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PART ONE






1
JO AND LEE NOW


In the darkest hours, at around 2 a.m., the idea came to Jo in a dream. She had often had dream ideas that woke her with their brilliance, but inevitably, in the cold light of the morning, they were both insane and unworkable. But this … this was different. She lay awake for hours thinking about it, and whether it could work. She wanted to get up to write it all down, but Lee was sleeping peacefully beside her, his hand in the curve of her waist, and she didn’t want to disturb him. Eventually, as the sky turned grey outside, she fell deeply asleep again.


In the morning, she was distracted and clumsy. Her toast popped and was too pale so she pushed it in again and forgot about it until the smoke detector went off. Zach came in and asked for help with his jumper and she absent-mindedly handed him a dish towel. Then, as she reached up to put the battery back in the alarm once the kitchen was cleared of smoke, she knocked over the warm milk for Imogene’s cereal. Lee came into the kitchen buttoning his cuffs to find her cursing and using Zach’s jumper to mop up, while Zach kneeled on a chair, feeding jelly beans to Imogene, who was smearing yoghurt across the tray of her high chair and in Zach’s hair.


Lee scooped Zach up under one arm while he grabbed a handful of baby wipes and cursorily rubbed the worst of the mess off both children and the high chair. He handed Zach a bagel to chew on while he warmed more milk and made Imogene’s cereal. He fed her with one hand while he switched on the kettle and flung teabags into mugs. By the time Jo had cleaned up the milk and tossed the jumper and sundry dish towels into the machine, he had a cup of tea ready for her and a fresh piece of buttered toast. Neither of them had spoken a word. Jo dropped a kiss on the top of his head and thanked the Lord, not for the first time, that Lee was as even-tempered as he was.


‘Bad night?’ he asked.


‘Not really, just a weird dream. No, not weird exactly. Possibly a brilliant dream.’


‘Was it the one with Hugh Jackman paragliding in through the bathroom window again?’


‘Sadly not. No … I had a dream about a shop.’


‘A shop where you could buy Hugh Jackman dipped in chocolate and rolled in diamonds?’


‘No, a clothes shop. A clothes shop for kids. I dreamed I was out shopping with Zach. You know what it’s like, trying to hang on to his hand and push the pushchair at the same time.’


Lee nodded. Zach hated shopping and never stopped looking for opportunities to escape. They’d been barred from several shops in their area because of his scorched-earth policy where clothing racks were concerned.


Jo continued. ‘Anyway, he was screaming and wriggling and trying to get his hand free, and then he made a dash for it – but he was flummoxed, because in this shop all the clothes rails were at adult head-height, and from the waist down, it was a kids’ soft-play area, with things to climb and rock on, and big puzzles built into the walls with pieces that he could spin and bash. But nothing he could break.’


Again Lee said nothing. She wasn’t sure if he’d really got it. ‘So I could look at the kids’ clothes in peace – stuff for him and Imogene, and he could play at my feet without destroying anything. Imi was happy because there was stuff for her to look at …’ Lee had his preoccupied frown on now. She was sure he had stopped listening to her and was thinking about work. She finished triumphantly – ‘And the best bit was that he couldn’t get out because the door was guarded by a seven-foot bouncer with a walkie-talkie and a pit bull.’


‘That’s ridiculous.’ Lee smiled. ‘It couldn’t be a pit bull. They’re banned as dangerous dogs. A Rottweiler or a Dobermann, maybe.’


‘Okay, so maybe that last bit isn’t entirely practical,’ Jo said insistently. ‘But the idea of a kids’ clothes shop that’s fun for kids, child-proof and stress-free for mums, well, that’s bloody genius, isn’t it?’


Lee nodded but didn’t answer. He shovelled the last mouthful of gloop into Imogene. Then he glanced at his watch, rinsed his hands at the sink, grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl, kissed Jo and the kids and left. As she launched into the morning flurry of teeth brushing, filling Zach’s book bag, wrestling Imogene into her coat and strapping her into the pushchair, Jo realised with disappointment that Lee hadn’t actually responded to the idea at all. Maybe it was just a silly, irrational dream.


But later, once Zach was at nursery and Imogene had gone down for her nap, she found herself sitting at the computer and writing notes. It would obviously have to meet all kinds of safety standards, and it shouldn’t be one of those chi-chi children’s boutiques that mums like her would never walk into, where a miniature leather jacket costs more than a pair of adult winter boots. The stuff would have to be cool, hard-wearing, different, but affordable. Come to think of it, she would quite like to redress the imbalance most shops had between boys’ and girls’ clothing. There always seemed to be heaps of cute and funky outfits for girls, but toddler boy clothing came in blue, stripes, cartoon characters/monsters or was of the tiresome ‘I’m a cheeky monkey’-slogan variety. So maybe it would be a shop for boys, or mainly boys. Sorry, Imogene. Her wardrobe was way better than Jo’s anyway. She realised her thinking had somehow passed from ‘should be’ to ‘would be’, as if the shop was in some way a reality.


She spent some time trawling the Net for websites for children’s boutiques, looking for pictures of their interiors, and then ran a search for children’s clothing shops within the immediate area. Without planning to, she started shaping the rough notes she was making into a formal proposal. By the time Imogene woke up, she had a three-page document, complete with web links and images. She had no idea who she would ever show it to, but now she knew for certain that there was something there.


That afternoon, she took the kids to the park. She put Imogene into one of the baby swings and stood beside her, gently rocking her to and fro while Zach ran through his standard playground routine … swinging from the monkey bars, then climbing up the slide and down the stairs, finding a stick to drag along the railings, then climbing on to the little metal rocking horse and singing ‘Horsey, horsey’ at the top of his voice as he flung himself back and forth. He always did the same things in the same order. Jo knew that within a few minutes he’d come over and demand to go for a walk to the kiosk to get an ice lolly. It didn’t matter how cold the weather was, he always wanted one. Then they’d walk a slow circuit of the park, with Imogene chewing on a biscuit in the pushchair while Zach skipped ahead or dawdled behind, keeping up an endless rambling monologue, usually an extended fantasy about one or other cartoon character smashing something. Jo sighed as she swung Imogene. It wasn’t that she didn’t love spending the time with the kids … and who wouldn’t love being in the park on a sunshiny spring day? It was just, a little variety would be nice, a little … oh dear God. Here comes that woman.


Jo didn’t know the woman’s name. She should know it, because her daughter was at nursery with Zach and they had been introduced by the mother of one of Zach’s friends at the beginning of the school year, but Jo had promptly forgotten it, and now it was way too late to ask. She often saw the woman in the park with her little girl and a fat, bald baby who was a month or so younger than Imogene. The woman always came over and talked and talked at her in a breathy voice about child development and baby-led weaning and babywearing and sleep training, and never, ever about any topic that was not directly linked to child-rearing in some way. Once or twice Jo had mentioned a current news story or ventured a comment about a book she’d read or a film, only to be met with a blank stare.


‘Hiya!’ said the woman, her face shining as she barrelled over. ‘How ARE you?’ Without waiting for an answer, she launched straight into an account of the nit outbreak at the nursery, and her views on which children had brought the lice in. Then the woman started telling her how she’d spent hours combing conditioner through her daughter’s hair and how the nit shampoos didn’t work any more because the creatures had mutated, and Jo had to fight an almost irresistible urge to scratch her head all over. She wanted to kiss Zach when he came running over to say he wanted his ice lolly now.


At the kiosk, she treated Zach to a choc-ice and got one herself. They strolled around the park, and Zach hopped on and off the little retaining wall along the flower beds, holding on to Jo’s shoulder as she pushed the pushchair alongside him.


‘Zachy,’ she said, ‘you know when we go to buy clothes for you?’


‘Yucky. I don’t need clothes. Are we going today? Let’s not.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s boring. And you always say, “Don’t touch!” and then I have to try on horrible scratchy new things and not get them dirty.’


‘What if—’


‘And then you want to go and get a coffee and Imogene and me have to sit all still and be good.’


‘You get cake though.’


‘I like the cake part. But not the shopping. Yuck.’


‘What if shopping was fun?’


‘How could it be fun?’


She explained her ideas for the shop to him.


‘So I could play and jump around and not get into trouble?’


‘Exactly.’


‘What would it look like?’


‘Not sure yet. What do you think would be cool?’


‘Tigers,’ said Zach firmly. ‘It needs tigers. And a giant Tyrannosaurus-rex. And vines to swing on, like Tarzan.’


‘That does sound cool,’ said Jo, laughing, and wishing she had a pen to write this all down. ‘Sounds like a jungle.’


‘It would be,’ said Zach. ‘Just like a jungle, but in town. Jungle town.’


Jungle town, thought Jo. Jungletown. Yes. She wanted to hug Zach and kiss him for his brilliance, but he had got bored of the conversation and had run off to hit a tree with a stick.


That evening, after the kids were in bed, she sat at the kitchen counter with a glass of wine as Lee concocted his famous chilli, the only dish he knew how to cook. ‘I’ve been thinking about my shop idea all day,’ she said. Lee frowned and nodded as he scooped up a big spoonful of cocoa to add to the bubbling saucepan. It was one of the secret ingredients that he said made all the difference to the bottled sauce mixture. Jo took a sip of her wine. He clearly wasn’t going to say anything, so she told him about her conversation with Zach, and Zach’s ‘Jungletown’ comment. Lee laughed at that, but still didn’t pick up her conversational ball. She took an even bigger sip of wine. She was starting to feel quite narked at him.


‘So you think it’s a stupid idea?’ she said persistently. ‘I mean, I know I don’t know the first thing about owning or running a shop or the fashion business, but I do still think that there’s something there.’


‘Are you serious about it?’ Lee asked. ‘I mean, would you actually think about starting it? Really?’ He looked up at her, and to Jo his expression seemed full of scepticism and doubt.


‘Jesus!’ Jo exploded. ‘Could you be any more unsupportive? I might have been at home with the kids for a few years, but I’m not a moron. I’ve got PR and marketing experience; I know how to research, to network … Why couldn’t I do it? Bloody hell, Lee, of all the people in the world I thought would back me up …’ She felt tears prick behind her eyes, and she grabbed her glass and stalked out of the kitchen.


She flung open the French windows and flopped down on the bench on the patio. There was a cold breeze. The spring days might be warmer but the nights were still cool, and she wished she’d grabbed a jumper before she’d stropped off out. Still, nothing would convince her to go back inside. She’d have to stupefy herself with wine and ignore the cold. But as she sat there, she became uncomfortably aware that the bench was slightly damp as well. And her wine glass was empty. And the chilli was nearly ready and she was very hungry. Maybe she’d go in, ignore Lee in a frosty manner, fetch a jumper and a fresh glass of wine and a cushion before bringing her chilli out to the patio. She knew she was being irrational, and she couldn’t quite pinpoint why she was so angry. She and Lee seldom argued, and she wasn’t sure why this idea mattered enough to her to have picked a fight about it.


She walked back into the living room, and found Lee sitting at the dining table. He had his markers out and the table was covered in large sheets of cartridge paper. He was obviously using the time while the chilli cooked to do some work. Typical. She stomped into the kitchen to refill her wine glass and sneak a taste of the chilli. Her cardigan was draped over the back of the chair Lee was sitting in. She couldn’t get at it without talking to him and asking him to move. Sod it. She’d go upstairs and get another jumper. She crossed behind him, and was about to head for the stairs when he said, ‘Right. Now you can see.’


‘See what?’ she said grudgingly. He shuffled the pages on the table and laid them out in a rough order. The first one looked like an architect’s drawing for an empty space … a gallery maybe, or some kind of shop. The next had rails and display racks sketched in, and a brightly coloured jungle design around the lower half of the walls. The third and fourth were full of vibrant colour, with rocking horses (or rocking giraffes, Jo noted) on the floor, along with big soft toy snakes, toucans and other exotic animals. The rails were crammed with brightly coloured children’s clothes. The last drawing showed the exterior of the shop, with a big glass window. Lee’s ink had barely dried on this one. He had just added the name of the shop in funky curly script: ‘Jungletown’.





2
JO AND LEE THEN


Jo first saw Lee at a party at university. She was a few weeks into her first year at Goldsmith’s, and her roommate in halls, Helen, had brought her to this party in a dingy student house a little way from the campus. Other than Helen, she didn’t know anybody to speak to, but the room was full of familiar faces: other students from the arts courses that she’d seen in the corridors and social areas, some she recognised from lectures. She got herself a beer from the kitchen and looked around for Helen, but Helen’s principal interest in attending the party was a guy called Frank who was rumoured to have a limitless supply of recreational pharmaceuticals. She had disappeared into a bathroom with him within minutes of their arrival. Jo knew she was unlikely to see her again, or if she did, Helen would be in no fit state for conversation. She didn’t mind; the party was mainly filled with second-and third-years and she was keen to meet some of the older students and get to know more about the campus and the course. Somehow, however, she ended up wedged in a corner trying to make halting conversation with two geeky girls from the music course. Jo had seen them perform during Freshers’ Week and knew one was a harpist and the other a pianist. They both looked terrified, as if they had spent so much time in the practice room that a party was an alien landscape. One of them, the pianist, was clutching a fourpack and was gulping down the beers one by one with grim determination, as if they were medicine.


‘I’m Harriet, and this is Amelia. We’re not usually big party animals,’ she said, rather unnecessarily, and then giggled. ‘We’re here because Amelia’s got the hots for Renaissance Man and we’ve been stalking him across town.’


‘Ah, of course,’ said Jo knowingly, as if she knew who they meant. Renaissance Man? Who could that be? A lecturer in the arts department who specialised in da Vinci? A superhero she’d never heard of, who buzzed about in a cape dispensing a Golden Age of Enlightenment?


‘Do you know him?’ said Amelia, the light of fanaticism in her eye.


‘Well, I don’t know him exactly,’ said Jo, desperately playing for time, ‘but his work, well … it precedes him, doesn’t it?


‘What exactly do you mean?’ said Amelia, standing too close and staring searchingly into Jo’s face through her thick glasses. ‘You’ve slept with him, haven’t you?’


‘Oh no, I … er … I …’ Jo found herself wishing that she hadn’t ended up with the musical fruitcakes, or that at the very least she’d led with, ‘I loved your rendition of the “Trout” Quintet.’


At that moment, music started to blare, and Amelia swung her speccy gaze desperately towards the door. ‘That’s him!’ she said excitedly. She pushed past them and ran towards the living room. Harriet and Jo followed rather more slowly, and by the time they got there the dance floor was so packed they couldn’t even get into the room. They edged around the door frame and stood pressed up against the wall. It took a while for Jo to spot Amelia, who was dancing wildly just in front of the table where the music was coming from. For a highly competent musician, she didn’t seem to have much rhythm or coordination.


Jo leaned over to yell in Harriet’s ear. ‘So, this Renaissance Man …?’ she asked.


‘DJ’ing.’ Harriet yelled back. ‘Everyone is desperate to get him to do the music for their parties.’


The crowd parted for a second, and Jo caught a glimpse of a tall, gangly, mixed-race guy with a great cloud of hair, pressing his headphones to the side of his head as he deftly flipped a disc off one deck and replaced it with another, using just one hand. Renaissance Man? He looked more Lenny Kravitz than Shakespeare, but who was she to judge? He definitely knew how to keep a party going though. He played banging tune after banging tune, mixing dance tracks with eighties cheese and then raising the tempo with some great rock classics. Jo wasn’t much of a dancer, but she found herself on the floor jumping around with Harriet and Amelia, until they were all sweaty and red-faced. After about an hour, Renaissance Man took a break and someone took over whose taste ran to thrash metal played at full volume. The dance floor emptied like a stampede, and Jo and the others headed for the kitchen to grab a drink.


She was standing by the open door, holding her hair off her neck and drinking a beer while Amelia chattered on about Renaissance Man and his brilliance, when she saw him come into the kitchen and fight his way through the crowd, straight towards them. Amelia saw Jo staring and turned to see what she was looking at. She went red, then white, whipped off her glasses and tried in vain to fix her hair. Jo was sure Renaissance Man was just heading for the door to get some air, but he stopped and said to her, ‘Do you sing?’


‘What?’ Jo said stupidly.


‘Do you sing?’ he said impatiently. ‘I know you’re not a music student, but do you sing?’ She opened her mouth to answer him but then she felt a claw-like grip on her arm.


‘I can’t believe you know him and you didn’t say,’ hissed Amelia venomously, her breath hot on Jo’s ear.


‘I don’t!’ she said involuntarily.


‘Oh,’ said Renaissance Man. ‘Pity.’ He began to turn away.


‘No!’ said Jo sharply. ‘I mean, I do sing. But I don’t know you. Him.’ She turned to Amelia to offer clarification, but Amelia had turned away, her jaw set and her arms folded. Well, there was nothing Jo could do to rescue that particular situation. She turned back to Renaissance Man and smiled. ‘I sing, insofar as I was in a choir and can read music and sing in tune. I’m not trained or anything.’


‘Perfect,’ he said.


‘Why?’


‘I’m doing a performance art project. You look right. If you could sing, it would be perfect. Can we meet at the Union for lunch on Monday to talk about it? Say … one?’


‘Um, okay,’ said Jo uncertainly. He gave her a big grin and walked off.


She turned to Amelia. ‘See? I don’t know him. I’ve never spoken to him in my life before. And I don’t fancy him. It’s a work thing, okay?’


‘Oh, you don’t fancy him?’ said Amelia, her eyes filled with tears. ‘What are you? Blind? Or gay?’


‘Neither! He’s just not my type. Honest.’


But Amelia was not to be appeased. Any possibility of a friendship between her and Jo died right there, in a grubby kitchen in New Cross. Luckily Amelia soon got over her entirely unrequited passion for Renaissance Man, when she met and fell in love with a conducting student called Henry, who enthusiastically reciprocated her feelings. She performed outstandingly in her studies and went on to win loads of prestigious music competitions and have a highly successful international career. Jo never spoke to her again after that night, but whenever she caught a glimpse on television of Amelia’s long white hands stroking the strings of her harp, she was reminded of the awfulness of their one encounter.


On the Monday, she got to the Union early as she had no class just before lunch. She sat at a table organising her lecture notes and wondering whether Renaissance Man would show up at all. She felt ridiculous sitting there, and she was increasingly certain that he wasn’t coming, when he flopped down in the chair opposite her and handed her a sticky bun in a paper bag. It was in that moment that she realised she didn’t know his name.


He seemed to sense her discomfort, and held out his hand formally. ‘Lee Hockley,’ he said.


‘Jo. Jo Morris. So what’s this performance-art project?’


‘Well, I saw you dancing at the party on Saturday, and I thought you looked American.’


‘American? I’m from Stevenage.’


‘Yeah, well, you look like one of those corn-fed American girls who roam the prairies.’


‘Roam the prairies! What? And corn-fed? Do you mean I’m fat? Or yellow?’


Jo’s sole experience of anything corn-fed was the suspiciously saffron-coloured and overpriced chickens in the supermarket.


‘It’s a figure of speech,’ Lee said impatiently. ‘Anyway, you’re a drama student, right? You can do an American accent.’


‘Sure can!’ said Jo, in her best peppy, ponytail-swinging Grease imitation. Lee looked dubious.


‘We can work on that. The point is, I’ve worked out that you can sing pretty much any Emily Dickinson poem to “The Yellow Rose of Texas”.’ Helpfully he hummed a few bars. Jo continued to stare at him, flabbergasted into silence. In a raspy tenor voice with a Southern twang, he sang:




‘A door just opened on a street –


I, lost, was passing by –


An instant’s width of warmth disclosed


And wealth, and company.’





He nodded as if everything now made perfect sense.


After a moment, Jo found her voice. ‘So – Emily Dickinson, famous, reclusive, morbid poet, and you’re going to set her poems to some little country and western ditty? Doesn’t that trivialise her work completely?’


‘Except that it isn’t a little country and western ditty! It’s a song with a rich history, the story of a mulatto woman who helped win the battle of San Jacinto, the decisive battle in the Texas Revolution!’


‘Okay …’ said Jo hesitantly. But Lee was on a roll.


‘It says something profound about American history, about our expectations of women and people of colour, about our European reading of what looks like a trivialisation of culture.’ He was clearly happy to go on about it pretty much ad infinitum so Jo jumped in to try to understand what exactly he expected from her.


‘So I sing Emily Dickinson poems to “The Yellow Rose of Texas” …?’


‘While I draw interpretations of political cartoons from the time,’ he said, as if that was self-evident.


‘And we do this – where?’


‘In the quadrangle. I’ve got permission from the college. I’ve found two music students – one who plays steel-string guitar and one who can play a snare drum. It’ll be awesome!’ He continued to enthuse about the project and describe how they would incorporate the singing with his real-time drawing. Jo stared at him. He was okay-looking, she supposed, a little skinny and tall, and his huge cloud of hair made her want to laugh. As she’d assured Amelia, not her type, but his crazy, creative grasshopper brain was so exciting, she knew she wanted to get to know him a lot better.


The Emily Dickinson project was met with mass indifference by the student body and the staff of the university. Jo wore a red-checked gingham dress and sang her heart out, accompanied by the musicians, while Lee, his mad hair bobbing, drew furiously in charcoal on big sheets of paper spread on the ground. People strolling past mostly ignored them, or glanced at the pictures and shrugged. A few of the music students stood listening to Jo sing for a moment, then sniffed as if she smelled bad before walking away. But Lee was completely undeterred.


Later, in the pub, he enthused about the ‘slow drip-drip of impinging on people’s consciousness’, and how their next project would move things on another tiny step. Jo didn’t understand everything he said, but she guessed what he was getting at was that people were affected and changed by what they had seen, even if they didn’t know it. She didn’t really believe it, but she was willing to go along with it and be involved in whatever came next. Lee was a nice guy. And besides that, she was developing a serious crush on Adrian, the guy who played the guitar. He was shortish, muscular and moody with unruly blond hair, pronounced cheekbones and a long sweep of dark eyelashes that made Jo, a little tipsy after two pints of cider, want to kiss him and feel them flutter against her face.


It was a Friday night and the cider was cheap and plentiful, so it was no big surprise that Jo found herself in Adrian’s bed that night, and for a lot of nights after that. It wasn’t every night though – Adrian was fanatical about his ‘space’. It took Jo until halfway through her second year to work out that the space he reserved away from her was regularly shared with at least three other women. At around the same time, Lee started going out with a petite dancer called Jean, who spelled her name Jeanne and annoyed Jo with her sulky demeanour and utter refusal to eat or talk to anyone who wasn’t Lee. After Adrian, Jo dated a drummer called Pete (it took her a few goes to get over her musician phase) and after Jeanne moved to Paris, Lee decided to embrace celibacy, a plan he stuck to for about four months. Then he was seduced by his thirty-five-year-old painting lecturer, causing a university-wide scandal and a disciplinary hearing.


Through all these romantic shenanigans, Jo and Lee stayed friends. They did a number of performance-art pieces together and helped each other with other artistic projects. Lee designed and painted the set for Jo’s third-year directing assignment. She modelled for a series of charcoal drawings he did. They wrote a (terrible) play together.


They were part of a large, ever-shifting group of friends. Sometimes they would do things alone together, and sometimes they would do them as part of a crowd. They could go weeks without speaking, and then spend a fortnight together every day. But however they interacted, Jo valued her friendship with Lee enormously. He was the cleverest, most widely read and multi-talented person she had ever met. The nickname Renaissance Man was totally apt: he craved knowledge and loved to enlighten and challenge people through whatever he did. He could draw and paint, play musical instruments, sing, act, DJ and dance. He could quote more poetry and Shakespeare from memory than anyone Jo had ever known, and he wrote prolifically and cleverly.


Jo, in her time at university, surprised herself. She started her studies determined to be an actress, but as time went on, she found that just focusing on one character wasn’t enough for her. She was fascinated by all aspects of the process, from set design to lighting, and she worried about every detail of any play she was in. At the end of her second year, one of her lecturers gently suggested that her strength might lie more in direction than acting. Jo pondered the idea over the summer, and at the beginning of the new academic year, she put together a production of an absurdist play she liked: Ionesco’s The Bald Prima Donna. It was only a tiny show, with no budget at all, to be staged in a poky little venue over three midweek lunchtimes. She worked every hour of the day that she wasn’t actually in lectures on every aspect of it. She stayed awake at night poring over the text, spent early mornings painting set pieces and went out late in the evening to spend what little money she had on clothes for costumes from charity shops. Like the Emily Dickinson project in her first year, it was seen by few people and ignored by most of them. But it lit a fire in her, and she decided then and there that she was going to be a theatre director when she left university.


However, like most arts graduates, the unsympathetic reality of life outside the halls of learning hit Jo hard. Trying to survive in London was almost impossible. Without a student grant, she had to take a succession of waitressing jobs to pay her meagre rent, and she found herself working fifty-hour weeks just to cover bills and a diet of Pot Noodles and almost-past-their-sell-by-date vegetables. There was no time to make theatre, and definitely no money. Then a friend of her dad’s offered her a job as a receptionist in the offices of a small but influential theatrical PR firm. Jo reasoned that it was in her chosen field, or thereabouts, and the hourly rate was twice what waitressing paid. The job was perfect. It gave her money to move to a slightly better flat, eat better and occasionally visit the launderette. As she worked conventional office hours, it also gave her time to direct a few staged readings with friends, although she still didn’t have an agent, or any way of graduating to bigger productions. Her day job just kept getting better though. She was a graduate, dynamic and hard-working, able to speak well and write clearly, and it was only a matter of months before she was doing a PR assistant’s job. That meant more money, but also more responsibility and longer hours. One day, Jo realised it had been six months since she had done any theatre. It brought about a small crisis of confidence. She felt she had lost her way, and the next day she went into the office and poured her heart out to Susie, her boss. Susie had had many an out-of-work actress working in her office, so she offered Jo a sabbatical and said she would keep a job open for her if and when she wanted to return.


Jo knew she wouldn’t be able to afford rent and bills without her salary, so she moved back to Stevenage with her parents and booked a slot to do a play in a well-respected small venue in North London. She put out a call for scripts, and astonishingly her party-girl roommate from her first year, Helen, contacted her to say she had recently written a play. Rather hesitantly Jo asked to see the script. It was a tense thriller, with just two characters, set entirely in a bedsit, and it was really good. It was perfect.


She contacted a list of people she knew and respected from university and asked them if they wanted to be involved. A few people were already doing well and were committed to theatre or television projects, and one or two were even in long runs in the West End. But she managed to gather a cast she could be proud of, and get Lee, who was working in a small design studio, to commit to doing the set.


It was a hard, hard slog to get it all together. Jo sank every penny of her meagre savings into the show and her parents even invested a little. She used her experience at the PR company to drum up as much publicity as she could, and they received more press coverage than was usual for a small show at a fringe venue. The production was tight and professional, the set and music were good and the few reviews they got were very complimentary. One of the two actors in the piece invited an agent to see it, and got taken on as a result. But at the end of the run, Jo was left with a handful of good reviews, a set too big to store in her dad’s garage and a sizeable hole in her bank account. While she was immensely proud of what she had achieved, it hadn’t changed her life or brought any great career offers. She knew in the cold light of day that she would have to ring Susie on Monday and ask her for her job back. She prayed Susie would come through as promised and there would still be something for her there. With £140 between her and destitution, it was that or waitressing at the Harvester in Stevenage.


Susie was as good as her word and took Jo back on, and the next time Jo wanted to do a show she worked around her daytime work commitments and then took a week’s holiday for the production week. It felt a little bit as if she was compromising some higher artistic principle, as if her job was her real life and theatre had become her hobby, but it was a compromise that meant she didn’t have to live with her parents and she could eat. She said as much to Lee when they met for dinner one night.


‘Life is about finding balance,’ he said.


‘That’s very profound, O Guru.’


‘You know what I mean. You have to live, and you have to find a way to make art. It so happens we live in one of the most expensive cities in the world, and now we’re in our late twenties a squat in Bethnal Green is not so attractive. But maybe we should give it all up and go and live in a converted warehouse in Berlin. I’ve heard it’s the most amazing city in the world. Cheap, vibrant cultural scene, amazing people …’


Jo laughed, but she knew he wasn’t serious. Firstly because Lee had just put all his savings and a large chunk of the bank’s money into a tiny flat in North London, and was thrilled to be on the first rung of the property ladder, and secondly because the reason they were having dinner was because Lee wanted to tell her all about Hannah.


Hannah was an account manager at a big advertising agency. She had subcontracted some typographical work to Lee’s small design firm, and Lee said that the minute she had walked into the room, he had lost his heart. She was tall and slim, with sleek, dark, almost black hair and a calm, beautiful face. She seemed mysterious, composed, enigmatic. He went on and on about her, until Jo felt the urge to meet the amazing Hannah and punch her right in her enigmatic face. As a perfectly normal woman who’d never been even vaguely mysterious, she had an instinctive distrust of women who had that indefinable quality. She and Helen had decided one drunken evening that women of mystery were all either breathtakingly stupid or constipated.


Still, Hannah was important enough for Lee to have requested a dinner just to talk about her, and like a good friend, Jo listened. Lee had asked Hannah out and they’d had one dinner where he had found her fascinating, well read and insightful (so maybe not stupid, thought Jo, it must be constipation after all). So far she had declined a second invitation, but Lee was keeping his hopes up. He quoted chunks of her last email to him from memory, and asked Jo what she thought about the hidden meaning behind the words – words that sounded to Jo both bland and totally devoid of subtext.


‘Oh my word!’ she teased. ‘You’re being such a girl! Listen to yourself!’


‘I know,’ said Lee ruefully, ‘but the way I feel about her is serious. This is huge, Jo.’


He was right. It was. Hannah did eventually grant him a second date, and a third, and then suddenly they were completely in love and Lee disappeared off everyone’s radar for about four months. He resurfaced just before Christmas and begged Jo and all their uni friends to join him and Hannah for a big dinner in a restaurant, a combination apology-for-being-so-absent/Christmas/meet-Hannah celebration. Everyone was curious to see the woman who had got Lee so smitten, and they all gathered at the restaurant in Islington for pre-dinner drinks.


Jo enjoyed seeing everyone: she’d been busy with work and with looking for a new script to direct, so she had also been a little out of circulation. They were all seated at a long table, with Lee at the head and Hannah to his right. Because Jo had arrived late, she was right down the other end, and waved and blew a kiss to Lee when she sat down. She’d have to wait for people to shift around once they’d eaten so she could get a chance to talk to him. Her position did give her a good view of the famous Hannah though, who was, as Lee had described, a serene, dark beauty. She sat very still, listening to people talk and nodding, but didn’t seem to say much herself. She was wearing what looked like an elegant fawn jersey dress (it was hard to tell, she was sitting down), and her hair was immaculate. Jo wished she could say that her face was hard or unkind, but every time Hannah looked at Lee, her expression softened and she seemed to glow. She was clearly as smitten with him and he was with her.


Jo turned to Helen, who was sitting beside her. ‘So this Hannah – have you talked to her? What’s she like?’


‘I haven’t had a chance, but I spoke to Adrian and a couple of the other guys and they all said she’s lovely.’


‘Well, they would. I mean, look at her!’


‘Lee loves her. She can’t be all bad, can she?’ said Helen sensibly. ‘Anyway, anyone has to be an improvement on the awful French girlfriend.’


‘Oh, Jeannnne?’ said Jo. ‘She wasn’t even French. She was from Chelmsford. Well, how Hannah turns out remains to be seen.’ She sat back and folded her arms.


Helen looked at her. ‘You look like you’re determined to hate her.’


‘I’m not! I’m just always suspicious of someone who swoops in and wins the heart of someone I care about. Especially when they look like that.’


As it happened, she didn’t get a chance to talk to Lee all evening. Everyone seemed to grab a chance to slip into the chair next to his for a chat, and every time Jo made a move to get close to him, someone else got in ahead of her. Hannah stayed in her chair, so there was no hope of getting in on the other side either. After everyone had had dessert and coffee, Jo got up to go to the loo. She was standing at the sinks tidying her hair and putting on some lipstick when Hannah came into the bathroom.


‘You must be Jo,’ she said. Her voice was low and quiet.


‘Yes, and you’re Hannah, of course. Nice to meet you properly.’


‘And you. I’ve heard all about you.’ Somehow, the way Hannah said this seemed quite loaded. There was no way to ask what she meant without sounding aggressive though, so Jo smiled and said, ‘I hope you’re having a nice time.’


‘I am. All Lee’s friends seem lovely.’


Hannah was standing behind Jo to her left, and when Jo looked in the mirror, she could see that Hannah was staring at her pointedly. Jo smiled again, now a little uncomfortable.


‘Well, we all do go back a long way,’ she said.


‘I know,’ said Hannah, and kept standing there, looking at her. Jo turned around to return the look. She wasn’t quite sure what to say, but Hannah filled the silence. ‘I’m sorry if I’m staring,’ she said, ‘but when your new boyfriend tells you about his old, old female friend and describes her by saying, “She looks like a Sports Illustrated model, but she’s also funny and creative and clever, and when she smiles, the room lights up,” well, that’s a woman you’re going to want to take a look at.’


‘Wow,’ said Jo. ‘I can’t believe he said that.’


‘Sports Illustrated might be taking it a bit far, but you are working that tall blonde look.’


‘Thank you,’ said Jo faintly. Her mum had always told her to be polite if someone paid her a compliment.


‘I love him, you know.’


‘I can see that. I saw the way you look at him. And the way he looks at you. It seems pretty mutual.’


‘I hope so,’ said Hannah, her beautiful face impassive. ‘This relationship means a lot to me, and without trying to sound like a country and western song, I would absolutely fight to keep him.’


‘Fight who?’ said Jo, and then, realising, ‘Oh. Oh God, no, Hannah. There’s absolutely never been anything like that between Lee and me. I just don’t see him like that at all!’


‘Really? How could you not? I mean, have you looked at him?’


Hannah opened the door to the restaurant, and Jo looked out at Lee, sitting at the head of the table, laughing at something Helen was saying. It was funny. When you knew someone as well as she knew arLee, you stopped really seeing them. In a way, the picture you carried in your head was a sort of faded picture of who they were when you first met, not a clear vision of who they had become. In her head, Lee was still the tall, gangly just-out-of-his-teens boy with crazy hair who wore baggy, multicoloured jumpers his nanna knitted, not because they were cool but because it would hurt his nanna’s feelings if he didn’t.


But nearly ten years later, she looked at him with new eyes. With Hannah’s eyes. Lee now had his mad hair cropped stylishly short. He had filled out, so that his broad-shouldered, athletic body matched his height. He was anything but gawky and skinny nowadays. He was wearing a fitted charcoal shirt that looked well made and expensive. He was undeniably sexy and handsome. How had that happened? And how had she missed it? With a start, she realised she’d been standing there staring for too long without saying anything, and when she turned back, Hannah’s beautiful face had gone a little paler.


‘He’s all right, I suppose,’ said Jo nonchalantly. ‘But he’s never been my type.’


She wasn’t sure whether Hannah believed her. And much more worryingly, she wasn’t sure whether she believed herself.


She didn’t have to worry though, because after the big introduction dinner, Lee quite simply disappeared. None of their crowd saw him. He let out his flat and moved into Hannah’s bigger place in Stoke Newington. He stopped ringing and texting, and seemed to be busy whenever anyone invited him to do something. Jo got her hands on a brilliant debut script by a young Pakistani writer, living in East London, and she asked Lee if he wanted to do the set, but he cried off, saying things at work were too busy. He had never been too busy for an exciting creative project before, and Jo felt very sad.


Time passed, and Jo did two more productions, each in a slightly bigger venue. They got good reviews, and on the last one she even broke even, but she was nowhere near being able to give up her day job. She didn’t mind though. She had more responsibility at Susie’s PR company, and surprisingly, she really began to enjoy her job. She felt less and less that it was a way to fill in time and earn money, and more that it challenged her and asked things of her creatively. Susie was a wonderful boss and sent her on a number of useful training courses in marketing and PR writing. Jo was busy … too busy for any kind of romantic relationship, and, truth be told, too busy to see her friends much. But that seemed to be the case with everyone. A few of her uni friends had got married and settled down, a few more had gone travelling and one or two had emigrated. The days of weekly get-togethers and impromptu breaks away together were over. It wasn’t surprising … as they all headed into their thirties, it was the way things were likely to go.


So it was quite a surprise when, one day, Lee’s name popped up in her email inbox. Before she even read the message, she tried to recall when they had last been in contact. She thought there had been an email exchange around her birthday (‘Happy birthday’/‘Thanks, can you come to my birthday dinner?’/‘Sorry too busy.’), but other than that, they hadn’t been in touch for about eighteen months. Intrigued, she opened the email.




Hey stranger,


This is the crappest friend of all time making contact, and for the most clichéd reason of all time. Yes, I’m single, although feeling far from footloose and fancy-free, and back in my old flat in Islington. Things between Hannah and me didn’t work out, and it all ended rather badly, I’m sad to say. I have a new job, working for a design studio in Hoxton Square, so not a million miles from you if you fancy an after-work drink, or, if I don’t make the grade for that, maybe a swift bite of lunch?


Grovellingly yours,


Lee x





She didn’t hesitate for a moment, and fired off a reply offering drinks plus dinner, and telling him grovelling was totally unnecessary. As she sent it, she realised how much she’d missed him. She was sorry things hadn’t worked out with Hannah, really she was, but it would be brilliant to have Lee to kick around with again.


They met in a quiet wine bar near his offices in Hoxton. He looked the same, but quieter somehow, more subdued. As if he’d grown up. When Jo came in, he jumped up and kissed and hugged her, then drew her to sit down. He’d already ordered a bottle of wine and he filled her glass. She’d expected it to be slightly awkward, but it was anything but, and after the third glass Jo decided she had been wrong, and that to her relief Lee hadn’t grown up at all. He told her all about his new job. ‘You know where I worked before I got into typography. I’d heard about this company … it’s a font foundry, so I applied, and I’m incredibly lucky they took me on. We actually make our own fonts. Design them from scratch, letter by letter.’


‘Foundry? Wow … that sounds cool. Do you all stand around furnaces in leather aprons banging anvils?’


‘Not really … we have a large studio with a bunch of geeky people sitting at Macs, moving the middle bar on an e up a millimetre and then back down again for hours at a time.’


‘Sounds gripping.’


‘I’m talking it down, I love it. It’s the coolest job I’ve ever had. And you? What have you been up to?’


They did a speedy catch-up on the missing months, and then launched straight into gossip about all their mutual friends, talking over one another and laughing. Before they knew it, they were halfway through the second bottle of wine. Realising they were both quite drunk, Lee waved at a waiter and ordered them a load of tapas – far too much, it seemed, but they munched their way greedily through the whole lot. Jo spilled something oily and tomatoey on her top, which for some reason was hugely funny, and they giggled about that. For the rest of the evening, either one of them just had to say ‘tomato’ for them to fall about like a pair of thirteen-year-old girls.


In a fruitless attempt to sober them both up (it was a school night, after all), Jo ordered them both wickedly dark Mexican hot chocolates, only to discover they were spiked with a whopping great tot of tequila. The bar was beginning to empty and their mood was slightly quieter.


‘So can I ask about Hannah?’


‘Ask what?’


‘Well, what happened? It seemed so serious between you.’


‘It was … but, well, it just didn’t work out.’


‘Didn’t work out? What does that mean? That’s a euphemism that means nothing, Hockley, and you know it. Relationships don’t just “not work out”. What happened? Did you shag around? Did she?’


‘No one shagged around. It’s just one of those things, okay?’


‘Ah … “one of those things” – another meaning-laden euphemism.’


‘Indeed, and it means …’


‘“Shut up, Jo, and leave the subject alone, for the love of God”?’ Jo said, smiling.


‘Very accurately read, my dear. Now, are we going to want another of these quite excellent hot chocolates?’


‘I’m not sure whether it’s the alcohol or the sugar that will kill me …’


‘But there’s enough caffeine in there to revive a dodo.’


‘There is.’


‘So that’s a yes then?’


In spite of the heinous hangover the next morning, Jo was certain that it was the best evening out she’d had in months. Years, maybe. She emailed Lee to that effect and he concurred heartily. A few days later they got together rather more sedately for a weekend afternoon film, and the following week Jo invited him to the opening of a play she’d done the publicity for. The very next night they went to a private gallery view for someone they’d known at uni. Very quickly, they got into the habit of hanging out or attending functions together once or twice a week.


Jo told herself that it was fabulous to have a personable, intelligent old friend she could take to events. They had shared history, they were comfortable together, they knew a lot of the same people and they were interested in the same things. And besides, Lee was always a laugh. She kept telling herself all this, but deep down, when she got home after another evening out with him, there was something else. Something she couldn’t admit to anyone, not even to herself. Something had changed the night she had met Hannah, the night Hannah had asked her to really look at Lee. It was, she was sure, the exact opposite of Hannah’s intention, but she had awakened Jo’s attention and she had seen Lee for what he was … a desirable, sexy man. Now, when they met and he hugged and kissed her as he always did, she found herself sniffing his neck, smelling the heady combination of cologne and warm skin. When he asked her to be his date at a cousin’s wedding and they danced, she feared she would embarrass herself because it was so delicious to be held in his arms. She started to get a small thrill when she saw his name come up on her phone, or when an email arrived from him.


She knew she was being ridiculous. You couldn’t just start fancying someone you’d been friends with for more than ten years. It was a one-way street to ruining a precious and long-standing friendship. She wished she could talk to someone about it, but who do you discuss a crush with? Your best mate. And as Lee had become her best mate, that was out. If she told any of her other friends, they either wouldn’t understand, or, if it was someone like Helen who knew them both, would understand how totally hopeless the whole thing was. She wasn’t ready to be told that, so she didn’t discuss it with anyone. It was just a crush. She’d been single a long time, that was all. She’d get over it.


Nevertheless, when the big dance show, the biggest project she’d ever run publicity for on her own, was due to open, she invited Lee to the opening night at Sadler’s Wells. It was early summer, and the night was warm and clear. She had caught a little sun and her skin had a golden honey glow, so she’d chosen a simple white shift dress, and silver sandals. She wore her hair loose and a fine silver chain around her neck.


She was talking to a dance journalist in the foyer when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lee arrive. She kept her attention on the journalist, nodding and smiling, but she was acutely aware of Lee’s tall frame edging his way through the crowd towards her. Then, with a miracle of timing, the journalist saw someone she needed to speak to, and as Lee got there, made her excuses to Jo and went off. Jo turned to Lee. He was staring at her, at her dress, her hair, her face. She waited for a standard Lee quip about her being all gussied up or corn-fed or something, but he said simply, ‘You look beautiful.’


She didn’t know what to say. He’d never said anything like that to her before. She stammered an awkward thankyou. Then another journalist swooped in with a tedious question about the lighting design, and dragged Jo away.


She was busy right until the curtain rose and she slipped into her seat beside Lee as the lights went down. Although she’d been looking forward to it for weeks, she barely saw the show … she was too busy concentrating on the heat of his arm next to hers. She really had to get a grip. She was acting like she was nineteen, not twenty-nine. So he’d said she looked beautiful. So what? It was Lee. He was always nice.


After the show, there was a drinks reception, and Jo was kept busy chatting to various patrons and journalists. Lee hung on the fringes of the group, not talking to anyone. Every time Jo looked up, he seemed to be watching her. She was a grown woman and she knew that look. She knew that if she walked up to him and said, ‘Do you want to come back to mine?’ they would go back to her flat, take off their clothes and have sex. But then what? An awful, awkward morning, waking up together, realising they’d chucked ten great years of friendship for a heady summer’s evening shag? Was it worth it? Could she bear to lose him? No. No, she couldn’t. This had been a terrible, terrible idea.


As the last elderly dance patron finished her lengthy goodbye, Jo looked up one more time, and caught Lee’s eye. She had never seen him look so intense, and as she walked up to him, his beautiful dark brown eyes were almost black with desire. ‘Listen, sweetie,’ she said as casually as she could, ‘sorry I’ve been such a poor hostess this evening, but I’m shattered. Sore head, sore feet, sore face from all the smiling. I’m going to hop in a cab and go home. Is that okay? Catch up tomorrow.’ She couldn’t bring herself to kiss him, so she patted his arm awkwardly and left.


She woke the next morning, kicking herself. Kicking herself for chickening out when it looked as if he might reciprocate her feelings, kicking herself for thinking it had ever been a good idea to try to change their relationship into something else and quite possibly ruining everything. Just kicking herself. Over the next week, she avoided his calls and texts, and answered emails with a terse ‘V. busy, will get back to you.’ She knew she couldn’t avoid him forever though.


At the end of the week, the dance show transferred to the Theatre Royal in Newcastle. The whole way up north on the train, she stared out of the window, thinking about Lee, about their last meeting, about their friendship. In a funny way, she realised, it was too late already. Even if she had misread Lee’s expression that night at the theatre, her feelings for him were irrevocably different. He wasn’t Lee her mate any more. He was Lee the man she … what? Fancied? Had a crush on? Loved? Oh my God … was she in love with Lee?


She got through the set-up, the opening night and all the schmoozing in a kind of daze. Later that night, she walked back to her hotel. She was tired, but she knew she wouldn’t sleep. She had to tell him. She couldn’t just let this poison their relationship. She had to tell him, take the risk, see if he felt the same way. And if it meant she lost him, well, that was going to have to be okay. She didn’t have him anyway, not as a friend the way she used to, and not as a lover, which was what she now wanted.


She sat on the bed in her impersonal business hotel room, her mobile in her hand. It was late, nearly midnight. Was it too late to ring him? What if he was asleep? Or not asleep, but with someone? That would be awful. She’d text first. Tentatively she typed ‘Awake?’ and sent it. No going back now. Her phone rang immediately.


‘I am now.’ His voice sounded soft and warm, as if he was in bed.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.’


‘I’m teasing. You didn’t. I was reading. Everything okay?’


‘Yeah, yeah. I’m in Newcastle with the show.’


‘Oh,’ he said, and waited. There was a long pause.


Jo took a deep breath. ‘So, Lee …’


‘Yeah?’


‘I didn’t just ring to chat. I wanted to talk to you about the other night.’


‘At Sadler’s Wells?’


‘Yeah.’


Damn. Why had she not written down what she wanted to say? How was she to do this? She was afraid. But Lee gave her the perfect cue.


‘You looked very, very lovely that night. Breathtaking.’


‘Thank you. The thing is … I didn’t look like that by accident.’


‘What do you mean?’ His voice was quiet. This was it, the moment where she changed their relationship forever. But from his serious tone, she was pretty sure he knew what she was going to say.


‘I wanted to look good … not because it was a work do. I wanted to look beautiful … for you. You see, Lee, I think—’


‘Jo, can I stop you?’


Oh God. He didn’t want to hear it. This was awful. She drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them, clutching her mobile to her ear.


But he went on. ‘If you’re about to say what I think you’re going to say, will you do me a favour?’


‘Yes,’ she whispered hoarsely.


‘Will you let me say it first? I think I’ve been waiting to say it for longer than you.’


The pause this time was delicious. Lee’s voice cracked as he spoke. ‘The thing is, Joanna Lesley Morris, I’ve loved you since the first moment I saw you at that party in New Cross.’


‘I love you too, Lee.’ Jo found herself laughing, although she was also inexplicably crying, great tears rolling down her face.


‘I’m so, so glad,’ said Lee, and he laughed too, a delighted, loud, happy laugh. ‘I can’t believe we finally got there. It seemed to me that somehow it’s just never been our time. First you went off with that Adrian wanker …’


‘Wanker? He’s your mate!’


‘And a wanker. Come on, we all know it – we can admit it after all these years. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about Adrian. I want to say that you’ve always been the most beautiful, challenging, clever, creative, exciting and damned sexy woman I’ve ever known. But once we’d moved into the friend zone, there just didn’t seem a way out.’


‘I know. That’s what’s been killing me. I was so scared that if I said something, I would lose you.’


‘Let me tell you something, my love,’ said Lee firmly, and she let out an involuntary sob hearing him say ‘my love’, ‘you are never going to lose me. Never ever, for the rest of our lives – not if I have anything to do with it.’


They talked for four straight hours. It seemed the easiest thing in the world to use words of love with Lee, as if they had always talked to each other that way. He shared memory after memory of times he had wanted to tell her how he felt, times he had wanted to make a move but had been too afraid. She told him about the night with Hannah, when she’d seen him differently for the first time.


‘Ah, Hannah,’ said Lee, his voice troubled.


‘That was serious, wasn’t it?’ Jo said. ‘Much more serious than any relationship I ever had.’


‘Hannah is an amazing woman, and I tried, I did. But …’


‘But?’


‘If I say this, you’re not allowed to freak out, okay?’


‘It’s three a.m., I haven’t slept for twenty-one hours and I’ve just declared my love for my best friend. I’m way beyond freaking out.’


‘I never told you why Hannah and I broke up.’


‘Okay, why?’


‘It was a classic late-twenties thing. She came to me and said she wanted to have a baby, and I told her I didn’t want to. She asked me if I wanted to wait, and if so for how long, and I had to tell her I didn’t want to have a baby at all. She was a year or so older, and she said if we weren’t going to have kids, she needed time to meet someone who did want them. So we split up.’


‘Oh,’ said Jo, not sure what to do with this information. So Lee didn’t want kids. She hadn’t really thought about children, but it seemed quite extreme to rule them out altogether before they’d even begun their relationship.


‘The thing is …’ said Lee, ‘and here’s the freak-out part: the truth is, I didn’t want kids with Hannah, because deep down, I knew I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life with her. But, Jo, I would love to have a baby with you.’


They sat in silence for a while after that statement, listening to each other’s breathing. And suddenly Jo laughed. ‘Oh my God … we’re talking about making babies, and we’ve never even kissed.’


‘I know.’


‘Is it going to be weird? I mean, when I next see you, I suppose we’ll kiss, and then we’ll …’


‘Oh, I hope so.’


‘Me too … but it’s going to be strange. I’ve known you for ten years, and I’ve never seen you naked.’


‘If it helps, I’ve imagined you naked, a lot.’


Jo looked out of the window. ‘The sun’s coming up. It must be about four … I’ll be home in twelve hours. I’ve got a few meetings here in the morning, and then I’m catching a train at noon.’


‘You’d better get some sleep.’


‘I don’t think I can sleep.’


‘If I have anything to do with it, you’re not going to be doing any sleeping tonight at all. So you’d better get all the rest you can between now and then, okay?’


The next afternoon, when Jo stepped off the train at King’s Cross, Lee was standing on the platform. She walked up to him, her heart thumping. They didn’t say anything. He drew her into his arms slowly, gently, as if she was the most precious thing he had ever held and, for the very first time, they kissed.





3
JO AND LEE NOW


It was a very romantic beginning, and being with Lee was everything Jo had dreamed it could be. Of course in the beginning it was heady and thrilling and they had seemingly non-stop sex, but through all of that and beyond, it was just … right. It felt right to be with him, to wake up with him, to reintroduce him to her family as her boyfriend. And one of the things she liked best was that no one was surprised. Jo and Lee had agonised over telling their friends and families, but when they did, people generally just said, ‘Ah, well, about time. We always knew you’d end up together.’


It felt right when Lee let out his flat and moved in with her, right when they both sold their flats and bought a three-bedroomed semi in Hendon, right when Lee quietly proposed at their kitchen table one Wednesday evening while they were eating spaghetti bolognaise. They got married in the local church and had a raucous reception in the pub next door. Their honeymoon consisted of five glorious days in Barcelona. When they got home, Lee designed a script font which he called Barcelona, based on the curves of Gaudi’s art nouveau architecture. It was a bestseller for his firm and he got a bonus and a promotion to senior designer. Zach was born two years after they got married, and Imogene two years after that. The cost of childcare was iniquitous, and Lee was doing very well and could just about pay all the bills, so it made sense for Jo to take the time off to stay at home with the kids, at least until they were both in school. She’d never imagined herself as a stay-at-home mum, but she found she enjoyed it, most of the time at least.


So six-and-a-half years after their first kiss on the platform at King’s Cross, Jo and Lee had turned a love story into a marriage, complete with two children, a mortgage, bills, piles of laundry and a niggling leak under the bath. Maybe it was no longer a fairy-tale romance, but Jo still felt as if she had totally won the jackpot when she got Lee.


She wasn’t a fan of the twee names people gave to their partners: ‘ball and chain’, ‘hubby’ or whatever, but secretly, to herself, she did call Lee her ‘other half’. Because he was. He complemented her in every way. He supported her, loved and admired her and told her so all the time. He was an amazing father and a great mate, he still made her laugh, and when they could grab the time when both kids were asleep and they weren’t dizzy with exhaustion, still absolutely dynamite in bed.


Jo loved Lee’s drawings of her dream shop. Just as he had designed sets for her theatrical productions in years gone by, he’d taken her ideas and made them visual. In doing so, he’d brought new dimensions to the concept and given Jo inspiration. As soon as she got Imogene down for a nap the next morning, she sat at her computer and wrote another three pages of ideas. But once she had done that, she sat staring at the screen for ages, her tea going cold. She had a degree in drama, a career in theatrical PR and three years as a stay-at-home parent. None of these qualified her to own or run a shop. She’d never worked in retail. The closest she’d got was working behind the bar in the Rosie, the student pub in New Cross, and even then all she’d done was pull pints and wash glasses. She didn’t even know how to cash up a till, let alone order stock, run the finances or manage staff. It was a ridiculous idea.


She said as much when Lee came home from work that evening. ‘I haven’t a clue,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t even know where to start. It was a mad idea, and anyway, I have two children under four. I don’t know what I was thinking.’


‘Firstly, it’s a bloody brilliant idea,’ said Lee. ‘I knew that the moment you first mentioned it. I’ve spoken to a couple of people at work about it too, and they all think it’s inspired. And secondly, if you don’t know how to do something, you can learn. Go on a small-business course. Chat to someone at the bank. Get a life coach or whatever.’


‘A life coach?’


‘I read about them in the Metro. Probably not your thing, but you know what I mean. There are probably a million sites on the Net you could look at. The information is out there. If you really want to do this, then start looking into it. You’ve got the creative flair, there’s no doubt about that, and some relevant experience. Also, you’re a parent. You know what works for kids. That’s a whole body of knowledge too. Just go looking for help with the other stuff.’


‘You make it sound so simple …’ said Jo doubtfully.


‘The most important question is – do you really want to do this?’ said Lee. ‘Is this something you could see yourself doing for years to come? It’s miles away from PR, and it seems a long way from your dreams of acting and directing.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Jo, and she sat back and thought for a moment. ‘Jo Hockley, shop owner. Hmm. It’s odd, isn’t it? When you’re young, everything is so clear, so black and white. When I went to university, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I was an Actress with a capital A. Then after a year or so, I realised it wasn’t quite that simple and I wanted to direct, and that’s what I was for a long, long time. A director. Even when I started working in PR, I was a director who did PR work to make money so I could direct. Then after a while, I suppose I became a PR person who did occasional directing, and then I jacked it all in to be a stay-at-home mother who might at some time go back to being in PR but will not be in a position to direct theatre any time in the foreseeable future.’


‘Wow.’ Lee smiled. ‘You’re going to struggle to fit that on a business card.’


‘I used to know what I was, but now I don’t. The path isn’t as simple and clear as it was when I was eighteen. Stuff changes. Children come along, and financial necessity, and limited time.’


‘So what are you saying?’


‘What I’m saying is that ten years ago I wouldn’t have dreamed of owning or running a children’s clothes shop. But now … Who knows? Maybe it’s time for something different in my life. It’s a whole new industry … but I think it could be amazing. And it might be something I could fit in around the kids, once it was off the ground. It’s not like I’m going to be staging Chekhov at the National any time soon, or pulling on my power suit and heading for a meeting in Soho.’


‘Well then,’ said Lee, leaning back in his chair, ‘go for it. Do the research, and I’ll help any way I can. If you need to go and meet with people, I can take time off to look after the kids, or my mum could help.’


She started small. In the afternoons, when she had both kids, she went on a few excursions, visiting high streets in the local area, looking for possible premises. She wanted to go more upmarket than Hendon, but not as exclusive as Hampstead. Golders Green looked possible, or the Broadway in Mill Hill. Or maybe Finchley or Muswell Hill. She found herself peering through the windows of vacant shops, trying to imagine them transformed. So far she hadn’t found anything that blew her away, but she knew the space was out there somewhere.


In the mornings, when Imogene napped, she started trawling through websites with information about starting a small business. There were hundreds. Many of them were dense and badly written, some of them just offered motivational claptrap – ‘you can acheive any thing you want to, think of your dream and you can make it a Reality’-type nonsense. But she found a few that offered useful checklists and pieces of advice. She learned about SWOT analysis and PEST analysis, and she started to draw up a spreadsheet of possible start-up costs. There were lots of gaps and many things she couldn’t begin to put numbers to, but it was a beginning.


She particularly liked a blog by a woman entrepreneur called Louise Holmes-Harper, who wrote in an easy, witty style, and whose ideas seemed simple and practical. Best of all, Louise H-H wrote quite a lot about balancing work and childcare. There was one particularly funny post about how much a busy mum starting a business could achieve during the average toddler nap time. It struck a chord with Jo, so she commented on it, and Louise H-H sent her a warm personal message in return.


That gave Jo courage, so she drafted an email and, after much hesitation, sent it off to the address on Louise Holmes-Harper’s website.




Dear Louise,


Without wanting to sound too gushy, I just wanted to say I’m a big fan of your blog and I’m finding all your advice very practical and useful. I’ve got a background in PR and marketing in the performing arts, but I’ve been out of the world of work for a few years with small children, and now I’m thinking of starting a business in a completely new field. I’m sure everyone says this, but I have an idea which my research tells me is unique and might actually succeed. I have so much to learn, and many of my questions are quite specific. For obvious reasons, I’m not all that keen to blab my ideas all over the web, so I wonder if you ever offer individual coaching or give advice?


Best wishes,


Jo Hockley





She didn’t expect to hear back from Louise any time soon, but a reply came within the hour.




Dear Jo,


Thanks for the compliment. When you stick something up in the blogosphere, you have no idea who, if anybody, is reading it, so any feedback is encouraging (except for the spam comments I get telling me my penis needs enlarging, those are not so useful!). To be honest, I’ve never done any one-to-one coaching: I used to work as a manager in the printing industry until my son Peter was born three years ago. Then I did some ad hoc lecturing in business practices at a local college, but I’m currently pregnant with my second baby, which means my time is soon going to be even more limited. I host weekend seminars on starting a business from scratch, and there’s one coming up this weekend. I’ve just had a cancellation, so if you’re interested you can take the place. There’s a link with all the information on the blog. It’s at a venue near where I’m based in Surrey … is that any good to you? Maybe then we could talk about individual coaching, if you still feel you need it.


Warmest wishes,


Louise





She had added a link to the page on her website which advertised the seminar. It wasn’t expensive, and it was to be held at a hotel in Kingston, easily accessible by train or road. The sessions were during the day on the Saturday and Sunday … Totally doable if Lee was happy to have the kids on his own for the whole weekend.


She forwarded her email and Louise’s response to Lee’s work address, adding a question mark at the top. She knew he’d understand what she was asking, and sure enough, within half an hour he fired back a message saying:




Sounds perfect, love. Go for it. Book it today. Zach, Imi and me will put you on a train and go off for adventures on the Saturday and lunch with my folks on the Sunday xx





It was all the encouragement Jo needed, and she filled in the online form and paid for the course there and then. Once she had done so, and had looked at the programme in more detail, she started to get quite excited, and began typing up a list of questions related to each of the sessions. When she looked at the three A4 sheets she had filled, she had to laugh at herself. She was going to be that annoying swot, sitting right in the front with her hand in the air, constantly interrupting to ask more questions. Still, it was wonderful to feel stimulated again.


*

On Saturday, Lee drove her to the Tube station, and she kissed him goodbye. Imogene and Zach waved cheerily to her from their car seats in the back. They looked perfectly happy to be spending the day without her.


She couldn’t remember the last time she’d caught a Tube without a pushchair, an excited toddler and at least two enormous bags, so it felt very odd to get on to the train with just a satchel. She took out her notes and questions and her copy of the day’s agenda, and by the time she got to Waterloo, she’d been through them ten times over. At Waterloo, she treated herself to a coffee and a magazine, and found her train to Surrey. She rang Lee, who answered his phone in a whisper.


‘Everything okay?’


‘Fine. You?’


‘Fine here too. I’m sat on the sofa watching Monsters Inc. with Zach, and Imi’s asleep on my chest.’


Jo let out a sigh she hadn’t known she was holding on to. ‘That’s great. Well, I’m on the train, on my way. I’ll give you a shout at the first tea break.’


‘Have fun, love,’ said Lee.


The train pulled out of Waterloo and Jo sipped her coffee, stared out of the window and leafed through her magazine. She felt as if she was going on holiday.


The hotel where the seminar was being held was close to Kingston station and she got there just after nine thirty, half an hour early. She found a chair in the foyer of the hotel where she could see the door of the conference suite and sat down. She felt unaccountably nervous. This was the first proper work-related event she’d been to in more than three years. She felt very out of practice and conspicuous. She jumped up and went to the loo to check her hair and makeup and make sure she had no baby porridge or snot anywhere about her person.


When she came back, there was a tall woman with dark red hair laying out conference packs on the table outside the meeting room. She must be Louise Holmes-Harper’s assistant. Jo hung back a bit and looked around. There didn’t seem to be anyone else who looked like a conference attendee in the foyer yet, but then what would they look like? It was a seminar for people seeking to start a small business, and that could be anyone. She plucked up her courage and edged over to the table where the woman was painstakingly lining up name badges. There were quite a lot of name badges, Jo noted with relief – at least twenty. She had had an irrational fear that there would only be about five of them sitting around a table, embarrassed, trying to fill gaps and pauses with questions.


‘Hi,’ Jo ventured. ‘I’m here for the small-business seminar.’


‘Hi!’ said the woman. She looked about forty, and she had a wide, friendly smile. ‘Let me guess. You must be Jo Hockley.’


‘Wow. Good guess.’ Jo smiled. ‘Sorry, I’m really nervous.’


‘Ah, I remember from your email you said you’d been at home with your kids for a while. I know how you feel; it can knock your confidence.’


The woman unbuttoned her jacket and took it off, and Jo realised that she was pregnant – not very far along, maybe fifteen or sixteen weeks.


‘You’re Louise Holmes-Harper,’ said Jo, rather unnecessarily, because the woman was busy pinning on a name badge that made that clear.


‘Sorry, yes, of course I am. I thought you knew.’


‘I thought you might be Louise’s glamorous assistant.’


‘Sadly I don’t have one of those,’ laughed Louise. ‘I try to keep costs down when I do these things … I know people are spending their own money to come on this seminar, so I want to give them as much as I can for a good price. I do the setting up, the photocopying – all the housekeeping tasks. I also pour a mean cup of tea!’


She seemed so warm and easy-going that Jo already felt more at ease. ‘Well, as I seem to be the first here, I can be the teacher’s pet and help you, if you like.’


‘Thanks, that would be fab,’ said Louise. ‘Could you pop these notes into each folder, and make sure each person gets a pen and a notepad too? I’ll go and double-check the laptop and projector are working; I have a morbid fear of being let down by the technology. I like to be sure that things will just do what I need them to do, when I need.’


She left Jo packing folders and went through the doors into the other room. Jo sneaked a look at the delegate list, but it was just a list of names. There were roughly equal numbers of men and women, but no indication what areas of business anyone might be interested in.


Once she had finished organising the notes, she looked around the hotel foyer. There were a few people standing around uncertainly: a middle-aged woman in a tweed skirt and sturdy shoes clutching a battered old briefcase, two teenage boys, looking uncomfortable in shirts and ties, an elderly chap who was sitting at a table looking at an iPad, and three or four men between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-five. She backed away from the table before anyone could approach and ask her questions. Just then, Louise came back out of the conference room and stood behind the table with a bright smile. She winked at Jo. ‘Could you come over and get the ball rolling?’


Jo went up and signed in, gathering her delegate pack and name badge. The other people straggled after her and formed a queue. Louise indicated that she could go through, so she walked into the conference room, where chairs were set in a single row, forming a neat semicircle facing a screen. She dithered, then put her folder and bag on a seat slightly to the left of centre and fetched herself a cup of tea. One by one, the other people came into the room. Nobody seemed to want to make small talk, at least not yet, and they all sat rather awkwardly, folders on laps and balancing their teacups, until Louise came in.


She checked her watch. ‘Hi, everyone. So glad you all made it. Everyone who should be here seems to be here, and we’re all set to start on time. Miracles will never cease! Let’s begin with some introductions. As you’ve probably guessed, I’m Louise Holmes-Harper, and I’ll be running the seminar. I know that for each of you, your business idea is the most precious and valuable thing you have, so the one rule I’m going to insist on is that you don’t tell everyone exactly what your idea is. Today, we’re going to be focusing on general skills that will be useful whatever your business, and in the one-on-one sessions tomorrow with the various experts you can talk more specifically about any help or information you need that is particular to your field. Still, it’s important to get to know each other, so I’m going to ask each of you to tell everyone your name, and one little-known fact about yourself. So, let me start by saying that my name is Louise, and I’ve never been able to spell the word “occasion”. One c, two s’s? Two c’s, one s? And the last part: i, o, n – i, o, u, n? It gets me every time!’


She laughed warmly and it made everyone else laugh too. ‘You see?’ Louise said. ‘Confessions are easy. Let’s start with you, Eric,’ she said, indicating the elderly man sitting on the far left of the semicircle.


‘My name is Eric Pocket, and for years I’ve told everyone I don’t have a middle name, but I do, and it’s Hillary.’


This got a good laugh too. Next in line was one of the teenage boys.


‘I’m Daniel, and there’s this one Coldplay song I secretly like.’


His friend next to him looked utterly horrified. ‘You WHAT? I can’t believe you! Coldplay? Wow.’


Louise pointed to the friend. ‘Now, now! It’s your turn.’


‘Hi, I’m Chris, and I totally judge people by their taste in music.’


Daniel looked unimpressed. ‘It’s supposed to be a little-known fact about you. Everyone knows that about you. Even people who’ve just met you.’


‘Okay,’ said Chris, leaning back and stretching his legs. ‘I used to sing treble in the church choir.’


Daniel was so astonished at this he was speechless.


‘Well, clearly that one WAS a surprise!’ said Louise. ‘Next …’


It was Jo’s turn. She’d been enjoying everyone else’s confession so much, she hadn’t thought about her own. ‘Er … um … I’m Jo, and I once dressed up as a pineapple and gave out leaflets for a travel company?’


She got a smattering of applause for that one, but nothing like the one for the middle-aged tweedy woman, who announced baldly, ‘I’m Maureen, and I’ve been doing yoga for thirty-five years. I can put both feet behind my head.’ She got a standing ovation. By the time they’d gone around the circle, the ice was well and truly broken, and before they knew it they were into the first session, where Louise talked them through limited companies, partnerships and sole trading.


*

In Hendon, Lee was enjoying every minute of his solo-daddy day. He’d loved sitting quietly with the kids to watch a film, and when Imogene woke from her nap, she was lively and playful and kept pulling herself up on the furniture and Lee’s legs. Zach was playing on his sand table in the garden, but he kept running in to tell Lee about some adventure his dinosaurs were having in the sand. When he saw Imogene was up and playing, he wanted to kiss her and carry her around, but Imogene was having none of that. She crawled determinedly under the kitchen table and sat there, giggling to herself.


Lee remembered a game he’d loved as a child, so he dashed upstairs to get a blanket from the linen cupboard. He arranged four dining chairs into a square in the middle of the living room, and showed Zach how to drape the blanket over the chairs. They weighted it with books and put cushions into their little house. It was darker than Lee had expected, so he went to get a torch from the kitchen drawer, scooping up Imogene as he went. He and both children crawled into their secret house under the blanket. Zach thought it was fabulous, and kept dashing out to bring in more and more toys, and Imogene saw it as the perfect opportunity to crawl all over her daddy and bounce on his tummy. They played in the house so long that it took Lee a while to work out that he was hungry and that the kids must be too. Jo had left a lunch of cold chicken and some salady bits in the fridge, and he fetched it, along with some cartons of juice and a few bread rolls, and they had a fabulous torch-lit picnic in their blanket house.


They crawled out after lunch, and Lee realised that the living room was in a state of advanced chaos. Even though the kids howled in protest, he dismantled the blanket house and hoovered up the crumbs and all the sand Zach had tracked into the house. He washed up and packed snacks, toys and a football for a trip to the park. It wasn’t until two thirty that he thought to check his phone and saw he’d missed a call from Jo at lunchtime. She’d left a message raving about the course, and her voice sounded vibrant and excited. He felt a little bad that he’d been having so much fun he’d forgotten to miss her. He knew she’d already be in the afternoon sessions, so he fired off a quick text saying they were all fine and were off to the park.


It took him a while to get the kids organised: Zach needed a wee, Imi needed a nappy change and a clean top as she’d spat tomato pips all down what she had been wearing. He had to wrestle them both into their car seats and gather the necessary bags and equipment. As he drove to the park, he realised that it was the first time he’d done this all on his own with both kids. They tended to do stuff as a family at weekends, or he would sometimes do dad-and-son stuff with Zach, leaving Imogene with Jo. He felt quite proud of himself for managing as well as he had. So far so good: neither child had sustained an injury, there was no permanent damage to the house, and nobody was screaming or crying. Zach kept up a non-stop monologue all the way to the park, telling him what they had to do and in what order. Jo had warned him not to mess with the system and he didn’t, although he did put Imi on the little roundabout and whizz her round, making her shriek with absolute delight. Zach told him off for that. ‘Mummy doesn’t do that,’ he said prissily. ‘I know,’ said Lee, winking at him. ‘It’s a dad thing. Do you want a go?’


‘No, thanks,’ said Zach. ‘I tried it before and it made me feel all sick and then I had my ice cream and I threw up. I’m not wasting my ice cream, especially if you’re buying the proper kind in the cone with the flake in.’


‘I’m definitely buying the proper kind in the cone,’ said Lee seriously. ‘But not if anyone’s going to throw up.’


He took Imogene out of her seat on the roundabout. She seemed perfectly fine, not dizzy at all. He was loading her back in the pushchair, ready to head to the kiosk for ice creams when a plumpish woman with curly dark hair came hurrying over with a baby in a sling on her front, dragging a small girl by the hand. ‘You must be Zachy’s daddy!’ she said excitedly. ‘I’m Martha’s mummy!’


Ah, this must be Jo’s legendary tiresome and nameless park woman, Lee thought. Maybe he could find out her name and end the mystery once and for all.


‘Hi, I’m Lee,’ he said, offering his hand to shake.


‘Of course you are! I’ve heard all about you!’ gushed Martha’s mummy. ‘Zachy and Martha are BEST friends, aren’t you, darlings?’


‘No,’ said Zach matter-of-factly. The woman ignored him. Martha clearly didn’t have anything to say for herself. She stood holding her mum’s hand and looked at her shoes. Maybe she didn’t talk, thought Lee, or maybe she’d just given up trying to get a word in. Martha’s mummy was off again, asking breathily where Jo was, on such a lovely, sunny day.


‘She’s on a course,’ said Lee.


‘A course? How lovely! I was thinking of doing a course to become a doula, or maybe to do baby massage. What course is it?’


‘An entrepreneur’s course – how to start your own business.’


‘Goodness me!’ This was clearly outside her frame of reference, so she asked no more questions, and instead went on about how important baby massage was for sensory development. Zach pulled on Lee’s hand. ‘Da-ad …’


‘Do excuse me,’ Lee said smoothly. ‘I promised Zach an ice cream.’ As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he realised he’d made a rookie error.


‘Oooh, ice cream! What do you think, Martha? Shall we have a little treatie too?’


There would be no escape. They walked together to the kiosk, and the woman talked non-stop. Jo was absolutely right. She had no topics of conversation outside babies and children. Zach skipped ahead and ran back, jumped and did roly-polies on the grass. Martha walked sedately, holding her mother’s hand. At one point, Zach came rushing back and said, ‘I’m having a whole day with my dad today. Where’s your dad, Martha?’


Martha didn’t get a chance to answer. Her mum giggled and said to Zach, ‘Martha’s daddy’s playing golf today. He likes to play golf when the weather is nice.’ She smiled at Lee. ‘You know what men are like – boys and their toys …’


Wow, Lee thought, she really did love to trot out meaningless clichés.


They got to the kiosk and got ice creams for the kids and coffees for themselves. The woman ordered a chocolate brownie. ‘They’re the best brownies I’ve ever had!’ she said, offering Lee a piece. ‘I’ve tried to work out what’s in them and copy the recipe but mine are never quite as good. I wish I knew what the secret ingredient was!’


Lee began to realise that she prattled on much as Zach sometimes did. It wasn’t like him to tune people out, but he guessed that she kept up the non-stop chatter and the clichés to mask her shyness and awkwardness, and he only had to listen to about one sentence in ten and nod if she ended a sentence with an upward inflection that suggested a question.


It was a beautiful day, and even though the company was not who he would have chosen, he was enjoying his time in the park with the kids. He looked down at Imogene, sitting forward in her pushchair and chewing on a rusk. The sun glistened on her abundant curls. When she had been born, he’d imagined that she’d be just like Zach, in a female version, but now she was nearly a year old it was apparent that she was very much her own person. Zach had always been an unrelenting, noisy bundle of energy who required constant interaction and a lot of affirmation. Imogene was much more self-contained. She could keep herself occupied alone for a remarkably long time for such a small child, and she kept up a low mutter of baby noise, as if she was talking to herself. She was very dextrous for her age and loved to sit and play with a textured toy, or, as she was doing now, gum and crumble a piece of food. Unlike Zach, she was a good sleeper too; from the age of four months or so, she’d done a solid twelve hours a night, seven till seven. Lee felt a little tug – because of the hours he worked, he often saw her for just a few minutes a day, and in a funny way, he felt he didn’t know her. She was really cool too. He unstrapped her and lifted her on to his lap. She leaned back against him and continued to gum her rusk happily, smearing some on to his sleeve.


His phone rang, and to his surprise he saw it was Jo. ‘So sorry,’ he said to his companion, who had barely paused for breath. ‘Hi, love,’ he said. ‘Are you done?’
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