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About the Book

What are the odds that the stranger sitting next to you on a plane is destined to change your life? Especially when they appear to be your opposite in every way.

She’s a life-long optimist, looking for her soul mate in every man she meets; he’s a resolute cynic – cruel experience has taught him never to put his faith in anyone.

People can surprise you. In the time it takes to fly from London to Chicago, each finds something in the other that they didn’t even realise they needed.

Their pasts are such that they can never make one another happy and it’s when they get off the plane, that their true journey begins…
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Prologue

‘So you know all about love, do you?’

‘I know enough.’

‘Well, I know nothing. I don’t know anything about aliens, or ghosts, or any other empty phenomena either.’

She laughed, as though she thought he was joking. The laugh flew out into their history. It was a strong, heartfelt laugh; bigger than her. He wriggled in his seat, uncomfortable that he found himself intrigued by her nonsense.

‘Why wouldn’t you believe in love?’ she asked, unable to hide her incredulity.

‘Oh, the usual. I think it brings nothing but pain,’ he said, pulling a well-practised, neatly deflective hound-dog expression. He mocked himself so that she wouldn’t guess how serious he was.

‘Hating isn’t exactly a bag of laughs either, though, is it?’ she pointed out. ‘I’ve never met a happy cynic, or a miserable optimist, come to that. So obviously being an optimist is the way to go. Open-and-shut case.’ She beamed, content in her own reasoning, and he slowly moved his head from side to side, bemused. Amused.

Interested.
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Eddie

Eddie stood on the step of his terraced house in Clapham and drew a deep breath. He took in as much of the chilly blue-black night as he could; slow, calming breaths that he hoped might rinse away some of the smells of good times that Diane was very likely to object to. Smoke on his clothes, whisky and beer on his breath; he’d need to shower to remove the scent of woman. As he paused, he noticed that the people next door were now also ripping up the black and white Victorian tiles that decorated the front steps. Eddie had got rid of theirs as soon as they’d inherited. They’d pulled out the old bath and replaced it with a more sanitary plastic suite, in avocado green. They’d installed central heating too, done away with the mess and inconvenience of real fires. He’d felt unshackled. Out with the old, in with the new. Progress. Looking forward, that was what it was all about. Not looking back. That had never been his style. Never would be.

Diane hadn’t wanted to make the home improvements. She’d gone on about original features, insisting that they would one day come back into fashion; she hadn’t wanted to change anything from the way her mum and dad had had it when she was a girl.

‘Yeah, but when we want something bigger and need to sell on, no one will look at this dump in its current state,’ Eddie had explained. Frankly it irritated him a bit that she had no idea that everyone else in the world actually enjoyed living in the twentieth century. She’d become upset and unreasonable, which was often her way nowadays, especially after a glass of wine.

‘We don’t need anything bigger. We can’t afford anything bigger!’ she whined. Her voice was always whiny or screechy. Had been for a few years.

It was true that they struggled to pay the bills on this place, but even so Eddie regretted Diane’s lack of ambition. Anyway, it was his house, even if they had inherited it off her parents. Law of the land. If he wanted to sell it, he could do just that. He found the old panel doors, parquet floors and stone sinks depressing. He’d told her he wasn’t going to live in a museum. So they’d all gone.

Eddie sighed as he recognised that he hadn’t done much in the way of redecorating for over a year; he’d discovered that no amount of orange plastic chairs could turn number 47 into the home he wanted.

He tentatively pushed open the front door and forced himself over the threshold; he was immediately hit by the smell of regurgitated breast milk and steeping nappies. He wanted to turn and run.

Diane appeared in the hallway. She had a distinctly unwashed vibe. Her hair hung in greasy curtains about her face. She was wearing grubby jeans and a T-shirt stained with perspiration. That said, Eddie could not deny she still had a cracking figure, despite having given birth twice. He noticed it anew every time he looked at her. Even though she was feeding, she still had small breasts and so she never bothered with a bra; her tiny hard nipples were nearly always provocatively visible. She had long legs and a trim arse. It bemused Eddie how she could resist progress when her body seemed to be made for this decade. She’d have struggled in the sixties to warrant a second glance, because back then, men wanted something to grab on to, but her lithe, elongated body made her a goddess in this decade. Or at least she could be a goddess, if she ever washed.

Wordlessly Diane thrust the baby into Eddie’s arms, causing him to drop his script on the floor. The sheets scattered like petals from an overblown rose; he regretted not numbering the pages. Diane shrugged indifferently and stomped straight into the kitchen. Words were no longer a nicety that either of them regularly bothered with. Eddie didn’t need Diane to tell him that she’d had a bad day; that the baby was teething and had been difficult to settle, that her nappies had been exceptionally pungent. Diane had said as much, often enough, with this baby and the boy, when he’d been younger; it seemed to be the same story every day. Over and over. Eddie could not help. Diane thought that he wouldn’t. Eddie barely knew whether there was a difference any more.

Thoughtlessly he hoisted the grumbling baby on to his hip and leant his forehead against the hall wall. He was a little flushed. That would be the whisky. He should have stuck to pints. He shouldn’t have allowed himself to be tempted into drinking spirits at lunchtime, but it was difficult to resist. She was such a fun girl. Frivolous. Game. Plus, he knew whisky made her dirty. There was nothing better than a free and flippant afternoon in the sack, other than, perhaps, a filthy and risky one. The hall wallpaper was a smooth, cool vinyl; brown squares on a slightly paler brown background. The floor was covered with cork tiles. Eddie had picked them both out but now regretted his choices; momentarily, he felt like he was inside a cell for the mentally ill, but there was no padding.

Eddie forced himself to look at Zoe. She was a fat baby. When old women peeked into her pram they oohed and aahed and swore blind that she was a cherub, a bonny baby, a proper baby. The women who gave these compliments had been mothers during the war and so liked fat kids. Eddie didn’t like the way his daughter looked. He wished she wasn’t quite so opulent. This child seemed to burst out of her nappies and smock dresses; hats popped off her head, tights wouldn’t quite pull up over her chunky thighs. Her brow melted into her nose and she had no neck at all. Dean was the same. Eddie had thought that once he was running around a bit, he’d slim down, but he hadn’t. He was five years old but he had to wear clothes for eight year olds; the bottoms of his trousers were always covered in mud because Diane was too idle to hem anything. Idle or incapable. Still, at least with a boy you could tell yourself he was stocky and hardy, you could console yourself with the thought that he might make a rugby player. It was 1976, for God’s sake. Lithe meant affluent, fashionable, desirable; chubby meant, well, the opposite.

Eddie was a writer for the BBC; people expected certain things from him in terms of style and presentation. He was part of the it crowd. He knew people who would, no doubt, one day be described as iconic. It was assumed he would wear his hair inches past the collar, and he needed long sideburns; he had to wear corduroy trousers that fell dangerously low around his groin, with unforgiving polo-neck jumpers, which did not allow for an ounce of spare flesh. People presumed he would indulge in recreational narcotics and free love, that he’d have a wife who had once dabbled as a model but now was a little bit too dependent on Valium and vino; every night was a party.

No one expected kids, but if there had to be kids then they should be skinny, whimsical types. They ought to wear fancy-dress costumes all day long and have long blond hair that made it difficult to discern gender. Scandi or American kids were the role models; Dean looked as though he was getting his vibe from Billy Bunter. Eddie blamed the copious amounts of tinned rice pudding, Angel Delight and Findus Crispy Pancakes that Diane spooned into him. He knew why she did it: kids couldn’t cry when their mouths were full. Lazy cow.

His mother had warned him that Diane would not make a proper wife. That she couldn’t cook a decent meal, or sew or clean. He’d agreed; it was her improperness that he’d fallen for. He thought she was like him. Bold and irreverent. Selfish. And that had been attractive. Now it was just inconvenient.

Eddie followed his wife into the kitchen. For a moment he allowed himself to hope she might actually have cooked something for supper. It was a ridiculous thought. Even if she had been the sort of wife to have his dinner waiting for him, he’d arrived home two hours later than he’d said he would, so it would be cold or burnt to a crisp by now. Anyway, there was no hint of home-cooked dishes; the kitchen smelt damp and dank, a mixture of drains and stale food. The only thing Eddie could ever taste in the kitchen was sour air and neglect.

Diane always had the radio droning on in the background. She turned the volume down low so as not to disturb the baby presumably, but this irritated Eddie. How was he supposed to enjoy the tunes or follow the news stories at that volume? He snapped the radio off and the silence was only interrupted by the sound of the hot tap dripping. He’d been meaning to get that fixed for a while. He doubted he ever would.

Eddie thought it was bizarre that despite the lack of industry that occurred in the kitchen, the room was invariably a mess. The lino on the floor was sticky; it was like wading through a sea of Blu-Tack, his shoes making a strange squelchy sound as he walked about. The circular plastic table was crammed full of dirty pots and condiments, left over from the kids’ tea, lunch and breakfast. His critical eye noted the open packet of butter that was turning rancid. There were gummy jam jars, a bottle with souring milk, a gunky ketchup bottle and plates covered with greasy smears suggesting that Dean had been fed fried eggs tonight. They’d get mice again if she wasn’t more careful. They rarely sat down as a whole family at the table. Eddie didn’t care that they didn’t eat together on a Sunday – the family gathering for meat and two veg was bourgeois and staid, something the last generation valued – but he would have liked it if she’d sometimes made pasta or curry, neither of which was bourgeois because they were foreign; pasta and curry were cool. He’d have liked to invite friends round for supper. They could use the fondue set and drink red wine; they’d bought a carafe when they’d been on honeymoon in Spain. Where the hell was it? Eddie wondered. How come nearly every pot and pan they owned was left on a kitchen surface but he’d never laid eyes on the carafe? Had she put away all reminders of their honeymoon? It was only six years ago, but it was a lifetime back.

The wooden clothes horse was a permanent fixture in the poky kitchen, a never-ending stream of damp clothes hung on it, draped in a way that always put Eddie in mind of dead bodies. There were two plastic buckets by the door that she used for steeping the fouled nappies. Dozens of mugs and glasses were dotted around the kitchen; they each had their own bioculture growing inside, and around them crumbs were scattered like confetti. Diane ate ten Rich Tea biscuits a day; with two apples and a couple of glasses of wine, she could stay under the thousand calorie mark and ensure that her hip bones continued to jut. Recently she hadn’t bothered with the apples but had had the odd extra glass.

The room could do with an airing, but the window was jammed.

The kitchen was Eddie’s Room 101. Not a cage of rats put on his face, like in the George Orwell novel, but death by domesticity. In this kitchen they did not talk about the strikes, David Bowie’s music or even the perm or the Chopper bike. The sort of conversations Eddie and Diane limited themselves to (if they spoke at all) were ones about this child having taken a fall and got bruised, the other having a funny rash, or Diane would moan that she needed a few more quid to buy a new breadbin, her aunt had been round, her aunt thought they needed new curtains, her aunt wondered when he was going to get a job that was better paid. Depending on how much she’d had to drink, Diane might yell that she wondered as much too. He was a graduate, for God’s sake. He had a degree, why was he wasting it being a writer? Writing didn’t pay. She should have married an accountant. That was what her aunt said; that was what she thought too.

Eddie knew men who hit their wives. He never had. That wasn’t his thing. Hitting your woman didn’t sit well with reading the Tribune. But sometimes when she went on and on and on and on, he could imagine grabbing one of those dirty tea towels that lay screwed up on the kitchen surface and shoving it into her mouth. He didn’t want to choke her, not exactly. He just wanted to stop her going on.

He glanced down at his fat gold wedding ring. This wasn’t how he’d imagined it would be. He was suffocating.
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Clara

Clara snapped off the TV with impatience. There was never any good news; just bombs, kidnappings, the threat of strikes. She only watched the news for the bit at the end when they told you what the Queen was up to. Had she visited a public garden, or perhaps some youth centre? Clara would never know, because she’d switched off before they got to that bit today. They were saying there were three million unemployed now. Three million! Couldn’t someone find them something to do? They should, because nothing good ever came from idle hands. The thought stung. She knew how destructive boredom could be. She’d said to Tim that perhaps they should make these doleys join up. The soldiers and sailors and what-have-you were being so brave out in the Falkland Islands right now. They were doing a fine job, but no doubt they’d welcome a helping hand, a few more buddies. Clara didn’t really know what was going on out there; in fact she hadn’t known exactly where ‘out there’ was until she’d checked in the atlas, but Neil Todd’s father at the school gate said she wasn’t to feel bad about that, hardly anyone did know. All that was clear was that there was a lot of bombing and burning and young men coming home with shocking injuries. Thinking about it, maybe the doleys were better off at home after all. Clara sighed. She didn’t know what to make of it; she didn’t like to think about it.

Instead she turned her attention to how she should kill the next few hours before she had to start the school pick-up. What should she do with her afternoon? Had she anything on video to watch? It was her guilty pleasure to watch recorded episodes of Dynasty when the children were at school. She had tried, but found it was impossible to give the TV her full attention in the evenings. The children would invariably squabble their way through an entire episode, or worse, they pestered her with irritating or inappropriate questions. Normally, she was a very patient mother. She was quite prepared to answer endless enquiries about Barbie dolls and Danger Mouse (no, she did not know that Barbie’s full name was Barbara Millicent Roberts, but yes, she did think Barbie Millie was cuter, and yes, she did believe Danger Mouse had trained with James Bond; certainly the same school, if not the same year), but it was significantly trickier explaining the saga of the wealthy Denver family who had made their money in oil.

‘Does Daddy have much to do with oil?’ Joanna had asked thoughtfully, when they’d last watched the programme together.

‘No, stupid. Daddy is a banker,’ Lisa had replied, harshly dismissing her younger sister. Although there was less than two years between them, the gap seemed wider, as fourteen-year-old Lisa had now clambered into the teenage world that allowed access to DM boots and black eyeliner, while twelve-year-old Joanna was quite innocent, still content to dress up her dolls.

‘Perhaps he should do more with oil, because then we’d have a house as big as Krystle’s,’ Joanna had added, her childish lisp not quite hiding her fully formed ambition to marry well. Joanna lived for the Cinderella fairy tale.

‘We’re very lucky as it is, darling,’ Clara had reminded her daughter, as she often reminded herself. ‘We live in a much bigger house than nearly all our friends.’

‘What does Krystle do in that house all day anyway?’ Lisa had demanded as she’d turned back to her homework.

Joanna had shrugged, unconcerned by the glittery woman’s inertia. Then a thought struck her. Horrified, she’d asked, ‘I don’t understand. Why has Blake been married to two ladies?’

Clara had tried to explain. ‘Well, Krystle was his secretary but now she’s his wife. Alexis was his wife before.’

‘What is she now?’

‘His ex-wife.’

‘What does that even mean?’ Jo had asked, stricken. In her protected world – the leafy suburbs of Wimbledon – it meant very little; she had no idea that divorce was run-of-the-mill in other postcodes. In Wimbledon, people stuck it out. Clara, more than anyone, knew that.

‘She’s not just “his ex-wife”, she’s the boss of an enormous multimillion-, possibly billion-dollar company,’ Lisa had muttered, rolling her eyes.

‘Which wife do you like best, Mummy?’ Joanna had pursued.

‘Krystle. She’s so patient, serene and composed,’ Clara had replied, even though secretly she was sure Alexis had all the fun. The insipid second wife wasn’t half as exciting as the feisty first one, who had a string of younger lovers, but Alexis Carrington wasn’t a role model Clara Russell could openly aspire to. Not openly.

‘Why didn’t they look more for Adam? If someone kidnapped me, would you look lots?’ Mark, her youngest, had asked fearfully. He’d hopped on to Clara’s knee, and she’d enjoyed his warmth and chubbiness.

‘Yes, darling, I’d keep searching until the end of time and as far as the end of the world.’

‘The world is round, so strictly, it doesn’t end,’ Lisa had pointed out.

‘He’s five, Lisa.’

‘So you shouldn’t fill his head with rubbish.’ Lisa had nodded pertinently in the direction of Joanna whilst continuing to glare coldly at Clara. Clara knew that Lisa firmly believed that Joanna needed to be weaned off the romantic fairy tales she’d been allowed to believe were gospel, and that Lisa did not consider Clara a particularly good role model for dreamy Jo.

Was she a let-down? She had tried so hard. Nearly always done the right thing. Even though doing the wrong thing was so much easier, so much more fun. Clara was confident that she was a superb homemaker. That wasn’t up for debate. The house was spotless, their food home-cooked, their clothes carefully ironed (even nighties, petticoats and Tim’s underwear), but Lisa would no doubt have preferred it if Clara was a career woman; the sort that wore shoulder pads and carried fat, impressive Filofaxes. When Joanna had started school, Clara had worked, briefly. Through an old school friend she’d found a rather fun position at the BBC; it was mostly typing and filing but it had got her out of the house for a couple of hours a day and she’d met such exciting people. Too exciting. Dangerous. So after that foray, Tim wouldn’t hear of her working again. He said that working was not for women like her, ones with children and a husband, and he had a point. Tim rarely got home before nine most nights of the week; sometimes he was much later. How would it work if they both had careers?

Clara often felt uncomfortable under Lisa’s gaze; literal and metaphorical. She suspected that Lisa knew much more than she should. Did she know, for example, that Mark was a patch-up baby, after, well … Clara’s difficult period at the BBC? She’d insisted on him, she’d needed him to anchor her. Did Lisa know that, despite trying not to have favourites, Clara enjoyed the company of her son far more than she enjoyed the company of her daughters? It wasn’t that she liked one child more than the others. Not as such. It was just that he was so easy. He was confident, independent and somehow ‘other’; the girls seemed to be mixed and meshed with Clara in a more fundamental, primal and confusing way. It was probably something to do with the endless comparisons people made between mothers and daughters. The girls were said to be either funnier or not as funny as she had been, prettier or not as pretty, more confident or not quite so. She felt a burdensome responsibility towards them that for some reason did not extend to her son.

Besides, by the time Mark came along, she’d been significantly less innocent and pliable; perhaps that helped her to be a more confident mother. After all, she’d only been nineteen when she’d had Lisa. Still a child herself.

Attempts at watching her favourite show with the children were brought to a definite halt when Joanna asked, ‘Why doesn’t Steven have a wife? Does he want to marry that man? Is that allowed?’

After that, Clara had bundled the children straight up to bed.

So. How to fill the afternoon? Clara had nothing left to do. She’d prepared chilli with jacket potatoes for tonight’s supper. She’d made it relatively mild, but to further induce the children to eat it, she’d also baked a chocolate fudge cake. They knew that pudding was only allowed if they could show her a clean plate. Rita, their cleaner, had changed all the beds; the sheets were hung on the line right now, snapping in the wind. Tim thought Clara was insane, but she liked to keep her hand in with the domestic duties around the house, even though she could have left everything to Rita; it gave her something to do. So she’d dusted all her Lladro figurines – there were twenty-eight of them, so this was no small task – and now she glanced around her sitting room wondering whether there were any other outstanding chores to tackle.

It was immaculate, dust-free and the height of fashion: a mass of pastels, cream, peach and salmon hues placed side by side, swirling and morphing. Her father-in-law had once said that coming to their house reminded him of visiting a French brothel. She’d chosen not to dignify his comment with a response. He couldn’t have visited a brothel ever, could he? Perhaps he had; parents were people too. Her father-in-law had a tendency to be very coarse; Tim didn’t take after him at all.

The carpet was a pale beige colour. She’d quite fancied cream but hadn’t thought it practical, not with three children utilising the patio doors to the full. They were constantly running in and out of the garden, trailing mud, so she had settled for beige. She’d taken a risk with the floral pastel three-piece suite, though; one spilt glass of orange squash and it would be ruined, so she didn’t allow the children to bring drinks into this room. The wallpaper was another floral pastel design, but it was a slightly smaller, tighter flower than the suite. The paper stretched just halfway up the wall; there it met with a very impressive – almost regal – border. The top part of the wall was painted peach and then ragged with an iridescent gold paint. Clara was very proud of the ragging; she’d done it herself, even though Tim had said she could get decorators to do the job. It had been a challenge – by the time she was finished, there’d been as much paint on her overalls and hands as there was on the walls – but every time she looked at it, she felt a swell of satisfaction, knowing that she was responsible for it.

Hung on the wall above the television was a picture of a river and some hills. Clara didn’t know the name of the artist, but she had seen the original painting in the National Gallery and then bought the print in the shop. The colours were more muted on the print compared to the real thing, but that didn’t really bother Clara, because the paler colours matched better with everything else. There were two brass chandeliers, and other than the dark, dreary bar in the corner (Tim’s folly), the room was perfect. It was exactly the sort of room Clara had always imagined she’d preside over as wife and mother. It was everything she hoped she’d have as a married woman.

She hated it.

Clara sighed and picked up the Radio Times. She combed it carefully as she always did, scouring for his name. She’d spotted it twice in six years and she’d seen it on the credits of three different TV programmes. Each time it had caused a small spark to flicker deep between her legs. Wasn’t it strange that a name, written down in print, could have that effect? She didn’t regret her choice. What would be the point in regretting? Her lover was trouble. Her husband was kind. She preferred kindness to trouble; it was as simple as that. Yet there were always the sparks.

Clara was delighted to find an article about Harrison Ford. Goody. She hadn’t been able to get the man out of her head since that first Star Wars film. It was the way he wore his gun slung so low. The thought made her smile all over her body. She’d seen Raiders of the Lost Ark twice. Once with Tim but the second time she’d gone on her own. She’d never let on to Tim. He’d have thought she was silly but it had been such fun. Sitting in the dark, alone with her thoughts and fantasies. Little secrets were fine, harmless. Little secrets were allowed. She’d bought popcorn but had hardly been able to eat it; Harrison certainly could wear a fedora, and a whip in his hands, well, my … Yes, she’d jump to it.

She read the entire article but it was in fact quite dry; Harrison wasn’t prepared to say whether that amazing on-screen chemistry with Karen Allen was for real or not. But then he wasn’t the kiss-and-tell sort. Real gentlemen weren’t. The challenge was working out which were the real gentlemen.

Clara carefully put the magazine back in the rack and wondered whether it was worth changing into her new top before she went to pick up Mark. Yesterday, she’d bought a shimmering silvery shirt from the brand-new store, Next. It had big puffed sleeves that were brought into line by a neat row of fabric-covered buttons running the length of her forearm. It was quite a dressy shirt, intended for a restaurant or even a nightclub, but Clara didn’t get out that often nowadays and so she figured she might as well wear it at the school gate. After all, it never did any harm to look your best, especially on a Thursday. On Thursdays Neil Todd’s father did the pick-up. He was such a friendly man. Very attentive. She wondered what he’d look like in a fedora. Would he be able to pull it off?
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Dean

‘Dean, there’s a call from overseas.’

‘Is it Rogers?’ Dean grinned. A flame of excitement and aspiration licked his innards.

Dean was a board account director at a huge international advertising agency, Q&A; however, the Chicago branch of the agency was unofficially viewed as the younger brother to the New York arm, and this was something that chafed at Dean’s keen sense of ambition and professional pride. The two offices were equally large, expensive and state-of-the-art. They each serviced approximately the same number of clients. The creative teams were similarly innovative, award-winning and obnoxious, but in the final analysis, when it came down to the numbers (and it always came down to the numbers), there was a sizeable difference between the revenues each office managed to pull in. The New York arm had been more profitable than the Chicago office for many consecutive years. Dean wasn’t sure how many exactly, but it was all the time he’d worked for Q&A. It irked, but he was sure that was all about to change.

Rogers was the international marketing director of an extremely large confectionery company. For the last five months Dean had been leading a team of twelve in a pitch to win the company’s advertising campaign. The ad spend would be approximately $132 million. That sort of income would catapult his agency and his career; the board account director in New York would have to eat his dust. Dean knew he was on a shortlist of three agencies; success was within his grasp. Success was everything to Dean. He valued it over popularity, friendship and even love. Confectionery wasn’t normally what he considered to be his area of expertise – he was stronger on cars or gadgets – but he’d been pretty sure that his strategy was groundbreaking and the creative concepts he’d presented were bold and exciting. Off-the-fucking-wall was how he’d described them in the pitch. Rogers was in London right now, discussing the pros and cons of the various agency pitches with his international team; he’d assured Dean he would call as soon as a decision was reached. Dean was not an unreasonably arrogant man; in fact, he was a realist. He’d led a harder life than anyone would imagine when they met him now, clad in Armani, driving an Audi TT. It was because he’d had more than his share of disappointments that he’d learnt how to judge carefully. His optimism was always curbed, but still he hoped, and almost expected, that the decision Rogers would reach would pan out in his favour.

If Q&A Chicago secured the business, there might be a healthy bonus. He would treat himself to a trip to Vegas. Uncomplicated tits and ass, fun clubs and gambling, what was not to love? He deserved it. He had worked hard to win this pitch. Besides the endless hours needed to develop solid strategy and tease out some crazy concepts, he had invested a lot of time developing a relationship with Rogers. The promise that Rogers would call the moment a decision had been reached was elicited in a strip club that Dean had taken the marketing director to. Turned out that Rogers had never been to a strip joint before; Dean considered that a sin.

‘Get out of here!’ he had said, laughing and slapping Rogers on the shoulder.

Rogers had initially appeared a little reluctant. ‘The expenses for tonight won’t turn up on the bill for the pitch, will they?’ he’d asked fearfully. Dean had pitied Rogers for his inexperience and slightly despised him for his inability to be a fearless man.

‘No way. This, my friend, is on me. Man to man. Buddy to buddy.’ Rogers had been flattered; it was clear that he – like most corporate marketers – thought the agency guys were where it was at. Especially Dean. Dean was quite a guy. Everyone said so. He was funny, a wisecracker, full of killer one-liners. And he was tough. Worked out. Fast, determined. He’d completed the Chicago marathon every year for five years, and although he was, obviously, getting older, he always improved on his time. He was the sort of guy people invited to their parties, and if he couldn’t make the suggested date, they would postpone the celebration. He was the type of bloke who might hold the lift for a woman and then ask, ‘Are you going up or down?’ and the women would beg to tattoo his phone number on to her breasts. He was a man who other men dreamt of becoming.

Dean could almost hear the slot machines pounding. Ker-ching. Viva Las Vegas!

‘No. No, it’s not Rogers,’ his PA, Lacey, replied. ‘It’s a hospital. A UK hospital. Queen Anne’s in London. I didn’t catch the state.’

‘We don’t have states in Britain,’ said Dean with a sigh. His PA was hot but not sharp. He might have to reconsider his recruitment policy. ‘I’ll take it in my office.’ He hoped to God his sister Zoe and her kids were all OK.

‘Mr Dean Taylor?’

‘Speaking.’

‘I’m Kitty McGreggor, a nurse at Queen Anne’s Hospital, Shepherd’s Bush, London.’

‘Is it my sister, Zoe, or the kids? Are they OK?’ he demanded.

‘Actually, I’m ringing on behalf of Mr Edward Taylor.’ The nurse had a gentle Scottish lilt to her voice. She sounded no-nonsense; firm, calm and in control.

For a moment Dean could not compute the information he was being given. It was not the Scottish accent that was confusing him. It was the name: a dim and distant memory, not to be whispered, let alone said aloud. The words Edward Taylor struck fear and loathing into the core of Dean Taylor, the way the word Macbeth – said during rehearsals of any show – struck actors; it was sure to bring bad luck.

‘I’m sorry to have to inform you, Mr Taylor, but your father has pancreatic cancer. It’s unfortunately spread to other parts of his body and …’ She paused, tenderness creeping into her voice. ‘And I’m afraid it’s terminal. In fact, he doesn’t have long left. It’s only right that you should know.’

‘There must be some mistake.’

‘We’re estimating a week or so, perhaps less. Perhaps days. There is no mistake.’

‘I’m not talking about the diagnosis.’

‘You are Dean Taylor?’

‘Yes.’

‘Son of Edward Taylor?’

‘I suppose.’

‘Then there’s no mistake.’

‘The mistake is him asking you to call me.’
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Jo

‘I just can’t believe that in seventy-two hours Martin will be married. Married!’ I drag the words out of my dark and dingy subconscious and throw them on to the table for my big sister to examine closely, but Lisa is so obviously far more interested in the dessert menu. I understand: she’s a working mother of three children and so nights out require military-precision planning; she’s keen to have a good time, which includes ordering something lovely and indulgent for dessert. We’ve only managed to pull off this evening because I’m temporarily living with Lisa, and Lisa’s husband views the idea of getting me out of the house (with or without Lisa) as one less obstacle between him and the remote control, so he offered to babysit.

‘What do you think, chocolate soufflé or tiramisu? I think I’ll go for the tiramisu,’ says Lisa, closing the menu with an air of finality. She’s taking advantage of the fact that I’m her sister; she’d never order such an unfashionable dessert in front of her City analyst friends, but with me she can even drink Baileys in her coffee if she wants; sisters are forgiving about such things. I love her, but right now she’s driving me nuts, as she’s clearly reluctant to engage in the subject of my ex’s imminent nuptials – the only thing I can think about. I bang home my point. ‘Less than three days. Seventy-two hours, to be precise!’

‘But are you being precise? Is it seventy-two? Technically I’m not sure, what with the time difference and everything. I mean, Saturday afternoon in Chicago is different to Saturday afternoon here, isn’t it?’ points out Lisa. ‘Theirs is later, isn’t it? I think you are looking at about eighty hours.’

I glare at my sister. ‘I think you’re missing the point.’

‘Am I?’ Lisa replies. She takes a sip of her white wine and feigns innocence. ‘What is the point, then?’

It’s clear from her face that she regrets the question the moment she’s asked it. I’m aware that the entire evening’s conversation has an awful sense of déjà vu rumbling around it. I know that as well as she does; that’s exactly why I need her to indulge me.

‘It should have been me,’ I wail dramatically.

‘No, it shouldn’t,’ Lisa states emphatically. Not really grasping the concept of indulging.

‘Yes, it should. He asked me first.’ Even I know I sound like a kid in the school playground bagging her place in the dinner queue: I got here first!

‘But you didn’t want him,’ says Lisa.

‘No, not then, maybe not. But now. Now,’ I insist.

When I say that this evening has more than a hint of déjà vu, that’s because three months ago – when I first received the stiff gold-embossed cardboard invitation to Martin’s wedding – Lisa and I had a similar night out; one where I poured out my heart to her and she accused me of rewriting history. That night, like this one, was steeped in indignation and self-pity. During that evening I’d initially tried to say all the things that I knew were expected of me. I pretended to be delighted that Martin had ‘moved on’ and met someone else, someone he cared about so deeply that he wanted to marry her. Then, when I’d had a glass or two of wine, I swapped the words ‘cared about’ with ‘settled for’ and ‘wanted’ with ‘prepared’. The third time I repeated the story (after I’d finished the vast majority of the bottle of Shiraz), I commented on the ‘indecent haste’ with which he’d rushed into this ‘unsuitable match’ and repeatedly muttered the words, ‘Clearly rebound’.

‘Well, it’s been nearly five years since you two split up. I don’t think that is indecently speedy in terms of recovery,’ Lisa had pointed out calmly (and somewhat irritatingly).

I’d glared back. ‘Yes, but Martin only met this woman eighteen months ago.’ That piece of gossip had crawled all the way from America to London through a network of friends that we still shared. ‘It takes eighteen months to book a high-quality venue. His fiancée must have placed a deposit the night they met,’ I’d snapped.

‘Some people just know straight away that they want to be with one another for ever and don’t see any reason to hang around.’

This is usually the sort of point I make, so it was difficult to argue; instead I’d suggested we buy another bottle. The night ended very badly. Drunk, I’d telephoned some other, less significant, ex and dashed over to his place for a bout of consolation sex. Lisa had been very concerned as she helped me into the cab that was to take me away.

‘There’s something about you that’s making me think of Paddington Bear,’ she’d commented.

‘Cute expression? Doleful eyes?’ I’d suggested, hoping I was hiding my slur pretty well.

‘More the helpless and confused stance, I think,’ she’d sighed. ‘I’m tempted to attach a note, Please look after this bear. She’s slighted and worried about dying alone, therefore vulnerable.’ Lisa had tried to smile, but I knew that what she was saying was serious.

‘No point. I’m not sure if all my ex-boyfriends can actually read,’ I’d joked. It was a sad joke really, because I think both Lisa and I know that since Martin, my standard in boyfriend selection hasn’t been too rigorous. Lisa once described my preferred sort of men to be ‘boorish, almost animalistic’. Certainly, I didn’t have the type of ex-boyfriends who’d care about my motivation for turning up on a booty call; they’d simply want to take advantage of the fact I’d done so. That night turned out as you’d expect. I’d had careless sex with a careless man and woke up feeling worse, not better. Bruised. Not physically but emotionally.

Lisa interrupts my thoughts now by saying, ‘Jo, you have to remember that you dumped Martin.’ She reaches for my arm and squeezes it. ‘You weren’t in love with him,’ she adds baldly.

‘Well, no but …’ I can’t bring myself to admit that now I’m thirty-five, almost thirty-six years old, practically staring forty in the face, I might not be so fastidious. So much has happened in the five years, two months since I split from Martin. Right now, all I can think of is the fact that I’ve attended seventeen weddings and currently have invites to three more. All I can say is, ‘Martin was kind and solvent, and tall.’

‘And dull. You were always going on about how you had nothing in common.’

‘I could have learnt to enjoy his hobbies,’ I insist.

‘I bet you can’t even remember what his hobbies were. Before you received the invite to his wedding, you hadn’t given him a thought in ages.’

‘I send him a Christmas card every year.’

‘You send all your exes Christmas cards every year. Honestly, I don’t know how you do, let alone why. You must have to start writing your cards in October.’

‘Ha ha. Funny.’ Her point is, I’ve clocked up an above-average share of exes in the past few years. Different people have different views on that; some of my friends who have been married for a dozen years or more think it’s exciting, others think I’m slutty. My mother thinks it’s disappointing. I think it’s heartbreaking.

‘I can’t imagine why he’s invited you,’ adds Lisa.

‘To gloat?’ I offer miserably. ‘Or maybe his fiancée has a string of exes that she’s inviting and he wants to prove he had a life before her.’ Depressed, we both stare at the highly polished table between us; neither reason is particularly heroic or appealing. Suddenly I’m struck by a more cheering thought. ‘Maybe it’s an SOS.’

‘A what?’

‘A cry for help.’

‘You think he wants you to help him?’

I try to ignore her astonishment. ‘Why not?’

‘Because—’

I don’t allow her to finish. I won’t want to hear it. Lisa and I don’t think alike on matters of the heart. At least not my heart. I beam, warming to my idea. ‘Maybe he wants me to go to the wedding so I can stand up in the church and object to the thing going ahead.’

‘Stop it, Jo. You’re scaring me.’

‘It’s possible.’

‘But not probable. Look, I might have found that theory hilarious under other circumstances, but as it’s my sister talking, this situation is fast becoming tragic rather than comic. Get real. Just accept it. Martin has moved on.’

I glare at her. I think her words are sharp and nasty; she probably thinks they are sensible and necessary. She pulls her gaze away from mine, embarrassed for both of us, then reaches for my arm again and gives it another little squeeze. I move away, not allowing her the satisfaction of comforting me. She takes a deep breath and then slowly, carefully adds, ‘Jo, I hate it that I have to dole out the yuckiest medicine, but the fact is, nothing has changed. Just because Martin is about to marry someone else does not mean that he’s any more suitable for you than he was before. That just doesn’t make sense. Obviously, if anything, he is less suitable. He’s in love with someone else. Can’t you be happy for him?’

Can I? Am I still capable of truly revelling in other people’s happiness?

As hideous as I sound, no, I don’t think I can. If I admit as much to Lisa, she’ll be disgusted with me, probably make me pay for my own dinner, so I bite my tongue and pretend to be a better person, more like the person I was until endless, fruitless dates took their toll. I notice Lisa’s own wedding ring glinting seductively in the dark restaurant. Lisa has been married for fourteen years – happily married; some might say smugly – so I know she just can’t understand what I’m going through. She already had two children and was pregnant with her third by the time she was my age, and she never even expressed any particular interest in getting married when we were growing up; for her it was all about her school work and then her career. She has no idea about loneliness or grief or remorse, which are the emotions that haunt me. She most certainly does not think of her life as one long corridor of closed doors – marked Missed Opportunities, Regrets and Lost Chances – along which she dawdles aimlessly. I feel as though I’ve wandered up and down that particular corridor, alone, for ages now. I can’t explain it to her. It’s too harsh. It’s too humiliating.

She doesn’t think I’m due any sympathy, because I threw over Martin. I dumped him. But honestly, sometimes that makes things harder, not easier. The regret is sharper, more poignant. I messed up. He was a great guy. Marrying material. The sort of man women want to marry. Should marry. I see that now. All my friends are married or living with someone, and once they have settled partners they’re no longer interested in coming out and meeting new people. (Oh OK, what I’m talking about specifically here is coming out to meet new men – obviously.) My horizons are narrowing. When I was younger, I used to meet new people by the dozen, every week: at uni, in bars, in nightclubs and then at work. As the years have passed, opportunities have diminished. My friends from uni are now far-flung and most of them are happily coupled off and wouldn’t dream of going on a pub crawl and chatting to total strangers like we once did. I can hardly go to bars on my tod, and I could never go to a nightclub now, even with a battalion of supporters; those places are frequented by women who are literally young enough to be my daughters. I’d have to fight the urge to encourage them to wear a coat or button up their tops to cover up their smooth, plump skin. The biggest irony is that I work for a bridal magazine, which besides being a constant taunt is, as you might guess, an entirely male-free zone.

I have tried to find other places to meet people, I really have. I am not a quitter. I’m a member of a gym, I’ve joined a night class to study French (as everyone knows it’s a very sexy language) and I go to a salsa club to practise flirting, every other Tuesday at the town hall in Wimbledon. Afterwards I stay at my parents’ house. I know a sleepover at the parental home probably does reduce my chance of wild nights of passion, but my mum makes unparalleled lasagne and it’s hard to resist. I have made some new friends through these channels, but no men friends, no single men friends, which is the aim; the classes are largely populated by other women who are also looking for romantic leads. While I’m quite good at making new friends and these women are smiley and usually up for a glass of Bordeaux or a margarita after the class, it seems my new friends are invariably more adept at finding life partners than I am. They keep getting married. One after another. Hence the obscene number of wedding invites I receive.

These other women make looking for love seem so easy. It appears to be the case that no sooner have they decided they are ready to settle down than they do exactly that. Then, inevitably, a ritual is observed. Initially the newly-weds invite me to join them on double dates or they set me up on blind dates with their friends and colleagues, but for one reason or another, I’ve never stumbled upon my soulmate, and while I maintain the friendship with the new bride, the invites for double dates eventually dry up. We settle into girl-only evenings, where we spend the night picking over my disastrous dates, and when that’s just too depressing, we pick out kitchenware for their new homes.

What is wrong with me?

I have a good sense of humour (it says so on all my singles profiles but it is also true). I’m generally caring, thoughtful, sympathetic, and I’m known to be generous. I’m fun, I think, as far as anyone can ever judge this about themselves. I know I’m lucky to have a number of interesting, amusing and committed friends – friends I’ve secured through my resolute loyalty and ability to remember their kids’ birthdays – but the fact is I also have an endless trail of faithless, irresponsible or arrogant exes which I’m all too aware that I’ve acquired because my growing desperation has led to a terrible lack of discernment.

I do look younger than my thirty-five years. I could pass for thirty-three in dim light, younger still from behind, as I make an effort to eat sensibly and dress well in an attempt to defy gravity and the facts. I have long dark hair and huge brown eyes that are framed with thick lashes. I used to think my eyes were my best feature but I’m not so sure now, as there are depressing crow’s feet showering from them. I’m considering Botox, although whenever I dare to hint as much to my friends or my sister they howl with laughter and tell me not to worry for another decade. ‘You’re still a baby,’ Lisa often says, but I’m never sure if that’s an out-and-out compliment.

I’m not a baby, though, am I? Next birthday I’m thirty-six, literally in my late thirties. That’s just maths. No denying it.

The issue is, I have always wanted to marry. Some people hate the idea, think it’s an outdated institution, restrictive, unrealistic, etc., etc., but it’s always been something that I thought would be part of my life plan. My parents have been happily married for thirty-eight years this weekend; they’re the gold standard – well, technically closer to the ruby standard, I suppose, but you know what I mean. They are happy, fulfilled and inseparable. Lisa and Henry have been together forever, as I mentioned. Even my younger brother, Mark, is happily married and has been for three years. Divorce statistics are trumpeted in newspapers; the pessimists like to present the UK as a country falling apart at the seams, populated with people unable to maintain a relationship for as long as they maintain a hairstyle, but that isn’t my experience. I sometimes think I only know married people.

I’ve been actively trying to get married for over half my life. When I was sixteen, I begged my parents to let me attend a sixth form that had only just started to accept girls so that I’d meet lots of boys while doing my A levels. I only settled on a university after carefully studying the male/female quota of not only the university itself but my subject in particular. Naturally, I wasn’t daft enough to think I’d meet men at Loving Bride!, but I was engaged to Martin when I took the job; I wasn’t on the lookout then. Deal done. Or so I thought. Considering all my effort and vigilance on the matter of meeting a mate, it does seem a bit weird that I’ve mucked it up and I’m still alone.

I have made mistakes. Perhaps I have a tendency to pursue the wrong sort of man; not necessarily the marrying kind. I’m fatally attracted to the wilder sort of guy; the sort with chiselled cheekbones, cool clothes and eyes and a heart to match. I’m drawn to exciting, sexy, unobtainable men. Damaged or divorced men. Worse still, married men who ‘forget’ to mention the existence of their wives until the said wife makes a phone call or – in one humiliating and heartbreaking case – finds me in her bed. Like metal shavings to a magnet I cling to bad and bold men; the sort of men who can undress women with a glance. Acutely improper and inappropriate men.

It is an issue.

Improper and inappropriate men tend to last only a matter of months or even weeks. My problem is, I don’t see my potential boyfriends in such bleak terms as I approach the relationships. Of course not. I date each man I meet with renewed optimism. I’m a hopeless romantic. Lisa says I’m just hopeless and old enough to know better; I should learn from past mistakes but I don’t. I hear her, I respect her view, it might even be advice I’d give a girlfriend, but I just don’t seem to learn. If I meet a new guy, who is reticent when questioned about his romantic status, I never assume he’s married with two kids. Instead, I have a tendency to construct an elaborate excuse for his monosyllabic responses and his reluctance to give me a landline number. I mean, it is perfectly possible that he’s grieving for a tragic lost love; maybe his last girlfriend died, or maybe he’s never dated because he’s been nursing his terminally ill relative, or maybe he loved his last woman dearly but she turned lesbian … You do hear of such things. Maybe not often, but there’s a shopping list of reasons why a man might be reticent.

I suppose I am inclined to spend a great deal of time and energy imagining how I might save him, how I – and I alone – could draw him back into the land of the living, fill his world with love once again, a love that would be better, deeper, more meaningful than anything else he’s ever encountered. I don’t believe I’m the only one who does this.

I always start with sex.

It’s an odd thing to admit to, but I think I’m pretty safe in saying I’m good at sex (lots and lots of men have given me the thumbs-up; well, not thumbs exactly, but you know what I mean). And men like sex, so sex seems an ideal place to start. Experience never seems to teach me that relationships that start with sex usually stay with sex.

Martin was different. He isn’t a bold and bad man. He is a steady and solid man. I dated him for four years; it was a proper courtship (to use my mother’s term). We took things slowly. We were really happy in the beginning, or at least content. There’s nothing wrong with Martin, and that alone sets him apart from my other exes. Martin is handsome (my mother was always saying as much, although my personal preference is dark hair and light eyes and Martin has blond hair and brown eyes). Unlike many of my other boyfriends, before and since, he had a good job; in fact during the time that we dated, he shot up the career ladder. He was promoted from analyst, to manager, to senior manager in the management consultancy firm he worked for. Lisa was always telling me that it was unreasonable to resent the long hours he worked and the way he appeared to always put his work ahead of his relationship. Of course the marrying kind often do that; they know the importance of being successful and creating financial security. I just wished that sometimes he’d get home when he said he would, that he’d take a day off work on my birthday or that he’d simply turn off the damned mobile phone when we were in bed.

Still, everything was on track. After dating for two years, we moved in with one another; after a year of living together, on my twenty-ninth birthday, Martin proposed and I accepted. Our plan was to get married on my thirtieth birthday. Well, the day before actually, so then I could say that technically I’d married in my twenties. We went at the wedding planning full speed ahead; me, Martin, my mother and my entire office. It was going to be a fabulous event, one with white doves, chocolate fountains and ice sculptures. I thought I had everything I’d ever wanted, until one day I realised I wasn’t in love with him.

I loved him.

Probably.

I certainly liked him. But he didn’t make my heart (or any part of my anatomy) leap. The realisation came to me during my final dress fitting, just two weeks before the big day. Timing has never been my strong point.

But now, now I’m considering the fact that maybe I got it all wrong. Those four years that we were together were important, defining years. When I stepped into the relationship, I’d been a carefree twenty-something; by the time I returned the unwanted wedding gifts I noticed that practically everyone I knew had married and started families. Not to mention the years since. Where has the time gone? I have been left behind. Maybe Martin was my One, and what I experienced when I gazed at my reflection in the bridal shop wasn’t horror, it was nothing more than pre-wedding jitters. It’s a reasonable assumption, as I’ve certainly never met anyone I’ve liked more since. Well, at least not anyone I’ve liked more who has been available and suitable and has liked me back.

As I sit in the cosy restaurant with my big sister, sipping wine and eating tiramisu, the alcohol sweeps around my brain and shimmers through my limbs, and it strikes me that I’ve blown my best chance, ever.

I’ve urinated on my happily ever after.
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Dean

‘Do I hate you?’ Dean murmured the question, his lips close to the sleeping old man’s ear. He’d always thought he’d known the answer to this one. For as long as he’d been aware of the question, he’d been sure. Yes, he hated Edward Taylor, known as Eddie. Yes, he hated his father.

But now?

Now, when the old man was dying, his breath rasping and lumbering through his heaving chest, his skin grey and waxy like sweating cheese, his eyes closed, Dean was surprised to find that it was impossible to summon up the necessary passion to hate. The wizened old man who slept in the hospital bed looked nothing like the father of Dean’s memories. That man had been virile and healthy. And cruel. The father he remembered had had long raven-coloured hair, almost blue black. This Edward Taylor was practically bald, and the bit of hair that remained was as white as the hospital sheets. Whiter. His head was blotched with age spots; it looked vulnerable.

Dean seemed to remember that Edward Taylor had always been vain about his hair. He thought he could remember that his father had a habit of checking his reflection whenever the opportunity arose: in the hallway mirror, the wing mirrors in the car, shop windows and shiny teaspoons. He was almost sure he could actually remember this, but it might have been something his mother or his great-aunt had told him a very long time ago and he’d allowed it to morph into a make-do memory.

It might have been something he’d made up.

In the absence of any sort of a reality – a presence, or even letters or phone calls – Dean had resorted to filling in the blanks. He’d done so for many years, and over time, the wishful thinking, the fantasies, the false memories had all solidified and now had a hardness to them that suggested fact. It was tricky to know anything for certain. Edward Taylor wasn’t a presence at all, just an absence. Dean always thought it was ironic that he’d been tortured with feelings of missing an absence. How was that possible? Or fair? He had grown up with no idea whether his father smelt of cigarettes or aftershave. He’d not known if his voice was gravelly, stern or soft. He had only been able to guess which football team he supported. As a boy, he had decided it was Fulham, because all of his mates’ dads supported Fulham. He went through a stage – it lasted two, two and a half years – where he used to avidly watch the Fulham games on TV, scanning the crowds for a glimpse of someone who might, just might, be his dad. He strained his eyes, expecting to see a mop of dark hair, stubble and tight designer cords, even though fashions had moved on and his father, by then, was probably wearing ratty oversized jumpers and ripped jeans in a grungy homage to Nirvana.

Eddie Taylor had once been so big, broad and strong. Not dependable, never that, but massive. One of the few memories Dean was certain was real was the one where his father’s broad shoulders practically touched both sides of the door frame as he walked out of it for the final time. When he’d opened the door, the orange glow from the street light had flooded into the hallway, splattering across the floor, but then his bulk had blocked out the light as he crossed the threshold and left the family home. He’d been in a hurry. He hadn’t even checked his reflection in the hallway mirror. Dean had watched the exit from the top of the stairs.

Dean was having trouble reconciling the shrivelled physical presence of this old man in front of him with the stories, hopes and hates that he’d carefully cultivated for a lifetime. The shadowy threat was a dying human being. There was no sign of horns. Dean resisted the urge to edge up the hospital sheet and check for claws or a tail, or any other physical manifestations of the Devil.

As he’d turned from boy to man, Dean had stopped hankering after his father in the same pointless, heartbreaking way. He had been left with a void that he couldn’t fill with small details, so instead he stuffed the hollowness with the one big fact he was certain of: Eddie Taylor had left his wife, son and daughter and never contacted them again, not once in twenty-nine years. The longing had turned to resentment and then congealed into pure hatred.

What was he doing here anyway? If Dean hated Eddie Taylor, it made little sense that he was here. If he didn’t hate him and was now indifferent towards him, it made even less sense. He hadn’t meant to come. It was all down to his PA, Lacey. After that nurse had called, he’d put down the phone and then sat at his desk intending that business should carry on as normal. Thank you for the information, but the life or death of Edward Taylor was of no interest to Dean Taylor.

But Lacey, terminally bored with her job, had latched on to the crisis and made it into a full-scale, high-cost drama. She’d dashed into his office the moment the line went dead.

‘I listened in,’ she’d stated, without any embarrassment or apology. Lacey was tiny; less than five foot. Everything about her was diminutive: her waist, her legs, her arms, the two notable exceptions being her big green eyes and her huge boobs. She was a walking, talking Manga cartoon, a doll every man wanted to play with, and as a consequence she’d never had to pay too much attention to details such as rules or propriety, as she was always met with indulgence. Indeed, Dean would have given her a quick go himself, if they’d met anywhere other than work. ‘I heard that nurse say your pop is, like, dying. I’m really so, so sorry.’ Her eyes had stretched an unfeasible fraction wider. Dean felt caught in headlamps.

‘Right.’

‘That is so awful.’

‘If you say so.’

Lacey paused; she’d watched enough trashy reality TV shows to recognise this moment. She hurried back to her desk, returning to Dean’s office just ten minutes later.

‘OK, I’ve booked you on today’s 16:05 flight out from O’Hare. You’ll arrive at Heathrow at 5:55. I didn’t know which hotel to book. The usual one in Covent Garden, or would you like something nearer the hospital? Where is the hospital anyway? But England’s small, right? London’s even smaller. Wherever I book for you is going to be reasonably convenient, yeah?’

‘What?’ Dean had gawped at his PA in bewilderment.

‘The 16:05 gives you plenty of time to go home now, throw a few things in a holdall and get over to the airport.’

‘I’m not going to London.’ Dean had turned purposefully back to his screen, no longer able to hold Lacey’s gaze.

‘Of course you are. Your father is dying.’

‘He doesn’t need me for that.’ Dean could not stop himself adding, ‘He didn’t need me for living.’

If he had thought about it for a moment, he might have guessed that Lacey would relish this insight into her boss’s more sensitive side. She knew more about his private life than was strictly professional; she’d often had to take calls from disappointed women who had hoped Dean really would call them as he’d said he would. She knew he was an aloof prick when it came to women and relationships, a classic love-’em-and-leave-’em type. Hopeful and hopeless women regularly turned up at the office pretending they were just passing (oh yeah, in their Christian Louboutin red heels – of course). They were hoping to have a word with him, maybe grab a sandwich lunch; Dean always told Lacey to get rid of them. Those were his words. Get rid of them. Lacey had made and cancelled enough dinner reservations on Dean’s behalf to know that he dated regularly. She’d frequently been sent out for a fresh shirt and therefore knew that he was stopping over regularly too, but never with the same woman, at least not for longer than a couple of weeks.

Lacey hadn’t yet been able to work out exactly why an otherwise decent guy – seemingly intelligent and a good brother and uncle – would behave this way. It was 2005, for goodness’ sake; relentless variety was out of fashion and there was a trend in serious relationships. Didn’t Dean know this? The trashy reality shows repeatedly insisted that there was always a reason behind why an emotional cripple became an emotional cripple. Lacey was actually glad to hear this first hint at trauma in Dean’s life; she hadn’t wanted to believe her boss was simply a douche bag. There was a father issue and he’d admitted as much! Lacey felt that such a declaration was clearly a cry for help. A cry she was compelled and determined to answer. Despite her size, she was a force to be reckoned with.
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