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About the Book


‘Fantastic. Did you kiss him?’


‘He went to kiss me goodbye on both cheeks and we sort of collided noses,’ I confided.


Julie rolled her eyes. ‘Jeez, that’s pathetic, Lara. But not to worry. It can easily be improved upon. When are you seeing him again?’


‘Well, we didn’t actually arrange anything,’ I admitted sadly.


‘So, call him and arrange something now, you idiot. Don’t let this one slip through your fingers, Lara, for heaven’s sake. I think I can remember his number if you didn’t have the sense to take it down yourself.’


‘Julie, I can’t just call him if he hasn’t called me,’ I protested. ‘That would look so sad. I’d have to kill myself straight afterwards.’


‘Not if you had an excuse, you wouldn’t.’ She pointed towards a crumpled cricket jumper which was lying haphazardly across the back of a chair. ‘Look, he left that jumper behind. Deliberately, if you ask me. It was freezing by the time he left here on Sunday night so he would definitely have noticed its absence.’
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I


‘Cheer up, Lara. It might never happen.’


As far as I was concerned, it already had. But I tried to put on a happy face. I was, after all, handing round the nibbles at my very best friend’s engagement party. I was not, repeat not, going to think about everything that the ‘e’ word meant to me right at that moment. Such as the fact that when Julie moved in with her new fiancé Andrew I would not be able to afford the rent on our lovely little flat in Battersea on my own. And therefore I would probably have to move into a dreadful bedsit in somewhere unspeakable like Balham, where it would be simply impossible to entertain visitors and thus increase even further my chances of being left on the shelf at the grand old age of twenty-five.


While I played the hired help at her intimate soirée for fifty, Julie, the generous hostess, was describing the design of her wedding dress to Andrew’s elder sister, Clare. When I walked by with a red-hot plate loaded with recently reheated M & S dim sum, Julie grabbed me and pulled me to her so fast that I only narrowly escaped scorching her chest with the plate and dropping all the wontons on to the floor. Not that she didn’t deserve it.


‘And this,’ she announced drunkenly as I tried to rescue the nibbles and dusted the crumbs off my jumper, ‘is my chief bridesmaid, Lara. Lara, Clare’s just been saying that we can use the bridesmaids’ dresses she had made for her wedding. That way we can save a bit of money and fit in with the “something borrowed” bit at the same time.’


‘That’s nice.’ I tried to sound jovial. ‘What colour are they?’


‘Peach,’ replied Clare.


I knew she was going to say peach because peach is the one colour I most definitely cannot wear. It makes me look not so much sallow as recently exhumed from the grave. But instead of telling her this unfortunate fact, I said, ‘Clare, that’s really lovely of you. But weren’t your bridesmaids very skinny? I might have to lose some weight.’ As I said that, I stuffed two crispy wontons into my mouth at once and followed them with a slug of Julie’s highly calorific Malibu and pineapple. Come hell or high water, that peach dress was not going to fit me by the wedding day.


I returned to the kitchen and opened a couple more cardboard boxes as the sausage rolls in the oven (Quorn, not real meat, of course in view of the current fashion) turned from stiff frozen white to pale gold. I laid the delicate little vol-au-vents out in a circle on an oven tray and was so distracted by my own misery at the impending bridesmaid torture that I absent-mindedly picked up one of the ice-cold things and popped it straight into my mouth. Ugh! Frozen puff pastry and cold mushroom sauce. I spat it out on to the tray in front of me and then quickly picked the resulting debris off the other little puffs, hoping that no one would notice but not really caring that much if they did. I wasn’t exactly full of goodwill to all men that night.


‘Remind me not to have one of those,’ came a voice from the doorway. I had been caught in the act. I turned around sheepishly to see a giant of a man blocking my view of the hall. ‘Hugh Armstrong-Hamilton,’ the big guy announced grandly as he held out his hand. Neither Julie nor I knew anyone double-barrelled or anywhere near that formal so I guessed at once that he must belong to Andrew.


‘Friend of Andrew’s?’ I asked perceptively.


He nodded in confirmation. ‘We work together at Partridge Skelton.’


‘The merchant bank? Lovely. I’m Julie’s friend Lara Fenton, chief bridesmaid and deserted-flatmate-to-be,’ I replied bitterly. I must have been pretty pissed by now. I noticed that the bottle of cooking wine I had opened at the beginning of the party – to flavour the cook and not the edibles – was down to just half a glass’s worth in the bottom. I swigged that straight from the bottle for courage.


‘Got any ice?’ Hugh was asking.


‘No,’ I replied. But he wasn’t the only one who needed some now. Up close and when I could get him in focus, I realised that the man who had just invaded my kitchen retreat was completely gorgeous. He had that flawless skin which is wasted on men and would have saved me a fortune in foundation. As he squatted down to examine the contents of our freezer, which was long due a defrosting, I couldn’t help staring at his broad back and at the way his thick dark hair curled over his collar like a little wave breaking on the sand. He was divine. Sod the vol-au-vents. I could have eaten him.


‘I could just scrape some of this stuff off and have a margarita I suppose,’ he was saying, tapping at the ice that was crusted to the freezer walls and sending little white crystals fluttering like snowflakes to the floor. I laughed, nervously and far too loud.


‘But there isn’t any tequila,’ I told him. He closed the freezer and stood back up again. He seemed to take longer to stand up than normal people do, which was probably because he was a good foot taller than anyone else I knew. Suddenly I wished that I had decided to wear my sexy little black dress and not just slipped on my tatty jeans in a lonely-spinster-to-be protest. I found myself blushing when he looked at me and tucked my hair back behind my ear in a way which was supposed to be endearing, leaving a streak of flour across my cheek as I did so, which I wouldn’t notice until much later on.


‘Do you want a hand with those?’ Hugh asked. I was holding the tray of vol-au-vents somewhat crookedly and he had just watched two of them roll off the tray and on to the filthy floor. I looked at them forlornly. He must have been thinking that I was completely incompetent by now.


‘You can put these in the oven if you like. They’ll be done in twenty minutes,’ I said as I handed him the tray, trying hard to brush his fingers subtly as I did so. I had read something about doing that to create an intimate moment. Just at that intimate moment, however, Julie poked her head around the door and screeched, ‘Lara, put that poor man down and come out here at once.’


Put that poor man down? I had only tried to stroke his fingers. But I blushed to the roots of my hair straight away and began to stutter. ‘But we . . . I mean, I’m not . . . I’m not doing anything to him.’


‘Yeah, right,’ slurred Julie. ‘Come out here. I’m sure that the lovely Hugh can spare you for a moment or two.’


Hugh shrugged and smiled. ‘She sounds like she really needs you out there,’ he said. So I made for the door sharpish before Julie had time to open her mouth again.


‘What do you want?’ I asked her urgently.


‘I’ve got someone for you to meet. Someone lovely.’ She let the word roll off her tongue.


‘I was with someone lovely in the kitchen,’ I hissed.


‘Did you know you’ve got flour all over your face?’ she replied.


‘Have I?’


‘Yes. I’ll rub it off. Now you must come over here and meet Simon Mellons. He works with Andrew at Partridge Skelton and he’s very, very single. Just your type.’


‘You mean to say he’s desperate too?’


She shot me a weary look and began to weave her way through the crowd, dragging me along behind her. As we neared Andrew, I noticed the average-looking chap he was standing next to guffaw with laughter about something and spit chewed-up vol-au-vent out all over the mantelpiece as he did so. Apparently, this was Simon Mellons. Up until that moment, I might have given his lime-green chenille jumper the benefit of the doubt. In fact, I might have given him the benefit of the doubt right up until the moment when he picked up a bit of the recently expelled vol-au-vent and put it back into his mouth again.


‘Not my type.’ I muttered. But Julie didn’t let go of my arm.


‘What do you mean? He’s perfect for you. Give him a chance. You haven’t even spoken to him.’


‘No, honestly. I don’t need to. His surname’s Mellons, for goodness’ sake. Besides I should check the oven.’ I pulled away from her again and this time I managed to escape but as I stepped backwards, I trod heavily on to someone’s foot. I turned round to face Hugh Armstrong-Hamilton. He had spilled a glass of something down his front with the shock of my weight on his instep. Two glasses of something in fact. An elegant blonde who I wouldn’t have allowed into the house relieved him of one of the empty glasses and said, ‘Lucky I’ve already had enough to drink, Hughie-dear.’


‘Sorry,’ I muttered, then I fled without waiting around to see if my apology had been accepted.


I had decided that the party was over for me. I had got drunk, been obnoxious to my flatmate’s future sister-in-law, narrowly escaped being set up with a grade one dweeb and acted like an imbecile in front of the only man worth batting my eyelashes at. I went to my bedroom, thinking that I would lock myself away from the crowd and then knock myself out with a couple of Nytol. But someone else had already had that idea. Well, they had locked themselves away in my room but from the sound of my bedsprings, I guessed rather angrily that they weren’t doing any sleeping. There was nothing for it. I couldn’t hang around amongst all these gorgeous attached people feeling as rough and single as I did. So, I left my own home in the middle of Julie’s engagement party and walked the long miles from Battersea to Putney, where I knew my mother would be waiting for me with lots of tea and sympathy. At least, she would be once I’d woken her up and got her to let me in.


Despite the fact that it was four in the morning by the time I arrived, Mum seemed pleased to see me. Dad didn’t even wake up. I stayed at their house until early afternoon the next day, letting Mum make a fuss of me and be generally motherly, while Dad made the most of the diversion and smoked an illicit cigar in the lounge. Just after lunch though, Mum started asking the dreaded b-word questions and when I said that there was still no future son-in-law on the horizon, she told me that she’d heard that lesbians could adopt these days or do it with a test-tube if they wanted to so that no poor woman need grow old without grandchildren, just in case I had something to admit.


As you can imagine, I had to go back to the flat pretty quickly after that. I was feeling a bit of a heel for skipping the post-party tidying up, but had convinced myself by the time I got to our road that Julie didn’t actually deserve my help anyway since she hadn’t called Mum and was obviously therefore not exactly worried about what had become of me. As it turned out, I needn’t have felt bad at all. When I pushed open the door to our lovely little home at roughly four o’clock, I found that one reveller was still lying right behind it, fast asleep by the shoe-rack, face-down in a pair of trainers I had been meaning to throw away for quite some time. So much for missing the tidying up, I scowled. The house was still a tip and my vol-au-vents were still in the oven. Sadly, they were completely burned and stuck like limpets to the tray.


I tried the door to my bedroom again. This time, thank goodness, it wasn’t locked. My latest plan was to hang about in there, flicking through the pretty-coloured bits of the Sunday papers, until someone else woke up. No way was I tackling that mess on my own. But it was not to be. My bed was full. I counted three heads on the pillows and four sets of feet at the other end, so someone under that duvet was either very short or up to something I didn’t want to think about right then.


Slinking into the kitchen to put the kettle on, I found a solitary tea bag in the caddie but no milk. In fact the fridge was completely empty. Someone had even licked the margarine pot clean! Desperate for a cuppa and unable to drink black Darjeeling, I thought very, very dark thoughts towards my ex-best friend Julie indeed.


‘Oh, hello. What happened to you? I’m afraid I burned your vol-au-vents.’


It was Hugh Armstrong-Gorgeous, standing at the door to the kitchen again but this time with his huge arms full of groceries. He set the straining bags down on the kitchen table and I eyed a carton of semi-skimmed covetously. ‘I forgot how long you said they needed to be cooked for,’ he continued. ‘But when I tried to find you, you seemed to have disappeared.’


‘I went out to get a bit of fresh air,’ I told him.


‘Must have been a big bit. You were gone all night. Still, if this was my flat, I don’t think I’d have bothered coming back until Monday or Tuesday. It’s a right tip, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ I agreed. I noticed with disgust that someone had stubbed out a cigarette in the tub of my delicate Peace Lily and heaven only knows how much alcohol the poor plant had had to endure before that final indignity. It was now drooping almost as much as I was. I picked the fag butt out of the soil and flicked it on to the filthy floor which was awash with several further butts in a solution of cheap red wine. No amount of Baby Bio and sweet-talking was going to bring that poor lily back to life.


‘Bet you don’t know where to start?’ Hugh continued almost gleefully. ‘Luckily no one threw up in the bathroom.’


‘That’s a blessing then,’ I muttered.


‘But I’m afraid that someone did throw up in the corner of the sitting room. Behind the sofa. Just so you don’t get a shock when you look behind there.’


‘Thanks. It’s very kind of you to let me know,’ I said sarcastically. Sick in the sitting room? I wondered who had invited that particular pig and, more importantly, who had let them get away without mopping up their own mess? I could see Julie now. ‘Been sick? That’s OK. Just push the sofa over it for the moment and Lara will clean the mess up in the morning.’ Fume. Fume. Fume. Fifteen years of solid friendship were rapidly being eroded away by the results of one foolish night.


I put the kettle on again. But I had used the last tea bag so I had to reheat the black Darjeeling I had made earlier in the microwave instead. I didn’t expect it to taste right and it didn’t disappoint me. Hugh, meanwhile, rinsed a wineglass out beneath the cold tap, then thought better of it and decided that for hygiene reasons he had better drink straight from the juice carton instead.


I watched him slyly as he downed a pint of orange juice with his head tipped back and his Adam’s apple bobbing like a buoy. He still looked pretty delicious, even after a night of drunken debauchery, and I started to wish I had taken the opportunity to smarten myself up at mum’s before coming back to the flat. Where had he slept, I wondered, and more importantly, who with, since multiple bed occupancy seemed to be the order of the day? I hoped it wasn’t the ice-brittle blonde whose drink I had spilled all over Hugh’s jumper. Just while I was thinking about this, Hugh put the empty juice carton back down on the table, since the bin was already full to overflowing, and asked me, ‘So where did you stay last night?’ with a rather conspiratorial air. ‘Julie didn’t tell me that you had a boyfriend.’


Bloody Julie. Robbing me of my mystique. I bet she’d also told him that I hadn’t had a snog in two years. ‘Well,’ I replied, barely concealing my annoyance, ‘Julie doesn’t know everything about me after all, does she?’


‘Oh, that’s pity,’ said Hugh. ‘Because I was going to ask you if you’d like to join me for a late lunch but I imagine that you’ve probably got other plans.’


Damn, damn, damn. ‘No. I stayed at my parents’ house, actually,’ I blurted out quickly. ‘They live in Putney.’


Hugh smiled slyly. ‘Julie said that was where she thought you would be. So where should we go for lunch?’


Mum had given me so much food that morning that I felt like Mr Blobby after a fortnight-long binge but how could I resist Hugh’s charms? ‘There’s a pub round the corner that does Thai food,’ I suggested. ‘They might still be open. But I’d really like to get changed first, if you can bear to wait? My shirt smells terribly smoky.’ (And my armpits were probably much much worse!)


‘Actually, I think that someone might be sleeping in your room,’ Hugh said tactfully.


‘I had noticed.’


‘And anyway, I think you look fine as you are. Come like that.’


I looked down at my jeans. I supposed that they weren’t too filthy considering what they had been through and, in any case, he had already seen me looking my worst. Putting on my gladrags now wouldn’t repair the damage already done, would it? But I could really have used a quick tooth-brush. I knew that if I didn’t it would be sod’s law that Hugh, the most gorgeous bloke I had met in at least two years, would try to get a snog.


Just then, Julie stumbled past the kitchen door in the red DKNY petticoat thing that had cost her a fortune but still looked as though she had bought it from BHS, obviously not having bothered to get undressed before she went to bed. She waved vaguely. Her face had the pallor of someone who had been at sea for fifteen years and never quite found his sea-legs.


‘I’ll just put some lipstick on,’ I said, mindful of my own complexion. If Julie looked like shit, then I usually looked like shit that was two days’ old and natural light wasn’t going to be half as flattering as our dark kitchen.


‘Honestly, Lara, don’t bother,’ Hugh grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. ‘Let’s go now before everyone else wakes up and we get sucked into doing the hoovering.’


‘I had almost forgotten about that. You know what, Hugh? I think I really ought to stay behind and help out . . .’ I protested, suddenly getting an attack of butterflies about the impending late lunch. ‘Since I do live here.’


‘I’m not taking that for an answer,’ he retorted. ‘You were in charge of the vol-au-vents last night. Come on. You’ve done enough.’


Hugh was right. I had been a one-woman catering team, hadn’t I? Perhaps I had done my share of the work. Perhaps Hugh did like me in my tatty jeans. Perhaps I wouldn’t really have run out of things to say to him by the time we got to the bottom of the stairs.


‘Come on,’ he insisted. ‘Before I fade away with hunger.’


‘OK.’


I decided, unusually for me, to take a big risk. I gave up on my disgusting Darjeeling without further persuasion and followed Hugh out into the early autumn sunshine. After all, how big a cock-up could I make over lunch if I made sure that I kept to Diet Coke? And I knew that the mess in the flat would still be there for me to sort out no matter how late I got home.
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In fact, the mess was still there on Tuesday night. Julie and I were having a war of attrition about the clearing-up ever since I had found a used condom under my bed and was probably reacting in much the same way as my mother would have done – all frosty silence and meaningful glares over the breakfast table. By Tuesday night, however, I was sick of living in squalor and I decided that when I got back from work I would have to give up my protest and get stuck in at the sink straight away. Fortunately for her, Julie had the same thought and was back just before I was. If I hadn’t walked in to find her up to her elbows in Fairy Liquid, she might well have got monogrammed tea towels as a wedding present.


‘Thought I’d better do something about the state of this place,’ she muttered.


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Good idea.’


‘Those burnt vol-au-vents have totally ruined this old baking tray,’ she continued. ‘I just can’t seem to get them to shift . . .’


‘Really? You should try using more elbow grease,’ I said, not without a hint of sarcasm.


‘Look, Lara. I’m really sorry things got a bit out of hand on Saturday night. I promise you that I didn’t tell those people that they could use your bedroom as a sex nest. In fact I think they took a bit of a liberty as well, if it’s any consolation.’


‘That’s OK,’ I replied. ‘At least my duvet’s having a love life.’ I had shoved all my bed linen straight into the washing machine on Sunday night, without daring to check it for dubious stains, and then put it through a boil-wash twice, just in case.


Julie turned to face me, dripping soapy bubbles all over the floor as she paused in scrubbing at the ruined baking tray. ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ she asked as a sly smile spread across her lips. ‘“At least my duvet’s having a love life”? From what I gather, you’re not doing too badly yourself any more.’


‘What?’


‘You sly old cow. You never tell me anything. You went out for lunch with Hugh Armstrong-Hamilton and Andrew called me this morning to say that the foolish man just can’t stop talking about you now. The Stock Exchange is going to be on the verge of collapse pretty soon if he doesn’t stop mooning about Lara Fenton and get on with his work.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes, really. Well, maybe “mooning” was a wee bit of an exaggeration but Lara, he was charmed by you, you lucky mare. I chased after him for months and months and months. I had to give up when he blatantly started to set me up with his friends in an attempt to get rid of me. That’s how I met Andrew.’


‘You didn’t tell me.’


‘Well, it is a little bit embarrassing isn’t it? And I still don’t think Andrew really knows that he was only my second prize.’


I could almost feel myself puffing up with pride like a little mushroom vol-au-vent. Had I really caught the eye of a man that Julie Whitgift couldn’t attract? Maybe at last the tables were turning and I was going to be the one who was out every night with a different man, while she stayed in with her knitting. Though obviously it was a pretty hollow victory now that Julie had settled down of her own accord and was most definitely going to beat me to the altar. ‘So, he’s a bit of a catch, is he?’ I asked in a nonchalant kind of way.


‘Just a bit, La. He’s the whole bloody shoal.’ She ticked off the reasons on her fingers. ‘He’s handsome. He’s funny. He’s reasonably clever. And apparently he’s got more money than you could shake a stick at.’


‘You must be joking?’ I said. ‘We went halves on that lunch.’


‘So? He could have been testing you out, La. Just making sure that you weren’t after him for his fifteen thousand acres in the Shires.’


‘Fifteen thousand acres? Wow. Is that a lot?’ I couldn’t help asking before I added quickly. ‘But you know I don’t think like that about men, Julie. I don’t care how much money and land they’ve got to their names as long as they’ve got a nice personality and a reasonable face.’


‘Yes, Lara. But you were always a wee bit strange in that regard,’ Julie replied. ‘So, what happened?’


‘We talked.’


‘About what?’


‘Usual things. His work. My work. Whether Thai food is better than Indian?’


‘Any long silences?’


‘Not really.’


‘That’s good. Did he say whether he’s still single?’


‘No, but he didn’t say that he wasn’t. And the blonde girl he was talking to at the party is definitely just a friend. She goes out with one of his workmates in fact.’


‘Fantastic. Did you kiss him?’


‘He went to kiss me goodbye on both cheeks and we sort of collided noses,’ I confided.


Julie rolled her eyes. ‘Jeez, that’s pathetic, Lara. But not to worry. It can easily be improved upon. When are you seeing him again?’


‘Well, we didn’t actually arrange anything,’ I admitted sadly.


‘So, call him and arrange something now, you idiot. Don’t let this one slip through your fingers, Lara, for heaven’s sake. I think I can remember his number if you didn’t have the sense to take it down yourself.’


‘Julie, I can’t just call him if he hasn’t called me,’ I protested. ‘That would look so sad. I’d have to kill myself straight afterwards.’


‘Not if you had an excuse, you wouldn’t.’ She pointed towards a crumpled cricket jumper which was lying haphazardly across the back of a chair. ‘Look, he left that jumper behind. Deliberately, if you ask me. It was freezing by the time he left here on Sunday night so he would definitely have noticed its absence.’


‘I can’t do it,’ I whined. ‘If he was interested in getting together again he would have called me by now.’


‘Not necessarily. He might not have wanted to seem too pushy at first. Call him now,’ Julie commanded. ‘At the very least he deserves to know what’s happened to his jumper, doesn’t he?’


‘Since you put it like that . . . I suppose it wouldn’t hurt so much if I gave him just a little call . . .’ I picked up the jumper and carried it with me as I skipped over to the telephone. Had he really left it behind deliberately so that I would simply have to get in touch? The mere thought of that scenario was making my heart beat faster. Funny thing was, I could have sworn he was wearing a navy-blue sweatshirt complete with red wine stain and not a cricket jumper when we walked to the pub. Oh well. Julie called out Hugh’s number as she stood elbow-deep at the sink. She obviously knew it by heart, which was sad.


‘Is it ringing?’


‘Yes, it is.’


There was no time to back out. Hugh picked up the phone after just two rings. It entered my mind briefly that he might even have been waiting by the phone for me to call and I instantly lost all semblance of composure.


‘Er, hi, H-Hugh,’ I began. ‘It’s L-Lara. Lara Fenton. The girl at the party in Battersea. We went for lunch on Sunday. Remember?’


‘Of course I remember. Hi, Lara. How are you? Finished that tidying up yet?’


‘I’m fine, thanks. And we’re just starting the tidying up now as a matter of fact. I’m only calling because you seem to have left your jumper behind,’ I added hurriedly.


‘My jumper?’


‘Yes. It’s a woolly cricket jumper with maroon and gold stripes around the neck.’


‘Maroon and gold stripes?’ He was obviously playing the innocent. ‘Nope,’ he announced after a second’s thought. ‘I don’t think so. That’s really not my kind of thing, I’m afraid. Must belong to someone else.’


‘Are you sure?’ I asked.


‘Yes. I’m sure I’d know if I’d lost my own jumper. And I swear I’ve never owned a cricket sweater in my life.’


‘Oh. I suppose you’d know.’


A moment of awkward silence yawned open like an abyss before me and I wanted to fall straight into it.


‘Well, I’m sorry to have bothered you then,’ I muttered. ‘I’ll see you around.’


‘When?’


‘What?’


‘When will I see you around?’


‘Whenever?’


‘How about this Thursday?’ he asked. ‘I’ll come over to your place about eight o’clock. That be OK with you?’


‘OK?’ I squeaked. ‘OK? That’d be lovely. Thursday it is, then.’ He said goodbye and put down the phone. I almost tripped over the Hoover as I raced back to Julie, trying to calm down the growing heat of excitement in my cheeks with the mystery jumper. ‘It isn’t his jumper,’ I informed her innocently.


‘I know it isn’t,’ she said flatly. ‘It belongs to Andrew. But I also knew that you’d never phone Hugh Armstrong-Hamilton in a million years if you didn’t have an excuse to do it.’


‘What!! How could you do that to me?’ I put the jumper down on the table and picked up a damp tea towel which I used to flick Julie with hard across the back of her head. ‘You bitch,’ I shrieked. ‘You set me up!!’


‘I got you a date though, didn’t I?’
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Julie’s claim that she had ‘got me a date’ was perhaps a little premature. I booked Thursday afternoon off work and panicked my way up and down the length of Kensington High Street trying to find a suitable outfit for dinner with an earthly god. Three hours of hard foot-slogging later I got back on to the Tube completely empty-handed and prayed all the way home to Battersea that my long black jersey dress with its flattering stomach-flattening front panel would be clean enough to wear.


It wasn’t of course. Julie had borrowed it for a drinks-spilling party in Fulham and not bothered to wash it out afterwards. So I spent another hellish hour laying out the cleanish contents of my wardrobe upon the bed and trying to narrow down a short-list of possibles from a jumble sale’s worth of panic buys.


There was the added complication that I didn’t know where Hugh was planning to take me. We had already been out for lunch together. Did that mean that he was ‘serious’ enough about me to want to take me out to dinner or were we going to spend the evening in some smoky little pub? And if we went to a restaurant was it going to be Pizzaland or Daphne’s? Julie had spent the past two days periodically sighing, ‘He’s so rich, you lucky bitch’, so we might well be going Michelin. On the other hand, I had heard that the seriously stinking rich were notoriously tight with their cash so we might just as well be doing McDonalds.


Anyway, I got my options down to a blue silk shift dress that I had bought in a Browns sale and a pair of voluminous navy palazzo pants which would go quite well with a white top I’d inherited from Jools when she lost half a stone and subsequently an inch off her boobs. Both the trousers and the dress had been bought at extreme times in my life. The shift dress when I had just split up from my university boyfriend and lost eight pounds in a single week without even trying to stay off the chocolate, and the trousers at the very peak of my ‘life’s so good I’ve got fat’ stage. Now that I was in between those extremes neither the pants nor the dress fitted properly but with the help of an elasticated belt and underwear with a high Lycra content respectively, they would just about do. They would have to.


At the very height of my sartorial dilemma, Julie returned from work. She was much much earlier than usual – her job in advertising generally required a three-hour lunch that had to be made up for at night – but she was obviously as eager as I was for my big date to arrive. Walking into my room to see how the transformation was getting on, she took one look at the clothes laid out upon my bed, shook her head violently and said, ‘No, no, no. You can’t wear those. What about your long black dress?’


‘It is hanging, unwashed, from the back of your bedroom door,’ I replied in a remarkably civil tone for someone so deep in panic that I needed a police diving team to get me out.


‘Whoops. Then I suppose I’ll have to lend you something of mine.’


She disappeared into her room and returned moments later with armfuls of stuff that I just knew I would never get into. But Julie wasn’t about to let the fact that I was at least a size bigger than she was become some sort of problem. She had me squeeze myself into a rust-brown coloured jersey creation with buttons all the way down the front. On Julie, this long dress had looked stylishly monastic. On me, with all the buttons straining fit to burst across my bust, it looked like the splitting skin of an overripe conker.


‘I can’t wear this,’ I wailed. ‘You can see my bra through the gaps.’


‘It’s sexy,’ she assured me as she stood back and admired her handiwork. ‘Just a little flash of lace here and there. Drives the boys wild.’


‘More like a flash of grey cotton and safety pins,’ I told her. ‘I remain unconvinced.’


‘Stay there.’ Julie rummaged in my jewellery box and fished out a brooch. She used it to pin together the worst area of seepage.


‘There you go,’ she said triumphantly. ‘No one will notice your underwear now.’


‘But this looks even more ridiculous,’ I moaned. ‘No one ever wears a brooch at that height. Besides which, it’s a disgusting brooch.’ It was a silver and diamante hedgehog that had been given to me by my grandmother on my twelfth birthday. I had loved it at the time but now it was just a little bit too twee even for someone who owned more than one pair of teddy-bear print pyjamas. I couldn’t bear to throw it away since my grandmother had recently passed on to the other side but equally, I had never actually intended to wear it again.


‘It looks OK, Lara. Honestly it does. Just relax a bit, will you?’


‘It draws too much attention to my tits.’


Julie sat down on the edge of the bed and considered my opinion. After giving my 36Cs a critical once-over, she nodded and said, ‘Yes. Perhaps you’re right. It makes you look massive. Haven’t you got one of those minimiser bra things?’


‘A minimiser bra? My chest is my one and only asset!!’ I protested. I unpicked the hedgehog brooch and put it back into the jewellery box but not before giving it a little kiss to make amends for the fact that I had pronounced it disgusting.


‘Well, do you want to make a feature of your bust or not?’ Julie continued. ‘Make your mind up, will you? You’ve only got half an hour.’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I might just have to cancel this date altogether,’ I said forlornly as I collapsed on to the bed. ‘I’ll have to ask him if we can go out tomorrow instead and make sure that I get my black dress clean tonight.’


‘No way,’ Julie insisted. ‘It’s way too late to cancel tonight’s date politely and if you ask him to go out tomorrow instead you’ll look like a proper saddo.’


‘Why will I look like a saddo if I ask to see him tomorrow night?’ I was confused.


‘Because how many hip and groovy people do you know who don’t have their Friday nights booked up for weeks in advance? He’ll think you’ve got no friends, Lara.’


‘But I’m not actually doing anything tomorrow night, am I?’


‘You’ll just have to pretend that you are. Honestly, Lara, you’ve got to make him think that you’re a valuable commodity to be desired and respected, not just some desperate old slapper grasping for any date that’ll have you.’


‘I’d rather be a desperate old slapper with something to do on a Friday night than a lonely wannabe commodity,’ I protested. ‘Can’t I pretend that tomorrow evening is the one Friday night this year I have free? I could pretend that I’ve been keeping it clear to deep-condition my hair but that I’ll sacrifice my beauty routine especially for him?’


‘He won’t believe for an instant that you use a conditioner,’ Julie sneered as she examined my split ends. ‘But I suppose it isn’t really an issue since it’s not as though Hugh won’t have already arranged to go out with his friends tomorrow night anyway.’


Just then, the telephone rang. Julie leapt to her feet. ‘I’ll answer it. I’ll answer it. You’ve got to get those buttons shut somehow. Breathe in a bit more, can’t you?’ She skipped off into the kitchen and left me to wrestle with the jersey dress. Perhaps if I put on a plain black vest beneath and undid all the buttons as far down as the waist? That might look quite chic. I considered my vest collection. Perhaps not.


‘Lara!!! It’s for you,’ Julie shrieked.


I looked at my watch. Just quarter of an hour to go before Hugh was due to arrive. I prayed that it wasn’t my mother, calling to find out whether I had remembered to handwash my navy-blue cardigan or if I had enough vitamin-enriched vegetables in my fridge. Julie was holding her hand over the mouthpiece. As I walked towards her she was whispering instructions frantically. ‘It’s Hugh,’ she said. ‘He may just be calling to say that he’s going to be late but if he wants to rearrange, remember that you’re far, far too busy to see him until next Tuesday.’


‘But I’m not too busy,’ I reminded her in a hiss. ‘I haven’t got anything to do all weekend or on Monday night.’


‘I don’t care. Listen to your Auntie Julie, Lara. If you want to succeed with this one, you have simply got to play hard to get for a while. Be strong for me.’


She handed the telephone to me and gave a thumbs-up sign but did not retreat to another room. It was clear that she was going to stay right beside me to police every little thing I said.


‘Er, hello, Hugh,’ I muttered. ‘Have you had a nice day?’


Julie winced at the pleasantry.


‘Nice as a day at the office can be, thank you, Lara,’ he replied. ‘Listen, I’m terribly sorry to do this to you at such short notice but I’m afraid I’m going to have to blow you out this evening.’


‘Blow me out? Why?’


No, no, no, Julie shook her head. I was obviously meant to be disinterested in his reasons.


‘Something’s just come up,’ he said simply. ‘An old friend is in London for one night only and I really must see her because she lives such a long way away from town. I feel such a heel, Lara. I do hope you can forgive me for messing you around like this.’


‘Oh, it’s OK,’ I squeaked as my heart sank to my shoes. ‘I should probably put in a couple of hours on a project I’ve been doing for work anyway.’ Julie looked as though she was going to die. ‘Could we, could we perhaps rearrange for a later date?’ I asked tentatively.


‘Of course,’ said Hugh. And very enthusiastically too, I thought. My confidence in his interest was instantly restored. ‘How about tomorrow night? We could go to this great little Italian restaurant I know for dinner, eat a bit of pasta and then perhaps go on to a club.’


I bit my lip.


‘Tomorrow night?’ I asked.


Julie shook her head so violently that I thought her eyes might pop out.


I swallowed hard. ‘Tomorrow night? Oh, Hugh. That sounds just wonderful but I’m afraid that I’m already booked up for the whole weekend.’


‘Really?’


‘’Fraid so. I’m playing squash. Yes, I’m in a squash tournament,’ I elaborated. ‘Would next Tuesday evening do instead?’


It would. We made the necessary arrangements and I bid Hugh goodbye.


Julie was sitting on the kitchen table, still shaking her head. ‘Squash tournament?’ she said incredulously. ‘Squash tournament? No one ever plays squash on a Friday night, Lara. Now he’ll think you’re really weird. Or worse, what if he asks you to have a game of squash with him one day? You haven’t got a clue how to play!!’


‘All right, all right! Stop going on at me,’ I begged her. ‘At least I managed to turn him down for tomorrow night. That was what you wanted, wasn’t it? It’s me who’s got to sit in all on my own now when I could have been having dinner at an Italian restaurant and then going on to a club to dance the night away in his big strong arms.’


‘Is that what he suggested?’


I nodded.


‘Oh, I bet he means La Traviata. I went there once with him, Andrew and a girl they both knew called Caroline. She was a right bitch, I can tell you. Acted like her shit doesn’t smell. But it was the best Italian meal I’ve ever eaten. And really expensive too. Andrew paid something like twelve pounds for a piece of bread with tomatoes on it. Bruschetta, I think it was called.’


‘Thanks a lot, Julie,’ I hissed. ‘I could have been eating out there tomorrow night but instead I’ll be having tomatoes on toast chez nous.’ I did a mental inventory of the contents of the cupboards. In fact, I probably wouldn’t even be having that unless I went round M & S with my Chargecard. There were still two weeks until pay-day and I was already banging my head against the limit on my overdraft.


‘Cheer up, Lara.’ Julie put her arm around my shoulder. ‘I’m sure he’ll take you to La Traviata another day. And just think, when he does, that bruschetta will taste all the better for your having waited for it. If you approach this whole thing properly, La Traviata might even be the restaurant where he asks you to marry him, like Andrew did me in Le Manoir.’


‘Aren’t you jumping the gun just a little bit?’ I asked. ‘We haven’t even had our first date yet, for heaven’s sake.’


‘So? Andrew knew that he wanted to marry me just two days after we met.’ She put the kettle on and continued to muse about the legendary proposal. He had gone down on one knee of course. ‘In front of all those people eating their dinner. I was terribly embarrassed at the time but when I look back on that moment now, I can see that it was just so romantic of him. I really couldn’t have asked for a more wonderful, sensitive man to share my life with.’


I had only heard this story about a million times so I left her to her dreaming and went to take off the borrowed dress before I lost the ability to breathe within its confines. I rescued my own black dress from the back of Julie’s door and stuffed it into the washing machine with the Fairy washing liquid ball. But I was so pissed off about not being able to see Hugh for another five days because of Julie’s stupid seduction system that I must have put it in on the wrong cycle, because when I came to get the dress out again an hour or two later, it had shrunk.


So, I spent Friday night trying to stretch my black dress back to its former proportions and when that tactic failed miserably, I spent the rest of the weekend shopping for something similar to replace it. Once again, I was having no luck on the shopping front. The fashion for flattering clothes had obviously passed and the shops were full of Day-Glo dresses that all stopped at just the wrong spot on my thighs or my calves. From the knees down, I had decided, my legs were passable, but show even a half-inch above that, and my cover was blown. Likewise, an unflattering line across the calf might draw too much attention to my slightly unladylike ankles.


Julie came with me into town. She was hunting for ‘going-away’ outfits for her honeymoon and two hours into the shopping trip, she had enough carrier bags full of stuff to set up her own stall in Covent Garden. I had purchased nothing. Absolutely nada. Over coffee in a little French place with real Parisian waiters (or maybe just Islingtonians with good accents), Julie tried to persuade me that a pair of silver-fishscale flared hipsters I had tried on in Miss Selfridge did in fact make me look good and not like a half-descaled cod.


‘You should get them for your date on Tuesday,’ she said as she stuffed down an almond croissant. ‘Hugh likes a wacky girl. Believe me.’


‘I am not getting those stupid hipsters,’ I replied as I slavered at the mere thought of being able to stuff down an almond croissant with such impunity. ‘You just want me to buy something quickly so that you can stop helping me to find that perfect dress and suggest that we go home.’


‘That’s not fair. I’ve been really helpful to you today.’


‘No, you haven’t. You just keep shoving lime-green hotpants suits and bright yellow kaftans in my direction. You don’t care whether I look good on Tuesday night or not. In fact, you’d probably prefer it if I looked a right state, wouldn’t you?’


‘I would not, Lara. That’s so untrue.’ She looked almost genuinely surprised and hurt. ‘I want this date with Hugh to be a success almost as much as you do. But it’s very difficult to go shopping creatively with someone who’s so set in her ways about clothes, you know. You should give some of my suggestions a chance. You’re always looking for something in boring black or navy blue when silver and pale green could be just the colours you want. You won’t know unless you try them,’ she added wisely.


‘I do believe that it was you who suggested I wear black and navy blue in the first place,’ I reminded her tartly. ‘You said, if I remember rightly, that they might help to “de-emphasise” the width of my bum.’


‘I didn’t, did I?’ Julie blushed. ‘But that was in the old days. You’ve really shaped up since I said that. Let’s go back to Miss Selfridge and try those trousers on again.’


‘Have I really shaped up?’ I asked, fishing for compliments.


‘Yes. You really have lost quite a bit of weight since you got that exercise bike.’


I’d ridden the damn thing twice.


‘I’ve always been jealous of your curves, La. You’ve got a real bust and a tiny waist. I’m just straight up and down,’ she added wistfully, as she folded the last of the croissant into her mouth. Like the crow with the cheese, faced by the wily fox, I was flattered back into stupidity.


So, when Julie had finished her coffee, we trooped back to Miss Selfridge and walked straight up to the disco-diva-type section where the silvery hipsters were hanging by the thousand, reduced from £45 to just £6.99 a pair, popular though Julie insisted they were. Julie picked out a pair in size twelve and a pair in size fourteen. I carried them through to the changing room obediently, feeling the crinkly plastic coating on the fabric and wondering just how much fun they would be to wear after you’d had a bit of a dance in them and were covered in sweat. Depended on what your kind of thing was, I supposed.


The changing room, this not being my day at all, was one of those dreadful communal changing rooms that remind you that shopping for clothes, like being hit by a bus, is one of those occasions that requires matching underwear. I wasn’t wearing matching kit, of course, so I tried the trousers on in the quietest corner I could find, pulling them up beneath my skirt and not taking my skirt off until I was sure that the zipper on the hipsters was going to fasten all the way.


As far as I could see in the mirror, which was being hogged by two fifteen-year-old size sixes who kept asking each other if they looked fat, the hipsters were no real improvement on my memory of the same. I turned round and round like a dog with worms chasing its tail in an attempt to get a good back view in the impossibly placed glass. I was getting pretty dizzy before I realised that it wasn’t going to happen and decided that I would just have to trust in the judgement of my best friend. Unwise though that was considering her track record.
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