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 Chapter 1 
 
    Damn, if being sexy was a crime, you’d be guilty as charged. 
 
      
 
    I usually hate being in the London Underground – too many tourists and delays – but today I was riding the euphoric wave of successful shoe sale shopping. I wove through the pre-rush-hour crowd – imagining I was on Dancing with the Stars flashing my new Prada shoes, people stepping back to clear my path in awed wonder as I Prada-pasodobled past – headed towards the escalator. In my mind, my gorgeous swishy skirt twirled up, exposing my perfect strappy heels as some hunky hottie spun me towards my destination. 
 
    In reality, an itchy “someone’s watching me” instinct shivered up my spine, raising the hair on the back of my neck  
 
    I glanced up, scanning the escalator up to the exit, then checked to the side and caught a double take followed with a strange look from a middle-aged couple on the down escalator. I gave them an awkward half-smile as I stepped onto the up escalator. I didn’t recognise them, but maybe they were friends of my mother or something. They turned, keeping me in sight as our escalators took us past each other. The woman mouthed something at me and gave a sympathetic wince.  
 
    I touched my mouth and my nose with a tentative finger, just in case I had something icky on my face (it’s happened before), but my hand came back clean. I glanced down, checking I wasn’t doing a Janet Jackson, but nothing had popped out of anywhere it shouldn’t; even my jeans were zipped.  
 
    It was fine. 
 
    Everything was fine. 
 
    So why were they star – 
 
    “Oh. My. God!” A movement from the digital advertising screens lining the escalator caught my eye. The advert on screen rotated from acne treatment to… 
 
    I stumbled back onto the step below.  
 
    Was that…?  
 
    It was. 
 
    It was hideous. My skin went clammy and horror blackened the edges of my vision.  
 
    It was me. In the London Underground. On what looked like fifty digital advertising posters, lined up along the walls beside both the up and down escalators. 
 
    A poster-sized image of me taken almost six months ago when I was helping my mother spring-clean ahead of her sixtieth birthday party. My hair was scraped back, slick and greasy, in the way only dark brown hair that hasn’t been washed in a week can be, and partially covered by a scarf. My face was half turned from the camera, orange toned cover-up failing to hide a Kilimanjaro-sized spot just to the left of my shiny nose. My grandma’s pearl choker was wrapped around my throat; Mum had found it whilst we were cleaning and given it to me. A shapeless gold-coloured jumper swamped my body. I had no idea what had possessed her to take the photo of me. I looked like the virgin wallflower from a BBC adaptation of some Victorian book.  
 
    I backed down another step as the escalator moved past my picture… The digital image rotated to the next advert: a cream to treat vaginal itching.  
 
    I’m usually pretty emotionally stable, but this… It was a mistake, or a nightmare… Who? Who hated me enough to do this, and why? Shock and confusion had tears welling and my bottom lip trembling.  
 
    Stepping back, again and again, I tried to keep pace with the screen, waiting for it to rotate back to my image. Just to be sure I wasn’t in the midst of some sort of hallucination.  
 
    My image rotated back in. I stared. Struggling to take it all in.  
 
    Wait!  
 
    There. Just above my high-necked top was… writing. How had I missed the writing? Black italics, a few centimetres high: Date My Daughter.  
 
    This. Could. Not. Be. Happening. To. Me.  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    It couldn’t.  
 
    I peered closer. It did. In brackets, in a slightly larger font and italics, it begged (please).  
 
    Why would my mother do this? We aren’t a family that prank each other. It wasn’t April Fools’. It was… It was child abuse. 
 
    Someone pushed past from behind, sending me stumbling forward. The escalator kept taking me relentlessly up towards the exit. There were too many people behind me. I couldn’t get back to all the digital display units. There were so many of them. It was all so unexpected. I couldn’t take it in. My heart was hammering. My palms were sweating. I felt sick.  
 
    I gazed blindly at the array of digital posters ahead, each currently showing the same acne treatment advert, and then it rotated. Fifty images of me. In that picture. Staring back at me. Lining both sides of the escalators. In about thirty seconds I would rotate out, back to the vaginal itch cream. Only to reappear after The Phantom of the Opera and then acne treatment. On an endless nightmarish loop. 
 
    Something snapped (my sanity?). I couldn’t let her do this to me.  
 
    I wouldn’t! 
 
    I hit the emergency stop button on the escalator. The stairs juddered to a stop, people swore, someone screamed. It echoed. People tripped over each other, trying not to fall.  
 
    I launched myself across the escalator towards the nearest digital display unit.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got a visitor.” Two hours and forty-five minutes later, the surly cop’s voice cut through the sea of confusion and misery that filled my thoughts. The metal clang of the lock echoed as he pushed my cell door open. “Maybe he can get you to apologise and go home,” he added. 
 
    I stared at the doorway. I wasn’t expecting anyone. I hadn’t made use of my one phone call, too consumed with humiliation and unable to think of who to call: my mother caused this predicament; my friends were the type to find it funny and tweet or snapchat the shit out of it; and I couldn’t afford to lose my job by letting a colleague know I’d been arrested for disturbing the peace and trying to vandalise (turn off) the digital posters in Pimlico Underground Station. So, I was hiding in my cell, even though the police said I could leave as soon as I accepted my warning.  
 
    “What kind of mess have you gotten yourself into now, KT?”  
 
    My heart sank. I recognised the voice, the hybrid English-American accent. It was Mark. My childhood nemesis. But the tall, solid, hot man standing in the doorway to my cell bore only a faint resemblance to the geeky boy I remembered.  
 
    I blinked rapidly, feeling like I’d fallen down the rabbit hole, Alice in Wonderland style. Hearing his voice when I was trapped in an enclosed space triggered a flashback to childhood trauma, and I shivered, remembering when he’d locked me in the tiny, cold downstairs bathroom at his parents’ house. Only to miraculously “find” me four hours later when I’d cried myself hoarse and our parents were about to launch search parties and call the police.  
 
    I honestly thought my day, my life, couldn’t get worse. I’d been pimped out by my mother, hideous digital posters of me (some now pixilated) blighted the London Underground system, and I’d been arrested. My throat ached from crying and my head hurt from dehydration, from the crying. Then he came. 
 
    I didn’t deserve this. The embarrassment of being publicly outed as desperate and dateless was bad enough, the arrest mortifying, but Mark turning up to collect me from jail… What was worse than mortifying…? I drew a mental blank… It was beyond mortifying.  
 
    He propped his shoulder against my cell door and settled in, six foot, three inches of stunning, well-built, brown-haired, blue-eyed masculine condescension. I didn’t need a mirror, or flashbacks to the Underground posters, to know I was not in his league looks-wise, not even on my best day.  
 
    This was not my best day.  
 
    The transport police had brought a swift end to my emotional breakdown and stuffed me into this cell nearly three hours ago. I’d panicked and cried. My hair hung in muddy brown ribbons around my pale face, blotched with tears and stress. I just didn’t have the energy left for this, for him. “What are you doing here?” I whisper-wailed, still hoarse from crying. 
 
    “I think that’s my line, not yours.” He glared at me. At least, I thought he did. I couldn’t tell for sure because I’d sunk back down onto my cot and turned my back on him. I needed to be at full strength, well rested, freshly made up and power-dressed to deal with Mark. He heaved a sigh. “I’m here for you, KT. Someone has to bail you out.” 
 
    My head thumped back against the wall. I winced. “How can one person be this unlucky?” 
 
    “And here I was thinking how lucky I am to get off a sixteen-hour flight just in time to be with your mother when her neighbour called to say they saw you being arrested.” 
 
    Oh, no. Oh, hell no. Tears choked my throat and pushed against my eyelids. Kill. Me. Please. I kept my eyes closed, trying to block out the patronising eyebrow raise I knew accompanied his words, and prayed for heavenly intervention. It had been the same when we were kids. You’d have thought a six-year age difference was the be all and end all. “Just leave me here to die.”  
 
    “Your mother suggested the same thing, but as I told her, I don’t think it’s possible to die of embarrassment.” Mark was my mum’s best friend’s son. He’d hung around like a bad smell when we were kids – right up until his mother ran off to California with my father, taking him with them and abandoning eight-year-old me with my emotionally and mentally devastated mother. There followed a three-year dark period in my life where I had to grow up fast and take care of my mother and myself, before my father ran off with someone else’s wife and my mother and Mark’s mother reunited. At this point I rebounded and became the archetypal wild child. At least by then Mark had gone to university in the U.S., so I rarely had to see him.  
 
    He sighed. “I thought you might have grown out of acting impulsively, KT. But I’ve got to hand it to you, you’ve excelled this time – it’s your first arrest, isn’t it?”  
 
    My whole body tensed as I struggled not to prove him right by acting impulsively and slapping the smug smile off his face in the middle of a police station. He knew I hated that nickname. He’d thought he was so clever making a play on my initials, Kate Turner, when we were kids, and I’d refused to answer to the name Katie (I wasn’t being picky. It’s not my name). “Go away,” I snapped. 
 
    “Fine.” He shrugged. “If you want to stay here, I’ll go back and tell Muriel.” He turned to leave, pausing to deliver his departing shot Columbo style. I hate Columbo. “Of course, then I’ll have to drive her back here to bail you out. But I’m sure Muriel will understand why you’d rather have your mother with you at a time like this… offering the kind of support only your mother can.” The sarcastic bastard. He knew it wouldn’t be support my mother offered after having to collect her only child from a police station. 
 
    “No!” God no. “I guess you’re here now.” Plus, I’d just finished series two of Orange Is the New Black, and The Shawshank Redemption is one of my all-time favourite movies. And I’d rather rot in prison, sharing a shower with a butch lesbian and befriending a little bird for company, than have my mother come and pick me up from the police station. The shame would drive her into the emotional breakdown to end all emotional breakdowns: tears, tantrums, wailing… It wouldn’t be support she offered, not after a call from the neighbours telling her I’d been arrested and her first ever trip to a police station. I had to go into a police station, like a common criminal, Kate! To pick up my daughter! The shame! 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I stood in my mother’s living room, listening to her rant and rail as if she had been the one publicly humiliated, and tried to keep my already worn patience in check. Mark leant against the wall beside me, hovering like a dark cloud, totally failing to pick up on (or ignoring) my get lost vibe. 
 
    “I never thought I’d live to see the day when my daughter would go to jail. And when next door called…” My mother’s blue eyes fluttered closed. Her stylish blond bob framed her face, drawing attention to her pursed lips. She sat straight-backed in her chair, her pleasantly curved body covered in stylish cream slacks and a pale blue sweater set. She gasped and clutched her chest. It sounds cliched, but she does it for impact. 
 
    Years of experience had me ignoring the melodrama, even with my heart pounding a combination of an ingrained need to protect my emotionally fragile mother and temper (this was all her fault) that I couldn’t quite quash. “Why would you do this to me?” I was honestly bewildered.  
 
    “You say that like I committed a crime.” My mother’s voice became shrill, a precursor to tears. “I’m not the one who broke the law. All I’m guilty of is loving my daughter and wanting her to meet a nice man and get married, maybe have a few children.” She shook her head. I wasn’t clear whether this was her mourning the loss of her prospective grandchildren or the fact that she’d raised a “criminal” for a daughter “You’re not getting any younger, you know?”  
 
    That was a low blow.  
 
    “Nearly five million passengers a day use the London Underground,” she continued. “Even if only half are male, think about how many potential husbands that could be.” 
 
    “Mum! I just don’t get it.” What? Wait. Hang on a second, how many people would see the picture? Five million…? Oh God. I reached out a hand, grabbing the back of the sofa to steady myself as dizzy blackness swamped me. Mum continued talking, but I couldn’t hear for the ringing in my ears. All those men, and now they’d see the digital posters… That picture. I’d never get a sane date again. I’d never get a date at all. I wailed. “You have hundreds of pictures of me, thousands. Nice ones. Why did you have to use that one?” 
 
    She paused, head tipping in confusion, then frowned. “I like that picture. You look nice.” There it was: definitive proof that a mother’s love is blind. “Besides, I lost my phone and it was the only recent picture I had of you in digital format. Plus, the man at the advertising agency cut me a deal, half price, but it was a one-day-only deal and just for Pimlico Station, so I had to send him everything straight away.” 
 
    Now we’d gotten to the heart of the matter: a discount. “Great, so you humiliated me on the cheap. I’m not even worth full-price humiliation.” Seriously, between my mother and my father, it was a wonder I had any self-esteem at all. Clearly my dignity was not priceless. “I look like… like… Ah.” My mind blanked. I couldn’t think of anything hideous enough for comparison. 
 
    “You always wanted to be a model when you were a little girl, KT. Just think of the millions of people who’ll see your picture every day. One of them could be a talent scout.” Mark pushed forward from his position propped against the living room wall, crowding my space even further. His face was suspiciously blank. He may not be a geek anymore, but the left corner of his lip still twitched when he was silently laughing at me. Like right now.  
 
    I turned on him. “Keep out of it. This is none of your business.” The last thing I needed was him hanging around and gathering more ammunition for future humiliations. “In fact, why are you still here? Go away.”  
 
    “Kate Turner! Don’t be rude. If it wasn’t for Mark, I don’t know what I would have done. And you!” Mum’s voice rose shrilly, heralding emotional meltdown. “You would still be in prison.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for the adverts, I wouldn’t have gotten arrested in the first place,” I replied. 
 
    “I was trying to help. You seem incapable of getting a date for yourself.”  
 
    Ouch! I flinched, the verbal hit penetrating the fragile shell of shock icing my emotions. If I had an emotionally stable mother, this was the point I would have walked out. But I’d learnt the hard way that leaving my mum to her own devices when she was this close to the edge only led to disaster, which I then had to clean up.  
 
    Taking a calming breath, I tried to bring this hell to an end. “Perhaps I like being single.” Okay, it was weak, but screaming at her to back off and sort out her own life before she started on mine would not end well, and there was little I wanted more than this day to end. Right. Now.  
 
    “No one likes being single,” Mum scoffed. 
 
    “Not all women have to be in a relationship to feel happy and fulfilled, Mum.” So, maybe deep, deep down I had the same happy-ever-after dream for myself as my mother; I wasn’t going to admit it and fuel the fire. 
 
    She snorted dismissively. “I don’t want you left on the shelf.”  
 
    “I’m only twenty-nine. I’ve got lots of time.”  
 
    “That’s what your cousin said when she was twenty-nine, and look at her now. She’s thirty-six and the only person who’s asked her out this millennium is the transvestite who works in Co-op.” Mums voice was rising as she spoke. Mark had edged closer to me and was lapping up every word. “And that’s only because he wants to share her clothes.” 
 
    True. 
 
    Silence stretched as I imagined the future as laid out by my mother: me, left on the shelf, whilst my fertility clock wound down, then desperately scraping the bottom of the barrel for a stray transvestite who might be willing to date me for a crack at my sale-price Prada sandals.  
 
    “KT.” Mark’s voice rumbled from beside me. I cast a death glare in his direction, and his hand halted in mid-air, reaching towards me. A tear slipped down my cheek, snapping me from the waking nightmare. I twisted, putting my back to him and swiping at the betraying tear as I struggled for words.  
 
    I just wanted to escape downstairs to the safety and comfort of my basement flat and comfort-eat away the horror of my mother begging strangers to date me in hideous desperate and dateless posters, which even now would be rotating in Pimlico Station, the shame of having to apologise and promise to be a good girl, whilst accepting a caution for disturbing the peace from the police, followed by the mortifying realisation that Mark had front-row seats to my pathetic life. 
 
    “If you’d gone on a couple of dates in the past year and a half, I wouldn’t have had to resort to this. You have to go out, to meet people and kiss a few frogs if you are ever going to meet your Prince Charming.” Mum shifted on her throne, hurt lacing her tone. “I thought you’d be pleased.” 
 
    “Pleased? Pleased?” I gasped. My legs gave out and I sagged down onto the arm of the sofa. “To have a photo that makes me look like a fatter, uglier version of the Girl with a Pearl Earring plastered across half the Underground stations in London? Pleased to be arrested for trying to remove hideous pictures of myself from public view?” 
 
    “It’s only one Underground station, and there’s nothing wrong with that picture.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Muriel there, KT,” Mark said. “You look cute and fresh-faced in that picture.” 
 
    “Wholesome,” Mum added, smiling at Mark. “Besides, you’re not wearing earrings. If anything, you’d be the Girl with a Pearl Necklace.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mark,” I snarled, turning at his burst of laughter. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Mum looked from me to Mark and back again, clearly confused, her platinum bob swinging with her movement. 
 
    “Nothing, Mum. Not a thing.” 
 
    “Then why’s he laughing?”  
 
    “Why don’t you explain to my mother what you find so amusing about my wearing a pearl necklace?” I dared him. I should’ve known better. 
 
    “It’s a euphemism, Muriel,” Mark said. 
 
    “Pearl necklace?” Mum’s forehead furrowed. “A euphemism for what?” 
 
    “A man ejaculating on a woman–” 
 
    Comprehension dawned. “Oh, Kate’s father did that on–” 
 
    “Stop it! Stop it.” I’m a visual person, and the image accompanying Mum’s words was going to scar me mentally for life. 
 
    “I’m just saying–” 
 
    “Don’t.” I would agree to almost anything to end this conversation. Mark, the bastard, was laughing so hard that he had to sit down, practically on my lap. 
 
    Mum sat back shaking her head. “Such a prude. It’s no wonder she can’t get a date.” 
 
    “Oh God.” This wasn’t something I could ignore and it would go away. It wasn’t going to be one of my mum’s passing fancies. She was fixated on this.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re worrying about.” Mum shrugged. “If the picture is as awful as you say, maybe no one will call and ask you out.” It just kept getting worse and worse. Stephen King couldn’t make this shit up.  
 
    “The only way to get her to stop is to go on a date,” Mark said in an undertone.  
 
    “Why are you still here?” I snapped. 
 
    “I didn’t want to miss all the fun.” His lips twitched, laughter lines fanning out around his eyes. 
 
    I gave him the death glare I learnt from my time in jail (and my addiction to watching Orange Is the New Black). He shrugged, turning back to my mother. “Have you thought about the internet?” 
 
    What? “No!” My elbow landed solidly in his stomach – it was like hitting a brick wall, a surprisingly warm and firm wall, and the shock radiated up to my shoulder. I bit back a whimper as he grunted in pain. “No. Don’t give me that look, Mum.” 
 
    “Everyone uses the internet these days,” she said. 
 
    “Not you.” Please, God, not her. “You can’t even access your email without help.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’ve been talking to Sarah Fricker’s boy – he’s designing a website now, just like the digital posters. I got the idea from an article I read in a magazine, about a girl who sold her virginity on the internet to raise money for her university fees.” I shuddered at my mum’s idea of interesting reading material. “She got loads of offers from all over the world.” She beamed with satisfaction. 
 
    All over the world echoed in my mind. This horror could go global. There would be no place I could hide. I struggled to focus, to think of the right thing to say to make this nightmare end, but all that came out of my mouth was “I’m not a virgin.” I started to rise from my seat – I couldn’t take any more of this, and no way was I going to sit in front of Mark talking about my lack of virginity. “But I am done with this conversation.” 
 
    “I was only trying to help,” Mum said, lips trembling, tears welling. My heart clenched. I feared her breakdown. 
 
    “You stay here, KT,” Mark said. “I’ll pop through to the kitchen and get you both a nice cup of tea.” 
 
    “Th-thank you, Mark,” Mum hic-sob-spoke. 
 
    I reluctantly sank back down to my chair, flinching with shock as he squeezed my shoulder bracingly on his way out.  
 
    “It was that horrid, spotty boy when you were sixteen.”  
 
    The tears had vanished and my mother picked up the conversation like it hadn’t been disrupted. Why couldn’t she be one of those uninvolved mothers who spent their lives at bingo or on cruises? 
 
    “Fuck!” I raked my fingers through my snarled hair. 
 
    “Don’t swear in front of me, Kate Turner! It’s bad enough that you have a criminal record now. I won’t have you speak to me like…” I closed my eyes and prayed that when I opened them I would discover this was all some sort of shitty practical joke. “Like that,” Mum continued, still hung up on the swearword. 
 
    It didn’t look like my prayers would be answered. This nightmare was my real life. I exhaled a long, slow breath, searching for calm. “I don’t have a criminal record. I only got a verbal warning. And I wouldn’t even have that if it hadn’t been for you trying to pimp me out.” 
 
    “Only? Only?” Mum’s voice rose, edging towards hysteria, and she clutched at her chest again. “I don’t know what I’d have done if Mark hadn’t been here when I heard about your arrest. I’ve tried my best to raise you all by myself, and now you’re in trouble with the police and swearing at me.” Her voice wobbled. Her emotional swings were exhausting, but her heart was in the right place. Yes, she was controlling, but she was also fragile and scared I’d just disappear, leaving her alone. She’d never recovered from her breakdown after the double betrayal of abandonment by her husband and best friend. 
 
    In keeping with the shitty way my life was going today, she lurched back to the loss of my virginity just as Mark returned with a couple of steaming cups, handing one to my mother before crossing back to hand the other to me and sink down onto the sofa, far too close to me. The sofa tipped, tilting me into his warm, hard side, his thigh pressed against the side of mine. I wriggled, trying and failing to put space between us.  
 
    “I wish you could’ve seen him, Mark,” Mum said. 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t a story to share, Muriel.” He no longer looked quite so amused, which made two of us.  
 
    “Nonsense. You’re practically family,” Mum responded. “His name was Donald, or Ronald. No, that’s not right… It was George, or Geoffrey…?”  
 
    If I had the good fortune to die in the next five minutes, I’d be sainted: Saint Kate, Patron of Put-Upon Daughters.  
 
    “Graham. That’s it! Graham. An ugly, scrawny boy with lank, greasy hair and awful skin; spots on his spots. Graham. He was one of those kids that looked like he should end up making a million on dotcoms, big hair, buck teeth, and glasses, and that nose, a massive, great hook of a thing. I never could understand what she saw in him. He didn’t even live up to the geeky looks. The last I heard, he was working a cash register at Super Save.” 
 
    “He works at Sainsbury’s!” My teeth were gritted so tightly that they were going to get impacted. 
 
    “It’s all minimum wage and scanning people’s vegetables.” 
 
    “He’s a manager.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say.” 
 
    Mark had clearly had enough of hearing about my teenage boyfriend. “You know, Muriel, the internet is a great idea, but have you thought about video, instead of the still picture? I always think that moving images show everything to its best advantage.”  
 
    I glared at him, horrified. What had I ever done to him? We’d never really gotten along when we were kids; I was shy, he was an older geek, and then he was studious and I started to act out, but there was no justification for this level of cruelty. I struggled to draw a breath into my constricted chest. Mark continued talking like he hadn’t just made things exponentially worse. “Or there’s YouTube–” 
 
    “Shut up, you bastard!” The words exploded out of me in a venomous hiss.  
 
    “Kate!” Mum snapped. “Mark’s my guest and he’s only trying to help you.” I glared at the traitorous bastard. DNA aside, he’d always been my mother’s favourite child. “I did think about it.” My mother leant forward, patting his denim-covered knee companionably. “But it’s very expensive.” 
 
    “I don’t mind helping out. What’s a little money, after all – as close as you and my mother are, we’re practically family.” He smiled, dimples flashing, blue eyes shining. He was a baseball bat to the face shy of perfect; his previously blade-straight nose was off centre and a little lumpy. Every time I saw him, he gave me reason to draw comfort from the fact I’d been the one wielding the baseball bat. I’d been eight years old; he’d been fourteen. The last summer before everything turned to shit. It was an accident he brought on himself by insisting he knew better than I did.  
 
    Nothing had changed. 
 
    “It’s for a good cause. It might even be tax deductible under charity,” he added. If I had that bat now, we’d see who was smiling. 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that…” Mum beamed at him. 
 
    “This is child abuse,” I said. 
 
    “Such a drama queen still.” He smiled softly, his arm snaking around me to give me a squeeze. I glared and shrugged him off. “I’m happy to edit together a few home videos, Muriel. Something that will show what our lovely KT’s really like.”  
 
    “Hmm.” Mum considered his comments whilst I… I sat gaping at the pair of them like a fool.  
 
    Why was this happening to me? This morning I’d had nothing more important than the hunt for the perfect pair of shoes on my mind. Now my life was in tatters. I wanted to run away and hide. I was past staying to avoid my mother’s emotional meltdown – the only thing keeping me in the room now was self-preservation. Mum had already shown she was willing to publicly pimp me out, and Mark had the know-how and malicious intent to take this shit global. The only way to minimise the destruction of my pride, reputation, and future dating potential was to stick it out and fight my corner. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “my mother has that film of us all in Lanzarote when you were about fourteen, KT. Wasn’t that your first bikini? A tiny black number with a cute little ruffle thing on the front of the top? You know, the one with growing room?” So, I was a late developer. Now I have the opposite problem: it’s next to impossible to keep everything contained. 
 
    “Wasn’t that the holiday just after your first real girlfriend dumped you for your rich, super-hot roommate?” I countered. 
 
    He scowled. “You know, maybe if you made a bit of an effort, took advantage of this wonderful opportunity, and went on a couple of dates, Muriel would hold off on the moving adverts or the webpage, just until we see how things pan out.” 
 
    “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I said. 
 
    He laughed. “More than I can say.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll go on a couple of dates, so long as you promise not to put any more advertising up.” I gave in gracelessly. Not that I had any intention of following through.  
 
    Given the horrendous picture on the poster, I shuddered to imagine the kind of weirdos who’d be calling the message service my mum had had set up. Why couldn’t she have used a nice picture? Yes, it would still be humiliating, but at least there would be the potential for me to get a decent date out of it. That said, by agreeing, I could distract her for long enough that she’d forget about videos and websites. I’d have to leave London, but my embarrassment would be contained to one location. It wouldn’t be global.  
 
    “Excellent,” Mark said. “It sounds like we’ve reached the beginning of an agreement here, ladies.” 
 
    “What about–” 
 
    “No.” I cut Mum off, not caring what she was going to say. I’d reached my absolute limit. 
 
    “Okay then, so long as you have a boyfriend–” 
 
    Hang on a second. “Or am dating!” Was I actually bargaining for control over my own sex life? Yes. Yes, I was. “I might not find a boyfriend overnight.” 
 
    “Hmm, I know you think you’re going to trick me…” She knew me too well. “I’ll hold off on the other adverts for a month–” 
 
    “Three.” In three months, I could get one of my friends to stand in as a boyfriend to put her off the scent, hand in my notice at work, organise a work travel visa for Australia, and emigrate without leaving a forwarding address. 
 
    “Two months.” Mark stepped in to control the negotiations. He smiled from his seat beside me, relaxed and in charge, denim-clad legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. Jerk! “So long as KT’s putting some real effort into dating, or has a lasting boyfriend within the next two months – no getting a friend to pretend.”  
 
    “Oh! I didn’t think of that.” Mum beamed at the traitorous bastard.  
 
    He smiled back, leaning forward to pat her knee affectionately. Creep. “That’s because you’re not as devious as your daughter.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten about the digital posters?” I asked. “The pair of you are practically prostituting me, and you say I’m devious.” 
 
    “Stop exaggerating, Kate,” Mum said. 
 
    “The point is, if you fake this dating thing, or fail to take it seriously, Muriel can try online videos.” He waited for Mum’s nod of agreement. “So, it’ll benefit everyone if you put some real effort into finding a boyfriend.” 
 
    Shit. This was it. I was out of options. “Fine, but if I get raped and murdered, I know who to blame.”  
 
    “Kate!” my mum snapped, chastising me like I was a thirteen-year-old. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Mark stepped in quickly, before I could say something for her to really chastise me over. “Now I’ve moved back to London for good, I’m more than happy to tag along on her dates to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “No!” I shrieked. 
 
    “Really. It’s no trouble. After all, neither Muriel nor I could sleep a wink knowing you might be getting raped and murdered.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I may not be the best-looking person here, but I’m the only one talking to you. 
 
      
 
    “Mark, go away. I’m not in the mood for company.” I was lying on the sofa in my basement flat, underneath my mother’s house, trying to work up the energy to get up and crawl into bed. If I buried myself deep enough under the duvet, maybe I wouldn’t be found for a couple of months. By then, hopefully, this portion of my life would prove to be some horrible hallucination and in my real life I’d be a lottery winner. 
 
    “It’s good that I’m not here to keep you company, then,” he responded. 
 
    Sighing, I leant back against the sofa, looped a strand of hair behind my ear, and watched him cautiously. I’d come down to my flat to get away from him and my mother. Being pimped out then getting arrested was draining. “Fine, if it’ll make you go away quicker, I’ll ask. Why are you here?”  
 
    “I decided it was time spend some quality time with my favourite girl.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you upstairs bothering my mother, then?” 
 
    He ignored my taunt, and his eyes darkened to an impenetrable navy, searching my face for a long, silent stretch. If it wasn’t Mark, I’d have thought he was looking at my mouth with kissing intent, but no, it was Mark. “What makes you think I’m talking about your mother?” 
 
    Who else? “Go away. I’m too tired and pissed off for another one of your games.” 
 
    “There’s no game playing involved. Your mother asked me to do some maintenance, a little DIY.” He dangled Mum’s key to my flat from his index finger. That explained how he got in uninvited. Mum owned the whole building, including my flat. She’d given me the basement a few years ago, and I was slowly converting it into a self-contained flat. Once it was complete, she’d sign it over to me. There was no way someone my age, single, who loved designer shoes and worked in the public sector (even though I’m an accountant) would be able to live in zone one, the centre of London, in a two-bed flat otherwise.  
 
    “She says you’re renovating and we’ve already established that you don’t have a man around to give you a hand,” he continued. “So, here I am: handyman extraordinaire.” 
 
    I blinked slowly, trying to comprehend. “I thought you were a bank teller or cashier or something?” 
 
    “I was a banker.” 
 
    “With a W.” As in a wanker. It was childish, but I was still sulking over him helping Mum blackmail me. It would never have gone so far if he hadn’t stuck his nose in.  
 
    “You never could spell.”  
 
    “I don’t need to be able to spell to know that you’re an arse.” Perhaps the shock had thrown me into a permanent mental regression. I was certainly acting like a fourteen-year-old. 
 
    “I love the way you say ‘ass’.” 
 
    “It’s arse, Mark. I called you an arse. An ass is a donkey. An arse is something that’s full of shi–” 
 
    “I don’t need to hear the rest of that.” He took a step closer to the couch. I shrank back against the cushions, as he bent over, bracing one hand on the back of the couch, the other on the green suede sofa arm, caging me in.  
 
    “Yeah, well I think you–”  
 
    “Hush.” His firm lips swooped down on mine, cutting off my retort and stalling all rational thought. Then it was over. Almost as soon as I realised what he was doing, he was halfway across the room, watching me with that damn raised eyebrow, daring me to comment. 
 
    I stared at him, heart pounding, eyes wide with shock. What was that? I licked my lips, tasting hot male. Holy hell, had Mark just kissed me? No, it must be something else… some sort of seizure, or PTSD from my time in prison.  
 
    Why would he kiss me?  
 
    And how come I felt so warm and shivery and good? 
 
    He’d grown into his hands and feet over the last fifteen years and was no longer a skinny geek. Now, he was six feet plus of dark-haired, blue-eyed sex appeal, even with the wonky nose and warped personality. I’m, well, ordinary on the best of days (and the best days are few and far between), but he had the kind of looks that attract supermodels.  
 
    No, he was just messing with my mind, like he always did. “Keep your mouth to yourself. Just because Mum is pimping me out like I’m some sort of desperate loser doesn’t mean I’m ready to scrape the bottom of the dating barrel and fall for your fake charms,” I snapped, suddenly motivated to haul myself off the couch and stomp off to bed. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here and why the fuck are you practically naked?” I glanced at Mark across my kitchen counter, tired and still stressed from my hellish day yesterday. My eyes locked on his massive, muscled, near-naked form. “Get out.”  
 
    “Last night you were kissing me and this morning you’re kicking me out like it was nothing. That’s not very nice, KT.” 
 
    “I didn’t k-kiss you!” Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I ducked my face so he wouldn’t see and fussed around in the kitchen. His pathetic – when you thought about it – thirty-second, no-tongue kiss had kept me up half the night, wondering what if… “You kissed me.” 
 
    He strolled forward like he owned the place and wasn’t nearly naked… as in nude, bare, starkers, exposed. “You can even things up by kissing me any time you want, honey.” 
 
    “Eeeak.” He was standing only a few feet away from me, in my open plan living-room-cum-kitchen, water dripping from his dark hair. He’d used my shower? “Stop dripping on my floor and p-put some” – I waved a hand ineffectually – “some clothes on and then get out.” I was back to speaking through clenched teeth. If this continued, I’d need veneers by the time I was thirty.  
 
    “I thought we had this conversation last night.” He flashed one of his deadly, charming smiles. I refused to melt. “Your mum’s hired me as your handyman.”  
 
    My eyes followed, as he ran a hand over his pecs, then down past his belly button, giving his stomach a little scratch.  
 
    “Wha…?” I choked, coughing and spluttering back to reality as he snapped the fingers of his other hand under my nose.  
 
    Bugger it. He’d just caught me staring at him like I was starving and he was the last supper, but that body… on a man other than Mark… devastating. 
 
    He was smirking.  
 
    He deserved to be smug. He must work out for hours every day to have gone from skinny geek to tanned, muscled hottie. The corner of his mouth twitched, tilting upwards. “You know handymen – we live on site because the wages are so low, in this case non-existent.” 
 
    “What?” I’d heard him tell Mum he’d moved back to London, but he was moving in here? Into my flat? Through the open bathroom door, I could see he’d shoved all my stuff to one end of the vanity shelf to make way for his shaving kit. A wadded-up towel was dumped in the middle of my puddle-strewn bathroom floor. First, he helped my mother pimp me out, then he fake-kissed me, and now he was invading my personal space. It was too early on a weekend morning and with an empty stomach for me to even begin trying to understand what he was doing. “No way!” 
 
    He shrugged. “When I spoke to her on the phone before I moved back to London, Muriel offered to let me stay with her. So, I didn’t bother getting an apartment. Last night she was a bit… upset after your comment about getting raped and murdered as a result of the advertisements she put up. She said she’d never be able to sleep unless one of us – me or her – stayed with you whilst you’re dating. Made sure you got home unmolested. She got quite … ah…” He struggled for an acceptable word, whilst I mentally cursed myself, knowing exactly how she could get when she fixated on something horrible happening to her or me. Mark finally settled on, “… emotional about it. So, I agreed to stay here for the next few months, instead of upstairs with her. I’ll pay my way in maintenance and decorating. I’m already moved in. I brought my stuff in last night after you huffed off to bed.” 
 
    I gripped the edge of the kitchen counter, staring at my white knuckles, and counted to ten, whilst breathing deeply. Shit. Fuck. My choices were Mark moving in or Mum moving in. I loved my mother, but there was no way the two of us could live together again without a death ensuing. 
 
    I couldn’t face him right now. I felt like I was losing control of my life. I was losing control of my life. I turned back to my shopping, prison-release essentials – Doritos, dip, Mr Kipling’s Cherry Bakewells, and a bottle of Merlot – unloading onto the breakfast counter, sending Ian Rankin’s latest Inspector Rebus book skittering off the other side and clattering to the floor.  
 
    I didn’t bother picking it up. It had to be Mark’s. I don’t read crime stories.  
 
    I swallowed hard as I watched another bead of moisture swell, before breaking free to run down his chest and over his hard, flat belly, disappearing into the scattering of springy ebony hair surrounding his tight, shallow navel, towards my white bath towel.  
 
    This. Could. Not. Be. Happening.  
 
    It was Mark.  
 
    Irritating Mark.  
 
    Eyes closed, I refused to lick my very dry lips. Taking a fortifying breath, I reminded myself that whilst we weren’t blood relations, Mark had always behaved like a horrible, irritating older brother, and that was how I was going to treat him. I was not going to rise to whatever twisted – semi-naked – game he was currently playing. Yes, I was sexually deprived, but I was not going to make a fool of myself over a gorgeous body. Not when it had Mark’s personality attached to it. 
 
    “I don’t have a spare bed for you.” Good point. I congratulated myself. 
 
    His lip twitched, signalling his amusement. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got a blow-up mattress.”  
 
    I gritted my aching teeth, again. Mental note: invest in a low-cost dental plan. “Put some clothes on and go mooch off my mother. She’s the one who invited you to stay. Tell her you can watch out for me fine from up there.” 
 
    “Sorry, no can do.” He strolled across the living room, closer to the kitchen. “You know she’s not emotionally strong, and after the arrest yesterday and you planting the seed that your safety was in jeopardy…” He trailed off, letting me fill in the blanks. Sometimes the only way to calm Mum and keep her from a meltdown was to give her what she wanted. 
 
    “You’re so bloody smug,” I snarled. He smiled. As the house, including my basement flat, still technically belonged to my mum, I couldn’t stop him moving in, and given I didn’t want Mum to move in with me and have mini-fits every time she heard a floorboard creek, he was the lesser of two evils. “Don’t think you can mooch off me like you were going to do with my mum. The rent’s going to be astronomical, bills will be split, and you can do your own food shopping, help me carry mine and clean up after yourself, city boy.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint, accountant girl, but I don’t work in the city anymore.” 
 
    “Oh God.” I stared at him, trying to comprehend how things could just have become worse. I thought he’d swapped Wall Street for the city, but… “You’re unemployed, aren’t you?”  
 
    He shrugged. Just my luck. I had to end up with a nearly naked, unemployed Banker (with a W) for a housemate. “I’m not having you lie about here and leech off me.” I tossed a tea towel at him. “Stand on that and stop dripping on my bloody floor.” 
 
    He complied, stepping onto the tea towel. “Technically, I have a job.” I waited him out. “I’m an author.” 
 
    “An author?” I checked the name on the book that I’d knocked on the floor, just to be sure it wasn’t something he’d penned. Nope, it was definitely Ian Rankin, and the author picture on the back wasn’t Mark, so it wasn’t like he was writing crime thrillers and using Rankin as a penname. “Since when?” 
 
    “A couple of months ago.” 
 
    “You’ve written a book?” I left enough time for him to answer, continuing when he didn’t. “What’s it called?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have a title yet.”  
 
    “But you do have a publisher.” Please, God. 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “An agent?” 
 
    “Nope.” His lip twitched. He thought this exchange was amusing? 
 
    “A finished manuscript? Please, tell me you have a finished manuscript.” 
 
    “Almost.”  
 
    I huffed out a sigh. “Just like I said: unemployed.” I turned and leant against the breakfast bar, my head tipped to one side, hair pulled back into a scruffy bun-cum-ponytail, and tried to think of a way around this  
 
    He laughed, golden brown muscles rippling. The towel at his waist loosened. My throat went dry. For a second, I forgot Mark inhabited the nearly naked body. All I could think was… H. O. T.  
 
    How could this be happening? Irritating older brother, irritating older brother, irritating–  
 
    My eyes locked on the unravelling towel.  
 
    One more inch… My breath stalled in my chest.  
 
    His strong arms flexed as he readjusted the towel.  
 
    I closed my eyes and felt my body sway. This was not good. Maybe my mother was actually right and I needed to get out, to date more, so my body didn’t betray me at the first sign of a hot, semi-naked man.  
 
    In spite of my best efforts, my eyelashes lifted. Mark had moved closer. My eyes trailed back down his broad chest, over the swell of his pecs, to the ridged plane of his stomach. He had to work out religiously to be that toned, all smooth, tanned muscle with a light scattering of lovely, dark hair tracing down to…  
 
    Bugger it! I blinked back to reality, snatching my hand back mere millimetres from making contact with his stomach.  
 
    “Put some clothes on, and then mop up the floor you’ve dripped all over, pick up the towel you left on the bathroom floor, and move your crap off my bathroom shelf. You may be staying here, but it’s only temporary and I am not cleaning up after you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I stood beside the hall table, a fine tremor running over my body, heart pounding, breath short with excited anticipation. My finger shook as I hesitated over the final button on the phone. It was five days since my desperate dating advert had run in the Underground. For the first few days I’d refused to call the answering service to check my messages, but the more time that passed, the more curious I got. It wasn’t like refusing to check the messages would make the whole embarrassing situation disappear, so I might as well listen to the messages and maybe go on a few dates. My dream man could have called and left a message.  
 
    “Wait. Wait. Wait.” Mark strode down the hallway, crowding in behind me, looking over my shoulder. “You were going to play the messages without me.”  
 
    I sighed. “I was hopeful.”  
 
    “Who’d have guessed you’d be so keen? After all your huffing and puffing during the week, I thought I’d have to tie you down to get you to this stage.” 
 
    “You blackmailed me to this stage.” Not for anything would I admit to being the tiniest bit excited about listening to the messages.  
 
    “Blackmail’s such a harsh word. I prefer to think your mother and I used gentle persuasion, as would be expected of people who love you and want to see you in a happy, healthy relationship.”  
 
    Eyes narrowed, I hissed out a harsh breath. Seriously? “You say that like I haven’t seen the holiday video you threatened to turn into a viral dating advert if I didn’t put ‘some real effort into dating or have a lasting boyfriend within the next two months’.” Sometimes in my nightmares I turn up to work in that tiny black bikini, only I have my twenty-nine-year-old boob-a-licious body, not my skinny, underdeveloped fourteen-year-old body. 
 
    “Whatever. It must have worked, given you’ve suddenly become so keen to start dating you’re sneaking around to listen to your messages alone.” 
 
    “Or maybe I decided to get it over and done with and listen to my messages when you weren’t around, because I didn’t want you listening in. They’re my messages.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m acting as your mother’s emissary and your bodyguard once you’re dating.” His reminder of how I’d ended up in this state of nervous excitement was not endearing. Surely, he had something better to do than hang around and check out my dates? “So, I need to be involved from the start, to help you vet applicants and weed out any undesirables.” 
 
    “Whatever. I don’t want you making snide comments if I let you stay.” One look at his face and I knew there was no way I was getting rid of him. “You have to be quiet.” 
 
    “Just press play, KT.” 
 
    I did. The mechanical voice came over the speakerphone. “You have five new messages, to play your messages, press…” Ooooh. I rubbed my hands against my thighs. Taking a deep breath, to steady my nerves, I navigated through the directions pretty much as I did on my mobile phone. “Message number one, left on Saturday at 16.47.”  
 
    Hundreds of butterflies beat wings of nervous excitement, fluttering and churning in my stomach. I was barely able to stand still, I was so excited. After everything I’d said to my mother, the man of my dreams could have seen the horrendous poster, and because he was the man of my dreams, he’d looked past the awful picture to my inner beauty and left a message inviting me on a date.  
 
    Crackling static filled the silence. Mark shrugged a give it a minute gesture at my impatient look. Faint muttering and sniggering sounded across the line. Then… “Who let the dogs out? Woof, woof woof woof. Who let the dogs out? Woof, woof woof woof…” I recoiled, my back colliding with Mark’s chest.  
 
    He snagged me, before horror and hurt sent me to my knees, his arm sliding around my waist, clamping me against him with one hand, reaching over my shoulder with the other to skip the remainder of the message as the call dissolved into more sniggering and catcalls. 
 
    Sniffing, I blinked back shocked tears. It was only the first message and a bunch of stupid kids. A breath hiccupped in. I was not going to cry. I was just a little emotional since getting out of jail and being blackmailed.  
 
    Who wouldn’t be emotional given the same circumstance? Mark’s hand tightened against my stomach, holding me still. Reminding me where I was.  
 
    Why was I leaning into him? 
 
    This was his fault… Well, he shouldered at least half the blame with my mother. I tugged away from his support and turned on him, finger wagging. “I knew this would happen. I’ll never be able to go out again. I’ll be bullied by all the local hoodies.” 
 
    “Hoodies?” His American accent was thick. 
 
    “Gangs of youths who wear tops with their hoods pulled up so you can’t see their faces, have no jobs, and carry knives. They’ll probably mug me for my mobile phone and shout nasty things at me…” 
 
    He failed to suppress his smile. My chin began to wobble, preceding tears of self-pity. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “A couple of boys messing around is nothing. They don’t know anything about you.” 
 
    “Except what I l-look like, or have you forgotten the digital p-posters of me all over the London Underground?” I struggled to pull myself together. I was a grownup. They were stupid, mean kids. They’d never even met me. What did I care about their stupid message? 
 
    “It’s not the best photo of you,” Mark said. “Most people won’t even recognise you from it. Now, pull yourself together and let’s listen to the next message.” 
 
    He gave me no time to consider or pull myself together, pressing the play button himself. “Hi… my name’s Dave. I work at the Clarins counter in Debenhams Oxford Street.” 
 
    “There you go – this one’s an adult, employed, and doesn’t sound like he’s auditioning for The Voice.” His head tipped to one side as he spoke. “Of course, I always thought all men who worked on makeup counters were gay, but–”  
 
    “Shhh.” I deployed a razor-sharp elbow into his side, silencing him. 
 
    “I just called to invite you to come by someday.” This was starting to sound hopeful. He wanted to meet. “I work Tuesday through Saturday most weeks. I’ll give you a free skin consultation and a bit of a makeover.”  
 
    “A free makeover?” Mark snorted. “Cheapskate. No wonder he has to answer an advertisement to get a date.” 
 
    “Stop it!” I pressed the pause button and glared at him over my shoulder. “I won’t let you listen anymore.”  
 
    He rolled his eyes, the left corner of his mouth twitching with amusement. “Wow. What a threat.” I continued to glare. “Fine. I’ll keep quiet.” Good. “No matter how cheap they are.”  
 
    I ignored his jibe and pressed play. “… We go in for enhancing what nature gave you, with a more natural-looking makeup application at Clarins. I’ll show you some colour palettes that are better suited to your skin tone…” His voice was very perky, salesman-ish. “You won’t believe the difference…” He paused. I could practically hear him thinking through what he was going to say. “That and a proper skin care routine should help to clear up your acne in no time.” What? One spot did not count as acne. No matter how big it was! “And Debenhams have personal shoppers in store who’ll be able to advise you on the latest fashions and what suits you. Consider it a pamper day. When a girl is at her lowest ebb in life, she really needs to treat herself.”  
 
    “Definitely gay,” Mark said. “He must be in denial.” 
 
    “Shh,” I said. 
 
    “When you look better on the outside, you’ll feel better on the inside, and men find that attractive,” Dave continued. “You won’t have to advertise for a date then. I promise you’ll love it and you won’t believe how much better you feel and look afterwards…”  
 
    I hesitated, not sure what to think or feel. I didn’t think he was being mean, and he sounded friendly enough. “It sounds like fun.” Sort of. “Maybe this advertising for a date thing isn’t so bad after all.” I struggled to keep the question out of my voice. 
 
    “Oh, I suppose I better say I don’t want a date with you.” What? “I just… Well, I saw the picture and I thought you could use a helping hand. Anyway… Good luck.” He said it in a you’ll need it tone. 
 
    “Are you okay, honey?” Mark gave me a squeeze. 
 
    “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I b-be?” I firmed my chin, blinking and swallowing convulsively. “It wasn’t all bad. I have the o-offer of a free makeover, after all, and if the messages keep getting better, at this rate, Mr Perfect is just three messages away.” I could feel Mark’s surprise. He pulled back and twisted to look down into my face. His eyes narrowed as he assessed me. I ignored him and focused on the messages. 
 
    “Message number three, left yesterday at 18.47.” 
 
    “Err… Hello… err… I want to go on a date… with you… I hope you like curry. You look like you would…” 
 
    “Is he saying I’m fat?”  
 
    I felt Mark’s laughter vibrating against my back seconds before the sound bounced around the room. 
 
    “I don’t mean that in a bad way… I’m not saying that you’re fat…”  
 
    Mark continued laughing. “Mr Perfect has called early. It’s almost like he knows exactly how you think.” 
 
    “It’s just, well…” the voice on the phone continued. “You look like you enjoy your food… No, err… that didn’t come out right either… I, well, I like a woman who likes eating… Oh damn… I-I’ve booked a table at Vauxhall Spice Club for seven thirty in three nights’ time… Oh, I don’t know when you’ll check these messages… I, err, suppose I should say what day it is.” 
 
    “The guy’s not exactly Einstein,” Mark muttered.  
 
    “It’s Wednesday today… So, that means I’ve booked a table for Saturday… and I, err, I saw your, err, picture in the Underground station, and I recognised you… from the Underground… At Pimlico.” He recognised me? As in the real me, from that picture? “You might not recognise me, though.” That seemed rational, given I’d never met him or even seen a dodgy picture of him on a digital advertising board. “So, I’ll wear…” His voice trailed off into a muttered aside as he spoke his thoughts out loud.  
 
    Mark continued sniggering. “I guess they always wear carnations when they do this in the movies.”  
 
    The disembodied voice spoke up again. “So, I’ll wear a carnation… I don’t know what colour it’ll be…” He alternated between rapid conversation, awkward silences, and muttering his thoughts aloud. “I can always use the one from the table if I can’t find any florists before then… They’re usually red or white or sometimes those peachy-coloured ones…” There was a loud clattering, as if he’d dropped the handset. “Sorry. I dropped you. I’m really looking forward to seeing you.” He was? “Goodbye, then… I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly. Heart pounding with… I thought it was dread. “He didn’t leave a number, so I can’t change the time or…” Cancel. “Anything. What if it’s not convenient?” 
 
    “I guess he thought that, as you are advertising for a date, you’d be available.” 
 
    “Technically, it’s my mother who’s advertising.” 
 
    Mark shrugged. “If it makes you feel better.” It did. A little. “In any case, he didn’t leave his name either. So, you better hope there’s only one carnation-wearing man there when you arrive, or you’ll have to go around each table asking if they’re the man who answered the Pimlico Station poster campaign and invited you on a date. Then again, you could always just look and see who has a table with a bud vase without a carnation in it.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mark.” 
 
    His laugh echoed through the living room. I scowled. “Maybe he deliberately didn’t leave his number, so you couldn’t call him and talk to him or cancel the date.” 
 
    The long beeping tone sounded, and the electronic voice announced the next message. Please, God, this one would be Brad Pitt’s younger, unattached brother.  
 
    “Hello, my name’s Claire.” Wha… A woman? “Obviously, I’m a woman, but your advert didn’t specify who you’d like to go on a date with, just that your parents were looking for someone to date their daughter. I can understand you wanting to keep your sexuality secret.” What? I frowned. I didn’t… “I’m a professional, a lawyer. I work in the charitable sector. I enjoy the theatre and most sports, taking part, not sitting on the couch with a bag of crisps, abusing the players.” She laughed.  
 
    Mark laughed.  
 
    I didn’t. What the hell was going on? Why was she calling?  
 
    “You’re probably thinking I don’t know why she’s calling. I’m not a lesbian.” Yes. Yes. I nodded enthusiastically. That, what she said; that was exactly what I’m thinking. “Well, don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. This may be the reason you’re not getting anywhere with men. Anyway, if you’re interested in having some fun, and maybe exploring something more, give me a call. Don’t just say no out of hand. Think about it. As I said, my name is Claire, and my number is…”  
 
    Claire finished leaving her number. A numb silence stretched until the next message started. “Message number five, left today at 21.13.” 
 
    “Oh, err… I forgot… I left a message and forgot to say who called. My name’s… John… I left that other message, the one about going to the Indian restaurant on Saturday night and wearing a carnation. Anyway, I forgot to say who I was… John.”  
 
    The dial tone was followed by an electronic voice announcing the end of my messages. I looked from the phone to Mark and then back again. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “You said it yourself – it wasn’t the best picture.” His comment lacked something in the tact department. He saw my chin quivering as I turned away, and slung a strong, heavy arm around my shoulder. “Come on now.” He didn’t even try to suppress his amusement. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    “It’s worse.” 
 
    “It was just some kids messing around. It was bound to happen.” 
 
    “It’s not just kids. Five million people use the Underground every day. According to the advertising material Mum prattled on about, assume over two and a half million of them are men, but the women have sons, brothers, male friends, and I only got five messages. Five.” I held up one hand, fingers splayed in case he needed a visual to aid his comprehension. “You heard them: one was abuse from kids, three and five were from ‘oh, err, carnation John’, two was the offer of a free makeover, and the fourth” – I bent my index finger back stabbing at it – “was a lesbian.” My breath hitched, my voice rising shrilly. 
 
    “Seriously, KT. You can’t be surprised not to have found the man of your dreams based on an advert in an Underground station.” I couldn’t? I slouched through to the kitchen, dragged my emergency movie bag of Doritos from the cupboard, and prepared to gorge. “Okay, maybe you can. Come on, though. It was only in Pimlico Station, after all. Not the whole Underground system. Pimlico is a small station. Two and a half million men don’t pass through there in a day, probably not even in a month.” He was right – I’d panic-googled in bed the night I found out what my mother had done. Just over thirty-two thousand people used Pimlico Station every day. “It’s only one step up from a business card in a phone box for passing traffic.”  
 
    That analogy was supposed to make me feel better? “That’s not what you told my mother.” 
 
    “I was enjoying pissing you off.”  
 
    I sniffed back a tear. He looped a stray lock of brown hair behind my ear, stroking his finger down my cheek then flicking my nose.  
 
    “Come on. Don’t take it so seriously.”  
 
    I swatted his hand away. “This is my life we’re talking about. I may never hold my head up in public again. I may never date again.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the photo.” He gave a fair point, well made nod. 
 
    Snatching up a handful of Doritos, I dropped onto the sofa. Mark sank down next to me, taking up more than his fair share of space, settling his arm along the sofa behind me, hand hanging over my shoulder.  
 
    “Come on, KT. You’re okay.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” Sniff. “I haven’t been this depressed since I learnt the orange bit in Jaffa Cakes doesn’t count as one of my five fruit and veg a day.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I’m new in town. Could I have directions to your apartment? 
 
      
 
    “I could just not show.” I walked along Regency Road, breathing constricted either by nerves or the tight bodice of my little black dress, my heels rapping against the pavement. I shivered, wrapping my black mid-length jacket closer around me. I’d gone fairly smart for this, my first poster date. It was a while since my last date, and my track record with men wasn’t great – plus I was keen to prove that I looked much better in reality then I did in that shitty bloody photo. 
 
    “You can’t stand the poor guy up,” Mark said. “That would be cruel. Besides, you agreed you’d go on dates for the next two months. This one’s set up, ready and waiting for you.” 
 
    “I could go on a different one. Just because I don’t go out with this guy doesn’t mean I’m not trying.” 
 
    Mark gave me a level look. “Who else are you going to go out with? I don’t think the karaoke kids would be up for it. The gay’s not interested in more than giving you a makeover, and your mum won’t settle knowing she spent her life savings for you to go out with a lesbian. Not when she wants grandchildren.” He steered me along the pavement with a firm hand to the small of my back, giving the occasional nudge when I wavered, keeping me propelled in the right direction. My heart was pounding uncomfortably. There was no escape. “Do you know Vauxhall Spice Club?” 
 
    “Yes.” I could hardly deny it. Their takeout menu was held to the front of my fridge by a giant magnetised chilli pepper. “You can see the lights from here; it’s just over the road. I walk past it on my way home from work and pop in sometimes.” Often enough that they gave me a Christmas card and a calendar this year. “You know, I don’t have to go just because–”  
 
    “No, of course you don’t have to go.” He paused, then continued sarcastically, “I’ll just go back to the apartment, look up your bikini video, and hook up my laptop. It’s got an excellent video-editing program on it. Did I tell you about the article I was reading yesterday on viral emails and how easy they are to–” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll go.” No matter how bad the date was, going bikini viral would be worse.  
 
    “So gracious.”  
 
    “Don’t push it.” I shrugged off his hand. “And if the guy turns out to be a knife-wielding axe murderer–” 
 
    His lips twitched and he vibrated with suppressed laughter. “You’d think he’d be axe-wielding if he was an axe murderer.”  
 
    I ignored him. “I’ll blame you and my mother.” 
 
    He laughed at me. Again. “I don’t remember ever laughing as much as I have since I came back home.” Eyes narrowed, I turned on him. He was boasting about laughing at me? “You have nothing to worry about. Stop fretting. I told Muriel I’d look out for you. Lucky for me, I like a good curry as much as the next guy. Lucky for you, I’ve already promised to come along and sit at one of the other tables whilst you make pretty with your dial-a-date. If it turns out that you need rescuing, you can signal me and I’ll rush over.” 
 
    I gave in grudgingly. “I guess we should work out some sort of hand signal. Maybe if I drop some poppadom on the floor or put my hand behind my back and wiggle three fingers.” That was it, genius. I nodded. “Yes, if you see me do either of those things, particularly the finger wiggling, it means I need rescuing.” 
 
    “I was thinking more along the lines of you shouting, ‘Mark, he’s got an axe,’ if you thought he was about to wield his axe, or knife, or other weapon.” His lips twitched again. “You’re a big girl. If he’s just boring, change the topic of conversation or tell him you have to leave early to tend to your sick mother. He’ll realise he’s being lied to and dumped, but he’ll be able to pretend it’s true and save face. But really, as long as the poor guy’s making an effort, you shouldn’t blow him off just because you’re a little bit bored. First dates are tough on everyone. Besides, you didn’t put your little black dress and heels on to walk around the block with me and then sit at home and eat the last of the cherry bakewells.”  
 
    Then why did that sound so nice? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Kate.” Amir – my favourite waiter at Vauxhall Spice Club – held the door open for me. I fought the urge to run – from the date, not Amir – as he smiled, handing me a takeaway menu off the counter.  
 
    “Ah, actually, I’m eating in tonight, Amir.” I scanned the dining room on my right, eyes flickering over a middle-aged couple enjoying a quiet meal and what was obviously a party of half-cut lads kicking off a night out, and edged back towards the door and escape. “I’m just looking to see if my, ah… friend has arrived.” No way was I claiming him as a date before I got a good look at him. There was still time to get out of this without anyone knowing. Behind me, the door opened on a rush of cool air and Mark stepped in, crowding me further into the small lobby space and blocking the closest exit. Okay, so escape without anyone who counted knowing. He was supposed to wait five minutes before he followed me in, so that no one linked us. 
 
    I headed into the left-hand dining room without acknowledging him. A dark-haired, kind-faced man with an athletic runner’s build stood in a flurry of awkward motion, knocking over his glass of water and waving a red carnation. Drops of water splashed from the stem, marking his blue oxford shirt and caramel-coloured blazer.  
 
    “Over here!”  
 
    I watched in horrified fascination as the flower head snapped off and sailed across three empty tables to land in the murgh tikka haryali of the woman at the only other occupied table in this dining room.  
 
    “Well, he looks happy to see you.” Amusement laced Mark’s voice. He sidestepped, blocking my retreat. “No, you don’t.” Why did he care so much about me dating – or not? Surely, he’d grown out of torturing me? His breath shivered past my ear as he said, “Don’t forget the potential viral video.” 
 
    Obviously not.  
 
    Sighing with resignation, I took a moment to step back and grind my spiked heel into his foot. Relishing his grunted curse of pain, I set off across the room to meet my fate. Date! I meant date! Not fate. A rigor-like smile fixed on my face. If this didn’t go well, I’d never be able to eat here again, and the only other good Indian takeaway wasn’t on my route home from work, way over on Wilton Road. 
 
    Amir lead me across the vibrantly decorated red, gold, and black restaurant, weaving a path between the tightly packed tables. All too quickly, we arrived at the table for two where my digital poster date John hovered, clearly waiting for me.  
 
    Amir stopped beside the table and frowned, glancing between me and my date and back again. Then, clearly sensing the direction things were going to go, he asked, “What can I get you to drink, Kate?” before helping me out of my coat or pulling out my chair to seat me. 
 
    “Wine,” I said on a desperate breath. 
 
    “Chablis, or the Merlot you like?” Amir asked.  
 
    “Whatever’s strongest, and make it a large glass.” I shed my coat into his waiting arms and glanced across the table at my date.  
 
    “Hi, Kate. I wondered what your name was, but I heard the waiter use it. I’m John, but I guess you know that from the carnation.” He waved the stalk at me, still blissfully unaware the flower was currently sinking into our neighbours’ curry sauce. 
 
    I hovered, ignoring the chair Amir had pulled out. “On second thoughts, Amir, bring the bottle.” 
 
    “Sit down. Sit down,” John said, waving at the empty seat. He was perfectly normal looking, not attractive or repellent, and I couldn’t see an axe or any other weapon, but something – maybe it was the way his eyes shone with a feverish light – some warning instinct was telling me not to sit down.  
 
    It was probably just first-date nerves and my instinctive desire not to be forced into this date and not to do something that Mark had a hand in arranging. I had to fight every muscle in my body to force myself to sink down into the chair opposite John and not run for the exit.  
 
    “I knew you liked it here,” he said. “I’ve seen you come here on your way home.”  
 
    Oh, shit. I glanced over my shoulder, making sure Mark was within shouting distance and had a clear line of sight in case I had to resort to hand signals. “You know where I live?” I squeaked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. It’s luck really, or fate, depending on how you look at it.”  
 
    My vote was option three: it’s scary. 
 
    He offered me a large, crisp poppadom from the plate in the middle of the table, turning the pickle dispenser so I could reach the lime pickle and the mango chutney. My favourites. I shrugged off a prickle of Hammer Horror fear. They were everyone’s favourites, right? I was starting to feel like this was the moment in horror movies where everyone one with a brain cell watching sat screaming at the stupid soon-to-be-dead girl on the screen to run. 
 
    He watched me with over-shiny eyes, which turned his previously friendly-looking face almost fanatical. I spooned a little of each sauce onto a piece of poppadom, surreptitiously breaking some off with my other hand and dropping it on the floor behind me, giving Mark the Bat-Signal. 
 
    “Let me get that for you, Kate.” Amir scooped the crumbled poppadom from the floor, signalling one of the waiters to bring more. He poured my wine, smiling encouragingly before settling the wine bucket beside the table and melting away. 
 
    “I like that dress,” John said. Me too. It was one of my favourites. “It’s the same one you wore when you went to dinner at Ottomans for your mum’s birthday.”  
 
    Oh, hell. Adrenaline shot through my system, as my fight-or-flight instinct kicked in. A fine tremble racked my body. I fingered my knife, testing the edge of the blade with my thumb. It was reassuringly dull, but that didn’t mean John hadn’t brought his own tools with him. I glanced over my shoulder again, checking the distance between Mark and I, calculating how quickly he could make it across the room.  
 
    “It really suits you. Although I think you look just as good dressed down when you go to the corner shop on a Saturday morning. I thought about coming over to say hi when I saw you this morning, but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise when I saw you tonight.” He spoke in a nervous rush, one word almost blurring into the next, just like his phone message. 
 
    “No, much better to save the surprise.” I smiled weakly and discreetly checked that the paths to the emergency exits were clear. “So, ah, John, do you live in Pimlico?” 
 
    “Oh no. I live over Vauxhall Bridge near the Oval.” Okay, so why was he staking out my corner shop? There were several corner shops between Oval and Pimlico, and I couldn’t say that mine was anything special, certainly not worth travelling from Oval for. “But I work in Pimlico Station, so I see you most nights after work, passing through. I like to wander over to your corner shop on a weekend. Sometimes I see you there.”  
 
    There you go, a perfectly rational, non-psychotic reason for him to have seen me. I breathed a sigh of relief and finally took a sip of wine.  
 
    “As soon as I saw your picture in the Underground, I knew it was a sign that you were ready for me.”  
 
    Oh, shit! I snatched a poppadom off the plate in the middle of the table and threw it on the floor, then wiggled three fingers frantically behind my back. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Clearly Mark was no one’s superhero. 
 
    He’d ignored every one of my signals so far.  
 
    An hour had passed. Occasionally I’d catch a glimpse of his reflection in the window as he ploughed through his tandoori mixed grill. A couple of times I heard him laughing with the waiters, but not once had he checked to make sure I was okay. 
 
    As it was, the date had gone from bad to indigestion and probable night terrors. I had indigestion from bolting down my food. I didn’t want to eat. I’d lost my appetite somewhere around the time John started talking about my recent social events like he’d been part of them, not watching from the shadows. My stomach was churning, but I figured the quicker I choked the food down, the quicker I could bring the date to an end. I had, reluctantly, mostly abstained from my wine (Amir would seal it up for me to collect tomorrow). There was no way I would risk getting drunk around this guy.  
 
    Now we stood in the entrance of the restaurant, my feet twitching to get me out of the door. Unfortunately, I wasn’t free and clear yet. Instead, I was staring at John as he stared back, glassy blue eyes unblinking, whilst he repeatedly licked his lips. His clammy hand gripped mine, holding me in place as he puckered up, leaning in for a goodnight kiss.  
 
    I considered making a run for it, but he’d already made it clear he knew where I lived, worked, and shopped. Besides, if a quick peck on the cheek would bring tonight to an end, I was willing to sacrifice my cheek. It would be rude not to, and although he knew my life better than I did, he hadn’t done anything threatening with his cutlery or pulled an axe on me over the naan bread, so it wasn’t like I had an excuse not to.  
 
    I sighed deeply. Like taking medicine, some things were better to get over with as soon as possible. Closing my eyes (I couldn’t do this if I could see it coming), I leant forward, tipping my cheek towards him.  
 
    John pressed forward enthusiastically. His overly wet lips slipped across my cheek, well lubricated with saliva and headed towards my mouth. Stomach heaving, I jerked back, yanking open the door, rushing through my goodnight and making my escape. 
 
    “Maybe we could see each other again?” John called after me. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said without turning or slowing down. If I don’t see you first and hide.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Mark – the useless git – caught up with me five minutes later as I struggled to pull my coat on, hiding around the corner from the restaurant on Douglas Street. Taking my coat off me, he pulled the arm free, holding it out and helping me get dressed. “So, I take it from the sprint exit, poppadom dropping, enough finger wiggling to give yourself repetitive strain injury, and the fact your date finished in record-breaking time that things didn’t go well.” 
 
    Seriously? “Seriously? You saw all that and still did nothing?”  
 
    His head jerked back, his expression going from amused to concerned. “It was that bad?” 
 
    It was a bit late to give a damn now the date was over. “Put it this way: I think we can safely change Carnation John’s nickname to Stalker John.” He rolled his eyes, clearly thinking I was exaggerating. “He knows where I live and shop, what I eat, and what time I set off for work in the morning. Apparently, he lives just over the bridge and works in Pimlico and has ‘seen me around’, but not been able to work up the courage to ask me out until now.” 
 
    Mark gave a tight-lipped smile. “Nice to know Muriel’s adverts were good for something.” 
 
    “No. No, it’s not. There’s nothing nice about this at all. I’ll probably have to get a restraining order.” I turned on him. “And another thing – where were you when I needed you? You didn’t do anything when I signalled.” 
 
    “What signal?” Before the angry words boiling up inside me could spill out, he continued, “I told you the signal was to shout for help if he reached for a weapon. As far as I could see, he only used his fork and spoon all night, so there was nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “There are other kinds of danger, and I could hardly shout for help in the middle of the restaurant.” His eyebrow rose. “It would have been embarrassing.” 
 
    “If you were safe enough to be embarrassed and kiss the jerk,” he said, “you didn’t need rescuing.” 
 
    “You call that a kiss?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know what I call that, KT. Did he pay the bill?” he growled. Like he was the one entitled to be pissed off. 
 
    I set off walking. “We went halves. I didn’t want him to think I owed him anything.” 
 
    “Didn’t stop you kissing him, though.”  
 
    I stopped suddenly and turned, nearly tripping over him. “What are you annoyed about?” I jabbed his chest with my finger. “You aren’t the one who just got slobbered on.” I shouldered past him, stalking off. Seriously, if this was what it was going to be like, I was definitely going to get the Australia work travel visa. 
 
    “Hang on. Don’t go storming off in a sulk.” He snagged my arm, halting my escape. “It’s too early to head home on a Saturday night. Let’s take the long way and call in at Corner Bar for a drink.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I pushed into the warmth of the bar. I wandered further into the packed room, looking for somewhere quiet to wait whilst Mark stopped at the ATM a couple of doors down, outside Sainsbury’s. “Oh!” I turned with an involuntary squeak. A good-looking, mid-thirties blond sidled up to the bar next to me, touching my hand to get my attention. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. “I’m not coming onto you or anything.”  
 
    I sighed. Why not? That would solve all my dating problems and show Mark and my mother I wasn’t so pathetic I couldn’t get my own date. I’m passably attractive, single, solvent, disease-free, and willing to put out. What more did men want?  
 
    “I just… I thought I recognised you. You’re the girl from the advertisements in the Underground, aren’t you?” How could he possibly recognise me from that photo? I looked horrendous in that picture. I slumped from the double hit to my confidence. He steadied me, a large hand cupping my waist as a group of rowdy rugby fans jostled past. “So, is it you?” 
 
    “N-no,” I said. He was good-looking. There was no way I was admitting it and ruining my slim chances. 
 
    “Oh, well, sorry.” He stepped back, giving an apologetic smile. “You’re probably with someone.” He looked around as if some guy was going to suddenly appear and claim me. “I should’ve realised. I only wanted to say how much better you look in the flesh.” His eyes swept appreciatively over my little black dress, pausing briefly on my chest, not long enough to slip into sleazy territory, just long enough to show appreciation. “But I guess… if you’re not her…”  
 
    He let the words hang. He thought I had a boyfriend and he was still sort of coming on to me. I sensed potential. “Thanks. Ahh –” I finished lamely, my attempt at flirting aborted before it began, as I realised I didn’t know his name. 
 
    “It’s Rob. So, you are her, then?” Brown eyes sparkled with amusement. 
 
    “Maybe.” I gave a tentative smile and tried a flirtatious look. “I’m Kate.”  
 
    “Because if you were her, I’d tell you I was going to ring and ask you on a date, but I assumed you’d be so flooded with offers it would take months to get through them. So, there wasn’t much point.” 
 
    “Hmm, I wouldn’t say flooded exactly.” I may be out of practice, but I wasn’t quite in the remedial class yet. I wasn’t going to admit it was more of a slight ripple in the ocean of response than a tsunami. 
 
    “So, would you like to, then? Go for a drink sometime?”  
 
    Yes! Yes. Yes, I would. “Sounds good.” I played it cool, repressing the happy dance of success.  
 
    “How about now? Unless –” 
 
    “Yes.” I gave up on cool. Given Stalker John was the only date to come out of the bloody Underground adverts, there was no way I was going to let this opportunity pass.  
 
    Rob smiled. “I’ll get us a bottle of wine to share.”  
 
    I nodded enthusiastically. He ordered a bottle I’d never heard of without consulting me, but hey, I like all wine. All wine. As long as it has alcohol in it. 
 
    The barman disappeared, returning soon with a bottle and a couple of glasses. My date – yeahy! – offered to taste. He swirled the wine in the glass, raised it to his nose, sniffed, frowned. He turned to the barman. “It’s corked.” 
 
    “Ah, I don’t think so.” The bartender smiled uncertainly, looking from my date to me and back again. 
 
    “It is corked,” Rob responded, a little arrogantly.  
 
    I smiled apologetically at the barman. He gave me an are you with stupid look. “I don’t think it is, sir.” 
 
    I cringed, shrinking back and praying Rob would shut up. I’m not a wine snob. I drink wine that costs a Euro when I’m on holiday. I wouldn’t be able to tell if it was corked.  
 
    “That shows what you know about wine,” Rob retorted. 
 
    “Hey, Rob.” I tried to catch his attention to see if I could turn this around. His tone was condescending, which was making him much less attractive, even to my desperately dateless self. Didn’t he know you should always be polite to people who controlled your alcohol intake or cooked your food (or they put yucky things in it and re-served it to you)? 
 
    The barman stared him down. Testosterone thickened the air. They both ignored me. “It’s a screw-top.” He opened his hand, showing the metal lid. “No cork.” 
 
    “Well, well–” Rob blustered. I flushed, heat scorching my cheeks. I was embarrassed for him. And me. “I’m not drinking it,” Rob declared. Clearly trying to save face, but really just being a bit of a dick. Maybe, I wasn’t that great at picking up my own dates. Where the hell was Mark? “I’ll have a beer. Boddingtons,” Rob snapped. 
 
    The barman shrugged and took away one of the wine glasses, replacing it with a pint. It seemed like Rob thought the shitty wine (a whole bottle of it) was good enough for me. I did a quick scan of the bar, but I still couldn’t see Mark. Maybe the ATM was out of order and he’d walked down to Victoria Street to use another one. 
 
    “Let’s go and sit down.” Rob turned a slightly bashful smile on me, making me think maybe he was just nervous and a bit embarrassed, which I could relate to. 
 
    “Okay. Sure.” So, he was a little arrogant, but it could be worse… he could be Stalker John.  
 
    “You must be out every night with a different man since the adverts came up.” Rob recovered from his embarrassment quickly. 
 
    “Ah, not really.” It was seven days since the adverts came out, and I had had one date. I sipped my wine (tasted fine to me) and smiled coyly. Yes, he was a little bit… pretentious, but he was trying and I was desperate. 
 
    “I probably haven’t got a chance.” He only thought that because he’d had his confidence knocked over the whole corked thing and hadn’t met Stalker John, his main (all right, only) competition. “I’m amazed you weren’t on a date tonight.” 
 
    “I was earlier, but…” I shrugged. With a little distance, a glass of wine in hand, and a bottle of wine in reserve, I could afford to be magnanimous. “It didn’t work out.” 
 
    “He was a loser?” 
 
    I thought about it and decided to go for making a good first impression by being nice. “No, not really, Rob. Just not my type, I guess.” 
 
    “Not the kiss-and-tell type, huh?” 
 
    I shuddered and wiped my cheek with the back of my hand at the reminder. “It’s been so long since I’ve been kissed properly that I think I’ve forgotten how to kiss.” Oops, I’d said that out loud. How many glasses of wine had I had this evening?  
 
    I was snapped from mentally counting alcohol units by his response. “Hmm, I don’t mind rescuing a damsel in distress, and we can soon remedy that.” 
 
    Rob moved in fast. Before I knew what was happening, he was kissing me. He kissed like an overeager Labrador, missing my lips altogether on the first lunge and lapping at my face. He leant over paws – ah, hands – on my shoulders, pushing me back against the sofa. I pressed my hands to his chest, holding him back a little, as I tried to mentally catch up and physically direct things a bit more to my liking. 
 
    Maybe if his lips were firmer and he tilted his head and… No! I wasn’t going to think about Mark’s kiss now. He’d only done it to prove some point. It wasn’t even a real kiss, just a peck. 
 
    Besides, getting it right the first time took patience. I couldn’t expect perfection.  
 
    Right? I tried to convince myself. 
 
    No, yuck! 
 
    Rob was moving way too fast for me. We’d barely exchanged names and now he was going straight in with the tongue. No teasing. No finesse. If it wasn’t for the fact his most recent competition seemed like the type to sift through my bin on collection day, I might’ve given him up as a lost cause. Instead… I let my lips part, before he licked all my makeup off. My hands drifted up to his face, settling over smooth cheeks not roughened with manly stubble (unfortunately), and held him steady.  
 
    He tasted of beer, warm male, and cigarettes (again, yuck). Then again, I probably tasted of curry, but he wasn’t complaining. So, I wasn’t going to say anything either.  
 
    I kissed him back.  
 
    It was just like riding a bike. You didn’t forget it. You were maybe a bit wobbly at first, but a little practice and it was smooth going. I nibbled his lips. Rob thrust his tongue eagerly into my mouth, poking it around randomly.  
 
    Okay, this was getting worse, not better. I was totally not into this. If this frog was going to turn into my prince, it wasn’t going to be through this kiss. I pulled back, twisting my face away. 
 
    Rob took the hint and sat back with a satisfied sigh. Picking up his beer, he silently toasted me. A small smile of masculine pride hovered around his mouth. He took a long sip from his pint.  
 
    I smiled – grimaced – back, surreptitiously wiping my mouth, chin, and cheek with the back of my hand, and reached for my wine, swilling the cigarette taste from my mouth, feeling flustered and rushed and more than a little disappointed with this whole dating thing. I didn’t think I really liked Rob. It was difficult to be sure, given we hadn’t had a conversation or anything. He’d just bought me a drink and slobbered on me in public. 
 
    “So, now that we’ve gotten the first kiss out of the way…” He said that like there would be a second kiss. I wasn’t going to be rushing in there after the first. Kisses work better for me when I know the guy and feel something for him. “Are you going to tell me who that is glaring at me from the corner?” 
 
    “What?” Turning from my unflattering assessment of his kisses, I followed his nod to see a glaring Mark. “Oh, that’s no one.” Okay, so he could see it was definitely someone. “Well, actually, it’s Mark. My mother’s best friend’s son. He’s just here making sure everything’s okay and you’re not an axe murderer.” 
 
    Rob smiled. “A bodyguard.” He winked. “Makes sense.” It did? It must be a man thing. “Should we invite him over to join us for a drink, so he can meet me for himself and see that you’re safe and unharmed?”  
 
    “No.” That would be even more painfully awkward then this already was. Mark would embarrass me by asking Rob about his intentions or sharing bikini video footage of me on his phone. “Just ignore him. That’s what I’ve been doing since birth.” 
 
    Rob laughed (mistakenly thinking I was joking) and settled back down on the sofa beside me. “So, seriously, tell me why a woman like you has to advertise for a date? Is it some sort of TV programme, or are you writing an article for a magazine?” If only it was that exciting. “And why use that photo? Is it some sort of test to see if men are attracted to looks or intelligence?” 
 
    I ignored the compl-insult; the compliment that I must be intelligent, the insult because I’m not beautiful. If he thought I was clever, I wasn’t going to set him straight. Closing the distance between us, Rob settled himself with an arm around my shoulder. It was kind of nice to be snuggled against him as we chatted and I settled back into the dating game, talking about the usual first date things: what we did for a living, hobbies, favourite holiday destinations… I only hoped Mark could lipread and was getting all this down for his report back to my mother. I was way better at this whole dating lark then I remembered. 
 
    “So, what was it?” 
 
    “Huh?” Oh yeah, I was supposed to be paying attention to the conversation, not mentally patting myself on the back. “I wish it was one of those things. Actually, it was my mother’s idea. She’s got it into her head that if I don’t start dating now, she’ll never have grandchildren. And she wants several… as soon as possible.”  
 
    Rob erupted into a violent spasm of coughing, shooting forward on the sofa and spilling his drink. I slapped his back, easing up as he edged off the side of the faux-leather sofa.  
 
    “Are you all right? You went pale and then flushed.”  
 
    Rob nodded, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand.  
 
    I relaxed back. Putting the kiss aside, I was starting to enjoy this. Sure, it started off arse over tit – with the whole kissing before talking or getting to know each other thing – but when you met Mr Perfect, that was what happened. Right? 
 
    Okay, so maybe he wasn’t Mr Perfect (Mr Perfect could surely kiss better), but he was Mr Okay, or Mr Perfect For Now, and if it would get my mum and Mark and the threat of going viral off my back, I was willing to settle for the next couple or seven weeks or whatever it took. We’d have to work on the kissing, though.  
 
    “Do you honestly think I’d pick a picture of myself where I look like a dark-haired Charlize Theron in Monster if I’d chosen to advertise for a husband?” 
 
    Rob wheezed, a strangled, choking sound. “Sorry. Can you excuse me for a moment, Kate? I have to go to the bathroom.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Do you have any raisins? How about a date, then? 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” I said as Mark sank onto the sofa beside me, sitting close enough to trap the material of my dress under his leg, effectively pinning me in place when I tried to shift away. The heat of his body burned through the cloth, searing me from knee to shoulder. I pushed at him, trying unsuccessfully to move him off the sofa. “That seat’s taken.” 
 
    “I know.” He watched me steadily with his navy eyes. “By me.” 
 
    “No! Not by you. By Rob. He’s a businessman. He’s employed. He has a company that invests on behalf of other companies.” Okay, so I was bragging and skimming over the whole crap kisser part. “He saw the posters, but thought I’d have too many offers to listen to his call.” 
 
    Mark snorted. “Shows what he knows.”  
 
    I was in too good a mood to let him distract me. “Now hurry up and get lost before he comes back. And stop staring daggers at us, too. You’ll scare him off.” 
 
    He gently tugged a strand of my hair to get my attention. “I don’t know how to break this to you, KT.” His voice was soft, almost sympathetic. “He’s done a runner.” 
 
    I slowly blinked, struggling to understand the words. “What?” 
 
    “He’s already left.” 
 
    “To go to the toilet.”  
 
    “Nope.” His lips made a popping sound on the P. He shook his head. “He’s made like Elvis and left the building.” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t.” 
 
    “Where do you think he’s been for the last twenty minutes, honey?” 
 
    I ignored the endearment, instead trying to figure out where Mark was going with this. “He went to the bathroom.” He did. He said so. So, he’d been a while. That didn’t mean anything. Men often take ages in the bathroom. They play on their phones and text and read and… stuff. 
 
    “Actually, it’s been closer to thirty minutes. If he truly went to the bathroom, it was to climb out the window.” 
 
    No. No. A clammy feeling crawled up my neck and drained the blood from my head. “Maybe he’s got a dodgy stomach.” Mark’s look was doubtful. I continued, a little desperately, “He was looking a bit pale and sweaty when he left.” 
 
    “Ah.” He nodded, a light dawning over his face.  
 
    “Ah? What do you mean, ah?” What was happening here? 
 
    “What exactly happened before he left?” 
 
    I thought back. I was worried now, so it was getting increasingly difficult to organise my thoughts. “He asked me to excuse him and said he was going to the bathroom. I said okay.” 
 
    He tugged my hair again, the back of his fingers stroking down the back of my neck with the motion, causing a shiver to skate down my body. I slapped his hand away. “Before that. What did you say before that, when he went pale?” 
 
    What? Oh… that. “We were just talking about the dating advertisements. He wanted to know if I was a journalist and the dating thing was some sort of story. I explained how it wasn’t that exciting. That Mum was fed up of waiting and wanted grandchildr–”  
 
    “That would do it,” Mark cut in, snapping his fingers. “Take it from me: all men run when women start talking marriage or children within the first hour of the first date.” 
 
    Shit! Shit. “No.” He was just playing up my vulnerabilities. He’d know from our mothers that I struggled with abandonment issues after my dad bailed. I didn’t even like kissing Rob. In fact, I didn’t really like Rob – the whole corked wine thing was pretty cringe-making – but still, the idea he’d run out and abandoned me still hurt.  
 
    And why did Mark have to be around to see it? He already thought I was a dateless loser, whose mother had to advertise to get her a man. 
 
    “If you say so…” His tone made it clear he thought I was delusional. “There’s only one other conclusion, as far as I can see.”  
 
    I slumped back against the sofa cushion, and the sofa dipped, causing me to lean against him. I didn’t move. I had more important things to worry about. I kicked off my heels (if I was going to suffer through this, I might as well be comfortable). I wouldn’t admit it out loud, ever, but I had a sinking, sick feeling in my stomach that Mark was right. My date had bailed on me because I’d come across as a creepy baby-mamma wannabe.  
 
    “You had two dates tonight and they both ran out shortly after you kissed them.” 
 
    “What?” He gave me a pitying look and stayed silent. Was he implying…? “Are you saying you don’t think I’m a very good kisser?” A flutter of panic added to the sick feeling. “You said Rob left because of the baby comment.”  
 
    “I know, but…” He shrugged. “Maybe it wasn’t just that. I mean, you didn’t say anything like that to John, did you?” 
 
    I frowned. “No, but I bailed out on John, not the other way around.” 
 
    “He didn’t fight hard to get you to stay after that goodnight kiss, though, did he?” 
 
    “You are.” This wasn’t possible. I couldn’t believe it. I pulled out my hairband and sank my hands into my hair, massaging the tension headache that was forming. “You’re saying there’s something wrong with the way I kiss.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. “Well… I mean, that’s not something a guy can comment on from just watching, you know?” 
 
    “I’m serious, Mark. I don’t need you to go all sleazy on me.” 
 
    “I’m being serious. I can’t tell from watching you kiss some other guy if you’re any good. I’d have to be involved to be able to say whether you’re sloppy and wet or firm and passionate. What’ve other men told you after you’ve kissed them?”  
 
    I sat in silence staring at him, struck dumb, as I tried to absorb what he was saying.  
 
    “Has anyone ever said you were a bad kisser? You know, sloppy or a teeth-cracking lip bruiser?” 
 
    “Ah, of course not.” People don’t critique each other’s kisses to their faces. It’s rude. You save it up and tell your friends over a couple of glasses of wine later. “I’m a good kisser. In fact, I’m a great kisser.” He did that eyebrow-raise thing that meant he didn’t believe me. “I’m, ah, firm and… and passionate.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He sounded doubtful, like he was humouring me because I obviously had a problem. 
 
    I wasn’t a bad kisser. I wasn’t. Was I? I mean, it wasn’t like I’d had any complaints – well, not since I got the braces removed when I was seventeen, and that time with Alistair was hardly my fault. Then again… This wasn’t something I should ignore. I couldn’t believe I was going to ask him this, expose my vulnerability. It would give him ammunition for future torment… but what if… I couldn’t take that risk.  
 
    “How do I know if I’m a good kisser?” 
 
    “Men tell you.” He shrugged like he couldn’t believe I didn’t know. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you you’re a good kisser?” 
 
    “Oh, God. I’m a crap kisser…” I covered my face with my hands.  
 
    “Hold on.” He pried my hands away from my face, holding my wrists against his chest. “Don’t panic. You might not be that bad.” The silence stretched. “We can do a little experiment.” 
 
    “Okaaay.”  
 
    “All you have to do is kiss me–” 
 
    For fuck’s sake! I yanked my hands away as his head lowered towards mine. He nearly had me there. “Get lost! You think I’m going to fall for that shit?” 
 
    “Fall for what?” He shrugged. “I was just trying to help, but I guess you don’t really want to know if you’re any good at kissing or not… I can understand why you wouldn’t. I just know if I was a lousy kisser, I’d want someone to tell me. Perhaps give me a couple of pointers, so I didn’t slobber all over the next person I dated. Maybe help me get to second base.” 
 
    I shoved him again. “God. I can’t believe I actually thought you weren’t being a self-absorbed prick for once. I should’ve known you were just taking the piss. Well, I’d rather be a lousy kisser then swap spit with you.” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Fine, if that’s how you feel. I guess you can wait until the next time you go on a date and see if he turns away after one kiss as well. Then again, with the whole advertising campaign thing, one of the local TV stations is bound to run a story to see how you’re going, or someone will set up a blog to get feedback from your dates.” His tone said there would be a blog, even if he had to set it up himself. “I know if it was me and a couple of my dates started posting that I couldn’t kiss…”  
 
    I couldn’t take any more of this. Without another word, I got up and walked out of the bar. I was going home. To bed. To wallow in my misery. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, gorgeous! I haven’t seen you for months.”  
 
    Nearly a week after my dating disaster, I turned from the dull drudgery of carrying my share of the grocery shopping home, squealing, and launched myself into strong arms. My bag for life hit the pavement with a dull thud that didn’t bode well for the eggs, but who cared?  
 
    My best friend TJ was here! TJ is gorgeous inside and out. He modelled when we were at university – tall with thick, dark hair, piercing blue eyes, and chiselled features. He was perfection. 
 
    “Not that you’ve been hiding your lovely self. I saw your advert in Pimlico Underground Station. Darling, that picture.” He grimaced, showing perfect white teeth, waving a manicured hand towards my head in an all-encompassing gesture. “Your hair, the scarf–” 
 
    “Don’t, Teej.” I pulled back to arm’s length as he shuffled us along the pavement to let people move past us into Ottomans restaurant. My chin trembled. “I’ve turned into a wet.” I sniffed. Mark cleared his throat loudly behind me, making a funny growling sound. I ignored him. “I’ll just cry.” 
 
    “Shhh, baby.” TJ hauled me back into his warm embrace, patting my back affectionately before leaning back and looping my hair behind my ear, petting and stroking my cheek as he spoke. “That was for real?” He was clearly shocked. “Why would you do that to yourself? I thought it was, like, a thirtieth birthday joke or something.” 
 
    “I’m only twenty-nine, you cheeky git.” TJ’s eyes widened, as if he was surprised at my age. I slapped his arm with enough force to hurt. He knew exactly how old I was. “My mother did it to me.” 
 
    “Couldn’t she just have disinherited you, like a normal person?” 
 
    “She’s not that kind. You’ve seen the adverts. They’re all over Pimlico Station. It’s just me and The Phantom of the Opera.” I wasn’t going to draw his attention to the vaginal itch cream if he’d missed it. I was just going to be thankful for small mercies. “At least the Phantom gets to wear a half mask.” 
 
    He nodded sympathetically. “I’m pretty sure that people, unless they know you, wouldn’t be able to recognise you from that picture.” TJ was trying (though not very hard) to be kind.  
 
    “That’s not true. I’ve had to stop using the Underground because children are picking on m-meeee.” My pitch rose with distress, and I buried my face in his shoulder as a couple of tears squeezed out. 
 
    Mark’s muttering about me “snogging strangers and dry-humping guys in the street” and impatient foot tapping picked up a decibel. “Because you were banned from Pimlico Station, more like.”  
 
    “You’re banned from the Underground?” TJ’s tone was incredulous and maybe a little gleeful.  
 
    “Just Pimlico Station,” I said. 
 
    “This sounds like an interesting story. Come and tell Uncle TJ all about it.” 
 
    “It’s too long to tell you,” I replied, giving my token dismissal (just to be polite) before launching into the tale. TJ would know what to do. “It’s all Mum’s fault. You know what she’s like.”  
 
    He nodded in sympathetic understanding, which was why I loved him.  
 
    “She kept going on and on about how she wanted to be a grandmother and then she went and decided to invest my inheritance–” 
 
    “Her pension lump sum.” Again, Mark interrupted and was ignored. 
 
    “–in running those hideous digital advertising poster things for two whole weeks. She said she couldn’t wait forever and I obviously wasn’t going to attract a man in the natural way.” 
 
    “Baby, it’s not true.” Maybe I should ask TJ to date me? If I offered him enough money, he probably would. “That picture aside, you’re gorgeous. I’d date you. In fact, come on – we can go on a date right now. Lunch in Ottomans?” 
 
    Oh, I clapped my hands once, dismissing my tale of woe. Look at me getting another date. “My favourite.” 
 
    “In case you didn’t notice, buddy, she’s with someone.” Mark’s tone was surprisingly unfriendly. He was usually much better in social situations than me. Ooooh. He didn’t look too friendly right now. At some point he’d picked up my bag for life, which was slowly dripping yolk from the bottom corner.  
 
    TJ sized him up. “Are you one of her dates from the Underground?” 
 
    “No, I’m–” 
 
    “Sorry. Teej, this is just Mark. He’s…” How should I describe our relationship? “Ah… Well, I guess, he’s practically my stepbrother.” 
 
    Mark dropped my shopping with a horrid clatter – shit, not the wine; I could survive a week without eggs, but not, since I started dating, without alcohol – and grabbed my arm, swinging me around to face him, preventing me from trotting after TJ. “I’m not your brother, KT.” 
 
    “You’re kind o–” 
 
    “We’re not related in any way whatsoever.” 
 
    “I, ah…” What the hell? Could men get PMS? I blinked up at him in surprise. Maybe he’d had enough of being ignored and carrying most of the shopping. “My father and your mother–” 
 
    “Were. Not. Married,” he said through his teeth. “They had a very short-lived affair when I was fourteen. We are not related.” 
 
    “We practically grew up together and they were engaged–”  
 
    “Not married.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Shut up, KT! We are not related. No matter how you look at it. There’s no law, nor rule of morality or propriety that would prevent me from kissing you, right here, right now.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “With tongue.” He said that last bit like a threat, sparking my temper. He was being ridiculous. As if he’d ever kiss me with tongue.  
 
    As if I’d ever want him to. The image of him standing half-naked in my kitchen nearly two weeks ago, that droplet of water winding down his chest and across his stomach, flittered across my mind. “Try it and it’ll be the last time your tongue is attached to your body,” I responded. 
 
    “Hi there, guys. Remember me?” TJ stepped between us, waving his hands to break our stare-off. “Take it from an impartial observer: you’re arguing just like brother and sister.” 
 
    “No. We’re. Not.”  
 
    TJ took a large step back from Mark’s vehement denial, leaving me to fend for myself.  
 
    Chicken.  
 
    Mark turned the look on me, and I broke, eyes rolling to show I was saying it under protest: “Fine, not brother and sister. First cousins.”  
 
    “What part of not related in any way do you not understand?” 
 
    “Ooookay! Have it your way. TJ, this is my… What the hell do you want me to call you?” 
 
    “Mark,” he stated through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Well, Mark, who’s with the lovely Kate, but not related to her in any way,” TJ said, and I snickered at his mocking tone, “I guess the invite will stretch to cover two totally unrelated people.” He made a sweeping gesture with his hand towards the door behind us. “Why don’t you join us in Ottomans?” 
 
    Mark stomped forward, his big, hot hand pressing against my spine, as he firmly ushered me into the restaurant. I tried to arch away from his touch, curving my back, which pushed my stomach forward, making me waddle like a pregnant woman. TJ scooped up our abandoned (still dripping) shopping bags and followed, snickering.  
 
    I said over my shoulder, glaring at Mark as he maintained contact despite my contortions, “I don’t see why you have such a problem–” 
 
    “KT,” he said, his voice deadly. “Shut. Up.” 
 
    “You two should go on The Meri Scott Show,” TJ said mockingly. “She could do a DNA test for you both and solve this argument once and for all.” 
 
    Smartarse.  
 
    Mark gave TJ a warning look, saving me the bother. A waiter guided us across the small wood-panelled restaurant to a table in the window overlooking Wilton Road. Mark held out the seat next to TJ for me and then sat down opposite, his legs tangling then pressing against mine under the table whilst he stared at me.  
 
    I kicked him.  
 
    He winced. The feeling of victory lasted right up until he hooked his feet around the legs of my chair and dragged me in tight to the table, forestalling my complaint by raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” he warned me. I was so close to the table that I barely had enough room to breathe. He sighed, eyes smiling, and settled his legs more comfortably on either side of mine.  
 
    TJ’s cough sounded suspiciously like it covered a laugh. “Well, kids, shall we order off the shared meze menu? That way we can get lots of different small dishes and share them.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me, Teej.” I refused to look at Mark, focusing all my attention on TJ, breathing shallowly to stop myself from being cut in half by the edge of the table. “The usual?” 
 
    “Sure thing, baby. What about you, Mark, is there anything you don’t eat?” 
 
    “He practically invited himself. He can eat what he’s given,” I snarled, then took a sip of wine, before choking and nearly falling off my chair. What the…? I squinted under the table – Mark’s foot stroked up the back of my calf. He was playing footsie? I glared at him, shifting my leg.  
 
    “What’s wrong, sis?” he said. 
 
    “I thought I saw a great, big, smelly rat under the table.”  
 
    He turned, raising a hand and calling the waiter over.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I snarled.  
 
    He looked back, a patently false expression of innocence on his face. “I’m calling the waiter over. We have to tell him you saw a rat. After all, they’ll need to close the place down and call in the exterminators.” 
 
    “Stop it! I mean it,” I warned him. “This is my favourite restaurant. There’s nothing, nothing wrong with the hygiene here. They were featured on Master Chef, and if you get me kicked out, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    The waiter smiled, weaving his way through the other tables to our place by the window.  
 
    “Are you going to play nice?” Mark asked. 
 
    “For as long as we’re in here.” I glared at him. Mark stared back before nodding to signal he’d accepted the deal. 
 
    TJ gave our order to the conveniently placed waiter. “Okay, baby, I’m just going to the toilet. You two behave. When I come back, you and I are going to talk, Kitty-Kate. Seriously. There is no way a woman like you should be begging for a date.” TJ planted a big, smacking kiss on my lips, in true TJ style, before rising from the table. 
 
    Mark sucked in a breath, scowling. “What the hell is he, a kissing cousin?”  
 
    What was his problem today? “You can’t have a problem with TJ. Everyone loves him.” 
 
    His jaw bulged as he ground a layer of enamel off his molars.  
 
    Good. At least I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t going to get a smiley-face sticker next time I went to the dentist. “Of course I don’t have a problem with TJ.” Much. “How did you and this guy that everyone loves hook up, anyway?”  
 
    “What’s your problem? If TJ wasn’t gay, I’d think you were jealous.” Like Mark would be jealous about me. He was on my mother’s side in this farce.  
 
    He stretched, relaxing back in his seat, a smile spreading across his face, his foot once again brushing my calf. “How did you two meet?” 
 
    It was like a switch had been thrown and suddenly he was all smiles again. Bipolar? “TJ and my flatmate at university had a bit of a fling.” 
 
    Speak of the devil, TJ appeared at the table, and I winced, damn it. “Seeing as how you brought it up, how is Anton?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to know.”  
 
    “That good, huh?”  
 
    I waved a hand in dismissal of Anton’s achievements. “America. Job. Lots of money. Trust-fund boyf–”  
 
    “You be sure to let me know if he’s ever hit by a car, so that I can offer my congratulations to the driver.” TJ turned to Mark and shrugged. “First love. You know how it is.” Mark gave an understanding nod. TJ sat down as a pair of waiters appeared and began placing our dishes onto the middle of the table. 
 
    “Right, now spill.” TJ spoke as the waiters left, simultaneously filling his plate. 
 
    I didn’t just spill, I flooded. Tsunami style. TJ sat in semi-stunned/amused silence. I finally wound down my tale of woe, voice trembling, chin wobbling, nose running. It wasn’t my best look.  
 
    “I still don’t understand why she used that picture if she wanted to increase your chances of attracting a man,” he said. “It just doesn’t make sense.”  
 
    “We’re talking about my mother here, TJ – of course it doesn’t make sense. Unless…” I turned to Mark as a thought struck. He had taunted me for as long as I could remember – had he persuaded my mother to use that picture? Was it some sort of ultimate embarrassment? 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” he responded. “I had no idea what was going on until I came to pick you up from the police station.” 
 
    I turned back to TJ, for once inclined to believe Mark hadn’t been actively involved in my humiliation. “She says she likes the photo. I know.” I mirrored his look of horror. “There’s no accounting for taste.” 
 
    “She loves you,” Mark said. “Of course she thinks you look good in all the pictures she has of you.”  
 
    No, really? TJ and I blinked owlishly at Mark. 
 
    “Maybe I’ve just never really been in love then,” TJ said. “Because some people are not photogenic. Sorry, Kate. I can’t lie to you.” 
 
    “Don’t look now.” I slapped TJ’s arm, gaining his attention. “That guy standing outside Karma Cafe, the one wearing a flasher mac: that’s John. I said don’t look.” 
 
    “Then you gave me exact directions of where I needed not to look. Besides, don’t look is what people say when they want you to look. He’s the guy you went on a date with last week? He’s a bit… strange looking. That was the best you got from the digital adverts?” TJ twisted in his seat and craned his neck to get a better view.  
 
    “Stop it!” I said. 
 
    “Why’s he pretending he hasn’t noticed you when he was obviously looking right at us two seconds ago?” TJ waved, wiggling his fingers as John looked back. 
 
    “Don’t.” I grabbed his hand, pinning it to the table. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re worried about. He’s scuttling off now he realises you’ve seen him. Underground poster photo aside, if he’s indicative of the calibre of dates you’ve received so far, we need to think of a new plan of action. Two months isn’t an awful lot of time, and with the dating adjudicator sitting there watching you, you’re going to have to make an effort.” 
 
    “I don’t mind making an effort, if he’s tall, dark, handsome, and intelligent.”  
 
    Mark nudged my foot under the table. He raised his eyebrows, flashed me a smile, and tapped his cheekbone with a long, blunt finger.  
 
    “Employed.” I continued looking away. What the hell was he up to now? 
 
    TJ considered me for a minute. “You’re going to Anne Westmore’s wedding this weekend, aren’t you? Weddings are the place to meet men.” He continued, oblivious to the under-the-table battle going on, “That’s if you’re not interested in the hunk you’re toting around with you today?” 
 
    My attention snapped back to TJ. “Who?” His head tipped to one side, indicating… “We’re not back on Mark, are we? We’ve already had this discussion. He’s–” 
 
    “Not related to you in any way!” Mark thundered. TJ bit back a smile. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything about your being like a brother to me.” 
 
    “KT,” he said, his voice deadly, “do us both a favour. Shut up.” 
 
    “I was going to say: he’s not a man hunk.” 
 
    Mark scowled. “Didn’t I just tell you to shut up? Do I need to make you?” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    “Not nearly so much as I’d like to do it.”  
 
    Mark fisted my coat and hauled me from my chair up to his mouth. What the…? 
 
    His lips moulded to mine. I shivered out a breath of surprise. The warm, firm pressure of his lips brushing mine sent tingles of shock and desire skating across my skin. My eyes closed. The tip of his tongue slipped out, tapping against my top lip. Hmm. I blinked my eyes open. My lips parted and he stepped back. 
 
    Leaving me panting and staring at him. “Uh… What was that?” Okay, I could’ve made that more convincing. I touched my lips with the tip of my tongue, trying to stop the tingling. 
 
    “It’s called kissing. I did it to shut you up, but if you’re asking remedial questions like that, you’ve got a hell of lot of learning to do.” With that, Mark threw some cash on the table, grabbed our shopping, and walked out, leaving me confused and TJ smirking. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I’m not the wedding photographer, but I can picture us together. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Another red carnation and a…” I stared down at my palm. “A necklace.” Mark stood tensely at my shoulder, dressed for Anne Westmore’s wedding, in a beautifully tailored silver-grey suit, scanning the street for my gift giver. I felt a bit shaky. This was weird. “It’s a cameo thing. Mum got one free as a mystery gift from one of those frequent reader catalogues once. It made her skin turn green when it got wet.” 
 
    Mark turned to me. “Have you got some sort of thing going with a book catalogue that I should know about?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then where did that come from?” He poked the gold-looking chain in my hand. 
 
    “I think it’s John. He followed me back from the corner shop last night and the Underground every night last week.” Even though I was getting off at Victoria Station (I still couldn’t use Pimlico) and schlepping an extra mile home. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” He scowled, looking over my shoulder and scanning the street. 
 
    Because I was getting tired of being the main focus of his amusement. “I just did.” 
 
    “Earlier, KT. When I could’ve done something about it.” 
 
    “What could you do about it? It’s not like he did anything. He didn’t try to talk to me or abduct me… I didn’t see an axe.” I was taunting him, given his requirement that I wait until someone turned up with a weapon to shout for help when I was dating. “He was just there. Walking along the same street as me. At the same time. Along with half a dozen other people.” 
 
    “It’s called stalking.”  
 
    “Or maybe he works near here and was just making his way home. He said he did on our date.” Amazingly, I was actually being the voice of reason in a conversation with Mark. 
 
    “Had you ever seen him around here before you went on your date?” 
 
    “No. But… well, he doesn’t really stand out in the crowd; maybe I’ve stood beside him on the Underground every day for the past five years and just never noticed him before. We live in the same area – give or take a couple of miles – after all.” 
 
    “What were you doing letting some stranger know where you live, anyway?” he muttered, dragging a hand over his hair. “I guess this explains the silent calls I’ve been getting all day when you were at work.” 
 
    “What kind of an idiot do you think I am?” I glared, daring him to answer. He didn’t, denying me the opportunity to really lose it with him. “I didn’t tell him anything. I didn’t even want to go for dinner with him. If you’re going to get snotty with someone, do it with Mum. She’s the one who posted my picture on the Underground. All he had to do was wait until he saw me coming out of the station one night and follow me home.” 
 
    “The phone calls?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Even Mum knew enough to use a telephone messaging service and not my real number.” 
 
    “It’s creepy. The whole following you and leaving surprises on the doorstep. It’s creepy. Normal people don’t do things like that. I think you should talk to the police about getting a restraining order.” 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten, I don’t have a very good relationship with the police at the moment.” 
 
    Mark turned from the empty street, looking down at me. I stroked the carnation bud against my cheek as I stared at the necklace curled in the palm of my hand. “So, are you going to toss that thing, or what?” He didn’t wait for my response. He plucked the flower out of my hand and pitched it into the gutter.  
 
    “We’re going to be late for the wedding if we don’t get your mum and set off now.”  
 
    I tossed the necklace onto the side table, picked up my bag, and headed out the door. Mark snagged my hand as I walked past, pulling me to a halt and turning me to face him.  
 
    “I meant to say earlier, you look gorgeous, KT. Like a 1940s pinup girl.”  
 
    I wasn’t expecting the compliment. My heart hit my ribs, pounding hard in my chest, responding to his hot tone and look. I was wearing a knee-length navy dress that highlighted my curves. The top was V-necked, with small sleeves; the fitted waist highlighted my shape and was set off with a narrow black patent leather belt. A full skirt flared around my hips and hit me at the knee.  
 
    “I’ll be fighting the men off to get a dance with you.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The wedding ceremony was over, and Anne Westmore was now Mrs Anne Schwartz. We’d been standing in the freezing cold in the small formal garden of the Georgian Hotel, where the wedding reception was being held, for the past hour while the photographer ushered us into various groups and poses for photos.  
 
    My mother was talking with her friend Susan. A pretty, black-haired, sprite-like bridesmaid had glommed on to Mark as soon as the ceremony was over. I couldn’t blame her – he looked James Bond hot in his suit, and you couldn’t tell that he was a blackmailer’s henchman from looking at him.  
 
    With TJ’s advice – that weddings are great man-hunting grounds – still fresh in my mind, I scanned the lawn for potential. I spotted two groomsmen, dressed in black suits with cerise bow ties to match the bridesmaids’ dresses. One was athletic looking with brown hair and intense blue eyes, reminding me of Jamie Dornan, a.k.a. Christian Grey in the Fifty Shades movies. The other looked like Chris Hemsworth: sandy-blond hair, cornflower-blue eyes, tall and muscled, so hot he acted as a Norse god (Thor).  
 
    “Everyone for the family photo,” the middle-aged photographer called, positioning his equipment at the foot of the stairs leading up to the big house. “Line up on the steps, bride and groom in the middle, wedding party and family on the steps beside and behind, please.”  
 
    I was family. Anne’s mother Lucinda is my dad’s second cousin. This was my chance to stage a meet with the potentials and somehow – this part of my plan was vague – tempt them to ask me on a date.  
 
    Leaving Mum and Mark behind, I followed Mark’s bridesmaid, sashaying across the lawn. Actually, I staggered (heels and a wet lawn do not mix) over to the sandstone steps. People had already lined up, so it was pretty crowded, but this played in my favour, giving me a great excuse to squeeze in between my two hotties, who were conveniently standing next to each other on the front row. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I chirped in my best flirty voice. “Is there room for a little one?” I touched “Chris” on the arm as I squeezed between them. Yummy. I suppressed a shiver at the powerful hardness of his arm beneath my palm. “Jamie” turned, his intense eyes flicking over me as the hot spice of his aftershave filled my senses.  
 
    Lovely. A hot man sandwich. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Anne snapped, breaking the spell. I glanced around, to see who she was bridezilla-ering now. She jabbed a finger in my direction. “You.” Me? I was just standing here, enjoying being sandwiched. “I don’t want you in this one, Kate. It’s just for close family.” What? My heart dipped and heat flooded my face, as everyone turned to see who she didn’t want. “You can go in the big group photo later.” She made a shooing gesture with her French-manicured hands, before turning to her new husband and muttering, loud enough for me and everyone else to hear, “In the back row.”  
 
    Pride in tatters, I slunk down the steps to the laughter of Jamie and a sympathetic back pat and – dare I hope – flirtatious wink from Chris.  
 
    For once, Mark didn’t laugh or make a joke at my expense when I got back to where he stood with my mother and Susan. “Come here.” He opened his suit jacket, letting me snuggle inside against his chest, away from the bitter wind, whilst I got warm and nursed my bruised pride. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, we were all inside the grand ballroom and halfway through the wedding meal (warm prawn cocktail followed by cold chicken and gravy), pretending to listen to the endlessly dull speeches (close family were also pretending to laugh at the “right” points).  
 
    I was topping up my Dutch courage to make a second approach to Chris if he didn’t seek me out when the dancing started. I wasn’t going to risk Jamie again – not just because he’d laughed when Anne had been a bitch, but because I wasn’t really into the whole Fifty Shades pain and submission thing.  
 
    I was jarred from my thoughts by my mother’s cackling laughter. Unfortunately, Anne had seated Mum and Susan at the same table, along with me, Mark, Dr Sommerville – a morose balding man – his wife – a wannabe Stepford wife – and his awkward teenage son. Susan had, like Mum, been through a difficult divorce. They’d bonded over their shared experience of husbands who ran off with their best friends and formed a bitchy one-upmanship type of friendship. I’m not sure exactly how it works. All I know is Mum can be in a pit of depression, then Susan comes over and starts criticising her housekeeping, and the next minute Mum’s suggesting Susan think about getting help from the makers of Hoarding: Buried Alive, and they’re both off happily trading insults, like it’s some form of therapy. They’re not being intentionally mean; they’d be genuinely upset if they thought they’d hurt the other one. I think they think it’s funny. 
 
    Unfortunately, they didn’t care who was around to hear them. “Lucinda must be thrilled to finally get Anne married. With Anne’s looks and personality, she must’ve thought she’d never get rid of her,” my mother said. She’d gone all out for the wedding, her ash-blonde hair swept back into an elegant French twist, and she was wearing a baby-pink shift dress with matching long-line jacket. She’d even cracked out the family jewels. She was wearing her engagement ring on her middle finger. 
 
    “Quiet, Mum,” I said. I was too used to their game to be shocked. I just wanted her to lower the volume, so everyone in the room didn’t hear.  
 
    “Hmm. She is rather unfortunate looking,” Susan said, equally loudly. “I was so lucky with my Laura. She’s always been a natural beauty. Takes after her mother.” Susan spoke through lush pink lips. She’d waged a fierce battle against aging for the last twenty years. Her jet-black hair was piled on top of her head, to cascade down in an abundance of synthetic curls. Her eyebrows were fixed halfway up her forehead, in an expression of perma-surprise, which was the only expression her over-Botoxed face could make. “All the boys fighting over her; engaged at eighteen and married by twenty-one. Such a stunning bride.” She turned a surprised (I guessed she intended to look sympathetic) look on me. “Don’t worry, Kate, dear. Your time will come… and they have some lovely dresses for mature brides these days.”  
 
    I’m not even thirty!  
 
    The hot, hard length of Mark’s thigh pressed against mine under the table. I reluctantly turned, expecting to see him silently laughing at me. He wasn’t. He was glaring at Susan.  
 
    “The dress Laura wore to her second wedding was lovely, too.” Mum slipped in the counter-insult with a smile. Originally, the game had just been about insulting each other. As they’d run out of ways to insult each other, it had expanded to their children (me and Laura) and to other people they perceived to have insulted them – for example, Lucinda and Anne today, for putting them in the back pew at the church and seating us at the very back of the huge ballroom, half hidden behind a column and with no eligible men for them to flirt with. “I didn’t even realise they made maternity wedding dresses until your Laura’s second wedding.” 
 
    “Whoa, ladies,” Mark said, clearly concerned they were going to come to blows.  
 
    “Come on, Mum, Susan, not here,” I added.  
 
    They ignored me again. The attention of the other guests at our table moved from the long and boring speeches, to the far more interesting conversation occurring right in front of them. “I suppose that’s because you haven’t had the joy of organising one wedding yet… let alone two,” Susan said.  
 
    A direct hit. Her smile was pained, but a spark of challenge lit her eyes. “Kate wants to make sure she gets it right the first time.”  
 
    With their words, panic built inside of me. I was nearly thirty years old, running out of time. Laura was younger than me. She had married twice and had two children. I couldn’t even get a decent date when I (my mum) advertised for one.  
 
    It was painful to admit, but maybe Mark and Mum were right: if I didn’t find a man soon, I’d be left on the shelf, too old to have children, body sagging and wrinkled. I took another swig of wine courage. This was it. No putting it off or getting scared and slinking off. I had to make a move on Chris. I couldn’t just wait and hope he approached me. 
 
    “Ha,” Susan said. “You forget, I met Kate’s first boyfriend, Graham!”  
 
    It was fourteen damn years ago and no one would let me forget it. I almost bit my tongue off to not rise to their bait. It would only make them worse.  
 
    “Ugh, Graham.” Mum shuddered. “Well, as your Laura will tell you, Susan, a girl gets to make her youthful mistakes. At least Kate didn’t marry hers.” I flinched for the absent, but now happily married, Laura. Susan laughed and patted Mum’s hand affectionately.  
 
    “Speaking of weddings,” Mark cut in, “isn’t the bride’s dress lovely?” 
 
    Susan snorted and Mum laughed.  
 
    “You’ll have to try harder than that to get them to stop,” I offered.  
 
    He smiled, shrugging off my comment. “As long as they don’t start talking about you losing your virginity, I’m happy to call it a success.” A rare moment of agreement passed between us.  
 
    “Load of sentimental rubbish,” Susan snapped, commenting on the personalised wedding vows.  
 
    Leaning back in my chair, so I could see past the column, I tried to check out Chris, maybe get a little eye contact. Jamie was delivering the best-man speech, going into detail about some lads’ holiday he and the groom had taken. There must have been an in-joke somewhere, as the groom was blushing hot enough to toast bread, and a few of the groomsmen were snickering into their drinks. Chris appeared to be captivated by Jamie’s story, staring at him as he spoke, a small (sexy) smile tipping his beautifully shaped lips. 
 
    Mark leant forward, blocking my view, his breath tickling my ear and sending goose bumps skating down my neck and straight to my nipples. “Are they always like this?” He gave a chin jerk towards my mother and Susan. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I responded, shaking off the shivers.  
 
    Mark’s position created a semi-private space for our conversation. Not that it mattered; Mum and Susan were too fixated on their game to care what anyone else was saying or doing. But I enjoyed being the centre of a hot guy’s attention for a while, even if it was just Mark. Maybe I could practice a couple of flirting moves on him before I used them on Chris.  
 
    “It’s a bit…” He struggled to find an acceptable word to call my mother. 
 
    “Catty,” I offered breathily, holding eye contact as I slowly licked my lips and flicked my hair over my shoulder.  
 
    “Hmm.” He nodded, eyes darkening, as he leant forwards. 
 
    Wow! That was unexpectedly easy. I must be a natural. No practice flirting required.  
 
    “I’m amazed Lucinda didn’t insist on a veil. It would’ve looked so much nicer in the photos, if they’d hidden her nose.” Mum and Susan bitched on, ruining my moment. 
 
    “Remember when Lucinda used to say she would grow into it?” They both dissolved into cackles that had the wedding guests at other tables turning from the speeches, which were still droning on. 
 
    “Shhh, Mum!” I sank down in my chair and reached for my wine glass, hoping my slouched position and the fact my table was at the back of the room, in a corner half hidden by a column, meant Chris couldn’t see me and connect me with my mother and Susan. “You’re interrupting the speeches.” I glanced around the table, seeking support, but found none. Even the doctor and his wife were snickering at the comments.  
 
    Susan jumped in to defend my mother. “If Lucinda wanted us to listen to the speeches, she shouldn’t have stuck us in this dark corner so far away from everything and fed us prawn cocktail and chicken with cold gravy.” 
 
    “If the pair of you had taken a break from gossiping long enough to eat it when it first arrived, it would still be warm.” I said. 
 
    “It would still have been prawn cocktail, though. So eighties!” Mark mimicked Susan’s tone perfectly, pitched so only I could hear. I tried and failed to hide my smile. Who would have guessed Mark had a sense of humour and that I would like it?  
 
    Susan’s voice cut into our little flirt bubble. “She was probably scared if we sat any closer we’d be able to see that Anne’s still stuffing her bra. That wasn’t ever something either of our girls had trouble with. Just look at your Kate. She’s practically bursting out of her dress.”  
 
    I glanced down, checking the V-neck of my dress. I was nowhere near bursting out. This dress fit perfectly. I’d been really careful when picking a wedding outfit, something that made me look sexy, but was still wedding appropriate (i.e. a hint of boobs, not a full-on flash). 
 
    A rumbling growl echoed beside me. I turned, catching Mark glaring across the table at the doctor’s acne-covered son, who was staring at my chest like he had x-ray vision. Mark laid a proprietary hand on the back of my chair.  
 
    I tolerated the possessive gesture for now – it played into my practice flirtation – but as soon as the speeches were over, he better move out of my personal space. The last thing I wanted was Chris (or even Jamie, as a scary BDSM-style backup) thinking that I was taken by Mark. 
 
    “It’s a shame, really,” Mum continued. “I don’t know how Anne ended up with a man, a surgeon, when my Kate is struggling.”  
 
    “KT could have any man she wanted,” Mark cut in coolly, which was odd. He was usually the first person in with a joke at my expense.  
 
    Mum and Susan took the hint for once and went back to bride bashing. “I wonder what he sees in her,” Mum queried.  
 
    “She’s probably in trouble,” Susan responded. Mum’s head tipped and she turned back to study me across the table. I could practically hear the cogs turning in her mind. She was probably trying to figure out how to get me knocked up, so she could force a shotgun wedding. The fact Anne was younger than me, getting married, and potentially pregnant was riling Mum’s competitive streak. She’d be renewing her interest in her mission to get me paired off and providing her with grandchildren if I didn’t start to show some dating progress soon. 
 
    People started to clap, alerting us to the fact the speeches were over. The lights dimmed and the DJ began playing some overly sentimental music… something with an organ and harp, but no lyrics.  
 
    Everyone turned to stare at the bride and groom as they made their way to the dance floor, Anne’s huge, multi-layered princess-cut gown brushing against people as she swept past. “It’s just like one of those toilet roll covers my grandmother used to crochet,” my mother commented. 
 
    “So eighties!” Susan responded. Mark caught my eye and I laughed, as Susan unknowingly echoed his earlier mocking words and tone. “It’s hard to get maternity wedding dresses, and there’s only so much letting out they can do on short notice.”  
 
    “She always was a bit of a hussy–” 
 
    “That’s enough!” I snapped. I couldn’t listen to another nasty word, game or not. My nails scored my palms and my head hurt, I’d clenched my jaw so tightly.  
 
    “Easy, KT.”  
 
    I jumped as Mark squeezed my thigh under the table with his left hand at the same time as he cupped the back of my neck, his right hand sliding under my hair, his thumb stroking behind my ear, sending showers of sensation shivering down my neck… I melted into his touch, staring into his darkening eyes.  
 
    A smile slowly tilted the corners of his lips. My mouth stretched in response. My jaw loosened and my fists unclenched on the table. 
 
    He’d stripped off his suit jacket. His navy-blue shirt (which, coincidently, matched my dress perfectly) was tailored to his ripped physique and brought out the colour in his eyes. He smelt deliciously fresh and piney. 
 
    On the dance floor, Anne moved into the arms of her new husband. “She’s a tiny little thing,” Susan said, sounding almost sentimental. “A man likes a petite woman. It makes him feel big, manly, and protective.” 
 
    “I always thought it was a shame my Kate didn’t stop growing sooner,” Mum said. “She got it from her father. There aren’t any Hulks on my side of the family. She can’t even wear heels without towering over most men.”  
 
    “It’s hard to find nice shoes when you have big feet, too,” Susan said. 
 
    Mark growled over his shoulder, “Knock it off, ladies. There’s nothing wrong with KT, and I think we’ve all had enough of your game for one day.” He didn’t bother waiting for their response. He turned back to me, making a man wall between me and the rest of the table. His large, palm cupped my chin, tipping my face up to his. “You have a great body. Your boobs aren’t too big. They’re perfect handfuls.” His eyes darkened from navy to almost black. My “perfect” boobs felt heavy, my nipples tingled, and lower, between my legs, there was a fluttering. “And the right man, whether he’s tall or short, will be proud to be seen with you in your sexy strappy shoes.” 
 
    The wine waiter approached. Mum covered the top of my glass with her palm. “Don’t end up a drunken sot, Kate. Nothing is more off-putting to men than a desperate drunken woman.” 
 
    That was it! I shot up from the table, red-hot temper blanking my mind. 
 
    Mark surged from his chair. Snagging my arm, he used my momentum to turn me into his chest. I hit hard, jarring my neck and forcing him to take a small step back. The impact brought tears to my eyes. He stroked down my arm, his palm sliding against mine, his fingers lacing with my own.  
 
    “Let’s dance.” He leant forward, putting his lips to my ear, obviously reading the rejection on my face. I didn’t want to ruin my chance with Chris because he thought I was taken by Mark. “Think of my offer as an escape hatch.” His breath caressed my skin, goose bumps forming in its wake. “It’s dance with me or stay here with your mother and Susan and the game.”  
 
    Adele was singing “Make You Feel My Love”. As soon as we hit the dance floor, Mark settled me against him, lifting my hands to loop around his neck, catching them and putting them back when I would have removed them. Finally, happy that I wasn’t going to move, he slid his hands over my shoulders, down my spine, applying gentle pressure, easing me against him, before settling at my hips. 
 
    “Stop touching me up.” I wriggled against him, trying to put an inch of space between us, whilst glancing over his shoulder to make sure Chris (or Jamie) wasn’t watching. “I don’t want someone thinking we’re together and not approaching me.” 
 
    His hands tightened on my hips. “Are you seriously on a date with me and trying to attract another man?” 
 
    “What? No.” I shook my head, flinching at his hurt look. “We’re not on a date.” 
 
    “Yes, we are.” 
 
    “You’re my mum’s date.” Anne didn’t think I needed a plus one. 
 
    “Tip from me: dates don’t look over their date’s shoulder for a better offer.” He shifted and tightened his hold on me, so I could no longer see past his shoulder to where Chris and Jamie sat locked in deep discussion, a bridesmaid looking like a Greek goddess in her cerise toga-style dress cosying up to them.  
 
    I gave up. I’d just stay here, dance with Mark for a bit longer, work up a bit more courage, and then go and chat up whichever one of them the cerise goddess didn’t want at the free bar. When he’d had a bit more to drink and lowered his standards from goddesses to mere mortals. Resting my head on his shoulder, I closed my eyes, cutting out the glare of the multicoloured flashing lights, and sighed as one slow song blended into another.  
 
    Mark’s hands slid another couple of inches down my spine, coming to rest against the upper curve of my ass (as he would say), high enough that I couldn’t complain without seeming like a prude, but close enough that I knew he could feel the curve begin against the tips of fingers. He stroked, smoothing the cotton material of my dress from one side to the other. My bones melted and my body flowed, pressing against the hard planes of his. His piny scent wrapped around me.  
 
    His lips pressed briefly against my temple. It felt nice. Maybe better than nice. I must have had too much to drink. I glared at the DJ, praying he’d get to “Y.M.C.A.” or “Macarena” before I snuggled any closer and made a fool of myself, feeling warm and tingly for Mark.  
 
    His right leg slid between mine and he dipped me, pausing to mock-leer at me from directly above my chest, which was, as Susan pointed out earlier, threatening to make a great escape. “Nice view.” He swivelled, deflecting my knee from its true target and taking a hefty blow to his inner thigh. “There’s the tempestuous KT we all know and love.” He grunted then laughed. 
 
    “Hey there, gorgeous!” 
 
    “TJ!” I squealed with delight, as my best friend appeared beside us, looking debonair in a tailored slim-fit claret silk suit, with a black shirt underneath. “Hey!” Mark’s arms clamped down tight, holding me against him, preventing me from launching myself at TJ for my usual hug. I struggled to get free, and he stared back, dark eyes impenetrable. 
 
    TJ laughed, white teeth flashing in his tanned face. “Don’t worry, Mark who’s-not-related-to-the-gorgeous-Kate-in-any-way – I’m not here to steal your girl.” What? I wasn’t Mark’s girl. “I’m about to escape this wedding tedium. I just came to apologise for suggesting the wedding as a perfect pulling arena, Kate.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “I spotted at least two hot groomsmen.” And I was almost ready to make my move.  
 
    “The Chris Hemsworth and Jamie Dornan lookalikes?” I nodded eagerly. TJ totally knew my type. Mark tensed against me, his arms squeezing the breath from my lungs. I tugged the hair on his nape sharply. He grunted, looking down at me, then relaxed his hold, allowing me to draw breath. “I’m sorry to break it to you, babe,” TJ said. “But they play for my team.”  
 
    “Nooo.” I couldn’t hide my disappointment. “They’re gay?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Both of them?” I whined.  
 
    “This place is like a gay buffet. Even half the married ones.” Mark relaxed further, settling me more comfortably against him. TJ glanced around, checking who was close by. “I sent Josh a snap of the wedding party. You know how he loves that shit.”  
 
    I nodded, my cheek rubbing against Mark’s shirt, his warm scent giving me an aroma-driven high. It was all I could do not to purr like a contented cat.  
 
    “His boyfriend says he recognises the groom. He thinks they had a friends-with-benefits thing when they were at university.”  
 
    What? I jerked back. “Seriously?” He nodded. Poor Anne. Poor me. “I can’t believe I’ve wasted an entire day on this.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like a waste from where I’m standing, babe,” TJ said before blowing me a kiss, winking at Mark, and turning on his Cuban heels to head off across the dance floor. He stopped after only a couple of steps. “Oh, Josh said you should give speed dating a try. You only have to speak to people for a couple of minutes, and there are lots of other people there in the same” – he struggled for a word, then shrugged – “state as you. So, you’ll definitely be able to find someone to go out on another date with you.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    You must be a thief, because you stole my heart from across the room. 
 
      
 
    I was nervous. It was date night, again, and not just one date this time, lots of them. It was a week after Anne’s wedding, three weeks into my eight weeks of desperately dating, and Mark had kindly spent a couple of days researching online before booking me into a speed dating session. I’d rather have a bikini wax given by a blind trainee and a pap test on Facebook Live than do this.  
 
    I took a couple of deep breaths to calm my nerves, then had to make a desperate grab for the top of my bustier to stop my boobs making a bid for freedom. 
 
    “Steady on there, honey.” Mark’s voice rumbled beside me, as his hand settled at the small of my back. He cleared his throat. “As much as I’d love to meet your girls up close and personal, I’d prefer it to be more of a private than a public experience.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, using another quick tug at my bodice as an opportunity to elbow him in the side. “In your dreams.” 
 
    “Every night, KT. Every night.” I laughed at his exaggerated pained tone, nerves forgotten. “That’s better.” His hand lifted from my back, briefly cupping the back of my neck before smoothing down my spine. An unexpected warmth followed in its wake, spreading out to encompass my whole body. “What were you worrying about?” he said as he guided me down the pavement with the pressure of his palm on my lower back.  
 
    “I’m not good in crowds.”  
 
    “Isn’t speed dating one on one?” 
 
    “There’s a mixer thing at the beginning and during a break in the middle.”  
 
    “You’ll do fine. You’re gorgeous, funny, intelligent.” 
 
    I glanced up, surprised at the compliment, but he was looking ahead and reaching for the door to the venue. He was never nice to me. It must be his way of boosting my confidence before he abandoned me to my dates. “I get nervous and stay stupid things.” 
 
    “Everyone gets nervous. It’s a first date. Just remember, everyone else there is in the same boat, so they’re predisposed to be kind.” He glanced down at me. “Plus, you look like a brunette Jessica Rabbit in jeans in that outfit. Any guy with working vision and testosterone isn’t going to care what you say when you look like that.” 
 
    I snorted an unattractive sound of amusement and nerves, then froze, looking around the hotel lobby, one hand pressed to my stomach to hold back the butterflies. It was one of those chain places that looked like the decorator had shopped straight from the uncomfortable but cool section of some generic hotel decor catalogue. 
 
    A group of people perched on the edges of slippery looking barstools, their name badges glowing white in the dim interior, holding complimentary glasses of champagne. A larger group, maybe thirty people, milled aimlessly to one side. 
 
    I’d managed to persuade Kanchan from work that speed dating was better than our monthly cocktail night. Kanchan and I had started work at the same time and were the only women – and the only people under forty – in the finance department. So, we’d bonded quickly. Being an accountant in the civil service was not exactly glamourous or exciting, but she could make a dull day fly by, just by instant-messaging humorous commentary on what was going on in the office, or her life. She was a cute, petite, straight-talking Asian dynamo, who was – conveniently for me – in an off-again period with her no-good, lying, cheating on-again-off-again boyfriend Vincent. Hopefully she’d find a great guy tonight and stop wasting her time on Vincent. She was totally out of his league. I was also looking forward to her take on the whole speed-dating thing. Although I couldn’t see her yet.  
 
    I stood in the doorway, awkwardly shifting from one foot to the other, hands nervously fretting at my bustier, making sure everything was covered. What if I made a fool of myself? What if I really liked someone and we got together and then it just didn’t work and they left me? My abandonment fears kicked into overdrive; the small seed of fear and self-preservation that hid in my heart started to swell, urging me to protect myself and run. 
 
    “Why are you hanging around out here?” The pressure of Mark’s hand on my back increased. “Go on in.” 
 
    “What if no one likes me? Speed dating is like a short interview, or a test, and I’ve never been very good at either.” My words started coming more quickly in my panic. My legs locked, preventing forward movement. “What if I like someone and they don’t like me, or they do and then we get together and then they dump me for someone else?” 
 
    His eyes softened. “What happens if you meet the man of your dreams? He realizes how lucky he is to have found you and asks you out. You go on a date and fall in love and both live happily ever after.” 
 
    “Dad didn’t.” 
 
    “What didn’t Chris do?” He turned to face me, one hand rising to cup the side of my neck, eyes locking on mine, waiting for my response. 
 
    “He picked you and your mum over me and mine.” I struggled to hold eye contact as the words spilt out. 
 
    “No, honey.” He squeezed the side of my neck, underlining his point. 
 
    “Yes. He did.” 
 
    “No,” he repeated forcefully. “Chris picked himself. He’s a selfish, narcissistic bastard. That’s not on you – or Muriel – that’s on him. There is nothing you should or could have done differently, not when you were eight years old and not now, because Chris doesn’t care about anyone but himself.” He held my eyes for a couple of seconds, as I blinked back emotion, then pressed a quick, hard kiss to my forehead before stepping back, his hand falling from my neck. “Right, now, let’s get you signed in.” 
 
    “I’m not sure–” 
 
    “Come on, KT. What’ve you got to lose?” 
 
    “My self-esteem.” 
 
    “You’re being silly.” 
 
    “What if no one picks me, or I do or say something stupid and someone’s here undercover, working for some magazine, and turns me into a joke? Or someone recognizes me from the Underground adverts.” Panic beat frantic wings in my stomach. My chest tightened. I struggled to breathe normally. “Or worse, someone–” 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” He squeezed my shoulder. “I get your point. How about if instead of sitting in the bar and waiting for you to finish, I sign up too and promise that when we have our date, I’ll write you a really glowing report?” 
 
    The band around my chest loosened. That might work. “Promise?” 
 
    “Pulitzer Prize stuff,” he said stepping forward.  
 
    “Wait. Stop.” I grabbed his wrist, halting him. “We need to run over the ground rules again.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The signal in case something goes wrong and I need rescuing. You totally failed last time.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll have any poppadoms for you to drop on the floor here, KT, and it’s only a ten-minute date in a public place. I’m pretty sure you won’t need rescuing.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “But if you shout for help, I’ll save you.” His lips twitched, his eyes flashed navy, and a dimple showed in his right cheek. He’d come a long way from his geeky teenage years; even his wonky nose just served to set off how perfect the rest of him was. He didn’t need to speed-date – he could slow-date anyone he wanted. 
 
    So why was he free to trail me around on dates, and why the hell would he want to? Surely the whole torturing me thing had stopped being funny now?  
 
    A super-confident and falsely perky woman, with more teeth than Godzilla and enough fake tan and makeup to make a drag queen take a second look, pinned Mark with her overeager gaze. She stalked him across the hall, a she-lion scenting fresh and particularly tasty-looking meat.  
 
    “Hi there. I’m Natalia. Your hostess for the evening. Are you already booked in, or would you like to pay at the door?” She placed a manicured hand on Mark’s arm. It might’ve been to stop him from trying to make an escape, but it could equally be an attempt to mark her territory. So far, she hadn’t seemed to notice I exist. 
 
    “I’ll pay at the door.” He smiled back. Her hand slid off his arm as he pulled out his wallet, thrusting me into the room with the same motion.  
 
    I tripped, cursing as I crashed into Natalia, sending her stumbling back a step. The room hushed. All eyes turned to me. I straightened and tried to style it out by giving a little finger wave, cheeks flushed with embarrassment. 
 
    “Well.” Natalia’s smile turned blatantly false. She assessed my outfit, giving it a disparaging look. I was wearing stone-washed ripped Levi’s, bustier, and heels. So, it wasn’t the height of fashion, but I liked it and it highlighted my boobs, waist, and butt and gave me a confidence boost. Plus, Mark had said I looked like a modern-day Jessica Rabbit, so I’d take his positive assessment over her negative one. I was here hoping to attract a man, not impress the hostess.  
 
    “You certainly know how to make an… interesting entrance,” Natalia commented. “Dare I hope you–” 
 
    “I’ve already paid,” I cut her off, before she said “have stumbled into the wrong room.” Spying my nametag on the table by the door, I leapt on the excuse to get away. “I’m Kate!” I’d had to add the exclamation, as there was already a Kate and a Kate1 signed up. 
 
    “Well, Kate, you look like you could use your free glass of champagne. How about you pick up one of those light green comment cards on the table there and go over to the bar, whilst I sort Mark here out.”  
 
    I flashed a nervous look at Mark. He smiled and nodded encouragingly as he abandoned me to my fate.  
 
    “It looks like everyone’s here, so as soon as I have him good to go, I’ll come over and explain how everything will work tonight,” Natalia said. 
 
    She smoothed a hand over the front of Mark’s shirt, making a purring sound of appreciation, as she stroked and patted his name badge into place. Rolling my eyes at him (the man slut), I cut across to the bar, trying to work a crease out of my own badge that distorted my name into Hate!  
 
    “Mind if I join you all until this starts?”  
 
    Ooooh, goody. I smiled, feeling a wash of relief that I wasn’t about to be a speed-dating wallflower. It was fast, too. Maybe there was something to speed dating after all. He was shorter than I’d normally go for, but still taller than me (if I wasn’t wearing heels) and he was well built. He resembled Thor, with broad shoulders and strong thighs. Unfortunately, he didn’t look like my screen idol Chris Hemsworth facially. He was ordinary looking, but not unattractive, with thick, longish blond hair and a close-cropped beard.  
 
    “Sure.” I changed my answer into a cough, as I realised he was talking to the cute redhead beside me. I turned back to my sparkling wine (they should be sued for calling it champagne), cheeks burning. I took a big sip to cool my flushed face. Ugh, it was disgusting. I’d have preferred a glass of Prosecco, or just about anything else, really. There was no way I was going to be able to choke this down. I was going to have to buy myself something else.  
 
    I scanned the room, looking for potential. The male/female split didn’t work in my favour, but I scoped out a couple of potentials, a heck of a lot more forgettables, and a couple of hairy apes.  
 
    I assessed my competition. This was stiffer. There were at least five gorgeous, dressed-to-impress women who could star opposite Brad Pitt, several pretty, fresh-faced, and friendly, two in tracksuits – neither looked like they worked out; I could only imagine they liked the elasticised waistband – and one big-haired scary who was either squinting, or was proof that when my mother told me not to pull that face or the wind would change and I’d stay like that, she wasn’t lying.  
 
    Tucked in a dark corner, already stuck into the cocktails and laughing, was Kanchan and a couple of her friends, who I knew vaguely. I waved at her as Natalia strolled over with Mark and a cat-that-got-the-cream expression. A frown dented my forehead as he moved to stand with me at the bar, talking the bartender into exchanging his free but horrid “champagne” for a whisky. 
 
    Why didn’t I think of that? 
 
    “You’re driving,” I told him. 
 
    “That’s why I don’t want to waste the one drink I can have on cheap sparkling wine.” He scanned the room and smiled at a tall, slender blonde and a short, curvy brunette. Both women had made my Pitt list. They smiled back at him, fluffing their hair, eyes twinkling and flirting from across the room. I scowled at him as he leant over my shoulder, looking at the green card I was reading. 
 
    “Can you go and stand somewhere else? There’s a shortage of men. I don’t want one of the few good-looking ones here to think we’re together and mark me low.” 
 
    “Get real, KT.” 
 
    Before I could ask him what he meant by that comment, dental advert Godzilla on the prowl (a.k.a. Natalia) began to explain the question-and-answer system on the card, pointing out that although the men’s cards were blue and the women’s green, the questions were exactly the same. “It’s just to make things easier when we come to matching you all up…” I tuned out, fishing a pen from my handbag and completing the top bit with my contact details. 
 
    Godzilla was still droning on. Couldn’t we just get started?  
 
    “… and, of course, the most interesting bit, ‘Would you like to date this person again?’ requires a simple yes/no answer. I’m afraid there are no maybes in speed dating. So, be sure you consider everyone carefully before you fill out that section. I wouldn’t like to think that you’ve let your perfect date slip away.” She gave a fake laugh. “Now, we want you to enjoy your experience here with us this evening and to feel safe at all times. This brings me to the last question on your card, ‘Was this person friendly and respectful?’…”  
 
    Would a rude, disrespectful, and possibly dangerous person give me time to complete that section of the card? Just as well I had Mark in backup should things go wrong. 
 
    “If – at any time – you have any concerns, please let me know. The first bell will sound shortly. Gentlemen, I’ll take you through to the tables now and you can settle yourself in. I’ll come back for you ladies shortly and we’ll re-join the men and get started. Please, make sure you move on swiftly when the bell sounds, ladies, so that no one misses out on a date.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, I was seated in front of my first speed date. The room was set up like a café or restaurant with several tables for two. The men were already seated at them. Natalia led the women to our first date and reminded us to rotate after ten minutes.  
 
    “Ah, so…” I dredged my mind for a question. A mental clock started to tick down my allotted dating time. My mind blanked. The silence stretched.  
 
    My date, a tall – even sitting down – slender man with a narrow face, high forehead, and long nose, which gave him an aloof air, stared back mutely. Clearly, he had no more idea how to get this started then I did. It was like Mark said: we were all nervous. So, I would have to kick us off. Men liked it when you asked them about themselves, right? “So… ah” – a quick check of his nametag – “Archie. What do you do for a living?” I gave a nervous but encouraging smile. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to ask that question.” His tone was abrupt. Why couldn’t I ask what his job was? It was a perfectly normal question. “Natalia explained it when she went over the rules and procedures at the start.” 
 
    She did? 
 
    Oooookay. “How about we live on the edge a little bit here and you answer anyway, and we can see where it takes us?” I asked with my best flirty smile. 
 
    “I don’t believe in breaking the rules.” Wow. I physically deflated in my seat. My best obviously wasn’t good enough for rule monitor Archie. “They’re there for a reason, you know?” 
 
    Ah, no. No, I didn’t know. At least not in this case. What harm could come from me telling someone I was an accountant if they asked? I supposed it might make them assume I was dull. Again, the silence stretched, whilst my mental clock counted down our date. 
 
    I had to think. 
 
    Think.  
 
    Think. 
 
    Okay, a question.  
 
    A good dating question…  
 
    It couldn’t be that hard to think of a question.  
 
    I’d been asking people questions for years.  
 
    Surely, I could think of one question, even under pressure. “If you could only have one type of sex for the rest of your life, what would it be?”  
 
    Bloody hell. I winced. 
 
    Not that question.  
 
    He flushed, all the way up his long, giraffe-like neck and into his cheeks. “You can’t ask that!” He sounded like a shocked Victorian virgin spinster.  
 
    Probably just as well. Visualisation – it’s a killer for a person like me with an active imagination. I sat back. The silence dragged. I started to feel panicky. Where did I go from here? The date had only just started and already I was failing. I glanced around. I couldn’t see Mark from this position, but at every table I could see couples were chatting or laughing and enjoying themselves. I wanted to enjoy myself too. “Are men allowed to ask any questions, Archie, or is it just women who ask?” 
 
    “Anyone can ask the questions.” 
 
    Okay, then this failure to launch wasn’t all on me. Archie could step up and ask questions too. “Do you want to help me out a little here?”  
 
    He swallowed, audibly, his large Adam’s apple bobbing down his throat, disappearing under the collar of his starched white shirt, before popping back up like a cork. “When I’ve done this before, my dates have asked me about my holidays and hobbies.”  
 
    Okay. I could do that. I took a deep breath, pushing back the panic, smiled my most charming smile, and, voice perky, asked, “Where did you go on holiday this year, Archie?”  
 
    “I didn’t go on holiday this year,” he responded morosely, sitting back in his chair, hands folded limply on the table, face blank of emotion. There was no need for an exclamation mark or number after his name on his nametag to differentiate him from all the other Archies. He was definitely an original. “My mother was sick. I was looking after her.” 
 
    Jesus, then why suggest the question? “I’m, ah, sorry to hear that. I hope she is feeling better.”  
 
    “She died.” 
 
    Shit! What did I say to that? I took a gulp of the martini I’d ordered when I dumped my complimentary champagne before the dating began and checked out the exit. I was getting good at spotting the exits at all my dating venues. The ten minutes of our date slot seemed to have expanded into an hour. Time passed more quickly when I was in jail. 
 
    I twisted around, searching the room. A few tables over, Mark was laughing with the curvy brunette he’d shared a look with earlier. Damn it. He didn’t even want a date. If he could make this work with his irritating personality and lack of employment – not that anyone would be able to find that out from the questions – so could I. 
 
    Galvanized, I turned back to Archie. “Tell me about your hobbies.” 
 
    “I haven’t had much time for hobbies lately, what with nursing my sick mother.” Was this guy kidding? “But I used to like gaming.” 
 
    Great. Gaming. I could work with this. “Like Las Vegas and casinos?” Finally, he was starting to sound interesting. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, looking at me like I was an idiot. “Like Dungeons & Dragons.” 
 
    “Computer games?” Not so interesting. 
 
    “Role play.” 
 
    Jesus. I could imagine him dressed up as some creepy gnome, playing guardian to some pointless relic. That said, I did not need a date badly enough to ask him about role play. My idea of role play, especially if it involved going to the effort of dressing up, started and ended in the bedroom and involved multiple orgasms.  
 
    That was it.  
 
    I’d exhausted all my conversational gambits, so I passed the ball into his court. “When you’ve done this before, did you by chance ask your other dates any questions?” 
 
    “No.” Silence descended and dragged. 
 
    Ding. What felt like two weeks later, the bell sounded. I leapt from my chair like a runner from the starting blocks, ticking no, no, no through all the questions about whether I would like to see him again and writing Deathly dull and, lest I forgot, Dead mother in the comments box as I walked to the next table and man. 
 
    I cast a quick look back at Archie and watched him scribble something in the rude and disrespectful column. Creep. I hadn’t said half of the things I was thinking. No doubt he’d tell on me for asking the forbidden questions, too. 
 
    “You’re not here.”  
 
    I slumped back, shifting against the uncomfortably hard seat and frowned, looking around. Okay, I could be mistaken, but I was pretty sure here was exactly where I was. I gave a tentative smile. “Is this one of those ‘the universe is just a speck of dirt under the fingernail of a giant’ theory of existence questions, Shaun2!?” 
 
    Ugly-faced Thor – his looks deteriorated when his snippy personality was added in – who hadn’t been talking to me at the bar earlier looked at me like I was an idiot. “You have to go to every other table. There isn’t time for you to go to every table. Didn’t you listen to the rules?” 
 
    Nope. Huffing out a sigh, I moved to the next table. Who knew there were so many rules to speed dating? 
 
    “Jeez, all boobs and no brain,” I heard him mutter behind me. 
 
    “Hi, how’s it going?” Warm brown eyes shone as I tentatively pulled out the seat at the next table opposite a short, cuddly Jason Statham lookalike. From the lines fanning around his eyes, he seemed to be laughing at the whole speed-dating scenario and inviting me to join in.  
 
    I liked him on sight. The tension gripping my chest eased and I smiled back. I dropped into the chair with far more speed then grace, tugging up my bodice as my boobs made yet another a bid for freedom. 
 
    “Not great. I just got told off by Archie for asking what he did for a living, and by the blond twat at the table next to you for not rotating correctly.” I said it loud enough that Ugly-Face could hear, and once again caught furious scribbling in the rude box of someone’s card. 
 
    My date laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Ah, you didn’t listen to the instructions either, huh? Barbie, the big-breasted American blonde” – he tipped his head to the right, indicating the woman who’d just rotated from his table and was currently getting friendly with Mark – “just kindly informed me that I’m not allowed to ask whether she’s marking me as a yes in the ‘would you like to see this person again?’ section.” He put on the worst American accent I’ve ever heard as he mimicked her, and I fell a little in love. Any man who didn’t like Barbie was my kind of man. “Apparently Natalia explained the rules quite clearly.”  
 
    “Archie said I could ask him about his holidays or his hobbies. Only it seems his mother died, so he didn’t go on holiday, and his hobby is role play… The type where grown men dress up as dwarfs, or gnomes, or something. As if this isn’t awkward enough, what the hell can you ask?” 
 
    “You’ve got me, Hate!” he said. “Though Barbie kindly informed me what I couldn’t ask before she left.” He lifted a hand and started ticking off the rules on his fingers. “No asking for a phone number.” He touched his little finger as he made the point before moving on to the next finger. “No asking whether someone is marking you ‘yes’, no talking about work – that includes how much money someone earns – and no asking someone out.” He frowned and lapsed into his natural Midlands accent. “I don’t really understand that. What’s the point of speed dating if you can’t ask someone out?” 
 
    “You’ve got me, Damien666. Cool name, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too, Hate!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s actually Kate.” 
 
    He leant forward, elbows braced on the table. “Rumour has it you are allowed to ask about criminal records now. They didn’t used to let you, but apparently someone got attacked by their ‘date’, so now they do.” 
 
    I choked, sending a fine mist of martini over Damien. “Sh-hit!” I coughed. Oh my God, that was embarrassing. My first good date and I’d just martini-spat on him. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged. “No problem.” He used his sleeve to wipe his face without making a big deal of it. He was getting closer to perfect with every action. “No doubt it absolves the organizers from liability, too.” 
 
    “Still, I’ll add it to my questions on hobbies and holidays, and the answer might fill in a couple of minutes.” I took another sip of my drink. “Have you got a criminal record, Damien?” 
 
    “Nope, totally clean sheet.” He smiled. “You?” 
 
    I thought it over. Lie or truth? I liked him, he didn’t seem like the judgmental type, and if this went as well as I hoped, I wouldn’t want to start anything on a lie, so I decided on truth. “Does a caution count?” 
 
    “Hmm, I like bad girls.” Damien laughed, the skin around his warm brown eyes crinkling with amusement. “What was it for?”  
 
    “It’s a long story.”  
 
    “We’ve got about four minutes left. Just hit the high points.”  
 
    “There weren’t any. I pressed the emergency stop button on the escalator in the Underground station and tried to short-circuit some digital advertising posters.” I didn’t go into the fact they were posters advertising for a date with me. 
 
    “And they called the police? I thought they’d just chuck you out for that.” 
 
    “The woman who worked there was an unsympathetic cow.” 
 
    “Well, Kate, I can tell there is more to this story. Now, I wouldn’t count a warning, especially not for something like that, but I’m verging on desperate. I haven’t had a date since I moved to London eight months ago.”  
 
    “And you call that desperate? You could multiply it by two and it would still fall short of my last date.” I discounted the poster date, pub pick-up, and – of course – lunch with TJ and Mark. 
 
    “Desperate times, huh? Word of advice from someone who understands desperation: don’t ask the criminal record question. Not unless you want your date to ask it back.” 
 
    I pushed my empty glass out of the way and slumped against the table. “It’s hard work, this speed-dating thing. I thought short dates with a captive audience of equally desperate men would be easier than doing it the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Me too.” He sighed mournfully.  
 
    “I guess we just have to make the best of it.” 
 
    “So,” Damien said, “what do you do to relax?” 
 
    I gave up trying to impress and went for the truth. “Since I started dating, I drink.” 
 
    His lips twitched, eyes shining with amusement. “My kind of woman. If only you were blonde and a foot shorter.” 
 
    He’d subtly friend-zoned me. “And you didn’t have a Birmingham accent and were a foot taller with a full head of hair.” 
 
    “Ah, the fun we could’ve had.” He laughed. “I guess we’ll just have to settle for being friends. You want another drink to help see you through this, Kate?” 
 
    More than my next breath.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    They say dating is a numbers game. So, can I get your number? 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, I crossed the hall, weaving through the tables of seated male daters as they scribbled away at their feedback forms, exchanging nervously excited smiles with the other female daters as we all headed to our next date.  
 
    Thankfully, this was an easy date for me. I didn’t have to worry about whether he thought I was attractive, or how to deflect questions about my criminal history, or think of questions to generate discussion. It was just Mark, and he’d already promised to write nice things about me. 
 
    “Just skip us…” Barbie, the bitch who’d given my new BFF Damien666 a hard time earlier and had been fawning all over Mark for the last ten minutes, waved a scarlet-manicured hand at me in a shooing gesture and spoke without looking away from him.  
 
    Who the hell did she think she was dismissing? “Move on, blondie. The rules apply to everyone,” I snapped. “You want more time? Put him down for a real date. I paid for my ten minutes and I’m damn well going to have them.” 
 
    Mark choked on a laugh. “I’ll see you later, Barbie. We don’t want to upset Natalia – or” – he checked out my wrinkled nametag, chuckling – “Hate! by ruining the flow of dates.” 
 
    She leant towards him, touching his arm, and gave a tinkling laugh. “I’ll see you in the bar afterwards.” She held his gaze, then moved her hand from his arm to touch the low neckline of her dress. 
 
    Ick. I rolled my eyes at her obvious manoeuvres, then hip-checked her from the chair and slumped down in front of Mark.  
 
    “Enjoy your next date,” he told Barbie. 
 
    She gave him a look of sympathy. “I wish I could say the same to you, Mark. Stay strong. Ten minutes isn’t that long.” Babs – the bitch – walked off, her heels clicking on the laminate flooring. 
 
    “She’s wrong.” I turned to him. “Ten minutes can feel like forever. You should be glad you’re a man and didn’t have to date Archie.” 
 
    “You’re not having a good time?” He sounded genuinely surprised. 
 
    “They should rename this speed hating.” With the exception of Damien666. “At least then people would know what they were getting into. You don’t know how relieved I am to be here for the next ten minutes.” 
 
    He laughed. “If I’d known you were so keen to date me that you’d chase off the competition, I’d have arranged something much more enjoyable for us both.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for your jokes.” I knew I wasn’t in his league, like Barbie was. 
 
    “It wasn’t a joke.” I didn’t acknowledge his comment, just picked the olive out of my martini and waited for him to change the topic. “Things aren’t going well?” he asked. 
 
    I glanced up from my drink, sighing. “His mother died.” 
 
    “Whose?” He looked around, confused. 
 
    “I already told you that bit.” I was pouring my heart out here and he wasn’t even listening. “Keep up.” 
 
    “Right. A death in the family. I can see why that might make things difficult… Remind me who we’re talking about, here?”  
 
    “Archie!” I gave up. It was taking too much effort. “You seem to be enjoying yourself, and so do your dates.” I couldn’t help that my tone was envious; things weren’t going as well for me. So far, the best date I’d had had friend-zoned me, Archie had been horrendous, and Ugly-Face Thor, who wasn’t even a date, was mean. 
 
    “I am.” He squeezed my fingers sympathetically, leaving his hand covering mine on the table. “It’s not every day a guy gets to go on a date with a beautiful woman. No you don’t,” he said swiftly, his hand tightening on mine. “I can see from your face you’re going to say something I don’t want to hear.” 
 
    I gave up trying to tug my hand back. “Whatever.” 
 
    “We could always blow this joint and go get dinner.”  
 
    “So, you can hold the fact I failed over my head and put the video ads up? No thanks.” I heard laughter from a couple of tables over. Ugly-Face seemed to be having a great time with his latest date. “Git.” 
 
    “KT.”  
 
    “What? He was mean to me first.” Mark did the irritating eyebrow-raise thing. “He said I was all boobs and no brain.” 
 
    “Honey, those boobs would be hard to top, no matter the size of your IQ. They’re pretty spectacular, but anyone who knows you knows you have a brain too. You’re an accountant.” He huffed out a sound of amusement. “I certainly didn’t see that coming when we were kids.” He shook his head. “Didn’t you want to be a model or actress or singer?” 
 
    I smiled at the memory. “A country singer.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there isn’t much call for country singers in the UK. Plus, I had to grow up, find somewhere to live and a way to pay my bills.” 
 
    “Do you gig at night or on a weekend?” 
 
    “No. Can we talk about something else?” It was depressing to think about all things I wanted to be and do. Unsurprisingly, being an un-datable accountant had never been on the things-I-want-to-be-when-I-grow-up list. 
 
    He sighed, shaking his head. “Come on, then, let’s make the most of our remaining minutes together. Ask me your best speed-dating question.” 
 
    “If you could only have one type of sex for the rest of your life, what would it be?” 
 
    Bugger. It.  
 
    Not again. 
 
    It just popped out my mouth without conscious thought. 
 
    Didn’t I know any other questions? 
 
    His eyebrow hitched and his eyes lit, the only sign that he’d heard me. To his credit, he didn’t say I couldn’t ask the question and gave the answer some thought. “Six, sixteen, twenty-three–” 
 
    “What?” It sounded like he was ordering off a takeaway menu. The only sexual number I knew was sixty-nine. 
 
    “Have you ever read the Kama Sutra?” Oh. Wow… I was so googling those numbers when I got home later. 
 
    The silence stretched as I tried to guess what positions the numbers correlated to, images filling my mind. I felt hot. Very hot.  
 
    “You okay there, KT? You’re looking a little flushed.” I snapped back to the present at his smug tone. It was Mark. I was imagining naked Mark doing a sixteen… on me! Even though I had no idea what a sixteen was. What the heck was wrong with me? Surely, I wasn’t so desperate that I was getting hot for Mark?  
 
    I blinked, and my mind flashed back to my kitchen: a drip of water ran down his chest, snaking over the ridged muscle of his abs… My eyes popped open.  
 
    Bloody hell! I was that desperate. “Is it hot in here? I’m hot.” I took a large gulp of my drink, feeling flushed, then sat in the silence, growing increasingly uncomfortable until he took pity on me. 
 
    “Tell me who you think’s going to win X Factor this year.” 
 
    I talked him through the competitors, dismissing the pretty little boy who couldn’t sing and the ubiquitous person with a sob story (although they’d thankfully cut back on that in recent years), warming up to this whole dating thing. It’d been a while, that was all, but it was just like riding a bike: a little bit uncomfortable at first, but once you picked up speed, it was fine. “What made you come back to England?” 
 
    “I just wanted to see you, I guess.”  
 
    I huffed out a laugh. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    He smiled. “I finished up working in Wall Street shortly before the latest market crash. I travelled for a while. Did some charity work.”  
 
    I snorted. The Mark I knew of old didn’t do charity… he tortured young girls (me) and spent hours in his room playing on his computer.  
 
    “Then decided I had the money to follow my dream to write a novel, and I could do that closer to home and” – he paused – “close to you.” He shrugged at my look of disbelief. “Perhaps I consider you my muse. Are you going to admit you’re starting to like my being here?” 
 
    What was his game here? Head tipped to one side, I checked him for signs of deceit. I didn’t see any, so spoke the truth, cautiously. “Maybe you’re starting to grow on me.” He gave a smug smile. He was cocky enough without me adding fuel to the fire. I added, “A little bit.” He laughed. “If I am your muse, does that mean you’ve put me in your book?” 
 
    “You’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    Ding. I glanced around in surprise as the bell sounded. 
 
    “There. That wasn’t so bad, was it? We had plenty to talk about,” he stated with satisfaction. 
 
    “I did with you,” I agreed. “You’re easy to talk to. I know you. I’m not trying to impress you. But how do you think of questions to ask other people?” 
 
    “I just ask them what I want to know. Unlike you, I actually like people. I like dating.” I stared at him blankly. “That said, even I would work up to the sex question. I don’t want to cramp your style, but it’s probably second- or third-date territory. Here, I think you probably need this more than I do.” 
 
    I started down at the printed list of ten questions. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “Natalia gave it to me when we were chatting before things started. Usually she likes to give them to everyone, but her co-host has them and she’s stuck in the Underground due to some sort of tube failure, so we’re having to run without them tonight.” 
 
    “You aren’t,” I muttered. 
 
    He shrugged. “She gave me hers. I’m giving it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks. It might not be much consolation, seeing as you lost your extended date with Barbie the big-boobed blonde, but you’ve been my second-best date tonight.”  
 
    “Second?”  
 
    Natalia clapped her hands like a teacher getting the attention of a primary school class. “Time for break, everyone. This will allow you to mingle with each other, maybe chat with a few of the people you won’t have time to date tonight.” Her pitch rose, with false joviality. “Don’t forget: if at the end of the night there’s anyone you didn’t manage to date tonight, but who you’d like to see again, note it in the comments section of your card.”  
 
    I signalled to Kanchan, who was closer to the bar, to get the drink order in. 
 
    A few minutes later, we made it through the milling people to the bar. “Did you manage to get me a drink?” I said as soon as I reached her. 
 
    “Are you going to introduce me to the hottie?” 
 
    “Wha…? Who…?” I followed her line of sight. “Oh. Kanchan, this is my–” 
 
    “Friend,” Mark cut in, whilst I tried to remember what I was and wasn’t allowed to call him.  
 
    “I was going to say handyman, but as you say, Kanchan, this is Mark. He’s a friend of the family.” 
 
    “A handyman? Now, that I can believe.” She gave him a playful look, her body vibrating with energy. She was wearing her best dating outfit, her petite frame wrapped in a red body-con dress that brought out the tan of her skin and made her shoulder-length black hair shine with vitality. “Have you worked on fixing Kate’s spin cycle yet? She’s been a little out of sorts lately.” 
 
    “Kanchan! He’s just doing a bit of DIY around the flat.” 
 
    “Of course he is.” Her tone echoed pure disbelief. “A good-looking guy like you shouldn’t have to do it yourself.” That wasn’t funny. Why was she flirting with him? She was supposed to be here supporting me. “I’m willing to lend a hand if Kate decides she’s not up for the job.” 
 
    “Pack it in, Kanchan.” Now I sounded grumpy and… jealous. Which I wasn’t. It was just… what was it with Mark and women? So, he was good-looking, well off, and could be nice when he was in the mood – that wasn’t everything, right? 
 
    Kanchan shrugged and followed orders, turning away from the bar and Mark. “So, is it just that I’m unlucky in my date grouping, or does the quality of female speed dater far outclass the male?” She patted his back like he was her pet. “Present male company excluded, of course, hottie Mark.” She downed her drink. How come she had a drink and I didn’t? “I just spent the longest ten minutes ever with a guy whose hobby was collecting toenail clippings.” I gagged. “His own toenail clippings, you’ll be glad to know. He has a Sainsbury’s bag nearly full… I mean, what do you say to that?” 
 
    “Have you ever considered expanding to include fingernails?” Mark joked. Kanchan laughed. I continued trying to suppress the nausea.  
 
    “So, what else do you do, when you’re not being handy with Kate?” Kanchan layered the question with innuendo. 
 
    “He’s an unemployed banker,” I responded, scanning the room for potential. 
 
    “I’m not an unemployed banker.” He turned his charm on Kanchan, pulling out his wallet to pay for our drinks and get his own. “I’m an author.” 
 
    “Unpublished,” I added before she could ask the question. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me how hot he was.” Kanchan was straight in with the observation, as soon as he was distracted at the bar: “Are you sure I wouldn’t be cutting in on your territory if I–”  
 
    “You want to go out with him?” I snapped. I don’t know why I’d invited her. She was always slacking at work, bitching about the other guys, or pinching my emergency sweets, and she never took her turn to buy milk or tea bags.  
 
    “Are you blind? Look at him.” We turned as one, watching Mark pay for our drinks. “He’s George Clooney when he was first in ER, before he got old, with Brad Pitt’s body and those lovely sapphire eyes.” 
 
    “Ah… yeah.” I gave him a thorough head-to-toe in light of her description. He leant across the bar, laughing with the bartender, his trousers stretching tight across his backside.  
 
    Kanchan wolf-whistled. 
 
    I winced and shot her a killer look, only just restraining myself from slapping the lecherous smile off her face. She was such a fickle slag. What about poor Vincent?  
 
    Oh my God. What was wrong with me? She was one of my best friends. It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen her in action before. Maybe it was because Mark was practically family… Yes, that was it. It was because I thought of him as a brother. That was why I didn’t like her ogling him. 
 
    “Yes, you mind, or yes, he is gorgeous?” she asked. 
 
    I was saved from having to answer when Mark turned from the bar and his conversation with some of the other male daters, catching us both eyeing him up. His lips twitched. “Something you want to share, ladies?” 
 
    “We were just talking about how hot you are.” Kanchan grinned, unrepentant. 
 
    “Behave,” he warned her, but he smiled and winked when he said it. He was going to be unbearable if she kept this up much longer.  
 
    “I can’t help it. It’s a genetic predisposition. My mum and I are living proof that Asian stereotypes of bossy, unsubtle women are based in fact.”  
 
    “So, you think I’m hot do you, KT?” he whispered as he handed me a drink, cocking an eyebrow arrogantly.  
 
    “Do you have to do that eyebrow thing? It really pisses me off.” I’m crap at lying, and ever since the drip incident in the kitchen, I’d been having flashbacks and naked dreams about him. 
 
    “I know. That’s why I do it.” He laughed at my growl of frustration, forcing himself between Kanchan and me. “Shove over, KT.”  
 
    I stumbled to the side, trying not to spill my martini. “Hey!” 
 
    “Hey nothing.” He leant down, warm breath puffing against my ear, whispering, “I’m doing you a favour. You shouldn’t stand next to her. She makes you look like the BFG.” 
 
    I looked like Roald Dahl’s Big Friendly Giant? My lower lip trembled and my eyes filled. “You’re a bastard.” 
 
    “I like the BFG.”  
 
    “If you don’t have anything good to say…” 
 
    “I guess you don’t want to know about the rumours circulating about you in the guys’ camp, then?” 
 
    I perked up, blinking my tears away and giving my bodice a quick tug up. His dark eyes followed my movements. The guys were talking about me? Of course, I wanted to know. “What are they saying?” 
 
    “Ah…” He blinked slowly, licking his lips, then finally dragged his gaze back up to my face. “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “I’m not going to beg, Mark.” 
 
    “The rumour is that you must have something wrong with you.” What? “Otherwise why would your mum be advertising you in the Underground at the same time as you’re speed dating?” Well, there might be lots of reasons, like… like… “The camp is fifty-fifty split between you’re looking for a ‘baby daddy’ before you begin to show, or you’re hitting a landmark birthday and are desperate to pair up before your biological clock stops ticking.” He tipped my mouth closed with a finger, obviously amused. “See the skinny guy with the glasses?” He nodded towards an anorexic man with a blue oxford shirt hanging off his sticklike frame, thick wire-rimmed glasses, and short, spiky frosted hair. “He thinks you’ve inherited money, but a clause in the will means you have to marry before you can claim it.” 
 
    “A…what?” 
 
    “Yeah, the rest of us mentioned it was a bit far-fetched. Ginger guy pointed out you could just ask a friend and offer to pay him if that was the case. So, everyone’s pretty much dismissed that one.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell them the truth?”  
 
    “And ruin the fun? Besides, they’re not that far off. And I think if I add in the fact your mum’s desperate to see you married off and providing her with grandchildren, I might ruin the slim chance you’ve got that skinny glasses guy will take a risk that he’s right and ask you out.” 
 
    I turned, catching sight of Damien666 making progress with a curvy, petite blonde. At least someone was getting lucky.  
 
    “He’s special, this one.” Barbie squeezed into our group, forcing herself between me and Mark. She rested her hand on his arm in a proprietary gesture as she spoke. 
 
    “Special? I can see how you might think that, Cindy,” I said. 
 
    Mark cut me an amused glance, knowing I was using “special” in a derogatory “special education” way.  
 
    “I’m one of a kind,” he responded. 
 
    “Thankfully,” I muttered. 
 
    “It’s Barbie,” the blonde said. 
 
    “What?” I said, pretending to misunderstand. 
 
    “My name. It’s Barbie.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    She turned her back, dismissing me again. “Well, I’ve certainly never met anyone like you before.” She pressed her breasts against Mark’s arm and gazed into his eyes. God, she was so obvious, it was slutty. She did the touch, lean, and laugh thing again. I ground my teeth, wanting to rip her arm off. Not because she was all over him like a rash. It was the way she looked down on the rest of us.  
 
    Okay, on me.  
 
    “I’m amazed you’re willing to let all the other ladies here get their claws into him…” Natalia joined our group, speaking to me but eyeing Barbie like she might just be one of the women having problems sheathing her claws. 
 
    “I can understand women wanting to scratch his eyes out,” I said, deliberately misinterpreting her. “I’ve considered it myself a couple of times.” 
 
    Damien666 passed by on the way back from the bar and handed me another drink. 
 
    I loved him. Maybe I could turn him (not gay to straight, but friend to lover) after all. Weren’t the best relationships built on friendship? Maybe I could reconsider the Brummie accent. It could be… endearing. Given concerted effort, I might even come to like it. And who cared about hair? It wasn’t like it served any purpose, like an eye or an arm. Hair was just head decoration, like an optional extra when you bought a car. It didn’t make the car run any better. It just made it a sleeker model to show off to your friends. 
 
    I took a long sip of my old drink, grateful for the cool bite of alcohol, then poured the dregs into the glass Damien had just handed me, filling it to the brim. I slid the empty glass onto the tray of a passing glass collector. “Thanks, D. How’s it going?” 
 
    The only thing that stopped me asking if he wanted to blow this joint was the slim chance that Mr Perfect was waiting for me in the second half of the speed-dating session. 
 
    “Cute blonde in the corner.” He nodded across the hall towards the petite, round blonde I’d seen him with earlier. She was smiling back tentatively, looking a bit worried as she saw him talking with me. “She’s marked me as a yes.” 
 
    “Way to go, Damien.” We high-fived under the mocking gazes of Mark, Barbie, and Natalia.  
 
    Ding.  
 
    “Round two,” Natalia called.  
 
    Here we go. Let the man hunt recommence. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I was fascinated. 
 
    No, really.  
 
    I’d never seen a man who looked so feminine or was so short (outside of the Lord of the Rings movies). Even his name, Lesley#1, was genderless. He’d definitely never had to shave, and as everyone here was between twenty-five and thirty-five years old, he should’ve passed through puberty a good while ago. Even blond as he was, I would’ve expected… a few hairs on the upper lip… something.  
 
    If he was a woman, – and I was pretty sure he wasn’t (after all, he didn’t have to rotate to the men’s tables like the rest of us females did) – he’d be called petite, but as a man… Technically, how short did a person have to be to qualify as a hobbit?  
 
    I’d google it later. You never knew when the knowledge may come in handy. I love a pub quiz.  
 
    Unless… I leant forward to see over the edge of the table and eyed his/her crotch, searching for a bulge. After all, there might’ve been some sort of mix-up when Natalia was handing out the cards, and Lesley was a woman, but was too polite or scared to bring it to Godzilla’s notice.  
 
    I looked up at the forced sound of a throat being cleared.  
 
    Bugger! Caught in the act of eyeing Lesley#1’s crotch. I fanned myself with my comments card to combat the flush of embarrassment.  
 
    That said, I hadn’t seen anything. 
 
    Not so much as a chipolata-sized bulge. 
 
    Would it be against the rules to ask one of the dates if they were a man or a woman? Neither Archie nor Damien had covered the speed-dating etiquette in this situation. 
 
    Okay, time to go through the motions…  
 
    Lesley#1 went to Nottingham University.  
 
    S/he was a Londoner born and raised, but liked meeting new people.  
 
    S/he liked the theatre and had recently been to see Mamma Mia! I glanced at my watch and forced a smile. Five more minutes of this? 
 
    Sorry, what was that?  
 
    I was pretty sure s/he just said s/he liked Mamma Mia!  
 
    This was not going to work.  
 
    It didn’t matter how nice she was – and I was pretty sure she was a woman now, not a man or a hobbit – but I’m just not attracted to women. I took pity on her. No one should be scared to be themselves. Leaning forward, I whispered, “I know she’s a bit scary, but if you want, I can say something to Natalia for you.”  
 
    She frowned. “What do you mean? Say what?” 
 
    “If you want to rotate with the rest of us. I can let Natalia know.” 
 
    She sat back, scowling at me. “Why would I want to rotate? The men sit.” Her tone was distinctly unfriendly. 
 
    “Ah…” I trailed off. I was just trying to be nice, but I was on shaky ground here. Maybe she was transitioning. I didn’t want to offend her/him. I was trying to be helpful, but if Lesley was actually a man, or wanted to be a man, I wasn’t going to challenge it.  
 
    I fell back on the question list. Question number seven: “What’s your favourite food?” 
 
    “I’m a vegetarian, so…” Definitely not a man. Real men ate meat, unless their girlfriends were veggie and refused to let them. Then they just ate it behind her back when they were on boys’ nights out or at their mum’s.  
 
    I phased back in on an uncomfortable silence.  
 
    I had a choice: loan Lesley#1 my question sheet or ask another question myself and pray for his/her answer to take us to time up. 
 
    I consulted the list and went for question three: “Where do you see yourself in three years’ time?” 
 
    “I’m married again, with two children.” 
 
    “Two–” I echoed weakly. 
 
    Evidently Lesley#1 thought I was the maternal type and disappointed with his/her prowess, which, given his/her answer to the previous question, I may well have been. “I’ve already got two children with my ex. They live with their mother, but I can’t afford more than two more.”  
 
    S/he was a he.  
 
    He had an ex. 
 
    He’d fathered children. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    “What about yourself, Kate?” What about me? I was still stunned that Lesley#1 had managed to contribute sperm towards the creation of life. “Can you see yourself as a stay-at-home mum?” 
 
    “Ah…” I suppressed a shiver of panic. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and my stomach heaved at the mental image of this man/woman impregnating me. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    I cast a desperate look at my watch. One minute left.  
 
    Lesley#1 geared up to ask a follow-up question.  
 
    Ding.  
 
    Thank you, God.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    How could someone look so hot and full of potential on the outside and yet be so empty on the inside…? I should have known I’d be disappointed. Why would someone as perfect as him need to speed-date? He should be beating women off with a stick. 
 
    It was too cruel.  
 
    Luke’s eyes were a bright cornflower blue, his hair black and thick and straight, reaching to brush his collar. His mouth was perfect, well-shaped lips under a perfectly straight nose. His jaw was square and stubbled, his chin dimpled and his body athletic. 
 
    Johnny Depp’s younger, sexier brother. 
 
    A fantasy come to life. 
 
    But…  
 
    He didn’t drink.  
 
    He didn’t like sport (actually, I didn’t mind that). But he went to church regularly. Not just on Sundays, but during the week too. “I didn’t know it was possible to go to church on days other than Sundays,” I said. “I guess I thought it would be all locked up, or something.” 
 
    He flashed a perfect smile, momentarily dazzling me. “Christianity isn’t just about Sunday services, Kate.” 
 
    It wasn’t? “Ah. No. No, of course not.” 
 
    “Are you religious?” 
 
    “I used to sing hymns in assembly at primary school.” Of course, I’d mimed more often than I sang, and if I did sing, it was usually the rude version. The only polite ones I could remember now were “Kumbaya” and “All Things Bright and Beautiful” – just the chorus of both. “I want to get married in a church though,” I offered. 
 
    He stiffened. “Christianity’s about more than just getting married in a church, you know?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s about getting Christmas presents and chocolate at Easter, too,” I joked. 
 
    He didn’t think I was funny. “Have you been christened? You can’t marry in the house of God if you haven’t been christened.” 
 
    The house of God? Was this guy for real? “I, ah, think so.” 
 
    What a waste of a hot body.  
 
    Such a shame. 
 
    Time for a subject change. I desperately smoothed out my list of questions. “So… Ah…” What was his name again? Something religious, like Cain or Abel or Mathew… Mark… Luke. It was Luke. “So, Luke, what was the last book you read?” 
 
    “I’m rereading the Old Testament. It’s fascinating.” Of course he was. “What about you, Kate?” 
 
    “I really like chick-lit, but at the moment I’m reading Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone. I’ve seen a couple of the movies, but I didn’t really like them, so one of my friends recommended I try the books instead. Have you read anything by J.K. Rowling?” 
 
    “No. I don’t believe in magic, it’s…”  
 
    I gave up listening. I tried praying for the time to be up, but God seemed to be on Luke’s side. 
 
    I sighed heavily and looked around the room as he started to bang on about how J.K. Rowling’s books were heretical.  
 
    Ding.  
 
    I jumped with shock, knocking over my half-full martini glass, as the alarm – ah, bell – rang.  
 
    Where was I?  
 
    Oh, yeah, speed-dating with God boy. I struggled to sit up, wiping the drool from the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand.  
 
    I thought – no, I was pretty sure – I’d fallen asleep for the last couple of minutes there. Then again, I might just have blacked out with boredom. Bracing my hands against the table top, I shook my leg to wake it up, flashing a desperate glance at Mark. He pointed to my hair, eyes laughing.  
 
    I scooped a hank of brown fluff behind my ear, smoothing over it a couple of times, and limped dead-legged to my final date.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    You know, you might be asked to leave soon. You’re making the other women look bad. 
 
      
 
    I sat in front of blond-haired, bespectacled fortune hunter Johnny4*.  
 
    My last date of the night.  
 
    I was heading for tipsy, couldn’t be bothered with the awkward questions, and wouldn’t fancy him if he was the last man on earth and my vibrator’s batteries had gone flat. 
 
    Okay, maybe then I would think about him. 
 
    Actually, if Johnny4* was all that was left, I’d probably give Claire the lesbian from the Underground adverts a call first. 
 
    “Hello, Hate! I have to admit, we’re not exactly strangers.” Really? “I’ve seen your posters in the Underground.” Great, and he’d recognised me. “I’m amazed someone hasn’t swept you off your feet already.” 
 
    “I thought you just said you’d seen the posters in the Underground station,” I deadpanned. 
 
    He flushed a mottled red. “Very funny, Hate.” You couldn’t tell from his tone. “Of course, you look way better in the flesh.” He smiled, a patently false and ingratiating smile. “You didn’t say what made you decide to come to speed dating.” 
 
    “The same reason as everyone else, I guess.” He seemed so disappointed. He was the last date of the night. Mr Perfect hadn’t shown up. I decided to give him what he wanted. It wasn’t like I was going to “yes” him for another date. “You know, I’m not getting any younger. It’s my birthday soon, and…” I sighed and shrugged. “You know how it is…” 
 
    I let the sentence run down and waited for Johnny4* to hang himself. “You don’t look a day over… thirty-five?”  
 
    I bit my tongue to stop myself screaming, I’m only twenty-nine, you money-grabbing bastard! 
 
    This was war. 
 
    I leant across the table, using my elbows to squeeze my boobs together so they hovered on the edge of my bodice (I failed GCSE drama, so I needed to keep his attention off my face), glancing around to be sure no one was close enough to hear us. “Can I trust you, Johnny?” 
 
    Johnny4* dragged his eyes up from the girls and leant in. “Of course.” 
 
    “It’s just, you know, I wouldn’t like it to get out…”  
 
    He leant forward confidingly. I sat back before he could touch me, covering the action by smoothing a hand over my stomach like I’d seen pregnant friends do.  
 
    His eyes widened and he paled.  
 
    I managed not to smile. If only Mr Blythe could see me now. This was Oscar-worthy. “I find that I’m at the point in my life where I need a partner. Someone to share the… the responsibilities of family. I can tell that you’re a man to be relied on.” 
 
    His nod this time was less enthusiastic.  
 
    I ran a finger under my eye, wiping away an imaginary tear, and gave a little sniff, enjoying the look of panic that lit his eyes. Ah, men and tears.  
 
    “It’s so hard, you know? Now that my father’s no longer with us…” I squelched the tingling of guilt. It wasn’t like I’d said my dad was dead, just that he wasn’t with us anymore, and technically he wasn’t. California was a long way away. “He had such old-fashioned ideas about some things.” Not marriage and fidelity, of course. 
 
    Johnny4* nodded patronisingly. “You miss having a male influence to guide you.” 
 
    Seriously? “Ah, yes, Johnny. Yes. That’s it. Especially when it comes to handling the tricky legalities and money–”  
 
    Ding. Ten minutes was up already? I couldn’t have timed it better if I’d tried.  
 
    I dodged his outstretched hand and held my stomach as I rose from my chair – possibly overkill, but it was the only thing stopping me from laughing until I cried. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the crowd had thinned. I stood by the reception desk in the lobby finalising my comments card. I had one “yes” – Damien666; I didn’t fancy him any more than he fancied me, but you could never have too many drinking buddies – several “nos” and one “God no” for Bible-bashing Luke. I was debating how to grade Mark and, more importantly, if I should just “yes” everyone, so I could see who liked me.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”  
 
    “Hey.” I clutched my card to my chest. “Stop looking, Mark. That’s cheating.” 
 
    “It’s not a test, KT.” His arm looped around me, pushing my score sheet down so he could see. He settled his chin on my shoulder, reading my responses. “Why haven’t you put yes next to me? You said I was your second-best date.” 
 
    “You were my third date.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Fine.” I marked him a “yes” then went back to the to “yes” or not to “yes” internal debate. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” he said. “Natalia was pretty clear earlier.” So everyone kept telling me! I was beginning to wish I’d listened. “She said that if you put yes next to everyone then your male matches would call you and you’d have to go out on a date with all of them.” 
 
    “Surely she can’t make that stand once we’ve left?” 
 
    “If you don’t, you’ll be banned from ever attending another speed-dating session.” 
 
    I snorted. “Being banned from ever attending another speed-dating session is less of a repellent than having to go out on a date with Archie, or Luke, or Lesley, or Johnny.” I dropped my card in the box. Done. Finished. There wasn’t exactly much to hold out hope for, but I wouldn’t mind seeing Damien again, and there might be someone who’d seen me across a crowded room during halftime and ticked me… 
 
    “Just one second, before you leave,” Godzilla called after Mark.  
 
    I turned for the exit, leaving them to exchange numbers. “If you’re going to stick around here and flirt, give me your car keys and I’ll go and warm up.” Did my tone sound sulky? I was aiming for disinterested. 
 
    “Actually, I think Natalia is talking to you,” he said. 
 
    “Me?” Wow, had someone seen me during the break ticked me as a date? That was fast. I wondered who it was. 
 
    I turned, waiting impatiently for Natalia to shimmy over to me. She was no longer flashing the Godzilla teeth of earlier in the night. Her tone was serious. “I’m sorry to say I’ve had several complaints tonight.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d done that badly,” I responded. It always hurt to get negative feedback. “I mean, it would’ve been better if you’d–” 
 
    “About your attitude,” she snapped. People had complained about me? “It seems that a few of your dates have noted that you were rude.” 
 
    “Who?” Mark slid his rough palm down my arm. Shivers raced across my skin in his wake. Our palms met, his thick fingers sliding between mine, his presence bolstering me when I staggered from the verbal blow. I could feel him shaking with amusement through the contact. “I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.” 
 
    “I have to tell you that I will be withdrawing your card,” Natalia said. 
 
    “What? You can’t do that. I paid to come here.” 
 
    “My decision in these matters is final. It’s in the contract you signed when you registered.” 
 
    “I didn’t read it.”  
 
    Natalia’s lips pinched. She didn’t look surprised.  
 
    I turned to Mark. “Did you read it?” He shrugged and gave a short nod. Traitor. 
 
    “I won’t be able to match you up with anyone, and you won’t be able to attend another speed-dating session with us here at QuickDate.” 
 
    I slowly blinked, too shocked to speak. Mark finally stopped laughing long enough to ask Natalia, although his voice still trembled with amusement, “You’re banning her from dating?” 
 
    “It would seem so.” Unlike Mark, she clearly didn’t see the humour in the situation. Finally, we had something in common. “I don’t like doing it. I know she’s your…” She stumbled over our relationship before giving up and moving on. “I have to admit in all my years with QuickDate, it’s not something I’ve ever had to do before.” Her tight expression relaxed. “But you’re more than welcome to come along again by yourself.”  
 
    She was kicking me out and asking him to stay?  
 
    He wasn’t even looking for a date. 
 
    “We come as a package deal, I’m afraid, Natalia.” 
 
    He released my hand and wrapped his arm around my hunched shoulders – I wasn’t feeling so hot right now – and walked me out.  
 
    Godzilla called after us, “I’ll let you know which ladies’ cards match with yours, Mark. Don’t forget to call them. It would be unfair for them to be disappointed because of your… friend.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After a cold, silent (I refused to talk or be cajoled out of my depression by Mark) ten-minute walk to the car, I slumped in the bucket seat and cranked up the car’s heater. Why was I putting myself through this shit? I asked myself the same question every night as I lay in bed, the latest dating disaster playing through my mind. Finally, I’d realised that what scared me the most wasn’t the blackmail or the risk of going bikini viral – although that was pretty terrifying – it was dying a lonely old spinster living alone in my mother’s basement flat. I wanted a boyfriend. Someone I could snuggle up to at night, go out with, stay in and watch TV with… It was just so hard.  
 
    I honestly didn’t remember the whole manhunt thing getting me into so much trouble in the past. First, I was banned from Pimlico Underground Station, and now from speed dating. If this kept up, soon I wouldn’t be able to leave the flat. “Mark, what’s wrong with me?” My voice wobbled then edged up into a pitch only dogs could hear. 
 
    “You mean apart from calling Shaun a git and falling asleep during your date with Luke?” 
 
    “Ugly-face Thor was… Shaun was mean, and Luke was boring, and I haven’t been sleeping well, so…” 
 
    “It was only ten minutes.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t say that if he’d been preaching at you. I didn’t ask Lesley#1 if he was a man or a woman.”  
 
    “That’s too kind of you.” He laughed.  
 
    I turned to the window, so he couldn’t see my tears, and waited for him to put the car in gear and pull out into traffic.  
 
    “Are you crying?” 
 
    “No.” I sniffed, proving myself a liar. 
 
    He stroked the bare skin on my shoulder, squeezing gently. “Come on, KT.” 
 
    “Now I’ll never know if any of them liked me,” I wailed. 
 
    “You didn’t fancy any of them anyway.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.”  
 
    “What’s wrong with me?”  
 
    The engine fell silent and Mark released my seatbelt, pulling me across the seat over the handbrake and onto his lap. I buried my face against his chest, taking comfort in his spicy scent, as he wrapped his arms around me. “Nothing, honey.” His words rumbled through his chest against my ear. “There’s nothing wrong with you.” 
 
    My lips brushed the warm skin in the crook of his neck, where I’d buried my face. “Then how come my mother advertised me and I still can’t get a date?” 
 
    “You’ve had dates.” 
 
    “Nothing real. Nothing serious. Maybe if I was pretty and skinny and blonde…” Why the hell was I comparing myself to a plastic doll come to life? 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to worry about. You’ve got T and A.” 
 
    “Throughput accounting?”  
 
    “Tits and ass.” He laughed, which was mean. I’m an accountant; it was a reasonable assumption. “A guy likes a girl with T and A. Your problem is that you keep sabotaging your dates. You just need to let down your guard. You do that and follow your heart and you’ll see what the rest of us do, and you’ll find love.” He smoothed my hair again.  
 
    Something squiggled around inside. I squeezed my legs together, squirming on his hot, hard thighs. It had been a while since my intimate parts had been this close to hot, hard male thighs. Clearly too long, if I was reacting to Mark.  
 
    “KT?” 
 
    I sniffed, shrugging against his chest, bringing myself back to the conversation. “I just get nervous and then my mouth starts to run away with me.” 
 
    “What does a gorgeous but grumpy woman like you have to be nervous about?” 
 
    I shrugged again. I was scared of falling for some guy like my father – opening myself up to them, only to have them fuck off, taking my self-respect with them. 
 
    “Stick with it, KT. There are only a few weeks left. If you haven’t discovered your dream man by then, I promise I’ll do everything I can to talk your mum out of the videos. Of course, you’ll have to agree to an arranged marriage, but I’m willing–” I hic-snorted, laughing and crying at the same time. “Come on, honey, climb back over into your seat and let’s go home.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was a couple of days after speed dating, and I was lounging on the sofa after a long, dull day at work. Mark was banging around the flat getting ready for a night out, or something. I didn’t glance up from my phone as he walked into the room. Kanchan was messaging me. She was on again with Vincent, but still badgering me to invite her over for dinner one night, so she could ogle Mark.  
 
    “Right, honey. I’m off on this date.” 
 
    I looked up. Wow. He was looking hot, in dark blue jeans that clung to his thick thighs and a short-sleeved shirt that moulded his broad chest and showed off his powerful arms. I was wearing leggings and a ratty, outsized jumper with a tear in the cuff and paint splashes on one sleeve. “The big-boobed, stick-thin American blonde from speed dating?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep.” He half smiled, his eyes slightly dazed, no doubt recalling her assets. He dropped down onto the sofa beside me. “Seems we both ticked yes. I thought the men had to call the women, but she called me.” I bet she did. Natalia had probably made an exception. “You know, I wouldn’t, especi–” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain to me.” His eyebrows rose at my snappy tone. Okay, so I was a little jealous… I need a date way more than him. He wasn’t at risk of going viral. I shuddered. “What’s her real name, anyway?” 
 
    “Barbie.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, and her surname’s Mattel.” 
 
    “No, it’s Ellison.” I rolled my eyes. “I’d ask how you’re feeling, but I can tell from the bitching you’re back to your old self.” I shrugged. I wasn’t apologising – bitching at a Barbie doll lookalike was allowed. “So, your mother had the police around last night.” 
 
    “What?” I jerked up from my slouched position on the sofa. Why hadn’t he told me this first, before the update on his love life? I might want to kill my mother sometimes, but she was still my mother.  
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s fine. She saw a prowler. Stalker John, as it turns out. He was trying to look in the windows. He left you another carnation.” 
 
    I collapsed back against the sofa cushions, pounding heart slowing.  
 
    Mark dragged my feet from under his thigh (where I’d tucked them for warmth), cupping them in his palms and massaging them, his thumbs smoothing over the curve of my arch before digging into the balls. 
 
    I groaned. It felt sooooo good.  
 
    “He told the police you were his girlfriend and he came over to leave a surprise flower for you.” 
 
    “His girlfriend?” I shuddered again. I’d rather go viral in the dateless and desperate video then go out with Stalker John again.  
 
    “I explained that to the police. Of course, they’d already heard all about the whole Underground station situation.” Great, that was all I needed. “They want us to go over to the police station later, so you can give a statement and see about applying to get a restraining order.”  
 
    “Maybe I should just give up on trying to find someone to date me and go for an arranged marriage. At least I wouldn’t have to go on another date.”  
 
    “You do know that with arranged marriages, it’s your parents who do the arranging, don’t you? I’m sure Muriel would be all for the idea, but you find it hard enough when she encourages you to go on a date.”  
 
    He grunted when my foot accidently on purpose made contact with his family jewels. Wincing, he moved my foot to a less delicate area. There was no encouragement. It was blackmail, pure and simple. He knew it. He was actively participating.  
 
    “It’s blackmail, and you’re her henchman, spying on me,” I said. “If you hadn’t forced me to go on that date with John, I wouldn’t have a stalker.” 
 
    “Hey, hindsight is twenty-twenty.” His jaw clenched briefly, then he cut me a look, navy eyes homing in on mine. “Don’t be pissed because I wouldn’t let you stand up the best offer you got.” He wrapped a warm hand around my cold feet. 
 
    Insensitive git. “It was one dinner, and I paid half.” 
 
    “Did you make it clear you weren’t interested in seeing him again?” 
 
    “Yes.” I left an hour into our date.  
 
    He did the irritating eyebrow hitch. “Uh-huh.”  
 
    “I did. When he said, ‘Maybe we could see each other again?’ I said ‘maybe’ in a no tone.” 
 
    “Maybe. In. A. No. Tone. Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He frowned at me like I was some sort of alien being. “Funnily enough, KT, ‘maybe’ doesn’t mean ‘no’ in guy speak, no matter what tone you use. Maybe means maybe, as in a guy has a chance.” 
 
    “I was letting him down easily.” In spite of what Mark might think, I didn’t like being catty. “We didn’t exchange contact details. I even went halves on dinner, so we didn’t have to meet up again to even things out.” 
 
    He shook his head, blinking at me slowly. “You kissed him.”  
 
    “He kissed me. On the cheek. Mostly.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Mixed signals.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. If he thought there was something between us, he could have asked me out again. If he ever does, I promise to say no in a tone even the densest of men can understand.” 
 
    “Hmm.” His lips were pressed together in way that didn’t bode well for Stalker John’s chance of ever getting close enough to ask me on a second date. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing clattering around here half-naked?” Yawning, I stretched out the kinks from my post-Nashville series four marathon nap. It had taken over a week of stress and a court appearance, but I was now the proud owner of a restraining order. 
 
    “Ironing.” Mark grunted, abs rippling, tanned bicep bunching as he ran the iron over his shirt. Hmm. Yummy, muscles. 
 
    “I thought you were setting up home with Cindy tonight.” 
 
    “Funny. You should write jokes for the Christmas cracker people – you’re that good.” He didn’t fool me. I could see the twitch of amusement at the corner of his mouth. “There’s nothing for you to get jealous about, KT. We’re just going for a date. We’re not making a lifetime commitment.” I didn’t care if he was just waving at her in passing. I didn’t like it. Or her. “And her name is Barbie.” 
 
    “I knew it was something American, fake, and plastic.” 
 
    “Whereas you’re more of a Bratz girl.” 
 
    Ha! Good comeback. I couldn’t beat it, so I ignored it and focused on the positive. “Last week you two were practically inseparable. This week you’ve downgraded her to just a date.” I winced sympathetically. I might not want him doing better than me at the whole dating thing, but I had a newfound sympathy for people struggling on the dating scene. “That’s like a girl saying ‘maybe’ instead of ‘no’ when a man asks for a second date. ‘Just a date.’ She won’t be returning your calls soon. She’s practically dumped you.” 
 
    He stared at me, shaking his head. “Only in your world. In the real world, where people say what they mean, just going on a date means just going on a date, in this case for dinner. Nothing more. Nothing less.” He collapsed the ironing board, making a huge amount of noise. How could men make the most mundane household task so loud? “Don’t wait up. The mood you’re in today, you need all the sleep you can get. Also, drop the whole doll reference thing; it’s not kind to Barbie and it’s getting old.” 
 
    “Fine.” For now. “You go enjoy your date with Gollum.” 
 
    He glanced at his watch, then pulled on his shirt. “Okay, I’ve got a couple of minutes before I have to leave, so I’ll bite – why Gollum?” 
 
    “You know, Gollum from Lord of the Rings, ‘precious’, the hunt for the ring…?” I felt the tension build as he waited for an explanation. “She’ll have you up the aisle, your ring on her finger, before you know what’s hit you.” 
 
    Everyone knows it’s against the rules to laugh when someone makes fun of your girlfriend, but he did it anyway. Take that, Babs. 
 
    “If she’s Gollum, that would make me Frodo and you Merry… I always thought Frodo and Merry had a special relationship.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.  
 
    “Whatever.” I shrugged off the warm dip in my belly at the idea of having a special relationship with him… Not that it was a Mark thing. It’d just been so long since I’d had a special relationship with anything that wasn’t made from plastic that I’d probably feel the same way about having “fun” with anything that didn’t require Duracell to get turned on. He watched me expectantly. The silence stretched awkwardly. I struggled to fill it. “You do have one thing in common with a hobbit… big, hairy feet.” 
 
    Weak. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    Lame. 
 
    He was obviously feeling generous (or running late); either way, he didn’t pull me up on my lame joke, just joined in. “Well, you know what they say about men with big, hairy feet?” 
 
    “They shed on the upholstery?”  
 
    He laughed, pushed to his feet, pocketing his wallet, and headed for the door. I trailed after him, standing on the front step like a 1940s housewife waving her man off to war. 
 
    “Your hair’s sticking up, Coco.” Mark brushed a hand over my hair, smoothing it down and leaving a shower of goose bumps in its wake. I slapped his hand away, unimpressed by the clown reference. Why couldn’t I be effortlessly glamourous with blonde hair, big boobs, and no hips, a la Barbie? My mum wouldn’t have to advertise for a date for me then.  
 
    He cupped the back of my head. I struggled to pull a breath in.  
 
    My heart was hammering. 
 
    Was I… having a… panic attack?  
 
    I’d never had one before, but what else could it be? Asthma? I was breathless. There was no way my heart was hammering at his touch. I deflected with sarcasm. “It’s windy outside, Einstein.” 
 
    “Hmm, so I see.” Ignoring my slapping, his hand slipped down to straighten my dressing gown collar, slipping inside to brush against my hammering pulse. “Your skin’s cold.” 
 
    I shivered.  
 
    Was I responding to him sexually?  
 
    What was wrong with me? An allergic reaction. That was it. He’d used some sort of aftershave earlier. I thought it smelt great at the time, but obviously not. I needed to get rid of him before I went into anaphylactic shock. My protective instinct kicked in and I deflected. “It’s not getting any warmer standing out here in the porch. I thought you were on a tight deadline for your dolly date. Why don’t you save the slick moves for her?” What the hell was I saying? 
 
    “Your body appreciates it, honey.” He smoothed a newly calloused thumb – his much-heralded (by him) badge of honour from sanding and varnishing the living room floor – over my pulse point, proving my lie. “It’s just obviously going to take a little longer for your stubborn mind to catch up.”  
 
    I couldn’t catch the breath to respond to his ridiculous statement. What the fuck was wrong with me?  
 
    Heavy metal poisoning?  
 
    Early onset menopause?  
 
    “Behave yourself whilst I’m gone.”  
 
    I snorted at his parting comment and gentle shove back inside the flat. I stood staring at the door, scuffing my toe against the doormat, looking around my flat before wandering aimlessly into the living room, feeling… abandoned? Irritated? Jealous?  
 
    The warm, melty feeling in my tummy had disappeared along with Mark, leaving an increasing sense of loss and annoyance.  
 
    I slumped onto the sofa, picked up the remote control, and started channel-surfing, struggling to understand why I was so pissed at him for going out if I wasn’t jealous. Which I wasn’t. I couldn’t be.  
 
    Okay. So maybe I was just upset, because it wasn’t fair – I was the one who was supposed to be dating, not him. I was trying really hard… Sort of… Well, I was turning up and putting myself out there. So, it didn’t seem fair that he got dates when I didn’t, and he was just coming along as protection in case of axe murderers.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Do you believe in love at first sight…or do I have to walk by again? 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” Mark looked up from his position lounging on the couch watching TV, as I slammed the front door, kicked off my heels in the hall, and stomped across the living room towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Bad day,” I muttered, shrugging off my suit jacket and dumping it on a kitchen stool. Normally I was anal about putting my clothes away, but not today. 
 
    Eyes narrowed, Mark moved towards the breakfast bar, watching me closely. His sweatpants hung low on his hips and a skin-tight navy t-shirt stretched across his shoulders. “What happened?” I shrugged, focused on getting my food. “You going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yep, when I’ve eaten until I can’t move and then slept for twelve hours.” 
 
    “Do you know how bad for you that is?”  
 
    I ignored him again. After grabbing the ketchup and a tray, I dumped the contents of the bag onto my plate and peeled back the paper, adding sauce to the chips. “Breathing is bad for me, but it’s still necessary to survival.” Just like chips, chocolate, and various other comfort foods. 
 
    He eyed my plate covetously. “How about you share your fries and tell me why your day was so bad?”  
 
    “No. You’re going out for dinner with plastic fantastic. Again.” I winced at my jealous tone, hoping he’d missed it. I continued hoping to distract him with my issues. This was his third date with Barbie, his second in three days. “I’m an accountant. It’s March, and the National Audit Office has decided the end of the financial year is a great time to audit us.” I crammed another chip into my mouth before picking up my plate and stomping through to the living area and slumping down onto the sofa with my plate on my lap, chewing and talking. “My computer crashed at eight thirty this morning, and apparently the IT department has twelve working hours before they have to do anything… twelve hours.” More chips, more chewing. “I sat twiddling my thumbs all day, because I had a five o’clock meeting. The bastards sent their assistant to cancel at four fifty-five. He brought a colour printout of my Underground dating poster and asked me to autograph it.” Which everyone else in my open-plan office thought was hysterical.  
 
    “That’s pretty shitty,” he agreed, sinking down onto the sofa beside me. “Maybe this will cheer you up.” I looked at him expectantly. “I was online this morning and came across an advert for a local country band who are looking for a female singer.” He continued before I could shut him down. “Don’t say no out of hand. I noted the details down and stuck it on the fridge in case you’re interested in auditioning.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m not some starry-eyed kid anymore.” Unfortunately. “I might not like my job, but I do like having my own flat and eating.”  
 
    “You can be sensible, bill-paying Kate Turner during working hours and hot country singer KT Turner at night and on the weekend. Live your dreams. You don’t have to repress yourself to fit some dull mould you think will make your mother or father happy.” His gaze held mine. “You only have one life. You can’t change your past or change your fuckwit of a father’s decisions. So, just be you and take every opportunity you can to be happy.” 
 
    The silence stretched. A scary, tense, churning feeling burned in my chest and tummy. “I can’t…” I couldn’t deal with this right now. 
 
    “Okay, honey. You know where it is if you want it. The auditions aren’t for a few weeks, so you have time to think about it.” He squeezed my hand. “Now, tell me what else is up. It can’t all be work.” 
 
    “How about I was advertised for dates in the largest city in the country, on one of the busiest public transport networks in the world, and I only got five offers.” 
 
    “Four,” he corrected, unhelpfully. “And there would have been more if you hadn’t deleted your message account after your date with John.” I shot him a death glare again. “What?” He held his hands up. “I’m just proving I’m listening and I care.”  
 
    “Of course I deleted it. All it gave me was prank calling kids, the offer of a free makeover, a runaway–” 
 
    “Hang on. You met him in the pub after your first date. So technically he was a pick-up. Not a date from the advertising campaign.” 
 
    “But he said he approached me because of the adverts.” I took some more chips. “I forgot my stalker. I don’t want to forget Stalker John. After all, he can’t seem to forget me.” Mark muttered something I didn’t hear, but I was on a roll, so I didn’t ask for clarification. “Then there was Claire… The way things are going, I’m thinking about taking her up on the offer. She can’t be worse than any of the men.” 
 
    He stroked my hair, cupping the back of my neck, fingers massaging my scalp. I sank into the warm comfort, my eyes closing. “Stick with it, honey,” he said. “Dating’s fun. You’ll see. You just have to let your guard down. Show your soft centre.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Wait! What was I doing cuddling into him? I jerked forward, dislodging his hand. “It’s not fair.” I jabbed a greasy chip in his direction, “You’re only supposed to come with me to make sure I don’t get jumped by some weirdo. Instead, you’re getting more dates than me. Thanks to the Barbie doll.” 
 
    He failed to suppress a smile, but was smart enough to keep his mouth shut.  
 
    So, I was jealous.  
 
    So what! 
 
    Six chips, one mouth. I managed to make the maths work and achieve a personal best, shoving them all in. 
 
    He stared at me, slowly blinking as the silence stretched. Finally, the seriousness of my situation must have sunk in. “Okay, honey. You just sit here and relax with your dinner. I bought a bottle of wine earlier that will go great with fish and chips.” He got up off the couch and padded across the kitchen in sock-clad feet, grabbing a bottle from the wine rack.  
 
    I was so depressed. I just wanted to go to sleep and wake up to a new day. But if I went to bed now, I wouldn’t be able to sleep for hours. I’d spend the whole night stewing over all the reasons I was desperate and dateless. “Did you get a Merlot?” I called after him. 
 
    “Would I buy you anything else?” He walked over in his confident, loose-limbed, and, yes, sexy way. 
 
    I grabbed desperately for the glass of wine he held out. Our fingers brushed and a shiver raced over my skin. Great, I must be getting some bug. Just what I needed. My heart hammered. Palpitations? I pressed a hand to my chest. Arrhythmia? Heart murmur?  
 
    Mark watched me, eyes intent, a sly smile tipping his mouth. I glared back, daring him to comment. He didn’t.  
 
    Smart man. He dropped back onto the sofa beside me. His thigh pressed mine. His arm lay on the back of the chair, strong fingers immediately going back to my hair, sifting through the strands. “Things will be better at work next week and you’ll wake up and see the man of your dreams soon enough.” Again, he fixed his eyes on me. What was with the sly looks? 
 
    I took a gulp of wine, letting the smooth, rich liquid slide down my throat. My eyes sank closed as I savoured the flavour. I took another sip and sighed. “Easy for you to say. Rich people never have trouble getting dates.” Wine sloshed over the rim of my glass as I gestured. I rubbed the spillage into the dark blue upholstery with my thumb. 
 
    “Money doesn’t solve everything. Rich people worry, too.”  
 
    I laughed.  
 
    “They worry people only want to go out with them because of their money.” 
 
    “But people still go out with them.” 
 
    “You’ve had a bad couple of dates, but the KT I know and love wouldn’t let that knock her.” I gave him a narrow-eyed stare, waving my now-empty glass in front of him. His hand wrapped around mine, steadying it as he refilled my glass. “Barbie was saying just last night–” 
 
    “What the hell. Are you talking about me with Barbie?” I didn’t give him time to respond. “If she’s so great, why aren’t you squatting at her place instead of mine?” I was getting fed up of him dropping her name into the conversation. This must be like the third or fourth time he’d brought her up this evening…  
 
    Actually, maybe that was me thinking about her. Maybe he’d just mentioned her that once, but that wasn’t the point. The point was she was still there, all skinny blonde perfection, hovering in the background, making me feel…less. I bet she didn’t eat chips or drink wine. 
 
    “I called her when I was getting the wine and cancelled. I’m not sure you should be left alone tonight.” 
 
    No way did he ditch a night out with Barbie to sit on the sofa watching me eat fish and chips and get pissed. “She ditched you, huh? Now you’re trying to save face.” Poor Mark; whilst we were slobbing at home, she was probably off at some posh charity event giving money to save starving children or lame dogs. No doubt she’d helped a blind, crippled little old lady cross the street on her way there.  
 
    He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “If you really want to meet someone, you have to make an effort, get yourself out there, and shop around.” 
 
    “And the Barbie doll would know all about that.” I was fed up of him (me) comparing me to Babs and finding me wanting. “She looks like quite a few people have tried before they bought and been glad they kept the receipt.” 
 
    “Jealous?”  
 
    I flinched. Was I falling into that trap where women bitch about other prettier women to make themselves feel better? No, no. I wasn’t going to doubt myself. She truly was awful, in that fake way men fall for and women see straight through.  
 
    “I’m only with her until you come to your senses and admit you’re mad for me.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at his half-arsed attempt to make me feel better and pushed his feet off my new coffee table.  
 
    He smiled oddly. “Right, how about you stop sniping at Barbie and we can cut back and relax.”  
 
    Maybe he was right. I stared into my glass, looking for inspiration. I wasn’t sure how deep I dived into the glass in my search, but by the time I looked up, he had opened another bottle of wine and his feet had settled back on my coffee table.  
 
    Maybe it was the wine, but I was feeling a little mellow. It wasn’t work that was getting me down, it was this whole forced-dating thing. I felt crappy and inadequate. My mother had paid to try and get me a boyfriend and failed. The only positive in this whole dating disaster was that Mum had been quiet for the last few weeks and was letting me just get on with it, albeit with her henchman (Mark) spying on me.  
 
    Not that she’d lost interest. I’d got a text from her earlier. “According to Mum, ‘That nice Peter Cain boy has moved home. Apparently, he’s done well for himself, but is divorced and is feeling kind of lonely.’” I had no idea why I offered this information up to Mark.  
 
    I stared down at my half-empty wine glass in confusion. Had he slipped me a roofie? Was this one of those in vino veritas moments? Did I want him to see that he wasn’t the only one with a romantic liaison on the horizon? 
 
    Blue eyes narrowed, focusing on me. His head tipped to the left and a muscle clenched and released in his jaw. “Yeah, well, before you get too cosy with the guy, you should ask why his wife dumped him. He was a slimy bastard at school, and I doubt he’s changed much since then. He wasn’t that high up the evolutionary scale.”  
 
    Wow, I guessed they hadn’t been BFFs then. I sighed again, staring into my wine. Just my luck the guy was a loser. I held my glass out, wiggling it to get Mark’s attention. “Now the digital poster run has ended, she’s trying to set me up with her friends’ reject sons. I’m only amazed she hasn’t tried to foist you off on me yet.” I snorted, nearly spilling my wine. “Maybe she’s saving you as a last resort.”  
 
    He jerked, snapping the cork in the bottleneck. “Shit! Thanks for the compliment, KT. Fuck it.” He cursed, using the end of the corkscrew to force the remainder of the cork back into the bottle. I was too far gone to care about the quality of the wine anyway. Alcohol content was all that mattered.  
 
    I ignored the little bubble of guilt at his hurt tone. He was over six foot of muscled man and dating Little Miss Perfect. He didn’t care what I thought. He was just playing it up for effect.  
 
    “She’s wearing me down,” I said. “It’s like I’m a pebble on the beach and Mum’s matchmaking is the continuous pounding of the waves.” 
 
    He laughed, rolling his eyes at my brilliant simile – or was it a metaphor… or analogy…? Who cared?  
 
    “What does that make me?” he asked. 
 
    “The irritating sand in my knickers.”  
 
    “It wouldn’t be irritation you were feeling if I was in your knickers.” He laughed and topped my glass off. “Are you trying the old treat-’em-mean-keep-’em-keen tactic on me, KT?”  
 
    I snorted, then wiped red wine off my chin with the back of my hand. “Sheee–” I frowned at my glass. It was still full. I’d barely started it. How come I was suddenly slurring? “See, just like I shaid, irritating.”  
 
    Mark made a choking sound and headed through to the kitchen, calling back, “I forgot to tell you, Muriel came down earlier. She said Penny called before lunch. She said she’d arranged for you to chat next week.” 
 
    “Who’s Penny?” I asked. 
 
    “No idea. I’m just the messenger, but Muriel seemed happy to have heard from her.” 
 
    “S’probably some relative or friend of a friend with a random son or nephew or other male relative recently released from prison or a mental institution that they think would be perfect for me.” He reappeared with cake. I frowned, making a grab for the plate. “Shmine.” 
 
    “Should’ve shared your fries.” Ignoring my look of annoyance, he slouched in the chair and tucked into the cake with a self-satisfied grin. “I know a way to stop Muriel setting you up with random strangers.”  
 
    If I hadn’t been a bottle of Merlot down and hanging on to his every word as if he was some sort of prophet, I’d have recognised his smooth tone as trouble. Unfortunately, the crafty bastard numbed my mind with Merlot first. I should stop drinking and try and sober up… Instead, I threw back my wine in three gulps. It really was the most splendiferously good wine.  
 
    Someone should bottle it and sell it as a mood enhancer. I felt great, really nice and warm and happy. I patted Mark’s dark, shiny hair. He frowned suspiciously at me, clutching the cake closer. He was so cute and protective, trying to help me in the whole dating thing; like a real friend.  
 
    “Mark?”  
 
    “Hmm.” He continued eating his cake and didn’t look up, but that was okay. He’d been working on the floor in the spare bedroom (a.k.a. his room) all day. He was probably hungry, poor man, and here I’d been all moody with him, when he was so nice and considerate and caring.  
 
    “You said you knew how to help me avoid Mum’s matchmaking.” I conveniently forgot about the fact he’d encouraged Mum in the first place. “You’re so kind.” I patted his short, soft hair again. “So… so wonderful. I can’t understand why some woman hasn’t snapped you up.”  
 
    “Like Barbie?” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot about the doll. Anyway, enough about you.” I waved a hand dismissively. “What’s your plan to stop Mum auctioning me off to every loser in London?” 
 
    “We could date.”  
 
    “Me and you?” He scowled at my incredulity. “Like that would ever happen.” I stared at him, disappointed. It was like we were kids again, with him constantly setting me up and then taking the piss out of me when I fell for it.  
 
    “Fine, we could date… ah, pretend to date so Muriel would back off.” He looked up from his plate and stared across the room, not looking at me as he spoke. “It’s probably all a bit too High School Musical to actually work.” 
 
    It sounded… quite good, actually. “I like High School Musical.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” He tipped forward, his feet hitting the floor, and pushed his empty dish onto the coffee table. Then he picked up the half-empty bottle of wine and turned back, staring at me. Big, dark, hot.  
 
    I sighed. “But no. It wouldn’t work. She’d never believe we’d date each other, and even if she did, I can’t see Babs going for it.” 
 
    He frowned, sitting back without topping up my glass.  
 
    I pouted. “Meanie.” 
 
    His eyes softened and he splashed a little wine into my glass. “Well, you could always try the internet. Pair-Up.com is advertising.”  
 
    For all he said the words, he didn’t sound particularly keen. Silly man. “That’s a brilliant idea. Online dating. I could meet someone from the comfort of my own sofa. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    I dragged my laptop off the coffee table. Mark grabbed my glass out of my hand, wiping at a Merlot stain on his trousers. I didn’t even realise he was drinking, let alone that he’d spilt his drink.  
 
    “Gi-ive.” A finger wiggle and my glass was back in my hand. A couple of taps of the keyboard and Google spewed up a list of internet dating sites. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    If you were a pair of pants, I’d wear you out! 
 
      
 
    “Oh, goody. This one’s got lots of photos…”  
 
    “Goody!” Mark agreed sarcastically. He wasn’t getting into this like he should. Internet dating was his brilliant idea. 
 
    “Nice six-pack.” I scrolled down. “The rest of him is not bad, either.”  
 
    Mark leant forward, wrapped an arm around me, and hauled me across the sofa. He shuffled me around until I was tucked against his side. Finally content, he settled his arm around my shoulders, the laptop on both our knees, so he could see too. 
 
    “Jeez, KT. Have some standards. He’s wearing budgie smugglers.” He tapped a blunt finger against a picture of my potential date on holiday, wearing Speedos. “And they’re not flattering him. He should stuff…” 
 
    An unattractive snort of amusement burst from me. “Is that what you do?” My head rolled against his shoulder as I looked up from my position tucked into his armpit. 
 
    “Some of us don’t have to.” 
 
    “You just wear baggy shorts, so no one can tell.” 
 
    He gazed down at me hotly. “Any time you want to see how I measure up, you just need to ask.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I turned back to the laptop. 
 
    “The guy’s a loser. Look at that photo.” He tapped the screen again. “Is he winking or stroking out?” 
 
    “Winking…” I looked at the picture closely. “I think.” I scrolled down. “Ooooh, here’s the Who Am I? section. This is so much better than having to go on a stupid date.” 
 
    Mark laughed. “You can’t hold down a relationship just writing emails, my little introvert. At some point you have to meet him, to speak with him, if only to introduce him to your mother.” 
 
    “Let’s see what he has to say for himself… The winker likes to party, enjoys clubbing, pubbing and socializing and, er…” I frowned. “He says he likes to get a buzz-on on the weekend?”  
 
    “He’s a junky. Why are you even bothering to read this crap? You’re way out of this guy’s league.” 
 
    I pressed a sloppy wine kiss to his bristly cheek. “Thank you. I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”  
 
    He blinked back, seeming surprised. 
 
    I snuggled back down against him.  
 
    Sometimes he was so sweet. “He’s a quantity surveyor!” 
 
    “Wow! He’s a brick counter and you’re an accountant. That sounds like a fun night out. Maybe you could balance your chequebooks together when the bill comes at the end of the date.” 
 
    It sounded dull when he put it like that. “Okay. Who else is out there in cyberspace just waiting for me…”  
 
    “What about this one?” Mark asked. “He’s online right now. You could make his day by clicking on him whilst he’s looking to see if anyone’s interested.” 
 
    “I’m not clicking on someone who doesn’t have a photo. There must be something wrong with him. Everyone else has managed to put a photo up, and they’re not exactly Gap models.” 
 
    “And looks are everything,” he deadpanned. 
 
    “I don’t want a catfish.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “Oh, now he’s cute. Definite Gap potential.” 
 
    He grunted. “He looks like he abducts small children for fun on the weekend.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” But now I looked at the guy again, there was something a little sinister about him. His eyes were too close together… and strange.  
 
    “Uh-huh, and against the law.” 
 
    “You’ve ruined him now.” I clicked moodily on to the next page. “I’m not going to let you look if you keep this up.” Mark moved his arm, anchoring me more firmly against his chest. “His eyes are nice, normal, blue.” 
 
    “Yes. They’re the nicest, most normal, bluest eyes we’ve seen tonight,” he agreed in a falsely jovial tone. 
 
    “Ignoring you.” I singsonged, clicking through to the bit where the men described themselves. “Let’s see what he has to say for himself.” All about me – hair: dark brown. “He has brown hair. That’s good–” 
 
    “Having hair doesn’t make a man date-worthy.” 
 
    “It’s a start.” I deliberately forgot the whole head-decoration point from speed dating.  
 
    “Well, if you’re going to set your standards that low, he has eyes, too.” 
 
    “Yes. Two of them,” I agreed. “And they’re blue. My favourite. And look under best feature – he’s written brain. Cute!” 
 
    “And so not true. Oh, come on. No one rates brain above…” My glare must have worked because he trailed off lamely. 
 
    “Hmm. He likes sports, too: cycling, dancing, running, swimming, walking, hiking, weights. Wow. He exercises five or more times per week.” My enthusiasm was waning. Just reading the list of sports was wearing me out. When did he just sit and watch TV like the rest of us mortals? “He likes healthy food.” 
 
    “I bet he doesn’t eat fries. If he did, he’d probably share them.” Mark grunted through my elbow in the ribs. “He hasn’t specified his income, so it obviously can’t be anything to brag about.” 
 
    “I wonder if they have a category for unemployed. You could use that on your own page and post some photos of you in stuffed Speedos.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you, I’m more than happy to prove I don’t need to stuff my swimming trunks, and I’m not unemployed. I’m an author. Nor am I the one having trouble getting a date. You remember Barbie, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I do. She went out with Ken.” I gave a mock-sweet smile. “He had a few problems in the anatomical department too, now that I think about it. No! Get off!” I lurched across the sofa, trying to avoid him. 
 
    “Give me your hand.” He laughed as I squealed, struggling to keep my hand out of his grip and thus his trousers. 
 
    “Stop it! Stop it, Mark. I believe you!” We wrestled across the sofa. “It’s a veritable trouser snake. A ten-foot python. I mean it. Stop it. I’ll tell Mum!” 
 
    He paused, hovering over me. “You’ll tell Muriel what?” he asked with amusement, looking down at me. 
 
    “That you forced me to touch your–”  
 
    “My trouser snake?” He laughed. “My ten-foot python?”  
 
    I suppressed a laugh and struggled to sit back up and hold on to my laptop. “Shut up and drink your wine. I like you better when you aren’t talking.” I settled back down. “Do you always have to force women to touch your…” I hurried on before he could quote me again. “You against their will?” I took another gulp from my glass.  
 
    “You’re the one who seems fixated on my attributes.” Mark tapped the trackpad and flicked off Blue Eyes’ page. “He could have put a bit more effort into his online name.” He scrolled through the profiles page. “You want someone better looking.” 
 
    “Looks aren’t everything.” Hadn’t he just finished telling me that? 
 
    “They help.” 
 
    “Only if you’re shallow.” 
 
    “Said the woman who refused to look at the details for the man without a photo.” 
 
    I chose not to hear him again. “I’m going to look at more of what they’ve written and find one who likes what I like.” 
 
    A few pages later I’d found him. The One. “Oooh, oooh, listen to this: I’m easy-going, a good listener, and also a person that enjoys a really good talk. Although I am attracted to physical beauty, good looks fade, what I really find stimulating is an interesting and intelligent conversation. That sounds–” 
 
    “Like a load of bullshit! No man is interested in an intelligent but ugly woman. Don’t give me that look.” He held up a hand. “It’s not my fault. We’re genetically programmed this way.”  
 
    Hmm. I turned back to the screen. “I am extroverted and witty, the life and soul of the party. I love travel; I’m always looking to broaden my horizons and travel regularly to new places around the world.”  
 
    “I didn’t realise any new places had been discovered in the world recently. I guess South Sudan became a new country in 2011, and a couple of small, lifeless volcanic islands have probably sprung up in–” 
 
    “Shut up!” Why did he have to ruin it? “My ideal girl would ideally be my best friend, not only a girlfriend… That’s romantic.” 
 
    “It’s straight from the dating liars’ handbook.”  
 
    “That’s it! I’m going–”  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere.” Mark trapped me in place with the weight of his arm clamping around me. I struggled and got… nowhere.  
 
    Whatever. I wasn’t going to embarrass myself and lose a fight for freedom. I went back to scrolling through candidates. “Oh, wow, look at Sailor Boy–” 
 
    “It sounds like he works for the Village People.” 
 
    I gave him my mean prisoner look and then continued, “He likes French cuisine and fine wines.” 
 
    “You like chips and costs-less-than-a-fiver Merlot.” 
 
    I scrolled down the screen. “He sails, climbs, dives–” 
 
    “You like to put your PJs on early and-–” 
 
    “I’ll have you know I’ve been climbing, diving, and sailing.” 
 
    “How many times?” Growling, I refused to answer. “One rough crossing on a P&O ferry from Dover to Calais does not make you a threat to Ellen MacArthur, or even a fair-weather sailor, KT.”  
 
    “Just like reading a book doesn’t make you an author, Mark.” 
 
    “I’ve submitted my manuscript to publishers and agents.”  
 
    Whatever. I clicked through a couple more profiles. “This one is reading philosophy at–” 
 
    “You read chick-lit about vampires and shape shifters.” I gave him another narrow-eyed look. “I’m not being mean. The aim is to find someone who shares the same interests as you. There’s no point otherwise. I thought you weren’t going to sabotage yourself anymore.” 
 
    “If you keep thisssh up,” I slurred, “I’m taking my computer into my room and you won’t be able to play.” His jaw flexed and released, flexed and released. “Oh, here, thissh guy’s a TV critic.” 
 
    “There you go. You like criticising TV. Just yesterday you were saying there’s nothing good on now that Britain’s Got Talent has finished. Quick, press the eye icon to ‘wink’ at him, before someone else beats you to it.” 
 
    I ignored his sarcasm and read out loud what kind of woman he was looking for: “Petite, blond, slender” – a.k.a. Barbie.  
 
    “The guy’s batting way out of his league. He’s a fat, balding TV critic. Everyone knows TV critics are failed actors. Try another one.”  
 
    I clicked disconsolately through a few screens. And there he was. “Mr Perfect. This is him. This guy’s my ideal man.” 
 
    Mark frowned at the screen. “Sorry, honey.” Not if his tone was anything to go by he wasn’t. “It says he’s looking for someone with auburn or red hair.” 
 
    “My hair has red highlights. When you catch it in the right light.”  
 
    He ran a few strands of my hair through his fingers, holding them up to the light. “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “He says any eyes. I have two of those.” I swilled another mouthful of wine. “Twenty-twenty vision, too.” 
 
    “Height: three foot seven to five foot four,” Mark added. 
 
    I leant closer to the screen, frowning to get the words to focus. “He wants a little person… or a hobbit, and it seems he wants a skinny one, too. Body type: Athletic and toned, slender. Creep.”  
 
    The ensuing silence was broken only by the sound of my finger tapping the trackpad to move back to the main screen with lots of profiles.  
 
    “Stop.” Mark knocked my hand away from the trackpad and pointed at the screen. “Try that one. He looks like he can appreciate a woman who’s tall and built like a woman should be.” He squeezed me closer as he spoke. 
 
    I knew what I was doing now, and scrolled straight down to the bit where he’d described his ideal woman, saving time and disappointment. “Red hair, green eyes, educated to postgraduate level. It’s discrimination. I don’t think they even have options in their dropdown lists for mud-brown hair, fat, and accountant.”  
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with your figure. Come on, have a bit more wine and look through a few more.” 
 
    “I swear, I’m going to contact the first man who wants a woman who isn’t skinny and blonde or red-headed. Most women in this country are a size sixteen. That makes me below average. As for blondes, there aren’t any natural blondes left. They’re all just brunettes in Clariol’s Nice ’N Easy disguise.”  
 
    His laugh jostled me against his chest. I continued to search and mutter.  
 
    “It’s no wonder these guys have to go on a website. They have totally unrealistic expectations. What’s this guy looking for?” 
 
    “Spellcheck, by the looks of things.” A hand clamped around my arm, preventing another elbow to the ribs. “That doesn’t deserve an elbow. The guy claims he’s a freelance journalist, yet he’s spelt nine words incorrectly in his first extraordinarily long sentence.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He had a point. 
 
    “Besides, he hasn’t filled out the bit about his ideal date, except to say what turns him on, and he’s listed everything except a strong breeze. It would’ve been easier if they’d had a section for what doesn’t turn him on.” 
 
    “I’m not listening to your negativity.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. You’re going to look at his profile?” 
 
    “He looks kind, and his profile says he’s been active within the last two weeks.” 
 
    “That man hasn’t been active with anything other than his own hand in yea–” 
 
    My elbow landed hard on his chest. “Just because you like self-service doesn’t mean everyone else does.” 
 
    He finally managed to pull in a choked breath, wincing and rubbing his ribs as his chest expanded. “Believe me, honey, all men DIY when there isn’t a better option available. Sometimes even if there is. Besides, he’s too old for you. He’s forty.” 
 
    “He likes children.”  
 
    “He likes children a lot.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I want children too. Plus, I’ve got childbearing hips.” 
 
    “You’ll have house-bearing hips after five kids.” 
 
    “Five?” He must be mistaken. Where did it say that? 
 
    “He says here that he wants five or more children. At his age, you can bet he’ll want to get started quickly, which will please your mother.” Hmm, maybe not. “Come on. We’ve been looking for nearly two hours. Are you going to actually pick someone or not?”  
 
    I chewed my lower lip and considered my options. “Not, I think. I’ve decided I’m old-fashioned. It’s a man’s job to do the asking.”  
 
    He sighed heavily. “Well, you’ll need to put your own profile online before anyone else can invite an ‘old-fashioned’ girl like you on a date. You’ve already signed up, so just go to the my profile section and answer the questions.” 
 
    I laboured over my profile, but really there wasn’t an awful lot to say: I liked reading – fiction, not fact; watching TV, especially talent shows; nights in and out with friends; eating; drinking; travelling… I stared at the screen. “I never realised how boring I am until I wrote it down.” 
 
    “You’re not boring. You’re normal.” 
 
    “Normal. Boring. What’s the difference? Maybe if I say I like adventure sports, or something exciting like–” 
 
    “Don’t lie. You’ll only end up regretting it. Besides, do you want to end up with some X-sports junky who’s going to want you to go diving with sharks or cliff jumping?” 
 
    “No. I guess I’ll just be boring.” I pouted and moved on to filling out my physical description. 
 
    “Your hair is brown.”  
 
    “I know that!” I snapped. I didn’t like it, but I knew it. I stalled, the arrow hovering over the body shape category. Everyone lied on these things, right? And I was slender compared to those women you saw on American shows like Obese: A Year to Save My Life.  
 
    “You’re curvy.” He continued before my increased tension could transform into an elbow jab. “I like curvy. A lot of men do. And if you’re going to meet up with one of these guys, he’s going to need to recognise you, and from your last experience, I’m guessing you don’t want to go with the whole ‘wearing a carnation’ thing again.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said through clenched teeth. The last thing I needed was another Stalker John. “What ssshhhould” – for some reason, S’s were fairly tricky tonight – “I write about myself?” 
 
    “I thought you’d already done that section.”  
 
    He was right. Talk about thorough. I’d provided less information on my passport application. How long did it take? They’d be asking for my bank account details and PIN soon. 
 
    “No, I’ve done the what I like doing section, and the what I look like section. Are you sure I’m–” 
 
    “Yes, KT. You’re definitely curvy. You should also write that you’re funny, intelligent…”  
 
    “That’s nice. Speak slowly so I can type it up.”  
 
    “You’ve got a couple of typos there.” Mark pointed out the errors and helped me correct my mistakes. Why was he being so nice? If it wasn’t Mark, I’d think he was interested in me… then again, if he was interested, he wouldn’t be correcting my typos and trying to foist me off on other men.  
 
    “Oh, goody. The last section is the most important one: what am I looking for in my ideal man?” 
 
    “I can give you some ideas, if you like?” He pulled back, tipping my chin up. My head fell back to rest against his shoulder, forcing me to look at him before he spoke. “Tall, let’s say… six foot three, medium build, muscled but not muscle-bound.” He flexed his bicep then ran a hand through his hair. “Straight, dark brown hair, blue eyes, sexy, intelligent yet creative…” 
 
    Sighing, I rolled my eyes. He was describing himself. He could be such a pain sometimes. I turned back to my laptop, nearly knocking my wine off the arm of the sofa. “I want to be realistic, Mark. I don’t want to miss getting my Mr Perfect because I’ve been too specific and put him off. I’m looking for a man who’s employed, intelligent, single, and… breathing.” I chewed my lip for a second, contemplating what I’d written. “Between twenty-five and thirty-five years old who lives within ten miles of SW1. There. That ought to do it.” 
 
    “If you’re not specific enough, you’ll end up with loads of weirdos.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I added And not a weirdo to my ideal man description. 
 
    “That ought to work.” Mark laughed and topped up our glasses. Not much left in the second bottle now. 
 
    I checked my account for the third time in as many minutes. “Why hasn’t anyone winked or responded to me?”  
 
    “Be patient. Your profile probably hasn’t uploaded yet.”  
 
    “No one likes me.” I sniffed and downed some consolation wine, clicking on the refresh button repeatedly to try and speed things up. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, KT. If anything – and by this, I mean anything other than the fact your profile has been online for less than five minutes – it’s because you haven’t put a photo on. You said yourself, you wouldn’t click on one that didn’t have a photo.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I grabbed his arm in desperate excitement, bouncing on my knees on the sofa. “Take a picture of me.”  
 
    “Ah.” He paused, considering how to phrase his response. I hated it when he did that. It never boded well. “Perhaps you should use the one Muriel used on the Underground adverts.” 
 
    I reared back, shocked. “How can you say that? It’s horrid. I barely got any responses last time we used it, and the quality of respondents wasn’t exactly… quality.” 
 
    “You deleted your telephone message account after your first date. You don’t know who has tried to call since then.” 
 
    “You heard my messages and saw my first date. Why would I put myself through that more than once?” 
 
    “Fair point, but you don’t want to make the same mistake again by using a dodgy photo. So, why don’t you wait, maybe get a professional photo shoot?” He watched me steadily, I stared back, chin quivering, eyes filling. “Fine.” The word escaped on a reluctant sigh. “How about we use one from your photo gallery? One where you’ve prepared and are dressed up and stuff.” 
 
    “No. I want a new one. One that I’ve posed for. I don’t want to be one of those people who uses a picture from years ago because they don’t think they’re pretty anymore, or who cuts their ex or a friend out of their profile picture, leaving a stray arm or other body part in their photo.” 
 
    “We could wait until tomorrow, when the… ah… light is better.” 
 
    “I want to do it now.” I leant forward, hands braced on his thighs, squeezing. “Pleeeeeeeeeease. No one will click on me if I don’t have a photo. There are only a few weeks left until you send me viral and I spend the rest of my life being trolled by kids and shitty keyboard warriors. You promised you’d help me get dates. You promised my mum.” I pouted. I’d have rolled out the big guns – tears – but they made my face blotchy, and I was about to have my photo taken! “Just use your mobile phone. Then you can email it to my laptop and I can post it straight away.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Great!” I sat back, sucked in my cheeks, pushed out my lips and chest, and looked out under my eyelashes. “Ready!” 
 
    He hesitated, phone in hand, expression blank. “Do you want to do something first?” 
 
    I frowned as he waved a hand in my general direction. “Like what?” 
 
    “You know, girl stuff. Beautification.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m… ugly?” My voice trembled, along with my chin, and I blinked rapidly. 
 
    “What? No. No. You’re gorgeous, honey. I just thought…” A tear streaked down my cheek. “Never mind. Let’s get this over and done with.”  
 
    I fluffed my hair, ran my tongue over my pearly whites, moistened my lips, and turned to look sultrily at the phone Mark had fumbled out of his pocket.  
 
    “Three, two, one.” 
 
    I blinked away the flash blindness. “Thanks. Just email it to me and then I’ll attach it here.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Don’t you want to check it first? Maybe pose for another one and pick the best?” 
 
    “Shut up and shend it!”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Is your name Google? Because you have everything I’ve been searching for. 
 
      
 
    A hundred hours of watching the computer screen and drumming my fingers later…  
 
    “Oh, oh! It’s beeping. Let me see. Let me see. Look! Seven men have winked at me already. This is so much better than those stupid posters.” 
 
    “It could be the same person winking repeatedly.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mark.” Okay, so it was the same guy winking seven times, but maybe he just really liked me. “This is exciting.” I opened up my page and followed the winker’s name to his profile. “He’s called himself Romeo.” 
 
    “Romeo?” Mark said. “No wonder the guy has to go online to find a date.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I demanded. “I’m online too.” 
 
    “Ah… shit. It’s not the most imaginative of names.” 
 
    “He’s online now and likes curvy brunettes! Wow. Have you read his profile thingy? The guy’s incredible. I think he might be Mr Perfect.” 
 
    “I don’t need to read it. I can just listen to you gush over it.”  
 
    I frowned. He sounded like he didn’t like Romeo. How could you not like someone you’d never met (unless they were skinnier and prettier than you)? “He’s an author, with eight published plays.” 
 
    “That’ll make him a playwright, then,” Mark said sarcastically. 
 
    “It’s all the same. You write words and someone else reads them.” 
 
    “I’m sure Romeo will appreciate your deep understanding of his life’s work.” 
 
    “Maybe I can get some tips for your writing,” I offered sweetly. “Hey, do you think he’s famous and that’s why he doesn’t have his picture up?” 
 
    “Yeah, either that or… I don’t know… he’s lying or ugly or married.”  
 
    “Why do you have to be so negative about everything? You were the one who helped my mother blackmail me into this shit in the first place.”  
 
    He stared at me for a second then nodded, lips pressed together tightly. “Sorry. Go on, tell me about Romeo.” 
 
    “He describes himself as average to good-looking.” 
 
    “All men think we’re good-looking, even the ugly ones.” He shrugged. “We can’t help it, it’s the way we’re programmed.” 
 
    “Or maybe he really is gorgeous. He’s got two degrees and a PhD in English.” I glanced up at Mark. “You’ve only got one degree.” 
 
    He scowled. “And a master’s from Harvard, but don’t worry about wounding my ego, KT.”  
 
    Touchy. “He ran the London Marathon last year, volunteers at the children’s hospital, and enjoys travelling, especially to the Lake District. He has a cottage there and another one in Florida, for when he needs sunshine. I like sunshine and the Lake District, especially when it’s sh… sh… shunny. Why’s a guy who’s this perfect single?” 
 
    “Now she asks the really important questions.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s sent me an email. I wanna read hish email. He just shaw my profile pop-up… he likes my smile… Oooh. He’s invited me on a date.” 
 
    “Already? You don’t want to respond straight away. You’ll come across as desperate.” 
 
    “I am desperate. Everyone on a dating website is desperate. That’s why we’re on there. Anyway, didn’t you say earlier that I couldn’t conduct a whole relationship online?” He avoided eye contact. “He’ll appreciate my honesty. That’s what good relationships are built on, you know.” 
 
    “Sex appeal helps.” 
 
    “Romeo thinks I’m sexy.” I typed a quick acceptance and hit the send button before singing, “I’ve got a date! I’ve got a date. I knew this internet dating thing would work.” 
 
    “It’s a bit fast,” Mark said. 
 
    “No faster than speed dating. You only spoke to plastic fantastic for ten minutes before you went on a date with her.” 
 
    “Barbie and I had met face to face, and I’m a man. It’s different.” He didn’t sway me with the me man comment. “Shouldn’t you swap numbers and talk first? There has to be some sort of etiquette to this internet dating thing. You know: email questions for a couple of weeks, gradually share a few more personal details, ask a few questions, get a friend to run a police check, and then decide if you have enough in common to swap telephone numbers. Build up to the whole meeting face-to-face thing. You don’t want to rush things, KT. He could be a paedophile.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. He’s seen my photo. It’s obvious I’m not a child.” I shifted against him again, settling more comfortably. I was all comfy and sleepy and nice and warm. We sat together in silence for a minute, both lost in our own thoughts. 
 
    “Mark?” I said on a yawn. 
 
    “Yes, honey?” He twisted, looking down at me tucked against him. I leant back against his shoulder, staring back at his slightly blurry face. His eyes were dark, sexy. His lips parted. His warm breath caressed my skin.  
 
    I sent a deliberately slow swipe of my tongue over the curve of my bottom lip. “You know you said that you could tell me if I’m a good kisser?” He grunted, eyes still fixed on my mouth. “You said that people would write blogs saying I wasn’t a good kisser.” I rose from the couch, wobbling. “Legsh ashleep.” I frowned, concentrating on staying upright and taking a couple of awkward hop steps across the living room, to get the laptop onto the breakfast bar.  
 
    Mark followed. He propped his hip against the kitchen counter beside me. “I want to kiss you,” I said. Heat radiated off him. His focus didn’t waver from my face. “You said I might not be good. You said that was why Rob did a runner and why Stalker John didn’t invite me for a second date. Not that I wanted him to. I didn’t even kiss him it was just a cheek peck, so it shouldn’t really count, because I didn’t get to show any real skill.” 
 
    “I’m not sure this is such a good idea, KT.” His mouth and his body were saying different things. 
 
    Unless… “Oh my God. You think I’m so bad you don’t even want to test-kiss me.” He winced. My lips trembled. My breath caught. “How will I hang on to someone as cool as Romeo if I can’t kiss?” It was Mark’s fault. I’d thought I was a good kisser until he made me doubt my ability. “I’m going to end up a miserable, wrinkled, un-kissable spinster. I’ll never find my prince, all because you wouldn’t help me out.” 
 
    “You’re drunk. I can’t kiss you. I don’t take advantage of drunk women.” 
 
    “Rubbishhh!” How dare he say I couldn’t handle my drink? “I’m fine. I want to kiss you!”  
 
    “Ask again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s too late. I want you now. And I’m not drunk.” 
 
    “KT?” He settled his backside against the kitchen counter.  
 
    “I need you to give me an honest assessment. Pllleeeaaaseeee.”  
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    “Yeahy. Pucker up and prepare to for the best kiss of your life.” I turned to him, stretching up on my tiptoes. “Prepare to be ruined for all other women! For all other kisses.” His piney scent wrapped around me. I leant forward, quickly pressing my lips against his warm, firm mouth. “Well?”  
 
    I stood back, tripped over… something… grabbing the back of a stool to keep my balance. I looked up, waiting for Mark’s assessment, stomach churning, heart pounding. 
 
    A small frown puckered his brow. His eyes blinked open slowly. “Have you done it yet?” 
 
    “Could you not tell?” I mean, how bad was it if he didn’t even know it had happened? 
 
    “You can’t expect me to form an opinion based on that. My grandmother puts more punch into a peck on the cheek.” 
 
    “The least said about your family relations, the better.”  
 
    “Your loss.” He shrugged. “I’m not the sloppy kisser.”  
 
    “Sloppy?” Oh my God. A chill of fear raced over me. I was a sloppy kisser? I hated sloppy kissers. 
 
    “To be honest, it was too brief for me to sure. If you’re worried, you could” – he shrugged – “try again.” 
 
    “Thank God!” I’d show him this time. Mark caught me around the waist as I threw myself at him, settling me against his hot, hard chest. 
 
    I surged up onto my toes, as he leant down to meet me. “Hmm.” I kissed him, mouths brushing then lifting away, tempting him in. My tongue stroked the seam of his lips, seeking entrance. 
 
    Then I kissed him hard, and he kissed me back, long, deep, wet. My lips tingled. This was a kiss. Maybe not a ten out of ten – I was under pressure to perform, so I couldn’t get totally lost in it – but he’d have to give me extra points for enthusiasm.  
 
    My head spun. I was getting breathless.  
 
    Mark’s chest laboured against mine.  
 
    I pulled back for air. His sweet, warm breath mixed with my exhale. I hooked a heavy arm around his neck, pulling his lips back down. His tongue flicked against mine. I sucked it into my mouth. He groaned, leaning into me. Taking control.  
 
    My head spun.  
 
    This kiss was a twenty out of ten. 
 
    I felt like I was floating. I leant back, blinking rapidly to bring him back into focus. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Hmm.” He licked his lips as he considered. “Maybe you’re just a little out of practice.”  
 
    “Out of–” He dodged my gut punch. That was an excellent kiss… The best, I thought. Wasn’t it?  
 
    “Don’t worry, honey. We can work on it.” His voice was rough with passion, belying his words. “Practice makes perfect, you know.” 
 
    “Was it sloppy?” I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand, just in case. 
 
    He pressed his lips together, making a humming sound. “Not sloppy, exactly.” 
 
    “So, it was good.” 
 
    “I didn’t say–”  
 
    I grabbed a fistful of t-shirt and chest hair, yanking his mouth back down to mine. 
 
    “Ouch. Easy, hon.” He loosened my grip on his hair, raising my hands up behind his neck. His calloused palms stroked back down my arms, along the curve of my spine and down to cup my rear, lifting me against him. His thigh slipped between mine, electricity sparking from the hot friction of his hard thigh between legs. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Our lips brushed, once, twice. His lips were firm but soft. I followed his retreat, kissing him long, deep, and hard. No worries, no barriers.  
 
    A sound of pleasure rolled in his chest, vibrating through every point of contact. He really was so handsome. My mind floated from thought to thought, sensation to sensation.  
 
    My body felt strange. My hand moved to cup his bristly jaw. I enjoyed the tingly feeling of his stubble scraping my palm. Heat flared in my belly.  
 
    My eyelids grew heavy. I struggled to open them, so I could judge his response. My body refused to listen, and I melted into his strength.  
 
    God, it felt good. Like all the time I was out there, kissing frogs, searching for my prince, for my dream date, I’d been looking in the wrong place and it was right here: fish, chips, cheap wine, and Mark. 
 
    He squeezed my bottom. His lips parted. His tongue stroked mine, flicking against my teeth, the roof of my mouth. Shivers of hot sensation swelled my breasts and flipped my stomach.  
 
    This was a K.I.S.S.  
 
    Hell, it was more than a kiss. 
 
    It was a full-body experience.  
 
    His hand slid up from my bottom, around my hip, dipping in at my waist before continuing up to the curve of my breast, pushing my t-shirt up and out of his way. His thick thigh wedged between my legs, setting me on fire. I arched against him, wiggling, impatient when he didn’t move the little bit higher I needed. “You like that?” he said. I jerked as his thumb flicked over my nipple. My hand fell from his face, slipping between us, to land on all the glorious hardness at his lap.  
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Mark almost went airborne at my touch.  
 
    I giggled.  
 
    My head felt light.  
 
    Everything inside zinged around.  
 
    My heart was hammering.  
 
    My knees sagged.  
 
    Mark stumbled along the kitchen counter with me plastered against him, my nipples pressing like burning bullets into his chest. I wrapped a leg around his hip, snuggling closer against his arousal. I pressed my open mouth to his throat, tongue laving, tasting his salty heat, before my teeth scraped the length of his neck. The only way this could be better was if we were both naked.  
 
    He grabbed my hand, holding it away from his lap when I started exploring.  
 
    After clearing his throat a couple of times, he said, “Time for bed.”  
 
    “Hell yes.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    You look like the type of girl who’s heard every line in the book…so what’s one more? 
 
      
 
    I was dying.  
 
    Groaning, I attempted to open my eyes and sit up, then thought better of it and lay still. The bed was spinning. I fisted my hands in the covers and held on tight to stop myself being thrown off. I choked back waves of nausea, deep-breathing to try and ease the pulsing hammering in my head. Weak tears trickled down the sides of my face. 
 
    Breathe.  
 
    In.  
 
    Out.  
 
    In.  
 
    Out.  
 
    Okay. Okay. If my headache was pulsing so strongly, it was unlikely I was dying. 
 
    I just wished I was.  
 
    I struggled to let go of the bedding and reach a flailing arm out to silence the brain-shattering bleeping of the alarm that woke me. Only it wasn’t my bedside alarm… Which meant it was the smoke detector blaring in the hallway.  
 
    My arm fell back to the bed. I couldn’t move. I’d just have to burn to death. Hopefully, the smoke would get me first.  
 
    Smoke eased around my bedroom door, bringing with it the nauseating smell of burning toast. Okay, I wasn’t going to die. The pop-up button hadn’t worked on my toaster for years. I knew well enough to keep an eye on it once I’d put the bread in, to jiggle the pop-up button when it looked ready and (ignoring health and safety) use a knife to pry my toast free before it started smoking. 
 
    Safe? No.  
 
    Effective? Yes.  
 
    My stomach flipped before surging upwards. I battled back a tsunami of bile, breathing through my mouth to avoid the additional scent of frying bacon.  
 
    I could hear cursing.  
 
    There was someone in my flat?  
 
    A man. Who was cooking and cursing. 
 
    Something nagged in the back on my mind… I should know who he was, but my brain hurt too much and I couldn’t think. Another tear trickled from the corner of my eye to dribble down my cheek.  
 
    I was ill.  
 
    Really, really sick, and it was so noisy and I just wanted to sleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The next time I woke, my head felt heavy, my body weak and trembly, and my bladder full to the point of pain, but my stomach stayed where it should, and outside my room it was silent.  
 
    I rolled over, then lay still, giving my head time to reattach itself to my body. Slowly, my legs dropped off the side of the bed. I rose into a sitting position and sat, head hanging, swallowing compulsively as I tried to moisten my mouth and wait for the pounding nausea to subside.  
 
    Hangover. From. Hell.  
 
    I was too old to do this to myself. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d done this. Hell, I didn’t remember doing it this time.  
 
    My memory of last night was hazy at best, but as far as I could recall, I hadn’t had more than one or two glasses of wine. Although Mark might have topped my glass up a couple of times… Seeing a glass of water on my bedside table, I reached for it, gulping it all down. 
 
    Groaning, I avoided my reflection in the mirror. I’d assess the damage later. After I’d showered, taken a couple of painkillers, put some makeup on, and let a week or two pass. 
 
    Steadying myself with a hand to the wall, I stumbled out of my room and down the hall to the bathroom. All without opening my eyes. Bladder relieved, I stepped into the shower, cranked the spray up high, and tilted my face up to the water. After rinsing my mouth, I spat out the water and slumped against the cool glass of the shower stall. My shaking legs finally gave out, and I sank to the floor, dropping my head onto my knees, letting the water beat against me and wash away the pain.  
 
    With the lessening of the pain came the memories. A hazy recollection of playing on my laptop. I thought I’d gone on the internet. Pictures of men, winking…? Had I signed up for one of those dating sites?  
 
    Had I received an email?  
 
    Yes. Yes, there was definitely an email.  
 
    I couldn’t remember what it said. Something to do with Shakespeare, maybe? I could remember the smooth taste of Merlot. I gagged, then washed my mouth out repeatedly. I would never drink Merlot again for as long as I lived. 
 
    Whimpering, I hauled myself out of the shower, dripping a path across to the basin. I leant over the white porcelain, gripping the edges to stay upright, slow-breathing. 
 
    In.  
 
    Out.  
 
    In… 
 
    Finally, the world stopped spinning. I scrubbed my teeth until my gums bled and my mouth felt less like something had crawled into it and died. I rubbed the steam off the mirror with my hand, then wished I hadn’t bothered.  
 
    Hideous.  
 
    It was a cruel miracle that I could actually see how hideous I looked, through eyes that were so bloodshot. Wrapping myself in a white towelling robe, I headed back to my room to wallow in self-inflicted misery. 
 
    “Afternoon, hon… Ooooh.” Mark’s greeting trailed off as he caught sight of me properly.  
 
    Great. I felt and looked like roadkill, and Mark looked like the incredible hunk. I ignored him, continuing towards my room.  
 
    “Are you all right? You look…” He realised the error of describing how I looked and finished lamely, “… not all right.” Smug git. Like he’d never had too much to drink. “There’s a cup of coffee on the counter. ’Fraid I couldn’t find any painkillers.”  
 
    I detoured into the kitchen. Getting dressed could wait until after caffeine. I wobbled. He snagged my elbow, steadying me, then steered me to the breakfast bar and helped me settle on the stool. Why did he have to be kind and considerate when I was thinking nasty thoughts and wishing my hangover on him? “Easy there.” 
 
    Why was he hovering over me? I felt like crap and looked like something that had crawled out from the rubble after a zombie apocalypse. I could feel the weight of his expectation. Like he thought I should be saying or doing something.  
 
    I had a nagging feeling that I was missing… something. 
 
    But my head hurt too much to try and figure it out. 
 
    Dragging the coffee towards me, I sucked down the heavily sweetened liquid, praying for a caffeine and sugar rush to get me back into the land of the living.  
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “Why are you being so nice?” I croaked. “I can’t trust you when you’re being nice.” I could barely remember who I was, breathing hurt, and I was tired – not helped by Mark getting up at the crack of dawn, all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and nearly burning the flat down. 
 
    In spite of my internet revelation in the shower, my memories of last night were blurry at best. I remembered being well into the second bottle of wine and not having seen him take more than an occasional sip from his glass.  
 
    I didn’t remember him topping his glass up at any point, whereas he couldn’t have been more attentive of mine. I remembered thinking we could be friends, that he was being so nice, so supportive.  
 
    I was a drunken idiot. 
 
    What I didn’t remember was how I’d gotten from the sofa to bed, or what we’d talked about. I had a nagging feeling that the blank spot in my mind was something I needed to clear up. Then again, maybe I was better off not knowing.  
 
    I pulled the thick weight of damp hair off my face, ran a fluffy-dressing-gown-covered wrist over my watery eyes, and whimpered. “Oh, God.” I slumped, slipping off the edge of my stool, wincing at the screech of metal chair legs against the tiled kitchen floor. My elbow slid along the breakfast bar, knocking a spoon to the floor, where it clattered and bounced noisily. Once the tears had cleared and silence reigned, I stared down at it morosely, stomach churning. It would just have to stay there for now. I’d pick it up tomorrow. My stomach heaved at the thought. I reassessed Operation Retrieve Spoon to the day after tomorrow.  
 
    I was pathetic.  
 
    How could I have been stupid enough to get all cosy on the couch with Mark and get so hammered I couldn’t remember anything I’d said? Mark, who’d made it his life’s mission to embarrass and annoy me. My mother had warned me that no good came to women who drank too much; for once, I wished I’d listened to her.  
 
    “KT, lunch – or should I call it early dinner – is ready.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and prayed for today to be over. I checked the clock on the cooker, staring at it until my vision cleared enough to make out the green digital numbers. It was almost three thirty in the afternoon.  
 
    I’d lost nearly an entire day. On the plus side, that meant I could go back to bed sooner. “Honey, are you okay?” Laughter echoed in his voice. I was tempted to beg him to come closer, to save me the effort of having to get up to slap the smug grin off his face – and where did he get off calling me honey all the time?  
 
    “Kate?” Worry was starting to edge his voice now, and he’d gone from KT to Kate, so I knew he was serious. “Kate, if you don’t answer, I’m going to get your mother.” 
 
    “Don’t be cruel,” I croaked. “I feel bad enough as it is.” I propped my head up further so I could see him. 
 
    “You’ll be fine after you’ve eaten something.” 
 
    “I’m sick. I feel like something crawled into my mouth and die–” I stared at him, pure horror washing over me. I covered my mouth and continued in an appalled whisper, “Oh my God. You kissed me last night.” 
 
    “Hang on. Are you comparing the aftereffects of kissing me with something decomposing. In. Your. Mouth?” His voice rose in pure outrage. 
 
    I swallowed back bile. “You did. Didn’t you? You kissed me.”  
 
    “You need to work on your morning-after conversation, KT.” He threw the frying pan into the stainless-steel sink, taking obvious pleasure from the wince I couldn’t hide. “If this is anything like what you said to Rob, it’s no wonder he climbed out of the bathroom window.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’d do that to me.” I pushed back from the counter, putting distance between us as he leant forward, encroaching on my personal space.  
 
    In my haste, I knocked my laptop, sending it skidding towards the edge of the counter. Mark made a grab for it, catching it before it could fall then setting it back down with angry movements. “Everything we did was consensual. In fact, I seem to recall you begging for it.” 
 
    “You bast–” What the…? I blinked hard as my laptop woke up, an image filling the screen. “Oh. My. God!” I stared, dumbstruck. I’d thought it couldn’t get worse. “What have you done to me?”  
 
    “I haven’t done anything to you. Nor did I do anything with you that you didn’t want me to do.”  
 
    I stood, staring at the screen, stupefied. 
 
    He rounded the breakfast bar, coming up behind me, leaning over my shoulder to get a better look at what held my attention on the screen, slapping a hand on the counter and caging me in place when I tried to shift away from him. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    “My teeth are red.” 
 
    “They go with your eyes,” he quipped. 
 
    “Look at my eyes,” I wailed. Mark dropped his forehead against my shoulder, groaning. “I look like I’ve had a stroke.” 
 
    He shifted, propping his chin on my shoulder, so he could see the image better. “We may have kissed, KT, but I promise you, there was no real stroking involved.” Bastard. “There’s no way you would’ve forgotten if we’d got as far as stroking.” He was laughing at me? 
 
    He’d gotten me drunk and taken advantage of me. He’d let me post a picture – where I looked like a half-shifted extra in a werewolf movie – online. My whole world was falling apart and he was laughing at me? 
 
    “I didn’t forget the kiss. I blanked it out. It’s a sign of trauma.” I glared at him over my shoulder. “I don’t know why you’re looking so smug. You had to get me drunk before–” 
 
    “That excuse would work better if you hadn’t remembered the kiss. Which happened after we posted your photo on the website, i.e. when you were a couple of glasses of wine closer to sober. Yet kissing me is the first thing you recalled.” He did his eyebrow-raise thing. “You know, you don’t have to get drunk to ask me to kiss you.” 
 
    I ignored him. “My skin’s all blotchy.” A kiss I could forget. It wasn’t like it was the first time I’d had to forget kissing someone in order to avoid mental and emotional scaring. I’d lost my virginity to Graham. 
 
    But a photo online? No.  
 
    Even if I removed it and pretended it had never happened, it could already be being turned into a viral email on the danger of internet dating. It could right now be winging its way around the globe, only to turn up in my inbox several months from now with some “witty” verse and a million comments attached. “No one will ever want to go on a date with me now.” 
 
    Mark sighed. “So, you’re not the most photogenic of people.” He shrugged. “You still managed to get a date out of it, and at least you know you won’t disappoint him in the flesh.” 
 
    “I got a date?” Looking like that? 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    Wow. 
 
    Who would take a chance on me looking like that? I had to see. I swiped the trackpad, manoeuvring through to Romeo’s email (ah, that explained the Shakespeare memory) and then his dating profile. My hopes improved with every word I read. “He seems really good on paper. Mr Perfect. Perhaps this is it the silver lining to my dating cloud.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up. He contacted you after that photo, remember?” 
 
    Why was I letting Mark stay in my flat, again? “Some men aren’t obsessed with looks. Some men are interested in a woman’s personality.”  
 
    “You keep telling yourself that, honey.” He sounded pissed off. “I’d probably say something similar if a photo of me looking like that appeared online.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    You’re so pretty, I wouldn’t even need to use an Instagram filter if I took your photo.  
 
      
 
    “You’re not coming. I don’t want you there.”  
 
    It was Saturday night and I was getting ready for my date. Mark watched my reflection in the mirror, as I smoothed moisturiser under my eyes.  
 
    “Romeo is an intelligent, professional man. The last thing I need is you staring over my shoulder like some over protective parent, chaperoning us whilst we’re trying to get it on.” 
 
    “You know nothing about this man except what he wrote. It could all be bullshit. He could be an axe murderer.” I rolled my eyes. Mark mocked me whenever I said that. “Or Stalker John. It’s not like you have a good track record with dates so far.” 
 
    I squeezed foundation onto my finger and began dotting it onto my face. “I know. I’ve been thinking about that, and in all these disastrous dates I’ve had, there has been one constant.” I paused for effect. “You.” 
 
    His head jerked back, as if I’d physically hit him, then he frowned. “Aren’t you forgetting yourself in that calculation?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Like tonight. When you are not there.” I glared defiantly into his searching blue eyes, refusing to shy away from his scrutiny, even though I knew he’d probably seen better-looking cadavers. He was part of the reason I felt and looked this way (Merlot was the other part), so he could just deal with me sans makeup. 
 
    “I promised to look out for you, KT.” 
 
    “You may think I’m useless, but I’m not. I don’t need your help.” 
 
    He scraped a hand over his hair and huffed out a breath, his expression a mix of frustration and amusement. “Last time I ignored you when you said that to me, I ended up with a broken nose and cheekbone.” 
 
    I smiled. My baseball debut. You’d think I’d deliberately hit him in the face with the bat. “Then you should have learnt when to back off, shouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said reluctantly. “But you program my cell number into speed dial number one, and if he even looks at you wrong…” 
 
    “Be careful. I’ll start thinking you actually care.” 
 
    “Of course I care.” Red tinted his cheeks as I stared at him, shocked by his vehemence. “I promised your mother.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I was smiling. Though why I was finding his butting in cute tonight was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “Barbie and I could sit at the back. You wouldn’t even notice we were there.” 
 
    Yeah, right. “I’d rather be horribly murdered, have my body dumped in the gutter, and be pecked over by pigeons than double-date with you two.” I took the opportunity to change the subject. “Speaking of the Cabbage Patch Kid, if you don’t stop trying to crash my date, you’re going to be late for your own. Dolly doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who likes her date to show up late.” 
 
    “You know, anyone would think you call her names because you’re jealous.” 
 
    “Then anyone would be wrong.” I began applying mascara. He watched, seeming fascinated. Silence stretched. I finished applying my mascara and touched up my eyeliner, then doubled up on the concealer under my eyes, trying to hide the ravages of a two-day hangover.  
 
    Finally, he said, “Have you got emergency money for a taxi in case you need to get away quickly or you don’t want him following you home on the Underground?”  
 
    “Yes, Mum!”  
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I still think it would be better if Barbie and I came with you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “At least–”  
 
    “No, Mark!” His hands clenched on the doorframe above his head, and I took pity on him. “I’ve got your mobile number. If I have any trouble, which I won’t, I’ll call and you can play knight to my damsel in distress.” I rolled my eyes when he didn’t move, and then made a show of adding his number to my speed dial and showing him the screen. “There. Happy?” 
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    “Tough.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, nervous excitement had my heart pounding and butterflies fluttering in my stomach. I headed down the South Bank for my date with Mr Perfect. We’d agreed to meet at the movies. My excitement dimmed when I realised it was one of those independent cinemas showing movies everyone saw years ago, or that were so weird they could be called “arty” and the pretentious would travel from all over London just to say they’d seen it. According to the billboards, it was Kevin Costner week. It could be worse. I quite like Kev (even in Waterworld).  
 
    It wasn’t until I looked around the tatty lobby searching for Mr Perfect that I realised I didn’t have any way of recognising him. There were a couple of teenagers obviously looking for a cheap way to get into the back row and cop a feel of their girlfriends, a man in tweed with a walking stick who looked about seventy, and a short, exceptionally fat guy I thought I recognised from a recent public health advert on obesity. 
 
    Fat guy waved, the action pulling up his too-tight jumper to expose his white, flabby belly, and smiled, flashing yellow teeth. He looked a bit like a frog, with a wide, wet mouth and bugged eyes that burned with zealous emotion under a fierce unibrow. He was wearing khaki trousers and a green jumper. He seemed to be looking right at me. I glanced over my shoulder. There was no one behind me.  
 
    He was still staring at me. 
 
    He was getting closer.  
 
    I stumbled back.  
 
    My flight mechanism kicked in.  
 
    The wall behind me prevented escape. 
 
    “Kate!” He knew my name? “You look beautiful.” Well, yes, of course, but– “I thought we could see something with Kevin Costner in it. I know how you women love Kevin.” With the realisation he was talking to me came the realisation that he was Romeo, and then came… horror.  
 
    I wanted to go home. He was shorter than me and I’d gone for sexy flats with a flirty dress, fearing I still wasn’t steady enough on my feet to handle heels after my recent little drink-a-thon.  
 
    He grabbed my hand, clutching it in both of his as he pressed a wet kiss to my cheek. I flinched, escaping the worst, I didn’t want my prince badly enough to kiss this frog. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he’d just licked my cheek. I shuddered, rubbing my cheek on my shoulder. I’d have to do an acid peel when I got home to remove the sensation. 
 
    “Ah… Romeo?” Please be a mistake, please be a… 
 
    “I knew you’d recognise me.” No, but he knew my name, so it seemed like good odds.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed, mentally chanting, Looks. Aren’t. Everything.  
 
    That was what I’d told Mark.  
 
    Okay, so they would have helped, but I wasn’t going to get upset about the fact he wasn’t… well, Mr Perfect, tall, dark, good-looking. Able to fit into one seat in the cinema without oozing into my personal space.  
 
    I gave up trying to liberate my hand and let him keep possession of it.  
 
    I wanted to cry. 
 
    I wanted to go home to my mother.  
 
    Yes. It truly was that bad. 
 
    All my earlier excitement had disappeared.  
 
    Looks aren’t everything, I continued to chant in my mind. Hopefully, if I kept it up for long enough, I’d start believing it. After all, he was still everything I wanted on paper (physical part aside, obviously). 
 
    “I thought we could go and see The Bodyguard. It’s one of my favourites.”  
 
    I grimaced; I’m not a Whitney fan.  
 
    “I’ve already got my ticket, but I asked the lady behind the counter and she said it’s all right, we can sit wherever we like once you’ve got yours.” 
 
    I blinked at him like an idiot, my mind struggling to comprehend what he’d just said. “You’ve already bought your ticket?” I proceeded slowly, feeling my way. 
 
    “Yes. But we’ll have to hurry to get yours and buy some snacks, or we’ll miss the start.” 
 
    Okay. I pride myself on being a modern woman, but technically he’d invited me on the date and therefore he should pay. Then again, if I paid my own way, I wouldn’t owe him anything at the end of the date. Not even a polite cheek kiss this time.  
 
    I paid for my ticket, fumbling my purse when he still wouldn’t let go of my right hand. I tried to ignore the stares and giggles from the back-row teen nymphos as I queued for popcorn. To be fair, I couldn’t decide which of us was the cause of their mirth. I’d gained my own not-so-kind teenage following since the Underground posters. “So… ah, Romeo, what should I call you?” 
 
    “Well, if you want to be my Juliet–” 
 
    “No!” I tried to smooth the edge of panic from my tone. “Ah, I’d like to know your real name.” 
 
    “It’s Simon.” We shuffled another couple of steps forward.  
 
    Okay, so he wasn’t doing it for me as far as looks went, but his online profile was Mr Perfect. Maybe I just needed to focus on that. Surely that would get me through the next hour or so. “And you’re a playwright?” I smiled encouragingly. At least, I tried to smile. It felt more like a grimace. I was finding it increasingly difficult to be pleasant. “So, will I have seen anything of yours in the West End?” 
 
    “No, I’m not into commercialism. My plays are commentaries on society. They’re big on the student scene…” 
 
    “Student scene” meant it was crap. Same as arty, movies in my experience. I tuned out when he started using words like juxtaposition and existential.  
 
    I paid for my popcorn and Diet Coke and waited for him to place his order before I cut in on his diatribe, more to get him to shut up about his boring play than because I was interested. “Will I have heard of any of the actors?” I was grasping at straws now. 
 
    “Have you heard of Julian Yates?”  
 
    I hadn’t thought it possible, but he stepped closer. A cloud of noxious aftershave rolled thickly around him, smothering me. I choked, unable to inhale the perfumed air. An instant migraine stabbed through my temple. I saw stars.  
 
    Slowly, my vision cleared. I was staring at the sparse covering of hair plastered to the dome of his head. He had so much gel in that it was rock hard. I didn’t move fast enough, and he leant close to me. I caught the scent of his hair under the aftershave and gel. He obviously hadn’t washed it in weeks, probably scared it would fall out faster if he touched it.  
 
    His clothes smelt like they’d been left damp to moulder for a week before he put them on. His hand, which was still attached to mine (like a limpet I couldn’t shake off no matter how hard I tried), was really clammy and had started to slick my own with sweat.  
 
    I lost my appetite.  
 
    Julian who? “Should I have?”  
 
    “He’s big on the arts scene at the moment. I’ve just sent him my latest play. I’m waiting to hear back.” That would be a no to the famous actors question, then. I was beginning to think his online profile was as padded as his behind. 
 
    “So, you said in your profile that you had a couple of degrees. What were they in?” 
 
    “Well, I started a degree in media and cultural studies at the Southampton Institute of Higher Education in Southampton – have you heard of it?” 
 
    “Southampton? Yes.” 
 
    “No, the institute?”  
 
    I hadn’t, but I could fully understand why he may have been institutionalised at some point in his life. I didn’t respond to his question.  
 
    “Anyway, I was homesick, missed my mum.” He smiled in a way I thought he thought was endearing. “So, I left after the first year and changed to a joint honours degree in creative writing and theatre studies here at the London Metropolitan University. I graduated with almost a Desmond.” He glanced at me, looking really pleased with himself, then lifted our still-joined hands to wipe the sweat beading his forehead.  
 
    I gagged, mouth open, stomach heaving. I bent over the ticket bin, grateful I hadn’t eaten today. There was nothing else I could do – I took myself to my mental happy place, by praying for death until the dry heaves had passed, and we shuffled through to the theatre. I tugged, and once again failed, to secure the freedom of my hand. “That’s slang for a 2:2. You know Desmond Tutu?” Simon continued obliviously. 
 
    “Not personally,” I responded. He looked confused. I wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the box. I was amazed he actually had one degree, even if his profile boasted two. Was there anything he hadn’t lied about? “And your PhD?” 
 
    “I’m taking a break at the moment, for my writing. One day, when my work’s recognised publicly, I’ll get an honorary one anyway.”  
 
    Of course he would.  
 
    Right after I won the EuroMillions’ biggest ever draw. 
 
    I tipped my head to one side, thinking. I just about had him pegged now. “Do you live with your mother?” 
 
    “Yes, and my dad. Would you like to meet them?” No! “I’ve told them all about you already.” That would be tough, considering the sum total of his knowledge of me came from one drunken email. Thankfully, the film started and I was saved from answering. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t wait for the movie to end.  
 
    I’d tried to focus on the film – it beat the alternative – but Kevin Costner just wasn’t hot enough to distract me from Simon. Maybe, though, if I tried really hard… Whitney Houston was singing “Queen of the Night”. Kevin – as the bodyguard – was watching for weirdos. I nearly leapt from my seat and shouted, “There’s one over here, Kevin. He’s sitting beside me, row F, seat 15.” And then Simon started singing… To me.  
 
    Only it was the wrong song.  
 
    It was like one of those movie scenes, when everyone turns at exactly the same moment, only it was real and they turned to stare at me.  
 
    And laugh.  
 
    “Shh. Stop it!” I was convinced it couldn’t get worse, and then his phone rang. The ring tone was Britney Spears, “Womanizer”. Womanizer, womanizer, womanizer… Simon fumbled it out of his pocket, still without releasing my hand.  
 
    I was beginning to think I’d have to amputate to get away.  
 
    I was increasingly willing to do this. In fact, a few more minutes of this and I was pretty sure I’d start gnawing it off myself to escape, like a bear caught in a trap.  
 
    “Hi, Mum! No. She’s still here! It’s going well.” Simon didn’t whisper. The whole cinema shushed him. I tugged my hand, hoping to get free whilst he was distracted. I wasn’t that lucky. I sank down in my seat, trying to make myself as small as possible. The person behind kicked my chair hard enough to rattle my teeth.  
 
    I wished I was one of those tough-talking, catty women who could just tell a guy to their face that they were a loser and to fuck off. Instead of the kind who said maybe to a second date with a loser, but in a no tone. So, I sat there tugging my hand and wishing it was possible to die of mortification. If it was, this would be eulogy time.  
 
    Just when I was about to shout fire and see if I could lose him in the stampede, he shifted, laying his disgusting, greasy, smelly head on my shoulder. My stomach pitched and my eyes watered. I prayed that just this once, Whitney’s sister would succeed in killing her, so the movie would finish quicker. I waited out the last few minutes with all the enthusiasm of a prisoner on death row.  
 
    Finally, the movie ended.  
 
    I wiped the tears off my face. 
 
    “Oh, baby, don’t cry. You women are such emotional creatures,” Simon crooned, wiping a podgy, sweaty finger over my cheek. I bolted from my seat, whipping back as I reached the end of his arm tether. “Let’s go get supper.” 
 
    I stumbled out of the cinema, dragging my human loadstone with me, sucking in big gulps of fresh air. “I’m sorry, I… I have a really bad migraine. I have to go home.” It wasn’t a total lie. 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Right. Now.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you.” 
 
    “I’m catching the tube.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you, see you to the door. A gentleman should always see a lady home at the end of a date.” He said it like he was reciting from some 1800s etiquette book. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’ve been seeing myself home safely for the last twenty years.” And I’d rather be found dead in a ditch than let him know where I lived. 
 
    “I insist.” 
 
    I marched along without looking at him, trying to work out ways to escape. Romeo gave me the opening I was looking for, saying, “I just need to pop in here and pick something up for you. I won’t be long, sweetie.”  
 
    He finally released my hand. I wiped it down my favourite dress, not caring if it ended up with sweat stains. I was going to burn every stitch of clothing I wore as soon as I finished scrubbing myself in a boiling hot shower.  
 
    “No, really, I don’t want anyth–” Simon darted into the Tesco Metro. I considered making a run for it. I’d never make it to the Underground station before he reappeared, but I could probably catch a taxi. I looked up and down the street, hoping for vacant taxi to miraculously appear. That way I’d be gone when he came out. I should have known; finding an empty taxi on a Saturday night in London is like spotting a unicorn. I made it five steps… I really need to take up exercise. Starting Monday, I’d be in the gym every morning on the running machine. 
 
    “Sweetie!”  
 
    Was he talking to me? I picked up my pace, refusing to look around. His hand landed heavily on my shoulder, freezing me in place.  
 
    “This is very embarrassing.”  
 
    This wasn’t embarrassing. It had passed embarrassing five minutes after I met him. This was traumatising.  
 
    “I seem to have run out… can I borrow some money?” Everyone at the till was staring at us through the large plate-glass window. A security guard hovered in the doorway, huge, muscled arms folded over his chest, glaring at me. 
 
    What had I done? 
 
    It was Simon he should’ve been glaring at. I hadn’t even been in his rotten shop. 
 
    “I only have a twenty-pound note.” My emergency taxi fare. I was so close to escape that I already had the money in my hand.  
 
    “Thank you, sweetie.” He whisked the money out of my grasp and skipped back into the shop. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I’m like chocolate pudding – I look like crap, but I’m as sweet as can be. 
 
      
 
    I stared at twenty pounds’ worth of £1.99 red carnations. “I… I… I just don’t know what to say.”  
 
    It wasn’t just that I’d developed a recent and severe loathing of carnations, but a man was supposed to buy flowers and bring them with him before the date, or send out to Interflora the next day. He wasn’t supposed to steal his date’s escape fund to make a far-from-grand gesture. 
 
    “I know. You’re overwhelmed.” His tone was pure condescension. “But I’m an old-fashioned guy. I like to buy a lady flowers. It’s romantic.” 
 
    Romantic? Perhaps, if the woman hadn’t bought them herself and hadn’t had to spend time in his company, I would’ve been able to agree.  
 
    How stupid was he? 
 
    I finally saw a free taxi and flagged it down. I might not have any cash, but I was willing to offer the driver (male or female) sexual favours if they got me away from this moron. “I thought we were going to catch the tube?” Simon asked. 
 
    “I’ve decided not to inconvenience you.” Or let him know where I lived. One stalker was more than enough. “Bye, Simon.”  
 
    “I’ll see you again.” He leant forward, reluctant to part, his lips puckered for his goodbye kiss. “Tomorrow?”  
 
    I nearly said “maybe” in a no tone. Then I remembered what Mark said about the difference between what women said and thought and what men heard and changed my mind. I wasn’t willing to risk misinterpretation on this. “No. No, I’m sorry” – not – “but it’s not going to work, Simon.” 
 
    I turned away without waiting for a response or taking the lip-puckering hint.  
 
    “What? Why? Is it because I’m fat?” He trotted after me, panting with exertion. 
 
    Time to become one of those tough women who brushed off losers without a thought to their feelings. “Yes, and smelly, and stupid, and a liar.”  
 
    “Please, Kate. Don’t just leave like this.” Being a bitch apparently wasn’t going to work on him. “All I’m asking for is one minute of your time.” I hesitated, only for one second, but it was one second too long. Simon fell to his podgy knees, wrapped his arms around my legs, and started crying.  
 
    Crying!  
 
    I wanted to escape, but I couldn’t move. It was like one of those nightmares where something horrific was after you and you tried to run, but you were frozen in place. Only I knew what the horrific thing was, and I wasn’t frozen, I was trapped in its sweaty, flabby arms.  
 
    “Please, you’re the first girl who stayed for the whole date.” His voice rose in pitch and volume on each word. “I want you to be my girlfriend.” People stopped to point and stare at us, like we were street entertainers or idiots. A couple of tourists took photographs, and someone started recording it on his mobile. 
 
    “Get up, Simon. Stop it!” 
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    I tried to juggle ten bunches of carnations, my purse, and my mobile phone, which I’d pulled out earlier when I thought I’d have to call a minicab firm. All whilst trying to pry myself free. 
 
    “No, you don’t.”  
 
    “I do. I do.” 
 
    “You can’t be in love with someone you’ve barely met.” People edged closer so they could hear. 
 
    The taxi driver beeped his horn impatiently. 
 
    “It was love at first sight,” Simon said. 
 
    If it was possible to pick the time and place of my death just by wishing it so, he’d be clinging to my corpse.  
 
    “Argh. Help!” Only Simon hanging on to my legs stopped me tumbling to the ground as Stalker John ran past, snatching my handbag and disappearing off into the night.  
 
    “No! Stop! Thief!” I watched my bag, purse, and credit cards disappear, unable to give chase because of my fat Romeo tether. A couple of people in the audience laughed. A few people clapped, clearly thinking my life was some sort of tragic street-art performance. 
 
    Tears welled up and rolled down my cheeks. It was so humiliating. I’d had the most disappointing date of my life (and I’d had a lot of disappointments recently), and a fat blob was strangling my legs and sobbing his love for me at a volume that people in Scotland could probably hear. He’d spent my emergency taxi money on flowers, my bag, including my Underground pass, had been stolen, so I had no way of getting home, and I was going to have to call Mark to come and rescue me.  
 
    I took a swing with my crappy flowers, venting my fury, beating Simon over the head with them repeatedly as he continued to wail his love. With all hope lost, I pressed number one on my speed dial.  
 
    Mark answering tipped me over the edge.  
 
    I was crying properly now, hysterical sobs of anger and self-pity. I could hardly force words out. “C-c-come and g-get me.”  
 
    “What’s happened? KT, honey? Are you okay?” 
 
    “N-n-no.” 
 
    “What did the bastard do to you?” he snarled. 
 
    “J-just come and g-get me. Please.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It took thirteen painfully long minutes for him to get to me.  
 
    It felt like hours. He screeched to the curb in a squeal of brakes and burning rubber, leaping from the car before the engine cut.  
 
    I knew how it looked. He’d never let me live this down. Red carnation heads littered the brick-paved street. I stood in the centre, several bouquets of stalks with a few broken and bedraggled heads in one hand, a fat, smelly man with a greasy comb-over – flapping in the wind – kneeling at my feet, clutching my legs and wailing like a baby as I rained curses down on him.  
 
    Mark’s initial frantic fury vanished. He staggered back to lean against his car, took out his mobile phone, and took a picture. 
 
    “Maaaaarkk.” Great, rolling waves of mirth escaped him in a deep belly laugh. “Get him off meeeee.” My wail spurred him into action. 
 
    “Let go of her, you idiot.” Striding forward, Mark cut straight to the heart of the matter, grabbing a fistful of green jumper and hauling Romeo off me. I assisted, kicking myself loose from his sweaty hold (possibly harder than was actually required). Finally, I was free!  
 
    Mark gripped my waist with one arm, steadying me against his side. After pressing a quick, hard kiss against my hair, he whispered, “You scared me, KT.” He gently pushed me towards his car. “Get in the car before you freeze.”  
 
    I stumbled, taking a shaky step without his support. He released Simon, leaving him on his knees on the pavement, wailing.  
 
    “Be a man, Romeo, and get up!”  
 
    “You don’t understand. I love her,” Simon said. 
 
    “I understand completely. But that’s no excuse for acting like an idiot. Now get up and go home.” 
 
    I clambered into the back of the car, to the sound of applause and catcalls from my audience. Mark swung into the driver’s seat. Barbie sat in the front, blonde hair in a perfect twist, posture stiff, staring straight ahead, radiating frigid disapproval. I could see my own – much less serene – face reflected in the driver’s mirror. My eyes were red-rimmed, though I finally had the tears under control, my cheeks were mascara-streaked and blotchy, and my hair was a tangled mess.  
 
    I shivered. Mark cranked up the heating, and the mouldering smell of Simon began to rise from my dress. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Cindy.” Yes, I was recycling the name in my forced acknowledgement, but I was traumatised. If there was one person worse than Mark to witness my total mortification, it would have to be perfect Barbie.  
 
    “Barbie,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “How’s Ken doing?” I quipped. Who knew I could be so funny under such awful circumstances? 
 
    “That’s mature and original,” she said. “Did you think of it all by yourself, or did your friend out there help? I’m surprised you cut your date short. It looked like the two of you would have a lot in common. From what I saw, he looked the type to live in his mother’s basement and struggle to get a date too.” She continued before I had a chance to think of a witty response. “Nice scent, by the way, suits you. Parfum D’Foist, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mark laughed. “Put the claws away and behave, girls.” 
 
    Uh-oh! Schoolboy error. I didn’t have to wait long for the fallout. 
 
    “I am not a girl.” Barbie turned on him. “So, don’t patronise me. It’s her fault.” A perfectly manicured finger jabbed in my direction. “I don’t know why she’s getting snippy at me. I think I’ve been perfectly reasonable throughout this. I gave up my date so we could come and get her… I don’t see why she couldn’t have got a taxi.” 
 
    He sighed, a put-upon boyfriend sigh. “Barbie has a point. What happened to your emergency taxi money?” 
 
    “Simon spent it.” I slapped the remains of my horrid flowers on the seat. The last few heads fell off. A couple bounced into the front of the car. 
 
    “Why on earth would you let him spend your money on weeds?” Pure disdain laced Barbie’s voice. 
 
    “I thought you hated carnations.” Mark glanced in the rear mirror. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” I sniffed. 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about it? This is clearly going to be a KT classic. Spill. You owe me. I–” Barbie tensed, and he tried again. “We broke our date early to rescue you.” 
 
    “You took a photo,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll delete it.” 
 
    “Without making a backup or posting it anywhere?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “I can’t make any promises, but the more you tell me, the more likely it is the decision will go in your favour.” 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    I précised as much as possible, but we were still turning off Millbank Road and onto Grosvenor Road before I started to wind down. “And I just don’t understand why it went so wrong. I took your advice and said no when he asked if we could see each other again.” 
 
    He stopped laughing long enough to say, “You should’ve said maybe in a no tone of voice.” I snarled in frustration. “Then said you’d call him and not give him your phone number and not ask for his. You’ve got to learn to read them, KT. This guy obviously couldn’t handle the truth.” 
 
    “Where’s Stalker John when you need him?” Barbie added. 
 
    “Halfway to St James’s with my favourite handbag,” I whined. “It’s not funny,” I snapped as they both laughed. “All the time I was… I was…” 
 
    “Hog-tied?” Barbie’s tone was sugar sweet. 
 
    “Barbie,” Mark said. 
 
    “What? I was only making an observation. You’re the one who drew comparisons between Kate and a pig.”  
 
    “That’s enough, Barbie.” His tone was cold.  
 
    She ignored him. “I’m sure Kate will have learnt a valuable lesson from tonight and won’t make the mistake of making a date with a stranger next time she’s drunk.”  
 
    “You told her?” I glared at Mark in the mirror, feeling betrayed. “Did you show her my profile photo, too?”  
 
    Barbie snorted delicately. He shrugged and turned on the radio, a typical avoidance gesture, cringing when he realised I’d fiddled with the setting last time I was in the car. Magic FM blared out a pop classic, Avril Lavigne’s “Girlfriend”. So appropriate. I picked up the tune instantly and, of course, sang along.  
 
    “You know that song has a tune, don’t you?” 
 
    Bitch. “Thanks for the tip, Babs, but I prefer to listen to the message behind the lyrics.” 
 
    “You want to be my girlfriend?” Mark teased, earning another frigid glare from Barbie. 
 
    “It’s more that I don’t like yours.” Now that he mentioned it though… I had a funny sinking sensation in my belly, like the feeling when I looked up from Romeo and Mark was there, big, solid, and dependable. Breath-taking. It was just a side effect of another crappy date, right?  
 
    No way was I thinking of Mark that way, in a you man, me woman-type way. He was my almost arch-nemesis, for Christ’s sake. Only he didn’t seem that bad right now.  
 
    “Come on, KT. Barbie’s being very understanding about this.” And he’d no doubt pay for their broken date later. 
 
    “I’m being more than understanding.” She turned on him. I listened, unabashed, as she whispered, “I don’t see why our date had to be ruined.” 
 
    Or maybe he’d pay now.  
 
    “I couldn’t leave her stranded with some crazy guy in the middle of the night, Barbie.” 
 
    “She’s a big girl. She can look after herself. I don’t understand why you spend all your time chasing around after her, watching her dates, fixing her place up, picking her up.” 
 
     “She’s practically family,” he said. Now that it was convenient for him, I was suddenly family. 
 
    “No, she’s not. She’s absolutely no relation to you whatsoever.” 
 
    For once, Barbie was right. He wouldn’t kiss his sister with tongue like he had me last night.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    When they made the alphabet, they should have put U and I together. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” I singsonged the next day, as Mark shuffled into the kitchen, hair sticking up in odd directions, wearing grey jogging pants and a t-shirt that looked like he’d slept in it. 
 
    “Not really,” he muttered, eyeing me suspiciously, as if it was abnormal for me to be chirpy in the morning. He glanced at the clock, saw it was afternoon, and realisation dawned… Sarcasm.  
 
    I continued to watch him from my stool at the breakfast counter. He seemed a bit moody and off. “Are you still sulking over having to pick me up last night? I said thank you, and you did tell me to call in an emergency.” 
 
    He downed a couple of aspirin with a cup of strong black coffee. The whisky nightcap he was having when I went to bed last night, whilst he worked on editing his book, obviously didn’t seem like such a good idea this morning. 
 
    “Not everything is about you, Kate.” 
 
    “Ohhhkaaay.” He was calling me Kate, not KT. So he was pissed off with me. Or maybe it was because of his hangover. I decided not to take it personally and continued reading the paper. He clearly hadn’t forgiven me for the tongue bashing he endured from Malibu Stacey all the way back in the car last night. She’d been icy when he dropped me off before taking her home.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked grudgingly. I hid a smile. He was all moody and surly when I spoke to him, sidling up, asking questions and poking at things when I ignored him. 
 
    “I’m reading the Evening Standard lonely hearts column.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Checking out my next weirdo – ah, sorry, date, of course.” 
 
    He did the eyebrow raise. I didn’t know why he was surprised. He was the one who’d forced me into this, and once I’ve made a promise, however shitty (even when I’m blackmailed), I stick to it.  
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    Sinking down onto a barstool, he grabbed the newspaper, scanning the column. “You’re awfully perky, considering last night.” 
 
    “Not really.” I shrugged, taking a sip of his coffee, ignoring his glare of possession. “Fair trade. My paper, your coffee. It needs way more sugar, by the way. Anyway, I’ve been thinking, last night I had the worst date ever. Nothing and no one could beat a night out with Romeo.” I leant across the breakfast bar and heaped another spoon of sugar into my…his…our coffee. “I survived. Things can only get better from here, no matter how weird they are.” He grunted, like he didn’t care about my positive trajectory. “Don’t get me wrong, I won’t be going back online anytime soon. I unsubscribed from Pair-Up this morning.” 
 
    He gave no sign of hearing a word I said. His focus didn’t move from the paper. “Which of these losers did you single out?” I pointed to an ad. He made a scoffing sound and began reading. “Adventurer, tall, slim, fighting fit, presentable, articulate, world-travelled. Loves: sunshine, wine, intellectual conversation. Desires: gorgeous, glamorous, audacious, praiseworthy lady. Any location. It sounds like he raided a thesaurus.” 
 
    I frowned. “I didn’t think it sounded too bad.” 
 
    He plucked the blue pen out of my hand and put a large cross through the advert I’d circled. “He’s self-obsessed.” 
 
    “How can you tell that from a twenty-word newspaper advert?” 
 
    “He spent fourteen words talking about himself and five – let’s call it six – words describing the kind of woman he wanted, and one of those words was desires, as in what he desires from a woman. Therefore, technically, it’s about him and should be added to the fourteen words. Besides, fighting fit? Please, I have a mental image of Rowan Atkinson as Mr Bean in Lycra.” 
 
    If looks could kill, we wouldn’t be sharing the coffee. “You think you’re so smart.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m smart. I know I am. Harvard, honey.” 
 
    “Forget the fake American drawl. It does nothing for you. You still sound like an idiot.” As always, I came out of our arguments sounding immature and jealous. “Maybe he wasn’t perfect, but there are others.” 
 
    “Sure there are. How do you fancy a Model/Artist, six foot one, thirty-something, white, looking for a smart, stunning babe who doesn’t take life too seriously. Dude.”  
 
    “He did not write dude.” I grabbed the paper, swivelling it around so I could read it. Sigh. Okay, so he had.  
 
    Mark snagged his coffee cup back, doing the irritating eyebrow thing when I made a sound of displeasure. He grimaced at the sweetness.  
 
    “I was thinking more along the lines of Presentable, considerate male, caring, tactile, solvent, n/s, thirty, many interests, WLTM warm-hearted, intelligent, positive lady with GSOH. Twenty-five to thirty-five. London/Essex.” 
 
    Mark rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “I thought you’d have given up by now, especially after last night.” 
 
    Why was he complaining? There was no chance he was going to be on local news with Simon clinging to him crying. Memories of my own hangover were close enough that I cut him some slack and changed the subject, continuing to skim the paper, crossing or circling adverts as we spoke. “So, how’s Gollum? Did she get over her snit?”  
 
    “Her name is Barbie, KT. Anyone would think you’re jealous with your constant name-calling and sniping.” 
 
    “Why would I be jealous?” I said, deliberately misunderstanding. “Gollum does nothing for me.” 
 
    “It’s time to give up when you have to recycle your quips.” He sighed, turning his cup around and around on the counter. “The doll cracks I could get – I mean Barbie, Cindy.” He shrugged. “It was childish, but I could see how it worked. As far as the whole Gollum thing goes, you’re way off.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” I put enough sarcasm in my tone to make sure he knew I didn’t believe a word of it. “There’s nothing in the least bit similar about Babs and a twisted creature that’s obsessed with getting a ring. Given the way she was nagging and cold-shouldering you in the car last night whilst you yes-ed and no-ed and tried to explain yourself, I’ll revise my earlier estimate and say you’ll be engaged before the month is out.” 
 
    “Not going to happen.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, Ken. Where is the Cabbage Patch Kid, anyway? I thought you were going to choose fabric for her living room curtains this weekend.”  
 
    He looked miserable. “She dumped me.”  
 
    “She dumped you? She… ah, Barbie, dumped you?” I stared at him for a solid, silent minute, then realised he wasn’t going to add a punch line.  
 
    He wasn’t joking. Barbie had dumped Mark.  
 
    Why? 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.”  
 
    True. I hated the bitch. I smiled without remorse and refilled his coffee cup, popping another couple of painkillers from the foil tray and handing them to him, ponytail swinging as I leapt back onto my stool.  
 
    “You’re right.” I beamed at him. “You’re better off without the plastic cow. So, what did she say?” 
 
    He stared at me, frowning. I couldn’t have masked my joy that he was rid of her on pain of death. He sighed. “She said, ‘It’s not me, it’s you.’” 
 
    That sounded exactly like something the narcissistic bitch would say. “An interesting twist on the man’s excuse, it’s not you, it’s me. So, did she go into detail?”  
 
    Mark wasn’t without his faults, but everyone knew the breaker-upper had to take the blame for the end of a relationship, unless there was abuse or cheating involved. It was only polite.  
 
    There must have been more to it. I looked him over wonderingly – his eyes were a bit red, and he wasn’t at his best today. Usually, he was pretty hot. Barbie probably got fed up with him always being right. That was really annoying. Unless… Maybe it was something else… My eyes came to a stop at crotch level. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nothing. There’s nothing wrong with me.” He pressed a finger to my forehead and tipped my head. “There’s especially not anything wrong with that part of me.” 
 
    Ooops.  
 
    Caught.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to focus. If I forced myself to look him in the eye, I’d be more likely to listen, and he could stop squirming in his seat. I flushed.  
 
    “Listen carefully to the order of the words, KT. She said” – he pointed between us – “it’s not me” – he pointed at himself – “it’s you.” He prodded me in the chest, making it clear Babs laid the blame on me. “Then she said that–” 
 
    “What? Wait! Why’s it my fault? I’ve–” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, she went on to say, ‘This should be fun, but it isn’t.’” 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “Yeah. Then I came home and got drunk.” 
 
    “In celebration, I hope. You’re lucky to be shot of the bitch.”  
 
    “Hmm.” He stared at the counter glumly.  
 
    The silence stretched. “Mark?” 
 
    His “Yes?” was more a sigh then a word. 
 
    “Thank you for rescuing me from Romeo. I know that cow dumped you, but I bet she already regrets it. She didn’t realise how lucky she was to have you.”  
 
    “Thanks, KT. I–”  
 
    The smoke alarm started screaming, cutting him off. I jumped up.  
 
    Breakfast was ready! 
 
    “So,” I slid a plate of bacon, eggs, sausage, and fried mushrooms in front of him, then grabbed the ketchup before sitting with a squeal of chair legs across tiled floor. Mark winced. “Do you think which newspaper they’re in matters with small ads?”  
 
    “I’ve just barely finished telling you about my breakup and the part you played in it, and all you care about is whether you’ll get a better class of loser in the lonely-hearts column in the Times than the Sport?” 
 
    Whoa, moody. Hadn’t I just thanked him? “It’s not all about you. Some of us are working to a dating deadline.” I paused, a fork of sausage, egg, and ketchup suspended halfway to my mouth. “The Sport does lonely hearts? I thought they just did topless women on every page.” 
 
    “Jesus! The Sport doesn’t even exist anymore. I was just illustrating a point.” He stabbed angrily at his food. 
 
    “You’re better off without her. She was no fun. Besides, you’d only been going out for a couple of weeks. Here. Have another sausage.” I slid one off my plate and onto his. Comfort food always works for me. “I guess they’re more likely to be employed if they read the Times.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “I’d ask how you figured that out, but I’m scared you’ll try explaining how your mind works.” 
 
    “I guess you’re not employed and you read lots of newspapers.” I hopped off my stool and pulled a few of Mark’s boring broadsheets from the paper recycling bin, flicking through them. “This one doesn’t even have small ads.” 
 
    “It’s the Financial Times. It has stock market figures it in. Try one of the others.” 
 
    “Here we go. You look at these ones and I’ll look in the free papers.” I scanned a few adverts. “Obviously you’re looking at the men seeking women adverts. Look for key words solvent and professional. Oh, and I want men who don’t specify that the women have to be skinny.” 
 
    I crunched a rasher of very crispy bacon and blue-penned Divorced dad, 35, caring, sensitive, solvent, likes pubs, eating out, walks, WLTM someone to enjoy life with. He sounded like he was responsible and caring. He’d kept the kids, so the courts must’ve decided he was more normal than his ex, which hopefully meant he wasn’t a weirdo. Then I moved on to Tall, tactile, professional, thirties, seeks intelligent, bossy female, for fun, friendship, and romance. He was employed, which was pretty high up on my list of wants, and didn’t mind a woman who was a bit bossy. Bossy wasn’t too far from moody. So, I could fit the description. I skipped over Left of centre scatty male. I didn’t need Mark to tell me that was code for weirdo loser. I slapped my pen on the counter. “I’m all done. So, what have you got?” 
 
    Mark glanced up from his paper. “That was quick.” 
 
    “Taking time on these things doesn’t seem to get me anywhere, so I thought I’d go for the lucky-dip approach. Close eyes, point pen, pick…” A slight exaggeration, but not much.  
 
    He nodded, like he didn’t expect any more from me. “Easy-going professional male, late twenties, no baggage, seeks intelligent, independent female with GSOH for friendship and possible relationship.” 
 
    “Is that it? Just one.” His eyes narrowed in warning. I took the hint. “Great. Thanks.” For practically nothing. Given that it was his fault I was in this situation in the first place, you’d think he would be more enthusiastic and helpful. “That’s it, then. I’ll leave messages on their voice mails and see if they want to go out on Saturday.” 
 
    “You’re going on a group date with these guys?”  
 
    “No.” Actually, that wasn’t such a bad idea. Then again, I didn’t do well in group situations. “I’ll meet one for breakfast, one for lunch, and one for dinner or drinks.” 
 
    “You’re going to go out with three men in one day? Isn’t that a bit…” 
 
    “A bit what?” I snapped. I was doing my best to be positive here. 
 
    “Ah, slutty?” 
 
    “Are you calling me a slut?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, holding his hands up. “No. No way. I am not calling you a slut.” 
 
    “What are you doing, then?”  
 
    “I’m questioning the morality and logistics of dating three men on the same day, one straight after the next.”  
 
    “And you’re such a great model for male morality.” 
 
    “Yes. What’s that look for? I don’t cheat.” 
 
    “You kissed me when you were going out with Barbie.” 
 
    “I was honest with Barbie from the start. I said we were just dating and we should both see other people.” The hint of defensiveness would have been endearing if he hadn’t also been calling me a slut. 
 
    “Is that what you call morals? Telling a girl straight out that you’re going to cheat on her.” 
 
    “It wasn’t one-sided. I said she could date other people too. I encouraged it.” 
 
    How noble. “And did she?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, but that was her choice, and she dumped me, remember?” He pushed his empty plate away and propped his head in his hands, sighing like the world was ending. “You know, we could end this entire dating shit right now.” 
 
    “How?” I said to the top of his head as he continued to stare at the counter. 
 
    “I’m available. You’re available. We could date.”  
 
    My eyes rolled, but I said nothing. I wasn’t in the mood for his jokes. I scooped up the plates and dropped them into the sink, making sure I made enough noise to irritate his bad head. Call me a slut, would he?  
 
    Ooopsy. I dropped a knife on the tiled floor, enjoying the clatter as it bounced. Mock the fact I couldn’t get a date, would he? Ask me out so he could… What? Stand me up? Tell my mum I was cheating and fake-dating him so he could make the viral video advert? I thought we were past that shit. 
 
    “For Christ’s sake.” Mark winced. 
 
    I hid a smile and squeezed washing-up liquid into the sink then turned the taps on, giving up on why Mark would ask me out. Some things are unfathomable. “I’m fed up of wasting every Friday night and weekend on useless dates with weirdos and losers. If I see all three of them on Saturday, I can do nothing on Sunday and actually enjoy part of my weekend.”  
 
    “Whatever makes you happy,” he said. I considered dropping the knife again. “KT, don’t you dare drop that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I’m a great swimmer. Can I demonstrate the breaststroke? 
 
      
 
    Who’d have guessed it was so hard to pick one outfit for three totally different types of date and time?  
 
    I settled on a long black smock-style top, clinched with a leather belt, over skinny jeans with my Prada heels. I’d paid a fortune for them and I was going to get my money’s worth in wear. I’d tied my hair back into a thick, silky ponytail for the morning coffee date. I had a brush, jewellery, and some makeup in my bag to glam things up as the day progressed.  
 
    I’d go fresh-faced to coffee. After a lot of soul searching, I decided if I was going to get up in order to meet the guy by ten a.m. on a Saturday, he could deal with me sans makeup (but with tinted moisturiser and mascara; there were limits to “makeup-free”). After lunch, I’d add a touch of lip-gloss, redo my mascara and tinted moisturiser, then go for the full face and hair down for my dinner date. 
 
    I’d been planning my itinerary for the best part of the week. Sexy as my precious Pradas were, they were not made for hiking miles between dates in, so I’d planned my dates appropriately and was sticking close to home in Pimlico. All three locations were within a couple of hundred feet of each other on Wilton Road.  
 
    I unfolded my written program and checked it out. Ten a.m. coffee date: Tall, tactile, professional, thirties, seeks intelligent, bossy female, for fun, friendship, and romance, in Caffé Nero on the corner of Wilton Road and Warwick Way.  
 
    Twelve noon, move across the road to George’s Plaice and fish and chips for lunch with: Divorced dad, thirty-five, caring, sensitive, solvent, likes pubs, eating out, walks, WLTM someone to enjoy life with. I’d have gone for a pub, given his likes, but he was bringing along his kids – “They’re nice, honestly, and they’re really looking forward to meeting you.” In the background I could hear little people having some sort of argument. Unfortunately, Mark was listening in and smirking, so instead of backing out I’d stuck it out with a weak, but audible, “Great!”  
 
    Then finally, four thirty p.m., I’d saved the best for last (I hoped). I was having pre-dinner drinks at Corner Bar with: Easy-going professional male, late twenties, no baggage, seeks intelligent, independent female with GSOH for friendship and possible relationship.  
 
    Mark’s choice. If I liked him and wasn’t bored, repulsed, dead on my feet, or fit to burst after lunch, we could head over to Ottomans for dinner. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “How was heaven when you left?”  
 
    I laughed. I like a guy with a good sense of humour, and cheesy chat-up lines are a great icebreaker.  
 
    “Crowded,” I responded. I’d arrived at the coffee shop five minutes early for my first date and couldn’t see any single men, so I’d gotten myself a cappuccino, found a table with a comfy sofa, and started playing Candy Crush on my phone. 
 
    Tall, tactile, professional (at least, I thought it was him) laughed, showing orthodontist-straight teeth. He was good-looking, with bright blue eyes, a round face, and sandy-blond hair in a floppy Hugh Grant Four Weddings and a Funeral hairstyle. He was dressed in a blue shirt and chinos with a Hackett jumper over his shoulders, catalogue-model style. He had great genes – he looked more early twenties then thirties.  
 
    He thrust a lightly shaking hand at me. “Well, Angel, I’m Adam and you’re even more gorgeous than you sounded when we spoke on the phone.” Okay, now he was starting to sound a bit silly, but it was hard to think of things to say on a first date, so I was willing to be sympathetic.  
 
    “Hi, Adam, my name’s Kate.” He took my hand in his and bent over it. I snatched it back (Romeo had mentally scarred me) before he could kiss it, sitting on it to keep it safe. 
 
    “Is there room for another one?” He squeezed onto the sofa next to me without waiting for a response, signalling for the barista to come and serve us.  
 
    I tried to shift over, so he wasn’t practically sitting in my lap. He moved with me. “I think you order at the counter and they bring it over,” I offered, so he didn’t sit there all morning waving at them. 
 
    I felt the heat and pressure of his hand burning through my jeans. He squeezed my knee, then his hand started sliding up my thigh.  
 
    I squealed and jumped, the firm squeeze of his hand the only thing holding me in my seat. “So, Kate, baby. Is your dad an alien? Because there’s no one else like you in this world.” 
 
    My dad’s a lot of things, but I wasn’t going to talk about him on a first date. I gave a half-hearted smile. Chat-up lines are only really funny as an ice-breaker. After that, they became a little creepy. His hand slid another couple of inches north and his little finger edged in toward my crotch.  
 
    “No.” I clamped my hand over his, nails digging in, preventing further movement. When did men stop respecting women’s personal space? I pried his fingers free and deposited his hand on his own lap, slamming an elbow into his stomach when he looked like he might move it.  
 
    “Ah…” His voiced trembled. “Do you have a map? Because I keep getting lost in your eyes.” 
 
    His face was close to mine. Too close. I pulled back, scowling. He stared at me without blinking. “Is there something wrong with you?” I said. Clearly there was, but I meant something specific, that he knew about, with a medical or psychological diagnosis. 
 
    No wonder he needed a bossy woman: he was a menace. Unless… Was it some sort of joke? I looked around for a camera and crew (maybe it was one of those shows like Game for a Laugh where they humiliated someone for other people’s entertainment). I couldn’t see any, though.  
 
    “Listen, I am trying really hard to give you the benefit of the doubt. I totally get how nerve-racking first dates are, but you need to stop with the chat-up lines and just be normal, or we’re not going to get along.” 
 
    “Okay.” His mouth twisted as he chewed his lip. He seemed uncertain and kind of immature, considering his advert said he was in his thirties. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He sighed, seeming defeated. “Can I just ask one thing?” I nodded, cautiously. “If I said you had a beautiful body, would you hold it against me?” 
 
    “Not if we were stuck in an avalanche and it was a choice of sharing body heat or freezing to death,” I snapped, losing my temper. “Have you made a bet with someone that you’ll have a date and spend the whole time talking in clichés and chat-up lines?” There was no other explanation. There weren’t any cameras and he hadn’t said an original word since he opened his mouth. 
 
    He blinked, his face a mask of hurt and confusion. 
 
    I had a choice: I could either leave now – and hang around alone in the rain until my next date – or I could give him a second chance. I decided to be kind and cut him a break… Okay, so, honestly, I don’t want to hang around by myself for an hour and a half and get soaked before my next date. But also, maybe he was using the chat-up lines because he thought it was amusing, or he was nervous? Not everyone had been on as many dates as I had recently, and I was nervous when I first started all this. It was kind of second nature now. Maybe he’d benefit from speed dating. 
 
    I had.  
 
    A bit. 
 
    Okay, I’d only gained one thing from speed dating, my question list, but I was willing to share that. Perhaps if I could get him to talk about himself and relax a little… “So, Adam, what are you looking for out of a date?” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a relationship.” Huh? What was the newspaper advert about, then? “I’m looking for an experience.” 
 
    Okay, I was wrong. He clearly needed to relax a lot. And possibly borrow a personality from a friend. “I need another coffee.” If I was going to sit through this much longer, I’d need to make it Irish.  
 
    Adam took advantage of my hunched position – getting my purse from my bag – to drape his arm behind me on the sofa and play with my ponytail. Note to self: “tactile” in newspaper dating adverts meant handsy. I stiffened and waited for him to read my body language and remove his arm. Then he snapped my bra strap. The sting of the elastic hitting my skin was like a light switch being thrown, catapulting me back into my teenage flirting years. “You’re not in your thirties, are you?” 
 
    His face paled then flushed, his eyes darting around the room. “Ah…” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Adam.” I used my best stern adult voice. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twen–” 
 
    “Adam!” I snapped. 
 
    He deflated. “N-nineteen.” 
 
    At least now I understood his behaviour. “Okay, so what’s this about?” It better not be some joke. 
 
    “I just… I thought… I wanted to get some experience, of dating and… stuff.” Stuff being sex, I guessed. “So I don’t make a fool of myself when I go out with someone I really like… I thought if I could meet an older woman, they, you… I could learn.” 
 
    Bugger. I seriously considered walking out and leaving the little fucker to find out how life and relationships work through mistakes and humiliation and other dating disasters, like I had (me and most of the rest of the population), but… God, he was young even for nineteen. “Have you ever had a girlfriend?” He avoided eye contact and shook his head. “Ever dated?” Another shake. “You need to swim in your own pool.” 
 
    “What?” He looked up, and I gave him an encouraging smile. Yes, I was disappointed that another date turned into a dud, but I wasn’t going to be a bitch about it. Growing up sucked. 
 
    “You need to date girls your own age.” 
 
    “I want to get some experience first, you know beforehand, so I don’t…”  
 
    “You need to learn with them, enjoy the experience together.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make a fool of myself and get laughed at.” 
 
    I totally sympathised with him. Dating sucked until you were in the relationship phase of things. “If she laughs at you or says something mean, then she doesn’t deserve to be with you,” I responded, my latent maternal instincts kicking in. 
 
    “That’s what my gran says,” he said morosely. 
 
    I laughed. “See, you don’t want to go on dates and do stuff with old people who sound like your gran. It would be icky!” 
 
    “I-I guess.” 
 
    “And Adam, I’m going to give you a tip.” I’d also give him my speed-dating questions later. “Be honest with her. Don’t pretend to be something that you’re not. She probably has – or has had – the same fears as you about dating. Everyone has to start sometime. Oh, and listen to her. Women like that.”  
 
    We spent the next forty minutes devising Adam’s game plan for getting Lizzy, the hottest girl in North London, who worked part-time on reception in the spa Adam took his gran to, to go out with him, eating cake and drinking coffee to fuel us. I was glad I hadn’t ditched him when I realised he was just a kid. From what he’d let slip, his father had walked out when he was three and his mum had problems with addiction, so he lived with his gran. He was awkward, lost, and desperate for some sort of guidance. I may not be a dating guru, but I’d learnt a fair bit over the last few weeks and I was happy to share that with him. 
 
    My phone alarm alerted me that I only had ten minutes until my next date, bringing things to an end. 
 
    “I have to go, Adam.” I rose in a flurry of movement and started gathering my bag and coat. Adam stood with me, holding my coat whilst I put it on, practicing being a gentleman for his potential date with Lizzy. “Thanks. See you around, kid.” I gave him a sisterly hug and we both moved away from our table. 
 
    “Kate.” His hand briefly touched my arm and I turned back to him. He smiled and wiggled his eyebrows. “Screw me if I’m wrong, but you want to kiss me, don’t you?” 
 
    I laughed. Now that I knew where he was coming from, he was actually funny in a geeky way. In fact, his lanky awkwardness reminded me a little of Mark when he was a teenager. He was going to be a real knockout when he filled out, grew into his looks, and gained confidence. “That reminds me. Limit the number of cheesy chat-up lines, two maximum, per date. Here.” I pulled the speed-dating questions out of my coat pocket. I had a picture of them on my phone if I needed something to fall back on. “If you get stuck for something to say, try some of these.” 
 
    He took the paper off me and glanced at it, then smiled. “Thanks, Kate.” 
 
    “Last thing, Adam: keep your hands to yourself until you’ve been on a couple of dates, and even then, ask and be respectful, don’t just grope her. If I hear otherwise, I will hunt you down.”  
 
    He laughed. “So how about that kiss?” 
 
    I laughed. “I like your spunk, kid. You’re cute and funny. Girls like that.” 
 
    “So, you’ll give me a little lips-on demonstration?” he asked, ever-hopeful. 
 
    “Nope. Ask her out. If she’s worth your elaborate plan to catch an older lady to get experience, she’ll be happy to learn with you, or even teach you, and that’ll be far more memorable and special then a quick kiss or shag with some cougar you met through the newspaper who reminds you of your gran.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched and head bent, then looked at me through his floppy hair. “It wasn’t bad for a first date, was it?” 
 
    I smiled. “No, it wasn’t.” Actually, it was probably the best first date I’d ever had. “Good luck. Don’t forget to text me and let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “Maybe, when you find a guy, we could, like, double-date or something?” he called after me as I set off along the road to my next date venue. My heart squeezed. “Then you could meet Lizzy.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Adam. Looking forward to it.” I’d be there, even if I had to get Mark to fake-date me. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Divorced Dad was twenty-five minutes late. He obviously didn’t realise I was working to a schedule. I was contemplating calling Mark and asking if he wanted to keep me company until pre-dinner drinks and my next date. I’d just dug my phone out from my bag when a fuss at the door heralded his arrival.  
 
    His advert said he was thirty-five years old. He looked very slender and worn, with tired brown eyes and thin, wispy brown-grey hair. Either he was having a tough life or he’d lied in his advert and was closer to fifty-five than thirty-five.  
 
    He held the door open, and two Mini-Mes – child-sized replicas of him – pushed into the restaurant, all three of them wearing matching baggy blue jeans, striped t-shirts, and navy parker jackets with fur-trimmed hoods, their hair curling wildly around their curious faces.  
 
    “Hi.” I stood up from the table, smiling in welcome and giving a kiddy-friendly finger wave.  
 
    Unfortunately, Divorced Dad wasn’t my physical type, so there was no spark. That said, I do like fathers who stick around and raise their kids, so I was willing to give him a chance; wasn’t there some saying about the best relationships growing from friendships?  
 
    “Sorry we’re a little late, Kate.” A little? A little was five minutes. This was just late, or really late. He piled discarded coats, rucksacks, and various other paraphernalia onto the bench seat beside the window. “Teddy had a bit of a tantrum on the way out and broke his Nintendo DS. Luckily, there’s an Argos near Victoria Station, so we popped in to pick up a new one before heading over. He’s promised to behave now, haven’t you, Teddy?” 
 
    A much younger, cuter, but sulky-faced version of Daddy – what was his name again? I racked my brain and settled on Daddy Desperate – glanced up from the box he was ripping apart to get to the toy inside. “Who’s she?”  
 
    “I’ve told you already, Teddy.” He used that do-not-embarrass-me tone parents developed at the birth of their first child. “This is Daddy’s special friend.”  
 
    Oh, shit. Special friend? My heart skipped on a beat of pure panic. I was too young to be someone’s daddy’s “special friend”. “We’re all going to have lunch together. It’ll be fun!” He sounded desperate. I felt it. He added firmly, “Now be polite.” 
 
    “Do we have to call her Aunty Kate like that other woman you made us to go the park with?”  
 
    “Just Kate will do,” I cut in to defuse Daddy Desperate’s embarrassment. “What should I call you?”  
 
    “The blond is Teddy. He’s eight. And this one…” He ruffled the hair of the freckly redhead pushing past me to get to the table, who scowled and jerked his head from under his hand. “This is Rupert. He’s ten.” I wondered if their surname was Bear. “I can see you like children.” He looked harassed and relieved at this discovery.  
 
    “Yes, but I couldn’t eat a whole one…” I paused for effect. “Not without ketchup.” So, it was lame. It was the best I could do off the cuff, and he looked like he needed someone to take pity on him.  
 
    A giggle burst from Teddy, as I made a sudden move towards him as if to gobble him up. Rupert glared, clearly unimpressed. Teddy, catching his older brother’s scorn, stopped laughing, hid behind his menu and said in an undertone, but loud enough for me (and half the restaurant) to hear, “She looks like she could eat a whole one.”  
 
    “She looks like she already did,” his brother responded without looking up from the Nintendo DS box he’d snatched.  
 
    “Boys!” Daddy Desperate sounded shocked. He flushed with embarrassment and ran a tired hand through his thinning hair. “I’m sorry. You know what boys are like.”  
 
    Not really.  
 
    If I knew what boys were like, I wouldn’t be twenty-nine years old and single.  
 
    “I think they must really like you. It’s a schoolyard crush thing to tease girls they like. They’ll be pulling your hair next.” 
 
    They might try. I couldn’t promise they’d make it out with all limbs attached if they did. A waitress approached the table and quickly took our orders before melting away. 
 
    “It’s piiiiiiink.” Teddy’s tone could have set dogs to howling. He dropped his new DS on the table with a clatter, scowling and poking at it with a finger. 
 
    “Yes, well, it was the only colour they had left in stock, and if you hadn’t broken your other one, you’d still have a black one–” 
 
    “Teddy’s a pinky poof. Teddy’s a pinky poof,” Rupert sang in his high-pitched preadolescent voice.  
 
    “Daaaaad! Rupert’s picking on me.” 
 
    “Stop it, both of you, or Kate will start to think you’re a pair of spoilt brats.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “I’ll take you home without lunch.” Teddy looked down at the table, pouting and muttering. “And we can return that pink DS on the way home. If you don’t like the colour, you don’t have to have one at all.” Rupert gave a smug smile and tried to kick Teddy under the table, missing and booting me instead.  
 
    I kicked back (it was instinctive) and hit Daddy Desperate by mistake. “Ow! Rupert! That’s enough! Behave. You’re too old to be to teasing your little brother and kicking under the table.” I focused on unfolding my napkin and tried to blank out what was happening around me. No way was I owning up that it was me. “If you keep it up, I’ll swap your blue one for Teddy’s pink one and we’ll see how you like being a ‘pinky poof’.” He took a deep breath as both boys glared at him. We were saved by the arrival of our food. “Now eat your scampi and chips whilst Daddy talks to his friend.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Are you a magician? Because whenever I look at you, everyone else disappears. 
 
      
 
    “And that was it. Don’t play with it, Teddy. Eat it or leave it.” Daddy Desperate slipped from talking to me to telling off the boys and back again without pause.  
 
    I was just grateful for the break in hearing about his ex-wife.  
 
    It didn’t last long. “Amelia said she couldn’t handle just being a mummy anymore. That it was sucking the life out of her and she needed to go and ‘find herself’. Then she just upped and left us…” 
 
    His phone rang the irritating frog ringtone that had been all the rage a decade or so ago. “Sorry. Sorry, I need to get this. It’s the boys’ nanny. I hope she isn’t going to bail on me. She’s the third nanny this year. I can’t afford to take any more time off work.” Panic flared as I watched him disappear outside with a battered old pre-Android Nokia phone clamped to his ear, leaving me alone with Satan’s spawn.  
 
    I craned my neck, keeping him in sight through the window.  
 
    I didn’t trust him not to make a run for it and leave me with the tiny terrors. He stopped within sight of the restaurant and I relaxed. Although it was an experience I hoped never to repeat, lunch had passed fairly peacefully. It was a little awkward that Daddy Desperate and I clearly had absolutely nothing in common, but he hadn’t touched anything he shouldn’t have, or cried or been rude. In fact, if he was ten years younger (or looked twenty years younger) and didn’t have the kids…  
 
    No.  
 
    No. I shouldn’t lie to myself. Even if he was all those things, I still wouldn’t be interested. I wondered what Mark was doing. Maybe I could give him a call and he could come and help me fill time between dates. He’d be able to see the funny side. Mark could always see the funny side of my life. 
 
    The more time I spent with him, the more I could see the funny side, too. He knew what to say to make me laugh at myself.  
 
    “Daddy’s looking for a new mummy to care of us. Because ours doesn’t want to anymore.” The childish voice cut through my musings. My heart froze, then clenched. Even though they were horrors, only a stone-cold bitch could fail to be moved by the fact their own mother had abandoned them. 
 
    “But Mummy was prettier than you.” 
 
    “And skinnier,” the younger Bear added. 
 
    My sympathy vanished. Poor Daddy Desperate. No wonder he was looking for someone to share the hell of raising Satan’s spawn with.  
 
    “Hey! That’s my cookie.” 
 
    I shoved the whole chocolate biscuit into my mouth and smiled around it. “Fat woman’s prerogative.” 
 
    “What’s prerogative?” 
 
    I continued to chew, and said though a shower of crumbs, “It means that if you’re rude and nasty to me, I get to eat your cookies.” 
 
    “Hi! Hurry up and get your stuff together, boys.” Daddy Desperate was breathless and sounded stressed.  
 
    “She ate my cookie.” 
 
    “She must’ve been hungry,” he said as he was gathering the boy’s belongings and shoving them at them without care. 
 
    “That’s not mine.” 
 
    “Then give it to Rupert. Rupert, help your brother put his jacket on.”  
 
    Teddy’s sleeve knocked a glass off the table. It fell to the floor and shattered.  
 
    Daddy Desperate didn’t even seem to notice. “I’m sorry to run out on you like this, Kate, but the boys’ nanny is packing as we speak. I’ve got to get home before she leaves.” 
 
    “I understand–” 
 
    “I don’t think you do. We can’t cope without her.” He grabbed children’s debris from the table and hurried out, shepherding the boys to the door.  
 
    I watched them race out and heaved a big sigh of relief, not even caring that he hadn’t left any money for the bill. Neither of us bothered to pretend we’d ever see each other again. Daddy Desperate was too distracted, and I thought he had enough problems in his life without me lying to him. He was quite nice, poor guy, but he didn’t need a date. He needed Super Nanny.  
 
    I added a hefty tip to the bill to make up for the fact the table and surrounding area looked like a bomb had hit and headed to Karma Cafe for coffee and sexy waiters. I’d learnt something new about myself over lunch: I wasn’t ready for a readymade family. Luckily, I’d never have to see the tiny terrors again. Poor Daddy Desperate had to raise them until they turned eighteen… or they killed him in his sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I called Mark. “Hey, it’s me.” I had an hour to kill and didn’t want to look friendless. Besides, I needed to tell someone about my first couple of dates, and I’d yet to admit to any of my friends that I’d stooped to lonely hearts ads. He would enjoy hearing about my disastrous dates, and I could use the confidence boost and laugh that he’d no doubt give me before this afternoon’s date. 
 
    “Hey, it’s me.” See? I was already smiling. “How’s it going? You must be, what… One and a half dates down your schedule by now. Are you hiding in the toilets to talk to me? Do you need rescuing?”  
 
    I laughed. “I’m between dates two and three.” I heard the whoosh and creak of him dropping down onto the sofa and, a second later, a muffled thud. “Get your feet off my coffee table.” 
 
    “Damn it! How did you know?” 
 
    “I could feel your smug I’m-getting-away-with-something-Kate-wouldn’t-allow-if-she-was-at-home-ness even over the phone.” 
 
    “How about if I take my shoes off?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fine.” He sounded sulky, so I knew he’d done what I asked. “You going to tell me how it’s going?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was just ringing to fill in time before my next date–” 
 
    “Nice to know I’m good for something. Even if it is just filling time.” A petulant grumble. 
 
    “You’re not bad at DIY, either.” I was smiling like an idiot. I pushed my empty coffee cup to the edge of the table, nodded when the waiter signalled to ask if I wanted another one, and pulled my compact and travel makeup kit from my bag. After tugging my hair loose, I ran my brush through it, using my fingers to fluff it a little, lift the layers, and give it more body. 
 
    “So, how did it go? How was your tactile professional?” 
 
    “Aptly named. It turns out he was a toucher.” 
 
    Heavy silence rolled over the line. “What do you mean, he was a toucher? He touched you where, exactly?” 
 
    I sipped my fresh coffee, then swiped on a little eye shadow. “Just about everywhere he could reach.”  
 
    “I’m going to kill him.”  
 
    I laughed. “It’s okay, Mark. I’m okay.” 
 
    “It’s not okay, KT. Did you take a picture of him on your mobile? We’ve still got his voice mail number. I can arrange a date for him he’ll never forget.” 
 
    I was going to have to reapply my mascara if I kept laughing like this. “There’s no need for you to get pissed and violent. He was only a kid, nineteen.” 
 
    “Nineteen is not a kid. That’s a fully functioning adult male.” He didn’t sound appeased. “Hang on, didn’t the ad say he was in his thirties?” 
 
    “It said a lot of things. He reminded me a bit of you when you were younger.” He grunted, still not happy. “Fine. It’s a long story, but he lied because he was looking for an older woman to teach him the ways of dating, and I quote, ‘stuff’, so he didn’t make a fool of himself when he asked the girl he fancies – Lizzy – out.” 
 
    “Ah he was looking for his Mrs Robinson to take him in hand,” Mark said like it was a rite of passage. 
 
    “Is that a thing?” 
 
    “Totally. Most boys fantasise about an older woman teaching them the secrets of the bedroom. I hope you told him where he could go, the cheeky asshat.” 
 
    I laughed. “Kind of. If my next date doesn’t pan out and the plan Adam and I devised to get his Lizzy does, you and I are going to go on a double date with them.” 
 
    “You asking me out, KT?”  
 
    I laughed at his mock-interested tone. Time flew by. I finished primping and gossiping, then had to hurry to bring the call to an end and settle my bill when I realised I was in danger of running late to my final date of the day. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Mark would be bragging on this for weeks – easy-going professional male, his choice of date for me, could just as easily be called Mr Perfect.  
 
    He’d arrived early (before me, anyway), greeted me with a smile and a handshake (a firm, brief clasp-then-release of my hand, before I had time to panic and tug it free), and he had been charming me ever since.  
 
    “What can I get you to drink, Kate?” 
 
    “I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay. Thanks, Chris.” I was still avoiding Merlot. 
 
    “How about we make it a bottle? It’ll save us having to get up and come back to the bar.” 
 
    That was a positive sign: he was already planning for us to have more than one drink. “You sound like my kind of man,” I joked. Mark would never let me forget that he’d picked my best date. He was going to be unbearable. Maybe I could lie to him. 
 
    We walked across the narrow bar to the seating area, towards a vacant table for two, with red-upholstered captain’s chairs next to the empty fireplace. “So,” he said as we settled at a table with our drinks. “What’s a great-looking, intelligent woman like you doing answering adverts in a lonely-hearts column?” 
 
    “Giving a great-looking, intelligent man like you who’s advertising in them a chance?” It was better than admitting I’d been blackmailed into it. 
 
    Chris laughed.  
 
    He was good-looking, dressed to impress in a pale pink shirt, cream trousers, and brown deck shoes. He’d taken a navy blazer off when we sat down, folding it over the back of his chair. His build was chunky, more rugby player than football player, and he had thick, dark hair in a messy style. In fact, he reminded me of a shorter, heavier version of Mark. “So, have you been on any other dates?” 
 
    “Oh, have I been on other dates…” I settled down. “There was Rob, who climbed out the bathroom window. Or there was the hygienically challenged mummy’s boy who fell to his knees in the middle of the street, wrapped his arms around me, and cried when I said I didn’t want to see him again. I can’t believe you’re laughing at me.” 
 
    “I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing with you.” 
 
    “I’m not laughing.” 
 
    “I can see your lips twitching. You want to laugh, you just don’t want to lose the argument.” 
 
    “I don’t have a sense of humour about this.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Otherwise you wouldn’t have told me about it and you wouldn’t keep dating.” 
 
    “No. What I have is a neurotic mother who’s fixated on fixing me up.”  
 
    He glanced over my shoulder. It wasn’t the first time. I’d thought we were getting on with each other. Was I boring him? Maybe I should ask him more questions about him. Men loved talking about themselves.  
 
    “Ah, someone’s trying to get your attention.” He motioned towards the window.  
 
    Shit! I had a sinking feeling. I didn’t want to know who was out there.  
 
    I didn’t look.  
 
    Ignorance is bliss and all that. 
 
    “They’re probably looking for someone else.” If it was Mark or one of my friends, they’d come over to say hi and check out my date. Anyone else, I didn’t want to see them.  
 
    “No. He’s pointing now. He definitely seems to know you. He’s got his face all smashed up against the window. He’s leaving smeared marks against the glass like a dog in the back of a car.”  
 
    Oh, God! Reluctantly, I turned, then quickly turned back.  
 
    “Is he a friend of yours?” 
 
    “Nope.” A stalker was not the same thing as a friend. “He must’ve mistaken me for someone else.” 
 
    I felt a rush of cold air, signalling the door had opened, a second before… “Hello, Kate.”  
 
    If I ignored him, he’d go away.  
 
    If I ignored him, he’d go away.  
 
    If I ignored hi– 
 
    “Someone you know?” 
 
    “I–” I shrugged, shaking my head. A pathetic response. I was just exhausted with this. What could I have done in a former life to deserve this?  
 
    “He seems to know your name,” Chris pointed out.  
 
    Damn. “Lucky guess?”  
 
    Chris stared at me, obviously confused and unimpressed by my treatment of John. It wasn’t that I’d lied about my dating history to make myself sound better…  
 
    Okay, so that was exactly what it was like.  
 
    I hadn’t told him the whole John saga. It wasn’t funny enough to make a joke out of, unlike some of my other dates, just annoying. 
 
    “Are you going to ignore me, Kate? Pretend you don’t know me?” Yes. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You don’t get to come in here and act all hurt and like we’re friends.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to introduce myself. I’m John–”  
 
    “Please don’t encourage him,” I begged Chris.  
 
    Chris ignored my plea and the hand I placed on his arm. “Chris Martin.” He stood, shaking hands with John, seemingly unaware of the fact John was dripping wet from standing in the rain watching us and had just wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “You know Kate?” Chris asked. 
 
    “I’m her boyfriend.” Shit. It was like feeding pigeons – give them a crumb and you’d never get rid of them, and then you were covered in shit. 
 
    “No, John. You. Are. Not. My. Boyfriend,” I said firmly, pointing towards the door. “Go away. I have a restraining order.”  
 
    “We dated.” 
 
    “We went on a date. One. Singular. It was not an experience I chose to repeat. Nor does one date make you my boyfriend.” There, that was to the point. Mark would be proud. 
 
    “I gave you flowers, carnations.” Clearly carnations are the flower of preference for weirdos. 
 
    “You stole my handbag!”  
 
    “I stayed up all night with you when you were sick.” 
 
    “Until the police arrested you for peeping into my bedroom window.” 
 
    “I walked you home from the Underground.” His voice was getting louder. People were beginning to stare.  
 
    Chris was shifting uneasily in his seat. It seemed he didn’t find disastrous dates so amusing when he was participating in them. 
 
    “You followed me home from the Underground every night for a week, John. That’s stalking. It is not the same as walking someone home.” 
 
    “I bought you gifts.”  
 
    “And left them on my doorstep.” 
 
    “I… I…” 
 
    “Stole my handbag.” Now I was angry. “Get lost before I call the police.” 
 
    “I just wanted something of yours. A memento. You wouldn’t talk to me. I wrote a song for you.”  
 
    Please, God, no. 
 
    He shuffled up beside my chair, dripping water on me, capturing my hand (I should’ve sat on it), and started to… sing? Had he been comparing notes with Romeo? 
 
    It was like something off the X Factor rejects show. 
 
    Unable to free my hand, I closed my eyes and tried to sink in my armchair so no one could see me. Please, let it be a nightmare. I opened my eyes, but he was still there. Still singing.  
 
    Only it was worse with my eyes open. I could see everyone staring at me or filming me on their phones and laughing. With my eyes open, there was no pretending it wasn’t real. Even daytime soaps didn’t stretch to scenarios this horrendous. 
 
    “Sorry, miss, but we can’t have all this noise in here,” a waiter said. “People are trying to enjoy their meals.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” I said. “I’m not the one making the noise. I’m suffering more than you are. I have a restraining order.” My words were drowned out by John’s singing. 
 
    “She walks like a dream, with hair all silken brown and shining…” 
 
    “You’re disturbing the other diners.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to have my drink and enjoy my date.”  
 
    Chris looked over his shoulder, avoiding my eyes. He’d shuffled his chair back from the table, distancing himself from me, like I was the weirdo in this scenario.  
 
    “Her eyes like sapphire haunt my mind…” I couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like he was using the tune of Celine Dion’s “My Heart Will Go On” from the Titanic movie. 
 
    “This is not cool. I am going to have to ask you to either stop or leave,” the barman-cum-waiter, a young Australian, said in a harsh whisper. 
 
    “It’s not me!” I was shouting now and close to tears. “I want him to stop and leave too. I have a restraining order!” 
 
    “I looooove yooou.” John dropped down on one knee beside my chair, his crescendo drowning out my words. When did men start to believe it was sexy to embarrass a woman by singing to her in public? Even Cyrano de Bergerac had the good sense to hide in the dark and to sing to Roxane when there weren’t other people around. 
 
    “Get lost.” I half rose, trying to grab Chris and tug him back, but was hobbled by John’s hold on my hand. “No. Not you, Chris. Him. John. I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    “Look, you’re a nice girl, Kate, but you’ve obviously got stuff going on in your life at the moment, and I’m not interested in getting involved in anything complicated. Sorry.” Chris scraped his chair back, grabbed his coat, and hurried out into the rain, so desperate to get away from me that he didn’t even pause long enough to pull it on. 
 
    “But–” And that was it – easy-going professional male had proven just how easy-going he was. Mark, for all his irritating habits, wouldn’t have bailed on a woman when she was obviously being harassed by some guy. “Stop it! That’s enough, John. I’m calling the police.” I fumbled for my mobile phone. “I have a restraining order and you’re breaching it.” 
 
    “But I love you…” 
 
    “Go away!” I screamed, stamping my foot like a tantruming two-year-old. 
 
    “Out!”  
 
    The doors were flung open and I went outside, “encouraged” on my way by a couple of the male bar staff. 
 
    “Oooh!” I caught my coat mid-air as it was tossed after me and stumbled into the rain and straight into a wall of man. 
 
    “Hey, hon.” Mark caught me on the rebound, stroked the damp hair off my face, and tucked me under his arm. Taking everything in at a glance, he turned the full force of his fury on Stalker John. “You’ve got ten seconds to get out of my sight. After that, I’m going to beat the shit out of you.” 
 
    My hero. I sank into his warmth. 
 
    John ran.  
 
    I tucked my face in the crook of Mark’s neck, inhaling the scent of safe, piney, warm male. Yummy. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was just passing by.” He switched from fury to nonchalance in a heartbeat. 
 
    I wasn’t falling for it. “Mark?” 
 
    “I might have been a bit worried after you told me about your earlier dates. I thought I’d just walk past, look in the window, see how things were going.” Thank God for Mark. “Come on, honey. Let’s pick up a takeaway and flag a taxi and we can go home. Sexy as those shoes are, you’re never going to be able to walk home in them.” Hmm, sexy and practical. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    You might not be the best-looking person here, but beauty is only a light switch away. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone knows finding a date in the city is getting harder and harder… so what does a loving mother do when she’s desperate for grandchildren and her daughter can’t get a man? After the break, we’ll talk to Muriel Turner, who went to extremes to fix up her daughter Kate. Back in five.”  
 
    I cringed as Penny Shepherd gave a leader into the advertisements. It seemed that the Penny – that Mum had passed a message through Mark about – didn’t have a convict or mentally unstable male relative to palm off on me. She had something much, much worse. The Before Lunch breakfast show on TV. I’d thought appearing on billboards was humiliating, but it was nothing compared to appearing live on Before Lunch. 
 
    I would’ve refused, but Mum had already accepted for herself, and leaving her to attend alone would be social suicide by mother. Plus, although she seemed pretty emotionally stable at the moment, it didn’t take much to set her off, and I wouldn’t want her to have a meltdown on TV with no one there to look out for her. That said, it had taken all my ingenuity to hide the old video tapes and her mobile phone, so she couldn’t supply any footage for the show. Now I just had to defuse what she said.  
 
    “If you can wait on the suede sofa, we’re going to fit you in between the cooking segment and Top TV.” 
 
    I followed the directions of a young woman dressed in a black t-shirt and blue jeans who was looking after us. There were a few seating groups on set, one with modern-looking leather and steel sofas, a glass coffee table, and a faux-fireplace. A smaller seating arrangement had rigid-looking chairs grouped around a TV.  
 
    We were led to a brown sofa. Large vases of flowers stood on planters beside it. Exposed brickwork surrounded a real window overlooking the Thames. Strips of red flock wallpaper were pasted here and there, giving what I guessed on TV looked like a homey setting.  
 
    A low glass and metal coffee table sat in front of us, heaped with papers, mugs of coffee, and glasses of water. Behind us were shelves with lilac and red vases, books, and various other things. Off to one side, Penny and Pete, the hosts, chatted, coming to attention seconds before the commercial break ended. 
 
    I turned from watching them to face black t-shirt girl, who’d halted us by the sofa, her ponytail swinging with suppressed energy. She wore a headphone set and carried a clipboard that she referred to compulsively.  
 
    “No, not you.” Her hand shot out, preventing me from sitting. “You sit here, Mum, closer to the camera. Kate, you sit there.” She checked her clipboard. “It should work. How does it look, guys?” She waited for a response through her headphones, nodding at whatever was said. “That’s good.” 
 
    Clipboard girl’s eyes lost their unfocused look and zoned back in on me. I wasn’t expecting anything good to come from the concentrated attention. I wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Kate. I had to do it. Otherwise, on camera, the pattern on your shirt will make one of your arms look huge and the other really skinny, and we’ll get lots of calls, emails, and letters from people wanting to know what’s wrong with you.” 
 
    Mark’s laughter echoed from just off set. I squeezed my eyes shut, taking a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    There was a flurry of activity to my left, and suddenly Penny’s voice sounded just beside me. “Everyone knows getting a date in the city is getting harder and harder… So, what does a mum do when she’s desperate for grandchildren and her daughter can’t get a date?”  
 
    Hey! Thanks for the intro, again, Penny. 
 
    “Some people try dating websites; others ask their friends to set them up with people they know.” The camera light flicked off and the camera next to it lit up, words moving up the screen. Pete Somerfield took over the commentary. “Muriel Turner came up with a novel response to finding a date for her daughter Kate.” 
 
    Jesus, it didn’t get better. The introduction had set the tone: I was desperate and incapable of finding a man for myself.  
 
    “She bought advertising space and created digital posters advertising for a date.”  
 
    I hoped my makeup covered the tide of embarrassment flooding my face.  
 
    “What gave you that unusual idea, Muriel?” 
 
    “Well, Pete, approximately five million people  use the Underground every day in London,” Mum began. “Over thirty thousand people a day use Pimlico Station, let’s say half of them that’s fifteen thousand are professional males. I just assumed that some of them must be single and interested in going on a date. Even if it was just one man and he was the One, it would be worth it…” 
 
    Pete sat on the right-hand side of the left sofa, closest to camera. Penny sat closest to the window. Mum and I faced them. I sat closest to the window and Penny. My mother (with her perfectly proportioned arms) sat closest to camera.  
 
    “She’s your baby and you just want to see her settled and happy. I can understand that.” Penny nodded along to my mother’s words. 
 
    Mum lapped it up. “You understand what it’s like being a mother. You do your best for your children, but you don’t get any thanks.” I rolled my eyes. I didn’t even care if the camera caught it – Penny was only a couple of years older than me. Her kids probably hadn’t even been potty trained yet. 
 
    Pete, eyes sparking with amusement, his raven’s-wing-black hair a perfect foil for his startlingly blue eyes, took over the conversation. “What was it like for you, Kate? What did you think when your mum told you?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me,” I replied. “I just saw it when I was coming home from shopping one day. It was a complete” – I tried to think of a word I could use on morning television – “surprise. A complete surprise.” 
 
    “I bet. You must have done a double take that first time.” 
 
    “You could say that.” I grimaced. Move on already. 
 
    “She got arrested.” 
 
    “Mum!” It was a nightmare. If my boss was watching this and heard, I’d probably lose my job. I scanned the room for emergency exits and saw Mark watching from the edge of the set, beside one of the cameras. The clipboard woman was standing beside him casting him flirty looks. He flashed me a thumbs-up accompanied by a dazzling smile.  
 
    He was laughing at me again.  
 
    Bastard.  
 
    “Arrested?” Penny scented an interesting twist to the story and latched on.  
 
    “I was horrified. I couldn’t believe she’d–” 
 
    “It was just a small misunderstanding,” I said, cutting Mum off before she said anything worse. “As I said, it was a shock seeing one of the worst photos of me ever taken, one that I thought had been deleted, turned into dozens of digital posters and stuck up all over Pimlico Underground Station like calling cards in a telephone booth–”  
 
    “It was nothing like that. Those women are prostitutes. I’m advertising to find a father for my grandchildren.” 
 
    “A date for your daughter,” I corrected Mum, turning to her, so frustrated that I forgot I was on TV. “It’s not like you bothered telling me what you were going to do. And then people were making comments about me and I didn’t know why… and then I saw the digital posters of me. I thought it was some horrible joke. I just wanted to get rid of them.”  
 
    “I didn’t raise her to deface public property.” Mum shook her head sadly, looking at Pete and Penny. 
 
    “It was just a shock,” I said. Pete gave a small smile of sympathy. “And just in case my boss is watching, I did not commit a criminal offence. I only got a caution. I don’t have a criminal record or anything.” 
 
    “I don’t see why you had to try to deface that lovely picture.” 
 
    “I have to ask for everyone at home, Kate – what exactly did you do?” Penny was laughing inside, her eyes watering from holding it in. Pete was trying not to look at her. His face was getting redder and redder.  
 
    “It was a horrid picture of me, not public property, and I didn’t deface it… exactly.” I was losing control. I felt like I was twelve again and having to explain how I’d ended up with detention for a fortnight because of a caricature I’d drawn in art class. “I pressed the emergency stop button on the escalator, so that I could reach the digital poster box thingy to try and” – break it – “switch it off.”  
 
    “Have we got a copy of the advertisement?” Pete looked across at clipboard woman, who nodded vigorously. 
 
    “No!” I might have shouted (okay, I definitely shouted), causing half the people on set to wince and my microphone to feed back. 
 
    “Yes.” Pete nodded and smiled. “There it is.” There was a second of stunned silence as everyone looked between the poster, shown on a TV, and me. “Can we split-screen it, so we can see the poster and Kate side by side?” I didn’t bother to say no, just resolutely blinked back the tears. “You certainly look different here today. I probably wouldn’t recognise you at first glance. You’ve lost weight and your hair looks lovely and, ah… healthy when it’s down like it is now.” 
 
    I sniffed. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re a gorgeous girl. We all have our bad days.” Penny spotted the tears and went for bracing comfort to keep things on track. “The camera can catch you from a bad angle, and the next thing you know it’s on magazines–” 
 
    “Or station advertising screens.” Pete chuckled. He turned to my mother. “Why did you choose that picture, Muriel? It’s a bit–” 
 
    I closed my eyes, leaning my head against the back of the sofa, and tried to pretend I was somewhere else.  
 
    “I really don’t see why everyone’s so negative about it,” Mum said. “I like that picture. I think she looks really nice with her hair pulled back off her face, hardworking, intelligent, and polite.” Mum sipped from a cup of tea, enjoying her gossip. I bit my tongue, tucking myself into the corner of the sofa, praying no one would notice me if I said nothing. 
 
    “You’re an attractive girl, intelligent, as your mother says. You’re an accountant, aren’t you, Kate?” Pete asked. I nodded warily. “Why do you think you can’t get a man?” Pete clearly wasn’t as nice as I’d always thought. My eyes shot daggers. I let the silence drag. I didn’t have to open my mouth and add to my humiliation.  
 
    Penny jumped in to fill the dead air. “Maybe it’s like the song says: a good man these days is hard to find.” I smiled gratefully. “Tell us about some of the dates you’ve been on. What were the highlights?” 
 
    “More like lowlights,” Mum muttered. I could see Mark sniggering. Clipboard girl leant against him to whisper in his ear. 
 
    “That bad?” Penny asked. 
 
    I gave in gracelessly. “I wouldn’t recommend advertising in the Underground for dates.” 
 
    “But you must have had hundreds of responses.” 
 
    “Not as many as you would think.” I wasn’t going to admit to single figures the one and only time I’d bothered to listen to my messages, before I deleted the message account. “By the time I’d weeded out the crank calls, lesbians, children, and weirdos” – I shrugged – “I was left taking out a restraining order.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Penny said. She and Pete looked at each other and chuckled. “What happened?” 
 
    “He knew everything about me. He follows me around, peeks in windows, and stole my handbag. It’s really not funny,” I snapped as everyone on set laughed. 
 
    “R-rumour has it you’ve b-branched out and are trying other avenues to get dates.” Pete had pulled himself together enough to continue. 
 
    I frowned at Mark, who was clearly sharing secrets with clipboard woman, who was obviously passing them on to Penny and Pete via their earpieces. Bastard. 
 
    I said through clenched teeth, “I agreed, under duress, that I’d make a concerted two-month effort to date and try to find a boyfriend, and I’m sticking by that.” 
 
    “Where are you meeting all these men?” Penny asked. 
 
    “She’s been speed-dating, on the internet, through newspaper lonely hearts columns,” Mum said enthusiastically. 
 
    “How did the speed dating go? Did you meet anyone there?” 
 
    “I met a lot of people,” I replied. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. I did meet lots of people.  
 
    “Anyone that you’ll be seeing again?” 
 
    “No, ah…” How could I spin this? “Well, with speed dating, there were so many rumours about why I was both advertising in the Underground and attending speed dating that they kind of got in the way of my meeting anyone.” 
 
    “Rumours? What were they?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Well, there was the one where I was pregnant and looking for a father for my baby, or my favourite: a rich and eccentric relative had died and left me everything in their will, under the condition I married within a very short period of time.” Penny frowned. “Needless to say, it didn’t go anywhere.” I avoided the fact they’d kicked me out. “I did meet a guy who I could have been friends with.”  
 
    “I didn’t spend my pension lump sum for you to make another male friend,” Mum said. “I want you to get married. Have children.”  
 
    “What’s been the best way of meeting men so far?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Probably the newspapers,” I said. “I went on three dates in one day last weekend, and they were all from lonely hearts adverts.” 
 
    “Anyone special?” 
 
    “I made great friend” – I thought of Adam – “and there was one that might have worked, but as I mentioned earlier, I have a bit of a stalker problem, and Chris, the guy, wasn’t interested in the complication. It’s not fun to have someone constantly turning up and making scenes everywhere you go.” 
 
    “Hmm. And the worst?” Pete asked. 
 
    “That’s more difficult. As you so kindly alluded in your introduction” – I hoped he got the sarcasm – “people think I’m desperate. They take liberties.” I pulled a face. “I guess it would be toss-up between the Underground advert and internet dating. No, I take it back. The internet’s definitely the worst. At least if the picture had been better in the Underground, I might have had a chance. The internet’s just the land of the liar.” 
 
    “I can tell there is another story here,” Pete said. “I just wish we had more time so we could explore this further.”  
 
    “We’ve got a couple of minutes yet,” Penny added (I used to like Penny). “Tell us what happened, Kate?” 
 
    The silence stretched. I really didn’t want to share it with an audience of millions, but it wasn’t like I had any pride left to protect. “He lied about being educated, employed, and owning a home. He smelt. His hair was greasy. He sang ‘I Have Nothing’ to me during the film, thinking it was ‘Queen of the Night’, then talked loudly on his mobile phone… to his mother.” I took a deep breath as Penny and Pete both stared, engrossed. “He spent all my emergency taxi money on supermarket carnations, which he then gave to me as a gift, even though I’d paid for them. He made a scene in the middle of the street when I said I didn’t want to see him again.” Penny gave a go-on look. I sighed. “He cried, fell to his knees, and hugged my legs, refusing to let me go, and then, when everyone was staring and taking photos and I was hitting him over the head with the crappy carnations and crying, my favourite handbag was stolen by my stalker.” 
 
    “I think we have some video,” Pete said.  
 
    What? No! I shot a murderous glare at Mark. He shrugged, shaking his head. I sank back into my chair, face burning up as Romeo and I appeared on screen, thanks to the wonders of technology and some shitty audience member with a mobile phone and no empathy.  
 
    In the split second after the video ended, Mum turned to me. “What the heck was that?” 
 
    “An example of my dating pool, Mum.”  
 
    Pete and Penny looked at each other and burst out laughing.  
 
    They laughed.  
 
    And laughed.  
 
    And laughed. 
 
    People behind the scenes joined in, cameras shook, someone dropped a boom, and clipboard girl had to sit down on the floor. Penny was crying and holding on to Pete’s arm as she swiped at the tears. 
 
    “It’s not funny, Kate.” Mum stared at me aghast.  
 
    “I’m not laughing.” My tears were not of amusement. Mark gave me a chin up gesture.  
 
    “So… s… so… h…h…” After a couple of false starts, Pete was the first to pull himself together. “What’s next, Kate?” 
 
    “Well, I only have a couple of weeks left.” And then I was going to find a job on a remote and uninhabited island and hide there until God took mercy on me and I died. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Penny took a couple of deep breaths, wiped her eyes, and let go of Pete’s arm. Her voice trembled and she refused to look at her co-host. 
 
    “I agreed to make a concerted effort to get a date for two months. I only have two weeks left,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh, not long, then,” Penny commented. “I have to say, you came along with a rather yummy-looking man today. What about him? Please, tell me your luck’s changing and he’s not your brother.” 
 
    “It’s funny that you should say that, Penny. Mark is–”  
 
    Mark cleared his throat loudly and glared at me, shaking his head and mouthing not related in any way. 
 
    Mum took advantage of my distraction. “He’s a friend of the family. He and Kate live together, but it’s not like that. He’s doing his best to try and find someone for her to go out with too.” She added mournfully, “But he’s not had any luck either.” 
 
    “He is a hunk, though,” Penny said. “Have you ever thought of giving it a try?” 
 
    My eyes sought out Mark. He was standing to attention, staring back at me, his raised eyebrow asking so many questions and annoying the hell out of me. I had a couple of questions myself, including: did kissing count as giving it a try? If it did, I’d already tried. Heat burned under my skin. The cameras zoomed in for a close-up. 
 
    My mother unwittingly came to my rescue. “Kate and Mark? Dating?” 
 
    Penny nodded. “They’re both single, aren’t they? They’re not related. They’re living together and they’re friends, so why not? Many people start off really successful relationships with much less than that. Look at him, Muriel. She couldn’t help but be attracted to him. He’s a hunk.”  
 
    Mum seemed too stunned by the idea of Mark and I getting together to comment. Thank God for small mercies.  
 
    Mark and I locked eyes. I had no idea what he was thinking, but I had to acknowledge Penny’s point: he was looking particularly hot today. His hair was getting longer, and curled slightly around his ears and neck. He was dressed casually in dark jeans that clung to his thick thighs and a navy t-shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders. Not that I was about to admit he was hot on live TV. I’d already been humiliated enough for one day.  
 
    Pete took the hint and filled the dead air. “Oh, well, I’m sure we can do something to help. We have over a million viewers a day – some of them are single males, and our female viewers may have brothers or sons. Tell us what you are looking for, Kate, and we can put out an appeal.”  
 
    Great, an appeal, like they did once a month for stray cats and dogs no one wanted to home.  
 
    What was I looking for? Put on the spot, all I could think was “Not Romeo.” Pete and Penny went into another round of laughter. 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” said, Penny recovering first. “Anything else?” 
 
    Under pressure, I fell back on the description I’d used on my dating profile. “A man” – I wanted to get that straight – “who’s employed, single, and not a weirdo.” 
 
    “Well, that all seems pretty do-able.” Penny smiled. 
 
    “What about our cameraman, Joey?” Pete pointed into the dim just off set. I squinted, seeing a slender man with receding hair sticking up around his headset and glasses. Behind him, people darted about, silently shifting things, ushering people around. Most of the people off set wore black and carried clipboards or electrical equipment and other technical stuff – big, hairy booms on metal poles, massive cameras on different kinds of contraptions shooting different angles. “He’s a nice guy: solvent, got his own teeth. Come over here, Joey.” 
 
    “He’s gay, Pete,” Penny said. 
 
    Pete turned to her with a comical look of shock. “No. Really? Joey?” 
 
    “Yes, really. You’ve met his boyfriend, David.”  
 
    “I thought that was his brother!” Pete gave me an apologetic look. “I guess it’s not as easy as I thought setting you up, Kate.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Mum agreed.  
 
    Pete turned to the camera as clipboard girl made wind-it-up hand gestures and people started scuttling around one of the other conversational areas. “Viewers at home, you know where to find our details; they’re online and on screen now. If anyone is interested in going for a date with the lovely Kate, you can contact us and tell us why you would be a perfect candidate. We’ll filter applications down to one lucky person, arrange a date, and give you an update on another show.” 
 
    Penny took over smoothly. “Still to come today, we talk selling up and moving to the sunshine. What’s the real cost of living abroad? But first, we’ll find out what to watch this week on Top TV.” 
 
    The competition and voiceover came on screen and Pete and Penny thanked us before moving to the other seating area. Clipboard girl came to lead us off the set. “How did you like your fifteen minutes of fame there, KT?” I growled in response to Mark’s teasing.  
 
    Mum said over her shoulder to Mark, “I can’t believe they tried to set the two of you up!” She made a scoffing sound. Mark’s eyes fixed on mine, glittering hotly. Mum continued to prattle on, oblivious. “I can’t wait to see what happens from the appeal. I bet there’ll be loads of men wanting to date you.”  
 
    I fell into Mark’s hot gaze. Time stretched. There were sounds and movement around us, people and equipment hustling from one part of the studio to another. Penny and Pete talking to camera, but it all became muted, then disappeared. Everything in me slowed and focused on the man in front of me. On Mark. Blood roared in my ears, my heart hammered in my chest, and my breathing grew laboured. He seemed to expand to fill my senses as the outside world dimmed. His exhales became my inhales, which was impossible, given the distance between our mouths. My skin grew tight and prickly, uncomfortable. Deep inside, my womb pulsed, followed by a sinking, tingling heat that spread, causing a fine, trembling weakness to invade my limbs. 
 
    “Jesus!” I stumbled, tripping over a bundle of wires, breaking his mental hold over me.  
 
    What the fuck was that?  
 
    I sucked in a desperate breath, as his hand shot out, holding me up. I stumbled free of his touch, staring straight ahead, breathing hard. I thought – no, was sure – that Mark and I had just skirted some sort of… moment.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19  
 
    If you are what you eat, I could be you by morning.  
 
      
 
    “This morning, Mum and Susan watched a recording of our appearance on Before Lunch.” It was their first get-together since the wedding, so the insults would have been running hot. “Susan had watched it live, but was keen to get the full enjoyment of critiquing it with Mum.”  
 
    Mark hissed, then said, “I’m glad to have missed it.” 
 
    Mum had been kind enough to give a summary of their overall critique: “Apparently, I could do with losing a few pounds.”  
 
    Actually, she’d said, “Have you thought about getting your stomach stapled or a gastric band fitted, like all those fat, famous women do?”  
 
    “And maybe, no men are interested in me because I’ve let myself go.” I sniffed, forcing the tears back. “I don’t know why I’m upset. It’s not like I was even looking for a man until you two blackmailed me into it… but now I’m un-datable… and fat.” 
 
    Mark growled. “I love your mother, but she’s talking crap!”  
 
    I twisted around from my place sitting on the back step looking out into the garden and graced him with a grateful – if watery – smile. He propped himself against the doorjamb, arms folded over his broad chest, eyes wandering over me.  
 
    Great.  
 
    That was just what I needed: Mark cataloguing all my faults.  
 
    I hunched over, sinking down on the step, tugging my t-shirt over my belly and trying to make myself smaller. I couldn’t handle his brand of “wit” and honesty just now.  
 
    “Okay, so you’re not skinny.”  
 
    I huffed out my breath. What was the point in sucking in my stomach?  
 
    “But it looks good on you. No guy wants a flat-chested stick when he can get… a… ah.” His words echoed in the night. I blinked with shock, a smile slowly spreading across my face. He liked my boobs. 
 
    Go, girls!  
 
    But still, my smile faltered. “I wobble when I walk.”  
 
    “In all the right places.” He leered, waggling his eyebrows. 
 
    “In some of the wrong ones, too.” 
 
    “Not from where I’m standing. I like a woman with curves, something soft and warm to cuddle into. Seriously, you look great. No guy I know would turn you down.”  
 
    “Thanks. I think.” I tugged the hem of my t-shirt up and wiped my tears, then picked up the plate on the decking beside me. “Do you want to share my chocolate cake? You’re laughing at me again.” 
 
    “I’d like to say I’m laughing with you, but it’s definitely at you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, savouring the rich, thick, sweet flavour of the gooey cake. This was good, better than good (I refused to think of calories or dimply thighs). I had a lifetime to regret eating the cake, after I’d finished enjoying it. “The problem with people telling me I need to diet is it makes me eat more.” 
 
    He settled next to me, bringing the scent of pine with him. Tugging the spoon from my hand, he helped himself to a generous spoonful of dessert. “Hey! Go easy. It’s a spoon, not a shovel,” I said. He smiled through my death stare. “You’re walking on dangerous ground right now.” 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “You came between me and my comfort food.” 
 
    He looked surprised. “You offered to share.” 
 
    “You were meant to say no! You’re not an idiot. At least, I didn’t think you were.”  
 
    “Some people would say I’m doing you a favour. The more I eat, the less you eat, and I’m cheaper than that packaged diet shit in the back of the cupboard.” 
 
    “Way more annoying, though.” He took another piece of cake. “How come an entire cake weighs less than a couple of pounds, but if I eat one slice, I put on more than four pounds?”  
 
    He considered me over the spoon. “I’m guessing you’re not interested in hearing a rational scientific answer.”  
 
    I trailed a finger around the edge of the plate, scooping up chocolate sauce. He wasn’t going to give me the spoon. He was possessive. I didn’t think I’d held the TV remote control since he moved in. “I guess that’s why I’m fat and single.” 
 
    He draped a comforting arm around my shoulders, tugging me against his side. “You’re not fat and you’re single because you’re your own worst enemy.” I pouted. “So, why do you sabotage yourself and pick men you have nothing in common with?” 
 
    Trust Mark to go straight for the kill. “It’s not so much that I don’t want a lasting relationship with a nice guy. It’s just, I…”  
 
    “You just don’t want to prove your mother or me right by being happy with a man that she set you up with… or approves of.” 
 
    I shifted, tipping my head back against his shoulder, blinking up at him through wet eyes. “I hadn’t thought of it like that, but… yes. I can’t bear the idea of listening to my mother’s I told you so, without me you’d never have met and had children… for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He squeezed me, dropping a kiss on my forehead. “I know you, honey. Cutting off your nose to spite your mother. You need to get over that.” 
 
    “If we’re being truthful here and offering life advice, it’s only fair that I tell you you’d be better off getting yourself a proper job. I read an article in the Metro by some American writer the other day, and he was saying that you won’t get rich by writing.” 
 
    Mark shook me. “Listen carefully, KT, because this is the last time I am going to explain this to you. Are you listening?” 
 
    “You’re shouting in my ear. Of course I’m listening.” 
 
    “I quit my job. I’d made enough money that I don’t need to work fifteen-hour days, six days a week, anymore. I don’t need to ever work a full-time job again, provided I don’t do anything crazy and look after my investments. Writing’s a hobby that I want to turn into a career. Financially, it doesn’t matter to me if I don’t write a Times bestseller. Any money that I do make will be a bonus to my financial coffers, not a necessity.” 
 
    “Lighten up, rich boy. I was only trying to help.”  
 
    “You’ve got enough troubles of your own without trying to borrow mine.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. Picking up my spoon, I looked back down at the plate and realised that whilst I’d been talking, he was finishing my cake.  
 
    “Good cake.” He trailed a calloused finger down the back of my neck, leaving a shivery trail in its wake. 
 
    Ohhh… I fought the tremble.  
 
    My stomach muscles clenched.  
 
    My breasts tingled. My lips parted. My heart stuttered and I watched his pupils grow, his eyes darkening as his head lowered towards mine. My eyelids sank closed; my tongue flicked out moistening my lips. My breath snagged as I waited for his mouth to meet mine. 
 
    And waited.  
 
    I cracked an eyelid to see what was taking so long and groaned with frustration. He was gone. 
 
    No follow-through. 
 
    No nothing. 
 
    He’d just melted into the night, leaving me shivering in the cool spring air with no immediate release and no chocolate cake to take my mind off it. Forcing back the scream of frustration, I gathered the dishes, headed back into the kitchen, and dumped them by the sink. There was no way I was working off the frustration by washing dishes. I braced my hands against the work surface, my head dropped forward, and took several deep breaths. It didn’t work. My heart was still pounding and I trembled with need. 
 
    For Mark? 
 
    Yes, for fuck’s sake, for Mark.  
 
    I didn’t know why I was having such a hard time getting it.  
 
    He was hot and I was desperate.  
 
    It didn’t take a mathematician to figure it out.  
 
    He’d probably bolted because he thought if I overanalysed cake like I just had, I wouldn’t be up for no-strings-attached sex. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to empty my mind of the image of that drip of water running down his hot, hard body when he’d come out of the shower, or his mouth closing in on mine…  
 
    Groaning, I forced my eyes open, staring at the stack of dirty dishes. Anything to get my mind off Mark’s body. He was not sexy. He could not be sexy. 
 
    Falling for him would only get me hurt. He’d laugh himself silly if he knew his joke near-kiss left me burning up and thinking about sneaking into his room and jumping him whilst he slept. It was crazy. I wasn’t exactly built like the Barbie dolls he favoured. 
 
    I’ve been single for too long. All this focus on my lack of a man was obviously affecting me, or maybe it was his proximity and penchant for wandering around the flat half-naked, or a little bit of chemistry. Nothing else. Nothing serious.  
 
    It couldn’t be. 
 
    It wasn’t rational.  
 
    That didn’t stop me burning up like a supernova.  
 
    I could practically feel the heat of his eyes burning over me. The gentle scrape of his work-roughened hands stroking over sensitive skin.  
 
    Squirming, I white-knuckled the counter and clenched my thighs.  
 
    What was I doing? I was supposed to be devoting my time to searching for Mr Perfect, not fantasizing over sex with Mark. Yes, he was hot (out of my league) and I’d been single for long enough to be willing to explore all opportunities (notable exceptions being anyone I’d recently dated) and a spark had been ignited recently… But one kiss would lead to two, which would lead to sex, and then my mother would find out.  
 
    I shuddered, my body temperature dropping a good couple of degrees. My mother always found out (look at the whole Graham saga), and she’d get ideas. Then Mark would feel trapped into having to let me down easy or go through with a relationship so he didn’t upset me, and my mother, and it would be so excruciatingly embarrassing and… pathetic.  
 
    Why was I even thinking about it?  
 
    Okay, so I could answer that one.  
 
    I wanted sex. 
 
    S.E.X.  
 
    With Mark. If he was lucky.  
 
    If I was lucky. 
 
    His body heat hit me a second before his scent. His arms wrapped around me from behind. I melted, twisting against him, my mouth seeking his desperately. Yes. Rational thought fled in the wake of sensation. 
 
    “Just chemistry.” I spoke before he could, hands fluttering up his chest to curl around his neck.  
 
    Mark exhaled a harsh, shaky breath as my fingers fisted in his hair, tightening. “Uhmmm.”  
 
    I wasn’t stopping or letting go long enough for him to escape or negotiate more than basic terms. “Nothing serious.” I didn’t want him to scare himself off, thinking I’d want to white-veil-and-vow it in the morning. I stretched against him, humming in the back of my throat. 
 
    He swallowed, hard, his jaw tense.  
 
    His eyelids drooped.  
 
    Oh my. 
 
    His rumbling growl vibrated against my lips. He hardened against me. Our chests pressed together. My hips pressed against his erection. He shuddered, eyes rolling back in his head.  
 
    “Nuh,” he grunted against my mouth, gripping my bottom, pulling me tighter against him. I climbed higher, wrapping my legs around his hips, and we staggered, bumping off the table, the counter, the wall, into my bedroom. I bounced on the bed, and before I’d settled, he was yanking off his clothes. I tore at my own. Finally, he fell on me naked and aroused. 
 
    “Just practice…” I squeaked as he gripped the round globes of my backside, before sliding forwards into warm, wet heat. Teeth raked the tendon down the side of my throat. I arched into his solid strength.  
 
    “Makes perfect, honey. Practice makes perfect. You are so hot…” 
 
    “Rusty.” I gasped. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I’m a bit rusty.”  
 
    He pulled back, panting hard, a frown crinkling his brow. Bugger it. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? Shame burned across my face and chest. 
 
    “Rusty?”  
 
    I was so out of practice. I was going to make a mess of it and he’d never let me live it down. He was still harping on about things I’d done when I was nine years old. I’d rather have a second date with Stalker John then make a naked tit of myself with Mark. I made a mad nudie dash from the bed, snatching up my underwear.  
 
    “What do you mean, rusty?” If he didn’t have the wit to work out what I was talking about…  
 
    A muscled arm hooked around my waist, hauling me back against him. I wriggled, soft naked bits rubbing against hard naked bits, very nearly achieving what I was trying to avoid. “Quit huffing and wriggling. How rusty are we talking here?” Jeez, I should have kept my big mouth shut. “Squeaky-hinge rusty?” 
 
    He wasn’t going to let this go, and I was cooling off fast. “No.”  
 
    I felt his shock and made a second bid for escape. He twisted me around, hands clamped firmly on my backside, holding me still. Exhausted, panting hard, I pushed my hips back to ease the pressure of him pressing between my thighs.  
 
    “So…” He obviously wasn’t going to let go until I competed my humiliation.  
 
    “Less squeaky hinge, more 1996 Ford Sierra, submerged off the coast of Blackpool for past ten years.” I fixed my eyes on his chest, refusing to look at his face, as I admitted one of the most embarrassing facts of my adult life. 
 
    “Holy shit, ten years!” He looked like I’d just announced I was the Virgin Mary reincarnated. 
 
    “I was exaggerating.” A little. 
 
    “Hmm.” His head tilted back, his gaze burning over me, spending a good deal of time checking below the neck, where my breasts pillowed against his chest, nipples drilling holes. A smile slowly tilted his lips. “You know what is good for rust?” Hot, laughing eyes flashed up, capturing mine. “Lubrication… We could work on getting you all lubed up, and then–” 
 
    “Fuck you, Mark.” I pushed futilely against his chest. 
 
    He backed me, still clamped to him struggling and kicking, towards the bed. “You took the words right out of my mouth, Rusty.”  
 
    “Eek!” His erection pressed against my warm, moist folds. “I-I’m only letting you do this so I can get back into practice, like with the kissing. Just prac–” My squeak was lost as his mouth covered mine. 
 
    “Hmm. Practice.” Legs tangled, we tipped backwards.  
 
    I bounced, grunting as he came down on top of me on the bed, rising on his elbows to get a better look. His legs shifted, pressing between mine, all hair-roughened muscle. His mouth lowered.  
 
    I sank into the mattress. He followed.  
 
    “Drawer. Drawer.” I dragged my mouth from his, panting desperately. 
 
    “What?” He nipped and licked his way across my jaw. 
 
    “Drawer.”  
 
    “Jesus.” He huffed out a breath, half frustration, half amusement. “Have you got some sort of Wild West kink?” 
 
    I shivered, practically incoherent as his body rippled against mine, and flung an arm across the bed, refusing to let him capture my mouth and silence me.  
 
    “Not draw… like high noon at the O.-O.-K. Corral.” I laughed. “Condoms…in the… bedside drawer.”  
 
    “Why the hell didn’t just you say so?” He twisted, leaning to pull open the drawer. He fished around, wiggling against me in all sorts of delicious ways, and finally dragged a little square box from the drawer. He shook out the box. Two foil packets fell free. He shook the box again, frowning at… nothing.  
 
    What was he waiting for? He had two condoms, a massive erection, and me, wet, willing, and naked under him, and he was playing with the frigging box like a two-year-old on Christmas morning. 
 
    He tensed. Finally? Please… Oh, for God’s sake! Tipping the box up again, he checked inside. Face like thunder, he barked, “Who?”  
 
    “Who, what?”  
 
    “Fucking hell, Kate,” he snarled. “What happened to the other one?” 
 
    “Other what?” 
 
    “Condom. There should be three in the pack. There are only two.” 
 
    “It’s in my purse.” I wiggled against him, nudging him with my hips until he got the hint. It was a new pack and I’d already told him it had been a while. Did he think the condoms were vintage? “Just in case I get lucky on one of the shitty dates you and my mother blackmailed me into. Now, are you going to talk forever or are we going to have sex?” 
 
    The heat of one hand burned against the silken skin of my hip. His eyes darkened with desire. Lungs labouring, I struggled to pull in air. My tongue snuck out to lick dry lips.  
 
    Our eyes met.  
 
    Locked. 
 
    His thighs tensed against me. My body tightened, breasts swelling, nipples hardening. He covered himself with the latex. “Sex,” he hissed through his teeth. 
 
    Puffs of breath caressed my overheated skin. I grabbed at the tensed muscle of his thighs, nails digging in, making a kneading, begging motion. He groaned then finally began moving, pressing against me, but not penetrating.  
 
    “Please!” My nails dug into the hard muscles of his bottom, trying to force him forward. He winced. 
 
    “Take it easy.” He gentled, rocking against me.  
 
    “Don’t make me beg.” What was stopping him?  
 
    He cupped my cheek. “I want to make this good, honey. No rushing. I want us both to enjoy it. We’ve waited this long. You can go a few more minutes. I promise it will be worth it.” His thumb rested beneath my bottom lip, pulling gently downwards, tugging my mouth open, ready for his kiss.  
 
    A hot, wet, fierce exploration. I arched into his kiss, lips clinging to his for a little longer each time he pulled away. His rough hands ran over me, teasing the curve of my stomach. My skin jumped, trembling against his touch. Good, so good. 
 
    He pulled back, breaking our kiss, breath coming hard. 
 
    What was wrong? 
 
    Was it my stomach? Mum was right: I should’ve cut back on the chips and wine. I sucked in a breath and tensed my stomach.  
 
    “You’re perfect.”  
 
    His words whispered over me, cooling my sweat-dampened skin. I shivered, hips lifting, nudging against him, silently begging. He continued without haste, hands massaging exposed skin, stroking over the curve of my waist and breasts.  
 
    “Hurry up,” I wailed. 
 
    “Hmm. What have we here?” He flicked my hard nipples. 
 
    I gasped. “If… If you have to ask at this stage, we’ve got a problem.”  
 
    He watched the ripple effect run over my skin, transfixed. “Please.” He stuck his tongue out, a damp touch with the power of an electric cattle prod, laving my nipple then drawing back to blow across the damp peak, chuckling at my desperate whimpering.  
 
    My hips rocked against his, my nails clutching and raking his shoulders.  
 
    He drew my nipple deeply into his mouth, pulling, tugging, rolling it with his tongue. I arched, pressing my tight, achy breast into his mouth. A whimper broke from my throat. I flinched as the sensitivity became too much. “I can’t… It’s too much.” 
 
    “You can. Don’t fight it.” He murmured calming, indistinct sounds against my breasts, as my chest heaved. His lips moved up my chest, over my collarbone. I arched, wanting to be closer to him, trying to increase the pressure between our lower bodies. My hands pulled at him, moving frantically over his hot, hard planes. 
 
    His tongue laved the column of my throat, and my head fell back. His teeth scraped my skin, then bit down, where my shoulder joined my neck. My breath sobbed out. Wetness flooded between my legs. I was too far gone to do more than tilt my hips, trying to ease the burning emptiness. To hurry him into filling the void. 
 
    He shifted, balancing his weight on one arm, his other hand smoothing over the trembling flesh of my stomach, before dipping between my legs. His long, blunt fingers parted my folds, his thumb playing over my clit as first one, then a second finger sank inside me. Mark hissed a breath. “Wet. Tight. Beautiful.” 
 
    “Please, please.” I panted. Pressure built, a scarily intense tide. I moaned and clutched his bicep and shoulder. I was already primed – just a little more pressure on my clit and I’d come. I was shaking and moving against him, reaching for what I wanted. His thumb circled my clit, teasing as I trembled and begged.  
 
    “Stop teasing me!” I writhed against him, trying to direct the pressure. 
 
    The fingers curled inside me, stroking. My eyes rolled back. His thumb slid back over my clit. He pressed down. “Come, KT.” 
 
    I arched into his hand, crying out as the tide broke, pleasure flooding me.  
 
    He moved fast, not giving time for me to come back down from the high, immediately pulling his fingers from my heat, his hips moving forward, his erection sliding against me, teasing, still not penetrating.  
 
    His growl vibrated through me. I squirmed, wriggling against him, wrapping one leg over his hip, cradling him to me. His hand skimmed my buttocks, pulling me tighter.  
 
    “Yes,” I hissed. As he finally pressed forward sinking into my heat, I melted on a sound, half sigh, half whimper, as he sank deeper.  
 
    “Jesus!” My still-trembling muscles stretched and burned in his wake. “Jesus.” 
 
    “You think it’s the second coming, honey?”  
 
    I slapped at his back, ineffectual swats that ended with nails clawing, digging deeper as he thrust harder, faster. Taking me straight back up to the precipice of pleasure. 
 
    The headboard banged against the wall, my box spring creaking under the unfamiliar workout of fan-fucking-tastic sex. He thrust deep, hard, again and again, and… I came with a high whimpering sound, body rippling, muscles gripping and releasing, taking him with me. 
 
    “Unhhh.” He sank over me, a heavy, blanketing weight.  
 
    I pushed feebly against his shoulder, desperate for breath, and he rolled off me, tugging the sheet up to cover me. He sighed, pulling me close, nestling me against his warmth. He said drowsily, “You know, you just have to ask. I’ll help you get all the practice you want.” 
 
    Practice?  
 
    What? 
 
    Oh. Right. Yeah. Practice. 
 
    Me. Mark. Practice. 
 
    Pushing against him, I angled for space, propping my head up and looking down at him through narrowed eyes. “It’s not all me, you know. You could use a little work on your technique too. A little less conversation, a little more action, please.” I squealed as he yanked my arm out from under me, pulling me down beside him.  
 
    “There is nothing wrong with my technique. I had you sweating and squealing a few seconds ago.” He rolled from the bed, disappearing into the bathroom. He disposed of the condom before returning to the bed. He climbed back under the covers, then dragged me against him, large hands cupping my bottom to hold me close. “Your pillow talk, however, leaves a lot to be desired. If you can’t say anything good – and by good, I mean something along the lines of ‘wow, that was the best sex ever’ or ‘I didn’t know it could be that big and still fit’ – shut up and just snuggle.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hmm, I see we’re going to have to spend a lot of time practicing.” He squeezed the curve of my hip, his hand sliding down to hook my thigh over his, and he rolled on top, kissing me into submission. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    You’re an accountant. You want to go to my room, add the bed, subtract your clothes, divide your legs, and multiply? 
 
      
 
    I blinked slowly into awareness, tunnelling my way out of my duvet cocoon. I nuzzled against the pillow, hanging on to the last vestiges of sleep.  
 
    Hmm, it smelt nice.  
 
    It smelt of… dark, piney yumminess, of… Mark.  
 
    Awareness hit with the force of a freezing tsunami. Yelping, eyes wide, I frantically searched the bed.  
 
    He was gone.  
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    How did I feel about it? Was I was pleased to avoid an awkward morning-after scene, or upset that he’d run out on me as soon as he woke up and realised he’d slept with me?  
 
    A noise had me looking up. Mark leant against the doorjamb, watching me, dressed only in boxer shorts; his gorgeous chest and eight-pack stomach still bore the faint red lines of my nails. Oh, God. Was he working up to reminding me that I wasn’t his type? That it was just practice sex and I shouldn’t get clingy and start trying on wedding dresses?  
 
    He took a breath.  
 
    I spoke quickly, before he could say something I’d never recover from, saying the first thing that came into my mind: “What, no flowers or breakfast in bed?”  
 
    His face blanked, before taking on a look of oh shit. “Ah! Shit… Ah, you, ah–” He raked a hand through his hair. “Fuck.”  
 
    Why did I say that? I sat up, pulling the covers up over my chest, clamping them under my armpits and making sure nothing was exposed. “There’s no need to panic.” Now he thought I wanted flowers and breakfast in bed like some clingy girlfriend. Why hadn’t I kept my mouth shut? I knew I wasn’t his type (not being oversensitive; I am no Barbie). It was just two healthy adults doing what adults do…  
 
    It was just practice sex… for me, anyway. For the record, Mark did not need practice. He was already good. Gold-medal good. “Just because I had sex with you doesn’t mean I want to marry you. I’m just doing what Mum said, kissing frogs and getting in some practice for when my prince comes along.”  
 
    Good. Good. That sounded casual, relaxed. 
 
    He pushed away from the door. “Your pillow talk sucks even worse this morning than it did last night.”  
 
    “You know what they say – if you can’t handle the heat, get out of the bedroom,” I countered. Moronically. Oh my God… I’d slept with Mark and now I was saying stupid things and trying to argue with him. I had to get things back on their usual footing before I did something stupid and confused sex with… something else… something emotional. I couldn’t get clingy and desperate with Mark.  
 
    Mark had seen me naked! 
 
    My heart stopped and my stomach plunged.  
 
    It was awful. 
 
    Horrific. 
 
    Mark, who’d teased me for as long as I could remember, who never let me forget an embarrassing childhood mistake, had seen me naked and hot. I’d begged, for him. It was only a matter of time before he said something and I had to kill him. Or myself.  
 
    Under the blanket, I was still naked! 
 
    I started to hyperventilate. 
 
    “That’s the kitchen. If you can’t stand the heat, stay out of the kitchen, and I didn’t say I couldn’t deal with it.” He crawled over my (naked under the blanket) body, pinning me in place. “Besides, you can use all the practice you can get, and I’m nothing if not thorough when I commit to doing something, or someone.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    On my hands and knees, I ran a sanding block up and down the wooden hallway floor. It was exhausting, painful, and tedious. Mark had already done the other rooms. I thought he was getting the best side of our “no rent in exchange for being a handyman” deal until I started this. An hour in, my back was killing me, my hands were blistered, and I was starving. Forget the latest celeb fitness DVD. DIY should be the new fitness craze. 
 
    “It’s nice to hear you singing. You must be happy.”  
 
    I hadn’t realised I was singing until Mark spoke, but I was belting out an old Carrie Underwood song, “Jesus, Take the Wheel.”  
 
    I stopped singing and sanding and started to get up. “Shit. Owww.” Groaning and wincing, I used the wall to crawl my way up from kneeling to half standing. Mark hauled me the rest of the way. I sagged against him, whimpering.  
 
    My reflection in the mirror on the hallway wall was not pretty. No makeup, shiny face, limp hair scraped back into a ponytail (without the use of a brush). Plus, I was wearing a pink My Little Pony t-shirt I’d grown out of in the early nineties, which was so tight it was cutting off the circulation to my breasts. And here he was bare-footed, wearing a black Levellers t-shirt and loose-fit grey tracksuit bottoms and still looking H.O.T. 
 
    He slowly smiled, a smug smile of satisfaction. “A little stiff this morning, KT?”  
 
    I was feeling a little stiff and shy. We hadn’t made it out of the bedroom at all yesterday, except for food and bathroom breaks. I now knew what Mark liked so much about Kama Sutra positions number six, sixteen, and twenty-three. We’d also enjoyed sexual positions one, five, forty, and many, many more. I hadn’t even had to google them. Mark had spent hours giving me practical demonstrations. 
 
    I’d snuck out of bed this morning (leaving Mark asleep) feeling… well, maybe a little… unsure… awkward about this whole practice thing? My stomach rumbled loudly.  
 
    “Have you been doing something to work up an appetite?” His eyebrows waggled suggestively. 
 
    I ignored his innuendo and hint for a morning-after compliment. I’d begged and cried and praised him almost ceaselessly for the last thirty hours. I needed to pull back now. The last thing I needed was him getting too full of himself outside of the bedroom. Pushing stiffly back out of his arms, I made a grand, sweeping gesture at the hallway floor. “Yes, look at that.” 
 
    Tanned arms folded across his chest. A frown wrinkled his brow. “Is that the only thing you’ve done?”  
 
    “Only? It’s practically smooth enough to slide on.”  
 
    “I thought you may be feeling a bit of morning-after tension from our practice session. Guess I was wrong.” He sounded pissed. I turned. He snagged my arms, dragging me against his chest, capturing my mouth with his. His large, rough palms slid down my arms, the backs of his fingers brushing the side of my breasts. Liquid heat rippled and shivered across my body.  
 
    “So, what are your plans for today?”  
 
    “I, ah…” Was hot and flustered.  
 
    He wasn’t.  
 
    What was the question again? 
 
    Oh, yeah. “I thought I’d show you my renovation skills.” Two could play the I’m cool and relaxed about no-strings sex with my former (maybe current) nemesis and not feeling in the least bit awkward, even though I slept with him last night (and all of the night and day before) and just groped you this morning game. Wiggling against him for release, I picked up a new sheet of sandpaper, wrapped it around my sanding block, and set back to smoothing the floorboards. I was fine when we were in bed having sex; it was only now we were outside of the bedroom that I wasn’t sure what we were or how to act. The only thing I knew for sure was that I agreed with Mark for once: we were nothing like brother and sister. “I’d kill for a coffee.” 
 
    “Change killing for kissing and I’ll see what I can do.” His voice cracked. 
 
    Ah, he wasn’t as cool as he looked. “Deal.” 
 
    Mark swallowed audibly, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and stared. I stared back over my shoulder… Time stretched. My breath grew short. My heart pounded. This wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I turned back to sanding. I was the one who’d jumped out of bed this morning and set about sanding the sodding hallway. I could hardly complain if he played grab-and-grope then wasn’t sure whether to follow through. Putting extra effort behind a stubborn, paint-covered rough spot, I tried to ignore the heat of his eyes on my backside. 
 
    And failed. 
 
    “Coffee?” I didn’t look, continuing to scratch and sing, hoping he’d give up and go away so I could think.  
 
    I was sooooo confused. 
 
    Yes, I’d started the just for practice crap, but he’d agreed… Then again, he was a guy; he’d probably have given me his PIN and the limb of my choice if he’d thought it would get me into bed faster, but still men were supposed to want no-strings “just for practice” sex. Now that we’d done it, I was feeling, well… I was the one who’d set casual parameters on our relationship.  
 
    No, not relationship.  
 
    Agreement.  
 
    It was just practice sex.  
 
    No strings.  
 
    No emotions.  
 
    God, I was a clingy loser. Why was I getting all worked up about the fact he was acting like it was normal, like nothing had changed?  
 
    Nothing had changed. Right? I was still on an enforced two-month date-a-thon.  
 
    I had to snap out of this. I wasn’t going to turn into one of those women who equated sex with love. I curved my back then stretched upward, working out the kinks. Mark growled. He was still there, watching me? 
 
    “Why are you staring at me?”  
 
    “I’m not.” His eyes wandered around the room like there was something else worth looking at. 
 
    “You were. Oh, no you don’t!” I held up a hand, fending him off when he pushed off the wall. “I’m not going to let you distract me.” I needed space to think through what the hell was happening. 
 
    “Me, distract you?”  
 
    I smirked at his petulant tone. Mark stalked out the room.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’ve brought you a present.” Forty minutes later, Mark walked back into the hall freshly showered and dressed, hands hidden behind his back. 
 
    “A present? For me?” Happiness and wonder blossomed in my chest. “What is it?” I love presents! I settled back on my haunches to watch. Unfortunately, this put my eyes on a level with his crotch.  
 
    Awkwardness still lingered, but I’d spent the last forty minutes sanding and working my way through it. If Mark could be cool with it, so could I. I just needed to stick with the whole practice makes perfect crap until this emotional neediness bubble I was stuck in burst.  
 
    Mark wasn’t the commitment type. It was like he’d said to Barbie, “We’re just dating and should both continue to see other people” – only replace “dating” with “having sex”. Nothing could have made his disinterest clearer then the fact he’d spent the last seven weeks fixing me up with half the males in London.  
 
    Which was why I was still bent over a piece of sandpaper, trying not to get splinters in my hand and breaking my back, proving to him that I was totally cool with what we’d done and didn’t need to rehash or psychoanalyse it. I was just going to enjoy it whilst it lasted. I’m a big girl. I could cope with a purely sexual relationship.  
 
    I could. 
 
    So why was I feeling so… vulnerable and needy? A throat being cleared loudly brought me out of my musing. Oh! I’d been lost in thought and staring at Mark’s crotch. Slowly, I dragged my gaze up from just below his belt buckle. He was silently laughing at me.  
 
    “See anything you like the look of?” He enjoyed my flush of embarrassment. Hmm. Yes, I did. “It’s something that you always wanted.” 
 
    What? 
 
    Oh, the gift.  
 
    Something I’d always wanted… “You got me a puppy?”  
 
    “Nope. It’s even better.” His eyes sparkled with amusement. “Guess again.”  
 
    Better than a puppy… That was tough. “A spa holiday?” Not better than a puppy under normal circumstances, but right now…  
 
    He huffed out a laugh. “You’re getting warm.”  
 
    “Give me a clue.” Excitement bubbled in my chest.  
 
    “Since you’re beautiful and I’m feeling generous, I’ll give you three clues.” I rolled my eyes. “Number one, it’s something that you really need.” Hmm. “Two, something that will help you finish here before you get arthritis.” Ooooh. “And three, it’s something that will ensure you don’t ache too much for tonight.” 
 
    “Oh?” There was promise in him not wanting me to ache too much for tonight. Then again, Mark was notoriously bad at picking presents: for my twenty-first, he sent me a “tank-driving experience”. I’d written my mother’s car off two weeks before. He thought it was funny. “It’s not a new piece of sandpaper, is it?” 
 
    “Nope.” He sounded smug. 
 
    “Or a sex toy?”  
 
    Interest lit his eyes. “I thought we did all right without any aids, but if a little kink is what you’re into…” He shrugged. “You should have said. I’m sure we could improvise something. I’ll keep it in mind for later.” My temperature spiked. “So, guesses.”  
 
    Huh? Oh. “I’m bored of guessing. Just give it to me.” I rose on my knees, pulling at his arm, trying to see what he’d hidden behind his back. 
 
    “As impatient as ever.” He laughed. “Okay. Okay, but first you have to promise me three things.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “First, that you’ll stay and finish what you’re doing. I hate people leaving a job half done.” I gave a wary nod. “Second, you won’t be angry.” I frowned. People only told you not to be angry when they were about to do something that would make you legitimately angry. I didn’t respond. He continued anyway, taking my agreement for granted. “And third, whatever else you do, even if you don’t stick to the first and second promises, you’ll still practice with me tonight.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good. Not the practice bit. I already knew that was better than good. The promise before the present bit… did not bode well. “I’m not sure that I still want whatever it is, and I know I can’t trust you enough to make those promises without knowing what it is.”  
 
    “No promise, no present.”  
 
    “Whatever. Just get on with it.”  
 
    “Close your eyes and hold out your hands.”  
 
    Eyes closed, I held out hands pink and sore from hard work.  
 
    Hmm. Yummy. Mark leant in to steal a quick, hard kiss.  
 
    A rustle and a couple bangs later, I nearly peeked. Another stolen kiss and… “Open up!” 
 
    I blinked away the haze of desire, not even trying to drag my eyes above his belt buckle this time. I smiled as he shifted uncomfortably. Finally, I looked down… at the electric plug in my hands. A plug? Frowning, I followed the cable down to some sort of machine tool thing. It looked a bit like an industrial floor polisher. I flicked a questioning glance back up at him. “Ah, thanks?” I sounded as confused and disappointed as I felt. “What is it?” 
 
    “An electric sander,” he said in an obviously tone. 
 
    “An electric… You had this the entire time and you let me ruin a perfectly good manicure?” Okay, that was a slight exaggeration, but that wasn’t the point. “I lost the top layer of skin off my hands and have probably damaged my back for life… All the time you stood there and watched me struggle and you had an electric sander?” My voice rose on the last words. Dropping the plug, I slapped at his legs. 
 
    “Come on now.” He failed to keep the laughter out of his voice. “You were just saying how you wanted to do more exercise.”  
 
    “Now you’re saying I’m fat?” 
 
    It dawned on him that I really wasn’t happy. “No! No. You are not fat.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “I can feel a headache coming on to go with my backache.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, a smile twitching at the corner of his mouth. “Uh-uh. You promised.”  
 
    Not really. “That was before I knew you’d watched me work my bum off when all the time you had an electr–” 
 
    “A mighty fine ass it is,” he said. “Definitely worth watching.” I hissed. “How about I promise to kiss it all better?” He captured my hands, stopping me slapping at his legs, and tugged, pulling me up to lean against him.  
 
    I groaned, arching my back. Oww.  
 
    His hands slipped to my lower spine, massaging. Oh, that was good. I sagged against him, eyes closing to savour the sensation. Mark’s lips brushed my ear as he said, “I could start now.”  
 
    I clutched his biceps, humming my pleasure. He pressed kisses to my forehead, eyelids, and nose, then strung light, nipping kisses along my jaw. My head fell back, exposing my neck to his yummy ministrations. His hands slipped under my t-shirt, his thumbs pressing into the small of my back, kneading aching muscles, long, strong fingers sneaking under the silk and lace of my knickers, teasing the curve of my bottom. My stomach dipped, liquefied. 
 
    “You’re insatiable,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm, but you love me for it.”  
 
    We both froze at the L-bomb. 
 
    I stared at Mark. He looked everywhere but at me – obviously terrified I’d get the wrong idea from his choice of words – checking for the emergency exits.  
 
    It was just a figure of speech. Right? 
 
    Neither of us were ready to go there yet.  
 
    Ever.  
 
    His phone rang, and he ran like he was expecting a call from Camelot telling him he’d won the lottery.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    If you’ve lost your virginity, can I have the box it came in? 
 
      
 
    “What are you watching?” 
 
    “Ice Age.” I grunted the response from my place stretched on my stomach across the couch, eyes glued to the TV as an animated Sid sloth woke up, realised his friends and family had left him behind, and begun migrating. 
 
    “Cool,” he said. I groaned at Mark’s awful joke. “Move over.” He nudged me with his hip. 
 
    “No. I’m comfy. I want to stretch out and relax. All that sanding has made my body seize up and my back ache.” I hoped my sulky tone reminded him of what I’d thought of his sander joke. “Can’t you sit on the floor?” 
 
    “I’m not sitting on the floor, KT. I’ve spent all afternoon on the floor, tiling the bathroom.” I ignored him. “I… Fine!” He scooped me up, grunting under my weight.  
 
    Bastard.  
 
    He sat in my place, swinging his legs onto the sofa. “I’m not going to have some pointless argument over turf with you.” He lay back, his neck and head propped on the arm of the chair, bending one leg against the sofa back, the other on the floor. He settled me so I lay cradled between his thighs and draped over his chest.  
 
    He wheezed out a painful breath as I deployed an elbow, struggling to get off him. A heavy hand clamped down on my bum, landing with a loud smack that had me squealing. His palm settled, cupped, and held me in place. “You’re missing the movie. Lie still. This way we both get what we want.” 
 
    “Huh.” I sprawled over his chest, settling myself a little more comfortably – as Sid met Manny the mammoth – one hand resting on his bicep, the other fisted on the worn cotton of his t-shirt over his pec. His muscles flexed and rippled sexily under my hand. I ignored his hand palming my bum, not willing to lose the battle to make him remove it. Besides, it was nice to just snuggle in front of the TV. I bet he’d never done this with Babs. 
 
    Twenty minutes of fretting and thinking later, I shifted restlessly, eyes still fixed on the TV. “So, have you heard from Malibu Stacey recently?” 
 
    “Barbie? Nope.” He continued to stroke my bottom idly, chuckling as the acorn once more bounced out of reach of the squirrel creature. “You heard anything more from any of your dates?” His tension was communicated through the stilling of his hand on my backside. 
 
    “Oh my goodness. I don’t believe it!” my mother squealed from the hallway.  
 
    I shot up. Mark lurched forward, struggling to keep me from toppling over the edge of the sofa. My neck clicked, but it was my mother’s face staring over the back of the couch, one hand pressed to her chest, that had me wincing. “Penny was right. You two are…” 
 
    “Yes,” Mark responded. 
 
    “No!” I screeched at the same time, scrambling for purchase so I could get off him. This did not look good. If I didn’t get this under control quickly, my mother would be on the phone to his mother, whipping up a fantasy wedding. 
 
    “Why lie, KT?” he said in a harsh undertone whilst my mother continued to hyperventilate and quote Penny and Pete. His hand tightened on my hips, holding me still, before I did him serious injury.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Mum couldn’t contain her excitement. “It’s wonderful.” She either hadn’t heard my denial or was choosing not to hear it. She was probably distracted, mentally picking her mother-of-the-bride outfit. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I said. “It’s not–” 
 
    “It’s something,” Mark snapped. “Or do I need to remind you what we spent all–” 
 
    Tipping my head back against his chest, I looked up at him, eyes pleading, desperately. “Don’t do this. Please,” I whispered. 
 
    He heaved a frustrated sigh. “Fine,” he said through his teeth. “Don’t get your hopes up, Muriel. KT wanted to stretch out and watch TV and we’ve only got the one sofa, so we had to share.” 
 
    Mum’s expression fell. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes!” I snapped before he could comment. I knew I was pushing it to expect him to stick with the denial if my mother called him on it. 
 
    “I hoped you were together.” 
 
    Mark muttered something I couldn’t catch over the sound of the TV. 
 
    Mum sighed. “Well, I only came to drop off some mail that came through my door instead of yours, and, ah…” Her eyes strayed to his hand, still firmly cupped over my backside, his fingers flexing; she shook her head in a way that usually preceded her telling me she didn’t understand young people today. “Ah, a couple of phone messages that Sylvia” – I recognised my mother’s cleaner’s name – “took for you from Before Lunch. I’ll ah, I’ll leave you two to… ah, watch TV, then.” 
 
    The door clicked behind her and the silence stretched between us. Mark sucked in a breath. “Don’t,” I said. He tensed under me, then heaved out a breath and remained silent. We both turned back to the TV. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke sprawled over Mark, still on the sofa, his hands roaming over me. The TV, sound on low, showed a Friends rerun and lit the room with its flickering light. His t-shirt had bunched up under his arms, leaving me lying against the warmth of his bare skin. I rubbed my cheek against the springy hair on his chest, enjoying his rumbling response. He smelt of paint and grout, from working on the bathroom and the musky scent of warm, sleepy man. Yummy. “You don’t know how lucky you are,” I said. “Not many women would be willing to take on an unemployed man, no matter how good he is at DIY and making love.”  
 
    He stilled, eyelids half covering his eyes. “You said making love,” he said sleepily.  
 
    Damn it.  
 
    It was practice sex.  
 
    I scowled, body tense against his. “You know what I meant.”  
 
    “I do,” he responded on a sigh. “I just wondered if you’d figured it out yet.”  
 
    “Fine, not many women would be willing to take on an unemployed man, no matter how good you are in bed.” 
 
    He frowned, then his lips twitched. “I’m good in bed, huh?”  
 
    “I should’ve guessed you’d focus on that bit and not the unemployed bit.” 
 
    “I’m employed. One of those letters your mum brought was from a publisher. They’re interested in taking my manuscript on.” 
 
    “Wow… Congratulations.” I pressed a quick kiss to his lips. 
 
    “Want to help me celebrate?” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling your idea of celebrating doesn’t involve leaving the bedroom?” 
 
    “It’s my celebration, but I’m willing to compromise. We’ve never done it on the sofa, or in the kitchen.”  
 
    I considered my options. “There’s no need to move or delay if we stay on the sofa.”  
 
    A smile slowly spread across his face, reaching up into his eyes. “That’s my girl.”  
 
    Our mouths met, a gentle pressure growing deeper, firmer. His lips coaxed with addictive expertise. My lips parted, our tongues tangled. We broke apart, gasping for breath. “What’s your book actually about?” I said, panting.  
 
    His muscles flexed under my fingers. His lips moved against mine. “Best wait until after the congratulatory sex to ask questions.” 
 
    Warning bells sounded. “That means it’s about something that would stop you getting congratulatory sex.” I leant back to look at him. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later. First things first – I wouldn’t want you to think I let success go to my head and didn’t prioritise giving you the attention you need.” He hauled me up his body until he could reach my mouth better. He tasted of coffee and hunger.  
 
    I needed more. I needed to feel his skin pressed against mine, all of mine. I wanted to wrap my legs around him and enjoy what followed. It was all practice, and my body, which had been in sexual exile for too long, was craving his.  
 
    Sitting up, I tugged his rumpled t-shirt the rest of the way off, smoothing my hands across his broad shoulders and down over his chest, nails scratching against small, flat nipples. My hands trailed lower, teasing feather-light touches that chased goose bumps over his skin. I shuffled back, smiling as I reached the thick, dark line of springy hair that disappeared into his low-slung jeans.  
 
    I paused, enjoying the feeling of him hardening beneath my touch. He sucked in a breath, tightening his muscles, trying to push his erection into my hand. I gave him what he wanted, tugging his pants out of my way, wrapping my hand around him, smoothing my thumb over the sensitive tip, moistened with his own need. I slid my hand down, squeezing gently, then up, in one long stroke over his hard velvet shaft. “Ah, fuck, KT.” He groaned, eyes rolling, and dropped his head back on the arm of the sofa. 
 
    “So, I’ve been thinking about the kink you promised me.” 
 
    He grunted as my hand made a long slide then squeeze. “Anything.”  
 
    “Goody.” Another pass with my hand. “I was thinking you could be the handyman.” 
 
    “Huh. You keep playing with the handyman’s tool like that and he’s going to blow a gasket.” I laughed, continuing the squeeze and slide, until his hand clamped around my wrist, stilling the motion. “You have to stop that before I embarrass myself and give you that pearl necklace your mother spoke about.”  
 
    Jack-knifing up, he pulled my top off. “Beautiful.” My breasts bounced forward, perfectly presented to his mouth. He leant forward, lapping with his tongue, groaning his frustration when I moved, going straight for his erection. He knocked my hands out of the way. “You shouldn’t disturb a man at work.” 
 
    “I thought I could be your apprentice, make sure your tools were kept in perfect working order.” 
 
    “Your mind is one track.” 
 
    “And you have a problem with that?”  
 
    He grabbed my hands, clamping them to the sofa over my head, surging up and over me, pressing his body into mine. I shuddered, tremors of arousal sparking out as my sensitive nipples brushed the solid wall of his chest. My hips pressed against the rigid strength of his erection.  
 
    His mouth closed over mine. I gasped at the impatient thrust of his tongue. He responded instantly, taking advantage, deepening the kiss, his mouth hot and open, his tongue duelling with mine. I whimpered, hearing his rumbled response of possession as my fingernails scored his back, sliding down to push at his waistband. I pulled but didn’t have the flexibility or the room to manoeuvre to get him out of them.  
 
    Mark jumped up and began to divest himself of his clothes, dragging my joggers and panties off too before he joined me back on the sofa, finally putting sensitive skin to skin. Sighing, I pressed my mouth to the pulse in his neck, tasting salty, hot male, my lips tingling from the vibration of his groan.  
 
    His mouth moved to the sensitive skin beside my ear. His stubble scraped. His teeth placed stinging nips that his tongue soothed. Fingers trailed back up the inside of my thigh, stroking the sensitive skin before sliding through my damp curls, finding my clit. My thighs parted. I gasped for air, head back, eyes closed, muscles tensed and straining as I panted my desire. He growled, enjoying the submissive gesture.  
 
    “You feel so good. So hot and wet and ready for me.” He panted. He stretched out beside me. His tongue teased. He groaned, grinding his shaft against my hip.  
 
    “Please, Mark. Please.” I writhed against him, aching. My hands clutched. My fingers dug into his shoulders as he slid down my body, moving to kneel beside the sofa. Wedging his big body between my thighs, he dragged my legs over his shoulders, pulling my bum to the edge of the cushion. He used his thumbs to part me, eyes fixed on my sex. “I dream of you like this, I wake up with your taste on my tongue.” 
 
    I jerked, crying out as his mouth claimed me, fingers clawing at his hair, gripping the short strands. He responded by tightening his hold on my bottom, holding me to his mouth, his lips sealed tight around my clit, his tongue making hard little flicks followed by long, slow licks.  
 
    “Please.” I was rocking against his mouth now, fingers kneading in his hair, head thrashing against the sofa cushions, lost to sensation, as he feasted on me. “I can’t…”  
 
    He pulled my clit deeper into his mouth, his teeth scraping lightly as two thick fingers pushed into my desperately grasping channel. “You–” I screamed, convulsing around him as my climax hit me hard, thrusting me beyond thought into a realm of pure, pulsing pleasure. 
 
    I floated slowly back down, with him gently stroking and petting me. My legs slid off his shoulders as he shifted us, his body dragging against mine as he moved back up me. He chuckled at my shuddering moan as every brush of his solid body against my distended clit set off explosions of pleasure-pain. 
 
    His lips found mine, his tongue pushing deep, and I tasted myself on him. I tore my mouth from his, gasping for breath. “Inside me. Now.” 
 
    He dug through the pocket of his jeans, pooled around his knees, pulling out a small plastic square. He ripped it open and rolled the condom down his pulsing shaft. His thighs tensed, pushing forward to settle between mine. His hands captured mine where they fluttered against his chest.  
 
    “Ow, my back!” I tensed, pain flaring as he moved forward. I yanked my hand free of his, slapping it against his chest, pushing him back. 
 
    Mark froze, heart pounding against my palm. He eased gently back, holding his weight off me. “Bloody stupid… I should’ve just given you the electric sander straight away – or better yet, kept you in bed.” I whimpered. “Take it easy, honey.”  
 
    Easy for him to say. His back hadn’t just seized. Grasping my hips, he rolled, pulling me over him, pressing my damp heat against his stomach. I came to rest straddling him. He lay back, breathing hard, holding me against him, fingers flexing against my skin in time with the rocking of his hips.  
 
    With the change in position, the pain lessened. I relaxed against him, left hand braced on his chest balancing myself. Reaching between us, I stroked him with my right hand. “Impressive set of tools you have here, Mr Handyman.” 
 
    “Complete satisfaction guaranteed,” he responded. “Or you get your next service for free.” His hands tightened on my hips. He watched me, eyes dark with passion. My head fell back. One large hand gripped my hip, steadying me; the other kneaded my breast in time with my rocking, sending pulses of pleasure straight to my over-sensitised clit. My panting grew louder. Mark increased the deep, hard rhythm of his hips, surging and retreating inside my body.  
 
    We were both shaking and surging against each other, desperate to reach satisfaction. I bucked, whimpering, calling out Mark’s name as I tumbled over the edge into orgasm.  
 
    “KT!” He surged against me, eyes locked on mine as his release pulsed through him, pumping deep into me. 
 
    I collapsed on top of him, slick skin pressed against slick skin. He rolled us onto our sides, dragging the throw off the back of the sofa over my trembling body. He settled me flush against him, stroking a soothing hand over my hair and down my back.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke sometime later feeling snug and secure with Mark’s body spooned behind me on the couch. His face was buried in my hair, warm breath puffing against my neck. His arm draped over my waist, palm cupping my breast (made a change from my backside), and his hairy thigh was flung over my smooth ones, clamping me against him. I shivered as his palm smoothed over my stomach then back up over the curve of my breast. His sleepy, sexy voice rumbled in my ear. “It’s your turn to make dinner, and you owe me a beer for all my hard work earlier.” 
 
    “Hmm. Dinner?” We’d slept and had sex on the couch most of the afternoon. We were lucky my mother hadn’t delivered another message whilst I was playing with the handyman’s tool. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Nearly five.”  
 
    I squealed. “Five? I’m going to be late.” I struggled to roll away from him and off the couch, sending us both tumbling to the floor. I landed hard on my hands and knees, Mark bent over my back, his erection probing, like the bloody Duracell Bunny. 
 
    He grunted on impact, clamping me against him with a firm hand. “Late for what?” 
 
    I elbowed and wiggled to no avail. “My date.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My date.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Was your father a thief? Because someone stole the stars from the sky and put them in your eyes! 
 
      
 
    “You’re joking, right?”  
 
    The silence that followed Mark’s ominously quiet words was broken by the sound of car tyres splashing on the wet road outside. 
 
    Why would I be joking? “No.”  
 
    “You’re going on a date, with a man?” Fury vibrated through his still-quiet tone, raising the tiny hairs on my arms and the back of my neck.  
 
    “Yes. A date. With a man.” I shuffled forward on my hands and knees, putting a couple of inches of space between us. His hand landing on my hip halted my movement. “Before Lunch called. I thought I told you about it? It was one of the messages Mum left.”  
 
    His “No” was said in a hell no tone. I glanced over my shoulder. He sat back on his heels, looming over me, naked and scowling. “I wouldn’t have forgotten that.”  
 
    “Well, they’ve found Mr Perfect and set up a date for us tonight at Bee Tower. Cocktails from six thirty, then dinner.” 
 
    “You’re not going.” 
 
    He did not just tell me I couldn’t do something, especially not something he’d been part of blackmailing me into. “What?”  
 
    “You’re not going.”  
 
    I twisted so I could see his face. His eyes were burning, his brows beetled, and his mouth was tight. What was his problem? “Don’t be silly. Of course I’m going.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” His hand burned against my hip. 
 
    “Deadly. It’s all been arranged. I can’t back out now.” What the hell was going on? Why was he angry at me? “I said I’d go out on a date if they could find me someone… and I will.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, Kate. You’re screwing me.” 
 
    I sucked in a hard breath and jerked away from his touch, scrambling across the floor on hands and knees, anger taking the place of grace. “You say that like a couple of practice screws mean something, Mark.” 
 
    “You kneel butt naked in front of me and say that like it doesn’t, Kate.”  
 
    Damn it all. What the hell was happening here? This was what he wanted. He’d set the whole thing up with Mum.  
 
    “What the hell do you think we’re doing here?” 
 
    Not fair. He wasn’t allowed to pose questions like that. Not when I didn’t know what the right answer was. What did he think we were doing? “Practice sex?” I said, my uncertainty making it sound like a question. 
 
    He snarled and jerked upright. “It’s a relationship, damn it! We don’t need to practice. I’m pretty sure I’m not boasting when I say it’s pretty fucking perfect.” 
 
    I just… I was totally confused. “You told Barbie it was just dating and you should see other people.” 
 
    “You are not Barbie.” His tone was lethal. 
 
    I scooped up the first thing I found, his t-shirt, covering my nakedness, as I stood staring at him and breathing hard. He stared back, his face icy. “I don’t understand you,” I whispered hoarsely, torn between temper and tears. 
 
    “You’re not kidding. You’ve just proved you haven’t got a fucking clue about me.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m even telling you about this. You didn’t ask me to make you any promises, nor did I offer any that I recall.” 
 
    “You want promises?” The fury that had roared through him seemed to be turning cold. He stopped giving me death looks. 
 
    “No.” Not if I had to practically beg for them. He hauled himself back on to the couch. “What the hell do you want me to do, just stand the poor guy up?” 
 
    “Yes!” he bawled at the top of his voice. 
 
    Not so cool, then. “You’re being unreasonable.” 
 
    “There is nothing unreasonable in not wanting you to crawl out of my bed–” 
 
    “Sofa.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed dangerously and his fists clenched. “Crawl off my body, out of my arms and into some other man’s.” He ran a hand through his hair and made a visible attempt to rein in his temper. “I don’t want you going out with this guy.”  
 
    Seriously? “Are you… jealous?” 
 
    His expression said I’d just won the award for most obvious question of the night. “It’s not exactly surprising, given the circumstances.” 
 
    Like I’d forgotten the circumstances. He was the one who got me into this ridiculous situation in the first place. “You think? You’re the one who set this ‘two months of dating as many men as possible’ thing up with my mother. Blackmailed me into it. You thought it was funny then, Mark.”  
 
    “That was before.” 
 
    “That was before?” I mimicked in a childish singsong voice. “There’s a rational argument.” I sounded scathing. I felt it. He’d seen and heard about all my previous dates. It wasn’t like anything had ever happened for him to be jealous about. What made him think this time would be different? “If you want to be able to make comments on who I spend my spare time with, you need to… to–”  
 
    “To what?” he said. Hell, I wasn’t certain what he needed to do. “I’ve told you that I don’t want you to do it, but it seems like sharing your bed and body doesn’t give me any say, and it’s a bit early to be expecting wedding bells.”  
 
    “I don’t want to go out on dates with these men.” 
 
    “Good!” He leapt off the sofa. 
 
    “This whole thing is all your fucking!” I screamed back, conveniently forgetting Mum’s role. I didn’t want anything of his touching me right now. I ripped off his t-shirt and threw it at him, storming naked through to my bedroom.  
 
    He was being totally unreasonable. And now there wasn’t even enough time to take a decent shower, just a quick wash, brush my teeth, and scrape my hair back. I sprayed myself liberally with perfume, dragged on a dress, and slipped into heels, dispensing with tights when I couldn’t stop shaking with anger for long enough not to ladder them. All the time, muttering about stupid, stubborn, unreasonable men. Grabbing my purse, I stormed back through to the living room.  
 
    Mark was pacing the living room, clearly working up a head of molten fury. “I don’t know why you’re bothering. If he’s able to sit around watching daytime TV all day, he’s probably an unemployed waster anyway.” 
 
    “Or perhaps he’s a wannabe author,” I retorted, slamming the door behind me so hard it bounced back. He caught it before it hit him in the face then swung it closed with enough force to echo down the street like a gunshot. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Bee Bar was busy. Live jazz was playing and trendy South Bankers stood in groups laughing and chatting. I stumbled off the lift, feeling strangely off balance. I was nervous. I didn’t have a clue what Richard – the man Before Lunch had set me up with – looked like. Which explained why I was so unsettled. It had nothing to do with the fact I’d walked out on Mark in the middle of an argument.  
 
    I scanned the bar. Maybe he wasn’t here. He might have stood me up. I was nearly ten minutes late. So, he should be here, waiting. If he wasn’t– 
 
    “Hi, Kate. I’m Richard. Pleased to meet you.” I blinked as an overwhelmingly gorgeous man appeared beside me. Movie-star hot. “Make Ashton Kutcher look ugly” hot. “Don’t worry. I’m not another weird stalker.”  
 
    I stared open-mouthed. His lips twitched with amusement. His eyes were a bright blue. He had a strong, square jaw line with a cleft in his chin. A large, straight nose, quick-to-smile mouth, and thick, dark hair. He was built like a man should be, tall, broad, solid. “I’m your date from Before Lunch.” He slipped my coat off my shoulders and passed it to a waiter, who returned a short time later with a cloakroom ticket. Richard handed the ticket to me, checking me out with subtle, but obvious, appreciation. “You look great.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” I snapped out of my fog, looking down and checking what I’d put on. I hadn’t paid any attention when I was dressing. It wasn’t bad. My little red dress had never let me down in the past. My black shoes didn’t exactly go, but at least I’d put a matching pair on. I could have looked a heck of a lot worse. 
 
    “We have a table in the back corner.” His hand settled at the base of my spine, guiding me through the busy bar to our seats, protecting me from the jostling of other patrons. I felt… nothing. When Mark did that, I felt tingles. When Ashton Kutcher’s hotter brother did it… N. O. T. H. I. N. G.  
 
    The table was one of those high, round ones, with two barstools. The production crew had fenced off a little area around it so they could see us. I settled stiffly on a stool. He pulled his own seat closer so we could speak over the music. “I thought we could start with cocktails.”  
 
    I scanned the drinks list, unable to concentrate long enough form the letters into words. A waiter hovered at my shoulder, stressing me. “I can recommend the Undercover Lover,” he said. 
 
    “No, thanks. I’m still unsettled from the one I had earlier.”  
 
    “Pardon?” The waiter looked confused.  
 
    Bugger it. I flushed. I hadn’t meant to say that aloud. “Sorry. I’m not sure…”  
 
    Richard cut in, flashing a comforting smile and saving me from terminal embarrassment. “I recommend the champagne cocktail or a Bee House-style margarita.” 
 
    I forced a smile. “I’ll have a champagne cocktail. Thanks.”  
 
    Richard looked at me with a curious and expectant smile. Alternate hot and cold waves of guilt swamped me. What was I doing? I couldn’t get a proper breath. My heart was pounding. This was crazy. Mark had no right to make me feel this way. We’d never even been on a date. We’d only had practice sex a few times (okay, it was a few days and nights, not times, but the point remained valid). Everyone knows a man will take sex whenever and wherever it’s offered.  
 
    It didn’t mean anything. 
 
    After twenty minutes of hyperventilating, stewing over my argument with Mark, and pretending I liked jazz, Richard took me through to the restaurant. It was just a short walk back through the cocktail bar, so I carried my second champagne cocktail with me to the table. Richard took over from the maître d’ and seated me. 
 
    The perfect gentleman, making sure I was comfortable before he sat opposite. “If it was summer, I’d have asked for us to sit on out on the terrace, but it’s not open yet, so I just went for a window seat.” 
 
    I settled and looked through the full-length window he indicated. The view over the Thames at night was fantastic. The lights of London and the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral lit up the skyline. The restaurant was arranged with the tables along one side by the window. The kitchen ran along the opposite side and was open to the dining room, allowing diners to see their food being prepared. 
 
    Richard smiled. 
 
    I dredged my mind for speed-dating questions, so the poor guy didn’t have to suffer through a whole date of silence. I felt like a bitch. He was gorgeous (I cannot overemphasise this), intelligent, attentive, and just generally wonderful, and I couldn’t even work up the energy to hold up my side of a conversation.  
 
    It was all Mark’s fault. He’d upset me just before I’d come out, and now I felt all out of sorts and… guilty. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit here and let him ruin everything. The last thing I needed was Before Lunch or Loose Women calling me out for being a miserable date. Fixing a faux-interested expression on my face, I said on one long exhale, “So-what-do–you-do-for-a-living-Richard?”  
 
    Okay, so the first question that came to mind was banned from the speed-dating question list, and the delivery wasn’t great, but I was trying, and speed dating had been a disaster anyway. 
 
    “I’m a business consultant.” 
 
    “Really?” Bloody hell! Why would he lie about it?  
 
    “Really.” There was a smile in his voice. “I go into failing businesses and turn them around. Some of them I keep; some of them I sell on. Mostly, I’m interested in retail, but I have a couple of fitness centres and restaurants as well.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I nodded. What next? I had to say something. I didn’t want to lapse into an awkward silence. “What about hobbies? What do you do in your spare time?” That one was straight from the speed-dating cheat-sheet. 
 
    “Well, as a general rule, I try not to bore beautiful women when I’m lucky enough to go on a date with one. I seem to be failing on that tonight.” 
 
    “Yes.” Oh, wait! “No!” I shouldn’t have agreed. I blinked at him, eyes wide, mind empty. “I’m so sorry. I’m not bored.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Really, I’m not.”  
 
    “I’m a big boy, Kate. I can tell when someone’s not interested in me.” 
 
    “It’s not that. You’re gorgeous, successful… You’re Mr Perfect.” 
 
    “But…”  
 
    “I’ve got a couple of things on my mind, but that’s no excuse for being a bad date.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Being Mr Perfect” – he winked – “I have the perfect cure for a tough day… alcohol.” Wow. He really was perfect. Alcohol was my cure-all too. “They have a great wine list here.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Red or white?” 
 
    “Whichever you think is best.” I forced myself to make an effort. “Although I’m off Merlot at the moment.” 
 
    “Do you mean that bit about leaving the choice up to me, or are you just being polite? I don’t want to tread on any feminist toes.” 
 
    I went for the truth. There was no point in being on my best behaviour or trying to impress him. “It’s a mix between being polite and not wanting to have to wade through the wine list. I’m not much of a feminist unless it comes to being paid the same amount as a man for the same job. Oh, and putting out the rubbish.” I shrugged at his enquiring look. “Man’s work.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Honesty. I like that. Well, I’m a Chardonnay fan. If you don’t have any objections?” I shook my head. “Great, we’ll have a bottle of the Tapanappa Tiers Vineyard Chardonnay, please.”  
 
    After the sommelier left, I tried again to be a better date, forcing myself to focus on Richard and look interested in his responses. “So, you know how I ended up here, but how did you end up going on a date with someone you’ve never met who was advertised on daytime TV? You don’t strike me as the daytime TV type.”  
 
    I felt more relaxed now there was no pressure. He knew I wasn’t interested. He wasn’t going to expect anything or pounce on me. I was here for the duration, so I should try my best to settle down and enjoy the date, or at least make it tolerable for Richard. It wasn’t his fault Mark was a prick who tag-teamed with my mother to force me into dating, then made me feel like I was cheating on him by being here.  
 
    “You mean I’m employed.” He flashed that perfect smile again, tasted the wine when the sommelier brought it to the table, and nodded his consent. “Meddling family.” 
 
    “Ah.” I nodded in sympathy. “That’s how I ended up being advertised in Underground stations and on TV. Your mum?”  
 
    “And a sister who recently gave birth and is still on maternity leave. She saw you, thought you were my type, and recorded the rest of your appearance before showing me.” 
 
    I groaned. “You’ve seen it?” 
 
    “Yep.” Then he ruined it by laughing. He pulled himself together and shook his head, but the laughter continued dancing in his eyes. “Sorry, but that bit with the cameraman who’s gay…” He wiped away a tear of mirth. “Classic.” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.” For nothing. 
 
    “Sarah, my sister, showed it to my mother, who agreed that you’re exactly my type – incidentally, so did I when I eventually found out what they were up to – and they emailed the show. I was a little unsure about the whole TV date thing, but Sarah’s still hormonal.” He gave a mock shiver of fear. “She gave it the works: tears and an I only want to see you as happy as I am guilt trip. I caved.” 
 
    “I understand all about familial blackmail. My mum spent her pension lump sum and threatened to use video footage of me looking worse than the Underground poster in the next lot of advertising. If it was just her, I could have eventually gotten out of it, but Mark supported her. So, I ended up agreeing to two months of dating and looking for Mr Perfect.” 
 
    “Ah… and now you’ve met Mr Perfect, you’ve realised it’s not what you’re looking for.” He was so intuitive. Sometimes perfect was too perfect and just wasn’t right. This was one of those times. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, madam – would you like a few more minutes or are you ready to order?”  
 
    I looked up from my menu and blinked dazedly at the waiter, realising I’d tuned out again. “I, ah–” 
 
    “We’ll take a few more minutes, thanks.” Richard munched on some bread dipped in olive oil and balsamic vinegar. We lapsed back into an awkward silence, both fixated on our menus like they held next week’s winning lottery numbers. “How’s it going? Are you any closer to deciding what you’d like?” he asked after a couple of minutes. 
 
    “I can’t decide between the monkfish with cashew nuts and langoustine dressing, or the slow-poached venison with sweet potato.” I felt miserable, like it was a vital decision I was incapable of making or I’d failed a test.  
 
    He smiled. “I’m glad you’re not one of those women who doesn’t eat. How about you order the monkfish and I’ll get the venison? You can try both and decide which you like the best and I’ll eat the other.” 
 
    Mr Perfect.  
 
    Tears welled up.  
 
    If he kept this up much longer I’d have to excuse myself, before I started to sob at the table. Sob, because I was out on a date with my perfect man and thinking about Mark and how upset he’d been when he realised I was going out.  
 
    “We’ll have the king scallops with enoki mushrooms and an ale-braised pork belly for starters. Then the monkfish and the venison. Ah, also, can I get a side of chips with that, please… and some ketchup?” He smiled sheepishly at me, then shrugged. “I like them.” 
 
    P. E. R. F. E. C. T.  
 
    My chin wobbled, a lump of emotion stuck in my throat choking me. Of course, he noticed. “If you don’t like the monkfish, we can swap, or I can order you something else.” 
 
    “I – I’m s-sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
 
    He gave a small smile. “You may as well tell me about him and what he’s done to upset you. Otherwise that poor flower will have sacrificed its life in vain.”  
 
    I glanced down. At some point I’d pulled the gerbera from the budvase and shredded it, littering the table with cerise petal-confetti. “You must think I’m so rude. There’s nothing wrong with the food order, or me…” I forced another smile and tried to ignore the tremble in my voice. “Or you!” I added belatedly. “I’m having a good time. I am.” I should be. 
 
    He choked on his wine, then started to laugh. “I’m thirty-five years old. I’ve had a couple of serious long-term relationships and I have a sister. I know what a woman looks like when she’s sulking and fretting over something a man has said or done.” He smiled sympathetically. “If I had a mirror, I’d hold it up to you and prove my point.” 
 
    “Why do you have to be so perfect?” No man wanted to talk about what was troubling a woman they barely knew.  
 
    His perfect white teeth flashed in a dental-advert-perfect smile. The waiter arrived beside the table, sliding beautiful-looking starters onto the table before melting away. 
 
    “Maybe I’m lulling you into a false sense of security; I’m going to go to the bathroom later, duck out, and leave you to pick up the bill,” Richard said. 
 
    I went prickly-cold with panic. I frantically tried to remember which credit card I’d brought. Perhaps it would have been funny if I hadn’t lived through a pretty similar situation only a few weeks ago.  
 
    He laughed, squeezing my hand where it rested on the table. “You deserved that. Now stop panicking. As you already pointed out, I’m perfect. I won’t abandon you. Besides, Before Lunch are picking up the tab. Now, smile and pretend you’re having fun. You weren’t listening before, but those guys over there, with the cameras” – he pointed a few tables away, where a couple of men, one young and tall with a ponytail, the other short, fat, and bald, fiddled with cameras – “are from Before Lunch, getting some footage. The last thing I want is to look like a loser that bores his date. You might not be interested in me, but someone else watching Before Lunch may be.” His hand covered mine on the table again. “I’m not saying that to make you feel bad; that’s just a fringe benefit.” He flashed a grin. “Now spill.” 
 
    “I can’t come on a date with you and bore you with my problems.” Or talk to him about another man. 
 
    “I asked, and I won’t keep begging you to tell me, so take the opportunity, or I’m going to have to tell Before Lunch you sulked because you didn’t like their choice of a date. Then Penny will cry and Pete will get angry, and I wouldn’t be surprised if internet trolls find you online and start bullying you…” 
 
    I huffed out a sigh. “Fine, you asked for it, and maybe a male perspective would be good.”  
 
    “You’ll feel better if you talk about it. Maybe then you’ll be able to eat your dinner instead of playing with it.”  
 
    He was perfect. So, of course, he was right. It would probably get annoying being with a man who was right all the time. The food looked and smelt fantastic, but my stomach was still unsettled. I’d have liked to blame it on first-date nerves, not being upset over Mark, but… “I can’t believe he got all angry and upset just because I was coming out with you.” I glanced up, checking his response. “It was totally unfair.” 
 
    “Ah, so I was right with the ‘other man’ theory. Did he have a reason to be upset?” 
 
    “No… I-I don’t… I mean… He doesn’t have any right to make me feel guilty for being here.” I forked up some of the delicious belly pork. “We’re only having dinner. It’s not like I’m cheating on him.” It just felt like I was. 
 
    “What kind of relationship do the two of you have?” 
 
    “I… Almost like family.” 
 
    He snorted. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that almost doesn’t count?” My eyes narrowed. “In what way are you like family?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve known Mark forever. We used to play together as kids, and then he moved to America with his mother. Other than the occasional family holiday, I didn’t see him for years, and now he’s back and he moved in with me and suddenly he thinks he has a right to dictate who I see.” My words were getting faster and faster and shriller and shriller. 
 
    “Penny was right. It’s Mark the ‘hunk’ who’s almost, but not quite, family…” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like it makes perfect sense when it plainly doesn’t.” Typical man. “One minute he’s treating me like I’m an irritating little sister, and the next he’s getting all possessive.” 
 
    His eyebrows hiked. “Does he have a right to be possessive?” 
 
    I ignored the question, because the only truthful answer was maybe… probably… yes. “I don’t get why everyone thinks women are the moody, unpredictable ones.” 
 
    “Maybe he has feelings for you and doesn’t like the idea of you going out with some other man.” He shrugged like it made perfect sense. “If we had a relationship, I wouldn’t be happy with you going on a date with some strange guy, who’s probably looking for something more than friendship.” 
 
    “He said he was fine with just sex,” I rebutted, annoyed. “Then when he found out I was coming on a date with you he–” 
 
    “Whoa!” Richard reared back in his seat. “Back up there a second. You’re sleeping with the poor guy and going out on a date with me? Hell, now I feel bad for him.” 
 
    “But–” What happened to Mr Perfect? 
 
    “Kate, come on. He’s living with you – a gorgeous, intelligent, curvy brunette – sleeping with you, and you’re going out with someone else?” He shook his head. “You can hardly blame him for being jealous.” 
 
    “It was just practice sex.”  
 
    Richard choked, coughed, and then laughed. Loudly. Until heads turned in our direction and tears rolled down his face. “P… p… practice sex. I’m going to use that one myself.” 
 
    I leant across the table. “He’s the one who encouraged my mother to set up the whole ‘two months of dating’ thing. He’s the one who said I had to date as many men as possible, who encouraged my mother when she said I had to kiss frogs if I wanted to find my prince. I didn’t even want to do this in the first place.”  
 
    Richard watched me steadily, obviously un-swayed by my argument.  
 
    I sat back, stunned. He agreed with Mark. That I was cheating. This must be one of those “men are from Mars” moments. I changed the subject before I fell out with him. “Enough about me. Let’s talk about you.” 
 
    He watched me for a moment. “Okay. I admitted that I’m attracted to you and you’re exactly my type: an attractive brunette with a great figure…” He paused like he was waiting for something. I had no idea what. “Where’s my payback compliment? Hey, men need an ego stroke too.” 
 
    “Some more than others,” I responded dryly. 
 
    He smiled, unrepentant. “So?” 
 
    “Fine.” I couldn’t stop my eye-roll. “You’re gorgeous. A hunk. Movie-star hot. The kind of man women flock to for your looks, success…”  
 
    “That’s it?” He waved his hands in a give-me-more gesture. 
 
    “Don’t rush me. I’m thinking.” 
 
    “It can’t be that hard.”  
 
    “It’s just a shame you’re also a mummy’s boy whose sister has him wrapped around her little finger–” 
 
    “Hey! At least I haven’t been arrested and I only have to go on one date, not two months’ worth,” he countered, placing me firmly above him on the loser scale. 
 
    “Did I mention vindictive?”  
 
    He laughed, clearly just playing around with me. We lapsed into silence, me lost in thought. Our starters were cleared and our main courses arrived. Eventually the waiter appeared, cleared the table, and handed us dessert menus. 
 
    “Would you like dessert?”  
 
    Sugar, fat, and calories when I was feeling confused and depressed? Of course I would, but… “I probably shouldn’t. I didn’t finish my main course.” 
 
    “I won’t tell your mum if you don’t tell mine I ordered chips and asked for ketchup in a posh restaurant.”  
 
    I sighed with relief. It was nice to know other people’s mothers harassed them into adulthood too.  
 
    “Come on, Kate. Chocolate will probably help. They do a fantastic chocolate plate here. My sister loves it. Besides, I want to have the sticky toffee soufflé, and eating dessert is greedy if you eat alone.” He suddenly leant across the table. “Quickly, smile. They’re doing a close-up. Laugh and pretend I’ve just said something really funny.” 
 
    I followed his directions, looking into his eyes and letting his hand rest on mine on the table. A couple of minutes of staring at him like a fool and he leant back, raising a hand to wave across the restaurant. “It’s okay. You can relax now. They’re leaving.” 
 
    “How did I do?” 
 
    “The fake laugh wasn’t great, but the smile was beautiful, and it’s not like we were miked, so everyone will think we’re having the time of our lives. Two gorgeous – one single – people on a free night out together.” 
 
    I ignored his dig. “I’m sorry. I really am having fun. I might have been distracted earlier, but… You’re a really nice guy, Richard.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know.” He waved his hand dismissively. “I’m Mr Perfect. I’m just not Mr Right for you.” 
 
    “No, but I really am sorry.” I was. 
 
    “I believe you, Kate. Now stop stressing.” 
 
    “Will you say nice things about me to Before Lunch?” Okay, I was a selfish, self-absorbed bitch. I’d sulked and whinged my way through our date and now I was going to beg him to lie and say I’d been a fantastic date. 
 
    “You want me lie on television?”  
 
    “I can always tell them you’re a really nice guy and I’d have loved to have seen you again, if only you hadn’t still been hung up on your ex-girlfriend, who dumped you because of your erectile dysfunction.” 
 
    Richard grabbed his napkin, spluttering out the sip of wine he’d just taken. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow and gave a smug smile. “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    “I pity Mark. He doesn’t know what he’s getting into.” He held up a hand, halting my next threat. “Fine, fine. I’ll say whatever you want. I’ll even fake tears and call you the one that got away.” I heaved a sigh of relief. “But you don’t get off that easily. You better tell them you were worried I was too much of a man for you to handle and say that if you hadn’t pledged your heart to another, you’d have snapped me up.” 
 
    “Deal.”  
 
    Elbows on the edge of the table, I propped my chin in my hands and looked at Richard across shredded petals and empty dessert dishes. Really looked at him, without the distraction of my own life and problems. Have I mentioned how gorgeous he was? 
 
    He deserved the woman of his dreams. Instead, he’d ended up with me. The worst date ever – make that third worst, after Romeo and Stalker John. “I’m so sorry, Richard. This must have been the worst date you’ve ever been on.” 
 
    He nodded. “It certainly ranks up there.” 
 
    “If you were a gentleman, you would’ve lied,” I muttered. 
 
    “If your idea of a gentleman is someone who lies to your face, I’m not surprised you’re having a tough time on your dates.” 
 
    “Low blow, Mar–” I froze, eyes widening as Richard winced. I covered my face with my hands, peeping out at him through my fingers. “Sorry. I’m truly sorry. I don’t know why I’m letting him distract me like this.”  
 
    “Because you’re in love with him.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    I’m Mr Right. Someone said you’re looking for me. 
 
      
 
    “What? Me… Mark…?”  
 
    I was genuinely shocked by the idea. “Love. Yep.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, I love him, but… it’s – it’s like siblings.”  
 
    Wasn’t it? I mean, I loved my friends… but I didn’t want to smother them in their sleep… or touch them in intimate ways… or get all hot and sweaty with them… Was I… Did I…? I frantically sorted through my emotions and scrambled for alternatives. 
 
    “I come from a really close family, but do you usually get love bites from your siblings?” He tapped a finger at the point where my neck and shoulder met. I mirrored the action and felt a sensitive spot. “Because we draw the line at a hug and the occasional kiss on the cheek.” 
 
    “I’m not his type.” 
 
    Richard checked me out over the table. The bodice of my dress was scooped, showcasing cleavage. I knew I hadn’t overdone it with the makeup or hairspray, and now that I’d relaxed a bit more… “He’s gay? Blind?” 
 
    “He likes skinny blondes with big…” I dropped my hands from making big-boob gestures in front of my own breasts. “Not brunettes with too many curves.” Not for anything other than practice sex, anyway. 
 
    “Why not let him decide that?”  
 
    I looked at him, confused, wary, and hopeful.  
 
    He took pity, tugging my hand from my mouth, where I worried my nail, and enclosing it with his on the table. “Talk to him.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Girl talk or guy talk?” 
 
    “English!” I snapped. What was it with men and this girl talk/guy talk rubbish?  
 
    “Did you spell out what you think and feel in real words or in looks, assumptions, and telepathy? Speaking for mankind here, I can tell you it doesn’t matter how perfect, or right, we are, we don’t understand that female crap. We need it in real ‘tell it to me straight’ words.”  
 
    “Well, I, ah… I said… that I don’t want to go out on dates with men.” 
 
    “But not that you would stop going on dates with other men?” 
 
    “We were having an argument,” I said. “I didn’t stop to think about forming a perfect response.” 
 
    “It’s not surprising you were arguing. The poor guy doesn’t have clue where he stands.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    “So, tell him how you feel and ask him straight out if he feels the same.” 
 
    “This is one of those things we spoke about earlier where I’m not a feminist; the man has to say I lo – it first.” I couldn’t bring myself to admit how I felt out loud here with Richard. Not without knowing where Mark stood on the whole emotions thing first. 
 
    “That has nothing to do with feminism, that’s being a chicken.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe you’re not as perfect as I thought on first meeting you.”  
 
    “Snappy comeback. Not,” he retorted childishly, laughing the whole time. 
 
    “Why am I arguing with you about this?”  
 
    He sobered. “Because you’ve decided to turn me into a man-friend, so now you want to argue me onto your side. It won’t work, Kate. I’m afraid I’m falling in with the brotherhood on this one.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing in my bed?”  
 
    An hour later, I wandered into my darkened bedroom. The blanket-covered heap in the middle of my bed moved, yanking the cover over his head and thumping across the bed in an annoyed gesture.  
 
    “Sleeping!” Mark snapped. 
 
    And making sure I couldn’t bring anyone else back for a night of hot sex. “Sleep somewhere else.” I slammed my handbag on the dresser, sending my brush spinning into the mirror, and snapped on the light. Mark blinked, screwing up his face at the sudden glare. I embraced the vindictive pleasure – let’s see how easy he found it to sleep with the light on.  
 
    “I’m not going back to sleeping on the blow-up mattress in the spare room, or the too-short couch.”  
 
    “You didn’t seem to mind the couch earlier,” I retorted. 
 
    “Falling asleep on the couch with a hot woman following even hotter sex is entirely different from a cold night of exile, just because you’re being unreasonable.” 
 
    “Me, unreasonable? I’m not the one being unreasonable.” 
 
    “Fine, then you won’t have any problem with turning off the light and getting into bed.” He huffed, throwing himself onto his other side so he could glare at me through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You ruined my date.” I twisted, pulling my zip down and letting my dress fall to the floor. 
 
    “I wasn’t even there.”  
 
    “Well, that didn’t stop you from ruining my date with Mr Perfect.” I stepped out of my dress and shoes and glared at him in just my underwear. He glared back, obviously fuming, as I reached behind my back to release the fastening on my black, lacy Wonderbra.  
 
    “Mr Perfect?” He used a mocking, childlike singsong voice. 
 
    “Yes. Mr Perfect. He was good-looking, intelligent, employed… self-employed, in fact. That makes him the boss. Plus, he’s really successful and kind and funny.” And willing to listen to me rave on about another man all night. “In short, perfect, and you ruined it.” 
 
    “Good.” He punched his pillow noisily. “You can call us quits. You upset your mother.” 
 
    “You told my mum we fell out?” How old was he? Bloody tattletale. I tossed my underwear in the wash basket, snatched one of his t-shirts from the clean laundry pile, and tugged it on. 
 
    “No. She came out because she heard the banging and shouting. I told her you were a bloody stubborn idiot.” He settled down, watching as I flicked off the light and moved to the bed. “It seems I’m not the first person to reach that conclusion.” 
 
    I slipped under the cover, twisting and shuffling to perch on the very edge of the bed furthest away from him, lying tensed, gripping the edge of the mattress, struggling against the pull of gravity and hot man that tried to roll me into the centre of the bed. I lay stiff and uncomfortable in the heavy silence until it became unbearable. “I think you should sleep somewhere else.” I meant it to be a firm statement, but my voice sounded confused and pathetically hurt in the silent darkness of the bedroom.  
 
    “Go to sleep.” 
 
    “I’m never going to be able to sleep if you’re going to lie there in silent condemnation all night.”  
 
    “I’m not condemning. I’m fuming.”  
 
    Neither of us was going to get any sleep if we kept this up.  
 
    Mark took a deep breath and continued in an exaggeratedly calm tone. “You must be tired after your date. Close your eyes and try to sleep, Kate. It’ll come!” he snapped, before I could say I can’t.  
 
    “Don’t patronise me,” I said, nearly falling off the edge of the bed. “You’re the one who caused this argument in the first pla–” 
 
    Ignoring my squeak of outrage and jabbing elbow, he snagged an arm around my waist and hauled me back, tucking me against the hard planes of his body, making it painfully clear that sleep was going to be a long time coming for him too. He might be angry with me, but I’d just stripped in front of him and climbed into bed with him, and he had the mother of all erections. 
 
    “Go to sleep.” His words were clipped, his tone rough.  
 
    I moved against him, wriggling to put distance between us. “Fine – I’ll sleep on the couch.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” He groaned with frustration. “I’m not in the mood for this, Kate, and you’re not in the mood for the consequences if you keep rubbing your backside against me like that.” He tightened his grip, anchoring my hips tightly against him. I froze, the silence stretching between us, only the sound of heavy breathing to break the monotony.  
 
    “Mark?” I said into the dark. 
 
    “Are you going to apologise?” he mumbled sleepily, face buried in the scented curve of my neck, hand cupping the curve of my breast. 
 
    “Apologise? Me? For what?” 
 
    “Going out with another man.” He said it like I was being dense. 
 
    “No. I want to talk abo–” 
 
    “I’m sleeping.”  
 
    So much for Richard’s “talk to him”. I wanted to talk, to clear the air and find out what Mark really felt for me, but he wasn’t interested. “I’m too stressed to sleep.” 
 
    “We’re both too tired to do anything other than fight, have sex, or sleep. I’m pretty sure I’m not going to get lucky right now, so go to sleep. With any luck, you’ll talk in your sleep and make sense for once.” He huffed out a breath as I struggled to get away again. “Lie still. I didn’t mean it. I’m just tired and pissed off. Neither of us will be able to sleep if we lie at opposite sides of the bed and sulk.” He snuggled against me, sighing deeply. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “What time is it?” Mark’s voice was groggy with sleep and displeasure. He turned, cracking one eyelid, glaring at me.  
 
    “Ten thirty.” I dropped down to sit on the edge of the bed and pull on my socks, making him bounce and curse.  
 
    His glare burned over me as the mattress dipped and settled. “I swear, if you’ve just jumped out of my bed to run off on another date with some other… man, I’m going to do someone an injury.” 
 
    “Technically, it’s my bed.” 
 
    “KT.” His tone was flat. The tensing of his muscles let me know he was now fully awake and not at all happy with the circumstances. 
 
    “My, my, aren’t you grumpy this morning.”  
 
    One hand snaked out from under the cover, clamping around my arm and dragging me back onto the bed. “I mean it.” 
 
    I gave up struggling, rolled onto the bed, and settled more comfortably against him, folding my arms on his duvet-covered chest, leaning my chin on top of them. “Fine, I’m going to ask, because you’ve goaded me into it, because you said we’d talk this morning and because Richard said–” 
 
    “I don’t give a flying fuck what that asshat said,” he snapped. 
 
    “Anyone else would be pleased that I talked about them when I was on a date with another man.” 
 
    “KT, if you mention him again, I’m not going to be responsible for my actions.” 
 
    “Why are you being all possessive? It’s not like we’re in a relationship or anything.” I ignored his warning growl. Perversely, I was starting to enjoy this conversation. “We’re not even dating.” 
 
    A frown creased his brow. “We’ve been on dates.”  
 
    “No, we haven’t. You’ve played watchdog when I’ve been on dates, but that’s not the same as taking me on a date.” 
 
    He thought back. His eyes widened and a smug smile crossed his face. “We went on a speed date.”  
 
    “We bitched about the other people there and you picked up the Barbie doll.” 
 
    “I drove you there, bought you a couple of drinks, and drove you back. That’s a date.” I gave him a look that showed exactly how underwhelmed I was with his idea of a date. “Fine. I was your date at the wedding.” 
 
    “Technically, you were Mum’s guest.” Thanks to Anne the bitch, who didn’t want to upset the numbers, “and, well, you know, it’s not as if you’ll need a plus one, Kate”.  
 
    “We live together.” 
 
    “You’re grasping at straws now. You’re my lodger.” 
 
    “I don’t pay rent, and” – he played his trump card – “I’m sleeping in your bed.” 
 
    “Payment in kind,” I countered. His eyes sparkled. He was clearly enjoying that idea. “Don’t get too excited. I meant you do DIY.”  
 
    “Way to ruin a fantasy.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I smiled. We hadn’t resolved our argument last night, but it was like I was seeing things through new eyes after talking with Richard. A load had been lifted off my chest and my heart felt light and hopeful. “You were getting a little too into the idea of payment in kind.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going out with other men, KT,” he said quietly, but the emotion behind his words struck hard. 
 
    My stomach dipped and my heart stuttered. This was what I’d been waiting for. I licked suddenly dry lips. “Then why didn’t you say something earlier? Why make me go out on all those dates in the first place? You knew I didn’t want to.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I did say something earlier.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    He stroked my hair back, hooking it behind my ear, so he could look into my eyes. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “What? When?” 
 
    “When we were at Ottomans, you described your ideal man – tall, dark, and handsome, intelligent, solvent. I did everything but dance around the room shouting, ‘Me, pick me!’ Hell, I pointed at myself and nudged you with my foot under the table.” 
 
    “I thought you needed more legroom.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “After I spilt with Barbie, when you were looking at the lonely-hearts column, I suggested we date each other.”  
 
    “You’d just been dumped. It was a joke.” He stared me down. “A rebound thing?” He shook his head. “You weren’t serious.” 
 
    “As the plague, KT.” Why hadn’t I picked up on that? “I was serious. I am serious, about you.” 
 
    “Then you should’ve been more obvious. How was I to know?” 
 
    He dropped his head back against the pillow, staring up at the ceiling. “I described an ideal man for you, using myself as the template. I flexed my muscles and nearly froze to death walking around this place wet, with hardly any clothes on, so you could cop a look and hopefully a feel.” 
 
    I licked my lips. “You look good without any clothes on.”  
 
    He smiled, looking down at me. “I knew you liked it.” He paused. “I might even have said, ‘What about me?’ at one point. How much more obvious could I have been?” 
 
    “Your tone must have been wrong.”  
 
    “My tone?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s like you told me about, how when a woman says ‘maybe’ with a ‘no’ tone, it doesn’t work on a man. Saying, ‘What about me?’ in a jokey I am way out of your league tone doesn’t–”  
 
    “I didn’t say it in a–” 
 
    “Did too.” 
 
    “I did not. This is pointless. So, listen carefully. Shit.” He ran a hair through his hair, looking nervous. “I hoped I’d be able to wait until later along the line to say this. Like when we were in bed, after a really athletic round of sex, as you were drifting off to sleep.” He sucked in a deep breath then said in a rush of exhaled air, “I’m in love with you, KT.” He watched me. I stared back. “I’m saying this now, in an ‘I mean this’ tone: I do not want you going out with other men.” 
 
    “Are you saying you want to be my boyfriend?” I wiggled against him. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I ignored his frustrated tone. “Are you sure? I mean, you were going out with Barbie five minutes ago.” 
 
    “It was weeks ago. I’ve not been going out with her for longer than I went out with her. Besides, she was just camouflage.” 
 
    “Trying to make me jealous?” 
 
    “It worked, or you wouldn’t have spent the whole time calling her Malibu Stacey or Cindy.” I shrugged. He sighed. “Barbie dumped me because I was hung up on you.” 
 
    “Poor baby, my heart bleeds for you.” I patted him on the chest before turning to roll off the bed. “Look, I’d love to sit around here all day and bicker about your ex and who said what in which tone” – not – “but I don’t have time. I have to go–” 
 
    Mark let his head thump back against the pillow, an expression of pain on his face. “This is unusually cruel even for you, KT.”  
 
    I paused, looking back at him over my shoulder from my perch on the edge of the bed. “Why didn’t you just say something from the start?” 
 
    “You were too wrapped up in hating me from when we were kids. Plus, you hadn’t been out with anyone for a while. I wanted to give you a chance to see who was out there to get to know me all grown up.” He winked and flexed his arm muscles. “And realise how good we’d be together.” 
 
    “And…?” I was missing something here.  
 
    “Fine. And I thought it was funny. When your mum first started with the idea and you were all pissed off. It was funny.” 
 
    I knew it! “You’d didn’t think it was so funny last night.” 
 
    “It stopped being funny around the time you locked lips with Stalker John. You didn’t have to kiss every fucking frog you met,” he snapped, with a mocking emphasis on the word frog. I knew he hadn’t liked that. It served him right. I hadn’t enjoyed it either. That would teach him to support my mother over me.  
 
    “I love you, Kate Turner.” He didn’t shy away from the words, holding eye contact. “I think it is time you stopped messing around and agreed to go out with me.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to be your girlfriend?”  
 
    “This is the bit in those women’s books you read where you’re supposed to say you love me too and throw yourself into my arms for wild sex.”  
 
    He was starting to look a bit less cocky. I couldn’t believe it. He really loved me. He really cared about whether I felt the same way.  
 
    “I know it’s been a while for you. If you’re having trouble coming to grips with the whole boyfriend and girlfriend concept, I’m willing to give you a little time, work with you. I know how much you love your role play. How about we act it out for a few hours, until you get used to the idea?”  
 
    I settled back down, unable to hold back my smile.  
 
    Mark. Loved. Me! “Shall I tell you what I spoke about with Richard last night?” 
 
    “No,” he snarled. 
 
    I ran my thumb over his bottom lip, wiping away the tension. “He might have been Mr Perfect.” He growled against my thumb. “But you’re my Mr Right.” 
 
    He twisted his mouth away, giving me his bristly cheek. “Nuh-uh. Not until you say the words.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “No, you said I was Mr Right.” He looked worried and hopeful, and I gave in. It wasn’t like he hadn’t said it first.  
 
    It was just… “Who’s going to tell my mother?” 
 
    “KT!” He flipped, pinning me under a heap of duvet and his body. 
 
    I fought to free my face from the suffocating material. “She’s going to gloat. It’ll be unbearable.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her. You don’t even have to be there. I don’t think she believed that shit about just watching TV anyway.” He waited, staring down at me, then huffed out a sound of frustration and disappointment. “You’re not going to say it, are you?”  
 
    “I love you, Mark.”  
 
    I squealed as he ripped the duvet from between us and started shedding our clothes.  
 
    “We have to be quick. I have an audition to be lead singer with that country band in a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter 1  
 
    Boyfriend: It’s Time To Celebrate! 
 
      
 
    I bounced off the hallway walls, clasping my three National Television Award gongs to my chest. I, Meri Scott, was the Most Popular TV Presenter, of the Most Popular Daytime Talk Show, and the Most Popular Factual Programme, as voted by the great British public. The rest of my team was still getting drunk at the after-party.  
 
    Usually, Tom, my boyfriend, and I would be the last to leave, working the room and celebrating in style, but he had an important audition for the lead role in a romcom tomorrow, so he’d stayed home tonight to rehearse and get an early night. I’d snuck out of the party early and almost sober, to get home and have a private party with him. 
 
    The bonus: I was still sober enough that I’d look good in the after-party photos with my three gongs—three!—in tomorrow’s newspapers. Three glasses of champagne on an empty stomach and I felt like I was floating like a butterfly, whilst stumbling around like a fool, but I was a winner. After years of building my career, I’d finally made it to the top of my industry.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to share it with Tom.  
 
    He’d be so proud. He and my mother were my biggest supporters. They’d been with me since I got my first audition for The Meri Scott Show; hell, Mum was there when I was thirteen and got my first break in an advert for cheese strings; Tom since I was a twenty-one-year-old disc jockey in a small mining town in the Welsh Valleys.  
 
    The champagne numbness spread to my arms. I struggled to hold my awards and get the key into the front-door lock. Tom and I had moved to London together when I got my big break. My mother had followed shortly after, moving into a flat just down the road. They’d celebrated every success with me. Now I’d officially made it, big time.  
 
    The door finally swung open, and I tripped inside, trying not to giggle. It was only eleven, but the lights were out and the flat was quiet. Tom must’ve already gone to bed. He wouldn’t expect me back before three or four in the morning, and with his audition tomorrow, he hadn’t waited up. Kicking off my four-inch heels, I dumped my purse and keys on the hall table. Cuddling my NTAs to my chest, I headed down the hall, working the zipper under the arm of my dress. Maybe I’d wake him up and give him a little evening delight. After all, his girlfriend was the Most Popular person in town, and tonight I was all his.  
 
    I slid the clips out of my mink-black hair and gave it a quick fluff, going for the sexy, tumbled look. Clutching the front of my violet Victoria Beckham dress with one hand, I checked myself out in the hall mirror, tugging the bodice down, tucking the edge under my armpit, making sure I exposed at least some of my minimal cleavage.  
 
    Then I leant seductively against the bedroom doorframe, one arm raised above my head, hitched a hip and struck a pose. Hmm, maybe I should have kept my Choos on. Tom had a bit of a shoe kink. I could nip back down the hall to get them… but my feet were sore.  
 
    No.  
 
    So long as I got naked, and on my knees, quickly enough, he wouldn’t have time to care about the shoes. Easing the door open with a toe, I aimed my best slutty-vamp look at the bed.  
 
    The door needed oiling; it squealed as I pushed it open. A confusing cacophony of sound and images blindsided me. I struggled to make sense of it. Tom’s firm white backside flexed and lunged, his knees spread and braced on the mattress. A pair of skinny San-Tropezed thighs were wrapped around his narrow hips, ankles locked, killer red heels pointing in my direction.  
 
    It wasn’t the door hinges squealing and groaning. Tom leant over a woman, one hand clutching her hip, the other holding her wrists above her head. Not that I could see him doing it from my vantage point, but I knew anyway. This was our—his—favourite position. He lowered his head over her breast, noisily suckling. The woman beneath him writhed and groaned.  
 
    I should say something, or do something and let him know I’d caught him in the act, but I was frozen, unable to look away as the pace picked up. Tom’s lunging became less coordinated. He started swearing and grunting. Her squeals increased in pitch and frequency.  
 
    “Fuck me! Yes! Dig your heels in. Right there.”  
 
    “Oh, God. Tom!” No! I knew that lilting feminine voice. “So good!” 
 
    Bile surged up my throat. My stomach pitched. “M-Mum?”  
 
    Tom stiffened and jerked. “Ungh!” 
 
    “Meri?” My mother peered at me over his shoulder, her expressionless medically preserved face, flushed and sheened with sweat, eyes wide with horror.  
 
    “Fuuuck…” It was too late for Tom. He’d reached the point of no return and shot his load into my mother with a loud groan and a rigor-like stare fixed on me over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Meri, darling. Listen.” Talith, my mother, rushed into the living room. I moved across the room, struggling with trembling fingers, to pull up the zipper at my side. “We didn’t mean to hurt you.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe this was happening. My heart pounded, my whole body trembled and the blanket of shock that had covered my emotions started to fray, leaving me feeling disoriented. 
 
    Talith reached to grab my hand. Skin crawling at the idea of her touch, I spun away. 
 
    It wasn’t happening.  
 
    It couldn’t be happening. 
 
    “We didn’t think you’d be back so soon.”  
 
    It wasn’t happening.  
 
    It… Was… Not… Happening.  
 
    “It’s only just after eleven. You’re usually out much later.”  
 
    My heart pounded painfully in my chest, my mind throwing up images of Tom staring at me as he came inside my mother. Tom had always said my mother’s “cougar-ing” was slutish and embarrassing and she should date someone her own age. Clearly, he’d had a change of opinion. 
 
    “Meri, Talith is telling the truth. We didn’t mean to hurt you…” At the sound of Tom’s voice, the final threads of shock and disbelief frayed, anger burning through. 
 
    This was happening. It wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t a joke or an episode of my chat show.  
 
    It was my life.  
 
    This was real.  
 
    I’d just caught my boyfriend having sex. With. My. Mother.  
 
    “It didn’t mean anything,” Tom added.  
 
    I couldn’t form words.  
 
    It didn’t mean anything.  
 
    If sleeping with my mother didn’t mean anything to him, or to my mother, I must mean less than nothing to both of them.  
 
    Why would they risk everything for nothing?  
 
    “I just… I just… I needed someone. You never have time for me anymore.” I didn’t care that he looked like Chris Pratt’s younger, hotter brother. I couldn’t bear to look at him; his tousled blond hair and godlike body suddenly turned my stomach.  
 
    I should have known what was going on. I should have at least suspected something. It wasn’t like I didn’t know the signs. I heard about it nearly every day at work, but… Jesus. These things didn’t happen to people like me—I was the Most Popular TV Presenter—it happened to people with low self-esteem and broken families, the kind of people I had on my chat show.  
 
    In fact, I’d done an episode on this: “My Husband Is Sleeping with My Mother”. Only Tom wasn’t my husband. He was my partner of seven years. We weren’t married. He didn’t want to conform to society’s patriarchal repression of women—marriage—and tie me up in bondage.  
 
    I wouldn’t have minded a little bondage of the matrimonial kind.  
 
    So, why wasn’t I screaming and shouting and caving his head in with the stone Buddha we’d picked up on our fourth anniversary trip to India, like I watched my guests do whilst my security team held them apart?  
 
    I must be the biggest dupe on earth.  
 
    My boyfriend and my mother.  
 
    I was so blind. So stupid. Tom used to love coming to celebrity packed events, getting his picture published in Heat or Hello!. Then suddenly six—or was it nine months ago? Maybe longer—he stopped. I’d worried he was depressed because his acting career had never really taken off, whilst my career had gone from strength to strength. I’d worried he was feeling emasculated, because he was forced to live off my wages. I’d spoken to my mother about it. She’d told me to give him space, not to pressure him and to keep going to the events alone. 
 
    Were they screwing each other all that time?  
 
    My stomach churned.  
 
    Was he going from my mother to me?  
 
    If I hadn’t caught them tonight, would he have gone straight from shagging my mother to me?  
 
    Would he even have showered in between?  
 
    Had he done it before? I gagged, slapping a hand over my mouth 
 
    “I’m lonely and you’re always working, or busy, or out at some glitzy event,” Tom said. 
 
    What a bloody lame excuse! 
 
    He was saying this was my fault.  
 
    I’d driven him to it.  
 
    Tom tugged the waistband of his tartan boxer shorts then scratched his broad, muscled chest. “You know I don’t like those things anymore; everyone’s fake. The whole time they’re talking to me, they’re looking over my shoulder for someone more important or popular to talk to, to be seen with. And no matter what they’re saying I know they’re lying.”  
 
    They’re lying!  
 
    “And they’re probably—”  
 
    “Screwing their girlfriends’ mother behind her back?” My words fired out like bullets powered by the fury of betrayal. “My mother, Tom? She’s fifty-seven.”  
 
    “Age is just a number, Meri. Your mother is— Fuck! Ow!”  
 
    My Most Popular Presenter Award made a satisfying thud as the globe on the top of the smooth, hollow column connected with his shoulder.  
 
    I’d forgotten it was in my hand.  
 
    Hell, I didn’t realise I was swinging for him, until he screamed and fell to his knees, curling up into the foetal position. I just wanted to shut him up.  
 
    I wished it was filled with lead—something heavy and hard… that would hurt more.  
 
    I swung again as he huddled on the floor, looking up at me through the shield of his arms.  
 
    “Meri, stop it!” Mum’s shout turned me from Tom’s cowering form. “We didn’t mean to hurt you.”  
 
    “Are you some sort of sociopath? You slept with my boyfriend. In my bed.” Rage vibrated in my voice. “How the hell did you think I would feel? Happy? Grateful?” It was surreal; suddenly I felt like I was presenting my show and everything was happening to someone else, and I was just watching and passing comment. “Did you think I’d just say, Okay, when you’re finished with him give him a quick wash and pass him back like a communal dildo?” 
 
    “Don’t be like that.” Tom whimpered. 
 
    Like what? If I still had my pointy shoes on, I’d kick him. “I won three awards. I came home to tell you. To surprise you with a celebratory blow-jo—” I snorted. “I guess you surprised me.” Again, I had to force away the nauseating image of Tom watching me over his shoulder whilst he came… In. My. Mother.  
 
    “We didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    “Stop saying that!”  
 
    “Meri, baby—” The flush on Talith’s—I couldn’t acknowledge her as my mother right now, not even in my head—face had faded and—thankfully—she’d taken the time to cover her perfect, scientifically preserved and medically enhanced size-eight body. I couldn’t handle her postcoital and full frontal. Unfortunately, she’d used my favourite Chinese silk throw as a wrap, and her right nipple kept popping out, proudly shouting, I’ve been having sex with your boyfriend. Talith gave up trying to cover herself. There was no containing those seven-thousand-pound DD breasts. 
 
    Tom spoke from his position hidden behind her, “Talith and I, we have feelings for each other, Meri. It’s no one’s fault.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Ice dripped from my words. “It’s your fault, both of you”—I jabbed my award in their direction—“for acting on it.” 
 
    “You can’t blame the breakdown of a relationship on one person,” Talith said. 
 
    “I can when he’s screwing my mother,” I retorted. 
 
    “Why don’t we all sit down and we can talk this through like adults?” 
 
    “I don’t want to sit down,” I said. “I don’t want to talk it through. I don’t want to sort it out.” My hand cut through the air in a dramatic slicing motion. “It’s over.” 
 
    “Wha…” Tom blinked, eyes and mouth opening and closing simultaneously, like a beached cod gasping for breath. “Think about what you’re giving up here, Meri. Our life—” 
 
    “I know what I’m giving up here, Tom. A guy who’s cheating on me with my mother. No thinking time required.” 
 
    “What about the years we’ve been together?” His voice rose with panic. “The life we’ve built?” 
 
    “Is that what you were thinking about when you were screwing her?” 
 
    “Hey!” Talith snapped, stepping aside and leaving Tom without cover if I decided to swing for him again. “I know you’re hurting, but we just—” 
 
    “Shut up!” I screeched before either of them could say anything else. “Just get out! Both of you. Out! Now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Mother: You Ripped Our Family Apart! 
 
      
 
    Two days later, I was stuck in traffic behind a bus. All afternoon I’d faked a smile with my agent Tony and Heat’s editor whilst selecting the best pictures of me on the red carpet, rocking my VB dress. It took real effort to smile and focus on how great it felt to top their Best-Dressed list and not the emotional shitstorm the rest of the night had become. Then I’d answered weird questions about the strangest thing I’ve ever eaten (fried silk worms in South Korea); whether I’d ever worn something out of the dirty laundry basket (yes, but not underwear); my proudest moment (most popular times three at this year’s NTAs); had I ever cheated on anyone (no); my longest relationship, (seven years, seven long, wasted years with a lying, cheating, money-sucking, mummy-fucking piece of crap. Okay, so I only thought that bit, I didn’t actually say it); and other fascinating facts that would be spun into a three-page article. 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, staring at the back end of a bus and half-heartedly singing along to a country song. I had no idea where Tom or Talith were. I hadn’t heard a peep from either of them since I kicked them out. I’d spent the last two days getting my bed replaced and moving all of Tom’s stuff out of my bedroom.  
 
    The guy in the black Fiesta behind me laid on his horn. The bus driver waved his middle finger out the window, signalling for us to overtake, totally oblivious to the fact the other side of the road was blocked by some arsehole who’d decided to park on a double yell—  
 
    Hey! I recognised the arsehole’s blue Audi convertible; it was Tom’s. A half-mile of traffic built up behind it, tailing back past the traffic lights. The dark wood door to Ottomans restaurant swung open, and out strolled the arsehole, carrying a bouquet of calla lilies in clashing shades of red and orange and a massive brown paper bag of takeout.  
 
    My heart tripped, banging painfully off my ribs, and my stomach plummeted. It must be the second Monday of the month. Ottomans was my favourite restaurant. We always got takeout from there on the second Monday of the month.  
 
    Reaching his car, Tom dumped the food and flowers on the back seat and jumped over the door, sliding into his seat like an eighties cop show character. He pulled out, whizzing between the static traffic, without so much as a nod of acknowledgment to the vehicles snarled up around him.  
 
    “Ottomans and flowers…” He hadn’t bought me flowers since my last birthday: brown-tipped roses with curly, wilting leaves from the supermarket sale bin. The bus finally began to move, freeing the gridlock. Without thought, I yanked the steering wheel to the right and, whilst horns blared and drivers gesticulated, swerved into the wrong lane, squeezed between the bus and oncoming traffic with millimetres to spare and floored the accelerator. I blew through an amber, possibly red, light, catching up with Tom as he zipped along the line of standing traffic he’d created.  
 
    It wasn’t like I was following him, or anything stalker-ish. We were just both headed in the same direction. I slammed on the brakes, cursing as a car pulled out between us, before creeping along the road at five miles per hour.  
 
    “Shit!” I slammed the steering wheel with the heel of my hand as I lost sight of him. The creep in front began a ten-thousand-point manoeuvre into a parallel park at the kerb. Breaking every rule in the Highway Code and a couple of traffic laws, I mounted the pavement to get past. Relying on instinct, I made like a NASCAR driver and managed, by some miracle, to get within a few car lengths of Tom.  
 
    He was heading towards Regency Street.  
 
    My heart fluttered, my stomach warmed with… anticipation… nerves… anger?  
 
    Our, my, flat was on Regency Street. He had expensive flowers and takeout from my favourite restaurant. Was he coming to beg for forgiveness?  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was ready to see him, or listen to anything he had to say. I certainly wasn’t ready to forgive, and there was no forgetting what I’d seen.  
 
    If I was a guest on my show, I’d be screaming and crying whilst Dave, head of show security, prevented me from scratching Tom and my mother’s eyes out. But shock had me emotionally numb; that was the only explanation for the fact I wasn’t getting violent or weepy. This was my body’s way of protecting me. Underneath the layer of numbness was a whole load of hurt and rage just waiting to spill out.  
 
    I swung left, careful to maintain two cars between me and Tom. I’d seen cops and private eyes in movies, and they always kept two cars between them and the person they were following.  
 
    What was Tom thinking? I wasn’t going to be bought off with a takeaway and bunch of flowers. 
 
    He turned across Vauxhall Bridge Road onto Regency Street. I accelerated, nearly rear-ending the BMW in front and cutting off a granny in a Ford Ka. Wings beat a nervous tattoo in my stomach. He really was going to the flat. He slowed at the beautiful gated block of red-brick flats we lived in. I pulled up to the kerb and waited. Maybe I’d just stay here and watch him ring the intercom and beg me for forgiveness, whilst sobbing uncontrollably at what he’d lost. Me. I could film it on my mobile phone and watch it over and over again.  
 
    What the…?  
 
    He drove straight past. 
 
    Where was he going?  
 
    There was plenty of parking out front. Could he not see through the tears of guilt and remorse? Had he changed his mind? His car disappeared around the corner before I could fully grasp what was happening.  
 
    My foot slammed on the accelerator, laying down rubber as I pulled out after him. Two near misses, a T-junction and a possible speeding ticket later, I caught up with him. It was harder to keep any cars between us, as he moved onto the quieter roads. My mind spun with confusion. Where was he going?  
 
    Another sharp right, and— 
 
    Oh my God.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it had taken me so long to figure it out. He was going to Talith’s house.  
 
    Tom pulled up to the kerb and leapt out of his car, so desperate to get to Talith that he didn’t even bother to put the convertible’s roof up. He bounded up the stairs, brown paper takeaway bag in one hand, massive bunch of flowers behind his back. He set the takeout bag on the top step and smoothed back his wind-ruffled blond hair, cocking a designer-jean-clad leg, puffing his chest and leaning nonchalantly against the doorframe.  
 
    I recognised that pose, that look. It was the one he used when we started going out. When he was trying to charm me and knew he was going to get lucky. 
 
    The big black door swung opened before he could knock.  
 
    He whipped the flowers from behind his back as Talith appeared, barely dressed in a black silk and lace peignoir, her ash-blond hair falling in artful waves over her shoulders. She took the flowers and leant in for a deep, open-mouthed kiss. Tom walked into her, backing her into the house, herding her petite form with his big body.  
 
    I shivered. I used to love it when he went all macho with me; a little bit dominant—not exactly Fifty Shades of Grey, more Off White, but still… I should have known he was playing away; it had been so long since he’d bothered.  
 
    Talith leant out and grabbed the takeaway bag, her peignoir sagging off one shoulder. Tom’s hand slapped down on her backside. Her squeal and giggle floated down the street before she disappeared inside. The door closed. 
 
    Black.  
 
    Solid. 
 
    Final.  
 
    With me on the outside.  
 
    Alone. 
 
    A few minutes later, it started to drizzle, a fine October mist of rain. 
 
    Still, I sat in my car, strangely exhausted. My mind and stomach churned. Were they pretend-picnicking on the living room floor like Tom and I used to do? Were they fuelling up on food before getting down and dirty?  
 
    Was he feeding Talith little bites from his own plate? Did she have a bottle of icy-cold Pinot sweating on the coffee table ready for them to share, like I always did on takeout night? Was he kissing her between sips from their shared glass?  
 
    I sat lost in thought, staring straight ahead, rain blurring the windscreen whilst Jennifer Nettles sang about how boys can be promiscuous and she didn’t want to be that girl, then, without conscious thought, I found my four-inch heels sinking into the tiny patch of muddy lawn outside Talith’s house. Back pressed to the house wall, I peered around the edge of the living room window, like a starving orphan at a bakery display.  
 
    A car drove past and slowed. I ignored it. It wasn’t like I was trespassing. I owned the house. At least, I paid the mortgage and owned all of the furniture in it. Which, to my mind, meant the tiny patch of lawn I was currently irrigating with my stiletto heels was mine.  
 
    Irrespective of whether my name was on the deed.  
 
    I scanned the open-plan living-dining-kitchen. Tom’s shoes were kicked off haphazardly by the door, his leather jacket slung on the stairs. He was sprawled on a plush red sofa cushion. They’d scattered them over the floor, so they could eat picnic style. Talith reclined between his spread legs, leaning against his chest.  
 
    Cosy. 
 
    Settled. 
 
    Intimate.  
 
    It was exactly as I’d feared. It was an exact replica of our monthly takeout night. Anger started to boil inside me, flushing my skin. This wasn’t a one-off thing. He’d just slotted Talith—she didn’t deserve to be called a mother—into my place like we were interchangeable. 
 
    Tom took a sip of wine, then put the glass to Talith’s full lips, tipping it so she could sip from the same place his lips had touched. She took the glass from his hand, setting it amongst the remains of their dinner. She twisted in his arms, her lush, surgically enhanced body moulding to his. Their mouths melded. Tom arched, twisting to come over her. It was a move I knew well. A quick fondle of her breasts and he’d be gripping her hands above her head, demanding she wrap her legs around his hips and dig her heels in so he could feel the stilettos scoring his flesh. 
 
    This wasn’t some mistake. 
 
    They weren’t eaten up with guilt over betraying me. 
 
    They didn’t care.  
 
    Numb, I stumbled away from the window, tripping over the low garden wall and bumping into Tom’s car. My Mulberry handbag fell off my shoulder, spilling its contents on the damp back seat. Without thought, I leant over the side of the car, scooping up my purse, a couple of receipts, a stray tampon in a frayed half-open wrapper and a packet of cress seeds.  
 
    Then the packet was open and I was reaching across the back of the car, sprinkling tiny black seeds onto the footwell and along the back seat. Everything was already damp from the drizzle, making for perfect growing conditions, but I snapped the top off a bottle of Evian Facial Spray, liberally spraying everywhere the seeds had landed. 
 
    By the time I came back to reality, my heart was pounding and I was halfway home. My survival instinct kicked in and I pulled over at a roadside recycling centre to dispose of the evidence, dropping the empty seed packet and spray bottle into the recycling bins before heading for home.  
 
    I felt… I felt good. A smile tilted my lips and amusement tickled my tummy. It was wanton vandalism. I should probably feel guilty, or upset, even angry, but I didn’t.  
 
    I felt good. Not quite happy, but good. Amused. Maybe even a little bit proud of myself. 
 
    It wasn’t like it was premediated. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. Temporary insanity, maybe. Honestly, no one carried cress seeds around in their handbag, just in case they needed to seek vengeance against their philandering boyfriend. I’d bought them for my godson Owain’s nursery project. They were going to make those little egg heads, where you drew a face on the shell, emptied the egg and replaced its filling with damp cotton wool, then sowed cress hair.  
 
    Oh my God, wait until I tell Jenn!  
 
    Jenn didn’t know I’d broken up with Tom yet, about Talith’s role in it or that I’d caught them shagging. Twice. I’d been in a shocked haze. I hadn’t wanted to talk about it, and besides, Jenn and Owain were on holiday, but suddenly I did want to talk about it. At least, I did with Jenn. Jenn would understand the betrayal. We’d been best friends close to fifteen years. Carrie Underwood launched into “Before He Cheats,” and I sang along enthusiastically about smashing up a cheating ex’s car. As I pulled onto Regency Street, the happy feeling began to deflate, depression creeping around the edges.  
 
    I wanted to feel good again. I deserved to feel good.  
 
    None of this was my fault. I’d never cheated. Not with Tom’s mother, or father, or anyone. I’d been faithful, for years… seven years. It wasn’t like I hadn’t had chances or offers either. I had lots of them. I was popular, the Most Popular, as voted by the great British public. The more successful and famous I’d become, the more offers I’d had from men: rich men, poor men, fat men, thin men, old, young, ugly and hot, and I’d turned them down. All of them.  
 
    Because I had a boyfriend: Tom. I’d wasted years of my life, the best years—my screw-around years—on one man, only to find out he was shagging my mother. My head began to pound.  
 
    Tom didn’t deserve to be happy.  
 
    Talith didn’t deserve to be happy, filling my place in Tom’s life like I’d never existed. If he closed his eyes whilst he was shagging, could he tell the difference? Did he care? Clearly my mother didn’t. Carrie Underwood launched into the final verse of my new anthem. Not that I’d taken a Louisville Slugger to the headlights of Tom’s Audi, the Audi I’d paid for, or carved my name into his seats.  
 
    I wasn’t stupid.  
 
    That was criminal damage. 
 
    Besides, carving my own name wouldn’t exactly be discreet, and, even overworked and underpaid, the police wouldn’t have to work hard to find me if I autographed his car. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to let this go, either. I wasn’t going to just disappear like I’d never existed, just move on and pretend nothing had happened. It had happened. They didn’t deserve to get away with it.  
 
    I’d counselled the women on my chat show against this kind of thing, told them to just rise above it, to move on with their lives and forget about the lying, cheating bastards. But bugger it—this was me, not them, and I wasn’t going to let Tom and Talith live happily ever after. 
 
      
 
    Get your copy from Amazon now! 
 
    The Meri Scott Show 
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