



[image: ]








LIZZIE JORDAN’S
SECRET LIFE


 


Chris Manby


[image: ]


www.hodder.co.uk






Also by Chris Manby


Flatmates


Second Prize


Deep Heat


Running Away from Richard


Getting Personal


Seven Sunny Days


Girl Meets Ape


Ready or Not?




Copyright © 2000 by Chris Manby


First published in Great Britain in 2000 by Hodder and StoughtonAn Hachette Livre UK Company




The right of Chris Manby to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978 1 848 94805 1Book ISBN 978 0 34083 725 2




Hodder & Stoughton LtdAn Hachette Livre UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NWl 3BH




www.hodder.co.uk




Author’s Note


16 December 1999


Dear reader,


Please excuse me while I do a quick Gwyneth Paltrow . . . This book is dedicated to the people who supported me in so many different ways during my very own annus horribilis. Sometimes I feel quite giddy when I think about how lucky I am to have such a special and steadfast circle of family and friends. Here goes . . .


To Mum, Dad, Kate and Lee with thanks for their constant love and support. To Ryan ‘cake for questions’ Law. To Jane and Ian Wright for putting up with the world’s worst bridesmaid. To Jane Brown for pretending we had a great time in Ibiza. To Peter Hamilton and Kate Fell (you know you’ve got room for a marquee, so use it!). To Mark Love and Jacqui Saunders for the ‘love cupboard’ and their love. To Geraldine and Dylan Gray for making my birthday so special. To Mike Elms and Trudy Kelleher for letting me live with them. To Alex Lay for listening. To Vicki Fisher and Pam Rutherford for the girls-only moans. To Jools Simner (that draw was rigged!). To Tom Callaghan (if I was ten years older . . .). To Malcolm Alsop, Philip Allard and Lisa Webb for putting up with my erratic appearances and typing. To Jessica Adams for the hopeful horoscopes (draw more boxer shorts!). To Fiona Walker, Brit-Lit Queen for Groucho gossip and being such a professional in Glasgow!!! To Helen Lederer for restoring my faith in the possibility of true love. To Julie Wright and Jon Stroud for having faith in Deep Heat. To Nick Rhodes for the best advice. To Steve Barnham for having the misfortune to be in when Nick wasn’t!!! To Bill Sillery for making me feel fanciable at 8.30a.m. on the Fulham Road. To Dr Anna Trigell for being perpetually sunny. To Sian Kelley for giving me the opportunity to have a near-death experience in front of sixty fourteen-year-old boys. To Mike Gayle and Zelda West Meads for the Borders gigs. To Rachel Huggard, ditto plus the dissections!!! To Elaine Noone and Claire Edgar. To Graham Joyce. To Solomon for being wise! To Nick Davies for the vitriol! To Roz Chissick for her endless patience. To Ant and the team at Gillon Aitken Associates for showing me the money. To David Garnett for keeping me on my toes. To Ian Percival for being the best best man. To Nikki Jones. To Nick ‘Bombshell’ Cornwell and Toby Stone. To Jo Medcroft and Helena Roberts.


To the Americans! To Chris Hobbs and Marty ‘Bea-vil’ Beal. And to Jenn Matherly, a truly special friend. To the real Brian – Brian Rabin – though of course this book isn’t about you . . . And to Collin Madden – my all-time favourite Yank. It isn’t about you either, my dear!!!!


Finally, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to everyone at Hodder and Stoughton for their tremendous efforts on my behalf. Especially to Kate Lyall Grant, an editor of great vision (obviously) and a valued friend, who not only corrects my punctuation but has also variously found me a place to live, a clutch of great party invitations and even the occasional hot date. For author care beyond the call of duty (rivalled only by Jon ‘discreet’ Wood’s attention to my coat on that night), this book is dedicated in particular to her.


Couldn’t have done it without you . . .


Love,


Chris Manby
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Brian.


Hardly the kind of name you’d give a romantic hero, is it? But he was mine.


Brian Coren.


Quite tall. Quite dark. Quite handsome. Brad Pitt had nothing to worry about. But somehow Brian Coren stole my heart.


I met him during my second year at university. I was reading English Literature at Oxford. I wasn’t sure how I’d managed to get on to the course in the first place but it might have been because the college I was accepted by – St Judith’s – had a quota of poor people to fill. For pretty much the whole of my first term, I was totally overwhelmed by it all. The hard work. The tradition. All that cutlery.


Meanwhile, Brian Coren had been studying economics at some small but exclusive college in a pretty part of New York State. In his senior year, he was sent over to the UK on an exchange programme to increase his understanding of the London Stock Exchange amongst other things. His mother at least hoped that a year at Oxford might give him a certain ‘je ne sais what’ that would set him apart from his less well-travelled peers when he returned.


I can still remember the very first time I saw him as clearly as if it were only an hour ago. It was the beginning of the autumn term, still just about sunny and warm enough to sit on the Mediterranean-style mezzanine outside the experimental psychology block for a quick fag between tutorials. I was sitting on a step with my best friends at the time: Bicycle Bill, who was always on his bicycle, and Miserable Mary, a gothic psychology student who was always looking miserable, in case you hadn’t guessed.


We were comparing boring summer vacations. Mine in a lens-grinding factory that reminded me of the outer circles of hell. Bill’s on a fruit farm somewhere in the West Country and Mary’s on the cheese counter at some West London deli. None of us could ever afford to go travelling in the breaks. Well, we probably could have done if we’d really wanted to. But I didn’t fancy doing the backpack and diarrhoea thing, so I pretended that travelling was for the idle rich and that I was underprivileged rather than plain chicken.


‘Shame God didn’t invent the volume control before he invented Americans,’ Miserable Mary said suddenly, jerking her head in the direction of two guys and a girl who looked unusually smart for students. The trio were veritably bouncing towards the psychology block (which was the only department that served pecan pie for elevenses) in their shiny new leather shoes. Polished leather shoes. The girl tossed her glossy brown hair as if she were auditioning for a shampoo ad and the guys punched each other jovially in a jock mock fight. Even without hearing their voices, it was clear that they weren’t locals. They stood out like three gaudy tropical parrots in the midst of the flock of hungover pigeons that were the British students in their uniformly ‘alternative’ grey and black rags.


‘Jesus, it’s the Brady Bunch,’ hissed Mary, as the Americans briefly broke into song.


‘More like the Osmonds, I say,’ said Bill, adjusting his crotch. Bill was a geography student with a fine line in cycling shorts with reinforced gussets. ‘I’ve got one of them in the room next door to me in halls this year. Americans –I swear they don’t even know how to breathe quietly,’ he sighed. Just loud enough so that the Brady Bunch who had now drawn up beside us went suddenly silent and stared.


Mary, Bill and I studied the grimy paving stones until we thought they might have passed us. But I looked up first and that is when he caught my eye. Brian Coren caught my eye and smiled right at me for the very first time.


‘Hi,’ he said.


‘Bloody Americans,’ muttered Bill, totally missing the greeting.


‘Yeah,’ said Mary. ‘So full of themselves. Get back to Disneyland.’


‘Nice to meet you too,’ said Brian.


You can imagine how embarrassed I was when I next saw the Americans. It was later on in the same day, in fact, and I was sitting on another step. This time I was outside the college dining hall, waiting for Mary and Bill to return from their lectures.


I rarely bothered with going to my own lectures unless I was in love with the lecturer. In such circumstances I would suddenly be fired with enthusiasm for my subject, which was great until I started to think that the lecturer in question might have noticed my crush and then I wouldn’t be able to go to his lectures any more because I was too embarrassed. It was a really vicious circle and as a result, in my first year, I had only been to half my Middle English lectures (Dr Law looked a bit like Indiana Jones, I thought), three lectures on Hardy (Dr Sillery could have been Rupert Everett’s twin) and a single symposium on Sylvia Plath (Dr Trigell looked like Gerard Depardieu. That crush didn’t last long).


Anyway, college dinner was at seven sharp, but the queue outside the dining block usually began to gather from half-past six onwards. It wasn’t that the canteen food was so fantastic, you understand. It was simply that if you got to the dining hall the minute the vile stuff was served, you had a much better chance of getting your hands on a packet of cream crackers and a Dairylea triangle instead of a dubious gelatinous pudding. The crackers were hermetically sealed in clear plastic wrappers and hence the theory was that the college chef couldn’t possibly have rendered them inedible with his idiosyncratic gastronomic touch. Five days out of six, however, I seemed to get a packet of crackers that had gone very stale.


‘Is this the right place for dinner?’ Brian asked. In a whisper, I noticed right away.


‘Sorry?’ I muttered.


‘I said,’ he said, even more quietly than before, and having to lean up close to my ear to say it, ‘is this the right place for dinner?’


‘Yes,’ I said, as confidently as I could. He was obviously taking the piss about the volume control crack that Mary had made earlier, so I spoke up extra clearly and slowly – as if I were speaking to somebody French. ‘You have to queue up here,’ I told him. ‘It’s an English thing,’ I added with a smirk. ‘A queue.’


‘A queue? Really? So many things to learn,’ sighed Brian, taking up a position on the steps beside me while his happy shiny friends perused the club notice boards and signed up for all those things that English students rarely bother with, such as counselling rotas and netball.


Ignoring my new companion, I tried to read the book I hadn’t opened since I’d picked it up in Blackwells, Oxford’s cavernous book superstore. I could spend days in Blackwells – reading the self-help manuals mostly – but this book was Far From the Madding Crowd. One of that term’s set texts in fact. I hated it when we had to do actual novels instead of plays and poems. So much more to read. Too much like hard work, which rather defeated the point of having chosen English as a degree in the first place.


‘You’re reading Thomas Hardy,’ Brian observed observantly.


‘Yes. Well, I would be if I could concentrate,’ I said testily, starting the first sentence of the preface again.


‘He’s one of my favourite authors actually,’ Brian persisted. ‘Have you read Tess?’


‘I’ve seen the film,’ I told him.


‘Pretty good adaptation of the book, don’t you think?’


I really had no idea. I hadn’t actually read the book back then. Didn’t even know it wasn’t just called Tess at the time. But I nodded anyway.


‘I like the girl in it,’ said Brian. ‘My name’s Brian Coren, by the way.’


‘Bw-yan,’ I said automatically. I couldn’t help myself doing a quick impression of Michael Palin’s Roman emperor. We had watched Monty Python’s Life of Brian at least twice a week in the first year (the Junior Common Room video cupboard had only two films – the other one was Die Hard). I clapped my hand to my mouth when I realised what I was saying.


Brian laughed in a pained sort of way. ‘Monty Py-thon, right? That film has been the bane of my life. My life of Bw-yan,’ he added lamely.


‘I’m sorry,’ I snorted into a tissue. I always had a cold in those days. ‘It’s sort of automatic. An in-joke around college.’


‘I see. So, what’s yours?’


‘Uh?’


‘Your name?’ he asked patiently.


‘Oh! Elizabeth Jordan.’ I stuffed the tissue back into my pocket and extended my hand automatically.


‘Pleased to meet you. Is that Elizabeth after the Queen of England?’ he asked, shaking my hand rather stiffly.


‘No,’ I laughed at the thought. ‘My parents aren’t exactly royalists. I was named after Liz Taylor, I think.’


‘The film star? Wow. You know, I think I can see that,’ he nodded. ‘You have similar eyes.’


‘To Liz Taylor?’ I breathed. Didn’t she have the most beautiful eyes in the world? ‘Do you really think so?’ I asked eagerly.


‘Well, you both have two,’ said Brian, putting a pin in my bubble. But he did it with a smile. A really nice smile that told me that perhaps he was just trying out a bit of English sarcasm.


‘I also have my own teeth,’ I added to let him know I hadn’t taken offence.


‘Hey, here come your friends,’ said Brian then, making as if to get up from the step. ‘I’d better go. I think they took quite a dislike to me early on and I wouldn’t want to get you into trouble for talking to the enemy.’


Bill and Mary were indeed mooching along the corridor towards us. Bill was wearing his prized Tour de France cycling ensemble (which the rest of us suspected hadn’t been washed since it crossed the finish line on a British contender’s back and Bill won it in a raffle at the university cycle club) and Mary looked as though she had just lost her pet dog to a ravenous crocodile (which actually meant she was in a relatively good mood for Mary). When they spotted me, Mary turned to Bill and whispered something that was doubtless fairly poisonous. She frequently lamented the fact that we never met any new people, but her tendency to hate almost everyone on sight hardly helped our cause. Some of the most socially confident people in college would hide in shady doorways when Mary came into the quad.


‘Has someone in your friend’s family died?’ Brian asked me. ‘Only she looks really miserable all the time.’


‘She’s a gothic,’ I explained. ‘It’s part of her look.’


‘Really. Some friends of mine had to dress up like that to be extras on Interview with a Vampire. Scary. Well, I guess I’ll see you around, Miss Elizabeth Jordan. Better get back to Disneyland.’


‘No,’ I insisted. Hearing the Disneyland crack again made my cheeks flame automatically. But suddenly I didn’t want him to go. Suddenly I wanted to prove that we weren’t the biggest xenophobic dorks in the United Kingdom before every foreign student in the university started to avoid us. I wasn’t sure why it was so important at that moment but perhaps I had an inkling even then that if I talked to Brian for a bit longer, I might actually discover something interesting. ‘Stay and meet them properly,’ I begged him. ‘I’m sure they’re sorry things got off to such a bad start too. Their barks are far worse than their bites, I promise.’


‘Well, as long as his bite isn’t as bad as his snore,’ said Brian, cocking his head towards Bill. ‘I’ve got the room next to him. You know, he should really think about having his adenoids out.’


‘Made a new friend?’ purred Mary, looking down on us through false lashes that looked like big black spiders stuck to her lids with thick glue. ‘Bill and Mary, this is Brian.’


‘Bw-yan!’ they chorused automatically. Mary even smiled at him. Sort of.


‘Er, we’ve already been through that,’ I said.


‘He’s not the Messiah – he’s a very naughty boy! ’ said Bill, in a high-pitched impression of Terry Jones playing Brian’s ugly mother. ‘That film is so funny.’ He slapped his lycra-ed thigh at the thought.


‘Actually,’ said Brian very seriously, ‘where I come from, The Life of Brian is considered blasphemous and I don’t find it very funny at all.’


Two mouths dropped open.


‘Wow. Are you from Utah or something?’ Mary asked in awe.


‘Nah! I’m from New Jersey originally. Though I live in New York now. And I’m Jewish. So I don’t really give a shit. We don’t believe he was the Messiah anyway.’


‘What? Brian?’ asked Bill.


‘Jesus,’ I corrected before Bill started to explain to Brian that it was ‘only a film’. ‘But enough about that. We need to get in there.’ I jerked my head towards the dining-room door. The queue had started to move and we had somehow managed to lose our coveted place at the head of it.


‘Shit!’ said Mary. ‘I only wanted cream crackers and now they’ll all have gone. I don’t believe it. I’m going to starve to death.’ She could never resist the opportunity for a spot of hyperbole and right then she sounded like a shipwreck survivor who had just discovered that the last of the weevil-studded biscuits has fallen overboard. ‘What is it supposed to be tonight anyway?’ she added, just a little more calmly.


Bill sniffed the air floating out from the kitchen like a wolf scenting its prey. ‘Mmm, I’d say we’re having celery soup to start, followed by a delicious celery en croûte with boiled celery as an accompaniment. And for dessert, puréed celery with custard.’


Brian looked faintly disgusted.


‘Why so much celery?’ he asked.


It was just another in-joke. The college chef had a thing about celery. Either that, or a very cheap supply of the stuff. He put celery into almost everything, including, it was rumoured, the tutti-frutti ice-cream. Mary didn’t mind, because she was a firm believer in the theory that eating celery burns off more calories than it contains. But I was heartily sick of the stuff. Besides, have you ever heard of anyone serving up boiled celery instead of proper vegetables like potatoes or carrots? Where are the vitamins when it’s been simmered for four days? That’s what my mother wanted to know whenever she visited.


Anyway, Mary was reading the menu pinned up by the college door. ‘Well, it’s actually meant to be egg mayonnaise on lettuce followed by spaghetti bolognese with treacle sponge for afters. Great,’ she snorted. ‘I can’t eat any of that. Eggs bring me out in a rash and spaghetti bolognese has got tomatoes in it.’


‘Not at this college,’ Bill reminded her.


‘I’ll give it a try,’ said Brian bravely.


But instead he was quickly introduced to the joys of the kebab van which parked outside the college gates every night. For the first year, I had thought of the kebab van man as a saviour; the only thing standing between me and malnutrition. However, when he put his prices up three times in one term at well over the rate of inflation I began to wonder whether the chef was making college food deliberately bad and taking a cut of the kebab van’s earnings.


‘Any pork in this?’ Brian asked, as he took his cold pitta bread filled with slivers of dubious brown meat analogue and those twisty green pickled chillies that you find all the way up and down the High Street in Oxford on a Sunday morning.


‘I don’t think there’s actually any meat of any description in it at all,’ said Mary. She was supposed to be a vegetarian, but she made an exception for kebabs. Brian took a cautious bite of the brown matter and spat it out again instantaneously.


‘What is this stuff?’ he asked us.


‘Welcome to Oxford,’ said Mary.


His initiation was done.


After that, Brian quickly became a regular fixture in our college lives. He zoomed up in Mary’s estimation when he revealed that the two corn-fed kids we had seen him with on that first day, and hated at first sight, were simply the people he had travelled over with on the plane, not people he particularly liked hanging out with. He didn’t play baseball, or basketball, or live all year just to watch the Superbowl. Though he wore proper lace-up shoes and not disgraceful tattered workmen’s boots like the rest of us, it turned out that he didn’t have terrible taste in anything but his preppy clothes (all chosen by his mother – he had too many things to think about apart from changing his image, he claimed, and Mary said she actually respected him for that).


He also had several albums of dirge-like goth music unavailable in the UK that Mary borrowed at once and couldn’t be persuaded to return for almost three terms. He connected with Bill over long nights of Led Zeppelin and the revelation that his parents, like Bill’s (or so Bill constantly claimed), had been at the original Woodstock.


But Brian didn’t have to listen to the right music or wear the right clothes to impress me. I just adored his sense of humour. It was so – well, so English actually. Mostly sarcastic and ever so slightly sick. I loved to hear crazy stories about his New York childhood. Before I met Brian, I had harboured no inclination to visit America whatsoever. All Disney and obesity, as far as I was concerned. But listening to his stories, I quickly realised that there were so many other things that I would be missing out on if I never crossed the pond.


I screamed with laughter at his impressions of bolshie Noo Yoik taxi drivers ordering quaffee. I listened with due reverence when he told me about his experiences as a fresh-faced waiter in a Manhattan Pizza Hut frequented by the Mob.


And when I couldn’t stop gazing at his big brown eyes while he told me about the time his grandmother had taken her apricot toy poodle, Spencer Tracey the Second, to the orthodontist to fix its overbite, I knew that I was falling in love.
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The thunderbolt really hit one day about a month after we first met.


We were hanging about in the undergraduate students’ common room, Bill, Brian, Mary and I, drinking the vile coffee that we were each obliged to pay three pounds a term into a kitty for. The common room was always chock-full at about eleven o’clock in the morning with people trying to get their money’s worth of the stuff without gagging.


‘There’s a performance of Antony and Cleopatra on tomorrow night, in the crypt at St Edmund Hall,’ said Brian suddenly. We had been lamenting the fact that we never really got any culture (without admitting that we never really tried). ‘Do you think it will be any good?’ he asked.


Mary snorted into her cup. ‘Why don’t you ask Liz?’ she said.


‘Have you been to see it already?’ asked Brian.


I blushed hard and stared into my coffee. What had Mary done to me?


‘Actually, I’m going to be in it,’ I had to admit. ‘So I don’t know whether I’m qualified to say whether it’ll be good or not,’ I waffled. ‘I mean, it’s probably not, if they let me on to the stage.’


‘Lizzie, this is brilliant,’ said Brian excitedly. ‘How come you didn’t tell us?’ He turned to Bill and Mary. ‘Isn’t this great? Our friend Liz is an actress. We’re definitely going to have to go now.’


‘Uh-uh,’ said Mary, shaking her head smugly.


‘She won’t actually let us go and see her act,’ Bill explained before he added in a squeaky approximation of my voice, ‘She says that it makes her shy and then she fumbles her words.’


It did. Knowing that people I knew were in the audience made me fumble my words.


‘Liz, I didn’t even know you did act,’ said Brian in surprise. ‘And here you were agreeing with us that you didn’t do anything cultural. Now I discover you’re doing Shakespeare on the quiet!’


I shrugged.


‘Who are you playing?’ he asked me.


‘She’s probably just a spear carrier,’ said Mary quite dismissively.


‘I’m playing Cleopatra actually,’ I corrected.


‘Wow,’ Brian almost clapped his hands. ‘That’s a major part. Wait, that’s like the major part in this play. You’re the leading lady and you didn’t tell us?’


‘Isn’t Cleopatra supposed to be all beautiful and dusky?’ said Mary, examining her nails like a cat considering unsheathing its claws on the family budgie. ‘She didn’t have freckles, for a start.’


‘I will be wearing make-up,’ I reminded her. ‘And I haven’t got freckles anyway. What are you talking about?’


‘Must be a blackhead then.’


‘Stop teasing her, Mary,’ Brian interrupted. ‘I’ll bet Liz is perfect for the part.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ I said. Truthfully.


‘She’s so embarrassed that she practises her lines in the shower,’ said Mary. ‘So that no one can hear her over the sound of the water.’


‘I do not,’ I protested. Though in actual fact I had, after Graham the mathematics student in the room next door to me complained that my constant talking to myself while learning my lines was interfering with his ability to concentrate on logarithms. He also got the student dean to break into my bedroom after I practised the bit with the asp a little too loudly. I took it as a compliment at first. My death scene must have been hyper-realistic to warrant such concern. But the dean soon burst that bubble when he warned me that any repeat performance would result not in applause but in a hefty fine.


‘I still can’t believe I didn’t know this was going on. Why hide your talents from your friends?’ asked Brian.


‘Because I’m not sure that I actually have a talent,’ I explained. ‘Anyway, I’m not hiding anything. I just don’t want to bore you all with my thesping. It’s a private thing.’


‘But you’re doing a play,’ Brian reminded me. ‘That’s not very private.’


‘I was press-ganged into it,’ I lied. ‘And it’s a set text. It saves me having to do too much revision if I learn the part to play it.’


‘You must want to do it a little bit,’ he persisted.


I shrugged again. But oh, I had wanted to play Cleopatra. Until Mary let loose the fact. I was actually really excited to have wangled such a great part. But I still wasn’t convinced that I entirely deserved it and I didn’t want to get a reaction to my acting ability from people I would have to see on a daily basis afterwards. That meant Mary, Bill and Brian. What if they hated my performance? What if they couldn’t even look me in the eye afterwards because I was so bad? I would never be able to act again if I had to face my biggest critics over breakfast every day.


Until Mary forced me to admit my part in the play prematurely, I had made a bargain with myself that I would wait for at least five good reviews before I invited my mates along to watch me. Five good reviews. It sounded reasonable but the likelihood of that happening was actually pretty slim. Not least because I knew only four student critics would bother to see the play.


‘I’d really like to see you on stage,’ said Brian, trying to be all persuasive.


‘We want to too,’ chorused Mary and Bill in irritating harmony. ‘If you let Brian see the play, we’ve got to see it as well. It’s only fair.’


‘Well, you definitely can’t,’ I said, all exasperated. ‘Do you want me to go wrong? Please don’t come. You’re not really interested. I’d die of embarrassment.’


‘Don’t hide your light under a bushel,’ said Brian jewishly.


‘I’m not. I just want to hide it from you guys. At least for the moment. Look, I know what it would be like. Mary and Bill would make faces at me all the way through. I let them watch me act once before. I was playing the nurse in Romeo and Juliet and nearly choked to death trying not to laugh when Bill mooned at me from the back of the hall in the final act. Luckily it looked as though my shoulders were shaking with grief and the snobby git from Isis was impressed. But how can I expect to be taken seriously when I’m corpsing through the sad parts?’


‘I won’t do it again,’ promised Bill but I never took Bill’s word for anything; not since he made a New Year’s resolution to change out of his cycling shorts as soon as he returned from the gym each day so that no one had to look at his finely tuned musculature unless they specifically asked to. He had made that resolution last until, oh, at least the fifteenth of January.


‘I wish I could believe you. Does anyone want another coffee?’ I asked, desperate to move the conversation on to another topic. Anything other than me. Luckily Brian stepped to my rescue.


‘I’ll fetch them,’ he said. ‘But only if you let us all come and watch you do the nurse thing tomorrow night.’


‘No way!’ I shrieked. ‘I’ve told you why I can’t.’


‘I was only joking,’ Brian said, backing off with his hands in a gesture of surrender. ‘If you really don’t want us to be there, we won’t be. Wouldn’t want to disturb your creative genius.’


‘Aw,’ Mary moaned. ‘I really wanted to watch you pulling that funny face you pull when you’re being all serious again.’


‘Don’t pick on her, Mary,’ warned Brian.


I sighed in relief.


But I won’t pretend that I wasn’t ever so slightly disappointed when the time came for the play to begin the next night and I couldn’t see any of them in the audience. I’d met Bill in the dining room earlier that evening and he told me that they were going for a curry straight after dinner (I’ve already explained to you about college dinners as a slimming aid). But I thought that was just a cunning bluff. I still fully expected to see all three of them sitting at the back of the hall with their programmes across their grinning faces in a pathetic attempt at disguise. But they weren’t. At least not as far as I could see, because before I could finish checking the audience really thoroughly from the safety of behind the curtains, the spotlights came on and I couldn’t see a thing except the stage in front of me.


There were hundreds of theatrical groups at the university. I had signed up for most of them during Freshers’ Week but ended up with the minute Crypt Company because they were the only group who actually let me finish my audition piece. All the other groups had cut me short in my portrayal of Twelfth Night’s plucky Viola arriving shipwrecked in Illyria, and suggested that I might like to help out behind the scenes instead. Perhaps I could operate the curtains? Did I know how to sew a tunic? The members of the Crypt Company were altogether more sympathetic to my acting ambitions. Most of them were on Prozac, which probably helped.


I had wanted to tread the boards from a very early age. I think the bug bit when my brother Colin and I were taken to see a West End production of Annie as a special Christmas treat back in 1981. Colin had hated the musical about a plucky orphan. Too much singing and far too many girls as far as he was concerned. But I had been entranced and spent the next six months belting out all the songs at the top of my voice in the hope that someone influential would hear me singing in the street and drag me off to stage school. It didn’t happen of course. That kind of thing doesn’t happen in Solihull. But my mother did enrol me in a local church-based amateur dramatic group, who were putting on their own production of my beloved Annie. I auditioned my heart out, but the title role went to the church warden’s daughter (she couldn’t sing a note but she had the right hair). Reluctantly I took up the part of one of the other orphanage girls but feigned tonsillitis on the opening night and never actually performed.


After that, puberty struck and the thought of having too many people looking at me while I tried to hide my spotty forehead behind a ridiculously long fringe kept me firmly backstage. I acted as stage manager for my school house in three house drama competitions in a row. Nobody thought to ask me whether I would like to be on stage because I must have seemed so contented pulling the curtain strings; but I found myself watching the leading ladies and thinking that I could do better. I learned all their lines and performed them in front of my bedroom mirror just in case both star and understudy should fall ill. One day, I told myself, I would no longer be so shy.


By the time I got to university, I hadn’t entirely got over my shyness but I forced myself to audition for the theatre groups because I had read an article in Cosmo, or some worthy tome like that, about confronting your biggest fears. Get back on to the horse, they said. The irony was, I don’t think that the idea of an audience in itself bothered me. What bothered me was the opinion of my peers – specifically the people I knew. I wouldn’t have minded if Sir Dickie Attenborough saw my Cleo and thought my performance was rubbish. At school, it had been the thought of my classmates thinking I was rubbish that had scuppered my acting career. Now it was the thought of my closest college friends thinking the same.


I had acted my heart out in front of the Crypt Company because I didn’t know any of them and they all looked as ordinary and uninspiring as me. They practically begged me to join them, assuming that I must have been inundated with offers from every theatre group going. In fact, only one other group had recalled me to audition again – for the part of a spear carrier in Julius Caesar. The Crypt Company offered me the part of Juliet’s nurse in Romeo and Juliet, and so I took the option of being a big fish in a small pond instead.


Rod, the company’s floppy-haired, fringe-flicking director, had decided that we would do Antony and Cleopatra after his insistence on producing a disastrous Catalan play about the secret language of sentence structure (at least I think that’s what it was about) over the summer had earned damning reviews from every university publication and the subsequent lack of interest had almost wiped out the company’s finances.


We needed to do a crowd pleaser and Antony and Cleopatra was pretty much guaranteed to draw the crowds with its tale of love and death in equal measure. I thought we had chosen the right play this time, but I wasn’t convinced that we had chosen the right venue. Though the crypt at St Edmund Hall was great for all the interior scenes (and had given the company its name), there wasn’t enough room for a really impressive crowd and scene changes were a nightmare in the confined space and crepuscular darkness. I forgot to mention that the Crypt Company was so small that we frequently doubled up on parts and even the most important actors had to shift scenery as well. It was particularly difficult for me since my costume had a large amount of padding at the front and on the backside that seemed to get bigger with every performance. I knew that I wasn’t exactly womanly in my natural state, while Cleopatra was already a mother by the time she met her man, but I was beginning to wonder whether I was playing the Queen of Egypt or one of the Teletubbies.


Phylidda, who would be playing my handmaiden Charmian, was in charge of the costumes. It was a bit of a step down for her to be playing my maid, since when we’d played Romeo and Juliet, she had been Juliet to my nurse. I had auditioned for Juliet too and think I might have got the part if Phylidda’s boyfriend hadn’t been chosen to play Romeo. When it was announced that Greg was playing the romantic hero, I knew that my chances of swooning across the balcony were over. If Phylidda didn’t get Juliet, everyone suspected she would walk; and with her would go the extremely valuable lighting equipment that she had bought with an interest-free loan from her terrifyingly rich step-daddy.


‘Don’t forget to put your warts on,’ said Phylidda as I was applying my make-up that first night.


‘I’m not sure Cleopatra would actually have had warts,’ I ventured.


‘Oh, but they all did,’ she assured me. ‘Have you any idea what kind of nasties you can get bitten by in the desert? And what about that plague of boils they had?’


‘Was that in Cleopatra’s time?’ I asked.


‘Probably.’


‘I still don’t see why we have to have them. They’re a bit distracting.’


‘Rod wants this to be the most realistic production of Antony and Cleopatra ever seen at the university,’ she explained patiently. ‘The warts were his suggestion.’


‘Fine.’ I was dubious about that but I stuck one right on the end of my nose to keep her happy and was momentarily doubly relieved that my friends wouldn’t be in the audience that night.


‘Aren’t you having warts too?’ I asked her as she sketched thick black lines around her eyes, transforming herself from Home Counties to houri in a stroke. ‘If Cleopatra had warts, her handmaiden would definitely have had them too.’


‘I’ve got one,’ said Phylidda, showing me a minute bump on her chin. ‘Now sit perfectly still while I do your eye make-up.’


I closed my eyes and tilted my head backwards.


‘Sit still,’ reminded Phylidda as she drew nearer, holding the eye-liner pencil like a dagger. ‘If you move I’ll have your eye out.’


‘I’m not moving,’ I promised.


‘No, you are moving, Lizzie,’ she said, before she poked me right in the eye.


‘Ow!’ I sat up very suddenly, clapping my hands to my face. ‘You’ve stabbed me!’


‘I told you not to move, didn’t I? Does it hurt?’ she asked. Her voice was strangely excited. ‘Do you want me to call Rod and tell him that you won’t be performing tonight?’


‘I want you to check that I’m not going blind first!’


‘Open your eye!’ Phylidda wrenched my eyelids apart. ‘Can you see?’


‘No. You’ve got your thumb in it now.’


‘God, I’m sorry,’ she said, not moving her thumb at all. ‘Oh, Lizzie, this is terrible. Your first night playing Cleopatra and now you won’t be able to go on.’


‘I will go on,’ I insisted, batting her hands away blindly. My vision was terribly blurred. Though she had stabbed me in the left eye, they were both filled with tears and seemed to be stinging equally badly. ‘What does my bloody eye look like?’ I begged her.


‘Oh, it’s awful, Lizzie. Really, really awful. I don’t know what to say to you.’


‘Just pass me the mirror.’


‘I don’t think you ought to look.’


‘Pass me the mirror!’


The bell rang to warn the audience that it was time for them to take their seats. I had less than two minutes after the curtain went up to be on stage looking serenely foxy and in control, and there I was with my mascara streaming down my face like an oil spill at Niagara Falls.


‘That’s the bell for the audience,’ shrieked Phylidda, as if I hadn’t heard. ‘Oh, God, Lizzie. What can we do? I’m going to have to go on as Cleopatra, aren’t I? You can do Charmian. The fringe on my wig is longer than yours and you won’t need to concentrate so hard if you’ve got fewer lines.’


‘What’s going on?’


It was Rod, come to see why we weren’t at the pre-performance meditation circle he always insisted on. ‘We’re doing the mantra.’


‘Lizzie’s had a terrible accident,’ Phylidda explained. ‘I’m going to have to go on as Cleopatra instead. It’s so awful.’


But it wasn’t so awful for her. It suddenly came to me that Phylidda might have stabbed me deliberately so that she could go on in my place. After all, her boyfriend Greg was playing Antony and we all knew that Phylidda didn’t entirely believe in Greg’s ability to ‘act’ a love scene.


‘I can go on,’ I insisted to Rod. Through my blurred vision I saw Phylidda’s face take on a look of deep disapproval.


‘You’re not well enough, Lizzie,’ she said quietly.


‘I am well enough. I can see perfectly well out of my right eye and I’m sure the left one will be fine by the time we get to the second act.’


‘Tell her she’s not well enough, Rodney,’ said Phylidda, only just managing to keep the edge of hysteria out of her voice. ‘What if a delayed reaction makes her forget her lines? What if she falls over or something?’


‘Then you can take over,’ I told her. ‘But I am going on. Have you got any idea how hard it has been for me to get this far? Make me an eyepatch.’


Realising that she wasn’t going to keep me off the stage that night, Phylidda set to her task grudgingly. I had intended that she make a discreet little patch that could be hidden beneath the long beaded fringe of my Egyptian-style wig, but when the curtain was finally raised on the first night of my Cleopatra, it was a Cleopatra with a great wad of cotton wool stuck against her eye with sellotape. At least it detracted attention from the warts.


I just tried to forget that I looked like I’d done ten rounds with Frank Bruno. In fact, I felt that the sting in my eye helped me to focus and be extra fiery when I needed to be. Not that the performance went without hitch from then on. Antony nearly met an early death when one of the heavy spotlights came loose from the rig and fell crashing to the floor right next to his feet as he spoke with Caesar. Between scenes it became clear that Charmian suspected Antony of having a fling with a fresher at their college and the poor boy took on a harassed look that must have made the audience wonder why he was bothering with women at all.


I managed to raise a few gasps and murmurs. I hoped it was my acting and not the eyepatch or the wart on my nose which dropped off on to Charmian’s lap while she sat at my feet and listened to me dribbling on about Antony. When we broke off for an interval after the scene, Phylidda returned the detached wart to me with such disgust in her expression you might have thought it was a real one.


‘This totally detracted from one of my best lines,’ she snarled.


‘I won’t put it on again then,’ I told her.


‘No, you must. For continuity’s sake. But try putting it on your cheek this time.’


‘Won’t people find it funny that I have a migrating wart?’


‘I’m the wardrobe mistress.’


‘I think it suits you,’ said Greg, Phylidda’s feckless Antony. ‘Physical defects can be strangely cute on the right girl.’


‘Do you think so?’ I asked.


‘Of course he doesn’t,’ Phylidda snapped.


‘Is there any money to split tonight?’ Greg asked to change the subject.


‘No. In fact, you all owe me three pounds apiece for the hire of the venue.’


‘What?’ said Greg. ‘I bet this never happened to Laurence Olivier.’


‘I bet Laurence Olivier never fluffed his lines because he was too busy hamming it up for the girl in the front row,’ Phylidda snapped.


‘What girl in the front row?’ Greg asked innocently.


‘You know very well who I mean. Her with the nipples from Pembroke.’


‘Eh?’ said Greg.


‘Either she’s very pleased to see you or it’s very cold in here. Can’t she afford to buy a bra, for heaven’s sake?’


‘It is actually very cold in here,’ I said, in an attempt to save Greg’s bacon. ‘My nipples feel like bloody thimbles.’


That was a mistake. Greg instantly fixed his eyes on my chest. Phylidda fixed her death rays on my remaining healthy eye.


‘I can’t believe you let her come here on my opening night,’ she continued, spinning Greg around and marching him away from my chest. ‘How can I lose myself in the lyrical glory of Shakespeare when she’s sitting in the front row reminding me of what you’ve been up to while I’ve been revising for my finals.’


‘Don’t you think we ought to be ringing the bell for the second act?’ I suggested. I’d had enough of being caught in the crossfire and in any case I wanted to get to the curry house for a last poppadom. In between arbitrating for their argument, I’d taken a quick peek out into the audience again to see if anyone I knew had sneaked in. No one. I knew I should be relieved, what with the warty make-up and all, but for some reason I wasn’t. So they really hadn’t bothered to turn up. Why did I feel so let down?


‘I just might kill myself for real in the final scene,’ Phylidda sobbed dramatically.


‘Phylidda, don’t be so ridiculous!’ begged Greg.


I made a mental note to make extra sure that the basket full of snakes that would be instrumental in Cleopatra’s end contained only rubber ones (it wasn’t an entirely stupid notion – Phylidda was studying zoology and I knew she had access to poisonous lizards at least). I was in charge of the props.


Thankfully the play ended without a real suicide. After Caesar had spoken his final word on the dignity of the Egyptian queen and her Roman lover, those members of the cast who had not died in the snake frenzy all bowed their heads, as if to signify that everyone should remain silent until Rod, who was playing the great Roman emperor, looked up and gave the signal for rapturous applause (not that I expected that with so few people in the audience) and my sudden return from death to take a curtain call. Usually the audience understood and waited until the resonance of the final phrase had completely died away before they began to applaud our efforts . . . but not tonight. The carefully measured period of silence was smashed by much clapping of hands and cat-calling from the previously empty back row.


‘Bravo! Encore! Three cheers for the one-eyed Queen of Egypt.’


A single red rose came whizzing over my head where I still lay pretending to be dead. That flower was followed by another and another until there must have been – oh, at least half a dozen roses on my body. I sat up and squinted out into the audience. We hadn’t even gathered to take our curtain call yet. Many of the cast were till off-stage. This was unprecedented behaviour from a usually sedate-to-the-point-of-comatose Shakespeare-loving crowd.


‘Well, they’re nothing to do with me,’ said Phylidda, struggling to her feet, as suddenly a pair of y-fronts joined the flowers on the stage, followed by a wolf whistle so loud I’m sure I nearly lost both ear-drums. Unfortunately I had already guessed that the rowdy element could only be something to do with me.


I slowly picked up the stray pants and turned them over in my hands. Purple y-fronts. I knew of only one person in the world who could possibly bring himself to wear purple y-fronts except as a dare. More specifically, white y-fronts that had been dyed deep purple in the college washing machine and given everyone else in college lilac-coloured clothes for about a month afterwards.


It was Bill.


Now that the spotlights were off I could see him clearly at the back of the hall, sticking his fingers into his mouth for another raucous whistle. To one side of him Mary was clapping relatively sedately. And to the other side, Brian held the last of the bunch of long-stemmed red roses he had been throwing with such an impressive aim. Now they ran to the stage, as if we actors were a rock band and they were planning to mob us. Phylidda turned to me with raised eyebrows. ‘I’ll make a note of that three pounds you owe me,’ she said. She was the club treasurer as well as the wardrobe girl. Then she left without saying goodbye.


‘That was so fantastic,’ Brian said, grabbing my hand and kissing it extravagantly. ‘You were wonderful, marvellous, you were all the superlatives a man could possibly think of if only he was doing an English degree and not economics.’


‘You were pretty good,’ said Bill.


‘Yeah, not bad,’ said Mary. ‘Particularly liked the migrating warts. And what on earth happened to your eye?’


‘Phylidda. Eye-liner.’


‘Nasty. I thought she might have given you a punch because you were too realistic when you kissed Antony.’


‘Way too realistic. I know I was jealous,’ said Brian, causing me to flush to the bone marrow. ‘You were sooo hot, Queen Cleo.’ I certainly was right then. I covered my reddening cheeks with my straight black wig.


‘But, but I didn’t see you in the audience,’ I stuttered.


‘Ah-ha!’ said Bill. ‘That was Brian’s idea. We ducked down behind the seats in front of us as soon as you first came on and stayed there until the end of your first scene so that you wouldn’t see us and think we’d come to make you muck up your lines.’


‘You really were brilliant,’ said Brian incredulously.


‘Yeah. Shall we go for that curry now?’ Mary interrupted. She was either very hungry or getting sick of having to congratulate me on my performance. Whatever her motives, it seemed like a great idea. I couldn’t take much more flattery and I was dying to take off that terrible wig.


‘I didn’t think you’d come tonight,’ I told Brian as we headed for Tandoori Nights, Oxford’s best, and cheapest, curry emporium.


‘Did you really think I’d miss it?’ he said. ‘A chance to see such a good friend tread the boards? You were triumphant, Lizzie.’


‘I can’t believe you managed to keep Bill and Mary in check,’ I added gratefully.


‘They knew I’d be mad at them if they didn’t behave on your big night. You know, I really admire people who spend their free time learning how to act like that,’ he told me. ‘You were even better than Liz Taylor in the movie. You’re a very special, very talented and endlessly surprising girl, Lizzie Jordan.’


‘You don’t really mean that,’ I stuttered.


‘You know I really do,’ he said.


‘Oh.’


He looked me straight in one eye and the patch.


Special, talented and endlessly surprising?


No one had ever said anything like that to me before and I’m afraid I had to punch him. Only in the arm . . . And only very lightly. But I did have to punch him just the same. Didn’t Brian realise that the English way to pay a compliment was with sarcasm or a joke? I felt hot all over for the rest of the walk to the restaurant and was bright fuchsia even before I tasted my first mouthful of the chef’s legendary chicken tikka makhani. In fact, I was much less embarrassed when Bill pointed out that I had forgotten to take my warts off.


Special, talented and endlessly surprising.


Brian Coren might just as well have told me that he loved me.




3


‘Do you think he has a girlfriend waiting for him back in America?’ Mary asked the next day as we pushed a trolley around Tesco’s in search of marked-down food only just past its sell-by date to supplement our diet of cream cheese and crackers.


‘He’s never talked about one if he has,’ I told her.


‘That’s true. I bet he gets overlooked in favour of all those big football-playing jocks, anyway,’ she said. ‘American women have no taste in men whatsoever. Just look at all those big-haired girls throwing themselves at Bill Clinton.’


‘That’s more about power and book deals than physical attraction,’ I reminded her. ‘There’s something inherently attractive about shagging the most powerful man in the world however gross he is in physical terms.’


‘Mmmm. I wonder what he looks like without his clothes on,’ Mary mused.


‘Bill Clinton? Not overly fat, but not too toned. Flabby round the midriff? Better with a tan, I should imagine.’


‘Not him, stupid. I meant Brian,’ said Mary impatiently.


‘Brian? What? Our Brian? Oh, I don’t know,’ I laughed nervously. ‘I can’t say I’ve ever really thought about it.’


‘You liar.’


‘I am not lying. He’s a friend of ours!’ I protested. ‘Not just some piece of boy-meat to drool about while we’re walking round the supermarket.’


‘So? Are you telling me you’ve never imagined Bicycle Bill without his clothes on either?’ Mary asked, pointing at me menacingly with a green banana.


‘Too right I haven’t,’ I shuddered, holding my hands up. ‘That all-in-one lycra bodysuit he wears to go training in hardly leaves much room for imagining anyway. But I try very hard not to. In fact, I like to try and imagine what Bill would look like with a proper pair of trousers on. Nice thick ones made of tweed with a proper fly for modesty and a crease right down the front of each leg. And a shirt that buttons all the way up to his neck so that you can’t see that nasty bit of chest hair that looks like it could just reach out and entangle you while you’re not looking.’


‘Ugh. You’ve noticed that clump of hair too?’ Mary whispered. ‘I hate it. But sometimes I just can’t take my eyes off it.’


‘I know exactly what you mean. It’s like not being able to stop yourself looking at a hedgehog that’s been killed on the road with its guts spilled all over the place, isn’t it?’ I elaborated unnecessarily. ‘And you do know that he’s got hair like that on his back as well?’


‘How do you know?’ Mary shrieked. ‘I would have to scream if I saw that. When did you see that? You didn’t actually sleep with him without telling me, did you? Did you? Liz, I can’t believe you . . .’


‘No!’ I protested loudly. ‘There’s a perfectly innocent reason. It was in the summer. He was sunbathing out by the cricket pitch. He put his shirt on again before you came out to join us.’


‘Well, thank God for that. I might have fainted if I’d seen him semi-naked. What a nightmare. Do you think Brian has chest hair too?’ she asked to change the subject.


‘I swear I’ve never really thought about it,’ I lied again.


‘He’s bound to. The hair on his head is so thick and dark. He looks like he needs to shave at least twice a day. Then there’s the fact that he’s Jewish of course,’ said Mary, raising her eyebrows meaningfully.


‘What do you mean by that? Are Jewish men generally more hairy?’


‘No! I mean. You know,’ she looked groin-wards. ‘I mean, he’s not going to be a cavalier, is he? Comprendez?’


‘No? What do you mean?’ I asked in exasperation as I threw a canister of UHT squirty cream into our trolley. Well, I didn’t know what I hoped to do with it either, but it was only just out of date and had been reduced by sixty pence.


‘I mean, he’s a roundhead, dumbo. No hood to pull up.’ She mimed putting a hood on, which left me none the wiser.


‘Eh?’


‘I mean, he’s circumcised, of course,’ she whispered.


‘Oh, right,’ I said slowly. She had left me behind with the chest hair.


‘Don’t tell me you’ve never thought about that either!’ she said, giving me a shove in the arm. ‘Have you ever seen one? One that’s been done? How far do they cut it off to, do you think?’


‘I don’t know.’ But my mind’s eye was suddenly unavoidably full of truncated little penises with bandages wrapped around their ends like so many wounded soldiers. ‘They don’t actually make it any shorter when they do it, do they?’ I asked.


‘Not sure,’ said Mary. ‘It’s only the foreskin that goes, I think. But is it the whole foreskin, d’you reckon? Or just a bit?’


‘Wouldn’t be much point taking just half of it off,’ I suggested. ‘I suppose they must chop it right back to the shaft.’


We had reached the refrigerated cabinets. A man choosing thinly sliced luncheon meat suddenly changed his mind about what he wanted for his supper.


‘Well, it’s about cleanliness, apparently,’ Mary told me, as she picked out an anaemic-looking sausage and began to use it as a teaching aid. ‘That’s why it started. Historically. Stops a chap from getting any infections under the hood.’


‘But doesn’t it make the whole thing more vulnerable not to have the hood there in the first place?’ I countered. We loved an intellectual argument, Mary and me.


‘Obviously not,’ Mary said firmly. ‘And that’s not the only advantage apparently. Jemima from my neurophysiology class says that they’re much better for blow jobs. For a start, it doesn’t take so bloody long, because an exposed tip is that much more sensitive to oral stimulation. And secondly . . .’


‘Because you don’t have to make the guy a bacon sandwich afterwards?’ I quipped, examining a packet of streaky.


‘Nice one,’ Mary cackled. ‘But it’s really because you don’t have to worry about crusty rim cheese.’


‘Ugh!’


We looked at each other and grimaced. I knew exactly what she meant. Sadly, most girls would.


Mary put the sausage back sharpish. And not just because she’d remembered that she was supposed to be a vegetarian for the very highest moral reasons.


‘Oh no, I’ve just had the worst possible thought,’ she said then, going all pale and wobbly. She grasped my arm to hold herself up as she said to me in a horrified whisper, ‘What if you had to give Bill a blow job? What if you had to give him a blow job or your entire family would be shot dead by fanatical religious terrorists at dawn?’


‘Don’t!’ I pleaded.


‘Can you even imagine it?’


‘I’m trying my hardest not to.’


‘You’ve got to, Liz. I can’t bear the burden on my own. Imagine it. You’d have to peel him out of that funny-coloured jock strap that’s always hanging from the back of his bedroom door for a start. Imagine he’s just done a twelve-mile jog and then been rowing on the river for a couple of hours and . . . and . . .’ She gagged. She actually gagged at the thought of it!


‘Come on, Liz. Let’s get out of here,’ she said, dragging me towards the exit.


‘But what about our shopping?’ I asked her.


‘I can’t even think about it now. I think I’m going to hurl.’


Since we only had one can of squirty cream and three green bananas as it was, we abandoned our trolley by the chiller cabinets and fled to the safety of the street and fresh air.


‘Are you OK?’ I asked Mary, who was doubled over by the bus stop with a horrible mixture of nausea and hysterics by the time I caught up with her.


‘I’ll be fine in a minute,’ she promised, straightening up but unable to stop guffawing. ‘You know what, I think I’ve just invented a new diet. It’s called the Blow Job Diet. You get all the protein you need by swallowing when you give blow jobs to the guys you really fancy and stave off hunger pangs by imagining having to give a blow job to someone who never washes his knob.’


‘Nice theory, Dr Bagshot, but what about the fibre?’


‘Oh, you get that from chewing the pillows while Leonardo di Caprio is performing cunnilingus beneath the duvet.’


‘Ugh, please,’ I laughed. ‘That’s practically lesbianism. It has to be a man who can grow facial hair at least.’


‘Mmm. Perhaps you’re right,’ she mused. ‘OK. How about this? You can take your pick of gorgeous men. Just imagine your very own heart-throb. The beauty of this diet is that it can be tailored to suit the individual.’ She sounded as if she were writing the blurb for the back of the book already.


‘Well, I’m going for Brad Pitt,’ I told her. ‘Little bit of stubble, but not too much.’


We started the walk back to college, stopping off en route at the chip shop since our food shopping expedition had failed so miserably. ‘Brian could grow a good beard,’ said Mary thoughtfully, as she speared the fattest chip in the bag with her wooden chip fork and popped it between her cherry-red lips. ‘You know, Jemima said that she quite fancied him but I told her that she couldn’t have him because he’s strictly ours.’


‘Platonically ours,’ I reminded her.


‘Yes, of course only platonically. It would ruin things, wouldn’t it, if one of us had to have him any other way?’


‘Absolutely ruin things.’


‘Absolutely. So all bets on Brian Coren are off unless one of us falls totally head over heels in love with someone else outside our gang entirely, in which case the other one can have a go with Brian. Agreed?’


She held out her hand to shake on it.


‘I suppose. As if he would want either of us anyway,’ I sighed.


‘Speak for yourself, Ms Low Self-esteem,’ said Mary.
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As you can imagine, when we saw Brian that evening I could think of little else but the conversation that Mary and I had shared in the frozen food aisles of Tesco and the deal that had been made in the chip shop.


I wondered if, as he sat there drinking Guinness and pretending that he really liked it, Brian had any idea at all how much we girls actually fancied him – unlike Bill, who, by the way he always sat with his legs wide open to accentuate his not inconsiderable lycra-sheathed manhood, clearly thought every girl in college fancied him when in reality we would rather have licked dog hair off a dirty carpet than have to kiss him on the lips. Especially since Bill was in the middle of telling us all, rather proudly, how many fillings he had. There were seven in his top teeth, he explained, and just six in the bottom. I could tell that Brian was trying not to wince when Bill invited him to inspect the mercury in his mouth.
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