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THE BRIDE IS CLIMBING A TREE.

“Babs, that branch looks unsafe, are you sure…”

Crash. Splash.

“Oh well,” she says, squelching from the pond, a happy green and brown mud monster. “At least I got the ball down.”

A tut! of wonder drags me from my thoughts and I realize that the bride is no longer twelve years old and soggy. She is all grown up and gorgeous, a Botticelli come to life. There is a swish of silk and a rustle of taffeta as my best friend halts and turns to face her groom. Her gaze is so intimate that I look away. A goose honks or, possibly, my mother blows her nose. The vicar smiles crossly until there is quiet, then compares marriage to building a house.

I’m craning over the rows of prettily feathered hats, when my brother digs a sharp elbow into my ribs and says, “There’s nothing like a big bride. Always reminds me to lay off the cake.”

I blush. “Please, Tony!” I whisper, “Babs is Amazonian.”

My brother needs attention like other people need to breathe, but despite his ungracious presence, this day is a perfect day for Babs. It is her own personal fairy tale made real in a haze of confetti and lace. She looks radiant. And I know as I sit here, sighing and cooing with the rest of the crowd, that I’ll never forget her wedding as long as I live. It is the beginning, and the end. The start of a marriage and the end of a beautiful relationship. Ours.

 

To say that Babs is my closest friend is like saying that Einstein was good at sums. Babs and I know each other like we know ourselves. We were blood sisters from the age of twelve (before my mother prized the razor out of Babs’s hand). And if you’ve ever had a best friend, you’ll know what I mean. If you’ve ever had a best friend, I don’t need to tell you about making blackberry wine in the garden and being rushed to the hospital, puking majestic purple all the way. Or about our secret language (which is lucky, because I’d have to kill you). Or when we touched tongues to freak ourselves out. Or about our Spanish holiday, age sixteen. Or when Babs dated the coolest, tallest, blondest guy in school and set me up with his wetter, shorter, prematurely balding friend. (He wasn’t keen on me either.) Or when Babs thought she was pregnant and we bunked biology to beg the morning-after pill from her GP.

I don’t need to tell you of the endless talk about details—the use of toothpaste to zap spots, the way some dads suddenly bolt to L.A. with their secretaries (adultery is rarely original), being fitted for a first bra in a shop where rude old ladies roar out your chest size, the odds of marrying Matt Dillon, wearing an orthodontic brace that Hannibal would reject as unflattering, mothers who collect you from parties with their nightie showing under their coat—so much talk, we talked ourselves into our twenties.

Even when our ambitions defined us, we couldn’t bear to be apart. I chose a London college to be near Babs. We shared a flat, we shared lives. No man could hurt us like we could hurt each other. Blokes came and went—and feel free to take that literally. There were a few serious boyfriends, and a lot of jokers. We weren’t too bothered. There was always next Saturday night and anyhow, we were in love with our careers. Babs and I had such a beautiful relationship, no man could better it. And then she met Simon.

 

I watch him slip the ring on her finger and see his hand tremble. What do I know? Is this love, or a hangover? Dubious thoughts to be having in church, so I file them under “envy,” kiss and hug the happy couple, and when Tony mutters, “I’ve counted seventeen strings of pearls,” I ignore him.

I squeeze through the perfumed crush of guests to where the table plan is mounted on a large easel. I’m hoping to be sat next to at least one of Babs’s Italian male relatives (her mother, Jackie, is from Palladio, a small town near Vicenza, and its entire population—seemingly composed of film stars—appears to be present). I scan the M’s until I see Miss Miller, Natalie. Table 3. There is a disappointing dearth of Cirellis and Barbieris on this table, but it’s a nice distance from Mrs. Miller, Sheila (Table 14).

That’s the trouble with close friendships formed in early adolescence. Your families see it as their divine right to muscle in, and before you can say “interparental surveillance,” the lot of them are as enmeshed as the jaws of a zipper. Having been shadowed by my mother throughout the service, I’m pleased that we’re dining apart. She’d have tried to cut up my poached salmon for me.

I jump as someone smacks me on the bottom.

“Fluff,” trills my mother. She gazes at me, licks her finger, and rubs it around my cheek.

“Mum!” I feel like an extra in Gorillas in the Mist. “What are you doing?”

“You’ve got red lipstick all over your face, dear,” she explains.

“Oh. Thanks.” (It would be cheeky to suggest that lipstick is preferable to spit.)

“So who’ve you been put with?” she demands, peering at the board.

“Tony—”

 
“Ah! He wears a tux beautifully!”

“Frannie—”

“Frances Crump! A dot of blusher would make all the difference. She looks like a Gypsy in that purple skirt. I don’t know what Babs sees in her, yes, who else?”

“Er, some guy called Chris Pomeroy—”

“Sounds like a poodle, who else?”

“Andy—”

“The brother of the bride? The brother of the bride! What an honor! I must go and say hello, haven’t seen him for years what with all that fiancée business, terrible shame, and leaving his job like that. Apparently he only got back last week, darling, you must remember to thank Jackie, a note and a telephone call I think would be appropriate, not tomorrow though, she’ll be inundated, leave it till Monday, would Monday be best? Yes, I’m sure Monday would be best, the day after your daughter’s wedding is always fraught, although saying that, what would I know—”

If you haven’t already guessed, my mother has a habit of thinking aloud. Incessantly. I suspect it comes from living alone, but it’s a quirk easier to understand than to tolerate. When the master of ceremonies orders the ladies ’n gentlemen, boys ’n girls to take their seats, I’m the first to obey.

The chairs are adorned with winter roses. White roses in January. I find mine before anyone else has even approached the table. I check the name cards on either side. Tony is on my left and poodle man is on my right. Frannie—in an error comparable to handing a pyromaniac a blowtorch—has been placed next to Tony. I am studying the menu (which I already know by heart, as Babs devoted as much time to it as a scribe on the Magna Carta), when the chair beside mine is yanked out and a man wearing a white jacket and a crumpled black shirt sags into it. I look up, smile doubtfully, and he nods, once.

Under cover of the menu, I watch Andy. He is leaning across the table listening to Frannie.

 
Tony’s eyes gleam. “All right, Anders!” he roars, slicing through Frannie’s chat like a knife through lard. “How you doing? Bit swish, this!”

Andy—who is irritatingly tanned—raises a hand and grins. “Good to see you again, Tone,” he says. “We’ll catch up!” He winks at me, mouths “Hello, Natalie,” then turns back to Frannie.

His memory may be selective, mine isn’t. Twelve years ago, when Babs and I were fourteen, our older brothers were great friends. They had masses in common, for instance a pathological desire to make their sisters’ lives wretched. Where do I start? When Babs and I took Silky Drawers, her family retriever, for a walk and Tony screeched in front of the neighborhood, “Anders, look! There’s three dogs!” When my mother gave Andy a lift home and I sang in the car and Tony said afterward, “Anders found your singing very amusing.” When Andy released my budgie from its cage because it “looked depressed” and it flew to the top of the curtains and Tony tried to coax it down with a broom and crushed its head.

And there was other stuff.

I smooth my napkin on my lap. Tony has been distracted by the little disposable camera, placed in remarkably good faith on the table for guests to record their own celebrations. He unwraps it, and slides low in his seat until his hand brushes the floor like an orangutan’s. Then he casually tilts the lens so that it points up Frannie’s skirt.

“Tony, no!” I whisper, trying not to giggle. “Don’t, please, you know what she’s like, she’ll prosecute!”

Tony’s blue eyes crinkle and he cracks up laughing. He wriggles upright and punches me gently on the arm.

“I’m playing with you, floozie.” He grins. “Your face, though. Priceless.”

Tony (thirty this year) is like a hyperactive child—sugar and encouragement are bad for him. I bite my lip and squint at poodle man’s name card. Then I tap him lightly on the arm and say, “Excuse me, Chris, could you possibly pass me the water?”

 
Chris, who is picking a cigarette to bits on the cream tablecloth, slowly turns and looks at me and my heart does a double take. I wish I were either wittier or invisible. The man has a face like a fallen angel. Dark shaggy hair, designer stubble, sulky brown eyes, and a wide pouty mouth. My mother would describe him as in need of a Lysol bath. As for me, I’d join him in it. He looks down a fraction, at my chest, then up again, glances lazily at my name card, and drawls, “Yes, possibly I could pass you the water.”

He retrieves the Perrier and pours.

“Thank you,” I mutter, cursing my mother for teaching me manners. Chris leans back in his chair and doesn’t smile. I snatch up my glass but—I am still being ogled like a lab rat—feel unable to drink from it. I am about to take a sip when he leans toward me and says, “You have a blow-job mouth.”

I nearly bite through the crystal. My brain paddles in thin air for a second, then from nowhere, I produce a reply. “But what a shame you’ll never know for sure.” I scurry upstairs for a cigarette and try to compose myself. My hand shakes as I flick the lighter. You can’t just say what you think. And what is a liability like Chris doing at Babs’s wedding? You don’t meet dark, smoldering sex beasts at weddings (I knew I’d be cordoned off from the Italians). You meet balding Keiths who wear Next ties, work in marketing, and laugh at their own jokes.

I suppose I have the groom to thank for my good fortune. Babs has a protective nature, and if she’d devised the table plan I’d have been seated next to the vicar. I grin and lean over the balcony. Andy is still listening to Frannie. He raises a finger and gets up. I wonder where he’s going. I glance at the top table and I see the bride bend toward the groom. His head is tipped back like a fire-eater and he is gulping champagne from a large flute. She whispers in his ear. Instantly, Simon places his glass on the table and gives it a small push away from him. Wow. It must be love.

 
I close my eyes. Babs would still be single if it weren’t for me. It was her idea to go clubbing. (“Come on, Nat. It’s a seventies night. I’m sick of the modern day, I need to dress up!”) But I approached Simon. Normally I don’t approach men. I’d prefer to approach a grizzly bear: you have less chance of being rejected.

But this was different. I was trying to locate the beat in “Ain’t No Stoppin’ Us Now” and wishing I hadn’t worn a poncho when a lanky guy in brown flares and stacked heels clumped up. Where’s Scooby? I thought. But Shaggy looked through me as if I was wearing glasses (pink heart-shaped glasses, to be precise), placed a hand on Babs’s lower back, and shouted something profound in her ear. I believe it was “Are you a model?”

Babs, who weighs 154 pounds in her socks, tossed her hair and tee-heed daintily until her cartoon suitor relaxed. Then she stopped laughing—in that abrupt way that gang bosses do in films shortly before they execute a minion—and shrieked, “Are you a moron?” A smarter man would have run for it. But Shaggy chuckled senselessly and roared, “No, but seriously, what do you do?”

Babs bellowed, “I eat men like you for breakfast.”

Shaggy smirked and yelled, “I look forward to it.”

By now, I was feeling about as edgy as a goat in a voodoo doctor’s waiting room. I slunk off, lit a cigarette to give my presence meaning, and watched Babs dance. Two smokes later, she staggered over.

“He’s called Will,” she boomed. “He’s not such a dollop as he looks. Come and chat to his mates.”

Conscious that I was dressed in the theme of “the decade that style forgot” while all the other women were glam-rock to the tips of their fake eyelashes, I declined.

“I’m wearing a red fright wig,” I said. “I look like Ronald McDonald. I might go home.”

Babs pouted. “You’re all right if I stay?” she asked.

I hesitated, then nodded. “Oh! yes. Yes.”

 
Babs beamed and said, “Brilliant.” Then she added humbly, “I don’t know why he picked me with you about—he must be blind. Blind drunk, maybe.”

All very consoling. But as the girly rule “I’m So Rubbish You’re So Great” was, in fact, written by me, I didn’t fall for it.

“Go and play,” I mumbled. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I shuffled off to the ladies’ and as I emerged, passed Babs on the way in. “Will’s at the bar getting me a vodka Redbull,” she said gleefully. “Check out his beautiful arse!”

I dutifully scanned the bar for nice bottoms, but saw none. But I did see a huddle of guys, all crumpled with laughter, except one, who was shaking his head.

“You bastard, Will,” drawled the head-shaker, a tall bloke in a safari shirt and dark trousers. “You’re such a heel.”

Apart from the fact I’d never heard the term heel applied to anything but a foot, I was intrigued. I crept closer.

“She’ll find out, Will. She always does.”

“She won’t. She’s not back till tomorrow night. Look, I’ve bought some bird a drink, I haven’t shagged her!”

Got it. And, while I am the girl that geese say “boo” to, I won’t have Babs made a fool of. I poked Will in the back and said, “I’d drink that drink myself if I were you.”

Will burst out laughing. “Yeah? And why’s that?”

“Because when I tell Babs what a sleaze you are she’s going to pour it on your head.”

Will laughed again, but head-shaker looked embarrassed. “Who, uh, who are you?”

I was wondering whether to snap, “Ronald McDonald, of course!” when a small worried voice said, “Nat, what’s going on? Where’s Will?”

Head-shaker and I swung round to see Babs standing forlornly in front of us, and a large empty space where Will and his henchmen had been.

Head-shaker gazed at my friend. “Barbara, isn’t it?” he said softly. “I’m terribly sorry but Will had to go, I…well, to be honest, he’s a twit. His loss. Your friend and I were arguing about it. But I’m Simon, and if you don’t mind, I’d love to buy you a drink.”

I grimaced but Simon looked through me as if I was wearing orange tie-dye trousers. Within seconds I was feeling like a goat again. This time I went home immediately.

That was five months ago, and now this! I look down on Babs in her frothy white dress and can barely believe it. I should have realized there was mischief afoot when she went missing for three days.

“Don’t worry, though,” she purred when she finally bothered to call: “I’ll do your share of the washing up next week!”

To which I retorted, “Thank you, Barbara, and now if you’ll excuse me I have to call the police to inform them the search for your body is now off.”

I wanted contrition but got instead: “Good idea, because Si’s been conducting his own investigation! Pah ha ha! It’s been very in-depth!”

 

“It’s very English, isn’t it?” says a voice, making me jump.

Andy leans his arms on the balcony railing, and turns to me, smiling.

“It’s lovely,” I reply, torn between loyalty to Babs and wanting to snub Andy.

“Mum didn’t want to have hymns—Italian weddings don’t have hymns—but Simon’s parents wouldn’t budge.”

“Your parents are very easygoing,” I say. I hope this doesn’t sound friendly.

“Unlike Simon’s. I think Mum and Dad feel like Germany at the Treaty of Versailles.”

“That’s a shame,” I reply. I have no idea what he’s talking about.

“So Nat,” he says, “how about a dance later? To ‘Rule Britannia,’ probably.”

“Well, I—”

 
“We should, we’re practically brother and sister!”

“Thank you, but I already have one brother,” I say. “And believe me, he’s more than enough.”

I return to our table.

Tony is chatting to a Keith over Frannie’s abandoned chair. My brother and Frances Crump do not get on. She calls him an “unreconstructed Neanderthal” while he refers to her as Fork-head (meaning, he’d like to stick a fork in her head). I glance at the top table and see Frannie crouching before Babs like a eunuch in front of Cleopatra. I swallow hard. I don’t get on with Frannie either. Frannie is the Third Friend. She follows Babs around like a pimple on a bottom.

I smile helplessly at Chris, who grins in a way that squeezes the air from my lungs.

“I can’t be doing with weddings,” he drawls. His voice is soft and scratchy, honey on gravel. Its faint northern twang goes straight to my knees. He holds my gaze and adds, “Normally.”

I smile and say, “Me neither.”

Chris tips back in his chair. He seems to have ants in his pants. Meanwhile, Babs and Simon are smooching up for the first dance.

Chris murmurs, “I’d ditch all this and go to Vegas.”

I giggle and say, “Me too.”

Then we fall silent as Kenny and the Drum Kit Krew start up a terrible racket that is faintly recognizable as “You’re Nobody Till Somebody Loves You.” This is a hard-line wedding, I think, as everyone claps. My mother, I notice, applauds so furiously she looks like a Venus flycatcher on speed.

“I’d go to Vegas,” says Chris again. He and I sit out “Lady in Red” and “Come on, Eileen.” I ask Chris why he’s not wearing a tux like all the other men. His answer is to sniff twice, and cast a withering look at all the other men. Andy, I note, is dancing with Frannie.

“Vegas,” mutters Chris.

 
“As you said,” I say politely. He grinds his teeth and I’m not sure if he has Alzheimer’s. He then asks why I’m wearing a brown hat. My answer is that my mother over there making a spectacle of herself to “Agadoo” said I should, except I don’t get that far because Chris grabs the hat from my head, drops it onto the violently patterned carpet, and—as I sit there frozen and speechless—unpins my butterfly clasp and rakes his hands through my hair, shaking it out so that it tumbles over my shoulders.

Then he leans closer and closer until we are nearly touching and I can almost taste his bittersweet breath.

“Natalie,” he murmurs, twirling a yellow curl around his finger, “you should let your hair down more often.”

I am dazed and drooling at the delicious raw nerve of the man when a huge white moon face appears between us, forcing us apart, and Frannie sings, “Nataleeee! Where’s your boyfriend, Saul Bowcock?”
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I’VE KNOWN BABS FOR A LONG TIME. I KNOW WHAT makes Babs laugh—place names like Piddlehinton and Brown Willy. I know what makes her cry—anything, from news reports on starving children to the end of Turner & Hooch when Hooch dies but leaves behind a legacy of puppies. (She bawled, “It’s not the same!”) I know she hates small teeth and the texture of apricots. I know she gets a rash from underwire bras. I know she can beat Tony in an arm-wrestle. I know she has a tiny black spot above her left knee, from a childhood accident with a sharp pencil. I know her favorite words are “hullaballoo” and “pumpkin.” I know what Babs sounds like when she’s having sex.

So you can imagine my pique when Babs reintroduced me to Simon a week after the seventies night fiasco and he said, “So, ah, how do you know Barbara?” I could barely believe he’d made such a blunder. Like asking God, “So, ah, how do you know Adam?”

“How do I know her!” I squeaked before lowering my pitch, as bats were falling out of trees clutching their ears. “I’ve known her for ages,” I choked eventually. “We’re very close friends.”

I was too stricken to say more, but the question stormed round my head like a bully in a playground. How obsessed must Babs and Simon have been that in seven solid days of crash-course intimacy, she hadn’t mentioned me? I soon found out. Their enthrallment was mutual and total. There was endless fondling in front of me. I wanted to roar, “Stop it at once!” But they literally had eyes and ears for no one else. When I spoke, or smiled, they barely saw or heard. I was excluded. It was offensive. It was like a thief shutting you out of your own home. I couldn’t believe it. My boyfriend could have written a thesis on Babs within a fortnight of knowing me. But then maybe Saul Bowcock is less in love than Simon.

Maybe Saul is too sensible to be in love. We are driving—at a sensible speed—to my mother’s solitary white house in Hendon to attend a celebratory dinner for Tony’s latest promotion. (From executive marketing manager to vice president of marketing at Black Moon Records. Although, as my boss Matt observed, “I’ll bet there’s a vice president of teabags at Black Moon Records.”)

Saul likes seeing my mother, as she clucks and fusses after him in the vain hope that he’ll propose to me. “Should we stop off and get Sheila some flowers?” he says, slowing as the traffic lights turn amber instead of speeding up like a normal person.

I nod. “Good idea.”

That’s the trouble with Saul. He’s considerate but he’s also so screamingly proper. He is allergic to straying from his schedule. He thinks an impulse is a deodorant. I glance sideways at his face, and try to think kind thoughts. Saul is a nice man. Honest. Predictable. Safe. Affectionate. The only man I know who taps his girlfriend on the back and says, “I need a cuddle.” “A willy cuddle?” said Babs suspiciously, when I told her. No! A fully clothed frisk-free cuddle. Saul isn’t like other men. We met nine months ago at the chiropodist’s and his chat-up line, I’m sorry to say, was “You have such an intelligent face. What do you do for a living?” As he was never going to get anywhere with any woman ever with hopeless patter like that—surely even the pope has a sharper spiel—I didn’t have the heart to snub him.

“I’m senior press officer for the Greater London Ballet Company,” I replied kindly. “And you?”

“I’m an accountant,” he told me solemnly. “But I do have a nice car.”

I wait in the green Lotus Elise while Saul hurries into Texaco to purchase a bunch of fiercely colored blooms, and bite my nails. Or rather, bite the skin on my fingertips, as I finished my nails last week. I am looking forward to dinner as I look forward to a cervical smear test. It’s nearly a fortnight since Babs’s wedding and I know my mother will want to dissect it and I don’t have the energy to fight her off.

“I wonder what Sheila’s cooking for supper,” says Saul as he bounces into the driver’s seat. “I’m famished!”

Barry Manilow singing “Copacabana” is audible from the driveway. In a powerful puff of Dune and fried onions, my mother appears, straightens my jumper, and crushes the air out of Saul in a pincer hug. “Don’t you look well. A crying shame you missed the wedding!” she exclaims—shaking her head so fiercely I’m surprised it doesn’t come loose. “But you managed to get all your work done?”

Saul gratefully breathes in upon his release and says, “Yes, thank you, Sheila.” My mother scuttles off to fetch him a glass of milk. Yes, a glass of milk. Saul is a strapping twenty-nine-year-old, but he drinks more milk than a parched baby elephant. Call me lactose intolerant, but it’s a trait I can’t get along with. It’s almost as odd as his habit of sleeping with a black jumper sleeve over his eyes. Which is like The Mask of Zorro without Antonio.

 
I follow my mother into the steamy kitchen while Saul collapses on the sofa and starts shelling pistachios. I can hear the crack-crack-cracking sound. I chew my fingers and look around. The shelf above the stove is jammed with books. On the left is the F Plan Diet, The Hollywood Pineapple Diet, Beverly Hills Diet, Complete Scarsdale Medical Diet, Dr. Tooshis High Fiber Diet, The Grapefruit Diet, Dr. Atkins’ New Diet Revolution, Reader’s Digest Mind and Mood Foods, Rosemary Conley’s Complete Hip and Thigh Diet, Carbohydrate Addicts Diet: The Lifelong Solution to Yo-Yo Dieting, The Food Combining Diet, Dieting with the Duchess, A Flat Stomach in 15 Days, and (the altogether less efficient) 32 Days to a 32-Inch Waist.

On the right is The House & Garden Cookbook, Step-by-Step Cooking with Chocolate, Delia Smith’s Winter Collection, Leith’s Book of Desserts, Good Housekeeping Cookery Club, Evelyn Rose—Complete International Jewish Cookery, At Home with the Roux Brothers, The Dairy Book of Family Cooking, Mary Berry’s Ultimate Cake Book, The Crank’s Recipe Book, A Wok for All Seasons, A Table in Tuscany, A Little Book of Viennese Pastries, Amish Cooking, 365 Great Chocolate Desserts, The Naked Chef, and The Artful Chicken.

“What can I get you? When did you last comb your hair?” demands my mother as she tips a brick of butter into a casserole dish. “Orange juice? You look like something out of Black Sabbath.”

I reply, “Water’s fine. I’ll brush it in a sec.” I watch as she pours a slick of sunflower oil onto the spitting butter. She’s an expert on heavy metal but thinks cholesterol is a vitamin.

“Are you sure you need all that, Mum?”

My mother wipes her hands on her apron. “And what do you know about cooking herby orange poussin?”

Fair point. “Well, would you like me to make a salad?”

My mother hands me a glass of water, flaps at me with a Beefeater dishcloth, and says, “You’d only chop your finger off. You be a good girl and go and chat to Saul.”

As I trudge toward the living room, the cloying stench of alpine breeze air freshener intensifies with every step (it’s never occurred to my mother to open a window). Then someone presses his entire bodyweight on the poor little doorbell and keeps pressing.

Drrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrgggggggggggg gggggggggggggggggggggggg!

Tony. My mother zooms past me in a blur and wrenches open the front door.

“Hello, my love,” she says in a sympathetic tone, in honor of the exhausting trek he’s made from Camden Town in his black BMW 5 series 2.0 520i four-door sedan. “How are you? Here, let me take your coat. Hard day? What can I get you? Something to drink? I’ve got that champagne you like in the fridge and I’m doing your favorite desserts, lemon syllabub and chocolate cheesecake. I know it’s naughty but we deserve a treat. I went to Weight Watchers yesterday so tonight I’m free!”

Tony kisses Mum and grins. “Mother,” he says, sighing, “you’re a saint. I can hardly believe we’re related.”

I smile with my mouth shut. Since the divorce Tony and I are hostage to my mother’s needs. Except Tony plays the game better than I do. (In fact, he plays it so well you might suspect him of cheating.) Mum dyes her hair black, tends to wear yellow, and carries a handbag tucked under her arm like a machine gun. You don’t want to upset her in the way that you don’t want to upset a wasp. She lost her capacity for fun fourteen years ago when my father scribbled her a letter on his surgery notepaper that began, “Dear Sheila, Sorry about this but I’d like to jump ship on our marriage…”

 

You’d think that such an event would dissuade her from chasing her offspring up the aisle. No, indeed. She read Bridget Jones’s Diary and cried. I kiss Tony hello, and brace myself. Our bottoms brush our chairs and she’s off, like a greyhound after a rabbit:

“So Barbara got her happy ending. I spoke to Jackie last week, and this morning, and yesterday—oof. Such a plush do. Altogether she felt it went very well. The groom, Simon, nice-looking boy. You’d never think it, what with his mother’s jaw and teeth. What a fright. And her dress. Cream. And with a figure like that. You just can’t. It did nothing for her, nothing. I said to Jackie, you looked at least twenty years younger than her, at least. You were the belle of the ball, apart from Barbara, of course. She looked a picture, she really—”

“Mum,” says Tony, with a sly glance at me, “she looked like what she is. A fireman in a skirt.”

Saul coughs into his watercress soup. I place my spoon at the side of my plate. Tony has not forgiven Babs for making him victim of her party trick (in front of an audience, she flipped him over her shoulder and ran down the road with him, as if he were as light and inconsequential as a blow-up doll). I say, “Babs is a firefighter, Tony. That’s the correct term. And she did look nice. Tanned, tall—”

“Why aren’t you eating?” interrupts my mother. (She’s justly proud of her cooking and takes offense if you slow down during a meal to, for instance, breathe.)

“I am eating,” I cry, hoping to ward off an explosion. “It’s delicious.”

I wave my spoon in the air as evidence, as my mother says, “I go to all this trouble and you sit there huffing at your soup like it’s bilge water! I don’t—”

“Sheila, you must be very proud of Tony,” suggests Saul. “I forget. How many times have you been promoted in the last year, Tony?”

My brother shrugs and replies, “Three.” Saul and my mother and I wobble our heads in unison.

“Amazing,” murmurs Saul. He coughs, curling his fingers into a tube to, I presume, catch the cough. “You must be marvelous at what you do.”

My mother exclaims, eyes glazed, “Oh he is, Saul, he’s such a credit to me, he’s so talented!”

 
Saul smiles at her and says, “And so are you, Sheila, this watercress soup is sensational. I don’t suppose there’s any mo—”

“Of course there is!” booms my mother. “My pleasure.”

“Are you sure?” replies Saul, ever the gentleman. “I mean, Sheila, have you had enou—”

“Me?” she exclaims. “Don’t be ridiculous! I’ll heat it up for you.” She speeds to the kitchen at the pace of a cheetah in a rush, and I slump in relief.

“Nice one, Saul mate,” murmurs Tony. “Don’t know when to stop, do I?”

Saul beams with pleasure and gratitude. I suspect it’s the first time in his life he’s been called “mate.” Then again, there’s something about my brother that bewitches people. He is without doubt an alpha male. You want to please him. A smile from him is like a kiss bestowed by a film star.

I look at Saul, who grins back. “I didn’t realize you were so fond of watercress soup,” he says. “I can make it for you if you like.” I suppress a whimper. Saul is to cooking what whirlwinds are to Kansas.

“That’s sweet of you,” I reply, “but I thought you were going on a health kick.” Saul’s face drops.

“You what!” hoots Tony. “You’re not dieting, are you? You big girl! You want to play a bit of sport, mate. FIFA 2002, something like that!”

Saul blushes. “I’m, er, actually I’m not all that good on the football field—”

“It’s a video game, Saulie,” I murmur as my mother bustles in. She deposits a bowl of soup in front of my boyfriend with the reverence of a courtier presenting the crown jewels to the king, and instructs him: “Eat!” We sit in brief silence while Saul eats.

“Didn’t think much of the food at the wedding,” exclaims my mother, who has been itching to reintroduce her specialist subject for the last three minutes.

“Now if I were organizing a wedding, not that I ever”—here, in deference to Saul, she catches herself—“Well, if I were to organize a wedding I’d spend a lot less on the drink, it’s not necessary for people to get so away with themselves, and a great deal more on ensuring the food was restaurant quality because, and naturally I didn’t say anything to Jackie, but that asparagus was”—here my mother’s voice drops to a low hiss—“tinned!”

We digest the import of this grave news in silence. “And the shame of it is,” continues my mother, “that Jackie wanted to have food from the deli. But Simon’s parents were paying and they insisted on using their caterers,” she adds, in the tone of one personally affronted by this slight.

I catch the scent of an approaching tailspin.

“But you liked the dancing, didn’t you, Mum?” I say in an encouraging tone. “You’re a bit of a Ginger Rogers when you get going.”

“Well, I hope not! She’s so old she’s dead!” retorts my mother.

“I reckon Mum had been at the Special Brew—you’re a bit partial to a can of Special, aren’t you, Mother?” Tony grins.

“Anthony, stop it!” My mother’s mouth is a stern line, but she is trying not to laugh. “That was once and a long time ago, and you gave it to me in a wineglass and said it was Château de Sleepeengruff. I wasn’t to realize it was so potent! Anyway, as if they’d serve lager at a smart wedding like Jackie’s. I mean, Barbara’s!”

My mother adores being teased by her son, so all hail to my brother, the evening is resuscitated.

That said, when Saul drops me in slow motion at my flat later on, I am too tired to invite him in for coffee. (By which I mean a cup of Nescafé.) Which is fortunate, since when I press the Play button on my large gray dinosaur of an answering machine, it whirs and clicks and grumbles before drawling—in a dry breathy voice that makes my skin tingle—“Hi, Natalie. I’ve been thinking about you…letting your hair down.”
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I’VE BEEN SUSPICIOUS OF LETTING MY HAIR DOWN ever since Rapunzel let down hers and found a ruddy great bloke on a horse hanging off it. Let your hair down and before you know it you’re wearing elastic waistbands, eating pizza in bed, and justifying the purchase of an £800 coat from Harvey Nicks on the thin premise that you haven’t had children, a face-lift, a month’s holiday on a large yacht in Monte Carlo, and have therefore saved yourself a vast sum and are technically economizing.

Even so, I think of Chris and drool. After Frannie shattered the mood with all the grace of a demolition van, reality hit and I blushed. “I’m sorry,” I blustered to Chris, “I am seeing someone, I, er, you are lovely, but I shouldn’t be doing this. It’s bad of me.”

But Chris seemed unruffled by Frannie’s interruption. He stared at her and said, “Why are you so white?” When she withdrew, speechless and bristling, Chris tutted. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand,” he said, “it’s rudeness!” I hurriedly lit a cigarette and breathed in the nicotine like—well, like a drug. Chris added, “It’s bad of you? You don’t know the meaning of bad.”

Aware that I was coming across like Mary Magdalene at a mixed sauna, I replied squeakily, “Yes I do.”

“I’d like to show you,” said Chris.

“Actually, I—” I began.

“So do you have a number, or is it classified?” he said.

“I didn’t bring anything to write with,” I croaked.

“Well, princess, how about you scrawl it on my chest in lipstick,” he replied. I smiled as he removed a slender pen from his jacket and handed it to me. Then he pulled a rolling paper from its packet and gave me that too. Obediently, I scribbled down my home number. I’m sorry but he was so pushy and, for the first five minutes of a relationship, I like that in a man.

“Don’t use it,” I said, to salve my conscience.

 

I listen to his message again. My heart jumps like a cricket in a box. The man should come with a health warning and a free chastity belt. I won’t call him, though, it’s not fair to Saul. Saul is so trusting. If only he were suspicious I’d feel justified. No. I can’t call Chris. I mean, I really can’t—I don’t have his number. Then I press *69 and I do.

I stare at the pale blue walls of my hallway until they blur. I wonder. I still can’t call him. I won’t. I’m with Saul Bowcock. We’re in a sensible relationship (as Juliet said to Romeo). I can’t cheat on him. It’s not fair. I can’t end it. I don’t end relationships—it’s too upsetting. I’m fond of Saul. Really. He’s a sweetie. I mean, he thinks Jean-Claude Van Damme is cool. If only Babs were here I could bore her about it. She’d know what, or who, to do. I double-lock the front door and plod along the corridor to bed. Surely she’s got to be back from Mauritius soon, it seems like she’s been on honeymoon for the last decade.

 

The first thing I used to hear on walking into the office was “Your mission is to retake the building with minimal loss of life,” but not anymore. Matt—my immediate boss—has been promoted to head of press and marketing and now shuns computer games as “underplaying the pressures of the real world.” This morning he is hunched in front of his screen and acknowledges my entrance with a silent wave. His basset hound, Paws (full name, Pas de Quatre), is slumped at his feet chewing at a pinkish rag.

“Dinner okay?” says Matt, still tapping.

“Not too terrible.” I’m touched that he’s remembered. “How’s Stephen? Is he still in the hospital?”

 
Matt swings around. “No. He was discharged—mm, nice word—on Saturday.”

“How is he?”

“Crotchety, demanding, no change there. But the main thing is, I’ve escaped to the orifice, and you survived dinner. Were there lots of wedding questions?”

I nod. Matt rolls his eyes. “The bride, wasn’t she beautiful? That dress, wasn’t it faaabulous? The groom, wasn’t he a dish? Oh, I love a wedding, Natalie dear—Saul, such a pity you missed it! Am I warm?”

I giggle. “You must have had me bugged.”

“Your life fascinates me. And I’m gagging to meet that wicked boy Simon.”

“I’ll bet you are,” I say. A small sigh escapes me.

“Hey. Don’t be miz. She’ll come back. They didn’t live together, did they? Oh, lord. Six months of pooey pants on the floor and bristles in the bath and noisy wees and car rows and crusty socks stuffed down the side of the sofa and you’ll see more of Babs than you did when she was single. And I should know.”

“Aw, Matt, I am happy for her, but—”

I’m interrupted by a loud canine cough. Sounds like a basset hound choking on a dirty pink shredded rag—oh my god, it’s a pointe shoe!

“Where did Paws get the shoe from?” I ask, glancing in horror at what Matt and I call the junk cupboard. I’d like to blame Belinda, our assistant (a woman whose mouth never quite shuts, even when she’s not talking). Pity she’s on holiday in Crete for two weeks.

“What shoe?” says Matt. I lurch to the cupboard and start raking through the rubble on the second shelf.

“It’s the one signed by Julietta,” I groan. “He’s only gone and pinched the one signed by Julietta!” Julietta is our principal dancer. The Greater London Ballet Company has six, but Julietta is a principal principal. She has hair the shade of buttermilk (mine is tart blond compared to hers), moves like a wisp of heaven, and—as one critic put it—is “womanly, without it spoiling her line.” She is intelligent, intense, and has a thing about people thinking ballet dancers are stupid. She terrifies me. The media loves her, and once in a groveling while we’ll persuade her to sign a worn pink satin shoe, which then serves as a competition prize—supposedly for some ten-year-old girl, but probably for a middle-aged male.

“The shoes are on the second shelf,” I say. “Paws is the height of a toadstool. What did he do—stand on a chair?” By now, Matt is crouching beside Paws. He has thick black hair (Matt, I mean; Paws is brown and white) and five-o’clock shadow at 11 A.M. When he smiles his face creases with laughter lines. He isn’t smiling.

“You’s a bad dog,” he says lovingly. “Naughty, naughty boy!” To me, he says, “Did you lock the cupboard door on Friday before rushing off to the gym?”

I stop myself from pulling at my hair. “I was sure I did. But anyway, how could he could reach?”

Matt sighs. “Paws has diddy little legs, Natalie, but he makes up for them with his impressively long torso.” A pause. “What’s got into you lately? Nat, for someone in a senior position you’re doing a good impression of an airhead. You used to be so efficient. And now is not the time to be seen as dead wood. Lock the damn door in future.”

I flinch. Matt is more like a friend than a boss. It’s horrible when he asserts his authority and dispels the illusion. You used to be so efficient. I flashback to Matt buying me an orchid after I got a willowy senior soloist a picture spread in Hello. And to Matt kowtowing and crying “We are not worthy!” after I cajoled the Daily Mail into doing an interview with our artistic director and—the surprise bonus—printing it. Suddenly, I’m furious at my mistake. Especially as Matt is correct: now is not the time to be seen to be slacking—the company has exceeded its budget. (They went all out on Giselle, hiring a white horse and a pack of beagles to make the hunting party’s arrival in the village more dramatic. Unfortunately, the horse trod on a beagle and killed it, resulting in a lawsuit.) The rumor is that a “restructure” is imminent.

I blurt, “I can’t believe I was so stupid. What a thick, stupid, brainless prat.” Matt holds up a hand and says, “Easy on the sack-cloth, dear. What’s done is done. Wheedle Julietta into signing another shoe. Although it’s not my idea of fun, other people’s verrucas.”

I think Matt takes pity on me because after a pause, he says cheerily, “He’s my dog. I’ll ask her. Later. When I’m begging about the other stuff.”

“What other stuff?”

He drops a copy of Hiya! magazine on my desk. There on its shiny toilet-paperish cover, nestling naked in a snowy heap of feathers, is Tatiana Popova, star of the Southern Royal Ballet—our main competitors, who for their winter season are staging Swan Lake. Normally, the Southerners are so stuck up, you’d think their every swan had laid an egg. But here is Tatiana, getting into bed with a downmarket rag. That’s our turf!

“The Southern have gone tabloid!” I gasp. “How dare they! No wonder Hiya! didn’t return our calls!”

“I’m seeing the boss in three minutes,” says Matt. “To explain our counterstrategy.”

“What counterstrategy?”

“Exactly,” says Matt, drawing a finger across his neck. “I bequeath you Paws,” he adds, marching to the door. “One thing, though,” he calls from the corridor, “The Telegraph is getting back to us re a possible shoot with Julietta. See what you think. The minute they call, see about getting it penciled into the ballet schedule. I’ll speak to the dancers, and then we’ll go to work on the details. Guard the phones with your life!”

I salute in the direction of his voice, and when the phone rings I leap on it. From now on my standard of work will be so high, I’ll make God look like a slacker. Resting on the seventh day indeed!

“Hellogreaterlondonballetcompanypressofficehowmayihelpyou?” I say breathlessly.

“Natalie? Germaine Greer is chairing a debate on Thursday at the Barbican,” declares Frannie through her permanently blocked nose. “I have a spare ticket and I thought you might benefit.”

“Oh! Hello, Frannie. That’s very kind of you. What a surprise!” I wince. That came out wrong. Or maybe not.

“Not at all. As I say, I thought you might benefit.”

I bite my lip. The problem I have with Frannie is that she refuses to be nice, even when she’s being nice. “What’s it about? It’s lovely of you to think of me.”

“Is gender a continuing identity or feature of personality?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, Natalie, really. I’m not asking you, that’s the title of the debate!”

“Right. Well. The thing is, Frannie, work is very busy this week and—”

“If you don’t want to come, Natalie, that’s your right and you can say so.”

“No, no, no, it’s not that I—”

“You don’t want to come. Not a problem! At least do me the courtesy of telling the truth. By the way, I spoke to Babs last night.”

“What!” I gasp. Eventually I say, “What, you called her at the Paradise Cove Hotel?”

“That would hardly have been appropriate. She and Simon flew home yesterday morning. Babs called me.”

“But…but—” I blurt. Then I stop. Cool as a cucumber, cool as a cucumber, I tell myself.

“But why hasn’t she called me?” I bleat, cool as a boiled cucumber.

Frannie sighs happily. “She can’t call everyone,” she replies. Having dealt her knockout blow, Frannie trips breezily on to other topics. But I am deaf with confusion and mute with pique. My nose is so out of joint I consider going straight to the emergency room. Call Frannie. Call Frannie and not me? Babs always calls me! Even when we lived together we rang each other three times a day.

I wait until Frannie has said her piece (and it’s a bloody big piece). Then I call Babs.

“Yeah?” says a sleepy voice.

“Babs!” I exclaim. “It’s me! Why haven’t you rung? How was it? Did you have an amazing time? Was it hot? Are you outrageously brown?”

There is a brief silence, then Babs says stickily, “Oh, hi, Nat, hello, love. What time is it?”

I glance at the clock. “It’s, er, it’s a quarter to ten.”

Babs groans. “I’ll kill you! It’s the middle of the night!”

I feel like I did age six when I blundered in on my father naked.

“Oh no!” I squeak. “Did I wake you up?”

“Forget it.” She yawns. “My fault. I should have taken the phone off the hook.”

“It’s just that I was excited about you being back. You…you rang Frannie, so I…I…”

There is no reply and I can make out a husky voice in the background saying, “Who is it?”

And then I hear Babs reply distantly, “Natalie Miller.”

Natalie Miller. How many other friends has she got named Natalie?

“Sorry, Nat,” says Babs, loud in my ear. “Him indoors. What were you saying?”

“Not much,” I reply grumpily. “I’d been expecting to hear from you, that’s all.”

“Give us a chance! We only got in last night!”

“I know,” I say hurriedly, “but—”

“Natalie,” begins Babs, “you’re worse than my mother. I was going to report back to you, the minute I woke up. The reason I rang Frannie last night was because she’d wanted to come round this afternoon, and frankly, I’m way too tired for that kind of excitement.”

I grin down the phone. “Oh, of course, Babs, I’m sorry. So…how was your honeymoon? Was it wonderful?”

“Mmm, yes, yes it was,” replies Babs, yawning again. “A-r-r-r-r! Thank you.”

I decide that as she seems to be in an unshakable trance, this isn’t the time to ask her how the sex was. I say instead, “Your wedding was gorgeous, Babs, really fantastic. Everyone had a lovely time.”

For the first time, there is real joy in her tone. “Oh, thank you! Did you think so? We thought so. It was wicked, Nat, I can’t tell you how brilliant it was! Mad but brilliant. We can’t wait to get the pictures back. It went so fast, though, but really, it’s true what they say, it was the best day of our lives!”

I giggle. I didn’t realize that marriage confers royalty alongside its tax benefits. “How do you know that when you haven’t yet had the rest of your life?” I say teasingly.

“You’re right,” says Babs. “I should say, second best. The best day will be when I give birth to our first child.”

With great self-command, I don’t faint. I whisper, “You’re not—are you pregnant?”

Babs giggles. “Not yet,” she replies. “We’re still practicing.” And then, “So you loved the wedding, then?”

“It was great,” I say warmly. “Wonderful. It was lovely to see Andy again. In f—”

“Arr! I know! I’m so happy he’s back! He was pleased to see you too, he said he couldn’t believe how much weight you’d lost—”

Bloody cheek. “So what’s he saying? That I was fat before?” I force a laugh. “But Babs, guess what, there was something I wanted to tell you about the wedding. You know the guy I was sitting next to?”

“Er, we had a hundred and fifty guests. Remind me.”

 
“Chris! Chris Pomeroy?”

“Oh yes. Chris. He’s an old mate of Si’s.”

“Well…” I take a deep breath and tell her about Chris. When, eight minutes later, I stop talking, there is no response.

“Babs?” I say. “You still there?”

“Oh, Nat,” she murmurs. “What about poor old Saul? He adores you.”

I don’t know what to say.

Finally Babs speaks.

“Look, doll,” she says. “Right now I’ve got a head like cotton wool. Let’s talk when I’m more awake. I’ll give you a shout later. You take care.”

I sit at my desk opening and shutting my mouth like a large wooden puppet and then I pull a small tear of paper out of my bag, smooth it defiantly in front of me, and dial the number scrawled on it. I replace the receiver just as Matt reappears.

“You look like a cat in a dairy,” he remarks. “I assume The Telegraph is champing at the bit?”

“No, sorry,” I say, “they didn’t call. I’ll give them a ring in a sec. But—I have a date. Tonight. With a drop-deader!”

“Naturally you don’t mean Saul,” says Matt. “Do tell.”

Matt, unlike Babs, is eager to encourage me on my way to sin. His mood is restored because our director of public affairs decided he adored the Telegraph idea—an exclusive pic of Julietta in Verona, for their Valentine’s Day issue—to trumpet our spring season performance of Romeo and Juliet.

Matt extends my lunch hour so that I can shop for a new me. And when I roll in disguised as a bag lady he volunteers to sort the retail wheat from the retail chaff. It’s a poor harvest. For instance: “Those boots are going back, you look like you’re standing in a pair of buckets. Oh lord, you’d fit both my aunts in that top. A skirt from Laura Ashley? How old are you, Natalia, forty-five?”

I wouldn’t mind but Matt is the worst-dressed gay man I’ve ever met in my life. (All his creative energy is spent on Paws.) He sighs, and clips the pampered one to his Gucci lead. Then he marches me to Whistles, and orders me into a clingy pink shirt. I feel like a large sea worm and try to sneak a baggy cardigan past him but he confiscates it. Like all my friends, Matt gets a kick out of spending my money, and within forty minutes has cajoled me into buying a tapering cream corduroy skirt, and a pair of tall brown snakeskin boots. It’s like being fitted for a first bra all over again except this time I’m paying for it. His last words are, “I trust you’re wearing decent knickers.”

 

When Chris shows up at 6:45 I am a new, if poorer, woman. And I’m ready to rock.
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I WON’T WATCH TV ALONE. WHEN BROOKSIDE IS ON I have to have someone else in the room, or I feel like a loser. There are exceptions, obviously. Buffy the Vampire Slayer is allowed. But not Roswell High, it tries too hard. Martial Law is borderline. Wheel of Fortune is so utterly sad that you might as well shun society altogether and live in a caravan with a chemical loo. I suppose I’m not very good at being alone. But the truth is, I felt alone long before Babs left the flat to get married: she was so busy practicing her new signature and obsessing about whether the bridesmaids should wear roses or ribbons in their hair, that the radio was better company. Not that I’m saying I’m lonely, but—

“Princess,” says Chris, interrupting. I stop talking so fast my mouth shuts with a clack.

“Sorry,” I slur, wobbling my glass at him. “One sniff of the barmaid’s apron and I start babbling.”

 
As I say this, I moan inwardly. One sniff of the barmaid’s apron! When I’m nervous I start talking like a granny in a BBC sitcom circa 1973. And Chris is so deeply darkly sexy that my intellect is melting. I am so square and he is so carelessly cool that the harder I try to match him, the more I blurt out ninety-degree blunders like “pertaining to.” I may be possessed by a demonic bureaucrat.

“Princess,” says Chris again. We are sitting in a cold sleek bar and he is stroking the inside of my wrist. “You’re like an icicle scared of melting.”

An icicle scared of her boyfriend walking past. I glance furtively at the huge pane of red glass that divides us from the street.

“You know what you remind me of?” he adds, leaning close. I shake my head.

Chris taps his ash onto the granite floor and declares, “An urban fox. You’re so…watchful. And wild at heart.”

I know this is a compliment, but as the only urban fox I’ve ever seen was an orange creature so obese from foraging through bins that it wheezed, it takes me a while to look pleased. I bend over the mean stub of a candle on our gray Formica table, light a cigarette, then say, “Oh, thank you…. Um, you never told me what you do.”

Chris swigs his White Russian. “I manage a band,” he says, gazing at me with sleepy brown eyes. He grins and adds, “I’m a servant to rock.”

As such a preposterous claim could only be made in jest, even by Ozzy Osbourne, I expel a puff of air through my nose in amusement and—it snuffs the candle! “Sorry,” I say, hastily re-lighting the candle with a match. “On nonfox days I moonlight as the Big Bad Wolf.”

Chris laughs, and I feel ridiculously gratified. I feel I could live on the sound of that laugh. I scrabble to think of something else to amuse him.

Silence.

 
I soon realize that Chris is blissfully unfettered by the normal constraints of polite conversation (the necessity to talk). So I say, “How do you know Simon?” Chris looks mystified so I add, “the groom.”

“Uh, Simon was one of those geezers who was, like, around. Can’t say I think he’s done the right thing. He’s an all right bloke, Simon, but he’s twenty-five, he’s still a kid. You’re big mates with his missus.”

I think this may be a question. “Yes. Babs. She’s lovely. It’s weird, her being married. I know it sounds awful, but I feel like I’ve been robbed. Did I tell you she’s a firefighter?”

Chris grins. “Do you reckon she carried him over the threshold, then?”

I giggle. “So what’s the name of your band?” I say in a rush of confidence. “Should I know them?”

“Blue Veined Fiend,” he replies proudly, like a new mother revealing the name of her firstborn. He rummages in his pocket and pulls out a crumpled flyer. “You will know them. They’re going to be massive. They’ve got the vibe.”

“They sound great,” I say, knowing that Tony would spit on them. (“You can always judge a band by its name. If they don’t have the inspiration to give themselves a good moniker, what else can they do?”) “Which label are they signed with?”

Chris replies, “I’m on the brink of a mega-deal.”

I glance at the flyer. The Fiends’ last gig was at the Red Eye, near the Caledonian Road. To put it kindly, this is the music industry’s equivalent of Off Broadway.

“That’s brilliant,” I say carefully. “Have they played anywhere else?”

“The Orange,” says Chris. (Off Broadway, turn left, over the roundabout…)

I don’t repeat what I know from Tony: an unsigned band should not continually play gigs uptown because “the A&Rses will only go and see them once.” (Tony is not a fan of A&R men, as he has to—and I paraphrase—“work their rubbish.”)

 
I say, “I’m sure the Prodigy will be their support band in no time.” Chris smiles, sunshine after rain. “I’ll play you their demo,” he says, his sandpaper voice dark with passion. “You’ll love it.”

I beam. Suddenly I feel more hip. (Last week, Saul and I queued with a frankly aggressive swarm of seniors to hear the BBC Concert Orchestra play Bach at the Hippodrome in Golders Green.)

“I like you, Chris,” I blurt. “You’re fun. It’s like”—I can feel the champagne bubbles popping in my head, deleting brain cells as they go—“it’s so nice to be sitting in this bar, you know, talking, and, I mean, look around, I bet, I bet not one of these people is mar—”

Chris stops me by pulling me to him and kissing me. He tastes illicit and delicious. Lip to lip, he murmurs, “A little less conversation, a little more action, please.” And the fact that I know that Elvis said it first doesn’t make it any less appealing. I am weak with desire. I stand up and let Chris take me home.

 

The radio harangues me awake at 7:45 A.M. and it takes me a second to realize why I feel like a slug on Demerol. I gingerly approach my conscience to see if I feel guilty and—quite rightly—it slaps me round the face. I bite my lip. What time did he leave? I wriggle under the duvet and dream of last night. Kissing in the taxi like rampant teenagers (though as a real teenager I was more dormant than rampant), tumbling into my baby blue flat, then realizing that beneath my retro skirt and saucy boots lurked a timeless contraceptive: knee-highs.

“Wait!” I screeched, peeling Chris off me, “I’ll be back, I’m just going to”—I racked my brain for a cute excuse—“the toilet.” I ran into the bathroom, and when I ran out eight minutes later (after a futile attempt to erase the sock marks), Chris seemed manic with excitement. I was wondering whether to explain that I hadn’t actually been on the toilet all this time, when he yanked me to him and ripped off my clingy pink shirt! A bold maneuver that would have been all well and good had we been Hollywood film stars, getting it on in our latest blockbuster, where all our designer items came courtesy of the wardrobe department. I was so horrified, I nearly protested. My new shirt, sacrificed for the sake of two seconds’ showing off! I’ll never be a rock chick, I thought, staring at the scatter of pink buttons on the carpet. The first time Saul kissed me, he asked respectfully, “May I have a kiss?” Chris didn’t ask. He kissed like a demon sucking out my soul. His stubble rubbed my chin but—as other body parts rubbed more pressingly—I didn’t care.

“You’re getting a cold,” I said, kissing his nose.

“And you’re getting hot,” he purred. “Come here and be corrupted.”

I shuffled toward him.

“Lie down,” he whispered, “I want to eat you.”

I blushed and couldn’t say it back. I tried not to think like a nanny (now, boys and girls, have you washed your privates?) and let him push me onto the kitchen table. At first I was as relaxed as a lobster in a pot. I kept slamming my knees shut and squeaking. It didn’t help that Saul rang at this point and left a message. (“Nat, the Royal Shakespeare are staging Coriolanus, I thought we might book tickets, the midrange seats are fairly reasonable.”)

Chris paused from his toil and muttered, “How do you stand the pace?” I covered my eyes and cursed Saul for tarring me with his midrange brush. Saul never goes down on me—I vetoed it and he’s too polite to protest. Chris wasn’t.

“Come on, darlin’,” he said in the creamy voice one might use to coax a small kitten down from a tree. “Just relax, it’s going to be beautiful.”

And, to my surprise, it was. I felt like a piano being played by a genius. What can I say? It’s like admitting to a criminal record or collecting stamps. The sordid truth is that I’ve tried to love sex, but we’ve never clicked. It’s always been a gauche tangle of arms and legs and “excuse me”s. Probably my fault for shaking off my virginity with a man who exclaimed, “You’ve got hairs on your bottom!” But then maybe I’d have been a disappointment even with a bum like an apricot. Babs couldn’t understand it. She bought me a vibrator and a filthy book entitled The Joy of Self-loving—Sex for One.

“You can’t wait for a bloke to make it happen,” she scolded. “You might as well hang round a convenience store waiting for the Messiah. You need to know how to make it happen yourself.”

But the harder I tried the worse I got, until my knickers froze if I overheard the word coffee. The one time I successfully thawed, the guy pinkly jiggled out of the room in a huff and bawled from the corridor, “It’s like trying to get blood from a stone!” After that I preferred to fake it. (I screamed and screamed and raked my nails down their backs.) And now, from nowhere: Chris Pomeroy, purveyor of the big bang. It was so unexpectedly glorious, my eyes watered.

“You didn’t look like a girl who was getting any,” Chris murmured later as we shared a cigarette. “You’re built for it, princess, you’ve been wasted.”

I scruffed up my hair so it hid my face but he smoothed it back.

Then he added, “I’m going to have to love you and leave you, Gorgeous Girl—things to see, people to do.”

I felt a flutter of panic, but he said he’d call me. Minutes later I was as deeply asleep as if I’d been hit on the head with a bin lid.

I grin at the clock—it’s 9:20 A.M. Guilt about Saul briefly squeezes my insides, but thick lust stifles it. I’ve never felt this sort of longing before. The sex is not enough, I want to infuse myself with Chris, wallow in Chris. And a small mean part of me feels triumph—you can’t do this anymore, Barbara, you’re stuck with the same man, the same thrills, but I am free—hang on a minute: 9:20?—shit! I ping out of bed, run to the wardrobe, and drag out clothes, I’ll be late for work, I am never late for work, never, I can’t be, I won’t, Chris Chris Chris what have you done to me, I race to the tube. Do I look different? I have a creepy suspicion that people are staring. I race from the tube, and hurl myself into the office at 10:15, panting like Paws after the trek from his food bowl to the sofa. It’s deserted.

There’s a message on my voice mail from Matt, saying he’ll be out all day in meetings, but the chief exec has okayed the Telegraph press trip to Verona (we’re paying), so “Thunderbirds are go.” I grin. Matt’s happy absence surely marks the rebirth of my reputation. I compose a treacly letter to the Italian State Tourist Board press office outlining our plan. I also spend an inordinate amount of company time dribbling and sighing over Chris. I am loath to use the phone for work purposes in case he calls.

I am dawdling between the words magnificent and majestic (schmoozing is a precision art) when the door creaks open and a pale child with black pigtails and a petulant mouth peeps around it.

“Melissandra,” I say, snapping to attention. “How are you?”

Mel glides in, her gossamer form muffled by leggings and tights, a thick jumper, and a mysterious wraparound item, possibly a skirt or shawl.

“I’m tho-tho,” she says, gazing at me through lowered lashes.

“Oh dear!” I say. “Why’s that, can I help?”

Mel frowns and replies, “Pothibly.”

I smile encouragement. Mel might look like Pippi Long-stocking, but she is twenty-nine years old. She is a good dancer but, allegedly, not as good as she thinks she is. Matt’s verdict on seeing her as Clara in The Nutcracker was “A bit glacial for me,” and the critics agreed. Melissandra Pritchard, they wrote, is technically perfect but parched of passion: the Gwyneth Paltrow of ballet. The company consensus is, she adds nothing of herself to a role (confirmed when a ballet mistress begged Mel to “interpret” the movement, and she snapped, “I’m a dancer, not a choreographer!”). But she is beautiful. She looks as fragile as spun glass.

 
“Would you like some water?” I say gently.

“No thanks,” lisps Mel prettily, bending low over my desk and lifting one leg up and up and up until it is vertical. “Did you hurt your face?” she adds.

“My faith?” I splutter. “Oh, my face”—please, I think, don’t hold back! The eye bags must be worse than I thought—“Um, no, I just didn’t have a chance do my makeup yet.”

Mel shoots me an odd look. She says, “I’ve got some cover-up stick.” I try not to show offense.

“It’s so sweet of you,” I reply. “But I’ll be fine. More important, tell me what I can do to help you.”

Mel extends a slender arm and tugs gently at her raised foot (which is currently hovering above her head). This impossible maneuver requires no effort at all. I gaze at her and wish I could do that. Unfortunately I am as pliant as a dry twig. I’ll go to the gym tonight.

“I am upset,” announces Mel, lowering her leg, and pulling anxiously at her red pigtail ribbon. “I respect Julietta, I think she’s a sweet dancer, I won’t have a word said against her…”

—I brace myself for the torrent of slander that always follows this phrase—

“…but it’s not fair that she hogs all the publicity, she’s always in the paper, every day there’s a massive picture of her showing off her nice swayback legs—which I must say are so hyperextended they’re practically deformed!—and I can’t see how she ever has time to rehearse—she seems to spend all her time talking to journalists! I’m a principal too, why can’t they interview me?”

Mel’s lower lip wobbles. I feel a rush of pity.

“Don’t be upset, Mel,” I urge, “I’ll sort something out for you,” I add rashly.

Mel claps her hands and—to my surprise—flings her arms around me. It’s like being hugged by a bag of nails.

“Do you promise?” she cries. “Thank you so, so much!” She pauses, then says, “I know! Why don’t we go for a coffee and talk about it? You could sit in on rehearsal on Friday, then we could go out. Out of the building! I don’t know anywhere around here but I’m sure you do! It would be fun, oh please say yes!”

I’m shallow enough to be flattered at the chance to chitchat with a star. I am also mesmerized by her eyes, so huge and blue and doleful, how could I refuse? I agree and watch her skip out. She sings Tori Amos’s “Cornflake Girl” all the way down the corridor.

I grin and realize my chin hurts. A spot. Great: my first orgasm and I get a rash. I force myself not to touch it or look—this place is made of mirrors and frankly I’m sick of the sight of myself. Then at 6:03, after a day of sullen silence, the phone rings. I grab it like a drowning man grabs at a twig.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Natalie, it’s Sally at reception.”

“Hello, Sally,” I reply, trying not to droop.

“I have a gentleman here to see you.” Her voice drops—“I guess he’s to blame for your intriguing appearance today”—and then at her normal pitch, “Shall I send him up?”

The comments on my lack of lipstick are starting to unnerve me. Maybe I suffer from inverted body dysmorphic disorder and am twice as ugly as I think I am. But lust conquers all and I cry, “Yes, yes, oh thank you, send him up now!” I feel ashamed of doubting him.

“My pleasure,” says Sally with a giggle. “He’ll be right with you.” I slam down the phone and start running in different directions—I fumble for my makeup bag but it is wedged at the bottom of my bag by that great big bully of a book, Stalingrad, lent to me by Saul (I keep meaning to start it). Finally I wrench Antony Beevor’s spiteful opus out of the way and tug out the makeup bag. I am poised to click open my powder case when I hear a gentle knock. I stuff it out of sight and rake my hands through my hair.

 
“Come in!” I croak.

My caller strides in, clutching a large bouquet of deep red roses, and my heart sinks.

He looks at me and the smile dies on his face.

“What,” says Saul in a voice I’ve never heard before, “is that on your chin?”
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IT’S POLITE IN MODERN SOCIETY NOT TO GROW A beard. (In the name of equality this applies to women too.) Beards are musty cornflake-ridden things and should only be grown in emergencies. Designer stubble in particular is hazardous and should be banned. If it were, my chin wouldn’t look as if it had been attacked by a cheese grater and Saul wouldn’t be staring silently ahead and driving his Lotus at a more geriatric pace than usual. I feel menaced. I slide low in my seat and twiddle with my hair. The last ten minutes have not been fun.

“What’s what on my chin?” I’d whispered, a slow curl of fear unfolding. My hand flew to conceal the offending spot. Except it wasn’t a spot. It was a red patch of crusting scab. An injury sustained by fierce and prolonged rubbing against an unshaven jaw. I had stubble trouble.

“There’s something I should tell you,” I said in a small voice. I waited for Saul to smash his fist into the wall like a normal well-adjusted male and scream, “You bitch! I’ll kill him!” but all he said was, “You forget that I’ve booked us a table for seven-thirty at the Oxo Tower Brasserie. We can discuss it there.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it and nodded. He held open the door for me and I cringed as I ducked under his arm. As we reached the car I realized he’d left the roses to die on my desk.

 
“How was work?” I shrill.

“Good,” replies Saul, and starts whistling softly under his breath. I think it’s Celine Dion’s “My Heart Will Go On.”

I squeeze my hands tight to prevent them shaking. The tension is hideous. I might pop like a balloon and splat his interior in shards of red rubber. Until recently I thought Saul was a pushover, about as scary as a Meg Ryan film. Now, I revise my opinion. He’s Dirty Harry with an abacus. I keep glancing at him sideways to check he hasn’t morphed.

“Can I turn on the radio?” I bleat.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” he says. I quickly withdraw my arm, which has already reached out to turn the dial. I realize that if ever I’ve wanted something, Saul has agreed to it. When he broke a dirty plate and I asked him to wash it before putting it in the bin because I couldn’t relax knowing it wasn’t clean in there, he scrubbed it with dishwashing liquid and said fondly, “We’re two of a kind!” He also bought me a new plate. He is kind and forgiving. I hope.

We ascend mutely in the silver lift and walk into the bar. It’s full of bright polished faces and I wish I were any one of them. I’d be the piano stool if it meant escaping the cool hell of Saul’s placidity.

“Would you like a drink?” I mumble to his left nostril.

“A lemonade, thank you,” he replies. He nods toward some empty chairs. “I’ll get the table.”

I watch him stride toward it. He looks thinner in that dark suit. I pay for a vodka and cranberry juice and dream of escaping to a parallel universe.

“There you go,” I croak.

“I’m all ears,” says Saul.

I chew on my hair and tell him. As I speak I realize that Chris isn’t going to call and that I’ve been tricked into risking a perfectly workable relationship. Did I really think that a man who says “A little less conversation, a little more action, please” without weeping in shame at what he’s become, will call when he says he will? I hunch in my chair to ease the ache. I need you, Chris, I need to touch you, why am I never the one, why is it always like this? I remind myself that it serves me right and that Saul is good enough to be getting on with. I brace myself to be shouted at. I dread his rage, but anything is better than this terrifying anticipation. When 7:30 comes, I want to beg the waitress to let us share a table.

The witch seats us in a remote spot. Saul could decapitate me with the bread knife and no one would be the wiser. In fact, he cuts me off midconfession to order seared tuna and chat with the waiter about whether the French or California Chardonnay will do it justice. It’s a dead fish, I think, and you’re about to eat it. Poseidon leaping from the gents and spearing you through the heart would do it justice. I peer at Saul’s unreadable face and wonder if I have speared him through the heart. It’s his own fault for being so soft. He always rang when he said he would. Where’s the sexual tension in that?

But no sign of spinelessness now. He’s aglow with foreboding. I am too bunged up with fear to eat. I light another cigarette.

“Carry on,” says Saul. I kill my cigarette in the ashtray. I feel like a pumpkin farmer earnestly explaining my alien abduction to Dana Scully. At one point Saul touches me lightly on the arm, indicating that I should stop yapping for a moment while he asks the waitress to bring more pepper! I feel cheated. Yes, I feel cheated! Why isn’t he jealous? Why isn’t he turning green and howling at the moon? Am I so throwaway he barely cares if I cheat on him? What would Simon do if Babs cheated on him? Murder them both and go to prison, I’ll bet—that’s how much he loves her! I study my plate.

“Is there something wrong with your grilled sole?” Saul asks, making me itch to throw it at him.

“No,” I reply, hating the waver in my voice. “But it has a face and I’ve just gone vegetarian.” And he laughs.

“What?” I whisper.

Saul lays down his knife and fork. “Natalie,” he says soothingly, “it’s not a problem.”

 
“What’s not a problem?” I blurt.

Saul’s smile hovers between regretful and concerned.

“Well,” he replies, regarding me over an invisible pair of half-moon spectacles, “it’s not as if this relationship was anything serious.”

“What do you mean?” I say faintly.

“I mean,” says Saul, refilling my wineglass with a generous splash, “that our relationship was always a bit of fun, but the fun has petered out, and our relationship is now patently over.”

The grotesque four-letter word over resonates between my ears like the twang of a monstrous elastic band. Over. How can it be over? How can Saul be saying it’s over? He adores me! And since when was our relationship “a bit of fun”? It wasn’t fun!

“But…but—” My voice is out of batteries.

“Natalie,” continues Saul in the same cheery tone, “we both know that things haven’t been right for a while. Be honest. You’ve devoted so much time in the last few months to helping Babs prepare for her wedding that I’ve hardly seen you. And when I do see you, she’s all we talk about. Don’t misunderstand me, I’m a big fan of hers, she’s a smashing girl. But this never-ending chat about her relationship, it’s made me realize there’s no us. However”—a consoling pat on the hand for the loser—“if you want, I’d be happy to remain friends.” I am so shocked that my eyes itch. He’s so indifferent that he’s happy to remain friends!

“Chin up,” he murmurs. “This Chris of yours sounds like a good chap.”

I could burst out crying but I’m damned if I’m doing it in the Oxo Tower Brasserie. My suddenly ex pours me a tall cool glass of water and suggests that if I’m feeling “under the weather” perhaps he should call me a taxi. I nod snufflingly, and mutter that I’m going to the ladies’ to wash my face. Saul pauses for an appropriate second, then adds, “Now, are you going to eat that sole, or can I have it?”

 
 

“Cheer up, love,” says the cabbie, “it might never ’appen.”

I smile my gratitude for this fabulous rare jewel of insight and think, It just did.

I can tell he’s dying to talk at me, so I dig out my mobile and ring Tony.

“Speak,” he says imperiously. There is a fuzz of blurry chat and shrill laughter.

“It’s Nat,” I holler. “Saul just dumped me!” I await his condolences.

“What champagne you got, darlin’?” he says.

“What!” I squeak.

“Aw, floozie,” says my brother. “Bowcock was never going to set the world alight. You’ll have forgotten him by tomorrow. You’ll be fine. You always are.”

I nod gratefully into the phone.

“I wouldn’t tell Mum, though—she’ll be gutted,” adds Tony. “Keep the change.”

I sigh. “Thanks,” I say, beeping off.

I flop in my seat, and the cabbie says, “Hard day? You finished work, ’av ya? Day over for ya?”

I reply, “Not quite,” and ask if he wouldn’t mind taking me to Holland Park. Then I ring the speaking clock and affect animated chat. When the driver swerves to a sulky halt outside the smart green door, I shove notes at him and leap out. As I press the buzzer it strikes me I haven’t even checked if she’s in. When she opens the door in an apron I’m so relieved, I burst into the tears I prepared earlier.

“Oh my god,” gasps Babs. “What happened to your chin? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, but it’s all gone wrong!” I wail. “Chris hasn’t rung and I’ve just been dumped by Saw-haw-haw-haaul!”

I plan to sink weeping into her arms, but she pats me briskly and sidesteps my trajectory.

 
“Sorry for not ringing first,” I sniff, stumbling. “I was in a state.”

Babs looks at me. “You’re all right,” she says. “My hus band—oh, ha ha, I can’t get used to saying that—is playing rugby. My brother’s here though. Come in. Mind the boxes.” My pleasure at Simon’s absence is canceled out by Andy’s presence. I pick my way past the Kilimanjaro of Selfridges merchandise clogging up the hallway and follow Babs into her steel and wood kitchen. Andy sees my mascara-streaked face and leaps from his chair.

“Shall I go in the other room?” he says. I cover my chin with my hand and will Babs to say yes at the instant she says, “No.”

I ignore Andy and sit down.

“You look like you’ve just joined the SEALs,” he says in a remarkably ill-conceived attempt to cheer me up.

“No she doesn’t,” says Babs immediately.

“No you don’t,” agrees Andy, as my smile turns to mush. “I meant that your, um, eye shadow has run. I’ll be in the other room, shall I?”

He exits the kitchen at a swift trot. I glare after him. Babs prods lovingly at a slab of raw meat in a pan and says, “Andy’s a bit on edge right now.”

“Really. How strange, after a year’s holiday. I didn’t think you ate red meat,” I say, unwilling for the conversation to be diverted.

“I do now. Although this is for Si,” explains Babs. “He’ll be back any minute.”

I marvel that you can know someone so well—think you can know someone so well—then be confounded by their choice of partner. They’re not who you thought they were after all. You’re not half as intimate as you so boldly presumed.

“Poor Andy. He’s staying with Mum and Dad. They’re driving him up the wall.”

“I thought he owned a flat in town,” I say impatiently.

“He rented it out while he was away,” she replies. “There’s still a few months left on the lease. He’s looking for a room to rent short-term, but London’s so pricey it isn’t true,” she adds.

I vaguely sense that Babs wants to communicate more than her words imply. I grope for a secret meaning but retreat empty-handed.

“Has he tried Streatham?” I say politely. By the look on her face, I have failed as a special agent. I feel hollow and awkward. I am the damsel in distress and I resent Andy’s trying to steal my conical hat with the floaty bit on top. He has short hair and it doesn’t suit him.

“Is he still upset about his fiancée?” I ask dutifully.

“He was a bit more than upset, Nat,” says Babs. “He and Sasha were together for three years.”

Yes, and my parents were together for sixteen years. Time for—as Matt would say—a two-faced moment. I heap my voice with hammy woe and sigh, “Poor Andy, it must have been so hard for him.”

Privately, I think it’s high time he relinquished his teen queen title. The big ballyhoo about Andy is that he was engaged to a girl who left him for another guy a month before their wedding. While this was certainly a great blow, he received lashings of sympathy and got to keep all the presents. Plus the minute she bailed, he quit his megabucks job as a broker, leased out his chrome-and-leather-stuffed penthouse in Pimlico, sold his Audi, and went on a twelve-month boo-hoo sunshine jaunt, working in beach bars, swimming with dolphins, no doubt beading his hair, and finding himself—what a martyr! The men I know find themselves by lolling on the sofa and sticking their hands down their trousers.

I can barely believe that the sympathy wagon still trundles on. If he were female, the world would be gleefully sorry for about a week, pompously urge him to get on with his suburban little life the next, all the while covertly fanning rumors that he was a shoddy cook and spent too much time furthering his career. If a woman bails she’s a hussy, while a bloke is practically encouraged to leg it. So Andy is treated like a big brave abandoned baby, whereas a jilted woman is tarnished, as if the man’s infidelity is her fault, no wonder he—

“So,” says Babs, handing me a cup of bionic tea, “Saul ditched you.” I’m unsure if her phrasing is compassionate, but decide not to question it.

“Babs,” I say, “you wouldn’t believe how nasty he was.”

“Would his nastiness have something to do with Chris, by any chance?” she replies.

I grit my teeth. “Possibly,” I say.

“Quelle surprise,” says Babs.

I stare at her. I feel like Julius Caesar with a knife in his back. Meanwhile, Babs is Brutus, watching me bleed to death with interest.

“Babs,” I squeak, “I have been binned by two men in one day!” I burble out the whole sorry tale (excluding the orgasm bit, as I don’t wish to detract from my grief). Babs’s mouth shrinks and shrinks until it becomes a chicken’s bottom. Then she says, “Awh, Nat, I’m sorry. But face it, Chris was a fantasy. Everyone flirts at weddings. You just took it a bit far. Si says Chris is notorious. When you’re driven by ambition or drugs—and Chris is driven by both—you are not reliable. You weren’t to know. You were tempted—we all get tempted, we wouldn’t be human otherwise. But you knew the risk. Bottom line, you cheated on Saul and he found out. What did you expect? I know we’ve had our laughs about Saul, but he’s not an idiot. Think how hurt he must be.”

Babs squeezes my arm and adds in a softer tone, “Come on, Nat. You know I adore you, and I hate to see you upset. But what do you expect me to say?”

I make a face and scan the room for a large purple hat, as she has obviously ordained herself archbishop without telling me. Even my mother in collaboration with the pope wouldn’t have the gall to come out with a sermon like that.

I blurt, “My life’s just fallen apart!”

Babs clunks her mug onto the table. “Your life hasn’t ‘just fallen,’ ” she says. “You dropped it.”

I want to speak but the words are gummed to the roof of my mouth. I stare at my bitter tea in its brittle new Wedgwood Jade thimble-size cup and wonder how to run away and retain dignity. To my amazement—I assumed she’d carve an A on my forehead and cast me out before I contaminated the marital home—Babs rises, bends, and hugs me. I clutch her.

“Give Saul time, Nat,” she murmurs. “He might come round.”

I nod and scream inside, “I don’t want him to come round! I want Chris! I don’t want you to be married either!”

What a brat. I tell myself not to be so silly and selfish. I am pleased for her. I’m just gutted for me. I smile at Babs and say, “You’re right. Thank you. And by the way, the new kitchen looks great. I, I like the way you’ve framed your seating plan.”

“Arr! Do you? You sweetheart.” Babs beams, and for a second she’s my old Babs again. Next thing I know, she’s trapped my shoulder in an iron squeeze, vanished and reappeared in the time it takes me to dab my eyes, and announced, “Andy’ll give you a lift home. You’re on his way.”

I don’t want to go home and I don’t want a lift from Andy. Yet here I am, rattling down Elgin Avenue in a tatty blue Vauxhall Astra, hoping no one sees me, and indulging Andy’s schoolgirl take on romance, which I’ll bet he purloined from an aged copy of Australian Cosmo. Here it is in all its glory:

“I reckon you should treat a new bloke like high-risk stock—you know, imagine your emotions are your savings. The best strategy is to invest 10 percent. Invest all your savings instantly and you’re stuffed!”

He’s been talking nonsense since Babs waved us off. I knew I was in for a long ride when he said, “So, Natalie. What do you do to relax?”

What a stupid question! “I go abroad for two weeks every summer,” I replied. (I wanted to add, “although Simon has recently pinched my hunting partner.”) Cue a lecture—if you can believe this—about yoga. Blimey. Being dumped by his fiancée really has hit him hard. And after nine minutes on the wonder of Sivananda yoga (apparently it’s not all about humming with your legs crossed), he suggested I find a relaxation technique—if not yoga, something “to take you out of yourself.” I’d barely grappled with this affront when he said, “I’ve got this picture in my head of you, Natalie, of when I last saw you. It must have been about four years ago. A load of us went go-carting with Babs, remember?—you were insane! You were going to be first round that track at all costs, and I can just see you, this blur in a white helmet and green overalls, screaming with laughter as you made the finishing line, and then running away from Babs, who was trying to spray you with diet Coke, you were a fast runner, and now, and now…you’re a different person. You seem so muted.”

So I reminded him that I’d just been involved in a multiple relationship pile-up and he had the gall to come out with the line about “high-risk stock”!

I look at his tanned face side-on and marvel at his short memory. So, St. Andrew, I want to say. You don’t remember. Babs’s fifteenth birthday party, kissing me numb in your parents’ linen cupboard (I’ve not looked at linen cupboards in the same way since), mumbling a stream of testosterone-fueled rubbish about me visiting you at college, you’d write, you’d phone, we’d go out, I’d stay over, I was so shy, but god I was gorgeous—I was fifteen, I believed you!—and so I waited and dreamed and planned my dress, and silence. I couldn’t tell Babs and I couldn’t tell Tony. Thanks, Andy, you lying git. That snog-and-go reverberated in my head for years. High-risk stock. I reply, “I think that’s so wise.”

Andy looks at me and laughs. “No you don’t,” he says—all green eyes and perfect skin. “What’s wrong, Natalie? You’ve been giving me the evil eye since the wedding.”
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