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To Kevin

For coming into my life and showing me the
love I always hoped existed …



Chapter One




‘I still think about you.’ There was a pause in which Josie presumed she was supposed to say something. ‘A lot,’ Damien added when she didn’t.

Josie closed her eyes, marvelling at the red splotches inside the lids, and sighed at the telephone.‘I think about you a lot too, Damien. But it mainly involves dreaming up ways of inflicting pain on you.’ Axe through the head, winning the lottery, and Ewan McGregor falling desperately in love with her were the ones which currently featured most. ‘Funnily enough, rather like you did to me.’

She twisted a strand of her boring brown hair through her fingers and considered, not for the first time, getting it dyed one of those vibrant, fashionable colours much vaunted in make-over programmes.Would she look good as a Fiery Chestnut? Possibly. But it might be better with a more radical haircut than a neat bob that was more conservative than William Hague. Did they do a Brunette Bombshell? Would it transform her life to switch to Brazen Ebony?Whichever way,the hair she’d currently got needed washing.Another chore to add to the growing list of things she had to do tonight, and none of them involved wasting time talking to Damien. She wriggled her toes and eased the dead weight of her cat from her foot before he made it completely numb. The Cat Formerly Known As Prince gave her a look that would have turned ten blackbirds to stone. Josie blew him a kiss as he strutted into the kitchen, outraged tail flicking the air.

‘I never meant to hurt you,’ Damien continued, intent, it seemed, on having his say.

‘Coming out with “I’m in love with someone else, goodbye” generally does.’

‘We should have talked things through.’

‘Damien, the first I knew about it was when you came down with a packed suitcase. I thought you were off to a computer conference in Margate or somewhere. I didn’t expect you to end our marriage at nine o’clock on a Monday morning.’ Particularly not after we’d made love the night before and reached simultaneous orgasm – both of which were very unusual for a Sunday. ‘You wouldn’t talk about anything. Not even who would get custody of the cat. You breezed out as if you were going to buy a loaf.’

‘I don’t know what came over me,’ her husband said. ‘One minute I was happy, the next I wasn’t.’

‘“Thing” came over you,’ Josie said. ‘Thing and her double-D cleavage and Lycra leopardskin-effect thongs.’ (Yes, I have been to her house and peered over her garden wall. I know she has a rusting whirligig with two bits of wire missing and pegs that don’t match, showing a carelessness in the laundry department that you would never have tolerated from me!)

‘It wasn’t simply about Melanie.’

Melanie, Josie mimicked, pulling a face fit to sour milk down the phone.

‘Although, I admit, she was the catalyst.’

Catalyst? Home-wrecker!

‘I feel as if I have made an awful mistake,’ Damien said. ‘A really awful mistake.’

‘And how’s that supposed to make me feel? I’m just getting my life back together. I no longer need a ton of Kleenex just to watch EastEnders. I am no longer emaciated and blotchy and look like I have some deadly disease. Strangers no longer shy away from me in the street. Friends have stopped telling me that I really should see the doctor. I’m happy.’

‘Are you?’

‘Yes.’ It came across as a little too defiant to ring true.

‘I’m not.’

There was another uncomfortable pause.

‘How’s The Cat Formerly Known As Prince?’ he said more brightly.

‘He’s delirious. Eating his Kit-e-Kat like there’s no tomorrow. He’s coping very well with being a single-parent feline.’

‘Good.’ Damien didn’t sound as if he thought it was good.

‘What’s it like being a substitute daddy?’

Damien exhaled slowly. ‘Tougher than I thought.’

Josie smirked to herself.

‘The kids put Lego in unspeakable places, I’ve just had to spend an inordinate amount of money getting Farley’s Rusks extracted from my laptop, and they leave toast crumbs in the bed. Most nights, it feels like I’m sleeping in Prince’s litter tray.’

I bet that curtails the wild sex sessions that were much vaunted in the early days!

‘Does Thing know you phone me?’

She heard Damien bite his nails. Something he always did when he was contemplating lying. ‘No.’

‘So where is she now?’

‘At Tesco’s. Late-night shopping.’

Whoop-de-doo! And I thought my life was boring!

‘Did you tell her the divorce papers have come through?’

More nail-nibbling. ‘No.’

‘You haven’t sent them back yet?’

‘No.’

The Cat Formerly Known As Prince started a hearty wail at the kitchen door. Josie put her hand over the mouthpiece. ‘I’ll be two minutes,’ she whispered. ‘You won’t starve.’

The Cat Formerly Known As Prince gave her a look that said, If-I-could-use-a-tin-opener-I’d-be-out-of-here.

‘Is it really what we want?’ Damien was using his best cajoling voice.The one he used to reserve for getting her out of bed at the weekends to make him bacon sandwiches. ‘Really and truly?’

‘Even as we speak, mine are languishing with Live It Up, Live It Down and Live With It – or something like that – solicitors to the terminally impoverished. Just sign them, Damien.’

‘I don’t think we should rush into this.’

‘You already did.’

‘I don’t deserve this, Josie.You can’t throw five years of marriage down the drain.’

You did. I can.

‘Can’t I come round to see you?’

‘I won’t be here.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘That’s nothing to do with you.’

‘I’m still your husband.’

‘Only due to a minor technicality.’ Josie sat up and made shushing noises at the cat, who was whimpering, producing puddles of drool on the floor and looking like he was about to start foaming at the mouth. ‘Look, I have to go.’

‘Why?’

‘I have my own life now, Damien.’

‘Is there someone else?’

Josie examined the tart red nail varnish on her toes with the bravado of someone feigning disinterest. It needed redoing before tomorrow. Tart red and the lilac chiffon that was looming on the agenda were not Looking Good’s idea of trendy. The Cat Formerly Known As Prince had hurled himself to the floor in desperation.

‘Yes.’

‘Is it serious?’

‘We spend a lot of time together.’

‘Oh.’

‘Is he handsome?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh.’

‘I have to go. I’m having dinner with him tonight.’

‘Oh.’ There was an unhappy little gap. ‘Do you love him?’

‘I don’t want to be having this conversation, Damien.’ It was making an already leaden heart feel heavier.

‘Is he rich?’

‘Damien, I think it would be better if you didn’t keep ringing me.’

‘I don’t want you out of my life.’

The corners of her mouth turned down and she bit her lip, pushing down the emotions that threatened to sneak back up whenever she wasn’t looking. ‘I already am.’

She put down the receiver and hugged a cushion. Cushions were a luxury she was allowed now that she made all her own choices regarding domestic soft furnishings. Damien had deemed them banned substances along with hanging baskets, wicker laundry hampers and cardigans. They all smacked of being middle-aged, he insisted, and that was something he intended to avoid at all costs. Consequently, she had endured an uncosy sofa for too long, and now it was piled high with the beggars.

The phone rang again, shrill and persistent.The Cat Formerly Known As Prince was turning himself inside out on the lounge carpet, doing his starving-animal impersonation to Oscar-winning proportions. If only Kenneth Branagh had been here to see it, he would have feared for his livelihood. The phone continued to ring and Josie chewed the end of her cushion, settling into a frown of indecision. She’d had enough of Damien. He was comparable to eating an elephant these days, only manageable in bite-sized chunks. The Cat Formerly Known As Prince gave her a look that said, Oh-for-fornication’s-sake-answer-it! Josie snatched up the receiver.

‘Da—’

‘Why did you take so long to answer the phone?’

Josie let go of her death grip on the hapless cushion and fell back on to the sofa.This was a conversation which could only be attempted while horizontal and preferably with a large gin at her fingertips. ‘Hello, Mum.’

‘You haven’t been talking to that low-life scheming toad again?’

‘My bank manager?’

‘No, that miserable excuse of an ex-husband.’

‘Mum—’

‘You were engaged for a very long time.’

‘We were married for five years.’

‘You know what I’m talking about.’ Her mother harrumphed down the phone. ‘I know what you’re like. Three little words from him and you’ll be running back to him with your skirt round your waist and your knickers round your ankles. If you’re wearing any.’

‘Mum!’

‘He was never good enough for you.’

‘Mum! No one was.You hated all of my boyfriends.’

There was a hurt silence at the other end of the phone. ‘I liked Clive.’

‘Clive?’

‘Clive was very nice. In an unassuming way.’

‘I never went out with anyone called Clive!’

‘Yes you did,’ her mother tutted.‘He was lovely.Always wore a scarf.’

‘I never, ever went out with anyone called Clive.’

‘He drove an Austin Allegro. Orange. His father’s.’

‘You must be thinking about someone else.’

‘Perhaps you should have married Clive. He didn’t look like the sort who would have abandoned you for a whiff of knicker elastic.’

There was no Clive. No scarf. No Austin Allegro.

‘Mind you, your father was the same. Sex, sex, sex. Morning, noon and night. It was all he ever thought of.’

Her father had never ventured further than his potting shed for thirty years and always seemed rather more preoccupied with his pelargoniums than carnal pleasures. He had, however, in his quiet way managed to curb her mother’s worst excesses, which had run riot since he was no longer with them.

‘I blame all those women who burnt their bras; he was never the same man after that.’

Josie counted to four – ten was asking just too much. ‘I was cooking dinner.’

‘What?’

‘When you rang. I was cooking dinner. The microwave pinger’s just gone off. I’d better go or it’ll burn, or melt, or disintegrate.’

‘You’re not having chicken ping again, are you?’

‘No, I’ve pushed the boat out and have gone for Italian ping.’

‘I do worry about you, darling.’

‘I know.’ But then you worry about the western hemisphere and nine tenths of its occupants in general.

‘Are you all set for tomorrow?’

Josie eyed the packed suitcase in the corner nervously. There was no way she would want her mother to know that she was having second thoughts about this. It was the first time she had travelled alone in her new nearly divorced state, and her stomach registered a mixture of fear and excitement. She would get to look after the tickets, passports and money all by herself, instead of it being Damien’s job. And she wondered how she would manage her luggage by herself before deciding it would be easier to control an airport trolley with a mind of its own rather than a man with one.

‘I think so.’

‘Now you won’t forget anything, will you?’

‘I shall do my very best not to.’

‘There’s no need to be facetious.You know I had to tie your gloves to your school mac with elastic because you were always leaving them behind. If I had a pound for every pair of woollen mittens you’d lost, I’d be living next door to Barbra Streisand now.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

The Cat Formerly Known As Prince was looking as though he regretted telling her to answer the phone. She gave him an I-told-you-so stare.

‘I have to go. The cat wants his dinner.’

‘You spoil that animal.’

‘I have no one else to lavish my love on.’

‘You’ve got me.’

‘Apart from you.’

‘I do hope you find someone soon. I’d make a lovely grandmother.’

‘Mum! That is the least of my worries at the moment. There’s no way I’m ready for a committed relationship.’

‘Even some casual sex would be a start—’

‘Mum!’

‘I know all about condoms. Mrs Kirby at the chemist told me about them when I was waiting for my Preparation H. Never go out with a man who buys small ones.’

‘I have to go, my dinner’s about to spontaneously combust.’

‘I wish I was coming with you.’

‘It’s too late for that now, Mum.’

‘I should be there. I don’t know why Martha had to arrange her wedding in such a rush.’

‘Well, that’s Martha for you. Maybe she thought he’d change his mind if she didn’t dash up the aisle.’

‘She has been on the shelf for a very long time,’ her mother conceded.

‘I don’t think Martha needed to worry about getting dusty.’

‘Maybe if she’s waited all this time, she might get the right man first time round.’

Touché, Mother!

‘I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.’

‘Don’t agree to carry anything for anyone else. Particularly if it looks like talcum powder. It might be Class A heroin and you could end up belly-dancing in a Turkish prison. I read about it all the time in Women’s Realm. You young girls don’t realise how vulnerable you are.’

‘I’m not a young girl. I’m thirty-two years old. I’m a pillar of the community and have been sensible and levelheaded since I was twelve. What did it always say on my school reports?’

‘That you were very sensible and level-headed,’ her mother conceded.

‘I rest my case.’

‘And don’t talk to any strange men on the plane. If you’re sitting next to someone who looks a bit funny, ask them to move you.They’re obliged to. It’s in the rules.’

‘I have to go.’ Conversation Termination Sequence commenced. Let countdown begin. Five. Josie edged the phone back towards its receiver.

‘Give my love to everyone.’

‘I will.’ Four. Lower.

‘Phone me when you get there, then I won’t worry.’

‘I will.’ Three. Lower still. Looking good.

‘Promise.’

‘Promise.’Two.

‘I love you, Josephine Ellen.’

‘I love you too, Mum.’ One. Made it. Handset to base. Docking completed.

Conversation Terminations successfully accomplished, Josie looked at the clock. Not bad. Approaching a world record, in fact. Pushing herself off the sofa, she noticed the cat, who was reclining weakly by the kitchen door. ‘Well, you may have started out as a fake starving animal, but I’m sure your stomach thinks your throat has been cut by now.’

His pitiful meow said it did.

The phone rang again and the cat swooned. ‘I knew it was too good to be true.’ It rang again. ‘I didn’t have the run-down of all the neighbours’ ailments or the latest update on the window-cleaner’s love life.’ It continued to ring and the cat continued to plead silently. ‘I have to answer. She knows I’m here,’ Josie said. It rang and rang and rang. ‘I’ll be one minute!’

Josie picked up the phone. ‘Mum.’

‘What sort of car does he drive?’

‘Damien!’

‘Is it a company car? Or is it something sporty?’

‘Damien, leave me alone!’

‘You’ve been on the phone a long time.Was it him?’

‘It was my mother. Not that I have to answer to you.’

‘Is he more important to you than I am?’

‘Damien, flossing my teeth is more important to me than you are.’

‘Oh.’ She heard her ex-husband sigh heavily. ‘Josie, I—’

‘I’m going now, Damien. Goodbye.’

‘Josie—’

Josie slammed down the receiver. The cat looked relieved. ‘You and I,’ she informed him, ‘are going to get slaughtered.’

Josie lit the candles on the table.They were the red ones she had bought for last Valentine’s Day, but they had never been used because Damien had phoned to say he was working late on a difficult project. Getting that tiny leopardskin thong off Thing’s big fat bottom must have been hell. He eventually rolled up at two o’clock in the morning, pissed and reeking of perfume. (The team had been forced to go for a sociable drink in a hotel afterwards, he apologised through his hangover the next morning.) And she had eaten her lovingly prepared dinner alone.

Tonight, she put her reduced-fat, reduced-taste frozen lasagne for one on the table.The microwave had singed the corners to an appetising shade of black, rendering them as edible as paving slabs, while the middle was still white, wet and lukewarm.The lettuce was limp and two days past its sell-by date, but she wanted to clear out the fridge before she went away and had a pathological hatred of wasting food.

‘Here you are, munch-machine,’ she said fondly, and placed a tin of Supreme Meaty Chunks on a Royal Doulton plate on the table. It sported a bride and groom in the middle surrounded by ornate gold hearts and more flowers than you could shake a stick at. ‘Time for din-dins.’

The Cat Formerly Known As Prince rubbed lovingly round her ankles, covering her black trousers with fur.

‘Cupboard love,’ Josie chided, sticking her fork into her lasagne with as much enthusiasm as she could muster for something that looked as tasty as wet wallpaper. It was a good sign that her appetite was coming back and she was getting tired of convenience food. Her next step in getting on with her life was to start cooking real, edible food again. Maybe even her vanished breasts might make a timely reappearance at some point.

She hated it when Damien phoned. It churned everything up that was just starting to settle down, like a riptide tugging away under the surface of a seemingly calm sea. He always managed to make her feel defensive, even though he was the one who had chosen to walk out of their marriage and it was none of his business whether she was seeing someone else or not. She could be shagging the entire England football team – and thoroughly enjoying it – and it would be nothing whatsoever to do with Damien Flynn. She took a slug of her red wine and it tasted dry and bitter. Even getting through one measly glass was going to be a struggle.There was very little fun to be had in drinking alone.

The Cat Formerly Known As Prince jumped up on to the chair and put his paws on the table. Josie sighed wistfully. The only man in her life gave an appreciative purr to show he knew which side his bread, or his Kit-e-Kat, was buttered on and buried his head in his plate, eating, as always, as if it was his last meal.

Josie flicked the CD player on. George Michael crooned out. She could listen to all manner of soppy love songs dry-eyed now, which was surely another good sign. ‘Careless Whisper’. ‘Guilty feet have got no rhythm …’ She and Damien had always danced well together, guilty feet or not.

Grief, she was exhausted. Talking to both her virtual ex-husband and her mother had used up her emergency reserves of energy. Still, she could sleep through the flight tomorrow instead of watching the cheesy films that were always out of date enough so that you’d only just seen them anyway. Pulling the chair out and arranging her napkin with an unnecessary flourish, she sat down.The cat glanced up from his meal.

‘So?’ she said. ‘You are important to me. Did I lie to him?’

The Cat Formerly Known As Prince gave her a look that said he thought she probably had.



Chapter Two




‘You’re in my seat.’ Josie checked the number on her boarding pass and the overhead locker again.

Man-in-her-seat was wearing a personal mini-disc player, nodding vigorously and, presumably, in time to the music. Or he could have been having a fit. Either way, it made him look like the suedette Labrador her father used to have on the back shelf of his Ford Cortina which used to bob its strangely detached head erratically every time they turned a corner or hit a bump. Watching it had given her motion sickness for years. And here he was again, reincarnated in her seat. A suedette Labrador with scruffy blond hair. She wondered whether this was what her mother would class as ‘funny’-looking.

‘Could you sit down as soon as possible please, madam? Captain is preparing for take-off and you’re blocking the aisle.’

‘But …’

The flight attendant tutted and pushed past. Charming. She wasn’t in the mood for this. Damien’s call had left her unsettled and distinctly out-of-sorts. Her sleep had been restless, punctuated by dreams of Damien doing cruel things to her. The final sequence had involved him pinning her to the bed, sharp claws scratching at her hair. She awoke face down in the pillow to find The Cat Formerly Known As Prince sitting on her neck and padding the back of her head to remind her that breakfast was but a hair’s-breadth away. All men were the same, selfish to the end.

Josie tapped man-in-her-seat on the head with the sharp edge of her boarding pass. He looked up at that. ‘Seat. Mine,’ she said, pointing meaningfully. Move.

He pulled out one of his earplugs and examined it. ‘Do you mind?’ he said. ‘I like watching the take-off.’

‘Well …’

‘We can swap halfway.’ His mouth broke into a curling smile, which said, ‘Play with me, throw my ball and I’ll let you tickle my tummy.’ A graduate of the Barbara Woodhouse school of charm – that was all she needed.

‘Well …’ Josie hesitated. She wanted to sit by the window. Take-off and landing were the most dangerous parts of a flight and it was always comforting to know quite how far one had to fall to one’s death in the event of ‘technical difficulties’. ‘Okay.’ She paused to let him know she was reluctant.

‘Thanks.You’re a pal.’

I’m not a pal. I’m a disgruntled traveller with more luggage than Joan naffing Collins, because I’m laden with stupid wedding presents for my cousin Martha’s forthcoming nuptials in New York. This is because the majority of my relatives are too tight to pay for the ticket to attend themselves and have, instead, laden me down with cut-glass fruit bowls, monogrammed towels and other sundry marital accoutrements that will lie untouched in the deep recesses of Martha’s cupboards for the next twenty years. Because if there’s one girl who has everything in life that she could possibly ever need, it’s Martha.

Also, because I am about to be divorced, I am off weddings!

Man-in-her-seat plugged his mini-disc player back into his ear and resumed nodding. Charming II – the sequel. She’d only seen Madonna ‘get into the groove’ more than this one. Any minute now, he could whip out his air guitar for a few twangs. It was going to be a very long flight if he insisted on bobbing around like one of the Muppets all the way.

Josie huffed as she hoisted her luggage to her shoulder. And at least Joan Collins would have some minion, lackey, toy-boy-type person in tow to give her a hand.While she, Josie Flynn, thirty-two years old and soon-to-be-spinster of the parish of Camden, had no one. No one. It was worth repeating. Now that she had become a divorce statistic she, alone, had to cope with getting Auntie Connie’s matching sheets and pillowcases to their intended destination unscathed.They were from British Home Stores – because, as Constance pointed out, Americans like anything with the word British in it. And Josie knew in her heart of hearts that sunshine-yellow daffodils reclining on a background of cerise swirls were just not Martha’s thing. At all.

Mind you, at least she hadn’t had to cope with her mother as well. Josie struggled her holdall into the overhead locker, hoping she wouldn’t smash the myriad ornaments with Royal Doulton stickers on them, and flopped into the vacant seat. She hoped too that she had thoroughly washed all traces of The Cat Formerly Known As Prince’s Kit-e-Kat from Auntie Freda’s commemorative wedding plate.

Her travelling companion seemed to pay cursory attention to the take-off he had made such a fuss about, but his eyes brightened considerably when Grumpy the air hostess rattled into view with the drinks trolley.

‘Double whisky,’ he said, after Josie had been handed her warm plastic bottle of Glacial Valley Naturally Carbonated SpringWater.What’s Naturally Carbonated when it’s at home? Did someone fart in it? Why couldn’t she have a double whisky too? Because she didn’t want to arrive in New York dehydrated and with hippo’s feet, that’s why. Josie opened the bottle and swigged from it tentatively. Glacial spring water! Gnat’s pee more like. Man-in-her-seat abandoned his mini-disc and downed the whisky in one.

Josie looked sideways at him. ‘Nervous flyer?’

‘Terrible.’ He licked the edge of his glass. ‘I hope they never offer me Alan Whicker’s job. The reason for this, though,’ he toasted the air, ‘is that I’m an unhappy and reluctant divorcee.’ He smiled sadly and she noticed that he really was rather cute without the wires running into his ears. ‘The decree absolute – and the solicitor’s bill – hit the mat just as I left for the airport.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘So am I,’ he said. ‘It’s been ages. I thought I’d got used to the idea.Why does it still hurt?’

‘Rejection always does. And letting go.’ Josie reluctantly sipped the water again. ‘It gets better with time.’

‘I take it you speak from experience.’

‘Oh yes. Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt, traded in the four-bedroom executive detached house in the suburbs for a squalid flat in Camden.’

A frown crossed his face. ‘It doesn’t sound like you’ve moved on.’

‘I have,’ she said, and realised that in a very small way she had. Her conversation with Damien last night had proved that she was no longer twisting and turning with the tide of his emotion. She had emotions of her own to twist and turn her. That had to be classed as an improvement.

‘Well, fellow divorcee,’ he raised his empty glass to her plastic bottle, ‘I’m Matt Jarvis. Here’s to us!’

‘Josie Flynn.’ She donked her bottle against it.

‘So what takes you to the good old US of A, Josie Flynn?’

‘Martha’s wedding,’ she replied. ‘My cousin.Thirty-four, first time, eternal optimist.’

‘Naïve.’

‘No. Just convinced she’s met The One.’

‘Lucky girl.’

Josie shrugged. ‘I’m going to be a bridesmaid.’

Matt smirked.

‘Don’t smirk. I thought I was too old ever to be considered bridesmaid material again. The last time, I was seven and wore lemon chiffon. I got smacked because I went playing in the mud in the churchyard while the photos were being taken and turned my new silk pumps into sow’s ears.’

‘What are you wearing this time?’

Josie’s mouth curled down. ‘Lilac chiffon.’

Matt bit his lip. ‘How times change in the heady world of bridesmaid’s fashions.’

‘It’s very nice,’ she protested. ‘It’s just a shame it happens to be February. And it doesn’t have any sleeves. Or straps. Or back.’

‘Sounds very nice …’

Josie glared at him. ‘What about you?’

‘Work. I’m a music journalist for Sax ’n’ Drums and Rock ’n’ Roll magazine. It’s twenty years since John Lennon died and we’re doing a bumper tribute issue. I’m going out to interview the “new” Beatles for a double-page spread.’ He raised his eyebrows cynically.

‘Imagine,’ Josie said.

‘Yes, imagine. How can a bunch of uncouth, talentless youths with baseball caps and co-ordinated dance routines compare themselves with the man who single-handedly changed the face of rock and roll?’

‘Didn’t Paul help?’

Matt frowned at her in disgust.

‘Not even a bit? Or Elvis? Didn’t he have a hand in it? I believe he was quite popular at the time.’

‘None of them had the sheer genius of John.’

‘Oh.’ She feigned interest in the Glacial Valley. ‘I take it you’re a fan.’

He nodded and looked round for the flight attendant. ‘I take it you’re not.’

‘Davids always did it for me,’ Josie confessed.‘Mainly Essex and Cassidy. Although I did cast many a longing glance at David Soul.’

‘David Soul?’

‘I know.’ Josie grimaced. ‘I was a teenager. I’d had a taste by-pass. It was a difficult phase in my life. I did move on to David Bowie when I grew up a bit and thought I’d become desperately sophisticated. If it had been John, Paul, George, Ringo and David, my life could have been completely different.’

Maybe if she’d married a David, rather than a Damien, her life could have been completely different too. She should have taken much more notice of The Omen instead of snogging in the back row with some spotty youth whose name had now been lost in the mists of time – who quite possibly could have been Clive with the scarf and the Allegro and her mother’s vote, for all she knew.Yes, if she’d run a mile when she first met Damien, maybe she would be happily ensconced in the Home Counties with two cherubic children, instead of being on the very brink of divorce and scratching a meagre living teaching Information Technology and Business Studies to bored teenagers in a crumbling Camden sixth-form college. Maybe. Life could have had a fairy-tale ending with a David. Instead, Damien the Handsome Prince was found kissing someone else and in a flash of blinding light turned into Damien the Fucking Ugly Frog.

‘When did yours come through?’

‘What?’

‘Your divorce.’

‘Technically, it hasn’t. I’m in the process of being unmarried at the moment. I’ve recently sent the papers back. Although it seems pointless paying solicitors when I never intend to enter that particular unholy state again.’

‘My wife’s getting married again next week. And in the same church!’

They both turned down their mouths at that.

‘It hardly seems like a sufficient mourning period,’ he muttered. ‘She can’t wait.’

‘Some people like saying “forever”.’

‘I think it’s a bit more pertinent than that.’ He swallowed some more whisky. ‘She’s pregnant.’

Josie grimaced.

‘With twins.’

‘Wow.’

They both took another drink.

‘At least she won’t be wearing the same dress.’

They risked a smile.

Josie rested her head back on her seat.‘Love’s supposed to taste sweeter second time around.’

‘Do you believe that?’

‘I have yet to be convinced,’ she said. ‘Maybe the idea is that you learn from your mistakes and choose a different type of person. Preferably one eminently more suitable than the last.’

Matt shrugged. ‘Maybe we’ll both be lucky enough to meet someone special someday and it’ll be worth risking all that pain again.’

‘Maybe.’

They looked at each other doubtfully.

‘Another whisky?’

Matt nodded miserably.

‘I’ll join you,’ Josie said.



Chapter Three




Josie had left London in grey drizzle and sober. Now it was hot and sunny and she was pissed. New York in February and sixty-five degrees. The red neon temperature indicator was blinking lazily at her, encouraging her eyelids to do the same.The intensity of the sun was making her feel nauseous and she was really, really glad she’d worn her big winter coat. And brought a scarf and gloves. She should never have listened to her mother regaling her with tales of predicted blizzards and temperatures of minus eight she’d inadvertently found while surfing the worldwide web for knitting patterns. Still, the bridesmaid’s dress might not give her rampant hypothermia if it stayed like this. And she would be pleased for Martha if it didn’t rain on her parade.

Outside John F. Kennedy airport, the queue for a yellow cab snaked interminably along the terminal building. Matt was at her elbow, weaving slightly.

‘Shall we share a cab?’ he suggested, struggling a little thickly over the esses.

Josie nodded, unsure that her own tongue could cope with the rigours of a ‘yes’.

‘What are you doing this afternoon?’

Josie intended to shrug, but she wasn’t certain the movement made it to her shoulders. ‘Shop. Phone my mother. Phone Martha. Let them both know I’m here in one piece. Shop.’

‘We should do something together,’ Matt said as they fell into their dilapidated, incense-laden cab after a thousand more whistle peeps from the Fat Cab Controller.

The driver swung out into the traffic, ignoring the obligatory blare of horns.

‘Like what?’

‘Liberty. While it’s sunny. She looks lovely with a glint in her eye.’There was one in Matt’s too.

Josie smiled her consent, although she wasn’t sure her lips were in the right place. ‘Why not?’

They relaxed into their fur-lined seats as the cab bounced over the concrete expansion joints in the Van Wyck Expressway and into Manhattan, where the morning sun warmed the faces of the buildings as they stretched up to reach the sky.

She loved New York. There was such a buzz to the place it felt like the pavements were charged with electricity and static crackled in the air. It was the most vibrant city on earth. She’d been here a dozen times before with Damien and with Martha – one of the bonuses of having transatlantic family – but she never tired of it. There was always something new and exciting to do – a melting pot of people and experiences. Everything here was bigger, faster, taller, louder, flashier and more technicolour than anywhere else in the world.

Matt’s head was nodding sleepily in time with the bumps in the road, oblivious to the dizzying pace of life being played out around him.The cab driver wound his way through the congested streets, deeper into the heart of the city, where walking was infinitely quicker than driving. This was the first time she’d been in Manhattan alone, but she didn’t feel the knot of fear she’d expected. Maybe that was because she’d found Matt – not that he was doing a great deal to help, but it was nice just having someone else there. Looking across at Matt’s dozing body, she wondered if he was a seasoned traveller or whether he was just very, very drunk. Despite what he’d said about his ex-wife, he didn’t seem to have a care in the world. She’d found him to be a very relaxed person and he was probably the sort who’d drive you mad if you were trying to get somewhere in a hurry or wanted a shelf put up yesterday. Josie felt very easy with him in a coupley sort of way, and she had to stop herself from thinking whether he was potential shelf-putter-upper material. She couldn’t believe how long it was taking her to get used to being single again, and wondered how much longer it would be before it felt entirely natural.

Matt roused himself, staring bleary-eyed out of the window at the landmarks made familiar by too many American cop shows. The traffic had ground to a halt. ‘My hotel’s somewhere near here, on the next block,’ he informed her. ‘Why don’t you drop me off now and I’ll meet you down at Battery Park to catch the ferry to Liberty.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘In, say, an hour and a half?’

Josie regarded her watch, which wasn’t much use as she was still running on time from the wrong side of the pond. ‘Fine.’

Matt leaned forward. ‘I’ll get out here, mate,’ he said and, reluctantly, the driver pulled the cab fractionally out of the traffic to give him time to make a dash for the pavement.

‘I’ll see you later,’ Matt said.

He waved and stumbled as he staggered out of the taxi, leaving her sprawled on the back seat and with the bill.

Josie’s hotel was an anonymous establishment catering for equally anonymous businessmen, who marched purposefully through the lobby in navy blue suits, clearly heading to important appointments. It reminded her of Damien. He was a navy-blue-suit man, smart to the point of catalogue model, and she’d always wished he’d let himself go a bit, occasionally have some designer stubble or a whisper of a goatee. But Damien had never been knowingly under-hair-gelled – until, of course, he ran off with Thing, who was a younger model, and saw the error of his ways and invested heavily in Tommy Hilfiger sweatshirts, Timberland boots and Caesar cropped hair. And Josie had found out his important appointments had all been not so much in local hotels as local hotel rooms. She no longer huffed at the memory.Well, not much.

Dutifully, she followed the bellboy to her room, which was big and boxy with two double beds and was scuffed round the edges as functional, work-a-day hotels are. She wandered to her window and swished back the faded net curtain, feeling the sun beat against the glass. With the entire Manhattan skyline to choose from, her view was of the air-conditioning vents of the office block opposite.

Josie closed the curtain again. It looked better mistier. The view of Manhattan was always spectacular, particularly if you were down on the ground or up in the air. Seeing it from a distance you could appreciate its full glory. Here, slap bang in the middle, it was just row after row of oppressively tall, squashed-in buildings.

She tipped effusively due to her lack of small change, and the minute the bellboy had closed the door fell gratefully on to the nearest bed. It would take nothing for her to close her eyes and slip effortlessly into the land of nod, despite the fact that the most charged city on earth crackled expectantly below her. But she had promised to ring her mother the minute she arrived. Why had she said she’d do that? Probably because it was nice to know that someone was worrying about you even if it was your mother and that was the main part of her raison d’être. Mother or Martha first? Pain or pleasure? Get the pain out of the way – Martha could wait.

In this modern era of technology, the phone still took an age to connect. She could imagine her mother scurrying around tidying away all trace of her early supper from the dining-room table, where she always sat to eat even though she was now alone.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Mum. Just thought I’d let you know that I’ve arrived safely.’

‘Oh, darling! I was just beginning to worry about you.’

Josie smiled indulgently. ‘Well, no need to. I’m fine.’

‘What’s the weather like? Is there a blizzard?’

‘It’s hot and sunny.’

‘In February? Never!’

‘’Fraid so.’

‘Never marry a weatherman, sweetheart. You can’t believe a word they say. How was the flight?You didn’t talk to any strange men?’

‘One axe-murderer, two psychopaths and someone who said his hobby was eating small children.’

‘You have a very cruel mouth, Josephine Flynn.You are not your mother’s daughter.’

‘I sat next to a very nice man.’

‘How nice?’

‘He wasn’t a barrister, you would have hated him.’

‘Barristers are very useful people to have in the family now that litigation is a fact of life.’

‘I’ll try to remember that.’

‘I was reading the Daily Mail while I had my Special K this morning. Wait, I have it here …’ Josie heard the newspaper rustle.‘Do you know a man called Bill Gates?’

‘Yeeeess …’

‘Why don’t you give him a ring while you’re in America?’

‘I meant I know of him. I don’t know him personally. We haven’t ever been in the same room – or the same country, as far as I’m aware. I certainly haven’t shared a bag of crisps with him.’

‘Does that matter?’

‘Potentially.’

‘He’s single.’

‘He’s married.’

‘Not according to the Mail.’

‘He’s the head of Microsoft.’

‘Then he’ll know a lot about computers. That could be very useful in a husband too. My PC still has the flu.’

‘A virus.’

‘I keep getting a topless Pamela Anderson screensaver. Mind you, Kevin, the young man next door, is always very keen to pop round and see if he can help.’

‘Funny, that …’

‘So will you ring him?’

‘Bill Gates? I think it’s extremely unlikely. I don’t even know if he lives in NewYork.’

‘They have a phone book, don’t they? Look him up.’

‘Mother, he’s the richest man on the planet.’

‘And what’s so wrong with that? You may see fit to have a Greenpeace sticker on your fridge now, but there was a time when you weren’t averse to a little luxury.’

‘Well, that all changed and I have to cut my cloth accordingly. I just think Bill Gates is a bit out of my league.’

‘I don’t know why you have such a low opinion of yourself, Josie.’

‘Me neither.’ It could be something to do with having my husband walk out on me for another woman, though.

‘You were always the best in your ballet class.’

‘I gave it up when I was five.’

‘Perhaps you shouldn’t have,’ her mother said enigmatically.

‘Well, this little call to Lavinia’s Dating Agency and Counselling Service is costing me a small fortune, so I’m going to go now and enjoy myself in Manhattan.’ Activate Conversation Termination Sequence. Five.

‘You do that, darling,’ her mother cooed. ‘What are your plans?’

‘Sightseeing, er, shopping … er, sightseeing, shopping. Shopping, definitely shopping.’ There was no way she wanted her mother to get wind of Matt Jarvis. Four.

‘Sightseeing or shopping?’

‘A bit of both,’ she said sheepishly. Three.

‘How nice. I do wish I was there.’

And I’m very glad you’re not.Two.

‘Give Martha my love. And don’t forget, Bill might be glad of a call …’

One. Josie hung up. Was it a severe case of disorientation brought on by jet lag, or was her mother really trying to fix her up with Bill Gates?

Josie ran her fingers through her hair and closed her eyes, stifling a yawn. She needed to sleep more than ever, but she had agreed to meet Matt and the hour was looming fast. Why? Why had she agreed to change her plans to suit someone she had merely shared a few convivial beverages with when she had vowed never to let a man rule her life again?Whether it was Bill Gates or Billy Bunter, Bill Bailey, Wild Bill Hickock or any bloody Bill.Why? Because her own plans had been lonely-little-wandering-around-on-her-own plans and thinking for one was never really what it was cracked up to be.

If singledom shopping meant that you had no one to tell you whether you looked Gwyneth Paltrow gorgeous or fat enough to need your own postcode, then singledom sightseeing was worse. How could you oooh and aaah at splendid architecture or breathtaking scenery on your own? Making furtive guttural noises on the street was likely to get you locked up, even though Benny Hill had made a career of it. Where was the joy in travelling the world if you had no one with you who cared? They’d soon get fed up of you in the staff room if you said ‘Manhattan’ every other word.

So Liberty it was. Did it count as a date if it took place in the afternoon, rather than over dinner? It didn’t feel very datey. She had been on her own nearly six months now and it wasn’t getting any easier to play the ritualised mating game that she had never previously been a part of. Since the age of fourteen, she had slipped seamlessly from one relationship straight into another. As one departed, another came along. More regularly thanVirgin trains. There had been none of this delving into the chocolate box of delights, tasting as many as you liked before discarding them heartlessly in the bin of life if they didn’t live up to the promise of the picture on the lid of the box. She had never been a Dairy Box sort of dater; she always liked her chocolate plain and in substantial chunks. Serial monogamist was a term invented just for her.

It was difficult to change the habit of a lifetime overnight. As her confidence in her work had grown, she seemed to have amassed a plethora of insecurities about herself in the ensuing years. Where had they come from? Was it because Damien, despite his debonair good looks, was really deeply inadequate and had taken every opportunity to discreetly undermine her? She had come to rely on him for so much that finding her own feet again was proving more difficult than she’d thought.

It wasn’t that she was unattractive. On the contrary, given a bit of lip-liner, some judicious back-combing and a jagged parting in her hair, she could give any television breakfast-show presenter a run for their money. To prove it, there had been a few outings with colleagues from work that could loosely be classed as dates, and a few more ‘old friends’ who had appeared out of the woodwork when the glad tidings of her divorce had reached their ears, but nothing that had reached the dizzy heights of ‘going back to his place for coffee’ or, heaven forbid, waking up in bed entangled with a man and an unintentional jagged parting.

It was scary to be single again – in a curiously liberating way. But there had been no one that she remotely fancied – if that was a term that could still be applied when you were over the hill of thirty. So there hadn’t been the angst involved in hoping that the person you’d fallen in love with would fall in love with you back. She wouldn’t have most men with a bow tied round them. You only had to look round the staff room at work; all the single blokes had bald pates, and pot bellies that would look cute on Vietnamese pigs but not on school teachers of a certain age.There were just no decent-looking men left any more. It was official: the new millennium was a crumpet-free zone. Apart from Damien, who was just too damn handsome for his own good and knew it. And Matt Jarvis, who was handsome in a scruffy, unkempt way and was totally unaware of it. Perhaps that was why she was attracted to him.

Josie forced her eyelids open against the pressing weight of jet lag. She’d have to go and have a quick run round a cold shower.There was no time to do anything to tart herself up, and besides, Matt was pissed and probably wouldn’t notice anyway. And she wondered, with an unhappy little lurch, whether he would even remember that he had invited her at all.



Chapter Four




Damien did not do drunk well. He did not turn into one of those singing, happy people who wanted to be everyone’s friend. Damien did maudlin drunk, and he was currently doing it at Alison Williams’ leaving do.

The lovely but rather inebriated Alison had, until today, worked in the Human Resources department at PowerConnect, where Damien was Marketing Manager. From the start of the evening, she had made it abundantly clear to Damien that human resources were at the very forefront of her mind. Alison’s low-cut leanings had let him know she was available to satisfy his every whim, and her forehead had ‘doormat’ stamped slap-bang in the middle. Damien had done ‘interested’ and ‘available’ and look where that had got him. Now he wanted ‘completely uninterested’ and ‘out of reach’, very badly.

Alison was weaving in front of him, bottle of Budweiser clutched in each hand, looking desperate, and Damien realised with something approaching alarm that it was the first time a nineteen-year-old had thrown herself at him and he hadn’t the slightest inclination to throw himself back.

It had been the same when he was a child. Everyone had a Tonka truck before he did, and he had craved a sleek black number with a slavering desire that took him on frequent detours on his way home from school past Frimley’s toy shop to stare greedily at it, until, at long last, he had been bought one for his birthday.The truck entertained him royally for two weeks and then the sight of its over-engineered gleaming paintwork started to pall. And no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get rid of it. It was indestructible – that was the appeal and the whole focus of Tonka’s marketing campaign. An Action Man could be obliterated in seconds with a strategically placed banger, but this damnably robust little monster just kept coming back for more. How could he move on to the next bigger and better thing when there was absolutely nothing wrong with the one he had? And what on earth was the point in having a toy that you couldn’t destroy?

Things hadn’t changed much in adult life. The grass always started off very much greener on the other side, but invariably it developed tenacious weeds, first one, then a whole bunch, and then promptly died before your very eyes if you didn’t give it due care and attention.

‘Cheer up, mate.’ Mike slapped him on the back. ‘It might never happen.’

Damien tipped his bottle of beer into his mouth. ‘That’s what worries me.’

Mike was Manager of Operations. Damien’s colleague, his squash partner, his affair alibi – which had been reciprocated on more than one occasion – and as close a friend as Damien ever allowed anyone to be.

Mike jumped on to the bar stool next to Damien. ‘Where’s the beautiful pouting Melanie tonight?’

‘She had to go straight home. No babysitter.’

‘What a dastardly turn of events,’ Mike commiserated. ‘That means you’ll have to go to Alison’s foam party alone.’

‘Foam party?’ Damien curled his lip. ‘Why the fuck would I want to go to a foam party?’

‘Have you been to one before?’

‘No.’

‘Then you must go, my sad and lonely friend, because it is there to be experienced.’

‘I haven’t jumped off a cliff before and I wasn’t planning to just because it’s there “to be experienced”.’

‘Ah, but at a foam party nothing will get broken.’

‘It will if Melanie finds out I went without her.’

Mike shook his head. ‘This young lady keeps you on a very short leash. How would you ever have become entangled with her if your wife had kept you so confined?’

‘I don’t know, mate, but I’m beginning to wish she had.’Why was he sitting in this sticky-carpeted bar pining for evenings spent lying quietly on the sofa with Josie? Why now? When he could have done that every night, he had hated the prospect of enforced intimacy and had spent all his time and energy trying to avoid it. Oh perversity, thy name is man!

‘I hear a pipe and matching slippers are very inexpensive these days, Damien old man. Perhaps you should consider a suitable purchase in the not too distant future. Tartan is rather fetching, I believe.’

Damien sneered.‘I think that particular state of affairs will be a long time coming.’

‘Time has a nasty habit of creeping up on all of us. A few short years ago I was a man with money to spend on mere fripperies, now I spend it all on school uniforms and Reebok trainers, Playstations and mountain bikes with active suspension. How I wish I could go for a pint on a Sunday lunchtime! Instead I mow the car and wash the grass and the only screwing that ever gets done at the weekend is the type that B&Q approve of.’ Mike tipped his empty beer bottle upside down and let the remaining drips splash on to the bar towel. ‘Let’s go to the foam party, if only for my sanity’s sake. I need to know what street cred feels like if you’re over five.’

‘All right,’ Damien relented unhappily, wondering if Josie’s new bloke would be the type to go to foam parties. ‘But I have to go and make a telephone call. Apparently, there’s an urgent presentation I suddenly have to get ready for tomorrow or my job’s on the line.’
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