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By Nicola Doherty and available from Headline Review:

The Out of Office Girl

If I Could Turn Back Time


To Alex

(my hero)


PROLOGUE

Oops. I did it again.

It was meant to be a quiet Christmas drink – single, not plural – with Rachel. And instead … I cover my eyes and roll over, trying to make sense of what happened. Did that bouncer actually come with us to the other nightclub, or am I imagining that? And did we really get a rickshaw? I have a blurry memory of Kira singing ‘Jingle Bells’ and the driver pretending to be a reindeer. But worst of all, I was going on about David. I promised myself after last time: no more getting drunk and talking about David.

Weirdly, though, I feel sort of OK. I cautiously test for my hangover but I’m whole and hearty. I don’t even have a headache. For once it seems I actually remembered to drink that pint of water before I went to sleep last night.

God, it’s like the Sahara in here, though. I must have left the heating on. I can already picture the texts I’ll get from Deborah today: ‘Zoë, please can you not leave the heating on all night as it’s very expensive.’ ‘PS is that cup on the sideboard yours? If so, I advise you to wash it.’

Yawning, I stumble out of bed to turn off the radiator. That’s strange: it’s not on. I decide to open the window: a blast of cold, icy air will revive me. I draw back the curtains – and instead of a snow-covered front garden, icing-sugar hedge and slushy path, before me is a blinding blue sky, a sunlit street and green trees.

I shake my head and rub my eyes. Is it possible that all the snow could have melted in the night? But what about the trees and the sun? A girl is walking by wearing – I peer closer to the window to look – a short, red summer dress. With bare legs. I gasp aloud and grab the curtain to steady myself.

Then I realise that’s not the only thing that’s wrong.

I’m not in my own bedroom.

Instead, I’m in another one – that I never, ever thought I’d see again. I take in the familiar scene: a large double wardrobe with a built-in bureau, bare except for a comb, a bottle of sunscreen and a pair of sunglasses. A double bed under dark blue sheets with white piping. A Babolat tennis racket and a tall stack of back issues of the British Medical Journal. I’m in David’s bedroom! Heart pounding, I sit down on the bed and clutch the sheets in my hand. They’re real; I’m not dreaming. Was I so drunk last night that I came to David’s apartment? Is it possible that we had some kind of reconciliation, and I’ve blanked it out? Or – sweet baby Jesus – did I just break in?

But what about the weather? It’s meant to be Christmas, and from here it looks an awful lot like midsummer. And where the hell is all my Christmas shopping?

I’ve never been so frightened in all my life. Either I’m having a really bad hangover or else something seriously freaky is going on.


ONE

12 hours earlier

23 December, 7.15 p.m.

‘What about this one?’ he asks me, pointing out yet another ring. This one is emerald cut, not big but flawless, with a platinum band. It’s gorgeous. I smile at him and start to put it on, but he stops me.

‘Allow me,’ he says, in a self-conscious gentlemanly tone, clearing his throat. He picks the ring up and slips it carefully on to my finger. ‘I want to make sure I can do this properly when it comes to the big day,’ he adds in his normal voice, loosening his tie. He looks so nervous.

‘It’s lovely,’ I say, turning my hand so that it catches the light. ‘A real classic. I think this is the one, you know.’

‘Really?’ he asks, looking worried. ‘I don’t know. I think I could see her more with the round one. Would you mind trying it again?’

‘Of course.’ I patiently slip the ring off and put the brilliant cut diamond back on, holding out my hand so that he can see. He stares at it in concentration as if there are secret messages emanating from it that will help him make the right decision. I’ve explained to him that I don’t normally work on this counter and he might prefer to wait for one of our jewellery experts, but he says he’s already done all his research; now he just wants to see the rings in action, as it were. I’m glad I did my nails yesterday. Essie Ballet Slippers is the least these rings deserve.

As I look down at his bald head poised over the ring, I allow myself to drift into a fantasy that it’s David who’s just slipped the ring on my finger. I’ve come home from work to find him waiting on my doorstep in the snow. He’s flown over from New York with the ring in his pocket. Or, no – he’s taken me to New York, to spend Christmas with him there. We’ve spent the afternoon in Tiffany’s trying on rings, before finding the perfect one. Now we’re back in his apartment on the Upper East Side near Mount Sinai hospital, opening a bottle of champagne and calling our families and a couple of friends. I start itemising the friends and their reactions, but then decide not to bother: I want to focus on David. Later we’ll curl up and watch the snow falling outside, with Christmas carols playing softly in the background. ‘This is the best Christmas present I could ever have,’ David says, gazing into my eyes.

‘Me too,’ I say, gazing back.

‘This is tricky,’ my customer is saying. ‘I thought it would be easy when I saw them on but I still can’t picture which one she’ll prefer.’

My eyes flick discreetly to the huge Art Deco clock on the wall behind him. Twenty past seven. We close at nine, and I need to make a few more sales; there’s someone waiting already. I can feel Karen, my boss, watching me from the other end of the counter.

‘Do you have a photo of her?’ I ask. I’m probably not supposed to do this, but it will give me an idea of her style.

He takes out his phone and shows me a picture of a dark-haired girl, laughing into the camera. Black biker jacket, red skull-printed Alexander McQueen scarf.

‘The emerald cut,’ I say. ‘Definitely the emerald cut.’

Five minutes later, he’s happily on his way, ring in hand. I watch him go, thinking of his girlfriend opening the hot-pink velvet box on Christmas morning. Now I feel even worse after letting myself have that daydream about David proposing, because it’s not going to happen. Mainly because we broke up three months and nineteen days ago.

‘Zoë, can you tidy up this counter, please? Quickly.’ Karen is right beside me now, practically breathing down my neck. She’s extra picky today because so many people from head office come to the store to help out at Christmas, and naturally she wants to impress them. Across the way Julia, the head of womenswear buying, is on scarves and gloves, and even Mr Marley, our mysterious MD, is rumoured to be working on the chocolate counter.

‘Are you doing anything nice for Christmas, Karen?’ I ask, as I tidy up and get a new supply of boxes and wrapping tissue ready under the till.

‘Just the usual,’ she says shortly. After a minute she adds, ‘How are you getting on, darling? Oh my goodness, it’s manic, isn’t it?’ I’m surprised by this sudden affection, but then I see she’s not talking to me; it’s Louis the head menswear buyer, who’s passing by our counter. They start chatting about something, and then Karen glances at me, and they lower their voices and start whispering. I used to get paranoid when this happened, that they were talking about me – but now I know they’re just gossiping in general.

As they whisper, I take a second’s breathing space and slip my foot out of my shoe, to do a quick calf stretch on one side and then the other. Even though I wear flats every day now (something I never thought I’d do), I’ve developed a tiny blue line on the back of my calf since working here, and I’m terrified it might develop into a varicose vein.

The shop is full of people, all rushing around doing their last-minute bits, with parcels and bags on every arm. There’s an atmosphere of good-humoured panic; people are smiling and chatting, comparing notes on their purchases. It’s as if we’re all backstage getting ready to put on a big play together. ‘Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas’ is playing and there’s a delicious scent from the miniature tree on the counter, which is decorated with tiny clove oranges.

I love Christmas. Everything about it: seeing my family, curling up and watching old black-and-white films on TV, going to Midnight Mass at the Pro-Cathedral in Dublin, drinking Baileys at four in the afternoon and eating whatever I want. I love the general sense that normal life is suspended and something wonderful could happen at any minute. This Christmas, of course, I won’t be seeing my family. They need me to work on Christmas Eve and St Stephen’s Day – Boxing Day, as it’s called here. My parents are upset (‘What kind of a job doesn’t let you come home for Christmas?’) and I feel guilty. But as I told them, twenty-eight is plenty old enough to have Christmas away from home.

‘Hi, Zoë,’ says a voice beside me. ‘How’s it going?’ It’s Harriet, my fellow womenswear assistant: very young and very sweet and easily the nicest person at work.

‘Hey! Are you on here now? I thought you were on stationery?’

‘No, Karen told me to swap with her. She just left.’

‘One of the buyers is on stationery, isn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ says Harriet, looking puzzled. ‘But what difference does that make?’

‘Well, Karen likes to network.’

‘Aaah,’ says Harriet, comprehension slowly dawning on her round, pretty face. I know Harriet is a bright girl – she’s studying for an English degree at Leeds university – but she doesn’t always pick up on store politics. She’s as well off.

Suddenly I spot, browsing at the opposite counter, one of my nemeses from secondary school: Kerry-Jane Murphy. Oh, God. She must have come over to do her Christmas shopping. She’s wearing a sleeveless puffa jacket over a cashmere polo neck, and sheepskin earmuffs around her neck. Little bags from Jo Malone, Petit Bateau and Liberty’s dangle from her leather-gloved fingers. Her hair is even blonder than usual, she’s coated in Saint Tropez, and I think she might have had Baby Botox. I turn away, desperate for another customer, but for literally the first time today, there’s a lull. I frown at the cash register, pretending to be doing something that requires great concentration, and pray she’ll go by without spotting me.

‘Zoë Kennedy?’

At the sound of her unmistakable South County Dublin voice, I look up and pretend to be thrilled and amazed. ‘Kerry-Jane! Hi!’

‘Oh my God!’ she says, except in her strangulated accent it comes out as ‘Ew moi Gawd!’. ‘Do you … work here?’

‘I do indeed,’ I say brightly. ‘I normally work in womenswear but I’m helping out down here because it’s so busy.’

‘But … what happened? I thought you were working for Accenture.’ She makes it sound as if I’m begging on the street.

‘PWC. I was, but I left in January—’

‘Ohhh.’ She nods. ‘Were you …’ She mimes slitting her throat, which I presume means ‘made redundant’.

‘No, I resigned. I really wanted to work in fashion, so …’

She recoils. ‘And you ended up here? Like, on the shop floor?’

I have a picture of myself splayed on the polished marble floor like fashion road-kill. ‘Sure. I’m hoping to move on to—’

‘I mean, it’s a beaudiful store, don’t get me wrong. I always come here the week before Christmas. I just never thought I’d see you doing this, you know? You were always so ambitious.’ She cackles. ‘Hey. You know Sinead Devlin has her own accessories label? People are going mad for her stuff. They’re stocking it in Harvey Nicks and she was in Vogue. She was at the ten-year reunion. Why didn’t you come?’

To avoid people like you? If I had a pound for all the people who’ve told me about Sinead Devlin’s success, I’d be – well, I’d have a lot of pounds. In fact I did try to contact Sinead but I never heard back from her.

‘Oh, I was busy. How are you, anyway? Were you looking for anything in particular?’

‘I’m grand! Not a bother. Still working in PR, doing luxury brands mainly. You probably heard; Ronan put a ring on it.’ She pulls off one of the gloves to show me a gaudy pavé-encrusted rock. ‘The wedding’s next July, near Avignon. That’s in the South of France. Here. Why don’t you come, for the afters? The flights are cheap enough. You might meet someone … or are you seeing anyone at the moment?’ Her beady brown eyes light up with eager anticipation; she knows I’m going to say no.

‘Um, no. I was seeing someone but it didn’t work out.’ Why am I telling her this?

‘Aaaaah,’ she says with false sympathy. ‘I’d say it’s hard enough to meet guys while you’re working here, is it? Listen, I’d love to chat more but I’d better head off. I’ve still gotta hit L’Occitane and get something for Ronan’s mom. But mind yourself, will you? Hope it all works out for you.’ With that, she reaches over to pat – actually pat – me on the head, and swishes off in a cloud of Chanel. I’m still reeling from this, when she pops back a second later for a parting shot.

‘Sorry, Zoë, which way is the Hermes concession? Ronan needs another tie.’

Smiling sweetly, I wave a hand and point her in the wrong direction.

What a wagon! The whole point of moving to London was to get away from people like her and have my career change in peace, and then move back home two years later in a blaze of glory, as a head buyer for a top department store or with my own boutique. Now she’s going to be telling the world and his wife about how Zoë Kennedy is working on the till at Marley’s. Well, so what? I was lucky to get this job, and there are loads of prospects for promotion here, even if they haven’t quite worked out yet. How is she able to still hop over on shopping trips, anyway? I thought everyone was broke back home. Hermes ties, how are you. She’s probably just pricing key rings.

I haven’t seen Kerry-Jane for about five years and I’ve just realised she now reminds me of someone. Someone I really, really dislike … who is it? Oh. Of course: Jenny. That’s one of my biggest regrets. I should never have been so jealous of David’s female best friend.

‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’

With a guilty start, I see the lady standing in front of me waiting to be served; she’s so tiny I almost overlooked her. She’s maybe in her eighties, with a slightly faded brown raincoat, blue-rinsed hair and huge square glasses, and she’s carrying a cane.

‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting. How can I help?’

‘Ooh, thank you. I would like some cufflinks for my godson,’ she says in a quavering voice. It takes her quite a long time to finish her sentence and I wonder if she might have had a stroke at some point.

‘Of course. What sort of thing have you in mind?’

It takes a little while to find out her budget, and choose the right thing, but eventually we settle on a lovely pair of square silver cufflinks, which I gift-wrap for her. She pays in cash, taking the notes carefully out of a worn little purse embroidered with flowers. It’s so teeny-tiny it kind of breaks my heart. Her knotted hands shake a little as she puts the package in her plastic-laminated shopper. My hands twitch to help her, but I manage to stop myself – she might not like it. When she’s finished, she looks up and gives me an unexpectedly sweet smile.

‘Thank you, dear,’ she says. ‘Merry Christmas.’

‘Happy Christmas to you, too,’ I say, feeling a happy-customer-warm-glow that makes me forget all about Kerry-Jane. I don’t care what people say about shopping not making you happy; I know that the right purchase does make people happy. As I tidy the other cufflinks away, I notice the little embroidered purse, abandoned on the counter.

‘Oh no!’

‘What is it?’ asks Harriet.

‘My customer left her purse. I’m going to run after her, OK?’

‘OK,’ says Harriet, trustingly. She’s obviously forgotten we’re not supposed to leave the counter, let alone the store, unless the building’s on fire or something – and even then we’d probably need Karen’s permission. But I’ll be quick.

‘I’ll be back in ten minutes.’ I grab the purse and rush out, past make-up and accessories, past bags and scarves, past the lobby with its uniformed doorman and the big flower display, and look left and right.

I can’t see her. It’s dark, of course, and Regent Street is thronged with people pouring in and out of shops, looking in all the lighted windows or just ambling along gawping up at the Christmas lights that are strung all down the street like illuminated necklaces. There’s snow on the ground, and I’m wearing a thin angora sweater with short sleeves (black, as per Marley rules, but with a keyhole detail at the back, from Whistles). It is perishing. But I’m not giving up; she can’t have gone far. I’m guessing she’s headed towards the Piccadilly line rather than Oxford Circus. I push past someone in a Santa suit, to get a better look, and I see her little figure making its way painfully slowly along the pavement. I sprint after her, dodging the crowds.

‘Excuse me,’ I pant to people, finally catching up with her. ‘Excuse me?’ She can’t hear me, so I have to dodge in front of her. ‘Hello! You left your purse …’

‘Oh, my goodness. How silly of me. Thank you very, very much. I would have been lost without this.’ She takes the purse and carefully drops it into her shopper, while I frantically rub my arms to keep them from seizing up. We’re standing in the middle of a crowd of shoppers, right by a roast chestnut stall. The smell makes my mouth water; I barely had time to grab half a sandwich at lunchtime.

‘I’m not surprised to have such good service from Marley’s. It’s a very special place,’ she says. ‘The windows particularly. People used to say …’

No. Really? Is she really going to stand here reminiscing? Does she not feel the cold? After the heat of running, I feel like I’m being attacked with icy knives. A charity mugger looks as if he’s about to approach us but then changes his mind.

‘… and if you stand in front of the windows in the week before Christmas, and make a wish, you’ll get your heart’s desire.’

‘Isn’t that lovely,’ I say, not really taking it in. The crowd surges towards us, and a woman with tons of bags pushes past, almost knocking my new friend off balance. I reach out to steady her.

‘All these crowds are quite frightening,’ she says, looking shaken.

‘Would you like me to get you a taxi?’

‘Oh, I couldn’t put you to the trouble.’

‘It’s no trouble.’ By the time I manage to hail a black cab, my teeth are actually starting to chatter. I help her inside, and repeat her directions to the driver.

‘Happy Christmas!’ I wave at her through the window.

‘Happy Christmas. And don’t forget to make a wish,’ she says, lifting a shaky finger.

I hurry back to Marley’s, hoping I haven’t been gone too long. One of the perfume girls, not seeing my name badge, darts forward and sprays me with something floral before I can stop her.

As I approach my counter, I run straight into Karen.

‘So you decided to get some fresh air, Zoë? Give yourself a little break?’ She’s wearing a fixed smile so that any passing customer will think we’re having a nice chat, but I know better.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You know you’re not supposed to leave the counter ever. Under any circumstances. And did you forget that you’re wearing several thousand pounds’ worth of store property?’ My hand goes to the diamond-and-emerald pendant hanging from my neck. I had forgotten, in fact.

‘I would have thought,’ says Karen, ‘that someone who used to have a very fancy job as a management consultant could be a bit more professional and not decide to wander off …’ I nod, trying to look suitably apologetic, and just stand there and wait for it to be over. I wish she wouldn’t do this in the middle of the shop floor; despite her manic grin I think it must look really odd to customers.

When Karen finally lets me go back to the counter, poor Harriet looks apologetic.

‘I’m so sorry, Zoë,’ she says. ‘I tried to cover for you but it didn’t work. Was she super angry?’

I shrug. ‘Yeah, she gave me the hairdryer. But don’t worry, it wasn’t your fault.’

‘What hairdryer?’ Harriet looks puzzled.

‘It’s just an expression; it means she gave out to me.’

‘Gave out what?’

As I try and explain that ‘giving out’ means ‘scolding’, I think: Karen was right. I was really impulsive and stupid. Just like I was with David … but before I can start obsessing again, I throw myself back into work, determined to make my target by the time we close.

As I leave the building, I pause for a minute to look at the windows. Although I pass them every day they still hold a real magic for me. Each one is a fabulous cornucopia, piled high with beautiful, mismatched things: shoes and glasses and plates and watches, gloves and scarves, gold baubles and silver bells. On the Regent Street side of the building are the Fairy Tale windows. My favourite is the Snow White window, with the witch in full-length black Armani and the huntsman in a Prince of Wales check suit. On the shorter side, the one that leads into Soho, we have the Four Seasons.

My favourite window is Summer. It shows a man and a woman: he’s wearing a white polo shirt and faded jeans (both Ralph Lauren) and carrying a picnic basket piled with treats from our food hall, and she’s wearing a long white dress from Theyskens’ Theory and a huge, shady dark blue hat. They’re standing on a green lawn with a gorgeous painted backdrop: green trees, a deep green lake and a perfect blue sky with just a few clouds overhead. They’re both beautiful; it’s the perfect summer’s day; the park looks like heaven.

I’m fully aware that it’s crazy, but the male mannequin reminds me of David. He has the same confident stance, and he’s looking down at the female one the way he used to look at me. I feel my eyes welling up, and blink them quickly to stop myself crying.

I wonder what David’s doing right now. It’s 4 p.m. in New York – he’s probably at the hospital, operating or doing ward rounds or clinics. Manhattan must be so Christmassy. I can picture him walking down Fifth Avenue with his arm full of packages, or outside Macy’s, handing a dollar to the Salvation Army Santa … then turning back to the willowy model/nurse beside him and sharing a Christmas kiss.

To distract myself, I think of my parents taking me to see the windows of Brown Thomas in Grafton Street, when I was six or seven. I was utterly enchanted by it all: the toys and the decorations and especially the moving figures.

‘Does Santa make all that stuff?’ I asked my dad.

He explained to me that while Santa’s elves made some of it, a lot of these presents were made by ordinary Irish people.

‘Like your dad’s dolls’ houses, and the playground stuff his company makes,’ said my mum.

‘But if you ask Santa you can have anything in this window you want,’ said Dad, ignoring Mum who no doubt gave out to him later, for putting such an idea in my head.

This reminds me of what the old lady said, about making a wish and getting your heart’s desire. Obviously it’s nonsense, but on an impulse I close my eyes briefly, and murmur under my breath, ‘I wish I could have David back.’

I open my eyes again and roll them at my reflection in the window. What a nutter. I start walking briskly down Beak Street, feeling very glad that no one saw me.


TWO

I’m meeting Rachel just off Old Compton Street, in a strange little bar we stumbled on a few weeks ago. White fairy lights dangle from the ceiling, all the lamps and the fireplaces are decorated with tinsel, and Nat King Cole is singing ‘Chestnuts Roasting on an Open Fire’. Even the waiters wear Santa uniforms and antlers; it’s like a Santa grotto gone mad, or the bedsit of a particularly keen Christmas elf.

The place is packed with Christmas shoppers and office workers, but I eventually find Rachel standing in a corner. A group of guys nearby are checking out her long legs and slim figure in her polo neck and black pencil skirt, but she doesn’t see them; her smooth, dark head is bent over her BlackBerry, thumbs ablur. Seeing two women leaving, I throw myself into their seats, and wave frantically at Rachel until she comes over.

‘Good woman yourself,’ she says, giving me a hug and sitting down. ‘Trust you to find a seat when it’s needed.’

‘It’s great to get the weight off the legs,’ I say with a sigh, stretching out and shrugging myself out of my damp suede coat.

‘You sound like my mammy,’ says Rachel, grinning.

‘I know. Ooh, nice top.’

‘Thanks. I bought it in Gap on my way into work this morning. I haven’t had a chance to do any laundry for about two weeks, thanks to my lovely employers.’

She rolls her eyes to heaven. I smile, thinking that Rachel doesn’t fool me: she might complain about selling her soul to a corporate law firm, but I know she loves her job. I reach over to feel her sleeve. ‘May I? Mm, nice. Merino and cashmere mix?’ I feel a little buzz of satisfaction as Rachel nods, and think: I am learning from my job. I wouldn’t have known that a year ago.

‘So, any news on your case?’ The case doesn’t sound very riveting stuff – it’s a dispute over who owns a lot of oil tankers – but it’s a big deal for Rachel.

‘Well … we just heard today … we won!’

‘Oh my God! Congratulations! Here – let me get you a drink to celebrate!’

‘No need. This is called a White Christmas,’ Rachel says, pouring me a very dangerous but delicious-looking creamy drink from a steel pitcher. ‘God knows what’s in it but it’s good stuff.’

‘Thanks. Cheers! So what does this mean for you?’

‘Well, it mainly means that I have this partner on my side now. I think. Which is good news for making senior associate some day.’ She’s grinning all over, and I’m thrilled for her, and a little envious. Rachel really has made smart decisions with her career – unlike me. She wanted to be a lawyer; she studied law. Whereas I wanted to work in fashion, but studied Business and French because it seemed more secure, and then ended up in a job I hated before finally deciding on a career change at the tender age of twenty-seven. And now I’m twenty-eight, nearly thirty, and I’m still wearing a name badge. Aargh. I sip some more of my cocktail.

‘Are you looking forward to your Christmas with Kira?’

I nod. Rachel knows that I am a spoiled only child so this is new for me, to be away from my parents at Christmas. But I’m lucky I have somewhere to go: I’m spending Christmas with my Australian friend, Kira, and her six flatmates, who share a massive house near Westbourne Grove. Kira’s making a big roast, and we’re going to play Twister and drinking games.

‘Kira’s had flu, so I hope she’s better now.’

‘Flu wouldn’t stop her gallop. She is the most unstoppable person I’ve ever met – bar you,’ says Rachel.

‘I don’t feel all that unstoppable these days.’ I tell Rachel about running into Kerry-Jane at work. ‘She was asking me why I didn’t go to the ten-year reunion.’

‘My ten-year reunion was very weird,’ says Rachel. ‘Everyone was married with three kids. I felt like a freak. One girl has four, can you imagine?’

‘Not even.’ I can barely look after myself, let alone some baby. The song ‘Last Christmas’ comes on. I’ve never really noticed it before, but this year it is on literally all the time, and every time I hear it, I think of David. I try and snap out of it and pay attention to what Rachel’s saying.

‘So did I tell you I’m going to be working on a case in Manchester in the new year? Big insurance fraud case. It’s actually a pretty interesting one because—’ She stops and frowns, looking at me. ‘Why do you look so sad?’

‘Do I? I didn’t realise. It’s just—’

‘What?’

‘David …’

‘Oh, God. What about David? Have you heard from him?’

‘No. It’s just – David trained in Manchester.’ All of a sudden my face is crumpling up and I’m swallowing tears. ‘I’m sorry.’ I feel so pathetic; I promised myself I wouldn’t bring David up tonight, let alone start crying when we’ve barely had two drinks.

‘Zoë, you have to stop torturing yourself over David. It’s done. You have to let it go.’

‘I know. I just can’t help thinking, if I’d only done things differently I could be in New York with David right now.’

‘But … OK. Let’s be a bit practical here for a second. You wouldn’t have been able to work there without a visa. It would have been a big sacrifice for someone you’d known for less than a year. And anyway, didn’t you always say you’re only staying in London for two years, and then you’re moving back to Dublin? Where does New York fit in with all that? What would your parents have said?’

‘I would have worked something out. I would have pounded on the door of every single boutique and store in New York till I got a job, legal or illegal. And David’s fellowship is only for a year, and he’s talked before about moving back to Ireland. It could have been so perfect—’ I choke up again and put my head in my hands.

Rachel pats my shoulder. ‘I know it’s hard. Believe me, I know. But that’s life, you know the way?’ she says gently. ‘These things happen and you just have to accept it.’

I look up. ‘But I don’t believe that. I’ve never believed that. I think life’s what you make it.’

‘I know you do, but there are limits. Sure, look at me and Jay,’ she says. ‘It’s not easy seeing him at work every day. I wish I’d never been involved with him. It was the worst decision I made all year. But it happened and I can’t change it.’

‘Oh. Really?’ Rachel was furious when it turned out that Jay had a secret girlfriend – understandably. I didn’t realise that she’d been that devastated, though. ‘Was it really your worst decision all year?’

She nods. ‘Either that or signing up for that fitness boot camp. I paid for eight sessions and went once.’

I feel bad; I probably wasn’t much use to her when the whole Jay thing imploded in September. Rachel is so sorted and confident in every other way – she even owns her own studio flat, which seems like a miracle to me. And she always attracts real high-flyers: always bankers or lawyers, all really good-looking, with something really glitzy about them: they’ll have a pilot’s licence, or live in Hong Kong half the year, or be half-Russian and half-Swedish, or something. But none of her relationships ever seem to work out. I don’t get it.

‘Have you been in touch with Jay at all?’ I ask curiously.

‘Well … promise you won’t laugh?’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘I sponsored his moustache for Movember.’ She looks at me, and we both start laughing. ‘I know, I know. I was feeling weak.’ She groans, putting her head in her hands.

‘What did he say?’

‘I got an autoreply. “Jay and the Bandit Moustaches are grateful for your donation of £20!” It was a wake-up call.’

‘You know, I’m still Facebook friends with Oliver. He really liked you.’ Oliver is a surgeon, a really lovely guy and a friend of David’s. He and Rachel kissed once on a drunken night out, but it didn’t lead to anything, much to his disappointment.

Rachel makes a face. ‘He was too nice.’

‘What do you mean, too nice? The two of you were always arguing.’ Every time they met, Rachel and Oliver managed to get into some heated debate about something, like politics, or fox-hunting, or whether or not women should change their names when they get married.

Rachel shrugs. ‘He’s just not my type. And he’s so tall … Not to be mean, but it’s kind of freakish how tall he is. And his ears stick out.’

‘But he can’t help that. He’s so lovely, and he was so into you. Would you not just give him a chance?’

‘OK. Let’s make a pact. New year’s resolutions: you will get over David. And if I ever see him again, I will give Oliver a chance. Deal?’

‘Deal. Now let me get you some champagne to celebrate!’

Waving away Rachel’s protests, I go to the bar and order two glasses of champagne. I probably shouldn’t be drinking these on top of the cocktails, but to hell with it: we need to celebrate Cachel’s rase. I mean, Rachel’s case. I am a bit drunk. I take the champagne and carry it back carefully to our table.

‘All right, ladies!’ says a voice behind us. I turn around; it’s Kira, muffled up to her ears in a full-length black puffa coat and white scarf, her short blond hair peeking out from under a pink beanie cap. Her pretty face is pale and peaky; she looks terrible, in fact.

‘Kira!’ I say, giving her a hug. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’m feeling human again, sort of,’ she says, sitting down and emerging from her coat like a caterpillar coming out of a cocoon. ‘Sorry to crash your drinks … I just had to get out of the house.’ She gives a racking cough. ‘It’s the winters,’ she adds plaintively. ‘I still haven’t built up resistance.’

‘You’re a tropical plant,’ says Rachel. ‘Should you be out this evening?’

‘Probably not, but honestly, if I have to see Cash in the Attic one more time, I’m going to puke. I was even starting to find the guy in it hot.’

Kira works as a fitness instructor in my local gym; I take her Zumba and Body Pump classes, and we’ve become friends. She was amazing when David dumped me – dragging me off the sofa and taking me out on fun nights against my will.

‘Hey, where’s your Mini-Me? She not coming out tonight?’ asks Kira.

Rachel starts laughing, while I frown at Kira. ‘Harriet is not my Mini-Me. Don’t be mean.’

‘I’m just kidding! She’s a sweet girl. Does she still copy all your outfits?’

‘No … I asked her not to.’ I still feel bad about that, actually; I had words with Harriet one day, after she’d bought the same green snakeskin pumps as me, and she was crushed.

‘So where’s the party?’ says Kira, rubbing her hands together. ‘What’s the plan?’

They both look at me. Even though I’ve only lived here a year, and they’ve been here much longer, I’ve somehow become the party, bar and club advisor. Which I don’t really mind. Part of me just wants to go home and eat Quality Street in bed, but it’s the last time I’ll see Rachel before she flies home to Kildare for Christmas. I’ll stay out for one.

Four hours later, I fall out of my taxi, drunk as a skunk. Ouch. How did that all happen? We were having a quiet drink, and then we got chatting to those guys … and then Kira started kissing one of them, and then we all went somewhere else. As the taxi chugs away, I look up at the sky, cold and remote and full of stars. It makes me think of that cartoon with mice, where they sang ‘Somewhere Out There’. David is somewhere out there. I stumble up the steps, which are covered in snow, and bang the front door loudly by mistake. That will wake up Deborah, my flatmate, but that’s tough. I crawl into my bed, and fall into a drunken sleep, dreaming that David and I are mice in New York.

And then I wake up in David’s bedroom.


THREE

Looking around, I drink in every familiar detail: the abstract art prints, the tasteful, pale carpet and white walls. David’s prized tennis racket is there. So he must still live here. Is it possible? I have a mad vision of him having pretended to move to New York, while secretly being here, hiding out in Maida Vale, just to get away from me.

I have to see David – if he’s here – and figure out what the hell is going on. My hand is shaking so much it takes me a few goes before I can open the door. I walk upstairs towards the kitchen. There’s nobody there, but there’s a smell of coffee lingering in the air and an empty cup in the sink. He must still be here.

But he can’t be. David doesn’t live here any more.

What if I’ve been drugged, or kidnapped? What if the person who now rents David’s apartment saw a photo of me or something – I skip over the details – and decided to track me down and drug me and bring me back here?

Instinctively, I pick up a big knife from the draining board and clutch it for reassurance. I’m standing at the top of the stairs, rotating around with the knife out, when I hear a noise from behind me. I turn around to find a strange man, with wet brown hair and sleepy brown eyes, who’s just walked out of the bathroom completely stark staring naked.

‘Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!’ I scream. ‘Aaah!’ I brandish the knife at him.

‘Woah! Wait! It’s OK!’ he says. He holds out his hands to placate me, which makes me scream even more. He suddenly seems to realise he’s naked and runs back into the bathroom, then re-emerges with a towel wrapped around his waist. He’s very tall, and slim: his stomach is practically concave above the towel.

‘Don’t come any closer!’ I yell. ‘I’ve already called the police!’ I don’t know where that came from but I’m pleased at my presence of mind. ‘If you come near me, I’ll scream the building down and I’ll chop your balls off!’ I hold up the knife threateningly.

‘Zoë! Stop!’

I stop, open-mouthed.

‘I’m Max! David’s friend. We’ve met before. Don’t you remember?’

I lower the knife and stare at him. Tall, with a mop of thick dark hair, and brown eyes under thick, straight dark brows. I do remember, very vaguely. Some night in a pub. He’s a doctor – no, a scientist. Some friend of David’s from university or something. But obviously he had clothes on that time.

‘Didn’t he tell you I crashed on the sofa last night?’ He ties the towel more securely around his waist, and holds out his hands again. ‘I’m sorry I scared you. I thought you’d already left. Hence the, ah, nakedness.’

‘Where is David?’ I say hoarsely.

Max looks blank. ‘He left for work a while ago.’

This is all too much. ‘He was here? And he left? But why? Is he coming back? What’s going on?’

Max is looking at me very strangely. ‘Zoë,’ he says, ‘don’t worry. Everything is going to be OK. Why don’t you come here and sit on the sofa for a second and take a few deep breaths? Then once you’re feeling more yourself, I’ll make some tea and we can call David. I think I must have given you a shock.’ He reaches out slowly and takes the knife from me, gently but firmly. I let him guide me towards the sofa, and I sit down heavily. My breath is coming and going really quickly and shallowly.

‘Did you have a good time at the theatre?’ he asks.

‘I wasn’t at the theatre! I met up with Rachel and Kira.’ Didn’t I? What the hell is happening?

‘Oh, really?’ Max says. ‘Well, I am pretty sure David is here in London. I thought you and he went to see Hamlet last night, but of course I could be wrong. I had quite a few drinks myself last night, so I’m probably not the most reliable of witnesses.’ He starts telling me all about his night out, which involved three pubs, a ‘rancid nightclub’, and then an after-party with a bottle of champagne in someone’s fridge left over from Christmas 2007.

‘We had some trouble opening it, so we had to smash it, and then we were worried about shards so we sieved it through my friend’s scarf,’ he’s saying.

I’m thinking. I did see Hamlet with David. But it was months ago. In the summer.

Outside, I can see the sky is blue, and there are green leaves on the tree. It’s a warm, sunny day: a summer day. Max has a tan.

‘What day is it?’ I ask slowly.

‘Thursday,’ Max says, giving me a strange look.

‘But Thursday the what?’

‘The, um … twenty-second of July.’

I shake my head. ‘It can’t be. It can’t be! Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!’ My breath is totally out of control now, and I’m flapping my hands and hyperventilating. Max scrabbles around, and finds a paper bag. I breathe into it quickly, before I have to wave my hands some more.

‘This is a trick, isn’t it?’ I gasp. ‘You’ve put something on the windows. Like a filter, or a – a screen.’

He shakes his head. ‘No trick.’

I decide to pinch myself, to see if that helps. It doesn’t really, it just hurts. And then – I don’t know what makes me do this – I reach out to pinch him, just to see what happens. He roars indignantly and swats me away. So he’s real, at least.

‘Hey! Stop it.’ He grabs my shoulders and looks at me. ‘Calm down. Breathe. Look, you’ve had a shock. Maybe some memory loss or something, I don’t know. But I promise you, it will be fine. OK? Look at me. Everything is going to be fine.’

I gaze into his steady brown eyes, and I realise he’s right: I have to try and calm down, or at least pretend to. I take a few deep breaths, and he slowly releases my shoulders.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m not a nutter. I’m fine, honestly. I just – is there a newspaper or something? Can I see today’s date? It’s 2010, right?’

Max raises his eyebrows. ‘Well, I don’t have a newspaper, but …’ He takes an ancient mobile phone with a cracked screen from the coffee table, and shows it to me. Thursday 22 July. He gets up, and puts on the kettle, while I stare at the phone in disbelief.

‘Will you be OK if I go and put on some clothes, while this boils?’ he asks. ‘I’ll be five minutes.’

‘Yes. Yes, I will.’

Max disappears and I take a few deep breaths. I can feel myself getting panicky again – what if I blink and I’m in, I don’t know, Viking Dublin? Or ancient Egypt? How long is this going to stay like this? Am I back for good? I try to think of who to ring, or ask for help. I suppose I could ring NHS Direct. ‘Hi, I think I’ve travelled back in time. No, nothing major, just six months. What would you recommend?’

‘Do you take milk or sugar?’ Max has reappeared. He’s wearing hideous baggy jeans and a faded purple T-shirt with ‘Man … Or Astro-man?’ on it. Because he’s David’s friend, I’d expected him to dress a bit more like David – smart, slightly preppy – but he’s scruffy. Not in a hipster way: in an ‘I get dressed in the dark’ way. He’s towelled his hair, and his massive brown mop is completely vertical.

‘Just milk. Thanks.’

I watch Max rummaging in the cupboards and fridge. His arms and legs are very long – he barely has to stretch in order to reach the highest shelf. I wonder if Harriet would like him; she likes tall men. Then I laugh aloud. I’ve time-travelled – either that, or I’ve lost my mind – and I’m still finding the time to do some matchmaking.

‘Something funny?’ he asks.

‘Uh – sort of.’ I shake myself. If this is really happening – and it seems like it is – I’d better start acting more normal. ‘I was just wondering why I didn’t see you last night.’

‘Here you go,’ Max says, handing me a mug of tea. ‘Well, I got in late myself.’ He sits down opposite me, holding his own mug. I stare at mine. Plain white china from Heal’s, with a thin lip, because David hates drinking from mugs with a fat lip. I’ve drunk from this mug so many times.

‘I’m in the process of moving to London – slowly. I’ve been living in California for the past four years, in Berkeley,’ Max continues.

‘Oh.’ The mention of America instantly makes me think of David’s post in New York. ‘Are you a doctor too?’

‘No. I’m a neuroscientist.’

I think this is coming back to me now – I do remember David mentioning how his friend Max spent a few nights on his sofa, but I didn’t see him while he was at the flat. His T-shirt has an ink stain on one shoulder and I look at it, thinking: how did he manage to get an ink stain on his shoulder?

‘I’m living in Oxford at the moment,’ Max continues, ‘with some friends, but I’m working in London, at UCL. So I’ll need to find an apartment here at some point.’ He sips his tea. ‘How about you? I think David said you live near here?’

‘Yes, yes I do. I mean—’ Do I even have my keys with me, or clothes? Do I still live in my flat? I have no idea what to expect. I can feel the panic returning.

‘Are you OK?’ Max asks.

‘I don’t know where my handbag is. It wasn’t in David’s room.’

Max stands up and walks over to the kitchen breakfast bar, and pulls out one of the chairs. ‘Is this it?’ he asks, lifting my bag up.

‘Yes! It is.’ My lovely, lovely Mulberry Alexa bag. I rifle through it quickly and it seems to have everything: purse, Oyster card, keys, mobile – my old one, not my new one – diary, three lip balms, make-up bag, perfume. As I cradle it in my arms I feel reassured.

‘I have to ask you,’ says Max, ‘did you take something last night? I mean, something that could have made you black out?’

I look up from cuddling my bag. ‘Oh. God. No, I mean, I can see why you might think that but honestly …’ I pause and look into Max’s concerned dark eyes. He obviously thinks I’ve been ingesting some weird drug cooked up in some Dutch lab, which has caused me to flip out. But, honestly, what am I going to tell him? ‘I think I’ve travelled back in time but it’s OK because now I can persuade David that I’m not a psycho’? Best not.

‘I’m fine,’ I tell him. ‘I think I was really hung over and disoriented and – I just wasn’t expecting to find David gone and you here. That’s all.’ I smile at him. I shouldn’t really be sitting around in my nightie chatting away to David’s random house guests. I need to get myself together and try and find out what else is going on – get in touch with David, get to work and everything.

Work. Holy crap, work!

‘Shit.’ I stand up. ‘What time is it? I must be really late for work.’

‘It’s, ah, eight thirty-five.’

‘Oh, shit. I’d better go! Listen, thanks, Max – thanks for the tea and everything. It was nice to meet you.’ I grab my bag and start charging down the stairs.

‘Hey, wait,’ says Max. ‘Are you sure you’re OK to go in? Do you want me to call David?’ He follows me to the top of the stairs.

‘No, no, thanks,’ I call out. I open David’s wardrobe, crossing my fingers. Please don’t let me have to be naked like Eric Bana in The Time Traveller’s Wife. But there it is: my navy Zara dress – a Mouret lookalike – sleeveless with a racing back and a green trim, and my nude patent leather wedge heels. It’s like seeing old friends again. I reach out and touch the dress, feeling the fabric under my fingers. I can feel the floorboards under my bare feet. When I move, they creak and I can smell the faint remnants of David’s aftershave. I know that it’s not an illusion; I’m here, now, back in time.

How on earth has this happened? I try and think back to last night – or what I thought was last night. I was out with the girls … and before that I was at work … I got into trouble with Karen …

Wait a second.

The old lady. She told me about making a wish, and I wished to have David back.

And now it’s July, and we’re still together. Which means … is it possible? That the wish I made outside Marley’s has actually come true? I feel an actual shiver course down my spine. Unbelievable though it seems, it’s the only explanation. Another wave of weirdness whooshes over me and I have to sit down, clasping my hands to my head.

Forcing myself to stay calm, I flip through my diary, trying to reorient myself. If today’s the 22nd, I saw David just last night – and I’m meeting him again tomorrow. It’s written in black and white: ‘D, 8 p.m., Warwick Avenue tube.’ I remember now. This was the night that we had the huge row about Jenny, when everything started to go wrong. But it hasn’t happened yet!

‘Thank you, God,’ I murmur under my breath. I don’t know how long this is going to last or what’s going to happen, but for now – either I’ve died and gone to heaven, or else I am back with David. And I’m hoping that this time around, I’m back for good.


FOUR

As I let myself out of David’s flat and pass by the Prince Alfred pub on the way to the tube station, I think back to the first time I met him in that very pub in June. It was a pretty dramatic introduction, and not just because I was on a date with another guy at the time.

I’d met Matt the week before at a very raucous party at Kira’s house. My vague memory from the party was that he was fun and cute: short and dark with snappy brown eyes and a great physique. Tonight, it was clear that the amazing body came at a price. After half an hour listening to him drone on and on about his triathlon training schedule, I was shocked at my poor judgement. I gazed at his half-full pint glass, willing it to be empty (my own glass had been empty for quite a while). The second he finished it, I was out of there. Please, please drink up, I thought. It was twenty-five to nine; if he would only get a move on, I could still make it home in time to see The Apprentice.

‘Of course the Big Daddy is Ironman Hawaii,’ Matt was saying, shovelling another handful of Nobby’s Nuts into his mouth. He’d nixed my suggestion of ordering food – which I was now really glad about – but instead was on his third bag of these. ‘That’s top of my list. But first—’ he held up a finger to stop me getting too excited – ‘you do a series of qualifying events. They’re Ironmen too – well, Ironmans, of course. Ironmans is the plural of the event and Ironmen is the men, well, theoretically people but obviously mainly men, who’ve completed it. First I’m going to do the one in Bolton. Then there’s the one in Tenby, in Wales.’ He shovelled in more nuts. ‘Then—’ He coughed, and patted himself on the chest.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked, offering him my glass of water.

He shook his head, started to gasp and then to choke. Now his face was changing colour, from pink to dark red. People were falling quiet and turning around to look. I jumped out of my seat, and started bashing him on the back as hard as I could, desperately trying to remember how you did the Heimlich manoeuvre. Then I felt myself being pushed firmly aside, and a man – a young man, wearing white, with dark blond hair – thumped Matt once, firmly, between his shoulder blades, then half lifted him out of his chair, and was clasping his torso from behind, and squeezing him abruptly – once, twice, three times. Oh, so that was how you did the Heimlich manoeuvre.

‘Bloody – hell!’ gasped Matt, finally coughing and breathing again.

‘I’ll get you some water,’ said his rescuer.

‘Here,’ I said, handing mine to Matt, and trying not to stare at the man who had just – well, saved his life. It was hard, because he was gorgeous. Short, damp hair suggested he’d just had a shower, his skin was fair and clean-shaven and his light eyes were direct, with dark circles under them. His strong shoulders and arms made me think of tennis and swimming, rather than hours pumping weights. He was well-built but not too tall, and wore jeans and a polo shirt: preppy, and hot. Clean-cut was the word that sprang to mind; but there was something else – a kind of calm confidence that was pretty attractive. Very attractive, in fact. My mouth was slightly open, so I quickly closed it.

‘Thank you very much, mate,’ Matt was saying, holding out a hand. ‘Don’t know how that happened.’

‘No bother,’ said the man, shaking his hand and glancing at the empty packets of nuts. ‘You should be grand now. Take a few sips of water.’ I did another double-take. He was Irish! In fact, I was pretty sure he was from the same part of Dublin as me. I was opening my mouth to ask him, when Matt said, ‘Let me buy you a drink. Least I can do.’

I could’ve sworn the guy glanced at my empty glass before saying, ‘Thanks, but I’m on call.’ Then, when Matt thanked him again, he said, ‘Don’t mention it, my pleasure.’ And he gave me a quick glance, and a half-smile, before leaving. It was just a brief flash, enough for me to notice their army-green colour, but it left me feeling strange, almost jolted. I watched him walk back to his friend – an extremely tall guy with glasses and sticky-out ears – before reluctantly tearing my eyes away.

‘Well, that was all a bit odd,’ Matt was saying. He shook his head slowly, his eyes full of the mysteries of life and death. ‘Phew! I would’ve hated to go before the Bolton Ironman.’

‘I’d understand if, you know, maybe you’d like to go home and take it easy?’ I asked hopefully.

‘I think I need a drink first.’

‘Of course.’ After a second it became clear that this round was on me, so I got up and went reluctantly to the bar, thinking that it was hard to walk out on a date with someone who’d just escaped death. As I went back to Matt with another pint for him – no more nuts, I’d decided – and a stiff G&T for me, I couldn’t help stealing a look at the guy in the white polo shirt. He was looking at me. When our eyes met, we both smiled before I looked away.

Matt, incredibly, seemed to recover within minutes and was soon chatting away about his new training gizmo, called a garment or a gremlin or something. I was still pretty shocked myself, and very relieved that he was OK. If that guy hadn’t appeared from nowhere— I decided to stop thinking about handsome strangers and focus on poor old death-surviving Matt. And to try not to think that I preferred it when he was quiet, even if I wouldn’t have wished a choking death on him. But soon I could feel someone watching me from across the room, and I couldn’t resist looking over. He was smiling at me. I smiled back and then lowered my eyes quickly. This was getting ridiculous, not to mention really rude. But Matt didn’t appear to notice a thing.

‘Just going to the little boy’s room,’ he said.

I smiled and nodded, thinking how I loathed that expression. Then, with a start, I saw that the guy in the white polo shirt had stood up at the exact same second as Matt, and was walking over to me. I assumed he must be going to the bar – but then he stopped right in front of me.

‘Hi again,’ he said, holding out a hand. ‘I’m David Fitzgerald.’

‘Zoë Kennedy,’ I said, thrilled and terrified at the same time. Surely Matt would come back at any second? My heart was thumping already, and when I felt his warm, strong hand in mine it went even faster.

He raised his eyebrows, and I could tell he was clocking the fact that I was Irish, but he didn’t comment on it. ‘So my friend Oliver and I have just been discussing a question of medical ethics,’ he said.

‘Oh?’ I said, trying to sound nonchalant. I glanced over at the friend, who was pretending to be absorbed in his phone. ‘Which is?’

‘We were wondering whether your … boyfriend?’

‘Not boyfriend! First date.’ I hesitated, then added, ‘Last date, to be honest.’

‘Oh. That bad?’

I leaned forward. ‘He can only talk about one thing: triathlons.’

‘That’s three things, surely,’ said David. I laughed. Seeming encouraged, he put his hands in his pockets and leaned back on his heels. ‘We were wondering whether he could be considered to be my patient. I’m a doctor, you see,’ he added. ‘And if he were my patient … it would be extremely unethical for me to ask you for your phone number.’

‘Right,’ I said, feeling a flutter. As if this guy wasn’t already attractive enough! Ever since I could remember, I’d had a thing about doctors; I loved House, and Grey’s Anatomy. ‘And what did you decide?’ I looked nervously at the back of the room: Matt was bound to reappear at any minute.

David rubbed his eye with an index finger before saying, ‘We don’t think basic first aid is in the same category as an ongoing patient–doctor relationship. So if you were willing to give me your number, I’d like to buy you a drink some time.’ I detected a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes that made him even more attractive. I smiled at him and said, ‘Sure.’

And then something strange happened. The whole pub, the background chatter and clinking of glasses: everything seemed to fade into the background, and it was just me and David. I noticed that there was a faint scar on his chin, and shards of yellow in the green of his eyes. It could only have been for a few seconds, but it seemed to last for ever.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
W\COLA DOHERTY





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





