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Chapter One

Last year I was happy, hurtling through my life in a dizzying
tornado of hot dates, sexy outfits and dirty dancing:
in flashy cars and happening hot-spots with slick lipstick
and must-have hair, lights bright on my highlights. I was
surrounded by gorgeous men who wanted me to let them
do anything for me. I was fabulous, flirty, sensuous, sexy
and seductive. I was at the top of my game. I was at the top
of everybody's game.

Then it all stopped.

My life ended at precisely the same moment as a new
life began.

It was a really hot Friday night in July, one of those
nights when you just can't get cool, even with nothing on
and all the windows open. Look, there I am, in the living
room of my little flat. No, look on the floor. See me? On
the rug in front of the sofa. Those are my feet on the edge
of the coffee table. My hands are on the floor above my
head, so you can see my elbows sticking out. The rest of
me is underneath Nick Maxwell, from Personnel.

Can you make me out now? I know, not much of me
is showing but you'll see more of me later. For now, I just
want you to look at my face; look at the expression. Hold
it, right there, freeze. Now, just look at that. Look at my
eyes, just little slits. In fact, they're actually closed, I think,
aren't they? And my mouth, smiling but not too broadly,
lips slightly parted, pale pink and beautifully glossed. I
have good lips. Anyway, what do you make of it? What
does that expression bring into your mind? Looking at
that face, I think, Bliss. It's a blissful face, isn't it? And like
most bliss, it was, back then, deeply rooted in ignorance.

Oh, here we go. Looks like Nick's activity is drawing to a
close. You can tell because I've put my hands on his back.
If we could see Nick's handsome face, I'm sure it would
show an expression of deep and serious concentration.
The rest of him is pretty good to look at too, don't you
think? Even though he's quite shiny now, with all that
exertion, it's quite manly, and downright sexy. Oh yes,
Nick Maxwell was the office catch, and I damn well knew
it, lying there.

OK, it's all over now. Let's leave them a moment, in the
name of dignity. There are few things less graceful than
rising from the floor after a passionate sexual encounter.
I'll take this opportunity, as the lovers disengage, to tell
you a bit about myself.

My name is Rachel Covington. I am twenty-five and
single, although what you're seeing are the events of a year
ago, when I have just turned twenty-four. I think I look
pretty hot, most of the time. I've got short blond hair, with
these gorgeous gold and copper highlights, and I'm quite
slim, with long legs. Good lips, as I've said. My nose is
not so good but I've been told it's quite cute and buttony.
I suppose my dream is one day to be married and settled
down, but not right then, not at that moment, on that hot
July night when tall, sweaty Nick Maxwell was picking his
way through our abandoned clothes towards the shower
room, wearing nothing but his socks.

I work at Horizon Holidays, in the Telesales department.
Selling holidays, in case you didn't work that out.
'Good afternoon, Horizon Holidays. My name is Rachel,
how may I help you?' It's not rocket science but then I'm
not a rocket scientist.

Oh God, look at Nick coming out of the shower room
now. Doesn't he look like an aftershave advert? Running
his fingers through his damp hair, staring off pensively
into the middle distance, not a hair on his caramel chest.
Those baby-blue eyes – you could die in them. Oh, look,
look, he's dropped to the floor to do some press-ups right
there in front of me. And one-handed, no less. Biceps like
Brad Pitt's buttocks. Dazzling.

Anyway, I quite like selling cruises and all-inclusives and
short breaks to people. I get to leaf through the brochure
every working day, which is lovely. Horizon don't stint on
the paper like some places do, and I think it makes a real
difference.

'A million copies of that brochure are printed,' Jean
the supervisor says, 'and two-thirds of them are taken to
someone's home. Hundreds of thousands of people look
at that brochure, but only 1.79 per cent of those people
are actually interested enough to pick up the phone. Only
32 per cent of that 1.79 per cent who phone in actually
book a holiday. So you cannot afford to let even one of
those get away! Read your brochure, learn the alternatives,
offer something else and make a sale.' The first time she
said that to me was during my training course when I was
seventeen. To me then, she seemed like a kind of President
or Prime Minister, eloquent and powerful on a podium,
with bright red hair in spite of pushing fifty, a permanent
smoker's cough and a selection of really tight T-shirts and
miniskirts that she always wore with black tights, winter
and summer. There were certificates around the walls
proclaiming lean's achievements – 'Most Sales in a Week',
'Most Sales in a Month', 'Cruise Sales Record', 'Long-haul
Flight Record', 'All-time Yearly Sales Record'. Apparently,
no one has beaten that one, even now. People have
tried. There was a performance chart, listing everyone's
names and showing how many sales they were making
each month; Jean's name was always at the top, holding
the record, even though she doesn't sell any more, she
stopped eight years ago when they made her supervisor.
But the record she set eight years ago hadn't been beaten
then, when I started here, and has still not been beaten
now. Eight years ago, can you believe it? She must have
been an amazing sight, flicking those brochure pages
like her fingers were on fire, thumping out names and
addresses on that keyboard, firing out every possible addon
you could ever think of, like an outside cabin so it had
a window, a sea-view hotel room, all-inclusive when the
client had rung up for half-board. When she was training
us (I started at the same time as two other girls, Chrissie
and Val) she took a couple of calls in the sales room, just
to demonstrate what she meant by add-ons. I didn't think
it was possible to persuade someone to pay for something
they may not have really wanted when they called in, but
she did it.

'You're not forcing them to do anything they don't
want to do,' she said, after convincing a woman who had
rung up to book a three-night city break in Prague for her
and her husband's fortieth wedding anniversary to book
a fortnight in the Dominican Republic instead. 'Oh yes,'
she'd said into her mouthpiece, nodding to us as she
closed down the Prague page on her computer, 'Prague is
lovely, really sweet and suburban. The ideal anniversary
destination – for the fifteen-yearers. But you're in another
class, aren't you? These crystal anniversarians think they
know what it takes to keep a marriage going, but they
haven't got a flaming clue, have they? They don't know
what it's like to be old together. That takes fortitude,
determination. And patience. My God, the patience that
you need to last forty years. There's a reason why you get
rubies and they get a set of wine glasses! Ruby. A real,
valuable gem, not some cheap crystal copy. Now, does that
say Prague to you? Because I don't think it does. I think for
two steadfast, long-standing lovers, for better and worse,
you deserve a real chance to relax and be romantic again.
I think we're talking Caribbean.' She had turned to us and
winked as she'd opened up the Dominican Republic page.
'If they didn't really want it, they wouldn't book it.' That
was her maxim. I had never seen anything like it. I still
haven't.

I'll show you my office later. Make sure you have a
look at the performance tables. They're over by Jean's
desk, pinned up on the wall. You'll see that my name is
always in the top three, week in, week out. Everything Jean
showed me, everything she said, everything she taught, I
have used, and honed and perfected. I am the one who
has come the closest to beating Jean's eight-year-old sales
record. I missed it by thirty-two sales. Just thirty-two. Oh
come on, that's not many, you know, not for a whole year,
not when we're talking about more than three thousand
sales. Oh yes, I'm the only other person, in the history of
Horizon Holidays, to go over three thousand in a year.
That's how I know I'm going to beat that record of hers
one day. She must have been over forty when she set it,
and I'm only twenty-four, so I've got years and years ahead
of me to get better and better and better. Sometimes,
when she's writing up the stats at the end of the day and
she totals up my sales for the year so far, I see her looking
worried. She doesn't realize I see it and it's only there for
a flicker, but I've seen it and I know I'm going to be the
one.

Well, all seems to be dignified perfection again, if you
want to look now. Don't you think Nick's shirt is fantastic
on me? I look like a Bond girl in that, I really do. When he
was taking it off earlier, I made a mental note of where it
landed, so I could grab it and look all sexy and Bond-girly
in it. Just as well you weren't watching at that moment
as there was nothing attractive about my frantic nude
scramble over the back of the sofa. Anyway, it was worth
it, and he'll notice in a minute. Hang on, he's going to say
something.

'You are so sexy, Rachel,' he says, gazing at me. I know
I look fabulous in a messy, just-had-sex-on-the-floor way,
and I smile and lick my lips seductively. 'Glad you came
out with me now?'

I don't answer straight away. Of course I am glad I
went out with him, who wouldn't be? Look at him, he
looks like a cross between Enrique Iglesias and Hugh
Jackman, with no shirt on. Crikey, it's hot in here. But you
can't be too eager, can you? You've got to play the game.
After all, Nick Maxwell was the major catch in the office,
lusted after by all, including Jean the supervisor and her
assistant, Graham. But if there was anyone not lusting
after Nick Maxwell, you can bet your life they were lusting
after Rachel Covington. We were perfect for each other.

I have worked at Horizon for about six and a half years.
Nick has been there for two months. In my six and a half
years here, I have easily been the best looking person in
telesales, if not in the building. I'm not being big-headed,
it's just the way it is. But then Nick arrived, and I knew
I had met my match. As soon as I first laid eyes on him I
knew that we would be together. Chrissie knew that we
would be together. Val and lean knew that we would be
together. Martin and Mike, best friends and inseparable to
the extent that you never saw one without the other, so no
one was ever really sure which one was Martin and which
one was Mike, knew that we would be together.

'Oh my God, Rachel, you have got to see this new guy
who's just started in personnel,' Chrissie had said. 'He's the
sexiest thing I have ever seen in a suit. Including Richard
Gere in Pretty Woman. I bet he'd fancy you.'

I had shrugged. I was pretty wary of Chrissie's taste in
talent. Her standards were decidedly lower than mine, but
she was always trying to set me up with someone. Mum
says she lives vicariously through me, which means that
because she's quite – well, let's say she's a 'large' girl – it's
pretty unlikely that she's ever going to get a bloke of her
own, so she tries to get them all to go out with me instead.
It's like almost really dating. Quite sad really.

Anyway, I had been down this road before and I wasn't
going down it again. She was always, 'Oh you must come
and meet my really sexy cousin/neighbour/milkman, just
wait till you see him – he's so totally gorgeous, you'll be
perfect together.' Enter some lanky blond freak, grinning
enthusiastically in Tesco's jeans. Yeah, right.

She hustled over to me then, her tangerine tunic growing
larger and brighter as she got nearer. I had to slit my
eyes a little. 'Just see him, all right?' she persisted, actually
taking my arm. 'Just take one look at him. You'll see.' And
then she put her other hand on her chest and rolled her
eyes dreamily skywards with a sigh.

'All right!' I raised my arms in a gesture of defeat, but
really just to get her to take her doughy hand off my skin.
'I get the message. I'll take a look, but I'm not going out
with him, OK?'

Well, she'd been right, of course. But you can't blame
me for being a bit wary.

It's eerily quiet in there, isn't it? Just the sound of Nick
blowing out gusts of air and sucking more in over his
teeth as he completes his second set of fifty sit-ups. These
are the kind of sit-ups you do with the bottom half of your
body raised above your head, so you're actually sitting up
uphill. Not quite the same when you've balanced your
legs against a cream faux-leather beanbag.

This bit's quite dull, really, just fifty more sit-ups,
followed by fifty more push-ups. We can skip over this to
the end. There's a moment just as Nick is coming to the
end of his fiftieth push-up. He's two-handed this time,
but he's taking both hands off the floor at the apex of
each push and clapping them together once, then twice,
then three times. I'm on the sofa, smiling, eyes glued to
his torso. But then suddenly there's a change, an almost
imperceptible flicker as the expression on my face alters
for a tiny moment. Did you see it? Let's go back. There. Just
for an instant I've glanced away, looked down, frowned,
apparently remembering something, thinking about the
significance of what it might be, and it's a big something,
it's huge, but then Nick manages to clap four times and
I've forgotten immediately what I was trying to remember,
I'm clapping along with him, laughing, the memory, the
danger, all forgotten in the joy and exuberance of the
moment.

In another place that I can't see, changes are already
beginning to take place. It's a battle, a contest with only
one winner and only one prize. In a race that demonstrates
survival of the fittest at its most relevant, one contender is
already beginning to set himself apart from the others. He
pushes on, focused on the goal, knowing only the goal.
All around, his comrades fall in their legions but he does
not stop and he does not mourn their passing, for this is
a fight to the death and the weak are eliminated. Finally
he senses his prize is near. He knows that this is the most
difficult test of all as he is battling against the best of the
best. On he goes, faster, reaching her side at last as his final
rival falls away. She embraces him, whispering, 'You're the
one, you're the only one.' They join together in a fantastic
collision of beings when their two selves become one for
ever.

This story is about how everything got started with me and
Nick Maxwell – and one other. There was a chocolate cake,
some wine, a little romance, a lot of lust and some sperm.
Well, just one actually.





Chapter Two

Yeah, you've got it. OK, not clever. But I did say I wasn't
a rocket scientist. Excellent family planners, those rocket
scientists. Well, they've got to be, haven't they? You can't
find out you're accidentally up the duff the night before
the long-awaited five-year expedition to Mars. You can see
all those bespectacled geeks at NASA throwing their clipboards
on the floor and going outside for a furious fag.

The worst thing about my situation was that I had
actually almost known what I might have just done.
Remember that moment, that little worry line that flitted
across my face as I was doing my Bond-girl in Nick's shirt
on the sofa? That was actually me thinking, Hang on,
what's the date today? Then Nick did his four claps and I
was lost again. I was already lost by then anyway.

Well, you can imagine how little sleep I'm getting.
Look at me, three in the morning and I'm still lying there
grinning, eyes wide. Nick, you will notice immediately, is
absent, which is just as it should be. I don't like to sleep
with someone straight away.

I don't think there's any point watching me lying there
for hour after hour, so we can skip to the next day if you
like.

Oh, no, there is one more thing that I'd like to show
you from that night, just so you can understand what
happened after. It's quite quick, and then we can move
on.

Let's go back to the moment after the four claps. I'm
smiling on the sofa, watching him walk over and sit down
next to me. He touches the collar of his shirt (it's on me,
remember) then runs his fingers down towards the top
button. It's not done up, of course – no point wearing
a man's shirt if you look like you're going to the office
in it – and he pushes the fabric apart with his fingertips.
Naturally the second, third and fourth buttons aren't done
up either, so the material slips back on my shoulders. I'm
leaning back now and that blissful expression is back,
look. I've closed my eyes in anticipation and then he says,
'Give over, Rachel, I'm trying to get my shirt back.'

My eyes fly open. Not a good look, even from here.
I think we'll just gloss over this bit – it's embarrassing.
Suffice to say that I gave him his shirt back and put a tight
T-shirt on instead, which is almost as good as the shirt.

A very few minutes later, Nick's standing fully clothed
in the hall and I'm leaning sexily against the open door. I
can do a lot of things sexily. Mum always says that some
people have just got it, and I am one of those people. It's
not like I don't have to try, because I do. It's just that when
I try, it's really easy for me to do it well. I'm not being
big-headed or anything, it's just how it is. Sometimes I do
it without really meaning to, like when I'm out with just
girls. They get a bit annoyed with me, but it's worse when
their husbands/fiances/boyfriends are there. I can't help it,
it's like a kind of habit.

Anyway, from here you can see that Nick is also really
good at doing things sexily. He's got the top four buttons
of his shirt open so there's a good deal of chest showing,
and his jacket slung casually over his shoulder, like a
model in a Freeman's catalogue. This is the last chance
you'll get to see his flesh for a while so drink it in while
you can. His hair, still slightly damp from his post-coital
shower, is floppy now and charmingly unstyled, and
he has a hint of a five o'clock shadow, even though it's
only one a.m. He's so close I can smell Lynx, mixed with
shower gel, sweat and sex.

He's moving nearer now, bringing me inside the circle
of his own heat. The warm scent of him is damp and
intoxicating. He leans in further and puts his mouth to
my ear. His sandpaper face gently scratches mine, making
me shudder slightly. The feel of a stubbly face grazing
lightly against my own overwhelms my senses; then his
hot breath on my cheek and earlobe brings me out in
goosebumps all over. You'd be able to see that if I turned
round.

He holds this pose – his mouth against my ear, gently
breathing – for three, four, five seconds, then very lightly,
excruciatingly lightly, just touches his lips on to my ear.
Well, not my ear exactly. It's the little lumpy bit that juts
out of your cheek into your ear and holds your earphones
in. It definitely classes as more cheek than ear, whatever
Chrissie may have thought. What would she know anyway?
She's never likely to get a kiss like that from anyone.
She's probably still a virgin.

Sorry about that. It was a bit catty. I didn't mean it,
particularly the bit about her being a virgin: she definitely
isn't one. She just really really annoyed me when I told her
about that kiss.

'On the ear, you say?'

'Technically, I think it counts as chee—'

'Well, fuck me, I've never heard of being kissed goodnight
on the ear before. What the hell do you think made
him do that? Didn't like the look of your face after all?
Maybe you had repugnant black eye-bogeys that made
him want to gag every time he looked at you?'

Classy, isn't she? Eye-bogeys, for goodness' sake. In
Chrissie's world, eye-bogeys are the gelatinous blobs of
mascara that coagulate in the corners of your eyes when
you are out late. Chrissie gets them a lot and I think she
assumes that because she gets them, everyone does. Well, I
don't. It all comes down to the brand of mascara you use.
Personally I prefer to spend a bit more than £3.99 on my
products. Anyway, I have my eyelashes dyed and starched
every three months so mascara is a thing of the past.

I was a bit puzzled by Chrissie's smug outburst. After all,
she was the one who had suggested Nick to me in the first
place and practically forced me to meet him. Why would
she be so delighted in thinking she had found a flaw in
our breathtaking encounter? Mum says that Chrissie is
jealous of me, which is why she says this kind of thing.
It wasn't a flaw anyway. If you have ever been kissed like
that, you'd know what I mean.

Back to the hall. You'll notice that the whole time he's
pressed up against me, breathing in my ear and kissing
my cheek, he has the car keys in one hand by his side, and
the other hand holding the loop of his jacket, up by his
shoulder. He doesn't touch me with anything other than
the very tips of his lips, if there is such a thing. I mean he
doesn't press down with his mouth or squash his lips on
to me; and he doesn't wrap his arms round me and try to
squeeze the life out of me or stuff his tongue down my
throat. It's a sweetly intense moment that crackles with
the promise of things to come.

Look, there he goes. Gone. And look at me now, closing
the door really softly, then bounding off around the
apartment like a hyperactive boy with a pogo stick on
Christmas morning, when he's forgotten his medication
and had loads of really highly coloured sweets and coke
before breakfast.

You can meet my brother later. He's ten.

So here we are, back to me lying in bed, staring wideeyed
at the ceiling. Actually, that's no good at all, not if
I'm expecting to see Nick again tomorrow. My eyes will be
all red-rimmed and bloodshot. I won't need eye-bogeys to
make him gag.

I close my eyes. Yes, that is definitely a good idea. So
I'm still not sleeping but at least my eyeballs will keep
moistened.

Well, seeing as how I'm not going to be getting any sleep
anyway, I'll explain to you how we came to be writhing
like eels on my carpet after I'd told Chrissie I wouldn't go
out with him.

You'll remember that I had agreed to take a look at
him? OK. Well, I expected this to be on my terms because
it usually is, but Nick Maxwell beat me to it and took me
completely by surprise.

Earlier that day, I had been let down by Martin and Mike,
the two friends of inconclusive sexuality I mentioned
earlier. They bring me a coffee from the machine by the
lifts around two o'clock every afternoon – it's a ritual
that's gone on for the past two or three years. They go
right past the vending machines every day on their way
back from Data Processing, so it's not exactly a hardship
for them to stop and pick me up a light mochaccino as
they pass. And it saves me walking all the way over there
myself when I could be on the phones, making sales. After
all, as Jean's always saying, Sales are the pillars that hold
up the cathedral of Horizon Holidays. Without Sales,
there would be no After Sales, no Data to process, no
Personnel to manage, no product to Market. So if those
boys in Marketing start to think they're big and clever, or
those pale-faced nerds in DP throw a tantrum about some
figures that don't add up first time, they need to remember
just where their jobs start: where ours ends. Sales is like
oxygen for Horizon.

Martin and Mike collect the morning's stats until twelve,
then stop for their lunch. They never vary that, always a
twelve o'clock break. They're back from lunch by twelve
forty-five, and start collating the stats they collected in the
morning. When they've finished, they take them down to
the light-deprived bods in DP in the basement. The whole
trip takes about forty minutes, including the extra couple
of minutes it takes for them to get my coffee, so they arrive
back at my desk, steaming cup in hand, at two o'clock.

Only this day, 28 July, the day I first laid eyes on
Nick Maxwell, the day I accidentally set in motion the
cataclysmic chain of events that would change my life
utterly and irrevocably, they didn't. By 2.05 I was getting
worried. Well, perhaps worried is a bit strong – I know
it's a long way down to the basement from the third
floor but they were grown men and they were together.
But I was mystified. They had never been so much as a
minute late before – not for work, for lunch, for meetings,
training, coffee. Whatever. They had synchronized their
wristwatch.es with the wall clocks to ensure this. I glanced
at the clock repeatedly, checked my own watch, checked
the time on my computer screen. They all said different
times, but each one was definitely showing after two.

In the end, I switched my turret to 'B' for busy, unplugged
my headset and stood up. Val who works next to me saw
me get up and automatically checked the time, then
looked at the door, expecting the punctual pair to appear,
but still they didn't. I could see her looking expectantly at
me and I had the strong feeling that she had worked out,
by M and M's non-appearance, where I was off to, and was
going to ask me to get her something from the machine
while I was there. Her eyebrows were raised meaningfully
as she snagged her handbag with her foot and dragged it
across the floor towards her, but she couldn't speak to me
directly because she was on a call. I heard her say suddenly,
'Oh, could you hold the line a moment, my screen's just
gone down', but by the time she'd looked round, I was out
the door. As I entered the corridor from the sales room,
I could just hear her voice saying sadly, 'Oh, no, it's all
right, it's come back up again.'

I know, I could easily have got her a drink; I'm not lazy
or thoughtless. The truth is that she always has hot chocolate,
which takes about forty seconds longer to come out
of the machine than tea, coffee or soup and those forty
seconds are precious to me. It's all about the sales.

So I'm off up the corridor like Kelly Holmes in a kitten
heel, expecting to see M and M heading towards me at any
moment, but they're not in the corridor. They're not even
in the lift that arrives with a ping as I girl-run past it. I stop
and wait by the doors for a second, thinking it might still
be them arriving, but it's just a tall man in a dark suit.
'Good afternoon, then,' he said to me, smiling broadly
and inclining his head slightly towards me. I glanced at
him just long enough to know that he didn't interest me,
then hustled on.

'Lovely to meet you,' this same guy is saying genially.
I ignore him and continue on up the corridor – I've had
to learn to do that. It doesn't come naturally to be rude,
but quite frankly I haven't got the time or the brain cells
to indulge everyone who wants to talk to me. It's just selfpreservation.

'See you again!' he was calling to me as I walked away.
Well, he might see me, but I wouldn't notice.

When I got to the drinks machine, there was a man
standing there. He had his back to me, white shirt, sleeves
rolled up. Even from a small distance away, and from the
rear, I could see he was the sort of man that I did notice.
I slowed down my approach – you can't be sexy while
walking fast – and wet my lips as a kind of impromptu
lip-gloss. I didn't have a chance to do much more as he
turned suddenly so that I almost walked straight into his
chest.

'Oh, sorry,' I said, feeling a bit flustered, which is totally
unlike me, but I had just caught my first glimpse of those
breathtaking baby-blue eyes, and I was floundering. These
are the clearest, lightest blue eyes I had ever – have ever
– and now staring at me intently. I felt penetrated by
them. He smiled at me and the edges of his eyes crinkled
up slightly.

'Hello there,' he says, smiling down on me like the sun.

'Hi,' is all I can squeeze out. My mind is a wasteland.
Not that I'm renowned for my pithy intellect and witty
repartee, but I can usually manage a sexy innuendo on a
first encounter.

'I'm Nick,' he says, putting out a hand, and all I can
think about is what that hand will feel like on my skin.

'Of course you are,' I say as my small hand is encircled
and engulfed by his. It's cool but not damp. Strong but
not insistent. He doesn't let go straight away, just presses
my fingers gently with his own.

'What do you mean by that?' he says, almost laughing.
I've got completely lost in this conversation and have no
recollection at all of what I've just said, so can't even think
about explaining it. Come on, brain, get with it. A lone
dog barks in there somewhere.

I shrug instead. He buys it. 'And you're Rachel
Covington,' he says smoothly.

'Yes.' It doesn't even occur to me to ask him how, or why,
he knows that.

'You work in Sales, don't you?' he asks, still pressing my
hand in his.

'Yes, Sales. That's right.' Tumbleweed skitters past in the
barren desert of my intellect.

'And you always get a cup of coffee at two o'clock.'

Yes.' I'm standing there like a child looking at Father
Christmas. I'm not even concentrating on my posture. At
the back of my mind, like someone else's mobile phone
ringing in the distance, is the thought that he seems to
know a lot about me, where I work, what time I have
coffee. But of course if he was waiting by the vending
machine at two o'clock today to meet me, he just got lucky
because I wouldn't usually go down there. Any other day,
he would have been standing here holding hands with
Mike or Martin.

'Well, Rachel Covington from Sales, I have been told
that I should meet you, and now I have. I'm very glad that
I have. Everyone was right about you, what they said.'

'Mmm-hmm.'

'Except I couldn't have imagined you would look like
this.' He looks me up and down blatantly and shakes his
head, apparently in wonderment. 'You're totally gorgeous.'

I nod and his eyebrows rise. Well, I think false modesty
is really unattractive. If I went around saying, 'Hello, I'm
very ugly, nobody look at me,' people would just assume
I was fishing for compliments, or that I was as mad as a
bag of curlers.

'So. They say that Rachel Covington and Nick Maxwell
ought to get together.'

'Do they?' It came out as a bit of a croak as my voice
had totally shut down in order to send vital fluids to other
areas.

They do. They say that Nick and Rachel could be the
Brad and Angelina of Horizon Holidays.'

'Ah.'

'Personally, I think they've got a very good point and it
shouldn't be ignored.'

'Plus they're expecting something now.' Finally! I've
found my voice. Nick inclines his head with a smile in a
gesture of admiration.

'You're so right. We can't let them down, can we?'

I shake my head. 'It wouldn't be fair. They've got their
hopes built up. We owe it to them.'

'I agree. Out of consideration for them, I will invite you
out after work.'

'And because I am such a caring, thoughtful person, I
will accept.'

I went back to my desk without the coffee. That's how
much he had affected me.

So here I am, the morning after. For the first time ever, I
feel like I got lucky last night. Usually, if I decide I like the
look of a bloke, it's all over bar the pouting. No challenge,
no sport. For me, anyway. But this Saturday morning, I am
floating around my flat with my feet two inches off the
floor. Forget cloud nine: I am on cloud nine million.

Oh, look, that's my cat, Cosmo. Isn't that a great name?
I named him after a magazine. Mum thinks it's really
clever, because it does actually sound like it's a real name.
I've had him since he was a little kitten. Cute, isn't he? I
love cats. They don't need much looking after and they're
so much sexier than guinea pigs. Nothing that has the
word 'pig' in its name could ever be considered sexy.

This particular morning, I am not feeling all that good
physically, not having had much sleep. My mental high is
more than making up for that though. Look at my face,
grinning away like a loon even while I'm prising those
pungent, shiny jellified lumps out of the cat food tin into
Cos's bowl. They stink out the whole flat so I'm opening
the French doors.

See that bit of garden through there? It's mine. That is,
it belongs to this flat, so I get exclusive use of it. Cosmo
comes and goes through those doors, as you can see. He's
quite familiar with the garden and all its hidden delights.
Actually, most of the delights out there have been hidden
by him, so I tend to stick to the paved area by the doors.

My dilemma on this gorgeous sunny day is this: shall
I shower and get dressed straight away, or shall I wait in
case Nick phones? It's warm in here, even with the double
doors open and all the glorious sounds and smells of the
garden flooding in – glorious except that one, Cos, thanks
– I'll have to shower and do my hair again, which is a pain.
Especially if my hair goes really right first time, and then I
have to wash it and start all over.

What I could do is loll around in my PJs for an hour or
two, just until he phones, then I'll get dressed. But what
if the postman knocks with a parcel? Am I expecting any
parcels? No.

So I make some breakfast and bring it into the living
room with a magazine – Elle this morning. This room,
the living room, is my favourite room of this whole flat.
Well, there's not much more to it, to be honest: just the
bedroom, which you've seen; a little shower room, which
you don't need to see; and the kitchen up the back there,
which you can see on the other side of the counter. Mum
says it's perfect for a single girl, and I agree. She wasn't too
happy when I told her I was moving out, but she helped
in the end. All the walls are quite plain, aren't they, and I
do prefer a bit of colour, but it's in my tenancy that I can't
paint without the go-ahead from the landlord and I'm not
bothered enough by cream everywhere to find out from
him if he would approve of my choice in colour. He's
quite attentive, but a bit creepy sometimes, you know? I
do wonder whether that's because of, you know, me being
so attractive.

Mum's pretty good at picking out bright stuff to cheer up
a room. I found that old standard lamp in a second-hand
shop – I know, you can't tell, can you? – and Mum bought
the red shade to go on it. She says it's chic. It's certainly
less plain in here with that on. It looked like the red-light
district last night, especially with two naked bodies twisting
on the floor. Can you see the expression on my face as
I'm looking at the bit of carpet where it happened? Looks
like my insides are melting over a low flame.

Usually on a Saturday, I do all my chores and go
out for a run or a bike ride. I have a list of jobs that
need doing every day, every week and every month. It's
laminated – Mum did that at work for me – so I can
cross them off with a water-soluble pen every time I do
them, and then rub the whole thing off and start again.
Chores in the morning, small lunch if I feel like it, then
exercise in the afternoon. Some Saturdays I'll go out for
a drink and then a club with Chrissie and Susan in the
evening. Susan doesn't work at Horizon but we were all at
secondary school together and we've managed to keep in
touch. Yes, I knew Chrissie before we started at Horizon
together. We've known each other since we were about six.
At primary school we weren't really friends but then at
secondary school we got together with Susan and Sarah
and became The Fruity Four. Chrissie was a lot thinner in
those days.

Sarah doesn't come out with us on Saturday nights.
You'll meet Sarah very soon.

This particular Saturday my rock-solid routine has
crumbled to dust. I can't concentrate on anything. I didn't
even get the list out of the drawer. If Mum had come
round and said, 'Rachel, why aren't you working through
your list?' I would have said, 'Who are you?' You see how
already Nick Maxwell is starting to screw up my beautiful,
organized, productive life? The seeds had already been
sown. As you know.

Let's move forward a couple of hours. Here I am still,
on the sofa, flicking through a magazine in my PJs. It's
now eleven thirty and the phone is still maddeningly,
sickeningly silent. I've even got it on the sofa next to me,
just in case I wouldn't hear it from the coffee table in front
of me. The thoughts going through my head are utterly
mad, although I look quite sane and peaceful sitting
there. I'm thinking things like, Can't go out for bike ride,
might be blinded by the sun and veer into the path of an
oncoming bus, and, Can't push the Hoover round, might
dislodge the floorboards, fall in the ensuing hole and
break my ankle. I'm in denial, basically. I really don't want
to admit to myself that I am still sitting in my PJs at eleven
thirty, not doing chores or carrying out my time-honoured
Saturday routine because I am doing nothing other than
wait for a call from Nick. I don't want to admit that I am
waiting by the phone; that I'm making no sound in case
the phone rings and I don't hear it; that I'm not even
dressed so I don't have to do my hair twice. It would be
unthinkable to admit to myself that I have become one of
the sad skinnies that Chrissie introduces me to, who wait
for weeks for me to return their calls. I cannot admit that
for the first time in my life, someone else is in control.

Christ, did you see me jump then when the phone
started ringing? I look like I've just woken up on
Christmas morning and Santa has left me the thing I've
been yearning for for years, and is now on the phone to
tell me how great I am. So why don't I answer it, you're
wondering? Well, I do intend to answer; I just have to
get ready first. I'm sliding down in my seat to make me
feel sexy; no one looks sexy sitting rigidly upright like a
doctor's receptionist. I've half closed my eyes, fluffed up
my hair and licked my lips, even though no one can see
me. The point is that I can picture what I look like, and
that helps me to feel sexy. And no doubt Nick on the other
end of the phone is trying to imagine what I look like at
this end, so it would be totally wrong for me to look like
a bag lady.

Finally I'm ready. I reach for the phone, then snatch my
hand back suddenly. Don't answer it straight away! Never,
ever answer a phone until it's rung at l e a s t . . . oh fuck it.
'Hello?' I say throatily, trying to sound like I'm wearing a
black négligée.

'Have you got a cold?'

This is not Nick. It is a woman's voice, but not Mum. I
ponder for a few seconds, then I hear the sound of shrieking
in the background and I realize suddenly, with plummeting
heart and sinking spirits, that this is Sarah. The
one who doesn't come out on Saturdays any more.

'Hi, Sarah. Why do you say that?'

'You sound funny. Got a sore throat?'

I hoist myself up in the seat again. 'No, no, I'm fine.
How are you?'

'I'm fine. Jakey's had a bit of a cold the last couple of
days, running a temperature of 38.5 for most of Thursday
night, but he seems to have perked up a lot this morning.
Can you hear him? He's been marauding round the
house since about six o'clock this morning so I'm totally
shattered. He always gets a bit hyper when he's feeling
better after being poorly'

I'm losing interest in this conversation at an inverse
proportion to the length of time it goes on for. That's an
expression I learnt from M and M. It means that something
is decreasing at the same rate that something else is
increasing. I glance around for something else to occupy
me, then spot the magazine that I put down when the
phone rang and begin leafing through it again.

Sarah McCarthy, nee Lincoln, is the fourth member
of the Fruity Four. Me, Sarah, Chrissie and Susan. We
did everything together back then – the vomiting, the
hangovers, the VD – Virginity Donations ('We didn't
lose it, we gave it away!'). In those days, me, Chrissie
and Susan pretty much relied on Sarah to come up with
the ideas. She was the one who suggested that we run
topless through the town centre one night, a terrifying
but exhilarating experience that had nearly landed us all
in the back of a police car. Sarah was the first of us to part
with her virginity, choosing the romantic setting of up
against my front door for this landmark moment in her
life, while I stood unfortunately not quite out of earshot
staring at the garden, terrified that my parents would wake
up. Sarah could carry on drinking long after everyone else
was throwing up on someone's lawn. Sarah introduced us
to pot. But then, only a year after leaving school, Sarah
met Glenn McCarthy, a civil servant with a Cavalier, and
everything changed. Sarah couldn't come to the pub, she
was meeting Glenn. She couldn't sleep over, Glenn was
expecting her. She couldn't go away to Butlins for a girls'
weekend, Glenn wanted to look at a house. She started
saving hard for a deposit and tasteful tableware and then
the unthinkable happened: they got married. I remember
the day with bitter regret. A sad day for friendship, that
had been. I wore black (well, very dark navy: black is so
draining). Chrissie got hold of some pot and brought
it to the reception and she, Susan and I got high in the
marquee then threw up on the grass. It was the end of an
era. We were all just eighteen.

A year later Sarah was so excited and happy to announce
over a speedy non-alcoholic drink after work that they
were expecting their first child. If I'd thought Sarah as a
prospective bride was bad, Sarah pregnant was a hundred
times worse. Now we got, 'I can't come out tonight, I'm
too sick,' then, 'I'm too tired,' followed by, 'I'm too fat,' and
inevitably, 'I'm too sick, tired and fat.' For old times' sake,
we all continued including her in the arrangements, even
though we knew she probably wouldn't come. And even
if she did she was all 'You're not smoking that near me,
it's toxic, blah blah blah'. When the baby finally arrived,
we all felt the anticlimax of a long-expected event simply
happening, as expected. Like after Tuesday, you know it's
going to be Wednesday. We weren't excited or thrilled, in
spite of what we claimed on the ward. Susan even said,
'Fucking hell,' later in the car park as she ground her butt
out under one of her mules.

That was five or six years ago and she's never been out
with us since. And once the Fruity Four were down to
three, we found that our group couldn't easily support the
change and our evening revelries tailed off from weekly
to fortnightly to monthly. Now I can't even remember
the last time I got together with the other two for a night
out. Chrissie's changed a lot over the years, of course, and
isn't as fruity as she used to be. At least not in a good way.
She does tend to look literally like fruit now. And Susan's
always starting some serious, long-term relationship or
other, which seems to make her less keen on wearing the
tight tops and trousers she's always looked so good in. At
least in public.

Oh God, the phone's gone silent. You can tell because
of the look of panic on my face. This means that Sarah is
waiting for an answer or a comment or something and I
can't give it because I haven't been listening. I improvise.

'Oh, sorry, Sarah, what was that? Cosmo just knocked
the phone out of my hand.'

'Again? He's always doing that. Sounds to me like he
craves your attention too much.' There's a pause, then
Sarah's voice becomes muffled and distant. 'No, not now,
jakey, Mummy's on the phone. I said wait a minute. Just a
minute, will you?'

'Everything all right, Sarah?'

'Yes, yes, just Jake. He can't bear it when I'm on the
phone. Always picks that very moment to need the loo or
sneeze all over himself or want a drink or something.'

'Oh.' I really hate it when mums speaking to their
children refer to themselves as 'Mummy'.

'Anyway, are you coming or not? I need to know the
numbers.'

'Coming?' Hmm, my left middle fingernail could do
with touching up a bit.

There's a long, exasperated sigh. To Jake's birthday
party. It's the nineteenth, that's three weeks today. You're
not going to let me down, are you, Rachel? You are his
godmother, you know.'

Yeah, when does she ever let me forget it? Can you
believe it, me a godmother? I know, I didn't think it
through. When she had asked me, Jake was three months
old and an adorable soft little bundle who smiled and
burped and slept in my arms and went straight back to his
mum for everything else. Over the years I have observed
with horror how he's morphed into a tall, blond, smartmouthed,
demanding, noisy, disobedient, self-centred
boy who seems to do nothing for his mum and dad except
stress them out. I have no idea what to say to him or how
to interact with him. I am probably the worst godmother
that has ever existed. I can't even remember his birthday,
even though this one must be number four or five. I wish
I could resign the position, particularly at moments like
these when I'm watching a whole Saturday afternoon
evaporating before my eyes.

'Of course I'll be there, Sarah. What sort of godmother
do you think I am?'

'I know exactly what sort you are, Rachel, and I regret it
daily.'

While she is undoubtedly right there, it's still quite
hurtful to hear that she regrets asking me. Thanks.'

'Oh, look, Rachel, I didn't mean it. It's just t h a t . . . '

I'm starting to worry about how this call is clogging up
the phone. What if someone else is trying to get through?
If he got an engaged tone, would he try again in a few
minutes, or would he give up until this evening? Or worse,
leave it until tomorrow? I'm glancing at my watch now,
acutely aware that this call has already lasted more than
five minutes and now looks like it's going to drag on for
another five. If only I'd paid attention at the start of it,
maybe she wouldn't be droning on at such great length
now.

'. . . So they moved him on a level in the end, thank
goodness,' she's saying. I insert an 'Uh-huh', every now
and then but I'm up and walking towards the bedroom. I
have a plan.

'I told her he was bored with what they'd given him. It
was far too easy for him. I said to her, "He's bored. How
can you expect him to sit still when he's bored?" She
didn't seem to agree, so I told her . . .'

'Uh-huh.'

In my bedroom, I've found my handbag on my dressing
table and got my mobile phone out of it. No new
messages; no missed calls. OK, disappointing, but that's
not why I've picked it up. Using one hand, I'm scrolling
through the menu, looking for 'Ring tones'. Aha, found
it. Select. Now there's a long list of all the ring tones my
phone holds. God, which one have I got it set on at the
moment? I can't remember.

' . . . work he's doing is so far above his age group. When
you compare it to the other children, there's no comparison . . .'

'Uh-huh.' Doesn't matter which one the phone is set on.
Sarah doesn't know, or won't remember, what my phone
sounds like. I press something called 'Ibiza Party', and it
starts playing immediately.

'. . . just needs to be properly challenged. What's that
noise?'

'Oh, Sarah, my mobile is ringing. I'm going to have to
go. It's bound to be Mum. If the phone's engaged when
she rings, she always rings the mobile.' This is actually
true.

'Oh. Have you changed your ring tone then?'

'Oh, no, no, that's the one it's set on for my mum. Listen,
what time is Jake's party?'

'Three o'clock, for the third time.'

'Right. And what-?'

'The nineteenth,' she cuts in, 'three weeks today. Don't
forget.'

'I won't, I promise. Must go. Bye.'

She's gone. I fling myself face first on to the bed in relief.
Oh crap. I've agreed to go to Jake's bloody party in three
weeks' time. Or was it two weeks? I jump up. Must write it
on the calendar before I forget. Ninth of August.

There's a calendar on the kitchen wall just above the
kettle, so I can look at it in the morning as I make my
breakfast coffee, and make sure I don't forget any urgent
appointments or meetings. For the most part, the days
have just got men's names in them, with times next to
them. I'm not promiscuous or anything. I just go out with
a lot of different people. All I'm doing is looking for The
One', and now I think I might have found him.

I take the calendar down from the wall and turn the
page over to August. Well, it can't be the ninth because
Sarah definitely said it was a precise number of weeks
from today, which would make it a Saturday, and the
ninth is a Wednesday. Was it the ninth of September, then?
I flick over a page. No, that's a Sunday. What did she say,
for heaven's sake? I turn the pages back and accidentally
flick two over, to July. With a smile, I look at yesterday's
date and write in 'Nick Maxwell, 7 p.m.,' even though it
is already in the past. Looking at yesterday's date, I notice
that there's a big black cross on it, and the two days before
and after it. Oh, hell, that means . . .

A wonderful thought occurs to me. What if I take Nick
to Jake's party with me? I lay the calendar down, still open
at July. Yes, that would be perfect. It wouldn't be a wasted
Saturday afternoon after all. In fact, it would be better
than if we spent the day alone together because I could
show him off to everyone there, and then we could go out
somewhere afterwards and imagine what it would be like
to be parents, then thank God we aren't and then have lots
of hot sex. What a brilliant plan, and still three weeks to
convince him to come along.

Aha, three weeks, that's it. I pick up the calendar and
quickly write 'Jake' on 19 August.

Let's move on a bit again. The day is going by so slowly.
By half past eight, I'm really very stressed out. You can see
that I've showered and got dressed at last. This is because
the sudden and horrifying thought occurred to me that
Nick might unexpectedly turn up at the door with a huge
bouquet of flowers and tickets to something. He would
not be impressed with me in my PJs. Well, he would be
impressed, but maybe a little put off if it was three o'clock
in the afternoon.

I've done a few chores but can't really settle to anything.
I've watched a bit of an afternoon film, then some quiz
programmes, but they're not holding my interest. I tried
reading a magazine on the sun lounger on the terrace while
sipping white wine, thinking it would be so sophisticated
to be doing that when he phoned. I didn't have any white
wine, just the dregs of a bottle of red, and the lounger
cushion was soaking wet so I had to sit directly on the
plastic slats. I lasted about three minutes before I was back
indoors tipping the revolting contents of the glass down
the sink and putting the kettle on.

Mum did ring but I managed to get her off pretty
quickly. I usually have at least one meal round there each
weekend but today I said I had plans both days. She was
not surprised. She tells all her friends how popular I am
with the boys. It's embarrassing.

Tea is two slices of toast. I know it's a small flat but I
really can't bear to be away from the phone at all, so I
take it with me into the kitchen while I make the toast.
My mind is buzzing now, all sorts of stupid thoughts
whizzing round inside, all of them desperately trying to
block out the possibility that he's not going to phone
today. I wonder whether Sarah will hire a clown like she
did before? I suppose I should get Jake a present. But how
old is he? Will Glenn's mysterious brother turn up this
time?

You are surprised that I am occupying myself with
thoughts of Jake and his upcoming birthday? Me too. But
I am desperate. This waiting is a difficult job that I have
never had to do before, so I'm really not very good at it.

So here I am, gone ten o'clock and still heard nothing.
This cannot be normal. Or is it? Maybe this is what
countless women are going through all the time, waiting
and waiting for the gorgeous bloke they met the night
before to call them up after an amazing and perfect
evening. They know that he had a good time. They know
that the two of them got on really well because they both
laughed and chatted all night. They know that he was
definitely attracted to them, from his behaviour. It was
romantic, caring, thoughtful. They know that they are the
ideal couple, that they will be perfect together, for ever. So
why, why, why doesn't he phone?

When the call does come, I'm brushing my teeth. No,
I'm not in the bathroom, I'm there, in the living room. I
realized as soon as I'd put the toothbrush in my mouth
that I had left the phone so I came back in here to be with
it. I've waited all day, I am not missing the call because I'm
in the other room.

So I'm wearing my orange terry-towelling dressing gown
and I've got a mouthful of white froth. This is the moment
the phone chooses to ring. Look at me, I'm frozen, staring,
wide-eyed at the irony of it. The white froth is running
down my arm and dripping off my elbow. Distractedly, I
wipe my mouth with my arm, only managing to spread
more white around my face than I remove. I am transfixed,
unable to work out how to go about answering the phone
with a mouthful of foam. I know, I know, I could easily
spit it out into the kitchen sink, it's only a few steps away.
Look, you can see me glancing that way, thinking about
it then rejecting the idea. The phone has rung three times
already – if I go to the kitchen, spit and come back again, it
might stop before I get there. I consider spitting on to the
floor but that's disgusting. Plus I might lose my deposit on
the flat if there's a nasty white stain on the carpet when I
move in with Nick.

It's rung four times now and is getting ready to stop,
I can feel it. I glance around one last time but find no
suitable receptacle to hand so out of sheer panic and
desperation, I swallow the froth with a cough and dash
to the phone. My throat is burning and I'm struggling
not to splutter. As I seize the handset, I catch sight of my
Father Christmas face reflected in the mirror above the
shelf in the living room, and smile.

Nick Maxwell knows when he is on to a good fling. Here
he is, standing in front of the mirror in his room, checking
his appearance one last time before going out. That hair
is a work of art, isn't it? It should be, it's taken him long
enough.

He's feeling smug; you can see it in his face. The girl he's
just started seeing – me – is so gorgeous-looking, and she
was at home on her own at ten-fifteen on a Saturday night,
waiting for him to call. He smiles to himself in the mirror.
It means that she is mad for him and will be available to
him whenever he wants her to be. He gets an extra kick
out of the fact that she is quite a bit older than him. Her
personnel records show that she's twenty-four, and he's
only nineteen, on a gap year before going to Hull Uni next
year. But he's never had any problems getting the girls he
wants, and this one's no different. He had been told she
was hot, but unlike most men that didn't intimidate
him. He couldn't wait to get his hands on her, so he had
engineered a meeting the previous afternoon, making sure
the two dipsticks that usually brought her coffee at two
o'clock were busy on another errand in Personnel at that
precise time. It had gone better than he could ever have
hoped and now he was going to get a repeat performance.
He really enjoyed dating older women. They were much
more likely to have their own flats.

'Nicky! Do you want some apple crumble?' a voice calls
up the stairs. 'I can warm it up for you if you like?'

'No thanks, Mum,' he calls, jogging lightly down the
stairs and into the kitchen. 'I'm off out.'

'You sure, love? There's ice cream to go with.'

He leans forward and kisses her cheek, then walks to the
door. He throws his car keys into the air and catches them.
'Night, Mum.'
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