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20 August 1997





Dear Diary,


Woke up with a terrible hangover. Last night Nessy and I went to that new pub called the Wellington. It was such a laugh! We drank a bottle of cava before we went out, as we could only afford to buy one drink each. I saw Billy Romani, the musician. God, he’s so gorgeous, but he doesn’t even know I exist . . .


Still loving my new job on the magazine – the people are really cool and I’m learning a lot. Next stop “Vogue”! Well, we can dream . . . Rang Dad from work and wished him happy birthday – he loved his card and pressie!!! Arranged to go home to visit him and Mum next weekend. I miss them!


Super-hot again. At Lunchtime Nessie and I sunbathed in the park and topped up our tans. She couldn’t stop talking about Julian, her new boyfriend. They’ve only been on a few dates but she’s already madly in love!


Well, anyway, must get ready. I’m going to a party tonight and am wearing my new miniskirt from Miss Selfridge. Can’t wait – it’s going to be so much fun!!!










iCal





20 August 2007








	06.00
	    
	Wake up.




	06.15
	    
	Personal trainer.




	07.30
	    
	Check emails.




	08.00
	    
	Leave for office. En route make and return calls.




	09.00
	    
	Arrive at office. Track news stories.




	10.00
	    
	Write emails and touch-base with Bea.




	11.00
	    
	Work on tomorrow’s meeting for Larry Goldstein.




	12.30
	    
	Lunch meeting with journalists from Daily Standard et al.




	15.00
	    
	Write press release.




	16.00
	    
	Connect Johnny Bird, West End hairstylist, with new editor of Cuts magazine for a quote and interview about his new shampoo range.




	17.00
	    
	Write that press release!




	18.00
	    
	Work on the award application for Cloud Nine account.




	19.00
	    
	Dinner with Miles.




	22.00
	    
	Review schedule for next day and prepare.




	23.00
	    
	Read chapter in Finding Yourself Made Easy.





	24.00
	    
	Go to sleep.








Chapter One



W oosh-woooosshhh-woosh-woooooshhhh.



Ah, what total bliss. Listening to the waves gently rolling in on the deserted beach – wooosh – their white, frothy peaks caressing the empty stretch of sand, before rolling back out again. Woooossshhhhh. In and out they go. It’s like the most wonderful lullaby. Relaxing. Soothing. Calming. My mind is drifting. My body is floating. I’m in a deeply peaceful place of serenity—


BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP!


Argh. No, I’m not. I’m in my flat in London, it’s Monday morning, and I’m being jolted awake by the piercing sound of my alarm clock.


Heart thumping, mind racing, I roll over in bed, lift up my aromatherapy eye mask and peer anxiously at the time: 06.00. My stomach lurches. God, is that the time already? I have a personal-training session booked before work – I have to get up.


BEEEEEPPPPP!!!!


Like now.


I hit the ‘off’ button and throw back my sheets. I just bought these sheets. They’re made from pure organic, unbleached cotton, which the saleswoman in John Lewis assured me would help my allergies. I have tons of allergies, which is a bit embarrassing, as that makes me sound like one of those trendy, annoying types who wear Crocs and think it’s cool to have a wheat intolerance, but I genuinely do have allergies. Really, I do. Anyway, I thought I’d give the sheets a try. I’m not sure if they’re helping, though, as I only have to think about how much I paid for them and my eyes start watering.


The alarm is now silent, but for a moment I can’t rouse the energy to move. Arms and legs outstretched, I lie starfish-wide on my mattress, my eye mask still on my head, the humidifier puffing out little clouds of steam. My sound machine continues playing in the corner. It’s set to ‘Relaxing Ocean Lullaby’ to help aid restful sleep. That’s because not only do I have a ton of allergies, but I’m also a bad sleeper. Just terrible. I find it so hard to switch off. As soon as I close my eyes, all these niggling worries begin running around in my head like millions of ants.


I tried counting them once, like they tell you to do with sheep, but it had the opposite effect. Instead of making me fall asleep, it made me wide awake with fear and I ended up staying up that whole night watching cosmetic-surgery-gone-wrong programmes on TV. Not only was I exhausted the next day, but I now have these weird nightmares about vaginal rejuvenation. (Trust me, there is such a thing as too much information.) So that’s the last time I’m ever going to try that.



Saying that, it might help if I gave myself more than five hours’ sleep a night. It was nearly 1 a.m. when I finished reading the chapter in my new book, Finding Yourself Made Easy, and turned out the light. But then all successful women survive on hardly any sleep, don’t they? Margaret Thatcher used to run the country on four hours, and I’m always reading articles about Madonna getting up at 4 a.m. to do Ashtanga yoga.


A yawn rips through me. Maybe just this once I’ll treat myself to another five minutes in bed. I mean, another five minutes aren’t going to hurt, are they?


I am just curling back into the foetal position when I feel a twinge of doubt. Actually, on second thoughts, better make it two minutes. I’ve got a busy week ahead of me. Tomorrow I’m meeting with a potential new client – Larry Goldstein, a high-profile cosmetic dentist from LA who does all the big Hollywood stars, is opening a flagship store here in London. He’s looking for a public-relations firm to help launch it. Mine, I hope.


I feel a flutter of pride. I still can’t quite believe I have my own company – Merryweather PR – which, according to a recent mention in the business section of the Telegraph, is ‘a London-based boutique public-relations company. Specialising in health and beauty, it was formed three years ago by Charlotte Merryweather [that’s me!], PR expert and experienced journalist, who prides herself on giving each client the individual and personal touch.’


Which reminds me – I must check to see if Mr Goldstein has any personal dietary requirements. Only last week I made a reservation for some clients at this trendy new sushi restaurant that has a month-long waiting list (in order to get a table, I had to beg, plead and bribe the restaurant with the promise of a dazzling mention in all forthcoming press releases) only to discover when we arrived that the MD of the company was pregnant and couldn’t eat raw fish.


My flutter of pride is quickly swamped by a familiar pang of worry.


OK, sod the extra two minutes in bed. Make it one.


Oh, and I mustn’t forget to reply to those emails from my personal financial adviser. Now I’m in my thirties, I have to think about savings and retirement funds. Apparently, my shares in South-East Asia are looking healthy, but my pension isn’t performing well. All fascinating stuff . . . if I had the faintest clue what he was talking about.


Fifty-five seconds.


Which is why I need to order a couple of those books off Amazon called things like Investing for People Who Thought Dow Jones Was a Welsh Tenor Until Very Recently or whatever.


Fifty seconds.


Miles, my boyfriend, says it’s really important to plan for the future. He’s a property developer and he’s always talking security and investments. In fact last week when we were in bed, I zoned out in the middle of a conversation about buy-to-let mortgages and imagined myself snogging Jake Gyllenhal.


Actually, I’ve been doing that a lot lately . . .


Forty-five seconds.


But that’s normal. Everyone fantasises in relationships. I know, because I read that in one of my self-help books too. We’ve been together for eighteen months and we have a great relationship. OK, so the sex isn’t always mind-blowing, but that isn’t everything, is it? When I was younger, it was really important, but nowadays there’s so much more to think about.


Forty seconds.


Like my dry-cleaning. I must remember to pick up my dry-cleaning.


Thirty-five seconds.


And go food shopping. I shop at this really cool organic supermarket where I once spotted Gwyneth Paltrow by the King Edward potatoes. Unfortunately it’s very expensive – a banana’s like £2.50 or something – but I really try to eat a healthy, well-balanced, organic diet. This week, though, I was too busy and so there’s nothing in the fridge.


Actually, that’s a fib. There’s lots of manky rotting vegetables. That’s the only problem with buying organic. It goes off really quickly as it’s not stuffed full of preservatives and E-numbers. In fact, to tell the truth, I usually end up throwing it away and going out to eat.


Thirty seconds.


Which reminds me. I promised to cook dinner tonight for Miles. Well, ‘cook’ is a slight euphemism. It’s generally more a case of me emptying pre-washed organic rocket out of a bag and pricking the sleeve of some porcini risotto from the supermarket’s ‘restaurant range’. I’m a huge fan of those ranges. All right, they’re a bit pricey, but they’re so worth it. I mean, have you ever made risotto? It takes ages. Literally hours. All that faffing about stirring in vegetable stock every five minutes, until your carpel tunnel is killing you and you’re drunk from polishing off the white wine that was meant for the risotto. (Well, you have to do something while you’re stirring – it’s so goddamn boring.) Then, to add insult to injury, it still turns out lumpy and tasteless, and you have to spend weeks eating it because it’s like magic porridge and what started out as just two cupfuls of Arborio is now enough to feed an army.


My mind is racing at its usual hundred miles an hour, and I roll over and hug my pillow to my chest.


Twenty-five seconds.


On second thoughts I don’t have time to go food shopping. We’ll have to eat out instead. But that’s OK. It’s a good excuse to try that new gastropub in my neighbourhood. It opened a few weeks ago and I’ve been dying to go.


Twenty seconds.


Oh God, and now I’ve just remembered: it’s Dad’s birthday today.


My heart sinks. Mum left three messages on my machine last week to remind me and I still forgot. I haven’t even sent him a card. Dad will be so upset if he doesn’t get a card through the post. Last year I sent him an e-card as work was manic as usual, but when I called him, his voice was all small and Mum had to get on the phone and make cheery conversation about next-door’s new extension.


Fifteen seconds.


My stomach clenches. OK, Charlotte, don’t stress. You’ll end up with that funny bumpy rash on your chest and you’ll have to wear polo necks all week and look like Diane Keaton in Something’s Gotta Give. I’ll call Interflora and get an express delivery. So what if he’s a man? Everyone likes flowers, right? I’ll just ask for manly colours or something.


Ten seconds.


Do they do flowers in navy blue?


Five seconds.


Right, that’s it. Time’s up.


I pull myself up on to my elbows and take out my mouth-guards. According to my dentist, I grind. He says if I don’t wear them, I’m going to end up with teeth ground down to little stumps and I’ll look like Shane MacGowan from the Pogues!


Well, he didn’t exactly say I’d look like Shane MacGowan, but that’s only because he doesn’t know who Shane MacGowan or the Pogues are. Anyway, that’s beside the point. I still had to have them made and they cost over a thousand pounds. Vanessa, my best friend, thought I was crazy. She says I should have spent the money on a holiday as I just need to relax.


Honestly, I love Vanessa, but she’s the one who’s crazy. A holiday? Like I have time for a holiday. Besides, I do lots of things to relax. For example, I do Pilates. Actually, perhaps do is a little bit of an exaggeration – I did it once and fell asleep during the mat exercises – but I’ve every intention of doing it regularly. And I take baths with scented candles and lavender oil and a glass of chilled Sauvignon Blanc. Admittedly, I haven’t taken one recently – in fact these days it’s more a case of dashing in and out of the shower with a Bic razor – but still. Plus I even have Paul McKenna’s relaxation CD, which my mum sent me. Somewhere. Tucked away in a drawer probably.


But I’m definitely going to listen to it when I have a minute . . .


OK, so I wouldn’t go as far as to say I’m relaxed as such, but who is these days? I run a company. I have a mortgage, and responsibilities, and lines round my eyes to take care of. I mean, it’s not like I’m twenty-one any more.


And thank goodness.


Back then I was renting a room, working in a dead-end job and always broke. Now I have my own successful PR company, a lovely flat in a leafy part of West London and one of those new convertible Beetles. I eat out at restaurants and can afford to shop for designer clothes and take luxury holidays.


Not that I do of course, as I never have the time, but I’m just saying.


I even have my own personal trainer.


Speaking of whom . . . Dragging myself out of bed, I swap my warm, fleecy pyjamas for my gym kit and hurry across to the window. I open the blind and pull back the curtains. It’s still pitch black outside and for a moment I pause to stare into the silent, sleeping street.


I’m thirty-one years old and I’ve got the life I always dreamed of.


The doorbell rings, interrupting my thoughts, and I turn away from the window.


‘Coming,’ I yell loudly, and rubbing the sleep from my puffy eyes, I dash for the door.




Chapter Two



An hour later, after running around the park and doing about a million star jumps, Richard, my personal trainer, is jogging me back to my flat. Richard used to be in the Territorial Army and likes to push me really hard.


Unfortunately I don’t mean ‘push me’ as in I’m on a swing wearing a floaty dress and going, ‘Weeeee,’ but as in me face down on the tarmac gasping for breath while he barks at me to do another fifty press-ups.


‘OK, Charlotte, why don’t we sprint the last hundred metres, huh?’


Trust me, I have dozens of reasons why we shouldn’t, but Richard has already zoomed ahead of me, all six foot three of solid muscle in racer-back vest and tiny black shorts. I grip on to my hand-weights and lurch after his receding figure, which is springing buoyantly along the pavement on powerful calves.


‘C’mon, no slacking. Fill those lungs. Lift those knees. Hup, hup, hup, hup.’


I swear Richard has the biggest calf muscles I’ve ever seen. Apparently, when he was in the TA, he would run hundreds of miles with a backpack that weighed more than me. Which I always find a comforting thought – just in case I should collapse and need to be carried home one day, or something.


I finally catch him up outside my flat.


‘See you same time Wednesday.’ Still running on the spot, Richard slaps me heartily on the back and I nearly keel over.


‘Same time Wednesday,’ I reply cheerfully, smiling brightly and opening my front door.


‘Now, don’t forget to stretch out those muscles,’ he yells, grabbing his elbows and effortlessly throwing in a little bit of over-arm stretching.


‘I won’t.’ I beam, giving a jaunty wave before disappearing inside. Where I collapse on the hall carpet.


I do this three times a week. When I was younger, I used to be such a slob, but now I’m older and wiser and know it’s really important to keep fit. Although right now ‘fit’ isn’t exactly the word I’d choose to describe how I’m feeling. I’d go for something slightly different. Like exhausted or in agony.



With sweat pouring down my face I lie spread-eagled on the floor like a chalk drawing at a murder scene and concentrate on catching my breath.


Of course, there are some mornings when I’d love a lie-in, but I also love being able to fit into my jeans. Plus, like Richard says, cardio is essential to maintain a healthy heart. I rest my hand on my heart protectively. It’s hammering so hard in my chest it feels as if it’s going to explode.


Not that it’s going to. I mean, hearts don’t just explode, do they?


I take off my heart monitor and look at the digital display. Gosh, that’s quite a lot of heartbeats per minute, isn’t it? I feel a prickle of anxiety. And I am really breathless.


Scenes from ER come rushing back – you know, the ones with a patient on a trolley and a handsome doctor yelling, ‘Clear!’ as he grabs the defibrillator and slams two massive electric shocks into their chest.


My anxiety cranks up a notch. Oh my God, I’m not really having a heart attack, am I? And on my dad’s birthday! I clutch my chest in horror. If I die, he’ll never be able to celebrate it again. Instead of spending it at the pub with his friends, he’ll have to spend it kneeling at my graveside, grieving the loss of his only daughter.


Charlotte, stop it! I grab hold of myself. Don’t be so ridiculous. You’re supposed to get your heartrate up, that’s the whole idea. You’ve just been exercising. And exercise is good for you. Hoisting myself up from the hall carpet, I catch my reflection in the mirror. My face is covered in bright purple blotches, I have bloodshot eyes, and my hair is plastered to my head in a sort of sweat helmet.


Oh.


Well, anyway, I can’t stand around here all day – I need to get ready for work. Automatically I check the time on the clock on the hall table. I have lots of clocks. Vanessa’s always teasing me by calling my flat Switzerland, but however hard I try, I always seem to be running late. That’s because I’m on a really tight schedule. I don’t have time to just ‘chill out’ as she puts it.


Tugging off my sweaty gym gear en route to the bathroom, I dash into the shower. That’s not to say I don’t ever chill out. Of course I do. For example, if there’s ever a free window in my diary, I always schedule in something relaxing. The problem is, I never seem to have any free windows . . .





OK. Make-up? Perfect yet ‘natural’. Check.



Hair? Dead straight yet flippy at the ends. Check.



Outfit? Standing in front of the full-length mirrors in my walk-in wardrobe, I check out my black pencil skirt and pussybow blouse. It has to be professional yet funky. Street yet chic. Cool yet – what’s the word? – polished. I frown at my feet and slip on a different pair of designer heels. Much better. Check.



Running through my usual checklist before I go to work, I dash out of the bedroom and start racing around the flat collecting my things.


Laptop? I don’t go anywhere without my iBook. Not even to the loo. Well, you never know when you might need to Google something. I snap it shut, sweep it up from the table and tuck it under my arm. Check.



Briefcase? My eyes fall upon it. Perched on the sofa, bursting with tons of documents that I need to read and sign. Asap. Check.



Yoga mat in case I get a free window later? (Yeah, right.) Check.



BlackBerry? Shit, where is it? Oh, right, yes, in my hand. Of course. Check.



My heart has recovered, by the way. I knew it would of course. I was just having a little panic. I do that sometimes, especially if it’s anything health-related, but I’m just being careful. Better to be safe than sorry, that’s what I always say.


Unfortunately my GP doesn’t share my attitude. He seems to think I’m a hypochondriac or something. Only last week I had this funny-looking rash on my chest and when I Googled my symptoms, they were exactly the same as this flesh-eating bug from the Amazon. OK, so I haven’t ‘recently travelled to the Amazon’ as my GP put it, but there was no need for him to get so grumpy. He didn’t send me to the hospital for tropical diseases or anything! Just told me it was probably my eczema flaring up and to rub on some E45 cream.


Which I did, and it went away, but still, it could have been a flesh-eating bug.


With a gaggle of bags hanging off each shoulder, I leave money for the cleaner and dash out of the door. Then dash right back in as I’m blinded by the bright sunshine.


Sunglasses? My eyes sweep across the hall table on which stands a lamp, a white orchid and several framed photographs, and fall on one taken at my graduation. Mum and Dad are standing next to me, very much the proud parents. They looked pretty much the same then as they do now, although Dad had more hair and Mum was going through her pearly lipstick stage, but I’m barely recognisable. I’m wearing the traditional black gown and my mortar board is balanced precariously on top of my hair, which is long, dark and scrunch-dried to within an inch of its life. Unlike being blow-dried straight into a bob and coloured honey-blonde every six weeks like it is now.


The photo was also taken before I discovered tweezers and I have two thick black caterpillars where I now have perfectly arched eyebrows. And that smile! I peer at my crooked front teeth, which are now straightened, thanks to braces in my late twenties. God, I looked so different back then.


I’m distracted by my sunglasses, which I spot behind the photo and sunnies in place, I hurry out the door, down the front steps and beep the lock on my new Beetle. The lights flash and I tug open the door. Dammit, I’ve got another parking ticket. I curse, snatching it from under my windscreen wiper and throwing myself into the plush, cream leather interior. I stuff it in a side pocket along with all the other tickets, turn the ignition and shift the gearstick. The engine roars into life.


Gosh, I love my car. It’s really powerful and has all these little extras, like heated seats, and satellite navigation, and a dashboard that lights up at night like a cockpit. The day I got it I was so excited. I remember just looking at it, parked outside my flat, all shiny and gleaming and brand new. I couldn’t believe it was mine.


Though to tell you the truth, it’s not as much fun as I thought it would be, since you can’t drive faster than twenty miles an hour in London, I reflect as I pull out of my parking space and immediately hit rush-hour traffic.


In fact you’re probably quicker on the Tube.


My BlackBerry suddenly springs to life and starts ringing shrilly. I glance at the clock on the dashboard: it’s not even 8 a.m.


‘Hello, Merryweather PR . . . Ah, yes, wonderful to hear from you. Now, about that contract . . .’ Clipping on my earpiece, I quickly switch into work mode and start fielding calls.





Twenty minutes later and I’m running late. The traffic is terrible, worse than usual. It’s all to do with the Olympics. There’s a huge urban development programme going on in London at the moment and they’ve started demolishing all these old buildings in preparation for 2012. I read in the paper something about how it’s one of the biggest and most complex visions ever in sheer size and scope: ‘Dig, Demolition, Design’ they’ve named it. But it’s not just limited to the East End. Apparently, the whole city’s being regenerated. There’s even plans to build this amazing, state-of-the-art design centre not that far from my office and they’re digging up all these thousands of tons of earth for the foundations. ‘A feat of engineering’ the Evening Standard called it.


A great stonking big hole in the ground that’s making me late is what I call it, I fume, still edging along at a snail’s pace. Frustrated, I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, feeling the ever-present knot in my stomach tighten as I glance at the time. Shit. I start running through my diary in my head. I’ve got a big week ahead of me and masses to do this morning. I don’t want to be late.


Then I see a sign that makes my heart sink: ROADWORKS AHEAD: FOLLOW DIVERSION. This is all I need. Now I really am going to be late.


Exasperated, I follow the cars as they merge into one lane and begin crawling through the bright orange traffic cones. I mean, seriously, can we go any slower? I glance at the speedometer. I’m going less than five miles an hour! At this rate I’ll get to the office by . . . I try doing the calculations in my head. Oh, God, I don’t know, but it’s going to take for ever. And I still won’t have got there.


Painstakingly slowly we take a left and start weaving down various side streets until finally I see what looks like a main road ahead. Hopefully we’re nearing the end of the diversion. I spot a set of lights. And they’re green. Come on, come on, come on. Cars in front of me are filtering through.


I edge forwards, bumper to bumper. And now the lights are turning to amber. I try to squeeze through.


They change to red.


Argh.


Thwarted, I stop dead. Feeling the pressure building, I sit hunched over the steering wheel. OK, come on now, Charlotte, just relax, I instruct myself sternly. Getting all stressed out isn’t going to make you go any faster, is it? Let’s just do some relaxing breathing. Like we do in yoga. Closing my eyes, I flare my nostrils and take a deep breath. In and out. In and out. In and—


Oh, sod it. I snap open my eyes. Well, I’m sorry, Shivanyan-dra or whatever your name is, but this is useless. I’m going to have to ring Bea and see if she can rearrange my diary. I’m supposed to be on a conference call in fifteen minutes. Desperately, I snatch up my BlackBerry. But just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse.


It has.


I’ve got no reception.


Great. Just great. What am I going to do now?


Chucking it down in exasperation, I glance back at the lights: they’re still red. Jesus. These must be the longest lights in history. Distractedly, I let my eyes drift along the road, taking in my surroundings. There’s a newsagent’s on the corner, people waiting at the bus-stop, a tatty tanning salon that looks like it’s been there for years. Actually, now I think of it, it has been there for years.


I haven’t been paying attention, but now I realise where I am. I used to drive down this road to work every morning when I first moved to London. Only back then I used to drive in the opposite direction. I wonder how long it is since I last came down here. My memory flicks back. It was my first job and I was only twenty-one. God, it seems like another lifetime. Like another person.


Thinking back, my gaze floats across the intersection. Opposite, a line of cars are waiting and my eyes fall on the one at the front. It’s an old Beetle, just like I used to drive back then, I notice. Gosh, how funny. It’s almost identical. Same funny tangerine colour with the boxy little grille and rust around the headlights. It’s even got a WWF sticker like I used to have, peeling off on the windscreen. I glance at the driver.


Oh my God, she looks just like me!


Me when I was twenty-one.


She’s singing along to the radio, scrunching her dark, curly hair in the rear-view mirror just like I used to. She’s even wearing a red-and-white T-shirt a bit like the one I always used to wear . . .


I stare in amazement as the lights change and the Beetle drives towards me.


Beeeeeeeeeeeeep.


The honking of a horn snaps me out of my daze and I slam my foot on the accelerator. The engine promptly stalls. Bollocks. Flustered, I quickly turn the ignition. Only I’m all fingers and thumbs and I can’t get it to start and now several cars are honking their horns and – Suddenly the engine fires into life.


With an embarrassing screech of tyres I speed away from the lights, my mind whirring. I can’t believe how much that girl looked like me when I was younger. The resemblance was uncanny. If it wasn’t impossible, I’d almost think it was me. Goosebumps prickle on my arms and I give a little shiver. God, that was the weirdest thing . . .


Ahead, I see a sign looming – END OF DIVERSION – and feel a rush of relief. Thank God. My BlackBerry beeps from the passenger seat and I scramble for it. Hallelujah! I’ve got a signal. Plus five missed calls. OK, back to the real world. And slamming my foot on the accelerator, I speed-dial the office.




Chapter Three



By the time I arrive at the office I’ve taken nine calls, replied to two emails (surreptitiously while stuck in yet more traffic) and put in a rush order at Interflora. Unfortunately they didn’t do navy blue flowers – in fact the woman sounded quite puzzled when I asked – but they had purple, which is practically the same as navy blue.


Sort of.


As I charge through the door, my assistant, Beatrice, is waiting for me with a cup in her outstretched hand. This is how she greets me every morning: double espresso with a splash of soya milk. I’m on the phone with a journalist and I throw her a grateful smile and sweep it up like a relay runner. After two years we’ve perfected the pass. We don’t spill a drop.


I continue across the office, my stiletto heels clicking on the floor. (Polished cement, very de rigueur. In fact the whole office is totally cutting-edge; in the PR world appearances are everything.) ‘So I’ll send over the new product for you to try. I’m sure you’ll want to feature it in the magazine . . . Oh, right, you want the whole range?’ Gosh, journalists can be so greedy. ‘Absolutely. I’ll get it biked over straight away!’ I say cheerfully.


Reaching my desk, I end the call, sink down into my chair and drain my double espresso in one desperate gulp. I’m so fuzzyheaded before my morning coffee I can’t think straight, let alone see straight. Which of course totally explains that weird incident at the lights.


‘Morning,’ chirps Beatrice, hugging a file to her chest and beaming.


Beatrice is always to be found hugging files to her chest. Not because she’s actually working on anything in the files, but because it’s an attempt to hide her impressively large chest (or ‘bosoms’, as she likes to call them), which she inherited from her grandmother, the Duchess of something or other. Along with a double string of pearls, a substantial trust fund and a little ‘bolt-hole’ in town. The little bolt-hole being a ginormous penthouse flat in Devonshire Square, Wl.


Honestly, Bea is so jammy I should hate her, but she makes it impossible by being one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.


‘Hi, Bea. Thanks for the coffee.’ I smile gratefully.


‘Good weekend?’ she says brightly, striding over to me and unlooping my bags, which I’d forgotten were still hanging from my shoulders. Deftly, she puts each in their place.


‘It was OK. I had quite a lot of work to catch up on.’ I shrug, thinking back to yesterday. I spent it at the dining-room table surrounded by paperwork while Miles played squash, which seems to be pretty much how I spend my weekends these days.


Plonking my elbows on a pile of papers, I rub my forehead. I can already feel the beginnings of a tension headache. ‘Any messages?’


‘Larry Goldstein’s assistant called to confirm your lunch tomorrow at the Electric in Notting Hill.’ She begins peeling off Post-it notes. ‘Sally Pitt, the editor of the lifestyle section of the Daily Standard, called. They want to interview you for an article they’re doing on women who have it all’ She throws me an excited look. ‘Oh, and Melody called. Several times in fact.’


Melody is a famous TV presenter who recently had a baby, shed a truckload of weight and is now making a fortune sharing her ‘secret’ through her DVD, books, TV series and her new range of pre-packaged healthy meals, Easy Without the E-Numbers, for which we do the PR.


‘She’s a little upset about the Sunday papers.’ Beatrice produces a copy of one of the tabloids. On the front page is a photograph of Melody stuffing her face with a large Big Mac and fries. The headline ‘SECRETS AND FRIES’ screams across the front.


‘Ah, yes.’ I pull a face. ‘I saw them.’


‘Actually, I think her exact words were . . .’ Beatrice peels off a Post-it note and begins reading earnestly ‘“Fucking furious. I want to fucking kill the fucking News of the Screws.” ’


Despite my anxiety, I can’t help smiling. With Bea’s cut-glass accent, it’s like hearing the Queen blaspheming. Honestly, posh people shouldn’t swear. It just doesn’t sound right.


‘I can imagine.’ I nod, spreading the paper across my desk and feeling the knot in my stomach tightening.


Melody might be the nation’s darling: all sweetness and light and toothpaste-ad smiles – but away from the cameras she’s got a worse temper than . . . well, I don’t want to mention any names as I don’t want to get sued, but think of someone with a terrible temper and it’s worse. Much, much worse.


‘Do you think she supersized it?’ says Beatrice, peering over my shoulder at the photograph. Beatrice just watched the docu-film about the man who lived on McDonald’s for a month and she can’t stop going on about it. Bea’s like that. She watches movies about five years after they come out. It’s the same with everything, music, fashion . . .


I take in Bea’s outfit. She’s wearing her faithful twinset, a knee-length skirt in grey tweed, opaque tights and the black court shoes from M&S she’s had for ever. Oh, and don’t forget the pearls.


Actually, on second thoughts, I’m not sure what she’s wearing was even in fashion five years ago.


‘Does it matter?’ I shrug, rubbing my temples. My head is really starting to throb. ‘Supersized or not, she’s launching her latest diet book, Just Say No to Junk, next month,’ I remind her. ‘And we’re currently doing the promotion on her new range of Easy Without the E-Numbers soups.’


Beatrice frowns. ‘Hmm, yes, that is slightly unfortunate.’


Beatrice has a knack for understatement. Being a small boutique agency, we only have a few accounts – I take care of the large ones, while Beatrice deals with the smaller ones – and Melody’s range of products is one of our biggest and most profitable. The last thing I need is for a paparazzi photograph to jeopardise that by discrediting her as a health and fitness guru.


‘It’s potentially a disaster,’ I murmur, shaking out two paracetamol from the family-sized bottle I keep on my desk and flicking on my computer. The screen comes awake and I quickly start typing into Google.


Beatrice tightens her grip on her pearls. ‘Golly,’ she says in a hushed voice. ‘A disaster?’


A bunch of articles pop up on my screen and I click one of them. ‘Potentially,’ I correct her, quickly scanning through the article. After a moment’s pause I look up at Bea. ‘Call her agent and tell him we’re going to put together a press release saying she’s hypoglycaemic’


Beatrice throws me a puzzled look.


‘In other words she has low blood sugar.’


Her face floods with recognition. ‘Oh, what a coincidence!’ she whoops, galvanised by this piece of information. ‘So does Mummy! She can’t go anywhere without her Ritz crackers! Once she forgot them and her level dropped and she fainted. Right at the feet of Prince Philip.’ She pauses as she sees my expression. ‘We were in the Royal Enclosure at Ascot at the time,’ she explains.


‘Beatrice, she’s not really hypoglycaemic’


She looks at me blankly. Then it registers. ‘Oh . . . I see . . . Gosh, you mean it’s all a ruse,’ she says, her voice lowered.


I nod.


‘Gosh, Charlotte, you’re so clever. That’s why I love working for you!’


People are often fooled by Bea. They dismiss her as a ditzy Sloane, rather like I did when she first came for an interview, out of breath from running from the Tube, with her hair all over the place and a ladder in her tights. But in fact she’s super-brainy and behind that dumb-blonde persona lies an academic genius. This is a woman who got a first in applied mathematics and double physics at Cambridge University and in her spare time solves geometric equations, ‘just for fun’.


To be honest, she’s totally overqualified for the job. We’re the same age and she should be working in some lab somewhere, doing something mind-bogglingly scientific. But she insisted she really wanted to work in PR and was incredibly enthusiastic. Plus she has the poshest voice I’ve ever heard, which in the world of PR is invaluable.


Traditionally the girls who work in public relations are middle-class girls from the Home Counties, not girls from Yorkshire with an accent that’s pure Pennines. Actually, mine isn’t so much pure Pennines any more. Ten years of London have mellowed it to the point where I take barths not baths and tea is something I drink, not something I eat at 5 p.m.


Nevertheless, Bea’s cut-glass accent opens doors that mine never could. We work as a team. A sort of bait and switch. I make the deals, get the contracts and take care of our clients, but Bea is the first point of contact for the press and media. And for that, her knack for sounding like the Queen is priceless.


The phone starts ringing and Bea rushes to answer it.’Good morning, Merryweather PR,’ she trills. ‘Which publication are you calling from? The Telegraph? Oh, how thrilling! My grandfather was the editor for many years.’


See what I mean?





After rescuing the Melody account from imploding, the rest of the morning slips away in the usual hive of activity: making calls to journalists, writing press releases, taking conference calls with clients. One minute it’s 9 a.m. and I’m trying to think of something sexy and fabulous to say about a dandruff shampoo, which is part of the new range by Johnny Bird, a West End hairstylist, and the next minute it’s nearly one and I’m being tossed about in the back of a cab on my way to a lunch meeting at the Wolseley, a fashionable restaurant in Piccadilly. Usually I drive, but today I thought a cab might be quicker. More importantly, it means I can catch up with some work on the way.


I hang on to a strap to steady myself while reading an email that’s just popped in on my BlackBerry. Scrolling down with my thumb, I’m about to start typing a reply when my mobile starts ringing. I have a BlackBerry and a mobile. The BlackBerry’s for business; the mobile’s for personal calls. Normally I switch it to silent during day, but I must have forgotten. I dig it out and glance at the screen. It’s my parents.


Oh, shoot. Dad’s birthday. I was going to call as soon as I had a free minute.


The thing is, I’m still waiting for that free minute.


‘Hello, Charlotte Merryweather speaking,’ I say out of habit before I can stop myself.


‘Oh, so you are alive!’ laughs a voice dryly.


‘Oh, hi, Mum,’ I say innocently, trying not to think of all the voicemail messages she’s left over the past week. ‘How are you?’


‘Didn’t you get my messages?’ she demands, refusing to be sidetracked by pleasantries.


‘Um . . . yes, but I—’


She doesn’t let me finish. ‘Well, let’s just hope your father and I never have an emergency,’ she continues tetchily. ‘We’ll be dead and buried before they can get hold of you.’


I roll my eyes. My mother loves melodrama. It’s all the soaps she watches.


‘I mean, what’s the point of having a phone if you never answer it?’


‘I was probably in meetings,’ I proffer weakly.


‘I called you at home this morning. You still didn’t answer.’


Honestly, you’d think my mother was a prosecution lawyer, not a school secretary.


‘I must have been out. I had my trainer at six.’


‘Six in the morning?’ she says, sounding shocked.


‘Yeah, I ran five miles.’


‘You ran five miles?’ Her voice has gone all high-pitched. ‘Oh, Charlotte,’ she gasps anxiously, ‘are you sure you’re not overdoing it? You should give yourself a lie-in sometimes.’



A lie-in? God, I can’t remember the last time I had a lie-in.


Oh, actually, I do – it was the morning after my big twenty-fifth birthday party. Which wasn’t that long ago.


It was nearly seven years ago.


‘And are you eating properly? You can’t exercise on an empty stomach.’


Suddenly Mum’s switched from prosecution lawyer into concerned-mother mode.


‘Yes. I know,’ I lie.


My empty stomach gives an angry growl and I silence it by gulping down the Starbucks that I grabbed before I jumped in the cab.


‘Because there was an article in the Daily Mail yesterday and it said vegetarians lack . . . Hang on a minute . . .’ There’s the sound of rustling papers. ‘Here it is. “Vegetarians lack essential minerals and vitamins.”’


‘Rubbish!’ I exclaim, rootling around in my handbag and unearthing various vitamins and packets of health supplements. I’m forever buying different types. Only last week I read an article about ground apricot kernels. Apparently, you can live to be a hundred if you eat them in the right quantities. Unscrewing the lids, I swallow a handful. Unfortunately the quantities are so large you’d have to live to be a hundred just to have enough time to eat all the bloody things.


‘A cooked breakfast, that’s what you need.’


‘I don’t have time to be eating a cooked breakfast,’ I reply a little impatiently.


‘Well, you know what they say, “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”’ She clucks disapprovingly.


I roll my eyes again. ‘I bet Jack was successful, though,’ I can’t resist muttering.


My mum is always telling me I work too hard. Which is true. I do work too hard, but that’s just part of running a successful business. Mum doesn’t understand. She never wanted a career. All she wanted was to get married and have a family. For her, a job was just a job. A way to earn a bit of ‘pocket money’ as she puts it. But then she’s always had Dad to look after her financially. It’s different for my generation. Better.



At least I like to think so.


‘Did I tell you, Marion just had a third grandchild?’ replies Mum, ignoring me pointedly.


Yes, three times, I think, as I drain the last of my Starbucks.


‘That’s great. Send her my congratulations.’


‘Her daughter’s your age, you know,’ she persists. ‘Remember Caroline Godfrey? You were both angels in the school nativity.’


And that’s another thing my mum does. Tells me all about her friends’ daughters and how they’re giving birth at a rate of knots. Populating the village with lots of bouncy, rosy-cheeked grandchildren, while her mean, selfish daughter lives over two hundred miles away in London, has personal-training sessions and is a vegetarian. Worse still, she isn’t even married.



Talking of which.


‘How’s Miles?’


Oh-oh.


Let me translate. In mother-tongue ‘How’s Miles?’ means ‘Has he proposed yet?’


To be fair, it’s not just Mum who does this. Miles and I have been together for eighteen months and everyone assumes he’s going to propose. Everyone also assumes I’m going to say yes. After all, why wouldn’t I? He ticks all those boxes that they go on about in women’s magazines: he’s handsome, successful, loyal, reliable and we never argue. In fact in the whole time we’ve been together we’ve never once had a row. Which is great, isn’t it?


Only sometimes there’s a part of me that wouldn’t mind the odd argument. Like I say to Miles, we’re allowed to have different opinions. It might even help add a teensy-weensy bit more excitement to the relationship, a bit more va-va-voom.



Anyway, like I was saying, I can’t think of a single reason to say no.


Not that I’m trying to, of course.


‘He’s great. Is Dad there?’ I say brightly, swiftly sidestepping the subject. ‘I want to wish him happy birthday.’


‘Oh, yes, hang on, he’s just getting the post.’


I wince.


‘David luv, it’s our Lottie,’ she calls loudly, then lowers her voice conspiratorially. ‘You did send him a card, didn’t you?’ she hisses.


‘Um . . . actually, I’ve sent flowers instead,’ I say brightly.


‘Flowers?’ she repeats blankly, taken aback. ‘For your father?’


‘Why not? Dad loves flowers,’ I say defensively. ‘He’s always gardening.’


‘Well, I suppose so . . .’ She trails off and I can tell she’s wishing I’d just sent a Hallmark card and a pair of socks from M&S like a normal daughter. Huge bouquets being delivered to Mr Merryweather will no doubt cause a stir in their tiny village. I can practically hear Mum now, explaining to the locals: ‘They’re from his daughter. She lives in Lundon, you know.’ Which, in tiny villages in the Yorkshire Dales, is explanation enough.


‘Y’all right, poppet?’ Dad’s hearty voice sounds down the line and I feel a warm glow.


Ours has never been an easy relationship as we’re both very stubborn. My teenage years were spent engaged in a perpetual battle over how loud I could play The Smiths. (Me: very loud. Dad: ‘Bloody turn it off – it’s music to slit your wrists to!’) Yet despite our differences (or should that be similarities?) we’re still incredibly close – in fact our birthdays are just four days apart.


‘Hi, Dad, happy birthday,’ I say, smiling and wedging the phone under my chin. We’re coming up to the Wolseley and I want to touch up my make-up quickly before my meeting.


‘Thanks, luv. I haven’t opened my cards yet,’ he replies cheerfully.


Guilt stabs. Dad will love his flowers, I just know it, but still.


‘So what are you going to do today?’ I ask, changing the subject. I open my compact and tilt it to the light. The dark shadows under my eyes loom into view.


‘Oh, you know, a bit of this and that. What about you? When are you going to come visit?’


‘Soon,’ I reply, dabbing furiously with my Touche Eclat concealer. I don’t like to look as if I’m wearing too much make-up, so this morning I just went for primer, light-diffusing foundation, concealer, powder, bronzer, a slight blush on the apples of my cheeks, mascara, a slick of lip balm . . . You know, the irony is, you have to wear an awful lot of make-up to look natural.


‘You say “soon” every time,’ he grumbles. ‘We haven’t seen you since Christmas.’ Mid-dab I pause. Gosh, is it really that long? I think back to my mad dash up the Ml on Christmas Eve. I hadn’t been able to get away before. Melody was launching a new range of diet shakes in the new year and Beatrice had been off with the flu, so I’d been working round the clock, doing everything myself. Most of Christmas Day was spent at my laptop trying to finish a press release, and then I was back in the office on Boxing Day.


‘I know. I’m sorry, Dad. Things are just a bit hectic, that’s all. I had to work over the weekend on a big deadline, and this week I’m pitching for a new account.’ I give up on my dark circles, click my compact shut and stick on my sunglasses instead. ‘I promise the first free weekend I have I’ll drive up with Miles. You can see my new car. You’ll love it, Dad. You can take it for a spin.’


‘Hmm, yes, I read an article about one of those new VW Beetles in that magazine you got me . . .’


I can feel Dad softening. He adores tinkering around with cars, lifting up the bonnet, admiring the engineering.


‘Whereabouts, luv?’ the cabbie interrupts over the speaker.


‘Hang on a minute, Dad.’ I look up to see the restaurant looming before me. ‘Anywhere here’s fine,’ I reply, leaning forward so the driver can hear me, before being suddenly thrown back as the cab swerves into the kerbside and comes to a shuddering halt. I quickly gather together my things, which have been flung across the back seat.


‘Sorry about that,’ I gasp into my phone as I clamber out on to the pavement. ‘Thanks. If I could just get a receipt . . .’ Passing the driver a tenner, I catch sight of myself in the cab window and immediately set about smoothing my hair. ‘You were saying,’ I continue, switching back to Dad.


I’ve become quite an expert at having two conversations at once. At first it used to freak me out and I’d get all muddled, but now I’ve grown used to it.


‘Well, as long as you’re all right,’ he says, placated. ‘We just miss our little girl, that’s all.’


I feel a wave of affection. Little girl? In four days I’ll be turning thirty-two. In eight years I’ll be forty!


OK, I really shouldn’t have had that thought.


‘I miss you too, Dad,’ I reply, hurrying up the front steps. ‘But you don’t have to worry about me, honestly.’ Pushing through the glass doors, my heels clatter into the marbled lobby.


‘And you’re happy, aren’t you?’


I spot a couple of large mirrors on the wall next to me and immediately begin checking out my reflection. ‘Of course I am,’ I say distractedly.


Out of the corner of my eye I see a couple of the journalists I’m meeting pulling up outside in a cab. My nerves jangle. I always feel like this before one of these lunches. I have to do a little presentation of a new product we represent and it’s my opportunity to get press and promotion. As much as it’s dressed up as lunch and wine and chit-chat, there’s a lot of pressure on me.


‘Look, Dad, I’m going to have to go . . .’


‘Oh, right, well, off you go, then. It was nice speaking to you.’


I feel a stab of regret. We’ve barely spoken. But it’s like that nowadays. When I was younger, I would sit on the phone for hours, talking about anything and everything, but now I’m lucky if I can snatch five minutes.


‘I’ll call you tonight,’ I say hastily.


‘Well, ta-ra, luv. Have a good day.’


‘I will. You too, Dad.’


I snap my mobile closed, but for a moment I can’t bring myself to move. My mind returns to my conversation with Dad, and for a moment I think about what he just said. Am I happy? I mean, am I?


‘Charlotte!’ I come to and turn round to see a woman in her early fifties. It’s Katie Proctor, a journalist I’ve known since my days as a freelance writer. Grinning widely, she gives me a big perfumed hug. ‘Ooh, are those new shoes?’ she gasps, pointing at my feet. ‘They’re adorable.’


I feel a beat of pleasure. ‘I didn’t think you were coming.’ I smile, kissing her on both blushered cheeks. ‘You never RSVPed!’ I throw her a mock look of disapproval.


‘I know, I’m terrible.’ She rolls her eyes guiltily. ‘Do you forgive me?’


If it was anyone else, I’d be thrown into a panic, but Katie is more a friend than a work contact. ‘Of course. How are you?’


‘Parched! C’mon, let’s go have a drink and catch up.’


We link arms, and as we enter the bar, I compose myself. Honestly, I don’t know what’s got into me today. The other journalists start arriving, and plunged into a cacophony of air-kissing, introductions and ice-cold Sauvignon Blanc, I pin on a bright smile and set to work.


Of course I’m happy. Why on earth wouldn’t I be?




Chapter Four



Lunch is a success.


The journalists leave tipsy, clutching goody bags and promising lots of press. I put the huge bill on my expenses, wave them off in their cabs and collapse on to the back seat of mine.


At least, I hope it was a success. I feel the familiar pangs of worry as my cab starts weaving through the traffic on the way back to the office.


My face aches from smiling. That’s the thing about my job. It might look easy, sipping wine and nibbling on a marinated vegetable and watercress salad, but schmoozing is hard work. You’re on full alert the whole time. Trying to mix business with pleasure, trying to find the right balance between discussing your clients and discussing so-and-so’s recent break-up: ‘He did what? No! That’s terrible! You poor thing. You should get away for a few days. Treat yourself to a spa weekend. Talking of which, I know an amazing one in Scotland that we just happen to do the PR for . . .’





I make it back to my desk by around three and spend the rest of the afternoon chained to my keyboard. Beatrice leaves at six on the dot. She has salsa on Mondays and is in love with Pablo, the Brazilian instructor. Whenever she talks about him, she puts on this really over-the-top South American accent, all very dramatic with lots of lisping and rolling of Rs, and starts tossing her hair around, which is quite hard as it’s a short bob. The transformation is incredible. It’s like she goes from this no-nonsense English rose with sturdy calves to this tempestuous Latino seductress. In fact I could have sworn I saw a pair of fishnets in her handbag when she left. Bea in fishnets! The mind boggles.


Anyhow, as usual Beatrice (or should I say Be-a-treeth?) tries to ‘encourage’ me, as she puts it, to leave the office with her by starting to turn off the lights while I’m still sitting here typing. Bea is not one to give subtle hints. Trust me, she would have pulled out the plug on my computer if I hadn’t managed to fob her off by saying I was just finishing up some paperwork for tomorrow’s meeting and I’d be following her in five.


Of course I’m fibbing, and of course she knows I’m fibbing, but whereas normally she would have called me up on it and waited next to me like a sentry, tonight the lure of Pablo and salsa is too strong and she’s out of the door faster than you can say, ‘Salida Cubana.’


Which means it’s nearly eight by the time I finally put my computer to sleep, gather up my bags and leave the office. And then that’s only because Miles has called twice from that new gastropub wondering where I am. I lie and say I’m just five minutes away.


It’s really ten.


Oh, all right, then, twenty.





‘Sorry I’m late.’


As I walk into the pub, I spot Miles sitting up at the bar. He’s already ordered a bottle of wine for us and is reading the Evening Standard property supplement. He looks up and smiles, and I feel a warm glow.


‘They’ve run out of the moules,’ he says pleasantly as I bend across to give him a kiss. He smells of aftershave, and his face is tickly with the soft blond fuzz that’s sprouted since he last shaved, which in Miles’s case was probably a few days ago. Miles has such baby-fine hair. He’s in his thirties and is still trying to grow his sideburns.


‘Aw, damn,’ I sympathise, sliding on to the bar stool next to him.


You see, this is what I love about Miles. No getting pissed off that I’m late. No big row. Just his usual, calm, composed self.


‘So what else looks good on the menu?’ Shrugging off my coat, I reach for the bowl of olives and nibble off the salty flesh. ‘Mmm, these are delicious.’


Finally I can try to relax a bit. Have a drink. Some food. I rub my stomach. The knot that’s been there all day feels as if it might be starting to subside.


‘Well, the fish special sounds interesting . . .’ He squints myopically at the blackboard, his brow creased in concentration, trying to decipher the chalk handwriting. He looks so cute when he does that. Like a little schoolboy, not a successful thirtysomething property developer.


‘Good choice.’


A male voice next to me makes me turn round. Further along from me, sitting up at the bar, is a man eating alone. He’s got short, dark, curly hair and has little round glasses balanced on the end of his nose, which I can’t help noticing are all bent out of shape.


‘I’d recommend the fish.’ He gestures to his plate and smiles, revealing a faint Joaquin Phoenix-type scar running from nostril to lip, half hidden beneath his five-o’clock shadow.


‘Hmm, no, I’m afraid I can’t eat fish.’ I shake my head.


‘Oh, right. I didn’t realise you were a vegetarian.’ He nods and looks a bit embarrassed that he’s said anything.


And now I feel bad. After all, he was only trying to be friendly.


‘Well, I am, but I eat fish,’ I confess. ‘Only the thing is, I had fish the other day, so I can’t have it twice,’ I explain, and smile. ‘All that mercury.’


We both look down at his plate again. The half-eaten salmon looks back at us. There’s an awkward pause.


‘Well, I guess in that case there’s always the macaroni cheese,’ he suggests, reading off the blackboard.


I shrug and wrinkle up my nose. ‘Dairy.’


‘Is that bad?’ He looks puzzled.


‘I have to avoid it.’


He eyes me suspiciously. ‘Right . . .’ he says slowly, and suddenly I discern the corners of his mouth twitching slightly.


I feel my guilt at being dismissive dispersing. Hang on a minute, is he finding my food allergies amusing or something? Is he – I feel a prickle of indignation – laughing at me?


‘I was told to by a nutrionist,’ I protest defensively, remembering the conversation I had with Dr Bruce, Melody’s nutritionist, when I was doing a press release for one of her books. I’d complained of being tired and she’d drawn up a long list of things for me to avoid.


Saying that, I’ve been avoiding them for six months and I still feel exhausted.


‘I’m not supposed to eat wheat or refined sugars either,’ I add defensively. ‘I’m intolerant.’


‘You don’t say?’ he replies, clicking his tongue sympathetically, but his eyes give him away. Yup, he’s definitely laughing at me.


Riled, I return my attention to Miles. ‘What are you getting, darling?’ I say pointedly, turning my back to the man at the bar. Honestly, it’s not like I asked him to talk to me. He talked to me first!


‘Well, actually, I think I’m going to go for the Thai green vegetable curry,’ he muses.


‘Ooh, yes, that sounds delicious,’ I agree, a little louder than necessary. ‘I’ll have that too.’


Huh, that’ll show him. Feeling a beat of satisfaction that I’m choosing something entirely different to his suggestions, I try attracting the attention of one of the bar staff so we can order.


‘Gosh, it’s really busy, isn’t it?’ I tut, waving futilely at someone pulling a pint while Miles sits next to me, waiting patiently. ‘It’s going to take for ever to get served.’


‘Well, lucky you for I’ve finished my break,’ says a now-familiar voice. I turn sideways to see the man next to me getting up from his stool, empty plate in hand, and lifting up the hatch to access the bar. At the same time I notice he’s wearing an apron. ‘Go ahead,’ he says, picking up a pad and pen.


Oh, no. I feel a mixture of dismay and relief. He works here.


‘Well, I’d like the Thai curry,’ Miles is saying pleasantly.


‘Righty-ho.’ He smiles, scribbling it down. ‘And for you?’ He looks up at me and I could swear he’s still got that amused expression in his eye.


‘I’ll have the same. Please,’ I say decisively.
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