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Prologue


Intelligent, attractive and inexplicably unattached. Three London friends seek some serious summer loving  . . .


 


‘Will I ever be somebody’s Whoopsie?’


     That was the question on Ruby Taylor’s mind as she watched the new Mrs Winky Foreman smash a lump of chocolate wedding cake into her brand-new husband’s mouth. If there really is someone for everyone, Ruby thought, then her old college friend Susannah (known affectionately to her husband as Whoopsie) and Winky – known to everyone as Winky – it was his real name, must surely be the proof.


     Personally, Ruby would have run screaming from a man who looked like the original model for Humpty Dumpty, sported sweat patches like small paddy-fields even in the dead of winter and thought it funny to refer to the animal noises his new wife makes in bed in his wedding day speech. But to Susannah, who galumphed up the aisle as though she was wearing Wellington boots even in her new Jimmy Choos, Winky Foreman was perfect. Yin to her yang. Salt to her pepper. Stinky to her Whoopsie. Apparently.


     It was the fourth wedding Ruby had attended so far that year and it wasn’t even June. First Jane and Ian. C of E and canapés in Gloucestershire. Then Mark and Jacqui. Registry office and pizza in South Ken. Then Peter and Katherine. Pomp and circumstance in Rutland. Now Winky and Susannah. Full-blown upper crust bad behaviour in Shropshire. Morning coats, pink marquee, stomachs pumped at dawn.


     Lou Capshaw and Martin Ashcroft, who often seemed to Ruby to be the only single people left in the world bar herself, sat with her on the ‘miscellaneous’ table. There’s one at every wedding – usually stuck by the kitchen door – for the singles, the widowers, the holiday acquaintances and the barking great-aunt of the bride. They whiled their time away playing ‘Wedding Disco Bingo’ (which involved writing down ten songs you expected to hear at the reception and ticking them off as they were played).


     Martin was winning. Susannah and Winky started the dancing to ‘Lady in Red’, putting him straight into the lead. Then came ‘The Birdie Song’ (for the little ones), ‘Tainted Love’ (for the bitter ones) and ‘Oops, Upside Your Head’ (especially for the bride).


     ‘OK, then. Which side is going to start the food fight?’ Lou asked idly.


     By now Susannah was wearing less make-up than cake.


     ‘Bride,’ said Martin definitely.


     ‘Groom,’ said Lou. She was right. Within seconds, a profiterole missile issued from a table of louts who played for Winky’s rugby club. They had long since turned their old school ties into Red Injun-style bandannas and now they were attacking the bridesmaids in a brutal re-enactment of General ‘Custard’s’ Last Stand.


     ‘Ladies’ room?’ Ruby suggested to Lou. Susannah may not have been bothered about getting icing on her vintage silk wedding dress but Ruby was rather more precious about her one and only real Donna Karan.


 


‘Aren’t they just perfect for each other?’ slurred a girl in the queue for the Portakabin that was serving as the ladies’ that afternoon.


     ‘Perfect,’ Lou agreed. Ruby was grateful that Lou didn’t go into her theory about bride and groom sharing a paternal grandmother.


     ‘Of course,’ said the girl, as she reapplied her lipstick somewhat haphazardly. ‘It’s rather funny when you think about how they met.’


     ‘How did they meet?’ Ruby wondered aloud, imagining a Scottish reeling ball where Winky whirled Susannah out of a badly stitched ball gown during the Duke of Perth and then offered to help her back into it.


     ‘Through a personal ad! Can you believe it? Susannah advertised in The Telegraph for a man with GSOH.’


     ‘Good sense of humour?’ Ruby translated.


     ‘More like great shag, own helicopter!’ Lipstick Girl replied. ‘What a catch, eh?’


     ‘I think I would have thrown him back,’ muttered Lou.


     Just then the bride herself lurched into the queue for the loos.


     ‘Coming through, girls,’ she said. ‘Wide load approaching.’ Her multi-layered skirt would barely fit through the Portakabin door.


     ‘Oh, Suze,’ sighed the Lipstick Girl. ‘Can you believe you’ve finally bagged your man?’


     ‘Bit bloody surprised,’ Susannah admitted. ‘Better get him on honeymoon before the Rohypnol wears off! Haw, haw, haw!!!’


     Ruby and Lou shared a worried glance.


     ‘Louisa!’ Susannah brayed. ‘And Ruby! Thanks for coming, darlings. Set your sights on any dishy guys yet? There’s a whole bunch of lads from Winky’s rugby club over by the dance floor and most of them are single or in the process of getting divorced. Get your orders in before Finty Chambers has them all!’


     ‘Already have had them all!’ brayed Finty, as she emerged, at last, from the cubicle they’d all been waiting for. ‘And none of them made my first fifteen. Haw haw haw!’


     ‘Somebody hold my skirt,’ said Susannah, as she backed onto the lavatory. Ruby closed the door behind her. ‘Oh bugger!’ cried the bride. ‘Got my petticoat caught in the pan.’


     ‘A personal ad,’ Ruby mused as soon as they were out of earshot. ‘She kept that one quiet.’


     ‘Wouldn’t you?’ Lou laughed. ‘Great shag, own helicopter? She obviously settled for grey shoes, own hair.’


     ‘But they’re happy,’ said Ruby. ‘Which is more than you, me and Martin are.’


     Half an hour later, a new Lonely Hearts Club was born.


 


It was a beautifully simple idea. They were all single. All looking. (Some more actively than others, Ruby sighed.) None of them wanted to spend the summer alone, watching couples smooching on every piece of open parkland, getting sunburn on that part of your back you just can’t reach with the sun-cream on your own. Lou proposed that they each place a personal ad in a paper of their choice to see if they could find their very own Winkys. Better than that, Lou elaborated, they should all place ads for each other.


     Lou would write an ad for Martin, Martin would write one for Ruby and Ruby would write one for Lou. That way there would be no room for false modesty. No tragic undersell.


     ‘And no exaggeration worthy of prosecution under the Trades Description Act,’ Ruby added with a nod towards Martin.


     When the sacks full of replies came in – because of course, there would be sackfuls – the trio would each choose a likely partner for the person on whose behalf they had advertised. The experiment would culminate in a grand blind date at a venue with suitable cubby-holes from which they could secretly observe their success in choosing mates for their mates, as it were.


     ‘Since we know each other better than we know ourselves,’ Lou pointed out, ‘there’s no reason why it shouldn’t work.’


     ‘It’s like an arranged marriage!’ Martin was horrified when Lou outlined the scheme to him back at the miscellaneous table.


     ‘How do I know he won’t pick me a horrible date for a laugh?’ Ruby asked, when it sank in that Martin would be writing her ad.


     ‘Don’t you trust me?’ Martin asked.


     ‘Martin,’ said Ruby. ‘I trust you with my life. But whether I can trust you with my love-life, I’m simply not so sure.’
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Earlier that week, Ruby gazed out of her office window at a drizzly afternoon, depressing herself with matrimonial maths.


     Seven million people in London. Of whom 51 per cent are female. That leaves roughly three million, four hundred thousand men. Of whom 20 per cent will be under eighteen, immediately cutting down the field to two million seven hundred thousand. Of whom at least 30 per cent will be over fifty, narrowing down the number of men in London that Ruby could consider snogging on basis of suitable age alone to one million nine hundred thousand.


     Discount from that one million nine hundred thousand the 10 per cent likely to be gay. One million seven hundred thousand. Approximately 50 per cent would be married. Eight hundred and fifty thousand. Fifty per cent of those remaining would be seriously attached, bringing the total of available men in London between the ages of eighteen and fifty to four hundred and twenty-five thousand.


     Discount from that total the number of London men residing at Her Majesty’s pleasure. Twenty-five thousand? Probably more. The number living with their mothers. Another twenty thou perhaps? Divide that by the percentage of men that Ruby might actually fancy (judging by the men of her acquaintance that was in the region of one in thirty-three, or three per cent). And before you take into account matters of religion, political differences and the fact that nine of out of ten men prefer witless teenage sex kittens to thirty-something women of the world, the number of single men in London that Ruby could realistically hope to shack up with was already down from almost three and a half million to less than one hundred thousand. For whom she figured (using a computational method entirely different to that she had used to whittle down the boys) her competition was at least two million girls, all of whom were simply bound to be better-looking, funnier and more successful than she was.


     Ho hum.


 


Ruby hated statistics. Especially the one that said the most likely place to find a partner was at the office. It was a statistic she had held close to her heart when she got her first job as a graduate trainee at Hollingworth Public Relations and set about learning how to convince journalists to run a story on everything from pressed steel to panty liners while she waited for the promised workplace romance to happen.


     Unfortunately, Ruby soon realised that one of the most striking things about public relations is that it is full of girls. And most of them are blonde and bubbly and perma-tanned, as though they spend every spare weekend on the ski-slope. In fact, there were so many gorgeous single girls in the Hollingworth Public Relations empire that even the chief accountant, Frank ‘Five Bellies’ Clark, could be guaranteed a snog come the company conference. Even if he had a cold sore (Ruby Taylor, Bournemouth International Centre, November 1999)  . . .


     When Ruby read yet another problem page in one of her glossy mags in which some hapless bloke claimed that he couldn’t get a girl, she wondered why the agony aunt didn’t say ‘work in public relations’ instead of ‘join a club’. For her part, Ruby might as well have signed up for the nuns.


     For Emlyn ‘The Panter’ Cruickshank, however, the glass-walled offices of Hollingworth were like a stream full of salmon to a hungry bear. Emlyn was an account manager who had the cubicle next door to Ruby’s. He liked to think that people called him ‘The Panther’ because of his sleek dark looks and his ability to pounce on a new client before any other account manager in town could say ‘lunch’. In reality, the girls all called him the ‘Panter’ as a reference to his lasciviousness. That said, sleeping with the Panter was practically a rite of passage for all new girls at the firm. In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man etc.  . . .


     Ruby was just glad that the Panter had started at Hollingworth after her. In fact, he had been her assistant once and she’d got over any slight crush she might have had on him when he revealed, over lunch one day, that he was the proud possessor of the ‘worst case of athlete’s foot the doctor had ever seen’. That in itself was enough to put Ruby off her Boots’ own calorie-counted egg mayonnaise sandwich. But when Emlyn went on to elaborate about the flakes of skin that dropped out of his socks like fish-food every time he changed them, Ruby wondered if she’d ever eat again. From that moment onwards, as she explained to Lou and Martin, she found she was strangely immune to his charms.


     With her brief ‘thing’ for Emlyn cured, Ruby resigned herself to the fact that her big office affair would not happen. At least the lack of potential talent at Hollingworth meant that, if she didn’t have a meeting, Ruby could roll into work of a morning without bothering to put on her slap (or even wash her face, if she’d woken up that little bit later than she should have done). Then, of course, according to Sod’s Law, John Flett walked into her life.


     Jonathan Flett. The engineering world’s answer to Michael Douglas. (‘He wishes,’ Lou would later say.) John Flett was acting CEO at Barrington Ball-bearings.


     To tell the truth, Ruby had been a little disappointed when her boss chose her to head up the team that would put those little silver balls back in the limelight (she’d been angling for the Two-Faced Cosmetics account at the time). But when she saw Jonathan Flett at their first strategy meeting, he more than made up for Ruby’s disappointment at not having unlimited access to free lipstick, blue mascara and glittery purple eyeshadow.


     Hell, he was gorgeous. Ruby had been expecting the worst when she rolled up for the meeting at the concrete monstrosity that was Barrington’s headquarters in sunny South Croydon. Half an hour later, she was wishing she had worn her Wonderbra, put on some make-up, done anything at all that would render her more memorable than her lacklustre proposals for a campaign to make Barrington ‘the new black’ of ball-bearings. In his beautifully cut Italian suit, Flett wouldn’t have looked out of place on the marketing team at Gucci. When he asked her for her opinion on Barrington’s exciting new logo, it was all Ruby could do not to swoon.


     Over lunch in the only decent restaurant in the area, Ruby soon discovered that Flett was as interesting as he was good-looking. He was no ordinary ball-bearing engineer, but a top-flight industrial trouble-shooter, hired by Barrington’s new American owner to turn the company around. He was forty-two and recently separated. He liked playing squash and listening to opera and a variety of other things that came way down on Ruby’s list of good ways to spend a Saturday. Not that she told him that. Instead, she just kept nodding as he expounded on the virtues of Wagner, and, by the time they were on to coffee, Flett said he was glad they had so much in common, since they would be working very closely with each other from then on.


     They started sleeping together the very next week, when Ruby accompanied Flett to a ball-bearings convention in Leeds with the intention of gaining some useful knowledge about Barrington’s competitors. (Needless to say, the only knowledge she picked up at that convention was carnal.) Six months later, however, the Barrington campaign was almost finished and so was their wild affair.


     ‘What did I tell you?’ Lou lectured when Ruby phoned to say that Flett had accidentally informed the entire company that he was dumping her and now she had no choice but to leave her job or die of embarrassment. ‘You shouldn’t  . . .’


     ‘Mix business with pleasure? I know . . . !!!!’ Ruby wailed.


     No one had demanded that she hand her notice in, of course. Not even Flett himself, though Ruby suspected that if he made such a request, it might well be favourably considered. But how else would Ruby be able to survive the acute and quite unbearable shame of being dumped by an e-mail that the stupid bloody Luddite had somehow managed to forward to everyone at Hollingworth PR, including Ruby’s boss? She straight away deleted the two-line e-mail that said he was attaching his comments on the latest draft press release but wouldn’t be coming for dinner that night – or any other night, not even if hell freezes over. But all day long well-meaning people in the office kept forwarding the damn thing back to her.


     ‘I’ve got to quit my job,’ she told Lou hopelessly.


     ‘You could just let the new Barrington catalogue go into print with a pithy footnote about the size of his penis at the bottom of one of the pages?’ Lou suggested.


     ‘But it’s huge!’ Ruby wailed.


     ‘For God’s sake,’ Lou sighed. ‘It doesn’t have to be the truth.’
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Unlike Ruby, Lou Capshaw took no rubbish from any man.


     Following a series of early disasters, Lou had developed an in-built bullshit radar that enabled her to spot trouble in a pair of trousers before she ended up sleeping with it. Ruby was right that it gets harder to meet new people as you leave college, start work and begin the process of excising likely candidates from your address book as they get paired up, get married, or go gay . . . But Lou knew that the field is also necessarily narrowed down as you start to know yourself better and resolve to look for a partner who fits every aspect of your personality rather than settling for someone with the requisite number of limbs.


     Just thinking about some of her loser ex-boyfriends reminded Lou that there were, as she would assure Ruby on a daily basis, definitely some advantages to being a single girl. Lou could only hope that Ruby would look back on her ridiculous affair with John Flett and feel the same way. Upon receiving Ruby’s desperate phone call about the ‘Dear Jane’ e-mail, however, Lou knew she was in line for at least a good week’s worth of extensive and elaborate whinging, at the end of which, Ruby would probably take the tosser back.


     Lou often joked that since she always had to bear the brunt of Ruby’s love-life dilemmas when Mr Wonderful turned out to be Mr W*nk (again), she should also have the right to veto any budding relationship that had ‘doomed’ stamped all the way through it like the letters on Danish bacon. Why couldn’t Ruby see that her fling with John Flett was always destined to turn out badly, as had her previous liaison with a recently separated accountant called Dave?


     John Flett and Dave Evans were practically interchangeable. Both had recently hit forty and dumped their loyal wives (teenage sweethearts) in a fit of mid-age angst. ‘Madolescence’, Martin called it. Both left behind two small children. ‘Too young to be affected,’ they claimed. Both needed Ruby’s support to get them through the traumatic early days when their wives called in the solicitors to undermine their confidence and bank balances. Then, six months post-separation, confidence miraculously restored by the mere fact that they were shagging someone born in the 1970s, they were ready to dump mother-substitute Ruby and hit the nightclubs with their ridiculous new haircuts and ‘old skool’ trainers in search of the 1980s vintage totty they had been after all along.


     ‘Ruby,’ sighed Lou, ‘you’ve become a finishing school for newly separated men. Halfway-house between the first wife and the next one. You cook them lovely dinners, when otherwise they’d be eating boiled eggs in the bed-sit. You listen to them whinge about the cost of alimony because it means they can’t afford another sports car. You help get them out of their moth-eaten Fair Isles so they don’t look a twat when they’re clubbing. Then they’re off to snare some bimbette using the new, improved dress sense and unwarranted sexual confidence that you helped them develop.’


     Ruby nodded as though she understood but, in reality, Lou knew she might as well have tried to explain the rationale behind walking to heel to a poodle. No amount of tugging on the choke chain was going to stop Ruby from racing off after the next interesting scent. Which would inevitably be a shit  . . .


 


Lou was pondering the Ruby problem as she waited in companionable silence with another two hundred or so bleary-eyed commuters for the tube that would take her to her work as a fiction editor at Piper Publishing.


     When the train finally appeared, Lou tucked the manuscript she had been working on overnight under her arm and groaned. She had been waiting for the best part of twenty minutes and the train that arrived now was more tightly packed than a jar of anchovies. When the doors opened, a couple of passengers actually fell out of the carriage in front of her, panting for breath. They quickly shoved themselves back in though, like contestants in that Japanese game show, Endurance. Which was more ridiculous, Lou wondered. Eating worms or electing to squeeze yourself into a metal tube, buried two hundred feet underground, with five hundred assorted Londoners and their smells?


     Taking a last deep breath, Lou barged her way on board. The passengers already on the train gave feeble mutters of indignation, though just as Lou had predicted, no one had actually bothered to take any notice of the platform announcer’s advice that they should ‘move down inside the cars’. When Lou wriggled her way to the space between the long rows of seats, she actually found an empty strap to hang from.


     A few stops later, the train came to a halt so quickly that even Lou, who was used to strap-hanging after six years’ commuting to the office on the same hellish route, couldn’t stay upright. She landed heavily on the lap of a rather stuffy looking gent. He glared at her as she quickly straightened up again.


     ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed sarcastically. ‘I mean, it’s not as though I would have chosen to sit on your lap.’


     The man simply tutted and opened his paper out again aggressively. The Financial Times, of course. Obviously the only values in his life were the FTSE and the NASDAQ. What was he doing sitting down anyway, Lou thought angrily, when a very obviously pregnant woman was squashed up against the glass partition to his left? When Mr FT was safely hidden behind his broadsheet, Lou pulled a hideous face in his direction. She would have added appropriate hand signals too, if she hadn’t needed to hold onto that strap. It was a childish gesture, she knew, but it made her feel much better.


     And it very much amused the gorgeous commuter in the dark blue suit standing next to the pregnant woman. When she had finished gurning, Lou caught a look across the top of a newspaper and blushed to the roots of her hair. But before she could hide in embarrassment behind the manuscript she was carrying, Lou also caught the stranger grinning a melon-slice smile and giving her a slow, cheeky wink that definitely spoke of approval.


     Lou was shocked to feel the unmistakable all-over body flush of attraction rush across her skin so quickly it almost made her knees give way. Then the tube stopped at King’s Cross and the stranger got off the train.


 


Lou strained in vain to get a better look as her new friend stepped out of the carriage but got just a glimpse of fluffy blond hair as the anxious crowds on the platform quickly surged forward. They had locked eyes for a matter of seconds but if Eros still worked with arrows in this age of guided missiles, Lou knew she had got one straight in the heart. That long-neglected muscle in her chest was pumping as if she had just run a marathon. She was sure she must be bright pink with totally inappropriate arousal. For a mad, mad second she considered getting out of the train and following . . . But only for a second.


     City Branch trains during the rush hour were more rare than sightings of the Siberian tiger and Lou knew that if she got off this one, she would definitely be late for work. She couldn’t be late for work that day. There were phone calls to make. E-mails to answer. Lou took a deep breath to still her thumping heart. She didn’t have time to follow a stranger onto the platform at King’s Cross. What a ridiculous idea.


     It was a feeble excuse for lack of daring, she knew, but Lou still bit her lip and let the stranger go. After all, it was just a wink. Not actually an invitation to have dinner. Eros had scored a direct hit with her, but he might have fired straight over her dream lover’s head. In fact, under the circumstances, that was more than likely to be the case.


     Lou looked at her shoes, as though anyone else in that carriage was able or interested enough to read her racing thoughts. Ridiculous. Just ridiculous. Bloody hell, though, she admitted to herself. She hadn’t felt like that in half a decade. Hadn’t felt so naked under another’s gaze in a very long time indeed. She fanned her face self-consciously.


     At the next station, Mr FT left the train too. He tripped over Lou’s briefcase as he went.


     ‘Sorry . . .’ she sang after him, ‘. . . not. Here, you need this more than I do,’ Lou said, gesturing the pregnant woman towards the seat Mr FT had just vacated.


     ‘What are you getting at?’ the woman asked aggressively.


     Lou hid behind her manuscript a second time as she realised that the woman was not pregnant at all. Just chunky.


 


On long lazy Sundays with Ruby and Martin, the conversation had often turned to the flirting potential of the tube. In general they agreed that it rated zilch on the Metropolitan pull-ometer. There was something about the subterranean light that lent everyone a hell-bound pallor, and even if you did see someone you fancied, there was little hope of catching their eye. It’s a well-documented fact that when people find themselves wedged into a space more tightly than veal calves, they attempt to preserve their privacy by looking anywhere but at each other. Staring at a stranger on the tube is as much a breach of London etiquette as flashing.


     Pity though. Lou wondered how many embryonic love stories had ended with a scowl when two lovely people who might otherwise have shared a drink, were caught sneaking a mutual peek on the Northern Line and each instantly branded the other a nutter. Why should that moment when you lock eyes and realise that you know someone in the sense that you have connected with their soul, be invalidated just because it happens underground? People get talking to complete strangers in nightclubs all the time. Why is the person you meet in the pub less threatening than the one on his way to the office? It didn’t make sense. Nothing much was making sense to Lou that morning.


     But talking of the pub  . . .


     Safely in her office, Lou opened her Microsoft Outlook and started to draft an e-mail.


 


From:   Lou.Capshaw@piperpublishing.com


To:       Ruby.Taylor@Hollingworthpr.co.uk


               Martin.Ashcroft@Internationalmagazines.com


 


Re:        The meaning of life.


 


Answers to this and other questions including: what is the capital of Lithuania? And who won the FA Cup in 1974? Tonight at the Hare and Hounds pub quiz. You know you’ve got nothing better to do. I haven’t. Seven-thirty?
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Martin didn’t have time to read Lou’s e-mail when he got to his desk. He’d overslept – again – and arrived at the office with seconds to go before that morning’s team meeting. God, he hated the Wednesday morning meeting. As a child, mapping his life out, when railway drivers still seemed like heroes, Wednesday morning meetings where a sweaty, balding git called Barry Parsons yelled at him for not achieving an unachievable sales target had definitely not been part of the plan. In fact, there wasn’t much about Martin’s current situation at all that fitted the dream future he had held for himself as a child. When did it all go wrong?


     Martin started in the sales room of International Magazines as a temp; fresh out of university with a 2:2 in English Lit. He had planned to become a journalist, with a view to making Will Self’s incisive interviews for the broadsheets look like reader reviews on Amazon.com. At least that was what he told his mother when she started to get fed up of seeing him lazing on the sofa in front of Ricki Lake when she got home from work. Unfortunately, the big news corporations wanted something more than a term’s editorship of an obscure poetry magazine called Pudenda from their candidates  . . .


     With his mum threatening eviction, Martin told himself that a temporary job at International Magazines would be a stepping-stone to a proper journalistic career. But the sales and editorial departments weren’t even in the same building, and six months’ experience selling classified ad space on New Catering Equipment Digest got him no nearer to a position as foreign correspondent for The Times than had the previous six months spent signing on and playing Nintendo.


     Eventually, Martin became chief telesales rep for International Magazines’ new flagship publication The Satyr. It was a men’s magazine, a heady mix of ads, topless celebrities and full colour photos of medical anomalies. Its cover gimmick was to have the hottest totty du jour dressed in animal costumes – bottom half only – like the part animal deity the magazine took its name from. Martin’s personal favourite was Kylie Minogue, half-dressed as a squirrel, issue three.


     Martin knew when he signed on the dotted line at International Mags that he was simultaneously kissing goodbye to all hope that he might one day be the dude with the leather chair actually choosing the arse that would grace The Satyr’s cover so he focused his attention on the money he could earn if he did the job properly. He even won a weekend in San Francisco as salesperson of the year. And it was disappointingly easy to stifle his creative ambitions after that. For a while anyway.


     After four years at International Mags, Martin began to wonder once more if he was hiding a great light under his bushel. He had creative talent. He was going to write a novel. He bought himself a laptop that could have controlled a manned mission to Mars with his end-of-year bonus and promised himself that fifty-two weekends later he would have a draft of the next High Fidelity to present to astonished agents and salivating publishers alike. Lou assured him there was a gap in the market.


     And it started well enough. The first weekend Martin wrote a chapter, obsessively checking the word count after every paragraph because he had figured out by a process of complicated, mathematical deduction based on a selection of classics that the ideal first chapter should be exactly five thousand words long. He spent the next weekend going over the first chapter and editing out the good bits because he had also heard that a great literary genius pronounced you should ‘kill your darlings’ and get rid of the bits that pleased you most since they were actually most likely to be rubbish. The following weekend, Martin read through the amended first chapter, decided that he had left in all the rubbish parts by mistake and wiped the whole lot from the hard drive of his computer. The weekend after that he had writer’s block. And the weekend after that he went to Brighton with Ruby and Lou and didn’t fire up his laptop at all.


     Now his laptop had an accusing layer of dust all over its high-tech black lid. Lou drew a smiley face in the grime and added the caption ‘Use me’. But Martin hadn’t made any progress on his novel for the past seven months. It had reached the stage where nobody even asked about it any more.


     Not that he could actually have used his laptop if he wanted to. About the same time that Martin was making his brief bid for literary superstardom, he was dating a girl called ‘Webecca’. Webecca from Wuislip. Couldn’t say her ‘R’s’. Voice like Bonnie Langford. (Face like Bonnie Langford, if the truth be told.) What on earth had he been thinking?


     ‘You’d been thinking about her tits, of course,’ said Lou.


     Webecca was a postgraduate student at Birkbeck and, while he was still interested in the extraordinary assets she kept beneath her baggy brown jumper, Martin lent Webecca his laptop’s power adaptor when hers blew up days from her dissertation deadline. Unfortunately, the adaptor became a casualty of their break-up. Webecca was so distraught by the end of their relationship that she grabbed hold of Martin’s ankles when he tried to leave her flat and clung on for at least half a mile. At the time, losing the power source to his all-singing, all-dancing computer had seemed a small price to pay for never having to see the deranged woman or eat her chick-pea curry ever again.


     Lou and Ruby had initially leapt to Webecca’s defence, accusing Martin of being shallow by allowing Webecca’s external appearance (getting hairier by the day) to put him off her inner beauty. They certainly didn’t approve of the next incumbent in his affections. Leah was a ‘spokesmodel’. They met while she was handing out free samples of a new nut-filled breakfast bar on the platform at Waterloo Station, dressed in a pair of red hotpants with a squirrel tail attached. (Martin instantly saw the possibility for the realisation of a long-held fantasy there!)


     Leah couldn’t have been more different from Webecca. She rang him just before their second date to say, ‘I don’t know if I can come out tonight. My hair’s kinda gone wrong.’ She had long, straight black hair. How wrong could it possibly go? Leah was more high-maintenance than a thoroughbred Arab pony. ‘With possibly less horse-sense,’ Ruby commented.


     ‘She’s bubbly,’ said Martin defensively.


     ‘Only because her head is full of air. I think that botox injection she had in her forehead must have gone through to her brain. What on earth do you have to talk about?’


     Not much, it was true. But Martin was not to be put off. He convinced himself that he really did want to know everything about ‘leave-in’ hair conditioners and gravity-defying face creams. What did it matter if everything that came out through Leah’s lips was rubbish when those pink lips were moving so prettily? It didn’t even matter that she continued to move her lips while she was reading Hello.


     It all ended badly of course. Martin was on a corporate jolly to Ireland at the time, pining for his luscious, lovely back in London. When he phoned to tell her that he missed her, she told him that she had some good news and some bad news. The good news was that she got the job she had gone for.


     ‘The bad news is . . .’ The long-distance phone line crackled loudly. ‘We’ve got to go to . . .’ Another crackle. ‘. . . herpes  . . .’


     ‘Hermes,’ Martin laughed, assuming his little shopaholic was pronouncing it wrongly again. This was a girl who wore ‘Ver-sash’ after all. ‘You’re not intending to drag me round the sales all weekend, are you?’


     Unfortunately, she wasn’t. Leah had pronounced her latest acquisition perfectly. A parting gift from her ex-boyfriend Mad Mike, the market trader, who gave Leah her ‘Guci’ – ‘with one “c” ’cos it’s more exclusive, innit?’ – handbag.


     Martin tested negatively, thank God, but the aftermath would be with him for eternity, it seemed, with Lou and Ruby almost wetting themselves with laughter every time they saw the exclusive Hermes logo. Ruby even bought him a Hermes tie for Christmas. Thoughtful, eh?


     Since Leah’s revelation, Martin had been thoroughly single, barring a couple of dates with hapless temps who wandered through International Mags. But lately, even the thought of the temp controller at Office Angels accidentally sending Charlie’s Angels to stuff envelopes in The Satyr’s airless office had seemed strangely unappealing.


     ‘I am turning into my father,’ Martin told himself one morning as he stared at his thirty-something face in the steamy bathroom mirror. It wasn’t just the nose hair.


     Was this his future? Ogling pretty temps across the open-plan offices? Drifting from one unsatisfactory fling to the next? A life marked out by Arsenal home games, Wednesday morning team meetings and yet another Wednesday evening at the Hare and Hounds’ pub quiz?
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Martin was determined to do something different that Wednesday night, but when Lou and Ruby arrived at the Hare and Hounds he was already waiting for them. He was supposed to have had a ‘proper date’ that evening, with a fashion department assistant from Capital Woman, another title in the International Magazines empire. But the girl in question had cancelled, claiming pressure of work. Martin quickly relegated the evening he had been looking forward to from ‘proper date’ to ‘casual arrangement to hook up’ and convinced himself that Geri was just nipping out of the office to get supplies for the long stint of overtime ahead when he saw her leaving the office building in her coat at six o’clock.


     ‘Never mind, Mart,’ said Lou. ‘You and Ruby can console each other. Do your impression of John Flett for her.’


     ‘What impression?’ Ruby asked foolishly.


     Martin adopted a mid-Atlantic drawl (despite the fact that Flett hailed originally from Tunbridge Wells and had spent a total of three months on the other side of the Atlantic) and slurred, ‘The driving force behind western civilisation is really the humble ball-bearing.’ Then he licked his lips like a camel going for the snot up its own nose.


     Lou burst out laughing. Ruby looked as though she would burst into tears.


     ‘He doesn’t do that!’ she protested hotly.


     Martin and Lou chorused, ‘He does.’


     ‘Aren’t you glad you don’t have to sleep with him any more?’ Lou asked. ‘How on earth could you have ended up with a man who had such a bizarre facial tic?’


     ‘He does not have a facial tic,’ Ruby persisted. ‘I’ve never seen him do that.’


     ‘He does it all the time,’ Lou assured her. ‘That would have been my fatal flaw.’


     ‘Mine too,’ agreed Martin. ‘I mean, apart from the fact that he’s a man.’


     The Fatal Flaw. When they didn’t have a wedding to play ‘Reception Disco Bingo’ at, Martin, Lou and Ruby had a number of other interesting games to pass the time. ‘Fatal Flaw’ was based on a game called ‘Shag or Die,’ as in, ‘would you rather shag your secondary school geography teacher – or die?’ In Fatal Flaw, the potential shag-ees were better. In fact, under normal circumstances, you wouldn’t have kicked any of them out of bed. But, the supermodels and Hollywood actors offered up in Fatal Flaw were not without their catch. Of course you would sleep with Brad Pitt. What red-blooded single girl wouldn’t? But what if he was suddenly afflicted by a terrible condition of the saliva glands that meant he couldn’t talk without spitting all over you? What if, as Lou often asked Martin, Julia Roberts offered him a blow-job but had a mouthful of needle-sharp teeth?


     For Ruby, the fatal flaw was unattractive tootsies. She had a theory that you’re never so naked as when you take your socks off. People rarely have ugly eyes. They rarely have ugly hands. Even genitals are generally quite inoffensive to look at. But feet are a different matter. The best you can hope for is that your new lover’s feet just look normal. An unexpected encounter with an in-growing toenail could send Ruby into a faint.


     ‘It’s the only thing that saved me from sleeping with the Panter,’ Ruby reminded her friends that evening. ‘His fungal infection. I just can’t deal with dodgy feet.’


     ‘Here’s one for you then,’ Martin interrupted. ‘Russell Crowe with athlete’s foot. Shag or die?’


     ‘I’d have to stay celibate,’ said Ruby.


     ‘Tom Cruise with a single verruca?’


     ‘Stop,’ Ruby covered her ears. ‘It’s making me gag just to think about it. You know, I would have lost my virginity a whole year earlier than I did if Nick Stevens hadn’t shown me his in-growing toenail.’


     ‘I still can’t believe you ended a relationship because of an in-growing toenail,’ said Lou.


     ‘How on earth could I have slept with him after that? What if he’d stroked his foot down my leg while we were at it?’


     Now Lou gagged too. ‘Fair enough. I lost my virginity to a man who looked like Kermit the frog and I’ve regretted it ever since. You’ve got to get it right, eh, Martin? The first time.’


 


Indeed you should. But Martin didn’t elaborate.


     The last thing Martin wanted was to get into a round of ‘how I lost my virginity’ stories, because he couldn’t quite remember how he’d last told the girls he lost his. He had a vague feeling that he’d told Lou and Ruby he lost his virginity to a friend of his big sister’s when he was just fourteen, but he didn’t want to get halfway through the tale and have one of the girls point out that the last time he recounted the tale, the sister’s friend’s name was different.


     Because the truth was that Ruby had been there when Martin lost his virginity. She had no idea. It was during their first term at university. Freshers’ week. Martin had noticed Ruby hanging about in the halls of residence, trying to pretend that she wasn’t crying when her mum and dad dropped her off at the door of the bleak seventies building with her brand new toaster. He didn’t see her again until the Freshers’ ball almost a week later. By that time Ruby had paired up with Lou and tears of hilarity had replaced tears of homesickness as she snorted her fourth tequila slammer. High on alcohol and independence, Ruby made a beeline for Martin. They smooched (with some difficulty) to Nirvana’s ‘Teen Spirit’. And suddenly they were in Ruby’s room.


     Ruby dragged Martin onto her narrow single bed and threw her treasured teddy bears onto the floor to make room for him. Ten minutes later, Martin was naked and ejaculating into a banana flavoured condom bought from a vending machine in the Union. Ruby pushed him off, retrieved her favourite bear from the pile on the floor and fell into a deep sleep, snoring loudly. Martin spent the night shivering on the edge of her single bed, horribly uncomfortable but vaguely aware that it might be bad manners to disappear right after shagging her. Besides, Ruby had her head on his arm and he didn’t dare move it in case he woke her up.


     Next morning, clutching a towel around herself as though Martin hadn’t already seen her naked, Ruby told him flatly that she had a boyfriend in her home town and added that if Martin told anyone that they had slept together she would tell everyone he was a premature ejaculator. Martin didn’t dare tell her that he had been a virgin until she manhandled him. Ruby didn’t think to ask. In fact, she didn’t even speak to him for another four weeks after that.


     Ten years on, the sorry little incident of Martin and Ruby had been relegated to the ranks of those drunken horror stories such as the time Martin fell asleep face down in a kebab and had to go to hospital to have a chilli removed from his nostril or the night Lou snogged the captain of the university women’s cricket club. And, thankfully, that evening, the quizmaster intervened before the storytelling really began. Ruby and Lou turned their attention from Ruby’s virginity to marking their answers to that week’s general knowledge round.


     ‘I told you the capital of California is not Los Angeles,’ Ruby complained.


     ‘But did you know it was Sacramento?’ Lou retorted.


     They got three out of ten.


 


‘You all right, Ruby?’ Martin asked as they meandered back to the tube station after closing time. He put his arm round her shoulder and squeezed her against him. ‘I’m sorry I took the mickey out of the love of your life,’ he added, before flopping his tongue out of his mouth like a half-demented spaniel and doing it over again.


     ‘No,’ Ruby laughed this time. ‘You were right. John Flett is a loser and I’m much better off without him.’ What a difference four vodkas could make. She only hoped that the effect would last until she woke up again next morning. ‘You’ve really cheered me up this evening,’ Ruby continued. ‘I’m glad I came out after all. At least I’ve got you two. You’re the best friends in the world.’


     ‘Aaaah,’ Lou and Martin chorused. ‘We love you back.’


     ‘You know, I don’t think Flett’s actually got any friends any more since he left his wife and their two children with nothing to live on but the proceeds of her part-time job  . . .’


     Martin winced. The man really was a loser.


     ‘There will be no further references to Jonathan Flett from now on,’ Lou proclaimed. ‘He’s a pathetic little man.’


     ‘But will I ever find a good one?’ Ruby asked, drooping against Martin’s side.


     ‘Of course you will,’ Lou reassured her. ‘We’ll start looking for you on Saturday. Susannah’s wedding is on Saturday. And everyone can score at a wedding. Only thing you need is a pulse.’
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A pulse, eh? Ruby couldn’t be sure that her dancing partner had one.


     After the food fight, during which one of the bridesmaids almost lost an eye to a handful of sugared almonds, Susannah and Winky’s sophisticated wedding reception had rapidly descended into anarchy. Susannah’s millionaire father had generously catered four bottles of vintage champagne for each and every guest and this incredible extravagance was creating an ugly backlash. Four of the rugby players were stark naked on the dance floor. One of them appeared to have stuck the stem of his corsage down the eye of his penis and was using the flower to point suggestively at any girls he fancied. Ruby could only wonder what he might tell the Accident and Emergency staff later on.


     Ruby had managed to fend off the rugger buggers’ advances, leaving herself at the mercy of an altogether different kind of sexual predator when the slow dances started. Lou dragged Martin off to the centre of the floor as soon as she heard the first strains of Whitney singing ‘I Will Always Love You,’ which meant that Ruby had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide when Winky’s grandfather materialised beside the miscellaneous table and offered her his brittle arm.


     ‘You’re a lovely, lovely young lady,’ he whispered hotly into her ear as he ran his hand along her bra strap.


     ‘Thank you,’ said Ruby, grateful that etiquette didn’t require her to respond in kind with a sincere or truthful compliment of her own. ‘You’re a dirty old man. Move your hand from my arse,’ wouldn’t have sounded too friendly.


     Ruby just about managed to keep Granddad at a safe distance as the guests took to the floor in a reprise of ‘Lady In Red’ by adopting a stiff elbow-locked variation on a traditional ballroom dancing hold. It all went horribly wrong when the DJ started to play The Rolling Stones’ ‘Satisfaction’. Now Ruby hovered between utter revulsion at the old man who was trying to push his pelvis up against hers and abject terror that he would keel over at any moment and cast a rather depressing note upon which to end such a high-spirited wedding. To that effect, she felt obliged to hang on to Granddad while he convulsed against her body in time with the beat, so that if he did flake out unexpectedly, she might at least be able to get him to the edge of the dance floor without the bride noticing that someone had died at her wedding reception.


     Meanwhile, Lou and Martin bobbed up and down enthusiastically behind Ruby’s septuagenarian partner, cruelly giving Ruby the thumbs-up every time they caught her eye.


     ‘Love your new boyfriend,’ mouthed Martin over Lou’s shoulder.


     ‘Groovy mover,’ said Lou sarcastically when the song ended and Granddad actually went off in search of someone younger to play with.


     ‘Great,’ said Ruby as she watched her erstwhile dancing partner getting down to ‘Come On Eileen’ (again) with the bride’s seventeen-year-old cousin. ‘I can’t even keep the attention of a seventy-something any more. I am doomed.’


     ‘Are we ready to go yet?’ asked Martin, as he slid gracefully beneath the miscellaneous table like the Titanic meeting her iceberg.


     ‘None of us have scored,’ said Lou.


     ‘Do you honestly think we’re likely to?’ Ruby asked.


     They surveyed the room like two generals at the end of a particularly bloody battle. Bodies in various states of undress were littered about the furniture. A semi-naked rugger bugger lay where he had fallen in the middle of the dance floor, oblivious to the high-heeled shoes that clattered dangerously about him. There was no blood yet, thank goodness. But a great deal more nudity and vomit than one would have expected for such a grand occasion. In fact, as the girls watched in horrified amazement, a smartly dressed young lady was actually puking in somebody’s handbag.


     ‘Hope that’s her own,’ said Ruby with a wince.


     ‘Let’s bail,’ said Lou, grabbing a couple of half-finished bottles of champagne for later.


     ‘You don’t really want any more of that, surely?’ Ruby gasped.


     ‘Hair of the dog,’ Lou explained with drunken logic. ‘We’ll be grateful for this in the morning.’


     ‘Looks like Martin’s already getting his.’


     Ruby raised the edge of the tablecloth to reveal Martin snoring gently on a pile of discarded shoes and handbags, while Susannah’s favourite pet, a Norfolk terrier that had been specially decked out for the day in a dinky bow to match the bridesmaids’ dresses, licked the sweat off Martin’s forehead with its slobbery pink tongue.


     ‘Shall we leave him there?’ asked Lou.


     ‘I don’t think that would be friendly,’ said Ruby.


     ‘Let’s leave him,’ said Lou.


     The girls made for the door.


 


They were staying in a bed and breakfast place a couple of miles from the country house in whose grounds Susannah’s marquee had been pitched. The sixteenth-century coach-house hotel looked idyllic from the outside. Inside, unfortunately, it wasn’t so great. Fifty quid a head and Ruby found a pubic hair stuck to the soap.


     Lou and Ruby were sharing a room. Ruby didn’t get much sleep. When they got back from the reception, Lou crashed out instantly (on the less knackered of the two single beds, so that Ruby got a bedspring in the kidneys) and spent the first half of the night snoring on her back. She spent the second half groaning as dehydration kicked in.


     It’s true what they say about hangovers getting worse as you get older. As a sixteen-year-old, Ruby could down twelve assorted shorts on a Friday evening and still get up to do her job at the local garden furniture salesroom next morning, earning just enough money in a day to drink another twelve Bacardi and Cokes on the Saturday night. Lately, she’d given up mixing her drinks (or at least tried to stick to one colour all night), drank two pints of water and took a couple of aspirin before she went to sleep. Yet she still woke up feeling as though she had used her tongue to clean the carpet.


     At least Lou and Martin were similarly afflicted. Far from being pleased that she had remembered to bring home some booze for a ‘hair of the dog’ as soon as she woke up, when Lou rolled over to see (and smell) the two half-empty champagne bottles on the bedside table in the early hours of the morning, she had to leg it to the bathroom before nature took one of its courses. The day after Susannah’s wedding, Martin even turned his nose up at a freshly cooked breakfast. He was as green about the gills as the chipped nineteen-sixties-style crockery upon which the unwanted fry-up was served. Ruby soon realised that, compared to the other two, she had actually fared quite well.


     ‘Did I score?’ Martin asked the girls when he surfaced just before lunchtime.


     ‘You fell asleep beneath the table,’ Lou replied.


     ‘I could have sworn someone was licking my face,’ he muttered.


     ‘Someone was,’ Lou assured him. ‘Or rather, something was. Susannah’s dog.’


     ‘Oh, God,’ Martin groaned. ‘I ended up with a dog again. I am giving up alcohol,’ he added solemnly.


     ‘Where have I heard that one before?’ Ruby laughed. ‘Hangovers are like pregnancy. At the time, you swear you’ll never put yourself through it again. Seven days later you just can’t remember the pain.’


     ‘You’re always so smug,’ Martin complained. ‘Haven’t you ever lost a weekend through alcohol?’


     The waitress drifted past with another plateful of bacon and eggs for another guest. Lou and Martin clutched hands to their mouths and swayed like two victims of seasickness. Over in the corner of the restaurant, the rugger bugger wedding guest who had ordered the breakfast thought better of it too and relieved his nausea by heaving dramatically into a bread-basket.


     ‘Lounge, anybody?’ Martin suggested.


     They re-seated themselves in the hotel’s chintzy day room with the Sunday papers.


 


‘So,’ said Ruby, as she settled down into an armchair with a glossy fashion supplement. ‘Another wedding over and none of us is any nearer to being the girl in the puffball.’


     ‘I don’t want to be the girl in the puffball,’ said Martin.


     ‘Me neither, for that matter,’ added Lou.


     ‘It would have been nice just to meet someone different,’ said Ruby.


     ‘I just want to know that some lovely lady is going to ask to see my penis again before I lose sight of it forever,’ said Martin, patting his expanding waistline.


     ‘But you will,’ said Lou. ‘Remember the pact we made last night? About writing ads for each other?’


     Ruby and Martin groaned like a pair of teenagers being reminded of a promised visit to the zoo with great-aunt Sarah.


     ‘I think we should go for it!’


     Lou’s enthusiasm was met by two blank stares.


     ‘You both thought it was a good idea last night,’ she said defensively.


     ‘I can’t be held responsible for anything I say under the influence of Bollinger,’ said Martin.


     ‘But why shouldn’t it work?’ Lou persisted. ‘Susannah and Winky met through a personal ad.’


     ‘They’d have met at the Kennel Club eventually,’ said Martin. ‘It’s not going to happen for any of us, Lou. Get real.’


     Ruby smiled into her coffee cup, tacitly agreeing with Martin. But that morning Lou was unusually bullish. ‘Well, I don’t think you should be so quick to dismiss my idea,’ she told them. ‘We’re all single. We all want to meet people, don’t we?’


     ‘Yeah, but not losers,’ Martin sneered.


     ‘You’re so pessimistic,’ sighed Lou.


     ‘Realistic,’ he said, ‘is the word.’


 


Romantic that she was, Ruby wanted to be able to back Lou up, but there wasn’t much proof in Lou’s favour. Personal ads had long carried the stigma of being the last resort of the desperate. Or the downright deviant. Ruby recalled one of those morning television debates where some poor woman revealed to the audience that she had answered an ad placed by a man who claimed to like ‘motorbikes and horse riding’ only to discover this was Lonely Hearts’ code for sado-masochism and bondage and it wasn’t a pony he expected to wear the saddle  . . .


     Of the thousands of personal ads placed in the papers every Sunday, what percentage really ended with a buffet in a pink and white marquee? A far smaller percentage than those that ended up with a restraining order, Ruby suspected.


     Lou turned to anecdotal evidence. ‘There’s a girl at my office whose best friend’s sister’s mate met her husband through the personals,’ she insisted. Ruby’s head started to spin as she tried to work out the connection. ‘Apparently she answered the ad for a dare and it turned out that the guy who placed it was a millionaire! Don’t get many millionaire losers, do you, Martin?’


     ‘You wouldn’t have thought that a millionaire would need to advertise,’ Ruby mused. ‘I don’t suppose many girls would say no to a date with someone that rich and successful.’


     ‘Of course they wouldn’t. But how would he know they weren’t just in it for the money?’ Lou pointed out. ‘He placed the ad precisely so that the girls who answered wouldn’t be blinded by his humungous bank account. It was the only way he could avoid the gold-diggers.’


     ‘If it’s true, it’s a one-off,’ said Martin.


     ‘No! What about Mike Oldfield?’ Lou countered. ‘He was addicted to personal ads. Placed hundreds of the things until he was rumbled. Or would you call the millionaire composer of “Tubular Bells” a loser too?’


     ‘Two-off,’ Martin replied. ‘Though it sounds to me like he had a problem.’


     ‘The personal ads are full of people whose only problem is that they’re too busy being successful in their careers to sort out their love lives,’ Lou insisted. ‘I read somewhere that several City firms are even taking out dating agency subscriptions on behalf of their staff as part of the benefits package. Happy home lives make for happier workers.’ Lou pushed an open newspaper across the table towards Ruby. ‘Take your pick, Rubes. How about a nice entrepreneur? International airline pilot? Millionaire racing car enthusiast.’


     ‘Hmmmm,’ Ruby pondered.


     ‘Pounds or lira?’ Martin smiled. ‘Admit it, Lou. No normal, sociable person, with no obvious hang-ups or facial tics,’ he looked pointedly at Ruby as he said that, ‘should ever need to resort to a lonely hearts ad. There’s the office, the gym, even the supermarket. Hundreds of ways to find the one you’re after. If you can’t chat someone up face to face then you probably shouldn’t be allowed to mate in the first place.’


     ‘Have you ever tried chatting someone up while you’re on the Stairmaster?’ asked Lou. ‘Come to think of it, my dear, have you ever even seen a Stairmaster?’


     Martin sucked his stomach in self-consciously.


     ‘And how on earth can you tell who’s single in the supermarket? Count the number of spuds in their basket? As for dating at work, we’ve all seen where that ends.’


     Ruby cast her eyes downward.


     ‘Do you mind?’ she said. ‘I haven’t thought about him all weekend.’


     ‘Except when you were dancing with Granddad, surely,’ said Martin.


     ‘Yeah,’ Lou interrupted. ‘Well, I know that I’m not going to have a workplace affair unless my firm change their equal opportunities programme to include that minority group we call the attractive. Personal ads are the only way forward. You specify exactly what you want. No danger of making a play for that guy with the pile of ready-packed meals for one in his basket, only to discover that he and his boyfriend have a finicky cat that will only eat Marks and Spencer’s frozen lasagne. No need to do an extra twenty minutes on the Stairmaster just to impress the girl in the bright pink thong. And no danger of having to leave your job because your workplace paramour finished with you via two lines on your work group’s electronic message board and humiliated you in front of the whole company.’


     Ruby groaned heavily.


     ‘Sorry, Ruby,’ said Lou. ‘Cruel to be kind. But come on,’ she continued. ‘We’ve run out of single friends to have round to dinner parties. Both of you expect me to sort out your love-lives when everything goes pear-shaped. I’ve had long nights of tears from you, Ruby. And long nights of tears from the women you’ve done wrong,’ she reminded Martin. ‘Ruby is always wishing that you would go for a girl who remembered to take her GCSEs. And Martin wishes that you, Rubes, would try dating someone who hasn’t already been road-tested and rejected by his first wife. This is our chance to match each other up with the people we really think we should be with. We could even have a kitty as an incentive. Fifty quid each and the first person to write a successful ad pockets the lot?’


     Ruby looked from Lou to Martin to see if he was wavering.


     ‘Look,’ said Martin suddenly. ‘If any of us ends up even having an interesting phone conversation with someone we’ve met through a personal ad, then I’ll happily give you my money.’


     ‘You’re on,’ said Lou, sticking out her hand to shake on it. ‘But this means you have to promise to give my scheme a proper chance.’


     ‘Scout’s honour,’ promised Martin.


     ‘He was never in the scouts,’ Ruby pointed out.


     Martin put his hand out anyway.


     ‘What about you, Rubes?’ Lou asked. ‘Are you on for it?’


     Ruby stuck her own hand out tentatively.
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