortunately, clarity. She was always booking Louis into the wrong restaurant opposite the wrong slapper. ‘I’ll do my best. It’s short notice.’

‘Tell them who it’s for,’ advised Louis, complacently.

‘Oh, I see. You want to sit by the bogs.’

‘They apologised.’ When Louis growled from behind his beard like that, Nell was reminded of a Jack Russell she had known as a child: it had had a tumour on its back and a habit of urinating on sleeping babies. ‘Tell Hildegard I have a late meeting and will be staying in town.’

‘HILD MEET,’ doodled Nell desperately. ‘Claridges? Or is she a Travelodge kind of gal?’

‘Claridges will do nicely, thank you.’

‘CLARG’ wrote Nell, decisively. ‘Anything else?’

‘Of course there’s some-fucking-thing else,’ fizzed Louis. ‘What do you think I pay you for? There’s more to being my PA than booking restaurants and putting laxatives in Linda’s herbal tea. Yes,’ he nodded, ‘I know about that.’

‘They were organic.’ Nell bent over her pad.

She knew there was more to her job. There was lying to Louis’s wife. There was smiling at the clients, mostly actors with egos as unwieldy as an elephant on a string. There was making appointments for starry-eyed young actresses, secure in the knowledge that their only audition would be a personal one in a hotel room during which Louis would call them ‘Mummy’ and after which he would never call them again. Oh, yes, there was much more to Nell’s job.

‘Read that back to me, darling,’ ordered Louis, having dictated for the best part of an hour.

Stalling, Nell queried, ‘Read? Back? To you, as it were?’

‘GETONWITHIT!’ roared Louis, dislodging antique Hobnob fragments from his beard.

‘Right.’ Nell squinted at the worm trails on her pad. ‘Yes. Okaaaaaaaay. Here we go.’ She limped through an approximation of what Louis had said, hoping he hadn’t been paying attention to what he was saying.

‘I suppose that will have to do,’ he said wearily, when she’d finished. ‘Now fuck off, darling.’

As Nell rose, like a winkle extracting itself from its shell, Louis asked suddenly, ‘Are you, you know, all right?’

Nell was surprised by this question from such an unexpected quarter. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘You don’t seem your usual self.’

‘I split up with my boyfriend.’ She had an urge to say it out loud, just to make it real. She shrugged.

‘Really? I’m sorry to hear that.’ Louis raised his unruly eyebrows. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea, darling,’ he added. ‘Go on now. Fuck off. Quicker rather than slower, there’s a love.’

When Nell reached the door she stopped. Emboldened by Louis’s uncharacteristic flash of compassion, she asked tentatively, ‘Louis, do you ever, you know, find this business...’ She hesitated, then spoke the word that had been bothering her recently: ‘Shallow?’

‘Shallow?’ Louis frowned, nonplussed. ‘Showbusiness shallow?’ He examined this novel idea. ‘Darling, you are standing in a cathedral of light entertainment. You are the handmaiden of the high priest. Can it be shallow to bring the likes of Ant and Dec to the masses?’ He studied Nell as if he were seeing her clearly for the first time. As she backed out, he said, ‘Don’t forget to book my primal-scream session, will you?’

‘Don’t people usually ring their mothers at times like this?’ Nell stared, mystified, at her shorthand, fingers poised above the Mac keyboard. Maybe, on such an unsettling day she should peek over the emotional parapet and really talk to Patsy. She looked at the clock: would her mum be home or would she be out at one of her umpteen cleaning jobs?

Patsy Fitzgerald had always had a capacity for hard work, which, along with good legs and obedient hair, she hadn’t passed on to her daughter. All through Nell’s childhood, Patsy had held down a medley of menial jobs to keep their home together. Nell had been a ‘good’ child, quiet and undemanding as she was shuttled between kind or resentful neighbours who’d been press-ganged into helping keep the Fitzgerald ship afloat.

Patsy’s sparkling looks had remained intact, and her cheerfulness almost never faltered, but her little girl had seen the lines of anxiety that crept into her face as they ate their tinned spaghetti in the evenings.

Then Ringo had appeared.

He wasn’t cut from a Mills and Boon template – romantic heroes tend to have lots of hair and no belly, rather than the other way round – but he had transformed Patsy’s life. His nickname was testimony to his fanatical devotion to the Beatles and the impressive dimensions of his nose. Nell was introduced to him in McDonald’s on her tenth birthday, six months before he became her stepfather.

Then everything had changed. Their lifestyle, although still modest, was secure in the little terraced house in pre-gentrification Fulham. Ringo adored his Irish princess and looked after her little girl as lovingly as if she were his own. But that little girl still hoped childishly that the handsome daddy she knew only from blurred snapshots might come back for her. Ringo’s booming London laugh drove her further into the daydreams that had sustained her through her early years.

Babies had come along. The twins, John and Paul (of course), and then Georgina (naturally) seemed to fill the house to bursting point. At seventeen Nell had found a flat share. She loved them all, she knew she did, but she felt out of place. They were loud, raucous and funny, with a self-confidence Nell lacked after a childhood spent tiptoeing round a snoozing, harassed mum. They were the salt of the earth, but...

Tina’s sleek head came round a door at the other side of the office and distracted Nell from her gloomy analysis of family life. She snatched up the phone and dialled her friend’s internal number. ‘Meet me in the kitchenette.’

‘Can’t.’

‘You have to.’

‘Can’t!’

‘I’ve left Gareth.’

The line went dead. Tina was already half-way to the kettle.

Nell sped towards the rendezvous and realised too late that she was on a collision course with Linda. She tried to manoeuvre herself out of the woman’s path by circling Jean twice, but Linda knew the routes through Morgan Theatrical Management like a gamekeeper knows his woods and bobbed up in front of Nell by the photocopier.

‘Do you like it?’ She was holding up a limp beige Babygro. ‘For the cleaner’s baby?’

Without breaking step Nell said, ‘It’s by far the most stunning and wantable Babygro I have ever seen in all my days,’ hoping that hyperbole might shorten their exchange.

‘Is that a stye on your left eye?’ asked Linda, but Nell was already two desks away, bottom stuck out like a tea-tray as she zoomed along.

The kitchenette was a whitewashed windowless rectangle lit by a merciless fluorescent tube. Had it not been for the rows of novelty mugs it might have been an interrogation cell. Day-Glo cards were attached to the fingermarked walls with messages that read, in language that betrayed Linda’s authorship, ‘WASH THAT MUG’, ‘USE YOUR OWN MILK’ and ‘CRUMBS = MICE = DISEASE = DEATH or DAYS OFF’. On entering this haven, Nell was dismayed to discover that Tina was not alone.

Jane From Accounts was demurely preparing a Pot Noodle. ‘Hiya!’ she sang.

‘Hiya!’ Nell tried not to look crestfallen. She liked Jane From Accounts, who was quiet, easy-going and, helpfully, heavier than Nell. They often chatted inconsequentially while they waited for a frozen pizza to realise its destiny in the microwave.

Jane From Accounts lived with her mother somewhere beginning with R (Nell wasn’t good on detail) and Nell found her banal interchanges with Jane a reassuring tile in the mosaic of office life. Now she plunged in without preamble: ‘Did the whole home-help-elasticated-bandage thing work itself out?’

‘Ho-ho, yes!’ Jane From Accounts’s novelty earrings trembled with pleasure as she recalled the hilarity of her mother’s predicament. ‘Turned out it was a medium and, of course, Mum is an XXL! Must be where I get it from!’

Nell recognised a cue when she heard one. She snorted loyally. ‘I think you’ve lost a couple of pounds, actually.’

‘Really? No!’ Jane From Accounts’s face shone as she plucked at the homemade corduroy culottes that Nell itched to steal and burn. She was stirring her Pot Noodle with the kind of assiduous care normally lavished on an ancient family recipe. ‘Nice, erm, sarong,’ she said.

‘Jesus!’ Tina, glowering impatiently in the corner, noticed Nell’s outfit. ‘A sarong?’

‘Yes. A sarong.’ Nell was rather tired of today. ‘I need a Cup-a-soup,’ she said baldly, and without shame.

In a sad small baby voice that might be used to talk of dead kittens, Jane From Accounts said, ‘They’ve all gone.’

‘There are one or two left...’ Tina paused for effect. ‘They’re Linda’s.’

Struck dumb by the enormity of what was being suggested, the three stared at each other. Then, as if at some secret signal, Tina switched on the kettle, Jane From Accounts went to the photocopier on lookout, and Nell reached a shaking hand to the highest shelf in the cupboard and snatched the nearest sachet. Damn! Tomato and basil. It had none of the pizzazz of minestrone, or the elegance of asparagus with croûtons, but it would have to do.

‘Quickly!’ hissed Tina, holding out a mug with ‘World’s Best Uncle’ on it.

Nell tipped in the powdery granules, freaking out mutedly when some drifted down to the chequered lino. She rubbed at it with a frantic toe: it wasn’t out of the question for Linda to have a mini forensics lab in her filing cabinet. ‘Go! Go!’ she barked and Tina poured in the boiling water.

Hardly daring to breathe, Nell slammed the cupboard door with one hand and stirred briskly with the other.

It was done.

She raised the steaming mug. When her eyes met Tina’s the gleam of triumph was mutual.

At the photocopier, ignored by her partners in crime, Jane From Accounts was coughing and stamping like a toddler with a cigar.

Suddenly, unaccountably, Linda was among them. ‘There you are,’ she rebuked Nell. ‘I’ve got everybody looking for you.’

Mug aloft, Nell said, ‘Uh?’ in Neanderthal tones. She felt like one of the Great Train Robbers caught scratching his head with a gold ingot.

‘There’s a stack of publicity photos to be signed. Come on. Bring your soup.’

So Nell came on and brought her soup, leaving Jane From Accounts mouthing, ‘Sorry!’ and Tina bent double with silent laughter.
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