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Chapter 1

Susan hurried up the steps of the impressive building she worked in. It wouldn't do to be late, especially today as she'd just returned from a two week holiday . She'd enjoyed her fortnight in the sun but all honesty she was glad to be back. She really enjoyed her job and now she was officially management she enjoyed it even more. She scurried along the corridor and into her little office.

She glanced at her watch as she placed her handbag on her desk, three minutes to nine, perfect. She turned on her computer and began to work. After an hour or there was a knock at her day. Mary from HR poked her head in,

"Hi Susan, I've got a new face with me. Do you have time to say hello?"

"Of course I do, send them in."

Susan brushed down her skirt as she stood up. She always tried to be polite and well-mannered, even to the youngest intern. She knew from experience what it was like to be the timorous new girl. Mary led in a woman with a very familiar face. Oh no it couldn't be could it? All at once the years dissolved and Susan was transported back in time to her traumatic school days. There could be no mistaking that long, aristocratic head and slightly supercilious look. This might be a new hire, but she certainly wasn't an intern.

"Susan, this is Jocasta Fleming. Jocasta, this is our marketing executive,  Miss Susan Morris."

Susan could literally feel her jaw dropping.

"Oh my God, is that really you, Mouse?"

Susan's face immediately flushed. That nickname that she absolutely hated above everything else was being casually bandied about, in her own office! How dare she?! Didn't Jocasta have any self awareness at all? Didn't she know the humiliation and distress that she'd caused over the years?

"Hi Jocasta ," she hated herself at that moment for not insisting on her actual name.

"Oh, you two already know each other! That's handy because you'll be working closely together."

"W...what do you me.."

Before she could voice any sort of question Mary left the room. Susan could hardly believe her eyes. Jocasta Fleming was here,  in her office!  Of all the people she knew, this was the worst possible scenario , she'd tried, but not entirely succeeded in banishing Jocasta from her memory. She thought she'd managed to exorcise the horrible woman. They hadn't spoken or even seen each other for perhaps nine years. Susan had assumed that the ambitious woman had gone on to university and then maybe a stellar career somewhere. Anywhere really, just so long as it was somewhere miles away from her.

"I don't hear a word form you in years and yet when I get back home, who's the first person I see? It's little Mouse, buried away in her little," Jocasta looked around disparagingly, "cubby hole."

Susan was dumfounded. She'd worked really hard for nine years to get where she was. She hadn't gone to university. She'd left school when she was sixteen and worked her way steadily through the ranks at Allied until she was where she was now, manager of her own department. She had her own office, no matter how small it may appear. Whereas, if she'd understood Mary correctly, Jocasta was the 'new girl', whatever that meant.

"Why are you here, Jocasta?"

She had to screw her courage up a little to ask that direct question. All the way through their respective school careers, Jocasta Fleming had always been top dog. The best looking, the coolest, the cleverest, the girl destined for the big time. She was also a premier league bitch as Susan and some of her less popular friends had discovered. Jocasta had stayed on at school after 16 of course, and that's where their paths had diverged. Susan had always remembered her, how could you forget Jocasta Fleming? But she hadn't remembered her  very fondly. The girl looked down her long, aquiline nose at her and smiled.

"I'm here to see how your little operation works, Mouse," she replied. "I'm going to run the rule over it and then make my report to the bank."

Susan was none the wiser.

"What bank?" She asked.

Jocasta crossed her long, nylon encased legs and smiled again.

"Oh, really, Mouse! Don't they tell you anything down here? The bank I work for, GeoCentral. The bank that's considering buying this little enterprise and making it work properly, more efficiently, more profitably." She drew out the last word in order to emphasise her point.

Now Susan was really confused. Who on earth were GeoCentral? And what did Jocasta mean by 'buying this little enterprise'? Allied was quite a big enterprise as far as she was aware. And who said it was for sale? And who said it didn't work properly already?

Jocasta smiled at her evident confusion.

"Ha ha, it's true isn't it? Little Mouse doesn't know anything about the proposed takeover of the business she works for, and yet she's the "marketing executive."

Here, Jocasta mimed quotation marks in the air, just to make her sarcastic tone clear.

"GeoCentral is one of the biggest banks in the US. And I run an acquisitions department for them in this country."

Susan bit her lip angrily. She was being mocked in her own office by the school bitch she assumed she'd parted from several years ago! How annoying was that? And if she was telling the truth, she was now a high-flyer from some sort of American mega corporation. God! Could things get any worse?

"My brief is to liaise with someone from Allied, form a relationship, and then use that relationship as a basis for moving forwards with the possible integration of Allied into GeoCentral's UK portfolio."

Susan had a sudden, familiar sinking feeling in her stomach. Things were about to get worse.

"And I'm thinking, why go to the effort of forming some sort of relationship with someone I've never met before ? Especially when I've got my old school chum, Mouse Morris, on hand to guide me?"

An old school chum? Had the woman gone quite mad? Jocasta Fleming was never an 'old school chum', surely she remembered the misery she'd caused back in the day? Memories came flooding back, memories that Susan had managed to keep dormant until now.

For a second, Susan was transported back to her miserable schooldays. Even then, Jocasta looked much like she did now. Perfect hair, perfect teeth, and perfect skin. As if puberty just hadn’t affected her.  Like she hadn’t allowed such a thing as a pimple to develop just through sheer willpower. And, as befitting a queen bee, she had her little gang of wannabees and hangers on. Other similarly well-groomed girls who wanted to be her, or at least be with her.

Susan, needless to say was most certainly not a part of that clique, or indeed any other clique. She was small, and fairly plain, shy and rather timid. She knew lots of girls, she wasn’t a social outcast, but she didn’t have any real friends. She just found it difficult to talk to people, especially people who were richer and prettier and yes, even cleverer than her. People like Jocasta Fleming.

She was nothing if not a realist. Jocasta was just way out of her league, as if they were a different species. Needless to say, at first, the tall blonde paid Susan very little attention despite the fact they were in the same class at school. That situation would have been just fine as far as she was concerned. If there was one thing she didn’t require at school, that was attention.  She was uncomfortable in the limelight, being called upon to read during English lessons was a bit of an ordeal. She’d even developed a slight stutter.

That was when it had started, back in the English lesson. At first she thought she’d imagined it. As she stood on slightly trembling legs she heard a little squeak from somewhere behind her. Then nothing, and then another little ‘squeeeak’. Someone else giggled. The teacher looked up from his copy of Shakespeare and frowned, silence reigned again. Until, ‘squeeeak’, there it was again, that irritating sound. Susan daren’t turn round to investigate, Mr Frankel was notoriously strict.

She tried to concentrate on the text in her hand, but then, ‘squeeeak’, followed shortly by another ‘squeeeak’ from a different part of the room. The whole room had dissolved into laughter. Susan looked around, bewildered. What on earth was funny?

“Girls, girls, do be quiet. Whatever is the matter with you this morning?”

There was a brief silence until Susan heard Jocasta’s precise, middle-class voice.

“Please sir, it’s Mouse, sir. She’s so quiet we can hardly hear her at the back.

“Mouse, Jocasta? What are you talking about?

“Mouse Morris, sir. She doesn’t talk properly, sir. She just squeaks like a mouse.”

And from that dreadful day forward, Susan realised she had acquired nickname. A horrid, unwanted nickname, but one that stuck with her nevertheless. Only the teachers called her by her actual name, to everyone else, even girls much younger than her, she was ‘Mouse’. It followed her all the way through the rest of her school career. Whenever one of the clique were bored during any lesson there would be an outbreak of squeaking, which was guaranteed to amuse them.

Every so often she would catch Jocasta looking over at her with a superior little smile on her lips. Clearly she could have stopped the whole bullying episode if she wanted to. After all, she had started it and she was the queen bee. But from the girl’s amused look, Susan realised that she didn’t want to. Quite the opposite in fact, she was evidently enjoying Susan’s discomfort and unhappiness. And, although she hadn’t mentioned it to anyone at the time, that mental bullying was one of the main reasons that she’d left school when she did, rather than extending her education at university.




Chapter 2

And here, in front of her and clearly completely unperturbed about their mutual, shared history sat her chief tormentor and nemesis Jocasta Fleming, as if nothing untoward had ever happened between them. Back in the present, it should by rights have been very different. What she should really do was look Jocasta squarely in the eye and tell her what she actually thought of her. How she’d made her young life a misery and how much she actually disliked her. After all, she’d practised her little speech often enough in the bathroom mirror, often accompanied by a little finger wagging.

‘Jocasta, you were a dreadful person at school, a bully and a horrible, mean girl. You should really be ashamed of yourself and how you behaved. Everyone looked up to you and you had the opportunity to be nice to everyone, but you never were. You were just a nasty bully.’

In her imagination, Jocasta was always apologetic and remorseful. Regretting what she’d done and offering to put things right. In her more ambitious dreams, Susan gracefully accepted Jocasta’s humble apology and far from regretting it, her and Jocasta went on to become firm friends. The noise of fingers clicking suddenly brought her out of her favourite dream.

“Wake up, Mouse!”

Susan blinked and looked into Jocasta’s cool, blue eyes.

“That was always one of your problems as I recall, Mouse. No concentration. How on earth do you manage to organise your day?”

Susan’s mouth worked angrily. How dare the arrogant bitch criticise her? As she opened her mouth to reply, Jocasta held up her hand.

“Enough, Mouse. I simply don’t have time to waste like you evidently do. Now, I need you to introduce me to the other departmental heads and then you and I can have a sit-down with Bill, and I’ll outline your role.”

Susan’s mouth open and closed like a fish. The woman’s rudeness was quite extraordinary! She hadn’t changed in the slightest since her schooldays, if anything she was worse, much worse. And who was Bill? Mr Gladstone, presumably? She’d never heard anyone refer to her austere boss as ‘Bill’ before. And why was Jocasta outlining her role?

Jocasta stood and was half way out of the room.

“Oh for God’s sake, Mouse! Wake up your ideas and follow me. Stop sitting there with your mouth open, catching flies!”

Susan scurried after her, hoping very much that her staff in the outer office hadn’t heard Jocasta refer to her by her hated nickname. The rest of the morning passed in a bit of a whirl. Susan was required to introduce Jocasta to all the management in the building and then listen to the aggressive woman interrogating them in turn. Jocasta, she realised, took no prisoners. She asked direct questions and wanted simple, straightforward answers to them. She didn’t do small-talk or pleasantries. She just made notes on her iPad and then moved on to the next unfortunate on the list.

It was late in the morning when Susan knocked politely on Mr Gladstone’s door high up on the top floor of the office block they worked in. She wasn’t a regular visitor to the top floor, she hadn’t been in her present role for very long and only recently had she been admitted to the rarefied atmosphere of management. And even then, she didn’t say very much in their monthly meetings. Despite her almost ten years of experience with the company, she was still quite reluctant to speak in public if she didn’t have to.

Therefore she always planned and rehearsed her management reports quite thoroughly so that she gave every scrap of information that was required in order that she wouldn’t have to answer too many questions. But this particular meeting had made her quite nervous. There had been no notice of it; Jocasta had sprung it on her at literally the last moment. And she knew from experience that if there was one thing that Mr Gladstone didn’t like, it was unpreparedness.

She swallowed nervously as she heard the instruction to enter. Before she could say anything, Jocasta breezed in behind her.

“Morning, Bill. How are things?”

Susan didn’t know whether to laugh or gasp in astonishment. Nobody ever called Mr Gladstone by his first name, or even spoke before he spoke. Much less ask him how things were. She was amazed that Mr Gladstone didn’t appear to be upset by Jocasta’s behaviour. Rather than shout at her even glower at her from beneath his shaggy, aggressive eyebrows he simply stood and extended a hand.

“I’m very well, Miss Fleming. How are you?”

Susan was amazed. That familiar sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach had returned as well. The little cameo played out in front of her was a reminder, as if she needed one, just how much power Jocasta wielded.  He half turned and nodded to her.

“I see you’ve discovered our Miss Morris. She’s introduced you to everyone I hope?”

“Yes she has, Bill.”

“Everything satisfactory?”

“Pretty much so, Bill. I don’t know if you know this but Mouse and I go back a long way.”

Susan cringed as she heard her horrible nickname and glanced over at her boss.

“Mouse?” He asked.

“Mouse Morris, that was her nickname at school. Everyone called her that.”

“Is that so?”

Susan could tell from the tone of his voice that Mr Gladstone was suddenly interested. And she could hardly deny the truth of it, even if she did hate it.

“Yes, sir,” she agreed.

“You two know each other that well, huh?”

“We do, Bill. It’s weird isn’t it? She’s an old school friend and yet I didn’t even know she worked for you!  I didn’t know she was in the building until we met this morning.”

Mr Gladstone smiled and nodded and then went back to ignoring her while he discussed something with Jocasta. Susan felt quite uncomfortable if she was honest. As if she didn’t belong in that room with the two of them. Clearly something was brewing which she wasn’t privy to. Was Allied really going to be sold to an American bank?

“If I could just speak to you for a second, Miss Morris?”

Suddenly she was the centre of attention; she blushed and mumbled something in the affirmative.

“Later, Mouse. Come and see me after lunch hey? And don’t be too long, we have a lot of work to get through,” said Jocasta as she breezed out of the room.

“Well, Miss Morris, or should I say, Mouse? This is quite a surprise. I didn’t realise you knew Jocasta Fleming?”

Susan bit her lip, should she tell Mr Gladstone that she hated that name? She decided against it for the time being at least.

“Yes, sir. We’ve known it each other quite a while.”

“Sit down, and let me explain something to you.”

He indicated a chair and then sat himself down.

“Although we tried to keep it quiet, it’s true that Allied is under consideration as an acquisition for a client of GeoCentral. A very big client, I might add. A client who will ensure that Allied carries on existing as a business entity and therefore preserves several hundred jobs. I’m telling you this in the strictest confidence by the way, Miss Morris. I do hope you appreciate that? Very few people know what I've just told you.”

“Yes, sir,” what else was there to say?

In order for this deal to go ahead we, as a company, must make the best possible impression on your friend, Miss Fleming. Ultimately it’s her who will decide whether or not GeoCentral proceeds. Are we clear on that?”

“Yes, sir,” she repeated, hoping that he wouldn’t think that she was a fool.

“So, in other words, you must continue to make a good impression on your friend. When I discussed the management team with her this morning, she asked for you particularly. Despite your relative inexperience which I told her about, but she was most insistent. And now I know why.”

Susan again felt that by now familiar sinking feeling in her stomach. She had a horrible feeling that she knew why Jocasta had been 'most insistent'.

“And although I’m not generally in favour of this sort of cronyism thing, I’m going to make an exception this time. You see, it’s imperative for the future of the business that you keep on Miss Fleming’s good side. You must do whatever is necessary to retain her positive view of you and of this company in general.”

Susan looked at him helplessly. She briefly toyed with the idea of telling him that Jocasta didn’t have a ‘good side’, but now didn’t seem the right time. Instead she replied with the only phrase that she knew would keep him happy.

“Yes, sir.”

Good. And I need you to lease with me on a regular basis. Keep me in the loop, keep me informed hey?

“Yes, sir.”

“But, and yet again I can’t stress this enough. Nobody, absolutely nobody else but you and I needs to know what‘s going on in Miss Fleming’s pretty little head. Clear?”

“Clear, sir.” Susan said with relief. She was quite grateful to not have to say, yes sir, again like an idiot.

He looked at her expectantly.

“I’d better go and get some lunch then, sir?”

“Yes, of course. And don’t forget, Jocasta Fleming gets whatever she wants as far as you’re concerned. Everything else is just secondary at the moment.”

Wasn’t it always so? Thought Susan as she made her miserable way out of Mr Gladstone’s plush, corner office.




Chapter 3

From then on, things moved rather quickly. Too quickly as far as Susan was concerned. When, after a curtailed lunch break, she made her way back to her office, Jocasta informed her that for the time being she was relieved of her Marketing duties in order to devote more of her time to Jocasta’s needs.

“Rather like a PA, Mouse dear,” she added unhelpfully.

Anne, Susan’s second in command was installed in what used to be her office and Susan was simply shepherded up to a large, empty space on the top floor.

“This is where we’ll make my operational HQ, Mouse. See to it will you? Desks, chairs, photocopier, you know what an office needs, I presume?”

Susan had to go down a couple of floors to borrow a workstation. Although the new room was quite nicely decorated, there was absolutely nothing in it besides a carpet. She sighed and started to scroll through adverts for office furniture and stationery. She glanced at her watch, it was five minutes to five. She could hardly believe how time had flown. She turned off her borrowed computer and headed down to her own office.

To her surprise, she found Jocasta there along with Anne. Something was obviously amusing them as they looked at Anne's screen. Both looked up as she entered.

"Was there something you wanted, Mouse?" Asked Jocasta.

"Erm...yes, it's almost going home time. I'm just here to collect my bag and..."

"It may well be going home time for the office staff, Mouse. But you're not office staff at the moment are you? You're my staff, at least for the time being. And my staff don't go home before I do."

Susan felt herself blush enormously at this very public put-down. not only had she been reprimanded for trying to go home, but Jocasta had clearly broadcast her hated nickname.

"S...sorry. I'll just get on with what I was doing then."

"That's a good idea, Mouse."

Susan turned to leave, fully aware of the slight smirk on Anne's face.

"Oh, and before you go. I think you owe Anne here an apology, don't you?"

Susan looked blankly at Jocasta. What did she mean, an apology? An apology for what?

"This isn't your office anymore, remember? This is Anne's office now. Therefore you can't just barge into it."

Susan blushed even more profoundly.

"I...I'm sorry, Anne. it won't happen again."

"Because you'll knock in future, won't you?" Demanded Jocasta.

"Yes, sorry Anne. I'll knock in future."

"That's a good girl, Mouse. On your way now."

Susan turned and fled, not even bothering to retrieve her coat and hat. Behind her she could have sworn she heard a muffled giggle from her erstwhile second in command.

An hour later she was still at her borrowed desk. The rest of the office was empty, everyone else had long gone. Where the heck was Jocasta? It was virtually six o'clock, she was normally home by now. She'd already called her mother from the desk phone and explained that she was busy at work and would be delayed. She went across to the window and looked into the car park. The only car in there was her little, white Mazda. Quickly she went back downstairs to her former office. It was completely empty.

She shook her head and went to recover her bag and her coat, but the door was locked. She rattled it  little, but it was definitely locked. That bitch, Anne, had gone home and left her stuff still in the room! Susan could hardly believe it. Her keys were in there, and her mobile. What the hell was she going to do now? Jocasta didn't seem to be around, and she didn't have her number anyway. Anne's mobile number was in her phone which was locked in Anne's office.

She was so angry she just stormed out of the building and walked home, fuming to herself about the rude bitch. Just who the hell did she think she was anyway? It was nearly seven by the time she got back to her parents’ comfortable little house. Her anger had dissipated a little and there was no sense in upsetting the two of them with her problems. So she had dinner on her own, watched a little TV with her mum, and then had an early night.

Next morning she borrowed some money from her dad, got on the unfamiliar bus and went back to work. Her first port of call was her old office. Remembering the slight awkwardness of yesterday, she knocked on her own door and waited to be admitted. Anne looked at her enquiringly.

“Hi, I’ve just come for my bag and coat.”

“Morning, I don’t have them I’m afraid. Jocasta came down for them earlier. Didn’t you get the memo?”

“My phone’s in my bag,” said Susan, “how could I get the memo?”

“Maybe not forget to carry your phone with you, Mouse?”

Susan could hardly believe the casual use of her nickname by her assistant.

“My name isn’t Mouse! I’ll thank you to remember that.”

Anne smiled and returned to the work on her desk. Susan turned on her heel furiously and prepared to stalk out.

“Oh, and before you go, Jocasta wants you to report to her before you start work.”

Susan bit her lip and marched quickly to the elevator. The cheek of the woman! She’d always known that Anne Norton  resented the fact that Susan had been made head of department rather than her. But Susan had always thought that they had a good working relationship, nevertheless. Clearly Anne didn’t agree with that assumption.

Susan realised that she didn’t actually know where she was going. Where was Jocasta anyway? The new office was still empty and there was no furniture in it. The cubicle on the fifth floor she’d used yesterday was empty and there was no sign of her new boss. Reluctantly she went and knocked on Mr Gladstone’s door.

“Ah, there you are, Miss Morris. Have you spoken to Jocasta yet? She’s looking for you everywhere. Apparently you’re late on your first full day of work with her. It’s not a good start is it? I thought I’d made it quite clear yesterday that your main concern was to keep her happy? Well, I can tell you, she’s distinctly unhappy, young lady.”

Susan shuffled her feet. She really couldn’t think of anything to say in her own defence.

“Anyway, she’s next door in the coffee shop. If I were you I’d hurry on over there. And don’t forget what I said!” He called as she hurriedly left his office.

Susan knew that she should have been annoyed at her treatment. After all, it was hardly her fault that all her stuff had been locked away from her last night. How could she communicate without a phone anyway? But instead of annoyance, her overriding emotion was one of panic. She knew from experience what a bitch Jocasta could be. She didn’t actually need an excuse to be mean, but now that she had one...

Jocasta was indeed next door; her mobile phone clamped to her ear and sat in one of the booths at the back. She saw Susan and waved her over.

“Go and get me a Flat White, Mouse. This one’s cold,” she whispered, her hand clamped over the mouthpiece.

She returned to her conversation without another word. Susan suppressed a sigh and went to take her place in the long queue. Eventually she ordered the drink and then went back to join Jocasta in her booth.

“First thing first, Mouse. What the hell time do you call this? I don’t expect my staff to totally ignore my messages. That’s unbelievably rude! A disciplinary matter in my opinion!”

She was clearly quite angry. Susan had to screw up her courage before she replied.

“I’m sorry; Jocasta, but I don’t have my phone on me.”

“What?! Are you serious? What sort of employee doesn’t carry their phone on them at all times?”

Her anger was really quite impressive. She didn’t attempt to lower her voice either. Susan could feel the tips of her ears going pink at the very public scolding.

“I haven’t forgotten it, Jocasta. You have it.”

The woman looked at her incredulously.

“What?!”

“It, it’s in my bag. And you have my bag. At least that what A...Anne told me.”

Susan hated that little stutter in her voice. She sounded like a nervous teenager, for God’s sake. As opposed to a senior member of management.

“You left your phone in your bag overnight? What did you expect? I hope you’re not going to blame me for your own incompetence?”

“No...no, I didn’t mean that. What I meant was that I haven’t been able to read any messages, that’s why I’m late. Sorry,” she added, lamely.

Jocasta shook her head slowly and sighed.

“Really, Mouse. This is so like you. Sometime it’s hard to see why Bill put you in his management team, if I’m being honest.”

Susan could feel a little tear in the corner of her eye. This was all so unfair! Now she was being blamed for something that was totally out of her control! She watched as Jocasta produced her bag from the floor and fumbled through it.

“Ah, here it is,” she announced, “you really must take more care of your stuff, Mouse.”

Susan took it and tried to turn it on, but of course the battery was dead. She felt Jocasta’s cold, blue eyes on her and looked back up at her hopelessly. Jocasta raised her eyes to the heavens.

“Oh dear. Let me tell you again what I said last night.”

Susan sat upright and tried to pay the utmost attention to what Jocasta was telling her. It wasn’t particularly good news. First of all, she was required to be in work and at her desk an hour earlier than normal in order that ‘her mind was focussed on the job’. And that wasn’t the worst of it. From now on, she was to be on ‘permanent call’ as far as Jocasta was concerned. Her phone was to be turned on at all times so that she was always contactable.

“I don’t think you realise, Mouse, what an enormous opportunity this is for you. If I like this business, if I see some sort of potential in it, then I’ll advise GeoCentral to buy it. When they buy it, I’ll probably be installed as the CEO in the short term. When I’m the new CEO, I’ll need loyal supporters to fill senior management roles. And I don’t mean pretend management like you’re used to; I mean a top floor office and a salary to match.”

Susan nodded; she was slightly dazzled by the prospect. Imagine it? Her, Susan Morris, director of marketing at a prestigious business like Allied? She could just imagine what sort of salary and perks that sort of post would bring. her mum and dad would be so proud of her. She could even thumb her nose at the school that hadn't spotted her potential when she was younger.

“That’s the future, however. Right now, I don’t think you’re quite up to speed. You’re not a lost cause by any means. It’s just that I can see that I’m going to have spend a certain amount of time teaching you things that you should already know, but that you self-evidently don’t.”

Susan nodded again, still thinking about the future, ignoring the implied criticism of her abilities.

“But let me tell you this, if I think for one minute that you’re not taking on board the lessons I’m teaching you, then I’m afraid I’ll have to speak to Bill Gladstone regarding our relationship.”

Susan nodded nervously and licked her lips. That was one thing she certainly didn’t want!

“Go and get my coffee by the way. It’s been sat on the counter for a couple of minutes; I do hope for your sake that it’s not cold.”

She ended up carrying Jocasta’s coffee and her own bag back into the office. The woman ordered her back to the little cubicle on the fifth and told her that the new office had to be fully furnished and ready to use by the end of the week. Susan nodded weakly, Jocasta was a force of nature and the best way, in fact the only way to deal with her was to agree with everything she said. Susan picked up her desk phone and got on with her job

A couple of hours later, Jocasta swept up to her and held out her hand.

“Phone,” she snapped, peremptorily.

Susan handed over her newly charged phone.

“Password?”

Susan told her what it was, she didn’t even think about denying Jocasta the information. Her boss fiddled with it a little and then handed it back.

“I’ve put my name and number in it for you, in case you forget. Plus I’ve put a tracker on it so that I know where you are at all times. You’re okay with that, I presume?”

Susan was too flabbergasted even to protest. She’d put a tracker on her phone? What was she now, a pet or something?




Chapter 4

“So, now that you’re working for me rather than Allied, I think the time’s right to put our workplace relationship on a more formal footing. First of all, as far as you’re concerned, I should be referred to as Miss Fleming. That’s what my staff knows me as. You don’t for instance; call Mr Gladstone, Bill, do you?”

“Erm, no. I don’t.”

That particular idea had never occurred to her to be honest.

“Okay then. Second, I do like my staff to be smart and professional looking at all times. After all, you are representing me now."

Susan nodded, trying to ignore the implication that what she was wearing at the moment wasn’t either smart of professional.

“And I’m not sure if I like your hair like it is.”

“But...”

Jocasta held up her hand.

“Please don’t interrupt me when I’m speaking, Mouse. It’s rude, for one. And I think you know who has the most fashion sense, me or you? I’m only trying to help you fit into the office culture.”

“But really, I...”

“Do you want me to take this to Bill Gladstone, Mouse? Whose side do you think he’d take?”

Susan had the sudden sinking feeling in her stomach again. She had absolutely no doubt who Mr Gladstone would support. He’d made his position very clear. She couldn’t risk upsetting him. Also what about all the jobs that would go if the takeover didn’t go ahead? She could hardly have that on her conscience? She resented Jocasta's bullying, hectoring tone if she was being honest, but what was she expected to do about it?

“O...okay,” she mumbled.

“Do speak up, Mouse dear. You’re not still a silly schoolgirl anymore.”

“No, s...sorry.”

“No need to apologise, Mouse. I’ll tell you what? Why don’t we go shopping at lunch time together? I can show you what type of things I think would suit. How about that?”

"Thanks, Jocasta.”

The woman looked at her enquiringly.

“Th...thanks, Miss Fleming.”

Jocasta smiled, while Susan fled up to her little cubicle on the fifth, her face burning with shame.

***

The shopping expedition turned out to be just as bad as Susan had feared. A couple of dark, plain skirt suits, some dark tights, three quite short, pleated skirts in plain, muted colours and five blouses. The blouses were the most embarrassing. After trawling through various shops and declaring their stock to be unsuitable, Jocasta eventually led her into a school uniform shop and chose three white school shirts and two pale blue ones for her newest member of staff.

“The thing is, dear. They’re smart and neat and not too expensive. I don’t think they draw attention to you either, which is a good thing. Now, pay the gentleman and let’s get back to work.”

As she entered the building she almost bumped into Anne and her friend coming the other way. Both women sniggered as they saw Susan laden down with her assorted shopping bags. Susan blushed and tried to ignore them.

That afternoon was the first time they were able to use the new office. Jocasta plumped herself down at the table by the window and looked around. It was hard to tell if she was pleased or not because she didn’t say a word regarding her new domain. Susan guessed that if she wasn’t happy she most certainly would have made some sort of complaint.

“My laptop’s down in my car, Mouse. Go and get it for me. It’s the blue BMW”

She held out her car keys for Susan to pick up. As she made her way down in the elevator, Susan couldn’t help but remember that a week ago she had her own little office and her own staff and her own workload and how happy she’d been with all three. And now, she was little more than a gofer for an alpha bitch. Predictably, Jocasta’s car was a huge, German SUV. The biggest vehicle in the car park by some distance.

Back in the office she handed the laptop to Jocasta who received it without a word. Ten minutes later she called over to Susan.

“Oh, and that reminds me. I forgot to tell you, Mouse. There’s no need to bring you little car to work tomorrow. I gave your space in the car park to Anne Norton. She’s acting head of department now, and it’s not as if you actually need it.

Susan looked up aghast. Was the woman quite serious? Her car parking spot, although unimportant in the scheme of things, was one of those small victories that validated all her hard work over the years. When she’d first started at Allied, she’d ridden over from her parent's house on a bicycle. So having her own management parking place was quite the achievement in her eyes.

“But there’s nowhere else to park around here? I'd have to pay for all day parking," Susan could hear the plaintive whine of her own voice.

“You can take the bus can’t you? I can hardly let Anne down, now can I. I’ve already promised it to her.”

Susan bit her lip and blinked hard to clear the tears that were gathering in her eyes. Jocasta was such a bitch!

“And if you’re looking for something to do, you can go and get me a coffee. You know how I like it; get yourself one as well, if you like.”

Susan rose wearily to her feet.

“And after that there are a few files in the downstairs storage room which I need. I’d like them brought over, sorted and filed. That should keep you busy for a little while.”

The coffee run was another ordeal. The queue was long and the wait was boring. Susan thought back wistfully to the entertaining project that she was so recently involved in. To make matters worse, she saw Anne’s friend. The one she’d almost bumped into that morning when she was carrying armfuls of clothes, in the queue who smiled at her but said nothing.

The ‘few files’ in the janitor’s room down in the bowels of the building turned out to be a huge pile of boxes, all neatly labelled with Jocasta’s name on the side of them. Susan could hardly believe how many there were. It was as if she’d boxed and stored every file she’d ever made in her life? Surely she didn’t need all of them, and anyway weren’t they archived on a PC somewhere? Otherwise what was the point of Jocasta’s very expensive laptop?

She borrowed a trolley from the miserable old janitor and set to work. It was hot and dusty down in the room. It was large, but not air-conditioned. Susan had to remove her jacket after only a few minutes as she manhandled the cardboard boxes onto the trolley. She could only manage four, which hardly put a dent into the total that was stacked against the wall. With a heave she got them out of the door and down the long corridor towards the lift.

Ten floors later she pushed open the door to the new office Jocasta looked up from her laptop.

“Is that all you’ve done? You’re really going to have to get a move on, Mouse. I need some of that stuff right now. It’s important for the takeover; you do understand that, don’t you?” She enquired, condescendingly.

“Y...yes, Miss Fleming. But...?”

“But what? I’m paying you to do this. It’s hardly rocket science is it?”

No, Miss Fleming. It’s just that these documents,” She indicated the boxes that were on the trolley, “aren’t they on your computer somewhere? I mean, if they’re copies of documents you’ve already made, they must be on a computer somewhere?”

Jocasta laughed.

“Oh dear, Mouse. You’re not much of an IT wizard are you?”

Susan shook her head. She didn’t know much about computers, that was true.

“You see, the documents in the boxes were created in a different format to the format I have on this laptop,” she indicted the shiny box on her desk. “So how do you expect me to be able to read them?”

Susan shook her head again, something didn’t quite ring true here, but she daren’t open herself to any more ridicule. After all, Jocasta was a very senior executive. She was hardly likely to make a mistake like that?

“So, dear, the answer is for you to work through the boxes and transcribe them into a format that I can use and then send them to me so that I can do my work. You do understand that don’t you?” She asked in the most condescending manner possible.

“Yes, Miss Fleming.”

“And you do understand that my work is very, very important to the future of this company and everyone who works in it, don’t you?”

“Yes, Miss Fleming.”

“Then what on earth are you waiting for? Chop-chop, Mouse!”

"But, Miss Fleming?”

Jocasta looked at her as if surprised she was still in her office.”

“Yes?”

“Can’t the janitor at least bring them upstairs for me? I mean, that’s his job isn’t it?”

Jocasta smiled at her in that infuriatingly superior manner that she had.

"Oh dear, Mouse. Haven’t you heard of the term ‘confidentiality’? Don’t forget That Mr Turner doesn’t work for me, he works for Allied. Having him also work for me at the same time would be an obvious conflict of interest. Don’t you know anything about business? I mean, that's  lesson 101.”

Susan blushed in humiliation. She hated it when her professionalism was brought into question.

"Now, return Mr Turner’s trolley, thank him for letting you use it, and then get back here as soon as possible. You have work to do!”

Susan certainly did have work to do. Each box was stacked with paperwork, spreadsheets, private documents, memos, etc . Each of which had to be transcribed into a format that Jocasta’s brand, spanking new computer could understand. It was dull and laborious and kept Susan very much occupied. So occupied in fact that she barely had time to take her various breaks. Often Jocasta would be out of the office while she laboured away at her task, sat in the large room on her own.

Either that, or if  Jocasta was in the office. she'd  would pointedly ignore her for long periods of time. Whatever, it was a long drawn-out, laborious task. The boxes were dusty, the contents were old and smelled a bit damp. Once, Susan asked Jocasta if it was really necessary for her to transcribe documents from five years ago onto her computer. As a result, her boss made her stay an hour longer and she missed her regular bus home.

"I simply will not have any cheek or dissent from one of my employees, Mouse. Especially one as junior as you. That's something that you're going to have to learn."

There were times when Susan just felt like getting up and walking away. Leaving Allied and never looking back over her shoulder. But a stubborn part of her just didn't want to. Why should she be forced out of a business that she loved? The only company that she'd ever worked for? Okay, Jocasta was a bitch, a premium, grade A bitch. But at the same time, Susan was still getting paid. A great deal more than the going rate for an unqualified job-hunter in the part of the world where she lived, in fact. Because, in reality, that's what she'd be if she left Allied of her own volition. An unqualified, jobless person. And, she suspected, if Jocasta Fleming had anything to do with it, an unemployed, unqualified twenty-five year old without even a reference to fall back on.

It was a little bit awkward at times, trying to explain to her mum why she was working longer hours and why she was currently taking the bus to work rather than her cute little car which was sat almost permanently in the drive. She'd had to spin her tale about re-organisation at work and how the car park was being used for construction, or some such nonsense. Which her mother, bless her heart, was only too happy to go along with. She'd also hinted to her parents that her longer hours meant that she was in line for a promotion which, if Jocasta kept her word, was sort of true.

Jocasta was becoming ever more tyrannical. She'd taken to carrying out a clothing inspection every morning, so that Susan was obeying her instructions. She hadn't been joking either about a corporate uniform. The problem was that it made Susan look ever so juvenile. Especially her school shirts and pleated skirts. Jocasta had even made her grow her hair out a little and put it in a short pony tail. The overall effect was exactly the one that Susan had trying to avoid for the last nine years.

She looked like a schoolgirl. Even her normally ultra un-observant mother had asked her if she was going to a fancy-dress somewhere, the first time she saw Susan in her new work-wear. And more recently, Jocasta had gone a step further and banned her from using cosmetics. Apparently she needed Susan to keep her mind on her job and not to be rushing off to the bathroom 'every few minutes' to apply more make-up.

It was ridiculous of course, but like so many of Jocasta's little rules and regulation once she'd made up her mind. she couldn't be swayed. It wasn't so bad at home, her mother soon got used to the new-look her and her father never even mentioned it. But at work, her face was constantly glowing with the humiliation of having to be dressed as she was. Anne Norton actually laughed out loud when she first saw Susan dressed in her own particular, 'corporate' manner.

Even her pathetic, "Shouldn't you be at school, young lady?", was met with sniggers from some of the members of what was Susan's former department. But she couldn't think of anything witty to say, she just kept her head down and scurried away, the sounds of laughter still ringing in her ears. Later that day she was called into Mr Gladstone's office and actually invited to sit down.

"Just a quick word, Miss Morris."

Susan's stomach churned a little in expectation.

"I'm very pleased with you, young lady. Miss Fleming has been unsparing in her praise for you."

The man was actually beaming at her!

"Thank you, sir."

Jocasta had been praising her! Surely not?

"I saw the email she sent over to GeoCentral. Very good, Miss Morris, very good indeed!"

Susan smiled back at him, gratefully. He really was serious!

"I don't think the deal is necessarily in the bag, but I'm very much more confident, very much."

He actually went as far as patting her on the shoulder as she left.

"Carry on the good work, Miss Morris. We're all relying on you. Oh, and Ms Fleming mentioned your new, corporate look. I think it suits you very much, young lady."

Susan almost floated out of the room. All her efforts hadn't been in vain! Despite her abrasive exterior, Jocasta really did value her. She was so pleased that she hardly noticed the disparaging 'young lady', and the implications that it carried.




Chapter 5

The ring of her mobile phone slowly permeated Susan's consciousness. Groggily she reached out and answered it. Even in her dazed state she had half an idea who it may be.

"Mouse, I've been thinking. As you're way behind on your chores in the office, it would be a good idea if you came in now and made a start on the backlog, don't you think?"

Susan looked at her clock. It was seven-thirty.

"It's seven-thirty in the morning."

"So?"

"It's seven-thirty on a Saturday morning,  Jocasta."

"Nevertheless, I'll meet you by the office door in thirty minutes. And, I don't think I appreciate your tone either."

"S...sorry, Miss Fleming, but I...."

The phone buzzed in her hand. Jocasta had rung off. With a curse, Susan levered herself out of her warm, comfy bed and straight into the shower. She dried and then dressed herself quickly. She didn't really want to wear a formal skirt and blouse on a Saturday, but she imagined what Jocasta might say if she didn't. She pulled her hair into a quick pony tail, pulled on a pair of flat, black shoes and she was ready. Much as she was reluctant to admit it, the lack of make-up and accessories cut her preparation time for work enormously.

She pulled her car into the deserted car park and jumped put, hastily brushing at her skirt as she did so. She pushed on the office door, it was locked. She looked at her watch, it was almost exactly thirty minutes since she last spoke to Jocasta. Where the hell was the bitch? Five minutes came and went, and then ten. Susan thought longingly of her bed. Her thin, white blouse was no real protection against the wind. She'd give her two more minutes and then she was going. Jocasta could go to hell as far as she was concerned. As she turned to trudge back to her car, Jocasta made her regal entry.

"Where do you think you're going, Mouse? We have work to do. You can't just slope off, I gave you an order!"

Jocasta was really quite angry. her face, framed in her car window had gone a particular shade of red.

"Get back to the door and wait for me!"

Susan scurried back to the entrance, she wasn't feeling brave enough to challenge an obviously aggrieved Jocasta. but then, to her amazement, she watched as the woman took out her phone and called someone on it. Susan felt the first spots of rain on her face. What the hell was the bitch doing? Surely Jocasta could see that it was raining and that she was stood outside in just a blouse? But, it seemed as if either Jocasta didn't know or didn't care what the weather was doing. The call lasted a good five minutes before her door opened, and she made her way over to the entrance.

"Coffee first, Mouse. Then my office. Hurry up, please."

Susan looked at her open-mouthed, but Jocasta wasn't joking. She wanted a coffee, and she wanted Susan to go and get it for her in the rain. She trudged off miserably. When she got back with her hair dripping wet and her blouse almost see-through she found Jocasta sat using her phone with her feet resting on her desk. She was laughing and joking with someone, and she barely had time to point to the position on her desk where she wanted her drink place. Jocasta placed her hand over the mouthpiece.

"Could you try and work quietly, Mouse? I'm kind of busy here."

Susan returned to her own, much smaller desk and got to work. It seemed never-ending. Transcribing work manually from one computer to another seemed entirely pointless. But who was she to say so? Jocasta had told her to do it, and therefore she had to do it.

Her clothes were still a bit damp and therefore uncomfortable. She wasn't sure quite what to do, she couldn't take her blouse off. She tried to ignore the feeling and carry on with her dull chore. After another hour or so, after Jocasta had made several calls, she got up and stretched a little before strolling over to where Susan sat.

She stood and watch for a little while, Susan found her presence a little disconcerting. What did she want? She couldn't help but look up.

"Don't let me interrupt you, Mouse. You're doing a decent job on those transcripts, but you're just so slow. I mean that's why you're in work on a Saturday morning. Any decent professional worthy of the name would have had those bits of paper done and ready for me by now. I know that you don't really appreciate the urgency of the situation, but I can't make a decision on this little project without all the necessary information."

Susan could feel the tips of her ears burn slightly at Jocasta's criticism. 'Any decent professional'? What did she mean by that? And of course she appreciated the need for speed at the moment, but she was trying her very best.

"C...couldn't we just a hire a secretary or get a new intern or something? I mean that would help speed the process up, wouldn't it?"

Jocasta looked at her, pityingly.

"Oh dear, Mouse. Sometimes I think you are actually are stupid rather than just acting like it."

Susan bit her lip angrily.

"Don't you remember our discussion earlier regarding Mr Turner? Doesn't anything stick inside your empty little head?"

"Is it about confidentiality?"

"Is it about confidentiality?" Mimicked Jocasta in an artificially high-pitched voice. "Yes, you little fool! How many more times? This is a very big project as far as you and your little company are concerned."

Susan could feel the first tears on her eyelashes.

"Nobody outside senior management must know anything about this. Nobody! If word got out that GeoCentral were considering buying Allied, people would begin to ask why that was the case. The press would pick it up and suggest that the company was going down the tubes and that there was something wrong. If that happened GeoCentral would pull out and the deal would collapse. Do you see now, you idiot?"

Susan nodded miserably.

"So, by employing more entry-grade staff, we're adding to the problem of keeping everything under wraps. Even you must understand that? I know you left school with very few qualifications and that Allied hasn't sent you on any sort of management course, but that's just basic common sense isn't it?"

Susan nodded again.

"I asked you a question, the least you could do is answer it politely."

"S...sorry, Miss Fleming. it is common sense, and I should have realised," she managed to sniff.

Jocasta folded her arms over her casual sweatshirt and glared down at her.

"Do you know what, Mouse? I'm getting just a little tired of your rudeness and general incompetence. I know I shouldn't have expected too much from someone like you, but I must admit that I did anticipate that at least you'd have the basics."

Susan could feel the tears sliding down her cheeks and daren't look up.

"Look at me when I'm talking to you, girl!"

Susan jumped at the command and made herself look at Jocasta. She rubbed at her eyes to clear the film of tears.

"Oh dear, is poor little Mouse upset? Does poor widdle Mouse want to cry?"

Susan shook her head.

"No, Miss Fleming."

"You were like this in school as I recall. Always crying and whining, always try ing to get sympathy. Well this is not school, missy! This is the real world, Mouse. This is where you have to knuckle down and do the job that you're actually paid to do. I'm paid an awful lot of money to organise and control projects like this. The whole thing, the survival of the business, people's jobs and careers, everything rests on my shoulders. But you don't hear me complain do you? No, because I'm a professional, Mouse, and you work for me now. And what I say, goes. Understood?"

"Yes, Miss Fleming."

"And what I want right now is another coffee. Go and get me one."

Susan glanced out of the window as the rain lashed against it.

"I...I don't..."

"You don't have a rain jacket?" Jocasta asked, incredulously, " Oh dear, I'm rapidly losing what little faith I had in you, Mouse. You'd better run then, hadn't you!!?"

She almost shouted the last instruction, the shock of it made Susan jump to her feet and scurry off towards the elevator. The sound of Jocasta's laughter ringing in her ears.

When she returned, Jocasta wasn't at her desk. With a sigh, Susan sat at her own desk and got on with her dull work. She shuffled a little on her chair, she was even more wet now. Her hair was wet and lank and her blouse was rapidly cooling, she shivered. It was hard to see how she could be any more miserable. Not only was she working on a Saturday morning, but she was also bored and sat in damp clothes. How could her day get any worse?

At that precise moment the office door swung open and Jocasta made her entry, swaddled in a stylish green, waterproof  jacket. In her hands she carried a bag which she dropped in front of Susan.

"Here you are, Mouse. Don't say I don't do anything for you. Get changed into these quickly. I wasn't sure about your sizes, but at least you'll  be dry. You can have my coffee as well," she added magnanimously. Ignoring the fact that Susan had paid for it out of her own money.

She opened the bag, was Jocasta actually being nice to her? Inside was a white shirt and some sort of dress. She thought she remembered that logo. Jocasta had been shopping in the school outfitters again.

"Go to the bathroom, Mouse. Take off your wet clothes, all your wet clothes including your underwear dry yourself with paper towels, put your new, dry clothes on, put your wt clothes in the bag and then come back here as quickly as possible. Clear enough for you?" Explained Jocasta, as if Susan was a small, bewildered child as opposed to a 25 year old woman.

"Yes, Miss Fleming. Thank you, Miss Fleming."

Susan scurried off, her face blushing at the idea that Jocasta was giving her instructions on how to wash and dress herself now. The new blouse was tighter than the one she'd just taken off. It was a size smaller than her actual size, but this was one of those times where she was glad she didn't have much in the way of breast development. But the dress was even worse. it was a very juvenile-looking, grey pinafore, the sort of thing that she might have worn twenty years ago at junior school. It even had a round badge on the yoke on the centre of her chest

She packed her wet clothes and then looked at herself in the mirror. Jesus! What did she look like? An overgrown schoolgirl, was the obvious answer to her question. It was good of Jocasta to get her some dry clothes, but really! Couldn't she have chosen something a little more appropriate to her actual age? She dried her hair as best she could under the hand-drier and then scurried back to her office.

Jocasta was nibbling on what looked like a very nice Danish. She smiled as Susan entered.

"That's very nice, Mouse. Suits you, now let's get on with some work shall we?"

"Yes, Miss Fleming."

"Oh, and Mouse? Fasten that top button would you? This is still a place of work you know, even on a Saturday."

There was no need to check if Jocasta meant it, she definitely did. With a certain amount of difficulty, Susan managed to squeeze the button home, immediately she could feel the tightness of the collar chafing at her neck. It was uncomfortable, but it would probably work itself a little more loose as the day wore in. It was preferable to wearing damp clothes anyway.

The morning passed slowly, Susan's work was laborious and spirit-crushingly dull. Jocasta spent the first half of it on her phone, either chatting to friends or scrolling through social media. It wasn't until around 11am that she took out her shiny laptop and deposited it on her desk.

"Let's find out what's happening in the world of business shall we?" Asked Jocasta to the room in general.

Twenty minutes later it seemed as if she'd discovered everything she needed to know, she leaned back and stretched her arms up to the ceiling.

"Go and get me a coffee would you, Mouse? There's a good girl. I haven't had one this morning yet."

Susan looked at her aghast.

"Is there a problem, Mouse?"

"S...so, I can't go out like this. I...i look ridiculous. People will notice."

"Notice what?"

"That I'm dressed like this," Susan could feel her face blushing hotly.

"What do you think people will notice? "

"I'm n...not wearing any underwear," annoyingly she could feel her own voice rise in a panicked...squeaky, kind of way.

"It doesn't matter, Mouse. Look at you, nobody's going to pay you the slightest bit of attention are they? And as for underwear? Well, you have a skirt on, admittedly it's not very long, but then you're not very tall so that doesn't matter. Nobody can see your knickers if that's what you're worried about?  And, let's be frank here, you're hardly in need of a bra are you dear? Not with those little nubbins."

Susan hung her head in shame.

"Chop-chop, Mouse. I need my caffeine and you need to get back to your important work."

There was no real arguing with Jocasta when she was in this sort of mood, thought Susan angrily as she pushed open the door to the street. And, damn her, she was right as usual, nobody even noticed her as she made her way along to the cafe. Which was both good and bad. Good because she certainly didn't want to bring attention to herself dressed as she was. But bad because clearly she could pass as a much younger person without anyone asking awkward questions.

At least not until she got to the cafe and was served by a boy that she recognised from her visit earlier that morning. He looked her up and down and she could see the recognition slowly dawning.

"And what can I get you this morning...madam?" He asked, with the beginnings of a smirk on his lips.

"An almond macchiato, please" she replied. The same thing that I always get for my bitch of a boss every morning as you well know, she thought but didn't say

Angrily, Susan stomped back to the building. Why couldn't the bitch go and get her own coffees? Why did she have to go every time? It didn't make any sense, it wasn't as if Jocasta was actually doing anything important. All it did was make Susan's reports just that little bit slower. and when Jocasta described her work earlier as 'important' did Susan detect a certain amount of irony, or was she just becoming paranoid?

As she entered the office, Jocasta was just leaving.

"No time for that now, Mouse. My stylist just called, he can fit me in but only if I go right away. Can you hold the fort while I'm gone? I shouldn't be too long. No slacking while I'm away. I'll check when I get back."

Susan watched, open-mouthed, as Jocasta left without another word. Had she heard correctly? Was Jocasta really  leaving her alone in the big empty building while she went to get her hair cut?

It seemed as if she was. Susan returned reluctantly to her labours and sipped at yet another expensive coffee that she didn't really like very much. Two hours later she ventured outside again to go for her lunch, but this time she wasn't so lucky. as she passed a group of young girls, one of them caught her eye and smiled. Shit! Wasn't that one of the new interns they'd just taken on, Lucy something or other? Not only did she work at Allied, but she was in Anne Norton's department!

As she sat at her desk devouring her sandwich Susan couldn't get the image of the smiling young intern out of her head. Perhaps the girl hadn't actually recognised her, perhaps she was just smiling in a friendly sort of way? Or failing that, maybe if she did recognise her dressed as she was, she wouldn't mention it to Anne on Monday morning? Oh dear! Who was she kidding? The news that she was dressed like a junior schoolgirl and working on a Saturday afternoon would be all over the building by Monday morning.

***

It was nearly dark by the time Jocasta reappeared, Susan was tired and stiff and quite cold by that time. She was also bored and miserable, what a way to spend a day off.

"Oh, you're still here, Mouse? There's a good girl. You can go now."

Jocasta paused to sweep up her laptop from her desk. Susan stood up slowly and stretched.

"What do you think you're doing, Mouse?" Jocasta's voice had taken on a hard edge.

Susan looked at her blankly. What had she done now?

"Didn't I specifically tell you to fasten the top button of your blouse?"

Susan's hand automatically went to the collar of her white shirt. It was open, she knew it was, she'd been so uncomfortable that she'd unfastened it. But what did it matter?

"Y...yes, Miss Fleming. I'm sorry but..."

"I think I've had quite enough of your insubordinate behaviour, Mouse. You try and undermine me at every turn. it's high time you were taught a lesson!"

Susan could feel her heart beating wildly. A lesson?

"Bend over your desk."

Jocasta had taken off her raincoat and placed her laptop back on the table.

"Why...what do you..."

"NOW, Mouse. I won't tell you again!"

Now this should have been the time that Susan simply ignored Miss Jocasta Fleming and swept out of the room. After all what was the woman going to do about it? Try and have her fired? For not obeying and bending over her desk? The problem was that all Susan's old insecurities had reappeared, with a vengeance.

Despite her recent achievements, her rise from admin assistant to the head of marketing at a company like Allied, there had always been that little nagging doubt in the back of her mind. Did she really deserve everything she'd earned? Would someone point out her obvious flaws or her distinct lack of paper qualifications? Was head office just biding its time before demoting her or, God forbid, sacking her?

She knew, she simply knew that if she tried to contradict any version of events that Jocasta decided to put forwards, that she'd lose. Jocasta was just so much better than her in those sort of confrontational situations. She was so much more assertive, so quick-witted and plausible. And much more attractive and just, well...better. Men could tell straightaway that Jocasta was an alpha, whereas she was clearly a beta. There wasn't any point in trying to deny that.

With a slight sniff, she bent herself over her own desk. Surely this was a joke? Surely Jocasta didn't really mean to..."

Smaack!

Susan was too shocked to even protest. Jocasta had slapped her bottom! And if that wasn't shameful enough on its own, she'd spanked her quite hard. She wriggled her backside.

"Stay there!" Instructed Jocasta.

It didn't really cross Susan's mind to disobey.

Smaack!

Susan gave a little gasp. That hurt!

Smaack!

Smaack!

"Owwwow," perhaps she deserved this?

Smaack!

Smaack!

Perhaps this undignified assault on her backside was some sort of payback? A reminder to her not to get too big for her boots, maybe?

Smaack!

Smaack!

Susan began to cry, big fat tears of self-pity and shame.

"This is what you should have had at school, Mouse. "

Smaack!

Smaack!

"Something to buck your ideas up?"

Smaack!

Smaack!

"Then perhaps you wouldn't have turned out the pathetic, incompetent woman that you are?"

Smaack!

Smaack!

The tears were pouring down Susan's face. Not from the heat that was being generated from Jocasta's heavy slaps, necessarily. But from the sheer humiliation of the position she found herself in. She knew she should fight back, to shout and to scream and to push Jocasta away, but her heart just wasn't in it. Perhaps this is how it was meant to be, she wondered, the powerful, the clever, the popular treating lesser people as they wished?

Eventually, even Jocasta seemed satisfied. She paused and told Susan to tidy herself up and get out.

"I'll see you at the normal time on Monday morning, young lady."




Chapter 6

And that's how it turned out. Although Susan briefly turned over the idea of going to speak to Mr Gladstone, she just knew nothing would come of it. She just had to admit that Her childhood bully was the better woman and get on with it. On Monday morning she dressed in her usual way, plain white blouse buttoned at the collar and cuffs, a simple, grey skirt and a pair of shiny, black ballet flats. And then hurried out of the door to catch the bus to work.

Jocasta didn't say anything to her when she arrived at the office a couple of hours after Susan. She merely looked her up and down as if looking for dress-code violations before smirking and then settling herself behind her own desk. She fiddled with her computer for a little while until she became bored.

"Mouse! Here, girl," she clicked her fingers in Susan's direction.

Susan got to her feet and hurried over to Jocasta's desk.

"I've got an important meeting in here in thirty minutes, Mouse, I don't want you messing the place up. I suggest you go and find Miss Norton and ask her if there's anything that needs doing down in Marketing."

Susan was quite dumbfounded, had she heard correctly?

"Don't stand looking at me like a stranded fish, Mouse! There's work to be done. Just make sure that you're back here as soon as Miss Norton doesn't need you anymore. Chop-chop, now."

Jocasta waved her hands dismissively and returned to her laptop screen.

Reluctantly, Susan made her way downstairs, back down to her own former department. There was a buzz about the place that she missed, now that she was working as Jocasta's assistant. She was about to push open the door to her office when she remembered, and knocked instead.

"Come in."

She opened it and went to stand in front of Anne Norton. The woman looked her up and down with a derisive smirk.

"Still in your schoolgirl chic I see? All you need is a school tie and you could go straight back to St Angela's? If you worked for me, dear, that's what I'd make you wear every day. That would teach you your place."

Susan blushed to the roots of her hair as her old school was mentioned. She'd always thought of Anne as ...well not a friend, but certainly an ally. Clearly that feeling wasn't reciprocated.

"What do you want anyway?" Asked the woman, rudely.

"I...erm, Miss Fleming suggested you may need a hand?"

Anne stretched back in her comfortable chair, Susan's former chair.

"Did she now? You've sorted out all the paper clips and sharpened all the pencils upstairs then, presumably?"

Anne laughed uproariously at her own razor wit. Whereas Susan could feel the tears already forming on her eye lashes. She hung her head and stared instead at her shiny, juvenile shoes.

"Let me see, what I can find for you? While I'm doing that go and find out what everyone wants to drink and sort that out for them. That's a job that should be well within your scope. Didn't you start here as the tea-girl or something?"

Susan looked up and realised that Anne wanted an answer to her question.

"Yes, when I first left school, that was a part of my first job."

"And here you are again, nine years later, carrying out that same role. It's funny how that's turned out, wouldn't you say?"

"Yes, I suppose so," replied Susan reluctantly.

"That's yes, Miss Norton, when you're working for me. Understood, Mouse? "

Susan swallowed painfully.

"Yes, Miss Norton."

"Get on with it then, I'll call toy when I'm ready."

For the next thirty minutes, Susan scurried around with a pen and pad asking what used to be her own team  what they'd like to drink, and then making it for them in the little communal kitchen. She'd blushed enormously when she'd had to ask young Lucy what she wanted. The look of amusement on the blonde's pretty face told her everything she needed to know about what the newest intern thought of her.

Once she'd carried out that unwelcome chore, she stood around rather helplessly. She knew the marketing department inside out and could have done any job if required. Instead Anne left her standing around like a spare part for a good twenty minutes  before calling her from the confines of her office.

"Mouse! Here, girl"

Heads turned as she made her way make towards Anne's office. There was a certain amount of sniggering at the public use of her hated nickname and the fact that Anne had referred to her as a girl when she used to be their boss. She realised then, with a sad resignation, that she'd never get their respect back and therefore she'd never be able to regain her post as marketing director.

Anne made her wait as usual and then looked up.

"I have to be honest with you, Mouse. I don't have a lot of things that I'd be comfortable letting you get on with. I mean, Jocasta took you out of the department for a particular reason didn't she? Let's not kid ourselves here, the department has run much more smoothly and efficiently since Jocasta made you her 'assistant'. "

Susan opened her mouth to protest but was silenced by the older woman's hand.

"Please don't try and interrupt, Mouse. Jocasta made you her assistant purely out of pity. That's what she told me anyway. It was either act as her skivvy, or be sacked. Why don't you think you're back sat in this chair? I'll tell you, it's because you never will. I'm in charge of marketing now as I should have been from the start.  You're finished in this department, washed up."

Susan began to cry, wet tears of self-pity.

"Too late for that now, Mouse. Perhaps you should have got yourself an education when you had the chance?"

Susan sniffed and wiped her eyes with the cuff of her blouse. She hated any sort of reference to her lack of a formal education.

"So, I have two choices for you. You can either go and stand outside in the main office with your little nose pushed into the corner and your hands on your head and wait until Jocasta call's for you."

Susan looked at her beseechingly.

"Or you can get down on your knees and give me a foot massage. I have an important meeting to prepare for on the top floor and I need to feel relaxed before I go up there. The choice is yours, young lady."

This was where Susan Morris, twenty-five year old former marketing executive and independent young woman should have stormed off with her head held high. But she couldn't. Her job was her life, it defined her and she just couldn't imagine not working. And anyway, Anne told her she was finished in marketing, but she hadn't mentioned the rest of the business. Jocasta had promised Susan a senior post once the acquisition went through, but of course, Anne didn't know that.

Susan slumped slowly to her knees, head bowed and watched as her former assistant removed one blue, high-heeled shoe revealing a black, slightly sweaty nylon-clad foot.

"Get your thumbs well in, Mouse. Let's see if we can find something that you're actually good at, shall we?"




Chapter 7

Bill Gladstone put down the email he'd received from First and wiped his brow. The news was mixed. The bank, on Jocasta Fleming's recommendation, had decided to go ahead with the sale, which meant that over a hundred jobs were safe for the foreseeable future. On a more personal note, he himself was being put out to grass. The unsaid implication of course, was that he'd failed. It wasn't couched in quite those terms, but whatever, he had been relieved of his duties as of that morning.

It was the end of his career, undoubtedly. But the terms of his package were really very good. He could hardly complain in monetary terms, he was secure for the rest of his life. He'd miss the rough and tumble of the office though, but all in all in could have been worse. He picked up his desk phone and called his wife.

Meanwhile in another office further down the corridor, Jocasta Fleming was explaining to her underling just exactly what the buyout meant to the employees of Allied.

"So, Mouse, the thing is that I'm not returning to the US for the time being. I didn't really want to stay in this silly little town, but the offer from the Bank was just too generous to turn down. So for the next year at least I'm going to take over from Bill and head the operation up.."

Susan nodded her approval.

"Congratulations, Jocasta. You worked ever so hard."

"Yes, yes I know. I also know that you played a part as well, no matter how small."

Susan perked up a little, she was hoping that this was where her slavish devotion to Jocasta and her demands was about to pay off Surely she'd done enough for the woman to notice what a dedicated, efficient employee she was?"

"So what I'm about to say is quite difficult."

Susan felt that, by now, familiar sinking feeling in her stomach.

"I have no further use for your services as my PA. I have to be honest and say that you were moderately useful at first, but now I don't see you bringing anything extra to the table."

Susan looked at Jocasta, open-mouthed.

"But...a...all those things you said about me. That you'd need supporters to run s...senior management roles?"

Susan was starting to cry, she just couldn't help herself.

"Haven't I supported you...and helped you.? What am I going to do now?" She asked, plaintively.

Jocasta Fleming shook her head so that her perfectly coiffured hair flicked from side to side.

"Oh dear, Mouse. I'm so sorry that it hasn't worked out. I gave you the chance didn't I? You can't  say I didn't give you the opportunity to promote yourself. But just look at you? Your appearance is hardly senior management is it? Let's be realistic, I could hardly take you along to important meetings could I? I'll be dealing with very senior people after all. No, my mind's quite made up."

"But Jocasta...I mean, Miss Fleming. I need this position, I really do. My dad's just lost his job and I need to look after him and mum."

She was crying now, tears were pouring down her cheeks.

"Please, Jocasta. You have to help me," she begged.

"It's hardly my problem, is it, Mouse?"

Susan shook her head miserably.

"No, sorry. It's just that this is all such a shock. I was counting on you getting me a senior job here, and now...and now that's all gone."

Jocasta sighed and shook her head.

"I don't usually do this, Mouse. Normally when I've made a decision I don't change my mind. I think you know that already?"

"Yes, Miss Fleming." Susan had no doubts about that.

"But since we've known each other for quite a long time, I'm prepared to go out on a limb for you."

This certainly sounded more hopeful, Susan dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her blouse and watched as Jocasta picked up her phone.

"Hi Anne, how's things? You're doing a good job down there I hear? Oh, thank you. Yes it came as a bit of a surprise when they asked me to take over from Bill, but what could I say? Well, thank you again. By the way, I've got Mouse Morris hear with me. She's a little bit upset, yes, yes, I know."

Jocasta laughed her little tinkling laugh while Susan's face grew ever-more crimson.

I've no use for her up here anymore. Things haven't quite worked out as I thought they would. No I know, she was a bit of a gamble. But anyway, as you know, I'm taking on young Lucy Toynbee from your office as my new assistant and I was wondering, if you still had a space down there...?

Another tinkling laugh.

"Yes, yes, I know, yes. You'd be doing me a favour though, I sort of feel responsible for the poor little thing, don't ask me why."

Susan could hear laughter from the other end of the phone and then a little more discussion. Jocasta put her hand over the mouthpiece and turned to her.

"Anne's willing to take you back, but only as an intern to replace Lucy's role. Are you okay with that?"

She obviously wasn't 'okay with that', but It didn't take Susan long to realise that, for the present time at least, that was pretty much her only option.

"Will I get paid the same salary as I do now?"

Another jumbled conversion and more laughter.

"Anne says you will for now, subject to six monthly pay reviews."

Susan nodded, at least she'd get six months of well paid work, no matter how demeaning it was.

"She says yes, dear," said Jocasta into the phone. "And what's that?"

She cupped the phone again.

"Anne wants you to wear what you're wearing now when you work for her, but that she wants you to wear a tie as well, Something so that people know that you're an actual intern and not just that you're pretending to be one at your age. Is that okay?"

Of course it wasn't okay, but what choice did she have? She'd never get a job that paid the salary she needed right now. Susan nodded again.

She heard more muffled laughter and a few more words were exchanged before Jocasta replaced the handset.

"There, that wasn't too bad was it? I've got you a job as I said I would."

"Yes...thank you, Miss Fleming."

"That's quite okay. You can go now."

As she turned for the door, Susan was paused in her tracks.

"And before you report to Miss Norton, she wants you to go to the school outfitters in the high street and buy yourself a St Angela's tie. She wants you to start as you mean to go on, apparently? She said you'd know what that meant?"

The End
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