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I’m going to dedicate this book to all my lovely readers. Thanks for all the kind emails and notes that you’ve sent me over the years to keep me going. They make my fingers type just that little bit faster. I really appreciate your support over the years – some of you have been reading the books as long as I’ve been writing them! That’s what I call dedication. Thank you so much.


Chapter One



Leo Harper’s all-time favourite karaoke number was Madonna’s ‘Material Girl’. Which he was currently performing with a certain amount of panache. ‘Material!’ he crooned.

‘Go, Leo! Go, Leo!’ his audience chanted.

Leo’s good friends, Grant and Lard, were always very encouraging of his vocal talents. This evening, they’d been plying him with strong alcohol since six o’clock to ensure that he was in fine voice.

‘Do “I’m Every Woman” next!’

Leo held up his hand in modest salute. ‘Can’t. Can’t.’

As well as being a thirty-two-year-old white, heterosexual male – which may or may not be relevant – his only other attribute was that he was generally known as unreliable. Leo worked in the City, but other than that he wasn’t entirely sure what the purpose of his job was, other than to make huge sums of money for other people while making a reasonable amount of it for himself. Grant and Lard worked with him, although they were both considerably better at whatever they did than Leo was. They had earnest discussions about bear markets and bull markets and, quite frankly, Leo didn’t really understand any of it. Because they were such good friends they covered up for all manner of his shortcomings and Leo loved them for it. He loved them very much. Leo felt he’d be more suited to being a … well, a something else. A singer, perhaps.

Leo turned his attention back to his performance. ‘Material!’ He considered himself exceptionally good at doing the high-pitched bits and waggled his imaginary breasts in the style of Madonna. ‘Material!’

A look of concern crossed Grant’s face and he shouted up at Leo through the cacophony, ‘Mind you don’t fall off the table, mate.’

Oh. And Leo was on a table. In an unspeakably trendy wine bar somewhere in the depths of the City of London. He had no idea where, as he’d been brought here totally against his will. The bar was very Moulin Rouge. All chandeliers, red paint and gold-leaf mirrors. But no Nicole Kidman on a swing. Leo was at a leaving do – he couldn’t remember whose. Fenella. Francine. Fiona. Something like that. Anyway, Leo thought she was a lovely lass. J-Lo arse and unfeasibly short skirts. Wonderful combination. Brain the size of a planet. Bit scary. And she was leaving. As soon as she removed her tongue from the boss’s throat, if Leo wasn’t mistaken. If she wasn’t leaving she’d probably be sacked after her behaviour tonight so it was just as well.

Leo had to leave too as he was late. Extraordinarily late. Winding himself up for a big finale, he gave ‘Material Girl’ all he’d got. The audience cheered – Leo loved a cheering audience – even though most of them were marginally more drunk than he was. At this time in the evening, the bar at which torture ended and entertainment began had been lowered somewhat. Easily satisfied, they howled for more. Leo bowed gracefully as he prepared to take his leave. Someone else’s tonsils would have to take the place of his.

A shout went up. ‘Do “I Will Survive”!’

Next to ‘Material Girl’, this was Leo’s best number. He also did a refreshingly original interpretation of ‘My Way’ – somewhere between Frank Sinatra and Sid Vicious. His ‘Tainted Love’ wasn’t half bad either – even though he usually had to say it himself. Leo shook his head in a self-deprecating way even as he basked in his own glory. ‘No. No. No.’

He certainly wouldn’t survive if he didn’t get a move on. Besides, he didn’t do requests. Elvis didn’t. So neither did Leo.

‘Can’t. Can’t. Have to go. Emma’sh birthday.’ Was that his voice slurring?

Emma was Leo’s girlfriend. For years. And years. On and off. More off than on. He had no idea why she put up with him. Leo wouldn’t, if he were her. But then he knew that Emma didn’t know why she put up with him either. He couldn’t remember quite how they met but he was sure it involved him being wonderfully suave and sophisticated and sweeping Emma off her feet. She’d been the only lady in his life ever since. And he loved her, loved her, loved her. Even the ‘off’ periods had been very brief, therefore, not necessitating the finding of a suitable replacement. Which was nice. During the ‘on’ periods, however, Leo was a constant source of irritation to her. His darling Emma didn’t appreciate his singing talents. Nor his tardiness.

Leo’s watch was very blurred, but he knew, instinctively, that it was telling him a bad thing. The hands should be pointing very differently if it was good, he was sure. ‘Shit. Shit. Late. Late.’

In his haste to depart, Leo fell head-long off the table and landed in the arms of his true and trusted friends. His limbs were feeling very lovely. ‘Emma will kill me,’ he gasped before floating off to oblivion on a fluffy cloud.

From faraway Leo heard his friends sigh patiently. Grant looked over his head at Lard and said, ‘She might not need to.’


Chapter Two



‘Emma, darling, is that Vivaldi?’ My mother cocks her head towards the direction of some unseen sound system.

‘Yes.’ I take a sip of my champagne and try to smile at her.

‘How lovely.’

‘Yes.’

‘Very soothing. Relaxing.’

‘Yes,’ I say tightly. If I grip the stem of my glass any harder it will break. Already my knuckles bear an unhealthy white pallor.

This is a fabulous restaurant. There’s no denying that. A firm family favourite. Whatever the celebration – anniversaries, the announcement of a new grandchild, the traditional Christmas gathering – a table is booked at Ranolfs. Thirtieth birthdays are no exception. And this is mine.

Ranolfs has a hushed, genteel atmosphere that panders perfectly to my parents’ idea of having a good time. No rowdy pubs for the Chambers clan. No chain pizza places. No faux Mexican cantinas. No standing in line for buffet food. My father would rather saw off his own arm than queue up for a slice of roast beef. At Ranolfs a surfeit of waiters bustle about, unobtrusively catering to their patrons’ every whim. The maître d’hôtel – a starched and black-suited cadaver of a man – has been the same person for around a hundred years. Look back at the historical photographs on the walls and you can see that he features in all of them – in the same way that Jack Nicholson did in The Shining. Oak panelling lines the walls, the like of which you’ll never see in a Happy Eater. The starched white linen of each table bears an exquisite arrangement of highly-scented pastel roses. It’s rather like an exclusive gentlemen’s club – except that they grudgingly allow women in too. The lighting is subdued. Conversation is muted, quite probably frowned upon. Only the regular popping of expensive corks punctuates the light classical music.

Next to my mother is my father. ‘I’m going to stop doing facelifts,’ he announces to no one in particular. ‘The last woman I did ended up with a face like a smacked arse.’ He shakes his head in bewilderment. ‘Why they want to do it, I’ve no idea.’

My father, Charles Chambers, is ‘old school’ – bluff, bigoted and bombastic. He’s a cosmetic surgeon of some note – if one acquires a reputation by giving eye-lifts to ageing soap stars and fading rock singers and daytime television presenters in the last desperate throes of their careers. Daddy might wonder why they all avail themselves of his services, but he doesn’t mind charging them rather handsomely for the privilege.

‘I’ll stick to Botox.’ He confirms this with a hearty swig of his champagne. ‘Better just to paralyse someone’s chops than cut bits out completely. You can be sued at the drop of a hat these days. There’s no fun in being a surgeon any more.’ Daddy, morosely, seeks succour in his alcohol.

‘How lovely,’ my mother says, patting her exquisitely coiffured and honey-coloured hair. She turns to me and places a hand on my arm. ‘What do you think, darling?’

‘Yes,’ I reply automatically, not taking in the question. I glance towards the door again. This is torture. And extreme humiliation. Leo should have been here two hours ago. And he wasn’t. As a consequence, my thirtieth birthday celebration dinner has been eaten in a tense silence. My unruly elfin haircut has been glammed up – though I feel like tearing chunks of it out. I’m wearing a fairytale floaty dress. And it has all been a pointless effort.

‘Emma,’ my father sighs theatrically. ‘Do stop looking at the door. It’s not going to make him get here any quicker.’

I pull out my mobile phone. ‘Maybe I’ll just give him a ring.’

Mobile phones are banned in Ranolfs and there’s a collective gasp around the table which would have been more suited to me having pulled down the top of my gown to expose my breasts.

‘You’ll do no such thing,’ my father says, snatching the phone from me.

‘He may have had an accident.’

‘I’ll make bally sure he does one of these days.’

‘Daddy!’

‘Face it, darling,’ Mr Chambers, cosmetic surgeon to the wannabe stars continues unabashed. ‘He’s let you down again.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do.’ My father glances conspicuously at the one empty space at the table. The myriad of cutlery lies untouched, as does the neatly folded napkin in the shape of a fan. ‘He always does.’

‘Charles,’ my mother intervenes – as she does so often in our frequent father-daughter spats. ‘It’s Emma’s birthday. Don’t upset her.’

‘I’m not upsetting her,’ he protests, his voice drowning out the delicate strains of Vivaldi. ‘It’s the lovely Leo who’s not here. Again.’

‘Charles. Please.’

‘Why can’t you find a nice man?’ My father sweeps his arm expansively across the table. ‘A man like Dicky or Austin?’

Dicky and Austin – the nice men in question – smile in a self-satisfied and distinctly unpleasant way. Dicky and Austin are, unfortunately in my view, married to my older sisters. The sisters who toed the line and found themselves suitable husbands and settled down early to produce the required number of grandchildren. While I, instead, found Leo.

Chinless wonders – that’s the best way of describing my two brothers-in-law. Austin is a farmer; a gentleman farmer, possessed of acres of rolling farmland, fat, special breed sheep and his own brand of dairy ice-cream sold in theatres throughout the country. Arabelle, my eldest sister, is deemed to have married well. Even though she has to sleep with someone who is ruddy, rotund and sports an excess of nasal hair. Her three children range from angelic to the spawn from hell.

Dicky imports antique carpets and sells them out of a quaintly over-priced shop in a pretty little town in the heart of the Cotswolds – the sort of place that is lined with similar shops but where you can’t buy a fresh vegetable or a newspaper. My brother-in-law spends a lot of his time in the third world, probably being extraordinarily obnoxious to people less fortunate than himself and ripping them off with unfair prices. ‘Fair Trade’ is not a term Dicky is familiar with. All his carpets are probably woven by the callused hands of small children for a few rupees and aren’t antique at all. But Dicky is loaded and that counts for a lot in my father’s world. Dicky is moderately passable in the looks department, if you discount the burgeoning businessman’s paunch, but he’s crushingly boring on every other level. Unless you’re interested in the intricacies of carpets, of course. My brother-in-law also has a problem with self-esteem. Far too much of it. The middle sister of the Chambers’ clan is Clara and, despite having two hyper-active school-age children, she still manages to conduct a long-term affair with their gardener – Darren – whenever Dicky sets foot on another continent. And, to be honest, I can’t say that I blame her.

I, however, have been dating Leo for the last five years. Dating is the right term. I never know with Leo whether he’ll be around for the next week or not. It isn’t that he’s a womaniser or anything like that – Leo would have absolutely no idea where to start when it comes to seducing a woman. I’m never going to find him locked in the understairs cupboard at a party with my best friend. He doesn’t have it in him. Leo might well lock himself in the understairs cupboard at a party – but that would be as far as it went. He’s clueless when it comes to women – and most other things. Utterly clueless. Which is extraordinary because he really is staggeringly good-looking and has cheekbones that most supermodels would kill for. Leo possesses an easy charm that he’s completely unaware of, and that’s his biggest asset. Women fall for it in droves. Why do we do that?

I – for better, for worse – am no exception. I met Leo through a mutual friend on a day out to the coast. Leo was trying to windsurf and had nearly drowned himself after getting tangled up in the sail. I swam out from the beach to rescue him. Even though he was coughing and spluttering and had seaweed strewn in his hair, within minutes, I’d fallen for him big time. Five years later it seems as if I’m still rescuing him from himself.

It was me that did all the initial running in this relationship. And me that’s still doing it. Leo is physically incapable of planning ahead. That includes grocery shopping as much as relationships. The less interested Leo was in being pinned down, the more I pursued him. It’s probably down to the fact that I’m the youngest and most spoiled daughter and am, therefore, used to getting everything that I want. All I’ve ever desired has been handed to me on a plate by my doting parents. A lovely position to be in – but not one that accustoms you to someone saying no. Even the men I’ve dated pre-Leo have doted on me and, subsequently, have bored me to tears. And how many modern women want a doormat as a boyfriend? With Leo it has been an entirely different matter from day one. He hasn’t doted on me. He certainly hasn’t bored me to tears. He was, from the start, elusive and frustrating. I saw Leo as a challenge. For the first three months of our relationship, he never once returned one of my telephone calls. He just knew that I’d continue to phone him and I often wonder what would have happened if I’d simply stopped calling.

Leo is not a natural hunter gatherer. The caveman gene has passed him by completely. There isn’t a bone in his body that compels him to barbecue raw meat. He’s never going to grab me by the hair and drag me into a cave, much as I may secretly have a fantasy that he might. It’s an attitude that serves him in all other areas of his life. My dearly-beloved is reasonably successful in his chosen career but it couldn’t be said that he pursues promotion with a vengeance. Casual, is the best way to describe Leo’s approach to work – and to life and to love. Casual. Very casual. I can’t help believing that Leo would be absolutely wonderful if only he’d apply himself to the real world.

He comes from very good stock, to use Dicky’s phraseology. Nothing wrong with his pedigree and he could certainly give Awful Austin and Dreadful Dicky a run for their money. I look round the table and can see why Leo might not be keen to spend time with my delightful family. The men treat him like something of a leper because he doesn’t have an opinion on politics, cricket or rugby. My sisters nag him, at every opportunity, about when he’ll ‘make an honest woman’ of me.

Though, I have to say, his own family don’t fare much better. It isn’t entirely Leo’s fault that none of his relatives are speaking to him at the moment. If you fall drunkenly into your grandma’s grave at her funeral it tends to stretch the filial bonds to breaking point. I’m sure they will, in time, forgive him. After all, it was his beloved grandmother who taught him most of the drinking games he knows. She would have found it very amusing – God rest her soul. It’s a shame the rest of his family don’t. Which is unfair. Leo is Leo. They smashed the mould to smithereens after they made him. Some will say with just cause. But if you take the time to look, he has a lot of qualities. Amazing qualities. They’re just hard to put your finger on.

‘Leo is a nice man,’ I insist. Everyone around the table avoids looking at me. My mother pats my hand sympathetically, which makes me want to cry. Out of all of them, only I can see Leo’s good points. ‘He is. He’s just … He’s just very good at hiding it.’

I grip my champagne glass even more tightly while smiling sweetly at the rest of the white-lipped gathering at the table. And when he finally shows up, I’ll kill him.


Chapter Three



‘See you tomorrow, Leo.’ Grant and Lard were leaving. Reluctantly. They were clearly worried that they were abandoning Leo to the mercy of the night. Which they were. ‘Will you be okay?’

‘Fine. Fine.’ Leo managed a wave. ‘Night, night, chaps.’ His best friends in the whole wide world were going off in search of a taxi, a woman or a kebab. Leo couldn’t remember which. Instead of joining them, he was crawling along the pavement on all fours. Remaining upright had proved just too difficult. Strangely, Grant and Lard seemed to be coping much better with vertical.

The pavement was very cold and hard. Leo thought that pavements should be made in a much softer material, especially for moments like these. Then he noticed what a lovely night it was – the stars, moon, sky, that sort of thing – and he wished that Emma was there. But he didn’t know why. Love, probably. Love, love, love. All you need is love. In one hand, he had a bottle of champagne. In the other, his car keys. Somewhere near was his car. A lovely car that he’d christened Ethel.

But all the cars looked the same. All the bloody same.

‘Ah. Looks likely.’ Leo ran his hands over Ethel’s curvy flanks. Very likely. ‘Hello, my shpeshial girl,’ he slurred.

The keyhole didn’t appear to be big enough. The key was all bendy too. Leo’s mind wandered to kebabs – they seemed like a nice idea, but it was late. Late, late, late. Horribly late. No sex for a fortnight late. The key was still bendy, bendy, bendy. Leo couldn’t get it to do the right thing.

‘Open. Open. Open.’ Leo shook the door handle in case the car was playing hard to get. ‘Open, you bastard.’

A loud siren started. Beep. Beep. Beep. Too many decibels. ‘Not bloody deaf,’ Leo shouted and shook the handle some more. ‘Come on, you bloody stubborn blue …’

Then it hit him. Not his car. His car was red. Yes, red. A battered VW Beetle. Unlike its owner – young and flakey – Ethel was loyal, reliable. And not blue. ‘Sorry. Sorry.’ Leo gave the car an apologetic pat. ‘Sorry, old chap.’

He crawled a bit more. His head and his knees throbbed. ‘Ah!’

Then he saw Ethel. He leaned towards her, kissing her red bonnet. She was there all the time. Waiting nicely. The key fitted smoothly into the lock, the door swung open and he climbed in. ‘That’s more like it.’

Now all he had to do was negotiate the pedals. Up, down. Up, down. The gears were next. Wiggle, waggle. Giggle.

‘Start, start, start.’ His key fell to the floor. ‘Start, start, start.’

Eventually the car started. He found first gear and eased out the clutch. With a few more revs he was off jumping, jumping down the road. But not too fast. The window was open and the champagne bottle was dangling out.

‘Hello, cyclist.’ Leo waved the champagne in what he hoped was a friendly gesture. But he was a bit too close.

The cyclist wobbled and fell off as Ethel continued to jump along.

‘Sorry. Awfully sorry.’

Leo waved the champagne apologetically and the cyclist shook his fist. But Leo had no time to stop. He could see the restaurant ahead of him.

It was a posh restaurant. Stuffy. And Emma’s party was taking place inside. Hours ago. Leo was well and truly stuffed.

As he stumbled out of car and tripped over on the pavement, Leo took some deep breaths. He straightened his tie. Straightened his hair. Straightened his eyes.

Emma, he thought smugly, would never guess that he’d been drinking.


Chapter Four



‘Oh,’ my mother cries. ‘A lovely surprise!’

My family gathered at the table all look expectantly towards the door. My head shoots up and I try not to look too downhearted when there’s still no sight of the errant Leo. Where the hell can he be at this time? Anything could have happened to him. He’s a one-man disaster zone, a walking soap opera, not safe to be let out on his own. He could be anywhere – in a ditch, in a hospital, in the city centre naked and tied to a bollard – all of which have applied to Leo in the past. This better had be him and he’d better not be full of his usual Emmenthal excuses – stories with more holes in them than Swiss cheese.

But it isn’t Leo. Instead, a rather grand waiter sweeps in bearing an equally grand birthday cake. It’s white and iced with pink frills. Thirty candles flame exuberantly on the top and I hope that someone has a fire extinguisher to hand. Thirty bloody candles and what have I got to show for all these years?

Forcing a smile into place, I stand up as the waiter sets the cake on the table. My family start a tense and uncomfortable rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ while I try to look deliriously happy, as the song requires, even though it’s a truly terrible dirge. Halfway through, as my parents are running out of steam, there is a unearthly crashing noise from the adjoining hallway. ‘Happy Birthday’ is truncated. The gentle and civilised hum of conversation in the restaurant grinds to an abrupt halt.

A waiter appears, wearing what seems to be the contents of a soup tureen.

‘Sorry. Sorry. Awfully sorry.’ And following him is, of course, Leo. Carrying a bottle of champagne and weaving unsteadily. ‘Sorry. Sorry.’

Two dozen stony faces turn towards him. Six of them from our table alone. Like a dinosaur experiencing pain, it takes a moment or two for Leo to realise the venom that’s being directed towards him.

He gives me one of his heartbreakingly beautiful smiles. ‘Sorry. Sorry. Late. Fuck. No. Sorry. Sorry. Not fuck. Bad language. Flip. Late. Oh flip. Very flip. Flipping heck. Late. Flipping office party. Bollocks.’

I want to die. I want to lie down and die. But first I want Leo to die. Painfully.

‘Hello, Mrs … Mrs …’

‘Chambers,’ I supply tightly.

‘Mother.’ Leo gives her a cheesy smile.

My mother, never easily flustered, goes all girly. ‘Oh.’ She fans herself with her napkin.

‘Mother.’ Leo tries it again.

‘Not while there’s breath in my body,’ my father mutters.

Leo, not realising that he should stop while he’s on a roll, answers with, ‘Dad’ and a pantomime matey wink.

My father coughs out his drink.

Leo turns his gaze on me – a helpless puppy expression face-to-face with my best snarling werewolf look. ‘Emma!’ He holds up his bottle of champagne. ‘Darling! Happy Birthday!’ Leo swigs from his bottle. ‘Happy Birthday to you …’ He urges the crowd to join him. The crowd doesn’t. ‘Happy Birthday to you … Happy Birthday dear … dear …’

The pause goes on for too long.

‘Emma,’ I supply.

‘I knew that! Happy Birthday, dear EMMA, Happy Birthday to you-hoo!’

Leo blows out all the candles on my cake. ‘Marvellous,’ he says. And then he passes out in it.


Chapter Five



The ladies’ loo at Ranolfs is just as posh as the dining room. Deep marble sinks with individually folded fluffy hand towels stacked next to them grace one wall. A tray of complimentary perfumes and lotions await each customer. Plush velvet chairs grouped in one corner make sure that no one has to suffer the inconvenience of standing while waiting.

Leo sits in one now. Slumps, actually. All six gangly feet of him shoe-horned into a delicate apricot velvet, fringed chair. There’s a pink candle-holder from my birthday cake wedged behind his ear. I pick bits of sponge and jam from his dark, floppy hair and peel splatters of candle wax from his face more forcefully than is strictly necessary.

‘Ow! Ow!’

‘Shut up, Leo.’ I hand him his cup of extra strong coffee which he obediently drinks in an attempt to sober himself up. ‘You look dreadful. Everything’s askew.’ I take in his work suit. Clearly he hasn’t even made it home from the office. ‘You look like you’ve been crawling along the pavements.’

Leo looks shocked. ‘Never.’

I resume my task with vigour. ‘You’re useless.’

‘Yes, darling.’

‘It’s my birthday.’

He hangs his head. ‘I know.’

‘You should have been here hours ago.’

‘I know.’

‘You have humiliated me … mortified me … in front of my parents.’ And my sisters’ stupid, smug husbands, which probably hurts more. ‘It’s my birthday! Did you get me a present?’

Leo slaps his forehead. ‘Fiddlesticks.’

‘No.’ I roll the ball of wax into one of the fluffy towels I’ve purloined for the purpose. ‘You didn’t last year either. Or the year before.’

‘Sorry. Sorry,’ Leo mumbles. ‘Terrible er …’

‘Memory,’ I supply.

‘Quite.’

‘You have embarrassed me.’

‘Again,’ Leo adds.

‘Yes, Leo. Again.’

‘Sorry. Sorry. So bloody sorry.’

Standing up, I throw the soiled towel into the waiting hamper. How many times in the past has Leo let me down? My father is right. They’re probably all out there now, eating my birthday cake, discussing what a loser Leo is and saying aren’t I silly to have stayed with him all this time – particularly as I’m approaching my sell-by date. I can just hear the conversation. It’s one that has played over in the Chambers’ household many times. Usually when Leo fails to appear for something important at the pre-arranged time. Or turns up inappropriately dressed. The time he arrived in a pink tutu for a night of Swan Lake at the Royal Ballet singularly failed to amuse my father. Even though it was just a coincidence that it was a tutu and Leo was wearing it to raise money for Children in Need. A wonderful cause, I’m sure you’ll agree. It wasn’t my dear boyfriend’s fault that it clashed with a night out with my parents. Both arrangements had been longstanding and Leo didn’t want to lose the five hundred quid bet that he wouldn’t last in it all day. My father offered him five hundred if he’d take it off. It was just a shame that Leo hadn’t thought to bring any other clothes with him – otherwise they’d both have been happy. But that was one noble cause in a sea of less honourable ones. My mother occasionally rises to my loved one’s defence, but she does sometimes wonder why she supports him. And even I’m getting fed up with explaining away all of Leo’s failings.

I look at my boyfriend, pink icing in his hair, with dismay. He’s ridiculously handsome and, when sober, charming and funny. It’s just … it’s just that it’s rather like dating a fourteen year old. An irresponsible fourteen year old. Isn’t it about time that I was in a relationship with someone who’s my own mental age? I guess it is. But that doesn’t make letting go any less painful. I love Leo. With all my heart. It’s just that most of the time he drives me to distraction. Sometimes I feel more like his mother than his lover. I should have got hitched to one of the dullards I dated when I was nineteen – just like my sisters did. By now I would have been settled down with a barrister and a couple of tousle-haired kids to keep my parents happy – or onto my first divorce. Finding a mate seems to become so much more complex as you hit thirty. Or perhaps I’m simply getting more fussy.

‘This is it, Leo,’ I say sadly. ‘This is as far as it goes. It has to be. This is the end.’

‘The end.’ Leo looks up at me with bleary eyes. He appears to be going to sleep.

‘You’ve gone too far, too often.’

‘It was just a lickle-ickle leaving party, Ems.’ He indicates ‘lickle-ickle’ with his fingers and flutters his eyelashes at me.

‘One drink, you said, Leo. You said you would go for one drink.’ I take the bottle of champagne that dangles from his hand and calmly pour the remaining contents over his head. Leo doesn’t even flinch. ‘Not several bottles.’

‘I had a couple.’

‘A couple? That usually means you’ve knocked it back like a man who’s been stranded in the Sahara desert for six months with nothing to eat but salted peanuts.’

A woman with a fulsome matron’s breast comes in and recoils in horror as she sees Leo in the corner. A man in the ladies’ powder room is clearly an affront to her delicate sensibilities and it’s quite obvious that she considers backing straight out again.

‘Evening,’ Leo says drunkenly, giving her a leery smile.

‘He’s with me,’ I say. ‘He’s harmless. Mostly.’

The woman rushes by and, glaring at me, heads into one of the cubicles – thankfully not the one Leo has thrown up in. She locks the door behind her with feeling.

I lower my voice. ‘We used to have fun, Leo.’

‘I have fun.’

‘Yes. With Grant and Lard. Not with me. Your idea of fun is getting drunk and dancing on tables.’

Leo looks at me, filled with indignation. ‘It is not.’

‘You’re so unreliable these days.’

‘I always have been.’

‘And I’ve always hoped you’d grow out of it.’

Leo takes my hand. ‘I’m trying to, Emma. Really I am.’

‘You’re not,’ I insist. ‘You’re getting worse by the minute. And I’ve had enough. There’s no magic any more.’

‘Magic?’

‘Yes, Leo. Magic.’

‘Did there used to be?’ he asks tentatively.

‘Yes,’ I say softly. ‘Once upon a time.’

‘I could buy a top hat and a white rabbit.’ He shrugs his shoulders.

‘It’s suggestions like that which make me realise that you’re a lost cause.’

‘I might have the best of me hidden up my sleeve, ready to produce at an appropriate moment.’

‘You might,’ I sigh. ‘But I doubt it.’

His lip droops sadly. ‘I wish I could give you magic, Emma. Really I do.’

I shake my head. ‘It’s no good. It’s gone. We could never get it back now. The magic has gone, Leo. Gone.’

‘Gone.’

The woman emerges from her cubicle, hurriedly washes her hands, eschews the free toiletries and scurries out like a frightened rabbit rather than a white one, giving us both as wide a berth as possible.

‘Nice meeting you,’ Leo shouts after her. I’m sure in her panic the woman doesn’t see my boyfriend’s friendly wave. Perhaps he is losing his charm. I do hope so. Leo arranges his face to look suitably penitent.

‘You never tell me that you love me,’ I say.

‘I do.’

‘You don’t.’

‘I do.’

‘What?’

‘The L thing. I do. You know … L you.’

I sigh and rub my hands over my eyes. In the restaurant they’ll be bringing in the coffee and the mints. I look at Leo’s cup, the dregs inside going cold. ‘You can’t even bring yourself to say it.’

‘I’m a bloke. An English bloke. We’re appallingly bad at slushy stuff. Possibly the worst in the world. It’s genetic. If I were French it would be a very different story. I’d be all oui, oui, oui, ma chérie and je t’aime. Kissy. Kissy. But I can’t do that. Besides, you’d laugh at me if I tried to be romantic.’

‘I think you’d better go now,’ I tell him. ‘Before I hold your head down a toilet and flush it. Probably the one you were heartily sick in.’

‘Yes. You’re right. Jolly good idea. Fine idea.’ Leo stands up and retrieves his empty bottle of champagne. Still looking the worse for wear, he ambles towards the door. ‘I’ll give you a ring tomorrow. When you’re feeling better.’

I stay where I am. Rooted to the spot. There’s no way Leo is going to sweet-talk me round this time. I’m thirty years old. I have the birthday cards to prove it – with one notable exception. It’s time I had a decent boyfriend. One who treats me properly. One who might even want to settle down and think about the future. One who, perish the thought, might even want to marry me. Can I ever imagine having children with Leo? Inwardly, I shudder. He’d be more badly behaved than any offspring we could produce. He’d be teaching them all how to do armpit farts before they could walk and putting vodka in their bedtime milk. My eyes follow Leo as he totters to the door and my heart contracts painfully. They’d be damn good-looking kids though. Is that enough to build a future on?

I look at him sadly. Leo has been a part of my life for a long time, maybe too long. Are we doing this out of habit now rather than love? It might well be a habit, but habits are notoriously difficult to break – even bad ones.

It’s time to move on, start the next decade of my life with a clean sheet. They say life begins at forty, but I can’t wait that long. My life is damn well going to have to get a move on at thirty. I just wish someone, anyone would come and sort Leo out for me. I wish it with all of my heart. I know that I want to be with Leo forever, but I’m tired of nagging him, cajoling him, bullying him. All I want is a nice, quiet relationship with him. It’s frustrating when he has so much potential. I’ve tried everything and I’m at a loss. Isn’t there a boyfriend makeover programme that could sort him out? Surely that Aggie woman off the television could clean his act up a bit. Can’t someone take him away and bring him back refurbished as a proper, grown-up lover and save me all this trouble?

Suddenly, a warm breeze envelops me, but it makes me shiver nonetheless. I swing round, for some inexplicable reason expecting to see someone standing behind me. But there’s no one there. I’m sure I hear the faintest peal of laughter. It’s disconcerting, but not enough to distract me from my purpose.

‘Tomorrow?’ Leo says again, breaking into my reverie.

‘There’ll be no tomorrow, Leo. No ring. Not ever. It’s over between us.’

Leo turns to me. There’s a bleakness to his bleary eyes. ‘Over?’

The tears spring to my eyes. ‘Over.’ I confirm it with a nod.

‘Emma, I wish I could be what you want.’ He looks unhappier than I’ve ever seen him.

‘You mean not a deeply inadequate and crap boyfriend.’

‘I’ve tried,’ he says. ‘I’ve tried to live up to your high standards, but I can’t. This is me.’ He holds out his hands.

‘Me’ has unkempt hair dotted with icing, a skew-whiff tie, muddy knees, bits of birthday candle still stuck to his face and a heartbreaking smile.

‘I do … thing … you,’ he pleads. ‘I do. And you know I do. I just can’t do it the way you want me to.’

I exhale sadly. ‘It isn’t good enough any more.’

Leo echoes my sigh. ‘No.’

We stare at each other without talking.

‘So,’ I say eventually. ‘This is it.’

‘Yes.’

‘This could be the last time we meet,’ I point out. In a ladies’ loo in a ridiculously stuffy restaurant – even that is typically Leo.

‘Yes.’ Leo fiddles with his tie.

‘Don’t you want to say something?’

‘I’m starving,’ he blurts out. ‘If it’s any consolation I didn’t go with Grant and Lard for a kebab. I don’t suppose I could have some of your birthday cake for old times’ sake?’

‘Leo,’ I snap. ‘You are too pathetic for words.’ And, without wanting to be overly dramatic, I burst into tears and bang out of the door.


Chapter Six



After Emma left, Leo looked at himself in the mirror. ‘Wrong thing to say, old bean.’ He tried to drink from the bottle of champagne but it was empty. ‘Still, it looks like a great cake.’ He pulled a bit of the icing from his hair and popped it into his mouth. ‘Mmm.’

He’d looked for Emma at Ranolfs, but he couldn’t find her. Though he had to admit that he didn’t actually go back into the dining room as that would have meant facing her father and, quite frankly, Emma’s father always looked far too keen to perform cosmetic surgery on him without the benefit of anaesthetic. And probably not on his face. So, there he was, out on the street – alone, cold and suddenly a lot more sober than he’d been a few minutes ago.

He had to throw a bit of light on this situation. Emma was a habitual dumper, thus making Leo a multiple dumpee. She dumped him, on average, three times a week for some real or imagined misdemeanour. And three times a week they then carried on as if nothing had ever happened. But even for Emma this sounded like a rather severe and final dumping. Leo had a horrible feeling that this time – perhaps for the first time – she was absolutely serious.

And he could see that she had a point. Really, he could. If he was Emma – a stunningly pretty and feisty young thing – he didn’t think he’d put up with him either. He was always making her brown eyes blue – another favourite karaoke hit of his. But in his defence Leo had to confess that no matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t help it. The world, fate, his inability to keep a watch in working order, all conspired against him. From the age of five, he had tried to develop reliability as a character trait, but to no avail. There were people in life who were natural organisers – Emma, for one example. They ran their lives by diaries, BlackBerry computer whatsits and were perfectly capable of keeping appointments. And they were wonderful. Truly wonderful. Leo was filled with admiration for anyone who had that sort of brain capacity. He, on the other hand, was one of life’s air-heads. If he could possibly miss a train, he would. If he could turn up at the wrong theatre/restaurant/wedding/address of any sort, he would. If he could arrive late – for anything – he would. The saying ‘you’ll be late for your own funeral’ was invented just for Leo. He’d probably be at the wrong church too. Or the wrong body would be in the coffin and Leo would be in a hamper at a dry cleaners somewhere.

He blamed part of it on his English public school education – Leo was institutionalised from the moment he could walk. His parents were ridiculously wealthy and acrimoniously divorced, so during termtime he and his two older brothers had been nurtured by various housemasters with dubious tendencies. It was only the school holidays that had been a problem, for then his parents argued over who could and couldn’t have their offspring in between trips to the yacht at St Tropez and the ski lodge in Gstaad. Leo, subsequently, spent a lot of time being herded about by chauffeurs and fed by housekeepers. He never would have said that he had it hard – on the contrary. He wasn’t alone in being treated rather like an inconvenient parcel by his dear folks. In school he’d been surrounded by enormously privileged kids who had suffered abandonment and wealth-induced neglect far worse than he did. But everyone knew that boarding school was a hotbed of irresponsible and eccentric characters, that was why so many of their pupils turned out to be politicians. It also churned out a good few sexual deviants but Leo didn’t think he was one of them – unless you count a mild shoe fetish inspired by a matron who had a penchant for white stilettos. They also, along the way, hammered out of you any inclination you might have once harboured for forming intimate partnerships later in life. He might not have a clue what sort of people his parents really were or either of his brothers, for that matter, or have any sort of working relationship with them, but Leo was very self-sufficient in an annoyingly haphazard and blokey way. Really he was.

Even when he had bouts of trying to organise his life – keep a diary, buy vegetables and generally act like a grown up – he fared no better. Things happened to Leo without him even trying. Cars crashed into him unbidden. Baths overflowed into the downstairs flat with annoying regularity, particularly for the downstairs neighbours. Clothes became mysteriously stained without him even moving. And Emma just didn’t fully understand that.

Leo’s trusty car, Ethel, was waiting outside, but he’d had far too much booze – at the Last Chance Saloon, some might add – to consider driving all the way home. He couldn’t actually find his car keys either, to be truthful. Leo searched his pockets again, but he hadn’t got any cash for a cab – though he was sure he’d plenty when he set out for the night. Money vanished mysteriously from his pockets too.

Although there was a fresh breeze in the air, it was a fine night for a walk down by the Embankment of the River Thames – one of Leo’s favourite spots in the whole of London and there were a lot of very charming spots to choose from these days.

He went over and gave his car a kiss. ‘See you tomorrow. Be good.’ Leo waved as he walked away and advised Ethel over his shoulder, ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’

Ethel stood there looking like a particularly guileless and well-behaved vehicle.

The stars were still twinkling, the moon was still a perfect crescent and it was amazing to think that life-changing events were going on all the time on the small planet called Earth, and yet the sky was unchanging. Well, Leo knew that it was changing all the time – he too watched The Sky at Night – but it didn’t look any different to the untrained eye. Emma had dumped him. Permanently this time, it would seem, and yet none of the stars had gone out. The moon hadn’t curled up and died. And you would think that they’d know that something awful had happened below them, wouldn’t you? But they didn’t. No one knew but Emma and Leo, and that made him feel close to her even though they’d parted. Leo turned up his collar and folded his jacket more tightly around him. No one berated him for coming out without a coat. And he knew already that life without Emma was going to be very strange.


Chapter Seven



I’ve found myself an elaborately-carved antique bench in a secluded corridor of the restaurant behind the kitchens and now sit curled up on it, knees hugged to my chest. Curling into a foetal ball is not far away. I sob into a tissue, sniffing loudly. Waiters bustle by, studiously ignoring me. But I don’t care who sees my distress. One of the paintings on the wall opposite is skew-whiff. A fault that I know only I will notice, despite my misery.

‘Now, now, darling. What’s all the fuss?’ My mother comes along the corridor and sits down beside me. Always the picture of elegance, my dear Mummy, Catherine Chambers, straightens her silk skirt and crosses her legs. Now in her mid-sixties, she is still tall, slim and very beautiful. I hope that one day I’ll age as gracefully. Whenever there is a crisis my father flies off the handle, while my mother stays steadfastly calm and unruffled.

Mummy pats my hand. ‘I gather Leo has departed?’

I nod.

‘You can always rely on Leo to make the party go with a swing,’ she says, smiling.

‘I could kill him,’ I sniff. ‘With my bare hands.’

‘Oh, Emma.’ My mother strokes my hair. ‘Leo is Leo. Don’t take him so seriously. That way holds nothing but constant pain and suffering. Let him be himself. You’ll not change him.’

‘I don’t want to change him,’ I insist, twisting my tissue into a tight spiral. ‘I just want him to stop doing all the things that irritate me.’

Mummy gives me a knowing look.

‘If only Leo would …’ I start to cry again.

‘Grow up? Start acting his age? Be more like someone else? Anyone else?’ My mother shakes her head. ‘It doesn’t work like that. You can’t change someone’s basic character. I should know. Take your father. He’s a dyed-in-the-wool insufferable bore.’

I look up, shocked.

‘We all know that,’ Mummy continues dismissively. ‘Don’t look so scandalised. He’s been exactly the same since the day I met him. Some days he drives me to distraction. I could joyfully strangle him.’ She looks at me with a warm smile and fine lines appear at the corner of her eyes under her flawless foundation. ‘You wouldn’t believe the number of times I’ve considered drugging his tea to make him more bearable. Or taping up his mouth so that he doesn’t drone on and on about the same old thing. But I love him just the same. Always have.’

‘That’s different.’

‘I think you’ll find it isn’t,’ my mother advises.

‘If Leo could just …’

‘If you don’t love him as he is, darling, then you must let him go. Leopards invariably stay spotted. And your Leo is definitely a leopard if ever I saw one. A very handsome one. If it’s a domesticated lap cat that you want, then I’m afraid you’re looking in the wrong place.’

‘Why does he always have to be so annoying?’

‘He’s only annoying if you let him be. To some Leo is the life and soul of the party. He’s handsome, funny, and – with the odd lapse – charming. Leo is always going to be a challenge. But then he’s never going to be one to sit at home with his pipe and slippers. If that isn’t what you want, then it might be time to move on. You can’t spend your life trying to control him, darling.’

I sigh. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

‘That’s not fair on either of you,’ my mother warns. She puts her arm round me and I snuggle into her shoulder just as I did when I was a child. The strong, heady scent of her favourite Chanel No 5 perfume washes over me as unchanging and steadfast as my mother’s love. ‘You are my favourite daughter,’ Catherine says. I make to protest but Mummy puts a finger to my lips. ‘We both know that you are. But you take too much on your shoulders. You are a worrier like your father. Worrying doesn’t change anything. It’s very easy to spend your life in a complete dither about something that might never happen. All I want is that you are happy in your life. Think very carefully before you let Leo go. Are you sure you’d prefer to have a Dreadful Dicky or an Awful Austin?’

My eyes widen. I’d no idea that my mother and I have given them the same nicknames.

‘I love your sisters too,’ she continues. ‘But their taste in men is abominable. I don’t know how they can bear to be married to them. Leo might be a handful, but feisty men are so much more fun.’

I fail to look convinced.

‘We’re only on this little planet for a very brief time, darling. Don’t spend it being miserable.’ Catherine sits back on the hard bench. ‘You need to relax. You’re very uptight. Chill out. Let it all hang out, as they said in the sixties. You need to drink a little, dance a little. Maybe love a lot. That’s my advice to you. Forget all about Leo for a few weeks. See where life takes you. Enjoy casual sex with a dangerous stranger.’

Now I do sit up and take notice. ‘Mother!’

‘You might see things very differently. Life is too short to spend it wracked with anxiety. Loosen up. You modern women can do whatever you like. Isn’t that meant to be a benefit?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Be thankful for that,’ my mother says.

‘You’re probably right.’ I pick at a fingernail. ‘I love Leo so much. I want him to feel the same. I want him to show that he cares more, but he just seems to be completely incapable.’

‘You’ll worry yourself into an early grave.’ Catherine hugs me. ‘You girls have so many anxieties about your relationships. It seems as if you want the men in your life to be everything for you. That can’t be right. Men are men. You can’t take them and make them into another version of women, but with hairier chests.’

‘It isn’t that simple …’

‘We are meant to be different, darling. Rejoice in that. Vive la différence as the French say. You’ll sort it out, I’m sure you will.’

‘Mummy? What’s made you stay with Daddy all these years?’

‘Why, he’s an absolute animal in bed, darling. Grrr …’

I feel my jaw drop. An alarm goes off on my mother’s watch. ‘Oh. Time for Daddy’s heart pills.’

She stands up and kisses my hair, ruffling it gently before she walks away.

I scratch my head. ‘An animal in bed. My father?’ I mutter to myself with a shudder. An unbidden image of my mother and father ‘doing it’ flashes inside my brain. Good heavens, no. I hang my head in my hands. ‘I could do with a couple of those heart pills myself.’


Chapter Eight



The more sober he became, the more Leo decided that he couldn’t give up on Emma quite so easily. He must explain to her that despite being a complete plonker he did, however, ‘L’ her a lot. In his own way. Why couldn’t he just tell her that?

Instead of going home, he took himself down to the rather smart area of Shad Thames and headed towards Emma’s apartment where he was planning to declare his undying ‘L’ for her. Using the whole word. That’s the sort of thing she’d like. Trust him. After all this time together, Leo knew her so well.

Shad Thames was jam-packed with trendy flats – all converted dockland warehouses and all outrageously expensive. Though they did have the most fabulous views of Tower Bridge and the turrets of the Tower of London. Needless to say, Emma couldn’t afford to buy this pile by herself. It was one of her father’s little investments and she had the benefit of it.

Leo ambled along the narrow, cobbled alleys. Funny how times changed. This place used to be full of stevedores, brigands, pirates and the like – of course, that was going back a while. It had been a notoriously dangerous place. Now it was trendy and, therefore, overrun with City types and advertising executives and artists. The only mugging was carried out by estate agents.

Leo was almost completely nearly sober as he’d wandered round for some time, taking the circuitous route to Emma’s place in an attempt to put some space between heavy drinking and declaring his undying wotsit. And, unfortunately, his champagne bottle was very empty. Also, it was now some ungodly hour in the morning. The only other problem was that Emma wasn’t answering the buzzer to her flat, despite the fact he’d kept his finger on it for a good five minutes and he’d shouted up to her window a million times.

‘Emma. Emma.’ Leo tried again.

A window opened above his head. ‘Clear off, Leo,’ a disembodied voice said. That would be Mrs Canning. She’d never liked Leo since he let Emma’s bath overflow and it caused a teeny bit of damage to her lounge ceiling. It wasn’t only his own neighbours that he chose to temporarily inconvenience with his exuberant ablutions. You would have thought she would have enjoyed the three-month stay in a bed and breakfast hotel while her home was repaired, wouldn’t you? But no. Emma had never heard the end of it. And Mrs Canning had given Leo a very wide berth ever since.

He could call Emma, but as well as his car keys, he seemed to have lost his mobile phone. This wasn’t an unusual occurrence. Leo and his mobile phones were never together for long. He’d had quite a few one-night stands with them over the years. ‘Emma!’

Still no reply. Leo decided there was only one thing for it.

I lie in bed, tossing and turning. My head is buzzing and I can’t sleep. I’m too hot and then when I throw off the covers I’m too cold. My legs ache and my temples throb. A niggling tickle irritates my throat and I wonder if I’m coming down with a bug, so I sit up and sip at the glass of water on the bedside table. I fling myself back on the bed. If this is what love can do to you, then you can keep it. I rub at my eyes – they’re gritty and have no desire to close in deep and peaceful sleep.

My mother’s advice keeps playing round in my mind. Am I too harsh on Leo? He’s the one who sails through life as if he doesn’t have a care in the world, while I fret enough for two. I feel that my own body cells weigh me down when we go through yet another spat like this. My mother’s right about one thing. I’m a born worrier. Why couldn’t I have inherited my father’s nose or toes or anything other than his personality? The worry gene is a very prevalent one in my make-up. Even as a child I was always too frightened to play with my dolls for fear of damaging them, so I used to dress them and sit and look at them, while all my friends were tying fireworks to their Barbies’ heads and trying to blow them up. I still blame the sudden disappearance of several of my favourite teddies on the ghoulish experiments of my sisters. Even now when I go to a cocktail party and have a great time, I’ll be worrying the next day whether I’ve been too loud or that I’ve made a show of myself. I worry about the state of the planet, the state of my nails, the United States in general. Daylight Time Saving worries me tremendously: when I put my clocks back, does it mean that I lose that hour forever and, therefore, my life will be cut short? Or do I gain an hour when the clocks go forward, which means I outlive my expectancy? I never know where I am in the equation. But society isn’t like that now – no one gives a damn about anyone any more. People go through life doing exactly what they like, when and where they like. I feel I care far too deeply about everything. The book Stop Worrying and Start Living was written for me, I’m sure. Except that I worry that I’ve never yet found time to read it. No one else in the family is like this. My mother is quietly confident, sure in her own skin, whereas my sisters are – and always have been – confident to the point of boorish. It’s taken me years to realise that my father smothers a whole range of complex anxieties under his bombastic, professional façade.

Wide-eyed, I look at the clock. Leo could have phoned me. Except that he’s probably parted company with his mobile phone once more. He loses them so regularly that he must easily be Vodaphone’s best customer by now. Perhaps if we talk things through, he’ll realise that changes need to be made … Oh. I pull myself up short. Hasn’t my mother just warned me that danger lies in that way of thinking? I must accept Leo as he is. As he is and always will be. Could I really do that? It would take nothing short of a major miracle to make Leo change his ways. The thought doesn’t make for a restful night.

Climbing drainpipes wasn’t his forte, even Leo had to admit that. He was sure that he must have a forte – it had just lain undiscovered as yet.

‘Right.’ Leo put down his champagne bottle, ruing the fact that it was empty. C’est la vie. He briefly considered what burglars on television would do. Then he spat on his hands and took a run at the drainpipe, which made him dizzy. Maybe not a run, Leo, old son. Try a slow amble, that’s more your style. Leo tried a slow amble. He gripped the drainpipe firmly and took a deep breath. Emma’s flat was on the third floor. Which looked very high. Very high indeed.

Leo decided it would be a suitably romantic gesture though, shinning up twenty-five feet, maybe more. Especially as he had no head for heights. Best not to think about that. He let out a loud ‘ouff’ as he hoisted himself up.

Struggling up the narrow piping, trying to emulate the style of an ace commando, he scraped his knees on the wall. ‘Ouch. Ouch.’ A pause for quick shouting. ‘Emma! Emma!’

Leo wished she’d answered the doorbell, thus making it unnecessary to put on an impromptu Spiderman performance. He now also wished he’d turned up to her party on time, thus eliminating altogether the necessity to shin up a drainpipe as an overtly romantic gesture. He only hoped that his dearly beloved would consider this superhuman effort as suitable recompense.

Leo looked down. ‘Ooo.’ He’d made it to the first floor. But had no idea how. Huffing and puffing, he heaved himself further up the drainpipe, realising that he wasn’t as fit as he once was. Actually, Leo had never been fit. A window opened above him.

‘Bugger off, Leo.’ That wasn’t Emma’s voice. It was an old person’s voice. ‘Go on – bugger off.’

Leo risked looking up. There was, indeed, an old person in a hideous turquoise negligée with feather trim, looming above him. Mrs Canning again.

‘Hello.’ He tried to sound jolly while remembering not to let go of the drainpipe to wave.

‘Aargh!’ Leo was hit on the head by the irate old person wielding a fluffy slipper. ‘Aargh!’ And again.

‘Why. Can’t. You. Use. The. Door. Like. Everyone. Else?’ More hitting.

‘Emma won’t open it.’

‘Can’t say I blame her,’ Mrs Canning grunted. ‘She could do so much better than you.’

At this point, Leo hoped that his darling girlfriend would open the window and come to his rescue, apologising profusely to the mad old bat and saving her romantic but possibly misguided boyfriend in the process. But, of course, she didn’t.

Leo was hit on the head again. He thought he might have made an enemy of Mrs Canning and his grip on the drainpipe was slipping due to having to hold one hand on his head to stop major brain damage. ‘Aargh!’
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