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Katie Webster stood in her knickers and bra in front of the bedroom mirror and tried to remember how to be a woman someone might want.

The wrap dress lay across the bed like a dare. Navy blue, jersey fabric, the kind that forgave the extra half stone she'd put on since the divorce but still showed the curve of her waist if she tied it right. She'd bought it three weeks ago with Megan's voice in her ear down the phone. "Something that says you're available but not desperate." Katie had wanted to say that thirty two and a single mum probably said both of those things regardless of what fabric she wrapped around herself, but she'd bought the dress anyway.

She pulled it on now, one arm through, then the other, crossing the panels across her chest. The neckline sat lower than she remembered from the changing room. A hint of cleavage she wasn't sure she'd earned the right to display anymore. She tugged it up. It slid back down. Fine. Fine.

Her reflection stared back. Brown hair she'd blow dried into something approximating a style. Mascara on. Lips done in a colour called Vintage Rose that had looked sophisticated on the model and made Katie look like she'd been drinking Ribena. She wiped it off with the back of her hand, tried again with a nude shade. Better. Maybe. Christ.

From downstairs, the tinny explosion sounds of whatever Kyle was watching filtered up through the floorboards. Half past six on a Friday evening and her eight year old was in his pyjamas already, glued to the television, completely unbothered by the fact that his mother was upstairs having a small existential crisis about a wrap dress.

Her phone buzzed on the dresser. Megan.

"Tell me you're getting ready and not sitting on your bed in your pants looking at the ceiling."

Katie glanced at the ceiling. A crack ran from the light fitting to the corner where the plaster had started to bow. Another thing to add to the list of things David had promised to fix before he decided to fix his loneliness with a twenty six year old accounts assistant instead.

"I'm nearly ready."

"Liar. What are you wearing?"

"The navy dress."

"Good. Tits out?"

"Meg."

"I'm joking. Sort of. Mark's lovely, Katie, I promise. Pete's known him for years. He's divorced, he's got his shit together, he's not going to try and finger you under the table at Prezzo."

"The bar is on the floor."

"The bar is in hell, babe. But you've still got to step over it. Are you nervous?"

Katie sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under her weight. She could see Kyle's dinosaur stickers through the open door, marching in a line along the hallway wall. A brontosaurus. A T-Rex. A triceratops with one horn peeling off.

"I don't know if nervous is the word. I just feel..." She searched for it. "Old."

"You're thirty two."

"I feel forty."

"You look twenty five."

"You can't see me."

"I have faith. Listen, about the babysitter. Charlotte texted me, she's come down with something, she can't do it."

Katie closed her eyes. "Meg."

"I know, I know. But listen. My neighbour's daughter, Laura. She's back from travelling, she's on her gap year, she babysits for half the street. She's brilliant. Kyle will love her."

"I don't know her."

"I do. She's been watching Archie for me since September. She's gorgeous, she's responsible, she charges a tenner an hour, and she's free tonight. I already asked."

"You already asked."

"I anticipated the crisis. That's what best friends do. I'll send you her number. Text her now, she said she'd be up for it."

Katie stared at the phone after Megan hung up. Downstairs, something exploded on the television and Kyle laughed. The crack in the ceiling seemed to widen slightly. Probably her imagination.

She typed the number Megan sent. Stared at it for a moment. What did you say to a nineteen year old you'd never met? Hi, will you come and sit in my house with my child while I go and let a stranger bore me over Italian food?

She typed something simpler. Hi Laura, Megan gave me your number. I'm Katie, I live on Pemberton Road. Any chance you're free to babysit tonight? 7ish? My son Kyle is 8 and very easy.

The reply came in under a minute. Hiya! Yeah totally free. See you at 7 xx

Two kisses. Katie smiled despite herself. She put the phone down and turned back to the mirror. The dress had ridden up on one side. She smoothed it down, retied the belt, adjusted the neckline again. Checked her teeth for lipstick. Sprayed perfume into the air and walked through it like her mother used to do.

Downstairs, Kyle hadn't moved from the sofa. The blue glow of the television made his face look unearthly.

"Kyle. Someone's coming to babysit tonight, okay? A girl called Laura. Megan's friend."

"Where are you going?"

"Out for dinner."

"With who?"

"A friend."

He accepted this with the total disinterest of an eight year old whose programme hadn't finished yet. Katie moved into the kitchen, checked the fridge for things Laura might need, tidied up the Lego on the coffee table, plumped the sofa cushions. Nervous energy with nowhere to go.

Seven o'clock. Coat on the bannister. Keys in her bag. Phone at 83 percent. She caught her reflection in the hall mirror and leaned close. The woman looking back was tired around the eyes in a way no concealer could fix. Tired in the bones.

"Please let this one be normal," she whispered.

The words fogged the glass for a moment and then disappeared.
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The doorbell rang at five to seven.

Katie's hands were wet from the kitchen sink where she'd been wiping down a counter that was already clean. She dried them on her dress, which was a mistake, and opened the front door.

The girl on the doorstep smiled first, and Katie forgot what she'd been about to say.

Laura Jones was small. Five three, maybe five four in the white trainers she was wearing, which were somehow spotlessly clean despite the October drizzle. She had a blonde bob that swung just above her jawline, the kind of cut that costs either twelve quid at a salon school or two hundred pounds somewhere with exposed brick and flat whites. On her it looked like it cost two hundred pounds. Her eyes were wide set, very blue, slightly upturned at the corners, giving her a permanently amused expression. She wore denim shorts that ended well above mid thigh despite the season, and a cropped white t-shirt with a cartoon peach on the front that rode up when she lifted her hand to wave, showing a flat strip of stomach. A thin gold chain sat against her collarbones. No bra under the shirt, or if there was one it was doing very little, and Katie noticed this in the way you notice a flash of lightning. Impossible to miss, impossible to look away from, impossible to make sense of.

"Hiya! You must be Katie. Oh my god, that dress is gorgeous."

Katie stepped back to let her in. "Hi. Yes. Thank you. Come in, come in."

Laura was already inside, already looking around with open, unselfconscious curiosity. She smelled like coconut shampoo and something faintly sweet underneath it. Sugar? Vanilla? Katie's hallway was narrow and Laura brushed past her, close enough that Katie could feel the warmth radiating from her bare legs.

"I love your hallway. Is that an original tile floor? My nan's got one like that but she carpeted over it in the seventies, criminal behaviour honestly."

"It was under lino when we moved in. I spent a whole weekend on my hands and knees with a scraper."

"Worth it. They're beautiful." Laura kicked off her trainers without being asked, revealing pink socks with tiny embroidered strawberries on them. "Where's the little man then?"

"Living room. He's a bit shy at first."

"Aren't we all." Laura grinned and padded through the door Katie pointed to.

Katie followed, watching from the doorway. Kyle had paused his programme and was looking at Laura with the wide eyed assessment only small children can get away with.

"Alright, Kyle? I'm Laura. Your mum's going out for a bit and you're stuck with me, sorry about that."

"Hi."

"I like your dinosaur pyjamas. Which one's the best dinosaur?"

"Spinosaurus."

"Really? Not T-Rex?"

Kyle's face shifted into the particular expression of a child who has been asked something stupid. "T-Rex is basic."

Laura let out a laugh that filled the room. Bright and sudden and genuine. She dropped down onto her haunches so she was eye level with him, her shorts pulling tight across her thighs. "Basic! Fair point. What about that one, the one with the big claw?" She mimed a slashing motion.

"Therizinosaurus. They're vegetarians though."

"A vegetarian with claws that big? That's energy. That's confidence."

Kyle grinned. A real grin. Katie watched from the doorway with something caught in her throat.

"Right." She cleared the emotion away. "Let me show you where everything is. Kitchen's through here."

The tour was brief. Kitchen, fridge, snack drawer for Kyle, first aid kit under the sink, back door locked, spare key on the hook. Emergency numbers on the corkboard. Bedtime at eight thirty, one story, no more than two if he bargains hard. Teeth brushed, nightlight on, door open a crack.

Laura listened to all of it with a nod and a smile and none of the glazed politeness of someone who has heard this speech a hundred times. She asked questions. Where the cups were. What Kyle liked to drink before bed. Whether there were allergies.

"He's easy," Katie said again, aware she was hovering, aware she was talking too much, aware that Laura was looking at her with those blue eyes and a small smile and that it was making her heartbeat do something funny.

"He seems great. Proper little character."

"He is." Katie glanced at the clock on the microwave. "Right. I should. My coat."

They walked back through to the hallway. Katie pulled her coat from the bannister, checked her bag for the third time. Keys, phone, purse, lipstick. Laura leaned against the newel post, one hip cocked, arms crossed in a way that pushed her small breasts up against the fabric of the peach t-shirt.

"So where's dinner?"

"That Italian on Mill Street. Valentino's."

"Good breadsticks there."

Katie laughed. "I'll report back."

The doorbell rang. Mark. Katie's stomach dropped in a way that had nothing to do with excitement. She opened the door to a man in a blue shirt, salt and pepper at the temples, aftershave that preceded him by several feet.

"Katie? Mark. Lovely to meet you." He leaned in for a kiss on the cheek. Dry lips. Firm hand on her upper arm. A squeeze that lasted a beat too long.

"Hi. Mark. Yes. Let me just..."

She turned back. Laura was still by the bannister, watching with that same gentle amusement. She caught Katie's eye and gave a small wave.

"Go. Have fun. You look gorgeous."

Something in the way she said gorgeous. The word seemed to have weight when Laura used it. It landed on Katie's skin like a palm pressed flat to warm stone. She felt colour rise in her cheeks and didn't understand why.

"Thank you. I won't be late. Text me if you need anything."

She pulled the door shut behind her and stepped into the cold October night with a man she didn't know, leaving the warm house and the bright girl and her son behind. The street was wet. The sky was the colour of nothing. Mark was talking about the parking.

Katie walked beside him and tried to settle the strange buzzing in her chest into silence.
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The restaurant was half full. White tablecloths, fake candles in red glass holders, a mural of the Amalfi coast painted on the back wall with more enthusiasm than skill. A waiter with gelled hair showed them to a table by the window. Katie sat down and arranged her napkin in her lap and smiled at Mark across the table and tried, with genuine effort, to be present.
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