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For Saar


Who proved to me that wishes really can come true
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There are only two tragedies in life: one is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.


Oscar Wilde




Chapter One



What do you wish for?


World peace?


A cure for Aids?


Gisele’s bottom?


Wincing with pain from my new diamanté thong sandals that have rubbed two blisters the size of jellyfish on my big toes, I press the button for the pedestrian crossing and wait on the kerbside. I mean, whatever it is, we all wish for something, don’t we? Every single one of us. Unwrapping the yoghurt-coated flapjack that’s my breakfast I stare down at my throbbing feet. And I’m no different from anyone else. Except whereas everyone else is busy benefiting mankind, changing the world and looking fabulous in a G-string bikini, I’m standing here looking at my blisters – and do you know what I’m wishing for?


‘Ouch.’


As if on cue, a blister pops and fluid trickles between my toes.


Flip-flops.


It’s near the middle of July and the UK’s in the grip of a heatwave. For most of the sunshine-starved population this means a blissful merry-go-round of sunshine and ice-cream, picnics in the park and deck-chairs in the back garden. For us Londoners it’s hell. The city is sweating like an athlete. Stuffy offices, stinking traffic fumes and tube trains without air-conditioning make life miserable. Tempers are fraying. Noses are peeling.


And my feet are killing me. Cursing silently, I unearth a grotty piece of tissue and squat down on the pavement.


Chic, very chic, I muse, wiping a moustache of melted foundation from my top lip with my finger and stuffing the raggedy tissue between my toes. Sometimes I wonder why I even bother buying Instyle every month when I can put together such a stylish look myself.


Feeling a shove in my back I notice the lights have changed and standing up I begin hobbling across the road. Immediately I’m engulfed by a crowd of commuters, yakking on mobiles, smoking cigarettes, slurping lattes. Everyone pushing, rushing, jostling, bumping. A briefcase bashes me in the calf and I yelp. Not for the first time do I find myself wishing I lived by the sea. Instead of in the polluted inner-city hell-hole I’ve called home for the last six years.


Managing to make it to the pavement before the little green man disappears, I limp along Marylebone Road. To tell the truth, sometimes I feel as if I spend my whole life wishing for things. Not great big life-changing wishes – like discovering Brad Pitt’s shooting his latest blockbuster in my neighbourhood and, guess what?, wants me, Heather Hamilton, to be his leading lady.


Yeh, right, I’m not talking about those kind of wishes. The close-your-eyes-and-make-a-wish-type wishes that involve throwing coins into fountains, watching for shooting stars or rubbing Aladdin’s lamp. I’m talking about all the ordinary, inadvertent and, quite frankly, boring wishes I make a dozen times a day without thinking about them. For me, wishes have nothing to do with magic: they’re just a part of everyday life.


Like I wish I hadn’t just eaten that great big flapjack.


Suddenly aware that I’m holding an empty wrapper, I feel a stab of guilt. OK, so I bought it from a health-food store, and it was on the shelf next to the dried apricots and brown rice, but who am I trying to kid? I mean, I know it’s not really healthy. I squint at the nutritional information. Oh, my God, healthy? This stuff should carry a health warning. Have you any idea how many grams of fat there are in flapjack?


Scrunching up the wrapper I stuff it hastily into my bag, which as usual is full of all the crap I carry around with me: leaky biros, stray Tampax, a lip gloss that’s lost its top and is covered with bits of fluff. Oh, and a couple of those little tickets from the electronic weighing machines at Boots.


Which reminds me of another one of my wishes. I was only supposed to be buying some Tampax, but when I popped into Boots at lunchtime I couldn’t resist stepping on to the scales and wishing the little digital display was going to say I was a couple of pounds under nine stone – and not, as it turned out, a couple of pounds over.


Well, all right – make that five pounds. But I’m sure my clothes weigh that much anyway.


Sucking in my stomach, I continue hurrying along the main road. In fact, now I’m thinking about it, I make so many wishes I’m not even sure I can remember them all. Take the last twenty-four hours for example. If I had to write them all down I’d end up with a whole wish list . . .


I Wish



•   I’d stayed in last night instead of going to a karaoke evening with my best friend Jess.



•   I hadn’t started doing tequila slammers.



•   the ground had opened up and swallowed me when I’d started yodelling Barbra Streisand’s ‘Woman In Love’. In B flat. With my eyes closed.



•   that when I got home at two a.m. I hadn’t texted the-bastard-ex-boyfriend.


I’m mortified at the memory. Sending a text message is one thing. But remembering what I put is quite another.



•   I hadn’t squeezed that spot on my chin in the loos at work.


But I did and now it’s brought along a couple of friends for moral support.



•   that when I overheard a woman on the tube reading out that article about multiple orgasms in Cosmo, I hadn’t snorted, ‘Huh, what are they?’ just as the whole carriage fell silent.



•   someone had warned me that on my thirtieth birthday I wouldn’t automatically be given this amazing career along with all the other presents to unwrap. [You mean that’s not how it works?]



•   men suffered from PMT.



•   there was always an empty seat on the tube. No queue at Starbucks. And a parking space for my car outside my flat.


You know that joke about how women can’t park because men tell them seven inches is this big? (It’s that joke where you have to pinch your fingers together.) Well, last week I told it to the man who lives at number forty-two. Just after I’d tried squeezing my car into that space behind his new BMW. And reversed right into it. Unsurprisingly he didn’t laugh.



•   I’d win the lottery.


Admittedly a tricky one, having never actually bought a ticket. But that’s one of the things I love about wishes. They don’t have to be realistic.




•   there was no such thing as ‘a bad hair-day’.



•   that yesterday when the yoga instructor was helping me do a handstand I hadn’t chosen that exact moment to do a fanny fart.



•   I could actually manage to drink eight glasses of water a day.


Eight whole glasses! I mean, it’s just so boring, it doesn’t taste of anything.



•   I could meet a man whose hobbies include washing-up, monogamy and foreplay.


Instead of making a mess, cheating, and tweaking my left nipple backwards and forwards as if it’s the dial on their car stereo and they’re trying to tune into Capital Radio. Not that I’m referring to Daniel, my ex, or anything.



•   I never have to fake another orgasm.


(See what I mean about them not having to be realistic?)



•   anti-wrinkle creams actually did what they say on the jar.



•   there are no calories in Haagen Dazs double chocolate chip.



•   I hadn’t believed the sales assistant when she said it was easy to do a St Tropez tan at home and that the secret was bodypolishing.


I glance down at my legs. Think orange stripes. Like a deck-chair.



•   Dad wasn’t married to the bitch from hell.


Whose real name is Rosemary, and who I refer to as proof that wicked stepmothers aren’t just the stuff of fairytales.



•   I hadn’t borrowed my brother Ed’s iPod to go rollerblading.


Or tried to look cool by skating backwards and falling flat on my backside. Correction: flat on the iPod. Which is now broken.



•   My Visa card hadn’t been refused at the checkout at Sainsbury’s.


Embarrassing enough without being ushered into a little room by a sour-faced supervisor who’d called my bank, picked up a pair of scissors and cut my shiny, flexible friend in half ‘on orders from your bank manager’.



•   I’d realised the assistant at the local video store was being ironic by recommending Swept Away with Madonna as a ‘classic’.



Phew-wheeh. I hear a wolf whistle and zone back in. Only to see a gang of workmen staring at my chest. Which brings me swiftly to the next wish on my list:



•   that I was wearing a bra.


Putting my head down I attempt to stride past nonchalantly. OK, just ignore them, Heather. Don’t make eye-contact. Just keep walking and pretend you can’t see them. Just a few more steps and you’ll have got past them . . . Easy-peasy. See, workmen aren’t so bad.


‘Oy, show us your tits.’



•   I wish all workmen had small penises.


Blushing hotly, I hurry past, pretending to look at my watch to avoid their gaze. Which is when I see what time it is. Oh, fuck.



•   and I wish I wasn’t late to meet Brian at the register office at ten.


Because it’s already twenty past. And he’s going to kill me.



On the front steps of Marylebone register office, a slim, attractive, grey-haired man in a charcoal flannel suit, who could pass for his mid-fifties but is a decade older, is rocking backwards and forwards on the heels of his highly polished shoes. He checks his watch, looks up and down the road, then sighs and turns his attention to his button-hole. The pink carnation is wilting in the heat and he fiddles with it agitatedly.


That’s Brian, and although he can’t see me hurrying towards him because of all the pavement traffic, I can see him. He cuts an awkward figure, standing alone and conspicuous in his smartly tailored suit, with someone else’s confetti scattered at his feet. A few passers-by glance at him pityingly. Not that he notices. He’s too busy checking his watch again and digging out his mobile from his breast pocket. He flips open the mouthpiece, taps in a number, forefinger stabbing the buttons awkwardly like someone who can’t type, then presses it to his ear.


A hundred yards away, I hear a familiar tune. Sticking my hand into my bag I wiggle my fingers around until finally I locate my Nokia. Just as it stops ringing. Damn.


I yank it out, along with the hands-free earpiece which is all tangled up as usual, and stare at the screen. One missed call. Hurriedly I dial voicemail. ‘You have one new message.’


As I wait to hear it I wave frantically at Brian but he’s got his back to me and all I can see is the hunch of his shoulders as he lights a cigarette.


‘It’s me, Brian. I’m outside the register office and I’m getting a little nervous. And, well, not to put too fine a point on it, Heather, where the bleedin’ ’ell are you?’


Oh dear.


As his voice hisses at me I realise I’m in big trouble. I hit reply and he picks up immediately. ‘Heather?’


‘Right here,’ I gasp, sneaking up behind him and tapping his shoulder.


It’s an attempt to defuse the situation with humour. Instead it nearly causes a heart-attack. Brian swings round clutching his chest, the lit Benson & Hedges wedged between his fingers. He glares at me accusingly. ‘You’re late,’ he snaps into his mobile. Then, realising what he’s doing, he curses, flips the mouthpiece shut and shoves the phone into his pocket.


‘I know and I’m so sorry,’ I apologise, then try to explain. ‘My alarm didn’t go off and the tube took for ever and I’d bought these stupid new sandals—’


‘Well, at least you’re here now,’ he interrupts, grinding out his cigarette under his shoe and buttoning his jacket. Everything Brian does is rushed and twitchy. He reminds me of a bird, all ruffled feathers and darting eyes. ‘But we’d better hurry up,’ he’s saying, smoothing down his lapels and picking off an invisible thread with the meticulous attention of someone who irons his underpants.


‘Where is everyone?’ I hurry after him up the front steps.


‘Inside. Waiting for us.’ He pulls open the front door and holds it for me. ‘I’ve been here ages. When you didn’t show up I came outside to look for you.’


‘I’m really sorry,’ I apologise again and duck my head under his arm. I’m a lot taller than Brian, especially in my new sandals, and I have to stoop as I step into the cool darkness of the lobby, where I pause to check my reflection in the gilt-edged mirror.


I’m your typical redhead, pale skin and freckles, lots of wavy scarlet hair, and painful childhood memories of being called Gingernut, Duracell, and something unrepeatable that involves pubic hair and rhyming slang. Honestly, I’m surprised I’m not in therapy for the rest of my life. Not just at the hairdresser’s having blonde highlights put in every six weeks to turn me into a strawberry blonde. Usually I blow-dry it straight, but today it’s gone all puffy in the heat. I try to smooth it down. Which is when I notice Brian. In the mirror I can see him standing behind me, staring at the floor. ‘What happened to your feet?’ he demands.


Remembering, I look down. ‘Fashion,’ I quip, bending down and trying to hide the toilet paper that’s sticking out from between my toes.


Usually he’d laugh, make some wisecrack, or quiz me about my latest shopping spree. Unlike most men of his age Brian makes sure he keeps abreast of new trends – he’s always nicking my copy of Vogue even though he insists it’s only to look at the photography – and is fastidious about fashion. But this time he huffs dismissively.


‘Shall we?’ he monotones, clenching his teeth. The muscles in his jaw twitch and he glares at me with flashing grey eyes. Despite his mood he’s incredibly handsome for an older man.


‘Yeah . . . I mean, yes . . . of course . . .’ I gabble, feeling like a child who’s misbehaved.


Together we cross the marble lobby, our footsteps unnervingly loud. Ahead of us is an impressive set of mahogany doors. Muttering something about how the next wedding party is due to arrive at any minute and if we don’t hurry up the whole thing will turn into a shambles, Brian reaches for the brass door handle.


I place a hand on his arm. ‘Hang on a sec.’ Tugging a packet of tissues out of my bag, I tear open the Cellophane and hold out a tissue. ‘I know how you cry at weddings.’


He frowns, not giving an inch.


I wave the little white triangle like a flag.


It’s too much. He surrenders, his forehead unknots and the tension drains from his face. ‘I’m sorry. I was beginning to think you weren’t going to turn up.’ Accepting my peace offering he tucks it deftly up his sleeve.


‘What? Jilt you at the register office?’ I whisper.


The corners of his mouth twitch. ‘Mmm, something like that.’


We share a smile. He straightens his tie, smooths down his hair to disguise where it’s receding and throws back his shoulders. ‘Ready?’


I pull at the hem of my skirt and tuck a stray curl behind my ear. ‘Ready.’ I nod, feeling a jangle of nerves.


We both stare straight ahead, faces serious. I brace myself.


‘OK. So, this is it.’ Reaching for the door handle, Brian takes a deep breath. ‘Showtime.’





Chapter Two



A vista of multi-coloured hats, their ostrich feathers and silk netting fluttering in the wind from the ceiling fans, greets us as we enter. The room is absolutely jammed. The guests are sitting shoulder to padded shoulder, fidgeting uncomfortably in the stifling heat and trading family gossip. A couple of children have grown bored and are playing what looks like tag round the two huge floral decorations that are standing guard, like a couple of Calla lily bouncers, at either side of the doorway. Somewhere a baby is crying.


No one notices as Brian and I enter from the back, except, of course, the registrar who’s waiting for us at the top of the aisle. In a garish shirt and open-toed sandals he flings us a look of relief and hurries towards us. Or should I say ‘trots’. This is definitely a man who prays to the God of Graham Norton.


‘Oh, my word, thank goodness,’ he whispers loudly. ‘I was beginning to think we were going to have a riot on our hands.’ Scratching his goatee, he rolls his eyes round the room theatrically.


‘Don’t worry, the cavalry’s here now.’ Brian tugs a little black object out of his pocket, holds it out in front of him and points it in different directions.


The registrar stares at him quizzically. ‘What’s that?’


‘A light meter,’ I reply, and spot the pile of cases in the corner. Unzipping a black holdall, I pull out a tripod and begin to assemble it. ‘We need to check the readings for the exposure.’


The registrar nods. ‘Oh, I see.’


‘As the official wedding photographer it’s my job to make sure the happy couple get the photos they’ve always dreamed of,’ interjects Brian, reaching for his camera and selecting a lens. ‘Because memories fade . . .’


On hearing my cue I join in: ‘. . . but a photograph lasts a lifetime,’ we chime together.


‘That’s the motto of Together Forever,’ Brian continues, unable to keep the pride out of his voice. He passes me the lens cap and points the camera at the registrar. ‘I thought of it myself.’


‘You did?’ The registrar looks dubious. ‘I thought it was already a well-known saying . . .’


The shutter releases with a loud click, catching him by surprise. ‘Oh, goodness!’ Captured with his mouth wide open like a fish, the registrar stands blinking after the brightness of the flash. Which brings us to the attention of the wedding party, who turn round in their chairs in excited anticipation.


A hush falls as all eyes turn towards us. But I know they’re not looking at us – we’re just the wedding photographers – they’re too busy looking beyond us, at the doors that are swinging open as someone presses ‘play’ on the tape-recorder. The sound of a sax fills the air and Whitney Houston blasts into ‘I Will Always Love You’. As the registrar scuttles back up the aisle, Brian and I take our positions. Here we go.


I wait expectantly. This is the moment when the bride makes her grand entrance and you get to see the dress. It’s my favourite bit. After all, most of us, at some point in our lives, have dreamed about what we’ll wear to our own wedding. When I was about six years old my favourite game was dressing up in my white nightie and Mum’s old wedding veil and pretending to marry Barney, my teddy. One day I fell over in the mud in the garden and my mum dried my tears and told me I looked beautiful anyway – because every bride is beautiful on her wedding day. It’s only since I took this job that I’ve realised my mum told fibs.


Because, yes, I’ve seen lots of brides look beautiful in their dresses, but I’ve also seen big white meringues that make you want to cover your eyes with your fingers, family heirlooms that should have stayed in the attic, and corsets so tightly laced that the bride is literally spilling over the top like ice-cream in a cornet. Not to mention the dodgy veils, tacky tiaras and twenty-foot-long sequined trains. Believe me, Trinny and Susannah would have a field day. But, then, who I am to talk? I have loo roll stuffed between my toes.


There’s a loud sob from the mother of the bride. Oohing and aahing from the elderly relatives. A stifled giggle from one of the boys who was playing tag, followed by a clip round his ear from his dad.


And a gasp from me.


Only this time it’s not because of my blisters.


Before me, in a bright pink dress that looks like something worn by a Spanish flamenco dancer, is a bride who’s old enough to be my mother. Actually, no, I’m mistaken. My grandmother.



‘You look gorgeous, sweetheart,’ gushes Brian, rattling off frame after a frame.


What can I say? This man is a pro.


‘The dress is stunning . . . just a little bit to the left . . . truly stunning . . . Now, big smile for the camera . . .’


Passing him a new roll of film I watch him in admiration. Brian’s been doing this for so long he’s caught full-blown wedding fever. It doesn’t matter whether they’re big or small, traditional or themed, he adores every last one of them. He was married once, way back in his early twenties, to some model called Phoebe, but they divorced amicably after a couple of years (I’m not sure if that was before or after he admitted he was gay) and since then he’s had a string of failed affairs.


Not that this has stopped him being a true romantic. If anything, it’s made him even more romantic. He gets all misty-eyed at the first sight of a ribbon rippling on the front of a white Rolls. Can’t listen to the Bridal March without dabbing his eyes with his sleeve, and borrowing tissues from the mother of the bride to blow his nose all the way through the vows. Honestly, he’s a complete mess. By ‘till death do us part’ he has to go outside for some fresh air.


Which leaves me in charge. Officially I’m supposed to be his assistant, but I usually end up taking most of the pictures. Despite the unwritten rule in society that decrees women have to goo-goo over new-born babies, puppies, cuddly toys and – the pièce-de-résistance – weddings, they just don’t have that effect on me. It doesn’t mean I’m against marriage. On the contrary, I love the idea of falling madly in love and living happily ever after. Doesn’t everyone? But just recently I’ve begun to wonder if ‘ever after’ really exists. I mean, maybe it should be more a case of ‘happy for the moment’ or ‘happy until I get bored’. Or, in the case of me and my ex, ‘happy till he starts shagging the girl in Marketing’. Not that I’m bitter or anything.


Violent nose-blowing zones me back in and I see Brian sniffing into his handkerchief. His eyes are all red and puffy and he’s trying to focus on the bride and groom who are saying their vows. Patting him reassuringly on the back, I pass him a dry tissue and ease the camera out of his hands. I look down the lens and zoom in on the happy couple.


‘Priscilla Klein, I want you to know that even though I’ve been married eight times before, this marriage to you will last for ever . . .’


‘David Wolstenhume, I promise I will always love and honour you, even if you do have to go back inside . . .’


Which brings me on to my next wish.



•   that when I get married it isn’t in a pink flamenco dress. To a man who’s about to go to prison.


The flash pops as I take their picture.


See? There I go again . . .


When it’s all over we pack up the cameras and Brian offers me a lift to the tube. Only there are roadworks, the traffic is backed up all the way along Marylebone Road and we end up stuck in it.


Sticking my bare feet up on the dashboard, I wind down the window. Brian’s driving the minivan, which has Together Forever painted down the side in swirly weddingy writing. Originally he wanted it to be on a background of confetti, but the sign painter charged by the hour and apparently confetti is fiddly and time-consuming, so he opted for a silver horseshoe and a couple of bells instead.


Brian hasn’t always been a wedding photographer. He used to be a one of the big paparazzi photographers, travelling the world, snapping celebrities at flashy film premières, but the death of Princess Diana changed everything. Brian’s a big royalist. He’s got all the royal weddings on video, drinks tea from his beloved Silver Jubilee mug and actually cried when the Royal Yacht Britannia was decommissioned. When Diana died he was devastated. As part of the paparazzi he felt he was partly to blame so he jacked it all in, hung up his zoom lenses and his stepladders, and set up Together Forever.


Which was where I came in.


I’d just finished a photography course at college and I replied to his ad for an assistant. It wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind – at the time I was wearing head-to-toe black and taking moody shots of graffiti-covered walls – but I figured it would only be temporary. Just long enough to get some experience, pay back my student loans and give myself time to build up a portfolio before I turned freelance. Six years later I’m still here.


Six years! It’s unbelievable. Not that I haven’t applied for other jobs, but it’s all about networking and contacts and getting your big break. I’m still waiting for mine. I keep telling myself it’s going to happen. That one day I’m going to be the new Annie Leibovitz, that I’m going to have exhibitions in swanky galleries in Soho, that I’m going to make the front covers of magazines and newspapers . . .


Er, hello, Earth calling Heather.


‘So what did you think of the wedding?’ Brian is asking.


I look at him across the handbrake. Covered with confetti and puffing a cigarette, he’s flicking through the Evening Standard, which he’s strewn across the steering-wheel.


‘It was interesting,’ I begin cagily, a bit like you do when you first come out of the movies and you’re not sure if the other person liked the film. ‘What about you?’


Flicking ash out of the window, Brian nods. ‘Hmmm . . . different . . .’ he answers noncommittally.


‘Though I wasn’t sure about the dress . . .’ I venture cautiously.


‘I think she forgot her castanets.’


I giggle, which sets off his smoker’s laugh.


‘Now, come on, we’re being rotten.’ He tries to compose himself. ‘It wasn’t that bad.’


‘Yes, it was.’ I smile, which lets him off the hook: the floodgates open. It’s a sort of a tradition of ours – like when you’ve been to a party with your boyfriend and you spend the journey home in the car gossiping about everyone.


‘Did you see the bridesmaids? They were gorgeous.’


‘Especially the little blonde one who insisted on wearing her bunny-rabbit ears.’


‘But what about when the best man lost the rings? He looked gutted.’


‘And broke out in that nervous rash.’


‘And started scratching all over.’


‘I saw him with his hands down his pants.’


‘No, you did not.’


‘I swear to God. I’ve got it on film!’


‘Eugghh, that’ll make a nice photo.’


Brian and I both crack up. The absurdity of our job provides us with the best in comic entertainment.


‘So, what time’s our job tomorrow?’ I wipe my streaming eyes. ‘I promise I won’t be late for this one. I’m going to get myself a new alarm clock.’


‘Don’t worry about it. Have a lie-in. Catch up on your beauty sleep.’


I pull a face. ‘But it’s the weekend,’ I remind him. For people in the wedding business, weekends are always manic.


‘I know. And I’m giving you the day off.’


‘A day off?’ I repeat incredulously. ‘On a Saturday?’ As Brian’s words register, I’m hit with the kind of high you get when you realise you don’t have to go to work the next day. I can’t remember the last time I had a whole weekend to myself. How fantastic. I can sleep late. I can laze around in the back garden reading trash mags. I can even spend the entire weekend in bed watching videos and eating takeout pizza . . . By myself.



Abruptly, my day off loses its appeal. Weekends are for couples. It’s like the city suddenly turns into Noah’s ark – people walking two by two round parks, sitting at tables for two in cafés, sharing buckets of popcorn at the movies. Usually my best friend Jess and I hang out together. Most of our old gang have long since paired off and as we’re single we figure it’s safety in numbers. But she’s an air stewardess and this weekend she’s on a back-to-back to Delhi.


‘Are you sure? Saturdays are always our busiest days,’ I start backtracking.


‘Were,’ corrects Brian. ‘Things have been slow for a while.’


True. I’d noticed that things had eased off over the past few months but I hadn’t given it much thought. Now, I see that Brian’s shoulders have slumped forward and there’s a big furrow running down his forehead like the Grand Canyon. Something’s up.


‘You’re going to be having a lot more weekends off in the future,’ he adds.


‘The business is doing okay, isn’t it?’


There’s an ominous pause. ‘Well, that’s what I was going to talk to you about . . .’ Sighing, Brian turns to me and I get a horrible sinking feeling. Something is definitely up. ‘Now I don’t want you to panic . . .’


I panic.


‘. . . because you’re a wonderful assistant and a really talented photographer . . .’


Oh, God, I’m being fired. ‘. . . and I’ve enjoyed working with you.’


Enjoyed? Did he say enjoyed? As in past tense? My stomach dives towards my blistered toes. Until now I’ve never entertained the thought of losing my job. I’ve been too busy complaining about it and wishing something better would come along. Now, faced with unemployment, I see all the great things about it. Going to work in floaty dresses and strappy sandals, eating smoked-salmon canapés and wedding cake for lunch, having a boss like Brian . . . ‘Please don’t fire me,’ I blurt.



‘Fire you?’ he gasps, his voice high with astonishment. ‘Lord, no! Why would I fire the best assistant I’ve ever had?’


‘I thought . . .’ I begin in confusion.


‘But I might have to let you go.’


My heart sinks. Brian’s doing that thing boyfriends do when they break up with you and try to make you feel better by saying it’s not you, it’s them. It doesn’t matter how they say it, the outcome is exactly the same: you’re still being dumped.


‘What I’m trying to say is that I’ve been looking at the books. The business isn’t doing very well –’ He concertinas his cigarette into the ashtray and reaches into the glove compartment for a can of air-freshener. ‘– and, well, to be honest Heather, it might be wise to start looking for another job.’ He glances at me, trying to gauge my reaction.


‘It’s that bad?’ I say quietly.


‘Worse.’ He gives the van a vigorous squirt of Ocean Breeze. Satisfied, he pops the can back into the glove compartment, and turns to me. ‘The bank’s calling in my loan.’


Suddenly Brian looks like a man with the world on his shoulders. The bags under his eyes seem heavier, the lines etched down his cheeks are like ravines, and he has a defeated air about him that I’ve never seen before. ‘Things might pick up.’ I attempt to inject a note of optimism. I’d no idea the business was so close to bankruptcy and I feel terrible – not for me, for Brian. I might lose my job, but he stands to lose everything, including his home, which he’s remortgaged for the business.


‘They might,’ he agrees, forcing a smile. ‘Maybe by some miracle we’ll get a big wedding to pay off all our debts, hey?’


‘Yeah, maybe.’ I smile back determinedly.


He switches on the radio and as he turns back to his paper, I let the smile drop from my face. Worry scuds like a cloud across my forehead, casting a long dark shadow over the future. Mentally I dig out my list and scribble down another wish:



• that miracles really can happen.




Chapter Three



Eventually the traffic is moving again and soon I’m standing on the pavement outside Baker Street station. ‘Well, I can’t let my assistant go home barefoot, can I?’ Brian is saying, leaning out of the minivan, a grin on his face. ‘I’ll just have to give golf a miss.’


‘I think, as my boss, you could have paid for a cab for me,’ I grumble, gazing at my feet. Where once there’d been a pair of stylish diamanté sandals, there are now Brian’s golf shoes. Caked with mud. In a size eleven.


‘There’s nothing wrong with catching the tube,’ Brian calls, pulling away from the kerb. ‘You’ll be home in no time. Think about poor old me, stuck in traffic.’ He hoots his horn and I watch him brake to let a group of handsome thirtysomething men cross the road. I can think of a lot of ways to describe Brian, but right at that moment, as he sits behind the wheel of his beloved minivan, his eyes flitting admiringly from one tight-T-shirted male to another, ‘poor old me’ isn’t one of them.


As I walk on to the platform the heat hits me. It’s like turning the oven up as high as it will go, opening the door and sticking your head inside. Excusing my way through the jostling scrum of pungent body odour, frayed tempers and tension headaches, I edge towards the yellow danger line.


Which reminds me of the ticket I got last week for parking on a double yellow line. I didn’t actually park there, I just left my car for a few minutes in an emergency. Unfortunately the traffic warden – a man – didn’t think that having to buy Feminax was an emergency (of course, he’s never suffered from agonising period pains) and gave me a ticket. Which I must remember to pay. I tug a pen from my bag. My memory’s like a sieve so I’m always making lists. I’ve got lists for everything. My fridge is covered with dozens of multi-coloured Post-it notes. The only problem is, half the time I forget to look at them. But I can’t write a reminder to remind me, can I?


Scribbling ‘PARKING TICKET’ on my hand, I hear the distant rumble of a train approaching. I step back and watch it thunder into the station, rattling alongside the platform, the faces in the carriages blurred as if they’ve melted in the heat. It’s packed as usual. My spirits sink. And then, like every other night of my commuting life, the same thought pops into my head: I wish there was an empty seat.


The doors slide open and, propelled forwards by the momentum of the crowd behind me, I pop, like a cork out of a bottle, into the carriage. Trying not to focus on the condensation trickling off the windows and down the other passengers’ faces, I work my way through the bodies vacuum-packed into the central aisle. ‘Oops, sorry . . . ’scuse me . . . sorry,’ I gabble, treading on toes until the train sets off with a lurch and I have to lunge for one of the overhead handrails.


I cling on as we move out of the station, manoeuvring myself sideways so my nose isn’t squashed into someone’s armpit. God, I wish I could sit down. I gaze enviously at those lucky enough to have a seat, eyes passing absentmindedly across unfamiliar faces. A man with a terrible comb-over, a pretty girl with an eyebrow piercing, an old lady with salmon-pink foundation. And freeze on a man with a distinctively strong jaw, a cleft in the chin and a thatch of black hair, underneath which lurks a familiar pair of hazel-brown eyes. Oh, my God, what’s he doing here?


My stomach does a little flip. It’s my neighbour. My exceedingly handsome neighbour. The one I always think is a dead ringer for Brad Pitt’s dark-haired younger brother. Not that I know whether Brad Pitt actually has a dark-haired younger brother, but if he does I’m sure he’d be just like this guy. Whatever he’s called. Because although I’ve lived across the street from him for the past year I still don’t know his name (which baffles my stepmother who takes it upon herself to know not just the names but the personal habits of every resident of Bath). That’s London, though. People live in the same buildings as their neighbours for years and nod in the communal hallway, but never speak to each other.


I do, however, know everything about my neighbour, who from this moment onwards shall be referred to as ‘him’. I know that he drives a navy blue Range Rover, shops at Waitrose for food and Joseph for clothes, and orders takeout from Shanghai Surprise, the Vietnamese restaurant on the corner, at least once a week. I also know he’s a keen tennis player, has recently bought himself a white sofa and, judging by the time he opens his bedroom curtains, likes sleeping till noon at weekends.


Not that I’m stalking him or anything. I just happen to notice him occasionally. As he turns the page of his book I squint at the front cover to see the title. Would you believe it? It’s Life of Pi. My own unread copy is currently doubling as a coaster on my bedside table. I make a decision to start it as soon as I get home.


For a brief moment I picture myself sitting on my front steps, bathed in the evening sunlight that photographers love to call ‘the magic hour’ as it makes everyone look fabulous, engrossed in a chapter, my hair tumbling seductively over my face, a Gauloise held between my fingers in an artsy French way. When I hear, ‘Hey, what do you think of the book?’ I look up to see my neighbour smiling at me over my hedge and throw back some witty response. Before you know it we’re chatting about characters and plot and the clever use of dialogue . . .


A sudden influx of new passengers pushes me further back against the side of the carriage throwing me back to reality. In which my neighbour has never noticed me. To him I’m invisible. But perhaps that’s not a bad thing, since I look ridiculous every time I see him. Hastily I try to hide my golf-shod feet behind someone’s briefcase.


Take last week, for example. After jogging round the park I’d been catching my breath by the entrance, legs all wobbly, hair pasted with sweat to my forehead when who should appear jauntily round the corner all freshly shaved and perfect? Him, of course.


A few weeks before that I’d been unloading my shopping from the boot of my car, my arms filled with a bumper-pack of super-quilted bog roll, when he’d pulled up and reversed into the space next to me. And, of course, there was the time when I’d popped outside to put out the recycling in my bobbly old dressing gown and a self-heating face-mask – the one that turns bright blue when it’s ready – and he’d just so happened to be at his window. Right at the very second my dressing-gown unravelled and he was treated to an impromptu full-frontal.


‘Him’ suddenly glances up, in the way people do when they feel someone’s eyes upon them, and stares right at me. Staring right at him. Oh, Christ, how embarrassing. Spotting an abandoned copy of Loot, a free-ads paper selling everything from second-hand cars to soulmates, I grab it as if it were a life-raft and bury my burning cheeks behind a page of flatshares. Pen in hand, I go through them as if I’m really interested. Just in case he’s watching. ‘Clapham Common: cat-loving lesbian household seeks like-minded sister’; ‘Earl’s Court: space in three-bed flat – share with eight Aussies’; ‘Shoreditch: open-minded artist wanted for funky, fashionable flatshare’.



And then my heart sinks. There it is. Right near the bottom. Just a single line: ‘Little Venice: single room in flatshare, £150 a week, bills included.’ I stare at it, absent-mindedly doodling a love heart round it as I think about ‘him’. It has to be the most uninspiring, boring advert ever. Which was what I’d intended when I’d placed it three weeks ago.


I don’t want to have to let my spare room. I don’t want some stranger living in my flat, sharing my sofa, my unused set of Le Creuset pans – my loo seat. But I don’t have much choice. When Daniel moved out he took his Bang & Olufsen TV, half of our photograph collection and his share of the flat’s deposit and its profits. Leaving me with no TV, no pictures of me with dodgy blonde highlights when I was twenty-seven and huge mortgage payments. For the last nine months I’ve been living off my savings and now I’m stony broke. The last two months I defaulted on the mortgage and the bank are threatening me with repossession, so it’s either find a flatmate or . . .


Or what? I gaze out of the window, wishing I could see an answer to all my problems, but this is the London Underground, not a crystal ball, and all I can see is my own reflection staring back at me from the darkness of the tunnel.




Chapter Four



I’d always been under the impression that by the time I hit thirty my life would be more sorted. I’d have some money in the bank, a high-flying career as a photographer, and at least one pair of designer shoes – they didn’t have to be Manolo Blahniks, Kurt Geiger would do. But last year it happened – the big three-O – and I realised that while most of my friends are climbing up the ladders of life, being promoted, getting married, having their hair done at Nicky Clarke, I just keep sliding down the snakes.


I’m up to my overdraft limit – whoosh, slide down a snake. My beloved MG Midget is in the garage after the run-in with the BMW – whoosh, slide down another snake. As for my high-flying career as a photographer – whooosssssh, there I go again, all the way down to the bottom.


For a while back there I thought I might have had it sussed. Meeting Daniel, falling in love, buying a flat and moving in together gave me a sense of achievement. Direction. Maturity. Suddenly I had a mortgage, life insurance, a partner. Even though most of the time I felt as if I was playing at being a grown-up, everyone treated me with new respect.


My wicked stepmother sent me recipe books, a mug tree and lots of Tupperware for a mysterious ‘bottom drawer’; Sanjeev at the dry-cleaner’s nodded politely when I dropped off Daniel’s Ralph Lauren shirts along with my suede hipsters. Even the doctor at my local family-planning clinic gave me an approving smile as she wrote out my prescription for the pill.


So what if the career piece of the jigsaw was missing? All the bits for my love life were there and fitted together perfectly. Surely the rest would fall into place.


Well, no, it didn’t. Instead it had all fallen apart rather dramatically when I’d borrowed Daniel’s Saab and discovered condoms in the glove compartment. I know – it’s such a cliché. I’d always assumed things like that only happened to characters in soaps or guests on Jerry Springer, but there I’d been, sitting at the lights, singing along to The White Stripes, rummaging in the glove compartment for a rogue packet of cigarettes. Publicly I’d given up months ago, but secretly I’d had a few drags now and again, and Jack White’s vocals always put me in the mood for a cigarette – live fast, die young, rock’n’roll and all that. But instead of a packet of Marlboro Lights, I’d discovered a box of Durex ‘assorted for maximum pleasure’.


I can remember it as if it was yesterday. My mind froze in shock for a fraction of a second as it tried to accept that not only had I just found condoms in my boyfriend’s car, but a bumper pack of twelve . . . I’d tipped it upside-down and the condoms spilt into my lap. Correction: condom. There was just one left. And it was ribbed.


For what felt like for ever I’d stared at it resting on my denim crotch. Feeling the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Hearing my heart thudding in my ears. I remember a bizarre urge to laugh. It was just so ludicrous. Daniel? Unfaithful? Having sex with someone else? Followed by an equally intense burst of anger. The bastard. The two-timing bastard. How could he? Finished off with a pathetic desire to break down into tears.


Yet I didn’t do anything. I just sat numbly behind the wheel. Jack White crooning. Engine running. World turning. Until the sound of car horns had caused me to look up and see that the lights had changed. Along with everything else.


I’d confronted Daniel as soon as I got back to the flat. At first he’d tried to deny that the condoms were his. He said they belonged to his assistant – it was all a mix-up, a mistake. In fact, he came up with every excuse he could think of. Until finally he’d confessed that he’d been sleeping with someone else – but he wasn’t in love with her, it was just sex. Just sex.



The way he had said it had been so flippant, as if it was inconsequential, unimportant. Yet those two little words had impacted on my world as if they’d been an iron ball swinging from a bulldozer. Forget breaking my heart, he pretty much demolished it.


Of course I got over it. People always do. And now I’m fine. Absolutely fine. I’ve got my photography, my friends, my local Blockbuster for Saturday night. And there’s always Billy Smith my cat, if I get a bit lonely. That’s not to say I wouldn’t like the odd date now and again, but I’m not one of those women obsessed with finding ‘the one’. I mean, it’s not as if I fall asleep every night wishing I could meet the perfect man who’s going to fall madly, truly and deeply in love with me. Well, perhaps not every night. Blushing guiltily I glance at my neighbour.


He’s gone.


Which is when I realise that the train has stopped and we’re at a station. My station.


Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep-beep.


Oh, shit. The doors are making the high-pitched noise that means they’re about to close. Frantically I begin excusing my way through the packed carriages, accidentally dropping the copy of Loot, which falls, scattering green newspaper pages all over the floor of the carriage. Oh, double shit. I scramble for them.


Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep-beep-beeeeeeeeeeeep.


The doors are sliding shut as I abandon the dropped pages and lunge for them. Luckily I make it on to the platform in one piece. I trudge to the escalators and glide upwards. Thank goodness the day’s nearly over. A short walk along the river and I’ll be at home, lying in the back garden, enjoying the sunshine. Er . . . What sunshine?



Greeted at the exit by dark, angry stormclouds I wish I had an umbrella. Heavy raindrops pummel the pavement, and people are rushing everywhere, holding coats above their heads, slipping in the puddles. Everyone’s getting soaked. Myself included.


I try holding what’s left of Loot over my head as I run along the high street, but within seconds it’s all soggy. The electric goods page slaps me in the face and sticks, smudging print about Dualit toasters across my forehead, until the whole thing collapses like a waterlogged tent, spilling inky water down my face.


Oh, what the hell? I chuck it into a bin and continue running. The rain’s bouncing up my legs and drenching my dress, turning the pale blue cotton almost transparent and making it cling to my chest as if I’m in a wet T-shirt competition – bad enough if I was in some drunken, foam-filled club in Lanzarote, but much, much worse in my local high street. Someone I know might see me – and my nipples, which are now protruding through my dress like cocktail cherries.


Just as I have that humiliating thought I spot my neighbour, completely dry under his sturdy golfing umbrella. He’s a few metres ahead, waiting outside Oddbins, nonchalantly smoking a cigarette and gazing into the middle distance almost as if he hasn’t noticed it’s bucketing down. How does he always manage to look so damn gorgeous?


In a moment of madness I consider saying hi. After all, we are neighbours. As I near him my heart speeds up, like the beeping of a metal detector when it’s found treasure. Crikey, I hadn’t realised how nervous I was. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. Deep breaths.


OK, this is it. ‘Hi.’ I smile, and for some reason decide to raise my hand in a sort of American-Indian ‘How’ sign.


Only he doesn’t see me, or my impression of Running Big Bear, as he’s turning to a pretty brunette who’s appeared at the shop doorway hugging a bottle of wine. She ducks under his umbrella, links his arm and they set off down the street together, laughing as they dodge puddles, jump across overflowing grates and pretend to splash each other. I swear to God, it’s like something from a bloody Gene Kelly movie.


Deflated, I can’t help wishing that it was me who was tucked under the umbrella with him, all dry and happy with a spring in my step, instead of standing here in the rain, feeling sorry for myself.


‘Heather.’


A loud yell makes me spin round.


‘Lucky heather.’


I see a straggle of women by the cash machine. The younger ones are dressed in tatty T-shirts and jeans faded at the knees, while their elders are wearing headscarves and holding straw baskets that are getting drenched. They’re trying to approach people in the street. Unfortunately the general public dislikes people trying to sell them things – be it insurance over the phone, religion on their doorstep, or Romany good-luck charms in the street – about as much as they dislike rain, which means that this group of Irish gypsies is being ignored. Ignored, but not unnoticed.


Like everyone else, I’ve seen them, but I’m desperate to get home so I do what I usually do when I see market researchers with surveys, foreign students employed to give out flyers or – and I admit this with shame – the Greenpeace people who ask me if I’d like to sign up for a monthly donation. I put my head down, look straight ahead, and pretend I’ve had a sudden loss of hearing.


‘You’ve got a pretty face, love.’ A gypsy breaks away from the others to barge in front of me like a rugby centre forward.


I try to dodge her, but she blocks my way. ‘Here, take some lucky heather. Use it wisely and it will bring you your heart’s desire. Good fortune will come your way . . .’ She thrusts a tired sprig tied with a fraying pink ribbon into my face. ‘Never underestimate the power of the lucky heather.’


‘No, thanks,’ I say firmly.


‘Just two quid, my darlin’.’


‘No, honestly.’ I try to avoid her gaze, but the gypsy is grabbing my hand. It feels coarse, the skin weathered a dark tan in contrast to the pale freckliness of my own. I notice the dirty broken fingernails, the gnarled arthritic knuckles, the silver charm bracelet worn next to the pink plastic Swatch. It’s jangling as she waggles the heather, billing and cooing like the pigeons on the window-ledges overhead. ‘Keep it with you. Trust me, the heather will work its magic. Your luck will change. All your wishes will come true.’


Yeah, right. Do I look like a complete sucker?


But from the glint in her piercing green eyes I know she won’t take no for an answer and I’m getting even more soaked standing here so, to get rid of her, I give in and stuff a couple of pound coins into her sandpapery palm. And then she disappears into the rain-soaked crowds, leaving me standing in the middle of the high street, in a downpour, clutching a sprig of white heather.


Lucky heather.


The irony isn’t lost on me. Holding it between thumb and forefinger, I peer at the spindly, feathery twigs tied together with a cheap nylon ribbon. This is supposed to have magical powers? I consider tossing it into the bin along with the rest of the city’s rubbish, but the nearest bin is across the street, so I shove it into my bag – I’ll chuck it away when I get home. After I’ve taken off these wet clothes, cracked open a bottle of wine and climbed into a steaming hot bath.


Dreaming of poaching myself in white-musk-scented bubbles as I drink a glass of sauvignon blanc I forget about the gypsy and the lucky heather and hurry, golf shoes squelching, all the way home.




Chapter Five



Dextrously turning off the tap with my big toe, I lie back on the pillow of scented bubbles. Bliss. Sheer, unadulterated bliss. Sipping my wine I inhale the delicious aroma of vanilla and cinnamon – courtesy of the miniature bottles of Molton Brown bubble bath I found recently. They were stashed away in a wicker basket along with other souvenirs of a weekend I’d spent with Daniel in a hotel in the Lake District: a ticket stub to Wordsworth’s cottage, a coffee-stained menu from a café, the little chocolates the maid had put on our pillow each night and I hadn’t dared to eat for fear of my thighs. Which, I remember, with a stab of insecurity, Daniel always described as ‘heavy’.



‘Heavy,’ I murmur, irked by my sentimentality at having kept all this rubbish and the sheer arrogance of the man in criticising my body when he sported a matching pair of back creases and receding temples (which I know is the real reason he used to shave his head, and not, as he pretended, because he wanted to look like Jason Statham).


‘I’ll have you know these thighs jog round the park three times a week,’ I mutter slugging back an ice-cold mouthful of sauvignon blanc.’ Well, perhaps only twice, and it’s more of a power walk than an actual jog, but still . . . ‘These thighs can do a hundred lunges – if they have to,’ I continue. ‘Thighs, goddamn it, that can wrap themselves round a lover’s neck like a python!’ Admittedly not something they’ve had much practice in recently but, hey, all they need is a bit of limbering up . . .


I balance my glass on the side of the bath, and grab the loofah and a bar of soap. Raising one pink shiny thigh out of the bubbles, I lather it like a war veteran proudly shining up his medals. Round and round in little circles, clockwise, then anticlockwise, polishing the outer thigh first, then switching my attention to the inner. Plunging the loofah back into the water, I switch thighs. Rhythmically brushing backwards and forwards. Up and down. Side to side. Sloughing off dead skin, pounding cellulite, kneading dimples.


A thought strikes me. Why is it never like this in movies? How come every Hollywood director seems to be under the illusion that women don’t lie in bubble baths pumicing the hard skin on their feet or applying thick layers of Jolen cream to bleach their moustaches? Oh no, they writhe around in masturbation heaven, soaping breasts, trickling water from flannels between their legs or rubbing a cold wine glass against their nipples. All, of course, in full makeup.


Honestly, if men knew the truth they’d be so disappointed. I pat the thick layer of cream bleach I’ve applied to my top lip. Nope, not ready yet – another five minutes. Discarding the loofah I reach for the razor and inspect the blade. It’s stuffed full of bristles from the last time I used it. And it’s the last one. Damn. I wish I had a new packet. The last time I used a blunt razor I’d cut my legs to ribbons. But what’s the alternative? Spend the weekend with legs like my old German teacher?


Without further ado I give the blade a quick rinse under the tap and get to work, cutting through the lather with well-practised strokes. Shin, calf, ankle, knee. Ouch. I watch a spot of blood appear like a red bubble on my leg.


‘Shit.’ Grabbing the flannel I fold it into a makeshift bandage and am just pressing it to my knee when the phone rings. I listen to it echoing in the hallway. I wonder who it is. Probably Jess, I decide, then remember she’s in Delhi. And it’s not my father as I spoke to him earlier today. He’d just read an article about how they’ve started teaching yoga to cats in Hollywood, and was wondering if Billy Smith might fancy some classes for his birthday. I smile. My father’s an artist and a little eccentric, but I wouldn’t change him for the world. If only the same could be said for my stepmother . . .


I decide against answering it and submerge myself in the duvet of scented bubbles as I wait for the answering-machine to pick up. It’s probably my stepmother calling to annoy me about something anyway. Although there is a slim possibility that it’s Daniel, calling in reply to my drunken text.


As the thought occurs to me I’m unsure whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing, considering the text: ‘I miss you. Fancy sex with an ex?’ That was the tequila talking, not me: I don’t miss him, I hate him. And I certainly don’t want to sleep with him. I hesitate. Should I make a dash for the phone?


Oh, sod it. Sliding back into the bubbles, one leg dangling out of the bath, I reach for my glass and take another mouthful of wine. Whoever it is can wait.


After what feels like forever the phone stops ringing and I hear the answering-machine click on. I wait to hear my stepmother’s affected voice. Ashamed of her working-class Manchester roots, Rosemary adopts an accent not dissimilar to the Queen’s.


‘Hey there . . .’


Hang on a minute, since when was my stepmother a man? I feel a jolt of something – I’m not sure if it’s panic or excitement. Oh, my God, it’s not Daniel, is it? But then I register that this man has an American accent and I feel a flash of foolishness – and something that feels like disappointment.


‘I’m calling about the ad you placed in . . . er . . . hang on . . .’ There’s the sound of rustling pages. ‘It’s called . . .’



‘Loot,’ we say in the same beat.


Shit.


I vault out of the bath and dash naked into the hallway, dripping soapy water on to the floor. Keep talking, I pray, lunging for the receiver with slippery fingers.


‘Don’t hang up.’ I pant, tearing the phone from its cradle – then remember that if this is a prospective flatmate, I’m a prospective landlady. And I should sound like one. ‘I mean, good evening,’ I say, adopting my best telephone voice. My stepmother would be proud.


‘Oh, hi, yeah. I was . . . er . . . calling about the ad.’


‘And you are?’ I demand, and then cringe. What on earth am I doing? I’m trying to rent my room. I need to sound friendly, laid-back, cool. ‘Sorry, you caught me in the bath, I was trying to find some clothes—’ I break off – I sound like one of those peak-rate 0870 numbers. ‘I mean, hi, I’m Heather.’


‘Oh, hi,’ he says. Followed by an awkward pause. He’s probably deciding whether or not to hang up, I decide, and assume I’ve blown it. Well, would I rent a room from me?


‘I’m Gabe.’


Hmm. What an unusual name. Momentarily I wonder what Gabe looks like. Being American, he’s probably tall, broad, with really good teeth – unless, with my luck, he’s short, fat and balding. And what if he is? This is a prospective lodger, not a date.


‘Right, I mean . . .’ I grapple for some witty quip, then give up. ‘Cool!’ I blurt, closing my eyes in shame. ‘Cool’ is not a word you want to be saying if you still bear the remnants of a childhood Yorkshire accent: it comes out as koo-elle – which is not cool.


Thankfully the stranger doesn’t notice, or if he does, he doesn’t comment. ‘Erm . . . so I was wondering . . . about the room?’


The room. I snap back.


‘Is it still available?’


‘Well, there has been a lot of interest,’ I lie, standing next to the window. It faces directly on to my gorgeous neighbour’s and, unable to resist, I lift the edge of the blind and peek round the side to see if I can catch a glimpse of him.


‘Oh, well, in that case, don’t worry about it. I was only looking for something short-term.’


‘Short term?’ My ears prick up.


‘Yeah, I’m here in London for three weeks, maybe a month.’


I like the sound of a month. It’s nice and temporary. It’s four weeks, which, at a hundred and fifty pounds a week, is . . . I do some mental arithmetic . . . Enough to pay off one credit card. And if I get my arse in gear it might just be long enough for me to find a job that will hopefully pay so well that I won’t have to share a loo-seat with a total stranger.
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