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little black dress

· IT’S A GIRL THING ·

 



 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]  Enter our monthly competitions to win  gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]  Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]  Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]  Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006] Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter



 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Julie Cohen:1. In high school in the USA, my best friend and I used to spend our chemistry lessons writing novels about us having sex with rock stars.

2. Despite this lack of scholarly application, I graduated summa cum laude from Brown University. While I was there I wrote a daily comic strip about an Elvis impersonator and his pet squid.

3. I came to live in England because of the Beatles, and because I fell in love with a guitar-playing Englishman.

4. I have a postgraduate research degree in fairies in children’s literature, which has very few practical applications.

5. The Englishman and I have recently had our first child, who will be English as well, I suppose.






For Theresa Isabelle Langlais, my Grams
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What’s Not to Like?

 



 



 




It all started when Stevo fell in love.

We were in the middle of an X-Files marathon weekend. It was about four o’clock on Sunday morning and we’d got halfway through season three. We’d paused the DVD player so that Digger could put some waffles in the toaster and Jim and I could chip away at our longstanding argument about which episodes were better. Jim liked the ‘monster-of-the-week’ stand-alone episodes; I preferred the continuing story about the government/ extraterrestrial conspiracy.

‘It’s the show’s whole point, it’s what ties the whole world together,’ I said, sitting forward in my comfy flowered chair so that my feet touched the ground, and waving my hands in emphasis. ‘You need a central mythology, something to believe in, otherwise there’s no continuity. Without the conspiracy the show wouldn’t have lasted two seasons. Look at Girl from Mars—’

‘Don’t bring your work into this, Fil. A comic book is different from a TV show.’ Jim tossed his long hair behind his shoulder and had that suppressed grin that meant he  knew he was winding me up. ‘Only losers and nerds read comic books.’

‘Losers and nerds!’ I exploded, loving every minute of it. I looked to Stevo for his customary support in this argument. He was sitting on one end of the couch, staring at the paused TV and biting one of his fingernails.

Digger came into the room and plunked a plateful of waffles on to the already crowded coffee table. He squeezed honey from a plastic bear on to two of them, put them together to make a waffle sandwich, and settled himself on the couch. Digger always sat in the middle, and his weight made the ancient cushions tilt up a little bit at either end. I’d drawn a caricature of this - big bearded Digger in the middle of the bowed couch, with slim Jim and slight Stevo perched on either side, dangling in the air. It hung, framed, behind the couch.

I plucked a waffle from the pile and took a joyful bite from the corner of it. ‘Look, all I’m saying is that people like continuity and consistency, even in fiction. Look at you and me, for example - we’ve been having this same argument since we were in school.’

‘Popular, were you?’ asked Digger, reaching for the honey bear again.

‘There are more important things than popularity,’ Jim told him. ‘Particularly being right. Look, Fil, even you have to admit that it’s a hell of a lot more exciting to see, say, a human-eating Flukeman bred in nuclear waste than to catch yet another half-glimpse of some dead aliens.’

‘I’ve got something to tell you guys,’ said Stevo suddenly. Something about his voice made me put down my waffle.

I’d had a funny feeling about Stevo all night. He’d been off, withdrawn, even quieter than usual.

I looked at him. He was biting his lip and his compact body was perched stiffly on the couch, as if he were preparing himself for some sort of blow.

‘What?’ Jim asked. ‘Don’t tell me you’re going to take my side instead of Fil’s in this for once.’

A long pause followed. If it were a comic, it would be drawn as four still panels - no words, just close-ups of our faces. Jim framed in long brown hair, smiling and in his element. Digger the opposite physical type, chosen for contrast, with sharp eyes and waffle crumbs in his beard. Stevo, the focus of the scene, his high cheekbones casting dramatic shadows, his black eyes narrowed in an advance wince. And me, the character who reflected the dawning understanding of the reader, my eyes widening, my brows shooting up, my hair electric blue and the knowledge clear on my face.

Nothing was going to be the same ever again.

‘I can’t stay for series four,’ Stevo said.

Digger frowned.

‘Wimping out, are ya?’ Jim, the only one who hadn’t started to twig, reached for the remote.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Stevo. ‘It’s just that I need to get home because I’ve got . . . er, to meet someone later.’

‘Work?’ I asked.

‘Uh, no.’

‘Plumber?’ asked Jim.

‘No.’

‘Your mum coming over from Hong Kong?’ Digger asked, and I knew him well enough to hear through his nonchalance.

‘No, it’s not my mum. It’s, er, for lunch. A date.’

It had been quiet before. It was twenty past four in the morning, after all. But now it was Quiet, capital Q, the  kind evoked in art by vast landscapes, huge skies muffled with clouds, everything dark and unmoving.

‘You what?’ said Jim.

‘I’ve got a lunch date. We’ll probably go for a walk afterwards. Fly some kites, if it’s not raining.’

More Quiet.

‘You have a date?’ I asked.

‘Yes.’

Stevo looked as if he wanted to flee or, barring that, to dive under the couch and hide there with the lost crisps and forlorn fuzz balls. Shy Stevo. I felt a wave of affection for him, strong enough to make me suppress my dismay.

‘Stevo, you sly dog, we never even suspected,’ I said, and I smiled. A big, crazy, I-am-so-so-ecstatic caricature of a smile, which normally wouldn’t fool anyone, let alone Stevo, but I saw him seize on it.

‘It’s - we met on the plane back from San Francisco when I went to see my brother and we’ve sort of been seeing each other since, and I wanted to introduce you guys but, you know, I didn’t want to jump the gun. It’s early days.’ His relief was palpable. I wondered how long he’d been keeping this a secret.

‘Does this mean that you have also been having sex?’ Digger asked.

I’d never seen Stevo blush so hard. ‘Might have been.’

Digger punched Stevo on the shoulder. ‘Nice one, Stephen.’

Jim was staring at Stevo as if he were Flukeman. I dug an HB pencil out from behind my chair cushion and threw it at him. It left a faint black mark on his forehead and when I had his attention I gave him a pointed look through my manic smile.

‘Oh,’ he said. I watched him rearrange his features  into a more socially acceptable configuration. ‘So, er, well, what’s her name?’

I caught my breath.

‘Um . . . Brian.’

Jim went back to staring.

‘He’s great,’ Stevo said. ‘Such an amazing guy. He used to do voiceovers for cereal ads but now he’s a - um - a mortgage broker. You’ll - I’m sure you’ll like him.’

‘That’s cool,’ I said, despite the heaviness settling in my chest.

‘You went to San Francisco two months ago,’ said Digger. He exchanged glances with me. I spent more time with Stevo than any of the rest of us; we both drew for Union Publishing Corporation comics, though on different titles. And yet he’d never once mentioned Brian.

It must be serious.

‘Anyway,’ Stevo said, ‘I won’t be able to make our gaming session on Thursday night. It’s Brian’s dad’s birthday. I’m really sorry.’

‘Right,’ said Jim. ‘Right. Well, okay.’

Stevo stood. ‘Okay, well, I should go home now and get some sleep. Thanks for being so happy for me, guys.’

‘Are you kidding?’ I said. ‘We’re thrilled for you, Stevo. You wanna rub some of that luck off on the rest of us?’

He laughed his usual hesitant chuckle. ‘Later, dudes. See you Wednesday for the pub quiz.’

We waited until we’d heard the front door close before we said anything else.

‘Shit,’ said Digger.

‘You can say that again,’ Jim said. ‘What’s all this Brian crap?’

‘You didn’t know Stevo was gay?’ I asked.

‘I never really thought about it.’

‘Men,’ I said. ‘You’re so unobservant.’

‘Hey, you never knew he preferred Babylon 5 to Deep Space Nine,’ Jim pointed out.

‘At least I noticed him sitting up straighter every time Jean-Luc Picard came in shot,’ I countered.

‘I thought he was girding his loins in case you did your Borg impression.’

‘Jim! Fil!’ Digger broke in. ‘You seem to have missed the big point here. Stevo. Has got. A boyfriend.’

That shut us up.

‘And he’s having sex with him,’ Digger added.

One of the side effects of being an artist is that you have far too visual an imagination. I quickly looked at the pattern on my chair.

Stevo’s sexuality didn’t bother me. I’d always known he was gay, though I’d considered him more of a theoretical than a practising homosexual. Sort of like how Digger, Jim and I were theoretical heterosexuals. If we were to have sex, it would be with a member of the opposite sex, but in real life, the topic was moot as we never got the opportunity anyway.

In any case, these guys were my friends. I loved them, but I didn’t want to picture their sex lives, whomever they might be with, theoretical or otherwise.

‘Well, that’s it,’ Digger said at last. ‘We’ve lost him.’

‘Come on, Digger,’ I said. ‘He’s only got a boyfriend; it’s not like he’s dropped off the side of the earth.’

Digger shook his head. ‘No, this is only the beginning. I’ve seen it before. First he drops out of an X-Files  marathon and the occasional Thursday night. Then weekends are out, because weekends are when couples do all their couply things together. He meets Brian’s  friends, he meets Brian’s family, maybe they go to Hong Kong for a week or two to meet Stevo’s family. Gradually we see less and less of him. Then they move in together, and wham!’ Digger clapped his huge hands together. ‘We get a card at Christmas if we’re lucky.’

‘You’re overreacting. He said we’d like each other.’

‘Ah, and that’s where you’re wrong, Fil,’ said Jim. ‘You’ve just disproven your “women are more observant than men” theory because what Stevo actually said was that we would like Brian. Nothing about Brian liking us.’

‘Of course Brian would like us,’ I said, though my heart was sinking as I said it.

I looked around the living room of the house Jim and I shared, the scene of most of our quartet’s gatherings over the years. The ratty tartan couch, bowed with Digger’s weight; the coffee table littered with plates, mugs, empty beer tins and Star Wars action figures; my ‘girl’s chair’, so called because it was upholstered in something that had once been flowery chintz and all the boys refused to sit in it; the elaborate, empty shrine on the mantelpiece, decorated with candles and sparkly bits, with the naked plinth labelled FIL’S FIRST PEREGRINE, waiting in hope that one day I might win a Peregrine award for best comics artist; one entire wall taken up by shelves of Star Trek and other science fiction DVDs; two pairs of Digger’s spare boots; and an iguana called The Baz.

‘What’s not to like?’
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Magic Paper and Fake Coffee

 



 



 




Whenever I walked into the offices of the Union Publishing Corporation on Vauxhall Bridge Road I could never believe I was really there.

It wasn’t that the offices were anything special. The squat 1930s brick building had been gutted and renovated in the seventies, which meant suspended ceilings, draughty aluminium windows and a tendency to put carpeting on the walls. Reception was a few burnt-orange chairs and a bored woman behind the desk; most of the work space was open-plan with grey partitions separating desks cluttered with paper and dirty coffee cups. On the ground and first floors, it could be any office space in any part of London, or indeed the world, producing a variety of consumer magazines, mainly for the male market, mainly about cars.

The third floor was different. It looked exactly the same - grey partitions, cluttered desks, stacks of paper. But on the third floor, the paper was magic.

The perfect fusion of pictures and words, line and colour, technology and imagination, art and narrative,  time and space: comics. And among those comics, the most amazing comic ever to be invented anywhere in the universe.

The Union Publishing Corporation was the birthplace of Girl from Mars and every time I pushed through the creaky revolving door I offered up thanks to the god of comic books.

It was Monday, three weeks after Stevo had abandoned us for his lunch date, and while I was offering up thanks, Stevo was grumbling. I’d met him outside Victoria station at 10.15 a.m., which was the compromise time we’d come up with years ago. I always wanted to be early for the monthly editorial meetings for all of UPC’s comics titles, so I had extra time to absorb the atmosphere, maybe browse through a few Girl from Mars  back issues. Stevo, left to his own devices, would have been fashionably late or even more fashionably absent. He hated editorial meetings and only showed up because the chief comics editor and editor of Girl from Mars, Anthony Alwards, insisted and because I nagged him.

We fell into step together as if nothing had changed. ‘I don’t see why I have to be here,’ he said for the thousandth time. ‘UPC has got to be the only comics publisher in the world that makes its artists do stuff like this.’

‘Blame Dennis McKay and his revolutionary vision,’ I said, though Stevo knew full well that I would stand for no criticism of the creator of Girl from Mars.

‘I don’t care who’s to blame, I really could’ve done with some extra time in bed this morning.’

He dug his employee badge out of the pocket of his ironed indigo jeans and showed it to the receptionist. I tucked mine carefully back inside my jumper.

‘Stop bitching,’ I said. ‘It was X-Files again this weekend and I haven’t slept since Friday. I tried to nap during season six but Jim kept prodding me with his foot.’

Stevo didn’t say anything and I realised he probably didn’t want to stay in bed to sleep. I felt my cheeks flush as I punched the lift button for the third floor.

This was my chance to ask Stevo about Brian, maybe even arrange a day when Brian could come and meet Jim, Digger and me, and therefore put Digger’s fears at rest. But Stevo was staring at the lift doors, and something about him radiated ‘keep off’ vibes.

None of us had mentioned Stevo’s boyfriend, not in the pub, through the gaming, or during The X-Files. But I’d thought about him, out in the fresh air, flying kites and laughing with a man whose features I couldn’t make out, while Digger, Jim and I were left behind in a stuffy room watching stories we’d seen before.

The lift arrived and I examined Stevo surreptitiously in the smoky mirror. What did a person who was having lots of sex look like?

He was the same. His job at UPC was drawing for  Combat comics, and you’d never guess from his exterior that he was a genius at drawing mega-violent battles. He was short, slight, tidy, with combed black hair and round glasses. No love bites, no rumpled clothes or bed hair. I knew that most of his air of privacy and self-containment was shyness, a quiet barrier meant to keep others out of his space. I didn’t have a problem with that, as I had barriers enough of my own, but I’d never felt as if it had excluded me before.

I was the one who’d brought Stevo into our little social circle in the first place, when we’d both started working at UPC three years ago. We were the newbies at the  company and ended up sitting together at the monthly meeting. He’d doodled a picture of a dwarf cutting off a giant’s head with a battleaxe and rolled his eyes when Anthony introduced him to the assembled throng, as if to say, What is this, a tea party?


He came around to our house initially to talk about work, but stayed to hang out. He’d been shy at first, but eventually he’d blended in. He taught Jim mahjong; he impressed Digger because, for a small guy, he could put away vast amounts of curry; and he was an awesome artist, with an encyclopaedic knowledge of war films and pop music.

But right at this moment I felt as if I’d never known him at all.

When the lift stopped we were the last two to get off. I cleared my throat, wondering how to broach the subject.

‘So, how’s Br—’ I began, and then the door to the conference room down the corridor slammed open.

‘Brown! Ng! Get your ratty arses in here so I can start the goddamn meeting!’

If Anthony Alwards’s speech were put into a speech balloon, it would consist mostly of the symbols @$%*!.

‘All right, Chief,’ I said, hastening into the room. I wasn’t sure how he’d got the nickname; I suspected he’d cultivated it himself. When I’d told Digger and Jim about this, Digger was very impressed at the concept and spent several days suggesting alternative nicknames for himself, including ‘André’ and ‘Stud Man’.

Stevo and I squeezed on to the last free corners of a table. Aside from me and two women from sales who were wearing near-identical skirt suits and sitting together on a single chair, everyone else in the room was  male. After shooting Stevo and me a look of daggers, Anthony began.

‘Right, so now that you lot have bothered to show up, we’ll start with Lacey . . .’

I immediately zoned out. The structure of UPC, based on founder Dennis McKay’s democratic and artistic ideals, meant that although artists and writers were technically freelancers, the more regular contributors were treated as staff. In theory, at these monthly meetings, we were able to offer input about editorial direction and to participate in decisions about sales and marketing.

In practice, it meant that I had to sit around listening to guff about UPC’s other comics titles.

This didn’t bother me, because it was my chance to gaze happily at the walls. Here, framed, hung original  Girl from Mars issues dating all the way back to the comic’s creation in 1951. Near the door was the splash page for Issue 1, showing Girl from Mars’s spaceship crash-landing on Earth, drawn by creator Dennis McKay. Pages from every decade since, including issues I’d read under my duvet at night as a teenager, circled the room. And then, glory of glories, three hundred and sixty degrees round the room, was my own front splash for Issue 662, Sirius Business.

A dream come true.

‘Are you with us, Brown?’

‘Um. Yes, Chief.’

‘About shitting time. Now sales on Girl this quarter have been down seven point six per cent, and reader feedback says . . .’

Sales. I studied one of Wayne Jayson’s covers from 1984. I liked his angles and his starkness. Maybe I’d try a bit of a tribute with my next project, a nice little extra for  long-term fans. I squirmed in my seat, picturing the geometry.

‘- And we’re very excited about it. Sound good to you, Brown?’

‘Um.’ I sat up straighter and tried to figure out from Anthony’s face what he was very excited about. Unfortunately he looked about as excited as a brick in the rain.

‘Sure,’ I said. Damn. I didn’t need to pay attention to sales figures, but I came to these meetings to find out what was going to happen to Girl from Mars, and I’d just missed it.

He nodded grimly. ‘Obviously we’ll discuss this in more detail once we’re under way. That’s enough for today, get the hell out of my fucking face, you lot.’

I listened hard as we filed out of the room, trying to overhear someone discussing what Anthony had said about Girl from Mars. Mostly people were talking about lunch and their weekends.

Sixty seconds! My attention couldn’t have lapsed for longer than that. How much information could Anthony have conveyed in a minute? I jiggled on my feet until the lift door opened and then I pulled Stevo out of the building, fast.

‘What was he talking about?’ I demanded as soon as we were on the pavement of Vauxhall Bridge Road, pulling up our collars against the April rain.

‘Who?’

‘Anthony! He said he was excited about something. What was it?’

‘Hmm,’ said Stevo. He began walking towards Victoria.

‘Anthony never gets excited about anything. It must have been something big. What was it?’

‘Hmm,’ he said again. ‘I don’t recall. Must not have been listening.’

I shoved my hands in the pockets of my jeans and exhaled sharply in irritation.

‘You could at least pay attention, Stevo, it’s your job.’

‘Doesn’t seem like you were paying attention.’

‘I was! But then I was thinking.’

‘I come to these things because I have to, Fil. Not to act as a tape recorder for you.’

‘I was only not listening for like ten seconds!’

He shrugged. ‘Sorry.’

But he wasn’t. He was all detached again.

I rubbed my eyes, which felt full of grit.

‘Let’s have a coffee,’ I suggested, to change the subject, though I didn’t really have to say it because Stevo and I always had coffee after editorial meetings to immerse ourselves in happy conversation about what Jim and Digger would call ‘art-wank’: our favourite artists, or exhibitions we wanted to see, or technical ideas we wanted to try.

We never talked about our private lives, or our feelings. He’d never once told me the basic fact that he was gay, for example; I’d inferred it from other things. We didn’t have that sort of a friendship.

But we were close. We’d spent so much time together for the past three years, and besides, none of the four of us spent time talking about our feelings. We didn’t need to. We understood each other perfectly.

I pulled open the door of O Solo Mio Café, anticipating the blast of coffee aroma. But Stevo had stopped on the pavement.

‘Er,’ he said, ‘sorry, not this week, Fil; I’ve got to be getting on.’

‘Brian?’ I asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘Again?’

Stevo looked sheepish. ‘Call you later, all right?’

So it was that I entered O Solo Mio Café solo, for the first time ever.

‘Americano with an extra shot, black,’ I said to the woman behind the counter before sitting at one of the tables along the side wall, under the posters of sausages.

It would be okay. Stevo was a good guy. He wouldn’t drop us in favour of romance, no matter what Digger thought.

I shook off my wet jacket and pulled out my pocket sketchbook and a pencil. If I wasn’t going to get to talk with Stevo, at least I could spend the time observing people and capturing some gestures and expressions. Maybe Girl from Mars would visit an Italian café sometime soon. I liked capturing bits of machinery to integrate into the frequent drawings I had to do of space station interiors. The espresso machine had a few nicely chunky metallic bits, and I liked the design of its dial.

‘Americano, extra shot, black,’ someone said, and I accepted my coffee with a thanks and barely a glance. I reached for it straight away, took a blistering and much-needed sip, and then spluttered.

I brought the offending cup up to the counter. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but I think this is decaf.’

To her credit, the barista didn’t ask me how I knew. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said, and took the coffee back. I stood at the counter to wait for my new cup, tracing the outlines of the espresso machine with my eyes.

‘Hi,’ said a voice at my side, and I turned, thinking someone was speaking to me. But it was a businessman in  a shirt and tie, and he was addressing the barista. ‘Are you sure this is decaf ?’

He was holding a cup, and from my position next to him I could see it was an Americano, black. I took it from his hands and tasted the coffee. It zinged in my mouth.

‘This one is mine,’ I said. ‘Heavy on the caffeine, zero everything else. I think they gave me your decaf.’ I said the word, as always, with a half-restrained shudder.

‘I’ll make them again for you,’ the barista said, and got to it.

I didn’t understand the point of decaf. It was like sugar-free cake, or a flat fizzy drink. Or a bald cat. It removed the whole essence of the thing. You might as well drink hot water and stop pretending.

The man was staring at me. His eyes were dark blue, more or less exactly the same colour as my hair.

‘Do you usually drink other people’s coffee?’ he asked me. He had an American accent.

Oh, God. I realised I’d just forgotten both social norms and germs in one fell swoop.

‘Uh, sorry,’ I mumbled, looking at the floor.

‘What’s so bad about decaf, anyway?’

I swallowed. ‘It’s—’

Fortunately, my rightful coffee appeared at that point. I snatched it, knocking half a dozen packets of sugar to the floor along with my spoon, which fell with a clatter. I bent, scooped them all up and retreated to my table.

I could feel the man looking at me. I bowed my head and made rapid sketches of the espresso machine.

This was what Digger had been going on about. My friends and I were too odd for normal human consumption. In public, we were bound to humiliate ourselves in some way. No wonder Stevo was hiding his boyfriend  from us. A science-fiction-obsessed long-haired computer programmer, a six-and-a-half-foot tall role-playing-game addict who made most of his income by selling stuff on eBay, and a serial hair-dyeing female comic book artist who hung out with males so much she wasn’t even sure she still possessed both X chromosomes. We all lived in a deeply unfashionable part of South London and none of us had jobs that required us to wear business clothes, or even to leave the house except on rare occasions.

I gulped my very hot coffee and made furious pencil lines. Drawing calmed me. It made sense of things. The dial connected to the gleaming body of the machine, snug and purposeful. The stiff tentacles of the milk steamers had their own logical place. By the time I’d finished half my coffee, my brain was singing with stimulant and my fingers wanted something else to draw.

I drew the lady by the door, who fitted into her black coat as if she’d sewn herself into mummy wrappings, her hair flattened at the back. The angular woman who needed only the tiniest fit of exaggeration to become a four-legged insect. The two sleek Italian men gesturing as they talked over their espressos. The businessman sitting in the corner who had taken my coffee, who had black hair with a Superman stray lock on his forehead, black eyebrows and long black eyelashes. His dark blue eyes were looking straight at me.

My pencil fumbled. I looked away quickly.

Of course I’d started to draw him. I turned over the page and drew my coffee cup. Then my coffee cup with my hand round it. Then the Italians’ hands, fingers forming a vocabulary of their own.

Hands are nearly as important as faces in expressing emotion. You have to think carefully about their size,  their shape, their placement and gesture. Big hands can be powerful, gentle, threatening, clumsy, protective. Small hands can be helpless or clever. A villain with blunt hands poses a different sort of threat from a villain with spidery fingers. A hero needs capable hands.

Like those hands, there. Wrists that were strong, but not thick enough to hide the beauty of bone and sinew. A hint of veins in the back, orderly procession of knuckles, long fingers, broad thumbs that signified masculinity. My pencil shaped them joyfully until I felt the pressure of eyes on me and realised that I was drawing the guy in the corner again and he was still watching me.

Damn. I snapped my sketchbook shut, shoved it back in my pocket, and concentrated on drinking my coffee. With my eyes closed.

‘I’m not sick or anything.’

An American accent, and it was right next to me again. I opened my eyes and he was standing beside my table.

‘Uh,’ I said, ‘what?’

‘I thought you might be worried that after drinking from my cup you might have caught something. So I thought I’d reassure you that I’m not sick.’

‘Um. Well. Thank you.’

He stood there as if he were expecting me to say something else. But what could I say? Sorry for staring at you, it’s just that you’re handsome and I can’t help drawing you, you know, just as an exercise?


So I was quiet. He cleared his throat a bit.

‘I’m Dan.’ He held out his hand to me. He had a broad palm, but not square or clumsy. A deep-grooved lifeline, and a broken love line. I looked at it.

‘Like I said, I’m not contagious,’ he said. ‘Not at the moment, anyway.’

‘Oh.’ I shook his hand, which was what he’d meant for me to do all along. I noticed how small and scrubby my hand looked, how untidy the nails, how smudged with pencil.

‘What’s your name?’ he prompted.

‘Philomena.’ I wondered if I should ask him to sit down, though I couldn’t imagine anything more embarrassing.

‘That’s an unusual name.’

I nodded. My parents were both university lecturers in literature. I was lucky I wasn’t named Eustacia Vye.

‘Do you live around here?’ he asked.

‘No, I work nearby.’

He nodded. I nodded back. Was it my turn to say something?

‘Well, I’ve got to—’ I began at the same time that he said, ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’

‘—be going,’ I finished.

‘Oh. All right. Nice meeting you, Philomena.’

‘Um. Yeah.’

I pushed aside the rest of my coffee and stood up, even though I didn’t have to be going, even though I could really use that coffee, because Daniel’s smile made me all hot and twitchy, like a feverish hamster.

I should’ve drunk the decaf, because then he’d never have talked to me. He could have ignored me like every other attractive man in the world usually did, which was really for the best because I was such a fool when I felt this way.

‘See you around,’ he said as I left.


I hope not, I thought.
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It’s Not Rocket Science

 



 



 



‘Fifty-seven weeks,’ Jim said, staring glumly into his half-empty pint of bitter.

‘I know,’ said Digger.

From two tables away, we could hear the celebrations of the team of accountants who had trampled all over our pub quiz winning streak.

‘I should’ve known that question about the Pet Shop Boys,’ I said.

‘Stevo would’ve known,’ said Digger, polishing off his Beamish.

Jim pounded his fist on the table. ‘I’m not a bad loser, but fifty-seven weeks.’

‘I know,’ said Digger.

The accountants set up a rousing chorus of Queen’s ‘We Are the Champions’.

‘They want to gloat a little bit more; I don’t think the whole pub is getting the message,’ I said.

‘Why isn’t Stevo here?’ Jim demanded for the sixth time at least. ‘What did he tell you?’

‘I could only get his answerphone,’ I told him,  again for the sixth time at least.

‘It’s like I said, when romance rears its ugly head—’

‘Romance my arse,’ Jim said to Digger. ‘He didn’t come to the quiz because he’s too busy shagging.’

‘Maybe he forgot,’ I said.

‘You don’t just forget something you’ve been doing every Wednesday night for fifty-seven weeks.’

‘I know.’

‘You guys must be gutted,’ said the woman collecting glasses as she stopped by our table. She was tall, with masses of red hair piled on top of her head. ‘That’s a hell of a winning streak to break.’

‘Don’t,’ we all moaned, and all put our heads down on the table in despair.

‘Who was that?’ Jim asked when we’d raised our heads and she was gone.

‘Dunno,’ said Digger. ‘She must be new.’

‘She knew we’d won every quiz for over a year, she can’t be that new,’ I said.

‘She’s probably heard of our fame.’ Jim banged his hand on the table top. ‘Dammit, I hope Stevo screws himself to death.’

‘You don’t mean that,’ I said.

‘Fil, there are a lot worse things I could wish him, believe me. At least he’s getting some.’ Jim downed the rest of his pint in one. ‘Right, there’s only one thing for it. We must get steaming drunk.’ He got up and went to the bar.

I swirled my lager around in its glass. ‘The thing is, there isn’t much to choose from between sex and a pub quiz, is there?’

‘Certainly isn’t,’ Digger said right away, and then he looked at me more closely. ‘Are you saying you’d rather have the pub quiz?’

I shrugged. ‘At least the quiz comes with beer.’

‘Fil, have you ever actually had sex?’

‘I -’ I glanced over at Jim, who was well out of earshot and seemed likely to be at the bar for some time. ‘Yeah, of course I have.’

‘When?’

‘I had this thing with a guy in art college.’ Thing wasn’t quite accurate; massive puppy-dog crush was more the correct term. But Digger didn’t have to know everything that had happened between me and Pierre.

‘And this thing involved sex?’

‘Yeah.’ I shrugged again. ‘It’s overrated, as far as I’m concerned.’

‘Sounds like you weren’t doing it correctly.’

‘We were doing it correctly! It’s not rocket science.’ And Pierre had had more than enough practice, even if I hadn’t. ‘I can think of several things that I’d rather be doing with my precious time.’

‘Does Jim know about this?’

‘What, that I like pub quizzes better than sex? I don’t think he’s ever asked.’

‘No, about the thing in art school.’

I shook my head. ‘Don’t tell him, okay?’

‘Why not?’

‘Um. Well, it all ended up being a bit of a mess, so I didn’t really feel like going into it when it happened. And if we bring it up now it would seem like I was concealing it or something, which I wasn’t, but it was ages ago, okay?’

Digger seemed to accept this, though it wasn’t the truth.

‘Anyway, wouldn’t you choose a pub quiz over sex any day?’ I asked Digger.

His eyes went dreamy. ‘I’m enjoying imagining a  situation where I would have to make that particular choice.’

‘Drink,’ ordered Jim, putting a glass in front of each of us.

‘What is it?’

‘Quadruple gin and tonics. Down the hatch.’ He swigged from his.

I took a sip, shuddered, and then held my nose and drank. When I’d got to the bottom of the glass, all the colours in the room seemed a little bit brighter.

‘I’ll get the next ones,’ I said and went to the bar. When I got back the conversation was still on sex.

‘What else would they be doing?’ Jim was asking. ‘That’s the whole point of a relationship, isn’t it?’

‘Some people might say it had something to do with mutual affection and support.’ Digger accepted his gin and polished half of it off without any noticeable effort. I always thought I deserved more credit than I got for matching Digger drink for drink, considering he weighed at least two and a half times as much as I did.

‘What do people in love do with all their time anyway? ’ I asked, sliding into my seat. ‘Sex only lasts so long.’

‘According to rumour, they spend a lot of time going around like this.’ Digger rolled his eyes to the ceiling, fluttered his lashes, and plastered on a huge dopey smile.

Laughter pushed me off my chair. As I hit the floor, I realised I was actually quite dizzy.

‘How do people know what to do?’ Jim asked. ‘Is there a guide to getting into a relationship that everyone’s read except for us?’

While I was on the floor staring at the squashed chewing gum on the bottom of the table, I had a sudden blindingly great idea.

‘Hey,’ I gasped, hauling myself to my feet, ‘here’s what we have to do. Let’s go and pick up people.’

‘You mean, carry them somewhere?’

I pictured Jim and Digger lifting random strangers and slinging them over their shoulders, and laughed again.

‘No, I mean let’s go to a club and flirt and dance and stuff. Like normal people do.’

Digger and Jim stared at me.

‘Come on. Everybody else does it. Let’s not sit here like a bunch of chickenshits. How hard can it be?’

Jim spoke first. ‘Fuck it. Yeah. Okay. Let’s go.’

Digger shook his head slowly. He downed the rest of his drink, and then he picked up my untouched second gin and downed that, too.

‘Better make it fast before the booze buzz wears off,’ he said and pushed himself to his feet.

I giggled and followed my friends to the door of the Swan Inn, ignoring the fresh chorus of Queen that came from the accountants. I regarded Digger’s and Jim’s backs affectionately. They were great guys. I was a great girl. Despite the pub quiz humiliation, despite my total embarrassment two days before with that American in the café, we were intelligent, interesting, personable individuals.

All kinds of people went to nightclubs to get off with each other. It was only reasonable to suppose that we had as fair a chance of succeeding at our goals as anyone else.

What could possibly go wrong?
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Nuclear Holocaust

 



 



 




The Manhattan Project was set between an employment agency and a shop selling leather sofas. Until tonight, it had formed no part of my life other than causing me to wonder why in the world anyone would name a nightclub after nuclear arms development.

Now, when I stepped through its open doors, paid the twelve-pound cover charge, and walked down a black-painted corridor to the strange new world of a normal Wednesday night in clubland, I saw that the name referred to the vaguely New York-style themed decorations. A cut-out Statue of Liberty loomed over the DJ desk and the bar was backed with a silhouette of the city at night. The loud, unfamiliar music consisted of a driving beat and a woman moaning.

‘I expected some explosions,’ Jim said beside me.

‘I think there are nuclear-holocaust-level fashion disasters here, at least.’ I nodded towards a gang of girls on the dance floor. They all wore shorts, tights, and skimpy tops that barely contained rolls of spray-tanned flesh.

‘Then again, the three of us are sporting the latest style in black and baggy,’ said Digger, which was true.

Someone laughed and a group of four men and three women swept past us, every one of them young, well groomed and well built. The women had bust lines which I could only achieve with a Wonderbra and two rolls of toilet paper. As we watched, they went on to the dance floor and began effortlessly dancing.

‘Do you think they’re an alien life form?’ Jim asked.

‘I think we probably need to drink more.’ Digger began wading his way through the other punters to the bar. As he was so big, he created enough of a wake for Jim and me to follow behind him easily.

In the light of the club, the gin and tonics glowed radioactive blue. The three of us found a railing to lean on and took sips for courage, watching the crowd.

‘I wonder what the average IQ in this room is,’ said Jim.

‘Stop being a snob,’ I said. ‘And we’re not here for conversation, anyway. We’re here for action. So who’s it going to be?’

‘What?’

‘Pick one. Who in this room do you most want to have sex with?’

‘Um.’ Jim put both hands round his glowing glass. ‘Who in this room do I most want to have sex with?’

‘Whom. I meant whom. There’s no need to correct my grammar. Look, there are dozens and dozens of women here. Choose one, walk up to her, start talking.’

‘Um,’ he said again, and his eyes began darting from side to side as if someone had pulled a gun on him.

Bullying him into getting laid didn’t seem to be working, so I changed tack to supportive and encouraging.  ‘The world’s your oyster, Jim. You’re good looking, smart and funny. You’ve got a well-paid job and half of your own house. You’re the best guy I know and any woman would be lucky to have you.’

He focused on me. ‘Do you really think that?’

‘Of course I do. Now you’ve got to believe it too. That way when you walk up to a sexy woman and start talking to her, she’ll sense your inner confidence and fall at your feet. You are a fierce warrior of love.’

Jim didn’t say anything. He took a long drink of his gin. The positive affirmations had made him perk up a little, but perking up was no good without some action.

‘So who’s it going to be?’ I prompted.

‘Actually,’ he began, but he wasn’t looking around at the crowd. I sensed he was going to start a conversation about something else, in order to put off talking to a stranger, so I scanned the room rapidly.

‘Look at that one, over there,’ I said, pointing at a blonde who was standing, like us, leaning on a railing and watching other people dance. She had bobbed hair and was wearing a black dress with some sequins on it, and she seemed to be on her own. ‘She looks all right. Go and talk to her.’

‘You want me to go and talk to that blonde girl?’

Stuff the support and encouragement, it was time for bullying again.

‘Get your skinny arse over there before I have to kick it,’ I said, and pushed him in her direction.

Jim looked from me, to the girl, back to me again. He squared his shoulders, turned away, and headed for the girl.

‘Wow,’ said Digger.

Jim leaned beside the girl and spoke to her. From this  distance, and with the loud music, I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

‘Don’t choke,’ I whispered. From my limited experience, I knew the next few moments were crucial. People judged you within seconds of seeing you and if you messed it up, they were finished with you for ever.

The girl smiled at him.

‘Go on, my son!’ I cheered.

Jim said something else and the girl laughed, but she wasn’t laughing at him, because he laughed along with her and she said something back.

‘He’s actually doing it,’ Digger said, shaking his head.

‘You know what that means, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, if she wants to dance we’re going to get to rip his back off all week.’

‘No, it means that now you and I have to pick someone and go and talk to them.’

‘Huh.’ Digger didn’t say anything for a minute.

‘Couldn’t you and I just pretend we’re strangers and have a conversation with each other?’

The suggestion was actually quite tempting. It was one thing to force your best friend to interact with someone, and quite another to risk humiliation yourself. It wasn’t as if The Manhattan Project was full of people who were celebrities or fantastically good looking or rich or cool; most of them looked more or less normal. It was just that ‘normal’ was out of my league. Only two days ago I’d been practically struck dumb in O Solo Mio with the American, and I hadn’t even been trying to pick him up. Imagine the disaster if I’d actually attempted to flirt with him.

I closed my eyes for courage and felt the room sway slightly, which was hardly surprising given that my veins  were flowing with pure gin. Without the distractions of flashing lights and lame Americana it seemed as if I could hear Jim’s voice - not what he was saying, but the timbre of it, sounding, as usual, sarcastic and comfortable - as if I were listening to him from upstairs in my studio while he was hanging out with Digger in front of the TV.

When I opened my eyes he was still talking to the blonde and from his grin and her giggles he was evidently telling her a joke.

How bad could it be?

‘No,’ I said. ‘Jim did it, now we can’t let the side down.’

Digger accepted this glumly. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘We need to split up, because nobody will talk to us if they think we’re together.’

‘I don’t think I have anything in common with most of the people here.’

‘You can always find something in common if you try hard enough,’ I lied. ‘Listen, you go to the left and I’ll go to the right. If we haven’t met anybody to talk to, we’ll bump into each other halfway around the room.’

‘And then?’

‘And “then” won’t happen because we’ll both have found somebody sexy and wonderful before we get there. Let’s go.’

I did an about-face and began marching round the room anti-clockwise, swigging from my gin as I went. My direct path would have brought me close to Jim and the blonde, but I swerved widely round them. As curious as I was, I didn’t want to cramp Jim’s style.

The dance floor was sunken slightly from the level of the rest of the club, so that as you walked round it you  mostly saw people’s shoulders and the tops of their heads. The extra height made me feel like a spectator, as if I were in a theatre and the dancers were providing me with a show.

Except it wasn’t quite like that, because the spectator-ship went both ways. How much easier would it be if I were the camera, if I occupied the place in a picture of the observer’s eye, and wasn’t involved in the action.

But action was what I was here for. I fortified myself with another slug of gin and scoped out the men around me. In an ideal world, I’d find someone who was good looking enough for me to be attracted to but not so good looking that he wouldn’t even glance twice at me. He should be taller than me, which wasn’t difficult because I was only five foot two and therefore a shortarse, as Jim and Digger were constantly reminding me (Stevo, at five foot five, had stayed out of these arguments). He’d have some sense of humour. Maybe he’d be a comics fan.

I spotted a Spiderman T-shirt and instantly rejected its wearer because he looked about thirteen. I added another item to the list: he had to be over the age of consent.

Right, then. I wasn’t being very demanding. I needed an adult male, of normal height and more or less normal weight, who wasn’t repulsive. The room was full of them. In fact, there were two of them, drinking pints, right in front of me. The one with the big shoulders had an Arsenal football shirt on and the slimmer one had ginger hair but he was actually quite cute in a freckly Jimmy Olsen sort of way.

I took a deep breath, walked right up to them, smiled and said, ‘Hello.’

‘I don’t know, mate. If you ask me, he acted a complete  muppet in the last match. He couldn’t find the goal if it was shoved up his nose. I can’t believe we wasted fifteen mil on this guy.’

‘Hello,’ I tried again, a bit louder.

‘You’ve got to give him a chance, mate,’ Ginger Olsen said. ‘It’s early days yet.’

‘Hello?’

‘Excuse me, did you see his shot at goal yesterday? Was he trying to hit the moon? No, mate, I’m telling you, he’s bloody useless. We should’ve saved the cash.’

I sucked in a lungful. ‘Hello!’ I yelled.

Shoulders and Ginger stopped mid-argument, their beers poised on the way to their mouths.

‘Uh, hello,’ I said. They stared at me.

What did I do now?

‘Uh, you’re talking about football, huh?’

‘Yes,’ said Shoulders.

‘Oh.’ I racked my brain for anything I might have heard about football at some point or other. A sudden inspiration struck me: according to rumour, men loved it when women acted all clueless around them, so they could get alpha and superior.

I swallowed. Girl from Mars would never do it. Girl from Mars would blast these two with her laser ray just for looking at her funny and being a bit too ginger and/or shouldery.

But these were desperate times.

‘Uh, the offside rule,’ I said. ‘Will you explain it to me?’ I performed the manoeuvre known, I believed, as batting my eyelashes. With the strobe lighting, it made the room flash on and off very quickly.

When I stopped confusing myself with my eyelids, Shoulders and Ginger were still staring at me. Shoulders  took a drink of his pint. The music thundered and cursed around us.

Neither one made a move to explain the offside rule.

‘Forget it,’ I mumbled, and moved off.


Ka-Zam! That was the sound of Philomena Desdemona Brown horribly shot down in flames while attempting to flirt.

And I knew the damn offside rule already.

I stashed myself behind a slender pillar and looked around for Digger. He was nowhere to be seen. This could be because of the other people and the dodgy lighting, or it could be because he’d already got off with a seductive little vixen and was flagging down a taxi to get home, quick. My money was on the dodgy lighting, but the vixen was a possibility. Digger wasn’t much of a talker with strangers, but in a place like this, who was looking for conversation? He wasn’t bad looking, if you didn’t mind beards. A lot of women liked brick walls of men.

Which would mean I was the only failure.

Why the hell was I here and where was Digger? I hated clubs. I hated dancing in public (unless it was to David Bowie whilst smashed out of my head). I hated most of the male population except for my beloved best friends and safe, non-sexy guys who liked comics as much as I did and didn’t treat me like a girl.

But the point of this whole exercise was to be treated exactly like a girl by someone I couldn’t possibly have anything in common with.

I went to the bar and ordered a glass of water, which was probably the only wise thing I’d done all night. Then I girded my loins (whatever that means) and began my anti-clockwise trek round the club once more.

It was my bad idea, and I had to see it through. The  problem was how. It was like mocking up a page that wasn’t working, and trying to figure out what to change so that the layout and the art and the narrative would fall together.

Talking, as I’d learned, wasn’t a good idea; as soon as I opened my mouth the bloke would know that I didn’t have a clue how people spoke in clubland. I obviously couldn’t use my sexy body to attract the men like flies to a spider’s web. For one thing: what sexy body? I had the hips of a sixteen-year-old boy and the breasts of a thirteen-year-old girl, and ever since Jim and borrowed my Venus ladyshave to remove a stubbornly sticky piece of vegetation from The Baz’s tank, I hadn’t bothered shaving my legs.

For all I knew, ink-stained jeans and a plain black T-shirt were the height of this week’s Vogue fashion, but as none of the other females in the club were wearing them, they probably weren’t. Plus my hair was . . . well, it was blue. There was no getting around that.

I had two options for success. One was that I caught someone’s eye by mistake and we just, for whatever reason, clicked.

The other, infinitely more likely, scenario was that somewhere in this crowd there was a guy who was so drunk and desperate to get laid that he didn’t give a shit whom it was with.

My strategy to attract both of these options was to boldly and promiscuously cast my eye around in the hope of catching a clicker or a desperado. After several minutes it became obvious that far from attracting anyone, this strategy resulted in men backing quickly away from me. In one case, so quickly that he dropped his pint.

I was staring quite hard at a group of six men, hoping  one of them would look in my direction, when I bumped into someone else.

‘Watch it, mate,’ he growled.

‘Sorry,’ I said, and then, of course, I immediately went into my catching-eye routine, which didn’t quite work because the guy was pretty much on top of me. I saw him give me the once-over.

‘Ah sorry, love, I thought you were a bloke.’

This wasn’t exactly a pick-up line but he was the only man who had spoken to me all night. Never mind that he was bow-legged, lantern-jawed, had a hairdo like a bog brush and smelled like a brewery gone wrong. He was taller than me (barely), he was an adult, and he was male.

‘Do you want to dance?’ I asked.

He gave me the once-over again. ‘I like my girls with more tits on ’em.’

There wasn’t much of an answer to this, so I just waited.

He considered, then shrugged. ‘Might as well.’

We went on to the dance floor together and he immediately started jerking and twitching. I swayed back and forth a bit and took the opportunity to appraise my conquest. He wore a striped shirt that was too small for him in the neck and too long for him in the sleeves and he had a missing top incisor. His right hand was spasming in the air so I couldn’t see it clearly but his left hand had small mats of hair between the second and third knuckles of each finger.

I wondered if, now that we were dancing together, the incomprehensible rules of the mating game meant that we had to get off with each other. Against my will I imagined it as a series of panels: us in a cab, his hand on my thigh; a close-up of his mouth with missing tooth as he  went to kiss me; the speech bubble issuing from his figure in the darkened room: Are those really all the tits you’ve got? And then, in perspective from below, lots of shadows but not enough to conceal his hairy shoulders as he loomed shortly above me on the bed -
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