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About the Book


Never ever ever live with your friends. You may well ask ‘Who better to live with?’ But, rest assured, there are millions of better people whom you don’t yet even know. Take Fiona, Linzi and Kerry; friends since their first day at senior school when Linzi borrowed Kerry’s compass to stick Fiona in the thigh. Twelve years down the line, they felt ready to make it something more. To make the commitment of sharing a house. They thought they knew and liked each other well enough. Little did they know that all those hours spent fighting over who had the best selection of Bros posters had done nothing to prepare them for the agony of the itemised phone bill.
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How to make fatal pesto:


1. Prepare as ordinary pesto.


2. Leave dirty plate in the sink for up to a week.





The screaming started shortly after seven o’clock one ordinary Saturday night. Kerry, who was upstairs in the bathroom, froze in the act of brushing her hair and strained to catch the words stirred into the cacophony of terror. It was hard, for as usual the screaming was accompanied by the fervent whirring of a fast rotating wheel . . .


Fiona was on the exercise bike again. She usually started an argument then, as if speaking over the sound of the spinning gave her an excuse to raise her voice.


‘I’m not saying it’s you,’ she was screaming. ‘But it only takes a couple of seconds, for heaven’s sake . . .’ There was a sudden bleep and the whirring stopped. The bike stopwatch had measured twelve minutes exactly. ‘No, I don’t think I’m being pedantic, Linzi. You know dried pesto sets like glue and it’s always me who has to come in after a hard day at work . . .’


Yes, thought Kerry, stress that.


‘. . . to face an archaeological dig before I can find a single plate clean enough to put my toast on. It’s not even as though I can scrape the remains of your lunch easily into the bin because that is always overflowing. Why do you always have to cram the pedal-bin to the point that when I try to get the bag out it splits and goes all over the floor? I got sodding spaghetti rings all over my new Pied-à-terre sandals last week. I certainly never eat spaghetti rings and I know that Kerry . . .’


Oh, no, thought Kerry, putting down her brush. Don’t bring me into this.


‘I know that Kerry feels the same way about . . .’


Kerry bounced down the stairs and into the open-plan living room, stopping Fiona mid-flow before she could implicate her more.


‘I’ve had my hair done,’ Kerry said quickly to change the subject.


Fiona and Linzi broke off from arguing just long enough to say ‘that’s nice’.


‘I only went in for a trim but then I decided “what the hell”, I’ll have the lot off. If I don’t like it it’ll always grow back, won’t it? What do you think?’


Linzi looked up from her little nest she had made with her duvet on the sofa and smiled her approval. There was a tuft sticking up from behind Kerry’s ear that made her look like a mandarin duck.



‘Très Suzi Quatro.’


‘Yes. Lovely,’ added Fiona, grudgingly. Kerry had broken her stride. Fiona jumped off the exercise bike with an exaggerated sigh and went to slam a lasagne into the microwave. The volume on the television was turned back down again. The pesto incident was over, and this time there were no fatalities. Just.


Never ever ever live with your friends. You may well ask ‘Who better to live with?’ but, rest assured, there are millions of better people who you don’t yet even know. Take Fiona, Linzi and Kerry; friends since their first day at senior school when Linzi borrowed Kerry’s compass to stick Fiona in the thigh. Twelve years down the line, they felt ready to make it something more. To make the commitment of sharing a house. They thought they knew and liked each other well enough. Little did they know that all those hours spent fighting over who had the best collection of Bros posters had done nothing to prepare them for the agony of the itemised phone bill.


They had been at number 67, Artesia Road for almost a month. It was their first Greater London address. In fact, it was the first house they had seen in London, chosen in a blind panic because the letting agent had assured them that hundreds of people were queuing up to spend 75 per cent of their take-home pay on a place so compact and bijou that even the carpet lice had claustrophobia. And only seventeen minutes from the nearest tube station, the nice young man had stressed . . . If you were Linford Christie. Not that you could actually guarantee transport when you got that far since the nearest tube was on the Northern Line, which is the only part of the London Underground system that still runs on batteries. Not Duracell, of course.


The letting agent gave the girls just twelve minutes to make a life-changing decision.


But the house itself was OK. It was a thirties mid-terrace affair that had been refurbished by its owner in the late eighties and looked it. The two front rooms had been knocked through to create one marvellous cavernous living space that had plenty of potential for parties but would soon prove impossible to heat. A three-piece suite in bachelor-grey Draylon dominated the room and the walls had been stripped down to the bare brick for a rather chi-chi rustic effect. The kitchen was nice, though, and there was even a washing machine (with an overflow straight on to the terracotta tiled floor for convenience, which Fiona discovered to her horror on the day the pipes froze and the resulting flood ruined her brand-new suede boots).


Upstairs, number 67 was a rather peculiar mixture of bachelor-pad black and Laura Ashley. Linzi fell in love with the bathroom, which had two sinks, stripy wallpaper and a bulb-surrounded mirror. It put her in mind of post-sex soap opera scenes. Of cleaning your teeth while your hero is having a shave. The three bedrooms, however, were more accurately described as two bedrooms and a box room – no, make that a shoe-box room – the two bedrooms having double beds and space to put your pot-pourri; the box room being just too small to accommodate a single bed and still allow you to swing your hamster.


Bedrooms provided the focus for the first shared-house debate. Fiona and Linzi felt that the distribution of spoils was obvious. They were both dating. Kerry was not. So Fiona took the front room with the pink curtains and newish carpet. Linzi had the one at the back with the flowered wallpaper and the rocking chair and Kerry moved into the box room, with its dirty white walls and the crusted remains of the previous tenant’s Blu-Tack. The fact that Linzi chucked her Latin lover, a visiting Italian language student, a week later, did not seem to offer an opportunity to re-examine the status quo. Kerry had to send most of her belongings back to her parents’ house in Bristol and Fiona very kindly suggested that she should perhaps pay a whole pound less rent per week. And they would think about changing rooms at a later stage. Honest.


Anyway, where she slept at night was the least of Kerry’s worries when she moved into Artesia Road. She wasn’t just starting out in a new house; the Monday after moving in she started a new job as a trainee booker for a voice-over company called Verbal Tix. It wasn’t exactly what her biology degree had prepared her for but the tiny Soho office looked nice enough and the money they were offering was OK for a beginner. Kerry thought it might be a route into television and dreamed of being discovered when having to step in and record a radio ad because one of her clients had gone sick.


Fiona had strolled into her rather more high-powered job straight after graduation. No one was surprised when she took up her position at the Japanese First Orient Bank and declined their generous offer of a year’s deferred start to ‘find herself beforehand. She had never been the type to dream of six months’ slumming it in India and the starting salary they offered her was the stuff of a politician’s arms deal dreams. Linzi, on the other hand, had yet to join the rat-race proper. She had just finished another course in alternative therapy (was it shiatsu this time?) and was waiting for ‘something to grab her, careerwise’. Her television producer parents were divorced and guilty and it seemed that she would be getting a double allowance for the rest of her golden life anyway. However, a month into the Artesia Road period there were rumblings that her father thought that, at the age of twenty-four and three-quarters, it was time Linzi got herself a ‘proper job’. She signed up with a temping agency that specialised in supplying secretarial support to the advertising industry and tried to be out when they called.


So, things went happily enough for a while. The complicated telephone pad system where you had to write down who you called and for how long quickly went by the by, as did the rota for doing the cleaning and the washing-up. Sometimes there might be a war of attrition over the pesto problem but Kerry would usually step in and wash up before the crockery, piled high in the sink, went crashing to the floor; and, when their periods weren’t synchronising in a huge hormonal scream of a week, the girls would sometimes even sit around and think that they were lucky to be living with their pals. It saved bothering to go out and meet them after all . . .



Blind Date came on and Linzi turned the volume of the television back up to get the full force of the ‘jokes’. Unable to get comfortable on either of the remaining armchairs, which were comfy in name only, Kerry wandered aimlessly into the kitchen where Fiona was scientifically prodding her lasagne with the tip of a sharp knife. She put the kettle on to make herself a cup of tea but the tea-bag jar was empty, again. The curly-edged rota on the fridge door suggested that it was Linzi’s turn to refill it. Kerry would have to have coffee instead.


‘Do you want a coffee?’ she asked Fiona, who had decided that the lasagne was still half-cooked.


‘No,’ said Fiona. ‘I’ve given coffee up.’


‘Oh. Even decaff? Why?’ Kerry asked disinterestedly.


‘It aggravates your cellulite.’


‘But you haven’t got any cellulite.’


‘I assure you I have.’


‘Please don’t start that again,’ sighed Linzi. She had appeared at the kitchen door with an empty mug found beneath the sofa which was only slightly green at the bottom with mould. She rinsed it out beneath the cold tap until it looked almost hygienic. ‘I’ll have a coffee please,’ she told Kerry. ‘I don’t give a toss about my bum.’


Fiona shot her a dangerous look. The kind of look that only the painfully thin can give the painfully thinner. As it was, neither of them needed to worry about their bums, thought Kerry sadly as she ladled coffee and sugar into two mugs. At school they had been known as the ‘Twiglet Sisters’. Kerry herself had been ‘Podge’. Now she had long given up preventative measures with regard to her own posterior and was relying largely on the magic of Lycra to get by.


‘No, look at this!’ Fiona was grabbing a thimbleful of thigh and roughly pulling it out to demonstrate her ‘obesity’. ‘I’m all wobbly!!!’


‘For heaven’s sake, Fiona, you couldn’t make a fairy’s pin-cushion out of that. You’re not fat. You’ve got thighs like a pair of nutcrackers.’


‘Nutcrackers? What do you mean, nutcrackers? Are you trying to say that I’ve got bandy legs?’


This was fairly typical of Fiona. If you told her she looked nice, she would only ask you why you hadn’t said that yesterday. Now she was staring at the gap between her denim-clad thighs, trying to decide whether early ballet lessons had really turned her into some kind of physical freak. Linzi threw her a musty Christmas walnut that lived alone on the spice shelf and shouted, ‘Crack that’. She was hardly renowned for her tact.


‘So, what are you two doing tonight?’ Kerry asked hurriedly to avert the brewing row.


‘Nothing much,’ shrugged Linzi.


‘I’m going out with Tim,’ said Fiona.


‘Now there’s a surprise.’


Tim was Fiona’s boyfriend, a merchant banker with a regime of work hard, play hard and fall over after twelve pints on an average Friday night. Kerry and Linzi didn’t really like him. Linzi even claimed to have seen him snogging a fair-haired gatecrasher at the Artesia Road house-warming party they’d had, but Fiona had countered that Linzi needed glasses and the incident had never been mentioned again. At least, not to Fiona’s face.


‘I’ve got a party to go to,’ Kerry added casually, as she poured boiling water into the mugs. ‘But I don’t know whether I want to go or not.’


‘Where is it?’ asked Linzi.


‘Battersea.’


Kerry stirred the coffee clockwise until all the nasty floating brown bits were dissolved.


‘That’s not far,’ said Linzi.


‘Well, distance isn’t actually the issue. It’s just that I won’t really know anyone there.’


‘Whose party is it?’ Linzi asked. She had just fetched a tomato out of the fridge and was eating it like an apple. As she bit into it, pips spilled out and dribbled down the front of her shirt. ‘Oh, no.’


Linzi reached over the sink to grab a piece of kitchen roll. Fiona turned from the chopping board, where she was dicing a carrot into calorie-counted chunks, to see what was going on and her eyes suddenly widened with rage.


‘For goodness’ sake, Linzi!! You’re wearing my shirt again. My bloody Nicole Farhi shirt. When did I say you could borrow it? No, don’t do that!’


Linzi was already damping the kitchen roll beneath the warm tap and moving to apply her now wet-wipe to the stain. Fiona snatched the damp ball of paper from her hand.


‘It’s pure silk. It’s got to be dry-cleaned . . .’


Here we go again. Kerry tactfully sneaked away from the kitchen and stole Linzi’s place on the sofa. She needed more sugar in her coffee but she wasn’t prepared to risk going back into the fray.


‘Take it off!!’ Fiona was shrieking.


‘You never wear it!!’ came Linzi’s reply.


‘Take it off!!’


‘It doesn’t even suit you!’


‘What do you mean? It looks perfect with my hair!!!’


God, thought Kerry, was it always going to be like this? She had hoped that such kitchen-sink nightmares would end when she moved away from Bristol and her sisters. But, no. This was worse. And her mother wasn’t even around to intervene. Kerry flicked through the television channels with the remote control. There was a buzz at the door. It was Tim. He’d come early. Hearing the sound of his baritone voice, Fiona switched suddenly from screaming harridan to sweetness and light and whisked him straight upstairs to her lair. Talk about saved by the bell. Linzi slunk back into the sitting room when she was sure that the worst of the danger had passed.


‘Lend me a shirt for tonight will you, Kerry? I’m meeting Eddy in the pub at ten and everything I own is in the wash.’


‘You can wear my black one from Oasis,’ Kerry said graciously. ‘But only if you promise to come to this party with me first.’


Linzi looked down at the pink stain on Fiona’s pale blue silk. The Nicole Farhi was unwearable and she didn’t have a thing in the world of her own that didn’t smell of fag ash or armpit.


‘And I’ll let you off that tenner you owe me from last weekend.’


What choice did Linzi have?


‘Battersea, wasn’t it?’ she replied. ‘Shall I call a ab?’
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You’ve heard of the Bermuda Triangle of course. But I bet you didn’t know that there’s an area of Clapham Common that has exactly the same effect on passing cars. The taxi company that Linzi called to get a ride from Balham to Battersea promised a quick service, friendly drivers and nice clean vehicles. It didn’t, however, promise that it would actually get you anywhere near your chosen destination in that double-quick time.


Clapham Common seemed to be a stumbling block for most of the minicab drivers of Balham. Inevitably speaking barely a word of English, they would turn up on time, claim to know where they were taking you, perhaps even point out the road you were looking for in their battered A to Z, and three-quarters of an hour later you would be on the wrong side of Clapham Common, getting out of the car to walk the rest of your journey, to the tune of approximately fifteen pounds.


‘He’s going the wrong way, isn’t he?’ Linzi hissed nervously. Indeed, he was. The cab driver had bypassed Battersea and was heading straight for Wandsworth instead.


‘Queenstown Road?’ Kerry reiterated hopefully.


‘Yes, I know, Quinston Road,’ said the driver with a sigh. He drove on towards Wandsworth Common and turned the stereo up pointedly.


‘Kerry, he is still going the wrong way,’ Linzi persisted. ‘Why don’t you tell him?’


‘Why don’t you tell him?’ Kerry rejoined.


‘Because I don’t know the address of the party.’


Kerry cleared her throat, but that didn’t stop her next sentence coming out as a strangled gasp. ‘I said Queenstown Road,’ she gurgled.


‘Yays, I know it,’ said the cab driver again, fixing her with a fierce glare in the rearview mirror. ‘Quinston Road, I know. I know.’


‘I don’t think so, actually,’ Linzi interrupted. ‘It’s over on the other side of the Common, mate. You’re going the wrong way.’


Linzi leaned over into the front passenger seat and snatched up the grubby A to Z. She flicked through the tattered pages angrily. Most of central London was missing or had been Sellotaped back in upside-down. She eventually found what she was looking for, with no help from the largely absent index, and jabbed at it with a vicious finger. ‘Look, Queenstown Road, mate. There. It’s in Battersea. You’re taking us the wrong bloody way.’


‘I not know this area,’ the cab driver protested. ‘I only come to England for to do my cartography degree.’


‘Oh, Christ on a bike,’ sighed Linzi. ‘You obviously haven’t had time to go to many of your lectures, have you? Look, turn right here. At this next corner.’ She tried to get him back on course. ‘And when you get to those traffic lights, turn left, then take a left again.’


The driver threw a right at the lights.


‘Left, I said.’ Linzi pointed wildly. ‘Left at the lights . . . Oh, bloody hell. This is ridiculous. Stop the car,’ she shouted. The driver pulled up abruptly without bothering to turn into the kerb. Linzi opened her door and pulled Kerry out on to the pavement after her. The taxi was now blocking the traffic, a queue of irate drivers already forming behind.


‘Three pounds fifty. Three pounds fifty!!!’ the driver protested with an open hand. He wasn’t going to move until he got paid.


‘You can sing for it, mate,’ Linzi told him, flicking the V-sign as she stalked off down the road. Kerry froze at the taxi’s door and fumbled for the right money. She had a solitary fiver in her faded Body Shop ‘Save the Endangered Species’ purse.


‘I got no change,’ said the cab driver rudely when she handed the crumpled note over.


‘Have it,’ Kerry whispered in a fluster. The man in the huge car behind the taxi was sounding his horn and making her too nervous to wait for any change. The cab driver slowly folded the note into his wallet and tutted. Kerry had to run to catch Linzi up.


‘We should have walked in the first place,’ Linzi muttered. ‘Three pounds fifty indeed!! He’s got a nerve asking for that. How much did you give him?’


‘I gave him a pound,’ Kerry lied.


‘That’s a pound too much. You’re soft in the head, you are, Kerry Keble. The whole point of taking a cab is that it gets you to where you want to go with no hassle. You’re not supposed to have to navigate as well. He should have given us a pound for teaching him a new route.’


‘He’s not from the area,’ Kerry whined. ‘And the one-way system can be really confusing if you don’t know it.’


‘It’s not his job to be confused,’ Linzi sighed. ‘Honestly, Kerry, if you don’t stop being such a soft touch I’m going to go straight home right now, shirt or no borrowed shirt.’


‘I just didn’t see the point in getting angry with him, that’s all,’ Kerry squeaked. But her voice was lost in the din of the Saturday-night traffic heading down Queenstown Road and into town.


The girls finished their journey to the party on foot in almost half the time it had taken them to circumnavigate Clapham Common in the cab driver’s old blue Astra. They recognised the venue because one happy reveller was already hanging out of a downstairs window, puking his guts out, and the creamy yellow splashback of his vomit very nearly got Linzi on her suede knee-high boots. Fiona’s suede knee-high boots to be more precise. The ones that had already barely survived the washing-machine disaster.


‘Kerry, this had better be a good one,’ Linzi hissed as she skipped out of the way of the chunder fountain.


She couldn’t guarantee it. Kerry suddenly wished she had come alone. At least then she knew that she wouldn’t have moaned to herself all the way home. Linzi was so difficult to please. She and her trendy aromatherapy friends were an entertainment Gestapo, unimpressed by anything falling short of Elvis Presley coming back from the dead to hold a reunion party for the great and the good at the Grosvenor House Hotel. A house-party in Queenstown Road was hardly likely to cut the mustard. Blinking back the urge to run back to Artesia Road and bury herself under her duvet, Kerry quickly pressed the doorbell, which was hanging loose from a single wire.


The party was being thrown by one of Kerry’s clients at ‘Verbal Tix – your one-stop voice-shop’. Lance Sylvester had been a big name in the early eighties. He had played the teenage tearaway son in a television sit-com that had run for almost three years. During that time his roguish face had graced the gossip pages of the tabloids daily and he’d been voted a ‘top-ten hunk’ by the readers of Just Seventeen. On her first day at Verbal Tix, as she leafed idly through the details of the artistes who she was going to be representing, Kerry had been thrilled to find the career résumé of Lance Sylvester among them. And she had been ecstatic when he called in that morning to say that he would drop by the office to meet her later that very day. When Lance turned up, however, Kerry barely recognised the man who had played such an important part in her third-form fantasies. He was shorter than she had imagined and his hair, dyed bright blue for his role in Family Affair, had all but fallen out. As had half of one of his front teeth which he couldn’t afford to get capped. Lance had barely worked at all since a couple of criminal cameos for The Bill in 1989. It was obvious that he drank like a fish these days and his hand felt just like one when he tried to rub it across Kerry’s backside.


‘Ignore him and he’ll go away,’ was her boss Leon’s advice.


But he didn’t. Lance Sylvester popped up at the office every day, as early as his hangover would allow, in the vain hope that someone wanted him to do his American accent for a cornflakes commercial or something paying even half as well. And Kerry knew that if she didn’t go to his birthday party, Lance would make her life a misery by harping on about how good it had been for at least the next five weeks, if not for the rest of her days on this earth. Her head ached with the nuisance of it all. There’s nothing like having to enjoy yourself under duress.


As he opened the front door to Kerry and Linzi, Lance was already in a state of advanced inebriation. ‘Where have you been, Kelly-man?’ he slurred as he slumped against the doorframe with a bourbon bottle clenched in his hand. ‘The party’s been going on since three o’clock this afternoon . . . Hey,’ he perked up, suddenly noticing Linzi, ‘you didn’t tell me you were bringing your sister.’


‘Linzi, this is Lance Sylvester. Lance, this is Linzi, my housemate.’


Lance took Linzi by the hand and kissed it theatrically.


‘I’ve been on the telly, love,’ he told her as his mouth twisted into a leer. ‘Fancy a shag?’


Linzi graciously forced out a laugh.


He ushered them into the purple-painted hallway. Kerry with a wave. Linzi by the old hand-on-bum control. She removed his fingers from her bottom casually, as if she were dealing with someone below the age of three who didn’t really know any better. But she made sure she cracked them as she did so, and when Lance hopped in front of the girls to guide them into the fray, he was blowing on his digits as if they might be broken.


‘He is disgusting,’ Linzi hissed to Kerry. ‘And he’s wearing a Level 42 T-shirt, for God’s sake.’


‘I think he knows the drummer.’


‘Yeah, right. Look, let’s find a phone, call a proper cab, and go to meet Eddy now. What do you say, Kez?’


‘I say I’ve just got to say “hi” to my boss before we can go.’


‘Say “hi” to your boss?’ Linzi mimicked. ‘You absolute bum-licker. Make it quick, eh?’


‘I’ll see what I can do.’


Lance led them into the sitting room, where the party had already fragmented into little cliques which hung around the walls as though the centre of the floor might be carpet over quicksand. Almost blind in the ineffective ambient lighting, Kerry nearly tripped over Lance’s girlfriend, who looked at the arm belonging to Lance which had wound its way around Kerry’s waist as though she might have been able to help it. Tactfully, Kerry wriggled free of Lance’s octopus grip and he made a dangerous sideways lurch, until his empty hand hit a table which put a rather abrupt stop to his listing.


‘Drink?’ he asked. At least, that was what it sounded like.


They nodded politely.


They weren’t going to survive this party without it.


Lance stumbled off in the direction of the kitchen, taking the bottle of Chardonnay they had bought for personal consumption with him. They wouldn’t see that again.


‘Can you believe that people still have this stuff on their walls?’ Linzi was off on a rant already, this time picking literally at the woodchip wallpaper. It had been painted over with a very dark red emulsion that made the room look like the lair of Count Dracula after a night of projectile vomiting and each picked-off chip revealed a nasty, bright white wound beneath. Kerry tried to slap Linzi’s hand away as Lance re-emerged from the kitchen with a different bottle and two very smeary glasses. Linzi casually leaned her hand over the bald spot she had so recently made and even managed a wink of thanks.


‘Nice place you have here, Lance,’ she told him.


‘Fanks,’ he slurred. ‘I interior-designed it myself.’


‘Yes, it’s very interesting. Very . . . um, vibrant. I can see that your personality is stamped all over the place . . .’


Kerry rewarded Linzi’s flattery with a sharp dig in the ribs. But she needn’t have worried because Lance had missed out on Linzi’s lack of sincerity altogether. ‘I’m gonna do the dining room next,’ he told her excitedly. ‘In maroon with a gold trim. It’s gonna look quite baroque, don’t you think?’


‘Oh, yes. Très baroque,’ said Linzi sweetly.


Lance poured each of the girls a glass of the very best Lambrusco Frizzante. Linzi held hers stiffly, without taking so much as a sip. She claimed she was waiting for the bubbles to go down but when Lance had to leave them to answer the door, she poured her drink straight back whence it had come. A cigarette end was already floating in the bit that remained at the bottom of the bottle. ‘I’m not drinking that piss,’ she told Kerry in no uncertain terms. ‘And this is the kind of party where it probably is piss. Lance looks just the type who would urinate in a bottle for a laugh.’


‘Oh, he’s all right really.’


‘All right really? That man is one down from a rat. What did he do with our Chardonnay?’


‘You didn’t have to come with me,’ Kerry protested.


‘You said that if I did, I wouldn’t have to pay you back that tenner I owe you from last Friday. I had to come, Kerry, because I don’t get paid until the end of next week. Besides, I quite like this shirt.’ She smoothed the clingy black material down over the waistband of her jeans.


‘Yeah, it suits you,’ Kerry said grudgingly. She hadn’t worn it at all since bringing it back from the shop. It had been bought in a bit of a hurry and when Kerry got it home, she discovered that she couldn’t do the middle button up.


Kerry took a sip of her Lambrusco and decided to her horror that Linzi was probably right about the piss. She put her glass down discreetly on a table covered with the detritus of a buffet. Two cans of Special Brew in a Threshers bag nestled behind a washing-up bowl full of potato salad. At least Kerry hoped it was potato salad. She fought shy of picking up a fork and finding out. Linzi snatched up the abandoned cans with glee. ‘I hope Lance wasn’t saving these for later,’ she laughed. She handed one over to Kerry. ‘At least they’re still sterile and sealed.’


It didn’t taste that much better than the piss but, at eleven per cent or whatever the alcohol content of the damn stuff was, Kerry figured that by the time she had finished the first half of the can, she wouldn’t be able to taste the second half anyway. Linzi leaned back against the woodchip and continued to survey the party with a jaundiced eye from her sartorial highground. She tutted in despair at a forty-something goth in lacy leggings who was picking over the remains of the cheeseboard. Nothing and nobody had met with Linzi’s approval so far that night.


‘Have you spotted your boss yet?’ she moaned. ‘Because I am more than ready to go.’


Lance staggered past again. This time, his eyes were barely open. He was wiping his nose and sniffing hard.


‘Having a good time, girls?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, yeah. Great time.’ Though obviously not as great as the time he was having, thought Kerry. ‘Where’s Leon?’


‘Leon’s over there,’ Lance told her, waving an arm in the vague direction of the other side of the room. Kerry strained through the smoke to catch a glimpse of her boss. He had indeed appeared and was standing by the window, flanked by two smaller guys. One of them was wearing a beanie cap on his largely bald head. That must be Sam, Leon’s boyfriend. Leon had mentioned him a few times, and though he hadn’t really described his paramour’s physical attributes at great length, his anecdotes about him were usually preceded by ‘that bald bastard’. Leon himself looked incredible, as usual, in a dark blue velvet jacket over straight cut jet-black jeans. He had said that he was going to get his hair cut that weekend and the shorter look made the most of his textbook handsome face. Leon was the best thing about Kerry’s job. He was unlike any boss she had met before. You could actually have a laugh with Leon . . . not to mention the fact that she fancied him like mad.


‘There he is,’ Kerry whispered. ‘That’s my boss.’ Linzi made a face that suggested she approved.


‘Whooah! He’s a bit gorgeous, isn’t he?’


‘I’m afraid so. And utterly unavailable.’


‘Never say never, Kez.’


Catching Kerry’s eye, Leon motioned them over, looking almost relieved to see another familiar face. When they reached him, he kissed Kerry on both cheeks. She stepped backwards with a blush. The sweet smell of his expensive aftershave clung briefly to her skin.


‘This is Sam,’ Leon said, introducing the bald one of his companions. Suspicions confirmed. ‘And this is Andrew.’ Sam and Andrew acknowledged the girls briefly but were quickly back in conversation between themselves.


‘Great party, eh?’ Leon asked.


‘I think the answer to that question has to be “eh”,’ said Linzi.


‘Oh, yeah. Leon,’ Kerry interrupted, ‘this is my housemate, Linzi. I bribed her to come with me.’


‘I didn’t think we paid you that much,’ Leon laughed. ‘How long have you been here?’


‘Ten minutes.’


‘We’ve been here since eight,’ Leon said, rolling his eyes. ‘I didn’t think that Sam would want to stay for one second but then he bumped into Andrew and now I can’t persuade him to leave. Andrew works for Sony. I think Sam’s angling for a three album deal.’


‘Any chance?’ asked Kerry.


Sam was a singer. He had actually been the voice of a small frog on the soundtrack of the latest Disney cartoon and now he was trying to break into the dance scene.


‘I think not,’ Leon smiled dryly. ‘Little does he realise that Andrew is low down in accounts.’


‘Perhaps he just fancies him,’ said Linzi, not realising her faux-pas. Kerry stared at her meaningfully but Linzi wasn’t even looking in her direction any more. The front-door bell had just rung again and, ever hopeful, Linzi wanted to see who was coming in. ‘Wow,’ she murmured suddenly. ‘Things are looking up.’


Linzi drew Kerry’s attention to the back view of a tall, dark-haired man, wearing jeans clinging tighter than a skin graft, who was leaning over an unsteady three-legged coffee table while attempting to roll a spliff. He was more than a little drunk, and the paper kept slipping from his fingers and unfurling again to lie flat. He tucked his long curly hair behind his ear to stop it from breaking his concentration and began the operation once more. Linzi affected a mock swoon. Kerry tipped her head to one side in appraisal and had to agree, ‘Not bad from the back.’


‘Not bad? He’s incredible, Kez!’


Leon was looking in the same direction now, to find out who or what had attracted their attention.


‘Oh, no,’ he groaned. ‘Please tell me it’s not Gaetano.’


‘Gaetano?’ the girls echoed at once.


‘His parents are Italian,’ Leon explained.


‘How exotic,’ said Linzi.


‘He’s up his own arse,’ said Leon.


‘Wish he was up mine,’ Sam quipped as he passed them by with an anaemic-looking sausage on a stick.


‘So, you know him?’ Linzi asked excitedly, clutching the lapels of Leon’s velvet jacket. ‘He’s completely gorgeous. You’ve got to tell me everything you know.’


‘I don’t really know him, Linzi. We’ve only been introduced a couple of times,’ Leon said warily. ‘Sam knows him far better than I do.’


‘What does he do?’ Linzi asked Sam.


‘He’s a drummer,’ said Sam.


‘A musician?’ asked Linzi.


‘Well,’ Leon murmured for the benefit of Kerry, ‘he’s certainly someone who bangs things. But he’s only a drummer in the evenings. By day he works in some trendy clothes shop on the Kings Road.’


‘He’s the most amazing man I’ve ever seen. You’ve got to introduce me to him,’ Linzi begged.


‘Well, I don’t really . . .’


‘Introduce me or I’ll die . . .’


As it was, Gaetano’s attention had already been attracted by the bizarre sight of a girl sinking to her knees at the feet of Leon Landesman. He raised a beautiful eyebrow quizzically as Leon beckoned him across. Gaetano walked towards them with the feline grace of someone who had been brought up on the catwalk. In fact, the proudest moment of his life had been almost getting a casting for a Dolce & Gabbana shoot.


‘Look at that walk,’ Linzi swooned.


‘He used to be a model,’ Sam chipped in lasciviously. ‘Once did an underwear catalogue that I keep under my pillow for lonely nights.’


Linzi licked her lips to buff up her lipstick and slowly rose to her feet again. ‘I like him more and more.’


‘Gaetano, this is Linzi,’ Leon said smoothly. ‘She was just demonstrating the flexibility of her knees.’


‘Very impressive,’ Gaetano murmured.


‘I like to keep myself limber,’ said Linzi.


Kerry covered her mouth with her hand and hiccuped back a laugh. Sam turned away in disgust.


‘Are you a dancer?’ Gaetano continued.


‘Are you asking?’ asked Linzi.


Kerry rolled her eyes.


‘If something good comes on then maybe we could . . .’


The heat that flared between them was palpable. Kerry looked at her watch as an excuse to avert her gaze. It was almost ten. ‘Aren’t we supposed to be meeting Eddy in the pub?’ she asked in desperation.


Linzi stared at Kerry as though she didn’t understand her. ‘Eddy? Oh, yeah. Eddy. You can go if you want but he won’t be on his own, so you really needn’t worry about standing him up. I’m staying here.’ She turned her attention straight back to Gaetano. Linzi wasn’t about to leave now. Poor old Eddy was already the flavour of last week. Subject closed.


The ear-splitting music suddenly shrank to a slow, sensuous grind. Linzi snaked her way out into the middle of the room to dance with her hands on Gaetano’s slinky hips. Kerry turned back to Leon, who was smiling sadly. Sam and Andrew had left the room altogether while Leon’s attention had been focused on introducing the girls to Gaetano.


‘Well, I guess I must be staying then,’ Kerry told Leon. ‘Fancy another drink?’


He shook his head. ‘Not for me. I’m driving. But I think I spotted another can of Tennants Extra over there by the buffet. That is what you’re drinking, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, yeah.’ Kerry blushed when she remembered the can she had been holding. It rather lacked the sophistication of a real Martini with olive. ‘I think I’ve had enough of this actually,’ she said, shaking the dregs. ‘It’s horrible when it starts to get all flat and warm.’


Leon nodded. ‘I can’t touch the stuff myself.’


‘I thought South Africans were weaned on lager.’


‘There’s lager and there’s lager, Kez.’


Kerry went to put the empty can down and nearly missed the table. Either that stuff was seriously strong or she was getting pathetic in her old age. When she had righted herself, she saw that Leon was looking at his watch again. Obviously pretty bored. Kerry searched the deepest recesses of her brain for something remotely clever to say. Leon gazed over her shoulder to the spot where he had last seen Sam. Pinching herself on the thigh through her pocket in an attempt to restore some semblance of sobriety to her head, Kerry flipped through a mental Rolodex of suitable party subjects to broach with your homosexual boss. She never had this kind of trouble when she was at work.


‘You look really pissed off,’ she announced suddenly. It wasn’t exactly an accomplished opening gambit.


Leon turned back towards her with a weakish smile.


‘Do I? I don’t feel pissed off,’ he said.


‘Well, you’re doing a good impression of someone who is. Come on, Leon. This is meant to be a party. Smile.’ She jigged about on the spot and was vaguely aware that she sounded like the kind of person she often wanted to punch. ‘Party! Party!’ she added lamely.


‘It isn’t exactly where we planned to be tonight,’ Leon sighed.


‘Really? I thought that Lance Sylvester’s soirées were the only place to be any night.’


‘Right,’ said Leon. ‘If the alternative is purgatory. You know, it was a year ago tonight that I first met Sam at the “O” Bar. So I guess you could say that today is our anniversary, though he didn’t stop sleeping with his last boyfriend until we had been seeing each other for three months.’


‘Oh.’


‘Yeah. Sam got me a surprise present,’ Leon continued. ‘He bought us two tickets on Eurostar to Paris. He’s got a friend there who was going to lend us his apartment in Pigalle for the weekend. Sam had it all planned. Dinner on a boat floating down the Seine. Champagne breakfast looking out on the Eiffel Tower. He was really excited about it.’


‘I would be too. What went wrong?’


‘I couldn’t go. I can’t risk travelling through customs at the moment.’


‘Why not? South Africans don’t need a visa to go to France do they?’


‘Getting into France wouldn’t have been the problem, Kez. The problem would have been getting back in here. I’ve got two days left on my visa.’


‘Two days? You’re kidding. Then what?’


‘I don’t know. I’ll think of something.’


‘You’ll have to get married to a British citizen,’ she joked.


‘That’s the best idea I’ve heard so far,’ Leon sniffed. ‘But I can’t see the union of Mr and Mr Landesman going down too well with immigration. Can you? Look, let’s stop talking about this or I’ll go into a decline. This is, after all, a party and you don’t go to a party to stand in a corner and moan. Let’s go and moan in the kitchen instead. By the way, Kez, what have you done to your hair?’


‘Oh,’ she put a hand to her tuft. ‘I had it cut this afternoon. Does it look really bad?’


‘No, it doesn’t look bad at all. In fact it really suits you. I didn’t know you had cheekbones. And I love that shirt. Green brings out the colour in your eyes.’


‘Really?’ Kerry felt her throat tightening at the thought of Leon looking at her closely enough to notice anything more about her eyes than that she had the usual two. ‘Do you think so?’


‘Yeah, they’re totally emerald. Look, I think I will have another drink after all. Do you want me to get something for you?’


Kerry shook her head. His flattery had left her barely able to talk. When he disappeared into the kitchen, she sneaked a look at her reflection in the darkened window. Cheekbones? She’d certainly never noticed those either. While she was checking out their existence, Leon returned from the kitchen empty handed.


‘Changed my mind. There’s nothing drinkable left.’


Kerry still hadn’t quite regained her composure. She looked at her shoes and wished she had cleaned them. ‘You’ve had your hair cut too,’ she said suddenly.


‘Yeah,’ said Leon. ‘Highlights my receding hairline.’


Soon it was after two in the morning. There was nothing left to drink and the party had degenerated to the stage where people were sleeping over most of the horizontal surfaces. The host himself had passed out in the bath a couple of hours earlier, much to the disgust of his female guests who became too shy to use the loo. Leon glanced at his watch for the millionth time, and scanned the room once more for Sam, who was still nowhere to be seen.


‘I think I might head off soon,’ he told Kerry. ‘Do you want a lift?’


She nodded eagerly. ‘If you’ve got enough room . . .’


‘There’ll be enough room. Sam seems to have left without me.’


‘But what about Linzi and Gaetano?’


Linzi and Gaetano were sitting on the window-sill. They had danced themselves into a near frenzy of lust and now Linzi was sensuously tracing the lines of Gaetano’s palm with her fingers. She was probably telling him, ‘You’re going to wake up next to a beautiful dark-haired girl.’ It was an old and over-used trick but still one of the best.


‘I’m afraid we’ll have to leave them behind. I’ve only got one spare helmet.’


‘Spare helmet?’ said Kerry.


‘Yeah, I ride a bike. You knew that?’


‘I think I remember you saying so but . . . I mean, when you asked me if I wanted a lift, I assumed you must have a car as well. I’ve never been on the back of a bike, Leon. I wouldn’t know what to do.’


‘You don’t have to do anything. You just have to hang on to me. It’s easy.’


Kerry looked at her thin cotton trousers.


‘But I’m not wearing leathers. What if I fall off ?’


‘You won’t fall off. I’m not wearing leathers either, am I? I’ll take it really slowly, I promise.’ Kerry still looked uneasy. ‘You don’t have to if you really don’t want to, though.’


‘No, no,’ Kerry protested, feeling her heart begin to flutter against the roof of her mouth. ‘I’d love to have a go. Got to live dangerously some time. I’ll just tell Linzi where I’m going.’


‘I don’t think she’ll miss you.’ Leon steered Kerry away from the window where Linzi and Gaetano were now quite seriously entwined. Linzi had given up tracing the lines on his palm and was instead languorously tracing the outline of his left ear with her long, wet tongue. ‘You ready?’ Leon reached below the table to find the helmets he had stashed there earlier. ‘It’s Sam’s,’ he sighed. ‘So you might find it a little bit big.’


‘How will he get home?’ Kerry asked.


‘As far as I’m concerned,’ said Leon, ‘he can walk.’


Leon’s fox-eyed Yamaha 750 waited patiently outside Lance’s house like a sleek horse seen through an acid haze. Leon put on his helmet, and helped Kerry fasten hers beneath her chin. Then he climbed on and waited for her to clamber up behind him. She felt a little strange about putting her arms around his narrow waist, but when he fired the engine up she had no choice but to cling on so tightly through fear that she probably left fingermarks.




3


Leon took the long way home and by the time they had circled Clapham Common about six times Kerry was almost enjoying herself. At one point, she very nearly opened her eyes wide enough to look at the view. But the best part of the journey by far was its end. As Leon turned the bike into Artesia Road, Gaetano and Linzi could be seen stumbling towards number 67, leaning heavily on each other for support. Leon pulled the bike into the kerb with a growl just behind them and helped Kerry climb off to stand, jelly-legged but proud, on the pavement.


‘You OK?’ He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and tipped her face towards him. ‘You look completely white.’


‘Nice bike, man,’ Gaetano gave the bike a cursory once-over and muttered something about the Triumph Bonneville he had been restoring for the past eight years. Linzi, who knew nothing about wheels except the colours that she liked them in, was duly impressed. Kerry took off the borrowed helmet and tried to shake her hair loose as casually as if she rode a bike to the corner shop on a daily basis.


‘That was great, Leon, thanks,’ she said. Now that it has stopped, she added to herself.


‘You fancy a quick spin?’ Leon asked Gaetano.


‘I think he might want to come in for a coffee first.’ Linzi wanted to get Gaetano in off the street. She could see her charms fading rapidly beside the sleek shiny lines of the Yamaha. Leon declined the coffee and Gaetano reluctantly declined the ride, much to Linzi’s joy and Kerry’s disappointment. Gaetano shrugged and mentioned ‘some other time’. Leon got back on to the bike and was gone with a roar before Kerry realised that he had finally said goodbye.


‘I can’t believe I did that,’ she murmured.


‘Neither can I,’ said Linzi. ‘You’re usually such a chicken.’


Gaetano returned his attentions to the next best thing after a motorbike. Linzi purred. She had won. It appeared that he would be staying for the duration of the night, after all.


Now it was beginning to rain. The three remaining revellers huddled for shelter in the tiny porch of number 67 while Kerry fumbled to find her keys at the bottom of her deep, black PVC bag. Linzi never remembered her keys, whether she was out with one of her housemates, or not. Her subsequent tendency to wake the whole house up in the middle of the night had been the source of many a bitter breakfast argument.


‘Hurry up,’ Linzi complained as Kerry pulled out a set of keys only to discover that they were the keys to her office when she tried to get them in the door. ‘I’m freezing to death out here.’


Gaetano obligingly wrapped his arms around her to keep her warm, then he tucked his freezing fingers beneath the hem of Linzi’s borrowed shirt and she shrieked with the shock of his cold touch on her warm flesh. ‘Stop it! No! No! No!’


‘Sssh!!’ Kerry put a finger to her lips and eased open the door. ‘I don’t think you ought to risk getting any further on to the wrong side of Fiona tonight.’


‘Oh, she won’t have heard that,’ Linzi nearly managed to whisper. ‘Not over Tim’s snoring. You must have heard him snoring, Kez. Poor you. It’s wonder you can sleep at all, having to have the room next to them . . . I tell you what, I’m sure Tim’s related to this pig my grandad once had down on the . . .’
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