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      Molly Hopkins was lucky (or mad) enough to work as a tour guide on the European coach circuit for over fifteen years. She visited Paris,
         Amsterdam, the Loire Valley and many other fabulous destinations, always with no fewer than forty people in tow. She now lives
         in a picturesque village in Middlesex with her husband and two teenage children. It Happened in Paris is her first novel.
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      Chapter One

      
      
      OK, I’ve cracked. I’m leaning against the fridge, glass in hand, in a state of blissful relaxation. My heart has been racing
         all day with the pressure of enforced wine deprivation; I conceded defeat at seven o’clock. I would’ve had a heart attack
         otherwise. Last week my doctor told me that anyone who drinks more than eight units of alcohol a week is in danger of becoming
         alcohol dependent. Brandishing a plastic beaker, he illustrated what amounted to eight units. It wasn’t enough to drown a
         wasp. To be honest, I suspect I may already be alcohol dependent, but I don’t care, because I depend on all sorts of things,
         like make-up and credit cards. No, alcohol dependency doesn’t bother me at all. What does bother me is the fact there are
         hundreds of skinny alcoholics out there. How do they stay slim and snorkel wine? I wouldn’t mind being a skinny alcoholic. I wouldn’t mind being a skinny anything.
      

      
      I swirled the glass under my nose. This drink is medicinal and so much better for me than drowning myself, which I’d considered
         this morning. I’ve been made redundant from the advertising agency where I’ve worked for the past ten months. OK, so this
         in itself may not necessarily be deemed a life or death issue, but in celebration of being employed, I have amassed an overdraft of nine grand. I wish I’d been the victim of fraud. It would have been so much cheaper than me spending my own
         money.
      

      
      I ambled from the kitchen, glass in hand, jack-knifing back for the wine bottle. So, I’m unemployed and overdrawn. I owe the
         bank nine thousand pounds. That’s nine hundred ten-pound notes. I swallowed a lump of panic and swiftly replaced the mental
         picture of an enormous stack of ten-pound notes with a neat little bundle of fifties, and immediately felt better. Put like
         that, it’s nothing.
      

      
      Sitting on my bed, I opened last night’s Evening Standard with a flourish.
      

      
      ‘OK, Evie. Mission Employment: find a job,’ I told myself, but, typically, the Job Vacancies page had been shredded by the
         letterbox, and so I found myself pondering the Lonely Hearts ads.
      

      
      ‘Thirty-something.’ Yeah right. Forty-four next birthday, more like. I slurped my wine.

      
      ‘Fun-loving.’ Hah, a pisshead. I flipped the page over with a dramatic sweeping gesture.

      
      ‘Seeks knight in shining armour.’ Husband’s buggered off with someone else. What she seeks is anything male with a pulse.

      
      ‘Enjoys eating out.’ Can’t cook.

      
      ‘Adventurous.’ A slut.

      
      I tore out an advert headed ‘Hypnotism combats alcoholism’, threw the newspaper neatly on the floor, and decided for the first
         time in my entire life to clear out my bedroom.
      

      
      I’d just thrown open the wardrobe when my flatmate, Lulu, arrived home from work. She thumped down on the bed, kicked off
         her pumps and tucked a pillow behind her head. I tossed her a fleeting look. She squirmed against the headboard, legs straight,
         ankles crossed. She wore her navy nurse’s tunic with the dinky upside-down watch and white trousers. Arms folded with exaggerated purpose, she looked at her fingernails.
      

      
      ‘Good day?’ I asked her, sensing the opposite was likely the case.

      
      She shrugged and went into dream mode.

      
      ‘So,’ I tried again. ‘What did you get up to?’

      
      She gave a despairing sigh.

      
      ‘Remember I told you about David, the new doctor at my surgery? I’ve fancied him since the creation of time. I’ve positively
         adored him and, well, I thought he might be the one,’ she said, in a whiny, sorry-for-herself whimper.
      

      
      If I’m not mistaken, he’d actually only worked at the practice for two weeks.

      
      ‘Mmm, I do. He—’

      
      She flapped a silencing hand.

      
      ‘I stayed at his flat last night.’

      
      The whiny whimpering was now punctuated with watery blinks.

      
      ‘We slept together.’

      
      I dumped a jumble of clothes, hangers and polythene bags on the bed.

      
      ‘Lucky you,’ I said, massaging my forearms. ‘I’m jealous.’ As well I might be, I thought. I haven’t had sex for twenty-eight
         days.
      

      
      Lulu sucked her knuckle, her face clouded over. ‘He came before me!’ she shrieked, vaulting from the bed.

      
      I jumped.

      
      ‘He finished before I’d hardly started … twice!’

      
      Demented with rage, she paced the room.

      
      ‘We did it twice and both times the same thing happened. It’s fraud!’ She squirrelled in her pocket, whipped out a tissue
         and blew her nose. ‘It’s not acceptable behaviour, not on a first date. Perhaps after, after, five years of marriage, or on his birthday, or, or, if I’m knackered and I say he can, but, but …’ she
         stuttered.
      

      
      Privately, I thought it charitable of her to have given the guy a second chance. Twice!

      
      ‘He didn’t even fancy it at first. He was watching Deal or No Deal. I broke a nail tugging his belt off. Look.’
      

      
      Her hand shot out in front of my face. She had indeed broken a nail. I winced.

      
      ‘He wanted to wait and see what was in the last box.’

      
      She snorted in fury.

      
      ‘“Sod the last box,” I told him. So, he got going, and guess what? Guess what!?’ She shook her head forcefully. ‘Bet you can’t
         guess. Never in a million years.’ She gave me a millisecond to speculate, and then rushed on. ‘He went into some sort of trance.
         I thought of that scene in Ghost when Whoopi Goldberg was possessed by spirits. I hoped he’d been possessed by a horny marauding Viking kidnapper, but no.
         I think he must have been possessed by a Victorian train driver, because he literally chugged to a halt. And then it was over.’
      

      
      Her hands twisted and knotted in despair. ‘I thought I might have been possessed myself, by the Boston strangler, because
         I wanted to kill him. And what makes it worse is that it was my idea.’ She pounded her chest with a clenched fist in emphasis.
      

      
      Horny marauding Viking kidnapper. Gosh, I wouldn’t mind one of those myself, I mused. Imagine a gorgeous hunk of a man, hair
         in a ponytail, six o’clock stubble, brandishing an enormous sword. He’d wear a leather skirt and a fur cape, and smell of
         Chanel for Men. He would easily be able to lift me up to put me in his boat, and I’d look dead slim next to him. I frowned.
         But what would I be wearing?
      

      
      I’ll Google ‘Vikings’ for images.

      
      Lulu stamped her foot in temper. ‘Do you have an opinion or not?’ she snapped. ‘I’ve just been sexually insulted and you’re acting like nothing’s happened.’
      

      
      ‘Er, well, don’t upset yourself,’ I told her. At least you’ve had sex, I thought. ‘It happens, you know.’ I tilted my head
         in sympathy as she marched past.
      

      
      ‘Not to me it doesn’t!’ she yelled. ‘I’m good at what I do.’ She tossed her hair in a circle, and folded her arms so tightly,
         her fingers turned white. ‘It’s just like being a fat aerobics instructor. Tell me, have you ever wondered why they bother?
         Huh, have you?’
      

      
      I gazed at her. Aerobics instructors? Had I missed something?

      
      ‘Fat aerobics instructors might as well get fatter and fatter. What’s the point of working your backside off if your arse
         is the size of a bus and stays that way? Well, I should just have watched Deal or No Deal.’ She jabbed her finger in my face. ‘Do you get my point?’
      

      
      I nodded knowingly. Too bloody right I got her point. I’ve been to aerobics once.

      
      ‘Oh well, the next one can only be better,’ I offered, improvising.

      
      ‘Men like him should be deported,’ she snapped.

      
      ‘Where would you suggest they be deported to?’

      
      ‘Out of London for starters.’

      
      I held a dress in front of me, gazed in the mirror and wondered how many vinos I’d had when I bought it. It was neon green.
         I tossed it on the ‘to go’ pile on the floor, and delved back into the wardrobe. This tidying-up lark is exhilarating. Why
         hadn’t I thought to do it before? It takes no time at all, I’m finding things I’d forgotten I had, and with fewer clothes
         cramming the rails I can see what’s what. Yes, there was definitely a semblance of order taking shape, and it was pretty damn
         rewarding.
      

      
      ‘I’ve made a decision,’ Lulu said, resolute.

      
      
      ‘What’s that then?’

      
      ‘I am not sleeping with a man unless he’s taken me out on three dinner dates. So, if this ever happens again, at least I’ll
         have enjoyed three pleasant evenings in fabulous restaurants with exquisite food and fine wines.’ She bounced back onto the
         bed.
      

      
      ‘And,’ she crossed her arms triumphantly, ‘I told Esme the surgery cleaner what a crap shag he is, which is the equivalent
         of a BBC news flash, so his reputation’s shot to bits.’ She nestled back against the headboard and tucked a strand of long
         blonde hair behind her ear. ‘I buried his mobile phone in a pot of chilli con carne on my way out of his flat as well. It’s
         not as though I want to hear from him again, is it?’ she reasoned, smiling at her Tiffany ring. I turned from the wardrobe
         to face her.
      

      
      ‘Why did you finish with Marcus?’ I asked. A guy she’d dated for three months before finishing with him on Valentine’s Day.
         She tapped her finger on her cheek, thinking hard.
      

      
      ‘Do you know, I can’t remember. Marcus was willies and willies ago.’ Her attention drifted. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      ‘What does it look like? I’m clearing out my wardrobe.’

      
      ‘Why?’ she asked, giving a bewildered shrug.

      
      ‘Why do people normally clear out their wardrobes?’

      
      She polished off my wine and studied the bottom of the empty glass.

      
      ‘Haven’t got a bloody clue. I don’t see the point myself.’ She wafted gracefully from the bed, pulled her tunic over her head
         and wriggled out of her trousers. ‘Do you think we should go to a slimming club?’ she asked, tugging on my arm. ‘Take your
         clothes off, and stand beside me, in front of the mirror.’ I stepped out of my shorts and pulled my T-shirt over my head.
      

      
      ‘Not bad,’ she said, drawing in her tummy. ‘I mean, we’re not size zero, but, well, we don’t have wobbly bits. And we are
         twenty-six, we’re not eighteen any more.’ She flashed her bum to the mirror. ‘I hate those new pants, the low-cut briefs.
         I prefer the high-leg. I couldn’t find any in Marks and Spencer yesterday,’ she complained. ‘Do you think the nation’s lingerie
         designers are of the opinion that the entire British female population have developed square arses?’
      

      
      I nodded, scrutinising my own figure and wishing my boobs were smaller.

      
      ‘You’re fine. I mean, you’re a C-cup, I’m a D, so of course I’d think you’re fine,’ she said.

      
      Lulu is beautiful. As well as thick blonde hair and huge brown eyes, she has long sweeping eyelashes and amazing high cheekbones.
         But in fairness, and she would be the first to agree, I’m not too bad looking either, with my unusual combination of dark
         brown hair and pale blue eyes. We both have slimmish, longish legs we tend not to appreciate and size twelve backsides which
         we’re prone to obsess over.
      

      
      She’s a district nurse. It’s mind-blowing, because I know her for the drunken party animal she is. The only bedside manner
         I can associate with her is condom related. But apparently she’s the most popular and hardest-working district nurse in her
         practice. Her appointments are booked in ten-minute slots. She says she loves her job. Secretly, I think she enjoys whipping
         down knickers and stabbing as many buttocks an hour with a needle as she can.
      

      
      ‘We’re out of toilet paper, bread, bin bags … in fact, everything. We need to do a food shop. And we’re down to our last four
         bottles of wine,’ she said, still studying her profile. She prodded the cellulite on her thighs, sighed, and knelt to scoop
         up her clothes. ‘Get dressed. We’ll go now.’
      

      
      ‘What about this lot?’ I asked, flapping my hand towards the mountain of clothes on the floor.

      
      
      ‘Stick it back in the wardrobe,’ she suggested, with a dismissive backward wave.

      
      I am not sticking it back in the wardrobe, I thought, indignantly. I’d never get round to clearing it out again. I’ve started
         getting this place into shape and I’m determined to complete the task. I tucked the clothes under the bed. I suppose I could
         sort it out properly another time, there’s no real rush.
      

      
      ‘Ready?’ Lulu hollered from the front door.
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      Chapter Two

      
      
      Lulu and I share a ground-floor garden flat in a three-storey Victorian building in Tooting, south-west London, the initial
         purchase having been hugely financed by my parents. The view from our lounge window is three green wheelie bins and a bus
         stop. On this beautiful July afternoon, our six-foot-square patch of grass was awash with colour, as our one and only rose
         bush flourished with two beautiful flower heads, both of which Lulu knocked off with her handbag rushing towards the gate.
      

      
      Lulu’s driving terrifies me. She reversed out of the driveway onto the main road. I buried my face in my handbag. It took
         a seven-point turn, but she was glossing her lips at the time, so she did brilliantly considering she could only use her left
         hand. As the car shot forward, my neck snapped back and my feet instinct ively stamped in search of the non-existent dual
         controls. I gripped the roof handle, otherwise I’d end up nosediving her crotch when she turned right.
      

      
      ‘You might like to listen to the engine,’ I hedged, noticing she was pushing fifty and still in third gear.

      
      ‘The engine? Why listen to the engine? Let’s listen to Beyoncé,’ she suggested, switching on the CD player. ‘AAAAHHHH!’

      
      
      My innards churned.

      
      ‘What!?’ I shrieked, gripping my chest with fright.

      
      She covered her eyes with her left hand whilst her right hand piloted the steering wheel.

      
      ‘I thought that lorry was going to hit us. I couldn’t watch,’ she panicked.

      
      My heart was going like a bongo drum. I threw her a sideways glance. Near collision over, she studied her eyebrows in the
         rear view mirror.
      

      
      ‘Remind me to borrow your tweezers when we get home. Don’t let me forget. I look like Animal from the Muppets,’ she grumbled.

      
      We arrived at Tesco and she strode purposefully through the car park, leaving me to jog behind her.

      
      ‘Come on, hurry up,’ she tossed over her shoulder.

      
      I quickly doubled back to squash some money in a Salvation Army collection box. I’d had a chat with God in the car. Firstly,
         I’d asked for safe deliverance to Tesco, and secondly, I’d asked him to make me slimmer or, failing that, to make Lulu fatter.
         I’d be devastated if she could fit into my Diesel jeans and I couldn’t. I’d promised to donate to good causes if he helped
         me out.
      

      
      Lulu could make an Olympic sport out of pushing a shopping trolley.

      
      ‘We don’t need chocolate spread. And biscuits are fattening. Buy low-fat cheese. I’m aiming to lose half a stone this week,’
         she prattled.
      

      
      She trolleyed, torso bent, at high speed towards the Wines and Spirits aisle.

      
      ‘Kate Moss is a pipe cleaner and she likes a drink. Grab the leaves,’ she added bossily, meaning the salad.

      
      ‘Buy one bottle of Pinot Grigio, get one free. So we might as well buy five to get five for nothing, and six bags of Walkers
         crisps. I can’t be a saint all the time. Oh, oh,’ she gasped, falling to her knees in worship of the sparkling Prosecco. ‘It’s
         expensive, but we deserve it.’
      

      
      ‘Er, thought you wanted to lose half a stone this week,’ I reminded her.

      
      ‘Well, I will if we’ve got bugger all else to eat but crisps and salad, won’t I?’ She stole a French stick from an unsuspecting
         woman’s basket.
      

      
      ‘Put that back,’ I hissed, my eyes darting a quick left and right in fear of witnesses.

      
      ‘I’m doing her a favour. She’s got an arse as big as Brighton; I need that French stick to keep me sober and there’s none
         left in the bakers,’ she justified, marching forward.
      

      
      Back at home we opened a bottle of wine and unpacked the shopping.

      
      ‘I’ve got a surprise for you,’ Lulu announced. ‘Guess what I bought?’

      
      ‘A giant bar of chocolate?’ I replied, hopeful.

      
      Grinning, she sipped her drink.

      
      ‘Nope, it’s much better than that.’ Putting down her glass, she delved into the last of the shopping bags.

      
      ‘A decent bottle of wine that wasn’t on special offer?’

      
      ‘Nope, better than that too.’ She hopped from one foot to the other.

      
      ‘Well, if I can’t eat or drink it, I don’t want to know.’

      
      ‘Yep, you do,’ she insisted. ‘You do.’ She whipped a couple of boxes from behind her back. ‘Da da, da da,’ she sang.

      
      I glared at them. ‘They’re fitness DVDs,’ I said flatly. She nodded.

      
      ‘I bought them when you were at the cash desk and I popped over to pick up some magazines. We’re going to have a night in
         and do a workout. Change into your gym kit and meet me in the lounge.’ She placed our empty wine glasses in the sink with
         exaggerated care and ushered me through the kitchen door. ‘Come on,’ she cajoled. ‘Chop, chop.’
      

      
      Lulu has frequent mad notions. Subsequently, we have a hall cupboard full of rubbish. We have ice skating boots, squash and
         tennis racquets, Italian language tapes, bowling shoes, two crash helmets for a moped she never bought, a fold-up mountain
         bike that has never seen daylight (in fact, it’s never been unfolded) and a set of twenty-five A-Z encyclopaedias.
      

      
      I strolled into the lounge. Lulu was leaning against the cast iron fireplace, examining the DVDs. I snuggled comfortably in
         the corner of our navy chintz sofa and took a second to admire our recent handiwork. Lulu and I had decorated the flat. After
         three days of raucous arguments, and testing twenty-eight sample paint pots, we’d decided on magnolia in the bedrooms, magnolia
         in the lounge, magnolia in the bathroom and magnolia in the hallway. And thanks to my chums at Visa, we’d splashed out and
         laid a spongy powder-blue carpet throughout.
      

      
      There’s a distressed (to the point of falling to bits) chocolate leather armchair in the corner, a Mexican-pine coffee table
         in front of the fireplace and a matching dining table in the window alcove, which doubles as a computer desk. A huge bronze
         chandelier dominates the centre of the room. It’s stunning, but bounces off the skull of anyone taller than a troll. There
         are also nineteen church candles of various heights and girths looming on, over and across the fireplace, thanks to some pissed
         Internet shopping by Lulu. The overall effect provides the perfect setting for a rampant Black Lace session, or a wake.
      

      
      ‘Right, let’s get this show on the road,’ Lulu boomed with authority. ‘Mel B looks amazing. Shall we try hers?’ She waved
         the box to illustrate the slender and toned Melanie.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, we don’t need to lose weight; we just need to tone up. Let’s try the Geri Halliwell one, Geri Body Yoga,’ I suggested.
      

      
      ‘I want to lose a bit of weight from my boobs. Is there a DVD to help with that?’ she asked, tossing the boxes to me, one
         at a time. I eyed her D-cups and laughed. Surgery was surely her only option. ‘I’d appreciate it if you could take this seriously,’
         Lulu sniffed. ‘Diet and exercise play a crucial role in maintaining a healthy and well-balanced lifestyle. Sometimes I despair
         at your slothful attitude.’
      

      
      Slothful? I thought. She’s the one with coffee cups and wine gums soldered to her dressing table.

      
      We agreed on Learn to Step and stood side-by-side, eyes fixed on the television. It was torturous, complicated and, in my opinion, dangerous. I was
         wilting and sorely tempted to suggest we watch Friends instead. And Lulu, who was eagerly adding a bit of bounce to her lunges, was nearing physical collapse.
      

      
      The end of the warm-up flashed on the screen.

      
      ‘Shall we take a break?’ I wheezed, bent double.

      
      With forced reluctance she agreed, and we both flopped down on the sofa.

      
      ‘Do you think we should watch it for a bit? We don’t understand the technical terminology, do we?’ I pointed out lamely. ‘When
         she says “horseshoe” or “step-touch”, we have to stop and watch to see what she means so we end up missing the beat.’
      

      
      Lulu dabbed a line of sweat from her top lip with one of our new cream cushions.

      
      ‘Yes, yes, of course, I was thinking exactly the same thing myself. We should definitely familiarise ourselves with the routines
         first.’ She swiped her brow with the back of her hand. ‘I’ll fetch us a drink. We don’t want to dehydrate.’
      

      
      She returned with a bottle of wine propped in an ice bucket and two glasses.

      
      
      ‘OK, we’ll watch it through once and then do it ourselves,’ she stated decisively, handing me a full-to-the-brim glass. She
         settled on the sofa next to me and stretched her legs alongside mine, on the coffee table. We sipped our wine as our heartbeats
         steadied, and studied our trainers.
      

      
      ‘So,’ she sighed, ‘you need a job. Have you registered with an agency?’

      
      ‘Well, no.’ I gave a throaty cough. ‘I’ve, well, I’ve decided on a career change to be honest, so—’

      
      ‘A career change!’ she interrupted.

      
      I already had a speech prepared. I adopted Miss Moneypenny tones.

      
      ‘We spend all our money on eating, pissing it up and going on holiday—’

      
      ‘At least no one can accuse us of wasting it,’ she reasoned.

      
      ‘Exactly. But, well, I started thinking about how great it would be to do all those things and get paid for it.’

      
      She wiggled curious brows. ‘So you’re looking for a job as a fat, wine-guzzling ice cream seller?’

      
      I hid behind my glass.

      
      ‘No … I want to be a tour guide,’ I told her.

      
      She swivelled to face me.

      
      ‘Oh, you do?’ she said.

      
      ‘Yes, I do,’ I replied, matter-of-fact.

      
      ‘Since when?’

      
      I faltered. ‘Since, well, since … since we’ve been watching the holiday programme on a Monday night,’ I admitted.

      
      ‘We watch that forensic science programme on a Tuesday. Why don’t you get a job as a coroner and start chopping up bodies.
         Start with the doctor I slept with; he doesn’t need his flute.’ She jabbed the remote control, switching the television off.
         ‘You don’t know the first thing about being a tour guide!’
      

      
      
      ‘What is there to know?’ I shot back.

      
      Lulu slurped some of her wine. ‘I don’t know what there is to know, do I? Because I’m a district nurse, and you don’t know
         because you studied Media.’
      

      
      ‘I want to travel, meet lots of new people and get paid to do it.’ I squirmed. This sounded obtuse and hollow even to me.

      
      ‘In that case, have you considered a career as an astronaut? You,’ she said, pointing an accusatory finger, ‘are the last
         person I’d put forward for a job as a tour guide.’
      

      
      I tucked my legs beneath my bum and rounded on her.

      
      ‘Why? It’s not as though there’s such a thing as a degree in Touring, is there?’

      
      She thumped her glass on the table and began counting on her fingers.

      
      ‘One,’ she reproached, ‘you have no sense of direction. Two,’ she stared at me with unblinking brown eyes, ‘your suitcase
         was the subject of a security-controlled explosion when we went to Spain, and we ended up in custody in Malaga for eleven
         hours until your dad bailed us out. Three,’ she shivered and addressed the ceiling, ‘and the worst experience of my life by
         far, was when the police were called to our hotel in Turkey. Fourteen silk carpets were delivered to our room because you were practising your Turkish or Arabic or French or whatever that language was that you made up with the old man in the shop.
         You thought he was talking about his fourteen children! The carpets beat us back from the market! I thought you were dead
         clever and multilingual, and all the while you were talking out your arse. And I was doing lots of nodding because I wanted
         to look dead clever and multilingual as well.’
      

      
      ‘You,’ I reminded her smugly, ‘cried your eyes out in Turkey.’

      
      ‘Too right I cried. I’ve seen that film, Midnight Express. We were ambushed by three policemen, the hotel manager, that lunatic dwarf carpet salesmen, and his two seven-foot heavies.’ She reached for the wine bottle and discovered it was empty.
         ‘I thought we were never going to get out of that one. I nearly wet myself when that policeman took his handcuffs out of his
         pocket.’ She heaved a sigh and shuddered. ‘And don’t you ever forget that you have me to thank for your freedom, because if
         I hadn’t passed out with fright and the British Embassy hadn’t gotten involved, we’d have been done for. I couldn’t speak
         for two days! Remember you thought I’d gone mute so you bought me a writing pad and an Etch A Sketch?’
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ I said, dismissing her sarcasm with a wave of my hand, ‘I think I have a natural aptitude for socialising and creating
         a jolly party atmosphere.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, you do,’ she agreed forcefully, ‘but then you pass out and wake up with a hangover twelve hours later. Do you mean
         to tell me that you’re contemplating taking responsibility for escorting people to a foreign land with the aim of bringing
         them back in one piece? It just won’t happen, trust me.’ She emptied her glass. ‘If you bag a job as a tour guide, someone
         will sue you, or you’ll end up on News at Ten, or God knows what. You’re the least suited candidate for a job like that.’
         She stood to tidy the table. ‘You couldn’t organise a piss-up in a brewery.’
      

      
      She does exaggerate. My brain whirled for something to fire back with. It didn’t take long.
      

      
      ‘Hah,’ I blurted, ‘look who’s talking.’ I pointed an accusatory finger.

      
      ‘What?’ she retorted, bristling.

      
      ‘You booked us on that nightmare City Slickers Break. How could you mistake a shop-till-you-drop extravaganza for a long weekend
         in the desert?’
      

      
      ‘The website was misleading,’ she insisted hotly.

      
      
      ‘Misleading?’ I spat. ‘We both had an allergic reaction to the fleas or bugs or whatever creature it is that hover around
         a horse’s arse. We suffered horrific, and what we worried might have been permanent, constipation because our backsides refused
         to have a number two in the open air.’
      

      
      Her fingers whispered over now-flaming cheeks.

      
      I was on a roll … ‘We had to borrow smelly clothes from smelly men, which were ten sizes too big for us, because we’d packed
         smart-casual and evening wear. We arrived at that revolting ranch wearing Chloe stilettos. Remember? Eh? And that hag of a
         cook had to lend us shoes and they looked like dead ferrets. In fact, we don’t know that they weren’t dead ferrets,’ I chided.
         ‘And you shagged that cowboy! You kept calling him Hawk, when his name was Hank, and I had to sleep in our tent all by myself, which was terrifying. I even started wondering who I could shag, just for the sake of a bit of company, so I let that dingo,
         hyena thing sleep with me, because I thought it was a dog, only to discover I was lucky not to have been eaten, and—’
      

      
      She raised the flat of her hand. ‘We each lost half a stone, if you remember,’ she interrupted defensively.

      
      ‘Yes, we did, but only because we were ravaged by disease and malnutrition from living in the wild like, like, savages.’

      
      ‘We were not living in the wild.’

      
      ‘What were we doing then?’

      
      ‘Camping.’

      
      ‘Exactly … camping! Why, since the invention of hotels, would anyone want to do that?’ Lulu tossed her hair over her shoulder
         in a sharp jerky movement. I ploughed on. ‘And remember the rash? The rash we had that kept us locked in this flat together
         for nine days?’ Her face crumbled at the memory. ‘You turned all the mirrors to the wall, and sat in the bath crying for hours
         on end. And I got that massive lump on my head when I fainted on your bedroom floor because you had so much calamine lotion on your face that when I came in with a cup of
         tea I thought you were dead and rigor mortis had set in.’
      

      
      Her mouth formed an indignant rosebud. ‘Let’s have a gin and tonic before we go to bed,’ she suggested pinkly.

      
      As usual, we drank too much. Despite this, I still didn’t manage to get much sleep. The piercing wail of the timer on the
         cooker woke me three times. On cue, Lulu leaped out of bed, belted down the hallway, thundered into the lounge and dived onto
         the computer. She’s bidding for a chaise longue on eBay. She tells me it’s George IV, circa 1825, with scrolled foliate decoration
         in pure gold leaf and upholstered in crimson damask. I pointed out it won’t fit in the cupboard under the stairs with the
         rest of her crap if she hates it. In anticipation of winning the auction, she’s bought a huge crystal fruit bowl and filled
         it with red grapes and green apples. I think she fancies herself as a naked Renaissance slut, draped over her antique chair,
         brushing her long hair. I’ve made it clear that I refuse to sit in the lounge watching Friends if she’s in the scud lying next to me.
      

      
      I bolted upright and bashed the quilt.

      
      ‘Can’t you use your mobile as an alarm!?’ I shrieked.

      
      ‘I left it at work. Only five minutes of bidding to go.’

      
      I shuffled to lie on my face and stuffed my head under the pillow. Sean Connery and I … no, not Sean Connery, he’s a living
         relic. I’m not even sure he’s still alive. Er … who can I have? George Clooney? No, he’s as grey as a badger. Let me think
         … I can’t even have Antonio Banderas because he’ll be drawing his pension before I’m forty. I don’t want to find myself wiping
         slobber from my husband’s face, even if he is a world-famous actor and multimillionaire to boot. So, I’ll have … And just as I was deliberating who to bonk for the night and eventually marry, a big lump landed on top of me.
      

      
      ‘I got it, I got it! Amazing, it closed at three hundred and fifty quid. It should have cost four times that. I’d make money
         just by putting it back up again.’
      

      
      ‘Fabulous,’ I said, with a weary sigh.

      
      ‘Yes, fabulous,’ Lulu echoed, leaping from my bed and skipping out of my room.

      
      I could have Brad Pitt, couldn’t I? Wait! What am I thinking? My Viking! Yes, I’ll have him. Why not? We can be naked tonight
         until I have time to Google up a couple of outfits.
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      Chapter Three

      
      
      I decided to have a day off from both my diet and spring-cleaning, and concentrate all my efforts on finding a job. I sauntered
         down the High Street to the newsagents where, on the recommendation of a ten-year-old rocket scientist, I bought the Travel Trade Gazette and Travel Weekly.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure these are the most likely publications to assist in your pursuit of employment,’ he had informed me.

      
      ‘You think?’ I’d replied in a chummy fashion, squinting lopsidedly at the magazines tucked under his arm: Mathematics Grade III and Plus Maths. This kid is bright, I’d thought.
      

      
      It was a beautiful sunny day, exactly what you’d expect for early July. I settled on a pavement table at Bar Thea, the wine
         bar opposite the flat, which is the perfect location if you don’t mind perfume à la car exhaust or the Great Unwashed Male
         striding past en route to Tooting Broadway tube station. Costas, the waiter, frisbeed a latte in front of me, and then hot-footed
         after a girl wearing a skirt as wide as a hairband. I would have preferred a cappuccino but I knew that while he was on the
         totty trail, nothing short of standing on a chair and doing a bit of sema phore would bring him back. I spread my newspapers
         on the table and sipped my coffee meditatively. My spirits rose; there were loads of ads for jobs within the travel industry. I wiggled my pink highlighter aloft and scanned the page.
      

      
      My friend, neighbour and owner of the bar, Nikki, materialised beside me. He picked up a chair, spun it around and straddled
         it. I felt my happy smile fade. I’d hoped for a bit of priv acy while I was job hunting. Nikki has black shoulder-length hair,
         which he wears tied back, and chocolate almond-shaped eyes, fringed with thick black eyelashes. He’s a born and bred Londoner
         of Greek descent. Handsome, I’ll admit, but you’d have to execute a nationwide search to find a more lecherous slut-bucket.
         Mind you, it’s not entirely his fault. It’s pathetic to watch the way women dribble all over him. All he has to do is coquettishly
         wiggle one eyebrow at them, and they’re frothing at the mouth and whipping their knickers off in no time. That’s the end of
         the courtship, and the beginning of a relationship that lasts anything between three hours and two days, depending on how
         long it takes his shag-a-barometer to locate another throbbing G spot.
      

      
      Right now, he was trying to persuade me to go to the gym with him.

      
      ‘Nikki, I don’t fancy it,’ I said impatiently. ‘Go annoy someone else.’ I lifted my newspaper from the table and hid behind
         it.
      

      
      ‘Evie, you have no hobbies. Come with me, just this once.’

      
      My face creased in annoyance. I gave an irritated sigh.

      
      ‘If you don’t like it, you don’t have to come again,’ he said.

      
      ‘Why do you want me to go?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Because I’ll get three months’ free membership if you join,’ he admitted.

      
      ‘I won’t join.’

      
      ‘You might.’ He swiped my newspaper and whipped it behind his back. ‘Evie, it’ll do you good.’ I doubted it.

      
      
      He linked his arm through mine. ‘Sweetheart, give it a go,’ he pleaded.

      
      ‘Nik, n-o,’ I punctuated.
      

      
      He pinched my cheek, he pulled my hair, he blew a raspberry in my ear, he walloped my knee with a spoon, he dropped an ice
         cube down my T-shirt and he sat on my lap. I caved in.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ I agreed reluctantly. ‘Now, give me my newspaper back.’

      
      He brightened as he handed it back to me. ‘We’ll go this afternoon. Make sure you’re ready by four o’clock.’

      
      I felt a flurry of panic. ‘Err, I was thinking along the lines of next Friday or Saturday,’ I backpedalled. ‘Not today. I
         mean, I’m busy. I’ve got a lot to do, and—’
      

      
      A beefy bicep clamped my neck tight. Nikki tugged my head towards him and gave me a noisy kiss on the cheek. ‘Be ready,’ he
         warned, slowly standing. ‘Oh, you’re not working, are you?’ he asked, gesturing to my newspapers on the table. ‘Can you help
         out in here a week on Thursday? My dad wants the day off.’
      

      
      ‘Me? I’ve never worked as a waitress.’

      
      ‘It’s a slave I want. You’ll learn,’ he said, and I suspect he wasn’t entirely joking.

      
      I grimaced. ‘Nik, I don’t think I can. I’m busy job hunting and—’

      
      He gripped my chin between his thumb and forefinger, lowered his head and eyed me shrewdly. His breath was warm on my cheek.
         ‘Do you want to tell an old man he can’t go to his hospital appointment just because you refuse to give me a couple of hours
         of your time?’ He swivelled my face towards his dad, who was sitting on the adjacent table, sucking greedily on an inhaler,
         massaging his chest. He gave me a cheery wave. I swallowed.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ I heard myself say.

      
      ‘Don’t mind if I take my leave, do you? The bar’s getting busy. Evie,’ he said, eyeing my newspaper. ‘You don’t need to find another job. If you turn out to be a good little slave, I’ll
         keep you,’ he added, giving me a devilish wink.
      

      
      After Nikki left, I highlighted quite a few ads, made some calls and, would you believe it, I only managed to secure an interview
         for a guide’s position. It’s scheduled for the day after tomorrow with Insignia Tours, a tour operator based in Trafalgar
         Square that specialises in European city breaks. Elated, I finished my coffee and crossed the road to the travel agent where
         I picked up a selection of City Break brochures. I also popped into Blockbuster to see if I could find any travel-related
         DVDs. I needed something relatively educational, so I chose Alfie. I mean, how hard can this be? And Jude Law is a ride.
      

      
      Back at home, I snuggled on the sofa, studied Vogue Paris and watched my movie. I must say, this all seemed incredibly straightforward. Much jollied by my newly acquired expertise
         and understanding of the travel industry, I arrived at the conclusion that I may already be one of the best tour guides on
         the circuit, although technically, I admit, undiscovered.
      

      
      Nikki turned up at the flat at four o’clock on the dot. He kept his finger on the bell until I answered the door.

      
      ‘I’m not bloody deaf,’ I yelled, marching down the communal hallway.

      
      He stood by the garden wall, arms folded and legs apart, watchful. I closed the door and trudged down the path behind him.
         I was knackered just walking to the Sports Centre. When we arrived, he spun the revolving door with the flat of his hand.
         I missed the exit and was left circling inside. Helpfully, he reached in and hauled me out by the hair.
      

      
      I gripped his meaty arm and leaned against his shoulder to steady my heartbeat as he flashed his membership card to the lusting receptionist. Ah! An oasis of sorts, I thought, when I spotted two armchairs in the corner of the reception area.
         Perfect, I decided, shimmying round him. I’ll have a rest. My backside was seconds from touchdown when a commanding grip clamped
         my elbow and shot me into orbit down the corridor and through the doors of the gym.
      

      
      ‘Right, take those out for a start,’ Nikki said, pointing to my earrings. ‘And double knot your laces.’ I unclipped my earrings.
         He thumped his palm on the handrail of the treadmill. ‘Get on and I’ll show you what to do.’
      

      
      I sighed and ambled forward. ‘Nikki, we’ve walked here from the flat,’ I protested, handing him my earrings. ‘I don’t really
         think I need to go for a walk on a machine as well, do you?’ I held his gaze, dropped my chin and raised my arms to tighten
         my ponytail.
      

      
      ‘You’re not walking,’ he said forcefully. ‘You’re running. Get on.’

      
      Oh well, I brooded, I’m here now. I might as well show him what I’m made of. I stepped robustly onto the treadmill. I am,
         after all, young, strong and healthy. I readied myself with poise and gave Nikki a confident ‘ready when you are’ nod. He
         switched the machine on and I started to jog, then trot. Rather stylishly, I might add. Every inch the Bond Girl. I bobbed
         my ponytail, breathed evenly and, when I was confident I wasn’t going to scooter off the back, I let go of the handrail and
         added a bit of elbow power. On and on I darted, at speed. And then, blow me if I wasn’t sprinting. Gosh, I’d always dismissed
         the marathon, thought I couldn’t do it, but here I was running for my life. I breathed laboriously – in, out, in, out. On
         and on I raced, like a human bullet. Ah, I decided, I’ll move the ironing pile from our treadmill at home and run for an hour
         or so every night. Yes, I will, I will. If only I hadn’t left it so long. This is so invigorating, and energising, and stimulating. Oh! A sharp pain! It’s just a stitch, I told myself. I pushed
         on. I can do it, yes I can. Actually, I was starting to feel a bit nauseous. I gulped, panted and gripped my side. A little
         blip, I mused. On I zoomed. Nikki stood like a sentry at the head of the machine.
      

      
      ‘How many minutes have I done?’ I gasped, exhilarated. I mopped my feverish brow.

      
      ‘One,’ I thought I heard him say.

      
      On and on I sprinted, feet pounding and arms pumping. My ponytail spun like a windmill sail.

      
      ‘How many minutes, Nikki?’ I managed, breathless. The bile rose in my mouth and there was a ringing noise in my ear.

      
      ‘Still one,’ he said nonchalantly.

      
      I bashed my ear. The ringing stopped, but a buzzing started. ‘Nikki, it cannot still be one minute,’ I wheezed. ‘Impossible.’

      
      ‘It is,’ he said, studying his fingernails.

      
      I gripped the handrail. I felt sick. Beads of sweat trickled down my neck. I reeled and swayed, then bent double, resting
         my forehead on the handrail. My feet kept running. God, I was on the point of death. My head lolled loosely from side to side
         and I tried to fill my lungs with air. A wounded high-pitched howl filled the gym. It was me. I clutched my chest.
      

      
      ‘Aggg, I’m having a heart attack!’ I yowled.

      
      The machine stopped. I gasped, and then, just like an Olympic gold medallist, I gave in to tears. Nikki sighed indulgently,
         circled my waist, lifted me off the machine and dropped me onto the floor.
      

      
      ‘Off you get.’ He glanced at the clock. ‘One and a half minutes. Not bad,’ he said.

      
      I sniffed and wiped my nose with the back of my hand and let him lead me towards the torture implements in front of the mirror. He offered a brief demonstration on each apparatus before I had to do it myself.
      

      
      ‘I’m tired. I want to go home,’ I wailed.

      
      ‘I’ll keep the weights down for you,’ he smiled, squeezing my arm. ‘Sweetheart, you’re doing really well,’ he lied.

      
      I rubbed my eyes with clenched fists. ‘Nikki, I can’t do this.’

      
      ‘You can.’

      
      ‘I don’t want to.’

      
      ‘You do.’

      
      I followed him, the will to fight and live fading. He dragged me from one torturous contraption to the next. I huffed, puffed,
         staggered and grunted.
      

      
      ‘One last machine,’ he encouraged through gritted teeth. I sniffed.

      
      ‘Nikki, I don’t want to do it. And I’m not joining.’

      
      ‘I don’t want you to join. I’d rather pay double the membership fee than see you in here again.’ He grabbed my wrist, forcing
         me to totter unsteadily behind him. ‘But you’re here now, so you’re finishing the circuit,’ he said sharply.
      

      
      He stood behind me, snaked an arm around my waist and lifted me so I was straddling the bench. With the palm of his hand he
         pressed between my shoulder blades, forcing me face down.
      

      
      ‘The quicker you get started, the quicker you’ll finish.’ He lifted my legs onto the bench. ‘Right, hold onto the handles
         at each side of your head and straighten your legs.’ My nose was squashed against the bench. I raised my chin to look for
         the handles. ‘OK, the weights on your ankles will make it harder for you to lift your legs. This machine is good for firming
         up your backside. That said, your backside looks pretty good to me, but I suppose there’s always room for improvement. Do
         twenty reps,’ he ordered.
      

      
      I snarled inwardly, squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my heels towards my backside. This is the last one, this and then I can go home and have a glass of wine and a bag of crisps.
         Two reps and my thighs ached. I hate this gym, I thought, and I hate Nikki. I’d get my own back, somehow. Four reps and my
         ankles throbbed. Five reps. I had a stitch again. I grunted. Six reps. Seven. Mmmmmm. Wait …
      

      
      I heaved. Is that …? No, it can’t be. My groin was tingling. My eyes flew open. It was the unmistakable, yes, the unmistakable
         warm pre-orgasm tickle. I’d know it anywhere. Well, you would, wouldn’t you?
      

      
      I wriggled my hips into the bench. I swivelled my head so I faced the window rather than Nikki’s groin. A breathtaking ripple-prickle
         shot to my tutu. I was right! Bloody hell. It must be the angle of the weights or maybe the seam in my leggings. God knows,
         and who cares, because it was definitely there. This was, unquestionably, my favourite exercise. Nikki counted. I quickened
         the pace, lifting my legs faster and higher. I should get a membership. Yes, an annual membership, nothing less would do.
         Nikki was right to bring me here. I’d make the effort and spend all my spare time working out. Didn’t I have plenty of that
         at the moment – spare time? Yes, I should keep fit. I now understand the need to stay in shape.
      

      
      ‘Uggggh,’ I grunted, when a sharp pain shot up my nostril. I perched on my chin, to stop my nose gouging a dent in the bench.

      
      ‘Well done, Evie. You’ve managed twenty reps,’ Nikki boomed from somewhere in the distance.

      
      I kept the pace. Oh. My. God. I must buy one of these machines for the flat. I can’t wait to tell Lulu.

      
      ‘OK, Evie. Off you get,’ Nikki commanded. ‘That’s enough. You’ll strain yourself.’

      
      I inhaled ecstatically as a succession of jiving worms travelled south.

      
      
      ‘Get off!’ Nikki bellowed.

      
      ‘Leave me, leave me, I’m fine,’ I gasped, breathless. ‘I’mmmm fine.’ I think I’d managed about seventy-two reps.

      
      ‘No,’ he spat angrily. ‘The last thing I want is for you to injure yourself.’

      
      ‘Nikki, leave me alone.’ I was no more than five seconds from ecstasy … four seconds, three, two …

      
      ‘Evie, stop it. Stop it now.’

      
      My body jerked and twitched like a landed trout as I was overcome by wave after wave of pleasure. And then I slumped forward
         and shuddered, luxuriating in the after-tickles.
      

      
      Nikki pounced.

      
      ‘Get. Off.’

      
      I sighed. I’d forgotten about him.

      
      ‘Off.’

      
      He lifted the bar from my ankles and hoisted me to standing. My legs wobbled. I gripped Nikki’s arm for support. I felt light
         and floaty and happy.
      

      
      ‘Do what I tell you next time. You’re not used to exercise,’ he snapped, shaking me by the elbow.

      
      My groin throbbed, which was lovely, but so did my thighs and that was agony. My knees buckled. I landed on the floor with
         a thud, nose jammed in Nikki’s belly button.
      

      
      ‘What’s got into you? I told you to do twenty reps because twenty is more than enough to begin with.’ He gripped my elbows
         and helped me to my feet. ‘Up you get.’
      

      
      ‘I liked that machine,’ I told him, deciding that keeping fit wasn’t as tedious as I’d imagined. In fact, I’d recommend it.

      
      Nikki took a step back, eyed me levelly, smiled and held my hands by my side. ‘OK, but you have to be careful. You’re too
         keen.’
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      Chapter four

      
      
      Back home, after my workout, I was sipping my second gin and tonic when Harry, our next-door neighbour, popped over with his
         dog, Lucsie, a white, long-haired Jack Russell.
      

      
      In the last few months Harry has found walking his dog ever more difficult. When he knows I’m home, he’ll often ring the bell
         and ask me to walk Lucsie for him. I don’t mind. Harry is getting on a bit, and well, we’re all going to grow old one day.
         I’m happy to help. It’s nice to be nice, after all.
      

      
      ‘Sure, Harry. I’ll walk Lucsie,’ I told him, accepting the leash from his outstretched hand.

      
      ‘You’re a good girl,’ he praised, nodding appreciatively.

      
      I closed the door and tugged Lucsie down the hallway. His furry face creased and wrinkled as he resisted the leash. He’s a
         little devil, I thought, he knows what’s coming. I tied the leash to the handrail of our treadmill, flicked the switch on
         and, tally-ho, he set off on his brisk walk around the park, along the riverbank, through the fields or wherever his doggy
         imagination chose to take him. His small pink tongue hung loosely from his mouth as he padded on reluctantly.
      

      
      ‘Let me fix myself another fizzy drink and then I’ll join you.’ I might be unemployed, I thought, shaking the dregs from the gin bottle into my glass, but I still don’t get a minute to myself.
      

      
      I hadn’t long taken Lucsie back to Harry when I heard the unmistakable sound of screeching brakes and Beyoncé.

      
      ‘Hullooooo,’ Lulu yodelled, as her key twisted in the lock of the door.

      
      ‘In the lounge,’ I shouted. I was sitting at the computer in the window alcove, studying the Insignia Tours website.

      
      ‘Do you want a drink?’ she asked, coming into the room and kicking her shoes behind the sofa. I squinted at my empty glass.

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      Bloody hell, I fretted. I’ve never even heard of some of the cities this company promotes. I was suddenly grateful that my
         interview was for a position as a guide on their Paris breaks. At least I knew where France was. The tour company wanted a
         copy of my CV in advance of the interview. I frowned and peered worriedly at the screen. The stumbling block when you venture
         on a new career path is that you may have to embellish slightly about previous relevant experience. I sighed, twirled a strand
         of hair into a jaggy point and brushed my cheek. I might not get the job, I thought grimly. I wasn’t qualified. But presidents
         don’t have diplomas in, well, in President Training, do they? I mean, Ronald Reagan was an actor before he got the President’s
         job. I sat upright, suddenly understanding. He lied, he lied big time on his CV. I smiled, congratulating him on his initiative.
         Yes, I bet he told some blinding whoppers. Inspired, my fingers danced over the keyboard.
      

      
      Lulu elbowed the lounge door, cradling the wine bucket. ‘What did you do today?’ she asked, scraping the bucket on the edge
         of the dining table.
      

      
      I told her I had a job interview lined up.

      
      ‘If you’re offered that job, without a shadow of a doubt Missing Persons will become the busiest department in Scotland Yard.’ She sloshed wine into two glasses, and moved towards
         me. I didn’t want her to see what I was doing so I splayed myself across the PC screen. She lifted my arm.
      

      
      ‘Sociology! Italian! German!’ she shrieked. ‘Have you had a brain transplant since leaving school that I know nothing about?
         Advanced Red Cross First Aider! You can’t just credit yourself with medical qualifications.’ She gestured with her glass towards
         the computer. ‘Make yourself a doctor, why the hell not? Then you could apply for a surgeon’s job in Harley Street.’
      

      
      I rounded on her. ‘You can talk! You put “Stamp Collector” and “Flying Instructor” on your CV.’

      
      ‘They were hobbies, not qualifications. I could hardly list my hobbies as shopping and going down the pub, could I? And no one is likely to ask me
         to fly a Boeing 747 at the surgery, are they? So I won’t get caught out.’
      

      
      I dismissed her with a backward wave. ‘Oh, they’re only little lies,’ I said, attaching my CV to an email saying how much
         I was looking forward to the interview.
      

      
      ‘Mark my words,’ she warned, ‘this will all come back to bite you in the arse.’

      
      I changed the subject and told her about my fabulous afternoon down the gym. Her eyes glistened with the promise of possibility.

      
      ‘Really?’ she said slowly. ‘That is just what we need.’ She bumped me off the edge of the chair and took over the keyboard. ‘We’ll
         buy that machine,’ she said, cheeks flushed.
      

      
      I frowned, surveying the lounge analytically. ‘But where would we put it?’ I asked.

      
      Head bent, she bashed at the computer like a demon. ‘What?’ she mumbled, distracted.

      
      I waved my hand randomly. ‘Where would we put it?’

      
      
      She tossed me an irritated glance. ‘We’ll chuck the bloody sofa out if it’s as good as you say it is,’ she snapped.

      
      After an hour surfing the net she still hadn’t found it. She was becoming fraught, agitated and pissed, having topped up her
         glass three times.
      

      
      ‘Do you think it’s hot in here?’ she asked, flapping the mouse pad. She undid the top four buttons on her tunic. Her 34Ds
         jiggled as she typed at breakneck speed. She had eBay, two American gym-supply companies and three UK sites open. Shoulders
         hunched, she clicked the mouse manically. ‘I mean, this is the kind of thing I’ve been looking for: an exercise routine I
         can enjoy and wouldn’t mind sticking to. Something that would trim up my backside, tummy and legs.’
      

      
      ‘We couldn’t do without the sofa,’ I pointed out lamely.

      
      ‘Of course we could,’ she snapped. ‘Show some enthusiasm. I’m doing this for your benefit as well, you know.’

      
      Eventually, she reluctantly conceded defeat.

      
      ‘I’m so disappointed,’ she sulked, almost tearful. ‘I was looking forward to a new fitness regime.’ She splashed the last
         of the wine into our glasses. ‘OK,’ she rallied, ‘shall we defrost the Weight Watchers shepherd’s pie?’
      

      
      I moved to the sofa.

      
      ‘So, what do you think of me having an interview lined up for a tour guide’s job?’ I asked.

      
      Her brown eyes held mine. There was a beat of silence before she did a so-so gesture with her head. ‘Oh, that. Yes, well,
         make sure you check the company profile on the web. You might end up kidnapped and forced into slavery in Yemen or whoring
         in King’s Cross,’ she said crisply. ‘And anyway, wait until they meet you. Five minutes and you’ll blow your own cover. I
         bet you won’t even be able to find their offices.’
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      Chapter five

      
      
      My sister Lexy rang early the following morning.

      
      ‘You’re still in bed, aren’t you?’ she challenged. ‘I know it, because you took for ever to answer the phone.’
      

      
      I peered blearily at the ceiling. I’d picked up on the fourth ring. ‘So what’s wrong with that?’ I asked, massaging my temple
         with the heel of my hand. Pulling back the quilt, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood up. My knees buckled
         and I slumped to the floor. There was a loud thwap as my cheek hit the carpet. Incredibly, I still held the phone to my ear.
      

      
      ‘You’ve not forgotten I’m having my hair cut and that you’re taking the twins to a birthday party, have you?’

      
      ‘Of, of course not,’ I winced. ‘I’m, I’m looking forward to it,’ I panted gamely, clawing up the side of my chest of drawers.
         I’d forgotten I’d worked out yesterday. I was certainly paying the price now.
      

      
      ‘Are you shagging someone? You sound breathless,’ she quizzed.

      
      ‘No! Of course I’m not.’ I wobbled, stumbled backwards and flopped back onto the bed.

      
      ‘Don’t be late,’ she said and hung up.

      
      I spent twenty minutes massaging my legs with body lotion before attempting to stand and stagger to the bathroom. I dressed with care and put on a purple silk mini dress, matching
         slingback sandals and a fitted denim jacket. An exploration of my newly accessible wardrobe produced a black velvet shoulder
         bag with lilac trim. Silver hoop earrings and my purple leopard print silk scarf completed the outfit. A party is a party
         after all. I rushed from the flat, scarf billowing, jumped in my car and made it to Hampton in twenty minutes. Lexy stood
         sentrified in the doorway of her Victorian vanilla-painted detached house, tapping her watch impatiently.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got ten minutes to get to the hairdresser’s. I was about to report you missing,’ she complained.

      
      My sister is two years older than me. We were occasionally mistaken for twins when we were younger, but not any more, because
         now we look nothing like each other. In fact, these days, she doesn’t even look human. She paid four hundred and fifty quid to have her eyebrows modelled and tattooed so now she looks like a Vulcan from Star
         Trek. And by the state of her fringe you’d think she cuts it with a knife and fork. It’s a short, jaggy, spiky mess but she
         insists she doesn’t care if she looks like Lucifer’s slut, so long as you can see her eyebrows.
      

      
      ‘Here.’ Lexy slapped a key and a sheet of paper in my hand. ‘You might arrive back before me, so take the spare key. I’ve
         drawn you a map to the party,’ she said, spinning on her heel, her Prada bag clutched to her chest.
      

      
      I love looking after my three-year-old nieces. My two angels stood side by side in the hall, looking gorgeous in their pink
         party dresses. Lauren is shy, loving, caring and sensitive, with a warm, generous nature. She has striking emerald eyes, fringed
         with long eyelashes, and shoulder-length wavy brown hair. The perfect child. Becky is equally beautiful, with golden curls
         and indigo blue eyes, but – and this is a significant but – there’s something not quite right. She’s selfish and spiteful. She scrubs her face with her sleeve if you kiss her and wriggles out of your grasp if you try
         to give her a cuddle. I reckon she’d leave home and live on her own if she could. I look at her sometimes and wonder if perhaps
         there was a mix-up at the hospital, whereby this wicked baby sprite was foisted onto our family when in reality she’s actually
         an evil changeling of Omen proportions.
      

      
      Becky tilted her blonde head upward and proffered a demonic grin. The hair on my neck prickled as it often does when she looks
         at me. I cranked up a wobbly half smile in return. Long ago, I’d decided to be nice to her just in case she does possess evil
         powers and decides to get even when she’s older. Perhaps I should pop into a church with her one day, sit in the pews and
         see if her head rotates or if she self-combusts. At least then I’d know. Of course I’ve never said anything to my sister.
         Obviously Lexy thinks Becky is normal. Well, she would, wouldn’t she?
      

      
      ‘OK, girlies. Party time,’ I said, searching Becky’s hairline for any tell-tale signs. You know, like the odd satanic tattoo.

      
      I brushed their hair and sprayed a smidgen of Chanel No 5 behind their ears. ‘Let’s go,’ I said brightly.

      
      I tossed a loving glance over my shoulder. They waddled behind me, clutching a birthday present each. I wondered if my sister
         would mind if I took them to the jeweller’s to have their ears pierced, but changed my mind when I remembered that I’d fainted
         when I’d had mine done.
      

      
      I know there’s no real need to dress up for a kids’ party, and maybe I’d pushed the boat out a little bit too far but, honestly,
         some of the mothers might as well have come out wearing their dressing gowns. Baggy tracksuit bottoms are designed for the
         gym or the house, flip-flops are for the beach, and T-shirts covered in vomit and coffee are for the washing machine, so why
         anyone would venture out in public dressed in the whole horrific ensemble is, frankly, beyond my understanding. I introduced
         myself as ‘auntie’ and pretended not to notice several porridge-coated hair bangs. My priority was to entertain my precious
         babies, and so I propelled myself full throttle into party mode.
      

      
      The twins didn’t win anything at Pass the Parcel. I was furious. The brat who won cheated – I saw him. He had one eye on the
         volume control knob of the CD player the whole time. I did holler ‘Cheat! Cheat!’ but no one cared so I was delighted when
         I saw that the gift he received wasn’t really worth having. Becky was the last to guess at Pin the Tail on the Donkey, and
         she won. I’d cunningly nipped a slit in the eye mask. Fortunately, she’s as devious as me and cottoned on straight away. I
         was so proud of her. She fumbled around blindly, little arms outstretched, lips puckered in consternation, and then, hey presto,
         she pinned the tail in exactly the right spot. I nearly fell over clapping. Honest to God, how clever is she? She reminds
         me of myself.
      

      
      During Musical Statues I managed to keep the twins in the game until the finish, as it was my job to decide who was ‘out’.
         And so I made sure everyone was out, except them. There was a bit of a Steward’s Enquiry when one little girl denied moving
         her arms, but my decision was final. It’s only a bloody game. The twins were delighted when they were pronounced equal winners,
         by me. They each won a coloured whistle that was in the shape of a beautiful robin redbreast. I was so proud of them, especially
         Becky as she’d won two games out of three. Lunch was a revolting affair and I ate nothing. Suffice it to say, I’ll never be
         buying Quavers or Skips again.
      

      
      We sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to Samantha, the birthday girl, party bags were distributed and gratefully received and finally it
         was time to leave. Sally, Samantha’s chubby, grim-looking mother, thundered down the hallway and flattened herself across the front door, blubbering that she’d found chewing gum in
         the party bags. She looked terrified. Bloody hell, I thought, we’re only talking about a bit of bubbly, not puff or weed.
         She blamed her Swedish au pair. Privately I thought that the most pressing issue requiring her attention should be sacking
         her Swedish au pair and hiring a dumpy-frumpy Mrs Doubtfire. I smiled, thanked her for a delightful and enjoyable afternoon
         and shimmied down the hallway and out the door, a child gripping each hand. We skipped and sang ‘Doh a Deer’ all the way back
         to the car. I felt like Supernanny.
      

      
      I was sick to death of the robin redbreast whistles before I’d even driven to the end of the road. What a stupid present to give a toddler. I
         was so demented by the ruckus that I slammed on the brakes at a green light, and caused two drivers behind me to swerve. One
         mounted the pavement and one veered to the other side of the road. They blared and honked their horns.
      

      
      ‘Arse!’ one driver bellowed.

      
      ‘Legal braking distance applies!’ I hollered back. I failed four driving tests, so I’m something of an expert on braking distance.

      
      Becky tugged on a lock of long blonde hair. ‘Arse,’ she whispered conspiratorially to Lauren.

      
      I swivelled around, almost garrotting myself with the seat belt. ‘Give the birdies to auntie, darlings,’ I pleaded through
         gritted teeth, arm outstretched. They handed over the whistles, then busied themselves rummaging through their party bags.
      

      
      ‘Birdies fly,’ I sang over my shoulder, catapulting the whistles out of the car window and into the bushes.

      
      My heart was racing. The combination of traffic, kids, whistles and London drivers had completely eroded my patience. I closed
         my window and sighed heavily. I was shattered, and still parked at the front of the queue at the traffic lights, which were once again green. I checked my rear view mirror, expecting to
         see a fist-waving, pissed-off London cabby. Instead I was delighted to see the driver in the car behind screaming into her
         phone and glossing her lips. I shot forward just as the lights turned amber.
      

      
      Halfway down Hampton Hill High Street I spotted Threshers and a bottle of Shiraz popped up in a think bubble before my eyes.
         I straightened my arms, squeezed the steering wheel and screeched from fourth gear down to stationary. I piloted the kids
         into the shop, grabbed three bottles of wine, paid with cash for speed and engineered the tricky assault course back to the
         car, past bottles of beer and stacked up boxes of cheap champagne glasses.
      

      
      I strapped Becky in the back of the car. As I turned to lift Lauren I noticed a large gummy blue mess on the back of her head.
         I peered more closely and realised it was a blob of slimy bubblegum, about the size of a small table coaster. It was matted
         in Lauren’s silky brown curls, which were beyond repair.
      

      
      I ground my teeth. That airhead au pair, I cursed, and kicked the wheel of the car. I eyed the bottles of wine. I was tempted
         to swig straight from the neck, but I was too busy wrestling Lauren’s hands from her hair.
      

      
      ‘Don’t touch your hair, darling. It’s a weenie bit sticky.’ I bound her wrists with my leopard print scarf, then frisked Becky’s
         party bag to confiscate her bubblegum.
      

      
      ‘Mine!’ Becky shrieked, clutching the blue chewy bar.

      
      ‘Not now, it isn’t. It’s mine!’ I yelled. ‘Giveittomegiveittome giveittome.’

      
      Once we were all settled comfortably (well, I was comfortable: Lauren was tied up and Becky was howling), I drove to the end
         of the High Street and parked outside the card shop. I flicked a glance in my rear view mirror. The pair of them sat wide-eyed and expressionless.
      

      
      ‘Out,’ I ordered, heaving myself from the driving seat.

      
      I was fast changing my mind about them being my precious angels. In the card shop I borrowed a pair of scissors to cut the
         bubblegum from Lauren’s hair. I am not having my sister think I can’t supervise and survive a simple outing to a children’s party. If she notices that a portion
         of Lauren’s hair is missing I’ll just explain that Becky pulled it out. As I was chopping out the last couple of matted clumps,
         I spotted Becky cramming her pockets full of pencils.
      

      
      ‘Put them back, Becks,’ I warned.

      
      ‘Mine,’ she informed me.

      
      ‘Becks. Put. Them. Back!’

      
      She grabbed a handful of felt-tip pens, toddled towards me and jammed them in my pocket.

      
      ‘We share,’ she offered.

      
      ‘Put them back!’ I yelled.

      
      She pouted, gathered her plunder and dumped the lot in a bin of cuddly toys. I struggled for calm.

      
      ‘All finished, darling,’ I said to Lauren with a sigh, as the last of the hairy bubblegum dropped to the floor. She slipped
         her tiny hand in mine and snuggled into my hip.
      

      
      ‘Tank you nanty. Love you,’ she said, emerald eyes dancing.

      
      Unexpectedly, I felt nippy-eyed. I sniffed and blinked hard. I was drained. I’d had these kids around my feet all day. You
         have to experience it for yourself to know what it’s like. It’s all so, so stressful and exhausting, and me being single makes
         it a million times harder. I have to do everything myself. I don’t have a partner to help, do I? It’s just me on my own with
         these kids. They’re self-centred, bloodsucking parasites that sponge every ounce of strength from you. I caught sight of my
         reflection in the glass display-cabinet, and felt a jolt of horror. My hair was limp and stringy, my lips anaemic and my eyes sunken and
         blank with misery. I sniffed. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t touched up my lipstick, sprayed perfume, brushed my hair,
         eaten or had a drink since I’d left home this morning. I can honestly say I have a tremendous respect for mothers of small
         children. I looked around at my little demons wretchedly. It was time to go.
      

      
      Back in the car, I fastened the girls’ seat belts. Engine on, two minutes’ drive, and home, I thought thankfully. I felt like
         kissing the doorstep when we arrived. I almost pulled the gate from its hinges as I ushered the twins down the garden path.
         Lexy answered the door, swishing her head from side to side.
      

      
      ‘Do you like my hair?’ she beamed.

      
      ‘Yes, it looks, erm, amazing. I’m in the biggest rush,’ I said, prodding the kids through the doorway. She raised her tattooed
         eyebrows and fingered her Vulcan fringe.
      

      
      ‘Why? Where are you going?’ she quizzed. ‘I thought you had the day to yourself?’

      
      ‘Man coming to mend the washing machine and Lulu is working late. Can’t live without my washing machine.’ This was a big fat
         lie, but I’m so traumatised. Yes, that’s the perfect word: traumatised. And I’m so exhausted and under threat of becoming
         unhinged that I suspect I might start to cry. Lexy agreed I couldn’t live without a washing machine, but was reluctant to
         let me escape. She lurched forward and grasped my hand.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure about my hair,’ she said. ‘I’ve had layers put in.’

      
      ‘It’s lovely, really nice. I love it,’ I enthused. ‘You look like Princess Vulcan now, not just an ordinary Vulcan.’ She rolled
         her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Come in,’ she pleaded. ‘I’ll put some make-up on, then perhaps I’ll like it better. I’ll make you a coffee, and I bought
         jam doughnuts. You like them, don’t you?’
      

      
      
      I prised her fingers from my wrist, prepared to break one if she didn’t release me. A coffee was the last thing I needed.
         I was suffering from alcohol deficiency.
      

      
      ‘Would love to, but I must dash,’ I shot back. She clasped my forearms.

      
      ‘I wish you didn’t have to work. It would be lovely having you around during the daytime. You could help me with the kids,’
         she said. I think she meant it.
      

      
      I bestowed big kisses all around and bounded like a gazelle to the car. Lauren stood in the doorway rubbing the back of her
         head, showing off her new haircut to her mum. Thankfully, Lexy was too busy checking her own reflection in the glass door
         panel to notice or care. My Renault Clio rocketed forward on take-off as I accelerated from nought to sixty. I needed Tooting,
         my dressing gown and a glass of Shiraz sharpish. And a job, I thought, as I caught sight of the kids waving in my rear view
         mirror. I simply must get that job. I can and I will.
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      Chapter Six

      
      
      Running late for my interview, I clattered through Tooting Broadway station, cursing my black stilettos. I jumped onto the
         train and scanned the carriage. There was one remaining empty seat. A young backpacker was headed towards it. I beetled forward,
         shimmied behind him and gave him a discreet little hip bump. He tumbled forward, helped by the weight on his back. I scrambled
         into the seat, and made myself comfortable.
      

      
      I heaved my Baedeker Paris guidebook from my bag and flicked through the pages trying to commit as many facts and figures
         to memory as I could. I felt jittery, nervous and sweaty-palmed. I wanted this job. And it’s not as though I can be myself. Obviously, that’s the last person I should be, because myself stood no chance whatsoever of getting this job.
      

      
      Oh, for goodness’ sake. I’m not auditioning for X Factor. I sat up and crossed one leg over the other. Who’s better than me? I thought, twisting the strap of my bag into a leather
         blob. ‘Who’s better?’ I muttered aloud, feeling the onset of diarrhoea.
      

      
      I got off at Charing Cross and marched with a determined stride through the station, down the Strand, across Trafalgar Square,
         towards Cockspur Street, all the while chanting ‘yes I can, yes I can’.
      

      
      
      Very impressive, I thought, as I pushed the heavy smoked-glass door of Insignia Tours. Black leather sofas were placed either
         side of a large glass coffee table, prints of various European cities adorned the walls and large artificial palm trees flanked
         each of the three elevators on the far wall. I clip-clopped across the polished marble floor to the reception desk and gave
         my name to the security guard. He snorted in greeting, handed me a name badge and jerked his head towards the seating area.
         Two minutes later, a slim blonde girl about my age, wearing a green trouser suit, walked towards me. I stood up with a contrived
         sure-of-myself smile, and extended my hand.
      

      
      ‘Evie Dexter,’ I said officiously.

      
      ‘Tina Williamson,’ she replied, blinking like a drowsy tiger. ‘Would you like to follow me?’ she asked, turning with exaggerated
         care.
      

      
      OK, now I’m on a high. Things have taken a definite turn for the better. Tina Williamson has a raging, wicked hangover, I realise. This changes everything. I’m looking forward to this now because I will be interviewing her from a lofty, sober
         disposition, whereas she would be interviewing me with a big bass drum banging in her head. I whizzed the strap of my bag
         up my arm. This was all suddenly looking very positively positive. Tina tottered with hunched shoulders towards the stairs,
         with me following dutifully behind.
      

      
      ‘Oh my God!’ I enthused, taken aback. I pinned her to the wall as I burst into the interview room. ‘Oooooh,’ I gushed, overwhelmed.
         ‘What a marvellous view.’ Five purposeful steps and I stood by the window. I clutched my bag to my chest and gasped at the
         magnificence of Trafalgar Square.
      

      
      Tina smiled feebly and lowered herself into a chair at the head of a beautiful oak table. The view was amazing. It’s not often
         I bother to take the time to admire my surroundings. London is my home, and home is usually taken for granted, but this was, well, unbelievable. Nelson’s Column rose from the
         centre of the square, piercing the clouds like a glittering silver needle. I stepped back when I realised my nose, palms and
         lips were flush to the glass. I turned to face Tina.
      

      
      ‘It’s fabulous. The fountains look fantastic from here,’ I raved.

      
      She slowly dragged a manila folder in front of her, opened it and closed her eyes. I tore myself from the window and screeeeeeeeched
         my chair along the wooden floor, sitting composedly opposite her. She sat, elbows on the table, chin on balled fists.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ she sighed wearily. ‘Paris.’

      
      I gave an eager attentive nod.

      
      There was a confused silence.

      
      She peered at the folder.

      
      I wondered if I was supposed to peer at it as well so, to be on the safe side, I did. I gave the folder an admiring wide-eyed
         stare.
      

      
      ‘Paris,’ she exhaled. ‘How well do you know it?’

      
      ‘Like the back of my hand,’ I amazingly heard myself declare. And I launched into a chronicle narrative that would have bored
         the backside off Robinson Crusoe, and he was starved of company for years. I regurgitated the index, synopsis and entire contents
         of my Baedeker guidebook. And thank God I’d let Lulu drag me along to see The Da Vinci Code because my all-encompassing knowledge of the Louvre and French art was attained as a result of watching that film. In fact,
         I was starting to bore myself, that’s how much of a show-off I was. I sounded like a contestant on Mastermind, speciality subject: talking rubbish.
      

      
      I whacked my hand on the table causing a loud thwap when I suspected Tina had dropped off. Her neck snapped back and her eyes
         flew open. Yes, I had her attention now. I tossed my hair over my shoulder, crossed and uncrossed my legs, and rushed on,
         recapping on a Vogue feature I’d read about Paris Fashion Week. Except I pretended I’d been there. And, warming to my theme, I even told her I’d
         had a VIP pass to see the Versace Collection.
      

      
      She was wilting. I didn’t care. I was on a roll. This was me I was talking about.
      

      
      ‘And,’ I started. I was about to morph myself into Florence Nightingale and beef up my first aid qualification, when Tina
         held up both hands in a ‘don’t shoot’ gesture.
      

      
      ‘Eh, eh,’ she said, breathing laboriously. ‘Yes, you seem to know your stuff.’ She scratched her nail down the list of names
         on the right-hand side of her spreadsheet.
      

      
      ‘Not all of our Paris Weekend Breaks have been allocated to guides yet, so we’re keen to enlist a few more for the summer
         season. We …’ She paused for a moment, closed her eyes and swallowed, head bobbing loosely. I smiled. I’m no doctor but I
         can diagnose Internal Bouncing Vomit Syndrome when I see it.
      

      
      ‘We …’ She broke off. ‘That is …’

      
      I rummaged in my bag and whipped out a can of Diet Coke. I slid it across the table towards her. She tore at the ring pull
         and gulped greedily.
      

      
      ‘Erm,’ she spluttered.

      
      A belch like a clap of thunder took us both by surprise. Her eyes widened. So did mine.

      
      ‘I think I might have a throat infection,’ she lied unconvincingly.

      
      ‘Really?’ I sympathised.

      
      I offered her a Polo mint, which she snatched, crunched and gobbled.

      
      ‘Do you have any questions you would like to ask me?’ I enquired from my sober seat.

      
      ‘No, I’m sure we’ve covered everything,’ she hiccuped. ‘Oh yes,’ she recalled quickly. ‘Could you start tomorrow?’

      
      
      For a moment I thought I’d misheard. But no, she was scribbling my name at the bottom of her diary. I felt a worm of excitement
         tug at my tummy and barely managed to suppress the desire to whoop.
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