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For the angelic Ealing broad, the half-Dane Highgate dame, the crafty Thatcham tochter and, of course, for the tall poupee with whom I make whoopee.




Chapter One


Juno’s throat was so dry that every quick breath seemed to suck her lungs sharply into her ribs like flags whipping against their poles. She touched her upper lip with her tongue and tasted salt from the light film of sweat there.


‘They’re a good crowd tonight,’ Bob said encouragingly as he moved in beside her with a fresh bottle of Ice, anticipating his next compère’s slot. ‘They even laughed at one of Eric’s dead-Tory jokes, so they must be pretty undiscriminating.’


Juno glanced at him briefly, too nervous to speak. Even in the half-light between the bar and the stage, his popping-out eyes gleamed with mirth as he shot her a cheer-up wink. It would be so easy to be a great stand-up comic like Bob if my face were funny already, she mused.


Bob Worth had been on the London comedy circuit for almost a decade and was a regular compère in the upstairs function rooms of pubs and clubs in the West End, where he bounded up to a mike stand night after night to deliver his own unique brand of off-the-cuff, off-the-wall humour. It was popularly believed that he would have made it big-time were he not so regularly off-his-face too.


Somewhere in the depths of her leather trousers, Juno distinctly felt a twang as her teddy poppers gave way. There was no time to dash to the loo to re-pop them – the queue was already out into the bar, and Bob was sinking his Ice fast as he geared up to leap on stage and introduce her. She wondered briefly if anyone would notice her having a quick re-popping delve in the gloom where she was standing, but decided it wasn’t worth the risk. One or two laddish audience members were eyeing her occasionally, sensing fresh blood about to be thrown Christian-like on to the stage.


Why do I do it? she thought wretchedly. Why do I put myself through this?


Up on the small, raised rostrum which was acting as the stage, a droopy student with a ginger goatee beard, which clashed disastrously with his hyper-fashionable carrot orange Diesel surf-shirt, was giving a long, observational spiel about other students eating his Coco Pops. Hardly anyone in the audience was listening to him. Only his close friends and supporters laughed. The crowd had started to feel restless, their glasses empty. People were already slyly creeping off to the bar to get their rounds of drinks in before the rush started.


‘Got any friends in tonight?’ Bob asked distractedly as he glanced at his watch and winced. Everyone on the bill so far had overrun their allotted time.


Juno shook her head. She could usually guarantee that her brother and Triona, his tempestuous girlfriend, would be inhabiting the front table, along with various loudly cackling friends who were just as likely to heckle mercilessly.


But tonight was different. Sean was currently airborne over the Atlantic, heading for New York where he was planning to spend six months working as a freelance photographer. Triona was holed up in her flat crying her eyes out as a result, and Sean’s loyal band of friends would see no point in turning out to support the little sister of the man they called the Top Shot, when the great man himself had deserted them. Her own friends were banned from her occasional slots at comedy clubs because she became even more hopelessly nervous with them around.


The student had moved on to the theft of his Low-Fat Flora now. Bob pressed his forehead to Juno’s shoulder and groaned.


‘Jesus, I hate doing this, but he was only offered five minutes and he’s already done quarter of a fucking hour.’


‘Is fucking time different then?’ Juno asked through chattering teeth as she realised her cue was almost upon her. ‘Like a quarter of an ordinary hour, only shorter? Are we talking Greenwich Male Time here?’


Bob cocked his head and wrinkled his long nose. ‘That sort of feminist humour’s going out of fashion, babe – too oblique. Stick to the family and friends material.’


Juno felt even more hellish. Bob usually humoured her enough to laugh at her nervous pre-act gags, an act of charity few of the hardened, regular compères afforded her. But tonight he simply handed her his half-smoked fag and stalked on stage to reclaim the mike.


‘Terrific stuff! Rory Hanson, ladies and gentlemen – a star of the future. And if the future is as orange as his shirt then I personally am planning to kill myself tonight. Let’s hear it for him – Rory Hanson!’ He more or less elbowed the confused student off-stage and then adopted a conspiratorial stance, allying himself with the audience, long nose wrinkling, eyes narrowing against the wall of cigarette smoke as he scanned them all. The crowd respected Bob, were intimidated by his manic stare, acid humour and sheer physical presence.


‘I said to him before he came on tonight that he had no more than five fucking minutes.’ He rolled his eyes and shrugged. ‘But you know what young lads are like, girls – to you it might be five minutes of boring fucking, to us it’s half an hour of unbelievable fucking and boring and grinding and sending you to heaven and back, impaled upon the greatest seven inches of love piston that ever came out of the womb, went back in it again, came out, went in, came out, went in, came – and then rolled over and farted. You women have PMT, we men have GMT – Greenwich Male Time. And I think we all agree that Rory didn’t come too soon tonight – he simply stayed too long.’


The lads beside Juno jeered, some of the girls in the audience shrieked with giggles, and Bob had them exactly where he wanted them: paying attention once more, stopping halfway to the bar or the loo to listen again, to laugh in shocked delight and exchange big grins with their friends.


Juno inwardly smarted with jealousy and pique that he’d stolen her Greenwich Male Time joke and, worse than that, made it appear screamingly funny to all around. But a few seconds later she almost forgave him.


‘Now I might be planning suicide later tonight but, boys and girls, there is one last thing I want to do before I die – and that’s watch our next act. She’s one damned fine bit of totty. She’s sexy, she’s funny, she’s yet to give up the day job but I think you’ll agree when you see her that this lady is made for the night – for sin, for laughs and, most of all, for your enjoyment. Let’s hear it for the divine Juno Glenn!’


Buoyed up by the introduction, Juno picked up her faithful squeezebox. To flattering whoops and catcalls, she wound her way towards the rostrum and decided at the last minute to inject a bit of physical energy into her routine by jumping Bob-style on to the stage.


Laughter is a comedian’s addiction. The bigger the roar, the higher the fix. The communal cackle that greeted Juno’s arrival on stage at that moment was the largest of her life, the loudest, longest and most gut-busting she had ever received. People were literally weeping. It was her best punch-line by far, yet she hadn’t uttered a word.


Jay Mulligan sat in the back of a black cab with his biker boots up on a leather holdall, staring through the windscreen ahead at streams of red tail lights on the M4.


An office block gleamed beneath an arc of floodlighting to the right. Compared to the sky-scrapers of Manhattan, it looked squat and disproportionate. To the left, a dingy yellow rectangle of light bulbs flashed the time and temperature from a dirty grey concrete wall. Jay saw 21° and shuddered in horror before realising this was Centigrade, not Fahrenheit. Even so, he felt cold and clammy and badly in need of a hot shower.


The journey to North London took far longer than he had anticipated. The parts of the city he saw on the way appeared pretty small-scale and grubby – dimly lit pubs on street corners with dusty window boxes, row upon row of tiny houses with paint peeling from their doors, those squat office blocks and narrow streets with dinky little traffic lights.


‘What’s this area called?’ he asked.


The driver didn’t hear him, so he tapped on the glass in front until it slid to one side.


‘This place – what’s it called?’ Jay repeated, staring out at pavements crawling with gaggles of young drinkers shuffling past shuttered shops and all-night fast food cafés.


‘Camden, mate,’ the driver sniffed. ‘A dive. That’s the canal to your left there. Full of needles and johnnies.’


All Jay could see in the dark was a low wall and beyond it a large brick building with ‘Dingwalls’ painted on the side, which vanished as they swooped under a metal bridge and roared through the traffic with a splutter of diesel engine.


When they finally made it to Belsize Park and located the right road, the driver clocked the affluent-looking street and became chatty.


‘Nice road this.’ He nodded along the row of stucco-fronted town houses with their flower-filled balconies and porticoed front doors below. ‘Don’t that Liam Gallagher bloke live in one of these?’


‘Pardon me?’ Jay was fishing through the pockets of his leather jacket for his wad of sterling.


‘You staying with friends while you’re over here?’ The driver started to heave some of Jay’s luggage out on to the pavement.


‘Uh-huh – I’ve done an apartment-swap with a guy.’


‘Nice.’ The driver whistled. ‘Your gaff must be pretty choice to swap with one of these places.’


‘My what?’


‘Your gaff. Your house, mate.’


‘I live alone – I don’t have a house-mate.’


Jay tried not to think too hard about his huge, airy loft with its wooden floors, sparse furnishings and vast darkroom. Places like his were gold-dust in TriBeCa, and he hated leaving it – and especially his Bengal cat, Bagel, who was hell to live with but a better burglar deterrent than three Dobermanns and a Colt .45. His only solace was that Sean Glenn was a great guy who not only loved the apartment as much as he did, but also doted on the most violent feline in America. Jay guessed his place was in safe hands.


Out on the pavement, he handed over a pile of notes and searched through the pockets of one of his kit-bags for the keys that Sean had left at the British Airways desk in Heathrow for him, along with a note explaining that his dog, Rug, was being looked after by his parents, but that Jay would have to take care of Poirot and Juno himself.


‘That’s nothing compared to the task I’ve got with Bagel,’ the note had read, ‘but I’d better warn you that Poirot bites if he’s in a bad mood, and that both he and Juno make a hell of a lot of noise and mess if left alone too long.’


Jay was slightly confused by this. He knew that Poirot was a macaw that talked dirty, but he wasn’t too sure what species Juno was. He guessed it was another bird, possibly a second parrot, but he was surprised Sean hadn’t mentioned this when they’d met in New York last month to discuss the swap. He’d gone into every other detail about the place – from the dodgy boiler to the days the cleaner came and what sort of wax polish she liked. Jay, by contrast, had simply bought in some extra cat food and cancelled his mail delivery. He found it easy to leave places behind – he’d been doing it all his life.


The house which Sean Glenn’s apartment was in looked much the same as all the others in the road – tall, narrow and austere. It had a glossy black front door with a brass knob set in the centre and, to the left, three bells – one for each apartment. Sean’s was the top one, but the only thing written in the small box to the side of it was, ‘Don’t ring before midday’.


Jay let himself into the gloomy communal hall, which had a low oak table covered with uncollected mail, at the centre of which a chipped vase was housing a few dusty pieces of dried grass, a broken pen and a plastic wind-twirler on a stick. The carpet on the stairs was loose and bald and, thanks to timer lights that gave a guy less than ten seconds to climb three levels, Jay risked his life as he staggered back and forth with his luggage and equipment. At last getting everything to the top, he let himself in, further appalled that the door, which was clearly fitted with three locks, had been secured with only one little automatic latch.


Inside, his mood lightened as he took in the size of the place.


The hallway, which he encountered first, had a high, slanting glass ceiling through which seeped a combination of city glow and moonlight to throw a clutter of sports equipment into high relief. Straight ahead were open double doors leading to a huge room lit by the dancing blue glare of a colossal illuminated fish tank, and by two tall, uncurtained windows the size of garage doors. Unable to locate a light switch, Jay tripped his way through the half-dark towards them and realised that they overlooked a large garden, beyond which stretched rooftops and terraces towards central London. In the far distance, he could see the pin-prick gleam of lights from tower-block windows several miles away. To his left was a panelled glass door which clearly opened out on to some sort of balcony, and to his right was a wide arch through which several green or red power lights winked and vast swathes of zinc gleamed, telling him this was a kitchen.


The fish tank was letting out the occasional faint burble and, glancing across to it, he spotted an extremely ugly reptilian face peering at him quizzically. Perched on what appeared to be a tower of kid’s plastic building blocks shaped like a sunken ship, and looming out of the surface of the luminescent water, was a turtle of some sort. It was the size of a shoe box, had flippers shaped like lily petals, a beaky snout and strange, hooded eyes on stalks which made Jay flinch in revulsion.


‘Jeez, you’re a seriously ugly individual.’ He wandered across to it, tripping over what appeared to be a pizza box en route. ‘Guess you must be Juno. Now where’s Poirot?’


Beside the tank was a tall light shaped like a movie lamp. Crawling around its base, Jay located a foot switch and threw it, turning back to look around.


It was undoubtedly one of the most beautiful rooms he’d ever seen. And also one of the messiest.


The walls were painted a deep, vibrant green so intense it almost blew his head off. They were covered not with the photographs he’d expected but with hundreds of framed caricatures and cartoons, all originals, and some bearing names which even Jay had heard of – Steadman, Scarfe, Searle. There was even a tiny Hogarth sketch. He was amazed. The floor – what little of it he could see – was of polished ash floorboards, so silvery grey it seemed to be cast in pure metal. A fat, rust-coloured silk sofa the size of a family car dominated the centre of the room, facing a fireplace with a grey marble mantel so laden with candles and framed family photographs it was almost cracking under the weight. Dried wax of every colour dripped decadently from its rim like icicles seeping over a winter gutter. Under each of the enormous windows, a heavy oak table shouldered its way into the room, gleaming like wet tar with polish.


The rest of the furniture was also minimal, very old, and beautifully proportioned. And almost every piece of it was covered in fast-food litter, wine bottles, drink cans, brimming ashtrays and clothes – what appeared to be women’s clothes. Skimpy women’s clothes. The same went for the floor, the sofa, the protective cover on the fish tank, the old-fashioned painted radiators and even the palatial parrot cage beside the balcony window. Wandering over to it, Jay peeked beneath the sleeve of a red satin blouse and saw a scraggy red parrot bearing the same expression as a grumpy lush awoken at six in the morning by a neighbour asking for sugar. Blinking evilly, it opened its beak, poked out a grey tongue and shrieked, ‘A tenner on the three-fifteen!’ before lunging violently at the side of the cage.


Jay hastily dropped the sleeve of the blouse and backed off.


Opening a door beside the cage which he assumed to be a bedroom, he encountered the boiler Sean had told him about, covered with yet more female clothes – most of them lacy undergarments. Jay knew from talking with him that Sean had a girlfriend called Triona who was furious that he was going to the States for six months, but surely vandalising the flat with fast-food containers and pantyhose was kind of weird.


The kitchen was so full of junk and dirty dishes that he backed straight out again, hardly taking in the high-tech gadgets and pots of fresh herbs on the window sill. The smell of old Big Whoppers decomposing in their plastic containers was too much.


Back in the hallway, he peered in trepidation through each of the four remaining doors. One led to a huge, plant-filled bathroom, in which the steam of a recent shower and a sweet scent still lingered, swamp-like. Two were bedrooms: one large, neat and impersonal, like a luxury hotel suite awaiting its one-night stand, the other smaller and cluttered with books, clothes and dirty mugs, and dominated by a cast-iron bed that looked not only slept in, but sex-marathoned in too. A twisted wire coathanger lay in the centre of its creased cream duvet like a man-trap.


The final door was Jay’s release from this confused arrival. He could forgive Sean any amount of messiness and mad girlfriend revenge when he looked through it. Inside was a darkroom of glorious technicality. Jay only wished he would need to use it while he was in England – but that was about as likely as his ever meeting the extraordinary subjects of the photographs Sean Glenn had left behind on his drying racks.


It was past midnight when Juno got home, and she was somewhat baffled to find all three bolts on the flat door double-locked, necessitating a lot of key-rattling, cursing and fiddling to get inside. She couldn’t remember leaving the place that way, but she’d been hellishly distracted when she’d rushed out earlier.


Kicking off her boots as she wandered through the hall, she was even more perturbed to find that the place looked tidier than she’d left it.


She stopped midway into the sitting room, baffled. Then she remembered that their cleaning lady, Simmy, had promised to call in and give the place a quick once-over before the photographer Sean was flat-swapping with arrived tomorrow. She must have let herself in after Juno had left for the club.


Relieved that she’d solved the mystery, Juno untied the borrowed shirt from around her waist and looked down at her stomach, where one paltry button restrained her bulging spare tyres from their desired escape route. They’d made it through the zip – blasting it like explosive through a safe door – but the riveted fly button had held firm, unlike the poppers on her lace teddy. At least she was wearing knickers underneath, she mulled dejectedly. She’d heard of a duff joke, but to her knowledge no one had, as yet, been laughed off stage for a muff joke.


Disgusted with herself, she peeled off her ruined leather trousers and dragged the defective teddy over her head without a second thought. The relief was exquisite, especially as the agonisingly tight, sweaty trousers had creased the flesh of her thighs until they resembled raw, pinched pastry, and the waistband had pressed the fabric of her teddy so tightly to her belly that it had indented its pattern and she was now wearing a temporary red lace belt. She kicked the trousers hard across the floor and headed through to the kitchen for a juice, pausing briefly to blow a kiss at Uboat, who was balancing on her plastic reef and looking lovingly at her.


‘I know you love me, darling,’ she sighed, wondering if she could resist slobbing in front of late-night cable TV before heading to bed.


She did a double-take when she opened the fridge. Not only were there about twenty cans of Diet Coke inside which she was certain hadn’t been there earlier, but yesterday’s half-eaten curry take-out, which she’d been looking forward to finishing, had disappeared, along with her yoghurt and avocado face-pack mix and half a whiffy St Paulin her friend Lydia had brought back from France the previous week.


‘And where’s my chocolate penis disappeared to?’ She peered deeper inside.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ demanded a furiously angry voice behind her.


Spinning around in fright, she took in the glorious sight of a long-haired, narrow-hipped Adonis wearing nothing but a towel. Burglars don’t wear towels, she told herself logically, noticing that he also had a pair of scuffed biker boots on his feet.


‘I’m Juno,’ she squeaked nervously. ‘Nice outfit.’


Jay backed off in horror. With the steely blue light of the refrigerator behind her, this mad woman was standing there in nothing but a pair of cream lace panties.


‘You’re Juno?’ he managed to croak.


‘I’m afraid so. Don’t tell me – you’re Jay?’ She was desperately trying to cover herself up with a carton of Covent Garden soup and a packet of ready-mixed salad. ‘Welcome to London. Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll go to bed – it’s been a long day.’


Squeezing past him, she fled into the messy bedroom and slammed the door behind her.


Jay kicked shut the refrigerator and headed for the phone to dial his own apartment in New York.


It was eight in the evening there, and Sean clearly hadn’t arrived yet. Jay listened to his own voice up until the beep and left a furious message, demanding to know why Sean had left his flat in a complete mess with an incumbent mad woman in it. Feeling better, if still confused and slightly freaked, he headed back to bed, carefully locking the door behind him.




Chapter Two


‘And your teddy flap flew out of your flies?’ Lydia shrieked. ‘In front of all those people? On stage?’


‘Poked out like some sort of obscene tongue.’ Juno groaned as she remembered. ‘It was so awful. The zip had completely bust so I couldn’t do it up again. I just pretended it was part of the act, but I went down like a blue movie at a funeral after that. Then, when I got home, this mad American bloke leapt out at me.’


‘You what? In your flat?’ Lydia was horrified, her beautiful face suddenly wide-eyed with concern.


Juno nodded. ‘I practically died of fright – he appeared from nowhere, like a pervy stalker or something, wearing just a towel and biker boots. I thought my hour had come.’


‘Who was he? Did he run away? Did you call the police?’


‘No.’ She sank her face into her hands with a low moan. ‘It was the guy my brother’s doing a flat swap with. Jay Mulligan – the photographer from New York. I thought he was arriving tonight.’


‘Jesus!’ Lydia giggled. ‘What’s he like? Did he say much?’


‘Not a great deal.’ Juno kept her hands over her eyes.


Lydia’s office chair creaked as she sank back into it again. ‘But he saw the funny side when he realised who you were?’


‘Um, not exactly.’


She rubbed her eyes and resurfaced, peering blearily at Lydia. ‘He was still in bed when I got up for work this morning. I left him a note to apologise. I guess I’ll have to formally introduce myself again tonight. I just hope he recognises me with my clothes –’


‘Invite him along to your birthday meal!’ Lydia interjected excitedly. ‘Then we can all meet him. Is he good-looking?’


‘I’m not sure.’ Juno tried to remember the vision in a towel she had gazed at in fear and amazement the previous night, but she’d been too terrified and then too embarrassed to take him in properly. She seemed to recall he had longish fair hair, sinewy shoulders and one of those Celtic band tattoos around his right bicep, but his actual face was impossible to picture apart from two glaring eyes, which had flashed a lot of white before averting their gaze from her naked flesh.


‘He has a nice torso,’ she remembered vaguely.


‘In that case you’ll have to invite him tonight,’ Lydia said determinedly. ‘We have absolutely no single men coming apart from Jez, and at least three single women – four if you count Lulu the Zulu. He has to fancy one of us.’


Juno managed a weak smile, knowing full well whom he was expected to fancy. With her slithering white-gold mane and playful eyes as blue and intoxicating as curaçao, Lydia was the siren of the group, and few resisted her charms.


‘I thought you were going to bring . . . um . . . Claude?’ Juno asked, struggling to remember the name of Lydia’s latest amour – a small, beetle-browed French flautist with an athletic tongue.


‘I’m going off him a bit.’ She wrinkled her beautiful nose. ‘He’s so boringly possessive.’


Juno sighed, shooting her friend an amused shock-horror look. Lydia’s high turnover of boyfriends always became either ‘boringly possessive’ or ‘ridiculously jealous’ after a while. Understandably, as Lydia was a woman whom almost every man she met wanted to wine and dine, then bed and breakfast.


The tall, angular product of a former ’fifties tennis icon and a six-foot Swedish au pair thirty years his junior, Lydia looked like a Gucci girl and ate about as little to maintain a figure so lithe that her ribs showed even through a fur coat. Her Timotei-girl, white-blonde hair was – unlike Juno’s – as natural as her white-hot sex appeal. She had extraordinary energy for someone who consumed fewer calories than the skinniest members of the Royal Ballet. She and Juno had known one another for almost five years, had shared a grotty flat in Camden for two of those, and were now inseparable friends despite an oil and water contrast between them which went way beyond the tall, slim girl with short, fat friend visual joke.


‘How old is he?’ Lydia was still checking out Jay’s suitability.


‘Late twenties,’ Juno guessed, wincing as she realised that this was a bracket in which she no longer belonged.


‘Rich?’ Lydia never minded appearing obvious – life was too short and so were most of the men she dated. Her particular penchant was for small, intense dark men who – unable to believe their luck in attracting her attention in the first place – charmed her like mad and then became wildly jealous when she treated them badly.


‘Not sure,’ Juno laughed. ‘But there was a lot of very expensive-looking camera equipment piled up in the sitting room this morning and he’d set up one of those flashy little laptops with lots of wires poking out. I thought it was a bomb at first.’


‘Oh, please invite him along,’ Lydia implored, blue eyes dancing with excitement. ‘I’ve never dated an American.’


‘He might not be straight,’ Juno told her.


‘Of course he is.’ Lydia pooh-poohed the suggestion, twiddling a long strand of glossy hair around her pen and gazing thoughtfully at her computer screen. ‘I bet he’s devastating – New Yorkers have a reputation for machismo. I’m going to have to pick up my Joseph trousers from the dry cleaners after all. You’ll have to wear your new top, of course.’


‘Mmm.’ Juno glanced dubiously at the small bundle of lacy fabric sitting on top of a pile of crumpled wrapping paper on her desk. Lydia’s gift was amazingly generous, as usual – a whisper of a designer shirt in feather-weight chiffon lace. She’d called it ‘a birthday present to show off your birthday suit’ but had, as ever, completely neglected to visualise what Juno would look like in it.


Juno was dreading another encounter with Jay Mulligan if she sported it – she had a feeling he’d seen far more than he wanted to of her birthday suit already. A generous size sixteen, with breasts straight out of a Russ Meyer movie and hips you could rest pints on, she knew that the lace top would emphasise all her worst bulges. It would look far better on Lydia, with her sculpted frame, pert little ice cream-scoop tits and long, slender neck. But Juno would wear it to please her friend tonight, even if it did mean looking like a bundle of King Edward’s in a greengrocer’s net.


‘I’m thirty,’ she groaned, ignoring the phone that had starting ringing on her desk. It was a statement she had been repeating all day in the hope that it would eventually start to sound better.


‘Not even at your sexual prime.’ Lydia didn’t look up from her computer screen. She had been cheerfully rebuffing her friend’s mantra with encouraging little truisms since nine o’clock that morning.


‘You’ve been at your sexual prime for almost a decade and you’re still only twenty-seven,’ Juno pointed out. ‘I’m already over the hill and have yet to achieve an orgasm with a man in the same room. At this rate I’ll have taken to marital aids before marriage.’


Laughing, Lydia’s eyes crinkled up in delight and she gave up on her game of computerised Solitaire. ‘Are you going to pick that up?’ She nodded at Juno’s phone.


‘Nope.’ Juno leant back in her chair and sighed. ‘I’m too depressed. Say I’m in a meeting with my maker.’


‘It’s not being thirty that’s getting you down.’ Lydia pressed three buttons on her own phone to intercept the call. ‘It’s being a miserable, unshagged old bag. Juno Glenn’s desk . . . it’s Lydia here. Oh, hi, darling – how are you getting on?’ She settled back with a smile on her face and shot Juno a wink.


Watching her crabbily, Juno realised that her caller was clearly male and eligible enough to be called ‘darling’, which made him one of two people – her brother Sean or her ex, John. The thought that it might be the latter made her clench her hands in trepidation. There’d been no card this morning, but she’d guessed he might call. It was just his style – remembering her birthday when it was too late to catch the post, and then calling to announce schmoozily that he’d got her a card and present and wanted to meet for a drink to give them to her.


His half-hearted attempts to resurrect their relationship were almost more hurtful than his initial announcement that he’d been seeing someone else behind Juno’s back and wanted to live with her. Not easy when saddled with a joint-mortgage on a small Clapham terraced house that was in negative equity. Juno had been so shell-shocked and angry that she’d done totally the wrong thing by packing her bags and leaving the two of them to move in together there, instead of staying put and waiting for him to move out. She’d just slunk across London into Sean’s spare room and hidden there for days on end, crying so much that her brother – a vat of tea and sympathy at first – had finally developed compassion-fatigue and complained that she was causing a damp patch on his polished wooden flooring.


Now, two months later, Double D Debbie had walked out on John and he was trying to crawl back into Juno’s life. Not that he was trying very hard. When he could be bothered – which was about once a week, usually around midnight when he’d been in the pub all night – he would phone up and tell her that he loved her and needed to see her. Suspecting that he only wanted a shag, Juno would be soothing and sympathetic and tell him to phone back the next day so that they could meet for lunch or a drink to talk about it. After she’d hung up, the prospect of such a meeting always preoccupied and flustered her far more than she was ready to admit, and she would start to dwell lovingly upon the good times they’d had, conveniently blanking out the agony at the end. But he never did call the next day, and another week would go past before the phone rang again in the middle of the night. The last time he’d called, he hadn’t even bothered to mute the sound on the pornographic film he was watching in the background as he’d offered to pay her cab fare to Clapham. Juno sometimes wondered if he called Double D Debbie before or after he called her.


‘No, still single,’ Lydia was giggling. ‘You know me – why settle down when there’s always a lovely new man out there to settle up for me?’ She shot Juno a look which clearly said that she was happy talking for as long as it took.


Juno whispered: ‘Is it John?’


When Lydia nodded in response, she mimed cutting her throat and mouthed, ‘I’m not here.’


Escaping to the office loo, she found to her horror that she’d had ink all over her hands when she’d pressed them to her face and now looked as though her cheeks and forehead were covered with some sort of ritualistic tribal tattoo.


Back in the office, Lydia had hung up and was again playing Solitaire with her computer whilst chatting to Finlay from advertising sales, who was squatting on Juno’s chair opposite her, spinning round and round on the swivel like a child.


‘Hi, sugar,’ he greeted Juno cheerfully, not stopping his pirouettes. ‘Happy Birthday.’


A beautiful Scottish drug addict straight out of the Ewan McGregor Trainspotting mould, Finlay was completely hopeless at his job but too good a supplier of Colombian angel dust for the ad director to fire. All the female members of staff adored his bountiful bounder’s charm and sweet, hapless inefficiency. He possessed the face of a cherubic toddler, which was totally incongruous with his tall, skinny frame. His hair was a floppy blond mop of Little Lord Fauntleroy curls, his wide-set eyes huge, thick-lashed and the palest silver-grey, his lips as plump and pink as marshmallows. Only the broken nose and chipped front tooth hinted of a misspent youth and lost soul. He barely ever sat at his own desk. He just drifted around the office like a beautiful stray dog, pausing to be patted and admired or to flirt and play.


As he whizzed in circles on Juno’s chair his head continually faced front like a ballet dancer’s, only twisting around at the last second. All the time he smiled and laughed and blew Lydia kisses. Juno watched him in awe, wondering whether his boundless energy came from cocaine or the fact that he was still under thirty.


When he finally drifted off to scrounge biscuits from Uma, the cuddly production department secretary who adored him like a prodigal son, Juno reclaimed her seat – which was now so low to the ground she was staring at her top drawer. She cranked her way back up until she could once again see Lydia over her In Tray.


‘Oh, there you are.’ Her friend smiled at her sweetly. ‘That was Sean on the phone. He’s just had breakfast in the coffee bar Jay recommended on the corner of the block, and says that the waitress there looks like Winona Ryder. He wanted to know if his watch is still in the bathroom at home. He thinks he left it on the side of the bath. Also, he asked me to tell you not to run around naked in front of Jay in future, because apparently you freaked him out last night. What else? Oh, yes. He said Happy Birthday. Bugger – I’ve just missed an ace.’


‘That was Sean?’ Juno gaped at her.


‘I told you it was.’ Lydia looked up innocently.


‘I asked if it was John!’


Lydia cocked her head patiently. ‘Go back to that mirror you’ve just been staring into, mouth “John” and then “Sean”, try to spot the difference and then come back and tell me about it.’


Juno gritted her teeth. ‘I’m going to lunch.’


‘Don’t tell me Mel’s taking you out for your birthday?’ Lydia giggled. ‘That is generous!’


Mel was the office block’s notoriously mean security guard, a neckless ape with bad breath and a crush on Juno, which he had once flatteringly announced was because ‘big women are better in bed’.


‘No, he gave me a potted fig.’ Juno dragged a comb through her hair. ‘I’m meeting Triona.’


‘Better not mention the Winona Ryder lookalike then.’ Lydia was still buzzing her mouse around as she settled red cards on black. ‘So how come you stripped off in front of this Jay guy last night? I know you’re always moaning on about being desperate for a shag, but I think that’s a bit keen, Joo.’


‘I was giving him a good old British welcome,’ she muttered. ‘Waving the Union Jacksy.’




Chapter Three


Juno’s office was located at the northern end of Tottenham Court Road, just a few minutes’ walk from Triona’s tiny, eccentrically decorated Fitzrovia flat. It always astonished Juno that her brother’s girlfriend could pack so much into it. Triona was so tiny and doll-like that she danced between the overloaded’ fifties tables, inflatable Ruth Aram chairs and kitsch lava lamps like a will o’ the wisp, barely even disturbing the air as she passed. Being large-legged and clumsy, Juno was always terrified of inadvertently knocking something over and starting a domino effect.


She was therefore hugely relieved when Triona suggested eating out at the little Italian restaurant along the street.


‘I just invited you up here first to give you these,’ she explained, handing over a large wrapped package with a smaller one balancing on top. ‘The big one’s from Sean – he asked me to give it to you today. You’ll see why I thought you should open it here rather than the restaurant in a minute.’


‘Is it that bad?’ Juno took the parcel in trepidation. Last year her brother had given her an inflatable male sex doll called Randy Andy. Six months later, Sean had dressed him up as Santa Claus for Christmas and driven him along the M40 in the back of his car, much to their parents’ amusement when the plastic stranger had arrived on their doorstep with tinsel attached to all his vibrating parts. Juno had been appalled, as had the dogs who had launched into a savage attack. Randy Andy was currently in the barn of her parents’ house with a slow puncture.


Triona grimaced and scratched the incredibly short crew-cut which she dyed a different colour every three weeks. ‘It’s not one of his best, but he was in a rush because of New York.’ She narrowed her eyes, still furious with Sean for leaving her behind. ‘Pig.’


Beneath the retro ’seventies wrapping paper was a large yellow plastic toy box with THIRTIES EMERGUNCY KIT emblazoned on one side.


‘He apologises for spelling emergency wrong.’ Triona bit her lip to hide a smile. ‘But he ran out of Letraset Es and the shops were closed.’


Sean had packed the box with an array of tasteless items – a pair of zip-up sheepskin granny boots, a heated massage pad, a set of Carmen rollers, some hair dye especially designed to hide grey, leaflets about Saga holidays, an Omar Sharif Play Bridge video, several Daniel O’Donnel compact discs, a jar of Estée Lauder time-defying capsules, a bottle of gin, and three pairs of support tights. Nestling at the bottom of the box, beneath a pamphlet advertising a Harley Street cosmetic surgeon’s radical new Facial Peel technique, was a self-help book on growing old.


Saying nothing, Juno carefully repacked each item and closed the lid with a plastic click.


‘It’s the thought that counts,’ Triona said carefully.


‘Yes,’ muttered Juno, ‘and if Sean really works on it, he may be able to count to six in a few years’ time.’


‘God, I miss the silly sod.’ Triona kicked the toy box in irritation. ‘I was so furious with him last night for leaving me behind that I collected together all the stuff he’d left here and jumped up and down on top of it wearing stilettos.’ She waggled her own small package at Juno and winked. ‘And, remember, I’m already thirty-seven.’


‘That’s not the point,’ Juno sniffed despondently, taking it from her. ‘You’re far younger than me in spirit.’


The second package contained a fake snakeskin g-string and matching balcony bra.


‘What do I need with these?’ Juno laughed in amazement, pulling out a triangular nylon pad from one of the bra cups. ‘My boobs already arrive at a party ten minutes before I do.’


‘It’s our latest line.’ Triona tried not to look miffed. ‘I had to order it ’specially in your size. It’ll look magnificent, and besides, you have to take the pads out to smuggle your drugs into clubs these days. No bouncer can tell the difference between a foam rubber support and three grams of coke.’


Triona Eastford and her ex-husband ran Soho’s infamously trendy lingerie shop, Fame Fatale, which had such an international reputation that it was considered one of the area’s top tourist attractions. Not only did they stock the sauciest collections from the designer houses, but also created their own-label garments which were pure fantasy.


An unstoppable party animal, Triona was a well-known figure on London’s club scene where her gamine frame popped up at only the most controversial and exclusive of clubs, wearing only the most cutting-edge of clothes – which were usually more cut than cloth.


Her business partner and ex-husband, Marky Eastford – a startling red-head with pierced lips – had trained as a fashion designer at nearby St Martins in the ’eighties and married Triona in a Las Vegas Elvis chapel when they were both still students, a few months before he came out of the bisexual closet and moved in with a then chorus dancer from Cats. But by this time Triona was already pregnant with their son, Bolan, who now divided his time between London and California, where his ‘second father’, the former chorus dancer, was one of the biggest-grossing Hollywood stars of the moment. In one of the most peculiar twists of logic Juno had ever known, he and Marky were no longer a couple, but the actor had won partial custody in an American court, and Bolan was so attached to him that Triona and Marky had done nothing to fight it. Consequently, the boy spent a large part of the year floating around a Beverly Hills swimming pool on a lilo shaped like a limousine while both his biological parents lived and worked in London. The arrangement seemed to suit everyone ideally.


Throughout the ’eighties and ’nineties, Triona had dated a host of famous men, most of whom had at least two registered addictions, three ex-wives, several houses and a problem child. Since coupling up with Sean – who had come to photograph the Soho shop for a piece in the Face – she had settled down to her longest known spell of monogamy. She had also started a one-woman crusade to squeeze Juno into crotchless French knickers and baby-doll nighties, continually pronouncing that barely there undies were as sexy on big women as they were on skinnies.


‘I’m sure they’ll look fantastic – thanks.’ Juno gave her a guilty kiss. ‘D’you mind if I leave them here and collect them another time?’


‘Of course not.’ Triona was already turning on her answer-phone and hunting for her keys in anticipation of leaving. ‘I’ll drop them round tonight on my way to Trash. I’m picking up some friends in Primrose Hill, so you’re almost next door, and it’ll give me a chance to collect those Westwood mules I left in Sean’s room last week – I’ve just got to wear them tonight.’


Juno hid a smile as she realised Triona was heading for one of the biggest, seediest and hardest to enter nights in the clubbing calendar. So much for crying over Sean. Having danced on his clothes last night, she’d clearly decided to put her crazy taste in shoes to better use and party on without him.


‘I won’t be in,’ Juno suddenly remembered. ‘We’re all going to The House for a meal.’


‘I’ll let myself in with my own keys, then.’ Triona turned on the burglar alarm and hustled her out of the door. ‘I’ll just leave the stuff, grab my shoes and say hi to Poirot and that revolting reptile dinghy of yours.’


‘And Jay,’ Juno muttered darkly as she waited in the hallway.


‘The photographer?’ Triona joined her, pulling the door shut and shrugging into a tiny Alexander McQueen jacket at the same time. ‘Is he already here? I thought he was arriving on the red-eye tonight?’


‘So did I.’ Juno pulled a face.


‘What’s he like? I didn’t get to meet him in New York.’


‘I don’t really know yet,’ Juno confessed. ‘Quite short and gingery, I think.’


‘Sounds a bit grim.’ Triona started to pick her way down the stairs on five-inch rubber platform Doc Marten’s. ‘I’ll give him a wide berth later. Aren’t you going to ask him to The House with your cronies then?’


‘I might.’ Juno followed her, racing to keep up. ‘I don’t think I gave him a very good first impression, to be honest.’


‘Oh, he’ll learn to love you,’ Triona laughed, moving incredibly stealthily given the heels. ‘Sean obviously thinks he’s a superstar, although he did have a few reservations about letting him use the flat.’


‘He did?’ Juno yelped in alarm, still scuttling after her and almost flying down the bottom five steps.


Already standing on the mansion block’s marble hall floor, Triona looked up from examining her second post.


‘What sort of reservations?’ Juno asked nervously. All sorts of possibilities were flashing through her mind now. A drug addiction? A criminal record? He had a tattoo, after all. Mind you, Sean had several, as did Triona. Sexual perversion? A history of mental illness? Hatred of women? Or perhaps he liked wearing their clothes? She’d noticed her red satin shirt was missing that morning, plus several other things she was certain she’d left in the sitting room. That was it.


‘Don’t tell me he’s a transvestite?’ she groaned.


Triona burst out laughing. ‘Now that is classic Juno.’ She hooked her arm through her friend’s. ‘Only you could come up with that. Let’s talk about it over lunch.’


‘Sean says he’s one of the hottest photographers in New York,’ Triona explained through a mouthful of antipasto a few minutes later.


‘Sean would say that.’ Juno spat an olive pip into her palm and washed the pulp down with some Orvieto. ‘My brother’s got an ego the size of China.’


‘Not Sean, you prat – Jay. Apparently every picture editor worth his salt beef on rye in New York knows Jay’s number by heart. He is to reportage what Meisel is to fashion – you name somewhere you wouldn’t want to take your summer holiday and he’s been there in the past five years: Zaire, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Algeria, Tibet, Angola.’


‘You’re kidding me, right?’ Juno swallowed an olive whole in surprise.


‘His nickname’s the Jaywalker because he doesn’t care where he goes to get a good shot, and he takes ludicrous risks. He’s legendary for having nerves of steel, for hanging around a war zone ten minutes after everyone else has scrammed and getting the pictures the rest of the pack know they would have died for. And he almost has, several times – next time you encounter him in a towel, check for bullet wounds.’


‘Wow!’ Juno whistled, starting to wonder exactly who she’d flashed in front of last night. ‘So what’s he covering over here? Not the Labour Party Conference, I’ll be bound.’


‘Not unless he’s had a tip-off from his friends in the IRA.’ Triona shrugged.


‘Now you have to be fucking kidding!’ Another olive sailed down whole and Juno started coughing frantically.


Triona patted her hard on the back. ‘I wouldn’t put it past him – or rather Sean wouldn’t. He brought the idea up when we were trying to figure out what Jay wanted to come to England for. He wouldn’t tell Sean a thing – completely blanked him out when he asked. And a lot of these Irish Americans are decidedly pro the Cause, you know. Particularly in New York.’


Her eyes starting to run, Juno fought to clear her passageway and spluttered, ‘Are you suggesting I’m sharing a flat with a terrorist?’


‘No, Juno, of course I’m not,’ said Triona dismissively. ‘I haven’t a clue what he’s doing over here – nor has Sean. All we know is that he’s told his agency in New York that he’s taking six months’ sabbatical – i.e. the only thing he’s planning on shooting is the breeze. Not a great move when you’ve just held one of the most successful exhibitions ever housed by the ICP.’


‘What’s that?’


‘The International Center of Photography. Uptown New York. We’re talking big, big time here. Sean can only dream of that sort of league. Jay’s done other work as well as reportage – special commissions, thematic studies, portraits. Did you know Mapplethorpe actually asked Jay to shoot him before he died of AIDS? Can you imagine that? Mapplethorpe.’


Juno’s jaw was swinging now. ‘Mapplethorpe asked Jay Mulligan to kill –’


‘A photograph, Juno. He asked him to take his photograph.’


‘Oh.’


‘Go to the Dillon’s on Long Acre and look at the photography books. I bet you a tenner he’s in there. And he’s single, you know.’ Triona grinned wickedly.


‘You do surprise me.’ Juno widened her eyes hammily. ‘Aren’t there women out there who love tending graves? I’m sure they’ll snap him up next time he’s off on a jaunt to jaywalk through Rwanda.’


‘Sean says he’s just your type.’ Triona’s dark green eyes glittered.


‘Thanks, but I’m not sure the visiting hours at the Maze would fit in with my schedule.’ Juno pulled a face. ‘I can’t believe my brother would willingly let a strange man, possibly a key member of an active cell, come and plot unknown treason from within our sitting room. You know, there was something that looked suspiciously like a bomb on the table this morning. I thought it was a laptop, but now I’m not so sure.’


‘I wish I hadn’t said anything.’ Triona poured her some more wine. ‘I thought you’d be as fascinated as I am.’


‘I bet he’s in the darkroom making triggering devices as we speak. It’s perfect for it.’ Juno crunched another olive manically. ‘I hope he doesn’t use one of my bloody alarm clocks – it’s hard enough getting up in the morning as it is.’


Realising that Juno was winding her up, Triona threw a piece of ciabatta at her and laughed.


‘You’re thirty, hon.’ Triona’s witchy little face was all smiles. ‘From now on you’re going to have to get a lot more sleep – preferably with a younger man. Jay’s twenty-seven.’




Chapter Four


He was clearly out when Juno arrived home that evening, rushing to get ready for her night out because, as ever, she was running desperately late.


Setting the taps in the bathroom running, she galloped through to the bedroom to fetch her towel, then slowly backtracked as something occurred to her.


‘No watch,’ she muttered, searching every surface in the bathroom. ‘Sean’s watch isn’t here. He said he’d left it on the side of the bath.’


After a quick check that Jay was definitely not in the flat, she nipped into the darkroom to nose around.


‘Sean, you bastard!’ she wailed as she immediately came face-to-face with a large picture of a familiar kipper tie nestling between two glistening orbs of flesh.


He had left the blow-ups from a recent drunken photo-shoot hanging on the drying racks. In them, Juno, Triona and her friend Souxi, and Sean’s mate Horse, were re-enacting Abba in all their gruesome disco tat. They’d done it whilst spending a weekend in Cornwall where Sean and Horse liked to surf, and had smuggled themselves into the local Butlin’s camp to do a Muriel’s Wedding-style impersonation for the Talent Contest. Unfortunately they’d forgotten to bring along their backing tape and, trying ‘Thank You For The Music’ a cappella had proved an irony beyond the audience’s comprehension. They had been booed off stage.


Triona looked predictably gorgeous as Agnetha, in a blonde fringed wig and crocheted sequin skull cap, her slim, tanned legs stretching endlessly from white hot-pants. Souxi was similarly minxy as a Japanese Freda, with red-sprayed, crimped hair and a silver space suit. Even Horse – who was a dope-smoking freelance music journalist with a bandy body and Jim Morrison manners – made a passable Bjorn. But Juno, dressed in an old velvet suit of her father’s with flares as wide as the M25 even after they’d been taken up ten inches with staples, looked diabolical as Benny. Sweating heavily and wearing a fake beard that had given her a rash for weeks afterwards because Sean had glued it on with Copydex, she looked frighteningly like Peter Sutcliffe. The arms of the suit came down so low she also resembled a chimpanzee, and the jacket clearly wouldn’t do up at the front, where her boobs had burst through a cheap frilly shirt so that her bra was in full view – a red rubber one Triona had insisted she wear. To her fury, Sean had taken six or seven close-ups of her cleavage.


‘Bastard,’ she repeated, ripping up the worst of the boob shots. She was so spitting mad that she made only the most cursory of inspections for evidence of bomb-making activity (there wasn’t any) before stomping back to her running bath. Her mood wasn’t improved by finding that she’d forgotten to put the plug in.


Trying to calm down, she switched on the stereo and had a manic dance around the flat to the latest Pulp CD, not noticing that for once it was clear-going underfoot, without the usual debris of clothes, magazines and fast-food containers. She opened a bottle of wine in order to indulge in a quick drink while she was having her bath, but was still so distracted about the booby Benny mug-shots that she carried the entire bottle into the bathroom, forgetting to dispense any of it into a glass. Nor did she remember to collect her towel from her bed.


After a quick soak and a scrub, she slugged some of the bottle into the tooth mug and noticed a new line of toiletries abutting her own gunky collection. They were unfamiliar American brand names and included moisturiser, toner and shave balm.


Juno stared at them in wonder. She had never known a man to use moisturiser, and hadn’t a clue what shave balm was. Out of interest, she tried some out on her legs, over which she’d just dragged a blunt Bic. It smelled delicious – like freshly cut grass. Fascinated, she got carried away and used up almost half the tube before remembering how late she was going to be.


Just as she was racing from the shower to her bedroom wearing a small bleach-stained hand towel and carrying the bottle of red wine, Jay let himself through the front door, clutching a wad of newspapers. Juno was too slow to make a run for it. They met just inches apart on the hall carpet.


‘Hi,’ he muttered uncomfortably, taking an inordinately long time to remove his key from the far side of the door, behind which most of his body was still sheltering. He politely averted his gaze from her bath-heated flesh.


Juno stood rooted to the spot, momentarily blown away by what she was looking at.


She hadn’t appreciated quite how glorious he was the night before. He wasn’t particularly tall – maybe five nine or ten – but he was beautifully built, and his hair was the most mesmerising colour, like pale golden treacle on buttered toast, almost down to his shoulders and falling in long, unkempt layers at the front so that it mingled seductively with his pale lashes. He was not conventionally handsome either, but possessed the most staggering pair of eyes Juno had ever encountered – long, slanting and the same yellow-gold colour as that lion’s mane hair. The combination was devastating.


Shooting out broody, disconsolate vibes, he looked the height of bad-boy-from-the-Bronx chic, and also a dead ringer for Mickey Rourke as an IRA man in Prayer for the Dying. As he inched his way through the door, Juno took in the heavy, scuffed knee-length leather jacket, white t-shirt, faded Levis and chunky biker boots. It was pure anti-hero. She wondered if he’d just made contact with his cell leader – perhaps meeting in a dingy Kilburn pub to drink Guinness and discuss the Cause?


‘Hi there, Jay,’ she greeted him in what she hoped was a spontaneous and husky rasp, aware that she must have been staring unblinkingly at him for several seconds and freaking him out somewhat. ‘I don’t know what it is about you, but I only have to look at you and I feel naked.’ She shrugged, pulled a comic face at her pathetically scanty towel, and grinned goofily.


It was a very weak crack and he clearly didn’t get it. In fact he started to back behind the door again, golden eyebrows curling towards one another worriedly. They were gorgeous eyebrows, she noticed – strongly delineated, sootier in tone than his hair and curving above his drop-dead sexy eyes with the exquisite geometry of a Beardsley sketch. Juno had always been a sucker for eyebrows. In her critically attuned estimation, his were one up from Christopher Plummer’s, one short of Dirk Bogarde’s. Scorching eyebrows in fact.


‘Sorry – it was just a joke,’ she said hastily, realising that she’d have to do some conversational donkey work to stop herself from looking a complete ass. ‘Listen, why don’t you pour us out a couple of glasses of this,’ she waggled the wine at him, ‘and I’ll just get dressed? Then we can have a quick chat before I have to go out – although you’re welcome to come along if you’re free. It’s just a meal with some friends of mine. We should get to know each other better.’ She winced, realising how crass that sounded.


‘I don’t drink,’ he said flatly, taking the proffered bottle with some difficulty as he tried to keep a hold on the papers in his arms.


‘You must get awfully thirsty,’ Juno said cheerfully.


‘Huh?’ Not for a moment did that smooth, wide mouth break into a smile. It was a wonderfully sensual mouth – the top lip shaped like the shank of a cello, Juno decided light-headedly – not entirely symmetrical, but exquisitely proportioned nonetheless.


‘You must get a bit dehydrated,’ she muttered vaguely, still contemplating his mouth. ‘Not drinking.’


The lips twitched irritably. ‘I meant, I don’t drink alcohol.’


‘Oh.’ Juno was instantly appalled. She was stuck with a teetotal flatmate for six months. It would be torture. ‘Well, in that case, I’ll have it back.’ With a forced, jokey laugh, she snatched back the bottle rather clumsily, making him drop most of his newspapers, and causing her tiny towel to plunge dangerously from beneath her elbows. Yelping in alarm, she shot through her bedroom door and closed it behind her.


For a moment she barely breathed as she heard him gather his papers with a crisp crunch, and then head through to the sitting room.


‘Shit!’ she whispered, finally letting the towel drop and taking a huge swig straight from the bottle. ‘He thinks I’m a bloody loony. I’ve got to make up for this.’


She was supposed to be meeting her friends at Bar Room in Hampstead at eight. It was already twenty to, but she knew they’d give her at least an hour, if not more. She was notoriously late for everything, and the table at the nearby restaurant, The House, wasn’t booked until ten. That easily gave her enough time to convince Jay what a terrific, sane person she was, and persuade him to come along and meet the gang. Lydia, for one, would die of happiness when she saw him.


She pulled on a pair of black waisty pants and said a silent apology to Triona before clipping together her favourite front-loader bra, which she’d nick-named her ‘robustier’. Most of Juno’s bras gave her the ultimate plunge neckline – they were falling apart and so tight that she fell out of them. This one looked decent enough to show under the lace shirt Lydia had given her. Then she groaned.


The lace shirt was still in her handbag in the sitting room. Not only that, but the linen trousers she had intended to wear with it and had washed that morning were still lying wet in the plastic laundry skip, waiting to be hung out to dry.


To give herself time to think, she slapped on some make-up and combed through her damp hair, wincing as she realised how many dark roots were showing through. She made a mental note to go to Boots first thing the following morning and bulk-buy hair bleach.


‘This is ridiculous!’ she told her reflection. ‘You’re a thirty-year-old woman.’


It was already eight, she wasn’t dressed, her friends would any minute now be arriving at the bar to wish her a Happy Birthday, and she was hiding in her room plotting the best way to retrieve her clothes in front of a strange man who had nice hair and questionable political leanings.


Then her eyes alighted on the Peruvian birthing smock her parents had given her for her birthday, telling her it would make a nice night-shirt. Now that was cool.


Jay spread out all the papers on the floor of the sitting room, which he had cleared earlier, and then sat back on the sofa without looking at them at all. The turtle was peering at him again, perching on a rock this time. It freaked him out. As did the foul-mouthed macaw, which he was convinced had mange.


‘Fuck off!’ screeched Poirot, and then did an impersonation of an incoming call that made Jay get up and head for the farthest oak table, on which sat a huge digital fax-phone.


The bird had been doing the ringing trick all day, and no matter how often he heard it, Jay still kept picking up the damn’ receiver and saying ‘hi’.


‘Tenner on the three-fifteen!’ Poirot chortled, edging along his perch and cocking his head to look more closely at Jay.


He shut his eyes and listened to the dialling tone for a moment or two, wondering whether to call Sean and announce he was flying back tomorrow and to get the hell out of his apartment. But opening his eyes again, he looked straight out at that glorious view of London, sharp and crisp in the foreground where the falling sun cast long, monochrome shadows across the gardens and roof terraces, then misty and mysterious farther out, where the tower blocks receded into a haze of pollution. He knew he had to stay. He had no choice.


He wandered through to the kitchen to fetch himself a Diet Coke, and stiffened as he realised that Juno had dumped a half-eaten kebab straight on the zinc surface, along with a corkscrew and wine bottle foil. He’d spent close on two hours washing up, scrubbing and cleaning the dirt out of every crevice earlier. The girl was a total slob. He scooped the lot – corkscrew included – into the swing bin and headed back through to the sitting room.


‘Still changing!’ announced a bright voice, and he stopped in amazement as he saw a plump figure in a huge, beaded blue sack dress sidling out of the room, clutching a flimsy piece of lace to her chest.


Almost through the door, her head popped back into the room. She only had one eye made-up, he noticed.


‘Er – I don’t suppose you know what happened to the clothes that were lying around on the floor in here, do you?’


‘Sure I know.’ He gave her a withering look. ‘They’re in the wash tub.’


‘But some of those are dry clean only!’ she yelped.


‘I didn’t say I added powder and water, did I?’ he muttered. ‘I just put them in there as there was no closet space anywhere.’


‘Oh – good thinking.’ She winked and disappeared into her room.


Jay went for a pee and found his tube of shave balm lying half-empty in the sink with the cap off, and the tooth mug full of red wine.


As he washed it out, he could hear music suddenly start up in the sitting room – some sort of awful Britpop drone, which he detested. He wondered vaguely if he should stay put and have a long soak in a hot tub, but decided that wouldn’t be the greatest way of trying to get on with this girl.


When he walked back in, Juno was dancing opposite Poirot waving a glass of red wine in her hand. The scraggy red parrot was bobbing up and down excitedly on his perch, shrieking ‘Fuck off!’ in between phone impersonations.


‘It’s all so beau-oo-tif-ewel,’ sang Juno in a surprisingly tuneful voice, far too carried away with her Small Faces singalong to notice Jay watching her from the doorway.


He had to admit she looked pretty reasonable with her clothes on. She looked better than that – she looked something close to what the Bronx homeboys called a butter babe: plump, pale-skinned and curved like a ripe yam. His old man used to call women like Juno ‘zoftig’. And there was no denying she dressed to emphasise her voluptuous, fleshy contours rather than to hide them. The nip-waisted purple satin jacket was unbuttoned to reveal a lacy black shirt with plunging neckline. A pair of amazing striped velvet ’seventies flares hugged her generous hips in all the right places and led down to high patent leather boots with dinky wooden heels inset with metal. Most women of her size would have looked ridiculous, but matched with Juno’s cheeky smile and glossy blonde bob, the effect was of a girl who just wanted to have funky dress sense and almost got away with it.


She had a soft, sweet face under all the make-up, Jay realised. Her eyes were huge and the same flecked grey as a roan pony.


‘Those boots are really neat,’ he said, wandering into the room.


‘Cheers.’ Juno waggled the glass at him and her dance ground to a halt.


Jay cleared his throat and sat down on the sofa again. She had a funny way of looking at him – she’d done the same in the hallway earlier. It was unsettling.


Juno was in fact calculating just how to approach this potential IRA connection. She decided to arm herself with information first.


‘Seeing what the other photographers are up to?’ She pointed to the spread-out newspapers as she headed to the oak table closest to the kitchen.


‘Something like that.’ Jay swept his hair from his eyes.


She picked up a packet of cigarettes and drew one out, watching him closely. ‘So do you do the same sort of work as Sean – magazine commissions and the like?’


‘Sometimes, yeah.’ He shrugged.


God, he was hard work! Juno brooded. And far too sexy to be true. She adored the way his t-shirt sleeves were rolled up to the shoulder, revealing the faded blue Celtic band tattoo on one upper arm. She longed to ask him where he’d had it done, but was trying to sound fascinated by his photography right now. Banging on about his tattoo might sound a bit shallow by comparison.


She popped a cigarette between her lips and gazed at him quizzically. ‘And are you covering stuff for the American press agencies while you’re over here?’


‘Kind of.’ Jay was looking at her mouth rather than her eyes, and Juno felt light-headed with a sudden free-fall moment of pure lust. His long, yellow eyes were seriously disturbing, and that sinewy body draped over the rust-coloured silk of the sofa – ludicrously flattering to his colouring – was desirable enough to make a girl dizzy.


You don’t fancy him, Juno, she told herself sternly. It’s just that you haven’t had sex in three months. And the danger element turns you on. Plus he’s gazing at your lips.


He shifted uncomfortably on the seat cushions. ‘Listen, this might sound kinda anal, but I’m not keen on passive smoking.’


‘That’s okay – I’m not very keen on it either.’ Juno calmly lit up. ‘Buy your own, you tight bastard.’ She grinned and winked, grateful that her moment of wantonness had been so boringly quashed.


Jay was speechless.


‘This place is looking fantastic,’ she said, eager to ingratiate herself and avoid a smoking debate. ‘You must have been hard at it with the Marigolds all day.’


‘Huh?’


‘Or did Simmy come after all?’ She realised that all the ashtrays had gone missing and wandered through to the kitchen to fetch one.


Jay’s voice was tightly controlled, but anger still drilled each word into Juno’s skull. ‘I cleaned the place up. It looked like a dump.’


She cleared her throat before walking back through to face him again. ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting you to arrive from the States until tonight.’


‘Evidently.’ He gave her a withering stare, aimed more at her cigarette than her face.


‘Listen, I know I haven’t been very –’


‘And I’m sorry, but I cannot live with that floating frisbee over there.’ His eyes slid to Uboat’s tank. ‘Can’t it be moved?’


‘How dare you call Uboat a frisbee!’ Juno yelped. ‘She’s a Florida soft-shell turtle and she’s beautiful.’


John had bought Uboat as a present for her twenty-eighth birthday. Two years ago to the day. He had wanted to get her an iguana, but the pet shop had mercifully run out. It had been just a few weeks after they’d moved in together, and they were still at the stage when they baby-kissed while making tea and made love on every new piece of furniture – even Ikea self-assembly coffee tables. That was long before John had complained of being too tired, too drunk, too stressed or too upset about the football results to get it up. Long before he’d wandered in reeking of CKOne, and Juno had complimented him on his new aftershave, not realising it was Double D’s perfume. It was only after it was all over that she’d noticed that the bottle he’d bought as a decoy and placed in the bathroom cabinet had never even been opened.


Uboat was the only worthwhile thing she had salvaged from the relationship.


‘Turtles are unhygienic.’ Jay was still glaring at her broodily, utterly unrepentant. Juno felt her jaw clench.


‘Let me get this right.’ She perched on one of the scroll-sided altar stools by Uboat’s tank so as not to contaminate him with her smoke. ‘You don’t do alcohol or fags or drugs or turtles or much else apart from Diet Coke, Mr Muscle and Fairy liquid, am I right?’


‘Huh?’ Jay scratched his chin against his shoulder and looked at her, beautiful brows furled. It was one of the most indolent, sexy gestures Juno had ever seen – pure James Dean.


He was so cool, he was going to give the sofa freezer burns in a minute.


‘Is that why you’re called Jay?’ She cocked her head. ‘After the little checked blue cleaning cloths and the fluid?’


It was as though she’d asked him whether his penis was deformed. Jay sprang off the sofa and marched towards her so fast that his nose was practically against hers before she had time to react.


‘Let’s get one thing straight, lady,’ he snarled, his New York drawl ridiculously thick and menacing because his voice was shaking so much, ‘I’m called Jay because I am. Period. We’re gonna have to share this place for the foreseeable future, and I figure that means we should try to get along. So the sooner you cut out the wisecracks and start treating me like a normal human being, the easier you’re gonna make it on yourself.’


Juno flinched nervously. The outburst had been totally without warning. He was starting seriously to scare her. ‘First time I’ve been called a lady in ages,’ she said feebly, inching backwards on the stool.


‘Will you cut it out?’ Jay turned away in despair, pushing his hair from his eyes. ‘Jeez, I knew before I came here that the English think foreigners are stoopid and that you all have a sense of humour that ain’t funny, but I never thought I’d find myself shacked up with Britannia herself. Christ, you’re all so fucking superior over here, you’d think you still had an Empire.’


Juno’s eyes flashed warily. ‘What makes you say that?’


‘Huh?’ He looked back at her.


‘Why did you say we think we still have an Empire?’


He sighed in exasperation. ‘Juno, I don’t wanna get into politics right now, okay? You’re going out and I’ve got work to do.’


‘What work?’ she demanded, starting to get into the swing of her cross-examination. She’d always fancied herself as a barrister, but had been put off by the grey granny-perm wigs.


He pulled back his chin and stared at her in disbelief for a moment before saying in a low, almost amused tone, ‘I’m a photographer, Juno. I take photographs – click.’ He did a quick mime and then splayed out his fingers, eyebrows raised, condescension creeping into his voice. ‘Capisce, Juno?’ He pronounced her name ‘Dyoono’, she noticed.


‘Capisce, Dyay.’ She tried for a hearty smile, but it came out hugely sickly and suggestive. Then, trying a bit of psychological game-play, she cocked her head and added casually, ‘Are you planning on visiting Ireland while you’re so close?’


He screwed up his forehead, trying to relate to the sudden change of tack. ‘Why should I?’


‘I thought all you Irish Americans loved tracing your Celtic roots.’ She was rather regretting taking this potentially explosive line now and tried to interject a bit of light-hearted personal interest. ‘I have a grandmother in County Sligo. She’s Catholic, of course.’


‘Is she?’ His jaw was quilting with irritation.


‘Great old soak.’ Juno nodded fervently. ‘I stay with her occasionally. It’s a very pretty area – lovely scenery to photograph. And wonderful old characters, too. You should pop over there and shoot some people – I mean, rolls. Shoot some rolls.’


He moved towards her again so quickly that for a terrifying moment, Juno thought he was going to make a grab for her throat. But instead he dropped to his haunches in front of her and gripped her shoulder with his hand, his startling gold eyes level with hers and perilously close. They were glittering with irritation.


‘Okay, Juno, here’s the deal,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ve tried to explain this once, but I guess you didn’t understand. I’m in England for a purpose – I’ve come here to do something. Now that might take a week, a month, whatever. And until I get it done, we have to share this apartment.’


She swallowed noisily and flinched as he took the cigarette from her fingers and ground it into the ashtray beside her, his eyes still holding hers with their intense yellow glare, his hand still pinned to her shoulder. What he’d just said filled her with dread. She longed to know what the ‘something’ he had to do was; it sounded ominous. She was finding it hard to breathe normally now.


‘While I’m here,’ he went on, a heavy hint of irony lacing the New York drawl, ‘I do not want to travel to Ireland and take photographs of your alcoholic grandmother. Or debate fucking politics. Nor do I want to spend half my days cleaning up after you. I don’t have the time, do you understand?’


She wasn’t entirely sure how her messy laundry fitted into this. ‘Not really, I –’


‘It’s simple, Juno,’ he butted in, scratching his chin on his shoulder in that menacing, sexy gesture. ‘You’re obviously a great girl, I can see that.’


‘You can?’ she gulped nervously.


‘Sure,’ he said flatly, not smiling. ‘It’s just I’ve got to work from this place, and I get kinda distracted if I’ve got someone like you in my hair all the time.’


‘You do?’ Juno was totally intimidated now, and not at all sure whether what he’d just said was intended to be flattering or not.


He nodded, squeezing her shoulder with his hand and tipping his head back so that he could study her face. His stare was so serious and direct that Juno had to curl her toes to stop her knees from shaking. She was certain he was checking out which side to start pistol whipping if she asked any more questions.


‘You have mascara on your cheek,’ he told her.


‘Do I?’ she gulped, intensely relieved that it was something so mundane. ‘Where? Can you wipe it off for me?’


She hadn’t intended anything intimate by the suggestion, but there was something about the slow, deliberate way he lifted his thumb to her face and brushed the smudge away that turned her stomach inside out with excitement. Three parts fear to one part lust ripped through her belly like kerosene under combustion, and she fought a sudden urge to pull his hand to her lips.


At the same moment the phone rang. Juno jumped so violently that her heels played castanets on the wooden floor. Jay’s hand didn’t even flinch.


Seeming in no hurry, he wiped the last of the mascara from her face, eyes still intently focused on their task.


‘That’s better.’ He tipped his head back again, shaking his butterscotch hair from his eyes. ‘You wear too much make-up, you know.’


God, he was anal! Juno smarted with hurt pride. If she weren’t quite so scared, she’d clobber him.


Poirot was going berserk now, screaming obscenities between rings. The phone droned on monotonously in accompaniment. Whoever it was knew that the machine would switch itself on and pick up eventually.


‘Can you answer that? I’m already late.’ Spotting her duffel bag on the sofa, Juno slipped from her stool and made to fetch it, but Jay grabbed her arm and she froze with nerves.


‘Friends?’ he asked, a hint of a smile lifting the edges of his mouth, but not enough to form a crease in the stubble-dusted skin.


‘I never watch it myself,’ she muttered, ‘but I think it’s on Channel Four at nine-thirty. There’s a listings magazine somewhere if you want to check.’ She pulled away and bolted.


She was almost through the door by the time Jay finally picked up the call.


‘Hey – it’s for you!’ He turned back to her. ‘Someone called John.’


‘Tell him I’m not here,’ she muttered, untangling her bag strap from the knob.


‘But you are here, Juno.’ He gave her an exasperated look.


‘Not any more – watch.’ She slammed the door after her.


Galloping down the stairs, she encountered Triona coming the other way, carrying the ‘Emerguncy’ kit.


‘You look great!’ Triona stopped in her tracks and whistled.


Juno smiled gratefully then gaped at Triona’s Red or Dead bondage dress which was made entirely from treated fish-skins and clear plastic D-rings. ‘And you look staggering – like the little mermaid in her transitional phase. Not sure about the trainers, though. Maybe without socks?’


Triona laughed. ‘I’m picking my shoes up here, remember?’


‘Of course. I’m sorry I can’t stop – I’d offer you a drink, but I’m killingly late as it is.’


‘S’okay, I can help myself.’


‘You’ll have to get approval from the teetotal arsehole first.’ Juno jerked her head upwards to indicate the flat door. ‘And whatever you do, don’t light a fag. He’ll get out the fire extinguisher. There’s nothing these Yanks love more than a good ol’ Country and Western hose down.’


Triona pulled a face. ‘I take it you haven’t asked him along tonight?’


‘He says he has to stay in and wash me out of his hair.’


‘I’ll put in a good word for you.’ Triona winked. ‘You wait – when you get home tonight, he’ll welcome you with open arms. Promise.’


‘Thanks, but the last thing I want to see is his arms stash,’ gulped Juno in an undertone. ‘I half believe Sean was right, you know,’ she whispered. ‘He’s bloody shifty about what he’s doing over here. And he hates the British. He was banging on about the tyranny of the Empire just now.’


‘Really?’ Triona’s witchy face lit up. ‘In that case, I’m going to introduce myself straight away. This is thrilling! I wish Sean was here – he’d love all this.’


‘Sean,’ Juno pointed out, ‘is the reason all this is happening. My life could be in danger for all he knows. And Uboat’s imminent future is threatened, too.’


‘That, as the Americans say,’ Triona started to haul the ‘Emerguncy kit’ up towards the second landing, ‘is turtle-ly awesome.’




Chapter Five


Even though she was almost three-quarters of an hour late, Juno found that only two of her friends were resident in the slick Hampstead wine bar. Pressing her nose to the glass panel in the door to make them laugh, she waved happily at Elsa – a petite, curly-haired fireball of energy who was a disc jockey at one of London’s trendiest FM stations, and the only person Juno knew who could distinguish between hard groove bass, techno funk, garage, drum ’n’ bass and jungle.


Elsa’s partner, Euan, was equally formidable. Tonight he was wowing the ultra-cool clientele of the bar with his neon blue fake fur frock coat, snakeskin trousers and side-burns so long and narrow it looked as though his eyebrows had slipped down his face. A tall, lean Glaswegian with a buzzcut head and more body piercings than an African tribal elder, he was a journalist for London’s top listing magazine, The Outing. Between them, he and Elsa could almost guarantee free tickets to the funkiest function of their choice, yet often preferred to stay at home and watch Emmerdale whilst indulging in a Domino pizza. They were ludicrously domesticated, and Juno thought they had the best relationship in the world, although Euan’s encyclopaedic knowledge and usage of drugs frightened her more than she cared to admit.


The bar was frantically busy. As she pushed open the door, a host of beautiful, arrogant male faces turned to size her up. And, as usual, when they quickly sized her as a wholesome size sixteen to eighteen, backs were immediately turned and conversations resumed.


Elsa and Euan were standing at the bar, the bottle of wine between them already almost empty.


‘Happy Birthday!’ They greeted her with a simultaneous kiss on both her cheeks so that for a second she was in a strange couple sandwich of leather and fake fur.


‘We tried to get a table, hon, but the place was already heaving by eight,’ Elsa apologised, pulling back her explosion of brown corkscrew curls so that she could roll her expressive grey eyes.


‘S’okay, we can move on once everyone gets here.’ Juno gazed around, and spotted Lydia coming through the door from the lavatories where, judging by her perfectly applied lip-liner, she had just been for some repair work.


‘Jez was here a minute ago, but he’s pushed off to buy some fags.’ Euan was extracting a birthday card and a small wrapped gift from deep within the fake fur.


‘Isn’t there a machine in here?’ Juno looked around.


‘Yup, but you know what he’s like – he’s such a fashion victim he’s only smoking Ducardos Long-Tipped Light Menthol or something at the moment,’ Elsa laughed, sweeping her mop of curls from one shoulder to the other and causing a minor gale in the process.


‘The big jessie thinks they make him more attractive.’ Euan raised a pierced eyebrow. ‘Add to his sophisticated charm.’


‘A ciga-Rhett Butler?’ Juno giggled, taking the present that he was now waggling at her. ‘Thanks, guys.’


‘Jez is more of a Scarlet Pimpernel if you ask me – hi, Joo.’ Lydia swanned up, kissing Juno on the cheek and leaving behind a perfect Cupid’s bow lip-print. She smelled deliciously of CKBe. ‘That shirt looks fantastic on you – I knew it would. You look sensational, Joo.’


‘Thanks.’ Juno smiled humbly.


Lydia, dressed in a tight black satin Gucci shirt and white silk jersey trousers that clearly revealed she was wearing no knickers, looked absolutely devastating. A couple of rogues had already moved in to either side of her at the bar and were angling for an eye-meet, but she was far too preoccupied stuffing matchbooks into her handbag to notice.


‘Isn’t your new flatmate coming?’ Elsa asked her. ‘Lydia says he’s gorgeous.’


‘She hasn’t even met him yet!’ Juno laughed in exasperation. ‘And no, he’s not – coming or gorgeous. He’s totally anal. He’s staying at home to dust the CDs, put them in alphabetical order and then catalogue them.’


Elsa was watching her through her veil of corkscrews, grey eyes clever and knowing. They had been friends since college and Elsa could, Juno knew, read her as easily as a book she’d memorised as a child. Thankfully, she was far more subtle than Lydia, and said nothing in front of Euan, but she had clearly decided that not only was Jay very gorgeous indeed, but that Juno probably fancied him rotten.


‘Shame he’s not coming,’ Euan was saying. ‘We’ve got loads of free passes to Trash tonight. Come along with us later, Juno,’ he urged, peering at her over his trendy black-rimmed Joe Ninety specs to reveal two very red-rimmed eyes. ‘There’s bound to be a few celebs knocking around, and we can get you into the VIP lounge if you fancy a couple of lines to celebrate your birthday, hen.’


‘Thanks.’ Juno pulled a face. ‘I’ve got far too many lines as it is.’


Elsa laughed. ‘I know you think that charlie is God’s way of telling you that you earn too much money, but I had a g on my thirtieth courtesy of the toot fairy here,’ she patted Euan’s fake fur arm, ‘and I felt better than ever. If you’ve got to take in a bloody deep breath to blow out all those candles, you might as well have fun doing it, hon.’


Juno watched as one of the rogues offered to pay for Lydia’s round. ‘I prefer scoring punch-lines, thanks all the same,’ she said priggishly.


‘You’re such a killjoy, hen,’ Euan protested, pressing his top teeth to the stud in his lower lip and pulling a face. ‘You’ll happily do half an hour of stand-up – which to my mind is like sticking your head down the altar and asking someone to flush – but you won’t do drugs. You might be funnier if you were high,’ he pointed out, calmly pursuing his pro-drugs campaign. It wasn’t intended for a moment to be critical, but Juno still felt absurdly hurt.


‘How did last night’s gig go?’ Elsa shot him a warning look and poured herself the last of the wine. ‘Or shouldn’t I ask?’


‘Not if you want an answer that doesn’t include the words “feet”, “on”, died’ and “my”.’ Juno turned gratefully as Jez bounded noisily through the door, dragging someone behind him.


‘Look who I found nervously wandering around Hampstead clutching an A to Z and a rape alarm!’ he bellowed cheerfully, causing most of the bar to crane around and do just that.


Juno burst out laughing as she saw Lulu glowering with mock disapproval from the doorway. Lulu was the last woman in the world who would wander around clutching a rape alarm. She marched everywhere purposefully, a pair of personal stereo earphones attached to either side of her face and a book glued to her nose. Juno often wondered how she managed to find her way anywhere.


‘Happy birthday, you old bat,’ she hailed Juno in her booming Middlesbrough rasp before stomping over, long black coat-tails flapping. Lulu wore her vast military great coat throughout the year – even tonight when the temperature had yet to drop below twenty and the girls were all taking the opportunity to bare their flat midriffs and flash their pierced belly buttons. Juno was convinced that the reason women with pierced navels were inevitably so thin was because the little silver rings somehow stapled their stomachs too. With this in mind, she had debated going through the cosmetic puncturing process herself, but suspected they’d require a harpoon and an industrial bolt to do the job.


‘I’m so glad you could come.’ She gave Lulu a hug which largely involved hugging herself because, inside the great coat, there wasn’t very much of Lulu at all.


‘Yeah, yeah, cut out the soppy shit, pet,’ Lulu laughed gruffly and elbowed her away so that she could delve into her cavernous duffel bag. ‘Now I’m opposed to the giving of presents on political grounds, as you know. But I’m making an exception in your case because you’ll slag me off on the circuit if I don’t.’


‘Sure,’ Juno giggled, knowing her friend wouldn’t dream of turning up empty-handed.


Lulu was a full-time comic whose aggressive delivery and overtly militant, feminist material sometimes marginalised her audience, and often made enemies of men. She was also, however, screamingly funny, and had a loyal following in London and Scotland, if not in her native North East. At first Juno had been terrified of her but, finding that she was often on the same bill, had tried hard to make friends and break through the snappy, snarling veneer. She’d done it for the challenge at first, but had ended up with a matchless friend. Lulu didn’t give herself easily, but beneath the brusque rudeness, she had a heart the size of South Shields, just as beneath the enormous coat and cloud of back-combed, crazy-coloured blue hair, she was a tiny vole of a woman with big blue eyes, a dusting of black freckles and a snub little nose which would have looked more at home on Violet Elizabeth Bott.


‘One family-sized vodka!’ announced a cheerful voice as Lydia thrust a dripping glass over Juno’s shoulder before registering that Lulu had arrived. ‘Oh – hi there, Loo. Sorry, I didn’t realise you were here,’ she greeted the little virago with wary affability. ‘What would you like to drink?’


‘It’s okay, I can get my own,’ Lulu muttered, trying not to show distaste at being addressed by the nickname she only tolerated from Juno. The ‘Joo’/‘Loo’ thing was an old private joke which she loathed Lydia muscling in on. If Juno hadn’t told her off so often in the past for bawling Lydia out about it then she wouldn’t hesitate now.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Loo,’ Lydia insisted cheerfully. ‘Is white wine okay? I’ve already bought a bottle, so I can easily get another glass.’


‘No, I’ll have a Newcastle Brown, pet.’ Lulu smiled wickedly. ‘And no glass.’


In truth, most of Juno’s friends were frightened of Lulu, however much she made them laugh. The only one who genuinely seemed to adore this sharp-tongued addition to their circle as much as Juno was Jez.


Even now he was appropriating a bar stool for her to sit on, and then taking her bag in a theatrical show of gentlemanly charm. He adored fussing around her in a way he seldom did for the others.


If Juno didn’t know better, she would say he fancied Lulu. But she had known Jez longer than most – he’d lived in the flat below hers almost a decade ago, and now claimed to be the only person who’d ever had to look up to hear what she was saying. Juno had got to know him during a long, cold winter in which he’d had no hot water in his flat and had regularly trooped upstairs to use her bath. Before long, they were such firm friends that she would sit on the laundry basket and chat to him while he sponged and scrubbed. In those days he’d been an impoverished music student.


Now Jez Stokes – a bouncing scouser – was the famously short, wiry bass guitarist from the legendary Britpop band, Slang. This kudos, combined with a sense of humour that was as acute as his arse was cute, lent him enviable pulling power. He was a staggering draw for overdeveloped, underage girls, yet he was surprisingly ugly. He had a face like a featherweight boxer’s, with a gloriously off-centre nose, split lip and blond eyebrows so cross-hatched with scars they looked as though they’d been braided. But the rough, barrow-boy exterior belied a super-quick mind and wit, just as the fact that he was one of the earthiest, most accomplished flirts in town belied his true sexuality.


Jez appreciated Lulu because her humour had the same split-second timing as his own. And Lulu, for all her anti-male tirades, worshipped Jez. It was one of the few things she and Lydia had in common.


‘You’re looking gorgeous,’ he told them both now. ‘And so am I. Don’t you think Lydia’s getting fat? I’m certain she’s been pigging out on the Ryvita crumbs again, girls.’


Juno laughed and then felt guilty as Lydia shot her a hurt look, clearly feeling victimised, if mildly flattered by the insinuation that she was, in fact, extremely slim. She had just bought Lulu a Newcastle Brown and stolen a bowl of pretzels from the bar to offer her as well. Juno smiled gratefully and shot her a wink, but Lydia was again being distracted by a pouncing admirer proffering a cigarette.


‘Thanks, but I’ve got my hands full,’ she apologised, trying to squeeze past him and get close enough to Lulu to pass on her offerings.


Several other men had also tried their luck with Lydia by the time the rest of Juno’s friends arrived. The next to turn up, Ally and Duncan, were hugely apologetic that the babysitter had delayed them. A rock-solid couple, Juno had known and adored them since she’d first met them on the comedy circuit several years ago, when Duncan had run a club called The Delivery, and Ally – a some-time actress, some-time waitress – was his resident compère. Now writing sit-coms full-time for the BBC, Duncan had left the smoky club behind him, and Ally was for once enjoying ‘resting’ between roles as she proof-read Duncan’s scripts and looked after their six-month-old baby, China, who was as sooty blonde and sweet-natured as her parents.


They gave Juno a magnum of champagne for her birthday. Along with the Lazy Fish corkscrew Euan and Elsa had given her, a tin of spliffs from Jez and Lulu’s gift of a bottle of brandy, Juno was feeling conspicuously alcoholic and very overloaded by the time her friend Odette arrived, panting her apologies.


‘Couldn’t get a cab – I brought you some Jack Daniel’s ’cos I know it’s your fave. ’Fraid I didn’t have time to wrap it, babe.’ She handed over a Thresher’s bag and kissed everyone hello. ‘I can only stay for a starter at the restaurant ’cos I’ve got to show my face at a drinks party with J. Walter Thompson before ten-thirty, then I’m taking some clients to the late show at JoJo’s.’


Odette had been at college with Elsa and Juno, and was now a commercials director who earned huge amounts of money which she never had time to spend. Working twenty-hour days, she lived alone in a huge warehouse conversion by the Islington Canal, which was clinically tidy and impersonal because she was there less often than her cleaning lady and hadn’t the time to furnish it fully. It was nicknamed the Zen Den (a pastiche of a grotty flat Juno and Lydia had once lived in, nicknamed the Cam Den) and perfect for parties since there was nothing in it to get broken. Despite looking like Linda Lusardi in a DKNY suit and possessing a bank balance with more zeros at the end of it than an astronaut’s altimeter, Odette was also far too busy to have relationships.


Her quota of friends complete, Juno relaxed into the evening and allowed the vodka Cokes to sink down. Standing between Lydia and Odette, she found that three rogues had sidled up and were starting to stake them out – catching their eyes and smiling, listening in to the conversation and then paralleling it with their own banter. They soon began to invade the group physically, boy/girl, boy/girl, so that each had an individual target. It was classic group matchplay, perfectly executed.


One had clearly decided to lay claim to Lydia, and was by far the most eager to ingratiate himself. A tall, slick Media Suit with ash blond hair and crinkling blue eyes, he was much more successful than his predecessors had been with her, mostly because he was much more persistent, and pretty soon he had engineered a one-on-one conversation. Poor Odette was then pounced upon by her new drinking neighbour, a bully-boy rugby player with huge shoulders and a booming laugh. Juno watched in fascination as he homed in on her with the subtle opening line, ‘Nice tits!’


Suspecting he wouldn’t get too far, Juno turned to find herself beside a short, doe-eyed man with a head of unkempt black curls, two days’ growth on his dimpled cheeks, and a vast checked shirt which was far too big for him and turned back at the wrists. He was probably older than he looked, but had the gauche charm of a young boy heading out on his first pub crawl. He looked so lost and out of place that she felt rather sorry for him.


‘Short arms.’ She smiled, holding up her own folded-back cuffs. ‘We’re genetically programmed never to buy pornography from newsagents.’


For a moment he looked as though he hadn’t really taken this in, and then he laughed – an unexpectedly gruff, sexy sound which made Juno smile even more widely. He was really rather cute and had very nice teeth, she noticed.


‘I’m Bruno.’ He held out a hand to shake hers, and she found herself clutching a lot of checked shirt. His accent was delectably soft and Irish.


‘Juno.’ She grinned.


‘We sound like a pair of Marx Brothers, Juno and Bruno.’


She liked the way he coupled their names together. He was growing more attractive by the second, especially those huge seal-pup eyes with their ridiculously long lashes.


‘This must be a Marxist meeting place. Don’t tell me your friends are called Groucho and Harpo?’ she asked, noticing that Lydia was already at the whispering into the ear and giggling stage with the blond Suit. She really was a phenomenally good flirt.


‘No, it’s worse than that.’ Bruno’s eyes twinkled. ‘They’re called Kevin and Darren. Good Irish names, those. Somehow they’re not so popular over here, so they’re not.’


‘Are they Irish too then?’


‘Not exactly.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘They’re just doing the accent because it works with the girls. Kevin’s is a bit ropy if you listen in.’


True enough, Kevin the rugby player was telling Odette about the wonderful world of computerised post-production edit suites in an accent that not only jumped from Ulster to Cork, but also detoured through New South Wales and Texas.


Juno laughed. ‘And you?’


‘Sure, I’m the real thing, so I am.’ He held up his pint of Guinness as though it was proof, his eyes fixed on hers. ‘Say, have you got any Irish in you?’


Juno knew the joke far too well.


‘Not right this moment, no,’ she laughed.


They chatted on for ten minutes, and Juno started to like him more and more. It turned out he worked with the other men at a post-production house in Soho. He had a lovely, self-deprecating sense of humour, and they seemed to have such an acutely twinned angle on things that they finished sentences for one another several times and then laughed in surprise. All the time those big baby-calf eyes engaged hers then danced around the room, drinking in everything before returning to her as he added a point to one she’d made or asked her something about herself.


Flushed with delight, Juno noticed Lydia looking over at them. She tried to catch her eye for a girl-to-girl wink, but Lydia didn’t seem to notice.


‘Your friend seems to have fallen for the rogue brogue over there.’ Bruno was following her gaze.


‘Don’t be too sure.’ Juno watched as Lydia turned back to the blond Suit and laughed at something he’d just said. ‘She’s pretty choosy.’


‘Is she now?’ He carried on watching Lydia for a moment then turned back to Juno. ‘So what are you all doing here tonight? Is this your local bar or something?’


‘We’re celebrating someone’s birthday,’ she said vaguely, unwilling to admit to being thirty. ‘Here, I’ll introduce you to the others.’ She was dying to know how he’d cope with Lulu. It was something of an acid test.


They all took to him straight away, she noticed happily. Another good sign. Best of all was the way Lulu laughed almost as uproariously at his jokes as he did at hers, and he didn’t seem to take offence at all when she called him ‘a filthy bogtrotter’ at one point.


As he chatted easily to Elsa and Euan about a club they had all been to, Juno threaded her arm through Lulu’s and squeezed it.


‘Gerroff the wool, you soft bitch.’ Lulu turned to her, grinning as she dropped her gruff voice to a whisper. ‘Nice. I approve. Has he asked for your number yet?’


Juno knew there was no point trying to fob her off with a lot of bravura guff about not being bothered, especially as she was in a hurry to get back to Bruno, who was obstinately failing to look in her direction for an eye-meet. ‘Not yet. I hope he does. He’s lovely, isn’t he?’


‘So you fancy your chances then, pet?’ Lulu’s blue eyes twinkled.


‘No! Well, a bit, maybe.’ Juno shrugged, still looking across at Bruno who was staring into mid-distance now. He really was gorgeous. ‘I think he’s quite shy.’


‘You should take the initiative for once, pet.’ Lulu let out her deliciously filthy, low, rasping laugh. ‘Make the first move. Act upon it.’


‘Act upon it?’ Juno fretted worriedly. In her limited experience, acting upon impulse meant wearing sickly-sweet body-spray and hanging winsomely around flower stalls, not grasping the nettle. The only man she’d ever asked for his phone number had given her the old Swapshop one as a joke.


But Lulu was adamant, clapping her tiny, pale hands together briskly. ‘Yes. Act upon it, you soft bat. So get back to your sweet little Irish piece and I’ll get you a bloody big birthday drink. Two buttons have gone on the front of your shirt by the way, pet, so I’d cross my arms if I were you.’


Bruno seemed delighted when Juno found him again. ‘I’ve been looking around for you. I’ve just heard you and Lydia have the most amazing job.’


‘Oh, yes?’ Juno smiled, knowing what was about to come. For once she didn’t care. Those big, dark eyes were drinking her in so attentively that she could happily talk about it all night.


The thing about birthdays, she reflected headily in the loos half an hour later, was that one was never short of a drink. She had just enjoyed a rather spectacular, if low-key, fliration with Bruno with whom she shared not only a sense of humour but also a remarkable number of tastes, history and memorised Blues Brothers jokes. He had yet to ask for her phone number, but she guessed it was only a matter of time. She was certain he’d been lightly stroking the back of her neck with his fingers at one point, which had felt simply delicious.


Applying her lipstick dreamily, she wondered whether the restaurant would mind squeezing three more in around the table. If she invited the trio along, then the numbers would be even for once, and she could carry on her lovely, chatty conversation with Bruno. She kept expecting him to ask her on a date, and was almost certain he would. Cocking her head, she studied her flushed, excited reflection, with its plump kiss-me mouth and glittering eyes. A siren in her sexual prime winked back, smacking her freshly painted lips. God, she loved being thirty.


‘There you are!’ Lydia slammed her way through the door, also luminous with excitement. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Girly goss, girly goss!’ She rubbed her hands together conspiratorially and then twisted round to perch on the unit beside the sinks.


‘So do you fancy him?’ Juno asked, taking in Lydia’s glowing skin and lipstick-free mouth which hinted of a hasty, stolen kiss somewhere. ‘He obviously adores you.’


‘Oh, did you notice?’ She looked incredibly pleased.


‘Couldn’t help but,’ Juno laughed, groping through her handbag for her mascara.


‘Did he say something to you then?’ she giggled, pulling her fingers through her rumpled white-blonde sheet of hair.


‘To me?’ Juno creased her forehead and looked up. But Lydia was peering at Juno’s chest in alarm now.


‘You’ve lost a couple of buttons, Joo!’


‘Yes, sorry – they just popped off,’ she apologised. ‘I’ll sew some others on tomorrow.’


‘It doesn’t matter – I’ll get you another one next week. God! I wish I’d had a chance to talk to him alone,’ Lydia sighed in frustration, staring up at the ceiling. ‘It’s been maddening.’


‘Let’s invite them along to The House.’ Juno bit her lip happily at the prospect.


‘Oh, they’ve already left.’ Lydia looked down at her again, pulling her ‘that’s life’ face. ‘Bruno wanted to say goodbye, but we couldn’t find you.’


‘He’s gone?’ Juno almost poked her eye out with the mascara wand.


‘Yup – just now.’ Lydia leant forwards and wiped away some mascara from Juno’s nose. ‘Off to a party or something. They said we could go along after we’ve eaten, but I don’t really fancy it, do you?’


For a split second, Juno felt a strange shudder come over her. Then she shook it off and focused upon the idea of a party. She adored parties, particularly ones full of sexy strangers.


‘It’d give you a chance to suss Darren out some more,’ she pointed out, suddenly desperate to go, still picturing poor Bruno being dragged away under protest, unable to find her to say farewell and demand her phone number. It was a tragedy.


‘Spare me!’ Lydia laughed, taking a Lancaster lip-liner from her tiny handbag. ‘I thought I’d scream if he mauled me any more out there. And that phoney accent was diabolical.’


‘But I thought . . .’


‘Little Bruno was laughing so much, he almost fell over, did you see?’ she went on, twisting around on her haunches to face the mirror, and starting to draw lines around her lovely, curling lips. ‘He kept waving at me from behind your shoulder. Thank God Darren didn’t notice.’


Juno watched Lydia complete the line then start to fill it in with Chanel lipstick. A great ball of dread and déjà vu nausea was churning in her belly. I thought he was stroking my neck, she remembered sadly.


‘But you just said you fancied him.’


‘Like mad, my dear,’ giggled Lydia, her voice distorted from pulling her mouth open. ‘He’s my type, isn’t he? His eyes are to die for, and he’s so funny, plus – and wait for this – his father is a bloody movie star.’ Her voice laced with relish, she named one of Ireland’s best loved wild men of film. ‘Darren told me. He’s worth a bomb. We’re going to meet up on Sunday. He’s offered to take me to the Groucho Club – he’s a member like Jez, can you believe it? – says it’ll be our illicit Marxist meeting place. He’s so witty.’


‘Darren?’ Juno knew she was clutching at straws, but couldn’t bear to let go.


Misunderstanding the emphasis, Lydia rolled her eyes, blotted and started another coat. ‘Well, he wanted my number just now, but I fobbed him off by taking his. The trouble is, he’s Bruno’s boss at Imagic Eye, and a total bastard from what he proudly told me about himself tonight, so he was pulling rank out there. Ten seconds after they all left, Bruno raced back in pretending he’d left his fags, pulled me to one side, planted a kiss like you would not believe, and arranged our date. It was all hugely exciting.’ She caught Juno’s eye in the glass, her own glittering like hot, blue flames.


‘This happened just now?’ Juno feigned mutual, delirious excitement then stopped herself when she spotted a mad-eyed thing in the mirror which bore a scary family resemblance.


‘Romantic or what?’ Lydia nodded. ‘I’m so sorry you missed it, Joo. You’d have loved it, it was such a hoot. But I can tell you, I was as amazed as anyone. When Bruno left it so late to make his move, I thought he wasn’t interested after all. I even thought he fancied you for a bit.’


So did I, she thought bleakly.


‘I was a tad pissed off to be honest, because he’d already chatted me up earlier,’ Lydia said, with a tiny edge of accusation in her voice as she claimed first refusal.


‘He had?’ Juno carried on gazing at her own reflection. Her face was no longer flushed at all. She looked as though she’d plunged it into a bucket of iced water like a freshly hammered horseshoe.


‘Yes.’ Lydia was tweaking imaginary smudges from the corners of her mouth with long, manicured nails. ‘It was when I was buying Lulu that bottle of Newcastle Brown, remember? He was standing at the bar.’ She rubbed her lips together to distribute the red gloss. ‘He just burst out laughing and asked me if it was my usual, because I looked like more a Tennant’s Extra girl to him.’


Juno closed her eyes for a second. She could picture the scene only too well.


‘That laugh is just so killingly sexy,’ Lydia went on. ‘When Bruno disappeared back to his friends, I thought I’d lost my chance, especially when his revolting boss decided to chat me up. But he kept catching my eye and just carrying on looking, you know?’ She was blissfully unaware of Juno’s frozen face as she reapplied some eyeliner.


‘I can imagine,’ Juno sighed. She’d seen Bruno looking but had thought nothing of it – everyone gazed at Lydia because she was so beautiful, like an exquisite painting hanging in a room that continually draws the eye. Juno had grown resigned to John ogling her friend continually when they’d all been out together in the past.
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