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One

‘Don’t,’ whispered Helena, husky with desire. ‘We mustn’t.’

‘We only have tonight, my queen.’ Carlos’s breath was hot on her trembling neck. ‘To gaze upon your dazzling face, I have travelled a thousand lonely nights across burning desert.’

Jojo banged on the bedroom door. ‘BAKED POTATO’S READY!’ she bawled, sounding as if her mouth was full. It generally was.

Pressing ‘save’ on her laptop, Sunny called, ‘OK!’ and stretched her limbs like a weary tabby. She’d written a lot today. The cunning little word-count feature informed her she’d bashed out almost four thousand words of exotic romance, and all on one fried-egg sandwich. She was more than ready for her dinner, even though it was her cousin Jojo’s turn to cook.

Jojo, small, perfectly spherical and upholstered in a robe from her endless selection of lurid leisurewear, was doling out spuds when Sunny reached the kitchen. Whenever the merciless rota put Jojo in charge of the kitchen, baked potatoes were on the menu.

Sunny’s other flatmate and cousin, Ellen, had come in from work. With many an ‘Eek!’ and a ‘Shit, that’s hot!’, she was encouraging her allotted potato out of its foil overcoat.

‘You’re early,’ commented Sunny, as she sat at the table, a manoeuvre that had to be approached carefully. Alongside all the traditional kitchen paraphernalia, this room also supported a sofa, an armchair and a television. To afford even this draughty flat on the third floor of a crumbling mansion block, Sunny and the two sisters had been forced to convince the sitting room that it was a third bedroom. The high ceilings and graceful covings had attracted them; the dry rot and prehistoric carpets had only registered after the deposit had gone through.

Such a furniture arrangement was not ideal: when the girls relaxed on the sofa, their eyes were level with the table, and when they sat up to the table, they had to hold their breath in order to squeeze into the chairs. It was fun, if you were in the mood.

Sunny wasn’t in the mood. It had been a long day. She slathered a landslide of comforting butter on to her potato.

‘Easy now,’ warned Jojo. ‘Watch those calories.’

Sunny goggled at her. Jojo didn’t seem to know she was fat, just like some dogs don’t know they’re dogs. Jojo didn’t notice the goggling: she was blessed with rhino-calibre skin.

‘Is there any sweetcorn?’ asked Ellen, wiping her chin daintily. She did everything daintily. She was the archetype of a Celtic princess, all tumbling auburn locks and green eyes.

‘Jojo ate it. Obviously.’ Sunny was no princess. Her warm brown hair was abundant and wavy, and it matched her warm brown eyes, but pretty though all her features were, they never seemed to add up to beauty.

Jojo, oblivious to that ‘obviously’, suggested grated cheese. ‘It’s lovely. Goes all melty,’ she enthused, unaware of the splodge of Cheddar on her freckled nose. ‘And it’s only a week past its eat-by date.’

Silence reigned. They were comfortable being quiet together. Every summer of her childhood, Sunny had been exported from London to spend the holidays in Dublin with her mother’s clan. The two Irish girls felt more like sisters than cousins.

‘How’s the latest book coming along?’ asked Ellen. Intelligent and enquiring, Ellen was interested in her cousin’s work. Unlike some people Sunny could mention, sitting not too far from her, and garnished with cheese.

‘Fine. Carlos and Helena are just coming up to their first dot-dot-dot.’

‘Ooh, the sexy bit. The bit we don’t let our Mas read,’ smiled Ellen.

Jojo scoffed – not easy to do with your mouth full of nuclear-heat carbs. ‘Carlos and Helena! Why don’t people in books ever have normal names? Like . . .’ She scratched her head with her fork as she waited for inspiration. ‘Trevor. Or Pam.’

‘Would you want to read about a Trevor and a Pam dot-dot-dotting?’ asked Sunny.

‘I don’t want to read about anybody shagging,’ said Jojo, with a distinct lack of that poetry the Irish are famed for. She shuddered. Jojo’s romance gland had atrophied. She’d reached her mid-twenties without hankering after a man, and she was prone to sneer at Sunny’s romantic predicaments, fictional and otherwise.

‘Well, plenty of women do.’ Sunny was stout in defence of her work. The overblown, torrid novellas she bashed out were sold by mail order to thousands and thousands of readers who couldn’t get enough of lustful behaviour by women with great hair in foreign climes. ‘It’s a bit of colour in a bland world,’ she maintained. Sometimes Sunny felt like a social worker, a social worker in pink who made sure that needy housewives received their romance benefits. ‘It’s not art, but it’s not easy either.’

‘Don’t know how you do it.’ Ellen sounded admiring, as she dissected her potato neatly. It politely fell apart, giving up its almost-cooked middle with a sigh. ‘I wouldn’t know where to start.’

Praise from Ellen, who was hard to please, was always welcome, but it made Sunny smile ruefully. If anybody was to be admired, it was her diligent, industrious cousin, who put in long hours at a specialist family law firm, defying her bosses with her insistence on representing the lowest-income clients.

‘You always did have a brilliant imagination.’ Ellen deftly carved out the edible bits of her dinner, leaving a small, hard, Easter Island potato statue in the centre of her plate.

‘Head In the Clouds’ their mutual O’Brien grandmother had called Sunny during those Irish summers that now seemed a thousand years away. Typing up market research in Soho advertising agencies, the adult Sunny had used her famous imagination to conjure up the glamorous lifestyle she would enjoy if, when, if she ever became a bona fide, honest to God published author. Champagne had figured heavily in these daydreams, along with a minimalist riverside penthouse, a sports car and various ardent beaux.

True, 13 Chudleigh Court teetered on the top floor and was opposite the Thames, but it was distressingly maximumalist, stuffed with the landlord’s car-boot tat. The sports car had morphed into a travel card, and the beaux were represented at the moment by Calum, who was prone to telephone-number-related dyslexia.

‘Quick!’ yelped Jojo suddenly. ‘Switch on the telly. QUICKLY!’ she bellowed as Sunny reached awkwardly backwards above her head to reach the tiny set balanced precariously on the mantelpiece.

As the theme tune of the latest reality show whistled through Sunny’s hair, Jojo’s face assumed the look that Sunny struggled to describe for her heroines when they were in the throes of ecstasy with brave and handsome firemen.

‘Oooh, Celebrity Bus Conductor! I love this!’ squeaked Jojo.

Ellen unfolded herself from the table like a paperclip. ‘I’m off for a soak.’ She looked tired.

Crouching, in case she impaired Jojo’s vision of the attention-hungry freaks on the screen, Sunny followed her. Out in the hallway, she hissed, ‘How come Jojo always chooses what we watch, even though she has worse taste than Jordan’s dressmaker?’

For an answer, Ellen asked, ‘Why don’t you go back in and ask to watch another channel?’

Sunny raised her eyebrows expressively.

‘That’s why,’ said Ellen.

Sunny noticed that Patrick was in the same jeans he’d worn when she’d chucked him.

Four years ago.

In the intervening years they’d met in the Volunteer every Thursday at eight for a drink and a chat. They never discussed their past relationship.

‘They do have clothes shops in Hammersmith?’ Sunny asked conversationally, as she carefully deposited his brimming pint on the table.

‘Stop about the jeans,’ warned Patrick, without looking up from his paper. His right hand snaked to his Guinness by instinct.

‘But they’re—’

‘Stop about the jeans,’ Patrick repeated. He folded the paper into a small square and concentrated hard on it.

‘I know, I know,’ said Sunny, archly. ‘You have to wear them for work. But surely even a landscape gardener deserves some glamour?’

Finally, he looked at her. It was a look she knew: he was pondering how to respond. He settled for, ‘Fancy some pork scratchings?’

Sunny Parkinson, twenty-eight, single, addicted to Maltesers, with hair that would never co-operate, was in love with love. Always had been. But love had never returned the compliment.

She dreamed of finding The One, the man who would ignite her passion, make her espadrilles walk on air and appreciate her lopsided smile.

Unfortunately, love was not only not in love with Sunny, it had huffily ignored her since her first kiss. Kevin O’Gorman, famed for the ever-present sty in his left eye, had grabbed her and snogged her for a dare in front of a whooping gang of their fellow first years. Sunny didn’t feel that the standard of her men had improved noticeably in the intervening seventeen years.

True, Patrick didn’t have a sty, and, as far as she knew, their two-year-long relationship hadn’t been the result of a dare from a giggling mob of landscape gardeners. In fact, Patrick was very presentable when he could be prised out of his mediaeval denim. But, as the most significant man in her past, he was conspicuously unromantic.

There had been no heat, no passion in their break-up. Patrick hadn’t threatened to throw himself on his shears when she’d ended it. He hadn’t even had the common decency to spiral into a destructive vortex of despair and self-abuse. In fact, he’d bought a camper van and started talking about going to Cornwall for long weekends.

It wasn’t that Sunny expected overblown gestures like the ones she wrote about. She wasn’t unrealistic. She was simply after a little more sensitivity, a little more respect. It would be nice to have fewer bruises to show for her love affairs.

‘How are the ladies?’ Patrick always asked after her cousins.

‘Jojo is psychotic, borderline autistic and morbidly obese. So no change there. Ellen is still congenitally elegant, overworked and worryingly single.’

‘Why “worryingly”?’ Patrick lit a flame under a topic they often warmed up.

‘It’s not right. It’s not normal. She never shows any interest in blokes.’

‘Neither does Jojo,’ pointed out Patrick.

‘No, but she’s Jojo. She’s always been odd. Embroidered fluorescent polyester is her fabric of choice: you can’t use her as a yardstick for acceptable behaviour.’ Sunny flicked a crisp down at Ozzie, the curly little mongrel she’d encouraged Patrick to buy as a Sunny substitute after their split. She and Ozzie, as Patrick liked to point out, were eerily similar: both favoured greasy snacks and lying down. He admitted that Sunny had better breath.

‘Perhaps Ellen has her reasons.’

‘Don’t go all wise on me. What reasons?’ pestered Sunny, who was apt to diagnose a nice shiny new boy as the cure for all ills. ‘She’s so lovely, and I hate to see her on her own.’

‘She’s got you.’ Patrick paused. ‘And Jojo, God help her.’

‘We all need somebody special.’ Sunny was on solid ground here: romance was her business. ‘Like I’ve got Calum.’

‘Ah.’ Patrick unsuccessfully tried to conceal what looked suspiciously like a mocking smile. ‘I wondered when the C word would crop up.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Well done, Agent Parkinson. You went a whole forty minutes this time.’

‘You’re just jealous,’ accused Sunny.

‘Yes. I am violently jealous,’ deadpanned Patrick, taking up his paper again. ‘It’s killing me.’

Sunny sighed. If only that was true. Some display of emotion might defuse the burden of sadness that could still overwhelm her when she remembered the tiny tragedy that she and Patrick had weathered. It had ruined everything between them, and left her with a hole that ached to be filled. She glanced at Patrick, immersed again in the crossword. She wondered if he knew how the memory still burned. This was an ancient rut for her thoughts to trickle down, and she always reached the same conclusion: how could he possibly know that she still smarted, when they never, ever discussed it?

Sunny aimed another crisp at Ozzie. It landed four inches from his nose, but he seemed disinclined to get up and snaffle it. ‘You really are the world’s laziest dog,’ she chided, prodding him with her toe.

‘He’s depressed,’ muttered Patrick, chewing the end of a stubby pencil. ‘He needs a girlfriend.’

‘Ha, ha.’

‘That special doggy someone.’

‘We get the joke.’

‘He is a worryingly single mongrel.’

Determined not to encourage Patrick, who had a very male tendency to stretch jokes as thin as Jojo’s knicker elastic, Sunny whipped out her notebook.

It wasn’t unusual for Sunny and Patrick to sit in companionable silence like this. He was unable to leave a crossword half finished, and she was driven to scribble down inspiration as it struck. It struck now, in this uninspiring environment.

The Volunteer was not an obvious place to find a romantic novelist. Sunny would have preferred a chic gastropub, all Farrow & Ball colours and newspapers on rods that stuck out from the wall. However, Patrick would only countenance ‘proper’ pubs. The Volunteer certainly fitted the bill: it had the requisite sticky carpet, terrifying toilets, shambling customers and bar staff whose teeth were straight from Victorian London. She’d given in, anxious to preserve their weekly meetings and fashion a friendship from the ashes of their romance. Even at the time, she’d known she was clinging on to reassure herself that not everything she and Patrick once shared had been swept away.

By now, Sunny was so immune to the anti-charm of her surroundings she could jot down a dot-dot-dot chapter mindless of the ghostly scent of beer spills through the centuries.

Helena pulled away from his hungry mouth. ‘We shouldn’t . . .’ She struggled like a sparrow with a broken wing.

‘I want you,’ muttered Carlos gruffly.

Helena slid her hand down his taut body until her slender white fingers found his . . .

His what? Sunny always had trouble with this bit. Her publishers, Entwined Hearts Limited, were very specific. They wanted rude but not too rude. Saucy but not explicit.

Perhaps Helena’s fingers could find his manhood? She winced: that was so lame. His proud member? Nah, the reader would visualise an MP between the lovers. She settled for ‘his ardent desire’. It would have to do.

Sunny’s own slender white fingers relaxed. Her mind had wandered (it didn’t take much: it was easily led) to Calum, and his ardent desire. She couldn’t fault her boyfriend in that department: the sex was plentiful and exciting, they dot-dot-dotted with abandon whenever they met. But . . . She scrawled the ugly little word in capitals in the middle of a line.

BUT

. . . they didn’t meet very often. Sunny frowned. She knew Calum fancied her. She even knew he liked her. But Calum wasn’t at all, in the slightest, not a jot, never would be, in love with her.

She pressed down with her felt-tip and underlined the ‘BUT’. (If she’d had access to her desk drawer, she’d have highlighted it in fluorescent pink: Sunny had a mild stationery fetish.) She didn’t much like the woman Calum turned her into; a woman happy to do all the running, desperate to keep their ragged affair from running out of steam. Sometimes Sunny suspected that if she dared to test him by not calling, Calum would let a week go by, and then a fortnight, then a month, until he would stumble on somebody else content to settle for cracking sex and a slap-up Pizza Express American Hot once in a while.

Sunny shook her head and scored out the ‘BUT’. What did a stupid little But know? She and Calum had fun together. She made him laugh and agreed to keep her high heels on in bed: he wouldn’t throw it all away just like that. Besides, he’d agreed to escort her to her best friend’s dinner party next week without batting an eyelid. Surely he would have made some excuse if he was only in it for the sex? No, thought Sunny, glad to have derailed her train of thought, Calum really wasn’t such a bad boyfriend after all.

Sunny took a sip of her wine-box white, and persevered with describing good old Carlos’s ardent desire, painfully aware that she wouldn’t dare describe Calum as her boyfriend if he was within earshot.

From the other side of the table, Patrick peered over the top of his paper and murmured, ‘There’s no X in “ecstasy”.’


Two

Soft-hearted Sunny reckoned the muffin looked lonesome, so she tucked a double-choc brownie beside it to keep it company. Inching her tray along the self-service counter, she nodded across the café at Sarah to confirm that she had understood the frantic semaphoring telling her that they had a table.

Glowingly blonde, Sunny’s best friend in the entire world was at odds with the tatty surroundings. Pert diamonds glittered at her ears, and her almond-coloured trouser suit was sharp enough to cut the sandwich that Sunny had also bought.

Her Top Shop bling jangling, Sunny set the tray down. ‘No decaff,’ she announced, apologetically.

‘No problem.’ Sarah took a deep slurp of coffee. ‘I need the caffeine.’ This was heresy: Sarah’s body was a temple, as opposed to Sunny’s, which was more of a 7/11.

‘How are the Beasts?’ Sunny spaced her goodies out so they wouldn’t look quite so greedy opposite Sarah’s sunflower ’n’ nut bar.

‘They’re horrific.’ Sarah was emphatic. ‘They’re rude, they smell, they destroy everything in their path. They really shouldn’t be allowed by law.’

‘Such an inspiring advert for motherhood.’ The Beasts were Sarah’s twin two-year-olds, and although any eavesdropper might assume that she loathed them, Sunny knew different: Sarah had adored them both from the moment they’d made their messy exits from her undercarriage. But Sarah was a natural ranter, and she loved to go on, and on, and on about the Beasts in a half-ironic, half-serious way that was designed to amuse, even though her spiel sometimes tempted strangers to call Social Services.

‘You have them for half a day,’ yelped Sarah. ‘See if you wax lyrical then. Sam and Charlie might look adorable, but they’re the toddler arm of al-Qaeda.’ She bit into her pallid snack as if she had a personal grudge against it. ‘Having kids isn’t just about the kids, it’s all the shit that comes with them. I had a conversation with the new nanny this morning that made me long for death. I mean, what is the fucking Portuguese for “kettle-descaler”?’

Sunny admitted she didn’t know and lapsed into silence as Sarah raved on. It was advisable to let her work off her head of steam before attempting normal conversation. As Sarah warmed to her theme of how the nanny was plotting to kill her, Sunny remembered the olden days, when Sarah would start every Monday morning in the offices of Waldhorn Truss Levy Advertising with a similar tirade. Back then the subject had been men, and their habits/shortcomings/peccadilloes. None of them were good enough. Until she’d started going out with Alfie, the Goldenballs of the company.

Alfie had been good enough. In fact, Alfie had been good enough to cry over when it looked as if things were going awry. Sarah had never cried over a bloke before, but when Alfie had asked her to marry him, she’d cried all over again.

‘And as for Alfie,’ Sarah was despairing, ‘he’s never around to help. Even today, Saturday, he’s in the office. He works late every other night. It’s more like having a flatmate than a husband.’

‘Working late equals diamonds,’ Sunny pointed out.

Sarah feigned shock. ‘And here’s me thinking you’re the romantic one!’

‘I’m quoting you,’ Sunny reminded her. ‘It’s what you said back when you first got married. And now look at you. Earrings, rings, bracelets – you’re P Diddy on a slow night.’

Suppressing a giggle, Sarah said, ‘I know I moan, and I know a lot of women would kill to be in my position, swanning about at home with an au pair and a Range Rover and a Barclaycard, but I’m worried. About Her.’

‘Her’ was also known as ‘Porqy Peeces Woman’. Waldhorn Truss Levy had landed the contract to relaunch one of Britain’s neglected foodstuffs: Porqy Peeces luncheon meat (‘Not Spam. Definitely not Spam,’ as Alfie insisted) was making a comeback, and Alfie was masterminding its hugely expensive ad campaign. The owner – Her – of Porqy Peeces Limited was called Liz, and was rather demanding.

The complaints from Sarah had trickled in at first (‘She calls the house in the evening – do you think that’s OK?’) but had recently escalated into a tidal wave (‘SHE’S AFTER MY HUSBAND!’).

Sunny attempted to pour oil on her friend’s troubled marital waters. ‘Let’s act calm until we meet her at your dinner party.’ Personally, Sunny felt that Sarah and Alfie’s marriage was cast iron. They’d weathered health scares, in-law problems and Sarah’s obsession with cleaning the fridge: Liz wouldn’t pose any sort of threat.

Sarah’s face lit up. ‘I’ll meet Calum at last!’ she practically sang. ‘I can’t wait.’ Living vicariously through Sunny’s love life was a habit she had fallen into since slapping on the manacles of matrimony. Sunny didn’t encourage it.

‘I hope he’s not a disappointment.’

‘You said he was gorgeous. You said you’d chew your way through garden furniture to get at him. Don’t backtrack on me now.’

‘Oh, he’s gorgeous all right.’ Sunny conjured up Calum’s sardonic face. He was certainly handsome, in a rough-hewn way, with his large nose and his fleshy, kissable mouth. ‘He’s just so . . .’

‘Are we going to be treated to some of your lusty prose? He’s just so wild. He’s just so exotic.’ Sarah spun all the value she could out of the shiny adjectives. ‘He’s just so wanton.’

‘I was going to say he’s elusive.’

‘But in a good way? Elusive, aloof, enigmatic.’

‘Yes, yes, in a good way.’ Sunny sidestepped analysing her relationship (for want of a better word) in the middle of a bustling café. He wasn’t just elusive . . . Sunny shivered. Calum was cold. ‘The latest book’s coming along nicely,’ she offered, to change the subject.

‘Fab.’ Sarah gobbled up her friend’s books as soon as they appeared. She was proud, she often said, of having a real, live author in the fold. She never allowed Sunny to modestly pooh-pooh her achievements, self-righteously insisting that books that only sold by mail order were still books. ‘Another happy ending?’

‘Of course.’

‘They don’t happen in real life, you know.’ Sarah banged a sullen tune on her coffee cup with a spoon. ‘I should know.’

The mansion block squatted opposite the river, broad marble steps leading to its elegant black doors. Stately Edwardian red brick, it was built in a classic quadrangle, enclosing traditional gardens dotted with roses. Chudleigh Court emanated an air of ladylike disapproval for the traffic that buzzed irritably past it all day. Like many of its residents, it had seen better days.

Ben from the basement was approaching the steps as well. ‘Hi, there,’ he said, with a jut of his chin. Ben was very shy.

‘Hi,’ echoed Sunny. She wasn’t shy, but Ben’s shyness was catching. ‘Nice day,’ she heard her voice saying woodenly as they pushed open a door each.

‘We’ve had a hell of a summer.’ Ben looked amazed at his own daring repartee as he escaped to the back of the wide tiled hall and fled down the stairs.

Risking the volatile embrace of the cast-iron lift, Sunny clanged the gates shut and pressed a button. As she rose, slower than Mao Tse-tung’s funeral cortège, up the three flights to number thirteen, she fretted, mildly, about Sarah’s frame of mind.

Sarah’s cynicism was familiar, but the scale of today’s bitterness had been unexpected. Sarah wasn’t right about happy-ever-afters, was she? They were Sunny’s business. Admittedly, her own life hadn’t delivered one yet, but Sunny was hopeful.

The lift juddered on, complaining.

Like a politician with an out-of-date manifesto, Sunny believed in love. Watching Sarah and Alfie fall for each other, she’d ached for the same thing to happen to her. It hadn’t been soppy or soft focus: they’d fought like that cat and dog we hear so much about. Sarah was driven and ambitious, with a wild streak that would alarm Colin Farrell. She’d broken many a heart, and sprained many a penis, but with Alfie it had been love. What else could make Sarah, who’d planned to be the most powerful woman in advertising, hand in her notice the day she got engaged?

All that nonsense in the café had to be taken with a pinch of salt, thought Sunny. It was Sarah’s thwarted ambition talking. She’d agreed with Alfie that one of them should be at home while the kids were young, but she perversely kicked against it with her power-dressing trouser suits and her refusal to darken the door of Tumble Tots.

No, Sunny wouldn’t let Sarah’s gloom influence her. I believe in love, she reassured herself. There was romance in life, even in Sunny’s prosaic existence, as long as you looked out for it.

Somebody was waiting for the lift as it reached her floor. ‘Hi, hi, hi!’ sang the funkily dressed girl with an infectious grin.

It didn’t infect Sunny. She was immune to the Thin Girls. ‘Hi,’ she said, lacklustre.

The three Thin Girls lived in the flat next door and were, as you’d expect, thin. But they weren’t just thin; they were really very thin indeed. Kate Moss thin. Their fashionable clothes looked great on them, they had expert streaks in their long hair, they wore cheeky little boots and were always happy.

Sunny hated them.

‘Looking forward to tonight?’ beamed the middlingly thin Thin Girl, as she thoughtfully held the iron door open, at some risk to her fingertips.

‘Er, yeah.’ Sunny had no idea what this clear-complexioned, bright-eyed beauty might be alluding to. Even her teeth, Sunny noticed, were thin.

‘Me too!’ chirruped the Thin Girl, taking Sunny’s place in the lift and leaving a trace of subtle perfume.

‘Good, good.’ Sunny, baffled, put her key in the front door of number thirteen. She breathed in the delicious scent the Thin Girl had bequeathed her. See, she smiled to herself, there is beauty and romance everywhere.

Jojo was yelling, ‘You did fart, Ellen, you fecking liar!’ as Sunny stepped through the door. Jojo was careering down the hall in an egg-stained dressing gown, a Sooty glove puppet on her left hand. ‘It’s to cover me eczema,’ she enlightened Sunny, as she dashed past.

Perhaps, Sunny corrected herself, not quite everywhere.

Throwing down her bag, Sunny nabbed Ellen and lowered her on to a kitchen chair. In a voice that would take no argument, Sunny told her victim, ‘I’m going to manipulate you.’ Sunny had recently bought a Teach Yourself Massage book and DVD.

‘Manipulate away,’ breathed Ellen. ‘My shoulders are like tangled knitting.’

Inexpertly, Sunny kneaded at her cousin, sneaking looks at the book open on the table. ‘Does that hurt?’ she asked, anxiously.

Surprisingly, Ellen was groaning with what sounded like orgasmic bliss. ‘Oooh,’ she growled, contorting with pleasure. ‘You’ll make some lucky man a wonderful wife.’

Jojo, now full length on the sofa and reading OK! as if she were a scholar studying the Dead Sea Scrolls, tutted and commented, ‘The lucky man won’t be Calum, that’s for sure.’ She laughed gently to herself and turned the page to the wedding of somebody who had been in one episode of Spooks.

Sometimes Jojo reminded her cousin and her sister of their aunty Annie. This was not a good thing: Aunty Annie was the most vindictive woman ever to wear a cardie. She was renowned for her sarcasm in Dublin, a city renowned for its sarcasm. They didn’t like Aunty Annie much, and at times they didn’t like Jojo, but they tried not to let it show.

‘Shut up, you beach ball,’ said Sunny.

They didn’t always try very hard.

Jojo assumed a smug look. ‘Sticks and stones—’ she started.

‘Can be arranged,’ finished Sunny darkly. She was trying a fancy move on Ellen, a kind of hard tapping. Significantly, the orgasmic groans had tapered off, to be replaced by timid ouches. ‘I bumped into a Thin Girl.’

One day, they’d tried to determine if they really did hate the Thin Girls. ‘I wouldn’t call it hate,’ Sunny had said hesitantly, not wanting to be the kind of sad cow who hated people because they were attractive.

‘Maybe we’re jealous?’ Ellen suggested.

‘Jealous? Of those Twiglets?’ snorted Jojo, the seams of her polyester kaftan straining. ‘I think we just dislike them.’

‘But why?’ probed Sunny.

They had sat and thought of the Thin Girls and the way they chattered on their mobile phones, the way their tinkly laughter could be heard through the walls as they threw dinner parties for their thin friends, the way they clattered about in expensive heels on the stairs, the way they baked cakes for the neighbours’ birthdays, the way they always smiled and said hello in the hallway.

‘Yup, we hate them,’ Ellen had sighed.

Back in the here and now, Sunny was recounting her conversation with the Thin Girl. ‘Asked me if I was looking forward to tonight. Said she was, too.’

‘Skinny eejit,’ Jojo summed up succinctly. ‘Nothing’s happening tonight. Well, not here. Nothing ever happens here.’

This was indisputable. When one flatmate is sociopathic, one is celibate to the point of supergluing her knickers on, and the third has an absentee boyfriend who doesn’t believe in spoiling girls by actually ringing them, nothing much is bound to happen.

Sunny tightened her grip on Ellen’s shoulders. Ignoring the ‘OW!’, she gasped, ‘Something is happening tonight! We’re hosting the monthly Residents’ Association meeting!’

A refrain of ‘Tonight?’ and ‘Here?’ and ‘No!’ and ‘Are you sure?’ and ‘Feck, feck, feck’ was only halted by Sunny holding up one hand and saying, ‘They’ll be here in twenty minutes. Get cracking.’

The three of them jumped up, looked wildly at each other and realised they had no idea what to get cracking on. They had never hosted a Residents’ Association meeting before, and had only volunteered for this one because Jojo had thought she was putting up her hand for more cake.

They were dull affairs run by the formidable Mrs Wilde, whose shape suggested she was trying to smuggle circus tents under her lurid clothes. She would cajole, threaten and bamboozle a dozen or so people to each meeting, so she could chair tedious discussions about parking spaces, where to hang washing and swearing in communal spaces.

‘There’s usually food at these things.’ Ellen looked nervous. She didn’t like being caught on the hop: Ellen’s life was neatly organised and subdivided, like her Filofax.

‘It’s shopping day tomorrow,’ winced Jojo. This translated as ‘There isn’t a scrap of food in the house.’

‘Leave the nibbles to me,’ said Sunny recklessly. ‘Jojo, you clean the toilet. Shut up,’ she ordered, before the inevitable whinge could shape itself on Jojo’s lips. ‘Just get on with it. Ellen, you tidy around.’

‘Sir!’ Ellen clicked her heels and saluted, before dashing off to civilise the hall, which was an obstacle course of junk.

Sunny opened the large larder that took up one alcove of the kitchen/sitting room. The contents weren’t very inspiring. Feeding a dozen people on a tin of own-brand beans and a mislaid hairbrush wasn’t covered by Nigella or Jamie. Her eyes lit on a box on the bottom shelf.

‘Porqy Peeces, my darling little chums,’ she whispered reverently. When Sarah had forced the box on her, saying, ‘Alfie’s brought home tons of the stuff. Take it. It’ll come in useful,’ Sunny had scoffed. Now it was saving the day. She grabbed a tin and set to work.

When Ellen and Jojo rejoined her in the kitchen, the table was groaning with goodies. ‘Anyone for a Porqy Peeces boat?’ asked Sunny, with a Bree from Desperate Housewives smile, holding aloft a platter of boat-shaped slabs of luncheon meat with cocktail-stick masts and jaunty sails of stale bread.

‘Is it past its sell-by date?’ asked Ellen, dubiously.

‘Not at all!’ Sunny’s smile was still in place, but looking a tad forced. ‘It’s yummy. It’s delicious. It’s luncheon meat.’ She whimpered and the smile dropped. ‘Work with me here, will you?’

The doorbell sounded and Jojo trundled off in the slightly cleaner dressing gown she’d put on for receiving guests.

Sunny fiddled with a Porqy Peeces giraffe and lined up some Porqy Peeces cars. Behind her, Sunny heard Ellen exclaim, with muted panic, ‘Marmite!’

Through the kitchen/sitting-room window sauntered their cat. She was indeed the colour of Marmite, and, like that foodstuff, you either loved or hated her. All three flatmates loved her, despite her habit of vomiting in the CD tray, but Mrs Wilde would hate her: animals were strictly forbidden at Chudleigh Court.

Down the long hall they heard Jojo say, ‘Come in, Mrs W.’

‘Do something!’ hissed Sunny, as Marmite leaped daintily on to the table and capsized a Porqy Peeces armada.

‘Like what?’ Ellen hissed back. She often complained that the others always expected her to know what to do, as if she was their mother, and this seemed to be one of those occasions.

‘Something!’ Sunny repeated desperately, scuttling off down the hall to slow the progress of the association’s chairwoman. ‘What a beautiful dress!’ she gushed inaccurately, as many yards of manmade fabric hurtled towards her.

‘Twenty-nine ninety-nine. Drip-dry,’ barked Mrs Wilde, without breaking step. ‘What’s all this?’ she boomed as she reached the kitchen. ‘This won’t do at all.’

Peering warily around their guest’s bulk, Sunny was relieved to see not a single Marmite hair. She awarded Ellen a covert thumbs-up.

‘Tea!’ Mrs Wilde demanded. ‘Where is the tea? Tea is the rocket fuel for my meetings.’

As Sunny helped Mrs Wilde dig out all their tannin-streaked mugs, she frowned questioningly at Ellen. Her cousin was wincing silently on the other side of the table, hunched over in a strange position that reminded Sunny of an evening of modern dance she had once endured in order to impress an arty boyfriend.

The doorbell rang again and Ellen slumped to the sofa, lips pursed, her expression reminiscent of Tudor portraits of martyrs.

In moments the kitchen was full of neighbours. The woman who lived below them and never complained even when they held Abba festivals and sang ‘Waterloo’ at midnight put herself in charge of the kettle. Ernest, a dapper old gentleman from the basement, complimented all the ladies, even Jojo, which was over and above the call of duty. Mrs Wilde’s other half, Leonard, pressed himself against the brooms in the corner. Covering only a fifth of his wife’s acreage, Leonard was beautifully house-trained: he rarely spoke, and when he did, it was nothing more controversial than ‘Yes, dear’. The Thin Girls all arrived together, glowing and chic in the skinniest of jeans, wearing tops that they seemed to have fashioned out of scarves. They were exquisitely polite to everybody and brought homemade organic muffins: Sunny wanted to tip scalding tea over them.

Mrs Wilde was still unhappy with the arrangements. ‘This room is insufficient,’ she bawled, as residents squashed up together on the sofa and insinuated themselves into the chairs around the table. ‘And here is our dear Mrs Gibbs! She simply must have a comfortable seat.’

Mrs Gibbs was dear to nobody, and her slow entrance, marked by much wheezing and puffing, parted the company like Moses’s trick with the Red Sea. Moses possibly didn’t achieve his miracle by smelling of biscuits, but that was why everybody leaned away from Mrs Gibbs. Squat, layered with cardigans that myth-mongers whispered she never removed, Mrs Gibbs was the oldest tenant of Chudleigh Court by about a century. Racist, homophobic and living in the certain belief that every man was after her handbag, she didn’t improve meetings.

Sunny had wanted to like her, she really had. When they’d moved into number thirteen and heard that an octogenarian lived on the ground floor, she’d daydreamed about running errands for the grand old lady, listening to her fascinating stories of the Blitz, being a comfort to her in the evening of her days. But that was before Mrs Gibbs had tipped a bucket of water over a West Indian friend of Ellen’s, claiming the girl was trying to start a riot as she sat listening to Classic FM in a Ford Focus.

‘Blimey. This place is a proper rat ’ole,’ commented Mrs Gibbs, in the strange slur her pre-NHS dentures dictated. ‘Get up, son, and let me sit down.’ She poked Ben with her walking stick, which seemed to be wrapped with old bandages for some reason. ‘Come on. Me insides went bad in 1953 and I’m on doctor’s orders to rest me legs.’

‘Settle down, everybody. BEN!’ hollered Mrs Wilde. ‘Do find a seat and stop fidgeting, dear. Put down that Spam football. We’re starting.’

‘It’s not Sp— Oh, never mind.’ Sunny looked around for somewhere to place Ben. He rarely emerged from the basement and the cousins theorised that his pallor was a result of this mole-like existence. Ben looked in need of a good meal or seven, but he was shy and sweet and could be relied upon to know about arcane boy stuff, like fuse boxes. He was unaware that they called him ‘Boiled Egg’ behind his back. ‘Try and squeeze in beside Ellen on the end of the sofa,’ she said.

Looking murderously at her cousin, Ellen shifted to one side so that Ben could perch beside her once he’d managed to negotiate his way through the forest of people and furniture that overwhelmed the small room. Ellen grimaced and writhed, then was very, very still. Sunny sent her a ‘What’s the matter?’ raise of the eyebrows, but Ellen ignored it. She was, Sunny noticed, sweating: a very un-Ellen activity.

One Thin Girl poured Ben a cup of tea, and the least Thin Girl whispered sweetly, ‘Try a little boat. They’re so delicious. Sunny made them herself. Isn’t she clever?’

Sunny itched to put an axe through her head.

Mrs Wilde scanned the room momentously, like a wartime prime minister about to impart news of the invasion. ‘Are we all here? There is much to discuss tonight.’ A Mexican wave of dismay travelled around the room. ‘I could talk at length about the myriad contraventions of the bye-laws: sunbathing on the lawn, eating soup in the lift, coughing after midnight, etc., but I must start with . . .’ Mrs Wilde paused, then lifted her permed head high to snort, with a whiff of Boadicea, ‘KNICKERS.’

‘Knickers?’ said Jojo, who was alone in not being shit-scared of Mrs Wilde. ‘Don’t tell me the fecking bye-laws prohibit knickers?’

As Leonard’s eyes widened at such daring, his wife surveyed Jojo witheringly. ‘Believe me, miss, I am not interested in your undergarments.’


And neither is anybody else, thought Sunny, communicating this with a furtive grin to Ellen. But Ellen was still grimacing as if in silent pain, with her hands clamped, somewhat unsettlingly, to her own breasts.

Sunny had no time to puzzle, as Mrs Wilde swept on. ‘There is a pervert in our midst!’ she said dramatically, causing a Thin Girl to choke on a Porqy Peeces swan. ‘A fiend of cunning depravity who derives a squalid thrill from snatching knickers!’

A kerfuffle by the door signalled a latecomer. Guy from the neighbouring block was a professional actor and had contrived to be the last arrival. As usual. He bowed low. ‘My apologies, one and all,’ he enunciated gloriously, bestowing his even, white smile on the company. ‘The stage is a demanding mistress.’ Guy’s main claim to fame was a series of three adverts for a probiotic yoghurt drink that was only shown in East Anglia. Handsome, and aware of it, he was expert at hogging the spotlight. ‘I heard what you were saying, Mrs Wilde, and I cannot keep it in any longer.’ He flung out his arms, narrowly missing Ben’s startled face. His noble head fell back. ‘It is I!’ he breathed. ‘I am the swine for whom you search. I am the Chudleigh Cad!’

The Thin Girls applauded, mewing with delight. Mrs Gibbs belched and shouted, ‘Getoutafit, yer Mary-Ann.’ Sunny had seen it all before.

‘I apologise, Mrs W.’ Guy bowed again. ‘We thespians can be such children. You have a mission, and I’m in your way. I’ll sit here, quiet as a mouse. Do go on.’ Guy lithely folded himself into a sitting position that looked like sadistic yoga to Sunny, but which he evidently found comfy. He assumed a listening face, offering the room his best profile.

There had been complaints, according to Mrs Wilde, from various ‘lady residents’ that their underwear had vanished. Usually, announced Mrs Wilde with I-told-you-so glee, as it was drying by an open window. This was strictly prohibited in the exhaustive Chudleigh Court bye-laws. (They also proscribed thinking about Communism, and hopping.) ‘Recently,’ she thundered on, ‘there has been a worrying escalation in the swine’s activity. The latest item to be snatched – I believe it’s called a thong – disappeared from a closet in a ground-floor bedroom.’ A small gasp escaped her audience and Mrs Wilde smiled, pleased at the reaction. ‘We must act swiftly and decisively, before his lusts drive him to even worse atrocities.’

Not considering a pilfered thong to qualify as an atrocity, Sunny felt it was time to introduce a hint of sanity. Perhaps the panties had got lost in the wash. Putting up her hand, she started, ‘I’d just like to—’

‘Excellent! Our first vigilante.’ Mrs Wilde was beaming. ‘You can man the stake-out.’

‘Eh?’ Sunny, panic-stricken, glanced over at Ellen, who could usually be relied upon to help in a calamity, but Ellen was still hotly contorted, leaning heavily against Ben, who seemed to be enjoying it in his mild, boiled-egg way.

Mrs Wilde thundered on. ‘I am happy to donate a pair of my own underwear. I suggest we hang them on the washing line by the pond, in order to lure the creature into our clutches. Well, into Ms Parkinson’s clutches.’ She smiled benignly in Sunny’s direction.

‘But I . . .’ Sunny flailed. She was distracted by the fact that one of Ellen’s breasts was moving under her V-neck. This information was difficult to compute.

‘Marvellous. Let’s move on.’ Mrs Wilde looked sternly around the room. ‘Pets,’ she breathed, in a quavering voice. ‘There is a mammal at large. Does anybody know the whereabouts of the little tortoiseshell cat I’ve seen wandering about as if it owned the place?’

Sunny winced. Of course. The little tortoiseshell cat was up the jumper of Ellen. By the looks of things, the cat was as unhappy about it as Ellen was. Sunny could just imagine those razor-sharp claws digging in as Marmite struggled to get free.

The rest of the meeting seemed to take for ever. Sunny watched Ellen anxiously, barely registering the heady rumour of a new wheelie bin. However, even the tedium of a Chudleigh Court Residents’ Association meeting wasn’t enough to tempt people to the Porqy Peeces buffet. As the door closed on Guy, always the last to leave, Jojo scraped the leftovers into the bin.

‘OHMYGOD!’ Ellen whipped up her jumper and released a hot and bothered Marmite into the wild. The cat shot under the table and stayed there for some time, as Ellen examined her enviably flat but now very red midriff.

‘What the Jayzus . . . ?’ Jojo could be very slow on the uptake.

Sunny went to find something soothing. She had vague ideas of calamine lotion, but their bathroom was understocked in that department. Cheapo bubble bath they could do, but medication was thin on the ground. She returned with some Clarins bust-firming gel, her hand carefully over the label.

‘Ouch,’ empathised Sunny, as Ellen rubbed it on her tummy.

‘I wondered why your knockers were jiving.’ Jojo was piling mugs in the sink for somebody else to wash. ‘I thought it must be some new kind of bra.’

Ignoring the very long conversational dead end this remark opened up, Sunny wailed, ‘I’m a vigilante and I can’t even spell it. One of you’ll come with me?’ Sunny looked expectantly at her flatmates. ‘Won’t you?’

Although they expressed themselves differently – ‘Sorry, but no’ and ‘In your hole’ – the sisters were equally adamant.


Three

Her neighbours’ knickers had always been low on Sunny’s list of priorities. Her new status as the Chudleigh Court vigilante didn’t change this. She dodged Mrs Wilde’s insistence that she name a day for the stake-out by pleading pressure of work.

It wasn’t just an excuse. Sunny had struggled to finish her latest epic on time. Sitting in her publisher’s office early on Monday, waiting for Camilla to finish a call, Sunny tugged nervously at the floral vintage sundress she’d chosen to make the most of the lingering warmth of the late summer.

Much of Sunny’s wardrobe was vintage. (‘It’s fucking second-hand,’ Patrick had insisted when they were together. ‘Vintage schmintage. Some old woman probably died in it. It was chucked in the bin and now you’re buying it for ten times as much as it cost when it was made. Before we were born.’ And so on. Men, Sunny decided, didn’t understand.) She liked vintage clothes because they were unusual and required some creativity to put together. But she was acutely aware that if the wind was in the wrong direction she could look like a batty aunt, fresh from years in the attic (another Patrick quote).

Jojo had agreed with Sunny that the dress, cinched with a wide belt and topped with a pastel cardigan, looked very Audrey Hepburn. Now, Sunny wasn’t so sure: Audrey Hepburn didn’t have Sunny’s childbearing hips. She looked around the head office of Entwined Hearts for distraction.

Her surroundings were disappointingly unromantic. On her first visit, a few years earlier, Sunny had naïvely expected velvet chaises longues and the scent of roses in the air. Today, all she could smell was photocopy toner: Camilla was a hard-headed business woman who would sell parsnips, or toothpaste, as easily as she peddled love stories. It was only after Sunny had signed on the dotted line that she had appreciated why Camilla insisted on dealing with authors direct, without the fuss of an agent: she got them cheaper that way.

And, boy, was Entwined Hearts cheap. They churned out Sunny’s lovingly written fantasies on greyish paper with lurid covers featuring manly chests and heaving bosoms, created by the ‘Graphics Department’, a man named Reg whose drink problem was evident at twelve paces.

As Sunny waited patiently, quietly regretting her outfit, Camilla sat with her back to her, murmuring into the phone in tones mangled by centuries of the highest-quality inbreeding. Camilla always claimed to be speaking to the Coast when Sunny visited. Knowing that Entwined Hearts had no New York office, and didn’t even sell to the States, Sunny was highly dubious about these calls. She deduced that Camilla was probably browbeating another author, or maybe dealing with her husband, a man so dementedly posh that he couldn’t do up his own cufflinks without hurting himself.

‘Byesie bye!’ barked Camilla into the phone, slamming it down and swinging round to face Sunny with one easy move. ‘Look at this!’ She whipped out a diagram on laminated plastic. ‘This is a graph of your sales.’ Camilla pointed to the zigzag that was happily climbing the page until, Sunny couldn’t help noticing, it suddenly plunged, lemming-like, back to the bottom. ‘Doesn’t look good, does it?’

‘Well, no.’ Sunny guessed she was looking at any old graph that Camilla had swiped from the Internet at random. It might be the incidence of rainfall on Ben Nevis, or how many mice like jam.

‘We pay you a pretty penny to write for us,’ continued Camilla, as Sunny’s eyebrows shot up under her fringe. Pretty the pennies might be, but there weren’t many of them. ‘In return, we expect certain standards.’

Feeling her stomach contract, Sunny braced herself for criticism.

‘Your work is not romantic enough.’

Accusations of inaccuracy, plagiarism, even persistent use of made-up words might have been fair, but Sunny couldn’t believe her ears. She blinked hard. ‘You’re serious?’

‘Oh, yes, perfectly serious. You underestimate our readers’ appetite for escapism. For God’s sake, Sunny, your last heroine worked in a hardware shop!’

‘Only until she discovered she was really an Andalusian gypsy abandoned at birth in a Croydon bus shelter,’ protested Sunny.

‘Croydon.’ Camilla held the word between two fingertips like a snotty hanky.

‘It can be a very sensual town,’ claimed Sunny, who had once taken a salsa class there. She was baffled. Sunny considered herself to be the Queen of Romance. She looked for it in the most mundane situations. ‘My new heroine is called Helena. She has lots of sex on various beaches with a matador with long hair,’ she gabbled, as if on trial for her life.

Camilla arched one over-plucked eyebrow. ‘Might I ask what this Helena does for a living?’

‘She’s a . . .’ Sunny caved in. ‘All right, she’s a lollipop lady.’ As Camilla threw her hands in the air, Sunny spluttered, ‘But at the beginning of the book, she sees her husband killed crossing the road to buy her a cushion in the shape of a cat.’ Her voice rose to a wail. ‘She’s only a lollipop lady to blot out the pain!’ Sunny was reasonably certain that she was the first person ever to utter that sentence.

‘Listen to me,’ said Camilla dourly. ‘When you’re writing the next one, crank up the romance. By that I mean crank up the unlikely bits, crank up the sexy bits, crank up the escapist elements. That’s what sells. If he’s going to be a lord, make him an archduke. If she’s going to have ample breasts, make them double Es. If they’re wealthy, they should be richer than Elton John’s florist. If they’re poor, they should be eating gravel. And I don’t want orgasms, young lady, I want EARTHQUAKES!’ Camilla brought a fist down hard on her blotter. A pencil sharpener jumped off the desk. ‘Got it?’

‘Yes, Camilla.’ Sunny was meek. She didn’t want to provoke her publisher into shouting about orgasms again. ‘More romance. Got it.’

‘Excellent. Good.’ Camilla patted her impressive hairdo. ‘On to lighter matters. Your pen-name.’

Still reeling from the unexpected attack on her style, Sunny straightened her spine. ‘Here we go again,’ she thought. This time she would win the argument. According to the Entwined Hearts catalogue, Sandra Parkinson hadn’t written a book in over a year: Sunny’s output was so prolific that Camilla had insisted on pseudonyms. She had also insisted on supplying them. So far, Sunny had been Eugenia Farquahar, Donatella Doubleday, Mimi Swash and Dame Candida Whyso-Blu. Evidently, Camilla’s talents lay elsewhere – beating servants to death, perhaps – but it wasn’t really the quality of the names that troubled Sunny. She wanted to hold an Entwined Hearts novelette in her hands and, once again, see the name her parents had given her on the cover.

This time she would stand up to Camilla.

By the time Sunny was back out in the sunshine, she was Muffy Purejoy.

This never happened: the flat was empty. Suspiciously, Sunny peered into wardrobes and under beds: Jojo was always in. It was one of the laws of the universe that you could rely on. E always equalled mc2, rivers always ran downhill, and Jojo was always in. Apart from brief forays to the supermarket, the launderette or Tacky Dressing Gowns ‘R’ Us, Jojo was in number thirteen Chudleigh Court.

‘Jojo!’ called Sunny down the echoing hall.

Her cousin hadn’t always been such a homebody. Jojo had worked as a bank clerk until a few months ago. Admittedly, her job was only two streets away, but she’d gone there every day, until the afternoon she’d fallen off her office chair and damaged her knee slightly. (She later admitted that she’d been reaching for her colleague’s last Rolo while he was in the loo.) Before you could say ‘malingering fat Irish girl’, Jojo had sued the bank, courtesy of a shonky legal firm she’d spotted in a Channel Five ad break. Now she lived comfortably on the settlement, which kept her in Toffee Crisps and lurid loungewear. She didn’t like nightclubs (‘Too noisy’), and she didn’t like the cinema (‘Sure, it’ll be on the telly in no time’), and she didn’t like parties (‘A roomful of gobshites talking bollocks’) and seemed perfectly happy just to hang around the flat all day watching television and talking to the cat as if it were human. Sunny no longer watched Jojo’s behaviour for signs of agoraphobia. She’d accepted that her cousin wasn’t depressed or phobic, merely staggeringly antisocial.

A Jojo-less flat meant that Sunny could knuckle down to some writing and sketch out a new, hyper-soppy plot without the insistent blare of the television to distract her. She was switching on her laptop when a better idea struck.

‘Hi.’ Calum sounded so sexy on the phone, like he was licking your ear. ‘What’s up?’

‘Oh, not much.’ Sunny twiddled a lock of hair. ‘Just checking you’re still OK for tonight. My friend’s dinner party, remember?’

‘What time do you want me?’

Sunny could hear the white noise of the busy trading office behind Calum. ‘It’s interesting that you should put it like that,’ she said softly, bowing her head as if she might be overheard. ‘I want you now.’

‘Easy, tiger,’ laughed Calum. ‘Don’t get me all hot and bothered. I’ve got work to do.’

‘The flat’s empty.’ Sunny paused. She could hear Calum’s breathing at the other end. ‘I thought you might like to fool around.’ She paused again. ‘We wouldn’t have to keep quiet like we normally do.’ The deal wasn’t quite struck. ‘I’m wearing those pink panties you like.’

‘Don’t you dare move.’ The line went dead.

It took him half an hour to get to Putney, by which time she’d actually put on the little chiffon nothings she’d claimed to be wearing. (The very large white tummy-tamers she’d really had on might do it for Daniel Cleaver, but she knew Calum was an Ann Summers kind of guy.)

As Sunny heard his motorbike crunch on to the gravel of Chudleigh Court’s communal gardens, she tousled her hair and stepped into her highest heels, a pair of sixties gold stilettos. In bars, Calum was trendy, with waxed hair and layered Tees, but in the bedroom, he was staunchly traditional: it was big hair and high heels all the way. Sunny was happy to oblige. She inspected the girl in the mirror. The girl looked good, she decided. Sunny swatted away the uncomfortable thought that the girl also looked a little lost, and vulnerable. The girl in the mirror knew that the only way to get Calum to her side was with the promise of no-strings sex.

Sunny shut the wardrobe door and that girl who knew too much was gone. A moment after the doorbell sounded, Calum was in the hall tearing off his leathers, with his lips locked on Sunny’s.

Forty minutes later, flat on their backs and sweating on the duvet, which had found its way to the floor, they grinned dopily at each other.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Calum.

‘Exactly,’ said Sunny.
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