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How to understand it all! How to understand the deceptions she had been thus practicing on herself, and living under!—The blunders, the blindness of her own head and heart!—she sat still, she walked about, she tried her own room, she tried the shrubbery—in every place, every posture, she perceived that she had acted most weakly.

—Emma, Jane Austen





part one






chapter one



Laura Foster was a hopeless romantic. Her best friend, Jo, said it was her greatest flaw, and at the same time her most endearing trait, because it was the thing that most frequently got her into trouble, and yet falling in love was like a drug to her. Having a crush, daydreaming about someone, feeling her heart race when she saw a certain man walk toward her—she thrived on all of it, and was disastrously, helplessly, hopelessly incapable of seeing when it was wrong. Everyone has a blind spot. With Laura, it was as if she had a blind heart.

Anyone with a less romantic upbringing would be hard to find. She wasn’t a runaway nun, or the daughter of an Italian count, or a mysterious orphan. She was the daughter of George and Angela Foster, of Harrow, in the suburbs of London. She had one younger brother, Simon, who was perfectly normal, not a secret duke, or a spy, or a soldier. George was a computer engineer, and Angela was a part-time translator. As Jo once said to her, about a year after they met at university, “Laura, why do you go around pretending to be Julie Andrews, when you’re actually Hyacinth Bucket?”

But Laura never allowed reality to get in the way of fantasy. By the time she was eighteen, she had fallen for: a runny-nosed, milk-bottle-glasses–wearing, primary-school outcast called Kevin (in her mind, Indiana Jones with glasses); her oboe teacher, Mr. Wallace, a thin, spotty youth, over whom she developed a raging obsession and calluses on her fingers, so ferociously did she practice; and about fifteen different boys at the boys’ school around the corner from hers in Harrow.

When she went to university, the scope was even greater, the potential for romance limitless. She wasn’t interested in a random pickup at a club. No, Laura wanted someone to stand underneath her window and recite poetry to her. She was almost always disappointed. There was Gideon, the budding theater director who hadn’t quite come out of the closet. Juan, the Colombian student who spoke no English. And the rowing captain who was much more obsessed with the treadmill at the gym than with her; her dentist, who charged her far too much and then made her pay for dinner; and the lecturer in her humanities seminar whom she never spoke to, and who didn’t know her name, whom she wasted two terms staring at in a heartfelt manner.

For all of these, Laura followed the same pattern. She stopped eating, she mooned around, she was acutely conscious of where they were in any room, thought she saw them around every corner—was that the back of his curly head going into the newsagents? She became a big, dumb idiot whenever any of them spoke to her; so fairly often they walked away, bemused that this nice girl with dark blond hair, a sweet smile, and a dirty laugh who’d seemed to like them then behaved like a tourist in a strange land, eyes downcast, virtually mute. Or they’d ask her out—and then Laura, for her part, usually came tumbling down to earth with a bang when she realized they weren’t perfect, weren’t this demigod she’d turned them into in her mind. It wasn’t that she was particularly picky, either. She was just a really bad picker.

She believed in The One. And every man she met, for the first five minutes, two weeks, four months, had the potential in her eyes to be The One—until she reluctantly realized he was gay (Gideon from the Drama Society), psychopathic (Adam, her boyfriend for several months, who eventually gave up on his MA in the Romantic poets and joined the Special Air Service to become a killing machine), against the law ( Juan, the illegal immigrant from Colombia), or Josh (her most recent boyfriend, whom she’d met at a volunteer reading program seminar at work—she worked for the local council—decided was The One after five minutes, and dated for over a year, before realizing that, really, all they had in common was a love of local council literacy initiatives).

It’s fine for girls to grow up believing in something like The One; but the generally received wisdom by the time Laura was out of university, as she moved into her midtwenties, as her friends started to settle down, was that it didn’t really exist—well, it did, but with variations. Not for Laura. She was going to wait till she found him. To her flatmate and childhood friend Yorky’s complaints that he was sick of sharing his flat with a lovesick teenager all the time, as well as a succession of totally disparate, odd men, Laura said firmly that he was being mean and judgmental. To Jo’s pragmatic suggestions that she should join a dating agency, or simply ask out that bloke over there, Laura said no. It would happen the way she wanted it to happen, she said—you couldn’t force it. And that would be it—until five minutes later when a waiter in a restaurant would smile at her, and Laura would gaze happily up at him, imagining herself and him moving back to Italy, opening a small café in a market square, having lots of beautiful babies called Francesca and Giacomo. Jo could only shake her head at this, as Laura laughed with her, aware of how hopeless she was, compared to her pragmatic, realistic best friend.

•   •   •

Until, one evening about eighteen months ago, Jo came round to supper at Yorky and Laura’s flat. She was very quiet; Laura often worried that Jo worked too hard. As Laura was trying to digest a mouthful of chickpeas that Yorky had marvelously undercooked, trying not to choke on them, Jo wiped her mouth with a piece of paper towel and looked up.

“Um…hey.”

Laura looked at her suspiciously. Jo’s eyes were sparkling, her heart-shaped little face was flushed, and she leaned across the table and said, “I’ve met someone.”

“Where?” Yorky had said stupidly.

But Laura understood what that statement meant, of course she did, and she said, “Who is he?”

“He’s called Chris,” Jo said, and she smiled, rather girlishly, which was even more unusual for her. “I met him at work.” Jo was a real estate solicitor. “He was buying a house. He yelled at me.”

And then—and this was when Laura realized it was serious—Jo twisted a tendril of her hair and then put it in her mouth. Since this was a breach of social behavior in Jo’s eyes tantamount to not sending a thank-you card after a dinner party, Laura put her hand out across the table and said, “Wow! How exciting.”

“I know,” said Jo, unable to stop herself smiling. “I know!”

Laura knew, as she looked at Jo, she just knew, she didn’t know why. Here was someone in love, who had found The One, and that was all there was to it.

•   •   •

Chris and Jo moved into the house she’d helped him buy after six months; four months after that, he proposed. The following December, a couple of weeks before Christmas, he and Jo were to be married, in a London hotel. Jo had eschewed grown-up bridesmaids, saying they were deeply, humiliatingly tacky, much to Laura’s disappointment—she was rather looking forward to donning a nice dress, and sharing with her best friend the happiest day of her life. Instead, she was going to be best woman, and Yorky an usher.

It seemed as if Jo and Chris had been together forever, and Laura could barely remember when he hadn’t been on the scene. He fitted right in, with his North London pub ways, his easy, uncomplicated personality, so laid-back and friendly compared to Jo’s dry, rather controlled outlook on life. He had friends who lived nearby—some lovely friends. They were all a gang now, him and Jo, his friends, Yorky and Laura, sometimes Laura’s brother, Simon, when he wasn’t off somewhere being worthy and making girls swoon (where Laura was always falling in love, Simon was always falling into bed with a complete stranger, usually by dint of lulling her into a false sense of security by telling her he worked for a charity). And Hilary, also from university and christened Scary Hilary—because she was—and her brother, Hamish, their other friends from work or university, and so on. Laura’s easy, happy, uncomplicated life went on its way. She had a brief, intense affair with a playwright she thought was very possibly the new John Osborne, until Yorky pointed out that he was, in fact, just an idiot who liked shouting a lot. Yorky grew a mustache for the autumn. Laura got a raise at work. They bought a PlayStation to celebrate—games for him, karaoke for her. Yes, everything was well within its usual frame, except that Laura began to feel, more and more, as she looked at Jo and Chris so in love and looked at the landscape of her own dull life, that she was taking the path of least resistance, that her world was small and pathetic compared to Jo’s. That she was missing out on what she most wanted in the world.

Under these circumstances, it was hardly surprising that the next time Laura fell, she fell hard. Because one day, quite without meaning to, she woke up, got dressed, and went to work, and everything was normal, and by the next day, she had fallen in love again. But this time, she knew it was for real. And that was when everything started to go wrong.







chapter two



Laura’s grandmother, Mary Fielding, was the person Laura loved most in the world (apart from whomever it was she was in love with at that moment), even more so perhaps than her parents, than her brother. Mary was a widow. She had lost her husband, Xan, eight years before, and she lived on her own, in a small but perfectly formed flat in Marylebone. There were various reasons why Laura idolized Mary, wanted to be just like her, found her much more seductive than her own parents. Mary was stylish—even at eighty-four, she was always the best-dressed person in a room. Mary was funny—her face lit up when she was telling a joke, and she could make anyone roar with laughter, young or old. But the main reason was that Mary had found true love. Her husband, Xan, was the love of her life to an extent Laura had never seen before or since. They had met when each was widowed, in Cairo after the Second World War. Mary had a daughter, Angela, Laura’s mother. Xan also had a daughter, Annabel, whom Laura and Simon called aunt, even though she wasn’t really related to them, and neither was Xan.

Because of her mother’s natural reserve, it was Mary whom Laura told about her love life, her latest disaster, the person she was in love with. Because she lived in central London, and so not far from Laura on her way into and out of work, it was Mary Laura called in to see, to talk to, to listen to. And it was Mary whom Laura learned from, when it came to true love. She did not learn it from her own unemotional parents. No, she learned that true love was epic stuff, as told by Mary.

One of Laura’s favorite stories was how Mary and Xan had realized they were in love, on a trip out to the pyramids to see the sun rise. It had been pitch black as they rode out, crammed in a jeep with the other members of their club in Cairo. And as the sun rose, Xan had turned to Mary and said, “You know I can’t live without you, don’t you?” And Mary had said, “I know.”

And that was that. They were married six months later.

George and Angela, by contrast, had met at a choral society function off the Tottenham Court Road, when they were both at university. Somehow, Laura felt this wasn’t quite the same.

•   •   •

“You are the love of my life. The woman I want to grow old with. I love you.”

He was staring at her intensely, his eyes boring into hers. Laura raised her hand to his chest and said breathlessly, “I love you, too.”

Beyond them, the sun was rising, flooding the vast desert landscape with pink and orange color. Sand whipped her face, the silk of her headscarf caught in the breeze. She could feel the cold smoothness of the material of his dinner jacket against her skin as he caught her and pulled her toward him.

“Tell me again,” Laura whispered in his ear. “Tell me again that you love me.”

Suddenly, a microphone crackled loudly, jerking Laura back to reality, as someone cleared his throat and said, “To my beautiful wife, Jo!”

“Aah,” the wedding guests murmured in approval, as Laura came back down to earth with a bump. There was some sniffing, especially from Jo’s mother up at the top table, as Chris raised a glass to his new bride, kissed her, and then sat down, to a welter of applause and chair shuffling.

“Aah,” Laura whispered to herself, leaving her daydream behind with a sigh. She looked at Jo, her best friend, so beautiful and happy-looking, and found tears were brimming in her eyes. She turned to her flatmate, Yorky, who was sitting next to her, and sniffed loudly.

“Look at her,” she said. “Can you believe it?”

“No,” said Yorky, raising an eye at Chris’s cousin Mia. Yorky had recently begun to teach himself how to raise one eyebrow, in a “come to me, pretty laydee” way. This had involved several hours of grimacing into Laura’s hand mirror in the sitting room of their flat, whilst Laura was trying to watch TV. She got very irritated when he did this, and frequently told him that being able to raise one eyebrow was not the key to scoring big with the ladies. Wearing matching socks was. As was having a tidy room. And not acting like a crazy stalker when some girl said no after you asked her out. These were the things that Laura frequently told Yorky he should be concentrating on; yet, much to her deep chagrin, he ignored her every time. For Yorky’s retort was always that what Laura knew about dating was worthless.

What a perfect, happy day, Laura thought as she gazed around the room, clapping now that the speeches were over. She was gripping her glass, searching for someone she couldn’t see. Suddenly her eye fell on Jo and she watched her for a moment, truly radiant, happy and serene in an antique lace dress, her hand resting lightly on her new husband’s as they sat at the top table. Laura couldn’t help but feel a tiny pang of something sad. It wasn’t just any bride sitting there in the white dress with the flowers and the black suits around her. It was Jo, Jo with whom she had danced all night in various Greek nightclubs, with whom she had spent hours in Top-shop changing rooms, with whom she had stayed up all night when she sobbed her heart out after her last boyfriend, Noel, dumped her. It was her best friend, and it was weird.

She blinked and caught Jo’s eye, suddenly overcome with emotion. Jo smiled at her, winked, and mouthed something. Laura couldn’t tell what it was, but by the jerking of her head toward the best man, Chris’s newly single brother, Jason, Laura thought she could guess what Jo meant. Laura followed her gaze, shaking herself out of her mood. Jason was nice, yes. Definitely. But he wasn’t…Damn it, where was he?

“Who are you looking for?” said Yorky suspiciously, as Laura cast her eyes around the room.

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Who is it? You keep looking round like you’re expecting to see someone.”

“No one,” said Laura rather huffily. “Just looking, that’s all.”

“There’s Dan,” said Yorky.

“Who?” said Laura.

“Dan. Dan Floyd. He’s raising his glass. He’s talking to Chris.”

“Right,” said Laura calmly. “Ah, there’s Hilary. And her mum. I should go and say—”

“Laura!” said Jo, coming up behind her, dragging someone by the hand. “Don’t go! Here’s Jason! Jason, you remember Laura?”

“Hey. Of course,” said Jason, who was an elongated, blonder version of Chris. “Hi, Laura.”

“Er,” said Laura. “Hi, Jason, how are you?”

There is nothing more likely to induce embarrassment in a single girl than the obvious setup at a wedding in front of friends. Laura smiled at Jason, and once more cast a fleeting glance around the room. Where was he?

“Good, thanks, good,” said Jason, as Jo nudged Yorky and grinned, much to Laura’s annoyance.

“See the match on Wednesday?” Yorky asked Jason, in an attempt at bloke-ish comradeship.

“What match?” said Jason.

“Oh…” Yorky said vaguely. “You know. The match. The big game.”

“What, mate?” Jason repeated, scratching his head.

“Anyway, great to see you, mate,” said Yorky, changing tack and banging Jason hard on the shoulder, so that he nearly doubled up. “So, Laura was just saying—Laura? Help me out here.”

Jason gazed at Yorky, perplexed. Laura looked wildly around her, seeking an escape, and then someone over Jason’s shoulder caught her eye.

“Jason split up with Cath two months ago,” Jo hissed in her ear, in a totally unconvincing stage whisper, as Laura gazed into the distance. It was him, of course it was him, she would know him anywhere. “You know he’s living in Highbury now? Laura, you should—”

But Laura was no longer standing next to her; she had turned around to say hello to their friend Dan, who had appeared by her side. Vaguely she heard Jo’s tut-tutting; vaguely she was aware that she should be making an effort.

For Jo hadn’t seen the look on Laura’s face after Dan tapped her on the shoulder. In fact, Jo and Yorky hadn’t been seeing quite a lot of things lately, and if they had, they would have been worried. Especially knowing Laura as they did.

•   •   •

“You had a good evening, then?” Dan was saying to Laura, smiling wickedly at her.

“Yes, thanks,” she replied, looking up at him, into his eyes. “Good speeches.”

“Great,” he said, shifting his weight so that he was exactly facing her. It was a tiny movement, almost imperceptible to Jo, Yorky, or any of the other hundred and fifty people in that room, but it enclosed the two of them together as tightly as if they were in a phone box.

Dan smiled at her again as Laura pulled her shawl over her shoulders, and she smiled back, helplessly, feeling her stomach turn over at his sheer perfectness. His dark blond hair, the boyish crop that curled over his collar. His tanned, strong face, wide cheekbones, blue eyes, lazy smile. He reminded her of a cowboy, a farmhand from the Wild West. He was so relaxed, so easy to be with, so easy to be happy with, and Laura glowed as she gazed up at him, simply exhilarated at the prospect of a whole evening in his company—a whole evening, during which anything could happen. Suddenly she could barely remember whose wedding it was, why those rich people were there—she didn’t care.

He was here. She was here with Dan, and he was hers for the rest of the evening, and for those hours only, she could indulge herself with the secret fantasy that they were a couple who’d been going out for years. Perhaps they were married already. Perhaps Jo and Chris had been the only witnesses at their beach wedding in Barbados two years ago. Dan in a sarong—a sarong would suit him, unlike most men. She in a silk sundress, raspberry pink, her dark blond hair falling loose down her back. Some spontaneous locals and other couples gathered at the seashore, crying with joy at how perfect, how in love they obviously were, totally poleaxed by the strength of their emotion, the purity of their love. Laura and Dan, Dan and Laura. Perhaps—

“Laura!” a voice said sharply. “Listen!”

Laura realized she was being prodded in the ribs. The lovely bubble of daydream in her head burst, and she tore herself away from Dan and looked around to see Yorky glaring at her.

“I was talking to you!” he said, affronted. “I asked you a question four times!”

“I’ll see you later,” Dan murmured, shifting away from her. “Come and find me, yeah?” And he very lightly ran his hand over her bare arm, a tiny gesture, unnoticeable to anyone else, but Laura shuddered, and looked up at him fleetingly, even more sure than ever. As Dan moved off, he raised his glass to her and smiled a regretful smile. Laura screamed inwardly, and turned away from him toward Yorky. “Sorry, love,” she said. “What was it?”

“Is this fob watch too much?” said Yorky, fingering the watch hanging from his waistcoat. “I think it is. I’m not sure, but perhaps it overloads the outfit. What do you think?”

“Ladies ’n’ gentlemen,” came a bored-sounding voice from a loudspeaker in the back of the room. “Please make your way back into the ballroom. Mr. and Mrs. Lambert are about to perform their first dance. Ah-thann yew, verrimuch.”

Laura looked wildly around, as if trying to prioritize the many tasks on her mind. She glared at Yorky, who was still waiting for an answer.

“Yes, it is. Far too much. I totally agree. In fact, it’s hideous,” she said crossly. “You’d better take it off and throw it away. I’m going to the loo, see you in a minute,” she finished, and hurried away.

•   •   •

Dan, Dan, Dan. Dan Floyd. Even saying his name made her feel funny. She muttered it on her way to the loo, feeling sick with nerves, but totally exhilarated. Laura had got it bad. She knew it was bad, and she knew if any of her friends knew they’d tell her it was futile, that she should get over it, but she couldn’t help it. It was meant to be. She was powerless in the face of it, much as she’d tried not to be. Dan, Dan Floyd, looking like a ranger or an extra from Oklahoma!, calm, funny, and so sexy she couldn’t imagine ever finding any other man remotely attractive. Laura wanted him, plain and simple.

She had constructed a whole imaginary life for them, based around (because of the Oklahoma! theme) a small house in the Wild West with a porch, a rocking chair—for Laura’s granny, Mary—corn growing in the fields as high as an elephant’s eye, and a golden-pink sunset every night. Mary would drink gins on the porch and dispense wise advice, and would sit there looking elegant. Dan would farm, obviously, but he would also do the sports PR job thing that he did. Perhaps by computer. Laura would—well, she hadn’t thought that far. How could she do her job on the prairie? Perhaps there were some dyslexic farmhands who’d never learned to read properly, yes.

Her friend Hilary was in the loos when she got there, washing her hands. “Oi,” she said. “Hi.”

Laura jumped. “Oh. Hi!” she said brightly. “Hey. Great speech, wasn’t it.”

“Not bad,” said Hilary, who didn’t much like public displays of affection, verbal or physical. She ran her hands through her hair. “That idiot Jason’s here, did you see?”

“Yeah,” said Laura. “He’s quite nice, isn’t he?”

“Well,” said Hilary in a flat tone. “He’s okay. If you like that kind of thing.”

“He’s split up with Cath,” Laura said encouragingly.

“Yeah, I know,” Hilary said coolly. “Hm. I might go and find him.”

“’Kay. See you later,” said Laura, and shut the door of the cubicle. She rested her pounding head against the cool of the white tiles. She was stressing out, and she didn’t know what to do. Dan had got to her. The worst bit of all was, she didn’t just fancy him something rotten. She really liked him, too.

She liked the way he was always first to buy a round, that the corners of his blue eyes crinkled when he laughed, the rangy, almost bowlegged way he walked, his strong hands. She liked the way he rolled his eyes with gentle amusement when Yorky said something particularly Yorky-ish. She liked him. She couldn’t help it. And she knew he liked her, that was the funny thing. She just knew, in the way you know. She had also come to know, in the last couple of months, that there was something going on between her and Dan. She just didn’t know what it was. But somehow, she knew tonight was the night.

Dan was a friend of Chris’s from university. He’d moved about five minutes away from Laura, round the corner from Jo and Chris toward Highbury, about six months ago—though she’d known of him vaguely since Jo and Chris had got together. In July, Dan had started a new job, and more often than not Laura found herself on the Tube platform with him in the morning. The first couple of times, it was mere coincidence. By the end of summer, it was almost a routine. They would buy a coffee from the stall on the platform and sit together in the second-to-last carriage, deserted in the dusty dog days of August, and go down the Northern Line together till they got to Bank. And they would read Metro together and chat, and it was all perfectly innocent—“Dan? Oh, yeah, we’re Tube buddies,” Laura would say nonchalantly, her heart thumping in her chest. “They’re transport pals,” Chris and Jo would joke at lunch on Sundays. “Like an old married couple on the seafront at Clacton.” “Ha-ha-ha,” Laura would mutter, and blush furiously, biting her lip and shaking her hair forward over her face, burying herself in a newspaper. Not that they ever noticed—it’s extraordinary what people don’t notice right under their noses.

But to Laura, it was obvious, straightforward. From the first time she’d recognized him on the Tube platform that sunny summer day, and he had smiled at her, his face genuinely lighting up with pleasure—“Laura!” he’d said, warmth in his voice. “What a nice surprise. Come and sit next to me”—through the sun and rain of September and October, her running down the steps to the Tube platform, not knowing what was going on, knowing it was completely strange but not wanting to know any more. They had built up a whole lexicon of information. Just little things that you tell the people you see each day. She knew when his watch was being mended, what big meeting he had that day, and he knew when Rachel, her boss, was being annoying, and asked how her grandmother had been the previous day. Out of these little things, woven over and under each other, grew a web of knowledge, of intimacy, and one day Laura had woken up and known, with a clarity that was shocking, that this was not just another one of her crushes, or another failed relationship that she couldn’t understand. She and Dan had something. And she was in love with him.

Oh, the level of denial about the whole thing was extraordinary, because you could explain it away in a heartbeat if you had to: “We go to work together, because we live round the corner from each other. It’s great—nice start to the day, you know.” Whereas the truth was a little more complicated. The truth was that both of them had started getting to the station earlier and earlier, so they could sit on the bench together with their coffees and chat for ten minutes before they got on the Tube. And that was weird. Laura knew that. Yes, she was in denial about the whole thing. She knew that, too. It had got to the stage when something had to give—and she couldn’t wait.

•   •   •

Laura collected herself, breathed deeply, smoothed the material of her dress down, and came out of the loo to put on more lip gloss. She realized as she looked in the mirror that she was already wearing enough lip gloss to cause an oil slick—it was a nervous reflex of hers, to apply more and more when in doubt. She blotted some on the back of her hand, and strolled out the door nonchalantly, looking for Yorky, or Hilary, someone to chat to. It was strange, wasn’t it, she mused, that at her best friend’s wedding, knowing virtually everyone in the room, she could feel so exposed, so alone. That on such a happy day, she could feel so sad. She shook her head, feeling silly. Look over there, she told herself, as Jo and Chris walked through the tables of the big ballroom, hand in hand, smiling at each other, at their friends and family. It was lovely. It was a privilege to see. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hilary pinning Jason against a wall, yelling at him about something, her long, elegant hands waving in the air. Jason looked scared, but transfixed. Another man scared into snogging Hil, she thought. Well done, girl.

Someone handed her a glass of champagne, and she accepted it gratefully and turned to see who it was.

“Sorry,” whispered Dan casually, though he didn’t bend toward her. He said it softly, intimately, and clinked his glass with hers. “I thought I’d better leave you to deal with Yorky’s sartorial crisis by yourself. Where did you go?”

“Loo,” said Laura, trying to stay calm, but it came out, much to her and Dan’s surprise, as a low, oddly pitched growl. He smiled. Laura smiled back, and ran her hand through her hair in a casual, groomed manner. But she’d forgotten the lipstick mark of gloss adhering to the back of her hand; her hair stuck to the gloss, and her fingers got tangled in her hair as she flailed wildly around with her hand in the air.

“Arrgh,” said Laura, despair washing over her. Her hand was stuck in her hair. Dan took the champagne glass out of her other hand and put it on a table, then held her wrist and slid her fingers slowly out of her hair. He smoothed it down and swiftly dropped a kiss on the crown of her head in a sweet, intimate gesture, then put his palm on the small of her back as she picked up her glass and guided her through the room onto the terrace.

“Thanks,” whispered Laura, trying to walk upright and not cower with embarrassment. “I should go back in, to see the first dance, look—”

“No problem,” said Dan calmly. “In a minute. I just want to do this.” And he slid his hand round her waist, drew her toward him, and kissed her. No one else was watching; they were all turned toward the dance floor where Mr. and Mrs. Lambert were dancing. They were alone on the terrace, just the two of them. Dan pulled her toward him, his hands pressing on her spine, his lips gentle but firm on hers. He made a strange, sad sound in his throat, somewhere between a cry of something and a moan. Laura slid one arm around his neck and drew him farther toward her. Her other hand, by her side, was still holding the champagne glass. It tilted and the champagne spilled; neither of them noticed.

After a short while, they broke apart slowly, and said nothing. There was nothing to say, really. Laura drained the meager contents of her glass and leaned into Dan. They stood there together as the music died away and applause rippled out toward them, aware of nothing but themselves, alone in their bubble.

“Well,” Dan said eventually. “I didn’t know that was going to happen tonight,” and he put his arm around her.

Laura twisted round, looked up at him. “Oh, yes you did,” she said, smiling into his eyes. “Of course you did.”

That was Laura’s second glass of champagne; shortly afterward, she found Yorky and Scary Hilary on another terrace having a cigarette, so she joined them. After her third glass, thirty minutes later, she was a bit tired. After her fourth, she felt better again—and she’d eaten from the buffet as well. After her fifth and sixth, she danced for an hour with Jo and Chris and their other friends. And after her seventh glass, she didn’t know how it happened, but she found herself in a taxi going home with Dan Floyd, and they were kissing so hard that her lips were bruised the next day. And that was when it really started, and Laura went from knowing lots of things about Dan and how she felt about him and her place in the world in general to knowing nothing. At all.

At one point during the night, she propped herself up on her elbow and leaned over him and kissed him again, and he kissed her back and they rolled over together, and Laura pulled back and said, “So…what does this mean, then?” It just came out. And Dan’s face clouded over and he said, “Oh, gorgeous, let’s not do this now, not when I want you so much,” and he carried on kissing her. Something should have made Laura pull away and say, “No, actually, what does this mean? Are you going to tell your girlfriend? When will you leave your girlfriend? Do you like me? Are we together?” But of course she didn’t….







chapter three



Yes, Dan had a girlfriend, Amy. Just a tiny detail, nothing much. They were as good as living together, too—although she still had her own place. Another detail Laura tried to forget about. She had almost managed to convince herself that if she didn’t tell anyone about her—well, what was it? A “thing”? A “fling”? A fully formed relationship just waiting to move into the sunlight of acceptance?—her liaison with Dan, then perhaps the outside world didn’t matter so much. And it didn’t, when she was with him. Because he was The One, she was sure of it. So it became surprisingly easy for Laura, who was basically a good girl, who never ever thought she could do something like this, to turn into a person who was sleeping with someone else’s boyfriend.

After Jo and Chris’s wedding, she told herself—and Dan—that it wasn’t going to happen again. She bit her nails to the quick about it because, much as Laura might be clueless about some things, she was clear about other things, and one of those was: Don’t sleep with someone who has a girlfriend. She’d already tried going cold turkey from him, as autumn gave way to winter and she realized she was falling for him, badly. She tried avoiding him at the Tube station—but she couldn’t. She tried to forget him—but she couldn’t. When she thought about him, it was as if he were talking to her, pleading with her, communicating with her directly. Laura, it’s you I want, not Amy. Laura, please let me see you, his eyes and his voice would say in her head, until the noise got so loud it was all she could hear. Every time was the last time. Every time was the first time.

Laura knew it was wrong to be thinking like this. But she assuaged her secret guilt with the knowledge that Dan and Amy weren’t getting on well. Dan himself had told her it wasn’t working out. Well, he had in so many words, with a sigh and a shake of the head, in the early days of their coffee mornings together on the Tube platform. And she knew from Jo that Dan was going out with Chris and his other mates more, playing more football, watching more football, in the pub more, working harder. Added to which, no one in their group ever really saw Amy. She and Dan were together, but they were never actually together. She was completely offstage, like a mystery character in a soap opera whom people refer to but who never appears. You know when a couple are happy together—mainly because you don’t see either of them as much, and when you do, they’re either together or they talk about each other. Or they’re just happy. You know. Laura knew—as did everyone else—that Dan wasn’t happy with Amy. Dan wanted out, he just didn’t know how to get out.

And, actually, Amy wasn’t really her friend. They occasionally all went out for drinks, Jo and Chris, Dan and Amy, Hilary, Yorky, and Laura, and so on, especially now that Dan had moved nearby. But Amy rarely came along, and in any case, Laura had long ago realized she couldn’t stand her. Never had been able to, in fact. Because not only was Amy a quasi-friend of hers, they had also been at school together, many moons ago, and there is no more mutually suspicious relationship than that of two ex-schoolmates who are thrown together several years later. Added to which, Amy had been one of the mean girls who had teased Laura relentlessly about her love for Mr. Wallace, the oboe teacher, and the subsequent rumors surrounding Laura’s giving up the oboe. She’d even told Laura’s mother about it at a school concert, all wide-eyed concern. Angela Foster had got the wrong end of the stick, and assumed Laura was being pestered by Mr. Wallace. She’d complained. He’d nearly been fired. The whole thing had been deeply embarrassing. So Laura’s dislike of Amy was historical, rather than based upon the fact that Amy was with the man Laura felt quite sure she loved. It made her feel better, in some obscure way.

Amy ate nothing, exercised obsessively, talked about shoes and handbags the entire time (like, the entire time), and played with her beautiful red hair—nonstop. It was her thing. She always had, even when she and Laura had been eight-year-olds in plaits and kneesocks at school. Twenty years later, the same soft white hand would smooth down the crown of its owner’s hair as Amy softened her voice to tell a sad story—about a friend’s mother’s death, or something bad in the news. Or said something deeply meaningful at the pub, which made Laura want to gag childishly on her drink, and then made her hate herself even more.

The thing was, Laura knew Amy was the kind of girl men fell for, even though she led them on a merry chase. Laura wasn’t. She was nice, she was funny, but she knew she was ordinary, nothing special. She knew that. It perplexed her, as much as it exhilarated her. Why would anyone, especially Dan, choose her when they could be with Amy? Why did he understand her so well, laugh at her jokes? What amazing thing had led him to think of her as this perfect person for him, just as she felt the same way, knew that he was her Mr. Right? It was extraordinary, it was magical; and so, even though it was underhanded and stressful, she carried on doing it.

•   •   •

“So, then she said I should know why she was pissed off. And I’m thinking, well, God, woman, you’re pissed off the entire time, how the hell am I supposed to tell the difference between you being annoyed because I was late back from football or annoyed because I didn’t notice your new haircut? Is that for me? Hey, thanks so much. Toast, too. Wow.”

“Thank you,” said Laura, setting down a tray on her bed. She peered out the window. It was two months after Jo and Chris’s wedding, a cold, gray Saturday morning in February. Dan shifted up in bed, crossed his legs, and pulled the tray toward him.

“This is great,” he said, pouring some tea. “Come on, get back into bed.”

Laura hopped back in beside him. He handed her a cup of tea and kissed her. “Mmm. Thank you,” she said.

Dan and Amy had had another huge row the night before, and Amy had stormed back to her own flat. Laura cleared her throat.

“So, what did she say next?” she asked, desperate for more details, but not wanting them, too, fearing what he might say or not say.

Dan frowned momentarily, as if thinking something through. He put his mug down on the tray and took her hand, looking serious. “Forget about it,” he said. “I’m sorry.” He looked down. “It’s crap of me. I’m so crap, boring you with all this stuff. It’s…I’ve got to sort it out.”

“Yes,” said Laura, her heart beating fast.

“Not just for me,” said Dan, looking intently at her. “For…for Amy as well, you know?”

“Yes, of course,” Laura said, less urgently. “Amy.” She picked up a slice of toast and bit into it. “Mmuh.”

Dan smiled, and picked up another bit. “So, I’m pretty much free today now. Do you want to…you know, spend the day together? I know it’s last-minute, but we might as well make the most of it.” He leaned forward and kissed her.

“Er…” Laura said, swallowing fast. She had a lunch date with Yorky and her brother, but she supposed she could cancel. And instead, she and Dan could go to Kenwood House, muffled up in scarves and hats. Drink hot chocolate and walk through the grounds hand in hand. Kiss in the lanes of yew trees that led away to the Heath. Her eyes sparkled. She’d cancel Yorky and Simon—they were boys, they didn’t mind that sort of thing. Although—gah. Simon, more a graduate of the love ’em and leave ’em school, was always making fun of her about her love life. Saying she was a romance addict, that she’d ditch her own brother at the last minute if there was a chance of a red rose heading her way. And she’d done it to him a couple of weeks ago, as well…the cinema, shit. She bit her lip. He was going away soon. She was a bad sister.

“Don’t cancel anything special for me,” Dan said, as if reading her mind. “It was just a suggestion.” He stroked her knee. “God, it’s so nice to be here, sweetheart.”

“I think I was supposed to be having lunch, but it’s quite a vague thing,” said Laura, trying not to choke on her toast. “I’d…of course I’d prefer it if…” His hand was lying on the duvet. She hooked her little finger around his and said, “Yes, I’d love to spend the day with you. We should talk, anyway.”

Laura was always doing this, trying to stage moments when she and Dan “talked.” But it never seemed to work. She desperately wanted there to be some kind of agenda to their relationship, instead of Dan turning up when he could, secretively texting or e-mailing, having hurried, passionate, mind-blowing sex at one in the morning when he would drop by unannounced on the way back from the pub, wake her up, shag her senseless, and then go home—to what, Laura didn’t know. Every time they tried to talk, something else would get in the way; Dan would tell her a funny story, or kiss her neck, or have to leave because Amy was calling. They’d tried not seeing each other, but the truth was it was so easy to have this relationship, it was so full of pleasure and excitement that, three months after they’d first got together, nothing had really changed. Dan was still with Amy, trying to sort it out or break it off gently. And Laura—Laura was so wildly happy with the whole thing that she would no more have irrevocably ended it than she would have moved south of the river.

When she looked at the facts of the relationship, the bare facts, only then did she get depressed. Nothing had changed. He was still with his girlfriend. And while he and Laura got along really well, she also had to admit that what they spent most of their time doing was not having a laugh and enjoying each other’s company, but—having sex. And, God, the sex was great, but that was part of the problem—it had obscured the actual facts of the relationship, or whatever it was, for some time now.

On New Year’s Eve, Laura and Yorky had gone round to the newly married couple’s house for a party, along with lots of other people, but Dan wasn’t there. He was on holiday with Amy, in Prague. Laura stood on Jo and Chris’s balcony with Yorky and watched the fireworks over London. It was a clear night, sharp and cold, and for once the fireworks from the Thames were visible. They fizzed in the distance, tiny and indistinct, and around them, across the rest of London, streets and parks and houses were lit up by similar flashes and bangs, stretching as far as they could see. Simon had been next to her, and as he hugged her tightly, he asked, “So, sis. What’s your New Year’s resolution, then? Tell me.”

“Ha,” said Laura despairingly. She gave him a squeeze back. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Oh, really,” said Simon, not actually listening, as his eye had fallen upon an attractive brunette in the corner of the room. “Love life?”

“Yes,” said Laura honestly.

Simon looked at her briefly. “Who is it this time, then?” he said.

Laura resented the tone in his voice. “It’s…not like that.”

“Oh,” said Simon, not believing her for a second. “Right,” he added vaguely. “You should do something about it.”

“Thanks,” said Laura. “I am.”

Simon smiled. “Really?” She nodded. “Well, good luck, then,” he said. “Who is it this time? Someone at work? Ken Livingstone?”

“Go away,” said Laura. “You’re no help.”

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Simon said. “I mean it. Do something about it.” And he shrugged apologetically, as if admitting this wasn’t helpful, and moved across the room in search of his prey.

Laura watched him go. He was right, though, wasn’t he? This was going to be the thing that she did this year. She’d been searching for true love for as long as she could remember. This year, it was going to happen. She just had to make it happen.

So, shivering on that cold balcony on New Year’s Eve, as Jo and Chris kissed each other, and Yorky danced crazily inappropriately with a scared-looking cousin of Chris’s, and Simon charmed the pants off the brunette—literally—Laura clenched her fist, and she went to bed that night with a new resolve of iron. Three weeks after her “thing” with Dan had begun, but months after she had realized that he was the one for her, she knew she was the one who had to do something about it. Even now, nearly two months later, she remembered it clearly; it kept coming back into her head like a drumbeat.

She had to know, she had to sort this thing out, because somewhere in her lovesick, crazy brain was a small voice telling her that this wasn’t how normal people behaved, fell in love, lived together; and that small voice had been getting louder and louder since before Christmas till now it was like a foghorn in her ear. She and Dan had to take the next step. Well, Dan had to take the next step and finish with Amy; then Laura and Dan had to take the step after that, which was to work out if they could be together.

So they would go to Kenwood House on this cold February Saturday, with the hot chocolate/ gloves/yew trees, and during that time they would talk, and Laura would explain, calmly and clearly, that Dan had to sort out his situation, otherwise they couldn’t be together anymore.

“Talk,” Dan said. “Yes, talk.” He looked at her, their fingers still entwined. Laura smiled at him, took the toast out of his mouth, put the tray down on the floor, and reached for him, and they crawled back under the duvet, muffling their laughter and then, a while later, their moans as they came together again and any further discussion was put aside for the moment.

•   •   •

An hour later, Laura emerged from her room carrying the teapot and padded into the kitchen in her bare feet. Yorky was sitting at the little table by the French windows, gazing out at the view. Their flat was in a slightly cramped, dodgy Victorian mansion and had interesting design features—the French windows, for example, opened not onto a charming balcony with pots of geraniums and basil, but onto a sheer drop down four floors. The boiler was in Yorky’s bedroom, and the sitting room had three electrical sockets, but all right next to each other by the door, nowhere near anywhere helpful like underneath the bay window where the television was. It was Yorky’s flat, bought with some help from his elderly parents, since he was a teacher at a school nearby and earned in a year what most bankers earn in a month; and he and Laura were very happy there, though the water frequently turned itself off, the windows rattled, and the linoleum was curling, because they had laid it themselves, not very well. Added to which, Yorky had a mania for collecting interesting things from around the world, so the flat was stuffed with: a) painted gypsy floral watering cans, buckets, etc.; b) elephants made of wicker he’d picked up traveling through Africa; and c) comic books.

Yorky didn’t look up as Laura came into the kitchen, humming to herself. “Morning,” she said brightly. “How are you today, love?”

“Fine,” muttered Yorky bitterly. “Oh, just fine.”

“Oh, right,” said Laura, nonplussed. “Er. Are you, though?”

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” Yorky spluttered into his tea. “I’ll survive.” He stared moodily out the window. Since he spent quite a lot of his leisure time doing this, Laura ignored him and put the mugs down on the counter.

“What are you eating?” she asked curiously.

“I made scrambled eggs with tomatoes,” said Yorky shortly. He gestured to the plate, which looked like pink brains. Yorky was an enthusiastic but disconcerting chef.

“Oh. It looks nice,” Laura lied. She ran the mugs under the tap.

“It’s not enough that Mia hasn’t answered any of my texts,” Yorky said, picking up the thread after a few moments’ silence. Laura obediently swiveled round to listen. “I’ve texted her four times—why hasn’t she replied? Oh, no. I have to sit in solitary silence, with the TV my only companion, and listen to my flatmate who I’ve known since she was five screaming with pleasure as some git rogers her senseless at eleven A.M. for about the fifteenth time this morning.”

Laura bit her lip to stop herself grinning. “Sorry.” She went over and patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll make you some tea. Why don’t we all go into the sitting room and have some tea?”

“No, thanks a bundle,” said Yorky, pulling his tattered paisley dressing gown about him with an attempt at dignity. “I prefer to watch Saturday Kitchen on my own, thanks very much, not squashed up on the sofa with you and Mr. Playaway while he tries to molest you under my very nose.”

“Okay, okay,” said Laura. This was going to be tricky. She’d had to tell Yorky about Dan, and she hated making him a party to it, making him lie. It wasn’t for long, and so far he’d been great, but…She filled the kettle and affected a tone of nonchalance. “Er…any plans for today?”

Yorky looked up suspiciously. “Yes,” he said. “You know I have. We’re going out to lunch with Simon.”

“Simon?” Laura said blankly. She pulled a mug off one of the hooks above the sink and examined it. “Urgh, this is dirty.”

“Your brother, Simon, who’s about to go to Peru for four months.”

Laura winced. Simon worked for a charity. He was taking time off to travel to Peru, but since he was going to be volunteering for some other charity, it didn’t really seem like time off to Laura.

“And then you know perfectly well we’re going round to Jo’s because Chris is away and she wants a hand with painting the kitchen,” Yorky said, glaring at her. “Oh, my God, you’re bailing out. I can’t believe it.”

“What?” said Laura. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You lying bitch,” said Yorky. “Go back in that bedroom, ease those chafed thighs onto the bed, and tell Dan you’re not spending the day with him or whatever it is he’s suggested you do. You’re coming out to lunch.”

“Honestly, Yorky, I had no idea,” Laura pleaded with him, aware of how weak she sounded. “Sure, Jo mentioned coming round to me, but it was ages ago—I didn’t think it was a proper plan…. No one e-mailed me about it this week—I thought it was a casual arrangement.”

“Casual arrangement,” Yorky repeated.

“Yep,” Laura said. “And lunch—hey, you’ll have a much better time without me there. You never see Simon on his own, you can really catch up. And stuff.”

Yorky looked at her, and Laura realized the atmosphere in the kitchen was no longer one of grumpy, amusing sniping. It was suddenly more tense than that.

“No, Laura,” he said quietly. “That—that thing you’ve got going on next door with Dan. That’s a casual arrangement.”

“No, it’s not,” said Laura in a small voice.

“Oh, God, you stupid girl.” Yorky slapped his hand to his cheek. “I don’t care. Just don’t try to lie to me. It’s not a big deal, Laura, honestly. But”—he held up his hand as Laura made to speak—“don’t lie to me. You know it was arranged ages ago. You, of all people.”

“What do you mean?” said Laura, feeling her chest tighten.

“I mean, I’ve always thought you were a good person, someone I could trust, someone I could rely on. Thick and thin, all that.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Yorky,” Laura said, her face reddening, feeling cross all of a sudden. “That’s such crap. It’s only lunch, get over it! I am—I am a good person. Dan—I—you know how I feel about him, don’t do this.”

Yorky turned his back on her and looked out the window, as if he was counting to five. Then he turned around again.

“Hey, love,” he said in a gentle voice. “I know how you feel about him. But it’s never going to happen. He’s never going to leave Amy. Can’t you see that? He’s a wanker, and he’s using you.”

“How dare you say that,” Laura said, her voice rising. “How dare you! That’s bullshit. He’s not like that, it’s not like that. It’s just…complicated. He can’t just dump her, I don’t want him to do that. We have to wait before we can be together…we…oh.”

She slumped down into a chair, tears in her eyes. “It sounds so fucking clichéd,” she whispered. “I’m so stupid.”

“You’re really not, darling,” Yorky said, patting her hand across the table. “You’re just mad about him, and what’s wrong with that? Eh? You’ve got to…you’ve got to sort it out, that’s all. You know what you’re like.”

Laura stood up again and went over to make the tea. “I have to, I know,” she said. “It’s just…it’s just—I can’t think of anyone I’m ever going to like more than I like him.” Hot tears ran down her cheeks and she rubbed her eyes, feeling like a little girl on the playground at school.

It was true, that was the awful thing. She knew all this; she thought she was a sensible girl. But some kind of love had taken hold of her and refused to let her go, and it wasn’t a happy, easy, joyful thing; it had her in a viselike grip.

She looked up at Yorky and smiled, trying to be brave. His face contorted with sympathy, and he walked over and gave her a big hug. “Do something about it, darling,” he said, his voice muffled against Laura’s shoulder. “Give him an ultimatum. Or give yourself an ultimatum. Get pregnant. No”—he stood back and shook her—“forget I said that. Really, don’t get pregnant.”

“I won’t,” Laura said, touched, for Yorky really did look alarmed. “Don’t be stupid.” She picked up the mugs. “I’ll do something about it, honestly.”

“Deadline. You need a deadline,” Yorky said, sitting back down and picking up the newspaper that was lying on the table. “Ooh, travel. Book a holiday.” He threw the travel section at her. It flapped through the air and Laura caught it, scrunching it in her hand and wedging it under her arm. “Book a holiday to somewhere fantastic, and then you have to go,” Yorky said. “You know, in a few months’ time, when everything’s sorted out. God, I’m brilliant. As you were, young woman. Go off and shag that worthless young man in there. I’ll make your excuses to Jo, but she’s not going to be happy. You know she’s not—you blew her off last week.”

It was true. Laura had arranged to go to the cinema with Jo, but something else had come up—a Dan-shaped something else.

“It’s her birthday in a couple of weeks. I’ll make it up to her then,” Laura said gratefully.

“Honestly. The things I do,” Yorky said.

“Thanks, Yorky.” Laura paused, as if she might say something else, gazing at the back of his head as Yorky picked up his tea and turned a page of the newspaper. “Thanks a lot. I…well.”

A watery ray of pale sunshine was shining weakly through the window. Laura turned and left, with the fresh pot of tea, her head bowed in thought.

“I’ve canceled lunch,” she said as she came back into her room.

Dan sat up in bed and spread his arms wide. “Great, great news, my gorgeous darling girl,” he said. His hands slid inside her ratty old dressing gown and slipped open the tie, and he pulled her toward him. Laura laughed.

“Let me put the pot down,” she said as he started kissing her. She crouched to put the paper and the teapot on the floor, then stood up again and said, as Dan flung the duvet to one side, “So, what do you want to do today?”

“You,” Dan said, jumping on her with the kind of alacrity usually shown by sailors on shore leave. “God, I could be with you all day, you are so fucking gorgeous. Mmm.”

“No,” Laura said, laughing as he pulled off her dressing gown. “I mean later. I’ve canceled lunch. We could go out, you know. Maybe…er, Kenwood House for…er, hot chocolate.”

Dan didn’t answer, but carried on doing what he was doing. Laura sighed and pushed him away. “Dan, listen.”

“Yes, yes,” Dan said. “Hot chocolate.”

“No,” she said. “I mean, we go out to get hot chocolate, at Kenwood.”

“What are you talking about?” Dan said, looking down at her. “Why do you want to go and get hot chocolate at Kenwood? Is there a festival there or something?”

“No, I mean—what shall we do today, then? We should do something. Go out, you know, make the most of it. The sun’s just come out.”

Dan cupped her breast in his hand and bent over to kiss her again. “I can’t, darling,” he said. “We can’t. Someone might see us. Imagine if they did.” He looked up, his expression anguished. “I’m sorry.”

“But,” Laura said, trying to be patient, “who are we going to bump into in the yew trees at Kenwood?”

“The what?” Dan said. Laura watched him intently. “No, we just can’t. We should…we have to stay here. Not for much longer, I promise. But things might be tricky for the next couple of months.”

“Why?” said Laura, not understanding, and reluctantly waving goodbye to her winter-wonderland dream of laughing and joking in a Missoni print cape as she and Dan carelessly drank hot chocolate and held hands amidst the frosty trees.

“I mean,” said Dan, “if I’m going to split up with Amy, you and I won’t be able to see each other for a time while it’s going on. I mean, on our own—not the usual in the pub with everyone else there. Right?”

“Oh, right,” said Laura, not daring to hope he was saying what he was saying. “So…”

“So,” said Dan, bending over her nipple and kissing it gently, “this might be the last time we get to do this for a long time. So—we should—make the most of it….”

“Yes,” gasped Laura suddenly, understanding him, pulling him down. “Yes, I see….”

As Dan moved down her body, Laura closed her eyes, and the last thing she saw was the crumpled cover of the Guardian’s travel section. ROAD TRIP: FLORIDA’S HIDDEN TREASURES, the front page declaimed. A road trip, she thought, and abandoned herself to something more immediate.







chapter four



Laura worked for an inner-city London council as a schools and business coordinator. She loved her job, contacting local businesses, trying to get them to support their nearby schools, arranging volunteer reading programs—in which employees would go into the local schools and read with children—or school sponsorships, which arranged for companies or individuals to sponsor a school, donate money, and feel good about themselves. She loved it because she could see how it made a tangible difference, how much disillusioned company secretaries enjoyed reading with a six-year-old once a week, or how much it benefited a school to have a thousand pounds for new computers that some corporation or anonymous donor could easily spare. She had been there for nearly four years now, and the previous year had been put in charge of the council’s new fund-raising scheme and the volunteer reading program, which meant a lot more work, but she loved it. At least, she used to love it. Like everything these days, it seemed to have lost a little of its allure.

If Laura had stepped back from her situation, chances were she would have seen that she was behaving badly. The trouble was, her lack of perspective meant she couldn’t see the main reason why she was in thrall to Dan, would do anything for him, no matter how degrading: He made her feel gorgeous. He made her feel devastatingly attractive, that she was so powerful to him that he had to have her, he couldn’t control it. It made her feel just marvelous, and a little bit dirty, too. It was dangerous, because Dan was like all the others in that Laura had fallen for him hook, line, and sinker, without really stopping to think about it—only this time it was harder and deeper than with anyone before, and she had no control over the situation she’d got herself into, and there was no endgame in sight. It’s a very powerful thing, to know you have that effect on someone—and having always thought of herself in the bottom half of the class in terms of looks, attractiveness, and intelligence, not to mention sporting prowess, Laura still couldn’t quite believe that she affected him this way.

Laura knew she wasn’t working as hard as she should; she knew her boss, Rachel, was on her case about things. She knew she wasn’t being a good friend, or daughter, or sister, since Dan had come along. She forgot birthdays; she was late for work; her mind wandered. But she consoled herself with the knowledge that this was a temporary situation and in a few short months—by the summer—they would have sorted it out and could be together. And then she would make everything all right.

He just needed a little push, that was all. Just a little something to let him know she wasn’t going to wait around forever, that she had deadlines of her own. She had another life apart from him and she was neglecting it, he had to see that. But so did she.

•   •   •

The following Wednesday afternoon, Laura was in the office when the phone rang. It was pelting rain, which rattled on the windows of the shabby, drafty Victorian building where the education authority was housed in Holborn.

Laura looked up wearily from her e-mails and glanced suspiciously at the caller ID panel. A teacher from a primary school nearby, St. Catherine’s, had said she would be calling to discuss a problem with the latest batch of teaching volunteers who’d just started at the school, once a week, helping individual children with their reading. The volunteers were from a firm of financial advisers, pretty big, called Linley Munroe, and it was something of a coup to have them involved—perhaps they might be induced to get involved in other ways. Laura didn’t particularly like Mrs. McGregor, though she could see how devoted she was to the school and the children. She knew from experience that Mrs. McGregor was the kind of person who had her own worldview and couldn’t be persuaded that anyone else’s was admissible. Laura knew why she was ringing—she made the same complaint, along different lines, every year. Laura picked up the phone with a heavy heart.

“Hello?” she said tentatively.

“Laura? Laura Foster?” came a slightly husky voice down the phone.

“Yes,” said Laura, resigned.

“Oh, Laura, I really must talk to you. I’m afraid this is a very bad situation, very bad indeed. Something’s going to have to be done, it’s a disaster. Catastrophe.”

“Yes, hello, Mrs. McGregor,” said Laura.

“Well, Laura…” And she was off.

“…I’ve told him,” the voice was saying five minutes later, “‘You may think you can come here and think you’re doing something marvelous, helping these kids so you can sleep easy at night in your big banker’s flat. Well, you can’t behave like that and get away with it.’ I’m not putting up with it anymore, really I’m not.”

“I explained the guidelines to him and all his colleagues, back in October,” Laura repeated. “I’m sure this Marcus bloke’s just got his wires crossed. I’ll talk to Clare at Linley Munroe, tell her to have a gentle word with Marcus. But I really don’t think he should be banned, Mrs. McGregor. He’s obviously enjoying it, and—well, let’s face it, all he did was tell this boy to shut it? They call each other the most horrific things on the playground, don’t they?”

Her e-mail alert beeped and her eyes flicked instantly to the screen. She opened the message and read, her heart pounding.

“Do they?” Mrs. McGregor said. “Not in my experience, Laura. Sure, there are rude words, but—”

Laura wanted to reread and reply to this e-mail she’d just got. She said shortly, “Oh, come on, Mrs. McGregor. You know what I mean. Fuck, bum, willy, vag. And…” She paused, realizing what she’d just said. “Er. Well, we used to, anyway. That sort of thing.”

Mrs. McGregor was silent. Then she said, “Well, I must say. Honestly, Laura.”

“It’s an illustration,” said Laura briskly, marshaling all her inner resources and kicking herself ferociously on the ankle, while her coworkers Nasrin and Shana gaped openmouthed at her and started laughing. Laura flapped her arms at them to shut them up, and said, with what she hoped was an air of finality in her voice, “I’m sure if Marcus Sussman used inappropriate language, he was doing so to try to communicate with them. But I totally understand what you mean, and I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Mrs. McGregor droned on, but Laura didn’t listen, only vaguely registering she had to get rid of her, reply to this e-mail.

“…have to speak to Rachel about this, Laura, yes, I will. Nasty man. Smooth young prat with cuff links who thinks he can treat these kids like dirt because he went to university and they didn’t. It’s vile. And I’m surprised at you for not seeing it.”

“Fine,” Laura said, finally losing her patience. “Talk to Rachel, but I’m surprised you’re being so blinkered. I always knew you were an inverted snob, but I didn’t think you’d let it derail the volunteer program like this.”

“Oh!” Mrs. McGregor inhaled sharply. “Laura Foster. You’ll regret this, I promise you. Yes, you will.” And she slammed the phone down.

“Laura!” said Shana, her eyes sparkling with the unexpected office excitement. “Fuck, bum, willy, vag? What the hell…?”

Laura put her head in her hands and moaned softly to herself.

“It was brilliant,” said Shana joyfully. “Best thing I’ve heard in ages.”

“Oh dear,” said Laura, finally looking up at Nasrin, who put her magazine down and gazed at her. “St. Catherine’s again. Mrs. McGregor. Stupid old bitch, I hate her,” she said defiantly. “I’m going to get in trouble, aren’t I?”

“She always makes a fuss, every year,” Nasrin said placidly, picking up Pick Me Up again. “Rachel knows that, don’t worry. She’s just a sad old rebel without a cause.”

Laura turned back to her e-mail. Now that she was free to read it properly, she didn’t want to. Mrs. McGregor had spoiled her afternoon.


A holiday is a great idea. You and me, nothing else. Imagine what we could do all week. Why don’t you start thinking about where to go. July is best for me, by then everything’ll be sorted. We can celebrate properly. I want you.

Dxx



And the rest of the day passed much more pleasantly than she’d expected.

•   •   •

The next day it was still raining, and Mrs. McGregor wrote a letter of complaint about Laura to the local education authority. She faxed it to Laura’s boss, Rachel, who gave her a formal warning. She had no choice, she said, looking firmly at Laura, who still wondered what all the fuss was about. Marcus Sussman was a bit hearty over the phone, but he seemed to be a nice man; all he’d done was tell a kid who called him a fucking cunt to shut the fuck up—well, was that so bad? No, not in her book.

“I won’t say I’m not disappointed,” said Rachel, leaning over her desk toward Laura. “I thought that was one of your strengths, people management. You’ve always been so good at it, Laura. They love you at St. Catherine’s, too. What happened?”

Laura looked at her and felt tears start in her eyes. She was being stupid, she knew it, behaving so irresponsibly, but she didn’t know how to start to explain. So she just said, “Oh, you know. I just—she really was so vile. I just couldn’t take it anymore. I’m really sorry, Rachel. You know it won’t happen again. Can I ring Mrs. McGregor and apologize?”

Rachel smiled at her, slightly more warmly than before. “Of course. Thanks a lot.”

•   •   •

“So, darling,” said Angela Foster that evening, smoothing the sofa cushion with her hand. “How’s work?”

She glanced around the sitting room as if she expected a troupe of tiny tap-dancing mice to cancan out from a hole in the skirting board and pirouette off with her handbag.

“Fine, fine,” Laura said hastily. “Today was…er, fine. Thanks for these, so much. They’ll look great.” She gestured to the pastel-spotted blinds her mother had bought her from John Lewis as a belated birthday present. “It’s so nice of you to bring them round, Mum, you shouldn’t have.”

“Not at all, darling,” said Angela. “And I wanted to see my girl. We haven’t seen you for such a long time, you know. You’re so busy these days.”

Laura changed the subject quickly. “So, Mum. Have you got time for a cup of tea, or do you have to go, then?”

Angela looked at her. “I can see you’re longing for me to stay,” she said drily.

“No, of course I am,” Laura said. “Of course. Do stay. I’ve got some biscuits, too. Sit down, Mum. I’ll put the kettle on. Sit down, make yourself at home.”

“I’ll try,” said Angela, lowering herself gingerly onto the blue sofa with its tea-stained arms and cigarette holes in the cushions.

Laura sighed and hurried into the kitchen, glancing anxiously at her watch. Dan had said he’d come round later, and she didn’t want the two to collide. Not that it was likely they would—he only ever turned up after the pubs shut, whereas her mum was usually in bed and fast asleep by the time the pubs shut.

When Laura returned with the tea, Angela said, “The flat’s looking nice.” Laura gritted her teeth. Her mother was a grand master at the art of faking it. Laura knew she didn’t do it on purpose, but her superbly repressed nature meant that whenever an unkind or negative thought crossed her mind, she felt she had to atone for it by saying the opposite of what she thought. It was quite a good barometer, actually. “What a lovely short skirt, darling!” meant “I am embarrassed to go with you dressed like that to the Hunts’ anniversary party, you look like a common prostitute.” Or “Your friend Hilary is very lively, isn’t she? Dad loved talking to her” meant “Your friend Hilary drinks more than is socially acceptable at a barbecue buffet lunch in Harrow and is nothing more than a jailbait husband stealer.”

“Thanks, Mum. It’s a bit of a tip at the moment. Yorky’s been on half-term break from school and he just lazes round reading newspapers all day in his dressing gown.”

“Ahh,” said Angela fondly. She had more than a soft spot for Yorky. “How is James?” She always called him by his given name. It was strange, Laura mused, that Yorky could read mothers—and his female friends—like open books, yet be so disastrously out of sync with the opposite sex the rest of the time. Half-term break had been notable for Yorky’s attempts to catch the attention of the girl in the flat downstairs, which involved hanging around the stairwell for half the day and smiling mysteriously, raising the eyebrow he’d now learned to raise, and generally looking like an unemployed spy. The girl in the flat downstairs—whom Laura had met; she was called Becky and seemed really nice—simply cast him looks of something amounting to concern for his mental state every time she saw him. He was despondent about it, because he actually did really like her. And before he’d decided he fancied her and had started acting like a lunatic, they’d actually got on quite well, the few times they’d chatted. Added to which, Mr. Kenzo from the flat opposite now thought Yorky was a delinquent or else some kind of dodgy sex practitioner, and spent a lot of time watching him watching Becky, which all contributed to the atmosphere of light comedy pervading the stairwell of the building.

“Yorky’s fine. Bit gloomy at the moment.”

“Any girls on the horizon?” asked Angela hopefully.

Laura didn’t want to get into Yorky’s love life with her mother. She cast around for something else to say about him. “He’s giving me a hard time—” Laura stopped and cursed herself. “—for not tidying up more,” she finished, inwardly hugging herself for her own ingenuity.

“Well, I’m sure he’s right,” said Angela. “You are a bit messy. Still, it’s nice to live with someone who is, too, isn’t it? You’re only young once, it does no one any harm to leave the Sunday papers strewn about once in a while.”

“True, very true, Mum,” Laura agreed with a grin.

After they chatted about her aunt Annabel, Angela’s stepsister, her mother said, “I should be on my way soon, you know. Dad’s coming back from Norway tonight and I ought to have something ready for him, poor thing.” She drained the last of her tea and stood up. “Right, darling, I’ll be off.”

“Oh, okay,” said Laura. “Thanks so much for the blinds, Mum. They’re great. I love them.”

“I’m glad, darling,” said Angela, kissing her on the cheek. “Your granny picked them out with me. She said they were very you. And—oh, my goodness, that reminds me. I nearly forgot. Honestly, where am I these days?”

“What?” said Laura, handing her mother her coat.

“Granny. You know it’s her eighty-fifth birthday in July? Well, we want to have a little party for her at Seavale. With Aunt Annabel and Uncle Robert, and Lulu and Fran.” Laura groaned, but Angela ignored her and carried on. “I think Simon will still be away traveling, so it’s even more important you’re there. I just wanted to check—you’re around in July, aren’t you, darling? No holiday plans or anything?”

“Well…” Laura said.

Angela looked at her.

“I’m not sure,” said Laura.

“The whole of July? You’re not sure?” said Angela.

“Of course not,” said Laura, collecting herself. Good God, she was being stupid. “Any time’s good. I was thinking…thinking I might be on holiday in July sometime, but I’ll wait till you tell me a date and then plan round it. Of course I’ll be there. And do tell Granny thanks for the blinds, too. I love them.”

“You could ring her up and tell her, she’d be over the moon. She’d love to hear from you. Maybe you could meet for lunch—she was saying she hadn’t seen you for a while.” Angela wrapped her scarf carefully around her neck.

It was true. Mary was not usually offstage. Laura usually saw her about every other week, even if it was just to pop in for a drink after work or to meet for a coffee. But Laura hadn’t seen her for a while. She pushed the thought from her head, and the associated guilt, and said, “Yes, I must call her. I must. Just been quite busy. Now, safe journey. Yorky will be disappointed he missed you, you know how much he loves you.”

Angela blushed. “Go on,” she said. “Thanks for the tea, darling. And call Granny. I’ll let you know when we decide on a date for the party.”

“Yep,” said Laura, standing at the doorway. She waved as her mother disappeared down the curving staircase, and wandered back into the flat, kicking a stray football out of the way. As she stood in the hallway, she realized it had been ages since she’d seen her grandmother. In fact, since Christmas. That was ridiculous. It wasn’t as if she could say she lived in the middle of nowhere, either. Mary lived behind Baker Street—“within walking distance of Selfridges, good for the soul, my dear”—in Crecy Court, a 1930s apartment building that Laura absolutely loved.

She went to pick up her mobile, to call her grandmother. There was a text from Dan.


Can I come over? Have told Amy I’ll be late tonight. I really need to see you and I want you. I miss you so much, beautiful girl. Please say yes. D



As Laura stood holding the phone, the doorbell rang, and she started. She dropped the phone and went over to the intercom. “Hello?”

“Did you get my text?” said the voice. “Is Yorky there? Can I come up?”

“Dan?” Laura said shakily.

“Yes, it’s Dan,” the voice said, amused. “Who else sends you text messages saying they want to come over and give you a good seeing-to? Am I one in a long line, should I join a queue?”

“Aaagh,” said Laura. “I was just confused, I was about to call someone and I was just—oh, come up, sorry, I’m just being thick.”

“Are you sure?” Dan lowered his voice. “I can’t stay long. I just wanted to see you.”

Laura’s legs wobbled a bit and she smiled into the intercom. And then, out of nowhere, she found herself saying, “I’d love you to come up. But not if you can’t stay. Oh, Dan, I’m sorry.”

“What?” said Dan.

“I mean, you’re not just coming up for a quick fuck and then scooting off again. Not that that wouldn’t be nice. It would…” Laura wavered, then checked herself. “Hm. I want you, too, but no, that’s not going to happen. I’m really sorry. Night, darling.”

“Okay,” said Dan. He paused. “I’m sorry,” he went on. “You’re right. Shit, oh well. I deserve it. Soon, soon, you know? Can you do me a favor?”

“Depends,” Laura said cautiously, dreading him asking her to come outside and do it on the porch.

“Can you look out the window and wave, just so I can see you tonight? Right, I’m off then. Bye, my darling. I wish…”

“Bye, Dan,” Laura said softly. “I love you.”

The intercom went dead as she stuffed her fist into her mouth. I love you? Why? Why had she said that? Damn. She ran over to the window and gazed out over the quiet surburban North London street. The rain had stopped and the night was clear, and on the street below she could see a tall figure staring up at her. She opened the window and looked down, and there he was, his gorgeous face turned up toward her.

“I love you, too,” he shouted, and his voice echoed in the silence of the street. “I love you.”

Laura stood there, her eyes filled with tears. And then she blew him a kiss and shut the window.







chapter five



In May, Amy, who had been very much in the background, suddenly came out fighting. She started making plans for her thirtieth birthday in September. She let it be known that she wanted to hire a villa in Spain for two weeks, she and Dan, and have various friends fly out at different times, all gathering together on the middle Saturday for a huge party in the garden of the villa, which Dan was going to organize. She was back in the game. She even made an appearance at the pub.

Laura hadn’t seen Amy for about six months. She had become, in Laura’s mind, this vast, beauteous Amazonian woman, with tiny stick-thin wrists and a huge expensive handbag and matching shoes. She was dazzlingly beautiful, terrifyingly confident, and she knew something was up with Laura and Dan. In Laura’s nightmares, Amy walked up to Laura and dragged her by the hair out of the pub, pulled all her hair out, then kicked her into the road.

The trouble was, in these nightmares, Laura kind of sided with Amy, not with herself. If she’d heard just the facts without knowing the details of it, she’d side with Amy, too. But, she kept telling herself, just a little longer, and then it’d be over. And when she and Dan had been together for twenty-five years and were as happy as ever, no one would remember the slightly murky beginnings of their relationship. It would be lost in the mists of time, and Amy would be off married to a billionaire banker—it wasn’t even as if she and Dan were happy, after all. Laura was doing her a favor, in the long run.

So when Laura walked into the Cavendish and saw Amy, as tall and beautiful and stick-thin as ever, sitting on the sofa laughing girlishly with Jo, and realized that she was the terrifying Amazonian beauty of her nightmares, and that she, Laura, was still—well, normal, normal height, normal hair, normal everything—it was all she could do not to walk out. Amy gave her a lizardlike, thin-lipped smile, which meant nothing, as Amy pretty much hated all girls except her own, incredibly similar friends, who were kind of like the Pussycat Dolls mixed with the clique in Mean Girls.

“Hey, Dan,” said Chris as Laura came over to the bar. “There’s your Tube buddy!”

“Hey, Tube buddy,” said Dan, bending over to kiss Laura. How could he be so nonchalant, Laura wondered, as his hand squeezed her shoulder fleetingly and he kissed her on the cheek. “Can I get you a drink?”

“Oh, a beer, thanks, Tube buddy!” said Laura. “Hi, Jon. Hey, Chris. How was Morocco?”

“Haven’t seen you since then, have we? Can’t believe it. It was great,” said Chris, hugging her. “Got some great photos to show you! The girls are over there, go and say hi.”

The girls. Laura went over to where Amy and Jo were sitting. Jo jumped up immediately. “Laura, hi!” she said, her eyes sparkling. “God, it’s so good to see you, babe! How long’s it been? How long? This is crap, we mustn’t leave it that long next time.”

“Hi, Laura!” said Amy. She looked down at Laura—both actually and metaphorically, thought Laura—and all three sat down again. Whoa, what an evening of direness lies ahead of me, she thought. Dan put her beer on the table and smiled at her. Amy leaned back and caught his hand. He smiled mechanically at her and released himself, walking back over to the bar to rejoin Chris. Laura didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

•   •   •

“I know we’ve had our problems over the past year,” Amy confided to Jo and Laura, an hour and a couple of drinks later. “But lately, he’s been…so different. I think he’s realized.”

“Realized what?” asked Jo.

“Oh, I really hope he’s realized…Gosh, it’s awful saying it out loud, isn’t it?”

“Oh, honey,” said Jo. She patted her hand. “I know….”

Jo was no fan of Amy’s either, but was a far more tolerant person than Laura.

“Well…” Amy blinked slowly, her huge eyes gazing at Jo with intensity. “That, you know. He’ll lose me. I’m going to finish with him if he doesn’t shape up, and I’ve told him that.”

Laura looked round to see if Dan could hear any of this conversation. Chris and his brother were at the bar, talking to Hilary, but she couldn’t see Dan anywhere. She turned back and looked at Amy, and suddenly felt the old hot flush of guilt wash over her.

“Well, that’s great, Amy,” said Jo kindly. “I hope it works out, if that’s what you want.”

Laura flashed her a look as if to say, “We hate Amy, what are you doing?” But Jo only glanced at her briefly in return.

“I really think it will,” said Amy, smoothing down her hair and smiling. “I hope by then…well, I’m going to drop some gentle hints about what I’d like more than anything else for my thirtieth. If you know what I mean!”

“Great,” said Jo, taking a sip of her drink. “Well, we’ll just have to wait and see!”

“What?” Laura asked stupidly, thinking, What does she want? Some new shoes, probably, knowing Amy.

“Oh, Laura…!” Amy looked at Laura as if she were a little alien, or a Mexican peasant unfamiliar with her ways. Amy delicately ate an olive, and licked one of her fingers. She smiled at Laura pityingly. “An engagement ring, of course.”

A pit from the lemon slice in Laura’s gin and tonic wedged itself in her throat and she nearly choked. “Right,” she gasped, determined not to lose control. “Right. Aaah. Aaaaah. Loo. Excuse me.” And she got up and stumbled outside, to the clear fresh air of the spring night. She stood there taking big gulps of air, one hand clutching her throat, the other rubbing her stomach, a habit she had had since she was little. Right, indeed. She looked in through the big glass windows of the Cavendish, over to the squashy leather sofas where her friends sat, and wondered how things had come so far, got so out of control, so ridiculous. She looked at Jo, methodically folding up her cardigan, neatly stowing it in her bag, and felt helpless. She felt a million miles away from her best friend, from those she thought she knew.

As if by magic, Dan appeared around the corner. He had been to get some cigarettes. He jumped when he saw Laura standing outside, and she nearly screamed.

“What the—what are you doing out here?” Dan said testily.

“Having a breather,” Laura said, suddenly furious at him, especially at his tone. “Listening to your girlfriend talking about her thirtieth birthday in September, how she wants all of us to fly out to Valencia and watch while you propose to her in front of all of us—oh, Dan, Dan…”

She started sobbing, great heaving sobs that shook her, and Dan pushed her away from the window and against the shop next door. He put his arms around her, holding her so tightly she thought she might not be able to breathe.

“Now, listen,” Dan said, putting a thumb up to her cheek to wipe away a tear. “I have been such a shit to you. And to her, but this is about you. I promise you, that is not going to happen. I promise you I’m going to talk to her in the next couple of weeks. This has to end. I can’t be with her anymore, I just can’t stand it. And I want to be with you.”

He held her tighter and kissed her. She could feel him growing hard against her leg.

“I want to be with you, do you understand me?”

“Yes,” Laura whispered. “So…it’s over with her, then?”

“Yes,” Dan said solemnly. “Shit. I’m going to have to do something about it now, aren’t I?”

“Yes, you are,” Laura said, hiccupping.

“Good. Now”—Dan bent down and kissed her again—“I’m so sorry I’ve been so useless. It’s not fair to her, or me, and especially you. We will be together, I promise.”

“You really promise?” Laura said, wanting a final reassurance.

Dan gripped her wrists and pressed himself against her. “Shit, Laura, I don’t know what else I can say.” He looked around, shaking his head. “I want you to believe it, I really do, but until I’ve talked to her, I can’t…if only there was some way.”

Laura said slowly, “How about that holiday? In July? The Florida road trip we talked about. Ending up in Miami. Two weeks, just us.”

She looked into his eyes and could see the glimmer of uncertainty, of something else—what was it?—there. He looked back at her, trying to bridge that final gap between them. Laura started to turn away, feeling powerful for the first time, and Dan grabbed her again and said, “No, fuck it. Book it. I’m just scared. But I’m being weak and crap. Book it.”

“Seriously?” Laura said, trying to stay calm, though a big smile broke out across her face.

Dan laughed. “Seriously.” He kissed her again. “I mean it.”

He walked back into the pub without looking behind him once, and Laura hung back for a few seconds. This was their usual routine. If someone she knew appeared, she’d just get out her phone and pretend to be texting. She turned toward the door, but as she was pushing it open, someone caught her elbow. She spun round, half with shock, and saw Jo behind her, standing on the pavement. Her face was pinched, her eyes huge.

“Laura…?” she said. “Laura?”

“What?” Laura said, completely calm. Nearly six months of this had made her a professional. She was certain Jo hadn’t seen anything. She held up her phone. “I was just texting someone, reception’s terrible in there.” She gestured inside.
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