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    Chapter 1




    Some might say I don’t need another pair of glossy black shoes with a to-die-for heel. Particularly when, to the untrained eye, there are eight similar pairs fighting for space under my bed.




    Others might point out that the success of a first date is rarely to do with the quality of the protagonists’ footwear. That you’re as likely to meet the love of your life in 99p flip-flops as in glorious sling-backs that cost . . . well, let’s not dwell on the cost. Let’s dwell instead on Sean, with whom I am going on a date this evening. The gorgeous, intelligent, chisel-jawed, tight-bummed Sean. That way, you’ll understand about the shoes – and why, despite my strict rule that a first date will never result in sex, I have removed all trace of extraneous body hair so that my bikini area now resembles that of a Californian porn star. Just in case.




    The dazzling shoes and enthusiastic depilation are but elements of a routine with which I’ve become extremely familiar in the last eight months. It was then that I was thrust back onto the dating scene with the eye-opening jolt of someone who’d spent the previous year in a relationship. A ‘steady’ relationship that turned out to be not as steady as I’d thought when I found out that my beloved was sleeping with his sister’s best friend.




    Still, being newly-single has its benefits, as my friend Dominique never tires of telling me – though admittedly, she’s a nymphomaniac. ‘Think of the fun you’ll have looking for the next one,’ she points out. ‘And . . . think of the shoes!’ I have to admit, the shoes always had their appeal.




    Trouble is, after six and a half months of dating I’m starting to realize that I’m not very good at it. In fact, judging by how few first dates have resulted in second ones, I’m positively abysmal.




    It’s not that I can’t get people to go out with me, it’s what happens afterwards that’s the problem – the date itself.




    Dominique says I’m trying too hard. My other friend Erin insists I’ve just been unlucky. And Henry – my best friend for almost twenty years and flatmate for four – tells me I should be myself. Let them get to know The Real Me. Which is one of the reasons that I worry for him, because why would anyone want to go out with The Real Me?




    The Real Me doesn’t have a glass of sparkling water between every alcoholic drink, has never read anything by Chekhov, hardly ever washes her make-up brushes and doesn’t help out at a centre for the homeless each weekend.




    That, obviously, is not the Me on show tonight as I prepare to meet Sean, whom I encountered last week at a networking event in Liverpool, which is where I live and work. Even allowing for the fact that most of our conversation was about PR strategies for professional services, the chemistry was electrifying.




    No, the Me on show tonight is the well-read, witty, charming Me, the one whose incredible shoes would make SJP look like Susan Boyle, pre-makeover. The me I want to be.




    It’s a mild evening for January and I have a good feeling about tonight.




    My dark-blonde bob is satisfyingly bouncy (which it should be, given I put in heated rollers five hours ago) and, after a drastic post-Christmas diet, my size twelve Karen Millen dress just about fits. As long as I don’t breathe out.




    I see Sean the second I walk into the bar. It’s one of my favourite venues – Alma de Cuba, a spectacular former church converted into the most stylish drinking hole imaginable.




    It’s dimly-lit and incredibly warm, so much so that I feel beads of sweat prick on my forehead almost immediately. I straighten my back and head towards him, imagining how Audrey Hepburn might enter a room. My feet stay firmly inside the new shoes instead of slipping up and down like they did before I followed a cunning trick I read in a magazine – to stick a blob of Blu-Tack under my heels. At least, it’s an adaptation of the trick: I couldn’t lay my hands on any Blu-Tack but I did find an old pack of bubblegum in the back of the kitchen drawer. After a few chews it stuck fast to the heels of my stockings and is working a treat. Note that the Me on show tonight is wearing stockings, as opposed to the more practical but considerably less sexy tights that The Real Me usually wears.




    He looks up and smiles. It’s a heart-stopping smile, a wide, sparkly-eyed, face-lit-up sort of smile. But I don’t go to pieces, oh no. Instead, I allow the subtle trace of recognition to dance fleetingly across my face.




    ‘Hello, Lucy. You look beautiful,’ he says, kissing my cheek. ‘Great shoes.’




    I have to physically restrain myself from falling to my knees and declaring my undying love for this man and his exquisite taste in footwear.




    Instead, I slide onto the stool and reveal a flicker of a smile. ‘Thank you. You’ve obviously got good taste.’ I suddenly realize how that sounds.




    ‘I mean about the shoes,’ I add hastily. ‘Um, not about me. Looking beautiful, I mean. Although, obviously, that’s not such a bad thing either. Clearly. But, you know . . . I’m not an ego-maniac or anything. Ha!’




    He looks bemused. ‘What can I get you to drink?’ he asks, to my relief.




    ‘White wine, please.’ I regain my composure. ‘A Chenin Blanc.’




    ‘Coming up,’ he smiles.




    Feeling decidedly hot – a sensation exacerbated by the presence of the ravishing Sean – I slip off the backs of my shoes and place my heels on the footrest of my stool. There’s no way I’m letting the over-zealous heating in this place make my feet puff up like they do anywhere more temperate than Blackpool.




    As Sean turns to catch the attention of the barman I surreptitiously scrutinize his features. He is stunning. I am so punching above my weight.




    ‘You still busy at work?’ he asks.




    ‘Oh yes,’ I tell him brightly. ‘But I can’t complain about that.’




    ‘Definitely not, when you’ve won all the best clients in Liverpool.’




    Hee hee! He thinks I’m a high-flyer!




    ‘I’ve been lucky,’ I say modestly. ‘But what about you? How’s life at Stratton Bell?’




    We spend the next half-hour engaged in a tantalizing mixture of work-talk (which I don’t mind as he seems to think I’m a PR genius) and lovely, flirty, pulse-quickening first-date talk. As he stands to whisk me to the restaurant across the road, I couldn’t feel more optimistic if he’d started musing about venues for our first child’s christening.




    ‘Shall we?’




    I take his hand and prepare to glide gracefully to his side. But as I go to stand, I suddenly realize that I’m not going anywhere. I realize that . . . oh shit . . . I’m stuck.




    Clamping both heels on the footrest of my stool was not a good move – not when there’s a big blob of bright pink gum on each.




    I try to pull the right one away but it stretches and stretches and, despite my efforts to disengage, it continues stretching until it’s flapping round my shins like a ridiculously-proportioned Hoover-belt.




    ‘Ooh, um, sorry . . . give me a sec.’ With blazing cheeks, I plonk my head between my knees and attempt to untangle myself.




    ‘Are you all right?’ he asks, peering down in bewilderment. ‘Can I help?’




    ‘No!’ I cry, dementedly winding up reams of gunk and attempting to pick the remainder from my sole. ‘Just a little, um . . . shoe issue. I’ll have it sorted in no time.’




    ‘Please, let me help,’ he says gallantly, reaching down.




    ‘No!’ I snap, grabbing my left ankle and yanking it upwards as if wrenching a plunger out of the U-bend of a toilet.




    ‘Really, if you’d just let me help, I—’




    ‘No!’ I shriek, rather louder than intended. ‘I mean, look . . . I’ve got it now,’ I declare triumphantly as I successfully unstick my foot and send the stool clattering to the floor.




    I cough. ‘Sorry about that.’ I straighten myself out as my eyes dart around the floor, attempting to locate my right shoe.




    ‘No problem,’ he mutters, frowning as he bends down. He hands me my new Kurt Geiger with a disconcerting look.




    ‘Ooh, and thanks for that too,’ I smile weakly, seizing it from his hand and shoving it on my foot.




    But there’s something about his expression that tells me I’ve blown it again. That, new shoes or no new shoes, nothing will rescue me now.




    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    ‘It was a disaster of epic proportions,’ I declare.




    ‘I’m sure you’re exaggerating,’ says Henry.




    ‘I’m not. By the end of the night, the look on his face was exactly the same as Dermot’s.’




    Henry looks at me blankly.




    ‘The property developer from before Christmas,’ I add.




    ‘Which one was he again?’




    ‘You know – the one who looked like a skinny Robbie Williams.’




    Henry shakes his head, still baffled.




    ‘The one whose arm I dislocated doing my “YMCA” routine,’ I say reluctantly.




    ‘Ah. Well, The Village People always have had a lot to answer for.’




    Despite the quip, I can’t help noticing Henry’s sympathetic look. It is a look with which I am tragically familiar.




    ‘Do you think you’re going to see him again?’ he ventures.




    ‘Not unless he has a bout of amnesia and forgets what a moron he went out with.’




    ‘It can’t just have been the thing with the shoes, surely,’ Henry says. ‘I mean, the thing with the shoes sounds quite bad, but . . . was that really it?’




    ‘The thing with the shoes qualifies as a high point,’ I reply. ‘It went downhill after that. The moment I realized I’d drunk too much to calm my nerves was probably the worst part.’




    ‘Why? What happened?’




    ‘He told me I’d called him Shane all evening instead of Sean.’




    Henry stifles a smile and reaches for the toaster. ‘Would you like another bagel?’




    ‘Why not?’ I say despondently. ‘I might as well be fat as well as miserable.’




    Henry’s in his brown and orange velour dressing-gown, the one his mother bought him for Christmas. I can’t imagine where she found it, because I could shop the length and breadth of Britain and never stumble across anything so hideous.




    I wish I could say it was a one-off, but unfortunately his mother still buys a lot of his clothes, despite him being twenty-eight. I’ve pointed out that this isn’t normal, but to no avail. Besides, the few clothes he picks out himself are as bad, if not worse: polo shirts that should be illegal for under-fifties, jeans that were only de rigueur among balding uncles in the early 1980s.




    Not that this is important. Henry is the best friend anyone could hope for. As a flatmate, he’s excellent company, does more than his fair share of cleaning and always pays his rent on time (taking the pressure off me). More importantly, he’s loyal, above-averagely witty and I’ve cried on his shoulder so often over the years it’s a wonder he hasn’t invested in a raincoat.




    Despite this, there is something about Henry that, no matter how much I love him, is undeniable: he’s a geek. A lovable, kind, couldn’t-live-without-him geek, but a geek all the same.




    He puts the toasted bagel on a plate, butters it and places it in front of me. I take a large bite.




    ‘Haven’t you got any eligible friends at work?’ I ask, more in hope than expectation. ‘Someone you could tip off about my tendency to embarrass myself – but convince that I’m worth persevering with?’




    He thinks for a second. ‘The only one who’s single is William Leitch, but I don’t think he’s your type.’




    ‘Why not?’ I ask defensively.




    ‘He’s sixty-three.’




    I roll my eyes.




    Henry shrugs. ‘Apart from that, there’s only me.’




    I look up and catch his eye. We both collapse into giggles.




    Despite the fact that I love the film When Harry Met Sally, I know from personal experience that its premise – that a relationship between a man and a woman is never purely platonic – is a load of tosh. I mean, look at us: Henry and I have known each other for nineteen years and in that entire time there hasn’t been a flicker of attraction between us.




    Yet there isn’t a person on earth I adore more. He’s the intelligent, thoughtful, excellent-birthday-present-buying brother I always wanted – instead of Dave, who forgot for three years on the trot then made up for it with a hot-water bottle gift set. (I was born in July.) In short, I love Henry to bits. But I’d still never sleep with him, not if my life depended on it – and the feeling’s mutual.




    ‘I’ve already told you that I think you should just be yourself,’ he says. ‘You’d have more luck with men if you did. You need to relax and let them see The Real You.’




    ‘Don’t start on that again,’ I groan.




    ‘Think about Antony and Cleopatra and Mr Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet,’ he continues. ‘And don’t forget Madame Bovary. Those women were loved passionately by their men – in spite of their flaws.’




    This is a typical Henry comment. First, despite being a relatively short sentence, it contains not one but several literary references. Secondly, it betrays his idyllic, rose-tinted view of love – a view that’s largely theoretical as his hands-on experience with the opposite sex isn’t exactly extensive.




    ‘Those women weren’t real, Henry,’ I say. ‘They were fictional characters.’




    ‘Antony and Cleopatra were perfectly real,’ he replies, putting away the butter and loading my plate into the dishwasher.




    ‘Well, I know that,’ I mutter. ‘The point is, you’ll have to trust me on this one. These days, women are expected to outsmart Carol Vorderman, out-cook Nigella, and out-pout Penelope-bloody-Cruz – all at the same time.’




    ‘Out-pout?’ he smiles.




    ‘You know what I mean. Men don’t really want real women, Henry.’ I’m on a roll. ‘Not ones with unshaven legs, bags under their eyes and crusty, unpainted toenails.’




    ‘First of all, can I point out that I am a man.’




    ‘You’re Henry.’ I wave my hand dismissively.




    ‘Secondly,’ he continues, ignoring me, ‘I’m not saying that men don’t want women to look attractive. Obviously, that’s not the case. I’m saying there’s nothing wrong with not being perfect in every way.’




    ‘I’d settle for not being imperfect in every way.’




    He flashes me a look. ‘Come off it, Lucy. You’re not that bad.’




    ‘Gee,thanks.’




    ‘When am I going to convince you? You don’t need to keep embellishing your personal CV.’




    ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I reply indignantly, knowing exactly what he means.




    ‘Lucy – you’re good enough as you are. There’s no need to try to make yourself sound more exotic or accomplished.’




    ‘I don’t,’ I say quietly.




    ‘Right – so you didn’t tell that chef a few months ago that you’d been a finalist on Blockbusters when you were in the sixth form?’




    ‘You’re always bringing that up,’ I say resentfully. ‘I did not tell him, he somehow . . . surmised it. I wasn’t going to be the one to shatter any illusions.’




    He raises an eyebrow.




    ‘Until I sat on his soufflé, obviously.’




    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    The day I met Henry isn’t one that I remember vividly. But Henry does, probably because he has a brain the size of Pluto, and I’ve heard his version of the event often.




    He recalls the tiniest detail of our introduction, despite it having happened so long ago that every household in Britain owned a Rubik’s cube at the time.




    I was in my fourth year in Kingsfield Primary School and Henry was the new boy. His parents, who were both professors, had transferred from their jobs in London to Liverpool University and the family was new in the city.




    Henry was wheeled into our class and forced to stand at the front of the room while Miss Jameson introduced him to the other pupils. He tells me that that moment – when he, a glasses-wearing swot with a funny posh accent and freaky hair, had to stand in front of thirty streetwise city kids – was the most traumatic four minutes of his childhood.




    Whether primary-school children can be as tough as Henry remembers is up for discussion. But there’s no doubt that he was immediately considered different. A stranger who was shy, sensitive, brainy and, worst of all, wore brown laceups that resembled under-cooked Cornish pasties – shoes no self-respecting nine-year-old should step out in. Not even after dark.




    Henry says that after Miss Jameson’s rambling introduction, she turned to the class and beamed: ‘Now, children, who’ll volunteer to look after Henry for the day?’




    A silence descended that was so deafening you could have heard pins drop in Devon. In that terrible moment, one thing was clear to everybody. To Miss Jameson, to Henry, to those rotten kids whose only excuse was that they were at an age when tribal instincts kick in furiously: nobody was going to put up their hand.




    Then somebody piped up from row three.




    ‘Go on, Miss. I’ll do it.’




    Henry says my voice was the thick-accented squeak he’d heard. When he looked up, dizzy with relief and gratitude, there I was, wonky-fringed and defiant.




    ‘You fancy him,’ sneered Andy Smith.




    ‘Shurrup or I’ll tell our Dave,’ I snapped. It was a threat I often issued, despite the fact that my brother reserved physical violence for just one person: me. Dave and I fought like rabid alley cats in those days – throwing each other downstairs, pulling hair, scratching and punching – so the prospect of him defending his little sister was as remote as a hamlet in the depths of the Amazon Basin.




    ‘Now, now, children!’ said Miss Jameson, clapping her hands. She didn’t have what you’d call a commanding presence, even with a bunch of nine-year-olds. ‘Well done, Lucy Tyler. Henry can take a seat next to you and you can show him the ropes at lunchtime.’




    Henry shuffled to the desk and smiled. I frowned suspiciously.




    ‘Thanks,’ he said softly.




    ‘’S’all right,’ I replied. ‘Why’ja wear them soft glasses?’




    The accent has been ironed out today. It hasn’t gone completely, and I haven’t tried to ditch it deliberately: I was brought up in a world where that would be the ultimate in pretentiousness. But after three years at St Andrew’s University and nearly eight in PR, I’ve got a voice that has prompted certain members of my extended family to accuse me of ‘going all posh’.




    Anyway, despite not personally remembering the details of the day Henry and I met, I recall quickly feeling that he was somebody I both admired and wanted to protect.




    Admired because, as well as turning out to be a great laugh, Henry knew the answers to everything. How many plates a Stegosaurus had, how volcanoes work, how to remember your times tables, plus a plethora of French swear words so choice they’d make a sailor blush.




    There seemed to be no piece of knowledge Henry hadn’t acquired in his short life. Which was liberating – because I wanted to know the answers to everything. I never had a particularly natural intellect, not as vast and effortless as Henry’s, but I loved learning and knew that I wanted to do my best in life – to be the best I could. I was, and have always been, a tryer.




    I’m digressing. Despite all this, Henry needed protecting from the Andy Smiths of this world, who entertained themselves by stealing his homework books and defacing his pencil case with Denise Gibbin’s My Little Pony stickers (she was one of those girls you just knew would grow up to be a lap dancer).




    Eventually, years later, Henry gained a degree of acceptance among our contemporaries. This was thanks entirely to the fact that one of the many things at which he excelled was sport – and, at our school, if you were good at sport, you can’t have been all bad. So Henry got some positive attention for once, albeit as ‘that weird kid who’s shit-hot in midfield’.




    What I knew that the others didn’t was that he was also hilariously funny when he wanted to be. Frustratingly, if they could have seen that, they’d have loved him. But his shyness prevented that and the class geek he remained.




    As we grew up, I was aware that my close association with Henry put me at permanent risk of a catastrophic downturn in kudos. But there was never any question of ditching our friendship to placate the in-crowd. Being Henry’s friend felt as if I knew a secret nobody else did. I understood his magic and was luckier for it.




    These days, Henry still gets the odd look that must take him back to that first day in Miss Jameson’s class. It’s not surprising. His glasses are abysmal. His dress sense wouldn’t make it onto the fashion pages of Railway Enthusiasts Weekly. And his hair, to be frank, looks as if it’s been attacked with a hedge-trimmer. But Henry doesn’t care. So why on earth should I?




    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    ‘How do you think it went?’ I am buzzing with adrenalin after one of my most important presentations ever.




    ‘I can’t believe you have to ask,’ replies Dominique, perching on my desk. ‘The panel couldn’t have been more convinced if we’d bent down and given each of them a blow job.’




    I suppress a smile and scan the notes I scribbled during the meeting. I’ve worked for weeks on this pitch but if we win the client – a massive property firm – it’ll be worth it.




    ‘You weren’t thrown by the question about contacts in the north-east?’ I fret.




    ‘What’s with the lack of self-belief, Lucy?’ says Dominique, stuffing her dark-blonde hair into a clip. ‘You’re not Peaman-Brown’s star performer for nothing.’




    ‘Oh, give over,’ I wince, though I can’t help feeling a little pleased.




    ‘Don’t deny it,’ she grins. ‘I keep saying you’ll be running this place in three years – and today confirmed it. The presentation was slick, our answers were textbook and, crucially, the MD had the hots for you.’




    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I say, hoping she might be right.




    ‘Believe me,’ she winks. ‘It’s in the bag.’




    Dominique and I hit it off the minute we met. She’s sassy, down to earth and a natural at this job – so much so, you’d never guess it wasn’t her first career choice. Dominique had wanted to be an actress until she realized that, in her own words, she had the stage presence of a plank of MDF. She persevered for several years and won the odd bit-part, but nothing more. The crunch came on the day she was turned down for an audition to play a dead body in a British Gas training video. ‘If that isn’t a signal to get a proper job, I don’t know what is,’ she says.




    Yet when you meet Dom it’s impossible to believe she’s experienced a single setback in life. I still remember her striding in here two years ago with her proud and plentiful curves, endless legs and admirable aura of confidence.




    Dominique is one of the many reasons I love working for Peaman-Brown Public Relations. I’ve been with the company since university, yet what I do for a living still baffles most of my family. They can get their head around my brother being a salesman, but if anyone mentions that ‘Lucy works in PR’, they scrunch up their noses with a deep sense of bewilderment – and injustice that they’re not paid to sit in a fancy office doing such a namby-pamby excuse for work.




    What Peaman-Brown PR does for organizations is actually easy to understand, if not to do: we manage their image. On the one hand, this means unearthing positive stories and making sure the media knows about them. On the other, it means spotting negative news stories and making sure the media knows nothing about them. That’s the theory anyway. The practice can be different, I’ll admit.




    ‘Remind me how much this contract is worth,’ asks Dom.




    I lift open the back page of my proposal and slide it over to her discreetly.




    ‘Good God.’ She shakes her head. ‘We deserve the bonus to end all bonuses if we get this, Lucy. Seriously, I expect to retire to a yacht in the Caribbean. Just a small one, nothing fancy.’




    ‘You’d be bored stiff.’




    ‘I’d bring you to entertain me,’ she grins. ‘You and I would be good on the high seas.’




    ‘It took me eight years to get my five hundred metres front crawl badge.’




    ‘I’ll buy you a pair of armbands,’ she promises.




    ‘You two are very full of yourselves this morning.’ The voice from the desk opposite belongs to Drew. He’s good-looking, well-bred and a charmer – when he chooses to be. It’s a quality he uses when he needs to divert attention from his professional ability (which is shaky at best) or when there’s an attractive female around – preferably wearing a skirt the size of a tea cosy. Such treatment is never directed at me; he prefers to wind me up instead. I’m sorry to say he’s often successful.




    ‘Of course we’re full of ourselves,’ grins Dominique. ‘We did brilliantly.’




    Drew smiles back. ‘Glad to hear it, ladies. One of my pub quiz friends works for Webster Black PR and they’re going after that contract too, apparently.’




    ‘One of your pub quiz friends?’ repeats Dominique.




    ‘Yep. Did I mention I’ve been on the winning team of the north-west heats of Pub Quiz of the Year for three years?’




    ‘Only every day since we met you, Drew,’ she teases. Her phone rings on the other side of the office and she goes to answer it.




    ‘Well, I hope you’re right, Lucy,’ continues Drew, as he examines his nails. ‘I thought I’d let you know because Tim’s certain they’ve won the contract. Webster Black are experts in the field. I’d hate you to get your hopes up.’




    He leans back in his chair and subconsciously rubs his crotch. Drew is one of those men whose hand is never far from their nether regions, as if permanently drawing attention to what they consider to be the most magnificent package bestowed on a human male.




    ‘I presume you were asked for a second interview?’ he adds.




    ‘I’m sure we’ll get through to the second round,’ I reply, filing away my documents. ‘I hope so anyway.’




    ‘Good. Glad to hear it.’ He smiles. ‘Apparently, they invited Webster Black back while they were still at the meeting.’




    I look up.




    ‘They told Tim they were making a shortlist of three and Webster Black’s on it,’ he continues.




    I know full well he’s trying to agitate me but refuse to rise to it. ‘They might have said something like that to Dominique on the way out,’ I reply breezily.




    ‘Oh, that’s good. Because it’d be awful not to reach the final three. That’d ruin your lucky run.’




    ‘There’s nothing lucky about our run, Drew,’ I point out.




    Before he can respond, Little Lynette, the office administrator, appears at our desk sporting new hair extensions.




    ‘Morning, Lucy. Four letters today.’




    ‘Cheers, Lynette,’ I reply, putting them in my in-tray. ‘Nice hair.’




    Little Lynette has been known as such since she started on work experience aged sixteen. She’s now five foot nine and twenty-three but the tag is unshakeable.




    ‘Ooh, do you like it, Luce?’ she beams, twiddling with the raven-coloured ends of her hair. ‘It’s taken a bit of getting used to. The glue hasn’t half made it go crusty.’




    ‘Your hair’s lovely,’ I reassure her.




    ‘Not a bit knotty?’ She scrunches up her face.




    ‘If you need anyone to run their fingers through it, let me know, won’t you?’ Drew jumps in.




    I catch Lynette’s eye and tut. ‘Drew’s rehearsing for the role of office sex pest,’ I tell her, but she’s too busy whooping with delight to hear.




    ‘Don’t listen to her,’ says Drew, winking. ‘Lucy’s irked because she’ll be too old for men to lust after her soon.’




    ‘I’m only twenty-eight—’




    ‘Lust!’ hoots Lynette. ‘Ooh, I love a man with a big vocabulary.’




    Drew doesn’t miss a beat. ‘That’s not the only thing that’s—’




    ‘Oh God, Lynette,’ I cry. ‘How can a nice girl like you listen to this and not want to give him a slap?’




    ‘Easy,’ she giggles, and totters away.




    When I open my in-box, seventeen new emails have arrived in the two and a half hours I’ve been out of the office. I skim the list and open one.




    

      

        

          To: lucy.tyler@Peamanbrown.com


          From: erin.price@circletheatre.com


          Subject: Miscellaneous


          


          Hi Lucy,




          A note from your favourite client to say we’re over the moon with the opening-night coverage of Fever this week. Danny must have watched himself on TV six times since you set up those interviews. And the piece in the Guardian . . . what can I say? Superb work as usual – thanks so much.




          On a separate and more important note, are you and Dominique still in the market for a girls’ night out this weekend? My bank balance is begging for mercy but I can’t face another night of Sex and the City repeats. Please say it’s still on.




          E xxx


        


      


    




    Erin is the Marketing Manager of the Circle Theatre, one of the accounts I manage, and if all those I worked with were as nice as her, life would be significantly simpler. Erin isn’t just an easygoing client and a lovely person, she’s a friend too. A proper friend with whom I spend time outside work because we genuinely get on – not because I’m ‘building client relationships’, i.e. making sure we continue to get their cash.




    I hit reply.




    

      

        

          To: erin.price@circletheatre.com


          From: lucy.tyler@Peamanbrown.com


          Cc: dominique.sampson@Peamanbrown.com


          Subject: Re: Miscellaneous




          Course it’s still on. What do u take us for, lightweights?




          L xx


        


      


    




    As I go through my other emails, it’s inevitable that not all are going to be as pleasant as Erin’s. There’s one from a small but demanding client – an insurance firm – suggesting I target Hello! with some two-month-old pictures of their staff drinks party.




    Then there’s the chain of DIY stores whose Marketing Manager has emailed with another set of amendments – the sixth – to a press release he officially signed off two days ago and which I sent out to the world’s media this morning.




    Finally, there’s a note from a potential client saying he needs to cancel our dinner date tonight and rearrange for a week on Tuesday – when I’m going to Cirque du Soleil.




    A response from Erin pops up.




    

      

        

          To: lucy.tyler@Peamanbrown.com


          From: erin.price@circletheatre.com


          Cc: dominique.sampson@Peamanbrown.com


          Subject: Re, re: Miscellaneous




          Fab. Where shall we meet? Hear that new place in Dale Street is good.




          Erin x




          p.s. Your pitch with that property firm must have gone well because their Marketing Manager phoned me for a reference. Obviously told him u were the best PR company in the world and he said they’re putting you on the shortlist.




          To: lucy.tyler@Peamanbrown.com


          To: erin.price@circletheatre.com


          From: dominique.sampson@Peamanbrown.com


          Subject: Re, re, re: Miscellaneous




          I knew it!




          Lucy – will you break this to Drew? While you’re at it, ask him to remove his hands from his groin. He has been rummaging there for half an hour and has completely put me off my prawn sandwich.




          Dom x


        


      


    




    

       

    




    Chapter 5




    My love-life will never get off the ground unless I endeavour to become thinner.




    Henry looked at me as if I was clinically insane when I shared this conclusion with him. I then explained that there is some logic behind the theory and I am not simply some Heat magazine-reading idiot who is obsessed with the size of her thighs, at which he pointed out that I love Heat magazine and spend more time contemplating the circumference of my legs than most people do inhaling oxygen.




    My argument is this: first, had I the bum of a seventeen-year-old trampolining champion and a washboard stomach that made Cameron Diaz look like a pork-pie addict, I would radiate a level of self-assurance that would be irresistibly attractive. Secondly, were I possessed of such qualities, I would simply be irresistibly attractive.




    Henry snorted at these suggestions in a manner I didn’t appreciate, and I told him as much, before dusting off my old Diet World welcome pack and ‘Nootrient’ point calculator.




    Worse, he’s now looking at me with an air of amused disbelief as I walk around the supermarket calculating the Diet World ‘nootrient’ value of our foodstuff before it goes into the trolley.




    We currently have one artichoke (0 nootrients), a large bag of bean-sprouts (ditto), a box of ice cream (4 per serving – I’ve got to have a treat occasionally), a piece of Brie (5, ditto), two bottles of Pinot Grigio (24 nootrients in total – I have a stressful job), and a tub of margarine (1 per teaspoon – to be used sparingly).




    Henry looks at his watch.




    ‘Lucy, we’ve been here an hour and there are seven items in our trolley. At this rate it’ll take until two weeks on Tuesday to buy enough ingredients for a stir-fry.’




    ‘Eight items,’ I correct him. ‘The margarine came with a free fridge magnet.’




    ‘You told me you hated Diet World.’




    ‘I did not,’ I protest.




    ‘You called the leader Mussolini.’




    ‘Only because she was going bald. And, okay, she was a bit of a bully, but it doesn’t matter because I’m not going to the classes anyway. I’ve got enough willpower to do it by myself. I’m just following the diet, which I know from experience works a treat.’




    ‘If it works a treat, why are you having to do it again?’ he asks.




    I tut, hiding the fact that I’m stumped for an answer.




    ‘Is this allowed?’ he asks, picking up a family-sized chocolate trifle that could keep a killer whale going through the winter months.




    ‘God, no!’ I leap back in horror. ‘There must be . . . let me calculate this . . . SEVENTEEN nootrients per portion.’




    ‘I don’t know what seventeen nootrients means, but from your reaction I’m guessing it’s potentially fatal.’




    ‘Might as well be,’ I tell him haughtily. ‘It’s out of bounds.’




    ‘You don’t have to have it,’ he says innocently. ‘I can hide it in the fridge drawer for myself.’




    I glare at him. ‘You’re seriously going to keep a chocolate trifle the size of Centre Court at Wimbledon in our fridge – next to my measly bag of bean-sprouts?’




    ‘Come on, Lucy, you’re not going to inflict this nonsense on me, are you?’




    Henry is one of those people who never gives a second thought to his diet. He can happily buy a mammoth chocolate trifle without a smidgen of guilt and, worse, can eat as much as he likes without putting on an ounce.




    I, on the other hand, can’t even look at a chocolate trifle – nay, think about one – without disintegrating into a car crash of complex body and food issues, of greed, lust and frustration.




    The difference is knowledge. This is the only example I can think of in which mine exceeds Henry’s. My expertise in the field of calories, fat and, latterly, GI is so pre-eminent that if I went on Mastermind I’d make televisual history.




    Despite this, it hasn’t done me a great deal of good over the years, and I’ve almost come to the conclusion that I’d be better off living in ignorance. Look at previous generations: my gran had a twenty-four-inch waist until she was in her late fifties. She was a skinny little thing and, like Henry, was as familiar with what constituted a kilo-calorie as the lyrics to Kanye West’s back catalogue.




    She’d think nothing about whipping up dinner for four using a pound of lard, a few cups of dripping and several ambiguous hunks of solid red meat. Yet she stayed the size of a malnourished sparrow. I can only put this down to the fact that – unlike my generation – she did not obsess about every item she put in her mouth for sixteen hours a day.




    Clearly, I’m not going to let Henry know this.




    ‘It is not nonsense,’ I tell him, ‘but if you want to be unsupportive, then fine. I thought you were more sensitive than that.’




    ‘Lucy, as ever, I’m prepared to bow to your every need. But I’m not prepared to live on bean-sprouts for the week.’




    I scowl at him.




    ‘Besides,’ he says, putting the trifle in the trolley, ‘it’ll test your strength of character.’




    ‘I don’t want strength of character, I want a pert bum,’ I protest.




    For the sake of time, I agree to use a less rigid method of determining the nootrient value, i.e. instead of using the special Nootrient Calculator, I simply guess.




    I conclude that a tin of baked beans and sausages will be okay (approx one nootrient per tin, I’d say), as will a jar of pesto sauce (half a nootrient per serving) and some pro-biotic drink things in titchy plastic bottles (zero nootrients, surely?). I graciously allow Henry to throw in a big bag of gourmet crisps because they’re olive oil flavour, which everyone knows is good for you.




    When we get to the till, Henry pauses and picks up the trifle. ‘Okay, you win. I feel bad. I’m taking this back.’




    ‘Don’t be daft,’ I laugh. ‘You’re right. It’s my diet, not yours. Leave it in.’




    ‘Honestly, I don’t mind,’ he insists.




    ‘Neither do I.’




    ‘No really, I—’




    ‘Henry!’ I snap, like an armed response officer. ‘Put – the – trifle – back – in – the – trolley.’




    ‘But—’




    ‘I might want a bit after dinner,’ I mumble.




    ‘What about your diet?’




    ‘Everything in moderation is acceptable,’ I tell him, thinking back to what Mussolini used to say. ‘I can have a modest, tablespoon-sized taste. That couldn’t have more than half a nootrient or so, I’m sure.’




    ‘Okay, good,’ he smiles. ‘Great.’




    A weird thing happens at the till, as I pack away our food and Henry takes out his wallet. The checkout girl smiles at him. Really smiles at him. She’s not exactly a stunner – more Denise Royle than Denise Richards – but she’s got a nice enough face and a cleavage I’d kill for.




    ‘They’re lovely, them chocolate trifles,’ she sighs, carefully putting it in a bag and looking up at Henry. ‘Me and me sister had one the other night with loads of that squirty cream all over it. God, it was gorgeous!’




    If this were any other red-blooded male, being chatted to by an attractive young woman – particularly about her sister and squirty cream – would be a positive thing. An opportunity to engage in a friendly, potentially flirtatious conversation.




    If Henry sees it thus, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he mutters something under his breath, shoves his debit card into his wallet and, with his head bowed, scuttles away with the trolley. The poor girl must wonder whether she’s got halitosis.




    I almost challenge this behaviour in the car park, but stop myself. I know what it’s about and torturing Henry by bringing it up will only make things worse. When it comes to women, he’s desperately, dysfunctionally shy – and always will be.




    So, when we get into the car, I don’t say anything. Nothing at all. Instead, I calculate the nootrient value of the crisps which, it emerges to my disbelief, will put me over my weekly quota in one go.




    

       

    




    Chapter 6




    You know those apartments in Elle Decoration with elegant soft-furnishings, hand-cut flowers and room schemes that juxtapose striking colour with clean lines? Well, our apartment is nothing like those.




    I’d like it to be. It’s just never worked out like that, despite my considerable efforts. When we moved in, fired up with creative zeal, I attempted in earnest to recreate such a look.




    Only, when I painted the hall ‘Ochre’, it looked brown. So I painted over it with ‘Sienna’ and that looked brown too. I followed with a ‘Wheat’, a ‘Fallow’ and an ‘Ecru’, but the most appealing shade I ever managed just looked like the unwashed shorts of a grubby Boy Scout. When Henry pointed out that the walls mightn’t withstand much more, I went for broke and painted it ‘Duck Egg’. Every time I walk in now, I feel as if I’m being committed to a prison cell. Still, we’ve learned to live with it.




    The other reason our apartment is some way off those in Elle Decoration is that it isn’t exactly clutter-free, and for that Henry is as much to blame as me. Every room boasts floor-to-ceiling shelves straining under the weight of his books; they’re piled high on side tables, the bureau in the hall and the piano in the living room – his piano, not mine, in case you’re wondering. And this isn’t even his complete collection: the majority is at his parents’ house.




    These are just his favourites. I don’t know why anyone needs four editions of Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle, or three of Genetic and Evolutionary Aspects of Malaria and Other Blood Parasites (they’re classics apparently). But then, Henry doesn’t see being a scientist as just a job; it defines him.




    Henry – or Dr Henry Fox, to give him his full title – works at the Tropical Medicine Research Centre with a team of boffins (a word I can’t resist using, despite knowing how much he hates it) studying malaria and ways of preventing its spread across Africa. It’s the noblest profession I can think of and makes me feel rather humble when constructing press releases about half-price bathroom sales.




    Anyway, Henry doesn’t just read books about science. He has more first editions of classic and contemporary fiction than Russell Brand has split ends. All of which means our flat has some way to go before it features on Grand Designs.




    ‘Have you opened the chocolate trifle yet?’ I ask casually, curling up on the sofa.




    Henry looks up from his paperback. ‘I don’t fancy it tonight.’




    Panic registers in my brain, but I allow him to return to his book.




    ‘Why not?’ I laugh lightly. ‘It looks lovely.’




    He scrutinizes my expression.




    ‘If I wasn’t on a diet, and didn’t have a date in three days’ time, I’d definitely want to eat it,’ I continue.




    ‘Who do you have a date with?’




    I can’t help smiling. ‘He’s called Jake. I met him at the opening night of the new play at the Circle. He’s gorgeous. Which is why I couldn’t possibly have any trifle. Though I’d scoff the lot under normal circumstances.’




    He shrugs. ‘I might have some later.’




    ‘At what time?’ I ask.




    ‘At what time?’ he repeats.




    ‘Yes, at what time do you think you’ll get round to opening it? I’m only after an estimate. You know, eight thirty-two . . . eight thirty-three . . .’




    ‘Given that it is eight thirty-one, I’m guessing you’d like to open it now?’




    ‘Well, if you were opening it now . . .’




    ‘Like I said,’ he continues, ‘I don’t fancy it at the moment – but you’re welcome to open it.’




    ‘I’m obviously not going to open it,’ I tell him, exasperated. ‘Not when I’m on a diet.’




    ‘What difference does it make who opens it?’




    ‘Oh Henry,’ I sigh. ‘Will you go and open it so I can pinch some and not feel guilty?’




    He stops and smiles. ‘Of course.’




    He goes to the kitchen to get the trifle, returning with two dessert spoons, one for each of us. He sits next to me on the sofa and we dig in as I switch over the television.




    ‘What are we watching?’ he asks.




    ‘Reality TV at its best. It’s right up your street,’ I tell him ironically, because this isn’t Henry’s kind of show at all.




    He raises an eyebrow.




    ‘Live a little, Henry. You might like it.’




    ‘What’s it about?’ he asks.




    ‘Some poor person who’s never been lucky in love volunteers for a full makeover. By that, I don’t just mean a new wardrobe. They get lessons in how to flirt and how to behave on a date. They get a new hairdo, facials, teeth whitening—’




    ‘Is there anything left of them by the time they’re finished?’ Henry interrupts.




    ‘The good bits stay,’ I reply. ‘Though admittedly, good bits are sometimes in short supply.’




    As I tuck into the trifle looking not very like someone on day one of a diet, I’m gripped. This week’s subject is a thirty-eight-year-old virgin called Brian who works in IT and has teeth like a Cheltenham Gold Cup winner.




    ‘I thought I was in trouble,’ Henry says.




    ‘Just wait,’ I reply confidently.




    Fifty minutes later, Brian looks like a Levi’s 501 model with more chicks at his feet than The Fonz.




    ‘I admit it,’ says Henry as the credits roll. ‘That’s impressive.’




    ‘Told you. Oh dear.’




    ‘What?’ he asks.




    ‘The trifle’s gone.’




    ‘So it has.’




    ‘You must have eaten it all,’ I tell him.




    ‘I don’t think so.’




    ‘Henry, you must have,’ I say. ‘I can’t possibly have devoured half a chocolate trifle – I barely noticed it. Tell me I didn’t.’




    He smirks. ‘Course you didn’t, Lucy. I scoffed the lot. Apart from one or two modest spoonfuls for you.’




    ‘I thought so,’ I say, taking out my Diet World Nootrient Tracker and marking down two and a half points – a reasonable estimate, I think.




    When I put it down, Henry is gazing into space.




    ‘What’s up?’ I ask him.




    He shakes his head, snapping out of it. ‘Nothing.’




    ‘Come on, Henry. I’ve known you long enough to recognize when something’s up.’




    ‘Nothing’s up.’




    ‘Henry . . .’




    He frowns. ‘It’s nothing really. Just . . .’




    ‘Just what?’




    He pauses and stares at his hands. ‘You know the way I am with women?’




    I look at him, taken aback. ‘You mean . . . shy?’




    He nods. ‘It’s a pain in the arse.’




    I let out a little laugh, see his expression and stop. ‘Sorry. You were saying?’




    ‘Oh, forget it, honestly,’ he replies, waving his hand.




    ‘No, Henry – I’m sorry. Tell me what you were about to say.’




    He frowns for a second and takes a deep breath. ‘I’d like to have a girlfriend at some point.’ He squirms with embarrassment.




    Henry has had a relationship before, about five years ago. It was a kind of office romance – except he works in a laboratory, rather than an office. The point is, he spent ten months with Sharon from the Accounts Department before they drifted apart and she went to work in Cardiff.




    There was absolutely nothing wrong with Sharon. She was quiet, unassuming, plain but not unattractive. But, at the risk of sounding like an over-protective friend, she wasn’t good enough for him.




    I wanted to like her when we first met, to get to know her hidden depths. Unfortunately, and this will sound awful, I never found any. Sharon, God bless her, was as dull as they come.




    ‘I’m sure you’ll find someone one day, Henry,’ I tell him.




    ‘I’m not,’ he replies. ‘I’m a glass-half-full sort of person, but I’m also a realist. I’m starting to think it’s never going to happen.’




    I go to protest then stop, not wanting to interrupt him.




    ‘I’m hopeless with the opposite sex,’ he continues. ‘I don’t know why, but I am. Utterly hopeless.’




    I bite my lip. ‘Why do you think you find it so difficult to talk to women?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ he replies, looking genuinely bewildered.




    ‘I mean, I’m a woman, and you’re not nervous with me.’




    ‘You’re Lucy,’ he tells me. ‘There’s a difference.’




    ‘Touché.’




    ‘Maybe I’m aware I’m not much of a catch,’ he goes on. ‘I don’t look like any of those blokes in your magazines – Orlando Broom, or whatever his name is.’




    ‘Bloom, Henry. Orlando Bloom.’




    ‘Yes – him. I know I don’t look like him. But then I already know that from a biological point of view, not everyone can look like him. Even accounting for evolutionary theories and survival of the fittest, the human race couldn’t exist if only a select few were to successfully procreate. In fact, every multi-celled organism, particularly mammals, has the capacity to find a mate.’




    ‘Which means?’




    He looks up at me. ‘Even duffers like me can get a girlfriend. In theory, at least.’




    ‘There you have it,’ I declare. ‘That’s your problem.’




    ‘What is?’




    ‘You think you’re a duffer, when you’re not.’




    ‘Your loyalty’s touching, Lucy, but the facts would indicate that I’m right.’




    I am about to protest again when I focus on Henry. His hair. His clothes. His glasses. He could be modelling on the front of a 1950s knitting pattern. I wonder how to put this.




    ‘Look, I stand by my view fundamentally, but . . .’ My voice trails off.




    ‘But what?’ he asks.




    ‘You could do with a makeover.’




    ‘Really?’ Henry looks shocked. Which shocks me. Although this is a conversation we’ve never had before, I can’t believe he hasn’t noticed that nobody else dresses like him. ‘There’s no way I’m going on television.’




    ‘No, of course not. You don’t need to. I could give you a makeover.’




    How have I never thought of this before? I smile at my idea, at its brilliant simplicity, then I catch sight of Henry. He doesn’t look convinced.




    ‘Believe me,’ I continue, ‘as someone who has spent most of her adult life studying attractive men in detail, I’d know how to sort you out in the clothes department. And hair and skin – you’d benefit from a bit of microdermabrasion.’




    ‘Isn’t that how they remove corrosion from car panels?’
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