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1

‘And so movies, now more than ever, represent the UK’s creativity. And its rich cultural diversity . . .’

I stare at the MC, trying not to seem too bored. It’s hard going. I’m tired. It’s been a long day at work, and it’s not going to end anytime soon. My boss, Kitty Simpson, has been invited to this bash, and naturally she has to show off by taking an assistant. Because it costs two thousand pounds a head. It’s a film industry night for ‘charidee’, where overpaid actors, directors, agents and producers supposedly raise money for AIDS awareness, but actually just want to see and be seen. The opulence is everywhere: mounds of caviar, circus performers walking around swallowing fire, expensive appetizers, women in dazzling gowns, men with watches that cost six figures. There’s at least twenty grand’s worth of out-of-season floral arrangements. You wonder why they don’t just write a cheque to the Terrence Higgins Trust and save the overhead, but of course that would be no fun.

‘Anna,’ Kitty hisses at me. ‘I said to go fetch my bag.’

‘Sorry,’ I whisper back.

‘You’re here to assist me. You should be paying attention, ’ she says, tossing her immaculately styled hair. Tonight she is wearing a long-sleeved, opaque dress with a  mandarin collar to hide the wrinkles on her neck; I think it’s Armani. She has teamed this with diamond chandelier earrings and an AIDS ribbon, but naturally her AIDS ribbon is a platinum brooch studded with rubies.

‘You don’t need to just stand there like a huge great sack of potatoes,’ she snaps, obviously annoyed. ‘Really, you could have at least made an effort. At least tried to find a flattering dress.’

My face falls. I thought I’d done OK with this dress. It’s navy velvet with sheer sleeves. Comes right down to my flats.

‘But I suppose there’s not much point, is there?’ Kitty sighs, losing interest.

I am five-eleven. I have a bit of a tummy, strong arms and hands, and an unfortunate beak of a nose. There are some things I like about myself; I’ve got a decent bottom, not too flabby, and good legs, but I have to cover those up because I’m so tall.

I thought I didn’t look too bad tonight, but evidently I was wrong. Kitty is wasp-waisted, a woman of a certain age, with a great plastic surgeon so nobody knows what that age is.

‘I thought it was an all right dress,’ I mutter.

Kitty ignores me. ‘My bag? Before I die, please.’

‘OK,’ I sigh. ‘Do you have the cloakroom ticket?’

She shrugs. ‘Lost it. Just describe it to them.’

‘But that’ll take them forever to find it,’ I protest. There are at least a thousand people here. ‘And Mark Swan’s going to be speaking soon!’

Watching him was going to be the one bright spot in this nightmare of an evening. Somehow they’d actually managed to get Swan, England’s hottest director, to give the speech. Mark Swan has won three Oscars for best  picture and he’s still in his thirties. He’s so talented he makes Sam Mendes seem like an amateur. But he’s also reclusive, never appears in the press, no parties in Cannes, no photo shoots in Hello! I’m a producer, and I don’t understand the fuss they make about directors. But even I want to hear what Mark Swan has to say. (Well, OK, I’m not technically a producer. All I do is read scripts and act as Kitty’s general dogsbody. But I work for producers, which is almost the same thing.)

‘Just describe it to them,’ Kitty says again. ‘You know my handbag. It’s the black one.’

The black one. Great.

‘Could you be a little more—’

‘Ssh!’ hisses Kitty, her beady eyes fixed slavishly on the stage. ‘They’re introducing him.’

So they are.

‘. . . third Academy Award for King Harald . . . Ladies and gentlemen, Mr Mark Swan.’

I crane my neck towards the stage too. But Kitty has the good seat. My view is obscured by a fat bloke with a huge bald head. I daren’t ask him to move. He paid two grand for his seat which makes him a lot more important than me.

‘Thanks,’ Mark Swan says. He’s got a rich, sexy baritone and he’s very tall. But I still can’t see what he looks like. ‘When you put it like that it sounds impressive.’

A ripple of sycophantic laughter from the crowd.

‘You know, the first thing I think when I see these affairs is why couldn’t we all just write a cheque,’ Swan says. ‘How much do those fire-swallowers go for, anyway?’

More laughter, a bit more uncomfortable. I grin and shift in my seat, trying to see. I love the guy already.

‘Anna,’ Kitty hisses, eyes narrowing. ‘Are you deaf?’

I get up reluctantly. ‘I’m going, I’m going . . .’

I thread my way through the tables, getting tsk-tsked at when I impede somebody’s view of Swan for a second (he is now telling a very politically incorrect joke about a studio head’s wife and a pool cleaner) and rush as quickly as I can out to the lobby. Hurry! I really would like to hear this speech. It’s a huge opportunity. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t give interviews . . .

‘Yes? Can I help you?’ inquires the cloakroom attendant with a plastic smile.

‘Um, yes. I need to retrieve my boss’s handbag.’

‘Ticket?’

‘She lost it.’

‘Then I can’t help you.’

‘It’s a black one,’ I say pathetically. She treats this with the scorn it deserves. ‘Mine was number three sixty. It might be near that.’

‘There are about fifty thousand black bags near three sixty, love.’

‘Look,’ I say desperately. ‘I’m missing Mark Swan’s speech—’

‘He came by here earlier,’ she says, softening. ‘Isn’t he handsome?’

‘I wouldn’t know. I’m missing the speech.’

‘He is,’ she says dreamily. ‘Handsome. Tall, dark and handsome. He said he liked me hair,’ she adds, primping a bit.

‘He sounds gorgeous,’ I say. ‘And I really don’t want to miss him. D’you think I could go in there and have a look? I know what it looks like, roughly.’

‘Suit yourself,’ she says, shrugging.

I plunge into the vast cloakroom, hopelessly rooting through fur coats (real ones) and leather jackets, trying to  spot Kitty’s nondescript Prada clutch. All the bags look identical. I understand why the cloakroom attendant was so insistent on the ticket. It’s no use. I spend a good twenty minutes searching hopelessly, all the while imagining Swan being so warm and funny and teasing all the overblown executives.

There aren’t that many really good film guys in Britain and I’m missing the best one out there. And, naturally, Kitty will do nothing but yell at me and tell me I’ve ‘lost’ her stupid bloody bag.

‘Excuse me.’

I turn round in the gloom of the closet to see a tall, bearded man in black tie trying to squeeze past me.

‘I didn’t expect to see anyone else in here,’ he says.

‘Oh. I hope it’s OK, the other attendant said I could look for my bag.’

‘I’m not the attendant, I’m doing the same thing,’ he says sympathetically. ‘Lost your ticket?’

‘My boss lost hers.’

‘Millions of black coats,’ he says, sighing. ‘Why did I choose black?’

‘It’s a bugger, isn’t it?’

‘Sure is,’ he says, looking down at me, amused. He’s very attractive, from what I can see in the gloom. Rugged, muscular. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Almost half an hour.’ I sigh. ‘I’ve totally missed Mark Swan’s speech now.’

He pauses. ‘I’m afraid you have. Wasn’t worth hearing, anyway.’

‘He sounded pretty funny when I left,’ I tell him. ‘Not all puffed up and luvvie like you’d expect. Not even pretentious.’

‘Really.’

‘Which is strange, considering he’s a recluse.’

‘Why’s that?’ he asks, thumbing through the coats.

‘Well,’ I say, warming to my subject, ‘being a recluse is a bit wanky, isn’t it? Like you’re so important, you have to hide all the time. It’s the sign of an unhealthy self-preoccupation. Look at Stanley Kubrick.’

‘Maybe he just doesn’t want to be hounded,’ he says mildly. ‘He came here tonight, after all.’

I snort. ‘Someone should tell him he’s not Tom Cruise.’

‘I expect he knows,’ he says, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

‘He sounded funny though. I liked him,’ I say. ‘But I’ll never get to hear him now. I wanted to see what he was like, you know. And now I won’t.’

‘Found it,’ he says triumphantly, pulling a huge and beautifully made black wool coat from the racks. ‘What’s the bag you’re looking for like?’

‘It’s a Prada clutch. Should be somewhere in the three hundreds. But you get going,’ I say. ‘No reason both of us should be stuck in this hole.’

‘My ex-girlfriend had one of those,’ he says. ‘Is this it, by any chance?’

It’s a miracle. He reached into a pile of bags and unerringly pulled out Kitty’s. I quickly open it. Yep, it’s hers all right. There are the business cards, the fags, the Eve Lom appointment card.

‘Oh, you are brilliant,’ I say. ‘Thanks so much.’

‘Anything to help out a pretty girl,’ he says, with a slight bow.

Pretty girl! That’s a good one. It must be gloomier in here than I thought.

‘Who’s in here? You can’t all come in here!’

It’s the cloakroom attendant. She storms in towards us.

‘I take a five-minute break and everybody’s - oh,’ she says, stopping dead. ‘Excuse me! You didn’t have to come in here, I’d have found it for you,’ she says to him, simpering.

‘I lost my ticket,’ he apologizes.

‘I remember your coat, Mr Swan,’ she says.

I’m so surprised I lose my balance and fall over backwards, upsetting an entire rail of coats.

‘Bloody hell!’ she roars.

‘There now, no harm done,’ says Swan, reaching down and pulling me to my feet. I thank God for the gloom now. He can’t see my flushed red cheeks. ‘That’s easily fixed.’ He reaches over and pulls up the entire rail, coats and all, with one hand.

‘Oh, well,’ she says, de-fanged. ‘Well.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘Be more careful next time,’ she snaps. But I’m looking at Swan.

‘Relax, it was fun,’ he says. ‘More fun than the speech.’ And he winks at me.

I lift the clutch. Yes, I believe that even I have had smoother evenings than this.

‘I’d better be going,’ I say. ‘Take care.’ Ugh. Why did that come out of my mouth? Take care? Take care?

‘Nice to meet you,’ he says. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Anna. Anna Brown,’ I say. ‘OK, well, goodbye, Mr Swan.’

‘It’s Mark,’ he says, grinning. ‘Bye, Anna.’

‘Where the bloody hell have you been?’ Kitty asks, snatching her bag from my flustered hand. ‘You missed Mark Swan, you know.’

‘Ahm - yes.’

‘Too bad for you. Fetch me another champagne,’ she says, dismissively.

‘Sure,’ I say, glad of the opportunity to escape.

Oh well. At least she’ll never know. Right?

 

My flatmate Lily is sitting hunched over her computer. Her long legs are revealed in a short, sleek skirt in buttercup leather, showing off her deep golden tan. Her top is a white halter neck in clingy jersey that drapes her perfectly formed, perfectly fake boobs, and shimmering blond hair tumbles down her back.

I’m wearing my best summer outfit too. Black jeans, black T-shirt, Doc Martens. Apparently going monochrome is ‘really slimming’, or so Lily always tells me.

So far I don’t seem to have shrunk very much.

Horizontally or vertically.

My flatmates are both models. Not catwalk, mostly just photo shoots. Lily’s five six, and Janet’s five seven, but they are both so slim and petite, especially Lily, that they just seem tiny. And I’m just the right height to be a catwalk model and out-do both of them, but that’s only going to happen in an alternative universe. When people are feeling kind, they describe me as ‘strapping’. I’m a big girl. All over. I’m very tall, and not thin and gangly; I have useful, farm-labourer hands, a bit of a tummy, huge boobs, not much of a waist, my bum isn’t bad - it’s a nice size - but it’s sort of flat and squashy from sitting down all day, and my legs are no help. I can’t show them off, can I? You look like me, you don’t want to draw attention to yourself. I wear flat heels and baggy jeans, mostly. Camouflage.

And then there’s my face. I’m the daughter of a handsome father, with masculine Yorkshire features, and a beautiful mother. She’s still beautiful now, at fifty. She has those Michelle Pfeiffer cheekbones you can hang towels on. She’s also petite, five five, with an elfin bone structure,  huge blue eyes and gorgeous, naturally raven hair. She looks as if she should be Janet’s mother, not mine.

But I take after Dad. Do I have my mother’s slender torso? Nope. Do I have her raven hair? Nope. Do I have her tiny, petite, retrousse nose, so winsome and feminine? I do not. I am mousy-haired, freckled, hearty, strong, and I have a big nose to go with my big face. Dad always told me I was beautiful, growing up. And I only gradually found out that I wasn’t. Being stood up at school by Jack Lafferty, for example, who was supposed to take me to the fourth-year disco, and everybody giggling and laughing. And the next year, at the St John’s School dance, the big one, I found out why he’d done it. Fifth years got to celebrate taking their GCSEs with a big dance at the grammar school across town. We prepared for it all year, and most girls didn’t want to be taken by somebody, because the St John’s boys were fresh meat and you wanted to see what talent was out there. So I suppose I didn’t notice that I had no date, most of the girls didn’t. I prepped myself like everybody else. Spent the previous Saturday afternoon at Supercuts, had a free makeover courtesy of the No. 7 counter at Boots (blue eyeshadow was big back then), picked out a dress, a black velvet Laura Ashley thing with a bow on the back. I knew I was tall and had a big nose, but it didn’t bother me, not back then. I thought I was beautiful. Princess Diana was tall and had a big nose and people thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world. I hadn’t really had too many boyfriends, but I put that down to the fact that they were shy.

I don’t think I’ll ever forget what it was like once we got inside that hall. I was so excited, and everybody else seemed to be, all the St John’s boys giggling and laughing and whispering, and after five minutes of hanging  nonchalantly around the drinks table, cradling my glass of non-alcoholic punch, one of them actually came up to me. Swaggered, even. He was handsome and muscular, he looked great in his dinner jacket, and he was flanked by a couple of friends. As I looked down at them smirking up at me I felt great. All the Feldstone Comprehensive girls just standing around, and these guys were asking me.

‘All right?’ said the vision. I thought he was a vision, despite his spots and slightly too greasy hair.

‘Hi,’ I said flirtatiously.

‘D’you wanna dance?’ he asked. His friends grinned. I smiled at all of them.

‘Sure, why not?’ I said casually.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Anna,’ I said.

‘Mine’s Gary,’ he said. ‘And yours can’t be Anna. It’s got to be Beanstalk,’ he added, sniggering.

His two friends nudged him, cackling.

‘Here, love,’ one of them said. ‘What’s the weather like up there, eh?’

‘She should come with lights,’ said the other one. ‘Warn the low-flying aircraft!’

All three of them laughed heartily, right in my face, and then turned and walked back over to their side of the room as I stood there, stonily, my cheeks burning. I wanted to put a good face on it, I really did, but when I heard some of the girls next to me snigger meanly too, I couldn’t take it. I burst into tears, right in front of everybody. I was so humiliated, and my tears were big, scalding ones that trickled down my cheek and gave me a runny nose and made my face even redder, with streaks in the foundation.

I grabbed a napkin off the pile next to the plastic plates and cubes of cheese speared with pineapple and dabbed at  my eyes, but it was too late. I can still remember running to the loo, through that crowd of girls and slouching aren’t-we-cool boys, all giggling and whispering. Seeing my face in the dirty mirror in the guest bathroom that stank of urine and disinfectant, looking at it all streaked and red-eyed. Trying to repair it, but still crying, so I just made it worse. My face was such a mess, so smudged and stained with mascara, my nose all red, my eyes watery, that in the end I just splashed water on myself and washed it off - washed off the semi-professional make-up job it had taken two hours to put on, and watched it swirl down the sink in little rivulets of tan and black.

I didn’t go back out there. Maybe I should have, maybe I should have gone and found one of my friends and hung out with them defiantly and made witty, cutting remarks about everybody else. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything except crawl inside one of the stalls, sit down on the loo, and cry.

I stayed inside that loo for four hours, hearing the disco booming in the dance hall, listening to other girls gossiping as they came in to refresh their blusher and giggle about the boys they were pulling. When it was five minutes before ten and the coach was ready to leave, I walked out straight to the car park and got on the bus. I was the first girl on board and when my best friend Clara Bryant came on, all breathless and smiling, she took one look at me and didn’t say anything because she didn’t know what to say.

That was the night I learned my lesson. I wasn’t pretty, I wasn’t striking, I didn’t look anything like Princess Diana. It had been so easy to believe my parents, especially my daddy who always told me I was beautiful and that all the boys would be fighting over me. And I believed them, despite the evidence of the mirror. I believed them through  all the boys who didn’t ask me out and the few who did who dumped me. It was always them, never me. I believed Daddy right up until the night of that dance.

Never again, though. I adjusted immediately. I shoved all my fancy clothes straight to the back of my wardrobe and wore the plainest things I had. I threw away all my high heels and fire-engine red lipsticks and little tubs of body glitter. I didn’t live near a Gap when I was a teenager, but if I had, I’d have shopped there permanently, for plain tees and basic jeans and khakis, dull, straight-up clothes that nobody would ever notice. But I did my best at Marks and Sparks and Top Shop. When I was older I found a few classic ‘don’t notice me’ dresses and bought four in different colours, and so I go from the office to dinners to the occasional disastrous date, all in clothes expertly designed to conceal me.

I will absolutely never look like Janet or Lily, not even after major plastic surgery, which I can’t afford. I’ve got a Nose Job Fund box, and I had a look in there recently. I’ve saved a massive ninety-eight quid and thirty-four p. There used to be more, but I did take that weekend CityBreak in Bruges six months ago, when it rained the whole time.

‘Anna, what’s your date of birth?’ Lily asks suddenly, not looking around from her screen.

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Just for fun,’ she persuades. ‘It tells you what day of the week you were born.’

‘July the third, nineteen seventy-one.’

Lily’s long talons peck over the computer, one letter at a time.

‘Monday!’ she says.

Janet looks over at me. Janet is wearing a teeny, body-hugging pale pink dress that looks incredible against her  olive skin. Filigree gold bangles run up her arms and make a chinking sound as she moves.

‘Monday’s child is fair of face,’ Janet says.

Lily sniggers. ‘Sorry,’ she says, clasping her bony hand over her mouth. ‘It slipped out! Honest!’

‘Anna can take a joke, can’t you, Anna?’ Janet says.

I sigh. ‘No problem.’

And it really isn’t. I mean, it’s not like I haven’t heard it before. Primary school is probably the worst; after the first ten years, you get used to it.

Being ugly, that is.

I don’t deceive myself about my looks. Even my granny stopped saying, ‘It’s a just a phase. You’ll see,’ when I reached fifteen. And now I would prefer not to talk about it. I’ve tried various things. Flat shoes, plain colours. Make-up tips to ‘minimize’ my nose, shading and highlighting, but nothing helps. It’s still huge. It’s still there. And just in case I might be tempted to forget about it, I tend to get helpful reminders from male members of the public.

‘Bloody ’ell! Packed yer trunk, Nellie?’

That was delivered last week by a drunk teenager as I walked home from Tesco’s. I thought it was rather imaginative of him.

‘Don’t worry, Anna, I think you’re, like, totally beautiful, ’ says Janet.

‘Because real beauty is on the inside,’ lies Lily. ‘And that’s what counts.’

‘What’s that on the end of your nose?’ asks Janet.

‘What?’ Lily asks, concerned.

‘It’s a bit red. It might be the start of a spot,’ Janet says, ominously.

‘Oh my God!’ Lily shrieks in horror. She rushes to the mirror over the mantelpiece and examines the  infinitesimally small pinkish area. ‘Oh my God! I’m hideous! And I’m working tomorrow!’

‘You look fine,’ I offer.

‘What would you know?’ Lily wails, tossing her fountain of flaxen strands about like a Timotei commercial.

Janet shakes her head sagely. ‘I told her not to go with that foundation, I really think it clogs the pores.’

‘What day were you born, Lily?’ I ask, in a vain attempt to distract her.

‘I’ll look it up,’ Janet says. She strolls over to the computer, sticking out her perfectly firm, rounded bottom. Janet has a J-Lo fixation. She watches all her videos religiously and favours lots of gold jewellery and real fur, which she steals from shoots. She also has an unfortunate tendency to say ‘Bling bling’ and likes to be called ‘Jay-Me’, which she prefers to her real name, Janet Meeks.

‘Wednesday,’ Janet says.

‘Wednesday’s child is full of woe,’ I say, a touch more cheerfully. Who knows? Anything could happen. Lily could come down with a disfiguring bout of adult chicken-pox, or have a terrible reaction to a collagen implant. That would be fantastic!

‘It’s a stupid rhyme,’ Lily says dismissively. ‘It doesn’t mean anything.’

‘Not like astrology then,’ I suggest.

She looks at me disdainfully. ‘Astrology is totally proven.’

‘By who?’

‘By everyone,’ she says, triumphantly closing down my argument.

‘I have to get back to work,’ I say, reaching for another red paper-bound script. My glasses are heavy on my nose and my eyes are watering, but it’s Sunday already and I  have to get coverage typed up for five more screenplays, all of which will, without a doubt, be as dreadful as the last sixteen I’ve read this weekend.

‘Oh, take a break, Anna. Live a little!’ says Janet brightly. Janet works maybe two days a week and makes three times what I do. She looks languidly into the camera for three hours and goes to look-sees and auditions. I type my fingers to the bone all weekend writing ‘coverage’ for crappy scripts that will never get made, then during the week I run errands, type letters, answer phones, make copies, walk dogs, and generally act as an office slave for a total bitch named Kitty.

Janet and Lily make about forty grand a year.

I make sixteen.

They are twenty-eight and twenty-three.

I am thirty-two.

And yet, and I know this is stupid, I keep thinking things are going to change for me. I mean, I’m in the right industry. It took me four years to find a job as a script reader, and now I have one at a proper production company with fancy Covent Garden offices. I even have a pension plan and health insurance.

It could happen, right? I could find that needle in the haystack, that one great script I could recommend. I could get made into a development executive like Kitty. I could be a producer and make millions and win an Oscar . . .

It has happened before. It happens all the time. Sometimes I think I should take stock of my life, try and get a better-paying job somewhere else, but doing what? It wouldn’t be in the film business. They pay us bugger all because they know they can. There are forty little Annas out there, fresh-faced from film school, who would kill for my job. And anyway, I don’t have time to take stock of my  life because I’m too busy. I save a bunch of money by paying only three hundred a month for my room in this flat. Instead of money I give Lily and Janet all the invitations and tickets that come my way - the movie premieres, the industry parties, the VIP passes to the members-only clubs.

That works out well because I wouldn’t bother with those parties anyway. The people who go to them are all varying combinations of rich, beautiful and successful. I’m none of the above, so I just stay home and read more bad scripts.

‘We could try a makeover on you,’ Janet says.

‘I don’t think so, but thanks.’

‘Come on. I know I could do something,’ Janet says, encouragingly.

‘It’s not all about looks, OK?’ I tell her. ‘I’m fine like I am!’

‘I wonder if Brian thinks that,’ Lily says archly.

Brian is my boyfriend. He works for Barclays as a teller. He’s a bit skinny and has some problems with sweaty armpits and bad breath, but I’ve been working on those, subtly. Brian’s always telling me he ‘doesn’t care’ about my looks because ‘real beauty is on the inside’.

I hear that one a lot.

Brian is no prize himself though. He’s all skinny and he breaks out from time to time, doing a good impression of a pepperoni pizza. Plus, he’s shorter than me - but who isn’t? Still, you have to have a boyfriend, don’t you? I mean, especially if you’re ugly. A boyfriend is great camouflage. He stops people from making pitying comments, and stuff like that. So I cling to him.

‘Brian likes me for who I am,’ I tell Janet defiantly.

‘Sure,’ she says, brightly. ‘Whatever you say.’

The buzzer rings and she leaps to her feet. Lily tears herself away from the mirror above the mantel. They adore the phone, the buzzer, anything. Always expecting something fabulous. And why not? For pretty girls, it mostly is something fabulous.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, ’s Brian,’ Brian’s voice slurs.

‘Speak of the devil!’ says Janet, laughing lightly. She can’t help it, she flirts with everything in trousers, even men she wouldn’t be seen dead with. ‘We were just talking about you. Come on up.’

‘OK,’ he says, dully.

I get up and check my own face in the mirror.

‘Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now,’ Lily hisses.

A second later I hear the ping of the lift. Our flat is located above a feminist bookshop in Tottenham Court Road, one of those old Victorian buildings with an ancient, narrow lift. It fits one normal person, or two models, and feels like a coffin without the velvet.

Brian opens the lift door and steps out. He’s wearing a white polyester short-sleeved shirt and saggy chinos, but I’m still glad to see him. He’s my boyfriend, after all. As in, I have one!

‘Hi, honey,’ I say, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Come in.’

‘Hi, Brian,’ coo Lily and Janet together, shaking their hair and smoothing their already tight clothes tighter round their bodies.

‘Hi,’ he says, staring. I do wish he wouldn’t drool like that. I mean, I am standing right here.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ I ask pointedly.

‘Oh. No,’ he says, continuing to stare at my flatmates.

I cough. ‘Are we going out to dinner?’

‘I thought you had all that work to do,’ says Janet, innocently. She smiles cosmetically whitened teeth at him. ‘You know Anna, always work, work, work.’

‘I can take a break,’ I say. ‘For you,’ I add to Brian.

He looks a bit awkward. ‘No, it’s not that . . . can we go in your room?’

‘Oooh!’ says Lily, widening her blue eyes and pretending to be shocked.

‘No rumpy-pumpy!’ says Janet, shaking her finger at him.

Brian giggles. Which makes my skin go all bristly in distaste. ‘It’s not that either,’ he says. ‘I just need some privacy.’

‘Oh, don’t mind us,’ Lily reassures him. ‘We don’t have any secrets, do we, Anna? We’re like sisters.’ She bats thick black lashes at him.

‘Come on,’ I say, heading towards my ‘bedroom’. It’s really more of a walk-in closet with a bunk in it, but what can you expect for three hundred a month?

‘Oh no, don’t worry, we’ll go into the kitchen,’ says Janet. ‘Come on, Lily.’ And they head into the kitchen, shutting the door. I can hear the scraping and frantic muffled whispering instantly. They’re probably arguing over who gets first turn with an ear at the keyhole.

‘What is it, darling?’ I ask, with self-conscious tenderness.

‘Our relationship,’ Brian says. ‘I have to express myself on our relationship.’

Oh God. He’s been at the self-help books again.

‘Could you do it over dinner?’ I ask hopefully. ‘We could always go to Pizza Express.’ Brian is a touch cheap.

‘Dutch treat,’ I hasten to reassure him, like it’s ever been anything else.

‘That wouldn’t fit my moral paradigm at this time,’ Brian says heavily.

‘Sorry, I don’t speak weirdo,’ I say and instantly regret it.

‘Oh yeah. That’s just typical,’ Brian snaps. ‘You’ve always stood in the way of my self-actualization!’

I swallow. ‘Sorry. What was it you wanted to say?’

‘We’ve been in each other’s lives for some time now,’ he begins.

‘Three months.’

His sandy eyebrows beetle together. Brian hates being interrupted. ‘Yes, well, and I think we have both gained a lot from the uniqueness of the experience,’ he says, offering me a brisk smile.

Hey! Maybe he’s going to ask me to move in with him. Brian owns his own flat, a one-bedroom ex-council in Camden with its own scrap of patio. I could sit outside all summer and read my scripts in a deck chair.

‘I know I have,’ I say, smiling back at him encouragingly.

‘Of course you have,’ says Brian as though this were perfectly obvious. ‘But my personal boundaries have been trammelled and I’m at a place in my life where I need fresh stimulus, which is not to say that we haven’t offered each other very real positivity.’

I digest this for a second.

Then light dawns.

‘You’re breaking up with me,’ I say slowly. I drink him in, all eight and a half stone, lanky ginger hair, pizza face, tell-tale grey underarm patch (I did warn him to at least wear dark shirts, but he wasn’t having it). Brian is, in short, one of the least attractive men I’ve ever seen. ‘You’re  breaking up with me.’

‘Dunno why you have to be so crude about it,’ he says prissily. ‘I think of it as a growing experience.’

Oh boy. This is a new depth of humiliation. ‘I don’t believe this,’ I say, trying for incredulity, but my voice wobbles and it comes out all plaintive.

‘Out of suffering comes strength, Anna,’ says Brian wisely.

‘You really are a total tosser,’ I blurt. ‘Just go away, Brian, would you?’

But he stays rooted to the spot.

‘It’s not how you look,’ he says virtuously. ‘Well, that did have something to do with it. I need to be honest with myself. Looks are important to me because the body is a reflection of the spirit.’ He gestures at my pudgy tummy. ‘I think you should work on that. Just a friendly comment.’

‘A reflection of the spirit?’ I retort. ‘Let’s hope not, because looking at your face, I guess your spirit has measles.’

He flushes a dull red. ‘Mildred says I’m very handsome,  actually.’

‘Who’s that? Your new girlfriend?’

He doesn’t answer.

‘Well, Mildred is either a liar or blind, and if she hasn’t mentioned your halitosis, her sense of smell can’t be all that great either.’ I stand up threateningly. ‘Now get out.’

I have two and a half stone on him. Brian turns and flees.

The kitchen door opens.

‘Everything OK?’ Lily asks carelessly.

‘Fine,’ I lie.

I walk over to the window and look out. There is a girl loitering below, outside the bookshop. She has blond hair and seems ordinary looking, which puts her out of my  league, and Brian’s too. But of course, he does own that flat in Camden . . .

Brian exits our building and greets the blonde. Then he high-fives her in another pathetic attempt to look American.

‘Well,’ says Lily sweetly, ‘I’m glad he values you for who you are!’
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