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      To my godmother Eithne Murphy, 
with much love

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      

      
      Jenny Hannigan stood slightly apart from chattering groups in the little country churchyard, mentally cursing the stubborn
         impulse that had made her come here today. She hated going to parties alone, and weddings were the worst. The trouble was,
         when she had accepted the invitation, she hadn’t expected to be coming on her own. When the thick embossed card had plopped
         fatly through her letterbox, positively dripping smugness, she had felt a little frisson of spiteful glee at the thought of
         turning up with Richard and stealing some of Fiona’s thunder on her wedding day. So it probably served her right that she
         was stuck here now on her own, feeling like a fifth wheel.
      

      
      What the hell had possessed her? When she had found out Richard wouldn’t be coming with her, she should have cancelled. She
         could have had a nice lie-in and spent the rest of the day nursing her hangover. Instead she had got up only a couple of hours
         after she had gone to bed and spent a small fortune on a series of Tubes, trains and taxis to get here, not to mention what
         she had forked out for a new dress, shoes and a present she couldn’t afford. All this, just because she wasn’t willing to
         let a girl she didn’t even know any more, much less care about, think she’d got the better of her.
      

      
      ‘Such a lovely couple, aren’t they?’ A tall woman had materialised at her side, her eyes trained on the church door: guests
         were still filing into the glorious August sunshine past the bride and groom in a flurry of air kisses.
      

      
      Jenny smiled politely, following the other woman’s gaze, but said nothing.

      
      Spotting some friends in the crowd, the woman drifted off, but she was soon replaced by a gaggle of middle-aged women who
         surrounded Jenny like a flock of exotic jabbering birds.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t Fiona look gorgeous?’ The lime-green one beamed down at her without introduction, revealing long, horsy teeth.
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Jenny nodded.

      
      ‘It was a lovely ceremony, wasn’t it?’ the lemon-yellow one gushed, at no one in particular.

      
      Pink and Lilac exchanged simpering smiles.

      
      ‘They’re such a lovely couple, Fiona and Tim.’
      

      
      Oh, fuck, I’ve strayed into a wedding in Stepford, Jenny thought. It was all rather Stepford-like. The quaint village church, deep in the East Sussex countryside, with its manicured lawn and clipped
         hedges, was too idyllic to be true. The sun shone in a cloudless blue sky; the gentle buzz of conversation mingled with the
         hum of bees in the neatly trimmed borders; women in floral dresses smiled from beneath big, floppy hats; and in the church
         doorway stood the perfect couple – Fiona, petite and doll-like with her bouncing blonde curls, and Tim, tall and handsome,
         bursting with pride – while all around were their adoring worshippers. All it needed was some woodland creatures to appear
         out of the hedgerows to join in the adulation, like in a Disney cartoon.
      

      
      ‘Are you on your own, dear?’ Pink asked.

      
      ‘Yes, I am,’ Jenny answered brightly.

      
      ‘Oh dear.’ All four tilted their heads to the side and regarded her with pitying smiles.

      
      Jenny wondered if she should sneak away now – just admit she had made a mistake, cut her losses and make a break for freedom.
         She felt in serious danger of these women taking her under their colourful wings if she stayed. But the pride that had forced
         her to come wouldn’t allow her to leave. Fiona knew she was here, and Jenny wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of thinking
         she had bottled it. She would just have to tough it out.
      

      
      To her relief, the posse drifted off. Her face was aching from trying to match their doting smiles, and they made her feel
         gruff and oafish. It didn’t help that she was in dire need of a hangover feed or that she hadn’t quite managed to scrub the
         dirty black tattoo of last night’s club stamp off the back of her hand. These people didn’t look as if they ever got hung-over
         or stayed out too late clubbing. They were like the cast of one of the cosy Sunday-evening TV shows that she, Liam and Ollie
         sometimes flopped in front of, comatose after one of Liam’s huge roast dinners – Midsomer Murders or an Agatha Christie mystery. Any minute now, Miss Marple would pop out from behind a hedge. She wished Miss Marple would show up – at least then there would be a murder. It was all so genteel, so refined, so … English.

      
      Not that she had anything against English people, of course – after all, her favourite person in the world was English. They
         didn’t come much more English than Richard, she thought, smiling fondly to herself. He was the very epitome of Englishness.
         Blond and blue-eyed, his pink-cheeked face shone as if it had been scrubbed by Mary Poppins herself, while his strong forearms
         and slightly soft body were redolent of afternoons spent tossing balls on village greens and scoffing cricket teas. She loved
         English people, she really did – it was just that when they were swarming like this, they could be a bit unnerving. But even the most innocuous creatures could be intimidating when they swarmed.
      

      
      If only Richard was here, she thought, rubbing at the stamp on her hand self-consciously, he’d be in his element, schmoozing
         the old dears, flirting with the young women and all back-slapping, shoulder-punching camaraderie with the men. And with the nation’s
         golden boy at her side, no one would notice the smudge on her hand or her incongruous nail varnish, which she hadn’t had time
         to redo this morning. The purple and silver stripes didn’t go at all with her floaty green dress. Still, he wasn’t here, so
         she would just have to make the best of it.
      

      
      Shaking her kitten heels loose from the gravel, she moved towards the cluster of people nearest to her. She wove through the
         crowd, introducing herself and making small talk. Everyone said the same things – lovely couple … lovely ceremony … didn’t
         Fiona look stunning … such a happy day … such a lovely couple …
      

      
      Oh, hell, if you can’t beat them, join them, she thought. Plastering a suitably Stepford smile to her face, she turned to
         the person nearest to her. ‘They’re a lovely couple, aren’t they?’ she said. She found herself talking to a sleeve. She looked
         up – and up – to find a very attractive but rather cross-looking man peering down his long, thin nose at her.
      

      
      ‘You must be on the bride’s side,’ he said in a bored voice, barely glancing at the top of her head before he turned away
         again.
      

      
      Taken aback, Jenny’s Stepford smile slipped – to be replaced by a genuine grin. She knew she should have felt rebuked, but
         she couldn’t help finding his rudeness cheering. ‘I am, actually. How did you know?’ she asked. He must be more than a foot
         taller than her.
      

      
      ‘Because he’s a complete shit,’ he said, his eyes narrowed on the groom.
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ Wow, not only had he not been cloned by androids, but he wasn’t afraid to use the S-word – right here in Stepford! ‘I
         don’t know him,’ she said, ‘but she’s a total wagon.’
      

      
      His head swivelled in her direction, and he looked at her properly for the first time. Jenny saw his features soften and the
         beginnings of a smile play across his lips. ‘Sorry? A what?’ His eyes twinkled with amusement.
      

      
      She had forgotten that English people didn’t use the term. ‘A wagon. It means a bitch, a cow,’ she elaborated.

      
      ‘Ah, I see. They’re well matched then. So why did you say they were a lovely couple?’

      
      Jenny shrugged. ‘It’s all anyone’s said to me so far. I thought I’d go with the flow, get in the swing of things. How do you
         know the shit?’
      

      
      ‘We went to college together. We used to be friends.’

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘He screwed me over in business. What happened with you and the – er – wagon?’

      
      ‘She stole my boyfriend.’

      
      They looked at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing.

      
      ‘Good God!’ He frowned, sobering up. ‘Not him?’ He nodded to the groom.
      

      
      ‘Tim? Christ, no! It was someone else.’
      

      
      ‘He must have been mad.’ He was smiling at her again. He had a warm, slightly husky voice, and a lovely soft northern English
         accent that Jenny couldn’t quite place.
      

      
      ‘I like to think so. He came back – but she’d sort of written him off.’

      
      ‘I can see how that would happen.’

      
      ‘You can?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course.’

      
      ‘How about your business? Was that a write-off?’

      
      ‘Oh, the whole thing backfired on him pretty spectacularly.’

      
      ‘That was lucky!’

      
      ‘Not really – I made sure it did.’

      
      ‘So you got your revenge?’ Jenny grinned. ‘Was it sweet?’

      
      ‘I hardly remember. It was a long time ago.’ He shrugged.
      

      
      ‘But you’re still holding on to it? Good for you! I like a man who bears a grudge.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Oh, absolutely! It shows commitment.’

      
      ‘I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.’ He laughed.

      
      ‘How tall are you?’ she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun to squint up at him. She was starting to get a crick in her
         neck.
      

      
      ‘Six foot four, last time I looked. But I’m told I’ve stopped growing. How short are you?’

      
      ‘Five foot. But I’ve stopped growing too.’ Jenny smiled ruefully. ‘Still, you’d be amazed what I can get up to.’

      
      ‘I bet.’ He chuckled. ‘That’s an amazing dress,’ he said. It was clear from the way he was looking at her that it wasn’t just
         her dress he liked.
      

      
      ‘Thanks. I bought it specially. It’s vintage.’ She swayed from side to side so that the skirt swished softly on its netting.
         ‘I like your suit.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, this old thing – I’ve had it for yonks.’

      
      Jenny giggled. ‘I’m Jenny, by the way,’ she said, holding out a hand.

      
      ‘Dev.’ He took it, holding it slightly too long.

      
      ‘Dev,’ she repeated. ‘That’s a nice name.’

      
      ‘It’s short for Devlin. My mother named me after a character in a Cary Grant film. She had a thing for Cary Grant.’

      
      ‘Very understandable.’

      
      ‘What made you come today – if the bride isn’t a friend?’

      
      ‘She’s a frienemy, and you know what they say – keep your friends close and your frienemies closer.’

      
      ‘Is that the saying?’ He was clearly amused by this.

      
      ‘How about you? Why did you come?’

      
      ‘Similar reason, I suppose,’ he said. ‘Anyway, I’m very glad I did.’

      
      ‘I’m very glad you did too.’ The day was looking up now that there was someone really attractive to flirt with. And it would
         make Fiona sick to see she had hooked up with the best-looking man at the wedding.
      

      
      ‘Are you here on your own?’ Dev asked.

      
      ‘Not any more …’

      
      The guests walked the short distance from the church to the hotel. When everyone was having drinks in the bar, Dev excused
         himself and disappeared. Jenny thought she had seen the last of him, so she was surprised when they took their seats for dinner
         to find that she was beside him.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hello again!’ she said as he sat down beside her. ‘This is a lucky coincidence, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘I believe in making your own luck,’ he told her. ‘I swapped the place cards.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ she gasped. ‘You’re going to be in trouble with Fiona for that. You’re supposed to sit where you’re told.’

      
      ‘The bride’s not the boss of us, is she?’

      
      ‘Oh, but she is,’ Jenny said. ‘The bride’s the boss of everyone. Have you never been to a wedding before?’

      
      Dev laughed. ‘I can swap them back if you like. You’re supposed to be over there.’ He pointed to a table in front of theirs.

      
      ‘Oh, no, thanks – I’m fine where I am.’ Ha! Jenny thought. That would show Fiona. This table was full of glamorous people.
         They all seemed to be in couples apart from Dev, and they had the glow of money and success about them. Glancing across to
         where she should have been sitting, she could tell it was the ‘other’ singles table, the ones you wouldn’t dream of fixing
         up with any of your real single friends. It was full of oddly assorted misfits – except for one tall, glossy redhead who looked
         as out of place as an orchid in a field of dandelions. She was seated next to a bespectacled geek, dressed in cords and a plaid shirt, whose eyes were permanently trained
         on her impressive cleavage as he droned on – probably about the finer points of train spotting, Jenny decided. The redhead
         was obviously intended for Dev – and the geek for her.
      

      
      Dev seemed to know everyone else – Oliver and Emma, Mark and Liz, Lawrence and Caroline – and they were introducing themselves
         to Jenny when Fiona swooped down on the table.
      

      
      ‘Dev! How lovely to see you.’ She kissed him on both cheeks. ‘And Jenny.’ Her smile didn’t slip but it lost all of its warmth.
         ‘It’s great to see you here. You’re so brave to come on your own!’
      

      
      Jenny smiled back with equal insincerity.

      
      ‘Anyway, I’m afraid there’s been a teensy bit of a mix-up.’ Fiona grimaced apologetically. ‘You should have been sitting over
         there.’ She pointed to the redhead, who was now sandwiched between the geek and Fiona’s cousin Reggie, who Jenny knew suffered
         from halitosis. The redhead was leaning so far away from him, she almost had her head in the geek’s lap. ‘I can’t think how
         this happened,’ Fiona continued. ‘It’s so embarrassing, but would you mind awfully—’
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid I’m the culprit,’ Dev interrupted. ‘I switched the place cards so Jenny could sit beside me.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ Fiona valiantly tried to maintain her smile, but she looked sick. ‘Haven’t lost your touch with the men I see, Jenny.
         I can’t believe I’m getting married first. I always thought you’d be the first to go, you were always so … popular. So many boyfriends – and still no ring?’
      

      
      ‘No man’s managed to tie me down yet. I’m having way too much fun playing the field.’

      
      ‘Well, would you mind terribly moving?’ Fiona said sweetly, but her eyes were cold. ‘We went to a lot of trouble with the
         seating plan, and I know you’ll be happier over there – there are loads of single men for you to meet. This is a couples table.’
      

      
      ‘I’m single,’ Dev said to Fiona. ‘She can stay here and meet me.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but—’

      
      ‘I think we’re all happy where we are. I know I am. Jenny?’ he consulted her.

      
      Fiona glanced nervously at the redhead, who clearly wasn’t at all happy.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, happy as Larry!’ Jenny took a large swig of her drink. God, this was fun – Fiona’s face was a picture! ‘It’s really
         sweet of you to think of fixing me up, Fiona, but I’m doing fine on my own.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t mind, do you, Fiona?’ Dev asked. Fiona’s smile faded momentarily as Dev eyeballed her. She looked as if she was
         being hypnotised by a snake.
      

      
      ‘Of course not! I’m not going to come over all Bridezilla!’ she giggled with only the hint of an edge. ‘No, you stay where
         you are. I hope you both enjoy the day.’ She looked confused, as if she couldn’t quite believe what was coming out of her
         mouth. ‘But you’d better watch your step with Jenny,’ she said jovially to Dev. ‘She’s a bit of a man-eater, our Jen.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take my chances.’

      
      She melted away. Jenny was half expecting a puff of smoke.

      
      ‘Wagon!’ Dev mumbled, watching her go.

      
      ‘My God, that was amazing!’ Jenny gasped. ‘How did you do that? You’re like Obi Wan Kenobi.’

      
      ‘That’s kind of Dev’s job,’ Mark, on her other side, put in.

      
      ‘Really?’ She turned back to Dev, wide-eyed. ‘You’re a Jedi knight?’

      
      ‘The force is strong in this one,’ Mark intoned, laughing.

      
      ‘No, I’m not a Jedi knight,’ Dev drawled, throwing Mark a scathing look.

      
      ‘But he is in the mind-control game.’

      
      ‘So what are you, then? A hypnotist? A magician?’ Somehow she couldn’t quite see him in a cape pulling rabbits out of a hat and sawing women in half. Still, he might be one of those posh
         illusionists, who did mind-reading and made whole buildings disappear.
      

      
      ‘You really don’t know what Dev does?’ Mark asked her. ‘He’s pretty famous, you know.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ Jenny turned to Dev. ‘What are you famous for?’

      
      ‘I’m a publicist,’ he said.

      
      ‘He’s being modest,’ Mark’s girlfriend Liz told Jenny. ‘Dev is the publicist. He’s always getting the rich and famous out of trouble and into the papers.’
      

      
      ‘Or out of the papers, if that’s what they want,’ Mark added.

      
      ‘I manipulate public opinion that’s all.’ Dev demurred.

      
      ‘Well, you’re obviously very good at it.’

      
      ‘He is,’ Mark said. ‘For instance, what do you think of Kim Wilton?’

      
      Kim Wilton was a D-list celeb who had followed the well-worn career trajectory from girl band through marriage to a footballer
         to reality show, punctuated by weight gain, weight loss, babies, drugs, divorce and rehab.
      

      
      ‘Well, I used to think she was an awful slapper, but I really admire the way she’s turned her life around since the break-up
         with Richie, and she seems to be a terrific mum.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly,’ Mark agreed. ‘Mission accomplished. She’s one of yours, isn’t she, Dev?’

      
      ‘Mark,’ Dev said warningly, ‘you know I don’t discuss my clients.’

      
      ‘She is, though,’ Mark whispered to Jenny as the waitresses placed the first course on the table. ‘Whatever Dev wants people
         to think about someone – that’s what they think.’
      

      
      ‘So, why does Bridezilla have it in for you?’ Dev asked her. ‘What on earth did you do to her – apart from letting her steal
         your boyfriend?’
      

      
      ‘Well, like I said, he didn’t stay away for long.’
      

      
      Jenny had later discovered that it was only after a long campaign that Fiona had managed to lure Alan into her bed, if only
         momentarily. They used to be friends, she thought sadly – or at least she had thought they were friends. They had shared a
         flat and gone out on the pull together. But Jenny had always been more successful with men, and Fiona had got fed up with
         always being the ‘other one’. She began to resent Jenny’s effortless appeal to the opposite sex, and that resentment had turned
         to bitter, poisonous jealousy when Jenny had started going out with Alan. Fiona had known him first and had fancied him for
         ages, and she couldn’t forgive Jenny for succeeding where she had failed. When she finally managed to entice Alan away, it
         was a hollow victory. After a one-night stand, which he had dismissed as a drunken mistake, he had come crawling back to Jenny,
         begging her to forgive him and swearing that Fiona meant nothing to him.
      

      
      As details of Fiona’s betrayal seeped out, Jenny discovered the extent of her resentment and realised that Fiona hadn’t been
         her friend for a long time. She found out that she had been bitching about her behind her back and spreading rumours about
         her on the internet. Loathing confrontation, Jenny had simply moved out and they had drifted apart without ever acknowledging
         that their friendship was over.
      

      
      ‘Where are you from?’ Dev was asking her now.

      
      ‘Dublin, but I’ve lived in London for a long time.’

      
      ‘Really? You don’t look old enough to have lived anywhere for a long time.’

      
      ‘I started young.’

      
      ‘Whereabouts do you live?’

      
      ‘Camden.’

      
      ‘Oh, we’re practically neighbours then. I live in Primrose Hill – just up the road from you.’

      
      Just up the road and half a world away, Jenny thought. ‘Maybe we’ll bump into each other some time,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Let’s make sure we do.’

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘I’d really like to see you again,’ he said. ‘Can I take you to dinner?’

      
      ‘Oh, um …’ Jenny bit her lip awkwardly. She took another swig of champagne to stall for time. ‘Thanks, but I can’t.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ Dev’s smile faded.

      
      She probably had been giving him the wrong impression, damn it! Flirtatious was simply her default mode – but, of course, he wasn’t to know
         that. ‘I’d really like to if … I’m sorry, it’s just that … I have a boyfriend.’
      

      
      ‘Right, of course.’

      
      ‘I should have said. I didn’t think …’ She trailed off miserably.

      
      ‘So, where is he today, this boyfriend of yours?’ Dev asked.

      
      Oh, God, he doesn’t believe me, Jenny thought. He thinks I’m inventing a boyfriend to give him the brush-off. ‘He … couldn’t
         make it,’ she said. ‘He couldn’t get away.’
      

      
      ‘Wife wouldn’t let him?’ Dev drawled.

      
      ‘No!’ Jenny said indignantly. Bloody cheek! Why did men turn so nasty the second you turned them down? ‘He’s not married –
         except to his job.’ She sighed. She knew she would always come second to the Job. ‘He couldn’t get away from work.’
      

      
      ‘On a Saturday?’

      
      ‘Yes, well, his work is very full-on.’ She knew it didn’t sound very convincing. But how did you explain that your boyfriend
         simply refused to be seen in public with you? ‘It’s very important to him.’
      

      
      ‘More important than you?’

      
      Bastard! ‘Yes,’ Jenny said defiantly, refusing to let him get to her. ‘Probably.’

      
      ‘Sounds like a tosser.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t know the first thing about him.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’ Dev smiled ruefully. ‘I just don’t handle rejection very well.’

      
      ‘I don’t suppose you’ve had much experience of it.’ Shit! There I go again, she thought – straight back to flirting. No wonder
         the poor guy thought I was interested.
      

      
      ‘Ahem, yes.’ Dev looked slightly confused. ‘Well, if you ever decide to pack in the tosser, why don’t you give me a call?’
         He took a card from his pocket and handed it to her.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, I will.’ Jenny studied it thoughtfully. ‘Actually, maybe you could help me,’ she said, turning it over in her fingers.

      
      ‘Help you? How?’

      
      ‘Well, you said you can make people think whatever you want them to think about a person.’

      
      ‘Actually, Mark said that.’

      
      ‘Well, anyway, maybe you could do that for me. You know, like you did for Kim Wilton – make everyone think I’m the dog’s cojones.’
      

      
      ‘Act as your publicist, you mean? But you’re not famous, are you?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘So why would you need a publicist? What do you do?’

      
      ‘I’m a nanny.’

      
      ‘Ah. Is this something to do with your boyfriend – the one who isn’t here?’

      
      ‘Yes, it is. How did you guess?’

      
      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I get that a lot in my line of work.’

      
      ‘The thing is, no one really knows about us yet – that we’re together. It’s sort of a secret.’

      
      ‘Right, I see. So who is he?’

      
      ‘Oh, I can’t say. He’s very well known,’ Jenny told him, leaning towards him confidentially.

      
      ‘I gathered that. Otherwise you wouldn’t need me.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      ‘Actually, I’m on a sort of sabbatical at the moment. I’ve taken some time out to work on a … special project. But I could
         put you in touch with one of my colleagues.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, well,’ she sighed, ‘I doubt I could afford you anyway. I bet you’re very expensive.’

      
      ‘Well, you wouldn’t have to worry about that. We’d get you a very nice deal for your story and you could pay us out of that.’

      
      ‘What story?’

      
      ‘You know – “my nights of passion with … whoever”,’ Dev said wearily. ‘The nanny who’s shagging her famous boss isn’t exactly
         new, but it always goes down well. The old stories are the best. What is he? Footballer? Actor? What we can get you will depend
         on how well-known he is, but—’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to sell a story.’ Jenny frowned at him. ‘I don’t kiss and tell. And I am not shagging my boss,’ she added indignantly.

      
      ‘What do you want a publicist for, then?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ She was feeling foolish now. ‘It was a stupid idea. I just thought maybe if it came out that I’m with this
         person you could make it seem like a good thing. Make me seem like a good thing.’
      

      
      Dev looked at her strangely. ‘And are you?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Am I what?’

      
      ‘A good thing?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. I’m a very good thing. I’m the best thing since sliced bread.’
      

      
      ‘Dev!’ Jenny jumped, and looked round to find Fiona baring her teeth at him in a mockery of a smile. ‘I know you wanted to
         monopolise Jenny for the day, but there’s someone you absolutely must meet. I’m dying to get the two of you together.’
      

      
      Fiona had the advantage of surprise and grabbed Dev’s hand before he had a chance to argue, bearing him off in the direction
         of the lanky redhead. He threw an apologetic look at Jenny, and then Fiona was introducing him to the other girl. As Jenny
         watched, Fiona bent and whispered something in the geek’s ear. The next minute, she was heading back towards Jenny with him
         in tow.
      

      
      Oh, no, you don’t, she thought. She stood, picking her bag up from the floor, and pulled her wrap over her shoulders. She
         had had enough of this wedding – and it was clearly about to get a lot worse. She was going home now, while she could still
         salvage some of the evening.
      

      
      ‘Jenny, you must meet David,’ Fiona was saying as she reached the table.

      
      ‘Oh, I’d love to,’ Jenny smiled, ‘but I’ve got to be off.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ Fiona stopped in her tracks, stunned into silence. ‘But the party’s only just getting started.’ She put her head on
         one side pettishly.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, but I have to get back to London.’

      
      ‘Oh dear, will your dress turn back into rags on the stroke of midnight?’ Fiona laughed raucously at her own joke, turning
         to David, who joined in politely.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got another party to go to.’ Jenny smiled sweetly, hoping Fiona would pick up on the implied ‘and a much more exciting
         one than this’.
      

      
      ‘Oh, shame.’ Fiona mock-pouted. ‘A single gal’s work is never done, eh? God, I’m so glad I’m not single any more. It’s exhausting,
         isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Lucky for me I have such stamina,’ Jenny said. ‘Well, congratulations again.’ She gave Fiona a brief kiss on the cheek before
         fleeing downstairs to Reception, where she asked them to call her a taxi.
      

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      

      
      Jenny arrived back in London just before seven o’clock, and dashed through the crowded concourse of Victoria station, searching
         for a payphone so she could ring Richard. Now that she had the evening free, she was hoping she could spend it with him. Both
         her flatmates were away, and she really didn’t fancy the prospect of an evening at home alone. She wished she could surprise
         him, just jump on the Tube, show up at his door and watch his face light up at seeing her. But he wasn’t ready for people
         to know about them yet, so she had to make sure he was alone and it was safe for her to go to his flat – and she had to do
         it from a landline. He was paranoid about his phone being hacked, and she was banned from ringing him on her mobile.
      

      
      At least he was pleasantly surprised by her call – she could hear the smile in his voice.

      
      ‘You’re back very early.’

      
      ‘Yeah. I can come over, if that’s okay?’

      
      ‘Yes, great. Where are you now?’

      
      ‘Victoria. I’ll see you shortly.’

      
      It was only a couple of stops to Bond Street, the nearest station to Richard’s Mayfair flat, and she was soon strolling along
         the tree-lined square in the warm night air. She loved these old London squares. There was something so reassuring about the
         solid grandeur of the period buildings. Richard had given her a key to his flat so she could come and go like a resident. She nodded to the
         policeman stationed at the door as she let herself into the red-brick mansion block. Once inside, she rode in the lift to
         the third floor, taking the stairs for the final flight as an added precaution.
      

      
      ‘Hello.’ Richard looked up as she let herself into the flat, dropping the sheaf of papers he had in his hand onto the coffee
         table in front of him. He was sitting on the black leather sofa by the window. The balcony doors were open, and a light breeze
         ruffled the curtains.
      

      
      A feeling of pure contentment washed over Jenny. She loved coming home to him.

      
      ‘Did you have a nice time at the wedding?’ he asked.

      
      ‘It was okay,’ she said, removing her wrap and kicking off her shoes.

      
      ‘You look gorgeous,’ he said and held out his arms as she walked towards him.

      
      ‘I missed you,’ she said, sinking into his lap and winding her arms around his neck, the skirt of her dress rustling softly
         as it settled around her. ‘I wished you were there.’ She rubbed her cheek against the stubble on his chin.
      

      
      ‘I know – me too. I hate the thought of you going out without me. Were all the men hitting on you?’

      
      ‘No – well, just one.’

      
      ‘Bastard!’ Richard mumbled, leaning in to kiss her.

      
      ‘Actually, he was very nice,’ Jenny said as his lips moved down to her neck.

      
      ‘Double bastard then.’ Richard eased off one of the straps of her dress, kissing her bare shoulder, his hands moving over
         the fitted bodice. Jenny wriggled excitedly.
      

      
      ‘This is a beautiful dress,’ he said, lifting his head, his eyes dark with desire. ‘Let’s take it off, shall we?’ He was already tugging at the zip.
      

      
      When she woke the next morning, Jenny rolled over, instinctively reaching out for Richard. Finding his side of the bed empty,
         she opened her eyes and sat up, blinking in the sunlight that was streaming through the curtains. Richard was standing by
         the wardrobe, getting dressed.
      

      
      ‘What time is it?’ she asked, hugging her knees to her chest.

      
      ‘Twenty past eight,’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘Sorry, did I wake you?’

      
      She laid her head on her knees and watched him zip up his jeans. ‘Why don’t you come back to bed?’ she asked.

      
      He crossed to the bed and sat down, pulling her into his arms. ‘Can’t,’ he said between kisses. ‘I’m taking James to his tennis
         match. I have to go.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, okay,’ she said, snuggling into the warmth of his bare chest. ‘It’s going to be a beautiful day,’ she said, looking out
         of the window. ‘We could do something later.’
      

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Have a picnic in the park, go for a drive in the country … you know, stuff people do on Sundays.’

      
      ‘Come on, Jenny, you know we can’t do that,’ he said, standing again. He took a T-shirt from a drawer and pulled it on.

      
      She hated it when he spoke to her in that tone – as if she was an unreasonable child, asking for more sweets. ‘I know.’ She
         sighed. ‘But I don’t see why we still have to sneak around now. It’s not as if we’re doing anything wrong. I mean, you’re
         not married – not any more. We have nothing to hide.’
      

      
      ‘No, I’m not married, but I’m not divorced yet either, and my separation is very recent. We just have to be careful about
         the timing of this. If it comes out too soon that we’re seeing each other, the papers will have a field day. They could really go for you,
         Jen – implying that you were on the scene before Julia and I separated.’
      

      
      ‘Well … you were still living with her—’
      

      
      ‘No!’ he said sharply. ‘I’ve told you, you had nothing to do with my marriage breaking down. It was over in all but name when
         I met you.’
      

      
      ‘But if that’s true, why do we have to sneak around like this? Like we have something to be ashamed of?’

      
      He sat down on the bed again. ‘You know what the papers are like, darling,’ he said, stroking her bare arm soothingly. ‘There’s
         likely to be an election soon, and my enemies are working overtime trying to dig up any dirt on me, anything they can use
         to discredit me.’
      

      
      ‘And you think it’ll discredit you if they find out about me?’

      
      ‘No, of course not. But you know how they twist things. We just have to leave a decent interval before we go public. It’s
         only been three months since the announcement of my separation.’
      

      
      ‘You’re just worried I’ll lose you votes, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly.’ He frowned impatiently.

      
      ‘I know I’m not an asset to you, like Julia was.’

      
      ‘Stop talking rubbish. I’m not with Julia, I’m with you.’

      
      ‘I bet the Party wish you were with Julia. She’s the perfect wife for the leader of the Moderate Party, isn’t she? She’s got
         the right clothes, the right hairstyle, the right accent … the right background,’ she added faintly.
      

      
      ‘I don’t give a toss about all that.’

      
      ‘She couldn’t be more perfect for the job if she’d been built to specification,’ Jenny continued. She was convinced that Julia
         had been born not only with a silver spoon in her mouth, but with a Chanel suit on her back and ‘PM’s wife’ stamped through
         her, like a stick of rock. ‘And I’m the complete opposite of her in every way. I’m the anti-Julia.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not!’ Richard laughed.
      

      
      ‘But I am! Think about it – she’s Harvey Nicks, I’m Camden Market. She’s English, I’m Irish. She can trace her ancestry back
         to — to the guys who built Stonehenge. I can’t even trace my own mother.’
      

      
      ‘Shut up.’ Richard stopped her saying any more by kissing her. ‘I can think of one thing you have that Julia doesn’t,’ he
         said, pulling away. ‘Something much more important to the Party than any of that stuff.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Me.’

      
      She grinned back at him. ‘Hmm, that’s true,’ she said, putting her arms around him and burying her face in his neck, breathing
         in the smell of him. ‘So why don’t we just stay here? When you come back, I mean.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, I promised to spend the day with the boys.’

      
      ‘Oh, okay.’ She unwound her arms from his neck, giving him a carefree smile. She mustn’t cling – clinginess was so unattractive.
         ‘What are you going to do with them?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know – maybe have a picnic on the Heath, go to the park … you know, stuff people do on Sundays.’

      
      ‘Sounds nice.’

      
      Richard stood up and shrugged on a light jacket. Jenny smiled to herself, watching him. She always thought he looked a little
         odd in casual clothes, unnatural somehow – like a monkey dressed up as a human being.
      

      
      ‘So I stay your dirty little secret until after the election, is that it?’ she asked. ‘And then you spring me on the country
         when they’ve already elected you and it’s too late for them to back down?’
      

      
      ‘We may not win, you know.’

      
      ‘You’ll win.’

      
      ‘Look,’ he said, ‘it won’t be much longer, I promise. I certainly don’t intend to wait until after the election. An old friend
         of mine has just come to work for me as my director of communications.’
      

      
      ‘Is that like a spin doctor?’

      
      ‘Yes. He’ll know the best way of rolling “us” out.’

      
      ‘You make us sound like a new tax policy or something.’

      
      ‘Oh, we’ll be much more controversial than that,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you to meet Dev next week, and we’ll discuss how to handle the whole thing.’
      

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘The spin doctor I was telling you about – Dev Tennant. He’s the best in the business.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ Shit! What were the chances? She hoped that wasn’t going to be awkward.

      
      ‘Can you come into the office some day during the week?’

      
      ‘Yes – I’ll say I have a dental appointment or something.’

      
      ‘Good. I’ll let you know what day suits best. Why don’t you go back to sleep?’ he said, bending to give her a swift kiss on
         the lips. ‘Stay as long as you like.’
      

      
      And then he was gone.

      
      Jenny sank back against the pillows, deflated. When they were together, she felt so confident, so sure of herself, so certain
         that their rosy future together was out there just waiting for them to step into it. But the moment Richard left he took all
         of that with him, and her happiness and optimism evaporated. She felt edgy and insecure, her world wobbling nauseatingly on
         its axis.
      

      
      There were some memories that she wished she could bottle, so she could take them out and live them all over again when she
         was feeling low to remind herself that life could be wonderful – sometimes even magical, transcendent in a way that took you
         totally by surprise. The day she’d met Richard had been like that.
      

      
      She had been in her present job a few months, looking after Oscar, the five-year-old son of Alice and Michael Young. Alice
         was an academic and Michael a high-flying solicitor. They had gone to Paris to celebrate their wedding anniversary and Jenny
         had moved into their enormous house in Hampstead for the weekend to babysit. On the Saturday, Oscar was going to a friend’s
         birthday party, and Alice asked Jenny if she would collect another little boy from the party and bring him home.
      

      
      ‘His mum’s away, and the nanny has to take his brother to a different party, but she should be back by the time you get home.
         If she isn’t, just bring James here to play with Oscar for a while. He’s Richard Allam’s son,’ Alice told her. ‘I’ll write
         you out the address. It’s only a short walk from here.’
      

      
      ‘Richard Allam!’ Jenny’s eyes had lit up.

      
      ‘Yes.’ Alice smiled. ‘Don’t get any ideas, will you, Jenny? We are not Jane Eyre.’ This was said with a conspiratorial wink that rendered it inoffensive.
      

      
      ‘A cat can look at a king.’ Jenny sniffed, with mock hauteur.

      
      ‘She can indeed, Jenny,’ Alice said, waving the card she had written the address on to dry the ink. ‘However, she can’t shag
         him and try to pass her kittens off as heirs to the throne.’
      

      
      Jenny laughed to herself, remembering. She was very fond of Alice and she would miss her. The family were moving to Edinburgh
         in a few weeks’ time – Michael was being relocated there for work.
      

      
      ‘He’s very good-looking, though, isn’t he – Richard Allam?’ she had continued.

      
      ‘Hmm. “Handsome is as handsome does”, as my mum used to say.’

      
      ‘Oh, come on – he’s gorgeous. He’d almost make you want to vote!’

      
      Alice looked at Jenny over the top of her glasses. ‘I do hope you mean he’d almost make you want to vote Moderate,’ she said. ‘Unless you want a twenty-minute lecture on the suffragettes.’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely that’s what I meant. You can save your lectures for your students.’
      

      
      She had been aware of Richard before, of course. His children attended the same exclusive private school as Oscar, and he
         was occasionally to be seen there on gala days, at school plays and carol services. Sometimes he even dropped them off in
         the morning, prompting mutterings from the more cynical mothers that he was only doing it to show off, and he wouldn’t be
         seen dead doing the school run if he wasn’t gunning for high office. There was a discernible flurry of excitement whenever
         he made an appearance outside the school, partly because he was such a star, but mostly, Jenny suspected, because he was an
         alpha male in a usually all-female gathering of mums and nannies. She had occasionally spotted him in the distance, always
         nobbled by some pushy mother who wanted to be his best friend or to harangue him about some issue. She felt a little sorry
         for him, always having to be über-polite and friendly to the playground’s most crashing bores.
      

      
      That day, she had collected Oscar and James from the party and the three of them had arrived at Richard’s house to be met
         by the nanny – who was clearly about to do a runner. She was a dramatically attractive Spanish girl, with a rope of thick
         dark hair and flashing eyes. Bags and suitcases littered the hallway, and James’s younger brother, Felix, was busying himself
         with emptying one while a stunningly beautiful boy hovered in the background with his hands in his pockets.
      

      
      ‘Thank God you have come,’ she said, pulling Jenny into the hallway. She explained breathlessly that there had been a death
         in her family and she had to return to Spain immediately. ‘You will look after the boys until Richard comes home, yes? You
         will stay?’ She had taken Jenny by the arms, smiling pleadingly at her, but with a determined set to her face that said she
         wasn’t going to take no for an answer.
      

      
      ‘No! I can’t, I—’

      
      ‘He will not be long, I promise. You tell him I had to go and I am so sorry.’
      

      
      ‘But – can’t you wait and tell him yourself? I mean, if he’s not going to be long …’

      
      ‘No.’ The girl shook her head firmly. ‘If I stay any longer I will miss my plane.’

      
      She looked far too happy about the alleged bereavement, her eyes glowing with excitement, and Jenny suspected her sudden departure
         had a lot to do with the beautiful boy. She crushed Jenny in a hug and kissed her on both cheeks. Then, after a brief goodbye
         to the children, she gathered up her bags, grabbed the boy’s hand and was gone.
      

      
      The sudden departure of his nanny had upset Felix, and it had taken Jenny quite some time, and two packets of chocolate buttons,
         to calm him down. But by the time Richard got home, they were all sprawled on the floor, happily playing Junior Pictionary.
         Jenny heard his voice before she saw him.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ he called from the hall. ‘Sorry I’m late. I got caught up with – oh!’

      
      Jenny looked up to find him standing in the doorway, bemused.

      
      ‘Hello. Who are you? Where’s Dolores?’ His eyes darted around the kitchen.

      
      ‘She’s called Jenny.’ Felix glanced up at his father before bending to his drawing again.

      
      ‘She’s Oscar’s nanny,’ James explained.

      
      Jenny gave Richard what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

      
      ‘Oh, Oscar, I didn’t see you there.’ He smiled, visibly relaxing. He came over and got down on his hunkers beside Oscar. ‘Hello,’
         he said. He ruffled James’s blond hair affectionately. ‘Did you guys have fun at your parties?’ he asked the boys, who all
         nodded enthusiastically.
      

      
      ‘Sam threw up!’

      
      ‘There was a clown!’

      
      ‘I got a dinosaur balloon. The clown maked it.’
      

      
      ‘Hello, I’m Richard,’ he said, standing and extending a hand.

      
      She got to her feet and took it. ‘Jenny.’ She was struck by how attractive he was up close – the pictures really didn’t do
         him justice. He was wearing a dazzling white shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal strong, tanned forearms. He looked so
         healthy and wholesome, and exuded an aura of power and confidence.
      

      
      ‘So where’s Dolores?’

      
      ‘Um, Dolores has left. I said I’d wait with the boys until you got home.’

      
      ‘Left?’ He seemed confused and a bit annoyed. ‘Where’s she gone? When will she be back?’

      
      ‘She’s gone to Spain.’

      
      ‘What? Bloody hell!’
      

      
      ‘She, um … said something about a death in the family,’ Jenny mumbled, eyes on her shoes, embarrassed by the lie, even though
         it wasn’t hers.
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Richard seemed a little chastened, though not entirely convinced.

      
      ‘Actually, she wasn’t very upset,’ she told him.

      
      ‘José was here,’ James informed his father, impressively guttural on the ‘J’. ‘She went off with him.’

      
      ‘Her boyfriend,’ Richard explained to Jenny. ‘They had a big bust-up just before she came over here, but she spent hours screaming
         her head off on the phone to him and she was always talking about him. Then he turned up last week.’
      

      
      Jenny smiled sympathetically.

      
      ‘Christ! Wretched girl!’ Richard fumed. ‘I can’t believe she did that. You’d think at least she’d have had the decency to—’
         He broke off, casting an apologetic look at Jenny. ‘Sorry, I’m forgetting my manners. Look, thanks for staying. I’m so sorry
         you got dragged into this.’
      

      
      ‘It’s fine. I don’t mind.’
      

      
      ‘I hope they weren’t too much trouble.’ He waved at the children.

      
      ‘No trouble at all. Will you be okay? Without your nanny, I mean?’

      
      ‘Oh, I’ll be fine. The office will arrange a replacement. Julia will be back tomorrow anyway. Have they eaten?’

      
      ‘At the party. Lasagne and chips, apparently. And cake … and tons of sweets. I don’t think they’re hungry.’

      
      ‘What about you? Have you eaten?’

      
      ‘No, not yet.’

      
      ‘Well, let me buy you dinner. It’s the least I can do. Stay and we’ll get a takeaway.’

      
      ‘Thanks,’ she smiled regretfully, ‘but I’d better get Oscar home to bed.’

      
      ‘Right. Well, thanks again. I hope it hasn’t mucked up any plans you had for tonight?’

      
      ‘No, I’m babysitting. Alice and Michael are away at the moment.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, of course – I’d forgotten.’

      
      They looked at each other for a moment in silence.

      
      ‘Well, we’d better go,’ she finally said. ‘Come on, Oscar.’

      
      ‘Are you doing anything tomorrow?’ Richard said quickly as Oscar got up and took Jenny’s hand. ‘I was going to take the boys
         for a picnic on the Heath. Why don’t you and Oscar come with us?’
      

      
      Oscar’s eyes lit up. ‘Yes! Can we?’ he asked Jenny.

      
      ‘That would be lovely,’ she said to Richard.

      
      The next afternoon was glorious, and the children had played happily together while she and Richard sat on the grass talking.
         She remembered the sensations of the day so clearly – the warmth of the sun on her shoulders, the taste of cherries in the
         open air, the distant squeals of the children, the fluttering of butterfly wings in her stomach when Richard’s eyes met and
         held hers. She felt the spark between them and knew as sure as anything that he did too. It was just there, undeniable, a physical thing, as real as the grass tickling her legs.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to see you again,’ he had said as they sat side by side, watching the children playing ball. ‘Why don’t you come
         to dinner during the week, when Michael and Alice are back?’
      

      
      She looked at him speculatively. ‘Would your wife be there?’ she asked.

      
      He shook his head. ‘Julia’s taking the children to Cornwall tomorrow to stay with her parents.’

      
      ‘I don’t think that would be a good idea.’

      
      He grinned. ‘What makes you think my intentions aren’t entirely honourable?’

      
      ‘You’re not the first man I’ve ever met.’ She laughed. ‘Besides, what makes you think I’d want them to be?’
      

      
      ‘Come on, come to dinner. I still owe you for yesterday. And I like talking to you. We’ll just talk.’

      
      She had allowed him to persuade her. Later that week she had gone to meet him at his flat in Mayfair, telling herself they
         would just talk and that there was no significance in the fact that he didn’t want her to come to his family home. He had
         cooked for her, and at first they had just talked. But later, as they sat side by side on the sofa, Richard had leaned in and kissed her. When she had felt his
         mouth and hands on her, lust had taken over and Jenny’s resolve had melted away. They didn’t even make it to the bedroom that
         first time, tearing each other’s clothes off before tumbling to the floor in a knot of limbs.
      

      
      Guilt and regret had set in the next morning as the reality of what she had done hit her. Richard was a married man, a family
         man. She had been in his home; she had played with his children. She felt the betrayal of his children more keenly than that
         of his wife. But she consoled herself with the thought that it was a once-off thing. It would never happen again, no one would
         ever find out and there would be no lasting consequences. It was just one lovely night of madness. When she said this to Richard, however, he told
         her the truth about his marriage – that it had been over for a long time and he and Julia were just keeping up the charade
         for the sake of his political career. There was no reason why they couldn’t go on seeing each other – as long as no one found
         out.
      

      
      She hated that they couldn’t be open about their relationship, and she resented having to behave like a mistress, meeting
         him in secret, not being introduced to his friends, unable to talk about him to her own. Even her best friends and flatmates,
         Ollie and Liam, didn’t know who her secret boyfriend was. But as long as he kept up the pretence of his marriage that was
         the way it had to be.
      

      
      It had been tricky having an affair with such a high-profile man, but somehow they had managed it. Jenny’s fence-climbing
         skills were honed to perfection, and she had become a master of disguise. She could probably have counted the hours they had
         spent together in the first few months, but they made up for it in intensity when they were together. It became all-consuming.
         It was a full-time job planning the logistics of being with Richard and covering her tracks afterwards.
      

      
      It wasn’t long before doubt crept in. Maybe she had been too quick to believe Richard when he had told her his marriage was
         over. He claimed he and Julia were just waiting for the right moment to announce their separation publicly, but the right
         moment never seemed to come. First he wanted to wait until after the leadership election. Then it was the Party conference,
         Christmas, holidays with the children – one thing after another until Jenny began to suspect he was stringing her along and
         his marriage was very much a going concern. They would have fought about it if Jenny ‘did’ fighting, but she didn’t.
      

      
      ‘Your marriage isn’t really over at all, is it?’ she would accuse him gently, not wanting a fight, but craving reassurance.

      
      ‘Of course it is,’ he would say. ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’
      

      
      But no matter how many times he told her, it got harder and harder to believe him. And then suddenly, one day in the spring,
         he had turned up unexpectedly and told her the pretence was over. He and Julia were ready to separate officially. She still
         hadn’t quite believed it until she saw it in print the next day. It was all over the media. She bought every paper, devoured
         every news bulletin and danced around the flat, celebrating her imminent emergence from the shadows. She had done her time
         hiding in rain-sodden bushes, crouching in cars and grazing her knees jumping off walls. She could finally take her place
         at Richard’s side.
      

      
      But her celebrations had proved premature. Richard insisted they had to leave a decent interval before going public about
         their relationship. He didn’t want the scandalmongers suggesting they had been having an affair while he and Julia were still
         together. So Jenny had to stay out of sight a while longer. She had told Ollie and Liam, swearing them to secrecy, but apart
         from that, nothing had changed. It had been more than a year now since she had first met Richard. She was so proud of him,
         and so proud that he had chosen her. She wished the rest of the world could see her through his eyes. She wanted to shout
         it from the rooftops that Richard Allam loved her. She hated to whine or make demands, but she had done everything he had
         asked: she had stayed in the background and hadn’t complained; she had refrained from boasting to random strangers in the
         street that he loved her. Surely she had earned her reward.
      

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      

      
      With Richard gone, staying in bed lost its charm. Jenny got up, pulled on a dressing gown and padded into the living room,
         sighing with dissatisfaction as she looked around the large, open-plan space. She wished Richard would let her give it a makeover,
         but he seemed to like all the hard, shiny surfaces, the high gloss and chrome of the gadget-ridden kitchen, the leather sofas
         and glass tables. Maybe all men would live like this, given the choice. Or maybe it was just what you ended up with if you
         didn’t care about your surroundings – default décor. Ollie and Liam never complained about her sequined cushions and mirrored
         throws, the sari lengths in vibrant shades of purple, red and orange that she draped over poles in lieu of curtains, her coloured
         glass and scented candles or the fairy-lights she strung along shelves and trailed down walls. Ollie had once described her
         interior style as Cath Kidston meets Bangkok brothel, which she had taken as a compliment. But they probably wouldn’t miss
         all that stuff if it was gone.
      

      
      She decided she would go home for breakfast. She had yet to wring a cup of coffee from the high-tech built-in coffee machine,
         and would much rather have low-tech tea from her kitsch flowery china, curled up in a squashy armchair. Besides, it was going
         to be a beautiful day and she didn’t want to be cooped up in here all morning. She couldn’t even go out on the balcony in case someone spotted her. She’d go home, have breakfast, then ring round her friends
         and scare up some company for the day.
      

      
      Emerging from Camden Town Tube station, she joined the tide of people heading to the market, feeling out of place in the gauzy
         chiffon dress she had worn to the wedding. She would have to start leaving some clothes at Richard’s flat. Because their meetings
         were usually arranged with military precision, she had never been caught unprepared there before. It was nothing new to her,
         crashing in other people’s houses after parties, going home the morning after in the clothes from the night before, but she
         was ready to leave that phase of her life behind. She wanted to have all her things in one place, go to sleep in the bed she’d
         woken up in. She’d had enough of borrowing toothbrushes and T-shirts for impromptu sleepovers.
      

      
      Leaving the crowds, she turned into a side-road by the canal, the clamour of the main street receding further the closer she
         got to home. Her heart gave a little skip as she reached the gate and saw that the living room window was open. She hadn’t
         expected anyone to be home. Liam had gone to Dublin for the weekend to attend (of all things) a school reunion, and Ollie
         was at a stag weekend in Barcelona. She ran up the stairs to her first-floor flat, smiling to herself as she turned the key
         in the lock.
      

      
      She found Liam in the living room, sprawled on the sofa. ‘You’re home!’ She threw herself down beside him. ‘I wasn’t expecting
         you back until tonight.’
      

      
      ‘I’d had all the family fun I could hack for one weekend,’ he said, pushing his dishevelled curls out of his eyes. ‘My ma
         sends her love, by the way.’
      

      
      ‘Of course she does,’ Jenny said drily. She knew Mrs Mulligan was no fan of hers. ‘God, you look rough.’

      
      ‘Thanks. I feel it.’
      

      
      ‘Is that a black eye?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Long story. You look nice. Where have you been, you dirty stop-out?’

      
      ‘I was at Richard’s.’

      
      ‘Really? He let you stay a whole night? That was big of him.’

      
      ‘Shut up!’

      
      ‘You should get him to stay over here some time. Then we could have one of those plaques on the wall – “Bollocky Bill slept
         here”. I could do guided tours.’
      

      
      Jenny laughed. ‘You can forget that. We won’t be getting a plaque any time soon.’

      
      ‘So where’s lover boy today?’

      
      ‘With his kids.’

      
      Liam rolled his eyes.

      
      ‘What? It’s nice. I like that he’s a good dad.’

      
      ‘He’s a prick.’

      
      ‘He’s not. He’s going to be prime minister.’

      
      ‘I rest my case.’

      
      Jenny sighed. ‘I’m not going to sit here and listen to you bad-mouthing the man I love,’ she said, standing up. ‘I’m going
         to get changed into something less ridiculous, and then we’re going out. We’ll get you a smoothie – one with lots of beetroot
         that’s good for your liver. We can detox! We’ll eat leaves and drink vegetables, and get all healthy. It’ll be brilliant –
         and I want to hear all about that black eye.’
      

      
      She went to her bedroom, changed into a sundress and sandals, then returned to the living room. ‘Right, let’s go,’ she said,
         holding out a hand to Liam.
      

      
      ‘Okay.’ He got up. ‘I’ve got wedge,’ he said, digging in his pocket with his free hand and producing a thick wad of notes.

      
      ‘Wow! Where did you get all that?’
      

      
      ‘Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no shite. Come on, let’s go to the market. If you’re very good, I’ll buy you a hat.’

      
      The market was bustling, delicious cooking smells mingling with incense as they wandered slowly around the stalls hand in
         hand, stopping occasionally to admire jewellery or browse through quirky knick-knacks.
      

      
      ‘I still can’t believe you went to a school reunion,’ Jenny said later, as they sat eating lunch at an outdoor café overlooking
         Regent’s Canal.
      

      
      ‘I was being ironic.’

      
      ‘What was it like?’

      
      ‘It was like being back at school.’

      
      ‘Sounds great.’

      
      ‘Everyone was asking about you when I told them we were living together.’

      
      ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘That you were as gorgeous as ever, breaking hearts all over London.’

      
      ‘You know they all thought we were doing it back then.’

      
      ‘I know,’ he grinned, pushing away his plate and lighting a cigarette. ‘Why weren’t we?’ He frowned, perplexed.

      
      Jenny shrugged. ‘I don’t know. To spite them, maybe?’

      
      ‘I think it was because I liked you too much. I saw the way you chewed boys up and spat them out. I didn’t want to be cannon
         fodder.’
      

      
      ‘That sounds horrible!’ she protested. ‘You make me sound like a right bitch.’

      
      ‘No,’ he smiled, ‘but you weren’t good at staying friends.’

      
      ‘True. Moving on was my forte – still is. We stayed friends, though – even after that one time …’

      
      ‘Ah, well, there’s no getting rid of me.’ He took a long drag on his cigarette, tilting his head back to exhale slowly. ‘I’m
         a keeper.’
      

      
      ‘So, tell me about the black eye.’

      
      ‘You remember Freckles from our class?’

      
      ‘Freckles Quinn?’

      
      ‘Was there more than one Freckles?’

      
      ‘I suppose not. Yeah, I remember her – quiet, geeky girl. Buck teeth.’

      
      ‘Not any more. Anyway, I bumped into her at the reunion—’

      
      ‘When you say you “bumped into” her …’

      
      ‘I mean I showed her the time of her life behind the bike sheds.’

      
      ‘Holy shit! It really was like being back at school, then.’

      
      ‘It was unfinished business. She was the only girl in the sixth form that I didn’t at least feel up.’
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ Jenny waved her hand.

      
      ‘Okay, apart from you. Anyway, I felt sort of bad for her, so I decided to put it right. Give her closure.’

      
      ‘That was nice of you.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t want her to feel left out – like she’d missed out on the best part of school or something.’

      
      ‘So you showed her heaven behind the bike sheds.’

      
      ‘It’s what a reunion’s all about, isn’t it? Bit of nostalgia, a trip down Memory Lane?’

      
      ‘And she punched you? Is that part of her, um … celebration?’

      
      ‘No, Freckles didn’t punch me. You remember Philip Wilson?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Well, it turns out they’re married now – him and Freckles.’

      
      ‘And he was at the reunion too?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      Jenny gave him a meaningful look.

      
      ‘Well, how the fuck was I supposed to know? Freckles kept very quiet about it.’

      
      ‘Afraid she wouldn’t get her moment behind the bike sheds with you. So what happened then? You and Philip went at it and everyone
         formed a circle around you, chanting, “Fight”?’
      

      
      ‘Pretty much. Told you it was like being back at school.’

      
      ‘At least your mum couldn’t blame it on me this time,’ Jenny said.

      
      ‘Don’t be so sure. She still thinks you’re a bad influence.’ He grinned. ‘You’re leading me astray again, like you used to
         at school.’
      

      
      ‘Huh!’ Liam’s mother was too doting to admit that her precious son was perfectly capable of going astray all on his own.

      
      ‘She kept mentioning people I used to knock around with who’d moved to London and might be looking for someone to flat-share,
         suggesting I should look them up.’
      

      
      ‘Subtle!’

      
      ‘Yeah, it was really starting to piss me off, so I changed my flight and came back early.’

      
      Jenny took a sip of her sludge-coloured smoothie through a straw and made a face. ‘How’s your smoothie?’ she asked Liam, nodding
         to the clear plastic cup in front of him, still almost full of livid red juice.
      

      
      ‘It’s beetroot, Jenny. It’s a beetroot drink. How’s yours?’

      
      She took another tiny sip, rolling it around her mouth thoughtfully. ‘It’s like regurgitated mulch.’

      
      ‘This detoxing isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, is it?’

      
      ‘Well, at least we gave it a go. No one can say we didn’t try. It’s just not for us,’ she said, plonking her cup back on the
         table. ‘Hair of the dog?’ she asked, smiling up at him mischievously from beneath her lashes.
      

      
      ‘My mother was right about you. You’re trouble.’

      
      ‘That’s what you love about me,’ she said, getting up.

      
      ‘Did you do anything nice at the weekend?’ Alice asked the next morning as they sat among the breakfast mess in her big rustic
         kitchen. Jenny always had breakfast at Alice and Michael’s house on weekdays because they left for work early. Alice had already resigned
         from her position at Birkbeck College, but this morning she was travelling to Edinburgh for an interview. ‘Fantastic weather,
         wasn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, it was. On Saturday we went to that wedding I told you about,’ she said, painfully aware that the ‘we’ was a lie. She
         hated lying to Alice.
      

      
      ‘How was it?’

      
      ‘It was a wedding – the bride looked beautiful, blah, blah, blah.’

      
      Alice laughed. ‘You old cynic.’

      
      ‘Yesterday I went to the market with Liam. He bought me this – look.’ She fished in her bag and pulled out a floppy red hat
         covered with embroidered flowers. ‘Isn’t it cute?’ She placed it on her head.
      

      
      ‘It’s lovely. But didn’t he buy you a hat the last time you went to the market with him?’

      
      Jenny grinned. ‘Yeah. I think he fancies Birgitte, the girl who makes them. He’s trying to butter her up.’

      
      ‘I thought your friend Liam was irresistible to all womankind,’ Alice said, smiling. Alice was fiercely feminist and Jenny
         knew she didn’t really approve of boys like Liam, but she always loved hearing about him and Jenny suspected she had a sort
         of long-distance soft spot for him.
      

      
      ‘He usually is, but the hatter has a good head on her shoulders. She’s managed to hold out on him so far. Which is nice for
         me, because it means I get lots of hats.’
      

      
      Just then Michael came into the kitchen, dressed for work in a very expensive-looking suit. ‘I’m off,’ he said, crossing the
         kitchen to his wife. ‘Hello, Jenny. Nice hat.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’ She pulled it off as Michael bent to kiss Alice goodbye, both of them murmuring arrangements about home times and
         dinner.
      

      
      Shortly after he had left, Oscar came into the kitchen, sleepy-eyed, still in his pyjamas. ‘Hi, Jenny.’ He came to stand beside
         her chair. ‘I drawed a picture for you,’ he said, placing a sheet of paper in front of her.
      

      
      ‘Oh, that’s beautiful, Oscar. Thank you.’ She kissed the top of his head. ‘Is that me?’ she asked, pointing to one of the stick figures.
      

      
      ‘Yes, and that’s Mum, that’s Dad and that’s Granny,’ he said, pointing to the others.

      
      ‘Did you do anything nice at the weekend?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘We drove down to Hastings to visit Granny, didn’t we, Oscar?’ Alice said.

      
      ‘Yes.’ Oscar nodded. ‘Granny gived me a gun!’

      
      ‘Did she?’ Jenny snuck a glance at Alice.

      
      ‘Yes, she bloody did,’ Alice said quietly, burying her head in her hands. ‘I swear she does it to wind me up.’

      
      Jenny laughed sympathetically.

      
      ‘Mothers! Who’d have ’em?’ Alice said, and winced. ‘Sorry, Jenny – that was a stupid thing to say.’

      
      ‘No, it’s fine. You’re right – I don’t know how lucky I am.’

      
      ‘Are you still looking?’

      
      ‘Kind of.’

      
      ‘Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.’

      
      ‘Thanks. Oh, by the way, I need to go to the dentist some day this week – any day that suits you. I haven’t made an appointment
         yet.’ She was shocked at how easily the lies tripped off her tongue these days.
      

      
      ‘That’s fine, Jenny – I’ve nothing on for the rest of the week anyway. I’ll be home doing packing. You can go tomorrow if
         you like – if you can get an appointment.’
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