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The Other Woman

Praise for Jane Green’s previous bestsellers:

‘If you’re new to the genius of Ms Green, we can exclusively reveal that she is Amazing, with a capital A’ Heat

‘Green is the queen of the chick literati – her books are just so damn readable’ Glamour

‘A compulsive read, with women you can’t help rooting for’ New Woman

‘An engaging, grown-up read’ Company

‘An emotional rollercoaster of a read’ OK!

‘A warm and enjoyable read that brims with energy and a sense of fun’ Woman & Home

‘A sexy, romantic read’ Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

‘Guaranteed to gratify those with even the most voracious of appetites for feel-good fiction’ Jewish Chronicle

‘You may have to polish off Spellbound’in one sitting’ Image Magazine

‘Compulsively readable … the ultimate makeover novel made over with irony … one for the beach’ Sunday Times

‘An immensely enjoyable read which more than lives up to expectations’ Prima

‘Green writes with acerbic wit about the law of the dating jungle, and its obsession with image, and the novel’s as comforting as a bacon sandwich’ Sunday Express

‘The kind of novel you’ll gobble up at a single sitting’ Cosmopolitan

‘A brilliantly funny novel about something close to every woman’s heart – her stomach’ Woman’s Own

‘Cinderella with calorie-counted knobs on and first class feel-good factor’ Ms London

‘A great read: funny, sharp and packed with familiar situations for all those who’ve ever embarked on the dating game … cancel all engagements and read it’ Tatler

‘Irritatingly accurate, this is a hilarious and poignant look at love and sex in the 90s’ Elle

‘Any woman who’s suffered a relationship trauma will die for this book … wickedly funny … it may not improve your life but it will make you squeal with laughter’ Cosmopolitan

‘The literary equivalent of an evening gossiping with your mates … funny and honest, it’s superb stuff’ Company

‘This eventful and emotional comedy will have you hooked’ OK!

‘With delightful Babyville, chicklit has grown up. This is a warm, lively, wise and distinctly unputdownable novel about the impact of maternity … Told with Green’s trademark honesty and humour, their stories will make readers laugh, cry and perhaps recognize themselves’ Hello!

‘Spot on … Once you pick up Babyville, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to put it down’ Mirror

‘An emotional and humorous novel’ Telegraph

‘A far more grown up effort … you’ll be hooked – even if babies are the last thing on your mind’ Company
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Pulling a sickie is not something I’m prone to do. And, while I’d like to say I feel sick, I don’t. Not unless pre-wedding nerves, last-minute jitters and horrific amounts of stress count.

But nevertheless this morning I decided I deserved a day off – hell, possibly even two – so I phoned in first thing, knowing that as bad a liar as I am, it would be far easier to lie to Penny, the receptionist, than to my boss.

‘Oh, poor you.’ Penny’s voice was full of sympathy. ‘But it’s not surprising, given the wedding. Must be all the stress. You should just go to bed in a darkened room.’

‘I will,’ I said huskily, swiftly catching myself in the lie – migraine symptoms not including sore throats or fake sneezes – and getting off the phone as quickly as possible.

I did think vaguely about doing something delicious for myself today, something I’d never normally do. Manicures, pedicures, facials, things like that. But of course guilt has managed to prevail, and even though I live nowhere near my office in trendy Soho, I still know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that should I venture outside on the one day I’m pretending to be sick, someone from work will just happen to be at the end of my street.

So here I am. Watching dreadful daytime television on a cold January morning (although I did just manage to catch an item on ‘updo’s for weddings’ which may turn out to be incredibly useful), eating my way through a packet of custard creams (my last chance before the wedding diet goes into full acceleration) and wondering whether there would be any chance of finding a masseuse – a proper one – to come to the house last minute to soothe the knots of tension away.

I manage to waste forty-five minutes flicking through the small ads in the local magazines, but somehow I don’t think any of those masseuses are what I’m looking for: ‘guaranteed discretion’, ‘sensual and intimate’. And then I reach the personal ads at the back.

I smile to myself reading through. Of course I’m reading through. I may be about to get married but I’m still interested in seeing what’s out there, not that, I have to admit, I’ve ever actually gone down the personal-ad route. But I know a friend who has. Honestly.

And a wave of warmth, and yes, I’ll admit it, smugness, comes over me. I don’t ever have to tell anyone that I have a good sense of humour, or that I look a bit like Renée Zellwegger, but only if I pout and squint my eyes up very, very small, or that I love the requisite walks in the country and curling up by a log fire.

Not that any of that’s not true, but how lovely, how lucky am I, that I don’t have to explain myself, or describe myself, or pretend to be someone other than myself ever again.

Thank God for Dan. Thank you, God, for Dan. I slide my feet into huge fluffy slippers, scrape my hair back into a ponytail and wrap Dan’s huge, voluminous towelling robe around me as I skate my way down the hallway to the kitchen.

Dan and Ellie. Elite and Dan. Mrs Dan Cooper. Mrs Ellie Cooper. Ellie Cooper. I trill the words out, thrilling at how unfamiliar they sound, how they will be true in just over a month, how I got to have a fairytale ending after all.

And, despite the cloudy sky, the drizzle that seems to be omnipresent throughout this winter, I feel myself light up, as if the sun suddenly appeared at the living-room window specifically to shine its warmth upon me.

The problem with feeling guilty about pulling sickies, as I now discover, is that you end up too terrified to leave the house, and therefore waste the entire day. And of course the less you do, the less you want to do, so by two o’clock I’m bored, listless and sleepy. Rather than taking the easy option and going back to bed, I decide to wake myself up with a strong coffee, have a shower and finally get dressed.

The cappuccino machine – an early wedding present from my Chief Executive – shouts a shiny hello from its corner on the kitchen worktop, by far the most glamorous and high-tech object in the kitchen, if not the entire flat. Were it not for Dan, I’d never use the bloody thing, and that’s despite a passion for strong, milky cappuccinos. Technology and I have never got on particularly well. The only technological area in which I excel is computers, but even then, now that all my junior colleagues are messing around with iPods and MPEGs and God knows what else, I’m beginning to be left behind there too.

My basic problem is not so much technology as paper: instruction manuals to be specific. I just haven’t got the patience to read through them, and almost everything in my flat works eventually if I push a few buttons and hope for the best. Admittedly my video recorder has never actually recorded anything, but I only ever bought the machine to play rented videos on, not to record, so as far as I’m concerned it has fulfilled its purpose admirably.

Actually, come to think of it, not quite everything has worked that perfectly … The freezer has spent the last year filled with ice and icicles, although I think that somewhere behind the ice may be a year-old carton of Ben & Jerry’s. And my hoover still has the same dustbag it’s had since I bought it three years ago because I haven’t quite figured out how to change it – I cut a hole in it when it was full one time and hand-pulled all the dust out, then sealed it back up with tape and that seems to do the job wonderfully. If anything, just think how much money I’ve saved myself on hoover bags.

Ah, yes, there is also the super-swish and super-expensive CD player that can take 400 discs at a time, but has in fact only ever held one at a time.

So things may not work the way they’re supposed to, or in the way die manufacturers intended, but they work for me, and now I have Dan, Dan who will not lay a finger on any new purchase until he has read the instruction manual cover to cover, until he has ingested even the smallest of the small print, until he can recite the manual from memory alone.

And so Dan–bless him – now reads die manuals, and gives me demonstrations on how things like hoovers, tumble dryers and cappuccino machines work. The only saving grace to this, other than now being able to work the cappuccino machine, is that Dan has learnt to fine-tune his demonstrations so they last no longer than one minute, by which time I’ll have completely tuned out and will be thinking either about new presentations at work, or possibly dreaming about floating on a desert island during our honeymoon.

But die cappuccino machine, I have to say, is brilliant, and God, am I happy I actually paid attention when Dan was showing me how it worked. It arrived three days ago, and thus far I’ve used it nine times. Two cups in the morning before leaving for work, one cup when I get home, and one, or two, in the evening after dinner, although after 8 p.m. we both switch to decaf.

And, as I’m tapping die coffee grains into die spoon to start making the coffee, I find myself thinking about spending the rest of my life with only one person.

I should feel scared. Apprehensive at the very least. But all I feel is pure, unadulterated joy.

Any doubts I may have about this wedding, about getting married, about spending the rest of my life with Dan have nothing whatsoever to do with Dan.

And everything to do with his mother.
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‘There were three of us in this marriage …’



I remember watching Princess Diana roll those huge sad eyes as she looked up at the camera and said those now infamous words, and I wondered what on earth she was talking about, wondered just how she managed to be so unbelievably dramatic.

And now, weeks away from my own wedding, I know exactly what she meant, the only difference being that I’m dealing not with a mistress but with a matriarch.

Frankly, I can’t decide which is worse.

I met Dan, fell in love with Dan, and agreed to marry Dan thinking I was marrying, well, Dan, but as the months of preparation have unfolded, I’m beginning to see that I’m marrying Dan, his mother, and on a slightly less intense level, his father, brother and sister.

Don’t get me wrong. For a while I was completely over the moon about this. In the beginning, when we first met and Dan introduced me to his family, I was thrilled. Thrilled to have found the family I’d always dreamt of. A warm, large and loving family, brothers and sisters, parents who were still together and happy.

When Dan confessed on our third date that he went to his parents for lunch every Sunday, I made up my mind there and then that he was going to be the one. A boy who still loves his family, I thought. A family so close they get together every week. What more could a girl ask for?

With hindsight, I was bound to think that, given that my own dysfunctional family had fallen to pieces right around the time my mother died.

Not that it was the happiest of families that was destroyed. My mother was an alcoholic: unpredictable, manipulative, self-obsessed. When sober she had the capacity to be exactly the mother I wanted. She could be kind, warm, loving, fun. I remember how much I adored her when I was very young, how she’d take me to puppet shows, laugh delightedly when I giggled at Punch and Judy, scoop me up into her arms while I wriggled and then cover me with kisses.

But she wasn’t often sober. My mother and father were forever hosting cocktail parties, forever finding excuses to drink. I’d hear the music and laughter, and would leave my bedroom and sit on the top step of the stairs, trying to see the glamorous evening dresses without being seen.

Then, in the beginning, she was wonderful when she was drunk. ‘I’m not drunk,’ she’d laugh, ‘just a tiny bit tipsy.’ But her personality became huge when she was drunk, her happiness magnified a thousandfold by the alcohol. More affectionate, more vibrant, just more.

But as the drinking progressed, things changed. Her happiness turned to disappointment, disgust, disease, and the alcohol continued to increase it. Where once she had been fun, she became sullen; where she had been loving she became distant; where she had once covered me with kisses, she attacked me with insults.

In time, my father withdrew from both of us. He’d try to talk to her but it would end in a screaming match, so he’d grab his coat and go out, for hours at a time, sometimes all night.

I learnt to read the signs, know when she had been drinking, know when to stay away. My friends were few and far between, but they were loyal, and understood when I needed to stay the night, several nights a week.

I can’t say I was unhappy. Somewhere I was aware that my friends didn’t have mothers who were angels one minute then devils the next, and, while I occasionally envied the stability and warmth I found in their homes, I never missed it in my own. It was, after all, the only home I knew.

On 23 March 1983 I was sitting next to my best friend Alison in a history lesson. We were learning about the First World War, and I had drifted away into a reverie involving me, Simon Le Bon and true love. I’d just got to the part where he gazed into my eyes before the magical first kiss, when Alison nudged me sharply.

I looked at her to see her gesturing at the classroom door. Through the glass I could see the headmistress, Mrs Dickinson, approaching, as did the rest of the class. A collective gasp went around the classroom, for Mrs Dickinson was clearly about to come in, and, aside from morning assembly, Mrs Dickinson was a formidable presence who was very definitely seen and not heard.

I’m sure she probably was a lovely woman, but the entire school was terrified of her. Even the sixth-formers. She rarely seemed to smile, and stalked around the school, steely-grey hair in a helmet around her face, head held high, staring into the middle distance with a terrifying gleam in her eye.

The entire class stopped breathing as we watched the door handle turn, and then she was in front of us, asking to have a word with Mrs Packer, the history teacher. The two stepped outside and the class erupted, urgent whispers leaping across the room.

‘Do you think someone’s in trouble?’

‘Is she going to give out a detention?’

‘What do you think she wants?’

‘Maybe Mrs Packer’s done something wrong?’

And then the door opened and the two women came back in, Mrs Packer now looking as serious as Mrs Dickinson, and even without looking at them I knew they were going to call my name, and I knew it was going to be terrible.

‘Ellie?’ Mrs Packer said gently. ‘Mrs Dickinson needs to talk to you.’

I felt all eyes upon me as I gathered up my books and walked to where Mrs Dickinson was standing, and tried to ignore the gentle hand on my shoulder as she guided me out of the room and closed the door.

She didn’t say anything walking down the long corridor towards her office, and if I’d been older, or more confident, or less in awe of her, I would have stopped her and asked her to put me out of my misery, to tell me immediately what was going on, but I didn’t. I shuffled along next to her, looking at the ground, knowing that my life was about to change, but not quite knowing how.

And in her office she sat me down and said, in quite the most gentle of voices, that there had been a terrible accident, and that my mother had died.

I remember sitting on that hard chair and thinking that I really ought to be crying. I thought of a recent movie I’d seen in which a girl had been told that her horse had been shot, and how she’d dissolved into tears, had jumped up screaming ‘No! No!’ I thought perhaps I should have done the same thing, but it didn’t feel real, and I couldn’t think of anything to say, or do, other than look at the floor.

I think my lack of reaction made Mrs Dickinson more uncomfortable than she had ever made me. She waited for me to cry, wanting, I think, to be able to put her arms around me and offer some comfort, and when I didn’t, she found herself at a loss.

She filled the silence by telling me that sometimes terrible and tragic things happen, and that my father still loved me very much, and that my mother would always be watching me from heaven.

I often wished she’d never said that last bit. She said many other things, but that was the sentence that remained. My mother would always be watching me from heaven. I know she meant it to be a comfort, but for years afterwards I only ever thought about it when I was having sex. I’d be lost in the throes of ecstasy with a lover, when all of a sudden I’d be filled with the horror of my mother watching me from heaven, and I’d hurriedly have to pull up the duvet and cover us both.

Even as I sat in her office, listening to Mrs Dickinson continue her soliloquy on grief, I thought about my mother watching and almost shivered with the creepiness of it.

And then my father arrived to pick me up, and he put his arms around me and cried, and still I couldn’t express anything, still the numbness was too over-whelming.

My father tried very hard to continue a semblance of family life, but since we had never really had it, he didn’t quite know what he was supposed to be doing.

He’d attempt to make dinner during those early days, and we’d sit at the table awkwardly. He’d ask me the odd question about school, I’d answer as succinctly as possible, both of us acutely aware of the silence, the lack of shouting, the lack of tantrums and broken dishes.

After a while he gave up. He’d phone and say he was working late, or had a meeting, or had plans. He withdrew from me in much the same way that he had withdrawn from my mother, as unable to relate to me as he had been to my mother.

I can’t say I minded. Not then. I discovered boys, and dope, and parties. Not drink, though, never drink. Alison would stay over every weekend, and we’d spend our Friday and Saturday nights hopping on and off buses, looking for parties to crash all over West London, getting home high and happy in the early hours of the morning, with no parents around to tell us what to do.

My father remarried when I was eighteen. I’ve met her a few times. Mary. Strait-laced. Reserved. Kind. And dull. Everything my mother wasn’t. She seemed nice, though, and my father seemed to be happy. By that time I felt much like an orphan anyway, and didn’t begrudge his remarrying in the slightest, not that I ever seemed to see him.

People laugh today when I tell them about my wild youth. Not the bit about my mother dying, not that, but when I tell them I was a dopehead, that I would regularly trash our house with parties, that my first two years at university were spent sleeping with pretty much anyone who’d have me.

They’d laugh in disbelief, because looking at me now, with my sleek, chic conservative clothes, my understated make-up, my high, but not too high, elegant shoes, they can’t believe I ever did anything rebellious in my entire life. Dan always says that’s why he fell in love with me. Because I looked like a librarian, but dig a little deeper and naughty Ellie – as he called her – would come scrambling out.

We met just about the time when I had decided that I wasn’t going to get married. Ever. I’d spent too many nights dreaming of a family, of a house filled with children, and laughter, and noise, of a home that was almost precisely the opposite of my own childhood home in every way. I’d spent too many nights dreaming of a future that never materialized, dreaming of men who never turned out to be the men I wanted them to be.

And so I’d decided to concentrate on work. At thirty-three I was the Marketing Director of a small chain of luxury boutique hotels – perhaps you know them, perhaps you’ve even stayed in them. Calden, they are called. Just Calden, as in, are you staying at Calden? Named after their founder, Robert Calden, they are Schrager-style for about half the price, although don’t quote me on that.

I loved my job as Marketing Director. I loved writing the marketing briefs, coming up with our objectives, the tone, the deliverables, and seeing them come to fruition.

I loved the thrill of developing new image campaigns for our brand, of then taking that positioning statement and briefing the creatives at our advertising agency, and seeing diem come back, a couple of weeks later, with their presentation on boards, most of which still, even to this day, blow my mind with their creativity and brilliance.

I loved the various promotions I put together to increase, as we say in marketing, Rev Par – revenue per average room. Coming up with direct-mail promotions to entice our top 10 per cent of customers to stay even longer, with the incentive of, say, an evening’s private shopping at Selfridges, or stay two nights, get the third night free.

Unsurprisingly the kind of people who stay at Calden – the high-end leisure and business traveller – usually jumped at these promotions, and I swiftly became the golden girl in the marketing department.

I was busy, my career was going well, and I was happy. Despite the fact that I had always thought of friendships as rather transient, I had managed to find myself good friends at work who had become even better friends outside of work, and my social life was a whirlwind.

And one December night I had a meeting in the top-floor conference room of Calden, Marylebone High Street, with a couple of executives from American Express with whom I’d been trying to link up for months. I’d put together a proposal for a promotion with their Platinum cardholders: book a weekend at Calden through American Express, and we’ll throw in dinner at a top London restaurant and a chauffeur-driven car.

The meeting went well, and afterwards we all went down to the bar for a drink. Calden might not have been entirely to my taste – I tended to prefer hotels that were more traditional, more luxurious – but I did love the bar, and particularly the fact that it was currently one of the hottest places to see and be seen, and I – thank goodness – despite my boring black business suits, was never turned away by the doormen.

Votive candles were everywhere, dotted on low sleek tables, clustered on thick, modern shelving. Tall-stemmed glass vases held single stems of scarlet amaryllis, shocking splashes of colour against the stark whiteness of the walls.

Instead of chairs there were sofas – huge squashy sofas. And a line of games tables along one wall – backgammon, chess, even Monopoly and Trivial Pursuit. These were one of the reasons why our bar was so hot: our weekly games night (my idea, if I do say so myself) had been written up in Time Out, followed by Metro and the Sunday Times Style section, and was now almost impossible to get into.

But tonight, a Tuesday, was a quiet night. We took a bank of sofas tucked into a quiet corner, close to one of the giant fireplaces with a gas fire that almost, almost felt real, and settled down with Mojitos for the group, and a cranberry juice and soda with a splash of lime for me.

Small talk was being made, as the business pressures began to ease off our shoulders, when something made me turn around. It was that feeling that someone was staring at me, although I realized that only with hindsight. Behind me on another sofa was a man frowning at me. I looked at him questioningly, but he didn’t change his expression, so I looked away.

But even as I tried to join in the conversation, I kept feeling his frown fall upon the back of my head, and it was a struggle not to keep turning round. Eventually they left – wives and children to get home to – and when I got up to leave I saw the man was still there.

He came over and stood over me, very tall, very serious.

‘Why are you staring at me?’ I said, uncharacteristically boldly.

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m sure I know you from somewhere.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Aren’t I supposed to say I bet you say that to all the girls?’ I wasn’t trying to be funny, I was almost sneering at the time. I was tired, I’d had a long day, and I was not in the mood for clichéd pick-up lines.

‘No, I’m serious. You look very familiar.’

I was about to come out with another line, but he did look serious, and slightly perplexed.

‘What’s your name?’ he said.

‘Ellie Black.’

And his face lit up.

‘I knew it! We did meet before. About four years ago at a barbeque at Alex and Rob’s house. Ellie Black! I remember you. You work in marketing at Emap, and you live in Queen’s Park!’ He said this triumphantly, proving he wasn’t just coming out with a pick-up line. Of course he was right, I had been at that party and did work for Emap at the time, and, despite not remembering him in the slightest, I shifted my features from exasperated to surprise with just a faint hint of pleasure.

‘Of course!’ I exclaimed. ‘And now I remember you. But I’m so sorry, I don’t remember your name.’

‘That’s fine. It’s Dan Cooper. I was working for Channel Four, Producing. We said we’d get together for lunch but, well …’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose we never got around to it.’

And then I remembered. I was going out with Hamish, and we were still in the first flush when I was convinced he would be the father of my children, and we’d had a row because he’d decided to go back up to Scotland to see his family and hadn’t invited me.

I’d gone on my own to a barbeque at a neighbour’s house, friends of friends, and hadn’t known anyone there, but had walked in and immediately felt at home.

Dan marched up to me with crinkly eyes and a large smile, and introduced himself, offering to get me a beer, and I remember thinking how nice he was, and what a shame I wasn’t single.

I’d flirted harmlessly with him for most of the evening, enjoying the attention, enjoying the sensation of being wanted, and when we left and he mentioned calling me about lunch, I said sure, that he could call me in the office any time.

I had gone to bed with a smile on my face, and had been woken up by an early-morning phone call from Hamish, apologizing profusely and saying he missed me and couldn’t stop thinking about me, and of course all thoughts of Dan flew out the window.

By the time Dan called, a couple of weeks later, I had absolutely no idea who he was. We had an awkward conversation, at the end of which I said I had a really busy schedule at the moment, but that I’d call him when it eased off a bit.

And that was the last time I ever thought about him. But standing in the Calden bar, staring at his open, friendly face, I suddenly did remember him, and these were the things I remembered …

That when he smiled he smiled with his eyes.

That he was very tall. The sort of tall that makes you always feel protected and safe.

That he was a man who was at ease with himself and his place in the world.

That he once had a cat called Tetley.

Dan Cooper looked down at me, frowning again. ‘You don’t remember me,’ he said.

‘I do,’ I replied, a smile starting to form.

‘No, you don’t. Don’t worry. I’m sorry to have bothered you.’

‘But I do remember you. Stop!’ I reached out and took his arm to stop him turning away. ‘I’ll prove it. When you were four years old, you had a cat called Tetley.’

And then it was his turn to smile, and soon we were sitting next to one another on a sofa, and by the time we left, three hours later, my face hurt from smiling all evening, from smiling, and talking, and laughing.

We walked out together and he hailed a taxi and put me inside.

‘I would suggest lunch but I know what happened last time,’ he said, and I did something that is so out of character I sometimes still can’t believe I had the temerity to do it.

I leant forward and kissed him. A long, soft kiss on the lips, and delightedly my stomach fluttered in excitement.

And when I pulled away and saw his face I winked. ‘You’ll never know unless you try,’ I laughed, palmed a business card into his hand and sat back as the taxi took off.

He phoned the next morning and met me for lunch that day. Ordinarily I would have been put off, would have thought he was too keen, but I wasn’t a fickle twenty-something any longer. I was thirty-three and had been around the block enough times to know a good thing when I saw it.

There were many things I grew to love about Dan very quickly, not least of which was that I could see, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he couldn’t wait for children, would be, in fact, the sort of father that I had always wanted for myself.

But I also loved his smell. How he always smelt of lemons. That he knew everything about Arsenal and would happily while away hours with his friends in the pub, discussing the finer merits of a match in 1984.

I loved that he had a wardrobe full of beautiful clothes that he never wore, spending most of the time in rugby shirts, or huge sloppy sweaters that were soft and cuddly, clothes that always felt wonderful to me.

I took him to meet my father, when things were clearly growing serious. We drove up to Potters Bar and had an awkward pub lunch with Dad and Mary, and I was saddened to see that my father and I had grown so far apart there was no way to bridge the gap. But I was pleased we had done the right thing, and the next step was meeting his family.

I almost felt as if I already knew them from the many stories, the pictures dotted around Dan’s flat, hearing his mother’s voice on his answer machine.

I loved hearing him talk about his childhood, about his brother and sister, about coming from what I considered to be such a large family.

‘Are you sure they’ll like me?’ I said from time to time in the days before my first Cooper family lunch.

‘Of course!’ Dan kissed me and gave me a reassuring squeeze. ‘They’re going to love you.’

‘But your mother didn’t like your last girlfriend. How do you know?’

‘Trust me, I know. And anyway, she turned out to be right about my last girlfriend, didn’t she?’ The last girlfriend had run off with an actor, and apparently Dan’s mother had said the minute she met her that she knew she couldn’t trust her. But of course she only said this after the fact.

‘She’s going to love you and you’re going to love her. If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was a match made in heaven.’

‘Ha bloody ha,’ I said, but it made me smile, and even as I suffered wardrobe crisis after wardrobe crisis, planning for the big day itself, I found myself looking forward to it. Wasn’t this, after all, the family I had always wanted?
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Dan’s parents live in a large Victorian house on a quiet leafy street on the borders of Hampstead and Belsize Park. It is the house Dan grew up in, and he loves that his bedroom is still his bedroom, that the house is filled with memories of his youth.

He drove me past one day, wanted to pop in and say hello to his parents, but I wasn’t ready to meet them yet. I needed to spend far more time preparing myself.

Not that I was frightened, I just wanted them to like me. In truth, I wanted them to love me. Particularly given Dan’s mother’s disapproval of previous girlfriends, I wanted her to meet me and think I was perfect for him, to know that I was The One.

Dan and I already knew that we had a future together, and Dan had told his family how serious it was. And although it shouldn’t have mattered as much as it did, I yearned for his family’s approval, needed so desperately to be welcomed, to be treated as one of their own.

And just looking at the outside of the house made me long to be part of it, part of them. It was the type of house I had always dreamt of. Large but not too large, imposing without being excessively grand, ivy trailed up the red brick, reaching almost as high as the three gables.

The windows were leaded lights, and the driveway a huge sweep of gravel complete with a huge old oak tree in the middle and a few weeds pushing through, weeds that presumably the gardener would be dealing with soon.

Linda and Michael Cooper. He is a barrister, QC actually, and, having Googled him, I know he has a reputation as one of the best. He works in commercial law, has his own chambers somewhere in Middle Temple, and in photographs looks far less imposing and grand than his reputation would lead you to believe.

Handsome in a faded, greyish sort of way, he is, in every photograph I have seen of him in Dan’s flat, eclipsed by his wife. The lovely Linda.

Linda Cooper, née Campbell. Born and bred in Hampstead, survivor of South Hampstead High School for Girls, no less, drop-out of Oxford University, where, unusually for girls of her generation, she was studying history.

Dan’s version of the story is this: His mother and father met at university where Linda’s Biba-inspired clothes and Twiggy-inspired figure made her the talk of the town. That she was bright, and strong, and opinionated didn’t hurt either. Not with legs like that.

She was the girl everyone wanted to be seen with, the girl who always had her head thrown back with laughter, who seemed oblivious to the attention she generated everywhere she went.

Michael was the star of the rowing team, and as such had something of a strong following himself. Linda in fact had spotted him at the annual Oxford–Cambridge boat race, and decided there and then that she would get him.

Of course getting him wasn’t the problem, but falling pregnant, nearly eleven months later, proved to be somewhat more difficult.

They were young, they were in love, and they were quite certain that they were meant to be together. So what if they had to make a few changes?

They were married, quickly, at Marylebone Register Office, a Mary Quant empire-line mini-dress and a large bouquet of creamy roses covering Linda’s growing bump.

Linda gave up her history degree, happy at the time to play at being a wife and mother, and when Dan was born she was quite certain she had done the right thing.

Dan still has pictures of Linda, gorgeous despite giving birth weeks before, cradling her tiny baby, gazing adoringly into his big blue eyes (now brown, just in case you were wondering).

Emma arrived three years later, followed three years after that by Richard. They were all living in the suburbs of London by then, Linda being the ideal housewife, befriending all her neighbours, hosting tea parties for her children.

Dan says she is the perfect mother. He says he adores her and that I will too. He says that while she is still strong, opinionated, outspoken, she is also warm, loving, kind.

In the pictures of Linda with her children, she is always beaming; more reserved in the pictures with her husband. Dan says that the children are all the apple of her eye, but that his parents are still together, and still as happy as can be expected, which is something of a rarity these days.

I’ve asked Dan if he is the favourite, and he has shrugged. Richard, he says, is the baby, and Emma the rebel. Possibly he is the favourite, but that’s only because he’s the eldest. His mother calls him every day, sometimes twice, and he claims to tell her everything.

I don’t know if this is normal. I have nothing to compare it with, but if I had a mother who loved me and made me the apple of her eye, I am quite sure I would love her calling me every day. She would be my mentor, my best friend. I’m certain I would ask her opinion on everything, and so, in the very beginning, I never thought it strange, never caught even a whiff of anything odd.

I spent many hours quizzing Dan about his family, trying to learn as much about them as possible before meeting them, trying to work out who they were, what they were like, who they wanted me to be.

And eventually the big day arrived. Sunday lunch at his parents’. With Richard and Emma too.

My wardrobe crisis had resolved itself in a pair of classic black trousers and white shirt, a silver chain around my neck and flat black shoes on my feet. The perfect outfit for a warmish day in spring, but even for me, I looked conservative. How could they possibly not love me, I thought. I look like the girl next door.

At the last minute I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and threw a bright green sweater around my shoulders. ‘Ready!’ I shouted down the stairs to Dan, who was impatiently tapping his foot.

I ran down the stairs and Dan started laughing.

‘What? Do I look awful? Why are you laughing? Shit. I’m going back in to change.’

‘No, Ellie!’ Dan started to apologize. ‘It’s only that you look just like my mother. You don’t normally wear clothes like that, that’s all. I’m not used to seeing you look like that.’

I groaned. ‘Oh, God. That’s awful. I have to change.’

‘No!’ Firmly now. ‘We don’t have time. And anyway, you should take it as a compliment. My mother’s the most elegant woman I know, and you look gorgeous.’

‘Really?’ I started to relax.

‘Really. You couldn’t be more perfect. They’re going to love you.’

[image: Image]

I shouldn’t have been the slightest bit surprised when Linda, or Mrs Cooper as she was to me then, opened the door in black trousers and a white shirt, a chain around her neck and an orange sweater around her shoulders. The only differences between us were that her clothes were clearly designer, her shirt silk, her sweater cashmere and her necklace gold.

I stood back to examine her as she threw her arms around Dan and embraced him with an enormous hug.

Withdrawing, she turned to me, a warm smile on her face. I smiled back and faltered slightly, unsure whether to shake her hand or kiss her on the cheek, not wanting to do the wrong thing.

I’d brought peonies and held them out to her, saying how lovely it was to meet her. She took the flowers and thanked me, putting her arms around me to give me a quick squeeze, and I instantly relaxed.

‘Ellie,’ she said, taking me by the arm and leading me inside, ‘we’ve heard so much about you. And look at you!’ She gestured to her clothes, and then to mine. We look like twins!’

I laughed and followed her into the kitchen. ‘Dan’s here everyone!’ said Mrs Cooper, as Dan’s father put down a knife on the chopping board and came over to shake my hand.

‘How do you do?’ he said, rather formally I thought, but then he smiled and I knew I liked him. ‘Sorry,’ he apologized, wiping his hand on a tea towel. ‘They’ve put me to work with the tomatoes and I’m covered with the juice.’

I laughed as another voice said, ‘We’re just trying to prove to him that it isn’t all women’s work. Hi!’

Emma was sitting at the kitchen table, flicking through a copy of Hello! And eating handfuls of honey-roasted nuts from a small ceramic bowl in the middle of the table. She glanced up and said hi to her brother, looking me up and down and making me instandy wish I had dressed differently, for I could see immediately she thought I was dull, conservative, middle aged before my time.

And who could blame her, for Emma, a year younger than me, looked much like she had stepped straight from the pages of a trendy magazine: skinny low-slung trousers and high pointed boots, a tight shirt and bright red streaks in her hair.

‘I’m Emma,’ she said, ‘obviously. And you, obviously, are Ellie. How weird,’ she said, smiling. ‘You’re dressed just like Mum.’

Dan’s father looked me up and down and then looked over at Linda, and laughed.

‘Good Lord!’ he said. ‘What an amazing coincidence.’

‘I know.’ I made a face. ‘I feel slightly ridiculous, as if I’m trying to be ten years older than I am.’

‘No. You look good. Classic. Mum would love it if I dressed more like you. She’s always telling me not to spend money on the designer labels because they’re only in fashion for a season and it’s a waste of money. “Buy a few classic pieces,” she says, but that look just isn’t me.’ I love that Emma is instantly chatty – she makes me feel immediately at home, as if I’ve known her for ever.

‘But you. Look great,’ I said, smiling. ‘I wish I could dress more like you, but I’d feel like a fake. Like everyone would look at me and know I’m not really trendy, I’m just pretending to be.’

Emma laughed. ‘Part of this is for my job.’

‘What do you do?’ I asked, although I already knew.

‘I’m a stylist,’ she said. ‘Mostly magazine shoots. So I’m mixing with models and photographers all the time, hence the need to look the part. Dan says you work for Calden.’

I nodded.

‘I was there last night! That’s a great job, what an amazing bar.’

‘If you can get in.’

‘I spent the opening week befriending the doormen,’ she confided. ‘I now count Luke and Sean amongst my closest friends.’

‘That would be until they make a pass at you and you reject them.’

‘I don’t think they’d dare,’ Emma laughed. ‘I think they just love all the attention from the laydeez.’

Dan came up behind me and put his arms around my waist. ‘So what do you think of my baby sister?’

‘I’m only your baby sister by age,’ Emma snorted, throwing another handful of nuts into her mouth. ‘In terms of maturity I’ve got about ten years on you. Didn’t anyone ever tell you how much more advanced girls are than boys?’

‘I’d argue with you if you weren’t wearing such pointed boots,’ Dan chuckled. ‘I still remember that time you kicked me in the balls with those stilettos.’

Emma shook her head and looked at me. ‘Can you believe it? I was fourteen at the time and he still hasn’t forgiven me.’

‘Children, children,’ Mrs Cooper admonished, walking over to the table and sitting down, pulling the magazine over to get a better look at the latest pictures of Jennifer Lopez. ‘No rows today, thank you. We haven’t been together like this in weeks.’

‘You mean two weeks.’ Dan smiled as his mother shrugged. ‘So where is my errant younger brother anyway?’ continued Dan. ‘Up to no good as usual?’

‘Oh, don’t start,’ Mrs Cooper said. ‘He had to meet …’

‘… a man about a dog?’ Emma interjected, and their father suppressed a chuckle from the other side of the kitchen.

‘Stop it, you two,’ he said. ‘He had a meeting about a new internet venture.’

‘A meeting? On a Sunday morning? Are you serious?’

‘You know Richard. His working hours never fit in with the rest of us.’

‘That’s because he never does any work.’ Emma shook her head. ‘Thank God he’s got you and Dad to bail him out or I’d be throwing him pound coins on a street corner every morning.’

‘Emma!’ Mrs Cooper looked annoyed. ‘Just because Richard hasn’t yet found his niche in life doesn’t mean he’s not going to. And I won’t have any talk about us bailing him out. You know nothing about it, and may I remind you of who bought you that laptop computer recently.’

‘Only because you were buying one for Richard and you got a better deal if you bought two.’

The tension was building, and, while it was interesting to see the family dynamic, I was starting to feel uncomfortable, so I decided to change the subject.

‘Mrs Cooper, is there anything I can do? Can I help at all?’

She turned to me, visibly relaxing. ‘No, Ellie, we’re all set. I’ve made Dan’s favourite, roast beef and Yorkshire pudding.’

‘I didn’t know that’s your favourite.’ I looked at Dan. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? I would have made it for you.’

‘Ah,’ said Mrs Cooper, standing up. ‘But it will never be quite like his mother’s, will it?’ I sat, trying to digest this statement, wondering whether it was an insult or whether it was just an adoring mother, when she patted me on the arm. ‘And you mustn’t call me Mrs Cooper. Call me Linda. Mrs Cooper always makes me think of my mother-in-law.’ She cast a glance at her husband and dropped her voice. ‘And frankly I’d rather not think about her if at all possible.’

‘Mum!’ Emma said. ‘She only died a few months ago. At least let the poor woman turn cold in her grave before you start bitching.’

‘You’re right. I’m sorry. God rest the old cow’s soul,’ Linda said in a voice low enough for her husband not to hear, and Emma rolled her eyes and went back to her magazine.

‘Aha!’ Dan leapt up and gave his brother a big hug. ‘The prodigal son returns.’

‘Richard!’

Linda bustled over and practically shoved Dan out of the way to hug him, after which he bent down and planted a kiss on Emma’s cheek, then shook my hand with a cheeky grin.

And I could see at once that he got away with murder. He was a thinner, younger, cuter version of Dan. I think Dan is charming, but this is mostly because I love him and because he is well mannered and polite. Richard, on the other hand, oozed so much charm that it was quite possible one of us would have to fetch a mop to clean it up off the floor.

‘You must be the lovely Ellie,’ he said, giving me a kiss, and despite myself I felt a faint flush. ‘Thank God, Dan seems to have finally inherited some of my good taste after all.’

‘Good taste? Are you being funny? Your last girlfriend looked like she’d just stepped off a street corner in Westbourne Grove.’

‘I take it you’ve met my bitter sibling.’ Richard raised an eyebrow.

‘I think you meant to say better sibling.’

I sat back and enjoyed the show. Michael and Linda were finishing the food, while Dan, Rich, Emma and of course myself, the observer, sat at the kitchen table. I watched them bicker and laugh, with comments that could be construed as insults disappearing under the love that was clearly so strong and so true.

‘Tell me, Ellie, do you have brothers and sisters?’ Linda called from the kitchen.

I shook my head regretfully and walked over to her. ‘I always wanted a big family, but my mother died when I was a teenager, and my father’s remarried.’

Linda stopped, her face filled with concern. ‘Oh, how awful,’ she says. ‘How did she die?’

‘In a car accident when I was thirteen.’ Naturally I omit the part about her being drunk at the time.

Dan’s father looked stricken. ‘Dreadful,’ he murmured. ‘What a terrible thing to happen to someone so young.’

‘Oh, you poor thing,’ echoed Linda. ‘So young. Are you still close with your father?’

I shook my head. ‘He remarried and lives in Potters Bar, so I don’t really see that much of him. He has two children with his new wife, though, so officially I suppose I have two step-siblings, although I’ve only met them a handful of times.’

‘And that’s it?’ Linda seemed horrified. ‘No other family? Uncles? Aunts? Grandparents?’

‘Nope, and it’s fine. I’m used to it, but I always dreamt of having brothers and sisters and being part of a big family like this.’

‘Good,’ she said, putting an arm around my shoulders and giving me a squeeze. ‘Because you can now be part of our family. How does that sound?’

‘It sounds great.’ And it did.

Lunch was delicious. And long. And raucous. Dan, Emma and Richard seemed to regress to their teenage years as the meal progressed, and I couldn’t help but join in, feeling like a naughty schoolgirl, giggling at private jokes that the parents couldn’t hear.

There was no doubt whatsoever that Linda wore the trousers in this household. Michael looked vaguely bemused by what was going on, was jovial and sweet, but said less and less throughout the meal, mostly because he was constantly interrupted by his wife.

Dan and Richard were clearly adored by their mother, who couldn’t stop smiling every time she looked at them. She quizzed Richard on every aspect of his life.

‘So do you think this internet venture is going to work?’ she asked.

Richard nodded, his face now serious. ‘I actually think we’re on to a big one,’ he said. ‘The meeting this morning went really well and as soon as we’ve worked out the financing it’s a goer.’

‘Um, I hate to be the one to burst your bubble’ – Linda rolled her eyes as soon as Emma started to speak – ‘but has anyone actually told you that the dotcom boom is over?’

‘Actually, Emma,’ Linda answered before Richard had a chance to speak, ‘the good ideas are still surviving. Look at Amazon. Look at Google. What about eBay? It’s just settled down. People aren’t able to make the ridiculous amounts of money they were making in the early years, but if this is as exciting an idea as Richard thinks, then there’s no reason why it shouldn’t take off.’

‘But that’s what you said about the concierge service thing he was doing last year. And what was it before that, some self-help motivational course?’

‘There were bloody good reasons why those didn’t work out,’ Richard said defensively. ‘And mostly bad timing. How were we to know competitors with more funding were setting up at the same time?’

‘Um … research?’

‘Emma,’ Linda said icily, ‘can you just give your brother a rest for a change?’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Richard. ‘When your earnings fall into the six-figure category, then we can talk.’

‘Why, so you can fleece me for your next business venture?’ Emma grinned and Richard hit her playfully.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he laughed. ‘Why would I try to fleece you when Dan is (a) much nicer than you, and (b) has more money than you?’

‘And don’t forget Dad of course,’ Dan said. ‘He’s the investor you need to really hit up.’

‘Dad,’ said Emma in a wheedling voice, ‘you know that car I’ve been talking about …’

‘Forget it,’ Linda said. ‘Your car is perfecdy fine. Can we all stop talking about money now, please? Whatever will Ellie think?’

What I think is how lucky they are to have each other, to have all of this, to be able to fight, and bicker, and laugh, and push and shove, and know that at the end of it they all still have each other.

And of course they don’t know this, don’t know any different, much as I don’t know any different myself.

How lucky they are. And how unaware of how lucky they are. Especially Emma. I watched Emma with her mother, felt the tension between them, and felt saddened that Emma had no idea of how grateful she should be to have a mother, let alone a mother like Linda.

If I were Emma and Linda were my mother, I’d be so proud, and so grateful. I’d hang out with her and bring her with me on shopping trips. We’d meet for lunch and swap gossip, and I’d fill her in on man troubles and friendship dilemmas.

She’s the sort of woman you could go to a spa with, sit and have a makeover with, be terribly girly with, without feeling the slightest bit guilty.

And when things went badly, when I was dumped, or lonely, or life wasn’t going in quite the way I expected it to, I’d run home to be fed chicken soup, and beef stew, and roast beef and Yorkshire pudding by Linda. I’d want her sympathy and her friendship, her acceptance and her understanding.

If I were Emma, my mother would be my best friend, and, as much as I liked Emma, as easy as I found it to talk to her throughout lunch, I could see that the relationship was not an easy one, and I so badly wanted to show her what she had, to tell her about my own life, about having no one. Until I met Dan.
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