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  Dusk is settling on the Heath, making trees and grass lose their colour. The shapes become blurred and unreal, all detail suddenly gone. The sky is dimming its brightness and

  the first stars and planets appear above the horizon. There is a handful of people about, mostly carrying their blankets and baskets in the direction of a few cars still parked in Merton Lane. I

  run up the hill at full speed and I can hear my heart pounding in my head, my breath quick and shallow. Once I reach the top I slow down. I don’t turn into the woods because it’s too

  dark there already. I run down across the meadow, which is still getting enough light from the sky, then turn sharply left, making a loop. I reach the main path again and decide to cross it and

  continue in the direction of the Ladies’ Pond. I hear footsteps behind me, regular and strong, another runner making the best of the twilight hour. I run across the South Meadow at a steady

  pace. The sound of footsteps is still behind me. There’s no one else left on the Heath now. I try not to panic, thinking that whoever it is will change their direction soon. But the sound of

  trainers pounding the ground persists, going exactly at my speed, not trying to overtake me and not slowing down. I quickly glance back and see the dark silhouette of a man, about twenty paces

  behind me. I think of stopping and letting him pass me, but fear is pushing me forward, my muscles locked in the mechanical movement of my limbs. I try to breathe steadily, not to break my rhythm,

  not to show that I’m afraid. I turn right onto a path and he does the same. I check my pepper spray, still tucked safely in the pocket of my shorts. At least I have something to defend myself

  with, if he attacks me. But for now my flight or fight response is limited to flight. The Ladies’ Pond, I think, maybe one of the guards is still there. I change direction and run towards the

  back gate of the pond. I pick up speed, hoping I’ll shake him off, and for a moment I think I’m winning, his footsteps no longer audible behind me. I see the wrought-iron fence, the

  sign that says WOMEN ONLY, MEN NOT ALLOWED BEYOND THIS POINT, and for a split second I hope it’ll stop him. I reach the gate and it’s

  locked, a huge chain and padlock in place. I think I hear the footsteps behind me again and I grab the top of the gate and leap over it, half-climbing, half-vaulting. I’m on the narrow,

  overgrown path that runs behind the toilets and the guards’ house. I slip in the mud, then keep running, reach the main path and turn left towards the swimmers’ platform. I enter the

  square of concrete in front of the bathrooms and look hopefully at the guards’ house. The door is locked and it’s dark; there is no one here. I turn to keep running and there he is,

  standing on the path, blocking my escape route. I take a step back, my heart pounding, my hand on the spray. He moves forward, coming out of the shadow of the building into the moonlight, and I

  recognize him. My fear gives way to relief, to be instantly replaced by more fear. What is he doing here? Why has he followed me? Is he going to kill me?




  





  Thirty-six Days Earlier




  I know it is over as soon as the parcel lands on my desk. Something about the twee wrapping paper, about the pink ribbon, tells me it has to end. I simply can’t let it go

  on. I pretend it isn’t there, ignoring curious looks from my assistant, Claire. I go out to lunch, although I don’t have time for it, buy myself a wilted sandwich and a cup of latte

  that tastes of tinned milk, get back to my office. The parcel is still there, sitting in the middle of my desk, looking ridiculously pleased with itself. It has to go. I resist the urge to throw it

  away, there and then. In my glass cubicle I am under the constant scrutiny of Claire and the girls from the production team, who peek through the see-through walls, pretending they aren’t

  looking. It is getting unbearable. My laptop pings. Saved by the meeting. Then another one.




  By the time I return to my desk the office is almost empty, cleared by the Friday-evening rush to the pub. Claire, the efficient one, left at five on the dot. She comes to work an hour early

  every morning, so she can leave early and head straight for the gym. There is, of course, a gym at our glass and steel office complex, run smoothly by Happy Workplace, the company that takes care

  of everything: the buildings, the car park, the carp in the pond, the grass we sit on during our lunch breaks, the air we breathe. Claire loves it. Sometimes I wonder if she has a secret vice, a

  drawer full of unwashed sex toys, something dysfunctional, dirty. But no, Claire is perfect. She probably spends her evenings ironing her knickers and baking her own good-for-you granola, which she

  sprinkles on her yoghurt every morning at 10 a.m. precisely. And she is a perfect assistant.




  The parcel is still there. I tear off the pink ribbon and rip the wrapping paper open. There is a cardboard box inside, decorated with little pink hearts. At least it is colour-coordinated. I

  open the box. A brown furry top of the head, two furry ears and, yes, another pink ribbon. A teddy bear. I take it out of its box and sit it in front of me. It’s cute, I have to admit, but

  that’s exactly what’s wrong with it. As it lands in the wastepaper basket I think of the guy who’s sent it. The guy who prides himself on being my own living cuddly toy.

  ‘Your cagnolino di peluche’ he signs his emails to me. I found it funny at the beginning, sexy even, his Italian roots and Italian looks inherited from his feisty (but thankfully

  deceased) Italian mother. The novelty of cagnolino di peluche wore off when I realized that cute and cuddly is not what I need in my life. Although, of course, all the girls in the office,

  with Claire at the helm, think he’s God’s gift to women. Handsome. Caring. Rich. Well, perhaps not a millionaire, but better off than the average Tom, Dick or Harry you’re likely

  to bump into at a Soho bar on a Friday night. James, my cagnolino di peluche, is an MD in – as he calls it – a financial information services company. Big office in the city,

  convertible Audi A5, a river-view loft in St George Wharf with twenty-four-hour concierge and security, underground parking, on-site gym. What more could a girl want from a man? The problem is this

  particular girl has just realized she doesn’t want the whole package. I don’t want the cute and cuddly James any more.




  I log off my laptop, take the bear out of the wastepaper basket and leave the office, the furry toy under my arm. The office lift takes me straight down to the car park in the basement, the only

  way in and out of the building that avoids the hawk eyes of the receptionists and security staff on the ground floor. What they see on the security cameras is their business, but I can do without

  their matey comments tonight. My trusted 4x4 is one of the few cars left in the car park. Why save the planet in a politically correct hybrid if you can rule the road in a Chelsea tractor? Except I

  don’t live in Chelsea. The hilly streets of Highgate almost justify my BMW X5, although I haven’t bought it to do the school run. I bought it for Wispa.




  Wispa is a five-year-old chocolate Labrador with serious weight issues. She’s been my best friend and companion since the day I brought her home as an overgrown puppy with fat paws and

  melancholy eyes. Named after the iconic Cadbury’s chocolate bar, she took their eighties slogan, ‘Bite it and believe it’, to heart. It took a lot of persuasion to convince her

  that not everything in this life has to be bitten to be believed. She came on board two years before James. Wispa and I dreamt of bringing up a litter of bumbling furballs, having the house full of

  puppy porridge and love, but then Wispa had pyometra and our dream was shattered. After her hysterectomy Wispa’s interest in sex got replaced by an interest in food. Any food. My dog walker

  Nicole and I fight a losing battle with Wispa’s obesity. She hoovers up her carefully measured doses of the vet-prescribed Satiety Dog Food, supplementing her diet with any old rubbish she

  can find on the streets of Highgate. She is insatiable. These days, the back of my BMW X5 is the only car space Wispa feels comfortable in.




  I throw the bear on the back seat of the car and drive out of the car park. I briefly consider giving the bear to Wispa, but I know she’d only try to eat it. I’ll walk up to the

  village and drop it off at a charity shop tomorrow. My iPhone rings and the car’s Bluetooth smoothly intercepts the call, transferring it to the speakers. James. I consider ignoring the call,

  but I know I’ll have to bite the bullet sooner or later.




  ‘Hey, babe, how was your day? Anything exciting happen?’




  He means the bear.




  ‘Yes, how sweet of you. What’s the occasion?’




  ‘Oh, nothing, just thought I’d brighten your day. Make the girls in the office jealous. Make you think of your . . . cagnolino di peluche.’




  He actually growls it seductively instead of saying it. And to think I used to enjoy his vocal displays of masculinity. ‘James, we need to talk.’




  ‘Great, I booked us a table at Roka.’




  I’ve imagined dumping him on my own turf, at home, but why not do it over a plate of sushi?




  ‘Sure, I’m on my way.’




  It actually went easier than I’d thought. There were some tears. On James’s part. And some lies. On mine. ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ kind of

  stuff. And the predictable, ‘I need more space.’ He disagreed, he bargained, he begged, but in the end he gracefully accepted defeat. I was impressed. He almost behaved like a true

  gentleman. I say almost because he took it out on a waitress, complaining about an imaginary drop of soy sauce she’d spilled on his jacket.




  I get home late. Wispa is waiting by the door, pissed off. I know she slept on my bed, she always does it to spite me when I leave her on her own for too long. This time I let her get away with

  it and pour myself a glass of wine. A nice Rioja to mark the occasion. And then I call Bell.




  ‘I broke up with James.’




  ‘The twerp is gone! Great!’ I can hear she’s been drinking.




  Bell is the only one of my friends who’s never warmed to James. She calls him the twerp, Mr Goody Two-shoes or, in his case, loafers, which in her book is enough to dislike him.

  ‘Never trust a man who wears loafers. It’s a guy who gives you a hickey on the first date to mark you as his property. They’re all psychopaths, hiding behind the facade of

  mediocrity,’ she said. She was wrong about the hickey: James has never given me one, has never left any marks on my body. He is a gentle and considerate lover. Perhaps too gentle and

  considerate. But she is right about the loafers. I’ve never quite got used to the sight of him slipping his feet into the tasselled horrors. Thankfully, he always wears socks with them. Bare

  feet in loafers would be too much to bear.




  ‘Promise me one thing.’ Bell pauses and I can hear her taking a gulp of white wine. She only drinks white. ‘You won’t jump into bed with the first guy that comes

  along.’




  ‘Since when have you become my mother?’




  ‘You know what I mean, Anna. I want you to stay single for a while, to give yourself some time to ask questions of an existential nature.’




  She is right, of course. I tend to spend as little time as possible being single. It helps that there is always a short queue of candidates lined up, waiting to fill the vacancy. Consequently,

  the borderline between the end of one relationship and the beginning of the next is often blurred.




  ‘Existential questions? What: “Who am I? Where am I going to?” How much have you had to drink?’




  ‘I’m serious, Anna. Slow down. Spend some time with your friends. Your dog.’




  ‘Wispa’s never complained.’




  At the sound of her name Wispa gets up from her bed, stretches and wobbles towards me.




  ‘Because she loves you unconditionally.’




  ‘That’s the best kind of love.’




  ‘There’s no such thing as unconditional love, unless you’re a dog.’




  ‘Which reminds me . . .’ I put down my half-full glass of Rioja. ‘I need to take her out.’




  Wispa reads my body language and is already by the front door.




  ‘Catch you tomorrow, hon.’




  ‘Try to stay single till then.’




  ‘You interested?’ I love teasing her.




  ‘I told you, you’re not my type. Too high maintenance.’




  ‘I thought that was exactly the type of girl you went for.’




  ‘True,’ Bell sighs. ‘Maybe I should try this single thing myself.’




  Bell’s list of disastrous flings with psycho girls is as long as a basking viper. And equally venomous.




  It’s a mild and humid night. It’s too dark to go on the Heath, so I walk down Swain’s Lane, along the cemetery. I stare at my favourite statue, an angel with big wings, looking

  radiant and serene in the semi-darkness of the graveyard. My iPhone pings. A message from Peter from Promax, the most effective speed-dating agency of the media world. Just kidding. I mean the

  glitzy media event, with the awards night that is a wet dream for all the TV promo-makers and marketing guys in the world. Back to Promax Peter. He is a Creative Director at some sports channel,

  charming, good-looking and with that air of keen and urgent availability so characteristic of married men with small kids. We talked, we flirted, we exchanged business cards, and here he is,

  texting me sexy on a Friday night. Tempting, but no. I delete the message. Wispa dashes down the dark street, as if she’s seen someone she knows. She gave up chasing foxes and cats a long

  time ago and now the only thing that gets her going is the sight of a human friend. But the street is empty, there is no one there, and she trots back to me panting, her pink tongue lolling about

  happily.




  Unconditional love. A feeling I don’t believe in, perhaps with the exception of Wispa. But her love is also conditional: she wants my presence, walkies, her food. Well, it’s as close

  as it’ll ever get to being unconditional. Am I getting too jaded for a true, overwhelming, spellbinding emotion that would make me do things I wouldn’t normally do, promise things I

  wouldn’t normally promise? I read somewhere that parental love is unconditional, because parents feel compelled to love their children, no matter what. I probably caught a glimpse of that

  when, after my dad had dumped us and disappeared with some blonde floozy, my mum stood by me, fighting like a wounded lioness, so I always had everything I wanted as a child, even though money was

  tight. It all ended when she died of breast cancer at the age of forty, a wounded lioness till the very end, trying to look out for her cub even when she had no energy to look after herself. It was

  shortly after her death when I – a spoilt and angry teenager – realized that from then on I would have to earn love; it would never come free again.




  Bell is right. I have to slow down and spend some quality time with my friends and my dog. Invest a little. I pat Wispa’s head and walk on, hoping my resolution will last at least till

  Monday.




  





  Thirty-five Days Earlier




  I wake up full of energy and good intentions. Saturday mornings do that to me. Just when you don’t have to get up early and rush to work, you’re awake at the crack

  of dawn, your head buzzing with ideas. My good mood lasts through the morning coffee, a lovingly made blueberry, raspberry and banana smoothie, and a reheated croissant. It all goes downhill from

  there. I open the front door and find a battlefield of take-away food cartons, smeared bits of unspecified green substance, torn sanitary pads and a small spiral turd right on my doorstep. Foxes. I

  have a love/hate relationship with London foxes, but at this moment all I feel is pure hate.




  Once that is cleared I step out onto the pavement in front of my house and feel a crunch of broken glass under my shoes. Pulling Wispa away, I look around. Yep. Just when you think you’ve

  done your penance for the day, fate dishes out something even better. The rear passenger window of my BMW has been smashed in. I go back to the house, grab my phone, lock Wispa in and come out

  again. I cautiously look into the car, half-expecting a homeless urchin curled up on the back seat. The car is empty, crystals of broken glass scattered everywhere. I open the front door and check

  the storage compartments. Nothing seems to be missing, not even the few coins that used to be handy for parking and became obsolete when most of the London boroughs introduced card and phone

  payments. That is strange. I take another look and then I remember. James’s teddy bear! It’s gone. I almost ring him to tell him his peluche is missing, then I remember that I

  dumped him the night before. Who would want to steal a teddy bear from the back of a BMW in Highgate? A desperate mother driven to distraction by her needy offspring? A spoilt brat who

  doesn’t have enough toys to fill a landfill? I shrug my shoulders, but then a sudden thought hits me. Could it have been James? Taking back his toy because I didn’t want to play with

  him any more? No, that’s ridiculous, he’s not that kind of a person. He might be too cute for his own loafers, but he’s not vindictive. Oh well, it looks like the charity shop

  won’t be getting a brand-new teddy bear after all. Phone calls to Autoglass and my car insurer seem to take forever, but by midday the matter is on its way to being fixed. My morning good

  cheer is well and truly gone by now.




  What better to improve a foul mood than a brisk walk on the Heath with your dog? Wispa agrees it’s the best idea. We walk down Merton Lane and enter the Heath by the ponds. It’s a

  glorious afternoon. There are people milling around with their dogs, a few still silhouettes of the guys watching their fishing rods, serious joggers with greyhound expressions on their faces and a

  handful of birdwatchers visibly excited by something invisible in the bushes on the other side of the pond. Wispa and I quickly march up the hill, putting distance between ourselves and the crowds.

  At the top of the hill we turn right towards Kenwood. It’s quieter and darker in the woods. I love this part of the Heath. It’s never crowded and the thick bushes and old gnarly trees

  give it an air of seclusion and mystery. I sit on the bench dedicated to ‘someone who loved this place’ and close my eyes. Bell is right. I need time to process all the things that are

  happening in my life. It seems I’ve lost control over the direction I’m heading in, and I’m following a pattern of accidental twists of fate, both at work and in my private life.

  Opportunities, sideways moves, promotions that got me to where I am at work as Head of On-Air, Programming and Creative for a major TV company – not bad for a girl from a scabby little Essex

  town. But is that it, professionally? And then there is my personal life. My personal mess, as Bell calls it. The sound of a twig breaking under a boot interrupts my thoughts. I open my eyes. A guy

  with a shaven head and elaborate tattoos on his bare arms passes my bench and disappears into the bushes. I’m just about to close my eyes again when I see another guy, in washed-out jeans

  with a small rucksack on his back, following the first guy. Surely not . . . I’ve heard the stories of gay cruising grounds on the Heath, but I thought they were further in the woods, towards

  Spaniards Road. The second guy disappears into the same bushes and I’m suddenly overwhelmed by curiosity. I check on Wispa, who seems obsessed with gnawing on a big tree branch, then I get up

  and gingerly approach the bushes. At first I see nothing except the mass of greenery. Then I hear something. I move towards the sound. And there they are, the guy with a rucksack kneeling in front

  of the tattooed guy, who stands with his back to a massive old oak tree, eyes closed, a look of intense pleasure on his face. A twig cracks under my foot and I quickly move back, losing sight of

  the men. I turn round and face Wispa, who is watching me with her ears pricked up, tilting her head slightly as she always does when she is curious.




  ‘You and me, kid,’ I say quietly, and pat her head. ‘Let’s find you a proper stick.’




  Saturday night and I’m not going out clubbing, I’m not meeting a man in a swanky bar, not even hooking up with friends at the Flask. I’m going to have a quiet

  evening at Bell’s. We’ve been promising it to each other for months and now the time is right. I pack Wispa and a couple of bottles of wine – Shiraz for me, Viognier for Bell

  – into my newly glazed and valeted car and set off on my short journey through Hornsey and Finsbury Park to Stoke Newington, where Bell has a flat just off Church Street. I like Stokey, used

  to live there before I had a salary big enough to just about afford a move to Highgate. It’s changed a lot since then, Clissold House having received a massive facelift, the park turning into

  a posh nappy valley, with stay-at-home mums sipping their decaf lattes, their offspring asleep in fancy prams. Church Street itself has been desperately hanging on to a few decrepit buildings and

  residents, being slowly pushed out by new cafes, organic grocers and a few second-hand shops dressed up as ‘vintage’. I nostalgically think of the good old times at the smoky Vortex,

  replaced now by Nando’s.




  Bell opens the door with a glass of wine in her hand. Her evening started some time ago.




  We finish her excellent chorizo and spinach risotto and move onto her spacious leather sofa. I’m grateful she hasn’t mentioned James.




  ‘Do you consider yourself a failure?’ Bell is opening a second bottle of white for herself.




  ‘A failure in what?’ I’m not sure I want to get into this conversation.




  ‘In everything. In life.’




  ‘It all depends on your point of reference. What do you measure it against? Your mother’s dream for her only child? Ambitious plans you had at uni? They’re all pies in the

  sky.’




  ‘So we’re all failures by default. I personally don’t have a problem with it. I practise it every day.’




  Bell is not doing that badly. Having left the teaching job that was driving her insane, she retrained as a massage therapist and has a respectable group of clients who adore her. She

  doesn’t commute to work, she works when she wants to and is her own boss.




  ‘Oh, come on. I know a lot of people who’d swap with you right now.’




  ‘Hey, don’t take my failure away from me. It’s mine.’ She pours some wine for me. I watch Wispa snore blissfully at our feet.




  ‘I think it’s about being happy with what you have. Being in the present.’




  ‘So you’re happy?’ I know she’s edging towards the subject of James. Or the absence of him.




  ‘I think I am.’ I hesitate. ‘At least I feel free.’




  ‘You don’t miss him?’




  ‘Well, to be perfectly honest, I did miss him this morning.’ I know this will annoy her, so I pause, but she doesn’t take the bait. ‘Someone had smashed the window in my

  car and I nearly rang him to ask for help. I suppose I’ll have to toughen up . . .’




  ‘I thought you’d toughened up enough during your divorce.’




  ‘God,’ I groan at the thought of my psycho ex-husband Andrew. ‘Please don’t remind me of that creep. Thank goodness I don’t have to go through the same with

  James.’




  ‘How’s work?’ She changes the subject at last and tops up my glass.




  ‘Work?’ I yawn and shrug my shoulders. Wispa lifts her head and looks at me questioningly. It reminds me of the look she gave me on the Heath.




  ‘Do lesbians go cruising?’ I ask Bell, and watch her eyes go round with surprise and then amusement.




  ‘Cruising?’




  ‘Yeah, you know, in the bushes, I don’t know, loos and stuff . . .’ I’m already regretting having broached the subject.




  ‘That’s cottaging.’




  ‘Whatever.’ I shrug again. I don’t want to continue this. But Bell presses on.




  ‘Why do you ask?’




  ‘Oh, it’s nothing, it’s silly.’




  ‘What?’ She nudges me and I know she won’t let go until I tell her.




  ‘I went to the Heath with Wispa this afternoon and I saw these two guys having sex in the bushes.’




  Bell makes a face.




  ‘No, it wasn’t like that . . . I mean, they weren’t doing it in the middle of an open field. I actually spied on them . . .’




  ‘You did what?’




  ‘I crept behind a bush and . . .’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘I don’t know. I was curious, I suppose.’ Embarrassed, I take a gulp of my wine. ‘And then . . . I kind of got into it . . .’




  ‘You JOINED them?!’ Bell nearly knocks her glass over.




  ‘No, no, no. No. I just . . . understood what they were about. Why they were doing it.’




  ‘Anna, let me tell you.’ Bell sounds drunk and serious at the same time. ‘Lesbians don’t go cruising. They don’t run around the Heath looking for another dyke.

  WOMEN don’t do it. We don’t stick our minge in some glory hole and wait for a stranger to poke it.’




  ‘Sorry!’ I raise my hands. ‘I was just asking.’




  ‘And let me tell you WHY we don’t do it. Because we’re wired up differently to men. Because our testosterone levels are much lower. Because our needs are different.’




  ‘Bell, I get it!’




  She stops ranting and takes a sip of wine. ‘Anyway,’ she winks, putting her glass down, ‘it’s about time you climbed down from that fence you’ve been sitting on for

  as long as I’ve known you and join me on my side.’




  ‘I know, Bell, I know.’ I lean over and kiss her on the cheek. ‘If only it were that easy.’




  ‘But it ain’t,’ she says, and pours us more wine.




  





  Thirty-four Days Earlier




  The next morning I’m greeted in Bell’s guest room by a hangover from hell. Wispa drags me out for a short stumble around Clissold Park. I pick up some freshly baked

  croissants in Church Street and by the time I’m back at Bell’s she’s standing in her kitchen by her coffee machine. She looks as bad as I feel. We don’t talk much, which is

  fine. It’s good to have a friend you can have a laugh with, but also be silent when you feel like it.




  I drive back home around midday, knowing that it’s not going to be one of those productive and soul-restoring Sundays that make you feel smug and on top of everything. It’s going to

  be a waste of time in a can’t-be-bothered kind of way. It’s OK, everyone needs one of those from time to time. I call them Wispa Sundays. She loves them because she gets me, slouching

  around the house in a pair of old track bottoms, all to herself.




  The house feels stuffy. I open the windows to air it, but it’s wet and windy outside and the dampness immediately seeps into my bones. I feel tempted to turn on the heating, even though

  the calendar tells me not to. No one in their right mind turns the heating on at this time of year in this country. It’s supposed to be summer, for God’s sake, except it’s not.

  And, as the cheerful weather people tell us, this is what we’re going to get for the next ten years, if we’re lucky. It could be twenty, if we’re not. I decide to ignore the

  weather and warm up in a different way. I wrap myself in a green raincoat I picked up in a chandlery in a small coastal village while on a weekend trip to Norfolk with James and head out into the

  rain. It’s pretty disgusting outside but I push on towards the Heath, Wispa lolloping about like a happy seal.




  I would have thought the Heath would be empty, but there are quite a few hardened walkers defying the weather. I decide to do our usual loop and Wispa and I fall into a nice marching rhythm. As

  I enter the woods I’m reminded of the two guys I saw yesterday. No chance of catching any of them in this weather, I think to myself. But there is someone coming from the opposite direction,

  down the path leading from Kenwood. It’s a tall man in a grey Barbour wax jacket and as he approaches I’m struck by how handsome he is. Passing each other, we exchange a casual glance

  and he reminds me of the men from Dior’s moody ads. Probably gay, I think to myself. I’m distracted by Wispa bundling towards me dragging a branch covered in wet moss. I wrestle it from

  her and throw it high in the bushes where she can’t reach it. When I look round, the guy is gone.




  We climb up Fitzroy Park and reach the village, both totally wet. As we pass the charity shop something in the window catches my eye. I stop suddenly, pulling on Wispa’s lead. In the

  middle of the display, among the dusty crystals and yellow-with-age crockery, at the feet of a headless dummy in a flowery dress sits my teddy bear! I come closer to the window and stare at it. It

  definitely looks like James’s peluche; not an old toy with a wonky paw and matted fur like you’d expect in a charity shop, but a brand-new, clean and immaculate plush teddy. But

  it can’t be, mine got nicked from the car, I try to think logically. But what if . . . no, no, no, this is absurd. Why would anyone break a car window to steal a toy and then take it promptly

  to a charity shop? I walk away from the window, having decided it’s just a coincidence, the result of a sudden unexplained surplus of teddy bears in North London. Then a niggling thought

  stops me in my tracks. Could it be James, after all? No, it’s impossible. This is absolutely not the kind of thing he would do. I wouldn’t put it past Andrew, but thankfully he’s

  been out of my life for years. James wouldn’t do anything so creepy. Wispa pulls on the lead like crazy as we walk down our street. At least one of us is ready for dinner.




  I open the front door and remember I should get my keys back from James. I pick up the phone and dial his number. He answers almost instantly.




  ‘Anna? What a lovely surprise.’




  ‘How are you?’




  He tells me he’s great, has made some new resolutions, signed on a new fitness plan.




  ‘You know, burn that fat, build the muscle, reshape the body . . .’




  ‘There is nothing wrong with your body!’




  ‘Well, there’s always room for improvement.’ The way he says it sounds funny and we both laugh. I like his laugh.




  We chat for a while longer and I feel increasingly uneasy about the true reason for my phone call. Eventually we run out of chit-chat and I have to bite the bullet.




  ‘James . . . I know it’ll sound a bit mean, but it’s not really, it’s just that I need . . . could you possibly drop my keys off?’




  I waffle on about needing the spare set for my handyman, who’ll do a bit of work in the house. I know I sound like an idiot, a mean idiot at that. But his reaction makes it instantly all

  right. Of course, he says, sounding as if he’s to blame for the oversight, he’ll swing by and put them through my letter box. It’s no problem at all, he assures me. I thank him

  profusely, too profusely, and we say goodbye, wishing each other the best of luck.




  Revenge? What was I thinking? He’s a good man. But no, I warn myself, don’t even consider getting back together with him. It was nice while it lasted, but now you need time on your

  own, stay single for a while, I hear Bell’s voice in my head tell me.




  ‘OK, girlfriend,’ I say, partly to myself, partly to Wispa, and go to the kitchen to fill her bowl.




  





  Thirty-three Days Earlier




  As soon as I arrive at work I know it’s going to be a day from hell. Claire informs me my calendar has been cleared of all afternoon appointments to make room for a

  meeting with the President. Julian, as he likes to be called, although in my opinion Mr President would suit him much better, is coming to his London office personally. It can only mean bad

  news.




  I ponder all the unsettling scenarios. Reorganization. Hiring freezes. Budget cuts. Lay-offs. They all imply change. I’ve been around the block a few times, so I’m pretty used to

  change. I know I can survive, even if I get the sack today. But the majority of my staff, all those supposedly free-as-a-bird creative types, producers with the resilience of a butterfly’s

  wing, dread change. A rumour of lay-offs or even an unexpected promotion, anything that brings up fears of being unemployed, sets them off into a frenzy of panic or turns them into perpetual

  moaners who carry their hurt egos around like open wounds for anyone to see. Then there are the ‘permalancers’, who our business relies heavily upon. Freelancers who hang on to one job

  for months or even years, against the advice of their accountant and their own better judgement. They can be difficult and needy too, although in reality they haven’t got a leg to stand on

  and can be got rid of with a click of a mouse. Whatever change Julian will announce this afternoon, I’m not looking forward to it. And I dread its fallout.




  Gary puts his face through my open door. Damn, I forgot to shut it. My open door means anyone can pop in, in the spirit of the open camaraderie so painstakingly perpetuated by the company. Gary

  is my biggest promotion blunder. A fourteen-year-old boy trapped in the ageing body of a forty-year-old man, carrying his fat beer gut like an attribute of youth, Gary used to be a mediocre, but

  useful, senior producer until I promoted him to Creative Director. Big mistake. Now the boy thinks he’s a man. He shows his temper exactly when he’s not supposed to, then crumbles in

  tears like a baby at the sight of any challenge. Now he’s on a mission to destroy Bill. Bill is an editor, one of the longest serving in the company, and he has something Gary fears most:

  balls. And Bill has witnessed Gary dressing down, in a particularly nasty way, a shy and rather sweet-looking permalancer named Lisa. What Gary didn’t know was that Bill was going out with

  Lisa. So he ripped Bill’s girlfriend to shreds over nothing right in front of him, in his edit suite. Bill went straight to HR. HR reacted in their own wishy-washy way. Gary was gently

  reprimanded. Freelance work for Lisa had immediately dried up. Bill was left fuming. And Gary had embarked on a back-stabbing mission to get rid of Bill. But as nothing happens very quickly in our

  company, they are both still here, hating each other’s guts. I find Gary increasingly nauseating and I wish I could turn back the clock. But clocks go only one way in this place, onwards and

  upwards.




  ‘You busy?’ says Gary with his boyish grin that is supposed to mean ‘Oh, I’m so cute.’




  ‘I am, Gary. Sorry. Can it wait till tomorrow?’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘Oh, Gary, can you shut the door?’




  My glass door closes and I’m left in peace. I hide in my glass sanctuary through the morning, nipping out for a quick bite to eat in a cafe everyone avoids. It has famously bad food, but

  at least it’s always quiet.




  At five to three my work calendar pings and I make my way upstairs to the executive floor. Julian welcomes me as if I’m a long-lost relative. He is a small man, always immaculately dressed

  and smelling of good aftershave. He has the air of success and satisfaction about him, something that evolves over many years of huge salaries and bonuses. He asks me to sit on his comfortable

  leather sofa. He offers me coffee, which I accept. And then he tells me the bad news, disguised as an exciting development. It’s actually a message from the Chairman, he hastens to add,

  relieving himself of the immediate responsibility for what he’s about to announce.




  ‘What we want to create is an efficient and streamlined organizational structure,’ he says and my heart sinks. As the vision of ‘accelerated growth’,

  ‘integration’ and ‘single operational structure’ fills the office I’m already imagining a long list of redundancies, people having to reapply for their jobs, tears,

  grievances, employment tribunals. And then he drops an even bigger bombshell. It appears an external management consulting company has been hired to, as Julian puts it, ‘manage the

  change’. From now on, and for the foreseeable future – the next three months to be precise – Cadenca Global will be our guardian angel. I’ve never heard of Cadenca Global,

  but Julian assures me they are the best money can buy. I don’t doubt that. Spend money to save money: that sounds like a standard way of doing business in our industry. Oh, what great news.

  The day from hell has just turned into the beginning of a whole season from hell.




  I go back to my office considering filing for voluntary redundancy myself. But of course I won’t do it, the pull of the corporate gilded cage is too strong.




  As soon as I’m back, Sarah puts her basset face through my door. She’s a permalancer turned full-time Senior Producer, because she couldn’t hack the constant insecurity and

  challenges of the freelance life. She’s also a jolly fat girl turned miserable gastric-band dieter obsessed with her weight loss. The excess stretches of skin that used to contain fat hang

  loosely on her face and neck giving her the permanent expression of a sad dog.




  ‘You all right?’ she asks me in a concerned voice.




  ‘Yes, Sarah, I’m fine. How can I help you?’




  ‘No, no, no.’ She waves her hand. ‘If there’s anything I can do to help,’ she puts extra stress on ‘I’, ‘please just let me know.

  Anything.’




  ‘Thank you,’ I say and open my laptop pointedly.




  Basset Face gets the message and disappears. She knows. How on earth has she managed to get confidential information that was disclosed in Julian’s office not even five minutes ago? That

  doesn’t concern me much. She’ll be the first one to go in the restructuring of the department. What worries me more is the fact that if she knows then the whole building will know by

  tomorrow. I need to act quickly, arrange a departmental meeting to announce the changes before the rumour mutates into some hideous, morale-destroying monster. It will be a monster to deal with

  anyway, but it has to come from me. I pick up the phone.




  





  Twenty-nine Days Earlier




  The next few days are a blur of meetings, planning, announcements, speculation and frayed nerves. On Tuesday Cadenca Global makes its first appearance. It arrives in the shape

  of five young and sharply dressed uber-androids, four male and one female. It’s the female who is the scariest: cold, precise and unsmiling, she paints a frightening picture of the market

  realities that apparently reshape, like a pack of wolves, the media and entertainment industry. As they tear with their fangs at the old reality, new technology platforms pop up, new competition

  and business models emerge, gnawing at the old consumers until they are forced to change their viewing habits, shift their fat arses to a slightly different place on their sofas and start

  exercising different fingers, pressing different buttons. But not to worry, we’re not going to lose them, Cadenca Global is at hand with its extensive media consulting experience.

  They’ll help us adapt, simplify, break new ground and, of course, capitalize on new opportunities. I leave the conference room reassured. Reassured that life will never be the same.




  By Thursday the dust begins to settle and the painful process of implementing The Change begins. Although Cadenca Global are overseeing the whole process, the dirty work has been left to us, the

  middle management. Some people will have to reapply for their jobs, some will have to be told there are no jobs to reapply for. Some will doggedly pursue their careers, some will crack under

  pressure and leave. Some will have to be pushed. The new, shiny, streamlined structure is supposed to be ready by October. An ambitious plan. But there is one good thing about the upheaval at work.

  It has made me almost forget about my Heath stranger. Almost . . .




  At home I rely on my dog walker Nicole for taking care of Wispa. I barely have time and energy to take Wispa out for her evening walk when I get back from work. She’s not happy with a

  short stroll around the block and makes it obvious by whimpering at night. She ignores her Kong chew toy even when I put a dollop of peanut butter in it. I’ll have to make it up to her at the

  weekend.




  By Friday I’m ready for some proper human contact. I call Michael, one of my oldest and most reliable friends. He was an art designer at a company where I was starting out as a rookie

  promo producer. We were both going through a rough patch with our boyfriends at the time and we hit it off straight away, comparing notes on the love front and counselling each other. I was there

  for him when his lover Phil died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of forty; he stood by me when I was going through the emotionally exhausting divorce from Andrew. We’ve been through the

  wars together. He sounds as if he’s been waiting for my call and we arrange to meet in the evening at the Spaniards Inn, a Dickensian pub by the Heath where – and this is crucial for me

  – dogs are most welcome.




  I stop by at home to pick up Wispa and by eight I’m turning off Spaniards Road into the pub’s car park. Michael is waiting for me outside, having a cigarette. Wispa throws herself at

  him, overjoyed to see the old friend who always has a dog treat for her in his pocket. It’s a chilly night and we’re lucky to get a table inside, in the smaller of their cosy dining

  rooms. Quick look at the menu and I go for the sea bass, chickpeas, chorizo and cuttlefish main paired with Tripel Karmeliet, while Michael chooses gnocchi with quinoa, chestnut mushroom and

  truffled cream with Schiehallion Scottish lager. I melt into the relaxed atmosphere of the pub, the nerve-wracking roller coaster at work millions of miles away. Michael is telling me about his

  latest date, a guy he met on an Internet dating site, a working-class lad turned mature student and now a teacher at a Tower Hamlets school. ‘My Educating Rita guy’ he calls him.

  They met at a pub off Brick Lane and the guy spent the whole evening talking about himself, without asking Michael a single question.




  ‘I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again,’ says Michael and takes a sip of his Schiehallion. ‘There was no chemistry between us, anyway. How are you and James

  doing?’




  ‘We’ve split up.’




  ‘Really?’ Michael puts his glass down. ‘Though I can’t say I’m surprised. I was more surprised that you stayed with him for such a long time.’




  I nod. ‘Nearly three years.’




  ‘It’s a bit of a record for you, isn’t it? But I always thought he was a little too normal for you. I don’t mean boring, but too domesticated. And you, my dear, are a

  free spirit. You love adventure, challenge, you can’t be tied down by cosy domesticity. Here’s to audacious Anna.’




  He raises his glass and we both take a sip of our beers.




  ‘I actually quite liked him,’ he continues. ‘A nice lad, cute, intelligent, kind. Maybe a tad too nice. I’ve always thought he could be gay.’




  ‘Gay? He was the straightest guy I’ve ever met.’




  Michael smiles. ‘Even the straightest guys can have their gay side. Take those dads with lovely wives and a nice brood, who still go to the Heath for their little kicks. Well, not so much

  these days with the Internet and everything, but it’s still going on.’




  Our food arrives and it is delicious.




  ‘Kicks on the Heath. I saw a bit of that last weekend.’




  ‘Really? Where?’




  ‘Near the West Field Gate to Kenwood.’




  ‘That’s unusual. It used to be West Heath in my day.’




  ‘Your day? Don’t tell me you used to do it.’




  ‘Oh, it was a long time ago, before I met Phil. I was quite a stud then.’




  ‘I can’t imagine you prowling the Heath like a meerkat with a hard-on.’




  Michael laughs. ‘I was young, oversexed and quite lonely, I suppose. Imagine a naive Scottish boy in a big city.’




  ‘Surely you met some nice fellow students at Saint Martins?’




  ‘Yes, but I wasn’t looking for a picnic with my friends. I wanted the anonymity, the rush of adrenaline, a certain element of danger.’




  ‘Were you ever in danger?’




  ‘No . . .’ Michael hesitates. ‘I don’t think so.’ He looks as if he wants to add something, then he changes his mind. ‘How about some dessert?’




  We decide to share a brandy bread and butter pudding with buttermilk ice cream. I’ll burn it off during a quick jog with Wispa tonight and Michael doesn’t have to worry about his

  figure.




  





  Twenty-eight Days Earlier




  Saturday morning and I’m wide awake at 7 a.m. There’s no point in trying to sleep longer, it’ll only give me a headache. I get up and put my jogging gear on.

  Wispa is overjoyed.




  On our way to the Heath we pass by the charity shop and I notice the teddy bear has gone from the window. I hope it’s found a good home. I jog down Fitzroy Park, Wispa following me off the

  leash, her pink tongue lolling happily.




  We enter the Heath and I’m so overwhelmed by its beauty I have to stop. The morning mist is hanging over the pond, the sun touching the tops of trees, painting everything in warm light.

  Wispa is half-heartedly chasing a coot and I shout at her to stop. There is a heron standing on a fallen branch on the side of the Bird Pond, looking regal and still. Everything is perfect.




  We trot slowly up the hill and I feel high on endorphins, appreciating the moment, appreciating my life, the closest to being happy I ever get. I turn right at the top of the hill, towards

  Kenwood. And there he is, jogging towards me. The Dior Man. His muscular legs move rhythmically, his T-shirt is wet with sweat. He is absolutely gorgeous. His blond hair shines with moisture,

  turning into little curls, his lips full and sensuous. The delicate stubble on his face is darker than his hair, giving him a slightly mischievous look. But it’s the gentleness of his

  features, the boyish perfection combined with the grown-up strength of masculinity that I find most attractive in him. I falter in my step, slow down and bend over as if caught by a sudden side

  stitch.




  ‘You OK?’ I hear his voice, but he doesn’t slow down.




  ‘Yeah,’ I say hoarsely, unable to say anything else.




  He jogs on and disappears. My legs feel weak. I have to sit down, right there, on the ground. I take deep breaths and slowly regain composure. What the hell was it? Have I suffered a stroke? Am

  I getting an early menopause? I ask myself these silly questions, although I know the answer perfectly well. I’ve been knocked off my feet by the sight of a complete stranger, who

  didn’t even break his stride to look on me. This is the second time I’ve seen him at exactly the same spot. Is it coincidence? I get up and start walking. I don’t feel like

  jogging any more. Wispa follows me closely, as if sensing my confusion. Of course it was a coincidence. People are creatures of habit. Just as I choose to do the same loop on the Heath over and

  over again, so does he, obviously. It’s a public park, joggers come here every day. I probably bump into the same people all the time without even realizing it. I’ve noticed him because

  he is extraordinarily handsome; he probably hasn’t noticed me. He just saw some cranky jogger with a stitch in her side. End of story.




  But it’s not the end of the story, because I can’t stop thinking about it. Can’t stop thinking about him, his wet T-shirt snug against his pecs. This is insane. It’s only

  been a week since I broke off with James, far too early to start going man-crazy. I stumble home, unable to move any faster. Wispa keeps running forward, then coming back, checking on me, worried

  by my slow pace. Yes, I know, it’s unlike me. I can’t understand it myself. What’s going on?




  





  Twenty-seven Days Earlier




  The rest of Saturday disappears in a hazy fog of inertia and red wine. Bell wants to see me and I make up some silly excuses, a stomach bug and a migraine. You should never

  give more than one excuse if you don’t want to be caught out lying. I know she knows I’m lying, but I don’t care. I just want to be left alone.




  And then it’s Sunday morning and I’m wide awake at 7 a.m., bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, not a sign of a hangover, despite all the wine I drank last night. I throw on my jogging gear

  and bounce out of the door, Wispa nipping at my heels. I storm down Fitzroy Park, Wispa barely keeping up with me.




  The Heath looks different to yesterday. It’s foggy and overcast; dark clouds hang over Parliament Hill, threatening rain. The colours, so vibrant yesterday, are muted and pale. Even the

  birds look miserable. I steam up along the grey meadow, Wispa panting beside me. We stop at the top to catch our breath and then we enter the woods. My eyes have to adjust to the semidarkness, only

  then I realize I’m wearing sunglasses, ridiculous in this weather. I take them off and hook them on the V-neck of my T-shirt. I trot further into the woods. There’s no one here today. I

  pick up the pace again, determined to burn that anxious feeling that drives me forward, the thump-thump-thump of my heart in my ears. Faster, faster.




  And suddenly there he is, right in front of me, the same chiselled features, blue eyes, a wet T-shirt tight on his chest. We bump into each other and he catches me before I fall. Wispa barks at

  him, I shout at her and she runs off with her tail between her legs. I push him against a tree and look into his eyes. There’s something in them, a question or a need, which I choose to

  interpret as lust, because I want to. I slide my hand into his shorts and grab him, swollen and heavy. I squeeze and pump, my breath catching in my throat, my face against his wet T-shirt, the

  smell of washing powder and sweat overwhelming me. I feel my own excitement, barely controllable, and I tug at him harder. His breath quickens and he puts his hands on my shoulders, an unexpected

  gesture of tenderness. His grip begins to tighten and then he suddenly pushes me away. I stumble backwards like a drunk, trip on a broken tree branch, nearly fall, find myself suddenly alone. No,

  not alone. An elderly couple in matching green anoraks are staring at me, bewildered.




  ‘You all right, dear?’ asks the woman, worry in her eyes.




  ‘Yes,’ I nod, trying to smile sheepishly. ‘I just slipped . . . I’m fine.’




  They stare at me a bit longer, then shuffle off, two identical, dwarf-like figures disappearing in the mist. Wispa comes back to me, her head low, watching me suspiciously. When I reach out to

  touch her, she jumps away.




  ‘It’s OK, baby, come here.’ She approaches me cautiously and I pat her head. ‘Good girl.’




  I don’t remember getting back home. I take a hot shower, wrap myself in a thick towelling robe and sit down in the kitchen with a mug of steaming coffee in my hands. What have I done? From

  snippets of feelings and flashes of images, a coherent thought begins to emerge. I’ve sexually assaulted a man. I almost laugh. Is there even a precedent for such a thing? I’m sure

  there is – the mythical images of harpies drawing men into their grasp come to my head. Wow, no need to be so dramatic. OK, I pounced on him, but he wanted it, too. I had the hard evidence in

  my hand. A wave of embarrassment runs over me, making me hot and sweaty. What if he called the police? Would I get arrested? What would be my excuse? That I fancied him and it somehow gave me the

  right to assault him? Does it make it OK because I’m a woman? I feel I’m entering a minefield of double standards. I grab my Mac and google ‘sexual assault’. Wikipedia

  provides an instant definition: ‘Sexual assault is any involuntary sexual act in which a person is threatened, coerced, or forced to engage against their will, or any sexual touching of a

  person who has not consented. This includes rape, groping, forced kissing . . .’ I close the Mac and sit motionless for a long time. The definition I’ve just read did not specify

  the gender of the assailant and the assaulted. Whichever way I look at it, it appears I have committed a statutory sexual offence. But somehow, deep down, I don’t feel guilty. And this is

  bothering me even more than my transgression.
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