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Will you…date me?

Delilah James, singleton and smoothie-addict, has six months to find a date for her oldest friend’s wedding. Oh, and to prove to her ex, best man Ben, that she has totally moved on since he dumped her out-of-the-blue nine months, eight days and seventeen hours ago…

So, with her two BFFs playing Cupid, Delilah launches herself into the high-tech, fast-paced and frankly terrifying world of dating. Luckily there’s the hot new guy at work, Adam Sinclair, to practice her flirting on – even if, as a colleague, he’s strictly off-limits!

Yet time’s running out and date after disastrous date forces Delilah to tell a little white lie – and invent a fake boyfriend! But will her secret crush on Adam ruin everything? Does she even care about Ben anymore? And is it too late to untangle her web of lies and take a real date to the wedding…?

A laugh-out-loud, feel-good romantic comedy perfect for fans of Jane Costello and Mandy Baggot!
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Chapter 1

Delilah

Text Message:

Ryan: My, my, my Delilah. Why, why, why Delilah?

Delilah: Bog off, Ryan

Ryan: You and your pussy cat lips!

Delilah: That’s the wrong song, you dweeb

I hitch up my skirt – why oh why did I choose to wear the tightest pencil skirt known to man this morning? – and scuttle along the pavement as the bus trundles towards the bus stop ahead. At least I’m wearing my ballet flats, as even attempting to run in heels would have been impossible. If I’m honest, the flat shoes weren’t part of a logical, well-thought-out plan. I didn’t know I’d be pelting along the main road, eyes fixed on the quickly approaching bus, as I’d dragged on my pencil skirt this morning, my toothbrush poking out of my mouth as I multi-tasked my getting-ready-for-work. Ah yes. That’s why I’d chosen the pencil skirt. It was the first thing my fingers made contact with as I stuck a hand in the wardrobe, fumbling for an outfit – any outfit – as I brushed my teeth with the other hand. I’d slept through my alarm (not my fault. Totally the responsibility of Dan the Barman for supplying me with drink after drink the night before. I mean, the guy was just doing his job and everything, but he should have known the consequences, really). So I was running late. Majorly late. And the ballet flats were just there, their sequins twinkling at me from the shoe rack. I’d shoved them on my feet before hurling my body into the bathroom to spit (in the sink), rinse and dump my toothbrush in the pot on the side.

So the ballet flats were quite a fortunate choice as I find myself running (as best as I can in the damn pencil skirt) towards the bus stop. I’m almost there. I can make it. As long as the driver isn’t a complete bum-wipe and puts his foot down, I can make it. I just need to –

Waaaah! Wonky pavement! I’m stumbling. Nope, I’m full-on falling. Arms flailing, strangled cry, thud. I’m on the ground. My knee is throbbing like a mother fudger and the bus is sailing past. I look up in time to see the smile twitching at the corner of the driver’s mouth, his eyes glinting in a mean-scumbag kind of way.

‘Oh, for fu–’

‘Are you all right, lovey?’ There’s a hand on my shoulder, which only makes the whole situation worse. Oh yes, it can get worse. Not only am I late for work (and now running even later), I’ve fallen to the ground with a witness. Not only have I hurt my knee (which really is stinging, FYI), I’ve also hurt my pride, which everybody knows is much more painful.

‘Yes. Thank you.’ I’m willing the owner of the voice to leave. Just go. Take your concern and skedaddle. Nothing to see here, ma’am. Nobody fell and humiliated themselves. ‘I’m fine. Ow!’ I’ve attempted to stand but it turns out hurt pride isn’t more painful than physical injury after all. I stumble as pain shoots from my knee, causing a little bit of swearing to escape my lips. But sod it. This hurts.

‘Come on, lovey. Come and sit down for a minute.’ A hand on my elbow steadies me and guides me towards the bus stop (which is only a tiny little hobble away. I would have made it if I hadn’t tripped over the chuffing pavement). ‘Oh dear. You’ve cut yourself.’

I look down at my knee. She’s right. My tights have ripped at the knee, displaying a bloody patch. My knee starts to sting even more now that I’ve seen the damage.

‘Let me see if I have a plaster.’

My Good Samaritan is an elderly lady with wispy white hair and sagging jowls. She must be at least ninety and it takes her a good thirty seconds just to pop the clasp on her handbag with her gnarly fingers. She smiles at me as the bag opens and it’s a kind smile. As witnesses to my mortifying pavement-hugging go, it could have been worse. A lot worse. What if it had been Katey-Louise who’d seen me fall? She wouldn’t have helped me up and she wouldn’t have been rifling through her handbag for a plaster. At this moment in time, she’d have been busily uploading the footage from her phone to YouTube.

‘Hmm, let’s see.’ Items are removed from the handbag and placed on the bench in between us: a navy blue umbrella with white polka dots, neatly folded and secured with the Velcro tab, half a packet of Polo mints, a mini pot of Nivea cream. ‘I’m sure I have some. You never know when you’ll need a plaster.’ Keys, jangling with a million keyrings, a mobile (blimey, it’s an iPhone. Go, super-tech Granny), a hairbrush with wispy white hair caught up in the bristles. ‘I’m sure…’ A bingo marker (red) and a biro (blue). ‘No, sorry, lovey. No plasters. I don’t even have a clean tissue for you.’

‘It’s ok. Really.’ I stretch out my leg, wincing and gritting my teeth with the pain that follows. Blood is oozing onto the non-ruined part of my tights. ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Are you sure? That was quite a nasty fall.’

Like I need reminding. I was there. It hurt. A lot.

‘I’m sure. But thank you.’ I feel a bit bad for being so grumpy. It isn’t this sweet old lady’s fault I’m such a doofus. ‘Would you like me to put your things back into your bag for you?’

‘Thank you, lovey.’ She smiles at me again. ‘My hands aren’t so good any more.’

I put the items back into the handbag carefully, not throwing them in like I would with my own. The old lady chats away as I do so, introducing herself as Maude and telling me about her three cats, Daisy, Fluffy and Pickle. Which reminds me. I should probably introduce myself to you. I’d have done it sooner but I was a bit caught up with the whole bus-run-splat saga. You know. You were there.

So, I’m Delilah James, middle child of Raymond and Nancy James. I’m twenty-four and, for reasons beyond my control (mostly financial), I still live at home with my parents and younger brother, Justin. I meant to move out, really I did. I couldn’t wait to spread my wings and fly the nest, but life doesn’t always work out the way you planned it. For example, when I was ten my life plan was to audition for Pop Idol when I was old enough, win (obviously), become a famous pop singer and marry Mark from Westlife. Which didn’t work out at all because:

a) I hurt my own ears when I sing;

b) The show stopped after two series; and

c) Mark from Westlife is gay, which is the only reason he wouldn’t marry me, obviously.

Still, you pick yourself up and move on. Or not, in the case of my residential status.

I was supposed to move out of Mum and Dad’s as soon as I left school. My best friend Lauren (more about her later, I promise) and I had it all planned out. We’d get part-time jobs to fit around college and we’d move into a little flat together. It would be so much fun. There would be no boring old parents to boss us around and tell us to eat vegetables and stuff. We could laze around in our pyjamas all day (when we weren’t at college, obviously) and have Friends marathons every weekend. And, best of all, I wouldn’t live with my annoying little dweeb of a brother.

Perfect!

At least it would have been perfect if we’d managed to find jobs to fit around college. Who knew there was so much work involved in A Levels? Plus, people can be pretty snooty about hiring sixteen-year-olds and paying them a fair wage. Lauren and I decided to postpone out flat share until after college. It was the proper, grown-up thing to do. Except Lauren went one step further in the proper, grown-up decisions and went off to university, leaving me – and our flat share plans – behind. She returned of course, but by then I was loved up with Ben (more about him later, unfortunately) and I assumed we’d do the whole getting-married-and-living-together thing. We didn’t and yet I’m still living at home with the parents instead of flat sharing with Lauren. And why? Because I’m a fool, that’s why. Ben and I split up nine months ago but there’s a stupid part of me that’s still clinging onto the hope that sometime soon he’ll come to his senses, realise he’s been a complete pea-brained imbecile in dumping me and we’ll get back together and live happily ever after.

So, that’s me in a nutshell. I could tell you that I have scarily inadequate general knowledge, that I adore musicals and have a slight addiction to smoothies, but you’ll figure all that out soon enough anyway.


Chapter 2

The Office

Text Message:

Delilah: I’m dying, Lauren. Really, truly dying. I can’t face work when I’m this hungover

Lauren: You can’t face work when you’re not hungover

Delilah: That’s so true. Rescue me, pleeeeeease

Lauren: I would but I’m at work too. I’ll treat you to a smoothie tonight

Delilah: You’re the best!

I hobble off the bus, waving to Maude as it pulls away again. She gives a gnarly-fingered wave back, smiling that kind, sweet smile as she disappears from view. We had to wait twenty minutes for another bus, so I’m majorly, majorly late for work now. Trying not to cry (both from the pain in my knee and the fact that I’m hobbling to work, hungover, on a Monday morning), I make way across to the business park, hobbling towards the uninspiring concrete block that is Brinkley’s – my place of work.

Brinkley’s is a biscuit factory, but don’t get too excited. Working at a biscuit factory isn’t nearly as delicious as it sounds, at least not when you work for Neville Brinkley. When I applied for the position of office junior after my A Levels, I assumed I’d be up to my eyeballs in free biscuits. Sampling the products had to be a perk of the job!

Wrong.

There are no perks at Brinkley’s, unless you count bitchy co-workers and nepotism. Which any sane person wouldn’t.

I make my way past the factory to the Portakabin that houses Brinkley’s office staff. It’s ugly and grey with tiny, useless windows that don’t seem to let in any natural light at all. We have to have the strip lighting on at all times – even during the height of summer – which isn’t good when you’ve got a raging hangover from a night at the pub with your mates.

‘What time do you call this?’

I’ve pushed open the door (reluctantly) and stepped into the office, only to be shrieked at by Katey-Louise. My ears can’t handle her at the best of times, so they aren’t best pleased right now. If they could, my ears would pop off the sides of my skull and bog off home to my bed.

‘You’re late.’ Katey-Louise stalks across the office and stands right in front of me with her hands on her hips. I’d love nothing more than to reach out and place my palm across her stupid little face and push her away. She’s invading my space and I don’t like it. I don’t like her.

Katey-Louise screws up her mouth. ‘I’m reporting you.’

Snitching little witch.

‘Give her a break, Katey-Louise. She’s obviously had an accident.’ My colleague Adam – the only colleague I actually like – gets up from his desk and manoeuvres Katey-Louise out of my personal space and leads me towards my desk, slowly. ‘What happened? Are you ok?’

I want to be brave, really I do. But I’d also quite like a bit of sympathy and a valid excuse for being late (having a hangover doesn’t cut it, apparently). So I sniffle a bit and wince as I sit in my chair. I may be overegging it slightly, but my knee does hurt and there is quite a bit of congealing blood.

‘I was pushed over.’ Not entirely true, but it’s better than admitting I tripped over an uneven bit of pavement. Especially with Katey-Louise hovering.

‘Pushed over?’ Katey-Louise snorts. Which is fitting as she’s a snide little pig. ‘Who by? A school kid? Did they try to steal your dinner money?’

‘No.’ I stick my chin in the air. ‘It wasn’t a school kid. It was a bloke. A big bloke.’ I stretch my arms wide to demonstrate. ‘And he didn’t try to steal my dinner money. He tried to steal my handbag.’

‘You mean that one?’ Katey-Louise juts a finger towards the handbag still hooked over my shoulder.

‘Yes, this one. I said he tried to steal it. But I fought back.’

‘That was very brave.’ Adam crouches down and lifts my leg slightly to get a closer look. I hiss, and not for added drama this time. ‘But you got hurt. Next time just give them your bag.’

No chance. I’ve got my phone in there with the photos from The Saturdays concert Lauren and I went to. I should really get them printed off but I never get round to it. Until I do, the muggers can jog on.

‘Ooh, looks nasty but I think you’ll be ok. We’ll clean it up and put a plaster on.’ Adam smiles at me and I get a bit fluttery in the tummy. Adam Sinclair is more than little bit gorgeous. Before he joined the company as head of social media six months ago, the office was complete dullsville – but it’s funny just how much a handsome face can brighten a place up.

‘You don’t think I need stitches or anything?’ Being patched back together with a needle and thread isn’t a pleasant thought but at least a trip to the hospital will get me out of work for an hour or two. More if A&E’s packed to the rafters.

‘No, I don’t think you’ll need stitches.’ Adam turns to Katey-Louise, who immediately begins fluttering her unnaturally long eyelashes (they really are unnatural. She has them glued to her peepers once a week) and sticks out her chest. Floozy. ‘Can you grab the first aid kit?’

Katey-Louise blinks at him, but in a confused rather than flirtatious manner this time. ‘The first aid kit?’

‘Yep. Green box? Has plasters and bandages in it?’

‘I know what it is.’ Katey-Louise taps Adam playfully on the arm. ‘But where is it?’

‘You don’t know where the first aid kit is?’ Adam rises to his feet, frowning at Katey-Louise when she shakes her head. ‘You’re the office’s first aider. You’re supposed to know where the first aid kit is. It’s your responsibility!’

Katey-Louise steps back, her bottom lip wobbling. ‘Don’t shout at me. It isn’t my fault.’

Adam opens his mouth, then shuts it again. I don’t blame him. There’s no point trying to reason with Katey-Louise. Nothing is ever her fault. Or her responsibility, come to that. As the boss’s daughter, she thinks she can coast through life looking cute and pouting. Which is proving to be true. With no qualifications, experience or knowledge of what the job entails, Katey-Louise is head of marketing at Brinkley’s. It’s a wonder the company hasn’t gone under.

And the nepotism doesn’t stop with Katey-Louise. The whole office – apart from me and Adam – is made up of Brinkleys, from Managing Director Neville Brinkley and his wife Denise, to offspring, Katey-Louise and Jasper. Jasper is head of IT, which is just as laughable as Katey-Louise’s role. Jasper doesn’t know anything IT-related beyond Facebook and Minesweeper. He’s currently sat at his desk, headphones planted over his ears as he clicks away at the Minesweeper grid, grunting every time he clicks on a mine.

I didn’t even realise people still played Minesweeper until Jasper joined our team.

‘Do you know what?’ Adam had stalked across the office, but he’s returning now with the green plastic box. ‘It is your fault. Your dad sent you on that first aid course. The one you asked him to.’

‘That’s because I wanted to go to Liverpool for a few days. One Direction were playing at The Echo Arena and my friend Tansy-Mae managed to get tickets. They were sold out in Manchester.’ Katey-Louise says this as though it explains everything; her dad paying for the course and accommodation (we couldn’t have Katey-Louise travelling there and back daily on the train, could we?) and her return without any first aid knowledge whatsoever.

‘Just make yourself useful and go and make Delilah a cup of tea.’ Adam plonks the green box on my desk and opens it up while Katey-Louise stands there, open-mouthed. I don’t think she knows where the kettle is either.

‘Maybe you could bring me a biscuit too? Sugar is good for shock.’ Yes, I am milking this scraped knee for everything it’s worth. It isn’t every day I’m treated with kindness in the office.

‘Good idea.’ Adam looks at me, his lips twitching. He’s the only decent one in the office. He doesn’t have any authority, which is a shame, but it’s nice having somebody on my side.

‘I think a Fudge Sundae would be best,’ I say. They’re my favourite of the Brinkley’s brand and as rare as hen’s teeth in the Brinkley’s office. Neville is loath to give out freebies – we’re only given a bag of seconds at Christmas.

‘Dad isn’t going to be happy.’ Katey-Louise is calculating whether to do my bidding; to give in and serve me would be humiliating, but the pleasure of telling her dad that I’ve been wolfing the stock is tempting. She decides landing me in it is the better option and slinks away in search of the kettle and biscuits.

‘Where is Neville?’ The office is oddly empty, with only the four of us present (although Jasper may as well not be here). ‘And Denise?’

‘Neville’s gone to that brand-building conference, though I think it’s just an excuse for a jolly.’ Adam lifts a flap of my tights and I hiss again. ‘Sorry. I think I’m going to have to cut away a bit of your tights. You don’t mind, do you?’ I shake my head. They’re ruined anyway. ‘Denise is over at the development kitchen. They’re almost ready with the new line.’

Which means Denise is stuffing herself with delicious new biscuits.

‘Are you ready?’ Adam has a small pair of scissors hovering over my tights. I nod, thankful I shaved my legs before going to the pub last night.


Chapter 3

Francesca Holden (soon-to-be Radcliffe)

Text Message:

Francesca: Hello, darling! It’s been soooooo long since I saw you! Let’s meet up soon!

Delilah: I’m free at the weekend

Francesca: This weekend is no good for me – Jeremy is whisking me away to Venice!

Delilah: The weekend after?

Francesca: Also difficult! I have a client meeting on the Saturday and a christening on the Sunday. Sorry!

Delilah: No problem. Let me know when you’re free and we’ll meet up

Francesca: I’ll have a good look through my diary and let you know!

You’d think falling bum-over-boob onto the pavement would be the low point of my day, but you’d be wrong. There is far worse to come and this Monday will forever be known as The Worst Monday Ever. At least to me.

With my cut knee now clean and covered in a plaster, I’ve spent the morning working my way through my in-tray, which is as boring as it sounds and isn’t helped by my raging hangover. With my thumping head and throbbing knee, my body is now a one-man-band of drumming.

‘The salted caramel shortbread is going to be a hit,’ Denise announces as she deigns to join us shortly before lunch. It must be a hard life for the woman, being paid to stuff herself with biscuits. ‘Has Neville called while I’ve been out of the office?’

‘How would she know?’ Katey-Louise asks as Denise directs the question at me. ‘She’s only just got in herself.’

Denise arches an eyebrow at me. There’s a tiny shortbread crumb stuck to the corner.

‘She’s exaggerating,’ I tell the crumb, unable to tear my eyes away from it. ‘I was only a tiny bit late and I have a valid excuse.’ Denise and the crumb wait for my explanation. ‘I had an accident.’ I swivel in my chair and stick out my leg to showcase my plaster.

‘She was mugged,’ Adam says.

‘Mugged?’ Denise had been observing my injured knee with disdain but she sits up straighter now. The eyebrow crumb plops off onto the carpet. ‘Have you phoned the police?’

Whoa, hold on there, missy. I’ve quite enjoyed the attention my busted knee has garnered but involving the police is going a bit too far. What if they check the local CCTV cameras and discover I’ve been telling porkies?

‘There’s no need. They didn’t take anything.’ I give my blonde hair a nonchalant flick. ‘I fought them off.’

‘Them?’ Katey-Louise’s eyes narrow until they’re totally obliterated by the ridiculously long false eyelashes. ‘I thought there was only one mugger?’

‘Him. I fought him off.’

‘It doesn’t matter how many there were,’ Denise says. ‘You have to report it to the police. What if he strikes again?’

‘He won’t.’ I can be pretty confident in my statement, what with the mugger being a figment of my imagination.

‘He might!’ Denise’s eyes widen. ‘What if he attacks my Katey-Lou?’ Denise picks up the phone off her desk. ‘What’s the number for the local station? Or should I phone nine-nine-nine?’

‘You should do neither.’ Leaping out of my chair – which causes my knee to double its throbbing tempo – I grab the receiver and replace it before Denise’s fingers can reach the buttons. ‘I’ll pop into the station on my way home.’

‘Good idea.’ Thankfully Denise lets it go. My little fib was about to spiral out of control so I’m glad I’ve managed to rein it back. It’s almost like a forewarning of what is to come but I don’t take heed.

Limping back to my desk, I return to my in-tray, which somehow looks just as overflowing as when I arrived at the office earlier this morning. My next task is one of my least favourite; inputting the absences from the previous week into the payroll report and making sure we have a sickness or holiday form on file to cover it. It usually involves chasing up managers and supervisors on the shop floor so I’m glad of the interruption of my mobile phone, even if it does earn me a glare from Denise. I flash her my plaster and her face softens slightly.

My oldest friend’s name flashes up on the screen and it’s as I press to answer the call and place the phone against my ear that I remember my plans with Francesca.

‘Delilah, darling!’ Francesca cries before I can utter a word. ‘I am so sorry. My meeting ran over and I’m only just leaving the office. But I will be there, I promise.’

I’m supposed to be having lunch with Francesca. Right now. I forgot all about it but I can’t cancel as pinning Francesca down is like trying to catch a fly with chopsticks. It may be a breeze for Mr Miyagi but it’s near impossible for the rest of us.

‘Don’t worry about it. I’m not there yet myself. I’m stuck in traffic.’ I pray that the rest of the office will remain silent and not give the game away. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

My second lie of the day. My third will be a biggie.

Francesca is already seated by the window of the café we’ve arranged to meet in, a huge mug of frothy coffee and an untouched sandwich sitting in front of her as she flicks through a magazine. She doesn’t spot me until I’m standing right in front of her.

‘Delilah, darling!’ Flicking the interior design magazine closed, Francesca springs out of her seat and envelops me in a sweet-smelling hug, a delicious mix of fruity shampoo and designer perfume. ‘It’s so good to see you. You look great!’

‘Thank you.’ Francesca always looks so well presented, leaving me feeling like a tramp in comparison, so I’m glad we’ve arranged to meet during the week as my work clothes are at least more presentable than the old, worn jeans and Converse that I favour at the weekends. Of course I don’t look as sophisticated as Francesca, but that’s never going to happen, no matter what I wear. Francesca is an interior designer – and pretty successful too. She always knows what look suits every single occasion and she’s like a walking advertisement for the sophisticated, glamorous business she’s created. She started off designing for friends of her parents and her business grew from there. I know for a fact that I’d never be able to afford her services.

‘You look amazing,’ I say and then feel like a fool. Francesca always looks amazing. ‘I’ll just grab some lunch and join you.’

I join the queue at the counter, which is snaking towards the exit. Being lunchtime, the café is pretty hammered and I’m worried that I’m holding Francesca up. We hardly ever meet up these days and when we do, it’s only for a fleeting coffee or glass of wine before Francesca has to dash off to see a client or associate. I’m amazed she’s still sitting with her magazine by the time I return to the table. I’ve bought myself a sandwich and coffee and treated us to a cherry and oat slice each.

‘Not for me, thanks.’ Francesca flashes me an apologetic look as I slide one of the cakes towards her. ‘Not this close to the wedding.’

‘How are the plans coming along?’ I sit down opposite Francesca and eye my cake. Should I leave mine too, in an act of sisterly solidarity?

‘We’re getting there.’ Francesca bites her lip nervously but I know her wedding will be perfect. With her father’s money behind it and Francesca’s flair for design, it’s going to be amazing. ‘I wanted to talk to you about the wedding, actually.’

‘Oh?’ Is she going to ask me to be a bridesmaid? It’s pretty unexpected as although Francesca and I have been friends since we were six, we’re no longer particularly close. We were the best of friends throughout our early childhood but when we went to separate secondary schools – Francesca to the posh, all girls’ school while I enrolled in the bog-standard local high school – we started to drift and forged new friendships. We’ve kept in contact all these years and we went through a stage of double-dating when I was with Ben, but it will never be the same. But maybe one of her bridesmaids has had to pull out for some reason and, as her former best friend, I’m the next best thing?

‘It’s about Ben.’

My heart starts to gallop at the sound of my ex’s name. I can’t help it. I’m truly pathetic. ‘Ben?’

Francesca’s eyes drop to her mug and when they finally meet mine again, they’re full of apprehension. ‘Jeremy’s asked him to be best man.’

Oh, sod it. I grab my cherry oat slice and shove it into my gob, not even giving my sandwich a cursory glance.

‘Are you ok, darling?’ Francesca leans forward in her seat, resting a hand on my arm as I chomp away like a demented cow. I’m sure they’ve used superglue instead of syrup in these bloody oat slices. I nod, still chomping furiously. I manage to reduce the clump enough to swallow, albeit painfully. My coffee is still too hot to drink but I gulp down half the cup anyway.

‘It’s to be expected, really,’ I say, though I wasn’t expecting it at all. Although Ben was Jeremy’s best friend, I’d assumed Jeremy would ask his brother to be his best man. Since Jeremy had been his brother’s best man last year, it seemed fitting – and polite – to return the favour. Of course I knew Ben was going to be at the wedding, but I assumed he’d be a regular guest and therefore easy to avoid if I needed to. Part of me hoped Francesca and Jeremy’s wedding would be where we got back together. It would be quite poetic, really; we got together through Francesca and Jeremy – why not rekindle our love through them too?

Actually, this could be a good thing. A very good thing.

Francesca gives my arm a squeeze before she relaxes back into her seat. ‘I wasn’t sure how to tell you. I’ve been meaning to but I kept putting it off. I didn’t want to hurt you or make you feel like I was taking sides, because I’m not. Ben is a good friend of mine and I adore him, but that doesn’t mean our friendship has to suffer. Or at least I hope it doesn’t.’

Francesca looks at me with wide, moist eyes and part of me feels sympathy towards her, being stuck in the middle and everything. But part of me wants to tell to her bog right off. Ben dumped me – cruelly and completely out of the blue – and yet she adores him. What kind of friend does that make her? Lauren thinks Ben is a prick – and pretty vocally too. That’s friendship.

‘Ben is Jeremy’s best friend,’ Francesca continues when I fail to open my mouth to respond. ‘I can’t ignore him.’

‘But you think he was wrong to dump me, don’t you?’ Being stuck in the middle is one thing, but I can’t sit here with this woman if she’s completely on Ben’s side.

‘Of course, darling!’ Francesca reaches for my arm once more, giving it a tight squeeze. ‘The two of you were perfect for each other. I really don’t understand what went wrong.’

Nothing went wrong. Nothing at all. We were happy… and then Ben wasn’t, in the blink of an eye.

‘I wish with all my heart that it had worked out for you guys, but it didn’t and we have to make the best of the situation. I wanted to tell you face-to-face about Ben being best man, to give you a bit of warning. I know you’ve both moved on and everything but it’s still only fair that I let you know.’

‘Moved on?’ I’m sure I can feel the oat cake making its way back up again.

‘You didn’t know?’ Francesca’s eye widen momentarily before they drop to the table top. She peels the crust off her sandwich before dumping it back on the plate.

‘Know about what?’ I prompt when she refuses to make eye contact or elaborate.

‘About Ben,’ Francesca says and I have the horrible feeling I’m not going to like what comes next.

 


Ben

Text Message:

Delilah: I’ve met the man I’m going to marry! He’s so cool and funny and GORGEOUS! I’m in love. Proper L.O.V.E

Lauren: Have you been watching Grease again? You do know Danny Zuko is fictional, right?

Delilah: It isn’t Danny this time (though he will always have a special place in my heart). This one is real! His name is Ben and he is The One

I met Ben at Francesca’s twenty-first birthday party almost four years ago. The party was being held in a gorgeous, ridiculously grand manor house in the countryside. Francesca had hired the whole house for the weekend and had planned activities such as clay pigeon shooting, archery and tennis tournaments – and movie marathons in the huge cinema room in the basement. There was access to the pool, gym and sauna as well as a chef to cook for us. The reception rooms were transformed into an exclusive club for Francesca’s mates, with cocktails and champagne on tap, plus a band and DJ to entertain us. Francesca sure knew how to throw a party, even back then.

‘Great party, Francesca!’ I flung my arm around my primary school bestie and planted a kiss on her cheek. I was a tiny bit tipsy after sinking several delicious but lethal cocktails. ‘I’m having the best time. I’m glad we’re friends, you know.’

Francesca slipped her hand around my waist and guided me away from the bar. ‘Me too. We don’t catch up often enough, do we? We must make more time for each other. You haven’t even met Jeremy yet, have you?’

I didn’t know who Jeremy was. Had I met him?

‘Here he is.’ Francesca used her free hand to grasp hold of a nearby bloke. He was around our age and quite handsome, if a little toothy for my taste. ‘Come and meet Delilah James. Delilah, this is my boyfriend, Jeremy.’ She leaned away from me then to rest her head on Jeremy’s shoulder.

‘Pleased to meet you, Delilah.’ Jeremy held out a hand, which I shook, creating a people-triangle. It felt a bit odd so I let go of both Jeremy and Francesca. ‘I hope you’re enjoying the party.’

‘I am.’ How could I not? ‘So how did you two meet?’

Francesca tilted her head to gaze lovingly at Jeremy and a spike of loneliness shot through me. I’d been single for quite a while (just three months, now I think about it, but when you’re twenty-one, that’s a lifetime and makes you feel like a bit of a loser).

‘Jeremy works for Daddy. Luckily he already thinks of Jeremy as the son he never had, so he doesn’t mind.’ Francesca giggled as she raised herself up on her tiptoes to kiss Jeremy’s cheek. ‘They get on so well. Don’t you, darling?’

‘We do. He’s a great guy.’

My lip, against my wishes, began to curl. He’s a great guy. What a bum-lick. I willed my lips to remain in their benign smile, to not wreck this for me (I didn’t fancy trekking into town to catch the train home in the dark if I was ejected from the party), but they were soon distracted by the appearance of the most gorgeous man I have ever seen. Including film stars. John Travolta, Gene Kelly, Jamie Foxx – they had nothing on this man. My mouth gaped open as he passed, my eyes following him, memorising him. Francesca followed my gaze and, to my utter mortification, she flung out a hand to grab him by the sleeve. I quickly closed my mouth and checked the corners for drool. None – phew!

‘Ben! Come and meet my good friend, Delilah James.’ Francesca tugged him into our little group. ‘Delilah, this is Jeremy’s best friend, Ben Martin.’

‘Hello.’ I gave a little wave like the dork that I am. ‘Lovely to meet you.’

Lovely to meet you? I’d be curtseying next. I told myself to get a grip, and bloody fast.

‘It’s lovely to meet you too, Delilah James.’ God, his voice was dreamy.

‘Great party, isn’t it?’ My voice was a bit slurry from the cocktails and lust.

Ben nodded and looked down at my hand. Oh God, I wasn’t offering it to him to kiss, was I? ‘But you don’t appear to have a drink. Come with me.’

Francesca winked at me as I scuttled after Ben. He’d taken my hand (and it felt amazing) and was striding towards the bar. He was a much faster walker than me, but it meant I got to have a good old look at his bum as we dodged the crowds (and it was gooood).

Ben ordered glasses of champagne for us and it didn’t really matter that he hadn’t asked me what I wanted first. I was pretty sure I’d have picked a glass of champagne to have a break from the cocktails anyway. Pressing a glass into my hand, he took hold of the other and led me away from the bar, snaking out of the crowded room and into the kitchen, where the chef was busy grilling gourmet burgers. My stomach gurgled in appreciation of the yummy smells but Ben continued on his path, passing through the kitchen and out into the garden. Never mind. I wasn’t that hungry anyway.

The garden was massive, stretching much further than my eyes could see (and not just because my vision was on the hazy side due to the cocktails) but we only moved a few yards to a fairy-lit gazebo.

‘I thought it might be nice to sit out here. It’s a bit hectic in there.’ Ben sat on the bench inside the gazebo and I followed suit. ‘It’s difficult to talk inside and I get the feeling you’d make fascinating company, Delilah James.’

‘Oh,’ I squeaked. Fascinating? Me?

‘Tell me about yourself.’ Ben turned on the bench so his gaze was directly on me, urging me to speak. What should I tell him? He was under the assumption I was fascinating but the truth was quite the opposite. ‘What do you do?’

‘I’m an admin assistant.’ I pulled a face. ‘Bit boring, really.’

‘Don’t say that!’ Ben grasped my hand and I felt myself go a bit giddy at the touch. ‘Nothing is boring about you, I can tell.’ Ben was in for a disappointing evening then. ‘What kind of company do you work for?’

‘It’s a biscuit factory.’

‘See!’ Ben’s face became animated, almost boyish. ‘A biscuit factory! How awesome is that? I love biscuits. What’s your favourite kind? Mine’s chocolate chip.’

‘I like chocolate chip too.’

Ben grinned and leapt to his feet. ‘Let’s go and ask the chef to bake us some biscuits right now. Chocolate chip!’

‘I think he’s busy with the burgers,’ I pointed out but Ben shrugged.

‘I’m sure he won’t mind. Come on, Delilah James.’ He held out his hand and I took it. I knew then that I’d always want to hold this hand. ‘I was right about you. You, Delilah James, are the most fascinating girl at this party.’

And the funny thing was, when I was with Ben, I felt like the most fascinating girl at the party. We ate chocolate chip cookies and sipped our champagne in the gazebo, we went for a midnight dip in the pool and made use of the plush, four-poster bed in the room Ben had bagged earlier. In the morning we ate pancakes together and explored the extensive gardens even though it was drizzling, and spent the afternoon back in the four-poster. When the time came to leave, Ben insisted on giving me a lift back to Woodgate instead of catching the train and when he said he’d call me, I believed him.

Ben was everything I wanted in a boyfriend; kind, attentive and reliable. If he said he would call on Sunday at eight, he would call on Sunday at eight. There were no games with Ben, no deciphering the boy code to figure out what he meant. It was easy with Ben. We fit.

‘Ben’s smitten with you, you know,’ Francesca had whispered to me the next time we met. We’d got together as a foursome with Jeremy and Ben, which we would do quite a bit over the next three years.

‘I’m smitten with Ben.’

And I was. I really was. I thought we’d be together forever. This was it, my very own The One. I wanted to break out in song like my favourite musical heroines. Life with Ben was perfect. Until nine months ago, when he decided it was no longer working for us.

‘But it’s working for me,’ I’d pointed out. Nothing had changed. We fit just as much as we always had.

‘But it isn’t working for me, Delilah.’ I was no longer fascinating Delilah James to Ben. Just plain old Delilah. ‘I want more from life than a stale relationship.’

Ben may as well have slugged me in the stomach. ‘You think our relationship is stale?’

Ben had snorted. ‘Don’t you?’

‘No!’ It was perfect. Had been perfect until two minutes ago. ‘What do you want me to do? I’ll do it. Anything.’

‘I don’t want you to do anything,’ Ben said. ‘I don’t want you at all.’

And then he’d gone. Left without a goodbye or even a parting glance. Ben didn’t want me. But I wanted him and I still do, which is why I’m dreading the words that are about to come out of Francesca’s mouth as we sit in the café.

‘What about Ben?’ Why did I ask? Why didn’t I just get up from my seat and walk out of the café in blissful ignorance?

‘He’s met someone else.’ The words I had been dreading for the past nine months made my head swim. But there was more. ‘And they’re engaged.’

Engaged? In the measly nine months we’d been apart, Ben had found, dated and proposed to another woman? While I’d been daydreaming about our reunion, he’d been marching full steam ahead into a new life without me?

We weren’t getting back together, were we? Not at Francesca’s wedding. Not ever.

‘Delilah, darling?’ Francesca’s hand was back on my arm, squeezing gently. ‘I’m so sorry. I thought you knew. It’s been all over Facebook.’

‘I’m not friends with Ben on Facebook.’ He’d wanted a clean break. No phone calls or texts, no contact on social media. He’d erased me from his life completely.

‘I feel terrible,’ Francesca says, her grip tightening on my arm so much it starts to hurt a little. The sharpness helps me to focus.

‘Don’t.’ I shake my head, attempting to dislodge all the old feelings that are whooshing to the surface and threatening to topple me off my chair. ‘Of course he’s moved on. It’s been nine months.’ Nine months, eight days and seventeen hours, to be exact. ‘Like you said, we’ve both moved on.’

Lie number three of the day, but this one is absolutely necessary. Ben and Francesca are clearly still chummy and I don’t want word getting back to him that I’m a complete mess without him. I won’t weep, even though I think Ben is a great, big turding scumbag for getting engaged so soon after ditching me. I will remain strong and poised, even if it means lying through my teeth.

‘You have?’ Francesca’s hand is snatched away from my arm as she claps her hands together. ‘That is brilliant news, darling! I thought it would be awkward, you know, with Ben and Eden and everything, but now you’re with someone too it won’t be awkward at all!’ Eden? Ben’s new fiancée – ugh – is called Eden? ‘I’m so happy for you, darling. So happy. You will bring him, won’t you?’

‘Bring him where?’

‘To the wedding.’ Francesca giggles. ‘I can’t wait to meet him. I’ll rejig the seating plan, so it won’t be a problem.’

‘You don’t have to do that.’ Really, there’s no need at all. My imaginary boyfriend doesn’t take up much space at all.

‘Nonsense! You are one of my oldest friends and I want to see you happy and settled. I’ve always felt a bit guilty about Ben, you know. You met him through me and ended up heartbroken, so I’m glad you’ve found somebody else. Is this it, do you think? Is he The One?’

Francesca’s eyes sparkle as she leans across the table towards me, eager for details of my fictitious boyfriend.

‘Could be.’ I grin at Francesca, the lie slipping off my tongue quite easily. ‘He’s amazing and gorgeous and we’re having so much fun together.’

‘I can tell. Look at you – you’re glowing!’

Fictitious men have that effect on me.

‘So what’s his name?’

My grin slips a little. What is his name? What name screams sexy and gorgeous and a million times better than Ben Martin?

‘Oh.’ Francesca pounces on her handbag as it begins to buzz. She whips out her mobile and yelps. ‘I have to take this. Excuse me.’ Francesca dashes away, giving me a bit of breathing space to conjure a suitable name. Danny is the obvious choice. Danny is cool, he has swagger and looks very much like John Travolta in his heyday. Or how about Billy? In Chicago, Billy Flynn is suave and successful and pretty damn irresistible. And then there’s bad boy Cry-Baby, but I don’t think I’d get away with that one, no matter how hot Johnny Depp is.

‘I’m so sorry but I have to dash.’ Francesca returns – briefly – for one final sip of coffee and to grab her jacket and magazine. ‘But let’s meet up again soon, yes? I want all the details. Bye, darling!’ Francesca drops a kiss onto each cheek before she scuttles from the café.

So I need a boyfriend to take to Francesca’s wedding then. And I have six months to bag one.


Chapter 4

The BFFs

Text Message:

Delilah: I am dying, Lauren. Head is going to explode. Stomach is going to explode. I feel explode-y

Lauren: Germs or beer?

Delilah: Beer. Too much beer. Can’t get out of my pyjamas. Super-glued on

Lauren: Want me to come over in my pyjamas? We can slob out and watch Bedknobs and Broomsticks

Delilah: This is why you are my very best friend (but don’t tell Ryan I said that)

Lauren McIntosh is one of my best friends (I’m greedy and have two. Ryan is the other – more about him in a minute). We’ve known each other since our first day of secondary school, when we were shaking in our knee-length skirts (and they really were knee-length back then. We hadn’t discovered that they were totally uncool and we must roll them up to bum-cheek-skimming length to survive school). I was sitting at a table at the front of our form room (like the skirt situation, I didn’t know that you must endeavour to sit as close to the back of the room as possible yet) when a girl stopped by my desk. She was quite short and skinny with her ginger hair plaited into pigtails at the side of her head.

‘Scary, isn’t it?’

I was bloody terrified but I gave my own hair (blonde and loose around my shoulders) a flick. ‘I’m fine. Not scared at all.’ I caught this new girl’s eye and gave a wobbly smile, my show of courage completely failing before it had properly begun. ‘I’m lying. I’m so scared. Do you think we’ll get bog-washed?’ I’d heard so many horror stories about high school that I didn’t expect to last the day without serious injury and/or humiliation.

‘I hope not.’ The girl bit her lip and her big green eyes started to get a bit swimmy. ‘Can I sit here?’ She pointed at the empty seat beside me and I nodded, grateful that I wouldn’t have to sit on my own (I did already know that sitting on your own was a bit sad). ‘Thanks. I’m Lauren, by the way.’

‘Delilah.’ I moved my pencil case over, to make room for Lauren’s.

‘Like the Tom Jones song?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Yeah.’ I heard that a lot. I heard the song a lot as people thought it was hilarious to sing it to me on a regular basis. They still do that now, but it’s mostly the older generation or my friends when they want to wind me up. For a while, I had a burst of ‘Hey There Delilah’ by Plain White T’s but that’s mostly fizzled out now.

‘Do you know anybody here?’

I looked around the room and shrugged my shoulders. ‘Sort of. Some of them went to my primary school but they’re not really my friends.’

Lauren twisted a ginger plaited pigtail around her finger. ‘I don’t know anybody. We just moved here over the holidays.’

‘That sucks.’

Lauren nodded, her twisting becoming more and more erratic. ‘I haven’t got any friends at all.’

‘You’ve got me,’ I said and that was that. Delilah and Lauren, BFFs.

Lauren is waiting for me in The Farthing, our pub of choice for most occasions. Partly because it’s close and partly because the barman is so damn cute. I’ve called an emergency meeting of the BFFs to discuss my dilemma with Francesca, her approaching wedding and my big, fat, lying gob. I order a round of drinks, having a little flirt with Dan the Barman while I’m there (it would be rude not to) before joining her at our usual table.

‘Ryan not here yet?’

Lauren shakes her head and takes a sip of her red wine. ‘He isn’t bringing that awful Kelsey with him again, is he? Where does he find these women?’

‘His mother.’ Lauren and I share a look, both knowing what an utter pain in the bum Ryan’s mum is. Ryan’s choice in women is never good enough for Eleanor Ford so she’s taken to setting him up with ones she deems suitable. ‘Kelsey wasn’t that bad. Ryan’s dated worse women.’ At least this one didn’t mistake Lauren and me for the hired help.

‘She made us lose the quiz last night.’

‘Lauren.’ I place a hand on her arm. ‘We always lose the quiz.’

‘But she thought Vientiane was the capital of Legos!’

I try – and fail – to hide a smirk. ‘But who is thicker? Kelsey for thinking Legos is a country or us for believing her and writing it down?’

Lauren doesn’t have an answer – or at least one she is willing to admit to – so she takes a couple of long sips of her wine instead. ‘What’s so urgent anyway? It’s supposed to be a gym day.’ I’m alarmed when I realise Lauren is wearing her gym gear – she doesn’t think we’re actually going to the gym after this, does she?

‘I can’t go to the gym. My knee.’ I lift the hem of my pencil skirt to show off the plaster Adam applied this afternoon. My bloody, ripped tights are bundled in the bin back at Brinkley’s. I’d managed quite well once it had stopped stinging after Adam applied some nasty-smelling ointment, but I can feel my limp returning. It has nothing to do with the prospect of the treadmill and cross-trainer, of course.

‘What happened?’ Lauren asks.

‘I fell over running for the bus this morning.’ I could have told Lauren the mugger-lie but her porky-pies detector is pretty sharp. ‘The pavement was all wonky. Hey!’ I sit up straighter, only remembering at the very last second to wince. ‘Do you think I could make a claim?’

Lauren is a solicitor. She focuses on divorce, but I’m sure she could give me some advice.

‘Probably. People claim for tripping up over their own shoes laces these days.’ Lauren peers at my plastered knee. ‘So how bad is it?’

I wince and groan. ‘So bad, Lauren. Adam was ready to take me to A&E for stitches. You should have seen all the blood. You could practically see my kneecap once all the blood was cleaned up.’

Lauren cocks an eyebrow. ‘Delilah…’

Uh-oh. I’ve laid it on a bit too thick. ‘But it isn’t as bad as it looks. No stitches required.’ I cover the plaster with my skirt in case Lauren decides to whip it off and examine my knee herself. ‘But I don’t think I’m up to the gym. It hurts.’

‘Why don’t you just do something gentle?’

Gentle? At the gym? ‘Like what?’

Lauren thinks for a moment. I can practically see the cogs turning in her brain, but we both know it’s useless. If there was a gentle option at the gym, we’d have used it every time.

‘Fine, we’ll miss the gym this once.’ Lauren takes another sip of her drink. She doesn’t look too put out about missing her workout, but then why should she? Lauren and I go to the gym twice a week but our main motivation isn’t to be fit and healthy (that isn’t even a minor motivation, in fact). We only go so Lauren can ogle Courtney, the gorgeous fitness instructor. She’s had a massive crush on him for ages and has roped me into her perviness.

‘So what’s this meeting about then?’ Lauren asks me but I’m not ready to divulge my stupidity just yet. I don’t want to have to confess all twice.

‘Wait until Ryan gets here and I’ll tell you.’

As though on cue, Ryan Ford, Best Friend Number Two (but not in a toilet-y way), wanders into the pub. Alone. Good. The less witnesses the better.

I’ve known Ryan for as long as I can remember, as he and his family moved into the house next door when I was two. According to Mum, the Ford family – Ryan and his parents, Eleanor and Phil – moved in one sunny Saturday in June. She remembers that it was sunny because she says she was wearing cut-off denim shorts and a bikini top (I can’t imagine Mum wearing a bikini. She won’t even strip down to a one-piece on holiday any more) and it was around a month before my birthday. She and Dad were discussing plans for my third birthday and Mum suggested, because it was so warm already, that we could have a pool party.

‘But we don’t have a pool,’ Dad had pointed out.

‘We’ll buy one of those inflatable paddling pools and dangle our feet in.’ Which we did. Thankfully I can’t remember it. ‘Ooh, hello there! Are you our new neighbours?’

Eleanor and Philip had appeared beyond the back garden fence and Mum pounced to introduce herself. The house had once belonged to an elderly couple who banged on the wall if you dared to sneeze, so Mum was pleased that a young family was moving in. Ryan was already in their back garden, kicking a football around. She pictured the seven of us (Ryan and his family, plus Mum, Dad, me and my older sister, Clara) getting together for barbeques and dinner parties.

It didn’t happen. Eleanor is a snob and she took one look at Mum’s cut-off shorts and bare midriff, stuck her nose in the air and scarpered into the house. She declined Mum’s offer of a casserole that evening (no thank you, we’re very fussy about what we eat) and Ryan wasn’t allowed to come to my pool party (my Ryan is a very chesty child. I don’t want him catching a chill). The dinner party invites never materialised.

Mum said she wasn’t going to mention how the house next door became vacant as it was quite grisly. The elderly neighbours had died in the house – the old fella in the armchair downstairs and the old girl in their bed – and the bodies weren’t discovered for at least three weeks (and only because Mum rose the alarm due to the lack of banging. When she played Dad’s T. Rex at top volume and there wasn’t so much as a tap on the wall in return, she badgered the local coppers until they investigated). She wasn’t going to tell Eleanor for fear of upsetting the woman, but it all slipped out over the garden fence when they were both pegging the washing out.

‘I do hope the smell hasn’t lingered,’ Mum said as Eleanor grabbed her half-full washing basket and scuttled back inside.

Ryan and I weren’t destined to be friends. Our mothers certainly weren’t. But Ryan was sent to the all boys’ prep school so I, being a girl, became a bit of a novelty. I haven’t been able to get rid of the dude since.

‘Ladies.’ Ryan flashes a charming grin as he saunters over to our table. Luckily both Lauren and I are immune to the magnetism that seems to draw women to him. We’ve seen Ryan at his worst (his worst being the time he threw up an entire kebab in the gutter on the way home from the pub, retching so hard bits of meat flew out of his nose. You can’t fancy a bloke after that).

‘The lovely Kelsey not with you?’ Lauren’s voice is dripping with sarcasm, which isn’t like Lauren at all. She likes to tease and she can be a bit cheeky but she isn’t usually quite so harsh.

Ryan grins down at us. ‘It was a good night last night, wasn’t it? What did you think of Kelsey? She’s a right laugh, isn’t she?’

Lauren and I exchange a look. It’s one thing slagging the girl off behind Ryan’s back, but we can’t do that to his face. Honesty is good within a friendship. Total honesty not so much. Because as much as I defended Kelsey earlier, I have to admit that she was really, really annoying. And not just because she’s as thick as piggy poop (who am I to judge? My specialist subject during the pub quiz is our drinks and keeping them topped up). Kelsey seemed to have a fondness for chewing gum and chomped on it like a cow constantly, with disgusting sound effects. She was also fond of swearing, which isn’t such a bad thing (we all like a good swear, right?) but when you have a sentence with nine words and six of them are swears, you have a bit of a problem.

I’m surprised at Eleanor, to be honest. She usually sets Ryan up with dull girls from well-to-do families. She isn’t so much helping Ryan to climb the social ladder – she’s dragging him up the ladder against his will. But Ryan seems to like this one, so as his friend, I have to support him – right?

‘She was funny. Especially with that Legos thing.’ It’s the only thing I can think of to say. My only other thoughts of Kelsey are the monotonous slapping of chewing gum against teeth.

‘Laos,’ Ryan says. ‘She meant Laos.’ He nods knowledgably, as though the answer had been on the tip of his tongue last night. We all know he’s Googled it since. ‘But you liked her, yeah?’

‘Yes. Absolutely.’ I look at Lauren and she nods vigorously.

‘Great girl. Loads of fun. I hope you’re bringing her next week.’

‘Brilliant.’ Ryan’s grin widens. ‘Because I’ve invited her to join us. She’s on her way.’

Lauren and I eye each other as Ryan backs away towards the bar. We can’t leave now – it would be too obvious – but we don’t want to stay either.

‘One drink,’ Lauren hisses once Ryan has turned away from us. ‘We’ll drink up quickly and then make our excuses.’

The door opens and we both turn, groans ready to rumble from our chests, but it isn’t Kelsey this time. It’s a bloke; big, balding and not chewing gum.

‘Here we go.’ Ryan sets the drinks down on the table and sits himself down opposite us.

‘Thank you.’ Lauren takes her glass and gives her throat a little clear. ‘You know, Ryan. We can’t actually stay long tonight. I think we’ll have to go after this drink.’ Lauren takes a huge gulp of her drink, downing almost half of it in one go.

‘Oh? Why’s that?’

‘I’m not feeling too good.’ Lauren rubs at her stomach. ‘And Delilah’s hurt her knee quite badly.’

‘Have you?’ Ryan turns to me, concern wrinkling his brow. ‘What’s happened?’

‘She fell flat on her face,’ Lauren says and I nod.

‘Went down like a sack of spuds.’ I flash my plaster as proof.

‘She thought she was going to need stitches,’ Lauren says. ‘In fact, I think we should go now. You need to rest that knee. It was all swollen and nasty earlier.’

I look longingly at my pint, but then I think about Kelsey working her way through an entire packet of Wrigley’s and I push the thirst aside. ‘It is pretty sore, actually.’

Ryan suddenly bursts out laughing and I throw him an evil glare. My pain is amusing to him?

‘Will you two relax?’ Ryan titters to himself as he raises his pint to his lips and takes a sip. ‘Kelsey isn’t really on her way. I was just winding you up.’

‘What?’ Lauren and I both cry, which only makes Ryan laugh even more.

‘Why would you do that?’ Lauren asks.

Ryan chuckles. ‘Entertainment. Purely for entertainment. It was obvious that you two didn’t like Kelsey – the feeling’s mutual, by the way – so I thought I’d wind you up.’

‘Kelsey didn’t like us?’ The cheek! We invited her onto our team, put up with her vile gum-chewing and she didn’t like us. ‘Why not?’

Ryan shrugs. ‘She didn’t really say, but if it’s any consolation, she didn’t like me much either.’

‘She said that?’

‘She said we had no chemistry, which is pretty much the same thing.’

My spidey sense starts to tingle. ‘Did you bring her to the quiz to put her off, knowing she wouldn’t like us?’

‘Maybe.’ Ryan takes another sip of his pint. Sneaky git. ‘So what’s this special meeting all about then? What’s so urgent that you’ve made Lauren miss ogling the hunky fitness freak?’

So this is it. I take a fortifying sip of my pint while I determine if there really is no other way around this. Nope, there isn’t.

I spill all to my friends.


Chapter 5

Project Wedding Date

Text Message:

Lauren: Got my invite for Lydia Jenson’s wedding. That’s 5 people from our year at school who have got/are getting married!

Delilah: You got invited???

Lauren: Want to be my plus one?

‘So let me get this straight.’ Ryan observes me for a moment, drumming his fingers lightly on the table top. ‘Ben is engaged so you want a boyfriend to take to Francesca’s wedding so you can prove that you’re over him? Even though you’re not?’

‘Exactly.’ Why can’t Ryan be this smart when it comes to the weekly pub quiz?

‘I think it’s a great idea.’ Lauren looks stunned at this admission, as though she never thought in a million years that she’d agree with my crazy plan. Which is fair enough – I’m stunned she’s agreeing with me too. ‘It really is. It’s about time you got back out into the dating scene.’

‘Whoa, whoa. Hold on there, missy.’ I hold up my hands before Lauren gallops way ahead and has me married off before you can say ‘catch the bouquet’. ‘I’m not looking to get back into the dating scene. Not really. This is going to be purely superficial. I want it to look like I have a boyfriend, that’s all.’

Lauren observes me for a moment and I begin to squirm under her scrutiny. ‘Wait a minute. I know what this is really about.’ Lauren nods as she confirms her thoughts internally. ‘You’re hoping that by turning up at the wedding with somebody new, Ben will finally realise what he’s missing out on and fall at your feet, begging for forgiveness and another chance!’

‘I am not!’ Am I? Well, maybe a smidgen. But that isn’t my main motivation. ‘I just want to prove to Ben and everyone else that I’m over him.’

‘So you’re going to dupe some poor sod into thinking you’re in a relationship with them before parading him in front of your ex?’ Ryan asks. ‘Why do you even need to have a boyfriend – real or otherwise – to parade in front of Ben?’

I should have known Ryan wouldn’t understand. He’s never been in a relationship long enough to have his heart broken. He’s been dumped – plenty of times – but never by someone he truly cares about.

‘You should have seen the pity on Francesca’s face when she realised what a loser I am. Ben’s moved on and I’m still stuck in the same place I was nine months ago. Imagine how I’m going to feel when I see that look replicated by the hundreds of guests Francesca will have invited. There’ll be people there who I used to know through Ben and I don’t want them to feel sorry for me. I just want to be able to walk into that church with my head held high.’

‘I don’t see why you can’t go to the wedding on your own,’ Lauren says, frustratingly not getting my point at all now that the idea of a real, bone fide boyfriend has been snatched away from her.

‘I can’t turn up alone! I’ve told Francesca that I’m proper loved up with my gorgeous boyfriend.’

‘So say you broke up. Couples do, you know.’

I wonder whether Ben and Eden will break up. The thought gives me a warm, glowing feeling inside. I hope she dumps him so he’ll know how it feels to have your heart torn out, tossed on the floor and stomped all over.

‘I can’t – won’t – turn up on my own. Francesca’s changing the seating plan and everything. Plus, Ben’s going to be there with Eden. I need to show him that I’m over him.’

‘But you’re not,’ Ryan – unhelpfully – points out.

‘Which is why it’s even more important to pretend that I am.’ Duh.

‘I think “important” is pushing it,’ Lauren says.

I stick my chin out. ‘It’s important to me.’

Lauren’s face softens and she takes hold of my hand. ‘Then we’ll help you. Let’s find you a hunky temporary boyfriend.’

‘Thank you.’ I’m relieved I don’t have to do this alone. I haven’t dated anyone other than Ben in almost four years and I don’t know where to start.

‘So where’s good to meet men?’ I’ve been out of the game for so long that the rules are fuzzy.

Lauren swivels her head left and right. ‘How about the pub?’

I look at the other patrons of The Farthing – most of them are over fifty. Some over eighty. Not quite what I’m after.

‘Not them,’ Lauren says, seeing me eyeing Kenneth, one of our fellow pub quizzers. ‘Who do you flirt with every week?’

Lauren and I look at each other, goofy grins on our faces. ‘Dan!’ I leap out of my seat. I can’t believe it never occurred to me before. Dan the Barman is the perfect contender for shiny new boyfriend. He’s quite a bit shorter than I am but he’s cute and funny and extremely flirtatious. He’s been working at The Farthing for ages – a couple of years at least – and we’ve always had an easy rapport. I’ve never taken our flirting seriously as I was either with Ben or still hung up on him, but maybe now the time is right.

I’m locked into my seat for the next hour or so through fear. Dan is just metres away behind the bar, laughing at something one of the regulars has said as he pulls a pint. He has a nice laugh; throaty and a little bit evil, like there’s a naughtiness hidden behind his cute exterior. Yes, I bet Dan can be very naughty indeed.

‘Are you going to go and talk to him or not?’ Lauren takes a pointed look at her watch. ‘We have to get up for work in the morning.’

‘When has that ever stopped us before?’ There have been many late nights in The Farthing over the years, whether it happened to be a work night or not. ‘And yes, I am going to talk to him. When I’m ready.’

‘What’s the rush anyway? Apart from thirst?’ Ryan lifts his empty glass and gives it a shake. ‘Francesca’s wedding isn’t for another six months – why do you need a boyfriend right now?’

Lauren and I exchange a look. Duh! ‘Because I need it to look authentic. I’ve told Francesca that I’m in a relationship now. I can’t turn up with a bloke I’ve only been on two dates with, can I?’

‘I suppose not.’ Ryan shakes his glass again. ‘So you’d better go and chat to Dan then. Grab us a pint while you’re there.’

Mentally prising away the fear glue, I force my body out of the chair and make my way to the bar, which has filled up considerably. The landlord has jumped behind the bar to help out, meaning I’m in danger of being served by Colin instead of Dan so I hang back, pretending to study the lunch menu scrawled on the board beside the bar.

‘You’re a bit late for food,’ Dan says, leaning his elbow on the bar. ‘Can I offer you a packet of nuts instead? Or a packet of cheese and onion?’

You can offer me much more than that, me laddo.

‘Oh, no. Thank you. I’m not hungry.’ It takes an age to spit that handful of words out. I’m suddenly tongue-tied and flustered, the flirty side of me overshadowed by nerves. Can I really do this? Can I bag myself a date with Dan the Barman?

‘Thirsty then? Because I don’t have much more to offer.’

I bet you do, tiger. Let’s start with those skinny jeans. Get them off, right now.

‘Um, yeah. Two pints and a red wine please.’

Why am I such a dweeb? It’s not usually like this between us, I swear. It’s the pressure. It’s putting me off my stride.

‘How did you do last night?’ Dan has grabbed a couple of pint glasses and is busy filling one with lager.

‘Do?’

‘The quiz.’ Dan nods towards the back of the pub, where The Know It Ales are still celebrating their victory twenty-four hours later. Smug gits.

‘Oh. Terrible. Really terrible.’ There’s no point sugar-coating it. Everybody knows we’re never destined to make it any further than the very bottom of the leader board.

‘Never mind.’ Dan places one full glass on the bar and starts to fill the other. ‘Did you have a good weekend otherwise?’

‘Yeah, pretty good.’ I hope Dan doesn’t ask me to elaborate. Other than taking part in the pub quiz, I’d done little more than lounge in my pyjamas and watch a film with my folks. Mum let me choose a musical for us to watch, as long as it was either ‘Annie’ or ‘The King and I’ so she could gush over the shiny heads of Daddy Warbucks or King Mongkut of Siam (she has an obsession with bald celebrities). I don’t want to tell Dan this, obviously, as I need to appear fun and alluring if I want to secure a date.

‘You?’ It’s better to steer the focus away from myself and my rather sad weekend. And quickly.

‘I was working mostly. It’s lucky I love my job, hey?’ Dan winks at me as he places the second pint on the bar. He turns away from me to pour Lauren’s glass of red wine. I don’t have long left. In a few seconds I will pay up and return to my table dateless.

‘What do you like to do when you’re not working?’ Please say something interesting. Don’t be a stamp collector or a wanderer of antique markets (apologies if you are either of these things, but they don’t float my boat and I don’t think I have it in me to pretend convincingly).

‘I’m in a band.’

Oh. That’s pretty cool, actually. ‘What do you play?’

‘Drums.’

I picture Harry Judd from McFly. Nice. Very nice. ‘Are you any good?’

‘Me or the band?’

I hand over the money and give what I hope is a coy one-shouldered shrug. ‘Both.’

Dan smiles. His eyes crinkle up and an adorable dimple appears in his right cheek. Swoontastic, right? ‘We’re pretty good. At least I think so. You should come and hear us play some time.’

‘I’d love to.’ I probably answer a tad too quickly. He’s barely finished his sentence, which makes me appear overly keen, but so what? Dan has asked me out – sort of – which is exactly what I want.

‘Great. We’re playing The Wheatsheaf on Bolan Street on Friday. Do you know it?’

‘Yes.’ I will Google Map it. ‘What time?’

‘We start at nine but we’ll be there earlier than that if you’d like to meet for a drink before.’

Yes, yes, yes!

Delilah James, you have yourself a date. Project Wedding Date is under way.


Chapter 6

The Worst Date Ever

Text Message:

Delilah: Have you SEEN the new barman?

Lauren: Hot, right?

Delilah: So hot!

Lauren: He has a dimple. I love a dimple

Delilah: Dimples are so cute and did you see his bum when he bent down to pick up that 50p?

Lauren: Good call dropping that, by the way

I’ve never seen Dan outside of The Farthing. I only ever see him outside of the bar when he goes on the odd glass-collection round. He seems much shorter in The Wheatsheaf. Not Santa’s helper-short, but he only just reaches my chin and I’m not even wearing heels. I’d agonised over outfits this evening – did I go for a dress, trousers or skirt? Casual or dressy up? Heels or flats?

‘That one’s easy,’ Lauren had told me. She’d helpfully popped round after work to help me prepare. ‘Dan’s a bit… vertically challenged, remember.’

So I’d gone for a pair of nude ballet pumps (thankfully), black skinny jeans and a floaty top. Not too casual but not too smart either. It was the Baby Bear of the fashion world.

‘You made it! Brilliant!’ Dan holds out his palm and I look at it for a moment before it dawns on me that he wants me to high-five it. I place my palm on his briefly before snatching it away. ‘Let me get you a drink and then you can meet the guys.’

I’ve never been to The Wheatsheaf before as it’s a bit out of the way. My first impression is that it’s quite dark. And a little bit dingy. It also seems to be missing its patrons. Apart from me and Dan, there is only a lone barmaid, bored and staring into space.

‘Hey, Donna.’ Dan hops up onto a stool at the bar (I’m surprised that he makes it. The stool is almost as tall as he is). The barmaid springs to life, her heavily made-up eyes wide and fluttery.

‘What can I get you, Dan?’ Donna’s eyes flicker to me and she scowls before beaming at Dan once more. She leans towards him, flashing a sizeable cleavage. It looks like Daddy Warbucks and King Mongkut of Siam are tucked down her top. ‘Your usual?’ She cocks an eyebrow at me. Yes, she’s saying. I know Dan’s usual. Do you?

I don’t, actually. I’ve never seen him drink anything at The Farthing. Not even a glass of water.

‘Please.’ Dan turns to me. ‘Usual?’

Ha! Dan knows my usual, Donna.

‘Yes. Thank you, Dan.’ I do a bit of fluttering myself but stop when I realise I look like a berk.

‘Two pints, please. And one for yourself.’

Donna’s eyebrows are raised at me as she passes to grab a couple of glasses. He’s buying me a drink too, they’re saying. This isn’t over.

‘Come on, let’s go and meet the others.’ Dan hops back down from the stool and grabs his pint, leading me to the back of the pub and through a door marked private. There’s a room beyond with a ratty old sofa, a precarious pile of old, dusty portable TVs and several boxes of crisps. There isn’t a window so the room is stuffy as it’s crammed with bodies, junk and instruments.

‘This is Mickey, Tris, Leona, Gary, Doodle and Munch.’ Dan introduces his friends, who nod and murmur greetings. ‘Guys, this is Delilah.’

Doodle and Munch grin at each other before they break out into song, serenading me with ‘Hey There Delilah’ by Plain White T’s. I smile and giggle as though it isn’t the twenty millionth time this has been done to me.

‘Leave her alone now.’ Dan grabs my hand and leads me through the assault course of the room. ‘Have a seat.’

I look down at the scabby sofa with its stuffing hanging out of old, fraying wounds. It smells of something I can’t identify. Something bad.

‘I’m all right standing. I’ve been sitting down at work all day.’

‘I don’t blame you for not wanting to sit on that.’ Leona, the only other girl, nods towards the stinky sofa. ‘That thing smells like somebody ate shit and threw it back up again across the cushions.’

And what a delightful image that is.

‘I really would rather stand for a while.’

Leona shrugs. ‘Fair enough. If you do want to sit down though, you’re better off sitting out in the bar.’

‘She can’t, can she?’ Doodle asks. ‘Not with Dan anyway. Donna’s out there.’ Doodle shakes his head at Dan. ‘You shouldn’t have banged her, man. That bitch is never going to leave you alone now.’

Dan has the good grace to look slightly uncomfortable, which only makes Doodle throw his head back and laugh his puny little head off.

‘Leave it, will you?’ Dan asks, but Doodle does not. He ups his game and starts to do impressions of Dan and Donna in the act, using Munch as a prop. To be fair to Munch, he isn’t at all happy with the arrangement.

I look at the time. There are almost two hours until the band are due to start their set. It’s going to be a long night.

The pub has started to fill up a little more by the time we escape the suffocating storeroom. I can’t tell you how glad I am to be out of there. I thought the smell of the sofa was bad, but then Doodle and Munch tried to outdo each other with farts and I would have quite happily shoved my face into the sofa cushions and inhaled deeply to mask their stench. At one point Munch had grabbed the seat of his jeans and waddled out of the room, declaring that he may well have shat himself. He couldn’t be sure and we haven’t seen him since.

‘I’m sorry about them,’ Dan says as we shuffle out of the storeroom. We’re carrying bits of drum kit, so it’s a slow walk to the corner of the pub where the band will play shortly. ‘They’re ok once you get to know them.’

‘It’s ok.’ I have to remind myself that I’m on a date with Dan and not his mates, otherwise I’ll drop the drum I’m lugging across the room and leg it. ‘They’re not that bad, really.’

‘They’re a laugh, aren’t they?’

Is Dan being serious? ‘Mmm.’ I’m not committing either way. It’s far too soon to pick faults with his mates.

‘I’m sorry about Donna too.’ Dan and I dump the kit in the corner before returning to the dreaded storeroom to pick up more. It still stinks. ‘I didn’t think she’d be working tonight. She doesn’t usually do Fridays.’

‘It’s fine.’ It’s none of my business, really.

‘It only happened once and I was completely off my face. I couldn’t even remember it but Munch filmed it on his phone.’

‘He filmed it?’ We pick up more bits of drum and shuffle out of the cupboard. ‘How did you not notice him in your room?’ I have visions of Munch crouching in Dan’s wardrobe, his phone poking out of a crack in the door. The weird little degenerate.

‘We weren’t in my room. We were out there.’ Dan nods towards the back of the pub. ‘Out in the alley. It was so dark you can’t really tell it’s me but I recognised my trainers.’ He sticks out his foot, displaying a pair of trainers that must be three-hundred years old. ‘And you can’t miss Donna and her big gob.’

Dan starts to tinker with the drum kit and I excuse myself to pop to the loo. This date is not going at all as I expected. I thought it’d be fun to hang out with Dan outside of The Farthing. We’ve always got on so well and he seemed fun and charming, but I’m seeing very little of that now. I don’t like this Dan and I really don’t like his friends.

‘Looking forward to the show?’

I jump at the sound of the voice as I leave the stall. I hadn’t heard anyone else come in but Leona is standing at the grimy mirror, the contents of her makeup bag tipped into the sink. She’s busily applying eyeliner, thick and neat with an elaborate flick at the corners.

‘Yes.’ At least I was, until I met the band. ‘How long have you been together?’

Leona screws the lid on the eyeliner, swapping it for mascara, which she applies liberally. ‘Since school, so about five years.’

‘Five years?’ My stomach does a funny jumpy thing. ‘How old are you guys?’

‘Me and Gary are twenty-one, the others are twenty.’ Leona applies a final coat of mascara before topping up her blusher.

Twenty? Dan is twenty? I thought he was older – my age at least – but he’s practically a boy. It explains the childishness, at least.

‘He likes you, you know.’ Leona gathers up her makeup, shoving it into her cosmetics bag. ‘I can tell. He’s sort of lit up since you’ve been around. Do you like him?’ Leona zips up her bag and turns to face me. She purses her lips and I feel myself wilt under her scrutiny.

‘Yes,’ I croak. ‘He’s a great guy.’

‘Dan’s the best.’ Leona checks her reflection one last time. ‘Not my type though. I prefer tits.’ Turning from the mirror, Leona marches out of the loo, but not before she’s given my boob a squeeze as she passes. I gape at her, not sure whether it actually happened or I imagined it. Did she seriously just fondle my boob?

‘Nice, by the way.’ Leona winks at me before the door swings shut behind her.

It’s official. This is the worst date ever.


Chapter 7

Mum, Dad & Pretend Gym Sessions

Text Message:

Mum: Hello? Delilah? Are you there, love?

Delilah: Mum, this is a text message. You don’t have to check if I’m here. Just say what you want to say.

Mum: Right you are. I’m at the shops. Does Lauren want to come for her tea tonight? And does she like Crispy Pancakes?

Mum and Dad – Raymond and Nancy James – have been married for over forty years. Mum was eighteen when she married Dad but they didn’t have their first child until she was thirty-two as they were having so much fun together. They travelled the world and even spent a year in a tiny camper van as they drove across Europe. They had no ties or responsibilities so they could do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted. They’d party until dawn, have a quick kip and party some more. I can’t quite believe this when I look at my parents but they have photo evidence.

My sister Clara was a surprise (but a good surprise, they insist. I often wonder whether that’s true myself) and while they enjoyed the challenge of being parents and saw it as a new and enriching experience in their lives, it was another five years until I came along. I’m twenty-four now but Mum still sees me as a four-year-old in white frilly ankle socks and carrying a Danger Mouse lunchbox to school. It’s only in the last three months that I’ve convinced her to stop making me a packed lunch to take to work (thankfully not in a Danger Mouse lunchbox) and she still thinks fish fingers are my favourite food. Now, I’m not dissing fish fingers. They’re a fine food and nothing cures a hangover quite like a fish finger sandwich, but my tastes have broadened since I gave up the white frilly ankle socks. Ben used to take me to a seafood restaurant in town while we were together and there isn’t much I wouldn’t do for a lobster roll.

‘How was work, love?’ Mum asks as I flop down at the kitchen table. I haven’t even bothered to take my jacket off and my handbag is still slung across my chest.

Rubbish. Work was absolutely ball-achingly rubbish and I’ve felt the urge to stab Katey-Louise in the eye with a sharpened pencil on several occasions. I refrained, obviously, but only just.

‘Like that, is it?’ Mum asks when I simply lift my eyes to meet hers and let out a puff of air. ‘Well, that’s Mondays for you. But it’s over now – the boring bit, at least. Are you off out with your gentleman friend again tonight?’

I’d stupidly told Mum about my date with Dan, though I hadn’t revealed any of the gory details.

‘No, not tonight.’ Not ever.

‘Never mind. You’re getting back out there again and that’s the main thing.’ Mum flicks on the kettle and starts to arrange cups on the counter, dropping in teabags and spooning coffee and sugar accordingly. ‘It’ll do you good to date new people. It’s been a while since you and Ben broke up.’

Before he dumped me, she means. “Broke up” sounds mutual, which it definitely was not.

‘It hasn’t been that long.’

‘It’s been nine months, love. That’s an awfully long time to be on your own.’

‘I’m not on my own.’ I stick my chin out. ‘I have my friends and I have you and Dad.’

Mum smiles, her lips giving a half-sympathetic, half-amused twitch. ‘You know me and your dad love spending time with our little Delly.’ I groan. Nobody but Mum and Dad call me Delly, but that’s still two people too many. ‘But we’re getting on a bit now. We’re old farts. You should be out there, enjoying yourself. Getting blind drunk and flashing your lady area when you fall down in the gutter. I know people think it’s a travesty with the nation’s youth binge-drinking, but it never did me and your dad any harm.’ Mum’s face lights up with a beaming, I’m-reliving-my-past smile. ‘We had such fun, you know. Your dad was such a fabulous dancer. So sexy! All the girls were jealous that he married me, you know.’ Mum’s smile falters as she catches my eye and she’s brought back down to Earth, back to our kitchen and my failed love life. ‘That’s what I want for you, Delilah. I want you to be happy. That’s all I want for my children.’

‘And I am happy.’ Sort of. It’s difficult to be truly happy when the love of your life is engaged to another woman. ‘But I’m not ready to date anybody new yet.’

‘It didn’t go well with your new chap then?’

Understatement alert! I simply shake my head. I’m not ready to confide in Mum just what a disaster my date with Dan – my first date since Ben – had turned out to be.

‘It looks like you’re staying in with me and your dad tonight then.’ Mum turns as the kettle clicks off and pours boiling water into the cups. ‘There’s a Bruce Willis film on so I thought we’d watch that.’

Mum isn’t a huge fan of Bruce Willis but she does have a thing about pointing out how sexy bald celebrities are whenever Dad is present, to show that she isn’t at all bothered by his thinning hair. She recently went through a phase of making us watch ancient repeats of The Crystal Maze and practically salivated whenever Richard O’Brien was on screen.

‘I’d love to stay in and watch you perv on Bruce Willis, but unfortunately it’s a gym day. Lauren will be picking me up soon.’

My busted knee is no longer a valid excuse to avoid the gym and it’s lost its powers on Denise too, unfortunately.

‘Is that a brew I can smell?’ Dad, home from work, plods into the kitchen, shrugging off his jacket and slinging it over the back of a chair. He wraps his arms around Mum’s waist and kisses her noisily on the cheek.

‘How was work, love?’ Mum adds milk to the drinks and places them on the table. Our family has always spent a lot of time either in the garden or in the kitchen. Mum and Dad don’t like to be cooped up and the kitchen offers the most light and a fantastic view of the garden through the French doors. When it starts to get a little bit warmer, the French doors will be flung open and the other rooms in the house will only be used when absolutely necessary.

‘It wasn’t bad.’ Dad sits down at the table, cradling his hands around his cup of coffee. ‘Some kid tried pocketing a stash of Snickers so I took him into the office and threatened to phone the police.’ Dad is the manager of one of the local supermarkets and seems to spend an inordinate amount of time dealing with sticky-fingered youths.

‘And did you phone the police?’ Mum opens the oven to check the food inside. The delicious aroma of shepherd’s pie fills the kitchen and my stomach rumbles. Why oh why did Lauren have to develop a crush on a guy at the gym? There is no way I’ll be able to eat Mum’s shepherd’s pie before a session.

‘Nah. The lad started blubbering and that’s enough for me.’ Dad blows on his coffee and takes a tentative sip. ‘And I told him, if you’re going to nick a chocolate bar, at least make it a Twix.’

‘Oh, Ray.’ Mum grabs a tea towel and whips Dad lightly with it. ‘You shouldn’t encourage them.’

‘I’m not, but if a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well.’

I leave them to it, taking my cup of coffee upstairs to change into my gym kit.

‘Was it really that bad?’ Lauren asks as we stroll along side-by-side on the treadmills. This is the first time I’ve seen Lauren since The Worst Date Ever as I was too humiliated to relay what happened to my friends the next day and there was no way I was turning up to the pub quiz last night. Lauren and Ryan went without me and, for the first time ever, they didn’t come last. They came second-to-last, which isn’t anything to get mega excited about but it’s still an improvement. I’m not sure what to make of it. Does my presence bring down the intelligence of the group as a whole? Or was it a badly-timed fluke?

‘It really was that bad.’ I cringe just thinking about my date with Dan. ‘Worse, even. His friend soiled himself, for goodness’ sake!’

‘What were the band like? Any good? Because if they were anything like McBusted, a little poopy pantage is forgivable.’

‘Oh, Lauren.’ I sigh, long and heavy. ‘They were awful.’ The band consisted of drummer Dan, two keyboardists, Gary and Doodle (who shared the same keyboard and played it between them, sometimes seemingly at random), acoustic guitarist Mickey (whose guitar had a missing string), lead singer Leona and tambourinist, Tris. Munch didn’t seem to have a role other than leaping around and being a bell-end.

‘It was like at primary school, when the teacher hands out instruments and there’s just noise. I half expected them to burst into “The Wheels on the Bus”.’

Lauren presses her lips together and I know she’s desperately holding in a giggle. I’m mad at her for half a second, annoyed that she finds my misery entertaining. But then I picture Munch performing a flying kick, making contact with the edge of a nearby table and falling flat on his back before being showered with some poor bugger’s pint and I find myself sniggering. I catch Lauren’s eye and that’s it, we’re pissing ourselves laughing on the treadmill, clutching the rail with one hand and our stomachs with the other.

‘So you won’t be going on a second date with Dan then?’

‘Absolutely not.’ The laughter drains away now. ‘What am I going to do? How am I going to face him at the pub?’ Some may say that finding a new local is a bit drastic, but I’m not convinced I’m one of those people.

‘How did the date end? Did Dan think it was a success?’

I close my eyes but it makes me feel dizzy on the treadmill so I open them again. ‘He thought it went great. He wants to see me again.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I didn’t say anything. I pretended I had a phone call, said there was an emergency with my gran and ran.’

‘He probably knows you don’t want to see him again then.’ Lauren’s voice is matter-of-fact, absolutely sure with no wriggle room at all. ‘That’s the oldest trick in the book. You’re in the clear. The only thing you need to do now is find a replacement.’ Lauren suddenly yelps and batters the buttons on her treadmill, which quickly picks up speed. By the time fitness instructor Courtney wanders by, Lauren’s legs are pelting away, her ginger ponytail rhythmically swinging in time with her pumping arms. She stares straight ahead, her breathing controlled.

‘All clear,’ I say once Courtney is out of view. Lauren hits the emergency stop button and slumps against the machine, wheezing and panting and praying for death.

‘I need to sit down,’ Lauren rasps, so we step off the treadmill and make our way to the rowing machines. We move in rhythm, but there’s no effort involved at all.

‘So you need to find a new man to date.’ It’s ten minutes later and Lauren can finally converse without wheezing. ‘Anybody here who takes your fancy?’

Of course there is. I wouldn’t endure this torture twice weekly if it wasn’t for the room full of buff blokes.

‘He’s pretty cute.’ I casually glance at the guy warming up by the weights. He’s tall and toned without being overly muscly.

‘Good choice.’ We watch as he stretches towards a high metal bar and leaps up to grasp it. Lauren shakes her head as he starts a series of chin-ups.

‘Nope,’ I agree as he grunts and gurns away, his face stretching into the most unattractive poses.

‘That’ll be his sex face,’ Lauren whispers and we both start to giggle. ‘Try again. What about him?’ I turn to where Lauren is gawping and spot a giant of a man. He’s as wide as he is tall, with bulging biceps and calves the size of oak trees. ‘Think how intimidated Ben would be if you turned up with that big boy.’

‘I’m intimidated by that big boy.’ I can’t do it. I’d be too terrified to speak to the bloke. If he looks across and sees us gawping, I’ll pee myself.

‘What about Mr Treadmill?’

We both look back towards the treadmills, where one of the regular gym members is pounding away, clocking up the miles as sweat pours from his face. He has a towel around his neck, which he uses frequently to wipe the sweat away from his eyes. We see him here all the time but he never uses any other equipment. Just the treadmill, over and over again. He was on the treadmill when we arrived and he’ll still be there when we leave.

‘I want a date that takes place outside of the gym,’ I say. ‘And one that doesn’t involve running and buckets of sweat.’

Lauren tuts. ‘You’re so fussy.’

‘Would you date him?’

‘Nah.’ Lauren stops her pitiful attempt at rowing. ‘But then I’m not desperate.’ She grins as I swat her. ‘I’ve had enough. Shall we go and get a smoothie?’

‘Yes!’ I leap up from the rowing machine, using up more energy than I have in the hour that we’ve been here.

I’m hoping the perfect guy will present himself in the juice bar, all clean and sweat-free and easy to talk to. But there’s only me and Lauren in there so I make do with an orange and pineapple smoothie. I guess the gym isn’t the ideal place for me to meet men anyway. They’ll expect me to be fit and willing to exercise. What if he wanted to go jogging on Sunday mornings? Ugh. It’s exhausting enough pretending to exercise with Lauren twice a week – I really don’t want to actually exert myself.

‘So if not the gym, where?’ Lauren asks.

I shrug and take a long suck of my smoothie. ‘I was hoping you’d be able to give me some pointers. You’ve been single for longer than I have.’

‘Thanks for the reminder.’ Lauren sticks her tongue out at me. ‘What about work? You seem to like that Adam guy.’

‘Adam’s great. He’s funny, kind and gorgeous, but he’s just a mate. Plus, I work with him and that can get messy, especially when I end it after the wedding.’

‘So you’re really still just going to use the guy as a front? No actual romance?’

I shake my head. ‘No romance. I don’t want a future with the guy, just a wedding date.’

Lauren takes a sip of her smoothie. She’s opted for a classic strawberry and banana. ‘Don’t you miss it though?’

‘Miss what?’ I miss Ben, but that’s pretty obvious.

‘Having a boyfriend? Having fun, dating. Sex.’ Lauren sighs. ‘I haven’t had sex in so long.’

It’s been eight months since I’ve had sex. A month after we split up, Ben broke the no contact rule and we’d hooked up. I’d foolishly thought we were getting back together but it turned out it was just a ‘for old time’s sake’ fumble and I’d been too embarrassed – not to mention crushed – to tell anybody about it. But still, it showed that Ben was still attracted to me so a tiny remnant of hope clung on.

‘Why don’t you do anything about it?’ I ask, ensuring the spotlight remains on Lauren’s sex life and not mine. ‘You hardly ever go on dates any more.’

Lauren takes a long slurp of her smoothie until she ends up noisily hoovering up the dregs in the bottom of the glass. ‘I guess I’m just not interested in dating random guys,’ she says once her smoothie has been depleted.

‘You’re interested in Courtney,’ I tease. ‘Why don’t you talk to him?’ Despite having a massive crush on Courtney, Lauren has never actually had a conversation with the man.

‘I’m happy to ogle from afar.’ Lauren hops off her stool and grabs her gym bag. ‘Come on, let’s go and meet Ryan at the pub and we can think of more ideas for Project Wedding Date.’


Chapter 8

Kitchen Skills (or lack of)

Text Message:

Dad: Takeaway tonight – Indian, Chinese or pizza?

Delilah: I thought Mum left you instructions for making lasagne?

Dad: She did. And when she gets back from Aunty Liz’s we’ll tell her it was delicious but not nearly as good as hers

Delilah: Fair enough. Chinese then please

I haven’t spent much time in the development kitchen at Brinkley’s. I glimpsed inside it during my tour of the buildings on my first day but other than that it has never been a place I’ve been required – or permitted – to go to. The kitchen is stark with grey flooring and chrome appliances and worktops. The lack of natural light means the room is lit with headache-inducing strip lighting. The room is so uninspiring it’s hard to believe such delicious products are created here.

‘I’ve set aside a workspace for you over here.’ Karen, who works in development, points out the space at the far end of the kitchen. Neville arrived back from the brand-building conference full of ideas (and beer, judging by the lingering hangover) and, inspired by what he had learned, Neville has loosened the Brinkley purse strings and injected some much-needed cash into the firm’s social media efforts. One of Adam’s ideas was to set up a blog (yes, Brinkley’s really is in the dark ages when it comes to social media. Before Adam arrived in the office to rescue us from technological suicide, Brinkley’s didn’t even have a Twitter account) and Karen has agreed to give us a hand for the afternoon. We’re going to develop some recipes using Brinkley’s biscuits and post them onto the blog. Katey-Louise had originally wanted to play the role of glamorous assistant to Adam but she took one look at what she would have to wear to comply with health and safety rules and dropped out. So now I’m playing the not-so-glamorous assistant in my overalls and hairnet.

‘I printed out a lemon and ginger nut cheesecake recipe.’ Adam places the printout and a bag of ingredients on the stainless steel counter.

Karen gives it a quick glance and nods her head. ‘Looks easy enough. Delilah, why don’t you crush the biscuits while Adam melts the butter?’

Crushing the biscuits is a lot of fun, especially as I pretend the ginger nuts are Ben’s face.

‘I think that’s enough.’ Karen places a hand on my arm to stop me whacking the bag of biscuits with my rolling pin again. There would have been nothing but ginger nut dust if I’d been left to my own devices. ‘I always picture my ex-husband.’ Karen winks at me before she moves on with the recipe.

The next steps of the recipe aren’t as much fun as the biscuit bashing, but Adam, Karen and I have a lovely afternoon in the development kitchen. It’s nice to be away from the Brinkley crew for a couple of hours and the freedom allows me to enjoy myself. Adam and Karen are a laugh and we joke around as we make the cheesecake. Adam takes a few photos as we go along, which he’ll add to the blog and Instagram when we get back to the office.

‘And that’s it,’ Karen says once we’ve spooned the filling on top of the biscuit base and added a bit of lemon zest for decoration. ‘We’ll leave this in the fridge overnight and then it’ll be ready.’

‘That wasn’t so bad,’ Adam says. He looks relieved that we haven’t burned the kitchen down to rubble. ‘Have you got any other ideas of things we could make out of Brinkley’s biscuits?’

Karen pops our cheesecake into one of the fridges. ‘Rocky road bites would work really well and they’re so easy to make. We could also come up with a new ice cream flavour. That’s always fun. We could have a go now if you’ve got time?’

Using Brinkley’s shortcake biscuits and chopped up strawberries, we make a strawberry shortcake ice cream that smells divine. While the mixture is in the ice cream maker, we make a start on the rocky road bites.

‘I should make some of these with my nephews,’ Adam says, licking a splatter of melted chocolate from his wrist.

‘You have nephews?’ I don’t know that much about Adam. We’ve chatted in the office and here in the kitchen, but it’s been about our hobbies and film and TV and now food we like. I don’t know anything personal about Adam. Like if he has a girlfriend. Or a wife.

‘Two of them. Isaac and Luke.’ Adam’s face lights up as he says the names and I can tell he adores them. I half expect him to whip out his wallet and show me their photos.

‘How old are they?’ We haven’t finished making the ice cream yet but I decide to get a head start on the washing up, filling up the sink with hot soapy water. Karen has popped out of the kitchen for a breather, which I assume is a code word for a sneaky cigarette break.

‘Isaac’s four and Luke’s just turned three.’ Adam joins me at the sink with a tea towel once he’s placed the trays of rocky road into the fridge. ‘They can be a bit of a handful but they’re good kids.’

The conversation moves away from Adam’s nephews as we wash and dry the equipment we’ve used, moving back to the familiar ground of entertainment. Adam tells me about his favourite films, which are mostly action but with the odd comedy thrown in and I tell him about my love of musicals.

‘Which is your favourite?’ Adam asks as he places a clean, dry mixing bowl on the side. I take a moment to consider my options. It’s a tough choice as there are so many great ones to choose from.

‘I love the glamour of the older musicals like My Fair Lady and Singin’ In the Rain but I also love the fun of the newer ones and the revivals like Hairspray.’ I tilt my head to one side as I scrub at a particularly stubborn clump on a wooden spoon. ‘But I think my absolute favourite has to be Annie – the original – as it was the first one I watched. My grandma bought me the video one Christmas and I was hooked.’ I’m half tempted to break out into the chorus of “Tomorrow” but manage to restrain myself. ‘It makes me feel like a little girl again whenever I watch it.’

‘Wow.’ Adam takes the wooden spoon from me and wipes it dry. ‘You put a lot of thought into that.’ He’s grinning at me, so I’m pretty sure Adam is only teasing but my cheeks start to feel hot. Ben always said my love of musicals, and Annie in particular, was juvenile. Perhaps he was right.

‘I’m going to check on the ice cream.’ I dry my hands on a towel before switching off the ice cream maker and checking the consistency. I’m not entirely sure what we’re aiming for but it should be done about now so I pour the mixture into a large tub and pop it into the freezer.

‘This has been fun,’ Adam says when I return to the sink with the ice cream maker’s mixing bowl and paddle. ‘We should think of some more recipes to put on the blog. It beats being squeezed into the office.’

‘Don’t you like being squeezed up against Katey-Louise?’ I’m blatantly fishing to see if he fancies her and want to bite off my tongue as soon as the words are out of my mouth. The last thing I want is to make Adam think I fancy him. Because I don’t. Obviously.

Ok maybe a teeny bit, but only from afar. I can appreciate a gorgeous man without wanting to hop into the sack with him, can’t I?

‘She seems nice enough but she’s a bit young for me. How old is she? Twenty, twenty-one?’

‘Nineteen.’

Adam’s eyes widen. They’re a beautiful, rich brown framed by thick, dark lashes. I’m not paying particular attention to his eyes (or any other body part) but they’re hard to miss when they’re popping out.

‘Wow. Nineteen.’ Adam gives a sigh. ‘To be nineteen again.’

I can’t help but laugh at his serious tone. ‘You sound like you’re a pensioner. You’re still young. Relatively.’ I stick my tongue out at Adam and he whips me with his towel. ‘Seriously though, you’re what? Early thirties?’

‘Very early. Thirty-one.’

‘See. That’s barely out of your twenties.’ I finish washing the ice cream maker equipment and empty the water out of the washing up bowl. ‘There’s plenty of life left in you, I’m sure.’

‘I hope so.’

I grab a towel and help Adam to finish drying. Once everything is put away and we’ve wiped down the counters, we join Karen in a little room off the kitchen where she’s now sitting with a cup of tea.

‘All done?’ Karen asks. She’s sitting on the sofa with a magazine, her shoes kicked off to one side and her hairnet slung over the arm of the sofa. ‘Help yourself to a cup of tea or coffee. I wish I could offer you a biscuit but they’ve all been wolfed down.’ She surreptitiously swipes at a few crumbs on her white overalls.

‘Thanks but I should be getting back to the office.’ Adam holds up the camera he’s looped around his neck. ‘I need to get the photos and recipes uploaded on the blog. I’m hoping the cheesecake one will be ready to go live tomorrow.’

‘I’d better be getting back too.’ I’d have quite liked to sit and skive with a cup of tea for a few minutes, but it won’t look right if Adam returns without me. This is his project after all and I’m only assisting him.

‘Thanks for all your help,’ Adam says to Karen. Her eyes are firmly on her magazine and she doesn’t lift them as she raises a hand to wave goodbye.

‘No worries. Give me a shout if you need any more help in the kitchen.’

The development kitchen is only a short walk away from the Portakabin office but Adam and I take our time, stretching out the time we have left before we join the others as much as possible. This is it; our little project is pretty much at an end. Tomorrow Adam will take the ice cream and rocky road out of the fridge and freezer to take some more photos for the blog but he won’t need my help for that. So it’s back to the real world of work, which for me means plenty of filing, typing up letters and emails and answering the phone while pretending Katey-Louise isn’t fluttering around the place.

‘Any exciting plans for the weekend?’ Adam asks as we wander across to the Portakabin.

‘I have plans,’ I tell him. ‘But I’m not sure how exciting they’ll be. My friend’s a PE teacher so I’m going to watch his pupils take part in a five-a-side tournament.’ This is Lauren’s idea, and not because she wants to support Ryan. The five-a-side tournament is, apparently, the perfect place for me to meet a potential Wedding Date.

‘I want to take a grownup as my date, not a pubescent boy,’ I’d pointed out and Lauren had looked at me as though I was dense.

‘I’m not expecting you to date the players. I’m talking about the spectators, you doofus.’

So I’m going to be spending my Saturday morning on a muddy football pitch instead of hanging around the house in my PJs.

Joy.

‘How about you?’ I ask Adam. ‘Any plans, exciting or otherwise?’

‘I’ll be looking after my nephews.’ Adam reaches for the Portakabin door and holds it open for me. ‘I might even give the rocky road recipe a go with them.’

Hanging out with a couple of kids? Suddenly that muddy field seems a lot more alluring.


Chapter 9

Jumping Straight Back Into The Dating Game

Text Message:

Ryan: Code Red

Delilah: Eh?

Ryan: Code Red. I’m on a date with that girl I met on Twitter. Code Red means she’s a fruitcake so you need to phone me with an emergency so I can get out of here

Delilah: Do your own dirty work! Pig!

Ryan: Come on, Delilah. Please!

Ryan: Code Red!

Ryan: CODE RED!

‘See anybody you fancy?’

Lauren and I are standing out on a muddy field, pretending we’re not utterly miserable as Ryan’s football team plays against another local school. Ryan is in his element, jogging up and down the perimeter while yelling encouragement to his pupils. This isn’t my favourite way to spend my Saturday mornings but Lauren and I try to support Ryan whenever we can’t think of a reason to get out of it and, it turns out, when I’m on the hunt for a man.

‘I keep telling you, this isn’t about fancying anybody.’ I blow on my fingers to try to warm them up but it doesn’t work. ‘I’m not looking for an actual boyfriend.’

‘I know, I know.’ Lauren rolls her eyes. ‘You’re looking for a temporary love interest.’

‘Love doesn’t even come into it!’ My heart isn’t going anywhere near this project. It’s in tatters enough as it is.

Lauren lets out an exasperated puff of air. ‘It’s a figure of speech.’ We both jump as a roar erupts around us; Ryan’s team has scored a goal. We cheer along and pretend we’ve been paying attention to the match. ‘But you have to find the guy attractive, right? You can’t date somebody you don’t fancy.’

‘I can.’ And I will – it’ll probably make this whole project easier. Nothing muddies a plan like raging hormones.

‘What if you met somebody seriously hot and he asked you out?’

‘I don’t know.’ I haven’t had to face that dilemma as I haven’t really found anybody ‘seriously hot’ since Ben. I’ve found men cute and charming and I’ve even had a bit of cheeky flirting going on with a few, but that’s just a bit of fun.

Ryan looks our way so Lauren and I jostle about a bit and shout out a few ‘nice shots’ and ‘come on, boys’ to show our enthusiasm for the match.

‘What about that guy over there?’ Lauren asks once Ryan’s attention is back on the field and we can act naturally again. ‘He keeps checking you out.’

‘Who?’ I have a good look around at the spectators but Lauren grabs me by the arm and pulls me in close.

‘Don’t make it so obvious,’ she hisses. ‘But the guy with the red trainers.’

I look down at the ground until I spot them. I’m suitably impressed when my eyes trail up the body. ‘I suppose he is pretty cute. Is he seriously checking me out?’ My answer comes when he turns to face me and gives me a wide smile. ‘Oh, cripes. He’s coming over.’

Any hint of bravado leaves my body as the bloke comes to a standstill in front of me.

‘I haven’t seen you here before, have I?’ It’s only a tiny fairy step up from the gag-tastic “do you come here often?” line but I find myself forgiving him, mainly because he’s cute and could be a contender for Project Wedding Date. Lauren and I don’t make these trips to the football pitch a regular occurrence but we do occasionally turn up and I haven’t noticed him before either. But then I have been walking around in a bit of a daze since Ben. Deciding to date again – in whatever form – has obviously opened my eyes to cute guys again, which can only be good news.

‘That’s my nephew, Lewis.’ He points out one of the boys but I can’t tell which one – they all look the same to me – but it’s one of Ryan’s lot and not the opposition.

‘We’re here with the boys’ PE teacher.’ I point out Ryan, who is yelling something across the field and waving his arms about.

‘But he’s just a friend,’ Lauren chips in. ‘Delilah’s single.’

My cheeks burst into flames. I’d forgotten how excruciating dating can be. It was never like this with Ben, which proves how right we are for each other.

‘Delilah? Nice name.’ I swear to all that is holy that if this guy starts crooning Tom Jones at me, I’m walking away. But he simply smiles while I go a bit redder in the cheeks department.

‘Do you have a name?’ Lauren asks and I glare at her. Does he have a name? No wonder she’s single too if this is how she initiates conversations.

Instead of backing away never to be seen again – which he should – he laughs and nods his head. ‘I’m Jack. And yes, before you ask.’ He half turns towards Lauren but keeps his gaze on me. ‘I’m single too.’

‘It’s like fate!’ Lauren looks past us, towards the football pitch before placing her hand on Jack’s arm. ‘Will you excuse me? I think Ryan’s trying to get my attention.’

Ryan isn’t trying to get her attention at all. When Jack and I look out onto the pitch, Ryan is caught up in trying to break up a scuffle between the opposing teams.

‘Does your friend play Cupid often?’ Jack asks as Lauren weaves her way through the crowd.

‘Fortunately not.’ My cheeks are still quite warm but the fact that Jack hasn’t run a mile is quite promising. Could Jack be it? Could he be my plus one for Francesca’s wedding? I try to see him through Ben’s eyes and conclude that yes, Jack is a pretty good contender. He’s taller than Ben without towering over me ominously, handsome without being arrogant (I have to admit – begrudgingly – that Ben had a tad of arrogance about him) and he seems like pleasant enough company.

‘She means well,’ I say and Jack nods effusively.

‘Oh, yes. Absolutely.’ Jack nods a bit more. ‘She seems like a good friend.’

Ben never really liked Lauren. He said I became loud and uncouth whenever I was with her, which is totally unfair. I can be loud and uncouth without Lauren’s encouragement, thank you very much.

‘I should go and find Lewis.’ The whistle has been blown, signalling the end of the match. Ryan’s team has won two-nil. ‘But I’d really like to see you again.’

‘Yes,’ I decide. ‘I’d like to see you again too.’

Jack’s snowed under with work at the moment so I don’t get to see him until the following week. We’ve sent texts back and forth and Jack has phoned me a couple of times but it’s good to see him again and confirm that I didn’t imagine how cute he is. Yes, he will definitely look good as my plus one. Jack picks me up and tells me we’re heading to a lovely little restaurant in the countryside. It takes quite a while to get there but Jack assures me it will be worth it.

‘What do you think?’ Jack asks when we finally arrive at the secluded pub restaurant.

I look around the small, dark room. It isn’t quite what I was expecting but it’s a quaint little place with a proper open fire. ‘It’s cosy. And quiet.’ Quiet is an understatement. There’s only one other customer; an elderly man in a tweed jacket and mud-encrusted wellies who’s nursing a pint of bitter.

‘Good.’ Jack winks at me. ‘That means I get you all to myself.’

The landlord wanders out from the back of the pub and looks taken aback to see new customers in his establishment. He blinks at us before asking what we’d like.

‘You serve food, don’t you?’ Jack asks. He takes his phone out and tries to open his internet browser but there’s no signal here. ‘It said you did on TripAdvisor.’

I’m surprised at Jack’s words. From the way he’s been talking, I assumed he’d been here before, several times. I thought it was his favourite place to dine.

‘Aye, we do food.’ The landlord nods and leads us to a table by the fire, producing a menu which consists of a single laminated sheet of paper. ‘Are you having a starter?’

There is only one starter available: soup of the day.

‘What soup is it today?’ I ask as I shrug off my jacket.

‘Heinz tomato, love.’

We decide to have a starter plus a main course of sausage and chips for me and egg and chips for Jack. Neither of us fancied the third and final choice of liver and onions.

‘I’m so sorry about this,’ Jack says as the landlord heads off to the kitchen. ‘It has five stars on TripAdvisor, I swear.’

‘I thought you’d been here before.’

‘I have but it was a couple of years ago. They must have changed hands since.’

‘Never mind.’ Jack looks so crestfallen but the location of our date isn’t what’s important. As long as we have a nice evening together, that’s all that matters.

And we do have a nice evening. The food is edible and we have the added bonus of a drunken serenade by the man in the wellies as we eat. Jack and I chat about our lives and work and Jack tells me about his nephew, who is in Year Eight at Ryan’s school.

‘Do you want kids of your own?’ I ask and Jack nods. We’ve finished our meal and the landlord has taken away our dishes but we’ve remained by the fire where it’s cosy. The landlord has disappeared again and with the only sounds coming from the back of the pub where the man in wellies is attempting to woo a wilting pot plant with a ballad and the crackle from the fire in front of us, we could be in our own little cottage.

‘One day. I love kids. I just have to meet the right girl first.’ Jack chooses that moment to lean in and kiss me, to convey that maybe, given time, I could be that girl. ‘I’m sorry. Was that too soon?’

‘No, it’s fine. Really.’ It’s an odd sensation being attached to lips that don’t belong to Ben. Jack’s lips feel different and the fuzzy feeling is missing from my tummy, but it’s a pleasant enough kiss and I wasn’t expecting – or wanting – fireworks anyway.

‘I think this could be it,’ I tell Lauren. We’re once again standing on a muddy field as Ryan’s football team tear up and down the pitch. It’s freezing so we’re bundled up in thick coats, hats, scarves and gloves to ward off the cold. We’d usually find some excuse to stay at home (in the warm) but I’m hoping to see Jack again. We agreed to see each other after our date but Jack has been busy with work again and we haven’t had the chance to meet up.

‘The kiss was that good?’ Lauren asks and I give her a chiding look.

‘No, Lauren. The kiss was ok but you know I’m not looking for Mr Right.’ I’ve already found him but unfortunately he’s set on making Eden Mrs Right and not me. ‘Why are you so fixated on seeing me settled down? What about you?’

‘What about me? I don’t need a date for Francesca’s wedding.’

‘That’s not what I’m talking about.’ I take a furtive glance around the field but Jack doesn’t seem to be here. ‘I’m talking about you finding yourself a boyfriend. A real, permanent one.’

Lauren gives a wave of her hand. ‘I’m fine as I am.’

‘I don’t think you are.’ I sneak another glance for Jack. ‘You’re as hung up on Courtney as I am on Ben.’

Lauren gives a humourless laugh. ‘I am not.’

‘You really are.’ I take another look around the crowd gathered on the side lines. ‘Oh, there he is!’ I’m up on my tiptoes when I spot Jack loitering at the back. Grabbing Lauren’s arm, I start to drag her through the crowds but stop abruptly when I see that he isn’t alone.

‘Who’s she?’ Lauren asks but I shrug. ‘His sister?’ Lauren thrusts a thumb at the pitch. ‘The kid’s mum?’

All the tension that has been building up in my body and making my shoulders rise higher and higher leaves my body in a sudden rush. I visibly deflate, only just managing to stay upright as my suddenly floppy body makes for the muddy ground.

‘Of course it’s his sister!’ Still, I’m in no rush to go over there. As much as I enjoyed my date with Jack, I really don’t want to meet his family. I melt back into the crowd, taking Lauren with me.

‘Um, Delilah.’ I feel the resistance as Lauren stops, her body refusing to be led back to our original spot. ‘I don’t think that’s Jack’s sister after all.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask but one look at Jack tells me everything I need to know. It seems the mystery woman enjoys Jack’s kisses much more than I did on our date.


Chapter 10

The Pub Quiz

Text Message:

Delilah: What’s the capital of the Faroe Islands?

Dad: Are you at the pub quiz? Because that’s cheating

Delilah: Dad! I wouldn’t cheat! I’m not even at the quiz. Lauren and I are planning a holiday and we were thinking of the Faroe Islands and wanted a bit more info

Dad: Where in the world are the Faroe Islands?

Delilah: In the sea? Just tell me the capital. Pleeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeease!

Dad: The capital is F

Delilah: Funny

Dad: The capital to that is also F

I’ve calmed down about the whole Jack-kissing-another-woman thing by the following day. I mean, it’s no big deal, is it? We’d been on one measly little date – that hardly constitutes a committed relationship. Besides, being upset by the kiss is a tad hypocritical of me when essentially I’m just using Jack as a prop to prove that I’m over my ex and not for an actual relationship.

‘He’s married.’ Ryan’s words send my reasonable mood into turmoil. ‘I had a word with Lewis – subtly, obviously – and his Uncle Jack is married to his Aunty Kate.’

‘Married?’ The news punches me in the stomach and I place a protective hand across my middle. ‘Jack is married?’

I feel awful, and not just because this scuppers my Project Wedding Date plans. His poor wife! From the way they were snogging like a pair of horny teenagers at the football match, their marriage isn’t in jeopardy and she clearly has no idea what her darling husband is up to. The pig! No wonder he took me out to the middle of nowhere for our date. He didn’t want to get caught out.

‘I feel so stupid.’

‘You have nothing to feel stupid about.’ Lauren takes hold of my hand and gives it a squeeze. ‘Jack is the one who should feel stupid for being such a sleaze.’

‘Do you think I should tell his wife?’ I’m hoping my friends with reply with a big, fat NO. I can’t bear to break that poor woman’s heart.

‘I don’t know about that. You’d be opening a can of worms with that revelation.’ Ryan, bless him, comes to my rescue. ‘Are you prepared for the fallout? Because it won’t be Jack she blames. It’ll be you.’

‘Why would she blame Delilah?’ Lauren asks. ‘He’s the one doing the dirty.’

Ryan gives a helpless shrug. ‘You know what you women are like.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Lauren’s eyes are almost popping out of her skull and I scan the pub for a hiding place. Talk about opening a can of worms, Ryan. ‘You women? What is that supposed to mean?’

Luckily Clifford comes to the rescue and announces the start to the pub quiz. Sunday evenings are always spent in The Farthing for the weekly quiz. Lauren, Ryan and I form a team – occasionally with Ryan’s latest squeeze tagging along – called Two Short Planks. You may think this name is amusing and tongue in cheek, but sadly we didn’t come up with the name ourselves and I suspect there were no tongues planted in cheeks when the name was hurled at us from across the room.

We’d been taking part in the pub quiz for a few weeks (coming last, every single time) but we hadn’t found ‘our’ name. Ryan had suggested One Man and His Dogs (and had walked with a profound limp for the next few days) while I’d suggested Greased Lightning and Lauren wanted Law and Disorder. Each week we’d argue over our team name, delaying the quiz by at least half an hour. The other teams became increasingly agitated by our lack of agreement and there was even a murmur of kicking us out of the quiz altogether.

Miserable, nerdy gits.

‘Nobody’s getting kicked out,’ Quiz Master Clifford had said. ‘But you do need to come up with a name, and fast. We can’t have this every week.’

‘Let’s just go with Law and Disorder,’ Lauren said, her tone implying she was the one backing down.

‘I don’t think so. Let’s go with Greased Lightning.’

‘Or Beauties and the Beast.’ Ryan, in a bid to save his ability to walk, had changed tack. But it was too late. Lauren and I both refused to roll over and let another team member win.

‘For Pete’s sake!’ Kenneth from The Know It Ales threw up his hands. ‘Why don’t you call yourself Two Short Planks?’ His suggestion earned a titter among the other groups while Lauren’s jaw dropped.

‘Are you calling us thick?’

‘What do you think?’ Kenneth asked.

Lauren turned to me for back up, but what could I say? Our track record hardly proved otherwise.

‘Just stick it down,’ I told Ryan, who was in charge of the pen. Lauren couldn’t be bothered arguing any more and so we became Two Short Planks and lived up to our name every week.

‘Are we all ready?’ Clifford asks now as he looks around the room.

‘Nope,’ Lauren says, which earns a groan from the other groups. ‘We haven’t got a drink.’

‘Who cares?’ Kenneth taps his watch. ‘The quiz starts at eight. You should be prepared.’

‘I either go and get a round in now or in the middle of the quiz,’ Lauren tells him. ‘Take your pick.’

Kenneth mumbles something under his breath but he doesn’t put up a fight as Lauren starts to gather our empty glasses.

‘I’ll go,’ I offer. ‘It’s my round.’

‘Will one of you go – and hurry up?’ Kenneth taps his watch again with a heavy sigh.

‘Aren’t you worried about Dan?’ Lauren asks. I’ve been avoiding The Farthing since my disastrous date with the barman and have managed to steer clear of him until now but it’s time I grew a pair.

‘It’ll be fine.’ With my shoulders back and head held high, I march to the bar. It’s been two weeks since our date and as Dan hasn’t attempted to get in touch with me, I assume he feels the same way as I do.

Dan is in his rightful place behind the bar when I arrive and I almost chicken out and scurry back to our table. I can’t do this. Dan and I went on a terrible date – how can I chat to him like nothing has happened?

‘Delilah!’ Dan sees me and beckons me over. I have no choice but to go to him.

‘Hello, Dan.’ I attempt a nonchalant lean on the bar and end up sticking my elbow in a puddle of spilled beer. ‘How are you?’ I feel stiff and awkward, my smile as genuine as a politician’s in the run up to a general election. Where has the easy, flirtatious atmosphere gone?

‘I’m good.’ Dan collects my empty glasses and in the moment he turns to load them into the dishwasher, I contemplate fleeing. I won’t even return to my friends. They can quiz without me (they did better without me, so they’ll probably be glad of my disappearance). I’ll go home and dive under my covers and when I wake up in the morning (without my usual Monday morning hangover, which will be nice) this will all be a distant memory.

‘So where’ve you been hiding?’ Dan is back. I haven’t fled. I’m standing in the exact same spot. Foolish girl!

I fake a laugh. ‘Been busy. Work and stuff.’ I want to go home.

‘I was beginning to suspect you were avoiding me after our date.’

‘Ha ha.’ Even the politicians would be wincing at my clearly fake smile now. ‘Of course not. That was a great night.’

Liar, liar, pants on fire.

‘We should do it again.’ Dan must see the fake smile drop because he jumps in quickly, leaning across the bar towards me, expertly missing the puddle of beer. ‘But it doesn’t have to be one of my gigs this time.’ Bless him. I wouldn’t describe the shambles that he and his so-called band put on as a ‘gig’. ‘We can do something else. Go for a drink. Not here, obviously. How about we go into town?’

Part of me is begging myself to just say yes. Say yes and end this torture. I can’t stand to see the pleading look on Dan’s face, the beginnings of a dimple as he smiles hopefully at me.

But I can’t. As tortuous as Dan’s expectant little face is, it’s nothing compared to the torture of that date.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ There. I’ve said it. I’m quite proud of myself.

‘It doesn’t have to be town. We could go for something to eat. There’s this all-you-can-eat place we sometimes go to.’ Dan laughs. ‘Munch has a lifetime ban. That lad can eat.’

‘No. No thank you.’ I’m surprised by how assertive I sound. So is Dan. He blinks at me, taken aback by my rejection. ‘I don’t think we should see each other again. On a date, that is. Here is fine, obviously.’

‘But why?’

Does he genuinely not know? ‘We don’t have any chemistry, do we?’ It’s kinder than saying I can’t stand being around your immature pals and your band is embarrassingly rubbish.

‘Oh.’ Dan blinks at me again. His dimple is nowhere to be seen. ‘Oh. Right. No, I suppose not.’ Dan straightens up from his casual lean on the bar. ‘What can I get you then?’

‘Two pints and a red wine please.’ Is this it? Am I in the clear? Wow, this was easier than I expected. I’d worried for nothing. ‘Are we ok then?’

‘Yeah.’ Dan pushes himself away from the bar and busies himself with my order. I pay, smiling at Dan in what I hope is a friendly and non-smug way.

‘Delilah? Are you going to be much longer?’ I turn as Clifford calls from the quiz area. He’s waiting rather impatiently, microphone poised and question sheet held in front of him.

‘One second.’ I grab the change Dan is holding out to me, shoving it roughly into my pocket before gathering up the drinks and hurrying back to my table.

‘How did it go?’ Lauren asks as I place the drinks on the table.

I pretend Clifford isn’t glaring at me. ‘Good. Better than I thought it would. I told him we had no chemistry and he took it well.’ I take the change out of my pocket, ready to put it away in my purse. ‘Oh. Maybe he didn’t take it as well as I’d thought.’ I slump down in my seat and hold out my hand for Lauren and Ryan to see. Amongst my change is a five pound note with the words ‘FUCK YOU’ scrawled across it in black marker.


Chapter 11

The Brinkleys

Text Message:

Delilah: Can you get sent down for battering your boss to death with his own mouse mat?

Lauren: That would be quite a beating, but yes. Murder is murder, however comical

I can clearly remember the day I walked into the Brinkley’s office, my A Level qualifications still hot off the press and proudly displayed on my freshly penned CV. I’d applied for dozens upon dozens of jobs as Mum was being a particular pain in the bum as my sister Clara, who had only been home for a matter of weeks after finishing her degree, was planning to spend a year travelling before she started working towards her accountancy exams. Mum was desperate to keep her not only in the UK but under her roof for as long as possible and was trying every annoying tactic in the book; pleading, bribery, emotional blackmail and sobbing for hours at a time. I needed a job – and fast – so that I could move out of the Mad House and regain some sort of sanity. Brinkley’s, being my very first interview, was my shot at independence.

I strode towards the Portakabin, my confident footwork belying the fact that my legs felt like they were made of watery jelly. My CV was tucked safely in the briefcase I’d borrowed from Clara (without her knowledge. The stingy cow wouldn’t have let me borrow it if I’d asked) and I thought I was the absolute bee’s knees, the very essence of sophistication and professionalism.

I paused at the door. Did I knock and enter or knock and wait? Would it be rude if I strode in there like I owned the joint or would it give the impression that I was a wet lettuce if I hovered outside?

‘Here for the interview?’

I jumped a mile at the voice behind me and dropped Clara’s briefcase. The woman behind me tutted and marched past me, sidestepping the briefcase.

‘Come on then.’ She opened the door and led me into the Portakabin. It was quite small inside, with just two desks and a small kitchenette. To the left of me was a separate office, sectioned off from the rest of the room with walls that didn’t quite reach the ceiling. I could hear a voice shouting from within and my knees began to quiver.

‘Sit down. He won’t be a minute.’ The woman pulled a chair out from one of the desks for me before plonking herself at the other. ‘So what’s your name?’

‘Delilah,’ I rasped. I cleared my throat and tried again. ‘Delilah James.’

‘I’m Denise.’ She lifted her chin as though the name should have vast importance to me. It didn’t. I was here to see a Neville Brinkley. ‘Have you worked in an office before?’

I shook my head. I’d never worked anywhere before.

‘First job?’

I nodded, flinching as the sound of shouting pulsed over the partition.

‘Hmm.’ Denise didn’t look particularly impressed with this admission. ‘The last girl didn’t stay with us long. I hope you’re not flighty.’ Denise didn’t wait for an answer, but it wasn’t as if I was going to pipe up that yes, I was very flighty indeed. Says so on my CV in fact. Heaving herself out of her chair, Denise made her way towards the kitchenette so I took the opportunity to have a gander at the office. The job description had sounded quite exciting in the newspaper ad, with it being in a biscuit factory and everything, but now I was here it all seemed a bit bland.

The phone on Denise’s desk suddenly sprang into life, giving me my second fright of the day.

‘Get that, will you?’ Denise asked as she plopped a teabag into a cup. ‘We’ll call it a practice run.’

I’d answered the phone a million times before, but never in a professional capacity so my stomach was a hive of nerves as I scurried towards the desk and picked up the receiver. I used my very best telephone voice and ended up sounding like a complete berk.

‘It’s Bower Green,’ I told Denise, recognising the name of the posh school Francesca had gone to.

‘The girls’ or boys’?’ Denise put the kettle down and thundered back to her desk, snatching the phone from my hand. ‘Like I need to ask. Hello? Denise Brinkley speaking.’

I wandered back to my chair as Denise chatted on the phone. She was polite until the point she slammed the receiver down. ‘Bloody school! I pay them a fortune and for what? So the stuck-up bugger of a head can talk all snooty to me?’ She grabbed her handbag from under the desk and started to throw items into it, not noticing that in her angered state she’d added a hole-punch. ‘It’s a bloody joke. I pay his bloody wages, the snobby little –’ She stopped and smiled at me. It was so sickly sweet against her blazing eyes that I was terrified. Even more so than I had been as I’d arrived for the interview. ‘Listen to me going on, ha ha. Please excuse me for a moment.’

Neville was still yelling at the poor soul on the receiving end of his call but Denise rapped on the door anyway.

‘What is it?’ Neville barked.

‘I need to go and have a word with Katey-Lou’s teacher. Again.’ Denise turned to me with that sickly sweet smile again but I dropped my gaze and pretended I was utterly fascinated with the clasp on Clara’s briefcase. ‘Delilah James is here.’

‘Who?’

‘Delilah James,’ Denise repeated. ‘She’s here for the office junior job.’

‘I’m on a call.’ There was a small window in the partition wall and I could make out a rotund man sitting behind a desk through the half-open blinds. He waggled the phone receiver in the air.

‘What do you want me to do with her then?’ Denise hissed.

‘She’ll have to wait, won’t she?’ Neville barked.

Denise turned to me with a heavy sigh. ‘He won’t be long. Why don’t you demonstrate your tea-making skills and finish that?’ She waved a hand at the kettle as she strode towards the door. ‘Neville likes his tea strong and unsweetened. Do make yourself one too.’

Denise marched out of the office but luckily I didn’t have to wait too much longer before the door to the internal office swung open and I was beckoned by the big boss man himself. Neville was tall and stout with an authoritative air about him that made Clara’s briefcase rattle like a maraca as I made my way towards him.

‘Shut the door.’ Neville strode to the far side of his desk and plonked himself down. ‘Take a seat.’

I did as I was told, placing the briefcase on the floor and nudging it under the desk with my foot. Neville rifled through some papers before he found the one he was looking for.

‘Delilah James?’ He squinted at the copy of my CV I’d emailed over when applying for the position.

‘Yes.’ My voice was a pathetic squeak. I’d have rejected me immediately but Neville shifted in his seat before treating me to a history of his company, from its domestic kitchen conception and market stall trading to its current day position in the biscuit world.

‘We’re a luxury brand,’ he told me, his chin lifting and his nostrils flaring as he shared this information with pride. ‘We’ve got some fantastic contacts but we’re hoping to expand. This time next year we should be a household name.’

I’ve been working at Brinkley’s for six years and we’re still no McVitie’s.

‘Tell me about yourself, Delilah.’ Neville sank back in his chair and placed my CV down on his desk. ‘What would you bring to my business?’

I must have answered but I can’t recall what my words were. Perhaps I’ve blocked them out because it’s easier that way. But whatever I said, it did the trick and I found myself being offered the position of office junior.

‘See you on Monday then,’ Neville said as I headed for the door, Clara’s briefcase still jangling in my hand despite my success.

Just what had I got myself into?

A nightmare. That is what I got myself into. Neville is completely motivated by profits – often to the detriment of his staff – while Denise is only happy when she’s grumbling or stuffing her face with biscuits. And even then she’s never that happy. Then there are the younger Brinkleys, who never actually do any work as far as I can see. I’d have gone quite mad if it wasn’t for Adam and his shield against the totalitarianism of The Brinkleys.

‘Staff meeting!’ Neville doesn’t even bother to rise from his seat as he hollers to the rest of us. We dutifully troop into Neville’s office, packing ourselves in until breathing becomes a luxury. Luckily Jasper has remained at his desk, unaware that a meeting has been called due to the ever-present headphones plonked over his ears. Nobody rouses him. There’s little point.

‘Durban Food Festival.’ Neville turns his computer screen so we can see the website detailing the festival none of us has ever heard of until this point. ‘It’s taking place in four months and I want us to be there.’

‘Is that a castle?’ Katey-Louise is peering at the computer screen and clearly taking in the important details. ‘A real, actual castle?’

‘Yes.’ Neville rights the screen, shifting the tantalising images from Katey-Louise’s view. ‘It takes place at Durban Castle and I want us – and our new line – there. It’s great publicity and it’ll give us the chance to try out our new shortbread and garner feedback before we launch.’ Neville grabs a pile of printouts and hands them out to each of us. ‘I want everyone on board, especially you, Delilah. I want you to take charge on this.’

‘Her?’ Katey-Louise jabs a finger towards me. We’re packed in so close, it makes contact. Ouch. ‘Why not me?’

Katey-Louise isn’t one for volunteering for extra work, but this is special extra work because it involves a castle. I’d bet the contents of my bank account (which isn’t all that much, to be frank) that she’s picturing herself wafting about Durban Castle in a floaty dress and a tiara.

‘There’s a lot of organisation involved, sweetheart,’ Neville tells his daughter.

‘I’m a very organised person,’ Katey-Louise counters. ‘Just look at how well my vlog’s doing. Do you realise how much time and effort I put into keeping it up and running?’

Katey-Louise runs her own hair and beauty vlog. I know exactly how much time and effort it takes because I’ve seen her uploading her videos to YouTube during work hours.

‘This is a little bit different to posting your videos, sweetheart.’ Neville gives Katey-Louise an apologetic shrug but she isn’t willing to give up her dreams of lording it around a castle that easy.

‘You don’t have any faith in me, do you?’ Katey-Louise’s lip trembles as her eyes fill up with tears. She blinks rapidly until a couple fall onto her cheeks.

‘Oh, sweetheart. I do have faith in you.’ Neville taps his fingers on his desk. He’s weighing up the chances of Katey-Louise pulling off this project against the earache he’ll receive if he doesn’t give her a chance. ‘Fine. You’re in charge.’

‘Yes!’ Katey-Louise grins at me and gives her hair a flick. If she thinks she’s got one up on me, she’s very much mistaken. She’s just taken weeks of work and stress off my shoulders.

‘Want to sneak off for lunch?’ Adam whispers as we file out of Neville’s office.

I look at Katey-Louise, who’s already researching princess-themed hairstyles for the festival, and nod. ‘Yes please. Let’s get out of here.’

Adam Sinclair started working at Brinkley’s six months ago, and while I was still in the full throes of grief after my breakup with Ben, even I could appreciate just how gorgeous he was. Adam’s build is pretty intimidating, being both tall and broad, but his smile is kind and genuine and he has a lovely groove in each cheek, which grows as his smile widens. His skin has a lovely golden tan, contrasted by dark brows and neat, cropped hair.

He is, quite simply, delicious.

Not that I would ever try to move our relationship to anything other than the friendly-work-colleagues thing we’ve got going on, for several reasons:

a) mixing my work and personal life is far too messy;

b) Adam has never made a move; and

c) Ben.

It is perhaps because of these reasons that I feel so at ease with Adam. We can have a bit of a flirt, but it’s safe because nothing is ever going to happen between us. He’s a great guy and provides a buffer against the Brinkleys but I can’t imagine being with anyone – on a serious, non-Wedding-Date-Project way – other than Ben.

‘So how do you think Katey-Louise is going to get on with the festival?’ Adam asks as we sit down with our lunch. We often sneak across to The Bonnie Dundee, a grubby, largely forgotten about pub on the outskirts of the business park. The décor is questionable and describing the items on our plates as ‘food’ is pushing it, but it’s our little oasis away from the Brinkley Clan.

‘Well, her hair is going to look fabulous.’ Katey-Louise was preening in front of the mirror she keeps in her desk drawer when we left the office, twisting her hair up into elaborate styles while duck-facing at her reflection. ‘She’s planning on making a new feature for her vlog, apparently.’

‘I heard.’ Adam chuckles as he quotes Katey-Louise. ‘Ten Styles To Bag Yourself An Actual Prince.’

‘I bet I end up doing all the work.’ I stab my fork into what was labelled on the specials board as spaghetti Bolognese, but it’s so rubbery it almost bounces back out again.

‘Give me a shout if you need any help,’ Adam says. ‘And speaking of help, how would you like to get out of the office for the day?’

I would like that very much. ‘How?’

Adam taps the side of his nose. ‘I’m working on a new social media campaign. If Neville gives it the go-ahead, I’ll let you know.’

Adam has only been with Brinkley’s a short while but he’s already made great progress in thrusting us into the here and now of the social media world. Within hours of starting at the company, he’d not only updated the Facebook page so that it was both professional and visually appealing, he’d set up Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest accounts to help spread the word about our biscuits. Neville hadn’t been too impressed with the amount of time Adam had spent taking photos of a mini selection of our biscuits arranged on a saucer with my ‘I Love Tea & Biscuits’ mug that day, but Adam had insisted on getting the photo just right before he uploaded it across our social media platforms. Afterwards, Neville had made sure he put the biscuits back in his special tin, the great big biscuit Scrooge.

As jobs go, it isn’t the worst, is it? Imagine being paid to openly faff about on social media while the rest of us have to do it in secret.

‘Are you ready to go back in there?’ Adam asks when our lunch hour is up. Every instinct is telling me to run in the opposite direction, but that won’t pay the bills. Unfortunately.

‘Let’s go.’

We make our way back to the Portakabin, where Katey-Louise is still preening in front of her mirror.

‘He doesn’t fancy you, you know,’ Katey-Louise tells me as I sit down at my desk. I’m sandwiched between her and Adam – it’s like the good cop, bad cop of the office world.

‘I don’t want him to fancy me.’ This is only half true. I’m no longer interested in men beyond proving a point to Ben, but it would be quite nice if somebody like Adam found me attractive.

Hey, I’m only human.


Chapter 12

Online Dating

Text Message:

Unknown Number: I think we should break up

Delilah: What?

Unknown Number: I’m really sorry but it’s just not the same since we met up in real life. I think we should have kept it online xxx

Delilah: I think you have the wrong number

Unknown Number: Oops! How did it come across though? Too harsh? Do you think she’ll understand? Are the xxxs patronising?

‘What about meeting guys online?’

Lauren and I are mid-vigorous workout at the gym, sweat dripping from our exhausted bodies as we push them to their limits. Just kidding. We are at the gym but we’re strolling on neighbouring treadmills like a couple of Edwardian ladies taking an afternoon wander around the grounds of their picturesque estate.

I’m not put off by my mishap with Dan and the five pound note. I can understand he was hurt and angry by my rejection, even if Lauren can’t. She’d been deeply troubled by the way Dan had vented his feelings.

‘How could he do this? Look, he’s scrawled all over the queen. Poor Lizzie!’

‘It could have been worse,’ I’d pointed out. ‘It could have been a tenner he’d defaced.’

Ryan had found the whole thing hysterical and I’d had to take over pen duty at the quiz as he was laughing so hard he couldn’t write legibly (but at least I had a useful task at the quiz for once. FYI, we came last. Quelle surprise).

Despite my dating disasters with Dan and Jack, I’m not put off trying again and I’m determined to bag myself a boyfriend in time for Francesca’s wedding, but I’m not too sure meeting men online is the way to go.

‘Have you forgotten what happened with Eric?’

Eric was an ex-boyfriend (pre-Ben, obviously!), who I met online in a musicals appreciation chat room. There was never a dull moment with Eric around – he could make washing up the most exhilarating task – but it wasn’t to be. Four months into the relationship, Eric burst out of the closet – quite literally. It happened during a trip to Ikea (an excursion planned by Eric for this very reason). He disappeared inside a huge wardrobe, claiming he was going to find Narnia but instead found his true self. Or at least the courage to let it out.

‘I’m gay, I’m gay, I’m gay!’ Eric had proclaimed as he burst through the doors. Leaping onto a nearby bed, he hopped across the shop floor across the display beds like a frog hopping from lily pad to lily pad until he landed on the ground with a pirouette.

The signs had been there all along but I’d been having too much fun to mind.

‘Eric was fab,’ Lauren says with a wistful sigh. ‘I miss him.’ I’d remained friends with Eric after we split up. He’d been a brilliant companion to have around and never grew bored of watching musicals with me but he’d moved away to California to be with a bloke he’d met in the chat room eighteen months ago. I’m happy for him, I really am, but I miss him too.

‘Anyway,’ Lauren says. ‘You don’t have to meet guys in chat rooms any more. There’s online dating.’

‘I guess…’ I’m not bowled over with excitement about the idea but I’m not ready to reject it either. It isn’t as though I’ve got any ideas of my own tucked up my sleeve. ‘We could give it a go, I suppose.’

‘Yes!’ Lauren jumps off the treadmill and grabs my hand, tugging me out of the room (I say tugging but there is little resistance. I’m more than happy to leave).

‘Can’t I at least have a smoothie before we go?’ We’ve showered and changed and Lauren is now guiding me towards the exit and past the juice bar. Those smoothies are my treat for getting through our workouts; it’s exhausting pretending to exercise.

‘We don’t have time,’ Lauren insists and I give in and allow myself to be dragged out to the car park. ‘We’ll go to my place and get you set up before you change your mind. Text Ryan and see if he’ll meet us there. We could use a male perspective to give you the best chance.’

I try not to take offence at the implication that I can’t find a date by simply being myself. ‘Ryan’s on a date tonight.’

‘Another one? That’s three already this week.’

I shrug. ‘Eleanor’s stepped it up a gear. She wants grandchildren, apparently.’

Lauren lives in a one-bedroom flat above a hairdressers. It’s pretty small but Lauren has made it cosy and I love hanging out here. Mostly because it’s a place away from Mum, Dad and my little brother. The flat is accessed from a door at the back of the property and we find Ryan waiting for us in the tiny shared hallway, chatting to the guy who lives in the basement flat. Lauren says a quick hello before she dives into her flat, pulling me inside with her. Throwing her gym bag on the sofa, she moves across to the desk squeezed into the corner of her sitting room and switches on the computer.

‘Do you hang around Lauren’s flat often?’ I tease when Ryan joins us a moment later.

‘No, I just figured this is where you’d be.’ Ryan flops down on the sofa, stretching out his legs and resting his feet on the coffee table.

Lauren bats his feet down again. ‘What happened to your date?’

‘Nothing happened to it. I went on it. Now it’s finished.’

‘This early?’ Lauren rummages in her gym bag, dragging out the leggings and cropped top she wore for our session.

Ryan nods. ‘It was just dinner.’

Lauren moves into the kitchen with her washing, returning empty handed. ‘Why do you even bother going on these dates?’

Ryan grins. ‘A boy’s got to eat. I’m not going to turn down a free meal.’

Lauren gasps. ‘You make them pay?’

Ryan holds up his hands. ‘I don’t make them do anything. But if they offer…’

‘How chivalrous.’ Lauren’s lip is curled in distaste but Ryan simply shrugs his shoulders.

‘Women are more than happy for a guy to pay so if you want equality… Besides, it ensures they’re not too keen for a second date.’

‘Why don’t you just tell your mum to back off?’ Lauren asks, and Ryan and I both laugh. Lauren clearly doesn’t know Eleanor like we do. ‘What happens when you find a girl you do like? Will she back off then?’

Ryan rubs his chin. ‘Interesting. I’ve never had a relationship that lasted long enough to find out.’ Ryan joins Lauren at the computer and loops his arm around her shoulders. ‘How about we hook up and see what happens?’

‘Ugh.’ Lauren shudders. ‘Don’t even kid about that kind of thing.’

‘I’m hurt.’ Ryan unhooks himself from Lauren and perches on the edge of the desk. Lauren pushes him off again. ‘What are we up to?’

Lauren starts tapping on the keyboard now the computer has loaded up. ‘We’re setting Delilah up on an online dating site.’

I feel a little bit sick.

‘I’ll go and put the kettle on.’ I busy myself in Lauren’s compact kitchen while Lauren begins the process. By the time I’ve made the teas and coffees, Lauren is tapping away at the keyboard like there’s no tomorrow, with Ryan chipping in with words and phrases every now and then.

‘How’s it going?’ I’m not actually sure I want to know the answer but I ask anyway.

‘We’ve registered you on Love Today and now we’re just sorting out your profile.’ Lauren continues to tap away as she speaks. I read over her shoulder.

User Name

Delicious_Delilah24

Age

24

Location

Woodgate, Greater Manchester

About Me

Hi there! I’m Delilah and I’m a fun and easy going girl who’s looking for romance (no time-wasters or scammers please). I work in admin but in my spare time I like going to the gym, trips to the cinema and good food.

Likes

A laugh, dimples and the odd pint

Dislikes

Boring men, workaholics and sex on a first date

‘Sex on a first date?’ I splutter. ‘You can’t put that. You can’t put anything about sex. What if my dad reads it?’

‘Why would your dad be looking at a dating website?’ Ryan asks. ‘He’d be in more trouble than you if he was.’

‘Besides, it’ll put off the men who are only after an easy ride,’ Lauren says. ‘Shall I submit it?’

I scan the screen again. ‘It doesn’t say anything about musicals. That should be in the “likes” bit.’

Lauren swivels in her chair to observe me. ‘Let’s not fall into the Eric trap again.’

‘But it says I like the gym.’ I point at the offending words. ‘I do not like the gym.’

Ryan shrugs. ‘We couldn’t think of anything else to put. Being a fan of pyjamas doesn’t sound that appealing to blokes.’

‘It gives the impression of a sloth,’ Lauren says. It feels like they’re ganging up on me.

‘Fine,’ I huff. ‘Submit it.’

‘Oh, wait.’ Lauren whips her mobile out and aims it at my face. ‘I just need a pic for your profile. Say cheese, Delicious Delilah!’

So I end up with a partly-fictional profile on Love Today. Now all I have to do is wait for the dates to start pouring in and then Project Wedding Date will be back on track.


Chapter 13

Another First Date

Text Message:

Ben: Hey, Delilah. Still on for tonight?

Delilah: Yes. Can’t wait!

Ben: Me either! Have you thought about what you’d like to do? I thought we could go for dinner and then go and see a film

Delilah: Sounds good!

Ben: Great. I’ll book a table and tickets. Pick you up at 7

Despite my reservations about online dating, I find that I quite like the Love Today site. I’m itching to sneakily log into my account to see if I have any new messages but Denise has other ideas.

‘Delilah, I need you to take this over to Fred O’Mara.’ Denise wafts a piece of paper in the air without taking her eyes off her computer screen. Fred O’Mara is one of the supervisors on the shop floor and I don’t mind running errands like this as it at least gets me out of the office for a few minutes. I slow my pace once I’m out of the Portakabin, milking my reprieve for all it’s worth. The factory is only a matter of feet away but I stretch the walk out for as long as possible before I push my way inside. The sound is deafening as I move along the walkways, waving to familiar faces and even stopping for a quick chat with a couple of the girls. Fred’s office is up a pair of rickety-looking metal steps, its grimy windows looking down on the shop floor. I make my way up, knocking loudly on the door so that I’m heard above the din.

‘Come in!’

Fred is sitting at his desk, half-hidden by files and loose sheets of paper. I waft the sheet of paper at him.

‘Denise asked me to give you this.’

‘What is it?’

I shrug my shoulders but I’m not sure Fred can see me through his workload. ‘No idea.’ I sit down on the vacant seat while Fred reads the note, in case I have to return a message. Plus, it gives me a few more seconds before I have to return to the office.

Fred grunts and adds the piece of paper to the toppling pile on his desk. ‘Thanks, love.’

‘Do you need me to take a message back to Denise?’

Fred leans over so he can wink at me around the clutter. ‘None you’d want to repeat.’

‘Gotcha.’ I reluctantly stand and make my way back down the rickety staircase and along the walkway to the doors. Sunlight threatens to scorch my retinas as I step out of the factory and stroll back towards the Portakabin.

‘Where is everyone?’ I ask as I step inside. The office was full when I left but now only Adam remains. Not that I’m complaining about the lack of Brinkleys. It’s nice. Peaceful.

‘Neville’s taken them out for lunch.’ Adam rubs his hands together. ‘Which means we get to raid the biscuit tin.’

I gasp, my eyes wide. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

Neville has a secret stash of Brinkley’s biscuits in his office, although it isn’t quite as secret as Neville thinks. Adam and I know its location and we dip into it whenever the opportunity arises. We only ever take one or two each, hoping Neville won’t notice, which he hasn’t so far.

With a cup of tea, a Fudge Sundae and a Sticky Toffee Pudding biscuit, I sit down at my computer and log on to the Love Today site. I’ve had a bit of interest since Lauren set up my account and I’ve been chatting to a couple of guys. William is thirty-three and a single dad to two-year-old twins. He’s a pharmacist and quite sweet. Then there’s Vincent, a twenty-six-year-old insurance consultant, who is much more fun than his job might suggest. I’ve been exchanging messages with both of them for around a week now but there have been no plans to meet up in real life yet.

I have two new messages; one from William, wishing me a happy Monday (if such a thing exists) and one from a profile I’ve never seen before.

To: Delicious_Delilah24

From: Wolfgang_Schmitt

Hello Delicious Delilah! How very good it is to meet you. I am Wolfgang Schmitt and I am looking for love! I am not a time waster or scammer but I am a very nice gentleman who would like to get to know a lovely lady like you. Please reply!

I click on Wolfgang’s profile and see that he is German but now living in Manchester city centre (in a lovely apartment, apparently). He seems quite sweet, if a little desperate. It will do no harm if I reply.

‘What are you up to?’ Adam asks from behind me. I jump, almost sloshing tea down my front. I swear he’s a ninja on the sly.

‘Nothing.’ I close the website and shuffle a few papers on my desk. Wolfgang will have to wait.

Adam shrugs and sits down at his neighbouring desk. ‘I’ve got the go-ahead for the new social media campaign from Neville, by the way. Katey-Louise tried muscling in on it until I let it slip that she hasn’t even registered for the food festival yet.’ I lift my palm and Adam high-fives it. ‘So if you’re willing to help out next week?’

‘If it gets me out of the office for the day, I’m there.’

It isn’t until that evening that I get to reply to Wolfgang’s message and when I log onto my account, I see there’s another message from William. He’d like to meet up.

With Lauren and Ryan’s encouragement, I agree to my very first online date. I’ve been chatting to William for over a week and I like him. Granted, I’ve only spoken to him via messages on the Love Today website but I’m getting a good vibe from them. It’s clear he adores his little girls and it shows he isn’t afraid of commitment – you can’t get any more committed than children, can you?

‘Remember: stay in public and take things at your own pace.’ Lauren has come round to help me get ready and she’s spent the last twenty minutes drilling the date safety rules into me. I know not to leave my drink unattended, to always let a friend or family member know where the date will be taking place and not to get plastered. ‘And always, always trust your instincts. If something feels wrong, make your excuses and go. If it feels really wrong, just go.’

‘Got it.’ I nod my head over and over again, more out of nerves than agreement.

‘How about this top?’ Lauren, who has been studying my wardrobe during the latter part of the safety grilling, holds out a lace beaded top with a round neckline and three-quarter-length sleeves. ‘It’s cute and sophisticated without being too over the top for a first date.’

‘But it’s cream,’ I point out. ‘And we’re going for dinner. What if I spill food down it?’

‘What if you eat like a grownup and not a toddler?’ Lauren grins at me when I stick my tongue out at her before slipping the top back onto the rail. She rifles through the hangers and pulls out a black sleeveless blouse with a lace collar. ‘This should hide all your food stains. Pair it with some black trousers…’ rifle, rifle, rifle, ‘… like these, and add a bit of colour with your red clutch.’ Lauren grabs the bag from its shelf and hugs it to her chest. She’s always coveted my ruby-red clutch with its dazzling jewelled detailing. It had been a birthday present from Ben and I only use it for very, very special occasions.

‘The red clutch?’ My fingers are itching to take it from Lauren and place it lovingly back on the shelf. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, really.’ Lauren places the outfit, along with clutch, on the bed and takes me by the shoulders. ‘This is your first online date and you need to feel fabulous. And nothing says fabulous like a Prada clutch.’

‘But isn’t it a bit much for dinner?’ The bag had been eye-wateringly expensive, hence its rare appearances.

‘Absolutely not.’ Lauren’s grip on my shoulders tightens. ‘Ben bought you that bag and this is your way of saying you’ve finally moved on from the loser.’ Lauren holds up a finger as I start to protest. ‘He is loser, Delilah. How could he not be when he dumped you?’

‘You’re right. He is a loser.’ It feels good to say it, even if I don’t actually believe it. ‘A stupid loser.’

‘A stupid loser with a small willy.’

I sigh and flop back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. ‘He doesn’t have a small willy.’

‘Yes. He. Does.’ Lauren’s voice is fierce. ‘It’s tiny. Like a mini toothpick. It’s not worth the miniscule space it takes up in his Y-fronts.’

Ben doesn’t wear Y-fronts, but I warm to the idea. ‘I’d say it’s a waste of skin, but what can you actually make with a flap of flesh that small?’

‘Poor Eden. Should we send her a massive vibrator as an engagement gift?’

‘And a lifetime’s supply of batteries?’

Lauren and I giggle like a couple of schoolgirls.

‘Seriously though, Delilah. Take the red clutch.’ Lauren holds the bag out to me. ‘This is your way of giving Ben and his controlling ways the finger.’

‘Ben wasn’t controlling.’ I take hold of the bag, remembering the shock and joy when I’d opened it on my birthday. It was a truly gorgeous gift and I adored it.

‘Yes, Delilah, he was. Everything was always his way. Always.’

‘That isn’t true. Not at all.’ As I say the words I’m thinking back over my relationship, trying to pluck examples out of my memories to disprove Lauren. I’m struggling. Ben was quite a character, always so full of energy and ideas and it was difficult not to get caught up in his enthusiasm.

‘You were together for four years. How many times did you go to the cinema to watch a film that you wanted to watch?’

I squirm in my seat. Ben and I had very different tastes in films, so it’s not surprising he didn’t want to see the same stuff that I did.

‘Come on, Delilah. Think of all those comic book superhero films you watched. All the blood and gore and explosions. All the crappy space films and James Bond and hit men blowing everybody’s brains out. There were loads of them, right? But what about the films you wanted to watch?’

I look down at the clutch bag, watching as the sequins catch the light, making it dance before my eyes. It’s true that I watched a lot of films I didn’t particularly want to watch, but I mostly enjoyed them once they got going. But Ben wouldn’t give my films a go, especially if they were musicals. He said musicals were for immature, brain-dead morons. Who went around singing in the bloody streets without being locked away in a mental institution?

Who popped up into space? Or flew across the city skyline in skin-tight costumes looking for people to punch? Not that I’d said that to Ben. I’d just murmured my agreement and said I’d grown out of musicals anyway.

Lauren pats me on the arm. ‘See? Ben’s way. Always.’

‘Annie!’ I suddenly leap to my feet and spin around to face Lauren, who’s still on the bed looking a bit bewildered. ‘We went to watch the remake of Annie.’

‘No, sweetie.’ Lauren is up on her feet too now, reaching out to rest her hand on my shoulder (possibly to prevent me from leaping about some more). ‘We went to see the Annie remake. You and me. And you told me not to tell Ben what we’d seen.’

‘Oh.’ I sit down on the bed again. Yes, I remember now. Lauren had gone to see Into the Woods with me too, though we’d told Ben we’d been shopping.

‘Hey, cheer up.’ Lauren grabs the red Prada clutch and wiggles it in front of me so that the jewels dazzle in the light. ‘You’re not with Ben any more. You’re moving on. So do it in style.’ She holds out the clutch and I take it.

I’m moving on.

By finding a new boyfriend to parade in front of my ex.

My stomach does a funny twirly thing as the taxi pulls up outside the restaurant. What if William doesn’t turn up? What if he does? I already know quite a bit about William through our messages online, but this is completely different and I’m terrified I’m going to make a fool of myself. When we send messages back and forth I have time to think about my answers and come up with insightful questions in return, but this is in real time and the pressure is already getting to me.

But no, I can’t let the nerves win. William is a nice guy. He’s kind and sweet and he’s plunging himself back into the dating game after a long absence too. William is quite recently divorced and this will be his first date with someone who isn’t his wife for over five years. He’s probably feeling just as petrified and twirly-stomached as I am.

‘Delilah?’ I’ve just stepped out of the taxi and am smoothing down my top when I hear my name. I look up and there is William, striding towards me. He’s a bit rounder than his profile picture, but it’s definitely him. ‘Delilah James?’

‘Yes. Hello.’ I stick my hand out and then cringe. Are we supposed to shake hands?

William takes my hand and gives it a brief shake. His hand is warm (but not in a gross, sweaty way) and firm. ‘It’s so lovely to meet you. You look just like your profile photo.’

‘So do you.’ It’s only a teeny white lie.

‘Nah.’ William shakes his head and looks down at the ground before sneaking his eyes back up to meet mine. His cheeks have a pinkish tint to them. ‘About five years ago, maybe. My wife took that photo early on in our relationship.’ He gives his head a quick shake. ‘Ex-wife, I should say. Shall we go inside?’ He indicates the restaurant and we wander inside. I’ve never been here before. It’s an Italian restaurant with gorgeous low-lighting and a vibrant atmosphere. Waiters and waitresses chat with the customers, recommending dishes or local attractions, chatting away like old friends as they take the orders. It feels like a wonderful, friendly place to be and I’m glad William chose this restaurant. Ben would never have brought me here as he isn’t a fan of Italian food. He doesn’t like pasta and thinks pizza is lazy and unsophisticated. He wouldn’t let me buy frozen pizzas from the supermarket and ordering in was a big no no.

William and I are led to a table in a cosy corner of the restaurant. The walls are made of exposed red brick decorated with black and white framed photos of Italy and the tables are laid with cute red and white checked tablecloths. A tea light flickers from a little glass jar in the centre, giving the table a warm glow.

‘This is a great place.’ William and I are seated, menus in hand and drinks are on the way. ‘I’ve never been here before. Have you?’

‘Lots of times,’ William says, smiling at me over his menu. ‘It was our favourite restaurant.’

I assume by ‘our’ he means he and his ex-wife’s, but I don’t ask him to elaborate. It’ll be a bit awkward. ‘The food sounds amazing,’ I say instead.

‘Oh, it is.’ William reaches over to point at my menu. ‘Kaz’s favourite is the king prawn linguine.’

I assume Kaz is the ex-wife but again, I don’t ask him to elaborate. I scan the menu. It really does sound delicious (even the king prawn linguine, but it’d be a bit weird to order that now).

‘I’m not really in the mood for prawns. How is the lasagne?’

‘Good.’ William nods at me over his menu. ‘Quite large though. Kaz could never finish it.’

What a pity for Kaz. ‘The penne della casa sounds lovely. I think I’ll have that.’ I close my menu, hoping William won’t give me Kaz’s opinion on the dish.

‘Are you not having a starter? Kaz always said it wasn’t a proper meal if you didn’t have a starter.’

‘No.’ It takes every last bit of energy I possess not to release the huge sigh that has built up in my chest. ‘I don’t think I will.’

‘No, better to leave room for pudding.’ William grins at me and I’m relieved when he doesn’t follow it up with a Kaz titbit. He closes his menu as the waiter approaches and sets our drinks down on the table. I’ve ordered a soft drink and I’m beginning to regret that decision.

‘Are you ready to order?’ the waiter asks. ‘Or would you like a few more minutes?’

‘No, I think we’re about ready,’ William says, ordering both our meals plus garlic bread on the side. I’m waiting for him to tell me Kaz’s preferences on garlic bread, but it doesn’t happen. Perhaps he’s got it out of his system now. He was probably just nervous and it must be strange having me sitting opposite him instead of the familiar face of his ex. I know I’m finding it a bit weird myself and Ben is always on my mind (though I have the good grace to not talk about him out loud on occasions such as these).

‘So what made you sign up for Love Today?’ William asks.

‘My friends signed me up. I haven’t dated for a while.’ Apart from Dan and Jack, but let’s not dwell on those dating disasters. ‘It’s time I got back out there, you know?’

William nods. ‘I know exactly what you mean. I didn’t think I’d ever date again after Kaz, but I feel ready now. Kaz has moved on and now so have I.’ William’s lips twitch in a half-smile, half-grimace flick. ‘Although Kaz moved on while we were still married.’ William laughs but it isn’t a happy sound. ‘What a sham that marriage was!’

I wonder if I should send Ryan a ‘Code Red’ message. ‘But you have your daughters, so it must be worth it.’

Thankfully, William’s face softens. ‘Yes, absolutely.’ William grins now as he reaches for his wallet, opening it and passing it over to me. ‘There they are. Ella and Lily.’ He points out each girl as he says their name. I was expecting the girls to be identical but while Ella has curly brown hair, Lily has straight, wispy blonde hair and rounder cheeks. ‘I don’t know what I would have done without them.’

‘Who are they with now?’ I ask as I hand the wallet back.

William snaps the wallet shut. ‘Their mother.’ I shouldn’t have asked. ‘And the waste of space who wrecked our marriage.’ Definitely shouldn’t have asked. ‘I don’t understand it, Delilah. I really don’t. He doesn’t even work, just sponges off Kaz. I gave her everything. Everything. I didn’t want her to work, you know. I thought she should stay at home with the girls but she insisted on going back. And that’s when she met him. The new partner.’

‘I thought you said he didn’t work?’ Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? Why was I fuelling this discussion with questions?

‘He used to work. With Kaz.’ William’s nostrils flare as he spits the name out. ‘He was made redundant two months ago. I thought she’d see him for the loser he really is then, but she didn’t. She’s always been a bit thick though.’ William grasps his glass of wine by the stem with a meaty fist and gulps down the lot. ‘Do you want kids, Delilah?’

‘One day.’ I always thought Ben and I would have three children, all close in age so there wouldn’t be any resentment between them.

‘You’re still young. Plenty of time for all that.’ William attracts the attention of a passing waiter and asks for another glass of wine. ‘Kaz never wanted kids, you know. Hated babies with a passion. Said they took over your life. Selfish bitch.’

‘But she loves Ella and Lily now though. Right?’

‘Not enough to stay with their father. To bring them up properly.’ William glares at me and I find myself shrinking back into my seat. I want to point out that I’m not Kaz, that I didn’t screw him over – but my mouth doesn’t want to work. ‘Are you parents still together, Delilah?’

‘Yes,’ I manage to squeak.

‘Good.’ William nods. ‘That’s how it should be. Mum, Dad and kids. Not Mum, Fuck-wit and kids with Dad on his own in a shitty little flat.’ William screws up his face and balls up his fists, which he hammers on the table, rattling the jar with the tea light. ‘She left me with nothing, you know. Nothing. Fuck all. Took the house, our kids.’

‘But you still see them. Your girls.’ William had told me all about the time he spent with his daughters. In fact, until tonight, I’d got the impression that he had custody of the twins.

‘Once a fucking week. She won’t even let me have them overnight. Bitch!’ William lifts his fists and brings them down onto the table. His fork flips into the air before clattering to the ground.

‘Sir.’ A waiter has approached and I can’t help feeling relieved that I’m not alone. My eyes dart around me and I’m reminded that I’m definitely not alone as dozens of eyes are upon us. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to calm down.’

‘Sorry.’ William clears his throat. ‘Sorry.’

‘I’ll bring you a new fork.’ The waiter starts to back away.

‘And my drink. Please.’

Great. Just what this situation needs. More alcohol.

Slowly, the eyes start to turn away when it becomes clear the drama has ended. William’s drink arrives, shortly followed by our meal. My appetite has vanished, along with any sort of conversation. William and I haven’t exchanged a word since his outburst and I can’t think of a single word to say to him. Not one.

‘I’m sorry, Delilah.’ William suddenly thrusts out his hand and I flinch away. But William simply grasps hold of my hand. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s just that I love her so much. So fucking much.’ William drops my hand, laying his arms across his dinner and dropping his face into the crook of his elbow. His shoulders start to shake moments before the howling begins. William is crying, unrelentingly, unabashed, uncontrolled. He doesn’t see the wide eyes turning to stare. Doesn’t see me rising from my seat. Doesn’t see me scuttling across the restaurant, pressing money into the hand of a passing waiter and instructing him to knock it off our bill. William is so busy howling into his sleeve he doesn’t see me escape, running from the restaurant as fast as my legs will take me.


Chapter 14

Justin

Text Message:

Delilah: Can you go to prison for murdering your little brother if he REALLY deserves it?

Lauren: Yes

Delilah: Even if the little git wrecked your Christian Dior eyeliner for his art project?

Lauren: Speaking as a solicitor, that isn’t a valid reason for murder. Speaking as your best friend and fellow woman, throttle him. Throttle him good

I was nine when my little brother Justin came along. Mum and Dad had sat me and Clara down one Saturday afternoon a few months earlier, Mum beaming at us while Dad spoke the words. The palm of his hand rested on Mum’s stomach, where there would soon be a bump (and pretty sizeable too. I’d had no idea skin could stretch so much. I was pretty damn scared by the end).

I quite liked the idea of having a little brother or sister. I’d get to play with it when Francesca and Ryan were busy and we could gang up against Clara when she wanted to watch EastEnders instead of cartoons. We could play dolls and Frustration (which were lame, according to Queen of Cool Clara) and I’d teach it to play ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ (the only piece of music I could play) on my keyboard.

Clara wasn’t quite so enthusiastic upon hearing the news. In fact, she was downright disgusted.

‘You mean you still do it?’ Her face was all scrunched up and I shifted away slightly, scared she was about to vom. ‘That is gross!’

Clara was mortified. She was fourteen and only just coming around to the idea of sharing Mum and Dad with me. She didn’t want to have to start all over again with a new kid. She’d put up with my appearance, had somewhat tolerated my squawking, and they expected her to do it all again?

‘No way. You can’t do this to me!’

But they did. Justin arrived one cool March afternoon while Clara and I were at school.

‘You have a brother!’ Dad had tears in his eyes as he made the announcement as soon as we arrived home and he didn’t even bother to hide them. ‘Handsome little sod he is as well. And the best bit is, I’ve got more hair than him!’ He held up his palm, which I high-fived while Clara rolled her eyes and slumped onto the sofa.

Dad took us to the hospital after tea and we got to meet Justin for the first time. He was wrapped up in a soft blue blanket, his eyes tight shut and wrinkling the skin around them. Mum beamed at us. She looked exhausted but happy.

‘You have a little brother,’ she said before promptly bursting into tears. Dad assured us that she was ok, that she didn’t hate the new baby (as Clara had asked rather hopefully), that it was simply hormones and extreme tiredness.

‘Do you want to hold him?’ Dad asked Clara. She was still standing on the outskirts. If Dad had swished the curtain shut around Mum’s bed, Clara would have disappeared from view.

‘No, you’re all right.’ She shoved her hands in her pockets, just in case Dad tried to dump the baby in her arms against her will.

‘Oh, go on. He won’t bite. He hasn’t got any teeth yet.’ Dad winked at Clara but her face remained stony, her feet remaining planted on the floor. ‘Come on, love. He’s your little brother. Have a proper look at him and you can help pick a name. He hasn’t got one yet, poor mite.’

‘I wanted to call him Dylan,’ Mum said, already reaching for a tissue from the box on top of the locker beside her bed. ‘But he doesn’t look like a Dylan at all.’ She burst into tears again and I rushed towards her, hopping up onto the creaky bed and nestling myself into her. She felt different without the hard bump. Soft and squishy like a giant marshmallow. I was half afraid the blob of skin would envelop me and swallow me whole like in the cheesy horror film Clara had made me watch a few weeks earlier.

‘I’m ok, Delly. I’m ok.’ Mum gave a sniff as she dabbed the tears from her cheeks. ‘See?’ She smiled at me, but it was kind of wobbly. Before the baby, she’d beamed. Before the baby she always wore makeup and brushed her hair nice. Now she was wobbly (in face and body) and her skin was grey and sort of saggy. Her hair seemed to be both frizzy and greasy at the same time and was piled up on her head, making her look like a big, grey pineapple.

‘Can I seriously pick his name?’ Clara was moving towards the little plastic cot. Slowly, but it was a start.

‘You can help. We don’t want him to end up with a name lifted from EastEnders.’ Dad draped an arm around Clara’s shoulders and guided her towards the baby. ‘We don’t want a Lofty James, do we?’

‘Who’s Lofty?’

Dad gave a wave of his hand, more interested in the slumbering mound in the cot. ‘He left years ago. I’m glad you don’t remember him and his daft name.’ Dad and Clara stopped in front of the cot. ‘Well? What do you think?’

Clara peered into the cot and she shrugged. ‘He’s small and wrinkly, isn’t he?’

‘All babies are.’ Dad lifted the baby from the cot and nodded at the bed, where Clara begrudgingly sat, arms open to receive the child. Dad placed our brother ever so gently into Clara’s arms, shifting the blue blanket a little so she could get a better look at him.

I saw it happen. The shift. One second Clara’s face was its usual frosty self, moody and withdrawn, lip curled as though there was a bad smell wafting about the place (which there could have been, now I think about it. I’ve found that bad smells usually follow babies, especially Justin). The next second her face opened – quite literally. Her eyes widened, surprise and wonder shining through, and her lips parted, making a little ‘o’ of her mouth.

‘He’s quite cute, isn’t he?’ Clara looked up at our parents, watching them in turn with her wide, wonder-struck eyes.

Mum burst into tears. Again.

Dad agreed wholeheartedly.

I comforted Mum, who insisted she was absolutely fine.

‘I think he looks like a Justin,’ Clara said, her eyes back on the baby.

‘Justin,’ Dad said.

‘Justin James.’ Mum mopped up her tears. ‘I like it. What do you think, Ray?’

‘I think we have a name for our son.’

Nobody asked me. They all settled on Justin and I didn’t get a say. I pointed this injustice out to Mum and Dad a few days later, when Mum and the baby were settling in at home. As a consolation, they let me pick Justin’s middle name. I chose Peter, and although I could tell Mum didn’t really like it and was ready to burst into tears again, they felt guilty enough to agree to it. I didn’t tell them that I’d chosen Peter after Smelly Peter at school. Smelly Peter stunk of wee (and sometimes poo) and nobody would play with him.

Back at the hospital, Clara was beaming at the newly-named Justin. She cooed at him and eased his tiny fist from under the blanket so he could grab hold of her finger, which seemed to melt her even more.

‘Do you want to hold your brother?’ Dad asked me.

I unhooked myself from under Mum’s arm and slipped off the bed. ‘No. I don’t think I do. I’m going for a wee and then I want to go home.’

I eventually got over my dislike of Justin. Mum stopped blubbering every three seconds and after the initial few weeks of broken sleep, she started to look more like the Mum I knew and loved. She remembered to shower and brushed her hair almost daily and after a year or so, she rediscovered her lipstick. I got to know my little brother and it turned out he was pretty cool. He was cute and giggly and Mum let me push his pram when she took me to school. I started to feel guilty that I’d named him after the smelly kid at school (although he did live up to his name, stinking the house out with his nappies. Years later I’d feel guilty about thinking of Peter as Smelly Peter too. Kids are awful sometimes). Justin was such a joy to have around. As he grew he became a mischievous little tyke, but he made us all laugh until our stomachs ached.

Now he just makes my head ache.

My feelings towards my little brother made another U-turn about two years ago, coming full circle to the day he was born and I took against him again. It seemed to happen overnight. One moment he was a mischievous but sweet boy, the next he was a mischievous and malicious little git. He became mean, lazy and disgustingly weird and yet Mum, Dad and Clara still see him as the cutie pie boy that is long gone.

‘Get out.’

I’m sitting on my bed, my laptop resting on my knees when Justin barges into my bedroom. Probably on the hunt for my property to steal or destroy.

‘Do I even want to be in here? Er, no.’ Justin flops onto my bed and I flick out my foot to nudge him off again. He grabs my foot and tugs my sock off, tossing it across the room. ‘Mum says you have to come downstairs. Clara’s here.’

‘So?’

‘She says you have to come and say hello.’ Justin grabs my other foot and, despite my wriggling, he tugs off that sock and throws it onto my dressing table, purely to wind me up. ‘What are you doing?’ He nods at the laptop, which I instinctively bring closer to my chest.

‘Nothing.’ I close the lid. ‘Just some work.’

The truth is I’m looking at the Love Today website but I’d rather lick a flea-infested rat than admit that to Justin. It took a few days to get over the trauma of my date with William and I hadn’t even logged onto the Love Today website or opened the app on my phone before today in case he’d got in touch. For all I knew, he was still stationed at the restaurant’s table with tomato and basil sauce congealing on the sleeves of his shirt as he wailed.

‘Right. It’s time to move on.’ Lauren told me earlier this afternoon as we sat in The Farthing. ‘Yes, your date with William was terrible.’ Putting it mildly there, Lauren. ‘But it’s been almost a week and you’re wasting time. Francesca is getting married in less than five months so you need to stop moping and get dating.’

‘Hey! I am not moping.’

‘You are a bit,’ Ryan said, which I found unhelpful. Mainly because it was going against my opinion. ‘And Lauren’s right. You need to dust yourself off and get back out there. They won’t all be like William.’

‘You mean some will be normal?’ My tone is sceptical. I’ve been on three dates so far and they’ve all been a disaster in one way or another.

‘Yes. Completely normal. Come on, let’s have a look.’ Lauren picked up my phone and opened the Love Today app, biting her lip as she tapped away at the screen.

‘What are you doing?’ I leaned over, trying to get a look, but Lauren moved the screen from my view. ‘Are you sending messages to people? Who are you talking to?’

‘Nobody.’ Lauren brought the phone back towards her body so that I could see the screen again. ‘I was just deleting a few messages. From William.’ She blew air from her cheeks and shook her head. ‘Boy is he unhinged. You did not want to read what I just read.’ Of course now I wanted nothing more than to read what Lauren just read. ‘But don’t worry, I’ve blocked him. You won’t be hearing from Willy again.’

I snorted at the name, being so grown-up and everything.

‘Right. You have five messages left.’ Lauren passed the phone to me. ‘Let’s read them and see if we can move things along a bit.’

One of the messages was from Vincent, the insurance consultant. It was nothing important, just a nice how-are-you type message.

‘Ask him if he’d like to meet up,’ Lauren suggested as I started to reply.

‘No.’ I almost threw the phone down, as though it could act out Lauren’s wishes without my control. ‘I can’t. I don’t want to.’

‘Do you want to turn up to Francesca’s wedding on your own?’ Lauren asked and I shook my head. Of course I didn’t. ‘Then ask Vincent out. It’s why you’re paying nearly thirteen quid a month for the service.’

That was true. And Vincent did sound like a laugh and I was sure he didn’t have any unresolved issues with his ex.

‘Fine. But I’m not doing it here with an audience.’ I finished my pint and packed up my stuff. ‘I’ll text you later and tell you how it went.’

I’ve been sat with my laptop for the past half an hour and I still haven’t plucked up the courage to send the message to Vincent.

‘You’re not doing work.’ Justin grins at me and then he lunges, making a grab for the laptop. Once upon a time I could have fought him off. I was his big sister, after all. But Justin is fifteen and almost six feet tall and his skinny frame is broadening by the minute. ‘Let me see!’ We’re struggling, both tugging at the laptop. I cannot let him see what is on my laptop. I will never live it down.

‘Gimme!’ With one final tug, the laptop slides from my fingers and Justin leaps off the bed. I leap up as he opens it up but I can’t move fast enough. ‘Online dating? Oh my God, you saddo!’ Justin is chuckling as I make a grab for the laptop. ‘Delicious Delilah!’

Justin doubles over as he laughs at my user name and I finally grab hold of the laptop but it’s far too late. Justin concedes and allows me to retreat to my bed with it. He’s seen everything he needs to make my life miserable so it’s pointless me closing the window. I do anyway.

‘Wait till I tell the others.’ Justin rubs his grubby hands together with glee.

‘Don’t you dare.’ I eye him, warning him, but Justin knows I have no defence. He tears off down the stairs to share his newfound knowledge. I want to stay upstairs forever, in my bedroom, safe from the humiliation that will unfold when I face my family.

But I can’t and may as well get it over with.

With the laptop switched off, I wander down to the kitchen, where Mum, Dad, Clara and her boring boyfriend Graham are sitting around the table. Justin is perched on the counter and grins at me when I join them.

‘Online dating,’ Clara says as I step into the room. ‘Isn’t that for desperate people?’

‘It’s for ugly people,’ Justin says with a snigger.

‘I think it’s marvellous.’ Mum gets up to kiss me on the forehead. ‘Well done, love.’

‘For being ugly? Or desperate?’ Justin asks.

I want to tell him to get bent, but there’s no point. Mum will take his side and I’ll get a ticking off.

‘I think it’s marvellous that you’re finally getting out there.’ Mum leads me to the table and pushes my shoulders so I plop onto a vacant seat. ‘It’ll do you good to meet new people, and you never know.’ She gives my shoulders a squeeze. ‘You might even find love.’

‘There’s bound to be a freak on there who’ll find her attractive,’ Justin says.

‘What’s your girlfriend called again?’ I drum my fingers against my bottom lip. ‘Pam? And let’s not forget her five sisters.’

‘Delilah.’ Mum tuts as she crosses the kitchen and fills the kettle. ‘Leave your brother alone.’

Typical. Just typical.

‘I don’t see why you need to try online dating.’ Clara sounds annoyed and she’s frowning at me across the table. ‘Our friend Patrick would love to meet you. Wouldn’t he, Graham?’

Graham nods slowly. ‘Oh, definitely.’

‘They’d get on so well, wouldn’t they, Graham?’

Graham nods again. ‘Like a house ablaze.’

‘Shall I set up a date?’ Clara has already taken out her phone and is tapping away at the screen. I leap across the table and snatch it. My sister is always trying to set me up with her knobhead friends and I’m having none of it. I may be on the lookout for a date but accepting a date with one of Clara and Graham’s pals would be truly scraping the barrel and I’m not quite there.

‘Don’t you dare!’ I delete her message and glare at Justin. If I end up on a date with one of Clara’s friends – prison or no prison – I will end that boy with my bare hands.


Chapter 15

The Photo Booth

Text Message:

Lauren: Please tell me that bloke I pulled last night wasn’t as bald, sweaty and toad-like as I remember

Delilah: I’m afraid he was Toad of Toad Hall

Lauren: Really???

Delilah: Go on Facebook if you don’t believe me. You’ve been tagged in a photo with him

Lauren: Nooooooooooo!!!

I’m pacing in front of the sitting room window when Adam pulls up in one of Brinkley’s work vans. I’m not usually this eager to get to work but today Adam and I are off on a special work project out of the office. Naturally, Katey-Louise wanted in on the action, but Neville quickly vetoed any notion of his daughter helping Adam out.

‘Have you filled in the registration form for the Durban Food Festival yet?’ Neville asked yesterday as Katey-Louise made a last-minute attempt to usurp me.

‘Not just yet but I have found the perfect dress to wear.’ Katey-Louise went on to describe the outfit but Neville – funnily enough – wasn’t interested.

‘You are not helping Adam out tomorrow and you’d better have filled in that registration form by the end of the day or so help me.’

Katey-Louise had moaned and whined and even stamped her feet but Neville remained strong, which came as a shock to his spoilt daughter.

‘Morning.’ Adam helps me up into the van, waiting until I’m settled and buckled in before he sets off towards the city centre. ‘I made us some breakfast.’ He nods at a tinfoil-wrapped package on the dashboard. ‘I wolfed mine down while waiting at the traffic lights along the way though.’

Inside the package is a bacon butty made with a wholemeal muffin and lashings of brown sauce. We were talking about breakfasts a few days earlier (one of many scintillating and important chats we’ve had in the office) and I mentioned that this was my favourite.

‘You star.’ I grin at Adam before tucking in. It’s delicious and exactly what I need to start the day.

The drive from Woodgate to Manchester takes less than half an hour. Adam pulls up at the edge of Piccadilly Gardens and we unload the van together before Adam heads off to park it. Luckily it’s a warm, sunshiny day with a cool, refreshing breeze and the weather forecast predicts little change over the course of the day. Adam and I will be outside all day so this is good news.

Adam returns and we set up our photo booth, which is Adam’s latest social media baby. The booth consists of a backdrop depicting an array of Brinkley’s biscuits with our logo emblazoned in shimmery gold lettering. Beside the booth are boxes containing more props than you can shake a selfie stick at.

‘Fancy a go?’ Adam asks once everything is set up.

‘Why not?’ I have a rummage through the boxes and choose a pink tutu, which I pop on over my clothes, a pair of glittering fairy wings and a plastic wand with pink trailing ribbons.

‘Strike a pose!’ Adam directs me to the backdrop, where I stick out my hip and wave my magic wand. Adam takes the photo on his phone and posts it across our social media platforms. The idea is for the general public to take part, snapping a photo of themselves and their friends at the booth and uploading their photos to Twitter, Facebook and Instagram, tagging Brinkley’s and using our hashtag for the chance to win a luxury weekend in Paris and a year’s supply of Brinkley’s biscuits.

‘Do you think I’ll win?’ I ask, peering over Adam’s shoulder to take a peek at my photo. I look ridiculous but in a fun, kooky way.

‘I hope not. I think that would constitute cheating, don’t you?’

I stick my bottom lip out and place my hands on my hips. I’m still wearing the tutu and wings so I must resemble a big-baby-sulking fairy. A good image to portray, I think. ‘No fair.’

‘Sorry.’ Adam shrugs, giving me an apologetic look. ‘It’s the rules.’

‘Do you always follow the rules?’ My voice has taken on a strange, wispy quality. The kind I adopt when I’m in serious flirt mode. I must stop. Right now. I have no right to be flirting in this way with this incredibly, eyes-popping-out-of-my-skull gorgeous man who makes my work life even remotely bearable. My heart isn’t on the market.

Is it?

‘I’m afraid I’m a big rule follower.’ Adam shrugs again. ‘But can I offer you a biscuit as an apology?’

As well as the photo booth, we have a ton of biscuits and leaflets to give out. I’m sure the public will pounce on the biscuits but getting them to take a leaflet will be a bit tougher.

Adam arranges some of the biscuits on a tray and we tuck in while we wait for the footfall to pick up. It’s still pretty early, with the market traders having only just set up themselves. There are no shoppers yet, just the odd person wandering to work. I decide to keep the tutu and wings on as:

a) it may encourage others to take part; and

b) they’re cute.

Under the tutu and wings, I’m wearing a pair of jeans and a red t-shirt with the Brinkley’s logo instead of my usual work attire. Because of this – and the fact I’m scoffing biscuits instead of answering emails or filing – it feels like a bit of a skive. As such, the camaraderie between Adam and myself is on top form and we spend the early morning messing and joking around until the footfall picks up and we attempt to engage the public. The biscuits, as I suspected, are extremely popular, especially with toddlers shopping with their parents, but the leaflets are looked upon with disdain and the idea of taking a selfie in front of a giant picture of biscuits isn’t much more appealing. By late morning we’ve had three participants – including me.

‘This seemed like such a great idea when I was sitting at my desk,’ Adam says when there’s a lull in activity. ‘Shall I go and grab us a couple of coffees while it’s quiet?’

Adam places his tray of biscuits and leaflets down on a folding table by the photo booth and heads across to the nearby coffee shop for takeaway coffees. Suddenly, as though on cue, hordes of people arrive just as Adam disappears from view.

‘Hi, would you like to try one of our biscuits?’ I thrust my tray at the crowds and several hands reach out to grab a biscuit as they pass. ‘Please take a leaflet. There’s a money-off voucher on there. How about a go of our photo booth? Take a snap, upload it and you could win a luxury break to Paris.’ On and on I go, repeating my little speech until, miraculously, somebody agrees to have a go. The woman is in her mid to late twenties and already has a fuzzy, multi-coloured wig and bright orange tutu on. On her t-shirt is a giant pink heart with the words ‘Kel & Jay 4 eva!’ in swirly white print. She drags a couple of similarly dressed girls with her and they pose, using one of the selfie sticks we’ve provided for the occasion.

‘We’re on my hen week,’ she tells me as she grabs a fistful of biscuits and passes them around to her friends. ‘I don’t even know what day it is any more. Oi, you!’ She waves a hand at a couple of lads passing. ‘Come and have your photo taken with my mate. She’s single!’ Grabbing one of her friends, she pushes her towards the photo booth before grabbing one of the lads and positioning him next to her. She does this several more times so that by the time Adam returns with the coffees, we’ve had eight more participants.

‘Can I have another biccie?’ she asks once she’s run out of willing partakers.

‘Sure.’ I push the tray towards her. She can have the lot as far as I’m concerned. She’s been a great help and has created a small crowd who are waiting their turn for the photo booth. ‘Enjoy the rest of your hen week.’

‘I will.’ She winks at me before gathering her hens and marching away while singing Beyoncé.

‘Wow, look at this.’ Adam takes my tray off me and hands me a coffee. ‘I leave you alone for five minutes and you drum up all this business.’

I feel myself glow under Adam’s praise but it’s misdirected. ‘I wish I could take the credit but that would be lying. It was her.’ I point ahead, to where I can just about make out the multi-coloured wig bobbing away.

‘Whoever did it, we have work to do.’ Adam puts his own coffee on the folding table and heads into the crowd to offer biscuits and leaflets to those waiting and to explain the rules. I take a quick sip of my coffee and join him.

Lunchtime provides our busiest time and Adam and I are rushed off our feet. We run out of biscuits but still people come to take part in the photo booth. A real buzz is created, which is replicated online with our Twitter and Facebook feeds going mental. Adam tries to keep up with our online presence while I concentrate on the booth.

‘I’ll have a go if he poses with me,’ one girl – tall with legs that practically reach my chest – says while pointing to Adam. Adam is more than happy to oblige, sliding his arm around the girl’s waist while smiling cheekily at the camera.

‘Don’t forget to tag us,’ Adam says as she uploads the photo there and then.

‘How about you give me your number and I’ll call you instead?’ I’m gobsmacked by the girl’s confidence – and her audacity. We’re trying to do a job here and she’s on the prowl!

‘We’re not actually allowed to give out our personal details,’ I say, shrugging in an it’s-not-my-fault way. ‘It’s in the rules and Adam here is a rule follower.’

‘Rules are meant to be broken,’ the girl says and I look on in horror as she grabs Adam’s bum. Her hand remains on his peachy cheek as she winks at him. Hussy! How dare she manhandle him uninvited like that?

‘Who’s next?’ Grabbing a passer-by – who wasn’t actually waiting to use the photo booth – I elbow the girl out of the way, dislodging her wandering hand in the process – and replace her with the unsuspecting shopper.

‘She was a bit full-on, wasn’t she?’ The little minx has moved on, but not without planting a smacker on Adam’s cheek. He’s now sporting a bright red pair of lips on his face, which I’m not sure he’s aware of. I wipe them off for him.

‘I think she was just having a laugh,’ Adam says with a shrug. ‘And she entered the competition, so that’s the main thing.’

‘I suppose.’

‘You weren’t jealous, were you?’ Adam asks and I bat away the suggestion with a wave of my hand.

‘Nah. She wasn’t my type.’

The rest of the afternoon is a lot of fun but I’m exhausted by the time Adam brings the van back around and we pack up.

‘Fancy grabbing something to eat?’ Adam asks as we load the last of our equipment into the van. He points across the garden to a pizzeria and my stomach rumbles in reply. We did manage to eat lunch along the way, sneaking bites of our sandwiches whenever there was a lull but that seems like such a long time ago now.

‘Yes please.’ We head across Piccadilly Gardens and head into the restaurant, which is warm and welcoming after being outside all day. Although the day has been dry, it’s turned quite chilly.

We’re seated by the window and soon have a giant pizza sitting between us. Neither of us pauses before diving in, groaning as the aroma of meat and cheese hits our nostrils.

‘Do we have to go back to the office tomorrow?’ I ask once I’ve swallowed my first delicious mouthful. The thought of being sardined in that airless Portakabin isn’t appealing after spending the day in the open. My feet are throbbing but I’d take it over being stuck with Katey-Louise all day.

‘I’m afraid so but you never know, we may get to do this sort of thing again if Neville likes the results.’

‘I won’t hold my breath.’ I take a sip of coke to cool my mouth after the too-hot cheese. ‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed but Neville isn’t easily pleased.’

‘I don’t know.’ Adam gives a shrug. ‘He must know there’s something in all the social media hype if he hired me specifically for the job.’

He has a point. ‘So what have you got up your sleeve next?’

‘I’m not too sure at the moment. I’m going to keep updating our platforms and thinking of free or cheap ideas to keep up interest but Neville’s only given me a relatively short budget so I don’t think there’ll be anything major for a while.’

‘I think you’re doing a great job. Plus, you’ve made the office an almost fun place to be.’

‘You mean it wasn’t fun with just Katey-Louise’s running commentary on the condition of her hair and Jasper’s constant Minesweeper clicking?’

‘Delightful, aren’t they?’

‘Has Jasper ever actually won a game of Minesweeper?’

I nod. ‘Once. But he was playing on the beginner level. Made his day though.’

Adam laughs and I feel our bond fizzing in the pit of my stomach. Or perhaps it’s lust. Either way it feels nice.


Chapter 16

Trying Something New

Text Message:

Dad: When I get home tonight I want you waiting for me on the bed wearing nothing but a smile

Delilah: Eww, Dad. I don’t think that was meant for me!

Dad: Whoops. No, it was meant for your mum. We wanted to try something new and your mum read about ‘sexting’ in one of her magazines

Delilah: Let’s never speak of this again

Dad: Deal

I know I was pretty sceptical about this whole online dating thing – especially after my date with William – but I finally plucked up the courage to send a message to Vincent, suggesting we meet up in real life, and he agreed. And not only that, I received a message from Wolfgang, proposing we meet up too so we’ve arranged a date for tonight. I find that I quite like being in demand. It’s a new, uplifting experience and I find myself smiling goofily throughout the day for no other reason than that I, Delilah James, am desired by not one man but two. Two! Who would’ve thought it, eh?

‘What are you looking so chirpy about?’ Katey-Louise’s snide little voice soon takes the shine off my good mood. ‘Why are you grinning at your computer screen? Are you ogling the Woodgate Warriors website again?’

The Woodgate Warriors are the local rugby team. I do not ogle the players on the website. Much.

‘I don’t do that,’ I tell Adam, who is looking on with amusement.

Adam holds his hands up. ‘I’m only here to work, not to judge.’

I stick my tongue out at him and shift the screen so that he – and a still hovering Katey-Louise – can have a good look, thus proving my innocence.

Katey-Louise takes a good gawp at my monitor. She turns to me, the beginnings of a frown starting to furrow her brow. She turns back to the screen and the furrow deepens.

‘A health and safety form?’ She looks at me. She looks back at the screen to double check. ‘You’re grinning at a health and safety form?’

‘I am indeed.’ I’m not going to tell her the truth, am I? The less Katey-Louise knows about my personal life the better.

‘But it’s a blank form. There isn’t even a funny accident on there or anything.’

‘I know.’ I click print. ‘I’m updating the form for Fred O’Mara.’

I make my way across to the shared printer next to Denise’s desk and Katey-Louise scuttles after me. ‘Have you gone mad or something? Has something finally tipped you over the edge?’

‘Nope.’ I snatch up the document, a little smile playing on my lips and not because I, Delilah James, am desired by two men but because it’s clearly winding Katey-Louise up.

‘Freak.’ Katey-Louise grabs the document, scanning it to make sure I’m not lying and there is something funny going on (somebody falling into a vat of biscuit dough, for example) but there is nothing on that sheet of paper but a blank health and safety form. Just like I said. She hands it back in disgust.

‘We’re out of teabags,’ Neville announces from the kitchen. His tone suggests he expects us all to rush to his side to see what we can do to ease his distress. Nobody moves. He displays the empty tea caddy before shoving the lid back on. ‘Delilah, you’ll need to pop to the shops.’

‘I’ll go!’ Katey-Louise jumps into the air, holding up her hand and waving it around. ‘I’m so bored.’

I turn to her desk. The contents of her in-tray are about to topple over and take over her desk. Perhaps the entire office. And I know she still hasn’t registered for the food festival, despite Neville’s warnings.

‘Go on then.’ Neville marches into his office and returns with a tenner, which he hands to his daughter. ‘Quick as you can. I’m spitting feathers.’

‘Got it.’ Katey-Louise pockets the money and I give a little sigh of contentment as she skips away from view. Two men desire me and I get a five-minute break from Katey-Louise. Could this day get any better?

Actually yes, yes it can. Because Katey-Louise doesn’t return with the teabags until almost four o’clock, by which time I’ve already nipped out for a box of teabags and enjoyed a good chunk of the afternoon in peace. And then the icing on the already delicious cake: the major ticking off Katey-Louise receives upon her return. Neville’s so mad he’s practically hopping in his office while Katey-Louise weeps tearlessly. It’s the first time I’ve seen Neville flip with his darling Katey-Louise on the receiving end. Denise waddles into the office to try to cool the situation, only to walk out again when she catches a whiff of the reason Katey-Louise is so late back.

‘You cannot turn up to your place of work stinking to high heaven of booze and cigarettes!’ Neville booms. His face is purple with rage, his eyes bulging from their sockets. ‘What is wrong with you? We give you everything on a plate and what do you do?’

‘I’m sorry, Daddy.’ Katey-Louise isn’t all fired up like Neville so her voice is muffled and it takes all my effort to eavesdrop while appearing not to. ‘I saw Tansy-Mae and she talked me into it. I tried to say no but she kept going on and on.’

‘Tansy-Mae lives in Alderley Edge. What would she be doing in the arse-end of nowhere?’

‘She asked me what I was doing so I text her and she picked me up.’

‘Just give me my money back and get back to work.’ Neville holds out his hand. It remains empty. ‘You spent it, didn’t you? You spent my money in the pub.’ Neville snatches his hand back, his face contorted with rage. I’m actually a little bit scared for Katey-Louise. ‘Just get back to work. And I mean work.’ I expect the door to fly open when Neville roars, but it remains closed until Katey-Louise creaks it open and tiptoes across the office to her desk. She doesn’t make eye contact with anybody, not even Denise, and plops down into her seat. The most amazing thing happens next. Katey-Louise plucks the sheet of paper from the top of her towering in-tray and, for perhaps the first time during her employment at Brinkley’s, she does some actual work.

I hurry home after work and grab something quick to eat before showering and changing into my most sophisticated outfit. I don’t actually own anything uber-sophisticated and I’m too skint to fork out for anything new so I make do with a black, thin-strapped maxi dress and bling it up with a wide gold belt and gold peep-toe wedges. I take my time over my hair and makeup and, even though I am loathe to do so, I load up one of Katey-Louise’s YouTube tutorials. A few weeks ago she turned up to work with a sleek braid that ended at the nape of her neck with a cute little knot before her hair fell in a glossy low ponytail, which will be perfect for the look I’m going for. I search through her channel and bingo! There it is, the ‘criss-cross braid’. I watch the video in full and it looks easy enough. Going back to the beginning, I watch it again in sections, following the instructions before moving onto the next bit.

Blimey. The criss-cross braid is a bit of a faff and much harder than Katey-Louise makes it look or sound. I almost respect her talent for hair.

‘Hmm.’ I examine my new style using my dressing table mirror and Mum’s little handheld one. It doesn’t look exactly like Katey-Louise’s (not even close) but it doesn’t look too horrendous. I examine it a bit more. It’s a bit rough and not quite as sophisticated as I was hoping for but I think I can get away it.

‘Wow, look at you!’ Mum’s washing up when I walk into the kitchen and she drips soapy water onto the floor as she gawps at me. ‘You look like a film star!’

I wouldn’t go that far, but I appreciate the compliment.

‘Off anywhere nice?’ Dad asks as he dries a plate and hands it to a reluctant Justin to put away.

‘The theatre.’ I examine my nails as I reply nonchalantly. I should have painted them. Or at least given them a quick file but I’ve run out of time after fiddling with my hair so much.

‘The theatre, eh?’ Mum looks suitably impressed. We’re not the kind of family who frequents the theatre and I’ve only ever been inside one three times; twice to see the panto with primary school and once when Lauren and I watched Dirty Dancing.

‘It’s not like panto, you know,’ Justin says as he dumps the plate in the cupboard. ‘You can’t shout stuff out. He’s behind you!’ He sniggers and takes another plate from Dad.

‘Who are you going to the theatre with?’ Mum asks.

‘He’s called Wolfgang.’ Justin sniggers as I say this. ‘I met him on that dating site.’ More sniggers. I’d quite like to kick my brother – hard – on the shin.

Mum dunks a casserole dish into the sink. ‘What are you watching?’

‘No idea.’ Wolfgang did tell me in one of his messages but I’ve forgotten. I know it isn’t a musical though, which is a bit disappointing. ‘I’m running late so I’ll have to go now.’

‘Would you like a lift?’ Dad is already handing Justin the tea towel and reaching into his pocket for his car keys.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

I’m glad I don’t have to face the bus into the city centre, even if I do have to answer a million questions about Wolfgang en route. I find that I don’t actually know a great deal about Wolfgang. We’ve sent a few messages back and forth but our conversations are always a bit stiff. Perhaps it’s because English isn’t Wolfgang’s first language. Or perhaps – and I don’t really want to say this after the Dan thing – we simply don’t have any chemistry.

Dad pulls up as close to the theatre as he can get. ‘Have fun. And if you want to shout out “he’s behind you”, you shout it out, love.’

‘Thanks, Dad.’ I lean over to kiss Dad on the cheek before I climb out of the car. I wave Dad off in case he has any ideas of sticking around and getting a look at Wolfgang before he goes. Once the car is out of sight, I make my way to the theatre’s entrance.

I can’t miss Wolfgang. He’s wearing a brown and cream plaid suit with a ruffled pink shirt and a brown fedora. Wolfgang is only thirty-two (one of only a few facts I know about the bloke) but his shoulder-length hair is almost completely grey (not at all obvious from his artfully shot black and white profile picture!).

‘You are Delilah.’ Wolfgang steps towards me and takes my hand, lifting it to his mouth so that he can kiss my fingers with his fat, rubbery lips. ‘I am Wolfgang Schmitt and I am very happy that we could meet.’ Wolfgang releases my hand and bows his head slightly. ‘Shall we enter?’ He indicates the ornate doors of the theatre and I follow him into the vestibule where our tickets are checked. We don’t have much time to hang around but Wolfgang offers to buy us some refreshments.

‘It’s ok.’ I pat my bag, which I’m glad hasn’t been checked. ‘I brought my own.’ Dad stopped off at a shop on the way, insisting I stock up as ‘the theatre will charge an arm and a leg for a bag of toffees’. My handbag is quite roomy so I was able to fit two bottles of diet coke, a share bag of Wotsits and a family-sized packet of Haribo’s Star Mix.

Wolfgang leads me across the plush carpet to our seats and it isn’t long before the play begins. It’s a bit boring if I’m honest and I’m finding it difficult to follow. Still, it’s good to try new things.

‘Would you like a drink?’ I whisper, offering one of the bottles of coke to Wolfgang. Without taking his eyes from the stage, Wolfgang simply lifts a hand and gives it a rapid shake, which I take as a no. I open the bottle for myself, apologising when the slight hiss earns me a glare from Wolfgang. I take a sip and tune back into the play. Yawn. A bit of a sing-song and some fun choreography could do wonders for this snooze-fest. To cheer myself up, I open the packet of Wotsits, which earns me another glare as the packet crinkles ever so slightly. I don’t bother to offer Wolfgang a crisp, the big misery guts.

The play goes on forever and I’m about to fall asleep when the thunderous sound of applause jolts me wide awake again. I shoot up in my seat, a hand covering my thumping heart.

‘Is it finished?’ I no longer have to whisper as the theatre is abuzz with noise now.

‘Yes. Wasn’t it wonderful?’ Wolfgang gives a little sigh of pleasure.

‘Yes.’ I gather up my empty packets and bottles and shove them into my handbag. ‘It was really very wonderful.’

‘What was your favourite part?’

Wolfgang is watching me, anticipation firing his eyes as he awaits my answer. I’m sure he won’t be pleased if I tell him it was when the curtain went down to signal the end. ‘Would you excuse me? I really need the loo.’ I’m not even lying this time. After two bottles of diet coke, my bladder is screaming to be emptied. I make a dash, weaving between the crowds until I find the ladies and burst my way inside. It’s only as I’m washing my hands that I see the gummy red and orange ring stretched onto my finger. I was so bored during the second act I’d resorted to playing with my sweets. Pulling the ring off my finger, I drop it into the bin and dry my hands.

‘Better?’ Wolfgang asks as I emerge from the ladies. We’ve been sitting in the dark so I’d forgotten how ridiculous he looks in his plaid suit. His hat is tucked under his arm but he pops it onto his head as we step outside.

‘That was rather special, wouldn’t you say?’ I make murmuring sounds in response to Wolfgang’s question. ‘But next time I would leave the picnic at home.’ Wolfgang flashes me a reproachful look. ‘You do not visit the theatre often. This I can see. But we will change that.’ Wolfgang gives a decisive nod while I think how unlikely that will be. ‘How are you travelling home?’

I point to a row of black cabs waiting along the pavement and we make our way over.

‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ Wolfgang says as he opens the door of one of the cabs. He takes my hand and I think he’s going to kiss it again. But it’s worse. Much worse. Wolfgang presses himself against me, his mouth like a suction cup on my lips. His tongue pushes its way in, large and moist and wrigglier than a bag of snakes. With my free hand on Wolfgang’s horrible suit, I push him away, resisting the urge to gag.

‘You are a beautiful lady, my Delilah. I hope we can meet again soon.’

I climb into the cab and pull the door firmly. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I give my address to the driver. There is no way at all that I will be seeing old Wolfy again.


Chapter 17

Clara

Text Message:

Clara: Are you doing anything next Saturday? I’m having a little dinner party and I thought you might like to come. Trevor will be there. You got on well last time, didn’t you?

Delilah: Trevor got pissed and tried to put his hand up my skirt

Clara: But you had a nice chat, didn’t you?

Before I came along, Clara had Mum and Dad all to herself for five years. She was the centre of their universe until I popped out and ruined everything. Clara still enjoyed her tea parties out on the lawn but they were interrupted when Mum needed to dash inside for nappy changes, leaving her with only her dolls and teddies for company until she returned. Bedtime stories were often hijacked by wailing and Mum couldn’t breastfeed and push Clara on the swing at the same time so Clara had to learn the art of patience. But no matter how much Mum told her so, the slide was never as much fun as the swing.

I don’t think my sister has ever quite forgiven me for crashing the Clara party. She’s never said as much but the evidence is clear. For example, in every photo before I was born, Clara is grinning toothily at the camera but after she is scowling, especially in photos that we are both present in. Clara also had a notebook dedicated to mad ramblings such as ‘I hayt my babby sisster’ and she referred to me as ‘it’ until I was eleven.

Clara and I never got on. There was no sisterly bond, no solidarity against our parents. We didn’t play together or swap clothes and makeup. We didn’t giggle and gossip about boys or provide shoulders to cry on. We resided in the same house and were even forced to share a bedroom when Justin joined the family but there was no warmth or pleasantness in our relationship. Clara left home as soon as she could, first for university and then for a year-long trek across Europe, Asia and South America. When she returned from her travels, Clara moved into a flat share, which was a relief for both of us, although Mum had been devastated. For all her ‘get out there and live your life’ claptrap, Mum is pretty suffocating when it comes to us actually spreading our wings.

Three years ago, Clara met Graham (full name: Dull Graham) and quickly moved out of the flat she’d been sharing and started co-habiting with him instead. Clara and Graham are both accountants, which is how they met. At forty-seven, Graham is eighteen years old than Clara but you can’t really notice the age gap. Not because Graham is immature (if only) but because Clara is old before her time.

Clara and I still aren’t close, though the distance created when she moved out of the family home has certainly helped to warm up our frosty relationship. We don’t hate each other but we don’t particularly like each other either. I think Clara’s bossy, pretentious and thinks she’s oh so sophisticated since she bought her flat with her boring boyfriend. She thinks I’m juvenile (how can you stand to still live at home like a teenager?), uncouth (don’t hold your fork like that, Delilah. It isn’t a shovel) and unambitious (don’t you want to climb up the career ladder? Aren’t you fed up of being on the bottom rung?) but we somehow tolerate each other. Still, I would rather do anything than attend one of her pretentious dinner parties, yet here I am, standing outside her flat with a bottle of wine and not much will to live.

It all started a couple of weeks ago, just after my date with Wolfgang, which hadn’t turned out quite how I hoped it would and the reality was pretty boring and extremely slobbery (ugh). I ended up on a couple more dates mid-week with an insurance consultant called Vincent who was slimier than a snail with goo issues, and a butcher called Ivor who turned up with animal blood still caked under his fingernails. Ivor had apologised, explaining he’d come straight from work, but it was an unforgivable state of affairs for me and I only just managed to get through one drink before I made my excuses and left.

And as for Vincent? I had high hopes for Vincent. He wasn’t classically handsome, but then that wasn’t necessary for Project Wedding Date. This wasn’t an actual romantic endeavour, after all. Vincent was fun and chatty online. He didn’t take life too seriously, which was a plus after my too-serious date with Wolfgang.

The date did not go well. I don’t even want to think about it, never mind recount it. It was that bad.

‘It can’t have been as bad as Wolfy’s fat tongue,’ Lauren had said when I refused to go into detail.

‘It was worse.’

Lauren was shocked – what could be worse than that? – and obviously intrigued, but my lips were remaining shut on the matter.

‘Never mind. The next date will be better, I’m sure.’ Lauren had reached for my phone to open the Love Today app but I moved the phone out of the way.

‘I can’t do it.’ I deleted the app from my phone. ‘I can’t go on any more dates with complete strangers. They’re all weird or married or worse.’ I shuddered while Lauren’s eyes widened.

‘What the hell happened on that date?’ I shook my head. I wanted to forget all about Vincent, Love Today and online dating in general. ‘What are you going to do? Call the project off?’

‘Nope.’ I dropped my face into my palms. I couldn’t look at Lauren when I said this. ‘I’m going to take drastic action. I’m going to let Clara set me up.’

Clara is always trying to set me up with one of her dull friends. It’s why I’ve stopped attending her dinner parties because I always end up having an acquaintance of my sister foisted upon me. That and Clara’s dinner parties are tedious, pretentious affairs and my sister isn’t quite as great a chef as she thinks she is.

I knock on Clara’s door, hoping that a meteor will strike Earth before Clara has the chance to answer. It doesn’t, of course. I’m not that lucky.

‘Delilah! You made it!’ Clara’s voice is clogged with surprise, but I can hardly blame her. I’m surprised I’m here myself. Clara grasps me by the wrist before I can change my mind and flee, tugging me into the flat and grabbing the bottle of wine before my feet make it over the threshold. She reads the label and pulls a face. Clara and I have very different tastes when it comes to wine. I’ll grab whatever happens to be on special offer at the time of purchase while Clara has far more refined (read: snobbish) tastes.

‘Come through. Everybody’s already here.’ Clara leads me along her oak-floored hallway to the sitting room, flashing me an accusing look. So I’m a tad late (if you can call almost an hour ‘a tad’). So what? That I’m here at all is miraculous enough.

Clara’s sitting room is decorated in grey tones, the only source of colour coming from the teal sofa and matching armchairs arranged around the fireplace. Even the pillar candles, arranged artfully on the mantelpiece, are a dove grey.

‘You remember Veronica and Nigel, don’t you?’ Clara thrusts me towards the couple – both in their early forties, her with grey hair glinting, him with more lines on his face than a map of the London underground – and I’m subjected to double-kisses from both. ‘And this is Patrick!’

‘Delilah! What a delight to finally meet you.’ Patrick strides across the sitting room and envelops me in a too-tight hug. He has a slight pong of BO about him but it’s almost masked by the whiskey he’s been busy putting away this evening.

‘Let me get you a drink,’ Clara offers. Patrick still hasn’t released me so I give him a gentle push and step away from the pungent smell he’s emitting.

‘Have you got any tinnies?’ I ask Clara, just to annoy her. I feel a satisfied glow as she squeezes her lips together, her cheeks flushing.

‘We have some bottles of lager in the fridge,’ she says, trying hard to remain composed. ‘I’ll just go and check on the salmon and I’ll bring one over for you. Do sit down and get to know Patrick a little better.’

Patrick leads me to the teal sofa, sitting down too closely to me. He’s practically sitting on my lap! I shift over to give myself some breathing space.

‘Wow.’ Patrick sits staring at me while he shakes his head in wonder. ‘Wow, wow, wow. Clara never mentioned quite how beautiful you are.’

I smile tightly and try to lean away from him. I suppose I should feel flattered by the compliment but Patrick’s intense stare is starting to freak me out. I don’t think he’s blinked since we sat down.

‘Such a beautiful name too.’ Patrick closes his eyes and takes in a lungful of air before releasing it slowly along with my name. ‘Dee-lie-lar. Exquisite! My, my, my, Delilah.’ Patrick leans in so close I can feel his hot whiskey-breath on my neck. When he inhales sharply, his nostrils practically flat against my throat, I decide enough is enough.

‘Will you excuse me? I think I’ll go and see if Clara needs any help.’ Leaping out of my seat, I escape to the kitchen where I find Graham alone, chopping tomatoes and adding them to a wooden bowl of lettuce leaves and slices of cucumber and peppers.

‘Ah, Delilah. How are you?’ Graham holds up his hands, the fingers tinged with tomato juice, to excuse his lack of a hug or handshake. I’m more than fine with the lack of contact. I’ve had more than enough from Patrick, thank you very much.

‘Fine thanks. You?’ I head to the fridge and pull out a bottle of lager, which Clara has failed to bring me.

‘Not bad, not bad.’ Graham nods at one of the drawers, where I find the bottle opener. ‘Can’t complain. Life’s pretty darn good.’

‘Great.’ I open the bottle and drop the lid into the chrome pedal bin. Graham continues to chop the tomatoes, his bottom moving to the rhythm of the knife, as I hover by the fridge. I don’t know how to talk to this man. We have nothing in common apart from my sister, which we all know isn’t the greatest link to have.

‘How’s the job going? Still at that biscuit place?’ Graham continues his bottom-wriggling chopping as he asks. I continue to hover by the fridge. The only thing keeping me in here is the fact that Patrick is in the sitting room and the less time spent in his presence the better. I’m beginning to think agreeing to meet him was a big mistake.

‘Yep, still at Brinkley’s.’

‘I’m not a huge fan of biscuits myself.’ Graham picks up the chopping board and scrapes the sliced tomatoes into the wooden bowl. ‘I don’t have much of a sweet tooth. I’d much rather have a nice selection of cheese.’ Graham tosses the salad and places it on the table, which is already set with slate grey square plates, matching bowls and side plates, and crystal goblets. The table isn’t terribly big but Clara always seems to find room for her guests.

‘Do you like cheese?’ Graham is washing his hands at the kitchen sink, the sleeves of his brown jumper rolled up to his elbows. ‘What’s your favourite?’

‘Cheddar?’ I can’t say I know much about cheese, other than it tastes delicious on a pizza. ‘I like those little plasticky cheese squares on burgers too.’ I say this last bit for fun. Graham’s aghast face is amusing, though he quickly recovers.

‘Right. Yes. Very good.’ Graham dries his hands on a tea towel before he claps them together. ‘I think I’ll go and find Clara. See what else needs doing.’ With a nod of his head, Graham vacates the kitchen and I slump against the counter. I have a whole evening of cheese-talk and Patrick to put up with. Why am I putting myself through this?

The six of us are squeezed around Clara’s kitchen table, plates of salmon spew set out before us. Clara tries her hardest and has a whole shelf dedicated to celebrity cook books in the sitting room but the truth is she’s terrible in the kitchen. The salmon is slightly more edible than it looks, but each forkful is placed in my mouth reluctantly, my brain unable to get past its rank appearance. I tuned out of the conversation about twenty minutes ago as the topic has lodged itself at accounting, something I have no knowledge of, or interest in. Everybody but Veronica and I are accountants and I was hoping she and I could break off and have a chat. We probably have nothing in common, but I’d rather talk about anything other than accounting. Even cheese.

But it isn’t to be. Veronica is not only keeping up with the accountancy chat, she’s joining in too.

‘Are we being incredibly boring?’ Patrick has leaned in towards me and I can smell his fishy breath, which is infinitely worse than the whiskey breath.

With substantial effort, I force my lips into what could resemble a smile. Sort of. ‘No. Of course not.’ YES! I am in Dullsville and Patrick is the mayor.

Patrick flashes me a fishy-tinged smile. ‘You haven’t said much.’

I fight to keep my sort-of smile in place but there’s a grimace pushing its way to the surface. ‘I’m just enjoying my food.’

‘Oh yes, it’s delicious.’ Patrick loads his fork with fishy mush and pops it into his mouth, murmuring his delight. ‘Compliments to the chef!’ A stray flake of unchewed fish flies across the table as Patrick raises his goblet of wine, landing on Graham’s turd-coloured jumper. Patrick doesn’t notice his fishy misdemeanour and beams at Clara before he takes a sip. I suspect he’s rinsing away the taste of the fish swill.

‘Thank you, Patrick.’ Clara dabs at Graham’s jumper with a dove grey napkin. ‘Have you told Delilah about your promotion?’

‘Gosh! No, I haven’t!’ Patrick shifts in his seat so that he’s facing me properly, not noticing that the movement causes Graham to slosh wine down his jumper. Clara mops up the mess while an oblivious Patrick launches into the tedious details of his career path.

It turns out that Patrick isn’t the mayor of Dullsville after all. He is the emperor and I am one of his subjects.

‘Are you still at McVitie’s?’ Veronica asks once Patrick has thoroughly bored me to tears. I could quite literally weep right now.

‘I’ve never worked for McVitie’s.’

‘Delilah’s at Brinkley’s,’ Clara says and all eyes turn to me.

‘Is that a bank?’ Patrick asks.

‘It’s a biscuit factory.’ I can’t help smiling to myself as Clara’s eyes widen in horror.

‘A luxury biscuit manufacturers.’ Clara has always been embarrassed by my job. She was furious when I decided not to go to university, telling me – quite adamantly – that I would never make anything of myself if I didn’t. ‘And Delilah is in the office, not on the shop floor. She’s a PA.’

‘I’m an admin assistant, actually.’

Clara gives a wave of her hand. ‘It amounts to the same thing, really. Anyway, who’s ready for dessert?’

Clara and Graham jump to their feet and start clearing the plates, which are all almost as full as when we started. Patrick leans in towards me again, his breath hot and fishy and wafting all over me.

‘I love a good biscuit.’ He licks his lips as he traces a finger up my forearm. His voice is low and husky, meant for my ears only. ‘Digestives. Custard Creams. Hob Nobs.’ He raises his eyebrows at me and my chest begins to tremble. Does he think he’s being sexy? I press my lips together to prevent a giggle from escaping. ‘Are you a dunker, Delilah?’

‘I’m not a huge fan of biscuits myself. I don’t have much of a sweet tooth. I prefer cheese.’ I jump out of my seat and cross the kitchen, offering to help Clara and Graham with the dessert.

‘Isn’t Patrick a sweetheart?’ Clara asks as she arranges mini meringues on top of the sundaes she and Graham have created in tall glasses. ‘I think you’d make such a lovely couple.’

‘Don’t even think about it, Clara. It isn’t going to happen.’ There is no way I’m becoming the empress of Dullsville.


Chapter 18

Matchmaking

Text Message:

Clara: I know you said no more matchmaking after the little Trevor thing, but Graham has this friend. He’s newly single and a little bit shy about meeting women but I know you’ll love him

Delilah: No

Clara: He’s a SENIOR PARTNER, Delilah!

Delilah: No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no x infinity

Clara: You are so immature. Perhaps you’re not a good match for Brian after all

I somehow managed to talk Clara down and I’m relieved to tell you that Cupid has put his arrows away and will not be striking me and Patrick any time soon. Clara hasn’t quite given up though – I could see it in her eyes, that steely determination to make my life as miserable as possible. She casually mentioned that Patrick will be at her thirtieth birthday party so now I have to rack my brains for a legitimate reason not to go. Perhaps I can throw myself down a flight of stairs and snap a few bones the day before? Or somehow infect myself with a nasty (but not fatal) disease? These may seem like pretty drastic measures, but I really, really don’t want my sister setting me up with her slimy friend. Besides, I have a month until Clara’s party, which is plenty of time to come up with something a little less painful.

‘You could bang your head, have a sudden but non-permanent bout of amnesia and forget who Clara is and that it’s her birthday,’ Lauren suggests. We’re sitting in The Farthing, waiting for the quiz to begin.

‘Or I could fall down a manhole – or at least pretend to – and say I’ve mangled my legs too much to leave the house.’ I like this idea better than the flight-of-stairs tumble – pretend injuries are a much more palatable idea.

‘Or – and this is a crazy thought here – you could just say no.’ Ryan widens his eyes and mouth in a cartoonish look of shock. ‘No, Patrick, I would not like to go out with you. Thanks for asking.’

Lauren and I gasp.

‘I can’t say that!’

‘She’ll hurt his feelings.’

‘But do you actually care about his feelings?’ Ryan asks me. ‘You can’t stand the bloke. You think he’s a toad.’

‘Toads have feelings too, you know.’ I shift under Ryan’s incredulous gaze, feeling wholly inadequate. I know I should be more assertive but the truth is I’m a great big wussy pants. It’s like when Denise shoves a shopping list of non-work-related items at me and orders me to pop to Sainsbury’s. I should tell her to do one, to get off her butt and do her own weekly shop, but I don’t. I scuttle off and pick up the items for her family dinners and bathroom activities. It’s quite nice to get out of the office and she does pay for a taxi there and back, but the principle is wrong. Yet I go along with it for a peaceful life.

‘When have you ever said no to your mother?’ I shift the focus onto Ryan, who is also a big wussy pants when it comes to Eleanor and her matchmaking. ‘You went on three dates with that girl last month. You said she had teeth as big as Shergar’s and the personality of a bone-dry dishcloth yet you still took her out for dinner. Three times.’

‘I was scared she’d attack me with her giant gnashers if I tried to put a stop to my mum’s meddling,’ Ryan says.

‘So how did you get rid of her?’ I narrow my eyes. ‘You’re not still dating her, are you?’

Ryan shakes his head. ‘I accidentally let slip that I have herpes. Which I don’t, obviously. But it did the trick. She made up the usual excuse of us having no chemistry and I haven’t heard from her since.’

‘You really are a pig.’ Lauren gives Ryan a withering look before turning her attention to me. ‘What are you going to do now?’

I shrug my shoulders. ‘I’m running out of ideas. I’ve tried online dating – which will not be happening again, let me assure you. And I’ve run out of places of interest to meet men. We’ve already tried the gym, the pub and Ryan’s football matches. I don’t have any more interests unless you count sitting on my sofa watching musicals and I don’t think Danny Zuko is going to pop out of the screen and sweep me off my feet.’ I smile at the image. If only! ‘Do either of you know anybody you could set me up with? I trust your judgement far more than I trust my sister’s.’

Lauren shakes her head. ‘If I knew anybody date-worthy, I wouldn’t still be single.’

I turn to Ryan and he shakes his head but he won’t meet my eye. ‘Setting people up hardly ever works out. Just look at me and the women my mum sets me up with. Have any of them ever worked out? Nope.’

‘I don’t want anything to “work out”. I just want to go on a few dates with the guy and then take him to Francesca’s wedding.’ Which is getting scarily close, FYI. ‘Do you honestly not know anybody?’

Ryan shifts in his seat and starts to fiddle with the beer mat on the table. He does know somebody!

‘Come on, Ryan. Spit it out,’ Lauren urges. ‘Otherwise she’ll have no choice but to go out with Patrick.’

I grasp hold of Ryan’s hand and give him my best pleading look, my eyes as wide and as watery as I can manage. ‘Please don’t make me date Patrick.’

‘I don’t know…’ Ryan tugs his hand away and avoids my Bambi-eyes. ‘What am I supposed to do when you dump him after the wedding?’

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,’ Lauren says. ‘Just tell us who it is.’

Ryan throws back his head, emitting a defeated sigh. ‘Fine. His name is Ricky. He’s the new PE teacher at school. If you come to my next football match he’ll be there and I’ll introduce you.’

Leaping out of my seat, I plonk myself on Ryan’s lap and give him a noisy kiss on the cheek. ‘You, Ryan Ford, are the best.’

***

Adam and I have never met up outside of work before. We sometimes sneak across to the pub at lunchtime but this is different. We’re meeting up at a pub, but it’s in the evening and well away from the office. The photo booth promo turned out to be a massive success, gaining thousands of new followers across all of our platforms, plus more retweets, shares and comments than we’ve ever had before – collectively. And the best part was a segment on Granada Reports. I mean, if you blinked you’d have missed it, but there I was on the local evening news, having a great old laugh with the public in my tutu and fairy wings. The item was then picked up by The Woodgate Advertiser which, while only a free local newspaper, is publicity all the same – and Mum took great pride in cutting out the article and attaching it to her fridge with a Chester Zoo magnet. The same article is now sitting in a frame in Neville’s office.

‘He’s worth his weight in gold, that one,’ I heard Neville telling Denise the other day as they had a sneaky cig outside. I was on my way back from delivering a set of updated health and safety forms to Fred O’Mara on the shop floor but they didn’t see me as they were huddled in the gap between the Portakabin and the metal fencing. Slipping into the office, I relayed the titbit to Adam and we had a celebratory cup of tea and Adam made a risky dash into Neville’s office to raid the biscuit tin.

Neville was so thrilled with the results of Adam’s photo booth campaign that he’s upped the social media budget so we’re having a second celebration. We could have invited the others but, well, they’re Brinkleys and the idea of spending more time than necessary with them wasn’t so appealing.

I’ve made sure the pub we’re meeting in isn’t The Farthing as I’m still avoiding Dan (who also seems to be avoiding me as I haven’t seen him on a quiz night for ages now). Adam is already sitting in the pub when I arrive and I notice a couple of girls eyeing him up. I emit a telepathic back-off message but by the way they’re giggling coquettishly and duck-facing at him from across the room, they haven’t received it. I’m overcome with a territorial urge as I march towards Adam.

‘Hey you!’ My voice is loud and vibrant and I find myself planting a kiss on his cheek. If that doesn’t tell the girls to back off… well, they’re just a pair of hussies. Adam looks taken aback by my greeting but he soon recovers.

‘Sit down. I’ll get you a drink.’ Adam goes to stand up but I place my hands on his shoulders and push him back down again.

‘Let me. We’re here to celebrate your achievement, remember?’ I flash the girls a triumphant look. The girls seem to have moved on and are currently pouting at a couple of blokes playing pool but I keep my eye on them as I wait for our drinks at the bar. Adam is my friend and I’ve come over all toddler-like in my inability to share.

‘Ah, you’re a pint girl,’ Adam says as I return with the drinks. I’m a bit nervous when he says this but he grins at me and I relax. Ben didn’t like me drinking pints, claiming it made me (and therefore him) look like a chav. He preferred it when I chose a glass of wine or a gin and tonic (yuck).

‘Sure am.’ I clink my glass against his. ‘Cheers.’ I take a sip before sitting down on a stool, making sure the girls are in my eye line. I watch as they sashay across the room towards us but they sail straight past and, wriggling their fingers at the barman, step out of the pub. I feel myself relax now the competition has left.

Competition? What the hell is wrong with me?

‘I’m sorry, what?’ Adam has been talking to me but I’ve been too bogged down with my own thoughts.

‘I said do you play pool?’ He nods to the now vacant pool table.

‘Not very well but I’m willing to give it a go.’

‘Adventurous. I like that.’ Adam grins at me and I feel my tummy do something peculiar. Something it hasn’t done for a long time. I’ve had the odd fluttery-tummy incident since Ben but this is different. This is a serious case of the butterflies.

Adam and I grab our pints and take them through to the pool room. Unsurprisingly, Adam is a much better pool player than I am, but it doesn’t matter as we have a laugh, even if we are often laughing at my atrocious shots.

‘You really are rubbish,’ Adam laughs, stooping to pick up the white ball, which I’ve just sent flying off the table.

‘Hey!’ I pretend to be offended but the truth is I’m having a great time. We’ve spent the evening teasing each other and my stomach is starting to ache with all the laughing we’ve been doing. Why couldn’t the dates I’ve been on recently have been this fun and relaxing? I feel so at ease in Adam’s company, like I’m spending the evening with an old friend. If I’m honest, I was never even this carefree with Ben as I always thought I had something to prove. On that first night, he claimed I was fascinating and I really tried my best to live up to his expectations but the truth is I never felt good enough for Ben. I let him down continuously but I know if he gave me another chance it would be different. I would be different.


Chapter 19

More Dates

Text Message:

Ryan: She got in touch! I told you she would. She wants to see me again

Delilah: Even after you pushed her in the lake?

Ryan: I did not PUSH her in the lake. I slipped, reached out to steady myself and ACCIDENTALLY knocked her into the water. Yeah, I’m surprised she got in touch too, actually

I find myself getting ready for another date. After being introduced to Ryan’s work colleague, we swapped numbers and arranged to meet up during the week. He seemed nice enough when we met at the football match – fun and friendly and didn’t seem to harbour any resentment against his exes – and Ryan assured me that he wasn’t married or a member of a talentless band. Or any band, for that matter.

Ricky has chosen a bowling date, which I’m pretty pleased about. I love bowling (apart from the smelly shoes) so it should be a fun date and much more relaxed than sitting opposite each other in a restaurant. I dress in a pair of jeans and a nice, floaty top before making my way into town and to the bowling alley. I’m early but Ricky is already there, waiting in the arcade. He’s tall and slender without being lanky and has closely cropped gingery/brown hair and pale freckles. At the football pitch, Ricky had been constantly grinning, displaying a good set of teeth and a cheeky, flirtatious style but right now his face is sort of scrunched up as he bashes away at a video game in the arcade. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody look so animated as he uses his whole body to play. His fingers control the character on the screen but his legs are getting in on the action too as he hops up and down and bounces in rhythm with his fingers and his head dodges this way and that as though he’s being physically attacked. Suddenly he slams the button one last time before he raises his fist, punching the air with a whoop of unadulterated joy. I can’t help smiling as he celebrates his victory.

‘Delilah!’ Ricky ceases his whooping when he spots me and strides over. ‘Hi! Sorry, I didn’t see you there. You’re early.’

‘So are you.’ I like this. Good time-keeping isn’t necessarily sexy but it’s a definite plus-point in my books.

‘Yeah, I hate being the last to arrive. You look great, by the way.’

‘Thank you.’ I feel myself go all giggly and pink-cheeked. ‘You too.’ And he does. Ricky has a nice, wholesome look about him. He doesn’t quite send my pulse racing like Adam did at the pub the other night but he is cute and I’m sure we’re going to have a fun evening.

‘We’re a bit early. I booked the lane for eight. Do you fancy a game while we wait?’ He indicates the video game and although I’ve never really seen the attraction, I find myself agreeing.

‘I don’t really know what I’m doing,’ I admit as Ricky drops a couple of coins in the slot. Justin has an array of consoles at home but I’ve never been inclined to have a go. Partly because they’re stored in his smelly bedroom where I never venture unless it’s absolutely vital.

‘It’s easy. You’ll soon pick it up.’ Ricky presses a flashing button and points to a bulky cartoon guy on the large screen. ‘See him? You need to defeat him. Like this.’ Ricky starts to hammer at the buttons and I find myself being jostled out of the way as his enthusiasm grows. Not that I mind. I’m more than happy to watch Ricky play. He hops about in front of the machine, his fingers darting across the buttons until the bulky guy ends up flat on the ground.

‘Yes! Get in!’ Ricky adds insult to injury (or death, by the way he’s slumped on the ground) to the bulky guy by slapping his palm down on the screen. ‘Do you want another go?’ Ricky has already inserted more coins into the slot but I take a step back.

‘It’s ok. You have another go. You’re obviously good at it.’

Ricky has a couple more goes of the video game before we head over to the bar to grab a couple of drinks. We both stick to soft drinks (Ricky because he’s driving and me because I want to be fully alert during the date, just in case I have to make a swift exit).

‘So how do you know Ryan?’ Ricky asks as we take a seat at a vacant table. The bowling alley is pretty crammed, despite it being mid-week.

‘We used to live next door to each other growing up.’

‘And you’ve never…’ Ricky wriggles his eyebrows and I find myself laughing.

‘Gosh, no.’ I’ve been asked this question a million times in various forms. People really don’t believe a man and a woman can be friends without having a go in the sack. ‘He’s one of my best friends. It’d be like hooking up with my brother.’ Gross, gross, gross. Why did that analogy even pop into my head?

‘Sorry, it’s really none of my business,’ Ricky says. ‘It’s just I don’t tend to date my mate’s exes.’

I nod in agreement. ‘It gets messy, I suppose.’

‘Something like that.’

‘Well, you don’t have to worry about me and Ryan.’ I take a sip of my drink. ‘Never going to happen.’

We chat for a while longer, passing the time until our lane is free. Ricky is easy to talk to, although I find out pretty quickly that he doesn’t like to be teased. Adam and I spend most of our workday playfully mocking each other so I’m a bit taken aback, but we find our own rhythm.

‘Let’s get you some shoes,’ Ricky says when our lane is free. I exchange my shoes for a pair of damp, clown-style bowling shoes.

‘Don’t you need any?’ I ask as we leave the shoe-hire desk.

Ricky lifts the navy holdall he has slung over his shoulder. ‘Brought my own. And my own ball. I find I play better with it.’

‘You have your own shoes and ball? So you play regularly?’

Ricky nods. ‘Yeah, quite regularly. It’s a great sport.’

I already know that Ricky is sporty due to his job so it isn’t too much of a surprise. We head over to our lane and program our names into the scoreboard. I go first, selecting one of the lightest balls (which is still pretty damn heavy). Self-consciously, I scuttle towards the lane and toss the ball. It lands with a thud but it does somehow make it to the pins, knocking down six, which I’m thrilled with. I take my second turn, flooring two more.

‘Not bad, not bad,’ Ricky says as I return to the seating area. He stands up and rests a hand on my shoulder. ‘But let me show you how it’s really done.’ Ricky winks at me as he picks up his special, personalised ball. It’s a deep blue ball with his name engraved in silver.

Ricky tears towards the lane, dropping into a sort of crouch as he releases the ball. It thunders down the lane, thwacking the pins and sending them all down in one go.

‘Strike!’ Ricky punches the air and saunters back to the seating area. I expect him to blow imaginary smoke from his fingers but luckily for both of us he doesn’t.

‘He’s very competitive,’ I tell Lauren and Ryan the next day. We’re at The Farthing and I’m still not entirely comfortable being here. I tried to get out of it but Lauren practically dragged me here, pointing out that unless I planned to find a new local (which isn’t such a crazy idea), I’d have to suck it up and get used to being in the same room as Dan.

‘Is that a good or a bad thing?’ Lauren asks.

‘I don’t know.’ I take the tiniest sip of my pint. It’s my round next and Dan is the only one manning the bar so I have to drag it out for as long as possible. Hopefully until it’s time to go home. ‘I mean, I don’t want to date a loser or anything, but it did start to get a bit uncomfortable when he started giving the bloke next to us dirty looks whenever he got a strike.’

Bowling with Ricky wasn’t quite as much fun as I’d anticipated. He earned an almost perfect score, only missing a strike once. He made up for it with a spare, but that wasn’t good enough for Ricky and he still saw it as a failure and sulked until the next strike. I managed one (fluky) strike myself, which earned me a high-five from Ricky.

‘You’re still lagging way behind though,’ he’d pointed out. He’d stuck his tongue out after he said it, which softened the blow slightly. But still.

‘Was it enough to put you off seeing him again?’

I think of Dan and the defaced fiver, and of William, possibly still wailing into his pasta. And then there’s philanderer Jack, snake-tongued Wolfgang, bloody nailed Ivor and slimy Patrick. Best not even mention Vincent! A bit of competitiveness is tame in comparison.

‘No, I don’t think it was.’

‘Excellent. Give me your phone.’ Lauren wriggles her fingers at me. ‘Let’s set up another date.’

‘I think I can do that myself.’

Lauren drains her drink and my stomach fills with dread. ‘If we leave it to you, you won’t get in touch with the bloke until Christmas. Gimme.’

I pass my phone to Lauren and grab my purse, taking a twenty out of it and passing it to Ryan. ‘Would you mind going to the bar for me? I’m a bit busy here.’

‘You’ll have to face him again some day,’ Ryan says but he plucks the note from my fingers anyway and wanders off to the bar.

‘What are you saying?’

Lauren reads out her message as she types. ‘Had a fun night. Would love to meet up again soon.’ Lauren glances up from my phone to make sure the message meets my approval.

‘Soon?’ I scrunch up my nose. ‘Doesn’t that sound a bit desperate?’

‘The wedding is fast approaching,’ Lauren points out. ‘You are desperate.’ She looks back down at the screen. ‘Do you want me to put three kisses or just one?’

‘None!’ I snatch the phone back, read through the message and send it off to Ricky before I change my mind.

‘Dan says hi and that he’s sorry about the message he sent you on the fiver,’ Ryan tells me as he places our drinks on the table.

‘Did he?’

Ryan laughs as he drops into his seat. ‘Nah, just pulling your leg.’

‘You’re a pig.’ I hold out my hand for my change (none of which is scrawled upon).

‘Oink.’ Ryan grins at me and takes a sip of his pint. ‘Anyway, what did you decide to do about Ricky?’

‘She’s sent him a message suggesting they meet up again,’ Lauren says.

‘So now we just have to wait and see if he sends me a reply.’


Chapter 20

The Need for Speed

Text Message:

Delilah: Where are you? The quiz is about to start

Ryan: I’m not feeling well. Don’t think I can make it this week

Delilah: Beyoncé’s Fitter Sisters are here from The Wagon and Horses again

Ryan: I’ll be there in two minutes!

Mum and Dad are snuggled up on the sofa in their pyjamas and dressing gowns when I get up on Saturday morning. They’re watching an episode of Masterchef that they recorded during the week and while normal people salivate over the meals, Mum’s drooling is courtesy of Gregg Wallace.

‘You’re up and about early,’ Mum says, tearing her eyes away from Gregg’s shiny head. It isn’t quite eight o’clock and while I’d usually still be cocooned in bed until at least ten at the weekend (ha! Try midday), I’m showered and dressed and ready to go.

‘I have a date.’

‘Who with this time?’ Dad asks, which earns him an elbow jab from Mum.

Mum beams at me. ‘Ignore him. I think it’s great. A young woman like you should be out having fun.’

‘I have a date with Ricky,’ I tell Mum before turning to Dad. ‘He’s the one I went bowling with the other day.’

‘Blimey, he’s keen.’ Mum’s almost bouncing off the sofa in her excitement, making Dad jiggle up and down beside her. ‘Two dates in one week?’

Actually, I’m the one who has sped up our courtship. As Lauren pointed out, Francesca’s wedding is looming scarily close and I’ve wasted enough time on dud dates. We need to get this show on the road.

‘It’s a bit early for a date, isn’t it?’ Dad asks, which earns him another jab.

‘We’re going go-karting.’

I’ve never been go-karting before but both Ricky and Adam – the only people I know who have had a go – assure me that it’s fun, so I will have to take their word for it.

‘Is he picking you up? Do we get to meet him?’ Mum pauses the television and starts fluffing up her hair. ‘Do I have time to get changed? I can’t meet your new boyfriend looking like Miss Hannigan.’

I smile (briefly) at the Annie reference. ‘No, you can’t meet him. And he isn’t my boyfriend.’ Not yet, anyway. But I’m working on it.

Grabbing my handbag, I flee from the house, glad that Mum can’t chase me in her fluffy robe. It’s far too soon to be meeting parents – we’ve been on one date so far and we haven’t even kissed. Nothing would scare the man away quicker than Mum showing up ready to welcome him into the family.

Ricky isn’t due to pick me up for another fifteen minutes so, with the hedge acting as a cover, I sit down on the kerb to wait. Eleanor pulls up a few minutes later, grabbing her Waitrose shopping bags from the boot. We don’t even have a Waitrose nearby but she won’t step foot in one of the local supermarkets.

‘Morning, Eleanor,’ I call as she strides towards her garden gate, ignoring my presence completely. I know my acknowledging the woman will irritate her, so I add a cheery wave for good measure. She twitches her lips into an almost-smile but she strides ahead with her shopping, her nose stuck so far in the air I’m surprised she can see anything but sky.

Ricky arrives and I slip into his car, feeling a bit awkward. I haven’t had a second date in quite some time so I’m unsure how to act. Do I lean over and kiss his cheek? Shake his hand? Simply say hello? I really haven’t a clue so I do nothing but sit.

My lack of go-karting knowledge doesn’t seem to bother me to begin with and I feel myself bubbling with excitement as we arrive. The track is inside a massive warehouse-type building, marked out with a red-and-white barrier. We’re supplied with red jumpsuits, thick gloves and black helmets, which we quickly change into before climbing into our karts. It’s lower down than I expected and a bit of squeeze but once I manoeuvre my knees around the steering wheel, it’s not so bad. It’s when the rumbling begins that I start to feel the excitement morph into nerves. In a few seconds I will set off around this track, with several other people tearing around, and I’m not quite sure what will happen.

I look across at Ricky but he doesn’t seem nervous at all. In fact, he’s raring to go, testing the pedals and the steering wheel as though he’s performing a warm-up. I see him attempt to crack his knuckles through the thick gloves but I’m not sure if he succeeds as it’s far too loud to hear anything but roaring engines and my erratic heartbeat in my ears.

We’re given the signal and we move along the track to the start and then suddenly it’s happening. The noise is phenomenal, even with my helmet on, but I try not to let it faze me. I can no longer hear my erratic pulse but I can certainly feel it. Painfully so. I set off with the others, whizzing along the track and somehow steering smoothly around the corners. I have no idea how I’m doing this, but I am. Call it beginner’s luck if you will.

I love this. I actually truly love this feeling. The nerves are still there but they are so overpowered by the thrill of driving at speed that I barely notice them. I’m laughing and squealing and having the best time. Adam was right – this is so much fun! I can’t wait to tell him all about it on Monday morning. Maybe we can organise an office outing here, but leave the Brinkleys behind, obviously.

I’m flying along the track, overtaking other karts while managing not to crash. I see Ricky’s kart up ahead and swerve to the inside of the track, managing to pass him as we round a bend. I don’t want this to end – this race, this feeling of freedom and triumph – but I reach the end of the circuit, miraculously still ahead of Ricky and several other karts.

‘Yes!’ I throw my hands up in the air, turning in time to see Ricky finishing three people behind me. After Ricky’s total annihilation of me at bowling, this victory is extra sweet. ‘I won! I bloody won!’ I leap from my vehicle and throw my arms around Ricky, but instead of giving me a congratulatory squeeze, he slips away from my grip and removes his helmet.

‘It wasn’t a race. You didn’t win anything.’

‘If it wasn’t a race, what were we doing then? Taking a tour of this beautiful warehouse?’ I giggle as I hold my hands out to the view, which is one of the most uninspiring views I have ever seen. Ricky doesn’t join in my good humour. His face is all pinched and he won’t look at me. The concrete floor is fascinating to him.

‘It was just a bit of fun.’ Ricky shoves his helmet under his arm and stalks away towards the track’s exit. I follow, skipping along as I remove my own helmet.

‘It really was fun. We should do this again.’

Ricky gives a shrug. ‘Nah. Go-karting’s lame. It isn’t a real sport or anything.’

It turns out that not only is Ricky super competitive, he’s also a super sore loser. He sulks the rest of the way home, answering in a monotone voice whenever I ask a question, using as few words as possible and he doesn’t crack a smile once. Despite him being a moody bugger, I suggest we stop off somewhere for lunch but Ricky turns me down, citing ‘other plans’. He drops me off home, turning his head when I go to kiss him goodbye so my lips graze his cheek.

Perhaps I should have let him win.

‘You’re right. Go-karting is a bit lame. I think they gave me an easier kart.’ I’m hoping to appease Ricky with my lies but he barely registers that I’ve spoken. ‘I’ll text you about meeting up again soon, yeah?’

Ricky gives the merest hint of a nod and I climb out of the car. He’s driven away before I’ve even made it to the garden gate. If only he’d been able to drive that speedily in his go-kart.

The house is empty. Dad will be at work, Justin will be out with his mates and Mum will be either shopping or pottering around the garden centre. I’d usually relish a quiet house and watch a musical (perhaps Grease so I could relive my own victory on the racecourse) but I don’t feel like being on my own. I feel a bit weird after my date with Ricky so I text Lauren and Ryan and ask them to come round so we can analyse what went wrong.

‘Do you think I should have let him beat me?’ I ask once I’ve explained Ricky and his moody reaction to my bittersweet victory.

‘Absolutely not!’ Lauren is horrified at the suggestion. ‘Did he let you win at bowling?’ I shake my head. My score had been embarrassingly low while Ricky’s was almost perfect. ‘He sounds like a big baby to me.’

I turn to Ryan, feeling a flash of guilt that he’s stuck in the middle. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think it had better work out between the two of you otherwise work is going to be hell for me.’

Yikes. ‘Maybe he’s just not used to losing. I’m sure he’ll be fine by now. He’s probably feeling like a bit of an idiot for acting the way he did. I’ll text him about meeting up again next week and see how he reacts.’

I type out a quick message, steering clear of any mention of go-karting or today’s date in general.

‘There.’ I put my phone down on the arm of my chair and stand up. ‘Shall we watch a film?’ I’m still in the mood for a bit Greased Lightning.

But my friends don’t have the chance to answer. My phone beeps with a new message. It’s from Ricky and it isn’t good news.

Ricky: I don’t think we should see each other any more. There’s no chemistry

‘Is he seriously ending things because you beat him at stupid go-karting?’ Lauren turns to Ryan, her mouth wide like a goldfish. ‘You’re friends with this idiot?’

‘Hey.’ Ryan holds up his hands. ‘We’re work colleagues rather than mates and I didn’t want to set Delilah up with anyone in the first place. I am not taking any of the blame for this.’

‘I’m not blaming you.’ I rest my head on Ryan’s shoulder. ‘I’m not blaming anyone.’ Not even Ricky, who I should be majorly cheesed off with right now. I’m too horrified to be upset or assign blame. This is the grim reality of my life now, isn’t it? Terrible dates, meeting awful men and licking my wounds – this is what I have to look forward to without Ben unless I want to end up alone.

‘I’ve had enough. I can’t do this any more.’

‘What about the wedding?’ Lauren asks. ‘You need to find someone else to take now.’

I shake my head again. This is it. No more dates. I can’t take it.

I’m going to have to do what I should have done in the first place: come clean and tell Francesca the truth.


Chapter 21

Confession Time

Text Message:

Ryan: I’m never drinking again

Delilah: Why are you giving up this time?

Ryan: Drunkenly texted a girl I like, telling her I have a crush on her. Sent it to the (male) head teacher by accident

Delilah: Ha! Ha! Ha! Also, WHO IS THIS GIRL???

‘How was the go-karting?’ Adam asks as soon as I step into the Brinkley’s office on Monday morning. Katey-Louise is sitting at her desk (editing a YouTube hair tutorial) so I can’t be entirely honest with my answer.

‘It was amazing. I really enjoyed it.’ This part is true; it’s just what happened next that was a blow to both my ego and the now-defunct Project Wedding Date. I’ve had the remainder of the weekend to recover but I’m still feeling pretty miserable about the whole thing.

‘Didn’t I tell you you’d enjoy it?’ Adam’s smile is infectious and I find myself returning the gesture despite feeling jaded by the weekend. ‘Maybe we can put it down as one of your interests in the ‘get to know you’ section of the blog.’

‘The what?’ I sit down at my desk and switch on my computer. I can see the clock cards glaring at me from my in-tray, ready for their Monday-morning input into the payroll report. Yipee.

‘I told you about the new section I’m planning on the blog, right?’ I shake my head at Adam. I have no idea what he’s talking about. ‘I’m going to highlight an employee each week – not just the office staff but down on the shop floor, delivery, development, everyone – so they can tell us all about themselves: what their job is within the company, what their favourite parts of the job are. If they have any.’ Adam winks at me and I get a bit fluttery. ‘As well as some personal stuff: hobbies, favourite film, that kind of thing.’

‘Ooh, ooh.’ Katey-Louise has been listening in and is currently bouncing up and down in her seat with her arm up in the air. ‘Can I have a go?’

Adam nods. ‘Everyone can if they want to.’

‘Can I go first?’

‘I don’t see why not. I’ll email you the questionnaire. Answer any of the questions you want to and leave any you don’t want to and then send it back.’

‘Do you want me to attach a photo?’

Adam grabs his camera from his desk drawer. ‘I was going to take a photo of the employees within their work environment.’ Adam switches the camera on but Katey-Louise shrieks, holding her hands up in front of her face, shying away from the camera like a vampire avoiding exposure to sunlight.

‘Not yet.’ Katey-Louise jumps from her seat and widens her eyes at Adam, her hands ready to shoot up again should she need to protect herself. ‘I haven’t touched up my makeup and look at my hair.’ I look at it. It looks fine to me. In fact, I will grudgingly admit that it looks very pretty. ‘Give me five minutes.’ Katey-Louise grabs her handbag before dashing off in the direction of the loo.

‘Five minutes. Pah. She’ll be gone at least half an hour,’ I predict, which helps to add a bit of cheer to my gloomy Monday morning. Any amount of Katey-Louise-free time in the office is pure bliss.

‘Do you fancy taking part then?’ Adam slips his camera back into the drawer. ‘We can go through the questions over lunch? At the pub?’

I groan. ‘I wish I could. I’m meeting up with a friend.’

Today I’m going to meet up with Francesca and tell her the truth. Or at least a watered down version of the truth. I’m not going to tell her than I lied about having a fabulous boyfriend – hello? Why would I? I may as well fashion myself a ‘I’m a big, Pinocchio-freakoid’ badge. No, instead I am going to tell her that I’ve broken up with my fabulous boyfriend (sob) and will therefore be turning up at the wedding alone.

‘Another time then?’ Adam asks.

‘Definitely.’ I’m not over-excited about taking part like Katey-Louise, but I’m not going to say no to spending some time with Adam away from the office.

Francesca and I meet at the same café as last time, except I’m the first to arrive this time. I’m too nervous to eat so I order a cup of coffee and sit by the window so I can do a bit of people-watching while I wait. I’m on my second cup of coffee before Francesca arrives, apologising profusely.

‘I have just had the most stressful meeting.’ Francesca gives an elaborate roll of her eyes. ‘You won’t believe the colour scheme my clients have requested.’ She demonstrates her distaste by pretending to stick two fingers down her throat. ‘Total pukesville. Anyway, I’m starving.’ She looks down at the table and wafts a hand over it. ‘Have you eaten? Oh gosh, am I that late?’

‘No, no, it’s fine. I’m not hungry.’

‘Let me get you another coffee to make up for it.’ Francesca marches off to the counter without waiting for a response. I’m going to be pretty wired by the time I make it back to the office at this rate.

Francesca returns with two coffees and the tiniest salad I have had the misfortune to clap eyes on. I thought she was starving?

Francesca rolls her eyes again when she sees me eyeing her pathetic lunch. ‘Wedding diet. I’m this close to fitting into my dress.’ She holds her finger and thumb a couple of millimetres apart. ‘I can’t wait until I can eat properly again!’ Stabbing a tiny piece of lettuce, Francesca pops it into her mouth and I could weep for her as she chews on it. ‘I am so glad you suggested meeting up. I’ve been super-super busy so I haven’t had chance to arrange another get together. I felt so bad after the last one. I’m so sorry I had to dash away like that.’ Francesca spikes the tiniest cherry tomato, cuts it in two and pops one half into her mouth.

‘It’s ok.’ I’m used to Francesca dashing away by now. She should be the size of a pencil the way she zips about from meeting to meeting.

‘No, it really isn’t. You were about to tell me about your new lover…’ Francesca giggles and spikes the remaining half of her tomato. ‘And I didn’t get to hear a word of it!’ She pops the tomato in her mouth and chews slowly. I could jump in now and tell her that the relationship is doomed, but I’m a great, big chicken and I keep my mouth shut. ‘I also wanted to check that you’re ok after the Ben and Eden news.’

‘Oh, yes. Of course!’ I may be turning up to the wedding solo, but that doesn’t mean I have to admit how much the news that Ben has a new girlfriend – sorry, fiancée – has shaken me. ‘I’m totally fine with it. Ben and I are in the past. We’ve both moved on.’

Francesca drops her cutlery so she can reach across the table and clasp my hand in hers. ‘I am so glad to hear that, darling! I know you and Ben talked about the possibility of having children one day so I was worried this new development could open up some old wounds.’

‘I’m sorry, what?’ What on earth is she talking about? ‘Children?’

Francesca’s eyes almost pop out onto her salad (what’s left of the measly portion, anyway) and she releases her grip on me so she can cover her mouth with her hands. ‘Oh, gosh. Have I put my foot in it again?’ She bites her lip, her eyebrows pulled down so low she starts to resemble a bloodhound. ‘I thought you knew.’

‘Knew what?’ I’m experiencing a real sense of déjà vu here.

‘About the baby.’ Francesca starts to sink in her seat, dipping lower and lower. I expect her to slip onto the floor and crawl out of the café. ‘I am so sorry, darling. It’s all over Facebook. I thought everybody knew.’

I want to be sick. I actually want to vomit all over the table and Francesca’s stupid salad.

‘I don’t follow Ben on Facebook,’ I say through gritted teeth. I told her this last time. ‘And I certainly don’t follow Eden.’

‘No, I guess not.’ Francesca looks ridiculous still stooped in her seat. ‘But like you said, you’ve both moved on, yes?’ Francesca’s eyes are pleading. Please say yes. Please don’t make a scene.

Less than a year ago, Ben was my boyfriend and I was living happily under the assumption that one day he and I would produce a gorgeous little Baby Martin. We’d even discussed the finer details of our Baby Martins, for heaven’s sake! Our first baby would be a boy, who we would name Thomas after Ben’s father. Thomas would be joined a couple of years later by his sister Hermione (named after Ben’s grandmother and not Ms Granger). We didn’t want too much of a gap but we also wanted a couple of years to focus on Little Tommy (Ben wasn’t keen on calling our son Tommy, but it was so cute and I was sure it would grow on him eventually). We couldn’t agree on what we wanted our third (and final) child to be; Ben wanted another son named Benjamin and I wanted another daughter named Roxie.

‘What kind of a name is Roxie?’ Ben had said the name as though I’d wanted to name our child Smelly-Faeces, his nose wrinkled and the corners of his mouth turned down in disgust. ‘That’s a stripper name! No, we’re not having a child called Roxie.’ And that was that. I’d let the matter drop because babies were way off in the future.

But apparently not for Ben and Eden. Babies were very much in the present.

I can’t believe it. I grab myself around the middle as though I can squeeze all the pain out but it does nothing to alleviate the hurt bubbling inside.

Ben is having a baby. He’s going to be a father, and look at me. I’m still single and unhappy without even the hint of something life-changing on the horizon. I can’t turn up to Francesca’s wedding alone now. It’s imperative now more than ever that I show the world how over Ben Martin I am.

‘Yes, you’re absolutely right.’ I manage to fix a smile of some sort onto my face, which is convincing enough to allow Francesca to sit up straighter. ‘We’ve both moved on. I’m happy for Ben, really I am.’

I won’t be telling Francesca the truth about my relationship status, whether it’s a watered down version or not. Project Wedding Date is back on. One way or another, I will have a boyfriend at that wedding.

The only question is where to find one at such short notice?


Chapter 22

Turning Thirty

Text Message:

Delilah: Happy birthday! xxx

Lauren: Don’t remind me! I’m 25. How did this happen??? In 5 years I’ll be 30. Ugh. I’m getting old, Delilah. Wrinkly. I already have a frown line and I’m sure I saw a grey hair glinting at me in the mirror yesterday

Delilah: I should have got you a walking stick for your birthday. Or incontinence pads

Lauren: I’m (quite literally) pissing myself. NOT

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

Lauren, Ryan and I are standing outside Clara’s flat waiting to be buzzed in when Lauren asks the question that we all know the answer to. We all knew the answer as soon as I came up with the suggestion. The revolted look on my face was all anybody needed to know, but these are desperate times. With Francesca’s wedding just three months away, what choice do I have? I’m going to extreme measures but I don’t feel I have any other option. This is no longer about making Ben jealous and him begging me to take him back (a fantasy, I will admit now, I have been enjoying over the past couple of months). With a baby on the way, this is purely about saving face. Proving to Ben that I too have moved on with my life and haven’t spent almost a year pining for him.

Which we all know I have, but he doesn’t need to know that.

‘I’d rather eat a bucket of live rattle snakes,’ I tell my friends with a shrug. ‘But what else can I do?’

I’ve seen the photos of Ben and his (ugh) pregnant fiancée. I broke every breakup rule in history and had a snoop on Ben’s Facebook. I saw the engagement photo, which depicted Ben grinning next to a stunning, leggy blonde (you can’t actually see her legs in the photo, but she looks the type. You know, absolutely perfect in every single way). Between them was a large piece of white card with the words ‘We’re Engaged!’ scrawled across it. They look so blissfully happy (and a little bit cheesy) as they beam at the camera, pleased with themselves and their love.

Obviously I couldn’t stop there. I had a good old snoop at Ben’s photos: Ben and Eden sitting in a park with Mr Whippy ice creams, Ben and Eden on a barge, Ben and Eden wandering in the woods, clad in wellies and cagoules. And then there are the photos of just Eden. So many photos of just Eden. Ben seems to have his finger stuck on the shutter button on his phone, snapping away constantly to capture every single moment of his girlfriend’s life.

Ugh.

And the killer: the pregnancy announcement. They’d shared their news by posting a selfie of the couple in a darkened hospital room. Eden was lying on a bed with Ben pointing at her bare stomach while grinning like a caricature of the boyfriend I once knew.

‘You could always not go to the wedding,’ Ryan says now. ‘It isn’t like Francesca is a great friend of yours any more. You barely see each other, so what difference will it make?’

‘It’ll make a difference to me. I want Ben to see that I’ve moved on, that I’m happy and don’t need him.’

Even though I’m not and I do.

I press the intercom outside Clara’s flat and we’re buzzed in. Today is Clara’s thirtieth birthday and she’s hosting a party. She said I could bring a friend, so I’ve been greedy and brought two. Clara won’t mind – it’ll make her look more popular in front of her friends and colleagues.

‘Thank you for coming!’ Clara pulls me into a hug as soon as I step over the threshold, which is all for show as I don’t think she has ever hugged me before in my life.

‘Happy birthday.’ I peel myself away and hand Clara the gift bag I’ve brought along containing a card and a bath set that won’t be expensive or pretentious enough for my sister. But it’s the thought that counts, right? ‘Mum and Dad are on their way. They’re picking up one of Justin’s friends.’

‘It isn’t Riley, is it?’ Clara looks a bit panicked and I don’t blame her. The last time Justin’s best friend came to her flat, he stole one of her Agent Provocateur bras and posted on Facebook that he’d done unmentionable things while wearing it. ‘Graham!’ Clara stalks off towards her boyfriend, leaving us hovering by the door. ‘Graham, quick! Lock the bedroom door!’

Clara’s sitting room is already pretty full. I recognise a couple of faces from the tedious dinner parties Clara has forced me to attend but they’re mostly strangers to me.

‘Which one’s Patrick then?’ Lauren asks, scanning the room. I’ve told Lauren and Ryan how dull and slimy Patrick is, but that could describe a number of Clara and Graham’s friends.

‘I can’t see him.’ I take another quick look, but nope, there’s no sign of him. ‘Maybe he’s not coming.’ My voice is a mix of hope and disappointment. Maybe I won’t have to do the terrible thing I’m contemplating after all.

But then what?

‘Let’s go and get a drink.’ I lead my friends into Clara’s kitchen. The counter is filled with every conceivable bottle of spirits, the fridge is stocked with wine, Prosecco and bottled lager and the table is full of delicate canapés. There isn’t an egg and cress sandwich or sausage roll in sight and I doubt those tiny, twirly bits of pastry are going to be particularly filling. We’ll have to grab a kebab on the way home.

‘I’m sorry. I’m not being a very good host, am I?’ Clara bustles into the kitchen and starts to fill glasses. ‘Do help yourself to nibbles.’ I pick up what appears to be a tiny cardboard rectangle covered in cream cheese with a thin slice of salmon arranged on top. ‘Have you seen Patrick yet? He’s been asking after you all evening. He’s definitely taken a shine to you, you know.’ Clara elbows me playfully and raises her eyebrows. I drop the cardboard and cream cheese canapé back onto the platter. It didn’t look very tempting to begin with and I’ve completely lost my appetite now.

‘Patrick’s here?’ Again, my voice is a mix of hope and disappointment.

‘Yes, of course.’ Clara hands Ryan a glass of lager (drinking from the bottle is a big no-no at Clara’s place). ‘He was in the office last time I saw him. Graham’s having a bit of trouble accessing the internet so Patrick’s having a tinker.’ Clara grabs an open bottle of red wine and pours a glass for Lauren and I. ‘You will go and say hello, won’t you? He’s a lovely chap and you could do so much worse.’

I could do so much better, but beggars can’t be choosers when you only have a matter of weeks to bag yourself a boyfriend to shove in your ex’s smug face.

Clara hands the glasses of red wine to me and Lauren but I decline and grab a bottle of lager from the fridge instead. I refuse the offer of a glass too and, as an extra, mean measure, I grab a straw from the chrome pot on the counter and plonk it into the neck of the bottle and take a sip while Clara glares at me. It isn’t Clara’s fault that I feel my only option is to date Patrick (ugh) and make everyone think he’s my boyfriend at the wedding (double ugh) but I’m blaming her for having such slimy friends. Why can’t she have any hot, fun friends who are smitten with me?

The intercom buzzes so, giving me and my straw once last glare, Clara marches from the room.

‘So let’s go and meet this Patrick then.’ Lauren links her arm through mine and guides me out of the safety of the kitchen and towards the lion’s den that is Clara and Graham’s office.

The office is set up in the flat’s tiny second bedroom. There is just enough room for a desk and chair, a tall, slim bookcase and a small cabinet that houses the printer and paper supply. Patrick is sat at the desk with his back to us as we open the door and enter. He jerks up from his hunched position when he hears us, quickly closing the browser but not before we’ve all got an eyeful of a giant, naked breast with the pointiest nipple I have ever seen.

‘The internet’s working again then,’ Ryan mutters and Lauren stifles a giggle beside him.

Patrick opens the browser again, typing in an innocent website address before he swivels around in his chair. ‘Delilah, hi! I didn’t see you there.’

‘That’s because you were too busy watching porn,’ Lauren mutters out of the corner of her mouth while smiling inanely at Patrick.

‘Hello Patrick.’ I shuffle forward slightly, moving to within just inches of Patrick, fighting every instinct that is telling me to turn around and run, abandoning my plan to seduce Patrick (ugh) altogether. ‘Clara said I’d find you in here.’

‘You’ve been looking for me?’ Patrick cocks an eyebrow and gives his hair a flick in what he assumes is a sexy pose. It is not.

‘Yes.’ I shuffle forward a fairy step more. ‘The thing is, Patrick…’ I pause, willing myself to say the words. Just ask him out on a date and then it will be over with. For now. ‘The thing is…’

For goodness’ sake, just spit it out, Delilah! Ask him and deal with the consequences later.

Patrick waits. And waits some more. ‘What is the thing?’

‘The thing is.’ I take a deep breath. I have to do this. It’s the only way to save face with Ben and his sprogged up fiancée. ‘I was wondering if –’

I don’t get the chance to say the horrid words I was struggling to spit out as I’m suddenly entwined in a pair of strong arms. Patrick looks on in bewilderment as Ryan takes me by the shoulders, spins me around to face him and plants a great big smooch on my lips.


Chapter 23

Her New Boyfriend

Text Message:

Ryan: How soon is too soon when it comes to declaring somebody your boyfriend?

Delilah: I don’t know. It depends

Ryan: Yvette just introduced me as her boyfriend. This is our second date

Delilah: Yep, that’s WAY too soon

Ryan: Code Red?

Delilah: I’m on it. Your granny’s about to take a tumble down the stairs

Ryan: Poor granny [image: ]

I’ve kissed Ryan before, years and years ago when we were just kids messing about with an empty bottle and a belly full of cheap cider. I’d already kissed Smelly Peter that evening (who wasn’t actually smelly any more but had retained his odorous nickname through to high school) and would later snog Hugh McDonald and Mal Turner (who I’d dreamed about kissing since the Year eight Christmas disco). So kissing Ryan during spin the bottle hadn’t been a big deal. Now, however, kissing Ryan was a very big deal because I didn’t know what the hell was going on.

Placing my palms on Ryan’s chest, I gave him a shove but instead of springing away shamefacedly while spluttering an apology, Ryan clamped his arms around me and pulled me close.

‘I’ll do it,’ he whispered against my earlobe. ‘I’ll pretend to be your boyfriend.’

Oh! I see! For a moment there I’d thought my best friend had gone completely cuckoo but he’s actually being a gentleman (there’s a first time for everything, eh?). This is even better than the Patrick plan because I don’t have to pretend to like the slimy toad! I already like Ryan – platonically, obviously – and he knows the deal with Ben and the wedding. This is actually perfect!

‘The thing is, Patrick.’ I disentangle myself from Ryan’s arms and turn to Patrick, who’s looking up at us from the office chair with a bewildered expression. Although his face is all scrunched up, it’s infinitely more attractive than his slimy resting face. ‘Have you met my boyfriend?’ I rest my head on Ryan’s shoulder and give a dreamy sigh.

‘Um, no. No I haven’t.’ Patrick clears his throat. ‘Clara never mentioned you had a boyfriend.’

‘Didn’t she?’ I tilt my head so that I’m facing Ryan and we both laugh. ‘How silly of Clara!’

‘Yes. Rather.’ Patrick clears his throat again. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go and find Graham. Let him know his computer is in tip top shape again.’

‘More like tit top shape,’ Ryan whispers as Patrick flees the office, scuttling past Lauren who’s still standing in the doorway and looking rather shocked by the events that have just unfolded in front of her. She folds her arms across her chest and leans against the doorframe, awaiting some sort of explanation.

‘What’s just happened here, guys?’

I realise my head is still resting on Ryan’s shoulder and straighten up. ‘Ryan’s going to pretend to be my boyfriend. I’ll take him to Francesca’s wedding and we can pretend to be in lurve.’ I bat my eyelashes at Ryan and giggle. ‘It’s so perfect. I don’t know why we didn’t think of it before.’

I’m so relieved that I don’t have to endure any more dates – and with Patrick – that I could weep. Ryan is my knight in shining armour and I will be eternally grateful.

‘Why did you just think of it?’ Lauren asks Ryan. ‘You’ve had weeks to offer your services. Why now?’

Ryan thrusts his thumb in the direction Patrick has scarpered to. ‘I’m not going to let our Delilah go out with him. He was watching porn at a party! Who does that?’

Lauren narrows her eyes. ‘Do you fancy Delilah? Is this your way of worming your way in? You want to be more than friends. Is that it?’

‘Don’t be daft.’ Ryan grabs me and pulls me in close. ‘Delilah’s my mate. Nothing more.’ He rubs his knuckles against my skull until I squirm away. ‘I’m helping out, that’s all.’

‘If you’re sure…’ Lauren’s eyes remain narrowed slits.

‘I’m positive. Truly, absolutely positive.’

Lauren pushes herself off the doorframe and shrugs. ‘That’s good enough for me.’

‘And me.’ I get my own back by ruffling Ryan’s perfectly styled hair. ‘Thank you. I owe you.’

Ryan shrugs. ‘You’re actually doing me a favour too. If Mum thinks we’re dating, it’ll get her off my back for a bit.’ Ryan grins at me, completely satisfied with his master plan.

‘We’re going to tell people we know about this?’

Ryan’s smile dims. ‘There’s no need to look so appalled. I’m a pretty good catch.’

‘If you say so…’

‘Tell her, Lauren. Tell her how handsome and charming I am.’ Ryan puts his arm on Lauren’s shoulder and pulls her in towards his chest. ‘You wouldn’t be ashamed to date me, would you?’

‘Pur-lease.’ Lauren rolls her eyes. ‘I’d rather date Porno Patrick than you, mate.’

‘I think the lady doth protest too much.’ Ryan squeezes Lauren and drops a kiss on top of her head. ‘I think the lady wants me. Badly.’

‘The lady thinks you stink of BO.’

Ryan drops Lauren like a hot potato and gives his pits a good sniff. ‘I do not. Delilah, do I smell?’ Ryan looms towards me, arm held up in the air as he aims his pit at my nose. I hop away just in time.

‘No, Ryan, you do not smell.’ I’m not saying this just to be kind; Ryan has very good hygiene practices.

‘I was kidding.’ Lauren puts herself between us and takes each of our hands. ‘Come on, let’s go back to the party. I left my drink in the kitchen and I need something to block out the image of you two snogging.’

Lauren leads us out of the little office and into the sitting room, which is en route to the kitchen and Lauren’s glass of wine. Clara sees us enter the room and pounces, with Graham and Patrick following closely behind.

‘You and Ryan are together?’ My sister asks the question like I’ve just announced my intention to marry a poodle, her voice loud with a mixture of horror and intrigue. ‘Since when?’

‘It’s quite a recent thing.’ I keep my voice low. Clara’s dramatic swoop has caused several heads to turn in our direction, including Mum and Dad’s. I know Ryan wants to tell the world, but I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.

‘I thought you were dating that other guy.’ Clara waves her hand about. ‘What was his name?’

‘Ricky,’ Graham – unhelpfully – pipes up.

‘I told you it was recent,’ I say weakly.

‘Who is Ricky?’ Patrick is not at all impressed that I not only have a boyfriend but some sort of ex lurking too. I wouldn’t label Ricky an ex personally, but Patrick doesn’t know we only went on two dates.

‘He’s someone I’d rather not talk about, thank you very much,’ Ryan says rather pompously and I have to press my lips together pretty tightly to stop myself from giggling. Lauren isn’t having as much success as I am and is giggling into her palm.

‘What’s going on here?’

All my giggles vanish the instant I hear Mum’s voice. She’s striding across the room with Dad tagging along.

‘Delilah and Ryan are an item.’ Clara’s poodle-marriage voice is back.

‘But Ricky only dumped her a few days ago,’ Mum says.

‘Mum!’ What is it with my family and their annoying unhelpfulness?

‘Never mind Ricky.’ Ryan, quite masterfully, takes me in his arms and dips me slightly. ‘Delilah is with me now.’ To prove his point, Ryan dips his head and snogs the life out of me. It’s quite breath-taking and if it wasn’t my best friend on the other end of those lips, I might have enjoyed it.

‘Blimey.’ Patrick takes a handkerchief out of his pocket and mops his brow. I can’t help wondering who actually carries cotton handkerchiefs these days. And what else he’s been mopping up with it this evening.

‘Oh my.’ Mum looks flustered but thrilled at the display Ryan has put on. ‘Look at that, Raymond. Delilah and Ryan. Didn’t I tell you they were perfect for each other?’

She did? Eww.

‘You certainly did.’ Dad nods effusively. ‘I thought it was a load of hokum but look at the two of them. They’re in love. You can see it a mile off!’

Can you? I sincerely hope not.

‘You can, can’t you?’ Mum looks like she’s about to cry. I can’t blame her. I want to cry too. ‘I’m so pleased for you. For both of you.’ She reaches out and squeezes both of our shoulders. ‘You make a smashing couple. You really do.’ Mum gives a sniff and excuses herself before going off in search of a tissue.

‘How did this happen?’ Clara is staring at us in wonder, her eyes darting from our faces to our hands, which Ryan has linked together.

‘It was Ricky, wasn’t it?’ Ryan says, thinking on his feet. Thankfully one of us is on the ball. I just want to go home and pretend none of this is happening. It was one thing fooling Francesca into thinking Ryan and I were together but now we have to keep up this pretence in front of my family for the next few weeks. And Mum is going to be devastated when I dump Ryan after the wedding (there is no way I’m being dumped again. No way at all).

‘I thought you didn’t want to talk about Ricky.’ Patrick has joined the unhelpful gang.

Ryan decides to ignore him. ‘I was so jealous when I saw them together and I realised I’ve been hiding my feelings for Delilah for years.’

‘Feelings? You actually are in love?’ Mum is back and at hearing Ryan’s words is making good use of the wad of kitchen roll she’s brought back with her.

‘Yes. We’re in love.’ Ryan once again takes me in his arms and gives me another damn good snogging. By the time we’ve come back up for air, the small crowd has dissipated. Patrick is now across the room, shooting daggers at my new beau.

‘That was the most surreal and disgusting thing I have ever seen,’ Lauren says. She’s the only one who has remained within earshot of us.

‘Hey, it had to be done.’ Ryan winks and I’m glad I didn’t eat that cardboard-y cream cheese canapé earlier otherwise it would be now sitting on my shoes.

‘Thanks for all your help tonight.’ I place the palm of my hand on Ryan’s cheek and smile lovingly at him. ‘But if you ever put your tongue in my mouth again, I’ll bite it off, ok?’

Ryan nods. ‘Understood.’

‘I’m going to need a bigger glass of wine,’ Lauren says as she wanders off towards the kitchen.


Chapter 24

Being Ryan’s Girlfriend

Text Message:

Unknown Number: Hi Delilah. You don’t know me but I’m Yvette, Ryan’s girlfriend. I copied your number from his phone (hope you don’t mind LOL). Have you heard from Ryan? How is he? How is his gran? I’m so worried about him. I haven’t heard from him since last night when he rushed off to the hospital!

Delilah: Ryan’s fine. Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll be in touch

Unknown Number: Hello again! It’s been two hours and I still haven’t heard from Ryan. Can you ask him to call me?

Mum’s in the garden at the front of the house when I arrive home from work. She works part-time as a receptionist at a local estate agents and during the warmer months she spends any spare time outside. She’s always been an outdoorsy type of person. As kids, we’d go camping while our friends jetted off to Spain or Florida, experiencing the sometimes harsh British summers under a thin canopy. It’s only just beginning to grow warm but Mum’s in her element as she weeds the beds around the lawn.

‘Hello, love.’ Mum looks up when she hears the creak of the gate and wipes her forehead with the back of her hand, leaving behind a grimy smear. ‘Good day at work?’

I think about Katey-Louise’s attention-seeking efforts during the day (including dropping and retrieving her pen several times, thus shoving her bum in Adam’s face) and Adam’s refusal to be drawn into her little games.

‘Yeah, not bad.’ I close the gate behind me. ‘Do you need any help with anything?’

‘No thanks.’ Mum wrestles with a tough bit of weed, coaxing it out of the ground and adding it to a compostable bin liner by her knees. ‘I’m almost done. Your dad’ll be on his way home and I’ve sent him to pick up a takeaway curry.’ Mum gathers up the ends of the bag and ties them loosely. ‘Do you want to invite your Ryan over? Your dad always orders too much and it’ll be nice for us all to get together.’

Not if it means Ryan has to snog me to keep up the bogus relationship pretence. ‘He can’t. He has a meeting at school and won’t be back until late.’

‘Oh.’ Mum gives a weary sigh and rises to her feet, brushing her hands over her old, grubby leggings. ‘Never mind. Maybe he can come over for Sunday lunch?’

‘He has football training.’ I’m not even lying about this one (there is no meeting at school tonight). Ryan and I have been ‘together’ for a couple of weeks now but the porkies aren’t becoming any more palatable, especially when it comes to Mum.

‘He’s very dedicated to the job, isn’t he?’ Mum picks up the weed-filled bag and drops it into the compost recycling bin. ‘You must be so proud of him. I can’t believe you’re going to be a teacher’s wife! How glamorous.’

‘Hey, hey, hey!’ I scurry after Mum, following her into the house and through to the kitchen. ‘Who said anything about marriage?’

Mum has clearly taken the news of my relationship with Ryan and run with it, gaining so much speed I can’t possibly keep up with her.

‘I suppose you don’t have to get married these days, but it’d be a shame not to.’ Mum rolls up her sleeves and turns on the hot tap. ‘Partner doesn’t have the same prestige, does it?’

‘Prestige? When did you become such a snob? You’re starting to sound like Eleanor.’

Mum gasps. I think she’s let the hot tap run too long and scalded herself at first but it’s much worse than that.

‘Eleanor! I completely forgot about that ghastly woman. Just think, she’ll be your mother-in-law. Or whatever the term is when you’re partners.’

‘Mum, please. It’s far too soon to be thinking about things like that.’

Mum squirts a good blob of lemon-scented soap into the palm of her hand and lathers up. ‘Not really. Not when you think about it. You and Ryan are practically childhood sweethearts.’

‘We are not.’ I get an unpleasant feeling in my tummy. I love Ryan, but not like that.

‘Not technically, no.’ Mum rinses off the soap and dries her hands. ‘But you’ve been friends since you were tiny. You know everything about each other already so it’s not like starting from scratch.’

‘I suppose so,’ I say. The alternative is standing up on one of the kitchen chairs and declaring the farce that mine and Ryan’s relationship really is. I’ve thought about telling Mum the truth. We had to play along at Clara’s party because Patrick was there and we’d look like fools (to say the least) if we admitted we’d been lying to him in the office. But Patrick isn’t here now and although I’d look pretty foolish admitting the truth to Mum, I’ve looked like a fool a million times in front of her before.

‘I’m so pleased for you, you know.’ Mum places her lemony hands on my cheeks and kisses me on the forehead. ‘Your dad and I were starting to get worried about you after Ben. We were worried about you while you were with Ben, if I’m honest. You seemed to shrink in on yourself while you were with him but look at you now. Ryan’s done that for you. He’s brought you to life again!’

Girl Power was obviously lost on Mum.

Even still, I can’t bear to burst her bubble. Yes, I am a wuss, but my intentions are good if nothing else.

‘Isn’t he wonderful?’ I gush.

‘And hunky too. You’ve done well for yourself there.’ Mum winks before she toddles off to change out of her grimy clothes and I get that funny tummy feeling again.

Ryan and Lauren think it’s hilarious that Mum described Ryan as ‘hunky’. It’s later that evening and we’re in The Farthing. Dan isn’t working tonight so I can actually relax with my pint for a change.

‘Hunky? Him?’ Lauren points at Ryan and splutters.

‘Hey.’ Ryan stops laughing and frowns at Lauren. ‘I am hunky. Just ask Delilah’s mum.’

I didn’t want to burst Mum’s bubble earlier but I have no qualms about taking a giant pin to Ryan’s. ‘I wouldn’t read too much into that. She also describes Norris Cole from Corrie as hunky too.’

This makes Lauren howl, though Ryan refuses to join in the laughter this time.

‘Anyway.’ I drain the dregs from my glass and stand up, knowing Dan isn’t working tonight. ‘Who wants another drink?’

It feels quite novel to be making my way to the bar, although I do double check that Dan hasn’t sneaked into the pub and popped himself behind the bar before I fully commit myself to the job. Ryan and Lauren are huddled together when I return with the drinks.

‘Lauren’s just had an idea,’ Ryan says as I place the drinks down on the table and sit on my stool. He shuffles forward and puts his arm around me.

‘What are you doing?’ I look around the pub, expecting to see Mum or Patrick heading towards us.

‘Smile.’ Ryan holds out his arm, his phone clutched in his hand at the other end. He takes a photo, tutting as he examines it. He deletes the photo before stretching out his arm again and giving me a squeeze.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask again.

‘Taking a selfie to put on Facebook as proof of our love. So get a smile on your face, woman.’

‘Shouldn’t it go on my Facebook? So Francesca can see it?’ I grab my own phone and take the photo before posting it on Facebook. Within minutes it has three likes; one each from Clara and Graham and one, joyfully, from Francesca.

‘Looks like our plan’s working,’ Ryan says. ‘How does it feel to be dating Woodgate’s most eligible bachelor?’

‘Necessary,’ I tell him. ‘It feels necessary.’

‘You say that now.’ Ryan puts his arm – unnecessarily – around my shoulders. ‘But give it three weeks and you’ll be totally in love with me.’

I unpeel Ryan’s arm from my shoulder, barely able to mask my distaste. ‘I doubt that very much. You’re a great friend, Ryan.’ He really is. Who else would go along with my silly plans, let alone volunteer for a starring role? ‘But you’d make a lousy boyfriend.’

‘You what?’ Ryan’s eyes widen as he twists in his seat to face me. ‘I’m fantastic boyfriend material.’ Ryan lifts his hand so he can tick his good points off on his fingers. ‘I have my own house, a decent job, I can cook – sort of – and I’m pretty tidy.’ Ryan holds out his other hand as I start to interrupt with an objection to that last statement. ‘Yes, I am tidy. You’re just being picky now.’

‘Speaking of picky,’ I say. ‘When was the last time you had a girlfriend?’

Ryan has a really good think about this. It’s a tough question. ‘Does Yvette count?’ I shake my head. ‘Ok, it’s been a while since I’ve been in a proper relationship, but that doesn’t mean I’m not any good at it. I just haven’t found the right girl yet.’

‘And you think that’s me?’

‘Eww, no.’ Ryan screws up his nose, which obviously inflates my ego to enormous proportions. I doubt I’ll be able to fit my big head through The Farthing’s door on the way out. ‘I said you’d fall in love with me, not the other way round.’

‘Well, rest assured that won’t happen.’

‘We’ll see, my friend.’ Ryan winks at me. ‘We’ll see.’

Mum and Dad are curled up on the sofa watching old episodes of Kojak when I arrive back from the pub. Mum shifts over and pats the space beside her.

‘Had a nice night out with Ryan?’ she asks as I sit next to her. She gives me a funny little toothy smile as she awaits my answer, her head bobbing away.

‘Yeah, it was fun.’

‘What did you do?’

‘We went to the pub with Lauren.’

Mum’s toothy smile vanishes as she sinks back into the sofa. ‘With Lauren? Doesn’t she feel like a gooseberry?’

‘No. Why would she?’ I mentally kick myself, remembering too late that Ryan is my ‘boyfriend’. ‘We’ve all been friends for years. Nothing’s really changed.’

‘It certainly has.’ Mum shares a look with Dad. It’s the same look they share whenever they think they know better than me. ‘You and Ryan need time together. Alone. Do you want me to have a word with Lauren? Tell her to back off a bit?’

‘No!’ I can’t believe Mum would suggest such a thing. Even if Ryan and I were together for real, I would never elbow Lauren out of the way. ‘Don’t you dare say a word about me and Ryan. To anybody.’

Mum shares another look with Dad, but this time it’s one filled with slight panic.

‘What have you done?’

‘Nothing. Not really.’ Mum bites her lip and starts to fiddle with her hair. ‘I assumed she knew.’

‘Who?’ I have visions of Mum phoning around distant relatives to pass on the news that I’ve finally got my act together and bagged myself a man.

Mum mumbles her answer, but it’s so quiet I don’t catch it.

‘Sorry?’

Mum shoots Dad a look, but he offers nothing more than a shrug of his shoulders. Mum turns back to me but she can’t quite meet my eye. ‘I told Eleanor about you and Ryan.’

‘Eleanor?’ My voice comes out all high-pitched and screechy. ‘You told Ryan’s mum about us?’

‘I assumed she knew! You’d think she would, wouldn’t you? It wasn’t like I was trying to gossip or anything. I saw her heading out earlier and I just said what a lovely couple you and Ryan make and how happy I was that you’d found a nice young man like him.’

Mum’s babbling but I’m not really listening. I’m too busy having a bit of inner panic. Eleanor knows. Ryan mentioned telling her as the plan was hatched, so that she’d back off with the Cupid act, but he hasn’t said a word about her since and I was hoping he’d changed his mind. Having Eleanor in my life is not something I’m too thrilled about, even if it is only temporary and make-believe.

‘She didn’t believe me, you know. Said it couldn’t possibly be true. Ryan would have told her. But he didn’t, did he? Why is that? He’s not ashamed of you, is he?’ Mum trades her guilt for suspicion, her lips pressed into a thin line as she observes me through narrowed eyes.

‘No. Why would he be?’

‘Maybe because his mother is a snooty so-and-so who thinks she’s better than us?’ Mum folds her arms across her chest with a thump. She’s never forgiven Eleanor for snubbing her casserole the day the Fords moved in next door. ‘Maybe he thinks you’re not good enough for his mum.’

‘You know Ryan isn’t like his mum.’

‘I thought I did but now I’m not so sure.’ Mum’s foot is tapping against the floor. ‘Why else wouldn’t he have told her about you?’

‘The same reason I didn’t tell you straight away,’ I say while reaching into my bag for my phone. I need to give Ryan a heads up. ‘This is all new to us and it’s a bit strange after being friends for so long. We needed a bit of time to get our heads around it first.’

My phone bleeps in my hand. It’s a text message from Ryan.

Mum knows about ‘us’. She wants us all to meet up for dinner!

This is not good.

I’m afraid. Very afraid.


Chapter 25

Work Crushes

Text Message:

Lauren: Paul Grady’s wearing the blue suit again. He looks so damn hot! There’s no way I’m going to get any work done today

Delilah: Me either. Not because I have the distraction of a hot bloke. I just lack motivation

I’ve never had a work crush before – how could I when the male population of the office consisted of Neville and his spotty son? Even the thought of hooking up with either of them gives me an unpleasant feeling in my tummy. It’s a bit like when Ryan kissed me at Clara’s party but with less tongue involved. Lauren is constantly infatuated with people at work, whether it’s a colleague, a client or the lad who cleans the windows every Thursday morning. She says it helps pass the time and I can certainly see what she means as Adam drops into the chair next to me. I’d much rather look at Adam’s lovely face than the spreadsheet in front of me. Mine and Adam’s desks are packed so close together, his knee is almost brushing against mine and this fact alone is making me blush like a teenager accidentally watching a sex scene in a film with their parents (it’s happened to us all, right?). I find myself gulping cartoon-style; over-exaggerated and so noisily it catches Adam’s attention.

‘Are you ok?’ Adam swivels in his chair to face me and this time the very tips of our knees connect for a beautiful split second.

‘Yes. I’m fine. Really fine. Super.’ Super? ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I thought you were choking or something.’ Adam checks me out, looking for clues that I’m not ‘super’ at all. You know, like a blue tinge to my lips, a lack of chest movement or my hands clutching my blocked throat.

‘Nope. I’m fine. Are you?’

Adam nods. ‘Yeah, fine. Super.’

I ignore the twitching of Adam’s lips as he fights against the smile that is clearly itching to spread across his lovely face. ‘How are you getting on with the blog?’ I point at the screen, where the Brinkley’s blog is loaded up. Adam has been working hard to promote us and the blog is now packed with information about our products and the faces behind them. Katey-Louise was not at all happy that Neville was put first in the ‘getting to know you’ section, jumping the queue ahead of her.

‘It’s going well. The hits are building more and more every day.’ Adam points at the ‘getting to know you’ tab at the top of the page. ‘Are you still interested in being featured?’

‘Sure, why not?’ Adam promised to whisk me away for lunch to go over the questionnaire so I’m hoping this still stands.

‘I know we said we’d go out for lunch to go through the questionnaire,’ Adam says and I can sense a ‘but’. I’m disappointed as I was hoping to take a breather from Katey-Louise this afternoon. I’m sick of hearing about the comments she’s had on her latest YouTube vlog and I’m tempted to post a load of negative ones just to shut her up. ‘But I’ve got a meeting with Neville this afternoon to go over some stats and figures so I’ll need to work through lunch to prepare. Are you free after work instead?’

As buts go, this one isn’t so bad. In fact, I quite like it.

‘Yes, I’m free. But only if you get the first round in.’

The work day can’t come to an end quickly enough; not only am I ready for launching Katey-Louise – and her array of hair products – through one of the Portakabin windows, I also have the pleasure of meeting up with Adam. To avoid suspicion, we leave the office separately, meeting over at The Bonnie Dundee a few minutes apart. Adam left first and is currently sitting with a couple of pints.

‘You remembered,’ I say as I sit down and take a refreshing sip. ‘Ten out of ten for memory skills.’ I take another sip. I need this drink after spending the day listening to Katey-Louise. ‘How did the meeting with Neville go?’

Adam takes a sip of his own pint and nods his head. ‘Great, thanks. Neville was really pleased with the results from the biscuit recipes we put up on the blog. The response was amazing. We’ve had so many people retweeting and sharing and they’ve been posting their own versions on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram so Neville wants to move forward with it. We’re going to showcase some of them on the blog and we’re also going to run a competition for the public to come up with their own recipes. We’ll make the winner’s and share it over our social media and there’ll be some sort of prize too, but we haven’t worked that out yet.’ Adam shakes his head. ‘I’m so sorry. I must be boring you to death.’

‘Not at all.’ I love that Adam is passionate about his job. ‘Let me know if you need any help.’

‘I will, thanks.’ Adam reaches into the rucksack he brings to work and pulls out a piece of paper, which turns out to be the questionnaire. We fill in the boring work-related questions before we come to the fun stuff.

‘What’s your favourite Brinkley’s biscuit?’

‘That’s easy. Fudge Sundae.’ I have a real craving for them now.

‘Ta-dah!’ Adam reaches into the rucksack and pulls out a packet of Brinkley’s Fudge Sundaes. ‘I remembered you saying they were your favourite.’

‘You definitely get ten out of ten for memory. Can I?’ I point at the packet, tearing it open when Adam nods his head. ‘These are heavenly. What’s your favourite?’ I grab a biscuit and bite into it, closing my eyes to savour the taste.

‘You’ll have to wait until it’s my turn on the blog.’ Adam grabs a biscuit and takes a bite. ‘But these are pretty good.’

We move onto the next set of questions, which covers hobbies.

‘Shall I put down go-karting?’

I laugh, grabbing another biscuit. ‘I’ve only been once. I’d hardly call it a hobby just yet.’

‘What about musicals? You love those.’

I gape at Adam before realising how unattractive I must look and stop. ‘Have you been making notes about me?’

Adam shakes his head. ‘I must just have a good memory.’

‘You’re a strange kind of male,’ I tell him. ‘You actually listen.’

Adam laughs. It’s a lovely, day-brightening sound. ‘Should I get offended on behalf of my species?’

‘Nah, they’re making you look good.’ I finish my pint. ‘Shall I get another round in?’

Adam looks down at the questionnaire. It’s almost complete. ‘Yeah, why not?’


Chapter 26

The End of an Era

Text Message:

Delilah: I can’t believe you’re moving away tomorrow. Do you really have to go to uni and make a success of your life?

Lauren: I’m afraid so but I’ll visit ALL THE TIME

Delilah: Promise you won’t find a new best friend

Lauren: I promise xxx

It’s a gym day so I’m meeting Lauren outside The Roxy Fitness Centre. Ryan phoned me earlier to ask what I was wearing and I’d assumed he was taking the whole pretend relationship too far and getting a bit kinky, but all becomes clear as he pulls up in the gym’s car park and climbs out of his car.

‘What are you doing?’ I don’t know whether to laugh or walk away – quickly. I’m wearing a pair of cropped black leggings, a black cropped top and a red hooded jacket while Ryan is wearing the male equivalent; black shorts with a black t-shirt and a red hooded jacket. We look like a his-and-hers shot from a catalogue.

Ryan looks from his outfit to my matching one. ‘Too much?’

‘Way too much.’

‘Never mind. We’re here now so we may as well make use of it.’ Ryan stands by my side, shifting me slightly so he can get the gym’s logo in the background when he takes a selfie of us. ‘Are you going to take one?’

I shake my head. ‘No way. I want to show Ben how fantastic my life is without him, not make him glad he dumped me. We look like one of those cheesy couples.’

‘But so do Ben and Eden.’ Ryan slips his phone into the pocket of his hoodie and zips it up. I hate to admit it (really hate to admit it) but Ryan is right. Ben and Eden are one of those cheesy couples – I’ve seen the evidence on Facebook.

‘Get here quick, before I change my mind.’ Ryan hops back into place, planting an over-exaggerated kiss on my cheek as I grin at my phone and take the photo. I will out-cheese Ben and Eden, even if I have to make myself look like a berk in the process. Collateral damage and all that. I upload the photo to Facebook before I have the chance to come to my senses and delete the monstrosity.

We wait for a few more minutes until Lauren arrives. She throws back her head and laughs when she spots us in our matching gym gear.

‘Hey, Delilah. You didn’t tell me you had a twin. Where have you been hiding him all these years?’

‘Funny.’ Ryan slings his arm around me but I push him off.

‘This was all him. I had no idea until he showed up like this.’

‘Aww, you look cute.’ Lauren, still giggling, links her arm through mine. ‘Maybe when you get married you can have matching wedding dresses too.’

‘You’re hilarious, Lauren. Do you know that?’

‘I do know that but thanks for the reminder.’ Lauren checks her watch. ‘Can we go inside now? I don’t want to miss Courtney’s shift.’

‘You won’t. He’s only just arrived himself.’ I point across the car park, where Courtney is climbing out of his car. He really is all sorts of gorgeousness with his toned body, glossy skin and perma-smile. If you’re going to have a crush, Courtney isn’t a bad choice at all.

Lauren sighs beside me but it catches in her throat when she sees one of the other instructors climbing out of Courtney’s car too. Camilla is tall, stunning and beautifully toned and, as a yoga instructor, she’s very, very flexible. Lauren looks on in horror as she glides across the car park, hand in hand and chatting amiably with Courtney. Courtney nods in greeting as he passes and we watch as the pair enter the building, kissing briefly before they go their separate ways.

‘Well, that’s that then.’ Lauren folds her arms across her chest, still staring at the space the pair have vacated in the reception area.

‘Did you honestly think you had a chance with him?’ Ryan asks, rather cruelly, I think.

Lauren’s head snaps around so she can glare at him. ‘What are you trying to say? That I’m ugly?’

‘No! I didn’t mean that at all.’ Ryan looks at me for help, but the pig is on his own. ‘You know you’re beautiful. I just meant that you’ve never even had a proper conversation with the guy.’ Which is true, I suppose (not that I’m going to pipe up and defend Ryan right now). ‘Have you ever spoken to him outside the gym?’

Lauren shifts from one foot to the other, refusing to meet Ryan’s eye. ‘Not exactly.’

Not at all. She’s never really spoken to him inside the gym, unless you count the odd hello or goodbye as she enters and leaves. Lauren has always admired Courtney from afar. Very afar.

‘So this doesn’t change anything, does it?’ Ryan asks softly.

‘Of course it does.’ Lauren sticks her chin in the air and begins to stalk away from the gym’s entrance. ‘It means there’s no point going in there at all ever again.’ She thrusts her thumb at the gym and if it wasn’t for Lauren’s crushing disappointment, I would leap into the air and whoop with joy.

Lauren and I would usually be standing on a treadmill right about now, moving our feet as little as possible while keeping up the pretence that we were working out. But we are not. We are sitting in The Farthing, only moving our feet whenever we need to go to the bar. Lauren and I have quit the gym and it feels incredible. Never again will I have to pull on a pair of shiny leggings and matching crop top to make me look the part. Never again will I have to stretch in public or put my body through the hell that is using a cross-trainer. The rowing machine can kiss my sweet behind and the exercise bike, treadmill and weight machines can go swivel. Big time.

It’s the end of an era. A really rubbish era that I’m glad to see the back of.

‘It just doesn’t seem worth it any more,’ Lauren says. We’ve spent that last twenty minutes justifying our cowardly quitting. But really, what justification is needed? ‘We only joined in the first place because you went on that health kick.’

I drop my eyes to my pint and take a sip, hoping the conversation will move on – and swiftly. I’ve never admitted to Lauren that my health kick was spurred on by Ben’s assessment of my thighs, which were apparently ‘getting pretty chunky’. He no longer found me attractive in skirts or dresses and tried to put me off wearing them whenever we were seen in public together, so I’d decided to take action and put it right. I didn’t want my boyfriend to be embarrassed by me so I’d joined the gym and cut crisps and chocolate out of my life. My health kick didn’t last long. Ben dumped me and I didn’t care about my chunky thighs any more (and I’ve since realised they are not chunky at all. Shapely, yes. Womanly, most definitely. But not chunky). The crisps and the chocolate made a welcome return but the gym visits remained as Lauren had developed her Courtney crush by then. But now we know he’s completely loved-up with Camilla the yoga instructor, what’s the point in keeping up the charade?

‘My health kick is in the past.’ I pick up my pint and take a long slug to demonstrate. ‘I will miss the smoothies though.’

‘I’ll miss Courtney and his calves. They were divine.’ Lauren starts to look glum so I drain my pint and send her to the bar for a refill. A few drinks will sort her out. Once she’s sunk another glass of wine or two, she’ll have forgotten all about Courtney and his rather magnificent calves. Dan is working tonight and as I’m still avoiding him like a double dose of the plague, Lauren is on bar duty.

‘You’ll never guess what Mum’s done,’ Ryan says when Lauren returns with the drinks. ‘She’s set me up on a date on Saturday.’

I choke noisily (and embarrassingly) on my pint. ‘You what?’

‘You heard.’ Ryan folds his arms across his chest and the child inside me giggles as his biceps bulge. Little Delilah James still can’t believe that little weedy Ryan Ford has muscles. ‘She’s set me up with one of her WI friends. I mean, Felicity’s their youngest member. She’s twenty-three, not eighty, but still.’

The bloody cheek of the woman! ‘You’re supposed to be dating me.’

Ryan gives a helpless shrug. ‘I thought she’d stop all this meddling when she found out about our fake relationship but she doesn’t seem to care. She says I’m too young to stick with one girl and I need to keep my options open. She’s not going to stop until I’m shackled to one of her snooty “suitable girls”, is she?’ Ryan reaches across the table and takes hold of my hand, squeezing just that bit too tight in his desperate state. ‘We have to turn our fake relationship up a notch. I’ll fake propose!’

‘No way.’ I snatch my hand away. ‘We can’t go that far. Mum’s already completely over the moon that we’re together.’ She’s started referring to Ryan as ‘your Ryan’, even though she’s known him for over twenty years herself. ‘She’ll combust if she gets a sniff of a proposal. She was convinced Graham was going to propose to Clara on her thirtieth birthday. You should have seen the woman. She was frantic with joy at the prospect of her daughter marrying that dullard. Imagine if she got wind that you were going to be her son-in-law!’

‘Was that a compliment?’ Ryan momentarily puts his mother issues aside to bask in the glory of potential praise.

‘Don’t get too excited. I’m comparing you to Graham here.’

‘So did Graham propose?’ Lauren asks but I shake my head.

‘He did have a surprise but it was a weekend in Paris and not a ring.’ It sounds all romantic and spontaneous on the surface but they’re having to wait a few weeks before they can go because they’re both busy with work.

‘I can’t stand this any more.’ Ryan drops his face into his hands. At first I think he’s referring to the conversation revolving around Clara and Graham and can’t blame him at all. ‘I moved out because I was so sick of Mum trying to control my life but she’ll never stop, will she?’

It seems we’re back to the topic of Eleanor which, to be fair, is marginally better than talking about my sister and her boring boyfriend.

‘Can’t you just stand up to her?’ Lauren asks, which earns her a withering look from Ryan. I’m bemused by the suggestion myself.

‘Stand up to her? Don’t you think I’ve tried? She’s like a dog with a pigging bone. There’s no reasoning with the woman.’

‘You either get tough with her and put a stop to it,’ Lauren tells him. ‘Or you roll over and take it. Again and again.’

‘That’s easy for you to say,’ weedy little Ryan Ford mumbles into his pint.

But two days later Ryan does stand up to Eleanor.

Unfortunately he takes me down with him.


Chapter 27

The Move

Text Message:

Lauren: That’s it! No more lectures or exams for me. Uni is officially over!

Delilah: Do you need me to come over at the weekend and help you pack?

Lauren: But you hate packing. You said it’s messy, stressful and the worst job in the world

Delilah: But the sooner you’re packed, the sooner you can come back home

Lauren: Aww, I love you too xxx

‘You told her we’re moving in together?’ I can’t believe my ears. Ryan has told his mother that we are moving in together.

This is madness. Complete, utter, chuffing madness.

‘I had to.’ We’re back in The Farthing after Ryan called an emergency meeting. ‘She invited me to the house for dinner and when I got there, Felicity was there. It was an ambush!’

‘I don’t care.’ I want to reach across the table, take hold of Ryan’s neck and throttle him. ‘How could you tell her we’re moving in together? Don’t you think she’ll be a bit suspicious when I don’t move in with you?’ Ryan looks down at the table for a second before he flashes his blue eyes at me from under his lashes. It’d be quite comical if I wasn’t hopping mad. ‘No.’ I shake my head, knowing where this little-boy-lost look is going. ‘No way, Ryan.’

‘It would only be for a little while. Just to get her off my back.’

‘No.’ I laugh, because Ryan is clearly winding me up. Perhaps Lauren’s in on it too. It was probably her idea, the little minx.

‘A few weeks, that’s all. Until the wedding, max. And you wouldn’t have to sleep with me. You can have the spare room. Of course we’ll tell everyone that you’re in with me. Or they’ll just assume. Either way, it’ll look as though we’re living together properly.’

Ryan’s babbling away, his hands animated as he fights his case. My mouth starts to droop, widening more and more with each word until I look completely gormless. Ryan is still going, still clinging to the hope that I will say yes.

‘And it’s closer to your work so, in a way, it’s more convenient for you.’

I place my hands on the table and lean towards Ryan, my eyes darting around the pub in case this really is a piss-take. Part of me is still expecting Lauren to jump out from beside the fruit machine, grin wide and belly aching from laughing. Gosh, I hope she does.

‘Are you actually serious about this?’ My eyes are going left, right, up and down, scouring the room for my friend, ears pricked for the faintest giggle.

‘Yes.’ Ryan reaches across the table and prises my hands from the woodwork. I hadn’t realised I’d been clutching on so tight. I wouldn’t be surprised to see scratch marks where my nails have been. ‘I’m deadly serious. Mum won’t give up. I know she won’t. She wants me shackled to someone wealthy and successful.’

I snatch my hands away. ‘Someone not like me then. Thanks.’

‘Someone snooty and as much as fun as a foot to the testicles.’ Ryan takes hold of my hands again and I give the vague sense of fighting him off but don’t put any real oomph into it. ‘Someone not like you at all. Because I think you’re fantastic. You know that.’

Lauren isn’t here, is she? She isn’t behind the fruit machine or hiding in the loos, ready to burst out to mock me.

‘Ryan, sweetheart.’ I shuffle my stool around the table slightly so my arms aren’t pulled out of their sockets as Ryan clutches my hands to his chest. ‘You are completely nuts. Dangerously so. I can’t move in with you. Don’t you think this whole fake relationship is crazy enough?’

‘It is crazy. Completely cuckoo. But I’m doing it. For you. Because I care about you so much and want you to be happy.’

And that’s how I end up agreeing to move in with Ryan Ford, my best friend, pretend boyfriend and now fake live-in lover.

‘Are you sure you don’t mind me leaving most of my things here?’

I’m standing outside on the garden path, looking up at my house, the house I’ve lived in since I was a couple of days old. Mum is dabbing at her eyes with a scrunched up bit of tissue.

‘No. It’s a good idea to do these things gradually. To take your time.’

Mum is thrilled that Ryan and I are ‘an item’, but she was more than a little surprised to discover we were planning on living together. Her first thought was pregnancy, which I quickly quashed. She’s already bought me a dinner service as a moving in present, I don’t need her stocking up on babygros and nappies too.

‘So why the rush?’ she’d asked and I didn’t have a decent answer for her. Telling her that Ryan was too much of a wuss to stand up to his mum and tell her he isn’t interested in her pretentious matches didn’t seem feasible. Instead, I’d claimed we were so in love we couldn’t bear to be apart. And I somehow managed to keep my dinner encased in my stomach while I said it too.

‘You know you can come back any time, don’t you? To see me and your dad and Justin.’

Justin is currently holed up in his smelly bedroom, more interested in battering his Playstation pads than waving his sister off. Even Clara and boring Graham have made the effort to come over and see me off and I don’t even live with them.

‘I’ll have to come back. All my stuff is here.’ I’m only taking the contents of a wheeled suitcase and my old gym holdall. I’m trying to see this exercise as an extended sleepover and there really is no point lugging all my stuff to Ryan’s place, only to bring it back again when we split up after the wedding.

‘You’ll have to come for lunch tomorrow. You and Ryan.’ Mum clutches my sleeve and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t intend on letting go any time soon. ‘Or we could come to you. We could have a nice housewarming family Sunday lunch. Clara and Graham would like to see where you’re living, wouldn’t you?’

‘Of course we would,’ Clara says. I can imagine what that visit would entail – a long list of grievances about the property and its contents in comparison to hers. ‘Here’s one tip though: don’t let Justin bring that friend over. The dirty creature left a ton of disgusting images in the history of our computer when it was my birthday party.’

I hear Ryan snigger beside me but he turns it into a cough.

‘Actually, that was Patrick.’ I’ve never liked Justin’s friends (they’re just like my brother but in multiple) but I won’t let one of them take the blame for this. Grassing on Patrick is just an added bonus, of course.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Clara’s tone is high and offended. She takes on a haughty stance, her head high and shoulders back. No friend of hers would act in such an appalling manner.

‘It’s true,’ Ryan says. He can barely keep the grin from his face. ‘We caught him watching porn in your office that night.’

Clara looks at Graham, her eyes wide and cheeks reddening to dangerous skin-scorching levels. Graham shrugs his shoulders, his face remaining impassive. It’s like he doesn’t have it in him to form an opinion either way.

‘I’m sure there’s some sort of misunderstanding.’ Clara tries to laugh off the event but what leaves her mouth is more strangled cat than humour.

‘Would you like a hand with your luggage?’ Graham asks. He’s stooped to pick up my holdall before I can reply, striding up the garden path towards the gate and away from this embarrassing conversation.

‘You will come back, won’t you? You will visit?’ Mum’s eyes have filled with tears but she doesn’t bother to dab them away with her sodden tissue.

‘I’ll be back really soon, I promise.’ Sooner than she thinks, and permanently rather than for a visit.

‘Come on then, babe.’ Ryan grabs the handle of my suitcase and drags it along the path. His car is waiting out on the street with Graham standing beside it looking as though he would rather be anywhere else but here. I don’t blame him. I don’t want to be here either. I want to be in my house, where I belong.

I shuffle after Ryan, Mum clinging onto me as she does her best to cover her sniffles. I catch movement from Ryan’s parents’ house next door and presume Eleanor is overseeing proceedings but she’s too quick and the only evidence of her presence is the fluttering of the curtains in the upstairs window. Eleanor has not taken the announcement of our cohabitation well and hasn’t spoken to Ryan since he broke the news to her. Ryan says it’s an even better outcome than he could have imagined.

‘So. Tomorrow.’ Mum’s fingers dig into my arm as we reach Ryan’s car. I wince but manage to keep from snatching my arm away and rubbing the finger marks away. ‘We’ll come over. See your new place. See how you’re settling in.’

‘That would be nice.’ I’m gritting my teeth against the pain now. ‘Ryan can cook us a nice lunch. Can’t you, babe?’ I smile as sweetly as I can when I’m sure my arm now resembles a bowling ball with five holes instead of three.

‘Yes. A nice lunch.’ Ryan is smiling too but I can see the panic in those blue eyes. I know for a fact that despite claiming he can cook, Ryan lives on a diet of ready meals, takeaways and Pot Noodles.

‘We’ll see you tomorrow then. One o’clock?’

‘One o’clock will be perfect.’ I kiss Mum on the cheek and wriggle my arm free. Oh, the blessed relief! I kiss Dad on the cheek before climbing into the car, taking one last look at my childhood home before we drive away and although I know I’ll be back very soon, I feel a lump in my throat as Mum and Dad disappear from view.


Chapter 28

A New Home

Text Message:

Lauren: Met the guy who lives in the basement flat. He’s pretty cute and so funny!

Delilah: Do I sense a little crush developing here?

Lauren: I never poop on my own doorstep

Delilah: Gross. Who said anything about pooping??? No wonder you’re single :P

Ryan lives in a two-bedroom terrace house on a quiet street lined with tall trees and immaculate grass verges. Where mill workers would have resided a hundred years ago, professionals and pensioners have taken over Devon Street and transformed the once-shabby century-old terrace with new roofs, double-glazed windows and shiny doors. There are window boxes and hanging baskets spilling colourful blooms and the tiny yards at the front of the houses could be mini exhibitions at the Chelsea Flower Show. Ryan’s tiny yard is by far the plainest on the street, free of water features, ornate benches or sculpted hedges. But it’s clean, with its cobble-effect paving freshly swept and moss-free.

‘Here you are.’ Ryan lugs my holdall and suitcase into his spare bedroom, which used to act as his office but now no longer houses the rarely-used desk and Ryan’s vast collection of sports-related magazines (and porn, I suspect). Now there is a single bed covered with a white bedspread with a pink and grey floral pattern (which is very pretty, actually. I’m surprised at Ryan’s feminine choice). There’s a small wardrobe and matching chest of drawers and a bedside table. Ryan has gone to frightening extremes for this sham relationship.

Wandering over to the window, I peer outside, looking down upon the paved garden at the back of the house. The back garden is almost as minimalist as the front with only a tiny green shed, a greying plastic table and chair set and a basketball hoop attached to a pole in residence.

‘This is nuts.’ I move away from the window and flop onto the bed. How have I got myself into this? And why am I still going along with it?

‘It isn’t that bad. Friends can live together.’

‘But they don’t pretend they’re living together romantically.’ I look up at Ryan and catch his eye and we both start to laugh. I don’t know where it comes from. One minute I’m seriously questioning my sanity, the next I’m clutching my stomach with laughter. It bubbles up out of me, filling the room and breaking the tension I’ve felt since I slipped into Ryan’s car with my belongings in the boot.

‘You’re right. This is nuts.’ For a moment I’m hopeful that Ryan is going to send me home. ‘But we’re here now. There’s no going back.’

Oh.

‘So we may as well have fun, yeah? Hang out like we used to when we were kids.’

I pull a face. ‘We don’t have to listen to Blazin’ Squad until our ears bleed, do we?’

Ryan groans as he flops down on the bed next to me. ‘What were we thinking?’ He shakes his head as he remembers our terrible taste in music back then. ‘Why did nobody stop us?’

‘To be fair, your mum tried.’ Eleanor wasn’t a fan of ‘popular music’ and would have preferred her son to listen to classical music. Or Cliff Richard at a push.

‘She banned the CDs from the house.’ Ryan grins, remembering the injustice we’d felt. ‘So I just listened to them at your house instead.’

‘And wore out my CD player.’

‘Hey, that wasn’t my fault. That CD player was an ex display model that your dad brought home from work. It was on its last legs before “Flip Reverse” even touched it.’

I rest my head on Ryan’s shoulder. ‘We were a couple of saddos, weren’t we?’

‘But we were happy saddos.’ Ryan stands up and reaches for my hand. ‘Come on, I have a housewarming present for you.’ Tugging me to my feet, Ryan leads me downstairs to the little kitchen tacked onto the back of the house. With both of us inside, the kitchen is full to the brim so it takes a bit of manoeuvring for Ryan to open one of the cupboards and pull out a box wrapped in pale pink ribbon and tied in what could resemble a bow if you squint enough.

‘Welcome to your new home.’ Ryan presents me with the box. Inside is a smoothie maker. ‘I know you miss the smoothies at the gym so now you can make your own.’

‘Thank you. I love it.’ With a bit more manoeuvring, I wrap my arms around Ryan and give him a squeeze. It’s a sweet, thoughtful gift and it almost – almost – makes this whole charade worth it.

The smoothie maker goes some way to soothing me, but the real treat is watching Ryan flap about the kitchen the following morning as he attempts to cook a Sunday lunch for the first time ever. There are pans bubbling over, smoke billowing from the oven and a stench of panic filling the tiny space. And it isn’t as though I can help him. I’ve been completely spoiled at home and have allowed Mum to keep me well fed.

And let’s be honest here, it’s much more fun to watch Ryan suffer.

‘Was that the door?’ Ryan freezes, oven glove in mid-air, tea towel mid-waft over the smouldering roasting tin. ‘Are they here? They can’t be here already. Can they?’

‘I’ll go and see.’ I’ve been standing in the kitchen doorway, a refreshing cup of tea in hand as I observe the freak show that is Ryan’s cooking but I leave him to it, depositing my cup on the dining room table as I pass. Ryan was supposed to have laid the table earlier but the only evidence is a mountain of cutlery dumped in the centre of the table, abandoned when the smoke detector screeched its warning that something was amiss in the oven.

‘Delilah!’ Mum falls on me as soon as I open the door, relieved that I’m still alive and well. You’d think that I’d moved across the world and she hadn’t seen me for months. In reality, I’ve moved a ten-minute walk away and she saw me less than twenty-four hours ago. ‘Let me look at you.’ Mum has been crushing me in a hug but she releases me, pushing me away just enough so that she can drink me in. ‘You look thin. Have you been eating?’

I shouldn’t laugh. I really shouldn’t. Mum is clearly struggling with my moving out. But I can’t help a tiny splutter at her words.

‘Yes, Mum, I’ve been eating.’

‘What have you had?’ Mum hasn’t even made it over the threshold and she’s already grilling me. What will she be like when I really do leave home?

‘I had lunch with you yesterday.’ I feel I have to remind Mum of this fact, to give her a bit of perspective. So she can get a grip. ‘And then Ryan and I shared a family bag of Doritos, ordered massive pizzas and had Ben and Jerry’s ice cream.’

‘And what did you have for breakfast?’ Mum finally steps into the house, allowing Dad to step forward for a hug.

‘Leftover pizza.’ Obviously. ‘Hello, Dad.’

‘Little Delly.’ Dad gives me a squeeze before joining Mum in the tiny hallway. Clara and Graham are here too, as well as Justin who is hovering by the gate and fiddling with his phone. I lead everybody through to the sitting room, bringing in some of the dining chairs so everybody has a seat. Once everybody is settled, I squeeze into the kitchen with Ryan to put the kettle on.

‘How’s it going?’ I ask Ryan, who is bouncing about the place to alternate between stirring pans and opening and closing the oven. His blond hair is sticking up in tufts and his face is washed in sweat.

‘Good. It’s good.’ Ryan looks like he’s about to cry. I almost feel sorry for the dude.

‘This isn’t looking like such a great idea, is it?’ I don’t mean to be smug (it’s an ugly trait, really) but I can’t help it.

‘It’ll be fine.’ I’m not sure if Ryan is trying to convince me or himself. ‘It’ll be great, in fact.’

I make the teas and coffees and take them through to the sitting room. Mum jumps away from the mantelpiece where she’s been busy examining the stash of envelopes stacked behind a football trophy.

‘It’s a lovely house, isn’t it?’ Mum sounds surprised. I’m not sure what she was expecting – a flash bachelor pad with red walls, black leather and stacks of porno mags, perhaps. ‘Needs a few more feminine touches, but you’ll soon take care of that, I’m sure.’

‘You need to put your stamp on it and fast,’ Clara says. ‘Otherwise it’ll always feel like Ryan’s place. That’s why Graham and I moved into a completely new apartment – so it was both of ours from the start.’

And because Graham’s ex-wife had kept the house in the divorce settlement.

‘I think it’s great,’ Dad says. He turns to Mum with a wry smile. ‘Do you remember that flat we had, before we found out we were expecting Clara? It was a real mess that place.’ Dad sighs, the kind of fond smile you can only have when you’re reminiscing about a time in your life you never have to revisit. ‘Damp, woodworm, a great sodding hole in the bathroom ceiling. Do you remember Herman?’

Dad laughs. Mum does not.

‘Who was Herman?’ Clara asks.

‘Herman was a bloody great rat that used to sneak into the kitchen.’ Mum shudders. ‘I asked your dad to hit it over the head with a shovel but he named the bugger instead. Treated him like a pet, the soft sod.’ Mum manages to smile, despite the rat-infested memory. ‘But your dad’s right. This place really is lovely. So cosy and homely.’

‘And rat-free,’ Justin adds. He’s had his nose practically pressed against the screen of his phone since he arrived, curling up in the armchair by the window. I’m shocked he’s actually been paying attention.

‘I’ll just go and see if Ryan needs a hand with anything.’ Leaving my family in the sitting room, I scuttle off to the kitchen, where Ryan seems to have miraculously pulled everything together. The lamb is a bit charcoaled around the edges but that’s nothing a bit of gravy won’t sort out. There are both roast and mashed potatoes as well as peas, carrots and broccoli and a jug of thick gravy. It smells divine now the smoke has dissipated.

‘Do you want to call everybody through?’ Ryan mops his brow with his tea towel before tossing it into the washing basket and smoothing down his hair. The panicked, rabbit-caught-in-a-headlight-and-is-about-to-be-squished-into-the-tarmac look has left his eyes and his shoulders have relaxed into their natural position again.

Somehow – and I suspect some sort of supernatural trickery – Ryan has managed to not only finish cooking a reasonable-looking lunch, he’s also tackled the mountain of cutlery and laid the table.

‘I can see you’re going to look after our Delilah,’ Mum says as we all gather around the table. There aren’t enough chairs around the table so Ryan has dragged the patio furniture in from the garden, throwing brightly coloured beach towels over them to cover the murky grey. The plastic chairs are quite wide, so it’s a bit of a squeeze but we’ve managed to all fit around somehow.

‘I promise I’ll look after her to the best of my ability.’ Ryan reaches across the table, dodging plates and cutlery and Justin’s gravy spillage to take my hand. I want to tell him to steady on, that he’s laying it on a bit thick. I was with Ben for three years and he never once uttered anything as mushy as that in front of my parents.

‘Oh, what a lovely young man you are.’

Well, shut my mouth, Mum seems to be lapping up the mush. Her eyes are sparkling as she gazes at Ryan and I suspect she won’t be fussing quite so much now she’s seen for herself that Ryan is more than capable of looking after me. I won’t starve of either food or affection.

‘Your mum should be very proud of you, you know.’ Mum’s a bit choked up as she says this to Ryan, her eyes now welling up behind her rapidly blinking lashes. ‘I shall be having words with her when I see her.’

‘No, Mum, don’t.’ I’m already cringing with embarrassment. Eleanor despises our fake relationship enough without Mum sticking her beak in.

‘No, please do.’ Ryan winks at me. ‘Tell her how happy Delilah and I are.’

‘I certainly will.’ Mum gives a nod of her head and picks up her knife and fork. ‘Now, shall we tuck in before this gets cold?’


Chapter 29

A Developing Crush

Text Message:

Lauren: Talked to the basement flat guy again. My heart’s a-fluttering!

Delilah: Now will you admit you have a crush on the dude?

Lauren: Yes, yes I will. I HAVE A MASSIVE CRUSH ON THE BASEMENT FLAT GUY

I’ve been living with Ryan for a week now and I have to admit that the proximity to Brinkley’s is rather nice. There’s no need to catch a bus as I can walk there in ten minutes, so I’m saving on both bus fare and rent (Ryan has kindly waived any kind of payment for staying at his place. And rightly so, under the circumstances). I still think what we’re doing is completely ga-ga but silver linings and all that.

I haven’t told anybody at work about my move to Ryan’s as there doesn’t seem much point when I’ll be moving home again in a couple of months. Plus, our plan is beyond ridiculous so the less people that know about it the better.

‘How was your weekend?’ Adam asks as I drop into my chair and jab my computer’s on switch. Why is it that Adam arrives at work every day, bright eyed and bushy tailed – even on a Monday, for goodness’ sake – while I find it takes every single ounce of strength to walk through the doors of the Brinkley office? How must it feel to actually enjoy your job?

‘It was good, thanks.’ I don’t mention that I spent the weekend on Ryan’s sofa, watching my favourite musicals just to get on his nerves. Hey, if he wants me to live with him, he has to put up with my habits – good and bad – right? ‘How was your weekend?’

‘Great. I took Isaac and Luke to the zoo.’ Adam’s eye light up, as they always do whenever he talks about his nephews. ‘Isaac now wants to be a zookeeper when he’s older. Luke wants to be a rhino. I don’t know how to break it to him that when people say you can be anything you want to be, that isn’t strictly true.’

‘Tell me about it. I wanted to be an actress on Broadway when I was younger.’

‘There’s still time,’ Adam points out but I shake my head.

‘Acting isn’t my strong point.’ As I found out when I took part in the Year Six Christmas show at school. I was playing a Christmas tree and I was so nervous, I became a self-watering Christmas tree. Right there on the stage, in front of everyone. ‘What did you want to be?’

‘A fireman,’ Adam says and I repeat his words about there still being time. Like me, Adam shakes his head. ‘It turns out the grown-up Adam isn’t nearly as brave as the little-boy Adam. I’ll stick to the safety of social media, thanks. Speaking of which…’ Adam grabs a pile of printouts. ‘The new recipe competition has closed. Want to help me pick a winner?’

I look at my in-tray. Denise has helpfully placed the bundle of clock cards on the top, ready for me to transfer the info onto the payroll report. ‘I’d love to. Shall I put the kettle on?’

Over cups of tea, Adam and I pore over the entrants. The public really took to the idea and there are a lot of recipes to sift through. There are numerous versions of cheesecake, from the standard strawberry to the more unusual pumpkin and the not-very-appetising (to me, at least) fennel cheesecake. Amongst the entrants are several variants of millionaire’s shortbread, rocky road bites and delicious-sounding biscuit brownies. I love the sound of the biscuit chocolate roll while Adam is keen to try out the lemon parfait but in the end we choose a chocolate truffle biscuit cake and rope Karen in to help us bake it.

This recipe is a lot more complex than the ones we’d attempted before but Karen, being far more knowledgeable than Adam and I in the kitchen, is able to whip up the dessert quite easily. The result is a gorgeously gooey chocolate cake with layers of crunchy biscuits, chocolate truffle and cream. Adam takes lots of photos for the blog before we attack it.

‘Oh my.’ I cannot believe how good this tastes. It is heaven on a plate.

‘I’d trade my husband in for this cake,’ Karen says and I don’t doubt it at all.

‘We definitely have our winner,’ Adam adds. I don’t know how we could even consider any of the other entries worthy.

Adam and I decide we deserve a pint after slaving away in the kitchen (as though eating the end product wasn’t enough of a reward) so we decamp to The Bonnie Dundee after work. The pub, as ever, is empty apart from the bored-looking landlord who is playing solitaire along the sticky bar.

‘Today has been surprisingly fun,’ I say as we carry our pints to one of the many vacant tables. ‘I never knew a Monday at Brinkley’s could be like that.’

Adam laughs. ‘You’re not a huge fan of the office, are you?’

‘It’s not so bad now that you’re here.’ I cringe as the words leave my mouth. Did I say that out loud? ‘I mean, you make a nice change from the Brinkley Clan.’

‘They can be hard work,’ Adam admits.

‘You’re all right. They love you. Neville wants to adopt you and I won’t mention what Katey-Louise wants to do to you.’

Adam grins at me and I feel a delicious little bubble rise up inside. ‘I can’t help being this adorable. I was born this way. My parents should be awarded for bestowing me onto the world.’

‘And you should be awarded for your modesty.’

‘I’ll add it to my collection. It’ll go well with my handsome, successful, general-all-rounder awards.’ Adam grins at me again and my insides go all squishy. I have a definite crush on this man, which is a little bit scary as I haven’t had an actual crush on anybody but Ben in such a long time. I’ve had a good, hard look at my relationship with Ben over the past couple of months and I’m not entirely happy with what I’ve found. I’m starting to think Lauren was right, that Ben was controlling. Could it be that I really am starting to move on from Ben? Maybe what I’m feeling for Adam isn’t just a harmless little work crush but could lead to more.

But what am I supposed to do with these feelings? Stuff them back deep inside and hope they go away? Or act on them and pray Adam doesn’t think I’m a complete moron?

‘Sorry, what was that?’ Adam has said something but I’ve been too preoccupied with deciding what to do with these silly teenage feelings to pay attention. I feel like I’m in an episode of Dawson’s Creek. Any minute now Lauren is going to come crawling through the pub’s dirty window and we’ll start talking fast and inappropriately mature for a bunch of fifteen-year-olds.

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Adam takes a sip of his pint. ‘You were miles away. What were you thinking about?’

I could tell Adam that I like him as more than a work colleague and hope he likes me too. But then what if he doesn’t? I’ll be humiliated and I’ll have no choice but to resign from Brinkley’s and find a new job. Which sounds like far too much hard work.

‘I was just worrying about what Denise will say when she finds out I haven’t updated the payroll report.’ I am a chicken. Cluck, cluck.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll say I forced you into the kitchen.’ Adam pats my hand and I get all fuzzy inside, especially when Adam’s fingers linger on my hand. He doesn’t break contact as he picks up his pint with his other hand and my hand is frozen in place.

It’s almost like we’re holding hands.

‘I’m sure Denise will buy that.’ My voice comes out all funny; croaky and barely above a whisper. I’m not sure who my body thinks will overhear – there hasn’t been the hint of another customer since we arrived and even the landlord has disappeared down the cellar.

‘It’s one of the perks of being adored by your bosses,’ Adam says. His fingers are still resting on my hand. I daren’t move.

‘If only we could all be so charming.’

‘You think I’m charming?’

‘Incredibly,’ I squeak.

I’m disappointed when Adam moves his hand, but instead of removing our contact completely, he gently pushes our fingers together until they’re entwined. Now we really are holding hands, which my body thinks is a marvellous time to make my palms sweat profusely.

Yes, I definitely have a crush on this man. And maybe, just maybe, he has a little crush on me too.


Chapter 30

Lunch with the ‘in-laws’

Text Message:

Delilah: Going shopping with Lauren for an outfit to wear when I meet your mum and dad next week – can’t wait!

Ben: Mum and Dad are pretty conservative so don’t buy anything too revealing. Plus Mum thinks really high heels are tacky

Ben: I should mention that Mum doesn’t like girls who wear lots of makeup either. Or costume jewellery

Ben: And she doesn’t like girls wearing trousers or jeans. Definitely no leggings!

True to her word, Mum spoke to Eleanor over the garden fence, which resulted in Eleanor inviting herself and Phil over for lunch. And, as if that isn’t bad enough luck, Ryan has left the kitchen duties in my incapable hands as an act of revenge for making him cook for my family.

‘At least there are only two of them,’ Ryan had said after dropping the Eleanor-sized bombshell. ‘You invited five people over.’

‘But my mum adores you. She thinks you’re the bee’s knees. Your mum thinks I’m the bee’s bum hole. She’ll be looking out for ways to pick at me.’

Ryan only grinned at me, the great git. ‘You’d better make lunch perfect then.’

So here I am, crammed into Ryan’s pathetic excuse of a kitchen, flitting from one work surface to another whilst trying my hardest not to panic. It isn’t as though I’m even making anything complicated. I’ve decided against a traditional Sunday lunch and will serve spaghetti Bolognese instead. The food is simple and nothing to panic over. It’s the company I’m dreading.

It’s a gorgeous day so I’ve decided it’ll be nice to eat out in the garden. I’ve given the plastic furniture a good scrub and the table has been covered by a tablecloth. I’ve even popped a few bright chrysanthemums in an old, thoroughly-cleaned Nutella jar for a centrepiece. The cutlery and what Ryan considers his posh glasses (i.e. not chipped) have been set and it’d look passable if we were dining with close friends or family and not Eleanor, who is sure to criticise everything.

‘This is stupid,’ I say as I place a jug of iced water on the table. It’s hit me again how silly this whole thing is – and not just because I’m dreading spending the afternoon with Eleanor. ‘We should tell our parents that our relationship isn’t real. It’s getting out of hand.’ This flash of conscience and common sense is partly due to Adam’s rather sweet hand-holding in the pub. Nothing more actually happened that evening but I’m hoping it will and that isn’t really possible when, to all intents and purposes, I’m living with another bloke.

‘And you think they’ll understand why we pretended to be together?’ Ryan asks. He picks up his basketball and tosses it towards the hoop at the bottom of the garden. He’s been casually practising his shots while I’ve been sweating and panicking in the kitchen.

‘We don’t have to actually tell them we pretended.’ I’d prefer it if we didn’t. Damage limitation and all that, plus it’d be less embarrassing. ‘We can say we made a mistake, that we’ve realised we’re better off just being friends.’

‘But what about our Facebook updates? Won’t it look strange if we suddenly stop posting them?’ Ryan asks. ‘Francesca’s already taken the bait.’

Francesca (quite rightly) couldn’t believe that Ryan and I were a couple after all these years but she thought it was fantastic, according to the comment she left on a recent photo of me and Ryan having a picnic.

‘Everyone will think we’ve stopped being smug, that’s all. Besides, my mum and dad don’t use Facebook.’

‘My mum does. Why do you think I keep posting all these cheesy selfies?’ I’d assumed it was to help fool Ben but clearly not. ‘She gets more and more irate with every one I post. Do you realise how much fun it is having her believe you’re my girlfriend?’

‘Why? What has she said?’

Ryan brings his hand up to his mouth as though to cover a cough as he masks a chuckle. ‘Nothing.’ Ryan struggles to keep a straight face. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘Liar,’ I say but I don’t have the chance to probe any further as I hear the faint sound of the doorbell ringing. I shoot one last, pleading look at Ryan but he simply shakes his head so I make a dash through the house and open the door to my ‘in-laws’.

‘Eleanor, Phil. Lovely to see you again.’ My butt-licking tone sickens me.

‘You too, Delilah.’ Phil smiles as he takes my outstretched hand and gives it a brief shake.

Eleanor ignores the hand I’m proffering and pushes her way into the hallway. ‘Where’s my son?’ Without waiting for an answer, Eleanor marches into the sitting room. It’s clearly empty but Eleanor doesn’t move on. This is the perfect opportunity for a snoop and a dust-inspection. She actually runs her finger along the mantelpiece so I’m thankful I gave the sitting room a thorough dusting this morning in preparation.

Eleanor inspects her finger, wrinkling her nose in distaste. Not because she has found a fingertip full of grime but because she hasn’t and therefore has nothing to complain about. She’s about to move on when something catches her eye.

‘What is this?’ She plucks a photo frame from the mantelpiece and peers at it, her lip curling at the sight. ‘How vulgar.’

‘That’s an early birthday present from Delilah.’ Ryan strides into the room with the basketball tucked under his arm. He slides his free arm around my waist, giving me a squeeze. I’ve never seen that photo frame before. I didn’t buy it and I certainly didn’t give it to Ryan as a present. I’ve bought him a mug with ‘Old Fart’s Drink’ printed on it and a Batman t-shirt for his upcoming birthday.

‘It’s…’ Eleanor flounders, searching for a word to replace vulgar but it seems she’s unable to come up with anything but a faint squeak. She places the frame back on the mantelpiece and that’s when I see the photo inside. It’s a selfie of me and Ryan at our recent picnic. We’re squeezed together on a blanket while our hands are connected to form a heart shape. Talk about cheese! Ryan winks at me before dropping a kiss on top of my head.

‘Shall we go outside?’ I ask. I can feel Ryan trembling beside me, desperate to laugh at his little trick.

‘Outside?’ Eleanor backs away from the photo, avoiding eye contact with it. ‘Whatever for?’

‘That’s where we’re eating.’ Ryan spins the basketball on his index finger for a moment before he starts to lead the way through the house to the garden. ‘Follow me!’

‘You know how I feel about eating outdoors,’ Eleanor says as we head through the tiny kitchen to the back door. ‘I don’t even enjoy picnics!’ Eleanor steps out onto the paving stones gently, as though she’s stepping onto quicksand that could gobble her up at any given moment. ‘Perhaps we should go back inside.’

‘And waste this day?’ Ryan holds his arms up to the sun, which is filling the garden with warmth.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know you didn’t like eating outdoors.’ I glare at Ryan, who had ample time to warn me about her aversion. ‘Is that why you never accepted Mum’s invites to our barbecues?’ Perhaps we’d misjudged her all this time. Perhaps she wasn’t stuck up at all but simply wasn’t a fan of the dining option.

‘No, dear. That is not the reason at all.’ Eleanor stalks across the garden and drops into one of the white plastic chairs. It doesn’t appear that she’s going to elaborate and I’m not sure how to reply to that so I scurry back to the kitchen to grab the food.

‘Is this what we’re having? Spaghetti?’ Eleanor widens her eyes at her son as I arrive with my culinary efforts. ‘Aren’t we having a roast? We always have a roast on a Sunday.’

‘I’m not a big fan of roasts,’ I say, which is big, fat lie. I love a roast with all the trimmings (the more trimmings the better, in fact) but eating a roast lunch and having to cook one are two completely different beasts. I scuttle back to the safety of the kitchen to grab the rest of the food, giving myself a pep talk before I return.

I can do this. It’s just Eleanor from next door.

‘Do you know who I ran into on Friday afternoon?’ Eleanor asks Ryan as I seat myself at the table a few moments later. ‘Do you remember Carolyn St. Clair? She was in the choir at Bower Green for Girls? You two had a thing going on if I remember correctly.’

I remember Carolyn St. Clair. She had an annoyingly nasal voice and Ryan dumped her when one of the other boys from his school offered her a KitKat for a grope of her boobs and she accepted.

‘She was engaged to a chap quite high up in the advertising world,’ Eleanor says when Ryan fails to answer her probing. ‘But they split up last year.’

‘Maybe one of his mates offered her a KitKat,’ Ryan says and I choke on the bit of garlic bread I’ve just put in my mouth. Ryan manages to keep his face straight but I can tell he wants to laugh. He nudges my foot under the table and I can’t help the giggle I’ve been holding in from bursting its banks.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Eleanor looks from a straight-faced Ryan to me. I’ve managed to stem the giggle with my hand but my face is turning puce with the effort.

Ryan shrugs. ‘She was always a fan of KitKats, that’s all.’

Eleanor narrows her eyes, knowing there is something else going on here, but decides against pursuing it. ‘Carolyn says she’d love to meet up for coffee some time. She gave me her card.’ Eleanor reaches into her handbag, which she’s hooked over the back of her chair, but Ryan holds up his hand.

‘I don’t want it. I don’t want to meet up with Carolyn for coffee or anything else. What are you doing, Mum? My girlfriend is sitting right there. Have you no manners?’

Eleanor’s mouth drops open.

‘Now, son,’ Phil says. It’s the first time he’s paused in the shovelling of spaghetti into his mouth. At least one of our guests is a fan of my cooking.

‘No, Dad. This can’t go on. Delilah and I are living together. What will it take to stop you from trying to set me up with your snobby acquaintances?’ He glares at Eleanor but she refuses to meet his eye or speak. ‘What if I told you Delilah was pregnant? Would you stop then?’

There’s a gasp. I’m not sure whether it’s from Eleanor or me. Probably both of us.

‘I’m not,’ I state before this whole situation gets even more out of hand. Mum would be heartbroken if we dangled that particular carrot in front of her and it turned out to be a lie.

‘Thank goodness for that.’ Eleanor slumps against the table. I can almost see her heart beating through her blouse. ‘Why would you do that to me, Ryan?’

‘To make my point. You can’t keep doing this, Mum. Especially when Delilah is sitting right here. You’re being incredibly rude.’

‘I just want what’s best for you.’ Eleanor reaches across the table but Ryan snatches his hand away.

‘What’s best for me is to be happy with the woman I choose to be with. I’m not interested in KitKat Carolyn or any of the other women you think I should be with.’

Ryan and his mother have a sort of stare-off, with neither willing to back down. Phil resumes his spaghetti-shovelling while I study the tablecloth intensely. It’s finally Eleanor who breaks.

‘So. The two of you.’ Eleanor waves a hand between Ryan and me. ‘How did this happen?’ Her face contorts in an almost comical way, her nostrils flaring while her lips screw up so tight they nearly disappear inside her mouth. She can’t believe that her darling, handsome, teacher son has ended up with me.

‘I think it was always meant to be.’ Ryan slips his arm around my waist and rests his head on my shoulder. I can’t see his face from this position but I can imagine the dreamy expression Ryan will be faking for Eleanor’s benefit. ‘We just didn’t realise it until now.’

Eleanor shakes her head, her nostrils flaring further to Mersey Tunnel proportions. If she inhales hard enough, she’ll suck in the lot of us, plates of spaghetti and all. ‘But what about that nice girl I introduced you to recently?’

‘Which one?’ I mutter. Eleanor has set up more dates than Cilla Black, Paddy McGuinness and Cupid himself combined.

‘Marianne?’ Ryan asks.

‘Patricia?’ I look at Eleanor for signs of recognition but there is none, only a blank expression and the giant nostrils. Even she’s forgotten all the women she’s foisted onto her son. ‘Gina? Or Heather? Or what about Yvette?’

‘She said a nice girl. Yvette put a brick through Mum and Dad’s dining room window,’ Ryan points out. ‘And she left a bag of dog crap on the doorstep.’

‘I said she was nice, not perfect.’

‘That’s enough.’ Eleanor relaxes her nostrils to nearly normal size and closes her eyes. ‘I’ve heard quite enough, thank you very much.’ Eleanor opens her eyes, boring them into Ryan’s. ‘Don’t you see what she’s doing to you? You never usually speak to me in such a manner.’

‘I’m just tired of it, Mum.’ Ryan sighs, the weight of dealing with Eleanor over the years pushing down on him. ‘I thought you’d quit all your meddling when I started dating Delilah but if anything it’s got worse.’

‘I just don’t think you’re right for each other,’ Eleanor says. ‘You have nothing in common! You’re a teacher, Ryan. You worked so hard to get where you are but Delilah just doesn’t have that drive.’

I’m twirling strands of spaghetti onto my spoon with my fork, concentrating really hard, but my head snaps up when I hear this. Cheeky cow!

‘She’s just an office worker, happy to plod along without any form of career or thought for the future.’

‘She’s here, you know.’ I feel the need to remind Eleanor of my presence as she’s speaking as though she’s forgotten I’m sitting right here.

‘I know that, dear. And I don’t mean any offence. I’m sure you’re great fun to be with but I expect more for my son. We didn’t pay through the roof for his education, only for him to end up with someone like you.’

Someone like me?

I reach across the table and give Eleanor’s hand a pat. ‘I’m afraid the queen’s already taken.’

Eleanor throws her hands up in the air. They’re still holding her cutlery but thankfully they remain clutched in her fingers. ‘See! This is exactly what I’m talking about. Can’t you be serious? This is my son’s future we’re talking about and you’re making fun of me.’

‘I don’t want serious,’ Ryan says. ‘You keep trying to set me up with these boring, snooty women and I’m not interested. I never have been and never will be. Why can’t you accept that?’

‘Because you deserve better.’ Eleanor drops her gaze to her lunch and prods disdainfully at her spaghetti. Ryan starts to rummage in his own spaghetti with his fingers.

‘What are you doing?’ I hiss but all becomes clear when he pulls out a long strand of spaghetti, grinning as he places one end between his teeth and passing me the other. When Eleanor looks up after placing a tiny morsel into her mouth, Ryan and I are acting out the spaghetti scene from Lady and the Tramp. Ryan is snapping a selfie, which we’ll post on Facebook later as proof of our love.

‘Phil, I think it’s time we left.’ Eleanor places her cutlery down on her plate and gathers her things. Without a word, she marches across the garden and disappears into the kitchen.

‘That went well.’ Ryan grins as his father scuttles along after Eleanor. ‘Do you fancy a pint in The Farthing?’

‘Yes please.’ I don’t think I can stomach my spaghetti now after our cheese-fest display of affection.


Chapter 31

Birthday Celebrations

Text Message:

Ryan: I need help!

Delilah: I’ve been telling you that for years

Ryan: Funny but I need actual help. I’m out shopping for Mum’s birthday. What can I get her?

Delilah: Arsenic, cyanide, good old-fashioned rat poison?

Most adults I know dread the arrival of their birthday as it signals yet another year has passed and brings with it the prospect of more wrinkles or grey hairs or lack of bladder control. Once you hit twenty-one, that’s it. It’s all downhill with no other milestones to look forward to. The next is thirty and nobody actually wants to be thirty, do they?

But not Ryan. Ryan still relishes his birthdays as much as he did when he was an eight-year-old boy hoping to unwrap a Furby. He counts down the days, his excitement mounting with each day that passes until it seems he will burst. It’s sweet and worrying in equal measure.

‘Morning!’ Ryan bursts into my bedroom at a wholly unacceptable hour for a Saturday morning, bouncing over to my bed and leaping into the air before landing mere millimetres from my feet.

‘For Pete’s sake, Ryan.’ Scrabbling around on the bedside table, I find my phone and squint at it to read the time. ‘It isn’t even nine o’clock yet.’ Ryan may pop out of bed at an ungodly hour to jog along dog-poo lined streets before breakfast but I am a normal person who realises what weekends were designed for: lie-ins. Glorious, soothing lie-ins.

‘It’s three minutes to, you lazy cow.’ Ryan bounces up and down on the mattress. ‘Come on, get up. It’s my birthday!’ He bounces a bit more vigorously. ‘Get up, get up, get up.’

‘Fine.’ Bending my leg so that my knee is practically grazing my chin, I stretch it out again, making contact with Ryan and sending him toppling to the floor. ‘Whoopsies.’ Lazy cow indeed! Throwing back the covers, I force myself out of bed and look down at Ryan, who is sitting where I dumped him on the floor. ‘Happy birthday, mate.’

‘Thank you!’ Ryan leaps to his feet, his tumble forgotten as he throws his arms around me. ‘Now hurry up. I said we’d meet Lauren at ten.’

Pushing Ryan out of the door, I get myself ready in record time so that by the time we leave the house forty-five minutes later I’m showered, dressed and am wearing a mask of makeup to hide how tired I am. I don’t know how Ryan can be so perky – we stayed up until almost three o’clock this morning watching a marathon of That ‘70s Show on Netflix. The meagre six hours of sleep has rendered me mole-eyed and ready to drop back off to dreamland while Ryan is bouncing around like Tigger stuffed full of E numbers.

‘Come on.’ Ryan is flapping his hands at me, his car keys jingling as he waits by the open door on the driver’s side. ‘We’re going to be late.’

Ryan, Lauren and I have a tradition for celebrating our birthdays. We all meet up for breakfast of the birthday celebrant’s choice and then we decamp to The Farthing for a day of drinking, jukebox singing and general merriment. It’s a simple plan, but it’s one we all look forward to.

We pick Lauren up on the way to town. She’s looking gorgeous in a floaty turquois jumpsuit and white wedge-heeled sandals. I feel like a bit of a tramp in comparison, having thrown on a pair of skinny jeans, stripy t-shirt and ageing flip flops.

‘Look at you,’ I say as Lauren sashays towards the car from her flat. She does a twirl before she opens the passenger door at the back of the car.

‘Do I look ok?’

‘You look gorgeous. Far too good for a day in The Farthing.’

Lauren grins and climbs into the car. ‘That’s exactly the look I was going for.’

We drive into town for pancakes, scoffing enough of the wickedly tasty breakfast treats swimming in syrup that we’re rendered immovable.

‘I’m going to look like a Teletubby in this jumpsuit,’ Lauren groans, giving her full tummy a rub, which sets off a discussion about the names we would have if we actually were Teletubbies (we’re a sophisticated bunch, I know). Ryan would, according to Lauren, be Dinky-Winky (‘How would you know?’ Ryan asks her. ‘You’ve never seen my fun stick.’). I say I’d be Tipsy (because it’s one of my most favourite states to be in) and Lauren would be Lau-Lau.

‘Now all we need is a Po-replacement,’ Lauren says and I immediately think of Adam. He’d fit rather nicely into our little group and with his handsomeness could become our Beau. Thankfully I say none of this out loud as it is beyond cheese.

‘Maybe Tyler can join us,’ Ryan suggests, his lips already twitching as he awaits Lauren’s reaction. Tyler is the guy who lives in the basement flat below Lauren. When she first moved into the flat, she developed quite a crush on Tyler, sending me updates via text – ‘Just found out that the guy in the basement flat is called Tyler. Don’t you LOVE that name?’ and ‘OMG, Tyler just touched my hand. I’m pretty sure it was by accident but O.M. Freaking G!!!’ – for example. They flirted in the hallway for a while until Tyler finally asked her out. The date went fantastically, as did the second and the third. On their fourth date, they ended up back at Tyler’s basement flat and that’s where it all went wrong.

Lauren: Tyler is a freak. An actual FREAK

Delilah: Oh God, what did he ask you to do?

Lauren: He didn’t ask me to do anything. I only got as far as his sitting room and then I made my excuses and left

Delilah: What the cheese did he have in his sitting room???

Ponies. Tyler had ponies in his sitting room. Lots and lots of brightly-coloured ponies of varying sizes.

‘I’m not a Brony or anything,’ Tyler had said as Lauren took in his vast My Little Pony collection. He had stuffed animals lining shelves and sitting on the sofa, plus DVDs, figurines and framed posters on the walls.

‘He looked like a Brony to me,’ Lauren told me later. ‘I dread to think what his bedroom looks like. He probably has a My Little Pony bedspread.’

Lauren has never found out what Tyler’s bedroom looks like as she avoids him, as much as she can when they live in such close proximity.

‘Tyler would be a perfect member of our Teletubbies group,’ Ryan says now. His mirth is evident in his quivering lips and the way he’s leaning across the table towards Lauren. ‘We can call him Po-ny.’

Ryan thinks this is hilarious, slamming his hand down on the table while he chuckles to himself. It is a little bit funny but I keep my face straight in an act of female solidarity.

‘Shall we get going?’ Lauren asks as though Ryan hasn’t spoken at all and isn’t convulsing with merriment. ‘I’ve worked up quite a thirst with those pancakes.’

So we settle the bill and head back to Ryan’s car, dropping it off at his house before walking the short distance to The Farthing where the real fun can begin.


Chapter 32

A Very Weird or Incredibly Wonderful Birthday Surprise

Text Message:

Mum: Hello, love! Do you think you can have a go on the internet and order the Sean Connery James Bond box set for me? I want to get it for your dad’s birthday. It’ll be a nice surprise for him

Delilah: Does he even like James Bond?

Mum: Of course he does! Everybody likes James Bond. Especially the Sean Connery ones

The pub is pretty full for early on a Saturday, mostly with young men gathered around the pool table, curing their hangovers with more booze and competitiveness. My eye quickly falls on the bar and I’m relieved Dan isn’t here. It’s been weeks since the fall out from our date but I’m hoping to avoid him for a bit longer. Forever, if possible.

‘I’ll get this round in,’ I offer but soon wish I’d kept my mouth shut when Dan’s head appears, bit by bit, as he ascends from the cellar’s hatch behind the bar. His shoulders appear, then the top of his chest, where my view ends. I’d forgotten quite how short he is. ‘Why don’t you get the drinks and Ryan and I will find a table?’ I thrust a bank note at Lauren and attempt to scurry but Lauren, quick as a flash, grabs me by the elbow and steers me towards the bar.

‘This has gone on long enough, girly.’ She gives me a prod in the spine so I stumble even closer to the bar and a waiting Dan. He has his arms folded across his chest, an eyebrow cocked in challenge, daring me to approach. ‘Just get it over and done with. Ryan and I will find us a table.’ And off she goes, taking Ryan with her. So much for female solidarity!

I inch forward towards the bar, gulping painfully hard before plastering a neutral, we’ve-never-dated-before smile on my face. ‘Hello Dan. Can I get two pints and a glass of red wine please?’ I consider asking how Dan is, to be polite and everything, but I think it’s better for both of us if we get this over and done with as quickly as possible.

Dan grunts and turns to grab a couple of pint glasses from the rack. Neither of us speaks or attempts to make eye contact as he fills them with lager. I find the polished bar quite fascinating in the few minutes it takes Dan to fulfil my order. Wordlessly, I hand over the money, praying he won’t scribble on the change this time. I check as soon as I’ve located Lauren and Ryan but there are no obscenities decorating the queen’s face. Phew!

‘See? That didn’t kill you, did it?’ Lauren smiles sweetly at me, as though she hasn’t just tossed me into the lion’s den smelling of juicy steak and with an ‘eat me’ sign attached to my t-shirt.

‘I suppose not.’ Shoving the change into my purse, I sit down and take a fortifying sip of my drink. Ryan grabs his own pint and squeezes himself against me, holding out his phone to take a selfie. I read over his shoulder as he uploads it to Facebook with the caption ‘Birthday drink with the missus!’ Shuffling towards me once more, he kisses my cheek while taking another, which he adds to his Facebook album.

‘So how’s the living together working out?’ Lauren asks as Ryan slips his phone back into his pocket and shuffles away to give us both a bit more breathing space.

‘Splendidly. Delilah kicked me out of bed this morning.’ Ryan winks at Lauren while I squeak with indignation.

‘I kicked you off the bed.’ I turn to Lauren, feeling an overwhelming need to clarify the situation. ‘He came in to wake me up and was bouncing around on top of the covers like a kid on Christmas Day. I simply ejected him onto the floor. Nothing happened.’

Lauren holds her hands up. ‘Hey, I believe you.’

‘Why?’ Ryan asks her. ‘Don’t you think I can charm my way into Delilah’s affections?’

‘Not in a million years,’ I say before Lauren can open her mouth.

‘I’m offended.’ Ryan rises from his seat and flounces dramatically towards the men’s loos. ‘And on my birthday too,’ he calls over his shoulder.

I pick up my pint and take a sip. I’ll need to pace myself if we’re going to be here all day.

‘How long do you have to keep this act up again?’ Lauren asks once the door to the loos swings shut behind Ryan.

‘Only a few more weeks, thankfully.’ I hear Lauren give a little sigh. ‘Why? What’s wrong?’

Lauren takes a strand of her red hair and twiddles it around her finger, scrunching her eyes closed before she speaks. ‘It’s just hard for me, I guess.’

I put my pint down on the table and lean towards her. ‘Oh, gosh. You don’t feel like a third wheel, do you? Because it isn’t real. You know that.’

Lauren opens her eyes and blinks slowly at me. ‘It looks real.’

‘But it’s just an act. Ryan and I aren’t into each other. Not even a little bit.’ The thought is a little bit nauseating, in fact.

Lauren presses her lips together until they disappear into her mouth. She looks pained and I feel bad for making her feel this way. I thought she knew we were only playing along for Ben’s sake. Yes, it’s got ever so slightly out of hand with the whole moving in together and everything, but nothing has changed between the three of us.

‘I sort of am though.’ Lauren’s voice is so quiet I almost miss her words. I lean further towards her, my elbows now halfway across the table.

‘What was that?’

Lauren drops her head into her hands with a groan. When she looks up again it’s with a grimace. ‘I like him.’

‘Who?’

Lauren laughs. Out of sheer embarrassment, I should think. ‘Who do you think?’

‘Ryan?’ My eyes are painfully wide. Any wider and I’d have to scoop them up from the table and pop them back into their sockets.

‘Ssh!’ Lauren’s eyes dart towards the loos.

‘Sorry.’ I lower my voice to a whisper. ‘You fancy Ryan?’ The thought is inconceivable. I mean, Ryan is pretty cute I suppose and he’s certainly fit and healthy. But still. It’s Ryan.

‘Yes. Have done for ages but I’ve managed to keep it to myself. Until now.’

‘What about Courtney?’ We’d spent hours pretending to work out so she could ogle the bloke and now she’s telling me she had the hots for Ryan all along? What a waste!

‘I did like him but he was more of a distraction. Plus, he was always out of reach so it didn’t really mean anything.’

‘So we worked out for nothing?’

Lauren gives a tut. ‘How much working out did we actually do?’

Not much by normal people’s standards but still.

‘And think of all those smoothies.’

Lauren has a point. I still missed those smoothies. The ones I make at Ryan’s place just aren’t the same.

‘So what do I do? Do I tell him?’ Lauren clings onto my hands as her eyes dart from my face to the loos. ‘Do you think he fancies me?’

Part of me thinks this could be great once I get my head around my best friends snogging and stuff (stuff I don’t wish to go into or even think about). But another part, a really, really selfish part of me thinks this could be bad. Very bad for me and my wedding date plans.

‘Do you think you could keep it to yourself? Just for a bit longer? Until after the wedding? It’s just that I don’t want anything to jeopardise my plan.’ See, told you it was a selfish part.

‘Oh.’ Lauren releases my hands and slumps down in her seat. ‘Sure. If that’s what you want.’

Luckily Ryan reappears at that moment, shutting down the conversation.

Lauren’s crush on Ryan is a lot for me to take in but I decide the best thing to do for now is to throw myself into the birthday celebrations. We have a lunch of bar snacks (roasted peanuts, pork scratchings and cheese and onion crisps), washed down with plenty of drinks. By mid-afternoon we’re lubricated enough to get the jukebox going, selecting anything from current hits to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ and The Beach Boys. None of us are Beyoncé (or Jay-Z in Ryan’s case) but what we lack in musical talent we make up for in enthusiasm and drunkenness. Ryan snaps away periodically, pulling me into embraces that are even more awkward now I know it’s getting to Lauren, and posting them onto Facebook.

‘Do you know what?’ I say as Ryan flings his arms around me yet again, arm and phone outstretched. ‘I doubt Ben even looks at my Facebook and definitely not yours.’

‘No,’ Ryan agrees. ‘But I know my mum looks at mine. So come here and let me stick my tongue down your throat.’

‘I don’t think so.’ I grab Ryan by the jaw as his lips lunge at me. Lauren is pretending to read something on her phone but I know she’s watching out of the corner of her eye. ‘I think that’s enough for today, don’t you?’

‘But it’s my birthday.’ Ryan, his jaw still in my hands, sticks out his bottom lip.

‘Tough luck, birthday boy.’ I release Ryan’s jaw but step away before he can try to kiss me again. Plonking myself down next to Lauren, I throw my arm around her shoulder and pull her in close to whisper in her ear. ‘Are you sure you fancy him?’ I’m still finding it hard to adjust. It’s like somebody telling you they fancy your dad. Yuck.

‘Totally,’ Lauren whispers back and we both giggle. I don’t know why I’m giggling – I’m finding this whole experience horrifying rather than amusing. ‘But don’t worry. I won’t say anything to Ryan until after the wedding.’ Lauren mimes zipping her lips and I feel guiltily relieved.

‘Why didn’t you say anything before? When he was with all those other girls?’ It’s safe to ask as Ryan is over by the jukebox, his forehead slumped against the glass as he squints at the track list.

Lauren shrugs, jostling my arm which is still flung around her. ‘It was different then. It wasn’t my best friend’s ear he had his tongue in.’

I instinctively reach up to my ear as though Ryan’s tongue is still flicking at my lobe. Ryan did indeed lick my ear earlier. And there is photographic evidence now floating around on Facebook.

‘You know I didn’t enjoy that one bit, don’t you? In fact, I’m suppressing a shudder just thinking about it.’

‘Absolutely. I fancy the pants off Ryan and even I wouldn’t find that a turn on.’

Lauren fancies the pants off Ryan. So this isn’t a little crush that will fizzle away in a matter of weeks. What a disturbing thought. I don’t want to imagine Ryan without his pants – or Lauren’s involvement in that situation.

Ryan is giggling as he returns to our table, snaking his way across the pub, but he won’t tell us why. All is revealed ten minutes later as the jukebox makes its way through Ryan’s latest song choices. The intro to Tom Jones’s ‘Delilah’ starts up, which causes Ryan to double over, clutching his stomach as he splutters and giggles.

‘Look what I found on the jukebox,’ he gasps between giggles.

Lauren and I share a look. I cock an eyebrow in an ‘are you sure you fancy this doofus?’ sort of way and Lauren lifts her shoulders while her head bobs up and down in a ‘this crush is beyond my control’ sort of way. You can tell a friendship is solid when you can communicate without words.

‘He’s had too much to drink,’ I say out loud.

‘It’ll be those birthday whiskey chasers.’ Lauren points at the shot glasses Ryan has emptied and collected on our table.

‘Let’s get him home.’

Luckily Ryan hasn’t lost the ability to walk despite tipping all that whiskey down his throat and needs only a little guidance. We help manoeuvre Ryan out of the pub, where it’s now turning dark and there’s a chill in the air. Ryan insists on grabbing a kebab on the way home but passes out on the sofa before it’s even unwrapped from the greasy paper.

‘Shall we leave him there?’ I can’t face the prospect of dragging his slumbering carcass up the stairs. ‘I’ll grab a blanket.’

When I return, Lauren has stripped Ryan down to his boxers and t-shirt.

‘Just getting some practice in,’ she says with a wicked grin. ‘Hopefully he’ll be conscience the next time I undress him.’

I drape the blanket over Ryan’s body, making sure his bare feet are covered. ‘So do you actually want to, you know, with him?’ I can’t say the words. They’re too gross when in relation to my two best friends.

‘Yes please.’ Lauren gazes down at Ryan’s prone body. For a moment I fear I’m going to puke but nothing comes up.

‘Even after seeing him spew kebab meat out of his nose?’ Lauren and I both look at the untouched kebab, remembering the incident a couple of years ago.

‘Even after seeing that.’

She does have it bad.

‘Why don’t you stay over? You can take Ryan’s bed. He doesn’t need it tonight.’

Lauren shakes her head. ‘I want the first time I spend the night in Ryan’s bed to be with him, not on my own.’ Her brow furrows. ‘Do you think he likes me back? He’s never said anything about me, has he?’

I wish I could tell Lauren that Ryan has declared his undying love for her but I can’t. He’s never mentioned her in a romantic sense.

‘Never mind. We’ll find out in a few weeks.’

‘So you’re going to go for it with him?’ I ask and Lauren nods.

‘If anything, your fake romance with Ryan has shown me how much I like him. I have to find out one way or another.’

Lauren orders a taxi, which arrives surprisingly quickly. After checking on Ryan, I turn off the lights and tiptoe upstairs to bed. It’s been a strange day. Very strange indeed and I’m not too sure if Lauren’s interest in Ryan is very weird or incredibly wonderful.


Chapter 33

Mixing Work and Pleasure

Text Message:

Ryan: I did a bad thing last night

Delilah: Do I want to know?

Ryan: Do you remember when I said the new Head of PE was a babe?

Delilah: You didn’t! Have you never heard the phrase ‘don’t poop on your own doorstep’?

Some people say you shouldn’t dip your pen in the company ink but I have to disagree. Yes, sometimes it’s bad, like when Lauren dated the bloke who cleans the windows at her solicitor’s firm and the date didn’t go too well. He ditched her halfway through a film at the cinema, claiming he was desperate for the loo, and she didn’t see or hear from him again until he turned up to clean the windows as usual (without either an explanation or apology) and now she has no choice but to watch him cleaning those windows while he whistles a happy, carefree tune every Thursday morning.

But it isn’t always bad. Look at Clara and Graham. They met at work and although Graham is as dull as a dry Ryvita, he makes Clara happy. So when Adam asks me out, I do an internal dance (I’m Beyoncé inside if not outside) and say yes. If I were starring in a musical (which I often do in my head) I’d be belting out a cheery number and swinging around lampposts right about now.

We’ve arranged to meet up on Friday evening as Adam’s nephews are staying over on Saturday. So here I am with a belly full of butterflies as I step into Sweet Street Café. On a quiet street off Woodgate’s high street, the café is bright with a rainbow pallet of plastic chairs sat at multi-coloured, patterned tables. Illustrated prints of cupcakes, ice creams and milkshakes line the walls and pink, purple and blue chalkboards display the goodies on offer. A mini black chalkboard propped up on top of the counter claims ‘A Cupcake Is Happiness With Icing On Top’. I concur.

Sweet Street Café serves only desserts and I’m ashamed to admit I had never heard of it until Adam suggested it as a meeting point. He’s already seated inside, looking extremely manly amongst the prettiness of the café, but he stands when the tinkling bell above the door signals my arrival. The café is small with just four tables, three of which are occupied. Adam is taking up one while a trio of teenage girls take up the second and a father and daughter take up the third.

Adam leans in towards me, pecking me lightly on the cheek. Although it’s completely chaste, I can’t helping thinking ‘this is our first kiss!’ and imagining the elaborate musical number that could take place in here using the bright tables and chairs as props.

‘You found it then,’ Adam says as he sits back down in his aqua blue chair.

‘Yes. I can’t believe I didn’t know this place existed.’ I sit down opposite Adam on a candyfloss pink chair. The table is pale blue with a yellow rubber duck pattern.

‘Isaac and Luke drag me here all the time.’ Adam gives a sigh. ‘It’s such a hardship being an uncle sometimes.’ He grins at me and I find myself smiling back like a love-sick goon.

‘You spend a lot of time with your nephews, don’t you?’ From what I can gather, Adam has the boys over most weekends.

‘My sister’s on her own with them,’ Adam explains. ‘She’s a nurse and works the Saturday night shift most weekends, so I have the boys for her. I usually have them until late Sunday afternoon so she can catch up on some sleep.’

I liked Adam before but I find myself practically melting into the candyfloss chair. How sweet is that? Justin wouldn’t take care of my hamster for the weekend (if I had one) never mind my kids (ditto the hamster thing).

Adam is dreamy.

‘What are you having?’ I stretch my neck to try to get a view of the refrigerated counter at the front of the café in a bid to prevent myself from leaping into Adam’s lap and snogging the life out of him.

‘I think I’m going to have a brownie sundae. They’re the best.’ Adam’s face lights up like a kid’s on Christmas morning. Dragged here by his nephews indeed!

‘Those Rolo cupcakes look delicious.’ I look up from the refrigerated counter to the purple chalkboard, where further items are listed. ‘But jam roly-poly and custard is a classic. I think I’m going to go for that.’

‘That’s Luke’s favourite,’ Adam says as he signals that we’re ready to order.

‘The boy has good taste.’

A waitress makes her way over, taking our order for the desserts plus a couple of soft drinks.

‘Do you bring all your dates here?’ I ask as she heads into the kitchen at the back. Adam is onto something here – who could resist a man who offers a seemingly unlimited selection of desserts?

‘I haven’t been on a date in ages, actually. This is my first since my divorce.’

My eyebrows shift up my forehead. ‘You were married?’ I had no idea. In all the months we’ve been working together Adam has never mentioned an ex-wife before now. I picture my ill-fated date with William. It was weeks ago but the sound of his bitter tirade against his ex-wife is still clear.

‘I was.’ Adam places his hands on the table, entwining his fingers. I brace myself for the vitriol. ‘I’ve been separated for two years and divorced for just over a year. We’d been together since college so it’s taken a bit of getting used to, being on my own.’ Adam laughs lightly. ‘I even got myself a couple of kittens, but it isn’t the same. Not that Iggle Piggle and Nanny Plum aren’t great. What?’ Adam has noticed that I’m looking at him rather strangely. ‘Don’t you like cats?’

My lips are pressed together to supress a giggle, but a tiny one escapes as I open my mouth to speak. ‘Iggle Piggle and Nanny Plum?’

‘Ah yes. I foolishly let Isaac and Luke name the kittens.’ He shakes his head. ‘Who lets a couple of pre-schoolers name their pets? What a banana!’

‘I think it’s cute.’ Which I do. I’m also mightily relieved that Adam hasn’t launched into a tirade against his ex. Yet. ‘So what happened between you and your ex-wife?’ I know, I know. I should probably keep my trap shut but if the tirade is going to happen, I’d rather it happened now and not several weeks or months down the line when my heart is truly invested.

‘Nothing major. There was no big drama or anything. No cheating or secret gambling addictions. We just sort of drifted apart. It’d been going on for a while but neither of us wanted to face up to it. Then Jess was offered a promotion that meant moving to London. It would have been mad for her to turn it down but I couldn’t leave my sister, not when she needs me.’

‘So you split up?’

‘It was going to happen anyway. The job offer just made us face up to what had happened to us.’

‘You don’t sound bitter or anything.’ I’m not sure whether to trust the calmness that is before me. At least with William I knew where I stood.

‘There’s nothing to be bitter about. I still care about Jess but not in the way I should. And Jess feels the same.’

I wish I could feel that way about Ben, that I could sever the invisible tie that connects me to him. Adam’s way of breaking up sounds much healthier than mine. But then he wasn’t dumped. It was a mutual decision while I’d had no say at all.

‘Can I take it that you’re single too?’ Adam looks down at the rubber duck pattern. He looks almost boyish when he chances a glance at me.

‘I am.’ I feel warm inside. Adam is so interested in me! ‘Have been for a while. Almost a year.’

‘Bad breakup?’

Is it that obvious? ‘For me it was. For him, not so much.’

‘Ah.’ Adam nods knowingly. ‘The worst kind of breakup.’

I can’t help laughing at this statement. It feels good after thinking about Ben and the way it ended between us. ‘How do you know? You were with the same girl since college.’ I narrow my eyes playfully. ‘Bit of a lothario in your youth, were you?’

Adam puffs out a short blast of air from pursed lips. ‘I wish. I was having my heart broken left, right and centre.’

I reach across the table and give Adam’s hand a pat. ‘Poor Adam.’

‘It’s ok. I’m fine.’ Adam swipes under his eye, wiping away an imaginary tear. ‘I’m totally over it.’ Our drinks arrive and Adam raises his. ‘To healed hearts.’

I lift my own glass and tap it gently against Adam’s. ‘To healed hearts.’

Our date at Sweet Street Café was perfect. There was no pressure as we sat chatting over delicious desserts, no awkward silences or subtle glances at watches. It was fun and carefree and not like a first date at all. I didn’t want our evening to end but the waitress seemed keen to go home so we had little choice.

‘I wish we could go out for a drink but a late night and a hangover don’t mix well with two rowdy boys,’ Adam says as he pulls up outside Ryan’s house. ‘But next time?’ Adam looks at me, silently asking if there will be a next time, which is obviously the daftest question known to man.

I lean across and kiss Adam on the cheek. ‘Goodnight, Cinderella.’

‘One day I’ll introduce you to my darling nephews and then there’ll be none of this sass.’ Adam reaches out and takes my hand as I unbuckle my seatbelt. ‘I’ve had a really great time tonight.’

And then he kisses me. Properly, not a pally on-the-cheek job. It’s a good first date kiss; sweet like our date has been but with the promise of more to come. Hopefully soon. And the best – and most surprising – part is, I don’t think of Ben at all as Adam kisses me. Not even a teeny, tiny, fleeting thought.

‘See you on Monday,’ Adam calls through the open window when I finally wrench myself away from Adam’s lips and make my way towards Ryan’s door.

Ah, Monday. At work. We haven’t told anybody in the office that we’ve met up outside work before and we’ve kept schtum about our date so I’m not sure how we’re going to deal with that. There’s a reason they say never dip your pen in the company ink, after all.


Chapter 34

Teeny, Tiny Little Lies

Text Message:

Ryan: I got her number! I told you I would!

Delilah: Is it real this time?

Ryan: The girl or the number?

Delilah: Both

Ryan: She is! I hope the number is too

Ryan: Oh

Delilah: Sorry. Better luck next time, eh? Fancy a pint? My treat x

It turns out I’ve been worrying for nothing. Adam and I act as we normally would at work; we’re friendly but not too friendly (I don’t stick my tongue down his throat, for example. Even though I desperately want to). We do, however, sneak off for lunch together – then we’re free to snog like a pair of hormonal teenagers and it turns out conducting such a clandestine relationship is actually a huge turn on.

The only part of the relationship I’m not too keen on is the lack of contact at the weekend. Weekends are made for nurturing relationships, especially fledgling ones like ours. We see each other every day at work but the weekend is when we should be able to really get to know each other, away from the office and the stresses that work (and Katey-Louise) brings. But it’s difficult for us. Adam has his nephews for a large chunk of the weekend and I can’t ditch my Sunday evening pub quiz ritual to spend time with him either. Nothing would raise my friends’ suspicion more than me swerving the quiz and I can’t tell them about Adam, not when I’ve asked Lauren to shelve her feelings for Ryan until after Francesca’s wedding.

‘Do you realise how hard it is being around him and not being noticed?’ she’d asked this morning as we stood freezing on the side lines of the football pitch. I hadn’t wanted to go for fear of running into Jack (the pig) but I feel so guilty about seeing Adam behind Lauren’s back that I agreed to go for her sake.

‘He notices you.’ I pointed out Ryan, who was waving at us from across the pitch.

‘Yes, as a mate.’ Lauren gave a sad little wave back, which heaped on yet more guilt. As much as I miss Adam at the weekends, at least I know how he feels about me and I don’t have to keep my own feelings locked up inside.

Grabbing my phone now, I send Adam a quick message, asking what he and the boys are up to. It isn’t the same as actually seeing him, but it’s the best I can hope for under the circumstances.

Just hanging out at home. Oliver! is on TV in half an hour. If you put it on too, we can pretend we’re watching it together [image: ]

I can’t help smiling as I reply. It’s such a sweet gesture and the idea of a secret date, right under Ryan’s nose, is oddly thrilling.

‘Do you want anything from the shop?’ I pop my head around the dining room door, where Ryan is camped at the table, busily planning lessons for the coming weeks. I’d assumed Ryan showed up to work in his scruffs and just knobbed about on the football field all day while yelling at the kids for kicks but it turns out there is a lot more to being a PE teacher than I’d thought.

‘I’d lick a dead dog for a Double Decker right now,’ Ryan says without taking his eyes off the mound of papers before him.

‘Coming right up.’ I move away from the doorway but pop my head back again. ‘I meant the Double Decker and not a dead dog, by the way.’

There’s a shop around the corner from Ryan’s place that’s small and cave-like, with boxes of crisps piled up in front of the only window, blocking out all natural light. But it’s close and has a large selection of confectionery to choose from. You’d think being surrounding by so many goodies would make you happy but the shopkeeper is a mean, miserly little man who observes everybody with deep suspicion from the moment their toes cross the threshold until the door closes behind them again. He doesn’t chat to his customers, simply grunts the amount owed while holding out a clammy hand. He makes Norris Cole look like a jolly Santa Claus.

I’m in and out of the shop as quick as I can, picking up a bag of toffee popcorn, a bottle of Pepsi Max and Ryan’s Double Decker. The shopkeeper has his beady eye on me at all times so that by the time I leave the shop, I feel strangely ashamed and I’m convinced I’ve stuffed my pockets with stolen sweets.

Ryan is still at his makeshift desk when I arrive home and he pounces on the Double Decker. I leave him to it, settling myself in front of the telly with my drink and popcorn. I text Adam to let him know I’m ready with my Oliver! snacks. The best thing about this secret date is that even if Ryan does escape from his work, he won’t think anything is amiss as I love Oliver! and would never miss an opportunity to watch it.

The film begins and I lose myself in the story of the orphan boy, feeling a mixture of joy and rage at appropriate times. And of course I sing along – who can resist a bit of Oom-Pah-Pah-ing? Adam and I text throughout, so it’s almost like we’re actually watching it together.

Adam: That Bill Sykes is a bad ‘un, isn’t he?

Delilah: The worst. I still can’t believe he kills Nancy

Adam: Spoilers!!!

Delilah: You’ve seen it before. Haven’t you??? Everybody has seen Oliver!

Adam: Yep, just messing with you. It is Isaac and Luke’s first time though

Delilah: Are they enjoying it?

Adam: Yes. A bit too much. Isaac wants to go pick-pocketing. Not sure his mum will thank me for that. You’re a bad influence and you haven’t even met them yet

I like how Adam says ‘yet’, confident that our relationship will progress enough for an introduction to take place. I’m hopeful that it will. I like Adam. He’s fun and he makes me feel good about myself and I’m beginning to realise that wasn’t always the case with Ben. We obviously did have good times – great times, in fact – but it was mostly on Ben’s terms. At the time I felt so privileged to be with Ben that I was happy to go along with whatever he wanted, sacrificing my own wants and opinions for love.

The film finishes and I have a sneaky little sniffle. Poor Nancy! Ben may have been a tad controlling but he was no Bill Sykes.

My phone buzzes next to me (I’d put it on silent so the noise wouldn’t intrude on the film) and it’s Adam again but this time there’s no mention of Oliver Twist.

Adam: Have you got any plans for tonight? I’ll be taking the boys home soon. Maybe we could hang out for real?

Delilah: I’ll be out tonight, pub quizzing with my friends

Adam: Maybe I can join you. I’m not too bad at quizzes!

Help! Of course I want to spend the evening with Adam – and our team could certainly do with an intelligence boost – but I can’t let Adam meet my friends. Not yet. I have no choice but to put him off, however much it pains me.

Delilah: Our team’s already full. Sorry! I’m free tomorrow though

I feel like such a cow as I send the message. But what else can I do? It’s just a teeny, tiny little lie, just to cover my back until after the wedding.


Chapter 35

A Tangling Web of Lies

Text Message:

Ryan: If Mum asks, I was taken ill last night and you had to rush me to the hospital with suspected appendicitis

Delilah: May I ask why?

Ryan: She set me up with the daughter of one of Dad’s colleagues. I didn’t even have time for a Code Red. I just had to throw some money down on the table and run

Woodgate town centre is heaving as Lauren and I meander through the crowds, avoiding ankle-bruising pushchairs and shopping bags. There’s a street dance festival taking place this afternoon, which has drawn the crowds in. The shopping centre is jammed and outside is even worse. Teenagers gather in menacing crowds, glaring at anyone who dares to enter their vicinity while families spread out to watch the festivities, leaving little to no room to manoeuvre.

‘We picked the wrong day to come shopping,’ I say as we wriggle through the tiniest gap between people unwilling or unable to move to let us through.

‘I know, but we’ve got to find you a dress that’ll knock Ben’s socks off,’ Lauren says and I feel a bubble of guilt wriggle up from my gut and settle uncomfortably in my chest. Lauren is being so supportive while I’ve totally put a spanner in the works of her love life by asking her to hold off on Ryan until after Francesca’s wedding. I am a bad friend. Terrible. Worse when you factor in Adam, who I’ve been seeing for a couple of weeks now. I haven’t told Lauren about him for fear of my hypocrisy being – rightly – thrown in my face.

I can’t even tell Lauren that I’m no longer that bothered about knocking Ben’s socks off. The fervour I’d felt at the beginning of Project Wedding Date has started to wear off, as have the rose-tinted glasses I’ve been seeing Ben through all this time. I know Lauren will be thrilled to hear this development, but she’ll want to know why I’ve had such a sudden epiphany, which will only open an Adam-shaped can of worms.

‘Oh no.’ We’ve managed to worm our way into the coffee shop where we’d planned to have a pit stop before continuing our search for the perfect dress but Lauren has stopped abruptly. I only just manage to stop myself before I crash into her back. Peering around her, I see why she’s so alarmed. The coffee shop is packed to the rafters, every table swamped with bodies and mugs while customers wait impatiently for their turn to sit down. The queue at the counter snakes around the perimeter of the shop. We’ll be lucky to get served before Christmas.

‘Come on.’ I pull Lauren back outside, which is difficult as there are yet more people piling in behind us. Having this many people crammed into the shop has to be against health and safety regulations. ‘I know where we can go.’

Leading Lauren off the high street and away from the crowds, we make our way to Sweet Street Café, which is thankfully a lot quieter. All four tables are in use but one soon becomes available and Lauren and I drop into the seats gratefully.

‘This place is amazing.’ Lauren gazes at the prints on the wall and the mouth-watering menus in awe. ‘Why have we never been here before? Why have I never heard of this place?’

I shrug my shoulders, unable to tell Lauren how I came to know of its existence. I can’t tell her about my date here with Adam. Or any of the others since. I’m having such a wonderful time with Adam and I’m dying to tell Lauren all about him but I have to keep quiet about him for a while longer.

‘I’m going to have a raspberry milkshake,’ Lauren says, her eyes still scanning the menus in case she spots a better offer. I go for a milkshake too, opting for a banana one. When it arrives it is ice-cold and thick and topped with whipped cream and sliced banana.

‘That is heavenly.’ Lauren sits back in her chair, panting from the effort of sucking the milkshake up through the stripy straw. ‘We need to come here more often.’

Part of me agrees with this statement. We do need to come here more often. A place this enchanting shouldn’t be neglected. But then I start to panic about Adam. What if Lauren and I return and Adam shows up with his nephews? I know that they won’t today as Adam has taken the boys to a touch rugby session on the other side of town so it wouldn’t make sense for him to drive all this way. Even if the food on offer is divine.

Cripes. What if he turns up?

‘We should head back to the shops.’ I jump out of my seat, my eyes darting to the door, convinced I will see the familiar, beautiful bulk of Adam on the other side. He isn’t there but I can’t risk it. If I see Adam I’ll have no choice but to introduce him to Lauren and I won’t be able to keep our relationship under wraps. It’s one thing keeping it from our colleagues (Adam and I aren’t too sure what the deal is with inter-office relationships. Obviously Neville and Denise are married but they may not approve of our canoodling. Plus, it adds a bit of fun and subterfuge to our days). It’s an entirely different matter keeping Adam from my friends.

‘We’ve barely touched our milkshakes,’ Lauren points out. She plucks a raspberry from the top of her whipped cream and pops it into her mouth, chewing languidly. I’m forced to sink back into my seat but I spend the remainder of our time in Sweet Street Café a nervous wreck, my eyes constantly trained on the door and eager to race out of the shop the moment Lauren deems it acceptable. Which is not how a café like Sweet Street should be treated. I am an abomination, both as a friend and as a human being.

We manage to battle our way back into the shops and we find a stunning dress, plus matching shoes and a handbag, for the wedding. The knee-length pencil dress is a gorgeous, deep plum colour and has a waist-cinching belt and plunging neckline. Lauren treats herself to a divine, full-length red dress with a split right the way up the thigh. The strapless dress clings to her body in all the right places and while she doesn’t have an occasion in mind to wear it, Lauren can’t resist.

‘Shall we go back to Ryan’s?’ Lauren asks as we climb into her car once the shopping trip is over. I smile to myself. Had the signs that she had the hots for Ryan always been so obvious?

‘I don’t get it,’ I say as Lauren pulls out of the parking space. ‘If you like Ryan so much, why are you always bickering with him?’

Lauren flashes me a wicked grin. ‘Because he looks hot when he’s all riled up.’

Gross. ‘Maybe you could model that fabulous dress for him,’ I tease. If Ryan didn’t fancy Lauren, he would once he caught sight of her in the dress.

‘Don’t give me ideas.’ Lauren drives us to Ryan’s place, parking beside the familiar, flashy car that belongs to Phil. I hold in a groan, but then think sod it and let it out. Loudly.

‘Eleanor’s here,’ I tell Lauren, nodding at the car. ‘Shall we sneak off to the pub?’

‘Too late.’ Lauren points at the sitting room window where Ryan is peering out. He’s noticed us and is waving frantically. Balls. We have no choice but to go in now.

‘Come and have a chat with the delightful Eleanor.’ I link my arm through Lauren’s and guide her towards the front door. ‘And if you still want to be with her son afterwards, I’ll be amazed.’

Eleanor and Phil are sitting on the sofa in the sitting room, Eleanor with a cup of tea (and a matching saucer, which I didn’t even know Ryan possessed) while Phil is munching his way through a share bag of salt and vinegar crisps.

‘Hello, Delilah.’ Eleanor flashes me a tight smile. I’m immediately suspicious and edge slowly into the room.

‘Hello, Eleanor. Phil.’ I return my own smile that is brief and as natural as a tan in Essex. ‘This is our friend, Lauren. You’ve probably seen her before.’ Seen but never been formally introduced, as Ryan’s friends have never really been welcome in the Fords’ home.

‘Hello, Lauren.’ There’s that tight smile from Eleanor again. My blood runs cold at the sight of it. Disney could have modelled a villain on this woman.

‘Mrs Ford.’ Lauren steps forward, holding out her hand for Eleanor to shake. I expect Ryan’s mother to turn her head in disgust, so I’m taken aback when she takes Lauren’s proffered hand and gives it a brief shake. ‘Mr Ford.’ Lauren turns to Phil, who uses his non-crisp-eating hand to shake Lauren’s hand.

‘Mr and Mrs Ford?’ I mouth at Lauren when she turns to face me again. She gives the slightest shrug of her shoulders, a smile twitching at her lips. I know what’s she’s doing, the cunning little madam. She’s sucking up, laying the groundwork in case she and Ryan end up together.

‘It’s so nice to meet a friend of Ryan’s.’ Eleanor chokes the words out with another painful smile. What is she up to? If she produces an apple from her handbag and offers it to me, I’m out of here.

‘It’s so lovely to finally meet his parents,’ Lauren gushes. I want to stick my fingers down my throat. Meeting Eleanor is anything but lovely.

Eleanor inclines her head before she turns to me. I take an instinctive step back. ‘How are you, Delilah?’

‘I’m fine, thank you.’ I’m not hungry for apples, if that what she means. ‘How are you?’

‘Quite ashamed, if I’m perfectly honest.’ Eleanor closes her eyes and I brace myself. What have I done? Has she found out our relationship is a big fat lie? ‘I have behaved revoltingly and I’d like to apologise to you. I’ve already apologised to Ryan for the distress I have caused him and have assured him that I will mind my own business when it comes to his love life from now on.’ I shoot a look at Lauren. This is good news for her if it works out with Ryan, but they should probably get something down in writing. ‘I have been narrow-minded and unbelievably rude to you, Delilah and I offer my sincere apology for that.’

‘Oh.’ I’m stunned. Truly stunned. ‘Thank you.’

‘I hope we can put this business behind us and move on?’

‘Of course.’ I sink into an armchair. I don’t think my legs can hold me up for a moment longer. ‘I’d like that.’

‘Good.’ Eleanor smiles and while it isn’t exactly warm, it is the friendliest facial expression of hers that I’ve seen aimed at me. ‘I’m glad we’ve cleared that up.’

Eleanor finishes her cup of tea and Phil polishes off the crisps, licking the flavour from each finger before he scrunches up the bag. Eleanor says it’s time to go and hugs Ryan and then me. I don’t know whether to believe I’ve been welcomed into the fold or be afraid. Very afraid.

‘She seemed genuine to me,’ Lauren says when I voice my fears after they’ve gone.

‘Is that just wishful thinking?’ I ask.

‘Why would Lauren care about what my mum thinks?’ Ryan asks and Lauren and I share a panicked look.

‘Because she cares about me? Jeez, Ryan, some people do think about others, you know.’ I’m perhaps overdoing it, so I nudge the conversation back to Eleanor. ‘Your mum’s either being genuine or she’s lulling us into a false sense of security while she plots her next line of attack.’

‘You make her sound evil,’ Lauren says.

Ryan and I say nothing.


Chapter 36

Meeting The Boys

Text Message:

Delilah: I hate kids!!!

Lauren: What’s Justin done this time?

Delilah: He let his dirty little friend take a pair of my knickers home. And when I say ‘let’ I mean he charged him a quid for them

Lauren: You have to admit that while it’s definitely seedy, it is quite enterprising

I’ve never really got on well with children, mostly because the contact I’ve had with them has mainly been Justin and his weird friends. My main beef is with Riley, his perverted friend who has no qualms sharing his depraved acts and actually revels in the reactions they cause. But there’s also Ethan who will try to steal anything that isn’t nailed down, from money to teaspoons (Mum has banned him from the house as it got to the point where she had to frisk the boy before he left) and Jordan who will eat anything and everything in sight, including my favourite Laffy Taffy lip balm that Lauren brought back from a trip to New York. Whenever I thought about the children Ben and I would have, they were serene, cherub-like little darlings with good manners and normal eating habits. I assume this is nature’s way of ensuring I procreate because if I knew I was going to squeeze out a child like Justin and his pals, I’d keep my legs firmly locked together at all times.

So it’s with mixed feelings that I head out to meet Adam and his nephews. I want to like them as Adam clearly adores them and I think this could be a deal-breaker for us.

Adam and I have agreed to meet at Sweet Street Café again for a Sunday afternoon treat. I assume that by introducing me to his nephews, Adam sees a future for us and this thought makes me giddy with happiness. Seriously, I could break out in song right now as I make way towards the café. The words to ‘Everybody Rejoice’ from The Wiz are on the tip of my tongue, my arms are ready to fling themselves in the air, my feet itching to skip along the pavement.

But I control myself and walk like a normal person.

The café is as lovely as ever as I step inside but this time there is the added bonus of the aroma of fresh baking wafting from the kitchen. There are two tables occupied – the first by a young couple sharing a giant ice cream sundae dripping with sticky toffee sauce and the other by Adam and two young boys. All the joy of the musicals scatters, leaving me with a feeling of apprehension that makes my gut ache.

What if they don’t like me?

What if I don’t like them?

‘Delilah.’ Adam is beaming as he rises from his seat to greet me. It’s quite fortunate that he places an arm around my shoulders and guides me to the table because I’m in definite fight or flight mode – and there’s no way I’m going to battle a three and four-year-old. I’m not sure I’d even bother to open the door as I bolted my way out.

‘Isaac, Luke, this is my friend, Delilah.’ Adam presents me to the table. Both boys look up at me with wide eyes. ‘Delilah, these are my cheeky monkey nephews, Isaac and Luke.’ Adam indicates each child as he says their name. Isaac is the oldest but there isn’t much of a height difference between the two; while Isaac has light, almost white blond hair cut short, Luke has a mass of brown curls falling into his eyes. Both are extremely cute, even to a child-doubter like me.

‘Hello Isaac. Hello Luke.’ I feel like a complete dork as I give an awkward little wave. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’ Jeez, please open up floor and gulp me down!

‘Are you Uncle Adam’s girlfriend?’ Isaac asks. Luke clamps both of his chubby hands over his mouth but they can’t stifle his giggles.

I look at Adam, my eyes wide and fearful. How do I answer that?

‘Yes, matey.’ Adam looks at me for approval, which I give by beaming back at him. I’m Adam’s girlfriend! ‘Delilah is my girlfriend.’

‘Ugh.’ Isaac screws up his little nose. ‘Do you kiss her?’

‘Yuck,’ Luke adds. I try not to take offence.

‘That is none of your business.’ Adam ruffles Isaac’s hair and plonks himself down in a canary yellow chair. I sit down next to him on a lime green chair. ‘Now, are we going to order something yummy or not?’

The boys cheer, their little legs running an imaginary race under the table.

‘I want jelly and ice cream,’ Isaac says. ‘Red jelly and yellow ice cream.’

‘I want jam poly,’ Luke tells Adam. ‘With yellow custard.’

Adam cups his ear with a hand. ‘I didn’t hear any magic words just then.’

‘Please!’ the boys chorus, stretching that one word out to last several seconds.

‘And what would you like?’ Adam asks me. Right now I’d like to kiss my boyfriend but I don’t think Isaac and Luke would approve.

‘I’d like a pink cupcake with purple sprinkles.’ I’d spotted the cake as soon as I’d entered the café, winking at me from the fridge. ‘Please.’ Like the boys, I stretch the word out as long as possible.

Adam chooses a slice of Nutella cheesecake (which I’ll be trying next time, I can assure you) and the arrival of our desserts is a real ice-breaker. If you can’t bond over sweet treats, there really is no hope.

Once we’ve eaten our desserts, Luke insists that I go back to Adam’s flat with them, eager to show me his bedroom. I’ve never actually been to Adam’s flat but, as I am now officially Adam’s girlfriend (to Isaac and Luke, at least), it’s about time I saw where he lives. We pile into Adam’s car and drive to an old pub that has been converted into flats. Adam lives on the ground floor in a spacious two-bedroom flat with access to a small garden at the back through bi-fold doors at the end of an open plan kitchen and living area. We’re set upon as soon as we step into the room by two cats, one with the fluffiest black and white fur I’ve ever seen and the other with shorter fur that is completely white apart from its ginger ears.

‘This is Nanny Plum.’ Isaac scoops up the black and white cat, holding it around its tummy. Instead of fighting, the cat dangles from the boy’s arms, complacent with the position it’s in. Its face conveys that it’s been in this position many times before and has learned that resistance is futile.

‘Put him down, little dude,’ Adam says gently, easing the cat from his nephew’s arms and placing it on the ground. ‘We don’t want to hurt him, do we?’

‘Him?’ I ask.

Adam nods. ‘Yes, him. Isaac insisted on calling him Nanny Plum and wouldn’t listen to reason. But Nanny Plum’s come to terms with it, haven’t you, Nan?’ Adam crouches on the floor and scratches the cat under the chin. He – Nanny Plum, not Adam – begins to purr immediately.

‘This must be Iggle Piggle then.’ I crouch down beside Adam, where the other cat has muscled in on the chin-tickling action. ‘They’re both gorgeous.’

‘Just like their owner, eh?’ Adam grins at me before standing, scooping up both cats and striding to the bi-fold doors. The cats meow their agreement as they spot the open space that will soon be available to them. They bolt as soon as the doors are open.

‘Can we play outside?’ Luke asks. He’s already shrugged off his jacket but he loops his arms back in again.

‘I want to watch telly.’ Isaac jumps onto the sofa and aims the remote at the television secured to the wall. Luke, forgetting all thoughts of outdoor activities, shrugs off his jacket again and dives onto the sofa next to his brother.

Adam stoops to pick up first Luke’s and then Isaac’s abandoned jackets. ‘Just for half an hour. You know what your mum’s rules are.’ He turns to me and lowers his voice. ‘They used up their whole week’s TV quota yesterday. I swear, if I have to watch one more episode of SpongeBob SquarePants I’m going to scream.’ I turn back to the boys. Luckily they’re watching a programme about a lamb and his nursery friends so there’ll be no screaming. For now.

Adam and I move through to the kitchen area. It’s about five times the size of Ryan’s, but then most rooms – or even cupboards – are. The cupboards are a dazzling white with shiny silver handles and granite worktops. An island sits in the middle of the kitchen, lined with four tall, black stools. I plonk myself onto one of the stools while Adam flicks the kettle on.

‘This is a great place.’ I take a good look around the kitchen, at the matching red appliances adding a splash of colour, at the pots of herbs lined up on the windowsill (it turns out Adam doesn’t have a clue how to use them in cooking but his sister bought him the kit and it seemed rude not to at least plant them). There are little lights illuminating the kitchen worktops from above and a little flip-down television, but the best part of this kitchen is the fridge. Or at least what is on the front of the fridge. Magnets hold up an assortment of drawings, paintings and collages made for Adam by the boys, proudly displaying their creative work.

‘These are so cute.’ I hop off the stool to take a closer look. One of the drawings shows a family of four labelled ‘Mummy, Luke, Me and Uncle Adam’.

‘I have tons more in a box on top of my wardrobe,’ Adam says. ‘I can’t bear to throw them away. I can’t imagine what I’ll be like when I have my own kids.’

I hop back onto the stool. ‘Didn’t you and your ex want kids?’

‘We did, but the time was never right.’ Adam pulls a couple of mugs out of a cupboard. ‘We had our degrees, then new careers to forge. It’s quite lucky we didn’t have any, really.’

Adam finishes making the drinks, pouring juice into blue plastic beakers for the boys. He insists they turn the television off and venture outside for some fresh air. Adam’s garden is small but it’s been transformed from the stale beer-smelling yard it once was and is now a clean, inviting space with a small lawn and a paved area with a glass-topped table and chairs. The garden is bordered by a high white fence, giving it a secluded feel. Adam and I sit down with the drinks while the boys take turns on the small plastic slide set up on the grass. I can’t help smiling at the sound of their happy squeals, despite my aversion to young people.

‘I’ll get the football out in a bit and tire them out before I take them back to Melissa,’ Adam says. Melissa is his sister and I’ve heard a lot about her over the last few weeks. She and Adam are obviously close and I feel envious of their relationship, wishing I had a stronger bond with my own siblings. Clara and I sort of tolerate each other now, but only because we’re no longer living under the same roof, while I could quite happily throttle Justin on a daily basis.

‘She’s lucky to have you,’ I tell Adam.

‘She was unlucky to end up with a Jeremy-Kyle-style dad for her kids.’ Adam shakes his head. ‘I don’t understand how he can go about his everyday life without seeing them or even knowing how they are.’

There’s a thud from across the garden. Luke has fallen off the slide, his eyes wide with the shock. It takes him a moment to open his mouth, but when he does he fills the garden with a howl. Isaac hops off the bottom step, rushing to his little brother’s side and crouching beside him, reaching him a split second before Adam does.

‘Hey, matey. What have you done to yourself?’ Adam scoops Luke up from the ground and carries him to his vacated seat, sitting him down gently. ‘Where does it hurt?’

Luke’s howl has reduced to a whimper now, the sound muffled by the fingers he’s posted into his mouth for comfort. He points to his knee with his free hand.

‘Let’s have a look.’ With the gentlest touch, Adam lifts Luke’s leg to check for any damage. There’s a slight graze but the skin isn’t broken and Luke can move the joint without any real discomfort. ‘I think you’re fine, matey. But let’s tickle all the hurt away to be sure.’ Luke howls again, but with pleasure this time, as Adam lunges at him with wriggling fingers. Luke giggles and squirms as Adam tickles his tummy and under his arms. His sore knee is forgotten as he jumps down from the chair and races across the garden, checking behind him and squealing as Adam follows. He catches first Luke and then Isaac, play wrestling them to the ground before tickling them into submission.

‘You’re great with them,’ I say as the boys put their jackets on later, getting ready to go home.

‘They’re great kids.’ Adam zips up Luke’s coat and ruffles his curls. ‘Come on, little monkeys. Time to go and see Mummy.’ The boys race towards the front door. They’ve had a fantastic time with their uncle but they’re eager to get back home to their mum.

Adam drops me off at Ryan’s en route to Melissa’s. I’m praying Ryan doesn’t spot us as we pull up outside the house.

‘Maybe I could come back over after I’ve dropped the boys off,’ Adam suggests as I unbuckle my seatbelt. Luke has fallen asleep in the back while Isaac doesn’t look far from slumber either.

‘I’m going out soon,’ I say, trying not to let my panic show on my face. ‘It’s the pub quiz.’

‘Ah, yes. Of course.’ Adam nods. ‘And there’s no way I can join in? No team that’s missing an expert in Manchester United?’

I shake my head, feeling like a complete cow.

‘And I can’t even watch? I promise to keep quiet.’ I shake my head again. I can’t even speak now, too full of disgrace to form words. ‘Are you ashamed of me or something? Is that why you don’t want me to meet your friends?’

‘No.’ I’m forced into action, desperate for Adam to know that this isn’t the reason at all. Why would I ever be ashamed of Adam? I think he’s amazing, even more so now I’ve spent the afternoon with him and his nephews, finding out who Adam truly is. ‘It’s not you. It’s my friends. They’re a bit funny with me dating.’

The words come tumbling out without giving me the chance to scrutinise them and make sure they make sense.

‘Why?’ Adam, understandably, is confused by my statement.

‘They adored my last boyfriend. They didn’t want us to split up and they’ve never really got over it.’ Where are these words coming from? ‘I need to give them time to get used to the fact I’ve met someone else.’ That sounds pathetic. Really, really pathetic. But I have nothing else.

‘Right.’ Adam, understandably, doesn’t sound too convinced. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then. Good luck in the quiz.’

I kiss Adam goodbye, mindful of the little people in the back of the car and the possibility of being seen by Ryan. ‘You’ll meet them soon, I promise.’ I climb out of the car, waving back at Isaac who, having perked up, is waving manically at me. Adam lifts his hand before he pulls away from the curb. I head into the house, hoping Ryan doesn’t ask me about my day. All these lies are exhausting.


Chapter 37

An Important Announcement

Text Message:

Ryan: I have an important announcement to make

Delilah: I’m listening and suitably intrigued

Ryan: I have just done the biggest poo known to man. Seriously, we need to call someone about this. I’m talking Guinness World Records, national news, Dyno-Rod…

Delilah: Don’t ever text me again. Also, flush the damn loo!!!

I receive a text message from Clara at seven am on Monday morning, instructing me to be at her place that evening, at seven pm sharp and to bring Ryan. Under no circumstances were we to miss it, the message stated rather brusquely, so here we are, standing in front of Clara’s building, waiting to be buzzed in. With Ryan’s invite, I know I’m not in danger of being set up with Patrick, which is always something to be grateful for.

‘Why do you think she’s summoned us?’ Ryan had asked when I’d conveyed her message that morning.

‘No idea. A couple has probably dropped out of one of her dinner parties.’ I muffled a yawn with my hand. It was too early for this. ‘I can say no if you want.’

‘No way.’ Ryan seemed genuinely panicked at the thought. ‘I’m not turning down a free meal. Plus, your sister’s pretty scary when she gets mad.’

Clara had been mad at me and Ryan an awful lot when we were younger. Clara and I had shared a bedroom and she didn’t appreciate the amount of time Ryan and I spent in her domain. Or that we raided her ‘secret’ stash of crisps and chocolate.

‘So didn’t Clara mention this at all yesterday?’ We’ve been buzzed into the building and Ryan has stationed himself in front of the mirrored wall of the lift, making sure his hair is the right side of stylishly dishevelled rather than dragged-through-a-hedge dishevelled.

Oh, balls! I forgot I’d told Ryan and Lauren that I’d spent the afternoon with Clara and Graham while I was with Adam yesterday. Inexplicably, considering I’d rather chew my own toenails off than volunteer to spend time with my sister and her boring boyfriend, they’d bought it. It seemed I’d done nothing but spill untruths for the past few weeks.

‘Nope, nothing at all.’ I’m trying (and failing) not to panic but luckily Ryan is preoccupied with a stubborn tuft of hair. ‘But don’t mention me being here yesterday, will you? Clara had something really embarrassing to discuss with me and she wouldn’t want reminding of it.’ More untruths. I’m gathering quite a pile of them – surely it won’t be long before they all come tumbling down around me.

The lift opens on Clara and Graham’s floor and Ryan and I step out of it. Instead of silencing Ryan, my latest lie only intrigues him.

‘What was it? I won’t say anything to her, I swear.’

I try to think of the very worst thing Ryan would want to hear about my sister. ‘She’s been having problems with her periods. She’s been to see the gynaecologist, who’s had a good look at her cervix and he says –’

‘Gah!’ Ryan holds up a hand to stop me, his lips twisting in distaste. ‘Got it. My lips are sealed.’ I’m so grateful men are so squeamish when it comes to the inner workings of a woman’s body as I have no idea how I’ll talk my way out of this if my lies are exposed.

Clara opens the door and leads us into the sitting room, which is full of her snooty friends, plus my family. Mum and Dad are chatting to a middle-aged bloke in a vile jumper in various shades of brown while Justin is slumped on the sofa, eyes clamped on his phone as he taps away at the screen. Graham’s parents are here too, sitting alongside Justin on the sofa. I’ve met them only once before as they live quite far away and aren’t too keen on long journeys. Marjorie and Malcolm are in their eighties, stooped and with faces lined with creases. Malcolm is chatting away, trying to engage my brother in conversation, despite my brother’s clear lack of interest.

‘Come through. I think that’s everybody now.’ Clara looks pointedly at her watch. It’s six minutes past seven, for God’s sake. ‘Graham, I think it’s time.’ Clara scuttles towards the fireplace, indicating that her boyfriend should join her. She beams at the people filling her sitting room and links her arm through Graham’s. ‘Thank you for coming at such short notice everybody. We’ve gathered you all here because we’ve got an announcement to make.’

‘She’s not going to tell us about her dodgy girl-plumbing, is she?’ Ryan looks stricken as he leans in close to whisper his fear.

I nudge him with my elbow and put a finger up to my lips. I don’t want Clara to get wind of my fib. Or to tick us off for interrupting.

‘As you all know, Graham and I have spent the weekend in Paris.’ She pronounces it par-ee like the muppet that she is.

‘Paris?’ Ryan whispers and I’m about to confirm that yes, she did mean Paris when it dawns on me that one of my fibs is about to bite me on the bum. Hard.

Oh, fudge! Why do I never pay attention to anything my sister says? And what am I going to do now? The only thing I can think of at this moment in time is to put my finger to my lips and nod at Clara, who is still wittering on. This will buy me a little bit more time to think of a plausible excuse, but unfortunately my mind is nothing but a series of expletives.

‘We had an amazing time,’ Clara gushes. ‘We have photos, which you can have a look at later. But first – our announcement!’ Clara gazes at Graham and emits a love-sick-puppy sigh. ‘While we were in Par-ee, Graham took me up the Eiffel Tower.’ I hear Ryan sniggering beside me and silence him with an elbow. ‘And Graham…’ Clara pauses for effect before sticking out her left hand, which she has successfully hidden from us until now. ‘Proposed to me! Can you believe it? We’re getting married!’

Mum, Dad, Marjorie and a gaggle of snooty friends rush towards the newly betrothed couple to offer their congratulations and to get a gander at the ring. Ryan and I hang back and I know from the raised eyebrows and tilted head that he is waiting for an explanation. Of which I am not in possession of.

‘If Clara and Graham were in Paris yesterday, how did you spend the afternoon with them?’

How indeed. I have nothing. Absolutely nothing.

‘Champagne!’ Clara suddenly calls out. She emerges from the crowd gathered around the fireplace and marches into the kitchen. ‘We need to celebrate!’

‘Clara, wait!’ I grab Clara as she walks past me and pull her into a hug, which is startling for both of us but a great distraction for me. ‘Congratulations on your engagement. I’m so happy for you and Graham.’

‘Thank you, Delilah.’ Clara places a hand on her baby blue cardigan-clad chest. ‘That means a lot. It really does.’

‘Let me give you a hand in the kitchen.’ I leave Ryan in the sitting room, my mind working overtime as I grab glasses from the cupboards. Clara isn’t at all happy that the glasses don’t match, but it’s too late to pop out to the shops to stock up on champagne flutes now. I still haven’t come up with a plausible excuse by the time we’ve poured the champagne into the mismatched glasses (and a couple of mugs, which Clara almost wept over) and distributed them to Clara and Graham’s guests. I join Ryan, my mind still betraying me with its blankness. Luckily Dad comes to the rescue by proposing a toast. We all raise our glasses, chorusing Dad’s sentiment but then I’m on my own. It’s time to fess up.

‘Well?’ Ryan asks once the room has descended upon the happy couple again.

‘Well what?’ I decide that playing dumb is my only answer. If I’m clever enough, the dumb act may just get me through the entire evening.

‘Where were you yesterday? Because you weren’t here or in Par-ee.’

‘I never said I was here.’ I point down at the Clara’s plush grey carpet.

‘But you did say you were with Clara, which you weren’t. And even if you were, I’m pretty sure Clara didn’t go all the way to France to discuss her lady business with you.’

Fudgery-doo-dah. He’s got me there. I’ve managed to double tangle myself in a lie and I can’t see a way out of it.

‘Lauren and I have noticed you’ve been a bit weird lately,’ Ryan says. ‘I said that maybe you’re seeing somebody but Lauren says you wouldn’t do that while you and I are pretending to date. Which is rubbish because you know we’re not really dating, right?’

Ryan looks a bit scared as he awaits my answer and I’m half tempted to go all bunny boiler on him and pretend that I’ve been living under the assumption that we were properly in love. But, as fun as winding Ryan up would be, I’m in enough trouble here.

‘Of course I know we’re not really dating.’

‘Then what’s going on? Are you seeing somebody? And if you are, why can’t you tell us?’

‘Because it’s Courtney.’ I really can’t help myself. Why on earth do I keep digging myself further and further into this hole? It’s an illness, I’m sure.

‘What?’

‘Courtney. The guy from the gym.’ I’ve said it now, I may as well continue on this dodgy path.

‘I know who Courtney is. I’ve had to listen to Lauren bang on about him and his perfect calves for months.’ Ryan runs his hand through his hair, nudging the carefully styled locks into dangerous hedge-dragging territory. ‘How could you do this to Lauren? She’s your best friend.’

‘I know. That’s why I’ve had to keep it a secret.’

I loathe myself.

‘And what happens when she finds out?’ Ryan demands. ‘Because she will. She’s a wily one, that girl. And tough. I’d be pretty damn scared if I were you.’

‘She won’t find out.’ I hope. ‘You won’t tell her, will you?’

‘You can’t do this to Lauren.’ Worryingly, Ryan hasn’t answered my question. If Lauren hears that I’m dating a man she once had a massive crush on, even if it was only a distraction from her feelings for Ryan, she’ll go crazy. And rightly so. Dating Courtney would go against the unwritten girl code. It would be even worse than dating Adam.

Gah! Why didn’t I just tell the truth in the first place?

‘Fine, I’ll end it,’ I tell Ryan. ‘But please don’t tell Lauren about this.’

I plaster a smile on my face as Mum bounds over to us.

‘Isn’t this marvellous news?’ she asks, her eyes shining with happy tears. ‘It’ll be you two next!’ Mum gives me a squeezy hug and plants a kiss on mine and then Ryan’s cheek before she bounds away again. Graham is on us next, offering us a champagne top-up, which we both readily accept.

‘You won’t say anything to Lauren, will you?’ I ask once we’re alone again.

‘I won’t, as long as you do end it. Nobody is worth wrecking your friendship with Lauren for. You know that, right?’

I nod. ‘You’re right. She’s my best friend.’

Sorry, Courtney. Looks like we’re breaking up, dude.


Chapter 38

The Durban Food Festival

Text Message:

Ryan: I’m so hungry, I could eat a dead dog and its fleas

Delilah: The dog next door has been annoyingly yappy lately. No idea if it has fleas but I could bring it over for you…

Ryan: You’re the best friend ever

Delilah: I was kidding!!!

Ryan: Yeah, me too

I’ve told great fat lies to practically everybody I know. So many that my brain is turning to mush trying to keep up with them and I’m in constant fear that I’m going to be found out. Meeting Isaac and Luke was fantastic and it showed me that Adam is serious about me, that I’m not just some passing office fling, but it also brings its own problems to the mix. Meeting the boys opens up the possibility of Adam meeting my family, which obviously can’t happen until I’ve ‘broken up’ with Ryan and I’m running out of excuses to keep Adam at bay.

Luckily, the arrival of the Durban Food Festival means we get to spend the whole weekend together without the worry of my friends or family discovering Adam, or vice versa. The annual festival takes place in Cheshire, within the grounds of Durban Castle and although it’s less than an hour away by car, Neville has been convinced to let us stay over during the course of the festival. For the first time in history, Katey-Louise and her spoiled princess ways have come in useful. The three of us will be attending the festival, but I know for a fact that Katey-Louise will have little to do with the festival as it means not only working but working over the weekend, which will give me and Adam some much-needed time together.

The festival begins at ten o’clock on Friday morning and ends at five on Sunday evening, so the three of us set off early, having loaded the Brinkley’s van with everything we need.

‘It’s barbaric being up this early,’ Katey-Louise grumbles as she slumps into the passenger seat by the window. She’s bagged the window seat but I don’t mind as it means I get to sit next to Adam during the drive. ‘It’s still dark. How am I supposed to function on no sleep? And look at the state of this.’ Katey-Louise pulls at her red Brinkley’s t-shirt and curls her lip. ‘Lame!’

‘Are you going to moan the whole way there?’ Adam asks as he pulls away from the Brinkley’s large, detached house.

‘No.’ Katey-Louise wriggles down in her seat and leans her head against the window. ‘I’m going to sleep. Wake me when we get there.’

This weekend we’ll be staying in a little bed and breakfast in the nearest town to Durban Castle, so we get ourselves booked in and drop our things off first before moving onto the food festival. We’ve been assigned a stall in a marquee close to a lake, with cheese and honey stalls as our neighbours. There’s already a delicious, spicy aroma wafting over from an Indian restaurant’s stall across the marquee and although it’s still early in the morning, my stomach rumbles.

The marquee is filling up fast and as I look around I see an array of produce, from vegan cupcakes to gourmet sausage rolls and pork pies, coffee to beer and wine, plus a smoothie stall (which I will be sampling as soon as possible). There’s also a minor celebrity chef setting up his stall, where he’ll be demonstrating dishes and flogging signed copies of his cook book.

The Brinkley’s stall will consist of individual biscuits, which we’ll be serving with tea, as well as packets, tins and luxury hampers. We’ll also be demonstrating the rocky road bites at intervals throughout the weekend and providing recipes cards, as well as debuting the new product Karen and the development kitchen have been working on – in the hope of garnering feedback before they’re officially launched. Adam and I have been busily preparing for the festival over the past couple of weeks and although it’s been hectic – particularly the last few days – it’s been fun and a welcome break from the tedium of my usual duties. The food festival was supposed to be Katey-Louise’s baby but, as she failed to even register for it, Neville passed it on to me and Adam. Not that I minded – an excuse to work with Adam is welcome in my books. We’ve been an official couple for over a month now but managing to spend time together has still been an issue due to my ill-thought-out web of lies.

‘I need to find the loos,’ Katey-Louise says as Adam and I lug boxes from the van. ‘I’m desperate.’ She hops around a bit to demonstrate before scuttling away.

‘I bet we don’t see her until we’ve set everything up,’ Adam says as we heave the boxes inside the marquee.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if we don’t see her for the rest of the day.’ I plonk a heavy box of mismatched china cups and saucers by our stall and stretch out my spine.

‘Fine by me.’ Adam puts down his own box and wraps his arms around me. ‘I like having you to myself.’

I’d love nothing more than to make the most of this opportunity for some alone time with Adam – and I’m pretty sure he feels the same way, judging by the way he’s kissing me – but we have so much to do before the festival opens, especially as Katey-Louise is being true to form and shirking her responsibilities.

Between us, we somehow manage to set up before the festival opens. I’m expecting a tidal wave of activity but it’s more like a trickle, even with the minor celebrity chef stationed in our marquee. It’s the first time I’ve attended a food festival but Adam assures me it’s to be expected early on a Friday when most people are working. Trade picks up considerably around lunchtime and again around an hour before we’re due to close for the day. We give out quite a chunk of our recipe cards and receive mostly positive feedback about our new salted caramel shortbread. Adam takes lots of photos during the day, which he posts across our social media platforms and he updates our Twitter and Facebook feeds whenever he gets the chance. Katey-Louise – predictably – doesn’t show her face until the packing up has been completed.

‘Who fancies going to the pub?’ she asks as we climb into the van. She doesn’t try to explain her absence and Adam and I don’t press her because we’ve actually been grateful for the lack of moaning throughout the day.

I catch Adam’s eye as he starts the engine. ‘I’m pretty tired. I think I’ll have an early night back at the B&B.’

Katey-Louise shakes her head pityingly. ‘You are such an old woman. It’s Friday night!’ She looks past me at Adam. ‘What do you think? We could go to the pub or see what it’s like in town. It can’t be as lame as Woodgate.’

‘Count me out.’ Adam sets off along the gravel path which will eventually lead to the ornate gates and onto the road. ‘I need to write up today for the blog and send some reports back to Neville.’

Katey-Louise huffs and turns her back on us as much as she can while tethered down by her seatbelt. She glares at the trees lining the path while Adam secretly grins at me. There will be no blogging tonight. No reports sent. But rest assured, there will be an early night.

The curtains at the bed and breakfast are thin – practically gauze-like – so the sun streaming through them directly onto my pillow wakes us early. I’m deliciously squished up against Adam in the tiny single bed and although I fear I could plummet to the scratchy carpet at any second, I haven’t felt this happy in a long time. Adam and I slept together for the first time last night and although we’d had to rein it in due to the walls being as thin as the curtains (nobody wants to hear that through the wall, especially when Katey-Louise is in the next room), it had been amazing and I can’t wait for a repeat performance.

I want this all the time. Not just the sex (although it would be quite nice to partake regularly) but the closeness and intimacy. And, more importantly, the openness. Being with Adam last night was lovely because there were no lies, no looking behind my shoulder to see if anybody could see us. We were together, properly, for the first time in more ways than one. I’m tired of all the lies and I’m going to put a stop to them. As soon as I get home, I’m going to fess up to Ryan and Lauren. I’m going to come clean, end my fake relationship with Ryan and make a proper go of things with Adam. Maybe Adam can be my plus one at Francesca’s wedding, but even if I have to go alone, I wouldn’t care. I have nothing to prove to Ben. He’s happy and now I am too and I don’t need to demonstrate that in front of my ex because he no longer has any relevance in my life.

I’m truly over Ben and he can have as many babies as he likes because my future lies – hopefully – with Adam.

I hear a pleasing intake of breath as I feather my fingers along Adam’s bare thigh. Adam – somehow – manoeuvres himself in the bed so that he’s facing me. I strike what I hope is a sultry pose.

‘Morning.’ The corners of Adam’s eyes crinkle as he smiles. I’m momentarily alarmed at the prospect of my morning breath as his lips near mine, but if it’s a toss-up between dashing to the bathroom and kissing Adam, kissing Adam is always going to win.

It’s still quite early when we emerge from the sheets, but we need to shower and change before setting up our stall at the festival. Slipping on yesterday’s jeans and scooping up his t-shirt and trainers, Adam pads barefoot into the hallway to sneak into his own room while I nip into the bathroom to start the shower going. I hear the whoop even over the gushing water. Clad only in an off-white towel, I peep out of the door and around Adam’s frozen body on the threshold.

‘I knew it!’ Katey-Louise’s face is full of pure joy as she looks from Adam to me. She’s wearing the clothes she’d changed into last night, her strappy heels dangling from her fingers. Her hideously smudged makeup tells me she is on her way into her room rather than out of it. The nightlife in town can’t have been too disappointing then.

‘I knew you two fancied each other.’ Katey-Louise can’t keep the grin from her face and I have to say, she’s taking the news rather well. Much better than I’d anticipated. I’d assumed she’d have thrown a tantrum when she realised her charms hadn’t worked on Adam and gone all-out loop-the-loop crazy when she found out that he was interested in me instead.

But I should have known she had something up her sleeve. Something to poison what Adam and I have. How silly of me to think she would lie down and accept defeat.

‘How long has this been going on then?’ Katey-Louise waves a hand between me and Adam.

‘Not long.’ I wrap my towel around my body tighter. I don’t want to reveal the exact timescale of our relationship. It’s none of Katey-Louise’s business, plus I’m starting to feel nervous. There’s a glint in Katey-Louise’s eye. She’s enjoying this discovery far more than she should.

Katey-Louise reaches for her door handle but pauses just before her hand makes contact. She gives a slight shake of her head before she turns back to me. ‘It’s Ryan I feel sorry for.’ She bites her lip to prevent a satisfied grin from taking over her whole face as she spots my eyes widen. She turns to Adam, the grin completely eradicated and replaced with an angelic, fluttery-eyed look we all know is fake. ‘You did know Delilah has a boyfriend. Didn’t you?’


Chapter 39

Explanations

Text Message:

Delilah: Can you explain to me why my underwear drawer is almost empty?

Justin: I could… but you won’t like it

Delilah: Get my stuff back off your creepy friends!

Adam turns to me as though in slow motion. I watch as his thatch of dark hair slides across and his beautiful face comes into view. Except his beautiful face is marred by the frown pulling his eyebrows low down and creating a groove across his face. He doesn’t look mad. He looks confused with hurt hovering at the edges, waiting to take over. Which is far worse.

‘Do you have a boyfriend?’

I like how Adam asks me the question. He doesn’t simply take Katey-Louise’s word for it. But it’s a pity I don’t have a good enough answer for him.

‘Not really.’ I step back fully into the room. ‘It’s complicated. Come inside and I’ll explain everything.’ I need to get away from Katey-Louise. She’s enjoying this far too much for my liking and I don’t want to humiliate myself further by revealing my silly wedding date plan in front of her.

‘This will explain everything.’ Katey-Louise has taken her phone out of her bag and she thrusts it at Adam. He takes the phone and peers down at the screen. I see the change immediately. The confusion washes away and hurt jumps into its place with both feet.

‘See. Told you.’ Katey-Louise gives a smug flick of her messy ponytail. I lean forward, keeping a grasp on my towel. And there it is. The evidence of my ‘relationship’ splattered all across Facebook. The matching gym gear, the nauseating Lady and The Tramp spaghetti pose and the smoothie maker to celebrate my moving in with Ryan.

Fuuuuuudge.

‘It isn’t what it looks like.’ I make a grab for the phone but Adam snatches it away. He taps on the screen and gives a bitter bark of a laugh.

‘Isn’t that what you’re supposed to say to your boyfriend? The poor bloke is missing you and you’re here cheating on him with me.’ Adam flicks the screen towards me and I see a photo of Ryan doing the cheesy hands-shaped-like-a-heart gesture with the caption ‘Missing you, babe xxx’.

‘I’m not cheating because Ryan and I aren’t together.’ I’m aware that my voice is all squeaky, but I’m desperate to make Adam see what’s really happening.

‘He seems to think so.’ Adam indicates Ryan’s soppy photo. ‘Do you live with him?’

‘Yes but –’

I don’t get the chance to explain as Adam dumps the phone in Katey-Louise’s hands and stalks away, throwing his crumpled t-shirt over his head and tugging it down over his chest as he thunders down the narrow staircase. I can’t run after him; I’m wearing nothing but a damn towel.

‘You cow,’ I spit at Katey-Louise. I can’t believe she has done this to me. The spiteful bitch!

‘I’m not the one who’s cheating on their poor, devoted boyfriend.’ Katey-Louise slips her phone into her handbag and skips into her room.

‘Neither am I,’ I say, but Adam, the person I’m desperate to convey this to, has already gone.

I have little choice but to return to my room. Adam will be back. He has to return as we all need to go to Durban Castle for the food festival and set up for the day. He may think about abandoning me, but he can’t leave Katey-Louise behind. In Adam’s eyes, she’s done nothing wrong, plus she’s the boss’s daughter.

I shower in record time and throw on a pair of jeans and a Brinkley’s t-shirt before camping down in reception. Katey-Louise is still in her room as I heard her singing (terribly) as I passed on my way down. The Brinkley’s van is still parked outside the B&B so that reassures me of Adam’s return.

‘Did you sleep well?’ The middle-aged proprietor has stationed herself behind the small desk area and is riffling through some papers.

‘Yes. Thank you.’ I look briefly at the owner and manage a sort-of smile before I turn my attention back to the van.

‘Breakfast is still being served if you’re hungry.’ She checks her watch. ‘But there’s only twenty minutes left so you’ll have to be quick.’

‘It’s ok. I’m not hungry.’ It’s almost nine o’clock and the festival is due to open at ten. We still need to set everything up and Saturday is supposed to be the busiest day so we’ll miss a lot of trade and publicity if we don’t get a move on.

‘Are you going to see any of the sights today?’

The B&B owner seems nice enough but I wish she’d leave me alone. ‘We’ll be working at the food festival most of the day.’

‘Oh! You’re here for the festival! I might see you there this afternoon then. I’m hoping to get my cook book signed by Vernon Smith. Have you met him?’

‘I saw him yesterday but I didn’t get the chance to say hello or anything.’ Mainly because I only had eyes for Adam and no celebrity chef – not even the cutie-pie Vernon Smith – could have taken my attention away.

‘I think he’s lovely. And so handsome!’ The owner giggles girlishly. ‘I made the steak pie from his book last week. My hubby isn’t usually one for pastry but he wolfed the lot down. It was heavenly, I tell you.’

I’m relieved when the phone rings and the owner’s attention is taken away. I resume my intense surveillance of the van and jump to my feet when I spot Adam. Fearing he may hop into the van and drive off without us, I race towards the door and fling it open.

‘Adam! Wait!’

But Adam isn’t planning on making a daylight flit. At least not yet. He stalks past me and heads for the stairs.

‘I need to get changed. Be ready to go in five minutes,’ he mumbles over his shoulder. I plant myself next to the van to wait, nibbling at my fingernails so that by the time Adam returns with Katey-Louise in tow, my nails are nothing but jagged stumps. Katey-Louise floats towards the van with a serene look on her face. I’ve never seen her so eager to get to work.

‘Shall I get in the middle?’ Katey-Louise shoots Adam a sympathetic look and he shrugs his shoulders. She climbs in and gives me a smug grin as I follow behind her.

‘We’ve got a lot to do before the festival opens, so no wandering off today, Katey-Louise.’ Adam slams his door shut and settles himself in the driver’s seat.

‘I won’t. I promise.’

Oh no, of course Katey-Louise isn’t going anywhere today. She’s lit the firework and now she’s going to stand back and watch the display. Of all the days when her skiving would come in handy so that I could talk to Adam, she chooses today to be a responsible employee. I want only bad things for Katey-Louise. Bad things.

Adam starts the engine and the van trundles its way to Durban Castle’s grounds where we unload our equipment in record time. True to her word, Katey-Louise sticks around, although she doesn’t lift a finger to help. By the time we’ve set up our stall (with just seconds to spare before the festival opens), I’ve compiled an extensive list of the bad things I want to befall Katey-Louise. I didn’t know I had it in me to conjure such evil thoughts.

‘Can we talk?’ I ask Adam when Katey-Louise decides to plonk herself at one of the tables we’ve set out in front of our stall for the customers to enjoy their tea and biscuits. After her busy morning of doing nothing at all, she deserves a break, apparently.

‘I don’t think now’s the time, do you?’ Adam nods towards the opening of the marquee. It’s only just ticked over to ten o’clock and already the marquee is beginning to fill up. It looks like yesterday was nothing but a warm-up act and we’re in for a busy day.

‘But I need to explain.’

‘I don’t think there’s anything to explain.’ Adam straightens a display of tinned biscuits even though they’re sat perfectly. ‘You’ve lied to me. Repeatedly. You’ve cheated on your boyfriend and made me look like a complete mug. No wonder you didn’t want me to meet your friends! I’m nothing but your dirty bit on the side.’

‘That isn’t true,’ I say but Adam has stalked away to deal with a customer. The thunderous look he’s been wearing since Katey-Louise dropped her bombshell slides away and he’s the fun and charming Adam again, chatting and smiling away as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. If only I could brush off the morning as easily.

‘I always had you pegged as a pathetic goody-two-shoes.’ Katey-Louise has sidled up to me, removing herself from the danger zone of having to converse with customers. ‘But I was wrong. You’re a bad girl, Delilah James. Very, very bad. I like it.’ She picks up an individually packaged cookies and cream biscuit and tears into the foil. ‘I’m not sure why you cheated on your boyfriend though. He is gorgeous. If he dumps you, can you pass on my number?’

‘Ryan isn’t my boyfriend.’ I don’t know why I’m even wasting my breath on Katey-Louise. It’s Adam I need to convince.

‘Looks like Adam isn’t either.’ Katey-Louise bites into the biscuit and wanders away.

Adam refuses to speak to me unless absolutely necessary and our relationship isn’t deemed essential as far as he’s concerned. If it doesn’t concern Brinkley’s or biscuits or social media, he isn’t interested. We carry out our tasks for the day – running demonstrations of the rocky road bites, serving tea and biscuits and handing out leaflets and money off vouchers – but we don’t talk unless it’s vital, work-related requests. I’ve had enough of the frosty atmosphere by lunchtime so I take myself off to the lake with an individual tuna and sweetcorn pizza from a neighbouring marquee. Removing my trainers and socks, I settle myself on the grass, feeling the blades tickling my toes while I stare out across the water.

My pizza remains untouched as my stomach is too weighed down by dread to actually eat it. I know that I need to explain myself to Adam and make him see that he isn’t my ‘dirty bit on the side’. That I care about him despite my lies. I shouldn’t have lied to Adam, I know that. I shouldn’t have lied to anyone. It seemed like a good idea at the time but it has well and truly come back to bite me on the bum.

All will be well, I tell myself as I put my socks and trainers back on my feet. He’ll have to talk to me at some point and I’ll explain it all. Adam will see that although I’m foolish, I’m not a cheat. I dump my cold pizza in a bin and make my way back to the Brinkley’s stall. There are a few customers sitting at the tables and browsing our wares but Katey-Louise is nowhere to be seen. Adam is on his own and nobody requires his attention at the moment. Nobody but me.

I swoop upon Adam but before I can utter a word a familiar face looms into view, grinning at me as a cook book is thrust in my face.

‘Hello again!’ The owner of the B&B jangles the cook book. ‘He signed it! He’s so lovely, you know. And much more handsome in real life. It’s a good job I’m a happily married woman, eh?’ She giggles and slips the book into her Durban Food Festival tote bag and wiggles her fingers over our display. ‘Ooh, biccies! I love a custard cream. Do you have any?’

Adam backs away while I deal with the B&B owner. She buys a packet of our cookies and cream biscuits (the closest we have to a custard cream) and samples our new salted caramel shortbread.

‘I’ll be the size of a house by the time the festival closes. Not that I’m complaining!’ The owner slips the biscuits into her tote and gives it a pat. ‘I’m off to have a look at the jams. I bought a gooseberry and elderflower preserve last year and it was delicious. I’ll see you back at the B&B later.’ With wriggling fingers, the owner skips away from our stall but Adam is now busy serving tea and biscuits to a couple of old ladies and I don’t get the chance to talk to him until we’re back at the B&B that evening. Adam is reluctant to talk but he has no excuses now we’re away from the festival.

‘Please, Adam. Just listen to what I have to say,’ I plead as we reach the top of the stairs on our floor. If Adam locks himself in his room, I won’t get the chance to plead my case unless I shout it through the door, which I’m loath to do as I’ve embarrassed myself enough in front of Adam and Katey-Louise this weekend.

‘What is there to say?’ Adam’s tone is defeated as he reaches for his door handle.

‘The truth.’ I reach for Adam’s hand but he snatches it away as if he’s been burned. ‘Please, Adam. Five minutes, that’s all I ask. I’ll tell you everything and then you’ll understand that I’m not a bad person.’

Adam closes his eyes as he ponders my request. I hold my breath, waiting for his decision. It comes bursting out of my lungs as Adam gives the slightest nod of his head.

‘Five minutes.’

We head into my room, with Adam hovering by the window while I sit on the bed. It was only this morning that I woke up here with Adam but it feels like forever ago. That happy, content Delilah is nothing but a distant memory.

‘First of all – and this is the really important bit – Ryan is not my boyfriend.’ Adam, who has been gazing out of the greying net curtain, snatches his head around to face me, his eyebrows arched in challenge. ‘I know that’s not what it says on Facebook, but we planned it that way.’

‘We?’

‘Ryan and me.’ I can’t believe I’m having to come clean about this and I know the words will seem even more infantile when spoken aloud. ‘It was a silly idea but it suited us both to pretend we were together. Ryan wanted his mum off his back and I wanted to pretend I was over my ex. An old friend of mine is getting married in a couple of weeks and Ben’s going to be there with his fiancée. His pregnant fiancée. I just wanted him to see that I’d moved on too.’

‘By pretending to be with someone else?’ When Adam says it, it sounds ridiculous. Which, of course, it is.

‘Yes. I didn’t want to turn up at Francesca’s wedding looking like a loser. Ben dumped me and I was hurt and angry. I wanted to prove a point.’

‘So you’re not over him then.’ Adam doesn’t sound angry as he says these words. The thunderous look has gone but it hasn’t been replaced with his usual demeanour. Adam looks sad, resigned to the fact that I’m still in love with Ben. ‘You wouldn’t be so caught up with showing him that you’ve moved on if you were.’

‘But I am over him.’ I jump up off the bed as Adam moves towards the door but Adam gives a sad shake of his head.

‘I do understand, Delilah. And you’re right – you’re not a bad person. But you’re confused and still caught up on someone else and I can’t get involved in all that. Relationships are hard enough without all this added drama.’

Adam reaches out and gives my hand a squeeze before he slips out of my room and I know then that it’s definitely over.


Chapter 40

Returning Home

Text Message:

Mum: Justin and I are on our way home from Aunty Liz’s. The journey takes 2 hours, which is plenty of time to put the house back in the state I left it in

Delilah: It already is in the state you left it in!

Mum: You only have 2 hours, Delilah. Prioritise cleaning over lying

I somehow endure the rest of the weekend with Adam. He’s back to acting friendly towards me, like we’re colleagues rather than ex-lovers, but I think I prefer the cold shoulder. At least then I knew there had been something between us. Now it feels like our relationship has been erased, as though we haven’t dated or slept together. Like I mean nothing to him other than a regular workmate. I could be Katey-Louise for all Adam cares. I only hope I’m slightly less annoying.

As soon as the festival comes to an end on Sunday evening, we pack up the van and head home. We checked out of the B&B this morning and our bags are waiting in the van. Adam drops me off at Ryan’s first, eager to get rid of me as soon as possible, no doubt.

‘No hard feelings, eh?’ Katey-Louise chirrups as I hop out of the van. Adam has already climbed out and is opening the back to grab my things.

‘I didn’t like you before this weekend so nothing’s changed as far as I’m concerned.’ Katey-Louise shrugs and leans forward to change the radio channel as I slam the van door shut. My blood is boiling. She plays a huge part in ruining my relationship with Adam and she thinks there are no hard feelings?

Although, to be fair, the lying and deception was all down to me.

Why does my subconscious have to be so bloody reasonable?

‘Here you go.’ Adam holds out my small suitcase without looking me in the eye but at least he didn’t dump it on the pavement and drive off without a goodbye, leaving me choking on exhaust fumes.

‘Thanks.’ I take the suitcase and place it on the ground. ‘I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Extending the handle, I tug the suitcase towards the house but stop when Adam calls out my name. So help me if he says no hard feelings, eh?

‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out, you know. I think you’re great, I really do.’

‘Then why?’ I’m aware that Katey-Louise is watching us from inside the van. She isn’t even hiding the fact she’s having a good gawp. Her nose is practically pressed against the glass and I’m well aware of the tears snaking down my cheeks in full view of her.

‘You know why.’

‘Because of Ben.’ Great going, Ben Martin! You’ve managed to ruin my life twice. And you didn’t even try the second time round.

‘It’s not the right time. You need to have a clean slate before you start anything else. It only ends in disaster otherwise.’

I can’t argue with Adam. It has ended in disaster. Without another word, I slope into the house, praying Ryan has already left for the quiz. I’m supposed to be joining them later but I’m not sure I can face anything but my bed. Except my bed isn’t even here. I can pretend all I want but that room upstairs is nothing but Ryan’s office and dumping ground. I’ve taken it over for a while but it’ll never be mine.

Swiping away the tears with my sleeve, I let myself into Ryan’s house, dragging my suitcase with me.

‘Hey, you’re home.’ Ryan bounds into the tiny hallway, filling up the space with his body and spirit. He envelops me in a hug I can’t quite return.

‘Not really, but I think it’s time I did go home.’

‘What do you mean?’ Ryan asks. Leaving the suitcase in the hallway, I take Ryan by the hand and lead him into the sitting room. I can no longer pretend Adam doesn’t exist, so it’s time I came clean and untangled the lies I’ve told. How else am I supposed to explain why I’m devastated?

‘I’ve been seeing someone,’ I tell Ryan once we’re settled on the sofa.

‘I know.’ Ryan’s jaw sets and I can see suspicion in his eyes. Has Delilah really been away with work colleagues this weekend? Or has she been with him?

I shake my head. ‘No, you don’t. I haven’t been seeing Courtney. I made that up because I didn’t want to tell you the truth.’

Ryan’s brow furrows. ‘I don’t get it. Why tell me you’ve been seeing Courtney if you haven’t?’

‘So that you wouldn’t tell Lauren.’ I hold out a hand as Ryan begins to speak. I’m going off track and I’m about to land my best friend in it. It isn’t my place to blab to Ryan about Lauren’s feelings. ‘That isn’t important. The important bit is Adam.’

I tell Ryan everything about Adam; how we met, our dating, meeting Isaac and Luke. I tell him how much Adam means to me and that I saw a real future for us. A future that is no longer possible.

‘What happened?’

‘He found out about you.’

Ryan stands up and grabs his car keys from where he’s dumped them on the coffee table. ‘Let’s go and set the record straight then. Tell him it’s all false.’

I’m touched that Ryan would jeopardise his anti-matchmaking plan for me but it’s no use. ‘He knows. I told him everything.’

Ryan sits back down again. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘Ben is. Adam says he can’t start anything with me when I’m still hung up on Ben.’ I drop my face into the palms of my hands. This is all such a mess. ‘Do you think I’m still hung up on Ben?’

Ryan looks at me as though I’ve sprouted an extra head. ‘Well, yes. What is all this for?’ He indicates the room, the house. Our fake relationship. ‘Isn’t it to show Ben that you don’t care about him any more, even though you do?’

‘I guess so. At least that’s how it started. Now I’m not so sure.’ My head is a jumble of thoughts and feelings and I don’t know what is real and true and what has passed. I need some time and space to think. ‘I want to go home, Ryan.’

So that’s what I do. Ryan helps me pack, insisting I take the smoothie maker, before he drops me off at Mum and Dad’s. He’s kind and soothing, which only manages to make me feel worse for scuppering his plans.

‘I’m sorry I’ve bailed out,’ I say as he pulls up outside the house. ‘Your mum’s going to swoop in with the potential mother of your children as soon as she finds out I’m back here.’

Ryan shrugs. ‘It would have come to an end in a couple of weeks anyway. But I am going to tell her you dumped me in the hope she gives me a few days to recover before she swoops.’

‘Good luck with that.’ I manage a sort-of smile before climbing out of the car and retrieving my bags from the boot, which Ryan helps me to carry to the door. ‘I don’t think I’ll make it to the quiz tonight. My head’s full of enough unanswered questions at the moment.’

‘Everything will be fine, you know.’ Ryan pulls me into a hug and I hope that he’s right. At this moment in time, it doesn’t feel like anything will ever be fine again. ‘And Ben doesn’t have to know any of this. We can still go to the wedding and show him how fabulous you are.’

‘Thanks, Ryan.’ I kiss his cheek before unlocking the door. I find Mum in the back garden with Clara. They’re making their way through a bottle of wine as they pore over books and magazines spread out on the table.

‘Hi, love. Grab a glass and join us.’ Mum picks up the bottle of wine and gives it a jiggle. ‘We’re looking at ideas for Clara’s wedding.’

My stomach drops at the word ‘wedding’. In less than a fortnight, Francesca will be getting married and I’ll have to pretend I’m loved up when all I want to do is bury myself under my covers and hibernate until the ache stops.

‘Is Ryan not with you?’ Mum asks when I return with a glass. I fill it almost to the brim.

‘No.’ I take a large gulp. ‘I’m here on my own. In fact, I’m moving back home if that’s ok with you.’

Mum gasps, dropping the magazine she’s been studying. It thumps onto the table, knocking into her glass of wine but Clara manages to right it just in time. ‘Oh, love. What’s happened?’ She elbows the bridal magazine away, as though the grinning bride will offend me. Which she does, the smug cow.

I’m about to tell Mum our practised speech, the one we’ve had worked out from the start. Ryan and I have come to realise that we’re better off being just friends.

But I can’t do it. I’ve had enough of the lies. They’ve caused nothing but trouble. And so I tell Mum the truth.

‘Ryan and I were never together. We’ve been pretending all this time.’

As I recount the details of my plan, I realise how petty and childish it all sounds. No wonder Adam doesn’t want to be with me. He must think I’m a complete idiot and I agree with him. What was I thinking?

‘Are you angry with me?’ I ask once the whole story has emerged.

‘Oh, love. I’m not angry.’ Mum grasps my hand and gives it a squeeze. ‘I’m just disappointed.’

Which is even worse, obviously.

‘So what’s happening with this Adam?’ Clara asks. I found that once I started confessing, the whole story came tumbling out, including Adam and Katey-Louise’s little bombshell.

‘Nothing.’ I take a gulp of wine. Then another. ‘He doesn’t want to be with me and I can’t blame him.’

‘Nonsense,’ Clara scoffs. ‘Everyone has a past – just look at Graham. He was married before we met and now we’re getting married ourselves.’

‘That’s different.’

Clara shakes her head. ‘Not really. His ex is a nightmare. She still interferes in his life and as annoying as that is, I won’t let that stop me being with the man I love.’ Clara reaches across the table and grasps my hand. ‘We all have baggage, Delilah, but we don’t have to let it get in our way. If Adam cares about you, he’ll realise that.’

I’m not sure Adam and I will be able to clear my baggage enough to fix our relationship but I appreciate Clara’s words and they at least give me a tiny shred of hope that we’ll find our way.

I leave Mum and Clara to it. I can’t stomach the sight of all those blushing brides – it was a wedding that got me in this mess in the first place. Dragging my bags upstairs, I start to unpack but give up a few minutes into the task and flop down onto my bed.

How could I have been such an idiot? Had I really believed I could get away with fabricating a new life, lying to everybody I care about in the process? It isn’t only Mum who’s disappointed in me. I’m disappointed in myself.

There’s a light tap at the door. Using my sleeve, I quickly wipe the self-loathing tears from my cheeks.

‘Mum said you were back,’ Justin says from a safe distance away. Only his head is poking through and it makes me realise how bad I must look if even Justin – who is used to and actively enjoys disgusting things – is repelled by the sight of me. ‘Are you ok?’

I stare at Justin, a wall of suspicion immediately laying itself around me, bricking me into its security. ‘I’ve been better.’ I can’t help the narrowing of my eyes. What is he up to?

‘Do you want a cup of tea or anything?’ Justin looks as uncomfortable as I feel as he asks the question. Has Mum put him up to this? Offered him money to check on me?

‘No thank you.’

Justin nods and backs his head out of the gap in the doorway but he pops it back briefly before he closes the door. ‘I’m glad you’re back. I’ve missed you.’

‘Oh,’ I say to the door, which was swung shut before I could open my mouth. Justin has missed me? How odd.

There’s another knock at the door and I’m expecting Justin’s return to tell me he was only pulling my leg, but it’s Lauren who’s on the other side this time. She steps into the room and rushes to the bed, where she pulls me into the kind of comforting hug that causes you to not only feel snug and secure but also free to bawl your eyes out. Which is what I do. Through my tears (and a bit of snot, if I’m being honest) I tell Lauren everything, filling in the missing bits of Adam and the hellish weekend. I feel slightly better to have it all off my chest but one look at Lauren tells me I shouldn’t have allowed myself to feel in any way positive.

‘You’ve been seeing someone all this time?’ Lauren has been holding my hand as I recount my sorry tale but her grip loosens now.

‘Not all the time. Just a few weeks.’ I grab a tissue from the pack Lauren handed me earlier mid-stream and dab at my eyes.

‘A few weeks?’ Lauren jumps from the bed like the covers are on fire. ‘You asked me not to say anything to Ryan in case it got in the way of your stupid plan, even though you knew how much I liked him, and you were seeing somebody yourself?’

In a nutshell, yes.

‘I’m sorry. It was selfish of me, I know.’

‘Selfish? That’s an understatement! You’re supposed to be my best friend, Delilah.’

‘I am your best friend. I made a mistake, that’s all.’

‘No, Delilah.’ Lauren shakes her head and starts to back away from me towards the door. ‘You purposefully lied to me and kept me away from Ryan while you were off having fun with your boyfriend.’

‘I’m sorry.’ And I am, truly. I know I haven’t been a very good friend. I knew it at the time, which only makes me a worse friend. I don’t blame Lauren for being mad at me, though I wish she’d discard that livid look and find it in her heart to forgive me.

‘I can’t believe you, Delilah.’

And then she leaves and I’m scared I’ve lost both Adam and Lauren due to my stupidity.

I’m hoping Lauren will calm down and eventually forgive me. I’ve apologised a million times over the past few days, which is difficult when the person you’re trying to apologise to won’t speak to you or answer their phone. I’ve texted, sent emails and popped notes through her door but so far I’ve heard nothing in return. The situation with Adam is almost as bad, but he can at least bear to be in the same room as me (although he has no choice in the matter seeing as we share an office space). Adam is courteous but the spark between us has been snuffed out.

I have to make things better but I don’t know how. How can I show Lauren how sorry I am after being such a shady friend? And how do I prove to Adam that I’m over Ben? Because I know now that I am. Since meeting Adam, I’ve thought about Ben less and less and at this moment in time I wouldn’t care one tiny bit if Ben begged me to take him back. I’d feel sorry for Eden and their abandoned, unborn baby, of course, but I wouldn’t take him back. Meeting Adam has shown me how destructive my relationship with Ben really was. I couldn’t see it at the time because I was smitten, but being with Ben chipped away at my confidence. Being with Ben wasn’t all that fun after a while and I always felt like I was being scrutinised and found lacking. My fashion choices were never right and my interests were mocked. I couldn’t be myself and I allowed myself to be morphed into the kind of woman Ben wanted me to be rather than the woman I am. There is no way I would want to go back to living like that.

Francesca’s wedding is this weekend and I’m in the exact same position I was at the beginning; single, dateless and dumped. Except I no longer care what Ben thinks about those things. He isn’t important to me any more. I don’t need to pretend to be over Ben at the wedding, because I am whether I show up with a fake boyfriend or not. In fact, I’ve asked Ryan to put an end to the fake relationship nonsense completely. There will be no more Facebook updates and I will be attending the wedding on my own, as a single woman. The plan was no longer a benefit to Ryan anyway as Eleanor spotted me leaving for work on the Monday morning and, rather smugly, concluded that the relationship had come to an end.

‘I always knew you weren’t right for my son,’ she’d told me sniffily before flouncing away. I’d made her Monday – her week – so at least somebody is happy.

Tonight, at her hen night, I’m going to tell Francesca the truth. Yes, it will be humiliating, but I’m so tired of the lies. In fact, I’m going to go one better. I’m going to tell everybody the truth, right now. Logging onto Facebook, I type out my message and press send before I can change my mind.


Chapter 41

Delilah Explains It All

Delilah James

I have to confession to make. A really, really embarrassing confession but one I am ready to admit to. A couple of months ago I posted about my wonderful, gorgeous boyfriend (hello Ryan Ford) but the truth is, Ryan is my friend. One of my best friends. Nothing more, nothing less. I lied. I didn’t have a boyfriend, gorgeous or otherwise. I was still hung up on my ex (that’s you, Ben Martin) and I wanted to prove to him that I was over him (which I clearly wasn’t). I was hurt and angry when I found out about his new girlfriend (fiancée, actually) and their baby. I didn’t want to look like a sad, single loser when my ex had his life so sorted. So Ryan agreed to be my fake boyfriend. We posted photos on our Facebook as evidence and he was going to be my plus one at Francesca Holden’s wedding.

But I don’t need that fake relationship any more. Because I truly am over Ben now (which I’m sure, after reading this, he will be relieved to hear). I’m going to turn up to Francesca’s wedding on my own tomorrow. Single and very much a loser (as evidenced by this post). I have nothing to prove and will try my best to hold my head up high despite this confession and celebrate the marriage of an old friend.

I’ve lied to a lot of people, including my mum and dad, my sister Clara James, my brother Justin James (feel free to mock me about this forever, little bro. I deserve it) and my best friend, Lauren McIntosh. I truly am sorry xxx

2 Likes 47 Comments


Chapter 42

Francesca’s Wedding

Text Message:

Lauren: Olivia Jones has put her wedding photos on Facebook. That’s six girls from our year who are married now

Delilah: Soon to be seven – Joanna Grimes announced her engagement yesterday

Lauren: Whaaaaat??? I’m going to choke to death on the dust if I’m left on the shelf any longer

My hand wobbles as I attempt to apply my lipstick. Taking a deep breath, I give it another go but my hand is still vibrating through sheer nerves. If I carry on like this, I’ll be going to Francesca’s wedding as The Joker as well as The Loser. I must get a grip. And fast. Francesca’s wedding is taking place in less than an hour and I’m a nervous wreck. I made it through the hen night but that’s because there was an awful lot of alcohol involved (which could be a contributing factor to the shaking this morning) but I can hardly rock up to the church completely bladdered, can I?

Can I?

No, I cannot. I have made enough of a fool of myself. It is time to grow up and take responsibility for my actions.

Even if I don’t wanna.

Finally successful with the lipstick, I give my hair a final brush through and head downstairs where Dad is kindly waiting to give me a lift to the church. Dad has been very understanding about the whole lying-through-my-teeth fiasco.

‘When I first met your mother, I told her I was the son of a millionaire,’ Dad told me the other day. ‘And she still married me. So you may be daft, but there are dafter people out there. Just look at your mother.’ Dad had winked at Mum, who swiped at him with a tea towel.

‘Look at you,’ Dad says now as he takes my face in his hands and kisses me on the forehead. ‘You look lovely. That Ben will be kicking himself when he sees you, boyfriend or no boyfriend.’

‘Thanks Dad.’ I look down at my dress with its plunging neckline and feel a swarm of butterflies take flight in my stomach.

‘You look gorgeous, love.’ Mum gives my arm a squeeze and smiles at me but I know I’m not quite forgiven for shattering her dreams yet. It wasn’t only Clara and Graham’s wedding she’d been thinking about but mine and Ryan’s too. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d pictured her grandchildren already. ‘Give us a ring if you need your dad to come and pick you up. You know, if it gets too much.’

‘Thanks. I will.’ Now I’m even more nervous. I’m expecting people to stare at me and obviously they’ll pass judgement (who wouldn’t?) but what if it’s worse than that? What if they openly mock me instead of being discreet and doing it behind my back?

‘Come on, you don’t want to arrive after the bride,’ Dad says. ‘Then everyone will look at you.’

Dad and I make our way out to the car, bumping into Ryan who is fleeing next door so fast he almost knocks me to the ground.

‘Sorry. Are you ok?’ Ryan makes sure I’m steady on my feet before he thrusts his thumb towards his mother’s house. ‘She’s driving me up the wall. I told her why I lied about us and instead of sending her the message to back off, it’s sent her into overdrive. She’s set up three dates for me next week. Three.’ Ryan folds his arms across his chest. ‘I’m not going to any of them. I’m not.’

Dad claps Ryan on the back. ‘Just say no.’

We all know that is easier said than done when it comes to Eleanor Ford.

‘So what’s the deal with you and Lauren?’ Ryan asks me. Dad has wandered to the car to give us a bit of space. ‘I don’t get why she’s so annoyed with you. I know you women like to tell each other everything and you kept Adam from her, but isn’t she overreacting a bit?’

I shake my head, though I can’t go into the details for obvious reasons. ‘She really isn’t. I screwed her over.’

Ryan still doesn’t look convinced, what with me being so cryptic. ‘You need to make it up to her. You’re best friends – you can’t fall out over a man. Isn’t that rule one in the girly code?’ Ryan looks down at his feet, where he’s toeing a small stone back and forth. ‘I bet you miss her.’

‘I do.’ Lauren won’t see me at all and even swerved the pub quiz. Ryan and I tried our best but we performed even more dismally without her. ‘Do you miss her too?’

Ryan’s stone-toeing becomes even more fervent. If he isn’t careful, he’ll put a hole in the sole of his trainer. ‘Nah. I’m just looking out for you.’

I can’t help the smile from spreading across my lips. It feels good after so much misery over the past few days. ‘You do!’ I nudge Ryan playfully, the smile spreading to full-on grin proportions. ‘Ryan, do you like Lauren?’

Ryan gives the stone one last kick, sending it scuttling along the pavement. ‘Yeah. She’s a mate.’ He gives the back of his neck a good scratch, refusing to meet my eye. ‘Like you.’

‘Not like me.’ I grab Ryan’s arm, squeezing a bit too hard in my excitement. ‘You like her.’

Ryan shrugs, knowing he’s caught out. I’ve known Ryan long enough to know when he’s telling porkies. ‘Maybe a little bit.’

‘How much?’ Lauren has proper, inexplicable feelings for Ryan – she’d be gutted if he only fancied a fling.

‘I may be a teeny, tiny bit in love with her.’

I gasp, covering my mouth with my fingers. Ryan is in love with Lauren? But he’s never been in love with anybody before. This is huge. I want to run to Lauren right now and tell her – except I can’t because she hates me for being a lying, secret-keeper of a friend.

‘If you like her so much, why are you always bickering?’ I get a whoosh of déjà vu – hadn’t I asked Lauren the same question?

‘You know what boys are like. They always pull the pigtails of the girls they like.’

‘Is this why you’ve let your mum walk all over you all these years? Why you hardly ever go out with women you actually like?’

‘Number one.’ Ryan holds up a finger. ‘My mum does not walk all over me.’ I raise my eyebrows at Ryan. We both know Eleanor stomps all over her son but I let it pass. ‘And number two, do I look like a psychologist? All I know is that I miss her, so you’ve got to make her forgive you for whatever grievance has gone on between you.’

‘You could always speak to her yourself.’ The three of us have been friends for over a decade. Surely Ryan doesn’t need me to hold his hand and act as a go-between?

‘I could but that won’t make her happy.’ Ryan has no idea. Speaking to him will make Lauren extremely happy. ‘She’ll be missing you too.’

‘Just talk to her, Ryan. About everything.’ I’m not quite sure what to make of this new development; Mum once asked if Lauren felt like a gooseberry when she thought Ryan and I were dating – is that how I will feel? Will I get squeezed out? The start of a blossoming relationship between Ryan and Lauren could be the death knell of our cosy little threesome, but I want my friends to be happy and I know I’ll always have a place, somewhere.

‘Come on, Delly.’ Dad has wound down his window and is tapping at his watch.

‘Have a nice time at the wedding,’ Ryan says as I move towards the car. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? We could tell everyone you were drunk yesterday and posted your confession for a laugh.’

‘No way.’ I shake my head. ‘No more lies. Ever.’

‘Don’t make promises you can’t keep,’ Dad says through the window. I reward him with an icy glare, which he slinks away from and busies himself by having a rifle through the glove compartment.

‘I have to go now, but thanks for everything, Ryan. Even if it didn’t quite go to plan.’

‘Keep that head held high, Delilah James.’ Ryan pats me on the head before we go our separate ways.

‘Talk to Lauren,’ I call out. ‘You might be surprised.’

I join Dad in the car and he drives us to the church, dropping me as close as he can with all the extra cars parked along the pavement. He reminds me to ring at any time if I need to and I promise I will before kissing his cheek and climbing into the lion’s den.

The church is a giant, imposing building made of pale stone with large, ornate windows. Organ music wafts through to the churchyard as I make my way along the path towards the huge doors. Luckily there aren’t many people hovering outside – and none that I recognise – so hopefully I can slip inside unnoticed.

‘Delilah!’

No such luck. I pause as I hear my name being called and turn slowly, preparing myself for ridicule and interrogation. Last night at the hen party I could drunkenly laugh off the enquiries but I have no choice but to face them today.

‘Adam?’ I’m expecting a number of people to be heading towards me, the worst case scenario being Ben. But Adam is possibly the very last person I’m expecting to be shuffling to a halt in front of me.

‘Hi.’ Adam gives an awkward little wave. ‘I was hoping I’d catch you before you went in.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I have many more questions, but this one comes out first.

‘I saw your message on Facebook and I wanted to tell you that I’m glad you finally have some closure.’

‘How did you see it?’ Adam, in the early days, had asked if I was on Facebook and I’d told yet another fib and said no. I couldn’t let him see my profile and the life I’d fabricated for myself.

‘Katey-Louise showed me,’ Adam explains. ‘She thought it was hilarious.’ Of course she did. ‘But I thought it was brave. And honest. And I was also wondering, since you’re flying solo now, whether you’d need a plus one?’

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Adam wants to be my date? After everything? ‘I don’t have a plus one any more, so since you’re here…’ I give a nonchalant shrug, belying the party that has started up inside. Adam wants to be my plus one!

Adam holds out his arm, which I take before continuing along the path towards the church.

‘How did you know where the wedding was?’ I ask as we reach the steps leading up to the doors.

‘I posted a comment on Facebook but I don’t think you saw it.’ I shake my head. I haven’t dared log onto Facebook since posting my confession, fearing what the response would be. ‘But your friend Lauren did and got in touch. She gave me the details.’

‘And she gave the right address?’ I could weep for joy. Does this mean Lauren hasn’t given up on me completely?

‘Does this mean you’ve forgiven me?’ I ask Adam.

He stops as we reach the doors and turns to face me. ‘It wasn’t about forgiveness for me. I just didn’t want to be second best.’

‘You’re not,’ I assure him. ‘You’re really not.’

‘Good. I’m glad to hear it.’ Adam pulls me towards him and kisses me. And he doesn’t stop kissing me until Francesca and the bridal party arrive and we duck into the church.


Epilogue

What Happens Next

The room is jam-packed with friends, family and colleagues of the bride and groom, who are currently enjoying their first dance as husband and wife while everybody gathers around the dance floor in the hotel’s opulent function room, oohing and aahing and wiping away tears of happiness. The wedding singer is crooning Elvis’s ‘Can’t Help Falling In Love With You’, and although he’s probably sung it a million and one times, he’s putting his all into that song to make it special for Clara and Graham, so that every time they hear that song from this day forward, they will have fond memories of their first dance together at their wedding.

‘Look at my baby. She looks like a princess.’ Mum sniffles into the tissue she’s had permanently pressed to her face since the moment she woke this morning. She’d sobbed her way through the ceremony, so much so that Dad had been forced to shush her as she was drowning out the vows. ‘Doesn’t she make a lovely bride?’

I nod in agreement and give Mum a gentle pat on the arm. Clara and I have never got along and the past seven months of wedding planning and Bridezilla moments have really soured our already dubious relationship, but even I wouldn’t be churlish enough to diss a bride on her wedding day. And she actually does look very pretty. Even Graham’s scrubbed up well in his suit.

Mum leans in close to murmur in my ear. ‘It’ll be you next, love.’ Which only makes Mum sniffle some more. She replaces the tissue with a fresh one from one of the many packs she has tucked in her handbag.

But it won’t be me next. I know this and although I’m desperate to marry the man I love, I am happy to say that the next in line for exchanging their vows are my very best friends, Lauren and Ryan. Lauren doesn’t know it yet but Ryan is planning to propose when they go on holiday to Thailand next week. I’ve helped him to choose the ring and I know that he’s going to get down on one knee while they take a moonlit stroll along the beach. It’s going to be so romantic and I know, without a doubt, what the answer will be. Lauren and Ryan have been smitten with each other for the past seven months and I know that Ryan is The One for Lauren, not only because she’s told me several gazillion times, but mainly because if she can put up with Eleanor’s constant interference, then it must be true love.

And speaking of true love…

‘Would you like to dance?’ Adam takes hold of my hand and leads me onto the dance floor, which is quickly filling up with couples as Clara and Graham’s first dance comes to an end. Adam places his hands around my waist while I loop my arms around his shoulders and together we sway to the music. We had a bit of a rocky start, but Adam and I are in a good place now. There are no lies or secrets, from each other or anybody else. The whole office knows about our relationship (and how it almost came to an end, thanks to Katey-Louise’s big gob) but Neville doesn’t care as long as it doesn’t interfere with our work.

The office is a much more pleasant place to be now. And not just because I get to spend all day with Adam. No, the main reason is Katey-Louise – or rather her absence. Yes, Katey-Louise has left Brinkley’s and is currently pursuing a brand new career. One that she is actually good at. Five months ago, Katey-Louise won a prestigious beauty blogger award and since then she has been catapulted into fame, with a regular beauty spot on This Morning and a magazine column where she tests new products and gives advice to the masses. There is also talk of hair product sponsorship and a new ‘Katey-Louise’ brand. The office is much quieter without Katey-Louise and I like it that way.

The rest of the office is pretty much the same. Jasper barely makes a sound, apart from a few weeks ago when he won a game of Minesweeper and roared so loudly at his success that Denise threw a cup of coffee down her blouse in fright. Denise and Neville still plod along, barking out their orders (Neville) and sneaking off to the development kitchen at every opportunity (Denise). The only difference is Barbara, Katey-Louise’s replacement, who is bloody good at her job.

‘Aww, look.’ I point out another love-sick puppy across the dance floor. Justin is entwined with his girlfriend, trying his best not to look awkward or tread on her feet. Emily has done wonders for Justin and has made him a much more pleasant human being. When Mum found out about Justin’s seedy knicker-selling racket, she went ballistic and grounded Justin for a week. When he was let off for good behaviour after two measly days, he returned to form and emptied my underwear drawer. But then he met Emily and his muckiness seemed to disappear overnight. He no longer steals or sells knickers (to the dismay of his sicko mates) or attempts to clear a room with his farts. He occasionally even uses manners. Emily is a miracle I will be eternally grateful for.

‘Uncle Adam, Uncle Adam.’ Isaac is tugging on Adam’s jacket as he hops up and down.

‘What is it, matey?’ Adam scoops up his nephew and holds him aloft.

‘Luke is starving. He wants something to eat.’

Luke has followed his brother to the dance floor so I pick him up and place him on my hip. ‘You’re in luck. The buffet has just opened.’ Adam and I look at each other, challenge sparking in both pairs of eyes.

‘Race you.’ Adam nestles Isaac on his hip. ‘Ready, steady… Go!’

Adam and I tear off across the room, dodging people and stray chairs, a whooping and giggling child clinging to us as we race towards the buffet table. Adam and Isaac arrive at the end of the long queue first, high-fiving each other in victory. Adam leans towards me and kisses me briefly and I’m amazed once again at how lucky I am. What Adam and I have is special. It’s meaningful but so full of fun and laughter and not at all like what I had with Ben. I have to admit that when Ben and Eden announced the arrival of their son Thomas, I felt a little twinge of jealousy – hey, I’m only human – but I wouldn’t trade what Adam and I have for anything.

‘Do you have to kiss all the time?’ Isaac asks. He looks like he’s being put off his food by our display of affection.

‘Sorry.’ I pull the corners of my mouth down to show how contrite I am, but the truth is I’m unbelievably happy. Happier than I’ve ever been and every day feels like a jubilant musical number complete with joyous choreography. If my life was a musical, it would have just won a Tony award.

‘Delilah?’

I shake my head to dislodge the acceptance speech I was just imagining giving to my adoring fans. There is now a sizeable gap between me and Adam but I’ve been too wrapped up in my musical daydream to notice the movement of the queue. Not even Luke’s tugging of my hand has shaken me from my reverie.

‘I hope you thanked me in your speech,’ Adam whispers in my ear. He clearly knows me too well. I could tell a little fib and pretend I don’t know what he’s talking about, but we all know how much trouble my fibs have landed me in already.

‘You were at the very top of my list.’


‘Glad to hear it.’ Adam, much to Isaac’s displeasure, kisses me and I have to agree that when they say honesty is the best policy, they are absolutely, one million per cent right.

If you loved The Wedding Date, then turn the page for a fabulous, festive teaser from The Mince Pie Mix-Up by Jennifer Joyce, available now!


We Made a Wish

The alarm clock jumped to attention, emitting an annoying but effective siren to wake the occupants of the nearby bed. The occupants groaned and stretched but, as no attempt was made to reach for the clock, it kept going, enjoying stretching its clock equivalent of vocal cords. This clock was a true professional. There would be no snoozing on his watch.

From the bed, Calvin groaned, rubbing at his dry, scratchy eyes. How much had he had to drink last night? His brain was fuzzy but he recalled eating turkey with all the trimmings the evening before. So why could he taste mince pie? Slightly burnt mince pie? Had Christmas been and gone already? Did that mean that they had reached the Benvenuti deadline at work? He hoped the rescheduled photo shoot had gone well. He couldn’t remember it at all.

Shoving his head under his pillow, Calvin mumbled something incoherent about turning off the alarm. Though Calvin couldn’t remember much, he was pretty sure it was the weekend. Didn’t a bloke deserve a lie-in at the weekend?

Inches away from Calvin, Judy stretched out a hand, wriggling fingers searching for the off switch on the alarm. How could it be morning already? It seemed like only minutes ago she’d been driving home from her parents’ and having a stupid row with her husband. But she must have been asleep because she’d been having a weird dream about eating one of her burnt mice pies, fairies and pine needles. A life-sized fairy had crashed into the sitting room, waking her and Calvin and upending the Christmas tree.

Wait, she could even taste mince pie. Had she angrily eaten one before bed last night? She hadn’t really done her mum’s festive spread justice yesterday evening, what with seething about Calvin all through the meal. She’d gone to bed hungry so maybe that hunger had driven her to the kitchen in the night. A belly full of burnt pastry would certainly account for the bizarre fairy dream.

Judy couldn’t seem to locate the alarm. Squinting through one blurry eye, Judy realised what the problem was. She was sleeping on the wrong side of the bed, which meant the alarm was next to Calvin. She gave him a nudge, which ended up being more of a shove. Maybe there was a little residual anger left from their stupid row last night.

Calvin failed to stir and Judy knew there was no point giving him another nudge. Her husband could sleep through a hurricane rampaging through the bedroom. Reaching over Calvin’s cocooned body, she switched off the alarm and dragged herself out of bed, her eyes bleary from lack of sleep. She’d tossed and turned for what felt like hours before she’d eventually succumbed to sleep what felt like only a matter of minutes ago. Shoving her arms into her dressing gown, Judy made her way out into the hallway. The dressing gown felt oddly snug, as though it had shrunk in the wash.

Scott’s bedroom door swung open as she reached out to knock on it, revealing her scowling son.

‘Your stupid alarm woke me up.’ Scott pushed past Judy and stomped his way to the bathroom, only to poke his head back out to face her again. ‘Why are you wearing Mum’s dressing gown? Pink really isn’t your colour.’ Scott sniggered and disappeared into the bathroom, slamming the door shut. Judy would normally tell her son off about the door-slamming (he needed reminding at least five times a day) but she was too preoccupied by the dressing gown thing. Why are you wearing Mum’s dressing gown?

Judy turned around as a door opened behind her. Charlie emerged from her bedroom, one leg of her pyjamas lodged mid-calf so that she resembled a nineties rapper. Judy always thought her daughter looked adorable first thing in the morning, her curls amassed around her head to Sideshow Bob proportions. Of course, it wasn’t quite so adorable when Judy had to brush the curls later on, but for those first few minutes of the day she could appreciate the charm.

‘Is it morning, Daddy?’

Daddy?

Judy looked down at the increasingly uncomfortable dressing gown, pulling it tightly across her body, and realised she was wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts underneath.

Boxer shorts?

Slowly peeling away the dressing gown again, she gasped when she caught sight of the hairy belly and even hairier chest beneath the fabric. And her legs! What the hell had happened to her legs? Yes, it was winter and she wasn’t quite as razor-happy as she was in the warmer months but she looked like a Yeti.

‘Can I go and watch cartoons?’ Charlie asked.

‘Yes, sweetie.’ Judy clamped a hand over her mouth, shocked by the voice emerging from her lips. It was gruff but not in a first-thing-in-the-morning, bottom-of-hamster-cage sort of way. It was not her voice at all. It was a man’s voice.

‘Yay!’ Charlie bounded down the stairs, not at all concerned that her mother had spouted an alarming amount of body hair overnight and adopted a man-ish tone.

With shaking fingers, Judy pulled the waistband of the boxer shorts away from her body, wincing as it snapped back into place once she saw what was in there. That did not belong in there at all.

‘Da-ad!’ Charlie hollered up the stairs. ‘What’s happened to the Christmas tree?’

Judy’s eyes widened. The Christmas tree!

The fairy had catapulted into the tree, knocking it to the floor and scattering its pine needles. But that was a dream.

Wasn’t it?

‘Just leave it, sweetie. I’ll sort it out in a minute.’ Judy covered her face with her hands. That was definitely a man’s voice coming out of her mouth. Specifically, her husband’s.

‘What’s up with Mum?’ Scott asked as he emerged from the bathroom. Judy sighed with relief. So Scott could see it too. She wasn’t going mad and imagining things! ‘She usually gets up with us. Are you taking me to football?’

‘I don’t know,’ Judy said in Calvin’s voice. ‘I don’t know what’s going on.’

‘Okay.’ Scott gave Judy a funny look. ‘Whatever. I’m going downstairs.’

‘Don’t touch the tree,’ Judy said before dashing into the bedroom and heading straight to the dressing table mirror. An anguished cry escaped her as she saw the image looking back at her. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

Judy crept towards the bed, releasing another anguished cry as she saw the body sprawled out in the bed. Instead of her husband, she saw herself. Man, she looked rough first thing in the morning.

‘Calvin,’ she hissed, shaking his – her – body. ‘Calvin, wake up. Something’s happened.’

‘What?’ Judy watched as her body propped itself up on its elbow and rubbed at its eyes. It threw back its head and flung open its jaws to yawn. Yep, there were her fillings.

‘Calvin!’ Judy hissed again, eager to get this mess sorted out.

‘What do you want?’ Calvin asked in Judy’s voice. He opened his eyes and shook his head as he took in his own image staring back at him. ‘What the –’

‘We’ve switched bodies.’ Judy sank onto the bed and grasped Calvin’s – or rather or her own – arm. Gosh, this was confusing. ‘I had a dream. We were visited by an overgrown fairy.’

‘She woke us up,’ Calvin said slowly.

‘Yes!’ Judy’s eyes almost popped out of her skull. ‘Yes, that’s right! She appeared in our sitting room. Crashed into the tree.’

‘We ate a burnt mince pie and we made a wish,’ Calvin said. It started to come back to Calvin then, slowly at first and then rushing at him and knocking the breath from his body. The row. The peculiar winged being destroying their Christmas tree. The wish to swap lives. The fairy had said they could switch lives – live as one another – until Christmas Day. All they had to do to make it happen was eat one of those dodgy mince pies.

‘Up to Christmas Day?’ Judy had asked. ‘Or including Christmas Day? It’s just that Calvin would never be able to handle the turkey and everything. We’d end up having a not-very-festive plate of egg and chips for lunch if it was left to him.’

‘Hey!’ Calvin had cried. ‘I can handle a bloody turkey. All you have to do is shove it in the oven.’

Judy and the fairy had shared a look. ‘Up until Christmas then.’ The fairy gave a decisive nod of her head. ‘You’ll spend Christmas Eve as the other person, then you’ll switch back in time for the big day.’

So they didn’t trust him with the bloody turkey. ‘Isn’t Christmas two weeks away?’

The fairy had turned to Calvin with a sweet smile, her eyes twinkling like a set of fairy lights. ‘Don’t you think you could handle two weeks of Judy’s life, Petal?’

‘Handle it?’ Calvin had snorted with derision. ‘It’ll be like a holiday. Bring. It. On.’

‘Then wish it. Say “I wish we could swap lives”. Both of you. Then take a bite of the mince pie.’

Judy and Calvin had looked at one another before they both uttered the words. ‘I wish we could both switch lives.’

But that wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been real.

‘Look, Calvin.’ Calvin’s replica pointed to the other end of the room, at the large mirror on Judy’s dressing table. The image of Calvin and Judy stared back at them in the wrong order. ‘I’m you. And you’re me. The wish came true. We’ve switched bodies.’
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