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Chapter One

Nick was never supposed to be The One, for God’s sake. Even I knew that. And yes, I know those that are happily married often say you can’t know, not immediately, but of course I knew. Not that he sounded wrong – Nick spoke the Queen’s English slightly better than myself, but nothing else was right, nothing else fitted.

There was the money thing, for a start. My job as a PR might not be the highest-paying job in the universe, but it pays the bills, pays the mortgage, and leaves me just enough for the odd bit of retail therapy. Nick, on the other hand, didn’t earn a penny. Well, perhaps that’s a bit of an exaggeration, but he wasn’t like all the other boyfriends I’d had, wasn’t rolling in it, and, although that’s not my main motivation, what I always say is I don’t mind if he can’t pay for me, but I do bloody well mind if he can’t pay for himself.

And though Nick occasionally offered to go dutch, it was with such bad grace and I used to feel so guilty, I’d just push his hand away, tell him not to be so silly and drag out my credit card.

And then there was politics. Or lack thereof, in my case, might be more appropriate. Nick was never happier than when he was with his left-wing cronies, arguing the toss about the pros and cons of New Labour, while I sat there bored out of my mind, not contributing just in case anyone asked me what I voted and I had to grudgingly admit I voted Conservative because, well, because my parents had.

Speaking of pros and cons, it might be easier if I showed you the list I drew up soon after I met Nick. I mean, if I sit here telling you about all the reasons why he wasn’t right for me, it would take all day, and I’ve still got the list, so you may as well read it. It might help you to see why I was so adamant that he was just a fling.


Pros

I fancy the pants off him.

He’s got the biggest, softest, bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.

He’s very affectionate.

He’s fantastically selfless in bed. (Make that just fantastic.)

He makes me laugh.



Cons

He’s got no money.

He lives in a grotty bedsit in Highgate.

He’s left-wing/political.

He likes pubs and pints of beer.

I hate his friends.

He’s a complete womanizer.

He’s allergic to commitment.

He says he’s not ready for a relationship. (Although neither am I.)


So there you have it – far more cons than pros, and, if I’m completely honest, the cons are much more important, I mean, how could I have even thought of getting involved with someone whose friends I hated? I have always, always thought you could judge a person by their friends, and I really should have known better.

But then again, I suppose you can’t help who you fancy, can you? And that was the bottom line. I fancied Nick. Fancied him more than I’d fancied anyone in years, and somehow, when someone gives you that tingly feeling in the pit of your stomach, you stop thinking about the rights and wrongs, the shoulds and should nots, and you just go with it.

You’re probably wondering how I met Nick, because, let’s face it, our paths were hardly destined to cross. I’d known him for a while, actually. He was one of those people I used to see at the odd party when I went out with my friend Sally, Sal, and I never took much notice of him, I didn’t see him enough to take much notice of him because I didn’t see Sal all that much.

I used to work with Sal, indirectly. Years ago, when I first started as a lowly PR assistant, Sal was a journalist on one of the magazines, and she was about the only person who didn’t treat me like shit, so we formed a friendship on the basis of that.

Not that I dislike her. She’s a great girl. She’s just different. To me, that is. She’s more like Nick, and I vaguely remember her having a crush on him. That’s probably the only reason I did remember him, she’d ask me to watch him to see if he stared at her, all that sort of stuff, and I did, because she was my friend and it gave me something to do, which was better than standing around bored, wishing I were somewhere else.

She used to drag me along to these parties, student parties I’d think snootily, except no one had been a student for years, but they were always in dilapidated houses, held by the four, or six, people who lived there, and they were never my scene.

Not that I could have afforded the lifestyle I wanted. Not then. Champagne tastes and beer pockets, my mother always used to sniff, if I made the fatal mistake of wearing a new outfit when I went round to see my parents.

‘What’s that?’ she’d say, in a disapproving tone of voice.

‘What? This old thing?’ I’d learn to say, dismissing my fabulous designer outfit that I loved so much I was wearing it for about the sixth day on the trot. ‘I’ve had this for ages.’ Or, ‘It was lying around the fashion cupboard at work, so they gave it to me. Do you like it?’ It took me a while, but eventually I learnt that, as long as I didn’t admit to it being new, my mother would like it. If I ever told her I had actually bought something, she’d raise her eyebrows and say, ‘How much was that?’ And I’d mumble a price, usually knocking off around a hundred pounds, and she’d roll her eyes again and shake her head, making me feel like an errant child.

I used to have these dreams about being a career woman. I wanted shoulder pads, briefcases and mobile phones. I wanted designer clothes and a fuck-off flat which had wooden floors and white sofas and enormous bowls of lilies on every polished fruitwood table. I wanted a Mercedes sports car and chunky gold jewellery.

Unfortunately, life in PR is probably not the best way of going about it, because PR seems to be one of the worst-paid professions in the world. I know what I should have done, I should have gone into the City, because I graduated at the tail-end of the eighties boom, and I could have made a mint, but I never had a very good brain for money, or numbers, and I would have been hopeless. And PR seemed like the easiest option. It sounded glamorous, exciting, and I wouldn’t have to start as a secretary, which I was loath to do, because I would have hated people asking me what I did for a living. In PR I was able to start as a Public Relations Assistant, which, at the ripe old age of twenty-one, made me feel like I’d won the lottery.

I answered an ad in the Guardian, and when I went along for the interview I decided that if I didn’t get this job I would die. The offices of Joe Cooper PR were in a backstreet in Kilburn, not the most salubrious of areas, I know, and from the outside it looked just like a big warehouse, but inside it was magnificent. A huge loft, wooden floors, brightly coloured chairs and velvet cushions, and a constant buzz of phone conversations from some of the most beautiful people I’d ever seen in my life.

And I looked completely wrong. There they were, everyone in jeans, super-trendy T-shirts and big motorbike boots (which was the look at the time), and there I was in my little Jigsaw two-piece cream suit, with matching high heels and a briefcase clutched in my hand to look more professional.

Shit, I remember thinking when I walked in. Why oh why didn’t I research this before I came, but then Joe Cooper came to shake my hand. ‘You must be Libby,’ he said, and as soon as I met him I knew I’d like him, and, more importantly, I knew he’d like me. And he did. And I started the following week on a pittance, but I loved it. God, how I loved it.

Within a month all my friends were green with envy, because I was already on first name terms with some of the hottest celebrities on TV, and I spent my days helping the actual executives, typing press releases, occasionally babysitting those celebrities on their excursions to radio and television shows where they plugged their latest book, or programme, or film. And it was so exciting, and I met so many people, and my Jigsaw suit was placed firmly at the back of my wardrobe as I dressed like all the others and I fitted in.

My budding champagne tastes were brought to full fruition at Joe Cooper PR. Admittedly, not in quite the way I’d planned. Instead of Yves Saint Laurent I wanted Rifat Ozbek. Instead of Annabel’s I wanted Quiet Storm. Instead of Mortons I wanted the Atlantic Bar, or whatever the hell was in at the time, I can’t actually remember. A lot of the time I was ‘entertaining’ clients, so it was on expenses, but when you throw a girl into that sort of lifestyle at work, you can’t expect her to be happy with takeaways in the evenings, can you?

And now, finally, I can just about afford to fund my lifestyle, with the help of a very understanding bank manager who agreed to give me an overdraft facility ‘just in case’. Just in case of what? Just in case I should ever not need it? Because I fill my overdraft facility pretty much all the time, but hell, it’s only money, and as far as I’m concerned we’re only here for about eighty years if we’re lucky, so in the grand scheme of things nothing really matters very much, and certainly not money. Or even men, when it comes to it.

Friends are what matter, that’s what I’ve decided. My social life is swings and roundabouts. Sometimes I’m on a social whirl, out every night, grateful for the odd night in watching television and catching up on my sleep. But then everything will slow down for a while, and I’ll be in every night, flicking through my address book, wondering why I can’t really be bothered to talk to anyone.

Well, not quite anyone. I talk to Jules every day, about five times, even if we don’t really have anything to say to one another, which we don’t usually, because what news can you possibly tell someone you last spoke to an hour ago? We usually end up talking shit. She’ll phone me up and say, ‘I’ve just eaten half a packet of biscuits and a cheese and pickle sandwich. I feel sick.’

And I’ll say, ‘I had a toasted bagel with smoked salmon, no butter, and one stick of Twix,’ and that will be it.

Or I’ll phone her and say, ‘I’m just calling to say hi.’

And she’ll sigh and say, ‘Hi. Any news?’

‘No. You?’

‘No.’

‘Okay, talk to you later.’

‘Okay.’

We never, ever, say goodbye, or talk to you at the weekend, or even tomorrow, because, unless we’re speaking to each other late at night when we’re in bed (which we do practically every night), we know we are going to talk to each other later, even when we’ve got nothing to say.

What’s really surprising about this is not how close we are, but the fact that Jules is married. She married James, or Jamie as he’s more commonly known (good isn’t it, Jules et Jim), last year, and I was terrified I’d never see her any more, but if anything the reverse has happened. It’s almost as if she isn’t married, because we hardly ever talk about Jamie. He never seems to be there, or if he is he’s shut away in his study, working, and for a while I was worried, concerned that perhaps she’d made a mistake, perhaps their marriage wasn’t all it should be, but, on the rare occasions I see the two of them together, I can see that it works, that she’s happy, that marriage has given her the security she never had, the security I long for.

And meanwhile, I’ve still got my friend, my touchstone, my sister. Not that she is, of course, she just feels like it, and Jules is the wisest woman I know. I’ll sit and bore her with my latest adventure and she’ll listen very quietly, wait for a few seconds when I’ve finished before speaking, which really used to bother me because I thought she was bored, but actually what she’s doing is thinking about what I’ve said, formulating an opinion, and when she does give me advice it’s always spot-on, even if it might not be exactly what I want to hear.

She’s what my mother would call a true friend, and I know that no matter what happens we’ll always be there for each other, so even on those nights when I’m cocooning, when I decide that I’m not quite ready to face the world, Jules is the one person I always phone. Always.

And at least my flat’s comfortable for those solitary periods of takeouts and videos. Not quite the flat I’ve always dreamt of, but I’ve made it pretty damn nice considering most of my furniture has either been inherited from my parents or bought second hand from junk shops.

But if it hadn’t been for my parents, bless them, I’d never have been able to afford to buy somewhere. I’d probably be sharing some dilapidated house with four, or six, other girls and spending every evening arguing about the washing-up or just resenting them even breathing. I may not have ever had to do it, but I’ve got enough friends who have, and quite frankly I got sick of them ringing me to ask if they could crash on my sofa because they needed some space.

My flat is tiny. Tiny. The tiniest flat you could ever imagine that’s actually a flat and not a studio. It’s in a basement in Ladbroke Grove, and you walk in the front door and straight into the living room. But, surprisingly, for a basement it’s quite bright, and I’ve tried to emphasize this by keeping it as neutral as possible. Except I can’t help the clutter, the shelves of books, and photographs, and cards, because I never throw anything away, you never know when you might need something.

There’s an L-shaped kitchen off the living room, a galley kitchen, open plan, and opposite the large window there are french doors leading into a bedroom. It’s so small there’s a bed that folds up into the wall, except I never bother putting it up unless I have a party, and then off the bedroom is a minute bathroom, and that’s it. Perfect for me, although I haven’t lost sight of my dream of huge spaces and high ceilings – I’ve just about accepted that working in PR is most unlikely to buy me what I want, and I’ll just have to marry a rich man for the lifestyle to which I want to become accustomed.

So. Men. Probably the one area of my life that’s a complete disaster. Not that I don’t meet them, God, it seems as if they’re crawling out of the woodwork, except the ones that crawl out to meet me are always worms. Typical, isn’t it. Jules can’t understand it. I can’t understand it. Every time I think that this time it might be different, this time they might treat me well, look after me, but every time it ends in tears.

I thought Jon was the one. Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know I say that every time. But I really did. He was everything I’d ever been looking for. He was a property developer, which is a bit boring, I know, but he wasn’t boring. He was handsome, well dressed, had a beautiful flat in Maida Vale, a Mazda MX-5, knew brilliant people, was great in bed… Well, the list goes on and on, really. The only problem was he didn’t like me very much. I mean, sure, he fancied me, but he didn’t like me, he didn’t want to spend time with me, and I kept thinking that if I were perfect, if I acted like the perfect girlfriend, he’d fall in love with me. But he didn’t. The more I tried to be the perfect girlfriend, the more awful he was to me.

In the beginning he used to call me, but the phone calls practically dwindled away to nothing, and then eventually people used to call me up and ask why I wasn’t at that party last night that Jon went to. And he used to go away for weekends without telling me, he’d simply disappear, and I’d spend all weekend in floods of tears, ringing his answering machine and banging the phone down before the end of his message.

My parents met him. Big mistake. Huge. They loved him. They loved the fact that I had finally met someone who could take me off their hands, look after me, and, amazingly and unusually, the more they loved him the more I did. But eventually I couldn’t do it any more. I couldn’t deal with the stress of being treated like shit, and, I’m quite proud of myself for this, I ended it.

The bastard didn’t even seem to care. He sort of shrugged and said he was happy with the way things were, and, when I said I needed more, he just shrugged again and said he was sorry that he couldn’t give me more. Bastard. BASTARD.

But no, that was a long time ago. I was apoplectic with grief for about a week. I kept bursting into tears at work, and everyone was massively sympathetic without actually saying anything. Every time I cried at my desk I’d feel a hand on my shoulder, and a cup of tea would be placed in front of me, wordlessly, which was so sweet. My colleagues’ way of showing me that they cared.

Then after a week Jules said I had to get my act together and she knew from the beginning that he wasn’t for me and that he was far too arrogant and I deserved better and that there were plenty more fish in the sea and blah blah blah. But I began to see her point.

I started putting myself ‘out there’ again. Going to bars, parties, launches. And even though I felt like shit I pretended to have a good time, and after a couple of months I realized that I actually was having a good time, and that was when I decided that I’d had enough of men. At least for a while.

Yup, I thought. No more bastards for me. But then about six months on I started getting withdrawal symptoms. Not from Jon, but from cuddles, affection and, all right, I’ll admit it, from sex. Now I know there’s a cut-off point. I know that when you’ve been used to having regular sex with someone you miss it for about six months, and that after that you don’t really think about it any more because it’s just not a part of your life, and then when you finally do it again you’re astounded that you went without it for so long because it’s so damn nice. I know this because I’ve had two BIG dry periods in my life. One for ten months and one for… God, I don’t even know whether I want to tell you. Okay. One for two years.

I know. Twenty-seven bloody years old and I went without sex for two years. Sad, isn’t it?

I was probably just about to reach the cut-off point where sex stopped being important, when, instead of waiting for those horny moods to disappear, I decided I’d have a fling. I don’t want a relationship, I thought. I just want sex. That’s all.

I was in that rare state of mind that women always tell you to aspire to, but which you usually find impossible to reach. That state of mind that is completely happy without a man, isn’t looking for anyone, is completely fulfilled by work and friends.

And I really was. I realized, post-Jon-trauma, that I definitely didn’t want to be in a relationship with someone unless they were absolutely right, and, let’s face it, how often do you meet someone who you really fancy and really like? Exactly.

I do what most women do. I meet someone and some of it’s right, maybe he looks right, or has the right job, or the right background, and, instead of sitting back and waiting for him to reveal his other bits, I make them up. I decide how he thinks, how he’s going to treat me, and, sure enough, every time I conclude that this time he’s definitely my perfect man, and all of a sudden, well, not so suddenly perhaps, usually around six months after we’ve split up, I see that he wasn’t the person I thought he was at all.

So that’s where I’m at when Sal phones, and I haven’t seen her for ages, and she invites me out, breathless with excitement about her new boyfriend, and when I arrive at the bar Nick is there and he remembers me, and that’s that.

Well, not quite, but more of that later. So you would have thought I’d have learnt my lesson after Jon, but have I? Have I? Have I hell. Except with Nick I know from the beginning that I’ll never be able to fill in the blanks and reach a conclusion I’ll be happy with. And so that night, that night in the bar when there suddenly seems to be this amazing chemistry, I decide that Nick will be my fling, that he’ll be perfect for a few weeks of brilliant sex, that I won’t get involved, and that we’ll probably stay friends.

And I feel really strong. I feel, for the first time in my life, that I can actually do this. That I can have sex with someone and not get emotionally involved, not suddenly start dreaming of marriage and babies and a happy ever after. I feel like a woman. I feel like a grown-up.

Chapter Two

‘Libby!’ cries Sal, flinging her arms around me in a huge bear-hug. ‘God, it’s been ages. Look at you! You look fantastic!’ This, incidentally, is the way Sally speaks. In exclamation marks.

‘Thanks,’ I say, believing her because who, after all, wouldn’t look fantastic in their brand-new, super-expensive, long, pale-grey, cotton-ribbed cardigan, teamed with grey flannel trousers and sexy high-heeled black boots. ‘So do you,’ I add, although Sal always looks the same to me. With her natural auburn hair in a sort of fluffy medium-length layered bob, she always looks good in a timeless sort of way because Sal doesn’t believe in following fashion, she believes in finding the look that suits you and wearing it until you die.

So, as I said, she always looks pretty much the same. Long, flowing skirts, occasionally jodhpurs, riding boots, fitted jackets and a silk scarf knotted casually around her throat. Tonight it’s the turn of the jodhpurs, and I see why.

‘Jesus, Sal,’ I say, stepping back, because there is something different about her tonight. ‘You’ve lost so much weight.’

‘Have I!’ she says, with a cheesy grin, because of course she knows she has. She’d never dare wear those camel-coloured skin-tight jodhpurs if she hadn’t. ‘Must be love!’ she whispers loudly, taking my hand and leading me to a table in the corner. ‘You must come and meet the others.’

What an, er, eclectic, bunch. This is something that I’ve always admired about Sal: her choice in friends, her willingness to mix and match, just to throw people together and not worry about the consequences. I, on the other hand, spend my life in a constant panic about whether people will get on with one another, desperately trying to keep my groups of friends separate. There are my trendy media friends, mostly people I’ve met through work; my university friends; my oldest friends from school; and my art class friends, except I haven’t been for ages so I haven’t really seen them recently. And then there’s Jules, who’s my take-anywhere friend, because she’s the one person who fits in with everyone.

But Sal doesn’t discriminate, and I can see that there are a few familiar faces.

‘Hi,’ I say with a smile to Kathy, Sal’s oldest friend, a tall stunning blonde who oozes style and sophistication and seems to have a constant stream of equally gorgeous men at her side.

‘Libby,’ she says, stretching out a smooth tanned cheek to kiss the air next to mine. ‘How are you? It’s been so long. You must meet Phil,’ and she gestures to the drop-dead gorgeous hunk at her side.

‘Delighted to meet you,’ he says, in possibly one of the poshest voices I’ve ever heard, and holds out his hand to shake mine, which floors me for a few moments because outside the office nobody I know shakes hands, but then I realize why he’s holding out his hand, so, surreptitiously trying to wipe my damp palms on my cardigan, I shake his hand firmly and say a businesslike ‘How do you do’, because I can’t be too friendly to someone this gorgeous in case Kathy thinks I’m flirting with him, which I’d never do, and as soon as I say it I turn away to see who else I know.

‘You remember Paul,’ says Sal, putting a stool down next to a baby-faced scruffy young man sipping from a pint who I know is her latest boyfriend, but I’m not sure why I should remember him.

‘Umm.’ I’m not sure I do, actually.

‘Of course you do,’ she says. ‘Paul worked with me on the Sunday Mail.’

‘Oh, Paul!’ I say. ‘That Paul. Sorry. God, finally I can put a face to the name.’

He grins at me. ‘I know what you mean. You must spend all day talking to journalists and never knowing what they look like.’

‘Unless,’ I say, grinning cheekily, suddenly remembering that I have seen him before, ‘unless, the journalist in question has been out for the day wearing a miniskirt to test the latest men’s fashion.’

‘Shit,’ he groans. ‘I thought I’d lived that one down.’ And we both laugh.

‘And Nick,’ says Sal, making big eyes at me which I don’t quite understand, but then I turn to Nick and realize that he’s the one she used to fancy and that she’s trying to warn me telepathically not to say anything. ‘You must remember Nick.’

Nick turns to look at me, and nods. ‘Hi, Libby,’ he says, and somehow the way he says my name makes it sound really intimate, and I feel a tiny shiver at the base of my spine.

Hello? What’s this all about, then? And I look closely at Nick and it’s as if I’m seeing him for the first time. God, I think. I never realized his eyes were that blue. And he’s had his hair cut. It’s not in a straggly pony-tail any more, it’s a short buzz cut that brings out these incredible sculpted cheekbones, and Jesus, he’s handsome, and in an instant I remember what that shiver is. Lust. Pure and simple.

This could be my fling, I think, settling back into my chair and switching into flirt mode. Nick. Perfect.

‘So what have you been up to?’ he says, giving me what is definitely an appreciative glance.

‘Working hard as usual,’ I say, instantly regretting how dull it sounds, and racking my brain for an amusing story.

‘I like your hair,’ he says, and another shiver goes through me. ‘You’ve changed it.’

And I have. I’d had long hair, dead straight, and a fringe the last time I saw Nick. Now it’s shoulder-length, no fringe, and flicking up at the bottom.

‘You’re not supposed to remember hair,’ I laugh. ‘You’re a bloke.’

‘You’d be surprised at what I remember,’ he says with a smile.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The last time I saw you was at Sal’s party two years ago,’ he says.

‘Nope.’ I shake my head. ‘Not impressed. Any bloke would remember that.’

‘You had your hair up,’ he continues, still smiling. ‘And you were wearing black leather trousers, trainers, and a bright orange T-shirt which said “Bizarre” on it.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ My mouth is hanging open. ‘Now I am impressed. How the hell do you remember what I was wearing?’

He shrugs. ‘I told you you’d be surprised.’

‘No, but seriously,’ I push, ‘how did you remember that?’

‘Let’s just say I have a very good memory for things I want to remember.’

‘Oh,’ I say in a small voice, as it dawns on me that maybe he wasn’t being stand-offish all those times I had met him. Maybe he fancied me? Maybe?

‘So the exciting world of PR is still as exciting as ever, then?’ he says.

‘I know you think PR’s a complete waste of time,’ I start, even though I don’t know, I just suspect, ‘but it suits me. I like it.’

‘I don’t think it’s a waste of time.’ He sounds surprised. ‘And when my novel becomes a best-seller you’ll probably be the first people I come to.’

‘You’ve got a deal?’ My voice is high with excitement. This is getting better and better. If Nick’s signed a deal, then he’s got money, and if he’s got money that instantly makes him eligible, and if he’s eligible, then, and only then, can I imagine us together.

‘Nah,’ he sighs. ‘Still trying.’

‘Oh. What’s the book about?’ I’m being polite, okay? I think he’ll just give me a two-minute synopsis, but ten minutes later he stops, seeing my eyes glaze over.

‘Shit, I’m sorry. I’ve bored you.’

‘No, no,’ I say quickly, shaking my mind awake. ‘I just don’t know all that much about politics, so it doesn’t mean a great deal to me.

‘But it sounds excellent,’ I add enthusiastically. ‘I can’t believe it hasn’t been published.’

‘I know,’ he says sadly. ‘Neither can I.

‘What are you drinking?’ He stands up, and I tell him a Sea Breeze if they’ve got it, and if they haven’t got any cranberry juice then a vodka and soda with a dash of lime.

‘Well,’ says Sal in a knowing voice when he’s gone off to get the drinks. ‘You and Nick seem to be getting on rather well.’

I shrug. ‘He seems nice, that’s all. I never realized.’

‘You should go for it,’ she says. ‘I could see you two together.’

‘You don’t fancy him any more then?’ I whisper.

‘Don’t be daft,’ she laughs. ‘I’ve got Paul now. I don’t know what I ever saw in Nick – ’ She stops, realizing what she’s just said. ‘I didn’t mean that, he’s gorgeous, it’s simply that I see now we would never have been right together. You, on the other hand – ’

I laugh. ‘Sal! You’re crazy. I can’t see us together at all.’

‘Why not?’ She looks startled, and I remember how she doesn’t think about the important things, about our lifestyles, how different we are.

‘Just look at us,’ I say, feebly gesturing at my designer clothes, and then pointing at Nick, at his dirty jeans, his scruffy loose jumper with holes in the sleeves, his scuffed Doc Martens.

‘What?’ she says again, brow furrowed because she isn’t getting it. ‘What am I looking at?’

‘Oh, never mind,’ I laugh. ‘He’s definitely not the one for me, but he is nice. He’s really quite sexy.’

‘Maybe you should just get together and see what happens,’ she says, smiling, leaning back to make way for Nick, who’s returning with a fresh round of drinks.

‘Maybe I should,’ I say, thinking that the getting together bit would suit me just perfectly right now, but I know what would happen. We wouldn’t fit, is what would happen. But that’s okay, I remind myself. I don’t want a potential husband or even a boyfriend. I just want some fun. No strings attached.

‘What are you two gossiping about?’ says Nick, and I can tell from his smile his ears were burning.

‘Er, just work,’ says Sal, who is completely crap at lying.

‘I see,’ he says, sitting down and sliding my vodka over to me. ‘Not discussing men, then, were you?’

‘No!’ says Sal, giving me a hugely indiscreet thumbs-up and turning to snuggle into Paul’s shoulder.

Nick and I talk all evening, and, once the book is out of the way, it turns out that he really is interesting, and funny, and different.

‘If you won the lottery what would you do?’ he asks at one point, and I practically squeal with pleasure because I love questions like this.

‘How much?’

‘Whatever,’ he says.

‘No, no. You have to do it properly. You have to name a figure.’

‘Okay,’ he says, grinning. ‘Five million pounds.’

I sit back, thinking about all the lovely things I could buy with five million pounds.

‘Well,’ I start. ‘I’d buy a house.’

‘What kind of house and where?’

‘One of those huge white ones in Holland Park.’

‘You do realize that would set you back about three million quid.’

‘Oh. Okay. A small white one in Maida Vale.’

‘For how much?’

‘Five hundred thousand?’

He nods. ‘And how would you decorate it?’

I describe my dream house, except I get a bit lost after I’ve done the living room, the bathroom, the kitchen and the bedroom, because I’ve never had to think about any other rooms.

‘What about the dining room?’ Nick asks. ‘What about bedroom number four? What about your second bathroom? What about the study?’

‘Oh, God,’ I finally groan. ‘Too many rooms. Maybe I’ll just settle for an amazing two-bedroom flat with huge rooms and a split-level galleried bit to work in.’

‘So. You’ve got four and a half million left.’

‘No, a bit less. I’d probably spend about a hundred thousand doing it up.’

He looks at me as if I’m crazy, then shakes his head and laughs. ‘Okay, 4.4 million pounds to go. What else?’

‘I’d buy a holiday home in the Caribbean.’

‘You’re big on homes, aren’t you?’

‘What do you expect? I’m a child of Thatcher’s generation.’

‘Hmm,’ he sniffs. ‘Don’t tell me you voted for her?’

‘No,’ I lie expertly, saying what I always say. ‘I voted for the Green Party.’

‘Did you?’ He looks, well, if not impressed, at least not completely pissed off, and for a moment I think of telling him the truth, that I don’t give a stuff about politics and the only reason I voted Tory was because my parents had, that it could have been anyone leading my country. I just didn’t care.

I decide to keep lying.

‘Yes,’ I say, nodding. ‘None of the other parties seemed to offer anything, and you know what politicians are like. They’re all untrustworthy bastards.’ This last line I’d heard at a party, and I thought it sounded rather good, like I knew what I was talking about and it works. Nick nods in agreement, as if I’ve just said something very sensible.

‘Anyway,’ I continue, bringing the conversation back on to more familiar footing. ‘My house in the Caribbean.’

‘Ah, yes,’ he says, smiling. ‘That’s far more important than politics.’

‘Absolutely.’ I go on to describe the house I would build on the tiny island of Anguilla.

‘So we’re about a million down,’ he says. ‘What else?’

‘I’d probably take about a hundred thousand and go on a mad shopping spree,’ I admit.

‘A hundred thousand? Jesus Christ. What would you be shopping for? Diamonds and pearls?’

‘Nope.’ I shake my head. ‘Far too old for my youthful years. I’d go to Armani, Prada, Gucci…’

‘Top Shop?’ asks Nick. ‘Oasis?’

‘Are you crazy?’ I say. ‘I’d never demean myself by stepping foot in anywhere like that.’

‘Oh, right.’ He grins. ‘Of course. How stupid of me,’ and he holds out his hand, which I slap very gently.

‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘how come you know about ‘Oasis?’

‘I know a lot of things,’ he laughs.

‘You’re not really a bloke, are you?’ I say, narrowing my eyes and squinting at him. ‘You’re a girl.’

‘Damn,’ he says, shaking his head and laughing. ‘And I hoped you hadn’t noticed.’

At about three million pounds I run out of ideas. I have, by this point, two homes, a wardrobe that would make Oprah Winfrey jealous, a convertible Porsche 911, a live-in cleaning woman who doesn’t actually live with me, but in the granny flat I stick on to the basement of my house and numerous investments in property. I don’t know what to do with the rest.

‘I’d, er, give the rest to charity,’ I say magnanimously, hoping he won’t ask which ones, because I couldn’t name a charity if my life depended on it, and anyway I might give a bit to charity, but I honestly can’t see me donating two million quid. No matter how worthy.

‘Which charity?’ he asks. He would.

‘I’d give to a few. That breast cancer one. The…’ – I think hard. – ‘NSPCC.’ I remember those little blue plastic collection boxes they used to give you at school. ‘AIDS Research, lots to them. And animal charities! Yes, I’d give loads to animal charities so no more little ponies and horses in my cat food.

‘What about you?’ I look at Nick. ‘What would you do?’

He sits and thinks about it for a bit. ‘I don’t think I’d move,’ he says. ‘There’s no real point because I’m quite happy.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘In Highgate.’

‘Do you live by yourself?’ But that isn’t what I’m asking. I’m asking whether he owns his own flat, whether he is responsible, whether he can support a wife. But no, I stop myself, I’m not going to be his wife. He’s not going to be my husband. It doesn’t matter.

‘Mmm,’ he nods. ‘I’ve got a bedsit, and I suppose I could get a one-bedroom flat, but I’m happy where I am.’

‘You’d have to buy somewhere,’ I say sternly. ‘You’ve got to get your foot on the ladder.’ Another phrase I’ve picked up somewhere that I always use when talking about property.

‘Do I? Why?’

‘Because…’ I suddenly don’t know why, other than that I’ve been brought up to believe that everyone should own their own house if they possibly can.

‘Because you’re one of Thatcher’s children, right?’

‘Well, so are you,’ I say in my defence.

‘Ish,’ he says.

‘Ish?’

‘I may be only a couple of years older than you, but my parents were dyed in the wool Labour supporters.’

‘But you grew up during Thatcher’s time.’

‘So does that mean I was supposed to believe in her?’

‘No, it’s just sometimes hard to go against what you’ve been brought up to believe in.’

‘It wasn’t what I was brought up to believe in.’

I’m getting out of my depth. I stand up. ‘Another pint?’ and he laughs.

‘So okay, you won’t buy a mansion,’ I say when I come back.

‘No, no,’ he says. ‘I’ve been thinking about it and you’re probably right. I should buy somewhere, but it wouldn’t be anything amazing. I might even buy the flat I’m living in.’

I look at him in horror. ‘A bedsit?’

‘Okay,’ he laughs. ‘I’ll buy a one-bedroom flat.’

‘What else, what else?’

He sits deep in thought. ‘I know!’ he suddenly exclaims, his eyes lighting up. ‘I’d buy a proper computer.’

‘You mean you’re writing a novel and you haven’t got a computer?’ I say slowly.

‘I’ve got one of these typewriter things that has a tiny screen and you can see about three lines of what you’ve written on it.’

‘You must be spending a fortune on Tipp-Ex,’ I say.

‘There we go,’ he grins. ‘I’d buy a lifetime’s supply of Tipp-Ex.’

‘But you wouldn’t need Tipp-Ex if you had a computer.’

‘I might get nostalgic.’

‘For your battered old typewriter that takes for ever and can’t go back and correct?’

‘How do you know it’s battered?’

‘It is, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, slightly. But it has character. Computers seem a bit clinical.’

‘Okay,’ I sigh. ‘We’ve probably spent less than a hundred thousand so far. You’re not doing very well.’

‘I could donate a sizeable amount to the Labour Party,’ he says sheepishly.

‘How much?’

‘A million?’

‘You can’t give a million quid to bloody politicians!’ I say in horror. ‘You’re hopeless.’

‘Sorry,’ he says, looking it. ‘I’m just not very money-oriented.’

‘Evidently,’ and luckily he laughs, and when he does I can’t help but notice how white his teeth are, how his face softens, how goddamned gorgeous he looks.

‘So,’ says Sal, leaning over and interrupting us. ‘Have you got any good stories for me, then, Libby?’

I sit and think. ‘Not really stories, but maybe you’d be interested in an interview with Sean Moore?’

‘Sean Moore!’ Her eyes light up. ‘Are you doing him?’

I nod. ‘We’re doing the PR for his new TV series, and I’m setting up a round of interviews in a couple of weeks. You should have got the press release, I sent it to you last week.’

‘Oh,’ says Sal, looking guilty. ‘I probably did get it, but I get so many press releases, half the time I don’t even look at them.’

‘What?’ I say in mock dismay. ‘You mean I go to all that trouble to think up something witty and clever, and it goes in the bin?’

‘No,’ she says. ‘It joins the towering pile on my desk that’s threatening to topple over and knock someone out.’

‘You’re forgiven…’ I pause. ‘As long as you give Sean a good show.’

‘Double-page spread?’

‘That would be brilliant.’

‘One condition.’

I know what’s coming.

‘Can we have it exclusively?’

‘I hate it when journalists say that,’ I groan.

‘But you know why we do,’ she says. ‘There’s no point in running an interview with Sean Moore after it’s appeared everywhere else.’

‘Tell you what,’ I say. ‘I can’t promise you an exclusive because we have to try and get as much coverage as possible, but what I can do is give it to you first, but, and I mean this, Sal, you have to run it when you say you will.’ I’m sick to the back teeth of giving newspapers exclusive interviews, running out to buy the paper in the morning and finding it isn’t there because another story was deemed to be more important. I then have to chase the journalist for days, and they usually keep telling me it’s going in, they just don’t know when, and before you know it the whole thing has been forgotten about.

‘I will,’ she nods. ‘Promise.’

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Ring me in the office tomorrow.’

At eleven o’clock everyone starts getting up to leave.

‘You know how it is,’ says Kathy. ‘School night.’ And we put on our coats and wander outside, standing around in a big huddle to say goodbye.

‘Where do you live?’ asks Nick, just as I’m wondering how to say goodnight to him, and if, in fact, I want to say goodnight to him at all.

‘Ladbroke Grove.’ The regret is obvious in my voice. I mean, there’s no way I can offer him a lift back to Highgate, it’s just too damn unsubtle. ‘Are you driving?’ I say.

He shakes his head. ‘No. I don’t drive.’

‘How do you get around?’

‘I cycle.’

‘So where’s your bike?’

‘I got the tube.’

‘Oh.’

And then I have a brainwave. ‘Do you want a lift to the tube?’

His face glows. ‘I’d love one.’

And as we walk off I can see Sal grinning at me, and I can’t help it. I start grinning too.



End of sample
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