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      Date Nine

   





      

      Claudia’s flat, West Kensington


      

      ‘Sorry,’ said Claudia to the old lady who rammed into the back of her.


      

      ‘No time to stand around in the doorway my girl, I’ve got shortbread to buy.’ With a steely look she stamped into the department

         store.

      


      

      Christmas shopping on Oxford Street was one of the best and worst things about Christmas in the capital. The shops bulged

         with stock – racks of gloves, novelty slippers, gadgets, gizmos, stocking fillers and those special somethings. At every turn,

         beauty counters offered spritzes of special-edition cinnamon-scented perfumes and food halls filled hungry shoppers’ tummies

         with sample mince pies and flowing prosecco. Elaborate window displays – Santa’s grottoes, Christmas mornings, enchanted forests

         – rivaled the Tate for artistic masterpieces. Shoppers were rosy-cheeked, twinkly-eyed and flinging money at the cashiers

         like Santa after a little too much Christmas spirit.

      


      

      But it didn’t take long for them to transform into desperate last-minute buyers fighting over the last jelly bean-pooping

         reindeer toy. Claudia had one very important present to buy, and even though this was her third department store she still

         had no idea where to start. To the piped music of ‘It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year’ and the reindeer bell-like cha-ching

         of a hundred cash registers, she stuck out her elbows and marched through Selfridges. What the helling hell was she going

         to get Nick – her now sort-of boyfriend – for Christmas?

      


      

      ‘Excuse me,’ she said to a sales assistant, accidently jabbing her in the face with a roll of pretty, overpriced wrapping

         paper. ‘Any chance you could tell me which level man stuff is on?’

      


      

      ‘Man stuff?’


      

      ‘Like, gifts or something. Not Gillette shower gel sets, something a bit more special.’


      

      ‘Why not try men’s accessories, first floor?’


      

      Off Claudia went, joining a queue to go up the escalator, on which she stood with her face pressed against someone’s Build-A-Bear

         box, and emerged on a floor she immediately felt underdressed for. The men’s department. All greys and tweeds and more greys and model-types trying on suit jackets in front of mirrors when really they

         should be reclining with a Scotch and the Financial Times.

      


      

      She fingered the arm of a plaid Vivienne Westwood suit. What to buy, what to buy … But yet again her thoughts drifted to Date Nine. The Date. Nick had given her five awesome dates this month, and tonight she’d had an idea for a date he would love. They were

         to meet late afternoon near the Tower of London for a Dickensian Christmas group walking tour. Then it was back to hers for

         a home-cooked meal. And then …

      


      

      Anyway, must get on. Claudia strode in a direction that hopefully led to accessories and after a loop and a half of the level

         she found them. Well, she found some leathery things intermingled with some electronic stuff, which was a start.

      


      

      ‘What do you want to buy?’ asked a striking waif in a sharply tailored grey dress. She had a thick Dutch accent and icy-blonde

         hair. Claudia resisted the urge to ask her for a photo.

      


      

      ‘Do you work here?’ asked Claudia.


      

      ‘Yes,’ said the waif, pointing at a Selfridges badge that said Monique, and Claudia felt like a nitwit.


      

      ‘I’m looking for a present for my new boyfriend; I’m not sure what to buy him.’


      

      ‘You should buy him the new iPad. It is new and boys like new.’


      

      ‘Oooh no, I can’t quite afford to spend that much.’


      

      ‘How about this Aspinal iPad case?’ Monique plucked a mock-croc wallet from a nearby shelf and handed it to Claudia.


      

      ‘Well, I don’t think he has an iPad.’


      

      ‘But it is very beautiful.’


      

      ‘It is, it’s a lovely grey and I like this magnet bit.’


      

      ‘You will get a second date if you buy him this.’


      

      ‘We’re actually on our sixth date.’


      

      ‘But you don’t like him very much?’


      

      ‘I like him loads!’


      

      ‘But you don’t want him to have nice things?’


      

      ‘Of course I do.’


      

      ‘You should buy this case then.’


      

      

      It was a nice case, and Claudia didn’t want to anger the ice maiden. Maybe she could pop an ‘IOU an iPad’ inside?


      

      No, that was ridiculous. The case was £250, so she put it back on the shelf. ‘Gloves are a nice present; can you show me where

         they are please?’

      


      

      ‘You don’t get a classic yellow Selfridges bag if you buy something as small as gloves,’ said Monique.


      

      In that case, maybe the case was worth it.


      

      ‘Actually, that’s not true,’ Monique sighed. ‘I just wanted you to buy the case. Follow me; I’ll take you to gloves.’


      

      Monique reluctantly handed Claudia a complimentary mini candy cane and left her scouring the racks for any gloves under sixty-five

         pounds, though she wasn’t convinced gloves were a good enough way of saying thanks for being here all along, please be around for a long, long time more.

      


      

      The more time marched on the harder it was becoming to concentrate on the task at hand, and the more glued the candy cane

         became to one of the fluffier gloves, so she edged back to the escalator and hastily left Selfridges. Continuing up Oxford

         Street, the Christmas lights weaved across the road from one flagship store to the next like vast, frost-covered spider webs

         under the sun.

      


      

      What was she going to buy Nick? What was girlfriendy and fun but not too ‘long-term relationship’?


      

      Hello, Ann Summers.


      

      Goodbye, Ann Summers. Claudia walked straight past and in through the door of Holland & Barrett. She loitered by the hazelnuts.

         Come on, she was a grown-up, and sexy things were perfectly normal and grown up. She exited Holland & Barrett and walked straight back past Ann Summers again, into Dorothy

         Perkins on the other side.

      


      

      Stop being ridiculous, nobody’s watching and nobody cares. She took a deep breath and launched back on to the street, head held high.

      


      

      Claudia waltzed in to Ann Summers with faux-purpose and headed straight for the first rack of undies she saw. She studied

         the bridal lingerie with authority while her eyes darted left and right.

      


      

      ‘Can I help you with anything today?’ asked a girl about ten years younger than Claudia, all oozing confidence and burlesque

         hair.

      


      

      ‘Um, I’m just looking for something a bit fun for when I’m with my, um, boyfriend.’


      

      ‘Sure, were you after toys, or costumes or underwear?’


      

      ‘Just some undies I think, maybe something a bit festive?’


      

      ‘No probs. Special occasion?’


      

      ‘Just, you know, sex.’ Claudia shrugged and rolled her eyes.

      


      

      

      ‘First time?’ The sales assistant smiled.


      

      ‘No, I’ve had sex loads of times, hundreds— Oh you mean with him. Yes, first time.’


      

      ‘Have you visited Ann Summers before?’


      

      ‘Pfff, all the time.’ Never. Claudia had been disinterested in sex for so long she’d never even considered visiting the shop before. The girl led Claudia

         over to a wonderful array of red and white tasselled, pom-pommy outfits that would make Mrs Claus blush and hide behind her

         apron. ‘This is our Christmas collection, it’s all super fun and sexy – it’ll be such a treat for him. Trust me, this is his

         Christmas present covered if you show up wearing one of these.’

      


      

      ‘If only I could get enough paper to wrap myself up,’ Claudia tittered, examining her hand through a mesh bra. It might as

         well have been made of cling film.
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