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For my trio of Leos with love and gratitude.


‘Look, there’s a patch of blue sky over there.’

Maureen Tucker

‘Illegitimi non carborundum.’

‘Don’t let the bastards grind you down.’

John Tucker


PROLOGUE: PART I

Rob Waters proposed to me three months after I slept with him. I thought it was one of those whirlwind romances you read about in magazines at the hairdresser’s. Five years and two postponed weddings later, I’ve accepted it’s more of a slow burner.

In two months’ time, however, we will finally, actually be saying, ‘I do.’ This time everything’s booked: the Blue Room at Burnby Castle near his parents’, the reportage photographer and the Rolls-Royce. Rob has been very hands-on, which is great; it was his decision to go with the strawberry brandy snap baskets.

We’re keeping it informal. He’ll be in a navy blue Hugo Boss suit and pale pink shirt, the same pink as the bouquet roses. My dress is very simply cut with just the right amount of Chantilly lace. I sold the last two meringues on eBay.

We still have to pick out our wedding bands. They’ll be platinum to match the engagement ring. It’s funny but since he gave me this rock I’ve never taken it off, not even when he wanted to postpone the wedding the first time (he’s scared of churches) or the second (he felt funny about being thirty-five). I suppose I just love Rob Waters. I love him and not for all the obvious reasons like the fact he’s incredibly easy on the eye and absolutely loaded. I love the neat way he’s put together, his pouty lips and blond curls. I love the way he walks and how he sleeps curled up. I love the way he wrinkles his nose and sniffs when he’s concentrating. I’ve grown to love how he calls me ‘Bunny’. I don’t even mind when he screams, ‘Who’s a filthy little bunny?’ when we make love. I just say, ‘I am.’

He’ll be back from the gym soon so I’m making salmon with wild rice and chicory salad for supper, his favourite. I move around the kitchen and find I’m humming to myself. I’m certainly a very lucky girl to live in this fabulous apartment right in the centre of London, the greatest city in the world. I’m young(ish), in love and about to be married. I have everything I ever wanted.

The door slams. He’s back early. I go to the top of the stairs. He looks up, ringing bells in my soul with his handsomeness.

‘Hi.’ I smile. ‘Supper’s nearly ready.’

‘Hey, Viv,’ he says, and I know by his voice something is wrong. I go into the living room and wait. He must have had a bad day at work. He steps into the room and just stands there and the look in his blue eyes chills my blood. It’s a look I’ve seen before, twice before. His eyes search my face as he slowly, sadly, shakes his head.

‘Oh no,’ I whisper, and sink onto the Graham and Green sofa.

‘I can’t do it, Viv,’ he says, and I feel my heart snap like stepped-on ice.


PROLOGUE: PART II

Nevergoogleheartbreak.com – Self-help for Lovers

Rob Waters and I are ‘on a break’, taking time apart to discover what we want. Well, so he can discover he’s lost without me.

Moving out was my decision, a cruel-to-be-kind thing, like cutting back a lovely but straggly rosebush. You only do it to let something more beautiful bloom, and something beautiful will bloom for us when he realises what he’s lost and comes to get me back.

So yeah, no, just to be clear . . . We haven’t split up; we’re on a break – it’s different.

Obviously I was devastated when he cancelled our wedding . . . again (he doesn’t feel fully grown, spiritually speaking) and I didn’t want to leave, but I couldn’t stay, waiting like a spider with my wedding-dress web, could I?

I went upstairs that very evening and quietly started to pack. He asked me not to go, but this time something between us felt broken. I just left the dress and the veil hanging on the wardrobe door.

Now I have my own place, a little rented flat in north London. It’s fine. It’s what you’d call bijou. I was relieved when they finally got the sofa in (by taking the legs off and shoving for an hour). It’s funny, that sofa looked tiny at Rob’s.

Every day I wake up and remind myself he’ll be swinging by any minute, telling me he’s made a terrible mistake, he does want to marry me and it’s all back on.

Anyway, since I left, he hasn’t really been in touch (except to text me to ask if I knew where his hockey pads were) and I’ve developed a strange fascination. I’m finding myself researching heartbroken people. I’m obsessed with them. I’ve been collecting the details of other people’s break-ups and Googling words like ‘heartbreak’, ‘spinster’ and ‘dumped’, to see what’s out there. I haven’t been dumped, obviously, but I’m just interested. I can tell you there’s a whole lot of misery online. I’ve also begun to collect self-help books. I spend whole evenings in bookshops browsing through the personal growth section. There are many strategies you can use to help yourself. If only those broken-hearted people online knew!

Then I started thinking about putting all this together on a website. I’m thinking it’ll be something hopeful and upbeat, funny even, like an online magazine about relationships. The kind of place where self-help meets heartache, if that makes any sense. I’m thinking there’ll be case studies, top tips, an agony aunt forum – even a dating page. I know someone at work who might build it for me.

Yes, so that’s what I’ve mostly been thinking about these past few weeks since I left Rob. It’s kind of a project to throw myself into so I don’t spend every spare moment pining for him.

I do spend every spare moment pining for him, though. I wonder what he’s doing all the time, every second. But I’m not broken-hearted – as I said, we’re just on a break. And that’s what I think to myself every night as I take his T-shirt from under my pillow, hold it to my face and breathe in the last musky traces of his smell.
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Case Studies

‘That morning I remember he was very keen to have sex. Afterwards I went to work as normal. At about half nine he sent a text: “I’m moving out.” That’s all it said. When I got home, he’d gone. It was the secrecy that really got me, how he’d arranged everything behind my back.

He took all the cutlery. After two years of living together, he left me without so much as a spoon to stir my tea.’

Debbie, 28, Glamorgan

It’s Monday evening at Posh Lucy’s, Battersea. We’ve been scouring the internet for more break-up stories for the website.

‘There was a girl I used to work with,’ I say.

‘Hmm?’ replies Lucy, without looking up.

‘And she caught her fiancé in bed with their eighteen-year-old neighbour.’

‘Nasty.’

‘She used to go round to his place after that and hang about outside. Like, every night.’

‘Why?’

‘So she could see him.’

‘Isn’t that stalking?’

‘And she left little anonymous notes . . . loads of them, Sellotaped to his door.’

‘Poor, sad woman.’

‘That must take dedication. Imagine that – every night.’ I consider going to Rob’s and doing something similar, but he lives on a very busy street and I know all the neighbours because I lived there myself for five years.

I pick up the phone just to check a text hasn’t come in.

‘Ring him,’ says Lucy.

‘I can’t ring him. As I’ve already explained to you, I’m waiting for him to ring me.’

‘So you were about to marry him and now you can’t even talk to him?’

‘I can’t ring him after I moved out, can I? What would I say? “Hi there. Have you missed me yet? Shall I come back? Want to get married?”’

‘What if he doesn’t ring you?’

‘He will. It’s about time now. He’s had the first week for it to sink in, the second week to enjoy his freedom, go to the gym, watch the rugby and all that, and another week to realise he’s lost without me. He’ll be calling anytime now. It’s textbook stuff.’ I glare at her. Making her accept this theory is extremely important.

‘Okay.’ Lucy shrugs and drains her glass. I finished mine ten minutes ago. I suddenly wish I had a cigarette; it’s been quite an intense evening with all these dumped stories. It makes me so glad I haven’t been dumped.

Lucy collects up the glasses. ‘Want another?’ She walks with perfect posture to the kitchen. I consider the gleaming surfaces and unblemished white carpet of Lucy’s flat. I read somewhere that the state of a woman’s house is linked to her state of mind. If that’s true, then Lucy must be mentally extremely healthy. Lucy’s always been sorted, though. At university she interior-designed her dorm room. She had a colour scheme, a new colour television, taffeta curtains and scented candles. In my room next door I had a new washbag and thought myself swish. I nearly died when she knocked and introduced herself, with her perfect accent and her ‘Fancy a G and T?’ I was amazed at how nothing ever fazed her. I called her ‘Posh Lucy’ and she started introducing herself like that at the Freshers’ Ball, as though it were some sort of title: ‘Hi, I’m Posh Lucy and this is my little friend Vivienne.’

Anyway, she’s done well for herself and she deserves it. She works very hard, so she says. I think of my own place. I haven’t actually finished unpacking yet, but I know, even when I have, it’s going to be depressing. You know why? Because it’s a single girl’s flat. Nothing against single girls, mind; it’s just that I’m not one of them. I might have moved out, but I’m still a fiancée. I’m ‘in a relationship’. I rub the skin of my wedding ring finger. It feels naked without the engagement ring.

God, I feel miserable.

A whole month without Rob. I mean, I know we’re on a break, but I didn’t realise it would be like this. This is a complete cut-off . . . like death.

I put my feet up on the coffee table next to a neatly stacked pile of glossy magazines. My eye falls on the cover girl with her hair blowing back and her caramel lips. ‘Women who have it all,’ it says across her chest. I flick through to the article. The woman with it all has high heels and an expensive-looking hairdo; there she is in her office, holding up a pen with authority. Next she’s lounging with a tray of croissants in satin pyjamas, and she probably hasn’t eaten a croissant since the early eighties. There she is crouching on her private beach cuddling three gorgeous kids (although, hold on, is one of them cross-eyed?).

She really actually has it all. Beautiful home, CEO of a blue-chip company, happily married and she still finds time to bake. She’s not the kind who sits around waiting for ex-fiancés to call. I start to fill in the little quiz at the bottom.

Are You a ‘Have It All’ Girl?

Age: Thirty-two – and, as we know, age, like dress size, is just a number.

Relationship: On a break.

How would you describe your relationship on a scale of one to five, five being totally perfect? N/A.

How would you describe your career on a scale of one to five, five being completely fulfilling? Also N/A – what I do for a living isn’t really my ‘career’.

How would you rate your friendships with the key people in your life? Hmm, key people . . . Lucy and Max, I suppose. My oldest friends. I tick ‘good’, then change it to ‘excellent’ in case Lucy sees it.

What you have to do is add up your scores and find the description to fit yourself. The upshot of mine is that I should work out my priorities and set ‘life goals’. Of course! Life goals are what I need.

Well, obviously I don’t define myself according to whether I’m in a relationship or not, but I have to be honest here and say it’s Rob: getting married to Rob, having Rob’s children . . . but I suppose I should have ‘Get a career’ as a life goal too. I’m not a total loser and I’ve always thought it would be good to become a buyer for Barnes and Worth, the department store chain where I work, before going off on maternity leave.

I’m a product manager in ladies’ gifting, and as such I spend my daylight hours putting together ‘gift options’ so people can buy conveniently for their maiden aunts and mother-in-laws.

Summer rain bubble bath with body lotion set (you get a free toiletries bag covered with raindrops), pop-up brollies, nailcare sets, massage mitts, soft leather gloves, quilted make-up bags, animal-shaped key rings with built-in torches, seasonal headgear, grow-your-own herb kits, mini luxury jam-taster collections. You know the sort of thing.

I glance at the silent phone. It’s Rob’s birthday this month. Should I call and wish him happy birthday? When do you stop remembering your boyfriend’s birthday? I must research this; it’s exactly the kind of thing the website should tell you.

Last year I organised a surprise trip to Rome for his birthday. It was very romantic, except he said to not do a surprise trip again because he felt ‘hoodwinked’. But I mustn’t reminisce about the good times – gritty reality is what I need. Get things into perspective. I pick up one of Lucy’s broadsheets.

‘Leading doctor says women putting off motherhood are risking infertility.’

I examine the picture of a woman in a suit sadly holding some knitted booties up to her face, with the caption ‘Fertility falls off a cliff in mid-thirties.’ Oh, now I feel very bad. I stare at the booties woman who’s left it too late. She looks like me. Why do they print stuff like this? Why, when women aged thirty-something might be reading? What are we meant to do – run out into the street, find any man who can stand up unaided and get up the duff before the pretty fertility balloon floats away, pulling up its ladder for ever? I throw the newspaper on the floor.

Anyway, I’m not mid-thirties yet. I have years before the cliff thing happens and by then I’ll be back with Rob. 

Lucy returns with champagne – real champagne, mind, not sparkling wine. She can afford it: she has some big swanky job in a big swanky office in Berkeley Square. It’s funny, really – I know the details of her sex life but not so much about how she earns a living. She once sat me down to explain. It was, ‘Stocks, shares, market, bull, bear, risk-assessment trading, blah.’ She’s quite important, I think. I slurp up the winking bubbles.

‘I was thinking,’ I say, ‘we could have a kind of dating page on the site where people are reviewed by their exes – you know, like on Amazon where books get reviewed? You can see what other people think before you buy. It might be fun.’

‘Except all your exes think you’re devil spawn.’

‘Not all . . . do they?’

‘You turned Ginger Rog gay, remember?’

‘You can’t turn someone gay, Lucy. It’s not like a cult.’

‘That guy from the RAC, then. The one you slept with after he fixed your Mini. He said you ruined his life.’

I stare at her. ‘You know, you should be an agony aunt with that knack for straight talking.’

‘Hmm, yeah . . . “Ask Lucy”. I like it,’ she says dreamily.

I pick up the phone and turn it off and on again in case there’s a fault.

‘Why don’t you just call Rob? I don’t know what you’re scared of.’

‘I’m not scared of anything.’

‘Just do it, then. Put yourself, and me, out of your misery.’

‘Okay, I will.’ What I really do not want to do is call Rob. I haven’t spoken to him since I moved out. I’m sure the rules of ‘on a break’ state that I’m the one who left and so he should be the one to ring. I mean, you can’t leave someone and then be ringing them up morning, noon and night. Lucy is glaring. Maybe I could just pretend to call him . . .

‘And don’t do that pretend phone conversation thing where you just say, “Uh-huh,” a lot,’ she says.

I scroll down to his number and press ‘call’. I show her the terrifying display – ‘Dialling Rob’ – and put the phone to my ear, staring her straight in the eye. Scared indeed – ha! It rings. My heart’s jumping like a gerbil in a box.

‘Rob Waters speaking.’

I hang up and throw the phone like it’s hot.

‘Nice one,’ says Lucy.

The phone rings. We both look over to where it landed. I scrabble to get it.

‘It’s him,’ I say.

‘No shit,’ she says, making her eyes unattractively wide.

I jab the button.

‘Vivienne Summers speaking.’

‘Hi, it’s Rob . . . Did you just call?’ The sound of his lovely voice makes me ache.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ I say airily.

‘Your number came up.’

‘All right, all right . . . I did call, but it was a mistake.’

‘Oh. So. How are you, Viv? Are you okay?’

‘Fine. Very, um, healthy and busy, you know . . . How are you?’

‘Great.’ There’s a pause and I hear plates being cleared.

‘Are you eating?’ I say.

‘Are you going on Saturday?’ he says at the same time.

‘Saturday? Saturday, er . . .’ Yes, good! Pretend not to know it’s Jane and Hugo’s wedding. Pretend not to care that this Saturday was one of the dates we’d considered for our big day.

‘Hugo’s wedding?’ he says.

‘Oh yeah. I’ll be there.’

‘Me too. Should be a good do.’ He’s pretending not to care either, but I can tell by his voice he’s looking forward to seeing me. We’ll be in the same room. I’ll make sure I look completely gorgeous. I think seeing me is what he’s needed; he’ll beg me to take him back. A month apart will have been nothing. We’ll sit by a crackling fire and laugh about it one day.

‘Actually, I was going to call you about Saturday,’ he says.

‘Really?’ He’s going to ask me to go with him. I’ll say no, of course; I don’t want to seem keen.

‘Yeah, I just wanted to let you know I’ll be with someone . . . erm, a guest.’

I feel something snag in my throat. ‘A guest? Oh. Who?’ I say in a strangely high voice.

‘A friend of mine.’

‘A girl . . . friend?’

‘Yeah.’ The apology in his voice stabs me through the heart.

It takes a second for me to breathe again.

‘What kind of girlfriend?’

‘What do you mean, what kind?’

‘Is she a friend who’s a girl, or is she your girlfriend, like, you know . . . a girl who’s sleeping with you?’ Lucy is making cutting movements at her throat with her hand. I turn away.

‘Uh . . . what does it matter?’

‘Well, I don’t know, does she matter? Where did you meet her? When did you meet her? Jesus, Rob, I’ve only been gone a month!’

‘Look, Viv, don’t get upset—’

‘Upset? Who’s upset? Not me!’

‘I can’t really talk now. I just wanted to let you know I’ll be there with someone.’

‘Me too. I’m bringing someone – not a girlfriend, obviously. No, no. So . . . I’m glad you mentioned it. I was just about to say, you know, to be prepared. Don’t know how you’ll feel, seeing me with someone else . . .’

‘Good. Well, that’s great, then – see you Saturday.’

‘See you then!’ I must hang up before he does. I jab ‘end call’.

‘Bye, Viv,’ I hear him say as I collapse.
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Rate Your Ex

2 July, 08:03

From: C. Heslop

To: Vivienne Summers

Subject: Re: Rate Your Ex

Vivienne was great. I would definitely recommend her for a date. She’s attractive too – eight out of ten, probably more if she’s made an effort. She’s quite a determined person – some might say stubborn, which did become an issue for me. She’s impulsive, which can be fun but also wearing, and I found on occasion she was a little clingy.

Charlie Heslop, 36, London

I would like to point out that this guy, Charlie Heslop, once slept on my doorstep because he wanted to see what time I came home – and now suddenly I’m clingy? Ugh. Delete. Delete. We won’t have ‘Rate Your Ex’ on the site: Lucy was right.

But I can’t think about the website now, or anything at all, because . . .

Rob is seeing someone.

I’ve said it aloud, I’ve written it down and underlined it, but I can’t take it in.

My thoughts repeat on a loop. Who is she? Do I know her? Where did he meet her? Was he seeing her before I left? What size are her thighs? And around again . . . and whole hours pass and now I’m surprised to find it’s Wednesday morning.

You can’t just ring up your ex-fiancée, tell her, ‘I’m bringing someone on Saturday,’ and expect that to be okay. It’s as if he knifed me. I’m stuck in some hellish whirlpool of despair. I can’t function. I can’t sleep. I’ve been a zombie at work.

Work! I glance at the wall clock. It’s seven fifteen.

Oh no. I can’t face going in today. I think I’m coming down with something. My throat feels a bit scratchy, actually, and my stomach’s dodgy. I really feel the best thing would be to stay in my pyjamas and walk round and round the flat. I circle the plastic coffee table for a bit, crossing warm patches of sun on the cheap laminate. I rest on the arm of the sofa and gaze out of the window over the rooftops, imagining Rob and this . . . this she-devil. I see them working through the Kama Sutra, laughing at my failings and filling bin bags with leftover traces of me . . . my shower gel, half-empty packets of hair dye, soufflé dishes with burnt-on bits. Down on the street the first commuters are beginning the morning march towards the station.

Oh God, I have to get to work; there’s this big meeting today. I have to be there.

In the bedroom I pull clothes from my wardrobe to the floor. My Rob is with someone. ‘I just wanted to let you know I’ll be with someone.’ Those were his exact words, the words that sent me to hell. I step into a black dress and struggle to zip up the back. It can’t be real. Here was I waiting for him to ring and all the time he’s out there meeting someone. I mean, it’s only been a month. Didn’t he even miss me a bit? Couldn’t he have rung, just once? I pull on the buzzing bathroom light and start cleaning my teeth.

He’s probably waking up with her right now . . . waking up in our bed with her. Thinking this brings on a kind of madness and I quickly spit, rinse and start the pacing again.

Everything in this place is wrong and strange and frightening. I want Rob. I want our – well, his – beautiful, expensive apartment, our morning routine. He’ll be out running now, having eaten his fruit platter and rice cereal. I know the old blue T-shirt he’ll wear, how it clings to his chest. Then he’ll shower – I know exactly how, hair first, blond curls turning dark under the water. I love to watch him while I get ready. We always leave for work together . . . We always used to leave for work together. That little peck on the cheek he gave me when he got off the train. Who’s he pecking now? Her, that’s who.

I walk from the bathroom to the bedroom in about five paces and sit on the bed to buckle the straps of my black sandals. I bought this bed only one month ago. I remember thinking how it wouldn’t be a waste of money because Rob and I actually needed one in the spare room anyway. Lucy came over to my flat and bounced on it.

‘Think of all the shagging adventures you’ll have in here,’ she said.

‘When Rob comes round, you mean?’

‘Er, no, I said adventures.’

‘We have adventurous sex.’ I was all indignant.

‘What, that time you left the lights on?’ she laughed, and I pushed her backwards.

Bloody Lucy. I sigh as I brush my hair. What a fool I’ve been. A total and utter idiot, sitting here thinking he’d be missing me. I imagine him bringing a girl home, turning the key, opening the door. She’s admiring the space that I decorated, lying down on the sheets that I picked out. The pain of it burns. He’s mine, my fiancé, my safe future. With him is the only life I know. Our destinies were entwined – he actually said that. I haven’t even tried to unravel myself, but he’s out, he’s free, running to the next adventure, pausing only to toss a grenade into my life.

Oh God, I feel a panic attack starting. I try to breathe slowly as I scrabble in my make-up bag for tinted moisturiser. I draw on eyeliner and lipstick, but to be honest my face is so puffy from crying there’s only so much I can do.

What about Bob and Marie? His parents love me. Marie knits me a new winter hat and mitt set every Christmas. Does this mean I’ll never get to sit in their conservatory sipping sweet white wine from their best crystal ever again? What about the golf lessons Bob promised? What if Marie’s already started on the knitting? I walk back into the living room. Oh, when will I see Bob and Marie again? I’d imagined them as the grandparents of my children – kind and patient, grey and bespectacled like in a storybook. They were the only normal, stable thing in my life. Now they’re gone. I can’t stand it. I throw myself down onto the scatter cushions and sob for the loss of them.

After a while my left leg goes numb. I get up and check the clock. It’s half seven. I look at the huge French mirror I thought was cool when I moved in here. Now it seems silly. Rob wouldn’t like it. It’s too heavy to hang. I thought it looked arty leaning against the wall, but it gives a funny reflection – my thighs are not really wider than my shoulders; I’ve checked. I stand in front of it now and take a long look: a puffy-eyed, brown-haired girl in a plain dress. I suck in my tummy, open my eyes wide and fluff up my fringe a bit. I wipe away smudged liner. I stand up straight, then collapse into my normal posture. There’s no getting away from it, I look like I feel: shit. I need help. Luckily I have Lucy on speed dial.

‘Lucy speaking.’

‘Hi, it’s me.’

‘Viv, this isn’t a good time.’ She sounds like she’s holding her breath.

‘Yeah, it won’t take a minute. I just want to know – how would you describe me? Am I pretty?’

‘Yes.’

‘In what way? Sexy pretty? Girly pretty? Sophisticated pretty?’

‘Sexy pretty,’ she gasps.

‘Hmm. Vamp sexy pretty, or understated sexy pretty?’

‘What would you like to be?’ She seems to be panting now.

‘Well, I think ideally I’d be . . . not-trying-too-hard sexy pretty.’

‘You’re that.’

‘I’m not, though – I do try hard.’

‘I don’t care, Viv! There’s a man under my covers and I don’t want to hear your voice any more.’ She hangs up.

I can’t believe it. How selfish. Actually, Lucy can sometimes be selfish . . . and hard. I mean, she knows I’m heartbroken. And who’s the man under the covers, anyway? She isn’t even seeing anyone. I can’t believe she’s seeing someone and hasn’t told me. She’s secretive as well as hard and selfish.

I go into the kitchen and stare into space a bit. I think about making coffee. I look around at the pink high-gloss kitchen; it seems so stupid now next to Rob’s handmade walnut units. What was I thinking, renting this place? I open the fridge and stare inside. Sighing helps. What do people do in these situations? Probably they go home to their parents and cry and have a cup of tea, but I don’t have that kind of set-up. Officially I guess you’d say my mother is a traveller. She got pregnant while still at school and wouldn’t ever say who’d done it. She had me when she was seventeen and by the time I was seven, she’d decided motherhood was not for her and ‘took off with the gypsies’, as Granddad put it. I could go home to Nana, though. Why don’t I? I’ll ring her. I close the fridge and find my mobile.

It rings out. Where is she? I fall onto the sofa pressing ‘redial’ again and again. She’ll be pottering around the garden dead-heading, wearing one of her linen sack dresses and bizarre cow-toe shoes, oblivious to my pain. I dial once more. She answers breathlessly.

‘Seven one eight nine double oh?’

‘Nana! I’ve been ringing. Where were you?’

‘Oh? Just . . . here.’ She sounds strange, uncomfortable, like a kid telling a lie.

‘He’s found someone, Nana,’ I wail, feeling a flood of sorrow.

‘Who has, love?’

‘Rob. My Rob.’ There’s silence. ‘Remember we were getting married?’

‘I thought you’d broken it off with him.’

‘I did, but now he’s with someone! I didn’t expect him to be with someone!’ My nose fills and I hear my own shrill voice rebounding. There’s a clatter like a tin bucket hitting tiles. ‘Nana? Are you all right?’ I hear muffled giggling. ‘Nana?’

‘Yes, dear, all okay. Reggie’s here and he’s just knocked the champagne bucket over.’

‘Champagne bucket?’

‘Yes. Reg, pick it up – the ice is going everywhere!’

‘He’s in your house at this time in the morning, drinking champagne?’

‘That’s right, love.’ She sounds pleased.

‘It’s not even eight o’clock.’

‘We’ve got smoked salmon. We’re having a champagne brunch!’

‘Brunch? People have brunch at eleven.’

‘Do they? Well, champagne breakfast, then.’

This is a cruel new twist of the knife. Everyone in the world is having a great time except for me.

‘Well, Nana, I’d better let you go. We don’t want my heartbreak interrupting your breakfast, do we?’

‘Okay, love. Will you call back later?’

‘I might.’

‘Bye bye, then, sweetie pie.’

I hang up. Sweetie pie? Champagne brunch? This is all the influence of ‘Reggie from next door’. He’s always round there, especially since Granddad died. He even answers the bloody phone! God. The last thing I need is Nana all loved up. She’s not supposed to be having a better love life than me, is she? She’s seventy!

I throw the phone into my bag. I should leave for work now. I dither, wondering if I need a jacket. I step into the stairwell, go back in twice for keys and purse before taking the smelly carpeted stairs to the street.

All my thoughts shriek in my head; they all need exclamation marks. It’s a nice day, I think. A nice day for a white wedding! Jane and Hugo’s wedding! Three days away! What am I going to do? I can’t go! But I can’t not go! I’ve already accepted the invitation!

I jump onto the bus just before the driver closes the doors and stand leaning against the luggage racks as we cannon through the streets of London. I was going to pop along to the wedding in my old blue cocktail dress and get back with Rob. Now everything’s changed. I’ve got three days to find a killer dress, lose a stone and get a new boyfriend. It’s hopeless. I concentrate on the window displays of passing shops as we jerk towards town, picturing myself in the various dresses I see, comparing myself to this perfect-looking adversary and coming up wanting until it’s my stop.

I join the stream of workers and cross Marylebone Road to Baker Street, wondering at each woman I pass, Is that her? I cross the street to be swept up by the revolving doors of the Barnes and Worth offices.

I board the packed lift and the doors close. The little arrow of light points upwards and then disappears as the door opens again and a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair squeezes in. I step back to avoid his giant polished shoes. The arrow appears. We’re off. No we’re not. The door opens again for an apologetic woman in a too-tight jumper. She slides into a corner, standing on tiptoe. Okay, this time. Arrow. Good.

For God’s sake! The door opens and I see us in the mirrored tiles opposite, a little crammed sardine tin of people. Some fella with off-putting wet-look gel in his hair tries to board. Now the doors won’t close. It takes an age to dawn on him that he’s the reason and to get out. The doors close and open again because he’s pressed the bloody button.

‘No one else can fit in here! Stop pressing the button!’ I shriek from behind Salt-and-Pepper Man. A little ripple of excitement passes through the lift as the doors close and we’re winched up. The eggy smell of a fart mingles with aftershave. I study flakes of dandruff on Salt-and-Pepper Man’s collar, feeling stares on my back. I glance around, expecting a smile or even a comment, but all eyes avoid me. The faces are mute and faintly surprised like shocked cattle.

I don’t care. I know not how, but I swear, by the time I leave here today I will have a dress and a plan. I will, I will, I will.


3

Lessons Learned



Mooncake: Can anyone help me? My boyfriend left me and I feel like a pile of shit.

Alicat: Poor you, Mooncake. It will get better. I was cruelly dumped last year and know how you feel. All I can say is take it one day at a time.

Rayofsun:  Never get the letter B tattooed on each butt cheek.

Mooncake:  BB? His initials?

Rayofsun: His name’s Bob. (It was a cute and funny gesture at the time.)

Alicat:  Give up on loving him, but don’t give up on love.

Rayofsun:  Also destroy all the videos of you having sex with him.

Alicat:  You really will get over this and be so much happier one day.

Mooncake: Thanks, everyone. I guess one day I’ll feel more hopeful.

Koola:  Bunch of freaks.



 

My office is on the thirteenth floor. I say ‘office’, but it’s more ‘work station’. We’re penned in by felt-covered dividing panels, like cows in a milking shed. I can look over the top down the length of the office. It’s very, very grey and the fluorescent lights buzz in a headache-inducing way. I’m sure this building has that sick syndrome thing. I sink into my swivel chair and try to ignore the knot in my stomach.

This morning we’re having a ‘lessons learned’ meeting. We’re looking at past product mistakes to see what we can learn from them. My assistant, Christie, is supposed to have put together a table of products from previous ranges that didn’t sell and written up the results from customer opinion panels. She begged me to give her the opportunity to present to Snotty, who is the head buyer and our boss. It’s a bit like chucking a fluffy puppy into a pen with a Rottweiler, but I agreed – I didn’t have time to do it myself anyway.

I watch Christie sashaying back to her desk, her platinum-blonde hair combed into a tight bun, her skin suffocating under dull tan make-up. Red high heels and a blue skirt suit complete a look I’d call ‘air hostess’. I guess this is Christie’s idea of a corporate outfit.

‘Morning!’ she sings. ‘Have you heard about the cuts?’

‘What cuts?’ I try to kick-start my ancient computer.

‘Belt-tightening here at Barnes and Worth. Cutbacks. Budgeting and all that.’

‘Who said?’

‘Paul heard it on the radio.’

‘Oh, the recession measures.’ I try to sound authoritative. ‘I wouldn’t worry. People buy more useless gifts in a recession anyway, so we’ll be busier.’

‘Oh yeah!’ she says, pleased.

Belt-tightening? I don’t like the sound of it. I can’t say I love my job, or even like it some days, but it’s quite creative and it pays the rent. I definitely don’t fancy being unemployed.

‘Are you ready?’ I ask.

‘Well, I looked at the sales figures from last year and picked each month’s three worst-performing products.’

‘Great.’ I switch the monitor on and off.

‘Oh, and I’ve got the customer panel’s reactions, so we can analyse them.’

‘Do you know what you’re going to say, then?’

‘What I’m going to say?’

‘What you think about the products?’

‘Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘Well, Snotty’s bound to ask.’

I search through my emails. Nothing from Rob. I wonder if he’s now sending messages to this new girl and feel a stab. I try to calm myself and think about work, glancing at the list Christie has prepared and making mental notes. My stomach’s churning with nervous energy and I’m totally on edge. This meeting cannot drag on. I need to find a dress. I don’t care how much it costs, or what style it is; it just has to be amazing – the kind of miracle dress that covers big thighs and accentuates boobs . . . so I hope Christie is organised. I stand up.

‘Shall we go?’

She grabs papers and notebooks and clip-clops next to me down the corridor to the meeting room.

We take our places at the large oval table, the vicious air conditioning making me shiver in my sleeveless dress. Snotty arrives, dropping a file of notes down with a slap. Her half-moon specs rest low on her short beak nose and she peers over them without warmth.

‘Good morning, Vivienne.’ She nods to me and then to Christie. ‘Christine.’

‘Morning,’ we answer together like schoolgirls.

‘First off, Vivienne, let me say that I do like to schedule my time, so I would have appreciated an emailed agenda including all the lines we’re looking at today.’

I asked Christie to do this; she was supposed to take full responsibility for the meeting. An uneasy sensation prickles at the back of my neck.

‘I have a hard copy here.’ I slide my own printout across the table. ‘Apologies for not emailing it – we were still processing the focus group’s results late last night and they affected how the agenda worked out.’ Where do these lies come from?

‘Well, that’s . . . something.’ Snotty studies the paper, eyebrows arched. ‘Right then, point one: Christine’s presentation of the failing ranges.’ Her red lips pleat. The hard amber eyes scan Christie.

Christie stands up and begins to read shakily from a crumpled sheet of paper. ‘The reason we need to have this meeting today, which I believe is very important, is so that we can look at products that have not sold very well and analyse why they haven’t sold very well and then think about how not to do badly selling products again.’

Snotty mutters something like ‘Jesus wept’ and pours herself a glass of water.

Will I need to buy new shoes to go with the dress? Maybe I could take a long lunch today and go to Oxford Street. I wonder what Rob’s ‘someone’ will be wearing.

Snotty is looking into her lap, shaking her head.

Christie holds up a bath hat and mitt set and reads the panel’s comments chirpily. ‘“It’s too old-fashioned” . . . “My gran had a hat like this and she’s been dead ten years” . . . “I wouldn’t buy this” . . . “Strongly dislike bath hats” . . . “I would expect a product like this in a cheap bargain store, but not at Barnes and Worth.”’

Oh my God. Christie is making a total idiot of herself reading out the actual customer comments instead of a nice glossy summary. What is she doing? She’s been in so many of these presentations; hasn’t she learned a thing? I thought she could do this. I’ll kill her later, but right now an emergency rescue is needed. How can I do it without humiliating her? Under the table I dig my nails into my palms.

‘“Strongly dislike. What colour is it supposed to be?”’ sings Christie.

Snotty presses a manicured finger into her cheek and then points it like a gun. ‘And stop. Why you didn’t do the customer panel at design stage before we produced five thousand of these “sets” beggars belief.’ She picks up the bath hat between thumb and finger as if it were a pair of soiled underpants and tosses it at Christie.

‘Tell me, Christine, would you buy this?’

Christie laughs. ‘No way!’

‘Then who the hell dreamt it up, and who gave it the green light?’ Snotty shouts.

There’s a silence like the one that happens as an expensive crystal vase topples from a table, just before it shatters. Christie looks at me, her huge eyes moistening.

I stand and pick up the hat. ‘Can I explain the placement behind this line? The hat and mitt set were part of the “bathing beauties” range and we went with a fifties screen-siren design. The three other products – pedicure set, bath foam and body lotion, handwash and handcream – did extremely well for us. The customer panels at design stage gave positive feedback to the range as a whole, but I wonder now whether some sort of hair turban and bright sponge might’ve been better. I actually dreamt it up and, er . . . you gave it the green light.’

We limp on through the morning and through lunch. I try to shield Christie, but the guy who empties the bins could have performed more convincingly. These are our lessons learned:

1. Ensure all products in the range are equally strong.

2. The customer must feel like they are getting a quality product.

3. Christie will be sacked.

We gather up our failed products in silence. I feel Christie’s discomfort rising off her like steam. I nod to Snotty and we head for the door, but Snotty calls me back.

‘Vivienne, may I have a word?’

‘Of course.’ Christie hovers at the door.

‘Off you go, Christine.’ Snotty shoos her with an accessory-bedecked arm. The door swings closed and we sit back down at the table.

‘Vivienne, I won’t beat about the bush. I’ve been asked to make cutbacks, and some people in the department are to be let go. I’m looking at everybody’ – she stares hard into my eyes – ‘but quite honestly I think your assistant, Christine, is inept.’

‘It’s Christie.’

‘What?’

‘Her name . . . it’s Christie, not Christine.’

‘Whatever. I’m letting her go.’

‘Right. Can you do that, I mean just like that?’

‘Yes, I can.’ A sad smile crosses her face as if the burden of this responsibility is killing her; then she sweeps up her papers and stands in a stifling waft of perfume.

‘What if I gave her more training? She probably hasn’t had enough experience. I probably haven’t given her enough responsibilities.’

‘Vivienne, it’s so sweet of you to defend her, but really, if you’re to make upper management, you’ll have to get used to this sort of thing.’

‘Right . . . It’s just that I feel responsible. Today was her first presentation. And wouldn’t it be cheaper to keep Christie than to employ a new assistant and train them up?’

She laughs. ‘We aren’t replacing her.’

‘Oh . . . well . . . I think it’s unfair.’ I clasp and unclasp my hands, feeling my ears burning.

‘Okay, look, give her a verbal warning. She can have a chance to improve. But she’ll only get one; next time she’s out the door.’

She stands up and I notice her astonishing feet. Phlegm-coloured sandals with pink socks. She holds the door open. ‘You’ll have the lessons learned written up and circulated by . . . ?’

‘Er . . . Let’s see now, Friday?’

‘Tomorrow. I have a buyers’ meeting at nine.’

I sit alone, listening to the air conditioning rattle, feeling as if I’m floating adrift a huge rolling sea. It’s okay if you concentrate on the floating feeling, but look around and there are terrifying mountains of water about to crush you. I’ll have to work through to finish the stupid report. Today was dress-finding day. On my pad I write, ‘bollocks,’ and go to talk to Christie.

She’s at her desk, head bowed, a red flush creeping up her neck. In front of her is the pile of failed products and her meeting notes, and I see at the top she’s written, ‘Do not fuck up,’ and underlined it twice. I sit quietly beside her.

‘God, that was terrible, wasn’t it?’ she says.

‘Hmm, I suppose it could have gone better.’

‘I really worked hard preparing everything.’

‘I know.’

‘She didn’t like hearing the comments, did she?’

‘The thing is, buyers think customers are beneath them. She actually winced at that granny comment.’

‘Oh God, what did she say?’

‘I have to give you a verbal warning.’ Christie starts to say something, but then her mouth begins to crumple. ‘Hey, don’t get upset.’

‘A verbal warning. So what . . . how do you do that, then?’ she wails.

‘I don’t know, maybe if I just say “be warned” or something.’

She shakes her head. ‘I shouldn’t have started with the bath hat. No one likes bath hats.’

I take the bath hat from the pile and put it on. ‘I do.’ She manages a weak smile. ‘Be warned,’ I say, wagging a finger.

‘Oh God.’ She puts her head in her hands and starts to cry.

I whip off the hat. ‘Oh come on, Christie, don’t cry. You know what Snotty’s like.’ I pat her back. ‘Christie, you’re good at your job.’ She lets out a surprisingly loud strangled cry. A few heads turn in accounts. ‘Christie, come on, this is my fault. I should have told you not to read out the comments.’

‘Should you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, why didn’t you, then?’ She stares, tears glistening.

‘I forgot.’

‘Thanks very much.’

‘Well, I didn’t think you’d ever do it, did I?’

She just looks at me with these huge watery eyes and something about her pancake foundation starting to run makes me feel very guilty and bad. Why didn’t I check what she was going to say? I thought she could handle it, I suppose, but really I was thinking about other things. I was thinking of websites and relationships and Saturday and the wedding and my Rob with someone else, wasn’t I?

Before I know what I’m doing, I’ve told Christie the whole story, which totally amazes her because we’ve never even discussed our lives outside the office before, apart from to reply to ‘Good weekend?’ or something.

‘How are you going to find a dress in such a short time? When are you going to get it?’ she asks, and I feel a fresh injection of adrenaline making me want to run around in a figure of eight.

‘I don’t know. Not today, am I? I have to write the report.’

‘Oh no!’ she shouts, making me jump. ‘You need to go shopping!’

‘Yes,’ I squeak. Wow, how enthusiastic she is suddenly about my problems.

‘Could I do the report? No, no, I’m crap at reports so that won’t work.’

‘It’s all right, Christie. I’m sure I’ll get it sorted somehow.’

‘No, I’ve got it! My friend Nigel’s a fashion designer – well, he’s a fashion student, but really talented. He could maybe lend you one of his sample designs. I’ve done that before now – you know, when I needed a wow dress.’

‘Have you?’ When has she needed a wow dress? I’m interested for a nanosecond, then remember Christie’s style ideas are so fashion forward that she’s quite often a laughing stock, like the time she wore white furry leg wraps and everyone kept baaing.

‘Thanks, love, but I don’t think fashion designers make dresses in my size.’

‘What are you? Fourteen?’

‘Ten,’ I snap. Her eyes shoot to my hips. ‘Okay, twelve in some shops.’

‘I could ask. The last one he lent me was just amazing, a total one-off. If he has something, he could bring it round this afternoon. He’s only at St Martins . . . I’ll ask him, shall I? It could be the answer to your prayers.’ The answer to my prayers would not be a dress. But then again, imagine if I didn’t have to schlep out in a panic and try on every dress in the high street while being lit from above in a smelly changing room . . .

‘Okay, Christie. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?’ I look at her expectant face. ‘Thanks.’

‘No problem.’ She smiles. ‘Viv, you’ve made me feel so much better.’

‘Good!’

‘Hearing about your life has really put my shit into perspective.’ She gets up and smooths down her skirt.

‘I’m so glad.’ I blink my eyes sweetly.

‘I’m off to get lunch. Want anything?’ I shake my head and watch her leave, then pick up her notes and start the report.

An hour later I’ve only written the first paragraph. I can’t concentrate. Terrible, panic-inducing thoughts keep dive-bombing in like seagulls. I take out my notebook and turn through all the website notes to a new page. I write a title and underline it.

To do (before wedding)

1. dress – get one

2. shoes – get some

3. hair – do something

4. body – ???

Not a very useful list. Oh hell, normally I’d love this – all the preparation and fuss would be part of the fun. But I only have two and a half days and the stakes are so high. I know I should be running up Oxford Street in a shopping frenzy, but I feel frozen, like I’m already beaten. He’s with someone else. What can I do about that? What kind of dress can change that? And when I think along these lines, my heart swells up with hopelessness, rendering me a staring, whimpering wreck.

And that will just not do.

I look out of the window at the hazy sunshine. It really is a beautiful day, a day that stretches out long and lonely. The unwritten report hangs blinking on my screen, but I have an uncontrollable urge to go outside. And I don’t want to be alone.

What kind of person would have nothing better to do than hang around with me on a sunny Wednesday afternoon?

*    *    *

Max lopes into the snug of the Crown, wearing jeans and a T-shirt and his old black biker boots despite the heat. He pushes enormous red-framed sunglasses up onto his forehead, where they sit like an extra pair of eyes, and blinks, accustoming himself to the dark. I wave from my little corner table.

‘What are you, some kind of bat lurking in here? It’s a beautiful day,’ he says.

‘See, that attitude really annoys me. At the first glimpse of the sun everyone’s going, “Beautiful day! Beautiful day!” Running outside doing things they never normally do, flocking to the parks, probably injuring themselves. I always sit inside pubs. I’m normal. It’s you that’s changed.’

He regards me for a second or two. ‘It’s worse than I thought,’ he says. ‘What can I get you to drink? Pint of virgin’s blood?’

‘I’ll have a white wine, please. Large. And don’t get crisps – I can’t resist them.’ I watch him lean on the bar and chat up the barmaid. She tosses her hair and laughs as she pulls his pint. He comes back to the table with the drinks and a leftover smile.

‘So what’s up with you?’ He pulls up a bar stool.

‘Weren’t you busy painting a masterpiece or something?’

‘Never too busy for you.’

‘I don’t know how you earn a living when you’re skipping off to the pub at the drop of a hat.’

‘Jesus, you’re right. I should go!’ He sips his pint and I try the cold wine. He opens a bag of pork scratchings. I watch him put them in his mouth one by one, crunching and swallowing loudly. ‘What? You don’t like piggy scratchin’s?’

‘Pork scratchings.’

‘Do you want one?’

‘No.’

He lifts the pack, pouring the last bits down his gullet, and makes a great show of forming the bag into a small ball that’ll fit into the ashtray; then he picks bits out of his molars with his tongue. 

‘Well, this is certainly lovely,’ I say.

‘What’s up with you?’ he asks.

‘Oh, I can’t think . . . Maybe it’s the fact that on Saturday I have to go to a wedding alone and face my ex-fiancé with his new girlfriend.’

He takes a gulp of beer. ‘So don’t go.’

‘I have to go, Max. I, unlike you, honour my commitments.’

He scowls, raises his eyebrows and stares out of the door. ‘I’ll come with you, then.’

‘You?’ I laugh. ‘It’s a free bar – you’d get wasted. It’d be too messy.’
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There are some things you should never do.
Viv Summers is about to do most of them.
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