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Chapter One


How would you feel if you were stood up? Embarrassed? Upset? Pissed off??


Juliet was all three. Sitting conspicuously by herself at a table for two in a fashionable bar-cum-restaurant in Soho, she glanced self-consciously at her watch – nearly 7.30 – and tried to ignore the pitying glances of the cosy couples around her. She was going to kill Will. Being stood up was bad enough, but by her boyfriend.


She’d been waiting for over half an hour, which didn’t seem like a long time when she was curled up at home on the sofa watching re-runs of Sex and the City – one minute it was the opening credits and Sarah Jessica Parker was stumbling around in a tutu, the next it was all over and the commercials were on – but it was a completely different storyline when she was marooned in the West End in a brand-new pair of killer heels and a dress that should read, ‘Do not wear unaccompanied,’ next to the dry-clean-only instructions. The outfit was meant to get Will’s attention, not that of the minicab driver, the workmen on the corner with their hard hats and hard-ons, and the suited cityboys at the bar.


Draining the lukewarm dregs of her ‘house speciality’ cocktail she toyed with the idea of another round. She’d already finished off the complimentary olives – and she didn’t even like olives, nasty, bitter bloody things – read the Evening Standard from cover to cover, and sent text messages to everyone she could think of on her mobile. Now it was make-her-mind-up time. Should she order another drink and give Will ten more minutes? Or go home, put a bunny on the boil and lie in wait for him with a bread knife?


Juliet stabbed her last remaining ice cube with her straw. Feeling as she did right at that moment, she was sorely tempted to go for the bunny option. But instead she did what every female does in times of emotional crisis. She called her best friend.


The answering machine picked up immediately. ‘Hi, you’ve reached Trudy Bernstein Designs . . .’ Email, fax and mobile numbers followed, plus an entire electronically piped verse of Chaka Khan’s ‘I’m Every Woman’ that seemed to go on for ever. Finally there was the beep to record. ‘It’s me, pick up the phone,’ hissed Juliet.


She knew Trudy was at home screening her calls. She’d been doing nothing else since she’d met her new fling, Fergus, three weeks ago. Not that she was trying to avoid him; on the contrary, she was desperate to see him. But she didn’t want him to know that. A firm believer in playing hard to get, Trudy wanted Fergus to think she was a cool, independent woman with a hectic social life, not a mass of insecurities who stayed in every night, glued to the phone like an Elastoplast waiting for his call.


Trying to hide from the inquisitive stares of the other diners, Juliet pressed her mobile to her mouth, hunched her shoulders and sank like the Titanic into the depths of her coat. And tried again: ‘Trudy, this is really important  . . .’ Her pleading voice wavered as she locked eyes with the alarmingly hirsute waiter leaning against the bar. Juliet winced – she could smell his Kouros aftershave from where she was sitting – and dived back under her sheepskin collar. ‘For Godsakes, Trudy, I know you’re there . . .’


‘How do you know?’ a sudden voice gasped indignantly. ‘I could be at some wild party, taking shitloads of drugs, drinking endless supplies of champagne, being chatted up by dozens of fabulous men . . .’


Hearing Trudy’s unmistakable New York accent Juliet felt her panic being swallowed up by immense relief. In fact she didn’t think she’d ever been so relieved to listen to one of ?Trudy’s neurotic monologues. ‘But you’re not at some party,’ she interrupted.


She was cut down.


‘Gee, thanks a lot. Is there really any need to hammer home the abysmal reality that I’m alone, I’m wearing sweatpants, and the only drugs in my possession are junior fucking aspirin?’


Trudy stopped, suddenly aware of silence on the other end of the line. ‘Jules? Are you still there?’


‘I’m not sure. Is it safe?’


There was a sigh. Trudy’s temper evaporated as quickly as it had ignited. ‘Oh Gawd, I’m sorry, Jules. What’s up? Don’t tell me you’ve had another row with Will.’


‘Not yet.’


‘I thought he was taking you out for dinner.’


‘So did I.’


A pause, and then a yelp as the penny dropped. ‘You cannot be serious!?’ Trudy could do a pretty good impersonation of McEnroe circa Wimbledon 1981 when she wanted to.


‘Do you hear me laughing?’


‘Where are you now?’


‘At the restaurant.’


‘Ohmygawd. You’re there by yourself??’


Juliet didn’t answer. She was beginning to regret the phone call. The idea was supposed to be that Trudy would make her feel better, not even worse.


‘Where the hell is Will?’


‘I don’t know.’


There was another ‘Ohmygawd’, as, oblivious to her discomfort, Trudy continued. ‘What’s the matter with him these days? He’s acting like such an asshole. I thought tonight was supposed to be a big deal. For Christsakes you’ve been looking forward to it for weeks . . .’


‘Months,’ corrected Juliet. ‘In fact, make that six months. Ever since Will started up his bloody landscape gardening business we haven’t had a night out.’ She fingered the hem of the dress she’d bought especially for tonight, a luscious raspberry-red swathe of silk embroidered with tiny flowers that emphasized all the right bits, and tried not to think of the price tag. ‘Unless of course you count the movies.’


‘What? Sitting in the pitch black, not speaking for two hours,’ scoffed Trudy. ‘I’d hardly call that going out.’


‘Will does.’


‘Need I say more . . .’


Noticing the silence on the other end of the line it dawned on Trudy that no, she didn’t need to say any more. In fact she’d said quite enough. As a dutiful friend she shouldn’t be bitching about Will, however tempting it might be, knowing all the effort Juliet had gone to for tonight – maxing out her credit card in Bond Street on an outfit to wear, spending her lunch hour freewheeling around Boots, a further two hours after work at the gym, not to mention the time spent in the changing room doing a makeover Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen would be proud of. No, she should be offering reassurance, comfort, support in times of crisis and ignoring the fact that she wanted nothing more than to kick Will’s ass.


She made a swift U-turn. ‘Look, I’m sure he’ll be turning up any second now with his tail between those goddamn skinny legs of his.’ She forced a laugh. Canned laughter would have been more realistic. ‘What time are you supposed to be meeting?’


‘Seven o’clock.’


‘It’s half past.’


‘I know,’ muttered Juliet miserably. Casting another hopeful glance at the door, she caught the eye of the hirsute waiter. Picking his teeth with a cocktail stick, he was staring right at what little cleavage she’d managed to create with her bought-specially-for-tonight plunge bra from M&S. Cursing Will for the hundredth time that evening, she wrapped her coat protectively around her chest like a bullet-proof vest.


‘Have you called him?’ Trudy was doing her best at trying to be helpful – not one of her strongest points – and had resorted to asking the obvious.


‘His phone’s on voicemail.’


‘Did you leave a message?’


‘Does shouting, “You bastard’’ down the phone count?’


Trudy laughed grimly. ‘In that case he’s definitely got the message. So what are you going to do?’


‘I’m supposed to ask you that.’


Trudy knew what she’d do, but then that probably explained why all her relationships (note plural) had failed and Juliet’s relationship (note singular) hadn’t. Well, not yet. She tried to adopt a mature sitting-on-the-fence attitude. ‘There’s got to be a perfectly good reason why he’s late . . .’ She paused, trying to think of something feasible. A head-on collision? Pulmonary embolism? Her ER-fuelled imagination went into overdrive, before she remembered that even though Juliet was pissed off with Will, suggesting that he could be on the critical list in A&E might not count as a good reason. ‘I think you should give him another fifteen minutes . . .’


‘And then what?’


‘Come over to my place. I’ll order takeout from Chopstix on the corner.’ Comfort eating was Trudy’s answer to everything. ‘They do an awesome chow mein.’


‘I can’t wait.’ Juliet knew she should at least sound more grateful, but she’d been looking forward to a romantic evening, eating deliciously expensive food from large white plates and getting slowly drunk on champagne. Sitting in Trudy’s draughty Hampstead flat, picking at soggy spring rolls and sweet’n’sour pork from a tinfoil tray, while drinking a choice of flat Diet Coke or black ‘cawfee’ wasn’t much of a consolation.


Promising to call Trudy back, she hung up and beckoned the waiter. Sinking into a pit of depression she ordered another drink. After all, it was supposed to be happy hour. She looked at her watch.


Will had fifteen minutes to go.


And counting . . .


 


Squashing a teabag against the side of his chipped mug, Will squeezed out the last few drops before dropping it, still stuck to the teaspoon, into the sink. It sank without a trace into the washing-up water, which had gone cold, its bubbles long since dissolved by the greasy vindaloo ring that clung around the edges of the white porcelain butler sink. It was his turn to do the dishes, but as usual he’d left it until every utensil in the flat had been used – even the gravy boat that his mum gave him had found a use as a soup bowl – and now he couldn’t face it. He’d just got in from work. He was knackered. He’d do it later.


Kicking off his mud-caked boots and sprinkling dried clods of dirt all over the kitchen floor, he picked up his mug and padded into the living room, snagging his sock again on the nail that needed hammering down on one of the floorboards. Ignoring it, he flopped on the sofa and stretched out happily. Juliet was always nagging him to get changed out of his work gear, especially since they’d just splurged on a new velvet three-seater from Habitat, but what she didn’t see she wouldn’t know.


Will wasn’t used to being home alone. Arriving back at the flat a few moments ago, he’d been surprised to discover it empty. Since setting up Dig It Designs he worked late most nights and Juliet was at home when he walked through the front door; there would be an aroma of cooking, the sound of the TV blaring from the living room. But tonight there was nothing but silent darkness. He must have forgotten she was working late, he thought, feeling around the edges of the cushions for the remote control. Or maybe she’d gone to Trudy’s. Still, having the flat to himself for a bit wasn’t such a bad thing, he mused, digging the remote out from underneath him.


Will flicked on the telly. Pretty boring as usual, just the regular soaps and a holiday programme. Oh hang on, what was that? Top Gear? Aside from architecture, Will’s passion was cars, especially sportscars, and he could see Jeremy Clarkson filling the screen in his multicoloured jumper. Test-driving a canary-yellow convertible, the presenter was blasting through the British countryside with the roof down, his droning voice barely audible above the roar of the 16-valve engine. Chuffed at his discovery, Will grinned to himself and, sipping his tea, lay back against the cushions.


 


He must have fallen asleep because the next thing he knew he’d woken up with a start.


What the?


Will wiped a gloop of spit that was trickling out of the side of his mouth. What time was it? Groggy with sleep he sat up, spilling the tea that had been balanced on his lap. Shit. Frantically rubbing the velvet cushions with the sleeve of his jumper, he tried to mop up the cold PG Tips before it stained for ever. Shit, shit, shit.


The flat was in darkness, apart from the glow from the telly, and switching on the light Will peered at his watch. Seven-thirty. He furrowed his brow – where was Juliet? She should be home by now. His eye fell on a stale, half-smoked roll-up loitering in the ashtray, and with no-one around to tell him he was being disgusting, he relit it and walked across to the window. Cupping his hand around his eyes, he peered out into the rainy darkness, half expecting to catch sight of her walking down the street. But there was no sign of her, just a few people sheltering from the drizzle at the bus stop and the obligatory traffic warden gleefully pouncing on the motorists who’d left their cars on double yellows, foolish enough to think flashing hazard lights would protect them while they nipped into Oddbins.


Frowning, he caught sight of his reflection in the double-glazing. Crumpled. Knackered. Hair all over the place. Bags under his eyes. Clothes like a tramp. Bloody hell, I look like shit. I need a shower, a haircut . . . he rubbed the bristles on his chin . . . a shave. Turning side-on, he checked out his silhouette, sucking in his stomach and then letting it deflate like a soufflé over the waistband of his jeans. Christ, I look pregnant; no wonder Juliet’s always messing around and saying she can feel it kicking.


Will rubbed his belly protectively. All it needed was a few more sessions down the gym, a few sit-ups and he’d give Beckham a run for his six-pack. In fact maybe he should go tonight, lift a few weights, do a session on the running machine . . . Yawning, he breathed out a cloud of smoke and ran his fingers through the strands of his dirty-blond hair, still damp from the rain. Then again, maybe he’d go tomorrow; after all, it was getting pretty late, and Juliet would be home anytime. Which reminded him . . .


Digging out his mobile from his back pocket, he began looking around for the charger. The battery had gone down at lunchtime and he hadn’t been able to receive any calls. Maybe Juliet had left a message saying she was working late. His stomach rumbled. He hadn’t eaten all day. And he was starving. Maybe he should ring her at the office and ask her to pick up a takeaway on the way home.


Perked up by the idea of chicken jalfrezi, he began searching for the charger, scouring the shelves jammed with dog-eared Rough Guides, his collection of CDs – long since separated from their cases – Juliet’s stash of magazines, which she insisted on hoarding, even though they dated back to the nineties – and a jumble of photo frames all vying for space. No, nothing there.


He crouched on the floor and began tracing the knotted cluster of wires behind the TV. It was full of crap there, but among the plugs, dust and long-forgotten DVDs, he finally found what he was looking for. Relieved, he’d just plugged in his mobile when he noticed a piece of paper underneath the coffee table. Probably a flyer for some new pizza restaurant, or maybe one of those annoying book-club supplements that always fell out of the Sunday papers.


Under normal circumstances, Will would have left it there – tidying up wasn’t one of his strong points – but curiosity got the better of him and he pulled it out. It was an envelope with his name on it. He stared at it. It must have fallen off the fireplace. It must have been put there by Juliet. To be opened when he got home from work. Alone.


For a crazy moment Will wondered what he’d do if it was a ‘Dear John’ letter but then dismissed the idea. As if, he thought. Juliet and I are rock solid. So what if we’ve had a few arguments recently, what couple doesn’t? Grinning at the absurdity of the thought, he began ripping open the envelope.


The shrill ringing tone of his mobile interrupted him. He glanced at the screen as voicemail flashed up, grabbed the phone and cradled it in the crook of his neck. The automated voicemail service told him he had one new message.


‘You bastard,’ Juliet’s voice yelled into his ear.


What the hell . . . Will stopped as something clicked in his head like a 100-watt bulb being switched on. And he remembered. Don’t say it’s today. Don’t say it’s today I’m supposed to be taking her out for dinner . . .


He glanced down at the card he’d just pulled from the envelope. The heart on the front made his own plummet to somewhere around his ankles as he read the three dreaded words.


Happy Valentine’s Day.


Oh fuck.


Will groaned. He was in deep, deep shit.










Chapter Two


‘Would madam care for another drink?’ Hovering around her like a mosquito, the waiter buzzed loudly in her ear, ‘While she waits?’ Juliet scowled, feeling as if she was under a huge spotlight. When she’d first arrived the restaurant had felt cosy and intimate; now it was small and claustrophobic. She knew what everyone must be thinking. Poor girl, all dressed up and by herself. Every female in the room feeling thankful they weren’t in her shoes. Designer or not.


It was eight o’clock and the reality had finally sunk in. Will wasn’t going to turn up. Wasn’t going to rush through the revolving door like Superman, with an apology and a dozen red roses. He’d forgotten. Looking forlornly at her table, littered with a ripped-up paper napkin and a plate of olive stones, she could feel the tears prickling behind her eyelashes, threatening to fall. She made herself blink them away. She couldn’t cry, not here, not in the middle of this restaurant. Pulling her Visa card from her wallet, she waved it like a white flag in front of the waiter. ‘No, just the bill.’


 


Juliet had been going out with Will for two and a half years, and living with him for eighteen months. Will was what they always called in magazines ‘long term’, a phrase that Juliet hated as it made him sound like an illness. But what should she call him? Her boyfriend?? Will was thirty-three with his own business and a hairline that, although he didn’t like to admit it, was beginning to recede. Somehow a boyfriend conjured up past images of GCSEs and teenage boys with acne trying to get their hands into her double-A bra. Her fiancé? Very romantic, and a possibility if they were engaged – although it did have period-drama-slash-Barbara Cartland overtones – but seeing as they weren’t getting married, and Will looked unlikely to propose in the near future, fiancé is out. Which left partner. Yuk.


But it wasn’t not knowing what to call Will that was bothering Juliet. After all, it was a problem faced by a lot of women who’d moved on from angst-ridden Bridget Jones singledom into angst-ridden coupledom. In fact, on paper her life was perfect. She was thirty, an account manager for a top London advertising agency, and had a serious, monogamous, maybe-this-could-be-it relation­ship with Will.


So what was wrong?


Well, nothing she could put her finger on. As couples go, she and Will were a pretty average been-together-two-and-a-half-years couple. They ate, they slept, they argued, they had sex. Everything was ticking over quite nicely.


Which was the problem.


Whereas Will appeared to have settled happily into a contented familiarity, Juliet felt something was missing. Romance? Passion? Novelty? Excitement? Juliet wasn’t exactly sure. She didn’t expect their relationship to be the same as it was in those heady first months, when Will spent the whole time whisking her off for candlelit dinners and romantic weekends away, but that didn’t stop her hankering after them. Now it was takeout and a DVD and, if they ever did have a weekend away, which was hardly ever these days, she had to book it, organize it, and pay for it. Fluffy bathrobes or not, it just wasn’t the same.


That’s not to say there weren’t things about her relationship that Juliet adored. She and Will were the best of friends; they knew each other’s secrets, good habits and bad habits. They didn’t hide anything from each other – she no longer walked out of the bedroom backwards, with the lights off, so he couldn’t see the cellulite down the backs of her legs; he didn’t wear a T-shirt tucked into his boxers to hide his hairy back. But she couldn’t help thinking that maybe they’d become too comfortable, too honest with each other. Being close enough to share a bath with Will was one thing, but being so close that he sat on the loo reading Auto Trader while she was in the bath was quite another.


Putting it bluntly, Juliet felt in a rut. A rut so big it was verging on the Grand Canyon. Which is why tonight was so important. For once they were going to forget about bills and mortgages, whose turn it was to do the washing up and the argument about what to watch on the TV: golfing highlights from some rainy place in Scotland or Celebrity Facelifts: A Female Exposé. Tonight they were going to get drunk on champagne, remember how much they fancied each other and grope each other under the table. It was going to be special. Romantic. Just the two of them. Together. Laughing, teasing, flirting, kissing. Just like they used to.


 


Or that was the idea, thought Juliet, watching as the waiter sidled towards her, brandishing her payment slip. She cast her eye over the bill, trying not to baulk at the outrageous prices. Obviously unaware of the concept of personal space, the waiter was watching over her shoulder; Juliet could feel his breath on the back of her neck, smell his overpowering odour of aftershave and stale sweat. Purposely leaving the gratuity blank, she signed her name. Juliet Morris.


‘Where’s Romeo tonight?’ the waiter sneered loudly, annoyed at not being left a tip, causing the couple at the next table to stop eating their rocket and Parmesan salads and look up.


Juliet pretended not to hear. Fighting back tears she stood up, and with a fanfare of Whitney Houston’s Zen-remix of ‘I Will Always Love You’ serenading her over the concealed speakers, walked self-consciously past the other diners and hit the revolving doors.


Outside it was raining. Not just the drizzly, spitting kind of rain, but the bucketing-down variety that sent people scattering like marbles, trying to shelter in shop doorways or making a dash for it with Tesco’s carrier bags on their heads. Except for Juliet, who, needing to hail a taxi, braved the downpour and began trying to hurry as quickly as she could – no easy task while wearing a couple of pieces of leather and two knitting needles that the Fenwick’s shop assistants had fooled her into thinking were a pair of shoes.


Feeling the rain bounce off the flagstones and up her bare St-Tropez-tanned legs, she scanned the road for the sight of an orange light. Unfortunately, everybody else seemed to have had the same idea before her. Sure, there were plenty of black cabs, a whole gridlocked street of them, but they were all full of warm, comfy, happy people. Men and women. Boyfriends and girlfriends. Husbands and wives. Couples.


Watching them sharing some joke, smiling at each other, their silent laughter, Juliet felt robbed. That should be her and Will. They should be cuddling up together in the back of one of those cabs, her face snuggling into his neck, his hands around her waist. Was that too much to ask? One thing was for sure, she shouldn’t be walking the streets of Soho, in the pouring rain, by herself.


Realizing the hope of finding a cab was akin to that of winning the lottery in a rollover week, she took a shortcut and began swerving in and out of umbrellas, heading towards the tube. Trying to catch up with her mind, which raced ahead, veering between anger – That’s it, I’ve had it with Will. I’m going to tell him I’m leaving, I’m going to tell him it’s over. I’m young, I’m attractive, I’m good at my job, if  Will doesn’t appreciate me I’ll find someone who does; and self-pity – I’m thirty-one next year, I’m getting creases in the corner of my eyes, I’m going to turn into one of those sad, lonely career women who have designer flats and designer lives, but no-one to share them with. I love Will. I want us to work things out.


Around and around, from every which way, Juliet stewed about Will, about their relationship, about what she was going to say to him when she got home. She rehearsed her side, then his, backwards and forwards, trying to work out what she wanted, what she didn’t want, how she felt, how she wanted to feel. Immersed in her thoughts, she wasn’t aware of what was going on around her. And so she didn’t see a car approaching. An Aston Martin. Didn’t see it overtaking a double-decker bus and pulling back to the inside lane. Didn’t see its wheels catching the deep puddles that had swelled from the blocked gutters at the side of the road.


Until it was too late.


‘What the fuck!’ she gasped, as gallons of muddy rainwater drenched her new sheepskin coat, her new dress, her new slingbacks. She couldn’t believe it.


For a moment she stood on the side of the pavement, mouth opening and closing like a fish, eyes blinking, hands held away from her sides, water dripping from her face, until looking up she caught sight of the offending vehicle. Her expression morphed from shock to anger. What an idiot, what a stupid fucking idiot. She glared at the car. Bloody typical. Trust it to be some flashy sod in a penis extension. Trust it to be a man.


She snatched a brief glimpse of his silhouette – male, dark, thirtysomething – through the rain-streaked glass, but he didn’t see her. He was too preoccupied with negotiating the traffic ahead, one hand on the wheel, and talking to someone on his iPhone.


Juliet was livid. ‘Why don’t you look where you’re going?’ she yelled, more out of frustration than anything else. She didn’t expect him to hear her or see her. Well, he won’t, will he, she thought, furiously wiping away a splatter of dirt from her forehead. He’s obviously too busy chatting in his nice, warm, dry car to notice me, an insignificant pedestrian.


And Juliet would have been right. And she would have gone home, taken a bath, made up with Will, and never given the driver a second thought. If, as he accelerated away, he hadn’t glanced out of his side window.


And made eye contact.


For a split second they stared at each other. A fleeting, lasting moment. One person noticing another person out of a whole crowd of strangers. It happens a million times a day in London. Glances between commuters as they pass each other on the Underground escalators, pedestrians exchanging looks as they walk in opposite directions on a crowded street. Busy, absorbed, daydreaming men and women, going about their everyday lives, suddenly catching the eye of other busy, absorbed, daydreaming men or women.


But most people never acknowledge the other person. They probably don’t even notice, or if they do they look away feeling slightly embarrassed or awkward and pretend they haven’t, speeding up their journey to avoid further contact. Or maybe they’ll smile briefly, before carrying on to the office, the pub, their homes, their lives. And most people will probably never, ever take it any further, or give each other another thought.


Most. But not all.


There was a hissing skid of tyres and the glow of red brake lights. Crikey, he’s going to stop, thought Juliet, shielding her eyes from the rain with the back of her hand and peering through the blurry watercolours of traffic lights, shop neon, car headlamps. Clouds of white smoke pumped from the car’s exhaust as it slowed down, its engine rhythmically growling. Juliet realized her heart was thumping like a jackhammer. Anger? Fear? Anticipation? Excitement?


White lights lit up as the Aston Martin reversed with a whining screech. For a few moments she watched the driver, saw him turn to look over his shoulder, searching for a gap in the traffic.


There was an orchestra of horns. A whole brass section, loud and rowdy. Juliet saw the silver sportscar swerve and narrowly avoid a double-decker bus that had pulled in front, heard the conductor start shouting abuse. For a moment it seemed as if the driver was hesitating; then the car revved loudly and accelerated into the outside lane. Despite her determination not to give the driver the satisfaction of seeing her looking at him, she couldn’t help staring. Which is when, through the swarms of people milling around her on the pavement, she saw him giving her a backwards glance before being swallowed back into the army of traffic. Swept along with the rain. Through the lights. Gone.


 


Wiping away a trickle of rain that was dripping from across her forehead, Juliet paused to watch the red tail-lights disappearing. What a surprise. He didn’t stop. Why did she think he would? What possessed her to think a handsome man in his expensive car with its leather interior and heated seats would bother to even buzz down his electric window to see if she was OK? Why should he care that he’d just ruined a £400 outfit, no actually, a £1,000 outfit if she included the sheepskin coat. He wasn’t going to be her knight in shining armour. On the contrary, he was an arrogant, selfish, thoughtless prick who obviously only gave a shit about himself.


A shiver rippled through her body and Juliet became conscious of how cold she was. Cold, tired and pissed off. Pulling her sodden coat tightly around her she was about to rejoin the throng of pedestrians when she caught her reflection in a shop window. It brought her up short. For Christsakes, what was going on? It was Valentine’s Day and she was wet through, frozen and alone.


And it was at that moment, standing in the middle of the pavement, with people pushing roughly past her and the rain pummelling her face, she realized the waiter was right.


If she was Juliet . . . where the hell was Romeo?










Chapter Three


The windscreen wipers cut like scythes through the torrents of rain lashing down as the Aston Martin raced towards the lights. ‘Look, I’m going to have to call you back in five minutes, something’s just come up.’ Cutting into the conversation mid-sentence, the driver flicked his iPhone off and tucked it into the breast pocket of his jacket. With music blaring from the stereo and the heaters on full blast, he put both hands firmly on the steering wheel and looked in his rearview mirror.


She was still there.


He watched her figure growing smaller and smaller as he was carried along in the traffic. Motionless on the pavement, she was soaking wet and covered in the dirt thrown up from his tyres. He cursed himself under his breath. Why was it that five minutes earlier he hadn’t even noticed her? Hadn’t even seen her walking on the pavement when he’d overtaken that bus? And now he couldn’t take his eyes off her?


It’s not as if I didn’t try to stop to see if she was OK, he thought to himself, slowing down behind a cab that had just stopped dead in the middle of the road to pick up a fare. Impatiently, he drummed his fingers against the leather steering wheel. So why was he feeling so guilty? He glanced at the clock on the walnut dash. Eight-fifteen. He’d arranged to meet up with a couple of old friends for a reunion at a bar in Chelsea and he was already running late. He checked his rearview mirror again. But he couldn’t just leave her standing there and drive on. Could he?


He felt irritated. What was wrong with him? He was used to making firm, instant decisions. Seeing things in black and white. Being resolute. There was no choice to make. He was meeting his friends. He was already late. He didn’t have time to go back. But he was going to.


Putting his foot down he made an illegal U-turn, blowing his horn to scatter a crowd of pedestrians playing chicken with the rainsoaked traffic, and roared through a series of lights. It was absolutely pouring down. He’d only been back in the country for twenty-four hours, and faced with the London weather, memories of Italian winter sunshine were dissolving fast. Braking sharply, he peered out of his side window. Running his fingers through his dark, curly hair in agitation, he scrutinized the pavements for any glimpse of her. She must be around here somewhere . . . maybe further along. He looked, and looked again, but he couldn’t see her. Couldn’t see a long-haired woman in a sheepskin coat, a flimsy dress and bare legs.


Briefly he continued the futile search, more out of hope than in the belief he would see her. Giving up, he flopped back against the cream leather seat and stared into the neon darkness, absent-mindedly watching the thousands of pedestrians jostling, rushing, pushing, swerving, running. He was too late. She’d gone, left, vanished. He was surprised at how disappointed he felt.


The shrill ring of his iPhone broke his thoughts. Pulling it out of his breast pocket he answered it.


‘Hey, where the hell are you?’ It was his friends calling from the bar.


‘West End.’


‘Christ, man, what are you doing? Your beer’s getting warm.’


He caught himself. This was crazy. What was he doing? He had old friends to meet. He hadn’t seen them for months and here he was wasting vital drinking time searching the West End for a woman he’d never seen before and who he’d never see again. ‘Sorry, guys, I’ll be there in ten minutes.’ Indicating right, he pulled out into the traffic, turned up the stereo and put his foot down.










Chapter Four


It had almost stopped raining by the time Juliet reached Shepherd’s Bush. After being drenched she’d decided to pass on Trudy’s offer of sweet’n’sour’n’sympathy and catch the tube straight home. Unfortunately, just when she’d thought things couldn’t get any worse, they had. The Central Line had been delayed, probably because some poor woman had thrown herself on the line because her boyfriend had stood her up, Juliet had thought bitterly as she’d waited, shivering on the platform for half an hour until an overcrowded train finally turned up.


Pushing through the ticket turnstiles, she walked out of the station and along the busy main road that was lined with taxi ranks, pubs and strip-lighted burger bars. On days like this, Juliet couldn’t think of anything nice about living in London. It was cold, wet, grey and miserable. Rather like me, she thought, pulling her coat tighter to keep out the bitter wind that blew around her legs.


These were the kind of days when Juliet dreamed about charging into Thomas Cook and booking one of those last-minute all-inclusive deals to the Caribbean so that she could wear a luminous wristband and get sunburnt and pissed on free watersports and rum cocktails. Or packing in her job and moving to Tuscany to write one of those novels about living in a bougainvillaea-covered farmhouse and eating dinner outside on a vine-covered trestle table with locals who looked like Andy Garcia. And Will, if he could be bothered to show up, she thought grimly, dashing across the road in front of a juggernaut.


Taking the shortcut home, Juliet hurried past the shops, weaving her way through back streets of once-grand pillar-fronted, four-storey Victorian houses that had long since been cut up into bedsits and flats, their wrought-iron railings chopped down during the war to leave amputated stumps, the icing-white smooth plaster­­­work left to grey and flake. But not for long. Trendy bars had started opening up round the corner; organic restaurants were appearing; junk shops were being turned into designer boutiques. The whole area was changing. Soon these big old houses would be covered in scaffolding and bought by some celebrity.


Juliet had thought she’d be pleased – she liked drinking cocktails and spending ridiculous amounts on new clothes as much as the next girl – but she’d discovered she had a bit of a soft spot for the old greasy spoons and the pubs with swirly carpets and a dartboard in the corner. She liked the local market crammed with stalls selling Indian fabrics, Caribbean spices and Mexican hammocks. Enjoyed nothing more than hunting out a bargain to the loud, beating rhythms of the salsa and reggae tapes that a man sold from an old battered suitcase. Now they were disappearing, she was beginning to miss them. The estate agents said the area was undergoing a ‘makeover’. To be honest, it felt more like a takeover.


Turning into a tree-lined street, she slowed down. As streets went it was much the same as any other anonymous road in West London: bay-windowed terraces, permit parking but no parking spaces, a couple of teenagers with nowhere to go hanging out under the lamppost on the corner sharing a half-litre of Woodpecker cider. But Juliet thought it was much nicer. Especially number 34.


She started digging around in her bag for her keys. Strictly speaking, the one-bedroom ground-floor flat was Will’s, but since moving in she’d removed all traces of bachelordom with her Indian throws, bright pink sheepskin rug and crates full of photograph frames. Now it was their home, and she loved it. Which was a lot more than she could say about Will right now, thought Juliet, wearily climbing the front steps and putting her key in the door. But then theirs had never exactly been love at first sight.


 


Juliet had met Will at a housewarming party in Putney. It didn’t sound a very romantic place for a first encounter. Juliet often wished she could say, ‘We found each other at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve,’ or, ‘We noticed each other across a crowded New York bar,’ but unfortunately she had to make do with ‘We were introduced across the cheese’n’biscuits.’


The party had been thrown by a girl called Kate from the accounts department at Harris, Selwyn & Bennett Com­­munications, an advertising agency where Juliet had been working. The party invite was in the form of an email – block sent – which said something about ‘having a crazy wild time’ followed by lots of exclamations. In hindsight they should have made Juliet suspicious. She always thought exclamation marks were the reserve of People! Trying! Too! Hard! But, not having anything better to do, and being new to the firm, she’d decided it wouldn’t hurt to go along. After all, it couldn’t be that bad. Could it? It could.


Coming face to face with a drunk Hooray Henry type in a rugby shirt (collar up) and feather boa who answered the door, Juliet knew she’d made a mistake. But it was too late to change her mind and she was ushered upstairs to the strains of Celine Dion’s ‘My Heart Will Go On’, and into the living room where there were about a dozen people – all but one of whom were female – hovering around the mantelpiece drinking wine from two-litre cardboard boxes from Waitrose. So this was the party, she’d thought, accepting a glass of something warm and white, and wishing she’d stayed in to do her hand washing.


The next hour was spent making polite chitchat with ‘my name’s Suzie and I’m getting married next month’ on a wide variety of topics: finger buffets versus a sit-down do, the pros and cons of wearing white – ‘ivory can be very draining but then it is so wonderfully traditional’ – and honeymoon destinations, until finally she managed to excuse herself and escaped to the kitchen. Which is where, among the Twiglets and taramasalata, she was trying to figure out how she could leave early when she heard Kate’s drunken shriek: ‘William, let me introduce you to Juliet. She’s just started at Harris, Selwyn & Bennett.’


Oh-oh. Reluctantly dragging her attention away from the buffet – she used the term loosely – Juliet had turned round expecting to see a typical Hooray Henry type. But what she had got was a six-foot-something with scraggy blond hair and a lopsided smile that had stretched out the cleft in his chin to reveal the bit he’d missed shaving.


Nice, but not my type, Juliet had thought. He looked older than her, probably about thirty, and was wearing a blue linen shirt and jeans. The kind that style magazines always referred to as ‘smart casual’. He also had a suntan so he’d obviously just been abroad. Holiday? Working? By himself?? Doubtful. He was too attractive to be single, attractive, that is, if you went for slim, blond, blue-eyed Swedish types. But Juliet didn’t. She preferred chunky, dark, brown-eyed Latin types. Swarthy, hairy kind of men who made her feel small and feminine. Though admittedly he did have a nice arse, she’d thought, checking out his Levi’s. Juliet had a thing for nice arses and she’d clocked his immediately. In fact she’d clocked all this in the space of time it took for him to hold out his hand and say, ‘Hi, I’m Will.’


He had a Yorkshire accent. It was Juliet’s second surprise. Being a friend of Kate’s she’d presumed he’d be more of the Home Counties type.


‘Oh, hi.’ Her voice was muffled. Despite chewing frantically her mouth was still crammed with Brie and crackers. What timing. One hand shielding her mouth, she held out her other. ‘I’m Juliet.’


He shook her hand. His hand was firm, but friendly. Warm, strong and very confident. Juliet hadn’t realized before how much could be read into a split-second handshake.


‘So how are you enjoying the party?’


‘Erm, yeah, it’s great . . .’ she lied enthusiastically, trying oh so delicately to pick the chewed-up, leftover bits of crackers and cheese out of her molars with her tongue. No doubt she’d have a huge chunk wedged between her two front teeth. She gave up and used her finger. ‘Well, no, actually it’s not so great . . . to be honest I was trying to think up an excuse so I could leave.’ What was the use of pretending? The party was a disaster. Well, it had been until now.


Will grinned lazily. ‘Me too. In fact I was just trying to get out of the door when Kate collared me.’


Juliet was suspicious. She hardly knew Kate, but everyone knew she was on a manhunt. Why hadn’t Kate kept Will for herself?? Juliet stared at him. Maybe he was married? Nope, no sign of a ring. Divorced? Nope, no sign of a tan mark where the ring had been. Gay? No, not with that handshake. A misogynist? She hoped not.


‘Well, don’t let me stop you leaving.’ To be on the safe side she feigned disinterest.


‘Don’t worry, you won’t.’ With a faint air of amusement lingering around his mouth, Will lit up a cigarette. He didn’t offer her one. ‘But seeing as I’m here, I might as well have one more drink.’ He began refilling his wine glass.


Hmm, arrogant, thought Juliet, watching him take a swig of red wine. Blond and arrogant. Definitely not my type.


 


Three hours later and Juliet was to be found flirting with Will by the fat-free dips, all thoughts of going home firmly abandoned. By the time everyone was drunkenly trying to locate their coats, which lay in a pile underneath Suzie – who’d obviously had a rehearsal for her forthcoming hen night and had puked up and passed out on the bed – Juliet had discovered Will was single, he was rather nice and he wanted her telephone number.


She wrote it on the back of his cigarette packet with her eyeliner.


It probably smudged, she thought when he hadn’t called the next day. He probably didn’t fancy me, she thought after a week. Who cares? He wasn’t my type anyway, she thought after ten days. So when Will finally did call her a fortnight later ‘to say hi’ she was clipped and cool. So cool that she’d waited a few days to return his call ‘to say hi’. Another week for a no-strings-attached coffee and nearly three weeks before a testing-the-waters trip to the movies.


During which time Juliet learned all about Will. His ambitions: he was an architect and worked for a garden design company in Islington but was hoping to set up his own business one day. His hobbies: playing five-a-side in Holland Park, meeting up with friends and drinking too much red wine, reading the Sunday papers at his local greasy spoon. And most crucial of all – his love life: three serious girlfriends, a broken engagement and most recently a twenty-four-hour fling with a dental hygienist called Yvonne who, after one night of alcohol-induced sex, had scared him off by suggesting they spend a coupley afternoon together flying kites on Hampstead Heath.


Will always dropped the bit in about Yvonne as a word of warning to would-be girlfriends. But Juliet didn’t need one. She wasn’t about to scare him off with suggested trips to Tiffany to look at rings. She knew the signs of a man who wasn’t looking for a relationship. Because she was a woman who wasn’t looking for one either. After a couple of serious relationships herself, beginning with her first love, a drippy nineteen-year-old geography student called Matt who she’d met at university, followed by half a dozen non-starters including Bob, the ex-heroin-addict who’d played bass in a pseudo-Irish band, she was currently single and loving it.


So their purely platonic relationship, bar a few double-entendre-infused conversations and a bit of flirting, trundled along until all their friends stopped asking when they were going to get it together, because they thought they already had. Everyone thought they were a couple, when in fact they were just good friends.


Of the Harry Met Sally type.


They might not have admitted it to each other, or even to themselves, but Juliet fancied Will and Will fancied Juliet. And they might have always remained just good friends. They might, but of course they didn’t.


After three months, three days and one too many tequila slammers in a tacky Tex-Mex in Fulham, alcohol had played Cupid, and they’d ended up in her single divan for more-than-just-friends sex. It could have been the kiss of death. In Juliet’s experience, sex with a friend was either brilliant because you knew each other so well, or excruciatingly embarrassing because you knew each other too well. But when she woke up beside Will the next morning and, opening his eyes, he’d smiled at her, she knew it was the former.


‘So what do you want to do now?’ he asked, curling his long, sinewy arms around her and pulling her towards him.


‘I don’t mind,’ she murmured sleepily, feeling him kiss the side of her face, her neck, along her collarbone, watching his blond head disappear under the duvet. ‘Just as long it’s not flying kites.’ She’d heard muffled laughter as he pulled the covers over her head, dragging her into the depths of the bed where they’d dissolved into giggles and a whole bunch of other stuff that sure as hell beat any outdoor activity.


 


And so they began seeing each other. Well, Juliet called it seeing, Will called it shagging, but then he never was much of a romantic. It was the summer and every night Will would pick her up from work in his beloved sportscar, a shiny red MG Midget he’d discovered rusting away in an old woman’s garage and painstakingly restored. They’d head down to the river, to one of the pubs heaving with office workers – blokes with their ties loosened and jackets off, women liberated from their all-year-round opaque tights – and they’d sit outside at one of those wooden picnic tables, her legs draped across his, flirting like crazy and enjoying the novelty of British sunshine.


Juliet had never been out with someone like Will before. He was older than her, more successful than her, and he earned more in a week than she did in a month. She’d been used to going out with graduates who let her pay for her own drinks at the pub, popcorn at the cinema, night bus home. Not Armani-clad architects who bought expensive bottles of wine for them to share and treated her to three-course dinners at Luigi’s, his favourite Italian.


Looking back, she’d been so happy. Cruising back to his flat, roof down, stereo on, she used to snuggle up next to him, smoking cigarettes and grinning like the cat that had got the cream. At twenty-seven, the fear of heart disease, lung cancer and lips like pleated curtains was years away and, watching London fly past, she’d enjoyed the intoxicating headrush of lust and nicotine. She was young, she was going out with Will, and she was in love. What more could a girl want?


 


A nice meal, a glass of champagne and some dry clothes would be nice, cursed Juliet, feeling her dress sticking to her inner thighs like a wet dishcloth. Opening the front door she stepped into the dry warmth of the hallway and flicked on the light.










Chapter Five


Cue the explosion of a huge row. Charged with emotional outbursts, angry words, pent-up frustration and sexual energy which had culminated in Will tearing off her wet clothes in the hallway and making mad, passionate love to her on the kilim rug they’d bought on a British Airways citybreak to Marrakesh.


Actually, that’s what Juliet would have liked to happen. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a carefully scripted movie scene starring Brad and Angie, but unrehearsed real life starring Juliet Morris and Will Barraclough.


‘Jules?’ Will’s voice wafted out to her as he heard the front door slam. ‘Jules, is that you?’ He appeared barefoot at the doorway of the living room, blinking at the harsh brightness of the bare lightbulb in the hallway. Shit, he really must remember to get a lampshade for that, he reminded himself, before catching sight of Juliet.


He whistled through his teeth. ‘Blimey, you’re wet through.’


Dripping like an old teabag onto the welcome mat, Juliet threw him the dirtiest look she could muster. ‘Am I? Ooh, silly me. I hadn’t noticed.’ Prising a clump of soggy hair that had welded itself to her left nostril, she bared a teeth-grinding grimace. ‘Thanks for pointing that out.’


Holding her head high she attempted to stomp past him to the bathroom with at least some pride intact. Unfortunately her new stilettos had other ideas and her heels skidded out from beneath her, making her look like a cartoon character on banana skins.


‘Jules . . .’


Narrowly missing twisting her ankle she grabbed the bathroom door handle for support.


‘What?’ she glowered.


Will shrugged. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Me too,’ she snapped, flouncing into the bathroom and slamming the door behind her. She knew that refusing to speak to Will wouldn’t get them anywhere and that as a mature adult she should try and sort things out. Except she didn’t feel like being a mature adult. She felt like being a grumpy bitch.


She didn’t care if she was being childish. As far as she was concerned after what she’d just gone through at the Soho Brasserie, she had every right to be a grumpy bitch. It was Valentine’s Day, she was supposed to be sent Interflora bouquets to the office and taken for dinner; she wasn’t supposed to be left sitting in the restaurant by herself feeling like she was back at school and the last to be picked for the rounders team. Will hadn’t even got her a card, for Christsakes.


Bolting the lock, she peeled off her clothes and sulked under the shower until every last splatter of dirt and smear of her forty-quid St Tropez tan had disappeared down the plughole. Will spent the whole time on the other side of the door, not knowing how he should be handling this situation, but giving it his best shot by continuing to apologize and trying to make amends by offering to ‘cook us both some tea . . . How do you fancy a Spanish omelette?’


After ignoring him for a good forty minutes, Juliet emerged from the bathroom wrapped in towels to discover Will standing with his back to her in the kitchen, stirring pans on the hob. He was stark-bollock naked.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ She couldn’t ignore him any longer.


‘Cooking.’


‘With no clothes on?’


Will knew it was now or never. Struggling hard to keep a straight face, he turned round, covering his crotch with a Jamie Oliver cookbook. ‘I’m a naked chef.’


Juliet knew this was Will’s way of waving the white flag. He was offering an olive branch – well, maybe not a branch, she thought as her eyes strayed to his unconventional choice of fig leaf – and in the past she would have accepted it. Except this time she wasn’t going to. Naked or not, she wasn’t going to laugh and put her arms around Will because this time it wasn’t about him leaving wet towels on the bathroom floor, hogging the remote or rolling in pissed and stinking of chilli kebab at 2 a.m. when he’d told her he was having a quick drink after work. This time it was about a lot more than that.


‘Are you hungry?’ Deciding the silence meant he’d been forgiven, Will gave her a nudge-nudge-wink kind of smile.


She wiped it off his face. ‘Nope,’ she deadpanned, wishing her stomach would stop contradicting her by making those loud, desperate gurgling noises. Did Will really think all he had to do was take his clothes off and joke around and everything would be all right? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t seen it all before. She watched him lift the lid on the pan to check its contents, his pale backside lit up under the harsh halogen spotlights. That’s what annoyed her so much about Will: he could never be serious; he had to try and make everything into a joke. Even tonight. She could feel her eyes prickling with tears. And there was nothing funny about tonight.


‘I’ve made your favourite. Chicken jalfrezi and pilau rice,’ he continued, as it began to dawn on him that perhaps Jules wasn’t finding this as funny as he’d hoped.


‘That’s your favourite, Will,’ she corrected sullenly. Even so, she was actually rather impressed. Until now spag bol, with the help of a bottle of readymade ragu sauce, had been the lofty heights of Will’s culinary expertise.


‘It’s gonna be top pukka, luverly jubberly, you just wait . . .’


How pathetic. Unimpressed by Will’s appalling impression of Mr Oliver she leaned against the Smeg fridge. She was determined to sulk. Being a Taurean she was nothing if not stubborn, and she was prepared to go to bed with an empty stomach to prove a point. Even if he does look bloody ridiculous, she thought, watching Will as he bent over to check the plates warming in the oven.


Which is when, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a carrier bag brimming with takeout cartons that he’d obviously tried – and failed – to hide by stuffing it behind the microwave. She should have known. Since when had Will ever gone to the effort of actually cooking her a decent meal?


‘What are these?’ Leaning across she pulled out the bag and dangled the damning evidence in front of him.


‘Those?’ Will attempted astonishment. It was ham acting at its finest. ‘Erm . . . ah, yeah, didn’t you know? Curry tastes much better if you eat it from tinfoil trays. It adds to the flavour. A bit like chips in newspaper.’


Digging in the bag, Juliet produced a Visa receipt. ‘Does it also help the flavour if it comes from the Bombay Express?’


Dropping his wooden spoon, Will held up his hands in defeat. ‘I’ve been rumbled.’ He put on his best hangdog expression. ‘Guilty as charged. I throw myself on your mercy, ma’am.’


Despite being faced with his confession and a full-frontal Juliet didn’t laugh. ‘I’m going to get an early night.’ She began walking out of the kitchen.


Will panicked. She was serious. ‘Jules, wait . . .’


She paused by the doorway.


Sighing, he gave in and dropped the act. ‘Oh c’mon, Jules. Don’t make this into such a big deal. I know you’re upset about tonight, but I didn’t forget on purpose. You know I’ve had a lot on my mind.’


But not me, thought Juliet, although she didn’t say it. She didn’t say anything.


Her silence made Will gasp in frustration. ‘OK, so I forgot it was Valentine’s Day and we were going out to dinner. I’ve said I’m sorry, what more do you want me to do? Get down on my hands and knees and beg forgiveness?’


‘It’ll do for a start.’


Putting his hands on his hips he tutted, before realizing he was being stared at by Violet, the octogenarian pensioner who lived across the street. Streaking across the kitchen he hurriedly pulled down the blind. ‘Since when have you been so bothered about some lousy Valentine’s Day anyway? The whole thing’s a marketing gimmick. You of all people know that, you’re the one who works in advertising.’


‘You just don’t get it, do you?’ Juliet shook her head. ‘It’s not just about Valentine’s Day. That’s not why I’m upset.’


‘So what the hell is all this about?’ Will was confused.


Biting her lip, Juliet watched him running his fingers through his hair in agitation. What was the point of trying to explain? That he’d had to ask said it all. She sighed as a wave of tiredness hit her. ‘Look, I don’t want to argue with you.’


Will felt relieved. ‘Neither do I,’ he paused, deciding whether or not to say something. He went for it. ‘Look, you’re probably going to hate this, but what the hell . . . when I went for the takeout I got you something.’


Juliet folded her arms and waited expectantly. What stunt was Will going to pull next?


‘You’ve got to close your eyes for a minute.’


She was half tempted not to, but she obeyed, sighing.


There was a lot of rustling.


‘OK, now you can open them.’


With the ta-daah of a magician, he produced his present from behind his back. It was a familiar blue box of Cadbury’s chocolates. Giving them to Juliet, he grinned apologetically for the terrible pun he knew he was about to make in the name of grovelling. ‘I bought you some roses . . .’


This time she had to smile, even though she tried not to. It was too crap a joke not to. Because that was the thing about Will. He could upset her, annoy the hell out of her and make her question their relationship, but somehow he always knew how to break her mood – even though it was him, more often than not, that put her in the mood in the first place – and make her smile, laugh, love him again.


She felt her anger ebb away. ‘You idiot,’ she grinned, putting her arms around him.


Will’s face flooded with relief. Thank God, he’d been forgiven. Now he could stop doing the full monty and put some bloody clothes on. Well, maybe in a minute, he thought, hugging Juliet’s body, which was naked but for a bath towel, tightly against his. Leaning back against the oven, he began kissing her. Mmmm, why didn’t they do this more often?


‘Fuck!?’ Jerking forwards, his hard-on was forgotten as he jumped away from Juliet, clutching his naked buttock. ‘Fuck, I’ve just burnt my arse.’


Juliet took one look at his startled expression and burst out laughing. ‘You see, that’s what happens when you stand me up.’


Jigging around in the kitchen, his face creased with pain, Will hitched himself up onto the edge of the sink, stuck his bum under the mixer tap and turned on the cold water. Feeling the icy jet on his bare buttocks, his face relaxed. ‘What happens?’


Juliet smirked. Now it was her turn for the crap jokes. ‘You get a hell of a lot more than your fingers burnt.’










Chapter Six


‘So, when are you going to marry me?’


‘When do you want to marry me?’ smiled Juliet.


‘Today.’


‘Today? Oh, I don’t know . . .’ She paused to brush the hair away from her face with a woolly-gloved hand. ‘Shouldn’t you ask your wife first?’


 


The next morning, Juliet was in a tiny shoe-box of a café on the corner of a Soho back street, waiting for her usual breakfast order of a toasted cheese bagel and cappuccino from Mario, the stout white-haired owner. Regardless of how she looked first thing in the morning, Mario always insisted on calling her bella and demanding to know when she was going to marry him. He’d been asking her for the last three years.


‘What do you think, Rosa?’ asked Juliet mock seriously, winking at Mario’s tiny wife, who was standing behind the counter in her immaculately white apron, building a mountain of sandwiches.


‘Aww, you can ’ave ’im.’ Pausing from buttering ciabatta rolls, she shook her black, ringlety head and threw her gold-ringed hands in the air. ‘I’ll ’ave myself a toyboy.’ She burst out chuckling as Mario darted across from the toaster and began squeezing his adored wife around the waist, a torrent of good-humoured Italian spilling between them as she slapped him good-naturedly on his hairy forearms with the butter knife.


Watching them giggling and cuddling like two lovestruck teenagers, Juliet didn’t want to interrupt. Leaving the money for her breakfast on the counter, she stepped out of the warm café and began walking to her office. Seeing Rosa and Mario only seemed to highlight what was wrong with her own relationship and, hugging the warm bagel to her chest, she sipped her scalding-hot coffee and thought about her and Will.


Last night they’d kissed and made up. After slathering his blistered left buttock with Savlon, she’d spent the rest of the evening watching Sleepless in Seattle on Channel 4, eating curry and digging for fudge and Brazil-nut caramels. Will had lain next to her on the sofa, without complaining once about his ‘third-degree burn’ or being left with all the hazel whirls and caramel kegs. Neither had he made his usual disdainful enquiry, ‘You’re not crying, are you?’ or snorted with mirth when Tom Hanks gave his wonderfully moving speech about his dead wife on the radio. Instead he’d remained remarkably quiet, which for Will was quite an achievement, considering that they were missing a ‘classic’ (his words not hers) Gene Hackman thriller on the other side.


She hadn’t mentioned the restaurant again and neither had he. There was no point. Will seemed genuinely sorry and, even if he hadn’t understood why she’d been so upset, she knew deep down he hadn’t forgotten deliberately. He just hadn’t thought. But that was just it. Will never did think, did he?


The cappuccino was burning her mouth. Pushing down the tab on the lid to stop the heat escaping, Juliet lifted her face to the faint rays of February sunshine and took deep lungfuls of cold inner-city air. What a difference from last night’s driving rain and relentless wind, she thought, cutting across the small grassy square opposite her office. Remembering how she’d cuddled up next to Will on the sofa, the central heating on full, the lights dimmed low, she thought about her decision just to forget about everything that happened and let herself be unashamedly swept away by the movie.


Sleepless in Seattle was slushiness at its best. Perfect Valentine’s night entertainment. Passing Will a Turkish delight – she didn’t like those either – she’d watched the scene where Meg and Tom see each other for the first time, a brief glimpse across a busy main road. Juliet always loved that bit. She must have seen the movie half a dozen times but that part always got to her, even though she knew it was Hollywood bollocks. As if two people who’ve never clapped eyes on each other before would stare at each other like that. Would fall in love at first sight. That kind of stuff just didn’t happen. Did it?


She’d suddenly had a funny feeling. A flashback to earlier that night. The guy who’d soaked her.


That’s how they’d looked at each other.


Juliet’s stomach had gone all jittery. Unnerved she’d hurriedly flicked over the channels, much to the delight of Will, who’d perked up at the sight of Gene Hackman.


But after a few seconds the feeling had passed as rapidly as it had appeared and she’d been left feeling faintly ridiculous. For Godsakes, what was she thinking of?? What had happened between her and some idiot who couldn’t drive wasn’t the same at all. He was a stranger, a man she was hopefully never going to lay eyes on again, and the only reason she’d stared at him was because he’d just sprayed her with gallons of muddy water. He was lucky that’s all she had done. The way she’d been feeling right at that moment she could have killed him, never mind stare at him.


Closing her eyes, she’d buried her face in Will’s T-shirted chest. She was supposed to be forgetting about tonight, putting it out of her memory for ever. Will wrapped his arms around her, and Juliet wriggled comfortably. As for Sleepless in Seattle, it was just a load of old sentimental claptrap anyway.


 


Pushing through the revolving glass doors, Juliet entered the glossy reception of her office, SGC. This was one of the most, if not the most, fiercely successful advertising agencies in Soho, renowned for creating some of the biggest, most popular and most lucrative campaigns of the last decade – and it wasn’t ashamed to blow its own trumpet. Directly ahead was a huge plasma screen showcasing its TV and film commercials and to the right, behind the colossal front desk, was the trophy wall: SGC was named Agency of the Year by Campaign magazine, Worldwide Agency of the Year at the American Clio Awards for two years running, and presented with two golds at the prestigious annual British TV Awards.


‘We don’t follow trends, we set them,’ was the quote from Alex Schmart, the agency’s chief executive, on the home page of their website and, predictably in an industry obsessed with appearing cutting-edge, the offices were situated in prime media ground. Overlooking the lawned garden that was a mecca for office workers in summer, Soho Square was a cappuccino’s throw away from film and music company headquarters, model agencies, its bars and members-only clubs.


Juliet had been making the daily commute there for less than three months. Fighting off stiff competition to win the job as an account manager, she’d been over the moon when she’d received the phone call telling her she’d got the job. After slogging away in the industry for the last six years, graduate training programmes, dogsbody, assistant, account executive, she’d finally found herself in a company and a position that she’d only ever dreamed of. Being an account manager meant she had a hell of a lot more responsibility – she had her own clients and their accounts to look after, her own assistant, her own expense account and her own ergonomically designed swivel chair. Not to mention her own rather fantastic pay rise.
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