
[image: cover missing]


About the Author

Owen Slot is Chief Sports Reporter for The Times. He won the Sports Reporter of the Year in 1998, 2001 and 2002. He lives in London and The Finishing Line is his first novel.


THE FINISHING LINE

Owen Slot

[image: Logo Missing]
www.hodder.co.uk


Grateful acknowledgement is made for permission to print the lyrics from the following copyrighted works:

‘American Pie’ words and music by Don McLean © Copyright 1971 Mayday Music, USA. Universal/MCA Music Limited. Used by permission of Music Sales Limited. All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.

‘Don’t Give Up On Us’ words and music by Tony Macaulay © Copyright Universal Music Publishing Limited. Used by permission of Music Sales Limited. All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.

First published in Great Britain in 2013 by
Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Owen Slot 2003

The right of Owen Slot to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 444 78089 5

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk



Praise for THE FINISHING LINE


‘If you liked Four Weddings … you’ll love The Finishing Line. Owen Slot’s first novel is a Richard Curtis-esque romantic comedy about three friends racing to get married’


The Times


‘Bloody good read … a great insight into what makes men tick’


New Woman


‘Funny and touching’


Cosmopolitan


‘His mates are getting married and the singleton Will feels left on the shelf. Is he the male Bridget Jones? Perceptive and amusing’


More!


‘Touching read … we’d like some more – it’s charming and funny’


Heat


‘A refreshing change … A wryly amusing look at being the last single man standing. Perfect beach reading’


Liverpool Daily Post


‘Fun’


Independent on Sunday




For Juliet, with love




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Many thanks to Ant Harwood who rescued this book from under a pile of dust and to Philippa Pride who helped blow off the cobwebs, also to Tom and Claudia Bradby for your unceasing encouragement, to Simon Beccle, Sammy Pollock, Simon Hill-Norton, Mark Lucas and Endemol UK. But particularly to Juliet; this would never have happened without you.




Part One




1


My name is Will Tennant. Today is Sunday 29 March and I have just woken to some very good news.


I have found a human body lying in my bed. The body is female and, judging by the pile of clothes on the floor, it is naked. The good news is that I am lying next to it and I am naked too.


Such situations are fairly rare but I know nevertheless what to do: I have to let her sleep. The longer she sleeps, the longer she stays, and the longer she stays, the more complete her arrival. If, for instance, she were to leave at six a.m., she would clearly want to disown the whole experience; she would think that I am a hideous mistake and she would have no qualms about letting me know as much. And I could do without that.


What time would I settle for? A nine o’clock departure would be fine, albeit inconclusive. At least nine o’clock would give the incident a sort of authenticity. If she leapt from my lair and fled, dressing herself in a panic, wobbling in and out of inappropriate shoes all the way to the front door and blabbing breathlessly about a brunch date in Barnes, I could walk away with some sort of credibility. I wouldn’t be in deficit at least – and as long as I don’t come out down, I can handle it.


There is some courtesy in a nine a.m. exit. Six o’clock would be bad news, nine is borderline but courteous, ten thirty might mean she likes me, and eleven thirty means she probably thinks I like her too. Get to lunchtime and I might even find myself with a relationship on my hands. Christ.


But right now I think I can indulge in some shameless self-congratulation: the body next to me is that of no ordinary female. It is outstandingly good-looking, for a start, and I don’t think my opinion here is excessively influenced by it having landed up naked next to me. OK, she’s not your standard, long-legs magazine cover – not everyone’s pin-up; we’ve always known that. What I’d not realised until now, as I make the most of this unique opportunity to study it from about nine inches away, is what a sweet nose she has. It is small and irresistible. I want to stroke it. How can we not have spotted it before? I thought it was the big innocent eyes, now underscored by smudged black eyeliner, that were the attraction, and the dollops of thick blonde hair, like vanilla ice-cream, that are now spread across her face, and her small mouth with the slightly upturned top lip. But it’s the nose. God, I want to touch it. I could kiss it very gently and then maybe it’d wiggle at me as a sign of approval. I’d better not. She’d wake up, scream and run out of the house naked. And then she’d struggle to get a taxi.


Right now she’s purring away and, while she’s unconscious at least, she seems contented. She is giving all the indications of finding me – naked, remember – and my bed a pretty happy place to be.


So, somewhere along the line, I am entitled to some credit. What the occasion really demands is a packed grandstand around the bedroom with everyone on their feet, applauding effusively and hurling their hats into the air. Overall, though, this would not serve the cause because the chances are that she would be woken up. As for me, I can neither raise my bat nor take a bow in recognition because, on this fine morning, I am forced to celebrate almost motionless. I wrap the duvet around my legs with sufficient care to ensure that she won’t be disturbed and beyond that I’m not prepared to risk the slightest movement, apart from a blink in joyful disbelief as my digital alarm-clock counts out the glorious evidence: 9.42, 9.43, 9.44, 9.45.


What is she going to make of all this when she wakes? My bedroom is not exactly a showcase designed to seduce nocturnal visitors: they are too infrequent to make that its sole defining purpose. Nevertheless, I would like to think that the place reflects well on me. There are four shelves loaded with books, a few of which are translations from foreign texts, all of which I have read and none of them because I studied them at university. Next to the bookshelves stands Elvis, a life-size cardboard cut-out of him in his early good-looking days, thrusting out a cardboard guitar, his right arm rising having hit the note. On Elvis’s cardboard head, rather incongruously, is one of my baseball caps. It brings him more up to date with modern fashion – at least, that’s how I explain it. My prize possessions, though, are on the walls: three black-and-white framed prints by the photographer Herb Ritts, one of Bob Marley, one of Magic Johnson, the third of two naked women in an artistic pose. Overall, so far, I think I come out pretty well.


On the downside, however, there is a pile of dirty washing strewn across one corner of the room. That’s a shame. But the symmetry is mildly entertaining because, in the opposite corner, there is another pile of clothes, which belongs to my current bedmate.


10.02 a.m. Still no stirring from the female body. What joy. As the minutes mount, so too do my shameless mental laps of honour. This is brilliant, I think, and I, for the moment, am brilliant too. I feel great, on top of my game. Jake and Alex will hail this as one of the all-time great achievements. Even if she runs out on me now and I never see her again, they’ll be impressed because it’s 10.09 a.m. This is, without doubt, the pinnacle of my achievements with womankind. Even if there haven’t been that many. Well, there was that girl at university. No, this one beats even that. And the heavy relationship at law school? Not a patch on this. How long will this ridiculous ego-trip last? C’mon, get a grip. Does she really like me? Why should she really like me? Is she going to deflate the whole experience by running out the minute she wakes up? Don’t worry. The clock now says 10.15 a.m. Everything is fine. Everything is far, far better than fine.


10.15 a.m. I never dared think I’d get this far. I creep out of bed, still not disturbing her, and head down the dimly lit landing for the sitting-room, treading carefully to keep noise to the minimum. If there was ever a self-indulgence to be had, it is now: 10.15 a.m. has arrived, I’m going to leave the girl in bed and watch her, instead, on television.


I walk into the sitting-room. Jake is sprawled across the sofa, his long legs draped over the end. He stares at me in a way that suggests wonderment. It is as if he is frozen. Either that or he doesn’t recognise me, which would be strange because he is my best mate and he has also been my flatmate and tenant for five years.


Finally, and emphatically, Jake speaks: ‘You absolute bastard.’


‘What do you mean?’ I reply, feigning surprise.


‘Don’t come over all modest on me. You and that girl, it’s unbelievable.’


‘Sorry, I’m just not with you.’ I’m with him every step of the way.


‘What you have just done,’ he continues, ‘is very hard to believe. You with her,’ he now points at the television, which isn’t even switched on, ‘happens in films. Not real life.’


Then he drops his deadpan seriousness, breaks into a smile and starts to rant: ‘God, I’m so fucking jealous. I really can’t believe it. I simply can’t. And you! Why not me, for God’s sake?’


‘Well, look at you,’ I reply jokingly, gesturing at his body. ‘You think she’d go for that?’


‘Maybe not. But you don’t look much better yourself.’


He’s got a point, a good one. Jake often does. And now I am scanning him nervously. This is a guy girls tend to like because of his sandy hair and friendly, young face – he can still pass himself off as a teenager. But today he looks a wreck, as hung-over as I feel. His hair is splattered forward, he is wearing an old Nike T-shirt, boxer shorts with Father Christmases on them, and a thinning blue towelling dressing-gown. His voice is croaky, he hasn’t showered, and if I moved an inch closer I’m sure I’d be able to confirm that his breath smells. And he’s right. My dressing-gown’s a lighter shade of blue, my T-shirt’s got a surf logo on and my boxer shorts are covered with teddy bears in sunglasses, but otherwise I look and probably smell exactly the same. Most Sunday mornings this is fine, and in fact it has been the happy status quo for a large percentage of Sunday mornings over the past five years. But it is not fine today. If the Sleeping Beauty was to rise from her bed (my bed, remember, isn’t it fantastic?) and discover us, she’d disappear as quickly as if she’d woken up to find me kissing her nose.


‘I’m proud of you, anyway,’ Jake says, though my mind is already wandering. Look at us. We’re a disgrace. We’ve waited five years for someone like her to stay the night and we’re so unprepared that we’re about to greet her in two pairs of infantile boxer shorts.


‘Am I jealous?’ he continues. ‘Yes. Absolutely. I am utterly consumed by jealousy. But I do have it in me to squeeze out a little bit of pride too, you complete and utter bastard.’


‘Jake. Ssh!’ I tell him to turn the volume down, by flapping my hands and nodding towards my bedroom.


‘No!’ he exclaims.


‘Yes.’


‘She’s still here in Davenport Road, in number fifty-seven, in our flat?’


‘Yup.’ I’m enjoying it now. Jake’s mock disbelief is perfect. What a friend.


‘What? She’s really here? We’re sitting here watching television and the star of the show is in bed down the landing?’


‘Jake, keep your bloody voice down. She’ll find us if you don’t shut up and then we’ll be in real trouble.’


‘In one of our beds? OK, not mine. But still, it is one of the beds in our flat. That surely gives me some sort of claim to greatness too.’


‘Ssh!’


‘You’re a genius,’ he says, undeterred, holding his head in apparent amazement. ‘But why the hell aren’t you curled up with her?’


‘Two very good reasons. Actually three. First, I wanted to come in and bask in my glory. Second, I tell you,’ I’m showing off childishly now, ‘she’s got this amazing nose and the temptation to kiss it was getting too much.’


‘Really?’


‘Shut up. I haven’t told you the third and most important reason.’


‘Oh, what’s that, then?’


‘I wanted to ask you to hide behind the sofa when she comes in. Either that or go and clean your teeth and put some clothes on. She’ll probably run away the moment she wakes up anyway, but I don’t think you and your underwear are likely to persuade her to stay.’


‘Don’t be so silly. We both look lovely. Come on, let’s watch her on the telly.’


So Jake turns it on and we do what we frequently do on a weekend morning. We watch ITV children’s television, a cooking programme called Starters For Starters, only this time the star of the show is snoring into my pillow.


Sometimes Jake and I watch Starters For Starters twice in a weekend, on Saturday morning and then the Sunday-morning repeat. This is a bit desperate, I know, especially because neither of us has the slightest interest in culinary matters. The closest we have ever come to taking down a recipe was last year when I rang the relevant ITV broadcasters asking to buy a book of Starters For Starters recipes that I could give Jake for his birthday. They didn’t have one, so I settled instead for a publicity photo of the presenter, Jenny Joffee, which served merely to fuel the fantasy.


You see, we cared not for cooking but for the cook. And all this may not be terribly cool for a pair of thirty-two-year-olds, but we never took it seriously: we just liked her because she was ours. We have long been proud of that, ever since one bleary-eyed Saturday morning when we stumbled across her in episode two of series one. Spotting her so early in her TV career, and in a slot in the TV schedules that few of our contemporaries were likely to notice, helped us claim her as our own: our discovery, our girl.


If you’re single, it’s good to have a girl to talk about, and somehow the joke never wore thin. This was helped by Jenny – we were on first-name terms pretty quickly – being such a star turn on the box: amusingly self-effacing, smiley, approachable, a girl-next-door hybrid of everything that is children’s television. And we liked the way she ran her finger round her mixing bowl then licked it. Some trademark, that, for children’s TV. There can’t have been many other viewers who so appreciated her programme’s erotic content.


It was the sixth episode of Starters For Starters, a lesson on how to make toffee, that sealed her place in our hearts. There was little special about the programme except its cute subtitle Joffee Makes Toffee – and that Joffee’s toffee failed. On the Sunday, we watched again to see if the title had been changed to Joffee Makes Treacle. It hadn’t.


Right now, though, I’m too fidgety to concentrate on the programme. Jenny is on television making lemon mousse, Jake is watching her and I am looking around at the room, taking in the pile of CDs and half-read newspapers on the floor, and yesterday morning’s cereal bowls on the coffee table, which are stuck to an old copy of GQ next to last night’s almost-finished bottle of wine and the Bengal Elephant ashtray – which clearly belongs to the curry-house up the road and is half full of cigarette butts. I had never thought of us as stereotypical bachelors before. Nor had it struck me that the antique, still-working Sodastream Jake’s mother gave him, and the framed poster of the original Charlie’s Angels on the wall above the fireplace were not as amusing and ironic as we had long supposed.


What would a TV star like to see in a bloke’s flat? Maybe there should be a bit more chrome and some tall designer chairs beside a breakfast bar. Maybe I should move house quickly, so that when Jenny wakes up I can tell her that my real chrome residence is in Notting Hill. Then she would excuse our dilapidated sofa, which has foam spilling out of its cushions, and I could explain that I don’t normally live with this half-dressed shambles who is still extracting pleasure from her children’s TV programme.


Suddenly my mind is awakened by a terrible thought. ‘Oh, hell, Jake,’ I say, panicking.


‘Yes.’


‘That publicity photo of Jenny I gave you. Where is it?’


‘You know where it is.’


‘I seem to have forgotten.’


‘It’s on the pinboard in the kitchen, behind the Bengal Elephant takeaway leaflet and the postcard of those breasts Alex sent us from Thailand.’


I go into the kitchen and take down the photo of Jenny, which is exactly where Jake said it was. She looks much better in my bed than in the photo. I return to the sitting-room, with it in my dressing-gown pocket and wonder where to dispose of it.


Jenny is still on the TV, now whisking up her lemon mousse. Jake still hasn’t changed his clothes. I take one more look at our decaying failure of a penthouse and burst into action. I clear the cereal bowls, I take out last night’s wine bottle and the ashtray. Then I start on the mountain of cascading CDs, and give up, crushed by the realisation that I am merely on the foothills. This is one for the industrial cleaners. The game is up. We must be better prepared next time we get a TV star in for the night.


I try to relax in front of the television, but none of the usual television conversation can apply as we sit in front of Starters For Starters because never during our one-series-long adulation had we considered that our dream might come true. Fantasies generally don’t. In the seventies, I wanted to bed Charlie’s Angels, but hadn’t managed it with a single one, not the lovely Jaclyn Smith, not Farrah Fawcett or Kate Jackson, and not, at best, with all of them at the same time. During my teenage years, my desires started with Chris Evert and Debbie Harry, then exploded in all sorts of dangerous and inexplicable directions, taking in such extremes as Sharon Gless from Cagney and Lacey, Isabelle Adjani in Subway, either Krystle or Fallon from Dynasty –or even, since I couldn’t separate them, the pair of them in a degenerate double act – and almost every gameshow hostess who ever draped herself over a jackpot car. I hadn’t slept with any of them either. Nor had I considered what they would think of my flat if they woke up in it one morning.


So, now that we are in our early thirties with our hearts set on Jenny Joffee, why should it be any different? Yesterday morning, like the aforementioned others, she was fantasy. Then yesterday afternoon she appeared at the same wedding as the pair of us. And now, Sunday morning, she is in my bed. She is fact.


I can hear someone coughing down the landing. I can hear the water running from the bathroom tap. It is 10.35 a.m. It seems that Jenny Joffee is awake.
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Yesterday everything was simpler. I liked making jokes that my friends laughed at, I liked having good-hair days because I’ve always thought I had good hair, I liked it when London transport conspired to get me home from work in under forty minutes and I liked going to the pub with Jake and Alex every Sunday night. I liked Elvis Presley, Mary Chapin Carpenter, Coldplay, XFM, sushi, Boddington’s, Tolkien, Armistead Maupin, The West Wing, and Channel 4 American sitcoms. None of this is unusual and neither has it changed. In the immediate aftermath of Jenny, though, it is fair to say that it all finds itself in a different perspective. Because yesterday I had no defining part of my identity – I wasn’t Will Tennant ‘Elvis man’, or Tolkien Tennant – I was a conglomeration of the above, plus lots more. I was Will Tennant, lawyer, single man – surprisingly so, is the general consensus – good sense of humour, good hair. A good catch? Good Will Tennant.


And there I was, sitting between my friends Jake and Alex in the middle of a packed congregation in a grand church in the City of London. We were asking our usual pre-wedding questions: How do people reach the extraordinary decision to get married? How do they know? Will it last? Why is it always one of them and not one of us? On this occasion Peter and Di were taking what is accurately referred to as ‘the plunge’, but I could see their forerunners dotted around the church in happy-looking pairs. There are now so many of them that we are heavily outnumbered.


Suddenly we were stopped in our tracks. Peter, the nervous groom was looking at his watch when there was a clatter as the door at the back of the church opened. We all turned round, expecting to see Di, the bride. But instead a short pretty blonde was standing there, clearly not knowing where to sit and blushing in the knowledge that two hundred pairs of eyes were on her. I knew immediately that it was Jenny and I noticed simultaneously that my heart was beating rather fast.


The next few seconds, I swear, passed in slow motion. Some of the congregation giggled, some even tutted, although I think hardly any had a clue that a B-list television celebrity had just walked in. I didn’t miss a thing: I noticed how those dollops of blonde hair poked out from under the brim of her purple velvet hat, which she was touching nervously to try and hide her face; I liked her shiny silver trouser suit; I registered the slight upturn in her top lip and that those large, innocent eyes seemed to emit a light of their own. I also took in every aspect of every one of her self-conscious footsteps from the door to her seat. The silence next to me suggested that Jake and Alex were following exactly the same train of thought. Only when Jenny sat down did life resume its previous pace accompanied by an outbreak of whispered exclamations and boyish giggling.


So that was me yesterday: single Will Tennant, good hair, getting a little left behind in the game of life and chuckling like a schoolboy because one of my fantasies had walked into the church. And now I am someone else. I am Will Tennant who sleeps with the stars. For the moment I quite like it.


‘So what do we do now?’ I asked Jake and Alex at the wedding reception.


‘Stand around and admire her,’ replied Jake. ‘Consume lots of champagne and get sufficiently drunk to pluck up the courage to talk to her.’


‘Not a bad idea,’ I replied, holding out my champagne flute for a refill from one of the waitresses. The place was swarming with them – it was wonderful. We were in a large oak-panelled room with a high, ornate ceiling and there was a deep echo of small-talk. And Jenny Joffee.


‘She looks great, doesn’t she?’ said Alex dreamily as, like spotty adolescents, we studied her across the room. ‘Do you think she’s normal? I mean, what do we talk to her about? Do you talk to a telly star about telly? I’m not sure where to start.’


‘You’re just going to plough on over there and dive in, are you?’ I asked Alex.


‘We can’t just stand here and talk about it.’


‘I can,’ said Jake, who could.


‘We can’t just do nothing,’ I acknowledged. ‘This is a sort of Judgement Day.’ Fantasising over this girl had been rather lovely and easy when we hadn’t met her. But now, in the same room as her, an unforeseen pressure was exerting itself on us. It would have been too feeble to do nothing, but feeble was certainly easiest.


‘Oh, come on!’ said Jake. ‘Don’t tell me you two are going to go all macho. The thrill of the chase? For fuck’s sake! Isn’t it exciting enough just to be here with her?’


‘No, it isn’t,’ I said. ‘It’s seize-the-day time. All that crap.’


And with that I remained rooted to the spot and watched enviously as Alex wove his way to Jenny.


Typical Alex: stocky, below average height and packaged with an attitude that seems to match his build. Few people have ever managed to knock him off course. He was like that when the three of us met at Nottingham University and he has remained so ever since. The only changes are that his Yorkshire accent has dulled a bit, his waistline has expanded and so has his wallet, which was notoriously empty when we were students. Like me, he is a lawyer – but I suspect a slightly better one.


He’s good with girls too. When it comes to pursuing women, I’m not equipped with the reserves of bravery and machismo that are necessary to bound up and talk to a TV star who doesn’t know me. I’ve always wanted to be one of the blokes in the adverts who spring bunches of flowers on strange girls whose perfume they happen to like, but it’s just not me. No matter how good the perfume.


But if there’s one real-life perfume-ad guy on this earth, it’s Alex. One of the reasons I like Jake so much is because he is even less perfume-ad man than me, and I find that reassuring. We could be locked into this reception for a week and he still wouldn’t talk to Jenny.


One of the reasons I like Alex so much is because he occupies the other extreme: he shows us that everything is possible. Alex is living proof that we can be preposterously smooth perfume-ad men after all.


And one of the reasons I like both of them is that neither of them is married. We became a triumvirate at college, long before the marriage thing became an issue, although anyone who meets us for the first time might think we had been forced together by Darwinian natural selection. While some people, like Pete and Di, get paired up, we are a little club, increasingly exposed and selected, it seems, to survive untainted by wedlock. In fact, we haven’t even come close. While all these others are busy marrying each other, we didn’t have – until now – so much as a girlfriend between us.


Jake has been single for pretty much all his life, and he’s been pretty for all his single life too. There’s no real reason for him to be so hopelessly and consistently unattached. It’s a bit of a mystery. If any of us could be described as a looker – and I may be no expert on these things but you tend to get the message – then it’s him. Alex is shortish, dark, with a sort of rugged appeal, and Jake could hardly look more different. He is the tallest of us – as usual, I’m somewhere in the middle – and looks slim and fit; he has this youthful fresh face and he does a good line in self-deprecation. Somehow, though, the ability to relax in the company of women has passed him by – a psychoanalyst would probably point here to his attractive, overbearing mother. The answer to the obvious question – is he gay? – is no. He’s just too damn nice and when girls show an interest, which they do, he invariably fails to realise it.


Thanks to Jake setting the bar so low, I am a comparative Lothario. I read once that the average western male gets to sleep with nineteen different women in his lifetime. Well, if I try my hardest, I might get there. I just wonder if any of them will remain with me for life. Alex, on the other hand, probably shot past nineteen before he was nineteen; his dilemma is not that he can’t find a girlfriend but that he can’t stick with one.


It was no surprise, then, that it was Alex who was delighting Jenny with his hallmark anecdotes about trash culture from the seventies and eighties that we’d heard so often before. Alex lives so permanently in retro-culture that you almost feel sorry for him when he’s confronted by something vaguely modern. Almost, but not quite: it’s hard to feel genuine sympathy for the perfume-ad guys of this world. Especially when they’re talking to Jenny Joffee. From where we were watching, Scott Tracy and Thunderbird One, Bodie and Doyle, Donny and Marie and the rest of his patter appeared to be doing quite a good job – until Jenny turned on her heels and marched off. Brilliant.


Alex was soon with us again. ‘She called me a bastard,’ he said, smiling in defeat.


‘Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy,’ said Jake. ‘How on earth could she fail to succumb to your charms?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘It looked from here as if you might be pulling it off.’


‘I thought I was doing OK too. I seemed to hold it together, I was pretty brave, not too overawed.’


‘What was she like?’


‘Gorgeous. And she was pleasant to talk to, quite sharp, I suppose, funny, not all telly and intimidating.’


‘Ooh, you’re so brave,’ jeered Jake. ‘What on earth went wrong?’


‘It would seem I made a horrendous mistake. I went and told her how much I liked her toffee recipe.’


The rest of the evening was all mine. The good news came in waves. First there was a further debriefing from Alex: Jenny was Di’s second cousin, knew hardly anyone at the party and therefore ‘might even talk to us again’. Second, and even better, I was sitting next to her at dinner. Third, the person on her other side at the table – Dylan Dale according to his place-tag – didn’t turn up. I had her all to myself.


Best of all was the real-life version of Jenny sitting next to me. If anything, she looked more feminine than on television, possibly because her makeup made her face less round and innocent-looking, but more likely due to a bit of cleavage sitting up where the two sides of her silver jacket met. Funnily enough, we hadn’t seen that on children’s television.


She was, as Alex had said, easy company. She and I had a laugh at Alex’s expense and I even persuaded her that the toffee mishap had a lighter side to it. This probably only went down well because she had drunk quite a lot of champagne, but it might also have been my inability to ply her with smooth perfume-ad-man lines. I was out there on my own, making conversation.


‘So, do you fancy getting married some time?’ I asked, picking up cunningly on the theme of the day.


‘That’s a bit forward, isn’t it?’ she replied, laughing. ‘You’ve only known me a few minutes.’


‘You must have some media star tucked away somewhere, waiting for you.’


‘Not quite.’


‘Don’t tell me no one out there gets to see you licking the fairy-cake mix off your finger in real life.’


‘There was. The empty seat next to me tells a tale, I’m afraid.’


‘Dylan Dale?’


‘Yup.’


‘Well, you’re better off without a bloke who has a name like that,’ I said.


‘You’re probably right,’ she replied, but looked sad.


‘When did you split up?’


‘Three days ago. We’d been together for over two years.’


‘Do you want to tell me about it?’ I said, changing my tone.


‘Not unless you want to spend an otherwise enjoyable evening hearing how I was mesmerised by him and how stupidly long it took me to realise that he wasn’t half what I thought he was. It was one of those – you know, quite heavy and everything.’


‘What happened?’


‘He was a fair bit older than me, and I was in awe of him. You know, experienced guy, quite big in TV, used to like spoiling me, taking me places. But he couldn’t resist giving other girls in the business a helping hand too.’


‘Ah. It’s those older men, you see, they give us younger guys a bad name.’


‘What?’ she said.


‘You’d be fine with someone who’s only seven years older than you.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Thirty-two.’


‘Oh, very good. How did you know I was twenty-five?’


‘I saw Starters For Starters when you made your own birthday cake. It looked like a great party. Did Dylan get to go?’


‘Listen, I’m supposed to be suffering post-relationship depression. You’re not supposed to make fun of it,’ she said, prodding my shoulder playfully.


‘Oh, sorry. Are you OK, you know, really?’


‘Sort of. I don’t know yet. How long is it before you stop feeling all cluttered and heavy and crap inside, and always feeling like you might be about to cry?’


‘Normally about three days.’


‘Ridiculous! Haven’t you ever had a major bust-up?’


‘Yup. I went off my food for ten days.’


‘Look, I’m being serious.’


‘So am I.’ I laughed. ‘I went to see a doctor because I thought I had anorexia. He asked me if my emotional life had been turbulent and I clicked straight away.’


‘Who was the girl?’


‘Someone I met when I was at law school in Nottingham. Stephanie Honeyfield, Coventry City fan.’


‘Why did you break up?’


‘I found it a bit annoying that she was sleeping with one of my mates.’


‘No! Did you really, really like her?’


‘Yup. She supported Coventry City, was talented with horses – almost became a jockey, actually – she could beat me at table-tennis, which is very hard, and she had splendid breasts. They were really outstanding, a topic of conversation on their own.’


‘Oh, fantastic.’ Jenny was clearly well versed in the skills of sarcasm. ‘And did that make her the perfect girl?’


‘Nearly. She didn’t have all the boxes ticked, though. She didn’t laugh at my jokes, which is a heinous crime. She wasn’t very good at quoting Shakespeare. And neither did she have her own TV show.’


‘Very smooth.’


Me? Smooth? Wasn’t that wonderful? And I continued to be quite smooth after dinner. Everyone else got up from their tables and started mingling but we just stayed seated, still chatting, apparently rapt. And then, when we hit our first real silence – me feeling awkward for the first time since the start of the meal and thinking that the spell had been broken – Jenny put her hand on my thigh, leaned over and told me it was about time I asked her to dance.


Fuelled by alcohol and a pang of self-confidence, I got to my rather unsteady feet. Jenny, I discovered, was even wobblier.


Somewhere in the room I knew that Jake and Alex would be looking on, as amazed as I was. Yet as Jenny flung herself around less and less self-consciously on the dance-floor, clearly not thinking much but certainly happy that the DJ had unearthed some of his old Madness LPs, I had one train of thought that I found impossible to derail. What do I do now? Can I make a pass at her? Should I make a pass at her? Is she expecting me to make a pass at her? Do people behave like this all the time in television or do they have the same body language as everyone else? Am I misreading this situation? Am I on the verge of looking foolish? What about this Dylan bloke? Is it too public to make a pass? How do I get her to slow down the dancing so I can attempt it?


Somewhere in the midst of it all, during a lovely trance-like dance number that I think was by Moby I found myself clutching the whirling television presenter in front of me. I don’t know how this happened because the beat was so incessant that I couldn’t find an appropriate pause, yet we came to a standstill in front of each other and I asked if I could kiss her.


No answer followed, not a yes, not a no, but instead a lunge as Jenny locked her mouth on mine. Then, just when I thought everything was going brilliantly, she pulled back a bit, looked into my eyes and said, ‘You’re going to regret this.’
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‘Morning, boys.’ It is Jenny.


What a vision. She’s standing in the sitting-room doorway and all she seems to be wearing is my white shirt from last night, the tails of which come half-way down her thighs. I presume she has something on underneath, but I can only presume. Jake, I know, will want to talk about this later. I also know that he will be thanking me for years to come for presenting him with this heavenly half-naked telly vision.


‘Hi,’ I reply, in a voice that, I think, sounds fairly relaxed. I plunge my hand into my dressing-gown pocket and feel the photograph there. A slight flush is coming over my face. I try to push the photo down into the pocket so that she will not notice it, but it is already as deep as it will go. I fold it in half, hopefully without her noticing. If she sees me fiddling around in my pocket like this, with her standing half naked in front of me, she’ll be straight out of the front door.


‘Settle down and watch television with us,’ says Jake, in an annoyingly provocative way. ‘Look who it is!’ he adds, pointing at the screen.


‘Um, we were just checking that it really is you,’ I explain weakly. God, how on earth can I have said that?


‘Ah,’ she replies, pulling down the shirt tails and standing on one foot. ‘I didn’t believe you when you said you watched it. Can you turn it over?’


‘You mean watch it upside-down?’ says Jake, and laughs at his own joke.


‘Oh, no,’ groans Jenny. ‘Not the lemon mousse. It’s terrible.’


‘But look!’ says Jake. ‘There you are, taking one you prepared earlier out of the fridge. It’s all fluffy and beautiful. Fantastic.’


‘Thanks,’ says Jenny, then turns to me. ‘Is he always like this?’


‘No. You’ve got him on a good day. Do you want a coffee?’


‘Er, no thanks. But I wouldn’t mind a shower. I’m afraid I can’t get it to work.’


‘There’s a good reason for that,’ I explain awkwardly. ‘It doesn’t. We’re thinking of getting it mended.’


‘Oh, are we? After two years? That’s good news,’ says Jake, funnier than ever.


This isn’t going well, is it? There’s a chilly awkwardness in the air. What I’d like is for Jenny to grab me by the hand and drag me back into bed, but that, it seems now, is even less likely than the shower coming back to life. At the very least I should be putting my arm round her, being a bit more familiar, making some sort of acknowledgement that only a few hours ago we were sharing something rather intimate, but I can’t manage it. We are standing in my sitting-room as if we barely know each other.


‘Jenny, what about another glass of wine?’ says Jake.


‘Wine? You must be mad, I feel terrible enough as it is.’ She winces. ‘I hope I wasn’t too pissed last night. I wasn’t, was I?’ Which seems to suggest that her previous state of inebriation allows her to disown everything. Does it follow that if she had been half sober, she would never have done it? We’ll deal with that later.


‘No, you behaved impeccably,’ I reply, relieved that I had found something half cool to say. That was quite cool, wasn’t it?


‘Yeah, I didn’t do too badly,’ says Jenny, looking me in the eye with a warm reassuring smile. That has to be good news.


But then she calls for a taxi and has a quick bath while she’s waiting for it. Meanwhile, I stand around in my dressing-gown and teddy-bear boxers wondering what happens next. What do people in Television Land do when they have just slept together? Do they just move on because they have such wild and varied sex lives? Or maybe they just want to settle down too. It is only when she’s fully dressed, heading for the door and out of my life, that I put a hand on her shoulder in an effort to find out. ‘Jenny, you can’t just vanish like this,’ I say, trying to sound cool but heartbroken.


‘Why not?’ she asks, turning to face me.


‘Because I don’t want you to.’


‘What would you rather I did instead?’


‘Stay for lunch.’


‘Sorry, I can’t. I’ve actually got to go. And the inside of your fridge doesn’t look very inviting.’ She laughs. I must remember to keep it better stocked for the next media star who pops in for the night.


‘Well you could give me your number, then.’


‘I could. I’m not sure I should, though.’


‘Even after a night with me? Very strange.’


‘Yes. Even after a night with you.’ And although we’re both joking we’re suddenly looking each other in the eye, with Jenny clearly not wanting to produce her number and sticking to her guns, me waiting for her to acquiesce, and the pair of us understanding the impasse.


‘Look,’ she says apologetically, ‘I don’t know why you’d want to ring me anyway.’


‘Well … we don’t know each other particularly well, but what little we do know, we quite like. At least, that’s my impression. That, for me, is reason enough for wanting to ring you up.’


‘I’ve only been single for four days. It would be madness. I’m not supposed to be giving out my number yet. I’m still all over the place. I’m supposed to be on a boyfriend-detox diet. I wouldn’t be good for you. I’m sorry. Do you understand?’


‘How do you know what would be good for me? I might like emotionally distraught television presenters.’


‘I told you last night you’d regret it.’


‘Look at it another way. Maybe I’d be good for you.’


‘Oh, stop it,’ she says, almost laughing. ‘Can’t you let me go?’ And then she gives me a look that suggests she doesn’t want me just to let her go. I might be misreading the situation, but that is how it appears.


‘Look, how about this,’ I say, with my last roll of the dice. ‘Why don’t you give me your work number and when I call you – say, on Tuesday – you’ll have had two days to think about it?’


‘Hmm.’


‘Come on. That way it’s in your hands. You can tell me on the phone that you don’t want to see me. Or you could get someone else in the office to break the gruesome news. And you can even write down the wrong number if you want.’


‘OK. OK. I’ll give you my number.’


And with that she disappears. I am left treasuring the waft of an air-kiss in the vicinity of my left ear and clutching a piece of paper bearing a set of digits that masquerades as the phone number of the television studios where the girl I’ve just slept with works.


I ring the number and click into a recorded message: ‘Hello, you have come through to Top Table Television …’


‘Brilliant,’ says Jake, in response to the successful telephone call.


‘It’s great, isn’t it?’


Jake is lying on the sofa and I am bouncing up and down on it with one foot on either side of him. This is in celebration of my extraordinary achievement, and is also my grown-up way of repaying him for behaving like an idiot in front of Jenny.
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