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      For my Mum and Dad

   


1. Rich and Tash



It was so easy. Falling in love had, after all, been so easy.


Rich had never been convinced that he had the knack for loving. Shagging, yeah, positively expert, but loving? He’d had a sneaky suspicion that ‘falling in love’ was something that happened only to people in movies or to the weak-minded. Or maybe he’d been born without the necessary gene that enabled a healthy, happy, two-way loving thing because he used to find it impossible to imagine wanting to share everything from your sock drawer to your life. His parents were still together, yeah, but they seemed to exist side by side, in a state of bored tolerance, rather than in perpetual bliss. His mother filled her time with concerns about neighbours’ hysterectomies, and his father’s chief concern was his golf handicap. Rich doubted that they had ever been young and in love. It wasn’t exactly inspiring.


When his mates said that they’d found a girl they wanted to marry, he’d assumed that the desire was one largely driven by practicalities. Clearly some people liked the company, or the laundry service, or the security of being a double-income family. It wasn’t that he wanted to be callous. In fact, the reverse was true. He’d always wanted to believe that there was something chemical… no, something magical that dictated with whom you spent your life. He always wanted to believe that there was a soul mate out there somewhere. But he’d given the mysterious ‘falling in love’ dozens of opportunities and thirty-three years to take hold; it never had.


Until Tash.


They’d been right. All those people that used to say stuff like, ‘You know when you know.’ Those starry-eyed blokes, who stuttered their way through speeches at wedding receptions, earnestly trying to communicate their passion and their willingness to subdue themselves to a bigger force than their reason. They’d been right. Falling in love did make everything lucid, bright and simple. And yet at the same time it was the most mysterious, exotic and different experience of Rich’s life. An irresistible contradiction.


He loved her, and she loved him. They were lovers. Rich wondered how many people across, say, London… no, make it bigger than that… say, Britain. How many people were at this precise second telling one another they loved each other? And how many of them meant it as much as he did.


Because he did mean it. He meant it all the time. Not just when they were having sex. He loved her smile; it was broad and frequent. She had fat lips; clearly they were blow-job lips, which was an advantage, but he also admired them because they were happy lips. He loved her laugh; it was low and throaty, like a smoker’s laugh, even though she didn’t smoke. He loved her thoughts and how frequently and openly she expressed them, and how she insisted on bringing everything back to a personal level. He used to hate the type of person who, during a really sensible discussion of whether US and British troops ought to be deployed to some far-flung place, would pipe up to say, ‘Well, all I know is it’s wrong because my next-door neighbour is in the army and he may see action.’ That sort of argument used to irritate his intellectual mind. But now he realized that everything was personal at some level; everything was simply about who you cared for. Tash was right. She was also right to want to drink Fair Trade coffee and use Body Shop products. All that girlie stuff was good.


He loved her body. He loved the smell of her hair. He was fascinated by the things that made her angry, and thrilled by the things in which she delighted. He loved the vulnerable curve in the nape of her neck and the way she shivered when he kissed her there. He loved her cum.


Tash finished cleaning her teeth. She put her toothbrush back in the cup and smiled at her reflection. That was her toothbrush, in a cup, in Rich’s flat. Although they’d only been seeing each other for just shy of two months, she had a toothbrush in his flat, and that felt good. Unlike Rich, Tash had never wondered if she’d find true love. She’d expected to. Her parents had been happily married for forty years. Even now she might walk into their kitchen and find them kissing. Not full-on snogs obviously – that would be damaging – but affectionate, closed-mouth kisses. Her brother and his partner had two robust, amusing, boisterous boys. They laughed and rowed in what Tash considered to be the correct proportions. Love had never been a secret to her. It was easy; it was natural. It was everywhere. She’d been in a number of long and short, and virtually split-second relationships, but the chucking or being chucked had always been relatively painless. She’d never cried about anyone for longer than a week.


Tash had a few, very close friends with whom she happily shared the contents of her head and heart on a regular basis and a larger number of more casual mates with whom she was happy to have a drink. She was sporty and therefore fit in the health sense and in the leave-men-panting sense. She liked painting (people with hobbies are happier). She had a dog (people with pets are said to live longer). Tash believed in natural justice; she thought there was definitely something in horoscopes; she wished people of all religions could live together peacefully; and she was sure the God whom she believed in would allow unbaptized babies, as well as decent non-believers, into heaven. She thought there might be something in reincarnation; she’d never had her tarot cards read, but didn’t scoff at those who had; she had a monthly direct debit to the NSPCC; she didn’t care whether people held their knives and folks correctly or incorrectly; she recycled her bottles at Sainsbury’s; she was a vegetarian, but she wore leather shoes. She had always expected to find true love.


She just hadn’t expected it to be this good.


Tash hadn’t been able to imagine feeling this excited, yet this content. This happy and yet this terrified. This amazed and this amazing.


It was another almost uncomfortably hot night, so Tash pulled the covers off the bed and climbed in next to Rich.


She started to move her hands across Rich’s chest and unapologetically down, towards his crotch. It didn’t surprise her that he was semi-erect; they both existed in a state of almost permanent arousal. Rich ran his hands over her lithe body, enjoying again the sensation of her tight arse and tiny, firm tits. He already knew that he wanted to marry this girl. He wanted this beautiful, sexy woman to be his for ever, and he wanted it so much it sometimes hurt him. Get that. Richard Tyler, philanderer extraordinaire, was so much in love it actually hurt him.


Of course, in the past he had told other women he loved them – it was expedient.


They kissed with their eyes open. It used to freak him when he opened his eyes mid snog to find her sapphire blues staring right back at him, but now he always kept his eyes open, too. Tash had explained that she thought it was more honest. She’d kissed plenty of men whom she wanted to shut out, but she wanted to drink up Rich, every ounce of him. It was as though she sucked in his soul through her stare, and she poured back her heart.


‘How are we going to keep it this good?’ asked Rich in a whisper.


Tash broke away from the kiss and stared at Rich. ‘God, you are a funny one. It’s not difficult,’ she laughed.


‘It is. Staying in love is difficult. There’s no point pretending anything else. Tash, how are we going to keep it this amazing, this real and exhilarating?’ Rich felt panicked. He could not imagine recovering if he lost her now.


Tash instinctively knew this was not a moment to laugh off Rich’s fears. ‘I think it’s down to honesty, baby. No secrets, no lies, just 100 per cent respect and honesty. It’s such a simple rule. If we follow it, we can’t go wrong.’


Rich thought about it for a moment. Could it really be that easy? He ran through a number of scenarios of possible fatal blows to a relationship and tested them against Tash’s rule. No secrets, no lies, just 100 per cent respect and honesty. It would be impossible for either of them to have an affair if they stuck to the rule (something he had to admit that he had been prone to in the past). It would be impossible for the relationship to be eaten up by paranoia or jealousy (God, if he could have a penny for every time some girl lost the plot by torturing herself with unnecessary suspicions). If they respected one another, they were unlikely to fall out about the split of domestic duties, hogging the TV remote or either one spending too much time with their mates (he meant him spending too much time with his mates – girls were rarely accused of this crime).


Maybe it could be easy.


In their cocoon that smelt of sex and oozed with warmth and affection, Rich could not imagine how anything could ever go wrong. Tash was a genius. Tash held the secret formula to a happy ever after. Tash was his happy ever after.


‘Tash?’


‘Yes?’


‘Will you marry me?’


‘Yes, Rich, I’d love to.’





2. Meeting and Greeting



For the first two months of their relationship, Rich and Tash did the thing that lovers usually do, i.e. stay in bed, only resurfacing for food, condoms and work when it was absolutely unavoidable. After Rich proposed they were no more inclined to get up, but they found themselves talking more, and screwing ever so slightly less. Remarkably, they both enjoyed this stage just as much as the first stage. The more they talked, the more they found that they had in common and the more deeply in love they fell.


‘I’ve always wanted to play a musical instrument. Preferably the guitar,’ said Rich.


‘Me, too!’ Tash giggled at the thought that they shared the same secret ambition. ‘After the wedding we should take lessons.’


‘We can put guitars on our wedding list,’ laughed Rich. ‘You’re happy, right? Moving into Islington, into my flat?’ Rich loved his flat. It had an enormous fridge, TV, shower and bed. He didn’t waste any time considering the rest of the fixtures, fittings or furniture, and he almost revelled in being a cliché.


‘I’ve always liked Islington, although I do think we should put detergent on the wedding list, too,’ replied Tash, who already had plans for a new sofa (squishy with lots of cushions) and new bed linen, and to repaint the entire place – to eradicate all traces of beige.


They both wanted children. A boy and a girl would be ideal, but of course they agreed that the health, not the sex, of the baby was the most important thing. Two years’ time was a good point to start trying for a family; neither of them was in a particular rush. They both loved snow-boarding, breakfast in New York diners, George Orwell, football, Frank Sinatra and Marmite. Neither had joined the mile-high club, but both wanted to. They talked about everything. Their families, their work, their homes, their dreams, their fears and their friends. Rich had met Tash’s three best mates, within weeks of their first date. Although they’d all been slightly worse for wear after a night on the tiles, Tash reasoned that at least he’d got the measure of them. Rich talked about his great bunch of mates from university.


‘I’ve known Jason, Mia, Kate, Ted and Lloyd as man and boy,’ he boasted. Technically he had known them as man and young man, but he wasn’t inclined to describe it that way. It didn’t sound as catchy, and Rich liked to sound catchy. They’d met aged eighteen and, here they were, still firm friends aged thirty-three. ‘We’ve seen one another through exams, first jobs, first loves, marriage and births.’


‘Tell me about them.’


‘Well, Jase, he’s my best buddy, I guess. He is one of the most charismatic men in London. A huge and very successful flirt,’ smiled Rich. He enjoyed his mate’s success with women almost as much as he enjoyed his own. ‘He’s massive in the advertising world. His reputation stretches across the Atlantic. You’ll love him,’ stated Rich confidently. ‘Ted comes from a very wealthy family. Lewis-Ponsonby.’


Rich’s voice went up at the end of the sentence, indicating that Tash ought to recognize it. She shrugged, indicating that she didn’t. In fact, seconds after the name was mentioned, she couldn’t even remember it; that sort of stuff never stuck in her mind. ‘They are in Debrett’s. He can trace his family as far back as the court of King George II,’ added Rich. ‘Ted probably doesn’t have to work. He could live off his family’s wealth, but he decided to make his own fortune as a trader. Don’t you think that’s impressive?’


‘I think it’s sensible. An idle life would be mind-blowingly dull.’


‘Suppose… and Ted is phenomenally intelligent. Kate’s father is the Chairman of Bristol University, and she’s frighteningly bright, too. She could easily have followed her father into a career in academia, but chose to make a career in the City like Ted, until she got pregnant and now she’s a full-time mum.’


‘How did she take to the change?’


‘Oh, she’s cool with that decision as she always wanted to re-create the traditional family upbringing that she enjoyed, and besides which she’s just the perfect mum. I couldn’t imagine a better one.’


‘Why’s that, then?’ Tash asked, grinning, already curious at what Rich thought made a good mum.


‘God, the stuff she knows, she’s just fabulous, like she really loves them.’


‘Naturally,’ laughed Tash. ‘Mums tend to.’


‘Ted and Kate married aged twenty-three and are still totally into one another. Can you believe that in this day and age?’


‘Yes, I can actually,’ said Tash, laughing more. It was obvious that Rich was still battling with his innate cynicism. ‘What about Mia?’


‘Mia was the most wanted woman in college, a total beauty and also extremely intelligent. Both Kate and Mia are fascinating women. You’ll love them. They’ll love you.’


Tash beamed, sure that they would all love each other. How could she not love them? From these descriptions it was obvious that she was about to meet some of the most amazing people in the United Kingdom. Which was fantastic. If not a little intimidating.


‘They are a great bunch of pals,’ added Rich, almost to himself.


‘And Lloyd?’


‘Oh, he’s divorced.’ Rich shrugged, and took a slurp of his coffee.


‘What else? There’s got to be more to the man than that.’


Rich thought for a moment.


‘At college he was the most focused out of us all. Always seemed to know where he was going and how he’d get there. He wrote these sort of life plans, you know, things he had to achieve before he was twenty-one, then twenty-five, then thirty.’


‘What sort of things?’


‘All sorts. Places he wanted to visit, where he wanted to live, rungs on the ladder which he wanted to climb.’


‘Incredible.’


‘He always wanted to join the civil service.’


‘Incredible,’ repeated Tash, but this time she spluttered into her coffee.


‘He’s not just a paper pusher. He’s involved with all sorts of important stuff.’


‘Like what?’


‘I’m not sure if I really know,’ admitted Rich with an apologetic grin. He shrugged, and added, ‘I don’t think divorcing Sophie was on the list.’


The gang and Rich had history.


Tash and Rich didn’t have much history, but they were now looking forward to their future, so Tash was desperate to meet these people that were important to Rich, and she wanted them to become important to her, too. She had found Rich’s descriptions of his mates a little inadequate, more thumbnail sketches, really. But men never gave the sort of detail women liked. She didn’t care about the things he told her – the professions of their fathers and where they lived – she wanted to understand the essence of these people. She filled in the details with wishful thinking. She expected that the guys would be like Rich (although not as cute), they’d be charming and clever and funny and sporty. And she imagined that Kate and Mia would be like huge treasure chests – not only would they have interesting nuggets of information on Rich, but Tash just knew that she’d have two brand-new best friends as well.


Rich decided to throw a dinner party to get everyone together and to celebrate their engagement. Despite his friends agreeing that it was a ‘fabulous idea’ and that they ‘couldn’t wait to meet Tash’ and were ‘almost breathless with anticipation’, it took six weeks to coordinate diaries and finally fix a date that was mutually convenient. Tash didn’t understand the problem; when her friends wanted to get together they just did so. They shopped, or played CDs and drank tea together. They didn’t have to coordinate diaries, and nor did they do anything elaborate in terms of catering. Usually they’d order a takeaway; often they’d make do with a packet of Kit Kats. Still, people did things differently, and she was cool with that. Life would be dull if everyone were the same. After all, it was exciting and out of the ordinary, throwing a proper dinner party with napkins and three courses, and separate wine glasses for red and white wine. And while Tash was a little bit daunted by the fact that she felt like her mum, as she arranged flowers and put shiny, black olives into a little bowl, she took comfort in the fact that Rich was acting like her dad. He’d spent the afternoon washing his car, and now he was decanting red wine to allow it to breathe. Tash wasn’t fond of olives; she didn’t really believe anyone was. It was her secret belief that people trained themselves to like olives because they were supposed to be sophisticated. Olives were the thirty-something equivalent to learning to smoke or having your ears pierced. So she bought a multi-pack of Walkers crisps from the garage, just in case.


Tash took great pains in selecting her outfit for the dinner party; after all, it was sort of her engagement party. She’d dismissed the idea of keeping on her old pair of jeans and a T-shirt, the outfit she’d normally slob about in on a Saturday night, as Rich had spent nearly 200 quid in Tesco and a further fifty in Majestic Wine. This evening wasn’t a slob-out type of affair.


It had been a very warm day and Tash was feeling 100 per cent summer, so she changed into a floaty, floral dress and painted her toenails a pretty pink to match. She looked in the mirror in Rich’s bathroom. Typical boy, he didn’t have a full-length mirror anywhere in his house, so she had to stand on the loo seat to get a half-decent view.


The dress didn’t work.


She looked like she was about to meet her boyfriend’s parents, not his mates. In fact, contrary to general expectations, when she had met Rich’s parents the whole event had been no big deal. They’d all met up for supper straight from work one night. Tash couldn’t even remember what she had worn. She just remembered having a good laugh and Mrs Tyler getting tipsy on Baileys.


Both Mr and Mrs Tyler had fallen over themselves to be nice to their daughter-in-law-to-be. For a start she was easy to like, and secondly they were delighted that Rich had finally decided to settle down. Frankly, Tash could have had two heads and they’d still have believed that she was the best thing since the invention of the can opener. They thought this because – despite their son’s scathing dismissal of their relationship – they considered themselves very lucky and they wanted Rich to be as lucky. Neither were they the type to talk openly about their feelings all the time; it wasn’t done in their day. But they knew that they loved one another deeply, and their greatest wish was for Rich to find someone he could grow old with, someone who would take an interest in his golf handicap (however feigned), someone with a good heart who would worry about neighbours’ operations (however gory). They thought Tash fitted the bill nicely.


Tash tried on another outfit. Tight black trousers and a crimson and purple Diesel top. She knew that Rich loved her in this get-up. And she wasn’t daft; she knew why. The trousers clung to her backside, and the top was designed so that you had to go without a bra. Which Tash could pull off with her tiny, 32A boobs – it was one of the rare occasions that small breasts were an advantage. She repainted her toes with a ruby varnish – twice because she was shaking the first time and made a real mess of them – and she carefully applied her make-up. She was ready. She checked her reflection. Cool. She looked good.


God, it was like a first date.


Tash wouldn’t have liked to admit it, but she was desperate for Rich’s friends to like her. It really, really mattered. Odd, because as a rule Tash wasn’t one for external endorsements. She liked herself. Of course, she occasionally looked at her waistline and had a fleeting concern that she could pinch more than an inch, but generally her confidence only plummeted at certain times of the month. Then, she would wonder just what could be done with her hair, and why her face shone like her mother’s prized and frequently polished dining table. On the whole, however, she was happy with the way she felt about herself and the world in which she lived. Crucially, she was happy before she met Rich, and now she was delirious.


Maybe that’s what was making her so nervous.


Tash walked downstairs and found Rich in the kitchen. He had his back to her, as he was chopping vegetables. She saw at once that he hadn’t changed and was still in his jeans and T-shirt from earlier in the day. Bugger, maybe she’d gone over the top. Rich turned to her.


‘Wow, you look stunning, babe,’ he said, as he pulled her towards him and started to kiss her. He broke off. ‘Are you wearing lipstick?’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh.’


‘Shouldn’t I be?’


‘Well, it’s up to you, babe. Of course, you look great with full make-up and everything. I was just wondering if I’ve ever seen either Kate or Mia in lipstick.’ He paused, and shrugged. ‘I just don’t want you to feel overdressed, you know, out of place or anything.’


Tash grabbed a bit of kitchen roll and started to rub off her lipstick. She became impatient with herself. This was ridiculous. Rich liked her in make-up. He’d often said so. More importantly, she liked herself in make-up.


‘Well, I won’t feel out of place, with or without my scarlet lipstick. I just thought I’d make an effort. We are throwing this dinner to celebrate our engagement,’ she muttered, peeved with Rich for his implicit criticism, and even more peeved with herself for taking notice.


‘Yeah, and you look great, babe. God, if we were going to a bar, you’d turn heads.’


‘But you don’t like what I’m wearing to meet your friends?’


‘No, I’m not saying that. You look very glamorous.’


It didn’t sound like a compliment. In fact, this sounded like a disagreement. Their first. Tash wondered if she had time to nip upstairs and put on her jeans again. The bell rang. Clearly, she didn’t.





3. Introducing Kate and Ted



First to arrive were Kate and Ted. Tash was relieved to see that they had both made an effort and that they had dressed up, too, and she was only a little disappointed to note that Kate and Ted’s interpretation of ‘dressed up’ was shirt and chinos for him, shirt and chinos and pearl stud earrings for her.


Still.


Kate and Ted both looked older than Tash had expected. If she’d seen them on the street she would have put them at late thirties or early forties. They were both rotund and, while Kate was quite short and Ted rather tall, they looked like one another. It wasn’t just that they were sporting the same outfit. They both had mid-brown hair (although Ted’s was streaked with grey and Kate’s was clearly streaked at an expensive hairdresser’s – with auburn), and they both had brown eyes and rosy cheeks. They looked wholesome.


Tash beamed and was prepared to be impressed and to be impressive. She took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. It wasn’t easy. She’d known Rich for three and a half months now and hadn’t felt calm since they met. She’d felt exhilarated, alive, indestructible, purposeful, sexy – just bloody fantastic. It wasn’t easy to stay calm.


‘Ted, Kate, this is Tash. Ted is a trader, Kate is a full-time mother and, well… Tash is my fiancée,’ said Rich, shyly.


Everyone laughed; the introductions were silly, as they all knew that much about one another, at least. Kate handed Rich a couple of bottles of wine and Tash a large box of Belgian chocolates.


‘Wow, that’s so generous of you.’


‘Well, you’ve probably been in the kitchen all day, right?’ said Kate.


‘No, to be honest I haven’t. I can only make so-so goulash and curries. Rich has done all the cooking.’


‘Oh,’ said Kate, and then she shrugged at Rich. ‘Bad luck.’


‘I’m not handing over the chocs, though. Possession’s nine-tenths of the law,’ Tash grinned.


‘Actually, it’s not,’ said Ted. ‘I studied law at university, and that’s a common misconception.’


‘Oh.’ Tash paused. ‘Well, OK, I’ll share them.’ She laughed quite heartily at her own joke, but she was the only one who did so, as Rich had scuttled off to pour some gin and tonics. Kate and Ted stood, smiling politely; Tash realized she was supposed to offer them a seat.


‘God, sit down. Don’t stand on ceremony for me. You must have visited Rich’s flat more often than I have. It goes without saying to make yourselves at home. Kick back; take off your shoes,’ offered Tash. She was, as usual, barefooted. Ted and Kate sat down on the settee. Neither of them took off their shoes, but they did hold hands, which Tash thought was sweet.


‘Unusually hot weather we’re having this year, aren’t we?’ said Ted.


‘Terrible for the gardens,’ added Kate. ‘They’re parched. Do you garden much, Tash?’


‘No,’ Tash confessed. ‘I live in a second-floor flat, so I don’t have a garden.’


‘No garden!’ Kate and Ted chorused. They looked shocked. Tash reran the conversation mentally. Had she just offered to show her new Brazilian wax? Clearly she had made a terrible faux pas.


‘I have a cheese plant,’ she offered.


‘I can’t believe we are here on time, can you, Ted?’ asked Kate.


‘It is unusual,’ confirmed Ted.


‘We’ve finally found a reliable baby-sitter. She actually turns up when she says she will.’


‘Oh, that’s good,’ smiled Tash. Kate knew that Tash wouldn’t have a clue just how good it was, so she pushed her point home.


‘It’s taken seven years.’


‘Bloody hell. So, give me details. Names of your kids, ages? Rich was useless when I asked him,’ said Tash.


‘Really? You surprise me. He is, after all, Elliot’s godfather,’ commented Kate.


Tash blushed. She knew she’d put her foot in it. ‘Well, you know what men are like,’ she mumbled.


‘Our children are called Fleur, Elliot and Aurora. I really don’t like the term “kids”, except if we are talking about baby goats. They are seven, five and two.’ Kate smiled at the thought of her offspring.


‘Wow! I hadn’t expected your kids, er, children, to be so old. That means you were having babies when I was just twenty.’ The words were out before Tash noticed that they could be taken to be rude. Bugger. ‘I mean, I knew you were Rich’s age. If I’d thought about it, you are easily old enough to have a seven-year-old.’ Bugger. ‘I just meant you don’t look it,’ she hurried on, in an attempt to cover the gaffe, but gave up under Kate’s cool, calm stare.


‘You should look forward to your thirties, Natasha. They are great years,’ said Kate evenly.


‘Oh, I do, I do. I can’t wait to get old.’ Bugger. Bugger. Bugger. Tash fell silent. It seemed safest. No one said anything for a while, and the room was hushed except for the whirr of brains searching for polite topics of conversation.


‘So, what do you do, Tash?’ asked Ted, trotting out the usual London opener.


‘I’m a retail merchandiser, which is just a posh name for a window dresser.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


‘That must be nice.’


‘Yes.’ Tash thought for a while, then added, ‘I work freelance, but have regular contracts with two or three pretty prestigious outlets. I love it. It’s creative and flexible. I like being my own boss.’ Tash wished she’d shut up and wondered why she was suddenly justifying her existence. She sounded like Miss England bidding for the judges’ approval.


‘Being your own boss must be very nice,’ smiled Ted. ‘I envy you.’


‘Yeah, well, earning millions must be very nice, too. I envy you,’ laughed Tash. Neither Kate nor Ted joined in with her laughter. Instead they looked embarrassed. ‘God, sorry, I didn’t mean to be crass. I was just joking,’ explained Tash. ‘I don’t envy you. I earn a decent-enough wage. Not that I’m saying your life isn’t enviable. I mean, it is…’ Tash gave up digging.


‘Don’t ask me what I did before the children were born,’ said Kate. ‘I hate that question. It implies that whatever I did before was more important and defining than bringing up children. Which I resent.’


‘Absolutely,’ said Tash. It was a good point, if a little forcefully made.


The small talk became minuscule, then disappeared altogether. The silence stretched, and felt like a couple of weeks to Tash. She wished Rich would hurry back with the drinks; suddenly she had a really keen thirst. Tash used all her mental energy to will the door bell to ring again.


Which it did. She almost ran to answer it.





4. Introducing Jason and Mia



‘So, you must be the gorgeous Natasha. I can see why you lured Rich away from bachelorhood,’ said Jason, beaming. ‘I’m Jason, but the gang call me Scaley. You can, too, if you want.’


‘OK, and you should call me Tash,’ she grinned. She wondered if Jason’s nickname was something to do with his acne-pockmarked skin or whether maybe he could swim like a fish.


‘As in Scalectrix,’ he explained, as though reading her mind, which she sincerely hoped he couldn’t. ‘I like fast cars and gadgets and stuff.’


‘Mostly, he likes fast women,’ interrupted Rich, who was suddenly at Tash’s side. ‘How are you, buddy?’ The boys gave each other a manly, back-slapping hug, and Tash ‘aahhhed’ to herself. She always found guys hugging guys heart-warming. It was probably the reason she had so many gay friends.


Tash immediately liked Jason. He burst into the sitting room and dramatically lifted the atmosphere. There were no more lulls in conversation, just plenty of chat and laughter. Jason was reputedly a massive hit with the women, and Tash understood why this would be the case. He was not in the slightest bit good-looking, as Tash had expected – he was very short, eyes a bit close together, poor skin – although he was totally charismatic, as Rich had promised. He was fun, sharp and confident, and he seemed to have an unlimited supply of gripping anecdotes. She liked his delight in his life, his work and his flat – a flat that was crammed with big-boy gadgets. He didn’t seem to take himself – or, for that matter, anyone else – at all seriously.


‘Mia’s late as usual, I suppose?’ asked Jason, pausing after amusing everyone with a story about presenting to a new client who, unfortunately for Jason, turned out also to be an old shag. It was clear that Scaley was good at laughing at himself, which guaranteed that no one else ever laughed at him, only with him. ‘Rude bint, that Mia,’ commented Jason with a playful wink. ‘Have you had the pleasure yet, Tash?’


‘No.’


‘Should be interesting.’


Before Tash had a chance to digest Jason’s comment, the door bell rang, and she went to answer it.


‘Hi. Mia, right?’ Tash beamed at the woman stood at the door.


Tash and Mia swept their eyes up and down one another, quickly appraising. Mia was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. She was wearing make-up, but it was the sort of make up that men didn’t notice; powder, lip gloss, a bit of mascara. Her hair was glossy and cut into a style that somehow carried an expensive price tag. Her nails were manicured, but painted with a clear finish, no colour. She was a large girl – not fat, just broad and tall. There was something Amazonian about her. She had big, brown eyes that showed she was fun, clever and, if necessary, cunning. Her skin was creamy, flawless. A good-looking girl, definitely. More ‘well put together’, more ‘makes the most of herself’, as Tash’s mum would say, than ‘total beauty’, as Rich had said. But, lovely all the same.


Mia spotted Rich, who was behind Tash, and her face split into the broadest Julia Roberts–style smile. Mia’s loveliness was immediately further enhanced by sexy, loose lips framing white, straight teeth. Ah, thought Tash, got you. Mia was the college goer. Men often confused that with ‘total beauty’.


‘Richie, my Action Man,’ Mia cried, ‘how are you?’ Mia swept past Tash without so much as a nod. ‘I’ve brought you a bottle of Merlot, your favourite and mine. Aren’t I clever?’ She hugged Rich, and plonked a huge kiss on each cheek.


Mia walked straight into the sitting room. ‘Don’t get up,’ she instructed, as she bent to kiss the air that swirled around Kate, then Ted. ‘Ms Monopoly, Big Ted, you two look absolutely amazing.’ Her grin spread and was genuine. ‘We all have ancient nicknames,’ she added, presumably to Tash, although she didn’t look at her as she spoke. ‘Games and toys. Don’t worry if you don’t pick them up; they are very private. Don’t feel you have to use them.’


Tash was relieved to hear that. She couldn’t imagine calling Ted ‘Big Ted’ and, while it was clear that Kate wasn’t a fish-and-chips sort of girl, it sounded a bit rude to call her Ms Monopoly.


‘Scaley Jase, have you been waiting for me?’


‘All my life,’ beamed Jason.


Mia couldn’t harness her grin. She found it difficult to disguise the fact that she liked to flirt with him. They’d dated for nearly three years at uni. If quizzed, they’d both dismiss the ‘ancient history’ as ‘totally juvenile’, yet neither had ever dated anyone else for longer than three months since. Mia flopped into the chair Tash had been sitting in, and picked up Ted’s sparkling water. She took a huge glug, then announced, ‘Big Ted, water is a big girl’s blouse of a drink. You should be ashamed. I thought it was G & T.’


‘I’m driving.’


‘Would you prefer a G & T, or something else?’ asked Rich.


‘No, I’m on a health kick. This suits me.’ Rich poured another drink for Ted.


‘I’m knackered. I’ve been on a ten-mile bike ride this afternoon. Well, I’m not going to let my fitness levels drop,’ announced Mia.


‘Mia did the London marathon, in April,’ explained Rich. ‘She made an incredible time, three hours thirty-five.’ Tash smiled and nodded. ‘This is Tash,’ added Rich, as he put an arm around her. Tash felt her skin melt comfortably into his.


‘I guessed. Hello. Have you done the marathon?’ asked Mia.


‘God, no, never appealed to me. I prefer flinging my body around an aerobics studio to keep fit.’


‘Really? You’ve done it, haven’t you, Rich?’


‘Yeah, it was hell. I did it in 2000.’


‘And Kate and Ted did it in 1998. The first time I did it, didn’t you? I’ve done it three times now. I’m addicted. Lloyd did it way back in 1994, didn’t he?’


‘Yes, and again in 2001 with me,’ said Jason. ‘Jesus, I thought I’d die.’


‘Never appealed to you, though, hey, Natasha?’ said Mia.


‘No,’ confirmed Tash.


‘Well, it’s not for everyone. It takes a lot of commitment; it’s a lot of hard work. Shall we eat?’





5. Polite Small Talk



Things didn’t turn out exactly as Tash had hoped. The tuna steaks were seared to the right side of blue, the chocolate soufflé rose to the required height and the Brie was served at room temperature, as she knew was tastiest. Yet, despite all this, something stopped the evening from being a success. For a start, Tash was disappointed that Lloyd wasn’t there. She’d wanted to meet the entire gang. Tash had quizzed Rich as to why Lloyd was not there, and he had muttered something about Lloyd’s diary being chock-a-block, but during the evening it transpired that Lloyd hadn’t actually been invited. Everyone agreed that this was best; he wasn’t himself since he split up from Sophie.


‘He’s not a particularly amusing guest at the moment,’ commented Jason.


‘Surely that’s when our friends need us the most,’ said Tash, ‘when they are feeling crap?’


No one answered, but they swapped looks which suggested that they all knew more on the subject than Tash, and Tash conceded that they possibly did.


Kate changed the subject by asking, ‘Has anyone seen Freddie Walker recently?’


‘Funnily enough, I had lunch with him just the other day,’ said Mia. ‘He’s terrific; doing very well. Managing partner at his firm, you know.’


‘What is it that his firm does exactly?’


‘Oh, I’m not sure, exactly. Something in the media. Very glamorous. He’s done terrifically well.’ Everyone nodded their agreement.


‘Have you heard from Miles Beaumount?’ asked Ted.


‘Yes, I met him at the Beeb about a month ago. Some business we’re talking through together,’ said Jason, but he didn’t expand.


‘We had Clara and Marcus over for dinner on the 8th,’ said Kate.


‘Are they well?’ asked Rich.


‘Yes, great,’ confirmed Kate and Ted in unison. ‘Expecting their second.’


Tash stayed silent. She didn’t know any of the people that were being mentioned, and none of Rich’s gang knew her friends, so it seemed pointless mentioning them. Nor did Tash join in when Ted asked her if she knew the statistics behind gun crime in the London area. She had nothing much to say on Kate’s topic either, namely that, in her opinion, some Tibetans had lost patience with the Dalai Lama’s message of peace. When Mia asked her whether she agreed that Sir Ludovic Kennedy was a bigot, she was stumped. She didn’t know who he was. She mentally scanned her memory to see if his name was tucked away anywhere. Had he been mentioned in her history A level? Was he a dictator, a theologist? It transpired that he was a broadcaster with views about gay TV kisses. She hadn’t read Robin Cook’s diaries, which the former cabinet minister had kept in the run-up to the war in the Gulf. She thought such exposés were sophisticated kiss-and-tells and quite undignified. Instead of saying so, she just said that she preferred reading novels. Tash could have kicked herself. She knew that she hadn’t come across as clued up on anything important. She wanted to be a credit to Rich, but feared that she was behaving like a high-interest overdraft.


Kate noticed Tash was being left out and said, ‘Let’s talk about something else. We are clearly boring Tash.’ She smiled. ‘Tash is a retail merchandiser, you know, Mia. She’s very interested in clothes.’


‘Fascinating,’ said Mia, but she appeared disinterested. ‘I don’t know much about clothes, I’m afraid. I never really have time to follow fashions.’


Mia wasn’t particularly trendy, but nor was she unfashionable. Enjoying clothes had been considered frivolous when Mia studied for a degree at university, and it was then that Mia made up her mind on personal grooming and many, many other important matters. As an undergraduate, Mia soon learnt that girls who expected men to pay for drinks, girls wearing make-up or girls caring about beautiful shoes were all seen as signs of patriarchal domination. Mia did not want to be dominated by the patriarch. She reacted by sleeping with men she didn’t care for and not with the ones she thought she might care for; this behaviour made her feel, if not powerful, then certainly less vulnerable. Mia never admitted, especially not to herself, how much she envied women who let men buy their dinner or those who got excited about a new lip gloss or somehow just knew what length skirt was a ‘must-have’ each season.


Mia wore a lot of black because it slimmed down her thighs, and no one ever looked inappropriate in black. She considered shopping a chore. It promised all manner of wonders and delivered only disappointment. Mia bought whatever her personal shopper in Selfridges told her to buy (her personal shopper was inspired by the very windows that Tash dressed – both women would have been disgruntled if they’d known). Taking the advice of a personal shopper was far easier than trailing endlessly up and down high streets, forging through crowds of silly teenagers. Her personal shopper ensured that she had an outfit for every occasion and, while her outfits rarely earned Mia notice, they at least never caused her any embarrassment. Some people could get it so wrong. As someone who had never bothered to develop an individual style, getting it wrong was something Mia avoided.


‘What did you study at university that led to such a career?’ asked Ted.


‘English,’ replied Tash.


‘Where?’


‘Brighton.’


‘How old are you, Natasha?’ asked Mia.


‘Twenty-seven.’


‘Where is your family from?’ asked Kate.


‘Salford, just outside Manchester.’


‘Is your father in textiles?’


‘No, he was an engineer. He’s retired now.’ Tash was confused. She felt as though she was being interviewed for a job, and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She wanted Rich to rescue her, which was odd because up until that moment she’d never believed in knights in shining armour, but, then, she’d never come across fire-breathing dragons before either.


Jason played Sir Lancelot. ‘Are you planning on having babies, and if so will you have mine?’ he asked, laughing. ‘Leave her alone, poor girl.’


‘Is this a Jamie Oliver recipe?’ Kate asked Rich, changing the subject. Having found out what they needed to know, no one directed another comment at Tash for the remainder of the evening.





6. Mia’s Bomb



Kate and Ted left just before midnight, as they didn’t want to irritate their new baby-sitter by returning too late. Mia and Jason stayed for another hour, only stumbling out into the warm summer night after Jason, Tash and Rich had drained every bottle they could find, bar the cooking sherry. Abstemious Mia had looked on with distaste, although in truth she was more envious than repulsed.


‘Isn’t this the type of night that makes you want to stay up and watch the sunrise?’ Jason asked, flinging his arms wide. He spun around on the path, nearly losing his footing and slipping on to the road. ‘Life is fucking fantastic. Fucking electric. Fucking bright and sparkly, and so fucking full of love, isn’t it? Who’d have thought it? Old Rich, ready to settle down.’


Mia glared and didn’t answer. Even if she had drunk the cooking sherry, she was unlikely to have agreed.


‘Tash seemed a totally cool honey,’ commented Jason. ‘Don’t you think?’


‘She didn’t have much to say for herself,’ replied Mia with a cold honesty she reserved for her old friends.


‘Great legs.’


‘For God’s sake, Scaley, do you ever think with anything other than your penis?’


‘Not if I can help it,’ grinned Jason, ignoring Mia’s irritation. ‘Listen, I’m going on to a private club that I’ve just been given membership to. It’s up in Soho. Do you want to come?’ He was sure if he could only get a glass or two down Mia then she would relax a little and perhaps become more of her old self.


‘What, and hang out with a whole load of inarticulate drunks instead of just one inarticulate drunk? No, thank you, Scaley.’


‘It will be fun,’ said Jason, with persistence. Mia threw him a look which expressed her doubt. She spotted a cab about twenty metres up the road. Thankfully it was for hire. She shot up her arm. ‘Call me when you sober up. We can discuss the plans for the stag.’


‘What will you have to do with the stag?’


‘I’ll probably have to organize it. You can’t be trusted.’ Mia saw Jason’s look of puzzlement. ‘Why shouldn’t I organize it?’


‘Er, because you haven’t got a penis and, even if you had, you wouldn’t think with it,’ laughed Jase. ‘Left to you, we’ll spend the afternoon Jimmy Choo shopping.’


‘I loathe shopping.’


‘You don’t know the first thing about strip joints.’


‘That’s why the Internet was invented,’ argued Mia. ‘I am one of his best friends. I don’t like you implying that I’m not the right person for the job of arranging a stag do, simply on the grounds of my gender.’ Mia hopped into the cab. ‘I would offer you a lift, Scaley, but I can’t risk you puking in the cab. Goodnight.’


Mia flung herself back on the seat and barked her address at the cabbie.


‘Nice night, luv?’ he asked.


‘Not really,’ she said as she snapped closed the partition, making it clear that she didn’t want to talk. Why should she have to chat to the cab driver? She was paying for a service; she didn’t need another new best friend. Besides, his views were bound to be ill informed and bigoted, derived from tabloid press. She could do without them.


Mia slipped off her shoes and massaged her feet against one another. She rubbed her eyes and nose.


What was wrong with her?


Recently, in the past six months or so, she had been consumed by overwhelming feelings of anger, resentment and, she might as well admit it – at least to herself – jealousy. Tonight had been torture. Rich had always been a confirmed bachelor. She’d thought they’d be company for one another as they edged their way towards old age. Now look at him. He was gaga. And over what? A very ordinary girl that he’d known for about five minutes. It wasn’t that Mia wanted Rich in the way Tash did, but she knew well enough that a married friend was a lost friend. She would have to kiss goodbye to those weekend breaks that she, Rich and Jase took from time to time. There was no way that Rich would still be her date for corporate events, now that he was about to turn all pipe and slippers on her. She resented the fact that, from today onwards, any confidences she shared with Rich would automatically be shared with Tash, too. Tash wasn’t her friend.


But it wasn’t just Rich’s engagement that had upset her.


Recently, whenever she looked around, everyone seemed to have it better than her. Of course, Ted and Kate had it all; everyone other than the Beckhams had reason to envy them. They were very happy, extremely rich and, most desirable of all, they had three children. OK, Jason wasn’t sorted in the same way, but he didn’t seem to want much more from his life than regular, uncomplicated lays. His ambitions were easy to fulfil. Even Lloyd seemed better off than she did. His marriage might have broken down, but he was with someone else now and he was at least a father. Christ, her life really must be crap if she was jealous of a shag addict and a weekend dad.


She hadn’t always felt like this. She used to think that she had it all. In fact, she used to think she was it all. She was born into a fiercely intellectual but still loving family. She had an older brother and an older sister whom her parents exerted most of their parental expectations upon, and therefore she was left pretty much to her own devices. She was encouraged and praised in both her sporting and academic achievements; she’d secured a place at one of the best universities in the country to read French and Economics. Her big breasts and grin had seized her numerous admirers. Her first-class degree had guaranteed her a job in the fast track of the Foreign Office.


Yet.


Mia might have a PhD and an important job in the Foreign Office, but that didn’t keep her warm at night, did it?


Her biological clock was more of a biological time bomb, about to violently shatter if she couldn’t force a solution soon. If she had to pinpoint one thing that she most resented about Tash it was not her flippancy, her inability to look at the serious issues in life or her insistence on concerning herself with insubstantial matter such as heel heights. It was not her beauty or even her success in finding a man to marry.


It was her youth.


Tash was six years younger. Six years. And she was in a relationship, about to get married. Right now, when Mia was deafened by her biological clock ticktocking towards midnight, all she wanted was a bit more time.


For several months now it seemed that everywhere Mia looked she saw nothing but pregnant women, or women with babies, or tiny children. Of course, that was life, and all around her people were living. Life was teeming out of every school gate, every play park. Life was springing and zooming and buzzing in every skip, hop and jump that she saw countless children execute. Life was radiating from their sticky hands and faces as they devoured ice creams on street corners and in buggies. She saw life in tantrums and spats and squabbles.


It took every ounce of restraint for the normally steely Mia not to cry at the sight of a bawling baby. She felt compelled to pick them up and hush and comfort them. It was only the fear of being arrested that restrained her. It was physically impossible for her to walk past a heavily pregnant woman. It was embarrassing. She found herself talking to all manner of pikey mums-to-be, striking up inane conversations about the weather or the efficiency of supermarket checkout queues, just so she could ask the question, ‘So, how long have you to go?’ Then perhaps she’d be invited to feel the baby kick, and as she reached out to stroke their blooming bumps she wanted to implode with awe.


And jealousy.


Mia sighed. She was a self-confessed control freak. She cycled to work because she couldn’t handle the anxiety of dealing with late trains, let alone the idea that someone else was in the driving seat. A few years ago she had experimented with growing her own vegetables. She’d gone so far as to put her name down on the council waiting list for an allotment because she could not tolerate the thought of eating food that someone else had grown or, more specifically, eating food that someone else had doused in pesticides. As it happened, she wasn’t particularly green-fingered and would probably have starved if she hadn’t found a small, local, organic greengrocer whom she vigorously bossed and cross-examined as to all his methods of production. Mia liked to know when and where the consumer durables she bought were made, what her boss and her employees had written in her appraisals (however painful), how much her friends earnt, ate and exercised. She liked to know who was having sex with whom, and how often, and how good it was. She did her best to influence all of the above, but the one thing she couldn’t control was time. She longed to turn back the clock, but she could not.


There was a time when Mia had been much more relaxed. When she had thrown parties and had not felt the need to calculate number of canapés and glasses of alcohol per head, nor the cost of said canapés and alcohol, let alone the projected cost of broken glasses. At uni she had a reputation for throwing the wildest parties. They were not planned several weeks in advance. They were spontaneous events, conjured up in response to the question, ‘What shall we do tonight?’


Mia settled back in the cab and couldn’t help but smile at the memory. As soon as she offered to throw open her room for a bash (well, hers and Kate’s room, technically), then it was all hands on deck. Kate was always in charge of catering, which in those days amounted to little more than a speedy trip to Tesco’s to buy a trolleyful of crisps and garlic bread. Jase and Rich would run around campus spreading the word and inviting all and sundry. Ted and Lloyd would move furniture, dragging the beds out of the way to create room for a makeshift dance floor, and Mia would buy the booze. She always bought crates of beer and a vast number of bottles of wine. Obviously some people would bring litre bottles of screw-top wine, but Mia liked to provide her guests with something that cost at least a few quid a bottle. She’d insist that she wouldn’t clean her toilet with most of the cheap plonk proffered, but in fact she was simply generous, something she didn’t feel needed talking about.


She must have thrown a dozen or more similar parties in the four years she was at university. Every one of them was a monumental success. Friendship and fun and difficult-to-define comfortable familiarity had drifted through each event. Everyone had oozed such uncomplicated optimism and unfettered enthusiasm for life. They had a real belief in the brilliance of their futures.


Mia closed her eyes, telling herself it was because she was tired and not because she was trying to blink back tears. She acknowledged with a profound irritation that she had found parts of this evening a strain. She was aware that she no longer found it easy to be entirely relaxed with the old gang. She no longer thought it was a natural state of affairs if they all knew everything there was to know about one another, which was at once a disappointment to her and also a direct result of her own actions. She had not confided her longing for a baby to anyone. At uni the gang had forged their way through well-mannered small talk, progressed to intimate revelations, moved on to huge debate and finally completed the circle so that their conversations relaxed into an almost continuous discussion on the story line of Neighbours. Now, they seemed to have regressed back to the small talk, only it was no longer always well mannered.


Mia gave up the line of thought. It was too depressing. Instead she started to run through the list of names she liked for babies. It was her favourite game.





7. Clearing Up



Tash reminded herself that these people meant a lot to Rich, and Rich meant everything to her. Yet she couldn’t help breathing a sigh of relief when they finally left her to the washing up at 1 a.m.


‘They really liked you,’ said Rich, as he slipped his arms around Tash’s waist and breathed in the smell of her hair. She was concentrating on the washing up, so didn’t turn to face him.


‘You think so, hey?’ she asked, not absolutely convinced. Yes, Jason liked her. That was clear. She had legs, breasts and a vagina; he wasn’t going to dislike her. He borderline fancied her, which was ideal. They could gently flirt, knowing it would never go anywhere, and he could ask her for advice on women. Not that he seemed to need it, if the anecdotes that he relayed tonight were anything to go by. And he clearly adored Rich. She could trust him not to tie a naked Rich to a lamppost the night before their wedding.


Ted and Kate were quite unlike any of Tash’s friends. They seemed genuinely excited that they had managed to book tickets for the Khachaturian Centenary Concert with the Philharmonic Orchestra and George Pehlivanian conducting. Apparently it was mid October’s must-see. But they were not interested when Tash generously offered her spare tickets for the Robbie Williams concert at Knebworth, which was probably just as well because her old mates would sell their grandmother’s souls to secure tickets and would not appreciate her giving them away to her new friends. Their conversation had been fiercely intellectual, as Rich had promised. But rather than being stimulated, as Tash had expected, she was paralysed. She knew she’d come across as dim, which was infuriating. Still, there was plenty of time for her to drop into conversation that she had actually read Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses and James Joyce’s Ulysses. She hoped that one day they’d be friends enough for her to admit that she hadn’t actually enjoyed either book.


But Mia.


‘Absolutely, they loved you,’ enthused Rich, interrupting Tash’s thoughts and ignoring the nuances of the evening.


‘Well, why wouldn’t they? I’m very nice.’


‘Mia even made up a nickname for you, a rare honour. Come on, leave the washing up. I’ll do it in the morning.’


Tash peeled off the rubber gloves and allowed Rich to lead her by the hand up the stairs.


‘Have you ever slept with Mia?’ asked Tash, as they undressed and slipped between the sheets.


‘Yeah, a long time ago. Just once.’ Telling Tash about old lovers was easy. Their pledge to be totally honest with one another demanded a level of trust and an expectation of clear-headed responses.


‘That explains a lot,’ stated Tash simply, as she fought a yawn.


‘It wasn’t an exclusive club.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, obviously there was Jason. They used to be an item, but she’s slept with Ted, too.’


‘Ted?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Blimey.’


‘I’m not sure Kate knows that.’


‘No, I don’t suppose she does.’ Tash rolled on top of Rich and started to kiss his chest; he stroked her back. ‘What was Mia’s nickname, then?’ she asked between kisses.


‘Bridge, as in the game. Very complex.’


‘Given what you’ve just told me I’d have had her down as “Poker”.’


Rich laughed, and moved closer to kiss Tash. They kissed for a very long time. Slowly exploring each other’s mouth, tongue and lips as if for the first time, not for the thousandth. Tash took hold of Rich’s hard penis and guided it inside her. Gently, she rode him, and they made love very quietly, very carefully. When Rich came, Tash lay exactly where she was until it became uncomfortable. Then she rolled off him, and they lay side by side, Rich spooned around Tash.


‘How many people have you slept with, Rich?’ asked Tash curiously. ‘Do you keep count?’


‘I have a number, but I couldn’t put a name to every one.’


‘That’s awful,’ said Tash, as she playfully hit him. ‘How insensitive. So, go on, how many?’


‘I can’t tell you that.’


‘You have to,’ she giggled. Rich leant close to her ear and whispered the number.


‘No!’ she yelled, feigning shock and horror.


‘What? What should I have said? What’s the right number?’


‘I’m teasing you. The correct number is the real number, however many or few that may be. I mean, what’s the right scenario? Would I have preferred it if you’d slept with fewer women and had had longer relationships? Or would it have been better if there had been lots more, but you’d never cared for anyone at all before me? I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. Everyone has a history.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ smiled Rich. ‘I thought you were a virgin when we met,’ he joked.


‘Right,’ laughed Tash.


Eventually, their breathing slowed, and they were seconds away from a peaceful, slightly drunken sleep when Tash thought to ask, ‘By the way, what nickname did Mia give me?’


‘Didn’t I say?’


‘No.’


‘She called you “Barbie”, as in–’


‘Barbie doll.’


Rich fell asleep, and Tash was left wondering whether the nickname could be interpreted as anything other than a declaration of war.





8. Lloyd



It was late October, but still startlingly warm. The leaves on the trees had turned red and were starting to fall. A warm, honey light dripped through the gaps left between the branches and rested on a blanket of conkers and colour that lay on the ground. The majority of Londoners took advantage of the mild autumn. They sat in cafés drinking smoothies and refusing to don jackets. They laughed and joked. They hung on to summer and ignored the displays of Halloween pumpkins that had crept into the window of every shop.


Not Mia.


Mia was also fighting time, but not simply because she wanted to lazily loll in cafés. She didn’t like wasting precious hours simply having fun. Since Action Man and Barbie Babe had announced their engagement, Mia had been planning and plotting and scheming to find a way to turn their situation into one that was advantageous for her. It might be Barbie Babe’s wedding, but Mia was trying for something even higher. Mia wanted a baby. Nothing was more important than that.


Mia rummaged around her bag for the small make-up mirror that she thought might be hiding in there. She sighed, briefly disappointed by her reflection. She ran her fingers through her hair – it was too short. She hated it. However, she was almost thirty-four and had come to accept that hating her haircut was part of her hairdressing experience, as intrinsic as the ugly nylon gowns and the luxurious head massage. She would hate it intensely for twenty-four hours, then she would forget it until she needed it cut again. She’d love it for the week between booking her next appointment and attending her next appointment. She used to think that this showed her insecurity, but she now chose to believe that it showed she was a perfectionist.


She fumbled for her mobile phone, and searched for Lloyd’s number. She rang it and was surprised to find that it was out of use; it had been a while since they were in touch. Mia called his ex-wife, Sophie, to secure his new mobile number; she’d provided it, but not much else by way of conversation, and was barely civil in response to Mia’s question about how little Joanna was faring – ‘Extremely well, thank you.’ Sophie had never had any social graces, thought Mia.


Mia dialled Lloyd’s new number, and he picked up after just two rings.


‘Checkers, it’s me.’


Lloyd knew immediately that it was Mia on the line, even though he hadn’t heard her voice for nearly six months. No one else still used this nickname from uni. He wished Mia wouldn’t. He’d never liked it. Checkers was the less cerebral little brother of chess and the nickname had never seemed like a compliment. Apparently Mia had chosen it because, as she said, ‘Lloyd appeared very black and white, and you could guarantee he was always one move ahead.’ He’d never been sure what she meant by that, although she had made her proclamation with a big smile, as though she were being nice. He supposed that she meant he was a great planner. And he was. Or at least had been. Nowadays it seemed hard enough to put one foot in front of another, let alone plan years ahead as he had always prided himself.


‘Checkers, how the devil are you?’ she screeched. ‘You have been on my mind for so long now. I’ve been meaning to call. Meant to almost every day. Have you heard Action Man’s news?’


‘He called last week, actually, to say that he’s finally taking the plunge. But he was rushing to a meeting so we didn’t get a chance to talk at any length. Great news. Tell me, what do you know about Natasha? I like her name.’


‘Do you?’


‘Is she Russian?’


‘Hardly, she’s from Manchester. I think her parents must be a bit pretentious.’


‘What’s she like?’


‘I’ve only met her a couple of times.’


‘And?’ Lloyd knew Mia well enough to know that she always made her mind up about people instantly. She’d then declare a great fondness – or, more often, a damning condemnation – then she would hastily add that it was unfair to judge a book by its cover, and that she was reserving judgement until she got to know the subject better. In reality, no one got a second chance after a first impression.


‘She’s slim.’


‘And?’


‘Blonde.’


‘And?’


‘Tall.’


‘As tall as you? Do you see eye to eye?’ Lloyd chuckled at his own wit. Mia chose not to answer. ‘Is she clever, funny, what? Give me details,’ demanded Lloyd.


‘It’s always hard to say when someone is marrying one of your oldest friends, isn’t it? I’m not sure I can be objective. I mean, who is good enough for your best friend? I don’t know much about her. She went to a very ordinary university, one of those that’s really a poly, so she’s no genius.’


Lloyd wondered whether going to an ancient university was the best thing that had ever happened to Mia. It seemed to be the only thing she ever measured anyone by. Lloyd decided to move the conversation along.


‘Rich told me that they are taking off to the Alps to get married. Just the two of them, and that they are planning to pull a couple of witnesses off the slopes. Sounds cool.’ Lloyd was thinking about his own very big and very formal wedding, several years earlier. He hadn’t thought it was possible to argue about the thickness of the card of an invitation, but apparently it was. ‘I think they’ve made a wise move having a no-fuss wedding.’


‘Do you?’ Mia wasn’t so sure. She’d hoped for a big bash, where everybody got drunk and sentimental. As it wasn’t to be, she had concocted an alternative plan. ‘Listen, it’s just a quick call to run through the details of the stag weekend.’ Mia hoped she sounded breezy and efficient, rather than tense and a little desperate.


‘Rich never mentioned a stag weekend.’


‘It’s a surprise. I’m arranging a stag holiday for Action Man.’


‘You are?’


‘I am one of his best friends, even if I am a woman,’ said Mia, hotly irritated. She’d met with the same surprise not only from Jase, but also Ted, so she was particularly alive to any implied criticism. ‘I thought that you, Action Man, Scaley and Big Ted and I could all go away for a couple of days, just like old times. I’m planning something wild in Dublin.’


‘You and four guys?’


‘I suppose Kate might tag along, but we often did that at uni.’


‘And you’re thirty-three and still unmarried, I just don’t understand it,’ joked Lloyd.


‘Ha-fucking-ha,’ snapped Mia. She was stung because she’d had the same thought herself, a thousand times. ‘So how does the second weekend of November sound?’ Mia took a deep breath. She hoped she sounded nonchalant. She had been living on a knife edge for the past few months. She’d planned everything so carefully. The timing of the stag do had to coincide with her cycle and, of course, getting Scaley Jase on the trip was paramount, but she had to give the necessary attention to the demands of everyone’s diaries.


Yes, she’d considered sperm banks; she’d investigated them quite thoroughly. Rationally, she knew that one could trust the medical notes that read ‘6 foot 2 inches, MENSA member, with blue eyes and no medical conditions’, but how could you be 100 per cent sure? Mia constantly had visions of the Elephant Man, without the IQ and with more congenital deficiencies. Besides, the cost of artificial insemination was extraordinary, and she had to start watching the pennies now. She was unlikely to be flush after she had the baby and gave up work.


She had considered getting pregnant via a one-night stand, but there was always the danger of the unknown there, too. A guy might seem like a rational, intelligent, pleasant enough guy while he’s eating pizza, but what’s to say that in reality he’s not an axe-wielding psycho? And if she took the time to get to know the one-night stand, then that, too, would lead to all sorts of complications. By definition it was no longer a one-night stand if she actually knew the guy. It would be a relationship. The donor might suddenly decide he was in love with her (men that she wasn’t particularly attracted to were always doing that). Then he might decide that he wanted to help bring up the baby.


There was no chance of that with Jason.


Mia couldn’t see a baby in Jason’s flat. Imagine the sticky fingerprints on his vertical Bang and Olufsen hi-fi. He had the one with the option to play one of six CDs. He loved that hi-fi because when the phone rang he was able to change CD from Kylie Minogue to a moody lounge track, just in case it was a woman calling and he wanted to impress. He had no idea how entirely Austin Powers he appeared to the outside world. He usually picked something like Hotel Costes to play. Even though he lamented that it wasn’t as hip as it had been in 2001 when he stayed at Costes and actually met Stephane Pompougnac, sat and drank with him, talked about what inspired his mixes. He’d confided in Mia that the Costes CDs ‘had become mass market, a victim of their own success, but they were still good tunes’. She’d replied curtly that it was a shame that he’d have to abandon it now and find something more cutting edge as the likes of Ted and Kate played it as background music at their dinner parties.


Imagine the baby pressing all the buttons on his Cosmo dual-band GSM phone and ballsing up the oh-so-considered (and contrived) message that Jason had recorded. Apparently the phone had an integral data-fax – whatever that meant. Mia had no idea, however often Jason explained it. You could buy software to allow video conferencing; Jason intended to do so. Naturally there was no handset. The phone cost the average guy’s month’s salary, but he wasn’t an average guy and he earned way more than an average salary. Anyway, the phone hadn’t really cost him a penny as the advertising agency where he worked had paid for it. They deemed it a necessary accessory for their newly appointed Creative Director of Q&A. It was worth every penny because Jason was able to hold one woman as he talked to another if the occasion arose – and it sometimes did.


Mia smiled to herself. She knew Jason well enough to know that he was genetically perfect father material in every way – and a total vacuum emotionally. Exactly what she wanted.


Now all that was left for Mia to do was to tie up loose ends such as inviting Lloyd along to the stag do. She wanted to give all her old uni friends the impression that the only thing that concerned her was that Action Man had a great time. There were bound to be questions after the trip, when she conceived. It was essential that the pregnancy appeared absolutely accidental. No one must guess at how she’d schemed for the event. Arranging the trip had involved all her negotiation skills, her cunning, her discretion and her determination. Providing Checkers could make that weekend, however, she thought it was in the bag.


‘Fantastic. Count me in,’ said Lloyd, although he was thinking he ought to check with Greta first to see if she had anything in the diary that he needed to be involved with.


‘Cool,’ said Mia. ‘I wondered if you’d have to check with Greta.’


‘No, no, no problem there,’ assured Lloyd. He hoped that he sounded like a man that successfully managed his relationship with his girlfriend. A man that had found balance and attained intimacy, while avoiding intrusion. ‘There won’t be any argument. Greta doesn’t do arguments.’ His ex-wife, Sophie, had been the queen there. Greta, on the other hand, sulked. Lloyd didn’t think it was necessary to add these choice pieces of info.


This wedding was good news for Lloyd. He hadn’t heard from the gang for such a long time. It would be good to catch up with all the guys and spend some real quality time with them. Sure, they texted one another reasonably regularly. Sure, they called occasionally, and they even made plans to meet for dinner or to go away together for a weekend from time to time. Invariably, though, those plans were cancelled at the last moment. Everyone worked so hard. People had come to expect a blowout because of a meeting running late or a sudden and urgent request to put a report together for 8 a.m. the following day. He was possibly the worst culprit of all for last-minute blowouts.


Sophie used to grumble about that all the time. She used to say that he ruined her social life. He never understood that. Why, if he had to work late, couldn’t she go along to Kate and Ted’s without him? When he used to ask her that she would reply that she’d rather spend an evening with her own friends, and then he’d ask, ‘Well, why don’t you?’ She’d always argued that she never planned to see her own friends because they always had plans to see his, plans that he always cancelled at the last minute.


He could replay these rows word for word. She must have plenty of time to spend with her own friends now. She never understood just how demanding his work was. Bitch. At least Greta got that about him. She knew that he, and what he did, was important.


Lloyd thought it was peculiarly poignant that the gang used to call him ‘Checkers’ because everything in his life was black and white, and he was always a step ahead of the crowd. Since he and Sophie split up, everything was a blurred, indistinguishable mass of greys. He felt he was way off-track. If life was a race, he was falling behind.


Sophie had kicked Lloyd out of his home one year, one month, two weeks ago. She’d shouted that he was useless, neglectful and hurtful. She’d yelled that she was sick of trying to win his attention, let alone his approval. She’d cried she was exhausted, sick of doing everything for the baby on her own, while still trying to keep her own career afloat. He’d pointed out that things were easier for her in her career than they were for him in his because she worked at home and for herself. She argued that this just made things scarier; there was no such thing as a coasting day. She’d also argued that she was the biggest breadwinner and therefore what she did was important. She never actually said more important, but she thought it. He knew she thought it.


For fuck’s sake, she organized parties.


It was supposed to be a little part-time something-to-do job that would fit around their future family. Who would have thought that the vol-au-vent eating population was so greedy? There seemed to be a party every night, which left Sophie little time to support Lloyd in his career. She knew that was what he expected of her. They’d talked about it at the beginning of their relationship, way back when. A civil servant needed a wife that supported him, not one with her own career. When he’d argued this, Sophie had said, ‘I have two words for you, Lloyd: “Cherie Blair”.’ Very funny. The last two words she’d flung at him were not as considered.
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