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“So Tell Me What the Fortune Teller Said.”



“He warned me off you,” Katie told Michael happily. “Said you were a serial killer with a freezer full of body parts.”

“Right so far. What else? Are you going to make a trip across the ocean and meet a tall, dark, handsome stranger? No, wait, you just did that, didn’t you…”

Katie pulled his hand down from her shoulder so she could kiss it. “It was very good,” she said. “He got lots of things spot on. But there was one thing…”

She told Michael about Armando’s thinking that she had sisters or cousins.

“Because they all looked like me. You know, brunettes. They were surrounding me, and there was this card saying it was a sort of pattern…We couldn’t work out what it was. I thought maybe it was my mum.”

If Katie hadn’t had her head resting on Michael’s chest, she would have seen a very strange expression come across his face. And if the taxi hadn’t hit a pothole at that moment, she would have noticed that the arm around her tensed up in shock. But because she was in love, she attributed the tightening of his arm to an atavistic male impulse to steady her against the bump in the road. And—ironically—it made her love him all the more.
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Prologue



Katie had never been to a fortune teller before, but she knew what to expect. Too much black eyeliner on a hard, wrinkled face; lots of cheap jewelery; an abrupt, seen-it-all-before manner; and a hand upturned for cash. Oh yes, and one other thing. Fortune tellers were definitely women.

A soft voice behind her said: “Katie? You wanted your palm read?”

She turned round to see a young man in his late twenties with calm dark eyes and long black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Like all the other barmen, he was dressed in black.

“Yes, that’s me,” she said, slipping down off the bar stool. She met Michael’s eyes, and he smiled at her encouragingly as she followed the barman over to the quietest corner of the bar, behind a couple of pillars. Her heart was pounding. She had never had her fortune read before. And she had particular reasons, tonight, for wanting it to turn out wonderfully.

The young man led her over to a small table and indicated a chair. She sat down, and he did the same, facing her at the table. It was only then she realized that this unflamboyant, quiet young man was actually the psychic with whom, on a wild impulse, she had booked a session.

Taken aback as she was, Katie was determined not to lose face. She had only been in New York for a couple of weeks, but she had learned almost immediately that New Yorkers prided themselves on their ability not to show surprise at anything. She wasn’t going to come across as some dozy British chick, too traditional to imagine that a man could tell fortunes too. Actually, she should have expected that a psychic in this particular bar wouldn’t fit the usual stereotype. Earlier, she and Michael had seen a very fat man go into the women’s toilets and emerge, half an hour later, in a flouncy dress and blond wig. He was over at the bar now, handing out bingo cards and announcing himself in a loud campy voice as the “Bingo Bitch.” The weirdest thing was that she could have sworn he went into the loos a black man and came out white—at least his hands and face, which were all the dress revealed.

Katie focused on the young man. His face was smooth and round, his serene dark eyes the only feature that caught attention. That, and his air of tranquillity. She found herself relaxing, and warned herself to be on her guard. These people always elicited as much personal information from you as they could, to help them along. You were supposed to stay quiet, not to react too much, giving them as little help as possible.

“My name’s Armando,” the young man said. “And I know you’re Katie. So, what are you here for? A general reading?”

Not knowing what the other alternatives were, Katie nodded. The table was covered in a black cloth. A pack of cards was placed on the far side, close to Armando, but that was all the paraphernalia she could see. No crystal ball, no incense, nothing. Perversely, she found herself being rather disappointed.

Armando reached for the cards and slid the pack across the table to her.

“Cut them three times with your left hand and put them back together however you want,” he said.

Katie obeyed. Her hand shook with nerves as she stacked the cards back on top of each other. Behind her she could hear the Bingo Bitch hoisting himself onto the stool he had placed in a small cleared area of the bar, and saying into the microphone: “All right, boys and boys—and of course our fag hag friends—bingo time is here again! Let’s hear it for me, the Bingo Bitch!”

Armando took the pack again and dealt several cards off the top, laying them out on the table in a pattern. Two in the center, on top of each other at ninety degrees—a cross—four surrounding the cross and then a vertical line of three to each side.

“Wow,” he said, pointing to the cross. “The Lovers, with the Tower on top. Not only love, but great sex too! The Tower is very explosive. It can mean premature ejaculation in other contexts, but in this one I’d say it was very positive. Right?”

Katie couldn’t help grinning smugly.

“And the Two of Cups on top. Everything is going really well for you. As if we didn’t know that already!” He slid his finger to point out a card below the cross. “The World. Travel. This is your job—it’s connected with traveling. Either that, or you travel a lot for work. Then there’s the Sun. You are very happy right now. No surprises there! Hmn…” He indicated the card above the Sun. “This is your friends, your home, your environment…the High Priestess. Some kind of secret there. Maybe you know it already?”

Katie shook her head.

“A secret to be revealed, then. And above this, the King of Wands. The only man in the spread. He’s charming…maybe a little unfocused. Look. He’s sitting on the throne, holding his staff, as if he’s ready to stand up. And do you see the little lizard at his feet? He doesn’t even notice it. He’s looking away from it, onto the next thing.”

That was Michael all over, Katie thought. Always keen to have the next experience, always wanting to try new things, new bars to go to, new people to meet. She loved that about him. It felt as if life with Michael would never get stale.

“From the position,” Armando continued, smiling at her, “I’m assuming this must be the boyfriend.”

Katie couldn’t repress a surge of excitement at the word “boyfriend.” She and Michael had only met a week before, and though they’d been inseparable ever since, it was much too early for words like that to be introduced. It was the first time someone had said “boyfriend” in relation to Michael. She felt as warm as if she’d just drunk a double shot of bourbon.

“But these are a little more confusing.” Armando touched the two cards on either side of the cross. “Past and future. Hmn.” He reached for his glass of water and took a sip. “The Queen of Pentacles in the past. A brunette, well-groomed, very elegant. And then in the future, the Queen of Swords. An angry woman, dark too—is that you, I wonder…?” He glanced at Katie’s dark hair. “And then below this, the Wheel of Fortune. Reversed. Which suggests a circularity, obviously, looping round. Do you have sisters, perhaps?”

“No,” Katie said.

“Cousins? Friends, even? It’s quite a strong pattern—I thought it might be, what’s the word, familial? Because there’s a resemblance between the Queen of Swords and the Queen of Pentacles…”

“Not really,” Katie said. “Well, my mum.”

“Is she often angry?”

“She can be.”

And she wouldn’t like me getting off with some strange bloke I met in a bar in New York, Katie thought, let alone moving into his hotel room the night afterward. Plus she’s elegant and well-groomed…She pulled a face.

“I think I know who that might be,” she admitted.

“OK.”

Armando still looked a little puzzled.

“Past and future,” he said. “These dark women…the resemblance…I really thought you had sisters. Ah well.” He smiled at her. “Do you have any questions?”

Katie blushed. “Will it—” she started. He was a tarot reader, she reminded herself, he must be asked this sort of thing all the time. “This love affair you’re seeing—will it last?”

Armando studied the cards again. “I would have to do a much bigger spread for that,” he said. “Right now all I can tell you is that you are both equally in love. The central cards, the pairing of the Lovers and the Tower…it’s completely mutual.”

Mutual, Katie thought, the warmth still flooding through her. She’d never known a man who loved intimacy as much as Michael did, who didn’t pull away for space after they’d have sex. Michael had happily hung out with her practically all day and night since they’d met. And he was so interested in her; he’d asked her a million questions about herself. It wasn’t just a holiday thing. She’d known that after a couple of days, when she’d been waiting for him to get that twitchy, strained look men get when they’re desperate to get away from the closeness they have with you, even just for a while. But Michael hadn’t withdrawn. He hadn’t kissed her goodbye the morning after they’d had sex for the first time, saying he’d phone her. Instead he’d reached for the phone to order room-service breakfast, and then they’d had sex again. Katie’s face cracked into a huge smile.

Katie paid Armando twenty dollars and practically danced back to the bar. She wanted to cover Michael with kisses, hang herself around him as if she were a cloak round his shoulders. Catching sight of herself in the bar mirror, she knew she had never looked better; she was positively glowing with happiness, cheeks flushed, eyes bright. If she remembered an article she had read in a magazine on the plane coming over, about the symptoms of love being very similar to a drug high—over-stimulation, poor control of emotions, and of course, addiction—she banished it from her mind immediately.

“Hey!” she said, wrapping her arms around Michael’s wide back and planting a kiss between his shoulder blades, the highest she could reach.

“How was it?” he said abstractedly.

Climbing onto the stool next to him, Katie realized that he was doing bingo.

“It was great,” she bubbled happily. “He’s really good. You should try it.”

“Bingo!” Michael shouted.

“Ooh, we have a winner,” the Bingo Bitch cooed. “Come up here, sweetie, and show me your…tally. Oooh,” she added, taking in Michael. “Look, girls, he’s a big one! Maybe a little straight round the edges, but I’m sure someone could bend you up—or over—a little, darling!”

The rest of the bingo players whooped in appreciation while she cast an eye over Michael’s bingo sheet.

“Yes, it’s a bingo! Collect your five bucks or two free drinks at the bar…mine’s a Cosmo, since you ask…oooh, look at this great big head!” She stroked Michael’s shaved scalp, which, Katie had to admit, was unusually large. It gleamed in the lights. The Bingo Bitch had a hard time taking her hand off it.

“I love a big head,” she cooed. “Well, don’t we all? Right, enough dirty talk, back to our balls…”

Michael came back to Katie, laughing. He was so cool, she thought proudly. How many straight men would be OK with entering a gay bar in the first place, let alone not blinking an eye when a Bingo Bitch stroked their head and teased them about bending over?

“Five dollars or two free drinks,” he said. “The drinks are a better deal, but I’ve suddenly been swept by an urge to demonstrate my heterosexuality…”

Outside the bar Michael kissed her, properly, long and deep and wet, their whole bodies pressing hard into each other. His big waxed coat hung around them like a cloak, as if he were a magician making Katie disappear into its folds. Katie had always liked big men; they made her feel small and dainty by contrast. She ran her tongue down his throat and licked into the hollow of his collarbone, pulling aside his T-shirt and sweater, sliding her hands around his strong, thick neck. He was so warm, like a furnace under her palms.

I love you, she thought. This is mad, but I really think I love you. And you love me too, that’s what Armando said, so maybe this isn’t so mad after all…

Michael raised one arm and a cab screeched to a halt. He bundled her in. She climbed onto his lap immediately and started pulling up his T-shirt.

“Well, that’s confirmed. I’m definitely heterosexual,” Michael said, taking one of her hands and placing it firmly between his legs. Katie thrust her palm down and stroked hard. Michael moaned in her ear and started sliding his hand up her skirt.

Suddenly the taxi screeched to a halt. The driver had tried to run a red light and lost his nerve at the last minute. Katie crashed back into the partition, bumping her head.

“Ow!” she yelled.

Thrashing around trying to get her balance, she accidentally kicked Michael’s crotch with her boot.

“Jesus!”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“Aaah…No, no, it’s OK—here—”

He pulled her back onto the seat again.

“How’s your head?”

“Sore. How’s your willy?”

“Ditto.”

They looked at each other and burst out laughing.

“Come here,” Michael said, slipping his arm round her shoulders and pulling her into his chest. With his other hand, he stroked her hair. “So tell me what the fortune teller said.”

“He warned me off you,” Katie said happily. “Said you were a serial killer with a freezer full of body parts.”

“Right so far. What else? Are you going to make a trip across the ocean and meet a tall, dark, handsome stranger? No, wait, you just did that, didn’t you…”

Katie pulled his hand down so she could kiss it. “It was very good,” she said. “He got lots of things spot on. But there was one thing…”

She told Michael about Armando’s thinking that she had sisters. Or cousins.

“Because they all looked like me. You know, brunettes. They were surrounding me, and there was this card saying it was a sort of pattern…We couldn’t work out what it was. I thought maybe it was my mum…”

If Katie hadn’t had her head resting on Michael’s chest, she would have seen a very strange expression come across his face. And if the taxi hadn’t hit a pothole at that moment, she would have noticed that the arm around her tensed up in shock. But because she was in love, she attributed the tightening of his arm to an atavistic male impulse to steady her against the bump in the road. And—ironically—it made her love him all the more.







Chapter

      One




“So, latest news—Michael has a new girlfriend,” Sally announced. “Guess what she’s called?”

“Hmmn,” Jude said. “Have we had this one before?”

“No, it’s a new name. I think…” Sally ran quickly through a mental list. “Yes, it’s a new one.”

“OK,” Jude started. “Jenny? Rachel? Daisy? Or is he having one of his foreign phases?” She stalled for a moment, then came up with: “Marie? Or Cherie?” triumphantly.

“Nah, this one’s English. He met her in New York, but she’s English.”

“Brunette…” Jude began.

“Sparky…”

“Pretty…”

The two of them were almost chanting this together now. It was a long-established ritual.

“And, of course, she’s twenty-four,” Sally finished.

“That’s older than the last one,” Jude pointed out.

“Yeah, but she was just a fling. He likes them about twenty-four if it’s going to last a bit.”

“Is this going to last a bit?”

“He sounds serious.”

Jude rolled her eyes.

“No, he does actually sound quite serious,” Sally insisted.

Jude shot a glance sideways at Sally, to see if her expression belied the tone of her voice, which was as easy and unaffected as ever. Sally seemed perfectly relaxed, though. A dress she had just bought lay in her lap and she was holding up the bodice against herself, measuring the length of the straps. She marked off one of the straps with a pin and started to unpick the stitches holding it in place at the back.

“Why am I so short-waisted,” she said, more as a lament than a real question. “Every single thing I buy, the straps are always too long…”

No reply was needed. Sally had voiced this complaint many times before. Jude registered it absently with a tiny part of her mind; her thoughts were somewhere very different. Every time Michael found a new girlfriend, Jude expected that this time, Sally would crack. No matter how long Jude had known Sally and Michael—five years now, was it, since Sally had moved in next door, and cast her whole exciting, rich, charmed life out so generously before Jude, like a glittering net in which Jude had been only too happy to entangle herself? But even if it had been fifty years, instead of five, Jude would never understand the way Sally talked about Michael and his constant pursuit of girls who all, to Jude’s unprejudiced eye, looked like younger and younger versions of Sally herself. Sally really seemed not to care. If anything, she was amused, even flattered, by the resemblance. Maybe it was just that Jude had never been able to stay friends with an ex, let alone turn one into a sort of brother whose relationships she watched over as Jude imagined a sister might. Maybe Jude was simply envious of the kind of closeness Sally and Michael had. Jude had struggled with this question long and often and never arrived at any conclusions.

“When does he get back from New York?” she asked.

“Next week.”

“With the new chick?”

“I think so. She lives in London, anyway, so we’ll meet her soon. You know how Michael likes to bring them round for approval. Oh, I never told you her name. Katie.”

“Perfect.”

Jude held up her glass. Sally, pins in her mouth, stretched to the coffee table to retrieve her own, and they clinked glasses in a toast to Katie.

“She sounds nice,” Sally said through the pins.

“Young,” Jude said from the elderly heights of thirty-three.

“Well…Nice but young.”

“Do you ever think you should warn them?”

Sally’s head jerked up and she stared in surprise at Jude.

“You’re not serious?” she said.

“Well—” Jude hedged, suddenly embarrassed. “I just mean, we’ve seen so many of them go by…you’ve seen more, of course…but sometimes I look at the latest pretty little sparky brunette and wonder if it’s mean not to tell her. Give her a bit of a hint, at least. They’re all so excited. You know, lit up by Michael as if he’s turned on a bulb inside their heads.”

“Yeah,” Sally said reflectively. “I saw this ad on a bus stop the other day, for a mobile phone. It was a couple kissing, and the guy was holding up his phone above their heads, with the light switched on so it cast a sort of spotlight over them, like a kiss in the movies…and it did make me think of Michael. That way he has of making you feel so special.”

Michael had never been sexually interested in Jude, who was tall, stocky, quiet in company, and above all, mousy blond. But she could still understand exactly what Sally meant. Even if Michael weren’t chatting you up, he had an extraordinary ability to focus entirely on you for the time he spent talking with you—before he shot off to meet the next new person. Michael was the most charming person Jude had ever met. You forgave him almost everything; you forgot his awful habit of collecting people, catching up with them and then moving on to the next one, keeping hundreds of plates spinning in the air. Because he wasn’t false. He meant everything he said. And no one could help responding to that genuine, high-beam level of interest. Jude compared Michael to a celebrity interviewer. While you were featuring on his impromptu talk show, he was all yours. And you were all his.

“But you don’t honestly think I should have a talk with Katie?” Sally said, still incredulous. “What am I supposed to say? ‘You know, Mikey never stays with anyone very long, he’ll probably break your heart and leave you in a few months’ time for another version of you, get out now while the going’s good’? She’d just think I was a bitter old hag. Besides, even if she did believe me, she’d think she was the one that could change him. People have to learn from their own mistakes.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” Jude admitted. “It wasn’t that I really thought you could do anything—it’s just watching all these little things just put their heads into the lion’s mouth, you know…”

Sally was standing up and taking off her toweling dressing-gown. Pulling on the dress—a delicate swish of red crêpe—she went across to the mirror to check how it was hanging now the straps were shortened.

“Mikey doesn’t do any major harm,” she, or rather her reflection in the mirror, said to Jude. “He’s loads of fun, he makes you feel wonderful, he knows a lot about all different kinds of things, and he’s brilliant in bed. All those girls ten years younger than him—God, he must be a revelation. I know they get their hearts broken when he dumps them, but they learn an awful lot too. I bet they go away and start teaching their new boyfriends all the amazing things Mikey does. It could be a lot worse. I mean, he’s not a bastard or anything, he’s just incapable of having a relationship that lasts any longer than a year.”

“A year?” Jude said. “The longest I’ve known him to go out with anyone was six months, tops. Oh.” She looked at Sally. “You two went out for a year.”

“Yup. Well, fourteen months, actually. Then he broke my heart, etc., etc., and then I realized that was just the way he was, and after a while we managed to be friends. Does this look OK from the back?”

“Fine. I don’t know why you bother, though. If it was me I’d just tie knots in the straps.”

“Jude.” Sally was genuinely horrified. “On a nice dress? You wouldn’t!”

“No, OK, I was just teasing,” Jude said evilly, watching Sally relax in relief. “I’d safety-pin them to my bra.”

“Stop!” Sally pretended to cover her ears. “I can’t listen to this!”

She took off the dress, put on her dressing-gown again and settled back into the corner of the sofa, threading a needle.

“So how are things with Scott?” she asked companionably, following the unspoken rule of all good girlfriends: each girl’s love life (past or present) must be given equal discussion time over the course of the evening.

Jude’s heart sank. Thinking about Michael and Sally always lifted her spirits; their lives were so cool, so packed with drama and incident that her friendship with them transported her away from her own life, which she considered deeply boring by comparison. Whenever Sally asked her about her secretarial jobs or boyfriend traumas, Jude felt embarrassed by her own comparative dreariness. Well, the Scott thing wasn’t that dull; but it wasn’t going anywhere, which was almost as bad.

“He’s working really hard right now,” she muttered. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”

“You brought your mobile,” Sally noted.

It sat on the coffee table, a nasty pale blue plastic rectangle, mocking Jude by stubbornly refusing to ring.

She pulled a self-deprecating face and fiddled with a strand of hair.

“He said he might ring…you never know. He might. But he warned me he’d be out of commission this week. He’s got a big deadline.”

“What’s this one?”

“Oh, he hates it, but it’s good money. He’s doing a lot of stock shots for an online image service. One of those photo catalogues. It’s completely mindless but it pays the bills.”

“OK, but I don’t see why he can’t pop over and see you in a break, though,” Sally said, echoing Jude’s own thoughts on the subject.

Jude shrugged. “He did warn me. He said he’d definitely ring me next week, and he usually does what he says he’ll do.”

“Men do have this way of disappearing into their work,” Sally said consolingly. “I wish I could do that. If I like someone, I can’t stop thinking about them, and seeing them actually makes me feel better, even if I’m working really hard.”

She looked quizzically at Jude. “But does it matter that much? I mean, how much do you like him?”

Sally had a way of getting right to the core of the problem. Jude loved to watch her analyzing other people’s emotional traumas, but it was a different matter when the laser was trained on you.

“I really don’t know,” Jude said, shrugging again. “Sometimes I wonder if it’s just that I haven’t met anyone else. You know what it’s like. You make a big deal out of some bloke because he’s the only thing going, and then when someone else comes along, you can’t imagine why you wasted all that time on someone when you’ve obviously got nothing in common with him. But Scott…” She paused, trying to corral all her confused, messy thoughts about him into one neat statement. “Scott’s different. He’s very—deep. I don’t know what he’s thinking half the time.”

“He’s not a big communicator,” Sally agreed tactfully.

There was a subtext here: Scott, when introduced to Sally and Michael, as all Jude’s new acquaintances were, had not made the best of impressions. Sally and Michael were usually high-spirited, and particularly when meeting new people; they bubbled with all those social skills, the articulacy and openness trained into them by their confident, arty, middle-class parents, who had taken them everywhere from an early age and expected them to be able to hold their own in conversations with their parents’ adult friends. Scott, by contrast, didn’t give much of himself away at a first meeting—or even a fifth. Watching Sally and Scott try to get on had been like seeing a wave repeatedly dance and break against a stone wall. Of course, the wave would eventually begin to wash away the wall, but that would take centuries of effort. It was one reason why Jude was unsure about Scott: not being able to get on with her friends was a big black mark against him.

“Oh well, see what happens, eh?” Sally said, tying off a knot in the thread. “Plenty more fish in the sea. That’s what Mikey said.”

“Michael doesn’t like him either?”

Sally looked horrified at what she had let slip. “It’s not that we—I—don’t like him!” she said quickly. “We just don’t know him that well, that’s all. He’s not around that much. You should bring him out for another drink some time, when he’s a bit less busy.”

She cut off the thread from the second strap.

“That should be it,” she said, standing up and slipping on the dress again. She went over to the mirror. “Are they even?” she said doubtfully, half-swiveling around. “Does the left one look shorter? God, I wish I were taller. I’m so sick of having to take things up all the time.”

Sally was looking particularly pretty that evening. Her dark hair had just been cut in a short pixie style which made her brown eyes look even bigger and her cheekbones more sharply defined. All her features seemed angled, even the straight dark eyebrows which rose slightly at the outer corners. She only needed the pointy ears to make her resemble a very pretty elf. Sally was the kind of girl for whom words like “gamine” and “petite” had been invented.

Jude, staring at herself and Sally in the mirror, decided that her own adjectives would be “clodhopping” and “hulking,” if only by comparison with the small, delicate Sally, who barely came up to her shoulder. Sally’s dress was charming on her, making her look like a poppy come to life. Jude, in the same dress three sizes larger, would have looked like a giant water-injected tomato.

No man would ever approach Sally and Jude in a bar with the line, “So, are you two sisters, then?” Jude was tall and blond, which sounded good in principle. But she was big-boned, which always sounded like an excuse for being fat. Jude wasn’t fat, but she stood five foot nine in her stocking feet, with big shoulders and widish hips, and she was well-upholstered. Sally always made Jude feel like a farm girl. Or the maidservant in a play, with Sally as the fragile heroine and Jude, red-cheeked, pulling the mistress’s corsets even tighter to achieve an eighteen-inch waist.

The sight of them together was too depressing for Jude, even though she knew perfectly well that anyone but an anorexic fifteen-year-old would look hulking next to Sally. She sighed, turned away from the mirror and reached for her glass of wine. More comfort was needed. Food, she thought. Complex carbohydrates. Those always cheer me up.

“I’m starving,” she announced. “Shall I put the pasta on?”

“I’ll do it,” Sally offered.

“No, it’s my turn,” Jude said. She wanted to keep busy, to stop herself from reflecting unproductively about both Scott and her own unfeasible enormousness. “Anyway, you did the sauce.”

“We are such an old married couple,” Sally said as Jude went through into the small kitchen. “Need any help?”

“No, just find us something decent on the box.”

“What d’you feel like?”

“Nothing too deep and meaningful.”

“Oh, and I was so looking forward to watching that Channel Four documentary about the dysentery epidemic during the First World War…”

Jude put the kettle on and took out a box of pasta from the cupboard. It was always a slightly surreal experience for the girls to be in the other one’s home, no matter how long they had hung out together, since their flats had exactly the same configuration. Sally’s was considerably nicer, however, which was why they tended to hang out there. Sally had bought hers, with help from her parents, when the council started selling off unoccupied flats. Jude had illegally inherited the lease when her mother retired to Cornwall. It was effectively hers for life, but she didn’t own it, and without the generous injection of cash for redecoration that Sally’s parents had also kicked in, and probably because it lacked that atavistic thrill of possession, she had done little to improve it. Perhaps it was also because she had grown up there, and had a sort of sentimental attachment to the grotty bathroom floor and chipped old kitchen fittings. Or, more likely, she was just lazy and poor. Either way, Sally’s smart little fitted kitchen always stirred her envy.

“God, did you put the entire contents of your fridge in here?” she said, noticing how thick the sauce was with ingredients. “Mushrooms, carrots, onions, peas, peppers, corn, and is this chicken?”

“I had some leftover roast chicken from the deli. I thought it would be nice. You know I hate not to use things up.”

“Do you have a screwdriver and a wrench?”

“In the toolbox—” Sally started automatically. “What do you need a wrench for?”

“I just thought I’d put the kitchen sink in here as well.”

“Piss off. Just because I try to keep us well-nourished—”

The doorbell rang.

“You expecting anyone?”

“No. If it’s those bloody kids again,” Sally said, getting up from the sofa, “I’m going to pour boiling water over their heads. Yeah?” she said into the intercom, her voice unfriendly. It buzzed back at her.

“Oh, my God!” she exclaimed in excitement, her tone altering completely. “When did you get back? Come on up!”

Jude appeared at the kitchen door.

“Michael?” she said. It wasn’t really a question. No one else would have prompted that level of enthusiasm.

“Yes! He’s back!”

“Well, obviously.”

Sally ignored the sarcasm. “Oh, this is so nice! I’ve missed him!”

“How Michael always manages to come round when we’re eating is a mystery to me,” Jude commented, just as happy at the prospect of seeing Michael, but feeling obliged to be cool, if only to balance Sally’s excitement.

Sally opened the front door. Normally, if a visitor was on their way up, the girls would open the flat door and then retreat to the sofa and TV again, as the lifts took longer to arrive than a bus in rush hour. But Sally hovered around the doorway, listening out for the terrifying series of creaks and groans that indicated the ancient car was hauling its weary way up to the fifth floor. It had the attitude of a crabby pensioner complaining endlessly about its bunions and hip replacement to anyone who would listen. Finally it whined and came to rest, making even the faint beep as its doors opened sound resentful, and Michael’s unmistakable heavy tread could be heard in the corridor.

“Mikey!”

“Sally!”

They hugged, Sally almost disappearing into the folds of Michael’s big waxed coat.

“Ah, I’ve missed my girls!” Michael was beaming with happiness, his big dark eyes—his best feature—bright as they looked down at the top of Sally’s head. Michael wasn’t conventionally good-looking, and he had taken to shaving his head years ago, when his hair started receding, but his features were strongly defined—he had a large nose and jaw—and he actually looked better shaven. His big, well-shaped head was even more imposing bare; the whole effect, with his height and breadth, made him look noble and rather intimidating, until you noticed the friendly gleam in his dark eyes. He planted a kiss on the top of Sally’s head and held her back so he could look at her, his face lit up with pleasure. “Is Jude here too?” he asked.

“Present and correct,” Jude called, waving from the kitchen door. She tended to hold back a little, not wanting to assume that Michael was as happy to see her as Sally, to whom, after all, he had much closer ties. But Michael always said “my girls,” and he immediately strode over to the kitchen to fold Jude in an equally enthusiastic embrace.

“Excellent! Dinner! What are we having?” he said, taking off his coat and throwing it in the direction of a chair. He smelled of airline travel, a musty, cold odor, as if he had traveled across the Atlantic in a cargo hold.

“Pasta alla Sally,” Jude said. “Leftovers in a spicy tomato base, served on a bed of delicious spaghetti.”

“Yum, my favorite.” Michael flopped heavily onto the sofa. “I hope there’s lots. I’m starving. Those airline meals are so tiny. Like those calorie-counted TV dinners you used to eat, Sal. Piece of chicken as small as your thumb, two slivers of potato, and three green peas.”

“God, I remember those. I always ended up sneaking to the fridge at midnight to eat a whole pint of ice cream, I was so hungry.”

“Depriving yourself never works,” Michael said comfortably, patting his domed, upturned belly. “Women are never half as fat as they think. Besides, I keep telling you girls, men like women with some flesh on them. No one likes making love to a bag of bones. I wish you girls would realize you’re both gorgeous exactly the way you are.”

“Aaah,” Sally cooed. “But you always noticed when I hadn’t shaved my legs, you hypocritical bastard. Here.”

She put a glass of wine down in front of him.

Jude carried in a plastic container of grated Parmesan and deposited it on the coffee table. “Check out this presentation!” she said. “Fine dining at its best!”

“I can add to the tacky atmosphere,” Michael said. “I brought some extra wine.” He fished in his capacious leather rucksack and pulled out five mini-bottles of airline wine.

“Chatted up a stewardess, did you?” Sally said cynically.

“More or less.” Michael was unabashed.

“So tell us about the new girl,” Jude said.

“Katie? She’s lovely. Really sweet. Clever, funny…” Michael looked dreamy. “I know I’ve only known her for a fortnight—well, ten days—but she’s great. She really is. I think I’m in love.”

Sally snorted. “You’re always in love, Mikey.”

“That’s not true,” he protested, drinking some wine.

“Well, you always say you’re in love,” Jude said, carrying in a tray with three bowls of pasta and distributing them to the eager diners.

Michael wound some spaghetti on his fork, raised it to his mouth, and then paused. “But really, Katie’s wonderful,” he insisted.

“Yadda yadda yadda,” Jude said through a mouthful of pasta. She had to admit that Sally’s sauce, which would probably have made any Italian throw up their hands in horror, was actually pretty tasty. She winked at Sally, who rolled her eyes in response.

Michael was provoked now. “You two can be so sarcastic sometimes,” he said crossly, a strand of spaghetti dangling from his mouth. “Wait till you meet Katie. You’ll see. I think she could be the one.”

“Yeah,” Jude said. “The one after the one before.”

Michael started to protest.

“Shut up, Mikey,” Sally said, reaching for the remote. “I’m bored with your soap opera. Let’s watch a proper one.”

They settled back with their pasta bowls, lulled into contentment by the familiar theme tune of the four-times-weekly soap. With Michael’s arrival, they were complete. Jude looked from Sally to Michael with utter satisfaction. They were their own little family, the three of them against the world. This was the way it should always be.

And suddenly she felt a violent antagonism toward the hapless Katie. If it weren’t for her, if it weren’t for all Michael’s identikit girls, no outside influences would break up this cosiness. Jude contemplated Sally, who was twirling up some spaghetti on her fork, her eyes glued to the latest developments on-screen. Sally was the only person Jude had ever met who could eat spaghetti while watching television and never get one tiny spatter of tomato sauce on her nice white dressing-gown. Sally was pristine; her flat was as pretty and perfect as herself. Sally hated mess, both literal and emotional. And because of that, Sally would never admit that she still cared about Michael—not just as a friend, or as a brother, but romantically.

To Jude, it was obvious. If Sally had really been over Michael she would be able to admit that she still, in the jargon of pop psychologists, had feelings for him. Everyone had feelings for exes they had loved, even if the break-up had happened a decade ago. There was always some small part of you that nursed nostalgia, that softened at the mention of the ex’s name. And if you were honest with yourself, you acknowledged it, because that indicated more clearly than anything else that you had—again in the jargon—moved on and put things in perspective. But if you kept denying those feelings, if you made a best friend out of your ex and denied that you had a vestige of romantic love left for him, then you were doomed never to get over him. It was nine years since Sally had broken up with Michael, and since then all she had had were a few fleeting affairs. She was as tied to him as if she was wearing his ring.

Over the years, Jude had tried to set Sally up with a series of eligible men who, at one sight of Sally’s manifold perfections, had been champing at the bit to date her. Sally hadn’t sent them packing; much, much worse for herself—and them—she had barely even seemed to notice their existence. So Jude was going to have to think outside the box. Just finding someone new for Sally wouldn’t achieve anything.

Jude looked again from Sally to Michael, who were gasping in unison at the latest atrocity of the evil matriarch. They were perfect for each other. And they would never get back together if someone didn’t give them a helping hand. Michael would keep dating mini-Sallys in relationships with the lifespan of a dragonfly, and Sally would float along unable to look at any other men seriously because she still had Michael’s image imprinted on her retinas. And yet they were clearly meant to be together.

Someone needed to give them both a good sharp kick in their bottoms.







Chapter

      Two




Upon meeting Sally, and naturally perceiving her as a rival, Michael’s new girlfriends behaved in one of two ways. Either they tried to win her over with effusive friendliness, attempting to get her on their side, or, thinking that the success of their relationship with Michael depended on removing Sally from the picture, they were actively hostile. Neither approach made any difference to the eventual outcome, of course, but the girls who picked the first option did tend to last a little longer. There was nothing Michael disliked so much as antagonism, overt or covert. Despite the complicated nature of his romantic arrangements, he would have been the first to stress—ingenuously—how much he liked a quiet life.

It took Sally only a few seconds to place Katie in the effusively friendly category. She was a burbler. Practically as soon as Sally had entered the wine bar, Katie launched into a stream of questions and compliments designed to show how well she had absorbed what she had already learned about Sally from Michael, and how unthreatened she was by being introduced to an ex-girlfriend of Michael’s with whom he was on terms of the closest friendship. Michael, who tended to take people at face value, beamed affectionately at Katie as she chattered away at Sally. Every so often he cast a proud look at Sally that said, as clearly as if he had written it on a blackboard: Isn’t she fun! Isn’t she friendly! Look what an effort she’s making! It reminded Sally of a fond parent watching a child show off its latest skill. Maybe, for a finale, Katie would recite some times tables and do long division in her head.

“So you live just opposite Michael in that tower block! And your friend Jude lives next door to you! That’s so cool! I’d love to live next door to my best friend!” Katie gushed. “It must have taken you ages to find two flats next door to each other!”

“Well, that’s not quite how it happened,” Sally corrected, when finally she could get a word in edgewise. “I bought my flat about five years ago and went round introducing myself to all the neighbors on my floor. Jude was the only one who seemed at all nice, so I invited her in for a cup of tea—”

“And you became best friends! That’s so cool!”

“Actually, she made us become best friends,” Jude corrected. “She willed it into happening.”

Sally swung round in her chair to see Jude standing behind her, wearing a sheepish expression. Sally attributed this to Jude’s being late, and having stuck her, Sally, alone with Michael and BurbleGirl for at least half an hour. Then she saw Scott next to Jude and realized in a flash both why Jude had been late and why she was looking embarrassed. Scott had not been part of the plans for this evening, the customary meet-and-greet session for Michael’s new girlfriend. Scott hadn’t even been mentioned for days. Sally had begun to think that he might be permanently off the menu. But here he was. She sighed. What with Katie’s verbal incontinence and Scott’s—well, verbal constipation, to use the same metaphor—the evening was bound to be jerky.

“She sat me down on her new sofa,” Jude was continuing, taking off her coat, “and said something like: ‘This is great! You know, we should become best friends, and then we can pop in and out of each other’s flats the whole time, like they do in TV sitcoms. I always think, God, that’s so unreal, nobody actually is best friends with their next-door neighbor…but it would be so much fun if we could actually do it, wouldn’t it?’ ”

She mimicked Sally’s voice and mannerisms so well that everyone but Scott burst out laughing.

“And I thought she was mad,” Jude continued, smiling at Sally. “I mean, what if we didn’t get on? And then we’d be trapped for the rest of our lives, passing in the corridor, or going down in the lift, with nothing to say to each other, and feeling stupid because we didn’t turn out to be best friends after all. Or what if we had a massive fight?”

“But actually it turned out just like I said,” Sally said complacently.

“She had so much confidence I couldn’t resist her,” Jude agreed. “And then after a year or so, she said: ‘We need something else. Two girls in a sitcom always have some annoying but, you know, comically eccentric neighbor.’ ”

“And you said: ‘Or a gay best friend, or the hunk down the hall they’re both madly in lust with,’ ” Sally chimed in.

“But instead we got landed with Michael,” Jude said lugubriously.

“Yeah, talk about drawing the short straw.” Sally pulled a face at Michael.

“Yes, how did that happen?” Katie asked, turning to Michael. Despite her best efforts, her voice was a little over-bright. Of course what she really wanted to ask was, Why the hell did you deliberately choose to move in opposite your ex-girlfriend? But this was the closest she could get without sounding shrewish.

“I’d been looking for a flat to buy for a while,” Michael explained. “I’d been living in my mother’s basement flat ever since leaving college, and it seemed about time I got a place of my own.”

“So when I saw a FOR SALE sign across the street I rang Mikey at once,” Sally continued.

“Shame it wasn’t the same building,” Jude said. “Michael could have come over in his pajamas to watch the telly, instead of having to get dressed.” She looked at Scott. “He’s got the downstairs flat in one of those terraced houses just across the road from us. You know, along from the bus stop.”

Scott nodded politely and seemed about to say something, but Michael cut in.

“But this way I know if the girls are in, because I can see if their lights are on,” he said contentedly.

“And he always manages to drop round when we’re cooking dinner,” Jude said, again mainly to Scott.

Sally, who could see what an effort Jude was making to get Scott chatting to the rest of them, waited curiously to see how he would respond. Some jokey comment about not cooking his own meals either, if he lived opposite two girls? Some compliment to Sally and Jude, along the lines of how lucky Michael was to be in such proximity to them? Scott was good-looking, Sally had to admit, despite his air of detachment. And despite his goatee, which, as a look, she had never been fond of. Wouldn’t kissing someone with hair all round his mouth be a bit like—well, going down on a woman? She made a mental note to ask Jude. Still, he was definitely handsome, with those clear gray eyes and his strong bone structure. And she liked the way his tousled, longish hair was pushed back behind his ears. He dressed more trendily than Sally liked in a man; she preferred Mikey’s scruffiness, finding it somehow reassuring. But Scott’s snugly cut black sweater and gray trousers suited him. Even the goatee worked aesthetically, despite her fanny-snogging reservations. She leaned forward to hear what contribution he was going to make to the conversation.

“Do we need to go up to the bar to get a drink?” he asked.

“No, there’s waiters,” Jude said, looking around.

Michael, who was facing toward the center of the room, raised a hand and caught a waitress’s eye. The wine bar was busy that evening, but the waitress was by their table almost immediately. Accustomed as she was to this, Sally couldn’t help smiling; it was just part of the Michael magic with women. Michael was one of those rare men who adored the company of women, and they sensed that instinctively. Scott, unfortunately, lacked Michael’s 200-watt brand of charm. He was visibly taken aback when the waitress informed him in a strong Antipodean accent that the wine bar only had bottled beer, and that only Australian to boot.

“They just have Australian and New Zealand wines, too,” Michael explained.

Scott, in other circumstances—i.e., when he wasn’t restrained by the presence of several women, one of whom he was dating—would all too clearly have asked Michael why the fuck that was supposed to be any consolation.

“Scott drinks bitter, mostly,” Jude explained, looking concerned.

“I do drink wine as well,” Scott said—a little defensively, Sally thought. “I just fancied a pint, that’s all. First drink of the evening and all that.”

He picked a bottled beer, shrugging a touch too visibly as Michael ordered another bottle of New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc.

“I’m sorry,” Jude said to Scott.

“No problem.” He smiled at her. “You weren’t to know.”

“Do you want to try some wine, Scott?” Michael suggested, offering his own glass. Scott bristled, and Sally resisted an impulse to sink her face into her hands. She knew Michael hadn’t meant to be patronizing, but that was how it had clearly come across to Scott.

“I’ve drunk Sauvignon Blanc before, thanks,” Scott said coldly. “I’m not a big white wine fan.”

“Oh well, more for us!” Sally said over-cheerfully.

Katie, looking from Sally to Michael, gave a sycophantic laugh. Michael smiled at her fondly, but the laugh itself fell, embarrassingly, into a void of silence, which was broken only by the reappearance of the waitress with the second bottle of wine. They all—with the exception of Scott—fell upon it as desperately as alcoholic down-and-outs presented with a bottle of nail-varnish remover.

It was clear that the evening was turning into a disaster. Still, Sally hoped that alcohol would lubricate the rough edges, slowly melding the mismatched collection of people into a convivial unit. At present they were more like magnets in one of those experiments you do at primary school to show attracting and opposing poles.

After their rocky start, Michael and Scott’s relations had, if anything, worsened. Certainly they weren’t indulging in any of the laddish, hearty boys-against-girls banter that might have been expected in a situation like this. If Michael had been a radically different person, he would have set Scott at his ease by doing a little male bonding. But poor Michael’s idea of bonding was offering Scott Sauvignon Blanc—as successful a ploy as if, while he and Scott were showering together in a male prison, Michael had made a joke about dropping the soap. And Scott appeared, in Sally’s opinion, to have taken against Michael so strongly that he would barely look at him, much less respond to anything he said.

Which worried Sally. As Jude’s boyfriend, Scott was obliged by the strictest codes of social conduct to make some effort to get on with her friends—unless they were racists, fox-hunters, humorless social workers or Billy Joel fans, of course. But Scott just sat back, drank his beer, and took in the awkward conversation without seeming to feel any need to contribute to it. Besides, she couldn’t see any signs that Jude’s affection was being returned. Scott was so composed; he kept himself to himself, hardly touching Jude. Look at Michael and Katie: that was Sally’s idea of a happy couple in the first throes of passion. They were squashed up next to each other in a trestle seat, and despite the fact that their bodies were already pressing against each other they were unable to keep their hands to themselves. If they weren’t staring into each other’s eyes, or touching each other’s arms for no good reason apart from the need for more physical contact, they were holding hands under the table and giggling like schoolchildren. Well, Katie was giggling. Michael simply wore a goofy smirk and beamed at everything she said.
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