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Chapter One



Posy is wishing she’d checked the weather forecast, even if they are a bit useless.


Comment, Matt: There’s no such thing as bad weather, just bad clothing.


Comment, Posy: Well, you would know.





Posy Fairweather wasn’t quite sure why she was at the top of a mountain.


Mountains weren’t exactly her thing – they hadn’t been here in ages – even though it was very beautiful up here, she supposed, the clouds shifting below them, sending patterns onto the fields and sheep. They really hadn’t done anything like this for yonks. Probably because she moaned too much about the weather. She turned to look at Matt in the clear light. He looked slightly effortful, his face pinker than the walk warranted.


Suddenly she had a flash of clairvoyance, and knew exactly what he was about to do. And her stomach lurched.


‘What a view,’ he said, looking nervous. ‘Are we right at the top?’


‘Not yet,’ she said, smiling, feeling her throat constrict as she said it. She would just make sure. ‘Is it really important that we make it all the way to the top?’


‘Uh.’ Matt looked conflicted. Obviously it didn’t, not really, if they were just looking for somewhere to have a picnic. But Posy suspected that, today, the small things like whether they were really at the top might actually matter.


‘Come on, let’s just go,’ she said, and he scrambled up the scree behind her gratefully.


The view, from beside the little pile of rocks, wasn’t much different, although with no more rock above them and nothing left to climb, she felt closer to the clouds than ever. The sky was a freshly washed blue. Posy watched as Matt tried to look innocent, although he was clearly waiting for another pair of walkers, in blue cagoules, to move away from the summit. Her heart pounded.


Finally they did and, jiggling slightly, he turned to face her. The dark bristle on his unshaven face suited him, she thought, made his jawline taut and his cheekbones more evident. He grinned at her, more awkwardly than he had since the first moment they’d met.


‘Posy,’ he said, swallowing.


And Posy found herself thinking, stupidly: I wonder how your face should look when you’re being proposed to. Happy? Obviously. Surprised? Sexily surprised? How would that work? Maybe pretend you’re getting an Oscar. No, hang on, don’t pretend it’s anything, this is one of the most amazing experiences of your life that you’re meant to remember for ever! But  then, the last thing you want to think of is whether or not you were making a pig’s face. Or even thinking about your face at all, instead of love, and the future, and the wonderfulness of it all! Why didn’t she put more lipstick on? What if he wasn’t about to propose and she’d got it all wrong? Maybe he was going to chuck her. But on top of a mountain? Who would do that? Maybe he was going to chuck her off the mountain?


‘Uh, Posy, are you all right? You look like you’re about to be sick.’


Posy managed to hold it together. Vomiting was definitely  not the look she was after. No. There was a long moment of silence, and in the distance a bird circled the sun. Posy turned to look at it, giving what she felt was a nice polite long stare. And sure enough, when she turned round again, Matt was very awkwardly perched on one knee. Suddenly, she didn’t have to worry about her face, because she could feel her heart leap straight into her mouth, and an uncontrollable grin start to stretch into her cheeks.


‘Matthew Farmer!’ she sai, in a surprised tone.


Matt returned the grin, somewhat lopsidedly.


‘You should know,’ he said. ‘This is profoundly uncomfortable. I have pebbles sticking into me and, I think, some poo.’


‘I shall remember these words until my dying day,’ said Posy. Matt went pink.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Hang on. I meant to be . . . Right. Hang on. I have it.’


Posy nodded expectantly.


Matt held up a blue box and popped it open. The noon-time sun caught the glint of the diamond inside, and it winked across the hilltops like a signal beam.


‘Posy. If it’s not love . . .’ He took a deep breath. ‘If it’s not love then it’s the bomb, the bomb, the bomb, the bomb, the bomb, the bomb, the bomb that will bring us together.’


Posy caught her breath. Then, just to be equal, she knelt down too, in the sheep poo and small rocks on the ground. He proffered her the box.


‘Do you mean it?’


‘More than anything, Posy. More than anything.’


They stared into each other’s eyes; Matt’s blue and clear, Posy’s so dark they were almost black, with a thick fringe of lash.


From nowhere, she felt a little stab of something that felt suspiciously like panic. Matt and her . . . they were so different. Such an unlikely match, everyone said.


But on the other hand, they were here. Now. After everything that had happened. After every morning she’d woken up feeling she could never be happy again . . . here, finally, was the moment she’d dreamt of for such a long time. Not always with the same man, it had to be said. But still.


She burst out, ‘Oh yes! Ooh yes! I love you!’


Matt’s face split into a grin.


‘But not too much of The Smiths at the wedding, all right?’


They both jumped up and dusted themselves down, so they could embrace more easily.


‘Some.’


‘No!’


‘I’m going to invite Morrissey.’


‘You are not. He’ll bring the mood down.’


They kissed again, laughing. Posy felt lightheaded and giddy, as if she were outside her own body, watching herself.


‘Can you get a signal up here? Can we phone everyone?’


‘Put the ring on first.’


‘Ooh, yes.’ Posy extended her finger. ‘Did you get it fitted?’


‘No,’ admitted Matt. ‘I just said that my girlfriend has really gigantic shovel-like man hands.’


‘You didnt?’ said Posy, whose large hands and feet were the bane of her life.


‘I did too,’ said Matt, as the ring slid perfectly on to the fourth finger of her left hand. ‘They thought I was buying it for a chap. The jeweller kept trying to intimate that it was quite all right, gay weddings were legal and everything. It was really embarrassing.’


He looked at her. ‘Do you like it?’


It was a perfect solitaire, with two smaller cut diamonds on either side, on a platinum band.


‘I love it,’ said Posy, truthfully.


‘You didn’t want to shop for it?’


‘Matt. Ssh.’ She looked at him. ‘You chose it. Which means it’s exactly right. Now can we call everyone?’


‘Not your sister. You’ll be on for two hours and I want lunch and champagne and lots of nice things!’


‘Can’t promise,’ said Posy. Then she paused. ‘Did you say . . . champagne?’



Posy is !!!!!!!!!


Comment: Like.


Matt Farmer likes this.





So Posy had to wait till they’d got down the mountain and celebrated rather loudly in a pub (she’d thought people would  have been more excited, but it turned out that loads of couples got engaged on the peak every year, they even kept a special bottle of champagne in the fridge just for the purpose). But this didn’t dent her amazing feeling – that she had caught a cloud from the mountain top and surfed it down.


Later, post- an afternoon sojourn at their bed and breakfast (Posy felt obscurely weird having sex in a B&B, after all it was someone else’s house and someone else’s bed. And in the afternoon, too! Their landlady had been full of congratulatory winks, but oddly that didn’t seem to make things any easier):


‘Ooh, marital relations,’ Matt said. ‘I could get used to this.’


‘Well, you’re going to have to,’ said Posy, then wondered if reminding Matt he was only going to get to sleep with one woman for the rest of his life wasn’t a bit mean.


‘Good,’ said Matt, smiling at her, and she reached up to meet him. ‘I’m very, very happy. I was bricking it a bit though.’


‘Why?’ said Posy, genuinely surprised. ‘Didn’t you think I would say yes?’


Matt shrugged. ‘Well, I don’t know, do I? Women, you’re funny things.’


Posy bit her lip. It wasn’t like he didn’t know she had a past.


‘But you know I love you, don’t you?’


‘Yeah, course I do,’ said Matt.


‘Well then, why were you nervous?’


‘No reason. I just . . . you know, sometimes you’re a bit private . . .’


Posy sat up and put her arms around her legs. ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’


‘It’s not a bad thing. But, you know. Sometimes I think there’s a part of you locked away that I can’t get to – I don’t mind so much. A woman should be a bit of a mystery. But it makes you . . . unpredictable.’


‘I’m the least mysterious person ever! You’re the one that spends six hours boiling up their Oyster card to get the magnetic bit out and stick it to a wand so you can magic open the tube barriers. That is mysterious.’


‘You’re right,’ said Matt. ‘Forget I said it. Shall we go out for a super slap-up engagement feast? And tell the waiters and everything? We must be able to get freebies somewhere – what’s the point in having a big life event if people don’t buy you drinks?’
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Chapter Two


Posy is cheerfully shagged out.

Comment, Fleur: XXX hoho missus.



When they got home on Sunday, it was inevitable that Posy would head straight to Fleur’s, and Matt didn’t try to prevent it.

They were lying on Fleur’s sofa-cum-bed-cum-dinner table. Fleur liked to think that her flat was Bohemian – i.e. it had lots of things hanging from it – but really it was just a very small tip with some windchimes in it. Being a freelance herbal therapist (Fleur didn’t like to pin herself down to what types of therapy she actually liked to do) didn’t pay that well. Fleur said the satisfaction of helping people was obvious enough, although Posy noticed that Fleur did sigh a little and talk about wills when in the houses of her more elderly clients.

Still, Fleur had got the looks in the family – long wavy curls (Posy sometimes wondered if people with long Bohemian  curls got into Bohemian jobs because of their hair or if the hair came later), and a beautiful bee-stung cupid’s bow of a mouth, which made men go all funny and fail to listen to what she was saying. Which, when she went through her period of wasp venom healing, was probably just as well.

Posy was pretty-ish in a slightly determined way, with dark hair and shrewd, dark eyes. It wasn’t, after all, that bad to be the ‘smart’ one, but just occasionally she’d like to borrow Fleur’s head – just to walk into a party, for example, or a room where she didn’t know anyone.

‘So he said I was mysterious,’ Posy was saying, slurping the last of her frappuccino.

‘You? Mysterious? Does he or does he not remember how many times you’ve sent him out to buy your Tampax because you’ve forgotten it?’

‘Yeah, I know, but . . . well . . .’

‘I think he’s just pretending to himself that that’s the case, so that he doesn’t think he’s marrying someone who’s really straight up and not that interesting and works in insurance.’

‘In insurance marketing,’ said Posy, although she didn’t know why she still bothered to attempt to convince her sister that that was an interesting take on insurance. Or herself. ‘Do you really think?’

Fleur ignored this. ‘How was Mum?’ she said. She shook her frappuccino. ‘I wonder if you could read the ice cubes in these? Like, reading tea leaves but for today?’

‘Might be money in it,’ said Posy.

‘I’m not interested in money,’ said Fleur. ‘I’m interested in divination and helping people. If they want to recompense me royally for that, who am I to dissuade them?’

‘And until then, you’ll just keep borrowing from your sister,’ said Posy.

Fleur sniffed grandly, as if this was too trivial to bother with.

‘Have you told Mum yet?’

Posy sighed. ‘What do you think?’

Posy and Fleur’s mother was a psychotherapist. She was constantly exhorting them to tell her about their childhood. Because of her extreme nosiness and occasional experimental techniques (such as starting each day when they were younger with dream dissection, as a result of which Posy and Fleur pretended to dream about nice friendly butterflies and rainbows for about four years apiece), the girls elected to tell her as little as possible about their lives.

Posy screwed up her eyes and pretended to take off imaginary glasses.

‘It seems to me that the loss of a father figure at a young age has led to trust issues with the masculine species, compounded by a particularly difficult break-up in the subject’s late twenties, thus leading me to conclude that . . .’

Fleur continued, ‘. . . her desperate hunt for commitment from any source has led her to accept a life of rape-filled slavery from a human male masquerading as a P.E. teacher.’

‘OK, that’s enough,’ said Posy, throwing a cushion at her head. ‘And he’s a personal trainer.’

‘These feelings of inadequacy and social pressure as she approaches her middle thirties . . .’

Posy kicked her firmly on the leg. The girls had mostly grown out of their belief, as know-it-all teenagers, that their mother’s clients, some of whom came for years to the rambling  clinic at the top of the house, were just losers, and their mother should inform them of this fact. But a certain distrust of their mother, who was frequently so deep in her clients’ problems she would forget to put supper on the table, who believed doing housework was a sign of slavery and/or anxiety, and who clearly loved them but only in quite an abstract fashion, ran deep.

‘Want to know what I really love about Matt?’ she asked her sister suddenly.

‘I don’t know . . . it’s that you want to be taken care of combined with a horror of your biological clock running out? A horror of getting your heart broken again? A fear of being alone at thirty-two and possessing a deeply conventional nature?’

‘He is uncomplicated. Jeez. I’m off to phone Leah. You’re turning into Mum, by the way. The imitation is absolutely spot-on.’

 



Fifteen minutes after the phone call, Leah turned up on the doorstep bearing a bottle of gift-wrapped champagne and four editions of bridal magazines.

‘EEEEK!’ she shrieked, the second Posy opened the door.

‘That’s more like it,’ said Posy, gratefully accepting her best friend’s hug.

‘EEEEK!’ said Leah again. ‘You’re getting married!’

‘I know!’

‘Did you buy all those magazines?’ said Fleur. ‘Wow, that was quick.’

‘Uh, no, I had them lying around,’ said Leah, trying to look nonchalant at this fact. Fleur rolled her eyes.

‘Fleur, you are not too old for me to send you out of the room,’ said Posy.

‘This is my flat!’ said Fleur, looking stung. She had always been the younger sister when Posy and Leah were dressing up and going out, and had never quite got over her feelings of resentment.

‘Let me see, let me see!’ clamoured Leah, going for Posy’s hand.

‘Oh,’ she said.

‘What do you mean, “Oh”? I love it,’ said Posy.

‘I know, I just wondered if he’d let you choose it.’ She turned to Fleur. ‘I’m going to have emerald-cut rose diamonds on a rose-gold band.’

Fleur heaved a sigh. ‘I’m going to have blah blah blah, waste of head space. I’m going to make tea. Do you want some?’

‘Is it still that stuff that tastes of toe jam?’ said Posy.

‘I roll my own tea. What’s wrong with that?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Leah and Posy simultaneously.

‘Well, I love it,’ said Posy determinedly, gazing at her ring.

‘Posy,’ said Fleur maddeningly from the corner of the room, kettle in hand. ‘How does Leah know what kind of ring she wants when she hasn’t got a boyfriend?’

‘Shut up, Fleur,’ Posy said.

Leah stretched out. ‘Are you the happiest girl in the world?’

Posy smiled. ‘I suppose.’

‘What do you mean, you suppose? Aren’t you delirious? Don’t you keep bursting into song, like Amy Adams?’

‘Yeah,’ said Fleur from her corner. ‘“The Drugs Don’t Work”.’

‘SHUT UP, FLEUR.’

‘No, I’m really chuffed, I really am,’ Posy said. ‘Honestly. It just took me a bit by surprise, that’s all.’

‘I really thought Robert was going to propose,’ said Leah. ‘I walked really slowly past jewellery shops and everything.’

‘You went out with Robert for two weeks,’ Posy said, trying to keep the surprise out of her voice. She knew Leah was pretty keen on finding a man, but she’d never suspected the depths of it.

‘Yes, but I just thought he might be The One. I thought we might get caught up in a whirlwind and he might fly me to Vegas and just whisk me off. It could happen.’

‘It could happen,’ Posy agreed. ‘To crazy people. You didn’t mention this to him?’

‘No!’ exclaimed Leah. ‘Well. Maybe I just said it one night  for a joke.’

‘We’re over thirty! How could that be a joke?’ Something dawned on her. ‘I always wondered why you two broke up so quickly.’

‘Well, he wasn’t ready for a commitment,’ said Leah sulkily.

‘After eight days.’ Posy shook her head. ‘Fleur, stop boiling that kettle. Instead, I think we need booze.’

‘Anyway,’ said Leah, ‘I’ve highlighted some really lovely venues in here but there’s a few I wouldn’t want you to use because I’d like them.’

‘Lots of booze,’ Posy said.

 



Several hours later they were all lying on the floor of the bedsit. Dirty Dancing was playing on the DVD. Posy didn’t  think it was the first time it had been on. Leah had a pair of black tights tied round her arm in memoriam.

‘You,’ Leah was saying loudly, ‘are the luckiest girl in the  world.’

Posy stared at the cracks in the ceiling. Was that one spider’s web or two?

‘Course I’m not,’ she said. ‘People get engaged every day.’

That wasn’t the right answer. There was a loud sniff. Posy felt terrible.

‘Come on, Leah, that’s not what I mean.’

But it was too late. She’d started sobbing.

‘What is it?’

‘Everyone’s going to get married! Except me! And I’ll be left behind and then I’ll have to have a donor baby only it will turn out to be sperm donated by a prisoner and it will grow up and hate me and turn evil and do mass murder and I’ll be in all the papers.’

Posy propped herself up on one arm.

‘You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?’

‘I’ve kind of been married,’ said Fleur.

‘You have not!’

‘I have! I got married to that drummer I met at Glastonbury. A tree married us. In a field. It was gorgeous.’

‘I am not lending you the money to go to Glastonbury any more.’

‘I wonder where he is,’ mused Fleur. ‘I think he wanted us to have a threesome with that tree.’

‘See! What’s wrong with me?’ sniffed Leah.

Posy sat up. ‘Nothing is wrong with you.’

Posy meant this sincerely. Leah had been her best friend  since she’d been cutting out wedding gown dress-up doll patterns in Miss Wheeler’s Year Four. ‘Look at you! You’re supercool. You have a great flat and a really great job.’

Leah did PR for a fashion company. Not much money in it, but she always got to go to cool things and she got free clothes. Frankly, sometimes Posy thought the clothes were a bit odd – today she was wearing gigantic parachute pants and a silver Star Trek T-shirt – but she did love it.

‘So it’s just going to take you a bit longer.’

Leah rested her chin on one hand.

‘It’s not fair. You work for the most boring company on earth and all you do is meet hot men in suits and ties all day long and get to slip off and have sex in the toilets with them.’

‘That was one time Matt came over and—’

‘Meanwhile I, who have a fabulous job lots of people would kill for, spend all day with really really thin women deliberately not eating lunch, and gay men complaining about how fat everyone is these days. Next to nine-foot-tall sixteen-year-old Croatian girls. It’s totally not fair. And I haven’t got long!’

Fleur looked up to where she was mimicking Baby’s dance moves on the screen, but using her fingers. ‘What about men who come up to you on the street and in bars and give you flowers and stuff?’

Posy and Leah both rolled their eyes at her.

‘We don’t look that available,’ Posy said.

‘Or that hot,’ said Fleur quietly.

‘Well, whatever,’ said Leah. ‘It’s still not fair. Especially when you’re not really cut out for marriage.’

‘What?’ Posy said. Suddenly she didn’t feel quite so drunk.

‘Well, you know. To Matt. You’re just not that fussed.’

‘That’s not true!’ Posy said. ‘I’m . . . quite fussed.’

‘Oh, I understand. After everything that happened before with—’

‘Don’t say his name,’ said Fleur.

Leah rolled her eyes. ‘OK. Lord Voldemort.’

Posy tutted. ‘You can say his name.’

‘I can,’ said Leah. ‘Can you?’

Posy could see what they were driving at. She could. One moment she was whirling in shock, recovering from the love of her life, her heart ripped out, stamped on, rolled in the dust and ground into the floor. The next she was dating big bluff handsome Matt, straightforward, plain speaking and not particularly exceptional in any way. She understood that it looked weird to them. She did. But she just didn’t . . . she didn’t feel like talking about it. It was three years ago, it was all in the past. She hardly gave . . . him . . . she hardly gave him a second thought these days. Hardly at all.

Leah was still talking.

‘And of course,’ she was saying, ‘with your dad and everything. ’

‘Bollocks. It’s nothing to do with my dad.’ Posy sat up. ‘Hang on. How come we’re meant to be celebrating my engagement and we’re all lying on the floor nearly in tears?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Fleur. ‘Except that Leah’s right about everything.’

‘Shut up!’
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Chapter Three


Posy is not opning hereyes justyet.



‘How was it?’ said Matt. He’d brought bagels in bed and a very large coffee to soothe Posy’s aching head.

‘Yeah, great,’ said Posy crossly.

‘Really?’

‘No, it was terrible. I need to change my best friend and my sister. But apart from that, fine.’

Matt sat on the edge of the bed. They were kind of over the stage now of Posy wanting to put lipstick on before he saw her, but she kept her post-wine breath away from him in any case.

‘Why?’ he said. ‘Aren’t they happy for you?’

‘Yes, of course they are,’ Posy said reassuringly. ‘They’re wildly jealous.’

‘Even Fleur?’

‘Apart from Fleur.’

‘So, just the scary one.’

‘Leah isn’t scary! She’s just fashionable.’

‘She looks like an emaciated crow.’

‘That was just her emaciated crow period. Now she’s much more . . .’

‘Japanese vampire.’

‘She just wants to meet a nice guy and settle down.’

‘Then she should stop dressing like she’s in the mood to suck blood. It’s not rocket science. You’re going to be late for work.’

‘I don’t want to go to work. Can’t I stop working now and just stay at home and float about in a floral pinny and you can support us both?’

For a second Posy saw a momentary stab of panic cross his face.

‘I’m kidding. Kidding!’

‘Oh, OK. Yeah, I knew that.’

‘So what are you up to today?’

‘I was going to think about talking to my backer.’

Matt looked a little awkward. He’d been thinking about setting up his own practice for a while – he had plenty of clients – but was nervous about leaving his imposing boss, and a little unsure as to whether he wanted to be self-employed. Posy thought he’d be absolutely fantastic: he was so calm and well-organised. She couldn’t understand why he didn’t think that too. He had a nice down-to-earth sensibility that she thought would see him well, and was naturally cautious; he already worried about the mortgage more than they needed to.
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Posy was absolutely, definitely going to stop buying coffee in a paper cup to keep her hands warm while she got to her office opposite Victoria Station. It was ridiculously expensive, she told herself, they had a perfectly good coffee maker at home from which she could easily fill up a flask, and it was just so self-indulgent, like, ‘I am so special and precious I must have an overpriced cup of froth every day to make me feel fulfilled.’

But of course she still did it. Commuter’s compensation.

As she left the station, head down, clutching her hands around it to keep them warm and deeply regretting her sore head and scratchy tongue, she heard a voice say her name.

‘Posy?’

Posy glanced up. It could be a bit of a problem, having to cross a major London terminal twice a day. Statistically, everyone you’ve ever met in your life is going to pass through there sooner or later. Posy tried not to sound unsurprised when someone remarked on what an amazing coincidence it was to run into her when 300,000 people pass through every week.

Sure enough, her heart sank. It would always, always be on the days when she was feeling really cruddy and a bit grubby, when she wasn’t quite sure she’d rubbed the last bits of the previous night’s mascara from under her eyes. The glamorous ones. And this girl – what was her name again? Anyway, she was certainly glamorous. Posy reminded herself that brides-to-be were meant to be on diets, not chowing down gigantic full-fat lattes. Under her sleeve, Posy found her thumb rubbing up against her new, unfamiliar-feeling ring. It felt comforting, like a magical talisman. Sasha. That was it.

‘Oh. Hello, Sasha,’ Posy said, smiling as nicely as she could.  Which wasn’t very, and wasn’t fair under the circumstances – it wasn’t Sasha’s fault that she was five-foot-ten, all of it legs and lips and long glossy hair. It wasn’t her fault that she was a friend of Adam, after all, and that when they broke up she had naturally taken his side. It wasn’t even her fault that throughout their six-month relationship she had treated Posy as some kind of temporary distraction, unworthy of attention, because, as it turned out, that’s exactly what she was.

None of this useful, mature, grown-up reflection, however, made Posy’s first instinct – to shout, ‘Go away, ho!’ and run for her life – any less strong. But she swallowed it down.

‘Hello!’ Sasha gushed, as if they were great friends. ‘How  are you? It’s been ages.’

Well, yes, it had. Nine years. She looked the same as ever – no, she didn’t, she looked more expensive. She worked in the City so had probably stashed away some cash in the big melt-down. Posy was surprised she’d remembered her name. Then she realised she hadn’t actually said it, and probably didn’t.

‘I’m engaged!’ Posy announced, before she could help herself. Instantly she cringed. It sounded like the most crass naff thing ever.

Sasha’s eyes didn’t widen. ‘Oh, lovely, how gorgeous. Can I see the ring?’

Posy showed her and she glanced it over quickly, as if just checking it wasn’t too big or anything.

‘Lovely. So who is he?’

‘You don’t know him,’ Posy said. ‘But he’s great.’

‘Of course he is!’ She patted Posy on the arm, as if she’d been defensive, which she had been. They stood there another second.

‘So . . .’ Posy said finally. Sasha seemed to be waiting for her to ask. ‘How’s Adam?’

Sasha’s voice took on a serious tone. ‘Oh, same as ever, you know Adam.’

‘Cars, money, booze . . .’

‘Yes, well, it starts to look less appealing at his age.’ Sasha eyed her closely. ‘It’s a shame he didn’t end up with someone like you, you know.’

‘No, it’s not!’ Posy said scornfully. The sting of it came back to her again. Adam, his eyes slightly red-rimmed from late nights and long days staring at the bank’s computers; his pure white collar skew-whiff and his expensive suit rumpled. How funny to be thinking of Adam, after a weekend when it should be all about Matt.


It’s just, babe – Adam always called her babe. Sometimes Posy wondered if maybe remembering her name was too much trouble – I just can’t be tied down, you know? With everything that’s going on? It’s not you, babe, I’m just . . .

Now Posy was older, she did understand what he was saying. He was too young to get tied down. Somehow Posy thought he might always be too young to get tied down; inside he would for ever be a twenty-three-year-old with a Ferrari and a cool job who simply could not believe his luck.

She smiled at the memory. ‘He’s such a doof. Say hi from me.’

‘Will do,’ said Sasha. Posy wondered if she’d ever married that gorgeous Syrian derivatives expert she used to see.

‘Well, nice to talk,’ Posy said, and watched as Sasha moved elegantly – she always moved elegantly – towards the cab rank.

How strange, she mused, arriving at the reception of her  office. Just as I get engaged, I suddenly have to think about Adam, who really hasn’t crossed my mind in years. Posy remembered how glamorous and fun he’d been, with his mad car, glamorous friends, late nights and endless yabbering about money.

And it had been fun – and money was important. But the young guys who make it and move it about . . . they seemed to be a law and a world unto themselves. One into which Posy didn’t quite fit.

Deep in thought, she muttered a hello to the receptionist and clicked her ID pass through the doors to get to the lift.

‘Hold it!’ shouted a voice as she went to press floor nine. ‘Hello, Posy! You are absolutely miles away. What happened to you, dream of marshmallows and wake up eating your pillow?’ Gavin smiled.

Posy liked her Australian boss. He had thinning hair, a big squishy paunch and an unutterable disdain for insurance and practically anyone who bothered to take it out. ‘If it’s going to hit you, it’s going to hit you,’ he was fond of saying. ‘Five thousand lousy dollars aren’t going to make you feel much better. And we’re going to dispute the hell out of it anyway and send the investigators in. You should probably just go to Primark and get new stuff and not bother us.’ It was hard to know how he’d got into a service industry really. He had the delicate sensitivities of a hungry goat.

‘So, what’s up?’

Posy mentally shook herself, then showed him her ring. ‘Matt and I got engaged.’

Gavin rolled his eyes. ‘Another one bites the dust.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Oh, nothing . . . marriage is great. If you like, you know. Fatness. And doing the same stuff all the time but finding new ways to bicker about it. And writing a book of resentment.’

‘What’s a book of resentment?’

Gavin gave a twisted smile. ‘Oh, you’ll find out.’ He was going through a very nasty divorce, and it did occasionally leak out into the office.

Gavin pulled himself together as the lift pinged at their floor. ‘But, you know, congratulations. Statistically, you know, it’s slightly better than fifty-fifty. How old are you again?’

‘Thirty-two.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Well, OK, it’s about fifty-fifty. That’s great!’

‘That’s the least convincing pronunciation of “That’s great” I’ve ever heard,’ Posy said.

Fortunately at reception there were some of her friends in marketing, who all squealed in delight. They liked Matt (most people did) and liked weddings and, apart from Margie, who said it made her nails look a bit square – but that was Margie, and had been since . . . well, she wasn’t thinking about him now – they liked her ring too. Margie was in her late thirties, with frizzy hair, magnificent breasts always hidden in a cardigan, no waist and a deep-seated grudge against a world that did not have enough handsome men for dumpy women who had four cats.

Posy had been at the firm for five years. She now headed up the marketing team and although she knew it was fashionable to hate your job, she rather liked hers. She liked her officemates, and her boss. Sometimes she felt she ought to move a bit more, round out her CV, but then again, it wasn’t like there was much out there, and she was respected where  she was. Her mother thought she was woefully unambitious, but Posy felt safe and competent and couldn’t understand her mother’s disappointment.

They turned it into an excuse to go to Pizza Express for lunch to celebrate and Posy told the whole story of the proposal and everyone oohed and aahed, except Margie, who sniffed and looked bored, and all in all it felt much more satisfactory than when she’d told supposedly her two closest people in the world. She started to perk up.

It was great. It was fine. Any doubts she had . . . anything Leah had said . . . it was only pre-wedding nerves. Wasn’t it? Wasn’t it?
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Chapter Four

‘What’s up with you?’ said Matt as Posy turned and twisted on the bed.

They had bought the flat together in an area of south London that was profoundly tipped to be up and coming. Soon. At any point. In the next four decades or so. They were on the seventh floor of a tower block, their neighbours a mix of original residents and young people trying to buy their first home. The sitting room was tiny, their bedroom only really big enough for them and a bed and ten pairs of Matt’s gigantic trainers, but it was theirs, it was affordable, and when the clouds cleared, and if you stood on tiptoe, you could see Big Ben.

‘Nothing,’ Posy said, taking the opportunity of knowing Matt was definitely awake to ripple over in the bed.

Posy knew it wasn’t fair to inflict her insomnia on Matt. He had a big day – physical training was hard work, he was always knackered and needed his energy for the morning. It had  seemed such a ridiculous job when she met him. Everyone she knew went into the office in the morning, and ever since she’d moved to London she’d rather enjoyed that: the commuter coffee, the flow of the masses of people from trains and buses and tubes, enjoyed feeling part of the engine of work. But here was someone who got up at five a.m., who disappeared to distant parks with rich wives and American bankers, who often went to bed at eleven in the morning for a nap, who was always hungry and ate whatever she put in front of him, sometimes followed by four scrambled eggs and three bananas.

He was always trying to get her into doing more exercise, which of course she resisted furiously, although she couldn’t deny she loved its effects on him; his smooth muscles and flat stomach. She knew her friends and family thought he was a bit of arm candy, not really a brain box, and didn’t take him seriously. But they were wrong, weren’t they? she thought to herself. OK, so he wasn’t a poetic, serious type like . . . Still her brain refused to let her think of the name. OK, he was more straightforward. But that was a good thing.

What was wrong with her? Everything was going so right. Maybe she was just excited. Posy turned over and glanced at his profile in the bed. He was gorgeous, much better looking than her. When pressed he would confess that he thought she was ‘cute’. Nobody ever thought Fleur was cute. They thought she was gorgeous and deserved having poetry written for her.

Anyway. She wasn’t thinking about Fleur. She was thinking about how she was the luckiest girl in the world. Yes. She was. She had a fantastic man by her side who wanted to spend his life with her. What a spoilt witch to even have to think  twice about it. After her chequered love life . . . There had been Chris, of course, her university boyfriend. She was sure they were friends on Facebook somewhere and she remembered him fondly. Unlike Adam, who she’d been reminded of today. Oh Adam, he was such a wanker. Although . . .

She wished she’d got a bit more information from Sasha. About where Adam was, at least; what he was doing. She hadn’t wanted to ask, it would have made her seem such a saddo. All these years on. But it was natural, wasn’t it?

She twisted her ring fiercely in the dark. No. No, it wasn’t. Oh God.

‘Stop wriggling,’ said Matt fiercely. ‘Or you are going under the bed, I’m up in three hours.’


Posy wants to go back to bed but do night properly this time.



‘Are you on Facebook again?’

‘No,’ said Posy, hurriedly switching her applications round. Trust Margie not just to notice that she was on Facebook, but bellow it out to the entire office.

‘I really think they should take it off the system, don’t you?’ said Margie. ‘It’s not really fair on the rest of us when we’re trying to work hard.’

Posy didn’t want to add that Margie’s idea of working hard seemed to involve walking round the office with a file under her arm and a coffee cup in her hand, sniffing out other people’s chocolate biscuits.

‘Hmm,’ she said, but the second Margie left, she flicked it back on again; something had caught her eye. She felt terrible,  like she had a hangover, even though she hadn’t been drinking – it was just lack of sleep. She glanced at the page again, an odd pang of guilt assailing her. Nonetheless, it couldn’t be denied. Coincidence be damned. She gets engaged, then runs into a friend of Adam’s, and now this. The universe wants her to look up her exes. It must do.

Because there in black and white it was, next to an indecipherable photograph:
Chris is cold.





Funny, she’d hardly even noticed Chris friending her. Maybe in the heady early days when you got four friend requests a day. It was surprising he was even on there, he had always been such a Luddite. And suddenly, just a day after she’d run into someone connected to Adam, here he was. In fact . . . She checked the time. It was posted last night. So on the same day she’d had to think of Adam, Chris had popped up in her consciousness too. If she were Fleur, she would definitely  definitely take this as a sign. She wasn’t, of course, she reminded herself. No way. If she were Fleur she’d have a ribbon-covered net over her bed that she thought could catch dreams.

Anyway, she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him in years, years . . . Posy realised that she’d always have liked to have thought of herself as someone who stayed casually and politely in touch with all her exes. Hmm. Big Chris.

Posy took herself out to lunch. Strangely, when she’d first come back to London she didn’t like doing this, thinking it made her look single and alone. But now, of course, she had her  ring. Her protector. She ordered a mozzarella panini (Matt would have sniffed very loudly had he seen it), and remembered. Big Chris. He’d been on the next landing to her in Freshers’ Week. A big bear of a chap, with shaggy, sandy-coloured hair and broad shoulders, they’d noticed each other in the ref, at the freshers’ party, at the student paper – until it started to get embarrassing that they hadn’t been introduced. He didn’t seem to know the cluster of girls Posy had met straight off. And when they’d been drawing up their list of uni ‘hunks’, he’d been straight on it. But Posy thought, also, that there was something different about him. He wasn’t just a good-looking lunkhead; there was something else, and not just the fact that he stood head and shoulders above everybody else.

‘Hey,’ she’d said finally.

‘Hey,’ he’d said. ‘What?’

‘What do you mean, “What”? It’s Freshers’ Week, isn’t it? When we’re meant to be making friends and talking to people and stuff?’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Was that it?’

After that there was a pause. Posy just assumed he was weird, and didn’t think about him again, throwing herself with gusto into every club she could find. Then, three days later, he came up and sat next to her in the breakfast canteen.

‘Hey,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Nothing! I thought that’s what we were doing.’

‘Well, you are, but then you have to introduce yourself and stuff. Have you actually met a human person before?’

His accent was nice; Liverpudlian. He sighed. ‘I just . . . I mean, are you about to tell me how many A-levels you got?’

‘It might have been on my list as a topic for discussion, yes.’

‘And ask me what I’m studying?’

‘It’s just small talk. It doesn’t mean anything! It’s just a way of saying hello.’

‘OK,’ he said. Then he proceeded to plough silently through an enormous bowl of porridge.

After four days of this, Posy could take it no longer. ‘What do you want to talk about then?’

Chris had shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Do you like animals?’

Posy was taken aback. She’d expected him to say quantum physics, or poetry – she’d met a lot of people who’d arrived at university determined to make a splash as serious grown-up intellectuals who disdained small talk, and had assumed he was just one of them. But now she wasn’t so sure.

‘To eat or to look at?’

‘Whichever.’

‘Well, I like bears,’ said Posy slowly, not entirely sure where this was going. ‘Polar bears mostly. Hey, what do polar bears eat for lunch?’

‘I don’t know – a Happy Seal?’

Posy grinned. ‘A brr-GRR!’

That was the first time she ever saw him smile. He had lovely teeth.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Polar bears are cool. I like the way they’re almost perfectly camouflaged except for their enormous eyes. Seals must think they get attacked by small lumps of coal.’

‘Brown bears are funny, too,’ said Posy. ‘When, you know, they’re in the circus. Wearing hats and driving small cars.’

‘I don’t think you’re allowed to do that to bears any more,’ said Chris.

‘Oh no,’ said Posy. ‘Quite right too. I didn’t mean it wasn’t viciously cruel, you know . . .’

‘When they nail the hat to the bear’s head?’

‘Yeah, kind of.’

He’d smiled. ‘Want to go for lunch?’

‘Don’t we already go for breakfast every day?’ said Posy.

‘Yes, but there are a lot of animals in the world. We’ve barely scratched the surface.’

And, to her complete surprise, that had been that. He was, bar a few adolescent fumbles, Posy’s first real, proper boyfriend. Incredibly sweet, good-looking in a shaggy, large kind of a way, unusual and intense, Posy had simply never met anyone like him before. All around her at university her new friends were experimenting with boys and drinking, but she was quite happy to spend her time with Chris. He wasn’t like anyone else and he didn’t give two figs for them either. Compared with her desperate nervousness, trying to bounce between her mother and her father (and his new wife Marian, a brittle blonde who talked a lot and bought Fleur and her sweets like they were nine years old, which Jonquil immediately threw in the bin), he was like a slightly distracted professor. It was quite sexy.

All his clothes were covered in holes. He was studying Civil Engineering, and could often be found in pubs absent-mindedly building physically unlikely bridges out of matches and cigarette papers. He didn’t give the tiniest rat’s fart what anyone thought of him and bowed to no social graces whatsoever. Oddly, this only seemed to make him more popular.  This was hard for Posy to understand – she’d spent most of her life trying not to stick out too far, as much as one could with a mother who liked to use her as a psychiatric test case: ‘POSY! This skeleton who lives under your bed – would you say he was very threatening, quite threatening or actively terrifying? Maybe I should use you at a conference.’

Chris, though, stuck out a mile, being at least five inches and twenty kilos larger than anyone else, with holes in his shoes the rain came in and a pencil usually stuck in his hair.

Two weeks later, she lost her virginity to him on a narrow bed in their halls of residence, the metal frame banging against the small sink, the comforting fuggy smell of him – wool, a slightly bovine warmth, beer and rolled up cigarettes – something she would take with her till her dying day.

‘Hey, what did you think?’ she’d whispered afterwards. ‘Was it your first time too?’

‘Uh, no,’ he said. ‘Well, at least I don’t think so.’

‘What do you mean, you don’t think so?’

‘You may find this hard to believe, but I think it can be difficult to tell.’ Chris snuffled a bit.

‘Are you . . . are you embarrassed?’

‘No! Are you?’

In truth, Posy had spent quite a lot of the experience thinking, Oh my God! I’m having sex! This is what I’m doing! Right now! Oh my God! and resisting a strong urge to giggle at the sheer ridiculousness of it all.
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