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Prologue 


‘. . . So listeners, that brings us to our next love letter, this time it’s Cindy from Paddington and she’s looking for someone special to mend her broken heart . . .’ 


It’s past midnight. Dark and drizzly. Across the length and breadth of the capital traffic-choked roads are eerily empty, thronging high streets have turned into hostels for the homeless, and tucked snugly away in a million bedrooms, under a million duvets, millions of Londoners are sleeping, snoring, dreaming. 


Most, but not all. 


In the slow lane of the A40 a casualty doctor is driving home from his shift in his knackered old VW camper van; on a gold velvet sofa in a high-rise in Streatham a middle-aged couple are cuddling up to a nightcap, and above Baltic Travel in Paddington, a single mum is pacing up and down her flat, waiting for the telephone to ring. Different people, different places, different lives. And one connection. A radio. An FM frequency. And the fact they’re all listening to the same show. 


Luther Vandross singing ‘Endless Love’ is faded out as the DJ strikes up. 


‘Hi this is Dr Cupid and have I got some late-night-lovin’ for you. The author of tonight’s love letter is a woman whose life was shattered when her partner walked out on her and their son. Hi, Cindy, are you there?’ 


There’s the sound of a nervous vacuuming of the throat. ‘. . . Er . . .yes . . .hello.’ 


‘Welcome to the show, you’re speaking to Dr Cupid. Now tell me Cindy, it sounds as if you’ve had it pretty tough recently.’ 


‘. . . yes . . . sort of . . .’ Cue a tut and lots of sympathetic noises from the DJ. ‘So tell 


us a bit about yourself.’ 


‘Erm . . .’ her voice is wavering with nerves. 


‘Don’t be nervous,’ soothes the DJ. ‘Take a few deep breaths.’ 


There’s a pause, the chink of a glass of water, and then, ‘Well, I suppose I’m rather creative. I used to be a make-up artist for all the glossy magazines, which was great as I got to travel the world meeting lots of interesting people, but then I had my little boy and . . . well . . .’ she sighs, part wistfully, part lovingly, ‘. . . then I became a full-time mum.’ 


‘And in your letter you say you’re looking for that special someone.’ 


She lets out a throaty laugh. ‘Oh yes, I did, didn’t I.’ Even across the airwaves it’s obvious she’s blushing with embarrassment. ‘But then, isn’t everyone?‘ 


‘Absolutely,’ gushes the DJ. ‘Which is why Do You Come Here Often? is here, because we’re going to find you your soulmate.’ 


‘You are?’ replies Cindy, unable to hide the disbelief in her voice. 


‘Yes, indeedy.’ 


‘Oh . . .right . . .super . . .’ She makes an attempt to match his level of enthusiasm and then breaks off and giggles nervously. There’s the sound of her inhaling hard on a cigarette . . . ‘That’s a relief, because you wouldn’t believe the last date I had, it was a total disaster – that’s why I wrote to you. I mean, to be perfectly honest, I don’t actually believe in dating agencies, or trying to find your soulmate,’ she admits, almost as if she’s forgotten that she’s confiding in the DJ and a lonely hearts radio show. ‘I believe in destiny, in fate, in the magic of the universe. I believe we have no control over love. Either it’s going to happen or it’s not . . .’ 


Hearing his whole show being demolished live on air, the DJ interrupts. ‘London’s full of single people searching for that special someone. Why don’t you describe your soulmate, Cindy?’ 


‘Well, I don’t know until I’ve met him, do I?‘ she replies in confusion. 


‘Try, Cindy,’ cajoles the DJ, anxious to fill airtime until the next record. ‘Don’t be embarrassed. Remember, you’re talking to Dr Cupid, and I’m here to fix that broken heart of yours.’ 


Silence, followed by an awkward laugh. ‘Oh, well if you insist.’ 


‘I insist.’ 


‘OK, well let’s see . . . he’s funny, and kind, and faithful . . .’ 


‘Of course,’ agrees the DJ, being all matey. 


‘. . . and spiritual and passionate and warm and romantic . . .’ As Cindy warms up, her nerves disappear: ‘and he’s the kind of man that if you’re at the supermarket together and you go off to get the Earl Grey teabags or something and lose him . . .’ now she’s on a roll, there’s no stopping her ‘. . . you start searching for him in the aisles, until suddenly, right in the middle of the sea of trolleys you see him. And only him. Because although he’s surrounded by lots of other men with their trolleys, it’s as if they simply don’t exist. The Italians have a word for it, un colpo di fulmine. It just hits you and wham, thunderbolt city.’ As her voice trails off in a dreamy reverie she lets out a deep wistful sigh. And quickly comes back down to earth. ‘To be honest, I’m not really sure what he’s like, but I’ll definitely know it’s him when I meet him.’ 


‘And so will we, won’t we, listeners?’ cheers the DJ, hastily moving the show quickly up a beat. Absorbed in her supermarket story, he’d completely lost track of time, until his producer caught his attention by gesticulating wildly and dragging a finger across her throat. ‘So if you think you’re Cindy’s soul mate, why don’t you pick up that phone and give us a call here at Do You Come Here Often?’ – the same irritating jingle as before begins playing – ‘but first,here’s ‘Hello’ by Lionel Ritchie.’ As the jingle is crudely faded out, the opening chords of a record are heard: ‘And remember. Don’t waste another minute as love waits for no one . . .’ 


As Lionel Ritchie’s velvety voice croons over the airwaves, the casualty doctor smiles to himself and whacks up the volume, the middle-aged couple gaze lovingly at each other and hug each other even tighter. And in that cosy, fairy-lit fl at above Baltic Travel, a pretty, dark-haired woman is wondering what on earth possessed her to call up a national radio station, and to an audience of thousands of listeners, ask Dr Cupid to sort out her love life.Waiting by the telephone, she lights up another cigarette. 


And she hopes. 










Chapter One 


Snuggled deep into the womb-like depths of their king-size sleigh bed, Grace was drifting in and out of sleep. In a distant, disconnected place her brain was trying to tell her to get up, get ready, and go to work, but her body wasn’t responding. Her limbs seemed to have been paralysed overnight. Even her eyelids were refusing to open. She was just lying there.Thinking nothing. Doing nothing. Just breathing in. And breathing out. Slowly, dreamily, blissfully. 


There was a flash of blinding light as the curtains were yanked back. 


‘What the ... ?’ 


Diving for cover, she scrambled back underneath the safety of her duvet. Breathing in the warm darkness she released a deep sigh of relief. Grace had enjoyed a lifelong affair with her bed, be it her childhood bunk bed, single, badly sprung university mattress, twentysomething, backbreaking futon, or her current grown-up expensive oak number from John Lewis. Like lovers, they’d all had their good points and bad points, but she’d adored them all and never wanted to leave any of them. 


Unfortunately it was Friday morning, and as a designer at a graphic design agency in West London, she had to get up for work. Groaning dully, she toyed with the idea of snoozing for five minutes. Fat chance. Sun was streaming in through the window and in the background she could hear the TV blaring away in the kitchen. Spencer had obviously left it on again, she thought, feeling a wave of irritation. Living with someone for three and a half years meant getting to know all of their annoying habits, and one of Spencer’s was getting up, flicking on the portable in the kitchen, and then getting distracted and forgetting all about it. 


But then Spencer’s attention span was incredibly short. He was the kind of bloke who started things with good intentions, but then got sidetracked, changed his mind, and never finished them. Like running a bath but never getting in it, putting bread in the toaster but never eating it. 


Getting engaged but never getting married. 


‘Babes, are you awake?’ 


Why did people do that? Deliberately wake you up and then ask if you’re awake? Emerging from her goosedown lair, Grace prised open her welded eyelids. She blinked blearily, trying to focus on the grey shape in front of her. 


‘Uh . . . what time is it?’ she mumbled. 


‘Seven-thirty.’ 


‘Seven-thirty! ’ she screeched, her body jolting awake in indignation. She could have had another forty-five blissful minutes of sleep. A whole three-quarters of an hour. Grace felt robbed. Groggily peeling her tangled hair out of her eyes, she blinked again, her vision snapping into focus. The instigator of this heinous crime was wearing just a towel and leaning across the bed holding a pain au chocolat with a single pink party candle stuck in the middle. Grace felt the seeds of irritation wither away. 


‘Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you,’ he began singing. His voice was a remarkably good baritone and whereas other men might have trailed off self-consciously, he proceeded to belt out the whole verse: ‘Happy birthday dear Grace, happy birthday to you.’ He finished with a little flourish on the end. ‘Happy Birthday, Babes.’ 


Blimey. Of course. Her birthday. Sleep had caused a delay in registering, but now the last reluctant smudges evaporated and it clicked. Grace smiled up at Spencer. Just out of the shower, his dark blond hair was still wet, his tortoiseshell-framed glasses slightly steamy, and tiny drips of guava and citrus scented water were trickling across his enormous freckled shoulders and running down the dip between his pecs. For someone nudging his late thirties he was still in incredibly good shape, she thought proudly. It caused her to smile happily.What with his nakedness and the promise of a chocolate fix, it was a vision of loveliness. 


And too good to be true. 


In the four birthdays Grace had spent with Spencer, he’d never woken her up singing Happy Birthday. Never brought her breakfast in bed. He didn’t go in for all that slushy sentimental stuff. And anyway, he was usually in too much of a rush, always in a hurry to get to the office, always promising to make it up to her later. Her mind began whirring up to full speed, clicking through the possibilities: he hasn’t had time to buy me a present, he’s got to work late tonight; he’s forgotten to book a restaurant . . . 


Spencer interrupted her thought process. ‘Can’t a man wish his woman a happy birthday without there being something wrong?’ 


‘No,’ she yawned, shaking her head. 


His offended expression dissolved into a shrug of admission. ‘You know me too well.’ 


Grace sensed her good mood was about to be crushed underneath one of Spencer’s excuses, and folding her arms she leaned back against the pillows, a judge in PJs. ‘So come on then, own up,’ she demanded, but she was smiling. Well, it was a ceasefire of sorts. 


‘It’s just that there’s this case I’ve been working flat out on and it’s being heard in court tomorrow.’ 


‘So we can’t go out tonight,’ she concluded, cutting short what was no doubt going to be a long story. She’d lost count of the number of times plans had had to be cancelled because of Spencer’s work commitments. If it wasn’t some drinks party to welcome foreign clients, it was a corporate dinner, or a late meeting, or a pressing deadline. 


‘Hey Babes, let me finish.’ He pulled a face. If there was one thing Spencer hated, it was being interrupted. ‘Of course we’re going out tonight. I’ve already booked the restaurant for nine, although admittedly I might have to meet you there a little later as there’s this cocktail thing after work and I’ve got to show my face, have a quick drink . . .’ 


‘A quick drink?’ repeated Grace, grinning. ‘Isn’t that an oxymoron in your case?’ 


‘No, in my case there’s a couple with three kids, two lovers and a million-pound house, and I’m the one trying to clear up their messy divorce,’ he snapped irritably. As one of London’s top divorce lawyers, Spencer was kept incredibly busy. He sighed, ‘Sorry Babes . . . it’s just I’ve been working so hard on this case and . . . well . . . I know it’s no excuse but I haven’t had a chance to buy you a present.’ Taking off his glasses Spencer wrinkled his forehead so that the blond lock of fringe that always hung over his forehead, fell into his faded, denim blue eyes. To the innocent observer it would appear a spontaneous action, when really it was a technique that had taken years of practice. And one which, he knew, made him look adorable. ‘Would you mind if I just gave you cash instead?’ 


Now normally, Grace would be the first one to feel hurt if her boyfriend hadn’t taken the time and effort to choose her a gift: she would assume he didn’t care, that he couldn’t be bothered, that he didn’t love her. But with Spencer, she was actually relieved. She didn’t mean to be ungrateful, it was just that, whereas she always bought him impulsive, outrageous, extravagant presents that had caught her eye, he always bought her presents that were – dare she say it – terribly practical. 


Last year she’d unwrapped a leather box and flipped it open, thinking it was jewellery, only to discover a Mont Blanc pen. It was lovely, it must have cost a fortune, and it was extremely useful, but it was hardly the figure-hugging, chocolate satin Ghost dress she’d been dropping hints about for weeks. The year before it had been a mountain bike – again it had been lovely, again it must have cost a fortune, with extra chunky tyres and fifteen gears and all the extras, but she’d been exhausted just looking at it and was secretly relieved when it had been stolen less than a week later. And the year before that it had been a bag, but not a ridiculously dinky shoulder bag in the softest chamois leather she’d been craving, but a sturdy leather briefcase from Mulberry which, yet again, must have cost a fortune, and was so extremely practical for work. Which, as far as Grace was concerned, was the kiss of death for a present. By their sheer nature they had to be impractical, luxurious treats. Practical, she mused, was by no means perfect. 


‘Am I forgiven?’ 


God, he’s trying to be so nice, thought Grace, feeling suddenly guilty. And I’m being such a cranky, narky old girlfriend. She threw him a big smile. ‘Don’t be silly, of course you are.’ 


‘So does this mean you’re going to blow out your candle and make a wish, or am I going to have to sit like this all day?’ He checked his wristwatch. 


Grace rolled her eyes. ‘Shucks, you’re so romantic.’ 


‘I have my moments,’ he smiled, leaning forward to kiss her. 


Feeling his lips against hers, the smell of naked skin and damp aftershave, Grace felt her mind wandering off in an unexpected direction. Usually the morning routine involved the usual coupley stuff: Spencer rushing around with a hangover, scraping burned toast into the sink and losing his keys while she poached herself in the bath, looked for tights without ladders, and found his keys down the back of the sofa. But the coupley stuff didn’t stretch to sex, not lately anyway, not even with the help of two espressos and a soak in a tub of honey and tangerine bubbles. Then again. 


‘That depends . . .’ she murmured. 


‘On what?’ 


Pulling back, Grace tilted her head, closed her eyes and blew through the crook of his shoulder. A wisp of smoke began rising from the candle. ‘On whether or not I get my wish . . .’ Still keeping her eyes closed she ran her hand over his bare chest, tracing her fingers through the smatterings of hair. She smiled happily. She hated hairy chests but Spencer’s was deliciously sexy. She couldn’t think of anything nicer than resting her head between his broad shoulders and snuggling into its furry softness. But that’s love for you, she thought, as her hand began weaving its way down underneath the towel. Or was it just lust? 


‘I better get dressed, I’m going to be late.’ 


Snapped out of her X-rated reverie, Grace opened her eyes to see Spencer untangling himself from the duvet and standing up. She felt a pang of disappointment, followed by rejection, followed by irritation as she watched him retucking the lilac towel firmly – a little too firmly – around his middle. What did he think she was going to do? Rape him? 


‘I’ve got a deadline and . . .’ 


‘Sure,’ she nodded, making an attempt at nonchalance. It wasn’t easy. One minute she’d been immersed in a warm, happy, sensual bubble bath of expectation, and the next she’d been plunged under an icy cold shower of reality. 


And no sex. 


Annoyed at being made to feel like some kind of nymphomaniac, and on her birthday, Grace didn’t say anything as Spencer pulled on a clean pair of Calvin Kleins, chose a shirt from a dozen identical ones that hung in his wardrobe, all drycleaned, all from Thomas Pink, and pulled out his suit. 


‘Which do you reckon? The silver, or the gold?’ He was holding up two pairs of cufflinks. 


‘You choose,’ she snapped sulkily. There she was, all naked and warm and ripe for sex, and he wanted to talk about cufflinks? 


Oblivious to her feelings, he shrugged. ‘I think I’ll go with silver,’ he muttered, fastening them into place. ‘Oh by the way, about tonight . . .’ 


‘Yes?’ she hissed, overemphasising the ‘s’. 


He didn’t notice. ‘What were you thinking of wearing?’ 


Grace bristled. Spencer had an annoying habit of always suggesting what outfit she should wear whenever they went out. He liked her to look ‘classic’ and was always sticking Boden catalogues under her nose and talking about ‘quality not quantity’, and how she should invest in a few designer pieces that would last her for years. Last her for years? The thought nearly killed her. She was a high-street fashion junkie who got bored with things within weeks and was attracted to anything with an ‘As recommended by Glamour magazine’ ticket around the coat hanger. 


‘I don’t know.’ She attempted a smile. It was more of a snarl. ‘Why?’ 


‘You’d look great in that little black dress.’ 


‘What little black dress?’ she demanded suspiciously. She didn’t do little black dresses, she did jeans with fl owery chiffon tops, or spangly vests, or spaghetti-strap dresses in rainbow colours. 


‘You know, the one with the long sleeves.’ 


‘You mean the dress I wore to your grandmother’s funeral?’ 


‘Oh, is it?’ he said, sitting on the side of the bed to lace up his brogues. ‘Never mind. I just thought it would be nice to see you in something other than jeans for a change,’ he grumbled, giving her a quick peck on the forehead before striding out of the bedroom. 


With still half an hour left before she had to get up, Grace lay in bed listening to the blurred babble of TV in the kitchen, the turning on of the bathroom light and its noisy extractor fan, the sounds of Spencer cleaning his teeth, the hiss of antiperspirant, the buzz of his electric razor. How could it be that one minute she’d been feeling happy and horny, and the next Spencer had managed to use something as trivial as a pair of cufflinks to set off a whole series of nagging doubts? 


It’s not as if I even care about what type of cufflinks he wears, or whether he wears any at all, thought Grace feeling inexplicably irritated.That wasn’t the point.The point was that they were another example of the little things that had lately begun to niggle her about Spencer. His increasing hangovers, his diminishing sex drive, his suggestion she should wear her funeral dress on her birthday, his refusal to set a date for the wedding. First one, then another, and another, and another. Once they’d started toppling over it was like one of those record-breaking domino lines you see in American shopping malls on the telly. 


His jangle of keys broke into her thoughts, and she was about to call out and remind him to turn off the TV before he left, when she heard him yell goodbye and the front door slam. Abruptly the flat fell into silence, emphasising sounds of breakfast TV which wafted into the bedroom. 


‘Huh,’ she tutted, feeling out of sorts and disgruntled and not really understanding why. Sinking down into the bed, she tugged the duvet up under her chin, forgetting the plate of pain au chocolat balancing on top, and hearing it fall clattering onto the white wooden floorboards. Ignoring it, she flung out her arm with the intention of hitting the snooze button on her alarm but with characteristic clumsiness managed to knock over the snowglobe that perched beside it on the IKEA shelving. 


For a split second she blearily watched it roll toward the edge until, with somewhat impressive reflexes, she jerked upright, shot out her arm and caught it.The globe felt cold and smooth in her hand, and uncurling her fingers she placed it upright on the fl at of her outstretched palm. It was one of those you could put a photograph inside and magnified through the clear plastic was the image of a couple ice skating in Central Park. Noses Rudolph red from the falling snow, they were wrapped up in silly woolly hats and stripy Dr Seuss scarves, smiling idiotically as they clung to each other, trying to stay upright on the slippery ice. 


Looking at the photograph, Grace felt a glow of nostalgia. It had been just before New Year’s Eve, a few months after they’d met, and Spencer had whisked her away to New York for the weekend, fulfilling in one fell swoop every romantic fantasy she’d ever imagined. And some more she hadn’t. That Polaroid had captured a perfect moment and preserved it forever. The moment when, at twenty-seven years old, she’d realised she’d finally found her Mr Right. 


Impulsively Grace shook the globe and as the millions of tiny white snowflakes began swirling around inside, fluttering and twirling, her mind flicked back over their relationship, thinking about the times they’d spent together, the rest of their lives they were going to spend together. Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t notice the snowflakes gradually settling until she looked back at the globe and all at once saw the clearer picture. And it was then, on the morning of Grace’s thirty-first birthday, that all those doubts, all those differences, all those fears clicked into place, like one great big jigsaw. 


And a disconcerting thought hit her. 


If Spencer was Mr Right. 


Why did he feel like Mr Wrong? 










Chapter Two 


So this is it. This is the bit where I’m supposed to say goodbye. Where I’m supposed to give her a quick kiss on the lips, put my arms around her shoulders, and give her a hug.The whole thing should only take a couple of minutes, and then I’m supposed to let go. 


Jimi didn’t want to let go. 


Standing on the rainsoaked pavement outside Departures, he wrapped his arms ever tighter around Kylie’s bare midriff and continued kissing her. They’d been at it for ten whole minutes. Beginning with a self-conscious peck on the lips, the feathery, polite kind reserved for public places, and swiftly progressing into something a little more full-blown. Lip tugging. Teeth licking. Tongue thrusting. Bumping wet noses, he was about to pause for breath when he felt her tongue stud rubbing rhythmically against the roof of his mouth. It was strangely erotic.Tightening his grasp, he began kissing with renewed vigour. 


Normally Jimi wouldn’t be seen dead indulging in this kind of toe-curling behaviour. At thirty-one, he had a high-flying career as a journalist, a designer loft, and a pair of tweezers which he religiously used to make sure his eyebrows never grew into a Noel Gallagher monobrow like his father’s. He played pool, watched DVDs and hung out with work colleagues and friends in trendy restaurants and gastro-pubs across London. He didn’t do teenage displays of affection. Not in public. And most definitely not somewhere as clichéd as Heathrow Terminal 3. 


Or at least he didn’t used to. Now everything had changed. Not only was he locked in a farewell clinch that was like a scene from a bad movie, but, more importantly, he didn’t care. Neither did Jimi care that he – who prided himself on being the epitome of cool – was surrounded by hordes of people throwing him curious looks. Nor did he care that the new suede Nikes he’d had Fed-Exed over from the States were going to be ruined in the downpour. Or that he was going to have to let his stonking great big erection go to waste. 


Why? 


Simple. 


Jimi Malik was getting married. 


After God knows how many flings, several half-hearted relationships, and too many one-night stands, it had finally happened. He’d met a woman who was worth giving up his bachelor ways for. A woman who’d miraculously turned the word ‘monogamy’ into something desirable, instead of something he’d been running away from his entire life. In short, after a whirlwind romance of six months, he knew he’d found his dream woman. 


Predictably, he’d found her in a bar. He’d spotted her as soon as he’d walked in. Not that Jimi didn’t often spot women he was attracted to in bars, in fact if the truth be known he was usually attracted to every woman he laid his eyes on. But she’d been different. Not just vaguely attractive, but truly stunning. Physically, she was everything he desired in the opposite sex: straight glossy hair – hers was the colour of honey and poker-straight; long and leggy – she was a size zero and towered above him in trainers; pert, round little breasts – hers were the perfect handful. But there was a catch. 


Her name: Kylie. 


Forget spinning around, her name had sent Jimi’s heart sinking to the bottom of his snakeskin Patrick Cox Wannabes. He’d always assumed his soulmate would be called Lola, or Sasha, or Liberty. Not something that, however hard Ms Minogue shook her booty in those itsy-bitsy golden hotpants, still flashed up scary images of a blue-eyeliner and that dodgy poodle perm. 


Worse still, Kylies were either sixteen-year-olds from Essex, or Australians. Not that Jimi had got anything against people from Essex, or Australia for that matter, it was just that he was used to dating women from New York, Paris, Milan, London. Somewhere funky, edgy, cool. 


Two vodka, lime and sodas later, and Jimi had discovered Kylie was from a small town in Canada and had only recently moved to London. He also discovered she was twenty-one, a model, and he was the envy of every man in the bar. And so he’d done the usual of asking her out to dinner, booking his usual table, and putting clean sheets on his bed for later. But then something had happened that he hadn’t bargained for. During his shitake mushroom and grilled polenta starter, he’d looked across at Kylie and realised he was genuinely enjoying her company. She was funny, and interesting, and when she laughed an adorable dimple appeared in her left cheek. And it was at that moment he’d made the startling discovery that he didn’t want a one-night stand, on the contrary, he wanted – cue the crashing of loud piano chords, da-da-daaaaahhhh— 


A Relationship. 


The realisation had shocked the hell out of Jimi. Even more shocking was that instead of sleeping together on the first date, he’d patiently and faithfully endured a whole month of celibacy while they ‘got to know each other’. It had been the longest four weeks of his life. Twenty-eight days of trying to make smalltalk with her commune of flatmates, of pretending to coo over her several small, sneezy, moulting cats that wrapped themselves around his legs and covered him with long, ginger hairs. Of having to sit through the entire boxed set of Sex and the City. 


Twice. 


If there was one character Jimi really couldn’t stand, it was that Aidan bloke. He was too damned perfect, he made every other guy look bad. And that perfect-Hollywood smile bugged the hell out of him too. Unfortunately Kylie thought his smile was adorable, and so to prove his love, Jimi had forced himself to coo over his amazing furniture-making skills, his cute little dog Pete, his penchant for silver and turquoise jewellery. Until finally, when he couldn’t take another episode and was about to admit defeat, Kylie had taken pity on him, put him out of his misery. 


And slept with him. 


Jimi shifted from one foot to the other. 


His hard-on was killing him. 


Pressing himself up against Kylie’s Maharishi combats, he concentrated on kissing her deeper, and deeper. Her mouth tasted of Diet Coke and Marlboro Lights. Which was another thing, he thought, letting his hands slide down her slender waist and rest on her skinny hips. Before Kylie he’d always made it a rule never to go out with smokers. ‘Who wants to kiss an ashtray?’ he used to scoff. Usually in a very loud voice next to a female dragging on a Silk Cut. Oh, the irony. Now here he was wanting to spend the rest of his life with a woman with a thirty-a-day habit. 


A crackle of lightning splintered the skyline. What had begun as a humid September morning was now turning into a fully fledged storm. Overhead, clouds were huddling together like great big dirty black sheep, blocking out the sunlight and plunging everything into an eerie darkness.A spooky, gusty type of wind had whipped up out of nowhere and was stealing straw hats from holidaymakers and whirling them along the curb. And it was pouring down. 


Mammoth raindrops began pelting the collar of Jimi’s T-shirt and trickling slowly across his shoulderblades. He continued kissing Kylie, but it wasn’t the same. Now all he could think about was the soggy cotton sticking to his back. It was supposed to be an Indian summer, for Godsakes. What had happened to early morning sunshine? Hazy warmth? The pollen count? Dryness would be nice too, he thought, feeling the rain bouncing up his legs and beginning to seep through his Diesel jeans. Obviously 


this was heaven’s way of trying to dampen their ardour. 


Right on cue there was a rumbling explosion of thunder. 


‘Well, I guess this is it.’ Reluctantly breaking away, he attempted a jovial smile. It didn’t come easy. He’d spent his lifetime perfecting a whole range of smiles – brooding, roguish, dashing, laconic – he wasn’t used to doing jovial. It made him look constipated. Sniffing vigorously, Kylie glanced up at him through the Gucci sunglasses he’d bought her, and nodded mutely. 


She’s going to start crying, thought Jimi, feeling at once concerned and responsible. And also secretly pleased. He felt immediately guilty. He loved Kylie, and of course he didn’t want to upset her, but years of loving himself was a hard habit to break. Part of him couldn’t help feeling comforted by how upset she was. At how upset she was to be leaving him. 


‘Hey come on, it’s not like it’s forever.’ Tilting her chin with his thumb, he wiped away the hair that had flattened itself to her forehead. 


‘A week feels like forever,’ she sighed, screwing up her beestung mouth into a sulky pout. Jimi felt himself melt. Kylie looked so darn sexy when she did that. Then it hit him. Seven whole days without sex. ‘It seems like a lifetime to me, too,’ he murmured, heaving a sigh. 


‘Do you promise you’ll call every day?’ Raising her eyebrows, Kylie shot him a look that said if he didn’t, she’d kill him. 


Jimi felt hurt that she’d even had to ask. ‘Of course I promise,’ he protested. Once upon a time he would have choked upon those words. Jimi Malik? Promising to call a woman every day? Who would believe it? 


‘You know what, I’ll call twice a day – three times even.You’ll be sick of me calling, you’ll take the phone off the hook,’ he heard himself blathering piteously. 


‘I could never be sick of you,’ Kylie giggled. 


‘Yes you could.’ Now he was the one pouting. ‘But I’ll never get sick of you. Not even if you slob around on the sofa in sweat­pants all day watching Ready, Steady, Cook and eating Big Macs with grease dribbling down your chin.’ 


‘I’ll never be sick of you. Not even if you shave your chest, grow a handlebar moustache and wear a jockstrap on the beach.’ 


This was one of their favourite games. Taking it in turns to argue about who loved each other the most. It was truly sickmaking. 


Him: ‘Not even when you’re seventy with a perm and a blue rinse.’ 


Her. ‘Not even when you’re ninety and you’ve got long black hairs growing out of your ears.’ 


The rain showed no sign of easing off and they were both soaking, yet neither made any movement to go inside. 


Until finally Kylie spoke. ‘I better make a move.’ 


Jimi felt a wrench. ‘You’re leaving. Already?’ 


Pulling her sodden army jacket around her, she smiled tearfully. ‘I know it’s really early but it takes hours to go through all those security checks, to make sure I’m not carrying a dangerous weapon like my nail-clippers,’ she tried to joke but it failed sadly. ‘I don’t want to miss my flight.’ 


‘No . . . I guess not,’ he mumbled, part of him wishing she would. Despite all his tough-guy posturing, he knew he was really going to miss Kylie, even if it was only for a week. He ran his eyes over her face, saw the liquid eyeliner that had been tested to its waterproof limits and was running freely down her cheeks. He missed her already. 


‘I love you, Goofy.’ She was gazing dreamily at him. 


He gazed back. ‘I love you, Minnie.’ 


Pet names. In six months. Incredible. 










Chapter Three 


Chuffed with her rather nifty bit of reverse parking, Margaret Chapman lit up her second Lambert & Butler cigarette of the morning, blew out the blackened match and tossed it decadently out of her car window. Sucking hard on the filter, she drummed one set of freshly painted fingernails on the steering wheel, tilting her wrist ever so slightly so as to squint at the new bracelet watch she’d just bought in duty-free. Gold and dinky, it looked rather fabulous against her Puerto Banus tan. Unfortunately the only problem was she couldn’t see the hands, as her eyesight was going. 


But that was the gruesome reality about getting older, she thought, taking a long, satisfying drag. Once you hit fifty, bits and pieces started to wear out, like the heels on an old pair of boots. Not that she was ready for the knacker’s yard just yet, she mused, snorting two jets of smoke down her flared nostrils. Fifty-five wasn’t old, far from it she decided, tugging open the glove compartment. 


Inside lurked her guilty secret. Scanning the street to make sure no one was looking she furtively fished out a gold chain from the glove compartment, on the end of which hung a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. She glared at them hatefully, even more hatefully because they were blurred, and then reluctantly perched them on the very tip of her nose. As everything snapped into perfect focus she tutted irritably. Crikey Moses, just look at the state of her French manicure. What on earth would people think? It looked a right old mess. As if one of her grandchildren had done it with Tipp-Ex and a paintbrush. 


Exasperated, she began furiously scraping the untidy white splodges of varnish off her cuticles with her thumbnail. Then she remembered. 


She wasn’t just losing her eyesight, she was losing her marbles. Gasping irritably, she stretched out her arm so that the sleeve of her lacy cardigan slid back, revealing her wristwatch. And the time. Twenty-five minutes past nine. 


With a sharp intake of breath, she realised they were going to be late for work. She would be too late to make the MD his usual morning coffee with milk, no sugar, to run through his diary with him, to cancel his afternoon appointments so he could take his mistress to lunch . . . As the list began unravelling she whipped off her glasses, sending them swinging pendulously across her ample chest and, with all the force she could muster, crashed both palms down hard on the horn. 


‘Beep-beep.’ 


‘Uh . . . huh?’ Face down on her mattress, Grace stirred. 


‘Beep-beep.’ A car horn sounded again outside her window. 


‘Shurrup,’ she growled dozily, jamming the pillow harder around her ears and burying her face even further into her quilted mattress protector. 


‘Beep-be-be-be-beep . . . beep-beep.’ 


It sounded again.This time more urgently, despite the foil of the jaunty tune. Grace groaned wearily. Why the hell did they have to make that racket in her street? And, by the sounds of it, right outside her frigging flat. 


Oh shit. 


Erupting from the duvet in a tangled volcano of arms, legs, boobs, hair, Grace bolted across to the bedroom window and yanked up the wooden slatted blind. Directly opposite, in the street below, a spearmint green Fiat Panda was parked with its engine running. The driver, a deeply suntanned fiftysomething wearing a pink silk headscarf wrapped around her head in a kind of turban, an abundance of chunky silver jewellery, and clashing brick-red lipstick, was leaning out of the car window. A cigarette clamped between her teeth, she had both hands pressed firmly, and uncompromisingly, on the horn. 


‘Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.’ 


Oh God. 


It was her lift. 


Margaret Chapman – Maggie to friends and work colleagues 


– was PA to the managing director of Big Fish Designs, an international art and design agency where Grace had worked for the past three years. Despite the age gap, she and Maggie were firm friends. Many saw their relationship as one of mother and daughter, but what they didn’t realise was that although Maggie might be in her fifties, she had the energy, vibrancy and joie de vivre of a teenager, not to mention the dirtiest sense of humour, and jeans that showed off a bottom Grace would kill for. 


She was also Grace’s lift. Every weekday morning she would leave her high-rise in Streatham at precisely 8.45 to make sure she arrived at Grace’s at 9.15 ‘on the dot’ so they could leave at 


9:16 precisely and be in Kensington by 9.45. Free-spirited and bohemian when it came to her wardrobe, Maggie was a stickler when it came to timekeeping. Which, thought Grace, ducking down behind the reproduction Victorian radiator before Maggie could spot her in all her naked glory, could only mean one thing. She’d overslept. 


Oh fuck. 


Forgoing her beloved bathtub and all those luxurious, boutique-­hotel-type-bottles of bath milk, body moisturisers and scented soaps she’d splurged on at Aveda last weekend, Grace went into overdrive. Throwing on everything that had lain over the end of the bed from the day before, not including underwear, she dashed around the flat haphazardly chucking things into her leather briefcase. Despite the general messiness – neither she nor Spencer were particularly big on housework – it was relatively easy to find her belongings as they stood out against the neutral décor. Spencer preferred all things plain and preferably magnolia whereas she was drawn like a magnet to anything shimmery, spangly or brightly coloured: Indian tapestry make-up bag, furry leopardskin pencil case, acid pink plastic hairbrush, flowery mobile, spangly flip-flops . . . 


Her stomach gave a loud, gurgling, rumble.Breakfast. Glancing quickly around the kitchen – blond-wood-effect units, cream-tiled splashback, white butler sink – and finding nothing edible – she and Spencer weren’t particularly big on food shopping either – she joyfully remembered the live yogurt drinks she’d bought a couple of weeks ago when she was having a virtuous moment in Sainsbury’s Local. Diving on the integrated fridge-freezer she yanked it open, spotted them lined up proudly like miniature pale pink soldiers in the sliding side compartment, and grabbed one, only to realise too late that it was past its sell-by date, had swollen to twice its size and was ready to burst. 


Which it did. All over her sleeve. 


Swearing profusely she threw it in the swing bin, missed, left it, dabbed her sleeve with a dishcloth covered in coffee granules, dotting little black specks all over her favourite Whistles cardi, and finally, with one deft brush of her elbow along the fake marble kitchen work surface, swept the loose change/wallet/keys into her bag. Maggie, meanwhile, sat outside and honked like a goose. 


‘Coming . . .’Tugging her arms into the skinny sleeves of her denim jacket, Grace pounded down the hallway, kicked a wedge of mail out of the way with her flip-flop, slammed the door closed behind her, and hurried down the front steps. 


‘Take your time, doll, it’s not as if we’re in a rush,’ grumbled Maggie, revving up the Panda as Grace yanked open the door and threw herself onto the passenger seat. 


Before she’d had the chance to pull the door closed, Maggie was accelerating down the leafy street towards Wandsworth Common, Spanish conversation blaring out of her tape deck. Due to take early retirement in a few months, Maggie and her other half, Sonny, were buying a villa in Spain, and she was determined to chat with the locals. Unfortunately she’d discovered that when it came to languages, she wasn’t a natural. Despite having had the ‘Teach yourself Spanish in a weekend’ boxed set out on loan from the library for the past six months, she was still only on tape one. This morning it was restaurant ordering. 


‘A litre carafe of house red, please,’ intoned the voice on the tape, before repeating in fluent Spanish, ‘Una jarra de litro de tinto de la casa, por favor.’ 


There was a gap for Maggie to repeat.Which she did. Badly. 


‘Oona harra . . . er . . . deh la kah-si paw-va-floor,’ she repeated, single-handedly demolishing the Spanish language. 


They were speeding past large Victorian family houses, scores of four-wheeled-drives, and droves of white, affluent, middle-class mothers. Pushing three-wheeler Landrover-buggies, they were all heading towards the cluster of pine-filled teashops, overpriced grocery stores, two terribly nice chintzy boutiques and a Pizza Express which hung a sign proudly in its window boasting ‘Babies and pushchairs welcome’. 


If Chelsea was where Sloaney PR girls went to meet their Prince Banker, then Wandsworth was where they went to live happily ever after with two kids and a four-wheel-drive, mused Grace as she half listened to Maggie’s atrocious Spanish accent that sounded like a bad take-off of Fawlty Towers’s Manuel. Gazing out of the window, she noticed a floppy-fringed, thirtysomething male in a pastel Ralph Lauren shirt kissing his identikit wife and toddler goodbye on the doorstep. Idly watching him striding away from his wife and children, briefcase in one hand, gym bag in the other, and climb purposefully into his navy blue Cherokee Jeep, a disconcerting thought popped into her head. 


He looked like Spencer. 


At a push, of course, and obviously not half as good looking, but there was something about him. He had the same athletic build, same suit, same stride, same car. Even the same 


expression. 


Which was followed by another disconcerting thought. 


She flicked her eyes back to his wife, who was still standing in the doorway, baby on hip, toddler around her ankles. Whereas Spencer bore a similarity to your average Wandsworth husband, not by any stretch of his imagination did she look like your average Wandsworth wife. 


Followed by disconcerting thought number three. 


To be quite frank, she didn’t want to. 


Oh dear. Grace felt a flutter of alarm. What did this mean? Why had she never thought this before? How come she’d spent the last three and a half years tramping across the common with these people, nodding hi, passing comment about the weather, not thinking anything was out of the ordinary, and now all of a sudden she felt like something out of The Stepford Wives? 


‘. . . I know it might only be five minutes but it throws the entire journey off kilter . . .’ Breaking off from ordering paella in pidgin Spanish, Maggie was chattering away gaily as she shifted down into first at the lights. 


But Grace wasn’t listening. Not for the first time she’d caught herself wondering how on earth she’d ended up living in Nappyville. She liked Spencer’s flat, it was big and comfy and grown-up, but sometimes she felt a yearning for her old, tiny, cluttered flat in Camden. For its multicultural neighbourhood, its fusion of Chinese restaurants, Indian takeaways, Thai cafés, Sudanese diners, the lively reggae bars, the colourful market, the graffiti, the litter, the mix of young and old.The abundance of neon and the complete absence of pastel-coloured shirts . . . 


‘. . . a few seconds, that’s all it takes, and then you’re slap, bang in the middle of rush hour. I dread to think what the traffic’s going to be like going across that bleedin’ bridge, it’ll be a right nightmare . . .’ 


Adopting a suitably apologetic expression Grace zoned back into what she called Maggie’s ‘traffic speech’ which she knew off by heart as it was given every morning. And almost immediately zoned back out again, Maggie’s voice fading into a background hum as she gazed back out of the window, and thought about Spencer. 


He’d proposed two years ago. It was memorable, not for its romance, but for its mundanity. As with a lot of occasions that are supposed to be momentous – losing your virginity, smoking your first cigarette, discovering yoga – Grace had learned over the years that all the hype and fermented anticipation that surrounds such events can make the reality seem something of a disappointment. 


Take the marriage proposal. She’d been led to believe that this involved bended knees, tears of joy, waiters applauding. Not for one second during twenty-nine daydreaming years had she envisaged a drizzly midweek evening, her pottering around the kitchen cooking dinner – well, not so much cooking as removing cardboard packaging and pricking plastic sleeves with a fork – Spencer, who’d just got in from work, crashing around in the cutlery drawer, rifling among the biros, takeaway menus, drill bits and all the other crap that ended up in there, trying to unearth a corkscrew so he could open a bottle of red. 


All normal, ordinary, un-proposally-type stuff, you might think. 


And so did Grace until, midway through a conversation about what wedding present to buy his sister – ‘Why don’t we get her one of those Perspex loo seats with shells and fish and things in it?’ – Spencer had gone all quiet and thoughtful, as if he quite liked the idea of the Perspex loo seat, and replied, ‘Why don’t we get married?’ At which point the microwave had pinged to signal their Tesco’s Cod Mornay was ready. 


OK, so it wasn’t exactly up there in the echelons of romance, but the subsequent congratulations, cards and traditional trip to Tiffany’s helped to make up for it. And anyway, it didn’t matter how he’d asked her, she’d thought consolingly while excitedly showing off her baguette-cut diamond in its platinum setting to her cooing girlfriends, surely all that mattered was that he’d asked her.To marry him.To spend the rest of her life with him. To be his wife. 


Grace made no apologies. For all her talk of independence, equality and female emancipation, of opening her own doors and going Dutch in restaurants, of being nifty with a Black & Decker but not being able to iron an item of clothing without it bizarrely melting. For all that she always ticked the box marked Ms when she was filling out forms, and refused to tip when cabbies called her ‘luv’, deep down she was as romantic as the next girl. 


And over the moon. After Spencer’s proposal her life had taken on a whole new meaning. Entire days revolved around such weighty issues as whether to go for rice or hand-picked rose petal confetti, weeks were spent choosing his’n’hers helium balloons, and then there was the weekend she spent surfing the web for special offers on white doves. And she did it without the slightest snigger. She, Grace Fairley, a woman who’d always called it an outdated, old-fashioned tradition, who declared that white wedding malarkey was just a ridiculous waste of money, had been amazed to discover she couldn’t get enough of it. Church or register office? Summer or winter? Big or small? Traditional or funky? 


Only after a few weeks of avidly perusing wedding magazines with the kind of cricked-necked devotion she usually reserved for a new issue of Glamour, did it dawn on her that Spencer had gone awfully quiet. 


Grace couldn’t put her finger on it. Call it being forgetful, careless, indifferent or oblivious, blame it on a short attention span, a low boredom threshold, or just straightforward absent­mindedness, whatever adjective she chose to use, once the diamond was sparkling on her finger Spencer was hit with a kind of inertia. He became bewilderingly vague, couldn’t decide about setting a date, the guest list, where to have the ceremony, where to hold the reception. In fact, for a man who prided himself on being extremely opinionated, he couldn’t decide about anything. 


Despite his protestations that no, of course he hadn’t changed his mind, and yes, of course he wanted to marry her, the months wore on.And nothing happened.Always wanting to talk about ‘it’ later, he was always inexplicably – and, Grace began to suspect, conveniently – busy later. Until gradually her magazines became out of date and she chucked them away, her special offers on white doves expired, the platinum on her ring scratched and dulled and the diamond seemed to lose its sparkle. 


And life went on. She stopped mentioning it, Spencer stopped avoiding it, and for the time being they forgot about it. 


Well, almost . . . 


‘Y’awright doll? You’ve hardly said a word.’ 


‘What? Oh yeah, yeah,’ stuttered Grace, as they set off jerkily from a pedestrian crossing. ‘Look, about this morning . . . I’m sorry about being late. It’s my birthday and . . .’ 


‘Ooh sweetheart, you should’ve said,’ remonstrated Maggie, slapping Grace’s thigh affectionately and beaming at her brightly. 


‘Mags. The road,’ reminded Grace on autopilot. 


‘So come on, how old?’Without missing a beat Maggie flicked her eyes back to the road. 


‘Thirty-one,’ grimaced Grace, wrinkling up her nose at the thought of being a real-life thirtysomething. It sounded so mature, so old. Still, looking on the bright side, at this rate she’d be lucky to make it to thirty-two, she thought, clutching the frayed fabric of her seat as they jumped the lights. In the opposite direction an old, classic Citroën DS pulled out in front of them. 


‘Mags, the car . . .’ shrieked Grace, bracing herself for a head-on. 


‘I see it, I see it,’ lied Maggie, clipping its wing mirror as she swerved sharply. There was a sickening screech of brakes and the driver began honking his horn furiously. 


Maggie, however, seemed completely oblivious. 


‘Awww, still a baby,’ she was chuckling happily, the cigarette hanging lazily from the corner of her mouth. 


That woman has got to have nerves of steel, thought Grace, sitting rigidly in the passenger seat, her face a whiter shade of pale. 


‘I tell you, it’s when you get to my age you need to start worrying,’ continued Maggie, sounding not the least bit worried. 


Grace had to smile. ‘I don’t see you worrying.’ 


‘I know.You’re right,’ she nodded gaily, shifting gears. ‘I need to hurry up and start.’ Laughing loudly, she turned her attention back to the cassette, which had moved on to hotels. 


‘There is no toilet paper in the bathroom ... No hay papel higienco en el cuarto de baño . . .’ 


‘Oh for Godsakes,’ gasped Maggie stubbing out her cigarette in the overflowing ashtray. Reaching out a manicured fingernail she pressed the eject button. ‘Stick your bleedin’ bog roll up your arse.’ 










Chapter Four 


Time can be a real pain. One minute it’s dragging its heels, not wanting to go anywhere very fast at all, and then the next moment, wham – it’s hurtling into the future at such a speed it feels as if it’s all over before it even began. 


Kissing Kylie one last time, Jimi could feel it starting already. Someone had jammed their size nine on time’s accelerator and all at once she was gathering up her bags, telling him she was fine, to stop fussing, that yes she’d drink lots of water and do her leg exercises on the plane, that no she wouldn’t talk to any strange men, that of course she’d email him the minute she arrived in Toronto. 


And before he knew it his hands weren’t holding on to her skinny, naked midriff, they were jammed deep into his pockets and he was watching her walking away, dragging behind her the biggest trolley Samsonite had ever constructed. Watching her waving and sniffling, and smiling that gorgeous, dimply smile of hers. Then suddenly she was gone, vanished behind those automatic sliding doors like some kind of David Blaine illusion, and he was standing by himself on the pavement. Alone. 


And with a lump in his throat. 


Jimi was horrified. Kissing in public was one thing, but lumps in throats? What had got into him? He’d be crying next, he thought, swallowing hastily. 


Turning, he began slowly walking back to his car. Jimi never hurried. Not even when he could see the traffic warden taking down the details of his number plate. If anything, that made him slow down to a saunter. Traffic wardens were his enemy number one. After hundreds of parking tickets and thousands of pounds’ worth of fines he’d rather have his car towed than rush over and beg the warden to tear up the ticket. He wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 


He was right by his car when the breast pocket of his jacket began vibrating. It was his mobile. Deftly attaching his earpiece, he answered the call. 


‘Hey dude, have you bin messin’ about with my woman?’ A terrible attempt at a Canadian accent blasted down the earpiece. 


Jimi had to smile. Despite his unmistakable Etonian vowels, his oldest friend Clive could never resist pretending to be someone else on the telephone. It would be pitiful for a fifteen­year-old, but Clive was thirty and a casualty doctor at St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington. 


‘Hi Clive.’ 


There was an exasperated gasp. ‘How did you know it was me?’ 


‘A wild guess?’ In ten years, Jimi had never known him to actually fool anyone with one of his impersonations. 


‘So I take it you’re ready for this evening?’ 


‘Well that depends on what you’ve got in mind.’ Glancing at the clock, he turned the key in the ignition, flicked on his wipers and watched as the ticket began sliding backward and forward across his windscreen.There was something so gratifying about seeing how long the ticket could cling on before it fell fluttering into the drain. Especially when combined with the expression on the traffic warden’s face. Jimi grinned, glancing across at the clock again. So far his best time was fifty-four seconds. 


Oblivious to this great sporting moment, Clive continued. ‘It’s all sorted.The boys are meeting at mine, we’re going to pick you up in the cab on the way, ETA eight-thirty . . .’ 


The ticket, which had tangled its plastic wrapping around the wiper in a vain attempt to hang on for dear life, was suddenly flung sideways, skidding and catapulting across the bonnet like a stunt double. Forty seconds on the nose. A new record. Jimi grinned widely. Unlike the traffic warden, who was now advancing, scowling. Indicating right, he pulled out. 


‘. . . and then we’re going to hit the town for some serious drinking and who knows what else . . .’ Clive was interrupted by the sound of him being paged by the Tannoy: ‘Dr Eddington to A&E immediately. Dr Eddington to A&E immediately.’ He cut short the call. ‘I have to go, duty calls and all that.’ 


‘Aren’t you at least going to tell me where we’re going?’ asked Jimi, suddenly curious. 


‘That’s the whole point, old son.You don’t get to know where you’re going. It’s your stag night.’There was a snort of laughter and the line abruptly went dead. 


My . . . stag . . . night. Silently mouthing the words, Jimi glanced at himself in the rearview mirror, trying to give himself a reality check. It sounded so alien, so weird, so not him. He still couldn’t believe it was actually happening to him, and not somebody else. That in a matter of days he would be flying to Canada to say his marriage vows. That after all those years of being single he was giving it all up to become a faithful, devoted husband. 


The concept drank up his attention and before he knew it Hammersmith roundabout was looming ahead. Seeing the traffic lights turn to green he put his foot down, then braked sharply. 


What the hell ... ? 


From out of nowhere a car shot in front of him like a bullet, smashing into his wing mirror as it careered past. He gasped angrily. Would you believe it? Would you bloody believe it? Accelerating, he pulled alongside and turned to glower at the driver, eager for a showdown. Which is when he saw that it wasn’t a sportscar being driven by some city boy, but a Fiat Panda. A spearmint-green frigging-Panda and it was being driven by some mad old coot in a turban. 


Jimi gawped in astonishment. Women drivers. Shouldn’t be allowed on the roads, he fumed, sounding his horn as he raced ahead. He was in a hurry. He had a stag night to get ready for. And with the Panda fading fast into a spearmint blob in his rearview mirror, Jimi suddenly found his face splitting into a delighted grin. 


My stag night. 


Finally it had sunk in. 










Chapter Five 


A few miles away, in the scarlet satin and black PVC depths of Adult Lingerie, Rhian was absent-mindedly chewing the iridescent varnish on her thumbnail as she studied the selection of sex toys. She was spoiled for choice. There was the pair of shiny silver handcuffs with bubblegum-pink fur trim, diamanté studded cat-o’-nine-tails whip, leopardskin eye masks with matching his’n’hers G-strings, tubes of chocolate body paint . . . Her eyes lingered over those, though more from hunger than lust, she thought, her stomach making loud, approving gurgling noises. 


And then of course there were the vibrators. Talk about a selection: there was an entire shelf unit dedicated to them. Rhian was mesmerised. It was a bit like the tinned tomato section in her local Tesco’s, she thought, peering closer, and then hastily drawing back as she realised there was slightly more variety here than merely chopped or plum. Feeling her neck flushing, she hurriedly glanced away. She’d got sidetracked. She wasn’t here to purchase a dildo – heavens, no. At the very thought the flush on her neck began spreading like a bush fire up across her cheeks. She was here for the underwear. She was here, thought Rhian, feeling a fizz of nervous excitement, because she had a date. 


Rhian was thoroughly enjoying the novelty of shopping for naughty underwear, of imagining fastening and trussing herself into garters and stockings, satin knickers and a velvet balconette bra. The excited anticipation that a man might glimpse a lacy bra strap beneath her dress, or perhaps run his hand up her thigh and feel the knobbly fastener of her suspender instead of the thick elastic waistband of her greying tummy control knickers, was secretly thrilling. After months of feeling rejected, of her confidence being at rock bottom, she wanted something to give her a boost, to make her fabulous, provocative, sexy, fun. And not how she usually felt: a dumpy single mum. 


‘Excuse me, but I’m afraid children aren’t allowed.’ 


Rhian broke off from fingering a purple lacy thong and wondering if it came in a size sixteen, and turned around. Behind her, she saw the assistant peering at her disap­provingly across the counter of scented lubricating oils. ‘Excuse me?’ 


‘Only over-eighteens. And babies,’ the assistant added pointedly, puckering up her face so that her thickly caked foundation cracked like the glaze on an old terracotta pot. 


They both looked at her three-year-old son Jack who was spinning around on the carpet: wrapped up in a hooker red feather boa he was humming some tune or other to himself. Lady Marmalade eat your heart out. 


‘But he is a baby,’ protested Rhian. He’s my baby, she added silently, and adoringly. 


Only the assistant wasn’t having any of it. Whereas Rhian might be looking at a three-year-old on the floor and seeing a cute little angel, all the assistant could see was an annoying little brat. And her dismissal, if the manager popped back early from lunch at Bella Pasta. 


‘He’s not in a pushchair,’ argued the assistant tartly, pursing lips that were coated in more layers of gloss than an old radiator. ‘Babies in pushchairs are allowed. But no children.’ 


‘Jack, do you want to sit in your pushchair?’ cooed Rhian brightly, patting the tartan seat of the buggy as if he was a puppy. 


Jack threw her a murderous look. He was having far too much fun with the feather boa to be coerced into the confines of a tatty, second-hand pushchair. 


‘For Mummy?’ 


The desperation in Rhian’s voice was tangible. All at once she felt her hopes for this evening in danger of being snatched away like a handbag on Oxford Street. She’d had it all planned. She was going to set out with Jack to nursery, and on the way pop into the supermarket and pick up some fish fingers for his tea later, scoot into the pharmacy for toothpaste, leg-waxing strips, condoms – well, you never know – which left just enough time for her to dash across the road and splash out on some ridiculously risqué underwear in Adult Lingerie. 


Rhian had never been in Adult Lingerie before. Her underwear came in packs of three from M&S, chucked hurriedly in her wire basket along with bags of broccoli florets and their 3-for­2 fishcakes. She’d often walked past the shop on the way to the supermarket, glanced with curious interest at the window displays of flimsy bits of lace and tightly laced satin corsets, allowed her mind to wander as she’d trotted off to do some boring errand or other, imagining what it would be like to wear that kind of stuff. It looked so uncomfy, so impractical, so tarty. 


So much fun. 


And fun wasn’t something Rhian had been having a lot of lately. 


It was eighteen months since Phil had walked out and, after going through a heartbreak diet of shock, tears, grief and despair, she’d given up hope that he was going to come charging back on his white horse, begging her to forgive him, telling her he’d made a huge mistake, that he’d panicked at fatherhood, that he still loved her. She had to face facts. He had a new girlfriend, a new life in the States and a new future, and although she might be the mother of his child, however hard it was for her to face it, she was also his past. 


Rhian had never intended it to end up this way. It was nine years since she’d moved to London from Cardiff to pursue her dream of becoming a make-up artist. She’d been quickly successful. In a world of combats and trainers, head-to-toe-black and fake tan, twenty-six-year-old Rhian had stood out from the crowd in a look that was more Grace Kelly than anything else. Paleskinned to the point of alabaster, her teenage years had been spent trawling second-hand shops and market stalls for vintage clothes long before they were fashionable, and she had a wardrobe consisting of Jackie O suits in peacock green satin, antique gold Chinese dresses embroidered with dragons, and fluffy mohair cardigans decorated with sequins and mother-of­pearl buttons. Never one to do casual, she teamed them with strings of pearls, real fur stoles, crocodile-skin clutch bags, not forgetting her trademark red lipstick and sweeping black eyeliner. 


And heels. 


From being a child dressing up in her mother’s clothes, Rhian had discovered early on in life that heels changed everything about herself, from the way she looked, to the way she walked, to the way she felt, and from then on her tiny, size three feet were never seen in anything with less than a two-inch stiletto, kitten or mule. Even barefoot she walked on tiptoe, due to habit and shortened calf muscles from never having walked on the flat. 


But there was nothing flat about Rhian. She was curvy through and through. With hourglass curves, a glossy raven bob, and the kind of deep-throated laughter that put Kathleen Turner to shame, she exuded old-fashioned sexiness combined with a wide-eyed innocence that was fascinating to women and men alike. Not that she had the slightest clue, of course. Where men were concerned she hadn’t had much experience. Unfashionably traditional, Rhian liked men to be men, and women to be women, and in twenty-first century London, the roles were all a bit too blurred for her. 


Phil, on the other hand, had seemed like the perfect gentleman. She’d met him on a photo shoot. He was the photographer, she was the make-up artist and it was the oldest cliché in the book. She’d fallen for him immediately. He was achingly handsome and incredibly charming and when she’d fallen pregnant she’d thought life couldn’t get any better. She was right. It didn’t. 


Eighteen months after Jack was born Phil came home from a fashion shoot in the Bahamas, confessed he’d fallen for someone else, and moved out the very next day. 


Overnight she’d become a single mother. At first she believed the hype – this was the twenty-first century, she could have it all, she could be a high-flying make-up artist and a devoted mother. But after cancelling yet another job because her babysitter blobbed, spending all night with a colicky baby and all the next day with a stroppy celebrity, she decided that women quite simply couldn’t have it all, and to be quite frank, she didn’t want it all either – it was too bloody exhausting. And so she’d given up her career, her salary, her pension plan and private health insurance, and become a single mum on benefits – an even bigger cliché and one with stigma attached. 


Those first few months had been tough, days spent numbly going through the motions, nights spent lying awake staring into the darkness, but slowly, gradually, amazingly, new life began creeping in around the edges. She moved into a housing association flat in Paddington, enrolled Jack in nursery school, found herself a great babysitter. And tonight she even had a date. 


Hence the mission for new underwear, thought Rhian, leaving the shop. Knickerbox was much more her anyway, she decided, trotting along the busy pavement, oblivious to the blazing red feather boa grasped in Jack’s dimpled knuckles that was trailing jauntily behind her. 


In fact she was so caught up in her lingerie hunt that it wasn’t until she was halfway down the high street that Rhian remembered. Oh my goodness, she hadn’t wished Grace happy birthday. Unclasping the crocodile-skin handbag, she manoeuvred her ancient mobile phone that was the size of a small black brick out of the faded folds of the lining. Usually she texted – it was a lot cheaper – but today I’ll make an exception, she thought, beginning to dial. 


* * * 


‘Aha, the usual suspects.’ 


On the second floor of a grand, Victorian red-brick building in Kensington, at the far end of the deceptively large, open-plan office, Grace and Maggie had arrived late and, in desperate need of a coffee, were trying to slip unnoticed into the tiny kitchen. 


They didn’t stand a chance. Barely through the door they were pounced upon by Janine, senior designer and senior pain-in-the-arse. Grace’s heart sank. ‘Someone’s taken my Purple Ronnie mug,’ she glared accusingly at Maggie. 


‘Really,’ breezed Maggie, stepping out onto the fire-escape that led off from the kitchen. Lighting up a cigarette she took about the biggest drag a pair of human lungs could ingest, then directed a cloud of carbon monoxide fumes back inside and all over Janine’s sleeveless viscose tunic. 


She coughed dramatically and began waving her fleshy arms around as if doing the butterfly stroke, her bingo wings jiggling. ‘For Christsakes, Margaret,’ she barked. “There is a smoking area, could you please make use of it.’ 


The smoking area was actually an unofficial corner of the cramped courtyard between the office, and the one next door. It consisted of three tired potted palms that somehow had managed to survive, despite a complete lack of sunlight, and the constant cigarette smoke from the smokers that huddled there, like outcasts from society. 


‘Sorry, doll,’ cooed Maggie, her voice dripping with barely concealed sarcasm. ‘I’ll just get some caffeine into these veins and then I’ll be out of your hair.’ 


Janine huffed – she did that a lot – and ran her thick, solid fingers through her own heavy streaks. These were not natural, golden, Jennifer Aniston-esque highlights, these were showercap streaks that came in one unnatural shade – ash-grey – and were favoured solely by women who incorporated not just one hairdressing horror, but two: short-back-and-sides with a curly perm on top. 


‘And not only has someone stolen my mug, but they’ve replaced it with this.’With the tenacity of a terrier, Janine waved a freebie Esso mug at the few other office members who were hungrily making toast and trading telly gossip. 


‘Anyone for a Jaffa cake?’ interrupted Maggie, putting out her cigarette and reaching for a packet in her handbag. Waggling them, she stepped back inside. 


Janine glowered. Biscuits always caused the ranks to dissent. Flinging a teabag into the hateful Esso mug, she began stomping around the tiny kitchen area, slamming the fridge door, rattling the cutlery drawer, furiously clanking the teaspoon as she stirred in her two-level-and-one-half teaspoons of sugar. 


Grace watched her. That was one of the ten commandments she’d learned about office life.Thou Shalt Not Use Someone Else’s Mug. She wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t witnessed it at first hand, but normally sane, sensible men and women turned into crazed maniacs when it came to mugs.They hung on to them like grim death. Some would even fight over them to the death, she mused, watching as Janine threw her a thunderous expression. 


‘Mmm, Jaffa cakes,’ enthused Stuart, comic-strip genius and general peacemaker. Studying a notice pinned to the staff noticeboard, he stretched out his hand, located a biscuit and began nibbling off the chocolate around the edge of the orange jelly. ‘Great.’ 


Janine scowled and sipped from her Esso mug. She wanted to throttle Stuart. 


‘Have you seen this?’ Stuart started on the sponge bottom. 


‘What?’ asked Grace, wandering across and peering over his collar. Stuart was twenty-nine, devilishly handsome and, unfortunately for her, gay. 


‘This.’ He jabbed his finger at the overflowing cork board on which was pinned a piece of A4 with a photo of Sydney Opera House and the headline ‘Big Fish has swum all the way to Australia.’ 


‘Going down under are you, luvvie?’ Across the tiny kitchen Maggie winked at him as she spooned out Nescafé into two mugs. 


‘I wouldn’t say no,’ he winked back. ‘What about you, Mags? Fancy a bit of Manly?’ 


Grace smiled at Maggie’s expression. ‘Oohh, I like the sound of that,’ she laughed, pouring two glugs of semi-skimmed. ‘What the hell’s that when it’s at home?’ 


‘It’s a beach,’ snapped Janine churlishly. ‘But you’re not eligible, Margaret. The agency is opening a new office in Sydney and they’re looking for designers, not secretaries. You need a professional qualification,’ she added smugly. Giving her a crocodile smile, she tittered loudly. ‘And I’m afraid shorthand doesn’t count.’ 


Maggie refused to rise. ‘I don’t think my Sonny would be too keen. He’s not the surfing type, more a sangria kind of man,’ she smiled, walking over with two steaming mugs and passing one to Grace. 


‘What jobs are being advertised?’ asked Grace, looking at Stuart and sipping her coffee. To be honest, she never read any of the stuff that was pinned up on the noticeboard as it usually consisted of the odd ad for a second-hand car, out-of­date flyers, or one of Janine’s furious marker-penned reminders about not leaving teabags in the sink.Which only made Maggie start building an Earl Grey dam in the plughole. 


‘Oh, the usual – illustrators, web design, graphics . . .’ 


‘Mmm, just think of all those Aussie fellas,’ grinned Maggie, winking at Grace. 


‘Christ, just imagine,’ groaned Stuart wistfully, scanning the kitchen. ‘It’s like a witches’ coven in here.’ 


‘Aren’t you supposed to be finishing designing that book cover, Stuart?’ barked Janine as she marched authoritatively back out into the office. 


‘Thanks for reminding me, Janine,’ he smiled sarcastically, and giving Maggie and Grace a rueful smile, headed back to his desk. 


‘What about you, Grace?’ Raising her eyebrows, Maggie gestured to the notice. 


‘Me?’ replied Grace with genuine surprise. The thought had never even entered her head. ‘It’d be pretty amazing, I mean living in Sydney, wow . . .’ For a moment she felt a flicker of the old yearning. She’d always planned to travel around the world, but then she’d moved to London, met Spencer and somehow her life had taken a different path. A much better path, she added to herself as an afterthought. ‘No, it’s not for me.’ She shook her head decisively. 


‘Why not?’ 


‘I’m happy with my life the way it is, thanks,’ she smiled. ‘Anyway, all that sun’s bad for your skin. I don’t want to end up like a wrinkly old prune now, do I?’ she joked. 


‘Like me, you mean,’ quipped Maggie, waving an unlit cigarette around like an air freshener and grabbing her coffee. ‘If you need me I’m just popping outside for my nicotine,’ she smiled, wafting out with her coffee which, Grace sud­denly noticed, just happened to be in Janine’s Purple Ronnie mug. 


Smiling, she sipped her coffee and her eye drifted back to the photograph. Sydney, Australia. The other side of the world. A whole, new, completely different life, full of beaches and sunshine and . . . for a brief moment she found her mind vaguely toying with the idea, before quickly abandoning it. She was being ridiculous. Spencer could never move to the other side of the world, and she could never go without him, could she? 


The shrill ring of a phone pierced her thoughts. 


‘Will somebody get that?’ snapped Janine’s voice irritably. 


‘It’s Grace’s, she’s in the kitchen,’ piped up Stuart timorously. 


‘No I’m not,’ answered Grace, rushing across to her desk and diving for her phone. ‘Hello, Grace Fairley speaking.’ 


‘Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday . . .’ It was Rhian. Best friend and frustrated lounge singer. 


‘Happy birthday dear Graaa-ceeee—’ there was a tremulous warbling as her voice shifted octaves and began building towards its final crescendo – ‘Happ-peee, birth-daaaayy, tooooo,’ followed by a final gasping of air. 


Wait for it. Grace held the handset away from her ear in readiness. Any minute now . . . 


‘Yoooooooo.’ There followed the kind of high-pitched tremulous wail that went on forever, rather like Mariah Carey. Until finally . . . Silence. 


‘Aww, thanks Rhian, that was great.’ 


‘Oh it was nothing,’ she panted heavily, sounding delighted. ‘So, how does it feel to join the thirtysomething gang?’ 


‘Liberating.’ 


‘Really?’ Rhian was impressed by Grace’s nonchalance.When she’d turned thirty-one she’d spent the whole week in sunglasses and a headscarf, convinced she’d suddenly wrinkled like a fruit on a time-release film. 


‘Actually I’m lying,’ confessed Grace, sinking into her chair. ‘It’s a complete headfuck.’ 


There was a sharp intake of breath at the end of the line. Grace smiled, picturing Rhian’s shocked expression. With Rhian, she always felt like the naughty little sister, foolish where Rhian was sensible, impulsive where she was cautious, clumsy where she was careful. 


‘Thirties are the new twenties,’ consoled Rhian brightly. 


‘What magazine did you read that in?’ 


‘Cosmopolitan. So it must be true.’ 


This, it has to be noted, was said without a hint of irony. 


Grace couldn’t help smiling. Whereas some people found answers to life in religion, or yoga, or even alcohol, Rhian’s philosophy was garnered from an eclectic mix of superstition, spiritualism, astrology – and a stack of glossy magazines. Her handbag was always filled with crystals, Mexican worry dolls and a bottle of Australian Bush Essence; her bookcase was stuffed with self-help manuals, astrological guides and back issues of Marie Claire, and as for her CD collection – Rhian had to be the only person who still listened to Enya. With a straight face. 


‘By the way, about tonight . . .’ 


‘You are still coming, aren’t you?’ urged Grace. 


‘Try stopping me,’ smiled Rhian. ‘The babysitter’s booked, the dress is ironed, I’ve even shaved my legs . . .’ 


‘Sounds like you’ve got a date.’ It was meant as a joke but the silence that followed showed that Grace had unexpectedly hit on the truth. 


‘Oh my God, Rhian, you have, haven’t you?’ 


‘Well you see I was having a drink at the Windsor Castle with my friend Suzie . . .’ Rhian began gabbling guiltily ‘. . . and she was late, so I ended up chatting to the barman. His name’s Noel,’ she admitted, almost apologetically. 


‘You’re a dark horse.’ 


‘It’s nothing serious, just a bit of fun,’ she began nervously. 


Sensing her friend’s grave doubts, Grace hastily switched from teasing to encouraging. ‘Good for you, that’s great.’ 


‘I don’t know about great,’ murmured Rhian doubtfully. Reaching Knickerbox, she paused at the doorway to stare at the window display. Her stomach began fluttering as if she’d just released a cage of butterflies in there. ‘To be honest, it’s all pretty terrifying. That’s why I wanted to bring him along tonight, for a bit of moral support, and so you can see what you think.’ Squashing her nose against the glass, she stared at a pair of cream lace knickers.Was it just her, or were they getting smaller? ‘When it comes to men, I’m not exactly the best judge of character, am I? I thought Phil was my soulmate and look what happened.’ 


Grace slugged back a mouthful of coffee.‘Do soulmates really exist? Or is it just a concept they use in articles about celebrity couples to make us mere mortals feel dissatisfied?’ 


‘What about Spencer?’ protested Rhian. Her belief that everyone had a soulmate was as fundamental as a five-year-old’s belief in Santa Claus. ‘I thought he was your soulmate.’ 


Grace hesitated. She thought about earlier that morning: the snowglobe, those nagging doubts that hadn’t disappeared but were lingering like a dull ache. For a moment she considered telling Rhian how she felt, confiding her fears, asking her advice. And then changed her mind. She brushed it off. ‘He is,’ she said firmly.Too firmly. 
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