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Date Three



The Royal Ballet’s Christmas party, Covent Garden


I’m going to be a ballerina. I’m going to be a bloody ballerina again, for the Royal Ballet.


Be quiet, brain. Claudia moved with the tide of commuters onto the Piccadilly line. Shimmying into a spare gap between an armpit and a suitcase, she raised her hand to the pole, extending her arm gracefully and watching her fingers glide around the metal. Wow. She wondered if anyone else had noticed how lovely and graceful she was. That’s right, I am a ballerina, she told them silently.


Nick’s big secret had churned in her mind all night, which gave welcome relief to the broken heart that had been keeping her awake with its wails.


What’s the secret?


Why does it have to be revealed there, among the ballet company?


Why would it change my life?


The idea hit her just before dawn, and over a bowl of Penny’s cornflakes she’d tried to convince herself not to be so silly.


There was no way the big surprise was that they wanted her to join the Royal Ballet as a dancer. That was ridiculous.


But she had been a really good ballerina, and Nick and Penny had been with the company for a long time. They would have rooted for her to get the job …


Maybe they needed someone else for the tour – an understudy. Maybe someone was injured and she was to step in and be part of the ensemble.


But they wouldn’t pick her; she hadn’t done ballet properly for yeeeears.


But it was something life-changing, ballet-related and that Nick would think deserved a whopping thank you. Maybe they did want to give her a chance. Bloody hell, they really might be asking her to join the Royal Ballet.


Shush this nonsense.


Silly or not, potentially cracking the secret put a spring in her step, and since this might be her last day before handing in her notice she thought she should face work.


Claudia had just finished fitting a happy hip-hop dancer with split-soled shoes when her phone jingled.


‘Is that him again?’ grinned her manager, Laura. Nick had been texting her all morning, making arrangements for that night and teasing her with hints of what was to come.


‘Well it’s not Seth, again.’


It had been two days, eleven hours and sixteen minutes since she’d last spoken to Seth. Since he’d told her to ‘enjoy the Christmas festivities’. It was the longest they’d gone without communicating since they first got together. At least Nick, work and nervous excitement about tonight were filling the little lost spaces in her thoughts that searched for interaction with her boyfriend.


Claudia had told Laura and Beth, the other sales assistant, about the break-up as soon as she’d arrived at work, getting it over with. Laura and Beth had made the usual sympathetic noises and had brought her a lot of tea, and after the third text from Nick resulting in the third worried glance between the two of them, she came clean and confessed about her non-date date this evening.


But not the part about the secret. That was hers.


‘I love Nick,’ Beth swooned like some kind of Jane Austen character. ‘You two should get married and have beautiful brunette babies and then give me some pictures of Nick with his top off.’


‘That’s never going to happen. The marriage and babies thing. The photos I could probably arrange, for the price of a few Wispas.’


‘It could happen,’ Laura smiled.


‘It’s really not a date, it’s … a comfort blanket.’ A really comforting comfort blanket, which made her feel wanted and warm and a little less like a discarded old T-shirt.


‘Come on,’ begged Beth, ‘feed my fantasy. Nick is yummy – surely you’ve thought about him in a not-very-wholesome way.’


‘Beth, I’ve just come out of a long relationship.’


‘That does not answer my question.’


‘I didn’t think about anyone else while I was with Seth; no one else mattered.’ What a waste of feelings. ‘Nick’s always just been there as my best friend in the world. We’re really close, but since being with Seth it’s never been anything more than that.’ Not including the tiny sparks between them yesterday. Maybe she imagined that. Yes, she probably imagined it.


‘Wait,’ said Laura. ‘Since being with Seth?’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘Are you saying nothing has ever happened between the two of you?’ Beth probed, her eyes sparkling with victory.


‘Well …’ Claudia hesitated and blushed, to Beth’s squeals. ‘Okay, okay. We first became friends back in school – with Penny as well – and Nick and I were a little flirty but nothing happened. Then, at the sixth form leavers’ ball, I was feeling a bit of a loser: they were going off to their fancy dance and theatre production colleges and I was scared they’d forget me.


‘They were playing that Whitney song, “My Love is Your Love”, and I’d had a Malibu and Coke too many, and decided to make my move on Nick. I did the whole ‘making eye contact, softening my lips, saying his name quietly’ – all the things Sugar magazine had told me to do – and at the last second he realised what was going on and jumped back.’
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