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We are living in extraordinary times, and roles and relationships are changing as fast as technology will allow. I wrote this for each and every one of you who have loved, lost, sought, fought for or are still looking for the one, in one of the most innovative periods in living history.
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Chapter 1


Circa ’79





With a sigh, Miss Miller adjusted her horn-rimmed spectacles to survey her classroom of five-year-olds. The heat was really getting to her, mixed up with the sporadic hot flashes, it was becoming unbearable. A small bead of perspiration made its way slowly down the middle of her back. Her polyester, pointed collar shirt was growing clammy from the heat. Miss Miller stood up and gazed down at the children who were fidgeting and terribly restless. Her hands were clammy, and suddenly, without warning, she dropped her wooden blackboard duster onto the desk. The loud thud broke the silence, and a little cloud of chalk dust puffed up from where it had landed. The sunshine was streaming in through the windows, and the children watched… mesmerised, as the chalk dust particles danced on the sunbeam. They were convinced that the fairies were busy at work in their classroom that sunny June afternoon. This was quite enough to unsettle the class of five-year-olds especially so near to going home time. The children started giggling and wriggling around in their seats. Miss Miller gave them a stern look and settled herself behind her desk on the oak rostrum. She decided that it was Alyx’s turn to share his homework with the class. ‘Alyx,’ she said, as she peered over her glasses. 


Alyx didn’t flinch; he was far, far away… gazing at the fairies on the sunbeam…


‘Alyx! Alyx! Wake up! Come along now, we are waiting…’ Miss Miller snapped. Alyx nearly jumped out of his little skin! He began to stammer.


‘What? Em, ok,’ Alyx stuttered as he struggled to his feet from behind his tiny little desk. ‘… when I grow up, I wish I were, no, I wish I would be a Beatle!’ Alyx breathed a small sigh of relief, he was happy that he had remembered the words in English.


Miss Miller went puce, as the whole class started laughing. Alyx stood there defiantly. Alyx hated talking in front of the whole class; he was used to speaking French in school….not English! He would only be in this school for a few weeks while his mother was on location for a film in London, he didn’t understand these English people at all! He was constantly in trouble!


Miss Miller was livid! All she needed was the most minor disruption to set the class of five-year-olds off, today of all days. It was easily 30C outside and there was no escaping the heat. Miss Miller struggled to regain composure.


‘Don’t be silly Alyx, you can’t be a beetle, you are a little boy… why would you want to be an insect?!’ Miss Miller snapped.


‘No, Miss, not an insect… I want to be like one of the Beatles!’ Alyx went bright red, and started staring down at his feet, while he shuffled from one tiny little foot to the other.


‘The rock group?! Alyx really! Everyone else in the class has prepared their homework, sit down and come and speak to me at the end of class!’ Miss Miller was still puce as she said this, she took a deep breath to regain composure. She had no time for these ungrounded “celebrity” fantasies…


Meanwhile the whole class had erupted into fits of giggles. Alyx slumped back into his tiny little chair, feeling very sorry for himself indeed. Life is tough when you are five and grownups keep trying to break your dreams.


Miss Miller looked down at her list again, completely exasperated. Who should she ask next, who would be a “safe bet”? 


‘Next? Who is next?’ Miss Miller spoke sternly to silence the laughing five-year-olds. ‘Yes, Penelope?’


‘Miss? Miss? May I go next?’ Penelope’s little hand shot straight up the minute Miss Miller had said ‘Next?’ She was dying to tell the teacher her ambition.


‘Well, yes dear, if you really want to, I don’t see why not….’ Miss Miller sighed as she sat back in her chair.


Penelope stood up in front of her desk, her little hands clasped tightly behind her back.


‘When I grow up, I want to be a beautiful princess, and I want to live in a castle…’ Penelope beamed at Miss Miller, waiting for the praise that she was so used to. The teacher usually said things like ‘Excellent, Penelope’ and ‘Good girl’ to her. Sadly Penelope did not expect the reaction that was heading her way.


Miss Miller started to go puce again; she simply could not cope with another minute of this carry on.


‘Really Penelope?!’ she exploded. ‘I have heard quite enough of this nonsense today, sit down and come and speak to me at the end of the class…’ Miss Miller gasped; her patience had run out, she was completely exasperated at this point!


‘But Miss?’ Penelope answered back, in shock.


‘That’s quite enough out of you, now…’ Miss Miller warned her.


Tears welled up in Penelope’s eyes, it was the first time her teacher had ever been cross with her, and she did not like it one little bit.


‘…who is next? Tommy? Tommy, please go next.’ Miss Miller took another deep breath to regain composure. Tommy stood up.


‘Miss, when I grow up I would like to be a fireman…’ Tommy began describing the kind of things a fireman does.


‘Now that is more like it.’ Miss Miller thought to herself, the children had finally stopped fidgeting and giggling, as they all listened to Tommy.


At going home time, Miss Miller sat behind her desk with the two five-year-olds standing side by side in front of it. Both of the children were wearing their most angelic expressions, Penelope looked up from beneath her mop of fine blonde curls, and Alyx batted his extra-long dark eyelashes. Alyx looked bewildered, the poor little guy was used to going to school in France, and he was not used to the English ways at all. Penelope looked worried, she had never been in trouble before, and she didn’t quite know what to do with herself.


‘Now children I specifically asked you to prepare a future job that you would like to have when you are grownups, and Alyx… a Beatle, and Penelope… a princess, well they are not real jobs. Why didn’t you ask your mummy and daddy for help?’ Miss Millers’ tone was very much softer now, but she tried to look as stern as possible hiding her urge to smile. The two children looked so serious… Alyx was shifting from one tiny little foot to the other, and Penelope was afraid to even look at him. Her nose was wrinkled up, and the teacher knew that Penelope was looking for just the right words to say… Penelope decided to get in there first.


‘But Miss, I did ask my mummy and she told me to ask daddy, and when I asked him… he told me to ask mummy, so I just did my homework myself.’ Penelope wrinkled her nose again, she just couldn’t understand what she had done wrong, but one thing she did know… Alyx was in so much trouble! She was afraid to even look at him in case it rubbed off on her!


‘Alyx, did you ask your mummy and daddy for help?’ The teacher turned to Alyx who was still shifting from one little foot to the other, looking very much like he needed to go to the toilet.


‘Yes, and my Dad told me the story of The Beatles… so I want to be like that when I grow up!’ Alyx could not understand why his teacher was so angry with him, and with Penelope too, she just wanted to live in a castle when she grows up… just like his granddad does.


‘Really! Children! What am I going to do with the two of you!?’ Miss Miller snapped, and then she paused for effect… ‘Alright, I have heard enough now, seeing as you both did prepare your homework you are not in trouble anymore… even if the results were a little… unrealistic..’ Miss Miller sighed.


‘Thank you teacher!’ the two of them chanted in unison.


Penelope was completely relieved; she couldn’t believe that she was going to be in trouble! Her mummy would be sooooo angry.


Alyx turned to Penelope and said, ‘Pen-lopeee… my granddad lives in a castle, and sometimes I go there.’ Alyx was still shifting from one little foot to another, he was struggling to pronounce Penelope… it was a very big word for such a small person… He thought Penelope was so beautiful with her golden hair and her huge blue eyes; she always wore pink dresses to school.


Penelope decided, now that they were not in trouble anymore, it was safe to speak to Alyx… ‘Is your granddad the King?’ Penelope enquired matter-of-factly.


‘I dunno, maybe he is, I will ask him.’ Alyx shrugged his little shoulders, he had never considered the fact that his granddad could be the King!


‘Well… is your granny the Queen?’ Penelope stood there with her hands on her hips, speaking to Alyx as if he was a complete idiot! Secretly she was really interested now!


Alyx considered this for a moment and said ‘She’s not the real Queen, the one that lives in London… but maybe she is a queen…’ Alyx considered the possibility that his granny was a queen.


‘Well that’s what I want to be when I grow up… a beautiful princess and I want to live in a castle.’ Penelope was holding onto her dream, she didn’t care what any grownup said… 

















Chapter 2


72a Abbeville Road





Mrs Evans took her job very seriously, after all… first impressions really count, and in her day women dressed like women, there was none of this denim jeans at work carry on. She made sure that she wore a suit to viewings, tweed of course, she was not going to be intimidated by these young estate agents whizzing around in their Mini Coopers. Mrs Evans had been in this business longer than they had been alive! She fussed around in her little brown crocodile handbag, which had stood the test of time, until she found the right key…


She turned the key in the lock fifteen minutes before her next appointment. As always she did a quick run through the house, opening a window here and there and checking for anything off-putting.


At 1.55 pm Charlie and Penelope hovered outside The Abbeville pub.


‘It couldn’t possibly be here?’ Penelope looked at the Google Map that she had printed off in work again. ‘This is a pub, there must be some mistake.’


Charlie shrugged. ‘Let me take a look.’ She offered him the map. ‘Well this is where you have marked on the map, so it must be right.’ Charlie flashed her a winning grin, in his experience charm always worked to alleviate stress and he could sense her getting a bit uptight.


‘Hmmm,’ Penelope agreed with him stifling a laugh. ‘We are a little early, so let’s hang around and see if the estate agent shows up… if not… I finally give up on finding somewhere, and resign myself to living with my mother forever.’ Penelope sighed. Charlie grimaced at her at the mere mention of this.


‘There you are.’ Mrs Evans appeared as if by magic, through a brown inconspicuous door right in the centre of the front of The Abbeville pub.


‘Good lord, you startled me there, hello, I’m Penelope and this is Charlie,’ they exchanged introductions.


‘We actually thought we had got the wrong location, all we could see is the pub. This door is very inconspicuous.’ Penelope wasn’t sure how she felt about living above a busy pub, no matter how lovely it was.


‘Ah yes, very inconspicuous.’ Mrs Evans beamed at them, keen to change the subject, and veer away from the fact that it was above a pub.


‘I’ll just let you in so that you can have a look around. This is a communal front door for 72a and b, we are straight ahead.’


The three of them crowded into the tiny dusty hallway, and Mrs Evans motioned to the door to 72a. She went ahead of them and opened the door to reveal a steep staircase leading up to the property.


‘The deposit is one and a half month’s rent in advance, and of course the first month’s rent needs to be paid in advance also… there are four bedrooms…’ Mrs Evans started her monologue, she spoke rapidly, it was clear that she had done this before.


‘What do you think?’ Charlie leaned over to ask Penelope, hoping that she would finally like this one!


‘It looks ok so far… a bit dusty though’ Penelope gave a half smile; she was not impressed so far. Penelope liked her home to be clean and orderly, and not like some kind of student squat.


‘You might notice that it’s a bit dusty in here… hatchoooo!… the landlady has had builders in for the past four weeks renovating the kitchen. She intends to get the place professionally cleaned before the new tenants move in…’ Mrs Evans droned on in the background as Charlie and Penelope looked around.


‘That explains that then… it’s nice and bright, wow! The kitchen is amazing, perfect for a bachelor pad,’ Charlie was delighted with what he had seen so far. He was sold on the area; Clapham in South West London, was full of aspiring musicians, young professionals and cute twenty-something blondes… apart from that Charlie couldn’t care less what the actual house was like!


‘Bachelor pad? Bachelor pad! Do I look like a bachelor to you?’ Penelope roared with laughter, she was having none of it! Now that she had seen the brand new kitchen, the place was starting to seem more acceptable.


‘No… but you know what I meant.’ Charlie shrugged and grinned at her.


‘You needn’t think that you are turning this place into a groupie den. Let’s get that clear from the start.’ Penelope shrieked playfully, just out of earshot of Mrs Evans.


‘Ok! Relax! I was just saying that I liked it.’ Charlie grinned at her, tucking a strand of hair that had come loose behind his ear. He plonked himself down on the stairs as Penelope inspected the kitchen.


‘All of the appliances are brand new as you can see… The bathroom is quite large, and there is also a small en suite bathroom attached to the double room at the front of the house on the top floor…’ Mrs Evans droned on and on…


‘Do you think we can afford it?’ Penelope whispered to Charlie behind Mrs Evans’ back; she thought that the rent was a bit steep for just the two of them.


‘I’m not sure… we’ll definitely have to get two more in.’ Charlie saw no major issue with living with strangers, it was all part of the adventure of life…


‘I thought we agreed just one unknown.’ Penelope really liked her home comforts… she worked such long hours that she didn’t have time to get to know new people so that they could all live happily together.


‘I know but it’s turning out to be much more expensive than we thought with the council tax and all of the bills thrown in, and you didn’t like the other three that we looked at today.’ Charlie had already made up his mind, and he knew he was going to get his way… he always did after all.


‘Yes, and I really do need to make a decision today, this house hunting is taking up way too much of my time.’ Penelope was working really long hours in an investment bank in the City, and taking half days every other day was not a clever move so near to bonus time! On top of everything else, living back at home was no fun at all… her mother was driving her mad! Asking her about her “day” and if “she met anyone nice”, and following her around the house… what a nightmare!!


‘I’ll just show you into the living room, as you can see it is quite airy. The previous tenants decorated it in these colours… but the landlady is flexible if you would like to paint it…’ Mrs Evans was constantly blabbering on about the house, she barely paused to draw a breath.


‘Oh my god! Did a coven of witches live here or something?’ Penelope mumbled to Charlie as they walked into the living room to find that it was painted deep purple with pagan-looking black spiral shapes.


‘What was that dear?’ Mrs Evans couldn’t hear a word they were saying, she was so busy talking herself.


‘Oh, I was just saying to Charlie what a lovely view there is out of this window.’ Penelope said the first thing that came to mind.


‘Yes it is lovely isn’t it. There is nothing nicer than watching the world go by in the Abbeville Village.’ Mrs Evans paused for a moment, with a far-off look in her eyes, ‘Now about this purple, and I’m not a hundred percent sure what these shapes are? Spirals…? Would you say…? As I said, the landlady is open to the idea of painting it a new colour, and this can be organised before new tenants move in of course… on the first floor we have one double and one single bedroom…’ Mrs Evans marched up the stairs and Charlie and Penelope dutifully followed her.


‘But seriously… purple… I mean… I didn’t think they even made that colour purple after the seventies!’ And then it suddenly dawned on her… ‘Oh no, Charlie, you don’t think that it hasn’t been painted since then do you!?’ Penelope was horrified at the thought! The living room was so dingy, it was such a stark contrast to the newly decorated kitchen and bathroom.


‘Shhh! She’ll hear you… and this place is starting to grow on me,’ Charlie hissed at Penelope, he had made up his mind and nothing was getting in the way of this.


‘Mrs Evans, has there been a lot of interest in the house?’ Penelope put on her most innocent expression, she didn’t want to seem too keen.


‘Oh, yes dear, I have had to traipse up and down these stairs at least ten times a day for the past two days, we are expecting it to be taken quite soon.’ ‘Now that’s it,’ Mrs Evans thought to herself, ‘I have them now, what’s a little white lie in business, and anyway I should not be climbing all of these stairs with my angina.’ Mrs Evans waited for Penelope’s reaction.


‘I see.’ Penelope started to get nervous, this house was growing on her and up until this point she thought that they had been the only ones to see it, but she knew how fast a rented house could go in London, sometimes… in a matter of minutes. That was the reason they went to view houses midweek, the weekend house hunting circus is a complete nightmare in London!


‘Yeah, if you believe that, you’ll believe anything!’ Charlie whispered to Penelope, he didn’t believe her at all.


‘I don’t know… it’s kind of growing on me… let’s see what the two bedrooms on the top floor are like…’ Penelope whispered back.


‘Oh I have to catch my breath! Those stairs get me every time… I have to be so careful with my angina…. now, here are the final two bedrooms, these are not identical to the two on the second floor, the double room here is bigger and the single room is slightly smaller than the one downstairs…’ Mrs Evans droned on and on.


‘The big room is lovely. There’s going to be a fight over this one if we decide on this house,’ Penelope stated, she loved the room, she could actually see herself fitting all… well nearly all… of her shoes into the built-in wardrobes.. The big original sash windows were lovely and because it was on the top floor there was an amazing view. It was also so high up that street noise wouldn’t be a problem.


‘Mrs Evans, is the landlady open to the idea of the bedrooms being painted also?’ Penelope had her fingers crossed behind her back.


‘I’m not too sure dear, I will have to check… now where did I leave my glasses. I know I left them here somewhere… I’ll leave you two lovebirds up here while I have a look for them…’ Mrs Evans straightened the jacket of her tweed suit, while she clipped the clasp of her handbag open to look for her glasses.


‘Does she think we are married?! That’s hysterical!’ Penelope exploded with laughter as soon as Mrs Evans was out of earshot.


‘What’s so funny about it? Do you not think that I would make a good husband?’ Charlie looked offended, trying his best to keep a straight face.


‘Em… no!… potential rock stars make the worst boyfriends, let alone husbands!’ Penelope shrieked with laughter.


‘You shouldn’t be so narrow-minded! Musicians are not all the same, I’m quite hurt by that actually,’ Charlie sniffed ‘We have feelings too you know… and for your information Penelope, we do make nice boyfriends…. isn’t that why we have all of these girls fighting over us?’ Charlie sighed… as if it was such a burden. ‘There we are trying to concentrate on the music and we have all of these hysterical women throwing G-strings at us… it’s a tough life.’ Charlie sat down on the stairs for extra emphasis, with his palms facing Penelope, as he shrugged his shoulders. Charlie loved all of the attention, he loved every single second that he spent on stage, and he was constantly living for his next gig. 


‘I don’t believe a word of it!’ Penelope couldn’t stop laughing, Charlie was staring intently at her, with his mock-serious tone trying to convince her that all of the attention was a burden… what a joke!


‘And I’m not a potential rock star! I’m a serious musician thank you very much!’ Charlie retorted as he stood up proudly.


‘Here they are!… I found them in the kitchen… eventually… Have you two made a decision yet?’ Mrs Evans’ glasses had been on her head the whole time that she had been looking for them… but nobody mentioned this…


‘We do really like it, but we are going to have to go away and think about it, if that’s alright with you?’ ‘Never let them see how keen you are’, Penelope thought to herself, ‘that’s a major rule in negotiations…always be willing to walk away… well at least make them think that!’


‘That’s quite alright…’ ‘I will be very surprised if these two don’t take this place, very surprised indeed,’ Mrs Evans thought to herself. Penelope and Mrs Evans eyeballed each other in the hall, each knowing what the other was thinking. Charlie tried his best not to laugh, and spoil the moment.


‘One of us will give you a call tomorrow, either way.’ Penelope broke the silence, and then the two of them made their way down to the front door.


‘I will look forward to it… now… where did I leave those keys…?’ Mrs Evans rummaged around in her little handbag for the keys.


‘We’ll see ourselves out. Thank you Mrs Evans.’ Penelope smiled sweetly.


‘Alright, Goodbye, dear,’ Mrs Evans called after them.


‘Thanks, bye.’ Charlie couldn’t wait to move his stuff in.


Charlie and Penelope took one of the tables outside the nearest café on Abbeville Road. It was strange being around in the middle of the day during the week, but they were grateful to get a seat outside in the sunshine.


‘Well, what do you think?’ Penelope asked as she sipped her oversized cappuccino. Penelope was really keen, and now that she was far enough away from the flat she was happy to let her emotions show.


‘I thought it was cool, I could totally get all of my amps and stuff in the end of the living room, and that shed in the garden could be really handy for the band’s stuff.’ As far as Charlie was concerned they were moving in.


‘I suppose that is one selling point for you… but I was hoping to just have to get one other person in, and not two… the less strangers we live with the better.’ Penelope sounded tense… life in London is hectic, and Penelope knew she didn’t have time to get to know strangers… let alone to put in all the effort to find housemates.


‘Would you relax… it’ll be cool… we are hardly going to move an axe-murderer in!’ Charlie could not see the problem, he couldn’t understand why girls got so worried about everything.


‘Well… you never know..’ Penelope had heard some real horror stories about living with strangers.


‘It’s in a pretty cool area too… did you see all of the bars… I wouldn’t have to stagger far to get home.’ Charlie thought it was time to change the subject, and to focus on the advantages..


‘That’s a major bonus for both of us.’ ‘Hmm, he has a point, after all we do go out around here all the time, it would be so great to just wander home and not have to fight for a taxi.’ Penelope considered this, it did make sense.


‘And we go out around here all the time, so it’ll just make everything more convenient.’ Charlie was convinced now, that this was the end of the house-hunt.


‘That’s a good point.’ Penelope knew he was right, her free time was scarce enough, and anything to make life a bit more convenient was very welcome.


‘And I really think it’s the best place that we have seen so far, and I think we could get away with sharing with one other person if we set the rent at the right level.’ Charlie knew that they could both agree on that, some of the other places had been pretty grim. 


‘I definitely agree with that! Ok… even though I’m not a huge fan of sharing with people we don’t know… let’s do it!’ Penelope hugged Charlie.


It was as if a great weight had been lifted off their shoulders, they had been looking with no luck for two whole weeks, and finally the search had come to an end. Two weeks may not seem like a long time, but in a city full of young professionals, all looking for a place to rent, two weeks is like a lifetime. Finding the right flat in the right location, is an essential make or break step towards happiness or complete misery in London. It’s important to live near, if not with, some friends, and of course the all-important transport links. Clapham South was perfect for Charlie and Penelope on both accounts.


‘I’ll call Mrs Evans first thing to let her know.’ Charlie was relieved, he couldn’t face the prospect of another afternoon of rejecting what he thought were perfectly good houses!


‘Provided that we can change the Wicca HQ!’ Penelope was so excited about their new place, she was mentally packing and organising all of her clothes and shoes and picking out the right space for them in her new built-in wardrobes.


‘What the hell is that?’ Charlie laughed nervously.


‘You know… the purple living room!’ ‘Sometimes you just had to spell it out for guys’… Penelope thought to herself.


‘Oh yeah, right, I’ll make sure we can repaint it.’ ‘What a relief! I thought she was talking about something serious there…’


‘Great.’ Penelope was really excited now. She was dying to live with Charlie. She had only lived with other bankers since leaving University, and she had the feeling that living with Charlie would be a whole new experience.. 

















Chapter 3


The First Day of the Rest of Our Lives…





It’s funny how these things happen sometimes. It doesn’t really seem that significant at the time, but when you look back you realise that one chance encounter can potentially change the whole direction of the rest of your life. Penelope hadn’t seen Charlie since the beginning of University. They both went to University in London, but he dropped out after a year to focus on his music. They hadn’t kept in touch so much since then, as their lives had taken very different paths. Penelope followed the more traditional route, business degree, a masters in economics and a job in banking in ‘The City’. Charlie was happy enough living off his Trust Fund and fuelling the song-writing process with lots of life experience… well that was one way of putting it… Charlie was constantly teetering on the edge of ‘getting signed’ or ‘getting a deal’ or ‘writing a number one’. If you speak to any of the thousands of aspiring musicians in London, this is the kind of chatter that you will hear, so nobody really took him seriously as a musician. On the other hand, he was very good looking, with his 6ft4 frame, his shoulder-length brown hair, hazel coloured eyes and lightly tanned skin. He always used this to his advantage of course. Countless young blondes fell under his spell, and he left a trail of them dazed and confused the length and breadth of the country.


Penelope was every parent’s dream. She came in the top ten in her class in University. On the surface she was successful and glamorous and she had no end of city bankers running after her. Her mother was expecting her to march any one of them down the aisle any day now… this was the last thing on Penelope’s mind however, but she didn’t let her mother know that. It was expected of her that she should ‘marry well’, ‘after all they had done for her’ and sometimes it felt like everyone was watching and waiting, and dusting off their best hats for the big day. There was also the constant reminder that her parents had already been married for some time at her age. At 28, Penelope was positively ancient as far as her mother was concerned. The dreaded 3-0 was looming and it would be game over for her mother if she wasn’t ‘settled down’ by then. She didn’t want to let her parents down, so she would keep the charade going for as long as she could get away with it. Even at this age she definitely wasn’t ready to settle down, after all… surely she hadn’t even met the one. She was confident that she would know the minute that that happened. You just know… that’s what everyone said. Being an only child really had its drawbacks sometimes, the pressure was on and Penelope had become something of an expert at deflecting it. Living with Charlie was exactly what she needed at this point in her life.


It was no wonder that Charlie and Penelope had fallen out of touch. She could be found regularly in places like Le Pont de la Tour, The Oxo Tower and The Criterion “on expenses”. He was more likely to be found in the Barfly in Camden, or the Boogaloo, with the other “struggling” artists “on stage”. Of course he wasn’t exactly struggling himself, but that was hardly the point… it was all about the music. It’s amazing how for years you can have so much in common and then it seems like all of a sudden you are twenty-something and everything has changed, some people are grownups and some people are fighting the urge to be! 


Then one day, quite out of the blue, Charlie and Penelope’s paths crossed again. It was a grim, grey day in London, it had been lashing rain all day, and the streets were really badly flooded. These days are not too uncommon in London… but this day the rain was particularly heavy. It felt like the city itself had a heavy heart as the commuters battled with each others’ umbrellas, leaped across puddles and struggled to go about their business. Charlie was on his way to Euston, to catch a train to Manchester. His band, The Stone Rats, were supporting a new up and coming band up there for three nights. He was meeting the guys there at 2 pm, he was… as always… a little late.


By the time he had arrived at the platform it looked like the guys were on the train already, so he headed on… not a care in the world, he would definitely find them on board. Penelope was also on this train. As the train began moving away from the platform Charlie fished out his mobile phone to call the others but the battery was dead. They had only been going about two minutes when the train lurched to a halt, and then… silence. Everyone sat there waiting for the driver’s announcement, and within seconds there was some garbled announcement about an electrical fault… muffle… muffle… fault… muffle… muffle… delay… muffle… muffle… heavy rain… There was a collective grumble on the train, and then silence again. The silence was broken by the shrill sound of a mobile ringing, which was promptly answered with a curt ‘Penelope Chesterfield’. Charlie couldn’t believe it… no it couldn’t be… but it certainly sounded like Pen. He had a good look around and couldn’t see her, then he saw the woman on the mobile phone, he had to have a really good look at her before he decided that it was in fact his mate from Uni. She looked nothing like the girl that he had known back then, she used to be slightly bohemian and she had a real free spirit. He was quite shocked at what he saw, she was dressed like somebody’s mother, in her cream suit and tailored trench coat, everything matching! She had cut her long blonde hair into a neat bob. But when he took a good look at her face she still looked quite young… it could be her… yes it definitely… could… was it her? He took a good five minutes before he decided to go over to say hello. When he did, the stern face he saw when she had been barking into her phone, melted into the warmest smile that he had ever seen. Thanks to the rail company they had a good two hours to catch up, and they swapped numbers, promising to meet up soon.




 





Charlie lost Penelope’s number.




 





Pen saved his into her mobile, and for some reason the chance meeting played on her mind. She really had left that life behind her, the wild parties in Uni, dating artists, actors, and crazy scientist guys… Why was it all so serious now? Had someone waved a magic wand, and all of a sudden she had to take life so seriously. No, that’s ridiculous, she made her own destiny… and this was the way that she wanted her life to be. She was successful and you could be fooled into thinking that that was all that mattered in a city like London. She wanted to see him again soon, he was such a breath of fresh air, an antidote to all of the stuffy people she had to put up with in work. She made a firm decision to call him, after all, it sounded like his band needed all the moral support they could get… and that’s how their friendship started up again.

















Chapter 4


The Big Move





‘How many runs are you going to have to do to bring all of your things over?’ Penelope was keen to plan the day, so that she could bring her stuff over while he was collecting his next load, it was the most logical way of organising it!


‘Just one,’ Charlie muttered.


‘One! But you are moving house?’ Penelope looked horrified, she assumed he was joking!


‘Unlike you Pen, I don’t need a pair of shoes for every day of the year.’ Charlie couldn’t help teasing her, she had so many boxes of things!


‘I don’t have over 300 pairs!’ Penelope retorted. ‘Do I? Oh my god…do I? That’s scary!’ Penelope panicked at the possibility that she did, indeed, own more than 300 pairs of shoes.


‘What’s in all of those boxes then?’ Charlie challenged her, he knew he was right…


‘Oh, they are not all full of shoes’ Penelope stammered, ‘Quick! Change the subject, I’m crap at lying!’ ‘They are full of things for work…’‘brilliant he’ll never question that!’ She began to relax a bit, she knew that he would not question work things, after all her work was highly confidential. 


‘Well why do the boxes have “SHOES” written on the side of them?’ Charlie smirked at her and pretended to be ready to open one of the boxes.


‘Erm… good question… and the reason is… the reason is… that we bought the boxes, in work, from a shoe factory, to put the files in,’ Penelope shot back at him. ‘This is getting easier by the second,’ she thought to herself.


‘Let’s have a look then!’ Charlie knew Penelope couldn’t lie to save her life, but he was certainly enjoying seeing her squirm!


‘No!’ She shrieked, ‘I mean, I don’t think that would be a good idea, those are C-O-N-F-I-D-E-N-T-I-A-L work papers… and I could get fired!’ Penelope was really panicking now, she couldn’t be known as the girl with a pair of shoes for every day of the year, she just couldn’t.


‘Ok, fair enough, but why you would have work papers here is beyond me.’ Charlie decided he had had enough fun for one day, and conceded defeat.


‘Great he bought it, now I will have to distract him while I move them upstairs. Maybe I could hide some of the pairs under the bed.’ Penelope was trying to develop a covert operation to get the shoes past Charlie.


‘Have you got the keys?’ Charlie asked, looking at Penelope with his most innocent expression – he had her in a total tizz now, with the shoe comments, and he knew this would wind her up…


‘I thought you had them!’ ‘Oh my god… if he has lost the keys I will kill him!’ Penelope went pale.


‘Just kidding! I do.’ ‘This is too easy!’ Charlie was delighted with himself.


‘Here we are, home sweet home…’ Penelope was delighted, it really did feel like home… she leaned against the front door so relieved to be actually on the inside of it, and stood there for a moment to compose herself. Just as she had finally regained composure and she was halfway up the stairs, there was a loud bang upstairs.


‘What the hell was that?’ Penelope turned to Charlie, she looked terrified. 


‘I don’t know, but I don’t think we should hang around to find out!’ Charlie wasn’t taking any chances… he turned to head back down the stairs.


‘I’m scared.’ Penelope looked terrified, she couldn’t move, she was rooted to the spot.


‘Hello, is that you Mrs Evans?’ A female voice floated down from upstairs.


Charlie and Penelope hesitated for a moment on the stairs, staring at each other, and then Charlie said, ‘Eh… Noooo… we are the new tenants, hold on we are coming up.’ Charlie was completely fine now that he knew it was a woman… he was something of an expert on those…


‘What do you mean you are the new tenants? I thought this place was empty. I dealt directly with the landlady and I moved in yesterday.’ The young woman’s voice was trembling now, no doubt she was feeling the same way they had been feeling two minutes earlier.


‘We dealt with the letting agent, you know… Mrs Evans.’ Penelope sounded frantic, this was a lot to take in, in such a short space of time. Penelope found herself face to face with a young woman on the landing.


‘Oh… I see well, Dorothy told me that Mrs Evans hadn’t filled the place so she was dealing with it herself, Mrs Evans is a bit dotty so maybe she forgot… she tends to do that sometimes.’ The young woman’s voice calmed down when she realised that there was a woman with this guy, even if both of them looked like they had just stepped out of a magazine.


‘I see.’ Penelope was not backing down, not for one second.


‘Well, we’ve paid our share of the deposit.’ Charlie sighed, trying to be practical, he had now joined the two of them on the landing.


‘So have I,’ the young woman retorted, they could see now that she was only a girl, early twenties at most.


The two girls stood there glaring at each other. Neither moved an inch. 


‘Oh my god, what do I do now? Neither girl is budging. Are they even breathing?’ Charlie thought to himself, it was like watching a bullfight. Charlie knew that he had to do something… fast!


‘Ladies, ladies… this is not a huge deal, let’s call the landlady and we can sort this out.’ Charlie gave them his most winning smile, and waited for them to calm down a little… or at the very least to start breathing again.


‘Ok, I’ll call her.’ Penelope decided to call her to make herself useful. She didn’t like the fact that moving day had been ruined by someone being in their house!


The time that passed felt like an eternity. It seemed like their whole future depended on whatever the landlady decided. Penelope was not too impressed! Everything she owned in the world was stacked, neatly, and labelled of course, outside The Abbeville pub, and it was only a matter of time before the customers started occupying the tables outside the pub. She had had to pay a fortune to get the movers in, and there was no way she was going through all of that again. It was bad enough packing up and getting her things here.


‘Ok, she said she is coming over to sort this out.’ Penelope started to feel slightly relieved now that she had spoken to the landlady, and that she was going to come straight over to sort it out.


‘When will she be here?’ the young woman enquired, she was still completely on edge. Her voice sounded tense. Her cat-like green eyes were nearly black her pupils were so dilated from the shock, and she stood there in a loose sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms, one rubber glove on, and the other one in her left hand. Her long straight brown hair was scraped back into a messy bun, and she felt like a five-year-old as these two towered over her 5ft2 frame.


‘About an hour, she’s coming down from North London, and you know what the traffic can be like?’ Penelope softened her tone a bit, the poor girl looked terrified.


‘What is your name, by the way? I am Charlie and this is my friend Penelope.’ Charlie decided to lighten the mood a bit, the poor girl still looked petrified. 


‘Penelope, Penelope! What kind of a name is that?!’ she thought to herself.


‘Nice to meet you, I’m Zara, Zara Stephens.’ Zara removed the rubber glove, and shook hands with the two of them, they were both way taller than she was, she felt like a small child in trouble! This was not a good start to her new life in London.


‘Well, I suppose we should just put the kettle on… that is if we even have one.’ Penelope thought it was best to be practical, maybe a cup of tea would calm them all down a bit. Tea was always the ultimate cure, particularly for awkwardness.


‘Good idea.’ Zara looked slightly relieved, she was dying for a cup of tea, in fact that is where she was headed when these two arrived into her life without warning.


The thoughts were whirring around in Zara’s head like a tornado… ‘How on earth did this happen, who the hell are these two!? Just when I was settling into my new house, and they show up, I can’t believe this. What do I have to do to get a bit of peace and quiet! They nearly gave me a heart attack when they came in. I wonder what Dorothy is going to say, I mean, there are two of them, so that’s double the money into her account already. She is a friend of Mum’s though, so that should work in my favour,’ Zara reflected.


‘Oh my god! The doorbell nearly gave me a heart attack!’ Penelope jumped slightly when the doorbell went. They were all still on edge despite the tea and pleasantries.


‘I’ll go get it.’ Charlie was dying to work his magic on the landlady… there was no way he was giving up this place!


‘Hello I’m Dorothy, the landlady… I believe we have had a bit of a misunderstanding.’ Dorothy surveyed the scene, you could cut the atmosphere with a knife, and poor little Zara looked terrified.


‘Yes, well actually it turns out that Mrs Evans told us that we could move in, not knowing that you had told Sara.’ Penelope offered an explanation..


‘Zara!’ Zara shrieked a little more emphatically than she really should have, she didn’t normally overreact, but the atmosphere was highly charged! 


‘Sorry… Zara… that she could move in.’ ‘Oh my god I have pissed her off already, that’s not a good start!’ Penelope thought to herself.


‘Oh dear, I’m sure I told Gladys that I was going to look for a new tenant myself, she is a little forgetful, maybe she just simply forgot. Would either you Zara, or you two, be willing to give up the house?’ Dorothy was trying to sort this out as soon as possible, she was double-parked outside.


‘No.’ Penelope was firm.


‘Not particularly.’ Charlie echoed.


‘No.’ Zara was not giving up that easily. This was the first time she had even lived away from home, and she couldn’t even imagine how to begin to find a place to rent in London, it was so big and scary!


‘You see the thing is, Zara has moved all of her stuff in already and my stuff is… well quite literally… on the doorstep, and Charlie’s is outside in the car.’ Penelope was trying to paint the picture a bit clearer for everyone.


‘Ok, well would you be willing to share the house, I usually rent the house out to groups of four people, and I’m sure you weren’t planning on paying all of the rent on your own.’ This was the only solution as far as Dorothy was concerned.


‘Well we were actually planning on advertising for one or two new housemates.’ Penelope liked the idea, the thought of any more house-hunting was far from ideal.


‘I was going to look for three.’ Zara started to relax a bit, she had no idea how to look for housemates… she had only been in London for 24 hours so far, and was only coming to terms with not living at home anymore!


‘So if you all decided to move in together, you would only need to find one new housemate between the three of you.’ Dorothy was convinced that this was the right thing to do.


‘Well… I suppose that does take the pressure off a bit.’ Penelope liked the idea, first impressions aside, Zara seemed like a nice girl, and as she seemed to know the landlady… that would make maintenance of the house much easier if anything went wrong. 


‘I think I would be ok with that, I mean you two don’t look like axe murders or anything…’ Zara smiled for the first time since they had all met, the others warmed to her immediately.


‘Quite the opposite actually, she looks more like Grace Kelly and he looks like a typical trustafarian. Such an unlikely couple! I wonder if there is anything going on between the two of them… interesting…’ Zara thought to herself, as she finally looked at them from the point of view of being housemates and not intruders.


‘And we were going to have to look for housemates anyway…’ Charlie was loving this, no need to worry about these things. The two girls had got so worked up over nothing!


‘That’s settled then, you three can sort it out amongst yourselves… I have received the money into my account, and I will send you a copy of the lease so that you can all sign it. Zara tell your mother that I was asking after her.’ Dorothy was very relieved, she liked the look of the two Londoners, and she already knew Zara.


‘Ok, thanks.’ Penelope showed Dorothy out. A sense of calm descended on the house, just in time for Charlie and Penelope to move the rest of their stuff in before the Abbevillagers started occupying the tables outside The Abbeville pub to make the most of the sunshine. 

















Chapter 5


The Battle of the Bedrooms





Now that they had all decided to live together… there was only one question remaining… who got the big bedroom with the en suite bathroom? This was going to be tricky.


‘Zara, which room did you move into?’ Penelope tried not to sound too interested.


‘The smaller one on the second floor, the rent is slightly lower on that one, so I went for it… I thought the two doubles would be easier to find housemates for…’ Zara had weighed up all of her options very carefully before she moved in, and her room at home was actually smaller than the one she had move into, so she was happy with it.


‘Good point,’ Great one down, one to go! Penelope thought to herself.


‘So now it’s down to the two of us.’ Penelope walked into the kitchen where Charlie was rummaging in the more or less empty cupboards.


‘What is?’ Charlie muttered, he barely even looked up… he was starving!


‘The big bedroom on the top floor?’ Penelope wanted that room, Penelope needed that room… Penelope had to have that room!


‘It’s more rent… the decision is easy, you can have it if you like… after all you have so many shoes… eh I mean “work papers” to store.’ Charlie winked at her and went back to scavenging in the kitchen.


‘Ah I didn’t realise that, well, I don’t mind paying a bit more for it.’ Penelope was already half way up the stairs with the polish and the vacuum cleaner when she said this to him.


‘Ok, that’s settled then, I’ll take the double room below it.’ Charlie turned around and realised he had been talking to himself.


‘Zara, did you hear that? Charlie is going to take the smaller double, that just leaves the tiny room upstairs… what way do you want to do it… do you know anyone who might be interested?’ Penelope dropped into Zara’s room on her way up to hers.


‘There is one guy I know, he might be moving to London too, I’ll text him to see if he’s interested in the little room’. Zara was finally happy with the way things were working out, if her friend took the room that would be great.


‘Great!, why don’t we get unpacked, and then we can all head out for a drink when we are settled in… Charlie have you got plans tonight?’ Penelope shouted down to Charlie.


‘Nah, was just going to hang around here…’ Charlie shouted back up from the kitchen.


‘Zara? What about you? Do you have plans?’ Penelope asked Zara..


‘No, not at all, I have literally just moved to London, I don’t really know anyone here yet, a drink would be good, do you know anywhere good around here?’ The mere mention of alcohol perked Zara up immediately, even though she found London very… very scary… she was dying to see what the bars and clubs were like.


‘Lots of places, there are more bars around here than people.’ Penelope was relieved that Zara had said yes, things were off to a good start. She continued her journey up another flight of stairs to her new bedroom.


Zara was really looking forward to going out, but she felt so dowdy compared to them. Somehow her clothes were all wrong for living in London. This had never even occurred to her before she met these two. Of course she had been to London before, but living in SW4 with pretty much everyone being in their twenties and thirties was a whole different experience. Everyone she had seen so far had been so trendy or so cool, and she had to make a good impression on her new housemates. She found Penelope quite intimidating, she was beautiful, and she was still in her suit from work so she looked extremely elegant, everything matching! Zara had only ever seen people like that on TV.


‘Oh no! What to wear!? I know it’s only a casual drink, but I’m sure Miss Perfect will be all dressed up to the nines. I bet her shoes cost more than my entire wardrobe. I can’t wait to start working and to finally have money! I feel like such a student still! I will go shopping when I get paid at the end of the month… I can’t wait. I’m dying for a drink actually, my nerves are in tatters after all of that stuff this afternoon, with the two of them arriving in and the landlady. At one point I did think they were going to get the house and I was going to have to find somewhere else. I can’t believe it’s my first day at my new job on Monday, I hope the people are nice, and I must try and figure out how to use the bloody Tube… I’m so scared of it, the Tube map looks like the most confusing thing I have ever seen… apparently the colours are supposed to make it easier!? What a joke. They make it look like vomit! I hope I’ll get used to it eventually. I couldn’t believe that she had so many boxes to move in, they could not have all contained shoes. It said SHOES on the side, but there’s no way, unless each shoe was wrapped in bubble wrap or something. Even if they were in boxes in the big boxes, there would be too many. I’m dying to see her collection if they are all shoes. I can’t wait to buy new shoes myself actually… that’s the first thing that I’ll buy when I get paid. That Charlie guy seems so laid back, the two of them are so different, I’m surprised they are friends. Ok, let’s see… I think I’ll go for jeans and a black sparkly top, I don’t want to look like I have overdone it. Ok, that works… now, what shoes? Oh my god! I have barely any shoes down here with me, I left most of them at home. It will have to be these pointy ones. They are ok I suppose, quite dressy. I’ll go down to see if they are ready.’ Once Zara had chosen her outfit, she calmed down a little, she had a lot on her mind, as her whole life had just changed in the past 24 hours, and she hoped it was for the better… a new job, a new house, new friends?… a new life!


‘Oh, I didn’t realise you were waiting for me.’ Zara was a bit embarrassed when she came downstairs and the two of them were waiting in the hallway.


‘Don’t worry… we wanted to let you settle in… I only unpacked a few things, otherwise I would be here all night!’ Penelope laughed, Zara still looked so anxious… but it was nothing a few drinks wouldn’t sort out!


‘Where are we going?’ Zara asked.


‘Let’s go and have a look, there are so many bars around here, my favourite one is called Sand bar, but it might be really packed tonight, there are always queues at the weekends. There are a few others, let’s wander down the road and go into the first one we fancy… Charlie, any preferences?’ Penelope was dying to go to Sand bar, but they had left it kind of late, and there was no way that she was going to queue. Sand bar was inconspicuously tucked in among the residential areas of Clapham on the border of Brixton. It was the perfect mixture of a beautiful space, beautiful drinks and amazing R&B music. It was a favourite among some celebrities who knew they could visit without being bothered. There was a down-to-earthedness in Clapham that you simply didn’t get in nearby Chelsea. It was glamorous without being pretentious.


‘Nah, that’s cool, whatever… as long as there’s beer.’ Charlie was so easy to please.


Zara surveyed Penelope’s outfit… ‘She’s not that dressed up really, I was expecting Gucci-looking clothes… she actually seems more down to earth when she is not in her power suit! She looks more suited to be going out with Charlie dressed in Jeans and a trendy t-shirt… the trendy casual look. I bet the jeans cost a fortune, but they are made to look old and worn. I wonder if she gets those eyebrows done or if she does them herself?’ Zara was getting caught up in her scrutiny, she couldn’t help herself. It was a lot to take in and process. 


‘Here we are… ah… the magic words… “Happy Hour”.’ Penelope saw no queues, great… she could murder a Strawberry Daiquiri.


‘Looks good.’ Zara smiled at Penelope, nodding like a lemming. ‘Thank god for Happy Hour I’m so broke until I get paid!’ Happy Hour was one concept that Zara was very familiar with! It was starting to feel a tiny bit more like home now.


‘Does it include beer?’ That’s all Charlie cared about.


‘I don’t know, let’s check… yep it’s by the bottle though…’ Penelope reported back.


‘That’s cool.’ Charlie settled into the leather couch, and patted the seat beside him for Zara to sit down. Zara reluctantly joined him, he was so confident and gorgeous… he made her nervous.


‘First round is on me.’ Penelope trotted off to the bar.


This was a lot for Zara to take in… apart from the Happy Hour bit this place was nothing like home, everyone seemed so gorgeous and confident! And they all seemed to be in their twenties. Every single one of them?! ‘This is actually really fun, this place is cool,’ she thought to herself. ‘These two must come here the whole time, the bar staff seem to know them really well. This place is amazing, and there’s a real student, but not student crowd… it’s like… yeah… .the first jobbers, that’s what it is… I couldn’t put my finger on it for a sec there. Still acting like students, but with jobs… excellent! I’m going to fit in here. Penelope is gorgeous! I’m dying to know if the two of them are together! I don’t know what to talk to her about! With Charlie it’s easy… he just likes talking about himself all the time… and “the music”. It’s pretty interesting actually, the music that is. At first I thought he was just some rich kid, but he does seem to know what he is talking about. I hope I get to meet the rest of the band. I don’t seem to have anything in common with her though. I asked her what her job was and she may have been speaking Chinese for all I understood. Something to do with banking I think. She keeps talking about “the City”, I don’t know whether that just means London, or somewhere else… she talks about it like it’s a different planet. I hope she didn’t realise that I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about! Having said that, I don’t have a clue what I’m going to be doing on Monday. A job in marketing, in an organic food company. At least it’s very central. I hope I get to make some new friends down here, it’s pretty weird being here and not knowing anyone. Hopefully Simon will want to move in, and at least that’s one mate, but he’s not too sure whether they are going to offer him the job or not. I really, really like this area here… well what I’ve seen of it so far. Everyone seems to be twenty-something… even when I popped down to the supermarket there seemed to be no kids running around or haggard housewives like back home… it’s pretty cool. Plenty of good looking guys too, much better looking than the guys from Uni, and they dress so well. I suppose I am in London now, a fashion capital… I will really have to brush up my image if I want to fit in here.’ Zara sucked on the dregs of her first Strawberry Daiquiri , and swapped the empty martini glass for the full one sitting in front of her, as she thought about her new life in London. For the first time since she had arrived, she felt as if… everything was going to be ok…




***





The next morning, Zara woke up with a thumping headache.


‘Oh no… I feel weak, Happy Hour always kills me, two cocktails for the price of one, the thought of them makes me feel sick now. I really should have taken it easy, I don’t really know my new housemates too well yet, maybe that’s why I drank so much. I feel like I’m going to die. I hope nobody else is up, I’ll wander down to get some water.’ Zara summoned all of her strength, and threw her feet onto the floor, the rest of her body remained firmly under the duvet. ‘One step at a time… c’mon Zara, you can do it,’ she thought to herself. She pulled herself upright, v-e-r-y s-l-o-w-l-y… and made her way downstairs.


‘Oh, hello!’ Zara was surprised to see an unfamiliar face in the kitchen… was this the way it was going to be in this house, strangers popping up all the time!?


‘Hi, I’m Mandy… I was just looking for a glass of water, where are the glasses?’ The girl kept opening and banging all of the cupboard doors in search of the glasses. 


‘Oh, right, glasses, em, they are over here. Did I meet you last night? Sorry I was really drunk and my memory is a bit hazy.’ Zara stammered, she was so embarrassed, they had been speaking to quite a few people last night, friends of Charlie and Penelope’s, was this one of them?


‘Were you at the party with Charlie?’ Mandy enquired, one eyebrow arched.


‘Oh that’s right, he went off to some party, it’s slowly coming back to me now, so this must be his girlfriend…’ Gradually Zara started to piece things together.


‘No, I think I came home straight after the pub, I’m Zara I have just moved in with Charlie and Penelope.’ Zara struggled with the conversation, her headache was getting worse.


‘Who is Penelope, oh no! Is she Charlie’s girlfriend, does he have a girlfriend?’ Mandy shrieked at Zara! Her questions were like machine gun fire, too many crowding Zara’s head, ‘Can’t concentrate, stop talking, stop talking… she’s obviously not his girlfriend then, but looks like she wants to be…’ Zara thought to herself. ‘No, she is just a close friend of his. Did you just meet Charlie last night?’ Zara had never really seen anything like this before, in real life that is.. Zara had gone to her local University, so she had never had housemates before, and this would certainly never happen in her mum’s kitchen at home.


‘Yep, ok, I’m going to head back upstairs, thanks for the water and nice to meet you…’ Mandy was gone.


‘Ditto…’


‘Hilarious! So that’s Charlie’s thing. I wonder if he is a bit of a ladies’ man… only time will tell. Oh god… my poor little head.’ Zara hauled herself onto one of the kitchen chairs, and sat at the table with her head in her hands.


‘Morning Zara, oh dear you look a bit pale.’ Penelope arrived into the kitchen, she was already dressed.


‘I’m dying, I drank way too much last night.’ Zara raised her head, she felt like death.


‘I’m feeling pretty much the same. You’ll be ok once you eat something, I was like you about an hour ago, but I made myself eat some toast and I’m feeling much better…’ Penelope felt so sorry for Zara, she obviously couldn’t hold her drink as well as she and Charlie could, that was something that would change after a few months living in London.


‘Food is the last thing I feel like…’ Zara couldn’t even think of eating.


‘I know, but it’ll help,’ Penelope assured her.


‘You are right, I’ll try to eat a piece of toast or something.’ Zara knew that Penelope was right.


‘We have loads to sort out today, we need to talk about getting a fourth housemate.’ Penelope knew that they had no time to waste, after all none of them wanted to have to share the cost of the extra room.


‘Oh yeah, my friend Simon might be moving down, so is it ok if I offer it to him first?’ Zara started to feel slightly better.


‘Absolutely! I have asked around everyone, and there is nobody I know looking for a room, and it’s the same with Charlie. If you actually know someone who wants to move in that would be great… otherwise we’ll have to advertise for someone.’ Penelope was pleased that Zara might know someone looking for a room, it would make life so much easier.


‘Oh, I thought that the landlady might get someone else?’ Zara couldn’t understand why they had to get housemates themselves.


‘Oh no, it’s entirely up to us, it’s better that we choose the person though… because we have to live with them, if you know what I mean,’ Penelope tried to convince Zara.


‘I see what you mean.’ Zara pretended she knew what she was talking about. ‘Oh no! How on earth do we find someone? I really hope Simon can move in,’ Zara shuddered, she felt like every time she was starting to feel comfortable with her new surroundings, she was presented with something else that made her feel like some kind of country bumpkin.


‘So you let us know as soon as your friend lets you know, and if he can’t move in we’ll put an ad in Loot.’ Penelope was very reassuring. 


‘Ok, he should find out about his job on Monday, and he will call me then. By the way, what do you think of the living room?’ Zara tried to change the subject.


‘Oh my god, it’s dreadful… we reckon a coven of witches lived here before us… those weird shapes on the wall… and that purple!’ Penelope laughed as she pointed at the spirals.


‘I think it looks grim!’ Zara had been really freaked out by the living room when she first moved in and had barely set foot in it.


‘We asked if we could paint it and Mrs Evans said that we could.’ Penelope was thinking about colour schemes.


‘Cool!’ Zara was relieved.


‘We were so keen to move in that there wasn’t time to get it done before we did. That can be our first house project. Now, we will need to write to the gas, electricity and phone companies to put all of our names on the bills, we can put the new person on the bills when they move in.’ Penelope had done the house share thing so many times before, it was second nature to her.


‘That’s a good idea.’ Zara could barely believe all that she had been hearing, but she was a bit relieved that someone knew what they were doing. She was actually glad that she had moved in with the others now, she wouldn’t have a clue about all of this stuff on her own.




***





Later that day, Zara returned after her first hungover adventure to the local supermarket… exhausted!


‘It has taken about five hours but I finally feel a bit more human again… I even struggled my way down to the supermarket. I can’t believe I am living in London, I don’t think the big change has really hit me yet. I keep expecting mum to walk in asking me what I want for tea. I have only been here for two days now, I suppose, that once I start work it will hit me. I haven’t even been on the dreaded Tube yet. I wonder what to do tonight? If I was at home I’d be deciding what to wear now, getting ready for a night out with the girls. God… I actually really miss them already, and I have only been gone two days. I might give them a ring in a little while…’ Zara put her groceries away, and sat down at the kitchen table. She picked up her mobile phone and dialled the last number.


‘Hi, it’s me.’ Zara was so glad she didn’t get the voicemail.


‘Zara! So you haven’t forgotten us already then?!’ Sophie shrieked.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, and anyway I have only been gone for two days.’ Zara giggled.


‘Is that all?!… it feels like ages!’ Sophie was so dramatic, she could not believe that one of her friends lived in London now, it was sooooooo glamorous.


‘I have a bit of a hangover, I was out last night…’ Zara sounded sheepish.


‘Oh, where did you go?, somewhere dead glam? And what’s the house like? And did you meet any nice boys? It must be sooooo glamorous,’ Sophie shrieked.


‘I went out for drinks with the people that I live with.’ Zara knew that more questions were coming and she hadn’t really prepared her answers yet in her hungover state!


‘What people!?’ Sophie couldn’t believe this… she had new friends already?


‘Charlie and Penelope,’ Zara admitted sheepishly, already regretting the words that had already fallen out of her mouth.


‘They sound posh, are they posh?!’ Sophie was full of questions!


‘A bit, but they are really nice.’ Zara started to feel a bit uncomfortable, all of this was quite hard to explain to Sophie. So much had happened since she had left home.


‘Well that’s the main thing. I better go, Karen is on her way over, we are getting ready here tonight. Zara it won’t be the same without you, have a fab night tonight whatever you end up doing, bye.’ Sophie was already distracted by the outfit laid out on the bed for tonight.


‘Bye, speak to you soon.’ And with that Zara hung up, as she burst into tears… 


‘Oh my god, what is wrong with me? Maybe it’s the hangover, or PMS or maybe, just maybe I don’t want to be here… .. I really miss my friends. It looks like I’m staying in tonight, I don’t think I have ever stayed in on a Saturday night before in my entire life. There is nothing I can do, I don’t know anyone in London yet. This is awful. Oh no!, I think I hear Penelope, better not let her see me like this, I’ll run up and wash my face.’ Zara was startled by the sound of someone coming and she darted up the stairs.


‘Zara, hi it’s only me.’ Penelope flounced into the kitchen, and flicked the kettle on.


‘Hi, I’m upstairs.’ ‘Quick hide the tissues,’ Zara thought to herself.


‘Come down and I’ll show you my new shoes, they are amazing,’ Penelope sang up to Zara, she wasn’t expecting to see Zara looking so upset. ‘Oh, are you ok?’ she changed her tone completely.


‘Fine thanks, I’m just still feeling a bit off from last night’s overindulgence.’ They both knew that this was a lie!


‘Bloody hell, that’s the longest lasting hangover ever.’ Penelope tried to laugh it off.


‘I know, I really do suffer with them.’ Zara’s nose was all blocked up now, and her eyes were all red and puffy.


‘Ah, you mixed your drinks didn’t you?’ Penelope tried to offer a practical solution.


‘If I could remember that I would be doing well.’ Zara was fighting back the tears.


‘Oh dear!’ Penelope arched one eyebrow.


‘Indeed, what are you up to tonight?’ Zara asked Penelope trying to change the subject.


‘Eugh! I’m going on a date.’ Penelope did not look happy when she said this.


‘Oh, anyone nice?’ Zara didn’t understand her tone, she would love to be taken out on a date.


‘Well, yes, nice being the key word there, he’s another guy from the City, very nice, but they are usually very dull, it’s like going to dinner with a waxwork.’ Penelope began to wonder why she had agreed to go at all. 


‘Why do you go then?’ Zara asked. ‘There she goes mentioning “the City” again… I wonder if I’m ever going to find out what she is talking about… maybe that’s the name of the company that she works for?’ Zara was still baffled by all of this.


‘That’s a good question, and it’s one that I ask myself repeatedly as I get ready, and on my way home if it was boring, but the thing is you just never know… sometimes the ones who you think are going to be so dull are great fun, and then sometimes you are dead right about them. I have been single now for ages, so I suppose I should make an effort. But sometimes it really just feels like a waste of makeup.’ Penelope sighed. ‘I’m really getting to the point of giving up on the whole thing! But I always think that if I’m going to meet him, I’m definitely going to meet him in London. It’s one of the most exciting cities in the world after all.’ Penelope gave a weak smile.


‘Oh god! Is that what I am going to have to do now that I live in London. I have never been on a date in my entire life. I wouldn’t know how to do it. It was so easy back home, we know all the guys that live nearby, and there is none of this dating thing, there is just so much to learn!’ The colour drained from Zara’s face as she contemplated having to go on dates with dull bankers from “the City”.


‘I know what you mean, Penelope, I hate dating myself, I try to avoid it if possible.’ Zara tried to sound convincing, she constantly felt like such an idiot since she had arrived in London, she felt so clueless.


‘Oh god, call me Pen, my mother is the only one outside of work who calls me Penelope, it makes me feel like I’m in trouble… or in work,’ Penelope laughed.


‘Ok, I’ll try to remember that.’ Zara was relieved, this might make Penelope seem a little less intimidating!


‘It’s the only way to meet men in London though, it’s such a big city, unless you manage to get together with one of your neighbours! That’s how George met her man.’ Penelope was like a font of knowledge for Zara.


‘Seriously?’ Zara was now dying to find out who lived next door to them! 


‘Yep, they kept running into each other in the hallway or something ridiculous like that. Speaking of neighbours, have you noticed anyone coming or going next door? I think it might be empty,’ Penelope asked… she was doing a great job of keeping Zara distracted from whatever had been upsetting her.


‘I haven’t actually seen anyone. Maybe an old granny lives there with her cat.’ Zara grinned, she thought that would be hilarious!


‘Oh, no! Don’t say that, no parties for us then.’ Penelope did not look happy at this prospect.


‘It’s probably empty.’ Zara didn’t want to upset Penelope, they had been getting on so well.
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