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Chapter 1


According to Every Woman’s Self Help Guide to Relationships, there were four stages to the classic break-up: Denial, Self-Recrimination, Anger and Resolution.


Strange they didn’t mention Compulsive Eating, Annie reflected, delving into the box of Coco Pops she clutched to her bosom like a much-loved teddy bear. Max had only been gone three weeks and she’d already worn quite a furrow in the stretch of carpet from the sofa to the fridge. At this rate, by the time she got to the Resolution bit she’d look like she’d swallowed a duvet.


If she ever got there. At the moment she was still hanging on by what was left of her finger-nails to Denial, before she made the long, dismal freefall into Self-Recrimination.


Julia had been typically blunt. ‘You’re letting yourself go,’ she’d bawled down the telephone earlier. ‘I bet you’re wearing that sad old cardigan, aren’t you? And when was the last time you washed your hair?’


Annie ran a hand through her tangled curls. ‘Mind your own business. You’re my agent, not my mother.’


‘I’m just protecting my investment. Carry on like this and I’ll be lucky to get you a guest appearance as a dosser on Casualty.’


‘Look, I just want to be left alone, okay? I’m depressed.’


‘And don’t we know it.’ Julia sighed.


‘I think I’ve got a right to be slightly cheesed off. My husband walked out on me three weeks ago.’


‘Exactly,’ Julia snapped. ‘Three weeks ago. So don’t you think it’s time you pulled yourself together?’


Annie picked at a chocolate stain on her shapeless grey cardie. How could she expect Julia to understand? When it came to the men in her life, she had the boredom threshold of a black widow spider. Her idea of commitment was to give a man her phone number. And half the time it wasn’t her real one.


Whereas Annie was more like a swan, mating for life. Or so she’d thought, until Max swam off in search of a new, more attractive pond.


‘I know what you need,’ Julia said.


Annie groaned. Julia Gold had a serious interferiority complex. She could just imagine her sitting at her desk overlooking Soho Square, lighting up her twentieth Silk Cut of the morning, strong black Java blend coursing through her veins. ‘I’m not interested in your cast-off men, if that’s what you mean.’


‘And I dare say they wouldn’t be interested in you, either. Let’s face it, you’re hardly Claudia Schiffer at the moment, are you?’


Julia could be very cruel sometimes. She was a frighteningly elegant forty-something, with a Nicky Clarke blonde bob and a designer wardrobe to die for. She also had two divorces behind her and a contacts book that read like a Who’s Who of British theatre. It had been fear at first sight when Annie met her straight from drama school. After seven years together Julia still refused to treat her like a grown-up.


‘No,’ she went on briskly, ‘what you need is a job. And I’ve got just the one for you.’


Annie shovelled down another handful of Coco Pops as Julia described the ‘fantastic new opportunity’ she’d lined up for her. Some downbeat repertory theatre in an unheard-of part of Yorkshire was reopening after many years and the new artistic director was casting for its opening production.


And for some reason Julia seemed to think it was just what she needed.


‘I know it’s not exactly the RSC, darling, but it’s six weeks’ work,’ she’d purred down the phone.


Annie straightened her shoulders. Her husband might have run off with her best friend, leaving her with a mortgage to pay, a terrifyingly huge Barclaycard bill and the self-esteem of the last sandwich in a railway buffet, but professionally speaking she still had her pride. ‘I couldn’t possibly do it,’ she said, with as much hauteur as she could muster through a mouthful of breakfast cereal.


‘Don’t be silly, darling, I’m sure it won’t be that difficult.’ Annie listened as Julia drew long and hard on her ciggie. ‘Besides, even if you do make a complete arse of yourself, no one will see it, will they? I mean, who’d be desperate enough to go all that way?’


‘How reassuring.’


‘Seriously, this guy’s an absolute genius, so they say.’ Julia had obviously realised she wasn’t doing too good a sales job. ‘He’s got some fantastic ideas for the first season. They’re opening with Much Ado. You know you’ve always wanted to play Beatrice.’


‘I don’t think I could any more.’ Once she might have taken Beatrice’s sparky, feisty character in her stride. These days, it was all she could do to fetch in the milk from the front step.


‘Nonsense, you could do it with your eyes closed,’ Julia insisted. ‘And you’ve got too much talent to waste it sitting around stuffing your face and waiting for that bastard to come home.’


‘What makes you think I’m doing that?’ Annie shoved a half-empty Quality Street box under the sofa with her foot.


‘Because I know you. You won’t get him back by eating yourself into blimpdom, you know.’


Too late for that, Annie thought, plucking at the baggy knees of her leggings, which were well into their fourth day of wear and looking the worse for it. ‘Who says I want him back?’


‘You mean if he came through that door now you wouldn’t welcome him back with open arms?’


‘Not necessarily.’ Annie crossed her fingers.


‘And you don’t jump on the phone every time it rings?’


‘Oh, please!’ No need to tell her she took it to bed every night, along with an old flannel shirt that still held lingering traces of his CKBe.


‘So you’re not just existing from day to day, hanging on to the hope that he’ll come back?’


‘I do have my own life to live, you know.’ Annie abandoned the Coco Pops and foraged under the sofa for the Quality Street box. So what if she chose to spend it huddled up on the sofa with the curtains closed, eating chocolate and watching Richard and Judy phone-ins.


‘I’m glad to hear it. So there’s nothing to stop you taking this job then, is there?’


There was a penetrating silence. Julia was extremely good at them.


Annie wasn’t. ‘I’m grieving,’ she mumbled.


‘What on earth for?’


‘My marriage.’ She felt tears rising again and sniffed them back.


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Julia snapped. ‘Anyone can see you’re better off without that egotistical little shit. If I were you I’d be changing the locks and hanging out the bloody flags.’


As Julia launched into her well-rehearsed speech on Why Max Kennedy Wasn’t Worth Spitting On, Annie tuned out, her gaze drifting around her strangely sparse living-room. Max had already removed most traces of himself – his books, his CDs and his collection of priceless Broadway sound-tracks. But he’d left behind a freakish piece of modern art, a twisted mass of knotted perspex and metal that occupied far too large a space in one corner of the room. Annie loathed it, but he’d always been extremely fond of the piece – called, inexplicably, Freedom. Now she latched on to it as a vital sign that one day he would come home.


Since Max had gone she’d become obsessed with signs and portents. She devoured her horoscope every day, searching for clues that he might return. She even made bets with herself. If she could get through Coronation Street without a ciggie he’d come back. If Trevor McDonald scratched his ear during the news he wouldn’t. Sometimes she wondered if her grief had unhinged her.


And here was another sign. A narrow shaft of July sunlight had managed to edge its way through the closed curtains, illuminating their wedding photo, propped up on the half-empty bookshelves. Max had also left that behind, although he had taken the framed photo of him meeting Lord Attenborough – or Dickie, as he called him – that had once stood beside it.


Annie smiled at the photo. Max grinned back at her from outside Chelsea Register Office, that slow, sexy smile that still made her stomach curl. He was reaching up to push his flopping blond hair out of those denim-blue eyes. She was clinging to his arm and looking slightly startled, as if she couldn’t believe her luck in landing such a beautiful man.


She felt the hot sting of tears behind her eyes again. She knew Julia was right: he was a shit and she was better off without him. But even with all her drama school training she still couldn’t summon up the appropriate emotions.


‘God knows what possessed you to marry him in the first place,’ Julia droned on. ‘He held you back from the moment you met. You could have taken that RSC contract and become a huge star if he hadn’t stood in your way.’


‘He didn’t stand in my way.’ Annie wedged the phone between her chin and shoulder as she unwrapped a Strawberry Creme. ‘It was my decision not to take that job.’


‘Only because he said he wouldn’t marry you if you did!’


‘He didn’t want us to start our married life apart –’


‘Bollocks! He just didn’t want you to outshine him. Not that it’s too difficult,’ Julia added waspishly. ‘A twenty-watt bulb could outshine that talentless—’


‘Is that all you wanted?’ Annie cut her off.


There was another long silence. This time Annie bit her lip to stop herself breaking it.


‘What you need is a complete change.’ Having failed with bullying, Julia decided to try conciliation. ‘That’s what’s so wonderful about this job. You can go away for six weeks, put your career back on track, get your personal life sorted out. And you know what they say: success is the best revenge.’


‘Is it?’ Annie said bleakly. Up until now she’d been getting a kind of grim satisfaction from pouring Max’s aftershave down the plughole and fantasizing about sending his Ralph Lauren suits to the local Oxfam shop.


‘Anyway, I think you should meet this guy,’ Julia went on. ‘And I happen to know he’ll be at Alex Wingate’s party tonight. I haven’t told him about you yet. I thought if you could just casually turn up and bump into him –’


But Annie wasn’t listening. ‘A party? Tonight?’ She accidentally inhaled the Strawberry Creme. ‘But I can’t!’


‘Of course you can.’ Julia laughed. ‘For heaven’s sake, it’s only a party.’


Only a party. She couldn’t have been more terrified if Julia had invited her to take part in a Satanic bonding ritual. At least then she wouldn’t have been faced with the awful, insurmountable task of making herself look decent. ‘I can’t do it,’ she whispered, shrinking back into the sofa cushions. ‘It’s too soon. I – I’m not ready for it.’


‘For God’s sake, Annie, stop acting like a grief-stricken widow! Max has walked out, he hasn’t died.’


More’s the pity, Annie thought, gripping the phone. It might have been easier if he had died. At least then she wouldn’t have to face the thought of him being happy with someone else. ‘But what if everyone knows?’ she wailed. ‘I couldn’t stand it if they were all looking at me, talking about me –’


‘You should be so lucky! Besides, that didn’t seem to worry you at the Lloyd Webber party, when you stood on that table and –’


‘That was different. I was drunk.’


‘Well, for God’s sake don’t get drunk tonight,’ Julia warned. ‘I want this guy to know what a highly talented and consummate professional you are. That’s not going to happen if you start doing one of your party pieces.’


‘No chance of that,’ Annie said firmly. ‘I’m not going.’


‘But you must. You don’t know how hard I’ve worked to pin him down –’


‘Well, you can call and unpin him, can’t you?’


‘Actually, I can’t,’ Julia said. ‘He’s in meetings all day and his mobile is switched off.’


‘Liar.’


‘And even if I could I’m not going to.’ Julia ignored her. ‘Because frankly you owe it to yourself and to me to stop being such a complete pain in the backside and get your life together. I know no one else would say this to you, but the fact is you’ve become extremely boring since this break-up business. And let’s face it, the chances of Max coming back are about the same as me playing prop forward for Wigan Athletic, so it’s about time you got used to it.’ She paused. ‘I’m only telling you as a friend.’


‘Thanks a lot,’ Annie said bitterly. Why did people think that gave them the right to deliver such devastating insults? As far as she was concerned, ‘I’m only telling you as a friend’ rated as almost the worst seven words in the English language. Just ahead of ‘Don’t worry it will soon grow back’ and, shortly behind, ‘I just thought you ought to know …’


That was what Suzy Carrington had said just before she broke the news that she had stolen her husband. Annie could still picture her standing in the kitchen, holding the cup of coffee that she had just made for her, her blue eyes wide and earnest in her porcelain-pretty face. She’d made it sound as if she was doing Annie a favour, telling her. What she didn’t say was that the whole story would be appearing in Nigel Dempster the following morning, alongside a photo of Max and Suzy hand in hand slipping out of Joe Allen’s together, and a hideously unflattering one of Annie when she played Lady Macbeth, plastered in heavy white make-up and looking about a hundred and fifty.


Later that day Max had slunk home, packed a bag and moved out of the house, leaving a huge gap in their wardrobe and an even bigger one in her heart. Annie cringed to think how she’d begged and pleaded with him not to go, how she’d clung to him, tearfully promising to change, to do anything he wanted, as long as he didn’t leave her. All the while Max had gone on emptying his cupboards, stony-faced, not even looking at her.


That night he and Suzy had escaped to her father’s house in Provence, leaving Annie to cope alone with the hordes of press men camping in her tiny front garden, trampling her herbaceous border and poking their zoom lenses through the letter-box.


For a full forty-eight hours she had crouched on the bed, whimpering with terror as she listened to the hammering on the door, hugging her knees under her chin, afraid to move because it hurt so much.


It was two days before she could summon the strength to venture downstairs, by which time a fresh scandal had broken and the paparazzi had scooted off to stake out an MP who’d been having an affair with a teenage call-girl in Hackney.


Gradually, moving slowly and painfully, she’d started to get on with her daily life. She’d put the phone back on the hook. She’d done her best to reassure her anxious parents down in Sussex that she wasn’t about to kill herself and that there was no need for them to catch the next train to London. The last thing she needed was to spend a week putting on a brave face when she was dying inside.


It had taken her two weeks to pluck up the nerve to go to the supermarket. Asking her to go to a party was like inviting an agoraphobic to a beach barbecue.


‘Annie? Are you still there?’ Julia’s voice rang out on the other end of the phone. ‘I’ll expect you at nine, shall I?’


‘Do what you like, I’m not coming,’ Annie said sulkily.


‘You won’t forget, will you? The Mortimer Gallery at nine. I’ll bike your invitation round to you.’


‘I told you, I’m not coming.’


Julia sighed. ‘If you don’t, you can find yourself another bloody agent.’


‘Suits me.’


There was a long pause. ‘Actually, I think I might bring along one of my cast-off men after all,’ Julia said. ‘A decent, uncomplicated one-night stand with a real man might be just what you need. Maybe then you’ll realise what you’ve been missing, married to that self-centred bastard all these years.’


‘Julia –’


‘I’ll see you at nine.’ She laughed and rang off.




Chapter 2


Alex Wingate’s parties were legendary, at least to the readers of Hello! magazine and anyone who cared whether they were invited to them. Wingate Management was one of the biggest theatrical agencies in the country. Every summer Alex threw what he called with ironic modesty a ‘little office bash’ for his clients. But this was no run-of-the-mill office party: the guest list included directors, producers, Hollywood megastars who happened to be in town, plus anyone Alex wanted to poach from other agencies. This was where influential people met, talked and did their deals. Stratospheric careers had been launched over the champagne and canapés. It was a standing joke in the business that Wingate’s party could start phones ringing all over the West End by the next morning.


No wonder invitations were difficult to come by. But Julia, of course, had managed to pull a few strings and wangle a couple.


Annie wished she hadn’t bothered as, under the watchful eye of the cloakroom attendant, she reapplied her lipstick for the third time. She’d been hiding out in the Ladies for so long she’d almost become rooted to the polished marble tiles.


The party was exactly the nightmare she’d feared it would be. It was being held in a fashionable Mayfair art gallery, very minimalist and monochrome on a Japanese theme. Oriental waiters, dressed in black, moved through the room with the swift, silent intent of Ninja assassins armed with trays of sushi.


Because she was so terrified of walking into a crowded room, Annie had deliberately got there early. But as soon as she arrived she’d realised the tactical error she’d made. At least in a crowd she could pass unnoticed. As she walked into that vast, echoing white space, her Doc Martens squeaking on the polished maple floor, all eyes turned to follow her. They went on following her as she grabbed a drink from a passing tray and fled to the loo.


And there she stayed. Her pounding heart had slowed down, but her sense of foreboding was still there.


Why had she ever agreed to come? At the time it seemed less exhausting than a full-scale argument with Julia. Now she was beginning to wish she’d stuck to her guns and stayed at home. She didn’t want the bloody job anyway. How could she ever hope to win Max back when she was two hundred miles up the A1? And that’s what she wanted to do, although she would never admit it to Julia. Julia would just tell her he wasn’t worth it, or that she was wasting her time. All of which she already knew, but it didn’t stop her clinging to that last shred of hope, like a Titanic survivor holding on to a lump of wreckage in a freezing ocean.


Julia kept talking about her rebuilding her life, but as far as she was concerned, she didn’t want a life without Max.


Annie jumped as the door opened and a thin Sloaney type came in. From beyond, the sound of laughter grated across her exposed nerves. She probably wouldn’t get the job anyway. This director would take one look at her and decide she was too tall, or too gawky, or just too suicidal-looking for a merry romantic comedy. And he’d be right. She stared gloomily at her reflection. And she was dressed all wrong. Why hadn’t Julia warned her everyone else would be sporting the understated designer look? Not that it would have made much difference, since she didn’t own anything designer or understated. But in her dark-green velvet hippy-chic dress and jangling ethnic jewellery she stood out among the Amanda Wakeleys like a morris dancer at a funeral.


She offered the cloakroom attendant an ingratiating smile. The woman glared back, her meaty arms folded across her chest, as if she suspected Annie might at any moment try to make off with the paper towels, or attempt a smash-and-grab raid on the condom machine.


Behind her the toilet flushed and the Sloane emerged. Suddenly the cloakroom attendant underwent a dramatic transformation, smiling and fawning. ‘Perfume, madam?’ she asked. ‘We have quite a selection.’ Elbowing Annie aside, she threw open the door of the cupboard and drew out a tray full of goodies that looked like a small-scale version of Harrods’ perfumery department.


‘No, thanks.’ The woman sent them all a dismissive look, dropped a pound coin in the saucer and headed off back to the party. Annie smiled again at the cloakroom attendant. Again, she glared back.


Annie’s shoulders slumped. God, what chance did she have of networking when she couldn’t even get the loo attendant to like her?


She jammed the top back on her lipstick and dropped it into her bag. She didn’t have to do this. She could just walk out and go home. In half an hour she could be watching Inspector Morse and eating cold rice pudding out of the tin.


‘Bugger it,’ she said out loud. Alarmed, the attendant took a step backwards. Annie seized her opportunity, lunged at the perfume display and gave herself a generous spritz of Escape.


Very appropriate under the circumstances, she thought, making for the door.


The room had filled up while she’d been lurking in the Ladies. She got halfway across the room and stopped dead. There was Julia, standing by the entrance, looking sharply elegant in a cream Jasper Conran trouser-suit, her shiny blonde bob swinging as she chatted to a man.


The dreaded director, no doubt. Annie studied the back of his head. Bulbous, balding and hunched inside a rather nasty houndstooth-check jacket. Her heart plummeted to her DMs. She didn’t need to go any closer to know that he would have damp, sweating palms and eyes that would spend the whole evening searching out her cleavage like a heat-seeking missile.


Not that it mattered. He could have had the body of a love god and she still wouldn’t be able to face him.


Annie swiped another glass from a passing Ninja waiter and tried to work out her next move. She’d never get past Julia’s eagle eye. In feet, she’d probably situated herself by the door for that very reason. She searched the room for another route. Should she sidle around the room until she got on Julia’s blind side, then make a dash for the door? Too risky. Should she create a diversion? She shuddered. Just what she wanted to avoid.


Or should she just approach Julia and say, straight out, ‘Sorry, I’ve changed my mind’? That would be the sensible, grown-up thing to do. She dismissed it instantly.


Then she saw that a pair of fire-exit doors, discreetly masked by a Japanese paper screen, had been left half open to let in the warm summer air. With another quick glance around the room to make sure no one was watching, Annie edged towards them and slipped behind the screen.


She found herself amid the overflowing dustbins in a narrow back alley. She leaned against the wall, the balmy evening breeze cooling her face. The sound of crashing plates and pots came from the open back door of the Italian restaurant opposite, mingling with the impatient noise of the busy West End traffic streaming past the end of the alleyway.


Annie sighed with pleasure and relief. Alone at last.


She searched in her bag for a cigarette to calm her nerves. She found the packet, then delved again for her fighter. It wasn’t there. She trawled through the mire of old bus tickets, Tampax, festering sweeties and other assorted gunge at the bottom of her bag, muttering under her breath.


‘Allow me.’ There was a soft click and a tiny flame flickered towards her.


Annie hesitated for a moment. A mugger? Not in a designer suit, surely. ‘Um … thanks.’ She leaned towards the lighter.


‘Annie? Annie Mitchell?’ His voice was deep, husky and strangely familiar.


Annie jerked back so quickly she nearly singed her eyebrow on the stranger’s lighter. ‘Who –’


‘Don’t tell me you don’t remember me?’


Of course she remembered. The voice might have eluded her, but those eyes didn’t. They were as dark as sloes, warm, kind and, at that moment, on the verge of laughter. She could already see the faint crinkles forming at the corners the way they always used to.


‘Hello, Annie,’ said Nick Ryan, the man she’d jilted six years previously.




Chapter 3


Talk about out of the frying pan! Annie looked at him in horror. Performing a naked one-woman conga through the party crowd couldn’t be as embarrassing as this.


Her brain groped for some appropriate greeting. But what could you say to the man you’d abandoned to run off with someone else? ‘Long time no see’ was a bit flippant under the circumstances.


He put her out of her misery. ‘Small world.’


Annie squinted up at his white teeth, glinting in the fading light. Was he smiling, or just baring them? She gulped. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘So are you with Wingate Management, then?’


‘You must be joking! My agent would kill me if I ever left her.’ Actually, Julia would probably kill her anyway, after tonight. ‘Er – how about you?’


Nick shook his head. ‘I’m just here to rub shoulders with the rich and famous, like everyone else.’


‘Ah. Right.’ The embarrassed silence between them lengthened. God, this was painful.


‘Do you still want that light?’


She looked up, startled. ‘Sorry?’


‘For your cigarette.’ She followed his gaze to the ciggie she’d been nervously pleating between her fingers. Shit. And it was her last one.


As if he’d read her thoughts, Nick drew out a packet of Marlboros from his pocket. ‘Here. Have one of mine,’ he offered.


‘Thanks.’ As he leaned forward to light it for her, Annie couldn’t resist giving him a quick once-over. He didn’t look like the Nick she’d once known. The Scruffy Out of Work Actor Look had given way to the Man Who Can Afford Casual but Probably Expensive Italian Linen Suits Look. Even his tousled dark hair had been tamed with an expert trim. But as he glanced up and met her gaze she caught a glimpse of the old Nick. Those dark eyes, that strong-featured face, the shadowing of stubble around his jawline, that faint, irresistible citrus smell of his aftershave …


The last time she’d seen him he’d just splurged his life savings on a couple of one-way tickets to New York. But on the day they were supposed to be flying out to start their new life she’d married someone else.


She looked away guiltily and took a quick, nervous puff on her cigarette. ‘I’m trying to give them up,’ she gabbled. ‘I’ve started limiting them to after meals.’


‘And does it work?’


‘Oh, yes. Except I’m on twenty meals a day now.’ Oh, God, why did she always make stupid jokes when she was nervous?


Nick’s dark eyes crinkled. ‘Same old Annie,’ he said softly. ‘So what are you doing with yourself these days?’


‘Oh, you know. This and that.’


‘Still acting?’


‘When I can get the work. That’s why I’m here, actually.’ She could feel herself gabbling again. ‘My agent is trying to fix me up with some rep company.’


‘You don’t sound too keen?’


‘Hardly!’ She curled her Up. ‘I’m only here to keep her happy.’


She glanced up at him from under her lashes. It was quite disturbing, meeting up with him again after all these years. She could feel the burden of what she’d done to him like a great weight on her shoulders, making it difficult for her to look him in the eye.


Yet once they’d been really close. So close that there was even a time when Annie thought they might have become more than friends. Maybe they would have, if Max hadn’t come along.


They had met seven years ago when Annie, fresh out of drama school, had joined Nick’s community theatre company. Although ‘company’ was perhaps too strong a word for half a dozen actors who bummed around the country in a beaten-up old van, performing Shakespeare workshops in schools.


They all knew they were never going to get rich or famous doing it. They were supposed to split the profits, but after they’d paid for petrol there was usually hardly any left. Often they were so broke they had to sleep in the back of the van, curling up among the diesel-scented tarpaulins and scenery flats. But they’d laughed a lot and it was good experience. Annie had only joined to get her Equity card. But she ended up staying for nearly a year. Mainly because of Nick.


He was four years older than her and good-looking in a casual sort of way. But they were never lovers. It was difficult to become intimate with someone when you were sharing the back of a battered old Bedford van with four other people every night. The others used to tease them about their closeness and Annie knew one or two of the girls were jealous. But she never thought of Nick like that. To her, he was more like a best friend. She could talk to him about anything and know he’d understand. They’d lie awake on warm summer nights, talking, laughing, sharing their dreams while the others snored in the back of the van.


It was hearing Sinatra singing ‘New York, New York’ late one night on the van’s crackly radio on the way down the M6 that gave them the idea to seek their fortunes in the States. Somehow Broadway seemed more glamorous than the West End.


They planned it all. They would head for New York, find a cheap apartment and get stop-gap jobs to support themselves until they found acting work.


And then along came the Pericles tour. Annie hadn’t wanted to take the job, but her new agent had cajoled her into it. ‘It’s about time you did some proper acting,’ Julia had said scathingly. ‘Doing Ophelia to a bunch of sixth formers isn’t going to get your name in lights.’


Ironically it was Nick who finally persuaded her to do it. As he pointed out, in three months she would have saved enough to tide them over for their first few weeks in the States. So they made a deal. She would take the job, go on tour and save her money. Meanwhile Nick would use his savings to buy the plane tickets. As soon as she came home they would be off.


Except she never came home. She met Max, fell in love and married him instead.


Cowardly to the end, she couldn’t face Nick with the truth. Instead she’d sent him an invitation to the wedding. He’d sent it back with a barbed refusal and their paths hadn’t crossed since. Until tonight.


‘So – er – are you still acting?’ she asked.


Nick shook his head. ‘I gave up that idea years ago. I’m more on the technical side now.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Let’s face it, I was never going to make it as an actor.’


‘But you were really good.’


‘No, I wasn’t. Six months out of work in New York soon cured me of any illusions I might have had.’ He glanced at her. ‘You were the one with all the talent, as I recall.’


Annie felt herself blushing. ‘So are you still living in the States?’


‘I was, until last week. I’ve got a new job over here.’ He looked her up and down. ‘You’re looking great, by the way. How’s married life?’


She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Of course, Nick wouldn’t know about her break-up. So all encompassing was her pain that she somehow imagined it must show on her face. ‘Fine,’ she lied. ‘Absolutely fine.’


They stood in awkward silence. Annie contemplated the glowing tip of her cigarette, willing it to burn faster. ‘I like your suit,’ she said at last.


‘Thanks. My wife bought it for me. She said she’d rather I looked fashionably crumpled than just plain scruffy.’


But Annie wasn’t listening. ‘Your wife? You got married?’


‘Don’t look so surprised.’ Nick grinned ruefully. ‘I’m not that bad, am I?’


‘No! Not at all. It’s just – I can’t imagine you with a wife.’


‘Actually, I’m divorced. Nearly two years ago now.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


Nick shrugged. ‘It was fairly amicable. Elizabeth’s married to a doctor in Connecticut now. She seemed very happy last time I saw her.’


Annie’s jaw dropped. ‘You still see her?’


‘Occasionally,’ Nick said. ‘Most of the time we phone, or write. She and Gil are hoping to come over, once I’m settled in my new place.’


Annie searched for signs of hidden anguish, some tell-tale glint in his eye that told her he would really like to drop-kick this Gil character’s head off his shoulders. She couldn’t see any.


Was there really such a thing as an amicable separation, she wondered? Would she ever reach the point where she could mention Max’s and Suzy’s names in the same breath without wanting to burst into tears? She could certainly never see herself exchanging Christmas cards or, heaven forbid, going round for a cosy dinner at their Chelsea love nest.


‘Actually, Max and I –’ She stopped. She couldn’t tell him. Not now. Five minutes ago she’d been boasting everything was rosy. ‘Actually, Max and I are very happy,’ she finished, realising how awful and smug it sounded, especially after Nick had just been talking about his divorce. ‘Very, very happy,’ she added, unable to stop herself.


‘Good for you.’ Nick looked at her strangely.


Another silence. ‘So you’re not interested in this rep job, then?’ he said finally. ‘I thought you enjoyed working in the theatre.’


‘That depends.’ She stuck out her chin. ‘If it were the West End I might consider it.’


‘And there speaks a girl who once played Juliet in a rugby club beer tent!’ He grinned. ‘Do you know, I can never watch the balcony scene without thinking of you dodging those empty lager cans.’


She smiled reluctantly. ‘Why do you think I don’t want to go back to it?’


Just then the back door of the Italian restaurant was flung open by one of the cooks, filling the warm evening air with the scent of garlic and flooding the gloomy alleyway with light. It was like the moment at the school dance when all the lights went on and you were confronted with the acne-ridden specimen you’d been canoodling with all evening. Annie stole a quick glance at Nick’s rugged profile. If this had been a school dance, she thought, she wouldn’t have been too disappointed.


The cook emptied a bowlful of vegetable peelings into the dustbin and retreated back inside, plunging them into darkness once more.


‘Well,’ Nick said briskly, ‘I suppose I’d better be making a move.’


‘You’re not going back to the party?’


‘I don’t think there’s much point in hanging around. Besides, I’ve got an early start in the morning.’ He glanced at his watch, then at her. ‘How about you? Shouldn’t you go in and tell your agent you’ve changed your mind about that job?’


‘No, thanks.’ Annie shuddered. ‘If Julia’s going to tell me off, I’d rather be on the other end of a telephone.’


‘In that case, can I offer you a lift home?’


She hesitated. ‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble. I can easily catch the tube –’


‘It’s no trouble. My car’s just around the corner.’


Why did I think this was a good idea, Annie wondered, as the gleaming BMW made its way across Vauxhall Bridge. She sat rigidly upright, her hands knotted in her lap. She stared at the moonlight on the Thames and trawled her brain for something useful to say. Something that wouldn’t touch on the last six years and all that had gone before. ‘Nice car,’ she said finally.


‘Isn’t it? It’s only hired, unfortunately. But I could certainly get used to it.’


‘It’s got a lot of – er – buttons and things.’


‘God knows what half of them do. But I did find this one.’ Nick flicked a switch on the impressive-looking console and the sexy, smoky sound of Aretha Franklin drifted out. ‘What do you think?’ he asked.


She thought she’d like to close her eyes, sink into the soft leather seat and let the sheer luxury of it all wash over her. But she didn’t. ‘Very nice. It’s certainly a lot better than that old heap you used to drive –’ She closed her eyes. Oh, God, why did she say that?


Nick smiled. ‘Your taste wasn’t much better, I seem to remember. What about that ghastly old VW you had? It was forever conking out on you.’


It still is, Annie said silently, thinking of Beryl the Beetle which was at that moment rusting away quietly outside her house.


She cleared her throat. ‘So – er – where are you living now you’re back in England?’


‘I’m kind of between addresses at the moment. I’m staying with a friend until I move into my new place. Do you remember Rob Masters?’


Of course I remember him, she was about to exclaim. Then her mouth closed like a trap. ‘Can’t say I do,’ she mumbled.


‘You must know Rob. We started up the theatre company together. Tall, skinny guy? A bit hippyish. It was his old van we –’


‘Doesn’t ring any bells.’ Annie cut him off abruptly. Just to press home the point, she leaned across and turned Aretha’s volume up.


Nick’s jaw was clenched, although whether this was from annoyance or because he was negotiating the Wandsworth one-way system she couldn’t be sure.


Annie had her key in her hand by the time they pulled up outside the terraced cottage. Without thinking, she glanced up at the windows, looking as she always did for the light that would tell her Max was home. The little house slumbered in darkness under its shaggy ramparts of clematis.


She stifled a sigh. ‘Well, thanks for the lift. I’d invite you in for coffee –’ But I can’t wait to get away from you, she added silently.


‘No problem. It’s getting late.’ He peered out of the windscreen. ‘Nice place,’ he remarked. ‘It must be great at this time of year, being so close to the river.’


‘We like it.’ She groped around in the darkness for the door handle.


‘I see you’ve still got that car.’


‘Yes, well, it’s more out of pity these days. I can’t sell her and I can’t bring myself to send her to the scrapyard. She’s like an ageing relative I’ve been saddled with.’ At last! She found the door handle and yanked at it. Nothing happened.


‘Here, let me.’ Nick leaned across and lifted the lock. Annie shrank away as his arm brushed hers. He turned his face towards her, until she could feel his warm breath fanning her cheek. He’s going to kiss me, she thought in panic.


The next moment the door was open, Nick was back in his seat and Annie was wondering if she’d imagined the whole thing.


‘Well, it was nice seeing you again,’ he said calmly.


‘And you.’ She got out of the car and looked up at the little house, with its dark windows. Suddenly she had a horrible vision of herself, huddled in her dressing-gown, watching Newsnight all alone. Just her and Jeremy Paxman.


‘Nick!’ He was pulling away from the kerb. She flung herself at the car and wrenched the door open. He slammed on the brake so hard she would have been catapulted on to the bonnet if she hadn’t been clinging to the handle.


He leaned across, his face pale in the lamplight. ‘Christ, Annie, you certainly know how to get someone’s attention. What is it?’


‘I was just wondering –’ She did her best to sound casual. ‘Maybe you’d like coffee after all?’




Chapter 4


‘Won’t Max mind?’ Nick asked.


‘Max doesn’t care what I do.’ That was the truth, at any rate. ‘The sitting-room’s through here.’


As Annie flicked on the lamp she remembered the mess she’d left behind. She saw the room through Nick’s eyes, littered with coffee cups and discarded chocolate wrappers. On the coffee table an unfinished bowl of cereal provided an attractive centrepiece.


‘Sorry about the mess.’ She rescued a banana skin from behind the cushion just as Nick sat down. ‘Max is away at the moment, so I’ve let the housework slide. Well, not so much a slide as an avalanche, really.’ She smiled apologetically.


‘It looks very – lived in.’ Nick’s gaze roamed around the room, then stopped abruptly when it reached the corner. ‘My God, what’s that?’ he said, staring at Freedom. It was looking particularly gruesome, the lamplight striking off its many sharp angles.


Annie stuck out her chin defensively. ‘It belongs to Max. It’s Art.’


‘It looks like a road accident.’


‘It’s a very significant new work.’ Annie parroted Max’s own words. ‘It’s a shocking metaphor of –’


‘It’s shocking, all right.’ Nick frowned at her. ‘Don’t tell you me you actually like it?’


‘Of course.’ Since it was Max’s she was prepared to defend it as if it were her first-born.


‘Then you two must really be made for each other.’


‘We are. We’re happy. Very, very happy,’ she said firmly.
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