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  Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason


  Bridget Joness phenomenal success is not just because of her creators brilliant wit, comic timing and social observation, but because she captures
  what  alas  it is like to be female  I laughed out loud many times while reading The Edge of Reason. Fielding is excellent at a mixture of perception and comedy,
  capturing thoughts everyone has but hasnt actually expressed


  Sally Emerson, Daily Mail


  Bridget is probably the most successful comic creation of this decade, the most controversial and talked-about female fictional character since Lolita  Bridget
  terminology has slipped into common parlance  She is still on superb form


  Stephanie Merritt, Observer


  Could Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason really be as funny as its predecessor? The answer is yes  Bridget, the original Singleton, is on ripping form in
  the sequel  But she is far more than the patron saint of single women: she is everyman, or rather, everyperson


  Virginia Blackburn, Express


  Like that other gifted commentator Woody Allen, she makes modern urban neuroses, if not art, then at least very, very funny


  Carla Power, Newsweek


  Fielding has produced a genuinely original fictional voice. Like Anita Loos before her or, perhaps more pertinently, E. M. Delafield in her Diary of a Provincial
  Lady, she has created a devastatingly funny parody of her life and times  Any woman of a certain age can recognize elements of Bridget in herself and will have enormous fun trying to
  spot them in the book


  Rachel Simhon, Daily Telegraph


  Bridget Jones is no mere fictional character, shes the Spirit of the Age


  Melanie McDonagh, Evening Standard


  Austen, as before, in Fieldings model, radically but affectionately updated  There is, to be honest, a bit of Bridget Jones in a lot of the women and men
  of a certain generation, and to have those aspects so affectionately rendered, and both ridiculed and subversively celebrated, is a welcome treat


  Robert Potts, TLS


  
    
  


  Helen Fielding was born in Yorkshire. She worked for many years in London as a newspaper and TV journalist, travelling as wildly and as often as
  possible to Africa, India and Central America. She has written four novels, Cause Celeb (1994), Bridget Joness Diary (1996), Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason (2000) and
  Olivia Joules and the Overactive Imagination (2003), and she co-wrote the screenplays for the movies of Bridget Joness Diary and The Edge of Reason. She now works
  full-time as a novelist and screenwriter and lives in London and Los Angeles.
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  Happily Ever After


  
    
  


  Monday 27 January


  9st 3 (total fat groove), boyfriends 1 (hurrah!), shags 3 (hurrah!), calories 2,100, calories used up by shags 600, so total calories 1,500 (exemplary).


  7.15 a.m. Hurrah! The wilderness years are over. For four weeks and five days now have been in functional relationship with adult male thereby proving am not love pariah
  as previously feared. Feel marvellous, rather like Jemima Goldsmith or similar radiant newlywed opening cancer hospital in veil while everyone imagines her in bed with Imran Khan. Ooh. Mark Darcy
  just moved. Maybe he will wake up and talk to me about my opinions.


  7.30 a.m. Mark Darcy has not woken up. I know, will get up and make him fantastic fried breakfast with sausages, scrambled eggs and mushrooms or maybe Eggs Benedict or
  Florentine.


  7.31 a.m. Depending what Eggs Benedict or Florentine actually are.


  7.32 a.m. Except do not have any mushrooms or sausages.


  7.33 a.m. Or eggs.


  7.34 a.m. Or  come to think of it  milk.


  7.35 a.m. Still has not woken up. Mmmm. He is lovely. Love looking at Him asleep. V. sexy broad shoulders and hairy chest. Not that sex object or anything. Interested in
  brain. Mmmm.


  7.37 a.m. Still has not woken up. Must not make noise, realize, but maybe could wake Him subtly by thought vibes.


  7.40 a.m. Maybe will put  GAAAAAH!


  7.50 a.m. Was Mark Darcy sitting bolt upright yelling, Bridget, will you stop. Bloody. Staring at me when I am asleep. Go find something to do.


  8.45 a.m. In Coins Caf having cappuccino, chocolate croissant, and cigarette. Is relief to have fag in open and not to be on best behaviour. V.
  complicated actually having man in house as cannot freely spend requisite amount of time in bathroom or turn into gas chamber as conscious of other person late for work, desperate for pee etc.;
  also disturbed by Mark folding up underpants at night, rendering it strangely embarrassing now simply to keep all own clothes in pile on floor. Also he is coming round again tonight so have to go
  to supermarket either before or after work. Well, do not have to but horrifying truth is want to, in bizarre possibly genetic-throwback-style way such as could not admit to Sharon.


  8.50 a.m. Mmm. Wonder what Mark Darcy would be like as father (father to own offspring, mean. Not self. That would indeed be sick in manner of Oedipus)?


  8.55 a.m. Anyway, must not obsess or fantasize.


  9 a.m. Wonder if Una and Geoffrey Alconbury would let us put marquee on their lawn for the recept Gaaah!


  Was my mother, walking into my caf bold as brass in a Country Casuals pleated skirt and apple-green blazer with shiny gold buttons, like a spaceman turning up in the House of Commons
  squirting slime and sitting itself down calmly on the front bench.


  Hello, darling, she trilled. Just on my way to Debenhams and I know you always come in here for your breakfast. Thought Id pop in and see when you want your colours
  done. Ooh I fancy a cup of coffee. Do you think theyll warm up the milk?


  Mum, Ive told you I dont want my colours done, I muttered, scarlet, as people stared and a sulky, rushed-off-her-feet waitress bustled up.


  Oh dont be such a stick-in-the-mud, darling. You need to make a statement about yourself! Not sitting on the fence all the time in all these fudges and slurries. Oh, hello,
  dear.


  Mum went into her slow, kindly Lets try to make best friends with the waiting staff and be the most special person in the caf for no fathomable reason voice.


  Now. Let. Me. See. Dyou know? I think Ill have a coffee. Ive had so many cups of tea this morning up in Grafton Underwood with my husband Colin that Im sick to
  death of tea. But could you warm me up some milk? I cant drink cold milk in coffee. It gives me indigestion. And then my daughter Bridget will have 


  Grrr. Why do parents do this. Why? Is it desperate mature persons plea for attention and importance, or is it that our urban generation are too busy and suspicious of each other to be
  open and friendly? I remember when I first came to London I used to smile at everyone until a man on the tube escalator masturbated into the back of my coat.


  Espresso? Filter? Latte? Cap: half fat or de-caf? snapped the waitress, sweeping all the plates off the table next to her and looking at me accusingly as if Mum was my fault.


  Half fat de-caf cap and a latte, I whispered apologetically.


  What a surly girl, doesnt she speak English? huffed Mum at her retreating back. This is a funny place to live, isnt it? Dont they know what they want to
  put on in the morning?


  I followed her gaze to the fashionable Trustafarian girls at the next table. One was tapping at her laptop and wearing Timberlands, a petticoat, a Rastafarian bonnet and a fleece, while the
  other, in Prada stilettos, hiking socks, surfing shorts, a floor-length llamaskin coat and a Bhutanese herdsmans woolly hat with earflaps, was yelling into her mobile headset, I mean,
  he said if he found me smoking skunk again hed take away the flat. And Im like, Fucking, Daddy  while her six-year-old child picked miserably at a plate of
  chips.


  Is that girl talking to herself with that language? said Mum. Its a funny world you live in, isnt it? Wouldnt you do better living near normal
  people?


  They are normal people, I said furiously, nodding in illustration out at the street where unfortunately a nun in a brown habit was pushing two babies along in a pram.


  You see this is why you get yourself all mixed up.


  I dont get myself mixed up.


  Yes you do, she said. Anyway. Hows it going with Mark?


  Lovely, I said moonily, at which she gave me a hard stare.


  Youre not going to you-know-what with him, are you? He wont marry you, you know.


  Grrr. Grrrr. No sooner have I started going out with the man shed been trying to force me onto for eighteen months (Malcolm and Elaines son, darling, divorced, terribly
  lonely and rich) than I feel like Im running some kind of Territorial Army obstacle course, scrambling over walls and nets to bring her home a big silver cup with a bow on.


  You know what they say afterwards, she was going on. Oh, she was easy meat. I mean when Merle Robertshaw started going out with Percival her mother said,
  Make sure he keeps that thing just for weeing with.


  Mother I protested. I mean it was a bit rich coming from her. Not six months ago she was running around with a Portuguese tour operator with a gentlemans handbag.


  Oh, did I tell you, she interrupted, smoothly changing the subject, Una and I are going to Kenya.


  What! I yelled.


  Were going to Kenya! Imagine, darling! To darkest Africa!


  My mind started to whirl round and round searching through possible explanations like a fruit machine before it comes to a standstill: Mother turned missionary? Mother rented Out of
  Africa again on video? Mother suddenly remembered about Born Free and decided to keep lions?


  Yes, darling. We want to go on safari and meet the Masai tribesmen, then stay in a beach hotel!


  The fruit machine clunked to a halt on a series of lurid images of elderly German ladies having sex on the beach with local youths. I stared levelly at Mum.


  Youre not going to start messing around again, are you? I said. Dads only just got over all that stuff with Julio.


  Honestly, darling! I dont know what all the fuss was about! Julio was just a friend  a penfriend! We all need friends, darling. I mean even in the best of marriages one
  person just isnt enough: friends of all ages, races, creeds and tribes. One has to expand ones consciousness at every 


  When are you going?


  Oh, I dont know, darling. Its just an idea. Anyway must whizz. Byee!


  Bugger. Its 9.15. Am going to be late for morning meeting.


  11 a.m. Sit Up Britain office. Was luckily only two minutes late for meeting, also managed to conceal coat by rolling it into ball to create pleasing sense of having
  been in for hours and merely detained on urgent trans-departmental business elsewhere in building. Made my way in composed manner through hideous open-plan office littered with the tell-tale
  remnants of bad daytime TV  here an inflatable sheep with a hole in its bottom, there a blow-up of Claudia Schiffer wearing Madeleine Albrights head, there a large cardboard sign
  saying: LESBIANS! Out! Out! Out!  towards where Richard Finch, sporting sideburns and black Jarvis Cocker spectacles, his portly frame squeezed hideously into a 70s retro
  safari suit was bellowing at the assembled twenty-something research team.


  Come on, Bridget Droopy-Drawers Late Again, he yelled, spotting my approach. Im not paying you to roll coats into a ball and try to look innocent, Im paying
  you to turn up on time and come up with ideas.


  Honestly. The lack of respect day after day is beyond human endurance.


  Right, Bridget! he roared. Im thinking New Labour Women. Im thinking image and roles. I want Barbara Follett in the studio. Get her to give Margaret Beckett a
  make-over. Highlights. Little black dress. Stockings. I want to see Margaret looking like sex on legs.


  Sometimes there seems no limit to the absurdity of what Richard Finch will ask me to do. One day, I will find myself persuading Harriet Harman and Tessa Jowell to stand in a supermarket while I
  ask passing shoppers if they can tell which one is which, or trying to persuade a Master of the Hunt to be chased naked through the countryside by a pack of vicious foxes. Must find more worthwhile
  fulfilling job of some kind. Nurse, perhaps?


  11.03 a.m. At desk. Right, had better ring Labour press office. Mmmm. Keep getting shag flashbacks. Hope Mark Darcy was not really annoyed this morning. Wonder if
  it is too early to ring him at work?


  11.05 a.m. Yes. As it says in How to Get the Love You Want  or maybe it was Keeping the Love You Find?  the blending together of man and
  woman is a delicate thing. Man must pursue. Will wait for him to ring me. Maybe had better read papers to brief self about New Labour policy in case actually get Margaret Beckett on end of 
  Gaaah!


  11.15 a.m. Was Richard Finch yelling again. Have been put on the fox-hunting item instead of Labour Women and have got to do live insert from Leicestershire. Must not
  panic. Am assured, receptive, responsive woman of substance. My sense of self comes not from my worldly achievements but from within. Am assured, receptive  Oh God. Is pissing it down. Do
  not want to go out in fridge-crossed-with-swimming pool-like world.


  11.17 a.m. Actually is v.g. to get interview to do. Big responsibility  relatively speaking, obviously, not like having to decide whether to send cruise missiles
  to Iraq, or holding clamp on main arterial valve during surgery  but chance to grill Fox-Murderer on camera and actually make a point rather like Jeremy Paxman with Iranian  or Iraqi
   Ambassador.


  11.20 a.m. Might even be asked to do trial item for Newsnight.


  11.21 a.m. Or series of short specialized reports. Hurrah! Right, better get out cuts  Oh. Telephone.


  11.30 a.m. Was going to ignore it but thought it might be interviewee: Sir Hugo Rt Hon. Boynton-Fox-Murderer with directions about silos, pig-huts on the left etc. so
  picked up: was Magda.


  Bridget, hi! I was just ringing to say in the potty! In the potty! Do it in the potty!


  There was a loud crashing noise followed by the sound of running water and screaming in manner of Muslims being massacred by Serbs with Mummy will smack! She will smack! as if on a
  loop in the background.


  Magda! I yelled. Come back!


  Sorry, hon, she said, eventually returning. I was just ringing to say  tuck your willy inside the potty! If you let it hang out itll go on the
  floor!


  Im in the middle of work, I said pleadingly. Ive got to set off to Leicestershire in two minutes 


  Great, fine, rub it in, youre all very glamorous and important and Im stuck at home with two people who havent learned to speak the English language yet. Anyway, I
  was just ringing to say that Ive fixed for my builder to come round and do your shelves tomorrow. Sorry to have bothered you with my boring domesticity. Hes called Gary Wilshaw.
  Bye.


  Phone rang again before had time to call back. Was Jude, sobbing in a sheeps voice.


  Its OK, Jude, its OK, I said, tucking the phone under my chin and trying to shove the cuttings into my handbag.


  Its Vile Richard hegggggggg.


  Oh dear. After Christmas Shaz and I convinced Jude that if she had just one more mad conversation with Vile Richard about the shifting sands of his Commitment Problem she would have to be
  put into a mental hospital; and therefore they would not be able to have any mini-breaks, relationship counselling, or future together anyway for years and years until she was released into
  Care in the Community.


  In a magnificent feat of self-love she ditched him, cut her hair and started turning up to her staid job in the City wearing leather jackets and hipster jeans. Every striped-shirted Hugo, Johnny
  or Jerrers who had ever idly wondered what was under Judes suit was catapulted into a state of priapic frenzy and she seems to have a different one on the phone every night. But somehow, the
  whole subject of Vile Richard still makes her sad.


  I was just going through all the stuff he left, ready to chuck it out, and I found this self-help book  book called  called 


  Its OK. Its OK. You can tell me.


  Called How to Date Young Women: A Guide For Men Over Thirty-Five.


  Jesus.


  I just feel terrible, terrible  she was saying  I cant stand being out in dating hell again  Its an impenetrable sea  Im
  going to be on my own for ever 


  Working towards balance between importance of friendship and impossibility of getting to Leicestershire in negative amount of time, gave merely preliminary first-aid advice in manner of holding
  on to sense of self: probably left it there on purpose; no youre not; etc.


  Oh, thanks, Bridge, said Jude, after a while seeming a bit calmer. Can I see you tonight?


  Um, well, Marks coming round.


  There was a silence.


  Fine, she said coolly. Fine. No, you have a good time.


  Oh God, feel guilty with Jude and Sharon now I have boyfriend, almost like traitorous double-crossing side-switching guerrilla. Have arranged to see Jude tomorrow night instead, with Shaz, and
  merely talk through everything again on phone tonight, which seemed to go down OK. Now, had better quickly ring Magda and make sure she doesnt feel boring and realizes how
  opposite-of-glamorous job is.


  Thanks, Bridge, said Magda after wed talked for a bit. Im just feeling really low and lonely since the baby. Jeremys working again tomorrow night.
  Dont suppose youd like to come round?


  Um, well, Im supposed to be seeing Jude in 192.


  There was a loaded pause.


  And I suppose Im too much of a dull Smug Married to come along?


  No, no, come. Come, that would be great!! I over-compensated. Knew Jude would be cross as would take focus away from Vile Richard but resolved to sort out later. So now am really
  late and have got to go to Leicestershire without actually having read fox-hunting cuts. Maybe could read in car when at traffic lights. Wonder if should quickly ring Mark Darcy to tell him where
  am going?


  Hmmm. No. Bad move. But then what if Im late? Had better ring.


  11.35 a.m. Humph. Conversation went like this:


  Mark: Yes? Darcy here.


  Me: Its Bridget.


  Mark: (pause) Right. Er. Everything OK?


  Me: Yes. It was nice last night, wasnt it? I mean  you know, when we 


  Mark: I do know, yes. Exquisite. (Pause) Im actually with the Indonesian Ambassador, the Head of Amnesty International and the Under-Secretary of State for Trade and Industry just at the
  moment.


  Me: Oh. Sorry. Im just going to Leicestershire. I thought Id let you know in case anything happens to me.


  Mark: In case anything  ? What?


  Me: I mean in case Im  late. (I finished lamely.)


  Mark: Right. Well, why not ring with an ETA when youre through? Jolly good. Bye now.


  Hmmm. Dont think I should have done that. It says specifically in Loving Your Separated Man Without Losing Your Mind that the one thing they really do not like is being called up
  for no real reason when they are busy.


  7 p.m. Back in flat. Nightmare rest of day. After challenging traffic and rain-blocked journey, found self in rainswept Leicestershire, knocking on the door of a
  big square house surrounded by horseboxes, with only thirty minutes to go till transmission. Suddenly the door burst open, and a tall man was standing in corduroy trousers and a quite sexy baggy
  jumper.


  Humph, he said, eyeing me up and down. Better bloody well come in. Your chaps are out the back. Where have you bloody well been? I have been suddenly diverted
  from a top political story, I said hoity-toitily, as he led me into a big kitchen full of dogs and bits of saddle. Suddenly he turned and stared at me furiously, then biffed the table.


  Its supposed to be a free country. Once they start telling us we cant even bloody hunt on a Sunday where will it end? Baaaah!


  Well, you could say that about people keeping slaves, couldnt you? I muttered. Or cutting the ears off cats. It just doesnt seem very gentlemanly to me, a
  crowd of people and dogs careering after one frightened little creature for fun.


  Have you ever bloody seen what a fox does to a chicken? Sir Hugo bellowed, turning red in the face. If we dont hunt em the countryside will be
  overrun.


  Shoot them then, I said, staring at him murderously. Humanely. And chase something else on Sundays, like in greyhound racing. Fasten a little fluffy animal impregnated with
  fox smell on to a wire.


  Shoot them? Have you ever tried to shoot a bloody fox? Therell be your little frightened foxes left wounded in agony all over the bloody shop. Fluffy animal. Grrrrr!


  Suddenly he grabbed the phone and dialled. Finch, you total arse! he bellowed. What have you sent me  some bloody little pinko? If you think youre coming out
  with the Quorn next Sunday  At which moment the cameraman put his head round the door and said huffily, Oh youre here, are you? Then looked at his watch.
  Dont feel you have to let us know or anything.


  Finch wants to talk to you, said Sir Hugo.


  Twenty minutes later, under pain of sacking, I was on a horse preparing to trot into shot and interview the Rt Hon. Bossybottom, also on a horse.


  OK, Bridget, were coming to you in fifteen, go, go, go, yelled Richard Finch in my earpiece from London, at which I squeezed my knees into the horse, as instructed.
  Unfortunately, however, the horse would not set off.


  Go, go, go, go, go! yelled Richard. I thought you said you could bloody ride.


  I said I had a natural seat, I hissed, digging frantically with my knees.


  OK, Leicester, tighter on Sir Hugo till fucking Bridget gets it together five, four, three, two  go.


  At this the Hon. Purpleface launched into a bellowing pro-hunting advertisement as I dug frantically with my heels until the horse reared up neurotically, cantering sideways into the shot as I
  clung to its neck.


  Oh my fuck, wind it up, wind it up! yelled Richard.


  Well, thats all weve got time for. Now back to the studio! I trilled as the horse wheeled round again and started reversing at the cameraman.


  After the sniggering crew had gone I went  mortified  into the house for my things, only to practically bump into the Rt Hon. Biffing Giant.


  Hah! he growled. Thought that stallion might teach you whats what. Fancy a bloody one?


  What? I said.


  Bloody Mary?


  Fighting instinctive urge to glug at the vodka I drew myself up to my full height. Are you saying you sabotaged my report on purpose?


  Maybe. He smirked.


  Thats absolutely disgraceful, I said. And not worthy of a member of the aristocracy.


  Hah! Spirit. I like that in a woman, he said throatily, then lunged towards me.


  Get off! I said, dodging out of his way. I mean honestly. What was he thinking of? Am professional woman, not there to be made passes at. In any sense. Though, actually, just goes
  to prove how much men like it if they think you are not after them. Must remember for more useful occasion.


  Now have just got in, having trailed round Tesco Metro and staggered up stairs with eight carrier bags. Am really tired. Humph. How come is always me who goes to supermarket? Is like having to
  be career woman and wife at same time. Is like living in seventeenth  Oooh. Answerphone light is flashing.


  Bridget,  Richard Finch  I want to see you in my office at 9 oclock tomorrow. Before the meeting. Thats 9 a.m. not 9 p.m. Morning. Daylight. I
  dont know how else to put it, really. Just bloody well make sure youre there.


  He sounded really pissed off. Hope am not about to discover impossibility of having a nice flat, a nice job and a nice boyfriend. Anyway, am going to give Richard Finch what for about
  journalistic integrity. Right. Better start getting everything ready. Am so tired.


  8.30 p.m. Have managed to get energy back using Chardonnay, shoved all mess away, lit fire and candles, had bath, washed hair and put on make-up and v. sexy black jeans
  and spaghetti-strap top. Not exactly comfortable, in fact crotch of trousers and spaghetti straps really digging into self, but look nice, which is important. For as Jerry Hall said, a woman must
  be a cook in the kitchen and a whore in the sitting room. Or some room anyway.


  8.35 p.m. Hurrah! Will be lovely cosy, sexy evening with delicious pasta  light yet nourishing  and firelight. Am marvellous career woman/girlfriend
  hybrid.


  8.40 p.m. Where the bloody hell is he?


  8.45 p.m. Grrr. What is point of self rushing round like scalded flea if he is just going to swan in whenever he feels like it?


  8.50 p.m. Bloody Mark Darcy, am really  Doorbell. Hurrah!


  He looked gorgeous in his work suit with the top buttons of his shirt undone. As soon as he came in he dropped his briefcase, took me in his arms and turned me round in a little sexy dance.
  So good to see you, he murmured into my hair. I really enjoyed your report, fantastic horsewomanship.


  Dont, I said, pulling away. It was awful. It was brilliant, he said. For centuries people have been riding horses forwards and then, with
  one seminal report, a lone woman changes the face  or arse  of British horsemanship for ever. It was ground-breaking, a triumph. He sat down on the sofa wearily.
  Im wrecked. Bloody Indonesians. Their idea of a breakthrough in human rights is to tell a person hes under arrest while theyre shooting the back of his head
  off.


  I poured him a glass of Chardonnay and brought it to him in manner of James Bond-style hostess saying, with a calming smile, Supper wont be long.


  Oh my God, he said, looking around terrified as if there might be Far Eastern militia hiding in the microwave. Have you cooked?


  Yes, I said indignantly. I mean you would have thought he would have been pleased! Also he had not so much as mentioned the whore outfit.


  Come here, he said, patting the sofa, Im only teasing you. Ive always wanted to go out with Martha Stewart.


  Was nice having cuddle but, thing was, pasta had already been on for six minutes and was going to go floury.


  Ill just do the pasta, I said, extracting myself. Just then, the phone rang and I lunged at it out of pure habit, thinking it might be him.


  Hi. Its Sharon. Hows it going with Mark?


  Hes here, I whispered keeping my teeth and mouth clenched in the same position so Mark would not lip-read.


  What?


   Es ere, I hissed clenched-teethedly.


  Its all right, said Mark, nodding reassuringly. I realize Im here. I dont think its the sort of thing we should be keeping from each
  other.


  OK. Listen to this, said Shaz excitedly. We are not saying that all men cheat. But all men do think about it. Men have these desires eating at them all the time. We
  try to contain our sexual urges  


  Actually, Shaz, Im just cooking pasta.


  Oooh, just cooking pasta, are we? I hope youre not turning into a Smug Going-Out-With-Someone. Just listen to this and youll want to put it on his
  head.


  Hang on, I said, glancing nervously at Mark. I took the pasta off the heat and went back to the phone.


  OK, said Shaz excitedly. Sometimes instincts override higher-level thinking. A man will stare at, approach or bed a woman with small breasts if he is involved with a
  woman with large breasts. You may not think variety is the spice of life, but believe us, your boyfriend thinks so. 


  Mark was starting to drum his fingers on the arm of the sofa.


  Shaz 


  Wait  wait. Its this book called What Men Want. Right  If you have a beautiful sister, or friend, rest assured that your boyfriend is HAVING THOUGHTS
  ABOUT SEX WITH HER.


  There was an expectant pause. Mark had started miming throat slitting and toilet chain flushing motions.


  I mean isnt that revolting? Arent they just  ?


  Shaz, can I call you back later?


  Next thing Shaz was accusing me of being obsessed with men when I was supposed to be a feminist. So I said, if she was supposed to be so uninterested in them, why was she reading a book called
  What Men Want? It was all turning into a hideously unfeminist man-based row when we realized it was ridiculous and said wed see each other tomorrow.


  So! I said brightly, sitting down next to Mark on the sofa. Unfortunately had to get up again as had sat on something that turned out to be an empty Mller Lite yoghurt
  carton.


  Yeees? he said, brushing the yoghurt off my bottom. Sure there cannot have been that much on or needing quite such hard brushing but was very nice. Mmm.


  Shall we have supper? I said, trying to keep my mind on the task in hand.


  Had just put pasta in bowl and poured jar of sauce on it when the phone rang again. Decided to leave it till had eaten but answerphone clicked on and Jude sheep-voiced out, Bridge, are
  you there? Pick up, pick up. Come on, Bridge, pleeeeeease.


  I picked up the phone, as Mark hit himself hard on the forehead. The thing is, Jude and Shaz have been kind to me for years before I even met Mark so obviously it would not be right to leave the
  answerphone on now.


  Hi, Jude.


  Jude had been to the gym where she ended up reading some article calling single girls over thirty re-treads.


  The guy was arguing that the sort of girls who wouldnt go out with him in their twenties would go out with him now but he didnt want them any more, she said sadly.
  He said they were all obsessed with settling down and babies and his rule with girls now was Nothing over twenty-five.


  Oh honestly! I laughed gaily trying to fight a lurch of insecurity in my own stomach. Thats just complete bollocks. No one thinks youre a re-tread. Think of
  all those merchant bankers whove been ringing you up. What about Stacey and Johnny?


  Huh, said Jude, though she was starting to sound more cheerful. I went out with Johnny and his friends from Credit Suisse last night. Someone told a joke about this guy who
  drank too much in an Indian restaurant and passed out in a korma and Johnny is so literal that he went, Christ! How bloody awful. I knew a bloke who ate a lot of Indian food once, and he
  ended up with a stomach ulcer!


  She was laughing. The crisis had clearly passed. You see there is nothing seriously wrong, she just gets a bit paranoid sometimes. Chatted a bit more and, once her confidence seemed firmly back
  in residence, I rejoined Mark at the table only to discover the pasta was not quite as had planned: slopping about wetly in white-coloured water.


  I like it, said Mark supportively, I like string, I like milk. Mmmm.


  Do you think wed better call out for a pizza? I said, feeling a failure and a re-tread.


  We ordered pizzas and ate them in front of the fire. Mark told me all about the Indonesians. I listened carefully and gave him my opinions and advice, which he said were very interesting and
  very fresh, and I told him about horrid sacking meeting with Richard Finch. He gave me very good advice about working out what I wanted from the meeting and giving Richard plenty of
  places to go other than sacking me. As I explained to him, it was rather like the win-win mentality as advocated in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People when the phone rang again.


  Leave it, said Mark.


  Bridget. Jude. Pick up. I think Ive done the wrong thing. I just called Stacey and he hasnt called back.


  I picked up. Well, maybe hes out.


  Of his mind just like you, said Mark.


  Shut up, I hissed, while Jude ran through the scenario. Look, Im sure hell ring tomorrow. But if he doesnt, just move back one of the Mars and
  Venus Stages of Dating. Hes pulling away like a Martian rubber band and you have to let him feel his attraction and spring back.


  When I got off the phone, Mark was watching the football.


  Rubber bands and win-win Martians, he said, smirking at me. Its like war command in the land of gibberish here.


  Dont you talk to your friends about emotional matters?


  Nope, he said, flicking the remote control from one football match to the other. I stared at him in fascination.


  Do you want to have sex with Shazzer?


  Im sorry?


  Do you want to have sex with Shazzer and Jude?


  Id be delighted! Did you mean individually? Or both at the same time?


  Trying to ignore his superficial tone, I pressed on. When you met Shazzer after Christmas did you want to sleep with her?


  Well. The thing is, you see, I was sleeping with you.


  But has it crossed your mind ever?


  Well, of course its crossed my mind.


  What? I exploded.


  Shes a very attractive girl. It would have been odd, surely, if it hadnt? He grinned wickedly.


  And Jude, I said indignantly. Sleeping with Jude. Has that ever crossed your mind?


  Well, from time to time, fleetingly, I suppose it has. Its just human nature, isnt it?


  Human nature? Ive never imagined sleeping with Giles or Nigel from your office.


  No, he murmured. Im not sure that anyone else has either. Tragically. Except possibly Jose in the post room.


  Just as wed cleared away the plates and started snogging on the rug, the phone rang again.


  Leave it, said Mark. Please  in the name of God and all his cherubim, seraphim, saints, archangels, cloud attendants and beard trimmers  leave it.


  The answerphone was already clicking on. Mark crashed his head down on to the floor as a mans voice boomed out.


  Ah, hi. Giles Benwick here, friend of Marks. Dont suppose hes there, is he? Its just  Suddenly his voice cracked. Its just my wife
  just told me she wants a separation and 


  Good God, said Mark and grabbed the phone. An expression of pure panic spread across his face. Giles. Christ. Steady on  um  ah  um, Giles, I think
  Id better give you to Bridget.


  Mmm. Did not know Giles but think advice was quite good. Managed to calm him down and point him in direction of one or two useful volumes. Had lovely shag with Mark afterwards and felt v. safe
  and cosy lying on his chest, made all the worrying theories seem irrelevant. Am I a re-tread? I said sleepily as he leaned over to blow out the candle.


  A retard? No, darling, he said, patting my bottom reassuringly. A little strange, perhaps, but not a retard.


  
    
  


  2

  

  Jellyfish at Large


  
    
  


  Tuesday 28 January


  9st 2, cigarettes smoked in front of Mark 0 (v.g.), cigarettes smoked in secret 7, cigarettes not smoked 47* (v.g.).


  * i.e. nearly smoked but remembered had given up so specifically did not smoke those particular 47. Number is not therefore number of cigarettes in entire world not smoked
  (would be ridiculous, over-large-type number).


  8 a.m. Flat. Mark has gone off to his flat to change before work so can have little cigarette and develop inner growth and win-win mentality ready for sacking
  meeting. So what I am working towards is creating a feeling of calm equilibrium and  Gaaah! Doorbell.


  8.30 a.m. It was Magdas builder, Gary. Fuck, fuck, fucketty fuck. Forgot he was supposed to be coming round.


  Ah! Super! Hello! Could you come back in ten minutes? Im just in the middle of something, I trilled, then doubled up, cringing in nightie. What would I be in the middle of?
  Sex? A souffl? Making a vase on a potters wheel that absolutely couldnt be left in case it dried in an incomplete form?


  Still had wet hair when doorbell rang again but at least had clothes on. Felt surge of middle-class guilt as Gary smirked at decadence of those who loll idly in bed while a whole different world
  of genuine hardworking folk have been up for so long is practically time for their lunch.


  Would you care for some tea or coffee? I said graciously.


  Yeah. Cup of tea. Four sugars but dont stir it.


  I looked at him hard wondering if this was a joke or a bit like smoking cigarettes but not inhaling. Right, I said, right, and started making the tea at which Gary
  sat down at kitchen table and lit up a fag. Unfortunately, however, when came to pour out tea realized did not have any milk or sugar.


  He looked at me incredulously, surveying the array of empty wine bottles. No milk or sugar?


  The milks, er, just run out and actually I dont know anybody who takes sugar in tea  though of course its great to  er  to take sugar,
  I tailed off. Ill just pop to the shop.


  When I came back, I thought somehow he might have got his tools out of the van, but he was still sitting there, and started telling a long complicated story about carp fishing on reservoir near
  Hendon. Was like business lunch where everyone chats away from the subject for so long, it becomes too embarrassing to destroy fantasy of delightful purely social occasion and you never actually
  get to the point.


  Eventually, I crashed into seamlessly incomprehensible fish anecdote with, Right! Shall I show you what I want doing? and instantly realized had made crass, hurtful gaff suggesting
  that I was not interested in Gary as person but merely as workman so had to re-enter fish anecdote to make amends.


  9.15 a.m. Office. Rushed into work, hysterical at being five minutes late, to find bloody Richard Finch nowhere to be seen. Though actually is good as have time to
  further plan my defence. Weird thing is: office is completely empty! So, clearly most days, when I am panicking about being late and thinking everyone else is already here reading the papers they
  are all being late as well, though just not quite as late as me.


  Right, am going to write down my key points for meeting. Get it clear in my head like Mark says.


  Richard, to compromise my journalistic integrity by 


  Richard, as you know, I take my profession as a TV journalist very seriously 


  Why dont you just go fucking fuck yourself, you fat 


  No, no. As Mark says, think what you want, and what he wants, and also think win-win as instructed in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Gaaaaah!


  11.15 a.m. Was Richard Finch clad in a crushed raspberry Galliano suit with an aquamarine lining, galloping backwards into the office as if on a horse.


  Bridget! Right. Youre crap but youre off the hook. They loved it upstairs. Loved it. Loved it. We have a proposition. Im thinking bunny girl, Im thinking
  Gladiator, Im thinking canvassing MP. Im thinking Chris Serle meets Jerry Springer meets Anneka Rice meets Zoe Ball meets Mike Smith off the Late, Late Breakfast
  Show.


  What? I said indignantly.


  Turned out they had cooked up some demeaning scheme where every week I had to try out a different profession then fuck it up in an outfit. Naturally I told him I am a serious professional
  journalist and will not consider prostituting myself in such a way with the result that he went into a foul sulk and said he was going to consider what my value was to the programme, if any.


  8 p.m. Had completely stupid day at work. Richard Finch was trying to order me to appear on the programme wearing tiny shorts next to blow-up of Fergie in gym wear. Was
  trying to be very win-win about the whole thing, saying was flattered but thought they might do better with a real model, when sex-god Matt from graphics came in carrying the blow-up and said,
  Do you want us to put up an animated ring round the cellulite?


  Yeah, yeah, if you can do the same over Fergie, said Richard Finch.


  That was it. That was just about enough. Told Richard was not in the terms of my contract to be humiliated on screen and was no way going to do it.


  Got home, late and exhausted, to find Gary the Builder still there and house completely taken over with burnt toast under the grill, washing up and copies of the Anglers Mail and
  Coarse Fisherman all over the shop.


  What do you think? said Gary, proudly nodding at his handiwork.


  Theyre great! Theyre great! I gushed, feeling mouth going into funny tight shape. Theres just one little thing. Do you think you could make it so the
  supports are all in line with each other?


  Shelves, in fact were put up in mad asymmetrical manner with supports here, there and everywhere, different on each layer.


  Yeah, well, you see, the problem is its your electric cable, because if I plug the wall here itll short-circuit the lot, Gary began, at which point the phone
  rang.


  Hello?


  Hi, is that dating war command? Was Mark on the mobile.


  The only thing I could do is take them out and put rivets under the awlings, gibberished Gary.


  Have you got someone there? crackled Mark above the traffic.


  No, its just the  I was about to say builder but did not want to insult Gary so changed it to Gary  a friend of Magdas.


  Whats he doing there?


  Course youll need a new raw-gidge, continued Gary.


  Listen, Im in the car. Do you want to come out for supper tonight with Giles?


  Ive said Ill see the girls.


  Oh Christ. I suppose Ill be dismembered and dissected and thoroughly analysed.


  No you wont 


  Hang on. Just going under the Westway. Crackle, crackle, crackle. I met your friend Rebecca the other day. She seemed very nice.


  I didnt know you knew Rebecca, I said, breathing very quickly.


  Rebecca is not exactly a friend, except that shes always turning up in 192 with me and Jude and Shaz. But the thing about Rebecca is, shes a jellyfisher. You have a conversation
  with her that seems all nice and friendly, then you suddenly feel like youve been stung and you dont know where it came from. Youll be talking about jeans and shell say
  Yes, well, if youve got cellulite jodhpurs, youre best in something really well cut like Dolce & Gabbana,  she herself having thighs like a baby giraffe
   then smoothly move on to DKNY chinos as if nothing has happened.


  Bridge, are you still there?


  Where  where did you see Rebecca? I said, in a high, strangled voice.


  She was at Barky Thompsons drinks last night and introduced herself.


  Last night?


  Yes, I dropped in on my way back because you were running late.


  What did you talk about? I said, conscious of Gary smirking at me, with a fag hanging out of his mouth.


  Oh. You know, she asked about my work and said nice things about you, said Mark casually.


  What did she say? I hissed.


  She said you were a free spirit  The line broke up for a moment.


  Free spirit? Free spirit in Rebecca-speak is tantamount to saying, Bridget sleeps around and takes hallucinatory drugs.


  I suppose I could put up an RSJ and suspend them, Gary started up again, as if the phone conversation were not going on.


  Well. Id better let you go, hadnt I, if youve got someone there, said Mark. Have a good time. Shall I call you later?


  Yes, yes, talk to you later.


  I put the phone down, mind reeling.


  After someone else is he? said Gary in a rare and extremely unwelcome moment of lucidity.


  I glared at him. What about these shelves  ?


  Well. If you want them all in line, Ill have to move your leads, and thatll mean stripping the plaster off unless we rawl in a 3 by 4 of MDF. I mean if youd told me
  you wanted them symmetrical before Id have known, wouldnt I? I suppose I could do it now. He looked round the kitchen. Have you got any food in?


  Theyre fine, absolutely lovely just like that, I gabbled.


  If you want to cook me a bowl of that pasta Ill 


  Have just paid Gary 120 in cash for insane shelves to get him out of the house. Oh God, am so late. Fuck, fuck, telephone again.


  9.05 p.m. Was Dad  which was strange since normally he leaves telephonic communication to Mum.


  Just called to see how youre doing. He sounded very odd.


  Im fine, I said worriedly. How are you?


  Jolly good, jolly good. Very busy in the garden, you know, very busy though not much to do out there in the winter of course  So, hows everything?


  Fine, I said. And everythings fine with you?


  Oh, yes, yes, perfectly fine. Um, and work? Hows work?


  Works fine. Well, I mean disastrous obviously. But are you all right?


  Me? Oh yes, fine. Of course the snowdrops will be pop, plop, ploppeeddee plopping through soon. And everythings all right with you, is it?


  Yes, fine. Hows things with you?


  After several more minutes of the impenetrable conversational loop I had a breakthrough: Hows Mum?


  Ah. Well, shes, shes ah 


  There was a long, painful pause.


  Shes going to Kenya. With Una.


  The worst of it was, the business with Julio the Portuguese tour operator started last time she went on holiday with Una.


  Are you going too?


  No, no, blustered Dad. Ive no desire to sit getting skin cancer in some appalling enclave sipping pina colada and watching topless tribal dancers prostitute
  themselves to lascivious crusties in front of tomorrows breakfast buffet.


  Did she ask you to?


  Ah. Well. You see, no. Your mother would argue that she is a person in her own right, that our money is her money, and she should be allowed to freely explore the world and her own
  personality at a whim.


  Well, I suppose as long as she keeps it to those two, I said. She does love you, Dad. You saw that  nearly said last time and changed it to
   at Christmas. She just needs a bit of excitement.


  I know but, Bridget, theres something else. Something quite dreadful. Can you hold on?


  I glanced up at the clock. I was supposed to be in 192 already and hadnt got round to telling Jude and Shaz yet that Magda was coming. I mean it is delicate at the best of times, trying
  to combine friends from opposite sides of the marriage divide, but Magda has just had a baby. And I feared that wouldnt be good for Judes mindset.


  Sorry about that: just closing the door. Dad was back. Anyway, he went on conspiratorially. I overheard your mother talking on the phone earlier today. I think
  it was to the hotel in Kenya. And she said, she said 


  Its all right, its all right. What did she say?


  She said, We dont want twins and we dont want anything under five foot. Were coming here to enjoy ourselves. 


  Christ alive.


  I mean,  poor Dad, he was practically sobbing  am I actually to stand by and allow my own wife to hire herself a gigolo on arrival?


  For a moment was at a loss. Advising ones own father on the suspected gigolo-hiring habits of ones own mother is not a subject had ever seen covered in any of my books.


  In the end I plumped for trying to help Dad boost his own self-esteem, whilst suggesting a period of calm distance before discussing things with Mum in the morning: advice I realized I would be
  completely incapable of following myself.


  By this time I was beyond late. Explained to Dad that Jude was having a bit of a crisis.


  Off you go, off you go! When youve got time. Not to worry! he said overcheerily. Better get out in the garden while the rains holding off. His voice
  sounded odd and thick.


  Dad, I said, its 9 oclock at night. Its midwinter.


  Ah, right, he said. Jolly good. Better have a whisky, then.


  Hope he is going to be OK.


  Wednesday 29 January


  9st 5 (gaah! But possibly due to wine-bag inside self), cigarettes 1 (v.g.), jobs 1, flats 1, boyfriends 1 (continuing good work).


  5 a.m. Am never, never going to drink again as long as live.


  5.15 a.m. Evening keeps coming back to me disturbingly in lumps.


  After panting rush through rain, arrived at 192 to find Magda not arrived yet, thank God, and Jude already in a state, allowing her thinking to get into a Snowball Effect, extrapolating huge
  dooms from small incidents as specifically warned against in Dont Sweat the Small Stuff.


  Im never going to have any children, she was monotoning, staring straight ahead. Im a re-tread. That guy said women over thirty are just walking pulsating
  ovaries.


  Oh for Gods sake! snorted Shaz, reaching for the Chardonnay. Havent you read Backlash? Hes just a moral-free hack, recycling woman-bashing,
  Middle-England propaganda to keep women down like slaves. I hope he goes prematurely bald.


  But how likely is it I am going to meet someone new, now, and have time to form a relationship and persuade them they want to have children? Because they never do before they get
  them.


  Wish Jude would not talk about biological clock in public. Obviously one worries about such things in private and tries to pretend whole undignified situation isnt happening. Bringing it
  up in 192 merely makes one panic and feel like a walking clich.


  Happily, Shazzer was off on a rant. Far too many women are wasting their young lives having children in their twenties, thirties and early forties when they should be concentrating on
  their careers, she growled. Look at that woman in Brazil who had one at sixty.


  Hurrah! I said. Nobody wants never to have any children but its the sort of thing you always want to do in two or three years time!


  Fat chance, said Jude darkly. Magda said even after she and Jeremy were married, whenever she mentioned children he went all funny and said she was getting too
  serious.


  What, even after they were married? said Shaz.


  Yes, said Jude, picked up her handbag and went off to the loo in a huff.


  Ive had a great idea for Judes birthday, said Shaz. Why dont we get her one of her eggs frozen?


  Shhh. I giggled. Wouldnt it be a bit difficult to do as a surprise?


  Just then, Magda walked in, which was all very unfortunate as (a) had still not got round to warning the girls and (b) got shock of life as had only seen Magda once since the birth of her third
  baby and her stomach had not gone down yet. She was sporting a gold shirt and velvet headband, in unignorable contrast to everyone elses urban combat/sportswear outfits.


  Was just pouring Magda a glass of Chardonnay when Jude reappeared, looked from Magdas stomach to me, and gave me a filthy look. Hi, Magda, she said gruffly.
  Whens it due?


  I had her five weeks ago, said Magda, chin wobbling.


  Knew it was a mistake to combine different species of friends, knew it.


  Do I look that fat? Magda whispered to me, as if Jude and Shaz were the enemy.


  No, you look great, I said. Glowing.


  Do I? Magda said, brightening. It just takes a bit of time to  you know  deflate. Also, you know I had mastitis 


  Jude and Shaz flinched. Why do Smug Married girls do this, why? Casually launching into anecdotes about slashings, stitchings and effusions of blood, poison, newts and God knows what as if
  making light and delightful social chit-chat.


  Anyway, Magda was going on, glugging at the Chardonnay and beaming happily at the friends like someone let out of prison, Woney said to put a couple of cabbage leaves in
  your bra  it has to be savoy  and after about five hours it draws out the infection. Obviously it gets a bit manky, with the sweat and milk and discharge. And Jeremy got a bit annoyed
  about me getting into bed with all the bleeding Down There and a bra full of damp leaves but I feel so much better! Ive practically used up a whole cabbage!


  There was a stunned pause. I glanced worriedly around the table but Jude seemed to have suddenly cheered up, sleeking down her Donna Karan crop top, which revealed a beguiling glimpse of pierced
  navel and perfectly honed flat midriff while Shazzie adjusted her Wonderbra.


  Anyway. Enough of me. How are things going with you? said Magda as if she had been reading one of those books advertised in the newspapers with a drawing of a strange
  50s-looking man and a headline Does Good Conversation Elude You? Hows Mark?


  Hes lovely, I said happily. He makes me feel so  Jude and Shazzer were exchanging glances. Realized I was probably sounding a bit too smug.
  The only thing is  I tack-changed.


  What? said Jude, leaning forward.


  Its probably nothing. But he called me tonight, and said hed met Rebecca.


  WHATTTT? exploded Shazzer. How the fuck dare he? Where?


  At a party last night.


  What was he doing at a party last night? yelled Jude. With Rebecca, without you?


  Hurrah! Was suddenly just like old times again. Carefully dissected whole tone of phone call, feelings about, and possible significance of, fact that Mark must have come straight to my flat
  from the party, yet did not mention either the party or Rebecca till a full 24 hours later.


  Its Mentionitis, Jude was saying.


  Whats that? said Magda.


  Oh, you know, when someones name keeps coming up all the time, when its not strictly relevant: Rebecca says this or Rebeccas got a car like
  that.


  Magda went quiet. I knew exactly why. Last year she kept telling me she thought something was up with Jeremy. Then eventually she found out hed been having an affair with a girl in the
  City. I handed her a Silk Cut.


  I know exactly what you mean, she said, putting it into her mouth and nodding at me appreciatively. How come he always comes round to your place anyway? I thought he had
  some great big mansion in Holland Park.


  Well, he does, but he seems to prefer to 


  Hmm, said Jude. Have you read Beyond Co-dependency With a Man Who Cant Commit?


  No.


  Come back to my place after. Ill show you.


  Magda looked up at Jude like Piglet hoping to be included on an outing with Pooh and Tigger. Hes probably just trying to get out of the shopping and clearing up, she said
  eagerly. Ive never met a man who didnt secretly think he should be looked after like his father was by his mother no matter how evolved they pretend to be.


  Exactly, snarled Shazzer, at which Magda beamed with pride. Unfortunately things immediately swung back to the fact that Judes American hadnt returned her call, at
  which Magda immediately undid all her good work.


  Honestly, Jude! said Magda. I cant understand how you can deal with the collapse of the rouble to a standing ovation from the entire trading floor and then get into a
  state like this over a stupid man.


  Well, the thing is, Mag, I explained, trying to smooth things over, the rouble is much easier to deal with than a man. There are clear and precise rules governing its
  behaviour.


  I think you should leave it a couple of days, said Shaz thoughtfully. Try not to obsess and then when he does ring just be light and really busy and say you havent
  got time to talk.


  Wait a minute, Magda bludgeoned in. If you want to talk to him, whats the point of waiting three days, then saying you havent got time to talk to him? Why
  dont you call him?


  Jude and Shazzer gaped at her, incredulous at the insane Smug Married suggestion. Everyone knows that Anjelica Huston never, ever rang Jack Nicholson, and that men cannot bear not to be the
  pursuer.


  Whole scenario went from bad to worse, with Magda talking wide-eyedly about how when Jude met the right man it would be as easy as leaves falling off a tree. At 10.30 Magda jumped
  to her feet and said, Well, better go! Jeremys back at 11!


  What did you have to ask Magda for? said Jude the second she was out of earshot.


  She was lonely, I said lamely.


  Yeah, right. Because she had to spend two hours on her own without Jeremy, said Shazzer.


  She cant have it both ways. She cant be in a Smug Married Family then moan because she isnt in a Singleton Urban Family, said Jude.


  Honestly, if that girl were thrown out into the cut and thrust of the modern dating world shed be eaten alive, muttered Shaz.


  ALERT, ALERT, REBECCA ALERT, nuclear-sirened Jude.


  We followed her gaze out of the window to where a Mitsubishi urban jeep was pulling up containing Rebecca with one hand on the wheel and the other holding the phone to her ear.


  Rebecca eased her long legs out, rolling her eyes at someone who had the nerve to be walking past when she was on the phone, crossed the road without paying any attention to cars so they had to
  screech to a halt, did a little pirouette as if to say Fuck off, everyone, this is my personal space, then walked smack into a tramp lady with a shopping trolley and completely
  ignored her.


  She burst into the bar, swishing her long hair over her head from her face so it immediately swished back again in a swingy, shiny curtain. OK, must run. Love you! Byeee! she was
  saying into her mobile. Hi, hi, she said, kissing us all, sitting down and gesturing to the waiter for a glass. Hows it going? Bridge, hows it going with Mark?
  You must be really pleased to get a boyfriend at last.


  At last. Grrr. First jellyfish of the evening. Are you in heaven? she cooed. Is he taking you to the Law Society dinner on Friday?


  Mark hadnt said anything about any Law Society dinner.


  Oh sorry, have I put my big foot in it? said Rebecca. Im sure hes just forgotten. Or maybe he thinks it isnt fair on you. But I think
  youll cope fine. Theyll probably think youre really sweet.


  As Shazzer said afterwards, it wasnt so much a jellyfish as a Portuguese man-of-war. The fishermen were surrounding it in their boats trying to drag it back to the beach.


  Rebecca flounced off to some do or other, so the three of us ended up lurching back to Judes flat.


  The Man Who Cant Commit will not want you in


  his own domain, Jude was reading out as Shaz fiddled with the Pride and Prejudice video to try to find the bit where Colin Firth dives into the lake.


   He likes to come to your tower, like a knight errant with no responsibilities. And then he goes back to his castle. He can take and make whatever phone calls he likes without you
  knowing about it. He can keep his place  and himself  to himself.


  Too right, muttered Shaz. OK, come on, hes going to dive in.


  We all fell silent then, watching Colin Firth emerging from the lake dripping wet, in the see-through white shirt. Mmm. Mmmm.


  Anyway, I said defensively, Mark isnt a Man Who Cant Commit  hes already been married.


  Well, then it might mean he thinks youre a Just For Now Girl, hiccuped Jude.


  Bastard! slurred Shazzer. Blurry bastards. Fwaw, look at that!


  Eventually staggered home, lunged expectantly towards answerphone then stopped in dismay. No red light. Mark hadnt called. Oh God, is 6 a.m. already and have got to get some more
  sleep.


  8.30 a.m. Why hasnt he rung me? Why? Humph. Am assured, receptive, responsive woman of substance. My sense of self depends on myself and not on  Wait a
  minute. Maybe phone is not working.


  8.32 a.m. Dialling tone seems normal, but will ring from mobile to check. If not working might mean everything is fine.


  8.35 a.m. Humph. Phone is working. I mean he definitely said he was going to call last  Oh goody, telephone!


  Oh hello, mdear. Didnt wake you up, did I?


  Was my dad. Instantly felt guilty for being horrible, selfish daughter, more interested in own four-week-old relationship than threat to parents three-decade-long marriage from higher
  than five foot, non-twin Kenyan gigolos.


  Whats happened?


  Its fine. Dad laughed. I brought the phone call up with her and  oops-a-daisy  here she comes.


  Honestly, darling! said Mum, grabbing the phone. I dont know where Daddy gets these silly ideas from. We were talking about the beds!


  I smiled to myself. Obviously Dad and I have minds like sewers.


  Anyway, she went on, its all going ahead. Were off on the eighth of Feb! Kenya! Imagine! The only nigger in the woodpile is 


  Mother! I exploded.


  What, darling?


  You cant say nigger in the woodpile. Its racist.


  Were not going to put anyone in a woodpile, silly! Daddy and I have got central heating.


  If expressions like that are allowed to linger in the vocabulary it poisons attitudes and 


  Durrrr! You do miss the wood for the trees sometimes. Ooh did I tell you? Julie Enderburys preggy again.


  Listen, I really do have to go, I 


  What is it about mothers and the phone which, immediately you say you have to go, makes them think of nineteen completely irrelevant things they have to tell you that minute?


  Yes. Its her third, she said accusingly. Oh and the other thing is, Una and I have decided were going to ski the net.


  I think the expression is surf but Ive 


  Ski, surf, snowboard  doesnt matter, darling! Merle and Percival are on it. You know: used to be head of the burns unit at Northampton Infirmary. Anyway, the other thing is,
  are you and Mark coming home for Easter?


  Mum, Ive got to go now, Im late for work! I said. Finally, after about ten more minutes of irrelevance I managed to get rid of her and sank gratefully back on the
  pillow. Does make me feel a bit feeble though, if mother is online and Im not. I was on it but a company called GBH sent me 677 identical junkmails by mistake and have not been able to get
  any sense out of it since.


  Thursday 30 January


  9st 5, (emergency: lacy pants have begun to leave patterns on self), items of lovely sexy slippy underwear tried on 17, items of giant incontinence-wear-style scary
  unsightly underwear purchased 1, boyfriends 1 (but entirely dependent on concealing scary new underwear from same).


  9 a.m. Coins Caf. Having coffee. Hurrah! Everything is lovely. He just rang! Apparently he did call me last night but didnt leave a message as he was
  going to ring back later, but then fell asleep. Slightly suspicious, but he asked me to come to the law thing tomorrow. Also Giles from his office said how nice Id been on the phone.


  9.05 a.m. Bit scary, though, law do. Is black tie. Asked Mark about what was expected of me and he said, Oh nothing. Dont worry about it. Well just
  sit at a table and eat a meal with some people from work. Theyre just my friends. Theyll love you.


  9.11 a.m. Theyll love you. You see that, already, is tacit admission that am up on trial. So is very important to make a good impression.


  9.15 a.m. Right, am going to be positive about this. Am going to be marvellous: elegant, vivacious, beautifully dressed. Oh, though. Do not have long dress. Maybe Jude
  or Magda will lend me one.


  Right:


  
    
      Pre-Law Society Dinner Countdown


      Day 1. (today)


      Projected food intake:

    

  


  
    
      	
        1.

      

      	
        Breakfast: fruit shake, comprising oranges, banana, pears, melons or other fruit in season. (NB pre-breakfast cappuccino and chocolate croissant
        already consumed.)

      
    


    
      	
        2.

      

      	
        Snack: fruit but not too near lunch as takes one hour to get enzymes down.

      
    


    
      	
        3.

      

      	
        Lunch: salad with protein.

      
    


    
      	
        4.

      

      	
        Snack: celery or broccoli. Will go to gym after work.

      
    


    
      	
        5.

      

      	
        After-gym snack: celery.

      
    


    
      	
        6.

      

      	
        Dinner: grilled chicken and steamed vegetables.

      
    

  


  6 p.m. Just leaving office. Am going late-night underwear shopping tonight with Magda to solve figure problems in short term. Magda is going to lend me jewels and v.
  elegant long, dark-blue dress which, she says, needs a bit of help and apparently all film stars etc. wear controlling undergarments at premieres. Means cannot go to gym but sturdy
  undergarment much more effective in short term than gym visit.


  Also, just in general, have decided against random daily gym visits in favour of whole new programme beginning with fitness assessment tomorrow. Obviously cannot expect body to be significantly
  transformed in time for dinner, which is precisely point of underwear shopping, but at least will be invigorated. Oh, telephone.


  6.15 p.m. Was Shazzer. Quickly told her about pre-law party programme (including unfortunate pizza-for-lunch debacle), but when told her about fitness assessment she
  seemed to spit down the telephone:


  Dont do it, she warned in a sepulchral whisper.


  Turns out Shaz previously endured similar assessment with enormous Gladiators-style woman with fierce red hair called Carborundum who stood her in front of a mirror in the
  middle of the gym and bellowed, The fat on your bottom has slipped down, pushing the fat on your thighs round to the sides in the form of saddlebags.


  Hate the idea of the Gladiators-style woman. Always suspect one day Gladiators programme will get out of control, Gladiators will turn flesh-eating and producers will start tossing
  Christians to Carborundum and her ilk. Shaz says I should definitely cancel, but my point is if, as Carborundum suggests, fat is able to behave in this slippage-style way then clearly it ought to
  be possible to mould and squeeze existing fat into nicer shape  or even different shapes as occasion demands. Cannot help but wonder if was free to arrange own fat according to choice would
  I still wish to reduce amount? Think would have huge big breasts and hips and tiny waist. But would there be too much fat to dispose of in this way? And where could one put the excess? Would it be
  bad to have fat feet or ears if the rest of ones body was perfect?


  Fat lips would be all right, Shazzer said, but not  lowering her voice to a disgusted whisper  fat labia.


  Ugh. Sometimes Shazzer is completely disgusting. Right. Got to go. Am meeting Magda in Marks & Sparks at 6.30.


  9 p.m. Back home. Shopping experience was perhaps best described as educational. Magda insisted on waving ghastly huge scary pants at me. Come on, Bridget: the
  New Corsetry! Think 70s, think Cross Your Heart, think girdle, she said, holding up a sort of Cyclist Serial Killers outfit in black Lycra with shorts, boning and a sturdy bra.


  Im not wearing that, I hissed out of the corner of my mouth. Put it back.


  Why not?


  What if someone, you know, feels it?


  Honestly, Bridget. Underwear is there to do a job. If youre wearing a sleek little dress or a pair of trousers  for work, say  you want to create a smooth line.
  Nobodys going to feel you at work, are they?


  Well, they might, I said defensively, thinking about what used to happen in the lift at work when I was going out  if one can describe that
  commitment-phobicity nightmare as such  with Daniel Cleaver.


  What about these? I said hopefully, holding up a gorgeous set that was made out of the same material as sheer black stockings only bra and pants shaped.


  No! No! Totally 1980s. This is what you want, she said, waving something that looked like one of Mums roll-ons crossed with her long johns.


  But what if someone puts their hand up your skirt?


  Bridget, you are unbelievable, she said loudly. Do you get up every morning with the idea that some man might randomly put his hand up your skirt during the course of the
  day? Dont you have any control over your sexual destiny?


  Yes I do actually, I said defiantly, marching towards the changing room with a whole handful of sturdy pants. Ended up trying to squeeze myself into a black rubberlike sheath,
  which came up to just below my breasts and kept unravelling itself from both ends like an unruly condom. What if Mark sees me in it or feels it?


  Youre not going to smooch in a club. Youre going to a formal dinner where hell be making an impression on his colleagues. Hell be concentrating on that 
  not trying to grope you.


  Not sure Mark ever concentrates on making an impression on anyone actually, as is confident in self. But Magda is right about the underwear. One must move with the times, not becoming entrenched
  in narrow underwear concepts.


  Right, must get early night. Gym appointment is at 8 in morning. Actually really think whole personality is undergoing seismic change.


  Friday 31 January: D-Day


  9st 4, alcohol units 6 (2)*, cigarettes 12 (0), calories 4,284 (1,500), lies told to fitness assessor (14).


  * Figures in brackets denote data given to fitness assessor.


  9.30 a.m. It is typical of the new louche health club culture that personal trainers are allowed to behave like doctors without any sort of Hippocratic oath.


  How many alcohol units do you drink a week? said Rebel: Brad Pitt-style whippersnapper fitness assessor as I sat trying to hold in stomach in bra and pants.


  Fourteen to twenty-one, I lied smoothly, at which he had the nerve to flinch.


  And do you smoke?


  Ive given up, I purred.


  At this, Rebel glanced pointedly into my bag where, OK, there was a packet of Silk Cut Ultra, but so?


  When did you give up? he said primly, typing something into the computer that would obviously go straight to Conservative Central Office and ensure I am sent to a boot camp next
  time I get a parking fine.


  Today, I said firmly.


  Ended up standing having fat measured with pinchers by Rebel.


  Now Im just making these marks so I can see what Im measuring, he said bossily, putting circles and crosses all over me with a felt tip. Theyll come off
  if you rub them with a bit of white spirit.


  Next had to go into gym and do exercises with all sorts of unexplained eye contact and touching with Rebel  e.g. standing opposite with hands on each others shoulders with Rebel
  doing squats, bouncing bottom robustly on mat and me making awkward attempts to bend knees slightly. At end of whole thing felt as though had had long and intimate sex session with Rebel and we
  were practically going out. Afterwards got dressed and had shower then was unsure what to do  seemed ought at least to go back in and ask what time hed be home for dinner. But of
  course am having dinner with Mark Darcy.


  V. excited about dinner. Have been practising in outfit and really it looks excellent, sleek smooth lines, all thanks to scary pants, which there is no reason he should find out about. Also
  really no reason why should not be v.g. escort. Am woman of world with career etc.


  Midnight. When finally arrived at Guildhall, Mark was pacing up and down outside in black tie and big overcoat. Fwaw. Love when you are going out with someone and they
  suddenly seem like an extremely attractive stranger and all you want to do is rush home and shag them senseless as if you have only just met. (Not, of course, that that is what normally do with
  people have only just met.) When he saw me he looked really shocked, laughed, then composed his features and gestured me towards the doors in polite, public-school fashion.


  Sorry Im late, I said breathlessly.


  Youre not, he said, I lied about the kick-off. He looked at me again in a strange way.


  What? I said.


  Nothing, nothing, he said over-calmly and pleasantly, as if I were a lunatic standing on a car holding an axe in one hand and his wifes head in the other. He ushered me
  through the door, as a uniformed footman held it open for us.


  Inside was high, dark-panelled entrance hall with many black-tied old people murmuring around. Saw woman in sequinned crusty top thing looking at me in odd way. Mark nodded pleasantly at her and
  whispered in my ear, Why dont you just slip into the cloakroom and look at your face.


  I shot off into loo. Unfortunately, in the dark of taxi, I had applied dark grey Mac eyeshadow to my cheeks instead of blusher: the sort of thing that could happen to anyone, obviously, as
  packaging identical. When came out of toilets, neatly scrubbed with coat handed in, stopped dead in tracks. Mark was talking to Rebecca.


  She was wearing a coffee-coloured plunging, backless satin number that clung to her every fleshless bone with clearly no corset. Felt like my dad did when he put a cake into the Grafton
  Underwood fte and when he returned to it after the judging it had a note on saying, Not up to Competition Standard.


  I mean it was just too funny, Rebecca was saying and laughing full in Marks face affectionately. Oh Bridget, Rebecca said, as I joined them. How are
  you, lovely girl! She kissed me at which could not stop self pulling face. Feeling nervous?


  Nervous? said Mark. Why would she be nervous? Shes the embodiment of inner poise, arent you, Bridge.


  For just a split second saw a look of annoyance cross Rebeccas face before she composed it again and said, Ahhh, isnt that sweet? Im so happy for you! Then she
  glided off with a coy little backwards look at Mark.


  She seems very nice, said Mark. Always seems extremely nice and intelligent.


  Always?? I was thinking. Always? I thought hed only met her twice. He slid his arm dangerously close to my corset so had to jump away. A couple of huffer-puffers came up to us and started
  congratulating Mark about something hed done with a Mexican. He chatted pleasantly for a minute or two then skilfully extracted us, and led us through to the dining room.


  Was v. glamorous: dark wood, round tables, candlelight and shimmering crystal. Trouble was, kept having to jump away from Mark every time he put his hand on my waist.


  Our table was already filling up with an array of brittly confident thirty-something lawyers, bellowing with laughter and trying to outdo each other with the sort of flippant conversational
  sallies that are obviously tips of huge icebergs of legal and Zeitgeisty knowledge:


  How do you know if youre addicted to the Internet?


  You realize you dont know the gender of your three best friends. Haaar Waagh. Harharhar.


  You cant write full stops any more without adding co.uk. BAAAAAAAAAAA!


  You do all your work assignments in HMTL Protocol. Blaaaaagh harhar. Braaaah. Hahah.


  As the room started to settle into the meal, a woman called Louise Barton-Foster (incredibly opinionated lawyer and the sort of woman you can imagine forcing you to eat liver) started holding
  forth for what seemed like 3 months with complete bollocks.


  But in a sense, she was saying, staring ferociously at the menu, one could argue the entire ER Emeuro Proto is a Gerbilisshew.


  Was perfectly OK  just sat quietly and ate and drank things  until Mark suddenly said, I think youre absolutely right, Louise. If Im going to vote Tory again I
  want to know my views are being (a) researched and (b) represented.


  I stared at him in horror. Felt like my friend Simon did once when he was playing with some children at a party when their grandfather turned up and he was Robert Maxwell  and suddenly
  Simon looked at toddlers and saw they were all mini-Robert Maxwells with beetling brows and huge chins.


  Realize when start a relationship with a new person there will be differences between you, differences that have to be adapted to and smoothed down like rough corners, but had never, ever in a
  million years suspected I might have been sleeping with a man who voted Tory. Suddenly felt I didnt know Mark Darcy at all, and for all I knew, all the weeks we had been going out he had
  been secretly collecting limited edition miniature pottery animals wearing bonnets from the back pages of Sunday supplements, or slipping off to rugby matches on a coach and mooning at other
  motorists out of the back window.


  Conversation was getting snootier and snootier and more and more showy-offy.


  Well, how do you know its 4.5 to 7? Louise was barking at a man who looked like Prince Andrew in a stripy shirt.


  Well, I did read economics at Cambridge.


  Who taught you? snapped another girl, as if this were going to win the argument.


  Are you all right? whispered Mark out of the corner of his mouth.


  Yes, I muttered, head down.


  Youre  quivering. Come on. What is it?


  Eventually I had to tell him.


  So I vote Tory, whats wrong with that? he said, staring at me incredulously.


  Shhhhhh, I whispered, looking nervously round the table.


  Whats the problem?


  Its just, I began, wishing Shazzer were here, I mean, if I voted Tory Id be a social outcast. It would be like turning up at Caf Rouge on a horse with
  a pack of beagles in tow, or having dinner parties on shiny tables with side plates.


  Rather like this, you mean? He laughed.


  Well, yes, I muttered.


  So what do you vote, then?


  Labour, of course, I hissed. Everybody votes Labour.


  Well, I think thats patently been proved not to be the case, so far, he said. Why, as a matter of interest?


  What?


  Why do you vote Labour?


  Well, I paused thoughtfully, because voting Labour stands for being left wing.


  Ah. He seemed to think this was somehow hugely amusing. Everyone was listening now.


  And socialist, I added.


  Socialist. I see. Socialist meaning  ?


  The workers standing together.


  Well, Blair isnt exactly going to shore up the powers of the unions, is he? he said. Look what hes saying about Clause Four.


  Well, the Tories are rubbish.


  Rubbish? he said. The economys in better shape now than its been in for seven years.


  No its not, I said emphatically. Anyway, theyve probably just put it up because theres an election coming.


  Put what up? he said. Put the economy up?


  How does Blairs stand on Europe compare to Majors? Louise joined in.


  Yar. And why hasnt he matched the Tory promise to increase spending on health year by year in real terms? said Prince Andrew.


  Honestly. Off they went again all showing off to each other. Eventually could stand it no longer.


  The point is you are supposed to vote for the principle of the thing, not the itsy-bitsy detail about this per cent and that per cent. And it is perfectly obvious that Labour stands for
  the principle of sharing, kindness, gays, single mothers and Nelson Mandela as opposed to braying bossy men having affairs with everyone shag-shag-shag left, right and centre and going to the Ritz
  in Paris then telling all the presenters off on the Today programme.


  There was a cavernous silence round the table.


  Well, I think youve got it in a nutshell there, said Mark, laughing and rubbing my knee. We cant argue with that.


  Everyone was looking at us. But then, instead of someone taking the piss  such as would have happened in the normal world  they pretended nothing had happened and went back to the
  clinking and braying, completely ignoring me.


  Could not gauge how bad or otherwise incident was. Was like being amongst a Papua New Guinea tribe, and treading on the chiefs dog and not knowing whether the murmur of conversation meant
  it didnt matter or that they were discussing how to make your head into a frittata.


  Someone rapped on the table for the speeches, which were just really, really, crashingly, fist-eatingly boring. As soon as they were over Mark whispered, Lets get out, shall
  we?


  We said our goodbyes, and set off across the room. Er  Bridget, he said, I dont want to worry you. But youve got something slightly odd-looking round
  your waist.


  Shot my hand down to check. Scary corset had somehow unravelled itself from both ends turning into bulging roll round my waist like giant spare tyre.


  What is it? said Mark, nodding and smiling to people as we made our way through the tables.


  Nothing, I muttered. As soon as we got out of the room I made a bolt for the loo. Was really difficult getting the dress off and unravelling the scary pants then putting the whole
  nightmare ensemble back again. Really wished I was at home wearing a pair of baggy trousers and a sweater.


  When I emerged into the hallway I nearly turned straight back into the loos. Mark was talking to Rebecca. Again. She whispered something in his ear, then burst out into a horrid hooting
  laugh.


  I walked up to them and stood there awkwardly.


  Here she is! said Mark. All sorted out?


  Bridget! said Rebecca, pretending to be pleased to see me. I hear youve been impressing everyone with your political views!


  Wished could think of something v. amusing to say, but instead just stood there looking out under lowered eyebrows.


  Actually, it was great, said Mark. She made the whole lot of us look like pompous arses. Anyway, must be off, nice to see you again.


  Rebecca kissed us both effusively in a cloud of Gucci Envy then sashayed back into the dining room in a way that was really obvious she hoped Mark was watching.


  Couldnt think what to say as we walked to the car. He and Rebecca had obviously been laughing at me behind my back and then hed tried to cover up for it. Wished could ring up Jude
  and Shaz for advice.


  Mark was behaving as if nothing had happened. As soon as we set off he started trying to slide his hand up my thigh. Why is it that the less you appear to want sex with men the more they do?


  Dont you want to keep your hands on the wheel? I said, desperately trying to shrink back, to keep the edge of the rubber roll-on thing away from his fingers.


  No. I want to ravish you, he said, lunging at a bollard.


  Managed to remain intact by feigning road safety obsession.


  Oh. Rebecca said did we want to go round for dinner sometime? he said.


  I couldnt believe this. Ive known Rebecca for four years and she has never once asked me round for dinner.


  She looked nice, didnt she? Nice dress thing.


  It was Mentionitis. It was Mentionitis happening before my very ears.


  Wed reached Notting Hill. At the lights, without asking me, he just turned in the direction of my house, and away from his. He was keeping his castle intact. It was probably full of
  messages from Rebecca. I was a Just For Now Girl.


  Where are we going? I burst out.


  Your flat. Why? he said, looking round in alarm.


  Exactly. Why? I said furiously. Weve been going out for four weeks and six days. And weve never stayed at your house. Not once. Not ever! Why?


  Mark went completely silent. He indicated, turned left, then swung back towards Holland Park Avenue without saying a word.


  Whats the matter? I said eventually.


  He stared straight ahead and flicked on the indicator. I dont like shouting.


  When we got back to his house it was awful. Walked up the steps together in silence. He opened the door, picked up the mail and flicked the lights on in the kitchen.


  Kitchen is the height of a double-decker bus and one of those seamless stainless steel ones where you cannot tell which one is the fridge. Was a strange absence of things lying around and three
  pools of cold light in the middle of the floor.


  He strode off to the other end of the room, footsteps echoing hollowly as if in underground cavern on school trip, stared worriedly at the stainless steel doors and said, Would you like a
  glass of wine?


  Yes please, thank you, I said politely. There were some modern-looking high stools at a stainless steel breakfast bar. I climbed awkwardly on to one, feeling like Des
  OConnor preparing to do a duet with Anita Harris.


  Right, said Mark. He opened one of the stainless steel cupboard doors, noticed it had a bin attached to it, then closed it again, opened another door and gazed down in surprise at
  a washing machine. I looked down, wanting to laugh.


  Red or white wine? he said abruptly.


  White, please. Suddenly I felt really tired, my shoes hurt, my scary pants were digging into me. I just wanted to go home.


  Ah. He had located the fridge.


  Glanced across and saw the answerphone on one of the counters. Stomach lurched. The red light was flashing. Looked up to find Mark standing right in front of me holding a wine bottle in
  Conran-esque distressed iron decanter. He looked really miserable too.


  Look, Bridget, I 


  I got off the stool to put my arms round him, but then immediately his hands went to my waist. I pulled away. I had to get rid of the bloody thing.


  Im just going to go upstairs for a minute, I said.


  Why?


  To the loo, I said wildly, then teetered off in the now agonizing shoes towards the stairs. Went into the first room I came to, which seemed to be Marks dressing room, a
  whole room full of suits and shirts and lines of shoes. Got myself out of the dress and, with huge relief, started peeling off the scary pants, thinking could put on a dressing gown and maybe we
  could get all cosy and sort things out but suddenly Mark appeared in the doorway. I stood frozen in full scary undergarment exposure then started to frantically pull it off while he stared,
  aghast.


  Wait, wait, he said, as I reached for the dressing gown, looking intently at my stomach. Have you been drawing noughts and crosses on yourself?


  Tried to explain to Mark about Rebel and not being able to buy white spirit on a Friday night but he just looked very tired and confused.


  Im sorry, I have no idea what youre talking about, he said. Ive got to get some sleep. Shall we just go to bed?


  He pushed open another door, turned on the light. I took one look then let out a big noise. There, in the huge white bed, was a lithe oriental boy, stark naked, smiling weirdly, and holding out
  two wooden balls on a string, and a baby rabbit.


  
    
  


  3

  

  Doooom!


  
    
  


  Saturday 1 February


  9st 3, alcohol units 6 (but mixed with tomato juice, v. nutritious), cigarettes 400 (entirely understandable), rabbits, deer, pheasants or other wildlife found in bed 0
  (massive improvement on yesterday), boyfriends 0, boyfriends of ex-boyfriend 1, no. of normal potential boyfriends remaining in world 0.


  12.15 a.m. Why do these things keep happening to me? Why? WHY? The one time someone seems a nice sensible person such as approved of by mother and not married, mad,
  alcoholic or fuckwit, they turn out to be gay bestial pervert. No wonder he didnt want me to go to his house. Was not that he is commitment phobic or fancies Rebecca or I am Just For Now
  Girl. Is because he was keeping oriental boys in bedroom together with wildlife.


  Was hideous shock. Hideous. Stared at the oriental boy for about two seconds then shot back into the dressing room, flung my dress on, ran down the stairs hearing shouting in the bedroom behind
  me in manner of American troops being massacred by Vietcong, teetered into the street and started waving frantically at taxis like call girl who has stumbled on a client who wanted to do a dump on
  her head.


  Maybe is true what Smug Marrieds say that only men left single are single because they have massive flaw. That is why everything is such a fucking, fucking, fucking  I mean not that
  being gay is itself a flaw, but definitely is if are girlfriend of one who pretended was not. Am going to be on own on Valentines Day for fourth year running, spend next Christmas in single
  bed in parents house. Again. Doom. Doooom!


  Wish could ring up Tom. Typical of him to go to San Francisco just when need advice from gay perspective, typical. He is always asking me to give him advice for hours on end about his crises
  with other homosexuals then when I need advice about a crisis with a homosexual, what does he do? He goes to BLOODY SAN FRANCISCO.


  Calm, calm. Realize is wrong to blame entire incident on Tom, especially in view of fact that incident has nothing to do with Tom, but must not medicate by blaming. Am assured, receptive,
  responsive woman of substance, totally complete within myself  Gaah! Telephone.


  Bridget. Its Mark. Im so sorry. Im so sorry. That was an awful thing to happen.


  He sounded terrible.


  Bridget?


  What? I said, trying to stop my hands shaking so I could light a Silk Cut.


  I know what it must have looked like. I got as much of a shock as you. Ive never seen him before in my life.


  Well, who was he then? I burst out.


  It turns out hes my housekeepers son. I didnt even know she had a son. Apparently hes schizophrenic.


  There was shouting in the background.


  Im coming, Im coming. Oh God. Look, Im going to have to go sort this out. It sounds like hes trying to strangle her. Can I call you later?  more
  shouting  Hang on, just  Bridget, Ill call you in the morning.


  Very confused. Wish could ring Jude or Shaz to find out if excuse is valid but is middle of night. Maybe will try to sleep.


  9 a.m. Gaah! Gaah! Telephone. Hurrah! No! Doom! Have just remembered what happened.


  9.30 a.m. Was not Mark but my mother.


  Dyou know, darling, Im absolutely livid.


  Mum, I interrupted resolutely. Do you mind if I ring you back on the mobile?


  It was all coming back to me in waves. I had to get her off the phone in case Mark was trying to call.


  Mobile, darling? Dont be silly  you havent had one of those since you were two. Do you remember? With little fishes on? Oh. Daddy wants a word but  Anyway,
  here he is.


  I waited, looking frantically between the mobile and the clock.


  Hello, my dear, said Dad wearily. Shes not going to Kenya.


  Great, well done, I said, glad that at least one of us not in crisis. What did you do?


  Nothing. Her passports expired.


  Hah! Brilliant. Dont tell her you can get new ones.


  Oh, she knows, she knows, he said. The thing is, if you have a new one, you have to have a new photo. So its not out of any respect for me, its purely a matter
  of flirting with customs officials.


  Mum grabbed the phone. Its just completely ridiculous, darling. I had my photo taken and I look as old as the hills. Una said try it in a booth but its worse. Im
  keeping the old passport and thats an end of the matter. Anyway, hows Mark?


  Hes fine, I said, in a high, strangled voice, narrowly avoiding adding: he likes to sleep with oriental youths and fiddle with rabbits, isnt that fun?


  Well! Daddy and I thought you and Mark would like to come to lunch tomorrow. We havent seen you both together. I thought Id just stick a lasagne in the oven with some
  beans.


  Can I ring you back later? Im late for  yoga! I said, inspired.


  Managed to get free of her after a freakishly short fifteen-minute wind-down during which it became increasingly clear that the entire might of the British Passport Office was not going to be
  much of a match for Mum and the old photo, then fumbled for another Silk Cut, desolate and confused. Housekeeper? I mean I know he does have a housekeeper but  And then all this stuff with
  Rebecca. And he votes Tory. Maybe will eat some cheese. Gaah! Telephone.


  Was Shazzer.


  Oh Shaz, I said miserably, and started to blurt out the story.


  Stop right there, she said, before Id even got as far as the oriental boy. Stop. Im going to say this once and I want you to listen.


  What? I said, thinking if there was one person in the world incapable of just saying something once  apart from my mother  it was Sharon.


  Get out.


  But 


  Get out. Youve had the warning sign, he votes Tory. Now get out before you get too involved.


  But wait, thats not 


  Oh for Gods sake, she growled. Hes got it every which way, hasnt he? He comes to your house, he has everything done for him. You turn up all dressed up
  to the nines for his ghastly Tory friends and what does he do? Flirts with Rebecca. Patronizes you. And votes Tory. Its all just manipulative, paternalistic 


  I glanced nervously at the clock. Um, Shaz, can I ring you back on the mobile?


  What! In case he rings you? No! she exploded.


  Just then the mobile actually started ringing.


  Shaz, Im going to have to go. Ill call you later.


  Pressed OK eagerly on the mobile.


  Was Jude. Oh, oh I feel so hungover. I think Im going to throw up. She started launching into great long story about party at the Met Bar but had to stop her as really felt
  whole oriental youth issue was more pressing. Really felt was right about this. Was not being selfish.


  Oh God, Bridge, said Jude when Id finished. You poor thing. I think youve handled it really, really well. I really do. Youve really come on.


  Felt huge glow of pride, followed by puzzlement. What did I do? I said, looking round the room alternating between self-satisfied smiling and confused blinking.


  Youve done exactly what it says in Women Who Love Too Much. Youve done nothing. Just detached. We cannot solve their problems for them. We simply detach.


  Right, right, I said, nodding earnestly.


  We dont wish them ill. We dont wish them well. We do not call them. We do not see them. We simply detach. Housekeepers son my arse. If hes got a housekeeper
  how come hes always round your place getting you to wash up?


  But what if it was the housekeepers son?


  Now, Bridget, said Jude sternly, this is whats called Denial.


  11.15 a.m. Have arranged to meet Jude and Shazzer in 192 for lunch. Right. Am not going to be in Denial.


  11.16 a.m. Yes. Am completely detached. You see!


  11.18 a.m. Cannot believe he still hasnt fucking, fucking, fucking well rung. Hate passive-aggressive behaviour of telephone in modern dating world, using
  non-communication as means of communication. Is terrible, terrible: with simple ring or non-ring meaning difference between love and friendliness and happiness and being cast out into ruthless
  dating trench war again, exactly the same but feeling even more of a fuck up than last time.


  Noon. Could not believe it. Phone actually started ringing while I was staring at it, as if I had made it ring through thought-vibe energy and this time it was Mark.


  How are you? he said wearily.


  Im fine, I said, trying to be detached.


  Shall I pick you up and well go for lunch and talk?


  Um, Im having lunch with the girls, I said really quite detachedly indeed.


  Oh God.


  What?


  Bridget. Do you have any idea what sort of night Ive had? I had this boy trying to strangle his mother in the kitchen, the police and ambulance round, tranquillizer darts, drives
  to the hospital, hysterical Filipinos all over the house. I mean Im really, really sorry you had to go through all that, but so did I and it was hardly my fault.


  Why didnt you call before?


  Because every time I got a second to call, either on the phone or the mobile, you were bloody well engaged!


  Hmmm. Detachment did not go particularly well. He really has had an awful time. Have arranged to meet him for dinner and he says hes going to sleep this afternoon. Alone, I do so deeply
  and sincerely hope.


  Sunday 2 February


  9st 2 (excellent: am turning into Oriental Boy), cigarettes 3 (v.g.), calories 2,100 (v. modest), boyfriends 1 again (hurrah!), self-help books counted out loud in
  dismissive incredulous manner by newly re-instated boyfriend 37 (only sensible in this day and age).


  10 p.m. In flat. Everything is good again. Dinner was a bit awkward to start with but got better when decided I did believe him about story, especially as he said I
  should come and see the housekeeper today.


  But then, when we were having our chocolate mousses, he said, Bridge? Last night even before this happened Id started to feel as though things werent right.


  Felt cold clunk of dread in stomach. Which was ironic really considering had been thinking things werent right myself. But really, it is all very well you yourself thinking things
  arent right in a relationship, but if the other person starts doing it is like someone else criticizing your mother. Also it starts you thinking you are about to be chucked, which, apart
  from pain, loss, heartbreak etc. is very humiliating.


  Bridge? Are you in a hypnotic state?


  No. Why did you think things werent right? I whispered.


  Well, every time I tried to touch you, you shrank away as if I were some elderly lech.


  Huge sense of relief. Explained to him about the scary pants at which he started really laughing. Ordered some dessert wine, both got a bit squiffy and ended up going back to my flat and having
  fantastic shag.


  This morning, when we were lying around reading the papers in front of the fire, started wondering whether should bring up the Rebecca business, and why he always stays at my house. But then
  Jude said I shouldnt because jealousy is v. unattractive trait to opposite sex.


  Bridget, said Mark, you seem to have gone into a trance. I was asking what was the meaning of the new shelving system. Are you meditating? Or is the shelf support system in
  some way Buddhist?


  Its because of the electric wire, I said vaguely.


  What are all these books? he said, getting up and looking at them. How to Date Young Women: A Guide For Men Over Thirty-Five? If the Buddha Dated? Going For
  It by Victor Kyam?


  Theyre my self-help books! I said protectively.


  What Men Want? Beyond Co-dependency With a Man Who Cant Commit? How to Love Your Separated Man Without Losing Your Mind? You do realize youre building
  up the largest body of theoretical knowledge about the behaviour of the opposite sex in the known universe. Im starting to feel like a laboratory animal!


  Um 


  He was grinning at me. Are you supposed to read them in pairs? he said, pulling a book off the shelves. Cover yourself both ways? Happy to Be Single with How to
  Find Your Perfect Partner in Thirty Days? Buddhism Made Simple with Going For It by Victor Kyam?


  No, I said indignantly. You read them individually.


  Why on earth do you buy this stuff?


  Well, actually I have a theory about this, I began excitedly (because actually I do have a theory about it). If you consider other world religions such as
  


  Other world religions? Other than what?


  Grrr. Sometimes wish Mark was not so bloody legally trained.


  Other than self-help books.


  Yes, I thought you might be about to say that. Bridget, self-help books are not a religion.


  But they are! They are a new form of religion. Its almost as if human beings are like streams of water so when an obstacle is put in their way, they bubble up and surge
  around it to find another path.


  Bubble up and surge around, Bridge?


  What I mean is if the organized religion collapses then people start trying to find another set of rules. And actually, as I was saying, if you look at self-help books they have a
  lot of ideas in common with other religions.


  Such as  ? he said, waving his hand in an encouraging circle.


  Well, Buddhism and 


  No. Such as what ideas?


  Well, I began, panicking slightly as unfortunately the theory is not all that well developed as yet, positive thinking. It says in Emotional Intelligence that
  optimism, that everything will turn out all right, is the most important thing. Then, of course, there is belief in yourself, like in Emotional Confidence. And if you look at Christianity
  


  Yeees  ?


  Well, that bit they read at weddings, its the same: These three things remain: faith, hope and love. Then theres living in the moment 
  thats The Road Less Travelled and also Buddhist.


  Mark was looking me as if I were mad.


   And forgiveness: it says in You Can Heal Your Life that holding on to resentment is bad for you and you have to forgive people.


  So whats that then? Not Muslim, I hope. I dont think you find much forgiveness in a faith that lops peoples hands off for stealing bread buns.


  Mark was shaking his head and staring at me. It did not seem to me that he really understood the theory. But maybe that was because Marks spiritual soul is not very advanced, which could
  actually prove to be another problem in our relationship.


   Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us!! I said indignantly. Just then the phone rang.


  Thatll be dating war command, said Mark. Or maybe the Archbishop of Canterbury!


  Was my mum. What are you doing still there? Chop, chop. I thought you and Mark were coming to lunch.


  But Mum  Was sure had not said we were coming to lunch, was sure of it. Mark was rolling his eyes and turning on the football.


  Honestly, Bridget. Ive made three pavlovas  though actually its just as easy to make three pavlovas as one, and Ive taken a lasagne out and 


  Could hear Dad going, Leave her alone, Pam, in the background as she went on and on huffily about the dangers of refreezing meat, then he came on the phone.


  Dont worry, mdear. Im sure you didnt tell her you were coming. It just turned into that in her head. Ill try to calm things down. Anyway, the bad news
  is, shes going to Kenya.


  Mum grabbed the phone. Its all sorted out with the passport. We got a lovely photo done in that wedding shop in Kettering, you know, where Ursula Collingwood had Karens
  pictures done.


  Was it air-brushed?


  No! she said, indignantly. At least they may have done something with the computer but it was nothing to do with brushes. Anyway, Una and I are going next Saturday. Just for
  ten days. Africa! Imagine!


  What about Dad?


  Honestly, Bridget! Life is for living! If Daddy wants to live between golf and the potting shed, thats up to him!


  Eventually managed to get away, encouraged by Mark standing over me holding a rolled newspaper in one hand and tapping his watch with the other. Went round to his house and definitely do believe
  him now, because the housekeeper was there cleaning the kitchen with fifteen members of her family who all seemed to want to worship Mark as a god. Then we stayed at his house and had all candles
  in the bedroom. Hurrah! Think it is all right. Yes. Is definitely all right. Love Mark Darcy. Sometimes he seems a bit scary but underneath he is very kind and sweet. Which is good. I think.


  Particularly as is Valentines Day in twelve days time.


  Monday 3 February


  9st 1 (v.g.), alcohol units 3, cigarettes 12, no. of days to Valentines Day 11, no. of minutes spent obsessing about feminist wrongness of obsessing re:
  Valentines Day 162 approx.(bad).


  8.30 a.m. Hope Dad is going to be OK. If Mum is going on Saturday that means she will be leaving him on his own for Valentines Day, which is not very nice. Maybe
  I will send him a card, as if from a mystery admirer.


  Wonder what Mark will do? Sure he will send a card, at least.


  I mean definitely, he will.


  And maybe we will go out for dinner or other treat. Mmmm. V. nice to have boyfriend on Valentines Day for once. Ah, telephone.


  8.45 a.m. Was Mark. He is going to New York tomorrow for two weeks. He sounded a bit unfriendly actually, and said he was too busy to meet up tonight because he had to
  get all his papers and everything together.


  Managed to be nice about it and just said, Oh thats nice, waiting till had put phone down to yell But its Valentines Day a week on Friday, its
  Valentines Day. Baaaaaaah!


  Anyway. That is just immature. Thing that matters is the relationship, not cynical marketing ploys.


  Tuesday 4 February


  8 a.m. In caf having cappuccino and chocolate croissant. There, you see! Have got self out of negative thought-bog, and actually is probably very good that
  Mark is going away. Will give him chance to spring away like a Martian rubber band, as it says in Mars and Venus on a Date, and really feel his attraction. Also will give me chance to work
  on myself and catch up with own life.


  
    
      Plan For When Mark is Away

    

  


  
    
      	
        1.

      

      	
        Go to gym every day.

      
    


    
      	
        2.

      

      	
        Have lots of lovely evenings with Jude and Shazzer.

      
    


    
      	
        3.

      

      	
        Do continuing good work sorting out flat.

      
    


    
      	
        4.

      

      	
        Spend time with Dad when Mum is away.

      
    


    
      	
        5.

      

      	
        Really work hard at work to improve position.

      
    

  


  Oh. Lose half stone, also, obviously.


  Noon. Office. Peaceful morning. Was given an item to do on green cars. Thats environmentally green, Bridget, said Richard Finch, not green
  coloured.


  Became clear early on green car item would never make it, leaving self free to fantasize re: Mark Darcy and design new headed stationery for self using different fonts and hues while thinking up
  new item ideas that would really bring me to the forefront of . . . Gaaah!


  12.15 p.m. Was bloody Richard Finch yelling: Bridget. This isnt arseing Care in the Community. It is a television production office meeting. If you must
  stare out of the window, at least try to do it without sliding that pen in and out of your mouth. So can you do that?


  Yes, I said sulkily, putting the pen down on the table.


  No, not can you take the pen out of your mouth, can you find me a Middle-England, middle-class voter, fifty plus, own home, who is in favour?


  Yes, no problem, I breathed airily, thinking I could ask Patchouli in favour of what later.


  In favour of what? said Richard Finch.


  I gave him a really quite enigmatic smile. I think you might find youve answered your own question there, I said. Male or female?


  Both, said Richard sadistically, one of each.


  Straight or gay? I exoceted back.


  I said Middle England, he snarled witheringly. Now get on the bloody phone, and try to remember to put a skirt on in future, youre distracting my team.


  Honestly, as if they would take any bloody notice as they are all obsessed with their careers and it is not that short, it had just ridden up.


  Patchouli says it is in favour of the European or single currency. Which she thinks means either. Oh fuck, oh fuck. Right. Ah, telephone. Thatll be the Shadow Treasury press office.


  12.25 p.m. Oh, hello, darling. Grrr. Was my mother. Listen, have you got a boob tube?


  Mum, Ive told you not to ring me at work unless its an emergency, I hissed.


  Oh I know, but you see the problem is were going on Saturday and the shops are still full of their winter things.


  Suddenly, I had an idea. It took a while to get it through.


  Honestly, Bridget, she said after I explained. We dont want lorries coming from Germany taking all our gold away in the night.


  But Mum, as you say, life is for living! Youve got to try everything.


  Silence.


  It will help the currency of the African people. Not sure if this was strictly true but never mind.


  Well, that may well be, but I havent got time for TV appearances when Im trying to pack.


  Listen, I hissed, do you want the boob tube or not?


  12.40 p.m. Hurrah! Have managed to get not one, not two but three Middle-England voters. Una wants to come up with Mum so they can go through my wardrobe and pop into
  Dickens and Jones, and Geoffrey wants to be on the television. Am top-flight researcher.


  So! Busy, are we? Richard Finch was looking all post-luncheon sweaty and swaggery. Planning the Jones version of the really effective single currency plan, are
  we?


  Well, not quite, I murmured with a cool self-deprecating smile. But I have got you your Middle-England voters who are pro. Three of them, actually, I added casually
  while rifling through my notes.


  Oh, didnt anyone tell you? he said, smirking evilly. Weve dropped it. Were doing bomb scares now. Can you get me a couple of Tory commuters from Middle
  England who can see the IRAs argument?


  8 p.m. Ugh. Spent three hours in wind-whipped Victoria trying to manipulate commuters opinions in direction of IRA to point where began to fear immediate arrest
  and transfer to Maze Prison. Got back to office, worrying what Mum and Una would find in my wardrobe, to guffawing conversation with Richard Finch along lines of You didnt really
  think you were going to find anyone, did you? Sucker!


  Have got to, got to find another job. Ooh goody, telephone.


  Was Tom. Hurrah! He is back!


  Bridget! Youve lost so much weight!


  Have I? I said delighted, before remembering observation was being made down telephonic line.


  Tom then went into great long enthuse about his trip to San Francisco.


  The boy on customs was completely divine. He said, Anything to declare? I said, Only this outrageous tan! Anyway, he gave me his number and I shagged him in a
  bathhouse!


  Felt familiar flash of envy at ease of gay sex, where people seem to shag each other immediately just because they both feel like it and nobody worries about having three dates first or how long
  to leave it before phoning afterwards.


  After forty-five minutes outlining increasingly outrageous escapades he went, Anyway, you know how I hate talking about me. How are you? Hows that Mark guy, with his firm
  little buttocks?


  Told him Mark was in New York but decided to leave Rabbitboy till later for fear of over-arousing him. Chose instead to bore on about work.


  Ive got to find another job, its really undermining my sense of personal dignity and self-esteem. I need something that will allow me to make serious use of my talents and
  abilities.


  Hmmm. I see what you mean. Have you thought about going on the game?


  Oh very funny.


  Why dont you do some journalism on the side? Do some interviews in your spare time?


  Was really brilliant idea. Tom said he was going to talk to his friend Adam on the Independent about giving me an interview or a review to do or something!


  Am going to be top-flight journalist and gradually build up more and more work and extra money so can give up job and merely sit on sofa with laptop on knee. Hurrah!


  Wednesday 5 February


  Just called Dad to see how he was and if he would like to do something nice on Valentines Day.


  Oh you are good, mdear. But your mother said I need to expand my consciousness.


  So?


  Im going up to Scarborough to play golf with Geoffrey.


  Goody. Glad hes feeling OK.


  Thursday 13 February


  9st 3, alcohol units 4, cigarettes 19, gym visits 0, early Valentines 0, mentions of Valentines Day by boyfriend 0, point of Valentines Day if boyfriend
  does not even mention it 0.


  V. fed up. Is Valentines Day tomorrow and Mark has not even mentioned it. Do not understand why he has to stay in New York all weekend anyway. Surely the legal offices
  are closed.


  
    
      Goals achieved in Marks absence:


      No. of gym visits 0.


      Evenings spent with Jude and Shazzer 6 (and another one tomorrow night, looks like).


      Minutes spent with Dad 0. Minutes spent talking to Dad about his feelings 0. Minutes spent talking to Dad about golf with Geoffrey bellowing in the background 287.


      Journalistic articles written 0.


      Pounds lost 0.


      Pounds gained 2.

    

  


  Have sent Mark Valentine anyway. Chocolate heart. Sent it to hotel before he went saying not to open till Feb 14th. Think he will know it is from me.


  Friday 14 February


  9st 4, gym visits 0, Valentines 0, flowers, trinkets, Valentines gifts 0, point of Valentines Day 0, difference between Valentines Day and any other day
  0, point of living: uncertain, possibility of overreaction to disaster of Non-Valentines Day: slight


  8 a.m. Really beyond caring about things like Valentines Day. Is just so not important in general scheme of things.


  8.20 a.m. Will just go downstairs and see if post has come.


  8.22 a.m. Post has not come.


  8.27 a.m. Post has still not come.


  8.30 a.m. Post has come! Hurrah!


  8.35 a.m. Was bank statement. Nothing from Mark, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing. Nothing.


  8.40 a.m. Cannot believe am spending Valentines Day alone again. Worst was two years ago when went to Gambia with Jude and Shaz and had to go one day early
  because of flights. When went down to dinner was all hearts in trees. Every single table contained couple holding hands and had to sit there on own reading Learning to Love Yourself.


  Feel v. sad. He cant have not known. He just doesnt care. It must mean I am a Just For Now Girl because, as it says in Mars and Venus on a Date, I think if a man is
  seriously interested in you he always buys you presents like lingerie and jewels and not books or vacuums. Maybe is his way of saying it is all over and is going to tell me when he gets back.


  8.43 a.m. Maybe Jude and Shaz were right and should have just got out when warning signs came. You see with Daniel last year if first time he stood me up on our first
  date with a pathetic excuse I had got out and detached, instead of going into Denial, would never have ended up finding a naked woman on a sun lounger on his roof terrace. Actually come to think of
  it, Daniel is anagram of Denial!


  Is a pattern. Keep on finding naked people in boyfriends houses. Am repeating patterns.


  8.45 a.m. Oh my God. Am 200 overdrawn. How? How? How?


  8.50 a.m. You see. Something good comes out of everything. Have found weird cheque on statement for 149, which do not recognize. Convinced it is cheque that wrote
  out to dry-cleaners for 14.90 or similar.


  9 a.m. Rang up bank to see who it was to, and it was a Monsieur S. F. S. Dry-cleaners are fraudsters. Will ring Jude, Shazzer, Rebecca, Tom and Simon
  telling them not to go to Duraclean any more.


  9.30 a.m. Hah. Just went into Duraclean to check out Monsieur S. F. S. under guise of taking little black silk nightie in to be cleaned. Could not help
  remarking that staff of dry-cleaners seemed to be not so much French but Indian. Maybe Indo-French, though.


  Could you tell me your name, please? I said to the man as I handed in my nightie.


  Salwani, he said smiling suspiciously nicely.


  S. Hah!


  And your name? he asked.


  Bridget.


  Bridget. You write your address here, please, Bridget.


  You see that was very suspicious. Decided to put Mark Darcys address as he has staff and burglar alarms.


  Do you know a Monsieur S. F. S.? I said, at which the man became almost playful.


  No, but I think I am knowing you from somewhere, he said.


  Dont think I dont know whats going on, I said, then shot out of the shop. You see. Am taking things into own hands.


  10 p.m.. Cannot believe what has happened. At half past eleven, youth came into office bearing enormous bunch of red roses and brought them to my desk. Me! You should
  have seen the faces of Patchouli and Horrible Harold. Even Richard Finch was stunned into silence, only managing a pathetic Sent them to ourself, did we?


  Opened the card and this is what it said:


  
    
      Happy Valentines Day to the light of my dreary old life. Be at Heathrow, Terminal 1, at 8.30 a.m. tomorrow to pick up ticket from British Airways desk (ref: P23/R55)
      for magical mystery mini-break. Return Monday a.m. in time for work. Will meet you at the other end.


      (Try to borrow a ski suit and some sensible shoes.)

    

  


  Cannot believe it. Just cannot believe it. Mark is taking me on Valentine ski surprise. Is a miracle. Hurrah! Will be v. romantic in Christmas-card village amongst twinkling lights etc.
  sashaying down slopes hand in hand like Snow King and Queen.


  Feel awful for getting into negative thought-bog obsession, but was sort of thing that could happen to anyone. Definitely.


  Just called Jude, has lent me ski outfit: black all-in-one in manner of Michelle Pfeiffer as Catwoman or similar. Only slight problem have only been skiing once when at school and sprained ankle
  on first day. Never mind. Sure it will be easy.


  Saturday 15 February


  12st (feels like  giant inflatable ball full of fondue, hot dogs, hot chocolate etc.), grappas 5, cigarettes 32, hot chocolates 6, calories 8,257, feet 3,
  near-death experiences 8.


  1 p.m. Edge of precipice. Cannot believe situation am in. When got to top of mountain felt paralysed by fear so encouraged Mark Darcy to go ahead, while I put skis on
  watching him going whoosh, fzzzzzz, fzzzz down slope in manner of exocet missile, banned killer firework or similar. Whilst v. much grateful for being brought skiing, could not
  believe nightmare of getting up on to hill in first place, baffled by what was point of clunking through giant concrete edifices full of grills and chains like something out of concentration camp,
  with half bent knees and equivalent of plaster casts on each foot, carrying unwieldy skis, which kept separating, being shoved through automated turnstile in manner of sheep heading for sheep dip
  when could have been all cosy in bed. Worst of it is hair has gone mad in altitude, forming itself into weird peaks and horns like bag of Cadburys Misshapes, and Catwoman-suit is designed
  exclusively for long thin people like Jude with result that look like golliwog, or pantomime aunt. Also three-year-olds keep whizzing by without using any poles, standing on one leg performing
  somersaults etc.


  Skiing really is v. dangerous sport, am not imagining it. People get paralysed, buried by avalanches etc., etc. Shazzer told me about when friend of hers had gone on very scary off-piste skiing
  mission and lost nerve so pisteurs had to come and take him down on a stretcher then let go of the stretcher.


  2.30 p.m. Mountain caf. Mark came whizzing up whooosh fzzzzzzz and asked me if I was ready to come down now.


  Explained in whisper, had made mistake by coming on slope as skiing actually is v. dangerous sport  so much so that holiday insurance wont even insure it. Is one thing having
  accident that you could not foresee; quite another willingly putting yourself in an extremely dangerous situation, knowingly dicing with death or maiming, like doing bungee jumping, climbing
  Everest, letting people shoot apples off head etc.


  Mark listened quietly and thoughtfully. I take your point, Bridget, he said. But this is the nursery slope. Its practically horizontal.


  Told Mark I wanted to go back down on the lift thing but he said it was a button lift and you cant go downhill on a button. Forty-five minutes later Mark had got me down slope by pushing
  me along a bit then running round to catch me. When got to bottom thought fit to broach question of perhaps popping down cable car back to village again in order to have a little rest and a
  cappuccino.


  The thing is, Bridget, he said, skiing is like everything else in life. Its just a question of confidence. Come on. I think you need a grappa.


  2.45 p.m. Mmm. Love the delicious grappa.


  3 p.m. Grappa is really v.g. top beverage. Mark is right. Am probably marvellous natural at skiing. Only thing need to get blurry confidence up.


  3.15 p.m. Top of nursery slope. Argor. This blurry easy-peasy. Off go. Wheeeee!


  4 p.m. Am marvellous, am fantastic skier. Just came down slope perfect with Mark: whoosh fzzzzzz, whole body swaying, moving in perfect harmony as if
  instinctive. Wild elation! Have discovered whole new lease of life. Am sportswoman in manner of Princess Anne! Filled with new vigour and positive thought! Confidence! Hurrah! New confident life
  ahead! Grappa! Hurrah!


  5 p.m. Went for rest to mountain caf and Mark was suddenly greeted by a whole bunch of lawyery-banker-type people amongst whom tall, thin, blonde girl standing
  with back to me in white ski suit, fluffy ear muffs and Versace shades. She was hooting with laughter. As if in slow motion, she flicked her hair back off her face, and as it swooshed forward in a
  soft curtain, I began to realize I recognized her laugh then watched her turn her face towards us. It was Rebecca.


  Bridget! she said, clinking over and kissing me. Gorgeous girl! How fantastic to see you! What a coincidence!


  I looked at Mark, who was all perplexed, running his hand through his hair.


  Um, its not really a coincidence, is it? he said awkwardly. You did suggest that I bring Bridget here. I mean, delightful to see you all of course, but Id no
  idea you were all going to be here too.


  One thing that is really good about Mark is that I do always believe him, but when did she suggest it? When?


  Rebecca looked flustered for a moment, then smiled winningly. I know, it just reminded me how gorgeous it is in Courcheval, and all the others were coming so . . . Oooh!
  Conveniently, she wobbled over and had to be caught by one of the waiting admirers.


  Hmmm, said Mark. He didnt look very happy at all. I stood head down trying to work out what was going on.


  Eventually could stand the strain of trying to be normal no longer, so whispered to Mark that was just going to have another little go on the nursery slope. Got self in queue for button lift
  much more easily than usual, just so grateful to be away from weird scenario. Missed first couple of buttons through inaccurate grabbing but managed to get next one.


  Trouble was once set off, nothing seemed to be quite right, all bumpy and non-smooth almost as if was scampering. Suddenly was aware of child waving at me from sidelines and yelling something in
  French. Looked across in horror to caf balcony to see all Marks friends shouting and waving as well. What going on? Next thing saw Mark running towards me frantically from direction
  of caf. Bridget, he yelled as he got within earshot, youve forgotten to put your skis on.


  Bloody fool, roared Nigel as we returned to the caf. Stupidest thing Ive seen for years.


  Do you want me to stay with her? said Rebecca to Mark, all wide-eyed concern  as if I were a troublesome toddler. Then you can have a good ski before
  dinner.


  No, no, were fine, he said, but I could see from his face he wanted to go off and have a ski, and I really wanted him to because he loves skiing. But simply could not face
  the thought of a skiing lesson from bloody Rebecca.


  Actually, I think I need a rest, I said. Ill just have a hot chocolate and recover my composure.


  Drinking chocolate in the caf was fantastic, like drinking huge cup of chocolate sauce, which was good because distracted me from sight of Mark and Rebecca travelling up on the chair
  lift together. Could see her being all gay and tinkly touching his arm.


  Eventually they reappeared whizzing down like the Snow King and Queen  him in black and her in white  looking like a couple out of an upmarket Chalet brochure in the picture that
  implies that  as well as eight black runs, 400 lifts and half board  you can have great sex like these two are just about to have.


  Oh, its so exhilarating, said Rebecca, putting her goggles on her head and laughing into Marks face. Listen, do you both want to have supper with us tonight?
  Were going to have a fondue up the mountain, then a torchlight ski down  oh sorry, Bridget, but you could come down in the cable car.


  No, Mark said abruptly. I missed Valentines Day so Im taking Bridget for a Valentines dinner.


  The good thing about Rebecca is there is always a split second when she gives herself away by looking really pissed off.


  Okey-dokey, whatever, have a fun time, she said, flashed the toothpaste advert smile, then put her goggles on and skied off with a flourish towards the town.


  When did you see her? I said. When did she suggest Courcheval?


  He frowned. She was in New York.


  I reeled, dropping one of my ski poles. Mark burst out laughing, picked it up and gave me a big hug.


  Dont look like that, he said against my cheek. She was there with a crowd, I had one ten-minute conversation with her. I said I wanted to do something nice to make up
  for missing Valentines Day and she suggested here.


  A small indeterminate noise came out of me.


  Bridget, he said, I love you.


  Sunday 16 February


  Weight: do not care (actually, no scales), number of times replayed sublime L-word moment in head: exorbitant black-hole-type number.


  Am just so happy. Do not feel angry about Rebecca but generous and accepting. She is a perfectly pleasant, posey stick insect/cow. Me and Mark had lovely v. good fun dinner
  with lots of laughing and said how much we had missed each other. Gave him a present, which was a little key chain with Newcastle United on it, and Newcastle United boxer shorts, which he really,
  really liked. He gave me a Valentine gift of a red silk nightie, which was a bit on the small side but he didnt seem to mind, rather the opposite if perfectly honest about it. Also
  afterwards he told me about all the work things that had happened in New York and I gave him my opinions about it all, which he said were very reassuring and unique!


  P.S. No one must read this bit as is shameful. Was so excited about him saying the L-word so early on in the relationship that accidentally rang up Jude and Shaz and left messages telling them.
  But realize now this was shallow and wrong.


  Monday 17 February


  9st 6 (gaah! Gaah! Bloody hot chocolate), alcohol units 4 (but including aeroplane flight so v.g.), cigarettes 12, embarrasing neo-colonialist acts committed by mother
  1 extremely large one.


  Mini-break was fantastic, apart from Rebecca, but had a bit of a shock at Heathrow this morning. Were just standing in the arrivals hall looking for the taxi sign when voice
  said: Darling! You shouldnt have come to meet me, you silly billy. Geoffrey and Daddy are waiting for us outside. Weve just come to get Daddy a present. Come and meet
  Wellington!


  Was my mother, tanned bright orange, with her hair in Bo Derek braids with beads on the ends and wearing a voluminous orange batik outfit like Winnie Mandela.


  I know youre going to think hes a Masai but hes a Kikuyu! A Kikuyu! Imagine!


  I followed her gaze to where Una Alconbury, also orange and dressed in head to toe batik but wearing her reading glasses and carrying a green leather handbag with a big gold clasp was standing
  at the counter in Sock Shop with her purse open. She was gazing up delightedly at an enormous black youth with a loop of flesh hanging from each ear with a film canister in one of them and dressed
  in a bright blue checked cloak.


  Hakuna Matata. Dont worry, be happy! Swahili. Isnt it smashing? Una and I have had the most super time and Wellingtons come back to stay! Hello, Mark,
  she said, perfunctorily acknowledging his presence. Come along, darling, why dont you say Jambo to Wellington!


  Shut up, Mother, shut up, I hissed out of the corner of my mouth, looking from side to side nervously. You cant have an African tribesman to stay. Its
  neo-colonialist and Daddys only just got over Julio.


  Wellington is not, said my mum, drawing herself up to her full height, a tribesman. Well, at least he is, darling, a proper tribesman! I mean he lives in a dung hut! But he
  wanted to come! He wants to do worldwide travel just like Una and I!


  Mark was a bit uncommunicative in taxi home. Bloody Mother. Wish I had a normal round mum like other people, with grey hair, who would just make lovely stews.


  Right, am going to call Dad.


  9 p.m. Dad has retreated into his worst suppressed Middle-English emotional state and sounded completely plastered again.


  Hows things? I ventured when I eventually got an excitable Mum off the phone and him on.


  Oh fine, fine, you know. Zulu warriors in the rockery. Primroses coming through. Everything fine with you?


  Oh God. I dont know if he can cope with all the craziness again. Have said to call me any time but is v. hard when he is being all stiff upper lip.


  Tuesday 18 February


  9st 6 (serious emergency now), cigarettes 13, masochistic fantasies about Mark being in love with Rebecca 42.


  7 p.m. In turmoil. Got back from another nightmare day at work in a rush (Shaz has inexplicably decided she is into football, so me and Jude are going round there to
  watch Germans beat Turks, Belgians, or similar) to two answerphone messages, neither from Dad.


  First was from Tom saying his friend Adam on the Independent says he wouldnt mind giving me a go at interviewing someone as long as I find somebody really famous to interview and I
  dont expect to be paid.


  I mean surely that is not what happens in newspapers? How does everybody pay for their mortgages and drink problems?


  Second was from Mark. Said he was out with Amnesty and the Indonesians tonight and could he ring me at Shazzers to see what happened in the match. Then there was a sort of pause and he
  said, Oh and, er, Rebecca has invited us and all the gang to her parents house in Gloucestershire for a house party next weekend. What do you think? Ill call you
  later.


  Know exactly what I think. Think I would rather sit in a little hole in Mum and Dads rockery making friends with all the worms all weekend than go to Rebeccas house party and watch
  her flirting with Mark. I mean why didnt she ring me up to invite us?


  Its Mentionitis. Its just complete Mentionitis. Theres no question about it. Telephone. Bet its Mark. What shall I say?


  Bridget, pick up, put it down, put it down. PUT IT DOWN.


  I picked up confusedly. Magda?


  Oh Bridget! Hi! How was the skiing?


  It was great but . . . Told her the whole story about Rebecca and New York and the house party. I dont know whether I should go or not.


  Of course youve got to go, Bridge, said Magda. If Mark wanted to go out with Rebecca hed be going out with Rebecca, just say  get off, get off, Harry
  get off the back of that chair now or Mummy will smack. Youre two very different kinds of people.


  Hmmm. You see, I think Jude and Shazzer would argue . . .


  Jeremy grabbed the phone. Listen, Bridge, taking advice on dating from Jude and Shazzer is like taking advice from a diet consultant who weighs twenty stone.


  Jeremy! bellowed Magda. Hes just playing devils advocate, Bridge. Ignore him. Every woman has her aura. Hes chosen you. Just go along, be gorgeous, and
  keep an eye on her. Nooo! Not on the floor!


  Shes right. Am going to be assured, receptive, responsive woman of substance and have a lovely time emanating aura. Hurrah! Will just call Dad then go to football.


  Midnight. Back in flat. Once out in freezing cold assured woman of substance evaporated into insecurity. Had to walk past workmen working under bright lights on gas
  main. Was wearing v. short coat and boots so braced myself to deal with lewd catcalls and embarrassing remarks then felt complete arse when none came.


  Reminded me of when was fifteen and walking along lonely backstreet into town and man started following me then grabbed my arm. Turned to look at attacker in alarm. At time was v. thin in tight
  jeans. Also, however, had winged spectacles and brace on teeth. Man took one look at my face and ran off.


  On arrival confided feelings re: workmen to Jude and Sharon. Thats the whole point, Bridget, Shazzer exploded. These men are treating women as objects, as if our only
  function is physical attractiveness.


  But they werent, said Jude.


  Thats exactly why the whole thing is so objectionable. Now come on, were supposed to be watching the match.


  Mmm. Theyve got lovely big thighs, havent they? said Jude.


  Mmmm, I agreed, distractedly wondering if Shaz would go mad if brought up Rebecca during the match.


  I knew someone who slept with a Turk once, said Jude. And he had a penis that was so enormous he couldnt sleep with anyone.


  What? I thought you said she slept with him, said Shazzer, keeping one eye on the television.


  She slept with him but she didnt do it, explained Jude.


  Because she couldnt because his thing was too big, I said supportively of Judes anecdote. What a terrible thing. Do you think it goes by nationality? I mean do
  you think the Turks . . . ?


  Look, shut up, said Shazzer.


  For a while we all fell silent, imagining the many penises tucked neatly into shorts and thinking of all the games of many different nationalities in the past. Was just about to open my mouth,
  but then Jude, who seemed to have become rather fixated for some reason, piped up, It must be very weird having a penis.


  Yes, I agreed, very weird to have an active appendage. If I had one I would think about it all the time.


  Well, yes, youd worry about what it would do next, said Jude.


  Well, exactly, I agreed. You might suddenly get a gigantic erection in the middle of a football match.


  Oh for Gods sake! yelled Sharon.


  OK, keep your hair on, said Jude. Bridge? Are you all right? You seem a bit down about something.


  I looked nervously at Shaz then decided this was too


  important to let lie. I cleared my throat for attention and announced: Rebecca rang Mark up and asked us on a mini-break this weekend.


  WHAT? Jude and Shaz exploded simultaneously.


  Was really glad the seriousness of the situation was fully appreciated. Jude got up for the Milk Tray and Shaz fetched another bottle from the fridge.


  The thing is, Sharon was summing up, weve known Rebecca for four years. Has she ever once in all that time invited you, me or Jude on one of her posh house-party
  weekends?


  No. I shook my head solemnly.


  But the thing is, said Jude, if you dont go then what if he goes on his own? You cant let Rebecca get him in her clutches. And also its obviously
  important to someone in his position to have someone whos a good social partner.


  Hgumph, snorted Shazzer. Thats just retrospective bollocks. If Bridget says she doesnt want to go and he goes without her and he gets off with Rebecca then
  hes a second-rate charlatan and not worth having. Social partner  pah. Were not in the 1950s now. Shes not cleaning the house all day in a pointy bra then entertaining
  his colleagues like some trophy Stepford wife. Tell him you know Rebeccas after him and thats why you dont want to go.


  But then hell be flattered, said Jude. Theres nothing a man finds more attractive than a woman who is in love with him.


  Says who? said Shaz.


  The baroness in The Sound of Music, said Jude, sheepishly.


  Unfortunately, by the time we turned our attention back to it the game appeared to be over.


  Next thing Mark rang.


  What happened? he said excitedly.


  Um . . . I said, gesturing wildly at Jude and Shazzer who looked completely blank.


  You did watch it, didnt you?


  Yes, of course, footballs coming home, its coming . . . I sang, vaguely remembering this was something to do with Germany.


  So why dont you know what happened then? I dont believe you.


  We did. But we were . . .


  What?


  Talking, I finished lamely.


  Oh God. There was a long silence. Listen, do you want to go to Rebeccas?


  I looked from Jude to Shaz, frantically. One yes. One no. And a yes from Magda.


  Yes, I said.


  Oh great. Itll be fun, I think. She said to bring a swimsuit.


  A swimsuit! Doom. Dooooooooom.


  On way home, discovered same lot of workmen tumbling pissed out of pub. Put nose in air and decided did not care whether they whistled or not but just as walked past was huge cacophony of
  appreciative noises. Turned round, pleased to give them a filthy look only to find they were all looking the other way and one of them had just thrown a brick through the window of a
  Volkswagen.


  Saturday 22 February


  9st 5 (horrifying), alcohol units 3 (best behaviour), cigarettes 2 (huh), calories 10,000 (probably: suspected Rebecca sabotage), dogs up skirt 1 (constantly).


  Gloucestershire. Turns out Rebeccas parents country cottage has stable blocks, outbuildings, pool, full staff and its own church in the
  garden. As we scrunched across the gravel, Rebecca  snooker-ball-bottomed in jeans in manner of Ralph Lauren ad  was playing with a dog, sunlight dappling her hair,
  amongst an array of Saab and BMW convertibles.


  Emma! Get down! Hiiiii! she cried, at which dog broke free and put its nose straight up my coat.


  Mwah, come and have a drink, she said welcoming Mark as I wrestled with the dogs head.


  Mark rescued me, shouting, Emma! Here! and chucking the stick, so the dog brought it back, tail wagging.


  Oh, she adores you, dont you, darling, dont you, dont you, dont you? Rebecca cooed, fussing the dogs head like it was her and Marks
  first-born baby.


  My mobile rang. Tried to ignore it.


  I think thats yours, Bridget, said Mark.


  I took it out and pressed the button.


  Oh, hello, darling, guess what?


  Mother, what are you ringing me on my mobile for? I hissed, watching Rebecca leading Mark away.


  Were all going to Miss Saigon next Friday! Una and Geoffrey and Daddy and I and Wellington. Hes never been to a musical before. A Kikuyu at Miss Saigon.
  Isnt that fun? And weve got tickets for you and Mark to join us!


  Gaah! Musicals! Strange men standing with their legs apart bellowing songs straight ahead.


  By the time I got into house Mark and Rebecca had disappeared and was nobody around except the dog, which put its nose up my coat again.


  4 p.m. Just back from walk round garden. Rebecca kept installing me in conversations with men, then dragging Mark off miles ahead of everyone else. Ended
  up walking along with Rebeccas nephew: sub-Leonardo DiCaprio lookalike, hunted-looking in an Oxfam overcoat, whom everyone referred to as Johnnys boy.


  I mean, like, I do have a name, he muttered.


  Oh dont be absuuuuuuuuuurd! I said, pretending to be Rebecca. What is it?


  He paused, looking embarrassed. St John.


  Oh. I sympathized.


  He laughed and offered me a fag.


  Better not, I said, nodding in Marks direction.


  Is he your boyfriend or your father?


  He steered me off the path towards a mini lake and lit me a cigarette.


  Was v. nice smoking and giggling naughtily. Wed better go back, I said, stubbing cigarette out under my welly.


  Others were miles ahead, so we had to run: young and wild and free, in manner of Calvin Klein adverts. When we caught up Mark put his arms round me. What have you been doing? he
  said into my hair. Smoking like a naughty schoolgirl?


  I havent had a cigarette for five years! tinkled Rebecca.


  7 p.m. Mmm. Mmm. Mark just got all horny before supper. Mmmmm.


  Midnight. Rebecca made a great fuss of putting me next to Johnnys boy at dinner  You two are getting on sooooooo well!! 
  and herself next to Mark.


  They looked perfect together in their black tie. Black tie! As Jude said, was only because Rebecca wanted to show off her figure in Country Casuals gear and evening wear like Miss World entrant.
  Right on cue she went, Shall we change into our swimwear now? and tripped off to change, reappearing minutes later in an immaculately cut black swimsuit, legs up to the
  chandelier.


  Mark, she said, would you give me a hand? I need to take the cover off the pool.


  Mark looked from her to me worriedly.


  Of course. Yes, he said awkwardly and disappeared after her.


  Are you going to swim? said the whippersnapper.


  Well, I began, I wouldnt want you to think Im not a determined and keenly motivated sportswoman, but eleven oclock at night after a five-course dinner
  is not my most swimmy time.


  We chatted for a while, then I noticed the last of our fellow diners were leaving the room.


  Shall we go and have coffee? I said, getting up.


  Bridget. Suddenly, he lurched drunkenly forward, and started trying to kiss me. The door burst open. Was Rebecca and Mark.


  Oops! Sorry! said Rebecca, and shut the door.


  What do you think youre doing! I hissed, horrified, at the whippersnapper.


  But . . . Rebecca said you told her you really fancied me, and, and . . .


  And what?


  She said you and Mark were in the process of splitting up.


  I grabbed the table for support. Who told her that?


  She said  he looked so mortified I felt really sorry for him  she said Mark did.


  Sunday 23 February


  12st 4 (probably), alcohol units 3 (since midnight and is only 7 a.m.), cigarettes 100,000 (feels like), calories 3,275, positive thoughts 0, boyfriends: extremely
  uncertain figure.


  When I got back to room, Mark was in the bath so I sat in nightie, planning my defence.


  It was not what you think, I said with tremendous originality, as he emerged.


  No? he said, whisky in hand. He started striding around in his barrister mode, clad only in a towel. Was unnerving, but unbelievably sexy. Had you a marble stuck in your
  throat, perhaps? he said. Was Sinjun being, rather than the trust-funded teenage layabout he appears, actually a top ear, nose and throat surgeon attempting to extract
  it with his tongue?


  No, I said, carefully and thoughtfully. That is not what it was either.


  Then were you hyperventilating? Was Sinjun  having garnered the rudiments of first aid into his marijuana-addled brain, perhaps from a poster on the wall of the many
  drug rehab units he has visited in his short and otherwise uneventful life  trying to administer the kiss of life? Or did he simply mistake you for a choice morsel of skunk and
  find himself unable to . . .


  I started to laugh. Then he started laughing too, then we started kissing and one thing led to another and afterwards we fell asleep in each others arms.


  In the morning, woke up all rosy thinking everything was OK but then looked around and saw him already dressed, and knew was not anywhere near OK.


  I can explain, I said, dramatically sitting bolt upright. For a moment we looked at each other and started laughing. But then he turned serious.


  Go on, then.


  It was Rebecca, I said. St John told me Rebecca told him that I told her I fancied him and . . .


  And you believed this bewildering catalogue of Chinese whispers?


  And that you told her we were . . .


  Yes?


  Splitting up, I said.


  Mark sat down and started rubbing his fingers very slowly across his forehead.


  Did you? I whispered. Did you say that to Rebecca?


  No, he said eventually. I didnt say that to Rebecca, but . . .


  I darent look at him.


  But maybe we . . . he began.


  The room started to go blotchy. Hate this about dating. One minute youre closer to someone than anyone in the whole world, next minute they only need to say the words time
  apart, serious talk or maybe you . . . and youre never going to see them again and will have to spend the next six months having imaginary conversations in
  which they beg to come back, and bursting into tears at the sight of their toothbrush.


  Do you want to split up . . . ?


  There was a knock at the door. Was Rebecca radiant in dusky pink cashmere. Last call for breakfast, folks! she cooed and didnt go.


  Ended up breakfasting with mad unwashed hair, while Rebecca swung her shiny mane and served kedgeree.


  On the way home we drove in silence while I struggled not to show how I felt or say anything wet. Know from experience how awful it is trying to persuade someone you shouldnt split up
  when they have already made up their mind, and then you think back over what you said. And feel such an idiot.


  Dont do this! I wanted to yell when we stopped outside my house. Shes trying to pinch you and its all a plot. I didnt kiss St John. I love
  you.


  Well, bye then, I said dignifiedly, and forced myself to get out of the car.


  Bye, he muttered, not looking at me.


  Watched him turn the car round really fast and screechily. As he drove off, I saw him angrily brush his cheek as if he was wiping something away.
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  Monday 24 February


  15st (combined weight of self and unhappiness), alcohol units 1  i.e. me, cigarettes 200,000, calories 8,477 (not counting chocolate), theories as to
  whats going on 447, no. of times changed mind about what to do 448.


  3 a.m. Dont know what I would have done without the girls yesterday. Called them instantly after Mark drove off, and they were round within fifteen minutes, never
  once saying I told you so.


  When Shazzer bustled in with armfuls of bottles and carrier bags, barking, Has he rung? was like being in ER when Dr Greene arrives.


  No, said Jude, popping a cigarette in my mouth as if it were a thermometer.


  Only a matter of time, said Shaz brightly, unpacking a bottle of Chardonnay, three pizzas, two tubs of Hagen-Daaz Pralines and Cream and a packet of fun-sized Twixes.


  Yup, said Jude, putting the Pride and Prejudice tape on top of the video, together with Through Love and Loss to Self-Esteem, The Five Stages of Dating
  Workbook, and How to Heal the Hurt by Hating. Hell be back.


  Do you think I should call him? I said.


  No! yelled Shaz.


  Have you gone out of your mind? bellowed Jude. Hes being a Martian rubber band. The last thing you must do is call him.


  I know, I said huffily. I mean surely she didnt think I was that badly read.


  You let him go back to his cave and feel his attraction, and you move back from Exclusivity to Uncertainty.


  But what if he . . . ?


  Youd better unplug it, Shaz, sighed Jude. Otherwise shell spend the whole night waiting for him to ring instead of working on her self-esteem.


  Noooo! I cried, feeling like they were going to cut my ear off.


  Anyway, said Shaz brightly, pulling the phone out of the wall with a click, itll do him good.


  Two hours later was feeling quite confused.


   The more a man likes a woman the more he will avoid getting involved! said Jude triumphantly, reading from Mars and Venus on a Date.


  Sounds like masculine logic to me! said Shaz.


  So chucking me could actually be a sign that hes really serious about the relationship? I said excitedly.


  Wait, wait. Jude was staring hard at Emotional Intelligence. Was his wife unfaithful to him?


  Yes, I mumbled through a mouthful of Twix. A week after their wedding. With Daniel.


  Hmmm. You see it sounds to me that he was also having an Emotional Hijacking, probably because of an earlier emotional bruise that you have inadvertently hit. Of
  course! Of course! Thats it! Thats why he over-reacted to you snogging the boy. So dont worry, once the bruise has stopped sending his whole nervous system into disarray
  hell realize his mistake.


  And realize he ought to go out with someone else because he likes you so much! said Sharon, merrily lighting up a Silk Cut.


  Shut up, Shaz, hissed Jude. Shut up.


  It was too late. The spectre of Rebecca loomed up, filling the room like an inflatable monster.


  Oh, oh, oh, I said, screwing up my eyes.


  Quick, get her a drink, get her a drink, yelled Jude.


  Im sorry, Im sorry. Put Pride and Prejudice on, gabbled Shaz, pouring neat brandy into my mouth. Find the wet shirt. Shall we have the
  pizzas?


  Was a bit like Christmas, or more like when somebody dies and with funeral and all the fuss nothing is normal so people do not notice the loss because they are so distracted. It is when life
  goes back to what it was without the person that the trouble starts. Like now for example.


  7 p.m. Wild joy! Got home to find answerphone light flashing.


  Bridget, hi, its Mark. I dont know where you were last night but anyway, just checking in. Ill try you again later.


  Try me again later. Hmmm. So presumably that means not to ring him.


  7.13 p.m. He hasnt rung. Unsure what is correct procedure now. Better ring Shaz.


  On top of everything else, hair has gone mad as if in sympathy. Bizarre the way that hair is normal for weeks on end then suddenly in space of five minutes goes berserk, announcing it is time to
  cut in manner of baby starting yelling to be fed.


  7.30 p.m. Played the message over the phone to Shaz and said, Should I call him back?


  No! Let him suffer. If hes chucked you and changed his mind hes got to prove he bloody well deserves you.


  Shaz is right. Yes. Am in v. assertive mood re: Mark Darcy.


  8.35 p.m. Oh, though. Maybe he is sad. Hate thinking of him sitting in his Newcastle United tee-shirt being sad. Maybe I should just ring him and get to the bottom of
  it.


  8.50 p.m. Was just about to ring Mark and blurt out how much I liked him and it was all just misunderstandings but fortunately Jude rang before I had time to pick up the
  phone. Told her about the brief but worryingly positive mood.


  So you mean youre in Denial again?


  Yes, I said uncertainly. Should I ring him tomorrow maybe?


  No, if you want to get back together, youve got to leave it unsullied by scenes. So wait four or five days till youve recovered your composure, then, yes, theres
  nothing wrong with giving him a light, friendly call just to let him know everythings OK.


  11 p.m.. He hasnt rung. Oh fuck. Am so confused. Whole dating world is like hideous game of bluff and double bluff with men and women firing at each other from
  opposite lines of sandbags. Is as if there is a set of rules that you are supposed to be sticking to, but no one knows what they are so everyone just makes up their own. Then you end up getting
  chucked because you didnt follow the rules correctly, but how could you be expected to, when you didnt know what they were in the first place?


  Tuesday 25 February


  No. of times driven past Mark Darcys house to see if there are any lights on 2 (or 4 if count both ways). No. of times dialled 141 (so cannot trace my number if
  he 1471s) then rang his answerphone just to hear his voice 5 (bad) (v.g. for not leaving message though). No. of times looked Mark Darcys number up in phone book just to prove to self he
  still exists 2 (v. restrained), percentage of outgoing calls made from mobile to keep line clear in case he rings 100. Percentage of incoming callers creating angry resentment for not being Mark
  Darcy  unless ringing to talk about Mark Darcy  and urged to get off the phone as quickly as possible in case blocking call from Mark Darcy 100.


  8 p.m. Magda just called to ask how the weekend went. Ended up blurting out the whole story.


  Listen, if you take it from him one more time youre going in the naughty chair! Harry! Sorry, Bridge. So what does he say about it?


  I havent spoken to him.


  What? Why not?


  Explained about the answerphone message and the whole rubber band/emotional bruise/liking me too much theory.


  Bridget, you are literally unbelievable. Theres nothing in the entire story to suggest hes chucked you at all. He just got in a bad mood because he caught you snogging
  someone.


  I wasnt snogging someone. I was being happened upon against my will!


  But hes not a mind-reader. Hows he supposed to know what you feel? You have to communicate. Take that out of his mouth now! Youre coming with me. Youre coming
  upstairs with me to the naughty chair.


  8.45 p.m. Maybe Magda is right. Maybe I just assumed that he was chucking me and he didnt mean that at all. Maybe in the car he was just upset about the whole
  snogging thing and wanted me to say something and now he thinks I am avoiding him!! Am going to ring. That is the trouble with modern (or ex) relationships, there just isnt enough
  communication.


  9 p.m. Right, am going to do it.


  9.01 p.m. Here goes.


  9.10 p.m. Mark Darcy answered by barking Yesssss? in incredibly impatient voice with all noise in background.


  Crestfallen, I whispered, Its me, its Bridget.


  Bridget! Are you mad? Dont you know whats going on? You havent called me for two days and now you ring me in the middle of the most important, the most crucial
   Noooooo! Nooooo! You stupid, bloody . . . Jesus Christ. You stupid  right beside the ref. That was a foul! Youll be . . . hes booking him. Hes going off. Oh
  Jesus  look, Ill call you back when its over.


  9.15 p.m. Of course knew it was some kind of Trans-Universe final or whatever it is, had just forgotten owing to emotional thought-bog. Sort of thing that could happen
  to anyone.


  9.30 p.m. How could I be so stupid? How? How?


  9.35 p.m. Oh goody  telephone! Mark Darcy!


  Was Jude. What? she said. He didnt talk to you because he was in the middle of a football match? Go out. Go out immediately. Dont be in when he calls
  back. How dare he!


  Immediately realized Jude was right and if Mark really cared about me football would not have been more important. Shaz was even more emphatic.


  The only reason men are so obsessed with football is that theyre bone idle, she exploded. They think by supporting some team or other and making a lot of noise
  theyve actually won the match themselves and deserve to have cheering and clapping and a great fuss made of them.


  Yes. So are you coming round to Judes?


  Er, no . . .


  Why not?


  Im watching the match with Simon.


  Simon? Shazzer and Simon? But Simon is just one of our mates.


  But I thought you just said . . . ?


  Thats different. The reason I like football is its a very interesting game.


  Hmm. Was just leaving the house when phone rang again.


  Oh, hello, darling. Its Mum. Were having the most marvellous time. Everyone adores Wellington! We took him to the Rotary and . . .


  Mother, I hissed. You cant parade Wellington around like some sort of exhibit.


  Do you know, darling, she said icily, if theres one thing I really dont like its racism and bigotry.


  What?


  Well. When the Robertsons were up from Amersham we took them to the Rotary and you didnt say anything about that, did you?


  I gawped, trying to untangle the web of warped logic.


  Always putting everyone in little boxes, arent you, with your Smug Marrieds and Singletons and coloured people and homos. Anyway, I was just ringing
  about Miss Saigon on Friday. It starts at seven thirty.


  Oh Christ. Er . . . ! I said wildly. Sure I didnt say yes, sure of it.


  Now come along, Bridget. Weve bought the tickets.


  Resignedly agreed to bizarre jaunt, making gabbling excuse about Mark working, which completely set her off.


  Working, durrr! Whats he doing working on a Friday night? Are you sure hes not working too hard? I really dont think working . . .


  Mum, Ive really got to go, Im late for Jude, I said firmly.


  Oh, always rushing about. Jude, Sharon, yoga. Im surprised you and Mark have got any time to see each other at all!


  Once round at Judes flat, the conversation moved naturally to Shazzer and Simon.


  But, actually  Jude leaned forward confidentially, even though no one else was there  I bumped into them in the Conran Shop on Saturday. And they were giggling
  together over cutlery like a pair of Smug Marrieds.


  What is it about modern Singletons that only way they can have a normal relationship is if it isnt supposed to be a relationship? Theres Shaz who isnt going out with Simon
  doing what couples are supposed to do, and me and Mark who are supposed to be going out not seeing each other at all.


  If you ask me people should not say just good friends but just going out with each other, I said darkly.


  Yup, said Jude. Maybe the answer is platonic friends combined with a vibrator.


  Got back to remorseful message from Mark saying he had tried to ring straight after the match but phone was permanently engaged and now I was out. Was just wondering whether to call him back
  when he rang.


  Sorry about earlier, he said. Im just really down about it, arent you?


  I know, I said tenderly, I feel exactly the same.


  I just keep thinking: why?


  Exactly! I beamed, huge rush of love and relief washing over me.


  So stupid and unnecessary, he said, anguished. A pointless outburst with devastating consequences.


  I know, I nodded, thinking, blimey, hes taking it even more dramatically than me.


  How can a man live with that?


  Well, everyones only human, I said thoughtfully. People have to forgive each other and . . . themselves.


  Chuh! Its easy to say that, he said. But if he hadnt been sent off wed never have been subjected to the tyranny of the penalty shoot-out. We fought like
  kings amongst lions, but it cost us the game!


  I gave a strangled cry, mind reeling. Surely it cannot be true that men have football instead of emotions? Realize football is exciting and binds nations together with common goals and hatreds
  but surely wholesale anguish, depression and mourning hours later is taking . . .


  Bridget, whats the matter? Its only a game. Even I can see that. When you called me during the match I was so caught up in my own feelings that . . . But its only a
  game.


  Right, right, I said, staring around the room crazily.


  Anyway, whats going on? I havent heard a peep from you for days. Hope you havent been snogging any more teenage . . . Oh hang on, hang on, theyre playing it
  back. Shall I come round tomorrow, no, wait, Im playing five-a-side  Thursday?


  Er . . . yes, I said.


  Great, see you about eight o clock.


  Wednesday 26 February


  9st 4, alcohol units 2 (v.g.), cigarettes 3 (v.g.), calories 3,845 (poor), minutes not spent obsessing re: Mark Darcy 24 (excellent progress), variations on twin-horned
  sculpture dreamed up by hair 13 (alarming).


  8.30 a.m. Right. Everything is probably fine (apart, obviously, from hair) though it is possible that Mark was avoiding issue as did not want to talk about emotions on
  the phone. So tomorrow night is crucial.


  Important thing is to be assured, receptive, responsive, not complain about anything, move back a Stage and . . . er, look really sexy. Will see if can get hair cut in lunch hour. And will go to
  gym before work. Maybe have a steam bath so will be all glowing.


  8.45 a.m. Letter has come for me! Hurrah! Maybe late Valentine card from secret admirer, which has been misdirected owing to incorrect postcode.


  9 a.m. Was letter from bank about overdraft. Also enclosing cheque to M. S. F. S. Hah! Had forgotten about that. Dry-cleaner fraud is about to be exposed
  and I will get 149 back. Ooh, note just fluttered out.


  Note said: This cheque is to Marks & Spencers Financial Services.


  Was for Christmas payment on M&S card. Oh. Oh dear. Feel bit bad now for mentally accusing innocent dry-cleaners and being all funny with the boy. Hmm. Too late to go to gym now, also
  too generally upset. Will go after work.


  2 p.m. Office. In loos. Total, total disaster. Just got back from hairdressers. Told Paolo about just wanting tiny trim to turn hair from mad chaos into that of
  Rachel from Friends. He started running his hands through it and I instantly felt in care of genius who understood selfs inner beauty. Paolo seemed marvellously in control, throwing
  the hair this way and that, then blowing it about into huge bouff, giving me knowing looks as if to say Im gonna make you into one hot chick.


  Then suddenly he stopped. Hair looked totally insane  like schoolteacher who has had perm followed by pudding-basin cut. He looked at me with an expectant, confident smirk and his
  assistant came up and started gushing Oh its heaven. Panicked, staring at self in horror but had established such a bond of mutual admiration with Paolo that to say I
  hated hair would make whole thing collapse like impossibly embarrassing house of cards. Ended up joining in mad gushing about monster hair and giving Paolo 5 tip. When got back to work,
  Richard Finch said I looked like Ruth Madoc from Hi-de-Hi.


  7 p.m. Back home. Hair is complete fright wig with hideous short fringe. Just spent forty-five minutes staring in mirror with brows raised trying to make fringe look
  longer but cannot spend whole of tomorrow night looking like Roger Moore when the baddy with the cat has threatened to blow up him, the world, and the tiny box full of MI5 vital computers.


  7.15 p.m. Attempt to mimic early Linda Evangelista by arranging fringe into diagonal line using gel has turned self into Paul Daniels.


  Incensed with rage at stupid Paolo. Why would someone do that to another person? Why? Hate sadistic megalomaniac hairdressers. Am going to sue Paolo. Am going to report Paolo to Amnesty
  International, Esther Rantzen, Penny Junor or similar and expose him on national television.


  Far too depressed to go to gym.


  7.30 p.m. Called Tom to tell him of trauma who said I should not be so superficial but to think of Mo Mowlam and bald head. V. ashamed. Not going to obsess any more.
  Also Tom said had I thought up anyone to interview yet.


  Well, Ive been a bit busy, I said guiltily.


  You know what? You gotta get your ass in gear  oh God, dont know what has come over him in California  Who are you really interested in? he went
  on. Isnt there a celebrity youd really like to interview?


  Thought about this then suddenly realized. Mr Darcy! I said.


  What? Colin Firth?


  Yes! Yes! Mr Darcy! Mr Darcy!


  So now have got project. Hurrah! Am going to get to work and set up interview using his agent. Will be marvellous, can get out all cuttings and really bring out unique perspective on . . . Oh,
  though. Had better wait till fringe has grown. Gaaah! Doorbell. Had better not be Mark. But he definitely said tomorrow! Calm, calm.


  Its Gary, went the entryphone.


  Oh hi, hi. Gareeeee! I overcompensated without a blind idea who he was. How are you? I said, thinking, and come to mention it, who?


  Cold. Are you gonna let me in?


  Suddenly recognized the voice  Oh Gary, I gushed even more crazily overcompensatorly. Come on up!!!


  Hit self hard on head. What was he doing here?


  He came in wearing paint-smeared, builder-type jeans, an orange tee-shirt and strange checked jacket with pretend sheepskin collar.


  Hi, he said, sitting down at the kitchen table as if he were my husband. Was unsure how to deal with 
  two-people-in-room-with-totally-different-concept-of-reality-scenario.


  Now, Gary, I said. Im in a bit of a rush!


  He said nothing and started rolling a cigarette. Suddenly started to feel scared. Maybe he was a mad rapist. But he never tried to rape Magda, at least as far as I know.


  Was there something youd forgotten? I said nervously.


  Nope, he said, still rolling the cigarette. I glanced at the door wondering if I should make a run for it. Wheres your soil pipe?


  Gareeeeeeeee! I wanted to yell. Go away. Just go away. Im seeing Mark tomorrow night, and Ive got to do something with my fringe and work out on the
  floor.


  He put the cigarette in his mouth and stood up. Lets have a look in the bathroom.


  Noooo! I yelled, remembering there was an open tub of Jolene bleach and a copy of What Men Want on the side of the washbasin. Look, can you come back another . . .
  ?


  But he was already poking about, opening the door and peering down the stairs and heading towards the bedroom.


  Have you got a back window in here?


  Yes.


  Lets have a look.


  I stood nervously in the bedroom doorway, while he opened the window and looked out. He did seem more interested in pipes than actually attacking me.


  Thought so! he said triumphantly, bringing his head back in and closing the window. Youve got room for an infill extension out there.


  Im afraid youre going to have to go away, I said, drawing myself up to my full height and moving back into the living room. Ive got to go
  somewhere.


  But he was already heading past me to the stairs again.


  Yup, youve got room for an infill. Mind you, youll have to move the soil pipe.


  Gary . . .


  You could have a second bedroom  little roof terrace on top. Sweet.


  Roof terrace? Second bedroom? I could make it into an office and start my new career.


  How much would it cost?


  Oooh. He started shaking his head sorrowfully. Tell you what, lets go down to the pub and have a think.


  I cant, I said firmly. Im going out.


  All right. Well, Ill have a think and give you a ring.


  Jolly good. Well! Best get going!


  He picked up his coat, tobacco and Rizlas, opened his bag and laid a magazine down reverentially on the kitchen table.


  As he reached the door, he turned and gave me a knowing look. Page seventy-one, he said. Ciao.


  Picked up the magazine, thinking it was going to be Architectural Digest and found myself looking at Coarse Fisherman, with a man holding a gigantic slimy grey fish on the front.
  Leafed through an enormous number of pages all containing many pictures of men holding up gigantic slimy grey fish. Reached page 71 and there opposite an article on BAC Predator
  Lures, sporting a denim hat with badges on and a proud, beaming smile was Gary, holding up a gigantic slimy grey fish.


  Thursday 27 February


  9st 3 (lost 1lb was hair), cigarettes 17 (due to hair), calories 625 (off food due to hair), imaginary letters to solicitors, consumer programmes, Dept of Health etc.
  complaining about Paolos massacring of hair 22, visits to mirror to check growth of hair 72, millimetres grown by hair in spite of all hard work 0.


  7.45 p.m. Fifteen minutes to go. Just checked fringe again. Hair has gone from fright wig to horrified, screaming, full-blown terror wig.


  7.47 p.m. Still Ruth Madoc. Why did this have to happen on most important night of relationship-so-far with Mark Darcy? Why? At least, though, makes change from checking
  thighs in mirror to see if they have shrunk.


  Midnight. When Mark Darcy appeared at door lungs got in throat.


  He walked in purposefully without saying hello, took a card-shaped envelope out of his pocket and handed it to me. It had my name on it but Marks address. It had already been opened.


  Its been in the in-tray since I got back, he said, slumping down on the sofa. I opened it this morning by mistake. Sorry. But its probably all for the
  best.


  Trembling I took the card from the envelope.


  It depicted two cartoon hedgehogs watching a bra entwined with a pair of underpants going round in a washing machine.


  Whos it from? he said pleasantly.


  I dont know.


  Yes you do, he said, in the sort of calm, smiley way that suggests someone is about to pull out a meat hatchet and cut your nose off. Who is it from?


  I told you, I muttered. I dont know.


  Read what it says.


  I opened it up. Inside, in spidery red writing it said: Be Mine Valentine  Ill see you when you come to pick up your nightie  love  Sxxxxxxxx


  I stared at it in shock. Just then the phone rang.


  Baaah! I thought, itll be Jude or Shazzer with some hideous advice about Mark. I started to spring towards it but Mark put his hand on my arm.


  Hi, doll, Gary here. Oh God. How dare he be so overfamiliar? Right, what we were talking about in the bedroom  Ive got some ideas so give me a ring and
  Ill come round.


  Mark looked down blinking very fast. Then he sniffed, and rubbed the back of his hand across his face as if to pull himself together. OK? he said. Do you want to
  explain?


  Its the builder. I wanted to put my arms round him. Magdas builder, Gary. The one that put the crap shelves up. He wants to put an infill extension between the
  bedroom and the stairs.


  I see, he said. And is the card from Gary as well? Or is it St John? Or some other . . .


  Just then the fax started grunting. Something was coming through.


  While I was staring Mark pulled the piece of paper off the fax, looked at it and handed it over. It was a scrawled note from Jude saying Who needs Mark Darcy when 9.99 plus P&P
  will buy you one of these, on top of an advert for a vibrator with a tongue.


  Friday 28 February


  9st 2 (only bright spot on horizon), reasons why people like going to musicals: mysterious unfathomable number, reasons Rebecca allowed to be alive 0, reasons for Mark,
  Rebecca, Mum, Una and Geoffrey Alconbury and Andrew Lloyd Webber or similar to ruin life: unclear.


  Must keep calm. Must be positive. Was very bad luck all those things happening at once, no question about it. Completely understandable that Mark would just leave after all
  that and he did say he was going to call when he calmed down and . . . Hah! Ive just realized who that bloody card was from. It must have been the dry-cleaner. When I was trying to get it
  out of him about the fraud and saying Dont think I dont know whats going on, I was dropping off my nightie. And I gave him Marks address in case he was
  dodgy. The world is full of lunatics and madmen and Ive got to go see Miss Saifuckinggon tonight.


  Midnight. Initially, it wasnt too bad. It was a relief to get away from the prison of my own thoughts and the hell of dialling 1471 every time I went to the
  loo.


  Wellington, far from being a tragic victim of cultural imperialism, looked coolly at home in one of Dads 1950s suits as if he might have been one of the waiters from the Met Bar on his
  night off, responding with dignified graciousness while Mum and Una twittered around him like groupies. I turned up late so managed to exchange only the briefest of apologetic words with him at the
  interval.


  Is it strange being in England? I said, then felt stupid because obviously it would be strange.


  It is interesting, he said, looking at me searchingly. Do you find it strange?


  So! burst in Una. Wheres Mark? I thought he was supposed to be coming too!


  Hes working, I muttered as Uncle Geoffrey lurched up, pissed, with Dad.


  Thats what the last one said, didnt he! roared Geoffrey. Always the same with my little Bridget, he said, patting me dangerously near my bottom.
  Off they go. Weeeeeeeh!


  Geoffrey! said Una, adding as if making light conversation, Do you have older women who cant get married off in your tribe, Wellington?


  I am not an older woman, I hissed.


  That is the responsibility of the elders of the tribe, said Wellington.


  Well, Ive always said that was the best way, havent I, Colin? said Mum smugly. I mean didnt I tell Bridget she should go out with Mark?


  But when she is older, with or without husband, a woman has the respect of the tribe, said Wellington with a twinkle in my direction.


  Can I move there? I said glumly.


  I am not sure you would be liking the smell of the walls. He laughed.


  Managed to get Dad on one side and whisper, Hows it going?


  Oh, not so bad, you know, he said. Seems a nice enough feller. Can we take our drinks in with us?


  Second half was a nightmare. Whole hideous jamboree on stage passed in a blur as mind went into a horrifying snowball-effect roll with images of Rebecca, Gary, vibrators and nighties getting
  more and more lurid as they spun past.


  Fortunately the crush of people spewing out of the foyer and yelling with  presumably  joy prevented conversation till we all piled into Geoffrey and Unas Range Rover. We
  were going along with Una driving, Geoffrey in the front, Dad giggling merrily in the boot and me sandwiched between Mum and Wellington in the back when incident happened, horrifying and
  incredible.


  Mum had just plonked a pair of enormous, gold-rimmed glasses on her nose.


  I didnt know youd started wearing glasses, I was saying, startled by this uncharacteristic nod in the direction of acknowledging the ageing process.


  I havent started wearing glasses, she said gaily. Mind that belisha beacon, Una.


  But I said, you are.


  No, no, no! I only wear them for driving.


  But youre not.


  Yes she is. Dad grinned ruefully as Mum yelled, Mind that Fiesta, Una! Hes indicating!


  Isnt that Mark? said Una suddenly. I thought he was working.


  Where! said Mum bossily.


  Over there, said Una. Ooh, by the way, did I tell you Olive and Roger have gone to the Himalayas? Littered with toilet paper, apparently. The whole of Mount
  Everest.


  I followed Unas pointing finger to where Mark, dressed in his dark blue overcoat and a very white, semi-undone shirt, was getting out of a taxi. As if in slow motion, I saw a figure
  emerging from the back of the cab: tall, slim, with long blonde hair, laughing up into his face. It was Rebecca.


  The level of torture unleashed in the Range Rover was unbelievable: Mum and Una crazed with indignation on my behalf  Well, I think its absolutely disgusting! With another
  woman on a Friday night when he said he was working! Ive a good mind to ring Elaine and give her what for; Geoffrey drunkenly saying Off they go! Weeh! and Dad trying to
  quieten the whole thing down. The only silent people were me and Wellington, who took my hand and held it, very still and strong, without saying a word.


  When we reached my flat he climbed out of the Range Rover to let me out, with the babble of Well! I mean his first wife left him, didnt she? Well exactly. No smoke
  without fire, in the background.


  In darkness the stone becomes the buffalo, Wellington said. In sunlight all is as it is.


  Thanks, I said gratefully, then stumbled back to the flat wondering if I could turn Rebecca into a buffalo and set her on fire without creating enough smoke to alert Scotland
  Yard.


  Saturday 1 March


  10 p.m. My flat. Very black day. Jude, Shaz and I went emergency shopping and have all come back here to get ready for night on town, designed by the girls to keep
  my mind off things. By 8 p.m. things were already getting squiffy. Mark Darcys gay, Jude was declaring.


  Of course hes gay, snarled Shazzer, pouring out more Bloody Marys.


  Do you really think so? I said, momentarily relieved by the depressing yet ego-comforting theory.


  Well, you did find a boy in his bed, didnt you? said Shaz.


  Why else would he go off with someone freakishly tall like Rebecca, with no sense of girlfriend-hood, no tits and no bottom  i.e. a virtual man? said Jude.


  Bridge, said Shaz, looking up at me drunkenly, God, dyou know? When I look at you from this angle, youve got a real double chin.


  Thanks, I said wryly, pouring myself another glass of wine and pressing ANSWER PLAY again, at which Jude and Shazzer put their hands over their ears.


  Hi, Bridget. Its Mark. You dont seem to be returning my calls. I really think, whatever, I . . . Im really . . . We  at least I feel  I owe it to you to
  be friends, so I hope youll . . . well. Oh God, anyway, give me a ring sometime soon. If you want to.


  Seems to have totally lost touch, grumbled Jude. As if its nothing to do with him when hes run off with Rebecca. Youve really got to detach now. Look,
  are we going to this party or not?


  Yurrr. Whos e bloody think he is? said Shaz. Owe it to you! Hggnah! You shoulssay, Honey, I dont need anyone in my life becauseey owe it
  to me. 


  At that moment the phone rang.


  Hi. It was Mark. Heart was inconveniently overtaken with great wave of love.


  Hi, I said eagerly, mouthing Its him, at the others.


  Did you get your message? I mean my message? said Mark.


  Shazzer was jabbing my leg, frantically hissing, Give it to him, go on.


  Yes, I said, hoity-toitily. But as I got it minutes after I saw you emerging from the taxi with Rebecca at 11 oclock at night, I wasnt in the most amenable of
  humours.


  Shaz stuck her fist in the air going Yesss!!! and Jude put her hand over Shazzers mouth, gave me a thumbs up and reached for the Chardonnay.


  There was silence on the end of the phone.


  Bridge, why do you always have to jump to conclusions?


  I paused, hand over mouthpiece. He says Im jumping to conclusions, I hissed, at which Shaz, furious, made a lunge for it.


  Jump to conclusions? I said. Rebeccas been making a play for you for a month, you chuck me for things I havent done, then next thing I see you getting out of a
  taxi with Rebecca . . .


  But it wasnt my fault, I can explain, and I had just called you.


  Yes  to say you owed it to me to be my friend.


  But . . .


  Go on! hissed Shaz.


  I took a big breath. Owed it to me? Honey . . . At this Jude and Shaz collapsed on each other in ecstasy. Honey! Was practically being Linda Fiorentino in The Last
  Seduction. I dont need anyone in my life because they owe it to me, I went on determinedly. I have got the best, most loyal, wise, witty, caring, supportive friends
  in the world. And if I were to be your friend after the way youve treated me . . .


  But . . . What way? He sounded anguished.


  If I was still to be your friend . . . I was flagging.


  Go on, hissed Shaz.


  . . . You would be really lucky.


  All right, youve said enough, said Mark. If you dont want me to explain, I wont pester you with phone calls. Goodbye, Bridget.


  I replaced the handset, stunned, and looked round at the friends. Sharon was lying on the rug, waving a fag triumphantly in the air and Jude was swigging straight out of the bottle of
  Chardonnay. Suddenly I had an awful feeling I had made the most terrible mistake.


  Ten minutes later the doorbell rang. I ran at it.


  Can I come in? said a muffled mans voice. Mark!


  Of course, I said, relieved, turning to Jude and Shaz saying, Do you think you could, like, go in the bedroom?


  They were just disgruntledly picking themselves up from the floor when the door to the flat opened, only it wasnt Mark but Tom.


  Bridget! Youre looking so thin! he said. Oh God. He slumped at the kitchen table. Oh God. Life is shite, life is a tale told by a cynical . .
  .


  Tom, said Shazzer. We were having a conversation.


  And none of us ave seen you for blurry weeks, slurred Jude resentfully.


  A conversation? Not about me? Whatever can it have been about? Oh God  fucking Jerome, fucking, fucking Jerome.


  Jerome? I said, horrified. Pretentious Jerome? I thought youd banished him from your life for ever.


  He left all these messages when I went to San Francisco, said Tom sheepishly. So we started seeing each other and then tonight I just hinted at us getting back together,
  well, tried to snog him, and Jerome said, he said . . . Tom brushed angrily at one eye. He just didnt fancy me.


  There was a stunned silence. Pretentious Jerome had committed a vicious, selfish, unforgivable, ego-destroying crime against all the laws of dating decency.


  Im not attractive, said Tom despairingly. Im a confirmed love pariah.


  Instantly we swung into action, Jude grabbing Chardonnay while Shaz put her arm round him and I brought a chair gabbling, Youre not, youre not!


  Then why did he say that? Why? WHYYYYYYYYY?


  Itss perfickly obvious, said Jude, handing him a glass. Iss because Pretentious Jerome is straight.


  Straight as a die, said Shaz. Ive known that boy wasnt gay since first time I blurry sawim.


  Straight. Jude giggled in agreement. Straight as a very straight, straight . . . penis.
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