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  For Nigel Stoneman

  who, with five little words, helped

  make my dreams come true


  

 

 
 One Perfect Christmas


  I have a spring in my step as my boots crunch through the freshly fallen snow. It’s eight o’clock in the morning and I’m almost too excited to breathe. The
  anticipation of the last few weeks – no, months – has been killing me. How I will sleep tonight… Who am I kidding? I won’t sleep.


  But first I have to get through today. The smile grows wider on my face and I actually giggle. Out loud. Like a proper nutcase.


  ‘Morning!’ I chirp to a lone passer-by.


  ‘Morning,’ he replies with a slightly wary look in his eye.


  The streets are almost deserted at this hour on a freezing Saturday morning in the middle of December.


  I practically skip over Magdalene Bridge, glancing fondly at the punts moored down to my right. There’s a thin layer of ice on the river and the buildings and streets are coated with
  fluffy white icing, all shimmering under a perfect blue winter sky. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Cambridge look this beautiful.


  Today is the day that two of my favourite people in the whole world – Jessie and Emily – get married to each other. I met Jessie when I was a student at Anglia Ruskin University,
  here in Cambridge. He worked as a punter on the River Cam – he taught me how to punt – but that wasn’t the only way he brought joy back into my life. When I met him I was
  a mess. But enough of that.


  Emily was our housemate in my second year. She was as meek as a mouse when we first met, and Jessie and I hardly ever saw her. But eventually she came out of her shell and we became good
  friends. Then she and Jessie became much more than that. They’ve been together for nine years, and now, today, they’re finally tying the knot.


  When Jessie told me he had proposed to Emily I thought they’d get married in Scotland, where she’s from. But they delighted me by deciding on Cambridge. After all, this is where they
  met, and I’m about to reach the house where Jessie grew up.


  Jessie’s parents, Judy and Andrew, live in one of the gothic terraces on Mount Pleasant, at the top of the hill. They spent some time in America when I was at university, permitting Jessie
  to rent out the two spare rooms to students – namely, Emily and me.


  I open the gate, walk up to the heavy, intricately-carved wooden front door and knock. The door swings open almost immediately, and then I’m beaming up at Jessie. His red hair looks wilder
  than usual, and his face a little paler. I realise with building hysteria that he has a slightly manic look about him.


  I burst out laughing. ‘You’re freaking out!’ I exclaim, unable to offer him the calm, sympathetic shoulder that I probably should, given the circumstances.


  ‘Yeah, yeah, alright,’ he snaps good-naturedly, pulling me into the house and closing the door.


  Then I throw my arms around him and he lifts me off my feet, squeezing the air out of me before starting to laugh, too. He puts me down and I look up at him.


  ‘Today’s the day, Weasley,’ I say gently, using the nickname that I came up for him when we first met a decade ago, because he reminded me of Rupert Grint – AKA Ron
  Weasley from Harry Potter.


  ‘Sure is, China,’ he replies with a grin.


  My name is Alice, but he calls me China because my grandmother was Chinese. I have her long, dead-straight black hair and a hint of her Oriental eyes, although mine are green, like my
  mother’s.


  We only started using our nicknames again about eight months ago. We hadn’t used them for years. We grew apart when… No. I’m trying not to think too much today.


  ‘Am I glad to see you,’ Jessie brings me back to the present. ‘How’s Emily?’


  ‘Cool as a cucumber,’ I reply. I left her in her hotel room on the other side of Cambridge. It’s only a small city, so it didn’t take long to walk.


  I’m one of her three bridesmaids, and I arrived at her hotel this morning to find her calmly checking through the contents of her small suitcase before realising that she must have left
  her tiara at Jessie’s place. I offered to walk here to collect it, seeing as I know Cambridge better than bridesmaids number one and two: Amy from Scotland and Ruth from London. I should do.
  I’ve lived here for over ten years now.


  ‘Really?’ Jessie asks with surprise.


  ‘Yep. So you’d better get yourself together.’ I notice the tiara sitting on the hallway table. ‘Ah, good. You found it.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  I realise with surprise that I can’t smell the pancakes and bacon that I would usually be able to smell on a Saturday morning after a night at The Pickerel Inn, the local pub where we used
  to hang out. We went there for some drinks last night for old times’ sake with a few of our punter buddies from the past.


  ‘Have you eaten?’ I ask Jessie with a frown.


  ‘No, I’m not hungry.’


  I gape up at him. ‘What?’


  He shrugs. ‘I’m nervous.’


  ‘You? Too nervous to eat?’ I manage to splutter. ‘Never, never, ever did I think I’d hear that. Where are your parents?’


  ‘Mum’s in the shower, Dad’s still in bed.’


  I check my watch. I have time – Emily won’t mind if I don’t rush back. ‘Right,’ I say with determination. ‘I’m making you breakfast.’


  He follows me reluctantly down the hallway to the kitchen. I pull out a chair for him, and then set about getting the contents for Scotch pancakes out of the fridge and larder.


  ‘What time are Chris, Jacob and Tom arriving?’ They’re his groomsmen. Chris is one of our old punter pals, and Jacob and Tom are friends of Jessie’s from London, where he
  and Emily now live. Emily is a social worker, and Jessie is a manager at a gastro-pub.


  ‘Nine-ish.’


  Good. They can take his mind off things, but for now that responsibility falls to me.


  ‘How’s the house?’ Jessie asks.


  My smile threatens to break my face. I only moved in a week ago.


  ‘That good, huh?’ He gives me a weak smile. He must be feeling faint.


  ‘When are we going to be allowed to see it?’


  ‘Any chance you’ll have time on Monday before you set off?’ I ask hopefully. They leave for their honeymoon on Monday afternoon.


  He frowns. ‘Aren’t you at work?’


  ‘Oh yeah.’ Trust me to forget about that.


  He smirks.‘Bet you wish you weren’t. What time does he arrive?’


  I catch my breath. ‘Tomorrow night.’


  ‘Excited?’ he asks with a wry grin.


  I nod quickly and can’t stop my feet from jumping with delight on the kitchen floor.


  Jessie laughs affectionately. ‘I love seeing you this happy.’


  I smile and decant some flour into a measuring cup. ‘What about you, Weasley? How are you feeling? This is supposed to be the happiest day of your life.’


  ‘I feel like I’m going to throw up.’


  We hear quick footsteps on the wooden floorboards overhead and both glance upwards. His mum must be out of the shower. She sounds like she’s racing around like a rocket, and then we hear
  her squawking at Jessie’s dad to wake up.


  ‘She sounds even more stressed than you,’ I comment. Jessie is an only child, so this, effectively, is her big day.


  ‘That’d be right.’ He rolls his eyes and I turn back to the job at hand. ‘What are you doing?’ he suddenly snaps.


  ‘I’m spooning sugar into a bowl,’ I reply slowly, as though he’s a bit thick.


  ‘You haven’t sifted the flour!’ He sounds outraged. ‘Budge over,’ he says as he gets up from the table. He pushes me down into his
  empty chair and I grin. Weasley making breakfast – order has been restored to the world. And, I think with amusement, I’ve managed to take his mind off things. Double result.


  By the time his groomsmen arrive, his mum and dad are downstairs, the former fussing about, while the latter reads the paper as though this is an ordinary day.


  Jessie sees me to the front door. ‘Don’t forget to give her these,’ he says, handing me a paper bag containing three Scotch pancakes wrapped in aluminium foil.


  I didn’t have the heart to tell him that Emily was ordering a Champagne continental breakfast as I was leaving.


  ‘Oh, and I’d better remember this!’ I grab the tiara from the hall table.


  ‘Give her my love,’ he says, touching me on the arm.


  ‘I will.’ I smile warmly up at him. ‘Good luck.’


  ‘Thanks.’


  ‘See you on the other side,’ I add. He snorts with derision and shoves me out of the house.


  The morning passes by in a blur of hair, make-up and beautiful dresses, and when we finally go downstairs where the cars are waiting to take us to St Mary’s Church in the
  city centre, Emily looks absolutely gorgeous. She’s wearing a long, cream-coloured velvet gown with a matching coat to protect her against the winter weather. We wouldn’t normally
  expect snow this early, but no one is complaining – it’s magical. Her dark hair has been piled up on top of her head, underneath the glittering tiara. A few loose tendrils hang down.
  Her make-up is pretty and neutral – she looks very, very different from the goth chick who moved into Jessie’s house all those years ago, with her heavy make-up, black clothes and nose
  ring. She stopped dressing that way when she got her job in London.


  As for us bridesmaids, we’re wearing floor-length smoky-grey velvet gowns and high heels. But even with our matching jackets, it’s hard to keep our teeth from chattering as we pose
  for a few photographs. And then the show is on the road.


  I’m nervous as the doors to the church are opened, so I can’t imagine how Emily feels. Jessie is standing up at the altar with his friends and we exchange shaky smiles. As
  Emily’s third bridesmaid, I have to lead the way in. Ruth is behind me, Amy, the Maid of Honour, follows her, and then it’s Emily and her dad. The music starts up and my feet take me on
  autopilot up the long aisle. Concentrating on walking slowly and not rushing, I reach the altar and stand off to the left. Breathing a small sigh of relief, I turn around to watch Emily. The church
  is quite full, and it’s hardly surprising – Jessie has always been enormously popular, and Emily is a far cry from the shy girl she used to be at university. Jessie is standing sombrely
  as he watches his wife-to-be approach. It’s the look on his face that does it. My eyes well up and with blurry vision I see Emily smile back at Jessie as she reaches him. Mercifully, a tissue
  appears out of nowhere. I smile gratefully at Ruth as the priest starts his address, and then we’re instructed to sit down. I turn to take my seat in the front pew, but do a double take as my
  gaze falls to the rear, far left corner of the church. My heart skips a beat as his dark eyes meet mine. He has a beard, a bushy black beard, but it’s definitely him. He smiles a playful
  smile and then gives me a look, nodding his head meaningfully. He’s trying to convey that everyone else is sitting down so I quickly do the same, but his stare burns into the back of my head
  as my heart beats wildly. And then happiness floods me and I can barely contain myself. He’s here. He’s here. He’s here.


  It’s hard to concentrate on the service. The next time we have to stand up, I look around to catch his eye, just to check it’s really him. It is, he’s unmistakeable, even with
  his new facial hair. Joe. My Joe.


  Of course he isn’t just my Joe. He’s Joseph Strike, A-list actor and Hollywood’s hottest rising star, and millions of women around the world feel like they own a
  little piece of him too. But they don’t. Not really. He’s mine, all mine. My heart is so full it feels like it could burst.


  How did he get here without being recognised? It must be the beard. I suddenly have an uncontrollable urge to guffaw and I seriously consider stuffing Ruth’s tissue into my mouth to stop
  myself, but luckily it’s time to sing so we all stand up again. This time he grins back at me – he knows I’m close to losing it. I really need to concentrate, but I see him begin
  to sing with such animated, over-the-top gusto to make me laugh, and it works. Amy flashes me a look so I quickly turn to face the front of the church, but I glance back at him to see him mouth an
  apologetic ‘sorry’ for getting me into trouble with Bridesmaid Number One. I purse my lips and try as hard as I can to sing the words on the order of service in my hands. What if he
  leaves because he knows he’s distracting me? Panicked, I look back, but he’s still there, singing more calmly and watching me. He gives me another meaningful nod, and after that I force
  myself to concentrate.


  The service is beautiful and when Jessie finally kisses his bride I have a valid excuse to clap so hard my hands sting. It’s also blissfully quick, with two short readings and hymns that
  are uplifting and only a few verses in length.


  The congregation follows the wedding party out of the church, and I know that Joe will wait until the end to leave, so I have time to congratulate my friends. Jessie sweeps me up in a big bear
  hug, and I whisper in his ear: ‘He’s here.’


  He puts me down, a stunned look on his face as he scans the crowd.


  ‘Inside,’ I add quietly with a grin.


  ‘What’s this?’ Emily asks, sensing something is going on. The three of us put our heads together.


  ‘Joe is here,’ I whisper.


  Her eyes widen. ‘Is he? Is he coming to the reception?’


  ‘Oh. I don’t know.’ I hadn’t thought about that. ‘There won’t be room, will there?’


  ‘It’s a buffet!’ Jessie exclaims. ‘Of course there’s room.’


  ‘He might worry about being seen,’ I quickly add.


  ‘He’ll be alright,’ Jessie tries to convince me. I know he’s dying to meet Joe.


  ‘Definitely!’ Emily urges. She can’t wait to meet him, either. I suspect she’s a bit of a Strike Stalker at heart, not that she’d ever admit that to Jessie.


  ‘Come on, you three,’ Jessie’s mum, Judy, interrupts in a chiding tone. ‘Let’s get these photos over with. Everybody’s freezing.’


  Thankfully the snowy roads have been mostly cleared, so it’s not too hard for us bridesmaids to make our way in high heels through the narrow medieval streets to Garret Hostel Bridge.
  I wish Joe were next to me to keep me warm, but I know he’ll be staying out of sight for now. The bridge has a very steep incline, but it has been well gritted, so we make it to the top
  without slipping over. The female photographer shoots some quick shots of the wedding party while we grin and bear the cold.


  We all cheer as Jessie and Emily climb into their waiting punt beside the bridge, which Jessie’s groomsmen decorated earlier with silver tinsel and shimmering garlands made out of tinfoil.
  We shower the couple with rose petal confetti as Jessie punts his laughing bride away to the reception venue further down the river. The rest of the congregation sets off, but I pause for a moment
  as my eyes fall on Trinity Bridge. I can’t help but feel melancholic as I remember Lukas sitting there many summers ago, reading his book. Lukas. My tall, blond, good-looking, former husband. I try to close my mind off to him, because I don’t want to feel unhappy, not today. I shiver and turn away, coming face to face with Joe. I throw my arms around him and he hugs
  the breath out of me, warmth radiating from his body and engulfing me.


  ‘I can’t believe you’re here.’ My voice is muffled against his chest. He pulls away and I look up at him.


  ‘I wanted to surprise you.’


  ‘You did.’


  His smile fades as his gaze falls to my lips, and then he’s kissing me. The world around us shrinks as shivers travel up and down my entire body. I can’t believe he still has this
  effect on me. He holds me tighter and I press my body against his, sliding my hands inside his suit jacket to get close to him. He feels broader and more muscled than the last time I saw him, which
  was an unbearable three months ago. I suddenly, desperately, want to get him undressed. And then I remember myself and pull away, gasping for breath.


  His dark eyes flash and he takes my face in his hands and stares down at me.


  ‘I could get seriously carried away,’ I say with meaning, touching my hand to his hand. I know I should be at the reception venue to welcome Jessie and Emily and the rest of the
  guests.


  ‘Later,’ he replies in a low tone. Then he tugs me to him and we walk down the bridge arm in arm.


  I reach up and stroke his beard. ‘What’s this?’


  ‘Had to grow it for the part.’ He grins down at me. He’s been filming on location in the Brazilian rainforest. We’ve had to talk via satellite phone over the last three
  months because the mobile reception has been practically non-existent. ‘I’ll shave it off when we get home,’ he promises.


  Home. The thought sends a thrill through me.


  When I separated from Lukas at the beginning of the year, I moved into a house share, which was the only thing I could afford on my teacher’s salary. It was a lovely little house, and my
  housemate Lisa was easy enough to live with, but I still felt like I’d returned to my student days. Joe wanted to buy a house for me – he went on and on and on about it – but I
  resisted, until about two months ago, when he said he was coming to Cambridge to spend Christmas with me. Our first Christmas together. The sale went through last week. In my head, of course,
  it’s his house, and I’ll look after it for him when he’s not here, which sadly will be often. But he keeps insisting it belongs to both of us.


  His filming schedule has been jam-packed this year, and next year doesn’t look to be any better. His base is in LA – I went over there for the summer holidays, but it felt very
  surreal. I’m not sure I liked it very much. After that, Joe vowed to spend more time in the UK. It still astounds me that we’ve managed to keep our relationship under wraps. I love that
  I can have a normal life, with a normal job, even if I do have to listen to my colleague Roxy going on about Joseph Strike all the time. Honestly, she’s obsessed. Every piece of salacious
  gossip comes directly my way. It’s the thing I find hardest to deal with.


  ‘This place is amazing,’ Joe says, looking around at the historic college buildings as we walk along the narrow streets, the Christmas lights twinkling prettily over our heads. I can
  see Amy and Ruth up ahead, so we’re not too far behind everyone.


  ‘It’s even lovelier than usual with the snow,’ I say. ‘I’ll show you around at some point.’


  ‘Don’t forget you also promised to take me punting.’


  I laugh. How does he remember me saying that? It was almost a year ago! ‘I haven’t punted in donkeys’ years.’


  ‘I bet you’ll pick it up again quickly.’


  ‘I’ll make you try it,’ I reply.


  ‘Now that will be a good way of drawing attention to ourselves,’ he says with amusement.


  ‘No doubt you’ll be an immediate pro, just like you are with everything else.’


  He laughs and squeezes me and happiness once more courses through my body.


  We reach Magdalene Bridge just in time to see Jessie and Emily arrive at the punting station.


  Everyone cheers and claps as Jessie helps Emily off, and then they begin to lead the way to the reception venue a little way down the river.


  ‘You will come to the reception, won’t you?’ I ask Joe urgently as we hang back a bit.


  He glances up ahead. ‘I don’t know, am I invited?’


  ‘Of course you are. But are you worried about being recognised?’


  ‘Ah, it should be alright, shouldn’t it?’ he asks.


  ‘It should be,’ I reply hesitantly. ‘Anyway, it’s all about Jessie and Emily today, isn’t it?’


  ‘Exactly.’


  ‘They can’t wait to meet you!’


  We walk hand in hand for the last hundred metres or so, but neither of us speaks. I know we’re taking a risk. When our relationship eventually goes public, everything will change. I
  won’t be able to keep my job, a job I love. Sure, teaching six- and seven-year-olds can be stressful at times, but it’s also fun and often very rewarding, and even more importantly,
  it’s normal. I know where I stand with it. The idea of being constantly scrutinised and harassed – even hunted down – by everyone from snooping hacks to obsessive girls filled
  with jealously and hatred… I shudder.


  ‘We don’t have to do this,’ Joe says in a low voice, sensing my anxiety.


  ‘No, it’s okay.’ I grip his hand more tightly, but inside I feel slightly sick. He puts his arm around me and gives me a quick, comforting squeeze, and then we’re at the
  venue. We’re the last ones to arrive, but Jessie and Emily are waiting for us, their eyes shining with anticipation. They know all about Joseph Strike. It’s hard not to know
  about him. But they’ve seen all of his films too, and I know they’re huge fans. It’s enough to make my nerves temporarily dissipate.


  ‘Hello!’ I cry.


  ‘Hello!’ Emily squeaks, her eyes darting to Joe.


  ‘Hey,’ Joe says warmly, shaking Jessie’s hand and patting him on his upper arm. ‘Congratulations!’


  ‘Thanks,’ Jessie replies, blushing a deep beetroot colour.


  ‘You look stunning,’ Joe says to Emily, bending down to give her a kiss on her cheek. She also blushes furiously and mumbles a thank you, but I notice now she’s unable to look
  Joe in the eye.


  ‘Thanks for letting me come,’ Joe says earnestly to them both.


  ‘Of course.’ Jessie shifts on his feet.


  ‘No problem,’ Emily adds. They both seem a little lost for words, but Joe doesn’t appear fazed by their reaction. I guess he’s used to the effect he has on people.


  ‘Here,’ Jessie says, swiping two glasses of champagne for us from a passing waitress’s tray.


  ‘What about you?’ Joe asks, noticing their near-empty glasses.


  ‘Oh yeah.’ Jessie grabs another two.


  ‘Cheers!’ I exclaim and we all chink glasses. Jessie downs half his champagne in one gulp.


  ‘It was such a lovely ceremony.’ I try to break the ice.


  ‘It was,’ Joe agrees. ‘Where are you going on your honeymoon?’


  ‘Austria,’ Jessie replies. ‘I’m going to teach Em how to snowboard.’


  Emily rolls her eyes. ‘Good luck with that.’


  He chuckles and kisses her temple. She blushes again.


  ‘I wish I knew how to snowboard,’ Joe muses.


  ‘Haven’t you ever been?’ Jessie asks with surprise.


  ‘Nope. Never got a chance.’


  ‘You should come with us sometime!’ Jessie exclaims.


  ‘That would be great,’ Joe replies sincerely. ‘You teach it, don’t you?’


  ‘I used to.’ Jessie nods. I’m impressed Joe remembers this, actually.


  ‘Maybe you could teach me.’


  Jessie looks pleased. ‘Absolutely. I’ll get some practice in on my wife, first.’


  Emily smacks him on his arm. ‘You’ll be lucky.’


  ‘You guys are MARRIED!’ I suddenly squeal, and they both laugh. They’ve visibly relaxed, thankfully.


  ‘Are you looking forward to seeing your new house?’ Jessie asks Joe.


  ‘I can’t wait. Is it alright?’


  ‘I don’t know. She wouldn’t let anyone else see it until you had.’ He gives me his best unimpressed look.


  ‘Aw, really?’ Joe peers down at me, his eyes twinkling.


  ‘But now that you’re here…’ I say, giving Joe a look. He nods and I turn back to Jessie and Emily. ‘You could pop over tomorrow, if you’d like
  to?’


  ‘We’d love to!’ Emily gushes eagerly.


  ‘That would be great,’ Jessie agrees.


  ‘Jessie! Emily!’ We all look over to see Judy waving. She spots me and comes over. ‘I should have known I’d find you three together, again.’ She glances at Joe.


  ‘Mum, this is Joe,’ Jessie introduces them.


  ‘Hello!’ She smiles brightly, but there’s no trace of recognition. One down, ninety-odd to go.


  ‘Can you and Emily come and chat to your Great Uncle Gerard, darling? I don’t know how long he’ll last before he’ll nod off.’


  ‘Sure, Mum,’ Jessie replies in a resigned tone. ‘See you later,’ he says to us, taking Emily’s hand and leading her away.


  Joe smiles at me.


  ‘Shall we find a dark corner?’ I ask him.


  He raises one eyebrow at me. God, he’s sexy.


  ‘Oi,’ I gently berate. ‘Enough of that.’


  He looks past me and nods to the far corner of the room, where there’s an empty booth. ‘Over there.’


  He leads the way, and I’m intensely aware of every glance, but no one does a double take. The beard is an excellent disguise, and who would expect Joseph Strike to be here, anyway?


  I slide into the secluded booth and he joins me, our thighs pressing together under the table. Suddenly the air between us is charged with electricity. I turn to face him and we stare into each
  other’s eyes for a long moment, before he kisses me tenderly on my lips. It’s over far too quickly. This is not the time or the place, and we both know it.


  ‘I missed you.’


  These words come out of our mouths at exactly the same time and we both laugh. He touches his hand to my cheek.


  ‘You look so beautiful.’


  I smile back at him. ‘You look pretty damn sexy yourself.’


  ‘Even with the beard?’


  ‘Even with the beard,’ I confirm. I place my hand on his chest, which definitely feels bigger than it was before. ‘Have you had to bulk up for this part?’ I ask
  curiously.


  He looks a bit embarrassed. ‘Yeah. It’s been pretty full on.’


  ‘Dodgy macrobiotic diets?’ I ask with amusement. I’ve teased him about this before.


  ‘Unfortunately, yes.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘But not anymore.’


  He’s just finished filming an action thriller called The Darkest Side. All that’s left for him to do now is record some voiceover stuff in LA in January.


  ‘Done with all those bare-chested shots on location, then?’ I say playfully.


  ‘Yep. The only place you’ll see me bare-chested anytime soon is in the bedroom,’ he replies with a raised eyebrow.


  ‘Only in the bedroom?’ I pretend to be put out. ‘We have a very nice rug in front of a very nice log fire.’


  He smiles and kisses me on my lips. ‘I like that you just said “we”.’


  I giggle. ‘Actually, I brought the rug with me from my last place, so technically it’s mine. But I’m very happy to share it with you.’


  ‘As long as you don’t share it with anybody else,’ he warns.


  His brow furrows and he looks away. There’s an immediate change in the atmosphere.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask with confusion.


  ‘Nothing. Just ignore me.’ He takes a sip of his drink, but doesn’t meet my eyes.


  ‘I can’t just ignore you. Tell me.’


  He looks hesitant. ‘Did you and… Lukas… ever…’


  ‘No!’ I cry, horrified. The thought of making love to Joe on the same rug as I did with my husband… ‘No! The rug is new,’ I clarify. ‘I bought it when I
  moved in with my housemate.’


  ‘Oh.’ He exhales loudly. ‘Okay.’


  ‘Hey.’ I take his hand and squeeze it, then try to think of something to say to change the subject, but I’m not quick enough.


  ‘Have you seen him recently?’ he asks.


  ‘I saw him about a month ago,’ I reply quietly. ‘He came back to help sort out our things.’


  I couldn’t persuade Lukas to sell our house at first, so we let it out on a six-month rental. The tenants vacated the property at the beginning of November, and Lukas agreed to put it up
  for sale. We received four offers in its first weekend. Newnham is a very popular area of Cambridge – properties don’t come up that often. We’re due to exchange this week and
  complete the week after. The new owners want to be in in time for Christmas.


  Joe’s jaw has tensed. I can see this, even under his bushy beard. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


  ‘That I’d seen him?’ I check.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I barely got to talk to you in Brazil. I was hardly going to ruin our conversations by bringing up Lukas.’


  He lets go of my hand and takes another drink, trying to feign nonchalance. ‘Fair enough.’ But I can see straight through him.


  I can’t actually believe that Joe told me that he would still want me, even if Lukas took me back. The idea of secretly slipping away from my husband for passionate trysts with Joe on the
  rare occasion that he’s not filming… Even if Lukas were blissfully unaware of what was going on, Joe gets so jealous. I think we can safely say that staying married
  to Lukas would never have worked, even if I’d wanted it to. Which I didn’t. I could never have done that.


  But I could have if I’d wanted to…


  Seven months ago


  There’s a pounding on the door. I’m upstairs getting ready for bed and Lisa, my housemate, is out at the movies with her new boyfriend. It’s pouring with rain
  outside – I can hear it pelting against the windows. Who would be calling at this hour? I consider ignoring it, but the pounding starts up again. I pull on my dressing gown and traipse down
  the stairs. ‘Who’s there?’ I shout, not wanting to open the door to a stranger. We don’t have a peephole.


  ‘Open up!’


  Lukas! I wrench the door open and see him standing there. Rain runs off his dark blond hair and down his chiselled face, which is tanned, even in early May. His blue eyes look desperate as he
  regards me with misery.


  ‘Can I come in?’


  At least he has the decency to ask this time.


  Guilt washes through me, my unwelcome companion whenever Lukas is around. ‘Of course.’ I take a step backwards and he enters. ‘Let me get you a towel.’


  He’s still standing in the hall when I return.


  ‘You’re soaked through!’ I exclaim, seeing the full extent of the rain’s damage. I recognise that jacket. It’s his light grey Hugo Boss one – my favourite
  – but thanks to the rain it looks charcoal coloured. He’s trying to shrug it off, but the wet fabric is sticking to his shirt and making it difficult. I help him out of it and notice
  that even his white shirt is transparent.


  ‘Oh, Lukas,’ I murmur with dismay. ‘Did you walk here?’


  ‘Yes.’


  I look up at him, but he’s steadfastly staring at the floor.


  ‘Have my dressing gown.’ I take it off and hand it over. I’m only wearing my PJs underneath.


  He says nothing as he puts it on the banister and starts to unbutton his shirt.


  ‘I’ll make you a coffee.’


  I hurry out of the hallway, turning the heating back on as I pass the boiler cupboard. I wonder what he’s doing here?


  Lukas is in the living room when I return with his coffee. He looks so unfamiliar. It doesn’t help that he’s wearing my fluffy white dressing gown.


  ‘Where are your clothes?’


  He nods towards the table. I take the pile and start to lay them out on the radiators. ‘Have a seat,’ I direct him. He slumps onto the sofa. I pass him his coffee and sit in the
  opposite armchair. He doesn’t speak for a while, so I have to prompt him.


  ‘What are you doing here?’


  His blue eyes fly up to penetrate mine, and the agony I see in them is unbearable. ‘I miss you.’


  I avert my gaze. ‘Lukas…’


  ‘Alice,’ he interrupts. ‘Why are you doing this?’


  ‘You know why, Lukas.’ I sound resigned. We’ve been here before. Many, many times.


  ‘Have you seen him yet?’ he asks, a look of hope flitting across his features.


  I swallow. ‘Yes.’


  He visibly slumps. ‘I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t heard anything.’ I know one of his greatest fears has been the idea of reading about us in the papers. ‘Did you go to
  Australia?’ he asks.


  ‘Yes.’


  Joe has been filming on location Down Under. I couldn’t go during half term, and the distance was agonising, so I went there for the Easter holidays. I hadn’t seen him since New
  Year’s Day, when we said our goodbyes at Wareham train station in Dorset. After that he had to fly home to LA and then on to the Outback and I had to return to Cambridge to sort out my
  screwed-up life.


  ‘When did you get back?’ he asks.


  ‘On the weekend.’


  ‘What was it like?’ Lukas’s voice is pained.


  ‘It was… fine,’ I say carefully.


  The truth is, it was difficult. More difficult than I had imagined. Of course, at first it was blissful. Making love to Joe in his trailer after months apart, feeling with absolute certainty
  that I was doing the right thing in leaving a husband who loves me. But it was hard, too. Joe spent most of his days, and several of his nights, filming. Rumours had been flying around about him
  and his beautiful co-star for weeks, and I hated seeing him with her. And because we were trying to keep our relationship under wraps, I had to pretend to be his personal masseuse. We joked at my
  job description at first, but it started to feel wrong. Sordid, in a way.


  Joe didn’t want it to be like that. He wanted to tell everyone that I was Alice – the Alice that he spoke about on live television back in December. His first love, the girl that he
  could never get over. My friend Lizzy saw that interview and called the TV station. That was how we got back in touch. I had never been able to forget him, even though I had married Lukas. And when
  Joe became a superstar, it was even harder to put him out of my mind, because he was everywhere. I needed to know why he never came for me all those years ago. We met in Dorset when we were both
  eighteen – lost ourselves in each other, to each other – and then were torn apart. The next time I heard anything about him was years later when Lizzy showed me a DVD on my
  wedding day. A kick-boxing documentary called Strike. She’d watched it the night before and recognised Joe – she’d come to visit me in Dorset for a couple of days. But this man
  was called Joseph Strike – he’d changed his name and I felt like I didn’t know him, that that part of my life was over. But it wasn’t. Even after I married Lukas, I never
  stopped thinking about Joe, wondering what had happened to him. Running away to a cottage in Dorset together was supposed to be about getting answers and finding closure, but even after nine and a
  half years, we fell so deeply in love again that we knew we could never let each other go. Lukas found us at the cottage. He was so angry… I believed he would never forgive me. But Joe
  thought otherwise. He thought Lukas would want me back, and he was scared that I’d choose an ordinary, private life with a normal man, instead of a relationship with one of the most sought
  after people in the world… What sort of a life would that be? I knew it would be challenging. But once I’d found Joe again, fallen for him all over again, my decision was set in
  stone.


  Joe was right about one thing. Lukas did want me back. Even after everything I had done to him.


  I couldn’t believe it. I still can’t believe it. He quit his job in Germany – he had moved there a couple of months ago, while I’d stayed in the UK to teach – and
  got another research placement back at the University of Cambridge where he had studied and then taught. I tried to convince him not to do this, that it was futile – I wanted a divorce
  – but my words had no effect.


  ‘You didn’t want to go to Germany, and I should never have left you… I’m sorry.’


  I never thought I’d hear him say that. I wish he hadn’t. It would have been less painful if he’d hated me.


  He violently opposed the idea of me moving out of our home, but he couldn’t stop me. He also violently opposed a divorce, and as he was the one who had to file for it under grounds of
  infidelity (mine), my hands were tied. I knew it would take time to convince him. I was still trying.


  Lukas speaks quietly. ‘Do you still love him?’


  ‘Yes.’ My eyes well up with tears. I hate myself for hurting him like this. I wish he could accept that it’s over between us.


  ‘What about his co-star?’


  I know he – along with millions of others – has been glued to the tabloids for news about a romance between Joe and Michelle Bleech, the stunning Australian actress who he’s
  been sharing a lot of time with on set. Of course, Lukas’s reasons for his interest are very different to the rest of the population.


  ‘They’re just friends.’


  Even I know this sounds weak. I was riddled with jealousy when my colleague Roxy kept going on about them. But Joe insisted they were just friends. However it was only when I saw them together
  first hand that I could accept it as the truth. I still couldn’t stand the sight of the woman, though. She was far too hands-on for my liking.


  ‘Alice…’


  He gets up from the sofa and tries to approach me.


  ‘No. Don’t.’ I put my hand up to ward him off. He hesitates for a moment. ‘Lukas, please. Don’t do this,’ I beg. I get to my feet and step away from him.


  He stands up, but ignores my protests. ‘I still love you. I will always love you.’


  ‘I can’t…’ I go to walk into the kitchen, but he grabs my hand, pulling me back to him. His dressing gown has fallen open, revealing his body beneath. He’s
  wearing nothing but boxer shorts, and I inadvertently glance at his chest. I immediately regret it, because suddenly he is familiar to me. So familiar my heart clenches.


  ‘I know you still love me too.’


  ‘I don’t!’


  But it’s a lie. And he knows it. I do still love him. I still remember falling in love with him, with this gorgeous, intelligent German student who was studying Physics at Trinity College.
  I remember making love to him in his room, above the bookshop opposite Great Gate on Trinity Street, with the Christmas lights glowing outside our window. I remember him proposing to me at the top
  of an Austrian mountain, kneeling on the purest of snow. I remember him telling me that I was his first love, his only love. He disappointed his parents – his austere, mega-wealthy German
  parents – by choosing me instead of his childhood sweetheart, who was from a very good family, as I heard time and time again. To my knowledge he still hasn’t told his parents
  we’ve separated. He made sacrifices for me because he loved me. And I loved him. I still love him. Just not as much as I love Joe. For me a choice did have to be made. So I made one.
  But it appears Lukas still believes he can change my mind.


  ‘Enough. You’ve got to stop this.’ I shake my hand free.


  ‘Why haven’t you made your relationship public?’ he asks me quietly.


  ‘I don’t want… We don’t want… I want…’


  ‘You want a normal life,’ he finishes my sentence for me.


  I look away from him, because he’s right, of course.


  He steps forward and puts his hand on my arm. I stare up at him. ‘Alice, you know you will never get that with him. You’ll have to quit your job, you won’t be able to live in
  this house, or any house without security and bodyguards. You won’t be able to go anywhere on your own, ever again. And how will your children live? Presuming you want children with
  him?’ I know the thought of this must hurt him very much. He had been wanting to try for a family for ages. He continues.


  ‘You’re stealing away every chance of a normal childhood. You’re effectively entering yourself – and your children – into a prison sentence. Is that really what you
  want?’


  No! No, it’s not what I want! He’s preying on my greatest fears, and I hate him for it.


  I remove his hand from my arm, give him my fiercest glare and try to keep my voice steady. ‘You’re not going to change my mind.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I want a
  divorce.’


  He stares at me for a long moment, but I don’t waver. And then I see his eyes fill with tears before he closes them. I lose my resolve and my bottom lip starts to wobble.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper. His eyes fly open and suddenly I’m in his arms, my cheek pressed against his bare chest as his arms crush me to him. I struggle to free myself,
  but he holds me tightly. ‘Don’t,’ I protest, but then he’s holding my face in his hands and forcing me to look up at him. His lips are on mine before I know it, but it feels
  wrong, so wrong. All I can think about is Joe. I’m frozen. I can’t kiss him back. I think it’s in that moment, when I don’t melt under his touch as I’m sure he
  expected me to, that Lukas finally accepts that it’s over.


  He flings me away from him, hurt and anger distorting his usually perfect features.


  ‘You will regret this,’ he promises darkly, snatching his still-damp clothes from the radiators and pulling them on. ‘There’s no going back this time.’


  And much as it pains me, it’s what I wanted to hear.


  He returned to Germany after that. His former employer at the University of Munich took him back. He still couldn’t bring himself to talk to me about selling our house,
  though. So we rented it out. The next time I would see him would be when we went there to clear out the last of our belongings. It was then that he finally consented to my request.


   


  ***

  
   


  ‘He’s agreed to a divorce,’ I tell Joe now. His dark eyes light up.


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Really?’ he asks again, almost unable to believe it.


  ‘Yes.’


  With utter relief, he pulls me to him. I breathe in his scent as I press my face into his neck.


  ‘Why didn’t you tell me this?’ he asks as he jerks away, staring at me with confusion. This topic certainly wouldn’t have ruined our conversations. It’s
  what Joe’s been after for months.


  ‘I knew I’d believe it when I saw it. I didn’t want to get your hopes up. But the divorce papers came through yesterday.’


  ‘And he’s signed them?’ he checks warily.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘So it’s over?’


  ‘It’s been over for almost a year.’


  ‘Yes, but now it’s official.’


  I nod and his face breaks into an enormous grin. ‘So now you’re my Alice. Just my Alice.’


  ‘I’ve always been your Alice,’ I say softly as he hugs me to him once more.


  ‘I’m so happy,’ he murmurs into my hair.


  ‘Me too.’ Another surge of joy passes through me.


  We eat, drink and dance the night away, and although we get a few odd looks, I’m pretty sure Joe’s identity remains safe. For one more night, at least. At nine o’clock he goes
  off to get his suitcase from a nearby hotel. His PA checked him into one, just so he could have a shower and leave his belongings somewhere, but he returns within half an hour, giving me enough
  time to have a dance with Jessie and Emily.


  By eleven thirty, Joe is seriously flagging. He only flew in from LA this morning after an all-night flight, and even in First Class he says he barely slept. Jessie and Emily are showing no
  signs of calling it a night anytime soon, so we go to say goodbye.


  Emily throws her arms around me and I hug her tightly.


  ‘Thanks for letting me be your bridesmaid.’ My tone is serious, but Emily snorts.


  ‘As if I wouldn’t have asked you!’


  My eyes brim with tears and I hug her again. The truth is, I didn’t expect to be asked. Emily wasn’t one of my bridesmaids when I got married. And I had five. My face burns with
  shame as I remember how I allowed Lukas to convince me that it was all about politics. I didn’t even know one of my bridesmaids – I met her for the first time the day before we got
  married. Plus I hardly saw Emily back in those days. But I should never have allowed that to happen. I’m beyond delighted that we’ve become good friends again this year.


  I turn to Jessie. ‘Come here,’ he slurs drunkenly, hauling me into his arms. He presses his lips to my head. ‘My little China.’


  ‘Look after her,’ he tells Joe, and it’s almost a warning.


  ‘I fully intend to,’ Joe says, gently pulling me to his side. ‘So we’ll see you tomorrow?’


  ‘Oh, yeah!’ Jessie exclaims. ‘Phew, forgot about that. I was about to get all emotional.’


  I smirk at him. ‘Call me when you’re ready. No rush,’ I add, giving Emily one last peck on the cheek. ‘Have a good one,’ I say to her with a wink.


  ‘You too,’ she says brazenly back, glancing at Joe.


  I laugh and lead the way out.


  ‘We should be able to catch a cab out here, but if not we’ll walk up to the taxi rank.’ My teeth start to chatter. It’s even colder than before.


  Joe chuckles and vigorously rubs my arms in an attempt to warm me up.


  ‘What?’ I ask him over my shoulder.


  ‘Nothing,’ he replies.


  ‘You’re used to having a driver,’ I realise with amusement.


  ‘I haven’t had to hail a cab in years,’ he admits.


  ‘Well, for the next few weeks you’re just little Joe Strickwold, so get used to it,’ I tease.


  ‘I’m very happy to.’


  A cab appears around the corner and he steps out onto the street and whistles loudly. It screeches to a halt.


  ‘Bloody hell!’ I exclaim. I’ve never seen anyone do that, other than in the movies.


  Huh. But of course he’s been in plenty of movies…


  ‘I lived in New York for a bit,’ he informs me with a grin, opening the door for me. I climb in and tell the driver where to go. Joe puts his suitcase in the boot and then slides in
  after me.


  ‘I didn’t know you lived in New York?’ I say. There are still so many gaps to fill in. Thankfully we have time.


  ‘For a year after I first moved to America,’ he explains, glancing across at me.


  ‘Wow. Did you like it?’


  ‘Loved it. Might buy an apartment there one day. Have you ever been?’


  ‘No, funnily enough. It’s one of those places I always wanted to go,’ I reply.


  ‘I’ll take you.’


  I smile at him and rest my head on his shoulder, draping my arm across his waist.


  ‘How far away is home?’ he asks.


  ‘About fifteen minutes,’ I reply.


  He slips his arm around me and we stay like that for the rest of the journey.


  Eventually the taxi driver turns into a sleepy village, dark except for the occasional light glowing in windows behind curtains. I chose this village, not only because it’s quiet and
  private and we have plenty of space, but because most of its occupants appear to be nearing ninety. I’m pretty sure that they won’t be bothered – if they ever become aware –
  that there’s a celebrity in their midst.


  ‘Take a left here,’ I tell the driver, extricating myself from Joe as he pulls into a narrow lane. ‘We’re at the end.’


  ‘This is a bit tucked away,’ the driver comments.


  ‘It sure is,’ I reply, flashing Joe a grin. His stance has changed. He’s sitting upright and he looks eager and full of anticipation, like a child on Christmas morning.


  Joe didn’t even have access to email in the rainforest, so I couldn’t send him the estate agent’s particulars. I described the house to him, although nothing would have
  prepared him for what it’s like in real life. The ‘wow’ factor will have to wait until the morning, though, because it’s so dark right now that all we can see are the tall
  wooden gates in the car’s headlights.


  The taxi driver reverses back out of the road while I lead Joe to the gate’s keypad.


  ‘Five, seven, zero, two,’ I tell him as I punch in the code. ‘Fifth of July, 2002.’


  ‘The day we met,’ he says quietly.


  We gaze at each other in the darkness for a moment before I push open the gate.


  The sky over our heads is bursting with stars and a new moon hangs yellow above the rooftop. As we walk across the snow-crusted gravel driveway, I feel the familiar flutter of butterflies as
  they take flight in my stomach. I push my key into the lock and flick on the hall lights as I go inside. I’m suddenly intensely aware of Joe’s presence behind me, the warmth of his
  frame. I turn around to face him and see that his expression is as serious as mine.


  He takes me in his arms and kisses me passionately. Shivers trail up and down my spine, but I’m no longer cold. His kiss deepens, and then his lips move to my neck. I gasp and arch my
  back. I want him so much.


  ‘I take it you don’t want a tour?’ I ask breathlessly.


  ‘Only to the bedroom,’ he replies, scooping me up. I laugh lightly. He’s so strong, he makes me feel weightless. He grins at me, making my heart flip. ‘Which
  way?’


  I nod at the stairs. ‘Up.’


  ‘I like what you’ve done here,’ he comments jokily, nodding at the heavy-aluminium mirror over the hallstand, mixing modern with old.


  ‘Thanks,’ I reply with a grin, my arms looped around his neck.


  ‘Nice rug,’ he continues when we reach the landing.


  ‘The one in front of the hearth is nicer,’ I reply mockingly and he raises one eyebrow at me. ‘Right here,’ I direct him with a jerk of my head.


  He’s kissing me again before we reach the bedroom. Frantic, desperate kisses. There’s no more laughing, no more talking as we undress quickly, not taking our eyes from each other.
  There are no witty remarks about the super kingsize bed with its sculptured mahogany bedhead and white Egyptian cotton 600 thread count duvet cover. All I want is him. Inside me. Now. We fall onto
  the bed and as his warm, hard body presses against mine, I inhale sharply with ecstasy as I get my wish.


  He kisses me lightly all over my face when it’s over. Soothing me. Loving me. Once more I was overcome with emotion at the end – sometimes Joe just does that to me. I take a deep,
  shaky breath and he rolls off me, turning on his side to stroke my face and brush away my tears. My nose is still prickling and there’s a lump in my throat.


  ‘I love you,’ he whispers.


  ‘I love you more,’ I reply.


  ‘It’s not possible.’


  We smile small smiles at each other.


  ‘Please can we go public?’ he begs. ‘I hate being without you.’


  I sigh, my tears abating. ‘Let’s talk in the morning.’


  He nods and I reach across to switch off the bedside light.


  ‘Nice bedhead, by the way,’ he murmurs as I snuggle into the crook of his arm.


  I swear I’m still smiling as I fall asleep.


  I wake up to the sound of him shaving. I sit up in bed and peer through the gap in the door to the en-suite. Sensing movement, he pauses for a moment and peeks out at me.


  ‘Morning,’ he says with a grin.


  ‘Morning,’ I reply sleepily.


  ‘Sorry I woke you,’ he says.


  ‘What’s the time?’


  ‘Nine o’clock.’


  That’s pretty good for me, actually. I’ve been struggling to sleep recently. I nod at his electric razor. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’


  ‘You think I should keep my disguise?’


  ‘Might be an idea?’


  ‘Nah,’ he says. ‘It’s too damn itchy.’


  I smile at him. ‘I prefer you clean-shaven anyway.’


  ‘You’ll have me that way in ten minutes.’


  ‘Promises, promises,’ I tease.


  But he stays true to it.


  It’s even more blissful kissing him when I don’t have a beard to contend with. I could stay in bed with him all day, if I weren’t so excited about showing him the house.


  ‘Come on,’ I urge. He climbs out of bed and I pause for a moment to admire the view as he gets a T-shirt and cargo pants out from his suitcase. He must’ve brought it upstairs
  while I was asleep. He is definitely broader. Hang on, what’s that?


  ‘Is that a scar?’ I ask with concern as he drags his T-shirt over his head.


  ‘Where? Oh, there,’ he replies, looking over his shoulder at his lower back. ‘Just a scratch.’


  ‘That is not just a scratch,’ I say, climbing out of bed and going over to study it. It’s about ten centimetres long, jagged, and looks quite deep. ‘Did you need
  stitches?’


  ‘A few,’ he replies, stepping away and pulling on his cargo pants. I bloody knew it. ‘It’s not a big deal,’ he adds.


  ‘How did it happen?’


  ‘I fell out of a tree.’ He looks a bit self-conscious.


  ‘Are you still doing your own stunts?’ I ask accusatorily.


  ‘Don’t start that again,’ he warns.


  ‘I’m serious, Joe! You shouldn’t do that! It’s dangerous!’ My voice has climbed an octave and I hate that I sound whiney, but I can’t help it. He hurt himself
  in Australia too, when he slipped and fell down a rock face during a thunderstorm. He still has the scars on his ribs to show for it.


  ‘I’ve always done my own stunts,’ he says firmly.


  ‘Yeah, well, that was before you had me around to nag you,’ I point out. ‘It’s not just you that you have to think about anymore,’ I add.


  ‘I guess we’ll have to add this to our list of things to talk about,’ he says meaningfully.


  That shuts me up.


  He leans forward to give me a quick peck on my lips. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.’


  I give him a wry look and then go to the curtains. ‘You ready?’ I ask.


  His brow furrows. ‘Yes?’ he replies uncertainly, not knowing what I’m going on about.


  And then I pull back the curtains.


  ‘Wow,’ he says.


  The view out of our window is stunning, gently undulating snowy hills reaching for miles. There are no leaves on the trees at the moment, but I can already imagine how beautiful it will be in
  the spring. I hope he’s here to share it with me.


  ‘Come and see downstairs,’ I say eagerly.


  Home is a large thatched house, dating back to the mid-sixteenth century. It was once a farmhouse and is still set within five acres of land, with barns which have conversion potential should we
  ever need the extra space. Joe could probably do with a high-tech gym and a kickboxing studio to work out in, keep his famous martial arts skills up-to-scratch. Then again, we could just get a
  bunch of animals. You know, for fun. Joe would love a puppy. I remember his late dog Dyson with a sad smile. How he adored him. I wonder if I could get him one as a Christmas present? Oh
  my God, I am so tempted. Obviously I’d have to look after it… Hmm, might not be very practical.


  Joe’s amazed at everything I’ve managed to do in such a short space of time. But I did have movers and packers to help me, and I have been walking around interior design shops for
  weeks, using the credit card Joe’s PA Melanie sent me. I’m so relieved he likes everything. It’s all for him.


  We sit at the kitchen bench table and I make him a freshly ground coffee while our croissants are heating up.


  ‘Now, are you sure you can eat these?’ I tease, bringing the pastries out of the oven.


  He rolls his eyes, but chooses to ignore me. ‘What time do you think Jessie and Emily will come over?’


  ‘I don’t know. Sometime this afternoon, I imagine.’


  ‘They seem nice,’ he comments.


  ‘You were very good with them,’ I reply. ‘Do you find it weird, people reacting to you like that?’


  ‘It still freaks me out sometimes,’ he admits.


  ‘In that case, you’re a good actor.’


  ‘Well, thank you.’ He smiles at me, then his face becomes thoughtful as he sips his coffee.


  ‘What is it?’ I ask.


  He reaches for a croissant, trying to play it down. ‘Nicky thinks I could be up for an Oscar this year.’ Nicky is his agent. I spoke to him once, years ago, when I tried to track
  down Joe. I still haven’t met him in person.


  ‘No way!’ I squeal excitedly. ‘For Magnitude Mile?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Well, I’m not surprised. It’s the best movie I’ve ever seen.’


  He laughs with embarrassment. I was in LA with him during the summer holidays when it came out. I went to the Hollywood premiere, and it was one of the most surreal moments of my life, walking
  down the red carpet hearing people chanting his name. But after that I felt a bit lost, because not only could I not arrive with him, I couldn’t even sit next to him. Naturally I felt
  incredibly proud of him, but overall it was quite a lonely experience. Not that I told him that.


  ‘Ooh, does that mean you’ll get to go to the Oscars?’ I ask.


  ‘Yeah.’ He tuts. ‘At long bloody last.’


  His last two films, Night Fox and Phoenix Seven, were both nominated for various awards last year. People thought it was a travesty that he wasn’t nominated for Best
  Actor for at least one of them, so it seems an Oscar might put that right this year.


  I feel a sting. How I would love to go with him… Actually with him… But that would mean letting go of almost everything else in my life.


  ‘So…’ he says, and I know exactly what he’s going to say.


  ‘No,’ I rebuke him. ‘I don’t want to go public yet.’


  He takes a deep breath and exhales loudly. ‘Then when?’


  ‘I don’t know. I can’t stand the thought of losing my privacy – my family’s privacy. Imagine how this will affect Mum and Dad?’


  ‘Don’t think I haven’t worried about that, too.’


  ‘And I have nightmares about your crazed fans hunting me down…’


  ‘We’d have to get you some security—’


  ‘You think I want to have bodyguards following me around?’ I interrupt, my voice rising.


  He stays silent, brooding.


  ‘And I still love my job,’ I add more calmly. ‘I don’t want to leave it.’


  He sighs before speaking. ‘I wish you didn’t have to go to work this week.’


  ‘Me too.’ I manage a laugh. ‘I don’t love it that much.’


  He smiles at me. ‘So what does Miss Simmons get for Christmas from her pupils?’


  I wince. He clearly doesn’t know I’m still using my married name at work. But he’s going to find out on Friday when I bring Christmas cards home from the children.


  ‘It’s still Mrs Heuber, I’m afraid,’ I tell Joe.


  ‘Oh.’ He looks away from me, distinctly unimpressed. ‘When are you planning on changing it?’


  I shift on my seat. ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure I want to confuse them all half-way through the school year.’


  ‘But you’re divorced,’ he points out. ‘Finally,’ he adds under his breath with a touch of sarcasm.


  ‘I’ll speak to the head teacher about it,’ I promise him.


  ‘What was he like?’ Joe swallows and turns to study my face. ‘When you saw him?’


  I know he’s not talking about the head teacher. We’re back on the subject of Lukas. ‘He was… detached.’


  ‘Did he try to convince you to go back to him?’


  ‘No, actually. No. I don’t think he’ll do that again.’


  God, it was awful. Lukas was so cold, so distant. He informed me very matter-of-factly that he’s seeing someone else, a fellow professor at the University of Munich. She’s German,
  and also a physician.


  I tell Joe about her. ‘At least he’ll be able to discuss metaphysics and quark structures to his heart’s content. I could never understand what he was going on
  about.’


  I try to brush it off, but the truth is it hurts to think about Lukas with someone else. Even though I know it shouldn’t. Deep down I’m glad he’s happy. The next morning I kiss Joe goodbye. I have to return to school for my last week before we break up for the Christmas holidays. I
  promise him I’ll come home as soon as I can, but he assures me he’ll be happy just chilling out in our new home and maybe going for a walk.


  When I get home there’s a snowman on the front lawn. Joe comes out of the house and stands next to it with his arms crossed, looking very pleased and proud of himself. I crack up
  laughing.


  ‘You doofus,’ I say.


  ‘Don’t you like it?’ he asks, pretending to be hurt.


  ‘I’ve seen better,’ I joke.


  He tuts at me and shakes his head. ‘Now you’ve done it.’


  ‘What?’


  He scoops up a handful of snow.


  ‘Don’t you dare!’ I warn as he packs it into the shape of a ball. ‘Right!’ I turn to scoop up a handful of my own, but his snowball hits me on my bum as I’m
  bending over. ‘Oi!’ I shout, turning around and hurling a ball at him. He ducks and it flies straight past him. Another one comes my way. This time I block it. I chase him, laughing,
  around the side of the house. But he stops suddenly and comes towards me.


  ‘How was your day?’ he asks, his eyes twinkling.


  I screw up my nose, but don’t let go of my snowball. ‘Actually, it was a bit rubbish.’


  His face falls. ‘Why?’


  ‘Roxy told me something.’


  He groans and rolls his eyes. ‘Not her again.’ He’s never met her, but he’s not her biggest fan. The feeling, however, is far from mutual. She’s a self-confessed
  Strike Stalker, the person who fills me in on all the gossip relating to Joe, whether I want her to or not.


  I drop the snowball and dust off my hands. I don’t feel like playing anymore.


  ‘What did she say?’ he asks warily.


  My heart sinks. I have a horrible feeling that Roxy might be onto something with this one. ‘It was about Michelle Bleech.’


  Joe keeps steady eye contact.


  ‘Is it true that you’re going to be starring with her in another film?’


  I can’t keep the hurt from my voice.


  He sighs again. This is not good. ‘Nicky wants me to, yes.’


  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ My voice sounds small.


  He gives me a pointed stare. ‘I didn’t want to ruin our conversations.’


  It’s the same argument I used on him.


  I turn and walk away from him, my head down.


  ‘Alice!’ he calls out. He runs after me and tries to pull me back, but I shake him off. The truth is, I hate Michelle Bleech. Okay, so I know there’s no truth in the rumours .
  She and Joe have a very tactile relationship, and there’s definitely sexual chemistry between them onscreen, but off it there’s nothing going on between them. I saw that first-hand when
  I went to visit him on set in Australia at Easter.


  ‘Please don’t be upset. You know I don’t feel anything for her. ’


  ‘I thought she was your best mate,’ I spit bitterly, jealousy coursing through my veins as I go inside the house.


  Joe follows me, his shoulders slumping.


  I still remember that argument with Joe very clearly. It was one of our worst. The tabloids had been riddled with rumours about Joe and Michelle’s steamy sex scenes. Even my best friend
  Lizzy had been in touch, asking how I felt. The truth was, I had been feeling sick and humiliated.


  Ten months ago


  ‘I just don’t understand why they’d keep printing this stuff if there’s no truth in it.’


  It’s the middle of February and I’m on the phone to Joe. His filming schedule is so tight that we barely have any time to talk, and I hate myself for ruining our first conversation
  in a week by bringing up my insecurities.


  ‘There is no truth in it,’ he reiterates firmly, the satellite phone sounding less crackly for a change. ‘She’s good fun, we have a laugh, but that’s it.’


  Every word hits me like a bullet. ‘She’s good fun, is she? You have a laugh?’ I despise how jealous I sound. I was never like this with Lukas. But then Lukas didn’t have
  to have sex with other women. Okay, so I know film sex isn’t real sex, and supposedly it’s really uncomfortable and anything but titillating for the actors, but still…


  Joe sighs loudly. ‘See, this is why actors date actresses.’


  My mouth gapes open in shock. ‘Did you really just say that to me? Go off and bloody well date her, then!’


  ‘I didn’t mean,’ he splutters. ‘Alice! For fuck’s sake, what’s got into you?’


  Hot tears prick my eyes.


  ‘Alice?’ His voice is quieter, more concerned.


  ‘It’s hard, Joe.’


  ‘I know. It’s hard for me, too, thinking about you still living so close to Lukas,’ he says bitterly. ‘How’s that divorce coming along?’


  ‘He still won’t agree to it,’ I reply miserably. ‘But he will eventually. And at least you don’t have to listen to everyone going on about what you’re getting
  up to all the time.’


  ‘Just ignore them!’ He raises his voice. ‘None of it is true! We think one of the make-up artists is leaking stories to the press. It won’t go on for much
  longer.’


  ‘Leaking stories implies that there actually is a story that needs to be leaked!’


  ‘Alice!’ he raises his voice. ‘There is nothing going on between Michelle and me. We’re just friends.’


  ‘Friends!’ I erupt bitterly.


  ‘Yes, friends,’ he replies calmly. ‘You surely can’t have a problem with that?’


  I surely can. Stupid, beautiful cow.

  
   

  
  ***

  
   

  
  I storm into the kitchen and flick on the kettle. Joe follows me. ‘You and Jessie are friends,’ he says calmly. ‘I don’t give you hell about
  that.’


  ‘What?’ I splutter. ‘I’ve known Jessie for years!’


  ‘So? I lost count of the number of times he hugged you and ruffled your hair yesterday…’


  ‘Please don’t tell me you’re jealous of Jessie!’ I interrupt, outraged. ‘He’s just got married!’


  ‘Yes, and how do you think Emily feels about your touchy feely relationship?’ he asks.


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ I snap.


  God, does she mind? Jessie and I have always had a very tactile relationship. Okay, so we lost that a bit when Lukas came on the scene, but I’ve been so happy to be close
  to him again. I’ve never even considered that it might bother Emily, but maybe it does. Maybe I need to be more sensitive.


  I stand there at the kitchen counter in horrified silence as these thoughts go through my head. The kettle boils and Joe makes me a cup of tea.


  ‘Does it really bother you how Jessie and I are with each other?’ I ask, slightly astounded.


  ‘A little bit,’ he admits.


  ‘You really are quite a jealous person, aren’t you?’ I can’t keep the surprise from my voice.


  ‘Only when it comes to you,’ he replies, flashing me a smile. ‘I never used to be.’


  ‘Well, you don’t have to fret about me.’


  ‘And please don’t fret about me,’ he begs, pulling me into his arms.


  I go willingly, but my heart sinks at the thought of him kissing Michelle Bleech, tongues and all. Suddenly I hate the fact that he is an actor. How the hell am I going to cope when that movie
  comes out and I have to watch them getting naked and steamy together on the big screen?


  ‘I hate her,’ I say in a muffled voice.


  He exhales loudly and holds me at arms’ length. ‘You know, this would all be very different if you and I went public.’


  I look up at him.


  ‘Alice, I know you’d be sad to leave your job, but you could try something else?’ he says in a pleading voice. ‘We could go travelling for a year, spend some proper time
  together.’


  ‘Travelling?’ I say with confusion. ‘But what about your filming schedule.’


  ‘I don’t have to agree to anything.’


  ‘But won’t Nicky be pissed off?’


  ‘Who cares?’ he says simply. ‘It’s not up to him.’


  ‘So you wouldn’t do the film? With Michelle?’


  ‘No. Not if you don’t want me to.’


  My heart soars. ‘Really? You would do that for me?’


  ‘Alice,’ he says firmly. ‘I would do anything for you. Remember?’


  I do remember. I do remember him telling me that a year ago in Dorset.


  ‘You could still do one film,’ I say, thinking for a moment. ‘I could definitely cope with that.’


  ‘How about an action film? I’ve read the script. There’s no kissing.’


  ‘Really?’ My heart threatens to burst, but I keep myself in check. ‘You can’t avoid sex scenes forever.’


  ‘I can if I want to.’


  I snort with laughter. ‘I’ll probably get used to them eventually,’ I muse aloud. ‘But if you could avoid them for the foreseeable future, it would be very much
  appreciated.’


  ‘Done.’ He laughs and squeezes me hard. ‘Now. What about your job?’


  It’s with a heavy heart that I go to work on Friday morning. It’s the last day of school. My pupils will return after the Christmas break. I sadly, will not. On
  Tuesday I told the head teacher of my decision to leave. I explained – to his bewilderment and absolute astonishment – what was going on. I think he was worried I’d lost my mind,
  that I’d invented a relationship with Joseph Strike the movie star, but I managed to convince him that it was fact, not fiction. He agreed to line up a temporary teacher for the next term. We
  both knew that we couldn’t put the children at risk by allowing me to stay.


  I say goodbye to my class with tears in my eyes and a lump in my throat. I know that I will treasure their cards and gifts forever, given to me by the last children I will ever teach. I
  can’t stop crying once I reach my car. I sit there at the steering wheel, sobbing my heart out. A loud knock startles me and I look up to see Roxy standing there, white-faced and anxious. I
  quickly brush away my tears and wind down the window.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ she asks with horror.


  ‘I… I…’ I can’t tell her. Not yet. Not until it’s official. ‘It’s personal,’ I manage to say.


  ‘Oh, okay, then,’ she replies, a little put-out. We’re really only colleagues – we’ve never spent time together outside of work. I’m not sure I can trust her
  with this.


  I take a deep, shaky breath. ‘I’m not coming back after the holidays,’ I tell her.


  ‘Why not?’ she gasps.


  ‘I can’t go into details right now,’ I manage to say, reaching for a pen and a piece of paper. ‘But will you call me in the New Year? Maybe we’ll go out for a
  drink.’


  ‘That would be great,’ she says warmly, taking the note with my telephone number on it.


  I sniff loudly and smile up at her. ‘Have a good Christmas.’


  ‘You too,’ she replies, patting me on my arm. ‘Drive carefully!’ she calls after me.


  What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall when the news of my relationship with Joe breaks… She’ll want to kill me for not telling her beforehand. But I’ll introduce
  her to him one day to make up for it.


  My parents are coming to spend Christmas with us. They still haven’t met Joe in person. Well, not since he became famous, and not in the last year since we found each
  other again. They knew him over ten years ago when I fell head over heels in love with him. I still remember coming home from Dorset on New Year’s Day almost a year ago. I had just said
  goodbye to Joe at Wareham Station in Dorset after Lukas had discovered us at the cottage. I felt like my train was travelling at lightspeed as it raced me back to London. I didn’t want to go
  home, to have to explain to my parents and Lukas what had been going on. But it was something I knew I needed to do.


  Just under a year ago


  The hall light is on, but I can’t tell if my parents are in when I heave my bags up to the white-painted-brick terraced house where I grew up, in East Finchley, north
  London. It’s six o’clock in the evening, but it’s the middle of winter – New Year’s Day, in fact – and the sun sank a couple of hours ago. I scan the street-lamp
  lit road with my heart in my throat to see if Lukas’s silver Porsche is parked up somewhere, but it’s nowhere to be seen. I don’t know if he’s still in the UK or if
  he’s gone back to Germany. The thought of trying to track him down there… Of returning to the country house belonging to his cold mother and father… I’m filled with
  fear. I need to find him. But first I need to face my parents. I know from the voicemail messages I forced myself to listen to on the train that they’ve been worried sick.


  I put my key in the lock and turn it, pushing the door open. At the far end of the long corridor is the kitchen and, right at the end, eating their dinner at the little white table, are my
  parents. They meet my eyes with shock in theirs, my mother’s mouth falls open and then they’re on their feet and rushing towards me.


  ‘Alice!’ my dad shouts.


  ‘Where on earth have you been?’ Mum shrieks, pushing past him to get to me.


  I drop my bags with a thud onto the wooden floorboards as she reaches me. She checks my face with her hands to see if I’m harmed, and comes away finding nothing.


  ‘I’m sorry, I…’


  My voice trails off. This is going to be the first of a very long line of apologies.


  Where do I start?


  ‘Why did you lie about being in Germany with Lukas?’ Dad asks accusingly. ‘We were out of our minds with worry when Lukas turned up looking for you! He said you told him you
  were staying with us!’


  ‘Shall we go back to the table?’ I suggest. I know I’ve interrupted their dinner.


  ‘No, no, I’ve lost my appetite,’ Mum hastily replies, pushing me into the living room. My dad looks a bit grumpy as he follows. Thank goodness for microwaves – he can
  heat his food up.


  ‘So where have you been?’ Mum repeats her question the moment we’re sitting down.


  ‘Dorset,’ I reply, averting my gaze.


  ‘Did you go to see Joe?’ she continues.


  At least they’ve worked that much out. I nod. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Bloomin’ heck,’ Dad mumbles. ‘After all these years. How on earth did you find him?’


  ‘Didn’t Lukas tell you anything?’ I ask warily.


  ‘No, he stormed in here looking for you, asking if we had any clues as to where you might be. Then we remembered you’d mentioned the cottage and before we knew it, he was gone. We
  guessed afterwards that this might be about Joe.’


  ‘Why didn’t you call us?’ Mum asks.


  ‘I’m sorry. I had my phone switched off. I didn’t want to be contacted.’


  ‘We’ve been worried sick!’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘Tell us what happened,’ Dad interrupts. ‘Did you see Joe? What was he like?’


  ‘He… He’s the same. Only different. He…’ I try to explain. ‘He looks just like he does when he’s on the telly—’ They won’t have
  seen his films. They don’t go to the cinema much.


  ‘On the telly?’ Dad interrupts.


  With disbelief, I stare at their faces.


  And then it dawns on me. They still don’t know. They still don’t know who he’s become. Lukas didn’t even tell them that. Why would he? Wasn’t his pain enough to
  deal with, without adding a heavy dose of humiliation?


  I find my voice. ‘You know he’s not Joe Strickwold anymore, right?’


  Bewildered, Dad sits back in his seat. ‘Who the hell is he, then?’


  ‘Joseph Strike.’


  My eyes flit between them as confusion, recognition and finally shock, register on their faces.


  ‘Joseph Strike?’ Mum asks, her voice unsure.


  ‘The actor?’ Dad double-checks.


  I nod, figuring they’ll want firmer confirmation than that, I reply, ‘Yes, that’s him. The Joe I met in Dorset is now Joseph Strike, the movie star.’


  Both of them slump back in their seats, utterly flabbergasted.


  ‘You did tell him to go and make something of himself,’ I find myself muttering.

  
   

  
  ***

  
   


  ‘They’re here!’ Joe shouts from the living room. He’s been looking out the window, waiting for my parents to arrive. I go to press the buzzer for the
  gate to let them in. Joe joins me in the hall. I realise he’s shaking slightly.


  ‘It’s okay,’ I say tenderly, touching Joe’s arm.


  ‘I’m freaking out,’ he replies.


  ‘Don’t.’


  He flashes me a look. ‘This is your dad we’re talking about.’


  ‘Things are very, very different now,’ I remind him, opening up the door. I take Joe’s hand and lead him outside. As my dad drives the car into the driveway, I catch sight of
  him and mum. They look like rabbits caught in the headlights.


  They climb out of the car simultaneously, but I choose to get the dad part out of the way first. I jog towards the car and throw my arms around his neck.


  ‘Hi, Dad.’


  ‘Hello!’ he exclaims.


  I turn and beckon Joe forward. ‘Dad, you remember Joe.’


  ‘Er, yes, of course.’


  ‘Hello, Mr Simmons,’ Joe says quietly, stepping forward to shake his hand.


  ‘Jim and Marie, please,’ Dad insists. Even back in the day, Joe referred to them by their first names. It’s funny to think of him feeling all formal now.


  ‘Jim,’ Joe repeats shyly with a smile.


  I drag him away to the other side of the car, where Mum is trying to busy herself so she doesn’t stare at the great big elephant on the driveway.


  ‘Hello!’ she says, looking all flustered.


  ‘It’s nice to see you again,’ Joe says genuinely. She was always kind to him.


  ‘Come inside for a drink,’ I urge. They’ll chill out after a few sherries, I’m sure.


  ‘Let me help you get your bags in from the car,’ I hear Joe say. I lead Mum towards the front door, but she pauses for a moment to look up at the house.


  ‘Alice, this is beautiful.’


  I beam widely.


  ‘Does Joe like it?’


  ‘He loves it,’ I tell her, looking back at him as he carries a suitcase across the drive with such ease that it looks like it must only weigh a few kilos. It still amazes me how fit
  he is. He did fifty press-ups this morning without even breaking a sweat.


  ‘What do you think, Jim?’ my mum asks.


  ‘Wow. Truly special,’ Dad replies, shaking his head with amazement. ‘How old did you say it is?’ he asks.


  ‘Mid-sixteenth century,’ I reply. ‘Come and see inside,’ I urge.


  Joe and I take them on a quick tour before settling ourselves on comfortable sofas in the living room. The room is vast with old stone floors, but it still manages to feel quite snug thanks to
  its low Tudor ceiling beams, enormous fireplace and cosy rugs. As Joe puts two more logs on the fire, I glance down at the rug he’s standing on. We christened it last week, and repeated the
  experience last night. My cheeks heat up as I remember what he did to me there. Joe gives me a quizzical look as he returns to the sofa. I can’t believe I’m thinking these dirty
  thoughts in front of my parents!


  As the evening wears on, Joe becomes more and more chilled-out. I think my parents’ initial discomfort put him strangely at ease, and in turn, they begin to relax, too. So much so that
  they quite happily quiz him about what it’s like being a big Hollywood star.


  ‘I read something in the papers last week about your new film,’ Mum says as we sit around the big oak dining table. ‘You’re going to be teaming up with Michelle Bleech
  again?’


  I tried to play down my dislike for the actress earlier on this year, but I’m still a bit taken aback that my mum is mentioning her over dinner.


  ‘No,’ Joe says firmly, shaking his head.


  I glance at him. ‘That’s not definite though, is it?’


  I mean, I know he told me he wouldn’t take the part, but if his agent is going to put pressure on him…


  ‘It absolutely is,’ he replies, giving me a look. ‘I told you I wouldn’t take it.’


  ‘What if Nicky insists?’ I’m aware that my parents are watching this exchange with enormous interest, but I can’t not pursue an answer now that we’re back on the
  subject.


  Joe laughs. ‘He can insist all he wants, but what I do is my business. And yours,’ he adds, reaching across the table and squeezing my hand. He turns back to my parents.
  ‘I’m going to take some time off this year so Alice and I can be together more. This last year has been a bit crazy.’


  I take a deep breath. ‘I’m not going back to work in the New Year,’ I blurt out.


  ‘What?’ my dad splutters.


  ‘Why not?’ Mum asks with alarm.


  ‘We’ve decided to make our relationship public. We imagine it will be quite big news. I can’t put the school or my pupils at risk.’


  ‘But what about your job? Your pay packet?’ Mum asks, flashing my dad a concerned look.


  ‘I’ll look after Alice,’ Joe interjects.


  ‘Yes, but…’ Dad’s voice trails off, but he looks disapproving.


  ‘She’ll never want for anything,’ Joe adds, staring across the table at me. His voice is quiet, but strong. ‘I’m never going to let her go, ever again.’


  I squeeze his hand. And considering our past, how Dad insisted Joe leave me ten years ago, my parents remain respectfully silent.


  It’s Christmas Day, and when Mum and Dad are snuggled up in front of the fire watching an old movie on telly and sipping at their sherries, I take Joe to one side.


  ‘I have one more Christmas present for you,’ I say to him.


  He raises one eyebrow. ‘I have another one for you, too,’ he says in a low voice, ‘but it’s not really appropriate to give it to you in front of your parents.’


  I whack him on his arm and try not to giggle. He grins at me.


  ‘How do you fancy coming into Cambridge with me?’ I ask him.


  His eyes light up. ‘I’d love to.’


  ‘It shouldn’t be too busy, with it being Christmas Day. I thought I might take you punting.’


  His face breaks into a grin. ‘Could this day get any better?’


  ‘Wait until you see if I can remember how to do it.’


  ‘I have faith in you,’ he says.


  Last week after work I popped by to see my old boss at the Silver Street punting station. He agreed to let me borrow a set of keys so I could unlock one of the punts, as they’re not open
  on Christmas Day.


  We drive into the city and park on West Street, which is deserted. I take Joe across the road and there in front of us behind a field dotted with speckled brown cows is King’s College
  Chapel, Cambridge’s most famous landmark.


  ‘Whoa,’ Joe says, staring at it in the not-too-far distance. The snow has mostly melted and there are blue skies today, so the sun lights up the roof of the chapel in a spectacular
  fashion. It’s a perfect day for the river.


  It’s still freezing cold, though, so we’re rugged up warm. Joe is wearing a beanie hat, but I worry it’s not much of a disguise. I’m hanging on for dear life to these
  last few days of anonymity – we’ve decided to put out a press release in the New Year. It’s for this reason that I’m choosing to take Joe on a proper tour of the Backs
  – the backs of the colleges – rather than upriver towards Grantchester where it’s quieter. This might be the one and only time that we can do it. I wonder if I can still remember
  my script.


  Joe settles himself into the low seat facing me, while I stand on the back of the punt. Familiarity floods me as I let the pole slide through my fingers and hit the river bottom below. I push
  away and we’re on the move. We pass under Silver Street Bridge and the words come back to me in a flood.


  ‘The Mathematical Bridge is the only wooden bridge on the Backs,’ I adopt a professional guise as I relay this to Joe with a playful smile. ‘Popular fable is that the bridge
  was designed and built by Sir Isaac Newton without the use of nuts or bolts, and at some point in the past, students or fellows attempted to take the bridge apart and put it back together. But they
  couldn’t, and had to resort to fastening the bridge with nuts and bolts. This story is false: the bridge was built of oak in 1749 by James Essex the Younger to the design of the master
  carpenter William Etheridge, 22 years after Newton died. The bridge you see today is a replica of the original bridge. It was rebuilt using teak in 1905.’ My memory serves me well. I’m
  pleased.


  Joe nods with amusement. ‘Hmm. Interesting.’


  We pass Queen’s College, Clare College, King’s College and Trinity Hall, and then finally we’re on the approach to Trinity. I open my mouth to regale Joe with tales about
  Cambridge’s wealthiest college. I want to tell him how some people say – completely untruthfully – that you can walk all the way from Cambridge to Oxford on land owned by Trinity.
  But words fail me. All I can see is the place on the bridge where Lukas used to sit, reading his study books. It was on the bank there that he once helped me when I bashed my head on the underside
  of the bridge and nearly knocked myself out, much to the hilarity of my colleagues. It feels wrong to tell Joe about Trinity, to joke about Trinity. Trinity – and Lukas – will
  always have a special place in my heart, whether I want it that way or not.


  Joe, who has been looking up at me with delight, realises that something is wrong. But to his credit, he turns his attention to the other side of the river and lets me be.


  We pass under the bridge and I try to swallow the lump in my throat as I point at the Wren Library.


  ‘It has some original Winnie The Pooh manuscripts,’ I blurt out. I used to be able to say this far more eloquently.


  ‘Fucking ace,’ Joe says to make me giggle. It works. I take a deep breath and nod towards St John’s on the other side of the river, continuing the tour in full.


  ‘Do you want to have a turn?’ I ask him after we’ve passed under the Bridge of Sighs. We’re almost at the Magdalene Bridge punting station.


  He hesitates before making to stand up. ‘Sure, why not?’


  I carefully step down from the back of the boat and we swap positions. He follows my directions as I say them out loud. ‘Stand sideways to the edge, looking forward. Bring the pole up
  until it’s almost clear of the water. Keep it vertical!’ I tell him. ‘Now, shift your weight over your front leg and let the pole drop through your fingers until it hits the
  bottom.’


  He pushes along naturally.


  ‘Let the pole float up and use it as a rudder,’ I direct him. ‘You’re doing really well!’ I say with glee after a minute or so.


  He flashes me a grin, but he’s trying hard to concentrate.


  ‘Did you like the tour?’ I ask, relaxing slightly now that I can see he’s got the hang of it. Much quicker than I ever did, that’s for sure. But I knew that he would.


  ‘Loved it,’ he tells me. ‘I can’t get over the history of this place – and the fact that you still remember it all! It’s awesome. No wonder you wanted to
  stay.’


  ‘I love living here,’ I admit.


  ‘Would you ever want to move to Dorset?’ he asks casually.


  I cock my head to one side. ‘I’ve never really thought about it. I’d like to spend more time there, for sure. It would be nice to go there for part of the summer holidays
  again.’


  We went there in the June half term last year, after he’d returned from Australia. Things hadn’t been brilliant when I’d left him at Easter in the freakishly stunning hands of
  Michelle Bleech, and then there was that interaction with Lukas at my house, when I had to admit to myself that I still loved him. My next few satellite conversations with Joe had been tense. We
  agreed to meet in Dorset after he’d finished filming, just for a week to get away from it all. And it had been bliss. Just what we needed.


  ‘So you think Dorset would be a good place for us to get a holiday cottage, then?’ he asks, glancing down at me as he lets the pole slip through his fingers once more and
  rhythmically pushes away.


  I screw up my nose. ‘I think I’d miss our cottage if we bought another one.’


  He grins. ‘I hoped you’d say that.’


  ‘Why?’ I’m confused.


  ‘I bought our cottage. For you.’


  ‘What?’ If I were still standing up on the back of the boat, I think I would have fallen into the river. ‘But I thought the owners didn’t want to sell?’ I
  called them a year ago to ask.


  ‘They didn’t,’ he replies nonchalantly. ‘But I got my lawyers involved like you suggested, and it appears they could be convinced after all.’


  I abruptly close my mouth.


  ‘Happy Christmas,’ he adds with a grin which warms the cockles of my heart.


  ‘I really want to hug you right now,’ I say.


  ‘Come on, then.’ He opens up his arms to me and I get to my feet, gingerly stepping onto the back of the boat. We wobble slightly as we embrace, but it’s the happiest
  I’ve felt, possibly ever.


  ‘Do I get a Christmas kiss?’ he asks me with a twinkle in his eye.


  ‘You’ll get more than that later,’ I promise, titling my face up to him.


  We break apart, slightly out of breath.


  ‘I love you,’ he murmurs. ‘Thank you for giving me the best Christmas day I could ever have wished for.’


  ‘I nearly bought you a puppy,’ I tell him with a cheeky grin.


  ‘No way!’ he cries.


  ‘I figured it wasn’t the right time, though. A dog is for life and not just for Christmas, and all that.’


  His face falls. ‘You’re probably right.’


  ‘But we’ll get a dog one day. Won’t we?’


  He grins again. ‘Absolutely. Maybe once we’re married and have a houseful of kids.’


  ‘Marriage and kids, hey?’


  He frowns. ‘Of course.’


  I beam up at him and he kisses me again.


  I see them out of the corner of my eye as Joe lets me go, the three teenage girls on the bridge. I freeze, feeling Joe’s confusion as he witnesses my reaction, and then he follows the line
  of my vision just in time to hear their screams.


  ‘It IS him! It’s JOSEPH STRIKE!’


  ‘AAARRRRGGGGHHHHHH! JOSEPH STRIKE!’


  ‘IT’S JOSEPH STRIKE!’


  Joe’s grip on me tightens as he holds me to him. More people appear on the bridge, keen to see if the girls, who are pointing and jumping around like lunatics, are right. The look on their
  faces when they recognise Joe… It’s almost comical. But then I see some camera phones come out and I can’t help but give Joe a panicked look.


  ‘It’s okay,’ he says calmly, rubbing my arm. ‘It’s going to be okay.’


  I take a deep breath and look up into his eyes, which are somehow smiling now. ‘Are you ready for this?’ he asks with a raised eyebrow.


  ‘As I’ll ever be.’


  And then he takes my face in his hands and kisses me, while camera flashes go off over our heads.
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  Chapter 1


  He’s smiling down at me with tears in his eyes as I say my solemn vow:


  ‘I, Laura Rose Smythson, take thee, Matthew Christopher Perry, to be my lawful wedded husband. To have and to hold, from this day forward…’


  I thought I would never feel like this about anyone ever again. Not after my first love… Not after the heartbreak and the loss and the trying to pick myself back up again… Then I
  met Matthew, and I know that he has my heart forever: my perfect, gorgeous, adoring Matthew.


  And then I wake up. And I remember that he’s not perfect. He’s so far from perfect that my heart could surely collapse from the pain that instantly engulfs me.


  ‘Sorry for waking you,’ my friend Marty apologises from beside me as she vigorously rubs at a damp patch on her jeans with a paper napkin. ‘Bridget knocked my effin’
  drink over with her fat arse,’ she mutters, as I groggily come to. I look across at Bridget, who’s fast asleep and partially curled up towards the window, her offending arse anything
  but fat. Feeling like I’m still in a dream – or, more accurately, a nightmare – I bend down to retrieve my bag from under the seat in front of me. Tissues are the one thing I
  did remember to pack. I would have forgotten my passport if Marty hadn’t reminded me.


  ‘Thanks,’ Marty says, as I use my Kleenex supply to help mop up the spilt gin and tonic on the tray table. ‘How are you feeling?’ She gives me a sympathetic look and
  regards me over the top of her ruby-red horn-rimmed glasses.


  ‘Don’t,’ I warn, but it’s too late. The lump returns to firmly lodge itself in my throat.


  ‘Sorry, sorry!’ she says hurriedly before I cry again. ‘Here, quick!’ I take the gin and tonic that she’s proffering – what remains of it, anyway – and
  throw it down in one gulp. ‘Think happy thoughts!’ she urges. ‘Think of the sun! Think of the sea! Think of the cocktails on the beach and all of the hot men!’


  Bridget sighs loudly with annoyance at the noise, her back still turned towards us.


  Marty purses her lips at me and I mirror her expression, tears kept at bay. For now.


  ‘Do you want another one?’ my friend asks in a loud whisper, pressing the call button on her armrest before I can reply.


  ‘Sure, why not?’ I nod.


  ‘I’m going to,’ she says, as I knew she would. ‘May as well, seeing as they’re free and all.’


  ‘Is everything okay, ladies?’


  We look up at the air stewardess hovering in the aisle.


  ‘Could we get another couple of these, please?’ Marty asks.


  ‘Gin and tonic?’ the air stewardess asks frostily.


  ‘Them’s the ones,’ Marty replies jauntily, adding, ‘snooty cow,’ under her breath as soon as the woman turns her back. ‘So I reckon, when we arrive,
  we’ll just get in the car and drive straight up to Key West.’


  ‘Down,’ I correct. Her geographical knowledge is probably on a par with a seven-year-old’s, which is funny, considering her job as a travel agent.


  ‘Whatever. You don’t want to see Miami this arvo, do you? I know Bridge is desperate to go, but we can always do a day trip. ’


  ‘It’s six hours there and back,’ I remind her.


  ‘Well, we could go for a night or check it out on the return journey, something like that. What do you think?’


  ‘Sure,’ I reply. ‘It will be good to get to our hotel and…’


  ‘… And get into our swimming costumes and head to the beach-slash-bar,’ she finishes my sentence for me, although that wasn’t what I was going to say.


  ‘We could unpack first,’ I suggest.


  ‘No. No,’ she says firmly. ‘You are not unpacking. Not this time. On this holiday you are going to throw caution to the wind. There will be no unpacking, no trawling through
  the tourist brochures, no writing of shopping lists, or anything like that. I’m not having it.’


  I roll my eyes at her and say thank you to the air stewardess as she returns with our drinks.


  Bridget shifts in her seat on the other side of Marty and sweeps her wavy, medium-length brown hair over her shoulder as she tries in vain to get comfortable. It’s been a long flight and
  we had an early start.


  ‘Have you managed to get any kip?’ I ask Marty quietly.


  ‘No. I’ll sleep on the beach. Cheers.’


  We chink glasses. Matthew’s face appears in the forefront of my mind and I wince as nervous anxiety swells inside my chest. I take a gulp of my drink.


  ‘Stop thinking about him,’ Marty snaps.


  ‘I wish I could,’ I reply, not taking offence to her tone. Anything but sympathy.


  ‘How long until we land?’ She changes the subject.


  I check my watch. ‘Two hours.’


  ‘Just enough time to watch a movie.’


  ‘Good plan,’ I agree.


  She reaches into the seat pocket in front of her for the entertainment guide and then presses the call button once more.


  ‘You haven’t finished your last one!’ I exclaim.


  She sniggers like a naughty schoolgirl. ‘I know. I thought I’d ask the snooty cow if she has any popcorn…’


  For all her bravado, Marty doesn’t last long before she falls fast asleep in the front passenger seat of our hired red Chevy Equinox. Bridget is driving and I’m
  relieved because we’d barely turned out of the airport car park before we’d had two near misses – the drivers here all seem a bit nuts.


  We’re on a long, wide, straight road heading away from Miami and towards the Florida Keys. I stare out of the window at the fat palm trees planted in the central reservation. It’s a
  bright, sunny afternoon and in a rare, uplifting moment, I think to put on my sunglasses, but then I remember that I packed them in my suitcase and I can’t even be bothered to feel irritated.
  It’s hard to care about anything much these days.


  Jessie J comes on the radio and Bridget turns up the sound. We’ve barely said two words to each other since Marty crashed out. We’re not friends.


  That sounds wrong. What I mean is, she’s Marty’s friend, not mine. It’s not to say that I don’t like her. I do. Sort of. But Marty and I have been best friends since
  childhood. Bridget only dates back to Marty’s early twenties, when they shared a flat together in London. They’re great friends, but not old friends. When it comes to longevity, I win.
  And yes, it does feel like a competition.


  I wasn’t supposed to come on this holiday. Bridget is a travel writer, Marty, as I’ve already mentioned, is a travel agent, and between the two of them, they had this
  holiday sewn up long before I came along and ruined it.


  That’s not strictly true. Marty invited me. And Bridget couldn’t exactly say no, considering 20.10.12.


  20.10.12. The date of my hen night, the date of Matthew’s stag do, the date that popped up on one of his Facebook messages just two weeks ago:


  
    
      Are you the Matthew Perry who was at Elation on 20.10.12?

    

  


  ‘There it is!’ Bridget interrupts my dark thoughts with a gleeful cry.


  Before she fell asleep, Marty challenged us to be the first one to spot the ocean. Bridget thinks she’s the victor.


  ‘That’s not the ocean, is it?’ I say doubtfully, although I think I can smell salt water, even through closed windows. ‘Is it a lagoon?’


  ‘A lagoon…’ From her side profile, Bridget looks thoughtful. ‘Do you know, I have never said that word out loud.’


  ‘Neither have I, come to think of it.’


  ‘Don’t suppose you have many lagoons in London.’ That’s where we live. ‘Or England, for that matter,’ she adds. ‘Probably the whole of Europe.
  Mangroves!’ she exclaims, her blue eyes widening as they look at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘Don’t they grow in swamps?’


  I laugh. ‘I have no idea. But swamp or lagoon, it’s still not the ocean.’


  ‘I’ll beat you yet,’ she says in what I think is a joke serious voice. Perhaps she’s more competitive than I thought.


  We pass a palm tree farm on our left, followed on our right by a tangled sprawl of multi-coloured bungalows with boats in their backyards.


  I’m struggling to keep my eyes open, but I feel bad about abandoning Bridget. She may have nabbed the driving just so she could sit in the front seat with Marty, but I won’t hold
  that against her. Don’t want her to fall asleep at the wheel and kill us all – much as it’s hard to imagine how I’ll ever live with the humiliation of what my husband is
  putting me through.


  ‘There!’ she shouts as we pass a huge expanse of water.


  ‘Nope,’ I shake my head. ‘Still a lagoon. Look, you can see land over there.’


  ‘Shit,’ she mutters.


  I smile to myself. The sunlight on the water is blinding, but I force myself to look at it. I need some light in my life. The last two weeks have been dark.


  ‘Hang on,’ Bridget snaps. ‘We’re in Key bloody Largo! You can’t tell me that’s not the ocean.’


  ‘Okay, you win,’ I concede. I told you, it’s hard to care about much these days.


  Four white sails project out of the mangrove swamps as they make their way towards open water. We pass a bank of houses on stilts and I can see the water glinting beyond them. The houses and
  shop fronts are painted in colours of blue, green, aqua, yellow and cream; in front of some flies the American flag on a gentle breeze. Polystyrene buoys hang like garlands over fences and outside
  bars. There are lots of scuba diving and bait and tackle shops – and hundreds of boats. I keep catching flashes of the ocean through the lush, tropical vegetation. And all the time, the long,
  straight road goes on. How strange that it will come to a permanent stop in Key West, the southernmost point of the USA. Then all that will be left in two weeks’ time is for us to get back on
  this same road and come home again. The thought depresses me. Maybe I’ll hitch a boat ride to Cuba instead.


  Marty lets out a loud – and I mean LOUD – snore, and Bridget and I crack up laughing.


  ‘What? What?’ Marty jerks awake.


  ‘You were snoring,’ Bridget says.


  ‘No, I wasn’t,’ Marty scoffs.


  ‘Yes, you bloody were! You sounded like a whale. Didn’t she, Laura?’


  ‘Whales don’t snore,’ Marty retorts, before I can answer.


  ‘A pig, then,’ Bridget says.


  ‘I’d rather be a friggin’ whale!’ Marty exclaims.


  We all crack up and then Bridget lets out a huge snort at the end of one guffaw, which only makes us laugh more.


  ‘God, I’m tired,’ she says when we’ve all calmed down.


  ‘Do you want me to drive for a bit?’ I offer.


  ‘No, it’s okay.’ She brushes me off. ‘I slept on the plane, so I’m alright.’ She yawns loudly. What a martyr.


  ‘What have I missed?’ Marty demands to know, as she wriggles in her seat.


  ‘Bridget spotted the ocean first,’ I tell her as we drive onto a massive bridge with ocean all around us.


  ‘Wow, exciting stuff,’ she replies sardonically.


  I guess this is why they call it the Overseas Highway, I think to myself as I look out the window. The Atlantic on our left is choppy and sparkling, while the Gulf of Mexico on our right is
  glassily still. Two pelicans glide over the road ahead, huge and grey with an enormous wingspan, and then we’re back on land again.


  We pass a dolphin rescue centre with a sign out the front saying, ‘Have you hugged a dolphin today?’


  ‘I want to hug a fucking dolphin!’ Marty shouts at the top of her voice, making Bridget jump out of her skin. Marty and I giggle. And then I see another sign on someone’s front
  gate, saying: ‘Wish you were here’, and for a brief moment I imagine Matthew sitting on the empty seat beside me and I miss him so desperately, it hurts.


  Suddenly the urge to get out of the car overcomes me.


  ‘Can we stop for a moment?’ I ask, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ Marty whips her head around to look at me.


  ‘Sure,’ Bridget replies, nonplussed, indicating left. She pulls off the road into a small car park next to a white sandy beach. A middle-aged couple sits at one of the picnic tables,
  but other than that it’s deserted.


  ‘Don’t know if there’s a loo here, though,’ she adds, misunderstanding my needs.


  ‘I just want some air,’ I explain, opening the car door and climbing out. I hear the sound of Bridget’s car door opening too, but Marty says something to her in a quiet voice,
  so they stay in the car. My oldest and dearest friend knows me too well.


  Head and heart pounding in unison, I walk to the water’s edge and kick off my shoes, stepping into the cool, clear, turquoise-coloured water. Then I take a deep breath and momentarily
  close my eyes before opening them again and staring out at the nothingness of the vast blue ocean.


  On his stag do, my husband-to-be got wasted beyond recognition and ended up kissing a random girl at a club. He didn’t tell me this before marrying me a week later. Nor
  did he think it would be wise to confess to it during our first six months of marriage. He probably wouldn’t have confessed to it at all, except that two weeks ago, I saw a message on his
  Facebook page from a pretty girl called Tessa Blight. It soon transpired that she’d been messaging every Matthew Perry she could find – trying to track down my Matthew Perry.
  My Matthew Perry, whose kiss with a random girl at a club called Elation had somehow developed into dirty sex in the club’s toilets. And now that random girl is having Matthew Perry’s – my Matthew Perry’s – baby in less than two months.


  My husband is going to be a father to another woman’s child for the rest of his life. There is no getting away from that. No getting away from the crippling humiliation of all of our
  friends and family knowing that he had sex with another woman a week before marrying me, the so-called love of his life. He’s sorry, of course he’s sorry. He’s not a terrible
  person, but he made a terrible, terrible mistake. He didn’t mean to hurt me, he didn’t mean to do it at all – he was so drunk, it just happened. And he will do anything he can
  possibly do to make it up to me.


  But he will never be able to make it up to me. I will never forget. How could I when this baby will be a constant, lifelong reminder?


  I feel like he has ripped my heart out from my chest and thrown it to the sharks. And in this moment I want to hurl myself into the water to join it.
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