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Happily Ever After







 


 


 


 


Monday 27 January


9st 3 (total fat groove), boyfriends 1 (hurrah!), shags 3 (hurrah!), calories 2,100, calories used up by shags 600, so total calories 1,500 (exemplary).


7.15 a.m. Hurrah! The wilderness years are over. For four weeks and five days now have been in functional relationship with adult male thereby proving am not love pariah as previously feared. Feel marvellous, rather like Jemima Goldsmith or similar radiant newlywed opening cancer hospital in veil while everyone imagines her in bed with Imran Khan. Ooh. Mark Darcy just moved. Maybe he will wake up and talk to me about my opinions.


7.30 a.m. Mark Darcy has not woken up. I know, will get up and make him fantastic fried breakfast with sausages, scrambled eggs and mushrooms or maybe Eggs Benedict or Florentine.


7.31 a.m. Depending what Eggs Benedict or Florentine actually are.


7.32 a.m. Except do not have any mushrooms or sausages.


7.33 a.m. Or eggs.


7.34 a.m. Or – come to think of it – milk.


7.35 a.m. Still has not woken up. Mmmm. He is lovely. Love looking at Him asleep. V. sexy broad shoulders and hairy chest. Not that sex object or anything. Interested in brain. Mmmm.


7.37 a.m. Still has not woken up. Must not make noise, realize, but maybe could wake Him subtly by thought vibes.


7.40 a.m. Maybe will put . . . GAAAAAH!


7.50 a.m. Was Mark Darcy sitting bolt upright yelling, ‘Bridget, will you stop. Bloody. Staring at me when I am asleep. Go find something to do.’


8.45 a.m. In Coins Café having cappuccino, chocolate croissant, and cigarette. Is relief to have fag in open and not to be on best behaviour. V. complicated actually having man in house as cannot freely spend requisite amount of time in bathroom or turn into gas chamber as conscious of other person late for work, desperate for pee etc.; also disturbed by Mark folding up underpants at night, rendering it strangely embarrassing now simply to keep all own clothes in pile on floor. Also he is coming round again tonight so have to go to supermarket either before or after work. Well, do not have to but horrifying truth is want to, in bizarre possibly genetic-throwback-style way such as could not admit to Sharon.


8.50 a.m. Mmm. Wonder what Mark Darcy would be like as father (father to own offspring, mean. Not self. That would indeed be sick in manner of Oedipus)?


8.55 a.m. Anyway, must not obsess or fantasize.


9 a.m. Wonder if Una and Geoffrey Alconbury would let us put marquee on their lawn for the recept— Gaaah!


Was my mother, walking into my café bold as brass in a Country Casuals pleated skirt and apple-green blazer with shiny gold buttons, like a spaceman turning up in the House of Commons squirting slime and sitting itself down calmly on the front bench.


‘Hello, darling,’ she trilled. ‘Just on my way to Debenhams and I know you always come in here for your breakfast. Thought I’d pop in and see when you want your colours done. Ooh I fancy a cup of coffee. Do you think they’ll warm up the milk?’


‘Mum, I’ve told you I don’t want my colours done,’ I muttered, scarlet, as people stared and a sulky, rushed-off-her-feet waitress bustled up.


‘Oh don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud, darling. You need to make a statement about yourself! Not sitting on the fence all the time in all these fudges and slurries. Oh, hello, dear.’


Mum went into her slow, kindly ‘Let’s try to make best friends with the waiting staff and be the most special person in the café for no fathomable reason’ voice.


‘Now. Let. Me. See. D’you know? I think I’ll have a coffee. I’ve had so many cups of tea this morning up in Grafton Underwood with my husband Colin that I’m sick to death of tea. But could you warm me up some milk? I can’t drink cold milk in coffee. It gives me indigestion. And then my daughter Bridget will have . . .’


Grrr. Why do parents do this. Why? Is it desperate mature person’s plea for attention and importance, or is it that our urban generation are too busy and suspicious of each other to be open and friendly? I remember when I first came to London I used to smile at everyone until a man on the tube escalator masturbated into the back of my coat.


‘Espresso? Filter? Latte? Cap: half fat or de-caf?’ snapped the waitress, sweeping all the plates off the table next to her and looking at me accusingly as if Mum was my fault.


‘Half fat de-caf cap and a latte,’ I whispered apologetically.


‘What a surly girl, doesn’t she speak English?’ huffed Mum at her retreating back. ‘This is a funny place to live, isn’t it? Don’t they know what they want to put on in the morning?’


I followed her gaze to the fashionable Trustafarian girls at the next table. One was tapping at her laptop and wearing Timberlands, a petticoat, a Rastafarian bonnet and a fleece, while the other, in Prada stilettos, hiking socks, surfing shorts, a floor-length llamaskin coat and a Bhutanese herdsman’s woolly hat with earflaps, was yelling into her mobile headset, ‘I mean, he said if he found me smoking skunk again he’d take away the flat. And I’m like, “Fucking, Daddy”’ – while her six-year-old child picked miserably at a plate of chips.


‘Is that girl talking to herself with that language?’ said Mum. ‘It’s a funny world you live in, isn’t it? Wouldn’t you do better living near normal people?’


‘They are normal people,’ I said furiously, nodding in illustration out at the street where unfortunately a nun in a brown habit was pushing two babies along in a pram.


‘You see this is why you get yourself all mixed up.’


‘I don’t get myself mixed up.’


‘Yes you do,’ she said. ‘Anyway. How’s it going with Mark?’


‘Lovely,’ I said moonily, at which she gave me a hard stare.


‘You’re not going to you-know-what with him, are you? He won’t marry you, you know.’


Grrr. Grrrr. No sooner have I started going out with the man she’d been trying to force me onto for eighteen months (‘Malcolm and Elaine’s son, darling, divorced, terribly lonely and rich’) than I feel like I’m running some kind of Territorial Army obstacle course, scrambling over walls and nets to bring her home a big silver cup with a bow on.


‘You know what they say afterwards,’ she was going on. ‘“Oh, she was easy meat.” I mean when Merle Robertshaw started going out with Percival her mother said, “Make sure he keeps that thing just for weeing with.”’


‘Mother—’ I protested. I mean it was a bit rich coming from her. Not six months ago she was running around with a Portuguese tour operator with a gentleman’s handbag.


‘Oh, did I tell you,’ she interrupted, smoothly changing the subject, ‘Una and I are going to Kenya.’


‘What!’ I yelled.


‘We’re going to Kenya! Imagine, darling! To darkest Africa!’


My mind started to whirl round and round searching through possible explanations like a fruit machine before it comes to a standstill: Mother turned missionary? Mother rented Out of Africa again on video? Mother suddenly remembered about Born Free and decided to keep lions?


‘Yes, darling. We want to go on safari and meet the Masai tribesmen, then stay in a beach hotel!’


The fruit machine clunked to a halt on a series of lurid images of elderly German ladies having sex on the beach with local youths. I stared levelly at Mum.


‘You’re not going to start messing around again, are you?’ I said. ‘Dad’s only just got over all that stuff with Julio.’


‘Honestly, darling! I don’t know what all the fuss was about! Julio was just a friend – a penfriend! We all need friends, darling. I mean even in the best of marriages one person just isn’t enough: friends of all ages, races, creeds and tribes. One has to expand one’s consciousness at every . . .’


‘When are you going?’


‘Oh, I don’t know, darling. It’s just an idea. Anyway must whizz. Byee!’


Bugger. It’s 9.15. Am going to be late for morning meeting.


11 a.m. Sit Up Britain office. Was luckily only two minutes late for meeting, also managed to conceal coat by rolling it into ball to create pleasing sense of having been in for hours and merely detained on urgent transdepartmental business elsewhere in building. Made my way in composed manner through hideous open-plan office littered with the tell-tale remnants of bad daytime TV – here an inflatable sheep with a hole in its bottom, there a blow-up of Claudia Schiffer wearing Madeleine Albright’s head, there a large cardboard sign saying: ‘LESBIANS! Out! Out! Out!’ – towards where Richard Finch, sporting sideburns and black Jarvis Cocker spectacles, his portly frame squeezed hideously into a 70s retro safari suit was bellowing at the assembled twenty-something research team.


‘Come on, Bridget Droopy-Drawers Late Again,’ he yelled, spotting my approach. ‘I’m not paying you to roll coats into a ball and try to look innocent, I’m paying you to turn up on time and come up with ideas.’


Honestly. The lack of respect day after day is beyond human endurance.


‘Right, Bridget!’ he roared. ‘I’m thinking New Labour Women. I’m thinking image and roles. I want Barbara Follett in the studio. Get her to give Margaret Beckett a make-over. Highlights. Little black dress. Stockings. I want to see Margaret looking like sex on legs.’


Sometimes there seems no limit to the absurdity of what Richard Finch will ask me to do. One day, I will find myself persuading Harriet Harman and Tessa Jowell to stand in a supermarket while I ask passing shoppers if they can tell which one is which, or trying to persuade a Master of the Hunt to be chased naked through the countryside by a pack of vicious foxes. Must find more worthwhile fulfilling job of some kind. Nurse, perhaps?


11.03 a.m. At desk. Right, had better ring Labour press office. Mmmm. Keep getting shag flashbacks. Hope Mark Darcy was not really annoyed this morning. Wonder if it is too early to ring him at work?


11.05 a.m. Yes. As it says in How to Get the Love You Want – or maybe it was Keeping the Love You Find? – the blending together of man and woman is a delicate thing. Man must pursue. Will wait for him to ring me. Maybe had better read papers to brief self about New Labour policy in case actually get Margaret Beckett on end of . . . Gaaah!


11.15 a.m. Was Richard Finch yelling again. Have been put on the fox-hunting item instead of Labour Women and have got to do live insert from Leicestershire. Must not panic. Am assured, receptive, responsive woman of substance. My sense of self comes not from my worldly achievements but from within. Am assured, receptive . . . Oh God. Is pissing it down. Do not want to go out in fridge-crossed-with-swimming pool-like world.


11.17 a.m. Actually is v.g. to get interview to do. Big responsibility – relatively speaking, obviously, not like having to decide whether to send cruise missiles to Iraq, or holding clamp on main arterial valve during surgery – but chance to grill Fox-Murderer on camera and actually make a point rather like Jeremy Paxman with Iranian – or Iraqi – Ambassador.


11.20 a.m. Might even be asked to do trial item for Newsnight.


11.21 a.m. Or series of short specialized reports. Hurrah! Right, better get out cuts . . . Oh. Telephone.


11.30 a.m. Was going to ignore it but thought it might be interviewee: Sir Hugo Rt Hon. Boynton-Fox-Murderer with directions about silos, pig-huts on the left etc. so picked up: was Magda.


‘Bridget, hi! I was just ringing to say in the potty! In the potty! Do it in the potty!’


There was a loud crashing noise followed by the sound of running water and screaming in manner of Muslims being massacred by Serbs with ‘Mummy will smack! She will smack!’ as if on a loop in the background.


‘Magda!’ I yelled. ‘Come back!’


‘Sorry, hon,’ she said, eventually returning. ‘I was just ringing to say . . . tuck your willy inside the potty! If you let it hang out it’ll go on the floor!’


‘I’m in the middle of work,’ I said pleadingly. ‘I’ve got to set off to Leicestershire in two minutes . . .’


‘Great, fine, rub it in, you’re all very glamorous and important and I’m stuck at home with two people who haven’t learned to speak the English language yet. Anyway, I was just ringing to say that I’ve fixed for my builder to come round and do your shelves tomorrow. Sorry to have bothered you with my boring domesticity. He’s called Gary Wilshaw. Bye.’


Phone rang again before had time to call back. Was Jude, sobbing in a sheep’s voice.


‘It’s OK, Jude, it’s OK,’ I said, tucking the phone under my chin and trying to shove the cuttings into my handbag.


‘It’s Vile Richard hegggggggg.’


Oh dear. After Christmas Shaz and I convinced Jude that if she had just one more mad conversation with Vile Richard about the shifting sands of his Commitment Problem she would have to be put into a mental hospital; and therefore they would not be able to have any mini-breaks, relationship counselling, or future together anyway for years and years until she was released into Care in the Community.


In a magnificent feat of self-love she ditched him, cut her hair and started turning up to her staid job in the City wearing leather jackets and hipster jeans. Every striped-shirted Hugo, Johnny or Jerrers who had ever idly wondered what was under Jude’s suit was catapulted into a state of priapic frenzy and she seems to have a different one on the phone every night. But somehow, the whole subject of Vile Richard still makes her sad.


‘I was just going through all the stuff he left, ready to chuck it out, and I found this self-help book . . . book called . . . called . . .’


‘It’s OK. It’s OK. You can tell me.’


‘Called How to Date Young Women: A Guide For Men Over Thirty-Five.’


Jesus.


‘I just feel terrible, terrible . . .’ she was saying ‘. . . I can’t stand being out in dating hell again . . . It’s an impenetrable sea . . . I’m going to be on my own for ever . . .’


Working towards balance between importance of friendship and impossibility of getting to Leicestershire in negative amount of time, gave merely preliminary first-aid advice in manner of holding on to sense of self: probably left it there on purpose; no you’re not; etc.


‘Oh, thanks, Bridge,’ said Jude, after a while seeming a bit calmer. ‘Can I see you tonight?’


‘Um, well, Mark’s coming round.’


There was a silence.


‘Fine,’ she said coolly. ‘Fine. No, you have a good time.’


Oh God, feel guilty with Jude and Sharon now I have boyfriend, almost like traitorous double-crossing side-switching guerrilla. Have arranged to see Jude tomorrow night instead, with Shaz, and merely talk through everything again on phone tonight, which seemed to go down OK. Now, had better quickly ring Magda and make sure she doesn’t feel boring and realizes how opposite-of-glamorous job is.


‘Thanks, Bridge,’ said Magda after we’d talked for a bit. ‘I’m just feeling really low and lonely since the baby. Jeremy’s working again tomorrow night. Don’t suppose you’d like to come round?’


‘Um, well, I’m supposed to be seeing Jude in 192.’


There was a loaded pause.


‘And I suppose I’m too much of a dull Smug Married to come along?’


‘No, no, come. Come, that would be great!!’ I over-compensated. Knew Jude would be cross as would take focus away from Vile Richard but resolved to sort out later. So now am really late and have got to go to Leicestershire without actually having read fox-hunting cuts. Maybe could read in car when at traffic lights. Wonder if should quickly ring Mark Darcy to tell him where am going?


Hmmm. No. Bad move. But then what if I’m late? Had better ring.


11.35 a.m. Humph. Conversation went like this:


Mark: Yes? Darcy here.


Me: It’s Bridget.


Mark: (pause) Right. Er. Everything OK?


Me: Yes. It was nice last night, wasn’t it? I mean – you know, when we . . .


Mark: I do know, yes. Exquisite. (Pause) I’m actually with the Indonesian Ambassador, the Head of Amnesty International and the Under-Secretary of State for Trade and Industry just at the moment.


Me: Oh. Sorry. I’m just going to Leicestershire. I thought I’d let you know in case anything happens to me.


Mark: In case anything . . .? What?


Me: I mean in case I’m . . . late. (I finished lamely.)


Mark: Right. Well, why not ring with an ETA when you’re through? Jolly good. Bye now.


Hmmm. Don’t think I should have done that. It says specifically in Loving Your Separated Man Without Losing Your Mind that the one thing they really do not like is being called up for no real reason when they are busy.


7 p.m. Back in flat. Nightmare rest of day. After challenging traffic and rain-blocked journey, found self in rain-swept Leicestershire, knocking on the door of a big square house surrounded by horseboxes, with only thirty minutes to go till transmission. Suddenly the door burst open, and a tall man was standing in corduroy trousers and a quite sexy baggy jumper.


‘Humph,’ he said, eyeing me up and down. ‘Better bloody well come in. Your chaps are out the back. Where have you bloody well been?’


‘I have been suddenly diverted from a top political story,’ I said hoity-toitily, as he led me into a big kitchen full of dogs and bits of saddle. Suddenly he turned and stared at me furiously, then biffed the table.


‘It’s supposed to be a free country. Once they start telling us we can’t even bloody hunt on a Sunday where will it end? Baaaah!’


‘Well, you could say that about people keeping slaves, couldn’t you?’ I muttered. ‘Or cutting the ears off cats. It just doesn’t seem very gentlemanly to me, a crowd of people and dogs careering after one frightened little creature for fun.’


‘Have you ever bloody seen what a fox does to a chicken?’ Sir Hugo bellowed, turning red in the face. ‘If we don’t hunt ’em the countryside will be overrun.’


‘Shoot them then,’ I said, staring at him murderously. ‘Humanely. And chase something else on Sundays, like in greyhound racing. Fasten a little fluffy animal impregnated with fox smell on to a wire.’


‘Shoot them? Have you ever tried to shoot a bloody fox? There’ll be your little frightened foxes left wounded in agony all over the bloody shop. Fluffy animal. Grrrrr!’


Suddenly he grabbed the phone and dialled. ‘Finch, you total arse!’ he bellowed. ‘What have you sent me . . . some bloody little pinko? If you think you’re coming out with the Quorn next Sunday . . .’ At which moment the cameraman put his head round the door and said huffily, ‘Oh you’re here, are you?’ Then looked at his watch. ‘Don’t feel you have to let us know or anything.’


‘Finch wants to talk to you,’ said Sir Hugo.


Twenty minutes later, under pain of sacking, I was on a horse preparing to trot into shot and interview the Rt Hon. Bossybottom, also on a horse.


‘OK, Bridget, we’re coming to you in fifteen, go, go, go,’ yelled Richard Finch in my earpiece from London, at which I squeezed my knees into the horse, as instructed. Unfortunately, however, the horse would not set off.


‘Go, go, go, go, go!’ yelled Richard. ‘I thought you said you could bloody ride.’


‘I said I had a natural seat,’ I hissed, digging frantically with my knees.


‘OK, Leicester, tighter on Sir Hugo till fucking Bridget gets it together five, four, three, two . . . go.’


At this the Hon. Purpleface launched into a bellowing pro-hunting advertisement as I dug frantically with my heels until the horse reared up neurotically, cantering sideways into the shot as I clung to its neck.


‘Oh my fuck, wind it up, wind it up!’ yelled Richard.


‘Well, that’s all we’ve got time for. Now back to the studio!’ I trilled as the horse wheeled round again and started reversing at the cameraman.


After the sniggering crew had gone I went – mortified – into the house for my things, only to practically bump into the Rt Hon. Biffing Giant.


‘Hah!’ he growled. ‘Thought that stallion might teach you what’s what. Fancy a bloody one?’


‘What?’ I said.


‘Bloody Mary?’


Fighting instinctive urge to glug at the vodka I drew myself up to my full height. ‘Are you saying you sabotaged my report on purpose?’


‘Maybe.’ He smirked.


‘That’s absolutely disgraceful,’ I said. ‘And not worthy of a member of the aristocracy.’


‘Hah! Spirit. I like that in a woman,’ he said throatily, then lunged towards me.


‘Get off!’ I said, dodging out of his way. I mean honestly. What was he thinking of? Am professional woman, not there to be made passes at. In any sense. Though, actually, just goes to prove how much men like it if they think you are not after them. Must remember for more useful occasion.


Now have just got in, having trailed round Tesco Metro and staggered up stairs with eight carrier bags. Am really tired. Humph. How come is always me who goes to supermarket? Is like having to be career woman and wife at same time. Is like living in seventeenth . . . Oooh. Answerphone light is flashing.


‘Bridget,’ – Richard Finch – ‘I want to see you in my office at 9 o’clock tomorrow. Before the meeting. That’s 9 a.m. not 9 p.m. Morning. Daylight. I don’t know how else to put it, really. Just bloody well make sure you’re there.’


He sounded really pissed off. Hope am not about to discover impossibility of having a nice flat, a nice job and a nice boyfriend. Anyway, am going to give Richard Finch what for about journalistic integrity. Right. Better start getting everything ready. Am so tired.


8.30 p.m. Have managed to get energy back using Chardonnay, shoved all mess away, lit fire and candles, had bath, washed hair and put on make-up and v. sexy black jeans and spaghetti-strap top. Not exactly comfortable, in fact crotch of trousers and spaghetti straps really digging into self, but look nice, which is important. For as Jerry Hall said, a woman must be a cook in the kitchen and a whore in the sitting room. Or some room anyway.


8.35 p.m. Hurrah! Will be lovely cosy, sexy evening with delicious pasta – light yet nourishing – and firelight. Am marvellous career woman/girlfriend hybrid.


8.40 p.m. Where the bloody hell is he?


8.45 p.m. Grrr. What is point of self rushing round like scalded flea if he is just going to swan in whenever he feels like it?


8.50 p.m. Bloody Mark Darcy, am really . . . Doorbell. Hurrah!


He looked gorgeous in his work suit with the top buttons of his shirt undone. As soon as he came in he dropped his briefcase, took me in his arms and turned me round in a little sexy dance. ‘So good to see you,’ he murmured into my hair. ‘I really enjoyed your report, fantastic horsewomanship.’


‘Don’t,’ I said, pulling away. ‘It was awful.’


‘It was brilliant,’ he said. ‘For centuries people have been riding horses forwards and then, with one seminal report, a lone woman changes the face – or arse – of British horsemanship for ever. It was ground-breaking, a triumph.’ He sat down on the sofa wearily. ‘I’m wrecked. Bloody Indonesians. Their idea of a breakthrough in human rights is to tell a person he’s under arrest while they’re shooting the back of his head off.’


I poured him a glass of Chardonnay and brought it to him in manner of James Bond-style hostess saying, with a calming smile, ‘Supper won’t be long.’


‘Oh my God,’ he said, looking around terrified as if there might be Far Eastern militia hiding in the microwave. ‘Have you cooked?’


‘Yes,’ I said indignantly. I mean you would have thought he would have been pleased! Also he had not so much as mentioned the whore outfit.


‘Come here,’ he said, patting the sofa, ‘I’m only teasing you. I’ve always wanted to go out with Martha Stewart.’


Was nice having cuddle but, thing was, pasta had already been on for six minutes and was going to go floury.


‘I’ll just do the pasta,’ I said, extracting myself. Just then, the phone rang and I lunged at it out of pure habit, thinking it might be him.


‘Hi. It’s Sharon. How’s it going with Mark?’


‘He’s here,’ I whispered keeping my teeth and mouth clenched in the same position so Mark would not lip-read.


‘What?’


‘’E’s ’ere,’ I hissed clenched-teethedly.


‘It’s all right,’ said Mark, nodding reassuringly. ‘I realize I’m here. I don’t think it’s the sort of thing we should be keeping from each other.’


‘OK. Listen to this,’ said Shaz excitedly. ‘“We are not saying that all men cheat. But all men do think about it. Men have these desires eating at them all the time. We try to contain our sexual urges . . .”’


‘Actually, Shaz, I’m just cooking pasta.’


‘Oooh, “just cooking pasta”, are we? I hope you’re not turning into a Smug Going-Out-With-Someone. Just listen to this and you’ll want to put it on his head.’


‘Hang on,’ I said, glancing nervously at Mark. I took the pasta off the heat and went back to the phone.


‘OK,’ said Shaz excitedly. ‘“Sometimes instincts override higher-level thinking. A man will stare at, approach or bed a woman with small breasts if he is involved with a woman with large breasts. You may not think variety is the spice of life, but believe us, your boyfriend thinks so.”’


Mark was starting to drum his fingers on the arm of the sofa.


‘Shaz . . .’


‘Wait . . . wait. It’s this book called What Men Want. Right . . . “If you have a beautiful sister, or friend, rest assured that your boyfriend is HAVING THOUGHTS ABOUT SEX WITH HER.”’


There was an expectant pause. Mark had started miming throat slitting and toilet chain flushing motions.


‘I mean isn’t that revolting? Aren’t they just . . .?’


‘Shaz, can I call you back later?’


Next thing Shaz was accusing me of being obsessed with men when I was supposed to be a feminist. So I said, if she was supposed to be so uninterested in them, why was she reading a book called What Men Want? It was all turning into a hideously unfeminist man-based row when we realized it was ridiculous and said we’d see each other tomorrow.


‘So!’ I said brightly, sitting down next to Mark on the sofa. Unfortunately had to get up again as had sat on something that turned out to be an empty Müller Lite yoghurt carton.


‘Yeees?’ he said, brushing the yoghurt off my bottom. Sure there cannot have been that much on or needing quite such hard brushing but was very nice. Mmm.


‘Shall we have supper?’ I said, trying to keep my mind on the task in hand.


Had just put pasta in bowl and poured jar of sauce on it when the phone rang again. Decided to leave it till had eaten but answerphone clicked on and Jude sheep-voiced out, ‘Bridge, are you there? Pick up, pick up. Come on, Bridge, pleeeeeease.’


I picked up the phone, as Mark hit himself hard on the forehead. The thing is, Jude and Shaz have been kind to me for years before I even met Mark so obviously it would not be right to leave the answerphone on now.


‘Hi, Jude.’


Jude had been to the gym where she ended up reading some article calling single girls over thirty ‘re-treads’.


‘The guy was arguing that the sort of girls who wouldn’t go out with him in their twenties would go out with him now but he didn’t want them any more,’ she said sadly. ‘He said they were all obsessed with settling down and babies and his rule with girls now was “Nothing over twenty-five”.’


‘Oh honestly!’ I laughed gaily trying to fight a lurch of insecurity in my own stomach. ‘That’s just complete bollocks. No one thinks you’re a re-tread. Think of all those merchant bankers who’ve been ringing you up. What about Stacey and Johnny?’


‘Huh,’ said Jude, though she was starting to sound more cheerful. ‘I went out with Johnny and his friends from Credit Suisse last night. Someone told a joke about this guy who drank too much in an Indian restaurant and passed out in a korma and Johnny is so literal that he went, “Christ! How bloody awful. I knew a bloke who ate a lot of Indian food once, and he ended up with a stomach ulcer!”’


She was laughing. The crisis had clearly passed. You see there is nothing seriously wrong, she just gets a bit paranoid sometimes. Chatted a bit more and, once her confidence seemed firmly back in residence, I rejoined Mark at the table only to discover the pasta was not quite as had planned: slopping about wetly in white-coloured water.


‘I like it,’ said Mark supportively, ‘I like string, I like milk. Mmmm.’


‘Do you think we’d better call out for a pizza?’ I said, feeling a failure and a re-tread.


We ordered pizzas and ate them in front of the fire. Mark told me all about the Indonesians. I listened carefully and gave him my opinions and advice, which he said were very interesting and very ‘fresh’, and I told him about horrid sacking meeting with Richard Finch. He gave me very good advice about working out what I wanted from the meeting and giving Richard plenty of places to go other than sacking me. As I explained to him, it was rather like the win-win mentality as advocated in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People when the phone rang again.


‘Leave it,’ said Mark.


‘Bridget. Jude. Pick up. I think I’ve done the wrong thing. I just called Stacey and he hasn’t called back.’


I picked up. ‘Well, maybe he’s out.’


‘Of his mind just like you,’ said Mark.


‘Shut up,’ I hissed, while Jude ran through the scenario. ‘Look, I’m sure he’ll ring tomorrow. But if he doesn’t, just move back one of the Mars and Venus Stages of Dating. He’s pulling away like a Martian rubber band and you have to let him feel his attraction and spring back.’


When I got off the phone, Mark was watching the football.


‘Rubber bands and win-win Martians,’ he said, smirking at me. ‘It’s like war command in the land of gibberish here.’


‘Don’t you talk to your friends about emotional matters?’


‘Nope,’ he said, flicking the remote control from one football match to the other. I stared at him in fascination.


‘Do you want to have sex with Shazzer?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Do you want to have sex with Shazzer and Jude?’


‘I’d be delighted! Did you mean individually? Or both at the same time?’


Trying to ignore his superficial tone, I pressed on. ‘When you met Shazzer after Christmas did you want to sleep with her?’


‘Well. The thing is, you see, I was sleeping with you.’


‘But has it crossed your mind ever?’


‘Well, of course it’s crossed my mind.’


‘What?’ I exploded.


‘She’s a very attractive girl. It would have been odd, surely, if it hadn’t?’ He grinned wickedly.


‘And Jude,’ I said indignantly. ‘Sleeping with Jude. Has that ever “crossed your mind”?’


‘Well, from time to time, fleetingly, I suppose it has. It’s just human nature, isn’t it?’


‘Human nature? I’ve never imagined sleeping with Giles or Nigel from your office.’


‘No,’ he murmured. ‘I’m not sure that anyone else has either. Tragically. Except possibly Jose in the post room.’


Just as we’d cleared away the plates and started snogging on the rug, the phone rang again.


‘Leave it,’ said Mark. ‘Please – in the name of God and all his cherubim, seraphim, saints, archangels, cloud attendants and beard trimmers – leave it.’


The answerphone was already clicking on. Mark crashed his head down on to the floor as a man’s voice boomed out.


‘Ah, hi. Giles Benwick here, friend of Mark’s. Don’t suppose he’s there, is he? It’s just . . .’ Suddenly his voice cracked. ‘It’s just my wife just told me she wants a separation and . . .’


‘Good God,’ said Mark and grabbed the phone. An expression of pure panic spread across his face. ‘Giles. Christ. Steady on . . . um . . . ah . . . um, Giles, I think I’d better give you to Bridget.’


Mmm. Did not know Giles but think advice was quite good. Managed to calm him down and point him in direction of one or two useful volumes. Had lovely shag with Mark afterwards and felt v. safe and cosy lying on his chest, made all the worrying theories seem irrelevant. ‘Am I a re-tread?’ I said sleepily as he leaned over to blow out the candle.


‘A retard? No, darling,’ he said, patting my bottom reassuringly. ‘A little strange, perhaps, but not a retard.’
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Jellyfish at Large







 


 


 


 


Tuesday 28 January




9st 2, cigarettes smoked in front of Mark 0 (v.g.), cigarettes smoked in secret 7, cigarettes not smoked 47* (v.g.).






8 a.m. Flat. Mark has gone off to his flat to change before work so can have little cigarette and develop inner growth and win-win mentality ready for sacking meeting. So what I am working towards is creating a feeling of calm equilibrium and . . . Gaaah! Doorbell.


8.30 a.m. It was Magda’s builder, Gary. Fuck, fuck, fucketty fuck. Forgot he was supposed to be coming round.


‘Ah! Super! Hello! Could you come back in ten minutes? I’m just in the middle of something,’ I trilled, then doubled up, cringing in nightie. What would I be in the middle of? Sex? A soufflé? Making a vase on a potter’s wheel that absolutely couldn’t be left in case it dried in an incomplete form?


Still had wet hair when doorbell rang again but at least had clothes on. Felt surge of middle-class guilt as Gary smirked at decadence of those who loll idly in bed while a whole different world of genuine hardworking folk have been up for so long is practically time for their lunch.


‘Would you care for some tea or coffee?’ I said graciously.


‘Yeah. Cup of tea. Four sugars but don’t stir it.’


I looked at him hard wondering if this was a joke or a bit like smoking cigarettes but not inhaling. ‘Right,’ I said, ‘right,’ and started making the tea at which Gary sat down at kitchen table and lit up a fag. Unfortunately, however, when came to pour out tea realized did not have any milk or sugar.


He looked at me incredulously, surveying the array of empty wine bottles. ‘No milk or sugar?’


‘The milk’s, er, just run out and actually I don’t know anybody who takes sugar in tea . . . though of course it’s great to . . . er . . . to take sugar,’ I tailed off. ‘I’ll just pop to the shop.’


When I came back, I thought somehow he might have got his tools out of the van, but he was still sitting there, and started telling a long complicated story about carp fishing on reservoir near Hendon. Was like business lunch where everyone chats away from the subject for so long, it becomes too embarrassing to destroy fantasy of delightful purely social occasion and you never actually get to the point.


Eventually, I crashed into seamlessly incomprehensible fish anecdote with, ‘Right! Shall I show you what I want doing?’ and instantly realized had made crass, hurtful gaff suggesting that I was not interested in Gary as person but merely as workman so had to re-enter fish anecdote to make amends.


9.15 a.m. Office. Rushed into work, hysterical at being five minutes late, to find bloody Richard Finch nowhere to be seen. Though actually is good as have time to further plan my defence. Weird thing is: office is completely empty! So, clearly most days, when I am panicking about being late and thinking everyone else is already here reading the papers they are all being late as well, though just not quite as late as me.


Right, am going to write down my key points for meeting. Get it clear in my head like Mark says.


‘Richard, to compromise my journalistic integrity by . . .’


‘Richard, as you know, I take my profession as a TV journalist very seriously . . .’


‘Why don’t you just go fucking fuck yourself, you fat . . .’


No, no. As Mark says, think what you want, and what he wants, and also think win-win as instructed in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Gaaaaah!


11.15 a.m. Was Richard Finch clad in a crushed raspberry Galliano suit with an aquamarine lining, galloping backwards into the office as if on a horse.


‘Bridget! Right. You’re crap but you’re off the hook. They loved it upstairs. Loved it. Loved it. We have a proposition. I’m thinking bunny girl, I’m thinking Gladiator, I’m thinking canvassing MP. I’m thinking Chris Serle meets Jerry Springer meets Anneka Rice meets Zoe Ball meets Mike Smith off the Late, Late Breakfast Show.’


‘What?’ I said indignantly.


Turned out they had cooked up some demeaning scheme where every week I had to try out a different profession then fuck it up in an outfit. Naturally I told him I am a serious professional journalist and will not consider prostituting myself in such a way with the result that he went into a foul sulk and said he was going to consider what my value was to the programme, if any.


8 p.m. Had completely stupid day at work. Richard Finch was trying to order me to appear on the programme wearing tiny shorts next to blow-up of Fergie in gym wear. Was trying to be very win-win about the whole thing, saying was flattered but thought they might do better with a real model, when sex-god Matt from graphics came in carrying the blow-up and said, ‘Do you want us to put up an animated ring round the cellulite?’


‘Yeah, yeah, if you can do the same over Fergie,’ said Richard Finch.


That was it. That was just about enough. Told Richard was not in the terms of my contract to be humiliated on screen and was no way going to do it.


Got home, late and exhausted, to find Gary the Builder still there and house completely taken over with burnt toast under the grill, washing up and copies of the Angler’s Mail and Coarse Fisherman all over the shop.


‘What do you think?’ said Gary, proudly nodding at his handiwork.


‘They’re great! They’re great!’ I gushed, feeling mouth going into funny tight shape. ‘There’s just one little thing. Do you think you could make it so the supports are all in line with each other?’


Shelves, in fact were put up in mad asymmetrical manner with supports here, there and everywhere, different on each layer.


‘Yeah, well, you see, the problem is it’s your electric cable, because if I plug the wall here it’ll short-circuit the lot,’ Gary began, at which point the phone rang.


‘Hello?’


‘Hi, is that dating war command?’ Was Mark on the mobile.


‘The only thing I could do is take them out and put rivets under the awlings,’ gibberished Gary.


‘Have you got someone there?’ crackled Mark above the traffic.


‘No, it’s just the . . .’ I was about to say builder but did not want to insult Gary so changed it to ‘Gary – a friend of Magda’s.’


‘What’s he doing there?’


‘Course you’ll need a new raw-gidge,’ continued Gary.


‘Listen, I’m in the car. Do you want to come out for supper tonight with Giles?’


‘I’ve said I’ll see the girls.’


‘Oh Christ. I suppose I’ll be dismembered and dissected and thoroughly analysed.’


‘No you won’t . . .’


‘Hang on. Just going under the Westway.’ Crackle, crackle, crackle. ‘I met your friend Rebecca the other day. She seemed very nice.’


‘I didn’t know you knew Rebecca,’ I said, breathing very quickly.


Rebecca is not exactly a friend, except that she’s always turning up in 192 with me and Jude and Shaz. But the thing about Rebecca is, she’s a jellyfisher. You have a conversation with her that seems all nice and friendly, then you suddenly feel like you’ve been stung and you don’t know where it came from. You’ll be talking about jeans and she’ll say, ‘Yes, well, if you’ve got cellulite jodhpurs, you’re best in something really well cut like Dolce & Gabbana,’ – she herself having thighs like a baby giraffe – then smoothly move on to DKNY chinos as if nothing has happened.


‘Bridge, are you still there?’


‘Where . . . where did you see Rebecca?’ I said, in a high, strangled voice.


‘She was at Barky Thompson’s drinks last night and introduced herself.’


‘Last night?’


‘Yes, I dropped in on my way back because you were running late.’


‘What did you talk about?’ I said, conscious of Gary smirking at me, with a fag hanging out of his mouth.


‘Oh. You know, she asked about my work and said nice things about you,’ said Mark casually.


‘What did she say?’ I hissed.


‘She said you were a free spirit . . .’ The line broke up for a moment.


Free spirit? Free spirit in Rebecca-speak is tantamount to saying, ‘Bridget sleeps around and takes hallucinatory drugs.’


‘I suppose I could put up an RSJ and suspend them,’ Gary started up again, as if the phone conversation were not going on.


‘Well. I’d better let you go, hadn’t I, if you’ve got someone there,’ said Mark. ‘Have a good time. Shall I call you later?’


‘Yes, yes, talk to you later.’


I put the phone down, mind reeling.


‘After someone else is he?’ said Gary in a rare and extremely unwelcome moment of lucidity.


I glared at him. ‘What about these shelves . . .?’


‘Well. If you want them all in line, I’ll have to move your leads, and that’ll mean stripping the plaster off unless we rawl in a 3 by 4 of MDF. I mean if you’d told me you wanted them symmetrical before I’d have known, wouldn’t I? I suppose I could do it now.’ He looked round the kitchen. ‘Have you got any food in?’


‘They’re fine, absolutely lovely just like that,’ I gabbled.


‘If you want to cook me a bowl of that pasta I’ll . . .’


Have just paid Gary £120 in cash for insane shelves to get him out of the house. Oh God, am so late. Fuck, fuck, telephone again.


9.05 p.m. Was Dad – which was strange since normally he leaves telephonic communication to Mum.


‘Just called to see how you’re doing.’ He sounded very odd.


‘I’m fine,’ I said worriedly. ‘How are you?’


‘Jolly good, jolly good. Very busy in the garden, you know, very busy though not much to do out there in the winter of course . . . So, how’s everything?’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘And everything’s fine with you?’


‘Oh, yes, yes, perfectly fine. Um, and work? How’s work?’


‘Work’s fine. Well, I mean disastrous obviously. But are you all right?’


‘Me? Oh yes, fine. Of course the snowdrops will be pop, plop, ploppeeddee plopping through soon. And everything’s all right with you, is it?’


‘Yes, fine. How’s things with you?’


After several more minutes of the impenetrable conversational loop I had a breakthrough: ‘How’s Mum?’


‘Ah. Well, she’s, she’s ah . . .’


There was a long, painful pause.


‘She’s going to Kenya. With Una.’


The worst of it was, the business with Julio the Portuguese tour operator started last time she went on holiday with Una.


‘Are you going too?’


‘No, no,’ blustered Dad. ‘I’ve no desire to sit getting skin cancer in some appalling enclave sipping pina colada and watching topless tribal dancers prostitute themselves to lascivious crusties in front of tomorrow’s breakfast buffet.’


‘Did she ask you to?’


‘Ah. Well. You see, no. Your mother would argue that she is a person in her own right, that our money is her money, and she should be allowed to freely explore the world and her own personality at a whim.’


‘Well, I suppose as long as she keeps it to those two,’ I said. ‘She does love you, Dad. You saw that’ – nearly said ‘last time’ and changed it to – ‘at Christmas. She just needs a bit of excitement.’


‘I know but, Bridget, there’s something else. Something quite dreadful. Can you hold on?’


I glanced up at the clock. I was supposed to be in 192 already and hadn’t got round to telling Jude and Shaz yet that Magda was coming. I mean it is delicate at the best of times, trying to combine friends from opposite sides of the marriage divide, but Magda has just had a baby. And I feared that wouldn’t be good for Jude’s mindset.


‘Sorry about that: just closing the door.’ Dad was back. ‘Anyway,’ he went on conspiratorially. ‘I overheard your mother talking on the phone earlier today. I think it was to the hotel in Kenya. And she said, she said . . .’


‘It’s all right, it’s all right. What did she say?’


‘She said, “We don’t want twins and we don’t want anything under five foot. We’re coming here to enjoy ourselves.”’


Christ alive.


‘I mean,’ – poor Dad, he was practically sobbing – ‘am I actually to stand by and allow my own wife to hire herself a gigolo on arrival?’


For a moment was at a loss. Advising one’s own father on the suspected gigolo-hiring habits of one’s own mother is not a subject had ever seen covered in any of my books.


In the end I plumped for trying to help Dad boost his own self-esteem, whilst suggesting a period of calm distance before discussing things with Mum in the morning: advice I realized I would be completely incapable of following myself.


By this time I was beyond late. Explained to Dad that Jude was having a bit of a crisis.


‘Off you go, off you go! When you’ve got time. Not to worry!’ he said overcheerily. ‘Better get out in the garden while the rain’s holding off.’ His voice sounded odd and thick.


‘Dad,’ I said, ‘it’s 9 o’clock at night. It’s midwinter.’


‘Ah, right,’ he said. ‘Jolly good. Better have a whisky, then.’


Hope he is going to be OK.


Wednesday 29 January


9st 5 (gaah! But possibly due to wine-bag inside self), cigarettes 1 (v.g.), jobs 1, flats 1, boyfriends 1 (continuing good work).


5 a.m. Am never, never going to drink again as long as live.


5.15 a.m. Evening keeps coming back to me disturbingly in lumps.


After panting rush through rain, arrived at 192 to find Magda not arrived yet, thank God, and Jude already in a state, allowing her thinking to get into a Snowball Effect, extrapolating huge dooms from small incidents as specifically warned against in Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff.


‘I’m never going to have any children,’ she was monotoning, staring straight ahead. ‘I’m a re-tread. That guy said women over thirty are just walking pulsating ovaries.’


‘Oh for God’s sake!’ snorted Shaz, reaching for the Chardonnay. ‘Haven’t you read Backlash? He’s just a moral-free hack, recycling woman-bashing, Middle-England propaganda to keep women down like slaves. I hope he goes prematurely bald.’


‘But how likely is it I am going to meet someone new, now, and have time to form a relationship and persuade them they want to have children? Because they never do before they get them.’


Wish Jude would not talk about biological clock in public. Obviously one worries about such things in private and tries to pretend whole undignified situation isn’t happening. Bringing it up in 192 merely makes one panic and feel like a walking cliché.


Happily, Shazzer was off on a rant. ‘Far too many women are wasting their young lives having children in their twenties, thirties and early forties when they should be concentrating on their careers,’ she growled. ‘Look at that woman in Brazil who had one at sixty.’


‘Hurrah!’ I said. ‘Nobody wants never to have any children but it’s the sort of thing you always want to do in two or three years’ time!’


‘Fat chance,’ said Jude darkly. ‘Magda said even after she and Jeremy were married, whenever she mentioned children he went all funny and said she was getting too serious.’


‘What, even after they were married?’ said Shaz.


‘Yes,’ said Jude, picked up her handbag and went off to the loo in a huff.


‘I’ve had a great idea for Jude’s birthday,’ said Shaz. ‘Why don’t we get her one of her eggs frozen?’


‘Shhh.’ I giggled. ‘Wouldn’t it be a bit difficult to do as a surprise?’


Just then, Magda walked in, which was all very unfortunate as (a) had still not got round to warning the girls and (b) got shock of life as had only seen Magda once since the birth of her third baby and her stomach had not gone down yet. She was sporting a gold shirt and velvet headband, in unignorable contrast to everyone else’s urban combat/sportswear outfits.


Was just pouring Magda a glass of Chardonnay when Jude reappeared, looked from Magda’s stomach to me, and gave me a filthy look. ‘Hi, Magda,’ she said gruffly. ‘When’s it due?’


‘I had her five weeks ago,’ said Magda, chin wobbling.


Knew it was a mistake to combine different species of friends, knew it.


‘Do I look that fat?’ Magda whispered to me, as if Jude and Shaz were the enemy.


‘No, you look great,’ I said. ‘Glowing.’


‘Do I?’ Magda said, brightening. ‘It just takes a bit of time to . . . you know . . . deflate. Also, you know I had mastitis . . .’


Jude and Shaz flinched. Why do Smug Married girls do this, why? Casually launching into anecdotes about slashings, stitchings and effusions of blood, poison, newts and God knows what as if making light and delightful social chit-chat.


‘Anyway,’ Magda was going on, glugging at the Chardonnay and beaming happily at the friends like someone let out of prison, ‘Woney said to put a couple of cabbage leaves in your bra – it has to be savoy – and after about five hours it draws out the infection. Obviously it gets a bit manky, with the sweat and milk and discharge. And Jeremy got a bit annoyed about me getting into bed with all the bleeding Down There and a bra full of damp leaves but I feel so much better! I’ve practically used up a whole cabbage!’


There was a stunned pause. I glanced worriedly around the table but Jude seemed to have suddenly cheered up, sleeking down her Donna Karan crop top, which revealed a beguiling glimpse of pierced navel and perfectly honed flat midriff while Shazzie adjusted her Wonderbra.


‘Anyway. Enough of me. How are things going with you?’ said Magda as if she had been reading one of those books advertised in the newspapers with a drawing of a strange 50s-looking man and a headline Does Good Conversation Elude You? ‘How’s Mark?’


‘He’s lovely,’ I said happily. ‘He makes me feel so . . .’ Jude and Shazzer were exchanging glances. Realized I was probably sounding a bit too smug. ‘The only thing is . . .’ I tack-changed.


‘What?’ said Jude, leaning forward.


‘It’s probably nothing. But he called me tonight, and said he’d met Rebecca.’


‘WHATTTT?’ exploded Shazzer. ‘How the fuck dare he? Where?’


‘At a party last night.’


‘What was he doing at a party last night?’ yelled Jude. ‘With Rebecca, without you?’


Hurrah! Was suddenly just like old times again. Carefully dissected whole tone of phone call, feelings about, and possible significance of, fact that Mark must have come straight to my flat from the party, yet did not mention either the party or Rebecca till a full 24 hours later.


‘It’s Mentionitis,’ Jude was saying.


‘What’s that?’ said Magda.


‘Oh, you know, when someone’s name keeps coming up all the time, when it’s not strictly relevant: “Rebecca says this” or “Rebecca’s got a car like that”.’


Magda went quiet. I knew exactly why. Last year she kept telling me she thought something was up with Jeremy. Then eventually she found out he’d been having an affair with a girl in the City. I handed her a Silk Cut.


‘I know exactly what you mean,’ she said, putting it into her mouth and nodding at me appreciatively. ‘How come he always comes round to your place anyway? I thought he had some great big mansion in Holland Park.’


‘Well, he does, but he seems to prefer to . . .’


‘Hmm,’ said Jude. ‘Have you read Beyond Co-dependency With a Man Who Can’t Commit?’


‘No.’


‘Come back to my place after. I’ll show you.’


Magda looked up at Jude like Piglet hoping to be included on an outing with Pooh and Tigger. ‘He’s probably just trying to get out of the shopping and clearing up,’ she said eagerly. ‘I’ve never met a man who didn’t secretly think he should be looked after like his father was by his mother no matter how evolved they pretend to be.’


‘Exactly,’ snarled Shazzer, at which Magda beamed with pride. Unfortunately things immediately swung back to the fact that Jude’s American hadn’t returned her call, at which Magda immediately undid all her good work.


‘Honestly, Jude!’ said Magda. ‘I can’t understand how you can deal with the collapse of the rouble to a standing ovation from the entire trading floor and then get into a state like this over a stupid man.’


‘Well, the thing is, Mag,’ I explained, trying to smooth things over, ‘the rouble is much easier to deal with than a man. There are clear and precise rules governing its behaviour.’


‘I think you should leave it a couple of days,’ said Shaz thoughtfully. ‘Try not to obsess and then when he does ring just be light and really busy and say you haven’t got time to talk.’


‘Wait a minute,’ Magda bludgeoned in. ‘If you want to talk to him, what’s the point of waiting three days, then saying you haven’t got time to talk to him? Why don’t you call him?’


Jude and Shazzer gaped at her, incredulous at the insane Smug Married suggestion. Everyone knows that Anjelica Huston never, ever rang Jack Nicholson, and that men cannot bear not to be the pursuer.


Whole scenario went from bad to worse, with Magda talking wide-eyedly about how when Jude met the right man it would be ‘as easy as leaves falling off a tree’. At 10.30 Magda jumped to her feet and said, ‘Well, better go! Jeremy’s back at 11!’


‘What did you have to ask Magda for?’ said Jude the second she was out of earshot.


‘She was lonely,’ I said lamely.


‘Yeah, right. Because she had to spend two hours on her own without Jeremy,’ said Shazzer.


‘She can’t have it both ways. She can’t be in a Smug Married Family then moan because she isn’t in a Singleton Urban Family,’ said Jude.


‘Honestly, if that girl were thrown out into the cut and thrust of the modern dating world she’d be eaten alive,’ muttered Shaz.


‘ALERT, ALERT, REBECCA ALERT,’ nuclear-sirened Jude.


We followed her gaze out of the window to where a Mitsubishi urban jeep was pulling up containing Rebecca with one hand on the wheel and the other holding the phone to her ear.


Rebecca eased her long legs out, rolling her eyes at someone who had the nerve to be walking past when she was on the phone, crossed the road without paying any attention to cars so they had to screech to a halt, did a little pirouette as if to say ‘Fuck off, everyone, this is my personal space,’ then walked smack into a tramp lady with a shopping trolley and completely ignored her.


She burst into the bar, swishing her long hair over her head from her face so it immediately swished back again in a swingy, shiny curtain. ‘OK, must run. Love you! Byeee!’ she was saying into her mobile. ‘Hi, hi,’ she said, kissing us all, sitting down and gesturing to the waiter for a glass. ‘How’s it going? Bridge, how’s it going with Mark? You must be really pleased to get a boyfriend at last.’


‘At last’. Grrr. First jellyfish of the evening. ‘Are you in heaven?’ she cooed. ‘Is he taking you to the Law Society dinner on Friday?’


Mark hadn’t said anything about any Law Society dinner.


‘Oh sorry, have I put my big foot in it?’ said Rebecca. ‘I’m sure he’s just forgotten. Or maybe he thinks it isn’t fair on you. But I think you’ll cope fine. They’ll probably think you’re really sweet.’


As Shazzer said afterwards, it wasn’t so much a jellyfish as a Portuguese man-of-war. The fishermen were surrounding it in their boats trying to drag it back to the beach.


Rebecca flounced off to some do or other, so the three of us ended up lurching back to Jude’s flat.


‘“The Man Who Can’t Commit will not want you in his own domain,”’ Jude was reading out as Shaz fiddled with the Pride and Prejudice video to try to find the bit where Colin Firth dives into the lake.


‘“He likes to come to your tower, like a knight errant with no responsibilities. And then he goes back to his castle. He can take and make whatever phone calls he likes without you knowing about it. He can keep his place – and himself – to himself.”’


‘Too right,’ muttered Shaz. ‘OK, come on, he’s going to dive in.’


We all fell silent then, watching Colin Firth emerging from the lake dripping wet, in the see-through white shirt. Mmm. Mmmm.


‘Anyway,’ I said defensively, ‘Mark isn’t a Man Who Can’t Commit – he’s already been married.’


‘Well, then it might mean he thinks you’re a “Just For Now Girl”,’ hiccupped Jude.


‘Bastard!’ slurred Shazzer. ‘Blurry bastards. Fwaw, look at that!’


Eventually staggered home, lunged expectantly towards answerphone then stopped in dismay. No red light. Mark hadn’t called. Oh God, is 6 a.m. already and have got to get some more sleep.


8.30 a.m. Why hasn’t he rung me? Why? Humph. Am assured, receptive, responsive woman of substance. My sense of self depends on myself and not on . . . Wait a minute. Maybe phone is not working.


8.32 a.m. Dialling tone seems normal, but will ring from mobile to check. If not working might mean everything is fine.


8.35 a.m. Humph. Phone is working. I mean he definitely said he was going to call last . . . Oh goody, telephone!


‘Oh hello, m’dear. Didn’t wake you up, did I?’


Was my dad. Instantly felt guilty for being horrible, selfish daughter, more interested in own four-week-old relationship than threat to parents’ three-decade-long marriage from higher than five foot, non-twin Kenyan gigolos.


‘What’s happened?’


‘It’s fine.’ Dad laughed. ‘I brought the phone call up with her and – oops-a-daisy – here she comes.’


‘Honestly, darling!’ said Mum, grabbing the phone. ‘I don’t know where Daddy gets these silly ideas from. We were talking about the beds!’


I smiled to myself. Obviously Dad and I have minds like sewers.


‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘it’s all going ahead. We’re off on the eighth of Feb! Kenya! Imagine! The only nigger in the woodpile is . . .’


‘Mother!’ I exploded.


‘What, darling?’


‘You can’t say “nigger in the woodpile”. It’s racist.’


‘We’re not going to put anyone in a woodpile, silly! Daddy and I have got central heating.’


‘If expressions like that are allowed to linger in the vocabulary it poisons attitudes and . . .’


‘Durrrr! You do miss the wood for the trees sometimes. Ooh did I tell you? Julie Enderbury’s preggy again.’


‘Listen, I really do have to go, I . . .’


What is it about mothers and the phone which, immediately you say you have to go, makes them think of nineteen completely irrelevant things they have to tell you that minute?


‘Yes. It’s her third,’ she said accusingly. ‘Oh and the other thing is, Una and I have decided we’re going to ski the net.’


‘I think the expression is “surf” but I’ve . . .’


‘Ski, surf, snowboard – doesn’t matter, darling! Merle and Percival are on it. You know: used to be head of the burns unit at Northampton Infirmary. Anyway, the other thing is, are you and Mark coming home for Easter?’


‘Mum, I’ve got to go now, I’m late for work!’ I said. Finally, after about ten more minutes of irrelevance I managed to get rid of her and sank gratefully back on the pillow. Does make me feel a bit feeble though, if mother is online and I’m not. I was on it but a company called GBH sent me 677 identical junkmails by mistake and have not been able to get any sense out of it since.


Thursday 30 January




9st 5, (emergency: lacy pants have begun to leave patterns on self), items of lovely sexy slippy underwear tried on 17, items of giant incontinence-wear-style scary unsightly underwear purchased 1, boyfriends 1 (but entirely dependent on concealing scary new underwear from same).




9 a.m. Coins Café. Having coffee. Hurrah! Everything is lovely. He just rang! Apparently he did call me last night but didn’t leave a message as he was going to ring back later, but then fell asleep. Slightly suspicious, but he asked me to come to the law thing tomorrow. Also Giles from his office said how nice I’d been on the phone.


9.05 a.m. Bit scary, though, law do. Is black tie. Asked Mark about what was expected of me and he said, ‘Oh nothing. Don’t worry about it. We’ll just sit at a table and eat a meal with some people from work. They’re just my friends. They’ll love you.’


9.11 a.m. ‘They’ll love you’. You see that, already, is tacit admission that am up on trial. So is very important to make a good impression.


9.15 a.m. Right, am going to be positive about this. Am going to be marvellous: elegant, vivacious, beautifully dressed. Oh, though. Do not have long dress. Maybe Jude or Magda will lend me one.


Right:




Pre-Law Society Dinner Countdown


Day 1. (today)


Projected food intake:


1. Breakfast: fruit shake, comprising oranges, banana, pears, melons or other fruit in season. (NB pre-breakfast cappuccino and chocolate croissant already consumed.)


2. Snack: fruit but not too near lunch as takes one hour to get enzymes down.


3. Lunch: salad with protein.


4. Snack: celery or broccoli. Will go to gym after work.


5. After-gym snack: celery.


6. Dinner: grilled chicken and steamed vegetables.





6 p.m. Just leaving office. Am going late-night underwear shopping tonight with Magda to solve figure problems in short term. Magda is going to lend me jewels and v. elegant long, dark-blue dress which, she says, needs a bit of ‘help’ and apparently all film stars etc. wear controlling undergarments at premieres. Means cannot go to gym but sturdy undergarment much more effective in short term than gym visit.


Also, just in general, have decided against random daily gym visits in favour of whole new programme beginning with fitness assessment tomorrow. Obviously cannot expect body to be significantly transformed in time for dinner, which is precisely point of underwear shopping, but at least will be invigorated. Oh, telephone.


6.15 p.m. Was Shazzer. Quickly told her about pre-law party programme (including unfortunate pizza-for-lunch debacle), but when told her about fitness assessment she seemed to spit down the telephone:


‘Don’t do it,’ she warned in a sepulchral whisper.


Turns out Shaz previously endured similar assessment with enormous Gladiators-style woman with fierce red hair called ‘Carborundum’ who stood her in front of a mirror in the middle of the gym and bellowed, ‘The fat on your bottom has slipped down, pushing the fat on your thighs round to the sides in the form of saddlebags.’


Hate the idea of the Gladiators-style woman. Always suspect one day Gladiators programme will get out of control, Gladiators will turn flesh-eating and producers will start tossing Christians to Carborundum and her ilk. Shaz says I should definitely cancel, but my point is if, as Carborundum suggests, fat is able to behave in this slippage-style way then clearly it ought to be possible to mould and squeeze existing fat into nicer shape – or even different shapes as occasion demands. Cannot help but wonder if was free to arrange own fat according to choice would I still wish to reduce amount? Think would have huge big breasts and hips and tiny waist. But would there be too much fat to dispose of in this way? And where could one put the excess? Would it be bad to have fat feet or ears if the rest of one’s body was perfect?


‘Fat lips would be all right,’ Shazzer said, ‘but not . . .’ lowering her voice to a disgusted whisper ‘. . . fat labia.’


Ugh. Sometimes Shazzer is completely disgusting. Right. Got to go. Am meeting Magda in Marks & Sparks at 6.30.


9 p.m.  Back home. Shopping experience was perhaps best described as educational. Magda insisted on waving ghastly huge scary pants at me. ‘Come on, Bridget: the New Corsetry! Think 70s, think Cross Your Heart, think girdle,’ she said, holding up a sort of Cyclist Serial Killer’s outfit in black Lycra with shorts, boning and a sturdy bra.


‘I’m not wearing that,’ I hissed out of the corner of my mouth. ‘Put it back.’


‘Why not?’


‘What if someone, you know, feels it?’


‘Honestly, Bridget. Underwear is there to do a job. If you’re wearing a sleek little dress or a pair of trousers – for work, say – you want to create a smooth line. Nobody’s going to feel you at work, are they?’


‘Well, they might,’ I said defensively, thinking about what used to happen in the lift at work when I was ‘going out’ – if one can describe that commitment-phobicity nightmare as such – with Daniel Cleaver.


‘What about these?’ I said hopefully, holding up a gorgeous set that was made out of the same material as sheer black stockings only bra and pants shaped.


‘No! No! Totally 1980s. This is what you want,’ she said, waving something that looked like one of Mum’s roll-ons crossed with her long johns.
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