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Part One

London


Chapter 1

As Bo Hazlehurst stood swaying on a packed tube carriage on her way to work one Monday morning, she couldn’t help but worry that life just didn’t feel like it was supposed to. The twenty-six years of her life so far had been blessed with good fortune: she had a respectable job, a loving family, and an active social life, all of which she knew she ought to feel grateful for. But she had read a feature in a magazine that weekend about the quarter-life crisis, and it had resonated with Bo’s sense that something was not quite right; that somehow, she was not a real grown-up, but rather a little girl who was just faking the whole adulthood thing.

Bo lurched sideways sharply, losing her footing as the train screeched to an abrupt halt in the tunnel. Mortified, she regained her balance, adjusted her bag over her shoulder and mumbled an apology to the balding businessman whose armpit she had just face-planted into. Her fellow passengers tutted and assumed the glum expressions that were appropriate to the unexplained delay and Bo did the same, trying to take her mind off her brewing quarter-life crisis by thinking about the day ahead.

She worked in the capital’s West End, for a firm which specialised in accountancy software. IT was, admittedly, not a field she had particularly aspired to during her three years studying psychology at the University of East Anglia, and she had dithered when she was offered the office assistant position at the end of her first summer after graduation. She had wondered whether something more enticing, more ‘her’, might come along. But her parents had encouraged her not to turn down the opportunity to get her foot in the door with a reputable firm in a secure sector (‘The world will always need accountancy software,’ her father – himself an accountant – had intoned sagely), and so she had accepted the job.

Mildly elated that she had found a ‘proper’ job so quickly (while many of her friends were making do with temping or bar work), Bo had tried to put her reservations aside and enter working life with an open mind. It may not have been the most stimulating job, but she would be working in the heart of the West End, a stone’s throw from Oxford Street, which seemed like manna from heaven for a twenty-one-year-old who had spent the last three years living in student digs on a campus on the outskirts of Norwich. She envisaged lunch-hours spent browsing the clothes shops, meeting friends for lunch, or nipping into Selfridges to splurge at the make-up counter.

As the most junior member of the workforce, Bo was answerable to just about everyone in the company, and she spent her first six months at Aspect Solutions franking mail, updating the client database, fetching drinks for the company directors and, if she was lucky, taking the minutes at board meetings when one of the PAs was off sick. The job managed to be at once boring and stressful and it didn’t take long for disillusionment to set in. The splurges at Selfridges were few and far between, as her modest salary did not stretch much beyond paying her rent, transport costs and chipping away at her stubbornly unyielding credit card balance. Besides, her office was located at the wrong end of Oxford Street for Selfridges, and sat squarely among the souvenir outlets and shops selling mobile phone cases. She stuck with it, however, and five years on had worked her way diligently up through the administrative ranks to the heady heights of marketing executive, with responsibility for the content and production of the company’s promotional material.

The stalled tube train eventually shunted back to life and fifteen minutes later, Bo emerged into the grey November drizzle at Oxford Circus station. She rummaged inside her handbag for her umbrella and shook it open on the pavement, waiting amid a surly crowd of commuters at the pedestrian crossing. At the appearance of the flashing green man, the throng surged forward, moving en masse in front of the line of buses and taxis waiting impatiently for the lights to change. Lowering her head to avoid the umbrella spokes of oncoming pedestrians, Bo turned right in front of the flagship Topshop store. She stole a fleeting glance at its huge glass-fronted displays, in which one of the androgynous white mannequins was wearing a cropped top and skin-tight jeans so low cut that its plastic hip bones protruded above the waistband. ‘She’ll catch her death in those,’ Bo muttered under her breath, before realising, with a flash of embarrassment, that she sounded just like her mother.

Bo took a left down a side street, keen to leave the busy thoroughfare behind, and held her breath as she darted between a line of queuing taxis, trying not to inhale the black fumes belching from their exhaust pipes. She hopped up onto the kerb to avoid being clipped by a Lycra-clad courier weaving recklessly on and off the pavement, and inadvertently stepped into an oil-slicked puddle which had filled the dip in a cracked paving stone. She tutted, feeling the squelch of water inside her shoe and the cold dampness spreading up her tights.

Taking shelter under a coffee shop awning to shake the grimy water out of her shoe, she caught sight of her scowling reflection in the tinted window. It seemed to have become her habitual expression of late, to the point where Bo had noticed the beginnings of a permanent wrinkle forming between her eyebrows. It struck Bo as ironic that she was already developing wrinkles when, inside, she still felt that she was not yet a proper grown-up. Perhaps ‘premature ageing’ was another woe to add to her list of quarter-life concerns.

Bo generally rated herself a solid seven in terms of attractiveness, stretching to an eight and a half if she had made a particular effort. She was not especially tall, but had been blessed with a naturally slim figure, clear skin and blue-grey eyes, and hair which, though naturally curly, could be tamed into elegant waves with the help of straighteners. There was no denying, however, that she was not looking her best on this particular Monday morning. Dressed in the drab office-worker uniform of grey trench coat and black trousers, she looked pallid and washed out. She raised a gloved hand to smooth the strands of hair clinging to her clammy forehead back into place, cursing the genetic inheritance that had given her hair that turned to frizz at the merest hint of moisture in the air.

Bo slipped her foot back inside her wet shoe and continued to weave north towards the ugly grey office block which housed Aspect Solutions. There she pushed open the heavy glass door and walked across the tiled lobby to the lift, letting her eyes rest on the list of companies located on each floor. Most of them had names which gave away nothing about what purpose they served or even what sector they were in. Several professed to be ‘agencies’ or ‘consultancies’, with meaningless abstract names that sounded to Bo more like the names of characters in Science Fiction than they did business organisations: Zeneca, Sentralis, Clostridia (this last one, on reflection, sounded to Bo more like a sexually transmitted disease than an alien overlord).

An electronic ping indicated that the lift had arrived at the fourth floor and, as the metal doors slid open, Bo steeled herself for another week at work.

‘Morning, Bo,’ chirped Chloe, the receptionist. Chloe had platinum hair, eyelash extensions and eyebrows which looked as if they’d been etched onto her forehead with a stencil.

‘Morning, Chloe,’ Bo smiled in reply, dropping her umbrella into the stand beside the water cooler. ‘Good weekend?’ She knew that Chloe liked nothing more on a Monday morning than to talk about her weekend’s antics.

‘Yeah, good, thanks,’ beamed Chloe. ‘Out with the girls Saturday night for Kelly’s birthday. Oh. My. God. That girl can drink.’

Bo had met some of Chloe’s friends, when they had come along to her birthday drinks in the wine bar which served as Aspect’s regular after-work haunt. They had all been equally as groomed as Chloe, their hair primped and teased to within an inch of its life, their skin an alarming shade of orange. Bo had felt positively middle-aged and prudish by comparison, especially once they had had a few drinks and got on to the subject of their boyfriends and their sex lives (loudly and in graphic detail).

‘It was Jägerbombs all round,’ Chloe continued proudly. ‘Ended up getting a bit messy, y’know?’

Bo nodded, inwardly grimacing at the thought of what a messy night out involving Chloe, her girlfriends and Jägerbombs might involve.

‘Kelly was sick in the cab on the way home,’ Chloe went on, as if answering Bo’s unvoiced question. ‘ “Oh my God, Kels,” I said. “Are you for real?” It was running all over the floor, under the seats, got on my shoes and everything. I went ape-shit. Those shoes were brand-new!’ Chloe looked at Bo for outraged sympathy and Bo tried to assume an expression of empathy rather than revulsion.

‘Oh no,’ she murmured half-heartedly.

‘I ran them under the tap, when I got home, and they look all right now,’ she went on breezily. ‘Might need some deodorant on them to get rid of the smell, though,’ Chloe concluded with an air of practicality, rifling through the morning’s mail to find the wad of envelopes destined for the marketing department. ‘How ’bout you anyway? Get up to anything nice at the weekend?’ she asked, handing over the stack of mail.

‘Um, nothing special,’ answered Bo, flicking distractedly through the wedge of post.

‘Oh, right.’ Chloe looked disappointed, as if Bo had let her down by not having at least one scandalous anecdote with which to liven up her morning duties of answering phones and greeting visitors.

‘Well, see you later,’ Bo said with a faintly apologetic smile and a ‘must be getting on’ tone of voice.

‘See ya,’ Chloe chirruped in reply, distracted by the electronic ping which heralded the arrival of the next lift-load of Aspect workers.

Conscious of her left shoe squelching with every step, Bo made her way through the open-plan office to the bank of desks which comprised the marketing department. The first of her team to arrive, she pulled off her coat, switched on her computer and sank onto her swivel chair. Above the faint electrical hum of her computer, she heard a phone was ringing and, beyond the triple-glazed windows, she could make out the distant pounding of a pneumatic drill from the Crossrail site on Oxford Street. It was the familiar soundtrack of the office, virtually unchanged since she had started working at the company five years earlier. Would it be the same five years from now, she wondered, and would she still be here to find out?

Claire, the marketing manager, arrived at her desk just as Bo had begun to scroll through the thirty-seven emails which had arrived since she had shut her computer down at six o’clock on Friday.

‘Morning, Claire, good weekend?’ Bo asked.

Claire was in her late thirties, with two children under three and a perpetual air of harassed anxiety. This morning, she looked exhausted.

‘Don’t ask,’ Claire answered, grimacing. ‘Sick bug. Coming out of both ends of both children.’ Bo pulled a sympathetic face and fleetingly wondered whether she could ever love a child enough to be sick-nurse in such circumstances, or whether, when faced with a projectile-vomiting infant, she would simply recoil in horror and run from the room. She suspected the latter.

‘That can’t have been much fun,’ she said.

Claire took a deep, stoical breath. ‘Well, you know what they say,’ she replied in a long-suffering voice, ‘you’re not a real mother until you’ve had to wash your child’s puke out of your cleavage.’

‘Tea?’ asked Bo, standing up abruptly. There was only so much vomit-based chat she could handle first thing on a Monday morning.

‘Oh, yes please, Bo,’ Claire whimpered gratefully. Natasha, the department’s other executive, and the assistant, Hayley, had arrived together and were removing their scarves and coats at the desks opposite. ‘Tea?’ Bo mouthed across the royal-blue desk dividers, and they both nodded.

The acrid aroma of burnt toast greeted Bo before she entered the office kitchen. Inside, Becky and Alison, two administrators from payroll, were side by side at the worktop. Becky was scraping a layer of black crumbs off the incinerated slice of Mothers Pride, while Alison watched, sipping tea. The women were in their mid-thirties, one dark-haired and the other fair, but they had the same stocky build and surly expression, which had always made Bo feel slightly nervous around them. They reminded her of the girls she used to come up against in netball matches at school, who seemed to be all elbows and fingernails and would think nothing of flattening a smaller, slighter opponent such as Bo.

Bo gave a friendly nod of greeting, but the two women made no effort to let her pass, obliging Bo to squeeze past in the few spare inches between their combined width and the units on the other side of the narrow, windowless kitchen. Having salvaged the unburnt core of her slice of toast, Becky began to spread margarine liberally over it. She and Alison were chatting about their weekends, and they both steadfastly ignored Bo as she filled the kettle at the sink.

‘Good morning, ladies.’ Bo turned round to see Ben, one of the account managers, stride into the kitchen with the relaxed, lithe movements befitting a twenty-nine-year-old who was confident of his appeal to women.

‘Morning, Ben,’ Alison and Becky replied in unison, instinctively moving aside to make space for him to pass. Bo said nothing, but turned back to face the kettle, concentrating on watching the plume of steam which was now issuing urgently from the spout.

‘Morning,’ Ben repeated in a quieter voice, as he arrived at the sink beside Bo and reached up to take a mug from the cupboard above her head. Bo glanced sideways at him.

‘Oh, hi,’ she mumbled. Ben dropped a tea bag into his empty mug then placed it at the end of the row of four she had neatly lined up on the worktop, watching in silence as Bo filled the cups with boiling water. Bo sensed he was about to say something, when Becky’s voice piped up.

‘Good weekend, Ben?’ she asked, taking a bite of her jam-smeared slice of toast.

Bo’s back was to the room but her hand faltered momentarily in mid-pour and she splashed a puddle of boiling water onto the Formica. She tutted and reached for a cloth to wipe it up.

‘Great weekend, thank you,’ Ben replied, stepping away from the sink to reach for the plastic bottle of milk which he passed to Bo without making eye contact. She took it from him in silence. ‘Yourself?’ he asked Becky. ‘Get up to anything exciting on Saturday?’

Bo thought she detected a hint of sarcasm in his tone, but his rapt audience seemed not to have noticed.

‘Oh, nothing really, just a quiet night in in front of Strictly,’ answered Becky dejectedly.

‘Hey, don’t knock Strictly,’ Ben shot back in a tone of mock-reproach. ‘I won’t hear a bad word said against that show. Best thing on television.’ His charm offensive was working: Becky and Alison tittered. Stirring milk into the tea with her back to the room, Bo rolled her eyes.

‘I wouldn’t have had you down as a Strictly man, Ben,’ Alison chipped in. There was no mistaking the flirtatiousness in her voice.

Ben had heard it too, and reacted accordingly. ‘I’m a huge fan!’ he protested earnestly. ‘Dancing, celebrities, what’s not to love? And then of course there’s Tess Daly . . .’ Ben trailed off and, as if on cue, the two women started to giggle girlishly.

Bo dropped the used teaspoon into the sink where it clattered noisily against the stainless steel.

‘Ooh, fancy Tess Daly, do you, Ben?’ Becky asked coquettishly.

Oh, for God’s sake, thought Bo. She glanced sideways and caught the unmistakable glint of enjoyment in Ben’s eye.

Ben feigned concentration for a few seconds. ‘Well, of course she’s the wrong side of forty,’ he said regretfully, making Alison and Becky gasp in horror, ‘but she is still fit.’ His face contorted as if he was tortured by indecision. ‘On balance, I think . . . I probably would.’

The two administrators erupted in a cacophony of ‘you can’t say that’, ‘she’s a married woman’ and other admonishments. Delighted by their reaction, Ben gave a ‘just being honest’ shrug. Bo yanked a battered plastic tray out from the cupboard beneath the sink and roughly assembled her four mugs onto it.

‘Your tea’s there,’ she said crisply, without looking at Ben. Then she picked up her tray and left, with the sound of Alison and Becky’s cackling laughter still ringing in her ears.

Bo returned to her bank of desks and distributed the teas to her team, to a chorus of grateful noises. She felt irrationally cross with Becky and Alison for being so easily manipulated by Ben, and for behaving like silly schoolgirls around him. Couldn’t they see that they had played into his hands? She dropped into her chair and stared blankly at her dormant computer screen. It wasn’t just Becky and Alison she was cross with. It was Ben, for his hypocrisy. Bo knew Ben’s real feelings about Strictly. They had discussed it that very weekend, in fact. She had mentioned the show in passing, on their way back to Ben’s flat after dinner, and he had given a scathing laugh and teased her for being prematurely middle-aged. Bo had become used to Ben’s acerbic sense of humour, which had a tendency to verge on spiteful. It was one of several things which had begun to bother Bo about their relationship, which had been going on, in secret, for the past eight months.


Chapter 2

Bo nudged her mouse to bring her monitor back to life, then absent-mindedly clicked open the first email in her inbox, an all-users’ missive from human resources regarding company restructuring. She frowned at the screen, hoping to look like she hadn’t noticed Ben carrying his tea past her desk on his way back to his department. A couple of minutes later, a flashing icon indicated that she had received a message. Looking hot this morning, it read. Fancy being my plus one for a cocktail bar launch on Friday?

Bo stared at Ben’s message in a state of indecision. She felt indignant about the scene she had just witnessed in the kitchen, and knew that to accept Ben’s offer would be a tacit acknowledgement that she had let him off the hook. And yet the pragmatic part of her considered the possible alternatives for her Friday night, knowing that the most likely scenario would be a solitary take-away on the sofa, in front of Gogglebox.

This, she thought ruefully, was surely evidence of her quarter-life crisis, further proof that her outwardly grown-up life was just a charade. Nine months into their relationship, she and Ben were (at his insistence) still hiding their relationship from their colleagues, sending each other secret messages like teenagers and ignoring each other around the office. She often wondered whether Ben enjoyed the power it afforded him, whether he got a thrill from being able to flirt with other women in front of her, knowing she was powerless to react.

Tess Daly turn you down, did she? she tapped out, lips pursed. Dating Ben sometimes felt like playing a game of poker, where every move they made was designed to call the other’s bluff. Bo had never particularly enjoyed card games, least of all poker. Her opponents always seemed to be able to see right through her poker-face, just like Ben could, no doubt, see right through this attempt to play it cool. She took a sip of tea and waited for Ben’s response.

Tess has got nothing on you. You were my first choice.

Her shoulders sagged slightly, and she put her hands to her keyboard. Who was she trying to kid? They both knew how this would end, and she had work to be getting on with.

Okay. Where and when? she typed.

Ben Wilkinson had joined Aspect ten months earlier, appearing in the office on a grey day in January, the first day back after the Christmas break. Bo had, as usual, spent Christmas at her parents’ house, a detached property on an estate full of similar, expensively maintained houses on the outskirts of a prosperous commuter town in Buckinghamshire.

Going home for Christmas as a twenty-something was a mixed experience for Bo, a slightly jarring collision of her current life and her past. She slept in what had been her childhood bedroom, but which had long since been redecorated as a guest room, to her mother’s taste. The walls that had been covered in music posters throughout Bo’s teenage years had been repainted a delicate primrose yellow, and the duvet cover and matching scatter cushions were a lavender paisley.

Since leaving home, Bo had come to appreciate the luxury of her parents’ house which, as a child, she had always taken for granted: the comfortable furniture, the spacious rooms, and the well-stocked fridge. There was an undeniable pleasure in returning, albeit briefly, to a lifestyle devoid of responsibility, where all her meals were provided and she had nothing to think about other than which Christmas movie to watch on TV. But the price that had to be paid for that return to carefree indolence was the simultaneous regression to the family dynamics of her youth, whereby her parents tended towards being overly anxious about her, and in return she assumed the demeanour of a sulky adolescent.

That Christmas, Bo had been more than usually evasive in response to her parents’ enquiries about whether she was ‘seeing anyone special’, being unwilling to disclose that most of her recent dates had come via Tinder. She was quite certain that they would be horrified, and convinced that she would end up being groomed by a predatory online psychopath, the likes of which they had read about in the newspapers. It was quite possible they would not let her return to London until she had promised never to use the app again.

In truth, Bo had been reluctant to try Tinder but set up a profile under the influence of a bottle of wine and her flatmate Kirsten, who had reassured her that it was perfectly normal for millennials to use dating apps, and that she had nothing to lose by giving it a try. Her scandalised shock at the lewd images and crass propositions which popped up on her phone with alarming regularity had soon worn off, and once Bo had perfected the art of swiftly deleting unwanted matches, she threw herself into the Tinder dating scene with gusto.

After six months of frenetic swiping and messaging, however, Bo became disillusioned. She had been on numerous dates, but none had led to any relationship lasting longer than a few weeks. She was increasingly plagued by the sense that there was simply too much choice out there, too many single people her age in London, and that even if she liked a man she had matched with, the chances were that he was keeping his options open lest he get a better offer. She began to tire of the Tinder mindset, in which people were as disposable as the free newspapers which were thrust into her hand on the steps of Oxford Circus tube station every evening. She had switched off the app while she was at home for Christmas, and felt a blissful relief to be free of its incessant demands for attention.

Bo had returned to work on a particularly grim, sleety day just after New Year, a few pounds heavier, a bank balance at the brink of her overdraft limit, and bracing herself for the onset of January blues. She had just begun a half-hearted attempt to sort through the towering stack of paperwork in her in-tray when Matt, the company’s accounts director, appeared at her desk.

‘Bo, I’d like to introduce you to our new senior account manager, Ben.’ Bo had looked up to see a young man smiling at her, his hand outstretched to shake hers. He wore the unofficial uniform of the men in the office – a collared shirt open at the neck and smart trousers – but she couldn’t help noticing that his shirt looked beautifully tailored and the watch on his wrist discreetly expensive.

‘Nice to meet you, Bo,’ he said, his confident manner and well-spoken voice instantly conveying to Bo an expensive education. (She had encountered enough men of his type at university to recognise a public schoolboy when she met one.)

Bo felt a flutter in her stomach as she shook Ben’s hand, and the words ‘he’s nice’ flashed through her mind as she noted his green eyes, dark wavy hair, and the toned but slim physique which spoke of summer weekends spent playing tennis and cricket. They exchanged pleasantries across the top of Bo’s filing tray for a couple of minutes, until Matt had steered Ben away to continue his tour of the office. Bo sat down and gazed vacantly at her computer screen for a few moments, with a wad of buff-coloured folders still clutched between her hands. She couldn’t help smiling to herself, suddenly feeling as if January might not be such a bad month after all.

Over the next few weeks, the winter gloom had been considerably lessened by Bo’s burgeoning flirtation with Ben. The way his eyes followed her across the office let her know that he was attracted to her, and she seemed to find herself in the kitchen at the same time as him with uncanny frequency, but his attentiveness stayed on the right side of acceptable office etiquette. (Bo had experienced the wrong side of acceptable the previous year, in the form of a rather forlorn-looking member of the tech team who had taken to following her into the lift at lunchtime every day, only giving up once he had been given a formal warning by HR).

Ben began calling her by the nickname ‘Blu-ray’ when she had explained that Bo was short for Boughay, a family name which her mother had been keen to pass on to another generation. In truth, Bo had never been keen on ‘Blu-ray’, but she tolerated it in the hope that his use of a nickname suggested a certain intimacy between them. (She tried not to dwell on the fact that, in her experience, ex-public schoolboys rarely addressed anyone in their social circle by their actual name.)

Through their chats in the kitchen, Bo learned that Ben’s background was similar to hers: a solidly middle-class upbringing in the Home Counties followed by a degree at one of the respected universities. His fondness for nicknames notwithstanding, Ben seemed a good match in terms of both their temperaments and their aspirations. He was humorous and urbane and soon Bo had pretty much made up her mind that Ben Wilkinson was what her mother would term ‘perfect boyfriend material’.

Bo was in no doubt that Ben was attracted to her. The only hitch was that he seemed to be taking his time to do anything about it. He continued to flirt with her throughout January in the office kitchen or waiting for the lift, or in chatty messages over the intranet in which they shared conspiratorially gossipy exchanges about their colleagues. But by the end of the month, Bo was beginning to wonder if Ben was ever going to make a move.

‘But why hasn’t he asked me out?’ she wailed to her flatmate Kirsten as January turned to February. Kirsten was a level-headed girl whom Bo had known since university when they had adjoining rooms in their residence hall.

‘Why don’t you ask him out?’ Kirsten had riposted with a shrug. ‘This isn’t the 1950s, you know.’ A wrinkle formed between Bo’s brows. She knew Kirsten had a point, but the fact remained that she didn’t want to have to ask Ben out. She had done enough to signal her interest and, in her opinion, it was up to him to do the rest.

‘You’re so English,’ Kirsten chastised her. Kirsten was half-Danish on her mother’s side and, although she had been born and raised in Godalming, had inherited her mother’s tendency towards plain-speaking. ‘Why does he have to do the asking? Whatever happened to gender equality?’ Kirsten flicked her brown hair away from her face and gave Bo a challenging look over the rims of her metal-framed glasses. Bo’s shoulders sagged.

‘I know, I know,’ she murmured sheepishly, knowing full well that – traitor to her gender though it might make her – she would never, ever, ask Ben Wilkinson out.

Instead, Bo did the next best thing and went clothes shopping. She spent a pleasurable Saturday afternoon trawling the shops for a new outfit to wear to work which would look professional and irresistibly seductive at the same time. One snugly fitting cream sweater and a pair of high-heeled boots later, Bo felt ready to up her game in the flirtation stakes and call Ben’s bluff. In poker terms, she was ready to play her royal flush.

Whether it was the sweater or the heels that did it, Bo’s strategy worked, and at five to six one Friday evening in February, she had just placed her empty mug in the dishwasher when Ben sauntered into the kitchen, a half-empty bottle of beer dangling from one hand.

‘Evening, Blu-ray,’ he drawled, and Bo immediately spotted his relaxed, unguarded manner.

‘Evening, Ben. You’ve started early,’ Bo replied with a smile, glancing at the bottle.

‘I’m celebrating,’ Ben grinned. ‘I landed a new account today.’ Ben beamed and, for a split second, Bo glimpsed a little boy brimming with pride.

‘That’s great news. Well done, you!’ she answered, before wondering whether her words had made her sound like a proud mother rather than an impressed potential girlfriend. But she didn’t have time to dwell on the question. With one seamless movement Ben placed his bottle on the worktop and stepped across the cramped kitchen, cornering her in front of the microwave.

‘You’re looking particularly fit today, Blu-ray,’ he leered, and Bo smiled demurely whilst inwardly congratulating herself on her choice of ensemble. ‘What would you do if I kissed you?’ he asked, pinning her against the Formica worktop.

She tilted her head coquettishly and replied, ‘I’d kiss you back.’ Finally, Bo thought, as she allowed Ben’s arm to circle her waist and pull her towards him.

Bo still got a fluttery feeling in her stomach as she remembered the illicit thrill of that first kiss in the kitchen, the scent of his aftershave and the faint taste of Sol on his breath. It was every bit as enjoyable as she had hoped, and made even more thrilling by the knowledge that they could be discovered at any moment by their co-workers. They had gone out for impromptu drinks to celebrate Ben’s new account, crossing Oxford Street to disappear into the crowds and rickshaws thronging the narrow streets of Soho. Drinks led to a late-night meal in Chinatown, followed by a giggly journey on the tube back to Clapham and an energetic if somewhat drunken night at Ben’s flat.

The following morning, however, when Bo was putting her previous day’s clothes back on, Ben had said, ‘Best to keep this quiet, at work, don’t you think?’ and she had felt it would be churlish to disagree. As she sat chewing the limp slice of buttered toast Ben had made for her, she wondered whether she had been naïve to assume that what had happened would automatically take their entente into the clear-cut realm of ‘relationship’.

During the tube ride back to north London, Bo had sat in a trance-like state, obsessively analysing the events of the previous night (at least, what she could remember of them) and trying to work out what Ben’s comment over breakfast had meant. Perhaps he was keen to protect their privacy in the early stages of their relationship, reluctant to face the intrusive curiosity of their colleagues while they were still getting to know each other. But by the time her tube train rattled to a halt at Holloway Road station, Bo was riven with doubt, convinced that she had misread the situation and that Ben intended to keep their assignation a secret not because he wanted to allow the relationship to develop in private, but because, as far as he was concerned, it had been a one-off.

Any glow of triumphant happiness that Bo had felt when she stumbled into Ben’s flat at one o’clock that morning had well and truly worn off by the time she unlocked the front door of her flat.

‘Good morning,’ Kirsten said, stepping out of the bathroom in her dressing gown. ‘New clothes did the trick, then?’ she grinned. Bo checked her reflection in the hall mirror. Her eyes were smudged with the remains of yesterday’s make-up, her cheeks were deathly pale, and wayward frizz had sprung up around her hairline.

‘I guess so,’ she answered half-heartedly, belatedly trying to smooth her hair back into position.

For the rest of the day, Bo could not settle to anything. She performed her usual chores, going to the supermarket, tidying her bedroom and changing her bedding. She climbed into bed, checked her phone for the umpteenth time, in case she had missed a message from Ben, and stared out of the window.

Her bedroom was at the rear of the Victorian terraced house, the lower ground floor of which she and Kirsten rented. A glass-panelled door next to her bed opened onto a rectangle of concrete surrounded by a six-foot-high retaining wall. The letting agent had optimistically described this damp, moss-covered area as a ‘walled courtyard garden’ and, when they had first moved in, Bo had attempted to improve it with an arrangement of planted terracotta pots. But her green-fingered efforts had been thwarted by the permanent lack of sunlight in that sunken area, and the garden herbs and patio roses had withered and died within weeks. Now the pots remained in their positions, cracked and neglected. They stood as a faintly accusatory reminder to Bo, every time she yanked open her blind, that she wasn’t yet enough of a grown-up to be able to take responsibility for anything living.

Bo’s doubts about Ben intensified as the weekend dragged on, and on Sunday her phone remained stubbornly silent. Instead of feeling elated that she had finally progressed from ‘flirtee’ to ‘girlfriend’, Bo was tortured by the suspicion that she had spent the past six weeks laying the groundwork for a one-night stand.

By Sunday evening, Bo’s anxiety had morphed into trepidation about how to behave around Ben at work the next day. Should she act like nothing had happened? Or ignore Ben completely? It was almost midnight and Bo had just drifted into a light doze when her phone buzzed and lit up the room with the green glow of an incoming text message. Bo sat bolt upright, instantly wide awake.

Really enjoyed Friday night, Blu-ray. We should do it again some time. Bo felt her stomach flip with relief. She stared at Ben’s message for a few moments, a smile spreading across her face.

Me too. I’d like that. Night night, she tapped out. Then she put the phone down, plumped up her pillows and went to sleep.


Chapter 3

While she was at university, Bo had dreamed of living and working in London. She had envisaged the kind of cosmopolitan lifestyle in which nights out at the capital’s trendy bars would be de rigueur, and eating at the best restaurants would be a regular occurrence. The reality, however, was that her dining habits in London had hardly changed since her student days in Norwich: on the rare occasions that she could afford to eat out, her options were dictated by a restaurant’s cost and proximity to her flat, rather than by its reputation. In Bo’s mind, being a ‘proper’ grown-up meant being able to order from the à la carte menu rather than the prix fixe, and choosing a bottle of wine that wasn’t prefaced by the word ‘house’, but, for the first five years of her working life, such luxuries had remained, infuriatingly, out of her reach.

That all changed when she started dating Ben, however. Ben’s best friend was a PR consultant to the restaurant trade, whose job involved ensuring that launch nights for new bars and restaurants were well attended by a young, attractive clientele. Ben could add his name to the guest list for a seemingly endless succession of launch nights of new food venues across the capital. This was a fact which he had been quick to drop into conversation with Bo early on in their flirtation and, although she knew it might make her shallow, Bo could not help but be impressed.

For one of their early dates, Ben had taken her to a restaurant launch in Shoreditch. The venue was underground, accessed by an inauspicious flight of stone steps which led into a cavernous space. The walls were covered in industrial concrete and rows of exposed-filament light bulbs dangled from the ceiling on long wires. The menu was so sparsely written that it seemed, to Bo at least, to be virtually unfit for purpose. She stared at the handwritten sheet she had been handed by a youthful, bespectacled waiter, wondering how on earth she could make an informed choice when there were dishes that included ‘burnt pig’ and ‘beetroot, beetroot and more beetroot’.

Bo had never been in a restaurant quite like it before, and felt terribly out of place and suburban. Ben, however, seemed to take it all in his stride, asking the waiter to explain the more gnomic-sounding dishes so that Bo had at least a vague notion of what to order. Ben’s confidence and good humour had put her at ease, and with the help of a few cocktails, Bo started to enjoy herself. By the time the main courses arrived she felt relaxed enough to suggest, with a giggle, that Ben should grow a beard and handlebar moustache in order to fit in with the hipster male clientele. Ben had met the suggestion with a raised eyebrow and a wry smile, before calling the waiter over and ordering a second bottle of wine.

Soon a month had passed, then another. Bo had accompanied Ben to the launches of bars and restaurants in all the trendier parts of London, sampling dining concepts which ran the gamut from ‘nose-to-tail eating’ (featuring an unpleasantly high proportion of offal) to raw cuisine (lots of wheatgrass and uncooked vegetables). Bo threw herself into each experience with enthusiasm, relishing the feeling that, not only was she enjoying the best that London’s culinary scene had to offer, but she was doing so with a good-looking, charmingly attentive companion.

Bo was in no doubt that Ben liked her: she could see the way his eyes lit up when she removed her coat to reveal a tight-fitting dress, and there was no question that they got on well, never running out of conversation, whether the topic was food or venue, or work. Her only reservation was that, in spite of the fun they had together, Ben remained stubbornly reluctant to make their relationship public.

The element of office subterfuge had added a certain frisson to the early phase of their romance – meeting in secret outside the office after work; surreptitious messages on the company intranet; the thrill Bo felt when Ben casually brushed past her in the kitchen. But by the time they had been seeing each other for three months (a period of time which Bo had always considered to be an unofficial relationship milestone), the novelty of conducting a secret office romance had begun to wear off. Any pleasure that she had derived from deceiving her colleagues had long since evaporated, and Bo found the need for secrecy impractical, inconvenient and immature.

But when she raised the issue, at a pop-up restaurant in the shadow of London Bridge one night in April, Ben’s boyish features assumed a tortured expression, making her feel like a critical mother unfairly chastising a small child. He placed his drink on the table and, in a low, confiding tone, explained that he had been in a relationship with a colleague at his previous employer’s, a fellow account manager who had turned out to be needy and controlling, and she had begun bad-mouthing Ben to their colleagues when the relationship turned sour. He had ended up leaving the company to get away from her.

‘I guess I got my fingers burnt,’ he said, reaching over to sweep away a stray curl that had fallen in front of Bo’s face. ‘I swore I’d never date anyone from work again. But then I met you . . .’ He gave her a coy smile, and took her hand in his. This time, he wanted to keep office politics out of it, he explained. Ben had chosen his words carefully, and Bo had felt flattered by the implication that, unlike his ex, she was not needy and controlling.

‘Don’t worry, I get it,’ Bo reassured him, squeezing his hand. And, in that moment, she did.

Nevertheless, when Bo was alone, she found that her niggling doubts returned. She sought Kirsten’s opinion one night, over a bowl of pasta and a bottle of wine in the flat.

‘Do you think it’s weird that he still doesn’t want anyone to know about us?’ she said. Kirsten narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. As a recently qualified solicitor, she liked to reserve judgement until she knew the relevant facts.

‘How long have you been seeing each other?’ she asked.

‘Three months.’

Kirsten nodded. ‘What’s his relationship status on Facebook?’

‘Single,’ Bo said morosely, pushing a piece of soggy pasta around her bowl.

‘Hmm,’ Kirsten replied, sensing her friend’s disappointment. ‘Maybe he’s just not ready for something serious yet,’ she said gently.

‘I’m not expecting him to propose,’ Bo protested, refilling her wine glass. ‘Just to acknowledge that we’re a couple. Is that too much to ask?’

‘Of course you’re a couple!’ Kirsten riposted. ‘You’re always out with him—’

‘Yes, but all we ever do together is eat out then go back to his place!’ Bo cut in, her eyes gleaming with frustration. Kirsten’s brow furrowed.

‘Food and sex. Sounds like an ideal relationship to me. What’s your point?’

Bo sighed and took a gulp of wine. She was beginning to feel like she was being cross-examined in court and her defence was crumbling. ‘Don’t you think it’s just all a bit too much . . . fun?’ she pleaded. Kirsten considered her friend thoughtfully across the rim of her wine glass.
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