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About the Book

When aspiring designer Isabel Bookbinder bags a job with Nancy ‘Fashion Aristocracy’ Tavistock, she’s sure her career is finally on track. Fast-paced and dazzlingly glamorous, this is a world that she feels truly passionate about – after all, she knows her H&M from her D&G, her Primark from her Prada, and she’s always poring over fashion magazines. Well, OK, the fashion pages of heat.

Admittedly her job title is PA, but Isabel’s not one to let a little thing like that stand in her way. Within days she’s dreamt up her debut collection, planned the launch party for her perfume line, Isabelissimo, and worked out which cocktail a true fashionista should drink. And on top of all that, she might even have fallen in love.

So the future’s looking bright for Isabel Bookbinder: Top International Fashion Designer. But nothing ever runs smoothly for Isabel, and fabulously fashionable as her life is, it soon seems to be spiralling a little out of control …
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Holly McQueen has wanted to be a writer ever since discovering that the nuns at her junior school would let her off maths homework if she wrote a story instead. After unexpected detours via law, magazine journalism, and even musical theatre, her first novel, The Glamorous (Double) Life of Isabel Bookbinder was published by Arrow in 2008. Holly lives with her husband in London. She still avoids maths.
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In the Beginning

God, I feel inspired.

I woke up with the dawn this morning. At least, I thought it was the dawn. I’ve just bought one of those super-intelligent artificial-daylight alarm clocks that wake you up exactly like a natural sunrise. Much better than being woken by a horrible unnatural alarm clock. It does all kinds of clever things to your metabolism, and your brain chemistry, and something called your Arcadian rhythms, and you jump out of bed feeling all calm, and well rested, and ready to face the day ahead.

I must have read the instructions wrong, though. The stupid thing started glowing radioactively at eighteen minutes past two, which only made me feel furious, and sleep-deprived, and ready for absolutely nothing. I couldn’t make the horrible orange light fade back down again so eventually I staggered into the bathroom, dumped it in the bathtub, and covered it with two large bath sheets. I think I must have gone back to sleep somewhere around half past three.

When I woke up again just now, nice, proper natural daylight had started streaming through the blinds. I do a couple of energising yoga-type stretches, which ought to sort out my metabolism and my Arcadian rhythms very nicely, then I head into the kitchen to make my first strong black coffee of the day.

Now that I’m going to be a Top International Fashion Designer, strong black coffee is probably going to form the cornerstone of my diet. It’s very important to start as I mean to go on.

It’s quite difficult to actually enjoy strong black coffee, though. I did try to get into it once before, when I was going to be a best-selling Novelist, but all I ever ended up doing was drinking lovely yummy mochaccinos instead. But this time I’m going to be seriously disciplined. When I’m the public face (and figure) of my own fashion label, I won’t be able to get away with any extra poundage. My ideal customer – I just call her The Woman I Design For – is extremely discerning. Whatever will she think of me if I go about the place looking a little bit on the chunky side, simply because I can’t resist the temptation of a delicious frothy coffee?

I have to say, though, I think the Woman I Design For would be a bit of a cow if she wouldn’t even overlook one little mochaccino a day.

I mean, here I am, thinking of nothing but how I can make her look fashion-forward and fabulous, and she’s getting all uppity about a measly little two hundred calories of caffeine and sugar I need to kick-start my morning.

Actually, only a hundred and eighty-three calories, according to the sachet.

You know, I think the Woman I Design For is just going to have to get over it. I’ll go for a jog round Battersea Park this evening. That ought to placate her.

Mug of yummy mochaccino in hand, I head back to the bedroom to get on with the most important part of my day so far: assembling my Signature Look.

I mean, where would Donatella Versace be without the leopard skin and the Tango tan? Or Stella McCartney without the snazzy little tailored trouser suits? And look at Vivienne Westwood, with all that punky hair and distressed tartan. If I’m going to make it as a Top International Fashion Designer, the right Signature Look is absolutely vital.

OK. Well, obviously, I don’t own any leopard skin. My wardrobe is pretty thin on snazzy little tailored trouser suits, too. I think I have got a tartan skirt lurking in here somewhere, one that Mum ordered for me from the Boden catalogue several years ago, but it’s not distressed. Though I was pretty distressed when Mum gave it to me, if that counts. I mean, it had ‘Fun’ coloured buttons, for heaven’s sake.

Hang on a moment. Maybe Fun Buttons could be my Signature Look?

… Stunning Isabel Bookbinder dazzled at her close friend and mentor Valentino’s birthday party, in a black lace gown accessorised with her Signature Fun Buttons …

… high priestess of style Isabel Bookbinder looked cutting-edge as ever at this year’s Glastonbury, working denim hot pants and a vintage panama trimmed with her Signature Fun Buttons …

Hmmm.

Perhaps not.

What I’m really after is something elegant and fabulous. Something that expresses my fashion personality. Something The Woman I Design For would sell her granny to buy. Some classic black trousers, perhaps, and this little stripy T-shirt, for easy Parisian chic? Then some high-heeled loafers, a long string of beads and, for that final twist of Gallic je ne sais quoi, this navy-blue beret I picked up from Comptoir des Cotonniers last winter.

But when I turn to look in the mirror, I don’t look chic and Parisian at all. Shove a baguette under one arm and I could be on my way to audition for an ill-advised remake of ’Allo ’Allo.

OK. Back to the drawing board. I suppose I could try mixing Designer, Vintage and High Street. It’s what all the fashion magazines are always saying you should do. I’ll team my Stella McCartney pistachio-green silk pleated skirt (the Designer bit) with an off-white Karen Millen blouse (the High-Street bit) and this gorgeous rose-pink brocade duster coat with bracelet-length sleeves that looks like it’s Vintage but is actually brand new from a mother-of-the-bride shop in Shepton Mallet. Well, if The Woman I Design For is anything like me, she’ll be too scared to go into proper vintage shops, too, so it’s a perfectly valid solution.

I love it. It’s cool, it’s cutting edge, and I’m pretty sure it’s got more fashion personality than you could shake a stick at!

Signature Look cracked, for now at least, I take a few mind-clearing yoga-style breaths, sit down at the writing desk in the corner of the bedroom, and reach for my Mood Book.

You see, I’ve remembered this article I once read about John Galliano. I think he talked about his ‘Process’ a lot, and his ‘Fashion Vision’, but the most useful thing I recall was that he collects all his ideas for his new collection on something called a Mood Board. What he does is, he starts out with a single word that sums up what he wants the Collection to reflect – Cabaret, say, or Tranquillity, or Brothel. Then he just gathers together all the things that inspire him and bungs them up on a piece of cork-board in his airy Parisian studio. Lines of poetry, scraps of fabric, pictures torn out of magazines, that kind of thing.

Well, obviously this is perfect for my Process, too! I’ve got poetry books rattling about the place somewhere. And I’ve got loads of unwanted clothes given me by Mum that I can hack up for scraps of fabric. And I tear things out of magazines all the time. It’s perfect!

I’ve gone one better than John Galliano, though, even though I say so myself. I mean, corkboard is all very well, but it’s not the most exciting thing you can buy. And seeing as I’m not yet in possession of my own airy Parisian studio, or any studio for that matter, I thought I’d need something a little bit more portable.

Smythson don’t actually do formal Mood Books – I did check – but they do have these really gorgeous little pocket notebooks that say Fashion Notes, which is perfectly suitable for the time being.

I open up my brand-new pink notebook, which is sitting on the desk in front of me.

Right. So. What one, single word sums up everything I want to say in my Debut Clothing Collection? I mean, one word is easy-peasy, isn’t it? Not like trying to write a whole novel, or something, where you have to write tons and tons and tons of them.

I pick up my special propelling pencil.

Then I put it down again.

Then I pick it up again.

God, I feel inspired.

I mean, really, really inspired.

Now all I need is a Debut Collection.


 

IN THIS WEEK’S HIYA! MAGAZINE, TOP INTERNATIONAL FASHION DESIGNER ISABEL BOOKBINDER SHOWS US AROUND HER STUNNING CHELSEA APARTMENT, AND TELLS OF HER EXCITEMENT AT THE LAUNCH OF HER EXCLUSIVE NEW FRAGRANCE.

Stunning Isabel, 27, opens the door to welcome us inside. Clad only in a silk dressing gown that skims her skinny size six figure, Isabel is only just out of bed after last night’s fabulous launch party for her brand-new perfume, Isabel no 5 Acqua d’Isabel Isabelissimo. Stocked exclusively at Harvey Nichols in London and Bergdorf Goodman in New York, waiting lists for the Top International Fashion Designer’s first fragrance have already run into the thousands. We settle down in her fabulous living room where, over strong black coffee, Isabel opens her heart about her fabulously fashionable existence.

HIYA! So, we hear it was quite a party last night! All your Top International Fashion Designer friends were there to support you – Stella, Marc, Miu Miu Miucer Mrs Prada, and Valentino, of course …

IB Dear Val. He’s such a great friend and mentor.

HIYA! This was all to launch Isabelissimo – a wonderful mix of frangipani and white musk patchouli jasmine flowers and green scents. Tell us, Isabel, where did you get your inspiration for the fragrance?

IB Well, as always, I found myself truly inspired by The Woman I Design For. I feel like I know her so well – a strong sassy free-spirited an independent woman who isn’t afraid to be feminine alluring sexy glamorous.

HIYA! And who also isn’t a miserable old body fascist.

IB That too. Absolutely.

HIYA! Fragrance may be your latest exciting venture, but clothes were where it all began for Isabel Bookbinder …

IB That’s right. I was just a girl with a portable Mood Book and a dream I don’t think I knew, when I started work on my first-ever Collection that sunny September morning in a one-bedroomed flat in South London, just how big my brand would become.

HIYA! But now your label Isabel B is feted by the fashion cognoscenti and worn by A-listers all over the world, while your newer diffusion line, Izzy B for Isabel Bookbinder, is finding a whole new generation of fans in Harvey Nichols and Selfridges!

IB Yes, it is quite good, isn’t it?

HIYA! Could you talk us through a typical day in your glamour-filled life?

IB As a Top International Fashion Designer, there’s no typical day! I might be auditioning models for my latest catwalk show, meeting an Oscar hopeful to discuss her awards-show gown, pounding the streets of Manhattan to find the perfect Fifth Avenue location for my new boutique … Of course, wherever I go, I’m always thinking about my latest Collection, jotting down a single word here or a single word there in my handy portable Mood Book. That’s a very important part of my Process.

HIYA! Goodness, it sounds much harder work than we’d thought! Now on to your private life, if we may … We’ve all heard the rumours about you and Daniel Craig …

IB Daniel and I met when I chose him to be the face and body of my new underpants menswear Collection. We’re just good friends.

HIYA! So you won’t comment on the photographs of you two breakfasting on his hotel terrace at Cap Ferrat?

IB (blushing) I’m afraid not. The paparazzi can be very intrusive, and my Daniel is a very private man.

HIYA! So, Isabel, what’s next for your luxury-goods empire?

IB Well, I have three brand-new Emporio Bookbinders opening worldwide later this month, so there are lots of launch parties to arrange. I’m also hard at work coming up with a name for another diffusion line – at the moment, we’re thinking Iz by Isabel Bookbinder or Izzy B by Isabel Bookbinder. And if I have the time, I’ll design the bottle for another new fragrance, which will be an exotic blend of tuberose vanilla lemonbalm and scents.

HIYA! While still hard at work on your new couture clothing Collection, of course!

IB Of course. I’ve started assembling a new Mood Book already.

HIYA! Isabel Bookbinder, thank you for your time.

IB Thank you. It was a pleasure.




Chapter 1

WELL, THIS ISN’T quite what I was expecting.

I mean, I don’t know about you, but I’d have thought Central St Martins would have a really swanky reception area. Gleaming black lacquer on every surface, perhaps, with an original 1970s disco ball suspended from the ceiling, and hot-pink velvet-upholstered chesterfield sofas to lounge on. Or if not that, then maybe something fabulously art deco, with deep leather armchairs and little mirrored cabinets. Or at the very least, minimalist white walls, floor and ceiling, with tiny little Scandinavian balsa-wood chairs that look like they’ll crack if anyone without a life-threatening eating disorder so much as hovers above one.

But Central St Martins’ waiting room has none of the above. What it does have is the following:



	grey carpet tiles, peppered with little blobs of decades-old chewing-gum;

	walls papered with a yuck-yellow version of that horrible nubbly wallpaper you find in old people’s homes; and

	those Day-Glo orange plastic moulded chairs that make your bottom sweat if you sit on them for longer than two minutes.




As I’ve been waiting for my interview here for nearly half an hour already, there’s some serious nether-region perspiration going on. I know this will have played havoc with the pleats in my Stella McCartney silk skirt. All I can hope is that there isn’t an extremely embarrassing damp patch there, too.

Because frankly, my outfit is embarrassing enough already. Here I am, in my off-white blouse, my pistachio-green skirt and my rose-pink fake-vintage duster coat, and everybody else is in black trousers and a black V-neck sweater, almost like it’s a uniform or something.

Oh, God.

It isn’t a uniform, is it?

‘Excuse me?’ I lean over to the bespectacled girl on the Day-Glo chair beside me.

She looks up, startled, from her copy of Pop magazine. ‘Yes?’

I lower my voice. ‘I’m sorry to disturb, but I was just wondering – there isn’t some sort of uniform requirement at Central St Martins, is there? Perhaps something they mentioned on the application form?’

She blinks at me from behind her glasses. ‘Um. I don’t think so.’

‘Well, then, is there some sort of uniform requirement for fashion designers in general, do you know?’ I nod round the waiting room at everyone in their near-identical outfits. ‘Something laid down by the … er … British Union of Fashion Designers? And Framework Knitters,’ I add, because that’s definitely something union-y I’ve heard of before.

She just blinks at me again. ‘Well, I can’t speak for everybody else. But personally, I wear black so I can blend into the background, and put my fashion personality into my own designs.’

‘Oh.’ Clearly, I should never have tried to actually wear my fashion personality. ‘Well, thank you.’

I sit back in my seat again, trying hard to look calm and collected. But inside, I’m churning with embarrassment. I feel like such a hick from the sticks. And I look like a gaudy Neapolitan icecream in a room filled with earnest single espressos.

You know, I bet there really is a uniform requirement on the application form. A fact I’d know if I hadn’t been too scared to fill the application form in. It was ever so long, with big spaces where you were meant to write down all your previous fashion-related degrees and relevant work experience. Given that I have none of either, I thought it was best to just avoid the blank spaces altogether.

Or maybe it really wasn’t on the form, and it’s just something you’re expected to know. Well, if you have connections, like I expect everyone else at St Martins does, then it’s the kind of thing you probably would know. But I don’t have connections. I don’t have a rock-star dad, and an ex-model for a mum. I mean, look at that boy right opposite me – the spitting image of Trudie Styler, if ever there was one. And now I come to think of it, the bespectacled girl next to me has a distinct air of Art Garfunkel about her.

I haven’t got a hope in hell, have I?

The thing is, I know it’s a little bit ambitious, applying to Central St Martins for a Fashion Master’s. Especially when I haven’t even studied fashion Minors before. Not to mention the fact that they’ve already filled up almost the entire course for the year, and there’s just a couple of last-minute places left for us latecomers. But this was really the only fashion course that appealed to me. Every other course I investigated seems to be filled with the most incredibly fiddly, tedious stuff. How to hem a skirt. How to make a sleeve. How to sew a seam. Whereas what I’m after is the really interesting and important bit. How to get your clothes stocked by Harvey Nichols. What to name your fragrance. How to persuade Keira Knightley and Daniel Craig to star in your worldwide ad campaign. That sort of thing.

Because at the end of the day, anyone can hem a skirt or sew a seam, can’t they?

Well, I mean, I can’t, obviously.

But the point is that I’ll be more than happy to pay other, better-qualified people to do so, when I’ve got my own label. If I’m the one coming up with all the genius ideas, I don’t think I can possibly be expected to deal with all the boring stuff like manufacturing, too. I mean, I very much doubt Kate Moss does any of that stuff for her clothing Collection. And Sarah Jessica Parker doesn’t look like she’d be too handy with a needle and thread, but she’s designed a fashion line of her own. Not to mention all those footballers’ wives who keep popping up all over the place with a jeans brand here or a bikini collection there. So I honestly don’t see it as what my boyfriend Will would call a barrier to entry.

Anyway, there’s one other very big reason why Central St Martins is my fashion college of choice. Which is that I’ve sort of told my family I’ve got on this course already.

This wasn’t my plan, by the way. Fibbing to people about my career has caused me so many problems before, I’d honestly intended never to do it again. In fact, when I decided I was really going to go for this fashion-designing dream of mine, I even made myself a bit of a vow – to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. But then, when I actually plucked up the courage, last weekend, to mention to my family that I was giving up novel-writing to concentrate full-time on becoming a Top International Fashion Designer, they didn’t take it too well. By which I mean that my dad didn’t take it too well. We were all gathered for a Sunday lunch to celebrate my older brother Marley and his wife Daria getting pregnant. In amongst the general sense of excitement and celebration, I thought it might be a good time to … what do they call it? Bury bad news. Well, the only thing that nearly got buried was me. Dad shouted so loud that he frightened Daria, who ran off to be sick. Then Marley got very upset, and Mum started crying, and the only way I could calm everything down was by pulling something big out of the bag. Dad being a headmaster, I knew the only thing that might placate him was the solid respectability of a recognised degree course.

And it did a pretty good job of placating, I must say. I mean, Dad wasn’t exactly thrilled, but at least it stopped all the yelling. And Mum, actually, was thrilled – she whispered so in my ear before I got the train home that evening, anyway. I think she’d really been thrilled from the first moment I made my announcement, to be honest, but she finds it difficult to admit to being thrilled about anything without Dad’s express permission to do so.

So here I am. Waiting for my interview for a place on the world-famous Fashion Master’s at Central St Martins.

Waiting a very, very long time, it must be said. I’m actually getting a tiny bit bored. I’d really like to get this week’s Grazia out of my handbag, but Art Garfunkel’s daughter is still buried in her Pop, and one particularly smug girl is even holding up a copy of Madame Bovary, though I don’t think she’s turned a page in twenty minutes. Several people are leafing through the copies of anothermagazine that are lying about on the plasticky coffee table, so I pick one up, too, and start flicking. I raise my eyebrows knowingly at a very long article about Japanese Harajuku style, then make fascinated-sounding noises at a rather disturbing picture of slightly fleshy people parading along a catwalk wearing what looks like cling film.

Actually, I think I’d much, much rather read my Grazia.

I’m just about to give up and display my lowbrow credentials – I mean, I’m already the odd one out in this outfit – when suddenly a woman calls out my name.

‘Isabel Bookbinder?’

A rather dumpy woman in black (natch) is standing in the doorway of the waiting room, smiling pleasantly in my direction.

‘Yes! I’m Isabel!’ I pick up my bag and hurry towards her, hoping nobody’s noticed the damp patch on my squashed skirt. ‘Nice to meet you.’ I stick out a hand and try to look quietly confident, the way you’re meant to at interviews.

‘Diana Pettigrew.’ She shakes my hand back before leading me a few feet along a hallway and ushering me through a door into a small, dimly lit office. ‘Have a seat. I hope we haven’t kept you waiting for too long?’ She points me towards another – terrific – orange plastic moulded chair.

‘Thank you!’ I beam at her, to show her I’m easygoing and laid-back, just the kind of student any right-thinking teacher would be thrilled to have on their course. ‘Not at all. It gave me the chance to sit and think,’ I add, hastily, before she gets the idea I’m too easygoing and laid-back to take her course seriously. ‘Thinking is an extremely important part of my Process.’

‘Right …’ She looks a bit confused, and starts to leaf through a pile of thin cardboard folders on her desk. ‘Now, just one little admin issue … we don’t seem to have received your application form yet.’

‘That’s right.’

She glances up for a second. ‘Er – is there a reason for that?’

‘Well, I didn’t want to rely on the post. Things go missing so much these days.’

‘But applications are done online.’

Shit. ‘Oh, well, I don’t trust technology either.’

Diana Pettigrew’s forehead is creased into a frown. ‘So … you’ve brought the form with you now?’

‘Not exactly.’ I can feel my palms starting to sweat along with my bottom. ‘You see, I didn’t really feel the application form represented who I am.’

This is completely true. This is not breaking my nothing-but-the-truth vow.

‘I have a very unorthodox approach to fashion,’ I go on. ‘I don’t like to be constrained by have-tos and should-haves. Which is why I feel so very well suited to life at Central St Martins,’ I say, smoothly. ‘After all, if you can’t be creative and individual here, where can you be?’

‘Ms Bookbinder.’ Diana Pettigrew’s lips are set in a rather irritable line. ‘I have taught John Galliano. I have taught Alexander McQueen. Not even they were too creative and individual to fill out our application form.’

‘Well, you did an excellent job on both of them,’ I say, meekly. ‘Congratulations on that.’

There’s an odd silence for a moment, then she lets out a sigh. ‘Well, we are where we are. You can always fill out an application form later. For now, why don’t I have a little look at your portfolio?’

‘Oh, absolutely!’ This is the bit I’ve been really excited about. I get my gorgeous pink Mood Book out of my bag and hand it over.

Her eyebrows shoot upwards. ‘You don’t have a standard artist’s portfolio?’

‘Well, that depends on what you mean by a standard artist’s portfolio.’

‘We mean,’ Diana says, ‘the sort of thing you’ll have seen all the other applicants with. A collection of your clothing designs. Your sketches. Some photographs of items you’ve actually made.’

Ah. So that’s why everybody in the waiting room was clutching a large black folder as though their lives depended on the contents.

‘Oh. Well, that’s not quite the way I work. I tend very much to start things out at the conceptual stage …’

‘Well, everyone starts out at the conceptual stage!’ Diana Pettigrew snaps, staring down at my Mood Book like it’s a whiffy old sock in her teenage son’s bedroom. ‘What on earth is this?’

‘It’s my Mood Board! Well, my Mood Book, really, because it’s so much more portable than a great big piece of corkboard …’

Diana has opened up the book at the front. ‘You’ve written the word Pretty.’

‘That’s right!’

‘In French as well as in English.’

‘Well, I do hope to become a Top International Fashion Designer.’

She ignores me. ‘You have glued in a piece of pink satin …’

‘Which is Pretty, I’m sure you’ll agree!’

‘… and stapled on a photo of Keira Knightley wearing Valentino couture on a red carpet.’

I smile at Diana. ‘Keira would be the ideal Woman I’d Design For. And I’ve got the most amazing idea for an Oscar dress for her …’

‘A dress you have sketches of somewhere else?’

‘Well, no, not exactly … I find actually drawing clothes quite difficult, to be perfectly honest. But, I mean, that’s not that big a deal, is it? I mean, when you’re actually a designer, you can just pay someone to do the drawings and … you know, sew stuff together. Make the sleeves. Can’t you?’

‘You can’t make a sleeve?’ Something about the horror on her face tells me I’ve made a fundamental error here.

‘I wouldn’t say can’t. It’s more that I’ve never really tried.’

‘Well, how’s your sewing?’

‘Oh, you know … so-so!’ I laugh. Diana doesn’t. ‘But can Sarah Jessica Parker sew?’ I ask, rhetorically. ‘Can Victoria Beckham?’

She sits back in her seat and folds her arms. ‘Can you cut a pattern?’

‘Well …’ I shift, uncomfortably, in my seat. My bottom is getting sweatier than ever. I’m starting to have some really serious regrets about my nothing-but-the-truth vow. ‘That all depends on the kind of pattern you’re after. I mean, I could probably do a square. Maybe a triangle …’

‘All right. Stop.’ Diana Pettigrew holds up a hand. ‘Isabel. Help me out here. You’ve neglected to fill out a proper application form. You seem to have no idea about the most rudimentary elements of garment-making. You’ve come to an interview with nothing but a so-called Mood Book, and your greatest design role models appear to be Sarah Jessica Parker and Victoria Beckham.’ She leans across the desk. ‘What is it you feel you have to offer Central St Martins?’

I take a deep breath. ‘OK. I’m going to be completely honest with you here.’

‘That would be helpful.’

‘I don’t have all the experience some of your other applicants have got. And I’ll admit – I don’t have any rudimentary knowledge of garment-making. In fact, the only garment I’ve ever made was a screen-printed T-shirt in Year Nine. And even that didn’t come out like it was supposed to.’ This is completely true, by the way. Somehow I managed to get the screen-printing equipment the wrong way round, so in the class photo all the other girls are wearing T-shirts saying Babe and I’m wearing a T-shirt bearing the inexplicable ebaB.

‘Then why on earth are you applying for the toughest Fashion postgraduate course in the country?’

‘Because I think I’d be really, really good at this, if you’d give me the chance!’ I lean forward. ‘Honestly, Diana … I mean Ms Pettigrew. I’d work incredibly hard. And I’ve got big plans for the future – I mean, how many other students do you get who are already working on their fragrance line?’

‘I don’t think we’ve ever had a single one,’ she says, rather faintly.

‘Exactly!’

‘I’m sorry, but you are manifestly underqualified!’ Diana Pettigrew is standing up. ‘Letting you on this course would be an insult to my other students and, quite frankly, a cruelty to you.’

‘But I don’t mind about that!’ I want to grab her hands, but I have a feeling she’s already thinking of summoning a security guard to eject me. ‘Look, the course doesn’t even start for another three weeks – I’ll make sure I learn all the rudimentaries of dressmaking before then, I promise …’

Diana stands up and goes to the door.

‘… and this is the only way my family will take me seriously.’ My voice has suddenly got a lot smaller.

‘Look, Ms Bookbinder … Isabel …’ Her face softens, ever so slightly. ‘I can’t give you a place here just so that your family will take you seriously. All I can suggest, if you’re really serious, is that you reapply …’

‘When?’ I grab my diary out of my bag. ‘Is there another late round of applications?’

‘… in three years’ time.’ Diana opens the door. ‘In the meantime, I would suggest that you take a basic Fashion degree, get some decent work experience and try putting together a sensible portfolio that does not simply revolve around the word Pretty.’

I’m not about to argue with her. Not with the entire waiting room listening ten feet away.

I pick up my bag, put my Mood Book back inside, and, with the very little dignity I have left, walk out of her office.


Chapter 2

WELL, I DON’T have time to feel sorry for myself. I’ve got to get to Mortimer Street to meet my friend Barney, and thanks to Diana Pettigrew, I’m already half an hour late. The buses are backed up all the way along Southampton Row, so I bite the bullet and jump in a black cab.

A cab I can’t possibly afford now that my dreams of becoming a Top International Fashion Designer are in danger of heading down the toilet.

The thing is, it wasn’t only because of Dad that I wanted to get into Central St Martins. I wanted to be able to prove something to my boyfriend Will, too. There he is, heading off at six o’clock every morning to his high-powered, well-paid job in a City law firm. And all I’ve been doing since I moved in with him three weeks ago is sitting around the flat with my Mood Book, tearing things out of magazines and looking up possible inspiration words in the dictionary. I mean, I know that’s all part of my new job. But I’m not sure Will does.

He’s not said anything, of course. In fact, there’s a small part of me that’s getting a tiny bit worried that he actually rather likes the idea that he goes off to work all hours while I, in his eyes, do nothing. I have a sneaking suspicion that it makes him feel a little bit Master of the Universe-y. You know, one of those tall, broad-shouldered, pinstriped men who pay for their wives’ tennis lessons, and leave fifty-pound notes by the toaster in the morning for ‘treating yourself to a manicure’, and expect you to be able to do fancy knots in their tie while you gaze at them adoringly and send them out of the door with a cheery wave to earn pots of money and have it away with their secretary.

I’m not suggesting, by the way, that Will is having it away with his secretary. Apart from anything else, I’m pretty sure he’s actually terrified of his secretary (I know I am). Anyway, Will really isn’t the cheating kind. I mean, he does happen to be tall, and broad-shouldered, and occasionally even a little bit pinstriped (a very subtle pinstripe that I picked out for him half-price in the Selfridges sale, which, if he wears it with a crisp white shirt, makes him look slightly like a Hugo Boss ad), but that’s one of the many reasons he’s quite so fanciable. And I’ve always thought Will understands that I’m not the stay-at-home, Stepford Wife sort, either. I mean, all right, I wouldn’t have a fundamental objection to a fifty-pound note by the toaster, and I could probably learn to do a fancy knot in a tie if I really had to. But I draw the line at tennis lessons. The madness has to stop somewhere.

Anyway, since moving in with Will last month, I’ve found all these feminist principles that I didn’t even know I had. So I’m not just giving up on my career at the first hurdle. All right, so Central St Martins don’t want me. There are tons of other options I can explore! Nobody ever got anywhere in life without setbacks and hard graft. I’ll enrol for all kinds of courses at some down-at-heel community college, if I have to. Then I’ll sit up into the wee small hours, possibly beside a guttering candle, if I can find one, sewing hem after hem until my fingers bleed and my eyesight fails. I’ll learn how to make a damn sleeve! I’ll make nothing but sleeves, until I can make sleeves in my sleep. I’m going to set about this the sensible way. No short cuts, no easy options. Just good old-fashioned hard work.

I don’t think I’ll tell Mum and Dad I didn’t get into Central St Martins, though. I mean, I think it’s best for everybody if I let them carry on thinking I’m enrolled on that nice respectable degree course that calmed everyone down the last time.

In the meantime, I’ll have to make some serious headway on the actual designing front. Because surely if I could tell Mum and Dad I’d had my entire Debut Collection snapped up by Harvey Nichols, say, or what’s-her-name from Brown’s, the importance of a nice, respectable degree course would diminish quite a bit.

I grab my Mood Book from my bag, open it to a fresh page and look around for an inspiring word to get me going.

Traffic? … Hubbub? … Bendy Bus? … No, that’s two words. Ooh, I know, how about City? Yes, that’s not bad! Isabel Bookbinder’s Debut Collection, City, is filled with gritty, urban pieces like …

Well, like …

Actually, gritty, urban pieces aren’t that much fun. That would have to be all microfibre T-shirts and combat trousers, wouldn’t it? Can’t see The Woman I Design For being too happy about that.

OK, so what about … Shoppers? Or Tourists? Or …

Suddenly my phone vibrates with a text: How did it go? It’s from my best friend, Lara. She’s been away for the last two weeks, holidaying in Florida with her dad, current stepmum, and their brood of small children. We’ve texted back and forth, but I haven’t actually spoken to her since a couple of days after I moved in with Will. Now she’s back, it’d be great to hear her voice.

I call her office, and she picks up almost instantly. ‘Dr Alliston speaking.’

‘Isabel Bookbinder speaking,’ I echo, in her solemn work voice.

‘Iz!’

‘Am I disturbing? You’re not with a patient?’

‘Client,’ Lara corrects me. She’s a clinical psychologist, which means her entire day is spent talking to barmy people. Sorry, barmy clients. ‘No, no, I’m just catching up on paperwork. It’s so great to hear your voice!’

‘So, how was Florida?’

‘It was great. I’ve got an amazing tan! And the kids were sweet, of course. I taught Claudine, Marcus and Harry to swim!’

I don’t know if it’s because she’s got a PhD in psychology, or just because she’s an incredibly nice, well-adjusted person, but Lara handles her enormous, non-nuclear family with amazing ease. At my last count, her mum and dad had clocked up six marriages between them, and Claudine, Marcus and Harry are only a tiny fraction of the multitude of complicated half-and stepbrothers and sisters Lara has to buy presents for every Christmas. When I ask her how come they all get along so well, she’s incredibly blasé about it being nothing more than Good Communication, and Respecting Boundaries, and Learning to Compromise, but I’m not so sure. I think after a career of listening to her patients – sorry, clients – spout on about malevolent mothers and spiteful sisters, Lara has learned to be grateful for what she’s got. Either that, or far-flung families really are the way to go. I mean, look at my family. We’re so nuclear we’re practically toxic.

‘But I’ll tell you all about it later,’ Lara goes on. ‘I want to know how it went at St Martins.’

‘Well, remember that time I went for an interview at Morgan Stanley?’ This, by the way, was the brief (very brief) period when I quite fancied becoming a Top Businesswoman, in an Armani suit and a slash of crimson lipstick. ‘Quite a lot like that.’

‘Oh, God. Oh, Isabel.’

‘Yes.’

There’s a long, rather bleak silence. I have to say, it’s a tiny bit disheartening.

‘God, I hope you don’t react like this with your patients!’

‘Clients,’ Lara corrects me, automatically. ‘Sorry, Iz.’ I can almost hear her gathering her forces for an encouraging onslaught. ‘Well, I actually think this is a good thing.’

This is why it’s so great to have a clinical psychologist as your best friend. She knows all these clever, cognitive-behavioural tricks that mean you can make anything sound good. Like, say your husband has run off with the Swedish au pair. Lara will tell you that instead of sitting around wondering if your head will fit in the oven, you really ought to be congratulating yourself on never again having to pretend you actually enjoy ‘Dancing Queen’. It’s called cognitive restructuring, apparently, and it’s extremely effective.

‘Why is it a good thing?’ I settle back in my seat, preparing myself for some nice, soothing, cognitive restructuring.

‘Well, I’m just not sure you were ever really cut out to be a fashion designer, Iz.’

‘What?’ This doesn’t sound very reconstructive.

‘I was reading this article in Atelier, on the flight back from Orlando … oh, hold on, I’ve still got it in my handbag …’ Lara rustles around on the other end of the line for a minute. ‘Yes, here we are … “Twenty-four Hour Party People? Behind the Scenes with the Fashion Aristocracy”. Ugh – Fashion Aristocracy! Well, that’s got to put you off, for starters!’

‘Yes …’ Though actually, I’d quite like to be in the Fashion Aristocracy.

‘Anyway, they interview all these top designers, Stella McCartney, Lucien Black, Alexander McQueen … and it doesn’t sound like fun at all. Actually, it just sounds really, really hard work, Iz. High stress, endless hours. I mean, you’d never get to see Will.’

‘I never get to see Will anyway.’

‘Oh?’ Lara’s professional antennae have clearly shot up, and are aimed in my direction. ‘Is everything OK?’

‘Yes, yes, everything’s fine!’ I reach forward to open the taxi window, because it’s suddenly feeling quite warm in here. ‘Everything’s brilliant. I mean, he’s incredibly busy with work at the moment.’ This is true. He’s got these horrible, difficult clients who are trying to buy an oil pipe somewhere and pay no tax, or something. Will calls them his Dodgy Kazakh Businessmen. Anyway, dodgy or not, they’ve taken over most of his life for the last two months. It’s just unfortunate that things suddenly got even busier as soon as I moved in. ‘But that’s why it’s so great we’re living together now,’ I go on. ‘Even when he’s really busy, at least we know we’ll see each other at some point during the day. Or night,’ I add, thinking of all the times in the last week that Will’s crawled into bed beside me in the early hours.

‘Right … Iz, are you sure everything’s OK?’

‘It’s fantastic! I’ve never been happier!’ I don’t think now is the time to mention all these feminist thoughts that have suddenly crept up on me. Or my fears about the tennis lessons. ‘You know, I think we’ve moved into a very adult, mature phase of our relationship,’ I say, hoping Lara will be impressed enough to get off my back. ‘We don’t need to see each other all the time. He has his work, I have mine. It’s all about …’ I rack my brains to think of the kind of thing you hear on talk shows all the time. ‘Focusing on our future. Building a life together.’

‘Sounds like fun,’ Lara says, flatly.

‘It is,’ I snap. ‘It’s about the quality of time you have together, Lara, not the quantity.’ This is completely true, by the way. Because even though it’s sometimes two in the morning when Will gets into bed, and even though we might only have ten minutes snuggling up together, it’s still the best ten minutes of my day. Drifting off to sleep again with his left arm wrapped tightly around me has this wonderfully soothing way of making me totally forget the three hours I might have spent waiting up for him earlier. ‘Which is why we’re having a special dinner together this evening,’ I carry on. ‘Bringing Back the Romance.’

‘Bringing back the romance? Iz-Wiz, you’ve only been living with him for three weeks!’

‘No, I don’t mean it like that.’ And it’s true. I don’t. Things with Will are wonderfully romantic when he’s not so snowed under with his bloody job that we don’t have the time to just … be together. I suppose really I should be thinking about this dinner as Bringing Back the Good Old Days Before a Bunch of Dodgy Kazakh Businessmen Stole My Boyfriend. ‘Anyway, I thought we were talking about my career, here! Because that’s what I really need to focus on. Not my incredibly romantic, successful, adult, mature relationship.’

‘Well, OK, but I’m just a tiny bit concerned about you …’

‘Don’t be. Everything’s great with Will. Honest.’ My cab is pulling up on the corner of Mortimer Street and Great Portland Street. ‘Look, I have to go. Can I see you tomorrow?’

We agree to meet near her office for lunch tomorrow, then I hop out of the taxi and pay. Barney is waving me over from the corner, as though I might not have seen where he is. Which, given that he’s standing behind a large, tomato-red coffee cart, would really mean it was time for a visit to Specsavers.

This is Barney’s own new career venture, by the way. He finally left the Saturday Mercury, where we both used to work – or, as he always put it, ‘work’ – and has opened up a gourmet coffee cart. It’s only the one at the moment, here on Great Portland Street, just a short walk from the Portland hospital. I thought this was a great location, because of all that celeb-spotting you can do, when they come and have their babies! Anyway, once the Coffee Messiah (I know, I know, I have told him) hits the big time, he’ll roll them out across the entire city. This is going to be terrific for me, because I’m one of the shareholders! Well, sort of. Actually, all I’ve done is hand over the thirty quid birthday money I got from my godmother Barbara to put towards Barney’s fixtures and fittings. But in return for this wise investment, I get to be a multimillionaire a couple of years from now, when Barney starts outselling Starbucks. It’s going to be completely brilliant!

The only tiny spanner in the works at the moment is that the Coffee Messiah isn’t actually selling all that much coffee. The problem isn’t in the product itself. Barney’s coffee is absolutely top-notch. The beans are painstakingly sourced from all kinds of exotic, far-flung places, and the coffee is made in this beautiful gleaming Faema machine Barney tracked down in an old coffee bar in Naples. The delicious creamy milk comes from a little organic farm in Devon, and the snacks on offer are brilliant, too. He’s hired some fantastic little old Jewish lady in Golders Green to fry up fresh batches of doughnuts, and the croissants are baked fresh every morning by his French sister-in-law.

The trouble is that most people like to be free to choose their preferred coffee without interference. And at the Coffee Messiah this is not, in fact, possible. For example, you may feel like you’re putting on a pound or two, and ask for skimmed milk in your latte instead of the specially sourced creamy Devonshire stuff. This is not permitted. You may be in the mood for an iced-coffee beverage, or even something sweet and chocolatey-flavoured. This is not permitted. In fact, the mere mention of words like frappuccino or mocha will almost certainly see you banned from the Coffee Messiah for ever. You may pop along sometime in the afternoon and request a cappuccino. This is not permitted. Instead, you will be subjected to a prolonged lecture on the right time of day to drink milky coffee, ‘because they never drink cappuccino after eleven a.m. in Italy.’

I’d bet good money that neither, in Italy, do people actually go out in public wearing a tomato-red apron emblazoned with the words Coffee Messiah and a matching tomato-red baseball cap declaring On The Third Day, He Frothed Again. But Barney won’t listen to a word of criticism about his uniform. I have the strongest feeling that his mother designed it.

‘Well?’ His round face is creased with concern as I get to the cart. ‘How was it?’

‘Er … not all that great, actually. I’m not sure I’m the kind of designer Central St Martins is looking for.’

‘Oh, Iz.’ Barney envelops me in a big, warm hug. He feels more cuddly than ever. I’m getting a sneaking suspicion that he’s been snacking on the leftover doughnuts more than he actually admits to. ‘I’m so sorry. You worked really hard.’ He thinks about this for a moment. ‘Well, you planned to work really hard.’

‘Exactly! You’ve seen how dedicated I’ve been these last couple of weeks, Barn.’

He nods. ‘I know. I mean, how many other students already have the plans in place for their own fragrance line?’

‘Yes, well …’ I don’t actually want any uncomfortable reminders of my fifteen minutes with Diana Pettigrew. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to decide where to go from here.’

‘Well, there are other fashion courses … or maybe you could get some work experience …’

‘Barney! You sound just like my dad.’

‘God. Sorry.’

‘Anyway, there’s no point in going to any other fashion school. Central St Martins was the only one I ever wanted to go to.’

Now Barney looks a bit confused. ‘But I thought you only decided you wanted to be a fashion designer a couple of weeks ago.’

‘I only decided to pursue my lifelong dream a couple of weeks ago. But I’ve been wanting to be a fashion designer for …’ I don’t actually want to put a specific figure on this, ‘… yonks.’

‘Oh. Right.’

‘Don’t you remember all that time I used to spend at the Saturday Mercury reading fashion magazines when I should have been working?’

Barney frowns. ‘I don’t remember them being fashion magazines. I do remember you were a big fan of heat.’

‘The fashion pages of heat,’ I say, firmly. ‘Don’t you remember how I used to pore over them? I was obsessive! I took notes!’

I did, too. On little scraps of paper. Because there’s nothing more frustrating than seeing a photo of a particular jumper you like, say, and then not remembering where it’s from or how much it cost.

Oh, actually, there is one thing more frustrating. Losing the little scrap of paper telling you where the jumper comes from and how much it cost.

‘Well, Central St Martins or not, you’ll still make it, Iz.’ Barney claps a hand on my shoulder and rubs in an encouraging way. ‘I’ve got loads of faith in you. I mean, you didn’t have the faintest clue what you were doing when you were being a Novelist, and you still almost got that big book deal, didn’t you?’

This is still a tiny bit of a sore point with me. I was working as a PA for Katriona de Montfort – or multimillionaire children’s author Katriona de Montfort, as the papers always call her – and writing this really terrific bonkbuster, Showjumpers, at the same time. Then I kind of fibbed a bit to some publishers, who’d got the idea it was actually Katriona writing Showjumpers, and the next thing I knew, they were offering a seven-figure book deal. Offering Katriona a seven-figure book deal, that is.

You see why I took this vow to be more truthful. I just couldn’t handle the stress of deceiving people any more.

‘Anyway, what am I cooking for Will this evening?’ This is the main reason I’ve come across town to see Barney. He’s done the cooking for my bring-back-the-romance dinner with Will, and I’ve got to collect the dishes. I peer over behind the counter to see two carrier bags, filled with foil containers. ‘Something romantic, I hope?’

‘As requested.’ Barney picks up the carriers and hands them over like they contain gold bullion, or something. ‘OK, I’ve done you a red wine risotto …’

‘Oooh, lovely! Just like I asked!’

‘Yes, well, I shouldn’t really have given in.’ Barney is looking disapproving. ‘Risotto should never be made in advance like this, you do realise?’

I nod, trying to look suitably respectful. ‘I’m very appreciative, Barn. And I’m sure Will’s going to appreciate it, too. You know how much he likes your risottos.’

Barney’s round face breaks into a beam, reminding me of the mutual appreciation society he and Will have always had going. ‘Well, your boyfriend really knows his Italian food, Isabel, so you have to make sure you do me justice on this one. Now, I’ve cooked the rice incredibly al dente, so it shouldn’t suffer too much, but you must promise to heat it properly. That means stirring it constantly – constantly, Iz. No getting bored and wandering off to watch Fern and Phil on Sky Plus. And a gentle heat, remember?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Barney’s one of those cooks who gets unbelievably anal about techniques, and the right way to do things. Whereas I’m one of those shove-it-all-in-and-see-where-life-takes-you sort of cooks.

Actually, that might be why I have to hire Barney to cook for me.

‘And there’s a red-wine reduction in this little pot …’ Barney points out a polystyrene container, ‘which you drizzle over the risotto when it’s ready for serving …’

My mouth is watering already. ‘Yum!’

‘Now, I know you said you didn’t want a starter, but I’ve got you some lovely mixed antipasti from Camisa. Olives …’ he holds up a jar. ‘Peppers.’ Another jar. ‘Stuffed anchovies.’

‘Great!’ I’m not going to hurt Barney’s feelings by telling him that the stuffed anchovies will be going straight down the waste disposal. I mean, has he never had a romantic dinner? ‘And pud?’

Barney’s face lights up, as it always does whenever pudding is mentioned. ‘Panettone bread-and-butter pudding,’ he says proudly, lifting up the foil on the pudding basin so I can have a sniff of the creamy-yellow custardy mixture inside. ‘My own recipe! Now, I’ll want you to tell me tomorrow, Iz, what booze you think I used. You’ll think it’s brandy,’ he adds mysteriously, ‘but you might be surprised …’

I promise faithfully that Will and I will devote at least half an hour of our romantic evening to discussing Barney’s unique use of alcohol, then I try to give him twenty pounds for the food, which he refuses.

‘Just come and hang out with me tomorrow and tell me all about it,’ he says. ‘That’ll be payment enough!’

He waves me off as I start heading for the bus stop, then turns back to his coffee cart to polish up the Faema.


 

Isabel Bookbinder

A one-bedroomed flat

Battersea

London

John Galliano

An airy Parisian studio

Paris

France

12 September

Dear Mr Galliano,

May I begin by saying what a great admirer I am of your work. Your Fashion Vision is second to none, and what you don’t know about your Process is almost certainly not worth knowing.

In fact, it is this Process I am writing about. After attending an interview today at your Alma Cog almer old college, Central St Martins, I find myself in some doubt about how to proceed. Though I believe I have heard that you are in the habit of using a Mood Board to gather your ideas, your former teacher Diana Pettigrew informs me that this is not, in fact, standard practice. Can you help here, John Mr Galliano? Having spent a not inconsiderable sum stocking up on portable Mood Books (my own invention; feel free to borrow it) at Smythson, I don’t want to continue down this route if it is going to make me a laughing stock within the fashion-design community. I have already buggered up placed a foot wrong by not realising about The Uniform; I do not wish to make any more fundamental errors of this kind.

If I was right in the first place, and Mood Boards/Books are a valid part of the design Process, perhaps you could give Diana Pettigrew a quick call and tell her so? I am sure that the realisation that you, John Galliano, are a fan of this method might make her wake her ideas more amenable to the suggestion. Even if this saves just one Central St Martins applicant from embarrassment in the future, your efforts will not have been in vain.

Yours in admiration,

Isabel Bookbinder

PS Do you have any connection to the ebullient ringmaster in Enid Blyton’s excellent children’s book series, Mr Galliano’s Circus? I’ve often wondered if this were the case.

PPS And I’m right about The Uniform, aren’t I?



Chapter 3

THE BUS RIDE back to Battersea Park gives me really valuable career-research time, which is brilliant multitasking. I’ve stopped off to buy the Atelier with the Fashion Aristocracy article that Lara mentioned, so now I can settle down in my seat to read it.

And OK, maybe Lara might have a small point about the hard work and stress. Certainly those pictures of various designers (wearing black, natch) backstage at fashion shows, looking hot and sweaty with pins clenched between their teeth, could take a bit of the gloss off the glamour of it all. And all the meetings with investors don’t sound too much fun, either. But obviously this article is very one-sided. Probably designed to put half-hearted types off applying to the fashion industry at all. I mean, they don’t show pictures of all the fabulous after-show parties, do they? They don’t show the high-level meetings with Oscar hopefuls.

The Fashion Aristocracy job that does look universally appealing, though, belongs to this woman who works as Lucien Black’s Muse. I’ve heard about professional Muses before – isn’t that posh Lady Amanda So-and-So one of them? – but I wasn’t really sure what they did until now. Well, this article has cleared all that up nicely. Lucien Black’s Muse is his business partner, this woman called Nancy Tavistock, who’s also something called a Fashion Editor-at-Large for Atelier magazine itself. God only knows what a Fashion Editor-at-Large is – certainly the pictures of Nancy Tavistock, a stunning Chinese-American, make her look very far from large herself. One picture shows her sitting on a front row in between scary Anna Wintour and that mad-looking geisha woman with the big quiff from the Herald Tribune, and another shows her with an extremely tall, slightly smug-looking man who appears to be her husband.

Anyway, Atelier makes this Tavistock woman’s life sound completely amazing. Basically what she seems to do is, turn up at Lucien Black’s studio every now and then, pull out a bit of ropy old tweed she’s found in an exclusive vintage emporium, or perhaps an opium den in Marrakesh, announce that she’s really feeling ropy old tweed this season, and Lucien Black and all his staff fall over themselves to say how genius she is, and that his entire new Collection will be built around that exact same type of ropy old tweed. Alternatively, she might whip out her scissors and lop three inches off the hem of a cocktail dress, and Lucien Black and all his staff fall over themselves to say she’s defined the Shape of the Season. Then he names a couple of bags after her – I always wondered why his bags were called things like the Tavistock and the Nancy T – and they all swan off to drink champagne and eat oysters at Scott’s of Mayfair.

I mean, is that the best job you’ve ever heard of, or what? A bit like being a Top International Fashion Designer, but without the faff of doing any of the actual designing!

I’m so caught up in wondering how it is you get to become a professional Muse that I go past my stop, and have to walk fifteen minutes back in the direction of Will’s flat with all Barney’s heavy food containers.

The landline is already ringing when I finally get inside and dump all my things down on the kitchen table.

It’s a withheld number, so I answer it, in case it’s Will.

‘Hello?’

‘Iz-Wiz!’ It’s not Will at all. It’s Mum, the only other person who calls me from a withheld line. I still can’t get used to the fact that she works in an office, now, too. She writes local news round-ups for the Central Somerset Gazette, the first job she’s had since Marley was born. ‘I’m not disturbing, am I?’

‘Actually, Mum, I’ve literally just walked in the front door …’

‘Oh, so you’re busy. Well, I won’t keep you. I was just phoning to let you know that Daria had her twelve-week scan, and everything’s cooking away nicely!’

This is actually lovely news. I’m really excited about the arrival of Daria’s first baby – or my first niece or nephew, as I like to think of it – and it’s good to hear that everything’s looking fine.

‘Do they know what it is
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