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To Cino, my other half.

We really didn’t expect to last six months together, did we?
 And now here we are twenty-five years later. One day we
 should probably think about getting married . . .
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Chapter 1

‘What would you do without me?’

Fresh from the shower, Ellie took in the alluring view from the bedroom doorway. Seriously, could anything beat the sight of a drop-dead gorgeous 28-year-old male wearing nothing but white boxers whilst clutching a steam iron in one hand and a black skirt in the other?


And to think he’s mine, all mine. She had the marriage certificate to prove it.

‘OK, don’t answer that, I know what you’d do.’ Jamie bent down and unplugged the iron at the wall. ‘Go out wearing a crumpled skirt.’

‘Possibly.’ She fastened the lime-green bath towel securely around her chest. ‘But I don’t have to, do I? Because I have you.’ Reaching across the ironing board, she planted a kiss on the mouth she never tired of kissing.

‘So you’re grateful, then?’ He gave the edge of the towel a playful tug.

‘I am.Very grateful. Thank you, thank you to the moon and back.’

‘Because if you feel like repaying the favour, I can probably think of a way you could do that.’

Regretfully Ellie tapped her watch. ‘But we don’t have time. Look at my hair. I need to get dressed and do my face . . . wah,  no, stop it, get away from me!’ She snatched the skirt and danced out of reach before Jamie could ravish her. Tonight they were going out separately. Along with a crowd of friends from work, she was heading off to a performance of The Rocky Horror Show where dressing up was mandatory. Hence the black skirt, bought in a charity shop last year and cannibalised with garden shears to give it a zig-zaggy hemline for a Halloween party. It had been lying at the back of the wardrobe ever since but would be just the thing for a Rocky Horror outing, teamed with mad hair, over-the-top eyeliner and fishnets.

‘Right then, which shirt should I wear?’ Jamie indicated the ones he’d ironed while she’d been in the shower. ‘Blue? Or white?’ He was off to a school reunion in Guildford.

Ellie said, ‘How about the pink one?’ and saw his mouth do that turning-down-at-the-corners thing it did when he felt awkward.

‘I don’t know. Not tonight.’

‘Why not?’

‘Just . . . because. I’d rather wear the blue tonight.’

She took the fuchsia-pink shirt out of the wardrobe and gave it an enticing waggle. ‘But this is beautiful! Look at that colour. Why wouldn’t you want to wear it?’

‘Because I don’t want to turn up and have everyone saying they didn’t know I was gay.’

‘Oh, come on! Just because it’s pink?’

Jamie pulled a don’t-make-me-say-it face. ‘It’s a very gay pink.’

OK, maybe it was, but he could carry it off. ‘I bought it for you for Christmas! You could have taken it back to the shop and exchanged it.’ Ellie shook her head in disbelief. ‘But you said you loved it!’

‘I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. Besides,’ Jamie ventured, ‘I kind of like it to look at. Just not to, you know, wear.’

‘The colour would really suit you.’

‘I’ll wear it soon, I promise.’ He slid the blue shirt off the hanger and shrugged it on.

Men, honestly, what were they like? ‘Right, that’s it, wait until next Christmas. No presents, that’ll teach you to turn your nose up at my choice of shirt. Next year you’ll get nothing at all.’

Jamie broke into a grin. ‘Does that mean I don’t have to buy you anything either?’

‘You just wait. You’ll be sorry. No, get off me!’ Shrieking with laughter, Ellie found herself backed into a corner of the living room. ‘I told you, we don’t have time!’

Jamie snaked his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. ‘Sometimes,’ he murmured persuasively in her ear, ‘you just have to get your priorities right and make time.’

DDDDDRRRINNNGGGGGGGG went the doorbell and Jamie clutched his heart, staggering backwards as if he’d been shot. ‘No, no, not fair . . .’

‘Oh, what a shame. Just as I was about to change my mind, too.’ Skipping past him, Ellie went to the window and peered down to the pavement below.

Todd waved up at her. She waved back.

‘And to think he used to be my friend.’ Jamie flung open the window and yelled, ‘You’re early.’

‘I know.’ Todd spread his arms wide, evidently pleased with himself. ‘That’s because you told me not to be late.’

Jamie rolled his eyes. ‘The first time in twenty years he’s been early for anything.’ Raising his voice he called down, ‘Look, we’re kind of busy just now. How about doing us a big favour and just going for a ten-minute jog around the block?’

‘Get lost!’

‘Or that’s something else you could do.’

‘Not a chance. Stop buggering about and open the door.’ Energetically stamping his feet and rubbing his hands together, Todd called up, ‘It’s arctic out here. I’m freezing my nuts off.’

 



‘Look at you,’ Todd marvelled, greeting Ellie with a kiss when she finally teetered out of the bedroom, dressed and ready to go. ‘Understated. I like it. Off to church?’

‘Ha ha.’ She loved Todd, which was just as well, seeing as he was Jamie’s best friend. For almost twenty years the two boys had been inseparable. Their personalities complemented each other and their shared sense of humour enabled them to bounce jokes off each other so effortlessly that they never tired of it. Jamie and Todd were known as the double act and Ellie lived in fear of Todd meeting and settling down with a girl she didn’t like, because what could be worse than that? How would they cope? It had the potential to spoil everything and she couldn’t bear the thought of that happening. All they could do was cross their fingers and pray he’d choose someone great.

‘Right, are we ready?’ Jamie was driving tonight; rattling his keys, he ushered them towards the door. ‘Let’s go. Where are we dropping you?’

Ellie gave her backcombed hair one last wild blast of glitter spray for luck. ‘Just at the tube station. Everyone’s meeting at the Frog and Bucket.’

‘You’re not going on the tube on your own dressed like that.’ He pinched her bottom as she headed past him down the stairs. ‘We’ll give you a lift to the pub.’

‘Pleurgh.’ Todd smacked his lips together in dismay. ‘I’ve got hairspray in my mouth.’

‘Open wide.’ Peering in, Ellie said, ‘Whoops, there’s glitter in there too.’

Jamie grinned. ‘That’s so when he meets up with the girls he used to fancy at school, he’ll be able to make sparkling conversation.’

Ellie brushed a speck of glitter from Todd’s cheek. ‘God help those poor girls.’

 



By the time Ellie arrived back at their Hammersmith flat it was almost one o’clock.You knew you’d had a good old Rocky Horror night when your throat was sore from singing and the soles of your feet were on fire. Throughout the show they’d jumped up and joined in with the dancing, bellowing out the words to the songs everyone knew off by heart. Then afterwards, on their way back to the Frog and Bucket for last orders, they’d carried on doing ‘The Time Warp’ all the way down the road.

‘That’s ten pounds fifty, love.’

She paid the taxi driver, clambered out of the cab and looked around to see if Jamie was home yet. No sign of the car, but he might have had to park around the corner. And the windows were in darkness, but that could mean he was crashed out in bed.

Letting herself into the flat, Ellie felt the stillness and knew she was the first one home. OK, that was fine, she was still buzzing with adrenalin. If Jamie came back soon she might seduce him, make up for what they’d missed out on earlier thanks to Todd’s untimely arrival. Toddus Interruptus, ha. Their very own living, breathing contraceptive. She smiled to herself and switched on the light in the living room. She’d make a toasted sandwich and put on a DVD. Oh, the light was flashing on the phone. Reaching over, she pressed the button and listened to the message from someone whose voice she didn’t recognise but whose name she’d heard before.

‘Hey, Jamie, what’s going onnnn? It’s Rodders here, man. What happened to you and Todd, eh? You said you’d be here. Give us a bell, mate. You missed a cracking night.’

The call ended. That was it. Rodders was Rod Johnson, who had taken it upon himself to organise tonight’s school reunion in Guildford. And he had made the call an hour ago, which made no sense at all unless Jamie and Todd had arrived at the event early, peered through a window, decided it looked like rubbish and beaten a stealthy retreat before they were spotted.

Because what other explanation could there possibly be for their not turning up?

The only sound in the room, the ticking of the clock Jamie’s grandmother had given them on their wedding day, seemed louder now. Ellie fumbled in her bag for her phone, switched off since they’d entered the theatre five hours ago.

Seven missed calls. One message. Her heart juddering against her ribs, Ellie experienced split-screen consciousness. One half of her brain was telling her that this couldn’t be happening, there’d been some mistake, everything was going to be fine and any minute now Jamie would be home.

Yet somehow, simultaneously, the other half of her brain was listening to a calm female voice relaying the message that Jamie Kendall had been involved in a road traffic accident and could she please call this number as soon as possible . . .

And now the ground was tipping and another voice, a male one this time, was advising her to make her way to the Royal Surrey County Hospital in Guildford. Jamie was currently in a critical condition, the voice on the phone explained – No, no, no, he can’t be, screamed the other voice in her head – and he was in the process of being transferred from casualty to the intensive care unit.




Chapter 2

Bip. Bip. Bip. Bip. Bip.

The sound of the heart monitor filled Ellie’s ears. As long as it kept on doing it, everything would be all right. With every fibre of her being, she willed the bipping not to stop.

It was four o’clock in the morning but the intensive care unit was flooded with blue-white light. Most of the nursing staff were busy working on an elderly patient at the other end of the ward, calling out instructions and rattling machines across the floor. Ellie shut out the noise they were making. She had to concentrate all her attention on the bips. And on Jamie, who was lying on the bed looking like a life-sized waxwork model of himself.

How can this be happening? How can it?

The left side of Jamie’s head was swollen and purplish-blue. He was unresponsive, in a deep coma. His skin was warm but when she held his hand he didn’t curl his fingers around hers. Saying his name provoked no reaction. Even when the doctor had rubbed his knuckles hard against Jamie’s sternum, he hadn’t reacted to the painful stimulus.

For God’s sake, he wasn’t even able to breathe on his own. A ventilator was doing the job for him. Plastic tubes were running into his body. Every function was electronically monitored. It looked  like something out of a film but with ultra-realistic special effects. Except it was real. Already gripped with terror, Ellie jumped a mile when a hand came to rest on her shoulder.

‘Sorry,’ said the nurse. ‘But could we ask you to leave for a short time?’

‘Can’t I stay? I want to stay.’

‘I know, dear.’ The no-nonsense nurse shook her head, indicating the increased activity around the bed at the other end of the ward. ‘Just for a while, though. Go and have a cup of tea, and we’ll call you back as soon as we can.’

She wasn’t asking, she was telling her to leave. On wobbly legs, Ellie made her way out just as the doors crashed open and three white-coated doctors burst into the unit.

Time to phone Jamie’s dad. Oh God, how was she going to tell him about this? But she had to.

Please, just make it stop.

Outside, the sub-zero temperatures gripped her and her teeth began to rattle. The ground was slick with frost, the puddles were frozen. How had Jamie felt as the car had begun to skid on the ice? What thoughts had flashed through his mind when he knew he’d lost control? She couldn’t bear to think about it but she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Horrific images replayed themselves over and over in her mind. If only there was a button she could press to switch them off. Had he cried out as the car had hit the crash barrier? When he woke up would he remember every detail or would his memory of the accident be blanked out?

OK, just do it, call Tony in LA and tell him what had happened. Would he be able to come over or would he have filming commitments he couldn’t get out of?

Ellie’s hands shook as she found the number on her phone. The time difference between LA and London was eight hours, so it was eight thirty in the evening there. How should she say it when he answered the phone? Which were the best words to  choose? Right, just press Call. Do it. The sooner it was done, the sooner she could get back to Jamie.

Moments later she heard his familiar voice at the other end of the line. Do it now.

‘Tony?’ Aware that she was about to break his heart, her voice cracked with grief. ‘Oh Tony, I’m so sorry. There’s been an accident . . .’

The nurse came out to find her in the relatives’ room fifteen minutes later. Making her way back into the intensive care unit where calm had been restored, Ellie saw the curtains drawn around the bed of the elderly man at the far end of the ward who’d been the centre of attention earlier.

‘All sorted now, is he?’

The nurse said gently, ‘We lost him, I’m afraid.’


Lost him?

Did she mean the man was actually behind the curtains, dead?

Oh no, that only happened on TV, at a safe distance. Not here, right in front of her, in real life.

‘Sit down, dear.’ The nurse deftly steered her on to the chair beside Jamie’s bed. ‘Take deep breaths and I’ll get you a glass of water. You have to be strong now.’

Strong? Ellie swallowed, she felt about as strong as a newborn kitten. Jamie was here on a ward where people died and every minute was more terrifying than the last. And she was wearing a Rocky Horror outfit that couldn’t be more inappropriate if it tried, but going home and changing into normal clothes was out of the question because she couldn’t leave Jamie . . .

Oh Jamie, wake up, please just open your eyes and tell me everything’s going to be all right.

The dead man was placed in a covered metal trolley on wheels and removed from the unit by two porters. Two new patients arrived, a skeletal yellow-tinged woman and a teenage boy. Relatives sobbed around their beds and looked strangely at Ellie in her  jagged short skirt and fishnets. When none of the nurses had been looking she had kissed Jamie’s face but it hadn’t felt remotely like his face and now he had bits of giveaway glitter on his forehead and cheek.

‘Sorry about the glitter,’ Ellie told the nurse when she came back to do his obs.

‘It doesn’t matter a bit. We’ll just wipe it off with some damp cotton wool, shall we, so it doesn’t get into his eyes. Now, do you want me to see if we’ve got some spare clothes you can change into, or can you call a friend to bring something in?’

It still felt like the middle of the night, but the clock on the wall showed it was nine thirty. And it was light outside. With a jolt, Ellie realised she was supposed to be at work. Out in the real world, life was carrying on as if nothing had happened.

‘Um, I’ll call a friend.’

Outside again, she rang work. Paula answered the phone and let out a squeal of mock indignation. ‘You lazy bum, I had way more to drink than you last night and I managed to get in here on time!’

‘Oh Paula, I’m at the hospital and I need you to h-help me . . .’

 



Hollow-eyed with lack of sleep and gripped with grief, Ellie stayed at Jamie’s bedside.The chemical antiseptic smell of the ward seeped into her skin. Doctors came and went. Various medical tests were carried out. Paula arrived in a taxi and floods of horrified tears, with a change of clothes and toiletries, and a hastily purchased Get Well card for Jamie signed by everyone at work. Not allowed into the unit, she clutched Ellie’s hands and kept sobbing, ‘You poor thing, I can’t believe it,’ and, ‘He’s going to be all right though, isn’t he? I mean, he’s not going to die?’

Numbly, Ellie submitted to the hugs. It was a relief when Paula finally unpeeled herself and left. All she wanted was to get back to Jamie and listen to the bips.

More hours passed, then the nurse came and told her that Todd was outside. This time, in lieu of family and because he was Jamie’s oldest and closest friend, the nurses agreed to let him on to the ward.

Ellie’s stomach clenched at the sight of Todd as he made his way over to the bed. There were cuts and bruises on his head and hands; kept in overnight for observation, he was limping but otherwise OK. He put his arms around her but she felt herself shrink away. She didn’t want to be touched and hugged; her skin was too sensitive. It was like having flu, when it hurt to even brush your hair. How could two people be in the same car, in the same car crash, and one of them escape with scarcely any injuries at all?

It was unfair. So unfair. Fond though she was of Todd, what had he ever done to get off practically scot-free? Why did it have to be Jamie lying unconscious in the bed? Not that she could say this out loud, it wouldn’t be polite and it might hurt Todd’s feelings. Anyway, that was the thing about life and fate; it never was fair. Horrific things happened to good people and brilliant things happened to bad ones.

And it wasn’t as if Todd was even bad. It was just that out of the two of them, he wasn’t the one she loved with all her heart.

But he did love Jamie. Sitting back down, Ellie watched him move across to the bed and rest a hand on Jamie’s bare shoulder. A muscle jumped in his jaw as he gazed, ashen-faced, at his best friend.

Bip. Bip. Bip.

Bip. Bip.

Bippppppppppppppppppp . . .

‘Oh God, what’s happening? No no no—’

‘Don’t panic.’ The nurse bustled over, reclipped the electrode lead that had popped off when Todd’s sleeve had brushed Jamie’s clavicle. ‘There you go,’ she said as the regular bips resumed. ‘All fixed.’

‘Sorry.’ Visibly shaken, Todd backed away from the bed and wiped a slick of perspiration from his upper lip.

When the nurse had left them alone again, Ellie said, ‘How did it happen?’

‘I don’t know.’ A helpless shrug. ‘We weren’t going too fast. The car just took a bend and went into a skid. It was like slow motion, but kind of speeded up at the same time. I said, “Oh shit,” and Jamie said, “Oh fuck.”’ His knuckles turning white with the effort of holding back the tears, Todd said, ‘We didn’t even know there was ice on the road until it was too late.’ His voice broke. ‘And then we just . . . went.’

 



Todd had left. More tests were carried out. Jamie’s bruises grew bluer. Night came and so did Jamie’s father; calling the unit, Tony informed them that he had just landed at Heathrow and was on his way to the hospital. The nurse who spoke to him recognised his voice and put two and two together. Within minutes, word had spread that Jamie was the son of Tony Weston . . . you know, the actor. Behind the professional exteriors, excitement grew. Watching them, clutching at straws, Ellie wondered if this meant they would somehow make more of an effort to help Jamie recover. Because if all they needed was an incentive to try harder, maybe she should offer them cash.

Then a vivid mental image sprang into her mind and she smiled, just fractionally, at the thought of explaining that to Jamie when he arrived home, gazed in disbelief at the bank statement and demanded to know why she’d emptied their joint account.

Forty minutes later, Tony appeared. In his mid-fifties, tanned and handsome, he was immediately recognisable to the staff as the respected actor who had moved to America and made his name as the quintessential upper-class Englishman, despite having been born and raised in a two-up two-down on a council estate in Basingstoke. If everyone else on the unit was discreetly thrilled to  be seeing him in the flesh, Ellie felt only relief. She no longer had to be the one in charge. Jamie’s dad was here and he was a proper grown-up. Tears of exhaustion leaked out of her eyes as he hugged her.

‘Oh, sweetheart.’ It was all Tony said, all he needed to say. He smelled of aeroplanes and coffee and expensively laundered shirts; he was also unshaven. Turning his attention to Jamie, he gazed at him in silence and seemed to vibrate with pain. Finally he murmured, ‘Oh, my baby boy,’ and his voice cracked with grief.

The consultant materialised within minutes and introduced himself. Ellie watched him carry out the various neurological tests the doctors had been performing at regular intervals since Jamie’s arrival in the unit. She studied the expression on the man’s face, searching for clues, waiting for him to stop looking so grim and break into a smile of relief before turning to them and saying, ‘He’s really on the mend now, give him another couple of hours and then he’ll start waking up.’

Go on, say it.

Please, just say it.

The smile didn’t happen. She and Tony sat together in silence at Jamie’s bedside and watched the still-serious consultant write something in the hospital notes. Finally he turned to face them and Ellie felt as if her chair had been abruptly pulled away. A great rushing sound filled her ears; was this nature’s way of drowning out the words she already knew she didn’t want to hear?

The rushing sound was loud, but sadly not loud enough to do that. Fear coagulated like cement in her chest. Next to her, Tony was shaking his head slightly but the rest of his body had turned to stone. One of the senior nurses came to stand close to them, a sympathetic look on her face.

Don’t do this, please don’t say it, Jamie might hear you . . .

‘I’m so very sorry,’ the consultant said, ‘but the tests that have  been performed are conclusive. There is no remaining cerebral function.’ He paused. ‘Do you understand what that means?’

No, no, nooooooo . . .

‘You’re telling us his brain is dead.’ There was a world of agony in Tony’s words. ‘He’s gone. My boy’s gone.’

The consultant inclined his head in sombre agreement. ‘I’m afraid he has.’




Chapter 3

FIFTEEN MONTHS LATER

‘Look, are you sure you don’t fancy the cinema?’ It was Friday, it was five o’clock and Paula was clearing the debris from her office desk, cramming make-up back into her oversized handbag, along with her work shoes, a half-full bottle of Lilt and a packet of Kettle chips to keep her going on the bus home. ‘Because if you want to come along, honestly, that’d be great, we’d love to have you with us.’

Ellie was touched; it was like two balloons inviting a hedgehog along on their night out. Two newly-in-love balloons on their romantic night out, at that. It was thoughtful of Paula to make the offer but she wouldn’t dream of taking her up on it. Paula and Dan had only been seeing each other for three weeks and Paula was doing her best to pretend she wasn’t completely crazy about him, but it was obvious that she was besotted. It was yet another of the alleged ‘secrets’ she, Ellie, was supposed to be unaware of in order to spare both everyone else’s feelings and her own.

‘Thanks, but I’m fine. I want to get to B&Q and pick up the wallpaper I ordered.’ Did that sound boring? Oh well, never mind, dull but true.

Paula paused and gave her the sympathetic look she’d come  to know so well. Then she said brightly, ‘Well, that’ll be nice, won’t it? When it’s done, I mean. Is this for the living room?’

Ellie nodded. There was black mould growing on the living-room walls. Since scrubbing it off and painting over it hadn’t worked, covering the whole lot with wallpaper appeared to be the next logical step.

‘Well, look, if you want some help with that tomorrow, me and Dan could come over and give you a hand if you like. I mean, I’ve never done any wallpapering before, but it can’t be too hard, can it?’

Eek, Paula had enough trouble putting her lipstick on straight. ‘You’re all right, I can manage it myself.’ Grateful for the offer, Ellie slung her bag over her shoulder and gave her a hug. ‘Anyway, I won’t be doing any tomorrow. Tony’s over for a few days and he’s taking me out to lunch.’

‘He is? Oh, that’s great.’ Relieved to have been let off the hook, Paula said with enthusiasm, ‘You lucky thing!’ Then she winced and clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘God, sorry. I’m so stupid!’

It had happened dozens of times. Maybe hundreds. No matter how often Ellie told her to stop worrying about it and apologising, Paula kept right on doing it. At work, everyone did; it was a kind of Pavlovian reaction they couldn’t control.

‘Anyway, I am lucky. We’re meeting at the Ivy.’

‘Wow.’

‘Meeting at the Ivy, eating at McDonald’s.’

Paula’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’

So sweet, so well-meaning, so easy to tease. ‘No, not really.’ Ellie relented with a smile. ‘We’ll probably have lunch at the Ivy too.’

 



‘Bloody . . . bloody . . . bloody useless sodding stuff . . .’ By midnight Ellie was ready to murder the wallpaper. Hanging on to the stepladder and jabbing wildly at the top right-hand corner of the length she’d been battling to hang for the last forty minutes,  she had no hands free to prevent the adjoining section from unpeeling itself and rolling down the wall.

‘Right, that’s it, I’ve had enough of you!’ Letting out a shriek she launched herself at the first bit, missed and gave the pasted wall a slap that made her palm sting. OK, now the wallpaper had made her so mad she was turning into Basil Fawlty. Time to stop. It wasn’t her fault, she’d just been sold unhangable wallpaper or non-stick wallpaper or something. OK, let it all fall down if that’s what it wanted to do. Leave it, just step away from the carnage and get a KitKat out of the fridge instead.

Returning from the kitchen, Ellie turned her back on the desperate scene – it had all unpeeled itself now – and threw herself down on the sofa. She unwrapped the KitKat and began flicking through the TV channels. Ooh lovely, Sleepless in Seattle, how long had it been on?

Then Jamie came into the living room and joined her on the sofa. He was wearing his old jeans and the pink shirt he’d refused to put on for his school reunion. He wore it a lot these days. Ellie loved to see him in it and she’d been right about the colour, it was great on him. She knew what suited Jamie better than he did.

‘Great job with the wallpapering.’ He grinned at her, sitting sideways with one leg hooked beneath the other and his bare foot inches from her knee.

‘I know. I’m brilliant.’ Ellie took in every detail of his face, the sparkling blue eyes, the sun-streaked blond hair, the golden tan.

‘You should turn professional. People would pay a lot of money to have their homes decorated like this. You know what this is, don’t you?’ Jamie nodded seriously, indicating the bare walls, the crumpled, fallen-down paper. ‘It’s post-modern shabby chic.’

‘If you’d bothered to give me a hand I might have had more luck,’ said Ellie.

‘Ah, but it’s so much more fun watching you try to do it yourself.’

‘You mean you’re too lazy to help.’

He smiled sadly at her. ‘Oh sweetheart, I would if I could. You know that.’

Ellie felt the familiar prickle of heat behind her eyes. Of course she knew that. They’d worked so hard together to make this flat their own. And she wasn’t going to cry. ‘OK, that’s enough, you can go now. I’m going to watch this film.’

He turned his head, gazed at the TV screen with suspicion. As well he might. ‘Is it a slushy girlie film?’

He knew her so well. Ellie nodded. ‘Oh yes.’

Jamie held up his hands in horror; sci-fi and war movies were more his thing. ‘I’ll leave you to it. Bye, gorgeous.’

‘Bye.’

But the film wasn’t able to hold her attention tonight. After ten minutes, unable to settle into it, Ellie switched off the TV. She could get Jamie back, but she wouldn’t. It was starting to concern her, just slightly, that it wasn’t quite normal to be doing what she’d been doing for the last year. Because Jamie wasn’t here any more. And he wasn’t a ghost either. All she did was conjure up a mental image of him in her mind, talk to him and have him talk back as if he were real. At school, her teachers had forever been telling her that she had a vivid imagination. Well, they’d been right. And now she was putting it to good use. Because imagining that Jamie was still around, she had discovered, was actually a really comforting thing to do. Like thumb-sucking or clutching a manky old security blanket, it just made her feel . . . better. At least, it did while she was actually doing it. Sometimes, afterwards, it made her feel worse, bereft and alone and sadder than ever. But most of the time it was good. If Jamie could appear as a real ghost . . . well, obviously that would be fantastic, but so far it hadn’t happened; he hadn’t obliged in that respect and she didn’t believe in ghosts anyway. Besides, this way she could be in charge of his clothes. If she wanted Jamie to  wear a dinner jacket or a tutu there wasn’t a thing he could do about it besides complain bitterly.

Ellie wiped her eyes with the back of her hand; sometimes she didn’t realise she’d been crying until the tears slid off her chin and dripped down her neck. She missed Jamie so much she sometimes wondered how she’d managed to carry on, but it had been fifteen months now, and one way or another she had. Maybe she was going a bit batty, conjuring Jamie up and having imaginary conversations with him, but it was her coping mechanism and she wasn’t ready to give it up yet.

 



Ellie always looked forward to her lunches with Jamie’s dad when he came over to England. They had each lost the most important person in their lives and their meetings could so easily have been morbid, but Tony never allowed that to happen. Obviously the grief was still there but, in public at least, it wasn’t dwelt on. Instead they talked about Jamie, celebrating his memory and recalling happier times. They laughed a lot, ate well, generally ended up sinking a couple of bottles of the kind of wine she’d never dream of buying herself, and ended up coming away with precious snippets of information they hadn’t known before about the boy they’d both loved.

This was the best bit; it was like discovering buried treasure. Today, amid the busy, buzzy atmosphere of the Ivy,Tony had already regaled her with the story of Jamie’s sixth birthday party, when one of the young girls had demanded a kiss in return for giving him his present and Jamie, utterly horrified, had promptly handed the still-wrapped gift back.

‘He was never that wild about social kissing.’ Ellie grinned, the tale triggering a memory of her own. ‘The first time he met the girls from work, one of them gave him a kiss on the cheek at the end of the evening and you should have seen the look on his face. You’d think she’d licked him.’ She demonstrated  Jamie’s reaction at the time, the way he’d grimaced and shrunk back. Then she spluttered with laughter, realising that the waiter attempting to top up their wine glasses thought she was pulling a face and leaning away from him.

‘Speaking of which, anything happening in that direction?’

It wasn’t the first time Tony had broached the subject. He raised his eyebrows, nodding meaningfully to indicate that he was talking about her. Specifically, had she kissed or been kissed by another man yet?

‘No, no. Nothing.’ Ellie shook her head.

‘It’ll happen.’ His smile was reassuring. ‘Sooner or later.’

Later, then. She wasn’t remotely ready for anything like that. Just the thought of it made her feel sick. Apart from anything else, what if Jamie was watching her from somewhere, like through celestial CCTV? What if he didn’t approve?


Ellie dipped a tiger prawn in hollandaise. Not believing in ghosts was one thing, but heaven was another matter. You could never rule out the possibility that they were up there, looking down. Aloud she said, ‘I know. But not yet.’

Timing was Tony’s forte. Effortlessly changing the subject, he took an appreciative sip of white wine – the bottle had cost eighty-five pounds! – and said, ‘How’s the flat? Did those noisy neighbours of yours move out?’

‘Oh yes. Two weeks ago, thank God.’ She smiled and didn’t elaborate; he didn’t need to know that the replacements were shaping up to be a hundred times worse.The last family had played Eminem pretty loudly, quite often. The new lot made them look like rank amateurs. In the last fortnight there had been half a dozen major fights, the police had been round most nights, and the family’s dogs barked non-stop. Worst of all, Eminem had been replaced by Celine Dion and Josh Groban.

Given the choice, Ellie would have welcomed Eminem back with open arms. But never mind that, seeing as she was highly  unlikely to be given the choice. Before Tony could start asking questions about the new neighbours she said, ‘Oh, I didn’t tell you, I’m redecorating the living room!’ See? He wasn’t the only one capable of changing the subject. She launched into telling him about last night’s disastrous battle with the wallpaper, turning it into a funny story and leaving out the bit where Jamie had turned up, because that was her guilty secret. Lots of people, following a bereavement, talked to the loved one they’d lost. She knew that, had been told many times that it was a completely normal thing to do. What was less normal, it appeared, was having the dead person talk back.

 



Zack McLaren had arranged this lunch meeting with the director of an IT company he might soon be doing lucrative business with. Normally he was able to concentrate on the subject in hand with no difficulty, but today was proving to be different. Earlier, as he’d been standing outside the restaurant taking a phone call, a girl in a pink coat had caught his eye as she headed down the street towards him. Her hair was long and dark, her eyes light brown, her cheeks rosy, and the effect she’d had on him was extraordinary; he couldn’t stop looking at her. Whoever she was, he wanted to know more. Heavens, what a weird feeling; he’d never experienced anything like this before.

As she passed him, Zack caught a waft of her perfume, something fresh and herby, unfamiliar but instantly leaving an impression. He turned, watching the back view of her glossy hair, fitted pink coat and long legs in black tights. Incredible legs, actually. His heart, unbelievably, was thudding in his chest. What was happening to him? Then, realising where the incredible legs were taking her, the thudding turned into a gallop; she was heading into the Ivy . . .

Hurriedly ending his call, Zack followed her inside. Just in time to see her being warmly greeted by someone he did recognise.

Now, an hour and a half later, he was still struggling to pay attention to what his lunch companion was saying. Across the room sat the girl in the pink coat, now minus her pink coat and wearing a thin wool dress the colour of Parma violets. She wasn’t the most stunningly beautiful girl he’d ever seen but she was making him feel as if she was. If she’d been having lunch with a female friend, he would have approached her, introduced himself, said something or other – God only knows what, he’d never done anything like that before in his life – and found out who she was. He would have given her his card, asked her to call him, no, asked if he could call her, found out if she would like to have dinner with him sometime soon, hopefully very soon . . .

Except she wasn’t with a girlfriend, was she? That would be too much to hope for. Instead she was having a lovely entertaining lunch with the actor Tony Weston. They were chatting together, laughing a lot, clearly well acquainted and enjoying each other’s company.

Which meant any form of approach wasn’t likely to be appreciated. Instead, he was stuck over here, too far away to eavesdrop on their conversation or hear what her voice sounded like, while the company director sitting opposite him droned on about financial forecasts and—

‘So what do you think about that, then?’

Shit. Typical. Zack snapped his attention back to the reason he’d come along to the Ivy today. Well, the original reason.

‘I think it’s . . . interesting.’ He nodded thoughtfully.

‘And what’s the verdict? Do we have a deal?’

This was ridiculous; he was a professional. Nothing like this had ever happened to him before.

‘Ian, I can’t come to a decision today.’ Chiefly because he hadn’t the faintest idea what Ian had been saying for the last hour. ‘I need to go over the figures again, have a word with a couple of  other people. But I’ll get back to you by Monday afternoon, and that’s a promise.’

Ian sat back, took a swallow of water and shot him a suspicious look. ‘Everything OK? You seem a bit . . . distant today.’

What would Ian say if he were to tell him, if he suddenly leaned across the table and said, ‘The thing is, there’s a girl over there, a complete stranger, but just looking at her is making me feel like I’ve never felt before in my life’?

How would bluff, ruddy-faced Ian react to that?

Except it was a rhetorical question because they were two businessmen, here to discuss business, and he wouldn’t dream of saying any such thing.

‘I’m fine. Just a touch of jet lag.’ He flashed a brief, reassuring smile at Ian. Apart from anything else, there was such a thing as street cred to consider. He didn’t want to become a complete laughing stock.

 



By the time they left the restaurant it was three thirty. Out on West Street, Tony flagged down a taxi and Ellie gave him a hug.

‘Thanks so much for lunch. It’s lovely to see you again.’

‘I know.’ He opened the cab door and said, ‘Hop in. I’ll drop you home.’

‘But it’s out of your way.’ Ellie shook her head. ‘Honestly, I’m fine, I can get the tube.’

‘It’s raining. Let me give you a lift.’ Amused, Tony said, ‘It’s OK, I can afford it.’ Indicating that she should climb in ahead of him, he added, ‘Please?’

OK, he was right about the rain. It was starting to come down more heavily now too. Relaxed by the wine, she gave in gracefully and climbed – slightly less gracefully – into the cab. It wasn’t until they were on their way to Hammersmith that Tony said, ‘Besides, I want to see this wallpapering disaster of yours.’

‘Oh no, you can’t come in!’ The words burst out before she  could stop them. She’d already planned for the taxi to halt at the end of her road. Each time she and Tony had met up over the past fifteen months, it had been in restaurants; that was just the way it had happened. He hadn’t visited the flat for almost two years. Her skin prickling with embarrassment, Ellie knew he’d be shocked by the state of it now.

‘That’s not very friendly,’ Tony observed mildly.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean it like that.’ She shook her head, ashamed. ‘It’s just . . . you know, messy.’

He smiled. ‘You mean there’s washing-up in the sink?’

‘It’s worse than that.’ Ellie felt her cheeks flush. ‘The whole place is, oh God, it’s all just a bit . . . yuck. I’d really rather you didn’t come in.’

But Tony Weston hadn’t got where he was today by giving up easily. He patted her hand and said, ‘I’m not going to judge you, sweetheart. What am I, some kind of monster? I just want to have a look at this troublesome wallpaper of yours.’

‘Please don’t. I messed it up, that’s all.’

‘When I first left drama school and couldn’t get any acting work, I used to help out a friend who was a painter and decorator,’ said Tony.

‘Oh, I didn’t know that.’

He smiled. ‘I’m full of surprises.’

‘Hmm.’ Knowing when she was beaten, Ellie sank back against the seat. So was her flat.




Chapter 4

‘Jesus,’ said Tony. ‘So this is why you didn’t want me here.’

‘Yes, well. Now you know.’ There was nothing like a fresh pair of eyes – and ears – to remind you of what a dump you were living in. Mortified and ashamed of herself for having put up with it for so long, and most of the time not even realising how bad things had got, Ellie watched him pace around the living room. A year ago, her lovely gentle landlady, Moira, had died of a heart attack, leaving her son to take over the property portfolio. Less than lovely Ron had wasted no time at all filling the flats with dubious characters. It had been a while before Ellie had discovered that the council were paying him over the odds to take on families who were well known to them, chiefly because they’d caused so much havoc they’d been evicted from their previous homes. This, now, was their last resort but rather than calm down they seemed to want to vie for the honour of becoming the noisiest and most disruptive tenants in Hammersmith, if not the whole of London.

As if to prove it, what sounded like a rugby scrum was currently taking place in the flat upstairs. On bare floorboards, because their putrid carpet was currently occupying the table-sized front garden. Josh Groban was belting out something heartfelt at maximum volume. The two dogs were going mad. The matriarch of the  family, a fifty-something woman with a face like a bulldog and a voice like a cement mixer, was roaring, ‘If you two fookers don’t fookin’ stop that, I’ll chuck youse through the fookin’ window.’

‘Is she talking to the dogs?’ said Tony.

‘Maybe. Or her sons. There are four of them.’

‘And get out the way of the TV, ya fookin’ junkies!’

‘That’ll be the two youngest boys,’ Ellie explained.

‘This is diabolical.’ Tony was outraged.

‘You get used to it.’ Most of the time she managed to tune the worst of the noise out.

‘And what happened there?’ He pointed to the badly stained ceiling.

‘Someone left the bath running.’

‘As if the place isn’t damp enough already.’ Breathing in the musty odour Febreze hadn’t managed to dispel, Tony surveyed the bare wall she’d been working on last night. ‘If you managed to put wallpaper over that mould it’d fall down again in no time. For crying out loud, this place is a health hazard. Haven’t you asked the landlord to get it sorted out?’

Only about a million times. But why would he bother? Ellie knew Ron wanted her out; packing another family in here would allow him to crank the rent right up. She shrugged and said, ‘I have asked, but—’

‘Fook off yourself, ya fat cow!’ bellowed a male voice, followed by a door slamming and the sound of footsteps thudding down the stairs. Then the front door slammed too. Tony watched from the living-room window as the boy, scrawny and blue-white in colour, stood hunched on the pavement and made a phone call. Within seconds a gleaming BMW with blacked-out windows screeched to a halt. A window slid down, money was exchanged for a small package and the car sped away.

‘Don’t let him see you,’ Ellie said hurriedly.

Too late of course. The boy had already swung round. Spotting  Tony at the window he grinned nastily, stuck his middle finger in the air and spat on the ground before letting himself back in the house. As he passed her door on the first floor, he yelled, ‘Nosy fookers around ’ere, i’nt there?’

Peering down at the tiny front garden, most of which was taken up with spilled-open bin bags and stained carpet, Tony said in disbelief, ‘There are syringes lying in the mud.’

‘I know.’ Ellie’s neck prickled again, as ashamed as if she’d thrown them there herself. How must this compare with his multimillion-dollar palace in the Hollywood Hills?

‘Ellie.’ His tone changed. ‘In God’s name, why didn’t you tell me it was like this?’

She shrugged, unable to explain. On the scale of misery, losing Jamie had been a ten. Compared with that, having to tolerate undesirable neighbours had barely scraped a two. And if that made her sound ridiculous, well, too bad. ‘You get used to it. It’s just noise.’ To distract herself, she had got into the habit of conjuring up Jamie and having a chat with him instead. It was just a question of tuning out the rest, the yelling, the door-slamming, the incessant Celine Dion.

‘There are used syringes in your front garden. This flat should carry a government health warning. You can’t stay here.’

‘Fook off, ya gobshite, that’s me last can!’

Ellie pressed her lips together. She knew he was right. And if she was a friend she’d be telling herself exactly the same thing. But what Tony didn’t understand was that this was where she and Jamie had lived together. They had found the flat, moved into it as ridiculously happy newlyweds, loved and laughed and had the best time here for over three years. The rooms were filled with memories and she didn’t know if she could bear to leave them behind . . .

‘OK, I’m not completely stupid.’ Tony’s voice softened as her eyes filled with tears. ‘This is about Jamie, isn’t it?’

Her throat had constricted. ‘Yes.’ Embarassingly it came out as a high-pitched squeak.

‘So the flat didn’t used to be like this. But it is now.’

She nodded.

‘You know what I’m going to say next, don’t you?’

Wearily, she nodded again. ‘Probably.’

‘If Jamie could see this place now, he’d be horrified.’ Tony’s manner was gentle but firm. ‘He’d want you out of here.’

‘Owwwww, ya bastard, I’ll fookin’ get you for that!’ There was a roar, a crash and a shower of glass rained past the window, along with a spraying, somersaulting can of Tennant’s Extra.

‘He’d want you safe,’ said Tony. Tilting his face up to the ceiling he added drily, ‘Although your neighbours have timing, I’ll give them that.’

 



Was this another reason she’d done her best to hide the situation from Jamie’s father?

Three days after their lunch at the Ivy, Ellie found herself standing outside an imposing Victorian end-of-terrace property on Nevis Street, just off Regents Park Road, in the heart of Primrose Hill village. The outside of the house was painted palest yellow, the sash windows were framed in white gloss and the front garden was small but well-tended, without a manky discarded carpet in sight.

This was what you called a Seriously Nice Area.

‘Well?’ Tony stood next to her. ‘What do you think?’

‘Honestly? I feel sick. I can’t believe you’re doing this.’

‘Listen, I’m not doing it for you. It’s a sound financial investment. Every time I come over to the UK, I stay in a hotel. It’s a very nice hotel, but it isn’t home.’ Indicating the building in front of them, he said, ‘I need a pied-à-terre, and this looks pretty good to me. But if it’s going to be standing empty most of the time, my insurance premiums will shoot up. And I’ll spend all my time worrying about squatters. Whereas if I have someone living in the  place, keeping an eye on things, I won’t have anything to worry about. Makes sense to me.’

The estate agent arrived and let them into the flat, situated on the first floor like the one Ellie had lived in for the last four years but otherwise different in every conceivable way. There were two good-sized bedrooms, each with a bathroom en suite.There was also a small third bathroom, a huge airy living room and an ultra-modern kitchen. It was like something out of a glossy magazine. Everything was clean and dry, freshly painted and sweet-smelling. Immaculate.


‘No mould,’ Tony pointed out. ‘No damp. No Celine Dion.’

‘Just as she was starting to grow on me,’ said Ellie.

‘Do you like it?’

‘Of course I like it.’ What was there to dislike? She shoved her hands into the pockets of her red jacket to hide the fact that they were trembling.

‘Could we have a moment?’ Tony waited until the estate agent had left them alone. ‘Sweetheart, now listen to me. I can afford it. We’d be doing each other a favour.’ He paused. ‘James was my only child. What else am I supposed to do with my money?’

Ellie nodded. ‘I know, and I’m grateful. But . . . it just feels like too much.’

‘OK, how about this then? Say I buy the flat anyway. And you don’t move in, and squatters take over the place, and they wreck it and cause all kinds of trouble and end up bringing down the whole neighbourhood.’ He shrugged. ‘If that happens, it’ll be all your fault. Everyone in Primrose Hill will hate you.’

She smiled. ‘No pressure, then. Um, can I meet you downstairs in a couple of minutes? I’d just like to . . . have another look around on my own.’

Tony followed the estate agent down the stairs. She knew she was being ridiculous but it was something she just needed to double-check. Ellie closed her eyes, concentrated hard, then opened them again.

‘Oh ye of little faith,’ said an amused voice behind her.

Turning, she saw Jamie leaning against the closed living-room door. White shirt, clean jeans, arms crossed, head shaking in good-natured disbelief.

Oh, thank God.

‘Did you seriously think I wouldn’t turn up?’

She exhaled with relief. ‘I just wanted to make sure.’

‘Well, I’m here.’ He spread his arms. ‘Ta-daaa!’

‘Your dad’s been amazing.’

‘I know. He gets it from me.’

Ellie searched his face. ‘So what do you think?’

‘About this place? It’s fantastic.’

‘Should I say yes, then?’

‘I think you’d be stupid to say no,’ said Jamie.

Which was cheating really, because the words were coming from her brain. She was making him say them.

Oh well. He didn’t seem to mind.

‘Right then.’ She nodded. ‘I’m going to do it.’

Jamie winked and gave her the kind of encouraging smile she missed the most. ‘Good.’




Chapter 5

‘God, look at this place, it’s like a dream come true, you’re so lucky . . . oh no! Sorry!’ Paula clapped her hands over her mouth. ‘I’ve done it again, you’re not lucky at all. Ow.’

‘From now on, every time you say sorry I’m going to have to hit you over the head with a cushion.’ Ellie put the grey velvet cushion back on the sofa and gave it a little house-proud pat. Had it only been a month since she’d come along with Tony and seen the flat for the first time? But that was the power of cold hard cash for you; with no need for a mortgage, Tony had simply put his solicitors on to it and the sale had gone through in record time.

And now here she was in her new home, surrounded by packing cases and so far not missing the old Hammersmith flat at all.

Well, it had only been three hours.

‘OK, tell me what to do.’ Paula made a show of rolling up her sleeves and looking efficient. ‘I want to help. Shall we start on these?’Without waiting for an answer, she ripped the tape off one of the boxes and said, ‘Just let me know where you want everything to go . . . oh . . . oh no, are these Jamie’s?’ Appalled, she hurriedly bundled the armful of shirts and sweaters back into the box. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it! I didn’t know!’

Paula left at five. Between them they had done a fair amount  of unpacking and it had been kind of her to give up her day off to come over and help. Ellie was grateful, but it had also been kind of exhausting. Emotional, soft-hearted Paula had welled up on three separate occasions. Unwrapping a silver photo frame containing a picture of Ellie and Jamie on their honeymoon in Cornwall, she’d wailed, ‘Oh God, how can you bear it?’

Watching from the bedroom doorway as Ellie had packed some of Jamie’s favourite clothes away at the back of the wardrobe, she had declared tremulously, ‘I don’t know how you cope.’

And when she heard about Ellie having lugged three bags of Jamie’s belongings down to the charity shop, she had wiped her streaming eyes and hiccupped, ‘Oh Ell, you’re so brave.’

Like she had any choice. Ellie had found herself, not for the first time, having to comfort Paula.

Not even for the hundredth time, come to that.

 



The next morning Ellie didn’t wake up until gone eleven, partly because she was exhausted but chiefly because her alarm clock was still packed away in one of the boxes she hadn’t got round to tackling yet. The good news was that she had three days off work, so it didn’t matter. In her white towelling dressing gown, she sipped a mug of tea and stood at the window gazing across the street. The sun was shining, glinting off the polished windows of the houses opposite. Tiny wrought-iron balconies bore pot plants, and well-tended window boxes abounded. Even the air seemed cleaner here in Primrose Hill. The street was lined with gleaming upmarket vehicles. A glossy fifty-something brunette in sprayed-on jeans jumped down from a black 4 x 4, slung an expensive-looking bag over her shoulder and sashayed off in the direction of the shops. A yummy mummy pushed a state-of-the-art buggy along the pavement. Further along the road, a black and gold chaise longue was being carefully unloaded from a smart bottle-green delivery van.

Ellie mentally compared this with her old street. Yesterday as she’d been in the process of moving out, she’d seen a used condom lying on the ground by the front gate. Instead of being repulsed, her initial response had been relief that someone had at least bothered to use one.

She leaned against the window sill and admired the clean, litter-free scene. Now another van had drawn up, a tulip-pink one this time, and a vast cellophane-wrapped bouquet of lilies was being delivered to the house next to the one receiving the chaise longue.

Crikey, was she going to fit in here or would she feel awkward and out of place? What if it was too genteel and perfect?

The next moment a taxi drew up, an emerald-green front door swung open and a blonde raced out of the house directly opposite. For a moment Ellie thought it was a skinny boy in a white T-shirt and low-slung combats, a male hairdresser perhaps, with his hair bleached silver-white and cut in a super-short, choppy crop. But no, it was a female; when the figure turned, she saw the bright red lipstick, dangling earrings and jewel-encrusted shoulder bag. And OK, maybe that didn’t prove anything conclusively, but if it was a boy he’d taken the trouble to stuff his bra with socks.

As Ellie watched, the girl suddenly screeched to a halt, signalled to the cab driver to wait, let herself back into the house and reappeared twenty seconds later triumphantly waving her mobile phone and slamming the door shut behind her. Then she threw herself into the back of the cab and disappeared off up the road.

Leaving something small and glittery swinging from the lock on the front door.

Whoops.

Were the residents of Primrose Hill really as relaxed about security as those in village communities in the nineteen fifties?

Just in case they weren’t, Ellie left her coffee mug on the window sill, fastened the tie belt on her dressing gown, ran downstairs to the ground floor and let herself out.

Better safe than sorry.

The edges of the dressing gown flapped around a bit as she hurried across the road. The tarmac was cold beneath her bare feet. A passing teenager in a grey hoodie, having also spotted the keyring dangling from the lock, had abandoned his bike on the pavement and was heading for the emerald-green front door.

Ellie sprinted past him and snatched the keys a millisecond before he could reach them. Looked like Primrose Hill wasn’t so different from Hammersmith after all. Startled, the boy blurted out, ‘I wasn’t going to do anything, honest. I’d’ve taken them to the police station.’

He was pale, spiky haired, radiating guilt.

‘Of course you were. But it’s OK, you don’t need to now.’ Flashing him a cool smile, Ellie dropped the keys into her pocket. She felt like Wonder Woman. Well, Wonder Woman in a dressing gown and with a scary case of bed hair. ‘I’ll take care of my neighbour’s keys. They’ll be safe with me.’

The boy stared at her defensively, an opportunist rather than a hardened criminal. ‘They’d’ve been safe with me too.’

‘Excellent, glad to hear it.’ She patted her pocket and turned triumphantly to cross the road. Ha, get her, less than a day in Nevis Street and already a pillar of the community! If she hadn’t intervened, the girl over the road could have come home to a furniture-free house.

There was a whoosh of tyres on tarmac and the would-be burglar sped off. The two men further up the road, who’d now delivered the chaise longue, eyed her state of undress with appreciation. The younger one wolf-whistled and called out, ‘Bin sleep-walking, have you, love? ’Orrible, innit, when you wake up and find yourself out in the street.’

Ellie grinned and waved at them before letting herself back into her own flat. It wouldn’t do to start lowering the tone of the neighbourhood.

Upstairs, she showered and dressed in black jeans, charcoal sweatshirt and pink flip-flops. Before getting on with the unpacking she would take the keys along to the police station.

Except, where was the nearest police station? And if the girl came home and found herself unable to get in, wouldn’t it be quicker and easier for her to pick the keys up from here?

Ellie wrote a note, searched and failed to find any Sellotape and ended up using the next best thing. Heading once more across the road, she unpeeled the backing off the Elastoplast and stuck the note securely to the doorbell.

Pleased with her own ingenuity, she then returned to her flat.

At two o’clock, Paula called from work to see how she was getting on.

At three, Ellie stopped for a Krispy Kreme doughnut and a packet of crisps.

By three thirty she had a collection of cardboard boxes, emptied and collapsed and ready to go out for recycling.

Twenty minutes later, in the middle of a complicated battle to get the cover on her duvet, the doorbell rang. Struggling backwards on her knees out of the duvet cover, Ellie prepared a cheery smile and went to answer it. Time to meet the girl from over the road and be welcomed to Primrose Hill. Plus, of course, she’d explain all about her encounter with the would-be burglar and how she’d seen him off—

‘Hi, you’ve got my keys?’ The voice over the intercom was breathless.

‘Oh hello. Yes, I have! Hang on, I’ll just press the buzzer and you can come on up.You’ll have to excuse the mess, I only moved in yesterday so it’s—’

‘Look, sorry, but I’m in a real rush, could you just chuck them down?’

Oh. Oh. Put out, Ellie took her finger off the buzzer and went over to the living-room sash window. Pushing up the lower half,  she leaned out and saw the girl with the cropped white-blond hair waiting impatiently on the pavement. The moment she spotted Ellie, she held out her arms and yelled, ‘I’ll catch them. Quick!’

The keys were on the coffee table, held together by a multicoloured Swarovski crystal keyring. Ellie did as she was told and threw them down to the girl, who promptly missed and let out a shriek as they scooted into the road, inches from the drain.

When she’d retrieved them, she raised a hand in acknowledgement and called out, ‘Cheers, you’re a star,’ before hurrying past the waiting taxi and letting herself into the house.

Never mind thank you.

Oh well.

Ellie exhaled and went back to the bedroom to resume her fight with the duvet. Five minutes later the phone rang in the living room. As she answered it, she saw the blonde girl emerge from her house once more, now wearing a bright red dress and matching spiky stilettos.

‘How are you doing?’ It was Tony, calling from LA.

‘Great.’

‘Natives friendly?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ellie watched the girl dive into the taxi without so much as a glance up at her window. ‘I haven’t met any yet.’

That evening the emptiness closed in and even a visit from Jamie didn’t help.

‘You’ve hardly eaten all day,’ he pointed out in that maddening way of his. ‘Come on, cheer up. Make some pasta or something.’

She looked at him. ‘Don’t tell me what to do.’

‘I’m not telling. I’m making a helpful suggestion.You could do that sauce I used to like.’

Ellie’s stomach rumbled. He was nagging her, but he had a point. She made the tomato and red wine sauce, stirred in fried onions and garlic, and left it to simmer on the hob. God, there was nothing  to watch on television. She felt herself weakening, her eyes drifting over to the box of DVDs pushed up against the wall.

‘Don’t do it,’ said Jamie, effortlessly reading her mind. Of course he could read her mind, he was in it.

‘Why not?’

‘It always makes you cry.’

‘And?’

He looked at her, shook his head. ‘I hate it when you cry.’

‘Oh well, too bad.’ Ellie sorted through the DVDs, found the one she wanted. ‘Sometimes I just want to. You don’t have to watch.’

Jamie shrugged and left. She bent down and slid the disc into the DVD player.

Was this cathartic or a form of self-torture? Putting the box of tissues within easy reach, she pressed Play and sat back to watch Jamie and herself on the beach in Cornwall two years ago. Not imaginary Jamie, real Jamie, actually on the TV screen, captured by Todd with his camcorder as they’d mucked about in the waves, chased each other in and out of the water and ended up rolling around on the sand. Back when life had been normal and happy, because it had never occurred to them that what they shared could be ripped away without warning and—

Bbbbbrrrrrrrbbbbb.

The doorbell. At eleven thirty at night. For heaven’s sake, she hadn’t even had time to start crying yet.

Bbbbbbrrrrrrrrbbbbbb.

Was this some kind of joke? In disbelief, Ellie clambered off the sofa and went over to the intercom. Curtly she said, ‘Yes?’

‘Are you awake?’

She closed her eyes. ‘What?’

‘Sorry, I know it’s kind of late. I saw your light was still on. You weren’t asleep, were you?’

‘No.’

‘Oh good. Now listen, was I a bit rude earlier?’

Ellie leaned against the door frame, listening to the anxiety in the girl’s voice. ‘Possibly, yes, a bit.’

‘Oh bugger, I knew it! Did I not even say thank you for my keys?’

‘Now you come to mention it, no, you didn’t.’

‘OK, so will you let me tell you why? The thing is, I was so bursting for the loo that I thought my bladder was going to explode. I could hardly speak, let alone make it up your stairs. When you threw the key down and I had to bend over to pick it up, I thought that was it, I was going to flood the road! And I’m not even exaggerating. I’ve never been so desperate in my life. So that’s why I forgot to thank you. And I’m really, really sorry if you thought I was rude.’

Ellie smiled and felt herself relax. ‘Apology accepted.’

‘Hooray!’ The girl gave a little whoop of relief. ‘I’ve got something for you, too. OK if I come up?’

‘Only if you think your bladder can stand it.’




Chapter 6

Having pressed the buzzer, Ellie opened the door and waited for her visitor to appear.

Within seconds the girl with the cropped, white-blond hair came clattering up the stairs. ‘Hi, I’m Roo! I bought you a little thank-you present. Only from the late-night supermarket, but everywhere else was shut.’ Up close, she was tanned and goosepimply in her strappy red dress, bare legs and skyscraper heels. Bursting into the flat, she said, ‘Ooh, smells nice in here,’ before dumping her carrier bags on the coffee table and pulling out two bunches of bright orange roses. ‘These are for you.’

‘Thanks.’ Ellie was touched by the gesture. ‘You didn’t need to.’

‘Shut up. Here, this is for you too.’ With a flourish she produced a bottle of Chablis followed by a box of chocolate truffles. ‘And these.’
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