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Chapter One


SHE WONDERED what it would be like to sleep with him.

By imagining herself going to bed with Graham Parks, Helen had not singled him out for special attention. She considered briefly what it might be like to sleep with quite a few of the people she encountered, not always because she wanted to, in fact often quite the opposite.

Sometimes she’d be sitting facing someone on the tube, some great hulk of a man with his legs wide apart, using far more than his fair share of personal space and constantly wheezing or coughing, and she’d find herself wondering if he coughed and wheezed while having sex. She would picture him afterwards, spreading himself across the bed, with total disregard for whoever he shared it with, his arms and legs flung wide, forcing his poor partner to curl up near a pillow and try to sleep in only one eighth of the bed space.

She was particularly fascinated by the Polish builders who’d helped extend their kitchen. They’d often appeared to be arguing, raising their voices and spitting out guttural-sounding words. But if she’d asked them what they were discussing, they would smile and say in their gentle, sing-song English voices things like ‘I ask if he likes to go clubbing tonight.’

There was something in the accent that always made them sound cross. If she asked if they’d like a cup of tea, one would invariably shout to another, who’d reply with a guttural outburst that would  then be translated to her as ‘Yes please, thank you very much, that would be very nice.’

What, Helen wondered, did ‘You are the most gorgeous, unbelievable woman and I want to cherish every inch of you’ sound like when uttered in the heat of the moment between the sheets in a Polish bedsit?

In cases like these, she was never more than a detached observer, but every now and then someone would come under her radar who would make her wonder what it might actually be like to sleep with them. Graham Parks had, within moments of their first meeting, transformed himself from the unflattering image on his book’s dust jacket to one such person.

Helen put her curiosity down to fifteen years of sleeping with the same person. It seemed only natural that if you went to bed with the same man night after night, you would wonder what different would be like.

‘Have you read the book?’ Graham Parks brought her back to the here and now, catching her unprepared.

‘I haven’t finished it.’ Helen decided to be truthful. ‘I was only assigned the job this morning, so I didn’t have much time.’

‘I’m not sure that any of the journalists I’ve met today have actually read it.’ The author didn’t seem perturbed by this. ‘You’re the only one who has actually admitted it, though.’

‘Sorry,’ said Helen.

‘It’s okay.’ He smiled. ‘I’ve never read any of your articles.’

Helen laughed and put down her cup of tea, looking around to see if the publisher’s PR, Claire, had witnessed this exchange. She seemed to have disappeared.

‘But you don’t have to write anything about me,’ she said, adding, ‘Do you mind if I move and sit next to you? Then I can get the recorder a bit nearer.’

‘Shall I hold it?’ Graham asked, in a way that suggested he was used to being interviewed, aware that his world would be picked up  better if the microphone on the tiny digital recorder were directed towards his mouth.

‘Yes please, as long as you don’t rattle it,’ Helen said, half rising from her perch, thinking that if he was holding the machine then she didn’t actually need to be on the same couch.

Graham Parks had the sort of physique that when he was younger would have been described as ‘being built like a brick shithouse’. Helen had never quite understood the terminology, which was usually deemed complimentary, though quite why someone should find satisfaction in being described like a toilet block she could not think. She would have said he was built like a gladiator, or a matador, constructed from an impenetrable mass of muscle, which as he got older and less active had gradually turned to flab. Or perhaps it hadn’t. It was hard to tell beneath the shirt and sweater that he was wearing. Perhaps the girth was still all muscle.

There was something powerful about him. He appeared physically strong. She imagined he could break up a fight simply by standing up. She hadn’t encountered anyone with such physical presence for a long time. He was the opposite of her husband Alex, who’d been scrawny as a young man but had graduated to lean as he got older.

‘Tell me about the book.’ Helen sat up straight and tried to focus on the job in hand. ‘It’s been described as a Nick Hornbyesque Bridget Jones for men.’

‘I know.’ Graham Parks sighed, implying he didn’t like the tag any more than he liked the photo of himself on the dust jacket. ‘And I’ve been described as a literary James Blunt.’

‘I hadn’t heard that one.’ Helen rather liked James Blunt. She knew it wasn’t cool to admit to this, especially in the offices of the Sunday Review, where everyone professed their hatred for ‘that posh singer with the wishy-washy sappy lyrics’, but along with all the millions who had bought his album, she enjoyed his music. She also quite fancied him and had wondered what it would be like to sleep  with him. ‘I suppose that’s because you used to be a soldier,’ she said. ‘Do you mind the comparisons?’

‘I quite like being compared to Nick Hornby,’ Graham confessed. ‘I’m not so sure about James Blunt.’

‘I like James Blunt.’ Helen decided to confess herself. ‘He seems quite happy with who he is.’ She decided not to say out loud that it was a quality she found very attractive in a man, along with the newly discovered ones of baldness, bulk and grey-blue eyes.

‘Well, I’m not very like him then.’ A momentary look of sadness passed across Graham Parks’ face.

Helen felt a sudden rush of compassion for him. She wanted to reach out and put her hand over his and tell him that she liked him, as far as she could tell, but that would have been unprofessional. No, it would have been ridiculous. She was here to ask him about his book. Yet she felt strangely connected with him. She wanted to know about him, and not just so that she could write the piece.

‘Is that because you care what the critics say?’ She tried to phrase her next questions carefully. ‘Or because you’re not happy with yourself ?’

‘A bit of both, I think.’ Graham considered what she’d asked. ‘I haven’t had any reviews yet, so I’m not sure how I’ll react when everyone says the book is terrible. I’m steeling myself for negative stuff – and stockpiling antidepressants. And I’m not particularly happy about myself,’ he continued. ‘When you read the book, if you read it, you’ll realise I’m a little disturbed.’

Helen leant back against the sofa again. She felt unusually comfortable with him. She could be at home on the sofa with Alex, in the comfortable silence that comes from knowing someone so well that you don’t have to talk to them. She felt like just sitting for a bit. Why did he make her feel like this? He was fat and bald, just like the photo on the dust jacket, but with a raw, understated appeal too.

‘Is the book autobiographical, then?’ she asked.

‘Not really.’ Graham leant back as well. His arm just touched  hers, but he didn’t adjust his position and neither did she. ‘The Ed character is fictitious, but there’s quite a lot of me in him. I suppose he’s an amalgam of various friends, but his emotions are quite often mine.’

‘So how is he like you?’ Helen now wished she had had time to read the book.

‘Sad, single, screwed up, trying to sort out his life at an age when it really should be sorted.’ Graham was writing her piece for her. She wondered if he realised.

‘There’s my headline.’ She sat up and drained the rest of her tea, aware that a door had opened somewhere behind them.

‘Five more minutes,’ said Claire in a stage whisper, making it seem as if she was not actually interrupting.

‘Have you got enough?’ asked Graham.

‘Almost,’ Helen replied, aware that she still did not have a clear picture of what he had been doing since leaving the army.

‘If you need to know more, we could always continue the conversation somewhere else,’ he said. ‘I’m hungry and I wouldn’t mind grabbing a bite to eat before going home.’

Claire looked alarmed at his suggestion. ‘I’m sure we could have the room for another half an hour or so,’ she suggested.

‘To be honest, I could do with a change of scene.’ Graham was not going to be swayed. ‘As long as Helen doesn’t mind?’

‘I don’t mind at all,’ she said. Now they were presenting a united front.

‘Will you call me when you’re done?’ Claire was addressing Graham now, unsure if her duties as his chaperone for the day were over or if she needed to hang around out of sight until they’d finished.

‘I’ll give you a call in the morning,’ Graham said, adding, ‘Thanks for organising everything today. Hopefully it will shift a few copies of the book.’




Chapter Two


AT THE RESTAURANT, Helen wondered if there was any significance in the fact that she was having a meal with another man on the day her husband had finally agreed to have a vasectomy. Having decided to put an end to the possibility of bearing any more of Alex’s children, was she subconsciously seeking out someone who could successfully impregnate her?

Studying Graham’s face again as he looked at the menu, she couldn’t imagine for a moment that he had had the snip. He seemed too masculine. Did that mean that by having put pressure on Alex to end his fertility, she was somehow emasculating her own husband?

‘What do you fancy?’ Graham was looking over the top of his menu. His gaze was a bit too intense. Helen felt herself blushing. She wondered if he could tell she had not been concentrating on what to order but instead wondering if all his bits were still intact.

‘Ummm . . .’ She scanned the menu. ‘I think I’ll have the chicken with baby vegetables.’

Almost as soon as she’d said it, she regretted this. Not because she didn’t like chicken with baby vegetables; it was just that eating infantile carrots, peas and sweetcorn seemed somehow inappropriate, given the way her mind was preoccupied with the not having of any more babies.

‘Or maybe . . .’ She looked at the menu again.

‘Something else?’ Graham raised his eyebrows as he spoke, and  she noticed for the first time that there was a small scar in the middle of one brow, which made it appear to split in two.

She wanted to know how he’d got the scar, but she didn’t know him well enough to ask. After all, she’d only met this man half an hour ago. She had a husband and two children waiting for her at home. Yet here she was, sitting opposite him in a dimly lit restaurant, wanting to know all about him.

‘No, chicken and baby vegetables it is.’ She tried to sound decisive, businesslike, like the journalist who had just interviewed him and agreed to get a bite to eat in the hope of finding out a bit more about him. It was not unprofessional, this having a meal with an interviewee. She could even legitimise it by putting it on expenses.

‘How about you?’ she asked, vocalising her intent to make things appear entirely normal. ‘I can put it all on expenses, so . . .’

She trailed off, which, she realised, made her sound not entirely convincing. But then she was not here because she needed to be here. She was here because she wanted to be here. It was only a meal, but it felt disloyal to Alex, especially today.

 



Helen had gradually, over the past eight years, been wearing Alex down into submitting to the knife. Initially, after Joe was born, although she didn’t want any more children, she couldn’t quite reconcile herself to the idea of not having any more either. So when the doctor asked what they were doing for contraception, she told him she didn’t want to go back on the pill, muttered something about condoms and left it at that.

A lot of her friends had been more proactive, bringing vasectomy information leaflets home from the hospital with their babies, even though doctors advised them to wait a while, hedging around the fact that if their newborn for some reason did not survive the early years, they might want to reconsider their no-more-children position.

After Joe was born, Helen had had periods when she really wanted  another child, but money had been tight, Alex, an actor, had been away and as their daughter Emma had got older and easier, the thought of returning to mountains of nappies and sleepless nights had grown less appealing.

Alex had initially come out with a thousand reasons why he should not have the operation, ranging from ‘It might hurt’ to the more fatalistic ‘What if you are all killed in a car crash and I want to have more children with someone else?’ Moreover, he reasoned, wrongly, Helen would be infertile in a few years’ time anyway.

‘Surely you won’t be able to have children after you’re forty?’ he’d said, ignoring the fact that a lot of her friends had only started having them once they hit forty.

‘Look at Cherie Blair,’ she had countered. ‘She had Leo at forty-six and then a miscarriage after that.’

‘The Blairs are Catholics, though,’ argued Alex, as if was Cherie’s faith rather than her fertility that had caused her pregnancies.

‘And being a Catholic probably prevented Tony from having the snip,’ she’d retorted.

‘I wonder,’ mused Alex, enjoying this new line of thought. ‘Don’t you think world leaders need fully functioning tackle to maintain their global status? I wonder if George Bush has had his tubes tied? Or Fidel Castro, a man whose name suggests he may have undergone a more radical surgery?’

And so he had shied away from the issue, returning to it a few months later when Helen had reconsidered her position and was again not sure if ‘no more children’ meant ‘no more children ever’.

‘I’ve decided to have a vasectomy,’ he had announced in the same breath as telling her he had decided to leave his theatrical agent and sign up with a woman who had been making overtures towards him for a while. She wondered if the two things were related.

Helen was rather frightened by all these new decisions. It was not in her nature to be decisive. If you asked her if she wanted tea or coffee, she found herself in a quandary, even though she didn’t  actually like coffee. She also hated her computer, which was forever questioning the small decisions she had managed to make on her own.

‘Are you sure you want to shut down now?’ it would ask her, implying she’d only been working for a couple of hours and would surely be shirking if she stopped so soon.

‘Do you want to save this document?’ it enquired when she tried to close her work, as if it thought it wasn’t really worth saving and causing her to question whether she actually wanted to keep it or not.

If she found decisions like that difficult, the question of whether to decide once and for all if you were never going to have any more children was almost impossible.

‘What made you decide that?’ she asked Alex, feeling and sounding suddenly panicky.

‘I thought you wanted me to,’ he countered, confused that his munificent gesture was not provoking the appropriate reaction.

‘I do,’ said Helen. ‘At least, I did. It’s just that it seems so final.’

‘That’s the general idea,’ said Alex. ‘Unless you have decided that you do want another child.’

‘I don’t,’ said Helen firmly.

‘Well then . . .’

There followed a conversation in which it emerged that the main driving force behind Alex’s decision was that he thought they would make love more often if he had the operation. Helen had told him once that there was always a slight nagging worry in the back of her mind that she might get pregnant and that this made her hold something back. So Alex, thinking it would lead to no-holds-barred, multifaceted, every-day-of-the-week sex had decided the snip was a price worth paying.

This had made Helen weigh up her options again. Which was going to be the most tiring – another baby, or sex on demand? At that point in their married lives, she would probably have gone for  another baby, reasoning that it might be the more tiring but probably the more rewarding option.

The subject had been dropped for a couple of years, until Helen brought it up again, unsettled by the news that a friend of hers in her mid-forties was expecting another, unplanned child. The word ‘expecting’ when applied to babies seemed to her an oxymoron. Getting pregnant was often the last thing anyone expected, especially when, like Beth, they had had a coil fitted in order to prevent it. Unluckily for her, she was the one per cent left over from the ninety-nine per cent effective statistic. Helen and Alex’s own roulette of reliance on withdrawal, Helen not being fertile at certain times of the month and using condoms when Alex could be bothered to go to the bathroom and get one seemed increasingly risky.

‘You certainly pick your moment,’ Alex had said when she broached the subject as he lay in the bath one morning.

‘Would you rather I’d called you to discuss it while you were on set?’ Helen replied, wondering if there was ever a right time to suggest your reluctant partner render himself voluntarily infertile.

‘Is it really necessary?’ Alex asked, sitting up in the bath and hiding his expression behind a mountain of shaving foam.

‘I thought we went through this last time,’ she retorted. ‘You thinking that I ought to be infertile by now and me having to disappoint you by saying I could be conceiving children until I’m fifty, for all we know.’

But this time, Alex had another line of defence ready.

‘No, I meant, do we actually have sex often enough to make it necessary?’

‘What do you mean?’ said Helen, wondering how the discussion had moved so quickly from the minor operation to what for Alex was always the more major matter of her libido. ‘How often is often enough?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Alex. ‘More than seven times a year.’

‘We shag more than seven times a year!’ protested Helen. Honestly,  what was the point of making a conscious effort to ensure they had regular sex if Alex didn’t even notice? That was the trouble with being with the same person for so long. While sometimes they did still have what Alex insisted on referring to as ‘nights of torrid passion’, more often it was simply a case of going through a well-rehearsed routine. Not that the well-rehearsed routine wasn’t good, but possibly (obviously in Alex’s case) it wasn’t that memorable.

‘I know we do,’ he replied, scraping the shaving foam from one side of his face. ‘I’m just saying that enough would have to be more than seven times a year.’

‘Then we have sex enough!’ Helen was winning ground again.

‘I’m not saying that a few more than seven times is enough, just that less than seven would definitely not be. Sixty sounds like a good figure to me. At least once a week and then a few more for birthdays and Christmas and coming home really drunk.’

He was laughing now, but was probably still serious. She didn’t know. It had been an issue when the children were young. Her libido had more or less disappeared beneath a wave of tiredness and the fact that she was already having an extremely satisfying physical relationship with another man, even if that other man was her nine-month-old son.

Alex’s figure of seven was probably plucked from that time. It hadn’t been enough for him, and his frustration had manifested itself in his obsessive-compulsive behaviour (repetitively checking the sell-by dates of the unused condoms in the bathroom cabinet) and resulted in him spending longer periods at work. Helen wondered, when she had the energy to think, if he was getting it elsewhere. There were a number of women on the set who, apparently, constantly told him he had a nice arse or looked much younger than his actual age, and there were plenty of opportunities on tour and on overnight shoots. But if he did take advantage elsewhere, he never let on and he always came back to her.

Helen reckoned that, on average, these days they did it around  twice a month, which, if any of her friends were telling the truth about their own sex lives, was pretty good going. She imagined Graham Parks would be horrified to hear this. He had never been married. That much she knew.

‘I think you’d have to take away a few potential shags for you being away, or cross with me for failing to unload the dishwasher, or because you were distracted by the attentions of the make-up artist,’ said Helen.

It was like justifying the cost of a new dress by dividing it by the number of times you were likely to wear it. If the dress cost two hundred pounds and you only wore it once, then it had cost two hundred quid, but if you wore it four times, it had only really cost fifty, and twenty times made it a bargain at a tenner.

So, Alex reasoned, if you had sex fewer than seven times a year, a vasectomy was an emotionally costly procedure; around twenty-four times it would probably be worth it in the long term; but over fifty-two and it was (literally) a snip.

Saying ‘Do you fancy boosting the annual statistics?’ had been his idea of foreplay since they’d had this conversation, and his methodical mind had obviously been logging the bedroom activity in a mental register, because on the phone that morning, as she’d been about to leave for work, he’d announced that he’d decided to go ahead and have the snip and would see the doctor later in the week and put himself on the waiting list for the operation.

It was a milestone in their relationship; the end of an era but perhaps the start of something new. Helen should have said something to show him she appreciated the sacrifice he was making. She could have offered to find a babysitter and take him out to dinner, something they would be able to do more often as Emma and Joe got older. Instead she’d phoned him, told him she’d be late home and directed him to the freezer for sustenance.

‘Do you think you’ll have any more children?’ Graham asked as Helen shovelled the last of the miniature sweetcorn into her mouth.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ Helen replied, considering for the first time that one unforeseen consequence of Alex’s operation would be to make it far more risky for her to sleep with anyone else.




Chapter Three


ALEX HAD SWEPT Helen off her feet when he met her. It was the weekend, and she’d been going for a swim at one of the open-air ponds on Hampstead Heath. As she had stepped out to cross the road that led to the Heath, she was vaguely aware of a man on a bicycle speeding around the corner.

The next thing she knew, she was sitting at the bottom of some wide steps leading to one of the vast double-fronted houses that lined the road. There appeared to be a cat sleeping in a large flowerpot next to her. The cat looked warm, stretched out in the sun, and she felt warm too. She realised that her heat came from a heavy black wool jacket wrapped around her, which was odd, because she’d set out only in a T-shirt and skirt, her swimming costume already on underneath her clothes.

The jacket must have belonged to the man she was leaning against. His arm was wrapped round her and he was muttering, ‘Hurry up, hurry up!’ She wondered who he wanted to hurry. Perhaps it was her. Was he waiting for her to wake up? She had no idea who he was or why they were there together. She looked at him and saw a man slightly older than herself, with a worried expression on his face. He seemed reassuringly familiar, though she wasn’t sure why. His face registered that she had woken up.

‘Are you okay?’ She realised he had been worried about her.

‘I’m not sure,’ she replied. She felt okay. She couldn’t recall how  she came to be here, but now that she was, she felt curiously comfortable, sitting on the steps of a north London mansion being held by a man who seemed just right for holding her.

It must be his coat, she decided. It smelt nice, warm and musky. Was this his house, too?

The door at the top of the steps opened and an elderly man came out, carrying a tray. Maybe he owned the house.

‘The ambulance is on its way,’ the older man said, bending down with arthritic difficulty and setting the tray down next to them. There were two tall glasses of water, and a couple of smaller ones with an inch of orangey-brown liquid in the bottom.

Helen wondered about the ambulance. Was it for the old man’s wife? Had she fallen down the stairs and broken her hip? Or was it something worse? Were they sitting out here waiting to lead the ambulance crew up the stairs to wherever his wife was? Really he should be inside with her, not out here serving drinks.

‘I think she’s coming round,’ the man who was holding her was saying.

She wondered if he was her boyfriend. It seemed likely from the way he was holding her. She seemed to fit comfortably against him. Her head was resting on his chest, lulled by the rise and fall of his breathing. She could hear his heart beating rather fast. Did it always beat like that? The arm that encircled her was lean and muscular, with a light covering of sandy hair; the wrist was ensconced in a thick leather watch strap holding in place an old watch, not unlike the one her dad wore.

Helen found forearms rather appealing. She suspected that this stemmed from working in an office where the men still wore shirts and jackets. Very little of their bodies was ever exposed. They spent most of the day safely wrapped up in the unofficial uniform of the cub reporter. Only the editor, having taken the morning meeting, would remove his jacket and loosen his tie. But when the cubs came back from a story and sat down at their desks ready to write it up,  they would sling their jackets over the back of their chairs, unbutton their cuffs and roll up their sleeves. She liked this revealing of forearms, found the rolling of sleeves more alluring than the unbuttoning of a shirt, and thought the quiet flexing of muscles between the wrist and the elbow strangely seductive.

‘Can you hear me, Helen?’ the man was saying. He knew her name, so she must know him. She looked at him properly, but still couldn’t quite place him. He had sandy hair, which had been cut short but had grown out and stuck out around his head. His face was slightly irregular, narrow, with one deep blue eye larger than the other and a gently lopsided mouth. He didn’t immediately appear good-looking, but he was.

‘Helen, can you hear me?’ he said again. He had a nice voice, soft but clear, with a slight trace of an accent she could not place. She wanted him to say something else so that she could listen to him for longer.

The old man was talking to her now as well.

‘Do you want a glass of water?’ he was saying. ‘Or some brandy? You’ve had a shock.’

So that was what the orangey liquid was. The old man had a nice face as well, kind, concerned. Perhaps he was her boyfriend’s dad.

‘I’m not sure she should drink,’ her boyfriend was saying. ‘Perhaps we should wait for the ambulance to arrive.’

Helen looked down the street and recognised it as the one that led up to the Heath. She remembered crossing it on her way to the Ladies’ Pond. She’d been going swimming. She felt underneath her T-shirt: she still had her swimming costume on. Her bag was on the step next to the mystery man.

‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘And who are you?’

She was interrupted by the arrival of an ambulance. The old man went over to greet it.

‘There’s been a slight accident,’ he was saying.

‘Are you okay?’ A paramedic had appeared and was talking to her now. ‘Can you tell me your name?’

‘Helen,’ she said.

‘Helen Collins,’ said the man. How did he know that?

‘I need to see if she can remember it herself,’ the paramedic told him. ‘Can you tell me your name and where you live?’

‘Helen Collins, 66 Battersea Park Road,’ she told them. The man with his arm round her was nodding, as if he knew this was right. ‘I can’t remember who he is, though.’

‘That’s okay.’ He was smiling at her, pleased that she was talking. ‘You’ve never met me before.’

‘Oh . . .’ Helen was confused.

‘You were knocked over.’ The paramedic seemed to know what had happened, even though he’d only just arrived. How come everyone knew so much about her? ‘You were out for a bit. We need to check you over, make sure you’re okay. Do you think you can stand up?’

Helen didn’t see why not, although she liked being held by the man who obviously wasn’t her boyfriend as they’d only just met. She sat up straight and removed his arm. Her own right arm ached a bit, but apart from that she felt fine. She stood up.

‘Can you walk to the ambulance?’ the paramedic asked.

It was easy. She got inside and they asked her a few more questions, looked at her arm, shone lights in her eyes and declared that she appeared okay.

‘You need to go home and rest for a bit,’ the paramedic told her. ‘We’ll take you in the ambulance. We’re not really supposed to, but we have to go past on our way back to the station.’

‘Can I come with her?’ asked the man who was not her boyfriend.

‘Afraid not,’ said the paramedic. ‘Will there be someone there to look after you?’

‘Richard will be there,’ Helen told them.

‘Is he your boyfriend?’ She realised it was no longer the paramedic asking the questions but the young man that she didn’t know.

‘He’s my flatmate,’ she answered. ‘He doesn’t usually get up until midday.’

‘We might need to wake him up, then.’ The paramedic was closing the doors of the ambulance, leaving the young man and the older one standing on the edge of the street. ‘You’ll need someone to keep an eye on you for a while.’

‘Thanks for looking after me,’ Helen said to them both as the doors clicked shut.

‘He knocked you flying with his bike,’ the paramedic told her, as the ambulance moved away from the kerb and into the middle of the road.

It was only when they reached her flat and Richard didn’t answer the door that Helen realised she’d left her bag with her keys in on the steps of the house.

‘Which room does he sleep in?’ asked the paramedic, looking at the front of the building.

Helen pointed to the room on the second floor to the left of the front door. The curtains were still firmly drawn.

‘Let’s wake him up, then,’ he said, diving back inside the ambulance and switching on the siren and flashing lights.

It worked. A few moments later, a bleary-eyed Richard appeared at the window, wondering what was going on. The paramedics waved, and noticing Helen with them, Richard retreated and came to answer the door.

Once inside, she felt incredibly tired.

‘That’s normal,’ said the paramedic, talking to Richard now. ‘She’s had a slight concussion. If she sleeps, wake her up every couple of hours to make sure she’s still okay, and if she develops any other symptoms, she needs to go to the doctor.’

‘Okay, fine,’ replied Richard, slowly registering what was going on.

Helen lay on the couch and closed her eyes.

‘Helen, wake up!’ Richard was following his instructions. She didn’t think she’d been asleep a couple of hours, but the sun, which normally shone straight through the living room windows, making it almost unbearably bright in summer, appeared to have moved around the block. She closed her eyes again, not yet wanting to take in the familiar surroundings.

‘Alex is here to see you,’ Richard was saying.

‘Who’s Alex?’ asked Helen. Her eyes were still closed, but she could sense Richard hovering close by. There was a scent of flowers in the room. Usually it had the lingering air of cigarettes, even though Richard opened the windows and flicked his ash on to the pavement below when he smoked.

‘I am,’ someone said in a soft voice. ‘I’ve brought you some flowers, to say sorry, and your bag, which you left behind. How are you feeling?’

‘Sleepy,’ Helen said, sitting up and taking Alex in properly for the first time. He didn’t seem to know quite what to do. He was standing in the middle of the living room holding a huge bunch of lilies.

‘Did you think I might be dead?’ she asked, nodding towards the flowers.

‘I thought you might be able to smell them, even if you were too woozy to see them,’ he laughed. ‘Although this morning when I knocked you over, I was worried that you might have been. Where shall I put them?’

‘Give them to Richard,’ she said.

Richard took the flowers and disappeared into the kitchen, where clattering indicated that last night’s washing-up was still spread over the work surfaces, hampering his search for something to put them in.

‘How did you know where I lived?’ Helen wondered if he’d remembered the address she’d given the ambulance driver.

‘I went through your bag, I’m afraid . . .’ He held it out to her.

Helen felt light-headed. She wondered if this was an after-effect of the mild concussion, or whether it had been brought about by seeing Alex again. He was nice-looking, she thought, as he sat down next to her on the sofa, resting his hands on his knees so that the muscles in his forearms tautened slightly. Gorgeous, in fact.

‘I’m glad you did,’ she said, thinking that if he had not, she would have lost her valuables and might not have seen Alex again. Then she remembered that she was wearing her swimming costume and that her underwear was in the bag with her purse and keys.




Chapter Four


HELEN HADN’T BEEN expecting to interview Graham Parks when she went to work that morning. She’d spent the last few days preparing to quiz American literary heavyweight Buddy Jackson about his new book.

It was a big interview and it would appear on the front page of the Review section. She’d been delighted that the editor had asked her to do it. It proved that, although she only worked part time and didn’t even have her own desk any more, she was still valued and trusted enough to be assigned this particular scoop.

‘Buddy Jackson this morning,’ she said to Shana, editor of the Review section of the Sunday Review.

She had intended it to be a statement that demonstrated she was ready to take him on and wow the readers with her witty but analytical profile, but it came out as a question. Shana, like her computer, always made her question everything.

‘Change of plan,’ Shana replied, confident as always that her decisions were the right ones. ‘Someone from Books is going to do the piece. Apparently they’ve interviewed him before.’

Case dismissed.

Helen knew that arguing that she had spent every spare minute of the past week wading through the massive tome of weighty prose that was American literary heavyweight Buddy Jackson’s latest book would be fruitless.

‘Something else has come in,’ Shana said. ‘There’s a book on the desk over there. Can you take a look at that and try to set up an interview with the author?’

‘All right?’ asked Vincent, moments later. Vincent was a freelancer who came into the office every week to write his opinion piece. He was sitting at the desk assigned to people who weren’t there all the time, which included Helen.

‘Fine,’ she replied. ‘Shana says there’s a book here that she wants me to take a look at.’

‘Here you go.’ Vincent passed the book with an apologetic shrug, which implied he had overheard her exchange with Shana. ‘Lover Boy brought it in. Apparently the author’s a friend of his.’ He watched her expectantly, waiting to see how she would react to the snippet of information.

Lover Boy was the name Helen’s colleagues used when talking to her about the paper’s chief foreign correspondent, Jim Keeble. Jim was tall, good-looking and fearless, and had been known to pull stunts such as carrying gunshot victims in Bosnia to safety as a sniper continued to fire on a crowded marketplace, ensuring that he was often part of the story he was reporting on.

He was the sort of journalist that the male paperback reviewers privately wished they could be and the female fashion hacks wished they could sleep with. He was secretly admired by everyone, and a little bit of that admiration had rubbed off on to Helen when she had revealed that she had, briefly, been out with him when they’d worked together on the Hastings Gazette.

That had been over twenty years ago. It had been a brief relationship, partly because Jim was working his way through the entire female staff and partly because not long after he arrived at the paper he had managed to wangle himself a trip to write a travel piece about Kuwait, arrived as Saddam began amassing troops on the border, filed copy to every paper in the UK bar the Gazette and come home having secured himself a job on the Guardian foreign desk.

When he arrived at the Sunday Review, the editor had held a big meeting to introduce their new chief foreign correspondent. Helen had not expected Jim to take much notice of her. But in a crowded conference room filled with people waiting for him to make a speech about how pleased he was to have got the job, he had picked her out, telling the assembled crew that he was delighted to be working for the Review and ‘to be reunited with the gorgeous Helen Collins, who I have not seen for several years but who has hardly changed at all!’

In the days following the meeting, Helen felt briefly transformed from unnoticeable part-time working mother who wrote unremarked-upon features, to someone her peers now found slightly intriguing. They had gossiped when Jim Keeble strode into the Review section office and insisted she have dinner with him, and looked at her with renewed admiration when he casually touched her in a way that suggested they were more intimate than they actually were.

They had lost interest when he was dispatched to the Sudan, but nevertheless continued to refer to him as Lover Boy in Helen’s presence.

‘Is he in the country, then?’ Helen asked, forgetting for the moment that she was still annoyed at having the Buddy Jackson interview snatched from under her nose.

‘The mighty Jim Keeble?’ asked Vincent, knowing full well that that was who she was referring to. ‘Apparently he dropped into the office this morning, bearing the book you have in your hands but probably looking for you!’

Vincent sat back in his chair, delighted to have been the imparter of this particular piece of news.

Helen looked at the book she was holding tightly with both hands, in order to prevent herself from subconsciously touching her hair at the mention of Lover Boy’s name. She perched on the edge of the desk and pulled the accompanying publisher’s press release from within the pages.

Graham Parks could not meet her until five p.m., which threw Helen’s carefully orchestrated childcare into disarray. She was supposed to leave work at five in time to pick Emma and Joe up from the child-minder. Instead she’d be holed up in the offices of a publishing house.

Alex was still in Manchester, recording this week’s episode of Muddy Water, a sitcom about a shopping centre overlooking a river somewhere in the north of England. Its location was unspecified, but the centre was a cross between Bluewater in Kent and the Metro Centre in Newcastle. The show was broadcast on BBC3 on a Saturday and repeated on Wednesdays. For an hour you could watch men, women and children with a variety of accents congregating inside the glass and steel structure of the Water’s Edge shopping centre.

Alex played Kev, the Liverpudlian security manager, who came to work in order to pay the mortgage but harboured dreams of being the next John Lennon, secretly composing on a mini electronic keyboard in the booth from which he managed security.

Alex would be travelling home by train, and was not usually back until seven. Helen had wanted to get home before him, to sort out the mess that the house became when he was away and get the children fed and bathed and ready for bed so that, having not seen Alex for a few days, she would be able to relax when he did arrive home.

Graham Parks had unwittingly messed up this plan.

‘I wish I could wriggle out of this,’ Helen muttered to herself, as she dialled Katie Ryan’s number. Katie, introduced to her by Emma as ‘my friend Hannah’s mum’, was now almost by default one of Helen’s closest friends.

‘Hello!’ Katie always answered with such a voluble cheeriness that it made Helen feel she had been waiting to talk to her. ‘How’s the wonderful world of work?’

Katie was one of the few people she knew who did not work but had a very strong sense of identity. If anyone asked her what she did, she replied, ‘Fuck all!’ with such conviction that they instantly wanted to know more. In contrast, Helen felt that although she  could do without the hassle of work, she’d be at a complete loss to answer the question of what she did instead.

‘It’s seriously shit,’ she replied. ‘The powers that be have decided that someone with better credentials should interview the author whose book I spent all week reading, and I’ve been fobbed off with someone else.’

‘Anyone I’ve ever heard of?’ Katie was always interested in Helen’s work.

‘Someone no one has ever heard of,’ Helen told her. ‘A man called Graham Parks.’

‘No, never heard of him,’ Katie laughed. ‘What is there to know about him?’

‘Very little, according to the press release that came with the book. Although there is enough going on in his life that he can’t meet me until five this evening, which means I need a favour.’

‘Do you want me to pick up Emma and Joe for you?’ Katie could always be relied upon to offer without having been asked.

‘Would you mind?’ Helen hoped she wouldn’t, as she had no Plan B. ‘I know it’s very late notice, but I can’t get out of this interview and Alex won’t be home until seven. I’ll call him and ask him to pick them up from your house on his way back from the station.’

‘I’ll bring them home when he’s back,’ Katie told her. ‘I’ve got to drop something off in your area anyway, and Phil’s home already, so it will give me an excuse to make him do bedtime and I can get out of the house.’

‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Helen didn’t like to have to keep asking Katie to help her out with childcare when she was working, especially as she rarely returned the favour.

‘Absolutely not,’ Katie assured her. ‘Hannah will be delighted to have Emma to play with for a while, I get to leave the house during the witching hour and I can say hello to your handsome husband while I’m at it.’

‘Well, if you’re absolutely sure . . .’ Helen almost wished that  Katie had not been so ready to oblige. Perhaps then she could have got out of this particular interview.

‘I am,’ Katie replied. ‘I’ll call Alex and arrange when to bring them back. Have fun with the mystery man.’




Chapter Five


HE TRIED TO KILL ME and then he looked at my underwear,’ Helen told Graham Parks, in response to his question about how she had met her husband.

It was a well-rehearsed line and it annoyed Alex every time she used it, which wasn’t very often any more. They’d been married nearly ten years and most of their friends and acquaintances knew the story of the accident, the ambulance, the forgotten bag containing her underwear and the jokes about how he’d immediately dived into her knickers and put his hand under her bra.

Helen felt conspicuous sitting in a darkened corner of the restaurant, Graham Parks sitting opposite, blocking her view of the other diners, so she could not be sure if she was being watched by someone from work: one of the subs grabbing a quick bite to eat before catching the train from Charing Cross, or one of the theatre critics eating before a press show, knowing they would have to return to work and file copy and this might be the last chance they got.

Not that she was actually doing anything wrong. Her interview with Graham had been in the early evening; he hadn’t eaten for a while. It had seemed natural to carry on talking elsewhere.

Graham had found a bistro pub around the corner from the publisher’s offices.

‘How does this look?’ he asked.

It had seemed a good choice to Helen. She knew that he wanted  to eat, but she wasn’t sure if she was included in his plan. This was the type of establishment where she could get a drink and he could have a light meal without their intentions seeming mismatched.

Once they were seated, the conversation they were supposed to continue changed direction.

Helen felt vulnerable to Graham’s line of questioning: ‘Where did you grow up?’ ‘Why did you go into journalism?’ ‘Are you happy in London?’ Her defence against it was to start talking about Alex, as if she were not responsible for any of the life decisions she had taken but had happily handed them over to her husband.

‘Alex likes living in London,’ she confided. ‘He likes to be close to auditions, and when he’s recording the hours are long so it’s better if he can get home quickly.’

This was better. She felt safer for having steered the conversation towards her husband, Alex Mills, an actor, previously out of work quite a lot but now with a big part in a weekly sitcom.

‘I think I’ve seen it once or twice,’ Graham said, when she told him about Muddy Water. ‘Is he the good-looking one?’

‘I think so,’ Helen replied, smiling to herself, not at the thought of her husband being generally considered good-looking, but because now, sitting in a restaurant having something to eat with an interviewee and telling him about her husband, she no longer felt in danger. She hadn’t thought through what she might actually be in danger from; she had just felt unsettled. She should have refused to carry on their conversation, told Graham she had enough information for the piece she would be writing and gone straight home. But she hadn’t.

‘Is Alex the love of your life?’ he was asking now, taking them back into uncharted territory. The question was too direct. She wasn’t sure how to answer it. Was Alex the love of her life? She had certainly thought so when they’d first met and his string of solicitous calls and visits to her flat had eventually turned into a relationship.

Helen had been in her mid-twenties then, recently returned to  London after her spell on the Hastings Gazette to work on the North London Reporter. Alex had had a small part in a play at the Hampstead Theatre. Neither of their careers was established, but they were both going somewhere. Falling in love seemed to accelerate that process. With Helen in the background, Alex’s stage presence increased and he was given a bigger role in a touring production. Being loved by Alex made Helen more confident, more willing to take risks; within months of having met him, she was promoted to chief features writer and some time later was poached by the Sunday Review.

Getting married and having children was further manifestation of how right they were for each other. Alex made everyone cry at their wedding when he told them how he had to pinch himself every morning when he woke up and found Helen lying there beside him. When Emma was born, he cried and told Helen she was the most amazing person in the world, while Helen looked at their perfect, beautiful baby and saw her as proof of how perfect she and Alex were for each other.

Inevitably their relationship had settled into a less heady groove. She still loved Alex, still fancied him, admired him at work and was amazed at the way he was with the children, but the sense of being made for each other was no longer there. Their lives seemed somehow less interdependent. They were bound together by marriage, mortgage, children and a shared history. They were happy, but they no longer seemed to need each other in the way they had when they first met.

So instead of telling this man whom she had only met three quarters of an hour earlier that yes, Alex was the love of her life, she came out with another reply.

‘I’ll have to tell you on my deathbed,’ she laughed, pretending to make light of it, but knowing that had she been asked by someone this time yesterday evening, she’d have been more positive. Now, sitting opposite Graham Parks, she couldn’t bring herself to say with absolute confidence that her husband of ten years was the love of her life.

‘You don’t sound sure,’ Graham said. Or did he ask? She didn’t  quite catch the intonation. Was he just underlining her own previous statement, or did he want to know if she was open to invitation, if she thought that the love of her life was still out there, as yet undiscovered?

‘The love of my life was Katherine Fitzsimons,’ he told her. ‘We started primary school on the same day together. I was terrified, crying and holding on to my mother, begging her not to leave me, but Katherine was calm and kind and ready to face the other children. She took my hand and said she’d look after me and I suddenly felt all right, as if I could do it. I went in with her, without even saying goodbye to Mum, and it was okay.’

‘What became of Katherine Fitzsimons?’ Helen asked. She’d read a piece in the paper recently about people who were reunited with their childhood sweethearts and fell in love with them all over again. Some had been married for years but still found the legacy of their first love impossible to leave behind.

‘She held my hand nearly every day until the second year,’ Graham told her, ‘then the family went to live in Ireland. I think her mother was Irish. I never saw her again. I was heartbroken at first, really lost without her.’

‘Joe has a friend like that.’ Helen thought of her five-year-old son, happier at the prospect of starting school than she had been at letting him go. It had felt like the end of an era to her. For the first five years of his life she had been the centre of his world, but on his first day at school Anna Evans had caught his eye and he’d let go of Helen’s hand as they waited outside the entrance to the classroom and gone to sit with her on a wooden train.

They’d been more or less inseparable ever since. When Emma tried to tease him by saying that he loved Anna, he simply replied, ‘Yes, I do.’ And he did. He might be only five years old, and if Anna left and went to Ireland tomorrow he would eventually get over it, but that didn’t take away from the fact that he loved her. His world was much richer for the fact that she was in it.
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