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      THE LOW-DOWN

      
      OK, so here’s the deal. Before you shun this for being yet another self-help manual telling you how to live your life, I promise
         this is a girls’ guide with a difference. I vow it won’t preach or bombard you with over-sincere, patronising advice. It won’t
         tell you the definitive rules to dressing for the office, how to make your partnership harmonious every day of the week or
         why you should embrace yoga as the key to inner peace. Come to think of it, it won’t dictate how to roll pastry, wear stilettos
         or have an orgasm either. To be totally honest, I think we’ve got enough of these books to stack a bookshelf and, frankly,
         life’s too short to be told what to do by manuals masquerading as our ‘best friends’. Give us some bloody credit! What this
         book will offer busy multitasking women at their fingertips are:
      

      
      
         	
            Shortcuts and top tips to help save you precious time and energy.

         

         	
            Instant, expert know-how to inspire you.

         

         	
            Up-to-date, tried-and-tested methods, resources and information you really can trust.

         

         	
            Lots and lots of laughs.

         

      

      
      Offer me a free Mulberry bag, an all-expenses-paid holiday to the Maldives or more time, energy and ‘really-does-work’ lifestyle
         know-how, and the latter three would win hands down every time. Admit it: aren’t we all striving for that all-elusive ‘perfection’,
         a generation of swans trying desperately to swim serenely above the water while actually paddling at a million miles per hour
         underneath – often half-choking, spluttering and almost drowning while we’re at it? The result? We feel totally and utterly
         frazzled. I think we’d all agree it’s impossible to have it all, and unrealistic and exhausting to try to achieve it. I’m
         not saying life’s not worth the effort, but does it have to be such hard work? Life’s just too short! I hope this book will
         show you how to be everything you want to be, but by giving down-to-earth shortcut routes, insider top tips and useful resources
         on how to get there. It’s the one purchase you’ll make that will help you achieve (most) of what you want but taking far less
         time, stress, hassle, aggravation, fatigue and often cash doing it.
      

      
      Because I was one of those frazzled women who never had enough time in the day and would regularly wish for some ready-made
         solutions to everything from ‘how to work freelance without becoming a BlackBerry bore’ and ‘easy ideas to create an Elle Decor home on IKEA prices’ to ‘shortcuts to throwing an impressive supper party when you don’t have time to mix or marinade’, I
         really needed this book. Now that I have three kids, a freelance career, a bathroom full of dirty washing and even less time to
         work/decorate/cook/shop/ groom/chill, I really, really, really need this book. I’ve tried my damndest to write it for ambitious, busy, multitasking women just like myself. I’ve also tried
         to strike a balance between what’s important (career, family, ethical living, money management) and what’s frivolous but still
         factors into our lives and makes them colourful and enjoyable (shoes, wine, lippy, beach holidays).
      

      
      If, like me, you’re the woman who loves hen nights but loathes the obligatory deely-boppers, I’ll show you how it’s possible
         to find easy, stylish alternatives with a click of your mouse. The same applies to getting a promotion or pay rise at work.
         ‘Impossible in this climate!’ I hear you cry. Not necessarily; it’s actually not as impossible as you’d imagine. If you’re
         also the woman who’s beauty-savvy enough to know exactly where on the forehead Botox is injected to freeze wrinkles, but it
         challenges your morals about growing old gracefully, then here you’ll find an array of respected aim-to-avoid-wind-tunnel-look
         doctors plus innovative ways to beat knackered, aging skin without a syringe in sight. You’ll also get the answer to speedy
         cupcakes without the mess, fabulous investment shoes without spending a fortune, moving house without losing your sanity,
         eco-living without endless flat-pack boxes, managing your finances without breaking out in a sweat and my very own shortcut
         solution to red eyes and dark shadows after a night out or having been up a dozen times with young kids. It’s not a twenty-minute
         mini-facial and complex make-up routine – it’s simple: just wear shades! All this and, to top it off, I’ve got up-close-and-personal
         with some of your favourite celebrities and role models and asked them to drop the PR spin and tell us, with wit and honesty,
         exactly how they pull it all off.
      

      
      So here it is, Life’s Too Short, which I sincerely hope is an essential no-fuss, no-frills lifestyle guide that won’t advise you on how to stuff a mushroom
         or arrange roses (yawn), but will help you survive life and all its mayhem. My ultimate aim? For us all to be less stressed and frazzled and to conjure up
         that extra half an hour each evening to read the first chapter of a good novel/write a card to an old friend/plan a work appraisal/have
         a long bath and de-fuzz those legs/play with your kids. True, not every tip saves you time, but I’ve tried my hardest to ensure that if it doesn’t give you those extra golden minutes, it’ll give
         you the equally as golden motivation and resources. Having these at your fingertips will help you to feel more confident and
         glamorous, eliminating masses of guilt, stress and anxiety while you’re at it. I’m not flagging myself up as a ‘guru’ with
         all the answers, but I hope that by fusing humour and honesty in equal parts, it might help us on the way to perfection. What
         woman doesn’t need this in her life?
      

      
      I hope more than anything that by sewing together all my experiences of two-day-old pesto, bad hair, morning clothes crisis,
         working-mum guilt, haranguing the experts, hassling some famous names and plundering my contacts book, I’ve come up with the
         ultimate one-stop-shop book of really-do-work shortcuts and top tips, guaranteed to deliver a more serene and stylish life
         today.
      

      
      Now, forgive me while I follow my own advice, turn off the laptop, pour myself a glass of good red, change into some seriously
         snuggly cashmere bed-socks and get comfy on the sofa to read it. Come on, join me.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      LOVE GODDESS

      
      Being single and loving it

      
      Being single is a funny old thing. On the one hand, you can master the art of bed-hogging and doing whatever you goddamn like;
         on the other, blissed-out, coupled-up friends stop asking you to their ‘intimate supper parties’ (but don’t you just hate
         overstuffed olives and small talk anyway?). Very rapidly, the feeling that ‘the grass is always greener’ seeps in and what
         I call the ‘lurve conspiracy theory’ can take over – i.e. when you’re single, you’re made to feel like you’re missing out
         on some big couples’ secret.
      

      
      Let me illustrate my conspiracy theory. Open the pages of a fabulous glossy mag and, shortly after the ad for a new-season,
         cult Chloé handbag, you’re almost guaranteed to see some sort of girl-meets-boy-lurve-thing fashion shoot. You know the one?
         Blonde, skinny, long-legged girl and buffed-up, golden-brown boy lolling in each other’s arms on a battered leather sofa at
         ‘his place’. Run into Boots for that Monday morning instead-of-breakfast smoothie and – bang! – in your face is a similarly gloating toothpaste ad with the obligatory chiselled hunk running along a beach to embrace
         his Giselle lookalike partner. To make matters worse, pap snaps of single celebs scream, ‘Dumped and single again’ or ‘Lost and desperate for a baby’. Hello? Is someone trying to tell us that all single women must be sad, lonely, miserable and desperate for a date?
      

      
      Let’s cut to the chase here. Number one, dating doesn’t mean you get the key to eternal happiness. Putting up with the in-laws
         on a hot Sunday afternoon when you could be picnicking in the park, realising you’re not free to indulge in a whole Saturday
         of DIY beauty rituals and instead rowing at full volume over whose turn it is to take out the rubbish doesn’t sound like eternal
         bliss to me. Number two, single does not mean sad, psycho or forever unlovable – girlie break in the sun, anyone? I don’t
         see sad, psychotic or unloved anywhere in this frame.
      

      
      My single friend Zoe is a great example of a contented singleton. Not interested in a steady boyfriend in the slightest, she’ll
         happily tell you she’d far rather be footloose and fancy-free, dipping into her Little Black Book of desirables as and when
         she fancies a flirt, than be tied down to the same man for life. Not just yet anyway. Quite frankly, she says, she loves her
         friends, her job and her single-girl pad, and is blessed to come home each night to a bedroom free of Will Self, crumpled-up
         work shirts and her expected undivided attention.
      

      
      The truth is, being part of a couple isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be. While the comfort and security of being in a
         his-and-hers match can be lovely, it can be equally as limiting. I know many married women who look at their single friends
         with envy: some are in loveless marriages, some play out the charade of happily families but behind closed doors there is
         no real intimacy or kindness, while others feel they’ve just become invisible within the prism of so-called domestic bliss
         (and let’s not even go down the City-boy husbands who’re sleeping around/housewives who’re flirting with the tennis coach route). With all these double standards going on, why should
         it be the single girls who are made to feel like failures?
      

      
      With this in mind, let me share a few top tips for you single ladies out there who would rather donate all your designer shoes
         to Oxfam than spend your precious Saturday nights surfing dating websites just so you can get that ‘coveted’ invite to the
         next couples-only evening:
      

      
      1 Don’t believe the hype. While you’re wasting time lusting after Mr Right, those with Mr Right are probably wishing they had
         the freedom to meet girlfriends for supper, spend any afternoon they choose browsing around a new art exhibition, swiftly
         followed by a cover-to-cover read of the latest hot-off-the-press issue of Vogue or opt to put their head back under the duvet until midday on a Sunday morning.
      

      
      2 Forget ‘virtual friends’ and the false security of Facebook and aim to enjoy your ‘real’ girlfriends, being totally selfish
         in your exploits with them. Watch Desperate Housewives in oversized sweatshirts, gossip and bitch about exes while drinking Margaritas and eating salted nuts, and persuade them
         to accompany you to Dominic Cooper’s new West End play to ogle.
      

      
      3 Fill your time with all those things that become impossible when you have to visit IKEA with your other half on late-night
         Thursday to buy flat-pack bookshelves and a discounted loo seat – i.e. reading a good novel, going to the movies, visiting
         an art or photography gallery, exploring vintage fairs, starting a new exercise class (boxercise, anyone?), catching up with
         old friends, decluttering your wardrobe, or even heading to the sales in an attempt to refill the newly decluttered wardrobe.
      

      
      4 Bin the M&S ready-meals and increase your cooking repertoire. Part of what my newly single girlfriend Willow loves about being
         without a boy is experimenting with cooking for one. Show me a guy who’d enjoy watermelon, watercress and feta salad quite
         as much as she does and not ask what’s for the main course.
      

      
      5 Get on a plane/train/bus and go. Just recently I upped sticks and went to Ibiza for a long weekend on my own. The EasyJet
         flight was as cheap as chips and I was so happy to be lying like a lizard in the sun, reading a novel without being interrupted
         by screaming children, phone calls or noisy neighbours having a domestic about the measurements of the half-built conservatory
         that I hardly spent a penny.
      

      
      6 Get out there and flirt outrageously. Because you bloody well can.
      

      
      Getting ready for a single-girl night on the razz (in less than fifteen minutes)

      
      1 Plan your outfit before the Big Night Out. This way, you can check it’s clean (no red wine stains from the last girls’ night
         out) and you can sort out the right accessories to team it with.
      

      
      2 Book a cab before you start getting ready or – better still – earlier in the day.
      

      
      3 Shower and wet your hair, but don’t wash it. I find clean hair has less volume and, let’s face it, washing hair is a fag
         when you’re in a rush.
      

      
      4 Don’t overindulge in a complicated make-up routine. Base, blusher, a flick of mascara and some lip gloss is all a girl really
         needs.
      

      
      5 Edit your handbag essentials so that they fit into a clutch or evening bag. You don’t seriously need wet wipes, a hairbrush,
         Grazia and a Fruit & Nut bar at your local gastro pub.
      

      
      6 Once dressed, don’t analyse – just go! You’ll only end up changing a million times and getting into a frazzled state of hysteria.
      

      
      7 Drink a glass of vino. Large enough to give you Dutch courage, but not so big that you’re sloshed before you’ve even left
         the house.
      

      
      
         
         Life’s too short to lust after romantic ideals.

         
      

      
      Understanding the contraception maze when you think an IUD is the latest iPod app

      
      
         	
            Combined Pill. Referred to by all women I know as just ‘the Pill’, it combines two hormones: oestrogen and progestogen. It’s
               99 per cent effective if used properly, i.e. taken every day and not just once a week when you remember.
            

         

         	
            Progestogen-only Pill (POP). This used to be called the mini-Pill and contains just a progestogen hormone. Several of my good
               friends swear by it after the combined Pill led them to weight-gain (without the fun of overindulging in Magnums and rosé wine) or loss of libido (bad news when you may only fancy nookie once a month as it is).
            

         

         	
            Contraceptive patch. Basically, this is the same form of contraception as the combined Pill, but in a patch that is stuck
               to your skin. Good if you hate remembering to take a pill, but it can irritate the skin and can be a nuisance to cover up
               – like we need another fashion obstacle to overcome each morning.
            

         

         	
            Barriers – condoms, diaphragms and caps. Great because they release no hormones and protect you from sexually transmitted
               diseases, but how many of us find the smell of rubber a real intimacy dampener? S&M fetishists, this doesn’t mean you. Condoms
               are ideal to keep in your handbag for that Saturday night hot date, but rubber-nausea and buying shares in KY aren’t always
               best for long-term relationship passion maintenance.
            

         

         	
            Contraceptive injections. Almost as high-tech as your new iPad, this injection of progestogen is given every eight to twelve
               weeks. Probably more reliable than any other piece of tech equipment in your house, with the only downside being that you
               can’t undo the injection for three months. If you experience side effects, you’re stuck.
            

         

         	
            Contraceptive implants. Six little matchstick-size rods containing progestogen are implanted under the skin on the upper arm.
               Sounds painful? My girlie implant guinea pigs say not. The beauty? It lasts three years. Great if you’re in a steady relationship
               and don’t want the palaver of remembering to pop a pill with your morning PG tips.
            

         

         	
            Coil (IUD). I know that for many women the idea of a copper coil reminds us of our mothers, but the coil is catching on again.
               It only takes a quick visit to the nurse and the T-shaped coil is placed on the uterus. Not the most comfortable experience
               of your week, but better than childbirth, and it lasts for five or more years. Great if you’re not planning on having children
               yet or have finished breeding. A few of my girlfriends have complained of heavier and more painful periods, which, let’s face
               it, we need like a hole in the head.
            

         

         	
            Hormone coil (IUS). Not dissimilar to the IUD coil, but this version releases progestogen. One plus side of this is that your
               periods become lighter or may stop altogether. Note: I absolutely must make an appointment at my local health clinic to get
               this fitted. No periods? I’m sold.
            

         

         	
            Withdrawal method. Think no further than the following mantra: ‘High chance of a new baby and swapping Prada for Pampers’.
               Not a clever woman’s contraception choice.
            

         

         	
            Morning-after pill. Ideal for ‘Oh-shite-the-condom-has-split’ emergencies, but by no means a failsafe, regular form of contraception.
               You can buy it (blushing obligatory) at most chemists to take within seventy-two hours of unprotected sex, but be prepared
               to chuck your guts up – 50 per cent of all women do.
            

         

      

      
      Being a SGBWD (single girl boys want to date)

      
      I can picture her now, the ultimate SGBWD. She lounges in the centre of the pub garden, hair all glossy and tousled, tossing
         it back as she laughs, slim, tanned legs just long enough to be sexy, but not so long that she towers over possible prey, sipping a half-full pint of beer (miraculously SGBWD can drink beer and actually lose weight) and chatting in her dulcet tones about everything from football and the merits of the new iPhone apps to her super-cool
         job in the ‘medya’ and her up-and-coming girls’ holiday to Vietnam. Don’t you just hate her (but secretly want to know how
         she does it and if she ever really orgasms)?
      

      
      I’ve attempted some pretty failed and fleeting impersonations of the SGBWD over the years. Short denim miniskirt – check.
         Westwood pirate boots – check. Spot in an up-and-coming underground dim sum bar – check. Large Mojito – check. Single boys
         to flirt with – check. The only trouble is that the flicking of the hair and false interest in iPhone apps becomes tiresome.
         Single-boy-with-stubble may be half-fancying a date, but could I keep up the premier league banter and keep down the Mojito-induced hiccups? Thought not. Here are some realistic, non-compromising shortcuts to being a SGBWD without
         changing who you really are or taking weeks or months of precious time to perfect it. Four words: Better Things To Do.
      

      
      1 Be savvy, bright and confident, but not so entirely focused on your own life that there’s no room for anyone else. Flourishing
         career and eclectic mix of hobbies? Great. Sleeps with BlackBerry and will never miss spinning on a Tuesday night for anyone?
         Might need to work on compromise a teensy bit here and there.
      

      
      2 Be interested in bloke stuff and said single boy without faking an interest in things you couldn’t really give a monkey’s
         about, i.e.:
      

      
      
         	
          Don’t mind chatting about the World Cup, but don’t let him bore you to tears or try to explain the offside rule.


      
      	
          It’s cool to show interest in Radiohead’s new album, just don’t encourage an hour-long rant detailing the intricate chord
         structure of track six.
      


      
      	
          Be happy to listen to him moan about work/flatmates/ his ex to a point. Any more than 50 per cent of the initial flirt time
         is bad, bad news.
      


    

      3 Dress for you, not for him. Men like short skirts: fact. But, by and large, we ladies find them unflattering and awkward,
         so why do it? Be comfortable with your style and show off your good bits. I’d go back to basics and opt for a good pair of
         jeans and a camisole top, teamed with a pair of Converse, Havaianas or killer heels, depending on your mood.
      

      
      Note: Beware of dressing like a sex kitten in the hope of capturing your inner SGBWD. The aim is less slutty and more subtle;
            you want guys to be equally as keen to introduce you to their parents as they are to bed you.

      
      4 Pare down the make-up. I’ve yet to meet a girl who actually loves slap that’s been laid on with a trowel, so don’t do it
         for the boys either. Who needs the hassle of getting up before dawn to reapply the mask? Forget it. Less is more, girls.
      

      
      5 Get the right balance between interested and unavailable. Never, ever chase him, and if he asks you out, be busy but apologetic
         for his first offer.
      

      
      6 Make sure he knows you have a budding portfolio of exes. However, waxing lyrical about your Brad Pitt lookalike ex-fiancé
         who left you for the Brazilian yoga teacher will have the opposite effect – he may then wonder if he’d be better off with
         a Brazilian yoga teacher too.
      

      
      7 Don’t get so drunk that you throw up or cry uncontrollably. Enough said.
      

      
      8 Last but not least, aim to give off the air of a confident, calm Carrie Bradshaw type, not a needy psycho who may text him
         repeatedly throughout the night asking his whereabouts. Carving knives at dawn is such a bad look.
      

      
      Mending a bruised heart (and ego)

      
      No sooner have you started to relish the single-girl life (art galleries, girlie suppers, non-matching undies, pesto and pasta
         supper for five days in a row, no one breaking wind in bed), when along comes a cute guy who manages to steal your heart the
         second you take your eye off the ball. He makes you laugh, shares your fetish for Woody Allen films and actually persuades
         you to spend the day in bed with him instead of mooching around Top Shop looking for a bargain. For God’s sake, you’ve even
         contemplated doing DIY with the guy and lovingly store every Post-it note he’s left you in the back of your Filofax. It must
         be serious.
      

      
      Besotted. Loved-up. Smitten. We’ve all been there. But before you know it, suddenly it all starts to go horribly wrong. He
         tells you he hates your friends and demands that you see them less often; you want more from him than he can give (‘I’m just
         not ready for a serious relationship’); you catch him in bed with an ex; you start to resent his stinky gym kit regularly
         discarded in various corners of your girlie boudoir bedroom. All of a sudden – POW! – you’re on a ‘break’. Worse still, doors
         are slammed, contents of overnight drawers are thrown in faces, four-letter words are hurled and, before you know it, it’s
         all well and truly over. Ah, and then comes the anguish of a broken heart. It hurts so much you feel you might actually die
         – either that or resort to life as a nun.
      

      
      Rather than spend the rest of the year ploughing through endless family-size boxes of Kleenex, shortcut just a tad of the
         misery:
      

      
      
         	
            Allow yourself a few days to wallow in self-pity then surround yourself with people you love. They bolster you up and act
               like a plaster over your wounded heart.
            

         

         	
            Watch a ton of trashy movies with your girlfriends. Ben & Jerry’s cookie dough ice-cream is, of course, obligatory. Once you’ve
               eaten the lot, stand on your sofa singing/ wailing along to Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’ at full volume. It’s a cliché,
               but it really does help, I promise.
            

         

         	
            Nurture yourself by organising lots of treats – a massage, haircut, night out, visit to an old uni friend in Brighton . .
               . Need I list more?
            

         

         	
            Erase evidence of your offending ex. No photos/love Post-its/sexy texts left to taunt you.

         

         	
            Delete his number from your phone. If you must keep it, replace his name with ‘Pain’, ‘Bastard’ or ‘Two-timing scumbag’ instead.
               It will stop you calling him at 2 a.m. after a night of therapy with your girlfriends. If the pull to pounce is too strong
               to bear, write an email, spit venom at the scumbag and then delete it. A good vent for anger without the repercussions of
               calling his penis small.
            

         

         	
            Write a list of all the things you hate about him and all the times he let you down (a bunch of limp carnations three days
               after your birthday does count). Read it whenever your heart lurches at the thought of how much you miss him. If this doesn’t work, prepare a dartboard
               with a photo of his face. Bullseye!
            

         

         	
            If all else fails, head to Westfield with your flexible friend and get a quick fix of happiness. It may only last until you
               get the purchase home, but it will do the trick in the short term (and receipts are good for just this reason).
            

         

      

      
      Differentiating between Mr Wrong (tosser) and Mr Right (swoon)

      
      Let me start by stating some immediate shortcuts to lurve:

      
      1 Forget the myth built up by slushy rom-coms, SATC and Jackie Collins novels.
      

      
      2 Banish all those teenage fantasies of romance shaped by reading Jackie and J17.

      
      3 Ignore all couples at your local gastro pub on a Sunday, holding hands and staring lovingly at one another while snuggled
         by the fire.
      

      
      Oh yes, it’s that good old ‘lurve conspiracy theory’ again. The one that re-enforces the illusion that everyone but you is
         in unadulterated couple bliss, euphorically happy, over the moon and skipping through wild flowers at sunset, delighted to
         have found Mr Right. Wrong, wrong, wrong. The above are actually examples of either a) fictional escapism or b) a couple on
         a ‘good day’, post-sex and probably pre-row about whose turn it is to change the light bulb in the downstairs loo.
      

      
      All in all then, you can tell I don’t subscribe to the myth of finding the ultimate Mr Right. Don’t get me wrong, I love my
         man to bits. I let out a huge sigh of contented relief when I see him at the end of a busy working day, and his cheeky, sexy
         texts still win hands down as the number-one method to light up my morning, but blah, blah, blah – you’ll be sorely disappointed if you buy into the stereotype of romance as roses, satin sheets and multiple orgasms every
         day of the week.
      

      
      
         
         Life’s too Short to be with g bloke who treats you like a door-mat.

         
      

      
      Before you brand me a total and utter cynic, let’s move on to the good stuff. Even with an adolescence fed mainly on J17 boy-band fantasies, many of my girlfriends and I have found our soul mates. Mr Right feels like a best friend: easy, comfortable,
         good for a laugh and a sob in equal measure, who slowly but surely you fall for, like your favourite novel or over-worn cashmere
         sweater. Indulge me in a little reminiscing about the first flush of easy good times if you will. Believe me, with three kids
         and busy careers, we do bicker and hurl four-letter words an awful lot more than we used to.
      

      
      I was an opinionated anthropology student earning some extra pennies as a waitress in a cocktail bar. One balmy Saturday night,
         my attractive boss and his girlfriend suggested a night eating Chinese food and dancing to salsa music, and a blind date with said boss’s best friend. Enter Mr S. Some crispy seaweed, Peking duck, three glasses of wine and a sweaty
         samba dance later, and the rest is history. I was intrigued. He was nice, funny, could groove to salsa and didn’t seem (after
         a first date anyway) to be a self-centred chauvinist, sex addict, stalker or gay.
      

      
      The interesting thing was, Mr S wasn’t at all my usual type. Previously, I’d always gone for the loveable rogues who’d fuck
         and then chuck (sorry to be crude, but don’t we all know a few of these?). Commitment-phobes, love-avoidants, damaged goods,
         musicians with tattoos and dreadlocks and 50p in loose change to buy me a drink. Basically, anyone who should legally carry a warning label similar to those on Marlboro reds: ‘Stay
         away, this man will seriously damage your health’ or better still ‘HIGH ALERT – THIS GUY WILL SHIT ON YOU AND LEAVE YOU FEELING
         MISERABLE’. I can honestly say my track record was pretty poor when selecting Mr Right. After ‘hanging out’ (dating would
         have been far too heavy a term) with a bunch of Colin Farrell/James Dean/Bob Marley lookalikes who were hard to please and
         even harder to get to commit to more than a pint, chain-smoke and catch-up about themselves, it actually felt very refreshing
         to be intrigued and comfortable with someone whom I can only describe as ‘Mr Nice Guy – but with an edge’.
      

      
      At first we just talked. A lot. He called when he said he’d call – something losers and commitment-phobes never do – and we
         regularly indulged in eating Chinese food at random places in Chinatown at midnight and going to gigs by bands no one else
         had ever heard of. I began to realise that, at the same time as banishing the obvious slushy myths about romance, every girl
         should have an essential hit list to avoid heartbreak and disappointment care of Mr Very, Very Wrong:
      

      
      
         	
            If he talks about himself all the time without drawing breath, he’s likely to show little or no interest in you. Crap from
               the start.
            

         

         	
            If he spends vast quantities of time in your company checking out other girls or scanning his phone for texts, calls, emails
               or Facebook messages, he should not be trusted with your heart. I should know – I’ve had a few ‘my mobile is more important
               than you’ guys in my time.
            

         

         	
            If he never initiates contact with you (even after you’ve left three voicemail messages, an email and a text), it’s likely
               he’s just not that into you and never will be. Never chase, just quit while you’re ahead.
            

         

         	
            If he seems to have an addictive personality (drinks, smokes, scores drugs, discusses stalking ex-girlfriends, all in the
               space of the first date), best ditch him before you get dragged into his downward spiral (note potential Amy Winehouse and
               Blake Fielder-Civil scenario).
            

         

         	
            If he’s married or dating someone other than you, forget it! It’s likely that once he’s bored, he’ll replace you with a newer model. Cheating little shit.
            

         

         	
            If he hasn’t had a girlfriend in the past five years, this should tell you there’re some skeletons in his closet (or a whole
               heap of women’s clothes, blonde, glossy wigs and gimp suits).
            

         

         	
            If he proposes on the first date (before the starter has even arrived), think desperate and not so desirable (him) and irresistible
               (you).
            

         

      

      
      Once you’ve sussed the errors of Mr Wrongs (little laughter, lots of tears), you can start to work out some of the more important
         qualities you want in your main man. After brain-storming with my girlies, we’ll share some of ours:
      

      
      
         	
            A sense of humour – that will keep you from throwing the A–Z at him en route to a camping trip in the darkest depths of the New Forest.
            

         

         	
            Ambition and drive – far sexier than a Maserati (although this would be an added bonus).

         

         	
            Sex appeal, but not too much vanity – a guy who uses all your bathroom products and hogs the mirror in the morning is a big
               no-no.
            

         

         	
            A love of good food and travel – and can drink you under the table when ordering Mojitos at the bar.

         

         	
            An ability to understand you, listen to you and appreciate you without being a wet wimp. Well, sometimes. Or at least pretends
               to every so often.
            

         

         	
            Family values – dogs aren’t so important, but he must love his family.

         

         	
            The potential to be a hands-on dad – nappy-changing promises should be included in marriage vows.

         

      

      
      Note: It’s almost impossible to find a man with all of these. One or more is definitely better than none at all.

      
      Some of my girlies insisted on adding rich/big dick/art-lover/buff body/great cook to this list – feel free to add and delete
         to suit your taste. Just remember your core values; you can compromise on the rest. It will save you from wasting so much
         time and energy on a guy who may turn around in three years and tell you that he actually never wants kids or doesn’t want
         you to work.
      

      
      Just remember: it will never, ever be perfect. It’s impossible to sustain fireworks every single night of the week for fifty-odd years. There will always be
         times when even your Mr Right seems to be everything but. However, finding someone who will ride these storms with you feels
         pretty OK to me.
      

      
         
         Holding out for the nice guy and bagging him
      

      
      by Denise Van Outen, TV presenter, West End star and general Mrs Fabulous
      

      
      Remember, if the basis of the relationship just isn’t right, no amount of to-ing and fro-ing is going to fix things. You can’t
         change him, and you certainly shouldn’t try to change yourself either. Quit while you’re ahead and stay positive. It’s a myth
         that being single is all stiletto-wearing, cocktail-drinking fun-fun-fun; being on your own can be hard – especially when
         all your friends seem to be blissfully happy in smug coupledom. Still, getting out is the biggest favour you can do yourself
         if the relationship you’re in is leading you down a dead-end street. I know it’s a cliché, but you need to know who you are
         and what you want before you’ll know who Mr Right is for you. Chances are, when you stop looking, someone great will come
         along.
      

      


      Living with his toenail-biting and equally delightful male habits

      
      It’s a fact. The shift from flirty dating to cohabiting lovers is mammoth. One moment you’re lolling on the sofa reading the
         Sunday papers, the next you’re sharing a bathroom with his stubble crusting up the sink, a bedroom with his damp, stinky football
         socks lying around and a kitchen with his greasy fry-up pan forever unwashed on the stove. One moment it’s ‘Oh my GOD, I’ve
         finally found Mr Right. We’re lolling in bed morning, noon and night and meeting the parents.’ The next, it’s ‘Why didn’t
         anyone tell me he’d clip (or worse, bite) his toenails while reading the In Gear section of The Sunday Times, insist on never washing up his cereal bowl before leaving for work and always leave his dirty clothes on the floor, ready
         to be scooped up, washed, ironed and returned to their rightful drawer like he’s some sort of adolescent boy?’ I know this
         all sounds rather clichéd, but who hasn’t been on the receiving end of that crusted-up cereal bowl at some stage?
      

      
      OK, so my friend Lucy’s other half generally puts on a wash when the bathroom is overflowing with dirty washing (that’s if
         she can leave it that long before she does it herself, muttering obscenities under her breath). He will distinguish between
         whites and coloureds, but doesn’t think twice about putting all of her gorgeous ‘hand-wash only’ lingerie in with dark Levi
         501s. In truth, he also cooks a mean roast beef and has been known to conjure up an Ivy-style shepherd’s pie in the same time
         it would take me to cook cheese on toast. My other good friend Rose’s man knows where the hoover lives and will use it when
         the dust balls are getting close to Mount Everest proportions. He will also never floss in front of the TV. Mr S even knows
         how to use an iron. Be thankful girls, be very, very thankful.
      

      
      Having said this, there are some male habits that we were all oblivious to while we dated, but which now drive us potty. I
         am pretty sure they are almost universal, so we certainly need some tips to prevent us from a) leaving him for our gay best
         friend, who washes up wearing Cath Kidston gloves and manicures his toenails rather than biting them, or b) joining a women’s
         commune where washing is done on a rota basis.
      

      
      
         	
            To avoid toenail biting, buy him some nail clippers and tell him that if he doesn’t use them in the bathroom and chuck away
               the remains, you’ll cancel the monthly payment to Sky Sports. Should do the trick.
            

         

         	
            Even if your other half has extraordinarily high emotional intelligence and a close connection with his female side, chances
               are at some stage the world will stop when the football/tennis/rugby’s on or when he has a hangover. When we watch our long-awaited
               French art film, we enjoy it in comfy PJs, quietly nibbling through a box of Green & Black’s. Ditto raging hangover. When
               the sport’s on, the whole world knows about it. Ditto raging hangover. No conversations, no pottering about while the match
               goes on in the background or he nurses his pounding head on the sofa. Oh no, it’s all-consuming ego time. Best solution? Avoid
               the temptation to scream, shout, slam doors and behave like a prima donna. Instead, compromise by asking him to watch it at
               the pub/handing him a box of Nurofen and a Virgin Mary with a sympathetic smile. This way, when it’s your turn, you have sufficient
               ammunition to demand a similar response.
            

         

         	
            Keep your interest on high and annoyance levels on low by respecting each other’s space and encouraging occasional time apart.
               Now, I don’t mean the kind of space that requires moving to separate flats, but space that allows for girls’/boys’ nights
               out, mini-breaks with your friends, the odd weekend morning to browse Portobello footloose and fancy-free, or the time to
               explore intellectual pursuits you’re passionate about. It’s very possible that occasional nights of good pasta and even better
               red wine with the girls is the saviour of many long-haul relationships. As you stumble in the front door, you’ll fail to notice
               all those annoying household habits and no doubt wake him up for a digestif.
            

         

         	
            While embracing this space, don’t forget to plan the odd ‘date night’ with your partner too. Supper with the in-laws doesn’t count. Nor does a PTA meeting. A cocktail and sushi after work does, however, ditto the movies or theatre, where you
               can share a large tub of something sweet and instantly forget whose turn it was to take the Sunday papers out to the recycling
               bin.
            

         

      

      
      
         
         Life’s too short to start World War Three about who washes up.

         
      

      
      All said and done, our other halves are pretty house proud (after a little bit of training, in some cases) and encourage a
         healthy dose of time apart and date nights. Cereal bowls aside, there’ll certainly be no divorcing them on the grounds of
         obscene male habits. Obviously we’d all love a man to be au fait with the hoover, and who wouldn’t want Jamie O cooking up
         a delicious Sunday lunch with four kids hanging off his legs and a crumble in the oven, but I’m happy with a few extra dust
         balls, a scattering of let’s-pretend-we’re-dating nights out, a Mr S home-made lasagne once a month and the fact that, wherever
         viable, we split childcare equally. My motto is: give the guys a break, minimise the male habits you can’t stand, but accept
         some are here to stay.
      

      
      
         
         Being a sex siren in the boudoir
         

         
         by Sam Roddick, owner of Coco de Mer and queen of erotica
         

         
         Overworked, underpaid and left with zero libido? Welcome to the world of most twenty- and thirty-something women. The first
            thing most of us do is tank up on booze or drugs to compensate for our lack of sex drive. A tipsy fumble is better than nothing,
            right? Wrong, wrong, wrong! These inhibition-loosening tonics might heighten desire, but they often rob you of satisfaction
            and, let’s face it, who wants nothing but a blurred memory when looking back on a night of so-called passion? It’s a fact
            that good sex works as an anti-depressant and releases endorphins; the hard-and-fast rule is to engage in it emotionally and
            strike a connection with your lover or partner, otherwise you may as well just masturbate.
         

         
         It’s very hard to ignore the social stereotypes of young women shagging all the time. But you must if you want to be realistic
            about sex. The projection that we’re all frolicking around in lacy undies every night of the week just warps expectations
            and makes you feel a failure if you’re in the land of slumber instead. Massively lower your expectations of quantity and raise
            them of quality. You’ll probably find that by taking the pressure off you’ll fancy sex more. The age-old phrase ‘the more
            you do it, the more you’ll want it’ is so true. By going easy on your expectations, it will work in reverse: you’ll probably
            have more sex, then – bingo! – you’ll want more sex.
         

         
         To recharge those sensual batteries, think about reading a few books on your own or with your partner to open up ideas of
            new ways to feel sexual. If you think you’ll crease up by the first page, or your partner might scoff at it, then come along
            to a workshop at Coco de Mer and explore new ideas without having to commit to anything. Invest in a good vibrator too; you need
            one that stimulates your clitoris, hits your G-spot and has contour speed. I’d suggest the Ina or the Mia – the latter you
            can recharge at your computer!
         

         
         The great news is that while you may have to work on the motto ‘less is more’ while work and kids eat into your time quota
            for intimacy, once you’ve been through the menopause, your libido will go through the roof. The hormones you lose during menopause
            are also the ones that raise inhibitions – get rid of these and suddenly you’ll be raring to go. The stereotype of horny grannies
            is a true one! It may seem a million miles away, but it’s good to remind yourself that your I’m-too-knackered-for-sex attitude
            won’t last forever.
         

         
      

      
      The L-plate-free hen night

      
      Just the phrase ‘hen night’ sends shivers down my spine. I’m not sure if I’m more terrified of the forced camaraderie, the
         possibility of a Chippendale jumping out from behind me, or the chance that we’ll have to wear pink, glittery cowboy hats
         alongside tight T-shirts embossed with ‘Sexy Samantha’, ‘Busty Brenda’ and ‘Orgasm Olivia’. No, no, no – on so many levels.
         I have to ask myself why so many otherwise style-savvy women decide to abandon all sanity and embrace their hidden chavs for
         the sake of celebrating the end of singlehood. It’s like the ritual of group humiliation is a rite of passage.
      

      
      I have been known to fake swine flu prior to hen nights, but my friend Mathilda was having none of it. She was organising
         a gargantuan hen for a mutual best buddy and needed my help. Stop the press – here was my chance to sway the masses away from
         glugging pure vodka from a huge iced penis before vomiting down a club loo and opt for something less traumatic all round. I slyly suggested that instead of attacking Majorca
         like a mass of tanked-up football hooligans (just replace the England footie shirts with glittery banners spelling out ‘Hen
         Piss-up’), we could hire a cottage for the night and do some civilised binge drinking instead.
      

      
      Don’t get me wrong, my girls and I love a re-tox holiday together in the sun and can easily indulge in staggering around until
         sunrise in Ibiza after throwing some shapes on the dance floor. However, most of us agree it’s too much to spend a small fortune
         on flights and accommodation, use up precious holiday time and leave children and partners for a long weekend in the name
         of hen-night debauchery, especially seeing as group-shaming is often a required element of the package.
      

      
      Mathilda agreed – she’s not partial to iced penises or flashing deely-boppers either – so one night in a charming Wiltshire
         cottage it was. We could drink, dance on tables to our favourite 80’s club tunes and wake up to Bloody Marys and a mean fry-up.
         Cheap, cheerful, straightforward to organise and perfectly polished off with streaky bacon and eggy bread. Very good research
         for creating a ‘ditch the L-plates’ hit list, methinks.
      

      
      1 Girls, girls, girls, please don’t make us go abroad. We’re broke and we don’t want to spend more than twenty-four hours with
         hen ‘best friends’, some of whom we may have only met once before. One night is really and truly enough.
      

      
      2 Don’t give yourself extra stress by having tons of different hen dos for all your specific friendship groups. Since when
         was it the norm to host one hen for work colleagues, one for old school friends and another for family? Who are you, the queen?
         Choose core friends from all areas of your life and be done with it. A small tea with mums and mothers-in-law is OK, but having a handful of hen parties is exhausting and unnecessary.
      

      
      3 Avoid hen venues like the plague. There really is nothing worse than sharing your hen do with another five brides-to-be.
         You won’t feel special, just like a conveyer-belt bride. I know numbers can make this tricky, but there are plenty of lovely
         restaurants where you can book a table for ten or fifteen girls (try www.toptable.com or www.squaremeal.co.uk). Or you could do a Mathilda and hire a cottage for the night. Great websites to help you find one are www.bighouse.com and www.wowhouse.com. For something a little naffer, try www.henpartyvenues.co.uk. If you’re going for cheap and cheerful, look for a quirky B&B on www.uniquehomestays.com, but do check that they have high hen-tolerance levels before you book!
      

      
      4 Delegate responsibility. Share out the hen-night roles:
      

      
      • Cocktail-maker. Basically anyone who can make a mean Martini.
      

      
      • Decorator. Someone with an eye for throwing flower petals, blowing up pink helium balloons, scattering glitter and nabbing the best
         cupcakes from M&S.
      

      
      • DJ. Goes to the girl with the best repertoire of essential iPod tunes.
      

      
      • Prop-box stylist. A few penis straws are fun. Even a tiara with flashing L-plate is a laugh; just avoid the blow-up groom with life-sized willy!
         To save trawling the red light district to find your penis/tiaras, buy online at www.gohen.com, or raise the game and get saucy bits from www.agentprovocateur.com.
      

      
      • Chef. If you’re away for the night, then you’ll need a girlie or two who’re prepared to nip to Sainsbury’s en route and then fry
         up endless plates of chipolata sausages despite having a raging hangover.
      

      
      • Accountant. There’s always one girlfriend who loves nothing more than creating budgets and breaking down till receipts on her laptop.
      

      
      • Game organiser. Check out www.henpartygames.com. Tacky, but some alternatives to the age-old Mr & Mrs, which begs the question: is it really necessary for all of your
         closest girlfriends to know on what day of the week you favour a shag and whether you go on top?
      

      
      • Memory-book maker. Oh the delightful memory book! Take one creative girlfriend with time on her hands, one beautiful scrapbook (look no further
         than www.paperchase.co.uk) and ask all the fellow hens to send a note, card, poem or photo to stick into the book. Taps into the sentimentalist in
         all of us and saves endless time creating a multitude of diverse games, DVDs and message cards.
      

      
      5 If you’re completely sick of binge drinking and pink boas (even when done in a glorious country barn in Sussex), you could
         consider something totally different. Anyone for fire-eating/ bread-baking/surfer-ogling/strip-teasing?
      

      
      • Giffords Circus (www.giffordscircus.com) run circus schools (and the Brazilian jugglers make great eye candy for us girls).
      

      
      • Coco de Mer (www.coco-de-mer.com) have private salons with expert lessons in everything from ‘the art of love making’ to ‘what men really want’ (the groom will be forever in your debt).
      

      
      • The O’Neill surf academy offers a weekend in a wetsuit catching waves with Cornish surfer dudes (www.oneillsurfacademy.co.uk). Beats getting the night bus home from Trafalgar Square at 4 a.m.
      

      
      • A delicious lunch on a floating restaurant followed by an afternoon at a sleek cookery school care of www. bordeaux-quay.co.uk/cookery-school (based in Bristol) is a seriously civilised way to spend a hen weekend.
      

      
      • The London School of Striptease (www.londonschoolofstriptease.co.uk) does exactly what it says on the tin.
      

      
      • Glamping is a cheap and cheerful alternative to a weekend cottage (just don’t forget the loo roll or bottle opener). Check
         out www.canopyandstars.co.uk for your nearest cool canvas.
      

      
      • Last but by no means least, request your hens don their wellies and a Kate Moss for Top Shop floral sundress and head to
         a festival for the night 
(www.thefestivalcalendar.co.uk). Pink fluorescent whistles hung around the neck are a must (just leave the deely-boppers at home).
      

      
      I’m evidence that the ‘grown-up, alternative hen’ worked. Fresh off the midday train from Swindon, desperately scrabbling
         around for that box of Nurofen in my handbag and feeling slightly nauseous post-eggy bread, I confess I’m looking rough. Thankfully
         though, not quite as rough as I would look if I threw a pink Stetson, silver glittery boa and tight-in-all-the-wrong-places ‘Gorgeous Grace’ T-shirt into the mix. Oh hail small mercies.
      

      
      Planning a wedding without becoming bridezilla

      
      Eight years after the salsa dancing at sun-down (me badly, him slightly better) and the ‘we’re on/we’re off, I need more space,
         your toenail clippings are driving me mad, I’m outta here’ stage, Mr S decided to pop the question. I considered the following:
      

      
      
         	
            He wasn’t a) a tosser, b) a stalker, or c) more interested in my best friend.

         

         	
            He made me laugh so much I considered the merits of pelvic-floor exercises well before childbirth.

         

         	
            He didn’t object to the fact that my shoe collection meant almost more to me than he did.

         

         	
            We actually seemed to do the lurve thing pretty well and, at the risk of sounding totally soppy, I do believe (bar his strange
               collection of belts) we are soul mates.
            

         

      

      
      Unsurprisingly, I responded with a big fat ‘yes’.

      
      I’d like to think I planned the wedding without becoming bridezilla, but it’s very probable that the bride-to-be I imagined
         myself to be (cool, calm, collected) didn’t actually meet with the almost-Mrs I was (consumed, controlling, cabbage soup diets).
      

      
      Thankfully, my foray into bridezilla syndrome didn’t put Mr S off entirely and seven months after he’d presented me with the
         sparkler, a hundred close friends and family gathered in my father’s rose garden in Oxfordshire. I blubbed throughout our vows, guzzled bubbly and kicked off my shoes to enable me
         to dance my socks off. I may not have danced much with Mr S, but I do remember being very friendly with the makeshift podium.
         It wasn’t a big glitterati affair and there weren’t endless open bars, lavish favours for all my girlfriends, designer flowers
         and tiaras studded with jewels, but it was simple and charming, held great podium opportunities and didn’t incur more than
         a few weeks on a cabbage soup diet and a handful of stressful conversations with the shoe designer (‘They cost how much?!’).
      

      
      Many of my girlfriends have verged on the bridezilla: Mathilda and her enquiry into white doves, Rose and her fleeting desire
         for a thirty-strong orchestra, Mary and her hilarious attempts to get us all to learn a street dance routine – say no more.
         But, hey, it’s almost part of the job description. However, here are a few ideas and shortcuts that might help you keep your
         inner psychopath under control:
      

      
      Rings

      
      I always think it’s romantic when a man has a ring when he proposes. Do you think Prince William would have attracted quite
         the same ecstatic public reaction if he’d popped the question with a Pepsi ring-pull and an IOU note? Thought not. Having
         said that, not all men know the difference between a classic emerald-cut diamond or evocative heirloom sapphire and a gold
         sovereign engraved with both
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