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Lisa Dickenson was born in the wrong body. She was definitely meant to be Beyonce. Despite this hardship, she grew up in Devon attempting to write her own, completely copyright-infringing versions of Sweet Valley High, before giving Wales a go for university, and then London a go for the celeb-spotting potential. She’s now back in Devon, living beside the seaside with her husband and forcing cream teas down the mouths of anyone who’ll visit. She is sadly still not Beyonce.

Lisa’s first novel, The Twelve Dates of Christmas, was an instant hit with readers who were won over by her wit, charm and naughty sense of humour - she’s got her fingers crossed that everyone feels the same about You Had Me at Merlot. Follow her on Twitter for all her book news and Beyonce-related chatter: @LisaWritesStuff.
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You Had Me At Merlot

Part 1

‘I’ve done it!’ I paced around in my little flat in my heels, slowing my breathing. ‘Six years after it came out, I’ve finally just perfected the “Single Ladies” dance routine.’

‘Congratulations,’ said Laurie down the phone. ‘Does this mean you haven’t left home yet?’

‘I’m not getting a boyfriend now – all this hard work’s not going to waste,’ I warned her.

‘Fine, you don’t have to get a boyfriend today, but you do have to get on the Tube and get down to Wimbledon.’

‘Are you there already?’

‘Not far. Now take off that leotard—’

How did she know?

‘—and get your smelly self into the shower.’

I put down the phone and peeled off my sweaty leotard and heels, chuffed to bits with my achievement. I hummed and danced all the way into my lovely waterfall shower in my lovely turquoise bathroom, surrounded by only beautiful-smelling girl stuff, feeling as happy as ever to be living alone. And after I stepped out, I pulled on a dress and flung open the curtains as if I hadn’t been doing anything weird.

‘Hello out there,’ I said to the brightly dressed people of Notting Hill. ‘How’s the furnace this morning?’

The Tube train shuddered to a stop, allowing another heave of bodies to clamber aboard, while two more rivulets of sweat pole-danced their way down the backs of my legs. It was pretty sexy. London hadn’t been this hot since the great fire in 1666 (possibly), and the residents were dropping like flies and grumbling all the way round the Circle line.

I like London in the heat – the more scorchio the better. I like it when tourists flock in and their preconceived idea of an England gushing with rain is carried away on a warm breeze; cloudy, bruised skies windscreen-wiped to reveal bright, royal blue.

And there’s nothing a Brit loves more than sitting out in the midday sun at the first sign of summer, which was why I was joining hundreds of people on the annual pilgrimage to Wimbledon for the start of the tennis. My friend Laurie is an event photographer, which means she gets coveted seats at amazing stuff, and as I’m the only stable ‘other half’ in her life I’m often along for the ride.

I lifted the hem of my maxi dress off the floor, cooling my ankles. I’d seen Paris Hilton wearing a similar maxi at Coachella this year and thought it would be perfect for Wimbledon, but looking at my fellow passengers in their Jack Wills and Ralph Lauren I felt a bit silly in the tie-dye ensemble now.

The doors finally dragged open at Southfields, allowing the carriage to throw up its contents onto the platform, and I followed the crowd on the fifteen-minute walk to the famed tennis courts.

As I entered the All England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club Laurie flew at me, an excited bundle of cameras, bags, merchandise and messy black hair. ‘Elle! I just saw Venus Williams coming out of the toilet!’ she shouted as a greeting.

‘Are you sure? I feel like she’d have her own toilet, like in a dressing room.’

Laurie considered this. ‘Well, I took a photo, so we can check later on. If not, I have a photo of a stunning girl coming out of a toilet.’

‘What did you buy?’ Laurie’s house was chock-a-block with memorabilia from everything she goes to – she’s the only one I know who will buy up everything on the overpriced merchandise stalls at a concert, or will actually purchase the robes, flannels and soap dishes from a hotel gift shop rather than just stealing them from her room.

‘Everything. I got us T-shirts, pencils and sweatbands,’ she said, slipping a fluffy white one on my wrist.

We made pit stops at a strawberries stand and then the bar, before hauling all of Laurie’s equipment over to Centre Court and positioning ourselves on the green plastic seats, blobs of cream threatening to fall off our strawberries and land with a splat on the head of the spectator in front, and plastic beer cups splashing foam on my flip-flopped feet. It was only when I noticed the empty seat next to us that I realised someone was missing.

‘Hang on, where’s Tim?’

‘I can’t believe I forgot to tell you!’ Laurie cried. ‘We split up.’

‘I can’t believe you forget to tell me as well!’

‘Well … he was kind of forgettable. You just proved that yourself.’

We took a moment to mourn the loss of Tim, who was indeed forgettable, so much so that I regularly forgot his name when we were out and kept calling him m’dear.

‘What happened?’

‘I just couldn’t see myself still with him in a couple of years, let alone growing old. He was very nice and everything, a lovely guy really, and I wish I’d felt more towards him, but it was all just a bit “meh”. So I broke up with him.’

At that point the crowd shushed as the players, glistening men in crisp white shorts, took their places on opposite ends of the court. We chomped on our juicy strawberries and watched the sweating gents on either side of the net, their balls thunking back and forth, so to speak, accompanied by primal grunting, which turned my thoughts back to relationships.

‘Are you sad?’ I whispered.

‘No. Just disappointed that it didn’t work out, again.’

‘The ladies aren’t going to be happy about this setback,’ I reprimanded her. ‘The ladies’ are our group of girlfriends, brought together through university, a mismatched group of opposites who all attracted. All of them, except for Laurie and me, grew up and are now in one or more of the marriage, mortgage or baby club. And they are positively, plague-infestedly itching for us to join.

‘Tell me about it. When Tim and I met Jasmine for drinks a few weeks back she actually started suggesting ideas for our honeymoon. I just …’ Laurie trailed off and sighed heavily into her strawberries and cream. ‘I just don’t want to keep dating and never feeling like I’m actually getting close to anyone.’

‘I know,’ I soothed. I didn’t know. The thought of getting close to someone, having them move into my home, having to make joint decisions on what TV to watch and what to have for dinner, knowing that if I want to work late I should let my ‘other half’ know just all seemed like a lot of effort.

‘I don’t want to feel like I’m putting on a show,’ Laurie said a while later.

‘No.’

‘I don’t want to feel like I’m always the bridesmaid.’

‘But you’ve never been a bridesmaid. It’s actually really fun. You feel super-important.’

‘I just want to feel …’

‘What?’

‘Love.’

‘—LOVE!’ boomed the umpire down on the court.

‘Leave me alone!’ Laurie cried back, then hid behind her camera as about twenty people turned to shush us.

We settled back to watch the game, neon-yellow balls whizzing across the blue sky and getting thwacked back with a grunt. I was itching to give my attention to back Laurie, worried she was sat there suffering in silence, but eventually there was a break in play and the stands broke into excited chatter.

‘I’m over internet dating, you know,’ said Laurie, turning to me, her tongue wedged into the bottom of her bowl, licking the cream.

‘Really? You’re taking a break from men, joining me as a happily single lady?’

‘Hell no, I’m just going to do things the old-fashioned way, and meet someone face to face.’
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