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We’re in this white limo purring through crowded Saturday-night streets. Like in Hollywood. Although it’s not Hollywood. This great big fuck-off ridiculous stretch limo is in London’s West End – although it’s hardly the West and nowhere near the end. This limo is so stretched you can’t understand why it doesn’t sink in the middle and drag its belly on the ground. This limo is so long you think it can’t turn those tight Soho corners without sweeping café society into the gutter.

But imagine this. Imagine it does have to stop at one of those corners. To avoid killing someone. And when it stops, there’s this young man – looks like he might be from out of town, all fresh-faced. And he is drawn to one of the limo’s open windows, leans down to the window, becomes involved in conversation with the limo occupants, leans into the window, further and further, until finally he is sucked through the window into the limo, head first. The last you see of him being his tattered red trainers as they disappear from sight.

Because the thing is – you see – this limo does not contain one lonely pop-star riding along in state. This limo contains more girls than you could shake a stick at. Wall to wall feminine flesh, crammed in we are. Girl sardines. I’m in a great white tin of girl sardines. Or that’s what it feels like.

And this witless piece of fresh-faced masculinity is wedged into the seat opposite me, squeezed between thighs. And all the girls in the limo – they want me to get off with him. That’s what you do on your hen-night.

Hen-night.

Oh my God. Or, Oh! My! God!, as my sister Ven would say – she’s twenty-one. Left to my own devices, I would never have had a hen-night. ‘Honey,’ Della had said, ‘sweetheart, left to your own devices you would never be getting married. And now look.’

And now look. Well, quite.

Honey, by the way, is my name. Della is given to terms of endearment but not that given. Not two-in-one-sentence given.

So Della went ahead and arranged a surprise hen-night. And, actually, I’m quite enjoying it. I mean, I never like the idea of just being girls together – like I never like the idea of a salad for lunch – but when it comes to it, it can be quite pleasant. At least they didn’t hire a male stripper or truss me up and put me on a plane to Amsterdam. Del rented the stretch limo and invited everyone and we’ve been driving round London drinking champagne. Or, rather, they have. Champagne gives me a headache.

After a bottle or five, they’d got all girl-powerish, which is how they came to be hanging out of the windows trying to pick up blokes. I wasn’t that interested. West End pickings on a Saturday night are notoriously slim. Besides, I’m not really interested in anybody at the moment. Not a foreign body at any rate. They’d been telling me you have to be unfaithful on your hen-night, snog unfaithful at the very least. Della said the French have a word for it – she’d just spent six months in Paris on attachment, she works for M&S. She couldn’t remember what the French word was exactly, but roughly translated it means ‘last gasp before dying’.

‘Charming,’ I said. ‘Believe it or not,’ I said, ‘I don’t want to be unfaithful.’

Della looked kind of disappointed at that, but not too disappointed. Because she likes Ed. My intended. Thinks he’s a good thing. Actually, I think Della’s finding it a bit hard to adjust. They all are. It’s a tradition, you see, amongst my friends. That I can always be relied upon to fuck things up. By things, I mean life.

We’d all got into Ecstasy but I was the one who was out three nights a week and weeping into my trainers if I wasn’t on the guest list. We’d all had trouble getting into work on time, but I was the one whose favourite must-go club was on a Sunday night and ended up losing my job. We’d all had ridiculously loud parties ridiculously late, but I was the one who’d had Paul Trouble Anderson playing a 5K sound system in my basement flat and I was the one who got evicted two months later. We’d all had dodgy boyfriends, but mine was the one who cleared three grand out of my Abbey National account and was last heard of behind bars in the Scrubs. And we’d all had credit-card debts, but I was the one who got declared bankrupt – well, virtually. I had to do one of those voluntary-arrangement things.

But all that was pre-Ed and now I’m post-Ed and not only born again but – gobsmackingly – on the brink of matrimony. I felt a bit like a weary boxer. I’d been up there in the ring, year after year, doing the rounds and now at last someone had thrown in the towel. Someone in the form of a nice, suitable young man called Ed. And all I wanted to do was to bounce on the ropes for a blissful moment and catch my breath while I dreamed of retirement. I did not want manager Della shouting in my ear that I was good for another round. Presenting me with some leery lanky Scottish lad they’d pulled, trying to get me off with him. No thanks, I’m headed for the dressing rooms, me. Not that he was that bad or anything. I think Jennie had him in the end.

When the girls finally realised they weren’t going to get any live action, they became resigned. But they started saying, ‘Okay, who would you be unfaithful with if you could have anyone? Tonight. Right now. If the man you most fancy in the world were to walk out of that restaurant and get into this car. There must be someone.’ They made suggestions. You know, the usual suspects, the movie stars. They didn’t get very far because I’m over fancying men on celluloid. Although I did waver a bit when they got to Ewan McGregor – I once saw him in a kilt at a party.

Then Della shrieked, ‘I know! The Love of Your Life!’ The Love of My Life is what we call this guy I had a wild night with years ago. The story’s so old and hoary now it’s sort of gone into Legend Land. But with Della and me it’s still one of the old favourites.

Jennie, who we only met about a year ago, when we took up Ashtanga yoga for, like, one day, said, ‘Who’s the Love of Your Life?’

So I said, ‘Does this mean I get to tell the The Love of My Life story?’ I like doing that because it gives me this nice glowing feeling when I’m telling it. It’s like rewriting my life as a movie, with me as the leading lady, and all of sudden I get a sense of myself as someone who things actually happen to, like in a movie, and when I’m telling the story I sort of believe that I am that character for a few moments. That my life is a bit like a movie, or could be seen that way.

‘Yes,’ they all said, ‘tell the story.’ Like they really wanted to hear. Bless them. So I did.

At the time, this is like seven years ago when I was about twenty-one, I was seeing this guy called Paulo. He was Italian and I was just seeing him, if you know what I mean. Seeing every bit of him, mind you, but it didn’t even cross my mind to have a relationship with this man. He was young and fuckable and vain and kind of middle-aged before his time, though he’d kill me if he heard me say that – with his cheekbones, his Armani suits and his cocaine habit. Anyway, he just wasn’t suitable relationship material. Not that relationships were much on the agenda at that point in my life – but I mean we could barely have a conversation. It wasn’t a language problem, he spoke perfect English, we just weren’t that interested in anything the other had to say. Those were the days when I filled my evenings and weekends having non-relationships with Mr Unsuitable and wondering why I never met Mr Suitable. And that was pretty much the story of my twenties.

You know, I wish someone had told me that it was probably a good idea to apply some time and effort to looking for a nice man with an interesting life and prospects and all that while I was still at an age when there were lots of them around and on the market. But no one tells you. It’s a bit like when the new season’s shoes come into the shops and you go in and ask for a size five and a half in the second week of September and the assistant looks at you like you’re nuts and says they’ve sold out of all sizes except those fitting giants and midgets and you say, ‘Why have you already sold out in the second week of September?’ And they look at you like you’re even more nuts to think that they might wish to supply you with this shoe and they explain gently but firmly, ‘It’s a very popular shoe.’ Or even, ‘It’s a very comfortable shoe.’

You see, if you don’t learn these natural laws hard and fast you’re looking at a very unfashionably shod life. Or a very uncomfortably shod life. One or the other.

Maybe I should have worked out this suitable-man thing for myself. Others did. I think what put me off was the idea that this Mr Suitable wasn’t going to look like Johnny Depp. I couldn’t face the non-Johnny-Depp look. But I do wish someone had told me that the distracted man with a dream and a drug habit – the one who keeps looking over my shoulder for something better – is not a sensible route to that warm, fuzzy, thirty-something place where you gambol with children and dogs.

Anyway, I digress. The night I met the Love of My Life, Paulo picked me up in his sports car – I have to admit, I found the sports-car thing quite dazzling. I was like a rabbit in the headlights. Paulo took me to a chic Italian restaurant, all minimal even then, no outsize peppermills. He liked it because they made the vodka martinis like they do back home. Paulo, of course, kept disappearing off to the loo. I declined to join him, partly because I was really quite interested in the food and partly because drugs just don’t agree with me. Afterwards, I’m all raw and messy for days. I cry at the drop of a hat. I cry over Pet Rescue on TV. I cry when someone wins the Birthday Bonanza on the radio. Oh God.

So, I saw this delicious risotto being delivered to the next table. I’ve got a thing about risotto. It’s like grown-up baby food or something. I can get compulsive around risotto. Luckily, risottos take a long time to cook and a lot of stirring so I don’t often attempt them at home. Before I’d thought about it – this is not the sort of thing I usually do actually, I kind of surprised myself – I leant over to the next table and said, ‘How’s the risotto?’

This guy had just taken this great big forkful; I hadn’t even looked at him until he turned to me, and he had these horribly blue eyes in this dark face, and he fastened his eyes on mine and we recognised each other. I don’t mean that I knew him, I’d never met him before in my life, but we knew each other, if you know what I mean. It was like being punched in the stomach, it was like – I’m trying to avoid mentioning electricity here because it’s such a cliché, but I guess people talk about electricity for a reason. That’s what it feels like.

And he said, ‘Game.’

How’s the risotto? Game. That’s how it started. I didn’t get ‘game’, so I just kept staring at him. In any case, looking away wasn’t an option he had me wired straight into his soul.

‘Game risotto,’ he said. ‘It’s the game risotto.’

‘My God. What kind of game?’

‘I don’t know – whatever you guys have been shooting lately, I guess.’ At this point it registered that he was American.

Paulo, who, I should have mentioned, was present at the table during all of this and not in the loo, coughed politely. He was always polite, Paulo, he was always one great big stuffed-up ball of Armani-suited politeness – except when he whispered unusual requests into my ear during sex – in Italian. It turned out, thank God, that he didn’t want to do them, he just wanted to whisper them in my ear. So Paulo coughed and I came back to the land of the living, although I was all red, and flushed and hot under the collar. And we both went back to our respective dinners and our respective dates.

Mr Blue Eyes at the next table was with a blonde. Of course, he would be. She was very at ease, she exuded at ease – I put out my antenna for the vibe. Were they an item? I tried to gauge sexual tension. She was all ease. I ordered the risotto.

So the risotto came and I was munching away although, to be honest, I’d lost my appetite, but it was bringing us together this risotto – it was a love risotto, my love letter to him. And he suddenly leant over and said, ‘Good game?’

‘Very good,’ I said.

And we were back with the eyeballs thing. And this was really getting embarrassing so I glanced at the blonde. And he knew I was saying, ‘Who is she?’

And he looked at her too and said, ‘But I’m just a Yankee tourist.’ Like – what do I know? And she smiled.

So now I knew that he lived in the States and she was the woman he stayed with or saw in London and maybe they had sex and maybe they didn’t but there was no ‘we’, which was the most important thing. You may ask, how did I know this for sure, but I did. We were communicating with jungle drums.

Next thing I knew I was leaning over and saying, ‘Congratulations.’ And they all three looked at me. And I went, ‘Did you know that only eight per cent of American citizens hold passports? Congratulations for being one of them.’

So then Paulo was doing his coughing thing again and Blue Eyes excused himself and got up and headed for the gents. And I sat there a moment and then it occurred to me that maybe I was meant to get up and follow him. I mean ‘meant’ in a kind of fatalistic, universal sense – I don’t mean I thought he was expecting me to follow him. And I couldn’t believe I’d even had this thought because – really, I mean it – following people is not the kind of thing I do. So I sat on the idea and then – all this took about a nanosecond – the thought came to me, Well, I could just follow him anyway, there’s no law against it. It might change my life. Getting up now and going to the loo might change my life. This might be it. The turning point. And if I don’t do it, I will never know.

So I got up and went to the loo too. When I got there I hung around in the corridor for a bit waiting for him to come out. But I only managed about a minute of that before doubt struck and the possible awful consequences of what I was doing came crashing down on me. What if I’d read the situation all wrong? And how awful would it be if he came out and found me standing there and just sort of looked embarrassed and walked past? The truly awful thing would be that he would know. At this point, you see, we were in the same boat: both of us suspected but neither of us knew. If he were to find me in the corridor, it would mean I had shown my cards first. And that was about as scary to me as embarking on a Channel swim in January (i.e., scary even for those sporty types who do Channel swims every day before tea).

So, I was standing outside the ladies, and just being there was making me want to pee – a kind of Pavlovian reaction to that strange lady on the door in the A-line skirt. The gents door started to open and – quick as a flash – I was in the ladies. And then I thought, Okay, I’m leaving this up to Fate. If it’s meant to be, it will happen, whatever I do. Which was the biggest cop-out, and I went into the cubicle. There was only one.

I’d only spent about half my penny when the door opened and someone came in. I held fire for a moment. I’ve learnt to do this because it’s something they tell you to practise in the magazines. It’s meant to exercise your G-spot. Then there was this nervous male cough. And I was sitting there, crucified with embarrassment and struck dumb too. Then the owner of the male cough left. Just like that.

So I came out, expecting Blue Eyes to be waiting outside but he wasn’t, he was back at his table, chatting away. And, of course, doubt had got me again and I was wondering if it was him with the cough. Maybe it was a waiter or something. So I was back to the table, and Paulo, who was not having the best night, shot up and off to powder his nose. And the two at the next table felt they had to talk to me now that I was alone. But the blonde was at ease with it all so by the time Paulo came back we were nicely hooked into conversation. And the blonde started talking to Paulo and I couldn’t believe my luck that she would do that. And he was loving it because it was all stuff about how great his cufflinks were and shit. And then, just as Blue Eyes and I were having so much outrageous eye contact that I thought, This is definitely going to get interesting, he said, ‘I’m going to have to make a move.’ He pulled out his cash but Blonde told him she’d get it. So he got up and said his goodbyes and I was suddenly in free-fall, a sky-diver, arms spreadeagled, unforgiving earth rushing fast towards my face. Figuratively speaking, of course. In reality I was still sitting safely upright in a minimal chair in a minimal Italian restaurant in central London. But what I meant was I couldn’t speak and he was leaving and I couldn’t for the life of me work out what was going on.

And as Blue Eyes passed the back of my chair, he did that little cough again, except this time it was more like the start of a laugh, under his breath but not that under his breath. Like there was a private joke between us that only we knew. And then he just walked straight out. And I was sitting there in shock. And the blonde busied herself with getting the bill. And I looked at Paulo, like, did he hear that? But he was checking himself in the window behind me again – and I turned, and he wasn’t checking himself, he was watching Blue Eyes hailing a cab outside.

And suddenly I was up. I managed a ‘Sorry, Paulo.’ And then I ran. I hit the street and he’d left the cab door open for me. And – well – that was us. In the cab. Driving off into the night.
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Back in the limo the girls were all looking at me. Gagging for it. I let a little silence hang. Then I said, ‘Sometimes I think about the two of them left in the restaurant’. Did Paulo move on Blonde? Maybe they got on really well. Maybe they had as great an evening as we did. I never found out because I never saw Paulo again.

‘So that’s it,’ I said. ‘The Love of My Life.’ And I shut my mouth like that was the end.

‘No way,’ they yelled.

‘You can imagine the rest,’ I said.

‘No, we can’t,’ they yelled. Thing was, I didn’t really want to tell the rest. Not on my hen-night. Not any more.

‘Hey,’ Della said, in her strictest and most scary tones, ‘they need closure.’ She indicated girls with mouths hanging open. I let my eyes fall demurely on to those closely packed thighs on the opposite seat. And I murmured that I couldn’t go on, that the rest of the story was private. Della rolled her eyes and said, ‘Oh please,’ with much emphasis on the ‘please’. In this day and age, you might have noticed, any kind of sensitivity to feeling is regarded as (a) pretentious and (b) tiresome. But the truth was I really didn’t want to go on, especially not in a male presence. The lanky Scot was still with us, after all.

‘It was precious,’ I said. ‘It was beautiful.’ And it was. I didn’t know how else to describe it. I don’t know now. In the cab, he’d turned to me and fixed his gaze upon me and in that moment I knew with absolute certainty that I was the only woman in the world. And, of course, we had known each other for years. Years and years.

‘Six?’ said Martha.

‘Six what?’ I said.

But it turned out she was asking me about sex. Martha is from New Zealand. I looked at Del. She has always assumed that we – me and he – had actually done it and I had never put her right.

‘Actually,’ I said, ‘the truth is, we didn’t do it.’ Scream of betrayal from Della. ‘We didn’t really know each other,’ I said, ‘we’d only just met.’

‘But we like it like that,’ Della reminded me firmly, ‘the first time is always the best. Everyone says sex gets better but everyone knows it only gets worse, reaching its peak in the first few months of the relationship then frequently tailing off to nothing at all. In many cases, within a year,’ she added, with the authority of a rigorously researched government think-tank survey.

‘Well,’ I said, putting lots of superior scepticism into the word and giving it several more syllables than it has, ‘with Ed . . .’

‘Oh God,’ she said. She sat back and shut her eyes: she didn’t want to hear any more.

‘If you must sleep with White Van Man . . .’ said Jennie.

‘Ha!’ I said. Because it’s true. Della likes nothing better than White Van Man. She’s not at all averse to a bit of paunch, tattooed biceps, builder’s bum – all that stuff. I’ve told her she must have had a dysfunctional childhood to like it so rough but she won’t have it. Says her upbringing was all Andrex puppies and Mr Kipling’s French Fancies for tea. Although how they fitted Andrex puppies into that council flat in Beckenham, God only knows.

But it isn’t normal, it really isn’t. Especially when you take into account how fucking beautiful she is – there’s something about Della’s looks that makes you say ‘fucking’ before you say ‘beautiful’. Imagine having a friend who looks like a fucking supermodel. You see? There I go again. But seriously.

Recently they got a computer to come out with the perfect female face – i.e., the face deemed most appealing to men, anthropologically speaking. How computers work these things out God only knows but, anyway, this face was in all the newspapers and it was the spit of Della. I swear. When I bought the Evening Standard, I thought it was her. I thought she’d finally succumbed to one of those tight-faced women who used to accost us – her, I mean – whenever we walked down the King’s Road, claiming they were bookers at a model agency.

In the limo, Della had her eyes closed, waiting for us to shut up. I closed my eyes too. And I had one of those moments when I could feel his presence. He was always with me, like a silent witness to my life. Everything came through him or round him or off him. But sometimes his presence was more tangible than at other times. Sometimes the sense of him ran through my body – the Love of My Life.

‘This kills me,’ he had said, ‘but we’re not going to fuck tonight.’

For some reason this remark filled me with the sure knowledge of love. ‘Okay,’ I said.

‘Okay?’ he said. Then he whispered, ‘Don’t you want me?’

And I wanted him so much I actually thought I might be sick. We stared at each other, crouching amongst the litter of old coffee cups and brimming ashtrays in the flat Del and I used to share trying to warm ourselves at the fire I’d lit in the grate. Eventually I gathered myself enough to say, ‘Right now – you – you can do anything you want to do. Anything at all, including not doing things.’

He smiled. ‘I have to catch a flight tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’d miss it but I have a meeting with Universal and it’s a break for me. I don’t want to just fuck and leave.’

‘What are we going to do?’ I said. Meaning, with the rest of our life.

‘Let’s play a game,’ he said. Meaning, to pass the night.

My thoughts jumped to the battered old Monopoly set in the cupboard because it was the only game we had. I got an immediate sense memory of landing on Park Lane when someone has about five hotels on it – feeling trapped, furious, persecuted, suspecting, in some insidious way, that this is all I deserve in life and all the while having to pretend I don’t mind.

‘What sort of game?’ I said nervously.

‘Hold my hand,’ he said, settling down on the sofa. And he held out his hand. I took it.

I didn’t really understand how holding someone’s hand could be like that. Like that feeling you get after you’ve had a long, hard day – that feeling you get after one of those days when there are no seats on the bus and your eyes are too big for your bags in the supermarket so you end up trudging home like some kind of pack-horse and then it rains sideways right into the bit of your coat that’s open at the collar, and you feel like you’re in some kind of endurance contest with a bit of weight-lifting thrown in and then you get home and put on some music and light some candles and finally, finally, lower yourself one blissful inch at a time into a steaming hot bath and your whole body just goes mmmm. Well, that’s what it was like holding his hand. The mmmm bit, not the long-hard-day bit – except I guess you could say the long hard day was my love life to date.

Come to think of it, I don’t think I’d held hands with a man for a long time. I mean, as the first move. Of course I’d held hands with a man, but usually only after we’d slept together about a hundred times and adopted just about every position in the Kama Sutra and got to that stage where you just about dare to think you might possibly be moving towards a relationship because he’s finally stayed for breakfast – and you go to the cinema and at last, at last, the terrifying tenderness of holding hands.

But this was no ordinary holding hands. We held hands for an hour. An hour. During the first bit I couldn’t speak. I had to remind myself to breathe. And, talking of electricity, it was like I’d stuck my fingers directly into the national grid.

‘What about the game?’ I said.

‘This is it,’ he said.

‘Good game,’ I said.

‘Tell me about you,’ he said.

So I did. I told him about my parents being seventies hippie types but uncool ones, left over from the sixties ones. They were school-teachers and they wore Birkenstocks (before they became fashionable, need I say), which were referred to as ‘Jesus Boots’ by my schoolmates. They knew about my parents’ footwear because my sister and I were pupils at the school my parents taught at.

I told him how I liked my parents okay at home but somehow at school they were a constant embarrassment to me and I was invited to betray them on many occasions which, of course, I went ahead and did. I told him how my parents called me Honeymoon because that was when I was conceived. And they called my sister Venice because that’s where . . . well, you can guess. We shortened the names to Honey and Ven which we could just about live with.

Then I told him how they made us go on these walking holidays all the time in a camper van, sometimes in the Lake District but sometimes in the Australian outback. Which, although you can’t deny the amazingness of the scenery, we’d kind of grown to hate due to the overwhelmingly ploddy nature of the enterprise and the distinct lack of television. So we were quite glad the year we got chickenpox and the parents decided to go to Peru without us. Mum’s friend Theresa, who we loved and who lived next door, said she’d take us because her kids had chickenpox too, and Theresa could always cope with anything and make it fun. Like if we were really good – and even if we were bad actually – she’d do handstands against the wall to make us laugh, especially, I seem to remember, after we’d scared ourselves witless watching Doctor Who on the telly.

Then I told him how Theresa had come to find us at the local playground one day to take us home and how I remembered that walk because it was the most beautiful spring day, almost like high summer, and the trees blossomed pink and the daffodils nodded yellow and the air was soft and warm and hopeful and she held our hands and gave us Maltesers that made little explosions of sweetness in our mouths and there seemed to be so much love around. When we got home she wrapped us in blankets, even though it was warm, and she held us very tightly and told us that Mum and Dad had been on a plane that had crashed in the jungle and they were never coming back. That, in fact, they were dead.

I was twelve at the time and Ven was six.

When I told him about that, Alex – that was his name – didn’t say anything. He just held my gaze – and my hand. Then, gently and firmly, he turned me round on the sofa so that my back was to him and he leant back and pulled me so that he was close behind me, enfolding me, holding me. Tight. Exactly right.

‘Are you holding your breath?’ he said, after a moment, with some alarm.

‘Oh, yeah,’ I said, ‘thanks for reminding me.’ And took in some air.

He said, ‘I’m not going anywhere’ – reading my mind.

So I let the air flow in and out and I let the moments be and be gone and they didn’t go too fast or too slow and, like he said, he wasn’t going anywhere. We stayed like that for, I don’t know, another hour. Just having that togetherness. Just holding and being – and breathing. ‘Is this still the game?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Good game,’ I said. ‘Tell me about you.’

He told me he was brought up white trash in Birmingham, Alabama, but he’d taught himself to drop the Southern accent and speak generic American and now no one could tell where he was from. He told me his dad was a holy man, a preacher of the gospel who left Alex’s mother shortly after he was born and screwed every woman he could lay hands on, including several of Alex’s girlfriends on the occasions he came to visit, before dying young of alcohol poisoning. By fifteen his mother had put him out on the street with ten dollars in his back pocket. He worked his way through college and there he devised a system of renting cheap telephone lines and charging them out at a profit. By twenty he had his own telecommunications company. By twenty-two he’d floated the company. By twenty-three he’d been ousted by internal politics and market imperatives and was back on the street – this time with ten million dollars in his back pocket.

So he went to Hollywood and wrote a script. As you do. The script got read with polite interest although never made. So he set up on his own and now produced commercials while hoping to produce features, living the ‘in your dreams’ existence of a Hollywood wannabe.

‘I didn’t know we were doing our CVs,’ I said.

‘That’s my story,’ he said.

‘What about your mum?’ I said. ‘I mean, how did you feel about it all? It sounds so lonely.’

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

‘But it must be so weird to get rich like that,’ I said.

There was a little silence at that point. ‘Now the game gets really good,’ he said. And he tipped us over so that we fell on to the rug in front of the fire and our bodies rolled instinctively together top to toe, greeting each other with a deep satisfaction. We didn’t kiss but we were nose to nose and I stroked his cheek. I just love it that men have these hard cheeks, this piece of muscle that goes from the cheekbone to the chin. Women don’t have it. I’ve never met a woman whose cheek I’ve been in the least inclined to stroke. Alex had good hard ones.

I always used to claim that I never thought of men as sex objects. And, honestly, I don’t think I did – but now I can feel it creeping up on me. I guess when I was young those pale emaciated eternal boy types I used to fancy didn’t lend themselves very readily to objectification. They were like limp slices of white bread and as my tastes grew more sophisticated I found myself preferring a sturdy loaf of wholemeal. I was probably growing into my sexuality. As I became more woman, men were allowed to become more men. If you see what I mean. And, these days, I find I’m not even averse to the idea of a six-pack. Maybe it’s old age. Or maybe I’ve been brainwashed – all those leery nineties commercials featuring well-preserved professional women drooling over working men’s sweaty torsos.

We were nose to nose for at least an hour. I didn’t look at my watch but at a wild guess, and judging by the absence of traffic noises, I would’ve said it was about four in the morning.

‘Kiss me,’ he said. And the words were like a first sip of brandy burning through my body and into my belly. But I didn’t. Nor did I realise I’d pulled back until I felt the little draught of air between us. I’d only withdrawn an inch but an inch was a mile in those circumstances.

‘Why me?’ I said. He looked quizzical so I added, ‘I mean, do you do this sort of thing often?’

‘Pick up strange girls?’ he said, without missing a beat. ‘No. I don’t do this often.’ And, of course, I believed him.

‘What’s happening?’ I said.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. We mused for a moment.

‘You know when you went to the loo in the restaurant?’ I said.

‘The “loo”?’ he said, taking the piss out of the word.

‘The “bathroom”,’ I said, taking the piss out the word.

‘Yeah,’ he said.

I looked at him and suddenly didn’t dare to go on.

‘You followed me,’ he said.

‘How do you know?’ I said.

‘Because you were meant to,’ he said.

‘But why didn’t you say something?’ I said. ‘What if I hadn’t followed you out of the restaurant? What would you have done then?’

‘I knew you’d come,’ he said.

‘But what if I hadn’t?’

Little silence. ‘Don’t you know how to trust?’ he said.

Another silence. The CD we’d been playing had finished without us noticing and the street outside was silent. For some reason I couldn’t move, couldn’t blink, nothing.

‘I’ve heard of love at first sight,’ he said. ‘I have heard of it.’

More silence. And then he laughed.

‘What?’ I said.

‘You’re holding your breath again,’ he said. I laughed too then, releasing it, and he said, ‘You’re thinking too much.’ I looked at him and he touched my right temple with his index finger. ‘It’s all going on in here, isn’t it?’ he said, and then he pulled me back towards him, closed the gap.

He said to kiss him again and I gently brushed the tip of my nose against his.

‘Eskimo kissing,’ I said. I tell you, those Eskimos may be chilly types but they know a thing or two about kissing. And then our lips came together and we kissed properly. Because we did at least do that. And I could feel the hot spring uncapped inside me, bubbling up to become a warm river flowing through me, carrying me away until I become delirious and in danger of losing my head.

Not such a bad thing. My head, you see, is something I sometimes find I can do without.

‘And? So? What? He just went back to LA?’ yelled Jennie, very hard done by, jolting me out of my reverie.

I’d given them a potted version of the above. Della was busying herself buzzing the limo windows up and down. I guessed she wasn’t talking to me because of the not-having-shagged business.

‘Well, we had breakfast,’ I offered.

‘The sexiest meal of all!’ they cried, perking up a bit.

‘Well, sort of,’ I said. ‘I drove him round to Blonde’s – she turned out to be happily married to someone else – and he got his bags and then I drove him to Heathrow and we had breakfast in this Happy Eater type thing in the airport.’

‘Oh,’ they said, disappointed.

‘No, it was amazing,’ I said. So romantic – I didn’t know how to explain – it was like we’d put on these special glasses and what is usually depressing and garish and loud appeared funny and witty and nice. Boy, were we happy eaters.

‘But he was getting on a plane!’ they squealed. ‘Didn’t you cry?’

Well, actually, I was laughing a lot, all the time we were having breakfast. He was pretending he wasn’t going to go and telling me all these stupid stories about people being scraped out of airline lounges and carried on to planes and how anyone who goes to the gate at the first call is mad as a snake, and anyone who goes at the second call is an eager beaver and anyone who goes at the third call . . . And then they actually called him by name which, despite his bravado, kind of freaked him out. And we sort of half walked, half ran to the departure bit and I didn’t cry because I truly felt in my heart that we would see each other again at any minute. It didn’t feel possible that he could go away from me. Not really away. Okay, he’d be over the ocean, but we’d found each other now, so we’d have each other. Always.

Always.
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We were still, can you believe it, cruising around in that goddamn limo. And it was beginning to get a little close in there, it was beginning to get a little old. The air was a heady cocktail of cigarette smoke, Eternity, armpits and whatever industrial bleach they used to clean the upholstery. They don’t tell you that, do they, when you hire a limo? They don’t tell you it smells like school corridors on a Monday morning. They have to disinfect, I suppose, because of the unspeakable things people do on the seats.

‘I never saw him again,’ I said. ‘It’s getting smelly in here,’ I said.

‘Let’s tell the driver to go to the nightclub,’ hissed Della, ‘it’s time.’

‘There’s an intercom,’ said Jennie.

So Dell pressed the button and yelled, ‘Stop the car.’

‘That was uncalled for,’ I said, thinking I’d pushed her over the edge and she was bailing out.

But she just said she was going to ride with the driver. ‘Too much yin in here. Not enough yang,’ she said. Fair enough.

The limo pulled over. ‘I may be some time,’ she said, and it was, in fact, the last we saw of her for quite some while. She got in again at the front but we couldn’t see her because the driver’s partition was heavily tinted.

‘But how did you lose touch?’ said Trish to me. ‘I mean – how could you? The Love of Your Life!’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. Because I don’t, actually, I’ve never really understood it. ‘Perhaps there was some misunderstanding,’ I said vaguely.

‘What do you mean?’ they said. ‘What happened?’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘nothing.’ There was a little silence. ‘I mean, really nothing. Nothing happened. I never heard from him again.’

And that, I’m afraid to say, was the horrible, horrible truth.

When he’d kissed me goodbye for the final time, he’d asked me if I had e-mail.

‘No!’ I’d said, outraged at the idea. I thought he might have guessed I wouldn’t from the state of my and Della’s flat. We’d practically only just got an indoor loo. He said in that case it would be a traditional courtship. Letters.

‘Love letters,’ he said. But he kind of said it with irony so I didn’t know whether he meant it or not. I guess even then – seven years ago – it wasn’t really done to say something romantic and keep a straight face. And these days, well, being romantic without irony is practically against the law. I see it as part of the post-modern thing. Like post-modern buildings, which are spacious and hygienic, meeting all the safety standards known to man, while harking back to the past with none of the feeling. Post-modern romance is similarly spacious and hygienic, while harking back to the past with none of the feeling.

In fact, I’m always arguing about this with Ed, my intended. I’m afraid to say he believes in being romantic without irony and, being Ed, just goes ahead and does it. Frankly, he spits in the wind of public opinion on the matter, buys roses (red ones!), says, ‘I love you,’ – all sorts. I’m getting used to it now but, you can imagine, at the beginning it made me think there was something wrong with him.

‘There was a postal strike,’ I told my audience in the limo, and burst into uncontrollable laughter. Della and I always laugh uncontrollably when I say, ‘There was a postal strike,’ it’s traditional. It’s like ‘Bus crash on Oxford Street’. That’s what you say when you’re late for work. Any humiliation regarding men – ‘postal strike’. We laugh because, of all the excuses made up by all the women who’ve been let down by men since the beginning of time and, believe me, there have been some damn fine excuses – some subtle, sophisticated, founded in transactional analysis, Venus and Mars, half-hour-long ones – my postal strike has to be just about the most lame and pathetic of them all. It almost ranks with the proverbial dog who ate the proverbial homework.

This is how it goes. At around the time I met Alex there was a postal strike. It affected my postal area. Not all the post but some. The accumulation of undelivered mail became so overwhelming that a rumour went round that bags of mail were taken to derelict areas on the edges of London and burned. Having said that, no one I knew missed out on any mail whatsoever. Everyone got their electricity bills. Absolutely everyone expecting letters of rejection got them.

My love letter never came.

‘But Honey – Honey,’ said Trish, very patient, ‘why didn’t you ring him?’

‘I did,’ I said. ‘I rang him and I got an answering-machine and a honeyed all-American voice said “we’re” not able to come to the phone “but if you wanna leave us a message, we’ll call you right back”. Emphasis on the “us”.’

‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ said Trish, ‘flatmates.’

‘No, no, no,’ I said.

I knew it all. You know how you do – you know it all. You just know.

‘She was blonde, you see, and she had the slimmest little thighs you ever saw and the distance between her knee and her foot was about forty yards and she had a pert nose and never had to wear make-up or a bra.’

‘How on earth could you know that?’ said Jennie.

‘I could hear it in her voice,’ I snarled. ‘Anyway,’ I added, ‘he never phoned me.’

‘But maybe he sent you a letter and he thought you never wrote back. Maybe he said “call me” in his love letter and you never did. Maybe he sent you a ticket to LA.’

I looked at Jennie and wondered if she seriously believed I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe he’d stood for ages at the arrivals gate amongst all those chauffeurs like wallflowers, holding up their dance cards, searching the crowd for a face. Maybe he waited and waited until finally the people coming through were down to a pathetic little trickle and all the chauffeurs had found their mates and even then he waited until it was only one or two strip-searched drug couriers coming through—

‘Jennie,’ I said, ‘shut up. You’re making it worse. If he’d sent me a plane ticket he would have called.’

‘But this is all daft,’ someone said. ‘You should have just called him again.’

‘I just couldn’t,’ I said. I said it like I wanted to end the conversation right there, because I did. I didn’t want to explain about the feeling I’d had in the pit of my stomach that told me with absolute certainty I’d never see him again. That familiar feeling, which says, ‘Oh yeah, I remember how it goes now. They act like they love you but they don’t really. They go away and they never come back. And what the hell’s the point in phoning them when they’re never coming back? Because they never are. And that’s the way of the world. Always has been. Always will be. End of story.’

‘End of story,’ I said firmly and out loud, and hoped they could tell I meant it.

They couldn’t. Jennie said, ‘Well, I think it’s tragic. Tragic. Romeo-and-Juliet tragic.’

‘Hardly the same?’ said Martha, which I don’t think she meant as a question but being antipodean everything she says comes out like one.

‘Yes, it is, exactly the same. Crossed wires, communication failure,’ said Jennie.

‘Like when Romeo doesn’t get the letter to say Juliet’s not really dead,’ said Trish.

‘Actually I meant when the Fed-Ex gets delivered and Leonardo is too busy mooching moodily to see the van,’ said Jennie.

Of course I’d like to put down the loss of the Love of My Life to crossed wires – I would, I really would. But deep in my heart I knew the explanation was something far more profound. Deep, deep down, down in my soul, down where you really know things, I knew it was because I wasn’t thin enough and I wasn’t pretty enough.

I said this last bit to the girls then immediately regretted it because I got the usual chorus of ‘Of course you are!’ ‘You are thin, you are pretty,’ which means absolutely minus nothing to the Enuff monster. Although I would like to make it clear – lest you throw this book across the room in disgust – that, by any normal standards, I am neither fat nor ugly. Of course I’m not. That’s not the point. The point is – not Enuff.

‘Well, it depends doesn’t it?’ I said – or was it the Enuff Monster speaking? ‘It depends what you mean by thin.’ Which put me in mind of the time I’d answered a lonely-hearts voice box thing because I was fooling around one Sunday and happened to like the sound of this man’s voice. He’d advertised for a ‘slim twenty-something’ and the reply service suggested I describe myself, so I said I was slim. Suddenly I felt on very unsafe ground. I mean, what exactly is ‘slim’? Do you have to be Kate Moss – or will Jennifer Aniston do? So I qualified with ‘well, I think I’m slim’ and then I immediately saw that would make him think I was one of those girls straining at the seams of my size fourteens and being all ‘it’s only natural to have curves’ about it. So I added that I was a size ten. And then felt compelled to admit that although I am a size ten in high-street shops, often in more designery shops – not couture or anything – but you know one up from the high street, I’m a size twelve. And I once needed a size fourteen in a French designer store that shall remain nameless. But, I urged the lonely-heart fat fascist on the other end of the line to understand, cut does vary, and to this day it is my position that those particular trousers were cut very much on the small side.

‘Did he ring back?’ said Jennie.

‘Course he didn’t,’ said Trish, and snorted unattractively.

‘Must have been a fault on the line,’ I said, sarcastic, because in my opinion the important bit in Romeo and Juliet isn’t the bit when they get their wires crossed. The bit that strikes me as important is the bit when Juliet wakes up beside Romeo and finds him dead.

‘Don’t you just know that thing?’ I said. ‘That thing when you wake up beside your lover and find him dead?’ They all looked at me. ‘Metaphorically speaking,’ I said.

It’s usually about six weeks into the relationship. Well, with most people it probably happens about six years into the relationship but with me it’s six weeks. It goes like this. It’s a Sunday morning, the sun is streaming in. You’re all tangled up with him in the white of the sheets, sexy and tousled in your love bubble. He’s asleep. You wake up slowly and your languid eye falls upon his trainers sitting innocently beside the bed.

And that’s it. Pop goes the weasel. I find empty shoes very upsetting. They have the eerie quality of a footprint in the sand but sadder – the sad imprint of a life in transit. This doesn’t apply to all shoes, I should add; it doesn’t apply to my sister’s shoes lying around her bedroom floor, for example, or shoes in shops. But it definitely applies to the shoes of a man I’m involved with and, weirder still, my own shoes through his eyes. If I’ve got a boyfriend coming round, I have a morbid fear of him seeing any shoes of mine without my feet in them. As I am obviously unable to wear all my shoes at once, I am compelled to hide the overflow in the cupboard.

So, anyway, there I am, looking at those plate-of-meat trainers and suddenly it hits me that this man in my bed, this Adonis, this marvellous specimen of masculinity, this dream-come-true is not any of those things. He has feet. He has trainers. And when his trainers are empty they sit there unapologetic, holding the memory of his feet, emanating a truly disturbing vulnerability. And there’s something about this that makes me realise with absolute certainly that he’s – oh God – he’s . . . he’s a human being.

‘You see,’ I said, ‘Romeo and Juliet says it all. You feel all this passion, it feels so real, and then the love bubble bursts and it turns to ashes in your hands. It’s like you woke up and found him dead. Dead and gone. The whole thing was all a big made-up story and there are the empty trainers to prove it. And you can’t even blame him for this disaster, because who made it all up in the first place? You did!’

‘What about Ed? You nutter!’ yelled Trish, beside herself. ‘You’re marrying him!’

She had a point. ‘I had the six-week love-bubble bust-up with Ed,’ I said, defensive now.
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