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Prologue


London is basking in blue skies and sunshine. It’s the weekend and the first warm spring day has brought the city to life, waking it from its winter hibernation and tossing off its grey layers of heavy clouds, woollen coats and gloomy faces. There’s a celebratory mood. Across the capital people are digging out their shorts and summer dresses, slipping pale feet into flip-flops and smiling at each other. Empty parks are filled with children squealing on swings. Cafés spill out onto pavements. 


And in a small corner of West London, a handful of streets are awash with bubblegum-pink blossoms, designer boutiques and an explosion of tourists. This is Notting Hill. Made famous by the movie, its pavements are thronging with day-trippers, laden down with cameras, maps and souvenirs from the renowned Portobello Market. 


Amongst them is a woman wearing faded blue jeans and a simple white T-shirt, her hair is long and loose and her face is half-hidden under a straw hat. Which is just as well. Because that woman is me and I didn’t have time to put any make-up on this morning – saying that, I can’t remember when I did have time in the morning to do any more than drag a comb through my hair – and you can see the freckles on my nose and the beginnings of a few pencil lines around my eyes.


Damn, my sunglasses, I suddenly remember. I forgot them. Squinting in the sunshine I think about running back into the flat and getting them, then realise I don’t have time. I’m late already. Unchaining my bicycle, I hop on and begin weaving in amongst the crowds. The air is filled with the scents of cherry blossom and espresso, the sounds of taxi-cabs, chatter, a cacophony of foreign accents. As I cycle along it’s like tuning a radio; French, Russian, German, American . . . 


Slowly I make my way along Westbourne Grove. In the old days I would whizz down here in my old VW Beetle, but that was before the traffic got so bad, not to mention the tourists crossing the road and always looking the wrong way. ‘Hey, watch out!’ I brake sharply, narrowly missing a young Japanese girl stepping out to take a photograph. 


But then so much has changed since I first moved here. It was, what? Ten years ago? No . . . even longer . . . It was 1999 and the movie had just come out. Back then it was the first time anyone had ever heard of the Travel Bookshop or the Blue Door, and people were always stopping you in the street asking where Hugh Grant lives (he doesn’t live around here by the way, he lives in Chelsea and the famous door is now painted black to stop the legions of fans knocking on it). 


It was before the last greasy spoon disappeared and was replaced by a fashionable restaurant. Before the rows of designer boutiques selling clothes you can’t afford. Before you had to win the lottery to buy a house around here. I glance at the rows of pillar-fronted houses, at the sunlight bouncing off the smooth white stucco like icing on a cake, and think about my tiny little flat. I adore it, but it’s about the size of a postage stamp. You could probably fit it ten times into one of these big swanky houses. 


And yet, despite everything, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. I’ve been here so long it’s like I have Notting Hill running right through me like the words in a stick of Blackpool rock. I grew up here. 


I fell in love here. 


I smile at the memory. Gosh, that was all so long ago. Before the millennium . . . before I met Sam, or Charlie . . . before I’d even heard this place existed . . . before everything . . .


Like the spokes on my wheels, my mind starts whirring backwards, back to Bradford, back to when it was just me, a skinny whippet called Fatso, and my Tom Jones records. 


Back to where it all began. 










Chapter One


What would you do if your boyfriend proposed? Shout yes, grab the diamond solitaire and take out a subscription to Brides magazine, or panic and buy a one-way ticket to Outer Mongolia? Delilah did neither. She looked down at Lenny, clutching a red velvet jewellery box and balancing on one knee on the kitchen lino, and said nothing.


‘So, what’s your answer?’ he urged, shifting his weight from one knee to the other.


Delilah bit her lip.


‘Come on, Dee, what’s it to be?’


A sequence of wedding pictures sprang to mind: white meringue dress with tulle netting and mutton sleeves; a golf clubhouse full of pissed elderly relatives feasting on sausage rolls and cheap bubbly; Uncle Stan and his band launching into another rendition of ‘The Birdie Song’. And the small matter of a lifetime with Lenny.


Delilah winced. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Lenny, but it was more of a habit than a passion – rather like wearing the same eyeshadow for years, even though the colour doesn’t suit you anymore. She’d known Lenny since she was seventeen and he’d given her driving lessons; after six months of clutch control and reverse parking she’d passed her test and lost her virginity. Fast forward a decade and they were ensconced in a three-bedroom semi, complete with mock-Tudor windows and an all-weather conservatory.


 


‘Well, forget it then.’


Delilah stopped daydreaming. ‘What?’


‘If you don’t want to get hitched we might as well call it a day.’


‘Lenny . . . wait.’


Lenny stood up, sucking in his stomach and bringing himself up to his full height of five foot seven and a half. He sported a little extra poundage (due to his addiction to takeaway chicken vindaloos and extra poppadoms) and tried to conceal his swelling waistline in a daily uniform of stripy rugby shirts (with the obligatory collars-up), chinos and the kind of slip-on, crêpe-soled shoes that are meant for yachting, but are always worn by blokes who only see the sea on a fortnight’s holiday to Ibiza.


‘I’m off to the pub . . . don’t wait up.’ He opened the door, then turned and flung the ring across the table. It bounced against the microwave and landed in the dog’s bowl. ‘Take it, you might as well have the bloody thing anyway.’ The door slammed.


Delilah sighed. Everyone thought Lenny was a great catch. He was the manager of Forty Winks, a large store in Bradford specialising in pine beds, quilted headboards and king-size mattresses, was popular at the local pub and had even recently swapped his beaten-up Mini Metro for a top-of-the-range Vauxhall. What more could a girl want?


Excitement. Delilah was bored. Bored of Lenny, bored of Bradford and bored of life. She needed a new one, but unfortunately a life wasn’t something she could find ready-made on a shelf in Marks & Spencer – complete with a full guarantee so that she could take it back and swap it if she didn’t like it. And that was the problem. Delilah wanted to change things but didn’t have the balls.


 


But she hadn’t always felt this way. In fact it didn’t seem that long since she’d been over the moon at the thought of moving into Lenny’s poky rented flat above the fish-and-chip shop on the high street in Shipley, a small village on the outskirts of Bradford. Back then she was an unhappy teenager, arguing with her dad and his new wife Sandra, the wicked stepmother, halfway through her A levels and waiting for the day when she could escape to art college. Which she probably would have done, if Lenny, her boyfriend of eight months, hadn’t altered the course of her life by taking her to the posh Italian in town and, over a plate of tiramisu with extra whipped cream, asking her to live with him. For as soon as he did all thoughts of exams and a career were forgotten in the throes of romance and the wonderfully heady realisation that she could escape from whingeing Sandra and her dad’s strict curfews. She was young and slap-bang in the middle of her first love affair, and nothing was going to come in its way.


So, ignoring the advice of her teachers who begged her to stay on in the sixth form and finish her A levels, she swapped her textbooks for tables and got herself a waitressing job at a motorway café paying £2 an hour. During the day she served fry-ups to randy lorry drivers who filled the greasy air with cigarette smoke and sexual innuendo. Hiding her embarrassment she’d laugh at their dirty jokes and concentrate on counting her tips. Long-distance lorry drivers were generous tippers and she was glad of the money. It meant that by night she could start transforming Lenny’s grotty little flat into their very own love nest, decorating it with bright splashes of paint, carefully chosen pictures and second-hand furniture she’d found at jumble sales, then stripped and rubbed with sandpaper until her fingers were sore. This was her very own flat, and she relished the opportunity to make it feel like a real home.


Delilah had never been happier, despite a slight pang a year later when her best friends disappeared off to college and university. At first she wrote to a few, but she soon lost touch. After all, they had nothing in common, their lives seemed so childish – living off government grants, getting up at midday for lectures, getting pissed at the student bars and pulling a different bloke every week. Her life was a grown-up one: having a job, paying the rent, cooking Lenny huge bowls of spaghetti bolognese or shepherd’s pie (the only two recipes she knew), and snuggling up with him in front of the little black and white portable TV her uncle had given her, waggling the coathanger they’d rigged up as an aerial, trying to get a better picture.


But somewhere over the years – she wasn’t sure whether it was before or after they’d moved into the new house, or what triggered it – things changed, or rather they didn’t but she did, and she’d started to feel dissatisfied. To hanker after something else. At first she dismissed her feelings – it was just one of those days. But then one of those days turned into one of those weeks, which turned into one of those months. And the boredom began to spread like a disease, infecting her relationship with Lenny, her home, her whole life.


She thought about her daily routine. It was just that. A routine. At 8 a.m. the alarm would go off and she’d have a quick shower before going downstairs and fixing two boiled eggs for Lenny who would sit glued to breakfast TV. Not even looking from the screen to smash off the tops and dip in his soldiers, he’d chew them slowly as he watched the weather forecast. But it hadn’t always been like this. They used to eat breakfast together, giggling as they buttered the toast, giving each other strawberry-jam kisses and playing footsie under the table. But now she was lucky if she got a couple of grunts out of Lenny, who wouldn’t move until the end of the show was signalled by the childish theme music, and then he’d hum along, wiping his mouth, hoisting himself up from the sofa, straightening his tie in the mirror in the hall, fiddling with his hair – Lenny could be quite vain, despite his lack of interest in what he looked like underneath his clothes – until, finally satisfied, he’d shout ‘Ta-ra, luv. See you at teatime,’ before grabbing his distressed, elasticated bomber jacket circa 1987 and heading off down the drive, still humming that bloody theme tune.


She’d clear up the plates and get ready for another day at the restaurant where she now worked. Gulping down two cups of strong black instant coffee she’d rummage through a hundred pairs of tights, cursing her inability to throw any away due to an ill-founded belief that one day they’d come in useful: ‘I’ll wear them with long dresses’ (what long dresses?) or ‘they’ll be perfect under jeans in winter’ (who the hell wears tights under jeans? Apart from women who favour American tan ones with drainpipes and work in launderettes). Finally she’d find a pair wedged at the back of the drawer, throw on her waitress uniform and stroke Fatso, her six-year-old whippet, who’d lick off her blusher with his doggy-breath tongue, and leave at exactly ten minutes past ten. It should be ten on the dot, but she was always exactly ten minutes late, even when she tried getting up exactly ten minutes earlier. Which meant she had to sprint for the 636 bus as it pulled out of the terminus, but she always caught it and she’d sit on those high seats above the wheels: the ones that have the hot-air vent under your feet.


Perched on the orange and black tartan seat, she’d lean against the window reading a magazine as the bus made its slow journey into Bradford town centre, occasionally looking up to see the queues of grumpy pensioners, young Asian girls in brightly coloured saris, mums grappling with toddlers, pushchairs and bulging carrier bags, struggling to get on board. Gloomily she’d watch them, women in their late twenties, looking harassed and miserable, and wonder if that was going to be her in a couple of years’ time. Is that what her future held? A double baby buggy and trips to Mothercare?


At L’Escargot, Pascal, the maître d’, would be waiting for her, rocking on the built-up heels of his polished shoes, cocking his skinny peanut-shaped head from side to side like a budgie and tapping his watch with his long manicured fingernails. As usual she would mutter her insincere apologies, grab her white frilly pinafore – the management’s pathetic attempt to titillate the lunchtime expense accounts into leaving hefty tips, which would bypass the staff and go straight into their expensive suit pockets – and start covering the tables with white linen tablecloths and clipping on paper coverings. Her shift covered the boozy businessman lunches and she’d serve artery-clogging dishes of steak au poivre doused in rich, shiny sauces, bread rolls, small silver dishes piled high with cholesterol-choked butter curls and pour large glasses of thick, warm red wine to wash it all down with. None of the customers had any idea it all came out of packets, frozen and ready-made. Blissfully ignorant, they quaffed and smacked their lips together, loosening their belts and collars, mopping their brows with the white starched napkins, lighting cigars and laughing thick resonant chortles about that disagreeable chap in the finance department, or the size of the new secretary’s breasts.


She’d worked at L’Escargot for less than a year. It was one of those chain restaurants, pretending to offer traditional home-cooked French cuisine, and paid better than most waitressing jobs. And the customers were less aggro. It was easy money. Especially since she’d learnt how to fiddle the drinks with the aid of Matt behind the bar. Not that she liked waitressing but what else could she do? She’d tried temping in offices, but her typing was crap and she hated being stuck behind a desk all day, trying to transfer phone calls that she always seemed to cut off and struggling to make sense of the complicated computer systems. She’d once toyed with the idea of retaking her A levels, maybe even trying to get into college like she’d planned to before she met Lenny, but she soon gave up on that idea. She couldn’t afford to – it would take years and they needed her wage – and anyway, Lenny was probably right. He said she was living a pipe dream – whoever heard of anybody making a career out of interior design in Shipley? That was what those poncy presenters did on the telly, not people like her.


 


She picked up the ring and rinsed it under the tap. It twinkled under the new Ikea lights; a sapphire surrounded with little diamonds – a Princess Di engagement ring. The temptation was too much, there was no harm in trying it on and she squeezed it onto her finger. She wriggled her hand in front of the mirror and practised some regal waving.


Her reflection waved back: a twenty-seven-year-old dressed in faded Wranglers and a Gap Kids T-shirt, with long crumpled chestnut hair and a smattering of pale freckles on her small, slightly upturned nose. She leaned forward and stared at herself. She didn’t look like wifely material. Well, not Lenny’s anyway.


‘What am I doing?’ she muttered. This is how a girl gets enticed up the aisle and married to the wrong man for thirty years. She tried to pull the ring off. It was stuck. ‘Shit,’ she cursed, frantically tugging on her finger. The ring refused to budge. Delilah grabbed some Fairy Liquid and squirted it liberally over her hand. It lathered up nicely but had no effect on the ring, apart from loosening one of the ‘diamonds’ which promptly swirled down the plug hole.


Normally Ms Laid Back, Delilah started to feel nervous – her finger was beginning to turn a strange lilac colour. What if they can’t get the ring off? What if they have to cut my finger off? What if . . . Her mouth felt dry. A bizarre thought flashed through Delilah’s mind: what if this was a plot masterminded by Lenny – to leave her with no wedding-ring finger, ensuring that if he couldn’t marry her, no one else could. She dismissed the idea as quickly as it had appeared. Lenny was more Wheel of Fortune than University Challenge: he had trouble setting the video let alone concocting a plot that would leave her in the clutches of singledom. Delilah deliberated. She couldn’t drive with her finger swelling up like a balloon, so she had two choices: either wait for Lenny’s return – drunk and useless after the pubs had shut – or she could take a trip to Casualty. She looked at her left hand. The finger was beginning to take on the appearance of her Uncle Stan’s nose: purple and bulbous. There was nothing else for it. Furiously, she dialled 999.










Chapter Two


Within five minutes a faint siren could be heard. Delilah looked through the wobbly glass of the porch. The siren became louder – embarrassingly louder – until she saw a distorted vision of an ambulance and flashing blue lights turn into the close. The neighbours are going to love this, she thought, as she saw curtains twitching and Mrs Bennett from Number 42 standing on the doorstep in her sheepskin slippers and pink quilted dressing gown. The ambulance screeched to a halt. Delilah opened the front door. Two men in bright green jumpsuits were running up her drive. ‘Delilah Holdsworth?’ barked the one with a moustache, looking distinctly annoyed that Delilah wasn’t writhing around on the floor in agony.


‘That’s me . . . look.’ Delilah held up her finger which had doubled in size, resembling a small root vegetable. ‘I’ve got this ring stuck, it was my engagement ring, but I didn’t want to be engaged, I just wanted to try it on, it looked all sparkly and . . .’ She could feel the tears welling up. Her voice trailed off as they hurriedly bundled her into the back of the ambulance.


 


Fifteen nerve-wracking minutes and several screeching tyres later, Delilah arrived at Bradford General Hospital and was briskly strapped into a wheelchair and manoeuvred into a pastel-curtained cubicle where she was greeted by a sturdy-looking nurse in Scholls and a pinny: Sister Hamish.


‘Female, twenty-seven, ring constricting blood supply on left finger, needs to be cut off.’ Sister Hamish read loudly from her notes in a sing-song voice reminiscent of Miss Jean Brodie. She looked up and beamed at a blotchy-eyed Delilah.


Delilah felt as if she was in some kind of conspiracy. All these people smiling and nodding at her. Everybody was so cheerful – perhaps Lenny really had plotted the whole thing, even to the point of bribing the hospital staff. She stopped herself. She was being neurotic.


Sister Hamish wielded a shiny pair of miniature secateurs and, without further ado, grabbed the engorged digit. Delilah couldn’t bear to look and covered her eyes with her free hand. She heard a sudden snap, and felt a twinge, followed by a weird tingling sensation. One by one she wriggled her fingers, one, two, three, four, five – all present and correct. She peeked between the fingers of her right hand and held up her left. The mutant finger had lived to fight another day. She wasn’t going to be forced into early spinsterhood.


She stood up, slightly dizzy with relief, and pulled back the curtain. ‘I think I’d better be going.’


‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ Sister Hamish held out the mangled ring.


‘Ah, yes.’ Delilah forced a smile. ‘The ring.’ She stuffed it hastily into her coat pocket and tried to dart for the exit.


‘And make sure you sign out at reception.’


Delilah grimaced. The nightmare was nearly over.


 


She elbowed her way to the front of the queue. ‘I need to sign out,’ she grumbled to a decidedly unsmiley person in a cerise sweater behind the counter. Obviously smiles only came with the uniforms and not nasty pink mohair sweaters.


‘Excuse me, I think I was before you.’ A male voice with Pierce Brosnan overtones came from behind her. Delilah bit her lip in annoyance. The last thing she needed was some smart-arse bloke trying to push in. She turned round ready to give him a bollocking. ‘Sorry about all this, but we’re in the middle of making a fly-on-the-wall docu-drama and I’ve got to sort out some extra lighting.’


She swiftly changed her mind. Standing before her was a gift from God. Chocolate-brown hair and baby-blue eyes packaged in six-feet-two of tight black T-shirt and faded Levi’s. The gift smiled and held out his hand: ‘I’m Charlie Mendes, assistant producer with LLB – Living London Productions.’


Delilah smiled weakly, while silently screaming profanities. Why was it that every time she met a sexy bloke she was guaranteed to have opted for the ungroomed, bare-faced look – piggy eyes, blotchy skin and a chin full of coverstick-free zits? Never, ever did she meet this elusive species when she’d spent three hours with her make-up bag, a paddle brush and a bottle of hair serum. Instead, it was when her lash-building mascara had formed crusty rivers down her cheeks, transforming her into a dead ringer for Alice Cooper.


She took a deep breath and shook his hand. ‘Hi, I’m Delilah.’


‘As in the Bible?’ asked Charlie, staring sexily into her bloodshot eyes.


‘As in the Tom Jones song. My mum was a big fan.’ She stuffed her hands into her pockets, feeling her face flush with embarrassment.


Charlie grinned. ‘Hey, my mum used to be into Engelbert Humperdinck, but luckily my dad’s royalist tendencies won her over and I got Charles instead.’


Delilah laughed. Charlie was nice. Nice and sexy – an unusual combination in a bloke.


‘So, do you live near here?’ He was looking at her intently.


‘Er, yeh, just a few miles away. I had an accident earlier and had to come down so the doctors could take a look.’ She stopped, suddenly realising she was standing in the middle of the casualty department on a Friday night, happily telling a stranger all about herself. But she couldn’t help it. There was something magnetic about Charlie. Something about him that rooted her to the green-tiled floor of Accident and Emergency.


‘Really?’ Charlie wrinkled his tanned brow and looked concerned. ‘What happened?’


‘Oh, it was nothing. I just sprained my wrist.’ Delilah surprised herself. Why hadn’t she told him the truth? Why hadn’t she told him about the accident with the engagement ring? She caught his gaze and took a sharp intake of breath. That’s why she didn’t tell him. Because he was gorgeous, and she fancied the bloody pants off him. Her cheeks burned. It felt as if her libido had been asleep for God knows how many years and Charlie had come along like Prince Charming and woken it up. She didn’t want him to know about the ring, or Lenny. In fact, she wanted him to think she was single. Single and very available.


‘Are you okay?’


‘Yeh, fine.’ Delilah swallowed, trying to hide her raging hormones. Charlie was staring at her, really staring at her and, if she didn’t so look awful and he didn’t look so handsome, she would have sworn he fancied her. God, what was she thinking? Being with Lenny for so long had made her forget how to read the signals. Charlie didn’t fancy her. He couldn’t fancy her. Could he?


He carried on staring. Mesmerised, Delilah stared back. She looked deeply into his big black pupils, wishing she knew more about him. No doubt he lived in a trendy flat, in a trendy part of London, and lived a trendy life, full of exciting clubs and exciting friends. He wouldn’t eat boiled eggs and watch breakfast telly, or spend his evenings down the pub with his mates. He wouldn’t drive a Vauxhall Cavalier and wear rugby shirts. And he certainly wouldn’t be boring.


‘So, you’re here filming?’ She forced out the words, trying to sound cool, as if meeting an assistant TV producer was an everyday occurrence, when in reality it was about as rare as winning money on one of those newspaper scratch cards, or discovering your suitcases are the first on the airport carousel. A once-in-a-lifetime event.


‘Yeh, we’re putting together a documentary about real-life casualty units. We’re just here in Bradford tonight and then we move on to Birmingham.’


Suddenly Delilah twigged. So this was why all the hospital staff looked oddly cheery. A documentary. Now it all made sense. Being on telly is more powerful than anything you can snort, smoke or pop – point a camera in someone’s face and hey presto! It’s a miracle. A grumpy sod is transformed into a grinning idiot.


‘Look, I’d better make a move. Some drunken guy’s been brought in with a broken ankle and I’ve got to set up the cameras.’


Delilah’s stomach did a quick flamenco. He was leaving. The horniest guy to ever drive north of Watford was about to do a disappearing act.


She tried to look cool. ‘Sure, I’d better be making a move anyway.’


‘Meeting up with some friends?’


‘Yeh, we’re going to this groovy new club in Leeds,’ Delilah lied. Not convincingly.


‘Oh, so you’re a bit of a clubber?’ He smiled at her as if they were members of an exclusive club. A club with only two members – Charlie and Delilah.


‘I guess so . . .’ Clubber? The nearest Delilah had been to a club in the last eighteen months was the golf club to watch Uncle Stan sing with his band. Still, she didn’t want Charlie thinking she was completely unhip.


‘So, do you ever come down to the clubs in London?’ He cocked his head on one side and raised his eyebrows. Delilah felt as if she was dreaming. Perhaps she was getting crossed wires here, but he looked almost hopeful.


‘Erm, no, but I’d love to.’


‘Well, look,’ Charlie reached into his back pocket, ‘here’s my card. If you’re ever in London, look me up. I’ll take you out and show you some great places around town.’ He winked. ‘And we can finish our chat.’


Delilah took the card. She ran her thumb over the expensive embossed lettering (definitely not a product of one of those design-your-own-card booths you find in train stations and bus terminals). ‘Thanks,’ she spluttered. Stringing a sentence together was difficult when your long intestine was doing the Riverdance. ‘I just might take you up on that.’


‘Please do.’ Charlie smiled his deliciously crooked smile and turned to chat to the receptionist who, hoping she was going to be on telly, was now grinning like a Cheshire cat.


Delilah floated towards the exit.


‘Catch you later, Delilah.’


Yes please, she thought, catching her breath. As they’d been chatting she’d mentally packed her bags and moved into his minimalist Elle Decoration loft in Soho. She could see herself now, wafting around in Calvin Klein undies, grating parmesan and placing daisies in little test-tube vases. Living the kind of life she’d dreamed about as she read those glossy magazines on the bus on her way to work. And then of course there was the man himself. Charlie was exciting. He worked in TV and spent his evenings at trendy clubs, not in front of the telly with a chicken vindaloo or propping up the bar with a pint and a packet of pork scratchings. He was gorgeous and funny and had SEXY BASTARD written all over his forehead. Delilah didn’t usually imagine having sex with men she’d just met, but Charlie was different. She bet he’d be fabulous under the duvet as well, and she wouldn’t mind finding out. Sex with Lenny had long since waned in enthusiasm and frequency. It had become a monthly chore, on a par with defrosting the fridge. Rest assured, carnal knowledge with Charles Mendes would involve a lot more than a bit of nipple tweaking and five minutes of fumbling in her knickers.


Delilah turned and waved. As she did, the ring fell out of her pocket and rolled into the drain, where it made a sad tinkling noise and vanished. She suddenly felt herself breaking into a grin. Who cared? She’d lost a ring but she’d finally found her balls – or, more to the point, she’d found somebody else’s.










Chapter Three


It was Saturday and L’Escargot was packed with hordes of hungry shoppers, taking a break from blowing their wages at the high-street mall. Saturdays were always busy. Friday was pay day and instead of the usual McDonald’s people liked to treat themselves to a slap-up lunch at a fancy restaurant. Unfortunately, this Saturday the restaurant was short-staffed, and Pascal hopped from one built-up heel to another, swearing and snapping irritably at what staff he did have. Namely Delilah, who walked around in a daze, mixing up orders, dropping cutlery, forgetting drinks. Not that she could help it. Her mind was on other things – Charlie. Since last night she hadn’t been able to think of anything else – his pale-blue eyes, his sexy crooked grin, his casual invite to call him if she was ever in London.


In between courses she’d escape Pascal’s foul temper and sneak into the cloakroom, grab her wallet, and lock herself into one of the cubicles in the ladies’ loos. Sitting on the cold toilet seat, she’d take out Charlie’s business card and run her fingers over the lettering, reading: Charlie Mendes, LLB Productions, 163 Kensington Villas Road, Notting Hill, London W11, and the digits of his telephone and mobile numbers, just to prove to herself that he had been for real, he really did exist and wasn’t just a figment of her vivid imagination. He was somewhere – probably in Birmingham filming – right at that moment. She wondered if he was thinking about her. Last night she’d left the hospital determined to change things, dreaming of leaving Lenny and following Charlie to London. But that was last night, when her common sense had taken a back seat to her racing hormones. Now, in the bright lights of the ladies’, she was having second thoughts. It was a crazy idea. Wasn’t it?


 


‘Delilah, is that you in there?’ It was Amy, one of the waitresses, rapping on the door.


‘Yeh, what’s up?’ Delilah hurriedly shoved Charlie’s business card back into her wallet and rattled the loo-roll dispenser to add a touch of realism.


‘It’s Pascal, he’s going nuts out there looking for you.’


Delilah muttered irritably. ‘Tell him to sod off.’


Amy was shocked. At just seventeen this was her first job since leaving school and she treated Pascal as if he was her headteacher, even calling him sir. ‘I can’t do that,’ she gasped, alarmed. Was Delilah being serious?


Delilah sighed wearily. ‘Okay, tell him I’ll be out in a minute.’ She sat on the toilet seat, not wanting to budge, listening to Amy scuttling thankfully out through the swing door. Slipping her feet out of her shoes she leaned her head against the cubicle wall. The radiators were jammed on full power and the toilets were invitingly warm and smelled of a mixture of bleach and air freshener. Sleepily she closed her eyes and thought about Charlie. Funny, kind, sexy Charlie. His image juxtaposed sharply with the one of Lenny, who’d reappeared from the pub at midnight, pissed and peevish. He’d woken her up by stumbling loudly into the bedroom, switching on the light and collapsing onto the duvet reeking of Tetley’s bitter and garlic naan bread. She’d watched him for a few moments, mouth hanging loosely open, snoring heavily, before grabbing a pillow and a spare blanket from the airing cupboard and going to spend the rest of the night in the uncomfortable single bed in the spare bedroom. He’d still been asleep when she’d left for work that morning.


 


Her head lolled forward and she was just on the brink of nodding off when her body jolted itself awake. She opened her eyes and forced herself to stand up – if she sat there any longer she really would get fired. Flushing the loo, she emerged from the cubicle and stared hard at her baggy-eyed reflection in the mirrors, lit with an unforgiving overhead bulb. A knackered twenty-seven-year-old, dressed in a bloody silly waitress uniform, stared back. Delilah frowned. She wasn’t thrilled with her appearance at the best of times, but now she liked it even less.


Tying her hair into a ponytail she rummaged around in the bottom of her rucksack and applied a bit more black eyeliner. Pascal hated the waitresses to wear make-up. Good, she thought, smiling wickedly and adding two little black curls to the outer corner of each eye. He was already angry with her and this would annoy him even more. She was fed up with taking orders from Pascal, fed up with her poxy waitressing job. Scowling, she straightened her frilly pinafore. Quite frankly she felt like telling him to stuff his job up a duck à l’orange’s arse.


 


‘Delilah, what ’ave you been doing in there?’ Pascal cornered her as she left the toilets. He stood, hands on hips next to the freezers, his head twitching up and down and side to side in agitation.


‘Having a pee. What do you think?’ snapped Delilah, letting the toilet door swing loudly behind her, dislodging the metal figure of a Victorian lady in a crinoline nailed to the door. It swung backwards and forwards, keeping time like a metronome.


Pascal sniffed. ‘You are ’eading for trouble.’ He picked a hair off his jacket sleeve and adjusted his cufflinks. ‘If you are not very, very careful you will ’ave plenty of time to spend in zee toilets because you will not ’ave a job.’ He threw back his head with a flourish and folded his arms, smug in his threat. ‘And then what will you do?’


Delilah deliberated. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Amy and the rest of the waitresses watching with bated breath at the kitchen door. For a split second she thought about backing down and apologising, but was stopped by an image of Charlie which suddenly flashed into her mind. Gorgeous Charlie with his exciting job in TV. She stared back at Pascal. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do, but anything has to be better than working here.’ Unfastening her pinny, she slowly folded it in two, pressed her foot on the pedal of the wastebin so that the lid sprang open, and calmly dropped it inside. ‘The job’s crap, the money’s terrible, but the food’s even worse. Call yourself a restaurant? It’s all boil-in-the-bag and microwaved rubbish.’


Pascal’s face seemed to shrivel up. He seemed to have difficulty in finding his tongue, which had disappeared into the back of his throat. Perhaps it was for the best, as before he’d had a chance to say one single French expletive – and he had a fine repertoire – she’d turned, flicking her ponytail in his face, and waltzed happily out of L’Escargot for ever.


 


It was only on the bus on the way home when the adrenalin stopped pumping and Delilah floated down from her high, that she realised what she’d done. It was all very well telling Pascal to stick his job, but what now? Jobs weren’t that easy to find, not even waitressing ones. She sighed gloomily. She was supposed to be meeting her Uncle Stan that evening at the Dog and Duck. He and his wife were off to Benidorm to stay with some friends they’d met there the year before – the doctor had said it would help his arthritis – and they weren’t due back until the summer. He’d invited a few friends along for a farewell drink – which, in Uncle Stan’s language, meant getting completely legless by last orders.


Delilah leaned against the window of the bus as it rattled its way down the high street, past the ice rink that had closed years ago but still had part of its name spelled out in bulbs; the Odeon with a few people spilling out on the steps after the matinée; Bombay Paradise, the large warehouse selling a thousand different kinds of sari material. Ignoring the familiar buildings she closed her eyes, a faint smile playing on her lips as she thought about her uncle. He was her mum’s big brother and Delilah was the spitting image of him when he’d been younger. Not that you’d see the resemblance now. He was as bald as a coot and as round as a barrel, with small, watery green eyes, ruddy cheeks and big fleshy ears. But it was his nose that was the pièce de résistance. Swollen and purple from years of downing pints of bitter and his favourite tipple – Scotch on the rocks – Delilah remembered being mesmerised by it as a child, staring up his hairy nostrils, inspecting the clusters of tiny veins that spread across it like a spider’s web, marvelling at how it was shaped like a parsnip from repeatedly being broken when he was a teenager and trained as a featherweight boxer.


He was married to Shirley, a small sparrow of a woman who dyed her hair copper-red, wore too much face powder and smoked Benson & Hedges from one of those tortoiseshell cigarette holders. Shirley had pleated lips from a forty-year nicotine habit and during the day her lipstick would slowly seep upwards and outwards in the cracks, making her mouth look like a raspberry-pink ink spot. She’d met Stan when he’d turned up at her parents’ house one winter’s morning in 1959, a painter and decorator in paint-splattered overalls. He’d chatted her up as she’d made him cups of strong tea and offered him lemon slices, and asked her out on a date before the first coat of matt emulsion was even dry. Next year was their ruby wedding anniversary. Theirs had been a very happy marriage, despite their sadness when they realised they couldn’t have children. Not that they’d ever felt sorry for themselves. Instead they’d compensated with a menagerie of stray dogs and a couple of tabby cats – and then of course there’d been Delilah.


They treated Delilah as the daughter they’d never had, taking her out, spoiling her with presents, giving her more love than any child would know what to do with. When she was little she’d spend hours at their house, playing happily with scraps of leftover wallpaper and pots of discarded paint, and as she’d grown up Uncle Stan had let her accompany him to odd jobs. She’d sit crosslegged on dustcovers, eating Aunt Shirley’s corned-beef sandwiches and watching him transform houses into palaces of wallpaper and vinyl gloss, learning the art of painting a wall, creating a mood with different colours, or opening up a space. As a kid she didn’t know what ‘interior design’ meant, she didn’t even know it existed, but she knew all about colour and shape, space and light, and she knew that that was what she wanted to do when she grew up . . .


 


The Dog and Duck was busy. Saturday lunchtime stragglers who’d had one too many merged with early evening boozers. Delilah stood on tiptoes, straining her neck to see over heads and through the air hanging heavy with tobacco smoke and stale beer. She hoped Lenny wouldn’t be there, but there was a pretty good chance that he would be. Stan had invited him too, and Lenny never turned down the excuse for a piss-up – not on a Saturday night.


She spotted Shirley round the side of the bar sipping a port and lemon and chatting to Vera the landlady. Glancing up, she caught sight of Delilah and waved her cigarette holder in the air. Delilah smiled and pushed past a rowdy group of teenage girls having a few drinks before they went out on the town. Despite the sub-zero temperatures outside, they were dolled up in tiny Lycra miniskirts and vest tops, their bare arms and legs white and goosepimpled.


‘Hello, luv,’ cooed Shirley, planting a raspberry-lipstick kiss on the side of her face. She smelled of hairspray and setting lotion. ‘Your uncle will be chuffed you could make it.’


‘Of course I could, do you think I’d let you both go to Spain without saying goodbye?’ She smiled and gave Shirley a hug. God, Spain! Even her retired aunt and uncle had a more exciting life than she did.


‘Dee, luv.’ Uncle Stan appeared with an empty pint glass and patted her head with his large sandpapery hand. ‘It’s great to see you.’ He beamed, slightly gassed, and patted her head again. ‘You’re looking luvely tonight. Isn’t she looking luvely, Vera?’ The landlady smiled and nodded, as Delilah flushed with embarrassment. When Stan was drinking, his compliments flowed as freely as the beer. He plonked his glass down on the sodden beer mat. ‘Same again, luv, and whatever Dee and Shirl want.’


‘Where’s Lenny?’ Shirley sucked on her cigarette holder and drained the last of her port, fishing out the slice of lemon and chewing the flesh from its rind.


‘Oh, I’m not sure. I came straight from work,’ answered Delilah vaguely. The last thing she needed right now was to be quizzed about Lenny’s whereabouts. She prayed he’d stayed at home. Her prayers went unanswered.


‘Lenny’s here, look,’ shouted Stan, waving heartily as Lenny appeared through the side entrance. ‘Hello, son, what are you drinking?’ He put his arm around Lenny’s shoulder and beamed proudly. ‘This ’ere lad is going to be part of the family soon, aren’t you!’ He winked over his shoulder at Delilah, who groaned inwardly. Stan was always trying to move things along when it came to her love life. As a teenager he’d vetted any boy she’d had a crush on and shared with her the wisdom of his courting experiences by giving her lots of advice on men and how to get the one you want. According to Stan it was the same as fishing: lots of patience and a little bit of skill.


‘When are you going to make an honest woman of our Dee, then?’


Lenny looked up at Delilah and their eyes met. A mixture of sadness, regret and anger. ‘You’ll have to ask Dee that.’ Lenny put her on the spot.


All eyes were on Delilah.


‘Well?’ Lenny stared at her. The question was loaded. He was giving her a second chance. It was now or never.


‘Aren’t we supposed to be celebrating Stan and Shirley’s trip to Spain?’ Ignoring both him and the question, Delilah turned pointedly to Shirley. ‘What time’s your flight tomorrow?’ As Shirley happily launched into details of her holiday, Delilah saw Lenny’s face set hard like cement and he grabbed his pint from the bar, downing it in one.


‘You’re thirsty, lad,’ laughed Stan heartily, unaware of what had just occurred between Lenny and Delilah. ‘’Ere, have another.’ He passed Lenny a pint of bitter that Vera had just pulled, its frothy head spilling over the side of the glass.


‘Thanks, I need it,’ he grunted, throwing Delilah his blackest look, before turning away to vent his anger and frustration on the fruit machines.


 


Vera flicked the light switch on and off to signal last orders. Delilah felt a surge of relief. It had been one of the longest nights in history. Five hours propped on a bar stool, drinking vodka and Coke and munching her way through an assortment of crisps, salted peanuts, Scotch eggs and ham and cheese sandwiches – courtesy of Vera, who always liked to put on a bit of a spread for special occasions. Stan was completely pie-eyed, as expected, and thoroughly enjoying himself. By 9 p.m. anyone under forty had headed off into town, leaving behind the regulars – middle-aged married couples and a couple of hard and fast drinkers who stood at the same spot all night, drinking until their money ran out or the pub shut, whichever was the sooner. Stan had spent the last couple of hours treating them to his rendition of ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’, one of his band’s particular favourites, and belting out any other requests. Shirley accompanied him on the tambourine and invited people to sing along.


Lenny had sat in the corner all evening, chatting to Gary, an old mate from work, and deliberately ignoring Delilah. He couldn’t have been more pissed off about her less than favourable reaction to his wedding proposal. It wasn’t as if there was anything wrong with him or anything, in fact he knew plenty of women who’d jump at the chance to say yes. He’d got a decent job, a new car, and although he said it himself, he wasn’t bad looking. But it wasn’t good enough for her. That was the problem with Delilah, she was never satisfied. He blamed all those fancy glossy magazines she always had her nose buried in, they’d given her ideas above her station. Why else would she have changed towards him over the past few years? He didn’t understand it. She’d been so grateful, so loving when he’d first taken her away from her dad’s and she’d moved into his flat, but over the years she’d become different – indifferent. They’d grown apart, he did admit that, but that was her fault, not his. And okay, they didn’t even have sex very often, but again that was her, not him. There was nothing wrong with him in that department. If only she’d just put a bit more effort into things they’d be fine. After all, he was nearly thirty and she wasn’t that much younger, and they should start thinking about having kids. Isn’t that what all women wanted anyway – marriage and kids? She should be over the moon . . .


He looked across at Delilah, who was staring into space, sipping her drink. She was always doing that, daydreaming with that stupid dopey look on her face. Disgruntled, he turned back to Gary and continued his conversation about how Bradford City was doing in the league.


Across the room, Delilah’s mind had wandered back to Charlie. She could guarantee he’d be having a much better time than she was, that was sure. As Stan launched into ‘Memories’, she decided it was the signal to make a move and, interrupting his crescendo momentarily, she hugged them both tightly and said her goodbyes. She’d miss them.


 


‘Lenny, I’m going home. Do you want to share a taxi?’ Delilah stuck her hands in her pockets and avoided looking at Gary, who had obviously heard what had happened and was giving her dirty looks, doing his protective friend bit. Ironic, really, seeing as last New Year’s Eve he’d spent all night telling her how she’d be much better off with him and had made a pass at her by waving a withered twig of mistletoe in her face and trying to force his tongue down her throat.


Lenny bent his head over his pint glass, refusing to look up. ‘No, I think I’m going to head into town with Gary.’ He drained the dregs from his glass.


Delilah bit her lip. As the evening had progressed she’d started feeling a bit guilty, but now she was annoyed. This was his way of punishing her. ‘Fine,’ she snapped, ‘have a wonderful time.’


‘Oh, I’ll make sure he does, don’t worry about that,’ sneered Gary as she walked away. Biting her lip, she pushed open the door. After the damp boozy warmth of the pub, the cold night air hit her and, sniffing, she pulled up her collar. The door swung shut behind her, muffling the sound of Uncle Stan singing and Shirley’s tambourine. Stepping out into the car park, she hailed one of the waiting minicabs.










Chapter Four


Delilah pressed her nose against the glass of her bedroom window. Monday morning and it was still raining. Bloody typical. It had started yesterday, just after she’d woken up and discovered Lenny hadn’t come home. He’d probably crashed out at Gary’s after going to a nightclub, still sulking and wanting her to worry, to wonder where he was. She’d stared at his side of the bed, empty and neat, and realised that she didn’t care where he’d stayed, or who he’d stayed with. In fact she didn’t care if or when he came home. Plumping up her pillow she’d pulled the duvet close and snuggled down deep into the bed, enjoying the sense of relief she’d found from finally admitting to herself that she didn’t love him anymore.


She’d spent all Sunday mulling over her decision to leave Lenny. Although she’d finally realised she didn’t love him, she was still leaving behind nearly ten years of a relationship. Was she doing the right thing? Or was she stark staring mad? As she’d eaten her cornflakes in front of the telly, watching the grinning presenters on some kids’ TV programme, she’d even changed her mind. But then Lenny had telephoned to say he was spending the night at a friend’s and they’d ended up having another argument. There was no getting away from it, their relationship was over.


Leaving Lenny was the right thing to do, it made sense. But did it make sense to leave her home, her life, and disappear off into the ‘smoke’ on a romantic whim? Was it crazy? Or was it an exercise in survival? She had no job, thanks to Saturday’s run-in with Pascal; the only people she really cared about, Stan and Shirley, had buggered off to Benidorm; and, to be completely honest, if she stayed she’d die of boredom. But if she left? Who knew? It was a gamble, it was terrifying, but on the other hand it was also bloody exciting. Meeting Charlie had injected a massive rush of excitement, and she was giddy for more. If she wanted him she had to do something – and now. Delilah’s mind raced as her life stood still at an imaginary set of traffic lights. They’d been red for as long as she could remember. Only she could make them change to green.


She’d made her decision, pulled her battered khaki suitcase from the top of her wardrobe and, grabbing a handful of clothes from their coathangers, squashed them inside. Piles of M&S underwear fell out of upturned drawers, shoes were stuffed into plastic bags, and with a sweep of her hand an embarrassing assortment of Boots mascaras and crumbling blushers were cleared from the bathroom cabinet. In under ten minutes, Delilah had packed her life into one suitcase, a holdall and five Tesco carriers.


She stopped, noticing her breathing was rapid, nervous, exhilarated. She laughed with relief – the hard part was over. There was just one last thing. On her hands and knees she reached under the bed and dragged out a battered leather case – her most treasured possession in the whole world – and flicked the scratched brass catches. The lid sprang open, revealing thirty-four Tom Jones records, their edges scuffed and split.
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