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  Meet the New Caroline Pritchard


  IF YOU HAVE just looked in the mirror and you’re thinking of taking some treatment which promises to make a new woman of you, think about it carefully. Do you realize what you’re letting yourself in for? Could you cope with the New You?


  You know the kind of thing I mean. You’ve read it in the magazines; there was even a programme on the telly. They take you as you are, warts and all, on a particularly black Monday; photograph you in close-up, being careful to reveal all your worst points  your lank, shapeless hair, a cold sore in full bloom right under your nostrils, figure like a hippopotamus.


  All that, and more, they did to me. But I can’t complain. I brought it on myself. I wanted to do it for Richard. If only I looked better  different  I thought, maybe everything would be all right between us again.


  So nobody pushed me, I wasn’t even asked. I invited myself right after I’d seen that show on the box.


  Perhaps you remember it? They’d brought these two women from different parts of the country  and they transformed them. A complete overhaul. After which they supplied them with new outfits, top to elegant toe, and wined and dined them at the Talk of the Town with two dishy DJs.


  Richard had just stormed out of my flat, furious because I wouldn’t go with him to a local football match.


  ‘Six months ago,’ I yelled through my sobs, ‘you wouldn’t have left me even for the Cup Final!’


  ‘Six months ago,’ he shouted, just before he slammed the door, ‘you’d have come with me anywhere!’


  I could tell he was going off me. It wasn’t only football. He’d joined the local darts team (mixed) and was also threatening to take up snooker. I did not see myself as a ‘Pot Black’ addict.


  Much more serious was Richard’s recent reluctance to linger in front of furniture shop windows. And, at twenty, a well-brought-up girl like me begins to think of settling down. Marriage, children, a front-loader washing machine and a tumble drier.


  Richard has the true bachelor’s attachment to the launderette.


  So when he left the flat I switched on the telly for company and was confronted by these two women, waiting to be made beautiful. They looked like I felt, so I went into the kitchen to make a consoling cup of coffee. By the time I came back they’d been replaced by two raving beauties.


  Well, not actually replaced. It was just that I didn’t recognize them, and no wonder.


  One now had a mass of blonde, corkscrew curls while the other girl had a cap of jet-black, gleaming hair, decorated with diamante stars. Someone had also waved a magic wand over their torsos and they were now as slender as daffodil stems and clad in tight garments which revealed totally unexpected beauty of leg and bosom.


  Which was when I remembered our local department store’s promotion stunt. They were offering the full beauty treatment to the woman whose letter impressed them most.


  What can you do for me? I wrote. I have all the problems you could wish for: split ends, broken nails, spare tyre. I made the list as long as possible, inventing a few things like dry skin and flat feet to encourage them.


  I am willing to submit to any publicity, I concluded, and ask only for a New, Better Me  plus the usual perks.


  Yours sincerely,


  Caroline Pritchard.


  I also enclosed a photograph. I have a fair selection of awful photographs since Richard is not at his best with a camera. This was one of me leaving the cross-Channel ferry at Newhaven after a rough crossing. I am a bad sailor.


  Petronella  she is head of the shop’s Beauty Department  told me afterwards that my letter had arrived at exactly the right moment.


  ‘So many of the letters and photos were from ordinary-looking women. One glance at your photograph and I knew we couldn’t lose!’


  Let me tell you all about it …


  *


  It began early one Monday.


  I’d managed to get a few days off work. For starters they took me to this photographer’s studio, which was a cross between a deserted garage and a derelict barn.


  The man’s name was Jake. He was tall and brooding and about twenty-five. He snapped away like mad and produced masses of instant prints which, as horror photographs, were in a class by themselves. They were terrifying!


  ‘Could it be you always wanted to work for Hammer Films?’ I asked him.


  ‘Don’t talk,’ he said sharply. ‘I’m starting on the real stuff now. I want this lot deadpan. And stick out your stomach! Let it go!’


  He danced around me, viewing me from every worst angle.


  ‘Head down,’ he ordered. ‘Shoulders rounded. We’re trying for a double chin. And now think of something that makes you really sick!’


  I thought of Richard with that blonde who throws a nifty dart.


  ‘Not murderous,’ Jake said. ‘Just sick-making.’


  Richard, by the way, had suddenly been sent on a two week course in Luton, taking the place of a colleague who had gone down with shingles. Or so he said.


  Still, if it was true, it suited me. Through all the trials ahead I would fortify myself with the thought of the vision he’d behold on his return.


  Everyone except me was delighted with the photographs.


  ‘Fantastic!’ Petronella drooled over them. ‘You look absolutely revolting, Caroline darling! We’ll have a good display of them in the window and then we’ll come up with the New You next week.’


  ‘No,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘Say two weeks. It’s got to be believable.’


  ‘Here’s hoping we get as good a set of Afters,’ Jake said, squinting at me through narrowed eyes. I scowled at him.


  From then on, life was one mad whirl of hairdressers, massage parlours, beauty salons, dress shops. Petronella accompanied me everywhere, as if she were taking a pet poodle for clipping. She was enjoying it, but as far as I was concerned it was hard work.


  I should have gone on a survival course first, come to think of it. Perhaps then I could have learned to live without breathing for when they bunged up my nostrils with the face pack, to stay silent when my hair was practically pulled out by the roots, to stand immobile while some sadistic seamstress stuck pins into me on the pretext of fitting a dress.


  ‘The trouble is,’ Petronella said, ‘Brightbourne isn’t London. We have to make do with what’s available.’


  The other trouble was Petronella’s flair for ‘discovering’ people: hairdressers experimenting with new theories, little dressmakers seeking experience.


  ‘Originality,’ she enthused. ‘That’s what we’re after!’


  It was not what I was after, but it was too late to back out.


  The hairdressers, Mervyn and Clive, worked as a team. Mervyn did the styling, Clive commented on it when it was too late.


  ‘It’ll all have to come off, ducky,’ Mervyn said. He lifted a strand for inspection, holding it gingerly by his fingertips as if I had the plague.


  ‘All come off?’ I didn’t recognize the high squeak of my voice.


  ‘Marvellous!’ Petronella gushed. ‘We’re in your hands, Mervyn!’


  She meant I was in his hands. She’d confided in me that she always took the quickest route to Knightsbridge when her hair needed cutting.


  Snip, snip. Snip, snip. I’d been growing it since I was fourteen and now it was lying in heaps on the floor. Tears filled my eyes as a small female slave swept it up and threw it in the litter bin as if it were so much fluff from under the bed.


  ‘The colour’s no good,’ Mervyn said.


  ‘I conceive …’ he said, looking in the mirror as if seeing a vision (which he was), ‘… I conceive the warm, red glow of a New England maple leaf in the fall!’


  While muttering spells he mixed a concoction which looked like an old-fashioned remedy for indigestion. He caked my hair with it and then baked my head in a little oven. Petronella sat in a comfortable chair, reading a magazine.


  ‘What you’ve given birth to,’ Clive said acidly, when it was finished, ‘is the cold, rough red of grated carrot in a winter salad, and about the same texture!’


  He was right. I wondered if Richard would mind me wearing a headscarf permanently for the next two years.


  The Facial. Since Petronella didn’t know any half-trained, failed beauticians I was taken to Madame Rochelle, the store’s own expert.


  This time Petronella left me while she went to the pub to meet a friend. At first I thought I might enjoy


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


We hope you enjoyed these stories. If you want to read more stories by Elvi Rhodes, try her other contributions to the Storycuts series such as
The World is a Smaller Place/Whose Baby are You, Babe? 9781448125548

Leave it to Mavis/Night Flight/Wedding Shoes 9781448125487

Festival at Rowdean/A Very Special Painting Class 9781448125524

Alternatively, read the original parent collection, Summer Promise and Other Stories 9781446487464.
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