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About the Book

‘Fantastic. Did you kiss him?’

‘He went to kiss me goodbye on both cheeks and we sort of collided noses,’ I confided.

Julie rolled her eyes. ‘Jeez, that’s pathetic, Lara. But not to worry. It can easily be improved upon. When are you seeing him again?’

‘Well, we didn’t actually arrange anything,’ I admitted sadly.

‘So, call him and arrange something now, you idiot. Don’t let this one slip through your fingers, Lara, for heaven’s sake. I think I can remember his number if you didn’t have the sense to take it down yourself.’

‘Julie, I can’t just call him if he hasn’t called me,’ I protested. ‘That would look so sad. I’d have to kill myself straight afterwards.’

‘Not if you had an excuse, you wouldn’t.’ She pointed towards a crumpled cricket jumper which was lying haphazardly across the back of a chair. ‘Look, he left that jumper behind. Deliberately, if you ask me. It was freezing by the time he left here on Sunday night so he would definitely have noticed its absence.’
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I

‘Cheer up, Lara. It might never happen.’

As far as I was concerned, it already had. But I tried to put on a happy face. I was, after all, handing round the nibbles at my very best friend’s engagement party. I was not, repeat not, going to think about everything that the ‘e’ word meant to me right at that moment. Such as the fact that when Julie moved in with her new fiancé Andrew I would not be able to afford the rent on our lovely little flat in Battersea on my own. And therefore I would probably have to move into a dreadful bedsit in somewhere unspeakable like Balham, where it would be simply impossible to entertain visitors and thus increase even further my chances of being left on the shelf at the grand old age of twenty-five.

While I played the hired help at her intimate soirée for fifty, Julie, the generous hostess, was describing the design of her wedding dress to Andrew’s elder sister, Clare. When I walked by with a red-hot plate loaded with recently reheated M & S dim sum, Julie grabbed me and pulled me to her so fast that I only narrowly escaped scorching her chest with the plate and dropping all the wontons on to the floor. Not that she didn’t deserve it.

‘And this,’ she announced drunkenly as I tried to rescue the nibbles and dusted the crumbs off my jumper, ‘is my chief bridesmaid, Lara. Lara, Clare’s just been saying that we can use the bridesmaids’ dresses she had made for her wedding. That way we can save a bit of money and fit in with the “something borrowed” bit at the same time.’

‘That’s nice.’ I tried to sound jovial. ‘What colour are they?’

‘Peach,’ replied Clare.

I knew she was going to say peach because peach is the one colour I most definitely cannot wear. It makes me look not so much sallow as recently exhumed from the grave. But instead of telling her this unfortunate fact, I said, ‘Clare, that’s really lovely of you. But weren’t your bridesmaids very skinny? I might have to lose some weight.’ As I said that, I stuffed two crispy wontons into my mouth at once and followed them with a slug of Julie’s highly calorific Malibu and pineapple. Come hell or high water, that peach dress was not going to fit me by the wedding day.

I returned to the kitchen and opened a couple more cardboard boxes as the sausage rolls in the oven (Quorn, not real meat, of course in view of the current fashion) turned from stiff frozen white to pale gold. I laid the delicate little vol-au-vents out in a circle on an oven tray and was so distracted by my own misery at the impending bridesmaid torture that I absent-mindedly picked up one of the ice-cold things and popped it straight into my mouth. Ugh! Frozen puff pastry and cold mushroom sauce. I spat it out on to the tray in front of me and then quickly picked the resulting debris off the other little puffs, hoping that no one would notice but not really caring that much if they did. I wasn’t exactly full of goodwill to all men that night.

‘Remind me not to have one of those,’ came a voice from the doorway. I had been caught in the act. I turned around sheepishly to see a giant of a man blocking my view of the hall. ‘Hugh Armstrong-Hamilton,’ the big guy announced grandly as he held out his hand. Neither Julie nor I knew anyone double-barrelled or anywhere near that formal so I guessed at once that he must belong to Andrew.

‘Friend of Andrew’s?’ I asked perceptively.

He nodded in confirmation. ‘We work together at Partridge Skelton.’

‘The merchant bank? Lovely. I’m Julie’s friend Lara Fenton, chief bridesmaid and deserted-flatmate-to-be,’ I replied bitterly. I must have been pretty pissed by now. I noticed that the bottle of cooking wine I had opened at the beginning of the party – to flavour the cook and not the edibles – was down to just half a glass’s worth in the bottom. I swigged that straight from the bottle for courage.

‘Got any ice?’ Hugh was asking.

‘No,’ I replied. But he wasn’t the only one who needed some now. Up close and when I could get him in focus, I realised that the man who had just invaded my kitchen retreat was completely gorgeous. He had that flawless skin which is wasted on men and would have saved me a fortune in foundation. As he squatted down to examine the contents of our freezer, which was long due a defrosting, I couldn’t help staring at his broad back and at the way his thick dark hair curled over his collar like a little wave breaking on the sand. He was divine. Sod the vol-au-vents. I could have eaten him.

‘I could just scrape some of this stuff off and have a margarita I suppose,’ he was saying, tapping at the ice that was crusted to the freezer walls and sending little white crystals fluttering like snowflakes to the floor. I laughed, nervously and far too loud.

‘But there isn’t any tequila,’ I told him. He closed the freezer and stood back up again. He seemed to take longer to stand up than normal people do, which was probably because he was a good foot taller than anyone else I knew. Suddenly I wished that I had decided to wear my sexy little black dress and not just slipped on my tatty jeans in a lonely-spinster-to-be protest. I found myself blushing when he looked at me and tucked my hair back behind my ear in a way which was supposed to be endearing, leaving a streak of flour across my cheek as I did so, which I wouldn’t notice until much later on.

‘Do you want a hand with those?’ Hugh asked. I was holding the tray of vol-au-vents somewhat crookedly and he had just watched two of them roll off the tray and on to the filthy floor. I looked at them forlornly. He must have been thinking that I was completely incompetent by now.

‘You can put these in the oven if you like. They’ll be done in twenty minutes,’ I said as I handed him the tray, trying hard to brush his fingers subtly as I did so. I had read something about doing that to create an intimate moment. Just at that intimate moment, however, Julie poked her head around the door and screeched, ‘Lara, put that poor man down and come out here at once.’

Put that poor man down? I had only tried to stroke his fingers. But I blushed to the roots of my hair straight away and began to stutter. ‘But we... I mean, I’m not... I’m not doing anything to him.’

‘Yeah, right,’ slurred Julie. ‘Come out here. I’m sure that the lovely Hugh can spare you for a moment or two.’

Hugh shrugged and smiled. ‘She sounds like she really needs you out there,’ he said. So I made for the door sharpish before Julie had time to open her mouth again.

‘What do you want?’ I asked her urgently.

‘I’ve got someone for you to meet. Someone lovely.’ She let the word roll off her tongue.

‘I was with someone lovely in the kitchen,’ I hissed.

‘Did you know you’ve got flour all over your face?’ she replied.

‘Have I?’

‘Yes. I’ll rub it off. Now you must come over here and meet Simon Mellons. He works with Andrew at Partridge Skelton and he’s very, very single. Just your type.’

‘You mean to say he’s desperate too?’

She shot me a weary look and began to weave her way through the crowd, dragging me along behind her. As we neared Andrew, I noticed the average-looking chap he was standing next to guffaw with laughter about something and spit chewed-up vol-au-vent out all over the mantelpiece as he did so. Apparently, this was Simon Mellons. Up until that moment, I might have given his lime-green chenille jumper the benefit of the doubt. In fact, I might have given him the benefit of the doubt right up until the moment when he picked up a bit of the recently expelled vol-au-vent and put it back into his mouth again.

‘Not my type.’ I muttered. But Julie didn’t let go of my arm.

‘What do you mean? He’s perfect for you. Give him a chance. You haven’t even spoken to him.’

‘No, honestly. I don’t need to. His surname’s Mellons, for goodness’ sake. Besides I should check the oven.’ I pulled away from her again and this time I managed to escape but as I stepped backwards, I trod heavily on to someone’s foot. I turned round to face Hugh Armstrong-Hamilton. He had spilled a glass of something down his front with the shock of my weight on his instep. Two glasses of something in fact. An elegant blonde who I wouldn’t have allowed into the house relieved him of one of the empty glasses and said, ‘Lucky I’ve already had enough to drink, Hughie-dear.’

‘Sorry,’ I muttered, then I fled without waiting around to see if my apology had been accepted.

I had decided that the party was over for me. I had got drunk, been obnoxious to my flatmate’s future sister-in-law, narrowly escaped being set up with a grade one dweeb and acted like an imbecile in front of the only man worth batting my eyelashes at. I went to my bedroom, thinking that I would lock myself away from the crowd and then knock myself out with a couple of Nytol. But someone else had already had that idea. Well, they had locked themselves away in my room but from the sound of my bedsprings, I guessed rather angrily that they weren’t doing any sleeping. There was nothing for it. I couldn’t hang around amongst all these gorgeous attached people feeling as rough and single as I did. So, I left my own home in the middle of Julie’s engagement party and walked the long miles from Battersea to Putney, where I knew my mother would be waiting for me with lots of tea and sympathy. At least, she would be once I’d woken her up and got her to let me in.

Despite the fact that it was four in the morning by the time I arrived, Mum seemed pleased to see me. Dad didn’t even wake up. I stayed at their house until early afternoon the next day, letting Mum make a fuss of me and be generally motherly, while Dad made the most of the diversion and smoked an illicit cigar in the lounge. Just after lunch though, Mum started asking the dreaded b-word questions and when I said that there was still no future son-in-law on the horizon, she told me that she’d heard that lesbians could adopt these days or do it with a test-tube if they wanted to so that no poor woman need grow old without grandchildren, just in case I had something to admit.

As you can imagine, I had to go back to the flat pretty quickly after that. I was feeling a bit of a heel for skipping the post-party tidying up, but had convinced myself by the time I got to our road that Julie didn’t actually deserve my help anyway since she hadn’t called Mum and was obviously therefore not exactly worried about what had become of me. As it turned out, I needn’t have felt bad at all. When I pushed open the door to our lovely little home at roughly four o’clock, I found that one reveller was still lying right behind it, fast asleep by the shoe-rack, face-down in a pair of trainers I had been meaning to throw away for quite some time. So much for missing the tidying up, I scowled. The house was still a tip and my vol-au-vents were still in the oven. Sadly, they were completely burned and stuck like limpets to the tray.

I tried the door to my bedroom again. This time, thank goodness, it wasn’t locked. My latest plan was to hang about in there, flicking through the pretty-coloured bits of the Sunday papers, until someone else woke up. No way was I tackling that mess on my own. But it was not to be. My bed was full. I counted three heads on the pillows and four sets of feet at the other end, so someone under that duvet was either very short or up to something I didn’t want to think about right then.

Slinking into the kitchen to put the kettle on, I found a solitary tea bag in the caddie but no milk. In fact the fridge was completely empty. Someone had even licked the margarine pot clean! Desperate for a cuppa and unable to drink black Darjeeling, I thought very, very dark thoughts towards my ex-best friend Julie indeed.

‘Oh, hello. What happened to you? I’m afraid I burned your vol-au-vents.’

It was Hugh Armstrong-Gorgeous, standing at the door to the kitchen again but this time with his huge arms full of groceries. He set the straining bags down on the kitchen table and I eyed a carton of semi-skimmed covetously. ‘I forgot how long you said they needed to be cooked for,’ he continued. ‘But when I tried to find you, you seemed to have disappeared.’

‘I went out to get a bit of fresh air,’ I told him.

‘Must have been a big bit. You were gone all night. Still, if this was my flat, I don’t think I’d have bothered coming back until Monday or Tuesday. It’s a right tip, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. I noticed with disgust that someone had stubbed out a cigarette in the tub of my delicate Peace Lily and heaven only knows how much alcohol the poor plant had had to endure before that final indignity. It was now drooping almost as much as I was. I picked the fag butt out of the soil and flicked it on to the filthy floor which was awash with several further butts in a solution of cheap red wine. No amount of Baby Bio and sweet-talking was going to bring that poor lily back to life.

‘Bet you don’t know where to start?’ Hugh continued almost gleefully. ‘Luckily no one threw up in the bathroom.’

‘That’s a blessing then,’ I muttered.

‘But I’m afraid that someone did throw up in the corner of the sitting room. Behind the sofa. Just so you don’t get a shock when you look behind there.’

‘Thanks. It’s very kind of you to let me know,’ I said sarcastically. Sick in the sitting room? I wondered who had invited that particular pig and, more importantly, who had let them get away without mopping up their own mess? I could see Julie now. ‘Been sick? That’s OK. Just push the sofa over it for the moment and Lara will clean the mess up in the morning.’ Fume. Fume. Fume. Fifteen years of solid friendship were rapidly being eroded away by the results of one foolish night.

I put the kettle on again. But I had used the last tea bag so I had to reheat the black Darjeeling I had made earlier in the microwave instead. I didn’t expect it to taste right and it didn’t disappoint me. Hugh, meanwhile, rinsed a wineglass out beneath the cold tap, then thought better of it and decided that for hygiene reasons he had better drink straight from the juice carton instead.

I watched him slyly as he downed a pint of orange juice with his head tipped back and his Adam’s apple bobbing like a buoy. He still looked pretty delicious, even after a night of drunken debauchery, and I started to wish I had taken the opportunity to smarten myself up at mum’s before coming back to the flat. Where had he slept, I wondered, and more importantly, who with, since multiple bed occupancy seemed to be the order of the day? I hoped it wasn’t the ice-brittle blonde whose drink I had spilled all over Hugh’s jumper. Just while I was thinking about this, Hugh put the empty juice carton back down on the table, since the bin was already full to overflowing, and asked me, ‘So where did you stay last night?’ with a rather conspiratorial air. ‘Julie didn’t tell me that you had a boyfriend.’

Bloody Julie. Robbing me of my mystique. I bet she’d also told him that I hadn’t had a snog in two years. ‘Well,’ I replied, barely concealing my annoyance, ‘Julie doesn’t know everything about me after all, does she?’

‘Oh, that’s pity,’ said Hugh. ‘Because I was going to ask you if you’d like to join me for a late lunch but I imagine that you’ve probably got other plans.’

Damn, damn, damn. ‘No. I stayed at my parents’ house, actually,’ I blurted out quickly. ‘They live in Putney.’

Hugh smiled slyly. ‘Julie said that was where she thought you would be. So where should we go for lunch?’

Mum had given me so much food that morning that I felt like Mr Blobby after a fortnight-long binge but how could I resist Hugh’s charms? ‘There’s a pub round the corner that does Thai food,’ I suggested. ‘They might still be open. But I’d really like to get changed first, if you can bear to wait? My shirt smells terribly smoky.’ (And my armpits were probably much much worse!)

‘Actually, I think that someone might be sleeping in your room,’ Hugh said tactfully.

‘I had noticed.’

‘And anyway, I think you look fine as you are. Come like that.’

I looked down at my jeans. I supposed that they weren’t too filthy considering what they had been through and, in any case, he had already seen me looking my worst. Putting on my gladrags now wouldn’t repair the damage already done, would it? But I could really have used a quick tooth-brush. I knew that if I didn’t it would be sod’s law that Hugh, the most gorgeous bloke I had met in at least two years, would try to get a snog.

Just then, Julie stumbled past the kitchen door in the red DKNY petticoat thing that had cost her a fortune but still looked as though she had bought it from BHS, obviously not having bothered to get undressed before she went to bed. She waved vaguely. Her face had the pallor of someone who had been at sea for fifteen years and never quite found his sea-legs.

‘I’ll just put some lipstick on,’ I said, mindful of my own complexion. If Julie looked like shit, then I usually looked like shit that was two days’ old and natural light wasn’t going to be half as flattering as our dark kitchen.

‘Honestly, Lara, don’t bother,’ Hugh grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. ‘Let’s go now before everyone else wakes up and we get sucked into doing the hoovering.’

‘I had almost forgotten about that. You know what, Hugh? I think I really ought to stay behind and help out...’ I protested, suddenly getting an attack of butterflies about the impending late lunch. ‘Since I do live here.’

‘I’m not taking that for an answer,’ he retorted. ‘You were in charge of the vol-au-vents last night. Come on. You’ve done enough.’

Hugh was right. I had been a one-woman catering team, hadn’t I? Perhaps I had done my share of the work. Perhaps Hugh did like me in my tatty jeans. Perhaps I wouldn’t really have run out of things to say to him by the time we got to the bottom of the stairs.

‘Come on,’ he insisted. ‘Before I fade away with hunger.’

‘OK.’

I decided, unusually for me, to take a big risk. I gave up on my disgusting Darjeeling without further persuasion and followed Hugh out into the early autumn sunshine. After all, how big a cock-up could I make over lunch if I made sure that I kept to Diet Coke? And I knew that the mess in the flat would still be there for me to sort out no matter how late I got home.
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