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Chapter 1


I could think of far better ways to spend a Saturday afternoon in June than trying on bridesmaids’ dresses. However, that is exactly what I found myself doing one day last summer; sweating like a French cheese in a changing room without air-conditioning in one of London’s biggest department stores; trying not to swear out loud as I stepped into a dress specifically designed to bring out the red in my spots. It was a gold dress. Who on earth does a gold dress suit? Not an ash-blonde like me, that’s for sure.


     Still, the bridesmaid doesn’t really get much choice what she’s going to wear, does she? And if the bride’s special colour scheme for her big day decrees that her attendants look like they’re suffering from a bad case of jaundice, there’s not much the average bridesmaid can do about it but slap on some extra blusher. Not that there was enough blusher in the world to save me from looking like a convalescent right then. Karen’s colour scheme decreed that her bridesmaids look as though they had just been disinterred  . . .


     ‘Oh, Lindsey, you look beautiful,’ Karen gushed as I emerged from the changing room. I prayed as I did so that no one I knew would walk past. I would have dropped dead for real if anyone I respected caught me looking so grim.


     ‘That empire line is super-feminine,’ the shop assistant chipped in. ‘And it really does suit you.’


     ‘Try this headdress with it,’ Karen suggested.


     She plonked a garland of gold polyester roses on my head and the village idiot effect was complete.


     Karen had already changed into her wedding dress. The best one could possibly say was that the dress she had chosen was complicated. It had more swags and flounces than a set of theatre drapes. And it was pure-as-the-driven-snow virgin white. I mean, let’s be realistic  . . .


     Karen resembled nothing so much as Marie Antoinette pretending to be a milkmaid – a train crash of low class meets too much cash, right down to the little white silk and bugle-beaded pouch that dangled from her wrist for those all-important wedding-day accessories. Like her mobile phone. Meanwhile, the shop assistant tugged at the back of my balloon of a skirt and held the waist in tightly so I could see how I might look once alterations to the gold sack had been made.


     Hideous. Still hideous.


     ‘Doesn’t Lindsey look beautiful?’ Karen asked her mother.


     Marilyn, Karen’s mother, paused long enough in searching through her handbag for nicotine patches to agree.


     ‘She’s looks lovely,’ she said without looking up.


     ‘See, I knew you’d look fantastic,’ Karen persisted. ‘Gold really is your colour, Linz.’


     ‘You’ll look better in the church. The lighting in here isn’t terribly flattering,’ said the assistant, noticing my frown.


     Didn’t I know it?


 


I’d been in that changing room before, you see. Three times in fact. And each time trying on a dress more spectacularly loathsome than the last. Melanie, the personal assistant, had wanted to see me in peach. Heather, the ‘model’, thought yellow would go with my hair. Trisha, the yoga teacher, had my ‘colours done’ and stuck me in mauve.


     They were all wrong.


     Fortunately, I wasn’t to be seen in public in any of those disaster outfits. For years afterwards, the dresses hung unworn in my wardrobe like taffeta scalps. And the gold dress Karen wanted me to wear was going to join them there, I promised my unhappy reflection.


     ‘You’ll look like a princess on the day,’ said the shop assistant cheerfully.


     If the day ever came, I would look like one of the Hanson boys in drag.


     ‘Your dad is going to be so proud of you, Linz,’ Karen – the woman who wanted to be my stepmother – assured me.










Chapter 2


That’s right. Karen had wangled herself a pretty spectacular catch. She was my father’s fourth fiancée. Fifth if you count my mother, his first and only wife.


     Sounds bad, doesn’t it? Like Dad was addicted to engagement ring shopping or was the kind of man who didn’t follow through on his promises. That’s not the case. He just made some unfortunate choices.


     Really, I can think of no better man than my father. I know pretty much every daughter says that – whether the dad in question is a prince or a train robber – but I also know I am telling the truth. Give me any fatherhood scale you care to mention and my dad would be right at the top of it.


     You see, I grew up without a mother and, with Mum gone, Dad worked harder than you can possibly imagine being two parents’ worth of father to me. In fact, he was as steadfast and supportive, protective and loving as two parents, four grandparents and an entire extended family of aunts, uncles and irritating younger cousins.


     He certainly didn’t have it easy, raising me all on his own. When he found himself in the role of single parent, Dad soon came to sympathize with those articles you read in women’s magazines about the difficulty of juggling work and family life. Dad was a high-flyer at university and had a serious career in advertising with all the attendant serious career stresses before he was twenty-five. He was the youngest ever account manager in his firm. He was a partner by the age of twenty-eight. But although he quickly reached the top of his career tree, it definitely wasn’t at the expense of our relationship.


     Dad was there at every important moment in my life. He saw me take my first steps. He heard my very first word (which, somewhat strangely, was ‘Mama’). He sewed nametags into my first school uniform and cried like a girl with the real mums at the gate as he watched me walk into the playground for the very first time.


     He taught me to ride a bike. He taught me to swim. He was never too busy to help with my homework. He made it to every school concert, even if it meant having to slip away early from a meeting (in fact, he once brought an entire commercial film crew to see me play an Oompaloompa in a musical version of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory). He took a weekend cookery class so he could bake a cake for me to take into school at harvest festival time (the other ‘mums’ were gently patronizing until Dad’s Chocolate Yule Log won first prize at the Christmas Fayre).


     Dad was always there for me. When the time came, he even took me aside and told me about periods and puberty. I don’t know which of us was more embarrassed.


     But my favourite memory of Dad comes from when I was four years old. As I think about it, I can still smell the fallen leaves mouldering on the ground, the delicate hint of a bonfire for Guy Fawkes’ on the air. It’s an autumnal smell that makes me smile even now.


     We were walking across Hampstead Heath on our way home from the playground. Dad always took me to the swings on a Sunday afternoon. He was holding my hand in his big, fatherly paw. It was almost dark, though it can only have been five o’clock.


     And then I heard my first firework. It exploded with a bang that seemed impossibly big and dangerous to a four-year-old girl. Immediately, I burst into tears. I wrapped myself around Dad’s leg, almost bringing him to the ground. He scooped me up into his arms. He pressed his bristly cheek against mine and kissed the end of my nose. I buried my face in his neck.


     But Dad gently took my face and turned it towards the sky, directing my eyes to where the fireworks still glittered on the horizon above London like shattering stars. He wouldn’t let me hide.


     ‘Look,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of. There will never be anything to be frightened of. Not while I’m here.’


     Gradually, I loosened my grip around his neck and relaxed. We stood on the Heath for a long time after that, me on Dad’s shoulders, watching the graceful arc of dozens of Roman candles as they lit up the November sky. From terrified to mesmerized in a matter of minutes. I knew then that he was right. I didn’t need to be afraid. Dad would open my eyes to the good things in life and I would never be afraid or unhappy as long as he was there.


 


As I was growing up, whenever people found out what had happened with Mum, they would pull a sympathetic face or reach out to touch me gently on the arm as though I needed comforting. But I honestly didn’t feel I lacked a thing. I had a complete and perfect family in Dad and me. I couldn’t have been happier. And that’s how it was for a very long time. Just the two of us. Me and Dad against the world.










Chapter 3


Nineteen years later in that bridal department, I took off the stupid gold bridesmaid’s dress and threw it over the back of the chair in the changing room like a fish-packer discarding stinking overalls at the end of a shift. I didn’t even bother to pick the dress up when it slithered from the chair on to the frankly filthy floor. Outside, Karen twittered on to her mother and the assistant as they unlaced the ice-white monstrosity she had chosen for her wedding day.


     Not that Karen looked much less tacky in her day clothes. She had come out in her usual shopping attire. A pair of velour tracksuit bottoms with something retarded written in big letters across her buttocks (today it was ‘Hard Tail’: it should have been ‘Soft in the Head’). A matching hoodie. Her Ugg boots: at least two years too late. Looking at Karen’s mother, Marilyn, it was easy to see where her dress sense came from. Marilyn kept her nicotine patches in a gold-trimmed Fendi baguette. Fake, of course.


     Karen’s style had been making me wince since the day I first met her. In fact, I think I started wincing in anticipation the moment I heard Karen’s name  . . .


 


She was a personal trainer. A personal trainer! What kind of job is that? You can imagine how I felt when Dad told me he had been seeing someone new and that she worked in his gym.


     Karen had been recommended by my father’s GP. Dad had been suffering from chronic backache for a while. All those hours at the office and long-haul flights to shoot commercials all over the world were starting to take their toll. After his doctor patched him up and prescribed anti-inflammatories for the umpteenth time, he insisted that Dad sort out a new exercise routine to strengthen his muscles and prevent him from ending up permanently incapacitated. Something Pilates-based might be a good idea. He knew exactly the woman to help.


     Karen had, according to Dad, a wall full of certificates in her office. She had studied sports medicine in the United States, trained in some of the best fitness centres in the world, and knew more about anatomy than the average surgeon. She wasn’t just a trainer. She was, to use the American term as she did, a sports physician. That didn’t make the revelation that Dad’s new ‘sports physician’ was getting to know his anatomy rather more intimately than the average client’s any easier to take.


     I found out during the Christmas holidays. I came home from a very difficult term at university – feeling quite guilty that I hadn’t managed to make it back to London at all until then – and found an unfamiliar hairbrush in my en-suite bathroom. Dad didn’t look at all embarrassed when I confronted him about the pink plastic bristles covered in long dark hair. Instead, he grinned widely at the memory of something I really didn’t want to guess at and said, ‘Ah, yes. I’ve been meaning to tell you. We’re going to be three for Christmas this year.’


     ‘Three?’


     ‘That’s right,’ he confirmed. ‘I’ve met someone fabulous.’


     ‘Someone serious?’ I asked, heart in mouth.


     He merely grinned.


     Oh dear, I thought. ‘Where did you find her?’


     ‘I met her at the gym. She’s my trainer. She’s called Karen.’


     Everything – the cheap hairbrush by my bathroom basin, the job description, that horrible name – told me this was a terrible idea.


 


But it was too late to get out of the rendezvous and so I met Karen for the first time on 22 December. Dad wanted me to meet her before Christmas Day and before he shopped for her Christmas present so I could advise him as to what she might like.


     What would a woman like Karen like? To be able to answer that, you first have to know what a woman like Karen is like. I’ve already told you what she considered to be suitable attire for a shopping trip to some of the better parts of London. When Karen first walked in to Sardi’s, our favourite Italian restaurant, I assumed she must be one of the waiting staff.


     ‘You are joking,’ I murmured when the very common-looking girl scanning the tables caught sight of Dad and her face split into a beam of recognition. ‘That is Karen?’


     Dad didn’t seem to hear me or react to the tone of my voice. He was too busy grinning right back at her. He jumped to his feet and planted a kiss smack on her lips. When they broke apart after an extremely unseemly amount of groping from two grown-ups in a public place, I extended my hand.


     Karen shook my hand with such enthusiasm I thought she might be trying to dislocate my shoulder. I gave her the cold, wet fish in response.


     ‘You must be Lindsey. Wow! I’ve heard so much about you,’ she said.


     ‘Wish I could say the same,’ I replied. ‘But Dad kept you rather quiet.’


     The goofy grin wavered at once.


     ‘She’s joking,’ said Dad. ‘I can’t stop gushing about you. Can I, Lindsey love?’


     I didn’t reply. Sometimes it’s best to let your silence do the talking. I dropped Karen’s hand and went straight back to perusing my menu. I was already satisfied that even if Christmas was going to be ruined, Karen wouldn’t make it much beyond the New Year.


     ‘What do you like to eat here, Lindsey?’ Karen tried to start a conversation.


     ‘I’ll go straight for a main course,’ I said, snapping the menu shut. ‘No point hanging around.’


     Karen never quite recovered her poise that day. She sent her water glass flying and dropped spaghetti down the front of her shirt. She drank too much wine. I think she was hoping it might give her confidence but it merely made her even clumsier. As we left the restaurant she somehow managed to trip herself up on the umbrella stand by the door.


     For someone who made her living teaching other people how to have good posture, Karen didn’t even seem to be in control of her own body. Her eyebrows were horribly over-plucked and her low-lights were several months overdue a retouch. She dressed as though she’d been raised in a trailer park and had the conversational skills and natural grace of an adolescent chimpanzee. What on earth did Dad see in her? I was extremely relieved when Karen left us to go back to work.


 


As Dad and I walked through the centre of London together that afternoon and he told me what he was planning to cook for Christmas lunch, I tried to work out why he was so infatuated with a girl who made Britney Spears look like Grace Kelly. It wasn’t the first time either. Why was he constantly picking such embarrassing girlfriends?


     I decided the issue was that he was subconsciously trying to find a woman who was the polar opposite of my mother in an attempt to keep from sinking into depression at the thought of what he had lost. Karen was certainly the polar opposite of Mum. There was something so rough about her, with her chain-store clothes and her badly-coloured hair; something so different from the woman who smiled down at me each night from the photograph on my bedroom wall. Beautiful, elegant and understated at all times, my mother definitely wasn’t the kind of woman who wore tight purple training pants to lunch.


     I resolved to tell Dad that it was OK. I knew what was going on in his head and I understood the rationale behind it. But it was time for him to realize he could love someone who was my mother’s equal without fear of getting hurt again. Far better to take a risk on true excellence than continue to date bimbos like this latest one who would give him a quick fix and leave him feeling lower than ever before when he realized how her lack of class, sophistication and general intelligence reflected detrimentally upon him. I felt sure he would know at once that I had hit the nail on the head with my insight.


     But I couldn’t find the appropriate moment to tell him, and later that afternoon, Dad insisted we go to Tiffany to buy Karen’s Christmas gift.


     ‘Tiffany?’ I can’t describe my horror.


     ‘Go crazy,’ he told me as we stepped into the bright, airy diamond room, busy with slightly frightened-looking guys hunting for last-minute gifts and accidentally buying engagement rings.


     Dad nudged me. ‘Find Karen’s perfect present.’


     ‘What? In here?’ I said. ‘I don’t think so.’


     I dragged Dad upstairs and made him buy Karen a charm bracelet in the silver department.


     ‘Silver?’ he said, as the assistant laid it before him on a velvet tray. ‘I was planning to spend a bit more than that. Are you sure this will do?’


     ‘Better with her skin tone,’ I assured him. I didn’t add that as far as I was concerned even that little silver bracelet represented an awful lot of money to spend on someone who wouldn’t be around for all that long. There would certainly be no need to buy a silver heart charm for Valentine’s Day.


 


Unfortunately, Karen proved to be remarkably tenacious. That year – my final year at university – I risked my studies and made a point of coming home much more often, since Dad must have been pretty lonely to hook up with his personal trainer . . . Not that he had a chance to be lonely any more. Karen was always there when I got back to the house in Hampstead. Always hanging around in our kitchen, cooking Dad cholesterol-lowering food or whipping up a smoothie. And always wearing that bloody horrible bracelet I had chosen and polishing it on the hem of her sweater as though it was worth more than three pounds in scrap.


     By September, she had officially moved in.


     And the following Christmas, the very worst happened. A year to the day from my very first encounter with Karen, Dad dragged me to Tiffany again and showed me a bright platinum band set with a single square diamond. Three sodding carats.


     ‘You were absolutely right about silver being better than gold with her skin tone,’ he told me. ‘So platinum will look even better.’


 


Dad proposed to Karen on a New Year’s trip to Barcelona; on the first day of a long weekend that was cut tragically short when I was rushed into hospital with suspected appendicitis moments after they called to tell me the good news. But now my appendicitis scare (aka The Wind Incident when my father was being particularly cruel) was long forgotten and the wedding I had never quite believed would happen was just six weeks away.


 


Back in the bridal store, I could hear Karen chatting on the other side of the curtain. The shop assistant asked about her fiancé. Karen giggled and said she’d found one ‘second-hand’.


     ‘One careless lady owner?’ the assistant asked witlessly, sending Karen and her hideous mother into hysterics.


     I raced to get out of the changing room before Karen or her stupid mother said something that might force me to use physical violence in a department store. I felt like David Banner on the brink of becoming the Hulk.


     ‘And this is my future daughter,’ Karen said, catching me as I emerged and wrapping her arm around my shoulder.


     ‘Stepdaughter,’ I corrected brusquely. ‘I don’t think many people will make the mistake of thinking I’m your real daughter.’


     Karen’s face fell.


     ‘Well, I suppose there are just ten years between us,’ she said.


     ‘Not that Karen’s marrying an old man,’ Karen’s mother quickly clarified. ‘Alex and his first wife had Lindsey when they were very, very young. Isn’t much of a bargain marrying a rich old man these days anyway,’ she prattled on. ‘Not now there’s Viagra! It’s ruining my life  . . .’


     Marilyn laughed so hard at her own joke it set off her smoker’s cough.


     ‘Er, gross,’ I muttered, not knowing which was worse: the thought of some priapic old man chasing tail or the fact that Karen’s vile mother was still managing to get laid.


     ‘I’ll send this dress off to the seamstress this evening,’ the shop assistant said as she shook out the bundle I had left on the changing-room floor. ‘It should be back in three weeks’ time and then you’ll need to come in for a final fitting. Make sure you haven’t lost too much weight in all the excitement,’ she added.


     ‘No danger of that,’ I assured her.


     ‘Especially not if we keep having lunch at Sardi’s,’ Karen laughed.


     Dad was meeting us at his favourite Italian restaurant, having lunch with ‘all his girls’ before he and Karen went off to sort out some issue with the wedding list and, God-willing, Marilyn went back to her granny flat in Bournemouth and left me alone to console myself in Selfridges.


     ‘Let me just check I’ve got the date right one more time,’ said the shop assistant. ‘And the big day is  . . .’


     ‘July,’ said Karen. ‘July the seventeenth.’


     Over my dead body.










Chapter 4


Outside the store, Karen linked her arm through mine as we went in search of a cab. I unlinked my arm from hers to hail one. Karen patted the black leather seat beside her as we clambered inside the taxi. I sat on the jump seat opposite and stared out of the window for the entire trip, merely grunting in response to the questions she’d asked a thousand times since I moved back home after finishing university. ‘How are the job applications going? I expect you’re itching to get started with your career, aren’t you? I know I’d be getting really bored just hanging around at home with a couple of old fogeys like me and your Dad  . . .’


     ‘Hmmm,’ I replied. I simply wouldn’t allow her to engage me. But as we arrived at the restaurant and stepped out of the cab I wove myself between Karen and her mother for the walk to the door and flicked on my smile. I was like Judy Garland stepping out into the spotlight, fresh from downing a bottle of scotch. I could do Oscar-winning happy when I had to.


     Dad beamed when he saw us looking so pally.


     ‘My girls!’ he called.


     We had a group hug, which lasted until Marilyn had another of her coughing fits. Not long then, thank goodness.


 


Inside Sardi’s, the restaurant where Karen first walked into my life and proceeded to ruin it, the waiter showed us to our usual table. Karen sat in the seat that had always been mine: middle of the banquette, facing out into the room, flanked by my dad and her mother. It was the best seat in the restaurant – mine for the fifteen years Dad and I had been eating at that place before Karen came along and muscled her way in like a cuckoo in the nest. Now I sat with my back to the room and complained about the draught from the door, though I flatly refused to move when Dad offered to swap with me.


     I nibbled on a breadstick while Karen talked about our morning. ‘My dress is nearly ready. And Lindsey looked like an angel in her gown. Wasn’t she beautiful, Mum? Didn’t you think she looked lovely?’


     Marilyn coughed her assent.


     ‘I looked like a retard,’ I said. Everyone ignored me.


     ‘Everything is coming together perfectly,’ Karen concluded. ‘The dresses are going to be perfect. I checked on the flower order yesterday. Apart from the wedding list, the only thing left to arrange is my hen night.’


     ‘Well,’ laughed Dad, ‘I don’t know how I feel about you having a hen night! What if you meet some handsome stripper and leave me standing at the altar?’


     ‘Oh, Alex.’ Karen shoved him playfully in the arm. ‘You don’t really think I’d be swayed by a pretty face and a pair of impressive biceps?’


     And that’s when it came to me.


     ‘Why don’t I arrange your hen night?’ I asked.


 


It was an unexpectedly effective conversation stopper.


     Dad rocked back in his chair and looked at me as though I had just announced I was going to run the New York marathon in a fireman’s outfit. Karen’s mouth dropped open too but her ‘gawping in surprise’ look wasn’t that different from her usual expression anyway. Marilyn’s eyebrows shot up to meet her face-lift scars.


     ‘You want to organize my hen night?’ Karen managed at last.


     ‘Well, yes.’


     ‘But . . .’ Karen began.


     I took a deep breath. ‘I want to do something nice for my future stepmother.’


     Someone spluttered. It might even have been Dad.


     ‘That’s, er, really kind,’ said Karen. ‘But you absolutely don’t have to. I was just going to have a couple of drinks with the girls from work. Maybe have dinner somewhere. You could join us if you like.’


     ‘You’ve got to do something more special than that,’ I said.


     ‘Really, there’s no need for you to put yourself out  . . .’


     I knew there was no need. But I was determined. I looked her straight in the eye. ‘Karen,’ I began. ‘I know that things haven’t always been entirely . . .’ I paused to find the exact right word. ‘Comfortable between you and me.’


     Dad put down his silverware very quietly. Karen nodded minutely at the indisputable.


     ‘That’s an understatement!’ her mother spat. She’d had too much Chianti with her pasta. As usual.


     ‘Marilyn,’ Dad said his future monster-in-law’s name like a warning, ‘Lindsey is trying to talk.’


     I ignored Marilyn’s pursed cat’s bottom of a mouth and continued to address Karen directly. ‘I think it’s even fair to say that I’ve been a little bit harsh.’


     ‘Oh no,’ Karen protested politely.


     ‘Hmmmmph,’ Marilyn growled.


     ‘I have been very harsh,’ I insisted self-deprecatingly. ‘But I’m sure you understand that it’s only because I love my father so very, very much.’


     Dad gave me a proud little smile.


     ‘I just wanted to protect him from all possible heartache. Which is why when he said he’d fallen in love with another personal trainer, my very first instinct was to scream. After all, you know what happened last time  . . .’


     Karen snorted with nervous amusement. Tales of her predecessor Trisha, who taught ‘yogalates in self-defence’, still formed the basis of some of Dad’s favourite after-dinner anecdotes.


     ‘And so,’ I carried on, ‘when you and I were first introduced in this very restaurant two Christmases ago, I was automatically on the defensive. I didn’t want to like you and as a result I didn’t really give you a chance to make me like you. I was primed to expect the worst and I looked for it. I was instantly dismissive of all your good qualities and magnified the negatives instead.’


     ‘What negatives . . . ?’ Marilyn began.


     This time it was Karen who silenced her mother with a gentle hand on her arm.


     ‘I magnified the negatives,’ I said again for effect. ‘Of which I have to say I could see many.’ I counted them off on my fingers for her benefit. ‘First there was the superficiality of your career. Personal training? What kind of job is that for a grown-up? Then I couldn’t see beyond your lack of culture. You’d never heard of Tosca or La Bohème. I even took a dislike to your name. I mean, Karen . . . It’s hardly dripping class.’


     A blood vessel began to bulge above Marilyn’s eye. I saw Karen’s biceps flex as she held her mother firmly to her seat.


     ‘But I see now how very unfair it was for me to focus on those things,’ I pushed on. ‘After all, you didn’t choose your name and what does it matter if you would rather veg out in front of a soap opera than pick up an edifying book?’


     Dad’s eyes flashed ‘danger’ at me.


     ‘It’s your choice to fritter your spare time exactly as you want to. I realize now that what I thought of as simply prancing around the gym is actually a very stressful job and you deserve to relax in the way you like best when you get home after a long hard day at half past four. Let’s face it, Dad is just a little bit obsessed with his intellectual reading. Perhaps he needs to lighten up. And I’m sure Dad never really enjoyed the opera as much as he always claimed to. He’s probably glad he hasn’t had to go to Covent Garden since he met you.’


     I felt the gentle pressure of Dad’s shoe on mine beneath the table.


     ‘I don’t suppose he particularly misses being able to discuss current events over breakfast with another equally well-informed adult when I’m not in town either. Ow!’


     The pressure wasn’t quite so gentle this time.


     ‘All I’m trying to say is,’ I gasped, ‘I think I’ve judged you harshly in the past.’


     ‘Hear, hear,’ said Marilyn, knocking back the best part of another glass of vino and helping herself to a top-up which set her coughing again.


     ‘But when I saw how you were with Dad, those big red flags quickly started to recede,’ I shouted over the hacking.


     ‘Thank goodness,’ Karen breathed.


     ‘You’re getting married to him this summer and after that you’re going to be in our lives for the rest of our lives  . . .’


     ‘She certainly is,’ murmured Dad.


     ‘Karen, you make my father happy.’ I took another deep breath. ‘And ultimately, I suppose that is the only thing that really matters.’


     ‘Well said, Lindsey.’ Dad squeezed Karen’s free hand and made his goo-goo eyes at her.


     ‘So you and I had better bury the hatchet,’ I finally choked out. ‘And I think we should bury it on your hen night.’


     ‘Thank you,’ said Karen. ‘That’s very . . . very kind.’


     ‘Let’s raise a toast to that,’ said Dad. ‘Lindsey, it’s a lovely thought. Well done.’


     ‘You better make this hen night a good one,’ hissed Marilyn as we left the restaurant.


 


Despite Karen’s gracious acceptance over lunch, Dad had to persuade her she should really take my offer up. I heard them arguing about it later that night, in the living room of the rambling Hampstead house I had moved back into after finishing my degree.


     When I graduated, Dad suggested I might want to carry on living in the Exeter flat I shared with my best friend Gemma for a while but I told him I wanted to be back in London. Dad even offered to continue to pay my rent if Gemma and I found a new flat together somewhere. Perhaps we could look in Notting Hill? But I told him it was a waste of money. Why should he have to pay rent for me to live somewhere else when there was so much space in the house where I had grown up?


     Anyway, back to their argument. Listening through my bedroom floor – face down on the rug with a water-glass to my ear – I heard Dad say that by suggesting I organize the hen night, I was offering a genuine olive branch. Burying the hatchet, as I’d put it. Karen said it was still clear to her that the only place I really wanted to bury my hatchet was in her head. I must be planning something. I never did anything nice without an ulterior motive. Remember the time I made a ‘chocolate cake’ for her birthday? It was an accident, Dad reminded her, that I used chunks of chocolate-flavoured laxative instead of cooking chocolate in the icing.


     ‘Accident, my arse,’ said Karen, which was quite a good pun I thought. For her.


     Dad begged Karen to judge me more kindly. The way I had always judged her so kindly, Karen scoffed. Sure, sometimes I behaved in a pretty immature way for a twenty-something, Dad conceded (Karen interrupted that comment with another nasty spluttering laugh), but he was sure I was genuinely asking in my own clumsy way for a chance to make amends. And for Karen and I to become proper friends would be the best wedding present we could possibly give him. Wouldn’t she give me the benefit of the doubt just this once?


     ‘It would mean so much to me,’ Dad wheedled.


     ‘OK,’ I heard Karen say at last. ‘OK. Just for you, Alex. I’ll do it. But only for you.’


     She sounded as though she had just agreed to donate a kidney.










Chapter 5


I made a few calls that night. Sent a few emails. And the following morning I presented my fait accompli over brunch at Lemonia, another of Dad’s favourite restaurants, in Primrose Hill. Karen’s hen night would in fact be a ‘hen weekend’, comprising four days with my best friend Gemma in Ibiza. Just me, Karen and Gemma herself.


     ‘Four whole days? With no other guests except you, me and one of your friends?’ I saw the panic in Karen’s eyes.


     ‘You and Gemma will get along very well,’ I promised.


 


But as you’ve probably guessed, neither Karen nor I were exactly looking forward to her hen weekend in Ibiza. As soon as I booked the flights I started to wonder whether I had been mad to even suggest it. Four nights with the Queen of Common? Was I a glutton for punishment? Only Dad seemed entirely thrilled with the idea.


     Every day I gritted my teeth as Karen asked my opinion on some new piece of wedding trivia. I honestly thought my head would explode if I heard the words ‘place setting’ one more time.


     ‘Should we designate someone to collect all the disposable cameras from the tables at the end of the night?’


     ‘Probably,’ I would mutter and go straight back to reading my book.


     ‘I think I should throw the bouquet right after cutting the cake, don’t you? Otherwise, some of the girls who have to leave early might miss out.’


     ‘Throw it whenever you like.’


     ‘I’m glad you’re showing an interest in arrangements,’ said my father from behind his newspaper.


     I sensed that he was really as irritated by all the stupid little wedding details as I was, but I managed, for his sake, not to say, ‘Whichever are most likely to choke you’, when Karen asked for the third time which type of sugared almond I preferred.


 


Just a couple of days before we were due to fly off to Ibiza, I decided to go shopping for some new beach gear. Though I had no intention of taking Karen anywhere we might be seen by anyone I particularly cared about, there was never a good reason not to shop. I headed straight for the second floor of Harvey Nichols. Designer collections. No diffusion lines for me. I picked up a couple of sundresses from Mark Jacobs, then I popped upstairs and bought three bikinis from La Perla. I never wear any other brand. After that, I tripped along Knightsbridge, avoiding all chain stores, en route to Harrods. And it was while I was taking that little trip that I got a real blast from the past.


     It had been at least five years since I last saw her, but there was absolutely no danger that I would fail to recognize Poupeh Gharani. When I first caught sight of her, she was buying an Evening Standard from the man who had the pitch outside Harrods. Paper bought, she leaned against a wall and opened the paper out dramatically so that it covered her entire face, except for her eyes, as though she was trying to hide. But if the gesture was meant to make her blend into the masses that seethed towards the tube station, it really hadn’t succeeded.


     Let me explain about Poupeh Gharani. She absolutely wasn’t the kind of girl who could slip unnoticed through a crowd. She may have been only five feet two inches tall but she always seemed a great deal bigger. It was partly because she was at least as wide as she was high and partly because she always dressed like a Chinese circus tent. On that particular warm afternoon in June she was all in hot pink with gold trimmings. She had what appeared to be a piece of tinsel twisted through her thick brown hair.


 


I first met Poupeh when she started to attend my senior school. She arrived late, at the beginning of the second year, by which time all the important cliques were already fully formed and pretty much impenetrable. The day before she arrived, our form teacher informed us that we were all to be extra nice to Poupeh Gharani. This was not only her first week at a new school but her first week in the United Kingdom. Prior to that she had been at an American school in Dubai. She was Iranian. Some bright spark immediately asked if she was related to Saddam Hussein.


     ‘Iranian,’ repeated Mrs Castle patiently. As a class, we had a Republican’s grasp of world politics.


     ‘How do you spell her name?’ someone asked.


     Mrs Castle wrote it up on the board.


     ‘But you pronounce it “Poop-ee”, right?’ someone tittered.


     ‘Poo-pay,’ Mrs Castle enunciated.


     ‘Poop-ee,’ we enunciated right back at her.


     Poupeh really didn’t stand a chance. She was the class laughing-stock long before she got as far as the classroom, providing welcome relief for Melinda Haverstock, who had held that far-from-coveted position throughout the first year thanks to a disastrous attack of diarrhoea during double French. (We had one of those horribly strict language teachers who wouldn’t let you go to the bathroom unless you asked in French and absolutely correctly. Bit difficult when your vocab stops short at ‘Bonjour’.)


     ‘Poupeh will have to sit next to Melinda,’ someone suggested wittily. ‘If she smells like her name sounds.’


     The class erupted with hilarity. So you can imagine my horror when Mrs Castle appointed me and my best friend Gemma as ‘ambassadors for the class’ and charged us with making sure Poupeh settled in.


     We did the job. In the loosest possible sense. We told her where the science labs and the geography room were. We only once directed Poupeh to the strictly off-limits sixth-form toilets instead of the year-two cloakrooms. But after that first week, we never hung out with her again. She was just too embarrassing, always so enthusiastic about everything when it really wasn’t done to be excited about anything except the boys at our brother school. The teachers loved her – she was always ready to volunteer. Some of the less cool girls in our class loved her too. But Poupeh Gharani definitely wasn’t a girl I had ever intended to keep in touch with.


     Now there she was, hiding behind a newspaper on Knightsbridge, like an enormous pink elephant standing behind a skinny palm tree. I froze as though by standing very still, I might make myself invisible, like the children in Jurassic Park who stand still to outwit the T. Rex. I could tell that Poupeh was scanning the street from behind that newspaper. It was very unlikely she was looking for me in particular, but thoroughly likely that she would see me anyway. Perhaps she wouldn’t recognize me. My hair was longer and blonder than it had been at school and I’d had a small amount of work done to my nose as a present for passing my A-levels. Strictly for medical reasons, of course.


     Slowly, moving sideways and backwards, I slipped into the entrance of Zara with the intention of regrouping and making an escape plan. Did Zara have a back entrance? I’d never been in there before. I bought my Prada-style dresses from Prada. But I was distracted by a very passable Mark Jacobs rip-off just inside the store. I took my eye off Poupeh for just a second and next thing I knew she had grabbed me by the arm.


     ‘Lind-zay!’ she shrieked.


     ‘Poupeh,’ I squeaked.


     ‘Lind-zay Parker. I thought it was you. What are you doing here? In Zara?’


     ‘Good question. I just stepped into the doorway to get out of the crush on Knightsbridge,’ I said quickly.


     ‘I know what you mean,’ said Poupeh, fanning herself with the paper. ‘It is so hot today and so hectic. How are you keeping? It must be . . .’ I could see her making the calculation in her head. ‘Five years since I saw you last. In the classroom! Our last day at school! And to think we said we’d keep in touch  . . .’


     ‘You did, Poupeh,’ I muttered to myself.


     ‘I’m sorry I’ve been such a bad correspondent. Are you married now?’ she asked.


     ‘No.’


     ‘Children?’


     ‘No.’


     I said that last with some irritation. Did I look as though I might have had children in the past half decade? I automatically glanced down at my stomach. It was, of course, perfectly flat. I worked out with a personal trainer (at a different gym from Karen’s) three times a week.


     ‘Me neither,’ Poupeh sighed. ‘But that is good, no? We are career women now, yes?’


     I nodded.


     ‘So  . . .’


     ‘So?’


     ‘So, Lind-zay, what are you actually doing in your career?’


     She had to ask the one question I couldn’t answer.


     ‘Oh, you know. I only graduated a few months ago.’ In fact, it was coming up for twelve. ‘I’m just taking a few weeks off before plunging into the rat race,’ I adlibbed. ‘What about you?’


     Poupeh tapped the side of her nose and handed me a card.


     ‘I would like to tell you but I’d have to kill you!’ she laughed. ‘Here, have this.’


     ‘Ha ha,’ I said. I guessed that I was supposed to press for more details but I really couldn’t be bothered. I glanced at the card. It merely contained her name, the initials PGI and her number.


     ‘Well, I have to get on,’ said Poupeh.


     I couldn’t help sighing with relief. That saved me from having to find an excuse to go.


     ‘But we must get together one evening soon. There is so much to catch up on. Do you have a card too?’


     ‘Oh. No, I don’t. Sorry.’ I made a ‘how unfortunate’ face.


     ‘Then give me your number.’


     ‘I can never remember it,’ I lied. ‘You know how it is with mobiles. Probably easiest if I call you,’ I said, without ever intending to do so. The last thing I wanted was for Poupeh Gharani to put me on her friends and family list.


     ‘Do that the minute you can,’ she said. ‘I want to arrange an evening out as soon as possible! You and Gemma. You still see Gemma, don’t you? I’ll always remember how kind you both were when I first started at Lady Margaret Heron School for Girls. That joke with the sixth-form bathrooms! How funny. I was so scared but you and Gemma knew that the big girls would be kind to me when they found out I was new. But I must go now.’ She threw her arms around me and hugged me until I couldn’t breathe, before adding mysteriously. ‘I would love to talk some more but I am on an assignment. Goodbye, dear friend! Goodbye!’


     An assignment? What was she on about? I couldn’t help but watch and wonder as Poupeh bustled about a hundred metres down the street, then leaned against a wall outside Harrods and took out her newspaper again. Strange girl. Why didn’t she find somewhere to sit down? Still, at least she hadn’t suggested coffee right that moment, or lunch, or anything that might involve horrific amounts of time together. I went back to my own assignment – holiday shopping – in peace. I started at Zara. Really, that Marc Jacobs rip-off was worth investigating.


 


That evening, sitting at my computer, I instant-messaged Gemma in Ibiza and told her that I had bumped into Poupeh Gharani outside Harrods. ‘Well, not exactly bumped into her,’ I admitted. ‘I tried to hide inside the doorway of Zara and she hunted me down. She gave me her card and said we should meet up. You too. She especially wants to see you again. Oh-mi-god.’


     ‘I guess that means she’s forgiven you for writing that love letter to Miss Hobson and signing it with her name, then?’


     I had forgotten all about that. Now I had just the littlest twinge of guilt. When the letter was found in the pigeonhole belonging to Miss Hobson, our history teacher, Poupeh’s parents were called. The letter was absolutely filthy, full of the wildest sexual imaginings possible (as wild as two girls who couldn’t say the word ‘breast’ without having hysterics could get). An educational psychologist was threatened. Eventually, Poupeh managed to convince her parents and the staff that the letter was a fake but the real culprits were never discovered.


     ‘That prank only worked so well because Poupeh really did fancy Miss Hobson,’ I wrote back. ‘All the best lies contain at least a grain of truth.’


     ‘You are evil,’ Gemma replied.


     I took that as a compliment. I knew that was what she liked about me.


     ‘What’s Poupeh doing with herself these days anyway?’ Gemma continued.


     ‘She was being all mysterious. She said she was on an assignment.’


     ‘Perhaps she’s joined MI5?’


     ‘Well, that makes perfect sense. The world’s least anonymous-looking woman joining MI5. She was probably waiting to meet someone from an Iranian marriage bureau. She’s not married,’ I added unnecessarily.


     ‘Neither are we,’ Gemma reminded me. ‘But perhaps there will be some eligible men at your father’s wedding.’


     ‘If it happens!’ I tapped back. ‘There is no way on earth I am going to wear that horrible dress.’


     ‘Ha ha ha,’ typed Gemma. ‘You’re going to look like Little Bo Peep. I’m going to take lots of pictures.’


     ‘I’d break your fingers. Not that you’ll get a chance. Looking forward to seeing you in a couple of days,’ I said, getting ready to sign off.


     ‘Me too,’ mailed Gemma. ‘I’ve lined up loads of hen-night treats. Can’t wait to meet your future stepmother. I want to help you make this weekend really special for her.’


     ‘Oh yeah. This weekend is going to be really special.’


     I smiled to myself. I knew exactly what I meant by ‘special’.










Chapter 6


The hen weekend soon came around.


     ‘Pumpkin,’ said Dad on the morning we were to fly. ‘You have no idea how happy it makes me that you are making such a big effort to be friends with Karen. I’m so proud of you,’ he told me.


     ‘Thanks, Dad.’


     I held him close. Mostly because I couldn’t look him in the eye.


     ‘You will look after her for me, won’t you? You’ll make sure she doesn’t run off with some second-rate Spanish Chippendale?’


     ‘She’s in perfectly safe hands with me,’ I promised.


     ‘You’re an angel.’ Dad squeezed me tight against him. ‘This means so much to me,’ he rubbed it in one last time. ‘My two favourite women in the entire world going on holiday together.’


     I flinched. Two favourite women? I wanted to ask him about that. But Dad was already pulling away from me anyway. When I gave up on his embrace, I noticed that Karen was standing at the top of the stairs with her wheelie case. I wondered how long she had been there, watching me talk to my father. It was creepy the way she wandered around the house as though she owned it.


     ‘All set?’ Dad asked her.


     ‘All set,’ she nodded.


     Dad bounded up the stairs to help carry her case down. Karen clapped her hands together like a medieval princess at his chivalry. I wondered why she didn’t carry the bag herself. After all, Dad was the one with the persistently dodgy back and she was the one who could bench-press 180 lb with one arm.


     ‘Travelling light?’ Dad joked as he strained to pick her bag up. I could see that the fake Louis Vuitton was dangerously stretched about the seams.


     ‘Watch your back!’ I shouted.


     ‘Bend your knees,’ said Karen. ‘You can do it, Alex. Come on. Remember what I’ve told you. Engage your core muscles. Breathe out as you stand up. Breathe. Breathe.’


     ‘Jeez,’ Dad hissed like a punctured lung. ‘Did you remember the kitchen sink?’


     ‘I wasn’t sure what to bring,’ Karen added to me as Dad puffed his way down to the hallway. ‘I wanted to make sure I packed the right kind of gear.’


     Looking at her choice of travelling attire, I very much doubted she had. I was wearing my favourite air travel outfit: soft blue denims and a black cashmere hoodie. Anonymous lux, as I liked to think of it. Karen was dressed in the kind of outfit a footballer’s wife on her way back from a World Cup match might choose to run the gauntlet of paparazzi at Heathrow: tight white jeans, a pair of high-heeled gold wedges you could smuggle a lot of cocaine in, an enormous pair of sunglasses tangled in her brutally straightened hair. The entire look was the kind of thing I might have worn when I was fifteen and thought tacky pop songstress Anastacia was a suitable role model for daywear. Karen’s T-shirt proclaimed that she was ‘ready for anything’ in glittery pink writing.
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