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			Oxford Street hadn’t woken up. It was still lying in bed with a hangover wearing last night’s makeup. All the shops were shut. There was a pigeon pecking at a paper bag, a man carrying a yellow bucket full of soapy water, and a few office workers with headphones. It was half past eight on a Friday morning and very cold. The sun had got stuck in Soho.

			Then the body hit her. It hit her with such force that she wondered, for a moment, if she’d walked into a wall. At the same time, she knew this sudden lunging body belonged to the woman with red lipstick and earrings who, seconds before, had been walking towards her, heels clacking on the pavement. She staggered backwards, taking the weight, and someone shouted, “Hey!” and the woman’s wiry hair was in her mouth and there was a sharp pain in her ribs. Then the woman shouted, “My bag!” and Tess, being a Londoner, felt her heart sink and focused—even though her arms were full of black polyester and the smell of hairspray—on the small, skinny man racing away down the street, ducking into a side road. Behind him, in hot pursuit, was a second man—youngish, average height, wearing a brown leather jacket—just disappearing from view, swallowed up by the same blind corner. Then there was nothing—just a half-empty street with passersby giving them quick furtive glances and just as quickly looking away.

			She tightened her grip on the woman in a sort of despairing hug. The woman made a kitten-sized mewl of misery and said, “He took my bag.”

			Tess, releasing her, said, “I think there was someone chasing him,” but they both knew, standing there on the shadowy street in the early morning of the grubby West End, that the bag had gone forever.

			Tess said, “Are you all right?”

			The woman nodded. But her red lipstick was smudged and her eyes, spiky with black mascara, were full of tears. She had fine lines round her mouth as if she smoked, or used to.

			“Shall I call the police?”

			The woman shook her head. “I’d only had it two minutes. It was a present. For my birthday.”

			“You’ve had a terrible shock. Let me buy you a cup of tea.”

			But the woman said, “No, you’re all right. I’ve got to get to work. I’m late already.”

			Tess felt almost as desperate as if she’d been pushed, humiliated, and robbed herself. “I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s the time it takes. Stopping all your cards, getting new keys, buying new makeup. I just wish he’d asked me for money. I would have given it him. It’s only the money they want.”

			“I still think you should report it,” said Tess. “Just in case that man catches him and gets it back.”

			The woman looked down the street in a vague sort of way as if she half-expected to see them still—the small, thin mugger and the man in the brown leather jacket.

			“He won’t catch him,” she said bitterly. “Not unless he’s Linford bloody Christie.”

			The sun, outwitting the concrete, flashed round the buildings and shone on the dirty plate glass of the shop windows. Oxford Street was waking up.

			•    •    •

			Somewhere round Wardour Street, George admitted defeat. He stood there, his ears deaf with pressure, filling his lungs with huge gulps of air. He felt a peculiar mixture of shame, rage, and exhilaration. He also felt very hot. He hadn’t run that fast, or that far, for a long time. It had been the impulse of the moment to chase after the thief—a reaction to the fury that rushed through him as he saw the woman fall, pushed to the ground.

			George wondered, as he waited for his heartbeat to return to normal, whether he should go back to Oxford Street and tell the woman what had happened. “I’m sorry. I ran after him for a long time but he got away. He dodged behind a delivery van and I lost him.” But would she still be standing there? He had no idea how much time had passed. Surely she would have gone by now.

			Maybe he should have stayed at the scene. He could have been a witness. “About five feet five inches, very thin, dark hair, fourteen maybe, fifteen, white, no distinguishing features.” Would that have helped? “Would you recognize him again, sir?” For one bright moment, George was 100 percent certain that he would. Then, just as quickly, he knew for a fact that he wouldn’t.

			Standing there, smelling vanilla sugar, coffee, and hot milk from the Italian café behind him, George felt a familiar sense of gloom. It was something that settled on him, like a heavy overcoat, whenever he was surprised from his thoughts (a permanent soundtrack) and made to face reality. It often hit him at this time of day. It wasn’t just muggers, or the random violence of a city full of strangers. It wasn’t even the bewildering chaos that followed him round wherever he went—lost keys, odd socks, off milk, red bills, bank cards that wouldn’t work and passwords he couldn’t remember, a seething, scuttling mass like cockroaches in a dark basement that you only see, for one horrified moment, when you turn on the light.

			No, this was something much worse. This was the growing conviction that he’d made a complete mess of his life, that he was a failure, that somewhere along the way he’d taken the wrong path, or made the wrong choice, and he was now facing a brick wall, a dead end. This was the gloom that filled his head whenever he stood in the middle of Soho and realized it was 2002, he’d been out of university for nearly five years, and he was still doing the same stopgap temporary job that he’d been doing since he left Manchester—a job he’d only taken on to pay the bills until the band took off.

			But the band hadn’t taken off. And the temporary job suddenly looked very permanent.

			George stood there, puzzled. But what was the answer? His father always said, “I had the choice between music and medicine.” Well, thought George, I had the choice between music and music. As his hero Thelonious Monk once said, that’s all I ever wanted to do. Recently it had got even worse. Now, thought George, I have the choice between carrying on and giving up. Giving up seems attractive. You just listen to all the thoughts you’ve been trying to push away—I’m never going to make it, it’s too competitive, there’s no point. But if I’m not playing, there’s no point anyway. So where does that leave me?

			Soho’s bikes and delivery vans and taxis skidded and revved and braked around him.

			After a while, because this line of thinking never got him anywhere, George took a deep breath, moved his head from side to side to ease the tension in his neck, and headed off for work.

			He arrived at the shop early. He didn’t, after all, normally run half the way from Oxford Circus. Rajesh came down to let him in. Inside it was dark because no one had opened the security shutters. Rajesh said, “All right?” and George nodded, even though his legs still felt unreliable, like baggy elastic. He said, “Who’s in today?” Rajesh said, “Freya, Vince, and Carmel.” George, hanging up his coat, felt his spirits lift. The day was going to be good after all. Freya only knew about violins. But Vince played keyboard like Art Tatum.

			He turned on the nearest light, and suddenly all the guitars strung up on the back wall gleamed gold like cymbals.

			•    •    •

			“You’d like him,” said Kirsty.

			She was sitting in a yoga position, each long leg wrapped in an opposite direction round her body.

			“Who?” said Tess.

			“George,” said Kirsty.

			It was Saturday morning. They were drinking coffee in their ramshackle living room, Kirsty on the floor, Tess curled up on the sagging sofa. Faint, unwilling light glanced through the big bay window, as if apologizing for showing up quite so much dust. There were stray belongings strewn everywhere—hoodies, bags, books, earphones, inflatable pillows, oversize pink socks. People were always staying at the flat—old friends from Manchester, pub mates who’d missed the last tube home. On bad days, when Tess came home to an empty fridge and a ring round the bath, she wondered if their hospitality had gone too far.

			This morning they had the flat to themselves. Kirsty had just got in. She didn’t look like someone who’d been clubbing all night. Her long black hair was smooth and shiny. Her eyes were still perfectly made up, Cleopatra-style.

			Tess said, “You’re doing it again.”

			“What?”

			“You don’t like Dominic,” said Tess, “so you keep trying to introduce me to other people.”

			Kirsty looked hurt. “When have I ever said I didn’t like Dominic?”

			“Ever since I met him?”

			Manchester University. The first term of the first year. Three girls in one flat and a shared bathroom from which Dominic had emerged wearing nothing but a small white towel. Kirsty, looking past him to Tess, had raised one beautifully arched eyebrow. But Tess could explain nothing. Why had a man who looked like an underwear model spent the night in her bed?

			“Dominic,” said Kirsty, “is extraordinary.”

			Tess, suspicious, said nothing.

			“But George,” said Kirsty, “is your soul mate.”

			“My soul mate.”

			“You’d love him. He’s a musician. He likes arty stuff.”

			“So do lots of people,” said Tess.

			“And he’s old-fashioned.”

			“I’m not old-fashioned.”

			“Says the girl obsessed with vintage fashion.”

			Tess, who had spent all morning reading a 1944 copy of Woman magazine (“5 Spring Tonics for Your Clothes!”), was silenced.

			“I promise you,” said Kirsty, “he’s your type.”

			“What’s my type?”

			Kirsty looked up at her from under lowered lids, like a small girl about to say a rude word. “Anyone who isn’t Dominic.”

			Tess opened her mouth to protest and quickly shut it again. This was a running joke. Whenever Kirsty saw Dominic—once or twice during the week, and almost every weekend—she looked at Tess with an expression of slight surprise, as if Tess had started wearing blue eye shadow or taken to eating raw kidneys. Tess had decided some time ago that there was no law that said your best friend had to like your boyfriend. Both had claims on you, and each probably resented the time you spent with the other. So you just had to carry on as if the rivalry didn’t exist.

			Dominic found Kirsty incomprehensible. He said he had no idea how someone who never got to bed until four in the morning could possibly hold down a job. To Dominic, Tess said, yes, isn’t it amazing, she’s got so much energy. To Kirsty, she said, don’t you think it would be a good idea to take work a bit more seriously so you don’t get fired all the time? To which Kirsty replied, I can always get another job.

			This was true. Model good looks and a maths degree—what did a few holes in the CV matter? You can’t waste time worrying about work, Kirsty said. Work is what you have to do to pay the rent. Life is what happens when your shift is over.

			Tess said, “So where were you last night?”

			“Watching Rhys’s band.”

			Tess frowned, trying to remember. “Who’s Rhys?”

			“Gareth’s older brother.”

			“So was Gareth there?”

			Kirsty looked at her as if she was insane. “Hardly.”

			“He still hasn’t forgiven you?”

			“Rhys says he cries himself to sleep.”

			Tess was shocked. “But that’s terrible!”

			“It’s just Rhys talking,” said Kirsty, “making a crisis out of a drama. It’s the Dylan Thomas in him.”

			Tess thought about Gareth, lying alone in the dark, his heart breaking. It made her sad. Of all the men Kirsty had been out with—and most of them, like her jobs, only lasted a fortnight—Gareth was the one Tess had liked the best. He had red hair and freckles across his nose and looked like someone who spent his life outdoors building dry stone walls and splitting logs with an axe. None of that was true, of course. Gareth worked in a call center selling insurance. Tess hated thinking of him cramped behind a fake wood desk with earphones and a mouthpiece.

			“So where did you go?”

			“A club,” said Kirsty. “Near Smithfield.” She stopped, remembering. “It’s a bit weird walking through Smithfield in the early hours. You keep bumping into pig carcasses.” Tess had a sudden mental picture of Kirsty surrounded by racks of ribs. “And George was playing keyboard and he was really, really good. Everyone kept standing up and yelling and clapping. And then we went back to Rhys’s house in Hackney, and had some tea, and we were sitting there, talking, and I thought, Tess would really like him. Tess would really like George.”

			Tess was trying hard not to look interested. Kirsty had a good instinct for people. If she got chatting to someone at a bus stop at three AM, they’d turn out to be an actor from the Old Vic or someone who worked with Vivienne Westwood. So she said, casually, “Everyone says that.”

			Kirsty put down her coffee cup and unwound herself to sitting cross-legged. “Everyone says what?”

			“That I’d like George.”

			“Who, exactly?”

			“Ellie and Lauren. They knew him at Manchester.”

			“How come?” said Kirsty. “He left before we started.”

			“I don’t know,” said Tess. “Through friends of Lauren. You know what she’s like. The networking queen.”

			“Well, there you are, then,” said Kirsty. “All the prerequisites of a perfect relationship. You went to the same university, have the same friends, and you’re both free and single.”

			Tess straightened her back. “You’re forgetting about Dominic.”

			Kirsty got up in one easy movement. She stood there, graceful, poised. “Easily done,” she said.

			•    •    •

			That night, Saturday night, Tess didn’t think about George. She thought about Dominic, because he was there in her room, lying on her bed, propped up on one elbow like a sculpture in a stately home. Whenever she saw Dominic naked, Tess felt breathless. She couldn’t believe that a man so perfect had ended up on her duvet. Dominic had long limbs, broad shoulders, and taut muscles that defined his waist and buttocks. His skin was uniformly honey colored, as if he sunbathed nude. He had straight blond hair, which he kept quite long; very blue eyes; and just the right amount of stubble. Each time she met him after work midweek, when he wore his dark gray suit, blue shirt, and navy tie, Tess was stunned all over again by his beauty. They would sit silently side by side, eating dough balls and pizza, and she would wonder how many women in the restaurant were watching her, ripped to shreds inside by raw, bleeding envy.

			It was completely new to her, this feeling of being with the best-looking man in the room. At parties as a teenager, hiding her suddenly curvaceous body under baggy T-shirts, she cringed against the walls. No one noticed her, and she kept her eyes firmly fixed on the floor. At school on Monday mornings, she had nothing to offer—no tales of kissing or cheating or flirting. And then, suddenly, in her first week at Manchester, there was Dominic, appearing in all his magnificence like an angel sent from heaven. He picked her out. He chose her. He made her feel desirable.

			Still, even now, she couldn’t quite believe it. On top of his breathtaking physical perfection, Dominic had a steady, even temperament. She knew he wouldn’t play games, lead her on, dump her. He was loyal. He was dependable. He was so in control of his emotions that everything he said was thoughtful and considered. He said that everyone should talk less—that you should contribute to a discussion only to correct misunderstandings or to make a point that others had overlooked.

			Because of this, phone conversations with Dominic were never much fun.

			But Tess, who worried sometimes that whole sentences slipped out of her mouth before she’d even worked out what she thought, found this reserve admirable.

			“Does he talk to you when you’re alone?” Kirsty said once as they halfheartedly cleared up the flat.

			“Of course he does,” said Tess. “Why?”

			“I was counting how many words he said in the pub last night,” said Kirsty. “I made it to forty-three.”

			“Well perhaps if everyone else had talked a bit less,” said Tess, “he might have had a bit more of a chance.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes,” said Tess, firmly.

			In fact, Dominic didn’t talk to her much. But, as she often thought to herself in a haze of astonishment as they lay entwined, skin slippery with sweat, heartbeats returning to normal, there are other ways to communicate.

			So Tess didn’t think about George until Monday morning when she was sitting on the Victoria line on her way to work. She had a relatively easy commute—six stops from Brixton to the West End—and usually spent it daydreaming. She was looking, lost in admiration, at the peplum waist of the dark green dress worn by the woman straphanging in front of her when the tube rushed into Oxford Circus. Startled, she scrambled to her feet and was shoved by the crowd onto the platform, where she found herself, for one strangely still second, in front of a poster for The Piano Man. It was, according to the Daily Mail, “a rip-roaring success of a musical.”

			And now she thought about George. She knew he played keyboard. But what kind of music? she wondered, as the crush of bodies moved her towards the escalator. Because it was still early and her brain hadn’t quite woken up, she started imagining George—a man she had never met—sitting at a grand piano playing Rachmaninoff, until she remembered he was part of a band and so probably didn’t perform symphonies. By the time she reached the ticket barrier, and had been hit in the head twice by someone’s rucksack, she had also remembered what Kirsty said about his being old-fashioned. What did that mean, she thought, as she made her way towards the Argyll Street exit. Covering old Beatles songs?

			On Great Marlborough Street, at the junction with Poland Street, a man crossed in front of her with a tall black canvas bag—the kind that contains a digital keyboard—sticking up from one shoulder. There are so many musicians, she thought, in this part of London. They flock here, like pigeons to Trafalgar Square.

			At the Italian coffee shop, Tess picked up two cappuccinos as usual and arrived at Daisy Greenleaf Designs ten minutes early. In the doorway of the office block next door, hunched in his black coat, his collar turned up against the cold, Colin seemed to be dozing. Tess crouched down, trying not to breathe in too deeply. He smelt of old, damp rottenness, like compost.

			“Colin?” she said.

			He opened his eyes, winced, and coughed. You could hear the London traffic in his lungs.

			“I’ve brought you your coffee,” said Tess.

			“What day is it?”

			“Monday,” said Tess.

			Colin sighed. His beard was gray. His skin was gray. Sometimes Tess thought he must be seventy, at least. But she wasn’t sure. Sleeping rough made even the young look old.

			“Bad night?” she said.

			“Can’t complain.”

			When Tess got to the top of the stairs, Glenda was already in the office, picking away at the keyboard with her shell-pink nails. Glenda was never still. Even when sitting apparently motionless, she quivered—flesh, curls, silver hooped earrings—like a soapy bubble on the point of explosion. She had an uncanny ability to type and talk at the same time, often doing both while checking her frosty pink lipstick—which glistened like glacé icing—in the mirror attached to the desk lamp. By midafternoon she had built up an atmosphere of such a multitasking frenzy that Tess sometimes had to take herself outside into the gray London air and walk round the block until her heartbeat returned to normal.

			“I’m just dealing with some of the liars,” said Glenda, without looking up. “I’ve left you the moaners.”

			They sat opposite each other every day, separated by two screens, Glenda’s large makeup bag, and thirty years of experience. Glenda had spent her life soothing the public. On Tess’s very first day, she explained that people who complained could be divided into four groups—moaners, shouters, liars, and genuines.

			“There’s not many genuines,” she said.

			“Really?” said Tess, polite but confused.

			“Well, it’s like life, really, isn’t it?” said Glenda.

			Daisy Greenleaf Designs was ten years old. It was an online company selling specialist stationery, including handmade paper, tiny notebooks decorated with beads and mirrors, and envelopes sealed with ethically sourced glue. Glenda and Tess formed a department loosely called “customer services” but more accurately described as “complaints.” The trouble with arts and crafts carefully sourced from the global village was that the products often fell apart. Added to this, prices were ridiculously high. It took all of Glenda’s tactical genius and Tess’s gentle, persuasive kindness to get customers to reorder at all.

			Daisy Greenleaf herself didn’t exist. She was the brainchild of Oliver Bankes, who had already flirted with online haberdashery supplies, online picnic hampers, and online party games. He was now pinning his hopes, and the rest of his inheritance, on baby-pink notepaper in which you could still trace the woodchip.

			“Did you have a nice weekend?” said Tess, taking off her jacket and squeezing behind her desk. Space, given West End prices, was at a premium. Sometimes she had to pretend very hard that she couldn’t hear Oliver shouting into his mobile or see him, through the open door of his office, rearranging the contents of his trousers.

			“I drove down to Swanage,” said Glenda. She sighed. “I’m thinking very seriously of retiring there, you know. You can get a bungalow right on the sea.”

			“My grandmother lives near there,” said Tess, “in Poole.”

			“Almost as many days of sunshine as Cornwall,” said Glenda. She stared into the middle distance. “Who was it who said that when you tire of London you tire of life?”

			“Dr. Johnson?”

			“Well, he was wrong,” said Glenda. “The point is, when you get to my age, you want a bit more. I mean, I still love the theater. Musicals. Nothing like a West End show. Sitting in red velvet seats. But I’m tired of all the mess, you know, and the concrete, and the crowds. And the grime. And the smell of burning plastic. Everywhere you go. It must be the roads. The number of times they dig them up I’m amazed they’ve got any tarmac left. Daisy Greenleaf Designs?” she said, picking up the phone without pausing for breath.

			At one o’clock, Tess took her sandwich to the patch of grass in the middle of Hanover Square. There she waited for Ellie, who, as she was working unpaid as a fashion intern for a glossy magazine, couldn’t afford to go anywhere for lunch but a wooden bench. Ellie looked like a boy. Tess was never sure whether this was a public statement, a fashion choice, or a sensible way of capitalizing on a body with no recognizable female characteristics. Whatever the reason, the way she looked turned heads, which wasn’t easy to do in the middle of London. Today she was wearing a white cotton shirt, men’s trousers, suspenders, and flat brown lace-ups. Her dark brown hair was cut short and she wore no makeup. She looked as if she should be carrying a cricket bat, or a model Spitfire, with a homemade catapult stuck in her waistband.

			Tess waved and Ellie, hands in pockets, strolled across the square. There were little shiny slants of sunlight coming through the leaves of the trees. Ellie’s pale skin was so clear it looked almost translucent.

			“So how’s the world of ethical stationery?” she said, sitting down on the bench.

			“Very purple this morning,” said Tess. “Our French suppliers have misdyed a whole batch of notebooks and there have been a lot of complaints.”

			“Stressful?” said Ellie, frowning.

			“Only when I’m sitting there. Out here, it all seems a little bit hysterical.”

			“You’ve got to keep your customers happy.”

			“I know,” said Tess. “And it’s a job. Dominic’s always telling me how lucky I am.”

			They sat, watching the sunshine play on the grass.

			Ellie said, “I always thought you’d do something in fashion.”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes,” said Ellie, making a face as if stating the obvious. “You’re the only person I know who went to lectures dressed as if she had a ration book.”

			Tess blushed. “Did it look stupid?”

			“No. It was great.”

			“It was that vintage shop. It had so much 1940s stuff. And I love it. The tailoring. The shoulder pads, and neat waists, and hems just over the knee.”

			“It suits you,” said Ellie.

			Tess smoothed the skirt of her pale green dress (Irish linen, Fred Howard, circa 1943). “Because I’m small and what is euphemistically known as curvy.”

			“Don’t knock it,” said Ellie. “I wouldn’t even know where to put a belt if it weren’t for the loops on my trousers.”

			“I’ve got old pictures of my grandma wearing the same kind of clothes,” said Tess. “My mum says I look like her. She was small and round, too.”

			“You’re not round,” said Ellie.

			“I wish she’d kept some of them. But she says they all wore out. She cut them up into dusters.”

			They sat watching a peg-legged pigeon hop between the empty crisps packets. Tess thought of the way they had to make do in World War II, and the ingenuity involved in scrubbing up for a local dance. Beetroot juice to stain your lips red. Lines drawn down the backs of your legs to look like seams. They would have played Glenn Miller. “A String of Pearls.” “That was the best moment,” her grandmother used to say, “before the dancing started, when the hall was empty and the band was playing and people were just starting to arrive. You felt the excitement all down your spine.”

			The pigeon cocked its head and looked at her. Tess gave herself a little shake, and the 1940s disappeared. She said quickly, in case Ellie realized her mind had wandered off elsewhere, “So what are you up to this week?”

			“More of the same,” said Ellie sadly. “Photocopying, filing, running errands.”

			“It’s what you’ve got to do, though, isn’t it?” said Tess. “You’ve got to get it all on your CV.”

			“I’d rather be working. Like you.”

			“I don’t know,” said Tess. “I like the money. But sometimes I think, What am I doing? Does it really matter?”

			“Well, stop then,” said Ellie. “Get out and do something else. Grab hold of it before it’s too late.”

			Tess, frightened that it had all become too serious, rubbed her hands together, getting rid of the crumbs. “Oh, maybe,” she said. “Let’s talk about something nice. I’ve only got half an hour.”

			“We’re thinking of having a party,” said Ellie.

			“Oh,” said Tess, brightening. “When?”

			“For Lauren’s birthday. May twenty-fifth.”

			“Who’s coming?”

			“Everyone, I hope.”

			“Can I bring Dominic?”

			Ellie looked at her. “You need to ask?”

			“I’m being polite,” said Tess.

			“You two have been joined at the hip ever since you brought him back to the flat. What was it? The second day?”

			“It wasn’t that soon,” said Tess, mumbling.

			“Yes, it was,” said Ellie. “I was shocked.”

			“You weren’t. And anyway, it wasn’t like that.”

			“You may look all demure and conventional on the outside,” said Ellie, “but inside you’re a seething mass of animal passion.”

			“But it wasn’t like that,” said Tess again, looking up, her cheeks hot. “I just knew, right from the beginning, that I was going to be with him forever.”

			“Forever?”

			“Yes,” said Tess.

			“If you say so,” said Ellie.

			•    •    •

			On Tuesday night after work, when Dominic was studying—he was training to be an accountant, working for a large City firm that had taken him into their graduate entry scheme—Tess went to Central Saint Martins college of art to see Toby’s degree show. Toby was an old friend from primary school in rural Kent who now lived in a squat in Camden. He didn’t look like an artist. He had neat black spectacles and usually wore a fawn Fair Isle vest that had shrunk in the wash. He carried a satchel and always forgot about the bicycle clips on his trousers. But he had big ideas. He designed installations. The first one Tess ever saw—a giant bra, made entirely from chicken bones, suspended from the ceiling—had made her laugh. She wasn’t sure if that was the right reaction. But it made her want to see more.

			Tess had asked Kirsty to come with her to Saint Martins, but Kirsty was working—a new job in a cocktail bar in Covent Garden. So Tess queued up alone, surrounded by people she didn’t know, entranced by the hats, the shaved heads, the facial jewelry, and the thick theatrical makeup.

			Inside it was very crowded. It was hard to see anything at all. Sometimes Tess found herself face-to-face with a gargoyle-­like mask, or a dog-sized papier-mâché bee with gauzy wings, but most of the time, being only five feet two inches, she found herself staring into the middle of someone’s back.

			The noise was incredible. Some of the installations used sound—squeaky whining like high-tensile wires being scraped with a violin bow, or drum and bass vibrating from black speakers. There were people shouting to be heard over recordings of massed choirs. There was the level of conversation you get at a cocktail party when everyone’s drunk too many margaritas. Added to this, it was hot. She tried to take deep breaths, but the air was chalky, as if full of paint particles, and smelt slightly chemical, like the disinfectant you use in toilets. By the time she’d climbed two sets of stairs, propelled by other people’s knees, Tess felt sick. Her shoes, which were vintage brown alligator—to die for—pinched. She longed for a glass of water.

			And then, quite suddenly, she found herself in front of a small white cardboard notice that said, “TOBY WALTERS Anywhere Else Than Here Today,” and, without making any conscious decision, she was standing in line waiting to go through a small doorway. When the crowd moved, she was jostled next to the arm of someone wearing a brown leather jacket, and for a moment she wanted to look up for reassurance, to say, “Do you know what this is?” But there was no time, because now she was in the room, and she heard the door shut behind her and, without warning, the lights went out.

			They were standing in total blackness. It felt for a moment, beneath her feet, as if the ground had changed and become soft and mossy. Was she standing on grass? She breathed in, and she could swear she smelt sweet clover and the dampness of leaves—new green leaves covered in dew. The air was cool and fresh, as if someone had opened the window onto a summer morning in the country. She could still hear every sound from the degree show—the choirs, and the shouting, the squeaky wires and the drum and bass—but now it was muted and distant, a long way off, as if it didn’t really matter. And the darkness, the cool black darkness, became almost tactile, like that moment when you know the night is ending and the day will begin, and beneath the blank nothingness the shapes of real objects slowly start to appear. The air was expectant. No one moved. No one spoke. And Tess, for the first time that day, felt happy.

			Then, gradually, as the minutes passed, she became aware of the crowd shifting because there was a sliver of light on the opposite side of the room and a door was slowly opening. Now she could hear the sounds of the exhibition quite loudly and she was back in the heat and noise of the degree show as the darkness disappeared and the lights came on, brightening to intense white. She looked down at her shiny, bump-toe shoes, and there beneath her was gray lino, not grass. She could smell nothing but stale air and, perhaps, old sweat. She smiled. Clever, Toby, she thought. How did you do that? And as she followed the man in the brown leather jacket out of the room, she swelled with pride. I know the artist, she thought. I have known the artist since he was seven years old and we made rubber balls out of the elastic bands the postman dropped on the pavement.

			•    •    •

			“I’m worried about her. After all, she’s getting on. She’ll be eighty in July.”

			“But she’s fit and well,” said Tess.

			“I know,” said her mother. “But you only need one bad fall at that age, and it all gets very complicated.”

			Tess shut her eyes. From the clatter at the other end of the phone, she knew exactly what her mother was doing. She was wandering round her kitchen in Kent, starting lots of jobs and abandoning them halfway through. That’s what she always did, even when she wasn’t on the phone. Her mother never finished anything. She would half-empty the dishwasher, half-fold the washing, half-make a cup of tea. Bags of carrots lay about half-peeled. Letters lay half-read. Drawers and cupboards were permanently wide open as if someone had shouted “Fire!” in the middle of Sunday lunch and everyone had rushed out in a panic. When she was much younger, Tess had followed on her mother’s heels, trying to restore order. These days, recognizing an impossible task, she did nothing and tried to see the chaos as charming.

			“Has she always been like that?” said Dominic after Tess had taken him home for the first time.

			She thought back. “I think so.”

			“That must have been hard,” he said, “growing up.”

			“Neatness isn’t everything,” said Tess.

			But part of her thought it probably was. Her parents had always been kind and gregarious, happy to drop everything for a surprise party with cheese wotsits and a bottle of Liebfraumilch. But by the time she was about ten, Tess realized that any kind of forward planning was beyond them. They couldn’t organize anything. Pipes burst and boilers broke down. Clothes hung around in various states of disrepair. Trains were missed and passports lost. The turkey was always frozen on Christmas Day. Money, especially, was beyond them. They never opened bank statements. When Tess’s father died of a heart attack just before her sixteenth birthday, her mother had found all the final demands in Tesco carrier bags under the bed.

			Tess, burned by the memory of her mother’s hopeless crying, now thought of money as risky and unreliable—something that disappeared, without warning, into thin air. Fear of money wiggled through her life like a vein of thin blue mold in Stilton.

			“Spend it while you can,” her mother always said. She thought Tess was far too cautious. She herself was always optimistic. Her favorite phrase was Scarlett O’Hara’s “Tomorrow is another day.”

			Dominic, thank goodness, knew about money. He liked money. He found accountancy interesting.

			“It’s logical,” he said.

			He was generous with his knowledge. He helped Tess find the best bank account, the cheapest insurance, the most attractive ISA. He checked her records were up-to-date. He balanced her checkbook.

			“He’d breathe for you,” said Kirsty, “if you let him.”

			“Everyone’s got their weaknesses,” said Tess. “I hate money. It terrifies me. I’d much rather he dealt with it all.”

			Dominic kept her safe.

			“I’ve tried to persuade her to move a bit closer,” said her mother.

			Tess, whose mind had drifted off, struggled to concentrate.

			“But she says she’s happy where she is,” said her mother, who now, by the sound of it, was rummaging around in a drawer full of bottle openers and tent pegs. “She’s lived in Dorset all her life. She says she can’t imagine not living by the sea.”

			“I can see why you wouldn’t want to move in your eighties,” said Tess. There was a loud whoosh as the kitchen tap was turned on full blast. “Mum?”

			“Yes?”

			“What are you doing?”

			“I can’t remember,” said her mother. “Did I want a cup of tea?” The tap was turned off. “What were we talking about?”

			“Gran.”

			“Oh, yes,” said her mother. “You see, the problem is, it’s such a long way from here. It takes me a good four hours to drive down there.”

			Tess shuddered. She hated thinking of her mother driving anywhere. The car was covered in dents from minor collisions at traffic lights and sudden lane changes on motorways. “What’s wrong with everyone today?” she’d say, as she swerved in front of white delivery vans, causing them to brake violently. “Everyone’s driving so badly.”

			“I could go and see her,” said Tess.

			“She’d love it if you did. Could you find the time?”

			“It’s quite quick by train,” said Tess. “Two hours from Waterloo.”

			“What I’m most worried about,” said her mother, “is that she’ll get in a muddle and lose something. It’s what happens when you get older, I think. You just can’t keep things organized anymore.”

			•    •    •

			The flat in Brixton was the top half of a narrow Victorian semi. The year before, when Tess had first seen the house—when she and Kirsty had just left uni and were looking for somewhere to live in London—she was enchanted. There was a pale pink rose just coming into flower on the trellis and a heavy brass knocker on the door. But all charm ended there. It was a bad conversion, done on the cheap. The sash windows had to be wedged open to stop them crashing down. There was damp in the bathroom and none of the bedroom radiators worked.

			But, worst of all, Tess and Kirsty had to walk right into the middle of someone else’s family life before climbing the stairs to their own front door. Every time she came home, Tess felt like an intruder. One of the children from the downstairs flat had a red plastic tricycle with brittle yellow wheels that he scooted up and down the narrow hall, scraping the tessellated tiles. Whenever he saw Tess, he stopped and stared at her with big, terrified eyes.

			Tess’s room was a converted attic at the top of the house. From the window she could look down onto the backyard and the washing line permanently festooned with small T-­shirts. Because of the sloping ceiling, Dominic was only ever able to stand upright just inside the door. The rest of the time, he had to bend double, like a soldier running through enemy lines.

			In the tiny box room next door to her own Tess had set up a black metal clothes rail. Here was where she kept her collection of vintage dresses, blouses, coats, and suits, with shoes and boots neatly paired beneath. Handbags sat on a wooden shoe rack beneath the window. Tess never bought anything that wasn’t strong enough to wear. She had become adept at checking for seams that couldn’t be repaired, underarms where the fabric was stained, and the seats of skirts where the material had worn thin. But she knew enough about basic sewing to replace ripped linings and edgings, and could stitch back missing buttons, loose facings, and broken zips. If, sometimes, she bought a jacket that had lost its belt, or a hat without a hatband or a bow, she turned the pages of her old fashion magazines until she could guess at what the original might have looked like. Then she hunted through all the bargain buckets in charity shops until she found what she needed.

			The real excitement, as she explained to Kirsty, was finding a Utility Clothing label in the seam, with those two distinctive circles, each missing a wedge. “CC41. It means Controlled Commodity 1941. It’s what the government brought in as part of rationing to limit what materials could be used. So dresses could only have two pockets and five buttons. Only six seams in a skirt. Men weren’t allowed turn-ups in their trousers. But some of the young ones got round it by pretending their legs were longer than they were, and then going home and turning up the hems.”

			Kirsty gave her a long, hard look. “You’re like one of those men with a model railway in the spare room.”

			“They’re clothes,” said Tess. “I wear them.”

			“Most people go to Topshop,” said Kirsty.

			You don’t understand, thought Tess. They made the best of what they had. Good design within severe limitations.

			“We hated those labels,” said her grandmother, who’d been seventeen when the war broke out. “We always cut them out.”

			From time to time, Tess tried to persuade Dominic to try on a vintage suit. She got nowhere. He didn’t like the idea of dead men’s clothes. Luckily for him, being just over six foot, he was too tall for most of them anyway. Men used to be smaller when food was in short supply.

			Sometimes, tempted beyond common sense, Tess would buy a man’s black fedora, or a silk tie, or a wartime bib-fronted dress shirt, and hang it up in her room just for the pleasure of looking at it.

			“But what’s it for?” Dominic would say.

			“I like the workmanship, I suppose. Or maybe imagining the person who used to wear it.”

			Dominic would look at her with his clear blue eyes, and she could see that he didn’t understand at all.

			It’s the attraction of opposites, she said to herself firmly. You see it all the time. You look for the person who supplies what you lack. It’s yin and yang, logic and feeling, head and heart. You come together as one complete whole.

			“Someone told me once,” she said to Kirsty as they walked down Brixton Road to the tube on Saturday afternoon, constantly separated by people shouting on mobiles and pushing buggies and pulling tartan shopping trolleys on wheels, “that every soul is divided at birth and you have to search and search until you find the other half. It’s an old Indian legend.”

			“Are you lost?” said a thin man in a striped woolly hat. She was about to say, no, I’m fine, thank you, I live round here, when she realized he was holding a notice on a wooden stick saying “Jesus Saves” and the question was entirely spiritual.

			“But do you think it’s true?” said Tess, running to catch up with Kirsty.

			“Is what true?”

			“That there’s just one person in the world who can make you happy, and you have to keep looking until you find them?”

			“No,” said Kirsty. “Lots of people can make you happy.”

			Tess looked at her, crestfallen.

			“Besides which,” said Kirsty, “there are seven billion people in the world. You haven’t got enough years in your life to search through them all.”

			“You’re forgetting about fate,” said Tess.

			“Fate?”

			“Fate brings people together.”

			“Like two people applying to the same university.”

			“Well, yes,” said Tess. It seemed a bit trite when you reduced searching the Sahara, the Himalayas, and the North Pole to bumping into each other in a café in Manchester.

			“I think that just proves,” said Kirsty, “that people make conservative choices. You fall in love with the person standing in front of you.”

			“What about your parents?” said Tess. “What were the chances of them meeting?”

			Kirsty’s mother was Irish and grew up in Cork. Her father had arrived in Birmingham from Somalia at the age of three. They met at a bar mitzvah in Finchley.

			“Most people,” said Kirsty, “aren’t like my parents. Most people end up with partners born in a thirty-mile radius. That doesn’t sound like fate. That sounds like apathy.”

			Tess opened her mouth to disagree. But then she remembered that Dominic had been born in Croydon and she’d been born near Tonbridge, which sounded like the correct distance, roughly speaking. So she said nothing and changed the subject.

			•    •    •

			Dominic was waiting for her outside the huge multiplex on Leicester Square. He was leaning against the wall, hands in pockets, effortlessly cool. When she saw him, her heart beat fast, as it always did, as if offering a round of applause.

			“Am I late?” she said, breathlessly.

			“Only a minute,” he said.

			As they queued for tickets, Tess wondered, as she often did, when they’d move in together. Dominic had gone back to live with his parents after they graduated—partly to save money but partly to help out with a complicated set of circumstances involving his sister and a husband from Catalonia with mental health problems. The family crisis appeared to be over, but Dominic stayed on in the room he’d had as a child, his accountancy books on the desk in front of the window.

			Tess couldn’t imagine Dominic living with her in the Brixton flat. Weekends were fine, because Kirsty was usually out, but she suspected Kirsty would blow a fuse if she thought she had to have Dominic around full-time. So, if she and Dominic wanted to be together, they’d have to find a place of their own. As the lights went down and the adverts started, Tess started imagining a modern flat with wooden floors and clean white furniture—the kind of thing you see in the room sets at IKEA. I could buy a storage solution for all my vintage clothes, she thought.

			After the film, which had a lot of people being shot, and a complicated plot about double-crossings that Tess couldn’t quite follow, they went to Chinatown and wandered about until the light started fading and hunger drove them into a cheapish-looking restaurant. They sat at a table right in the window with their backs to a large group of men shouting at each other. Tess thought, as they looked through the menu, It’s so lovely that Dominic and I don’t need to talk all the time. We can sit here, in silence, and it’s comfortable and relaxed. I read somewhere that whenever they ate out in public Wallis Simpson was so determined to be seen animatedly chatting to the duke that sometimes, if she really had nothing to say, she would recite the letters of the alphabet. Tess smiled to herself. I am so lucky that we can just be ourselves.

			She felt herself being jostled from behind. A brown leather jacket flopped to the floor.

			“I’ll get that,” said a very Welsh voice, and the jacket was picked up and hung back round the chair. “It’s my friend, you see. He got up and knocked it off.”

			“Oh, that’s fine,” said Tess, only half looking round.

			“It’s not in your way, is it?”

			“No,” said Tess.

			“Not a lot of room, is there really?”

			Tess didn’t answer, just edged her chair forwards to give the shouting men more space. “What are you going to have?” she said to Dominic.

			“The usual,” he said, closing the menu.

			“Beer?” she said.

			“Just water.”

			Dominic was careful about stimulants. He was always under twenty-one units a week and never drank coffee after nine PM. His one vice was fun-sized packs of Maltesers.

			“What you’re talking about,” said the loud Welsh voice behind her, “is charisma.”

			And I really admire that, thought Tess, as the soup arrived and Dominic bent over his bowl, I really admire his self-discipline. I could do with a bit more of it myself. There are times when Kirsty and I stay up drinking red wine till the birds start singing and we realize we’ve gone all the way through the night and hit the dawn chorus. When that happens, I never dare tell Dominic. I put extra concealer under my eyes and hope he doesn’t ask.

			Behind her, the shouting grew louder.

			And he doesn’t ask because he finds the whole idea of excessive drinking illogical. It makes you feel sick. It gives you a headache. So why would anyone do it?

			“And I’m not answering that,” roared the Welsh voice, “until someone brings me a beer.”

			Sometimes, thought Tess, looking at Dominic, whose blond hair had flopped forwards, obscuring his face as he leant over his wontons, I feel like a child compared to you. You know what you’re doing. You know where you’re going. But I’m not really sure what’s happening at all. When I’m with you, I don’t worry. We lie in bed at the weekends, skin to skin, damply satisfied, and my mind drifts off like a feather. Sex is sweet and heavy, like double cream or liquid toffee. It coats your anxieties. But at some point you have to get up and go outside and walk on your own to the tube, and then you start thinking, as the sugar wears off, So what am I doing exactly? Where am I going? Is this the right direction or should I be heading somewhere else?

			“I’m ready for Paris,” shouted the Welsh voice, “but is Paris ready for me?” and the whole table behind her cheered.

			Tess looked out through the window. It was dark now. The people outside were talking and laughing, their faces lit by the streetlamps. I wouldn’t mind having a bit more conversation while we eat, she thought. Just a tiny bit more. He could tell me about something. He likes bringing me up-to-date with things I don’t know. Like world events. Elections. Wars I might have missed. He has all the facts and figures. He remembers them. I’m not good at facts and figures. Maybe that’s why I surround myself with people who can add up. I know, she thought, that when the bill arrives Dominic will be able to check it and add 15 percent service without even stopping to think. He’s just brilliant at maths.

			He’s brilliant at a lot of things.

			And now the waitress arrived with plates of noodles and vegetables, squeezing herself into the little gap between the table and the window because it was easier, probably, than negotiating her way past that huge table of shouting men behind them, and Tess found herself remembering the first time she’d met Dominic, in the café by the library, on the second day of the first term at Manchester. He couldn’t get past my table. There were so many bodies he was pinned to the edge by the crush. So I sat there getting hotter and hotter, staring at his bottom in his tight blue jeans. He wore a checked shirt, like a cowboy on a prairie. When I looked at him that first afternoon, I saw light and blue skies and wide open spaces.

			I still do, she thought, uncertainly.

			But now, even though there was seaweed, which she liked, and oyster mushrooms, which she also liked, and she was sitting in a red and gold Chinese restaurant on a Saturday night with the most good-looking man in London or even, possibly, in the whole of the UK, she found, to her surprise, as the laughter behind her gathered into a kind of roar, that her eyes had filled with tears.

			•    •    •

			Sorting out extension leads in the music shop near Wardour Street, George was listening in his head to a 1946 recording of Gershwin’s “Oh, Lady Be Good!” There was Lester Young playing tenor sax, Willie Smith and Charlie Parker playing alto, and Arnold Ross on the piano. George had memorized the piano solo the day before when it was quiet in the shop and he’d sat in the office, earphones on, ostensibly checking invoices. Now, in his mind, he was hearing another kind of rhythm running underneath it all and wondering whether this was a different take, a different way of playing, or something that was technically impossible, which no one who was thinking straight would ever even try.

			He jumped. There in front of him, looming up like a lamppost in a mist, was a tall, stooped woman. Next to her was a boy of about ten. Customers, he thought to himself fiercely. Customers, customers. Concentrate. He forced the piano solo to the back of his mind.

			“Can I help you?”

			“We want a keyboard,” she said.

			“OK,” said George. “Have you thought about the kind of features you need?”

			“Black notes,” she said. “And white ones.”

			George laughed. She stared at him, unsmiling. Hastily, he cleared his throat. “Anything else?”

			She looked at the boy. The boy looked back at her.

			“Well,” said George, lost, desperate, trying to focus, “why don’t we look at a few of the models we’ve got on display and see what you think.”

			“Are they the ones over there?” said the woman.

			“Yes,” said George.

			“We’ve looked at those.”

			There was a small silence.

			“And you didn’t like them?”

			“No,” said the woman.

			She looked at him expectantly.

			George felt increasingly hot. He said, “We could look through some catalogs.” But then he realized he had no idea where the catalogs were. So he took a deep breath and said, “Is it for someone who’s just starting out or for an experienced player?”

			“I couldn’t see,” she said, “how you could fold them. They’d never fit in a rucksack. And he’s already got his PE kit and his lunchbox.”

			George stared at her in bewilderment.

			“We want a pedal,” said the boy.

			“A pedal?” said George.

			“Yes,” said the boy. “For your feet.”

			George, who had been thrown a rope, hung on. “So is it for you, this keyboard?”

			“No,” said the boy. “I want a recorder.”

			•    •    •

			“Why me?” said Tess.

			Glenda frowned. “Don’t you want to go?”

			Her hooped earrings, swinging, caught the light. It was Friday morning. Outside was a percussion of metal, like someone delivering scaffolding poles.

			“Yes,” said Tess. “I do. Of course I do.”

			“Is it the boyfriend? Doesn’t he like you going away?”

			Tess blinked. “No, it’s nothing to do with him.”

			“I don’t know,” said Glenda, quivering. “It seems perfect to me.”

			Tess said, desperately, “I want to go. Really.”

			“Paris, as well,” said Glenda.

			“Well, exactly,” said Tess. “It’s so lovely.”

			“So what is it?”

			“I’m not sure I’m the right person. What about you? Why isn’t he sending you?”

			Glenda looked at her as if she’d said something extraordinarily stupid. “Well, I don’t speak French, do I?”

			“I don’t, much,” said Tess.

			“If I were you,” said Glenda, leaning forwards and lowering her voice to a theatrical whisper, “I wouldn’t go on about it. I’d just grab it with both hands.”

			“But what am I supposed to do,” said Tess, whispering back, “when I get there?”

			“Build bridges.”

			Tess stared at her.

			“It’s the notepaper,” said Glenda.

			Tess waited, eyes wide.

			“It’s not up to standard.”

			“Really?” said Tess.

			“I’m not supposed to say this,” said Glenda, making huge mouth movements but producing very little sound, as if Tess were hard of hearing and had to lip-read, “but we’ve had a record number of complaints. Shouters, moaners, and genuines. And it’s the second time. First it was the purple. And now it’s the pink.”

			“Oh,” breathed Tess.

			“And now he won’t pay,” said Glenda. She leant forwards so far she was practically horizontal on the desk. “And they’re threatening legal action. They say handmade means natural variation. Oliver says, within limits. So now it’s a standoff. Stalemate.”

			“But what can I do about that?” said Tess, panicked.

			“Be charming,” said Glenda, almost hissing in her urgency. “Explain we’re a small company. We can’t afford to lose customers. People in the UK know about handmade. They don’t expect uniform. But they do expect reasonable parameters.”

			“And I have to do all that in French?” said Tess.

			“As much of it as you can,” said Glenda.

			Merde, thought Tess.

			“So you’ll be an ambassador,” said Glenda, straightening up, her voice suddenly loud again, “representing the firm. Anglo-French relations. Entente cordiale.”

			“Well,” said Tess, “I’d better find out about tickets.”

			“No need. Nadine will do all that.”

			“Really?”

			“Oh, yes,” said Glenda, bleached blond curls bobbing. “Accommodation, travel—all arranged. It’s official business.”

			“And when do I go?”

			“Straight after the weekend,” said Glenda. “First thing Monday morning.”

			•    •    •

			“I just washed them down the sink,” said Tess.

			“So what are you going to do?” said Ellie.

			“Wear my glasses, I suppose,” said Tess, miserably.

			“I didn’t even know you had glasses. I’ve never seen you wearing them.”

			“They’re about five years old,” said Tess, “and really, really ugly. They’re round and shiny and make my face look fat. I look like a doughnut with headlamps. My mum made me get them when I started A-levels. She said she didn’t want me wearing contact lenses all the time. In case my eyes dried out.”

			“So where are they?”

			“What?” said Tess.

			“Your glasses.”

			“I don’t know. In my room somewhere.”

			“So what can you see?” said Ellie. “Can you see this?” She held up a hand. “How many fingers?”

			“I’m not blind,” said Tess. “I’m just shortsighted.”

			“Can you see the fence?”

			It was Lauren’s party. They were sitting on the stone wall by the kitchen door in the tiny back garden. Tess looked up. She saw the pink cistus in the earthenware pot and the lilac bush next to it. But after that it was a blur.

			“Not really,” said Tess.

			“Can you see Lauren?”

			Tess screwed up her eyes. “No.”

			“You can’t see Lauren?”

			“No.”

			“You know what?” said Ellie. “I’d say that was blind.”

			“But I’m meant to be charming them,” wailed Tess. “I’m meant to be going to Paris to charm them.”

			“You can be charming in glasses.”

			“Not my glasses,” said Tess, gloomily.

			“Can’t you get new contact lenses?”

			“Not by Monday morning.”

			“And you haven’t got any spares?”

			“I’ve never needed them,” said Tess. “I’ve worn lenses since I was sixteen and I’ve never lost one. Ever.”

			Ellie—so beautiful in her boyishness that she might, if the whim took her, put on a pair of tortoiseshell spectacles with plain glass just because she fancied a change—studied her sympathetically. “I think you’re worrying too much. Wear one of your wartime suits with a hat and gloves, and they’ll just think it’s part of the look.”

			“They’re French,” said Tess, imagining an office full of haute couture.

			“Exactly,” said Ellie. “They’ll think it’s English eccentricity.”

			Tess still sat there, a picture of misery.

			“You need a drink,” said Ellie. “Wait here.”

			Tess looked after her hazy figure and wondered, as a sea of bright colors washed round her, whether she should have come. On the way, she’d stuck to Kirsty like cling film. Now, sitting alone, she felt horribly vulnerable.

			“Hello,” said Lauren, sitting down next to her on the wall. “Ellie said you needed cheering up.”

			Lauren, who had bleached blond hair cut into a bob with a long asymmetrical fringe, had chalk-white skin and very dark eyebrows. She looked, Tess often thought, like a surprised doll. She had a strong Liverpudlian accent and a sharp mind—she was on the graduate fast track of one of London’s largest multinational consultancy firms. She earned far more than any of the rest of them, which was how she could afford to rent a house in Clapham and support Ellie, who was still stuck in nonpaying jobs. But because of the way she looked, many people didn’t realize how clever she was until it was way too late. Lauren’s put-downs burned like the tail of a whip.

			Today, on her birthday, Lauren was wearing a tight black dress. She was the kind of person who could wear a tight black dress. She had the discipline to go to the gym every day.

			“Oh, ignore me,” said Tess. “I threw my contact lenses down the sink. So I can’t see anything.”

			“Why?” said Lauren.

			“Because I’m shortsighted.”

			“No, I meant why did you throw your lenses down the sink?”

			“I didn’t mean to,” said Tess in anguish.

			“Where’s Dominic?”

			Tess looked sad. “He had to go home. His sister’s falling to pieces.”

			“Is she the one married to the wife-beating Spaniard?”

			Tess nodded. “She’s found out he’s having an affair.”

			Lauren shook her head. “That’s men for you.”

			“They’re not all like that.”

			“Aren’t they?” said Lauren. “I don’t think men are capable of fidelity.”

			“Women are unfaithful, too,” said Tess.

			“Not when they’re with each other.” Lauren looked up and smiled, and there was Ellie, carrying two glasses of white wine. Seeing the glance dance between them, love floating in the air, Tess felt bereft. She swallowed such a huge gulp of wine that she started coughing and had to be thumped on the back.

			Lauren’s party—because it was Lauren who had organized it—went extremely well. There were more women than men, perhaps, but this didn’t seem to make much difference, except that most of the beer was untouched and the air was filled with soft, exotic scents like a well-stocked flower shop. News of Tess’s temporary disability spread and people kept appearing beside her on the wall. So this is how to enjoy parties, Tess thought. You turn up without your boyfriend and sit in one place, and people come and tell you their secrets.

			After an hour or so, her head was so full of one-night stands, stolen cocaine, backstabbing work colleagues, and a cousin with cancer that she began to feel quite dizzy. The wine didn’t help. People kept filling her glass and she realized, very slowly, that she was getting quite drunk.

			“Enjoying yourself?” said Lauren.

			“Yes, I am,” said Tess. “You know, it’s quite good if you can’t see people’s expressions. You react to what they’re saying rather than what you think they might be thinking, which makes the whole thing a lot easier.”

			“There, you see,” said Lauren, “you were right to throw away your lenses.”

			“What did Ellie get you for your birthday?”

			Lauren laughed. “It was homemade,” she said.

			Something about the way she said it made Tess knock back the last of her wine in a rush of embarrassment. “Oh, how lovely,” she said politely, trying to push away the big colorful pictures that had suddenly appeared in her head like porn on a plasma TV.

			“She knows me very well,” said Lauren.

			Yes, thought Tess. “You’re soul mates.”

			“Soul mates?”

			“I was telling Kirsty,” said Tess, in a slightly befuddled way, the wine having suddenly caught up with her and made her tongue large and floppy, “about soul mates. You spend your life looking for your other half. And then when you find them you feel complete.”

			“Your one true love.”

			“Yes,” said Tess. “The one person who makes you whole.”

			Lauren put her head on one side. “I’m not sure about that. I think you could fall in love with any number of people.”

			Tess was almost shocked into sobriety. “But what about you and Ellie?”

			“I love Ellie,” said Lauren, “and I hope we’ll be together for a long time. But I don’t think it’s happened because of some mystical connection.”

			“Don’t you?”

			“Why, do you?” said Lauren. “Is that why you think you and Dominic are together?”

			“Yes,” said Tess, wondering, as she said it, whether she did.

			“I think the whole thing is a lot more pragmatic,” said Lauren. “You meet someone and you like them enough to get to know them. You respect each other. You make each other laugh. And then you meet each other’s friends, and go out, and get invited to weddings and festivals and funerals, and then you have all these memories, and you know who you are because you’re with the person who’s always been there by your side, doing it all with you. You stay together in the end because of all the stuff you share.”

			“But it has to be the right person,” said Tess.

			“One of the right people,” said Lauren. “If I’d never met Ellie, if I’d met someone else a few years ago, and we’d got on and liked each other and built up a relationship together, I’d be with her now and not Ellie. A lot of it is chance. Who you happen to meet.”

			“I can’t believe you think that.”

			“Why? I love Ellie. But I’m just saying that if she didn’t exist, or if she’d been born in China and not Liverpool, and if she’d chosen to go to Cardiff instead of Manchester, I would have met someone else. And I’d be sitting here now talking about—this other person instead of her.”

			“But that’s so cold,” said Tess.

			“No,” said Lauren, “it’s just realistic. Look at it this way. What would be much, much worse is that you’re right, and everyone has just one true love. But the problem is that you live here and she or he lives in Moscow or Sydney or Hong Kong and you never, ever meet. So you spend your days feeling lonely and miserable and die alone with a broken heart.”

			“But don’t you see?” said Tess. “Fate brings you together.”

			“Maybe you’re right,” said Lauren in a kind voice, as if Tess was overtired and needed tucking up with her teddy bear.

			“Tess,” said Kirsty, looming up out of the blur, “come and meet George.”

			“Can’t he come here?” said Tess, who had become, in her mind, glued to the wall.

			“What are you?” said Kirsty. “The queen?”

			So Tess stood up, swaying. She said, “I might have to hold on to you.”

			But Kirsty ignored her and turned away. Tess followed her up the shallow steps to the small uneven lawn of the raised garden and narrowly missed falling into the lilac bush.

			“There he is,” said Kirsty, as Tess righted herself, “talking to Rhys. What do you think? Do you like the look of him?”

			The heels of Tess’s dear little vintage shoes buried themselves in the turf.

			“Which one’s Rhys?” said Tess, but she was only saving face, really, because she couldn’t see anyone at all.

			“He’s waving at us. The tall thin Welshman with the black hair and white shirt. George is the one with his back to us. Next to George is Walter, the big black guy. And next to him is Mo.”

			“Kirsty,” said Tess.

			“What?”

			“How long are we staying?”

			“Why?”

			“I think I need to go home,” said Tess. “I feel really, really sick.”

			•   •   •

			Sunday is a hangover sort of day. You get up late, eat toast, drink coffee (and wish you hadn’t, because it makes you feel worse), and take the sheets down to the launderette. When you’ve thoroughly depressed yourself with the Sunday papers, which are full of ambitious, thrusting people being bitchy about other ambitious, thrusting people, you come back home, make up the bed, have a cup of tea, change back into your pajamas, and curl up on the sofa with a KitKat to watch a rubbish film.

			Everybody knows this, thought Tess. Everybody in the world knows this except Dominic. Sunday for Dominic is a day when you get up early and go for a run. Sunday for Dominic is a long complicated roast with purslane and salsify washed down with lemonade made with fresh lemons. And mint. She felt exhausted at the thought.

			It was a relief that he’d decided to spend the weekend at his parents’ in Croydon. She felt free. But in her greasy, paranoid, post-party state, this relief made her feel incredibly guilty. I should be missing him, she thought. And I’m not. I’m enjoying the solitude. I feel as if I’ve taken off some tight shoes and the muscles in my feet are shouting for joy. But it’s probably because I’m preoccupied. I need to be alone to think about Paris. It’s a huge responsibility. Glenda says I’m an ambassador for the company. (Me! An ambassador!) I’ve laid out everything I’m going to wear on the bed (with its clean sheets). I’ve got my bag ready with my passport, my euros, and my tickets. A midafternoon flight (why? was it cheaper?) and a hotel near the French headquarters. Everything’s arranged. But still my heart keeps skipping in panic.

			“You worry too much,” said Kirsty when she finally appeared at four PM. “It’s just a job.”

			“But I’m representing Daisy Greenleaf Designs,” said Tess, peering at her anxiously through her round black glasses.

			“You’ll be fine. Enjoy yourself. Do some sightseeing.”

			“Dominic says this shows Oliver has got confidence in me. He says I might be promoted when Glenda retires.”

			“Is that what you want?” said Kirsty, curiously.

			“Of course,” said Tess. “It’s important to have a good career.”

			“I think it’s more important to find someone who makes you happy,” said Kirsty.

			“You don’t really believe that.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“Love is more important than a career?”

			“It applies equally to men,” said Kirsty. “Find someone who makes you feel good, and everything else falls into place.”

			“You know,” said Tess, “I never know what you’re going to say next.”

			“That’s what makes me so interesting,” said Kirsty. She wandered over to the mantelpiece. “What’s this?”

			“It came yesterday. It’s an invitation to Lily and Tim’s wedding. To both of us.”

			“Oh good,” said Kirsty. “Rhys was talking about this last night. It’s down in Dorset. The band is playing.” She turned to Tess with a slightly mocking air. “If you wear your lenses and don’t drink too much, you’ll meet George.”

			“Maybe I don’t want to meet George,” said Tess.

			“Of course you do,” said Kirsty. “He’s your soul mate.”

			•    •    •

			When the engines rumbled like dragons and the plane took off, racing down the runway and throwing her back into her seat, Tess was so excited she had to shut her eyes. Was she really on her way to Paris, on business, with an overnight bag in the locker above? She’d rung her mother the night before, trying to sound cool and casual.

			“I can have room service in the hotel,” she said. “It’s all on expenses.”

			“I’d go down for dinner if I were you,” said her mother. “You might meet a lovely Frenchman.”

			“I’ve already got a lovely Englishman,” said Tess tersely. What was wrong with everyone?

			“Oh, I know,” said her mother. “But it never hurts to broaden your horizons.”

			The trouble is, thought Tess, looking out at Toytown Heathrow below, I never really believe I’m flying. I think, Can a heavy metal bus full of people take off into the sky? And the answer is clearly no. So I just assume it’s some kind of magic trick, with someone running a permanent loop of cloud pictures outside my window. She remembered going to see Father Christmas when she was little, in the local department store. All the children had to get into a tiny cabin. Through the windows they could see white snowy scenery and green pine trees, and someone locked the doors and jiggled the cabin around, and then opened the doors at the other end, and you were supposed to believe you’d traveled to the North Pole. But it didn’t really work, because when you got out it looked like exactly the same room, except that Father Christmas was sitting there on a stool with a huge white beard and shiny black boots.

			Tess felt she ought to open her bag and read through her notes. But she couldn’t concentrate. She tried instead to run through some French in her mind. Oh, she thought in panic, I know the word for pink is rose. But I have no idea how to say purple.

			They were getting near Paris when it happened. There was a sudden barking noise like a dog. Everyone looked up, surreptitiously, pretending they weren’t. Then someone shouted, “Look out!” and three rows ahead a woman stood up. You could hear everyone thinking hijackgunsterrorists. Tess swallowed. There was a huge hole in the pit of her stomach. Now she could see a steward running towards them from the front of the plane. She said to the man next to her in the aisle seat, “What’s happening?”

			He said, “Someone’s been sick.”

			Oh, thought Tess, breathing again.

			A woman with black hair was being helped up by the steward. How horrible to be identified as someone who has just thrown up, thought Tess. She watched as the woman made her unsteady way past Tess to the toilets at the back of the plane. Now, quite suddenly, the smell engulfed them all. The steward was fussing round with paper towels and a black plastic sack, and all the passengers were trying to look serene and mature and understanding, which was impossible, given they were all disgusted. A middle-aged woman across the aisle was quietly retching into a sick bag. This is one of the perils of cramming people into a small metal cigar case, thought Tess. It works all right if everyone behaves like a shop dummy. But living, breathing humans act in unpredictable ways.

			In the aisle just behind the steward, standing up, was a man hidden inside a large blue hoodie. He was struggling to take it off. And then she realized what had happened. Oh no, she thought. Oh no. One minute you’re sitting there, quietly reading your in-flight magazine. Then the woman behind you stands up and vomits all over your shoulder.

			The steward came running back with a giant aerosol spray. Chemical sweetness filled the air. It made everything worse. People were gagging.

			“Can we lend you something to wear, sir?” said the steward. “Or do you have something in your hand luggage?”

			Poor man, thought Tess. She looked out of the window, and now, through wisps of cloud, she thought she could see a grid of buildings way down below. Paris, she thought. Paris.

			When she next looked up, the steward was closing the overhead locker. In his hands was a brown leather jacket.

			•    •    •

			“Oh,” said George.

			“What?” said Rhys.

			“I can’t find the map.”

			“What map?”

			“The street map of Paris. So we know where we’re going.”

			“Where are we going?” said Mo.

			“I don’t know,” said George, “without the map.”

			They were sitting so close to each other they could have been in a commuter train in the rush hour. The Paris flat—lent to Rhys by his cousin Megan, who was spending three months in North Carolina—had turned out to be more of a cupboard. For one person, it was perfect: an attic room with a dark blue sofa bed, a tiny table with two chairs, a galley kitchen along one wall, and a minuscule shower room with just enough space for a toilet. But as temporary accommodation for four musicians, their bags, a saxophone, a double bass, a keyboard, and a full drum kit, it was proving something of a challenge. Tempers had frayed.
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