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  Chapter 1




  Dan




  When a man loves a woman, there are moments when she’ll nudge him out of his comfort zone. Most of the time, he can live with this. He’ll man up and remind

  himself what she is to him: his Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca. His Patricia Arquette in True Romance. His Princess Fiona in Shrek (though somehow she never appreciates

  that comparison).




  However, there are times when even the most temperate of men, and I consider myself among them, approach their limit.




  I am standing outside a row of small cottages, set high above the River Dee in Heswall in the Wirral Peninsula. I am clutching the estate agents’ blurb that was thrust at me this morning

  – and which I’d shoved into the ‘man bag’ my mother bought me in her enduring quest to turn me into a metrosexual – and my limit currently feels dangerously close.




  When, four months ago, my girlfriend suggested that we buy a place together, I was nothing less than keen. Gemma is the sort of woman I never thought would come along: the girl of my most

  pleasant dreams, my All Time Great.




  But who knew that house-hunting would turn out to be the hardest thing a man could do, outside training as a Royal Marine or venturing into Next on a Saturday?




  We started our quest with the old houses we both liked in the Georgian Quarter in Liverpool. ‘We could buy somewhere cheap and do it up,’ I agreed. What a hopeless, naïve

  fool.




  That was before our chips were thoroughly pissed on, along with all hopes of cracking open the Blossom Hill. The houses in that part of the city – the ones for sale anyway – were

  miles out of our price range.




  So we widened our search to include anywhere within a forty-minute drive from Liverpool, making the rookie error of believing this would open up a cornucopia of choice. Since then, weekends have

  been dominated by viewings of places it was impossible to leave without wondering whether you’d contracted typhoid from the door handles.




  Things came to a head last week when we were touring a semi with a pungent nursing home fragrance and a bathroom suite the colour of bile. I was invited to inspect a converted under-stairs

  toilet, only to come face-to-face with the owner’s teenage grandson, mid-way through evacuating the by-products of the previous night’s takeaway.




  It wasn’t just the puking teenager that did it for me. It was that there was simply nothing left that we hadn’t seen. We’d already viewed a vast spectrum of houses, starting

  with The Dead Certs and ending with The Dregs, and one fact was now screaming at us: WHAT WE WANT DOESN’T EXIST.




  Which I must admit, even I find hard to believe. I know we’re first-time buyers with a challenging budget, but our tick-list shouldn’t be insurmountable: nice area, two bedrooms,

  running water a bonus.




  There is of course another issue, one I couldn’t say out loud: some houses were deemed unsuitable by Gemma for reasons that remain as mysterious and inexplicable as the construction of

  Stonehenge.




  I’d complete the tour, optimistically anticipating her verdict about a place I couldn’t see anything wrong with, only to be told emphatically that she couldn’t see anything

  right about it.




  It’s not often that I put my foot down. I’d flatter myself if I could list three occasions in the four years we’ve been together. But we needed a break from this, and I said

  so.




  To my surprise, she agreed wholeheartedly. For a week and a half, life Before Rightmove resumed and the internet was free to exist without risk of Gemma melting it.




  Then I got a phone call yesterday asking me to knock off work early to check out this place because it looks ‘completely perfect on paper’.




  So here I am.




  ‘You’re early. Anyone would think you were starting to enjoy all this,’ she grins, clasping my hand as she stands on her tiptoes and sinks her lips into mine. She tastes of the

  same cherry lip balm she used to wear when we first got together. I feel a nostalgic pang of regret that this time, instead of heading back for some pleasures of the flesh, I’ve got to go and

  pretend I have an opinion on some bay windows.




  She’s come straight from work and is in heels, a suit and is carrying her ‘statement bag’ (which I’ve now learned simply means psychotically expensive).




  ‘I can think of nothing more enjoyable, except perhaps plucking out my own armpit hair,’ I say.




  ‘It’ll be worth it if it’s The One. And I’ve got high hopes. I don’t know how I missed this place. It’s been on and off the market for a while,

  apparently. And look at the view, Dan.’




  I can’t argue with the view, which stretches across rooftops, fields and trees, right down to the river and across to the Welsh hills.




  We look up to see the estate agent marching towards the house, his phone at his ear. ‘There’s one and a half per cent at stake here. I don’t care if she’s a little old

  lady – so was the Witch of the West.’ He sees us and straightens up. ‘Gotta go.’ He slams shut the phone.




  ‘Hiyyy.’ He grabs me by the hand and pumps it up and down. Like Gemma, he’s wearing pinstripes, though his are crooked at the top as his trousers stretch violently

  over a pronounced belly. ‘Rich Cummins. FAB to meet you both. Day off, is it?’




  ‘No, I . . .’ I glance down at my jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt, which might breach the dress code in some workplaces, but not mine.




  ‘Pah. Five years ago you’d have been sacked for not wearing a tie, and now look. Standards, eh?’ Gemma stifles a smile. ‘KIDDING! Right. This . . . is Pebble

  Cottage.’ He presents the house to us with a flourish of his arm, like a magician’s assistant after sawing someone in half. Then he opens up.




  The hall is small but bright and overwhelmed by the kind of junk only women buy: candle-holders, key hooks, picture frames that are battered (deliberately).




  We enter a living room that’s been decorated by someone who knows what they’re doing. It has a cast-iron fireplace, lots of books, pale walls, a faintly ethnic rug. On the

  mantelpiece, there’s a single picture – of three women in their late twenties in front of the Sydney Opera House – and gaps where it looks as though others once were.




  It’s a nice gaff. At least, I think so.




  I glance at Gemma as she runs a finger along the window-frame with her Bad Cop face on. She’s worn this expression at every viewing since her friend Allie confided that she had paid more

  than necessary for her house because she failed to hide how keen she was.




  The estate agent claps his hands together. ‘I should warn you that this property is blindingly popular.’




  ‘Um . . . why’s it still for sale then?’ Gemma asks. He responds with an odd little laugh, as if she’s told a joke he doesn’t quite get.




  ‘There’s no chain in this sale – the owners are moving out this weekend. The schools here are UH-MAZ-ING . . .’




  ‘We don’t have kids,’ Gemma tells him.




  ‘The bars and restaurants in Heswall are pumping.’




  ‘Potential for noise and drunks then?’




  ‘It’s fabulously convenient for the station . . . a commuter’s paradise.’




  ‘Thought I’d heard the clatter of trains.’




  He does the laugh again and shows us into the kitchen. It’s another nice room. Very nice. As are the two bedrooms, with an old-fashioned radiator and antique rocking horse in the window

  bay, which I presume is some sort of ‘feature’ as there are no other signs of children living here.




  More nonsense spills from Rich’s mouth all the way round, while Gemma steadfastly maintains a look that says she couldn’t be less impressed if he’d paused to piss on the

  carpet.




  By the time we reach the end, he’s still banging on about ‘original features’ as he points to a rusty door hinge, and effervescing about the ‘access arrangements’,

  while highlighting the single front step.




  ‘We’d like to have a look round by ourselves now, if that’s okay?’ Gemma asks.




  ‘Sure. I’ll step outside – take as long as you want. Well, not too long: Robocop’s on tonight.’ He winks at her and grins. I decide I don’t like him

  very much.




  We head up the stairs as Gemma takes more photos on her phone, resisting discussion of whether she likes the place until after the viewing. When we reach the room with the rocking horse, she

  wanders over, runs her hand along its mane.




  ‘I had one of these when I was a little girl,’ she tells me wistfully. ‘Mum used to sit on it and hold me on her lap.’




  ‘Go on, no one’s looking. I dare you.’ I suggest this in the full knowledge that it’s never going to happen.




  ‘What – have a go? Don’t be ridiculous,’ she tuts. Then she bites her lip. ‘What if it breaks?’




  ‘You’ve just said yours used to take the weight of both you and your mum. Although . . .’ I register how old it looks . . . ‘maybe you’re right. It might not hold

  you.’




  She produces a familiar look of indignation. ‘Are you saying I’ve put weight on?’




  I love this kind of logic. ‘Of course not, there’s nothing of you.’




  She looks the horse up and down and clearly decides that proving the weight issue – the one that never was an issue – is of vital importance. She defiantly hoists up her

  skirt and climbs on.




  I wince as it creaks loudly in protest, but decide not to point this out to her.




  ‘I know what you’re thinking: I look like that Khaleesi in Game of Thrones,’ she grins, rocking backwards and forwards.




  ‘The resemblance is uncanny, particularly with your steed’s glass eye and wooden legs.’




  ‘Oh, Dan, this brings back memories,’ she sighs, gooey-eyed, as she increases in force and speed until the horse is virtually galloping through the window. ‘I have no idea what

  happened to mine.’




  She appears entirely oblivious to the cracking sound vibrating through the floorboards, the sharp pops farting themselves from the arse end of the horse.




  ‘Erm, Gemma . . .’




  ‘I hope my mum didn’t throw it away – these things are worth a fortune.’




  The horse now makes a sound I can only compare to a 300-foot redwood tree falling on a shed. Gemma’s eyes inflate.




  ‘Shit!’ she shrieks, but it’s too late to rein in and dismount. The horse sinks to one side, throwing her off as if she’s just insulted the braid in its mane.




  I help her up as she scrambles to a standing position, hoists her skirt over her knickers and stands gaping at an angry break in one of the rocking horse’s legs. It’s hard to avoid

  the conclusion that the horse has a glittering career as firewood ahead of it.




  ‘Oh my GOD,’ she hisses, hysteria wobbling in her voice. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got any Blu Tack on you?’




  Ten minutes later, Rich drives off in his snot-green Seat Ibiza with a ‘Laters!’ hanging in the air.




  Gemma turns to me. ‘I’m going to have to phone and offer to pay for the horse,’ she says, rubbing her brow. It is true that our restoration job, which involved precariously

  balancing the top half of the horse on the broken leg, then hurrying away – would not win either of us a job on The Antiques Roadshow.




  ‘Why didn’t you just confess to it there and then, like you said you were going to? I’d have said it was me if you were that worried.’




  ‘I know,’ she cringes. ‘Anyway, look: what did you think of the house?’




  It took a few attempts before I worked out the right answer to this question. Small. No character. Not my cup of tea. But she doesn’t give me a chance to say anything.




  ‘Dan, it’s absolutely gorgeous. Did you see the cornices in the bedroom? And the distressed tiles in the kitchen? There’s even somewhere for my shoes – that little closet

  in the main bedroom. Oh my God, I love everything about it. This one’s not just perfect on paper, it’s perfect in every conceivable way.’




  She throws her arms around me as one word springs to my lips. Hallebloodylujah.




  







  Chapter 2




  Gemma




  I feel like shouting it from the hilltops: I AM IN LOVE!




  I am completely and utterly smitten with a two-bedroom period home boasting Edwardian-style geometric tiled splashbacks, dogtooth oak flooring, restored cast-iron radiators and a

  fully-functioning feature fireplace.




  ‘Where do I sign?’ Dan asks, as he threads his fingers through mine and we walk towards the beach. ‘I want to get this done before you change your mind.’




  ‘I’m not changing my mind. I want that house. I’d sell a kidney for it.’




  Although I’m a southerner – I grew up just outside Brighton – I’ve lived in Liverpool long enough to get to know Heswall. It’s small but bursting with character,

  and midway between my work in Cheshire, and Dan’s, a hop across the River Mersey in Liverpool.




  As we stroll along Thurstaston beach, I mentally replay the tour of each room in the house, trying to stop myself from breaking into song like in the opening scene of The Sound of

  Music.




  I picture my beautiful Turkish kilim in front of the fire, the contrasting throws we could drape over the sofa. I imagine the wall art we could hang, the roman blinds we’d install in the

  kitchen, the vintage wallpaper we could choose for the hall.




  ‘So shall we phone and make an offer?’ Dan suggests.




  ‘I thought you’d never ask!’ I say. ‘Right, what figure should we try? The asking price is over our budget, but in today’s market, you can knock £15k off of

  virtually anything. We could just about do that and still have a little left over to decorate.’




  ‘Would they accept that, when it’s so blindingly popular?’




  ‘We’ve got nowhere to sell ourselves, so there’s no chain,’ I remind him. ‘We’ve already got an in-principle mortgage offer and only have to give a

  month’s notice on our flat. Let’s start with £15k less. They’d be mad not to snap it up.’




  I phone the number on Rich’s business card. It rings four times before someone answers.




  ‘MI5 Central Intelligence. What’s your ID code, please?’ I frown. ‘HA! Don’t worry, it’s only Rich! Ha, ha!’




  When he finally composes himself, I take a deep breath, make our offer – and sit back and listen while he sucks his teeth. ‘Dunno if the sellers’ll go for that, to be

  honest.’




  I straighten my back. ‘Okay, but I’d appreciate it if you could just put it to them.’




  ‘Will do. I don’t hold out much hope though.’




  ‘That’s up to them, surely.’




  ‘Yeah, but it is blindingly popular, with the schools and the bars and the—’




  ‘Would you just tell them that we’ve made an offer, please?’ I interrupt.




  ‘You wouldn’t want to increase it?’




  ‘That’s as far as our budget stretches,’ I say firmly.




  ‘Ok-ay-eee,’ he replies, as if we’d have more of a chance bartering in chocolate coins.




  As I end the call, Dan puts his arm around me and I relax into him, breathing in the faint aroma of his aftershave (which I love) and the clean, salty scent of his skin (which I love even

  more).




  When we first got together, I worried about Dan’s looks and the baggage I feared came with them. Without a hint of exaggeration, he is jaw-droppingly gorgeous. A big man, he’s

  physically commanding and athletic, with a tiny scar on his cheek that does nothing to detract from an incandescent smile that makes him appear younger than twenty-nine. His hair is thick, treacle

  brown, and short. Always short. Anything over three weeks’ growth irritates the hell out of him.




  If the truth be told, I worried a lot about Dan when we first got together. About what the catch could be. In my early twenties, I’d gravitated towards men you’d describe as

  ‘bad news’, having developed a perverse assumption that to be interesting, men had to be flawed, the loopier the better.




  I’m about to steal a kiss when my phone rings again. I hold my breath.




  ‘Gem? It’s Rich. M’lady . . . I bring news!’




  ‘Okay.’ I can hear my heart over the seagulls. Dan raises his eyebrows expectantly.




  ‘And . . . it’s . . .’ there’s clearly a drum roll happening in Rich’s head ‘. . . not good.’




  ‘Oh. They said no?’




  ‘Like I said, it’s blindingly popular. And what with the schools and the—’




  ‘Did they say what they would accept?’




  ‘Doesn’t work like that, hon. If you want to make another offer, feel free. Though, between you and me, you’ll have to do a lot better. So. Go and have a chat with

  Hubbie . . .’




  ‘We’re not married.’




  ‘. . . and once you’ve crunched your numbers, reviewed your situation, re-evaluated and revised, come back to Rich and we’ll see what we can do.’




  I end the call and Dan squeezes my hand for moral support as I fill him in despondently. ‘We could go another £2k higher, couldn’t we?’ he says. ‘At a

  push.’




  ‘That’d leave us with no money to spend on decorating it how we want.’




  ‘Yeah, but it’s already lovely as it is. Obviously, I’d be devastated not to dust off my Black and Decker, but I’d cope,’ he smiles.




  A thought tugs at my brain. ‘Dan, I think we need to go higher. I’m going to add my savings. It’s not much but the more we can edge it up, the better.’




  ‘I’ve got a little too – and there’s some Premium Bonds I could sell that Grandma bought me years ago.’




  Over the next hour, we perform such a thorough scrape-around for cash, I’ve virtually organised a car-boot sale to flog my knickers.




  Rich is not exactly bowled over. ‘You can’t do any better? I’m saying this because I like you guys and I think this house is made for you. But that’s not going

  to cut the mustard. At best it’ll curdle the mustard. And this is blindingly popular mustard.’




  He returns my call three and a half minutes later to say the answer is no.




  ‘I can sell my car, and downgrade it to something cheaper,’ I tell Dan, stifling the urge to weep.




  ‘You could downgrade to the bus like me.’




  ‘We need one car in the household, it wouldn’t be practical otherwise,’ I insist, attempting to conceal my alarm.




  I phone Rich back to add five grand to our offer and wait for his return call as I drive us back to Liverpool, savouring the beautiful interior of my automobile while I can. The clock ticks

  painfully towards 5 p.m.




  ‘I can’t bear this. He said he’d come back to me today and it’s now six minutes to five. They close then.’




  ‘So there’s still six minutes,’ Dan says calmly. Dan is always calm. It drives me mad sometimes, but mostly I’ve found this to be a positive quality in a boyfriend

  – particularly, in my experience, following hairdressing crises.




  ‘Listen, Gemma,’ he goes on, ‘try not to be devastated if we can’t make this work. There’ll be other houses.’




  ‘Not on the evidence of what we’ve seen so far. I’d be uncheer-upable if it’s a no.’




  ‘Oh, I’d think of a way to cheer you up.’




  ‘Impossible.’




  ‘Will you marry me?’




  ‘Bugger off,’ I tut, ‘I’m being serious.’ The ‘will you marry me’ quip has been trotted out regularly ever since I confided in Dan that I’d rather

  chew off my own arm than end up like my parents – just for the sake of a big dress. He laughs as we turn into Liverpool city centre and the phone rings. I pull over to answer.




  ‘Rich?’




  ‘Nope, Spiderman.’ I hesitate. ‘Pah, gotcha! No, you were actually right first time. It is Rich. Rich Cummins. From Pritchards estate agents.’




  ‘Yes, I know.’




  Dan reaches over and clutches my hand. He feels warm and safe and I know that, whatever happens, the house of our dreams or not, as long as we’re together we’re always going to be

  all right.




  ‘Before we get onto the offer, might I ask whether one of you had a go on that rocking horse while you were there?’




  I hold my breath. ‘Oh Rich, I’m so sorry – I meant to say earlier that I’d pay for the damage.’




  ‘Oh no, it’s okay. It was actually already broken. I was just meant to warn you about it, that’s all – everyone seems to want to have a go. Anyway, the offer . .

  .’




  A glint of light sparkles in Dan’s eyes as Rich delivers the verdict.




  ‘Sorry, Gem. Not even close. It’s time to look for another house.’




  







  Chapter 3




  Dan




  We tramp up the stairs to our apartment, having stopped off for a takeaway and wine – in which Gemma was fully complicit despite her recent, self-imposed mandate

  banning midweek drinking.




  The flat is in a new block, an urban stalagmite that’s joined the others on Liverpool’s burgeoning skyline a few years ago. Although it only has one bedroom, I was sucked in by the

  slick bathroom, state-of-the-art fridge with built-in ice-maker and a burning lack of desire to traipse around dozens of other places. It was the first place I saw and it’s served us well. I

  never imagined when I signed the lease nearly five years ago that I’d still be here, although what I thought the alternative might be I couldn’t tell you.




  It wasn’t long before I stopped noticing the slick bathroom, of course – though the ice-maker justifiably remains a conversation piece. But I only registered how slack my flatmate

  Jesse and I had been with the dusters when I first thought about inviting Gemma back for a highly presumptuous coffee. Which brings me to the other reason I remain steadfastly attached to this

  place: it was the setting of the best date in the history of dates, anytime, ever. Our third.




  As I lay in bed feeling the twists of her hair between my fingers, I couldn’t recall ever feeling quite so exhilarated. Okay, that sounds a bit weird, as if I’d just had a hard

  session in the gym, so I’ll keep things simple. Even then, after I’d known her only days, she made my chest feel like it was going to burst open every time I looked at her.




  You’d think that might have augured something big right there: the fact that we’d both end up falling in love for the first time in our lives. But the only future I was planning with

  her at that precise moment in time involved getting overheated under the duvet again at some point in the next twenty minutes.




  Despite the flat being mine to begin with, when Jesse moved out and Gemma moved in, indecently soon after we’d met, she made it feel like a home for reasons that went beyond the

  co-ordinated cushions that came with her.




  In lots of ways, we shouldn’t work together. I’m a ‘bleeding heart liberal’ (her words) and she’s a card-carrying fascist i.e. she reads Mail Online, even

  if it’s only for the sidebar of shame.




  I was privately educated, went to Cambridge and had a glittering career as A Disappointment (at least to one parent). She went to a middle-of-the-road state school and dazzled her

  family. I read Louis de Bernières and The English Patient and go to sleep each night feeling enriched and relaxed. She reads Lee Child and Luther and goes to sleep with a

  bread-knife under the bed, just in case.




  ‘This is the crappiest takeaway I’ve ever tasted,’ Gemma says, throwing down her fork on a chicken chow mein that looks like it’s been fished out of a sludge pipe.




  ‘That cannot possibly be true,’ I say, topping up her glass. ‘We have had some truly crappy takeaways.’




  I shove my dish on the coffee table and pull her towards me, tucking her hair behind her ear. It’s only when I register the wobble in her lip that I realise just how much this house

  business has got to her.




  ‘We could always do something else with the money we’ve saved up. Go travelling or something,’ I say, though I have no idea where it came from. I’d never even thought of

  it before – and I already know she toured south-east Asia with two friends in her gap year after university.




  ‘I’ve done all that, Dan,’ she sighs. ‘I’m twenty-nine now, not eighteen.’




  I squeeze her closer into me, wanting to make her feel better but at a loss as to how. I decide to pay a visit to the florist tomorrow. Life became far easier the day I worked out that flowers,

  particularly outside the traditional birthdays or anniversaries, are not in fact the pointless waste of money I’d assumed they were for the last twenty-odd years.




  We stay up late, watching a vacuous action film that I pretend not to enjoy, before going to bed and making passionate but mildly clumsy, wine-drunk love. She falls asleep with her head on my

  chest, but I can’t bring myself to move her, even if I know I’ll wake up with a crick in my neck. For a few hours I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.




  It’s at 4.30 a.m. that, aware of a series of explosive coughs about five centimetres from my ear, my eyes spring open.




  ‘Oh sorry, did I wake you?’ The cough mysteriously disappears.




  ‘It’s okay,’ I mumble, about to turn over when she props herself up on an elbow. I close my eyes.




  ‘Well, now you’re awake . . .’




  ‘I’m not awake.’




  ‘Clearly you are or you wouldn’t be talking to me.’




  ‘I’ll be asleep again in seven seconds,’ I yawn.




  ‘Okay. But can I ask you something?’




  ‘Is it: “Darling, why on earth can’t you get to sleep?”!’ I ask.




  ‘Sorry! It’s really important though.’




  She reaches over to turn on the bedroom light. Her hair is mussed up on the top like Russell Brand’s and she has a smudge of mascara under her eye. I suppress a smile. ‘Go

  on.’




  ‘It’s about Pebble Cottage. I’ve had an idea. I reckon we’re about another five grand short of making an offer they couldn’t refuse.’




  ‘Gemma, you’ve already planned on selling your car, my Premium Bonds and half the furniture. The only thing left is our bodies. You’d do all right, but I don’t think

  I’d raise more than a fiver.’




  I expect her to make a joke about being certain that someone would have me in the right part of town, but she doesn’t. This is a worrying development.




  ‘I’m talking about something completely different. Changing tack. I’m talking about reducing our outgoings drastically to free up a lump sum of capital. I’m talking about

  getting rid of the flat.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘If we didn’t have any rent to pay, not to mention bills, we’d save up that amount in . . . I don’t know, five months. Think about it.’




  ‘Yes, but there’s a vital flaw in your cunning plan, Baldrick,’ I tell her. ‘And it’s that we need the flat. You know, to live in.’




  ‘I was coming to that.’ Only she doesn’t say anything.




  ‘Go on then.’




  Her mouth starts to twitch at the side and I can tell she’s gauging my reaction before she’s managed to even spit it out. She sits up straight, defiant, and looks me in the eye.

  ‘We can go and live with your mother.’




  I laugh. I laugh quite a lot. In fact, I almost fall off the bed.




  Then I realise she isn’t joining in. ‘You’re not serious.’ And when she edges closer and puts her arm on mine, leaning in to kiss me, ‘Don’t be trying to use

  your feminine wiles on me. They won’t work.’




  ‘Dan,’ she fake-murmurs. ‘Do it for me.’




  ‘You can bugger right off.’




  ‘Okay, okay,’ she says, sitting up again. ‘Just hear me out. I know it wouldn’t be ideal. I know you vowed when you moved out when you were seventeen—’




  ‘Sixteen.’




  ‘Sixteen, that you’d never live there again, but it’s not like you don’t love your mum. She’s great.’




  I flash her a look. ‘Well, yeah. She’s my mum so she’s great by default, but here’s the difference – she’s not great to live with. Whose mum is, once

  you’re no longer a kid?’




  ‘It wouldn’t be that bad.’




  ‘I’d prefer to live with Genghis Khan.’




  ‘Her house is enormous . . .’




  ‘You’re not listening to me.’




  ‘Your grandma lives there too and she’s gorgeous.’




  ‘Is my voice like a dog whistle? Inaudible to human beings?’




  ‘It’s on the right side of Cheshire, so totally commutable.’




  ‘It takes ages to drive from there to Liverpool – and I don’t even have a car.’




  ‘With no rent to pay, you could get a cheap one. It’d only be for six months.’




  ‘You said five.’




  ‘Six months tops.’




  ‘You said—’




  ‘Oh come on, Dan. I’m not asking you to do this for me, I’m asking you to do this for us. You want the house, don’t you?’




  ‘Gemma, that house will not still be on the market in six months’ time. You heard what the estate agent said.’




  ‘I know, but it might be in two. It takes a few months for a house sale to happen – with all the surveys and legal work. So if we moved out now and started saving really

  hard, we could make an offer after a couple of months with a view to completing the sale a few months after that. Only then would we need to hand over the full amount of money.’




  ‘What if it’s gone by then?’




  ‘It won’t be. But if, for argument’s sake, it was – we’d simply have some extra cash under our belt, which will put us in a stronger position to buy somewhere

  else.’




  ‘You’ve hated everywhere else.’




  She shakes her head. ‘It’s not going to happen. I’ve got a good feeling about it.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Gemma,’ I say assertively. ‘It’s absolutely out of the question. There is no way you’re going to change my mind. I’m a hundred per cent

  against the idea.’




  By 7.35 a.m. we’ve handed in our notice on the flat.




  







  Chapter 4




  Gemma




  I drive to work with adrenalin pumping through my body for reasons that go beyond the fact that I got beeped at traffic lights while fantasizing about free-standing oak

  kitchen units with a Belfast sink and vintage taps.




  I’m tired but wired, my head buzzing as I pull into my allotted space outside Wilburn House, the northern headquarters of Austin Blythe, the advertising agency where I work. The building

  is a former stately home, complete with shrubbery clipped to within an inch of its life, a Grecian-style outdoor pool (in which nobody, to my knowledge, has ever dared swim) and humungous, phallic

  gates, which my friend Sadie says is a convenient warning to those who enter that the place is run by pricks.




  ‘You know that bottle of Peach Schnapps I got from a client at Christmas?’ Sadie greets me as she types feverishly at the desk opposite mine. ‘It’s still in my drawer and

  I’m currently feeling a need to stick a straw in it and suck until I’m unconscious.’




  The room in which Sadie and I work isn’t huge – there are just eight desks – but it’s perfectly formed: they upgrade the interior here more often than I do my bikini

  line. At the moment, it’s all Danish-designed chairs, monochrome desks and, in a bid to underline how cutting-edge we are, a selection of outlandishly-coloured bean bags arranged in a circle

  under the window in an area officially named the ‘Think Tank’ (and unofficially the ‘Wank Tank’).




  ‘Good morning!’ I say brightly.




  ‘Not by anyone’s definition is it a good morning,’ she mutters. ‘We’ve had a meeting sprung on us at ten, we need to chase up the visuals we should’ve had a

  week ago, and we need to complete something resembling an advertising campaign before we see Sebastian this afternoon.’




  There is a peculiar way things work in advertising that is virtually unique to this profession, with the exception of police work and the writing of West End musicals: we have partners.




  Sadie and I have had this conjugal arrangement for six years, since the day we started. As art director, she does the pictures; as copy writer, I do the words – although the reality is

  rarely that defined. Think Cagney and Lacey without the guns, Lennon and McCartney without the guitars, Ant and Dec without the six-figure salaries.




  People assume that, because the average television advertisement is less than twenty seconds long, my bit doesn’t involve much. I’m convinced my mum thinks I jot something on a fag

  packet, then spend the rest of the day filing my nails.




  In reality, a vast amount of work goes into creating what viewers see on screen: research, brainstorming, endless fine-tuning with account managers, creative directors, motion graphics

  specialists – and fighting off the ‘traffic managers’, whose job it is to organise our workload i.e. pile as much on us as possible.




  Today, we’re putting the finishing touches on the ideas Sadie and I have worked up for a new condom campaign, before presenting it to Sebastian Boniface – Austin Blythe’s brand

  new, hot-shot creative director.




  ‘Why don’t I get some coffee first,’ I suggest, taking out my purse.




  She looks at me like I need some strong pills and a session of electric shock therapy. ‘We haven’t got time for coffee!’




  ‘Deep breaths,’ I wink, heading to the staff canteen, or The Playhouse as they’ve rebranded it. I wait in the line as Shirley, our long-standing dinner lady, has her

  daily battle with the cappuccino machine before setting down a cup in front of me that looks very like she’s pumped it out of a can of Gillette shaving foam.




  I glance up into the car park and spot the man himself, Sebastian, getting out of his classic car. I couldn’t tell you what it is, except that it’s a convertible, expensive-looking

  and so vividly red that if it was a lipstick shade it’d be called ‘floozie’s knickers’. He clicks the lock and caresses the bonnet with his fingers in the same mildly erotic

  manner you see on soft porn movies or adverts for leather sofas.




  I pick up the coffees, register that the clock has hit 9 a.m. and step outside to make a crucially important phone call – to Rich.




  ‘So basically, you can’t afford the house now, but you will in a couple of months?’ he concludes, after I’ve brought him up to speed on my grand plan.




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘There’s absolutely no way this house will still be on the market then,’ he tells me stoutly. ‘It’s blindingly popular and—’




  ‘Rich,’ I interrupt. ‘You told me it’d been up for sale for a while. Is it really blindingly popular?’




  ‘Yes! But for one reason or another things haven’t progressed as we would’ve liked.’




  My skin prickles with suspicion. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’




  ‘Course not!’




  ‘It hasn’t got dry rot or rising damp or electrics that were rewired by a chimpanzee?’




  ‘Don’t be daft. Full disclosure these days, Gem. All I’m saying is – yes, properties take longer to sell now than a few years ago. But waiting a couple of months before

  you put in an offer . . . don’t get your hopes up is my advice.’




  ‘If we can get the money together before then, we’ll act sooner. How long exactly has it been on the market? Did you say a couple of months?’




  ‘Arhoehr,’ he coughs.




  ‘Eh?’ I repeat.




  He sighs. ‘It first went on the market two years ago, but the seller’s chain fell through, so they took it off for ages. When it went back on, it got a buyer early on, but their

  mortgage offer was retracted, so it came off the market again for a few months. It went back on last week.’




  ‘So that’s why I’ve only just seen it on Rightmove.’




  ‘Precisely. They got totally fed up of the whole thing. But this time they’re certain.’




  ‘So am I.’




  ‘Good luck with that saving then. Just don’t take too long, will you?’




  By the time I’ve returned to my desk, Sadie is glaring at her to-do list as if her head might cave in. I thrust a coffee in her hand and place a hazelnut cookie – her favourite

  – on her desk.




  ‘Thanks, Gem,’ she says. ‘Oh God, sorry, I haven’t even asked you about the house you went to look at yesterday. Any good?’




  ‘We’re putting in an offer.’




  Her eyes widen. ‘Wow. Dan must’ve had the shock of his life.’




  ‘It wasn’t just me who didn’t like the others, you know. He felt as strongly as I did that they were all rubbish.’ She picks up her biscuit. ‘Anyway, it’s

  over our budget, but the plan is to go and live with Dan’s mum for a few months to save up some money. Assuming she’ll have us.’




  Sadie’s biscuit slips out of her fingers and plops into her coffee, pebble-dashing half her desk with cappuccino foam. She gapes at me with an open mouth, as if I’ve just told her

  I’m off to run a tattoo parlour in a small village on the fringes of the Peruvian Andes.




  ‘You must really love it if you’re prepared to live with Dan’s mum,’ she says.




  I tut. ‘Dan’s mum’s great.’




  ‘I couldn’t live with anyone’s mum, even my own. Much as I love her, that lost its appeal after I hit . . . ooh, five.’




  Sadie Dass is an exiled Londoner who moved here with her then boyfriend when he got a job in Manchester. He dumped her within six weeks of the move, but having driven here in her VW Beetle on a

  Bank Holiday weekend, she decided she couldn’t face the M6 again, so would stay for the foreseeable. Seven years later, she’s still here, and in that time has got herself a far nicer

  man, Warren, who last year became her fiancé.




  The wedding is scheduled for next year, grows more lavish by the day and it’s fair to say that the planning has done nothing to instil Sadie with a sense of inner harmony.




  She has a soft London accent, enviably smooth skin, inherited from her Guyana-born great-grandmother, and hair that she insists she can’t do anything with but which always looks amazing to

  me.




  I must admit, she took a little while to grow on me after we first met. I always assumed I worked better with people who are rational, calm. Sadie is about as calm as Hurricane Katrina. But she

  is also thoughtful, a good listener, hilarious on a night out and the most dedicated office gossip you could hope to meet.




  That afternoon, we head to the boardroom to set up before our meeting with Sebastian. Sadie battles with the flip-chart stand for our ‘scamps’ – the initial sketched concepts

  – while I lay out the product i.e. enough condoms to service an STD clinic for a year.




  Then I turn my attentions to the door, which I hate with a passion in this meeting room because it doesn’t close properly and, when open, bangs against the filing cabinet – something

  that’s guaranteed to happen at the exact moment you’re attempting to say something important.




  ‘This isn’t going to work,’ I mutter, shoving a folded piece of paper under the door, ‘and we’re going to be starting in ten minutes. We need something that will

  buffer the handle.’




  She scans the room like she’s Bear Grylls trying to find some edible vegetation in the jungle. ‘Wait here! I’ve got an idea,’ she says, darting to the presentation table.

  She grabs a strawberry-flavoured condom and rips open the packet.




  ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I ask.




  ‘Improvising,’ she replies. Then, holding it to her lips like some demented children’s party entertainer, she starts blowing into it, until it’s the size of a small beach

  ball.




  ‘Please tell me you’re about to turn that into a giraffe for me to take home with a party bag – and not try to fix the door with it,’ I say.




  ‘It’ll be fine, watch,’ she insists, as she proceeds to secure it to the door handle with an elastic band.




  I glance at the clock: we have one minute before Sebastian is due to arrive. To be fair to Sadie, her contraption is completely effective – and not at all visible from where we’ll be

  sitting.




  We head back to the table, just in time for Sebastian to appear in the doorway.




  ‘Sadie! Gemma!’ He’s wearing the sort of grin you’d expect to see in the closing moments of an accomplished fellatio session.




  Sadie runs over and shakes his hand vigorously. Then he turns to close the door, but she leaps in front of him. ‘It’s very stuffy in here – do you mind if we leave it

  open?’




  ‘Good idea,’ he decides, heading to the desk.




  His hair is thick, dark blond, a bit too long; like Severus Snape with highlights. He’s in his early fifties but looks younger. And, judging by his dress sense (fitted shirt with a

  millimetre of breathing space; Armani chinos) is aware of it.




  Everything about him is smooth: his hair, his voice, even his teeth look as though they’ve been polished with Mr Sheen. He invites us to sit down and insists on pouring the tea for us. I

  can see why clients would love him.




  ‘So, ladies,’ he says, clasping his hands together and making the twinkliest of eye-contact. ‘Condoms.’ He pronounces the word animatedly. Sadie crosses her

  legs.




  ‘Johnnies,’ he continues, with a flourish. ‘Rubbers, French letters, sheaths . . .’




  Sadie visibly relaxes when he stops. But it’s only a momentary intermission.




  ‘Joy Bags, Close Combat Socks, Gentlemen’s Jerkins . . .’ Then he smiles benignly. Sadie and I exchange glances. ‘One thing’s for sure, there are a heck of a lot of

  euphemisms for one of these.’




  He pulls out a Bang condom packet – the brand we’re working on – and starts twiddling it round in his fingers. ‘Question is, how can we make Bang

  Condoms the UK’s diving suit of choice?’




  ‘Would you like us to show you our thoughts so far?’




  He opens his arms wide. ‘Can’t wait. Your reputations precede you, ladies. I’m . . . excited.’ There’s something terribly unsettling about the way he says

  that.




  I turn over the first scamp, hopefully to blow him away with our ideas, when I am sharply interrupted.




  Pthwww!




  I know it’s the condom deflating. Sadie knows it’s the condom deflating. Sebastian, on the other hand, can only come to the conclusion that the origin of this outburst is one of the

  two of us.




  He shifts in his seat, glancing between us, clearly trying to work out which of us has consumed an abundance of broccoli and baked beans for breakfast.




  I hastily decide to move on and pray he assumes he’s imagined it.




  At this stage, we produce three concepts – a safe option, something more edgy and the one we like the best. I go for safe first, as always – the Volvo of condom adverts.




  ‘We saw this one as being entirely animated,’ I explain. ‘It’s a quirky take on boy meets girl—’




  ‘Let me stop you there.’ I do as I’m told. ‘I’m going to say something . . . radical.’ Sebastian opens his mouth.




  Pwththhh!




  I grab the sides of my seat and start jigging it about. ‘Damn chair,’ I apologise. ‘It’s always squeaking. Sorry. Carry on.’




  He narrows his eyes then continues, ‘We’re not having a safe option.’




  ‘Oh. Okay,’ I reply, interested, while Sadie’s brow furrows deeper.




  ‘Here’s my thinking. Condoms are safe, by definition, so we need to be edgy to counter-balance that. Edgy is the only way to go on this. We don’t give them the usual three

  choices. We give them: edgy, edgier, and so edgy they’re a step away from falling off a cliff.’




  Sadie can’t contain herself. ‘But we’ve spent weeks—’




  ‘We’ll show you our “edgy” first then,’ I interrupt, taking out the next scamp. ‘In this one, the tone is different. We’re at a club. We’ve got a

  Hed Kandi-type soundtrack. We’ve got dancers here and—’




  ‘Ladies, this is not edgy,’ he proclaims. ‘This is predictably edgy. The twisted Utopia theme, the post-apocalyptic, narcissistic atmosphere. I bet you’ve even

  thrown in a couple of kissing lesbians, haven’t you?’




  The answer is no, but I don’t get a chance to tell him.




  Pwtthh!




  He grits his teeth and just looks appalled by both of us now, but carries on regardless. ‘Predictably edgy and edgy are not the same thing at all. What I want is . . .

  unpredictability.’




  Sadie has stopped breathing. And I must admit, I’m not feeling great about having weeks’ worth of work dismissed before he’s even looked at them properly.




  ‘Now. Who is the last person you’d expect to be advertising condoms?’




  Pwthw— ‘Gloria Hunniford?’ Sadie blurts out, in a desperate bid to distract him. To be fair, it works.




  Sebastian raises his eyebrow, puts his hand on his chin and nods thoughtfully. ‘Keep going.’




  Sadie swallows and looks at me for help. ‘Um . . . Keith Chegwin,’ she splutters. He raises an encouraging eyebrow. ‘Peter Sissons, Prince Philip . . .’




  Pwthw— ‘The Archbishop of Canterbury!’




  He grins and looks at both of us. ‘Ladies, I like your way of thinking.’ He stands up, removes the scamps and flings them across the desk at us. ‘Take another week on this one.

  You’ll come up with the goods, I know it.’




  I am trying my best to think of a diplomatic way to protest about this in the strongest possible terms, when something else does it for me.




  PWTTHWWWTHTH!




  The condom disengages itself from the door handle and performs a spectacular loop-the-loop across the floor before landing slap bang on the desk in front of Sebastian, who is so stunned he

  appears to have lost the motor skills in his bottom jaw.




  And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how to make an impression with your new boss.




  When I get back to my desk, my phone is ringing. I see that it’s Dan and decide to take the call in the corridor.




  ‘How’s your day going?’ he asks.




  ‘I’ve had better.’




  ‘You’re not the only one.’




  ‘Why, what’s happened to you?’ I ask.




  ‘My mother’s agreed to let us stay.’




  ‘Ah, brilliant!’ I gush.




  ‘Isn’t it?’ he deadpans.




  ‘Oh, come on, you know it’ll be worth it.’




  ‘I know, I’m only joking. Sort of anyway. You do realise however,’ he adds teasingly, ‘that before I met you, there was no woman on earth I’d have made a sacrifice

  like this for.’




  I hesitate, suppressing a reflex action to return the sentiment and assure him that there’s no man I’d have done it for either. But that wouldn’t exactly be the truth.




  







  Chapter 5




  Dan




  I’ve spent the morning getting to know a twenty-one-year-old alcoholic who’s been out of prison for eleven months and has a mental-health file as long as your

  arm.




  This might not be most people’s idea of fun, but it’s an average day – in that there’s no such thing – in my job at a homeless charity called the Chapterhouse

  Centre.




  My role as a supported housing worker is to keep people off the streets before they get there. Our team helps vulnerable people from all walks of life to climb out of their deepening

  hole and build something you or I might recognise as a normal life.




  Not all of them have drink problems like Gary, the twenty-one-year old, although I’ve helped my share of alcoholics, as well as sex workers, ex-cons and drug users. They all have a

  different story to tell. And while in lots of cases those stories involve abuse, dysfunctional childhoods and substance misuse from a stupid age, some have simply fallen on hard times.




  I’d never claim it’s an easy job, but I’d never want to do anything else.




  After a bus journey from Gary’s temporary accommodation, I arrive at the administrative office where I’m based – a renovated Victorian school house half a mile outside the city

  centre. It’s a beautiful building, although I can’t claim it’d win design awards once you’re through the door.




  If ASDA Smartprice did offices, this’d be what it would look like: functional, but bright, clean and notably no frills (the day we got a microwave capable of emitting more than 400 watts

  was the source of significant celebration).




  It’s a long way from the workplace I left four years ago, when I was a stockbroker for a firm called Emerson Lisbon. I earned three times as much as I do here, and while I miss the salary,

  the same can’t be said for the job.




  I’d been volunteering at the Chapterhouse Centre since university – at our enablement centre, where rough sleepers go for a solid meal and help from a support worker – when the

  chance of a fulltime job came up. I couldn’t bring myself to say no.




  I’m in the hall, heading towards the stairs when our administrator Jade pops her head round the door.




  Jade’s in her early thirties and is on her own with two young daughters after her husband ran off with a nineteen year old. Her take on this is: ‘She must’ve found his farting

  and smelly feet just irresistible.’ She’s great fun – and pretty, if not my type – with vivid green eyes and lips she paints in a colour that looks like it’s come out

  of a highlighter pen.




  Jade is known for two things. First, she’s been on a diet for the entire five years I’ve known her. Secondly, Pete – my colleague, good friend and long-time drinking accessory

  – is madly in love with her, a fact of which she is blissfully oblivious, despite him having the subtlety of a five-foot air horn.




  ‘How was the house – any good?’ she asks.




  ‘So good Gemma wants to buy it.’




  ‘Oh, that’s great news!’




  ‘But we can’t afford it.’




  She frowns. ‘That’s not great news.’




  ‘Except she’s found a way.’




  ‘Oh brilliant!’




  ‘But it’s a terrible idea.’




  She frowns. ‘Oh. Then . . . bad. So what’s the idea?’




  I wonder if there’s a way of saying this without losing every shred of professional credibility I possess. ‘We’re moving in with my mum.’




  ‘HAHAHA!’ Pete is on the stairs, doubled up with laughter. ‘Your mum?’




  I look beadily at him. ‘What’s wrong with . . . I won’t finish that question.’




  Pete, who works on our Dual Diagnosis team, is three years older than me, five inches shorter, and has been single for six months after finally dumping his longterm girlfriend Sarah (a

  nightmare) to focus on his so far fruitless quest to seduce Jade. He’s employed every tactic in the book: enquiring what her perfume is (her reply: ‘Erm, Sure Ultra Dry’); fixing

  the Secret Santa so she got a book called Why Short Men Are Better Lovers and hanging round her desk with this pathetic doe-eyed expression that makes him look like Droopy Dog after a

  heavy glue-sniffing session.




  He slaps my back. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your mum, my friend. There’s definitely something wrong with a twenty-nine-year-old man still living at home though. Will she

  ground you if you don’t finish your homework?’




  ‘Oi! I lived with my mum when I split up with Alan,’ Jade says indignantly.




  ‘That’s totally different,’ Pete decides. ‘You were destitute. You had nowhere to go. You were on your own with two young children and—’




  ‘Actually, I could’ve rented but my mum insisted on doing the girls’ ironing and sorting their tea out every night. I wasn’t going to say no to that.’




  ‘Besides,’ I interrupt, ‘I’m not “still living at home”. This is a temporary arrangement while we save up enough for the house we want.’




  Pete looks at me. ‘So what time’s your curfew?’




  Jade laughs. Then: ‘Ooh, Dan, while I remember: my friend’s over from America in a few weeks. What bars shall I take her to? You know all the trendy places.’




  ‘Hmm . . . I’ll have a think,’ I reply.




  ‘I know some good places,’ Pete leaps in.




  ‘Oh, okay,’ she shrugs.




  ‘I could come with you, if you like.’




  ‘Oh. You wouldn’t mind?’




  For a moment he looks as though he’s experiencing some sort of transcendental awakening; his eyes are virtually rolling into the back of his head with joy. ‘Of course not. It’d

  be a pleasure.’




  Then her face drops. ‘Oh bugger. I forgot. I said we’d have a girls’-only night. She’s just been dumped. You’d be bored stiff.’




  ‘I wouldn’t!’




  ‘God, you would – it’d be awful for you,’ she insists. ‘We just want to spend the night slagging off men.’




  ‘I can slag off men,’ he offers.




  ‘You’d hate it.’




  ‘I’d love it!’




  ‘Let’s do it another time, shall we? I’m sure my mum’ll agree to babysit again. Maybe some point next year.’




  By the time we get upstairs to the office, he’s inconsolable. ‘That’s it. I need tips,’ he says, flopping onto his chair.




  ‘Don’t look at me for some sort of insight,’ I tell him.




  ‘Come off it. When I first met you, there wasn’t a night out that didn’t involve some woman thrusting her phone number into your trouser pocket.’




  ‘You exaggerate.’




  ‘You were a great big slag and don’t deny it.’




  ‘Am I supposed to defend myself?’




  ‘No,’ he sighs. ‘You’re supposed to tell me how to do it.’




  To listen to Pete, you’d think I was some sort of Aldous Snow figure in my pre-Gemma days. But we’re talking about a few flings, not six dancing girls and a

  two-litre bottle of Durex Play every week night.




  I will admit though that the first time Gemma and I crossed paths, the idea that one day we’d contemplate buying a house together would have filled me with . . . surprise.




  The reason wasn’t just because we’d have looked an unlikely couple physically, though at the time that was true, nor because I didn’t fancy her (also undeniable). It was

  because we were both on a date – with other people.




  I was nineteen, back from Cambridge for Christmas after my first term and technically living at home with Mum. In reality, I spent that break bunking in with people, including an old mate from

  school nicknamed ‘Stringfellow’, who’d quit Cardiff University to set himself up as a nightclub entrepreneur.




  I’d agreed to take my date for the evening to an insalubrious bar on the edge of Duke Street because two ‘contacts’ had offered ‘Stringfellow’ the unmissable

  opportunity of buying a stake in it. He wanted my opinion on the place while he cut his teeth at the bar, serving Cider and Black to Goths, bikers and miscellaneous reprobates, none of whom looked

  overly impressed with my nice V-neck jumper and Shockwaved fringe.




  My date, Terri, was small, blonde, stupendously bosomed and had the eyes of a possessed Barbie doll. I’d handed my number to her in a club the previous weekend, in such a drunken blur that

  I barely recognised her now. She’d brought with her this unfeasibly small handbag, from which an array of eyeliners and lipsticks kept tumbling. The solution, she decided, was getting

  ‘her man’ (that, apparently, was me) to put them in my coat pockets.




  It was clear when we pushed open the door that she wasn’t massively enthusiastic about the venue. In fact, she looked at the clientele as if she’d been presented with the

  still-beating hearts of two slaughtered lambs.
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