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About the Book


When all you can see is what they want you to see . . . Can you ever trust someone you meet online?


Anna and Zoe are twins. Identical in appearance, utterly different in personality, they share a bond so close that nothing – or no one – can rip them apart.


Until Anna meets charismatic Nick.


Anna is trusting, romantic and hopeful; she thinks Nick is perfect. Zoe is daring, dangerous and extreme; she thinks Nick is a liar.


Zoe has seen Anna betrayed by men before. She’ll stop at nothing to discover if Nick is as good as he seems.


The problem is, lies may hurt. But honesty can kill.




For my friends Colleen LaFontaine and Tara Pinches
 With love




Prologue


What do we even call this decade? 


The seventies, eighties, nineties, etc. were simply defined, the noughties had a special something, but where are we now? I’ll tell you where. The teenies? A decade that sounds like a close relation to that annoying kids’ programme that used to be popular when I did a lot of babysitting. It’s demeaning. I’m living through the decade where I hope to reach my emotional, professional and sexual prime and its name puts me in mind of life-sized purple, blue, yellow and orange puppets with lisps. Horrible. This decade is a vicious, cruel debacle of a decade. It is. Shall I tell you what’s wrong with it? Besides its name. Yup, I’m going to. I have a list.


1. Open-plan offices; no one can have any secrets, not even a secret nibble on a chocolate bar.


2. Communication is 90% text/email/social media messaging; communication is therefore at least 50% misunderstood. That is a conservative estimate.


3. Facebook. It makes us neurotic and deceitful; I mean, really, is everyone else having so much fun, and so many babies? 


4. The lack of personal responsibility and the rise of the suing/blame culture. For goodness’ sake, own your disastrous life!


5. People talk in cinemas and theatres. They sometimes leave to go to the bathroom or, worse still, they take off their shoes. Yuk! Standards, people, standards!


6. And that thing people do. Post a profile picture of themselves taking a picture of themselves in a mirror, so the phone is in front of their face. Why?!


This list is by no means exhausted, but your patience probably is, because: 


7. People are not as patient as they used to be.


Anyway, you get my point. 


On the plus side, this has been the decade when wearing onesies became OK. That’s something, a saving grace maybe, because really there’s never been anything more comfortable, more wonderful, to wear when curling up in front of Netflix than a soft, baggy onesie. 


And do you know what the absolute worst thing about this decade is? The one that kills me. No one, and I mean no one, has the expectation that they will meet anyone because their eyes collide across a crowded room. It. Does. Not. Happen. Not any more. We meet online and I think that’s sad. I’m thirty-one and have been so very, very good all my life; not so much as a flirty text sent to one guy whilst I was with another. I’m faithful first and foremost. I think loyalty is all, it’s the backbone of all relationships – nay, the very oxygen – but that is not the case with men. No, madam. They are faithless, selfish, reckless, heartless bastards, every last one of them. I promise you.


Unless, of course, they’re wet. Just saying.




 


The hairs on his body stood proud. As though they were trying to desert him. He felt sweaty, clammy yet icy cold. He put his hand out to steady himself. The flat of his palm against the mirror. His hand in her blood. A perfect print. Fuck. He reached for the water glass where not long ago toothpaste and a toothbrush might have sat. This was surreal. This couldn’t be happening. He filled it with water from the tap; it was lukewarm. He swallowed it back but still his throat was dry. Closed. It was like swallowing sand. He sank down on to the bathroom floor; his arse was in her blood. The wetness seeped through his trousers to his skin.


This sort of thing didn’t happen to someone like him. He was a good guy. Or at least a good-enough guy. That’s what he’d always thought. 


But he was also the sort of bloke who lied on dating sites to worm his way to a thoughtless shag; he had fast and dirty sex in hotel rooms, in alleyways and toilets.


He didn’t know what sort of bloke he was. Maybe this kind of thing did happen to guys like him. Not-good-enough guys. They did. You read it in the papers. Sleazy, chaotic people ended up in sleazy, chaotic situations. 


There was so much blood. His thoughts wouldn’t sharpen or clarify, they squelched around his head. He could smell the iron of her blood. He stared at his hand. Covered with it.


It wasn’t some sick joke. It was real. He knew. Somehow he just knew. He felt it: she’d gone. He scrambled to his feet, turned to the basin that was smeared with her blood, and threw up. The trendy little basin with its small plughole wasn’t designed for this sort of waste. His vomit settled in the bowl; he could see remnants of the evening’s supper. Spinach. Carrots. How could it be that he was still digesting a meal they’d eaten together but she was gone? He had to push his waste away with his fingers, run the taps. Without thinking about it he started to splash the water around the basin, cleaning away her blood too. 


He didn’t have any choice. He was a man who had swiftly fallen from having too much choice, to no choice at all.
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Anna


Zoe laughed her head off when she read Anna’s online dating profile. Well, she would, wouldn’t she? She was so cynical. Sometimes her cynicism could be frustrating. Hurtful even. ‘You can’t say that. You just can’t,’ she screeched, hysterically. Her voice travelled from far away yet rang loudly in Anna’s head, blocking out everything else. 


Sometimes Anna regretted contacting Zoe. If she didn’t get in touch, would Zoe ever get in touch with her? Anna pushed the thought away. She wasn’t up to examining the intricacies of their relationship right now. Everyone knew families were complex, tricky. Anna firmly believed you had to carry on regardless. You can choose your friends but you can’t choose your family. You still had to love them. Those were the rules.


Instead, she asked, ‘Why can’t I say that? It’s how I feel.’


‘Feel.’ Zoe repeated the word, throwing a whole host of contempt into it.


Some people are born romantic and manage to stay that way but they’re very few and far between; most have it slowly eroded away through a series of cancelled dates, dreadful dates, white lies, black lies – they turn cold. Zoe was simply born hard. Granite. Sometimes it was difficult to believe that she and Anna came from the same seed, the same womb. In fact, they were monochorionic, monoamniotic twins. The rarest sort, only occurring in 0.01 per cent of twin pregnancies. Just a step away from conjoined. Their closeness was a scientific fact: they shared the same amniotic sac, the same placenta. There was only one afterbirth. Anna told herself that they were each other’s yin to yang. They balanced one another, but at this exact moment in time she didn’t feel balanced, she felt swamped.


‘You should say you’re twenty-nine,’ Zoe insisted.


‘But I’m not. I’m thirty-one. I don’t like lying.’ 


‘Face facts. Men like younger women, Anna baby.’ Zoe argued with an air of feigned regret.


‘I know, but will two years make a difference?’


‘Yes, when you’re the wrong side of the big Three O. Alarm bells. Panic stations.’ 


Whilst Zoe was arguing for Anna to hide this fact, age was not something that bothered her personally, not in the slightest. Zoe was not hostage to the sound of the ticking of her biological clock; she couldn’t even hear the chimes. The baby-making business wasn’t something she’d ever shown any interest in. By contrast, Anna thought about it a lot. She’d always been happiest playing with her dolls, whereas Zoe was forever climbing trees or dashing off on her bike at breakneck speed, not even bothering to put on her helmet. Anna wanted to stay at home, make a home; Zoe rushed at escapades and loved to take risks. Yet Zoe was the one who always had men in her life. They fell at her feet whilst Anna seemed to be singularly unsuccessful in affairs of the heart. 


It shouldn’t be this hard, all she wanted was to meet a good man – a faithful, kind, perceptive man. If he was handsome and funny that would be a bonus. If he wanted a Kardashian-size family that would be amazing although as long as he wanted at least two, then Anna was happy. Wealth would be awesome, but she wasn’t greedy; if he earned a modest amount yet ticked all the other boxes, she’d still be delighted. Her main concerns were that he was a decent sort; that she’d be able to trust him. 


Anna knew exactly what constituted the perfect wedding day. The dress had to be a big, romantic, lacy number, in at the waist, with a flowing skirt. Kate Middleton nailed it – what was more ‘princess dress’ than an actual Princess’s dress? You couldn’t go wrong with tight white roses. Six bridesmaids looked amazing, plus two flower girls. She’d have the menu printed on a doily, she was planning on fireworks, doves, a string quartet and a live band. Nina Simone’s ‘My Baby Just Cares For Me’ would be their first dance. The children would be called Freddie and Maggie.


She could see it all. The proposal, the anniversaries, the births and the first days of school.


She just didn’t know what the groom looked like. Or what he was called. Or where he was. But he had to be somewhere on this planet, didn’t he?


As far as Anna was aware, Zoe had never, ever thought about her wedding day. Well, at least not beyond commenting that marriage was patriarchal enslavement and she’d rather chew off her own left hand than slip a ring on her finger. Safe to say, Zoe was the one who called the shots, broke the hearts. 


‘Don’t you ever worry about being lonely?’ Anna probed. 


‘No. There’s a big difference between being alone and being lonely. Besides, I’ve got you. Haven’t I?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘We always have each other. Always and for ever.’ 


The thought was somehow comforting and daunting. 


‘It just seems wrong to lie about my age. What sort of start is that to any relationship?’


Zoe laughed her slightly manic, quite pitiless laugh. ‘What? Lying to a bunch of online losers on a dating site seems wrong? I’d have thought it was de rigueur.’


‘Excuse me? Losers? Do I have to remind you I’m about to add my profile and join their ranks?’


‘I’m sorry, did I say losers? I meant to say strangers. Look, Anna, none of them ever tell the truth. The guy who says he’s six foot one, he’s five foot eight. The guy who says he likes hiking, skiing and mountain-bike riding has never done anything more physical in his life than the missionary position. Actually, scrap that, he wouldn’t even crawl on top.’


‘Stop it, Zoe. Can’t you be a bit supportive?’


‘I am being, by advising you to lie about your age. If you want to be successful at this, then you’d better learn how to play the game. Newsflash: Men prefer younger women.’ 


A huffy silence ensued for a moment or so. Anna was counting to ten, trying to keep her patience, Zoe was probably just wondering how to word her next criticism. 


‘And you cannot begin your profile with the words, my friends say I’m romantic, thoughtful, trustworthy, honest.’


‘But they do say those things.’ Or they had. Her American friends. 


The truth was Anna didn’t have that many friends here in the UK. Even with Skype, FaceTime, Facebook and emails it was hard to stay close to those she’d left behind in New York two years ago. Oddly, whilst she was the one that had moved away, her friends in Manhattan seemed to be the ones that had moved on. They were no longer running around the city wearing heels, drinking mojitos. Most of them had married in the past few years. They’d fast-tracked from proposal, to wedding list, to ceremony, to pregnancy and were now participating in nursery interviews. It left her dizzy, the speed with which these women had achieved so much. Dizzy and – well – jealous. She did her best to supress her jealousy. Jealousy wasn’t very ‘nice girl’ and she was a nice girl, she really was. Twice, at great expense, she’d crossed backwards and forwards over the Atlantic to attend wedding ceremonies; she posted seemingly endless gifts for engagement parties, weddings and baby showers that she couldn’t attend; she facetimed her friends and watched them spoon mashed sweet potato into the little pink mouths of their firstborns. She had tried, but it became increasingly difficult to stay interested in the endless, exuberant (exhausting) emails about the colour of bridesmaids’ dresses, the colour of baby poop.


She’d once confessed as much to Zoe, who shrugged and muttered something about ceremony, pregnancy, nursery, alimony. ‘Only when they hit alimony do they become decent friends again.’ 


Anna scowled. She didn’t want to see any of her friends divorced. She didn’t want to think about that side of things. No matter what the statistics were.


Unfortunately, making new friends here in London hadn’t been as easy as she’d hoped; Londoners, she found, did not welcome their new neighbours with baskets full of cookies and muffins. She remembered when she and Zoe were just nine years old and her family emigrated to Bridgeport, a city one hour’s drive north of New York; they’d been overwhelmed by the generous welcome neighbours, keen to be friends, had laid on. They were inundated with home-baked produce, orthodontist recommendations, tips about drycleaners and hair salons, as well as invitations to barbecues, supper parties, pot lucks and spit roasts. Even then, Zoe had been the sceptical sort. She’d insisted that people were just excited by the novelty of their Mancunian accents, impressed by their parents’ prestigious jobs, or fascinated by identical twins, and that their interest would eventually wane. However, she was wrong. The Turner family made firm friends with the positive, purposeful and gracious American neighbours. For over twenty years now, those friends had shared fat turkeys and thick-crusted pumpkin pies at Thanksgiving suppers; together they’d watched fireworks dazzle and fade into the hot, black nights every July 4th; the twins and the other neighbourhood kids had trailed door to door, scooping up handfuls of sticky treats on Halloween, and dipping into cool outdoor pools throughout the long summer vacations.


These friends had been there throughout the bad times too. The traumatic and horrific times. 


By contrast, since Anna had moved to London she’d been living in a third-floor flat on the edges of Tooting Bec. She shared landing space with a similarly aged couple, but they’d yet to make eye contact. She’d hoped for a dinner party invitation but their interaction had been limited to embarrassed shuffles around the recycling bins. The truth of the matter was that making friends took time, energy and commitment. Anna had all three, in spades, but she tended to spend them on her work and her campaign to meet a potential husband. There wasn’t much room left for friendships. Besides, she had Zoe. And whilst Zoe didn’t actually live in England, she took up so much space. 


Anna tried to defend her profile. ‘But my friends do say I’m romantic, thoughtful, trustworthy, honest.’


‘Yes, they do. More’s the pity.’


‘Well, I’m not going to say sexy, ambitious, pushy. That would be your profile.’


‘I’m not disagreeing with the adjectives exactly – although I don’t think they’re the most captivating traits for this particular sort of project – my objection is starting with the words my friends say. It shows a lack of confidence. You ought to know yourself better than anyone. You ought to be able to present yourself without the prop.’


Anna shrank from the idea. How could she write, ‘I’m romantic, thoughtful, trustworthy, honest’? It sounded so conceited. It left her so exposed. 


Zoe continued, ‘And I’m not sure about this next bit either. I like long walks (especially along the beach!), I really enjoy watching movies (everything from blockbusters to art house!) and there’s nothing I like more than a lazy Sunday of reading papers and enjoying a pub roast lunch.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Well, for one, you’re a vegetarian, so it’s a lie. Rather cancelling out the claim that you’re honest.’


Anna blushed. ‘It’s not really a lie. I do like going to the pub for a nut roast, but adding the word “nut”, well, it changes everything.’


‘Yes, you’re right about that, at least. You absolutely do not want to say you’re vegetarian. Only skinny, pale guys will respond. My point is that you might as well say I watch too many romcoms and absolutely believe in the happily ever after. I love the montage part when the couple are seen doing this sort of overtly romantic thing. It’s actually scary.’


Anna was stumped. She did believe in the happily ever after and the montage. ‘Well, what would you write?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe, I like being tied up and whilst I’ve never tried three in a bed, I’m curious.’


‘Zoe! Be serious.’


‘I am being. Besides, I promise you I’d get a stack of responses.’


‘Yes, but from the most awful people.’


‘People who like sex are not awful people, Anna.’


Anna didn’t know how to respond. Sex frightened her. Well, not frightened exactly, but certainly it confused her. She’d had lovers, three to be exact, and the sex had been fine, once she’d got used to it. Quite pleasant, some of the time. But her favourite bit was always the cuddling that happened afterwards, if she was lucky. She didn’t even enjoy the foreplay because, well, it was so obviously leading somewhere. There. And it made her anxious. 


She was pretty sure she wasn’t very good at sex. She just wasn’t that into it. Which was a disaster considering the time she’d been born. She was sure her shyness, which manifested itself in a distinct lack of imagination in the sack, would have been an attribute, a veritable selling point, in the Victorian era when all that was required was for the woman to lie back and think of England. Nowadays, women were expected to be confident, adventurous, dirty. She was certain there was a secret knack – like being able to play tennis; a matter of knowing how to hold the racket and when to swing – she, unfortunately, did not have the knack. And it wasn’t like you could go to a club and ask for lessons in sex. At least, she didn’t think you could, could you? No, surely not, and even if such a service was available she was far too shy to avail herself of it. She’d tried reading Fifty Shades of Grey, convinced everyone else was getting encyclopaedic knowledge and she was missing out, but it only intimidated her further because that Ana was enjoying multiple orgasms when Grey simply looked at her. How? How? She’d had to read a number of reassuring online book reviews to discover that a lot of other people thought that was ludicrous too.


She’d been a slow starter. She’d attended an extremely academic all-girls school. Her mother had driven them to and from school until they were eighteen, so opportunities to meet boys had been few and far between. At least they had been for her. Somehow, feral Zoe managed it. But Anna had followed the rules, happy to concentrate on getting great grades and confine her longings to some unobtainable singer in the latest popular boyband. 


Luckily, in her college sorority there were quite a few girls who were pretty religious and didn’t believe in sex before marriage. Zoe argued this was just a ruse, to pique men’s interest further, ‘Everyone loves a challenge.’ Whatever, it gave Anna a crowd to hang out with who did not expect to have a dozen sexual partners before they’d graduated. ‘Hang out with? Hide away with, more like,’ chastised Zoe. 


Then, she fell. Hard. She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, could barely talk when she was near him. When he noticed her, things just got worse. They dated. She couldn’t believe her luck. He’d chosen her. He had a wealth of choice, unlimited, and yet he loved her! 


For a time. 


Then he didn’t. 


Even now, the thought caused her to blink, an attempt to bat the pain away, keep the tears at bay. 


When he split, a killer rumour was put around. People said she was just not that into it. Someone quoted her ex as saying it was like making love to a firm pillow. The shame. Recalling the conversation still made Anna’s ears burn. Her eyes sting. Her heart beat too fast. That’s why he’d left her. Obviously. Crippled with an acute sense of inadequacy, Anna struggled to get back on the horse, as it were. It took a long time and she didn’t even much like the next guy she dated, although everyone else did: her mother, her father, her friends. Not Zoe. Zoe never thought anyone was right for Anna. It lasted far longer than it should have, went a lot further than she intended. She hated to think of it. A waste of her time, her soul and spirit. It was torturous. It ended. Yeah, he was unfaithful. What a surprise. Not. Fuckwit. That’s what Zoe called him. Thoughtless, careless, useless fucking fuckwit. Anna sometimes could see that there was a very genuine attraction to letting the expletives rip, although she tried not to herself. 


She was abstinent for so long that Zoe argued she’d have ‘grown over’. Lovely. These past few years she’d been dating again, but confidence issues led to trust issues; she always wanted to wait a couple of months before getting into anything physical. By that time, more often than not, she’d found texts on her boyfriends’ phones to and from more willing and enthusiastic women. No one could blame her for looking at their phones, or checking their emails, she had trust issues and her fears were invariably borne out. Suffice to say, she’d had a lot of short relationships. A lot. Yet not much actual experience. 


If she had been a bit better at it, then perhaps her three lovers and various other lesser boyfriends, who never made it to lover status, wouldn’t all have turned out to be two-timing rats. All of them. How awful was that? What a brutal fact. She had only ever dated men who ultimately cheated on her. It had to be her own fault. This deep-seated insecurity and self-consciousness was too personal to articulate. This dreadful feeling of blame and failure too shameful to share. Even with Zoe, especially with Zoe. As close as they were, and in many ways they were inseparable, Zoe wouldn’t understand. She clearly had ‘the knack’. She’d had it since she was fourteen and first started seducing boys. Anna found her twin exasperating and admirable all at once. 


‘I suppose you’re going to laugh at the next bit too, aren’t you?’


‘Which bit?’


‘The bit where I say my friends and family mean the world to me.’ Anna was intimately acquainted with Zoe’s bluntness, which often bordered on meanness, and although Zoe always insisted she was only trying to toughen Anna up before someone could smash her up, it was sometimes hard to take. Anna often tried to brazen it out, take the mick out of herself before Zoe had a chance to do so. ‘You’re going to say it’s a meaningless phrase and that everybody values their friends and family, unless they’re a complete psychopath, therefore I shouldn’t waste my precious word count on stating the obvious.’ 


‘No, actually. I rather like that bit,’ replied Zoe. 


Always full of surprises. Absolutely. Always and for ever.


‘Oh.’ 


Anna was just languishing in a rare moment of having secured Zoe’s approval when Zoe snorted and added, ‘But that last bit is ridiculous. Looking for a meaningful, long-term relationship. Love rats and two-timers can walk on by. Pleeeease!’
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Nick


‘So why internet dating?’ Nick asked as he picked up the bottle of wine (an excellent rich white, Pouilly-Fuissé Le Clos 2012); he preferred red wine on the whole, but he’d recently had his teeth whitened at quite some cost and wanted to avoid staining. He tilted it in the direction of her glass, waiting for her nod. She gave it, he poured. The internet dating question, though inevitable, wasn’t the first thing he asked her. He’d established her accent was American (with very faint North England undertones), she’d travelled here by tube (the line had been mercifully, surprisingly uncrowded), she’d rather hang on to her coat than hand it in at the cloakroom (because she always mislaid the ticket that was needed to reclaim it) and, yes, the wet, dark, late February evenings were a pain, she couldn’t wait for spring. Now to business. 


‘You do it too, so you know,’ she flashed him a shy, small smile. 


He understood that she wasn’t challenging him but simply looking for some empathy. He shrugged, a deliberately ambiguous gesture. He was unwilling to offer up his reasons because doing so would be detrimental, probably fatal, to the health of the evening. For him internet dating was a convenient way to a thoughtless shag; he very much doubted she’d want to hear that. For some months now, he’d had an active online profile on two or three dating sites, plus he was on Tinder; he found these sites an efficient resource. You could glide through fifty potential targets in a few minutes; it took hours to do that in a bar. A man had his needs. Women did too, he was pleased to say. Plenty of them. It was a misconception that all the women on these sites were looking for deep and meaningful; many made it very clear that they were looking for fast and fun. They wanted to go to expensive restaurants, loud clubs, hot and heaving bars; then they wanted recreational sex. Everyone’s a winner. 


However, this vision of loveliness obviously was not in it for the fun. Her profile was quite explicit. He’d had a bit of a shock tonight when, just before leaving his flat, he’d finally got around to properly reading it. Typical of him to be mugging up so late in the day; he was careless when it came to relationships. He’d never do the same at work. There, he was so much more thorough and dedicated; he’d never risk reading briefing notes just before going into a meeting. He should have researched her more thoroughly before asking her to dinner; he’d simply clicked ‘wink’ because she was so hot. Having read the profile, he’d thought about cancelling but they had a reservation at Villandry St James’s, one of his favourite restaurants, and a man had to eat.


Besides, she was quite especially cute. 


He didn’t send the blow-out text. OK, she was looking for romance, possibly marriage and two, maybe three kids. Not his scene. One day, yes. Today, tomorrow, within the foreseeable future? No. Still, there was no harm in hooking up for dinner. It was just dinner. 


The thing he was struggling to get his head around was why she needed to resort to online dating to kick-start that whole shebang. Pretty, smiley, seemingly clever; surely she had enough friends of friends to do this the old-school way, and he had a hunch that’s what she’d prefer. True, it had become increasingly common and acceptable to look for (and even find) long-term partners online, the statistics were mind-blowing. He liked numbers. Found them easy to recall, comfortable to live with. Over nine million Britons had used online dating sites, which hauled in an estimated cheerful £300 million per annum for the UK economy. The Chancellor must be so very grateful to all those lonely hearts, there ought to be more tax breaks for singletons (although Nick believed that a fair few of the men on these sites weren’t single). Theirs was a generation of tech-savvy individuals who regularly used devices to keep in touch with friends and relatives; online dating was a natural next step. 


Even so, he couldn’t get past the thought that it was really a last resort for the desperate or a ruthless way in for the smutty and slutty. 


He fell into the latter category. Was she the former? 


‘Well, yes, I know my reasons,’ he persisted. ‘Although I’m puzzled about your motivation. I mean you’re so—’ He decided to just go for it. Why not? Make her evening. ‘Beautiful.’ 


She smiled again, a broad delighted beam. It surprised him to note that he wasn’t even giving her a line. Gentler than the women he usually met. More thoughtful, maybe. She looked as though she wasn’t wearing any make-up, other than some lipgloss. That couldn’t be true. He knew enough about women to understand that even the most natural beauties wouldn’t leave the house without slapping on tinted moisturizer and mascara (still, they’d swear on their mothers’ lives that they were au naturel). 


‘I’d’ve thought you had to beat men off with a stick.’ 


‘Sadly, not the right type of man.’ She let out a small, shallow breath. Not quite a sigh.


‘You have a type?’ 


‘Well, if I do, I’d say I’m fatally attracted to two-timing rats.’ She took a sip of her wine and watched his reaction.


‘I see.’


‘I want something different.’


‘Understandably.’ 


She looked at him, head cocked to one side, curious. It was obvious that she was trying to weigh up what sort of man he was exactly. He held her gaze, hoping she wouldn’t. Not exactly. He fell into that category, the two-timing-rat category. Not always but certainly sometimes. 


The waiter interrupted them and asked if they were ready to order. Glancing at the menu for just a few seconds, she efficiently ordered two courses; he did the same. He was glad she wasn’t the sort to mess around asking about ingredients, insisting on substitutes and wanting to know where the chef had trained, etc. He was so bored of women who said they had allergies to carbs or couldn’t eat red food, or needed to eat a minimum of five exotic spices each day to stimulate their memory capacity. He’d have been happy to accommodate specific dietary requirements if these women were hostage to genuine allergies or if they just fessed up and said they were hoping to shift a couple of pounds. He understood that women were forever being pressurized into dieting, a doomed pursuit to gain a figure like Mila Kunis, but they wouldn’t – couldn’t – admit it, so instead they made up allergies. This Anna woman cut through all that crap, which was refreshing. When the waiter left them in peace, Nick nodded, urging her to continue.


‘Online dating makes sense. I’ve stopped hoping to find the love of my life hanging around in noisy bars or nightclubs or even through friends.’ She blushed, probably regretting using the ‘L’ word. She might as well have arrived with a placard declaring: I’m looking for The One, no time-wasters. 


He grinned, as if to say, ‘That’s OK, I’m not fazed by commitment.’ He wasn’t exactly trying to mislead her, not exactly. It was more that he couldn’t help trying to charm her. Habit. She rushed on in her explanation, no doubt hoping he hadn’t noticed her gaff. 


‘I mean I thought there was a chance at college. People do, undeniably, meet other people at Yale but it just didn’t work out for me.’ 


Had he heard her correctly? Yale? Wow. Good for her. 


‘Well, I thought it had actually, for about two years and two semesters, then I discovered the man I’d given my heart to was freely putting about other parts of his anatomy with pretty much every other woman in the student union, student bar and library.’ She tried to laugh but he could tell it still smarted. 


After all this time. Imagine. He clocked as much. Warned. 


Damaged, complicated women were not his thing. But then she straightened her back, jutted out her chin and he felt something slip inside his belly. Sort of melt. She was plucky. Besides, he couldn’t help but be fascinated by the fact she couldn’t bring herself to say cock, dick or even penis. ‘Parts of his anatomy’. Sweet. 


‘I confronted him.’ She was trying to make the point that she wasn’t a pushover.


‘How did that work out?’


‘He made me feel naive and prosaic,’ she admitted, shrugging. ‘He insisted that we’d never talked about exclusivity. He behaved as though he was disappointed in me. I thought it was a given. Nearly three years.’ 


Loud and clear, he was hearing her. Warning number two. Still he didn’t feel the need to text his mate, Hal, the number 8. That was their signal; then Hal would call with some fake emergency and Nick would apologize, tell his date she could call a friend and they could order whatever they wanted to eat, that he’d pay, but he had to leave, his mate needed him. It was a foolproof exit strategy and Nick had used code 8 a few times when his date turned out to be a psycho, a bore or a moaner. Hal grumbled about getting involved in what he rather quaintly called ‘skulduggery’ but nonetheless he always came through; Nick prided himself on the fact he’d never just pretend to be going to the loo and leave the annoying date high and dry, as some men did.


‘And after uni?’


He was testing her. She looked the sort to have read all the dating books and whilst he hadn’t read any, through an almost inexplicable process of osmosis Nick had gleaned that the books advised against giving too much detail about one’s dating history when on a first date. It was a passion killer, sitting with all those ghosts of relationships past. It showed unequivocal signs of fucked-upness. What would she do? Was she on the normal scale of regretful or was she mental and resentful? He was strangely relieved and certainly pleased when she breezed over his question.


‘Of course lots of people date colleagues but that’s never been a route for me. Then, if you’re busy at work – and who isn’t nowadays? – well, there aren’t many other opportunities to meet people simply through happenstance.’ 


He nodded approvingly. Glad she hadn’t lingered. He too understood the importance of not dipping his pen in company ink, that was something he always avoided. 


She continued, ‘I had other things to focus on. Then suddenly, everyone seemed to be internet dating and I thought, why not? I buy loads of stuff online. Books, shoes, food, even jeans.’


‘Even jeans. Do you?’ He raised his eyebrow playfully, to show his surprise. Just one – channelling James Bond. 


‘Yes, even though getting a decent fit with denim is the very devil,’ she said, grinning.


‘Indeed.’


‘You have to try on dozens and dozens of pairs before you find the right one. I’m always returning stuff. I’m on first-name terms with the man at the Post Office counter. Maybe I should date him.’ 


He laughed at her joke, the correct amount, not too heartily, that would have been offensive. 


She carried on, ‘I suppose if I can get jeans that fit, via online, then . . .’


‘Why not a man?’ He finished off her sentence, helpfully. 


‘Exactly. You get a wider choice of everything online; why would I leave something as important as finding love to chance?’ she asked. 


He should probably run a mile. The ‘L’ word twice in five minutes. They wanted different things. She was clearly husband hunting, and he wasn’t ready to settle down. But if he was, he supposed he might look for a sweet girl, who blushed and charmed. Someone who made his stomach flip when she straightened her back and jutted her chin. He sat firm. 


Shyly, she looked at him from under her eyelashes. He smiled back, warm, hazy. To be fair, he had to admit, she wasn’t out to trick anyone. 


‘What about you, Gus?’


‘Me?’ Gus? Yes, him obviously.


‘What made you try online dating?’ 


Nick hesitated as he tried to think of something more impressive than the truth. The waiter arrived with their first course, which bought him a moment.


‘Oh, the usual, my friends thought it was a good idea,’ he replied, evasively.


‘Worried about you, are they?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Are you—’ She stopped herself. ‘Oh, it’s none of my business.’ She waved her hand, as if trying to bat away the half-articulated thought, yet it sat between them alongside the bread basket.


‘Go on. You can ask me anything.’ Because he didn’t have to answer her. 


She cocked her head to one side again. She somehow reminded him of the King Charles spaniel he’d had when he was a boy. Coco, such a sweet little dog. Not that Anna’s tongue was hanging out. Her lips were moist, inviting, sensual. On someone else Nick might have identified them as blow-job lips, but this woman emitted a particular freshness that negated any such thought. She smelt of fabric conditioner and (he was probably imagining this) butter icing.


‘I just wondered whether you’ve recently been in a relationship.’ Her face collapsed, mortified. ‘Sorry. Crazy thing to bring up. I just thought, with your friends being concerned, that maybe you’d just had your heart broken.’


He had pressed ‘wink’ on Anna’s profile because she had big brown eyes that smouldered and big round boobs that beckoned, but there was more to her than that. He could tell as much already. She was sincere and hopeful.


It was a bit off-putting. 


Well, not off-putting exactly. Overwhelming. 


Actually, shame-inducing. 


After all, he hadn’t even used his real name online, whereas she was an open book. She was clearly searching for someone to trust. He felt a bit sorry for her, internet dating sites weren’t the place for that. He also felt a touch protective of her, suddenly irritated by all the lying cheats out there who fictionalized their profiles in order to seduce. Including himself. He felt shoddy. 


‘I don’t know about broken.’ He picked up the bottled water, glad they’d bought Evian rather than requesting tap; she was a mineral water sort of girl, worth that extra bit of effort. ‘Bruised.’ It wasn’t true but it was what she wanted to hear. If he said that his heart was numb, not through pain or disappointment, but due to boredom, he doubted she’d react well.


‘I see.’ 


She nodded and it amazed him, how such a slight movement, just a commonplace everyday gesture meant that he had a need to swallow, to run his tongue around his teeth. His mouth was as dry as a desert. 


‘Don’t be embarrassed, Gus, I’m twenty-nine, you’re thirty, it would be impossible to reach this age and not have experienced some level of disappointment in the arena of love.’


Really? The arena of love? He wanted to laugh. Not at her, though. With her. She was obviously nervous, and that was sweet. 


She picked up her napkin and buried her face in it. ‘What is wrong with me? Who in the history of humankind has ever used that expression without irony? Or at all?’ she sputtered. He gently tugged at the napkin; laughing, she relinquished it, then quickly reached for her wine glass, took a sip and added, ‘I’ve experienced some level of exquisite happiness too – of course.’ 


Briefly, intermittently? He was suddenly curious. Who had made her happy? How? Her beam widened a fraction further, he hadn’t thought it feasible. He couldn’t in that moment imagine any man ever hurting her, bruising or breaking her heart, cheating on her. Why would they? Reading his mind, she filled in the blanks on her romantic history.


‘Sadly, it’s been my experience that men just can’t keep it in their trousers.’ 


He nearly choked on his drink. 


‘Not that I’m suggesting they shouldn’t get it out of their trousers ever. I mean if they’re in a relationship, then they most certainly should. I’m not celibate or anything,’ she added hastily. ‘It’s just that I’m looking for a one-woman guy and – you know what? – I’m pretty fearful that they are as rare as unicorns.’


Nick shifted in his chair. He liked to think of himself as a faithful sort of guy but he was not absolutely so. No, not really. The fairest way to explain it was that, occasionally, there had been a blurring of the time frames around the beginning of one relationship and the end of another. And sometimes, a bit of a misunderstanding when it came to the exclusivity clause whilst casually dating. Look, he didn’t demand it; so why should he offer it? He didn’t think he was the worst guy in the global history of sexual relations. Men did tend to cheat. He thought there was probably something in the theory that it was a genetic thing. Men were supposed to sow their seed widely and all that, it was for the good of the human race. Monogamy was unrealistic. Why would the internet have been invented if men were supposed to be monogamous? But looking at Anna’s huge puppy-dog eyes across the table he didn’t know if that was true. Or at least fair. It felt a bit sordid. Daft.


For a moment or two they both concentrated on their food, making small approving noises and chewing carefully. 


‘And how has it been working out for you? Have you been on many dates?’ he asked. It wasn’t just politeness that drove him to inquire.


‘A few.’ 


Clearly none of them had been an earth-shattering success. She was here with him, wasn’t she? She hadn’t found Prince Charming yet. 


‘Any especially notable ones?’ He was fishing.


‘Not really. I’m very familiar with the menu in Starbucks.’ 


He pulled a face, showing his disappointment with the lack of originality of a date in a coffee-shop chain. 


‘I’ve also met one guy for a wander around the National Portrait Gallery, I played mini-golf with another, and I’ve been on the London Eye.’ She shrugged and smiled at the same time; he believed the shrug the most. ‘I’m seeing a bit of London.’


‘What was wrong with those guys?’


‘Nothing was wrong exactly. It was more a case that they were just not right enough.’


‘Score?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Out of ten.’


‘Oh, I see. I thought you meant, did I—’ She didn’t finish the sentence. 


He smiled to himself, glad that her mind was wandering in that direction.


‘Most of them would score a five or a six out of ten.’ 


He pulled his face into an exaggerated grimace. It earned him a giggle.


‘No chemistry?’


‘Exactly. And you?’


He’d had dozens of dates on the back of Tinder and the other sites. Lost count. Most of the time he scored. Literally. Obviously, sex at the end of a date meant the metaphorical score was at least seven out of ten, because sex was sex; some of the women had been so hot and willing he would have to rate them nine. Naturally, he couldn’t say so.


‘Same thing, really,’ he mumbled. ‘Have you had any disasters?’ 


‘No axe-wielding psychopaths as yet. I’m pretty choosy about who I decide to meet up with. From their profiles and the pre-texts it’s relatively easy to rule out the weirdos and jerks. Of which there are very many.’


‘There are?’


‘Oh yes.’ 


‘Tell me about those,’ he encouraged, mischievously. Recalling disastrous dates had to have the effect of throwing a flattering light his way. 


‘There was one guy who said he had a thing about feet and couldn’t wait to smell mine.’


‘No!’


‘Yes. Then there was the one who wanted to comb my hair with the brush that once belonged to his mother.’


‘Weird.’


‘She was dead.’


‘Fuck.’


‘Quite. Then there was the guy who asked if he could bring his mother along to meet me.’ 


Nick started to chuckle. He couldn’t tell if she was teasing him. She seemed in earnest.


‘One bloke told me that he was wearing women’s knickers as he texted me because it made him feel empathetic towards me.’ 


Nick couldn’t help but laugh out loud now. 


‘Another sang the whole of George Michael’s “I Want Your Sex” the first time we spoke on the phone. Hardly subtle. Tuneless to boot.’ 


An enormous, genuine guffaw. She was playing with him. Surely. She took a sip of wine, batted her eyelashes and beamed right back at him, neither confirming nor denying.


‘You know, I have something I need to tell you straight away. A confession.’


‘Oh.’ She looked instantly wary.


‘My name isn’t Gus.’


‘What?’


‘I’m not called Gus.’


‘You’re Angus? It’s short for Angus?’


‘Well, yes, Gus is short for Angus. And it is my middle name. I’m actually called Nicholas. Nick, really, to my friends. Nicholas Angus Hudson.’


‘Your friends call you Nick?’ 


‘Yes.’


‘So why did your profile say Gus?’ She paused, fork halfway to her luscious lips. She looked sad. Disappointed.


He shrugged, ashamed. ‘I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want people I know knowing I was looking online.’


‘People you know? Like a wife you mean?’


‘God no!’ He said it loudly, other people in the restaurant turned to stare. He moved his head closer to hers, locked eyes and tried his very best to look sincere. Suddenly it was important to him that she believed him. Even if he was telling a lie. ‘I mean the guys I work with, clients, my boss. Those sort of people.’


‘Your boss is on AllThat dating site?’ She arched her eyebrows. 


He allowed himself a smile. ‘Maybe, you never can tell.’


‘There’s no shame in it.’


‘No, I see that now. But you said yourself that you’ve met more weirdos and jerks than normal guys. I didn’t want people judging me.’ He’d actually always gone under the name Gus because it was harder for women to track him down afterwards if they were so inclined. However, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if Anna looked him up afterwards. In fact, he rather hoped she did want to stay in touch. He couldn’t explain it. 


She stared at him, weighing him up. Eventually she murmured, ‘You’re neither weird nor a jerk. But then, you’re not normal either.’ He looked perplexed, then relieved when she admitted, ‘I think you might be quite special, Nicholas Angus Hudson. I do.’
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Anna


‘He didn’t try for sex?’ Zoe sounded astonished.


‘No. He just kissed me on the cheek and said goodnight.’ It was a warm, soft kiss. He had good lips. Not too sloppy or wet, or dry, or nippy. Just right.


‘And he was outside your flat?’


‘Yes, I told you, we shared a cab but he didn’t get out of the cab, he took it on.’


‘Did you ask him to come up for coffee?’


‘Oh, come on, Zoe. You know that’s not my style. That question cannot be delivered innocently, at least not after a date. I might as well have said the crop, mask and condoms are upstairs.’


‘Are they?!’ Zoe sounded excited, almost impressed.


‘No, of course not. I’m joking,’ mumbled Anna, a tiny bit sulkily. ‘Not unless there are any stashed away after your last visit.’


Zoe sighed and then pronounced, ‘I don’t think he can be that into you.’


‘That’s not a very nice thing to say.’


‘Well then, is he gay?’


‘No.’


‘You seem confident. Was he a bad dresser?’


‘No, actually very stylish. Smart.’


‘Smart!’ Zoe repeated the word with so much disgust Anna wondered whether she had just inadvertently said ‘herpes’. ‘Just a bit of a drip then? Did he have a limp handshake? Sweaty palms?’


‘No. A firm, dry handshake.’


‘Well, what other explanation can there be?’


Anna sighed. ‘I think he’s a gentleman.’


‘They don’t exist, at least not outside Doris Day movies. How can you still believe in all that crap?’ 


But Anna did believe. She believed in gentlemen, knights in shining armour, The One, love at first sight and everlasting love. The whole hog. Admittedly, of late, her belief had been tested to the limits. It was difficult to stay eternally optimistic in the face of such mounting evidence to the contrary, but last night, meeting Nick, well, it had given her renewed hope. 


It had been a perfect evening. Ten out of ten. She wasn’t an especially vain woman, far from it, but she thought that Zoe was wrong, he was into her. She was almost confident enough to be certain. They’d really hit it off. They hadn’t stopped talking all evening and they’d had three courses plus coffee. He wasn’t one of those who just talked about himself either; they talked about her a lot too. He wanted to know what she did for a living. Usually, when she told someone that she worked for a drop-in day centre for the vulnerable and homeless, she was greeted with one of two reactions. Most people said she must be a saint, they gushed that it was wonderful that there were places for ‘those type of people to go, so reassuring’, but then they commented that they could never do it personally and, following that, they always seemed embarrassed to admit to their own line of work, especially if they worked in anything fun or frivolous. Ironically, her job – which her parents thought of as a poor reflection of her education level and intellect – intimidated people. The other common reaction was that people remarked that it couldn’t possibly pay well and that anyway, really, there was no need for homelessness, ‘Not down here in the south, at least. I see signs in shop windows all the time advertising jobs. Work, pay your bills, look after yourself. Simple.’ She knew it was hopeless and pointless trying to explain the complexities of mental health, the pressures of susceptibility and the overwhelming feelings of helplessness to this sort of character – the sort who thought that everyone ought to be able to tough out the bad times – and yet she never could quite stop herself from trying. Again, ever the unequivocal optimist. Not that her arguments on social deprivation, trauma, domestic violence or lack of opportunities ever made a difference. Quite often, announcing what she did for a living stopped the conversation altogether; people assumed she was a holier-than-thou, vegan, tree-hugging crunchy. 


He’d shown the exact right amount of interest. ‘What goes on there then? On a day-to-day basis, I mean. Talk me through your average day.’


‘Well, we offer practical support including subsidized meals, access to healthcare and laundry and showers. Basic yet essential stuff that the rest of us take for granted. Not that there’s anything wrong in taking it for granted,’ she’d added hurriedly. ‘That’s actually my dream, that one day we get to a point where everyone can take this stuff for granted.’ 


He’d nodded, understanding and encouraging her to go on. 


‘A big part of it is offering housing and benefits advice too. We have our own welfare officer who comes in to do that and to assist with court appeals. That sort of thing.’ She wondered whether it was all sounding a bit heavy. ‘There’s also a bike club offering affordable bicycles and maintenance that’s staffed by a volunteer.’


‘What’s your role?’


‘I’m the administration manager, sort of front of house. When I’m not dealing with admissions, volunteers or staff issues I help out wherever I can. In the kitchen, cleaning, lending an ear, making calls and writing letters. Whatever is needed.’ A lot was needed but she could only do her bit. She was learning to accept that. She couldn’t fix everyone and everything. Although she wanted it all to be better. ‘The centre is a much-needed base for many of the homeless in the local community and the local oldies who live alone. It’s shocking to think when there’s all this,’ she’d paused and gestured around the restaurant full of stuffed suits, ‘just a few miles down the road, there are people without food and basic shelter.’


‘Sobering thought.’ He’d taken a sip of his wine and she could tell he was thinking about the issues but he wasn’t cowed by them. 


It could be overwhelming if you allowed it to be. The trick was not to allow that. You were no help to anyone if you became despondent or emotional.


She smiled again. ‘It’s very rewarding. It’s called Drop In. Our guests are always making jokes about it being a drop-in for drop-outs. You have to have a sense of humour, right? What about you?’


‘I work in the city. I’m one of the loathed investment bankers you hear so much of. I work for Herrill Tanley. You’ve probably heard of them. One of the world’s top ten investment banks.’ 


He’d passed the test. Not cowed then, or embarrassed by his ambition. He was strong and proud, and she liked that.


‘And what does your day entail?’


Of course he said it was too boring to go into. All bankers said that but she couldn’t agree. It had to be fascinating, didn’t it? Moving all that money around; making more money or losing it. Thrilling. Just because she spent her days in a drop-in centre full of the old and vulnerable, none of whom had two pennies to rub together, it didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate extreme wealth. She resisted stereotypes. She did not despise the wealthy just because she chose to do a job that exposed how much poverty there was in the city. She didn’t blame individuals; she didn’t even blame the system. She didn’t think there was much point in blaming at all. She preferred to just get things done. She told him so and persuaded him to go into more detail. 


‘What does an investment banker do, exactly? Go on, educate me.’


‘You went to Yale; I doubt I’m qualified to educate you.’


He’d clocked her brief reference to her university, and he was obviously impressed by it. That was a nice change. Many men were overawed when they heard where she’d studied. Still, to be on the safe side, she’d chosen to flatter him. She didn’t want to make him anxious. 


‘I did a liberal arts degree. I’m pretty useless when it comes to economics.’


He’d launched into an explanation. ‘Well, corporate investment bankers provide a range of financial services to companies, institutions and governments. They manage corporate, strategic and financial opportunities. You know, such as mergers, acquisitions, bonds and shares, lending, privatizations, IPOs?’ He’d paused and looked at her hopefully, clearly wondering if she was keeping up. 


‘IPOs being initial public offerings?’


‘Yes.’ He looked surprised. 


She nodded encouragingly. 


He’d plunged on, ‘Corporate investment bankers also advise and lead management buyouts, raise capital, provide strategic advice to clients, and identify and secure new deals.’


She really had wanted to get it, but discovered she didn’t care that much after all. It was a teeny, tiny bit boring. Not as interesting as working with people. Money was simply money at the end of the day. It was never broken, it never needed to be fixed. Maybe that was the attraction. Still, she’d shown willing. ‘And what area are you in?’ she asked vaguely. They had to specialize, didn’t they? 


‘I’m in equity capital markets. I advise clients on how much capital to raise, from where and when, through research and analysis of products and markets.’


‘Oh.’ Whatever made him happy. That was her philosophy in life. 


Besides work, they talked about their friends, holidays, movies they’d seen or missed, books they loved or loathed. They both enjoyed music, although she was keen on classical concerts and he was more of a festival fan. They talked about their exercise regimes, agreeing they could do more, it was a matter of time. All the usual things. 


Except for families. 


It was Anna’s experience that men rarely talked about their siblings unless probed, which she had no intention of doing. They sometimes spoke of their parents in passing but most working men who’d moved out of the family home focused on their careers or social life for conversational fodder. This was fine by Anna. Indubitably, if she and Nick dated and became serious about one another, she’d have to introduce Zoe one day, but she was reluctant to give her room at such a convivial table. Zoe always soured things. She didn’t mean to. She just couldn’t help herself. It was also tricky to mention her parents without mentioning Zoe. Her relationship with them (which was strained) was coloured by their relationship with Zoe. Anna had been having such a lovely evening, she just didn’t want to get into any of that. 


He was handsome and funny. Few men could really own the adjective handsome. He could. Dark-eyed, rugged, masculine. He’d held his knife and fork properly, closed his mouth to chew. He didn’t get drunk or make sexist or racist jokes. She did not believe that the fact he had not pounced on her in the taxi was because he wasn’t into her, she thought it was because he respected her. He’d said he’d call in the morning. He was that specific. She decided not to mention as much to Zoe now. She’d only spoil things. Find fault with him, sow doubt into Anna’s mind.


‘I’m tired. I need to go to bed. What time is it for you?’ Anna never could keep the time difference in her head.


‘Seven.’


‘Did you work today?’ It was never a given.


‘Yep, I did some work for a glossy brochure.’


‘What sort of brochure?’ Anna asked, unsure whether she wanted to hear the answer. Work was work but sometimes Zoe took on modelling jobs that Anna felt were a little racy. Swimwear was one thing. Underwear another. Adult novelty toys altogether a different story. 


‘For a high-end furniture store.’


‘That’s great!’


Zoe made a sound that communicated she thought the work was anything but great. She wanted to be an actress, not a model at all, but if she had to model (and she did if she wanted to pay the rent) then she felt catalogue or brochure shoots were not where it was at. She thought she should be a face. Zoe was nothing, if not confident. 


Anna was impressed with Zoe’s modelling job, even if she was just in the background of some marketing literature for a furniture store. She knew that the chances of Zoe becoming the face of a skincare product or a luxury label were practically zilch, considering their age. If that was ever going to happen for Zoe, it would have by now. There had been a period of time when it had been possible, but Zoe self-sabotaged. Burned her contacts, damaged her looks. Anna thought Zoe was lucky to get any work at all now. Especially work where she kept all her clothes on. This was exciting! Anna could never get over the fact that Zoe was a model, actually paid hard cash just because people wanted to look at her. It was a weird enough concept if you thought about it in relation to a stranger and all the weirder because Zoe and Anna were identical twins. Anna had never said so, but logically, if people thought Zoe was beautiful enough to be a model, then she must be too. They had the same big brown eyes, the same broad forehead, high cheekbones and cute, pointy chin. They even wore their hair the same length at the moment, just past their shoulders; Anna did so because it was a good length to scrape back into a practical ponytail yet could look pretty after a blow dry. Zoe wore hers that length because her agent instructed her to: she could add extensions or fashion a fast up-do, depending on what the stylist required.


Anna had never actually voiced her thought that as they looked identical, in theory, she too could be a model, because in her heart Anna knew they were totally different. Their features were the same but everything else was different. Zoe had something about her . . . confidence, sex appeal, a manner. Anna couldn’t quite name it; she certainly didn’t possess it. She supposed the French might shrug and say Zoe had a certain Je ne sais quoi. Whatever it was, it was the difference between being the administrator at a day-care drop-in centre and an actress-cum-model in New York. It was the difference between being someone whose favourite part of sex was cuddling and someone who felt threesomes were foreplay.


‘It was a drag, actually. The shoot overran significantly. I was supposed to be like out of there by four but it was obvious that they hadn’t got what they needed and I’d have to stick around for a couple of hours extra.’


‘Was that your fault?’


‘My fault?’ Zoe sounded stunned and uncomprehending.


‘I just thought, if they hadn’t got what they needed, it might be because—’


‘No, it was not my fault,’ Zoe snapped. ‘It was the photographer’s idiot assistant. He hadn’t brought a reflector to bounce light so he had to go back downtown to get it. Everyone’s patience was frazzled. When they finally set up I demanded that they pay me overtime or I said I’d walk out and leave them in the lurch.’


‘But you wouldn’t have done that.’


‘I certainly would have.’


Anna told herself that it was admirable that Zoe knew her own worth and was prepared to ask for reasonable remuneration. There were always articles in the glossy magazines encouraging women to ask for pay rises, but Anna wasn’t totally convinced that Zoe demanding more cash to do a job she’d already agreed to was the same thing at all. Those articles were directed at women who’d detected a gap between the remuneration they earned and the payment their male co-workers received, not stroppy wannabe actresses who were paid well for having defined cheekbones. 


‘What happened?’


‘Not surprisingly, they pleaded poverty, said there wasn’t any cushioning in the budget.’


‘Oh well, at least you asked.’ 


‘I made them give me some of the furniture they were photographing. I explained I was doing them a favour. If their poxy pieces are seen in my flat everyone will want one.’


‘Is the furniture poxy?’


‘No, although it’s not to my taste. I’ll sell it on eBay. I could make some good money.’


Anna knew she had to end this conversation and get some sleep. Speaking to Zoe was draining; sometimes she thought it was near to depressing, but she’d never say as much. She couldn’t. She certainly didn’t want to listen to any more of Zoe’s aggressive entitlement, not tonight. She wanted to go to sleep and think about Nick. Perhaps, if she was lucky, dream about him. Nicholas Angus Hudson. Mr Hudson. Mrs Hudson. Anna Hudson. OK, she was getting ahead of herself. Still. She yawned ostentatiously, then said her goodbyes. She hoped her subconscious would play ball and push Zoe from her mind and deliver up Nicholas Angus Hudson.




4


Nick


Late April and spring had finally pushed its way into the dirty, neglected streets and into the grateful, receptive minds of Londoners. There was occasional sunshine, and determined buds, which quickly sprouted into leaves, grew on the trees. Nick thought the clement weather was a good omen. He had called her the very next day, like he’d said he would. And the one after that. They got together three times in the first week of meeting, and that regularity was sustained in the weeks that followed.


Unprecedented. 


‘So is she your girlfriend then?’ asked Hal. 


Nick and Hal had only known one another eighteen months but as their workstations were side-by-side they felt they knew each other pretty well. Neither had a secretive nature but, even if they had, the open-plan stations eliminated the possibility of privacy. Nick could get along with most people, he was a charming man but he was glad Hal was the bloke he sat next to every day of his life, from 6 a.m. to 7 p.m., and often later. Hal was also a charming man and, as such, knew the effort required to be so; with each other they relaxed. They could be quite un-charming, if the mood took them, and there would be no fallout. 


‘I haven’t labelled it.’ 


Nick kept his eyes on his screen; they both did. This wasn’t male embarrassment at discussing emotions, it was just that taking their eyes off the screen could cost a couple of hundred thousand in a heartbeat. 


‘It?’


‘Us. I haven’t labelled us.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I don’t have to. She hasn’t asked me to.’


‘She hasn’t?’ Hal could not hide his surprise. 


Neither of them were used to coming across women who actively oozed laissez-faire. This century tended to produce women who, when on the dating scene, were guarded, damaged, uptight or simply defeated.


‘No.’ Nick grinned at Hal. 


On the surface the two men were quite similar. Suited, booted, young, healthy, wealthy; they had it all going on. They both dated with the sort of regularity that would have earned them the title of ‘womanizer’ in a different generation. Each man assumed that part of his life plan was to have a wife, kids and a house in the country. The difference was, Hal actively sought a wife who would be the catalyst to this ambition. He was sometimes secretly envious of his married friends, of the comfortable closeness and automatic solicitousness that flowed between husband and wife. He wanted a cheerleader. Whilst Nick had only ever thought it was something that would happen at a vague, unidentified point in the future. 


Then along came Anna. 


It was a slow day on the markets; if things had been busier Hal wouldn’t have had time to give a crap about Nick’s affairs. 


‘You’ve seen a lot of her.’


‘Yeah, I have.’


‘How long is it now? Six weeks?’


‘Two months.’


‘You seem as though you’re really into her.’


He was, possibly. Probably. Almost certainly, but who said that out loud? ‘She’s cute.’


Hal nodded. ‘Are you seeing anyone else?’


‘No time, mate.’


‘She takes up all your time, does she?’


Nick paused. It wasn’t that she took up all his time, he just couldn’t imagine wanting to spend time with anyone else. ‘I guess.’


‘Sounds like a girlfriend to me, loser.’ 


Hal suddenly started to hit his keyboard with some level of ferocity; Nick scanned his own screen to see what he was missing. Nick knew Hal didn’t actually think men with girlfriends were losers. The opposite. It was just how they spoke to one another; casual insults were scattered around the office like pellets at a paintball party. Loser was one of the mildest uttered, some would scar a sailor. They were bankers, they had a duty to behave like arses; the general public expected it from them. Unquestionably, if Nick was in a relationship his mate was going to have to take the mick.


Was he? In a relationship? Generally, when he dated, he avoided the word and everything that went with it. He tried not to meet parents, or even friends, he did not see a woman two or three nights on the trot, he never left his toothbrush at hers. He didn’t want to give the wrong impression. Yet he couldn’t deny that this thing with Anna was different. He hadn’t met her parents, but that was because they lived in America. They’d had drinks with some people she did a Spanish evening class with. He was now the proud owner of two electric toothbrushes, so was she. It was easier than carting one backwards and forwards between their flats. 


Hal took a sip of his coffee and then winced because it was cold. ‘I thought you were only ever looking for an uncomplicated shag.’ His eyes continued to scan his screen.


‘Yes. I was, initially.’


‘This is not an uncomplicated shag, though, is it? I mean you went all the way to Stratford to see King Lear on Saturday. There’re easier ways of dipping your schlong than driving to the River Avon, sitting through several hours of incomprehensible auld English, watching some actor pretend to go mental.’ 


Nick hadn’t thought of it that way. ‘We went boating too,’ he pointed out.


‘And the sex? How is it?’


Nick knew that all Hal was expecting was a number. That’s what they usually did. These grown men – with their tertiary-level education, a six-figure salary, mothers and sisters – usually reduced women to a score. He could just pluck a number out of the air and be done with it. Hal might change the subject then. But what would that number be? He had no idea. He couldn’t give her a mark out of ten. That wasn’t right for Anna. It was demeaning. 
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