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      For dearest Soph

      

      
      
      
      

      
      
      Have you ever tried kissing a man you desire more than anything in the world with a gearstick lodged between the two of you?
         It’s an evil metallic chaperone, priggishly digging me in the ribs every time I get too close. I greedily reach out to Charles,
         twisting out of my seat to get closer. He’s slipping his hand inside my shirt now: a heat-seeking missile, desperate for flesh.
         I force my seat back, determined to grant him easy access.

      
      
         ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep, have you any wool?’




      
      I nearly jump out of my skin at the high-pitched nasal singing that’s erupted from the back. ‘What the hell is that?’

      
      
         ‘One for the master and one for the dame…’




      
      Charles scrabbles about, desperately searching around the dark recesses of the car.

      
      ‘Oh God, Lulu, I’m so sorry. It’s Theo’s sheep. Just hang on.’

      
      I’m ham-fistedly buttoning up my shirt, the spell well and truly broken. Desire a distant memory, all I’m feeling now is slutty
         and stupid. Meanwhile the sheep’s reaching an unstoppable crescendo. Lucky sheep.


      
      
         ‘And one for the little boy…’




      
      Charles finally shuts it off, but by now I’m unlocking the door.

      
      ‘I can’t do this, I really can’t do this.’

      
      He grabs my wrist, awkwardly pulling me towards him.

      
      ‘Hey, come back, it’s stopped now.’

      
      ‘I mean it, Charles, this couldn’t be more wrong.’

      
      ‘Darling, I –’

      
      
         ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep…’




      
      The sheep’s back from the dead, louder and lustier than ever. It’s fighting a rearguard action with the two child car seats,
         which loom menacingly out of the darkness like twin Alsatians. It’d be bad enough if they belonged to my own children, but
         of course they don’t. They’re his wife’s. His shadowy, unknowable wife who I’d probably be the best of friends with in a parallel
         universe – a universe in which I wasn’t her worst nightmare. I know I’m a nice person, I’ve got categorical evidence, so how
         the hell did I end up here? Please don’t hate me on sight, I’m sure I can explain…


      

      
          
      
      Chapter One

      
      
      ‘Chris de Burgh?’

      
      ‘Yes, Alice, Chris de Burgh. It actually suggested I might want to download “Lady In Red”. Am I wrong to feel this affronted
         by iTunes? I thought being dumped was insulting, but this might be worse.’


      
      ‘You must’ve done something to encourage it though. Led it on. Have you been pigging out on Phil Collins to get through the
         heartbreak?’


      
      She gives me a crooked smile as she says it, letting me know how aware she is that I’ve been utterly crushed by Steve’s unexpected
         rejection. Eyes back on the road, Alice expertly spins the enormous white van round a tight corner, simultaneously shaking
         a Minstrel into her mouth from the bag that’s lying between us. Sometimes it’s hard to believe we’re related, let alone identical
         twins. If I were in charge of this lumbering vehicle, all our worldly goods would be splayed across the pavement by now. She’s
         been on the planet eight minutes longer of our thirty-two years, but sometimes it feels more like eight years. She’s the responsible
         one, the one with the answers. Whereas me, I’m a little bit of a flake.


      
      We’re moving out of our poky two-bedder in Hackney and into a little mews house in Barnsbury. It’s going to be a stretch,
         but Alice has been promoted and I’ve got three months’ work on ‘Last Carriage to Avon’, a soapy period drama for TV. I go wherever Zelda – the stately costume designer I work with – takes me. She’s not been too well recently
         and I’m worried she hasn’t taken on board how impossibly tight the budget is. Cut-price crinolines aren’t really her thing.


      
      Alice’s nifty driving means we’re on the doorstep in double-quick time. The street feels like it could almost be a location
         for the drama, what with the old-fashioned street lamps and poplar trees that punctuate it. We stand on the pavement taking
         it in. It’s a world away from the bustling high street we’ve moved from.


      
      ‘It’s so quiet!’ says Alice.

      
      ‘We’re going to love it,’ I say fervently, suddenly feeling a profound sense of relief that we’ve got out of Brecon Road.
         I’m hoping that leaving it behind will help me leave Steve behind, and the stinging disappointment will start to ease. We
         begin to haul our dining table out of the back, knocking over our grandmother’s standard lamp in the process.


      
      ‘Sod it!’ says Alice. ‘We definitely need some man muscle.’

      
      ‘Rufus promised he’d come straight after work.’

      
      ‘God, Lulu, you know what he’s like. He’ll start cyber-talking with some troglodyte in Wisconsin about operating systems and
         totally forget we exist.’


      
      Rufus is our uber-geek half-brother. Tall and gangly, with a long, insistent monobrow, we’re convinced he’s a virgin, even
         though he’s pushing twenty. The fact that he works in computer gaming, an industry dominated by lovelorn workaholics with
         testicles, is hardly aiding his prospects. Alice and I are determined to find a woman who’ll appreciate how great he is, but
         so far we’ve drawn a blank.


      
      We’re inelegantly lugging our sofa out of the back of the van when a booming voice rings out behind us.

      
      ‘You must be the new tenants.’

      
      Startled, I drop the sofa on my foot. The voice belongs to a tall, crooked pensioner, who’s leaning on a stick.

      
      ‘Um, yes,’ I say, trying my best not to swear, despite the agonizing pain that’s shooting through my big toe.

      
      ‘Twins, eh. What are your names?’

      
      ‘Alice and Lulu,’ stutters Alice, looking uncharacteristically cowed.

      
      ‘Surname?’ he demands.

      
      ‘Godwin,’ I squeak, suddenly feeling like it’s our first day in the army.

      
      ‘Mm, I see,’ he says, considering us. ‘We’re original residents, bought the house in 1960, brought up four children in it.
         You’ll find most people in the street have been here for the duration.’


      
      Our eyes swivel involuntarily to the small mews house we’re moving into. Four children?

      
      ‘Bunk beds,’ he barks. ‘I’d offer some assistance, but unfortunately my lumbar spine won’t allow it. Anyway, don’t hesitate
         to knock if there’s anything less physically taxing on the agenda. Mr Simkins, number thirty. We’ll have you round for sherry
         once you’re settled in.’ With that, he hobbles off, leaving me staring at Alice in mute horror.


      
      ‘Oh God, do you think we’ve done the right thing?’ I ask her anxiously, suddenly hit by a wave of guilt. Alice only really
         agreed to the move because she knew how much I wanted a new start. She loved our ramshackle flat, bang in the middle of the
         urban sprawl, surrounded by vegetable stalls and artists’ studios. Now we’ll be bankrupts, unable to afford to leave the house, marooned in a sea of octogenarian curtain twitchers.


      
      ‘We totally have,’ she reassures me. ‘It’ll be an adventure, a whole new story for the Godwin Twins.’ Our mum used to make
         up outlandish narratives for us when we were kids, in which we’d travel to exotic destinations and solve mysteries. We’d always
         race upstairs to bed just so we could hear what happened next. She died when we were ten, and carrying on the conceit somehow
         makes it feel like we’re still holding on to a fragment of her. At least it does for me.


      
      Rufus’s impeccable timing means that he turns up just as we’ve manhandled the last heavy item up the narrow stairs. ‘Sorry!’
         he shouts up after us. ‘I was trying to write a code for a dialogue box and I lost track of time.’ Obviously we don’t pause
         to ask him what he means, we simply fall on the bottle of cheap white wine he’s brought and flop down on the sofa. ‘Couldn’t
         you have asked Steve to help?’ he asks innocently, clocking how exhausted we both look. Rufus’s lack of relationship experience
         is often painfully obvious.


      
      ‘Considering he pretty much said, “It’s not you, it’s me,” to end a two-year relationship, I don’t think it would’ve been
         quite the thing,’ snaps Alice.


      
      I met Steve through a barrister friend of mine from university, who was determined that the two of us were a perfect match.
         She kept welding us together at parties and organizing elaborate dinners where her agenda was utterly transparent. It became
         a bit of a running joke between the two of us, which convinced me that he was totally uninterested. Besides, he seemed so
         sorted and self-sufficient, what with his thriving law practice and circle of scarily successful friends. When he finally
         made his move, after a drunken cab journey, I went with it. I definitely felt it in the moment, but now I look back on it, I wonder if timing played a bigger
         part than I realized. I was hurtling towards thirty, a good two years out of my last relationship. Snaring a good-on-paper
         boyfriend felt a bit like passing a test. But although I grew to love him (I think), some of those initial misgivings turned
         out to have a grain of truth. Do you think there’s a snapshot of what will ultimately drive you apart in the first five minutes
         of meeting someone? A warning from future history, if only you could grasp it? Even if there is, perhaps it’s better not to
         know, better to enjoy the moment, however fleeting.


      
      I was in awe of Steve’s zest for life, his determination to get the most out of everything he did, but it did leave me feeling
         a tiny bit hopeless. I love my work, but it’s Zelda who’s the shining star. Steve always seemed charmed by me, if a bit bemused.
         I think he found me a total contrast to the kind of sharp-suited power bitches, jostling for partnership, who surrounded him
         at work. We had a lovely time together, no question, but when I think about it, I can see the writing was on the wall. I had
         a toothbrush and some tampons in his bathroom, but neither of us was pushing to go the whole hog. The idea of moving away
         from Alice is too gruesome to contemplate, so I guess I wanted to avoid touching on the territory until it became critical.
         As we approached the two-year mark, it was inevitable that we needed to start considering if our relationship was a keeper,
         particularly for someone as goal-orientated as Steve. Even so, the speed and brevity with which he delivered his decision
         made me realize how untouchable he must be in court. He loved me, but he couldn’t imagine us wanting to build the same life long term. His next couple of years needed to be all about work and he didn’t want to sell
         me short. I can’t yet decide how much of my pain is hurt pride and how much is a genuine sense of loss.


      
      I snap out of my reverie, zeroing in on the ongoing argument that we’ve been having with Rufus.

      
      ‘It’s called “My Single Friend”, you realize,’ he says. ‘Not “My Single Little Brother”.’

      
      ‘That’s not the point,’ says Alice. ‘No one’s better qualified than us to sing your praises. What are you going to do, ask
         one of those social outcasts at work to do it? They’ll make you sound like a dalek.’


      
      ‘No, Alice, I’m not going to ask anyone to do it. I’ll meet someone in my own time. Besides, it’s not like you two are exactly
         romantic role models.’


      
      Although Alice has never been dumped, she’s also never managed to choose anyone remotely worthy. They’re always these hopeless
         wastrels who want her to give their barren lives some semblance of meaning. They send her Auden poems in the post and hang
         around outside the doorway making cow eyes and mooing. Luckily her social-worker streak is currently in remission: I just
         hope that when she re-enters the fray she’ll make a better call. But then, I don’t know if I’ll ever believe anyone’s good
         enough for my twin.


      
      ‘At least we don’t live on our own!’ I point out. ‘You just sit around eating beans on toast, watching Buffy box sets.’ Rufus’s
         crestfallen face tells me I’ve gone too far. ‘Sorry, I know you hang out with Richie and Nigel a lot.’


      
      ‘Yeah, I do. We’re going to a programming conference in Malvern in a couple of weeks.’

      
      ‘Great!’ I tell him encouragingly. ‘But think about it, Rufus. It’s only because we love you.’ I pause, looking at my watch. ‘Oh Christ, I’m really late for Zelda.’ I’ve promised
         her I’ll go and work through our initial ideas for the overall look of ‘Last Carriage to Avon’ before she pitches it to the
         director next week. Her favourite way to work is deep into the night, aided by a stream of fags and a bottle of good red wine.
         I love Zelda, but she’s temperamental, and one thing she hates is unpunctuality. Alice can see I’m panicking. My car’s still
         parked outside the old flat and I’ve got to get to deepest South London.


      
      ‘Why don’t you just take the van?’ she suggests. ‘You’ve only had one glass of wine.’

      
      ‘Are you on drugs? There’s no way I can drive that thing. Anyway, I’m not insured.’

      
      ‘News flash: we’re identical. Just take my driving licence.’

      
      It’s true that the only thing that sets us apart is the mole on the side of my left cheek. We’ve both got thick black hair,
         which we wear longish so we can make ourselves look sufficiently different if we need to. Our noses are bigger than we’d like
         them, a trait all three of us have inherited from our dad, but in compensation we’ve got our mum’s spookily green eyes. We’re
         the right side of curvy, although my bum definitely looks bigger without the assistance of Lycra (thank you, God, for blessing
         us with Spanx). So unless you’re peering at my face, or my naked arse, you’ll have next to no chance of telling us apart.


      
      Before long I’ve let Alice talk me into it and I’m nervously guiding the huge vehicle out of our narrow street. Oh God, I
         hope I don’t crush any ‘original residents’ under its enormous wheels. Despite my shaky start, I gain confidence as I tootle
         towards Tower Bridge, but as my belief in my driving ability soars, my belief in myself starts to plummet. Feeling myself getting rapidly sucked into the depths
         of the dumpee doldrums, I turn the radio up loud and sing along determinedly to ‘Like A Virgin’. But even Madonna starts to
         depress me as the lyrics send me into a neurotic tailspin about how long it’ll be till I have a gentleman caller again. I’m
         definitely going to need more than lurid fantasies about Jake Gyllenhaal to see me through the long winter nights.


      
      It takes me at least ten minutes to park the van outside Zelda’s tall South London townhouse. I arrive on the doorstep sweaty
         and stressed, but the anxiety starts to melt away when she envelops me in an enormous hug. She’s been laid low with a bug,
         so it’s been a good three weeks since I’ve seen her. She can be as scary as a hurricane when she’s angry, but she’s also the
         warmest, most caring person you could hope to meet.


      
      ‘You clever girl!’ she says, taking in the wonkily parked monstrosity. ‘You’ll be driving the costume van to set before we
         know it.’


      
      She takes me down to her huge, messy kitchen, which is very much the heart of the house. Her myriad awards are randomly displayed
         above the Aga, alongside photos of her two sons.


      
      ‘Let me get you a drink,’ she says, starting to pour a bucket of wine out of the open bottle.

      
      ‘Oh, Zelda, go easy,’ I say, holding my hand over the glass.

      
      ‘I think you might be rather glad of it,’ she says, holding my gaze.

      
      A flutter of anxiety starts up in my chest, but I know better than to try and badger her for information before she’s ready
         to share. Instead I take a gulp and wait expectantly. She lays out her initial sketches on the table, which are, as always,
         a sight to behold. Handsome brutes with impressive whiskers stride around in tight breeches, while delicate damsels look pretty
         in sweeping, flamboyant crinolines.


      
      ‘They’re gorgeous,’ I tell her, ‘but you do realize it’s the worst budget we’ve ever had?’ Zelda’s been designing since the
         glory days of the seventies, when money was plentiful and you wrapped at four p.m., just in time for a gin and tonic.


      
      ‘Pah!’ she says, waving her hands in the air dismissively. ‘If we go over budget they’ll just have to cut back on the catering.
         I’m not having my name on something that looks anything short of divine.’


      
      ‘But you promised them we could do it for the money.’

      
      ‘I kept my fingers crossed behind my back. And, anyway, I know how industrious you are, darling. You’ll have some ingenious
         ideas up your sleeve.’


      
      I look at her anxiously, feeling mighty relieved that the buck stops with her. Her magnificent imperiousness always wins out
         over the bean counters.


      
      ‘In fact,’ she continues, ‘I’m rather relying on your clever tricks.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Lulu, I’m not terribly well.’

      
      ‘I know, you’ve had flu. But you’re nearly better now, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘It might be rather worse than that. They’re doing some tests and they’ve asked me to take a few weeks off. I mean, I’m sure
         it’ll turn out to be a storm in a teacup, but my doctor’s been quite insistent.’


      
      I fight down a tidal wave of dread, determined not to undermine her forced calm. It emerges that she’s being sent in for a barrage of CT scans, as they’re concerned that her persistent
         low-level bug might be something more sinister than it appears.


      
      ‘So does that mean you’re going to get someone to stand in for you till you’re back on form?’ I ask her brightly, trying not
         to imagine the worst.


      
      ‘Don’t be so naive!’ she snaps. ‘It’s high time you stepped out of my shadow and this is the perfect opportunity.’

      
      ‘Oh no, there’s no way I can take it on. I’ll be hopeless.’

      
      ‘Lulu, I really need you to do this for me. This business is nothing like it used to be. I don’t want people thinking I’m
         past it, can’t be relied on. I fully intend to be fighting fit as soon as is humanly possible, but until that point I need
         you to keep the shopfront fully operational.’


      
      ‘But –’

      
      ‘There are no buts. You can do it, and you will do it.’


      
      With Zelda, resistance is futile. Besides, I know how much of a debt I owe her. She took me on as a dresser when I knew absolutely
         nothing – my entire career comes down to her. Decision made, she bats away any more questions about her health and insists
         we get down to business. She gives forth on her vision for the piece, the rich colours she wants to use to contrast with the
         slightly downbeat, soapy nature of the script.


      
      ‘Quite frankly, I wish we’d never taken it on,’ she confides. ‘But January’s so bloody slow.’

      
      I’m quietly horrified by the idea of three wintry months’ shooting without Zelda’s Blitz spirit to keep us all going. But
         me whining is the last thing she needs – it’s time to get practical.


      
      ‘I think we need to find some modernity within it,’ I tell her, ‘make a virtue of the fact that we’ve got bugger all to play
         with.’


      
      ‘But it’s period drama, darling – surely it’s a contradiction in terms?’

      
      ‘We need to pare it down more, use a brighter palate to take away from the fact that the costumes are not as elaborate as
         you might expect.’


      
      She surveys me for a moment before she replies, dragging deeply on an inevitable cigarette.

      
      ‘That’s my point, Lulu, you’re ready. You’re not a duckling any more, you’re fully grown. Go and sell your ideas to this,
         this –’


      
      ‘Tarquin Butler.’ Tarquin’s the young, edgy director who’s been brought in to give ‘Last Carriage to Avon’ the hipness and
         modernity that the producers inexplicably seem to believe is within its grasp.


      
      ‘But don’t forget what I’ve asked you to deliver,’ she adds hastily.

      
      I stay another half hour or so, but I can see that she’s getting tired. When I kiss her goodbye I have to fight back the insistent
         tears that keep threatening to cascade down my face. Has her skin got a yellowish tinge or is it just reflected glow from
         the street light opposite?


      
      ‘I’ll ring you tomorrow, obviously,’ I tell her, ‘but please ask me if you need someone to come to any of the appointments
         with you.’


      
      She shakes her head dismissively. ‘Michael will be back by Wednesday; it’ll be absolutely fine.’ Michael’s her husband, a
         director of photography who shoots all over the world. Considering how hard they both work, with their sons safely tucked away at boarding school, I often wonder how unnatural it feels when holiday time dictates them living together
         as a normal family.


      
      I get back in the van and shakily turn the key. Zelda’s watching from the doorway and I’m determined not to let on how rattled
         I am. First off I stall, and then, grinding the gears like a tractor, I lurch off into the night. As soon as I’m out of view
         I feel the tears start to come. Of course I should pull over, but I just want to get home and pour it all out to Alice. Besides,
         I hate South London. I’m sure I’ll feel less desolate when I’m the right side of the river.


      
      I zoom down Kennington Road, going a little faster than a novice van driver should attempt. When I see a flashing blue light
         I convince myself I’m being neurotic; I’m only going a smidge over thirty and I’ve never been stopped before. But once it’s
         zoomed up behind me, siren blaring, I have to admit to myself that it’s my unlucky day. I wish I knew how to pull over elegantly.
         Instead I veer towards the kerb, crashing into it and stalling. A shadowy figure appears at the window.


      
      ‘Evening, madam, very kind of you to stop for me. I’m going to need you to step out of the vehicle.’

      
      Ooh, bit of a joker. I bite down a sarcastic response then do a double take when I get a proper look at him. He’s youngish
         and sexy-ish, with a Scottish brogue that only adds to his appeal. He stands back and waits for me as I fumble with the central
         locking, radiating a self-assurance that comes from a sure knowledge that he’s in charge. Maybe it’s not just that: he’s compact
         and muscular in a way that must give him a jungle confidence. There’s a hint of a smile underpinning the testosterone, a glimmer
         of amusement in his blue eyes which gives me a shred of hope. If only this were a particularly successful erotic dream rather than a blatantly
         unsuccessful piece of law-breaking.


      
      I clamber down from the cab, trying my best to wipe away the thick, black mascara that’s streaked down my face. He must think
         he’s stopped a Goth with a sideline in house clearances. Why did I let myself keep chugging my way through that mammoth glass?
         I never would have if it hadn’t been for Zelda’s cataclysmic news. If I lose my licence I might as well head straight for
         the job centre. My role relies on me being able to drive myself to set for six thirty a.m. in whichever godforsaken bit of
         the country we happen to be shooting in. It would be a disaster any time, but right now it’d be beyond catastrophic.


      
      ‘You were observed driving down Kennington Road at 23.12 at thirty-four miles per hour with a broken tail light,’ he informs
         me officiously.


      
      ‘So only a tiny bit more than ten per cent over. You must admit, in mathematical terms that’s not bad.’ What am I saying?!

      
      ‘The bad news is that traffic regulations don’t quite work that way. Were you aware the tail light was non-operational?’

      
      ‘No, we – I mean, I hired the van to move house. It’s not my actual van. I always keep my Peugeot well serviced.’ I blush,
         mortified by my own verbosity and also by my use of the phrase ‘well serviced’. He really is very handsome.


      
      ‘Very impressive,’ he says wryly. ‘But the van is your responsibility as the designated driver.’

      
      Oh God, the designated driver. I’m suddenly hit by the horrifying realization that it’s Alice’s licence I’m playing fast and
         loose with.


      
      ‘I’m really sorry,’ I tell him pathetically.

      
      ‘The van’s a rental, is it? That explains your driving.’

      
      ‘Are you talking about the kerb? It just came at me…’

      
      ‘You were weaving across the road with no respect for the lane markings.’ I did have to lean right across to the opposite
         seat pocket to nab the last Minstrel, but I’m not sure it’s a robust defence. ‘I’ll need to breathalyse you, but first of
         all let’s get a name and address.’


      
      ‘Is that really necessary?’

      
      ‘Take a guess.’

      
      His smart-aleck antagonism’s starting to really get on my wick, but I know I need to keep chowing down on the humble pie.
         ‘Louise Abigail… I mean, Alice Hannah Godwin.’ He’s staring intently now, clearly sensing a potential scalp. Cold panic spreads
         through my body, freezing my brain. What the hell is our new address? ‘Um, address wise, I think it’s 16 Culforth Mews, Islington,
         N1, N1… I only moved there today. I can call my sister and get the whole postcode.’ Don’t mention a sister! Even Nancy Drew
         would’ve most likely deduced that I’m an imposter by now, let alone this shark-eyed law enforcement officer.


      
      ‘Let’s get the test over first. I’d like you to breathe into this bag.’

      
      I’m practically hyperventilating, struggling to pant my panicky breath into the plastic contraption he’s holding out for me.
         I can’t believe I’m about to hurl Alice’s clean driving licence down the toilet.


      
      ‘Amber: you’re very lucky it’s not red.’

      
      I breathe a huge sigh of relief, leaning back against the van for support. ‘You see! I’m fine,’ I announce smugly. He gives
         me a long look.


      
      ‘So you won’t mind performing a simple agility test then?’

      
      ‘An agility test? Please don’t. I promise you I’m not drunk, but I’m ever so uncoordinated. If we’d gone to school together,
         there’s no way you would ever have picked me for rounders.’


      
      ‘It’s nothing complicated, just hopping to that postbox.’ It’s a good hundred yards away. I stare at him in mute horror, before
         hoiking up my right leg unsteadily. I’m poised for lift-off when I suddenly hear him sniggering.


      
      ‘Scrub that. I’m just going to ask you to walk towards it in as straight a line as you can manage.’ Bastard! I’m sure I could
         have him up on some kind of humiliation charge. I set off down the pavement, unsure how slow and how straight my walk is meant
         to be. I feel horribly self-conscious, like I’m walking down some peculiar catwalk.


      
      ‘OK, you can come back now!’ he finally shouts.

      
      ‘Very decent of you,’ I snap, unable to hold down my irritation. ‘Are you sure you’ve followed proper procedure?’

      
      ‘Feel free to report me for – what was it you were thinking of reporting me for exactly? It’s PC Alistair Patten.’

      
      I pause, feeling like a total idiot. ‘Hopping,’ I mutter.

      
      ‘Feel free to report me for hopping. As far as I know, neither of us did any hopping, but perhaps I missed something. I just
         need to see your licence before you carry on menacing the road.’


      
      ‘Yes, of course,’ I say meekly, retrieving it from my purse. What was I thinking, getting hoity-toity with him when I’m on
         such a sticky wicket? He peers long and hard, making some scary-looking notes in his pocket book. Finally he looks up, holding
         my gaze. Is that a ghost of a smile playing around his lips?


      
      ‘Thank you kindly, Alice. You’re free to go, but I hope you’ll take the Highway Code more seriously in future.’

      
      ‘Oh, absolutely,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll make it my bible.’

      
      ‘Little bit of bible-bashing sounds ideal,’ he counters, giving me a wave.

      
      And with that I steer off into the cold January night hoping that this particularly stressful Sunday isn’t a stark warning
         of what’s to come. I find myself muttering a brief plea to Mum, just in case she really is sitting on a cloud looking down
         on us, to cut us some slack. Something tells me that this is a year when I’m going to need all the help I can get…


      

      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      Alice is a teacher, which means that, although she doesn’t make mega bucks, she does get the longest holidays in human history.
         I, meanwhile, work the kind of hours that Siberian salt-mine owners would baulk at meting out. Or at least I do once filming
         kicks in. Right now we’re in preproduction, which can occasionally be a bit of a doss for me as Zelda’s such a control freak.
         Not this time. I spend the beginning of the week furiously sketching and poring over books on Victorian costume, trying to
         work out how I’m going to conjure up anything vaguely presentable. Of all the jobs for Zelda to fall ill on, this has to be
         the worst. And I can tell that she’s far sicker than she’s letting on by the sheer lack of contact. It’s so hard to stay focused
         when I’m constantly distracted by my concern for her, but I know that the best thing I can do is cover manfully in her absence.
         She’s desperate to conceal how little input she’s had into the look of the show, which means I’ve got to try and reach the
         dizzy heights of a BAFTA-winning designer with the budgetary equivalent of a few rolls of polyester and some sticky-backed
         plastic.


      
      ‘Shall we bother getting cable?’ says Alice, wandering in in her tracksuit bottoms. She’s already been for a run and brought
         back posh coffees from Upper Street and it’s only nine a.m. ‘I mean, all we ever watch on it is “America’s Next Top Model”.’


      
      ‘But we LOVE “America’s Next Top Model”. I reckon it’s worth it.’

      
      ‘OK, fair enough. That’s pretty much the last account we need to set up.’

      
      ‘Have you done them all?’ I ask her, feeling guilty. ‘I would’ve put some in my name.’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t worry about it,’ she says airily. ‘It’s all done and dusted.’

      
      Alice is the most organized person I know. Our dad’s a science professor and I wonder if she’s inherited her meticulousness
         from him. I start gathering up the piles of sketches that I’ve spread over our dining table and clipping them together.


      
      ‘You’ve got your scary meeting today, haven’t you?’

      
      I’m meeting Tarquin Butler at his private members’ club in just over an hour. I’m hoping his own inexperience will mean he
         won’t detect mine.


      
      ‘Yes, followed by a breeches fitting with the leading man at the costumiers. It’s kind of action-packed.’

      
      ‘Breeches,’ says Alice dreamily. ‘Try your best to make him look like Colin Firth in “Pride and Prejudice”.’

      
      ‘He’s so not in that league. He’s that Charles Adamson guy. Used to be the posh one in “Casualty”.’

      
      ‘Do they ever have anyone posh in “Casualty”?’

      
      ‘That’s why he only lasted a year!’ I shout over my shoulder, running up the stairs to the bathroom. My room’s still in chaos
         as I’ve been working too hard to unpack. There’s no time to wash my hair, but all I can find to keep it from getting wet in
         the shower is an unsightly pair of leopardskin G-string knickers. Steve was always buying me the kind of underwear I’d never
         have the audacity to wear, hence the fact they’re still pristine. I’m tearing out of the house soon after, a bulging folder of sketches tucked under my arm. As
         I’m scouring the road for a cab, the sketches start to blow down the street.


      
      ‘Bollocks!’ I shout, chasing after them.

      
      ‘Pardon your French,’ says an ancient woman in a huge flying saucer of a beret, trapping a couple of sketches under the wheels
         of her shopping trolley.


      
      ‘So sorry. Stressful morning,’ I say, retrieving them from under the wheels.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, dear,’ she says. ‘I know how it is for you young women. Never enough time to catch your breath.’

      
      ‘I’m Lulu,’ I say, sticking out my free hand. ‘I think we’re your new neighbours.’

      
      ‘Miss Lawford,’ she replies. ‘Very pleased to make your acquaintance.’

      
      Maybe I’ll introduce myself to Tarquin as ‘Miss Godwin’ and demand that everyone on-set addresses me as such. It could be
         the perfect way to cement my newfound status. Spotting a passing cab, I flag it down, giving my new neighbour an apologetic
         smile. Miraculously it delivers me to Soho with five minutes to spare. Tarquin’s yet to arrive, so I order myself a double
         espresso and try to order my thoughts. I’m scrabbling back through my drawings when he suddenly appears at my elbow. He’s
         short and wiry, like a terrier, with spiky strawberry-blond hair. He looks like he inhaled his scarily on-trend wardrobe before
         leaving the house this morning. His skinny-fit black cords are set off by a pair of silken trainers, and his crumpled cotton
         blazer smartens the look to just the right degree. I immediately start to regret pulling on a bog standard pair of jeans:
         if you’re better dressed than your costume designer, it’s hardly going to inspire confidence. Still, he seems friendly enough,
         ordering himself an endearingly childish mug of hot chocolate and asking me about my Christmas.


      
      Once our drinks arrive, it’s time to cut to the chase. Struggling to control my nerves, I try to imagine that there’s an enormous
         hologram of Zelda projected on to the wall in front of us; although after she’s blown a smoke ring into my face and ordered
         me to sit up straight, I’m forced to vaporize her. I pluck out my rough ideas for Charles Adamson and give forth with my spiel
         about parsimonious chic.


      
      ‘What we need to do is to find a contrast between the way we dress the different social classes, so that there’s an internal
         logic to it all.’


      
      ‘What, so we’re cheap in a consistent way?’ he says, poring over the sketches. I am so not ready for this. I should never
         have mentioned the paltry budget in my pitch: now he’ll just think I’m a whinger. He suddenly looks up, a grin plastered across
         his face.


      
      ‘You’re brilliant, Lulu, you really are. Well, you and Zelda are. I’ve been freaking out about how I’m going to achieve it
         all, but you’ve totally got it covered.’


      
      ‘Thanks!’ I say, delighted.

      
      ‘I felt really lucky to get someone like Zelda, but I’m bloody glad I’m going to be dealing with you while I’m still finding
         my feet.’


      
      ‘What do you mean?’ I ask him, immediately defensive. ‘You know she’ll be back in a couple of weeks?’

      
      ‘Sure, I realize that,’ he says with a disarming look. ‘I shouldn’t tell you this,’ he continues sheepishly, ‘but there’s
         a distinct possibility I’m way out of my depth. I really can’t fuck this up.’


      
      ‘Oh God, I’m so with you on being out of my depth,’ I tell him, suddenly feeling much less alone. ‘But they gave you the job
         for a reason… I’m sure you’ll be brilliant.’


      
      ‘Thanks, Lulu. Now I’ve just got to hope you’re the all-seeing eye.’

      
      ‘Oh, I am,’ I tell him. ‘No question.’

      
      He starts gathering up his stuff. ‘I’m sorry I can’t come and introduce you to Charles, but my location manager needs me.’

      
      ‘It’s fine. What’s he like though? Is he going to be all queenie and leading mannish?’

      
      ‘He seems pretty tame,’ Tarquin says, ‘but you know what actors are like.’

      
      ‘Yeah, they all show their fangs eventually.’

      
      ‘Exactly,’ he agrees with a knowing laugh.

      
      First-day friendship firmly established, we kiss goodbye and I head off for the costumiers. I set off down Old Compton Street
         in the winter sunshine, revelling in the fact that, for the next fifteen minutes, I’m answerable to no one. It’s times like
         these when being single starts to feel like an adventure, a chance to blaze a trail across my own personal corner of the universe.
         At least until I’m confronted by a particularly mentally subnormal glamour model grinning out from the cover of OK!, breasts artfully jiggling at the fiancé she met on a reality show a matter of weeks ago. How unfair is it that she’s luckier
         in love than me? What’s she got that I haven’t (other than £3,000-worth of silicone welded to her chest)? Transfixed, I have
         to stop and examine the ghastly pictures inside, earning myself a filthy glare from the newsagent and making myself late. I hare off down the street, taking a short cut down an alley lined with strip joints.


      
      I arrive panicked and flustered, only to discover there’s no sign of Charles. Or at least that’s how it appears, until I realize
         that the Jon Bon Jovi lookalike who’s deep in conversation on his mobile might just be my man. He’s so engrossed that I’m
         forced to tap him on the shoulder. He wraps up the call and swings round, long rat’s tails spinning in the breeze. He obviously
         catches my horrified look.


      
      ‘Don’t. I know. I’m a fright. I’ve come straight from the hair and make-up tests. It’ll be all right when they’ve curled it
         all up, they assure me.’


      
      ‘So it’s extensions?’

      
      ‘Obviously it’s extensions!’ he says, laughing. ‘Just call me East Finchley’s answer to Victoria Beckham. They were going
         to take them all out, but it would have taken ages and I didn’t want to be late.’


      
      ‘I’m so sorry. You rushed over and I wasn’t even here.’ As I’m saying it, I feel myself reaching up to pull my own hair down
         in sympathy. Oh God, now I’m holding out my leopardskin pants like a religious offering. He stares at them, lost for words.


      
      ‘They’re clean!’ is the first thing that springs out of my mouth. ‘I mean, I was just using them to tie up my hair. I’ve just
         moved house, and…’


      
      ‘Well, you’re obviously the woman to ask about these things,’ he says teasingly. ‘I was wondering about bunches – do you think
         they’d suit me or are they just too retro Britney?’


      
      ‘No, I can see you with bunches,’ I tell him. ‘Or even a top knot. Long hair’s so versatile.’

      
      We continue our ridiculous discussion all the way to his dressing room, where the costumiers have laid out a smorgasbord of
         outfits for him to try. I wait outside, after instructing him on the exact jodhpurs I want him in first.


      
      ‘How did men ever pull women in the nineteenth century?’ he shouts through the door. ‘I can’t tell you how huge my arse looks
         in these things. And do I really have to put that ridiculous ruffled shirt on?’


      
      He opens the door, crazy hair caught round the back, and suddenly I see him from a whole new angle. It’s not straightforward
         lust that strikes me, more a feeling of total understanding, like I’ve known him for years. He’s leading-man handsome, no
         question, but up close and personal he’s far from flawless. His teeth are snaggly, like an ancient fence in need of attention,
         and his nose looks like it lost a fight with a lamp post. There’s a slightly faded quality to his good looks; the laughter
         lines around his dark-brown eyes tell me he’s pushing forty. But his crooked smile has a real warmth and kindness about it,
         a way of telling you that he’d stop his car in a heartbeat if you were stranded on the hard shoulder. Even the ruffled shirt
         and skin-tight trousers can’t kill his appeal. Best of all, he’s got no wedding ring. Stop it, Lulu. You are not going to
         have a relationship with your leading man, not under any circumstances. Actors are professional liars who get paid to show
         off. How’s that ever going to add up to a good prospect?


      
      ‘What do you think?’ he asks, yanking me out of my moment of madness.

      
      ‘Um, they’re all wrong for you, totally wrong,’ I snap.

      
      ‘So I look like a total lard arse?’ he replies, crestfallen.

      
      ‘No, not at all. I just want you to look more… more…’ Less like a man I could be insanely infatuated with is what I mean, but of course it’s not what I say. Instead I start randomly throwing alternative outfits at him while treating
         him to a scintillating analysis of social injustice in Victorian England. We fix on a pair of oatmeal suede breeches for everyday,
         plus some full-on leather chaps for his horse-riding exploits.


      
      ‘I’m starting the riding lessons next week,’ he shouts through the door. ‘Are you the horsey type?’

      
      ‘I grew up in Queen’s Park, take a wild guess.’

      
      ‘I can only just about drive a car,’ he says, ‘let alone single-handedly control a puffing, stamping beast.’

      
      ‘While wearing leathers,’ I add.

      
      ‘Quite,’ he says, emerging from the fitting room in his mufti. ‘Now, Lulu, if you can bear the abject humiliation of crossing
         the road with a man with longer hair than you, I’d very much like to take you for brunch.’


      
      My heart does an involuntary skip at the thought of more time with him. ‘That’d be lovely, but –’

      
      ‘No buts. You’ve made me look like slightly less of a fool than I’d feared, and for that you must be justly rewarded. Are
         you a cheese person?’


      
      ‘Oh, I’m all about the cheese.’

      
      ‘In that case you’re in for a treat.’

      
      We zigzag through the backstreets of Covent Garden, eventually finding the entrance to a yard, tucked away down a cobbled
         lane. It contains an amazing deli, entirely lined with random and delicious foodstuffs: salamis give way to lemons, swiftly
         followed by towers of croissants, while a cold counter is given over to a dairy’s worth of cheese. Charles leads me to the
         round, wooden table that acts as a centrepiece and pulls out a high stool for me.


      
      ‘Do you mind if I take command of the cheese ordering?’ he asks. ‘I’m a bit of a connoisseur.’

      
      The combination of the commanding and the chair pulling is making my heart melt into a sludgy puddle at the bottom of my shoes.
         ‘Command away,’ I tell him inanely, doing my absolute best to pull myself together. I’m going to have to spend the next three
         months with this man. If my unbridled lust isn’t returned, it’s going to be uber-humiliating. Professional must be my brand.
         The fact that my next question is ‘So why are you so cheesy?’ rather ruins the effect.


      
      ‘I used to spend all my summers in Sweden with my dad when I was a kid. It’s pretty much their staple breakfast.’

      
      ‘Is that why you’re fair? You’re a secret Swede?’

      
      ‘No, my stepmother’s Swedish. My dad moved there to be with her.’

      
      A miasma of sadness crosses his face, like a cloud blowing across the sun, but he forces it away with a determined smile.
         I find myself wanting to defy all the rules on how you’re meant to behave with a virtual stranger, seized by an illogical
         desire to know everything about what makes him tick. Of course I don’t start a full-scale emotional interrogation; instead
         I submit to his polite questioning about me. He asks if I’ve stayed in Queen’s Park, and I tell him about the bizarre characters
         that Alice and I have washed up alongside in Islington.


      
      ‘God, I’d love to have been a twin,’ he says, laughing at my impression of Mr Simkins. ‘I haven’t got any siblings at all.
         I can’t tell you how boring it is growing up in solitary.’


      
      ‘Oh, it’s got its downside,’ I tell him.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I say uselessly. ‘I just didn’t want you to think I was being smug.’ I ponder for a second, trying to imagine
         what I would’ve gained from not being intertwined with Alice from the very moment of conception.


      
      ‘I know I couldn’t live without her,’ I tell him, loving how intently he’s listening, ‘and sometimes that’s too scary for
         words.’ Losing our mum like we did has made me painfully aware, right from the get go, that no one’s immortal. If I let myself
         spiral into imagining an Alice-free universe then panic overwhelms me.


      
      ‘But surely it has to be better to have had something precious, and miss it fiercely, than never to have had it?’ he counters.

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ I reply, thinking that I’ll need to take his observation away and unpack it. God, he thinks as well
         as twinkles. I mustn’t get carried away. If by some crazy chance I’ve met someone special, it’s vital I don’t seem like a
         love-sick desperado; particularly considering my opening gambit was handing him my knickers. I try to steer the conversation
         into more impersonal territory, asking him about the play he’s just finished in the West End and telling him about me and
         Zelda’s last couple of gigs. Even so, our eyes keep meeting for a little longer than they should and I find myself having
         to stare unduly hard at the Vacherin in order to avoid conveying the sheer pleasure that being with him is causing. We could
         be talking in forensic detail about roadworks on the North Circular and I’d still be having a great time. There’s a bizarre
         sense of connection that glides above and beyond our harmless chit-chat. I’ve got to remove myself before my feelings become
         too nakedly obvious. If this is going to happen, then I need him to think he has sought it out.


      
      ‘I ought to go,’ I tell him. ‘I’ve got to work on cocked hats for the farmhands this afternoon.’

      
      ‘I mustn’t keep you from the cocked hats,’ he says with a flirty smile. ‘I should shoot too. I’ve got to pick up my son from
         school in an hour.’


      
      And with that, my world caves in. His son?

      
      ‘I didn’t know you had kids,’ I croak. I plaster an empty grin across my shocked face. ‘Or is it kid in the singular?’

      
      ‘God, no. I couldn’t put another generation through the hell of that,’ he says, his expression unreadable. ‘He’s got a little
         brother.’


      
      ‘Great!’ I say brightly, holding on to the vain hope he’s a divorcee. There’s no ring, for Christ’s sake. But I can’t think
         of a subtle way to ask and, anyway, I’m feeling way too humiliated by how obvious I’ve been. I never, ever feel this instantaneous
         chemistry – it’s always a gradual process of self-persuasion, an inching forward into an uncertain alliance. How utterly crushing
         that it’s over before it began.
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