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All the characters in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Except for Chris, who is as big a knob in real life as he is in this book.













PROLOGUE


STARING UP at the departures desk, I scanned the list of destinations. In just two hours the flight to Greece would be leaving and I would be on it. My compact grey suitcase, hastily packed that morning, stood to attention by my side. I was ready to go.


All around me, loved-up couples held hands and giggled sickeningly over one another. Giddy children gazed up at the illuminated flight boards, their faces full of wonder and excitement. A young mother cooed at her perfect and adorable baby. One daddy clutched his youngest boy to him as his eldest attempted to clamber onto his back.


Everyone is in a unit.


A sad, single tear sloped down my cheek. I wiped it away fiercely. What was I doing? Why was I here? How had things gone this wrong?


As I rolled my suitcase over to the check-in queue, I felt a firm tap on my shoulder.


‘You going too, eh?’


The voice belonged to a woman dressed as if she was about to strut out on stage at The X Factor. Her neon



orange vest-top failed to restrain a roll of pasty flesh and her enormous round earrings looked like weird green moons orbiting her head. Her clothes shouted ‘teenager!’ but the fine lines around her eyes suggested that she was in her early thirties.


‘Um, yes.’


‘Sick! Me too!’ She laughed – revealing a lipstick mark on her front tooth – and pointed a coral-painted false nail at her luggage. ‘Packing light as ever. Ha ha.’


The unfeasibly high pitch of her laugh sliced right through me.


‘Oh, yeah,’ I nodded, trying my best to be polite, while every sinew of my body screamed: Leave me alone, Overly Bright Airport Girl! Can’t you see I want to curl up into a ball and crrrryyyy?


Remaining firmly at my side, she manoeuvred her suitcase next to mine and held out a stick of gum.


I shook my head. ‘No, thanks.’


She popped it into her mouth and talked through it. ‘You know, I’ve been on three of these holidays and I’ve always pulled.’ She paused to stretch a bit of the gum out before rolling it back in her mouth. ‘Shagged one guy for the whole week last time and then he got picked up at the airport by his wife. Awks.’


She smiled at me. It was my line.


‘That’s terrible,’ I said.


‘Yeah, whatevs. I ’spose it just wasn’t meant to be. Better than the 2011 guy who was super clingy. I had to be all, like, “Hellooo, back off, I am totes not into back hair.”’




Me again: ‘Er…’


‘Soooo, you hoping to meet a fella?’


I opened my mouth to speak, but the words stuck in my throat. I wondered again what I was doing in this queue of people: how had my life come to this?


‘Your first time?’ Her head cocked to one side.


‘Yes,’ I confirmed, as the gorgeously tanned woman behind the check-in desk beckoned me over. I approached and slid my passport over the counter. Overly Bright Airport Girl stayed fixed at my shoulder. I waited for Check-In Woman to shoo her back into the queue, but it was clearly assumed we were travelling together because Check-In Woman took her passport too. I turned to Overly Bright Airport Girl and said with a gulp: ‘It’s… my first singles holiday.’


She squeaked at my announcement, her glossy pink mouth a big ‘Ooh’ of pleasure. A tall man in the queue next door sniggered.


I coughed and continued. ‘Yes. I am a single woman who is deliberately going on this holiday with the hope of meeting someone who will love me.’


Check-In Woman looped a sticker through the handle of my suitcase and raised one neatly pencilled eyebrow. Arms wide, I turned to the rest of the airport. ‘It is my first ever, ever time on a singles holiday,’ I cried. ‘I booked it last night because it seemed like the right thing to do. I just needed to… I wanted to, you know… um…’ I trailed off idiotically, watching as my suitcase juddered along the luggage belt and out of sight.


In the distance I thought I heard someone calling my



name and in that moment my heart soared. I whipped round – hair flicking across my face in my haste – and scanned the crowds hopefully…


Nope.


Nothing.


I’d imagined it. My stomach lurched.


Overly Bright Airport Girl slung her meaty arm round my shoulders.


‘We should totes sit together on the flight. I’ll show you my holiday pictures from last year. I’ve got them all on my phone. All of them.’


I sniffed, nodded once, resigned. ‘Great.’


Nicola Brown, how the hell did you end up here?











CHAPTER ONE


Single, white, female, 29,
GSOH, N/S. Definitely not
interested in meeting nice
man for friendship or more.


Contact: Box No. 235


IT ALWAYS made me feel itchy when things were out of place. I couldn’t seem to settle unless everything around me was completely ordered. For instance: I’d just aimed a screwed-up piece of paper at the bin and missed. It had sailed beautifully over the room, hit the rim and fallen to the floor, where it now lay. And I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I knew I should leave it there – others would leave it – it really was no big deal…


Caroline sat across the way, head of wild auburn curls bent over her desk, engrossed in her current task. She was surrounded by a fort of sweet wrappers, invoices, brochures and photographs. She hadn’t noticed anything was wrong. Of course she hadn’t. To anyone else there was nothing wrong.




I stared resolutely at the actor’s headshot I was holding until the image swam before my eyes and it became a blur of a face, like a child’s watercolour. My eyes flicked back to the paper on the floor.


I drummed my biro against the desk.


Just leave it there, Nicola.


It was no use. With a heavy sigh, I stood up, walked across the office, picked up the piece of paper and dropped it in the bin, exactly where it belonged. I tried to convince myself I was just stretching my legs. Who was I kidding?


Caroline looked up as I passed her, nudged out of concentration.


‘Lunchtime?’ she asked hopefully.


I gave her a wry smile. ‘It’s only eleven-twenty, Caroline.’


She pulled a face and returned to typing, though how she did it, I had no clue; her keyboard always seemed to be half-submerged under a sea of paper and neon Post-it notes. How she ever managed to get anything done was beyond me. Important documents were nestled under other piles of documents (also important), yet she always managed to produce exactly what we needed, and laughed at my disbelief when she did. ‘Organized Chaos’ she called it. I called it Black Magic. The notion that anyone could live like that was bewildering to me, but Caroline Harper’s desk was a perfect reflection of how she lived her life. At least her mess no longer annoyed me, which was testament to how much I’d grown to like her. I envied her easy manner; people’s eyes lit up when they came in to see Caroline, knowing they would be greeted with a hot cup of coffee and some kind words. Desperate



actresses, bored and out of work, always left smiling, hope re-born inside them. On the phone, she laughed with potential clients, giggling at their stories. I was more suited to bookings, searching out new talent and ensuring the office ran smoothly. Caroline often said I was the cogs to her clock, which made more sense than most of her phrases (yesterday’s front-runner: He’s all talk and no pyjamas – more information than I really needed about her husband).


We made a great team, Caroline and I, which was extraordinary, considering the rocky first impression I’d made at my interview four years ago…


The Sullivan Agency, Bristol’s largest actors’ agency, was on the second floor of a Georgian building at the top of Park Street. Below, the street thrummed with the hustle and bustle of city life; busy bookshops, cafes with colourful canopies and beautiful vintage clothing stores lined both sides of the street and curved round the corner at the bottom of the hill. Initially impressed with the entrance to the office – a heavy oak door leading to a staircase lined with black-and-white photographs of the actors on their books – I’d felt nervous as I walked up. I paused on the landing, momentarily distracted by muddy footprints on a carpet the colour of clotted cream, fingerprints on the large sash windows and a dying yucca plant (could you even kill a yucca plant?) wilting in the corner. I’d breathed in, and then out even more slowly, attempting to steady myself. The glass lettering on the door to the office announced The Sullivan Agency. I knocked tentatively, palms damp. Clutching my black leather satchel in one hand, I waited. My outline was



reflected in the cloudy glass. I patted at my bobbed hair, trimmed that week.


‘Come in, come in,’ called a bright female voice.


Fixing what I hoped was a relaxed and confident smile on my face, I pushed open the door.


‘Arrrrrrrrrr,’ screamed a small boy dressed as a pirate. He brandished a cutlass sword at my stomach. His eyepatch meant I could only make out one menacing eye.


I jumped backwards, one hand to my chest, and let out a yelp.


‘Who be you, arrrrrrrrrr?’ he asked, waving his sword from side to side.


A woman, about ten years older than me, with a mass of red curls, kind eyes, and a small girl on her lap, looked up. ‘Ben – don’t scare the lady. Be nice.’


Ben pivoted back round, Arrr’ed at the woman, who I assumed was his mother, ran over to a swivel chair, threw himself into it, and started bashing the keyboard with both hands.


‘Welcome, hi, I’m Caroline,’ said the woman, with a grin. ‘I would get up and shake your hand, but…’ she nodded her head towards the young girl in her arms and re-adjusted the green ribbon in her hair. ‘Alice, Ben, say hello to, um…’ she paused and looked down at her sheet.


‘Nicola.’


‘Of course, Nicola! I’m sorry, I’ve got baby brain, or children brain… actually, to be honest, I’m useless with names most of the time.’


‘It’s fine,’ I said, looking surreptitiously around the room



for somewhere to sit and wait. Pirate Ben had moved on to picking up the telephone and screaming ‘Arrrrrrr’ into it before slamming it back in its cradle. I smiled at him but he was far too involved in his world of pirate destruction to notice.


‘… I’ve had to bring these two to work because my child-minder just let me down. She normally does Thursdays, but – oh no, Alice!’


Alice flung her apple juice carton down on to Caroline’s desk, where its contents seeped into the computer keyboard.


‘Oh Christ.’ Caroline swung her daughter across her body, seized a filthy-looking wet wipe and dabbed at the juice. She was wearing some sort of colourful poncho and as she cleared up the mess it jingled with the sound of little bells sewn into the hem.


Ben, sensing new commotion, jumped down off his swivel chair, swished his sword around again and told me to, ‘Walk the plank, walk the plank.’


I was seriously considering whether to about-turn and run far, far away from this nightmare of mess and madness when a man burst out from a side office, filling the cramped space with his tall frame and wide shoulders.


Raking a hand through his dark hair, he said, ‘Caroline, I’ve got bloody Chris on the phone asking for the details of his voiceover on Monday. What did Suzy do with the info from the compu…’ He trailed off as he caught me hovering by the doorway. He looked momentarily puzzled before realization lit up his eyes. Walking across the room in three big strides, he held out his hand. ‘I’m so sorry, you must be Nicola, here for the interview. I’m James, James Sullivan.



We spoke on the phone last week.’ I leaned towards him and took his hand in my best firm grasp. I’d recently read a book about successful interviewing and it said that the handshake could potentially decide everything. I was so busy thinking about whether I was doing a good handshake, I’d forgotten to actually let go of his hand. I swiftly removed it.


‘That’s me!’ I said in a strangled voice.


‘Brilliant. And you’re early.’ He glanced at the clock above the doorway. ‘Ah, no, you’re right on time. Wonderful, great, well, do come on in, and apologies for the bad language earlier, and the, er, carnage, it’s been a busy day, week.’


‘Month,’ Caroline muttered, just loud enough for me to hear.


Ben tugged on the bottom of James’ navy jumper.


James immediately stood to attention. ‘What is it, my Capt’n?’


Ben proffered a bundle of papers, which, judging from James’ relieved expression, contained the information he’d just been after.


James thanked him with an ‘Arrrrrr, my matey!’ and turned to me. ‘It seems you have some competition, Nicola,’ he laughed, ruffling Ben’s hair. Before I could say anything in return, Ben suddenly decided to become a helicopter (since being a PA was obviously not exciting enough). Rotating his arms, he started running round the room, causing his sister Alice to gleefully clap her hands and drop the apple-juice carton once more. Caroline simply sat there laughing as the juice ran across a notepad and dripped rhythmically on to the office floor.











CHAPTER TWO


STEPPING OVER three abandoned toy cars, Helicopter Ben, and a Thomas the Tank Engine colouring-in book, I’d followed James into his office.


As he closed the door, I could make out the soothing murmur of Classic FM filtering through his radio, the children’s voices now an indistinguishable haze. James indicated a worn brown leather chair by the fireplace. ‘Do take a seat. I’m sorry to have kept you.’


‘Not at all,’ I said, sitting down carefully, one leg tucked behind the other, back straight.


‘Well, you’ve had quite an introduction.’ He grinned, unearthing my CV from a desk strewn with pieces of paper, rogue stationery and, oddly, some gold coins. ‘Pirate money,’ he explained, before catching my polite ‘work’ smile and coughing. ‘So, Nicola, your CV is excellent. I see you’ve got a lot of experience working in busy offices?’ He scanned my credentials. ‘You worked as a PA for a head-hunting firm. I’ll bet that was busy?’


‘Yes. Very busy.’ I answered stiffly.


‘So, why do you want to work as a PA in a small agency like



this?’ His grey eyes examined my face. I shifted in my seat.


‘I… wanted a change of job. I thought that working for an actors’ agent would be a new challenge, a fresh start, a step towards, um, a step towards, to, to…’


I floundered. I was pretty sure that because I’m really desperate or because I won’t be able to pay my rent this month if I don’t work wouldn’t cut it as appropriate answers. I felt hot. It was really hot in here. My hands hovered over my skirt, wanting to smooth it down again, wanting to do something.


‘Don’t worry, Nicola,’ James said kindly. ‘The truth is, I just need a good PA. Someone who doesn’t mind working hard. Of course, you’ll occasionally have to be able to deal with egos, field calls from exasperated actors, difficult clients, although,’ he glanced back down at my CV, ‘with your experience, I doubt you’ll find that a problem.’ He smiled, showing off a row of perfectly straight white teeth. ‘So, when can you start?’


I blinked in surprise. That was it? ‘I, well, um, I…’


‘Oh, sorry to just blurt that out. Would you like me to make an offer in writing? It’s just we are so bogged down at the minute and you seem perfect for the job. Do you think you could work here?’ I examined his face a little more closely. A pulse throbbed in his neck, his eyes were slightly bloodshot. I felt an urge to say yes, to rescue him. But I didn’t like to make quick decisions. Ever.


I pictured my neatly handwritten list of other interviews I had lined up. Each job had a blank box beside it ready to be ticked when I had been. My heart thumped quickly in



my chest. This was my first interview; what if this office was wrong for me? What if Caroline and I hated each other? What if James was a nightmare boss? What if…?


Then I looked up at him again, saw his strained smile, those bloodshot eyes, and found myself nodding at him.


James leapt up from his chair with a delighted smile and shook me enthusiastically by the hand. ‘That is excellent, very good.’


I couldn’t help but laugh.


‘So, when can you start?’ he asked.


Without pausing to think about it as seriously as I usually thought these things through, I heard myself reply: ‘Today.’


‘Caroline, get in here,’ James called in the direction of the outer office. ‘Quickly! Before the spell is broken and she changes her mind!’


Caroline appeared in the doorway, her daughter dangling from one leg, her arms in surrender as Ben stood behind her with what looked like a stapler-cum-gun.


‘Tell me good news, please,’ she said, shifting her daughter from one leg to the other.


‘Nicola here has kindly agreed to start work today.’


Caroline moved – as fast as a woman with a toddler attached to one limb could – towards me. ‘That is fantastic news! I like you already,’ she said, her poncho and necklace jangling along with her words.


‘Well, arrrrr,’ James said. ‘I think the good ship here is in safe hands and someone can take their little pirates home for fish fingers and chips. What say you, tiny pirate?’ He peered at Ben who, thankfully, had lowered the stapler/gun.




‘That would be incredibly kind of you,’ Caroline said. ‘But perhaps I should stay, show Nicola the ropes…’ She stifled a yawn as Alice attempted to climb further up her leg.


I felt a spark of sympathy towards her. She looked shattered. ‘Really, go, I’ll be fine,’ I said in my brightest, most ‘can-do’ voice.


She didn’t need any more encouragement.


‘Are you sure? Thank you! I owe you! See you tomorrow!’ And, with that, she gathered up her handbag, coat and unruly offspring and dashed out of the office. James raced off soon after for an important lunch meeting and I was left standing alone on the blue carpeted floor. I blinked. I did not expect to be left on my own in the office within twenty minutes of being hired. It was highly unorthodox and oddly trusting. How did they know I wasn’t a burglar? An office stationery-stealing burglar. Looking around at my new workplace, I exhaled slowly. Before I could even sit down at my desk, I spotted a thick layer of dust on the top of the filing cabinet, old coffee cups ringed with brown, and a scattering of pirate money across the carpet. I cracked my knuckles and moved towards the kitchen to find cleaning equipment. There was work to do.





The sound of the downstairs door opening pulled me back to the present and I straightened in anticipation of James’ imminent arrival. Whereas I knew every intimate detail of Caroline’s personal life (she was a sharer), I knew very little about James’, although I did know that he had lots of girlfriends. His latest – Tahlula or Tuilie or Tinkerbell, one



of those exotic names – did something arty with clothes. She often swept glamorously into the office in search of James, chatting overly loudly with the actors and demanding coffee espresso, which Caroline always went out and got her from the cafe next door.


In a whirlwind of energy, James Sullivan burst through the door and made a beeline for his office, wrestling himself out of his caramel-coloured woollen coat. ‘Caroline, can you do me a favour? Get me Pamela’s PA on the phone and tell her—’


‘Morning,’ Caroline smiled at him, waving a pen.


He blinked. ‘Oh yes, morning. And, Nicola, will you tell Chris that he really needs to make a decision about that camera ad? Can you also chase Prince Productions for the repeat fees from that police TV series? Thanks.’ He dived into his office and closed the door. A few seconds later it opened again and he popped his head back round. ‘You’re both darlings.’


‘And you’re welcome,’ Caroline laughed as he re-closed his office door. She turned to me and shook her head. ‘That man needs to slow down or he’ll have heart failure by the age of thirty-five.’


‘I concur.’ I nodded, as I reluctantly dialled Chris’s number.


Chris was one of our agency’s most successful actors. Which was good. But he was a complete nightmare to deal with. Which was bad. He liked me, though, which made him marginally less irritating to deal with. When I’d first met him he’d been sitting at James’ desk laughing uproariously,



beautiful head thrown back, perfect bleached teeth flashing dangerously as a deep growl of a laugh reverberated around the room. It was rare that any man made an impression on me, but even I had to (begrudgingly) admit that Chris was very, very good-looking. He had the lazy confidence of a man who was used to being looked at by women. He’d landed a ton of commercials playing the smouldering hero and was now a main character in a soap. He’d recently been requested for a digital camera ad. The ad agency creatives wanted Chris to play a smouldering hero who meets a smouldering woman for plenty of smouldering looks, etc. He’d known about the advert for a week but still hadn’t confirmed if he could do it. Other actors would visit the office weekly, ask what we’d put them up for, update their CV, ring us back the second they picked up our messages. But not Chris. Oh no. I sighed as his answerphone kicked in and his smooth drawl announced: ‘You’ve reached Christopher Sheldon-Wade’s phone… you know the drill.’


I cringed at the message. ‘Chris, it’s Nicola calling from The Sullivan Agency. We need an answer on the camera commercial so we can set it up with the client. Could you please call us back when you pick up this message. Thank you.’ I replaced the receiver, careful to straighten the phone so that it was in line with my notepad.


Caroline didn’t look up from her work. ‘He won’t call you back, you know, Nic. He’ll make you chase.’


‘I know,’ I muttered grumpily.


‘He’s just sitting there, Nic, looking at his phone as it rings, laughing at us!’




I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. ‘I’m sure he’s not!’


‘I bet he is. That boy needs a good… a good…’ She waved her pen around again, struggling to find a suitable phrase. ‘A good smash round the ear,’ she finished triumphantly.


‘Er…’ Smash?


‘Honestly, Nic,’ she continued, warming to her topic. ‘He swaggers about, flicking his hair and refusing to say yes or no to anything, never has the decency to tell us when he becomes “ill”.’ She put her pen down so that she could mime the quotation marks. ‘Never cares if we secure him a job or get him an audition, and he never calls back, never, never, never, nev—’


The ringing of the phone silenced her rant. I smirked at her as I lifted the receiver to my ear.


‘Well, it won’t be him,’ she said, crossing her arms.


I poked my tongue out at her and smiled smugly as I replied into the phone receiver, ‘Ahhh, Chris, how nice of you to phone back so quickly.’


Caroline rolled her eyes at me. The grin was soon wiped off my face, however, when Chris purred down the line ‘Nicccccola… will I ever see your kniccccccckers?’


Instantly flustered, I ignored his question and instead replied with a formal, ‘Right, okay, so this camera ad wants you to confirm—’


‘Your voice is so sexy on the telephone, Nicola,’ he whispered laughingly.


As always, I tried to remain professional. Chris was used to having women fall at his feet and he’d been pretty put out



that I never had. Consequently, he now seemed determined to make me agree to go out with him. It was tricky because he was one of our biggest clients and I had to keep him on side, meaning I’d spent four years making up feeble excuses and dreading his every phone call.


‘Um, Chris, I just want an answer one way or another so I can call the people back.’


‘Nicola, you never play with me. Always work, work, work.’ He sighed. I pictured his peachy lips in a childish pout.


‘Yes, well, it is my job,’ I reminded him, reaching out to put my pencil back in its place, on the right of the keyboard. ‘So, Chris…’


‘So, Nicola,’ he teased, not at all put off by my clearly unenthusiastic tone.


‘Chris.’ I repeated.


Caroline gave me another quizzical look; I shifted a little under her gaze.


‘Nicola.’


‘Yes.’


‘Nicola, Nicola, Nicola,’ he went on, ‘my answer is…’ He paused, and I waited, refusing to give him any new distraction.


‘It’s a…’


I waited some more.


‘A… yes!’ he exclaimed grandly.


I exhaled quickly and swung into action. ‘Wonderful, that is wonderful. So, I’ll just book that in and let you know when you need to be there.’




‘You do that, Nicolllllla.’


‘I will. Okay, well, that’s everything!’ I said briskly, the end of the phone call in sight.


‘Oh, and Nicolllllla,’ he drawled in an irritating sing-song voice.


‘Yes, Chris?’ I gritted my teeth.


‘I’ll be seeing you soooon,’ he whispered. Then, with a roar of laughter, he hung up. I stared blankly at the receiver.


Caroline didn’t look up from her work. ‘Prick,’ she muttered and I gave a snort of laughter in reply.











CHAPTER THREE


AS USUAL, the morning swept by, the phone rang off the hook and I barely even had time to sip at my eleven o’clock glass of chilled mineral water. At five to one, I swivelled round in my chair. Caroline looked up.


‘It must be five to one,’ she smirked.


‘Ha ha ha, yes, you win.’


‘You are as regular as a watch.’


I shrugged. I liked routine! Caroline teased me about it but I didn’t get what was so bad about wanting to do things on time. I took out a cellophane sandwich bag from the top drawer of my desk.


‘Ooh, what are you splurging on today then?’ taunted Caroline, accustomed to my weekly meal plan. ‘Let me guess.’ She put both hands to the side of her head and massaged her temples in the manner of a psychic. ‘It’s… avocado salad with pine nuts?’


I silently produced my avocado salad with pine nuts from the container in the bag. I only glanced up when she cackled and yelled ‘Bingo!’ My cheeks flushed with heat. I lifted out my cutlery, getting up to wash it carefully in our miniscule



kitchen, before popping a tea towel on my desk so nothing could spill. I sat back down and started eating my salad. As I chewed, my mouth watered at the thought of my chocolate mini roll, not to be eaten until one-fifteen. I fantasized about the smooth case of chocolate, giving way to the succulent sponge underneath, made complete by the spiral of cream piped through it. I stared longingly at it over my lettuce.


Caroline giggled. ‘I dare you to leave it till half past one,’ she said, pointing at the mini roll.


I laughed casually, in an attempt to pretend that I was unbothered. But I would not be leaving it until half past one. I liked to eat my mini roll at quarter past one. There was nothing weird about that.


‘Go on, Nicola,’ she teased, ‘leave it till half past, I double-dare you.’


Caroline often dared me to do things. She often double-dared me. Sometimes she even double-dared me with no returns. Of course, I never took her up on them.


‘Go away,’ I said, chomping decisively down on a carrot stick and eyeing my mini roll with concern. Would she take my mini roll to prove a point? Would she ruin my one pleasurable lunchtime treat? I bit my lip.


I nibbled at the lettuce, enjoying the taste of the avocado and wishing for a moment that I’d added some dressing. But the moment passed and the voice of my super-thin mother echoed around the office space: ‘Little pickers wear bigger knickers.’


I took another look at the mini roll.


Caroline sighed mournfully as she watched me delicately



picking through my first course. ‘I wish I could limit myself to salad,’ she said, polishing off an enormous baguette that contained so much cheese and meat the sight was almost indecent. She grabbed what she could; always far more concerned with her kids or her husband David’s eating habits. As she carefully wiped a crumb from her top lip, I realized she’d managed to finish the thing in less than four minutes.


‘I’m impressed,’ I laughed.


‘I’m going for the world record,’ she said solemnly. ‘You just wait, Nicola, one day when there is a universal food crisis, all the people with lots of flesh are going to last a lot longer than you skinny belinkies. Right, I’m popping next door for a Snickers, do you…’ The question died on her lips and she sighed again. ‘I’ll bring you back some Tic Tacs.’





The rain outside was persistent and the heavy drops on the window next to me made their unpredictable routes downwards. I looked out and onto the street below. A woman battled with an umbrella and a child, scolding one and then the other as they both refused to do her bidding. I was pleased to be inside, in the comfort of our office, heating always turned up to near tropical, prints on the walls depicting calming oceans and rolling sand dunes.


Caroline, having returned from her Snickers run, was sitting quietly at her desk, systematically binning junk mail and opening the day’s post. It was calm, easy, comfortable. And yet, as ever, I had a nagging feeling of something forgotten, a hole. As I glanced back out at the grey skies,



a face swam into my mind’s eye. Thick blonde hair, cheeks red from the cold. He was tenderly wrapping a black scarf around my neck and the look in his eyes made me shiver. He held out one gloved hand to me, inviting me onto the ice. I took it, feeling a surge of love for him.


I shook the thought away, looked down and mentally scolded myself for failing to pay attention to my work. I’d almost put all the ‘W’ contacts into the ‘P’ column.


Focus, Nicola.


I heard a low whistle and glanced up. Caroline was looking at the CV of another aspiring young thesp seeking an agent. She inhaled sharply and followed it up with ‘Oooooh. He’s lurvely!’ She held up a black-and-white headshot of a brooding hunk. ‘Nicola, look at him!’


‘Thanks, Caroline, but I’m still digesting my lunch.’


‘Isn’t he wonderful? A face that could get lots of ships to sail.’


‘Divine. But I think that prize goes to Helen.’


‘He’s wonderful, but…’ She paused. ‘He’s still not quite up to Patrick’s standard, is he?’


‘Hmmm,’ I replied non-committally.


Please don’t bring out Patrick’s picture again, please don’t, please don’t, please… But Caroline was already carefully taking Patrick out of her desk drawer. She sat in a familiar pose; eyes glassy, face focused on the piece of card she was now holding carefully in both hands, lest she bend it.


‘Look at him,’ she sighed.


‘Oh God,’ I giggled, leaning back in my chair. ‘Let him go, Caroline.’




‘Just… look at him,’ she repeated, standing up abruptly and clutching his face to her substantial bosom.


‘Caroline!’ I laughed as she walked towards me with the picture of Patrick: her favourite on the agency’s books, her Number One, her 10/10.


‘It’s like he’s looking right at you, isn’t it?’ she crooned, thrusting the photo of the brooding young actor – all toothy smiles, deep pools of loveliness for eyes and lustrous dark hair – under my nose.


‘Yes, yes, he’s very nice.’ I nodded. I knew what would come next.


‘Nice?’ she spluttered. ‘Is that the best you can do, girl? Look at those eyes, look at those cheekbones, look at the sculpted face and hair you could rake your fingers through of an evening. Look at those long eyelashes and the haunted expression that says lie with me, come hither, I want you…’ She sighed dreamily and stroked the photograph.


‘Hmm, I agree he’s very attractive.’ I nodded, trying not to giggle. Caroline could get quite cross if I wasn’t suitably appreciative of the sculpted face of Patrick.


‘God, Nicola, say it like you mean it. Would you even care if he walked into this office right now?’ She gestured dramatically to the empty doorway.


‘Er.’ I followed the direction of her arm uncertainly, almost expecting to see Patrick standing there. ‘Sure, yes,’ I said, trying to bury this conversation quickly.


Caroline continued, ‘If he swept in and said—’ she held his photo in front of her face so it looked like he was talking to me – ‘Nicola, Nicola Beautiful Brown, come away with me to Paris



tonight, for dinner, you and me. Come away with me under the stars and let me woo you.’ Then she made kissy noises and waggled his photo at me. I started to giggle as this weird puppet with a pretty boy’s head and Caroline’s enormous flowered breasts bobbed up and down in front of me.


‘Stop it, Caroline,’ I squeaked.


She carried on with the kissy noises, making them even more amorous.


‘Stop it,’ I insisted more firmly.


She pulled the picture away from her face. ‘And what are you doing tonight anyway? What if someone did ask you to Paris?’


‘I’ve got a nice quiet night in planned.’


‘No hot date lined up?’


‘No.’


‘No boyfriend cooking you a meal?’


‘No, you know I don’t have a boyfriend.’


She put the photo onto her desk and looked at me seriously. ‘I know that, but it’s madness, Nic. You’re beautiful and lovely, you could get anyone.’


‘Don’t start that rubbish.’


‘It’s not rubbish. You’re rubbish!’


We both stared at each other a little stonily, and then I started to laugh. James put his head round the door. ‘What’s so funny?’


‘Nothing. Nothing’s funny,’ I said quickly, before Caroline could say anything to embarrass me.


Caroline looked directly at me and, mouth downturned into a sad smile, said, ‘No, it really isn’t.’











CHAPTER FOUR


ILIVED ALONE. In many ways I would make an excellent room-mate: I am meticulously tidy due to an obsession with cleaning that borders on OCD, I like to catalogue my DVDs and label all foodstuffs neatly and clearly. After seven years of living like this – three in London, four in Bristol – it had become a welcome habit. Just me, in my house, with my things. No hassles, no fighting over the remote, no petty things to fall out over, no seemingly innocuous comment that plunges you straight into a hideous row you never wanted.


Nobody to break your heart.


Considering my preference for living alone, when I returned to my flat that evening I should have been surprised to find the lights already on. I should have been surprised to smell the pleasant aroma of a dinner in the air, to hear the television blaring out. I should have been doubly surprised to see my older brother Mark lounging casually on my cream-leather corner sofa. But I wasn’t.


‘How the hell did you get in… again?’ Tiredness made my voice grumpy.




‘Ah, sister, what a greeting,’ Mark said, jumping up and pressing mute. ‘Your loopy Spanish landlord waved me in and kindly lent me the spare key.’ He dangled said key from his finger.


‘He’s Portuguese,’ I corrected.


My brother shrugged. ‘Still loopy, though.’


I made a mental note to tackle the landlord again but knew in my heart I wouldn’t summon the guts required. I’d always nodded politely at him when I’d first moved in, thanked him quietly when he picked up the previous occupant’s post. Then he’d got a bit more personal, asking me questions about myself. He’d started calling me ‘Neecola’ and leaving me presents at my door (biscuits, cards, flowers, a porcelain rabbit). I hadn’t the nerve to ask him to stop and assumed he’d thought my silence signified his passion was not so requited. The final crunch had been when I’d come home to discover two towels on my bed rolled into the image of two swans kissing. I’d got my brother round to have some strong words with him and the two of them had hit it off. Bloody typical. The landlord had promised Mark that he would never enter my flat without my permission again, or sculpt any of my linen into any shape of any kind of animal, and the matter had been dropped without the need to pursue a restraining order. Sadly, this meant the landlord and my brother were now so bonded he clearly thought nothing of letting him into my flat at the drop of a hat.


Mark was what people described as a real character which, roughly translated, meant that at times he bordered on the socially unacceptable. He had a wild mop of dark brown



hair, lived in a battered leather jacket and drove a moped which he treated like a motorbike (and therefore considered an acceptable mode of transportation). He worked at the planetarium – a sort of enormous silver football right in the centre of town – spending his days pointing out the various constellations of stars to eager youths, and sending his science show reel to various production companies in the hope of becoming a hugely successful science presenter. He resented the fact that I had been unable to secure him a presenting job and thought that I was deliberately keeping my science-producer/BBC-documentary-makers-contacts firmly to myself. Mark loved all things science and was absolutely obsessed with bats. Bats were Mark’s one true love. ‘Wouldn’t you be obsessed if you knew there are over eleven hundred species of bat and that they make up twenty per cent of the world’s mammal population?’ Quite.


He rarely took an interest in the opposite sex, preferring the safety of a lab and a bunch of coloured test tubes for company. I once asked him where he would go on a honeymoon and he’d answered, in a perfectly serious voice, that he would spend seven days in a cave photographing and studying the nocturnal habits of the Townsend’s long-eared bat. When I’d pointed out that his beloved might not be so keen on the idea of resting her head on an inflatable pillow, curled up in a sleeping bag as small rodents dive-bombed overhead, my brother had looked at me blankly. ‘We would never be able to carry all that equipment. Inflatable pillows are an enormous waste of backpack space.’


Recently, however, he’d been taking more of an active



interest in females. He was approaching his thirty-fifth birthday and had decided that this was an appropriate age for him to ‘settle down’. He had made the misguided assumption that, as his little sister, I was surely a great way to meet women of a similar age. So every now and again he would descend on me for the night just in case I was suddenly spending my Wednesday evenings surrounded by a team of supple, yet intelligent, female netballers or a book club of sexy, bespectacled young ladies.


‘Tell me. To what do I owe this wonderful pleasure?’ I asked, gesturing at him lounging all over the furniture. ‘No plans tonight, brother dear? No spectacular date lined up? Or have you just come over specifically to damage my coffee table with your ugly boots.’ I stared deliberately at them (does anyone else wear Doc Martens in the twenty-first century?).


‘You need tea, sis,’ Mark said, removing the boots and ambling into the kitchen. ‘Or wine,’ he called. ‘Where’s the wine?’


‘In the fridge,’ I called back as I frantically wiped at the table where his boots had been. I had some glass polisher under the sink… Should I wait until he’s gone to work at the smears? Oh, what does it matter? I’ll get the polish now, otherwise I won’t relax at all.


Mark didn’t look in the least surprised as I pushed past him while he waited for the kettle and returned to the living room with a cloth and a spray can to hand. By the time he emerged, the coffee table looked brand new. I thanked him for my glass of wine and fetched two coasters.




‘Just wanted to see you, sister dearest. I went on a date last night.’ He perched on the arm of the sofa.


‘Oh, really,’ I said with interest. ‘How did it go?’


‘Go?’ He looked up in surprise. ‘I suppose it went well… Yes, as dates go, it could be rated positively.’


‘What was she like?’


‘Oh, hopeless,’ he said, with a dismissive wave of his hand.


‘But you just said it went well?’


‘The date did. She, however, was all wrong.’


‘Oh. Well, what was wrong with her?’ I asked. ‘Boring?’


‘No.’


‘Ugly?’ I ventured.


‘No.’


‘Crazy?’


‘No.’


‘Too loud?’


‘No.’


‘Too quiet?’ I asked, tiring of this game rapidly.


‘No.’


‘Too… uninterested in bats?’


‘No. Too old,’ Mark said matter-of-factly.


‘Charming. How old is she?’


‘Thirty-three.’


‘Thirty-three isn’t old.’


‘Doesn’t matter anyway,’ he said brightly. ‘I’ve got another date tomorrow night.’


‘Fast work, brother dear.’ I nodded. ‘So, how’s life at the planetarium?’


‘Fine…’ he said.




Oh God. I was going to have to ask. ‘And, er, how’s the search for a bat TV show?’ I tried to sound breezy and lighthearted.
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