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			Chapter One

			‘Tell me, have you met anyone nice?’

			For the past two years, my mum asks me this question every time I call her.

			Every. Single. Time.

			Since I broke up with my last long-term boyfriend, Tomas Segura, the railway engineer (a half-Spanish, half-boorish man-child whom I now affectionately refer to as Tomas the Wank Engine), she’s been crippled by the fear that I, Emily Carson, may be the only one of her three idiot children never to get married. To her, marriage is everything. Family is everything. Being alone is not an option, especially not for a thirty-eight-year-old childless English teacher, who should really consider freezing her eggs before they shrivel up and die – her words, not mine, and she’ll continue to repeat them just in case I missed it the first few thousand times.

			‘I mean, really, Emily. Don’t you think that two years of being single is long enough? One day, you’ll wake up and you’ll be my age and you’ll wish you hadn’t been quite so picky. You’re running out of time. When I was your age, you were eighteen and I had twin eight-year-olds.’

			‘Do we need to have the “I’m not you, I am a completely different person” conversation again, Mum?’ I sigh, wondering why I put up with this, and the answer is, because it’s Sunday.

			Sunday at six p.m. is the time when I allow her judgemental voice to travel the 411 miles by phone from the Scottish Borders to my flat in London and directly into my ear; well, unless I forget to call her, in which case she’ll hound me until I answer her call and then ask me if I’m dead. Am I dead and am I still single? In her eyes, both are equally catastrophic.

			Normally, my standard response of ‘No Mum, I haven’t met anyone nice’ is met with a sinister sigh of disappointment or a rant on how my brother, Patrick, succeeded in finding himself a delightful girl, despite the fact he’s lacking in any kind of social skills.

			‘Christ, he can’t even eat with his mouth closed and he got married. And your sister can barely write her own name, but she managed it!’

			This woman drives me to distraction, so much so that, despite having started this conversation with her in my bedroom, I now appear to be standing in my bathroom, staring at my own exasperated reflection in the mirror. I spot a grey hair in my brown pigtail and pluck it quickly before her bony hand reaches through the phone and does it for me.

			‘Jesus, Mum,’ I gasp, moving the phone to my other ear while I inspect the rest of my hair, ‘do you like any of your children? Iona is dyslexic, not brain-dead – of course she can write her own name, she’s a bloody solicitor . . . I know what you mean about Patrick, though; it’s like sitting across from a llama. You’d never believe those two were twins, they’re so different. Anyway, to answer your question, I have some news and—’

			‘All I’m saying is there’s someone for everyone and –’

			Oh good, she’s going to tell me what I need to do now.

			‘– what you need to do is—’

			‘Mum,’ I quickly interrupt, ‘I know what you’re going to say, but I’m trying to tell you that—’

			‘– consider men you wouldn’t normally consider. That’s what I did with your father and—’

			‘I MET SOMEONE ALREADY! Christ, let a girl get a word in. Did you get that? I. MET. SOME. ONE.’

			There’s a short-lived silence while she processes this information and I smugly think, That’s shut you up, hasn’t it, Mother dear? I’ve snagged myself a new man and he’s impressive as fuck, before she finally blurts out, ‘Met who? A MAN?!’

			‘No, Mum, a badger.’

			‘What? How? When did this happen?’

			If it were anyone else, I’d tell them that, eight months ago, I met Robert at a wine bar in Soho. A vision in Armani, he’d sent over cocktails to our table, along with his ‘I’m a fancy marketing director’ business card, with his private mobile number scrawled on the back, and then he left with a smile before I even had the chance to size him up properly. All I knew was that he was tall, handsome and apparently mysterious, so of course I googled him to make sure he wasn’t in the Interpol database before texting him to say thanks for the drinks. He replied almost immediately and from there it took less than two weeks to discover he was forty-five, very well spoken, worked weekends, wore Tom Ford eau de parfum and had a salary almost as huge as his penis, and less than a month to fall head over heels in love with him. If this were anyone else, I’d tell them that I’m successfully managing to hide my craziness on the outside, but internally I’ve already decided to double-barrel my surname when we marry and would prefer to get hitched in Scotland, though I’m open to an extravagant ceremony at Kew Gardens followed by a honeymoon in Barbados, where it’ll be so romantic he’ll feel compelled to propose all over again.

			Yes, if I were having this conversation with anyone else, I’d tell them that, for the first time ever, I’m in a proper, grown-up relationship with a responsible, serious man who might help me become a responsible, serious woman – not the current version of myself, who still thinks it’s appropriate to wear her hair in pigtails at the age of thirty-eight. I’d tell them that I’m completely smitten. And then I might mention his penis again. But this is my mum and, as it does with most mothers, information always leads to interrogation, so instead I say, ‘His name is Robert Shaw and—’

			‘Like the actor? I don’t believe you.’

			‘You don’t believe what? That Robert Shaw is his name or that I’m seeing someone? Shall I take him into the woods, cut out his heart and send it to you?’

			‘Don’t be silly. Tell me everything! Is he wonderful? What does he do for a living?’

			Ugh, I’m going to have to share something, but her words make me grin. ‘Yes, he is rather wonderful. He works in mark—’

			‘EEK! I’m so happy for you, darling.’ She’s not even listening. That sentence could have finished ‘Marks and Spencer’s Prisoner Reform Programme’ and she wouldn’t have heard a thing over the sound of her own relief.

			‘Hang on a sec, your dad’s just come in from the garden . . . William! . . . WILLIAM!’

			She muffles the mouthpiece with her hand because she still believes that doing this will undo the creation of both sound waves and ears, despite the fact that she’s yelling at 12,000 decibels.

			‘WILLIAM! Emily met someone. Yes, a man. I know . . . What? I don’t know . . . I’ll ask . . . Your dad wants to know when we can meet him.’

			My expression in the mirror has changed from one of frustration to one of unbridled horror. As much as I love my parents, they’re completely deranged. On paper, they seem relatively ordinary: my accountant dad comes from a long line of Conservative-supporting, wealthy public schoolboys, inheriting a rather large farmhouse – a place I undoubtedly wouldn’t have grown up in had his own father known he was a closeted left-winger who despised the Tories. He met my mother, Jennifer (an only child and former beauty queen, crowned ‘Miss Beltane’ in 1974), when she was seventeen. According to them, it was love at first sight, and they married two years later, shagging their way into parenthood as they went. However, off paper, they are very different. They are, in fact, cocktail-guzzling, boundary-lacking, politically incorrect monsters who live to pry and feed off the screams and mortification of their own offspring. They are the only couple I’ve ever known who I can honestly say are perfectly matched.

			She’s breathing excitedly down the phone like some sort of pervert and I know she’s waiting for an answer, but all I can think is, Meet him? Bloody hell, first she doesn’t believe me and now she wants proof of life? No way. No chance. I try to remain calm.

			‘But we’ve only been going out a few months! It’s a bit soon, no?’

			‘Months? And you’re only telling me now?’ she replies, sternly. ‘Exactly how long have you been seeing each other?’

			‘Since April . . .’

			I hear her gasp. ‘You’ve let me worry about you all this time! Thinking you’re hundreds of miles away and lonely. How could you keep this hidden from me?’

			‘Jesus, you don’t need to know everything the minute it happens!’

			‘Of course I do, I’m your mother, and, after eight months, it’s appalling that we haven’t met him. Is there a reason you don’t want us to meet him?’

			‘You’re seriously asking me that?’

			Me, alone with my family, is one thing, but when an outsider manages to infiltrate their lair, it’s utter carnage. For example, when Tomas and I visited one Easter, we’d only been together for twelve weeks. Dad got pissed on champagne cocktails, then hid the rest of the booze and made us all dance to ‘Gangnam Style’ to get it back. Patrick refused, but later caved in and had to do the routine all on his own to earn his beer. This was followed by the game ‘Who am I?’, where we all wrote a famous person’s name on a sticky note and stuck it to the head of the person on our right. Iona chose Inigo Montoya for Tomas (just so she could make him say the whole Princess Bride speech in a Spanish accent) and Dad chose porn star Ron Jeremy for me, complete with a drawing of a cock and balls, added by Patrick. Tomas stared at the badly drawn comedy knob on my forehead for ten minutes before I gave up and then died a little inside when I saw the answer. Finally, they made us sleep in my old room, which Pacino (their 120-pound Great Dane) now calls his own, and Pacino made it clear he had no plans to sleep anywhere else except in bed with us. When we left the next day, tired and emotional, Tomas announced that he’d never met such an awful bunch of ‘inadaptados’ in his life, which of course led to a massive, heated argument, as, while they might be misfits, no one is allowed to slag off my family except me. We broke up two years later when he left me for a redhead called Kristen, who works behind the Chanel counter in Selfridges, but I’m totally convinced my unhinged family were the catalyst for his infidelity.

			But Robert is completely different to Tomas. Robert is considered. Robert is cultured. Robert has an important job which requires him to fly business-class all over the world. Robert enjoys the more refined things in life, like Grey Goose in quiet cocktail bars, single malts and bespoke suits. If I took him to meet my family, they’d spend five minutes with him before writing London Twat on a sticky note and letting the dog dry-hump him while they all danced to ‘Blurred Lines’.

			‘When can you meet him? Oh, I don’t know, Mum; let me think . . . How about never? Oh, wait, I’m busy on never, how about NOT IN A MILLION YEARS?! That work for you?’

			‘We were thinking more of Christmas. You’ll be staying for four days, anyway, and the whole family will be here.’

			‘I know they will, that’s why the answer is—’

			‘We’re not taking no for an answer. I’m so excited. Does your sister know? I must call her. Bye, darling!’

			She hangs up and I’m left staring at myself in the mirror, the realisation of what’s just happened slowly dawning on me.

			CHRISTMAS? That’s only two weeks away! Oh, fuck. Oh, fucking fuck.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			When I decided to leave the rent-free comfort of my parents’ home at twenty-four, they were horrified. Not only that I’d want to move away, but that I wanted to live in London, of all places, which, according to them, is a city where people hate each other for fun and profit, and where the poor are forced to shack up with bearded strangers in tiny, overpriced flats.

			‘I’m sharing with two other teachers. It’ll be fine,’ I say in my best reassuring voice. ‘I have a good job offer and I’m not stupid. I’m twenty-four, for God’s sake. I need to stand on my own two feet.’

			‘You mean you need to get away from us,’ Mum snarls, hands on hips. ‘I don’t understand it. Your brother and sister are perfectly happy here.’

			I look across at the twins, both engrossed in their mobile phones, ignoring each other and everyone else. ‘They’re fourteen, Mum. Their lives revolve around Family Guy and wishing they had bigger body parts. Don’t take it so personally. This is what children are supposed to do. We grow up, move out and we start our own lives.’

			‘But London?’ Dad chimes in. ‘It’s the other end of the country. Couldn’t you have chosen Edinburgh or Glasgow?’

			I could have, I thought. But that’s within ‘popping in’ distance. I need enough mileage to avoid unexpected family ambushes at ten a.m. on a Sunday. I plan to have a lot of sex in London.

			Dad starts pacing. He does that when he’s in fixer mode. ‘At least let us rent you somewhere in a better area,’ he says. ‘I have a friend who—’

			‘No offence, Dad, but it’s hard to stand on my own two feet when you’re renting them a flat and deciding where they should live.’

			He stops pacing and sits down, defeated.

			My mum’s hands haven’t left her hips, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look so dejected. ‘The twins will miss you,’ she says quietly. ‘We all will.’

			I walk over and hug her. My parents may not understand my need to leave, but they don’t have to; they just have to accept it. She hugs me back so tightly, softening my resolve and causing a lump in my throat. ‘I promise I’ll visit on school holidays,’ I whisper. ‘There’s Easter, Christmas, summer . . . I’m a teacher – we get loads of time off.’

			She nods, sniffing back tears and snot, while my dad grips my hand and smiles. ‘You need anything, you call. Anything.’

			Three weeks later, I was waving them off at Waverley station, ready to start my new life, feeling confident that going it alone was absolutely the right thing to do.

			*

			‘Is my topknot too high? I feel like a pineapple.’

			‘You look like one. And stop using my fucking Body Shop shower gel, pretty boy. If I wanted us to smell the same, I’d just stop washing completely.’

			Meet Toby and Alice – my flatmates. They hate each other. In fact, they despise each other with a passion that erupts the minute they wake up in the morning and continues all day long, but frequently changes from hatred to lust when they get drunk and furiously shag each other in the living room when they think I’m asleep.

			‘Morning, children,’ I say sleepily, pulling up a chair at the kitchen table. ‘Toby, your hair is fine.’

			‘Good morning, Miss Carson,’ they chime in unison.

			I grin and pour myself some coffee before yawning with such force my jaw cramps. ‘Jesus, I’m fucking exhausted. Our thoughtless, idiot neighbour was shagging someone who made the weirdest noises last night. They were at it for hours – I’ve hardly slept a wink. I swear, between this, his Xbox and the never-ending parties, I’m going to end up doing time for assault.’

			‘That’s the price you pay for having the big bedroom,’ Alice replies. ‘We can swap, if you like – I’ll take hot-­neighbour sex-sounds over Toby’s snoring any day.’

			‘I have allergies,’ Toby protests meekly in his soft Northern accent. ‘I can’t help it. I’ll also offer to swap rooms, though, while we’re at it.’

			‘No chance,’ I say, opening the bread bin. ‘I earned that room and I’m the oldest. I honestly don’t know how his roomies put up with it – unless they’re also having group sex on the other side of my wall . . . Anyone want toast?’

			Alice nods, despite the fact she’s already cramming an excessively scorched toast triangle into her mouth.

			‘No, ta,’ replies Toby. ‘I have quinoa and granola flakes here. I’m good.’

			I glance over at Alice, who is glaring at Toby, desperately attempting to wolf down the remains of her toast so she can call him a pretentious wanker, but the moment passes.

			Placing four slices of bread into our temperamental toaster, I hover around beside it, ready to press the eject button before it burns to death and I’m forced to eat Toby’s cereal. I grab the jam from the fridge, noticing that Alice has stuck three new sparkly Christmas cards to the door and tied tinsel around the handle. Last night’s conversation with Mum suddenly bounds back into my brain and I hear her say, We won’t take no for an answer. Robert’s already told me he visits his parents at Christmas; it might be too short notice to change his plans. But if I don’t bring him, they’ll think he’s a dick for not coming . . . and if he doesn’t want to come, they’ll still think he’s a dick and then I’ll be thrown pity looks the whole time I’m home because I’m the woman with the dick boyfriend, instead of the plain old woman with no boyfriend. I don’t know which is worse. I’m just going to have to fake my own death. Or murder them all.

			Luckily, Alice interrupts my increasingly destructive train of thought.

			‘I have to go in early this morning, Em. John Bowman’s wife had the baby,’ she says to me, sticking her knife into a tiny pot of marmalade. ‘I’m covering his art classes this week. If Pauline fucking Leeland gives me any shit, I’m going to shove an easel up her arse.’

			‘For a teacher, you’re very intolerant of children, you know,’ Toby sniffs. ‘They all have potential.’

			‘What the hell would you know about being a teacher?’ She laughs, waving her sticky knife in the air. ‘You work in a pet shop. You talk to hamsters and goldfish all day.’

			‘The pet boutique is part-time,’ he replies defensively, spooning more cereal into his mouth. ‘Once I get my modelling portfolio up to scratch, you’ll be eating your words.’

			‘I’d rather eat my words than eat that nonsense cereal, mate.’

			I pop up my toast and drop the hot slices on to a plate. ‘A baby! Just in time for Christmas – that’s lovely! What did she have?’ I reply, trying to diffuse the argument, but Alice is still taunting Toby.

			‘Aww, Toby, did someone once tell you you had potential?’ she cackles, completely ignoring me. ‘Never mind, eh?’

			‘Oh, piss off, Alice.’

			‘Jesus, guys, it’s only seven a.m. Can you both give it a rest?’ I sigh and pick up my plate, trudging off back to my room. It would be nice to have a living room to chill out in, but our landlord thought it would be much more profitable to turn it into a third bedroom (now my bedroom), so we’re all forced to endure each other in the kitchen at mealtimes. Before I’ve even reached the end of the hall, I can hear kissy noises and what sounds like Toby’s bowl hitting the kitchen floor. Monsters.

			I’ve been in this flat for fourteen years and, despite their weirdness, they’re still my favourite flatmates. The first two strangers I shared with in my twenties were Joseph and Darren, both history teachers, who farted continuously for three years and were the messiest pair of piss heads I’ve ever met. After them were Sharon and Edith, who shared a passion for Botox and Coronation Street, and selfishly left me to live with their significant others. Luckily for me, Alice, my Australian colleague, was looking for a place last August and snapped up Sharon’s room, shortly followed by Toby, who, to be fair, was mainly welcomed into the fold because of his rather beautiful face.

			Once I’m back in my room, away from the humping housemates, I sit on my beautiful red velvet snuggle chair, my most prized and comfortable possession, and continue to eat my breakfast. I don’t have to leave for another forty minutes, so I have time to reflect on how splendid my rented flat-share life is. Sure, it would be nice to walk around naked in places other than my bedroom, but it’s large and bright with its very own en suite, which was professionally fumigated after Joseph moved out. The walls are annoyingly thin, however, and I’m often forced to endure the nocturnal sounds of my thoughtless neighbour, Evan bloody Grant, the twenty-something, music-blasting, loudly shagging, party-throwing ball-bag who shares a bedroom wall with me and whose headboard must be one thrust away from complete obliteration. Regardless, I’m reasonably happy here, especially as the landlord throws in free Wi-Fi and I’m close to the Tube – a must in London. It’s pointless having a car here, as there’s no parking, but back home, my beautiful, blue BMW convertible is tucked up in my parents’ garage, awaiting my return.

			I know that, at thirty-eight, I should be living alone by now, but unless I get a £40,000 pay rise, there’s no way I could afford to fly solo in London. Before I met Robert, I must admit, London had been losing the appeal it once had when I was in my twenties and had no need to plan any further ahead than the weekend. I got offered the head of English position in a high school in Newton Mearns, near Glasgow; the current headmaster is my old school friend, Gordon, who Facebooks me occasionally when he’s sozzled. For a while, I considered it; I could afford an actual whole house, live quietly near the countryside, see farm animals for free and drive my much missed car on a daily basis, instead of standing next to exceedingly sweaty commuters every morning. But now that Robert’s in the picture, my plans to drive with the top down past some sheep have been put on the back burner. He’s a city man through and through. Christ, I’m hesitant to ask him to my parents’ house for Christmas, never mind broach the subject of moving to Scotland with me.

			Just as I’m getting ready to embark on the eight-minute walk to the Tube station, my phone starts to ring in my pocket.

			‘Morning, darling. Am I forgiven?’

			It’s Robert, back from his weekend business trip – a trip which he refused to let me accompany him on, despite my assurances that it was the best idea I’d ever had.

			‘Let me think . . .’ I reply, pulling on my jacket. ‘No.’

			‘You wouldn’t have enjoyed it,’ he insists. ‘I hardly got a moment to myself.’

			‘I would have amused myself during the day!’ I reply. ‘We could have had dinner in the evening, maybe taken—’

			‘Emily, when we do go to Rome, I intend to spend every minute with you, not be holed up in the office while you hop on an open-top bus tour,’ he replies. ‘I want to stroll with you through the Piazza Navona, kiss you at the top of the Spanish Steps, watch you make a wish at the Trevi Fountain: all the things I can’t do when I’m working.’

			God, that’s romantic. I’m practically swooning. ‘Well, you could have said that, instead of just refusing point-blank!’ I reply. ‘I just wanted to spend a bit of time with you. That’s all.’

			‘What can I say? I’m an idiot,’ he responds, softly. ‘But I promise I’ll take you to Rome, and we’ll stay at the Waldorf Astoria and make love all night on Egyptian-cotton sheets, not in some stuffy business hotel my company pays for. You’re worth more than that.’

			‘Robert, I’d be happy in a cheap little B & B—’

			‘Nonsense,’ he interrupts. ‘Nothing but the best for my girl. So, if I’m forgiven, let me take you to dinner tonight. There’s a little French place just opened near Angel.’

			‘How super!’ I reply, like some sort of jolly fucking hockey sticks schoolgirl, which, despite growing up with posh parents, I’m anything but. However, Robert is soooo well spoken, and every word that falls out of his mouth screams I WENT TO PUBLIC SCHOOL, that my Scottish east-coast accent seems coarse in comparison. I bet Robert’s parents take brandy in the drawing room and discuss important world events, unlike mine, who make screwdrivers in the living room while they dance to old repeats of Top of the Pops.

			‘Excellent,’ he replies. ‘I’ll pick you up at seven. Love you.’

			‘Love you too. See you tonight.’

			I throw my mobile into my bag and immediately start planning my outfit as I head towards the front door. I’ll wear the blue maxi . . . No, the black Karen Millen dress I got last week. Yes, I’ll put my hair up, wear my red heels and then dazzle him with my sophisticated charm and wit. Then, after he’s had his third whisky, I’ll drop the C bomb and hope it doesn’t explode in my face.

			There are two notoriously slow lifts in our building, the one to the right being the better-smelling of the two, as Mr and Mrs Holborn, who live on the fourth floor (along with their incontinent Yorkshire terrier), tend to use the left one several times a day. I press the button and wait, scrambling around in my bag to make sure I have my Oyster card. We live on the seventeenth floor, which Alice describes as ‘the penthouse’ when she sneakily rents out her room on Airbnb on weekends she’s not there. It’s an old ex-council high-rise block, now mainly owned by private landlords, excluding Mr and Mrs Holborn, who’ve been there since time began. I press the lift button again and glance at my watch, tutting quietly. Behind me, I hear the sound of my neighbour’s door loudly slam closed and my tuts become noticeably louder.

			‘Good morning, Emily.’

			‘Morning, Evan,’ I reply coolly. Jesus, that boy can’t even close a door quietly.

			‘Busy day ahead?’

			‘Hmm.’

			‘Yeah, I hate Mondays too. I can barely string a sentence together until I get my morning Starbucks . . .’

			‘You seem to be managing just fine.’

			Either I’m not very proficient in hostility or he just doesn’t care, because he’s still blabbering on.

			‘Like the jacket. Red suits you.’

			Why is he still talking? Why does he think that complimenting my tailored long-line coat (which, admittedly, is worth complimenting) will make me want to converse with him? It’s his fault I only got four hours’ sleep last night.

			‘Good weekend?’

			I can feel him staring at me as I ignore him.

			‘Oh, bad weekend? What happened?’

			My reluctance to engage with him doesn’t seem to faze him. He’s enjoying this.

			‘I know. You forgot to record the Antiques Roadshow, didn’t you? No, don’t tell me, I’ll get it . . . You lost a bed sock, right? Oh, no, did someone rip your knitting?!’

			Knitting? How fucking old does he think I am? I throw him a piss right off look.

			‘You’re mad at me, aren’t you?’

			I cave. ‘Yes, as it happens, I am. You’re aware of how thin our bedroom walls are. I had to suffer the sounds of you and whoever the hell it was unfortunate enough to agree to come home with you last night.’

			He grins. ‘That was Cassie. In my defence, I’ve never heard anyone squeal like that before either.’

			I scowl and continue looking at the lift doors, praying for them to open. ‘Just have a bit of bloody consideration, that’s all I ask. Like your flatmates – those girls seem to manage it.’ I pointlessly press the lift button again. Twice.

			‘They work nights at the Royal Infirmary and sleep during the day; sometimes it’s like living with vampires, instead of nurses. Between you and me, I thought they’d be much more fun.’

			‘Oh, you poor thing. How dare they not live up to their stereotype. How awful for you.’

			He hangs his head. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m a dreadful human being, one who should be . . . Hang on – if our walls are so thin, how come I never hear you?’

			‘Because, unlike you, I don’t—’

			‘Get any?’ He laughs.

			‘What? That’s none of your business!’ This boy is unreal. Doesn’t he have anyone else to annoy?

			‘Maybe uptight Scottish women don’t have sex?’

			My head quickly spins around. ‘I am NOT uptight! I just happen to have respect for my neighbours,’ I reply, omitting the fact that Robert has never spent the night in my flat. We always have sex at his place.

			The doors open and, although I’m tempted to wait for the next lift, I’m aware I’ll miss my train. We walk in and stand side by side in awkward silence. This doesn’t last long.

			‘Did you dye your hair? It looks darker than last week.’

			‘Will you stop commenting on my appearance?’ I insist, sweeping my recently coloured hair over my shoulder. The box said mocha brown, but really it’s more of a dark chocolate. ‘It’s none of your business. Look somewhere else . . . And another thing—’

			My rant is cut short when a man in a camouflage jacket steps in, the music from his headphones dush-dush-dushing as he presses the already illuminated ground-floor button. I move to the left and continue the rest of the ride down silently fuming while Evan smirks to himself. A few seconds later, the doors open and camouflage man gets out first. Just as I’m leaving, Evan leans in and whispers, ‘And the winner of Most Uptight in a Lift goes to . . .’ before strolling off towards the door, leaving me alone in the lift, giving him both middle fingers behind his back and mouthing, ‘Fuck you!’ while Trevor, the concierge, looks on in amusement.

			My train journey from Liverpool Street to East Acton takes roughly thirty-two minutes in the morning, compared to fifty minutes by bus, and minus the inevitable traffic jams, congestion charge, road rage, wankers in Audis and cyclists I’d have to battle if I drove. I find standing on the train and avoiding eye contact while stealthily watching for people who may be about to leave their sitting position and allow me to make a move I like to call ‘THAT’S MY SEAT NOW, BITCHES!’ much more tolerable.

			Still feeling tired and completely wound up by Evan, I stick my headphone buds in and press shuffle on my iPhone, hoping the sounds of Chvrches will inject me with some much-needed oomph. Just as the doors close, a young woman wearing an eighties-style camel trench coat rushes in and stands beside me. As we move off, I see her, out of the corner of my eye, trying to pick off the numerous strands of blond hair which have stuck fast to her shiny pink lipgloss, and I feel her pain. I stopped wearing lipgloss years ago for this very reason; however, my mum likes to think it was due to her incessant cries of, No one will kiss you wearing that gloopy shit on your mouth!

			I arrive at East Acton, where a ten-minute walk past some red-brick houses leads me to Acton Park Secondary School, the place I’ve worked for the past thirteen years. From the outside, the old brown brickwork makes the building look dreary, and the interior is only marginally better. It comprises three levels of classrooms, with dark-brown, wooden balconies looking on to the assembly hall and cafeteria, which I’m pretty sure resembles that of the nearby prison. However, we’ve been promised a modest refurb over the Christmas holidays, which no doubt will be a lick of white paint and some classroom blinds that actually work, but there’s also been talk of closure for quite some time. Another reason the job offer in Newton Mearns is appealing.

			I pretend not to see Paige and Charlotte smoking near the entrance, because I’m too tired for an argument with girls who insist on using the term ‘innit’ at the end of every sentence; instead, I make my way through the car park towards the main doors. I have twenty-five minutes until my first class, and my second coffee of the day awaits me in the teachers’ lounge. I wonder if Alice managed to prize her lips from Toby’s and make it in early. I scurry past the office and say a quick ‘Good morning’ to Lizzie, one of the administrators who tries to sell me Avon every chance she gets. As I get to the door of the teachers’ lounge, my phone starts to ring. It’s my sister, Iona. I know she’s calling because Mum’s told her about Robert and she has a million questions ready to fire at me, but she’ll have to wait. No one comes between me and my coffee.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘Settle down, everyone. Pamela, take your seat and put your phone away.’

			My sixth-form class are rowdy today. There’s still ten days before we stop for Christmas break, but it’s obvious they plan to do fuck all, regardless. Half of them are still chattering away as I take a huge pile of unmarked mock exam papers out of my drawer and place them beside the tiny fake Christmas tree on the corner of my desk. I don’t normally bother with decorations, but this was my attempt to make the classroom look festive, along with five silver strings of tinsel Sellotaped to the top of the whiteboard and a wreath, which, until recently, hung on the classroom door and I suspect was pinched by Pauline fucking Leeland. There are 645 students enrolled at Acton Park Secondary and Pauline wreaks more havoc than the other 644 combined.

			As my laptop powers up, I sit on the front of my desk, shushing the remaining chatterboxes.

			‘Now, as we’ve been studying Doctor Faustus this term, we’re going to watch the film adaptation this morning—’

			There’s a faint groan, presumably because they’re being forced to watch something that wasn’t created by Marvel or Adam Sandler.

			‘And I’ll be asking you, in groups, to compare and contrast with the original play itself.’

			Another groan. Eye-rolling. The faint sound of someone pocket-munching crisps.

			‘And, if you stop being so miserable, I’ll bring in popcorn and something suitably inappropriate next week.’

			Now I have their attention.

			‘Like what, miss? Fifty Shades of Grey?’ Kevin Cole shouts from the back of the room, obviously pleased with himself for bringing up something vaguely sexual in class.

			‘I said inappropriate, Kevin, not shite. No, I’m thinking something with just enough swearing or violence to get me into trouble with your parents. Deal?’

			The groans change to giggles and nods of agreement, so I find the film online and they reluctantly settle down to watch Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton ruin a perfectly good play. It’s not necessary that they watch it, but I plan on getting as much marking done as I can today so I can relax on my date with Robert.

			Thirty minutes into the film and my bag starts to vibrate. I check my phone and there’s a text from Iona – You have a man??! – and a missed call from Kara, my recently married, closest friend. This means she’s back from her honeymoon, but, more importantly, it means she might have got me something from duty-free. She is the last of my childhood friends to get hitched and, of course, when Mum found out, she was less than thrilled.

			‘I just met Maureen Bastami in John Lewis. Why didn’t you tell me Kara was getting married?’

			‘I don’t know, Mum . . . probably because of the conversation we’re about to have?’

			‘And she’s marrying John Lyon, the plastic surgeon. How can you still be single and that mono-browed child you went to school with lands herself a millionaire? Maureen asked if you were married and I didn’t know what to say!’

			‘Well, “No” would be the appropriate response. Kara is beautiful, funny and kind – that’s the reason she’s getting married. Her teenage brows have nothing to do with it. Also, she has her own money and—’

			‘Maybe John Lyon has a friend? What you need to do is—’

			‘Jesus, I’m hanging up now, Mum.’

			Life in the Scottish Borders wasn’t particularly diverse, so when half-Iranian Kara moved from Sheffield and joined our school in second year, I thought she was the most beautiful, interesting girl I’d ever seen and firmly planked my pasty-skinned arse down beside her in the lunch hall. Her dad, a chemist, and her mum, a pastry chef, were proper, sensible parents, unlike mine, who’d throw impromptu parties on a Wednesday night and dance barefoot in the garden. Even at thirteen, she knew exactly who she was and what she wanted from life, while I wasn’t even sure what I wanted for lunch, but despite our differences, we quickly became inseparable, even going to the same university, where she studied dentistry and I went into education. The year I moved to London, she jetted off to Dallas to specialise in cosmetic dentistry, where she met Kent-born John Lyon at a conference and fell madly in love. I was thrilled when she followed him back to London, because being anywhere your best friend isn’t, sucks.

			I send both Kara and Iona quick replies, telling them I’ll call them later, before getting back to my marking and the sounds of Kevin Cole repeatedly sniffing and blowing his nose into a hanky. As I go through their mock exam papers, I feel proud. The majority of the kids have really applied themselves this year, and it shows. I worked hard and so did they. I may not have the most well-paid or glamorous job in the world, but I wouldn’t want to do anything else.

			I spot Alice in the teachers’ lounge at lunchtime, looking weary and sipping on a large mug of tea. She’s wearing a pair of skinny jeans and a T-shirt, with a picture of Minnie Driver’s face on the front, under the scruffy black cardigan she keeps in school during winter, which, to Alice, is any day colder than twenty-five degrees.

			When I came in here this morning, there were a few tasteful Christmas decorations, but it’s obvious that someone who really adores Christmas lurks among us. ‘You all right?’ Alice asks, motioning for me to sit beside her before the head of history, Kenneth Dawson, plonks himself down and forces her to make polite-yet-­excruciating conversation. I quickly take the seat and he makes his way over to the table near the window.

			‘You lifesaver,’ she whispers. ‘He had egg salad sandwiches. I don’t need that shit near me. You not eating?’

			‘Nah, I’m not that hungry. Besides, I’m having dinner with Robert tonight. I intend to stuff my face.’

			‘Good plan.’ She nods. ‘I’m meeting my friends for drinks, so I’m lining my stomach with biscuits.’

			‘Is this your handiwork?’ I ask, looking around the room. ‘I imagine this is what Liberace’s house would look like at Christmas, if Liberace suddenly lost his fucking mind and just started throwing tinsel at the wall until the police intervened.’

			‘Very funny. The place needed brightening up and we had masses of decorations in the store cupboard. I know how much you hate Christmas, so I’ll keep it to a minimum at home, but in here, you have no power over me. In here, it’s going to be festive as fuck.’

			I head over to the recently boiled kettle and make my third coffee of the day from the oversized tin of freeze-dried cheap crap we all pay a quid a week for. Well, except Kenneth, who carries a pouch of Carte Noire in his jacket pocket and doesn’t share.

			‘It’s not that I hate Christmas,’ I reply, carefully sitting down again with the hot cup. ‘It’s just that my family always go over the top, in every respect. Most people celebrate Christmas Day and Boxing Day, but in our house our celebrations last four days. We arrive on the twenty-fourth and leave on the twenty-eighth.’

			Alice splutters her tea. ‘Four days? What the hell do you do for four days?’

			‘Survive,’ I reply. ‘Well, we drink and we eat and we exchange horrible gifts; we talk and eventually someone cries. Oh, and the day after Boxing Day, my parents invite their friends over, so there’s usually dancing and falling and bitching and at least nine full hours devoted to the subject of why I’m not married.’

			Alice smiles. ‘Sounds pretty normal, to be fair. Excessive, perhaps – but normal. At home, we usually all head to the beach. I prefer it here. I like a snowy Chrimbo.’

			I shake my head. ‘There’s nothing normal about my family. We’re all as damaged as each other . . . and this year they want me to bring Robert.’

			She stops sipping her tea. ‘Oh, really . . . ? And does Rabbie want to go?’

			‘It’s Robert—’

			‘I know, I’m just practising my Scottish accent.’

			‘You sound like Shrek, and Shrek doesn’t sound Scottish. Anyway, I’m asking him tonight. Think he’ll say yes?’

			‘He’s quite . . . well, reserved,’ she says diplomatically. ‘Perhaps a four-day family gathering is a bit much for someone who’s never met them?’

			I nod. ‘Oh, I agree, but they’re not taking no for an answer. Besides, they know he exists now. If I don’t bring him, I’ll look like a loser. They’ll never let me hear the end of it.’

			‘What if you just don’t go? Stay here for Christmas?’

			‘That’s worse,’ I reply. ‘The only valid excuse for missing Christmas at the Carsons’ is death, imprisonment or maybe a hostage situation. I told you – they’re not normal.’

			‘Won’t Robert be visiting his own parents?’ she asks.

			‘Yes. I’m just hoping that his are more reasonable than mine. Anyway, what are you getting up to? Anything exciting?’

			‘Definitely not coming to your house.’ She giggles. ‘Christmas in Oz would be nice, but I can’t afford to go home this year. I think our neighbour is having a party. I might pop in.’

			‘Who? Evan? I almost pummelled him this morning. Arrogant little shit. Called me uptight.’

			‘I wouldn’t say you were uptight,’ Alice replies, sliding her finger down the middle of her second KitKat. ‘Boring, perhaps . . .’

			‘What?!’

			‘Come to think of it, boring’s not the right word either. I don’t know; you’re just not as carefree as you used to be. You’re more focused.’

			‘I’m exactly the same as I’ve always been! Aren’t I?’

			She uncrosses her legs and turns to face me. ‘OK, remember that time you confiscated that joint from Gary Morris and we got stoned in my room, watching cats jumping on toddlers on YouTube?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And when you split with Tomas, you built a duvet fort in your room and stayed there for two days, doing vodka-jelly shots and singing Whitney Houston songs?’

			‘Forts make everything better.’

			‘And when Toby moved in, you invited everyone in the building to a welcome party?’

			I giggle. ‘Can’t believe how many people turned up.’

			She nods. ‘But, recently, you’re all, “I really should think about getting an ISA” and “I’m having a TED-talk marathon this weekend” and “No, you can’t borrow my iPad—”’

			‘So I’m boring because I won’t let you borrow my iPad?’

			‘Well, it was a factor in my decision-making.’

			‘You dropped my Kindle in the bath! You’re not allowed anywhere near my iPad.’

			I glance at the clock on the wall; lunch is nearly over and so is this conversation.

			‘Look, I won’t let Toby borrow my iPad either.’

			‘Understandable – I wouldn’t let Toby borrow my pen.’

			‘And, sure, maybe I’m a tad more sensible; it doesn’t make me boring or uptight.’

			‘Evan thinks it does.’ She squishes her empty biscuit wrapper into a tiny ball.

			‘Well, Evan is a halfwit.’

			‘I seem to remember you feeling slightly different when he moved in.’ Alice smirks. ‘In fact, I remember you calling him – now, what was it? Oh, yes – “a big ride”.’

			It’s true. The day Evan moved in, I helped him carry a box into his flat, and, while he thanked me for my help, I thanked the Lord for making men who look like him.

			I shrug. ‘I cannot be held responsible for my hormones. Besides, that was before he became the bane of my existence.’

			She nods. ‘He is hot, though. I would.’

			‘Hotter than Toby?’

			‘What?! Of course,’ she replies, completely flustered. ‘Toby is a hipster idiot. Not remotely hot.’

			The bell rings, finally ending my conversation with a now-extremely-red-faced Alice.

			‘We’ll continue this later,’ I say, going to place my coffee cup in the sink. ‘You both think I button up the back.’

			‘What does that even mean? Stop being so Scottishy.’

			‘It means I’m not stupid. You make a cute couple. Just, for the love of God, refrain from shagging in my bed while I’m gone.’

			‘Well, it’s about time someone did shag in your bed, Emily . . .’ she says quietly as I walk towards the door.

			‘I heard that.’

			I hear her laugh as I close the door behind me. Bloody hell. Am I the only one who’s not concerned about my bedroom’s lack of action? Actually, Robert not staying over isn’t entirely a bad thing. He likes to talk during sex and the last thing I need is Alice, Toby or – God forbid – Evan hearing him. Even I don’t want to hear him.

			I finish up at five p.m. and walk back with Alice towards the Tube station. It’s cold enough for snow, but instead we have frosted pavements and icy blasts of wind to contend with. It’s already dark, but the quiet streets are well lit and, if anyone decides we look like easy prey, I take comfort in the fact that I can run faster than Alice.

			She gets off at Notting Hill Gate to meet her friends, wishing me luck with Robert later. She thinks he’ll say no. She thinks his idea of Christmas bliss is dismissing the servants and reading quietly beside a roaring fire, pausing occasionally to give thanks for the new silk pyjamas he’s currently wearing at eight p.m. When she calls him ‘Downton Rabbie’, I laugh more loudly than I should. Yes, he’s a little old-fashioned, but I’m almost certain that he’ll cast aside any reservations he has and do this for me. I am his girlfriend, after all.

			Toby isn’t home when I get back, so I start getting undressed in the hallway, aware that I only have forty-­five minutes until Robert picks me up and therefore every second counts. As I intend to re-create the Gemma Arterton updo I saw in Grazia last week, I don’t plan on washing my hair; however, Toby has stolen my shower cap yet again and I’m forced to wrap my hair in a Tesco carrier bag. Multitasking, I get in the shower and brush my teeth with my left hand while shaving my legs with my right, nicking my ankle bone in the process, then hop out and slather myself in body lotion, which will hopefully dry as I’m doing my make-up. Robert is always bloody early and hates being kept waiting. He believes that lateness is weakness, and at some point, when we’re married, I’m going to tell him what a stupid statement that is.

			I’ve just applied my second coat of mascara when the buzzer goes. Six fifty-five p.m. – early, as predicted, but I’m ready to go. Cheerily announcing that I’m on my way down, I take one last look in the mirror. I look hot: sophisticated, but also sexy enough to ensure that he’ll be powerless to resist any request I make.

			Once in the hallway, I reluctantly take the left-hand lift, as I don’t want to keep Robert waiting and the lift on the right is showing no signs of being at my floor any time soon. I have some Very Irrésistible Givenchy perfume in my handbag, which I spray liberally as soon as I enter, praying that it’s a quick descent to the ground floor. As the doors open, I see Robert, with his back to me, chatting to the concierge; thankfully, he doesn’t turn around in time to witness me clumsily trip over absolutely nothing. Trevor obviously did, because he’s smirking. That fucker doesn’t miss a trick.

			‘Hi, Robert; ready to go?’ I say, placing my hand on his shoulder.

			He turns and kisses me on the cheek. ‘Yes, I’m starving. You look great!’

			‘Oh, this old thing?’ I reply, glancing down at my dress. ‘It’s been gathering dust for a while. Forgot it was even there.’ What a fucking liar. This brand-new dress has been hanging inside a garment bag since I bought it. I look at it daily and I might have even kissed it once. When you save for a month to afford a dress, that dress is everything.

			‘For you,’ he says, handing me a bunch of red roses.

			I grin. Robert thinks flowers are a waste of money, but he knows how much I love them.

			‘They’re perfect,’ I reply, inhaling their perfume. ‘Trevor, can you keep these for me until I come home?’

			Trevor nods and takes the roses into his office, while I take Robert’s arm as we make our way outside.

			We climb inside Robert’s Mercedes and start our drive towards the restaurant. He’s been listening to Nickelback and, for some reason, thinks it’s acceptable to leave it playing when there are other people in the car, but I let it slide, as I have more important things to worry about. Nickelback, though. Really?

			‘So was your weekend productive, then?’ I ask chirpily, to show him I’m not sulking anymore. ‘I sent you a couple of texts; didn’t you get them?’

			‘Afraid not,’ he replies. ‘Phone reception wasn’t great. Work was work, you know – usual nonsense. I won’t bore you with it. How about you? Good weekend?’

			‘It was fine,’ I reply, clearing my throat. ‘In fact, I had an interesting phone call with my mother. Well, I say interesting, it was more stressful than—’

			‘We’re here.’

			I look out of the window. We’ve pulled up across the street from the recently opened Durand’s, named after French chef Chloé Durand, famous for her long list of celebrity customers and equally famous racing-driver boyfriend, Hugo.

			‘That was quick! We could have walked!’ I say, unbuckling my seat belt.

			Robert switches off the engine and turns to look at me. ‘I didn’t buy this car to walk, darling. Now, you were saying?’

			‘What?’

			‘Your phone call?’

			‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ I lie. ‘This looks lovely. Shall we go in?’

			‘In just a second,’ he replies before leaning in and kissing me. Robert’s lips are thin and his kisses delicate, almost courteous, like those no-tongue kisses from movies in the fifties, before someone has to board a train in an awesome hat. After a few seconds, he squeezes me on the knee and says, ‘Let’s go. I don’t want to be late.’

			I wouldn’t mind being late, I think. I’ve just been kissed and food is now the last thing on my mind. I want to forget dinner and have him drive me directly into bed, or at least throw me into the back seat, but he’s already opened his car door and now a big cold gust of air has just blown up my skirt and cooled my jets considerably.

			I throw my wrap around my shoulders as we cross the road, walking straight into a crowd of disorderly office workers, who are one Jägerbomb away from a police caution. Robert mumbles something about ‘sodding Christmas parties’ and we navigate our way through the drunks and into the warmth of Durand’s.

			We’re seated, by the waitress, in the centre of the cosy, busy restaurant. The tables are covered in white linen, with small, green, spikey holly centrepieces and heavy silver cutlery; a large, minimally dressed gold-and-white Christmas tree stands in the corner. Robert orders some water for the table and then opens the wine list.

			‘How about a nice bottle of Chardonnay?’ he enquires, skimming down the page. ‘That suit you?’

			‘Yes, but if you have the car, there’s no need to get a bottle. I can order by the glass.’ I glance down at the menu, skipping past anything snail- or frog-related.

			‘Nonsense; Vic, from the office, is collecting the car shortly. He’ll drop it home for me. Let’s have a bottle of the Chablis. I think it’ll go well with the trout.’

			Generally, when choosing wine, my thought process goes like this:

			Is it on offer?

			What’s the percentage?

			Fuck it – let’s get two.

			‘Anything is fine with me,’ I reply, feeling relieved that he’s drinking and might, therefore, be more susceptible to my Christmas request.

			Robert orders the wine and excuses himself to use the bathroom, while I continue looking at the menu, eventually deciding on the pork with a truffle jus, and feeling a little disappointed there are no croque-monsieurs available. I could eat those all day long. Sometimes, I feel sorry for chefs. They waste hours planning intricate menus and dishes, using obscure ingredients, and then people like me show up, yearning for what is essentially a cheese toastie.

			When Robert returns to the table, I notice that his suit, his shirt and his face all remain crease-free, despite his having just finished work. He looks remarkably fresh and very handsome. I can easily see myself growing old with him, maybe having kids. This man knows exactly what he wants from life and it’s refreshing. There’s a lot to be said for an older man. Sure, younger men like Evan may be very easy on the eye, all dirty blond, blue-eyed and toned, but Robert is handsome in an astute, groomed, Jon Hamm kind of way, and—

			‘Emily?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I asked if you were ready to order? You were miles away, there. Everything all right?’

			I hadn’t heard a word. ‘Sorry; I’m here. Just been a long day. Yes, I’m having the Hamm, thanks.’

			‘The ham?’

			‘Pork! The pork.’

			He calls the waitress back over to order and I smile sweetly, all while I imagine myself drop-kicking Evan fucking Grant directly into the sea.

			One hour and eleven minutes later and we’re deep in conversation. We’ve discussed my work, his work, that time he went snorkelling in Tahiti and his ex-girlfriend cried when she got too close to a fish, and how that man on the other side of the room really, really looks like Benedict Cumberbatch, whom I adore, but Robert thinks is overrated. We’ve ordered another bottle of wine and played footsie under the table, and now I feel deliciously tipsy and ready to bring up the subject of Christmas.

			‘Soooo, Christmas be soon, then!’ Maybe too tipsy. And possibly a pirate. ‘I mean, is soon. Very soon, in fact.’

			‘I know,’ he replies, straightening his cutlery. ‘Are we doing presents this year?’

			‘This year? Well, it’s our first one together, so I’d say yes.’

			Are we doing presents? What kind of stupid question is that? I feel a little hurt. I’ve already bought him a black Armani shirt, which went straight on to my credit card, as I’d blown my budget on this dress.

			‘Oh, of course. Sorry. Ignore me – I don’t know what I was thinking. Sorry; carry on.’

			‘So . . .’ I continue, desperately thinking of a way to shoehorn my request in. ‘Are you having a work’s Christmas do? I’d love to meet your colleagues!’

			‘We had it last week,’ he replies. ‘Now, don’t pout, it was an average three-course meal for staff only. My colleagues are all boring, anyway.’

			Ooh. Robert is a sucker for my pout; he can’t stand to see me unhappy. ‘Well, they might be, but I’d at least like to meet some of them,’ I say, miserably. ‘You do realise it’s been eight months, and I don’t recall having met any of your friends or colleagues.’

			‘You met Geoff,’ he replies quickly. ‘You remember. We bumped into him at the Ivy.’

			‘The guy you waved at as we were leaving?! That hardly counts. We’re a couple, Robert. We should be doing couple things . . . with other people . . .’

			‘Like what?’ he asks. ‘What does your pretty heart desire?’

			Here goes: ‘Oh, I don’t know – like having dinner parties with friends, or lunch dates, or . . .’

			He nods. ‘Well, I’m sure we could arrange someth—’

			‘Or Christmas with my family?’

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			‘We could spend Christmas with my family – in the Borders.’

			He’s looking at me like I’ve just invented a whole new language, but I keep going.

			‘Four fun-filled days in Scotland. Whaddya say?’

			He puts down his glass of wine and smiles, but he looks uncomfortable, and my heart is in my throat. Finally, he speaks.

			‘I don’t think that’s possible for me. I’ll be working on Christmas Eve, and then I’ll be—’

			‘So I’ll wait for you and we can drive up after work. I’ll drive; you can relax.’

			‘Things are too up in the air at the moment and—’

			‘It would mean a lot if you came – they’d love to meet you!’ I’m not giving up here. God, I’m just like my mother. ‘And we can visit with your parents when we get back,’ I continue, trying desperately not to grab him by the collar and explain that there hasn’t been a Christmas in three years where I wasn’t the black sheep, and he could put an end to this misery by doing me a solid, bro.

			After a brief silence, during which he seems to be staring at my right shoe, he says, ‘Sure. Why not? If it makes you happy, then Christmas in Scotland it is.’

			I give a little shriek and kiss him hard on the mouth to prevent any kind of immediate retraction. ‘Oh, thank you! This is going to be so much fun!’

			He nods and takes another sip of wine. I can tell that he’s as unsure of that last statement as I am.

			‘My family can be a tad unconventional, but whose family isn’t, right? They’re harmless, really; more eccentric than weird . . .’ I should definitely shut up now, before I talk us both out of it.

			Robert signals to the waiter. ‘Let’s get the bill.’

			Ugh, too late – he’s planning his escape. ‘Oh. Sure. OK. You don’t want dessert?’ I ask. ‘Because I saw lavender ice cream on the menu and we can plan how—’

			‘I’m not hungry for ice cream, Emily.’ He leans in and discreetly moves his hand under the table. ‘My appetite lies elsewhere.’ I feel his hand slide up the inside of my thigh. He’s either incredibly horny or incredibly eager to change the subject. Both are fine by me.

			‘I’ll get the coats.’

			We hail a black cab outside, which takes us to Robert’s flat in Vauxhall while we make out like teenagers in the back seat: hands everywhere, clumsy fumbling and no consideration for the frowning taxi driver, who’s undoubtedly seen much worse. Once we get inside and close the front door, Robert’s mouth never leaves mine, even as we make our way to his bedroom. We kiss along the short hallway with the fake brickwork and the black iron coat-stand, then left past the living room with the LCD fireplace positioned below the oversized television, finally stumbling into his uncluttered white bedroom with the queen-sized bed and floor-to-ceiling window with a view over the Thames, which never fails to delight me.

			‘I do adore you,’ he whispers, nuzzling into my neck as his hands explore beneath my dress. I reach around towards his crotch. He groans. ‘You’re like my little Scotch pixie.’

			Pixie? I’m five feet nine.

			‘It really isn’t wise to refer to a Scottish person as Scotch,’ I whisper, ‘especially not when they have their hand on your dick.’

			He laughs and spins me around. ‘Ooh, feisty. Are you feeling naughty, Emily?’

			Oh, God – here comes the talking. He’s so wonderful and attentive in every other way, I don’t have the heart to tell him that I think he sounds ridiculous. I don’t have the heart to shit all over something he obviously enjoys. So, instead, I just nod.

			‘I know you are, because those red shoes . . . I know why you wore them . . .’

			Because I’m stylish as fuck, that’s why.

			One quick tug of the side zip and my dress is on the floor. Ugh – my beautiful dress. I’m aware that asking for a timeout while I hang it up on the back of the door might be a passion killer, so I gently kick it to the side, hoping that it won’t fall foul to any flying bodily fluids. Now Robert’s unzipping his trousers while he admires my underwear – a red and black Victoria’s Secret set with a lace trim and bow at the back. He probably thinks I always dress like this; little does he know that I spent the earlier part of the day hairy legged and in mismatched, greying bra and pants, leggings and a tunic with a shoddily sewn hole in the armpit.

			I lie back on the bed, propping myself up by my elbows while he removes the rest of his clothes, mumbling something as he struggles with his socks about bending me over. He removes his white boxer briefs and I see, quite clearly, just how worked up he’s got himself, but before I can comment, he’s on me, pulling at my underwear and insisting I leave my shoes on for reasons which are muffled when his face disappears between my legs.

			I’ve slept with Robert at least thirty times since we started dating and there’s only two things that bother me: the talking (obviously) and the fact that he’s rubbish at foreplay. I’ve explained to him that, with a knob that huge, it means the difference between great sex and a trip to A & E, but I have the feeling we’re going to have to have that talk again. However, I’m not going to let a little thing like internal bruising stand in the way of my double-barrelled, exotic-honeymoon happiness with this handsome, employed, stable man.

			*

			It’s almost one a.m. when I call a taxi. I could have slept over, but it’s a school night and I can’t be seen arriving at work in an evening dress and red heels, which I’m now very grateful are patent leather and wipe-clean. Robert is still in bed, ready to sleep, but keeping himself awake until I leave. I stand by the window, brushing my hair, gazing out on to the dark river.

			‘You’re so lucky to have this view,’ I say. ‘It’s bewitching.’

			‘I quite agree,’ he replies behind me. ‘That arse of yours is something else.’

			‘Ha! I’m serious! I miss a breathtaking view. I look on to traffic and grubby windows from my flat. You know, I grew up surrounded by fields, hills and a sky you could clearly see stars in at night. Not sure anything can compare to that – even this view.’

			‘Oh, come on. This is London.’ He laughs. ‘There is nowhere better. We have architecture. We have glamour. We have the MI5 building. We can see where the spies live.’

			My phone begins to ring. ‘That’s my taxi. Well, once you’ve visited Scotland, you’ll see what I mean. You’ll love it, I’m sure.’ I leap over to the bed and kiss him goodbye.

			‘Doubtful.’ He winks. ‘It’s full of Scotch people.’

			‘Behave!’ I laugh, playfully slapping his legs. ‘Call me tomorrow.’

			‘Och, aye!’ he replies, just as I’m closing the bedroom door, and I yell, ‘Why can no one ever do a decent Scottish accent?!’

			Robert’s building is far superior to mine in every way. For a start, the lift arrives at lightning speed and smells like it’s been cleaned recently. It has private underground parking, and let’s not forget about the concierge who calls me madam and sits behind a plush desk, not in some pokey office which resembles an emergency-room reception and smells like old Pot Noodle. I’m not entirely sure whether Robert or his company own the flat, but either way, at London prices, it’ll be nothing less than hideously expensive. For the rent I pay to share a flat, I could have a mortgage on a three-bedroom bungalow with front and back gardens and a driveway, in Newton Mearns. Not that I’ve been researching it or anything.

			I collect my roses from Trevor and make my way upstairs, smiling to myself. I can hear the faint sound of Toby’s television as I walk into the flat. Alice’s biker boots haven’t been kicked off haphazardly at the front door, so I assume she hasn’t made it home yet, unlike me. Shutting my bedroom door behind me, I peel off my clothes and vow to shower vigorously in the morning, but, for now, I’m literally shagged out. I run some water in the en-suite sink for my flowers, then throw on an old T-shirt, set my alarm and gratefully climb into bed, pulling the duvet around me.

			As I let my eyes gently close, I run over the day’s events in my head. Despite Robert’s misguided xenophobic jibes at the end, it was a splendid day, but, most importantly, he’s agreed to come home with me for Christmas! I am victorious! I have never felt more festive in my . . . What the hell is that? I sit up in the darkness and listen closely to the gentle thud, which is growing louder and louder, as are the familiar squeals I remember from last night. You have got to be fucking kidding me. I need to sleep! I grab a shoe from the floor and hammer loudly on the wall, three times, yelling, ‘SHUT THE FUCK UP!’ at the top of my lungs, before grabbing some cotton balls and shoving them into my ears as tightly as I can. I swear, I am going to kill that boy.
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