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I used to be in a wonderful relationship with a bloke called Simon. We were supposed to live happily ever after. But we didn’t. Our wonderful relationship followed the other oft-trod path.


It went tits up.
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I wish I knew when the tits started turning upward. Was there one moment between us that activated a throbbing red panic button marked ‘DOOM!’? Or was the relationship always wrong? Was it kaput from the start but we were so drunk on sex, three-for-the-price-of-two wine offers and foot massages that we didn’t notice?


Or did I just cock it all up?


I bet it was the latter. I’ve always been particularly brilliant at cocking things up.


I wish I had protected the relationship. I wish I’d nurtured it like a child. Instead I said, ‘Where do you want to play? The building site or the road? And would you like a gun or a knife, or how about both and some solvents?’ So off my relationship toddled into the middle of the M25 with a Pritt Stick up its nose.


[image: image]


But it was perfect to begin with. I remember the first of December last year. London was just settling into the season of goodwill, otherwise known as fraught hell. The weather had turned its usual off-white-knicker-grey and it was church-before-breakfast cold. The papers were flooded with stories of global warming and Simon and I had taken them very seriously. We’d decided not to touch the thermostat but use our body heat for warmth and share baths. We were eco-warriors, treating our one-bedroom flat in Camden as though it was a honeymoon suite in the Maldives.


Simon and I had been going out for a little over two months but we’d been great friends for twelve years and flatmates for one year before that. Simon said he waited patiently for me to wake up to the fact that the love of my life was sleeping in the next room. In my defence, I’ve always found it hard to wake up. Anyway, we were in love. We were in a bubble of love floating over the seasonal mayhem. I didn’t think there could be a pin in the world sharp enough to pop it. And I definitely wasn’t aware that someone was sharpening an axe with the intention of hacking our love bubble to pieces.


I’d always hated Christmas before. Each year I tried to copy the gleeful expressions that women have in Boots adverts. But it’s hard to experience glee when you’ve been queuing in Topshop for forty-five minutes, you’re sweating out an office party hangover, you’re just about to hand over all your credit cards knowing at least two will be declined and you’re feeling obese because you’ve just tried on a dress that made you look like a papier mâché Christmas bauble. Historically, I’d endured the Christmas process by drinking through the pain and asking anyone who’d listen why we couldn’t just chip in and buy Jesus a card. However, last year it was the happiest time of my life. I’d even bought an advent calendar. That was how much I wasn’t hating Christmas last year.


‘You have the first chocolate, babe,’ Simon said when we opened the window marked ‘1’. We were post-bath, swaddled in a duvet, lying on the sofa. ‘I’m going to massage your feet.’ He wiggled himself around in the quilt so my feet were on his lap and I bit the milk chocolate snowman’s head off.


‘I love you, Sarah,’ he said, but even if he hadn’t said it I would have known. The fact that he was prepared to go within ten yards of my feet told me.


I’ve always had smelly feet. This is because I am a diehard supporter of cheap, high-heeled shoes. My family has called me Fungus Foot for most of my life. My response to this has been to tie shoes up in plastic bags, leave them outside rooms and then douse my honky hoofs in strong man deodorant. Simon had a far more radical response to my feet. He thought they needed some loving. He would wash them in the bath and then rub cream into them as we lay on the sofa.


‘I love you, Simon Gussett,’ I told him dreamily. I didn’t even flinch as I said his surname. I just looked at his beautiful face with those blue eyes and that sexy brown stubble and the top of his muscly shoulders as they worked on my feet and I smiled. Then he smiled back, and the act of looking into each other’s eyes and smiling always triggered the same reaction. We had to kiss. Kissing Simon was perfect. There was neither tooth-bashing nor dribble. We kissed until it became necessary to stop so that we could breathe, by which time my lips were so swollen it looked like I’d been pleasuring a brillo pad. We grinned at each other again and I felt the urge to utter something brilliantly intellectual.


‘Have I mentioned that I’m hopelessly in love with you?’


He sighed contentedly and resumed work on my feet. Then he started a deep and meaningful discussion about a very important issue.


‘Do you know who my favourite actress is?’


‘Um . . . Angelina Jolie?’


‘Nah . . . minger.’


‘Penélope Cruz.’


‘Munter chops? Hardly.’


‘I give up.’


‘Sarah Sargeant.’


I beamed because I’m Sarah Sargeant. And I’m an actress. And in just two days’ time, I was going to fly to LA to play a role in my first Hollywood movie. Not just any Hollywood movie. An Eamonn Nigels psychological thriller. With seventeen lines I was going to immortalize a stripper called Taylor who got murdered in a hedge. This wasn’t just the next rung on my career ladder. It was my leg-up into the loft. I’d been in a Pizza Hut ad. I’d done The Bill and Midsomer Murders. I’d performed on stage in the West End. Now I was going to Hollywood. It was the start of my dream. (My apologies. It was X Factor season.) Everything I’d worked, acted and extensively waitressed for my entire adult life had been granted. And I had a beautiful boyfriend who was proud of me. I’m surprised I didn’t explode with bliss.


‘Sarah Sargeant. I’ve heard she’s up and coming,’ I opined, as though I was on Newsnight.


‘She keeps me up and coming,’ he smirked, as though he was on a building site.


I sniggered dirtily.


‘And do you know who my most favourite charity-setter-upper is?’


This was the cherry on the Bakewell. Simon’s career was cooking perfectly too. He had made a lot of money as the sole importer of a drink you might have heard of, Cockalada. It’s a tequila-based beverage served in a realistically shaped plastic willy. But he’s so kind he didn’t just want to make money and spend it on himself. So he’d set up a charity that offered adventure holidays to teenagers who couldn’t afford them. The first trip had been to Brazil. I went with him. It was a huge success and now Eamonn Nigels, the famous film director, had not only given me seventeen lines in his film, he had also backed Simon’s charity financially.


‘No, no, I don’t know who your favourite charity-setter-upper is. Bono?’


‘Pah!’


‘Geldof?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘Who, then?’


‘Elton John.’


I thought I was very funny. Simon forgot my feet and lurched at me. I ended up squealing into his armpit as he tickled me. I wish time hadn’t galloped away so carelessly from that armpit moment. The following day things started to change. A series of ominous phone calls were about to slyly wreck our elegant equilibrium.
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The first phone call came when we were buying a Christmas tree. We weren’t comically struggling through snow-covered streets in leafy Hampstead with a real evergreen held above our heads. Far from it. We were in Argos in Camden High Street. Argos had for a long time been on my list of most unpleasant things. It was wedged quite high up there between eating offal and thrush. So I should have known.


I suppose Argos deserves to be congratulated for making the simple process of shopping hard. Why go into a shop, pick up the item you want and pay for it when you can follow this nifty little process?


1   Locate a catalogue with all its pages in


2   Find the code of the item you want


3   Find a pen and an order slip


4   Write code on order slip


5   Queue at a till


6   Eventually talk to a man who will either tell you the item isn’t in stock (in which case return to 1 now) or take your money and give you a receipt with a code on it


7   Wait for your code to appear on a screen


8   Go up to a counter and queue with all the other people whose codes have appeared on the screen


9   Collect the item, which may or may not be the item you want


On the day in question Simon and I were stuck on 3 because someone had nicked all the little pens that the store provided.


‘Would my movie-star girlfriend mind staying here while I whiz across the road to the bookies and pinch one of theirs?’ Simon asked.


‘Your movie-star girlfriend wouldn’t mind at all.’ I smiled. I loved it when he called me his movie-star girlfriend. ‘As long as she can have a small kiss with a tiny amount of tongue before her charity-setter-upper boyfriend leaves her for a whole minute,’ I replied, because love makes you feel like a god but talk like a pillock.


We had a little snog while an eight-year-old boy shouted, ‘Urgh!’ and then Simon ran off, leaving me holding the page. My finger was on the three foot Fibre-Optic Starburst Christmas Tree that we liked because it had cascading lights and was only twenty quid. My phone rang. It was Eamonn Nigels.


‘Oh my God!’ I womanly whooped when I answered. ‘Guess what! Simon and I are just buying a Christmas tree and we’ve decided that rather than placing an angel on the top, we’re going to put a picture of you there! Because you are like an angel to us.’


Now, Eamonn Nigels is a successful film director with gravitas and understated style. It was fairly obvious that he’d abhor the thought of us cutting out his head, placing it on cardboard and circling it with fairy lights. But I wanted him to know how grateful we both were to him.


‘Sarah, where are you? Sounds like a riot!’


‘Pretty much. Argos.’


‘You poor thing.’


‘Hmmm. Anyway, not for long! I’m seeing you in a few days,’ I screeched. ‘What’s the weather like in LA? I mean, I know it’s warmer than here. I’ve bought a lot of summer clothes. Like credit-card-abuse amounts of summer clothes.’ I cackled. ‘But does it get chilly in the evenings? My mum keeps going on about it. Now I’m sure you don’t go out at night and your fingers and toes drop off, but, what I’m trying to say, not very succinctly is, do I need a jacket?’ I have a habit of speaking incessant bollocks when I’m excited.


‘Oh, Sarah. I don’t know how to say this. But we’ve lost the film. It’s off. The studio’s gone bust.’


‘What?’ I said quietly, and I stepped away from the fibre-optic tree, past the Christmas shoppers and into the chilly outside air. I saw Simon darting out of the betting office and sprinting across the busy street. He spotted me and grinned as he waved a blue biro and narrowly avoided the front of a 134 bus. It was the first time since we’d been going out that I couldn’t smile back at him.


‘The studio’s gone bust, Sarah,’ Eamonn repeated. ‘I’m so terribly sorry. I’ll speak to you soon.’


I sat down sadly on the pile of Argos catalogues by the entrance. Simon arrived.


‘I’m not going to LA any more,’ I whispered.


‘Oh shit, babe,’ he said, standing in front of me and pulling my head to his chest.


‘Bollocks and wank,’ I groaned into his jumper as the disappointment descended. This left me with no job and no money. All I had was a dream in smithereens and a pile of vest tops that I didn’t need and couldn’t afford. It was like I’d been so close to success that I could smell it, but just before I could get my fingers on it some bastard had whisked it away.


‘Come on, babe. Think positive.’


Simon was a big ambassador for positive thinking. He was the only bloke I’d ever met who bought books from the Mind Body Spirit section of bookshops. His latest purchase was The Passage To Enlightenment. But these books made him so chilled out he hadn’t even minded when I wrote ‘Back’ in biro on the front cover before the word ‘Passage’. I didn’t read those books. I was much happier with a Jilly Cooper.


‘Oh, not the positive, babe. Can’t I just wallow?’ I protested.


‘No, Sare! Where focus goes energy flows! If you focus on not having a job, then you’ll never get a job. Come on, visualize getting another job.’


I moaned dramatically like a child who’d been told to pick up their toys.


‘Close your eyes,’ he ordered.


I obeyed, unwillingly and with a huff.


‘Now, visualize!’


‘Si!’


‘Visualize. Come on. You’re on stage. A big theatre. A huge audience. They’re all cheering. Can you hear them?’


‘Hmmm,’ I said, even though all I could hear was traffic and the sound of the Argos automatic doors.


‘Yeah!’ he burst loudly, and he spoke with such enthusiasm that I opened one of my eyes to sneak a look at him. Simon still had his eyes closed. His face was scrunched up. He was taking powerful breaths as though he could smell summer dew, not flue. And he smiled contentedly like he really was imagining me in a great theatre job. I sat looking at him, thinking that he was the loveliest man on earth. Then a small boy approached and offered to sell us a tiny Argos pen for 20p.
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Now, that wasn’t exactly the beginning of the end between me and Simon. Nothing had really changed. We were still in love. The only thing that was different was that I felt a bit crap. I had gone from being a movie-star girlfriend to an unemployed girlfriend.


If I was to be honest, I felt a bit worthless. If our relationship was a shiny new car, then a dent had appeared on my side that I was ashamed of. But I was trying to fix it. I was trying to bash the panel straight. Simon prescribed that I use the disappointment to my advantage. So I spent three days sending out letters to theatre and television companies that said:


Dear Potential Employer,


I was due to fly out to LA this week to film the new Eamonn Nigels film. However, the studio responsible for the film has gone bust.


Hence I am writing to you cheekily today on the off chance that you might have a job going for a talented actress in her twenties*. Hollywood’s loss could be your gain.


I would be so very much obliged if you would consider me for any roles you might have.


Kind regards


Sarah Sargeant


* I was actually thirty, so that was just a small white lie.


I attached my CV to the letter. I was proud of my CV, although it did contain one or two more small white lies. Not that I am a liar by nature. I have hardly ever lied in my life. This is because:


1   I went to a convent. Catholic Guilt featured rampantly on the curriculum


2   The few times I have lied, the lie has been uncovered in a hugely embarrassing and public manner. (Most notably when I made up a sex story on a blog and the Evening Standard wrote a feature on it. Long story)


But, in my defence, everyone lies on their CV. A CV is a piece of promotional material. And we all know that pieces of promotional material are pretty lies fabricated to sell stuff.


Generally, an actor’s CV is much more fictitious than a normal person’s CV though. We have whole sections that are fun to embellish. I would like to meet a person strong enough not to have a crack at creative writing when faced with the heading ‘Skills’. Personally, I am rendered dangerously weak in the face of a ‘Skills’ section. Here are a few of my skills:


Skills


Windsurfing (been once)


Ice skating (used to go when I was seven)


Flamenco (sure I could pick it up)


Conversational German (Ja! Danke!)


Yoga (Simon does it, so have watched it a lot)


There are also two other horrible sections that we have on our CVs that beg equivocation:


Weight


It says on my CV that I weigh eight and a half stone. Now, six years ago when I weighed nine stone five, that wasn’t such a lie. But by the fifth of December last year when I’d reached ten and a half stone, it probably was.


Singing


Most actors can sing, so they must state what key they can sing in. My key is off-key. But you can’t write that, or ‘Tone deaf – only when drunk’, because having a sense of humour isn’t encouraged when writing CVs. So I wrote, ‘Alto’, which means ‘can’t do high notes’ and is what I thought actors wrote if they weren’t very good at singing.


So I admit my CV harboured a few little fibs, but it hardly made me Bill Clinton. And it had been this way for years. When my agent called that day, I just was eating the fifth chocolate from my advent calendar. It was a star.


‘Sarah!’


‘Is that my lovely agent?’


‘It certainly is, Sarah.’


My agent is indeed lovely. He is a jolly, posh man somewhere in the upper end of his forties. I’ve only met him twice in the flesh. Our relationship tends to consist of him telephoning to tell me I have a commercial audition and me calling him afterwards so that he can tell me that I didn’t get the commercial audition. I would like to see him more often though. He has a fine and generous portion of ginger hair. Many men would keep such ginger hair short. Not Geoff; he’s gone for the full Mick Hucknall. But he’s raised Mick . . . a beard. In case people don’t recognize his eccentricity, he also smokes a pipe.


‘I’ve been thinking.’


‘You do surprise me.’


‘I’ve been thinking of a role I’d be perfect for.’


‘Oh marvellous, Sarah.’


‘George Clooney’s masseuse.’


‘Wonderful, Sarah, I’ll let his people know right away. I wish all my clients were as focused as you. Now then, you’ve been offered a job.’


‘What?’


‘A job.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is this a piss take?’


‘I hardly have time to call you up to take the Michael, Sarah.’


‘But . . .’


‘In a panto.’


‘A panto!’


‘The role of the Princess.’


‘Me? A princess!’


I’d never done panto. But I had an image of hundreds of children, their faces beaming at me in a pretty dress with a tiara, as they experienced the magic of theatre for the first time. It was a lovely image. So was that of a figure under the ‘Money In’ column on my bank statement.


‘Do you want to take it? They’re desperate.’


‘Yes! So am I.’


‘Marvellous.’


‘Hang about. Why are they offering it to me?’


‘It’s Dominic, the director you worked with last summer. Apparently you wrote him a letter telling him you were out of work. Well, his leading lady dropped out. It’s all been a bit dramatic by the sound of it. Anyway, he said he doesn’t need you to audition. If you want it, it’s yours. You’re the same height and weight as the girl who pulled out, so the costume will fit. And they might even throw you in a flamenco solo if there’s time to choreograph it.’


Now, perhaps I should have come clean at that point. But I opted to wing it instead. In hindsight that was a big mistake.
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Dominic the Director was one disaster away from a nervous breakdown. And then I arrived at the theatre.


He beamed when he saw me.


‘Nightmare doesn’t begin to describe it!’ he whispered with feeling in my ear.


It certainly had been quite exciting in Pantoland. The twenty-two-year-old Hollyoaks star who had been playing the Princess had eloped with the married retired cricketer playing the King yesterday during the dress rehearsal. The rest of the cast had understandably gone out last night and got drunk, and unfortunately one of the dancers had been arrested for indecently exposing himself in the local KFC. The young man was currently being questioned, although he was expected to rejoin the company when he was released on police bail. In the meantime, Dominic was trying to field calls from local and national press and the actors’ respective families. No one knew where the lovebirds had flown to, although there were rumours circulating of a sighting in a Travelodge near the M5. It was better than an issue of Heat.


‘Now then, here’s your script,’ Dominic the Director said, handing me the jumbo script of Jack and the Beanstalk and steering me onto the stage.


‘We’re going to walk slowly through the whole show, incorporating you and Dennis in.’


‘Dennis?’


‘Dennis Waterman, he’s replacing our errant cricketer. He’s not in it until the second half. So let’s get going.’


My mum will be pleased, I thought. She’s a huge fan of Dennis Waterman and Piers Morgan. Weird.


‘Dominic, let me just assure you that this Princess will be able to control herself around the King,’ I promised, in a stage whisper.


‘It’s good to have you, Sarah Sargeant.’


‘It’s very good to be here.’


He smiled and for the first time that day started to look less like Gordon Ramsay before he had the surgical work done and more like the talented director in his early thirties that he was.


The rehearsal started brilliantly. I’ve always loved the dress rehearsal period of a show. Not that I was dressed in costume at that point, although the costume lady was expected to come and see me at any second. Everybody else was arrayed for the show though. There was even some poor girl stuck inside a cardboard beanstalk with her face painted brown. Hoards of dancers appeared on stage one moment dressed as farmyard animals, did an exhausting number and then reappeared twenty seconds later dressed as snowflakes and did another. All the offstage drama had created a frenetic energy that made everyone fire on all cylinders.


I quickly became very excited by my role as the Princess. I modelled her on Zara Phillips and Prince Harry. I played her über posh with a penchant for horses and late-night drinking. I even changed the line ‘I’ve been on a shopping spree,’ to ‘I’ve been clubbing at Boujis,’ and said it as though I had a hangover and couldn’t open one eye. It got a huge laugh and Dominic clapped. This was what it was all about. Simon had been right. I was being applauded in a huge theatre. I suddenly felt overwhelmingly grateful for the chaotic series of events that had led me to that experience. I loved my job. It didn’t matter whether I did it in Hollywood or Cricklewood. I loved acting and I would do it wherever and whenever I got the chance. Visualization rocked.


But then I turned a page and I suddenly froze. My stomach lurched. My throat went instantly dry. My hands started bizarrely sweating and I stumbled as I tried to dry them on my combat trousers. I didn’t know what to do. But the script clearly stated:


PRINCESS SINGS SOLO


I closed my eyes, hoping it was an acid flashback from the one time I tried acid years ago. I reopened them. Bollocks. No such luck. The words were still there and, as if to highlight them with a fluorescent marker, a piano began playing some remarkably high notes and ten dancers dressed like pet chihuahuas crawled playfully onto the stage behind me.


‘Oh, this is your first song, Sarah,’ Dominic explained, climbing onto the stage next to me. FIRST!


‘Can we play it through once so Sarah can get a handle on the tune?’ I’VE NEVER HAD A HANDLE ON A TUNE IN MY LIFE!


The pianist nodded. I concentrated fiercely as I listened. Perhaps it was the atmosphere or the chihuahuas or the fact that I really wanted this role, but I convinced myself that I could sing. I remembered Simon’s words about visualization. I imagined myself singing the high notes perfectly. I felt powerful and capable of anything. This was my moment. How I understood Martine McCutcheon then. When the pianist started playing the song again I took a deep breath. Then I opened my mouth.


I have never heard the sound that a duck makes when it’s being attacked by a fox but I imagine it’s similar to the noise I made that day. It was definitely the sound of a bird in torment. Dominic, the chihuahuas and the pianist all laughed cheerfully.


‘Great, but go for it seriously, Sarah!’ Dominic told me merrily.


‘OK,’ I whispered as I weakly smiled back at him.


The pianist commenced the song again. This time I produced the same sound, just MUCH louder. The pianist stopped playing. The chihuahuas stopped crawling and Dominic stopped smiling.


The silence was terrifyingly loud. My ears rang as it yelled to me that I couldn’t sing and no amount of visualization would ever make me tuneful.


‘Um, I didn’t know I was going to sing, I, er, can’t sing,’ I mumbled to Dominic. He glared back, hungrily eating the inside of his lip, and then, after a long time, he said the word ‘fuck’.


‘Fuck’ is the word he repeated ten seconds later when a lady appeared. She was holding a tiny piece of white material that looked like a napkin, and she too glared at me when she painfully screeched, ‘YOU SAID SHE WAS THE SAME SIZE AS THE HOLLYOAKS SLAPPER!’
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That was how I came to play the Beanstalk in Jack and the Beanstalk last Christmas. Two shows a day, six days a week, with only Christmas Day off, I stood on stage, sweating inside a cardboard tree, with my face painted brown and a fixed grin as I waited to say my fourteen lines.


Simon, on the other hand, had a great December. His charity had been chosen along with five other London charities to be part of a huge fundraising concert at the Albert Hall in the New Year. I didn’t feel jealous of him. Far from it. But I had started to feel that perhaps I wasn’t good enough for him. It was a feeling that had taken root. Looking back on it now, that probably did have something to do with our first tiff.


It was Christmas Eve. Simon was watching the evening show with my mum and dad, after which I was going to drive their car, with all of us in it, down to Eastbourne so that we could have Christmas Day there, with them.


I’ve had small roles in theatre productions before. And I’ve always loved them. Mainly due to these benefits:


1   A lot of time to read Heat, Grazia and books about star signs, and talk about boys and shopping in the dressing room


2   A lot of time to borrow other actresses’ make-up so that you can go to the bar after the show looking like you work in Mac


Playing the Beanstalk allowed me neither of these benefits. I was on stage for the duration of the show so got no chance to do any cast bonding. That was a shame because I could have used some bonding. I had no good friends in the cast. I don’t know whether that was because everyone considered me to be a freak after my squawk at the piano that day, or because I assumed they did and kept away. Also, the brown paint that covered my face each show was stubborn as a curry stain to remove. Every night, nearly a whole pack of facial cleansing wipes was needed to return me to skin colour. By which time my face look liked it had just been squeezed out of a vagina while everyone else was in the bar looking like Cheryl Cole.


Hence, I wasn’t feeling hot when I joined them all in the bar after the Christmas Eve show. I just wanted to get in the car and leave. Sadly, that wasn’t to be.


Now it was Christmas, and I realize that everyone likes a drink at Christmas. However, I was surprised to find that my partner and family had managed to get completely Bertie Bollocksed during live family entertainment where 70 per cent of the audience was under the age of eight.


I emerged from the dressing room alone and scampered to the pub next door where we had agreed to meet. I immediately saw my father. My dad’s natural habitats are golf courses and pubs, so he looked very happily ensconced in the melee. He had befriended one of the gay male dancers from my show, who appeared to be teaching him a pirouette complete with jazz-hand finish. My father wasn’t built for jazz dance. He has a dodgy leg and dad girth and he would have managed the turn better had he put his pint glass down. My mother was next to him trying to take a photo with the lens cap on. I felt it best to leave them to it and round up Simon first. So, I left Michael Flatley and Annie Leibovitz and wandered about the crowded, low-ceilinged pub trying to find Si.


‘Oh my God!’ one of the female dancers shouted as she charged past me in the opposite direction. ‘Your boyfriend’s gorgeous!’


She sounded so flabbergasted by this fact that it stopped me in my tracks for a moment. But then I smiled and nodded and headed towards the direction she had come from. When I eventually saw my Simon I didn’t rush immediately to him. I stood watching him instead. He did look gorgeous. He was wearing a hooded top that I’d bought him when I was doing my Hollywood shopping. It was the colour of theatre curtains. It suited him. He looked relaxed and he was smiling. But he was also talking to the pretty, petite nineteen-year-old who had taken over my role as the Princess. His hand was on her tiny fishnetted thigh and he was obviously saying something funny because she was giggling. I stood fixed to the ground like the tree I was. I didn’t want to go over to them. I knew I’d feel winch-me-out-of-the-window-fat next to the girl. I tried to think of something funny to say to approach them with but it’s hard when you’re holding your bottom in. With my wit clocked off for Christmas, I stood loon-like in this way for about a minute until Simon looked up and caught my eye. He jumped off the bar stool and ran to greet me. He hugged me.


‘I’m a tree hugger!’ he whooped loudly. The girl who was playing the Princess laughed. But I didn’t laugh. I felt embarrassed. I thought they were laughing at me because I was playing the Beanstalk.


‘Can we go, babe? I’m knackered and I’ve got to drive,’ I said quietly.


‘Oh, babe. Stay and have a drink!’ he said. But again it was fortissimo. Everyone looked at me. And I floated out of myself and I saw what they saw: the party pooper with the massive arse, the face that had suffered an extreme facial, who couldn’t sing or act but who had somehow managed to bag the good-looking funny bloke. I hated myself at that moment and I resented Simon for making me feel like that. I’m not proud to admit it. But that’s how I felt.


‘Babe, I’m driving!’ I snapped. I sounded premenstrual. I wasn’t.


‘Oh yeah,’ he said without any oomph.


He circled the group, shaking hands with the cast members he’d just met. Then with a lot of persuasion and more jazz hands than a middle-school musical we managed to lead Mum and Dad out of the pub and into the car, where they promptly fell asleep.


We (I) drove in silence for ages. The only time words came out of mouths was when Radio 2 played that Will Young song, ‘Leave Right Now’. Simon turned it up and we sang along. For the rest of the journey the radio was turned down to protect us from Slade and Simon hummed tunes from the panto.


The real weirdness of the night started when we were on the M25. Bloody awful road.


‘Sare?’


‘Hmmm.’


‘Do you know what I fancy?’


‘Ah, babe. I’m not stopping,’ I said.


He was a drunk man. I assumed he was referring to the purchase of fried chicken. I was wrong.


‘You don’t have to stop,’ he said, suggestively.


‘Si. No rude stuff while I’m driving!’


I was understandably shocked. I’m not the safest driver at the best of times.


‘Babe, I’m not talking about that either.’


‘Well, what do you fancy, then?’


‘A baby.’


‘Weurgh!’


‘All those kids at the panto got me thinking . . .’


I quickly pulled my eyes away from the road and fixed them momentarily on Simon. It was supposed to be a ‘you’re drunk, you freak’ type of look. But it turned into an ‘OH MY GOD! HE’S SERIOUS!’ expression of alarm when I captured his face and the soft look upon it. What was happening? His head was cocked to one side. There was a wet smile upon it. It was the sort of face that women get when they see men holding babies in Marks & Spencer. I didn’t mean to scrunch my face up in disgust. In fact I didn’t even know I had.


‘Sare! Why are you giving me your tax face?’


‘I’m not.’


‘You are.’


Pause.


‘Shit, I’ll need to do my tax soon.’


Pause.


‘Babe.’


‘What?’


‘Why did you change the subject?’


‘Because you’re drunk.’


‘I’m not.’


‘You are.’


‘I’m not.’


‘Ahhhh! It’s like being back in panto! He’s behind you! You are bloody drunk. You had your hands all over that girl. It was embarrassing. Now you’re being all . . . weird.’


‘Sare! What’s up with you?’


‘ME? Si, you’re the one who’s being a nightmare.’


And that was how I started a repetitive argument about Simon’s drunkenness while all the time I was thinking, BABIES! HE’S BROODY! BOLLOCKS!


You see, I’d never been big on babies before. Everyone always said, ‘Oh, isn’t he or she beautiful?’ and I was always stood there thinking, ‘No! It looks like it’s just been squeezed through a very small hole.’ And the thought of squeezing something that was the same size as a Highland Terrier through my very small hole, getting a fanny like a bucket and being given a crying thing that demanded constant attention never really appealed.


I did want to have one with Si at some point. I admit that the thought of a little piece of us was appealing. But not then! Not for years. Not until I felt that I’d achieved something professionally. Or at least until I felt that I had the wisdom to raise a little person. Now was the time for practising. At some point I was sure I’d get broody and then I would grab him and say, ‘Bang me up, big boy!’ But not yet. I couldn’t believe he had even suggested it.


We drove on in silence.
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The next day we didn’t mention the argument or the baby comment. The only clue a skilled sleuth might have picked up was my vehement forwarding of the track ‘When a Child Is Born’ on Mum’s dreadful Christmas carol CD.


And we had a lovely day. It included some of my all-time favourite Christmas pastimes:


1   Eating a Crunchie and a Curly-Wurly before getting out of bed


2   Drinking champagne in my dressing gown before midday


3   Crispy roast potatoes and turkey skin


4   Two sleeps on the best sofa


‘Val, that was delicious!’ Simon said to my mum after Christmas dinner. The four of us were sitting around the dining room table. We were full of festive fodder. All the belts at the table had been loosened and in my case the zip of my trousers was undone as well. Not that we’d stopped eating. The cheese was still on the table, as was the Bailey’s ice cream. Actually, that was in my hand. I was scraping the carton. Dad was polishing off the brandy butter while reading Paul McKenna’s book I Can Make You Thin. Each year I buy my father a diet book. He enjoys the season of indulgence more when he’s reading about the diet and fitness regime he intends to start in the New Year.


‘You’re a pleasure to feed, Simon,’ my mum smiled back. I think my mum and dad might have loved Simon more than I did. And he loved them back. He really did.


I did very well when God dispensed parents. Mine are lovely. They have been married for nearly forty years. I think their success lies in the fact that they are each slightly mad in a way that thoroughly complements the other. For instance, you might think that my father’s unbridled crushes on Selina Scott and Katherine Jenkins were odd until you heard my mother’s pornographic squeals whenever Piers Morgan comes on the telly. And for some, my father’s obsession with his daily golf might grate. But my mum just calls him Golden Balls and dozes on the sofa with the paper when he’s gone. They still have fun together and hold hands. They do smoochy dancing to The Drifters after every Sunday roast. I thought Simon and I were going to be like that. I thought we’d make each other laugh as we took on the world together. I imagined us soaring through life having fun and adventures and then growing old in a little bungalow somewhere with a vegetable garden.


‘God, it’s nice not having a brown face and the ring of two thousand screaming children in my ears,’ I sighed, after I’d given the Bailey’s ice-cream container a little lick.


‘Oh, Simon was wonderful with those children who sat behind us last night, Sarah,’ said my mother in a tone that hinted of ‘HE’LL BE A BRILLIANT DAD, DARLING. GET KNOCKED UP QUICKLY TO KEEP THIS ONE.’


‘Was he?’ I said, because she was talking to me and you’re supposed to answer when that happens.


‘They were good kids,’ said Simon. ‘They just weren’t being disciplined, that’s all.’


My mother clucked like she might lay an egg.


‘Needed a good whack if you ask me,’ snorted my father. ‘Kept kicking me in the back.’


‘You’ll make a lovely daddy,’ my mother said to Simon with another clucking sound. Simon beamed. I froze. Dad coughed but I think it might have been the brandy butter.


‘How’s the book, Dad?’ I said, brilliantly changing the subject.


‘Do you want to have children, Simon?’ my mother asked, ignoring my efforts.


‘Er, yes, Val. I can’t wait.’


I didn’t say anything. I just poured another glass of wine because I was suddenly feeling far too sober, and jumped up to change the CD because, by some divine joke, ‘When a Child Is Born’ had started to play.


‘Put on Katherine Jenkins,’ said my dad, perking up at the thought of Katherine Jenkins. I obliged. I stood by the CD player leafing through the flawless pictures of the Welsh singer in the CD booklet. I bet no one expected bloody Katherine Jenkins to pop children out, I thought. The most annoying thing about this baby issue was the assumption that I would have one. I felt sure that if I’d gone to Hollywood and done the Eamonn Nigels film everyone would have supported my career rather than expected me to start breeding.


I’d always loved being a woman. We’re much prettier and cleverer than men and our clothes shops wee all over theirs. But suddenly, being a woman felt problematic. I didn’t say any of this aloud though. I should have just said, ‘Woah! Hang about, keen beans! Can’t we wait a bit? I may be playing a tree but I haven’t given up on more substantial roles in the future! So less of these conversations, please, for a year or five!’


I wonder what would have happened if I’d said something like that. Something at all. But instead I just avoided the subject. And I think that was because I loved Mum and Simon so much. No one wants to disappoint the people they love.


Anyway, it didn’t matter because my father was about to do something glorious. He sprang up from the table. Actually, that’s a falsehood. He groaned, moaned and belched a slow move from seated to standing.


‘Time to watch Top Gear,’ he said, and he left the dining room to traverse to the living room to settle down in front of the telly. But as he moved through the hall he called, ‘Sarah, I think that’s your phone.’


Now, normally I would have left the call. Sudden movement after Christmas consumption can only lead to injury. But as the conversation was liable to plunge perilously into babies, I darted out of the room and snatched my phone. I am so superlatively glad I did.


‘Sarah! Eamonn! Merry Christmas!’


‘Eamonn, you sound wankered!’ I said, proving that I was also wankered otherwise I wouldn’t have dared suggest that a world-famous film director was wankered.


‘Pissed as a newt!’ he replied, which I thought was rather brilliant.


‘Isn’t it pissed as a parrot?’


‘I had a fax from my friend at Universal last night. Anyway. The film’s going ahead! I shouldn’t really be calling you but I thought it might be a nice Christmas present for you. That and I’m pissed as a toad as we discussed. Send my kind regards to Simon. I’d better be off.’


He hung up.


‘I’m going to Hollywood, baby!’ I screeched, and as I said the word ‘baby’ I felt pleasantly relieved. That was one issue that could safely be put on hold for the time being.
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The issue of babies wasn’t discussed between me and Simon or Mum again. But I did think about it. It became like a small virus on my hard drive. Every so often as I stood in my cardboard tree my brain would find itself prodding the issue of procreation. My brain tended to prod the issue until it was septic. I kept imagining that I would tell Simon that I wasn’t ready for babies and he would dump me. But also I felt guilty for not being honest with him. If he really wanted sprogs now, maybe I should let him be free so he could grow some with someone else. But the thought of someone else having Simon’s baby was too awful. The day I stood in my tree thinking of Simon leaving me and having a baby with someone else I got in a right state. It made me feel like invisible hands were strangling me. Having morbid thoughts about your boyfriend impregnating someone else isn’t conducive to panto. My face would set in its ‘thinking unpleasant thoughts’ expression. Unfortunately my ‘thinking unpleasant thoughts’ expression makes me look like I am trying to pass a difficult stool.


I didn’t discuss my fears with anyone. I just let them breed inside me, until the last day of panto, when my friend Julia came to see the show. She was going to drive me and all my bags home in her unreliable BMW, Big Daddy.


Julia arrived early, before the evening show. We had planned to go out together and have supper in the break between shows. Julia is my best friend in the entire world, but I felt I’d hardly seen her while I’d been doing panto, and when I had, Simon and her boyfriend Carlos had always been there. I was looking forward to a proper girl chat, unedited for the boy market. I ran down the theatre steps whooping when I saw her waiting for me.


‘Ah!’ I screamed when I reached her, because I am a woman and that’s what we do. She looked lovely. Julia has always been very attractive, with big pouty lips and cleavage that things could get lost in. But since she started going out with Carlos she’d developed a Ready Brek-type glow about her. That day, wrapped in her new Christmas coat, with high-heeled boots and rosy cheeks, she looked gorgeous. ‘You look wow!’ I told her admiringly.


‘Oh my God, Sare, look at you,’ she cried as soon as she saw me. But not in a good ‘Oh my God, Sare, look at you’ way. I hadn’t seen her for ages. She must have noticed how much Christmas pudding I’d put on.


‘Oh, I know, Fatty Bum Woman, aren’t I?’ I said, worried. ‘Do I look much fatter to you?’ I was off to Hollywood in two days. I had tried to slim down after Christmas but there’s only so much you can do in two weeks with so much Christmas chocolate around.


‘No, you look the same,’ she said.


I bounded in for a hug. She pulled away.


‘What’s up?’


‘Sare, you’re brown!’ she said, referring to the fact that I still had my face painted like a tree.


‘Oh, that. I couldn’t be arsed to get rid of it. It takes forever and I’d have to put it back on again for tonight’s show anyway. Do you mind?’


‘You’ve got a brown painted face. It’s not very politically correct,’ she whispered.


‘They’re used to it round here. I’m a local fixture. We’ll probably get the odd “your performance was wooden” jibe.’


‘Mental,’ she muttered and she took my arm.


We ended up in a bustling, cosy bistro, where they did a too-good-not-to offer on dinner with wine. It was one of those times with friends when there was so much to catch up on that conversation was explosive.


‘Oh my God! Did I tell you about Carlos and that producer?’


‘No.’


‘Well, we were at that Pacha night.’


‘Oh yeah, how did it go? What did you wear?’


‘That red dress. But I washed it after and shrunk it.’


‘Wank. That happened to my black off-the-shoulder jumper.’


‘No way, I loved that.’


‘Is there garlic in this?’


‘Loads.’


‘At least I don’t have much to say in the show.’


‘What’s Dennis Waterman like?’


‘OK.’


‘What was I saying?’


‘Um, something about Carlos. Has he ever mentioned babies?’


This was the first time we stopped for breath in our dialogue. She looked at me seriously and leant forward.


‘What, like baby babies?’ she said, pointing towards a high chair next to us.


I was pleased that she mouthed the word babies as though it was toxic.


‘Yeah.’


‘No. Thank God. Why?’


‘Simon’s broody.’


‘Urgh.’


‘Exactly.’


‘But you’re my superstar actress friend. You can’t have a baby at the moment.’


‘Jules,’ I said, and I meant it, ‘Thank you.’


‘That’s cool. Although he is, like, really, really good with kids.’


‘I know.’


That was another problem my sadistic brain had been flirting with. Simon was terrific with kids. He was like the Pied Piper of Camden. They always appeared from nowhere when he was around and started following him.


‘God, remember that time he made that kid laugh so much it was sick?’


‘But kids hate me!’ I wailed.


‘No!’ she said immediately. But then she thought for a moment. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say “hate” . . .’


I looked at the high chair next to us. A tiny person whose gender I wasn’t sure of was throwing chips onto the floor. I hesitated. Then I smiled at the child.


‘Hello, there,’ I said in a voice like Yogi Bear.


The baby stared at me and smiled back. And I found myself thinking how cute it looked, even though it could do with a good wipe with a baby wipe or seven. I was so relieved that a child seemed to like me. Obviously, it didn’t like me as much as it would have liked Simon. But I could make a child smile and that was a nice thing. However, as I was experiencing this warm glow of infant affection I realized that the child wasn’t actually smiling at all. It was grimacing. Because it was starting to cry. Actually to bawl. I looked at Julia. She had started laughing. Very supportive.


‘Fuck, Jules. That baby hates me,’ I hissed at her.


‘Don’t swear in front of the baby,’ she sang primly.


‘Fuck off,’ I whispered back.


‘It’s your face.’


‘I can’t do anything about my face!’


Julia snorted into her pasta.


‘It’s my face!’


‘Oh, I know what I was going to tell you. This American producer wants to work with Carlos on a dance track.’


‘Oh my God. That’s so cool!’


‘I know.’


‘Wowzers.’


‘Oh, and Sare?’


‘What?’


‘That baby’s crying because you’ve got a brown face, you knobhead.’
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Talking to Julia helped. Relieved not to be the only baby-phobe, I became king-size excited about finally going to Hollywood to make a film.


‘I’m flying to LA to do a movie,’ I sang repeatedly. And I think if I had been a man that sentence would have given me a small semi.


I finished all my packing the night before my early flight. I had packed for all weather conditions, plus unforeseen eventualities such as headaches, period pain, tummy upset and thrush. It was a feat of organizational dexterity for Sarah Sargeant. I didn’t want anything to spoil my enjoyment of the trip.


‘What’s that?’ Simon said, looking at the small Apprentice-sized carry-along case that I had found in the hallway cupboard and was using for my hand luggage.


‘It’s a carry-along case.’


‘Genius. No. Whose is it?’


‘Is it not yours?’


‘Nah.’


‘Oh.’


He stood looking at the carry-along case. It was quite a smart one.


‘Oh, maybe it is,’ he shrugged. ‘Must have forgotten I had it.’


Simon had done a lot of travelling, so I didn’t think anything of the fact that he bought luggage and then forgot all about it.


‘Can I use it?’ I asked politely.


‘What’s mine is yours, baby.’


‘Thanks, sexy.’


And he was sexy, phenomenally sexy that day. He was also naked. We’d given up on the environment by this point and the radiators were back to boiling. It was much more fun than the thermostat embargo because Simon had taken to walking round the flat full-on, lumber out, starkers. Although it was quite distracting and I frequently forgot what I was doing.


‘Have you got the camera?’


‘Yep.’


Simon had given me his old digital camera to go away with.


‘Is the suitcase all packed?’


‘Yep,’ I said, proudly pointing at my big old battered suitcase full of at least two choices of what to wear per day. I was going to be away for six weeks. I hoped it wouldn’t explode.


‘Pants.’


‘What’s up?’


‘No, pants. Have you packed pants?’


‘Oh fuck, bollocks, no!’ I exclaimed.


‘That’s my girl,’ he said, shaking his head and smiling.


‘It was intentional. I wasn’t going to wear any there,’ I joked.


‘Oh, Sare, don’t say that.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t like the thought of you with all those blokes out there. And that actor you do that sex scene with.’


‘Baby,’ I cooed, ‘it’s a rape scene and he kills me. It’s hardly hot monkey sex.’


‘I don’t like thinking about it.’


‘Baby,’ I said, and I walked towards him. I wasn’t starkers. I was fully clothed. I didn’t like wandering around naked on account of me being the shape of a not particularly pretty pear. I preferred my nakedness to be done under a duvet with the lights off with a man with dodgy eyesight who’d had at least two drinks. But I loved seeing Simon bare because he had the lovely firm body of a man who finds the gym fun(!).


I put my arms around his waist and stood close to him. I rubbed my nose along his stubbled cheek and then I kissed him on the lips.


‘Oooh, do we have take-off?’ I said, feeling something against my thigh.
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